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Liberal economic concerns such as government intervention in the economy and
welfare for the needy; civil rights commitments such as integration, tolerance to-
ward Communists and nonconformists, and the prevention of discrimination against
blacks, women and homosexuals in such areas as employment and housing; and
civil liberty issues such as church-state separation, legalization of marijuana, lim-
ited regulation of pornography, and government funding of abortions—are all en-
dorsed by Jews in proportions significantly greater than those of any other white
ethnoreligious group, or by the population as a whole.3 Blacks, only marginally
more liberal than Jews on economic questions, are considerably less liberal than
Jews on all the aforementioned civil rights and civil liberties issues (with the
exception of racial integration). Before the Vietnam debacle, Jews, compared with
all Americans, white and black, were found to be the strongest endorsers of an
interventionist U.S. foreign policy and of internationalist agencies such as the U.N.
After Vietnam, Jews tend to be stronger advocates than other Americans of cuts to
military spending, and are less willing to support the use of force in international
affairs.>

In surveys of Jews and other Americans that were administered in the 1970s,
Jews identified as liberals far more readily than did other whites, and somewhat
more readily than blacks; at the same time, Jews were correspondingly more reluc-
tant to identify as conservatives.® By the late 1980s, Jews were exceeded only by
blacks in their readiness to identify as liberals and in their reluctance to identify as
conservatives.” Compared with all Americans, white and black, Jews are on the
average wealthier (though, until recently, exceeded by a few Protestant denomina-
tions), more urbanized (despite their continuing suburbanization), better educated,
and overrepresented in professional occupations;® yet in congressional and presiden-
tial elections they continue to support the Democratic party—the traditional cham-
pion of the “underdogs”—about 20 percentage points above other Americans; while
Jewish support for the Republicans is correspondingly lower.?

Jews quite clearly display the effects of the standard lines of cleavage operating
throughout the society and electorate at large.!® Yet at any given level of income,
education and religiosity, and at any given age cohort, generation or region of
residence, Jews are more likely to be liberal than other white ethnoreligious groups
or the population as a whole.!! Even in the academic and intellectual professions,
Jews are found to be stronger liberals than their non-Jewish counterparts.!2 Some
recent research suggests that the pronounced Jewish commitment to civil rights may
largely be a product of educational attainment and demographic factors.!3 On many
questions treating integration, the differential liberalism of Jews disappears when
controls are introduced. But this is not the case with the pronounced welfarism and
civil libertarianism of Jews, which transcends their background socioeconomic
characteristics. 14

Problematic Explanations of American Jewish Liberalism

This profile of American Jewish liberalism suggests that the question is not one of
explaining an undifferentiated “liberalism” or “leftist voting pattern,” as it has often
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than the others. In Lawrence Fuchs’s well-known version, the operative values are
identified as zedekah, or social justice, which transiates into a concern for individu-
als’ welfare; Torah, or the respect for learning, which stresses intellectual indepen-
dence and a rational approach to dealing with everyday affairs (social planning); and
nonasceticism, which endorses a this-worldly rather than other-worldly point of
view. However, it is routinely pointed out that Judaism contains as well many
elements that can be regarded as highly conservative, and so it remains to be
explained what presses most Jews to emphasize the liberal aspects of Judaism.28 No
less often, the point is made that observant Jews—those presumably “closer” to
Jewish values—are generally less politically liberal than nonobservant but still
identifying Jews.29

Yet the fact that there are both “conservative” and “liberal” political inclinations
in a living tradition should be no surprise. The crucial question is how and in what
balance these political orientations dwell together. And while the greater liberalism
of non- or less-observant Jews compared with more observant Jews certainly sug-
gests limits to the explanatory power of Jewish values, it is necessary to compare
Jews and non-Jews across levels of religiosity before the possible effect of Jewish
values can be determined. Some of the Jewish values Fuchs isolates, and their
theoretical implications, may rightly be challenged; but a cultural approach may still
have something to contribute to the explanation of disproportionate American Jew-
ish liberalism.30

A Jewish Body Politic Model

When attention is shifted to the Jewish community as a body politic, two essential
dynamics or tensions come into relief regarding liberal politics. First, certain politi-
cal institutions or norms such as welfare and the recognition of individual interests
are integral to traditional Jewish politics and society and have outlived the dissolu-
tion of those societies in the modern era. Second, the relation that most modern
Jews bear to Judaism and their own Jewish communities is an essentially liberal
one, which is experienced and internalized prior to acquiring the right to vote.

