Mandell L. Berman Institute
North American Jewish Data Bank

THIS PUBLICATION IS PROVIDED BY THE NORTH AMERICAN JEWISH DATA BANK WITH
PERMISSION FROM THE STUDY AUTHORS.

THE NORTH AMERICAN JEWISH DATA BANK IS A COLLABORATIVE PROJECT OF UNITED JEWISH
COMMUNITIES AND THE UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT'S CENTER FOR JUDAIC STUDIES AND
CONTEMPORARY JEWISH LIFE AND ROPER CENTER FOR PuBLIC OPINION RESEARCH. OUR
MISSION IS TO:

PROVIDE EMPIRICAL SURVEY DATA SETS ABOUT THE NORTH AMERICAN JEWISH
COMMUNITY, FROM NATIONAL AND LOCAL SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC STUDIES AS WELL AS
OTHER TYPES OF CONTEMPORARY AND HISTORICAL SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH.

MAKE AVAILABLE SUBSTANTIVE AND METHODOLOGICAL REPORTS ON THE JEWISH
COMMUNITY, IN PARTICULAR, REPORTS BASED ON DATASETS THAT ARE PART OF THE
ARCHIVE.

PROMOTE THE DATA BANK TO JEWISH FEDERATIONS, COMMUNAL ORGANIZATIONS,
FOUNDATIONS AND OTHER GROUPS INTERESTED IN RESEARCH CONCERNING JEWISH LIFE
IN NORTH AMERICA.

ENCOURAGE ACADEMICIANS, STUDENTS, COMMUNAL PROFESSIONALS AND OTHERS TO
UTILIZE DATA BANK HOLDINGS AND TO MAKE THEIR STUDIES A PART OF THE ARCHIVE.

SPONSOR SEMINARS AND PROVIDE OTHER OPPORTUNITIES FOR RESEARCHERS AND
PLANNERS TO DISCUSS ISSUES, IMPROVE METHODOLOGIES AND EXCHANGE IDEAS BASED
ON QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH.

PREPARE PUBLICATIONS AND OTHER FORMS OF INFORMATION DISSEMINATION
CONCERNING SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH ABOUT NORTH AMERICAN JEWRY.

PROVIDE TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AND ADVICE TO FEDERATIONS, RESEARCHERS,
COMMUNAL PROFESSIONALS, JOURNALISTS AND OTHERS INTERESTED IN RESEARCH ON
THE JEWISH COMMUNITY.

PLEASE NOTE THAT OUR DATA AND REPORTS ARE PROVIDED FOR NON-COMMERCIAL USE
ONLY.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT
HTTP://WWW.JEWISHDATABANK.ORG

Mandell L. Berman Institute North American Jewish Data Bank, Center for Judaic Studies and Contemporary Jewish Life
University of Connecticut, 405 Babbidge Rd, Unit 1205, Storrs, CT 06269-1205
info@jewishdatabank.org
phone: 860-486-2271 fax: 860-812-2032




JEWISH POPULATION STUDIES IN
THE UNITED STATES

By Ben B. Seligman and Harvey Swados——

WHILE NUMEROUS attempts have been made to estimate the number
of Jews in various localities in the United States, there has never
been a nationwide census of American Jewry. The national es-
timates of Jewish gopulation made by the Jewish Statistical Bureau
in 1926 and 1936? in conjunction with the decennial Census of
Religious Bodies of the United States Census Bureau might have
been thought by some lay readers to be sufficient, but demographic
experts have found it to be adequate only for purposes of rough
calculation.! Moreover, the census does not provide detailed demo-
graphic data on the different religious groups, but only figures on
church membership, roughly divided into two age groups; con-
gregations, church property and the like. In addition, no Census
of Religious Bodies was held in 1947 for lack of Congressional ap-
propriation, with the result that there are available no estimates
of Jewish population in.American communities more recent than
that of a decade ago. |

- Yet the importance of up-to-date, reasonably accurate data on
_]cwiéh communities is being recognized by more Jewish organ-

1 Thc writers acknowledge the guidance and assistance of Harry L.
Lurie, Executive Director of the Council of Jewish Federations and
Welfare Funds, and Dr. Sophia M, Robison.

? The 1936 estimates are published in volume 42, American Fewish
Year Book.

