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INTRODUCTION: THE DEBATE 

The analysis of Jewish population trends in the United States has recently expanded 
beyond the professional interests of a few specialists in demography and sociology 
to become part of a general and spirited debate over the Jewish experience in 
America. Scholars in fields remote from demography as well as laymen, authors 
and journalists have become involved in the discussion of complex technical mat­
ters. 1 Although the role of non-specialists has been important in popularizing the 
themes of a Jewish population debate that would otherwise be limited to a small 
group of researchers, their contribution has been, at times, marred by lack of 
familiarity with demographic techniques and quantitative research. What is more, 
the tone of the debate has gone well beyond neutral and objective academic and 
scientific discussion to embrace such terms as "pessimism" and "optimism" and 
even to the suggestion of an Israeli school versus an American school. An unfortu­
nate and increasingly emotional tenor has begun to affect the debate on Jewish 
population; to say the least, this has contributed little to its quality. 

The core of this debate is the disagreement between those who argue that a 
number of erosive processes are currently at work in the demography of the Jewish 
family in the United States and Canada and those who believe that such a demo­
graphic erosion either does not exist or is only temporary and insignificant in the 
long run. 

According to the former point of view,2 the combined effects of reduced and later 
marriages, very low fertility, increasing divorce, growing frequencies of out-mar­
riage, relatively low proportions of children of mixed marriages raised as Jews and a 
negative balance between identificational inflows to, and outflows from, the Jewish 
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community create a serious population problem for American Jewry. Some of these 
processes simply reflect general population trends in more developed societies and 
in America in particular; others stem from the particular status of the Jews as a 
relatively small minority group whose socioeconomic stratification differs signifi­
cantly from that of other religious-ethnic groups and of the total American popula­
tion. But, whatever the cause, the cumulative consequences of these trends are 
aging of the population and, eventually, a negative balance both between Jewish 
births and Jewish deaths and between accessions and secessions-leading to Jewish 
population decline. 

The opposite view3 tends to emphasize the high level of socioeconomic and 
public achievement of Jews in the United States and the continuing importance of 
ethnicity in American society as a factor leading to community cohesiveness and 
continuity. Compared to these major positive forces, whatever demographic erosion 
processes exist are of minor significance. But, in any event, according to this view, 
no Jewish population erosion is occurring. High marriage propensities continue to 
characterize American Jews, fertility levels are sufficiently high for generation 
replacement, out-marriage is not as frequent as is claimed and, in the end, may even 
produce net numerical gains for the Jewish population. 

The aim of this essay is to present a fact-oriented review of several major issues 
relevant to the demography of Jewish family formation in America. Based on a 
substantial amount of quantitative evidence, attention is paid here to marriage and 
mixed marriage; other topics of cardinal importance such as fertility and population 
aging are only dealt with tangentially, being treated in greater detail elsewhere. 4 It 
is recognized from the outset that the empirical bases of research are far from 
satisfactory and that, consequently, the analysis of the sociodemographic trends of 
American Jewry is complex, subject to a significant margin of error and open to 
conflicting interpretations.5 

Data Resources and Limitations 

The analysis of U. S. Jewish demography is handicapped by a dearth of data sources 
and serious deficiencies in many of those that do exist. Jews cannot be distinguished 
as such in the decennial population censuses, in the Current Population Surveys 
conducted by the Bureau of the Census or in the regular vital statistics issued by the 
U.S. National Center for Health Statistics. The one countrywide Jewish sample 
survey, the National Jewish Population Study (NJPS) of 1970-71, was under­
utilized as a data source for analytical and policy purposes, though it did yield some 
important research. Today, however, its usefulness is mainly retrospective as a past 
bench mark. There are a number of national surveys in the United States from which 
interesting information about the Jews can be gauged, but the proportion of Jews in 
the total population (between 2 and 3 percent) results in very small Jewish sub­
samples that preclude more detailed cross-classifications and in-depth analysis. 

Recent information derives primarily from local Jewish surveys, of which dozens 
have been conducted over the last decade and a half. 6 Although these surveys have 
nominally covered over 70 percent of U.S. Jewry, their main purpose has been to 
serve the interests of local planning and communal services rather than to generate 
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data suitable for demographic research and amenable to countrywide synthesis. 
Moreover, the topics of inquiry, concepts, definitions and classifications, sampling 
methodology and publication of results have not been coordinated, and there is a 
lack of quite basic demographic information. Studied comparatively, their data 
present a disconcerting array of local variations compounded by technical incom­
patibilities. Moreover, data collected on Jewish initiative are subject to biases 
because of the possible over-representation of the more Jewishly committed sec­
tions of the community. 

Nevertheless, these limitations do not seem to have deterred scholars from arriv­
ing at far-reaching generalizations about national processes based on the study of a 
certain specific local situation.7 Such an approach is of dubious validity given the 
documented differences in demographic, socioeconomic and Jewish characteristics 
of various regional and local Jewish communities deriving from both general and 
group-related variables. 

In this study an attempt will be made to address Jewish family patterns at the 
countrywide level through a combined use of several national and local sources and 
an assessment of the range of variation and central trends emerging from them. We 
also suggest that data on the Jewish population of Canada-where official decennial 
censuses and marriage statistics customarily distinguish the Jews as a separate 
religious and/or ethnic category-offer a reasonable proxy where comparable data 
on U.S. Jews do not exist. Indeed, comparisons of parallel information for the 
Jewish populations in the two countries show similar basic levels and trends. Cana­
dian official statistics are continuous over time and quite free, moreover, from those 
limitations that affect most available data on U.S. Jews. 8 

MARRIAGE PATTERNS 

Background 

Marriage can be generally viewed as the resultant of three major groups of determi­
nants: sociocultural, or the desirability of marriage; socioeconomic, or the feasi­
bility of marriage; and demographic, or the availability of marriage partners. 9 

A brief overview of Jewish marriage patterns in the past with regard to each of 
these factors provides an appropriate background for the assessment of recent mar­
riage trends among American Jews. The abundant evidence points to a number of 
conclusions. The sociocultural factors-the normative centrality of the family in 
traditional Jewish culture-generally produced a greater propensity to marry among 
the Jews than among other religio-ethnic groups. The socioeconomic factors-the 
peculiar occupational stratification of Jewish communities-produced differences 
in the frequency of marriage as affected by general socioeconomic change. Finally, 
the demographic factors-the relatively small size and segmented structure of the 
pool of potential Jewish marriage candidates-tended to lessen marriages among 
the Jews. lO 

From a comparative perspective, marriage patterns of Jews in the United States 
and Canada generally featured significantly lower rates of singlehood, accompanied 
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by lower ages at marriage, than among Jews in Europe.l1 Moreover, after the 
Second World War and until recently, North American Jews tended to marry later 
but more frequently than did the general white population. 12 In the United States, 
for example, according to the 1970-71 NJPS, the proportion never-married at ages 
45 to 49 was 2.4 percent among Jewish women and 1.6 percent among Jewish men 
versus 5.2 percent and 6.2 percent, respectively, among all whites. This was con­
sistent with the model of nearly universal marriage that applied to Jewish commu­
nities in a more distant past. Moreover, Jewish families were comparatively more 
stable, the rate of divorce being about one-half the level of total whites. 13 

Recent Jewish community surveys in the United States, however, have shown a 
slow but uninterrupted increase in rates of singlehood, especially among younger 
adults, which is in line with a significant decline in marriage frequencies among the 
general white population. By the mid-1980s the rate of marriage per one thousand 
single adults in the United States had reached an unprecedented IOW. I4 Besides, a 
substantial increase in divorce has been recorded for the total population of the 
United States. Although divorce rates continue to be lower among the Jews than 
among the total population and in spite of a higher-than-average tendency to re­
marry among Jews with a terminated marriage, the proportions of currently di­
vorced individuals and of one-parent households have rapidly increased in recent 
years. IS 

Unfortunately, with few exceptions,I6 these changing Jewish family patterns 
have not been studied systematically. The basic questions of maintenance or aban­
donment of nearly universal marriage and of substantial family stability and the 
related question of choice of partner from within or outside the Jewish communi­
ty-as well as their implications for other aspects of Jewish demography such as 
cohort replacement and population size-need clarification. 

