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Dov Waxman

Young American Jews and Israel:
Beyond Birthright and BDS
ABSTR ACT
The article examines the attitudes of young adult American Jews towards
Israel and their views about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Drawing on
the Pew Research Center’s 2013 survey of American Jews, the largest in
more than a decade, as well as other empirical data, the article rejects the
popular claim that young American Jews are emotionally detached and
disconnected from Israel. Instead, the article argues that they are actually
more engaged with Israel than their predecessors were, but that they are
also more critical of Israeli government policies and feel more sympathetic
towards the Palestinians than older American Jews. A number of reasons
for these attitudes towards Israel are put forward, focusing on the political
orientation, demographic composition, and formative experiences of this
younger cohort of American Jews. In doing so, the article seeks to explain
the generational differences between younger and older American Jews
when it comes to Israel.

N

INTRODUCTION

o demographic group within the American Jewish community receives more attention today than young adults (those between the
ages of 18 and 35). The so-called “millennial”1 generation has been a major
focus of communal concern, and philanthropic largesse, for its allegedly
shallow Jewish identity, weak commitment to Israel, disinterest in organized
Jewish life, and indifference to specifically Jewish concerns.2 They are also
widely seen as the victims of rampant antisemitism and anti-Zionism on
college campuses, harassed and intimidated by pro-Palestinian students
and faculty, and pressured to disassociate from Israel by a growing Boycott,
Israel Studies 22.3
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Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement against Israel, and a campus
climate in which the equation of Israel with Apartheid South Africa and
Zionism with racism has become increasingly common. Whether because
of fear, propaganda, peer pressure, or just plain indifference, many young
American Jews (specifically, non-Orthodox ones), we are often told, want
nothing to do with Israel. They are, in short, Israel-phobic.
This popular view of young American Jews is hard to reconcile with
the fact that they are actually more likely to have visited Israel than older
Jews, and in surveys they express just as much of an attachment to Israel as
their predecessors once did. What, then, is the truth about young American
Jewish attitudes toward Israel? Are young American Jews apathetic about
Israel? Are they alienated by its government’s policies? How do their views
differ, if at all, from older American Jews? This article addresses these topical
questions as it explores the relationship between young American Jews and
Israel. Drawing on survey data ( primarily the 2013 Pew Research Center’s
“Portrait of Jewish Americans”, the largest survey of American Jews in more
than a decade),3 I examine the attitudes of young American Jews towards
Israel and their views about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I challenge the
popular belief that young American Jews today are apathetic about Israel, or
even alienated from it. I argue that rather than distancing themselves from
Israel, as many have claimed, young American Jews are actually engaging
with Israel in ways that their parents or grandparents seldom did. Moreover,
their attitudes towards Israel are often more nuanced than those of their
older counterparts—generally, feeling emotionally attached to the country,
but critical of its government’s policies, especially concerning Palestinians.
In making this argument, I begin by addressing the issue of young
American Jews’ attachment to Israel. This is an issue that has long preoccupied American Jewish communal leaders, and been the subject of copious
amounts of research by sociologists of the American Jewish community.
While the question of whether the attachment of young adult Jews to Israel
is declining, as many fear, is still being fiercely debated by scholars,4 it is
not the only question of concern. An equally important, but often-ignored
question, is why younger American Jews who are attached to Israel are more
likely to also be critical of it than older Jews. In answering this question, I
posit four major reasons—namely, (1) they are more liberal than their older
counterparts; (2) they are more oriented toward universalism and more concerned with social justice as central to their Jewish identities and Judaism
( partly because they are more likely to be the offspring of intermarriage);
(3) the Holocaust and anti-Semitism has had less of an impact on them; and
(4) they have significantly different “generational memories” of Israel than
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older generations. Collectively, these differences help explain why young
American Jews tend to be more critical of Israel and less willing to give it
their unconditional support. They also help account for the generational
divide that exists in American Jewish opinion about the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, with younger Jews generally being more leftwing and dovish than
older generations (this applies specifically to non-Orthodox Jews).
