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Israel and American Jewry:  
Moving Beyond the Core

Owen Alterman

Many Israelis have a particular image of the American Jew.1 In the public 

mind, s/he is an upper-middle class Ashkenazi suburbanite who picks his 

or her kids up from Hebrew school at the local Reform or Conservative 

synagogue. This American Jew loyally supports (and sends a check) for 

the latest “emergency campaign” for Israel. This is the Jew who sits in the 

audience when members of the Israeli establishment come to speak – and 

whose kids are often the subject of Israeli satire.2

These American Jews still exist in their millions, but their future is bleak. 

The landmark 2013 study by the Pew Research Center showed, once again, 

that numbers are dropping. The decline of this sector presents challenges 

for Israeli national security policy. This article outlines the challenges posed 

by the shrinking American Jewish core and suggests how Israel can meet 

them. Largely, this means mobilizing the emerging “Jewish Background” 

and “Jewish Affinity” sectors and reaching out to America’s Haredim. This 

article explains why – and how.

The Problem: A Shrinking Core

In October 2013, the Pew Research Center released its long-anticipated 

study of American Jewry,3 and the findings prompted much anguish in 

the Jewish world. That angst is not new, of course; demographic studies of 

American Jews have generated anguish for decades, charting the consistent 

decline of non-Orthodox American Jewry. Still, the 2013 Pew study showed 

no sign of the drumbeat of decline stopping, and even indicated signs of its 

acceleration. Fully 72 percent of non-Orthodox4 American Jews – the children 

and grandchildren of the legendary American Jew – now intermarry.5 The 
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Conservative movement is aging and shrinking,6 with the ranks of those 

most loosely affiliated growing.7 The demographic consequences of that 

change are already visible in New York, as shown in figure 1.8
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Figure 1. Changes in A!liation, New York, 1991-2011

The New York numbers presage the future. “The drop in the number 

of Jews in the middle of the identity spectrum,” says leading demographer 

Steven M. Cohen, “is visible today only among children and young adults. 

But, in coming decades, the adverse impact of the small number of children 

in their households will become increasingly visible, clear and apparent. Put 

simply, the number of middle-aged non-Orthodox Jews who are engaged 

in Jewish life is poised to drop sharply in the next 20-40 years.”9 To the 

New York Times, Cohen added that numbers point to a “sharply declining 

non-Orthodox population in the second half of the 21st century.”10 Or, as 

he and scholar Jack Wertheimer put it, “American Jews now stand on the 

precipice of a demographic cliff.”11

This demographic collapse has significant implications for Israeli national 

security policy. Strongly affiliated non-Orthodox American Jews have 

for decades been the natural partner for the Israeli establishment, the 

bedrock of support for the Israel-Diaspora relationship, and the linchpin 

for pro-Israel political activity in the United States. Other groups, especially 

evangelical Christians, have joined forces in pro-Israel lobbying in recent 

decades, but the foundation of support from the American Jewish world 

has provided the most comfortable of partners for Israel: economically 
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well-off, broadly secular, bound together by bonds of Jewish solidarity, 

deferential on policy matters, and connected to both American political 

parties. If this group sinks into decline, it could complicate Israel’s ability 

to manage its relationship with the United States, a core strategic asset.

The convenience of this natural bond with non-Orthodox American 

Jews has led the Israeli establishment to redouble efforts to strengthen 

their flank. The investment in Taglit-Birthright Israel,12 the reorientation 

of the Jewish Agency,13 and the creation – if not implementation – of the 

World Jewry Joint Initiative14 all testify to the basic strategy of shoring up 

non-Orthodox Jewish America. Here, the Israeli establishment is stepping 

into a well-trodden field that American Jewish organizations have sown 

for decades: investing in programs to strengthen the Jewish identity of 

non-Orthodox members of the tribe in hopes of a renaissance.

