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The issue is raised as to whether the relationships found to exist between 
social class and various Protestant denominations will also be found for 
Orthodox, Conservative and Reform Jews. A study of the income levels 
of the areas within the metropolitan New York area in which new syna
gogues were constructed was made in order to assess the social class and 
social class changes among the three groups. Results indicate that Reform 
Jews continue to be in the highest income bracket; Orthodox Jews in the 
lowest; and Conservative Jews between the two, but closer to Reform 
than Orthodox. However, since World War II, the overlap between the 
three groups is considerable with the social distance among the members 
in each group growing. 

There is a large body of studies con data available concerning Jews. We do 
cerned with the relationship between have, however, the popular notion that, 
social class and religious behavior. among Jews in the United States, the 
Almost all of this literature deals with Reform are the wealthiest, the Orthodox 
Protestantism. Studies of religion and th~ poorest, ~nd th~ Conservatives in the 
social class have pOinted to Significant mIddle. ThIS notion finds substantial 
differences in the educational, occupa basis in the literature on the subject. 
tional and income levels of Protestants Using measures of self-identification or 
according to their denomination.1 synagogue affiliation, studies in Phila

delphia, Pennsylvania, Providence, R.I.,Although information about social 
New Orleans, La., Los Angeles, Calif., class and religious behavior among Prot
Rochester, N.Y., New Haven, Conn.,estants is by no means complete, it seems 
Detroit, Mich., Washington, D.C., Minabundant when compared to the meager 
neapolis-St. Paul, Minn., a medium sized 

• I wish to thank the American Jewish Year metropolitan center in the mid-west, a 
book for a grant to cover the expenses involved medium sized industrial town in thein this study. I am indebted to Bruce Rachlin 

northeast, and the general observations and Lawrence Grossman who served as student 
assistants, compiling most of the synagogue of social scientists, all confirm the im
data and makin~ most of the statistical calcula pression that Reform, Conservative, and 
tions upon which this study is based. The data Orthodox Jews can be differentiated by
were substantially developed in the Summer social class, as determined by income, or of 1965. 

1 For a summary of the findin~s of a few by such indirect predictors of social class 
such studies, see the appendix entitled, "Reli as place of birth, age, or area of 
~ion and Social Class Structure" in Herbert residence.2 

Wallace Schneider, Religion in 20th Century 
America, New York: Atheneum, Revised Edi 2 Jack Porter, Differentiating Features of 
tion, 1964, pp. 261-274. Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform Jewish 
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Groups in Metropolitan Philadelphia. PbJ 
phia: Unpublished doctoral dissertation, ~ 
University, 1958; Sidney Goldstein, T~ c: 
Providence Jewish Community, Provid 
General Jewish Community of ProViC: 
1964; Leonard Reissman, Profile of a ao
nity: A Sociological Study of the New ()! 
Jewish Community, New Orle~:. The,) 
Federation of New Orleans, 1958; r 

Massarik, A Report on the Jewish Popu 
of Los Angeles, Los Angeles: Jewish ClClI 
nity Council, 1964; Jewish CommunityC 
of Rochester, The Jewish Population oj a. 
ter, New York, Rochester: The Jewish,COi 
nity Council, 1961; Mhyra S. Minnis, "C$Ii 
in Women's Organizations: A Reflection t 

Social Structure of a City," American S<JGI 
cal Review, 18 (February, 1953), pp... 
Albert J. Mayer, Social and Economic ~ 
teristics of the Detroit Jewish Com". 
1963, Detroit: Jewish Welfare Federation; 
Stanley K. Bigman, T~ Jewish Populat; 
Greater Washington in 1956, Washt 
D.C.: The Jewish Community Co\JD!l 
Greater Washington, 1957; Judith R. J: 
and Seymour Leventman, Children (lI 

Gilded Ghetto, New Haven: Yale Unio 
Press, 1961; Leonard Bloom, "The Je
Buna," Isaacque Graeber and Stuart Hen. 
Britt, Jews in a Gentile World, New Yor}. 
Macmillan Co., 1942, pp. 180-199; M. 
Sklare, Marc Vosk and Mark Zborowski, .. 
and Expressions of Jewish IdentiflCl 
Jewish Social Studies (October, 1955: 
205-218; and Liston Pope "Religion and 
Structure, "Annals of the American Ac. 
of Political and Social Sciences," 256 (! 
1948), pp. 84-91. 
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The Orthodox are Uniformly found to 
be the oldest segment of the Jewish 
population with the highest proportion 
of foreign born. ( Differences in age 
among Conservatives and Reform are 
not striking.) Even where data on in
come, occupation, or education are lack
ing, one can reasonably assume that 
foreign-born aged Jews are likely to have 
lower incomes than the native-born 
younger Jews. Other studies, while not 
reporting directly on differences between 
Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform by 
social class, find that the Orthodox are 
clustered in areas where Jews are of 
higher social class. The studies are less 

