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Political realignment of British Jews: testing competing 

explanations. 

Abstract 

This paper shows that the historical association of the British Jewish community with the Labour 

party is a thing of the past, and that a large majority now support the Conservatives. We test 

competing explanations for this realignment; (i) socio-economic progression, (ii) that perceptions 

of anti-Jewish discrimination no longer align British Jews with Labour given recent antisemitism 

scandals, and finally (iii) perceptions of Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, who many identify as 

personally responsible for failing to address and even tacitly embracing antisemitism within 

Labour. We find evidence that Jewish voters identify a lot more as middle class and that they do 

not believe that antisemitic prejudice holds them back in society. Both of these factors make 

Labour less appealing to Jews than is the case for other minority groups. We also find that 

Jeremy Corbyn is disliked by Jews more than non-Jews, irrespective of how they feel towards 

Labour generally.  

 

Introduction 

The question of the political preferences of Jewish voters in Britain is an interesting one. 

Typically, immigrant-origin ethnic minority groups in Britain have overwhelmingly supported the 

Labour Party (Saggar 1992, Heath et al 2013). Indeed, evidence from Jewish communities in 

other Western democracies show that Jewish voters are for the most part either left of centre or 

moderate in their partisan choices (Wald 2016, Sonenshein & Valentino 2000, Kotler-Berkowitz 

2000, Smith & Martinez 2017, Schnapper et al 2010, LaPonce 1988). Yet, unlike other 

immigrant-origin minorities in Britain, existing evidence suggests that the partisan attachments of 

British Jews are divided. Kotler-Berkowitz (2001, 2002) shows internal divisions of party support 

in a number of areas. He finds that stronger ethnic identity is related to a greater likelihood of 

voting Conservative, in contrast to most other ethno-religious minorities in Britain (Heath et al 

2013). However, more recent developments suggest that this is not a satisfactory account of 

contemporary Jewish politics. Whilst research from The Institute of Jewish Policy Research (JPR April 

2010) suggests that Jews were evenly split in their partisan attachment to the two main parties 

ahead of the 2010 election, analysis of Jewish respondents using the 2010 British Election Study 

(Clements & Spencer 2014) shows a stronger skew to the Conservatives than either the JPR or 
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Kotler Berkowitz’ research would suggest.1 This claim is supported by recent polls of the Jewish 

population (The Jewish Chronicle 2015, 2016, 2017). 

If the political preferences of modern Anglo-Jewry today are diverse and if anything, 

Conservative leaning, then this has not always been the case. There have traditionally been 

linkages between Britain’s Jewish population and the progressive side of British politics: first the 

Liberals and then later with the Labour Party (Alderman 1983). Such linkages are unsurprising 

given what we know about both the Jewish population and the parties during this period. The 

majority of first and second generation immigrants (forming approximately 75% of the Jewish 

population at the time) were overwhelmingly from Labour leaning socio-economic groups, and 

were heavily concentrated in urban areas where Labour were strong, particularly in East London, 

Manchester, Leeds and Glasgow (Alderman 1975, 1983). Moreover, the Conservatives had a 

history of taking positions seen as hostile to Jewish concerns, including longstanding opposition 

to allowing Jews to obtain legal equality throughout the 19th century, opposition to accepting 

Jewish refugees fleeing pogroms in Russia, and a general tolerance of antisemitic attitudes and 

behaviour within their ranks (Alderman, 1983). Within this context, it is not surprising that the 

large majority of Anglo-Jewry felt more at home on the left (Alderman 1983).  

In this way, Jews initially seemed just like other immigrant origin communities in Britain, 

who have generally aligned with the left. Labour have long been strongly supported as the pro-

minority and anti-racist options by migrant origin ethnic minority voters (Saggar 2004, Heath et 

al 2014). Much of the British literature focuses on racial minorities, but an analysis of Irish voters 

suggests that this pattern holds also for this white migrant origin religious minority (Tilley 2015). 

This pattern is repeated in most other western democracies (Dancygier & Saunders 2006, 

Maxwell 2012, Tate 1994, Dawson 1994), so we might expect that migrant-origin minority status 

might encourage a similar alignment with the left among British Jews. Comparing Jewish political 

preferences with those of other ethno-religious minorities’ politics is therefore of particular 

theoretical interest as it helps ascertain whether there is truly a distinctive and generalisable 

phenomenon of migration origin ethnic and religious minority alignment with the political left. 

This early account of British Jews being aligned with the left has been challenged in 

recent years. There are three theories for a potential weakening of Jewish support for Labour, 

and it is the purpose of this paper to test the evidence for each of them. The first is a structural 

theory: the social and economic advancement of British Jews means they now disproportionately 

                                                             
1 The results for the 2010 BES are based on an unweighted sample with n=130 cases, thereby reducing the 
statistical power of this claim  



4 
 

hold demographic characteristics typically associated with Conservative support. The second is 

that minority voters share a sense of linked fate (Dawson 1994) with other members of their 

group and that Labour is no longer a party seen as representing or advancing the interests of 

British Jews as a group The third theory is that, following the election Jeremy Corbyn as Labour 

leader in 2015, the Labour leadership has become seen as hostile towards Britain’s Jewish 

community, or at least tolerant of those who express hostility to Jews. We will consider each of 

these three explanations in turn, starting with a discussion of existing evidence on each theory in 

the next section.  

 

Existing literature on Jewish party preference in Britain 

The socio-economic profile of Anglo-Jewry has changed dramatically in a few generations, with 

upward mobility shifting their profile towards privileged groups who typically support for the 

Conservatives. Jewish voters are now disproportionately found within the professional social 

classes (Alderman 1992); they are also much more likely to be self-employed (Graham et al 2007), 

another economic class traditionally been associated with Conservative support (Heath et al 1991, 

Evans & Mellon 2016). A large proportion of British Jews now live in more affluent suburban 

constituencies (Boyd 2015) where the Conservatives are often locally dominant. Taken together 

with a significantly older age skew (Graham 2013), this provides a set of sound demographic 

reasons for Jews to lean Conservative. 