Propensity to Marry 

A few examples ofthe findings available since the early 1970s on the proportion of 
never-married Jewish adults in different places are given in Table 1. Despite incon­
sistencies in age classification and in breakdown by gender in the original data, 
Table 1 clearly documents the recent increase in singlehood among U.S. Jews. The 
proportion single in age groups 25-34 increased twice or more-from a coun­
trywide level of about 16 percent for males and 10 percent for females in 1970-71 
to levels in the range of 30 to 45 percent among males and 17 to 33 percent among 
females-in several local surveys conducted between 1975 and 1985. Among per­
sons in age groups 35-44, the proportion single in 1970-71 was about 4 percent for 
males and 2 percent for females; the corresponding figures in the more recent 
surveys were 4 to 10 percent among males and 3 to 7 percent among females. 
Clearly, Jewish singlehood rates in the United States have increased two or three 
times in fifteen years. 

Similar trends are clearly evident in the data from recent decennial Canadian 
censuses, which in 1971 reported substantially higher proportions of never-married 
Jews in all age groups over 25 than did the NJPS. 17 If we focus only on the oldest 
age group, by 1981 the proportion never-married in the Canadian Jewish population 
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age group 45-54 had fallen somewhat to 3 percent among women, and to 6.3 
percent among men. Nevertheless, when compared with 6.4 percent and 7.3 percent 
respectively, among the total population, the data indicate that comparatively higher 
marriage propensities continue to characterize the Jewish group at the end of the 
reproductive age. 18 At the bottom end of the scale the opposite prevailed: among 
younger adults, relatively fewer Jews than total Canadians were ever-married. In 
1981, for example, in the 25-34 age group, 80.3 percent of the Jewish women and 
65.8 percent of the Jewish men were ever-married as against 84.4 percent and 76.6 
percent, respectively, in the total population. The difference was even greater 
among the 20-24 age group: only 28.4 percent of Jewish women and 12.2 percent 
of Jewish men had already married, as compared with 49 percent and 28.2 percent, 
respectively, in the total population. The Canadian census figures indicate a general 
a general rise in the proportions of ever-married among Jewish women (aged 20 to 
24) and young Jewish men (aged 25 to 34) from 1931 to 1961, followed subse­
quently by a sharp decline for both sexes. The drop among Jews is more marked 
than similar declines among the general Canadian population, so that overall the gap 
between Jews and others has increased. 

When the proportion of Canadian Jews already married at ages 20 to 24 in 1981 is 
compared with that observed from previous censuses, clear changes are evident. 
Among Jewish women that proportion was 25.8 percent in 1931, it increased to 32 
percent in 1941, 57.7 percent in 1951 and 62 percent in 1961, and then declined to 
44.9 percent in 1971 and 28.4 percent in 1981. The trend in Canada's total female 
population was similar, but the recent decline in younger marriages was much more 
marked among Jewish women. Among Jewish men aged 25 to 34, the proportions 
ever-married were 64 percent in 1931,60.7 percent in 1941,70.2 percent in 1951, 
71.3 percent in 1961, and 72.8 percent in 1971, declining to 65.8 percent in 1981. 
Again, these percentages follow the same trend as those in the total male popula­
tion, but they are systematically lower. Overall, the gap between the proportion 
married for Jewish and total males has increased continually between 1951 and 
1981. 

This diminished nuptiality of younger adults since the early 1960s is open to two 
different interpretations: no basic change in the ultimate propensity to marry, but the 
postponement of marriage; a decline in the propensity to marry. Some clues as to 
the correct interpretation are to be found in Table 2. Decennial increases in the 
proportion ever-married by age can be computed for three ten-year periods between 
1951 and 1981. The calculation assumes that the persons reported in the earlier of 
two successive censuses reappear-ten years older-in the next one. 19 By sum­
ming up the increases in the proportions ever-married of all relevant age groups 
during an inter-censal interval we can estimate the percentage ever-married around 
age 50 within a hypothetical cohort passing through these ages. We shall refer to 
this measure as the period proportion ever-marrying (PEM). 

The PEM differed somewhat for men and women in Canada. Among women, 
PEM tended to decline over the years. It was exceptionally high during the 1950s, 
reaching values greater than 100 percent among both the Jewish and total popula­
tions. This incongruous but computationally possible finding was due to the very 
high marriage frequencies that characterized most age groups during the 1950s, as a 
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result of the postponement of marriages in the 1940s and the advancement by a few 
years of marriages that otherwise would have taken place during the 1960s. The 
intensity of this 1950s marriage boom was among women similar in the Jewish and 
general population. 

During the 1960s marriage propensities declined in each age group among both 
populations, especially at relatively older ages and among younger Jews. In the later 
1960s it should be noted, the early baby boom cohorts of women-born soon after 
the Second World War-reached marriageable age. This produced a number of 
potentially marriageable women larger than the number of potentially marriagea­
ble-(i.e., slightly older) men. The impact of this squeeze was more significant for 
the Jewish women than for the total Canadian female population. The PEM fell 
considerably, to 94 percent among all Canadian women and to a much lower 82 
percent level among Jewish women. 

The trend in women's nuptiality in the 1970s was mixed. On the one hand, 
marriage propensities at younger ages continued to decline. On the other hand, there 
were relatively more marriages by Jewish women at older ages, although only small 
increases were involved. Indeed, 7 percent of the respective Jewish women married 
between the ages 25 to 34 and 35 to 44 during the 1970s versus 3 percent during the 
1960s. The more frequent older marriages were not sufficient, however, to compen­
sate for the much reduced younger marriages, and the PEM, therefore, continued to 
decline slightly, to 89.4 percent among total women and to 80.7 percent among 
Jewish women. 

The overall declining trend in PEM appeared also for males, but the timing was 
different and the magnitude smaller. Male PEMs increased during the 1960s as 
compared to the 1950s. At least part of the increase can be attributed to the favor­
able position of men in the marriage market because of the large baby boom cohorts 
of women reaching marriageable ages. Facing a substantially expanding number of 
potential marriage mates, men were able to make their choice more easily and 
quickly. However, during the 1970s, the male PEM declined to 89.5 among all men 
and 83.3 among Jewish men, despite a spouse-supply situation that was mostly 
favorable to males. During the whole period studied here, the PEM was lower 
among Jewish males than among all Canadian males. The difference was smaller 
during the period of relatively greater male nuptiality of the 1960s, but it widened 
again somewhat during the 1970s. In this instance the fewer marriages at younger 
and intermediate ages were not compensated for in the 1970s by increased mar­
riages at older ages and consequently, PEM declined. 

The data in Table 2 indicate that if the age-specific marriage rates observed 
among the Jewish population during the 1970s persisted, about 20 percent of the 
Jewish women and 17 percent of the men under 25 in 1981 would never marry. This 
would constitute a very substantial departure from universal marriage. By the same 
token, the data do not support the alternative interpretation that marriages are 
simply being postponed, with little or no effect on the proportion of a cohort who 
eventually marry. To the contrary, variations in marriage frequencies-even if they 
reflect the specific conditions of a certain period of time-seem to have quite 
permanent effects for the overall marriage history of a particular cohort. 

