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THE POLITICAL FUTURE OF AMERICAN JEWS
American Jews are a politically effective group, within certain limits, and
are probably at the peak of their political influence. The question is whether that
effectiveness is threatened by developing changes in American political life, in
world affairs or in American Jewish circumstances. The auxiliary question is whether
such changes call for adjustments in American Jewish strategy.
PREVIEW OF FACTORS
The factors to which Jewish political effectiveness is usually ascribed fall
into several categories. There is the voting pattern of American Jews, which has
traditionally emphasized two factors: the Jewish population concentration in certain
urban voting districts, compounded by the high voting rate of American Jews.
Those factors have been seen to give Jews a somewhat disproportionate mechanical
leverage in political influence, but are usually associated with another set of factors, having to do with Jewish political activism. Such activism includes a high
level of financial contribution to political campaigns; and a high level of energy
-- involvement in political life, in electoral campaigns, in the policy and strategy
councils of aspirant politicians and of elected public officials.
A more complex and less often invoked set of factors relates to the nature of
that activism in the non-Jewish community. There is a high level of integration in
business and community life in general, creating circles of access and influence
which extend into the political arena; and coalition formation with other groups,
which often critically multiplies the political effect of the Jews .
. However, none of these factors would have sharp political point without some
internal corporate factors: a certain issue-intensiveness, a heavy communal consensus
on a couple of high agenda items; and a Jewish organizational strength through which
these consensus positions are formally presented to policy makers. However, in addition
to the overwhelming consensus on several prime issues of Jewish concern, there have
been some other strong attitudinal tendencies among American Jews as a group -- on
subjects of social welfare, for example -- whtch have shaped the strength of Jewish
involvement in certain political coalitions. Partly as a result of these attitudinal
patterns, American Jews have found their greatest political leverage within a coalition of the Democratic Party.
All these factors -- patterns of voting, activism, integration and issue inten. sity -- are interrelated and cumulative in effect. There is however one other large
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factor outside that system: objective conditions which affect the perceived concordance of American values and Jewish values. At best, Jewish political tnfluence is
marginal. There are-- and have been-- points beyond which a maximally effective
Jewish effort could not prevail. Especially to the extent that it embraces a persuasive
intellectual focus, Jewish political activity can help shape the concordance, and,
to some extent, the objective conditions which affect it.
If those are the factors which have comprised American Jewish political influence, there are certain perceived changes taking place which would seem likely to
affect them: Jewish demographic changes; financial and other electoral reform and
changes in the American political process; changes in Jewish attitude and institutions; and changes in objective circumstances.
JEWISH VOTING AND JEWISH POPULATION MOVEMENT
. While Jewish population statistics are inexact, there is convincing evidence
that American Jews are both diminishing in proportion and dispersing outwards from
inner cities and large cities.
The Jewish population percentage in America probably dropped from about 2.7
per cent in 1970 to about 2.5 per cent in 1980; and if median population projections
hold up, that will drop further by 2000. But Jewish voting strength has never depended
on sheer numbers, but rather on concentration and voting zeal. And the traditional
rule of thumb has been to multiply Jewish voting age figures by a factor of two in
general elections to arrive at the percentage of Jews in the voting population.
That 2-l ratio varies, of course, and may usually range a bit lower. If, for
exampl~, 85 per cent of the Jewish voting-age population votes at a time when 50
per cent of the general. voting-age population votes, the ratio is 1.7.
There are 9 states (counting the District of Columbia as a state for presidential
voting purposes) in which the Jews comprise 3 per cent or more of the population,
from 10.6 per cent in New York to 3.2 per cent in California. These states have 182
of the 270 electoral votes needed to elect a president. Applying the hypothetical
ratio of 1.7 to those estimated populations, the Jewish voting percentages range
from about 18 per cent in New York to about 5 per cent in California (Table 1).
In the 1980 and 1984 elections, at the most hypothetical, that range of Jewish
voting strength did not provide the margin of Democratic victory anywhere, and could
only have reversed the Republican victories in a couple of states if Jews had voted
90-10 Democratic.