There are examples of Jewish communities leaning to the right, notably in South Africa 

(Kotler-Berkowitz 2002) and despite until recently being associated with the left, Canada 

(Medved 2013), but the large Jewish community in the US has not followed this path. American 

Jews have remained consistently more liberal and supportive of the Democrats than the wider 

US electorate despite economic and social advancement (Wald 2016, Sonenshein & Valentino 

2000, Kotler-Berkowitz 2000) This alignment shows no sign of weakening, with over 70% of US 

Jews  voting for Hillary Clinton in 2016 (Smith & Martinez 2017).   

This persistent alignment with left voting despite socio-economic advancement aligns 

American Jews with other US racial minorities. The mechanism often used to explain American 

racial minorities’ left alignment is “linked fate” (Tate 1994, Dawson 1994), a sense that what 

happens to the minority group in general affects each group member’s life chances, 

independently from their own individual experience (Dawson 1994). This belief is a lot more 

politically powerful than simple ethnic group identification (Hwang et al 1998), as it translates 
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directly into policy preferences, and hence influences party preferences. British ethnic minorities 

follow a similar pattern: those who felt that their group was being held back by racial prejudice 

were a lot less likely to vote for the Conservative party, and more likely to vote Labour (Sanders 

et al 2014, Heath et al 2013). Ethnic minority voters who do not perceive their fate to be linked 

to that of their ethnic group are more likely to vote in line with their class and economic interests. 

In Great Britain, the best example is the British Indian community, who are least worried that 

discrimination is an issue, and also more likely to vote Conservative than other minorities (Heath 

et al 2013, Martin 2019). 

A similar “linked fate” mechanism may also apply to British Jews. Jewish voters have 

distinctive political preferences reflecting a greater attention paid to external threats (Medding 

1977) to Jews as a group and their political preferences are strongly influenced by how effectively 

parties oppose such threats. However, the concept of “linked fate” has thus far only been tested 

on racial minority groups in Britain and US, and the impact of such notions of linked fate on 

Jewish voters is unknown.   

There are two ways in which notions of “linked fate” could explain Anglo-Jewish 

political behaviour. One the one hand, Jews in Britain may now lean more Conservative if they 

no longer see sociotropic discrimination against their group as a significant problem, in a similar 

way to Indian-origin voters. Alternatively, if the Jewish community shares a sense of linked fate 

just like other minority groups in Great Britain, but uniquely feel that the Labour party is no 

longer committed to addressing antisemitic prejudice and discrimination, then Jews will face 

starkly different political incentives to other ethnic minority groups. They may be just as 

concerned about threats to their security as a group, but take a very different view about which 

party is best placed to address them. The reasons’ Jewish voters’ perceptions may be distinctive 

on this front relate to the main British parties’ approaches to Middle Eastern politics, and their 

record on antisemitism. 

Historically, as we have seen, Labour has been the more responsive party to minority 

groups and their concerns about discrimination, including migrant Jewish communities. The 

Conservatives, by contrast opposed extending the franchise to Jewish voters, showed a lack of 

sympathy for the plight of Russian Jewry and for a time resisted creation of Israel (Alderman 

1983) but also showed an apparent indifference to instances of antisemitism within their ranks 

(Philpot 2017). However, the election of Margaret Thatcher as party leader signalled a significant 

shift in both presentation and policy. Rhetorically, Thatcher espoused the virtue of ‘Judeo-

Christian’ values and built strong relationship with the Chief Rabbi, Immanuel Jakobovits 
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(Philpot 2017). The number of Jewish MPs on the Tory benches rose significantly to their 

highest ever number during her tenure, with many being promoted to high office during the 

Thatcher and  Major Governments. At one stage more than a quarter of the Cabinet were Jewish 

MPs, and in Nigel Lawson (Treasury), Leon Brittan and Michael Howard (Home Office) and 

Malcolm Rifkind (Foreign Office), the three great offices of state were held by Jewish MP during 

these Conservative governments. Mrs Thatcher also offered steadfast support to Israel in 

contrast to her predecessor Ted Heath, who was perceived as taking the side of the Arab states 

during the Yom-Kippur War (Philpot 2017). 

The Labour party had historically been perceived as steadfast champions of Israel and 

Zionism in British politics, albeit with some vocal and prominent critics (Alderman 1983, 

Keleman 2000, Philpot 2017). At the same time however, an ‘anti-Zionist’ movement began to 

gain ground within the New Left grassroots from the 1960s onwards. The anti-Zionists  viewed 

Zionism as less the expression of self-determination of the Jewish people, and more of a 

Western colonial project similar to Apartheid South Africa (Bolton & Pitts 2018, Rich 2016, 

2018), a position which puts them at odds with the overwhelming majority of Jewish voters who 

define as Zionist in some way (Graham & Boyd 2010, Miller et al 2015).2 Foreign policy issues of 

particular salience to the Jewish community relating to the politics of Zionism, Israel and the 

Middle East have been cited as influential on the political choices of Jews (Alderman 2011). 

Should we expect linked fate to be a driving factor in the political choices of Jews, then the 

positions of the two main parties would lead us to expect greater levels of support for the 

Conservatives on this basis.  

Despite the growing popularity of ‘anti-Zionist’ perspectives in the broader left over 

recent decades,  its  main manifestations -  anti-Israeli boycotts, conference motions and anti-

Israel rhetoric - were until recently confined to the fringes of the activist left, and enjoyed little 

support within the Parliamentary Labour party and certainly not the party leadership 3 . The 

election of Jeremy Corbyn, a prominent and vocal supporter of the anti-Zionist movement, as 

Labour party leader therefore marks a watershed moment and offers a third explanation for 

Jewish realignment. Under Cobyn’s leadership Labour has been plagued by frequent and widely 

                                                             
2 This is whilst recognising the broad diversity of opinion regarding the preferred foreign and domestic policy 
direction of the Israeli Government, as Miller et al (2015) show. Nevertheless, the baseline principle of 
supporting the existence of Israel, and its centrality to Jewish identity, has near universal agreement. 
3 A notable and controversial exception was Mayor of London Ken Livingstone (Alderman, 2012), whose vocal 
and longstanding espousal of anti-Zionist arguments eventually led to his suspension and then departure from 
the Labour party 
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reported allegations of antisemitism by party members, officials, candidates and supporters and 

the leadership’s responses to these scandals have been widely criticised as weak and indecisive. 