It must be noted, however, that this inference is influenced by the analytical 
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method used in Table 2, which combined for each period the experience of different 
cohorts. Among women, the diminished nuptiality of the 1970s led to increased 
proportions of single individuals in each age group in 1981. Applying a cohort 
approach and assuming that the marriage rates of the 1970s per 100 singles in each 
age group will remain unchanged in the 1980s, some increase in the overall frequen­
cy of marriages might be expected. The PEM for Jewish women could increase to 
85 to 90 percent (depending on different assumptions). But even this figure is 
markedly lower than the proportion ever-married actually found among Jewish 
women aged 45 to 49 in 1981 (97 percent), which reflected the high marriage 
propensities of young adults during the 1950s. Among Jewish men, the persistence 
of the age-specific marriage rates of the 1970s during the 1980s would cause a 
further decline of the PEM to 75 to 80 percent (vs. an actual proportion of 94 
percent in 1981). 

More refined measurements, including transition probability techniques, might 
improve the prediction of marriage trends among Jews. But at this stage it is clear 
that the recent pattern of reduced nuptiality is conducive to increased proportions of 
permanent singlehood among both Jewish men and women. 

The reduced frequency of marriage among younger adults-since the 1960s 
among women and since the 1970s also among men-has obviously produced a 
considerable increase in the average age at marriage. Later marriages have contrib­
uted to the overall decline in fertility that has occurred in America since the 196Os. 

Divorce 

A further demographic transformation that has considerably affected both general 
and Jewish populations in the United States is the continuing growth of divorce. 
Past studies have shown that the Jews tended to divorce less than the total popula­
tion, and they tended to re-marry more frequently after divorce. According to the 
NJPS,2o 1.4 percent of Jewish males and 3.4 percent of Jewish females aged 35 to 
44 were currently divorced in 1970-71. The proportions of Jews ever-divorced at 
the same ages were higher-l1.8 percent among males and 12.9 percent among 
females-and yet substantially lower than among the total U.S. whites, where the 
corresponding figures were 21.1 percent among males and 25.9 percent among 
females. The greater tendency of Jews toward family life was also shown by the 
higher percentages of re-married individuals among those with terminated mar­
riages. Among ever-divorced Jews aged 35 to 44, 82.3 percent of males and 68.4 
percent of females had married again, compared with 75.6 percent and 64.6 per­
cent, respectively, among the total white population. 

Some of the evidence on divorce from the more recent Jewish community surveys 
is reported in Table 3. In most places surveyed during the first half of the 1980s, 
between 8 percent and 16 percent of adults in their thirties and early forties were 
currently divorcees-an increase of three to six times over the levels in the early 
1970s. In Canada, where the 1971 frequencies of Jewish divorcees were slightly 
lower than those of the NJPS, there has also been a visible increase. The proportion 
divorced or separated among Jews of both sexes aged 35 to 44 rose from 3.1 percent 
in 1971 to 11.1 percent in 1981. 21 The comparable figures for the total Canadian 
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Table 3. Percentage of Jews. 
United : 

Community Year 20-24 

Canada 
Total 1971 0.3 

United States' 
Total (NIPS) 1970-71 0.4 
Pittsburgh 1975 1.2 
Boston 1975 2.lf 
Minneapolis 1981 0.0 
St. Paul 1981 0.0 
Washington 1983 o.or 
Baltimore 1985 o.or 

Boston 1965 
1975 
1985 

Los Angeles 1967 
1979 

Rochester 1980 
Chicago 1981 
Denver 1981 
Nashville 1982 
Miami 1982 
Milwaukee 1983 
Kansas City 1985 

Notes: -Only places with data for all Je, 
holds-were included here. 
b40 and over 
c18-29 
d30-44 
e45-59 

fJ8-24 
845-64 
h21-29 

Sources: See Table I. 
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Table 3. Percentage of Jews Currently Divorced or Separated, by Age and Sex­

United States and Canada, 1965-85
 

Males Females 

Community Year 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 

Canatlll 
Total 1971 0.3 1.9 2.9 204 0.8 3.1 3.3 2.2 

United States' 
Total (NJPS) 1970-71 004 6.5 104 J.J 0.9 2.8 304 4.8 
Pittsburgh 1975 1.2 3.2 1.2 l.I b 0.0 204 2.5 3.3b 

Boston 1975 2.6c 6.3d 11.4" 1.8c 4.8d 4.2" 
Minneapolis 1981 0.0 2.6 9.0 8.1 0.0 6.7 13.3 804 
St. Paul 1981 0.0 1.0 6.0 3.2 0.0 2.8 6.6 8.0 
Washington 1983 O.Of 4.5 14.3 804 O.or 7.8 8.5 15.2 
Baltimore 1985 O.Of 3.0 9.0 4.(}8 3.0f 6.0 8.0 5.0g 

Both Sexes 

20-24 25-29 30-39 40-49 

Boston 1965 O.Qh 1.0 0.0 
1975 2.Qh 3.0 2.0 
1985 O.Qh 8.0 12.0 

Los Angeles 1967 5.5 3.9 6.8 
1979 7.2 12.6 13.6 

Rochester 1980 c 5.9d 2.8g 
Chicago 1981 0.01 4.Oi 10.0 10.0 
Denver 1981 O.Of 6.0 10.6 21.3 
Nashville 1982 O.Oi 3.5i 7.8 7.7 
Miami 1982 11.3k 16.21 

Milwaukee 1983 lAc 9.6 7.6 
Kansas City 1985 I.Of 4.0m 13.0n 6.0g 

NO/es: -Only places with data for all Jewish individuals-as distinguished from respondents or heads of house­
holds-were included here. 
b40 and over 
c18-29 
d30-44 

f] 8-24 
&45-64 
h21-29 

iJ8-22 
j23-29 
k20-34 

135-49 
m25-34 
n35-44 

<45-59 

Sources: See Table I. 
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population were 1.9 percent in 1971 and 9.2 percent in 1981-an indication that the 
past difference between Jews and non-Jews with regard to divorce and remarriage 
may be fading away. 

Further analyses of the frequency of terminated marriages among selected sub­
sections of the Jewish population in Greater New York around 1981 point to striking 
internal variations.22 The proportion ever-divorced among Jews aged 35 to 54 
ranged from a low of 6.4 percent among those with high ritual observance to a high 
of 51.3 percent among those with low ritual observance. The frequency of divorce 
was significantly associated with several other indicators of Jewishness-in terms 
of both parental background and personal behavior and attitudes. Levels of marital 
instability among the least identified sections of the Jewish population seem, there­
fore, to have become equal to those of the U.S. total white population, among 
which the cumulative rate of divorce has been estimated at 50 percent and over for 
recent marriage cohorts. 23 On the other hand, a wide gulf remains between the 
family behavior of the more observant and closely knit sections of the Jewish 
population and the majority of Americans. 

Although the available data are still partial and fragmentary, the continuous 
growth in the percentages of currently divorced Jews-shown by most of the recent 
community surveys-almost certainly reflects both more frequent divorces among 
the ever-married and less frequent re-marriages among the ever-divorced. The trend 
has significant effects for Jewish population composition and creates new needs 
from the point of view of Jewish communal services, especially with regard to the 
rapid increase of one-parent households. 

MIXED MARRIAGE PATTERNS 

Background 

The frequency and demographic consequences of out-marriage constitute a central 
theme in the debate about the implications of present population trends for the future 
of American Jewry. The frequency of out-marriage can be posited as one of the 
most symptomatic sociodemographic indicators of group cohesion. It is thus of 
interest both at a descriptive level, as a measure of group cohesion, or for the 
comparison between several groups within the same population; and, at a more 
theoretical level, as a criterion for assessing the nature of interaction between 
different religio-ethnic groups in the context of changing social norms and social 
structure. 

The recent social science literature on American Jewry has not arrived at a 
consensus on the frequency of out-marriage and/or mixed marriage in recent years. 
Neither is there agreement as to the significance of these observed trends for Jewish 
continuity. Although the dispute arises, in part, from competing theoretical frame­
works-the hypotheses of assimilation, pluralism and transformation24-it is 
largely due to fragmentary and often unclear statistical documentation. What is 
more, the definitions of basic concepts adopted in different studies are often incon­
sistent and, at times, obscure, which obviously hinders the comparability of find-
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ings and their interpretation. There are also methodologicallacunae and biases. 
Most of the data now available on U.S. Jewry derive from Jewish community 
surveys that often do not fully cover non-affiliated or marginal Jewish households 
and are, therefore, likely to underestimate the actual frequency of out-marriage. 
Finally, findings from such surveys can be affected by local or regional factors that 
may not reflect countrywide trends. 