Groups in Metropolitan Philadelphia, Philadel
phia: Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Temple 
University, 1958; Sidney Goldstein, The Greater 
PrOVidence Jewish Community, Providence: 
General Jewish Community of PrOVidence, 
1964; Leonard Reissman, Profile of a Commu
nity: A Sociological Study of the New Orleans 
Jewish Community, New Orleans: The Jewish 
Federation of New Orleans, 1958; Fred 
Massarik, A Report on the Jewish Population 
of Los Angeles, Los Angeles: Jewish Commu
nity Council, 1964; Jewish Community Council 
of Rochester, The Jewish Population of Roches
ter, New York, Rochester: The Jewish Commu
nity Council, 1961; Mhyra S. Minnis, "Cleavage 
in Women's Organizations: A Reflection of the 
Social Structure of a City," American Sociologi
cal ReView, 18 (February, 1953), pp. 47-53; 
Albert J. Mayer, Social and Economic Charac
teristics of the Detroit Jewish Community: 
1963, Detroit: Jewish Welfare Federation, 1964; 
Stanley K. Bigman, The Jewish Population of 
Greater Washington in 1956, Washington, 
D.C.: The Jewish Community Council of 
Greater Washington, 1957; Judith R. Kramer 
and Seymour Leventman, Children of the 
Gilded Ghetto, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1961; Leonard Bloom, "The Jews of 
Buna," Isaacque Graeber and Stuart Henderson 
Britt, Jews in a Gentile World, New York: The 
Macmillan Co., 1942, pp. 180-199; Marshall 
Sklare, Marc Vosk and Mark Zborowski, "Forms 
and Expressions of Jewish Identification," 
Jewish Social Studies (October, 1955), pp. 
205-218; and Liston Pope "Religion and Class 
Structure, "Annals of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Sciences," 256 (March, 
1948), pp. 84-91. 

conclusive concerning differences among 
Conservative and Reform Jews, although 
most indicate-and none suggest the re
verse-that the Reform are of higher 
social class. 

It has been noted that certain types of 
religious behavior are characteristic of 
Protestant groups of a particular social 
class; that those of high social class 
(whether denominations, churches, or 
individuals) fall closer to the church end 
of the church-sect continuum and those 
of lower social class to the sect end. Is 
the same true of the Orthodox, Conserva
tive and Reform? Can we construct a 
church-sect continuum for Judaism and 
indeed locate Reform as closer to the 
church end and Orthodoxy to the sect 
end? The use of the terms church and 
sect in Judaism raises a number of prob
lems. But, roughly speaking, one can say 
that the classical image of Reform is 
closer to what would be considered as 
church behavior; that of Orthodoxy 
closer to sect behavior; and that Conser
vatism falls somewhere in between.a 

If our referent for the social environ
ment is the general American environ
ment, then Reform was traditionally 
most accepting and Orthodoxy least so. 
Orthodoxy placed greatest stress on be
liefs and personal practices, while Re
form placed least emphasis here. Ortho
dox worship was characterized by the 
most fervor and Reform by the least. 
The Reform temple was characterized 
by a lack of active individual participa
tion, general passivity, and rigid deco
rum. Orthodox synagogues were at the 
other end of the scale. TheolOgically, the 
Orthodox were Biblical and Talmudic 
fundamentalists; Reform, the most lib
eral. Reform rabbis were usually quite 
likely to be active in secular affairs, and 

3 Charles S. Liebman, "Orthodoxy in Ameri
can JeWish Life," American Jewish Yearbook, 
1965, Philadelphia: JeWish Publication Society, 
1965, see particularly pp. 40-45. 
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Orthodox rabbis to a much lesser degree. 
While there are no quantitative data 
available, one has the impression that 
the synagogue to which the Orthodox 
Jew belonged was central in his life and 
that his close friends were likely to be 
affiliated there. This was not true for the 
Reform Jew. Thus, we can replicate the 
Protestant social class scale among the 
Jews and isolate one group (Reform) at 
one end whose characteristics parallel 
that of high status churches, and another 
group (Orthodoxy) at the other end 
whose characteristics parallel those of 
low status churches. (Our focus is on 
social characteristics rather than basic 
world views where the Protestant-Jewish 
church-sect analogy breaks down.) The 
question we now want to ask is, what 
has happened among the Jews with their 
rise in social status? Studies of Protes
tantism, we recall, admit of two possi
bilities, both of which appear to have 
taken place. Individuals may change 
their affiliation to churches higher on the 
social scale, or the values of the entire 
denomination may change and normative 
beliefs and practices may be redefined 
and a growing ecumenism take place as 
various churches converge in a pattern 
of· urbanized Iniddle class or upper 
middle class religiOUS style. 

Lest the reader be disappointed in the 
discussion that follows, we must caution 
him that our present analysis will not 
answer the question conclusively. It will 
strongly suggest, however, that the Prot
estant changes have not always been 
paralleled among the Jews. 

American Jews have been highly 
mobile in terms of social class. And, as 
among Protestants, changes in social 
class were, at least in the past, associated 
with changes in synagogue affiliation. 
Among Orthodox Jews this often meant 
a change from Orthodoxy to Conserva
tism or Reform and the accompanying 
changes in religiOUS practices, in particu

lar the abandonment of Jewish law as a 
code of personal behavior. Evidence is 
found, for example, in Leonard Bloom's 
study of a midwestern city which noted 
that the children of the Orthodox drifted 
to the "prestige enhancing and less 
hampering Reformed Temple:'4 

Marshall Sklare's classic study of Con
servative Judaism contains the best dis
cussion of this trend. Sklare noted that 
Conservatism became predominant over 
Orthodoxy in areas of "third settlement," 
the most fashionable ethnic settlement, 
usually close to the city, where residence 
"symbolized the attainment of solid 
middle-class position or better and is 
indicative of a relatively high level of 
acculturation:'/; 