The first high profile controversy was the resignation of a co-chair of Oxford University 

Labour Club in February 2016, citing a hostile, anti-Jewish organisational culture (The Guardian 

February 17 2016). Since then, a series of similar controversies have erupted involving Labour 

activists and members promoting antisemitic ideas and arguments (Rich 2016, 2018). Such 

controversies were no longer limited to the left’s activist base, with the Bradford West Labour 

MP Naz Shah being temporarily suspended by Labour due to a series of online posts comparing 

Israel to, amongst other things, Apartheid South Africa and Nazi Germany (The Guardian April 

27 2016). The most significant recurring element in these stories has been the response from the 

party leadership in general and Jeremy Corbyn in particular. As a longstanding supporter of the 

Palestine Solidarity Campaign and former patron of the Stop the War coalition, his anti-Israeli 

approach to the politics of the Middle East are well documented (Rich 2016, 2018), including  

his previous referral to members of Hamas and Hezbollah as ‘friends’ (Hirsh 2017). It is 

unprecedented for a Labour politician of Corbyn’s seniority to hold such views publically, and it 

has led to frequent and very critical scrutiny of the party leadership’s response to expressions of 

hostility to the Jewish community and its concerns, which can no longer be regarded as a fringe 

stance within the Party.  

An inquiry into ‘antisemitism and other forms of racism’ within the Labour party, 

conducted by Shami Chakrabarti was widely criticised as an insubstantial response to this 

problem.4 The report was criticised for failing to recognise how institutional hostility towards 

Israel manifested itself through antisemitic positions (Rich 2018, Hirsh 2017) and was dismissed 

by the Board of Deputies of British Jews as a ‘whitewash’ (The Times of Israel Oct 7th 2016, The 

Jewish Chronicle July 6th 2016) in stark contrast to a House of Commons Select Committee report 

on antisemitism, which found that Labour had a significant case to answer (House of Commons 

Report 2016). Indeed, even the launch event for the report was marred by accusations of 

antisemitic harassment of the Jewish Labour MP Ruth Smeeth (New Statesman Jun 30th 2016) by 

an activist with links to the Labour leadership (Rich 2018, Hirsh 2017). These controversies have 

shown no sign of abating since; two (now former) Labour MPs of Jewish heritage, Luciana 

Berger and Ian Austin have resigned from the party, both citing an antisemitic culture allowed to 

grow under Corbyn’s leadership as a key reason (following suggestions of antisemitic bullying 

from local activists in the case of Berger; The Guardian February 10th 2019, The Guardian February 

                                                             
4 See Hirsh (2017) for a full review 
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22nd 2019). As a result, as well as the party being at risk of alienating Jewish voters, we also must 

consider the role of the leader as a significant contributing factor.  

Cumulatively, we have a range of competing explanations which could explain any 

distinctive character to the party support of British Jews; demographic change, linked fate with 

their co-religionists and the trajectory of the Labour party under the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn. 

It is the focus of the rest of this paper to test these varying explanations. Based on these distinct 

possibilities we propose to test the following hypotheses: 

H1. Structural voting: The demography of British Jews largely accounts for their Conservative 

leanings; 

H2. Linked fate: Similar to other minorities, Jewish voters display a high sense of linked fate (H2i) 

but also believe that Labour is no longer the party best placed to address these concerns, 

therefore their sense of linked fate will account for Conservative preference (H2ii); 

H3. Leadership effect: Jeremy Corbyn’s record has made him an unacceptable choice for British 

Jews, and thus limits their option to vote Labour. 

 

Data and Measurement 

Nationally representative surveys in Britain contain only small numbers of Jewish respondents 

complicating efforts to conduct robust quantitative analysis of Jewish political attitudes. For our 

analysis, we use a bespoke, cross sectional survey of 512 Jewish voters collated by polling 

company, Survation in December 2017. Respondents were recruited by a probabilistic assignment 

of an individual being Jewish based on geographic and demographic characteristics, before 

randomly selecting respondents and confirming that they identify as Jewish. The panel has been 

designed to include both practising and non-practising Jews, although sadly we do not have 

measures of this, and the data are weighted to be representative to the Jewish population as 

regards age, region and gender.5. The survey was conducted predominantly by telephone, with 19 

additional respondents completing the survey online.  

These data represent a richer and more reliable source than those hitherto available, 

though it has some limitations. The absence of survey items measuring strength of religious 

attachment, or denomination within the Jewish faith leaves us unable to investigate variation in 

                                                             
5 More information of Survation’s sampling method can be found at  https://www.survation.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/09/Survation-Jewish-Panel-FAQs.pdf  

https://www.survation.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Survation-Jewish-Panel-FAQs.pdf
https://www.survation.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Survation-Jewish-Panel-FAQs.pdf
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political attitudes on these grounds. This is a significant issue, as historical research suggests 

religious commitment is associated with Conservative support, that Orthodox Jews in particular 

have been more likely to support the Conservatives (Kotler-Berkowitz 2001) and that Anglo-

Jewry is becoming more Orthodox (Staetsky & Boyd 2015). As well as this, there are some issues 

with the measurement of some demographic items, which are detailed below. However, 

notwithstanding these caveats, this dataset allows analysis of the partisan preferences of Jews of a 

level of robustness and depth which has previously been unavailable to researchers.  

For comparisons with the general population, we have used the British Election Study 

internet panel (Fieldhouse et al 2018) post 2017 General Election wave, with 31,196 respondents 

interviewed online by YouGov between 6th – 23rd of June 2017. When making comparisons of 

perceptions of sociotropic racial discrimination with Britain’s non-whites we have used the most 

recent Ethnic Minority British Election Study Survey (EMBES), a cross-sectional face-to-face survey 

of 2,787 respondents who self-identify as belonging to an ethnic minority group6 conducted 

between May and August of 2010. For the comparison with the wider white British population 

on their perceptions of sociotropic racial discrimination, we used a nationally representative 

study conducted by YouGov online from the 10th – 18th November 2015 with a total sample size 

of 3,328 (Sniderman, Ford, Sobolewska 2015). The impact of perceptions of racial discrimination 

on partisan choices is well documented and cited in the above discussion. Rather than replicating 

these studies, we use these data to show the proportion of non-whites (and the general 

population) who perceive sociotropic racial prejudice to be a problem, and how this compares to 

Jews.  