A further complicating feature of the debate is that comparatively little effort has 
been made to define clearly the types of marriages to which cited frequencies refer. 
In this discussion, we shall use the term "out-marriage" to refer to all weddings in 
which one of the spouses was not born Jewish or was not Jewish at the time the two 
partners first met. Where the non-Jewish partner does not change his or her original 
identification, the term "mixed marriage" will be employed. In case of conversion, 
the term "conversionary marriage" has been adopted. 25 

Much of the uncertainty in the current understanding of levels of out-marriage 
and mixed marriage is due to the fact that at least eight different percentages can be 
computed from the same survey data. Such percentages may relate, respectively, to: 
married/marrying Jewish individuals versus couples with at least one Jewish 
spouse; all marriages (couples) in a given population versus marriages (weddings) 
performed in recent years only; and marriages by religion of spouses at birth (or 
when they first met) versus marriages by religion at the time of survey (i.e., after 
allowing for cases of conversion). 

The wide range of percentages that can be obtained in the United States according 
to different combinations of measurement criteria is illustrated by the results of the 
1970-71 NJPS:26 

Percentage of Out-maniage Percentage of Mixed Maniage 
(by religion at birth) (by religion at time of survey) 

Maniages Individuals Couples Individuals Couples 

All 8.1 15.0 6.8 12.5 

Recent (1965-71) 29.2 45.1 22.5 34.8 

On the face of these data, it is legitimate to quote the NJPS as showing out-marriage 
rates as low as 6.8 percent or as high as 45.1 percent. To avoid misleading or 
haphazard practices, clear explanation and justification of the type of rate used 
should be provided. 

In our present analysis, we focus on the frequency ofJewish individuals recently 
contracting a mixed marriage, that is, on the percentage of Jews with a non­
converted non-Jewish-born spouse among recent marriage cohorts or younger age 
groups (see bold figure in the NJPS table). 

Frequency of Mixed Marriage 

Besides the data from the March 1957 Current Population Report,27 the bulk of 
countrywide information on mixed marriage comes from the 1970-71 NJPS. For 
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reasons that we have detailed elsewhere, early figures from the NJPS were inconsis­
tent and not free of error. Utilizing a data-file cleaning procedure, we obtained a 
revise~ se?es. ~f out-marriage rates.28 This revealed that nationally the percentage 
of JeWIsh mdIvIduals married to a non-Jewish-bom partner who had not converted, 
regardless of year of marriage, grew from 4 percent in 1957 to 7 percent in 1970-71 
(see Tables 4 and 5). Individual rates of mixed marriage among U.S. Jewry were 
very low until the ~ 950s: less than 2 percent during the first quarter of this century, 
3 to 5 percent durmg the 1930s and 1940s and 5 percent during the 1950s. The 
~rcentage doubled to a still relatively modest level of 10 percent in 1960-64, and it 
mcreased again by twice or more to 22.5 percent in 1965-71. 

These !'lJPS findings indicate a discontinuity in the mixed marriage patterns after 
1965 owmg to one or more of a number of factors. The third generation of Ameri­
can Jews-although becoming structurally more assimilated into American soci­
e~-was coming of age and marrying. College studies were becoming almost 
umversal among the Jews, leading to intensified patterns of interaction between 
young Jews and non-Jews. 

The u:end to increasing frequency of mixed marriage is confirmed by repeated 
observatIon of certain communities over time (see the data for Boston, Los Angeles 
and Kansas City in Table 4). However, the salient finding from the more recent 
surveys is the enormous local variation that prevails in the United States (see Table 
4) ..Among the younger age groups and more recent marriage cohorts surveyed 
dunng the late 1970s and early 1980s, the proportion of Jewish spouses with a non­
converted non-Jewish partner ranged between 11 percent in New York29 and 61 
percent in Denver.30 It also appears that the NJPS estimates are quite close to the 
central values of ranges obtained from these recent community surveys for com­
parable years of marriage or ages of spouses. Tables 4 and 5 clearly indicate that the 
rate of mixed marriage has continued to increase throughout the 1970s and early 
1980s. 

Jewish women's heterogamy has increased more significantly than that of Jewish 
men and the previous clear and consistent sex differential has tended to narrow. 31 It 
can be assumed that this, at least in part, reflects a temporary imbalance between the 
numbers of potential Jewish grooms and brides in the late 1960s and during the 
1970s-namely, the excess of young Jewish women belonging to large baby boom 
cohorts over the smaller numbers of males born a few years earlier. 

The overall religious composition of couples in Table 4 exhibits several other 
int~resting features. A relatively large variation of the frequency of mixed marriage 
eXIsts between, as well as within, major metropolitan areas. In the Greater New 
York area, very low levels of mixed marriage characterize the more densely Jewish 
boroughs and suburbs, whereas higher rates appear in some of the urban and 
suburban counties where the Jewish population has significantly relocated in recent 
years. 32 With regard to all existing marriages, the proportion of Jewish individuals 
with currently non-Jewish spouses ranged between 3 to 5 percent in Brooklyn, 
Queens and Nassau County-probably the lowest levels in the United States-to 
about 12 percent in Manhattan and Suffolk County-a level found in several other 
U.S. cities. Frequencies of mixed marriage among children of respondents in Kan­
sas City in 197633 were much higher than among the respondents themselves in the 
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same survey-and almost identical to those of the respondents in a more recent 
study of the same community. 34 In all the survey data published so far, the highest 
percentages of currently mixed couples among all existing households were in 
Seattle. 35 There seems to be a clear rise in the frequency of mixed marriages as one 
moves from the northeastern United States to the South and West-controlling for 
size of community. These findings confirm the significant relationships between 
age, generation, geographic mobility and frequency of mixed marriage pointed out 
in earlier studies of mixed marriage among American Jews. 36 

Once again, Canadian data lend support to these patterns and trends. In Canada, 
too, the striking regional differentials are consistent with those observed in the 
United States. In 1981 the proportion of Jews in mixed families37 ranged between 
relatively low levels of 6 percent in Montreal; 8 percent in Toronto and Winnipeg; 
14 to 16 percent in Ottawa, Hamilton, Calgary and Edmonton; 19 percent in 
Vancouver (the fourth largest community in Canada); and 25 percent in the small 
communities in the North Atlantic Maritime Provinces. 38 The current levels of 
mixed marriage among recently married Jews were much higher. When com­
parisons could be made for communities of similar size and regional location­
particularly for the east-west continuum-percentages of mixed marriage were 
generally higher in the United States than in Canada. 

In the past the frequency of mixed marriage among recently formed couples was 
quite similar for Jews in the United States and Canada. A comparison of Canadian 
official marriage statistics with the NJPS data, however, suggests that the recent 
increase began earlier and was more marked in the United States. The individual 
percentages of mixed marriage in Canada moved from 3 percent during the 1930s to 
5 percent in the late 1940s, 7 percent in the 1950s, 9 percent in 1961-65, 12 percent 
in 1966-70, 19 percent in 1971-75, and 25 percent in the late 1970s. By 1980-82, 
excluding the province of Quebec, 28 percent of Jewish spouses in Canada married 
a non-Jewish partner. 39 As noted earlier, a somewhat lower mixed marriage level is 
documented for Montreal from census data of existing couples;40 therefore, the 
Canadian countrywide average of mixed weddings at the outset of the 1980s can be 
put at around 25 percent. Data provided by Statistics Canada-excluding the 
provinces of Quebec, British Columbia and Alberta-confirm an individual level of 
mixed marriage of about 25 percent in 1985.41 Given the lower than average 
frequency of mixed marriages in Quebec and the past higher levels for Alberta and 
especially British Columbia, the latter figure cannot be far from the average for the 
entire country. 