Welfare

The strong concern with welfare within Jewish communal life—what Fuchs terms
an aspect of zedakah—has often been noted. Organized Jewish life, first in the
semi-autonomous kehilot before Emancipation and later in Jewish communities
within mass society, has generally displayed the responsibility of centralized com-
munal institutions for the material welfare of its members, especially its members in
need. To be sure, as Michael Walzer has pointed out, “every political community is
in principle a ‘welfare state,”” since all “provide, or try to provide, or claim to
provide, for the needs of its members as its members understood those needs.”3!
Between claiming to provide and actually providing there is, however, a vast differ-
ence. The crucial point is that communal responsibility for the needy was not an
abstract religious value in Judaism but had a social basis in institutions within
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Jewish communal life.32 Welfarism is thus a political institution in traditional Jewish
life, so much so that it makes of the Jewish community a “welfare state in minia-
ture. 33

Certainly, compared to other relevant groups, the extent of welfare within Jewish
life is striking. Figures comparing charitable dollars given per capita reveal Ameri-
can Jews to be the most generous givers to charitable causes in the most charity-
conscious nation on earth.34 The tradition of Jewish welfarism also stands in some
historical contrast to both American Protestantism and Catholicism. The predomi-
nant Protestant ethos in America, writes Will Herberg, “was almost from the begin-
ning geared to an individualistic piety, in which right living by the individual was
stressed, with the expectation that social justice would naturally follow.”35 Conse-
quently, in the wake of industrialization and urbanization in the late nineteenth
century, mainstream Protestantism “began to serve as a means for ignoring and
evading the social problems that were arising in the New America of big cities and
modern industry.”36 Among Catholics in America, a network of institutions operate
a vast variety of social and educational services. Moreover, the Church leadership
was often instrumental in developing progressive labor and social policies. Among
the Church membership, however, “opposition, resistance, particularly indiffer-
ence, have always been rife, and practice has not invariably followed in the line of
policy.””37

American Jewry exhibits almost the reverse pattern. The organized Jewish com-
munity, while agitating in behalf of its perceived political interests, strenuously
denies that there is “a Jewish line” or “the Jewish vote” or “a Jewish party.” At the
same time, most American Jews individually line up as staunch supporters of liberal
policies and the Democratic party. Given the differences between Protestants, Cath-
olics and Jews in pdlitical cohesion and in intensity of communal identification, it is
perhaps not surprising that Catholics tend to be stronger supporters of welfare
policies than Protestants, but less supportive of such policies than Jews.38

Individuation

The status accorded individual interests within traditional Jewish politics and soci-
ety is also notable regarding left-liberalism. Many traditional and religious cultures
subordinate the individual member to the larger community or tradition.3® In Ca-
tholicism, the individual has autonomous identity, but is governed by a rigid church
hierarchy. Moreover, to an unusual degree, Catholics display deference and rever-
ence toward their church authorities, even if they do not always abide by the dictates
of Church leaders.#° Significantly, researchers in the 1950s and 1960s found that
while Catholics were generally more liberal than Protestants on economic-welfare
issues, they were often considerably less liberal than Protestants on civil rights and
civil liberties questions.4!

In contrast, traditional Jewish politics and society accords significant recognition
to individual interests as distinct from the interests of the community and its leader-
ship. Individuation is a way of describing the individual-community relation in
traditional Jewish societies: individual interests were recognized as legitimate, but
always located within, and constrained by, the community. Assuming the obliga-
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condition of being both within the ambit of religious tradition and at the same time
denying much of its authority, may well be the comparable spur to civil libertaria-
nism.

But if the dynamic is a general one, there still remains the question why Ameri-
can Jews, in particular, should be so civil libertarian. To some extent, this question
was addressed in passing when it was observed that, compared with Christianity,
Judaism makes far more religious demands on its adherents. On the traditional
reckoning, there are 613 commandments to be observed that govern every aspect of
life, from what to eat and wear to sexual relations. In actuality, there are many more
than this number, and they regulate the individual’s personal and social life during
every waking hour of the day. At the same time, Jewish communal life asserts its
own demands on the communal members’ time and energy, from organizational
participation and communal activities to charitable giving. True, a demanding reli-
gious tradition does not necessarily bring forth resistance—but if this theory of
disproportionate liberalism is correct, there should be evidence that American Jews,
both on their own terms and in comparison with other groups, resist their religious
tradition to a large and exceptional degree.

