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Bethamie Horowitz: Double or Nothing? Jewish Families and Mixed Marriage expands the discussion of intermarriage to include some of the social representations of intermarriage in our general environment, looking at what’s going on in the world of American culture, movies, literature, and so on. In this session, we’re going to continue that expansion process with experts from three different domains: history, sociology, and internal Jewish historical text-based understandings of Jewishness and non-Jewishness. We start with Professor Jonathan Sarna, pre-eminent historian of American Jews and most recently the author of the book American Judaism, a History. He will be followed by Professor Richard Alba, whose earlier book, The Twilight of Ethnicity, set the Jewish experience in the context of that of other white ethnics who came to America at more or less the same time. That widening sociologically of how we think about intermarriage is very important. Professor Alba’s new book, written with Victor Nee, is called The Remaking of the American Mainstream. It compares the immigrants in the first wave of immigration, 1880 to 1924, with their descendants and current immigrants in terms of their processes of assimilation. He explores how we think about assimilation, including the very terms and concepts that we use and how those might need to be changed. And he asks how each of these historical experiences can enlighten us today. Our respondent is Professor Shaye Cohen, a scholar of Second Temple Judaism and author of The Beginnings of Jewishness, which examines construction of Jewishness in ancient history and the rabbinic period. 
[Professor Sarna’s comments are not transcribed.]

Richard Alba: I want to thank Sylvia very much for inviting me to participate in this event and to congratulate her on her new book. I’m especially pleased to learn, as I did last night, that I was part of her “dream team” of conference participants. I am a sociologist, and I want to say something about how I approach the subject of intermarriage, as a sociologist. I’m certainly not here to decry it or to endorse it, nor am I here to make recommendations about how one should prevent it or deal with its consequences. What I’m interested in is understanding the forces in American society that lead to high rates of intermarriage not only among Jews but also among the members of many other groups, as Professor Sarna pointed out. Without that understanding, I think, any recommendations about intermarriage are likely to prove ineffective. 

In thinking about intermarriage, I inevitably relate it to the concept of assimilation—but here I think we get into trouble, because we actually have different concepts of assimilation, and moreover, assimilation is not the only pattern that we see in American society. Hence, much of our confusion is about what language we should use to describe American society: Are we a pluralist society? A multicultural society? An assimilationist society? In different ways, we’re all of those things. Today I’d like to talk about our concepts of assimilation and how we might think about assimilation in ways that shed light on Jewish-Christian intermarriage.

In the contemporary lexicon, the word “assimilation” itself frequently has negative connotations. Harvard Professor Nathan Glazer recounts in an essay, tellingly entitled “Is Assimilation Dead”: “Recently, I asked a group of Harvard students what their attitude to the term ‘assimilation’ was. The large majority had a negative reaction. Had I asked what they thought of the term ‘Americanization,’ the reaction, I’m sure, would have been even more hostile.” The coupling of the two terms “assimilation” and “Americanization” is indicative. Indeed, assimilation is often confounded in contemporary discourse with a concept that’s been labeled as “Anglo-conformity,” or “Americanization.” But that concept is misleading if we seek to understand assimilation as a pattern that is represented in American life today, and even, I might add, historically.

The idea of assimilation has four problematic elements. One is the element of cultural eradication: replacement of the original ethnicity and culture by the ethnicity and culture of the mainstream or the predominant ethic group. A second is the idea of one-way change: only the immigrant minority changes, while the societal mainstream remains stable. A third is the element of coercion: assimilation is something that is imposed by the mainstream society on immigrant or ethnic families, who are frequently attempting unsuccessfully to resist it. And the fourth is the idea of inevitability: assimilation is an inevitable pattern in American life. I’m not going to get into how this problematic concept arose. It’s a long story. It is told a bit in the book that Victor Nee and I have written called Remaking the American Mainstream. I think part of the answer is that this conception was a largely ex post facto one, which arose after the assimilation process was already well advanced for the descendants of European immigrants—Jews, Italians, Irish, etc.