This strategy has become so dominant that nearly every prominent 

initiative in the American Jewish institutional world falls within it, including 

those relating to schools, synagogues, camps, community centers, Israel 

trips, youth movements, and campus centers. Even the most recent of 

initiatives do not stray from the conventional thinking.15 This dominance 

has blinded major players from thinking outside that strategic box and 

from seeing potential strategic alternatives.

The approach of shoring up the core, of course, has merit: given the 

importance of the non-Orthodox American Jewish sector, Israel wisely 

is not giving up on it. But the approach also has its limits. So far, three 

decades and billions of dollars of investments have failed to reverse the 

sector’s decline in any strategically significant measure. Relying only on the 

strategy of outreach risks leaving Israel exposed to a “demographic cliff” 

that may, in large part, be sociologically inevitable, without an alternative 

strategy toward American Jewry.

For that reason, in addition to the strategy of non-Orthodox outreach, 

the Israeli establishment must look elsewhere. Efforts to develop support 

from evangelical Christians, from minority groups, and others are steps 

in that direction. Even this, though, ignores the imperative of developing 

ties within American Jewry itself and with those fellow travelers with a 

background or emotional affinity tying them with Judaism. Support from 

Jews provides something that other sectors may lack in depth and durability 

of commitment.16 Moreover, conscious policy moves by the Israeli and 

American Jewish establishments can materially help to maximize support 
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from American Jewry as a whole and not only maximize support from the 

non-Orthodox sector.

In this regard, data from the Pew study points in at least two promising 

directions. The “center” or “core” of the community may indeed be shrinking, 

as bemoaned by so many. But the two “extremes” are growing. Both the 

more diffuse sector of Americans with “Jewish background” or “Jewish 

affinity” and the more cohesive American Haredi sector are, according to 

the Pew study, experiencing fantastic growth. Both also potentially have 

strong pockets of support for Israel, ripe for the establishments in both 

Jerusalem and New York to target for marshaling support. This article makes 

the case for doing so, both conceptually and with policy recommendations.

Beyond the Core: “Jewish Background” and “Jewish A!nity”

While decades of intermarriage and assimilation have eroded the established 

core of American Jewry, they have also produced millions of Americans 

who do not self-identify as Jews but who have a familial or other affinity 

to Judaism. Intermarried couples have borne hundreds of thousands of 

children who are not Jewish but have a connection to Judaism through 

the Jewish heritage of their families. Non-Jewish spouses of Jews have a 

connection through their marriages and in-laws. More than a million other 

Americans tell pollsters that they, too, feel a special emotional attachment 

to Judaism even if they do not identify as Jews themselves. These groups 

have become a major presence in American life and show that just as Jews 

are assimilating into America, in some ways Americans are assimilating 

into the Jews.

The 2013 Pew study identifies and defines two distinct groups of 

Americans who themselves are not Jewish but who have a particular link 

to Judaism.17 The first is the “Jewish Background” group: Americans with 

a Jewish parent who do not (or no longer) identify as Jews. The second 

is the “Jewish Affinity” group: non-Jews without a Jewish parent who 

nonetheless see themselves as linked to Judaism in some way. The links 

to Judaism are varied, ranging from those citing that “Jesus was Jewish” 

to those citing their Jewish spouse or Jewish grandparents.18 Whereas 

the “Jewish Background” connection is a filial one, the “Jewish Affinity” 

connection is often one of choice and self-identification.

Taken together, these “Jewish Background” and “Jewish Affinity” 

sectors are enormous. Figures have grown so significantly that the 3.6 

million American adults in this sector now nearly equal the total number 
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of adults in the core itself – some 3.7 million non-Orthodox American Jews 

by religion.19 A full 1.5 percent of the total adult US population is either 

“Jewish Background” (1 percent) or “Jewish Affinity” (0.5 percent).20 The 

diverse sectors are also varied politically, split between Democrats and 

Republicans;21 and this is so even within the “Jewish Affinity” sector, 

whose seemingly substantial evangelical Christian contingent might have 

indicated a Republican tilt.