Under the impact of economic neces
sity and cultural challenge, according to 
many, the masses of European Jews who 
came to the United States between 1880 
and 1924 abandoned Orthodoxy. Some 
left religion entirely; a few became Re
form. Some, however, and many more 
of their descendants, adjusted their reli
gious tradition to the mores. of con
temporary America and evolved a form 
of worship and ritual that eventually be
came known as Conservative Judaism.6 

Changes in affiliation from Conserva
tism to Reform with increased rise in 
social class are not well documented. It 
is believed that such changes took place 
at least prior to the 1940's, and leaders 
of Conservative Judaism were reported 
to have been much concerned that this 
trend would accelerate in the post-World 
War II period.7 

Thus the picture of social mobility and 

4 Leonard Bloom, op. cit., p. 185. 
Ii Marshall Sklare, Conservative Judaism, 

Glencoe: The Free Press, 1955, p. 47. 
6 For evidence that the religious commit

ment of the nominally Orthodox Jews was 
marginal to begin with see Charles S. Liebman, 
"Orthodoxy in American Jewish Life," op cit. 

7 I am indebted to Marshall Sklare for this 
last observation. 
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religious affiliation in Judaism appears to 
parallel in part changes in Protestantism. 
But we also note that among Protestants 
entire denominations changed their doc
trines, attitudes, and liturgy as their 
members rose in social status.8 

Is a comparable development taking 
place among the Jews? Are Orthodox, 
Conservative and Reform all rising or 
converging in social class position? The 
following sections examine some of the 
findings and their possible consequences. 

THE SYNAGOGUES OF NEW YORK CITY 

The ideal method of testing the 
changes taking place in the social class 
position of Orthodox, Conservative, and 
Reform Jews would be to interview a 
random sample from each group. Un
fortunately, resources for such an under
taking were not available. It was there
fore decided to study the New York area 
alone, using information that would 
approximate data obtained under ideal 
conditions. The areas chosen were New 
York City, Nassau, Suffolk, and West
chester counties, residence of an esti
mated 42 per cent of all American Jews,9 
whose social and religiOUS characteristics 
are not necessarily identical to those of 
all Jews. 

The basic assumptions on which this 
study rests are that a new synagogue re

8 This discussion raises a good many more 
questions than it resolves. Apparently some 
individuals move up in social class and leave 
their particular religious group whereas others 
remain; otherwise there could be no general 
rise in social class for the religious group. The 
question is why some remain and others leave. 
Perhaps those who leave experience a more 
rapid or greater rise in social position; are less 
committed in terms of religious doctrine, prac
tice, or experience; are in different age or 
family rearing cycles; or have different kin
ship or friendship ties within the religious 
group. These are only some of the possible 
explanations. 

9 American Jewish Yearbook, 1965, op. cit., 
pp. 139-140. 

Hects the social characteristics of the 
area in which it is located and that the 
relative class composition of Jews is 
proportional to that of the other resi
dents in a given area. In other words, 
this study assumes that at the time a 
synagogue is founded, it will be located 
in an area where the social characteris
tics of the general population are similar 
to the social characteristics of the syna
gogue members. 

Similarly a major expansion of facil
ities will be undertaken only in a neigh
borhood of relative stability. To the 
synagogue, stability means concurrence 
between the social characteristics of its 
members and that of the general 
neighborhood. 

The areas of analysis were generally 
census tracts. The measure of social class 
is the median income reported by the 
Bureau of the Census for each tract. It 
would have been most desirable to use 
median income of families rather than 
median income of families and unrelated 
individuals, but only the latter figure was 
available for the 1950 period. Income is 
reported in constant dollars. 

Two time periods were selected: 1948
1952 and 1958-1962. Synagogues which 
were established or expanded during 
these periods were identified and located 
according to census tract.10 

10 The procedure used was as follows: in 
New York City the list of tax-exempt property 
was examined for 1948 and 1952. If a syna
gogue was listed in 1952 but not in 1948, it 
was assumed to have been newly created during 
that period. If the assessed value of the prop
erty increased by more than 50 per cent during 
the time period this was considered a major 
expansion and the analytical equivalent of 
being newly created since the synagogue was, 
in a manner of speaking, reinvesting in its area. 
If a synagogue switched its denominational 
identification during either time period it was 
also considered a new synagogue. If a syna
gogue moved to a new location in the same 
tract where it was previously located, but its 
value did not increase by 50 per cent or more, 
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TABLE 1 
AVERAGE ADJUSTED INCOME FOR NEW YORK CITY TRACTS WHERE NEW 

SYNAGOGUES WERE LOCATED 1948-1952 AND 1958-1962 

1948-1952 1958-1962 

Number Average Number Average 
of new Income of new Income 

Group synagogues $ synagogues $ 
Orthodox 90 4,144 157 5,640 
Conservative 19 5,605 43 7,123 
Reform 5 4,778 9 7,511 

The term "new synagogue," as used 
hereafter, includes newly established as 
well as newly expanded synagogues. 
Some of these are duplicated institu
tions; that is, they were either built or 
expanded in the 1950 period and ex
panded again in the 1960 period. New 
synagogues were located on a census 
tract map and identified as Orthodox, 
Conservative, or Reform. l1 

Table 1 shows the data for New York 
City in the two time periods with the 
average (mean) income for the tracts 
in which Orthodox, Conservative, and 
Reform synagogues were located. Since 
we are counting synagogues and not 
tracts, the data for each tract is weighted 
by the number of new synagogues 
located there. However, no consideration 

it was omitted. If it moved to a new tract it 
was jud~ed as a newly created synagogue. The 
same procedure was followed for the 1958 to 
1962 period. In the suburbs, data was obtained 
directly from each synagogue, usually the rabbi, 
or a neighboring institution. It was interesting 
that some rabbis took umbra~e at the question 
of whether the synagogue was basically Ortho
dox, Conservative. or Reform; but none ob
jected to questions about increases in property 
value and expansion of facilities. 