3.
Emerging from such hypothetical exercises is the reality that the mechanical
margin of Jewish votes is rarely going to make a critical difference. Sharpening
that reality is the fact that the direction of Jewish voting has always corresponded
to the direction of general voting (Figure 1), so that, for example, a massive 9010 differential in Jewish voting is not liable to occur unless there is also an
unusually large differential in general Democratic Party voting. That reduces the
practical significance of the Jewish voting differential.
There are qualifications. For example, the rule of thumb is to apply a factor
of at least three to the Jewish voting population to find the proportion of Jewish
voters in Democratic Party primaries. These can more often become significant margins.
However, the fact remains that, apart from Democratic Party primaries in certain
key states, and the election of a few key Congressmen from a few districts dominated
by heavy Jewish population, the Jewish voting population, per se, is rarely a decisive
factor in American national politics.
Of course, political candidates in close races and in Jewish-populous states
cannot afford to overlook the possibility of such a rare occurence. In 1976 the Jewish
voters did provide the margin by which Carter took New York; and New York did provide
the electoral margin by which he took the presidency. But that has happened only
once. And in the last 7 Congressional elections, only about 5 per cent of the candidates were elected in Jewish-populous states with less than 55 per cent of the
vote
so the Jewish vote was not critical.
In short, while the marginal Jewish voting power has occasionally some significance, it does not in itself explain the influence of American Jews in politics -and, by the same token, the diffusion of Jewish population is not by itself a seriously negative factor in that influence.
In matter of fact, while population estimates between 1955 and 1982 show a significant drop in a couple of the key states (Table 1), the overall pattern does not
threaten a radical collapse in state concentrations. More to the point is the estimate
that the percentage of Jews in cities of a half million or more decreased from 84
per cent to 72 per cent during the 1980s. However, if the influence-of the Jewish
population oepends more on political activism than on their numerical presence at
the polls, then this kind of centrifugal dispersion can be a positive factor. In
a sense, the spread of Jewish political activism away from the population centers
follows the general spread of political power. For example, Baltimore's share of
Maryland's presidential vote declined from 48 to 17 per cent between 1940 and 1980.
In that same period, New York City's share dropped from 51 to 31 per cent. The Jewish
lovement from some of the major cities may actually be a productive dispersion.
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FINANCIAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND ELECTORAL FUND REFORM
If the Jewish disproportion in general national elections is to be multiplied
by a factor of about two, then the disproportion of Jewish financial contributions
to national political campaigns must be multiplied by a factor of 15 to 20.
While there have been few reliable statistics on the subject -- and some reluctance to gather any -- the journalistic and anecdotal evidence is overwhelming that
more than a majority of Democratic funds on a national level, and as much as a quarter
of Republican funds have come from Jewish sources. In 1968, for example, 21 individuals advanced Hubert Humphrey $100,000 or more for his campaign; 15 of them were
Jews.
That kind of financial participation had been typical. The disproportionate
level of Jewish voting reflected a strong sense of Jewish self-interest in public
affairs and a relatively high middle-class educated level of activism. The disproportionate level of political contributions reflected those factors and more. Since
the end of World War II, Jews comprised a relatively affluent group, and markedly
included a number of individuals and families who were affluent for the first time,
a famously good class of .. givers ...
There had long been a tradition of philanthropic giving, at least among Western
Jews, dating back to the middle ages, to community needs shaped by adversity and
legitimated.by Jewish religious tradition. And Jewish political needs in this country
have been perceived as a communal need, like philanthropy. But beyond that, political
involvement has been a means by which many new-rich in America have been able to
gain. quick community recognition and general influence.
Political campaigning has, of course, become increasingly expensive, with the
growth of the population and the advent of television. In 1976, for example, winning
Congressmen spent about 63 million dollars, and in 1982 about 195 million dollars,
an increase roughly twice the inflation factor. There is no automatic relationship
between campaign spending and political victory; in the 1980 Congressional races,
half of ·the top ten spenders won and half lost. Of the 9 Democrats who lost in that
campaign, 7 had a spending advantage. However, spending on occasion does make the
difference, and it is a firm article of belief among candidates that .. money is the
mother • s milk of po 1it i cs ... Thus political contributors have had, if not contra l
and if not patronage, at least heightened .. access .. to their candidates.
Financial contributions are a much more certain and bankable political item
than Jewish voting margins in most cases; and Jewish political effectiveness has
been less closely tied to voting margins than to the access which has been gained
by Jewish contributors to campaigns.
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The question is whether electoral finance reform of recent year$ has underctit
that source of effectiveness. The more-than-a-hundred-thousand-dollar contributions
that were made through the early 1970s -- the individual Jewish advances made to
Humphrey went as high as $390,000 -- are no longer possible.
But so far, these restrictions on individual contributions do not seem to pose
a crippling disability to Jewish political effectiveness. According to one expert
on campaign financing,the role of the wealthy has not been diminished by the reforms.
"The main effect," he said, "has been to exchange the big giver for the big solicitor"
(Herbert Alexander, quoted in the Wall Street Journal, October 24, 1984, p. 1). Solicitation by the wealthy from the wealthy has been a particular Jewish tradition, and
a skill sharpened in philanthropic campaigns. And such "bundling" of funds can still
be raised in amounts significant enough to warrant "access." The legal limit of $1000
per individual giver per election can be multiplied by the number of one's relatives,
and by the channeling of donations to funds and committees other than the candidate's
direct campa.i gn.
The Political Action Committees are simply legal and convenient fund repositories
for many political groups, such as industrial associations -- but for groups like
the Jews, they are also very useful vessels for the kind of bundling, and financial
negotiation which is currently called for. There are over 30 PACs which are specifically geared to supporting Congressional candidates who are favorable to Israel.
In the Congressional campaign of 1982, these PACs contributed a total of 1.67 million,
a little more than half going to Senatorial candidates. In the Congressional campaign
of 1983-84, that amount probably doubled.
In short, while some Jewish "heavy hitters" have been hobbled insofar as their
personal contributions are concerned, many Jews have maintained their "access" by
dint of their fundraising activities -- and the Jewish contributions have even more
of· a Jewish communal tinge than they had before. On that level, there is no indication
that the electoral fiscal reforms have impeded Jewish effectiveness in politics.
However, there may be some clouds on the horizon, relating primarily to PACs.
First of all, there is the question of whether PACs, becoming the prime contribution
instrument of Jews, are so stringently one-issue in nature that they will distort
o~ weaken the integrated position of American Jews in the political process. That
question will be addressed later. More directly, there is the question of whether
current methods will lead, in a kind of backlash effect, .to electoral reform of a
kind which could be more disabling to the Jewish pattern.
Some.observers have described PACs as a scandal waiting to happen. Congressman
Glickman, talking about the problem of PACs, said " ... study after study has shown
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a very high correlation between funds received and the way some key votes have been
cast" (Congressional Record-House, July 8, 1981, H 4101). Most of these "high
correlations" which carry the potential of scandal involve direct economic interest.
Notoriously,.in 1982, when the House Energy and Finance Committee voted to overturn
a Federal Trade Commission regulation which the auto dealers opposed, 26 out of the
27 committee members had received contributions totalling $84,000 from the National
Auto Dealers Association, and all but one voted for the auto dealers' position. That
kind of situation has been repeated again and again.
Of course, the "correlation" has been frequently rationalized by the statement
that funds are given not to coerce a Congressman's opinion but to strengthen Congressmen who already have the "right" opinion. But that distinction-is often enough suspect,
certainly in the eyes of the citizenry. When Congressman Dan Glickman of Kansas asked
another Congressman to join him in an action unfavorable to the auto dealers, he
was told: "I'm committed. I got a $10,000 check from the National Automobile Dealers
Associatfon. I can't change my vote now" (Brooks Jackson, Wall Street Journal, March
5' 1984).
Under current law, presidential candidates are eligible for substantial federal
funding support and are limited in the amount they can spend. Congressional candidates do not get government funding support and are unlimited in expenditures.
Congressman Henry Reuss of Wisconsin said that "the corruption and the evil
is not only in people seeming to sell access or in some cases even their vote; it
lies in the preoccupation of legislators ... who have to spend a large part of their
lives panhandling, going around to all of these groups saying, 'I would just love
to have a check from you.' That shouldn't be."
At the moment, there seems little political likelihood that Congress will move
towards laws which make their campaigns predominantly dependent on government funding.
If, however, "the corruption and evil" to which Congressman Reuss referred broke
out by way of public scandal or public outrage at escalating campaign costs, then
a movement towards public funding might become more feasible. In that case, it is
more likely that the possibility of "access" by the Jewish community through the
means of political contributions would be reduced.

