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The study of policy-making in the Jewish community is a generally 
neglected area in contemporary research on Jewish life. One way to begin 
exploration of this domain is by looking at the characteristics of Jewish 
communal leaders, those who play the greatest role in policy-making. Over 
the past few decades leadership characteristics have been changing. 
Research and impressionistic evidence confirm that Jewish organizational 
leaders are more Jewishly-oriented, more focused on "survival" issues, and 

more formally socialized into leadership roles than in the past. These 

changes have a number of implications for both the substance of communal 

policies and the dynamics of policy-making which bear further study. 

The systematic study of policy-making in the American Jewish 

community 
? of the determinants of policy, the nature of the policy 

process, and the implications of particular policy choices ? has been a 

relatively neglected field of contemporary Jewish studies. In part, this 

may reflect the relatively recent emergence of a widespread willing 
ness on the part of both communal activists and social science observers 
to examine the American Jewish community as a political system. In 

part, as Harold Waller has pointed out in his extremely valuable 
overview of the area of Jewish public policy studies, this paucity of 
research may be due to the relatively recent emergence of policy studies 
itself as a sub-field within political science.1 

Regardless of the reasons for the modest attention which has been 

paid to this area in the past, the study of Jewish public policy is likely 
to prove an increasingly fertile and vital field for research in coming 
years. Policy analysis and recommendation ? dimensions of the policy 
process where sporadic endeavors to provide systematic academic input 
have been launched in the past (notably the Synagogue Council of 
America's Institute for Jewish Policy Planning and Research and the 

National Jewish Resource Center [now CLAL] series of policy analysis 

papers)2 
? will surely proceed more fruitfully on the base of a broader 

understanding of how policy is made and implemented in the Jewish 

community. The study of the Jewish communal policy process can in ad 

dition serve as a useful bridge between the communal domain and the 

academic field of Jewish political studies in general. 
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In order to earn its place as an important academic enterprise, Jew 
ish policy studies will have to confront a number of problems. Foremost 

among these is the development of an appropriate conceptual frame 
work within which to analyze Jewish policy-making and 

implementation. Although the American Jewish community indeed 
constitutes a polity,3 it is in some respects an anomalous one ? without 
coercive authority or formal governmental structures, and with poorly 
defined internal and external boundaries. Despite this, many of the 
models most frequently employed in the general field of policy studies 
for analyzing, e.g., policy-making by the American federal or state 

governments, are not without applicability to the American Jewish 

polity. 
One traditional model, for example, emphasizes the role of formal 

structures ? legislative, executive, and judicial 
? and their respective 

roles in the formulation, implementation, and adjudication of policy. 
The Jewish community is not without such structures: boards of direc 

tors, committee systems, professional executives, and staff bureaucra 

cies; and a better understanding of how they function and shape the 

development and administration of communal policies would not be 
without value. Similarly, more recent policy models have focused on 
the significance of what can be termed environmental and cultural fac 
tors as key policy determinants. Much is known about American Jewry ? its demographic profile, socio-economic characteristics, patterns of 

Jewish identification and belief ? which could be utilized to generate 
hypotheses about both policy choices likely to be made in key issue ar 
eas and the impacts these policies are likely to have on the commu 

nity. So, too, interest group theory, positing a process of policy-making 
dominated by bargaining among representatives of different 
constituencies and pointing researchers toward the study of the distri 
bution of power among these groups, has clear ? if limited ? applica 
bility to a Jewish community which not only is, but prides itself on be 

ing, highly pluralistic organizationally and ideologically. 
In sum, there are several routes into the Jewish policy process, all of 

which deserve extended and systematic exploration. For this venture 
into the territory, still another focal point suggests itself: Jewish com 

munal leaders. This is not an arbitrary choice by any means. As 
Richard Simeon writes in a review of the field of policy studies: "It is 

through [decision-makers] that the broader political forces operate. 
Their agenda and behavior reflect the pressures of the environment, 
the play of political influences surrounding policy disputes, the norms, 

assumptions, and values found in the culture and the ideology, the op 
portunities and constraints imposed by the institutions."4 All of the 

systemic forces, in other words, which help to shape policy must ulti 

mately be filtered through the leadership cadres who are empowered 
to make policy, there to be meshed with the leaders' own ideas, 
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interests, and ties to clientele and constituency. Within the Jewish 

polity, the role of leaders is, if anything, even more determinative, 

simply because most of the other factors operate incoherently 
? 