YOUNG AMERICAN JEWS’ ATTITUDES TO ISR AEL:
CRITICALLY ENGAGED, NOT DISENGAGED
Claims that American Jews, especially younger ones, are becoming less
attached to Israel go back to at least the 1980s.5 Such claims have been
accompanied by a lot of handwringing, anxiety and agonizing within the
organized American Jewish community. In recent years, these claims have
been increasingly common. It has now become the conventional wisdom
in the Jewish community that “distancing” is occurring between American
Jews and Israel, and that young non-Orthodox American Jews are particularly disconnected from Israel. There is certainly evidence to support
this view. When asked in surveys, younger Jews typically express less of
an emotional attachment to Israel than older ones. In the national survey
of American Jewry conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2013, for
example, 79% of American Jews aged 65 and older said they felt attached
to Israel, as did 75% of those aged 50–64, compared with 60% of those aged
18–29. The Pew survey also showed a generational divide in the importance
attributed to caring about Israel. Among Jews aged 50 and older, about half
said that caring about Israel was essential to what being Jewish meant to
them. By contrast, only around a third of Jews under the age of thirty felt
this way.6 An even more striking indication of how much less important
Israel is to younger American Jews was the finding in another national
survey of American Jews conducted in 2007 that less than half of those
surveyed who were under the age of 35 felt that Israel’s destruction would
be a personal tragedy, compared to more than three-quarters of those over
the age of 65.7
However, the strong correlation in surveys between age and attachment to Israel, such that the older you are, the more strongly attached to
Israel you are likely to be, does not necessarily prove that American Jews
are becoming less attached to Israel over time—the so-called “distancing
hypothesis”.8 Repeated surveys going back over the past 25 years have
consistently shown that younger American Jews are less attached to Israel
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than older Jews. There is nothing new about this. In fact, the survey data
indicates that young American Jews today are no less attached to Israel
than previous generations of young Jews.9 In the past, attachment to Israel
increased with age—put simply, as Jews got older, they cared about Israel
more—so the real question is whether this pattern will still hold true in
the future. Will young American Jews who are currently not emotionally
attached to Israel, or not strongly attached, become more attached as they
grow older? In other words, are age differences in attachment to Israel a
“lifecycle phenomenon” or a “generational phenomenon”?10 If the latter
is the case, then it is likely that American Jewish attachment to Israel will
gradually decline over time.11 As Steven M. Cohen and Ari Kelman write:
“All things considered, we think that non-Orthodox Jews in America, as a
group, are growing more distant from Israel and will continue to do so.”12
Ongoing assimilation and high rates of intermarriage—the intermarriage
rate is now at 58%, up from just 17% in 1970, and it is 71% among nonOrthodox Jews—certainly suggest that non-Orthodox American Jewish
attachment to Israel is likely to weaken over time (intermarried Jews and
the children of intermarried of Jews are much less attached to Israel than
other Jews).13
Other current trends among young non-Orthodox American Jews,
most notably, a gradual erosion of the ethnic dimension of Jewish identity;14 a greater emphasis on Judaism and Jewish identity as a personal
choice;15 and the disengagement of young Jews from Jewish establishment
organizations that have played a key role in encouraging Jewish support
for Israel, also portend a future decline in American Jewish attachment
to Israel.16 On the other hand, the advent of mass youth travel to Israel,
particularly through the hugely popular Taglit-Birthright program, which
provides free ten-day tours to Israel for Diaspora Jews aged 18–26,17 augurs
extremely well for future American Jewish attachment to Israel since substantial research demonstrates a much stronger attachment to Israel among
Jews who have been to Israel, including among alumni of Birthright trips.18
Whether or not “distancing” from Israel will occur in the future,
what is indisputable is that today, contrary to widespread concern, a solid
majority of young adult American Jews (60% of 18–29 year-olds in the 2013
Pew Survey) say that they feel attached to Israel.19 This clearly refutes the
popular claim that young American Jews are emotionally detached and disconnected from Israel. In fact, another recent survey indicates that attachment to Israel has even increased among young non-Orthodox American
Jews.20 Rather than being disconnected from Israel, young American Jews
are actually more connected with Israel than those in the past.21 Many are
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apathetic about Israel (and probably apathetic about their Jewishness, as
the data shows that those who feel unattached to Israel tend to be disconnected from Jewish life in general, not just Israel), but many others are
becoming actively engaged with the country. More young American Jews
are learning about Israel, visiting Israel, and studying and volunteering in
Israel than ever before (thanks in large part to numerous educational and
experiential programs such as Birthright Israel and Masa Israel, and to the
proliferation of college courses on Israel and on the Arab-Israeli conflict22).
