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INTRODUCTION 
The role of a Jewish media journalist is to…

n  Report on the people, institutions and issues that are critical to Jewish life in accordance 

    with the highest standards of journalism and the deepest values of our tradition.
n   Highlight the good, the bad and the surprising.
n  Tell the stories other media don’t. 

Who is a “Jewish journalist”? What is a Jewish journalist? What makes a Jewish journalist 

different – if different she is – from a “regular” journalist? Do Jewish values and community 

affect Jewish media journalists in ways unique to them and the work they do? How much 

do they know of Jewish practice, history, values, ideas, and philosophy? How much do they 

know about Israel? Have they ever visited Israel? Are the pressures and challenges faced 

by Jewish media journalists different from those faced by other journalists, and if so, do 

Jewish media journalists have the tools to cope with these challenges. Is Jewish journalism 

any less important or valuable than mainstream journalism? In the world’s changing media 

environment, what is the place and what is the future of Jewish journalism? 

These are some of the questions the iEngage Project at the Shalom Hartman Institute set 

out to answer in this study. 

Jewish media journalists are a large but poorly understood group. There has been some 

research into the Jewish press, but the studies have focused on media organizations and 

their place in the political and public sphere, not on the journalists themselves. It is widely 

acknowledged that Jews make up a large or at least a highly visible portion of the journalists 

at mainstream news organizations in the Western world. Dark conspiracies have been 

promoted by those on the extreme right and the extreme left that attribute great power – 

both overt and covert – to “Jewish journalists” and the media entities that they work for. 

Yet the majority of mainstream journalists who happen to be Jewish do not practice “Jewish 

journalism.” Credible researchers without political agendas have sought the reasons behind 

this phenomenon, but their findings go beyond the boundaries of this study. Nor does this 

study cover the question of whether those journalists bring Jewish values and knowledge 

into their work for mainstream or non-Jewish media. 

This study focuses on journalists who work for “Jewish media,” which the iEngage Project 

defined as media entities whose primary audience is a local, national, or even international 

community of Jews. In these media, the vast majority of their content is about Jewish 

individuals or organizations, local, national, and international Jewish communities, and 

Israel. These media do not ignore “non-Jewish” news but often seek the “Jewish angle” in 

such stories. 



Some of the journalists who participated in this study are not Jewish by birth or by choice, 

and it is clear that virtually every Jewish newspaper, magazine, radio program, TV channel, 

website, or blog has non-Jewish readers or viewers. Yet for these media, the vast majority of 

their audiences are Jewish, and their products reflect what they perceive as that audience’s 

concerns and needs. As we set out to survey this universe, we spread a broad net and 

included journalists who write, produce, broadcast, and present for all forms of media, 

from “traditional” forms such as newspapers, magazines, and radio stations, to “new” 

media (websites, blogs, podcasts, Internet-only video, and others). A large majority of the 

individuals surveyed live and work in the United States, but some respondents hail from Israel 

and Canada. Many of the news organizations represented in this study are not single-media 

companies, of course, but rather are multimedia companies whose content is distributed in 

print, online, and through other platforms.

The iEngage Project of The Shalom Hartman Institute
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“A Jewish newspaper offers a Jewish lens 
through which to understand the world - but 
not an uncritical lens or uniform view.”



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This study finds Jewish journalists and the media they work for at a crossroads. Because both 

their audiences and the technologies with which they work are changing rapidly, Jewish 

media journalists are facing challenges that are as great as any that Jewish journalists have 

experienced in the nearly 300 years during which the Jewish press has existed as a definable 

entity.

The journalists we studied are a highly educated and experienced group with deep personal 

connections to Judaism and Israel. They are far more likely to have visited Israel than American 

Jews. Yet it is precisely these connections that add to the journalists’ challenges; their 

personal values sometimes bring about tension in their relationships with their communities, 

and even lead to conflict between their personal and professional beliefs.

While the research found that the journalists surveyed resemble their colleagues in the 

mainstream media in many ways, Jewish media journalists face additional challenges related 

to resources, knowledge, and isolation that are different in kind and in degree from – and 

in some cases are more intense than – the very real challenges that other journalists face.

Today’s Jewish media journalists are carrying on the traditions of Jewish media established 

over the last 300 years, which are a delicate balance between distanced reportage and 

involved advocacy. Despite the limits and problems they face, the journalists surveyed are 

eager to learn, are deeply committed to their work, and are optimistic about their future. 

They know that the work cannot be completed, but they also want to continue doing it.  

The iEngage Project found the results inspiring and challenging. We hope that the data we 

have collected and the recommendations we make will aid these dedicated journalists in 

the years to come.

 

  

Key Findings
n   Survey respondents have a high degree of knowledge about Israel and care deeply about

    it, yet their views may not conform to those of their audiences. 
n   Nearly 90% percent said they believe that caring about Israel is an important part of their 

    Jewish identity, compared to only two-thirds of American Jews.
n   Their views of the top issues facing Israel often do not match the views of the American 

    Jewish community at large.
n  The percentage of survey respondents who have visited Israel three or more times -64%  

    - equals the percentage of American Jews who have never been to Israel.
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n  Despite some similarities, survey respondents exhibit distinct differences from journalists 

    for mainstream media in the U.S. and in Israel.
n  Survey respondents are less likely to view themselves as “detached observers” who keep 

    themselves apart from their community than mainstream U.S. journalists.
n Survey respondents are more willing to advocate for social change and influence  

    public   opinion than mainstream American journalists.
n   Survey respondents are less likely to view themselves as “watchdogs” of government and 

    business and are less willing to be critical of their community than mainstream American 

    journalists.
n  Survey respondents are more willing than mainstream American journalists to apply 

  situational ethics and somewhat less willing to accept absolute ethical standards. In 

   contrast, they are less willing than Israeli journalists to adjust their ethical standards to a 

    specific situation.
n   Survey respondents appear to be more religiously committed than the Jewish communities 

   that they write for and about. 
n   Nearly one-quarter of survey respondents identify themselves as Orthodox Jews, compared 

   to less than 10% of the U.S. Jewish population as a whole.
n   Only 13% of respondents identify themselves as Reform Jews, compared to about one 

   third of the general Jewish population.
n   More than one-third of the respondents say they attend synagogue at least once a week, 

   compared to less than 15% percent of the overall population.
n   About half of the respondents said they would be very much interested in attending or 

   participating in courses or lectures on Jewish subjects, either in person or online.
n   Despite the challenges they face, survey respondents are optimistic about the role and the  

   future of Jewish journalism and they believe it has a significant and important role to play.

 

  

Key Recommendations
1.              Education, dialogue, and resources are needed to help journalists for the Jewish media 

thrive in the changing media environment. Courses, lectures, and seminars on Jewish     

subjects and Israel must be developed with journalists’ particular needs and constraints 

in mind. Such programs must be short but intensive, easily accessible via online delivery, 

and low-cost. They must contain original source materials and current research, and be 

presented by experts on Jewish subjects and current Israeli issues.

2.  Existing journalism codes of ethics need to be updated and adapt for Jewish journalism 

by taking classic Jewish ethical thought into consideration, along with current journalism 

practices and challenges.

3.  Jewish community leaders need education about the need for a vigorous and independent 

Jewish media. To reduce tensions and misunderstandings between them, Jewish 

community leaders and journalists should be brought together in neutral settings, such 
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as sessions to study Jewish and Israeli texts and history. The goal of such programs need 

not be to reach agreement on areas of natural and often necessary disagreement, but 

each group must learn from one another, must learn to talk in a way that the other can 

hear, and must be willing to accept the other’s perspective even in cases of dispute.

4.  Research of the Jewish news media and additional analysis of the existing survey data    

must be conducted to gain a deeper understanding of individual journalists’ needs and to 

determine more clearly how well they and their employers are carrying on and enhancing 

the commitment, connections, and values of Jewish journalism and to determine what 

tools they need to thrive and continue practicing their craft and fulfilling their mission.

HISTORY OF THE 
JEWISH MEDIA

This report does not attempt to present a complete review of the history of Jewish media in 

Western countries, pre-State Israel, and Israel today. But discussion of the evolution of Jewish 

media in the last few hundred years is necessary to provide context and understanding of 

the data gathered in this report. 

ALAN D. ABBEY
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The first publication recognized as a Jewish newspaper was the Ladino-language Gazeta de 

Amsterdam, begun in 1675. A Yiddish paper appeared five years later, also in Amsterdam, 

then “the main center of Diaspora Jewry,” and home to Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews. 

A Jewish press engaged in the kind of work we would recognize today as journalism only 

developed about 100 years later, with a series of publications in Russia and Poland in both 

Yiddish and Hebrew. The first U.S. newspaper with a Jewish name, Cohen’s Gazette and 

Lottery Register, from 1814, was more of a gambling and tout sheet than a newspaper. The 

first American newspaper aimed at and written for a Jewish audience was Philadelphia’s The 

Occident in 1843. 

The Jewish media as we know them today (newspapers, magazines, other periodicals, plus 

broadcast and Internet entities) began as European and nascent North American Jewish 

communities began to enter the mainstream cultural and political life of their societies. 

Once they entered it, the role this early press played was significant in their communities 

and evidenced themes and focus we would recognize today. As Yehuda Gotthelf put it, 

In the lack of an all-embracing organization or parliamentary platform for all the Jewish 

communities, the Jewish press served as a true mouthpiece for the interests and desires of 

the Jewish masses and for the molding of Jewish public opinion. For its readers, the Jewish 

paper served not only as a source of information, comment and amusement; the readers 

sought in the newspaper not only information and sensation but also defense, consolation 

and guidance as to their path in the future. Indeed, the Jewish newspaper reflected the life 

of the Jewish community, expressed its cogitations, pains and sorrows and gave vent to its 

aspirations. The Jewish newspaper extracted the Jew from his lethargy and passiveness and 

gave him a measure of pride. It serve(d) as a sort of guide, mentor and institution to which 

Jews turned in order to pour out their hearts. It did not remain satisfied with the function of 

observer but fought the battles of the Jewish masses for their right to work, to a livelihood 

and to life itself.

In an introductory essay to a 
collection of articles about Jewish 
media, Derek Penslar wrote:
The content, form, and even the language employed by the nineteenth-century Jewish Press, 

as well as the newspapers’ publication and advertising techniques, reflect the development 

of middle-class Jewish political, cultural and economic sensibility. The growth in the late 

nineteenth century of the mass-circulation Jewish Press in Russia and the United States, 

where the voice of the Jewish radical intelligentsia came to compete with that of the Jewish 

bourgeoisie, corresponded to a structural transformation of the Jewish public sphere no less 

great than that wrought by the growth of mass politics in society as a whole. 13
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The journalists for these papers were deeply committed to the work they did. They were not 

satisfied with a detached professionalism. “In professional ability they did not fall short of 

their colleagues in the general press, but looked upon journalism not as a profession but as 

a mission – a mission to arouse the people to struggle and creativeness.”14

Historian Jonathan Sarna described The Occident and American Jewish Advocate as 

committed to “communal defense and Jewish education,” which he described as “two 

principal aims of Jewish journalism forever after.” Yet the paper also censored itself, Sarna 

said, quoting the paper’s mission statement: “On no account can our pages become the 

vehicle for violent denunciations or unfounded aspersion.” Sarna saw the Occident’s self-

censorship as setting a tone for the tension between a Jewish journalist as a reporter of 

news and as a shaper of community that continues today.16

Along with the Occident, newspapers such as the Asmonean and the American Israelite set 

the early standards for Jewish journalism in the U.S. But it was the Yiddish language press 

that set the tone for American Jewish media in the early 20th century. Penslar wrote that “the 

public sphere forged by mass-circulation Yiddish journalism enjoyed a long life and became a 

primary component of American Jewish 

ethnic identity….Among the major 

legacies of the early twentieth century’s 

radical Yiddish press was the education 

and acculturation of Jews unfamiliar with 

Western culture….” Penslar said that 

the Yiddish press had, in effect, “come 

to define Jewish identity more than any 

organization or movement.”18

 

Along with news reporting, the Jewish press in the 20th century took on public 

service commitments beyond that of purely commercial entities seeking only 

audiences and profits. According to Mark Turkow:

“...it has never been satisfied with serving as a channel of information in Jewish and general 

affairs and in reflecting daily events. From its very inception the Jewish press throughout the 

world served also as a forum for modern Jewish literature and as a platform for leaders of 

Jewish thought, and for the Jewish national, social, cultural and religious ideas. 19

European Jewish media reached their zenith in the period between World War I and 

World War II, an era described as having been one of “a feverish ideological and public 

awakening.” From that era and even from before, Zionist dreams and the political actions 

that accompanied them played a central role in the news product those media produced. 