.
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JEWISH ACTIVISM AND"CHANGES IN THE POLITICAL PROCESS
Disproportionate voting is, of course, an index of political activism. Disproportionate financial contribution to campaigns is an instrument as well as an index
of political activism. But Jewish political activism extends beyond both phenomena
and is bed'ded in an even larger field of social activism.

7.
"Social activism" describes a high level of participation in the affairs of
the general community. It can be measured in terms of disproportionate Jewish membership and leadership in most of the communal activities which are open to them:
business and trade associations, professional associations, trade unions, student
political associations, artistic associations, general welfare associations -- all
of those groups which comprise the associational arena of American community life.
There are countless theories about this general Jewish activism. There is the
obvious matter of educational level and middle class status, which are always related
to high participation. There .are the matters of "minority" status and of the emerginggroup syndrome, both of which may stimulate special desires for involvement and community recognition. However, there is also a theory that an additional factor exists
among Jews: a prevalently high level of .achievement drive, drawn presumably out of
the Jewish life experience, but over and above the factors mentioned above. For
example, one attempt to measure achievement drive and relate it to ethnicity found
that for Protestants, for Italians, for Greeks, for Blacks, the lower socio-economic
group in each group registered a significantly lower achievement drive than the middle
class of that group. Only in the case of the Jews were those results reversed, the
Jewish lower class registering a slightly higher score than the middle class. One
social psychologist, after reviewing the evidence, wrote: "In short, there is very
little doubt the average achievement (score) among Jews is higher than for the general
population in the United States at this time" (~1cClelland).
Whatever the reasons, there is a demonstrably high level of Jewish participation
in the various channels of American community life. This general social activism
preceded political activism, and is in aid of it. By dint of it, Jewish individuals
have become "influentials" in the general community. As often as not, these influentials, as a consequence, have become political influentials. Further, this integrating
process has created, by natural means, a great deal of interfacing between participant Jews and various other groups_ and circles of influence in the community.
That interfacing is the begining of the coalition process.
This active integration of the Jews is at the heart of their political effectiveness. On one level, it is in itself a persuasive factor for many of the Jewish agenda
items. On a top agenda item, American support of Israel, for example, this factor
plays a substantial role. The basis of American support for Israel is the prevalent
American perception that the support of Israel is important for American national
interest.
The chief engine of that perception of Israeli importance to America is the
state of objective circumstances in the Middle East, within the framework of EastWest problems -- but that perception is buttressed by the image of Israel as Western,
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politically similar to and friendly to America. And that image is strengthened by
the familiar and integrated social presence of the American Jews.
But, beyond that, the integrated social presence of the Jews in America, providing
its own kind of access to other groups, has created the basis for coalitions of effort.
Thus, it has been naturally easy to gather allies in the non-Jewish community on
Jewish issues such as anti-semitism, neo-Nazism, Soviet Jewry or support for Israel.
However, there has been another significance to community coalition and coalition
politics for the Jews. That significance is reflected in the distinction customarily
made between ''faction" and "coalition'' in politics. In faction politics at its most
extreme, an interest group pursues its own interest only, forms its own party, runs
its own candidates, does not consider compromise or negotiation. In coalition politics,
negotiation and compromise among interest groups is primary. The purpose is to find
a common agenda.
Coalition politics has seemed a necessity for an orderly United States because
of its hetero9eneity. Early in its career, the American polity learned that stronger
coalition politics seemed preferable not only in the matter of issues, but in the
matter of selecting public officials. In the presidential campaign of 1824, none
. of the 5 candidates received anything near a majority from the electoral college.
The nominating process itself developed by the 1840s was the national party convention.
The parties became coalitions, for purposes of both elections and issues. Various
factions struggled within each party. And factional leaders within each party, even
when they gained a certain dominance, usually understood that it was necessary to
pursue the party coalitional process in order to win elections across the country.
Between 1940 and 1980 the only campaigns in which one candidate received less than
40 per cent of the popular vote were in 1964 and 1972 when bitter factional debates
took place in the Republican and Democraty Party respectively, and clearly factional
candidates were nominated.
The Jews can reasonably feel threatened by a climate of factional politics in
which deadly political extremism is bred. And in somewhat narrower terms, the Jews
can multiply their own effectiveness only by coalitional methods -- increasing their
access, helping to make it clear that their interests are the interests of a broader
community and multiplying their political power.
It is a matter of history that since the 1930s, when the Jews became a cogent
political force, the Democratic Party has been the national party in which the Jews
have found and built their coalitional strength,_because of compatibility of issue
and tempe~ament with some other Democratic Party factions, as well as because Jews
were largely situated in centers of Democratic Party power. And some Jews have always
been engaged. in Republican Party politics, with some coalition effects, especially
on local and regional levels, even though the main coalitional leverage of the Jews
has been within the Democratic Party.
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So this active participation within the general community and coalitional effort
have been the dynamic core of Jewish political effectiveness. But the circumstances
within which this political effectiveness has tak~n place may be changing drastically. One change may be taking place within the Jewish community itself: a tendency
towards some withdrawal from the integrative and coalitional process. That phenomenon
will be dealt with below.
But there are apparent changes within the political process itself which, including some "electoral reform," allegedly threaten that basic dynamic of effectiveness.