Not only are young American Jews more directly engaged with Israel than
ever before, they are also more exposed to Israel than ever before due to
the media’s almost incessant coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and
the constant posting, sharing, and tweeting of news, opinions, and videos
on social media (which has become a major source of news for millennials,
the first generation of “digital natives”23).
Instead of disengaging from Israel, many young American Jews are
critically engaging with it—they are questioning, challenging, and criticizing, not simply accepting or endorsing what Israel does, or has done in the
past (and some go so far as to question Zionism and Israel’s very identity
as a Jewish and democratic state). Critical engagement with Israel is a
manifestation of attachment, not alienation.24 It is generally because they
care about Israel, or at least feel somehow connected to it, that many young
American Jews question and challenge those aspects of Israel that they find
problematic or objectionable. Their attitude towards Israel’s government
tends to be skeptical,25 and often critical, especially of Israeli government
policy toward the Palestinians.26 Growing numbers of young American
Jews have become critical of Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians, and many
are willing to loudly voice their criticisms in a way that older American
Jews often shied away from doing (back when there was a prevailing taboo
within the American Jewish community against public criticism of Israel).
Notwithstanding their emotional attachment to Israel, therefore, support
for Israel among young American Jews is more tentative and less automatic
(of course, there are many exceptions to this, especially among the Orthodox).27 The notion of simply being loyal to Israel is alien to them. They
will only support Israel if it acts in accordance with their values and beliefs.
In fact, many young American Jews today believe that Israel deserves their
criticism, not their unquestioning support.28
In general, young American Jews are more nuanced, or ambivalent, in
their attitudes towards Israel than their parents and grandparents—feeling
emotionally attached to the country (at least for the most part), but often
critical of its government’s policies.29 Although they care about Israel, they
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are less willing to give it their unconditional support. In a national survey
of American Jews conducted in 2007, for example, those under the age of 35
were more likely to say that they sometimes felt ambivalent or even ashamed
about Israel than older American Jews—over 30% reported sometimes feeling “ashamed” of Israel’s actions. They were also less likely to self-identify
as pro-Israel or as a Zionist, and they were less comfortable with the idea
of a Jewish state and much more likely to believe that “Israel occupies land
belonging to someone else” than Jews aged fifty or above were.30
The generational divide between younger and older American Jews in
their attitudes towards Israel is clearly reflected in their differing opinions
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This is evident in the findings of the
2013 Pew Survey. For instance, only a quarter of Jews aged 18 to 29 believed
that the Israeli government was “making a sincere effort to bring about a
peace settlement with the Palestinians” (compared to 43% of those aged
over 50), and half of young American Jews thought that settlement building
undermined Israeli security.31 The Pew survey also showed that young, nonOrthodox American Jews are less suspicious of the Palestinians, and more
hopeful about the prospects for peaceful coexistence between Israel and a
future Palestinian state. They were more than twice as likely as older (over
50) non-Orthodox American Jews to think that the Palestinian leadership
was making a sincere effort to bring about a peace settlement with Israel;
and three-quarters of them (76%) believed that Israel and a Palestinian state
could peacefully coexist, compared to 63% of non-Orthodox Jews between
the ages of 50 and 64, and 56% of those over the age of 65. There was also
a significant generational difference in views about the U.S. government’s
support for Israel, with a quarter of respondents aged 18 to 29 saying that
the United States supports Israel too much, compared with only 5% of
those over 50 who said this.32 After decades of tireless American Jewish
advocacy aimed at increasing US support for Israel, it is quite remarkable
that one in four young American Jews now want the U.S. government to
support Israel less.