European Jewish papers were almost uniformly sympathetic to Zionism and were “permeated 

with the hope for a better life in Eretz Israel.” According to Arie Barr, director of Jewish 

Telegraphic Agency operations in Poland in 1939, no JTA dateline “was more common than 

that of Jerusalem.”22
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Tragically, virtually all of the European Jewish 

press, and many of their editors and writers, were 

wiped out in the Holocaust. Some individuals, 

such as Barr and members of the Mozes family, 

made their way to pre-State Palestine or early 

Israel, and became journalists there, where they 

ran headlong into the challenge of developing 

a modern press for the emerging Jewish state.24

To some, the Holocaust and the immediate post-War assimilation of Jews into the American 

mainstream sounded death knells for Jewish media. The disappearance of national journals 

and the rise of local, hometown papers weakened the field, and parochial interests and 

issues trumped a focus on larger issues, Sarna has said. Penslar and others have said that 

assimilation, loss of Yiddish, and Jews’ entry into mainstream American life weakened to 

the point of extinction most of the impact the Jewish press had on the Jewish community. 

In Penslar’s estimation, “the Jewish Press in the contemporary Diaspora pales in comparison 

with its pre-Holocaust counterparts.” Even as he cited the “strong Jewish flavor” of 

publications such as The New Republic, The Partisan Review, and Commentary, Penslar said 

that they are not “explicitly instruments for the communication of news and debates about 

concerns of interest to the Jewish community.” Sarna said the strength, power, New York 

location and focus of The New York Times on Jewish issues was harmful to Jewish media, 

because they could not keep up with the Times.

Jerome Lippman, a well-known Jewish newspaper editor and publisher, and onetime 

president of the American Jewish Press Association, took a similarly critical view of the 

performance of Jewish news media in his 1987 essay for the journal Judaism. Focusing 

on institutional changes in the Jewish community more than assimilation and the decline 

of Yiddish, Lippmann lamented the rise of Jewish Federation-sponsored or owned 

publications and dismissed them as house organs. He said that even though local Jewish 

newspapers remained a Jewish community’s main source of Jewish news, “the Jewish press 

falls somewhat short of the expectations held for it.” Lippman held out hope that as the 

millennium approached there would be an improvement in Jewish media “if we demand 

and support excellence in our Jewish newspapers.”29

Lippman could not have predicted the rise of the Internet as both a medium that would 

shake up traditional media and also spawn the rise of innumerable new media entities. 

In the last decade alone, new Jewish media, print, broadcast, and Internet-based, have 

contributed to a growth of specialized and narrowly focused media as traditional media 

aiming at mass audiences – even The New York Times – have struggled to adapt. Twenty-

first century Internet-only media such as Tablet Magazine, Times of Israel, and Jewschool, 

video and cable operations such as Jewish News One and Shalom TV, and journals aimed 

at sub-communities within the Jewish world, such as Heeb, MyJewish Learning, Zeek, and 

Jewcy have filled niches that weren’t even imagined a decade or two ago. The low to non-
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existent cost of starting a publication on the Internet, combined with new forms of financial 

underwriting, such as philanthropic backing is changing the economics and the output of 

the industry. 

Within this rapidly changing universe there exists the individual journalist, the man or woman 

who interviews, researches, reports, and writes (and records, broadcasts, “Facebooks,” and 

tweets) news of, by, and about the Jewish community of their hometown and the world. 

This study will look at how these individuals are faring in this rapidly changing environment 

and whether their work and their organizations have the necessary tools to achieve the 

ambitious and important goals of their predecessors in the Jewish media.

Journalists and American Jews –  
Demographic Comparisons
“I think being a Jewish journalist is complicated; you are there both to report on 

and support the community. I prefer working in the Jewish world, for what it’s 

worth, but it’s a constant challenge.”30

Two major surveys of American Jews were conducted in 2012: the AJC 2012 Survey of 

American Jewish Opinion (referred to hereafter as AJC 2012) and the Public Religion Research 

Institute’s  Jewish Values Survey (referred to hereafter as PRRI). The demographics of survey 

respondents are compared here with the overall U.S. Jewish community as identified in 

these surveys.33

n   On the whole, Jewish journalists in the survey did not differ significantly in most 

demographic categories from the overall U.S. Jewish population, giving confidence in 

the breadth of the iEngage survey’s results. The key differences in age and education are 

mostly attributable to the journalists being a select, professional group, and not a broad 

cross-section of the population. 

n   Survey respondents differ from the overall Jewish community in terms of Jewish 

affiliation and practice. Journalists in the Jewish media place their Jewish identity at the 

center of their lives and follow it up with far more traditional religious affiliation and 

practice than the population at large. 

ALAN D. ABBEY

12

Age Distribution

Age Journalists Surveyed U.S. Jewish Population

18-34 12% 22%

35-44 24%34 19%

45-64 49%35 38%

65+ 16% 22%
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n   Survey respondents are slightly more likely to be male than the overall population 

(52%/48% vs. 49%-51%).
n   Nearly three-quarters of survey respondents are in the 35-64 age groups, compared to 

57% of the Jewish population as a whole.
n   Journalists for Jewish media are highly educated. Fully 99% of survey respondents have 

college or advanced degrees (nearly one-half have a master’s degree, and 7% have a 

Ph.D.), compared to 62% of the overall Jewish population having a college degree or more.
n   The geographic distribution of survey respondents roughly matches that of the U.S. 

population, except for the American South. Only 10% of journalists surveyed said they live 

and work in the South, compared to one-quarter of the overall U.S. Jewish population.

Location

Region Journalists Surveyed 36 U.S. Jewish Population37 

Northeast 52% 40%

Midwest 14% 12%

South 10% 25%

West 23% 23%

Canada 11%

Israel 20%

“I think being a Jewish journalist is complicated; 
you are there both to report on and support 
the community.”



JEWISH IDENTITY 
AND RELIGIOUS 

PRACTICE
In several key areas, survey respondents indicated that their Jewish identity is more central 

to their lives than the U.S. Jewish community as a whole. 

Religious Affiliation

n   Nearly one-quarter of survey respondents identify themselves as Orthodox Jews, 

compared to 8-9% among the Jewish population as a whole.

Importance of Being Jewish

n   Only 13% of survey respondents identify themselves as Reform Jews, compared to 

about one-third among the overall Jewish population.

n   More than 90 percent of survey respondents say that being Jewish is extremely or 

very important in their lives, compared about slightly more than one-third of the Jewish 

population.

n   Only 1 percent of survey respondents say being Jewish is not too important or not 

at all important in their lives, compared to more than 30 percent of the overall Jewish 

population.

Religious Affiliation

AJC PRRI Study

Orthodox 8% 9% 24%

Conservative 27% 26% 23%

Reconstructionist 2% 1% 4%

Reform 32% 35% 13%

Just Jewish 27% 29% 20%

Other 16%

Importance of Being Jewish

AJC Study

Extremely Important N/A 77%

Very important 36% 15%

Somewhat important 30% 7%

Not too important 17% 1%

Not at all important 14% 0%
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n   More than one-third of survey respondents say they attend synagogue at least once a 

week, compared to 10-14 percent of the overall population.

n   While from one-quarter to one-third of the overall Jewish population says it never 

attends synagogue, only 5 percent of survey respondents say they never attend. 

Journalism Experience and 
Qualifications
“If you count it all as journalistic experience, I’ve been at this 24 years. I prefer 

working in the Jewish world, for what it’s worth, but it’s a constant challenge.”

The journalists in our survey are an experienced, prolific, and diverse group that has worked 

at many media organizations, Jewish and mainstream, and at everything from newspapers 

to radio stations, and magazines to blogs. They have worked in virtually all possible positions 

in a news organization, from reporter to senior editor, and outside journalism, as well. Yet 

for all of their experience, they are interested in additional training and study as ways to 

improve their skills and qualifications.

n   More than half of survey respondents work for newspapers, with the second-largest 

 category, 14 percent, being “web only.”
n   Only 40 percent of the news entities where survey respondents work are private, for- 

 profit businesses, with 47% being not-for-profit organizations.
n   Federation- or Jewish-entity owned media employ 14 percent of survey respondents.
n   More than 40 percent of survey respondents work as writers, reporters or producers, and 

 virtually all of the rest work as senior editors.
n   Nearly half of the survey respondents have worked in journalism for more than 20 years.
n   About two-thirds have worked outside Jewish journalism at some point in their career. 38 

n   Slightly more than half are full-time employees, 31 percent are freelancers, and 10 percent 

work part-time. 
n   Forty percent work for more than one news organization, with 9 percent saying they 

 work for more than six different entities.
n   Nearly 60 percent produce from one to five reports or articles a week, with nearly 30 

percent saying that they create more than 11 items a week.
n   Nearly half of survey respondents studied journalism or other communications field in 

 university.
n   Nearly half of survey respondents work outside journalism, as well as in the news business. 

 Their other work includes: rabbi, teacher, union official, and financial consultant.
n   The largest single annual income category cited was $50,000-$75,000. 39
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“I prefer working in the Jewish world, for 
what it’s worth, but it’s a constant challenge.”



HOW JOURNALISTS  
FOR JEWISH MEDIA  
VIEW AND ENGAGE  

WITH ISRAEL

“We must report the truth; however, we must be pro-Israel and pro-Jewish within

reason.”

Jewish media have traditionally focused on Israel as a source of news and as a central

rallying point for their diverse communities. In the interwar period, European Jewish

papers were almost uniformly sympathetic to Zionism and were “permeated with the

hope for a better life in Eretz Israel.”40 According to Barr, no JTA dateline was more

common than Jerusalem in the interwar period. “The great flow of information that

stemmed from Eretz Israel had many tributaries – about what was happening around

Eretz Israel, from the Zionist Movement and its numerous branches...the flow of news

from Eretz Israel was perennial throughout the days of the year. It was an ever-brimming

river....”41

Yet American Jews’ connection to Israel in the twenty-first century is a source of

significant conversation and worry. The optimism of the Oslo Peace Accords of the

1990s has faded, and Israel’s continuing conflict with the Palestinians has cost the Jewish

state support from liberal Jewish elites in North America, even as the Second Intifada

took thousands of Israeli and Palestinian lives.

The Hartman Institute’s iEngage Project was launched in 2010 to “respond to growing

feelings of disenchantment and disinterest toward Israel among an ever-increasing

number of Jews worldwide.” 42 The Institute, after research and investigation of public

opinion, media, and scholarly literature, felt the need to create a new narrative about

Israel for Diaspora Jewry, as “political, economic, and cultural success among Jews in

many communities throughout the world, coupled with a growth in their own Jewish

vitality and creativity, diminished the compelling nature of the narrative of crisis in the

lives of many Jews.”

There was significant debate in 2012 over whether Israel would be an important factor for

American Jews when they cast ballots for president. But many polls found that domestic

issues trumped concern for Israel among the majority of American Jewish voters.

At the same time, coverage of Israel continues to be a major feature of Diaspora Jewish
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media. Many of the Diaspora’s major Jewish media outlets maintain at least a stringer or

two reporting from Israel. Many American and European olim who were journalists

before their aliyah, have found that freelancing and working for Jewish media in their

countries of origin has provided them with an income and a way of connecting to Israeli

society.43

In addition to the Jewish media’s extensive coverage of news from Israel, a significant level 

of opposition has been raised to the way the mainstream media cover Israel, providing an 

opportunity for Jewish media to distinguish themselves by offering sympathetic coverage of 

Israel aimed at comforting their readers. Especially since the days of the First Intifada in the 

late 1980s, many in the Jewish world have perceived an anti-Israel bias in the mainstream 

media.44 By the early 2000s, with the advent of the Internet and many new media outlets, 

let alone personal blogs, full-scale efforts at “countering” perceived anti-Israel attitudes 

were undertaken by individuals and organizations. 