The “Jewish Background” and “Jewish Affinity” sectors show a reasonably 

strong connection to Judaism and Jewish institutions, which sets them 

apart from non-Jewish Americans. Over a quarter – some 972,000 people 

– donated to a Jewish organization in 2012, the year before the study.22 

The sectors also show a strong emotional connection to Israel (figure 2).23
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Figure 2. Emotional Attachment to Israel, by Sector, 2013

A large proportion of the sectors believe that the United States is “not 

supportive enough” of Israel. Significantly, the proportion of “Jewish 

Background” and “Jewish Affinity” respondents seeing the United States 

as not sufficiently supportive is actually greater than among the communal 

core itself (figure 3).24
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Figure 3. US Approach toward Israel, by Sector, 2013

Despite the sectors’ professed connection to Judaism and to Israel, 

neither Israel nor the American Jewish establishment has done much to 

mobilize and organize this substantial number of people. A significant share 

of those with “Jewish Affinity” may be evangelical Christians25 and engaged 

on Israel-related issues through evangelical institutions. Otherwise, though, 

no organizational framework exists for identifying or mobilizing either the 

“Jewish Background” or “Jewish Affinity” shares of the population. This 

leaves significant mobilization value untapped. If a network existed to bring 

these sectors to demonstrations, have them lobby for pro-Israel policies, 

or donate in even greater numbers to Jewish organizations, the benefits 

could be substantial and, from Israel’s perspective, strategically significant.

One could imagine, for example, an “Americans of Jewish Heritage” 

network that hosts seminars and courses on Judaism, raises money for 

Jewish causes, sponsors partially-subsidized trips to Israel, and includes 

an element of pro-Israel political recruitment. A network such as this one 

could show the sector to be greater than the sum of its parts, since an 

organization lowers the search and information costs for those wishing 

to become politically or philanthropically active and so might encourage 

the marginally interested to take part.

An effort to organize and mobilize support from the “Jewish Background” 

and “Jewish Affinity” sectors could adopt elements from the organizational 

success of the Israeli-American Council, where a centralized effort managed 
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to organize what had been a loosely organized sector.26 Even at a relatively 

early stage, the Israeli-American Council has shown its strength and 

potential.27 So too could a “Jewish Affinity” organization become a relevant 

and even significant player on the American Jewish scene and in generating 

support for Israel in the United States.

It may be that among the “Jewish Background” and “Jewish Affinity” 

sectors, the yield would be relatively low. An individual “Jewish Background-

er” or “Jewish Affinity-er” might well be less likely than an individual 

Israeli-American, or even an individual loosely-affiliated American Jew, to 

donate to Jewish organizations or become involved in pro-Israel activism. 

Still, because the numbers are so large, so too is the potential. A low yield 

from a huge pool could produce a significant benefit.

Outreach to such a large, diffuse sector poses several key challenges, 

not least of which is finding the target audience. Because the “Jewish 

Background” and “Jewish Affinity” publics are not organized, it may be 

difficult to find them. A useful first step would be to approach those who 

have already come forward: the 972,000 from the sectors who have donated 

to Jewish organizations, whose contact information is on file, and who 

have already shown some interest in engagement.

Beyond that, an outreach strategy to these sectors would benefit from 

deeper polling and research designed to identify what media these sectors 

read and in what institutions they can be found. At that point, outreach 

could target those media (whether traditional media or social media) and 

those institutions. Because of the potential expense, a gradual approach 

or localized pilot project might be the optimal strategy. Still, the potential 

benefits to Israel and American Jewry justify the costs.