Given the limitations of survey data, we also look at aggregate voting patterns in areas 

with large Jewish communities using three data sources – the 2016 and 2018 “key wards” 

datasets of local elections results collected for a subset of wards across the country by the team 

of elections analysts headed by John Curtice for the BBC, and the 2017 general election results 

dataset constructed for all constituencies by the same team. In each case our goal is to look at 

patterns of vote change between elections held before and after Jeremy Corbyn became leader of 

the Labour party. We focus on wards and constituencies where the share of the local Jewish 

population was above 1% in the 2011 census, and test the robustness of these relationships to 

controls for various other demographic predictors of vote choice in these elections, including 

census measures indicating the proportion of graduates, levels of deprivation and the class and 

age profile for each ward and constituency. This analysis allows us to add a further test for 

                                                             
6 These groups were Black Caribbean, Black African, Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
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changes in Jewish political behaviour following the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader, 

complementing the findings of the individual level results.  

In our individual level analysis we use propensity to vote for the main parties as our 

dependent variable. Respondents who indicated that they were possible voters in a future general 

election were asked which party they were likely to support, being prompted with the 

Conservatives, Labour, UKIP, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens and any other party as options, 

as well as undecided and would not vote options. Respondents were then asked to rate their 

likelihood of ever voting for the main two parties on a 0-10 scale, with 0 being the lowest score. 

To measure the socio-demographic profile of respondents we use gender, age, region of 

residence, highest level of education and self-reported social class. Categories for respondents’ 

region were merged into a dummy variable denoting Jews living in Greater London (1) and the 

rest of Britain (0) given the very large proportion of British Jews who live in the capital (around 

two thirds according to the 2001 Census, Abramson et al 2011).  Both education level and social 

class are also operationalised as dummy variables. We separate respondents into graduates (1) 

and non-graduates (0) given the well documented effect that holding a degree has on social and 

political attitudes (see for example Surridge 2017). Social class is a self-reported measure, which 

we recode into ‘working class’ (0) and ‘middle class’ (1). 

To measure perceptions of linked fate we use a question previously used on the Ethnic 

Minority British Election Study (EMBES). We include questions measuring perceptions of 

sociotropic racial prejudice generally and specifically anti-Jewish prejudice. Respondents were 

asked to rate their agreement with the following statements:  

“Non-White people don’t have the same opportunities and chances in life as White people, as they are held back 

by prejudice and discrimination” 

“Jewish people in Britain don’t have the same opportunities and chances in life as non-Jews, as they are held back 

by prejudice and discrimination” 

 

Finally, perceptions of party leaders were captured using 11 point like-dislike scales modelled on 

those employed in the British Election Study (BES). 
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We recognise that using assessments of a party’s leader as a predictor of party support 

raises endogeneity issues. The only way to address this is with panel data, which is not available 

for our cross-sectional sample of Jewish voters. However, we are able to partially address this by 

using cross-sectional data by looking at (i) the marginal effects predictions of propensity to vote 

for a party by respondents’ perception of its leader, as well as (ii) marginal effects predictions of 

leader evaluations by their propensity to vote for a party. Whilst not entirely accounting for 

endogeneity, this approach acts as a more robust test for a ‘Corbyn’ effect, showing for instance 

if Jews have a different view of the Labour leader than non-Jews even accounting for propensity 

to support the party, or if Jews are more likely than non-Jews to vote Conservative even if they 

are as likely to disapprove of the Conservative leader.  

Another way of testing the impact of Jeremy Corbyn’s election as party leader in is to use 

an aggregate-level analysis of voting patterns in areas with large Jewish populations before and 

after Jeremy Corbyn’s election as party leader. While we cannot make confident inferences about 

individual level change from data, we can make use of it to test whether there is evidence for a 

distinctive pattern of change in areas with large Jewish communities in the years after Jeremy 

Corbyn’s election as Labour leader. This analysis adds an important longitudinal element to our 

analysis of the political preferences of British Jews, and is especially useful in triangulating results 

to identify the effect that Jeremy Corbyn has upon support for Labour.  

 

 

Results 

Descriptive results 

 Table 1 shows the distribution of vote intentions in our sample of Jewish voters. Conservative 

support is remarkably high at 62%, while only 15% expressed support for Labour. While 

Britain’s Jewish community may have had Labour leanings in the past, it now shows a strong 

Conservative lean.  
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Table 1 – Voting Intention of British Jews  

 

 Vote intention (%) 

Conservative 62 

Labour 15 

Liberal Democrats 7 

Other 3 

Undecided 10 

Refused 2 

Note: Jewish Sample n=500 (non-voters removed from sample) 

 

Similarly, using propensity to vote,  Figure 1 shows a stark contrast between Anglo-Jewry and 

the rest of the population, with Jewish voters being much open to voting Conservative (and 

more likely to reject Labour). Almost two thirds of Jewish respondents (63%) rate themselves as 

unlikely to ever vote Labour, some 20 points higher than the British electorate generally. In 

contrast, around two thirds again (67%) report being likely or certain to vote for the 

Conservatives, as opposed to only 22% who state that they’re unlikely to do so. The scale of 

rejection of Labour is noteworthy, particularly as we don’t find this negative view amongst the 

general population. 
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Figure 1 – Propensity to vote Labour and Conservative 

 

Note: Jewish Sample n=512, General Population n=31,196 

Original 0-10 scale has been recoded into three categories; 0-4 = ‘Unlikely to vote’, 5 = ‘Neither likely nor unlikely to 
vote’, 6-10 = ‘Likely to vote’ 

0-10 Mean scores for PTV Labour = 4.12 (Jewish Sample) & 5.10 (General Population). 0-10 Means score for PTV 
Conservative = 6.72 (Jewish Sample) & 4.40 (General Population) 

 

 

One of the main explanations for this shift to the Conservatives has been changes in the 

demography of British Jews in a way that would lead us to expect greater levels of attachment to 

the Tories. To some degree this holds in our sample, particularly regarding age and class identity; 

33% of the total sample post-weighting are 65 or older, almost twice as many as the wider 

population (ONS 2018) and more respondents self-identify as middle class rather than working 

class (45%, full demographic breakdowns not shown here). The effect of demographic 

composition on party support is tested formally later in the paper, but an explorative look at 

these characteristics suggests that they may produce patterns of party support which are 

distinctive from the general population and, at least as far as age and class identity go, in a 

Conservative direction.  