Activist American Jewish supporters of Israel and the Israeli government have attempted

to counteract these challenges, prompting much media coverage. To pick one event of

many, the then-new Israel Project conducted a “three-day pro-Israel media advocacy

conference” in Washington, D.C., in 2004 Shoshana Cardin, national chairwoman of the

organization, was reported as seeking to “galvanize the Jewish activists who gathered

from as far away as Argentina and the Dominican Republic to do battle on behalf of an

Israel that she and other speakers portrayed as damaged by its depiction in the press.”45

Such concern about perceived media bias against Israel 46 only adds to the pressure on

Jewish media, which are generally expected to be “pro-Israel,” or to at least feature Israel

in ways that are different from the mainstream media. In addition, a steady diet of news

from Israel may not appeal to American Jews who are less interested in Israel than in the

past.
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be pro-Israel and pro-Jewish within reason.”



Knowledge of Israel and Connection 
to Israel
Along with strong personal ties to Judaism, the journalists in the survey reported having

significant knowledge of Israel and strong personal connections.

n   61 percent say they have studied Israel in an educational setting
n   97 percent describe themselves as “somewhat” or “very well informed” about

    Israel.
n   89 percent say they feel “somewhat” or “strongly” close to Israel.
n   Nearly 90 percent say they believe that caring about Israel is an important part of

    their Jewish identity.
n   87 percent say caring about Israel is an important part of their being Jewish.
n   74 percent say American and Israeli Jews share a common destiny.
n   The percentage of journalists who have visited Israel three or more times (64%) is

    the same as American Jews who have never been to Israel.
n   About half of respondents say they disagree with the statement that American

    Jews should not criticize Israel, because Americans don’t live in Israel.

Even though they are far more likely to have visited Israel than other American Jews, survey 

respondents’ connection to Israel is mediated somewhat. The classic Western journalistic 

ideal of being an objective observer contributes to their detachment, yet is also a source of 

tension and struggle. Written comments to the survey indicated that some respondents are 

clear on their goals when it comes to coverage of Israel:

n   “To portray Israel as a desirable place to visit, to live, to connect.”
n   “To report the news, to report positive stories about Israel and to report positive stories 

    about being Jewish.”
n   “To educate and excite Jews to be more involved in Jewish life and support for Israel. To 

    defend Israel against the BDS Movement.” 48

Have you ever been to Israel?

Respondents PRRI

Yes 35%

Yes, 3 or more times 64%

Yes, 2 times 12%

Yes, 1 time 11%

No 12% 64%

Refused 1%
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Caring about Israel is a very important part of my being a Jew

Respondents47 AJC

Approve Strongly 46% 39%

Approve Somewhat 41% 32%

Disapprove Somewhat 6% 13%

Disapprove Strongly 8% 15%

Yet some data and comments indicate more conflicted attitudes toward news coverage of 

Israel, not only from journalist to journalist, but sometimes also struggles within individuals. 

One respondent wrote:

“We must report the truth; however, we must be pro-Israel and pro-Jewish within 

reason. In the modern era, we have numerous media outlets rather than one 

monolithic newspaper or media source. Thus it is more important to present a 

specific side of a story, since that side of the story may never get presented and get 

lost in the deluge of information….We have an obligation to get the truth out but 

in a responsible way without slander. This is the difficult quandary we navigate as 

we balance our allegiance as journalists and to our own heritage.”

Another respondent wrote that she felt it is important that news coverage of Israel should 

“report on the good that Israel and its people bring to the world,” yet also “be willing to be 

critical of Israeli policies.” The same respondent also said that reporting had to be done “in 

a way that expresses concern for both Israelis and Palestinians (not simply being “pro-Israel” 

or “pro-Palestinian,” etc.).” What a difficult and charged balance this reporter is trying to 

seek.

Criticism of Israel: Is it legitimate?
One of the most toxic and contentious issues in Diaspora-Israeli relations is the question of 

whether Jews outside of Israel have a right to criticize Israeli policies. Reliable data on the 

actual feelings of Diaspora Jews on this question is difficult to come by. Both advocates and 

opponents of criticizing Israel generally cite only anecdotal evidence or commentary that 

supporting their contradictory positions. 

Israel supporter Mitchell Bard has written: 49

The openness of debate in Israel has led some to conclude that Americans should not feel 

constrained from expressing similar critical views. America is not Israel, however; Israelis 

have a common narrative and shared experiences. Americans, even American Jews, do 

not have the same level of knowledge or experience with regard to Israel, so critics should 

be aware that their criticism may be subject to misinterpretation by those who do not 

know the history or context of the topic under discussion.
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Criticism is also not justified by Israeli encouragement, as Israelis do not understand the 

American context and they typically only bless critics who agree with them (leftist Israelis 

are happy to encourage American Jews to speak out against rightist governments but are 

furious with criticism of leftist governments and vice versa).

A 2011 survey of American college students found that 58 percent agreed with the assertion 

that American Jews and Israelis have different experiences, knowledge, responsibilities and 

audiences and, therefore, criticism of Israeli policy by Israelis does not justify criticism of 

Israeli policy by American Jews in the United States.

Yet Ha’aretz columnist Bradley Burston wrote that American Jews are tiring of being told 

that opposing Israel’s policies puts Israelis in danger. “Blackmail is not persuasion. If the hard 

right is so certain that it can get along without American Jewish support, it may all too soon 

get the chance to find out.” 51

A 2012 poll by “pro-Israel, pro-peace” group JStreet said only 31 percent of Jews surveyed 

agreed with the statement that “it bothers me when American Jews disagree publicly with 

Israeli government policy.” 53

For their part, Israelis themselves don’t appear to be too bothered by American Jewish 

criticism. A 2012 survey of Israelis found that 61 percent of Israelis say that American 

Jews have a right to freely and publicly criticize Israel and Israeli policies under some or all 

circumstances, while 36 percent say they do not. 54

With that as background, the iEngage Project survey showed interesting responses that 

once again pointed out the difficulties Jewish media journalists face when it comes to Israel. 

Journalists, for whom a major part of their raison d’etre is to ask difficult questions and 

criticize, aren’t so quick to sanction criticism of Israel. Fully 38 percent said they strongly or 

somewhat agreed with the statement that Americans shouldn’t criticize Israel. Even though 

survey data showed that respondents are less willing than mainstream American journalists 

Criticism of Israel by American Jews

Response Percent

Strongly Agree 17%

Somewhat Agree 21%

Somewhat Disagree 24%

Strongly Disagree 28%

Not sure 10%

Complete question wording: Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: 
"American Jews and Israelis have different experiences, knowledge, responsibilities and 
audiences, and therefore criticism of Israeli policy by Israelis in Israel does not justify 
criticism of Israeli policy by American Jews in the United States
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to view themselves as critical watchdogs, it is difficult to imagine a similarly large percentage 

offering other institutions, governments, or organizations such carte blanche exemption 

from criticism.

Even as many said they “feel free to report critically on Israel,” their comments about Israel 

suggest they feel a tug to do otherwise:

n   “To portray Israel as a desirable place to visit, to live, to connect.”
n   “Get the Israeli point of view out there.”
n   “To defend Israel against the BDS Movement.”
n   “To educate and excite Jews to be more involved in Jewish life and support for 

     Israel.”

Issues Facing Israel
"It is outrageous that the Occupation of West Bank, Gaza, & East Jerusalem and 

degradation of Israeli environment were not listed above as problems facing Israel."

Importance of Issues Facing Israel

Answers were on a scale of 1-5, with 1 indicating the least important, and 5 
indicating most important issues.

Issues Journalists

Social, economic imbalances 4.14

Nuclear threat from Iran 4.09

Ultra-Orthodox / Haredi Jews 4.05

Official recognition of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism 3.73

Mean 3.73

Gender imbalances / women's rights 3.72

Threats to Israeli democracy 3.58

Israel's parliamentary political system 3.46

Right of women to pray with tallitot & Torah at Western Wall 3.44

Racial prejudice among Jewish Israelis (Sephardic/Ashkenazi 
differences)

3.40
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The responses of the journalists about their perceptions of the serious issues facing Israel 

were surprising.  Of nine issues posed, four ranked above the average of all answers, 

meaning they were ranked as more important:

n   Social and economic imbalances
n   Iranian nuclear threat
n   Ultra-Orthodox and Haredim
n   Government non-recognition of non-Orthodox streams of Judaism

These issues would seem to be in congruence with the overall “liberal” personal attitudes of 

the journalists surveyed. Yet several issues that get significant “play” in the media, while still 

viewed as serious, fell below the average result established in the overall responses:

n   Threats to Israeli democracy
n   Israel’s parliamentary system
n   Equal rights for women at the Western Wall 
n   Intra-Israeli racial prejudice

Even as concern over gender imbalances and women’s rights fell right at the mean, the 

lesser concern for the “Women of the Wall,” was surprising. Perhaps the results can be 

explained by the findings that far more of the journalists surveyed self-identify as Orthodox 

than the Jewish population at large. When it comes to issues of traditional Jewish customs, 

personal Orthodoxy may trump journalistic judgment, putting journalists at odds with their 

audiences.

Journalism Ethics and the Jewish 
Journalist
“The questions about ethics leave no room for the journalist to explain under what 

circumstances he or she would deviate from journalistic ethics.”

“Community media reinforce the message of a particular institution and should not 

be judged by the same yardsticks as journalism in general.”
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“Community media reinforce the message 
of a particular institution and should not be 
judged by the same yardsticks as journalism 
in general.”



Journalism Cultures – Ethical Ideologies

Statement Study WOJ IL U.S.

Journalists should always adhere to codes of 
professional ethics, regardless of situation and 
context.

4.53 4.4355 4.17 4.57

What is ethical in journalism depends on the specific 
situation.

2.94 3.0056 3.14 2.66

What is ethical in journalism is a matter of personal 
judgment.

2.36 2.8957 2.28 1.88

Jewish journalists should have a Code of Ethics that 
takes Jewish values into account.

2.57

Answers were on a scale of 1-5, with 1 indicating the least agreement, and 5 indicating 
most agreement.
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What is ethical for media and journalists is an evergreen subject. Seminars, programs, 

university courses, articles, and books continually keep the subject alive. The proliferation of 

media in the Internet age has complicated the issues journalists face, as technical matters 

such as photographic manipulation have been added to traditional subjects of discussion, 

such as acceptance of gifts, plagiarism, and “fairness.

Ethics matter in journalism for both moral and practical purposes. The first, what Gene 

Foreman called “the moral incentive” in his widely used textbook, The Ethical Journalist, 

is that “like most other human beings, (journalists) want to see themselves as decent and 

honest.” Clearly, this moral incentive should matter for Jewish journalists, as well. The 

Jewish tradition deeply values ethical behavior and doesn’t permit religious practice to 

excuse unethical behavior. Rabbi David Hartman, one of twentieth-century Judaism’s chief 

proponents of ethical practice, once wrote: 59

We can maintain the supremacy of the ethical without denying the deep quest for an 

intimate relationship with God, which is symbolized by prayer.

  

We live with God not only in prayer, but in the way we treat other human beings. That is 

why the Talmud teaches us that Yom Kippur does not forgive sins between one human 

being and another; rather, only after you have asked your friend or neighbor to forgive 

you for your wrongdoing can you approach God in prayer on Yom Kippur.

 

Our tradition never wanted to sacrifice the importance of symbolic, dramatic actions 

– that is, ritual – as a profound and essential component of the spiritual life. However, 

regardless of how important ritual should be, it must never make us indifferent to our 

relationship to and solidarity with other human beings. Intimacy with God should not 

impair or undermine our deep sense of solidarity with, love and concern for others.

The Bible does not begin with the story of God and Israel, or with revelation, but with 

the creation of the world. The creation story casts us into a universal mode of self-

comprehension. Creation is the foundation for the universal solidarity of all human beings. 
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Ethics is an expression of universality. All must be joined together in Judaism. The yearning 

for intimacy with God must not be a source of estrangement among people. It is through 

universal compassion that we truly experience the God of creation. Although Sinai separates 

us from others, creation always brings us back to appreciating and empathizing with all 

human beings.

Foreman’s view that journalistic ethics also has a practical incentive may seem crass, but 

his argument is that journalistic entities will be successful when the public believes what it 

has to “sell,” that is, its news reporting and analysis. “In the long term, ethical journalism 

promotes the news organization’s credibility and thus its acceptance by the public.” 60

Throughout the twentieth century, as journalism became a more professional occupation 

in the U.S. and Europe, the creation of journalism codes of ethics proliferated among 

journalists’ associations and media companies. A 2011 study identified 242 journalistic 

codes of ethics in 94 countries and found that there was a global consensus that journalists 

should be neutral and detached from society. The American Jewish Press Association, the 

umbrella organization for Jewish media in the United States, has its own Code of Ethics. The 

editorial portion of the AJPA ethics code has four components: plagiarism, crediting editorial 

work, payment practices and attribution of sources. It does not contain a specifically Jewish 

component.