Crude statistics, however, cannot really capture how profoundly the
attitudes of many young American Jews to Israel’s conflict with the Palestinians differ from those of older generations. This passage written by
a young Jewish American in the summer of 2010 powerfully conveys this
difference in attitude:
For many Jews my age, who love Israel and strive to nourish her efforts to
thrive in a hostile region, defending her actions in Gaza has too often become
an immense moral struggle that requires the suspension of our values as
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human beings and, notably, the suspension of our values as Jews. Where
many older American Jews see a faultless and holy entity struggling simply
and nobly to exist, we of the younger persuasion see a government—a special
government, presiding over a place near and dear to our hearts, but a government nonetheless—with the capacity to make wrong decisions in light of a
tortuous history. Some among my mother’s friends rejoice in violent attacks
on Palestinians who seek to harm Israel, while my friends cringe at the initiation of bloodshed by Jews. We see their aggressive stance as zealotry and
paranoia; they see our discomfort as abandonment and naiveté.33

Such an attitude is quite common among well-educated, liberal, nonOrthodox young American Jews, and many of them have flocked to join
groups like J Street U (which has over fifty chapters on college campuses),
IfNotNow,34 and, further to the left, Jewish Voice for Peace.35 This does not
necessarily mean, however, that young Jews are always critical or unsupportive of Israel’s actions. In fact, a large survey of young American Jews taken
before and after the 2014 Gaza War (“Operation Protective Edge”) found
that the vast majority thought that Israel’s actions in the war were mostly
or completely justified, and most also said that they supported Israel during
the war.36 This was true regardless of their political orientation, with 78%
of self-described liberals viewing Israel’s conduct in the war as mostly or
completely justified, compared to just 21% who viewed it as unjustified.37
The survey also showed an increase in attachment to Israel among these
young American Jews after the war, and, perhaps surprisingly, that this
increase was greatest among those who identified themselves as liberal.38
Although its sample is not completely representative,39 the results of this
survey suggest that most young American Jews feel a heightened solidarity
with Israel when it is at war (even when the war is controversial internationally, and unpopular among their non-Jewish American peers40), just as
earlier generations of American Jews have always done.
EXPLAINING THE GENER ATION GAP
Having described how the attitudes and views of young American Jews
regarding Israel and its conflict with the Palestinians differ from those of
older American Jews, I now suggest some possible explanations for these
differences. A commonly given explanation for why young American Jews
are critical of Israel is because of the prevailing “anti-Israel” sentiment on
American college campuses. According to this view, frequently espoused by
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those on the American Jewish right, young American Jews are being “brainwashed” and pressured by their peers and their professors (who are allegedly
anti-Israel, if not anti-Semitic) to become hostile to Israel and Zionism.
An alternative explanation, popular among those on the American Jewish
left, is to place the blame solely on Israeli government policies, especially
those of current Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. This view put
forward most famously by the journalist Peter Beinart in a provocative essay
in The New York Review of Books in 2010, holds that increasingly illiberal,
rightwing Israeli policies towards the Palestinians, and the “failure of the
American Jewish establishment” to criticize those policies, is driving young
American Jews away from supporting Israel or even identifying with Zionism.41 In Beinart’s words: “For several decades, the Jewish establishment
has asked American Jews to check their liberalism at Zionism’s door, and
now, to their horror, they are finding that many young Jews have checked
their Zionism instead.”