The second hypothesis we test is the notion of linked fate, which we measured by 

perceptions of sociotropic racial and antisemitic prejudice. In Figure 2 we plot the levels of belief 

that prejudice holds minority groups back in British society among Jews, non-white Britons, and 

the general population, as well as belief in the Jewish sample that antisemitism in British society 
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holds Jews back. Although a large majority (63%) of British Jews perceive non-whites to be held 

back by prejudice, the idea that Jews themselves are held back by the same mechanisms has 

much less support, with only 16% of Jews agreeing with this statement. Given that we know that 

British Jews are an economically successful group in comparative terms, this disparity may in part 

relate to differences in how antisemitism manifests itself compared to other forms of racism, a 

point that we address later in the article. Nevertheless, even allowing for this potential difference, 

the result still indicates that the Jewish conception of linked fate does not map seamlessly onto 

the concept as it is applied to other ethnic minorities, and that we are in a position already to 

dismiss hypothesis H2i. However, although sociotropic perceptions of antisemitism are less 

widespread, it is possible that those who do hold them are more likely to support the 

Conservatives.   
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Figure 2 – Perceptions of Sociotropic Racial Discrimination 

 

Note: Jewish Sample n=512, Non-White Sample n=2,657 General Population n=3,328 

Percentages represent all ‘strongly agree’ and ‘slightly agree’  

 

Although Jewish voters do not perceive antisemitism as a widespread problem, this is not due to 

a more general dismissal of prejudice as a social issue. In fact, Jews were more likely to see 

discrimination as a significant problem for other ethnic minorities than the white majority or 

even ethnic minority voters themselves. There is a puzzle here in that such an attitude towards 

racial prejudice is typically associated with higher levels of support for Labour as the party with 

the strongest record of opposing racial discrimination. Jewish voters are thus unusual in 

demonstrating intense concern with racial discrimination, but nonetheless rejecting the Labour 

party at higher rates than the general population.  

Finally, we hypothesised that the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn may be especially off-putting for 

Jewish voters. Figure 3 begins to address this claim by comparing approval of the party leaders 

among Jewish voters and the general population. The scale of the rejection of the Labour leader 

is noteworthy; 80% score Jeremy Corbyn negatively, suggesting that he represents a significant 

barrier to Labour support. Only 10% have a positive impression of him, well below the 44% 

share of the general public who said they liked the Labour leader. The difference between British 

Jews and the general population on ratings of Corbyn is even greater than that found in 

propensity to ever vote Labour. Conversely, Theresa May’s results are much less polarised 

amongst Jewish voters, though they are more likely to perceive her more favourably than the 

wider electorate.  
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Figure 3 – Approval of Party Leaders 

 

Note: Jewish Sample n=512, General Population n=31,196 

Original 0-10 scale has been recoded into three categories; 0-4 = ‘Dislike leader’, 5 = ‘Neither like nor dislike leader’, 6-10 
= ‘Like leader’ 

0-10 Mean scores for Corbyn Approval = 1.88 (Jewish Sample) & 4.57 (General Population). 0-10 Means score for May 
Approval = 5.44 (Jewish Sample) & 3.85 (General Population) 

 

These results show a relationship with parties which is unrecognisable from the historic accounts 

which depict Jews as evenly divided in their vote choice as recently as 2010, suggesting Jewish 

voters have become more negative about Labour under Corbyn’s leadership. The small sample 

of Jewish respondents from the British Election Study online panel also show a greater 

divergence from the wider population after Corbyn is elected leader in 2015; average Labour 

vote intention is some 10 points lower post-Corbyn’s election (with no change with the wider 

population) and mean approval of the Labour leader is almost 2 points lower on a 10 point scale 

amongst Jewish respondents than the general population after Corbyn’s election, with no 

significant difference between the two groups prior to 2015.7  

 

Multivariate Analysis  

Tables 2 and 3 show results of multivariate OLS regressions of propensity to vote for the 

Conservatives and Labour respectively. The first model includes all demographic predictors; the 

                                                             
7 A full breakdown of the results can be found in the appendix 
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second model adds sociotropic perceptions of discrimination (against both Jews and non-whites) 

and the final model adds assessments of both main party leaders.  

Looking first at Conservative support, structural factors do not play much role in 

explaining the Conservative lean of our Jewish sample. There is no significant age effect, despite 

the strong age gradient in party support within the broader electorate (Harrison 2018, Prosser et 

al 2017). We also observe no effect for gender or for residence in Greater London. We do see 

that, in line with the general population (Surridge 2017), Jewish voters with a degree report lower 

propensity to vote Conservative, as do those who self-define as working class. Demographic 

profile is more helpful in explaining propensity to vote Labour. Younger and female respondents 

are more inclined to support Labour, as are those with degrees and those who self-define as 

working class. The demographic predictors of Jewish propensity to support Labour are similar to 

those in the general population. However, the size of these effects is not sufficient to explain the 

aggregate Conservative advantage among Jewish voters, which we find among all demographic 

groups in our sample. Demographic factors, in short, do not fully explain the distinctive pattern 

of party support among Jewish voters. 

The second model tests whether this distinctive pattern of support may instead be driven 

by sociotropic perceptions of prejudice (Heath et al 2013), both against minorities generally and 

Jews specifically.  The results here are counter to hypothesis H2ii; that Conservative support is a 

product of perceptions of linked fate. Specifically, whilst we observe significant relationships 

with perceptions of general racial prejudice and both supporting Labour and rejecting the 

Conservatives, we don’t observe any significant effect of perceptions of anti-Jewish 

discrimination on support for either party. In addition, we should recall that few Jewish 

respondents saw antisemitism as a significant barrier to progressing in society. This may be due 

to the question wording, as the specific manifestations of prejudice faced by Britain’s Jews may 

not necessarily imitate those of other ethnic minority groups. By referring to being ‘held back in 

society’, our measure implies a relative group economic or social status disadvantage, for 

example due to “ethnic penalties” in the work force (Heath & McMahon 1997). Should 

antisemitism manifest itself primarily in different ways, such as physical violence or threats to 

religious or cultural expression, then perhaps our measure may not effectively capture distinctive 

Jewish concerns about antisemitism, which are less to do with socio-economic disadvantage. 

However, notwithstanding this possibility, we do not find evidence of Jewish voters mobilising 

politically in response to perceptions of discrimination against their own group as other British 

ethnic minorities do (Sanders et al 2014, Saggar 2000).   



