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Introduction

On November 19, 2012, the fifth day of Israel’s conflict with Hamas, the 
party that rules the Gaza Strip, two thousand Jews from across metro-
politan Boston gathered in a large suburban synagogue in a show of 
solidarity. Thousands of rockets had fallen across southern Israel, with a 
few reaching Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. Military targets in densely popu-
lated Gaza had been pummeled, resulting in more than one hundred 
deaths, many of them noncombatants. The solidarity demonstration 
was cosponsored by a broad spectrum of organizations, including the 
politically centrist AIPAC and the American Jewish Committee, the 
left-leaning J Street, and the right-leaning Committee for Accuracy in 
Middle East Reporting. Similar demonstrations were held throughout 
the United States.
 The rabbi of the synagogue that hosted the Boston event opened 
with the following observation:

The term most commonly used for a shul in ancient times was Bet 
Kenesset, House of Assembly. The Greek version of that name is syna-
gogue, literally, a place where people come together. Tonight, [this syna-
gogue] is fulfilling that part of our mission, to be a place where people 
who pray in diverse congregations, who hold diverse political views, who 
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have different visions for peace in the Middle East, come together united 
in the support of the state and people of Israel.1

 The mood in the hall was serious and somber. An Israeli woman 
studying for the year in Boston as part of a program sponsored by an 
American Jewish foundation described the challenges she and her fam-
ily had experienced living in a community in southern Israel within 
missile range of Gaza. The head of Boston’s federation of Jewish com-
munal organizations addressed the assembled crowd by video link from 
the southern Israeli town of Sderot and described what the Boston Jew-
ish community could do to help.
 The hastily assembled crowd, spanning the spectra of age and reli-
gious denomination—and including long-time residents as well as new 
immigrants from Russia and Israel—suggested the ongoing importance 
of Israel to the Boston Jewish community. The gathering also reflected 
new currents in American Jews’ relationship to Israel. The broad cospon-
sorship of the event reflected the increased diversity of organizations that 
mediate the diaspora’s connection to the Jewish state. The Israeli speak-
ing from Boston and the Bostonian speaking from southern Israel dra-
matized the increased circulation of Israelis and American Jews and the 
role of technology in facilitating more direct contact. Finally, the Rabbi’s 
remarks—highlighting unity on the core issue of “support for the state 
and people of Israel” but recognizing “diverse political views” and “dif-
ferent visions for peace in the Middle East”—acknowledged the political 
polarization that in ordinary times preoccupies this community.
 In recent years, many journalists and social scientists have described 
American Jews as “distancing” from Israel. Yet as this book shows, the 
evidence suggests something perhaps surprisingly closer to the opposite: 
Across multiple fields, including advocacy, philanthropy, and tourism, 
American Jews have stepped up their level of engagement with Israel. 
Attitudinally, they remain as emotionally attached to Israel as they have 
been at any point during the past quarter century. Nonetheless, the rela-
tionship of American Jews to Israel has changed in several important 
ways. Today, American Jews are more likely to advocate politically on 
behalf of their own personal views and target their Israel-bound dona-
tions to causes they care about personally. They are also more likely to 
connect to Israel directly, through travel and consumption of Israeli 
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news and entertainment, often through the Internet. With these changes, 
American Jews are increasingly behaving like other contemporary dias-
pora communities—they are becoming a normal diaspora. As a result, 
Israel may become more personally meaningful for many American 
Jews, even as, paradoxically, their capacity to influence American and 
Israeli policies diminishes as they no longer speak with a unified voice.