If we want to think about assimilation in a more fruitful way, how should we proceed? It’s useful to remind ourselves of the concept of “ethnicity,” a broad concept that includes many forms of religion, including Judaism. Ethnicity, as it actually operates in social life, is best thought of as a kind of boundary that separates people who have different ethnic origins. It’s a distinction that people make in their everyday lives. It shapes their mental orientations and their attitudes and their actions toward the people they encounter. Generally speaking, it is embedded in a variety of other cultural and social differences between groups that give the ethnic boundary concrete meaning, so that members of one group think about another, “Well, they’re not like us because(”

If we think about ethnicity in this way, it is obvious that ethnic distinctions can be affected by changes that occur on one or on both sides of the boundary. Hence, in our book Remaking the American Mainstream, Victor Nee and I define assimilation as the decline of an ethnic distinction—decline meaning not that distinctions disappear but that they fades in significance. They become relevant in fewer domains of social life. From the perspective of an ethic minority group, its members’ ethnic origins become less and less relevant, as people on both sides of a boundary see themselves as alike in fundamental ways, assuming that they’re alike in terms of other social factors like social class. At some points, a distinction may determine everything about individuals’ lives—the kind of education they receive, the kind of work they can get, where they can live, whom they can marry. At others, it may have faded to the extent that it is chiefly remembered in the intimacy of family settings. Assimilation of this sort doesn’t require that ethnicity be eradicated. The individuals who are assimilating may still be noticeably ethnic in a variety of ways. Moreover, assimilation may be eased insofar as the mainstream into which minority individuals are assimilating is itself undergoing changes, for instance, incorporating some of the cultural elements that ethnic minorities bring into the society.
This is obviously a two-way image of change. Is this realistic? Well, Sylvia Barack Fishman herself, in our discussion last night, pointed to ways in which it is indeed realistic, not simply with regard to Jews but with regard to many other ethnic groups that have come to the United States. For instance, historians of German-Americans point out their role in changing the leisure activities of nineteenth century America. They contributed to relaxing puritanical strictures against Sunday pleasures and actually left a deep mark on what has become now a quintessentially American culture of leisure. To quote Kathleen Neils Conzen, “American culture in the century after 1880 moved in fits and starts toward the values cherished by German-Americans. A love of music and drama and liberal attitudes about card-playing, drinking and Sunday relaxation ceased to be regarded as foreign imports.” Of course, Germans also contributed the infamous Christmas tree, about which we’ve heard already in this conference.
Sylvia notes in her book that Jewish culture has also exerted, at this point, considerable influence on the American mainstream, from the incorporation of Yiddish words into American speech to styles of humor popularized by Jewish comedians from Jack Benny and the Marx Brothers to Jerry Seinfeld. Maybe more significantly for the people in this room, the Jewish influence on American intellectual life is very profound. Sylvia uses the word “syncretism,” and I think that word does apply, but it is a syncretism of a different sort than we often imagine. It’s not that we have a single cultural value to which different influences have contributed. What is distinctive about the American mainstream is that it allows for alternatives. We have a variety of ways of presenting ourselves as fully American, and it is in the acceptance of those alternatives that we can see the influence of immigrant and ethnic cultures.
Discussing assimilation is confusing at this moment in our history because it isn’t the only pattern of integration into American society. As we think about newly arriving immigrant groups that are exhibiting a variety of patterns, our confusion grows greater. There are two alternatives that are very common now in both social science and popular discourse. One of them envisions that in the contemporary so-called multicultural United States, there are enhanced prospects for a vigorous pluralism, generated partly by the advantages that people can derive from ethnic connections in the modern economy and partly by the support for transnational connections, or the ability of people to maintain significant relationships with people and places in other countries. A second alternative, although not so relevant for discussing Jews, is that of downward assimilation. Many new immigrant groups, hindered by their initial humble location in American society and barred from the mainstream by their race and low class position, will form new rainbow underclasses in American cities. I’m not going to go into these other possibilities because I think what’s relevant here is the way we think about assimilation in relation to Jews.