structures and procedural norms are pliable, interest groupings are often 

inarticulate, ideologies are vague and consensual, and political power 
is at a sufficiently low (but not non-existent) level as to be discounted 

and, therefore, more freely exercised where and in such forms as it does 
exist. Waller describes well how policy often is formulated in the 

Jewish community: "What often occurs is that intensive discussion 

among a small group will take place as the need for policy formulation 
becomes evident. Eventually a preferred policy alternative is 

developed, taking into account the array of political forces within the 
official decision-making body....Seldom are issues perceived to be of 
such gravity that average members of the community should really 
become concerned about them."5 Lacking both active political publics 
and institutional mechanisms for the aggregation of opinion and 
feedback on policy alternatives, the Jewish community relies on its 
leaders to serve as "trustees,"6 taking action for the good of the 

community as a whole as the leaders perceive it. 
If we are correct that initial efforts to understand the Jewish com 

munal policy process can most usefully focus on the polity's leaders and 

decision-makers, two questions follow immediately: first, what do we 
need to know about these leaders; and second, what do we already 
know. With regard to the first question, Waller makes several sugges 
tions: We need to understand the environments from which policy 

makers come. We need to understand their goals and objectives, both 

public and personal. We need to understand how they perceive the 

Jewish community and the outside world. We need to understand how 

they respond to the stimuli of their current environment ? what they 
define as problems and how items emerge on their agendas. We need to 
understand how they view the policy-making process itself and their 
own roles within it. And ? if we are concerned about the Jewishness of 

Jewish policy-making 
? we need to understand how, if at all, they 

apply Jewish values and knowledge to their decision-making activi 

ties.7 This is obviously no small order ? and definitely one this paper 
will not fill completely. But it does provide us some benchmarks 

against which to measure our current knowledge, our research agenda, 
and our efforts to generate hypotheses about the impact of specific 
changes in the composition and character of leadership cadres on the 

policy process and its outcomes. 
What we do know about decision-makers in the Jewish polity is ? 

unfortunately 
? 

relatively modest. Even the question of who should be 

regarded as a "Jewish leader" is unresolved. Two recent efforts to de 

scribe the characteristics of American Jewish leaders illustrate this 

problem. For this study, Melvin Urofsky surveyed several hundred 
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impinge on how effectively and successfully the elite performs its 

policy-making functions, and it is in these areas that significant 
changes appear to be taking place today. 

In summary fashion, let us note three such changes and then suggest 

possible policy implications flowing from them. 
1. The first is the consolidation of what may be called "Jewish sur 

vivalism" as the consensual ideology of the leadership of the Jewish 

polity. "Jewish survivalism" is both a way of seeing the world and a 

definition of the purposes for which the institutional network which 

comprises the Jewish community exists. As a worldview and ethos, 

"Jewish survivalism" focuses on threats to Jewish security and well 

being, and seeks to mobilize Jewish resources (through the polity) to 
meet these threats. Over the past several decades, the quest for 

"Jewish survival" has become the keynote of polity activity in a broad 

range of functional areas ? not only in motivating support for Israel 

and endangered Jewish communities and fighting anti-Semitism, but in 

generating new concern for Jewish education and family life (as the 

keys to Jewish continuity), as well as in reinforcing and revalidating 
traditional concerns for Jews in need. Whereas it was once possible to 

find Jewish communal leaders whose basic ideological commitment was 

to "the melting pot," to "charitable work," or to an ideal of "social jus 
tice," these values have now been subordinated (where they remain 

present at all) to the overriding value of Jewish survival and mutual 

responsibility. Similarly, other Jewish ideologies 
? 

denominational, 

secularist, Zionist ? are being drawn into a "grand synthesis" under 
the "survivalist" rubric. These viewpoints retain their salience for 
some individual leaders, but the life of the polity is carried on under a 

different banner, that of a "civil Judaism" which emphasizes the com 

monalities of Clal Yisrael and the struggle for survival in a world at 
once too hostile and too hospitable.12 