* * *

Scholars in the burgeoning academic field of diaspora studies describe 
the past quarter century as a period of increased diaspora engage-
ment with homeland culture, politics, and society. The digital informa-
tion revolution, advent of social media, declining cost of international 
travel, and expansion of multiple citizenship regimes—developments 
often summarized by the concept of globalization—have made it easier 
than ever for diasporans to participate in social and political life both 
“here” and “there” at the same time.2

 As a result, members of diasporas worldwide remain in regular con-
tact with their friends and relatives abroad, travel frequently between 
their host and homeland communities, and consume homeland news, 
sports, and entertainment.3 In some instances, diaspora communities 
have united to support newly independent homeland states, to respond 
to existential threats that affect the homeland, or to support efforts to 
overthrow oppressive homeland regimes.4 More commonly, diaspora 
organizations provide political and philanthropic support for a nar-
rower range of competing homeland projects. South Asian diaspora 
groups in the United States and the United Kingdom support diverse 
Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim causes.5 Mexican, Brazilian, Turkish, and 
Dominican diaspora groups support rival homeland political parties.6 
Nigerian diaspora groups in the United Kingdom support diverse, often 
antagonistic, subnational ethnic collectivities.7

 Throughout the modern period, Jews have in many respects been the 
prototypical diaspora. Dispersed globally, they maintained connections 
across diverse centers of diaspora life, with communities in their ances-
tral homeland, and eventually with the newly established state of Israel.8 
They established hybrid cultures combining their diverse diaspora and 
religious traditions with the values and customs of their countries of 
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settlement.9 They also created organizations to promote their own well-
being in their countries of settlement, to support the Jewish community 
of Palestine and eventually the state of Israel, and to assist distressed 
Jewish communities throughout the world.10

 During the first four decades of Israel’s existence, however, the 
pattern of American Jewish engagement with the modern state was 
unusual. In contrast to almost all contemporary diaspora communities, 
American Jews were not an immigrant diaspora with personal memo-
ries of life in Israel. As a result, their knowledge of Israeli culture and 
society was relatively superficial. No more than one-third ever visited 
Israel in person, and few had command of the Hebrew language. Rather 
than draw upon Israeli news sources or firsthand experience, American 
Jews looked to a leadership cadre of rabbis and organizational function-
aries for information about the Jewish state. As a result, American Jews 
tended to conceive of Israel in highly idealistic terms.
 Nonetheless, as the most important center of diaspora life follow-
ing the destruction of European Jewry, American Jewry played a key 
role supporting the Zionist enterprise from outside the homeland. 
American Jews established an unparalleled set of organizations to raise 
funds and cultivate diplomatic support for the Jewish state. In the phil-
anthropic arena, the United Jewish Appeal coordinated national cam-
paigns that raised billions of dollars to finance immigration, settlement, 
and economic development. In the diplomatic arena, a small number of 
elite-dominated organizations, including AIPAC, the Presidents Con-
ference, and the American Jewish Committee, forged consensus around 
the principle that pro-Israel political advocacy in the United States 
must support the policies of Israel’s elected governments. Although 
individual Jews might criticize Israel’s policy decisions in public, Jewish 
organizations were effectively discouraged from doing so.
 The sociologist Steven M. Cohen and political scientist Charles Lieb-
man described the pattern of American Jewish engagement with Israel 
during this formative period as the “mobilized model.”11 The model 
entailed centralized fundraising, consensus-oriented political advo-
cacy, and deference to Israeli political authorities in key areas, includ-
ing policies on war and peace and how diaspora-supplied funds would 
be allocated for the purposes of state building. The model rested upon 
American Jewry’s highly idealistic perception of the Jewish state, an 
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orientation that reflected the great cultural, social, and geographic dis-
tance that separated American Jewry from Israel.
 Over the past quarter century, aspects of the mobilization model 
have weakened and new forms of engagement, more typical of contem-
porary diaspora communities, have become increasingly evident. The 
changes may be characterized in terms of three transformations:

1. Personalization. American Jews increasingly relate to Israel personally 
and experientially rather than through their communal organizations. 
Today, American Jewish young adults are much more likely than their 
predecessors to travel to and study and volunteer in Israel—a phenom-
enon related but not restricted to the popular Birthright Israel pro-
gram that funds educational tours. At all ages, American Jews are more 
likely to consume Israeli news and culture (in translation), advocate on 
behalf of their personal political views, and give to causes of their own 
choosing.

