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Abstract
This article investigates the relationship between partisan foreign policy positions on Israel
and the voting behavior of religious minorities in Canada. It discusses Stephen Harper’s
strong pro-Israeli stance in foreign policy when the Conservatives were in power and
focuses on two main explanations accounting for such politicization of Israel, namely
moral obligations and political clientelism. These hypotheses are tested using the 1968–
2015 Canadian Election Study (CES) surveys and the 2011–2015 Vox Pop Labs election
data. The results suggest that the Israeli issue had an impact on the support for the
Conservatives among voters from religious minorities. Considering the effect of this for-
eign policy positions, Jewish Canadians are shown to be more supportive of the
Conservatives, while the opposite pattern is observed among Muslim Canadians. The
implications of these findings are then discussed.
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The politicization of religion has been an important feature of Canadian politics since
the beginning of the confederation (Godbout and Høyland, 2013). The division
between Catholics and Protestants is foundational (Gidengil, 1992; Rayside et al.,
2017) and was shortly absorbed into the Federal party system (Johnston, 2017).
Although remnants of these historical divisions still faintly persist, they do not
account for the contemporary religious cleavages in Canadian politics (Johnston,
1985). Indeed, in the last decades, the question of Israel, and now, especially,
Islam, became among the most contentious issues in modern Canadian politics. In
a historically surprising twist of faith—akin to the one observed in the United
States—the political left is said to have moved away from their Jewish voters and
move toward Muslim voters, while the political right did the opposite.

In the wake of the 2011 Canadian federal election, a flurry of articles appeared in
the Canadian press suggesting that Jewish voters had suddenly migrated rightward in
unprecedented numbers.1 Under Stephen Harper’s leadership, the Conservatives
made extensive inroads amongst various ethnic voting groups, breaking apart an
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electoral base historically acquired to the Liberals (Blais et al., 2002). Not only had the
Canadian Jewish laity shifted their allegiance, the media also reported that numerous
prominent Jewish Canadians—including Robert Lantos, Heather Reisman, and
Gerald Schwartz—had publicly quit the Liberals, casting their support and fundrais-
ing weight behind Stephen Harper’s Conservatives (Clark, 2006). Most journalistic
accounts attributed this rightward shift to the pro-Israel positions staked out by
the Harper government.2

If true, this new religious cleavage is remarkable for two reasons. First, Jews and
Muslims represent small shares of the Canadian population—1.1 and 3.2% of the
population, respectively. Second, the reported pattern of politicization is orthogonal
to the dominant axes of religious division. The political right is said to have aligned
against Muslims, who are reported to be among the most devout and morally conser-
vative religious groups in the country (Cochrane, 2011, 2015), which is to say that
Muslims disproportionately agree with moral policies that the political right has
spent the past five decades promoting, and the left opposing. The political left, mean-
while, is said to have moved away from Jewish voters, who are one of the most liberal
and secular religious groups in the country (Cochrane, 2015), which is to say that a
substantial number of Jewish voters generally agree with the moral positions that the
left has spent half a century supporting, and the right opposing.3 As such, there does
not appear to be any good reason for Canadian parties to have politicized these
minority religions in the first place, and even less reason for them to have politicized
these religious issues in the topsy-turvy way that they did.

There are two observable implications of the hypothesis that a new religious cleavage
has emerged in Canada. The first implication is that the voting behavior of the Jewish
and Muslim communities is increasingly aligned with parties’ positions on Israel. The
second implication is that, if not for the positions of voters on these issues, voting
behavior would be different. This article tests two straightforward hypotheses deduced
from these implications: (1) Stephen Harper’s consistent and vocal pro-Israeli policy
increased the support of Jewish-Canadian voters for the Conservatives Party, and
(2) this political stance had the opposite effect among Muslim-Canadian voters.

The only comprehensive study on Jewish-Canadians’ voting patterns was con-
ducted more than 30 years ago by Jean Laponce. The research found that Jewish
Canadians leaned leftwards, most of them casting their votes for the Liberals
(Laponce, 1988).4 Our article therefore offers a significant contribution to this topic
by focusing on recent transformations of Jewish and Muslim Canadians’ voting pat-
terns. Our research shows that despite important and systematic heterogeneity within
the Jewish and Muslim communities, a significant number of Jewish-Canadian voters
did shift their vote for supporting the Conservatives, while the opposite behavior can
be observed among Muslim-Canadian voters. As we show in this article, public opin-
ion evidence from multiple large election surveys over the past decade is consistent
with the emergence of a new cross-cutting religious dimension in the Canadian polit-
ical landscape. We test prominent and plausible explanations for the emerging cleav-
age. We give particular attention to the impact of the pro-Israeli stance of the Harper
government (2006–2015) on Jewish-Canadian and Muslim-Canadian voting behavior.