It’s useful to think of Jewish assimilation as arising from the various mechanisms that change boundaries and allow people to move across them. This will help us sort out how mixed marriage today, for both Jews and Christians, may be different from the mixed marriage of a couple of generations ago. One type of assimilatory change is “boundary crossing.” This may be the archetype that we have in mind when we think about assimilation. An individual moves from one side of the boundary to another, one group to another. This sort of change involves a conversion. The individual drops the characteristics of his group of origin and takes on the characteristics of his group of destination. This is the kind of assimilation that is often feared by Jews, and many Christians, as the outcome of a mixed marriage. It was evident last night, for those of you who were here, in the film clip that we saw from The Jazz Singer. In The Jazz Singer, the Al Jolson character must choose between being here and being there.
There’s another kind of assimilation through boundary change, though, which is much more important for understanding what is going on today: boundary blurring. Boundary blurring implies that the social profile of a boundary has become less distinct. The clarity of the social distinction has become clouded. The location of many individuals with respect to the boundary is ambiguous. Language provides a good example of boundary blurring: people who are bilingual can appear to be at one moment a member of one group. Hispanic individuals who grew up in the United States speak unaccented English. They can present themselves fully as members of the English-speaking group. But they can also, at a different moment, present themselves as a member of the Spanish-speaking group. In a boundary-blurring process, assimilation may be eased, because the individuals who are undergoing it do not feel forced to choose between the mainstream and their group of origin. They can have both at once, or maybe each at different moments in time. In the US, assimilation of this type is very visible because it involves intermediate, hyphenated stages in which individuals feel simultaneously that they are members of a minority and members of the mainstream as well.
The US strikes me as very different in this respect from many other immigration societies. If we think about immigration in the context of Western Europe, for example, this sort of hyphenation is rare. Donald Horowitz, the political scientist, writing about Germany said that Turkish-German is an oxymoron. You must be one or the other, you can’t be both. But in the US, we think we can be both. So the situation that gives rise to high rates of Jewish-Christian marriage is better described as one of blurred boundaries rather than boundary changing. In the parts of the country and the social strata where Jews are concentrated, the Jewish-Christian boundary is simply not as salient as it was in the past. Each side is familiar with members of the other side, a point that applies especially to the Christian side. Christians have much greater knowledge about Jews today than they did in the past. Thus, young people coming from different religious traditions can enter into a relationship that eventually results in marriage without a sense that they may have to give something up in order for that relationship to work. Likewise, many parents tolerate such relationships because they no longer feel that they risk losing a child to an alien religion.
Why boundaries have become blurred is a profound but very difficult-to-answer question. Certainly it was not very long ago that mainstream Americans defined the US as a white, Protestant nation. In the early twentieth century, the arrival of large numbers of eastern and southern European Catholics and Jews generated intense xenophobia among native Protestant whites. Today, when we look back on that past the differences are often described as predominantly ethnic and racial—reflecting, I think, the way we understand the differences that matter in our society today. But to observers at that time, the religious differences were as salient as the ethnic and racial ones. In different ways, Judaism and Catholicism were seen as incompatible with mainstream American institutions, polity and culture. The Protestant zealotry of the Ku Klux Klan, which reached the zenith of its membership in the 1920s, marks only the extreme pole of the spectrum of the anti-Jewish and anti-Catholic attitudes that existed at that time. Yet over time, both of these religions have become part of the American mainstream, even if the bishops’ questioning of John Kerry’s Catholicism seems to put a question mark after that. These religions, as practiced, changed as they were incorporated into the American mainstream—hence the elevation, by Reform Judaism, of Hanukkah to a Jewish equivalent for Christmas, referred to by Harvey Cox. Moreover, American Catholics, again like John Kerry, have become known within their church for combining a high level of religious observance with individual dissent from some of the major Catholic teachings.