Beyond the Core: Into the Haredi Sector

While the non-Orthodox core of American Jewry has shrunk, the numbers 

of Haredim (ultra-Orthodox) have grown exponentially. In the Orthodox 

sector generally, intermarriage rates are far lower than among the non-

Orthodox, and birthrates are far higher (figure 4).28
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Figure 4. Intermarriage and Fertility Rates, by A�liation, 2013

For the Haredi portion of the Orthodox sector, birthrates climb still 

higher.29 Gaps in intermarriage rates and birthrates have, over time, led to 

a dramatic increase in the proportion of Haredim among American Jewry 

as a whole, particularly among younger generations.30 In New York, nearly 

half of all Jewish children are now Haredi31 (figure 5).
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Figure 5. Jewish Adults and Children, New York, 2011

Despite this phenomenal growth, the Israeli and American Jewish 

establishments have not materially invested in leveraging the growing 
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Haredi numbers for participation in wider political activism and in pro-

Israel work in particular. For the November 2013 planning summit of the 

World Jewry Joint Initiative, for example, the Prime Minister’s Office invited 

120 “Jewish leaders and senior Israeli government officials” that included 

“representatives of Jewish communities, organizations, and foundations, 

academics, intellectuals, entrepreneurs, both men and women, young 

people and veteran leaders from around the world.”32 From the Haredi 

sector, though, the initiative’s organizers invited only Chabad, leaving 

the masses of America’s Haredim outside the tent.33 Instead, the focus 

seems to have remained only on shoring up the non-Orthodox core and 

on engaging the Modern Orthodox sector.

The sidelining of Haredi groups might be the result of homophily. The 

institutional partners coordinating Israel’s relationship with American 

Jewry are the traditional ones from the non-Orthodox American Jewish 

core, and the networks of these groups’ leaders and members are likely 

oriented toward non-Orthodox American Jews similar to them. The Israeli 

and American Jewish establishments might also believe that Haredim 

are less willing and less able to engage in pro-Israel political activism: 

less willing because of the perception that Haredim are less connected to 

the political project of the State of Israel than are other segments of the 

American Jewish population, and less able because Haredim are perceived 

to be less well off and having lower levels of secular education.

These perceptions may be inaccurate, at least in part. The Pew study 

did not break down the Haredi sector into parts, but the 2011 survey of 

New York Jews, which did so, produced intriguing findings that call into 

question prevailing views of some American Haredim. Among “Lithuanian” 

(or “Yeshivish”) Haredim,34 for example, some 82 percent said they were 

“very attached” to Israel, higher than any other denominational group, 

including the Modern Orthodox (whose figure was 75 percent).35 Even 

among many New York Hasidic groups, numbers of “very attached” were 

strong: 85 percent among Hasidim in Flatbush and 61 percent in Borough 

Park.36 Only in Williamsburg, home of the staunchly anti-Zionist Satmar 

sect, were numbers weak, at 31 percent (figure 6).37
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Figure 6. Attachment to Israel, New York, 2011 

These figures may not represent only the traditional Haredi attachment 

to the Land of Israel, but also a connection to the Israeli political enterprise. 

For example, data analyzed by Pew shows that 48 percent of Haredim say 

that the United States is “not supportive enough” of Israel, a figure higher 

than for any cohort other than the Modern Orthodox.38 The Pew numbers 

include both Lithuanian and Hasidic Haredim, so the Lithuanian numbers 

may well be higher.

Lithuanian Haredim in New York are also wealthier than many think. 

Some 11 percent of households have an annual income of $250,000 or 

more, a higher proportion than Modern Orthodox New Yorkers or non-

Orthodox New York Jews.39 Data analyzed by Pew in August 2015 seems 

to corroborate that finding, noting that 24 percent of Haredi households 

earn more than $150,000, a number nearly as high as that for non-Orthodox 

Jews.40 Some of this added income might be needed to cover the expenses 

of larger families, but resources might well remain that could be solicited 

for pro-Israeli political causes41 or for Israeli or general Jewish philanthropy.

Findings from the Pew study, and even more so from the 2011 New York 

study, suggest that at least segments of the Haredi community could be ripe 

for increased pro-Israel political activity. That hypothesis should be tested. 