11 Reliance was placed on official member
ship lists of national syna~ogue groups and the 
opinions of observers for non-member syna
gogues. Six synagogues which could not be 
cate~orized were omitted. No tract data was 
available for 25 synagogues and those were 
also omitted. 

is given to the size of the synagogue or 
the number of its members. 

The data was also broken down by the 
five major sections or boroughs of New 
York. For the city as a whole. in the 
1948-1952 period, differences among the 
Orthodox and Conservative are statisti
cally significant at the .05 level of signifi
cance. Differences between the Ortho
dox and Reform and Conservative and 
Reform are not statistically significant, 
but the direction of these differences is 
of interest. Differences between Conser
vative and Reform reflect the fact that 
the Conservative synagogues are clus
tered in one high income section of the 
city, Queens, whereas the handful of 
Reform synagogues are more evenly dis
tributed throughout the city. Within 
each borough the Conservative and Re
form synagogues are located in tracts 
with almost identical average incomes. 

In the 1958-1962 period the pattern is 
similar for the Orthodox but changes for 
the Conservative and Reform. 

Tracts in which new Orthodox syna
gogues are located remain at the lowest 
income level but Reform moves slightly 
ahead of the Conservative. Differences 
between the Orthodox and Conservative 
are significant and differences between 
Orthodox and Reform fall just below the 
level of significance. Differences between 
Conservative and Reform remain in
significant. 
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Between the 1950 and 1960 time 
periods there is an increase in the aver
age income of tracts in all boroughs for 
all groups. The smallest gain for any 
Jewish group still exceeds the increase 
for all New York City which went from 
$3,724 to $5,103 in constant dollars. The 
Reform rise was greatest and that of the 
Orthodox and Conservative was about 
equal. 

In summary, the findings for New 
York City indicate that in the 1960 
period Orthodox, Conservative, and Re
form groups built new synagogues or 
reinvested in old synagogues in signifi
cantly better neighborhoods than in 
1950. Of all groups, the Reform show 
the greatest increase. In both periods, 
the new Orthodox synagogues were in 
poorer neighborhoods than Conservative 
and Reform. In 1960 the Reform over
took the Conservative, although differ
ences were not statistically sign~cant. 

So far, only the mean or average in
comes of areas in which new Orthodox, 
Conservative, and Reform synagogues 
were located have been considered. The 
mean is a measure of central tendency, 
a short-cut method of summarizing all 
the income data for the different census 
tracts. However, an average oversimpli
fies the data because it does not indicate 
the extent to which incomes within each 
group deviate from the mean. Of equal 
importance is the measure of disper
sion-the degrees to which tracts of 

Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform 
synagogues deviate from their respective 
mean. The measure used to test this is 
the standard deviation. The size of the 
standard deviation, however, reflects the 
size of the mean, and in order to com
pare deviations between different groups 
whose means differ, a measure called the 
coefficient of variation (v) is used, which 
is the standard deviation times one hun
dred, divided by the mean. 
The 1950 period shows a high degree 
of homogeneity in tracts of new Ortho
dox synagogues as compared to Conser
vative and Reform synagogues. Ten 
years later, however, the Orthodox are 
far more heterogeneous in terms of the 
income of tracts where their new syna
gogues are located, whereas the Conser
vatives are more homogeneous and the 
Reform slightly more heterogeneous. In 
other words, although the relative differ
ences in means among Orthodox, Con
servative, and Reform do not change 
substantially from 1950 to 1960, there is 
a change in the pattern within each 
group. Although the Orthodox, taken as 
a whole, remain in the lowest income 
areas, there is less uniformity in the 
areas in which new Orthodox syna
gogues are located, while there is in
creasing uniformity in areas of Conserva
tive synagogues. Graphically, we can say 
that the income continuum along which 
the Orthodox synagogues are located is 
expanding rapidly, that of the Conserva-

TABLE 2
 
COEFFICIENTS OF VARIATION IN INCOME FOR NEW YORK CITY TRACfs IN WmCH
 

NEW SYNAGOGUES WERE LOCATED 1948-1952 AND 1958-1962
 

1948-1952 1958-1962 

Mean 
Number 
of new Mean 

Number 
of new 

Group $ synagogues v $ synagogues v 

Orthodox 
Conservative 
Reform 

4,144 
5,605 
4,778 

90 
19 
5 

7.5 
31.2 
35.1 

5,640 
7,123 
7,511 

157 
43 
9 

29.2 
19.5 
39.6 
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tive is contracting, and that of the Re
form synagogues is expanding only 
slightly. 

