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TIlE IMPACT OF GEOGRAPHIC MOBILITY ON JEWISH
 

COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION: DISRUPTIVE OR
 
SUPPORTIVE?
 

CHARLESJARET 

Georgia State University 

One of American sociology's most persistent empirical and theoretical issues has 
focused on the significance and effects of geographic mobility on ethnic group social 
organization. American Jewish communities have often been the subject of research 
on this matter. Some studies have taken the ethnic group as the unit of analysis, 
examining changes in community institutions after movement occurs (Wirth, 1928; 
Sklare, 1972; Gans, 1958; Rosenthal, 1960b; Fishman, 1963), while others take a 
"micro" approach, focusing on either individuals or families to determine whether 
mobility is associated with changes in behavior or attitudes regarding the ethnic 
group (Fishman, 1968; Winch et aI., 1967; Lebowitz, 1975). The studies have not 
yielded a consistent set of findings or conclusions. Indeed, the findings and conclu
sions illustrate two seemingly contradictory perspectives regarding the impact of 
residential mobility and ethnic community organization. One proposes that geo
graphic mobility weakened community bonds and reduced participation, while the 
other claims that community bonds remain intact despite geographic movement, 
such movement often being essential for constructive innovation in ethnic group 
institutions. 

The perspective that developed first may be labeled, from the ethnic group's point 
of view, pessimistic, since researchers found geographic mobility tied to a reduced 
sense of ethnic group solidarity and growing detachment from group life. R.E. Park 
took the position that movement is a disruptive influence to existing social relations, 
releasing the individual from traditional restraints and customs. It creates a new 
social type, the •'marginal man," who has moved out of or abandoned one cultural 
setting but is not fully entered or at home in another. For Park, the image of the Jew 
moving out of, or emancipated from, European ghettos was an example par 
excellence of the marginal man (Park, 1928). Other sociological findings buttressed 
this perspective. Migration was linked to family weakening and disruption, reduced 
kin contact, reduction of primary relationships, reduced participation in voluntary 
associations, and a sense of rootlessness or transiency (Locke, 1960; Blumberg and 
Bell, 1959; Wirth, 1938; Zimmer, 1955; Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974; Packard, 
1972). Among Eastern European Jews in America, those most residentially mobile 
were seen as the ones giving up their cultural heritage to copy German Jews, or 
Gentiles, becoming "all-rightniks" (Wirth, 1928, 1964: 101-2). Recent research has 
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affinned the significant role of high levels of geographic mobility in decreasing 
earlier levels of voluntary organizational membership and participation among 
native-born American Jews (Goldstein, 1971: 53). A preliminary analysis of data 
from the National Jewish Population Survey suggested a low level of geographic 
mobility among native-born Orthodox and Conservative Jews as an important factor 
for high levels of community participation (Lebowitz, 1972:2). .!, 

This was the dominant view in American sociology until the 1950s and early I 

1960s, when newer research produced contrary evidence strong enough to fonn an 
alternative, less pessimistic perspective, concluding that "the experience of moving 
is not nearly so destructive as some commentators have imagined." Litwak and 
others found evidence that the residentially mobile do have frequent and meaningful 
social interaction with kin, actively participate in voluntary associations, and quickly 
integrate themselves into the community (Litwak, 1960, 1961; Fellin and Litwak, 
1963; Butler et aI., 1973). Other researchers found that migration rarely occurs 
without support from kin, friends, or an institutional sponsor, that linkages with the 
community help the mover make the transition from old to new areas without 
experiencing the negative consequences cited above (Tilly and Brown, 1967; Mac
Donald and MacDonald, 1964). Some studies of Jewish movement and community 
patterns fit this perspective well. Lebowitz suggests that Jewish in-movers to one 
small city in many ways are more involved than those born there, that in-movers 
serve as a "social cement" holding the Jewish community together (Lebowitz, 
1975: 12). Sklare (1972), Sklare and Greenblum (1967), Gans (1958), and Rosenthal 
(1960 a, 1960 b) each describe different communities into which Jews have moved 
and settled. In each case they note that Jews did not so much drop out, setting aside 
Jewish social life and institutions, as adapt old social fonns to new purposes, creating 
new, more flexible Jewish institutions. They suggest that geographic mobility is 
related to innovation and change in Jewish community life, rather than to its 
disorganization. Strauss observes: 