3 Recent estimates by local member agencies of the Council of Jewish
Federations and Welfare Funds and field reporters of fund-raising organi-
zations are considerably lower in a majority of cases than the published
figures of 1937; and since there has certainly not been an absolute
dcclmc, it is apparent that the 1937 figures may have been overestimated.
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izations. The organizations serving Jewish communities, in ad-
dition to wanting a fairly reasonable estimate of the size of the
Jewish population, would like to know its approximate age and
sex distribution, the occupational distribution, whether the size of
Jewish families is increasing or decreasing, whether there has been
any change in longevity, whether population mobility is increasing
in a way that shows a decided shift from one area to another, and
the like. Obviously such questions are of prime importance to a
community that intends to-erect a community center, a hospital,
a home for the aged, or a children’s home, or that hopes to formulate
long-range plans for community activity.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE STUDY

With these questions in mind, the Editors of the American Feawish
Year Book asked the Council of Jewish F cdcra,uons and Welfare
Funds to undertake a poll of its member agencies in an attempt
to discover the extent and intent of population studies that have
been conducted in American Jewish communities in the past decade.
At the time of the study there were 228 communities affiliated with
the Council. A simple questionnaire was designed and mailed to
them with the request that they return it together with a copy of
any local study that might have been made. One hundred and
fifty-two communities complied with the request, or about 67 per
cent of those polled. This may not seem like a large enough per-
centage on which to base a series of conclusions, but it should be
borne in mind that this 67 per cent represents approximately 90
per cent of a rough total estimate of 4,500,000 American Jews.¢
The striking fact that 152 respondents can reprcscnt a concentration
of 90 per cent of the population of the slightly more than 1,200
communities of which population estimates have been obtamed
can be more easily grasped when it is understood that the 13 largest
Jewish communities in the United States—those reporting popu-
lations of 40,000 and over—comprise approximately 75 per cent
of the total Jewish population: Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Cleve-
land, Detroit, Los Angeles, Miami, Newark, New York City, Phila-
delphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, San Francisco.

¢ This rough total is based on estimates of Jewish population in 1,237
communities, obtained through the aforementioned poll, files of the
United Jansh Appeal, surveys conducted by the Jewish Welfare Board
and the files of the Council of Jewish Federations and Welfare Funds.
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This study was not an attempt to obtain a precise count of the
total Jewish population of the United States. Although the question-
naire did include several queries on total population estimates, it
was recognized that the variety of ways in which these totals were
arrived at would preclude the possibility of adding them up and
attempting to present a scientifically accurate estimate of overall
Jewish population. The object of the study was rather to survey
local censuses, counts or studies that have been made in the past
decade, with the prospect of determining the approximate validity
of current population estimates, of discovering the extent to which
scientific methods are being utilized in local community studies,
of learning whether there is a -common basis for further demo-
graphic research on Jewish population, and of collecting suggestive
data that might aid in marking out a program of national population
and demographic research.

The recipients of the questionnaire, therefore, were asked not
only for current local population estimates, but also for reasons why
the current estimate varied (if at all) from earlier estimates, and
the methods by which the current estimate was arrived at. In
addition they were given a list of possible sources of population
information (synagogue lists, contributors’ lists, etc.), and asked to
check which of them they had used in compiling the current es-
timate. Finally, they were urged to indicate whether they intended
to conduct a population survey in the near future.

Before proceeding to a description of the principal factors which
the questionnaire returns revealed, a word of caution is in order.
Even the simplest questions in a mail poll are liable to misinterpreta-
tion by the respondent, and cannot be clarified as they could in a
persona.l interview. This inevitable confusion makes for difficulties in
the setting up of lists and tables, and renders dubious the practice of
taking such lists and tables completely at their face value., For
example, the very first query of the questionnaire: Have any formal
population enumerations, complete or sample censuses, or counts of Jewish popu-
lation been made in your community within the last ten years? was answered
in the affirmative by a number of respondents whose further replies
showed that only pcrfunctory attempts to estimate their Jewish
populatmn had been made in one way or another, by one group or
another, in the past decade. A count merely of every affirmative
response to this question might lead one to believe that much more
intensive work in the field of Jewish population has been done
than is actually the case.
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Beyond this, one is faced with the following series of difficulties:
(1) the very definition of the term “Jew” is not agreed upon by all
those engaged in communal activities, religious life, etc.; (2) national
fund-raising organizations may have a tendency to overestimate
population statistics; (3) contrariwise, local fund raisers sometimes
tend to underestimate their population; (4) many local leaders
are not cognizant of the distinction between population estimates
and actual censuses, and of the mechanical and statistical difficulties
involved  in arriving at accurate results; (5) there is a natu-
ral tendency to rely upon outmoded figures, which acquire the
stamp of authority merely through traditional usage; (6) in like
manner, estimates of average family size tend to be somewhat larger
than current research would indicate. As the Research Director of
the Canadian Jewish Congress (which has access to official govern-
ment statistics on the Canadian Jewish population) puts it, “Curiously
enough, although available evidence shows that wherever Jews are
resident, their natural rate of increase is lower than that of the
non-Jewish population, the impression is still prevalent that the
Jewish population increases more rapidly than the population of
non-Jewish origin.”