The Decline of the Parties
The changes which draw most attention revolve around the weakening of the political
parties. However, the American political party has never been the kind of tight mechanism which political parties represent in much of Europe, and in Israel. Among the
founding fathers, there was a monumental distaste for political parties. Jefferson
once said that if he could not go to heaven except with a political party, he would
prefer not to go there at all. But there was always early attraction to coalitional
politics, entailing the negotiation of differences among different constituencies.
That attraction plus sheer political necessity created the networks which constitute the major American political parties. James MacGregor Burns, who wrote of
these networks as four parties -- two Congressional parties, Republican and Democratic
-- and two presidential parties, described each Congressional party in these terms:
"It is not a tight, cohesive group of men, conspiring together in a secret chamber
and P.UShing the buttons on a nation-wide machine ... It is a loose cluster of men
sharing a common concept of the public interest ... benefiting from and in turn protecting a set of rules and institutions that bolster their power ... These men deal
with one another by bargaining and accomodation rather than by direction and command."
The "presidential parties" are, of course, broader and more disciplined, but
exist as a power only when a "party•s" candidate is elected. The presidential networks
are often different than the Congressional networks, but also often intersect.
Indeed, if there is too little intersection between the two networks, a president
and his party•s Congressional delegation, then it becomes more difficult for the
president and the government to function. Sometimes, of course, there are inter-party
coalitions, as in the frequent case of Republican conservatives and Democratic "Dixiecrats." But, by and large, the Democratic Party and the Republican Party each maintains
its own identity, both because of certain prevalent ideological tendencies, and simply
because individuals need the network in order to function effectively and protect
their power.
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These networks built their corporate strength on two foundations:. patronage
and control over the nomination of candidates. Both of those foundations have been
crumbling as a result of electoral reform. Most recently, the parties• ability to
control nominations has been reduced by the growth of direct primary elections, and
by reforms requiring .. proportional representation .. at nominating conventions. In
short, an increase in direct democracy has eroded corporate party strength.
But, in reality, the weakening of the formal corporate entities known as
11
parties .. will not mean the collapse of the political system in which the Jews flourish and exert influence, as long as the informal network arrangements known as parties
continue in strength. The parties have been most important for Jewish political effectiveness because they have provided networks of .. access .. to policy-makers and their
circles.
Jews, like others, have gained access to those networks not by connecting to
a national party, or even a state party, but by connecting to the basically autonomous
apparatus of a local candidate or office holder; and/or directly to the apparatus
of a presidential candidate.
However, the apparatus or support system for any given political candidate does
not just consist of influential and active individuals. It also crucially includes
symbolic representatives of the various constituencies which may be important to
the candidate. Some constituent groups, such as trade associations, send money directly
to campaigns -- and that presumably is important if they want their candidate elected -- but .. access .. is limited if it consists only of checks in the mail and not
of individuals who remain consistently close to the apparatus of the candidate and
public official.
In the case of groups like Jews -- a more inchoate class than dairy farmers
or automobile dealers, with a more complex agenda-- the role of involved individuals
is evenmore crucial. Jewish community organizations do not generally support partisan
candidates, partly for tax reasons buy mainly for policy reasons. Most of these
organizations will want some access, no matter which candidate wins. The connection
is mainly through involved individuals who are also connected to those organizations.
Even the pro-Israel PACs have their main impact by introducing or backing up otherwise
involved individuals.

These Jewish organizations do help to organize explicit issue-coalitions which
then, through symbolic individuals, become an apparent part of a support system -and agenda
of a candidate or public official. ·
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This whole plexus of relationships, from the bottom up rather than the top down,
describes political parties in America better than the image of tight national or
state structures -- and describes the far-flung way in which the Jewish community
makes its ·connections. The "deterioration" of the parties refers to some further
weakening of national, state and regional party entities and functions, as against
the autonomy of local offices.
If this deterioration proceeds to the point where the two party networks fail
to function -- or if factional politics begin to operate seriously outside these
networks rather than within them -- then Jewish political fortunes will surely suffer
in America. And if Jewish access to these networks is seriously cut off by radical
electoral reform which eliminates the importance of private campaign contributions,
or insist on strict proportional representation at nominating points, then Jewish
political fortunes will surely suffer.
But the fact is that the two major party networks continue to function as networks, despite all the shifting permutations, because they still serve a basic purpose
in the mutual protection of power, and even in the mutual expression of certain prevailing
political values.
All other things being equal, as long as those networks continue to function the
hyper-activism of the Jews will leave Jewish political effectiveness relatively unimpaired by current political reform and changes.
The Democratic Party and the Jews
~owever, there is much discussion about one specific change in the nature of these
party networks which might affect the nature of Jewish political effectiveness. The
fact is that the main "Jewish connection" throughout the past half century has been
with the Democratic Party network. And the issue-coalitions with which the Jews have
been explicitly engaged (i.e., blacks, labor unions, liberal Christian clergy) have
largely been associated with the Democratic Party. The Democratic party network has
been relatively sympathetic with the Jewish political agenda over the years.
Furthermore, the Democratic Party Congressional network, with which the Jews have
been primarily associated, has dominated the political scene, having been the major
political party in the House over 90 per cent of the time since World War II, and in
the Senate over 75 per cent of the time.
If the Democratic Party loses its dominance because of some "realignment".which
may be taking p1ace ... · or if the Democratic Party network becomes 1ess sympathetic
to the basic Jewish agenda, partly because of shifting issue-coalitions ... and if