Jews are pictured as moving upward, uptown, out-of-town, and though developing styles 
of living which appear extremely new, underneath still retain their essential Jewishness. 
Key symbols of continuity are Jewish food, family life, gestures, sayings, and a general 
feeling of ethnic likeness. (Strauss, 1968:13-14) 

This paper takes up this long-standing issue, presenting some empirical evidence 
and suggesting a resolution of the dual perspective on the impact of geographic 
mobility on Jewish community organization, using the individual as the unit of 
analysis. 

METHODOLOGY 

Data for this study come from personal interviews of a 1975 sample survey of Jews 
in nine metropolitan Chicago residential areas. Most of the respondents were 
randomly chosen from a large list of Chicago Jews obtained by selecting "distinc
tive Jewish names: from telephone books, taking names of contributors to the 
annual Jewish' fund-raising drive, and from a previous sample survey." 1 Although 
not a scientific or probability sample, it is believed to be as representative of 
Chicago Jews in those areas as is obtainable. 2 There were 273 interviews con
ducted, inquiring about residential history, participation in and perceptions of local 
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TABLE 1
 
Friends Most Time is Spent with by Years Living in Chicago
 

(All Age Groups Combined)
 
Years Living in Chicago 

.. 'Born in I Came when lover I I IUnder 
:hicago Young 10 6 to 9 3 to 5 3 

Jewish 
(75. 5 %) 70.8% 

Both (18.0% ) 2.8 

Most Time
 
wi Friends
 

Non-Jewish
 
(6.5% )
 

Total 67 • ) 10.1 11. 7 4 . ~ 2. l 4.5 100.0 

TClU C . 1 2 
Gamma .34 

Jewish community life, and most other major sociological variables. Response rate 
varied widely from one neighborhood to another; in some areas over 80% re
sponded, while in other areas only about a third granted interviews. (For the two 
areas in which lower response rates occurred, rabbis and JCC officials agreed that 
their Jewish populations were relatively homogeneous in income, life-cycle stage, 
and levels of Jewish participation. It was felt, therefore, that the lower response 
rates did not create any sizable selective bias in a particular direction.) Interviews 
from each neighborhood were then weighted so as to represent the relative Jewish 
population sizes in those areas. Thus, the 273 interviews taken represent 893 Jewish 
households in nine residential areas. 3 

FINDINGS 

Mobility and Informal Jewish Social Interaction 

Are mobile Jews markedly different from geographically stable Jews in the 
extent of socializing enjoyed among a social circle of coreligionists? With number 
of previous residences and years living in the local area as measures of movement, 
there was a weak indication that the more mobile are less involved in Jewish social 
networks of friends and family. With in-movement to Chicago, however, the 
negative relationship between mobility and Jewish informal social relations is much 
clearer. In each age group, Jews growing up outside Chicago and then moving there 
have a smaller proportion of Jews as close friends than do those who have grown up 
in Chicago. Also, the shorter the time in residence, the less the social time spent 
with other Jews. 