A countrywide estimate of levels of mixed marriage for the United States can be 
arrived at by computing an average, weighted according to Jewish population size 
that (1) takes into account the empirically ascertained proportions of mixed mar­
riage in the numerous localities investigated and (2) assigns other localities to 
categories of presumed intensity in the level of mixed marriage in accord with 
geographic region and Jewish community size. An exercise of this kind-carried 
out by Silberman42-gave an average of between 22 and 27 percent. In addition to 
some serious inconsistencies in the data included,43 the consistently higher figures 
in several later community reports suggest that Silberman's calculations have under­
estimated the levels. Taking more recent surveys into consideration, the individual 
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Demographic Transformations of American Jewry 187 

Table 5. Percentage of Jews Out-marrying and Percentage of Spouses Converting to
 
Judaism, by Year of Marriage/Age-United States, 1900-85
 

Percentage Married 
with Spouse: 

Percentage Converted to 
Year of Survey and Year of Non-Jewish Non-Jewish Judaism Out of All Non­

MarriagelAge at Survey at Birth at Survey Jewish-Born Spouses 

NJPS NatiolUll Survey, 
1970-71, by Year of 
Marriage 

1900-24 1.7 1.4 18 
1925-34 3.0 2.6 15 
1935-44 4.9 4.6 7 
1945-54 5.8 5.4 8 
1955-64 9.1 7.4 19 
1965-71 29.2 22.5 23 

Local Community Surveys, 
1972-85, by Age at 
Survey' 

30-39 23-27 18-22 19-23 
18-29 35-39 28-32 16-20 

Note: 'Figures in this part of the table are central values in the observed range of local survey results. 

Sources: See Table 4. 

proportion of mixed marriages in the United States is currently between 28 and 32 
percent, or an average of about 30 percent. 

This, it will be recalled, is the estimated proportion of Jewish individuals of 
either sex currently marrying a non-Jewish-born spouse who does not convert to 
Judaism. It corresponds to about 45 percent of all newly formed couples or house­
holds with at least one Jewish partner. Although these U.S. estimates entail some 
margin of error, the actual couple rate of mixed marriage for Canada was 39 percent 
in 1985 (without Quebec, British Columbia or Alberta) against 31 percent in 1971­
75 and 17 percent in 1961-65.44 These estimates indicate clearly the considerable 
extent of the increase in mixed marriages in the United States and Canada over the 
past twenty years. The pace of this diffusional process since the mid-1960s demands 
careful analysis and explanation. The substantial proportion of Jewish children 
reared in mixed families has implications for the religious identification and up­
bringing of the next generation that are as yet unassessed (discussed later). More­
over, these are the current proportions of mixed marriage only; the total proportions 
of out-marriage, including conversions in either direction, must be still greater. 

In spite of this recent increase, Jewish out-marriage is comparatively infrequent 
in the context of American society. Comprehensive countrywide data such as the 
U.S. 1957 Current Population Report and the more recent Canadian censuses show 
that the proportion of mixed households is generally lower among Jews than among 
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other religious or ethnic groups, especially after controlling for the size of the 
group. However, the general frequency of heterogamy has continually increased in 
North America. 45 A study of ancestry origin conducted by the U. S. Bureau of the 
Census in 1979 showed a steady increase, by age, in the frequency of persons 
reporting multiple ancestry. Frequencies increased from 44 percent among persons 
aged 65 or more to 67 percent among those below 18; among persons belonging to 
at least the third generation in the United States, the respective percentages were 59 
and 75 percent.46 Although the figures reflect, even if indirectly, the rising general 
trend of inter-ethnic marriages, they do not relate to religion. Inter-religious hetero­
gamy may, in fact, be somewhat less frequent, whereas inter-racial heterogamy in 
America is not very frequent at all. In any event, the convergence among different 
groups with a common European background-including the Jews-continues to 
be substantial. 

Jewish levels of out-marriage may, on current trends, be expected to increase. 
The influence of three sociodemographic factors till now connected with increased 
heterogamy is likely to be maintained in the foreseeable future. The first is coun­
trywide population redistribution in the United States, particularly from the North­
east to the South and West, that is consistently associated with higher regional out­
marriage rates-other things such as Jewish community size being equal.47 Further 
Jewish population redistribution toward the southern and western regions can there­
fore be expected to be associated with a continuing rise in countrywide average 
levels of out-marriage. The second factor concerns the relationship between marital 
stability and choice of partner. Although out-marriages have usually been found to 
be comparatively less stable than in-marriages, divorcees are more likely to be 
involved in out-marriage in the re-marriages that frequently follow a divorce-as 
compared to persons marrying for the first time.48 Divorce has been comparatively 
rarer among Jews than among the general population; among other things, this 
means that its potential for increase is far from exhausted. The third factor is related 
to the continuation of gender imbalances in the marriage market. These, as we have 
seen, are determined by changes in natality levels that occurred twenty to thirty 
years earlier. After the excess female spouse supply of the late 1960s and 1970s, 
from the 1980s onward, we may expect again an excess of unmarried males over 
slightly younger females. From the perspective of a given sub-population within a 
total national population-as is the case with North American Jewry-a deficiency 
of potential spouses of a given sex within that sub-population may stimulate the 
quest for partners from outside.49 

The cultural determinants of family formation and choice of partner are also 
highly relevant. The social norms that formerly underpinned Jewish endogamy are 
now maintained less in the Jewish community than in the past. The social accept­
ability of out-marriage has substantially increased, especially among the young 
generation of Jews. 50 Although the percentage of persons with an indifferent or 
even positive attitude toward out-marriage has till now generally been much higher 
than the proportion who eventually out-marry, heightened acceptability of out­
marriage among younger Jews indicates clearly that the upper boundary in the 
frequency of mixed marriage has not yet been reached. 
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Spouses and Children of Out-Marriages 

The frequency of marriage and the choice of spouse do not affect population size 
directly, but they do so as a result of three other factors: the possible addition or loss 
of adults through identifIcational changes because of out-marriage, the different 
fertility levels of homogamous versus heterogamous couples and the possible demo­
graphic gains or losses arising from the identifIcation choice made by, or for, 
children of mixed marriages. 

The impact of these factors on American Jewry in recent years is perhaps the 
most diffIcult and controversial aspect of the current debate. IdentifIcational 
changes among partners of out-marriages may occur both before and after the 
wedding. When they grow up, children of out-marriages may change the identifIca­
tion originally decided on by their parents. The analytical context of the problem 
encompasses the interactions within both the nuclear family and the extended fami­
lies of the respective spouses. 

Ideally, the effects of out-marriage on the identifIcation and demographic behav­
ior of the adults and their children should be investigated in a longitudinal study 
with periodic follow-up. At least integrated data fIles should be constructed by 
linking the records of the spouses and children in out-married households in any 
given survey. Conventional, cross-sectional data on individuals alone, collected by 
means of typical Jewish community surveys are not capable of assessing correctly 
the effects of out-marriage. Some such surveys, moreover, have virtually over­
looked those households in which the out-married Jewish spouse has converted from 
Judaism. Silberman's implicit claim51-based on Jewish survey data and on im­
pressionistic evidence-that conversion occurs only to Judaism is wrong, both 
methodologically and substantively. 