As such, we first present an analysis on the politicization of the Israeli issue in
Canada and discuss the Conservative government pro-Israeli policy, which was part
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of a broader foreign policy transformation under Stephen Harper. We also introduce
two plausible explanations—moral obligation and political clientelism—that might
help account for this shift. In relation to these explanations, we briefly address the notion
of political segmentation. We then look at the effect of proposed government policies on
Israel—the Israeli issue—on the evolution of Jewish-Canadian and Muslim-Canadian
vote using large-N data. The analysis shows a substantial increase in Jewish-Canadian
support for the Conservatives and a decrease in Muslim-Canadian support for the
party over the last decade. The results suggest that this increase might be explained
by the Conservatives’ repositioning on the Israeli issue. We conclude by discussing
implications for theories of voting behavior, issue publics’ conception of public opinion,
party competition, and Canadian politics more generally.

1. The Conservatives and the politicization of Israel

During its 10 years in power, the Harper government demonstrated remarkable sup-
port for the state of Israel (Morin and Roussel, 2014; Paris, 2014; Paquin, 2018).
Although Canada’s policy regarding the settlement of the Israel-Palestine conflict
did not officially change under the Conservative government, the intensity and con-
sistency of Harper’s support for Israel were unprecedented and represented a diplo-
matic shift in the handling of this issue. Indeed, many observers described Harper’s
government as the most pro-Israeli government in Canadian history.5 A few examples
are in order: after the Conservatives’ election in 2006, the government in fact stated
that Canada was Israel’s “best friend” and suspended support for the Palestinian
Authority following Hamas—a group considered a threat to Israel and designated
as a terrorist organization in Canada (Chapnick, 2012, 151)—election to the
Palestinian Legislative Council.6 Later that year, Harper publicly sided with Israel dur-
ing its war against Hezbollah in Lebanon, one of the few Western leaders to do so.

In 2009, the Harper government boycotted a UN international conference on rac-
ism to protest Iranian President Ahmadinejad’s presence, given his well-known
aggressive stance toward Israel. That same year, following Hugo Chavez’s decision
to expel the Israeli ambassador to Venezuela as a protest against Israel’s military
offensive in the Gaza Strip, Canada accepted Israel’s request to represent its diplo-
matic interests in Caracas. The Harper government also shifted Canada’s voting
patterns at the UN and other affiliated agencies to consistently oppose, or at least
“abstain” from, supposedly anti-Israel resolutions where it had previously taken a
more balanced approach. Most notably, in 2012, the Conservative government
opposed the bid by the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) for statehood in
the UN, making Canada one of only nine countries to do so. Prime Minister
Harper personally urged other world leaders to vote against the bid.

Finally, the Canadian government was highly skeptical of the P5 + 1 talk with Iran
on its nuclear military program that eventually led to the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action in 2015. While three core Canadian allies (the United States, the United
Kingdom, and France) worked around the clock to find an agreement with
Tehran, the Conservatives argued that Canada could not trust a regime that sponsors
terrorism and that threatens the state of Israel (MacDonald, 2014). So radical were
these departures from the mainstream Canadian diplomatic tradition that it has been
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widely argued that Canada’s loss of its 2010 bid for a seat on the UN Security Council
was a direct result (Ibbitson and Slater, 2010; Levitz, 2013).