18 
 

This null finding of the influence of societal antisemitism is accentuated by the highly 

significant effects that we find for perceptions of general racial prejudice. Jewish voters who see 

discrimination against other ethnic minorities as a significant problem expressed higher Labour 

support and greater rejection of the Conservatives (as do British racial minorities generally, see 

Sanders et al 2014, Heath et al 2013). The effect of having a degree loses its significance once 

this more general perceptions of prejudice measure is introduced, suggesting the more liberal 

views of graduates on racial equality (Sears 1969, Schuman et al 1997, Sniderman & Piazza 1993) 

may be one reason for this education difference in party support (Surridge 2017). However, this 

only intensifies the puzzle of Jewish political leanings:  British Jews are far more likely to believe 

than voters in general to believe that prejudice is a significant problem, this perception predicts 

support for Labour within the Jewish sample, yet overall support for Labour among Jewish 

voters is very low, despite their greater concern with prejudice.   
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Table 2 – OLS Regression of propensity to vote Conservative 

 

Propensity to 
Vote Con 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Age -0.09 
(0.13) 

0.06 
(0.13) 

-0.18 
(0.10) 

Gender -0.31 
(0.45) 

-0.40 
(0.44) 

-0.82* 
(0.33) 

London 0.30 
(0.47) 

0.50 
(0.47) 

0.39 
(0.35) 

Degree  -1.16* 
(0.45) 

-0.84 
(0.46) 

-0.39 
(0.34) 

Social Class 2.10* 
(0.68) 

2.42*** 
(0.66) 

1.00 
(0.52) 

Non-White Disc.  -0.72*** 
(0.18) 

-0.20 
(0.14) 

Anti-Jewish Disc.  -0.00 
(0.19) 

-0.16 
(0.14) 

Like Corbyn   -0.46*** 
(0.07) 

Like May   0.71*** 
(0.07) 

Constant 

R2 

5.00 

0.05 

6.66 

0.11 

5.48 

0.52 

Note: * = significance at p=0.05, ** = significance at p=0.01, *** = significance at p=0.00. N=512 
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Table 3 – OLS Regression of propensity to vote Labour 

 

Propensity to 
Vote Labour 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Age -0.36*  
(0.12) 

-0.47*** 
(0.12) 

-0.22* 
(0.10) 

Gender 1.02* 
(0.42) 

1.17* 
(0.42) 

1.39*** 
(0.33) 

London -0.64 
(0.45) 

-0.91* 
(0.45) 

-0.64 
(0.35) 

Degree  1.37* 
(0.43) 

1.03* 
(0.43) 

0.65 
(0.34) 

Social Class -1.93* 
(0.64) 

-2.01** 
(0.64) 

-0.74 
(0.49) 

Non-White Disc.  0.79*** 
(0.17) 

0.19 
(0.14) 

Anti-Jewish Disc.  -0.13 
(0.18) 

0.03 
(0.14) 

Like Corbyn   0.64*** 
(0.07) 

Like May   -0.42*** 
(0.07) 

Constant 

R2 

7.42 

0.10 

5.61 

0.18 

4.90 

0.51 

Note: * = significance at p=0.05, ** = significance at p=0.01, *** = significance at p=0.00. N=512 

 

Our final hypothesis proposes that Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour party may 

play a significant role in explaining this pattern of Jewish party support. Our third model tests 

the effect of both party leaders’ approval ratings. We find highly significant results for both. 

However, it is difficult from these results to infer a specifically anti-Corbyn effect with 

confidence for two reasons. Firstly, there is an endogeneity problem with these two measures – it 

is impossible with cross-sectional data to know for certain whether views of a leader influence 

views of a party, or vice versa. Secondly, strong leadership coefficients are on their own not 

sufficient evidence to conclude that there is a distinctive “Jeremy Corbyn effect” amongst Jewish 

voters, as it remains possible that views of Corbyn have a similar effect on non-Jewish voters.   
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To address these problems as best as we can using cross-sectional individual level data, 

we show two things; firstly the marginal effects predictions of assessments of Jeremy Corbyn by 

propensity to vote Labour (Figure 4), and secondly the marginal effects predictions of propensity 

to vote Conservative by assessments of Theresa May (Figure 5). To increase statistical power, we 

recoded the original 11 point scales of the independent variables into 5 point scales, with 

responses 1-4 and 6-9 been pooled together, with responses 0, 5 and 10 remaining the same.  

As we might expect, views of Corbyn become more positive for respondents who are 

more likely to support Labour. However the incline is flatter for our Jewish sample; Jewish 

voters give significantly lower ratings of Jeremy Corbyn at every level of propensity to support 

Labour. These results suggest that Corbyn is disliked beyond what would be expected purely 

through negative perceptions of the Labour party. Equally, Figure 5 shows that Jews with a 

negative or neutral opinion of Theresa May are significantly more likely to support the 

Conservatives than non-Jews. Even if the relationship between leadership evaluations and 

propensity to vote was the same between Jews and non-Jews, that the overall assessments of 

Corbyn are so low amongst Jews would imply very low levels of support for Labour. However, 

the fact that our analysis shows that this relationship is not the same for Jews, whilst not fully 

accounting for endogeneity, does provide two significant findings; firstly that there is something 

which leads Jews who hold negative evaluations of the Conservative leader to still be more likely 

than non-Jews to vote for the Tories regardless, and secondly that Jews of all levels of 

attachment to Labour are more likely to hold Corbyn in poor esteem.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
8 Marginal effects predictions of approval of Theresa May by propensity to vote Conservative, as well as the 
marginal effects of assessments of Corbyn on propensity to vote Labour, are found in the appendix 
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Figure 4 – Marginal effects predictions of Corbyn approval by propensity to vote Labour 

 

 

 

Note: Jewish Sample n=512, General Population n=31,196 

Propensity to vote has been recoded into five categories; 0 = ‘Certain note to vote’, 1-4 = ‘Unlikely to vote’, 5 = ‘Neither 
likely nor unlikely to vote’, 6-9 = ‘Likely to vote’, 10 = ‘Certain to vote’ 

 Error bars show parameters of 95% confidence intervals    
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Figure 5 – Marginal effects predictions of propensity to vote Conservative by approval of 

May 

 

 

 