Nevertheless, despite the biased and inadequate nature of most of the available 
data on spouses and children of out-marriages, a brief overview of some relevant 
fIndings can be attempted. One problem concerns the frequency of conversion to 
Judaism52 in the context of family formation. The absolute number of individuals 
who were not born Jewish and who later identifIed as Jews at the time of a given 
survey has increased substantially since the 1950s. According to the NJPS data, the 
proportion of non-Jewish-born wives who were reported as Jews in 1970-71 in­
creased from 12 percent among those married in 1945-54 to 28 percent among the 
1955-64 marriage cohort. This clearly reflects an actual increase in these wives' 
propensity to convert to Judaism at a time when the proportion of out-marriages was 

j slowly growing. 53 However, a slight decrease in the conversion of wives-to 26 
percent-occurred among the 1965-71 out-marriages, which themselves repre­
sented a much greater proportion of new marriages with at least one Jewish partner 
than had been the case in any previous cohort. Thus, although the absolute number 
of conversions had increased, the propensity to convert had not-and may even 
have declined. In both instances the proportion of non-Jewish-bom husbands con­
verting to Judaism was extremely small. 

More recent community surveys consistently indicate that only a minority of the 
spouses of out-married Jews report their religious affIliation to be Jewish at the time 
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of the interview. Among the younger non-Jewish-bom spouses, aged 18 to 29 and 
30 t~ 39 at the time of surveys between 1972 and 1985, the proportion embracing 
Judaism ranged between 7 and 42 percent, depending on the localities reported in 
Table 4.54 The central values of this substantial range were 19 to 23 percent among 
the 30-39 age group, and 16 to 20 percent among the 18-29 age groups (see Table 
~). The NJPS finding of relatively fewer conversions along with more out-marriages 
IS therefore confinned by the latest batch of Jewish community studies. 

The relevance of this finding lies in its connection with the substantial differences 
between conversionary and mixed households in the degree of Jewishness. Evi­
dence from the NJPS,55 local community surveys56 and specially designed surveys 
of out-married couples57 shows that the Jewishness of conversionary households, as 
measured by a variety of attitudinal and behavioral indicators, does not differ much 
from the average of in-married households and is, in fact, stronger than that of the 
least Jewishly identified among the latter. Mixed households, on the other hand 
display much weaker patterns of Jewishness. Given the declining tendency of th; 
non-Jewish-born spouses to convert to Judaism, mixed households now constitute 
the vast majority of Jewish out-marriages. 

A related issue, requiring systematic investigation, are the personal feelings of 
Jewish identity and communal participation of the newly converted. Exploratory 
research points to the complexity and ambivalence of the psycho-social transition 
involved in conversion, which in some cases may be long-lasting or even remain 
unresolved.58 The balance between personal feelings of belonging to a Jewish 
community, on the one hand, and of community acceptance, on the other, is likely 
t~ pl.ay an important role in shaping a convert's Jewish identity. This, in tum, may 
slgmficantly affect the patterns of family life and transmission of Jewish identity to 
the next generation within conversionary marriages (discussed later). 

The NJPS yielded the most systematic infonnation to date on the respective 
fertility levels of Jewish in-marriages and outcmarriages and on the levels of and 
relationships between demographic and identificational variables,59 unmatched by 
any subsequent local survey. Its data in this regard are still relevant today. The 
NJP~ found first, that in 1970-71 in most marriage cohorts, the fertility of out­
mamed couples was much lower than that of homogamous Jewish couples, re­
gardless of the religion of the children. The average difference in the number of 
children ever-born was 24 percent. This difference can be attributed partly to the 
later age at marriage and higher educational level of the out-married, both of which 
are generally associated with lower fertility. Deliberate childlessness or reduction in 
the number of children among couples apprehensive that the upbringing of children 
might be a source of conflict may also have been a factor. 

Second, the proportion of Jewish children among all children of out-married 
~oup~es c~ be compared with a hypothetical equal split between the two parental 
Identifications. If all NJPS out-marriages are considered together, this factor had 
caus~d only a minor loss by 1970-71: 49 percent of all children of the reported out­
mamed couples were defined as Jews by their parents. Among currently mixed 
couples, ~he ~roportion of Jewish children was 44 percent. However, among cou­
ples mamed lD 1965-71, only 25 percent ofthe children of all out-marriages and 15 
percent of the children of mixed marriages were defined as Jews. In consequence of 

" 

Demographic Transformations of. 
I, 

I~ this new trend, about 25 perc~ 
population (including the non-.i 
Jews in 1970-71. 

Third, on the whole, when 
identification of children are c 
(according to parents' definitio 
marriages than in in-marriages. 
ported couples with at least on. 
diminution in fertility of the er: 
than 4 percent. Although this ef 
even been moderately positive 
NJPS marriage cohort (1965-71 
a result of out-marriage. 

Fourth, as measured by the 
children of out-marriages varie 
Jewish-born spouse. The propOi 
pIes was 94 percent if the mothe­
was Jewish and the father was • 
The proportion of Jewish childre 
for one of the three major Jewi 
fonn); 22 percent if the mothe. 
most non-converted mothers in 

A few more recent studies po 
date. In New York in 198161 .. 
cent-stood at the low end of tb 
out of four non-Jewish-bom spc 
dren of mixed marriages who w 
Jewish and 35 percent if the 
America the majority of childre 
er's group of origin.62 Howev 
marriage among Jewish women 
mixed couples by the sex of the 
York in 1981 than found by thl 
overall proportion of children (} 
York (53 percent) than in the 1­

The 1985 study of the Jewish 
tially similar to that of New Y, 
(including converts), 54 percent 
4 percent had more than one r 
none.64 In Chicago in 1981, on 
couples were identified as Jews 
as Jews and members of anoth 
proportion of mixed marriages 
communities-38 percent of . 
Jewish. 66 

Another study, conducted in 



, DellaPergola and Uziel O. Schmelz 

-born spouses, aged 18 to 29 and 
I 1985, the proportion embracing 
Iding on the localities reported in 
lIlge were 19 to 23 percent among 
:the 18-29 age groups (see Table 
,ns along with more out-marriages 
ish community studies. 
)n with the substantial differences 
I the degree of Jewishness. Evi­
56 and specially designed surveys 
s of conversionary households, as 
1 indicators, does not differ much 
, in fact, stronger than that of the 
I households, on the other hand, 
ren the declining tendency of the 
nixed households now constitute 

lion, are the personal feelings of 
le newly converted. Exploratory 
;e of the psycho-social transition 
y be long-lasting or even remain 
~lings of belonging to a Jewish 
lcceptance, on the other, is likely 
:wish identity. This, in tum, may 
transmission of Jewish identity to 
es (discussed later). 
nation to date on the respective 
mages and on the levels of and 
tional variables,59 unmatched by 
ard are still relevant today. The 
iage cohorts, the fertility of out­
omogamous Jewish couples, re­
rage difference in the number of 
::e can be attributed partly to the 
of the out-married, both of which 
~rate childlessness or reduction in 
fie that the upbringing of children 
I a factor. 
lOng all children of out-married 
at split between the two parental 
Isidered together, this factor had 
)f all children of the reported out­
)arents. Among currently mixed 
~ percent. However, among cou­
ildren of all out-marriages and 15Ted "" Jews. In con"",nence of 

Demographic Transformations of American Jewry 191 

this new trend, about 25 percent of all children aged 0 to 4 in the enlarged Jewish 
population (including the non-Jewish household members) were not identified as 
Jews in 1970-71. 

Third, on the whole, when the influences of differential fertility and of the 
identification of children are combined, the average number of Jewish children 
(according to parents' definition) per Jewish parent was 26 percent lower in out­
marriages than in in-marriages. Because at that time only 14 percent of total re­
ported couples with at least one Jewish partner were out-married, the consequent 
diminution in fertility of the entire U.S. Jewish population amounted to no more 
than 4 percent. Although this effect was only marginally negative overall-and had 
even been moderately positive for one of the earlier marriage cohorts-the last 
NJPS marriage cohort (1965-71) recorded a net Jewish fertility loss of 15 percent as 
a result of out-marriage. 