2. Organizational diversification. The organizational vehicles through which 
American Jews connect to Israel have diversified. The large, umbrella, 
federated, and representative organizations that long structured the rela-
tionship are mostly in a state of decline. They are increasingly replaced 
by numerous single-purpose organizations now operating in the fields of 
philanthropy, tourism, and advocacy.

3. Polarization. American Jewish advocacy in relation to Israel has become 
increasingly polarized and contentious. Alongside the centrist advocacy 
organizations that monopolized the field in the 1970s and 1980s, new 
groups on the right and left increasingly promote their own partisan 
political visions and assail one another for threatening Israel’s future. 
Contentious politics have diffused from national advocacy organiza-
tions focused on the U.S. government to campus and community orga-
nizations where struggles develop over what qualifies as “pro-Israel” and 
who should be included in the communal tent.

 American Jews are thus engaging with Israel more directly, visit-
ing the country, supporting diverse political causes, and targeting 
their giving. At the same time, the politics of Israel have become more 
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contentious in the American Jewish community, straining community 
relations. These new forms of engagement are evidence of a gradual 
paradigm shift. The mobilization model that characterized American 
Jewish engagement with Israel is in a state of decline. Alongside it, a 
new “direct engagement” model has emerged, especially among the 
most active segments of the community. Although American Jewry 
continues to support comparatively large and influential organizations, 
American Jewish engagement with Israel increasingly resembles the 
pattern established by other contemporary diasporas, a pattern charac-
terized by diverse political and philanthropic projects, contentious poli-
tics, frequent homeland travel, high levels of consumption of homeland 
news and entertainment, and realistic rather than idealistic attitudes 
toward the homeland state and society.
 The gradual shift toward direct engagement reflects a variety of 
political, social, and technological developments. In the 1990s, dur-
ing implementation of the Oslo Peace Accords, the polarization of 
the Israeli political establishment and outreach by opposition politi-
cians to their diaspora supporters undermined the American Jewish 
norm of consensus support for Israel’s official positions. In the fol-
lowing decade, the development of the Internet and expansion of 
educational tourism for young adults provided American Jews with 
unprecedented access to internal Israeli political debates, often medi-
ated through Israel’s partisan news outlets. The overtures by diverse 
Israeli political actors and the vastly enriched information environ-
ment increased the desire of highly engaged American Jews to choose 
sides in Israel’s internal political debates and express their own per-
sonal views and values. At the same time, the development of the web 
and new social media greatly facilitated the launch of new start-up 
organizations in the fields of advocacy, philanthropy, tourism, and 
communications.
 Changes in how American Jews relate to Israel have been widely 
observed but generally misunderstood by observers of American Jew-
ish life. As noted, in recent years, scholars, journalists, and organiza-
tional leaders have mostly described American Jews as “distancing” 
from Israel, especially in the younger generation. In this discourse, the 
concept of distancing has been employed to describe both mounting 
alienation and diminishing engagement with Israel through political 
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advocacy, philanthropy, and tourism. Those who subscribe to this per-
spective have attributed the phenomenon to various causes, including 
intermarriage, the changing historical experience of successive genera-
tions, and political alienation.12

 As this book shows, however, the “discourse on distancing” is rooted 
in erroneous analysis of the empirical evidence.13 Writers who allege 
distancing commonly make two interpretive errors. First, several schol-
ars, observing the weakening of centralized philanthropy and consen-
sus advocacy—practices associated with the mobilization paradigm—
deduce diminished American Jewish interest in Israel.14 However, as we 
will see, these writers neglect the replacement of these practices by new 
forms of engagement, for example, partisan advocacy, direct giving, 
and independently sponsored educational tourism.
 Second, many scholars have observed the tendency of emotional 
attachment to Israel to decline from the oldest to the youngest age 
cohorts in individual, cross-sectional surveys. These writers have inter-
preted the pattern as evidence of a steady decline in emotional attach-
ment to Israel across the generations and predicted further decline in 
the future. For example, in a report on a 2007 national survey, titled 
Beyond Distancing: Young Adult American Jews and Their Alienation 
from Israel, Steven M. Cohen and the sociologist Ari Y. Kelman wrote, 
“We are in the midst of a massive shift in attitudes toward Israel, pro-
pelled forward by the process of cohort replacement, where the matur-
ing younger cohorts that are the least Israel-engaged are replacing the 
oldest cohorts that are the most Israel-engaged.” They attributed the 
alleged shift in attitudes to the fading memory of Israel’s struggle for 
existence and rising incidence of intermarriage and predicted a “long-
term and ongoing decline in Israel attachment” in the years to come.15 
However, it is important to understand that younger Jews have always 
been less emotionally attached to Israel than their middle-aged and 
elderly counterparts, and they have tended to become more emotion-
ally attached as they grow older. In other words, the age-related pattern 
of attachment to Israel observed in many cross-sectional surveys is not 
evidence of decreasing attachment across the generations; rather, it is evi-
dence of increasing attachment over the life course.16