Both of these explanations, though politically convenient for those
on the right and on the left, do have some truth to them. Some American college and university campuses are indeed becoming hotbeds of
pro-Palestinian activism and even anti-Zionism, as the growing Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) campaign against Israel attests (this is
not true for the overwhelming majority of campuses, where there is little or
no anti- or pro-Israel activity).42 There has been a surge of protests against
Israel (such as Israel Apartheid Weeks, divestment campaigns, and mock
eviction notices) on college campuses in recent years, especially following
the 2014 Gaza War. According to the Israel on Campus Coalition, a proIsrael organization that tracks Israel-related activities on campuses, a total
of 1,630 “anti-Israel events” took place at 181 colleges and universities in
the U.S. during the 2014–15 academic year, and the number of campuses
with “anti-Israel activity” increased by 31% compared with the previous
academic year.43 As pro-Palestinian activism has become more popular,
even fashionable, on many college campuses (albeit, it must be stressed, still
only at a relatively small number of them), and increasingly linked with
other leftwing and liberal activist causes, it is surely affecting the way that
some American Jewish college students (who number more than 350,00044)
relate to Israel. A 2014 study of hostility to Israel and antisemitism on US
college campuses that surveyed applicants to the Birthright Israel program
found that “slightly less than half were told that ‘Israelis behave like Nazis
toward the Palestinians’, and about one quarter were blamed for the actions
of the Israeli government because they were Jewish.” Overall, a third of
young American Jews in the survey (34%) agreed at least “somewhat” that
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there was a hostile environment toward Israel on their campus, while 15%
of respondents said that there was a hostile environment toward Jews on
their campus.45 In such environments, where Israel is often vilified as an
“apartheid state” and Zionism depicted as a racist, “settler-colonial” ideology, it has become uncomfortable, even threatening, for some American
Jewish college students to publicly identify with or support Israel.46
The fact that American Jewish college students are much more likely
than their parents or grandparents to be exposed to the Palestinian narrative
might be one reason why they tend to be more dovish in their opinions
about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as research shows that American Jews
who support compromise with the Palestinians and Israeli concessions
are more likely to see the conflict at least partly through the lens of the
Palestinian narrative—regarding the Palestinians as indigenous inhabitants
of the land, and as having been dispossessed and suffering from discrimination and military rule.47 Although some young American Jews might
become more critical of Israel and more sympathetic to the Palestinians,
others might be turned off completely by the polarized and heated political
atmosphere on some college campuses concerning the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many Jewish students, feeling
pressured on the one hand from BDS and Palestinian solidarity activists to
distance themselves from Israel and on the other from some national Jewish
organizations to join their battle against BDS, prefer to steer clear of both
sides.48 Instead of becoming “anti-Israel” or “pro-Israel”, they simply avoid
dealing with it altogether, at least on campus.
Israeli policies and actions themselves are also bound to influence
the attitudes of young American Jews toward Israel. While they may have
little knowledge about Israel, many young, non-Orthodox American Jews
feel uncomfortable with its policies, just as many older, non-Orthodox
American Jews do. Across much of the American Jewish community (with
the notable exception of the Orthodox), there is growing discomfort with
Israeli policies, especially concerning the Palestinians, and mounting criticism of these policies. The increasing tendency among American Jews to
criticize and challenge Israeli policies reflects a fundamental change in how
American Jews view Israel and how they relate to it,49 but this is particularly true among younger American Jews, due to the specific demographic
composition and formative experiences of this age cohort. Unlike older
American Jews, younger Jews have no recollection of center-left governments in Israel energetically pursuing peace with the Palestinians—many
were not even born when the Rabin government signed the Oslo Accords
with the Palestinians in the early 1990s. Young American Jews have only
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really known center-right or rightwing Israeli governments whose policies
towards the Palestinians have often been hawkish and hardline (with the