Fourth, as measured by the NJPS, the reported religious identification of the 
children of out-marriages varied in relation to the conversion status of the non­
Jewish-born spouse. The proportion Jewish among all children of out-married cou­
ples was 94 percent if the mother had converted to Judaism, 86 percent if the mother 
was Jewish and the father was not and 17 percent60 if only the father was Jewish. 
The proportion of Jewish children was 87 percent if the mother indicated preference 
for one of the three major Jewish denominations (Orthodox, Conservative or Re­
form); 22 percent if the mother indicated another preference or none at all, with 
most non-converted mothers in the last category. 

A few more recent studies provide comparable data to bring the picture up-to­
date. In New York in 198161 where the proportion of mixed marriages-ll per­
cent-stood at the low end of the national range during the late 1970s, less than one 
out of four non-Jewish-born spouses converted to Judaism. The proportion of chil­
dren of mixed marriages who were raised as Jews was 73 percent if the mother was 
Jewish and 35 percent if the father was. This replicates the NJPS pattern. In 
America the majority of children of mixed marriages are identified with the moth­
er's group of origin.62 However, because of the more rapid increase of mixed 
marriage among Jewish women than among men in recent years, the distribution of 
mixed couples by the sex of the Jewish spouse was more evenly balanced in New 
York in 1981 than found by the NJPS in 1970-71. This largely explains why the 
overall proportion of children of mixed couples raised as Jews was greater in New 
York (53 percent) than in the NJPS (44 percent). 

The 1985 study of the Jewish community in Baltimore63 paints a picture substan­
tially similar to that of New York. In households with a non-Jewish-born spouse 
(including converts), 54 percent of the children under 18 were identified as Jewish, 
4 percent had more than one religion, 24 percent other religions and 18 percent 
none.64 In Chicago in 1981, on the other hand, 40 percent of all children of mixed 
couples were identified as Jews, whereas an additional 12 percent were raised both 
as Jews and members of another religion.65 In Kansas City in 1985-where the 
proportion of mixed marriages was among the highest of the recently surveyed 
communities-38 percent of the children of currently mixed marriages were 
Jewish.66 

Another study, conducted in Philadelphia in 1983-84,67 provides a more in­
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'(depth examination of the relationship between the religious composition of re­
spondent couples and of their parents. Whereas 99 percent of the respondents born 
to a Jewish couple were raised as Jews themselves, only 59 percent were if the 
parental marriage was mixed. In the respondent couples, the proportion of Jews 
married to a non-converted non-Jewish spouse was 11 percent if they were children 
of in-marriages but 38 percent if their parents' marriage, too, had been mixed. 
Adding the converted spouses in the respondent couples makes the difference in the 
proportion of out-married Jews even more striking: 12 percent were out-married if 
the parents were in-married, compared with 65 percent out-married if the parents 
had been a mixed couple. The inter-generational relationship between out-marriage 
and children's Jewishness can be extended one stage further to the children of 
current mixed marriages among whom only 31 percent were raised as Jews com­
pared with 83 percent among conversionary marriages and 97 percent of the chil­
dren of two Jewish spouses. If the parents of the Jewish respondent in a current 
mixed marriage were in-married, 37 percent of his or her children were Jewish, but 
if the parental marriage had been mixed, the Jewish proportion of children reported 
in Philadelphia was nil. Again, children of respondents in mixed marriage were 
more often Jewish if the mother was Jewish (40 percent) than if the father was (22 
percent).68 

On the basis of the comparison between the New York, Baltimore, Chicago, 
Philadelphia and Kansas City findings, it seems reasonable to infer that in general 
an inverse relationship exists between the frequency of mixed marriage and the 
proportion Jewish among the respective children. The greater the degree of mixed 
marriage, the fewer the number of children who are raised as Jews. The predomi­
nant indication of the recent surveys so far analyzed is that less than one-half of the 
children of mixed marriage are Jewish. Most children of conversionary marriages 
are raised as Jews, but conversionary marriages constitute a minority of all out­
marriages. The overall identificational balance of the children of out-marriage 
points to losses for the Jewish side. 

The more recent Jewish community studies also point to a diminishing difference 
between the patterns of Jewishness of the in- and out-married couples. As out­
marriages have become more frequent, heterogamous and homogamous couples 
have tended to become increasingly similar. This reflects both a somewhat greater 
diffusion of Jewish rituals and other specific behaviors among out-married couples 
and an overall decline of Jewishness among the in-married. Much greater social 
acceptance of out-marriage69-once stigmatized in the Jewish community as a form 
of social deviance7°-must be conducive to less friction with relatives and greater 
self-esteem for the out-married. Improved attitudes toward the out-married may 
have beneficial effects for their relationship with the Jewish part of the family and 
with the Jewish community in general. Whether this, by itself, guarantees transmis­
sion of Jewish identity to the coming generations is a matter for further scrutiny. 

In fact, investigation of the characteristics, attitudes, behaviors and relational 
networks of the children of out-marriages points to a pattern that, on balance, seems 
negative for the Jewish group. In a specific eight-city study of out-married families 
and their offspring, as expected, many more children of conversionary marriages 
were Jewish-and participated in Jewish life-than children of mixed marriages. 71 
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Eighty-four percent of the former, in contrast to only 24 percent of the latter, 
considered themselves Jewish. More significant, when the prevalence of Jewish or 
non-Jewish religious practices (synagogue and/or church attendance, major holi­
days) was compared, both types were often adhered to by the same individuals. 
Jewish rituals prevailed among a majority of children from conversionary mar­
riages, whereas non-Jewish religious practices more clearly predominated among 
children of mixed marriages. 

These findings provide an important corrective to the truncated portrayal of out­
married households furnished by Jewish community surveys. Many of the latter 
have shown the presence of Jewish patterns-including current or planned Jewish 
education for the children of out-marriages-but have ignored totally the simul­
taneous existence of non-Jewish patterns within the same households. Moreover, 
the same study of out-married households found that the social networks of the 
children of both conversionary and mixed marriages included more non-Jews than 
was the case with their Jewish-born parents. As compared to the parent generation, 
the adult children of out-marriages were characterized by more frequent out-mar­
riage and less frequent conversion to Judaism of the non-Jewish born partner.72 

Although the indications that emerge from the empirical evidence are somewhat 
tentative and preliminary, they do raise questions about the extent to which the 
transmission of Jewish identity to the children of out-marriages is effective. Given 
the increase in out-marriages, this issue is of prime importance for the demographic 
dynamics and population balance of American Jewry. On the basis of the current 
evidence, the prevalent process cannot be described as a sudden and complete loss 
of the out-married and their children; rather, a chain of events seems to be set into 
motion as each step affects the likelihood and direction of the next. The growing 
body of recently available survey data shows that as a result of more frequent out­
marriage, particularly mixed marriage, Jewish identity is generally weakened, often 
amalgamated with the ethnocultural heritage of an originally non-Jewish spouse or 
parent and frequently lost in the longer run. 

Overall Identification Balance 

There is hardly any statistical evidence on secession from the Jewish population 
through either adherence to a different religious group or complete lack of identifi­
cation with any such group. Most of the data collected by Jewish organizations, 
including those derived from interview surveys, are prone to bias, especially when 
samples are derived from lists of those who are in some way Jewishly active. A 
similar bias has also been attributed to surveys based on samples of households 
bearing distinctive Jewish names. 73 Such surveys tend to picture Jewish wives in 
out-marriages as attached to Judaism and raising their children Jewishly. But they 
are marred by an insufficient representation of the opposite: out-married ex-Jew­
esses who live in non-Jewish surroundings, have lost all attachment with Judaism 
and the Jewish community and are missed in Jewish-sponsored surveys. 

