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The U.S. Presidential elections is only several weeks away, and in the Jewish community we hear a lot about whether President Obama can reprise his 77% of the Jewish vote in 2008. But that's not my bailiwick in this column. Rather, I want to address an even more interesting issue: why don't Americans living in Israel have the same absentee-ballot voting patterns as their brethren residing in the States? 


The data that we have are relatively clear: whereas the 150,000 (or so) American-Israelis prefer Romney about 2-1 (some estimates even have it at 3-1) -- similar to McCain's gap over Obama in 2008 -- the approximately 6 million American Jews living in the U.S. prefer Obama about 2-1 over Romney.  How can such a disparity be explained?


The first critical factor is issue salience: what's the topic that voters care about? Obviously, the overwhelming majority of Americans in Israel will vote based on their perception of the candidates' positions vis-a-vis Israel; but only 4% of American Jews view "Israel" as the most salient issue in the Presidential campaign. Thus, substantively it's as if we are witnessing two different campaigns.


Second, and obviously no less important, is the ideological makeup of these two Jewish voting blocs. American Jews -- despite being socio-economically quite high up the American totem pole and therefore in principle should tend to vote Republican -- are overwhelmingly secular and still largely retain their Jewish-immigrant, social justice ethic, that translates into support for social welfare policies and other "liberal" positions (pro-abortion, gun control, egalitarianism etc), almost all clearly identifiable with the Democratic Party. 


Americans living in Israel, however, are of a different "cultural" makeup. Around 50% of all Americans who make Aliyah these days are religiously Orthodox or come from a strong Conservative background (e.g. Camp Ramah). That obviously translates into strong support for "Greater Israel" policies (Judea and Samaria settlements), that ironically parallel the American, Christian Evangelical (Republican) position! This is not to say that Democratic Presidents don't support Israel (the level of strategic cooperation between the Obama Administration and Israel is unparalleled, as even Israeli generals admit), but rather that they are perceived (mostly correctly) as not blindly supporting Israeli Government policy. For dyed-in-the-wool, fiercely Zionist new immigrants, that's enough to have them switch their traditional allegiance.


However, a second irony here is that such strong Americans-in-Israel support for the Republican candidates separates them not only from their Jewish American brethren in the U.S., but from mainstream Jewish Israel as well! Surveys in Israel consistently show much greater support for Obama than any Republican candidate, Romney included. Why would this be so? Perhaps because while Israeli voters also lean "Right" on the peace process issue, they see no difference between the very strong support for Israel offered by any and all U.S. Presidents. Where are there perceived differences? Again: socio-economic matters! Israel is still a strongly felt social welfare society (see the ongoing Social Justice protests), and Democratic Presidents certainly are seen as closer in their value system to what makes Israelis feel comfortable. Of course, the latter have the luxury to think what they wish -- after all, they aren't voting!


Which brings me to the final question: does the absentee vote by Americans in Israel make a difference? Unfortunately, try as I might I have not been able to get a hold of the number of such actual voters. However, my impression -- from conversations with many friends and colleagues in Israel -- is that very, very few do vote in American elections, and the longer they have lived in Israel, the less they tend to vote. So my rough guess is that of the 150,000 eligible voters, not more than 20-30,000 actually vote -- and that's split up by their former State residence. As 40% of all American-Israel voters came from New York (another 10% each from California and New Jersey), and those states almost "automatically" vote Democratic in Presidential elections, the number of American-Israeli voters left who vote in "swing" states is very, very small -- ergo, very little influence on the overall outcome.


And perhaps that's as it should be. True, we Americans in Israel have to file U.S. tax returns every year, but we also get a $90,000 income exclusion for every adult, so that a couple pays zero on the first $180,000 -- and who makes beyond that In Israel? (720,000 shekels!) So it's best to let Americans living in the U.S. decide their own fate -- just as Israeli-American Zionists are not crazy about Americans telling them how to run their newfound country, not to mention that Israelis living in America are not allowed to vote in Israeli elections.
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