1.1 Liberals, New Democrats, and Israel

We tend to forget that it is under Paul Martin’s Liberals (2004–2005) that the
Canadian government initiated a recalibration of Canada’s positions on Israel.
Liberal MPs including several Cabinet ministers known as the “Liberals for Israel”
pushed for the modification of Canada’s traditional positions with respect to the
Israel/Palestine conflict. At the UN, the Martin government abstained or opposed
resolutions that did not promote a constructive dialogue; essentially resolutions
condemning Israel’s behavior. The Martin government abstained on a resolution
supported by 150 states condemning Israel’s West Bank wall even if the
International Court of Justice concluded that the wall violated international law.
Canada also voted against a UN resolution urging Israel to respect international
law and condemning its occupation of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.
However, since Paul Martin was in power for only two years and the Harper govern-
ment adopted such strong pro-Israel positions for nearly 10 years, we tend to forget
that the recalibration toward Israel was initiated by the Liberals. Moreover, the Martin
government was criticized by the Jewish community for dispatching its Foreign
Minister, Pierre Pettigrew, to attend PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat’s funeral in
2004. Pettigrew was also criticized for laying a wreath on Arafat’s grave while on
an official visit to Ramallah a year later (Merkley, 2012). This somehow gave the
impression that the Liberals had a mixed record on Israel. Then, as the Harper’s
Conservatives unequivocally ranked behind Israel from 2006 on, the Liberals
appeared more critical of Israel. This culminated with Michael Ignatieff’s statement
according to which the Israeli government behaved as a war criminal during the
2006 Lebanon war (Gordon, 2009).

Canada’s traditional third party, the New Democrats, underwent no particular
change during this time, long having been more sympathetic to the Palestinian
cause. The New Democrats, for example, has recognized Hezbollah as a legitimate
political interlocutor since 2006, despite that organizations being placed on the
terror watch list by the Chrétien government in 2002, and former senior New
Democrat leaders, such as Alexa McDonough and Peggy Nash, have called for
the inclusion of Hamas in peace negotiations, a move that the Liberals and
Conservatives both reject. The New Democrats have also suggested amending
the Canada-Israel Free trade agreement to exclude Israeli exports from the occu-
pied territories. And unlike the Conservatives and Liberals, the New Democrats
supported the Palestinians 2012 bid for statehood in the UN. While the New
Democrats attempted to reposition itself under the leadership of Thomas
Mulcair, it has not managed major changes to its platform, though New
Democrat MPs voted unanimously in 2016 against a call to condemn the
Boycott, Divest, and Sanction movement (BDS) against Israel, a policy that was
actively endorsed only a few weeks earlier by the federal Greens. And, under the
current leadership, no changes have been proposed.
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2. Explaining the Conservative pro-Israel stance

The reasons behind the position that the Conservatives staked out vis-à-vis Israel are
open for debate, though two main explanations emerge in the literature (Flanagan,
2011; Nossal, 2013). The first is the moral obligation argument, which holds that
Canada has a duty to support Israel because it shares Canadian values such as free-
dom, democracy, and human rights in a region marked by authoritarianism, hatred,
and intolerance. At the 2011 Conservatives’ convention, Prime Minister Harper
declared,

In the world, we must also have a purpose and that purpose is no longer just to
go along and get along with everyone else’s agenda. It is no longer to please
every dictator with a vote at the United Nations… Moral ambiguity, moral
equivalence are not options; they are dangerous illusions… we know where
our interests lie and who our friends are (Robertson, 2011).

This led the Harper government to distance itself from the liberal internationalism
stance—emphasizing UN multilateralism, international rules and norms, and peace-
keeping missions and mediation (Nossal, 2013)—that was the consensual foundation
of Canada’s foreign policy since the end of the World War II. The Conservatives were
highly critical of this stance as well as of previous Liberal governments who were the
standard bearers of that approach. They argued that liberal internationalism compro-
mised Canada’s core principles and values. As Paris (2014) points out, “The
Conservative narrative about foreign policy portrayed liberal internationalism not
only as a failure, but also as morally flawed.” These transformations led some observ-
ers to argue that the Conservative government had initiated a “big shift” (Bricker and
Ibbitson, 2013; Ibbitson, 2014) in Canadian foreign policy (see also Nossal, 2013;
Paris, 2014).

A similar line of argumentation suggests that Israel stands on a civilizational
fault line, a bulwark of Judeo-Christian values in a largely Muslim region. On
this view, Canada should align itself with Israel because both countries share the
same civilizational values—Judeo-Christian beliefs in a region defined by Islam.
This argument is said to be in line with Stephen Harper’s strong personal beliefs
(Sasley and Jacoby, 2007; Martin, 2011). Such an ideological stance stresses that
Canada has to do what is right as opposed to what is popular (Chapnick, 2016,
106). As a result, Canada must stand up for Israel rather than adopting a position
of moral relativism or acting as a so-called honest broker in the Israel-Palestine
conflict (Baird, 2012).