With income controlled, the same relationship appears, but when classified into 
subgroups-orthodox/Conservative and Refonn/Nonaffiliated-as illustrated in 
Table 2, the Reform/Nonaffiliated perpetuated relationships, Le., recent movers 
spending more time with non-Jews, but the Orthodox/Conservatives didn't. Among 

....
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TABLE 3 
Friends Most Time is Spent with by Years Living in Chicago by Branch of Activism on Jewish Issues by Years Living in L 

TABLE 2 

Judaism for Age Groups 45-54 . 
(AU Age Groups Combined) 
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Jrthodox/Conservative 
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([0.3%) 

Moderate 
Both (8.4/~) 

Jewish 
(22. 3%)Activism 

High
Most Time (34.0%) 
~ Friends Non-Jewish 
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Activism High 
([5.3%) 

Reform/Nonaffiliated Very High 
(38.3% )

Jewish 
4. 3" 67.9% 45.5% 50.6% 52.0% 65. U 

9.8 32. 1 38.3 40.4 0.0 3.4 
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0.0 0.0 16.1 
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Total 9.5 1.9 29.8 

the Orthodox/Conservative, geographic mobility is not associated with less 
55-64

coreligionist interaction; if anything, it is associated with more Jewish interaction. til:ail'''
Similar results were found with other measures of infonnal Jewish interaction: Low 

(32. 0%)among Orthodox/Conservatives, movers knew more of their neighbors well than 
ModerateJewishdid stable residents. For Refonn/Nonaffiliated, the reverse was true-the mobile (20. S';)

Activism 
Hi,:!:h 
(8.6%) 

Very High 
(20.8%) 

knew fewer neighbors well than did stable Refonn/Nonaffiliated Jews. 

Mobility and Activism on Jewish Issues 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

0.0 66.4 72.0 

0.0 28.0 28.0 

0.0 0.0 0.0 

0.0 5.6 0.0 

Total 0.0 16.9 13.5 

Activism in supporting Israel and Soviet Jewry was measured with the following 
Guttman-scaled items: attended two or more rallies in the past year, attended one Jewish Activism (20.8%) 0.0 28.1 

~t:x1erate Tau C = .12rally, wrote letters of support to public officials or newspapers, contributed money 
to these causes, did none of these. In general, the young are somewhat lower on the i'ctivism 

Jewish activism scale than the old; among the under-35 group, about 50% rated as 
low or very low, 25% high and 25% very high. Among those over 35 years old, the 
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TABLE 3
 
Activism on Jewish Issues by Years Living in Local Area by Branch ofJudaism,
 

for Age Groups 45-54 and 55-64
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figures were 36% and 38%, respectively, although there was marked variation from 
one branch of Judaism to another. Among Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and 
Nonaffiliated, the percentages high or very high were 71 %, 46%, 39%, and 9%; the 
percentages low or very low were 7%, 15%,35%, and 76%, respectively. 

No consistent significant relationship was found between mobility and Jewish 
activism, using number of residences or years in local area as the independent 
variable and controlling for age. For long-distance movers the association is consis
tent, while recent in-movers are typically less active in supporting the Jewish 
causes than are those who have grown up in Chicago. 

Upon closer examination of the data and a recombination of categories (into 
Orthodox/Conservative and Reform/Nonaffiliated), however, a familiar pattern 
emerges: the Reform/Nonaffiliated group exhibits lower levels of activism than the 
Orthodox/Conservative respondents. Among the Reform/Nonaffiliated, the highly 
mobile are usually less active than the geographically stable, while among the 
Orthodox/Conservatives, mobility usually results in as high or higher a level of 
activity in and support of major Jewish causes than does stability. This is most 
clearly illustrated among Orthodox/Conservatives and Reform/Nonaffiliated Jews 
in age groups 45-54 and 55-64, seen in Table 3. The levels of support for Israel and 
Soviet Jewry were found to be higher among Orthodox/Conservative, recently 
arrived, and shortest term Jewish residents than among Orthodox/Conservative 
longer-time Jewish residents. Among the Reform/Nonaffiliated the reverse is true; 
Jews newer to the area are lower in Jewish activism than are long-time residents. 

Mobility and Religiosity 

As with activism, questions measuring religiosity or, more precisely, religious 
observance were Guttman-scaled: attend worship services at least once a week, keep 
a Kosher home, light Sabbath candles at home, fast on the High Holidays, attend a 
Passover seder, and none of these things. As expected, the more traditional branches 
are more highly observant than the less traditional branches: scaling high or very high 
on religiosity among respondents were 75% of the Orthodox, 50% of the Conserva
tives, 12% of the Reform, and 9% of the Nonaffiliated. 