Media codes of ethics are generally not enforceable in a legal sense, and their value has 

been questioned as being too vague, as discouraging thoughtful decision-making, as public-

relations ploys and as simply not being followed. Nevertheless, there is a general recognition 

that ethical practices are necessary components of modern journalism. The intense debates 

found in the media when ethical lapses are uncovered are ample evidence of that. 

Of all the journalistic coverage subjected to intense ethical scrutiny, news of Israel, conflict 

in the Middle East, and anti-Semitism receive their fair share and more. Two examples from 

2013 – the Muhammad al-Dura case and a prize-winning photo of the death of children in 

Gaza – can serve as examples. The al-Dura case involves a decade-long battle of whether 

video footage purporting to show Israeli soldiers targeting and killing a Palestinian boy 

during the Intifada in 2001was accurate and honest, or whether journalists were complicit 

in doctoring video along with Palestinian activists. An Israeli government report in early 

2013 concluded that the original French TV station report, which had asserted that the 

incident was an IDF killing, was baseless only reignited activists on all sides, with some 

calling for criminal investigations and others calling the Israeli report a whitewash. 64

The World Press Photo Association awarded a “Photo of the Year” prize to a photograph of 

teary and angry Gazans carrying the shroud-wrapped corpses of two children through an 

alley. The photo, from November 2012, presumably showed the aftermath of an Israeli attack 

in Gaza during the short Missile War of late 2012. Yet there has been an outcry over the 

photo’s veracity, as some have claimed that a technical analysis of the photograph showed 

that the picture was – at the very least – very heavily manipulated by computer software to 

enhance its dramatic impact, and that it may even have been a composite of several images. 
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65 The photographer has acknowledged using sophisticated digital techniques but said his 

work was within professional and ethical boundaries. 66 As of the writing of this report, the 

World Press Photo Association was standing by its award, but the debate continued.

This combination of a tradition of ethics in the Jewish world, the journalistic drive for 

ethical standards, and the intensity of debate around Israel and Jewish subjects, suggests 

a strong need for ethical awareness and informed decision-making by journalists for the 

Jewish media. Yet the survey results showed confused attitudes toward ethics among survey 

respondents and raised questions, at least, about their knowledge of generally accepted 

journalism ethical standards and their willingness to be governed by them.

The study found that respondents strongly agreed with the statement that “journalists 

should always adhere to codes of professional ethics, regardless of situation and context.” 

The intensity of their response to that question was stronger than the average response 

of journalists in 18 countries measured by the Worlds of Journalism study. The survey 

respondents also scored higher on this question than Israeli journalists surveyed by WOJ 

and only slightly lower than U.S. mainstream journalists.

However, the potential for confusion crept in when faced with more specific questions. 

Survey respondents were more likely than their American counterparts to agree with 

statements that journalism ethics depend on specific situations and that journalism ethics 

are a matter of personal judgment rather than a matter of generally accepted standards. 

They were slightly more likely than Israeli journalists to agree that journalism ethics are a 

matter of personal judgment. These responses, while not definitive, suggest a willingness 

to address ethical questions from personal rather than generally accepted institutional or 

organizational standards. 

Survey respondents were evenly divided on whether a Code of Ethics for Jewish journalists 

should take Jewish values into account. Written responses indicated a generalized awareness 

of the need for moral and ethical behavior, but they rarely put it in Jewish terms:

“To uphold universal ethics and values (not just “Is it good for the Jews?”) while still 

focusing on Jewish concerns (Israel, Jewish culture, the Jewish community), as well 

as broader issues that may also be of interest to Jews.”

The findings on ethical values, viewed in conjunction with the survey’s data on respondents’ 

willingness to advocate and act on behalf of their community, are significant in drawing a 

clearer picture of these professionals. They are often unwilling to set themselves apart from 

their community and feel relatively comfortable with an activist role. As a result, they are 

more willing to accept the moral burden of making ethical judgments on their own rather 

than relying on presumably objective standards. 

Yet more research is needed to determine whether journalists for Jewish media are even 

aware of the ethical codes extant in the journalism world or whether they have knowledge 

of Jewish ethical values and thought.
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Activism and Advocacy among Jewish 
Media Journalists
“A Jewish newspaper offers a Jewish lens through which to understand the world - 

but not an uncritical lens or uniform view.”

“I prefer not to publish any articles that are controversial.”

The degree to which a journalist should act as an advocate and a conscious shaper of 

public opinion in his or her community or rather should be a detached observer is a 

subject of ongoing debate in the journalism world. The generally accepted practice among 

mainstream journalists in the U.S. is that objectivity and detachment are ideals to be striven 

for, even if they aren’t always achieved. A classic goal of a mainstream media entity such 

as a local daily newspaper is “to hold up a mirror” to the community. 71 Yet that stance is 

eroding in the U.S. – and has never held sway in many parts of the world. In his widely used 

textbook, The Ethical Journalist, Gene Foreman wrote that “journalists today tend to agree 

that trust cannot be achieved through what has been objectivity.72” Reporting, he wrote, 

is a “subjective, not objective, process…(yet) as journalists go beyond the surface facts to 

discover context, they must also practice discipline to filter out their biases.73” 

Analysis of data collected for the ongoing, global study, Worlds of Journalism, has revealed 

different types of journalists, whose approaches to their work have been grouped in four 

categories. Stripped of their academic jargon, the characteristics identified in the research 

represent a broad range of journalistic values and roles:

n   Populist disseminator – has the strongest orientation to the audience and wants the 

widest possible readership by giving readers “what they want.”

 

Journalism Cultures – Institutional Roles

Answers were on a scale of 1-5, with 1 indicating the least agreement, and 5 
indicating most agreement.

Role Jewish WOJ67 IL U.S.

Provide analysis of current affairs 4.48 3.9468 4.37 4.14

Provide information people need to make political 
decisions

4.40 4.38 4.08 4.58

Monitor and scrutinize political, community, and 
business leaders

4.16 3.7469 3.02 4.19

Influence public opinion 3.83 3.18 3.27 2.41

Advocate for social change 3.79 3.38 3.31 2.50

Motivate people to participate in political activity 3.69 3.79 3.4 3.46

Be a detached observer 3.66 4.24 3.67 4.22

I see my role as supporting the Jewish community 
and not being critical of it.

1.64 1.9770 1.41 1.38

Median 3.71 3.58 3.32 3.36
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n   Detached watchdog – takes a skeptical and critical attitude toward government and 

 business elites.
n   Critical change agent – moves beyond the detachment of the watchdog to stress the 

 importance of advocating social change, influencing public opinion and setting the   

political agenda
n   Opportunist facilitator – sees journalism as a constructive partner of government in the 

 process of economic development and political transformation.

Most journalists exhibit some or all of these characteristics, but in varying degrees. 

According to the Worlds of Journalism research, journalists in Western countries with 

strong democracies and traditions of journalistic independence (led by Germany, Austria, 

and the U.S.) were most likely to be “detached watchdogs.” “Critical change agents” 

were most likely found in countries with an unsettled political system (Egypt, Turkey, and 

Mexico) in which democratizing forces and media independence were struggling to gain a 

foothold. “Populist disseminators” – those less interested in facilitating change or exposing 

wrongdoing despite relative press freedom – were strongest in Israel, Romania, and Spain. 

“Opportunist facilitators” were found in countries with strong government controls on the 

media (Uganda, China, and Indonesia), where journalists are often closely connected to 

ruling elites and not independent actors. 

Comparing responses to the iEngage Project survey to the WOJ data, clear differences were 

identified between survey respondents and their colleagues in the mainstream American 

media.

n   Survey respondents are dedicated to their communities and, as a result, they are less 

 willing  to function as “detached observers” who keep themselves distant from their      

communities than mainstream American journalists.
n   Survey respondents are more willing to advocate for social change and influence public 

opinion than mainstream American journalists.
n   Survey respondents are less likely to view themselves as “watchdogs” of government 

and business than mainstream American journalists and are less willing to be critical of 

their communities.

Journalists in the iEngage survey were more likely than the U.S. journalists in the WOJ survey 

to see their roles as:

n   Providing analysis
n   Influencing public opinion
n   Advocating for social change
n   Motivating political participation

They were less likely than American journalists to:

n   Be a detached observer
n   Be a watchdog over political and community leaders
n   Provide information on political decisions
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In comments to an open-ended question on what they saw as three most important roles of 

a Jewish community journalist, one survey respondent spoke about the activist and advocacy 

role more than about the watchdog role: “The most important role is to share stories of 

interest to the Jewish world. Ideally, the stories we write should provide information and 

insight that readers might not otherwise have. Jewish journalists have a responsibility to 

share information to highlight cases where someone is being harmed or abused.” 

Yet the level of willingness survey respondents to be advocates was tempered with a 

willingness to engage in some self-censorship and an awareness of external pressures. Using 

the WOJ data, researcher Thomas Hantizsch found that a journalist’s perceived level of 

professional autonomy also played a role in determining which characteristics they exhibited. 

The less independence or control a journalist felt, the less likely she was to see herself as a 

watchdog with the goal of exposing political or business wrongdoing. These factors seem 

to play a role in the survey respondents’ ambivalence.

“The journalism mentality is that you’re a lone 
wolf, but here, a person who’s connected to 
the community is not. A community journalist 
is part of the community. It gives meaning to 
their lives. I didn’t really understand that. Even 
though we are independent, you become an 
integral part of the community. You become 
the community. You become the connector in 
the community. People appreciate that you’re 
such an integral part of the community.”
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Role of a Jewish Community Journalist

Answers were on a scale of 1-4, with 1 indicating strong disagreement and 4 
indicating strong agreement.

Role Jewish

Report things as they are, even if doing so may portray the 
community in a negative way.

2.89

I feel free to report critically on Israel. 2.73

I feel free to report critically on the local Jewish community. 2.67

I have been pressured by the community not to report a story that 
may portray the Jewish community or prominent individuals in a bad 
light.

2.34

Mean 2.08

I have been ordered by my media organization not to report a story 
that may portray the Jewish community or prominent individuals in a 
bad light.

1.90

I would consult with a trusted religious authority before publishing a 
story that may portray the Jewish community in a bad light.

1.77

I see my role as supporting the Jewish community and not being 
critical of it.

1.71

I find it difficult to be a journalist and a member of the Jewish 
community at the same time.

1.67

A Jewish journalist should not produce material critical of Israel. 1.56

I would not write a story that is critical of Israel. 1.56

Journalists and the Jewish Community
“The Jewish journalist must face many more challenges than most reporters of the 

secular press: facing Jewish leaders in the community above all….Jewish VIP’s, and 

even lesser lights have a way of pressuring the lowly editor into reporting only the 

“good” things in a community. And some members of the community thought that 

our 12-hour days should be a volunteer effort!”

While many in our local community “understand and respect the independence of 

local Jewish media,” a few wealthy and influential individuals do not, and are able 

to exert an outsize influence on fundraisers and institutions, and thus on editorial 

independence. 

– Andrew Silow-Carroll, Editor, New Jersey Jewish News
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The relationship of journalists to community and political leadership is often skeptical, 

at best. But survey respondents seemed to be of two minds when asked about their 

community leaders and the comments they made about them reflected that ambivalence. 

Fully three-quarters said they agreed with the statement that their community leaders are 

hard-working and conscientious, and only 21% said they should be adversaries of their 

community leadership. 

On the other hand, only 40% reported that they strongly or somewhat agreed with the 

statement that the local Jewish community leadership understands and respects the 

independence of local Jewish media. And even though the journalists were less likely than 

mainstream journalists to identify themselves as “watchdogs,” a great many did say they 

believe that uncovering wrongdoing is an important task. 

The journalists’ comments offered a range of perceptions, and even though many are 

generally not intent on setting themselves up as adversaries of community leaders, their 

skepticism of community leaders came through. 

It is possible that ownership of the news entities and employment status may play a 

role in the way the journalists surveyed view community leaders. Only 43 percent of the 

organizations for which our journalists work are owned by private businesses, and 44 

percent are freelancers or part-time employees. 