The second explanation for the Conservatives newfound position on Israel is
electoral clientelism; that the Harper government tried to instrumentalize Canada’s
foreign policy to mobilize support from specific segments of the Canadian population
to both strengthen and diversify their base of support (Flanagan, 2011; Nossal, 2013;
Paris, 2014). This explanation is in line with Bow and Black’s (2008, 17) comment
that “each party wants to try to use foreign policy issues as political wedges, to try
to turn voters away from the other party and attach them to itself.” By emphasizing
the promotion of uncompromising moral principles and values, particularly
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civilizational or religious values, the Conservatives brought their foreign policy in line
with the values of their core voters (Lagassé et al., 2014), particularly conservative-
Christians (Merkley, 2012). And by improving their branding on minority issues,
the Conservatives hoped to broaden their base of support.

3. Targeting small electorate segments

Ethnic communities are said to be profitable electoral segments for parties to target, par-
ticularly when community members are often concentrated in specific geographic areas
where they share a community space and media sphere. Conventional wisdom has his-
torically considered immigrants and minorities to be Liberal partisans (Bilodeau and
Kanji, 2010). Indeed, immigrant voters have contributed to the past electoral success
of the Liberals (Blais, 2005). However, immigrants and racial minorities are of particular
strategic interest to the Conservatives since many of these voters hold conservative posi-
tions on issues such as the economy, law and order, and moral questions (Flanagan,
2011; Bricker and Ibbitson, 2013). After failed attempts to rally francophone
Quebecers in the 2006 and 2008 elections (Flanagan, 2011), the Conservatives began
courting immigrant voters on the eve of the 2011 election (Flanagan, 2011; Friesen
and Sher, 2011), leading them to pull ahead of the Liberals at the polls while remaining
close to their ideological core (Paré and Berger, 2008). As Seligman (2016, 311) argues,

The Conservative Party’s success in 2011, particularly in ridings home to many
Jewish voters (i.e. Thornhill), emboldened the party to more aggressively
appeal to Jewish and pro-Israel voter in Canada. In this regard, if the changes
introduced in 2006 represented divergent foreign policy priorities then those
introduced after 2011 represented an effort to further drive a political wedge
between the Conservatives and the Liberals.

It is reasonable to assume that voters who identify with Jewish or Muslim commu-
nities are likely to care more about the government’s position on the Israeli question
than are members of other ethnic or religious groups. Members of these two religious
communities are more likely to form what is called an “issue public” based on that
particular issue (Krosnick, 1990; Soroka, 2002). This does not mean that all members
of those two ethnic groups care about the issue nor that all non-members do not care.
Following the literature on political targeting strategies (Alvarez et al., 2010), we argue
that the Conservative government made a concerted effort to attract additional
Canadian-Jewish voters by adopting a pro-Israel policy. However, the consequence
of such one-sided positions would likely lead to the alienation of Muslim voters
(Flanagan, 2011). What explains the calculus? Martin (2011, 82) remarks, “Though
Muslims outnumbered Jews by two to one in Canada, the Jewish community was
more politically impactful.”

4. Methodology and data

Our two research hypotheses are tested using two datasets: the Canadian Election
Study (CES) surveys and data from the 2011 and 2015 Vox Pop Labs (VPL) election
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data.7 The data from 13 waves of the CES, from 1968 to 2015, allow the analysis to
extend over a wide time span and reveal changes in trends. Despite there being
some variance in the wording of questions, the different CES waves were conducted
using similar methods of investigation and include comparable sets of questions.
These questions provide the sociodemographic and attitudinal information required
to conduct the subsequent analysis. The questions of particular importance—those
regarding ethnicity and year of immigration—were asked in all CES waves since
1974. Finally, the longevity of the CES gives it an advantage over other data sources
since it is amenable to the pooling of data samples and permits cross-time com-
parisons. The data are weighted using classic sociodemographic variables. Thus,
the CES data used in this paper are representative of both Canadian population
and the different population subgroups (for more information on the 2011–2015
CES, see https://ces-eec.arts.ubc.ca/english-section/home). For recent information
and the 2019 dataset, see http://www.ces-eec.ca/).

In addition to the CES data, the VPL data include 30 positional questions8 as
well as users’ sociodemographic backgrounds and political preferences. Nearly
two million usable responses were collected during the 2011 and the 2015
Canadian federal election campaigns making VPL useful for studying small elec-
toral subgroups.9 The VPL data, from the Vote Compass of 2011 and 2015, are
collected from an online application that surveys users’ views on a variety of pub-
lic policy issues germane to a given election campaign, and then offers users an
estimation of their position in the political landscape and, by extension, their
alignment with each of the political parties contesting said campaign. The appli-
cation is wildly popular, drawing millions of users worldwide, and is generally run
in partnership with major media organizations in the jurisdiction where an elec-
tion is being held.