Let us look more closely at the direc
tion in which this change is taking place. 
For this purpose all new synagogues 
were ranked in the 1950 and 1960 
periods according to income of the tract 
in which they were located and then 
divided into quartiles. We will use Q1 
for the 25 per cent of all new synagogues 
in the highest income tracts in the 1950 
and 1960 periods, and Q4 for the 25 per 
cent of all new synagogues in the two 
periods. 1£ all Orthodox, Conservative, 
and Reform synagogues were evenly dis
tributed by income then the number of 
a group's synagogues in any quartile in 
any time period would be proportional 
to the group's percentage of total new 
synagogues in that period. What we find 
is that in the 1950 period Conservative 
synagogues are substantially underrepre
sented in Q1, while the reverse holds 
true for Q4. In both quartiles Reform 
are roughly in proportion to their per
centage of the synagogue population. 
There are so few Reform synagogues 
that it is hazardous to generalize about 
them, except to note that the coefficient 
of variation (Table 2) suggests a highly 
heterogeneous membership. However, 
the possibility that our measure is an 
inadequate reflection of income differ
ences is greatest among Reform syna
gogues in New York City. For one thing, 
New York City tracts are far more 
heterogeneous than suburban tracts. 
Luxury apartment buildings, particularly 
in Manhattan, stand almost adjacent to 
slum houses. Also New York City Re
form synagogues are probably the least 
neighborhood-oriented of any group. In 
addition, there are so few Reform syna
gogues that a distortion of our measure 
in two or three tracts would be enough 
to change the whole picture of Reform. 

In the 1960 period the Orthodox syna

gogues, while still underrepresented in 
Q1 made substantial inroads at the ex
pense of the Conservatives but their 
overrepresentation in Q4 actually in
creased, while the Reform showed a 
slight decrease in Q4. Thus, the pattern 
is very pronounced. The Orthodox are 
expanding into the most affluent areas 
at the expense of the Conservative, and 
into the poorest areas at the expense of 
both the Conservatives and the Reform. 
Income differentials are increasing at the 
extremes among the Orthodox and 
shrinking among the Conservatives, 
while they remain fairly uniform among 
the Reform. The over-all picture shows 
that new Conservative synagogues are 
located in Significantly wealthier areas 
than new Orthodox synagogues. 

The reader must remember that the 
referents are synagogues at the extreme 
end of the continuum and tendencies 
over time. Moreover, changes which oc
curred between 1950 and 1960 do not 
necessarily presage identical changes in 
the coming decades. Finally, and most 
important of all, we are dealing with 
only one section of the metropolitan 
area, the central city. And although the 
number of new synagogues suggests that 
at least the Conservatives are continuing 
to build or reinvest in their city syna
gogues, the pOSSibility exists that their 
expansion into the wealthier areas has 
ceased because residents of these areas 
are moving to the suburbs. 

SUBURBAN SYNAGOGUES 

Before examing income data for the 
suburbs, the distribution of synagogues 
between the central city and suburban 
counties should be noted. Whereas 11 
per cent of all new Orthodox synagogues 
in the areas studied were located in the 
suburbs in the 1950 period and 7 per 
cent in the 1960 period, comparable 
figures for the Conservative were 50 and 
55 per cent, and for the Reform 82 and 
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AVERAGE ADJUSTED INCOME FOR WFS
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County synagogue: 
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Orthodox o 
Conservative 1 
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12 Jacob Sodden, The Impact of SUbul 
zation on the Synagogue, New York UniVE 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1962. 
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TABLE 3
 
AVERAGE ADJUSTED INCOME FOR WESTCHESTER COUNTY TRACTS AND SUFFOLK URBAN
 

PLACES IN WInCH NEW SYNAGOGUES WERE LOCATED 1948-52 AND 1958-1962
 

1948-1952 1958-1962
 

Number of new 
County synagogues 

Westchester 
Orthodox 4 
Conservative 4 
Reform 6 

Suffolk 
Orthodox 0 
Conservative 1 
Reform 2 

Total Westchester 
and Suffolk 
Orthodox 4 
Conservative 5 
Reform 8 

76 per cent. In other words, our dis
cussion deals with the large majority of 
new suburban Reform synagogues and 
about half the Conservative ones. 

In Westchester county synagogues 
were located by census tract as in New 
York City. Suffolk county was not tracted 
in 1950 and data were available only for 
urban places with a population of 2,500 
or more. 

Nassau County too was not tracted in 
1950. This posed a serious problem be
cause urban places for which income 
data were available were, unlike Suffolk 
County, too large in area and population 
for meaningful analysis. Hence a differ
ent procedure was used, making the 
school district rather than the census 
tract the unit of analysis. Since income 
data was not available by school district, 
1956 estimates of the assessed value of 
homes were used.12 

In Westchester and Suffolk differences 

12 Jacob Sodden, The Impact of Suburbani
zation on the Synagogue, New York University: 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 1962. 

Average Number of new Average 
Income $ synagogues Income $ 

4,990 2 5,903 
5,149 14 8,555 
5,173 9 8,474 

- 0 
3,921 13 6,420 
3,620 1 6,263 

4,990 2 5,903 
4,903 27 7,527 
4,785 10 8,253 

in the mean income of tracts in which 
new synagogues were located in the 
1950 period were negligible.IS 

The income of the Conservatives and 
Reform shows Significant increases from 
1950 to 1960 with Reform outdistancing 
the Conservatives. (Statistically the dif
ferences are not significant.) 

New Orthodox synagogues are now 
located in areas with significantly lower 
average income than that of the Con
servative or Reform, but this observation 
is based on only two new Orthodox syna
gogues in the 1960 period. 