 

Is There a Future for Jewish 
Journalism?
The journalism mentality is that you’re a lone wolf, but here, a person who’s connected 

to the community is not. A community journalist is part of the community. It gives 

meaning to their lives. I didn’t really 

understand that. Even though we 

are independent, you become an 

integral part of the community. You 

become the community. You become 

the connector in the community. 

People appreciate that you’re such 

an integral part of the community. 

– Rob Eshman, Editor and Publisher, 

Jewish Journal

The future of journalism as it has been practiced for the last 100 years is not clear. Many 

mainstream media are struggling to adapt to the advent of the Internet. Newspaper 

circulation is down worldwide. TV networks are losing audiences. Revenues from Internet 

advertising and subscriptions are rising but are nowhere near enough to substitute for lost 

revenues from legacy sources such as classified advertising and subscriptions. 



The iEngage Project of The Shalom Hartman Institute

31

Jewish media are not immune from these changes, and, in fact, may be more at risk. Not 

only are they facing the same challenges as mainstream media, but their audiences are 

changing, as well, and many new “extreme” niche publications are further narrowing their 

audiences. In early 2013, the Canadian Jewish News, one of the few Jewish newspapers 

with a national footprint, announced it planned to shutter its print edition in favor of some 

as-yet-to-be defined Internet-only 

presence. A last-minute effort was 

mounted to save the print edition, 

showing a large reservoir of support. 

As of this writing, the outcome of 

that effort was unknown but was 

given little chance of success. Among 

many others, the newspaper’s editor-

in-chief was fired. 

However, as mentioned in the opening section of this report, new media are rising. Internet-

only media such as Tablet and Times of Israel have been producing strong journalism and 

have developed innovative funding sources (philanthropists in the case of Tablet, and a rich 

backer for TOI), but the staying power of such media and the long-term prospects of such 

business models are unclear. If legacy media organizations falter and shutter, will the new 

media take their place? Will they carry on the traditional functions of Jewish media?

With that as background, it was gratifying to find that the respondents to our survey are 

optimistic about both the future of Jewish journalism and the role it should play in the 

community. More than 60% of survey respondents said that Jewish journalism has a strong 

future, and 90% said they believe journalism can play an important role in improving the 

Jewish community. These are not the responses of a dispirited group, no matter the level of 

grumbling.  

“I prefer not to publish any articles that are 
controversial.”
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CONCLUSIONS 
Jewish journalists travel a challenging road. Jewish thought has taken a hard line against 

gossip, speech, tale-bearing, and loose tongues from the tradition’s earliest days. A weekly 

Torah portion discussing the negative effects of evil speech – skin ailments sometimes called 

leprosy – directly follows one regarding the rules for keeping kosher. A linkage between the 

two has been claimed, with the reason being that what comes out of someone’s mouth is 

as important as what goes in. 78 Psalms, Prophets, and Proverbs all claim that speech has 

such a potential to inflict grave harm, it must be carefully watched and severely punished 

if transgressions occur. Psalm 34 says: “Guard your tongue from evil and your lips from 

speaking deceitfully.” Proverbs 11 says: “He who reveals secrets is a talebearer, but one 

who is of faithful spirit conceals a matter.” Gossip has described as having a triple effect: it 

harmed the subject, the recipient, and the purveyor, as well. Anyone who has gone through 

the “Al Het” prayers on Yom Kippur, which are repeated 10 times throughout the day, 

should notice that problematic speech and gossip seem to crop up more than any other 

transgressions – fully one-quarter of all of the sins for which we seek atonement, according 

to one expert. 79

More troubling for Jewish journalists, the truth of a tale didn’t necessarily provide protection 

for the talebearer in Jewish tradition. In fact, the axiom of old English Common Law – the 

greater the truth the greater the libel – may come directly from Biblical injunctions. Even 

in recent times, this injunction held sway among traditional Jews. Polish Rabbi Israel Meir 

HaCohen Kagan, better known as the Chofetz Chaim, devoted an entire book to “Lashon 

Hara,” evil speech that was true more than a century after the acquittal of John Peter 

Zenger in colonial New York City in 1735 established the standard still in use today in 

Western countries that truth is a defense against libel.

Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, in his bestselling book, Words That Hurt, Words That Heal: How To 

Choose Words Wisely And Well, quoted and then disagreed with a dictum of the prominent 

Washington Post editor Howard Simons that politicians don’t have the right to private lives. 

“It is morally unjustifiable to deny public officials a private life,” Telushkin wrote. 81

Yet there are conflicting values within the Jewish tradition. Marshall Weiss, editor and 

publisher of The Dayton Jewish Observer, said the overarching Jewish ethical dilemma 

for journalists in Jewish media is the tension between the two commandments found in 

Leviticus 19:16: “You shall not be a gossipmonger among your people; you shall not stand 

aside while your fellow’s blood is shed; I am the Lord.” 82

And perhaps more widely known these days is the value of “tikkun olam,” one of the 

most widely used terms in contemporary Jewish discourse. The term is also widespread 

outside of the Jewish world. A popular journalism textbook uses the term as one of the 

sources of journalism’s drive for social responsibility. Rabbi Jill Jacobs described the modern 

meaning of tikkun olam as “the process of fixing large societal problems, while maintaining 
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a belief that our actions can have a positive effect on the greater human and divine world.” 

She described her personal tikkun olam commitments in a way that journalists should find 

familiar:

I ask myself whether the work I am doing makes our society, as a whole function in a more 

positive way; whether the work allows even the most vulnerable members of society to 

live fully realized lives; and whether the work contributes to establishing a world in which 

the divine presence is more readily apparent. If we each ask these questions of ourselves, 

we can help to ensure that our work is worthy of being deemed tikkun olam.

If we combine tikkun olam with Rabbi Professor David Hartman’s conclusions about 

community and connectedness among Jews, you can see the deep connection of journalistic 

advocacy and truth-telling to Jewish values. According to Rabbi Hartman, reviewing the 

core values of Maimonides, the central task of the Jewish people is “to battle against every 

form of idolatry” and to “fight against fantasy.” Rabbi Hartman wrote:

What does it mean to be a Jewish nation? It does not mean we announce utopia or we 

say that nothing in the past limits the future. The meaning of being a Jewish nation is to 

declare war against the distortions of the imagination, against fantasy, against idolatry. 

We must be the people that bears witness to the futility of the idolatrous quest. 85

Even if we change the word “nation” in the preceding paragraph to “journalist,” the 

following sentences would still ring true. Jewish journalists must – and do when they are 

at their best – “declare war against the distortions of the imagination, against fantasy,” if 

we define those distortions and fantasies as public relations smokescreens, governments’ 

hidden agendas, and leaders consumed by their self-importance who believe they should 

be beyond public scrutiny. Jewish journalists “bear witness to the futility of the idolatrous 

quest” by puncturing the balloons of vain-glorious individuals and institutions, even as they 

struggle to fulfill the other central commandments of Judaism against tale-bearing and 

harmful speech.

Rabbi Hartman also described just how important, how embedded, how central, community 

is to the Jewish people:

The community so invades one’s identity that it would be correct to claim that one’s 

primary consciousness is of a “we.” I am a “we” before I become an “I” and the “I” 

surfaces only after it has appropriated fully the sense of “we.”

So, Rabbi Hartman, without mentioning journalism, also addressed what we this study has 

found are some of the core challenges faced by journalists for Jewish media:

Can you be rooted totally in a community on one level, yet on another level find your 

own identity as an individual? Or is rebellion essential for a person’s sense of self, because 

as long as that person is in the context of a traditional community, the self is crushed? 

Do you need to distance yourself through total rejection in order to begin to surface as 

a self? 87
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Rabbi Hartman offers no answers to these questions, just as there are no absolute answers 

for journalists who seek to be part of their communities as well as maintain enough 

independence to view them clearly. The daily balancing act of journalists for Jewish media 

is a stressful, challenging one. 

The iEngage Project study discovered that the styles, themes, and unique approaches of 

Jewish journalism – deep commitment to community, a focus on Israel, and activism on 

behalf of Jewish causes – began in the earliest days of the field and continue today. It also 

confirmed that Jewish media journalists are willing to continue in their historical mission of 

informing, comforting, and even leading the Jewish community. Yet it also pointed out that 

these journalists don’t always have the tools they need to succeed – training, skills, and a 

community knowledgeable enough of the role of journalists willing to let them ply their 

trade.

These findings support a proposal developed by the AJPA in 2009. The recommendations 

formulated by AJPA President Marshall Weiss included providing more formal training for 

Jewish media journalists and cultivating an atmosphere of respect for Jewish journalism 

among Jewish federations. The economic crisis of the last few years has left this proposal 

on the table.

If the Jewish community believes that the Jewish media have an important role to play, then 

the tasks for the future are clear. They include assisting working and prospective journalists 

with early and continuing education to enhance their skills and knowledge, educating 

community leaders in the importance of an independent and vigorous media, and bringing 

communities, media organizations, Jewish thinkers, and journalists together in ways that 

strengthen the bonds among them. This must be done even as there is acknowledgment 

that these groups may sometimes clash. Such a mature relationship would go a long way 

toward offering Jewish journalism the kind of future its practitioners want and hope for. 

Even more important, such a relationship could help create a more educated and engaged 

Jewry and give it a better chance to survive and prosper for generations to come. 

Portray Israel as a desirable place to visit, to 
live, to connect

-ROLE OF A JEWISH MEDIA JOURNALIST-
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METHODOLOGY OF 
THE STUDY

The vast majority of data collected for this survey was gathered via an online questionnaire. 

A total of 750 media professionals in the U.S., Canada, and Israel received at least one email 

requesting their participation. Emails were sent three times between March 10, 2013, and 

April 30, 2013. The individuals contacted primarily came from lists compiled by the Shalom 

Hartman Institute and the American Jewish Press Association.89 Research associate Sylvia 

Mendoza, a Master’s Degree student in Digital Journalism at National University, compiled 

additional emails from a variety of sources. Survey respondents were asked to forward the 

survey to colleagues and friends they identified as Jewish journalists. The American Jewish 

Press Association mentioned the survey in several emails to its membership list, and the 

group’s President wrote a supportive letter. The survey was mentioned by Jewish media 

professionals on Facebook and other social media. Several Jewish organizations mentioned 

the survey in their own email newsletters, widening its reach. The researchers used their 

best judgment in determining whether the respondents were, indeed, Jewish journalists for 

the purposes of this study. 

A total of 113 surveys were returned, 13% of the email addresses that received them. 

This response rate compares favorably to the data collected in 17 different countries in 

the ongoing Worlds of Journalism studies by a consortium of academics. In each of these 

countries, about 100 journalists were interviewed in person or by telephone.

Of the total surveys used, two-thirds included their names and email addresses. In addition, 

more than 100 comments were received on two open-ended questions soliciting elaboration 

on the survey questions. Analysis of these responses, combined with a review of email 

addresses and names added to our confidence in the results. In addition to the email surveys, 

one-on-one interviews were conducted between January and June 2013 in person and by 

email. 

Questions
The survey came during a period in which a global survey of journalists by academic 

researchers in more than 80 countries was under way. Questions from the Worlds of 

Journalism study 90 were used or adapted for the purposes of our survey, with the approval 

of the WOJ project,91 offering the ability to make comparative analyses. 

In addition, the study adapted questions from two 2012 surveys of American Jews to permit 

comparisons to the attitudes and knowledge of Jewish journalists with the larger Jewish 

community in the United States. As 2012 was a U.S. presidential election year, there were 

many surveys of all kinds conducted, with several new surveys completed of the U.S. Jewish 

community. 
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One survey consulted was “Chosen for What?”92 which described itself as “the first survey 

of its kind conducted by a non-Jewish research organization,” which “examined the religious 

and cultural values that are shaping Jews’ attitudes toward political participation and social 

action.” The other was the AJC 2012 Survey of American Jewish Opinion, the latest in a 

series of national surveys of American Jewish public opinion conducted annually since 1990.

Questions unique to this survey were compiled by the study’s author after consulting with 

academic and journalism colleagues in the U.S. and in Israel. 94

About The iEngage Project
The iEngage Project of the Shalom Hartman Institute began in 2010 to respond to growing 

feelings of disenchantment and disinterest toward Israel among an ever-increasing number 

of Jews worldwide by creating a new narrative regarding the significance of Israel for Jewish 

life. This narrative will serve as a foundation for a new covenant between Israel and world 

Jewry, elevating the existing discourse from one with a crisis-based focus to one rooted in 

Jewish values and ideas. 