5. Results

The small number of Jewish and Muslim voters present in each CES sample requires
a pooling of many CES samples taken over time.10 Despite the lack of precise infor-
mation for each election, some trends are apparent. First, Jewish and Muslim voters
have contrasting political behavior. Second, the Conservatives’ long-standing diffi-
culty amongst minority voters is apparent. Being a Muslim voter is a very strong
predictor of not voting for the Conservatives. This result is stronger and more stat-
istically significant during the period for which we have the most recent data.11

Jewish voters similarly exhibited a consistent and relatively negative relationship
with the Conservatives, oscillating between the Liberals and the New Democrats.
For all periods before 2008–2015, results from multinomial regressions show
that being a member of the Canadian-Jewish community is associated with greater
support for either the Liberals or the New Democrats than for the Conservatives
(the baseline category). However, CES data show an increased propensity for
Jewish-Canadians to vote for the Conservatives during the last decade (see
Table 1), though these results do not rise to a level of statistical significance.
For that reason, we turn to the larger VPL data to create a voting model including
a much larger sample of voters.
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Table 1. The Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians vote (1968–2015)

Vote choice (CES) Vote intention (VC)

1968–1988 1993–2000 2004–2006 2008–2015 2011 2015

Liberals

Jewish 1.12*** 0.10 2.01** –0.32 –0.26*** –0.51***

Muslim 0.14 0.23 12.80*** 2.92** 1.25*** 1.54***

News Democrats

Jewish 0.74* 1.50** 0.78 1.52 –0.11 –0.64***

Muslim –0.82 0.48 11.44*** –0.96 0.79*** 1.17***

n 6941 4037 3044 3581 105,903 396,061

Source: Canadian Election Studies (1968–2015). Vox Pop Labs election data (2011, 2015).
Methods: Multinomial logistic regression (base category: Conservatives). The coefficients represent effects on log odds.
Note: The models also include a set of sociodemographic controls (not shown).
†Significant at p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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One main advantage of VPL data is its ability to allow for the examination of sub-
groups. Specifically, the 2011 and 2015 VPL data include 30,940 respondents identi-
fying as Jewish or Muslim. In comparison, there are only 754 of these respondents in
all 13 CES waves conducted since 1968.12 It should thus come as no surprise that VPL
data can be used to detect statistically significant effects of smaller groups better than
can surveys the size of the CES. Nevertheless, some scholars have already shown that
the validity of multivariate results estimated with VPL data is comparable to the
results obtained from more traditional surveys (see Fournier et al., 2014).

Indeed, the VPL model is nearly identical to the findings based on CES data
described above; the results of which are shown in Figure 1.13 To ease comparison
with the CES models, the same results are also presented in Table 1.

The results of the VPL model support the idea of recent polarization between
Jewish-Muslim voters.14 All other factors held constant, Muslim voters clearly oppose
the Conservatives, while Jewish voters clearly support them. The inverse relationship
is found for support for the Liberals. The effect of being Muslim is particularly sub-
stantive; it is the strongest sociodemographic predictor for voting for the Liberals and
against the Conservatives both in 2011 and 2015. It is impossible to determine pre-
cisely from these results that the polarization of Jewish and Muslim voters is a result
of changing Conservative policy toward Israel. While some scholars believe that this
to be the case, the data presented above only provide indirect evidence. For more
direct evidence, we need to study a question tapping more precisely into the Israeli
issue. However, this issue question is rarely, if ever, asked in election surveys. Also,
a very large sample is required to allow investigation at such a micro-subgroup
level. Fortunately, the 2015 Canadian VPL data include just such a question—How
supportive should Canada be of Israel?—allowing us to study the relationship between
party policy on Israel and voter preference. The distributions of attitudes on that

Figure 1. Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians vote (2011–2015).
Methods: Multinomial logistic regression (base category: Conservatives). The coefficients on the y-axis represent
effects on log odds.
Note: Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
Source: Vox Pop Labs election data (2011, 2015).
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Figure 2. Effect of the Israeli issue on Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians 2015 vote intentions for Harper’s Conservatives.
Methods: Ordinary linear regression.
Independent variable: “How supportive should Canada be of Israel?”
Dependent variable: “Regardless of the party you intend to vote for in this election, in general how likely are you to support the Conservative Party of Canada?” (On a scale from 0 to 10).
Note: For more details, see Table A1 in Appendix.
Source: Vox Pop Labs election data (2011, 2015).
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question and their impact on support for the Conservatives for Jewish, Muslim, and
other Canadians are presented in Figure 2 and Table A1.

