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Abstract

Recent evidence suggests that states in countries of origin deploy various policies geared toward their highly-skilled migrants. Drawing on a critical
analysis of primary and secondary historical sources, this paper examines Israel’s ‘sending state’ strategy, making two parallel arguments. First, that a
two-pronged approach, termed ‘maintain/return’, has been adopted by the state as a way to secure ties with — and ultimately return — (highly-skilled)
migrants. Secondly, that the justifications for encouraging and supporting return have changed considerably over time. While early efforts were ratio-
nalized by the need to repatriate migrants in the name of strengthening the nation, emphasizing as such the geopolitical fragility of the young state and
expatriates’ weakening ethno-national identity, more recent initiatives have utilized a trajectory of meritocracy that highlights returnees’ potential
economic contribution (individual), professional satisfaction as well as middle class, family-oriented considerations of ‘quality of life’. The paper suggests
that these historical changes should be seen against the backdrop of the global race for talent and developments in the understanding of the role of
migrants as extra-territorial citizens. The paper contributes to the burgeoning literature on state-migrants’ relations, highlighting return as a key, albeit

one, tool within sending state strategies.
© 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Recent years have seen a surge in scholarly interest in return
migration, particularly of the highly-skilled. Owing to their
increasingly transnational life and a growing tendency to embark
on multiple journeys in the course of their professional lives,
neither migration nor return of the highly-skilled is currently seen
as a final act of mobility.! As Ley and Kobayashi argue in this
context, ‘[Flor some migrants return migration is less a final
adjustment than another stage in a continuing itinerary with
further movements ahead, whether unexpected, or...eagerly
awaited’.?

It is this flexible, circular nature of mobility that drives large-
scale, state-led campaigns designated to capture highly-skilled
migrants. Rationalized by ‘a global race for talent’, states are
becoming ever more sophisticated in their quest to attract the best
and brightest.®> But while programs such as Britain’s Highly Skilled
Migrant Programme (HSMP), Canada for Investors, or Australia’s
Point System, which prioritize migrants with valuable economic
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and cultural capital, have been receiving considerable attention in
migration literature, sending state policies designed to return
home their own highly-skilled expatriates have been far less dis-
cussed. This conceptual lacuna is particularly troubling in the case
of Israel where ‘Ingathering of the Exiles’, the state’s raison d’étre,
has long generated a lively public discourse on repatriation of mi-
grants, and, consequently, incentive-based return programs.’
Drawing on a critical analysis of historical materials, this paper
brings the state back into the discussion and sheds light on Israel’s
sending state strategy. In so doing, the paper makes two parallel
arguments. First, that a two-pronged approach, referred to as
‘maintain/return’, has been adopted by the state as a way to secure
ties with and ultimately return (highly-skilled) migrants. An
ethnocentric approach, which sees every de jure and de facto Israeli
citizen of Jewish descent residing abroad as an important de-
mographic and, often, economic asset, it advocates a maintenance
of close relations with migrants alongside an allocation of public
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resources to set up concerted, though time-limited initiatives to
repatriate them. Acknowledging that state resources are limited
yields a market-driven return policy, prioritizing the highly-skilled
among the Israeli populace abroad.®

Secondly, a critical review and analysis of the discourse leading
up to the state’s four return programs (1968, 1978, 1998, and 2008)
reveals that inasmuch as return remains a key policy objective of
successive Israeli administrations, its justifications have altered
considerably over time, according to leading state ideologies. Spe-
cifically, while earlier efforts were rationalized by the need to
repatriate migrants in the name of strengthening the nation,
emphasizing as such the geopolitical and economic fragility of the
young state as well as expatriates’ unstable ethno-national identity,
deliberations leading up to more recent initiatives often down-
played historical considerations of identity, relying instead upon a
trajectory of professional meritocracy and socio-economic comfort
in Israel. Stressing returnees’ expected contribution to Israel’s free
market economy, while underlying individual professional as well
familial considerations of middle-class standard of living and
quality of life, political discourse of return has gradually shifted
from our ‘nation’ to my ‘profession’. The changing political
discourse on return migration, it is argued, is attributed to political
economic transformations taking place in Israel in recent decades
as well as the ways by which the state and leading societal actors
conceive of migrants’ potential role.