the Jews fail to find the same strength of connections in the Republican Party network,
there are obvious negative implications for Jewish political influenc~ in the future.
The 1984 voting suggests that the Jews are not leaving the Democratic Party.
Figure I demonstrates that, according to the best estimates, including the redistribution
of third-party votes according to probable major party options, the Jews returned to a
.. normal .... Democratic distance .. of about 25 points between their presidential voting and
that of the general population. The Jewish Democratic distance~~ in Congressional
voting has usually been even higher than in their presidential voting. And in recent
years, about 6 out of 10 American Jews have continued to indicate that their party
affiliation is Democratic
l out of l 0, Repub 1i can; and about 3 out of l 0, Independent.
Depending on the survey, there may be seen some growth of Independent affiliation at
the expense of the Democratic Party, but the Republican ratio has not changed significantly.
The question, at the moment, is not whether the Jews are leaving the Democratic
Party, but whether the Democratic Party network is leaving the Jews and their agenda.
As Figure I suggests, Jewish voting has been affected by the same political impulses
as other Americans in voting for presidential candidates. But within those trends there
has been a special dimension of loyalty to the Democratic Party. The political profile
of the American Jew, statistically speaking, has something to do with that continuous
loyalty.
Jews continue to score disproportionately high, among the white population, on
matters of economic liberalism;~~ that is, government intervention on behalf of the
poor and disadvantaged. For example, the 1984 National Survey of American Jews found
typically that Jews supported the goals and philosophy of such government programs as
welfare and food stamps by a 75 to 17 ratio; government aid for abortions for poor
women by an 81 to 13 ratio; and affirmative action without quotas by a 70 to 20 ratio.
The Democratic party is seen by the national population as the network which singly
stands for such values.
There are indications that American Jewry has followed the rest of the population
in becoming more fiscally conservative. In one 1981 regional survey, where four out
of five Jews called for more government spending for health care, half of them said
that it is proper to cut social spending and two out of three supported a statutory
limitation on government s~ending.
But, while fiscal attitudes may have shifted within the Jewish population, party
loyalty has not, at least by the light of the 1984 election. There is another factor
of liberalism which apparently has more saliency for the Jews.
11
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That is the fact6r of ''cultural liberalism," ~hich might more aptly be called
cultural tolerance, tolerance for differences. For the Jews these are, of course,
issues of deep self-interest. Civil liberties comprise one category of such issues,
but they are not really in contention in America today. Anti-semitism itself is another
such category. And, while American Jews never relax their foreboding about the possibility of anti-semitism, it was not an issue that made an important difference in the
selection of candidates in the election year.
An analysis was made of the reasons why 814 randomly selected Jewish voters in
Northern California·made their presidential choice (Table 2). Asked to pick the one
or two issues out of eight which would make the most difference to them in their selection, only about 4 per cent chose anti-semitism, among both Mondale and Reagan voters.
The domestic issue which most concerned Mondale supporters, in twice the proportion of
Reagan supporters, was "keeping church and state separate." This result was replicated in other surveys around the country. In the course of heated public discussion
about religion and the state, the prominence of fundamentalists like the Rev. Jerry
Falwell, and a publicized negative trend in court decisions, church-state separation
became, among Jews, a code phrase for cultural tolerance.
This issue as it is embedded in the larger matter of cultural liberalism is related
also to the Democratic Party milieu in which Jews have grown up politically. Jews may
have become more affluent but they still do not belong to the same social network as
the middle and upper class white Protestants who form the backbone of the Republican
Party. The church-state issue was not just another constitutional issue but the signal
of a cultural climate important for the Jews, and it seemed clear to them that the
Democratic Party still provided that climate better than the Republican Party.
However, while Mondale·was an assurance on that score, there was still some foreboding expressed that the Democratic Party could "leave" the Jews in the future. On
the matter of Israel the Jews seemed to make little distinction between the two parties
(Table 2). But even a majority of the Mondale voters expressed the opinion that Jesse
Jackson had too much influence in the Democratic Party.
While they were concerned about anti-semitism on his part, they were more concerned
about his positions on Israel. There is a foreign policy faction represented by Jesse
Jackson featuring non-interventionist or third world foreign policy sentiments which
could prove deleterious or even openly hostile to Israel's interests if it became dominant. The dominance could change the image of the Democratic Party as the home of
cultural liberalism for the Jews, hard-core opposition to Israel being translated as a
form of intolerance for American Jews.
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Such a reversal of foreign policy by the Democratic Party is not. likely. However,
contention on this issue could disrupt Jewish relationships with other elements of
the Democratic Party, especially at local levels.
The main "political association" which seemed to suffer as a result of the 1984
election was that of the black community, which voted almost 9 to 1 in favor of Mondale.
It is true that the Jewish populatioh voted almost 7 to 1 in favor of Mondale, but
there are a couple of significant differences. Although the blacks represent about 8
per cent of the voters, about twice that of the Jews, they are as disproportionately
low in their political activism as the Jews are disproportionately high. They have
not been in a position to be as activist in terms of canpaign contributions -- nor in
terms of other electoral involvement. And, despite the Jewish vote at the polls, there
was a renaissance of organized Jewish activism among the third of the Jews who did opt
for Ronald Reagan. The Republican party generally recognized the importance of that
activism, as distinct from voting, and is not so likely to turn its back on the Jewish
community because of the voting numbers.
Also, the primary "black agenda" consists of stands on economic issues which are
largely incompatible with those of the Republican_Party. The primary "Jewish agenda"
is not so incompatible with the Republican Party agenda (e.g., support for Israel,
support for Soviet Jews) -- except apparently in certain church-state matters about
which there is division within the Republican Party.
As a result, an increasingly dominant Republican Party on the American scene would
seem to leave the black community in a greater state of political disrepair than it
would.the Jews. Labor leadership would also be in trouble, of course, although union
members in the country came close to splitting on presidental choice (54 per cent for
Mondale in the ABC exit poll). Some Hispanic leadership was found on the Republican
side, and 44 per cent of the Hispanic voters followed suit.
But there is no evidence to support the belief that the Republican Party is about
to become nationally dominant, although there may be some "rea 1i gnment" in certain
Southern ·and Southwestern regions. The presidential voters, in the Los Angeles Times
national exit poll, indicated that they had split their Congressional votes between
Democrat and Republican candidates (46-47), and the results were in accord. Also, there
has already emerged sharp con~ention within national Republican leadership which suggests
that their life after Reagan will not be as easy as the 1984 figures suggested.
However, for the black community, there is also the question of how the contentions
within the Democratic Party will be resolved. And there is the question of how the black
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leadership will itself approach that political future. If, for example, the more dissident elements of the Jesse Jackson camp were to beiome dominant, comp~ete with a
"third world" foreign affairs approach, Democratic Party politics would become more