The attitudes toward the Israeli question show that Canadians are generally not
supportive of increasing Canada’s support for Israel. Not surprisingly, perhaps,
Jewish Canadian voters most support such an option. However, these results do
not explicitly tell us the degree of support for the current position on Israel. That
being said, most Canadians appear divided on the question whether Canada should
reduce its support to Israel or keep it as it is. This last result is particularly significant
considering the pro-Israeli position of the Canadian government at the time. The
same division does not exist among Muslim Canadians. Indeed, nearly 85% of
Muslim Canadians are in favor of reducing Canada’s support for Israel. But do
such attitudes have any impact on the vote?

The findings shown in Figure 2 and Table A1 are consistent with the interpreta-
tion that the Israeli issue matters. Given the Conservatives’ vocal and consistent posi-
tion on the Israeli issue, the relationship appears to be in the right direction: the
greater one’s support for a pro-Israeli stance, the more likely one is to vote
Conservative. One should note, however, that despite the fact that the model shows
a strong effect among Muslim voters, very few members of that community hold
that opinion in the population. Figure 2 and Table A1 show the great discrepancy.

Figure 2 shows just how different Jewish-Canadians, Muslim-Canadians, and
other religious groups are on the Israel issue in 2015. The fact that the two religious
groups show a very clear stance on the Israel issue, compared to the rest of the
population, is striking. It also shows how that greatly impacts the vote for the
Conservatives that year. This is confirmed by the results in Table A1. The interaction
between both religious groups and the issue of Israel is statistically significant
while controlling for sociodemographic variables, left/right ideology, and 29 other
issues. This comports with the core of the issue-public hypothesis. The significant
interaction between being a member of the Jewish or the Muslim communities and
one’s position on the Israeli issue also supports the idea of salience-based heteroge-
neity in the effect of positional issues: the same attitude on an issue can have a
different effect on vote choice for different segment of voters. In this situation, the
personal salience of the issue operates as the key to make that issue matters for voters’
choice.

6. Discussion: a new politics of religion

These findings suggest that Harper’s more vocal, unequivocal, and consistent stance
on the issue of Israel might have cost his party some voters. The sharp polarization
between Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians on the Israeli issue appears to be reflected in
their vote choice. Considering that there are more than twice as many Muslims than
Jews in Canada, the Conservatives’ strategy of the last few years might be electorally
costly in the middle or long term.

More generally, these results can also have substantial consequences for studies
of political behavior. In fact, in most conventional voting models, the effect of
being a member of a particular community can be obscured by the fact that
respondents having religions other than Protestantism and Catholicism are often
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grouped into the same “other religions” category. A single variable indicating all of
these voters would never capture the alleged widening polarization between voters
of Jewish and Muslim faiths. By definition, if there was a polarization, the positions
of Jews and Muslims would simply cancel out because the effects are in opposite
directions.15

There are therefore clear advantages to considering different ethnic or religious
groups independently of one another. However, it is important to avoid essentialist
conceptualizations of social groups. These groups are vehicles of socialization and
their members should not be considered as having fixed characteristics. Ultimately,
these conceptual challenges add to the problems of sample size that are often
encountered when dealing with subgroups. Conclusions about the efficacy of the
Conservative targeting strategy must therefore rest on indirect evidence, that is, on
the polarizing effect that the Conservatives’ pro-Israeli policy is alleged to have had
on Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians voters. Moreover, some further analyses would
contribute to a better understanding of the phenomenon at hand. With the right
data, time-series analyses would allow for a clearer understanding of whether
“Stephen Harper’s consistent and vocal pro-Israeli policy” may explain the increase
in support for the Conservative Party among the Jewish community and the decline
in support for such a party among the Muslim community.

We can nevertheless suggest that the Israeli issue has become a “wedge issue” in
that it splits Conservatives and Liberals on dividing lines. We do not mean here
that Jewish-Canadians and Muslim-Canadians are split among themselves. While it
may be the case, the focus of this paper is the discrepancy between the two groups
and the polarization that followed the Harper government decisions on Israel.
Furthermore, the dynamic use of the issue of Israel by the Harper government
cemented its status in the Jewish-Canadian community. Jewish-Canadian voters
who might have previously been Liberals or New Democrats partisans massively
turned toward the Conservatives because of this particular issue. As such, it rendered
this singular issue a key role in any understanding of subgroups political and voting
behavior in Canada.