 

The core feature of the “traditional” Israel narrative was the precariousness of Jewish 

survival. In this narrative, Jewish existence, both in Israel and around the world, was viewed 

as threatened by inevitable and often imminent danger. One of the long-lasting effects of 

the Holocaust generation and that following it was the shaping of a consciousness deeply 

suspicious and fearful of the world. This inspired the creation of a Jewish identity in which 

the survival and perpetuation of the Jewish people and the defense of Jews in danger 

became central values.

 

Political, economic, and cultural success among Jews in many communities throughout the 

world, coupled with a growth in their own Jewish vitality and creativity, have diminished the 

compelling nature of the narrative of crisis in the lives of many Jews. At the same time, there 

is the success story that is Israel. Without denying the dangers that Israel still faces on a daily 

basis, its military power and prowess render a narrative of crisis less meaningful. When one 

adds to the equation the economic vitality of modern Israel, it becomes increasingly difficult 

to portray Israel as a weak country in dire need of help from Jews around the world.

Now is the time to invite Jews from around the world to engage in thinking about the 

meaning that Israel can have in their lives and how they can be enriched and positively 

influenced by the reality of a Jewish nation. Only a narrative that gives meaning to Jewish 

statehood and sovereignty and that articulates a vision of Israel that lives up to the highest 

standard of Jewish values, morality, and democracy can form the basis for a new covenant 

for Jews around the world. The Shalom Hartman Institute iEngage Project is working to 

generate a conversation that will celebrate Israel for what it is and, more importantly, for 

what it will become, which will in turn engender a commitment to taking part in building 

such an Israel.
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Led by a team of internationally renowned scholars in the fields of Jewish studies, Middle 

East politics, and history, the iEngage Project is committed to addressing core questions 

pertaining to the necessity and significance of the Jewish national enterprise; how a Jewish 

state should exercise power; why a Jew who lives outside of Israel should care about Israel; 

and what the State of Israel can offer the world.

 

iEngage brings together a team of world-leading scholars and public intellectuals who 

specialize in areas such as Jewish thought, political theory, and international law, and who 

are leading forces in rethinking the meanings and significance of Zionism and Israel and 

communicating these ideas to Jews worldwide.

Since the program began in 2010, a nine-part lecture series on video and adult study program 

has been used in more than 100 synagogues, community centers, Jewish community 

settings, Israeli consulates, and universities in the United States, Canada and the United 

Kingdom. More than 5,000 people have learned from the iEngage curriculum. Videos, 

lectures, articles, essays, and media appearances have expanded the iEngage Project’s reach 

into the tens of thousands. A second lecture series project is set for release in 2013. More 

information about iEngage is available at iengage.org.il

 

Educate and excite Jews to be more involved 
in Jewish life and support for Israel.

-ROLE OF A JEWISH MEDIA JOURNALIST-



ALAN D. ABBEY

38

About The Shalom Hartman Institute
The Shalom Hartman Institute is a center of transformative thinking and teaching that 

addresses the major challenges facing the Jewish people and elevates the quality of Jewish 

life in Israel and around the world. A leader in sophisticated, ideas-based Jewish education 

for community leaders and change agents, SHI is committed to the significance of Jewish 

ideas, the power of applied scholarship, and the conviction that great teaching contributes 

to the growth and continual revitalization of the Jewish people.

 

The Institute consists of three independent but interrelated divisions: The Kogod Research 

Center for Contemporary Jewish Thought, a “think tank” that generates ideas and research 

on contemporary issues of central to Jewish life in Israel and around the world; The Center 

for Israeli-Jewish Identity, housing an array of programs bringing about a transformation 

in the secular and religious Israeli educational system and with senior officers in the Israel 

Defense Forces. The Shalom Hartman Institute of North America guides, oversees, and 

implements Hartman research, educational programming, and curricula to North American 

Jewry. More information about the Shalom Hartman Institute is available at hartman.org.il

About The Author
Alan D. Abbey is Director of Media and Internet Services at the Shalom Hartman Institute. 

He directs and manages design, technology, and content updating of the Institute’s websites 
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Journalism at National University of San Diego, where he teaches international reporting 
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reporter and editor at several U.S. newspapers and Washington bureaus. He has lectured 

and given presentations at universities and industry conferences in Israel, Europe, and the 

U.S. He is the author of the 2003 book, Journey of Hope: The Story of Ilan Ramon, Israel’s 
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APPENDIX 1 
 SURVEY QUESTIONS 

AND ANSWERS
Part 1 - 
DEMOGRAPHICS AND EDUCATION
What is your age range?

PercentNumberAge Range

121318-34

242735-50

495551-65

161866+

100113Total

What is Your Gender?

Your primary residence and place of employment (select from U.S. states, Canadian provinces, 

Israel, and Other):

Location Number Percent

Canada 11 10

Israel 20 18

Midwest 11 10

Northeast 42 38

South 20 18

West 8 7

Total 112 100

Gender Number Percent

Male 56 52

Female 52 48

Total 108 100
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Please indicate the highest grade of school or level of education you have achieved.

Which of the following categories best describes your current position in your newsroom?

Please tell us your employment status.

 
Degree Number Percent

HS 1 1

Bachelor's 53 47

Master's 51 45

Doctorate 8 7

Total 113 100

Position Number Percent

Writer, Reporter, 
Producer*

47 42%

Senior Editor 17 15%

Top Editor 44 39%

Other* 6 5%

Total 112 100%

*Includes columnists, bloggers, reviewers

**Emeritus, school paper advisor, n/a

Employment Status Number Percent

Full-time 57 53%

Part-time 11 10%

Freelance 33 31%

Other* 6 6%

Total 107 100%

*Includes retirees, volunteers, company owner
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Personal Politics Number Percent

Conservative 10 9%

Liberal 60 53%

Moderate 28 25%

No answer 8 7%

Left* 4 4%

Other** 3 3%

Total 113 100%

*Includes Left, Far Left, Progressive/Radical

**Includes Zionist, independent/iconoclast, 
socially liberal/ foreign policy conservative

Regarding your personal political beliefs, where would you place yourself on this scale?

For how many news outlets do you work?

Which beats(s) or areas do you primarily work on?

On average, how many news items do you produce and / or edit in a usual week?

Number of News outlets Number Percent

1 65 60

2-5 34 31

More than 6 10 9

Total 109 100

Assignments Number Percent

News 25 23

Culture/Sports/Lifestyle 17 16

Religion 16 15

Israel 8 7

All beats / Any 35 32

Other* 10 9

Total 111 100

*Includes books, genealogy, columnist, blogger

How Many Items Number Percent

1-5 64 57%

6-10 17 15%

11 and up 32 28%

Total 113 100%



ALAN D. ABBEY

46

Do you belong to any organizations or associations that are primarily for people in the fields 

of journalism or communications?

Besides working as a journalist, do you engage in any other paid activities?

If you work outside journalism, please describe your other professional position(s).

During your studies, did you specialize in journalism or another communication field?

How many years you have worked (full- or part-time) in journalism (Jewish or otherwise)?

Journalism Organization Membership Number Percent

Yes 56 52%

No 52 48%

Total 108 100%

Work Outside Journalism? Number Percent

Yes 50 47%

No 56 53%

Total 106 100%

Other Work Number Percent

Rabbi 3 7%

Teaching 16 35%

Writing, Editing, 
Marketing, Media

18 39%

Other* 9 20%

Total 46 100%

*Includes: Union official, Jewish organization staffer, software, finance, consultant, child 
care, musician

Studied Journalism in College? Number Percent

Yes 52 46%

No 61 54%

Total 113 100%

Years in Journalism (Jewish or other) Number Percent

1-5 Years 19 18%

6-10 Years 10 9%

11-20 Years 28 26%

More than 20 50 47%

Total 107 100%
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Have you worked exclusively in “Jewish” journalism in your career?

If you have worked in journalism outside the Jewish world, please tell us about it (how long, type of 

medium, whether you went to Jewish journalism from “mainstream” media, or the other way, etc.)

Please tell us your annual income from journalism.

Please tell us the type of medium you work for:

Please tell us about the ownership of your primary media employer:

Worked Exclusively in Jewish Journalism Number Percent

Yes 35 32%

No 75 68%

Total 110 100%

Income Number % Answer Percent

Under 20 19 30% 17%

20-40 17 27% 15%

50-75 21 33% 19%

75-100 4 6% 4%

100-150 0 0% 0%

150+ 3 5% 3%

No Answer 49 77% 43%

Total (Answered) 64 100% 57%

Total 113 100%

Medium Number Percent

Newspaper 61 56%

Magazine 12 11%

Web only 15 14%

Broadcast 6 6%

Variety / All 11 10%

Personal Blog 3 3%

Total 108 100%

Ownership Number Percent

Private 44 40%

NFP but Not Federation 36 33%

Federation/Jewish Organization 15 14%

Don't Know 3 3%

Other / Several 11 10%

Total 109 100%
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Part 2 - JEWISH KNOWLEDGE 
AND INVOLVEMENT
How much do you, a journalist for Jewish media, know about Jewish subjects?

Aside from special occasions (such as weddings and Bar Mitzvahs), how often do you attend 

services at a Jewish temple or synagogue?

How important is being Jewish in your own life?

Do you think of yourself as...

Synagogue Attendance Number Percent

Never 5 4%

Once a Year or Less 8 7%

Few Times a Year 34 30%

Once or Twice a Month 28 25%

Once Week or More 37 33%

More than Once a Week 1 1%

Total 113 100%

How Important is Being Jewish Number Percent

Little 1 1%

Somewhat 8 7%

Very 16 14%

Extremely 85 77%

Not Sure 1 1%

Total 111 100%

Jewish identification Number Percent

Orthodox 27 28%

Conservative 30 31%

Reform 17 17%

Reconstructionist 5 5%

Other 6 6%

Secular 2 2%

Renewal 1 1%

Traditional 3 3%

Other 6 6%

Not Jewish 1 1%

Total 98 100%
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Have you studied Jewish texts, philosophy, practice or other related subjects in an educational 

setting?

Please rate your level of knowledge of Jewish practice, history, and related subjects.

Regardless of your level of Jewish knowledge, how interested are you in improving it?

If cost were not an issue, how interested would you be in attending or participating in 

courses or lectures on Jewish subjects, either in person or online?

Studied Jewish Texts Number Percent

Yes 97 86%

No 16 14%

Total 113 100%

Jewish Knowledge Number Percent

None 1 1%

Poor 3 3%

Good 33 29%

Very Good 27 24%

Excellent 49 43%

Total 113 100%

Interest in Improving Jewish Knowledge Number Percent

Not at all 1 1%

Not too much 9 8%

Somewhat 31 27%

Very much 72 64%

Total 113 100%

Interest in More Learning Number Percent

Not at all 4 4%

Not too much 11 10%

Somewhat 37 33%

Very much 61 54%

Total 113 100%
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Part 3 - ISRAEL KNOWLEDGE
How much do you, a journalist for Jewish media, know about Israel?

Have you studied Israel in an educational setting?

How well informed about Israel would you say you are?

How personally close do you feel to Israel?

Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “American Jews and Israelis have 

different experiences, knowledge, responsibilities and audiences, and therefore criticism of 

Israeli policy by Israelis in Israel does not justify criticism of Israeli policy by American Jews in 

the United States.

Have You Studied Israel? Number Percent

Yes 67 60%

No 44 40%

Total 111 100%

How well informed about Israel are you? Number Percent

Not very well 4 4%

Somewhat well informed 40 35%

Very well informed 69 61%

Total 113 100%

How personally close to Israel do you feel? Number Percent

Not close at all 9 8%

Somewhat close 25 23%

Strongly close 73 66%

Not sure 3 3%

Total 110 100%

American Jews Shouldn't Criticize Israel* Number Percent

Strongly Agree 19 17%

Somewhat Agree 23 21%

Somewhat Disagree 27 24%

Strongly Disagree 31 28%

Not sure 11 10%

Total 111 100%
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Have you ever been to Israel?