An independent check of the findings obtained through Jewish surveys comes 
from the General Social Surveys (GSS) conducted since 1972 by the National 
Opinion Research Center (NaRC) at the University of Chicago. The GSS has I
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included a question on religion and some of these data have been recently pub­
lished.74 According to this source, Jews have had the lowest ratio of conversions to 
disaffiliations among fourteen religious groups-including persons reporting no 
religion. The Jewish group gained forty persons from other groups per every one 
hundred it lost. We do not recommend giving too much credence to this exceedingly 
low ratio because the data file included less than five hundred interviews with self­
declared Jews (as distinct from ex-Jews), and this number was aggregated from 
surveys scattered over a dozen years. Nevertheless, this rare piece of information on 
the direction of the Jews' identificational balance among the total U.S. population 
should not be overlooked altogether. 

CONCLUSIONS: DECLINE OF THE CONVENTIONAL
 
JEWISH FAMILY
 

Since the late 1960s or early 1970s, according to the more recent U.S. Jewish 
community surveys and Canadian censuses and vital statistics, the proportion of 
Jews who were never-married, were currently divorced or separated or who were 
married with a currently non-Jewish spouse has substantially increased. Changes in 
the different aspects of family formation can be synthesized through an index of 
conventional Jewish family that provides the proportion of Jewish adults who are 
currently married and with a Jewish partner (regardless of the spouse's religion at 
birth). Such was the normative situation of Jewish adults throughout history; it still 
overwhelmingly predominated among American Jews throughout the 1960s-much 
more so than in other Jewish communities in Western countries. Back in 1970-71, 
according to the NJPS data, 87 percent of Jewish adults aged 30 to 39 (79 percent of 
Jewish males and 95 percent of Jewish females) lived in conventional Jewish 
families. By the mid-1980s this proportion had declined to an estimated range of 
between 70 and 50 percent-depending on locality-and it has probably continued 
to decline since then. 

What do these figures mean? Contrary to the course of most of Jewish history, 
including the very recent past, the conventional Jewish family is no longer the 
cardinal structural component of Jewish community. Although it still predominates 
in most Jewish surroundings, more generally, it coexists with several alternative 
and increasingly visible types of family experience, namely non-marriage, past­
marriage and mixed marriage. The impact of such changes is, first of all, demo­
graphic. Jewish inter-generational replacement starts with Jewish family formation. 
Decline in the latter almost unavoidably foreshadows decline in the former, unless 
marital fertility increases or reproduction is significantly transferred out of the 
family-neither of which has been, nor is likely to become, the case among the 
Jews. 

Demographically, the larger size of the baby boom cohorts reaching marriageable 
age during the 1970s should have enhanced more frequent and younger marriages 
by facilitating mate selection. Our analysis indicates the contrary-that for North 
American Jewry the marriage patterns of the 1970s are reminiscent of those of the 
Depression years of the 1930s. Even if we make proper allowance for the increased 
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rates of unemployment during the 1970s, especially among younger adults, the 
economic situation of the 1970s is in no way comparable to the crisis of the 1930s. 
Clearly, profound changes were under way in cultural perceptions about the cen­
trality of marriage as a worthwhile personal goal and its priority relative to other 
goals such as higher education, women's participation in the labor force and profes­
sional careers.75 

Indeed, the different aspects of Jewish family formation reviewed here are largely 
consistent and closely intertwined with the socioeconomic structure and mobility 
characteristics of American Jews, particularly their high rate of urbanization and 
suburbanization, the very high proportions with college or university educational 
attainment and their concentration in selected branches of the white-collar occupa­
tional range. In spite of diminished nuptiality, weakened family stability and in­
creasing heterogamy, evidence persists of a stronger familistic orientation among 
the Jews than among other groups, after controlling for socioeconomic dif­
ferences. 76 But, in the context of the greater Jewish familism of the past, the recent 
changes in Jewish marriage patterns constitute a greater departure from the previous 
sociodemographic course for Jews than they do for other groups. 

Of special interest, here, is the process of, or at least the aspiration to, individua­
tion (i.e. moving out of the parental family without forming one's own family or 
procreating). This appears to be especially intensive among young Jews, where 
individuation may be connected with greater economic resources and a persisting 
stronger attraction toward university education, but it also weakens ethnic ties with 
the community of origin. Indeed, the other young adult group whose preferred 
mobility characteristics most resemble those of the Jews is the one reporting no 
religio-ethnic preference.77 

Will the recent shifts in the personal preferences of young adults be reversed in 
the future? In the shorter term, a new marriage boom would be necessary to return 
the proportions of ever-married Jewish adults to levels comparable to those of past 
decades. Whether such a marriage boom will occur, will depend (as in the past) on 
the interplay of social norms concerning the family with socioeconomic and demo­
graphic factors. It is likely that marriage may still constitute a widely held ideal 
among the younger Jewish generation.78 But, in the general context of American 
society, some of the forces that produced the recent changes have probably not run 
their full course and may yet produce further changes in the same direction.79 In 
particular, the declining role of the family in fulfilling economic and educational 
functions, the changing status of women in society and the ambivalent response of 
men to such changes and the disjunction between sex and procreation are all con­
sistent with the diminished salience of (stable) marriages in society. Considering the 
extensive participation of Jews in most general societal transformations in America, 
the simple extrapolation that as Jews have tended to marry in the past, so they will 
continue to do in the future, can no longer be accepted. 

The observed changes in family formation are in keeping with, partly explain and 
reinforce the effects of the decline in fertility recently documented.8o Fewer and 
later marriages together with low fertility are erosive forces for the Jewish popula­
tion in America. Mixed marriage and the weak or composite Jewish identification of 
the children of such marriages magnify the demographic consequences of recent 
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Jewish population trends. The processes at work in the Jewish community support 
the assimilation hypothesis regarding the interpretation of the contemporary rela­
tions and interactions between religious and ethnic groups in American society. 
From the group-specific perspective of the influence of these processes on the 
current population dynamics of the U.S. Jews, the consistent indication is that of 
attrition. 

These findings have significant historical and communal implications that reach 
beyond the present and the future of Jews in America. Historically, the Jewish 
family was not only the product of a certain type of traditional culture it also was the 
main agency of cultural continuity. In the traditional communities of the past, 
demographic reproduction and cultural reproduction went together; to some extent, 
this was also true of American Jews until the mid-1960s. The past and current 
changes have substantially reduced the previous sociodemographic differences be­
tween American and other Western Jews. Thus, they seem to contradict the major 
theoretical axiom, and prediction, that America would be different. 

The cultural pluralism of American society was expected to combine with the 
large size of the Jewish population in promoting a higher degree of cultural and 
sociodemographic cohesiveness and distinctiveness among American Jews than 
elsewhere in the Diaspora. But the fact that the basic trends of family patterns in the 
United States-as measured by the index of conventional Jewish family-are quite 
similar to those observed in, say, France,S) indicates that the theoretical framework 
on which these assumptions are based is inadequate. An alternative analytical 
approach that stresses the similar structural position and cultural vulnerability of 
Jewish population minorities everywhere is therefore necessary. At the same time, 
the evidence of the rapidly diminishing distinctiveness of Jewish family patterns 
raises significant questions about the salience of ethnicity in America in the long 
term. 

From the policy perspective, the community now being redefined is one in which 
the conventional Jewish family plays a smaller role than in the past as the basis of 
social interaction and the creator of Jewish continuity. Consequently, if the current 
trends are not dramatically reversed-this does not seem likely in the near future­
the development of a viable Jewish community life will require new approaches to 
Jewish continuity. This, in tum, will necessitate a firmer and more systematic base 
of scientific research than the present one-a base that can provide the foundations 
for Jewish policy decisions aimed at strengthening Jewish identification and at 
ensuring a meaningful Jewish life in America. 

Notes 

Parts of this paper were originally presented at the Conference on New Perspectives in 
American Jewish Sociology: Findings and Implications, American Jewish Committee, New 
York, 28-29 May 1986. Sidney Goldstein read the original manuscript and provided valu­
able comments. Judith Even and Arin Poller, Division of Jewish Demography and Statistics, 
Institute of Contemporary Jewry, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, ably assisted in the 
preparation of this paper. 
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