Since assuming the leadership of the Liberal Party, Justin Trudeau has made a
deep and concerted effort to win back Jewish voters. In speaking to the Jewish com-
munity, Trudeau has played up his visits to Israel and has stridently rejected
Conservative claims that the Liberal Party is a lesser friend to Israel. In the process
he has won back several prominent Jewish fundraisers who had previously defected
to the Conservatives, such as Stephen Bronfman (Taylor-Vaisey, 2013).

Jewish-Canadian voters have little electoral impact, given the community’s small
size, and, if anything, Muslim-Canadian voters have even less impact, despite the
community’s larger size. If the rationales for politicizing Israel are eventually uncov-
ered by researchers, the votes of Muslim and Jewish religious minorities will turn out,
we suspect, to have had nothing to do with it.

Notes
1. See Caplan (2009), Gordon (2009), Tracy (2009), Ibbitson and Slater (2010), Schnoor (2011), Simpson
(2011), Illouz (2013), Iveson (2013), Levitz (2013), Medved (2013), Taylor-Vaisey (2013). While there is a
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lively debate about Jewish identity (c.f., Boyarin and Boyarin, 1993) we sidestep these issues here. “Jewish” is
a self-identified category in the data we use herein.
2. See Caplan (2009), Gordon (2009), Tracy (2009), Ibbitson and Slater (2010), Schnoor (2011), Simpson
(2011), Illouz (2013), Iveson (2013), Levitz (2013), Medved (2013), Taylor-Vaisey (2013).
3. For a discussion of these attitudes in Canada, see notably Laponce (1988) and Cochrane (2011).
4. Laponce (1988) explains the propensity of Jewish voters to vote for parties on the left variously to
“values” (Fuchs, 1956), “status discrepancy” (Lipset and Raab, 1984), “anti-Semitism,” “concern for
Israel,” and others.
5. See, Gordon (2009), Ibbitson and Slater (2010), Illouz (2013), Levitz (2013), Taylor-Vaisey (2013).
6. Ezra Levant explains that the Jewish community treated the precursors to the Conservative Party—the
Canadian Alliance and Reform Parties—with “suspicion” because of their links to the Social Credit Party,
which had been inflected with anti-Semitism (Preston Manning’s father was the head of Social Credit).
Similarly, Adelman notes that the Christian Conservatism of these parties was equally likely to frighten
away Jewish voters (Adelman, 2013).
7. The VPL data were collected through the Vote Compass tool, a popular voter engagement application
promoted in collaboration with CBC/Radio-Canada. See https://voxpoplabs.com/ and http://www.
votecompass.com for details.
8. The “Positional Issues” in the final regression model (see Table A1) include 29 out of the 30 positional
questions as controls for the other social and economic issues that were more or less salient at the time. See
Table A2 for a list of these issues, their wording and answer choices.
9. Despite its obvious advantages, VPL data must be treated with care because their participants opt-in. In
order to deal with potential selection bias, analyses using these data are corrected based on users’ sociode-
mographic backgrounds such as age, education, income, gender, language, size of town, and country of
origin.
10. When models are estimated for every CES wave separately, the results are similar, despite the large
standard errors of the coefficients for the variables representing Jews and Muslims. Linear regression mod-
els, which can be preferred in some circumstances for cross-time comparisons, also provide similar results.
11. Reflecting Canadian demography at the time, very few Muslim voters were included in older CES
surveys.
12. There are 1782 Jewish-Canadians in 2011 in the VC dataset and 11,859 in 2015. There are 205 between
1968 and 1988 in the CES, 115 between 1993 and 2000, 48 between 2004 and 2006, and 119 between 2008
and 2015. There are 972 Muslim-Canadians in 2011 in the VC dataset and 16,327 in 2015. There are 11
between 1968 and 1988 in the CES, 52 between 1993 and 2000, 55 between 2004 and 2006, and 230
between 2008 and 2015. This number of respondents is one of the reasons why the Vox Pop Labs election
data are used. Similar analyses on the small samples from the CES would not allow the detection of
significance effects. Moreover, a bigger sample size allows for a smaller margin of error.
13. Figure 1 uses the data from Vox Pop Labs in 2011 and 2015 because we are mostly interested in how
the behavior of Jewish-Canadians and Muslim-Canadians changed at that time regarding the Israel issue
and the Harper government decisions on Israel. While we are also interested in the period from 1968 to
2008, it is not the focus of this paper. Moreover, the low number of Jewish-Canadians and
Muslim-Canadians respondents makes it so we cannot reliably conduct the analyses presented in
Figure 1 before 2011. The data from Vox Pop Labs only go back to 2011.
14. We cannot make a causal inference claim with observational data. We have thus to rely on statistical
controls. See Table A1 for more information on statistical controls.
15. Of course, canceling-out effects also depend on the strengths of the relationships and the sizes of each
of the social groups.
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Appendix