It’s difficult, as I said, to be precise about the mechanisms that produced this boundary change. This is a task for the historians like Jonathan Sarna. But it is worth pointing out that most of the critical period seems to be the couple of decades following World War II, when both Jews and Catholics made tremendous strides toward entering the American mainstream. This culminated, for Catholics, in the election of John F. Kennedy as president. In the case of Jews, collective efforts to overcome anti-Semitism and discrimination bore considerable fruit in these decades, even if the suspicions cast on Jews by McCarthyism seemed to cloud the picture a little bit. 

One consequence of this change has been to ease marriage across religious lines—and not just for Jews, as Professor Sarna pointed out. Last night at dinner, I made a comment about a recent finding I made about Italian-Americans, and it seemed to strike a chord, so I’ll share it with all of you. In looking at religious change across different generations of Italian-Americans, I found that in the fourth generation, the great-grandchildren of immigrants, only half of Italian-Americans define themselves as Catholic. About a third define themselves as Protestants, and most of the others say they’re not sure what their religion is. Some of them may come back to the Catholic fold, but that’s a remarkable change for a group that was entirely Catholic at the moment of its immigration, and even in the second generation, ninety percent Catholic. It testifies to the cumulative impact of religious intermarriage.
Now, in the case of Jews, Sylvia’s book brilliantly shows that Jewish-Christian marriage cannot be understood mainly as an assimilation of the Anglo-conformity type—a passing of the minority individuals into the religion of the dominant group. Perhaps a third of these couples participate in Jewish congregations and raise their children as Jewish, while others may join Christian churches or create a secular family culture. It appears that many who affiliate with Judaism do not locate themselves at the most devout end of the religious spectrum. This again testifies to blurring of boundaries: frequently the family cultures of these mixed marriages includes some Christian elements, such as Christian celebrations. Of course, from the Christian point of view, they also frequently include many Jewish elements, such as Seders. 
The other statistic we should keep in mind is the number of Christians who appear at Passover Seders. Both of those statistics are meaningful in terms of telling us about the blurring of the boundaries. What was once a brightly marked religious boundary has become a blurred one, in which blended family cultures allow for rituals from both traditions to be practiced. The ramifications extend well beyond the intermarried couple itself, in the sense that then a wider family network may participate in religious rituals with which they were once unfamiliar.
It seems to me especially telling that in a society that once defined itself as Protestant and evinced substantial anti-Semitism, both Christian and Jewish families now often accept that their sons and daughters marry across what was historically a religious chasm, and that they even raise their children in the other religion. This can only occur on a large scale because the distances between Christians and Jews have greatly diminished from what they were in the past. This narrowing of the cultural and social divide has even more profound effects than we generally recognize. It affects even the perception of physical difference. In The Jazz Singer, as we saw it last night, there was reference to Jews as a race. Indeed, the difference between Jews and Christians was perceived as a racial difference in the early twentieth century. It was naturalized by widespread perceptions of Jewish physical distinctiveness, epitomized by the Jewish nose. Today the kind of physical acculturation the Jews undertook two generations ago to change their appearance in order to fit better into the Anglo-American mainstream is no longer very popular. The decline in the frequency of rhinoplasties – nose jobs – intended to give Jews a less ethnic appearance has been noted. Interestingly, this is occurring at the very moment when Jewish-Christian marriages are soaring in number. Once again, the mainstream has expanded. 
Shaye Cohen: I am a historian by training and by trade. I usually discuss the lives and thoughts of Jews who have been dead for 500 years or more. My book, The Beginnings of Jewishness, explores the category of boundaries, crossing boundaries, violating boundaries, as Judaism emerged in the ancient world. Perhaps that’s why Sylvia was so kind as to quote my book in one chapter of hers. Today I’m going to try to pretend I’m a sociologist and share some observations as an American Jew hearing papers on a topic of contemporary interest. 