2. The second change is in the "Jewishness" of leaders themselves. 
In Liebman's study, the members of the 1978 FJP Distribution Commit 
tee were more likely to have had a Jewish education (and more of it), 

were more likely to be synagogue members, and were more likely to re 

gard their Jewishness as making a difference in everything they did, 
than were their counterparts in 1968.13 This change is almost certainly 
a function of two factors: 1) the inclusion in leadership capacities of 

more individuals coming from stronger Jewish backgrounds (e.g., from 

the Orthodox sub-community), and 2) a general intensification of Jew 
ish consciousness and commitment among all segments of the leadership 
elite. This author's own studies of participants in federation/UJA 

leadership development programs show them to be (collectively) well 

above average compared to all American Jews in virtually every mea 

sure of Jewish identification.14 (While both Urofsky and York conclude 

that American Jewish "leaders" are, by and large, "typical" of their 
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"followers/' my impression is that federation leaders are becoming in 

creasingly atypical in a positive direction ? 
i.e., more committed be 

haviorally and ideologically.) Younger leaders in particular appear to 

be seeking a greater congruence between their public ideology and their 

personal practice 
? 

undertaking more ritual behavior, providing their 
children with a more intensive Jewish education. They are also, it 

seems, more prepared to make their "Jewishness" a salient component 
in their "public" lives. One manifestation of this is the aggressive 
Jewish political activism which many younger 

? and even older ? 

communal leaders have embraced. This intensified Jewish political 
activism is not devoid of problematic implications for communal pol 
icy-making which deserve separate analysis elsewhere. It does serve, 
however, in a sense to complete the circle in defining a new "model" for 
the Jewish polity leader today: one who works for the continuity of the 

Jewish people and its tradition in every arena: the personal-familial, 
the communal-institutional, and the public-political. The emergence 
and spread of this holistic leadership model ? 

superseding (by means 
of extension) the old model of the "philanthropist" 

? is perhaps the 
most far-reaching change in the realm of Jewish communal leadership 
in recent years. 

3. The final change in this context is a systemic one ? the institu 
tionalization of leadership training and development. The emergent 
ethos of leadership sketched above is now being transmitted ? on a 
nation-wide basis ? through formal recruitment and programs of so 
cialization.15 Leaders are being selected and educated to embody the 
"survivalist" perspective. The curricula of these leadership develop 

ment programs emphasize awareness of Jewish issues, a community 
wide outlook toward agencies, services, and programs, and a heighten 
ing of personal Jewish consciousness. Not only do these programs pro 
vide a reinforcement for all of the changes noted above, they also pro 
vide a reservoir of common experiences which counter-balances the 

presence within the leadership cadre of individuals coming from a 
wider range of Jewish backgrounds. Emerging leaders are being edu 
cated to system loyalty, but also to high expectations and an expansive 
definition of the system's purposes and values which often leads to ex 

traordinary levels of commitment combined with a critical attitude 
toward current levels of performance. 

This overview of leadership changes which have been and are 

taking place in the American Jewish polity is, of course, both selective 
and somewhat oversimplified. Yet, though "hard evidence" is limited, 
the consensus among observers is that these changes are real, mutually 
reinforcing, and significant.16 With respect to their implications for 

policy-making, however, we are still at a point of offering hypotheses 
rather than conclusions. More careful and extended study will be neces 

sary in order to determine, first, whether the changes posited have 
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indeed taken place as described, and second, what impact they have 
had on the policy-making process and the substance of the policies 
emerging from that process. 

The potential impact is great, touching almost every aspect of the 

ways in which policy is formulated and implemented. The policy pro 
cess is one which can be understood as involving a number of different 
elements or stages. Charles Jones, in his Introduction to the Study of 
Public Policy, identifies ten such elements:17 

1. Perception of a problem 
2. Problem definition 
3. Aggregation/organization (of interests) 
4. Representation 
5. Policy formulation 
6. Policy legitimation 
7. Policy implementation (application/administration) 
8. Reaction (from those affected) 
9. Evaluation 

10. Resolution of the problem or termination (ending of the policy 
application) 

For several of these elements the implications of the leadership 
changes outlined above seem especially significant. The perception and 
definition of problems, e.g., obviously are keys in determining both 
what situations become part of the communal agenda and how they are 
defined as issues for policy formulation. Here, the ideology of "Jewish 
survivalism" constitutes a powerful prism for viewing the contempo 
rary Jewish landscape. My research with young leaders shows that the 
seriousness which they attribute to various "problems" facing the 
American Jewish community is almost directly proportional to the im 

mediacy of the apparent threat to Jewish survival. The Mideast con 

flict, the plight of Soviet Jews, intermarriage, alienation of youth from 

Jewish life, low birthrate ? these are perceived as being the most sig 
nificant problems facing American Jewry.18 