contentious -- and the Jewish community would be caught uncomfortably in that contention.
But Jesse Jackson was a spoke~man for the black community on the domestic agenda,
not on the foreign policy agenda which he espoused. It would seem to be indicated for
Jewish activists in the Democratic Party, in supporting the basic black domestic agenda,
to keep it separated from Jesse Jackson's foreign policy agenda. Under those conditions,
the Jewish/black alliance in the Democratic Party circles could remain undisrupted.
THE JEWISH COMMUNITY AND A "NARROWING" EFFECT
The "Jewish community" refers generally to. all those Jews who are connected to or
influenced by the network of organized el.ements in Jewish life.
There has developed a kind of "politics-intoxication" among American Jews which
tends to oversimplify the political process. In so doing, they tend to overlook the
fact that the Jewish community is itself a political force, and that politics is
more than electoral or lobbying activity.
"Politics" is all that activity which has to do with the making and administration
of public policy. Jewish political activity is all that activity on public affairs in
which Jews engage in some organized and purposeful concert. When they are so engaged,
American Jews comprise a political association. De Toqueville described a political
association in this manner: "the public assent which a number of individuals give to
certain doctrines, and the engagement which they contract to promote in a certain manner
the spread of those doctrines."
The Jewish community is a political association at those points where there is
an organized consensus on certain issues of specified interest to the Jewish community
and where there is an organized Jewish community network to promote that consensus.
Most cogently, the Jewish community has established itself as a political association in matters of self-defense-- i.e., American support of Israel, support for beleaguered Jews abroad, international human rights generally, civil rights in its full
scope, civil liberties, freedom of religion, church-state separation, protection for
Jewish institutions.
The first function of that political association is to discover and shape consensual strategies on the doctrines to which there is natural assent in the bulk of the
Jewish community. The second function is to promote the spread of those doctrines and
strategies.
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The political association represented by the Jews (and other ethnic/religious
groups) differs significantly from that represented ·by the Automobile Dealers Association and other such business interest groups. Associations such as the automobile
dealers tend to be equated with one or several specific organizations with relatively
universal membership. The Jewish political association, a more complex social group
with a more complex agenda, consists of a loose network of many organizations and connected individuals.
There is at least one other significant working difference. The objectives of
the Jewish political association come closer to matters of redressing citizenship
wrongs and addressing citizenship aspirations, as touched on directly by the Constitution,
than do the profit-making objectives of a business interest group. It is largely
for that reason that most of the activities of the Jewish political association are
not as constrained by legal regulations as are those of a business interest group -although some of the specific lobbying and electoral activities which spin out of this
Jewish political association are so regulated, especially when they relate to Israel.
But the point is that most of the combined elements of the organized Jewish
community, as they address common public affairs of Jewish concern, constitute a
political association and are engaged in political activity.
This Jewish political association is so defined because it is in a state of some
deliberate organization directed towards common political objectives. The Jewish
community is not a political association just because it has some statistically prevalent opinions on certain issues-- such as those related to social welfare in general.
There are some political subjects outside the area of self-defense or of organized
consensus, on which there is a disproportionate weight of Jewish op1n1on. Jews are,
for example, prevalently economic or social welfare liberals, as has been indicated
above.
However, in this display of opinions on social welfare, Jews represent a disproportionate supportive audience rather than a political association. As a Jewish population, they are not primarily or consensually organized to promote doctrines and strategy on this subject, as they are on the subject of support for Israel or anti-semitism,
for example.
It is true that some of the mechanism created by the Jewish political association
in America adds to their working agenda objectives which reflect the Jews as a supportive audience, such as social welfare liberalism. But it is also true that those
objectives are most cogently and convincingly added, when they are conceived in aid of
the primary agenda of the Jewish political association (e.g., poverty as a racial phenomenon related to bigotry, or lending itself to dangerous political extremism -- or
offering a value-compatible opportunity for coalition).
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In other words, the Jewish political association in America is not a political
party, meant to reflect all the prevailing political opinions of American Jews. As
a political association, the Jews are primarily concerned with the flourishing survival of Jews and Jewish institutions, in ways that are acceptable to Jewish values.
The organized network which comprises their political association is their instrument
for that purpose. As a supporting audience, American Jews are deeply involved with
many other political associations and movements, which have other primary objectives.
But this is precisely one of the strengths of the Jewish population in America -and, finally, one of the strengths of the Jewish po~itical association itself. A
political association can be better than the sum of its parts, depending on how well
organized it is, but it is finally limited by the aggregate influence that can be
wielded by its members. The aggregate influence of its members·is the base on which
rests the strength of the Jewish political association and Jewish political influence.
And that aggregate influence is based finally not so much on political activism
relative to the "Jewish agenda," but on Jewish activism in general American public
life. In the 1981 National Survey of American Jews, only 8 per cent said that they had
been active in some political campaign, but 39 per cent said that they had been active
in a professional association, 36 per cent in some community cultural group, 21 per
cent in some neighborhood organization. In addition, as many or more Jews had been
involved in a business organization, a PTA, a feminist group, an environmental group,
as had been involved in a political campaign. And most of those who had been active
in political campaigns had been active first in one or more of the other community
activities.
In other words, Jewish influentials develop out of integrated activism in general
American life. To put it another way: the influence of individual Jews is not primarily
created around issues of the Jewish agenda which emerges from the Jewish political
association; it is more often created around issues on which the Jews represent ·a
supportive audience. The result, whether in creating Jewish influentials or productive
relation~hips with other groups, is to give the Jewish political association its base
of strength as it enters the political arena on its own agenda. In turn, the organized
elements of the Jewish political association give these influential Jews an organizational base, a clear Jewish agenda and a consensual message to bear.
In that formal political arena, electoral activity is a critical activity in
solidifying access to public policy makers on the agenda of the Jewish political association. And "lobbying" is a critical activity as it assesses policy-making strategy,
often under changing conditions, and helps to organize and inform policy-makers on the
spot around that strategy.
I
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In their various ways, the electoral activists and the lobbyists are connected
to and essential to the Jewish political association, and relatively powerless without
it; and the entire Jewish political association is only marginally more powerful than
the aggregate influence of American Jewry and Jewish agencies, mainly gained through
iritegrated activism on the general American public scene.