First, most scholars, each in his own way, see anti-Semitism as more or less the opposite side of the coin of intermarriage. Namely, if society generally is intolerant of Jews and Judaism, we assume it will have low rates of intermarriage—and the reverse, of course. High rates of intermarriage presume a society in which Jews and Judaism are acceptable, non-problematic, and consequently, marriageable. This is perfectly reasonable and logical, but I find it remarkable that the American Jewish community seems unaware of this fact. The American Jewish community is obsessed with two things—a high rate of intermarriage and anti-Semitism—as if somehow we’re still living in the Ukraine and we run the risk of the Christians rising up any moment and assaulting us because they have just discovered that we crucified their lord We Jews always like to worry.—”No, I won’t take yes for answer!” Right? We need to worry, so perhaps it’s simply a function of that, but I’m curious to understand what this tells us about the American Jewish psyche.
The second thing that struck me was Jonathan’s observation of a beautiful paradox: even during the Golden Age, as it were, of American Judaism, when Jews married other Jews—that is to say up until the early 1960s—they were doing so not so much as an affirmation of Jewishness and endogamy, but because it was the American thing to do. That is, our high rates of endogamous marriage were a function of our American-ness as much as of our Jewishness. They weren’t observing the rabbinic laws, they were marrying their own kind because that’s what Americans did. So even the endogamous phase of the American Jewish community was a function of assimilation or American-ness. Yes, American-ness is a better term.
In reference to Professor Alba’s comments, I love his notion of boundaries. I’ve used it myself in my own historical work. Ethnicity surely is a sense of difference and otherness, and ethnic assimilation is an attenuation of that sense of difference and otherness. I wonder what sociologists would say are the boundary markers for the American Jewish community? Where are they? We used to think that intermarriage was the boundary marker, right? The ne plus ultra, beyond which you do not cross. If you cross this, then you have crossed over the great divide. But this is no longer true. Many American Jews intermarry and somehow do not think that they have transgressed anything. As Sylvia’s book shows, we have all sorts of wonderful, wondrous combinations being created before our very eyes. So where, then, for the American Jewish community as a whole, is the boundary marker?
One is perhaps an affirmation of what we are not. That is to say, Jews know they are not Christians, for whom Jesus Christ is their personal lord and savior. At one time that was the ultimate boundary taboo, the ultimate boundary marker. But Double or Nothing? shows that it’s rather messy even there. Some Jews are engaged in all kinds of behavior that even calls that ultimate taboo into question. The rise of Messianic Judaism in our country is a function of the same idea, that a Jew can do this and still not violate or transgress his or her Jewishness. I would be curious to hear a sociologist addressing that.
I was struck by the absence of discussion of class, although Richard Alba mentioned it several times along the way. It seems obvious to me that Jews become marriageable when Jews become prosperous. When Jews are no longer the blue-collar middle class but rather the white-collar middle class or the upper-middle class or in the professions, they become very marriageable. Wouldn’t you want such a person to be your spouse? After all, Jews are wealthy. I wonder how that would play into our intermarriage equation. In the good old days, when Jews owned shoe stores, they weren’t so marriageable. Now that Jews are high-powered attorneys and physicians, all of a sudden they are much more marriageable. I wonder if we should talk more about class than about religion and ethnicity.
Lastly, I would ask my sociologist and historian colleagues about conversion. Double or Nothing? discusses this along the way: does conversion of a gentile spouse really make a difference, and if so, how? The book suggests contradictory answers to those questions. That is, if the gentile spouse converts to Judaism, does one now consider the household Jewish? We all know anecdotal evidence that sometimes the answer is yes, sometimes it’s spectacularly yes, and sometimes it’s no. The problems endure, and the problem of intermarriage is there, but in a different form. I’d like to hear more discussion of that. Sylvia Barack Fishman’s new study of conversion, Choosing Jewish: Conversations About Conversion, will be published by the American Jewish Committee.