The translation of these perceptions into priorities for communal 
action ? much less into actual policies to deal with the problems 

? is 

hardly unambiguous. It does seem likely, however, that the process of 

redefining communal priorities which has been occurring in recent years 
will, if anything, be accelerated. Among the young leaders surveyed 
there is a substantial consensus that support for Jewish education ? 

perceived as the best means of insuring the continuity of Judaism 
? 

must take its place alongside the support of Israel-guarantor of the 

survival of Jews 
? at the top of the community's list of priorities.19 

The impact of ideology in this regard is almost surely heightened 

by the two other changes noted above: the intensified personal Jewish 
ness of emerging leaders and their exposure to formal socialization and 
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training. Insofar as all of these developments promote an emphasis on 

"Jewishness" as the key dimension, requisite, and raison d'etre of the 

polity, its programs and its leadership, they shape a policy agenda 
which is more focused on uniquely and specifically Jewish concerns, and 
bolder in its assault on the lines which once divided such concerns into 
discrete realms ? the "religious" and the "secular," the "private" and 
the "public." 

This combination of forces pushing leaders toward a more Jewishly 
focused field of attention appears to be operating in a similar fashion 

when it comes to legitimating policy choices themselves and evaluat 

ing policy outcomes. So-called "Jewish" criteria ? Is a program serving 
Jews? Does it have a specific Jewish dimension? Does it advance the 
cause of Jewish continuity? Is it being conducted in accordance with 

Jewish norms? ? are more and more being asked when agency alloca 
tions requests are being studied. Policies and programs which cannot be 
reconciled with the "survivalist" value structure of the community's 
leadership are facing increasing difficulties in being legitimated even 

where traditional practice lends support to their claims. Moreover, 
since the application of "Jewish" criteria is often more difficult in 

practice than in theory, policy debates now focus not infrequently on 
how various options can in fact be legitimized in terms of Jewish values 
and what impact they are likely to have on Jewish continuity. (The 
classic contemporary example of such a debate is the ongoing disagree 

ment within American Jewry and between American Jews and Israel 

concerning Soviet Jewish emigration and its relationship to aliya.)20 It 
is now considered virtually mandatory for officially sponsored federa 
tion functions and programs to observe kashrut and Shabbat (in at least 
some fashion). How far the process of seeking to legitimate policy 
decisions in Jewish terms will in fact be taken remains to be seen. As the 
demand for such legitimation is advanced, pressure also develops for 

stronger Jewish credentials among the leadership elite itself ? both 

through the recruitment of more knowledgeable and committed indi 
viduals and through more Jewishly-informed training for leaders. 

Thus, here too, the changes outlined above tend to be reinforcing, to 

push the policy process in a similar direction and in turn to receive re 
newed impetus from the new policy-making context itself and the de 
mands it places on leadership. 

The changes in leadership characteristics and composition we have 
noted have perhaps their intriguing and ambiguous implications for 
that dimension of the policy process which involves the input and rep 
resentation of constituency interests and concerns. This is, as we have 

noted, a problematic area in general for polity institutions, and calls 
for greater "representativeness" and the "democratization" of Jewish 
communal life have been staples of critics of the communal system for 
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decades. Several factors argue against a hasty acceptance of these 
calls. One can, e.g., make a strong case for the proposition that Jewish 
polities have always functioned more by the principles of what might 
be termed "aristocratic republicanism" than by those of "representa 
tive democracy." In addition, the contemporary model of leadership as 

"trusteeship" reflects some of the limitations imposed on the Jewish 
political system in America by its voluntary character. Nevertheless, 
elite-dominated systems do run the danger of becoming pure 
oligarchies, and, especially given the voluntary nature of the polity, 
both the legitimacy and the ability to actually implement Jewish 
communal policies can be seriously undermined if some provision is not 

made for adequate representation of the interests and viewpoints of the 

polity's "citizens."21 
Several of the changes in the composition and characteristics of the 

polity's leadership may be having an impact on their capacity to per 
form a "representational" function (in the near absence of other institu 
tional structures for aggregating and articulating interests and view 

points). One is the broadening of the leadership group itself to include 
more women, more traditionally-minded Jews, and more younger lead 
ers. This has provided some opportunity for new viewpoints to be ex 

pressed within decision-making circles. The general "Judaization" of 
federation leadership seems also to have increased their capacity to 