In the sample as a whole, a weak negative correlation was found between 
religiosity and mobility: those who are less mobile are more religiously observant. 
(See Table 4.) As was previously the case, however, when the categories are 
recombined into Orthodox/Conservative and Reform/Nonaffiliated, the inverse rela
tionship, while holding for the Reform/Nonaffiliated, all but disappears for the 
Orthodox/Conservative. Among Reform/Nonaffiliated, the more mobile are less 
observant than the stable: among Orthodox/Conservative, the geographically mobile 
and stable do not differ significantly in degree of religiosity. Furthermore, among 
Orthodox/Conservatives, those who have moved to Chicago most recently are the 
more observant. But, among Reform/Nonaffiliated Jews, there is a slight indication 
that the recently arrived are somewhat less observant. 

DISCUSSION 

Two different perspectives on the relationships between geographic mobility and 
ethnic community organization pervade sociological thought. The first stresses 
mobility's disruptive and detaching qualities, while the other suggests its power for 
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community institution and social network (re) building. For the present data, among 
some Jews-the Reform/Nonaffiliated-higher levels of geographic mobility were 
related to less informal interaction with Jewish social networks, lower activism in 
support of Jewish international causes, and lower religious observance, hence 
supporting conclusions of the first perspective. However, for Orthodox/ 
Conservatives, the findings were reversed: the more mobile had higher levels of 
informal social relations with coreligionists, were more activist in support of Israel 
and Soviet Jewry, and were more observant of religious traditions, supporting the 
conclusions of the second perspective. These data suggest, then, that there is no 
single, simple, "across the board" effect of geographic mobility on ethnic commu
nity organization. How can we account for this variable effect? 

In America, over the past century, the character of geographic mobility has 
undergone great alteration. Initially, geographic mobility was accounted for primar
ily by movement of the poor and of those coming from "traditional" societies, be 
they rural American or village European. For these peoples geographic relocation 
usually meant a near total change in way of life, involving special hardships and 
replete with social disorganization, demoralization, and community detachment. 
Recent residential mobility has been greatest among the middle classes, and is 
usually urban-to-urban in nature. Change in way of life is minimal from such a 
move. Therefore, mobility does not have such disruptive implications for the 
mover. Contemporary Americans are increasingly socialized to expect and adapt to 
relocation, and institutional structures now exist to ease such transition. Socializa

I 
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TABLE 5
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tion patterns and institutional adaptation both work to minimize the disorganizing 
effects of geographic mobility. Thus, earlier on, the first perspective was appropri
ate; today, the second perspective is accurate. 

This explanation incorporates the historical development of both sociological 
perspectives, and is in agreement with the facts of American immigration and 
migration history. However, it does not explain the present situation, in which 
mobility lowers and disrupts the ethnic participation of some (Reform! 
Nonaffiliated) Jews, but seems to have no negative effect on (and sometimes 
actually increases) such participation among others (Orthodox/Conservatives). If 
the observed differences between the two groups resulted from differences in age or 
generation, or socioeconomic status, the above explanation would predict just the 
opposite results: mobility should show more negative consequences among older, 
more traditional, less middle-class Orthodox/Conservative Jews. Younger, more 
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modern, and more middle-class Reform/Nonaffiliated Jews should not be adversely 
affected by spatial movement. The empirical results were just the opposite, and 
were obtained even while controlling for the age factor. 