Jonathan Woocher: I’m Jonathan Woocher, president of Jewish Education Service of North America. I want to ask a conceptual question. It seemed to me, listening to both presenters and Shaye that there’s a piece missing—particularly, Richard, in your discussion of boundaries. Boundaries are one side of the equation, but the other side, I think, is connections. What are people connected to in their self-definitions as ethnics of whatever sort? Part of the story of the transformation in American Jewish life—and I believe in American life in general—is not only how the boundaries have become blurred but also how people define their relationship to their ethnic group of origin. I’m thinking here about the work, particularly in the Jewish world, of Arnie Eisen and Steve Cohen and Bethamie, which talks about transformations that don’t necessarily have to do with boundaries but with the ways people redefine their Jewishness, how they pull it in to the sphere of family and the notion of sovereign self. This seems to me to be a necessary corollary in writing the story of contemporary intermarriage. I wondered whether you would want to comment on what is happening inside ethnicity, and how that also plays into what’s going on today.
Richard Alba: I’ve written a third book called Ethnic Identity. If you look broadly not just at Jews but at other ethnics as well, what is striking is the extent to which identities have become private and individualistic—subject to individual choices of various kinds. So people can say, “I’m Italian in this way,” which may not match the way another person says he or she is Italian. But it’s important to understand all of these phenomena as a part of a process by which individuals and groups have moved gradually into the mainstream, motivated in large part by the desire to take advantage of the opportunities that the mainstream affords them. They trim back the ways in which they manifest their ethnic identities in order to be able to fit into multiethnic settings. Americans accept the expression of ethnic identity as long as it’s seen as an individual choice rather than a communal attachment.
Sue Mizrahi: I am wondering what happened to Zionism and Israel as connectors for Jewish people. And what do they have to do with marriage and how do they relate to each other?
Jonathan Sarna: This question allows me to tie certain things together and even, I hope, respond to Professor Cohen’s query about conversion. Both conversion and intermarriage have something to do with the fact that in America we are witnessing a big decline in the Jewish value of klal yisrael, or the notion that all Jews are related to one another, so when a Jew is killed in Hebron, I feel the pain because he’s my relative. It has declined because the notion of the connectedness of all Jews is not a notion known in universal religions like Christendom. Converts very rarely are taught about the notion of klal yisrael. They are taught about holidays. Professor Cox’s wonderful presentation did not deal with the notion of feeling close to all Jews. But the data is absolutely stunning. Only about half of American Jews today feel strongly connected to and responsible for all Jews all over the world. I think that’s why there’s so much ambivalence about conversion. Many converts, even those who have been a wonderful addition to the American Jewish community, do not buy into the notion that they are also joining the Jewish people forever. Indeed, as Professor Alba says, some converts feel, “I converted to Judaism, I’ve loved that life, but maybe my child will decide to be a Buddhist. I made a choice, they’ll make a choice.” That’s very different from the notion of conversion being for all generations: “I’ve become a descendant of Abraham and [so are my descendents].” 
I think that the fact that we have not mentioned of Zionism reflects the fact that intermarriage is very much about the movement of Judaism to become a religion on an equal plane with Protestantism and Catholicism. It shows a great decline in the historic aspects of Judaism that relate to Jews as a people. That’s one of the great transformations of the twentieth century. You don’t have to be an observant Jew. Justice Louis Brandeis never entered synagogue. [People used to feel that] Zionism was what connected them to Judaism. Today, it’s almost the reverse. “I don’t have to have ties with Jews around the world, I don’t have to like Israel, I go to Seder and observe Sabbath.”

Also, the reasons for intermarriage have changed, although there is no ideology of intermarriage. It has been many years since ambitious teens said, “I’ll marry the boss’s daughter to leave Judaism.” Today, people do not marry out of ideology. The ideology is, “I fall in love with somebody and marry them.” In America there is a pragmatic ideology that you marry for love without looking at the person’s religion and in some cases without looking at their political party. That’s where I began my talk, with the Jewish notion that you can only marry a Jew. That’s where [being American and being Jewish] are in absolute conflict. America believes you marry who you fall in love with, and Jews believe you marry a Jew. We’re not unique in that way: Armenians or Greek Orthodox [have similar beliefs]. That’s the difference between endogamy as the primary value and marriage for love as a primary value.
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