-A tauti onary Note
As an antidote to intoxication, it is always worthwhile to note that the formal
expressions of the Jewish political association, even if fi.nancial contributions are
involved, will not be determinative if there are major countervailing factors.
There have been a few instructive signals on this matte_r, as it applies to American
support of Israel. When the Carter administration became party to a "Soviet-American
communique" which promised to bring the Soviet Union into the forefront of Middle East
negotiations, the American Jewish apparatus erupted in what was called a "firestorm"
of protest. The proposal was dropped, and Abba Eban, for one, declared that the American Jewish protest had carried the day. Subsequently, at the beginning of the Reagan
administration, the organized American Jewish apparatus again erupted in at least as
rousing a "firestorm" of protest with respect to the AWACS sale to the Saudis. But
the AWACS sale prevailed. All kinds of analysis can be applied, but the fact remains
that it was a difference in circumstances, not a difference in Jewish effort, which
distinguished the failure.
In 1983 the foreign aid bill, the largest portion of which was designated for
Israel, was voted against by a significant number of Congressmen who were traditional
supporters of Israel, and who had received substantial amounts of financial contribution from Jewish sources. It was not critical; the aid bill won, and the Congressmen
in question who voted against it because of a Central American provision, typically
said that they would have sought some other way of making sure that Israel received
its funds. However, the American Jewish apparatus had fought for passage of the bill,
which had a number of favorable provisions in it for Israel. And some of the larger
contributors to the Congressmen in question were semi-privately outraged by the "delinquencies."
But the efforts of the Jewish political association, including its electoral and
lobbying activities, will not prevail against overwhelming American tendencies i~ an
opposite direction. The basic American commitment to Israel, for example, had its wellspring in the middle 1960s -- not on the basis of a post World War II sentiment for
Jewish refugees; but on the basis of a growing perception of American self-interest in
the integrity of Israel. That commitment, which has not changed radically since, was
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based primarily on objective conditions, before the Jewish political association had
seemed to. acquire the influence it has today.
Of course, the Jewish political association has still had a critical marginal
effect on certain important policy decisions -- but the marginality itself suggests
that the Jewish political endeavor must not become so narrow that it does not consider
some of the larger issues which will bear on the Jewish agenda. In the matter of Israel,
for example, America's general foreign policy, rather than sentiment on Israel itself,
may eventually determine America's policy towards Israel. And a major divisiveness
between haves and have-nots in America, rather than.any specific constitutional sentiment, could eventually determine the state of America's civil liberties.
The Narrowing
Both with respect to the above cautionary note and with respect to the kind of
integrated activism which has made the Jewish political association influential,
observers have noted a trend of ominous "narrowing" within Jewish life.
There are two interconnected ways in which this narrowing has developed. There
is a tendency towards one-issue politics. Note that the fastest-growing American Jewish
organization by far has been the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). And
there are other tendencies towards self-ghettoization on the public affairs scene.
Note how often non-Jewish public officials over the age of 50 frequently complain
about the narrowing agenda they have perceived in the organized Jewish community.
There is evidence that the Jewish population at large has·not become as selfghettoized in public affairs as has the Jewish organizational apparatus. Its voting
patterns on issues and candidates, as noted earlier, indicate a group pattern of
broader concerns. Also, the general activism of Jews continues to manifest itself
through the disproportionate number of individual Jews involved in a broader range
of general community activit~es and associations. It is suggested that there is a
certain growing discontinuity between the American Jewish population and the dominant
sector at the organized Jewish apparatus.
More and more dominantly, the center of that apparatus has been the fundraising
agencies of the Jewish community: the Council of Jewish Federations and the local Fed-·
erations. Their major efforts in fundraising were associated with Israel, culminating
in a massive increase in 1967. These central fundraising mechanisms increasingly drew
in the cream of affluent young Jewish leadership. The preoccupation of these mechanisms,
and their leadership, with Israel was understandable. The leadership of AIPAC and of
the pro-Jewish PACs in America have been drawn from the same circles of leadership.
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Of course, other developments were taking place on the American scene which
promoted Jewish segregation. Much has been written about the way the i·nterests of
the Jews and of some of its former group partners on the political scene seemed to
separate. But the point is that the growing edge of the Jewish apparatus became
increasingly and markedly one-issue in its approach to political life. A smaller
and smaller proportion of young Jewish influentials in the apparatus became activist
in general community life.
Even so, this trend towards self-ghettoization among these Jewish elites does
not create a current disability for Jewish political effectiveness as long as there
are no serious political problems for Jewish issues. The fact is that at the end of
1984, there are no such serious problems on the surface, despite all the foreboding
which Jews are wise to have. American support of Israel is more secure than it has
ever been, as this is written. American politicians are publicly committed to Israel,
and the American public remains highly sympathetic towards Israel.
Anti-semitism is at its lowest level in the century. Even in those circles where
anti-semitism has traditionally been spawned, the phenomenon is muted because of the
sympathy towards Israel in those circles. And there has been no break in the strength
of American civil liberties.
As has been indicated, there is much concern among Jews about the "Christian"
talk that has surrounded church-state issues -- and the legislature and the Supreme
Court have been loos~ning the strictures against church-state separation that existed
a decade ago. While this may be a matter for serious Jewish political attention, there
is no indication that the American people or politicians will stand for much more
than a cyclical over-adjustment to the strict constructionists of a decade ago.
As long as these circumstances prevail, the political power of the American Jews
will not be seriously tested. Within a climate of strong American partisanship towards
Israel, for example, a diffe'rence can be made in this case or that with one-issue
activism.
But.life for American Jews can get qualitatively stickier. American support for
Israel is based on perceptions of American national interest which can change. Contemplate the possibilities of diminishing Israeli power in the Middle East, especially
with accompar~ing economic problems; diminishing American power in the Middle East;
economic problems in America; a more non~interventionist American foreign policy.
Under such conditions, it becomes clear that American Jewish political effectiveness will depend not on marginal political clout, nor on Israel-related activism, but
on general Jewish influence in the political process. And such influence will not
finally be just a matter of a political mechanics; it will also be a matter of the
perceptions and the vaules which American Jews will impress on that process and on
American policy makers.
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None of this is meant to disparage one-issue ~rganizations such ~s AIPAC and
their efforts, which are important and effective in the present situation. But if
a serious assessment is to be made of the possible needs of the future, then it must
include the apparent decline within the heart of the organized Jewish community of
non-ghettoized activism with which the Jews have most deeply affected the political
process in America.
SUMMARY AND REMEDIES
Most of the developments on the American scene do not threaten Jewish political
effectiveness in the foreseeable future
or at least they need not. But some of
these developments may not be benign if certain characteristics of "Jewish community
and political life are not maintained and, in some cases, restored.
The chief remedial characteristic of Jewish public affairs activity is its nonghettoized activism in American life.
Such an integrated activism can turn Jewish population dispersion into a positive
factor by extending political effectiveness into new areas. As a deliberate policy, the
organized Jewish community would do well to buttress this possibility by giving more
support to new Jewish enclaves outside the traditional areas of Jewish concentration
and fundraising.
Extreme measures of electoral reform, such as preponderant reliance on government
funds for political campaigns, could certainly impede the political effectiveness of
American Jews because of a direct effect on an important aspect of their activism.
Such extreme measures will not be easily legislated by elected public officials. On
the other hand, the Jewish community should be more actively and constructively
interested in this area of public policy. Reforms that prevent abuse and scandal could
also prevent the enactment of extreme measures down the road. However, the current
reforms will not impede the ~olitical effectiveness of American Jews in the face of
their continued activism.
(The effect of mandated proportional representation in political life has already
received attention, but should be included in a larger context; i.e., as not just an
abstract matter of "quotas," but a matter affecting the quality of the political process.
An~ the issue of the electoral college is not a burning one, since the electoral college
vote and the popular vote have come to coincide -- but the electoral college has served
to dramatize the activism or Jews in c~rtain states, and as one American Jewish Congress
official once commented: "If it ain•t broke, don•t fix it.")
T-
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The apparent weakening of those networks called political parties in America
will also fail, in current circumstances, to undercut the political effectiveness
of American Jews, as long as their activi$m is maintained and intensified. Indeed, the
existence of relatively autonomous political campaign centers lends itself to more
effective grass roots activism. However, there should be an active Jewish interest
in strengthening the resultant networks.
Furthermore, the Jewish community should have an active interest in maintaining
the strength and compatibility of that political network in which it has politically
thrived: the Democratic Party, whose exact thrust and characteristics for the immediate
future are problematic. But the effectiveness of Jewry on this score depends not only
on general activism, but on specific emphasis on coalitional activity with other
traditional constituencies of the Democratic Party network, at least in those areas
where Jews are concentrated.
At the same time, it should be noted that, while the "Democratic difference" of
the American Jews returned full force at the polls during this past election, there
appeared to be a more organized activism by ideologically interested Jewish sectors
within the Republican Party, at least at the Presidential level. The volatility of both
party networks at this .particular time suggests that this development could be a positive
factor, as long as the common Jewish agenda, in its larger framework, is restored as
a lively and fruitful dialogue within the Jewish community.
In sum, while th~· current developments on the American scene raise certain public
policy concerns to which the organized Jewish community should give attention, the
main threats to Jewish political effectiveness probably lie within the dynamics of
that Jewish community itself. In ways that have been discussed, there is a tendency
towards the self-ghettoization of Jewish public life. Connected to that trend is the
tendency to develop "one-issue" organizations and mentalities. And connected to that
trend also is the tendency to constrict -- or at least not to provide the process for
broadening
the kind of "Jewish discussion" of issues, relating to Israel or America,
which is necessary to the complexities of this new era.
These internal factors appear to be the main threat to Jewish political effec.tiveness in the foreseeable future.
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JEWISH ---uLATION & VOTING PERCENTAGES