 Nonetheless the Cohen-Kelman report proved greatly influential. 
For example, journalism professor Peter Beinart cites the report as the 
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main substantiation for his claim, developed in a New York Review of 
Books article and subsequent book, that young adult Jews have become 
alienated from Israel.17 In Beinart’s account, however, the alienation 
of the younger generation is not due primarily to fading memory or 
intermarriage; rather, it is the result of political disillusionment with the 
policies of right-wing Israeli governments and their American Jewish 
apologists. For Beinart, the expansion of West Bank settlements, Israeli 
foot-dragging in negotiations for a two-state solution, the deterioration 
of Israeli civil rights and human rights, and—above all else—the failure 
of American Jewish leaders to vigorously oppose these developments 
drove American Jewish young adults out of the Zionist camp.18

 Sparked by these works, a great deal of scholarly and journalistic 
attention has been paid to the alleged distancing of American Jews 
from Israel. The journal Contemporary Jewry published a special issue 
on distancing, featuring contributions by nearly two dozen social sci-
entists.19 A leading Israeli think tank, the Jewish People Policy Institute, 
assigned a research group to the topic and issued a lengthy report.20 The 
American Jewish Committee convened a task force of researchers and 
practitioners to contemplate the dimensions of the problem and what 
to do about it. Leading Jewish newspapers and magazines, including 
The Forward, Tablet Magazine, Sh’ma, and The Jewish Week, have ana-
lyzed the topic; the mainstream press has covered it as well.21