In Nassau county, as previously noted, 
the data are of a totally different nature. 
Since the only available information is 
the assessed value of homes by school 
district in 1956, we are dealing with a 
different measure of income, as well as 
with data for only one year. This means 
that changes in the income of the resi
dents or in the value of their homes are 
not reflected. (We assume that the in

13 The term tract is used although in Suffolk 
in 1950 we are dealing with urban places. 
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TABLE 4 
1956 ASSESSED VALUE OF HOMES IN NASSAU COUNTY DISTRICI'S WHERE NEW COEFFICIENTS OF V ABlATION IN INC< 

SYNAGOGUES WERE LOCATED 1948-1952 AND 1958-1962 COUNTIES WHERE NEW CONSERVAT: 

1948-H1948-1952 1958-1962 

Average Average 
Number assessed Number assessed 
of new value of of new value of 

Group synagogues homes $ synagogues homes $ AREA Mean $ s 

Westchester
 
Conservative 14 6,370 25 5,800
 
Orthodox 7 7,360 9 6,100 

Conservative 5,149 
Reform 15 6,900 18 6,510 Reform 5,173 

corne level or property value position of 
school districts did not change from 1950 
to 1960.) Nassau county then affords us 
the opportunity to ask a question of little 
direct concern to the study but nonethe
less of interest. In what areas did the 
Jewish influx take place in the post
World War II era when the big move 
to suburbia occurred? Table 4 indicates 
that new synagogue construction and 
expansion began in the higher income 
areas and only later in the lower income 
districts since the average assessed valu
ation is lower in the 1960 period for all 
three groups. 

In terms of average income differen
tials between Orthodox, Conservative, 
and Reform, we find that differences in 
both time periods were relatively minor. 

Let us look at the measures of disper
sion among the areas of Westchester 
and Suffolk counties in which Orthodox, 
Conservative, and Reform synagogues 
were located.14 The coefficient of vari
ation for the new Conservative and Re
form synagogues has increased sub
stantially from 1950 to 1960. Reform 

14 Data for Suffolk county is not presented 
separately because of the small number of syna
gogues there. The coefficient of variation can
not be applied to Nassau county data because 
assessed valuation of homes does not begin 
from an absolute zero point. Since this leaves 
four new Orthodox synagogues in the 1950 
period and only two in the 1960 period, they 
are omitted from the table. 

synagogues in the 1960 period show the 
highest variation of any group in any 
part of the metropolitan area. Since this 
is true in Westchester County alone as 
well as in Westchester and Suffolk com
bined, we cannot explain the variation 
simply as a result of different social 
characteristics. (Westchester is consider
ably wealthier than Suffolk in most 
areas.) 

In order to determine the direction in 
which the increased variation is taking 
place, the sample was divided into the 
highest and lowest thirds. (Quartile 
division would have yielded too few 
synagogues. ) We found a relatively 
proportional distribution of all syna
gogue groups among both the highest 
and lowest ranged thirds in both time 
periods, for all suburban counties. 

In summary, looking at the suburbs 
as a whole, one is struck by the similarity 
in patterns between Orthodox, Conser
vative, and Reform, although new Con
servative synagogues are increasing at 
the most rapid rate and new Orthodox 
synagogues have remained constant. In
come differentials between Conservative 
and Reform are negligible, and where 
there is a representative group of Ortho
dox synagogues, such as in Nassau 
County, they are developing in areas 
whose income level is on a par with 
that of other groups. The variation in 
incomes within the Conservative and 

Westchester and 
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Reform 4,785 
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poorest areas in relative proportio 
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SUMMARY OF SYNAGOGUE DATA 

The nature of the data used imI 
obvious limitations and restricts bro 
and more general conclusions. At 
we can draw cautious inferences 
the material at hand. These may be 
marized as follows: 

1) On the average, Reform Jews 
and continue to be, in the highes 
corne bracket; Orthodox Jews in 
lowest, and Conservative Jews beh 
the two, but closer to Reform tha 
Orthodox. However, since World 
II, the overlap between the three gr 
is considerable. 

2) If Reform Judaism ever was conJ 
exclusively to the highest income 
gory among Jews, this was no 10 
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TABLE 5 
COEFFICIENTS OF VARIATION IN INCOME FOR TRACTS IN WESTCHESTER AND SUFFOLK 

COUNTIES WHERE NEW CONSERVATIVE AND REFORM SYNAGOGUES WERE LOCATED, 

1948-1952 AND 1958-1962 

AREA
 

1948-1952 1958-1962 
Number Number 
of new of new 

Mean $ synagogues v Mean $ synagogues v 

Westchester 
Conservative 5,149 4 5.0 8,555 14 24.5 
Reform 5,173 6 24.4 8,474 9 56.4 

Westchester and 
Suffolk totals 

Conservative 4,903 5 12.1 7,527 27 25.9 
Reform 4,785 8 27.1 8,253 10 55.3 

Reform groups is grOwing and the pat
tern may be similar for the Orthodox. 
( Data is insufficient on this point. ) 
Within each group, the increased differ
ential is a result of movement at both 
ends of the income continuum. Ortho
dox, Conservative, and Reform continue 
to be represented in the wealthiest and 
poorest areas in relative proportion to 
their total number of synagogues in the 
suburbs. 

SUMMARY OF SYNAGOGUE DATA 

The nature of the data used imposes 
obvious limitations and restricts broader 
and more general conclusions. At best, 
we can draw cautious inferences from 
the material at hand. These may be sum
marized as follows: 

1) On the average, Reform Jews are, 
and continue to be, in the highest in
come bracket; Orthodox Jews in the 
lowest, and Conservative Jews between 
the two, but closer to Reform than to 
Orthodox. However, since World War 
II, the overlap between the three groups 
is considerable. 

2) If Reform Judaism ever was confined 
exclusively to the highest income cate
gory among Jews, this was no longer 

the case in the post-World War II 
period, and the difference in social status 
among Reform Jews continues to grow. 