Note: Jewish Sample n=512, General Population n=31,196 

Leadership assessments have been recoded into five categories; 0 = ‘Strongly dislike’, 1-4 = ‘Dislike’, 5 = ‘Neither like nor 
dislike’, 6-9 = ‘Like’, 10 = ‘Strongly like’ 

 Error bars show parameters of 95% confidence intervals    

 

 

Another test of the Corbyn effect: aggregate vote change patterns in local and general elections  

It is difficult to demonstrate a specific “Corbyn effect” on Jewish political preferences as we do 

not have comparable data on Jewish preferences before and after Jeremy Corbyn became Labour 

leader. However, we can test for a “before and after” effect in aggregate election results data, 

looking at vote shifts before and after Corbyn’s election as leader in areas with large Jewish 

communities, compared to overall patterns of vote shift. If Jewish voters’ Conservative leanings 

reflect a reaction to Jeremy Corbyn specifically, there should be distinctive swings away from 

Labour and towards the Conservatives in areas with large Jewish electorates when we compare 

elections conducted immediately before and immediately after his rise to the leadership. We 
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focus on the small subset of wards and constituencies with substantial Jewish populations (above 

one per cent of the total resident population in the 2011 Census), and examine whether there is a 

correlation between the size of the local Jewish population and the performance of Labour and 

the Conservatives. If Jeremy Corbyn’s election as Labour leader prompted a substantial shift of 

Jewish voters away from Labour and towards the Conservatives, then the larger the local Jewish 

population, the worse Labour’s performance should be, and the better the Conservatives’ 

performance should be.  

Table 4 below looks at the results of a series of regression models testing the link 

between local Jewish population share and party performance, in the subset of wards or 

constituencies where the local Jewish population is 1% or higher. The first row shows the results 

from a simple model with just proportion of Jewish population, then the subsequent rows test 

the robustness of this correlation to the introduction of various controls. When we look at 

Labour performance, on the left hand side of the table, we find a robust negative correlation 

between Jewish population and Labour vote change in each of the three election cycles. This 

correlation is highly significant and robust to the introduction of controls, and is not driven by 

outliers. 9  Labour candidates standing in areas with substantial Jewish communities did 

substantially worse in elections held since Corbyn became leader than they did in the same places 

in elections held under Ed Miliband’s leadership. When we look at Conservative performance, 

there is a similarly sized positive correlation in local elections, though not in the general elections 

data. It is not clear what explains the difference, though one possibility may be that most of the 

constituencies with large Jewish communities are in London and other large, diverse 

metropolitan areas, where the Conservatives under-performed more generally in 2017.  

We must always be cautious about inferences from aggregate data. For instance, whilst 

Labour’s underperformance may be a consequence of Jewish voters penalising them at the ballot 

box, it might alternatively be non-Jews in areas with high Jewish populations swinging away from 

Labour and towards the Conservatives. This possibility could either be non-Jews opting for the 

Conservatives in response to an increasing number of Jewish neighbours who have historically 

been associated with the Labour party, or indeed in solidarity with Jewish voters resulting from 

Labour’s antisemitism crisis. We think that the first possibility is unlikely, firstly because the 

growth of Jewish population is unlikely to have been significant in the relatively short time 

frames between these elections and secondly because given Labour’s recent record on 

                                                             
9 Scatter plots of the results are presented in the Appendix – the negative correlation is clearly visible on these, 
and is not driven by outlier results 
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antisemitism it is as likely that antisemitic voters would flock to Labour, not the Conservatives. 

The second possibility- that of solidarity- is slightly more likely, although it would be strange if 

non-Jews reacted more strongly than Jews to antisemitism. Notwithstanding these possibilities, 

the pattern of the effects here is consistent with our individual level evidence suggesting a 

distinctive negative Corbyn effect on Jewish voters’ support for Labour since 2015. As such, 

although all of our sources have limitations, they do all point in the same direction, suggesting a 

shift of Jewish voters away from Labour and towards the Conservatives in the period since 

Jeremy Corbyn’s election as Labour party leader in 2015.   

While we cannot know what individual level changes have driven these aggregate 

relationships, the overall pattern is consistent with our individual level evidence, suggesting a 

distinctive negative Corbyn effect on Jewish voters’ support for Labour since 2015. As such, 

although all of our sources have limitations, they do all point in the same direction, suggesting a 

shift of Jewish voters away from Labour and towards the Conservatives in the period since 

Jeremy Corbyn’s election as Labour party leader in 2015.   

 

Table 4 – Regression models of Labour and Conservative performance and share of 

Jewish residents in the ward/constituency in 2012-16, 2014-2018 local elections and 

between the 2015-2017 general elections 

 Model 1: 
Jewish 

share of 
residents 

only 

Model 2: 
Controls for 
education 

Model 3: 
Controls for 
economic 

deprivation 

Model 4: 
Controls for 

age 

Model 5: 
Controls for 
education, 
class and 

age 

N 
(max/min) 

Labour Vote 
Change 

2012-16 
local 
elections 

-0.61* 
(0.17) 

-0.46*  
(0.17) 

-0.46*  
(0.17) 

-0.51*  
(0.18) 

-0.49* 
(0.18) 

27/27 

2015-17 
general 
election 

-0.38*  
(0.15) 

-0.38*  
(0.15) 

-0.37* 
(0.15) 

-0.40*  
(0.15) 

-0.38*  
(0.16) 

34/34 

2014-18 
local 
elections 

-0.29* 
 (0.08) 

-0.30*  
(0.08) 

-0.25*  
(0.07) 

-0.27*  
(0.07) 

-0.24* 
(0.07) 

106/94 

Conservative 
Vote 
Change 

2012-16 
local 
elections 

0.67* 
(0.16) 

0.62**  
(0.17) 

0.65* 
(0.18) 

0.65* 
(0.17) 

0.65*  
(0.17) 

28/28 

2015-17 
general 
election 

0.08  
(0.19) 

0.06  
(0.13) 

0.11  
(0.15) 

0.13  
(0.18) 

 

0.07 
 (0.13) 

34/34 

2014-18 
local 
elections 

0.33* 
(0.08) 

0.29*  
(0.07) 

0.31* 
(0.08) 

0.32* 
(0.08) 

 

0.32*  
(0.06) 

106/94 

Note: Source: BBC/John Curtice keywards local election datasets (2016 and 2018) and BBC/John Curtice general election 
dataset (2017); analysis limited to wards/constituencies with 1% or higher Jewish population in 2011 census 
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Discussion  

This paper had two principle aims. Firstly, we sought to offer more robust evidence on the 

patterns of party support among British Jews than has hitherto been available. Secondly, we 

attempted to explain these patterns, firstly using socio-economic explanations, then by 

questioning whether sociotropic perceptions of prejudice influence the political choices of 

Jewish voters, and finally if the post-2015 leadership of the Labour party can account for the 

Conservative leanings of Anglo-Jewry. Since no single data source could fully answer these 

questions, we used multiple individual and aggregate level datasets to triangulate our results. Our 

study represents the most detailed and reliable evidence on voting behavior of British Jews 

available to date.  