 Unsurprisingly, the American Jewish connection to Israel has also 
become a leading concern of Jewish organizations and the Israeli gov-
ernment. Israel’s Jewish Agency has reoriented its mission from pro-
moting aliyah (immigration) to cultivating diaspora connections to the 
Jewish state. In 2012, the Israeli Knesset (Parliament) held hearings on 
how to respond to the distancing of American Jews, and Israel presi-
dent Shimon Peres convened a conference that addressed the topic. In 
short, in recent years, the relationship of American Jewry to Israel has 
become a leading concern of scholars, journalists, and the political and 
organizational elites of the Jewish world. The dominant theme in this 
expansive discourse has been that the world’s two largest Jewish com-
munities are parting ways. The key challenge has been defined as what 
to do about it.
 In contrast, this book argues that American Jewish engagement 
with Israel is as strong as ever but developing along new lines that 
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make American Jews more like other contemporary diaspora groups. 
The book’s method is not to present the paradigm shift from mobiliza-
tion to direct engagement as a neat package without internal strains or 
contradictions. Instead, I draw upon historical and social scientific evi-
dence (including many studies I conducted with colleagues at Brandeis 
University’s Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies) to describe, in 
as accurate a fashion as I am able, developments in diverse “diaspora-
homeland fields.”
 The notion of diaspora-homeland fields borrows a key concept from 
the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. As actors in a modern setting, diaspo-
rans organize their activities in relation to homelands in distinctive 
fields, each populated by characteristic organizations, professionals, 
and practices, and maintained through distinctive funding and train-
ing institutions, professional networks, and communications media.22 
This book examines developments in the fields of political advocacy, 
fundraising, educational tourism, immigration, and communications. 
Each of these fields is in some sense a world unto itself: it is staffed by its 
own network of professionals, is responsive to its own achievement cri-
teria, and generates its own internal professional discourse. The diverse 
fields are linked into a broader network by common sources of fund-
ing (e.g., federations and foundations) and as objects of discussion in 
the nonprofessional Jewish public arena. They are also responsive to the 
external environment—Jewish and general—and therefore potentially 
develop along similar trajectories.
 The book continues in Chapter 1 with a historical overview of the 
institutions and practices established by American Jews to support 
Israel during the two decades before and four decades after the estab-
lishment of the state. The aim of this chapter is to describe the rise of 
the mobilization paradigm as a backdrop against which more recent 
developments can be measured.
 Chapters 2 to 5 then examine trends since the late 1980s in the vari-
ous diaspora-homeland fields, emphasizing the rise of direct engage-
ment practices. Chapter 2 examines developments in the field of Israel 
advocacy, tracking in particular the rise of independent political activ-
ity on the right and left and describing the fragmented state of the field 
today. The chapter then explores the diverse arenas in which today’s 
partisan advocacy organizations confront one another while pursuing 
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their political goals, including Congress and the White House, univer-
sity campuses and community organizations, and the mass media and 
public opinion.
 Chapter 3 describes developments in the field of philanthropy, chart-
ing the decline of the federated United Jewish Appeal and the rise of 
independent fundraising by an ever-expanding number of Israeli and 
American Jewish nonprofit organizations. The chapter also examines 
the growing contentiousness regarding what I describe as “political phi-
lanthropy”—fundraising for partisan causes of the right and left that 
increasingly spark controversy in Israel and the United States.
 Chapter 4 describes developments in the fields of educational tour-
ism and immigration, examining the privatization of these core Zionist 
functions through the establishment of new frameworks and the dra-
matic expansion of the field. The chapter closely examines the main fea-
tures of Birthright Israel educational tourism, focusing in particular on 
the ideological messages the program seeks to deliver and the dynamics 
of mifgashim (structured encounters) between American Jewish tour-
ists and their Israeli peers.
 Chapter 5 examines developments in the field of mass media and 
their relation to changing attitudes and feelings. American Jews 
increasingly consume news of Israel through diverse sources includ-
ing Israeli media and visits to the country. As a result, they increasingly 
express a “new realism” that views Israeli society and government poli-
cies as imperfect and in need of reform. The chapter describes the views 
of American Jews on contentious, Israel-related issues, including the 
conflict with the Palestinians and the issues of religious and minority 
rights, and examines trends in emotional attachment to Israel.
 The book concludes in Chapter 6 by examining how personalization, 
organizational diversification, and polarization have contributed to the 
rise of a new direct engagement paradigm. The chapter summarizes the 
social, technological, and political forces driving the paradigm shift, and 
explores its implication for the future relationship of American Jews to 
Israel. As a result of new forms of homeland engagement, American 
Jews’ ties to Israel will likely remain strong even as their political and 
philanthropic influence, increasingly divided across multiple targets, 
begins to dissipate. The volume concludes by situating the case of the 
Jewish diaspora in the broader field of diaspora studies.
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 Summarizing a book in a very few words is exceedingly difficult. The 
title The New American Zionism has the advantage of focusing read-
ers on new developments in American Jews’ relationship to Israel. The 
title achieves its purpose if readers understand the book’s focus to be 
on changes in the practical ways in which American Jews express their 
attachment to the Jewish state. In the final chapter, I will have a bit to 
say about Zionist ideology. Analysis of currents in Zionist thought, 
however, is not a main focus of the book.
 Finally, insofar as much of the book explores the changing organi-
zational landscape, the text necessarily mentions dozens of American 
Jewish organizations. Whenever possible to do so without overburden-
ing the narrative, I provide a few words of explanation about each orga-
nization when it is first mentioned. To fill in the gaps, and assist readers 
who are unfamiliar with the sprawling American Jewish polity, I have 
also included brief descriptions of the organizations mentioned in the 
text in the appendix and a list of Hebrew terms in the glossary.
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