ANALYSIS OF REPLIES

The 152 communities replying to the qucsuonnalrcs fell naturally
into three categories:

(1) Communities of less than 1,000 population. Obviously, such
small communities, which numbered 32 of all the respondents,
would not have a pressing interest in detailed population studies;
indeed only three of them indicate that future population stud1cs
are contemplated.

(2) Communities of 1,000 and more in which a population study
has not been made in the past decade. Obviously such communities
would be interested in up-to-date figures: 17 of the 54 communities
in this category, or 31 per cent, indicate that population studies
are contemplated or are at present in progress.

(3) Communities of 1,000 or more in which a population study
of one sort or another has been conducted within the past decade.
It is noteworthy that 17 of the 66 communities in this category—
which is obviously the one containing the bulk of current statistical
information about American Jewry—report that they contemplate,
or are at present engaged in, further population surveys.
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Small Communities

In the first category—the small communities—]Jewish population
ranges from 105 to 1,000, The 32 reporting communities are
scattered from coast to coast; whatever population surveys that
were conducted (one-fourth of the cities in this group have done
this in the past) consisted largely of counts based on master lists
or other community listings. This primary dependence for popu-
lation figures on listings or people in the community parallels that
of the larger communities. But unlike the larger communities,
those having 1,000 Jews or less specifically claimed that every
Jewish individual in the reporting area was personally known to the
respondent.

Larger Cities—No Recent Sitrvqys

In the second category—those communities of over 1,000 Jewish
population which have not had population surveys in the past
decade—the population ranges from 1,000 to 90,000. It does not
include any of the five cities which have the largest concentration
of Jewish population: New York, Chicago, Philadclphia, Los Angeles
and Boston., In this group we find 15 cities, almost a quarter of
the total, reporting population estimates of 10,000 or more. (Half
of this entire group reportcd that its estimates applied to metropolitan
areas exclusive of environs.) This is a large fraction of the American
Jewish group and what strikes one most forcibly is that it is im-
possible to determine with any accuracy just how large a fraction
it i3, much less what kind of a fraction it is. As one respondent,
answering for a community of about 20,000 Jewish persons, put it,
“No one seems to know the origin of our estimate.”

The devices employed to estimate Jewish population in these
communities are varied: they include contributors’ lists, alone and
in combination with other lists; synagogue lists, organizational
membership lists, directories of various kinds, as well as individual
guesses. In some instances, the number of Jewish families was
estimated and arbitrarily multiplied by a figure which was believed
to be representative of the average size of Jewish families in the
community, This multiplier ranged from 3 to 3.7, depending on
the predilection of the person making the estimate. In many of
these cages, the average size of family for the general population
was used, yet most students of Jewish population problems are
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City Estimate

Year

Source

1937

*Family Listing x 3.3

» Estimate
San Leandro, Calif........ 1 ,500 1948 75
San Pedro, Calif.......... '600 1948 UJA —
Sanford, Me.............. 120 19 A —
Santa Ana, Calif. (incl.

Anaheim, Orange, Fuller-

ton, Laguna Beach & :

Huntington Beach)...... 693* 1948 360
Santa Barbara, Calif....... 300 1948 UJA . 275
Santa Fe, N. M........... 145 1947 UJA : 75
Santa Monica, Calif....... 5000 1947 FR - 1,335
Santa Paula, Calif.........See Ventura County -
Santa Rosa, Calif. (incl.