Perhaps an important variable intervenes between the act (geographic mobility) 
and its behavioral consequences (areas of Jewish community life), either mitigating .. or promoting the influence of geographic mobility on ethnic participation. This 
important intervening factor may be the basic outlook or "identity-commitment 
orientation" to the ethnic group. The Orthodox/Conservative and Reform/ 
Nonaffiliated categories may reflect two different basic "identity-commitment 
orientations" towards Jewish community life. The orientation represented by the 
Orthodox/Conservative group is a more traditional one, in which religion and 
ethnicity are taken as the basic facts of life, pervading almost all aspects of ethnic 
social life. A full life is lived within and through Jewish society and culture as much 
as possible. This ethnic community orientation resembles the type characteristic of 
self-enclosed, largely autonomous communities in which Jews lived prior to eman
cipation in Western Europe and into the twentieth century in Eastern Europe (Katz, 
1961). 

The identity-commitment orientation of ethnically conscious Reform/Non
affiliated Jews resembles what has been termed by Janowitz, in another context, the 
"community of limited liability" (Janowitz, 1967; Suttles, 1972). This concept 
defines a local community by a set of social networks and institutions to which 
people are attached and committed voluntarily, in specialized ways, varying with 
certain predispositions and social characteristics, e.g., life cycle stage. Local com
munity institutions and social networks serve limited individual needs and pur
poses. If these change, or are not satisfactorily met, withdrawal occurs. The degree 
to which a social identity and activity is involved in such a community may be great 
or negligible-some carry on an active social life within it, while others have little 
interest in it as a social arena, being active outside of it. Among Reform/ 
Nonaffiliated Jews, Jewish religion and ethnicity, rather than being the basic fact of 
life, is one among a number of important voluntarily created and accepted roles 
comprising one's identity, to be assumed with hoped-for minimum' 'marginality. " 
At certain times and in different situations the saliency of religion and ethnicity may 
recede or advance. This ethnic community orientation is a heritage ofthemaskilim or 
postemancipation Jews, living in and attached to two worlds, the traditional Jewish 
one and that of emerging, seemingly open Western European society, based on 
principles of the Enlightenment and democratic political ideals. 4 

The present empirical findings-that highly mobile Orthodox/Conservative Jews' 
participation in community life was usually equal to or greater than that of the 
geographically stable, while the highly mobile Reform/Nonaffiliated had lower 
levels of participation than the geographically stable-may result from a more 
traditional identity-commitment orientation towards the ethnic community, mitigat
ing potentially disruptive effects of residential mobility and even permitting Jewish 
social activities to flourish despite residential change. Commitment to and desire for 
continued Jewish communal activity is strong enough to survive mobility, but also is 
dependent on the Jewish community to which one moves. The move itself may be 
made with the cooperation and support of a Jewish social network. But, for those 
with the "community of limited liability" orientation, residential mobility fre
quently seems to create distraction and disruption-bringing new opportunities and 
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outlets for activities, yet making participation in Jewish community life temporary 
and of lower priority. 

Although there is considerable persistence of fonn and level of ethnic group 
activity despite geographic mobility, such persistence was found more among the 
Orthodox and Conservative: Refonn and Nonaffiliated were considerably lower on 
all measures. This points to the difficulty (others claim ultimate impossibility) of 
sustaining the "maskilimlcommunity of limited liability" orientation towards 
Jewish communal life in a highly mobile society. This orientation may indicate a 
stage in the transition to complete or "structural" assimilation. Although a sizable 
group in Chicago and other large cities, the Orthodox/Conservatives represent a 
minority of America's Jews. Given continuing Jewish geographic mobility in 
America, the net impact may be an eventual lowering of ethnic participation. 

CONCLUSION 

Among two different subgroups of Jews, Reform/Nonaffiliated and Orthodox/ 
Conservative, geographic mobility has different implications. For the fonner, evi
dence supported the older, "pessimistic" perspective-that mobility is linked to 
reduced ethnic identification and participation. Among the latter group, evidence 
supported the more modern perspective, that mobility need not mean ethnic detach
ment and can even promote ethnic participation. Important in detennining the effects 
of geographic mobility may be the nature of ethnic community identity-commitment 
orientation. 