partial exception of the Olmert government from 2006 to 2009). For many
of those still in college, Likud leader Netanyahu has been the only Israeli
Prime Minister they can remember. The fact that Prime Minister Netanyahu clashed repeatedly with US President Barack Obama (particularly over
the nuclear deal with Iran), and became unpopular among Democrats, has
probably influenced the views of young, non-Orthodox American Jews,
who enthusiastically supported Obama and mostly vote for the Democratic
Party.50
The discomfort that many young American Jews feel about Israel’s policies towards the Palestinians, however, goes beyond any particular antipathy
they might feel toward Netanyahu. It is primarily driven by a widespread
conviction among liberals in the US (and elsewhere) that Israeli government
policies regarding Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, and to
lesser extent Palestinian citizens of Israel, are fundamentally antithetical to
liberal values. The belief that Israel’s treatment of the Palestinians is illiberal,
unjust, and oppressive has moved growing numbers of liberals in the US
to become more critical of Israel and more sympathetic towards Palestinians. For instance, a survey taken by the Pew Research Center in April 2016
found that, for the first time, liberal Democrats, unlike other Americans,
sympathized more with the Palestinians than with Israel.51
Sympathy for Palestinians among liberals in the US is particularly
pronounced among young Americans as they tend to be more liberal and
progressive than older Americans (millennials were among Obama’s strongest
supporters and are much more likely to vote Democratic than older voters),
possibly because they are more ethnically and racially diverse and better
educated—both of which are associated with liberal attitudes.52 The same
2016 Pew survey found that although millennials (those born after 1980) still
tended to sympathize more with Israel than with the Palestinians (43% of
millennials, as opposed to 61% of baby boomers, expressed greater sympathy
for Israel), about a quarter of millennials sympathized more with the Palestinians, the highest proportion of any generation. Millennials were in fact
about twice as likely as baby-boomers (those born between 1946 and 1964)
to express more sympathy for the Palestinians than for Israel (27% to 14%).
Furthermore, according to Pew, “The share [of millennials] sympathizing
with the Palestinians has risen significantly in recent years, from 9% in 2006
to 20% in July 2014 to 27% today.”53 Growing support for the Palestinians
among liberals and millennials, therefore, contributes to the generational
divide between younger and older American Jews in their views about the
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Israeli-Palestinian conflict, because most young American Jews are not only
liberal (60% in the Pew survey described themselves as liberal and only 10%
as conservative), they are also more liberal than older American Jews, and
more liberal than non-Jewish Americans in their age group.
The liberalism of young, non-Orthodox American Jews is reflected
in their general preference for a more universalistic and less particularistic
approach to Jewish politics. For them, Jewish politics must have a bigger
purpose than group survival and Israel’s survival.54 They are motivated
more by concerns for social justice and the environment than Israel.55 The
pursuit of social justice—popularized in the concept of tikkun olam—is
regarded by many of them as central to their Jewish identity and to their
understanding of Judaism,56 much more so than Zionism and support for
Israel. Moreover, whereas supporting Israel nowadays may clash with the
liberal values of young American Jews, and might also sometimes entail
being marginalized in, or even excluded from, progressive circles, social
justice activism allows younger Jews “to connect their Jewish identities
with their progressive politics”.57 The emphasis that young, non-Orthodox
American Jews place upon universal social justice, rather than Israel, might
also be a consequence of their weaker attachment to “Jewish peoplehood”
when compared with older American Jews.58 Although being Jewish is no
less important to younger Jews, their notion of Jewishness is less ethnic and
tribal, and more cultural and cosmopolitan.59 This is particularly true for
the children of interfaith marriages, who account for almost 50% of young
American Jewish adults (according to the 2013 Pew survey). For this large
proportion of young American Jews, Israel tends to be less important to
their Jewish identities than social justice, and they are more likely to be
critical of Israel or feel ambivalent or apathetic about it than those with two
Jewish parents. Since there are so many more children of interfaith marriages among millennials than older generations of American Jews,60 this
also helps explain the different attitudes of this generation towards Israel.