3) If Orthodoxy ever was confined 
almost exclusively to the lowest income 
category among Jews in the United 
States, and we have no reason to doubt 
that this was once substantially true, 
this is no longer so and the social dis
tance among Orthodox Jews continues 
to grow. 

4) Conservative Judaism is growing 
most rapidly in terms of new synagogues, 
and the social distance among its mem
bers in the suburbs (the area of its 
greatest advance) continues to increase. 

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

There is no reason to question earlier 
observations that Orthodox Jews or their 
children changed their affiliation to Con
servative and Conservative Jews to Re
form as they moved up the social-class 
ladder. This may still be the case, at 
least among some upwardly mobile 
Orthodox Jews. It is quite clearly not 
the case among all of them since our 
data indicates that Orthodoxy has pene
trated into the highest income neighbor
hoods of Jews. Furthermore, a previous 
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study suggested that there was a differ
ence in the religious commitment of the 
nominally Orthodox who came to the 
United States at the turn of the century 
and subsequently abandoned Orthodoxy, 
and those who did not.15 

This leads us to the second alternative 
and the question-has the improved 
class position of Jews led to changes in 
their definition of what constitutes 
normative Jewish practice and belief? 
The question is complicated, however, 
by the nature of our findings. The most 
Significant conclusion from our syna
gogue data, after all, is the increasing 
heterogeneity in the social class com
positions of the different Jewish groups. 
Is this increased differentiation within 
each group accompanied by correspond
ing changes or increased conflict over 
religiOUS norms? 

Superficially this appears to be the 
case. Within Orthodoxy, the conflict 
between left and right is often a sharp 
one.16 Within Reform Judaism one can 
point to a continuing conflict over the 
role of ritual and belief but the two ex
tremes today still seem far apart.17 In 
other words, it is possible that social 
class heterogenity within Reform and 
Orthodoxy is accompanied by increased 
conflict over religion. Socio-economic 
diversity may provide a framework with
in which various ideologies and philoso
phies may legitimately contest. If, for 

Hi Charles S. Liebman, "Orthodoxy in Ameri
can Jewish Life," op. cit. 

16 Ibid. and Liebman, "Left and Right in 
American Orthodoxy," Judaism, 15 (Winter, 
1966) pp. 102-107. 

17 See for example: Ben Hamon, "The Re
form Rabbis Debate Theology: A Report on 
the 1963 Meeting of the CCAR," Judaism, 12 
(Fall, 1963), pp. 479-486; Jakob J. Petuchow
sky, "The Limits of Liberal Judaism," Judaism, 
14 (Spring, 1965), pp. 146-158; the entire 
April 1965 issue of the GGAR Journal is devoted 
to prayer, and see also Maurice Eisendrath, 
"Reform Judaism," National Jewish Monthly 
(April, 1965), pp. 6-7, 41. 

example, the religious left wing within 
Orthodoxy, "modern Orthodoxy," was 
not associated with the wealthiest and 
most prestigious Orthodox synagogues, it 
might not receive the accord and respect 
it does in the councils of Orthodoxy. 

But this is, in a way, an overSimplifica
tion. The most Significant development 
within Orthodoxy is its move to the right 
in recent years and its increased asser
tion of the importance of ritual observ
ance and creedal fundamentalism. With
in American Orthodoxy, the status of 
the "modern Orthodox" rabbi has under
gone vast changes. Whereas even a 
decade or two ago, the American Ortho
dox rabbi who was broadly educated, 
spoke and wrote English well, and 
moved easily in the elitist circles of the 
non-Orthodox world enjoyed the highest 
regard of Orthodox Jews, he is today 
more likely to be regarded with sus
picion. Status accrues to the Talmudic 
scholar, particularly the heads of Tal
mudic academies who are divorced from 
the non-Jewish and even non-Orthodox 
society and are at home only among 
their coterie of followers. The sharpened 
conflict within Orthodoxy is not a result 
of the improved status position of one 
group which has moved toward religiOUS 
liberalism. If anything, it is a result of 
the increasingly successful challenge of 
the Orthodox right to the previous 
hegemony of the left. 

Within Reform, there is increasing 
social class heterogeneity and there is 
sharp conflict over the importance of 
ritual and belief. But the latter conflict 
is no sharper today, indeed it is probably 
less acute, than it was thirty or forty 
years ago. Indeed, normative Reform 
seems increasingly to be crystalizing 
around a position of 'live and let live." 
The liberalism of Reform is not ex
pressed in the dogmatics of a Rabbi 
Sherman Wine who removes references 
to God from his prayer, but rather in the 
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notion that Wine is entitled to do '\: 
he pleases even though he is out of 
with normative Reform. Reform ha!! 
creasingly made religion subject to i 
vidual conscience and taste, and i 
Significant that its right wing, w: 
presumably stresses the more traditi~ 
aspects of Judaism, is existentialist il 
theology and Rosenzweigean in its 
tude toward ritual. The practical in: 
cations are, on the one hand, opel 
Reform to an appreciation of the n: 
Orthodox aspects of the Jewish tr 
tion but, on the other hand, reemphs: 
ing the supremacy of individual eXf 
ence in the concept of God 
individual conscience in matters 
practice. This itself prOvides a basis 
future reconciliation, not conflict, w 
in Reform. Thus, it appears inaccUJ 
to make any Simple association for eif 
Orthodoxy or Reform of social diffeJ: 
tiation and religious conflict. 