Please indicate if you agree or disagree with the following statements... 

n   Israel is the spiritual center of the Jewish People

n   Caring about Israel is a very important part of my being Jewish

n   American and Israeli Jews share a common destiny 

Have you ever been to Israel? Number Percent

Three or more times 70 63%

Two times 13 12%

One time 13 12%

Never 15 14%

Total 111 100%

Israel is the spiritual center of the Jewish People Number Percent

Strongly Agree 38 36%

Agree 41 39%

Disagree 17 16%

Strongly disagree 9 9%

Total 105 100%

Caring about Israel is a very important part of my 
being Jewish

Number Percent

Strongly Agree 51 48%

Agree 43 41%

Disagree 5 5%

Strongly disagree 7 7%

Total 106 100%

American and Israeli Jews share a common destiny Number Percent

Strongly Agree 34 32%

Agree 44 42%

Disagree 17 16%

Strongly disagree 10 10%

Total 105 100%
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Please tell us how important you feel the following issues facing Israel are (answers in 

percent):

Unimportant
Not very 
important

Somewhat 
important

Very 
important

Extremely 
important

Ultra-Orthodox 
/ Haredi Jews

1 5 14 44.2 37

Nuclear threat 
from Iran

7 17 35 42

Social, 
economic 
imbalances

1 20 47 32

Racial prejudice 
among 
Jewish Israelis 
(Sephardic/
Ashkenazi 
differences)

2 15 35 32 16

Israel's 
parliamentary 
political system 

4 10 37 36 13

Threats to Israeli 
democracy

5 13 24 33 26

Gender 
imbalances / 
women's rights

3 12 21 36 30

Official 
recognition of 
non-Orthodox 
streams of 
Judaism

6 10 19 32 34

Right of women 
to pray with 
tallitot & Torah 
at Western Wall

11 10 23 31 26
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THE ROLE OF A JEWISH 
 COMMUNITY JOURNALIST

Assess your beliefs about journalism, the Jewish community and Israel - and how 

each may affect the other. Please note how strongly you agree or disagree with the 

following statements. 

n   I find it difficult to be a journalist and a member of the Jewish community at the same 

time. 
n   Report things as they are, even if doing so may portray the community in a negative 

 way. 
n   I see my role as supporting the Jewish community and not being critical of it. 
n   A Jewish journalist should not produce material critical of Israel. 
n   I would not write a story that is critical of Israel. 
n   I feel free to report critically on the local Jewish community. 
n   I feel free to report critically on Israel. 
n   I have been pressured by the community NOT to report a story that may portray the 

Jewish community or prominent individuals in a bad light. 
n   I have been ordered by my media organization NOT to report a story that may portray the 

Jewish community or prominent individuals in a bad light. 
n   I would consult with a trusted religious authority before publishing a story that may 

 portray the Jewish community in a bad light 
n   Jewish journalists should have a Code of Ethics that takes Jewish values into 

 account. 
n   I believe that journalism can play an important role in improving the Jewish 

community. 
n   I believe that Jewish journalism has a strong future. 

THE ROLE OF A JEWISH 
COMMUNITY MEDIA ORGANIZATION
Assess your beliefs about Jewish community media organizations and their impact 

on their communities. Possible answers: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Agree, Strongly 

Agree

n   Support the community. 
n   Be an adversary of community leaders. 
n   Should not publish some stories, even if they are true. 
n   Be a detached observer. 
n   Set the agenda for the local Jewish community. 
n   Support Israel. 
n   Encourage aliyah to Israel. 
n   Publish notices of intermarriages. 



ALAN D. ABBEY

54

Perceptions of the Jewish Community & Leadership - Please give us your assessment of local 

Jewish community organizations based on your personal and professional knowledge. 

n   The local Jewish community leadership is hard-working and conscientious. 
n   The local Jewish community leadership has an agenda and goals with which I personally 

agree. 
n   Local Jewish community leadership understands and respects the independence of local 

Jewish media. 

THE ROLE OF A JOURNALIST
Please indicate how important each of these things is in your work. Evaluate the following 

statements. 

n   Be a detached observer. 
n   Provide analysis of current affairs. 
n   Monitor and scrutinize political, community, and business leaders. 
n   Influence public opinion. 
n   Advocate for social change. 
n   Provide advice, orientation and direction for daily life. 
n   Provide information people need to make political decisions. 
n   Motivate people to participate in political activity. 
n   Let people express their views. 
n   Journalists should always adhere to codes of professional ethics, regardless of situation 

and context. 
n   What is ethical in journalism depends on the specific situation. 
n   What is ethical in journalism is a matter of personal judgment. 
n  It is acceptable to set aside moral standards if extraordinary circumstances require it.
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APPENDIX 2
Code of Ethics,American 
Jewish Press Association
(Excerpted from AJPA By-Laws)

11.2      Committee on Ethics and Professional Standards.  There shall be a Committee on 

Ethics and Professional Standards appointed by the President of the AJPA and chaired by a 

member designated by the President and at least four other members.  The Committee will 

be responsible for investigating all complaints from any source about alleged misconduct 

on the part of any member publication, and to investigate the activities by non-member 

agencies or publications that engage in practices that injure the reputation of the Jewish 

press in North America and violate the rules enumerated in this section.

The Committee on Ethics and Professional Standards will investigate complaints from 

member publications as well as those filed by outside parties.  In order to avoid both the 

reality or the appearance of a conflict of interest, in cases of a member filing charges against 

a fellow member serving the same geographic circulation area, it is encouraged that the 

complaining party seek other parties from different geographic circulation areas to join it in 

the complaint process.

 

Violations of AJPA Code of Ethics Defined.  It shall be a violation of the AJPA Code 

of Ethics and these By-Laws for any members to engage in any of the following:

a.         Editorial Practices.  The AJPA fully respects the absolute right of any member 

publications or agencies to have full editorial control or discretion over the contents, opinions 

and materials to be included in their publications or other communications vehicles. The 

AJPA Committee on Ethics and Professional Standards will not consider any complaints that 

would question or challenge the rights of editors, publishers or heads of other member 

entities to have full editorial discretion over the contents of their publications or other 

vehicles of communication. At the same time, the AJPA, like other professional journalism 

organizations, defines certain editorial practices as unacceptable and violations of its Code 

of Ethics and By-Laws, including the following:

(a).       To engage in plagiarism, which is dishonest and unacceptable, within all areas 

of journalism. “Plagiarism” is defined as: the appropriating of words or images of others 

without proper attribution, permission or other credit; to imply or state that the words or 

images of others are that of the publication or other vehicle of communication, either print 

or electronic; or to pass off as one’s own, the words or images of others.

(b).       To fail to obtain advance, and preferably written permission from original sources 

of editorial material, artwork, photographs, cartoons and other materials from its creator.

(c).       To fail to pay promptly the agreed upon price for the words or images of others as 

defined above.
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(d).       To fail to attribute properly to the original source a specific wording relating to a 

news item, editorial or column, or to quote substantial information from another source 

without proper attribution.

 

b.         Business Practices.  The members of the AJPA are committed to being rigorously 

honest in all of our business, advertising and marketing practices so as to reflect only 

integrity upon our profession.  It shall be a violation of the AJPA Code of Ethics and these 

By-Laws, for any members to engage in any of the following:

(a).       Misrepresenting the nature, location or circulation of any publication or other 

communications vehicle, for any purpose.  Publications having second class mailing privileges 

should claim circulation figures that correspond with their official statements of ownership, 

management and circulation as required by law; other entities should be able to provide 

documentation to back each figure.

(b).       It is recognized that claimed “readership” differs from provable “circulation.” 

However, claims by publications should be clear as to whether they are referring to circulation 

or readership. Claimed readership could be higher than actual circulation, but should not be 

unduly exaggerated beyond acceptable industry standards. The AJPA Committee on Ethics 

and Professional Standard can make a finding that claimed readership figures are unduly 

inflated and direct a member publication or entity to take corrective action.

(c).       To engage in “boiler room” practices consisting of long distance telephone, electronic 

or mailed solicitations of advertising in areas not being served by the publication purported 

to be represented.

(d).       To engage the services of an agency that retains an excessive proportion of the 

“take” from any advertising sale in comparison to the accepted norms of the advertising 

profession.

(e).       To send invoices for or to publish any advertising that has not been specifically 

authorized in writing by the client.

(f).        To engage in coercive, obnoxious or threatening practices to obtain payment for 

advertising.

(g).       To engage in any fraudulent or misleading practices that bring discredit upon the 

publication in particular and the American Jewish Press Association in general.  To mislead a 

client or potential client as to the ownership, name, circulation and nature of the publication.

 

c.          Investigation and Handling of Complaints.  The Committee on Ethics and Professional 

Conduct will promptly investigate any complaints received about alleged practices of any 

member publication.  The publication being complained against will be notified fully in 

writing of the nature of the complaint and be given the opportunity to reply in writing and 

to appear in person before the Committee, as well as be represented by legal counsel.  No 

member of the committee who has submitted a complaint will be authorized to deliberate 

or to vote on the disposition of the complaint.

            After hearing both sides of the complaint, the Committee may recommend corrective 

action, which may include: (a). suggested elimination of specific practices; (b). suspension of 

the publication refusing to cooperate; (c). expulsion of the publication refusing to cooperate.

            Once an investigation has been launched, no resignation received from publication 

or other medium which is being investigated will be accepted until the investigation is 
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completed.  Members submitting such resignations will be listed as “suspended” until the 

matter has been resolved.  If the publication or other medium is found guilty of violating 

the code of Ethics and Professional Conduct by the Committee, expulsion will be automatic.

  

ARTICLE XIII:  Suspension or Expulsion

13.1      Any member may be subject to suspension or expulsion if found guilty of having 

violated the Association’s Code of Ethics.  Petition for suspension or expulsion shall be 

presented to the Executive Committee, which, in turn, shall submit its recommendation, 

based upon two-thirds vote cast by all the members of the Board, to a regular or special 

membership meeting.  The decision reached by such membership assembly shall be final.

            Any member publication accused of having violated the Association’s Code of Ethics, 

shall have the right to appeal before the Executive Committee and/or general membership 

meeting, in its own defense.

 

APPENDIX A:  Code of Ethics

            Membership in the American Jewish Press Association makes it obligatory to practice, 

honor and scrupulously observe the standards and ethics as set forth in the following:

a.         To produce a publication on a regular, seriatim, and uninterrupted basis, whether 

weekly, bi-weekly, fortnightly, semi-monthly or monthly, and to do so in dedication to 

progress and development of Jewish life in general and the best interests of the local 

community being served.

b.         To help develop a responsive and well-informed Jewish public by providing in each 

issue as large a budget of news, background material and interpretive matter as possible, 

even – if necessary – at a sacrifice.

c.          To solicit subscriptions and/or advertising patronage solely on the merit of the 

publication.  It is suggested in this connection that the emphasis be on circulation, reader-

interest, and devote and effective service to the community.

d.         To cherish and guard the paper’s or other mediums’ editorial integrity, dependability 

and value to the community.

e.         To abide fully to the rules and standards set forth in Article XI, Section 11.2 of 

the AJPA By-Laws, which defines the powers of the Committee on Ethics and Professional 

Standards and prohibits specific unethical and unprofessional practices.

 

APPENDIX B:  Reprinting Guidelines

            Member publications are expected to respect the rights of fellow members to their 

material published in their publications.  Copyright laws are also expected to be observed.  

Before any material is reprinted from another publication, the editor or publisher of the 

original publication must be contacted in writing for permission to reprint.  This applies to 

news stories, features, cartoons, editorial or advertisements.  Once permission is given, it is 

required that the source of the story be clearly identified with such words as “Reprinted by 

permission from (Name of Publication) (c) (year) all rights reserved.” The sharing of material 

is encouraged, but only if these procedures are carefully followed, along with those set forth 

in the provisions on the Committee on Ethics and Professional Standards (Article XI, Section 

11.2 A).
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“Students who are multi-talented will have the intellectual dexterity to adapt to 

some of the technological change that will come in the next 5 to 10 years. Still, at 

the core is journalism. All of the (new media) tools in the world don’t cover up bad 

journalism.”

Bill Grueskin, former deputy managing editor for news at The Wall Street Journal,

now Columbia School of Journalism’s dean of academic affairs

  

The challenge
Even when revenues at Jewish media outlets were solid during good economic times — and 

before the technological revolution — there was a dearth of quality among Jewish media 

outlets.

Few adhere to standards of journalistic excellence. As one AJPA member put it, “Young 

people want to be inspired and I fear that Jewish journalism is not a very inspiring field.”

Key reasons for the mediocrity of so many Jewish media outlets in America stem from a 

combination of Jewish federation ownership and funding, and a lack of training in the field 

of journalism.