On its own terms, American Jewry is overwhelmingly irreligious. Less than 10
percent of American Jews identify as Orthodox; of the remainder, Conservative
Judaism accounts for 35 percent, Reform for 38 percent, and about 20 percent
report that they are “other” or “just Jewish.”%® Concerning ritual observance, the
three holiday seasons of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, Passover, and Hanukah
are widely observed (though whether in a religious rather than a social sense is
questionable). However, a host of prescribed religious practices, some of them quite
central to traditional Judaism, are ignored by the vast majority of American Jews.
For example, only about 18 percent of American Jews report “always” or “some-
times” using separate sets of dishes for meat and dairy products; about one fifth
report regularly lighting Sabbath candles on Friday evenings. Almost 50 percent of
American Jews neglect to affix a single mezuzah in their homes, while attendance at
synagogue services exclusive of the High Holy Days is claimed by about one third
only.7® A minute fraction of American Jewish males wear yarmulkes (or some other
religious head covering) in public or, for that matter, in private; only a fraction, too,
observe the injunction to wear zizit (a fringed garment). Indeed, considerably more
American Jews observe a non-Jewish “religious” custom: some 25 percent always
or usually erect a Christmas tree during the festival.

The relative nonreligiosity of American Jews based on the traditional dictates of
Judaism is accentuated when they are compared with other American ethnoreligious
groups. Comparisons with Protestants of British, Scandinavian, German, Irish and
other extractions; with Catholics of Irish, German, Slavic, Italian, French, and
Hispanic extractions; and with blacks, reveal American Jews to be the most irre-
ligious group on virtually every measure of religiosity surveyed.”! A few examples
are worth highlighting.

The proportion of Protestants, Catholics and blacks who report attending church
services two or more times a month exceeds that of Jews reporting similar syna-
gogue attendance by a margin of more than four to one.”? Daily prayer is observed
between five and seven times more extensively among Protestants, Catholics and
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blacks than it is among Jews. The proportion of Jews believing in “life after death”
ranges between one fourth and one third that of the other groups.”3 On one religious
measure, however, Jews are found to be the highest scorers. American Jews are
twice more certain than Irish Catholics of their religious convictions, and are con-
siderably more certain than the other ethnic denominations. Most American Jews, it
seems, may not extensively observe religious practices or hold religious convic-
tions, but they are sure of them.

What has been identified as “active resistance” to religion appears to be a key
factor, then, mediating political liberalism. Comparative data indicate that dis-
affiliating from religious involvement enhances civil libertarianism beyond the valu-
ational and sociological effects of nonreligiosity. Something in the experience of
knowing or feeling the weight of religious demands but personally electing not to
follow them seems to be the basis of this effect. Political resistance against authori-
ty, it has been argued, is the best way of describing and understanding this relation-
ship. In the case of American Jews, the liberal effects associated with this resistance
appear to be especially pronounced for two reasons. First, the emphasis on ritual in
Judaism means that a far greater number and range of religious duties is incumbent
upon Jews as compared with practicing Christians (whose religion attributes central
importance to doctrine). If observing the many rituals and regulations implies a
burden, so does not or only partially observing them. Second, to a striking extent,
whether judged by the tradition itself or by the comparison with other ethnoreligious
groups, American Jews only partially observe their religion.

Conclusion

Most American Jews are simultaneously party to inherited Jewish traditions and
resistant to them, which together account for the various aspects of disproportionate
American Jewish liberalism. At the heart of this account is a conception of the
Jewish community as a quasi-body politic. Unquestionably more integrated and
authoritative in their traditional form, modern and contemporary Jewish commu-
nities nonetheless retain significant political cohesiveness both through their institu-
tions of governance, distribution and participation, and through at least the claims to
authority of their shared religion. Dynamics associated with the continuing influ-
ence of these institutions (welfarism and individuation), and tensions in the relation-
ship to religion and community (individualism and resistance to authority), are what
underscore the disproportionate liberalism of American Jews.

By definition, any theory that, like the Jewish body politic model, accords ex-
planatory significance to factors associated with Jewish community and religion
must extend beyond the specific case of American Jewry. In fact, a left-liberal
political orientation has, beyond a certain juncture, been characteristic of Jews in
modern Western and Central Europe, and of Jews in many countries to which they
subsequently immigrated.”4 To be sure, not every Jewish community in every coun-
try has always displayed predominantly liberal political attitudes and allegiances
(insofar as they were able to be political actors at all). Nonetheless, the predominant
liberalism of Jews has been amply demonstrated, such that the question may legit-
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imately be posed, not why American Jews typically are so liberal in their politics,
but rather why certain communities of Jews, including some American Jews, are not
so liberal. Since the Jewish body politic model posits that modern Jews are both
culturally and existentially political liberals, it suggests that inquiry be focused on
the conditions overwhelming or undermining these liberal propensities.
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