Table 1

Jewish
Population
(1000's)

·1982

1982*

1955*
% of
General
Population.

Jewish
Popul.ation
(1000's)

% of
General.
Population

% of Voting
Population(EST)
-General Election

I

I I; New

2410

15.6

1872

10.6

18.0

280

5.3

435

5. 9

10.0

District of Columbia

40

4.6

30

4.8

8.2

Florida

84

2.4

478

4. 7

8.0

Maryland

91

3.5

196

4. 6

7.8

Massachusetts

205

4.1

249

4.6

7.8

Pennsylvania

355

3.3

415

3 ..5

6.0

93

4.2

102

3.3

5~6

430

3.4

776

3.2

5.4

York

New Jersey

,.

Connecticut
California

*Sources: American Jewish Yearbook
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The one issue or two "which makes the most important
difference to me" in choosing between the two candidates*

Table 2

%
Keeping
ChurchState
Separate

i

I
I

%

Supporting
Israel

%

Helping
Th-e
Poor

%

%

Helping
The
Economy

Helping
The
·Aged

%
Achieving
World
Peace

%
Strong

u.s.

Defense

%
Fighting
·AntiSemitism

REGAN
VOTERS

(180)

MONDALE
VO'l'ERS
(614)

18

37

26

20

1

54

2

32

12

21

7

51·

30

4

2

I
*Survey sponsored by Northern California Jewish Bulletin. Random
sample from among 12 thousand reader families.