Table A1. Effect of the Israeli issue on Jewish- and Muslim-Canadians 2015 vote intentions for Harper’s
Conservatives

Pr(Conservatives)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Independent variables

Jewish Canadian 0.83*** −0.13** 0.19 −0.51*** −0.04

Muslim Canada −0.88** −0.34*** −0.63*** −0.93*** −1.36***

Support for Israel – 0.65*** 0.37*** 0.36*** 0.05***

Support for Israel ×
Jewish Canadian

0.19*** 0.12**

Support for Israel ×
Muslim Canadian

0.20*** 0.34***

Controls

Quebec −0.22*** −0.39*** −0.39*** −0.20***

Young 0.38*** 0.61*** 0.61*** 0.64***

University degree 0.20*** 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.12***

Low income −0.69*** −0.42*** −0.42*** −0.39***

Immigrant 0.15*** 0.11*** 0.12*** 0.11***

Left-right self-placement 5.51*** 5.51*** 1.73***

Positional issues (see note) –

Constant 3.40*** 1.98*** 0.01 0.01 5.19***

n 1,152,509 554,036 545,870 545,870 349,338

Source: Vox Pop Labs election data (2011, 2015).
Methods: Ordinary linear regression.
Note: The “positional issues” included in the final model combines 29 Likert-scale type of questions related to various
issues salient during the 2015 Canadian federal election. Contact the authors for more details. See Table A2 for the
wording of the questions related to each issue. No coefficient is on purpose. The issues are used as controls only.
†Significant at p < 0.10; ∗p < 0.05; ∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Cite this article: Dufresne Y, Levin J, Paquin J, Rancourt M-A (2023). Israel: a novel wedge issue in
Canadian electoral politics. Politics and Religion 16, 549–566. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755048323000147
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Table A2. Issues and question wording of the 29 issues included in the “positional issues” variable

Issue Question wording

Raising taxes on gasoline The government should raise taxes on gasoline.

New pipeline in Canada No new oil pipelines should be built in Canada.

Power of union in Canada How much power should unions have?

Taxes and jobs The most effective way to create jobs in Canada is to lower taxes.

Immigration How many new immigrants should Canada admit?

Religious accommodations How much should be done to accommodate religious minorities in
Canada?

Physician-assisted death Terminally ill patients should be able to end their own lives with
medical assistance.

Abortion Abortions should be allowed in all cases, regardless of the reason.

Marijuana Possession of marijuana should be a criminal offense.

Crime prevention Longer prison sentences are the best way to prevent crime.

Gun control Handguns should be banned in Canada.

Monitoring of online activity To what extent should law enforcement be able to monitor the
online activity of Canadians?

Public sector striking Government workers should not be allowed to strike.

Taxing corporations How much tax should corporations pay?

Taxing the rich How much should wealthier people pay in taxes?

Government spending on
foreign aid

How much should Canada spend on foreign aid?

Involvement in fighting ISIS How involved should the Canadian military be in fighting against
ISIS?

Private health care How much of a role should the private sector have in health care?

Safe injection sites Illicit drug users should have access to safe injection sites.

Reparations for Indigenous
people

How much should the government do to make amends for past
treatment of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada?

Ancestral lands Aboriginal Peoples in Canada should have more control over their
ancestral territory.

Public child care Canada should introduce a publicly funded childcare program.

The budget Canada’s budget should be balanced no matter what.

Quebec nationhood Quebec should be formally recognized as a nation in the
Constitution.

Quebec sovereignty Quebec should become an independent state.

Monarchy Canada should end its ties to the monarchy.

Carbon tax The Canadian government should put a price on carbon.

Senate abolition The Senate should be abolished.

Bilingual Supreme Court Only those who speak both English and French should be
appointed to the Supreme Court.
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