Two other important factors can be identified to account for the different attitudes towards Israel held by younger as compared to older American
Jews: their chronological distance from the Holocaust, and their different
“generational memories”. The impact of both of these factors is profound,
albeit hard to accurately gauge. The simple fact that young American Jews
were born and have grown up decades after the Holocaust, unlike their parents and especially their grandparents, undoubtedly affects their attitudes
toward Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as well as other issues. A
survey taken in 2012, for example, found a significant difference between
older and younger American Jews in the importance they attribute to the
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Holocaust in shaping their political beliefs and actions.61 For many, if not
most, Jews around the world (in the Diaspora and in Israel), the Holocaust
has been interpreted as providing incontestable proof of the need for a
Jewish state. Without a state of their own to protect them, European Jewry
was powerless in the face of Hitler’s genocidal anti-Semitism. With a state
of their own, however, Jews would never again be so weak and defenseless. This became (and still is) the major, and certainly most important,
rationale for Israel’s existence in the minds of American Jews. Hence, the
Holocaust became the definitive reason for American Jews to support Israel.
The Holocaust also became discursively linked to Israel in the “Holocaust
to rebirth” narrative that became increasingly popular among American
Jews. This narrative links the Holocaust and the creation of the State of
Israel, depicting the latter as representing the revival (or redemption, in
more religious terms) of the Jewish people after its near destruction.62 The
Jewish state thus comes to symbolize the Jewish people, and as such, its
survival is implicitly equated with Jewish survival. Since Israel symbolizes
and secures Jewish survival, all Jews should support it. American Jewish
support for Israel, therefore, is strongly linked to the collective memory of
the Holocaust, so the weakening, or attenuation, of this collective memory
among younger American Jews may well weaken their support for Israel,
or at least for its governments.
Young American Jews tend to feel much less insecure and vulnerable
than their predecessors did. They have grown up during a time in which
American Jews are more assimilated, more affluent, and more influential (culturally and politically) than ever before. As such, many younger
American Jews are more likely to identify with the notion of “white privilege” than with the notion of Jewish victimhood. Although many Jewish
college students today claim to have personally experienced or witnessed
anti-Semitism on their campuses (mostly in the form of comments and
jokes),63 overall, anti-Semitism in the United States is at historic lows64—
notwithstanding fears about a recent upsurge in anti-Semitism since the
election of Donald Trump as president.65 Jewish success and security in
the US has meant that younger American Jews are much less inclined to
believe that gentiles are hostile to Jews, and that Jews are always at risk, as
older generations of Jews have generally done.66 Nor are younger American
Jews as likely to see the world at large as such a threatening place for Jews
since most Jews in the world now live in liberal democracies, unlike in the
past when millions were trapped in the Soviet Union. Far from perceiving
Israel as a potential “safe haven” (as their parents or grandparents might
do), young American Jews feel relatively safe in the United States, and their
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diminished sense of threat means that they probably feel less of a need for
solidarity with other Jews or with Israel. Given this, they see no reason not
to freely voice their own critical opinions about Israel.
Finally, young American Jews have a very different “generational
memory” when it comes to Israel than older American Jews. Major national
and world events that occur during a person’s late childhood, adolescence, or
early adulthood leave a lasting impression on people’s memories, attitudes,
and worldviews.67 In American history, for example, the Great Depression,
World War II, and the Vietnam War all left lasting imprints on successive
birth cohorts. Hence, historians and sociologists refer to “generational
memory” to describe how formative events and collective memories differ
between generations.68 Those American Jews who remember the establishment of Israel in 1948, therefore, and those who remember the 1967 and
1973 wars have very different generational memories of Israel than those
born after 1967 whose impressions of Israel may well have been shaped by
the First or Second Palestinian Intifadas (lasting from 1987 to 1991, and
2000 to 2005, respectively).
Young American Jews, born decades after Israel’s founding, have no
nostalgic memory of Israel’s early years and no experience of the emotional
highs and lows of the Six-Day War. Nor do they even recall the hopes
that accompanied the Oslo peace process in the 1990s. Instead, they have
grown up during the Second Intifada and Israel’s wars against Hamas in
the Gaza Strip, wars that have inflicted heavy casualties among Palestinians
and generated fierce criticism of Israel around the world. Consequently,
young American Jews look at Israel through a different lens than previous
generations. Many tend to see the country only through the lens of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Growing up with Israel as a military power, an
occupier, and a focus of endless controversy has given them a very different
image of the country and its people. While baby boomers may fondly recall
images of smiling, suntanned kibbutznikim dancing the hora, many millennials have images in their minds of stern-faced soldiers manning military
checkpoints in the West Bank.