"empathize" with segments of the community 
? the Orthodox, sup 

porters of day school education, activists on behalf of Soviet and other 

endangered Jewries, even synagogue spokesmen 
? who felt disenfran 

chised in the past. At the same time, one form of constituency represen 
tation, that traditionally practiced by agency representatives sitting 
on federation boards and committees, may actually be weakening, as a 

"community-oriented" rather than "single agency (or issue)" outlook 
becomes the norm in defining an appropriate "leadership perspective." 

None of these changes have radically altered the picture of a com 
munal leadership which is relatively homogeneous and relatively un 
fettered by the need to respond to, or even to mobilize, active citizenry 
groups. Demands for greater responsiveness to those constituencies 
which are articulate continue to be voiced, and, within the limits of 
the system's powerful bias towards incrementalism in all aspects of 

policy-making, to be heard. Some old and some new lines of cleavage do 

appear to be emerging within the leadership cadres themselves ? be 
tween those oriented to Israel and overseas needs and those arguing for 

greater investment in local programs and services; between those seek 

ing to maintain current service patterns and those pushing more rapid 
changes in allocations priorities; between those promoting community 
wide outreach to "broaden the base" of fund-raising and those arguing 
for the primacy of efforts to develop new major contributors. However, 
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there is, at present, simply little way of connecting these policy dis 

agreements to clear lines of ideological division or constituency inter 

ests within the community at large. 
There is at least one potential irony which should be noted in con 

sidering the impact of leadership changes on the representational di 

mension of the communal policy-making process. One of the central is 
sues in many discussions of American Jewish communal leadership has 

been the concept of "leadership from the periphery" 
? 

i.e., the notion 

that communal leaders were in some senses estranged from the commu 

nity and its norms by virtue of their more salient personal identifica 

tion with the larger non-Jewish community. The price of having suc 

cessful and high-status individuals as leaders of the community and 

effective "gatekeepers" to the larger world was accepting a dimin 

ished Jewishness on the part of these leaders. Today, as suggested 
above, the situation is, if anything, reversed: leaders are set apart 
from the mass of the community by being more Jewish in ideology, be 

havior, and willingness to invest time and energy as well as money in 

strengthening Jewish life than the majority of their fellow Jews. As 

"trustees," some of these leaders find themselves questioning whether 

"giving Jews what they want" means doing less than what "the Jewish 

people" needs and what "Jewish values" demand. It is clear, e.g., that 

among the younger leaders whom I surveyed, opposition to intermar 

riage is extremely strong, at the same time as the community at large 
seems to be moderating its negative views.22 Will such leaders, given 
the strength of their personal convictions, support policies of outreach 

which may be perceived as giving implicit legitimacy to intermar 

riage? Similarly, will these leaders, believers in the importance of an 
intensive Jewish education and (increasingly) often sending their own 
children to Jewish day schools, continue to do justice to the concerns of 
those in the community who favor a more conventional supplementary 
education system? In these instances, the very breadth of the ideology 
of "Jewish survivalism" makes its application in policy-making prob 
lematic ? one can argue both ways on the basis of "survivalist" 

premises. The point, of course, is not to recommend that leaders should 
take their commitment to Jewish values less seriously, but to suggest 
that even the intensified Jewishness of decision-makers may compli 
cate, rather than simplify, the policy-making process in a number of 
vital areas. 

It is clear from this brief overview that much work remains to be 
done even in the relatively narrow domain of understanding the role of 

leadership in Jewish public policy-making and the implications of ap 

parent changes in the decision-making for that group process. The 

greatest need in the American Jewish polity today may be the devel 

opment of a systematic self-understanding of how policy is made and 

implemented and with what effects. At this level certainly, the 
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contribution of Jewish academics can be enormous. Whether better 

policies will result remains to be seen, but since the students and the 

practitioners of Jewish policy-making seem more and more to share 
common commitments, theirs is a partnership whose time has come. 
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