Healdsburg)........... 183 1948 UJA 110
Saranac Lake, N. Y....... 100 1948 TUJA 335
Sarasota, Fla............. 204 1948 UJA 70
Saratoga Springs, N. Y..... 500 1948 UJA 450
Savannah, Ga............ 4,000 1948 Q 3,900
Sayre, Pa.......... e 132 1947 U]JA 40
Scarsdale, N. Y........... 600 1944 FR 9200
Schenectady, N. Y........ 3,725 1948 Q 3,750
Scranton, Pa............. 5500 1948 Q - 9,800
Seattle, Wash....... A 9,500 1948 Q . 14,500
Selma, Ala............... 202 1948 UJA 325
Shamokin, Pa............. 250 1948 UJA 235
Sharon-Farrell, Pa........ 1,000 1948 Q 585
Sharon Springs, N. Y...... 165 1947 UJA 15
Sheboygan, Wis........... 600 1947 UJA 1,000
Sheffield, Ala. (incl. )

Florence & Tuscumbia). . 140 1940 FR 180
Shelbyville, Ind........... 140 1948 UJA 40
Shenandoah, Pa.......... 444 1948 UJA 563
Shreveport, La............ 1,800 . 1948 Q 2,180
Sioux City, Iowa......... 3,200 1948 Q 3,500
Sioux Falls, S. D.......... 350 1948 Q 425
Somerville, N. J........... 634 1948 UJA 500
South Amboy, N. J........ 145 1947 VUJA 125
South Bend, Ind.. ..... ... 2,500 1948 Q 2,850
South Fallsburg, N. Y..... 1,100 1947 UJA —
South Haven, Mich...,.... 650 1948 UJA >~ 300
South Orange, N. J....... 2,298 1948 Q) 1,300

~South River, N. J......... 400 1947 UJA 400
South Bridge, Mass........ 204 1947 UJA 50
Southeast, Ark............ 172 1948 - UJA —
Southern Illinois, So. of

Carlinville............. 2,800 1948 Q —
Spartanburg, S. C......... 170 1947 U]JA 90
Spokane, Wash. . ......... 602 1947 UJA 1,208
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City Estimate Year Source ¢ 1937
Estimate

Spring Valley, N. Y....... 2,100 1947 U]JA 1,330
‘Springfield, Ill.. .......... 1,200 1947 UJA 1,120
Springfield, Mass.......... 10,000 1948 Q 12,270
Springfield, Mo........... 200 1947 UJA 285

- Springfield, O... .. e 550 1948 UJA 475
Stamford, Conn........... 5500 1948 Q 4905
Stelton, N. Jeooooiiiin, 180 1947 UJA —
Steubenville, O........... 780 1948 Q 1,000
Stockton, Calif............ 1,500 1947 Q 1,235
Stroudsburg, Pa........... 226 1947 UJA 115
Suffern, N. Y............. 544 1947 UJA 325
Suffolk, Va............... 172 1948 UJA 135
Sumrmt NoJeeoorooonns. 400 1948 UJA 200
'Sumter, S.Coooiiviina. 154 1947 UJA 235
‘Sunbury, Pa.............. 160 1948 U]JA 230
Sunnyvale, Calif, (incl.

Mountain View)........ 100 1947 FR —
Superior, Wis............. 604 1948 UJA 900
Syracuse, N.Y............ 10,000 1948 Q 14,500
‘Tacoma, Wash........... 495 1948 Q 900
‘Tallahassee, Fla........... 140 1947 UJA 98
Tampa, Fla.............. 1,800 1948 Q) 1,730
Tarentum, Pa............ 160 1948 UJA 180
Taunton, Mass........... 600 1948 U]JA 760
Teaneck, N. J............ 2,100 1948 U]JA 280
Terre Hautc Ind......... 600 1948 FR 1,100
‘Texarkana, TeXur e, 176 1948 UJA 125
Titusville, Pa.......... e 120 1948 UJA 175
Toledo, O........... e 6,500 1948 10,500
Toms RIVCI‘, N.Joooonon 1,000 1947 UJA —
‘Topeka, Kans.. . ......... 147 1948 U]JA 675
Torrington, Conn......... 322 1947 UJA 310
Trenton, N. J............ 7,750 1948 Q 9,650
Tri-Citics, Ala............ 132 1948 UJA —
Tri-Cities, Ill. (incl. Venice,

Granite City, Madison). . 132* 1946 JWB —
Troy, N. Y. (incl. Cohoes
: & Hoosick Falls)....... - 2,275 1948 Q 3,120
Tulsa, Okla.............. 1,750 1948 Q 2,850
Tupclo, Miss............. 200 1948 UJA 14
Tuscaloosa, Ala........... 210 1948 Q 300
Tucson, Ariz............. 4000 1948 O 480
Tyler, Tex.. ............. 450 1947 UJA 650
Union, N. J.............. 800 1947 TUJA —
Union City, N. J.......... 4,000 1945 FR 4,800
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City \ Estimate Year Source 1937
Estimate

Uniontown, Pa...... e 800 1948 U]JA 1,220
Utica, N. Y.............. 3,300 1948 JWB 3,650
Valdosta, Ga............ 126 1948 UJA 82
Vallejo, Calif............ 140 1948 UJA 135
Van Nuys, Calif.......... 132* 1941 FR —
Ventura Co., Calif. (incl.