The establishment should reach out to relevant Haredi organizations, such 

as Agudath Israel of America, for an open discussion of how and whether 

Haredi involvement in general Jewish political activity could or should be 
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cultivated. The Agudah has some experience with pro-Israel political work, 

and it responded favorably42 to the conference presentation that preceded 

this article. Ideas could include briefings by Israeli politicians and security 

officials both in the United States and in Israel, special political-oriented 

trips to Israel tailored to Haredim, and political engagement with Haredim 

already in Israel for purposes of visiting and religious study. Even if some 

Haredi groups reject such overtures, the Israeli and American Jewish 

establishments could work with those parts of the heterogeneous Haredi 

sector that prove more receptive.

Collaboration with Haredi spiritual and institutional leaders could be 

important. On the one hand, given the decline of the American Jewish 

core, stepped-up Haredi involvement could contribute significantly to the 

sustained status of American Jewry and the security of Israel. On the other 

hand, the Haredi sector must want to be involved and must be comfortable 

with the ways in which that involvement is managed. One relevant question 

is structural: Should the establishment American Jewish organizations seek 

to integrate Haredim further into their own boards and committees? Or 

should Haredi activism be channeled separately through Haredi-focused 

organizations? These and other key questions must be addressed.

Another question surrounds the potential role of Modern Orthodox 

organizations and leaders in Haredi outreach. The Modern Orthodox 

themselves comprise a growing sector, important in American Jewry’s 

future. Their numbers are much smaller than those of Haredim, and data 

indicate that Modern Orthodox are already highly mobilized and engaged 

in Jewish causes.43 For these reasons, this article focuses on American 

Jewry’s Haredi sector and not its Modern Orthodox one. Still, the Modern 

Orthodox may have a particular role to play in Haredi outreach, serving, 

potentially, as a bridge between the traditional American Jewish core and 

the Haredi sector.

Over time, the American Jewish establishment will on its own inevitably 

discover and seek to unlock the Haredi potential. As demographic changes 

continue apace, the organizations will eventually seek potential avenues of 

growth, and the Haredi sector will become a natural focus. Decision makers, 

though, should not wait for that natural process to unfold. Rather, they should 

be more farsighted: seeing the reality wrought by changing demography 

and moving actively to direct history. Haredi political involvement could 

reap significant benefits for American Jewry, and those benefits would be 

even greater the earlier they accrue.
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Conclusion: The Core and Beyond

For the past generation, the demographic changes sweeping American 

Jewry have spurred an impassioned race to bring non-Orthodox Jews back 

to the fold. The billion-dollar investment in schools, summer camps, youth 

groups, campus centers, and trips to Israel has swallowed community 

resources and attention. This shoring up of the core is a worthwhile strategy 

and should continue.

The core, though, must not be the only target for mobilizing American 

Jewry or the only corridor for maintaining relations between Israel and 

America’s Jews. “Right now,” as Steven M. Cohen has said, “we speak of four 

streams of Judaism: Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and Reconstructionist. 

In forty years, will Jews speak instead of four other streams: Haredi Orthodox, 

Yeshivish Orthodox, Modern Orthodox, and ‘liberal’ Jews?”44 To these might 

be added the emerging sectors of “Jewish Background” and “Jewish Affinity,” 

so loosely assembled as to have escaped notice from even renowned experts.

The “Jewish Background”-“Jewish Affinity” and Haredi sectors have much 

to contribute. Current policies risk leaving untapped those contributions 

and the benefits that could accrue from engaging and mobilizing these 

sectors in earnest. Both Israel and the American Jewish establishment 

can do much more to realize this potential. The time has come to move 

beyond the core.

Notes
1 This article is based largely on a presentation by the author and Cameron S. 

Brown for the 2014 annual conference of the Institute for National Security 

Studies and delivered on January 28, 2014. The presentation can be found at 
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