 

Jewish journalism as a career choice is not on the radar for high-school and college-age Jewish 

writers. Of those who currently work in the field of Jewish journalism, most accidentally 

stumbled into a vocation that requires the training of a journalist, but also Jewish literacy 

and an understanding of the unique challenges and role of the Jewish journalist. Jewish 

journalists grapple with issues of Jewish ethics, such as the nature of loshon hora, balancing 

the needs to air stories versus their results on communities, pressure from machers, and 

living among those you cover.

 

APPENDIX 3
Cultivating the next 
generation of Jewish 

media writers and editors
By Marshall Weiss
Editor and Publisher
The Dayton Jewish Observer
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At the 2008 AJPA annual conference, writer and New Republic Literary Editor Leon Wieseltier 

articulated the two roles of the Jewish journalist. These, he said, are “Fortification of Jewish 

life and criticism of Jewish life. The first includes celebration of Jewish practices and customs 

and defense of Jewish institutions vis-à-vis the host societies. The second is the act of critical 

thinking about the way Jews live their lives individually and collectively.”

 

The second role is most hard to swallow, particularly when the critical story is on the local 

level. But it is the task of the Jewish journalist to help readers repair a broken world. If we 

don’t let our readers know what is broken and offer an honest, objective interpretation of 

the facts, we do the Jewish people a disservice.

 

The vision
n   To provide formal training opportunities to bring forth an excellent next generation of 

Jewish media writers and editors.
n   To cultivate an atmosphere of respect for Jewish journalism as a public trust among 

federation-owned and funded Jewish media outlets.
n   To place well-trained Jewish journalists across the field of American Jewish media outlets, 

which will enhance the quality of those outlets and connect with the next generation of 

Jewish media readers.

 

Training
I. Developing a Jewish journalism undergraduate course of study

In conjunction with a college or university with a superior Jewish studies program and 

journalism school or department, AJPA will facilitate the process of crafting a major course 

of study, formally melding and integrating Jewish studies with journalism, mass media, Web 

technologies, etc.

No such career track exists in any current college setting. Webinars and courses, speaker

programs and discussion series will be available to members in good standing of AJPA. 

Existing high school-age programs such as Write On For Israel and JVibe’s Teen Advisory 

Board would be natural feeders to a Jewish journalism undergraduate major.

 

II. In conjunction with this Jewish journalism course of study, 
a center for Jewish journalism at the same academic institution

The center will serve to research, create and disseminate excellent Jewish journalism practices. 

In a collaborative with the college or university’s Jewish media major and AJPA, writers, 

editors, publishers, Web masters, bloggers of Jewish content will be invited to participate in 

a biennial symposium to cultivate and build on the best ways to innovate, communicate and 

distribute content through the latest media and to newer audiences. This ongoing tool will 

help sharpen and render best practices for distribution and use of AJPA members.
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III. AJPA Editorial Fellowship Program

This fellowship program would be open to a limited number of qualified college graduates 

pursuing careers as editors in Jewish media. The ideal candidate would have an undergraduate 

concentration in writing and/or some experience writing for Jewish media. The fellowship 

will be open but not limited to graduates of the Jewish journalism major program.

 

The fellowship, which could be held annually or every other year, would be divided in thirds. 

Each fellow would serve in an editorial assistant position with three different Jewish media 

organizations over the course of the year.

 

To augment the program, AJPA fellows will also attend the AJPA annual conference and 

participate in the Gralla Fellowship Program for Jewish Journalists at Brandeis University. In 

addition, fellows will travel to Israel for a week on a particular assignment for distribution 

and use by AJPA membership publications. Fellows will also meet with Jewish journalists 

and organizations in New York and D.C. at some point during the program. Upon finishing 

the program, the fellows will be primed for careers as editors with Jewish media.

 

IV. Placement/career counseling services

As a corollary to the AJPA fellowship, Jewish undergraduate course of study, and center for 

Jewish journalism, AJPA will offer a more dedicated, in-depth career placement service, as 

well as career counseling services, mentorship programs and Webinars with professionals 

in the field.

 

V. Funding to American Jewish media for Israel coverage

Beyond the largest Jewish media organizations, there are no budgets to cover stories on the 

ground in Israel. To improve the depth of understanding among writers and editors with 

Jewish media outlets — who cover issues related to Israel on a regular basis — AJPA should 

identify a source of funding to subsidize trips for those in the association who wish to cover 

in-depth stories in Israel.

 

VI. With United Jewish Communities and local federations that fund/own Jewish media 

outlets, develop and sign on to a code of Jewish journalism ethics

It’s too easy for federations to use their news outlets primarily as newsletters to promote 

the good works of the Federation and secondarily, if at all, to disseminate news. Federation-

owned news outlets are often prohibited from covering genuine news that executive staff 

or prominent lay leaders fear might offend donors in the community.

 

While we recognize that neither AJPA nor United Jewish Communities has authoritative 

power over any Jewish media operation, it is imperative to the health of the Jewish 
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community that federations recognize the value and importance of their role in Jewish 

journalism, as stewards of a public trust.

 

If federations with Jewish journalism outlets will sign on to a code of Jewish journalistic 

ethics, at the very least they will think twice when violating this code and will be aware 

when they do so. At the very best, this code, along with the entrance of well-training Jewish 

journalists into the field, will ensure that Jewish journalism in the hands of federations will 

improve.
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ENDNOTES

1 Comments from survey respondents are featured throughout the report.
2 Jewish History, a journal published by Springer, ran four articles on select historical periods in its January
2000 issue (http://link.springer.com/journal/10835/14/1/page/1): “Creating a taste for news: Historicizing
Judeo-Spanish periodicals of the Ottoman Empire,” by Sara Abreyava Stein; “Jewish politics and the press:
“The “reception’’ of the Alliance Israélite Universelle (1860),” by Jonathan Frankel, “’Speaking to
Moyshe’: The early socialist Yiddish press and its readers,” by Tony Michels, and “The rise and fall of Die
Zeit (Di tsayt): The fate of an encounter between culture and politics,” by Rachel Rojanski. The issue also
includes an introductory essay, “The press and the Jewish public sphere,” by Derek Penslar. In 1987,
Jerome W. Lippman, published, “The Jewish Press – Chronicle of the Contemporary Scene”
(Judaism, 36[2], 238.)
3 In the United States, for example, the founders, owners and managers of many media organizations,
including the original major Hollywood studios, the three major broadcast networks of the 20th century,
The New York Times, and The Washington Post, were Jews. See, for example, Alan Dershowitz’s article,
“Do Jews Control the Media?” (Huffington Post, Oct. 6, 2010: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/alandershowitz/
do-jews-control-the-media_b_753227.html). Dershowitz wrote: Yes, there are many individual
Jews in positions of influence in Hollywood, in network television, in sports and entertainment, and in
many other areas of American public life.” Stephen J. Whitfield of Brandeis University tackled the question
head-on in his 1987 paper, “The American Jew as Journalist,” (Oxford University Press:
http://www.bjpa.org/Publications/details.cfm?PublicationID=2852).
4 See, among many others, “Oliver Stone: Jewish control of the media is preventing free Holocaust
debate,” July 26, 2010 (Haaretz: http://www.haaretz.com/jewish-world/oliver-stone-jewish-control-of-themedia-
is-preventing-free-holocaust-debate-1.304108), and “Jewish Media Stranglehold,” by Cliff
Rothman, (The Nation, 275[2], 22-24, July 8, 2002, which quotes from secret tape recordings in the Nixon
White House that show the Rev. Billy Graham and President Richard Nixon discussing the liberal Jewish
media conspiracies in 1972.
5 Whitfield’s study (see 3 above) concluded that “Jews could succeed as journalists, in part, because
journalists could succeed in America,” and that what mainstream media journalists who are Jewish have
done “betrays only the most tenuous link to their sensibility as Jews.” Furthermore, he notes that Jewish
representation (or over-representation) in American media demonstrated “the hospitality of the American
environment, the congruence of American values – and the beginning challenge that is thereby posed to the
singularity and survival of a tiny and ancient people.”
6 There has been credible research on these subjects, but that impact, perceived or real, and the
characteristics of the journalists who produce such work, is not the focus of this study.
Former New York Times reporter Neil Lewis went to great lengths in a 2012 article (“The Times and the
Jews,” Columbia Journalism Review, 50[5], 31-38) to research perceptions that The New York Times was
or wasn’t anti-Israel. The article reviews the historical record of The New York Times, such as its failures to
report the Holocaust in the early 1940s and the complex attitudes toward Judaism of the paper’s Jewishborn
owners and many senior managers in the 20th century.
7 Our results included respondents from journalists for media such as the Jerusalem Post, Ha’aretz, and the
Israel Broadcasting Authority’s English-language division, even though some of those respondents (given
that journalists are an argumentative bunch) disputed the assertion that they are Jewish media journalists.
8 A few examples of the many from early 2013 are: “Roger Ebert’s religion” (April 4, 2013, Jewish
Journal: http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywoodjew/item/roger_ebert_on_judaism), “Catholic
Descended from Holocaust Survivors To Run Again In Venezuela” (March 13, 2013, The Jewish Week:
http://www.thejewishweek.com/news/news-brief/catholic-descended-holocaust-survivors-run-againvenezuela),
“The Little-Known Stars of Jewish Baseball” (April 6, 2013, Forward:
http://forward.com/articles/174204/the-little-known-stars-of-jewish-baseball/)
9 Fully 15% of the survey respondents gave “Other” as their answer to a question about their Jewish
identity.
10 The study asked participants to estimate the percentage of non-Jewish readers of their news
organization, and results are reported within, but these data are essentially guesses. We were unable to find
empirical research data on the number of non-Jewish readers of Jewish media. From the author’s personal
experience at “Jewish” news organizations, including the Jerusalem Post, Ynetnews.com, and from personal 
conversations with media executives, we estimate the non-Jewish readership of Jewish media to
range from virtually zero in some cases to as high as 40 percent.
11 There is some more recent discussion over whether Gazeta was actually a newspaper aimed at a Jewish
audience, but the point remains that Jewish journalism got its start in Amsterdam. Gotthelf, Yehuda, “The



The iEngage Project of The Shalom Hartman Institute

63

Silenced Voice of a People,” in The Jewish Press That Was (Jerusalem, Jerusalem Post Press, 1980), P. 9
12 Ibid., P. 10
13 Penslar, D. (2000). “Introduction: The press and the Jewish public sphere. (Jewish History, 14[1], 3-4.
14 Ibid., P. 11, Our survey found many of today’s journalists committed to community advocacy, while at
the same time holding the detached professionalism of the Western journalist as an ideal, as well, even
though the two approaches have the potential to come into conflict with one another.
15 Sarna, Jonathan, “The North American Jewish Press.” (Brandeis University, 1995)
16 Ibid.
17 Op. Cit, Penslar.
18 Penslar.
19 Turkow, Mark, “Between Two World Wars,” in The Jewish Press That Was, P. 79
20 Ibid., P. 9
21 Op. Cit., Gotthelf, P. 10
22 Op. Cit., Barr, P. 182
23 Arye Bar (born Leon Arie Mandelbrojt in Warsaw, 1904) was director of the JTA in Warsaw until that
office was closed on Sep. 4, 1939. He escaped to Vilna, Lithuania, was imprisoned by Soviet authorities.
He made aliya in 1946. In Israel, he returned to JTA and then became news editor of Ha’aretz. He later
worked for the Mapai newspaper, Hador, and then Davar, until he retired in 1969.
24 Unique characteristics of the pre-State and Israeli media that differ from media in the US and other
Western countries include a politicized “party” press, with many political, ethnic and religious groups in
pre-State Palestine and then modern-day Israel actually owning and operating newspapers, the lack of an
American-style “First Amendment” promising press freedom above virtually all other liberties, and the
unique security concerns of the fledgling State.
25 Op. Cit., Penslar, P. 7
26 Penslar, P. 7
27 A full analysis of whether the Times is truly a “Jewish” paper, in light of it somewhat checkered past
regarding coverage of the Holocaust and the ongoing debate over whether it is “anti-Israel” is beyond the
scope of this report. See note above for a brief description of those issues.
28 Lippman, J. M. (1987). “The Jewish Press-Chronicle of the Contemporary Scene,” (Judaism, 36[2],
238).
29 Ibid.
30 Survey respondent Marla Cohen.
31 The AJC has conducted national surveys of American Jewish public opinion annually since 1990. AJC’s
survey of 1,040 American Jews was conducted in September 2012. Find results online at:
http://www.ajc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content3.aspx?c=7oJILSPwFfJSG&b=8479755&ct=12477481
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