Our study shows a rather bleak outlook for the Labour Party. The difference in levels of 

Jewish support for the main two parties is dramatic, and moreover, cannot be explained by the 

composition of the Jewish electorate. The current levels of rejection of Labour are remarkable 

for a group once strongly associated with the British left, and one with a recent history of diverse 

party support. There is some silver lining for Labour in that that Jewish respondents in 

demographic segments typically associated with Labour support are more inclined to consider 

supporting the party at future elections. However, the propensity to support the Conservatives is 

high across all demographic groups, and it is this point which is worthier of comment: if Jews of 

all social backgrounds now see the Conservatives as the party of choice, what has led to this 

outcome?   

We tested the hypothesis that perceptions of linked fate may account for Jewish 

distinctiveness and show that the politics of prejudice and discrimination among British Jews 

works differently than among Britain’s larger and more extensively researched non-white 

minority groups. Antisemitism is not seen as a significant barrier to advancement by the majority 

of Anglo-Jewry, and plays no significant role in predicting their wider political attitudes, 

including support for the Conservatives. Future research may show that alternative measures of 

linked fate, reflecting other manifestations of anti-Jewish prejudice may prove to be influential in 

driving political attitudes, but given the measure we have used has been so robust for other racial 

minority groups in a variety of settings, we can still conclude that Jewish voters’ perceptions of 

and political reactions to discrimination are different to those of other ethnic minorities.  

However, whilst sociotropic perceptions of anti-Jewish prejudice are negligible, racial prejudice 

more generally is viewed by Jews as a much more significant social problem than it is amongst 

the general population. As with other ethnic minorities, concern about racial prejudice also 
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predicts greater support for Labour among Jewish respondents. The fact that Jewish voters 

believe that prejudice is a significant social problem holding back ethnic minorities, and yet they 

still display such strong preferences for the Conservatives shows two things. Firstly, that we must 

theorise the political attitudes of British Jews as not only distinctive to those of the general 

population but also from other minorities. Secondly, that the pull towards the Conservatives (or 

push away from Labour) is of sufficient magnitude that it trumps widely shared concerns about 

prejudice, which are usually associated with voting for Labour. 

We also hypothesized that the perceptions of the post-2015 Labour party, personified by 

Jeremy Corbyn, may be a factor in this alignment of Jewish voters with the Conservatives. The 

multiple pieces of evidence we have presented, while incomplete on their own, all add up to a 

picture consistent with this hypothesis. Jewish voters’ evaluations of Corbyn are very negative, 

much more so than those of the general population, and we show in our marginal effects plots 

that Corbyn’s underperformance amongst Jews holds even for those likely or even certain to 

vote Labour, thereby suggesting that levels of disapproval are not simply a product of 

partisanship. On the other side of the ledger, Jews who hold negative views of the Conservative 

leader nevertheless remain more likely to support the Conservatives than non-Jews with similar 

perceptions of May, showing that there is still something making Jews more inclined to vote 

Conservative than non-Jews even allowing for this factor. Although we cannot fully address the 

issue of endogeneity with our data, our analysis of aggregate vote change adds to this a temporal 

dimension and suggests a strong negative correlation between the size of the local Jewish 

population and Labour’s performance in elections since Corbyn became Labour leader.  

It is not our intention to be overly reductivist with this point. The antisemitism crisis 

which has engulfed Labour has been found within all levels of the party, and its roots predate 

Corbyn’s tenure as leader. Measuring a comprehensive range of attitudes towards the Labour 

brand generally, and how the post-2015 crisis has shaped them, is beyond the scope of this paper 

as we lack sufficient data. However, impressions of Corbyn are an important element in this 

broader crisis, as he has been accused of not doing enough to condemn antisemitism in his party, 

and as such the negative effect of Corbyn’s leadership in our data tells us something meaningful 

about how the current leadership is acting as a significant barrier for Jewish voters.  
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Descriptive Results (Jewish Sample) 

Propensity to vote for [Party] (Jewish Sample, n=512) 
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Like/dislike [Party leader] (Jewish Sample, n=512) 

 

Descriptive Results (British Election Study Comparisons) 

Propensity to vote for [Party] (British Election Study Wave 13, n=31,196) 
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Like/dislike [Party leader] (British Election Study Wave 13, n=31,196) 

 

 

Net agree scores Jews/Non-Whites are held back by prejudice and discrimination (Jewish Sample n=512, Non-white 
Sample n=2,657, General Population Sample n=3,328) 
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Any agree scores of Jews/Non-whites are held back by prejudice and discrimination amongst Jews, Non-whites broken 
down by ethnicity & the general population (Jewish Sample n=512, General Population Sample n=3,328 Indian Sample 
n=587 , Pakistani Sample n=668, Bangladeshi Sample n=270, Black Caribbean Sample n=597, Black African Sample n=524) 

 Jews are held back in 
Society by Prejudice 

(Any agree %) 

Non-whites are held 
back in Society by 

Prejudice (Any agree %) 

Jewish 16 63 

General Population - 31 

Indian - 43 

Pakistani - 39 

Bangladeshi - 47 

Black Caribbean - 58 

Black African - 55 

 

British Election Study Voting Intention: Jewish voters vs General Population 
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British Election Study Mean Approval of Labour Leader (0-10 Scale) Jewish voters vs General Population 

 

 

Marginal Effects Predictions of Propensity to Vote 

Marginal effects of Corbyn Evaluation on Propensity to Vote Labour (Jewish Sample n=512 General Population Sample 
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Marginal effects of Propensity to Vote Conservative on May Evaluation on Propensity to Vote Conservative (Jewish 
Sample n=512 General Population Sample n=3,328) 
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