We turn now to the problem of in
group relationships. Our data indiCE 
a general rise in the social class posit 
of all groups in Jewish life. Is this 
flected in any tendency for older disti: 
tions between Orthodoxy, Conservati 
and Reform to disappear? Are we ent 
ing a period of JeWish ecumenism? C 
each group sustain an independ. 
movement with the growing overlap 
the social characteristics of its membe 
Of course, we have examined only c 
such characteristic-income. But th. 
is no reason to suspect that an anal}' 
of other factors, such as occupation 
education, would not yield the Sal 
conclusions. And here one is struck 
the phenomenon mentioned earlier, tl 
a number of suburban rabbis resent 
being asked for their synagogue's afBI: 
tion or refused to characterize thel 
selves as, for example, Reform, ev. 
when their synagogue was affiliated wi 
the national Reform movement. Furth€: 
more, the Jews in general appear to 1 
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notion that Wine is entitled to do what 
he pleases even though he is out of step 
with normative Reform. Reform has in
creasingly made religion subject to indi
vidual conscience and taste, and it is 
Significant that its right wing, which 
presumably stresses the more traditional 
aspects of Judaism, is existentialist in its 
theology and Rosenzweigean in its atti
tude toward ritual. The practical impli
cations are, on the one hand, opening 
Reform to an appreciation of the more 
Orthodox aspects of the Jewish tradi
tion but, on the other hand, reemphasiz
ing the supremacy of individual experi
ence in the concept of God and 
individual conscience in matters of 
practice. This itself prOvides a basis for 
future reconciliation, not conflict, with
in Reform. Thus, it appears inaccurate 
to make any Simple association for either 
Orthodoxy or Reform of social differen
tiation and religious conflict. 

We turn now to the problem of inter
group relationships. Our data indicates 
a general rise in the social class position 
of all groups in Jewish life. Is this re
flected in any tendency for older distinc
tions between Orthodoxy, Conservative, 
and Reform to disappear? Are we enter
ing a period of Jewish ecumenism? Can 
each group sustain an independent 
movement with the growing overlap in 
the social characteristics of its members? 
Of course, we have examined only one 
such characteristic-income. But there 
is no reason to suspect that an analysis 
of other factors, such as occupation or 
education, would not yield the same 
conclusions. And here one is struck by 
the phenomenon mentioned earlier, that 
a number of suburban rabbis resented 
being asked for their synagogue's affilia
tion or refused to characterize them
selves as, for example, Reform, even 
when their synagogue was affiliated with 
the national Reform movement. Further
more, the Jews in general appear to be 

quite indifferent to the denominational 
affiliation of their own synagogue, nor 
do they relate synagogue affiliation to 
participation in the national activities 
of the various denominational bodies. 
Thus, Reform Jews have long been major 
financial contributors to the Conserva
tive Jewish Seminary and Jews of every 
type have supported the Orthodox
oriented Yeshiva University. 

Nevertheless, and despite earlier pre
dictions to the contrary, organizational 
tension between, for example, the Ortho
dox and non-Orthodox is certainly not 
diminishing. If anything it is growing.18 

Furthermore not all suburban Orthodox 
congregations are identified with the 
Orthodox left. On the contrary, the em
phasis within Orthodoxy today is to the 
right. How is this to be explained? 

It is suggested that the simple model 
which accounts for changes in religious 
behavior by changes in social status may 
be misleading. An alternative model can 
be posed. In this model the religious 
education, ritual practices, institutional 
affiliations, and peer group identifica
tions establish certain modes of thought 
and normative orientations. Changes in 
one's income are, no doubt, attributable 
in part to these orientations. But let us, 
for purposes of simplification, treat in
come as an independent variable, a new 
environmental pressure. Now changes in 
one's social class or status no doubt 
affect one's perception, one's belief struc
ture and inevitably one's religiOUS behav
ior. But they also have a more immediate 
effect; one so obvious it is easily over
looked. Increased income in particular 
expands one's opportunities. One has 
more resources to acquire what one de
sires. And the object of one's desires may 

18 See, for example, a prediction about possi
bilities of even greater intensification of conflict 
in "Toward Jewish Religious Unity: A Sympo
sium," Judaism, 15 (Spring, 1966), p. 137. 
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be a function of one's past status. Thus, 
the religious groups, at least in the short 
run, may react quite differently to the 
same social stimuli. For example, it is 
undoubtedly true that the relative rise 
in income among some Orthodox Jews 
in the United States has brought them 
into closer contact with the general cul
ture which has resulted, in many cases, 
in a diminished sense of separation. But 
it has also prOvided Orthodox Jews and 
Orthodox institutions with the potential 
of educating young men in Yeshivas and 
Kolelim (Seminars for advanced Tal
mudic study) until their late twenties 
and early thirties. The parents or the 
institution is now in a position to offer 
financial subventions to permit these 
men to devote all their time to religious 
study. This, in turn, affects not only the 

student's religious commitment but that 
of his parents, and his wife and children 
who are drawn closer to the intensely 
Orthodox environment. Rising income, 
for example, has permitted the rapid 
development of yeshiva high schools and 
Orthodox institutions which are inde
pendent of Jewish Federation support 
and from Jewish communal life in 
general. 

What is suggested here is not a Simple 
cause-and-effect relationship between 
income changes and religious changes. 
It is rather a relationship of inter
dependence in which religion and ideol
ogy determine some of the effects asso
ciated with income changes. It suggests 
further that any study of American 
Jewish life will have to contend with 
religion as an independent variable. 