The paper’s main contribution lies in tracing the evolving link-
ages between sending state strategies, and return migration
discourse and practice. Inasmuch as return policy is set within
specific political—economic conditions prevailing in the country of
origin, it is argued, we ought to consider the changing geo-
historical trajectories through which it is rationalized, negotiated
and, ultimately implemented. In this context, the rather technical
approach to return policy analysis in parts of the existing migration
literature should be complemented with accounts that probe
deeper into the politics of return. The former, alternating between
specific rules and regulations set by national administrations
wishing to accelerate repatriation and economically-motivated
analyses of alleged links between return and development,’
sometimes fails to see return as a contested process within which
returnees become political subjects whom the state imagines,
narrates, and indeed speaks for as it seeks to pull them ever more
closely. Whether or not a large number of expatriates indeed
embark on the journey homewards and regardless of their (un)-
successful re-integration into the host society, the role played by
the home-state in (re)-producing its sought-after professionals
abroad must be properly analyzed and carefully unpacked.

Methodologically, the paper employs a critical discourse anal-
ysis of publicly available primary and secondary historical source
materials pertaining to return programs. Primary materials include

relevant Knesset proceedings (1949—2010) and protocols of the
Parliamentary Committees of the Interior (1949—1974) and Immi-
gration and Absorption (1974—2010), which are commonly regar-
ded as the most important political forums for migration-related
policy-making in Israel. Secondary materials include pertinent
state-sanctioned documents, including official memoranda, policy
papers and evaluation reports of return programs as well as web-
sites of partners, both public and private, to these initiatives. Data
collected were analyzed based on the historical time period at
which they were produced, their expressed ‘ideological’ justifica-
tion for state-assisted return (for example, national/professional)
and key attributes of potential returnees, primarily their perceived
contribution (for example ethno-demographic, economic) to the
Jewish collective in the territorial nation-state.

The paper is organized in four parts. First, current research is set
within the broader theoretical literature on diaspora strategies and
return migration policies. The second part describes emigration in
the Israeli context, arguing that the state has been pursuing a dual
strategy of maintaining ties with and repatriation of migrants in
general, and the highly-skilled in particular. Tracing the roots of the
state’s strategy, which is termed ‘maintain/return’, and examining its
leading principles, this section briefly maps out the contested nature
of migration policy-making in Israel. The third part critically analyzes
the changing public discourse toward return migration in Israel,
illustrating that the gradual transformation from a ‘national’ to a
‘professional’ return was rooted within broader political—economic
processes taking place in Israel. The paper concludes by discussing
the potential benefits of re-focusing scholarly gaze on states’ return
strategies, highlighting the broader implications of the Israeli case.

Claiming extra-territorial groups: diaspora or sending state
strategies

The circular character of migration, particularly among highly-skilled
individuals whose departure is no longer understood as a final loss of
capital for countries of origin, has motivated states to invest consid-
erable efforts to re-solidify ties with ethnic populations abroad, either
non-resident citizens or diasporic communities.® Recent decades
have witnessed a record number of states in developing, transitional
and developed countries, pursuing closer relations with extra-
territorial groups, often bestowing upon them a wide range of po-
litical, civic, socio-cultural and economic rights as part of gradually
widening regimes of transnational re-inclusion.” Ranging from dual
citizenship and absentee voting to diasporic investment incentives,'®
these rights, often seen as bonding mechanisms geared toward sym-
bolic or material re-incorporation of the diaspora, constitute key
policy instruments in what some have called ‘diaspora strategies’.!!
Driven by states’ desire to reap economic and political benefits (for
example, enhanced remittances and strong host-land lobbying) from
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