Younger American Jews are also less likely to perceive Israel as vulnerable and embattled.
The generations that grew up at the time of the Holocaust and the founding
of the State, along with those whose defining experiences were the Six Day
War and the Yom Kippur War, share an image of an embattled heroic peaceseeking Israel, a democratic and progressive David surrounded and mortally
threatened by a malevolent and fanatical Goliath—the Arabs.69
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For many younger American Jews, by contrast, Israel appears to be a strong
and militarily powerful state, and hence less in need of their absolute support. Nor do younger American Jews idealize Israel the way their parents or
grandparents might have done.70 To them, Israel is not the mythic land that
American Jews once fantasized about. It is not the Israel depicted in Leon
Uris’ massively popular novel and later Hollywood movie Exodus. Instead,
for young American Jews, Israel is a place that many of them have actually
been to, not a symbol that they worship from afar.71
CONCLUSION
The article has explored the attitudes and views of young American Jews
towards Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It is important to understand these attitudes and views and what is driving them if for no other
reason than the fact that younger American Jews (those between the ages
of 18 and 35) make up about a quarter of the American Jewish population
today. These young people are also the future of the American Jewish community, and among them are presumably the next generation of American Jewish leaders. The current attitudes of young American Jews toward
Israel, therefore, have potentially far-reaching repercussions for the future
American Jewish relationship with Israel, and even for the future of USIsrael relations.
Contrary to the common claim that young American Jews are estranged
from Israel (for whatever reason), I have argued that, in fact, most are emotionally attached to Israel, but that they tend to be more critical of Israeli
government policies regarding the conflict with the Palestinians. They are,
therefore, more ambivalent, even conflicted, in their support for Israel, than
older American Jews whose support for Israel tends to be more uncritical
and unconditional. Rather than offering a single, simple, explanation for
the generational differences in attitude toward Israel, I have put forward
a number of different, but not mutually exclusive, reasons, involving the
political orientation, demographic composition, and formative experiences
of young American Jews.
Looking ahead, the rise of a more critical and dovish generation of
American Jews vis-à-vis Israel, along with the gradual passing of an older
generation of stalwart American Jewish supporters of Israel, points to a
more difficult, and possibly more distant, future relationship between Israel
and non-Orthodox American Jewry, especially if Israeli politics and society
move further to the right (Orthodox American Jews will probably remain
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staunchly attached to and supportive of Israel). If the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict remains unresolved, as looks likely, then American Jewish criticism of Israeli policies will continue and probably intensify. Unless major
changes occur in Israel’s policies towards Palestinians, younger non-Orthodox American Jews may well eventually become alienated from Israel, and
emotionally disengage from it. Ultimately, American Jewish support for
Israel on which Israel has long depended, might weaken, and an erosion
of American Jewish support for Israel could, in turn, undermine American
government support for Israel (although this is also driven by many other
factors that are unrelated to American Jews, such as strategic considerations,
cultural affinities, and broader American public support, especially among
white Evangelical Christians).
This will only happen, however, if the attitudes and views of young
American Jews regarding Israel do not significantly change as they grow
older. The big question, then, is how stable are these attitudes? Future
research should try to answer this question. One way to do so would be
through a longitudinal study of whether, and if so how, the views of young
American Jews in the past changed over time. The difficulty with this
approach is that there is a lack of systematic empirical data about the views
of young American Jews toward Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in
the past (besides, the survey data on their emotional attachment to Israel).72
But, there is good reason to think that the dovish and often critical attitude
that most young, non-Orthodox American Jews now hold toward Israel
is likely to be an enduring one for many, because a substantial amount of
scholarly research has shown that once political attitudes and identities are
formed in late adolescence and young adulthood they tend to remain fairly
stable throughout a person’s lifespan.73 If that is the case, then the American
Jewish relationship with Israel, already increasingly strained, looks likely to
become more fraught and fragile in the future.
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