There are several implications from this conclusion. Sizable numbers ofChassidic 
Jews have recently moved from Brooklyn neighborhoods to Rockland and other 
upstate New York counties, settling in suburban communities. What changes in their 
social life are consequences of this kind of residential shift, since the group clearly 
has a traditional Jewish identity-commitment orientation? The implication of this 
study is that their movement will not experience reduced levels of Jewish social 
participation; indeed, the amount of infonnal Jewish socializing, religiosity, and 
activism may well become even higher. On the other hand, for most of America's 
Jews, who fall into the Reform/Nonaffiliated category and possess the second of the 
two identity-commitment orientations, higher levels of residential mobility-{)ther 
factors remaining constant-will probably lead to lower levels of Jewish social 
participation. 

NOTES 

1. The source of distinctive Jewish names is a list used in Erich Rosenthal, "The 
Jewish population of Chicago, Illinois" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 
Department of Sociology, 1948) pp. 65ff. The contributors list included amount of 
donation. By taking a larger proportion of small donors it was possible to avoid 
biasing the sample or taking in a disproportionately large number of the more 
affluent. The previous sample survey referred to was conducted by Bernard Lazer
witz; the interview schedules are held in the archives of Spertus College of Judaica, 
Chicago. For a report based on that survey, see Bernard Lazerwitz, "Contrasting the 
effects of generation, class, sex, and age on group identification in the Jewish and 
Protestant communities," Social Forces, 49 (Sept. 1970):50-59. 

2. It was possible to validate this sample's fI 

criteria. Age data on Chicago Jews, gathered b: 
Survey (NJPS), several years before this research 
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Conservative, and 47.5% Refonn. 

3. For a full account of this methodology and f 
this report is based: Charles Jaret, "Residential me 
organization," Ph.D. dissertation, University ofC 
1977. 

4. This discussion is not meant to imply that 
Reform/Nonaffiliated Jews possess the orientatic 
groups, as described above. Certainly there is 
simplification in interpreting Orthodox/Conserv: 
this manner-differences within which the two gr 
uals are misclassified. What is proposed here 
commitment orientations are real, and that the O. 
Nonaffiliated division is a reasonably good refle 
ideology and history of the branches of Judais 
comments of most of the interviewed Jews seem t 
included in this study seem to get at this issue ~ 
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2. It was possible to validate this sample's representativeness againsh outside 
criteria. Age data on Chicago Jews, gathered by the National Jewish Population 
Survey (NJPS), several years before this research, agrees closely with age composi
tion of the respondents in this sample. Moreover, in the two largest Jewish areas of 
Chicago, W. Rogers Pk. and Skokie, the NJPS did a special telephone survey and 
found average Jewish household size to be 2.5 and 3.3, respectively. For those same 
areas, this research found average household size to be 2.8 and 3.5. In addition, 
synagogues in the areas studied were contacted; from that source the distribution of 
membership was 23% Orthodox, 34% Conservative, and 43% Reform. In this 
sample the distribution of members matched fairly well: 26.5% Orthodox, 26.0% 
Conservative, and 47.5% Reform. 

3. For a full account of this methodology and the findings, see the work on which 
this report is based: Charles Jaret, "Residential mobility and local Jewish community 
organization, " Ph. D. dissertation, Uni versity of Chicago, Department of Sociology , 
1977. 

4. This discussion is not meant to imply that all Orthodox/Conservative and all 
Reform/Nonaffiliated Jews possess the orientations represented by their respective 
groups, as described above. Certainly there is some misclassification and over
simplification in interpreting Orthodox/Conservative and Reform/Nonaffiliated in 
this manner---differences within which the two groups are masked and some individ
uals are misclassified. What is proposed here is that the two different identity
commitment orientations are real, and that the Orthodox/Conservative and Reform/ 
Nonaffiliated division is a reasonably good reflection of that difference. The basic 
ideology and history of the branches of Judaism suggest this interpretation, the 
comments of most of the interviewed Jews seem to support it, and no other variables 
included in this study seem to get at this issue any more closely or accurately. 
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