Ventura City, Santa

Paula, Oxnard,

Camarillo, Fillmore,

Port Hueneme, Ojai).... 398 1948 Q —
Verona, N. J............. 381 1948 Q 350
Vicksburg, Miss........... 280 1948 Q 378
Vineland, N, J............ 2,000 1948 UJA 950
Virginia, Minn........... 164 1948 Q 135
Waco, Tex,.............. 1,000 1948 Q) 1,150
Walden, N. Y............ 140 1948 TUJA 120
Wallingford, Conn........ 280 1948 TUJA 280
Ware, Mass.............. 110 1948 UJA 110
Warren, O............... 600 1948 Q 635
Washington, D. C......... 30,000 1947 UJA 18,350
Washington, N. J......... 148*% 1948 Q —
Washington, Pa........... 500, 1948 U]JA 450
Waterbury, Conn......... 4,000 1948 Q 5,800
Waterloo, Iowa........... 556 1948 U]JA 420
Watertown, N. Y......... 400 1948 U]JA 460
Waterville, Me.. . ........ 110 1948 UJA 215
Watsonville, Calif......... See San Jose, Calif,

Waukegan, Ill.. .......... 620 1948 U]JA 1,100
Waukesha, Wis.. . ........ 104 1947 U]JA 55
Wausau, Wis.. . .......... 368 1947 UJA 250
Webster, Mass............ 200 1947 U]JA 185
Weirton, W. Va.......... 300 1947 U]JA —_
Welch, W, Va,,.......... 104 1948 UJA 70
West Chester, Pa.......... 360 1948 UJA 450
West Hoboken, N. J....... 1,320 1945 F —
West New York, N. J...... 2,410 1945 ER 2,670
West Orange, N. J........ 1,295 1948 Q 540
West Palm Beach, Fla.. . .. 1,900 1948 UJA 500
Westerly, R. I........... 200 1947 UJA 126
Westwood, N. J.......... 320 1947 UJA 250
Wharton, Tex........ . 312 1947 U:}A 89
Wheeling, W. Va,,,....... 800 1948 UJA 1,150
White Lake, N. Y......... 300 1947 UJA .
White Plains, N. Y........ 3,000 1944 FR 2,600
Whiting, Ind............ 225 1948 UJA 75

*Family Listing x 3.3
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City Estimate Year Source 1937
~ Estimate
Wichita, Kans............ 1,000 1948 Q 1,315
Wichita Falls, Tex........ 276 1947 UJA 385
Wildwood, N. J........... 360 1948 UJA 425
Wilkes-Barre, Pa.......... 5,062 1948 Q 6,200
Williamson, W. Va........ 173 1947 U]JA 135
- Williamsport, Pa.......... 800 1948 U]JA 825
Williamstown, N, J........ 100 1947 U]JA —
Willimmantic, Conn.. ... ... 425 1947 UJA 400
Wilmington, Del.......... 6,500 1948 Q 6,200
Wilmington, N. C... .. .... 303 1947 UJA 330
Winchester, Va........... 129 1948 UJA 57
Winston-Salem, N. C.. .. .. 300 1948 UJA 315
Woodbine, N. J........... 600 - 1948 UJA 1,600
Woodbourne, N. Y........ 200 1947 UJA —
‘Woodbridge, N. J......... 400 1947 UJA 400
Woodbury, N.{ .......... 175 1947 U]JA 200
Woodmere, L. L.......... See Five Towns, L. 1.
Woodridge, N. Y......... 400 1947 UJA 210
Woonsocket, R. I......... 840 1947 UJA 1,080
Wooster, O.............. 124 1948 UJA 150
Worcester, Mass.......... 9,750 1948 Q 13,350
Wynne, Ark.............. 132 1948 UJA 37
Yonkers, N. Y............ 6,750 1942 FR 7,200
York,Pa................. 935 1948 Q 935
Youngstown, O........... 5,500 1948 Q 8,650

Zanesville, O............. 300 1948 UJA 370
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