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This research investigates the topic of Jewish women and intermarriage, using

ethnographic methods. It continues the feminist project of making women's stories

known. Building on previous studies, this research uses interviews with ten Jewish
women in Calgary, Alberta as its primary sources. The study challenges the assumption
that Jewish intamarriage is linlced to a weakening of ethnic ties. Within the fiamework

provided by Berger and Luckmann, this research examines Jewish women's accounts of

everyday life in a m d t i c d h d society.
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GLOSSARY

-

&u/Bat Mitzvah Bar mitzvah typically takes place at or near the thirteenth
birthday, after an extended period of study. It is an affirmation of fuIl membership in
the congregation, and of commitment to the Jewish peuple and way of life (Petsonk &
Remsen, 1988).

-

Bis
The rite of consecration for a Jewish baby boy is called "Briss" or
"b'rith milah." Tbe tam means 'covenant of circumcision.' The main symbolic act of
the ceremony is the CJrCumcision, or cutting away of the foreskin of the penis. This rite
is among the oldest elements of Judaism still in practice. Circumcision marks the male
indelibly as a member of the Jewish people.
According to the Bible, any Jew who does not circumcise his son w i l l be "cut off
from his people." Thus the brim has a twofold significance. The son formally becomes
part of the Jewish people, and the parent demonstrates his commitment to the Jewish
covenant with God (Petsonk & Rernsen, 1988).

-

Chum The marriage cezemony tahs place under a canopy supported by four
poles. The chupz formerly referred to the chamber resewed for the bride on her
wedding day. The custom of using a chupa canopy originated with the rabbis in the
Middle Ages. Traditionally, the wedding ceremony took place outdwrs as an omen that
the marriage should be blessed with as many children "as the stars in heaven." To
separate the ceremony fiom the marketplace surrounding it, the rabbis sanctioned the use
of a chupa, and thus provided a more modest setting for the wedding (Siegal, Strassfeld
& Strassfeld, 1973).
Cwndl

- National Council of Jewish Women is a volunteer organization.

-

Goyim (Yiddish, plural) A Gentile, Lee,anyone who is not a Jew. Some Jews
use "goy" in a pejorative sense. Relentless persecution of Jews century after century,
in nation after nation, left a legacy of bitter sayings: "Dos ken nor a goy. " ("That, only
a goy is capable of doing"); "A goy bldbt a goy." ("A Gentile remains a Gentile," or
less literally "What did you expect? Once an anti-Semite, always an anti-Semiten)
(Rosten, 1970).

-

Eanukkah The Festival of Lights. An eight-day festival that usually occurs
in December. History: Judah the Maccabee led a m o l t against the Hellenistic Syrians
who occupied Israel around 165 B.C.E.
and for some reason he was victorious.
There is a miracle associated with this victory. Some say that when the temple was to
be rededicated, only one cruse of sacramental oil was found. Although this was only
supposed to bum for one day, it'-miraculously lasted for eight full days, during which
time other oil was prepared. Others maintain that the victoq itself constitutes the
miracle (Siegal et al., 1973).

-

vii

-Evening service at the beginning of Shabbat, on Friday at sunset.

Havrlalah

-

Uddish The Kaddish is a doxology that glorifies God's name, affirms faith
in the establishment of EIis kingdom, and expresJa hope for peace within Israel. In
time, a belief amse among the Jews that the praises of God in the Kaddish would help
the souls of the d a d find lasting peace
and the prayer became known as the
Mourner's Raya, even though it contains not one refetence to death or resurrection.
The Kaddish is recited at the grave, for eleven months after a death, by the
children ofthe deceased, and each year on the anniversary of death (Rosten).

-

-

Kiddusb The prayer and ceremony that sanctify the sabbath and Jewish holy
days. The fither recites the Kiddush before the Friday-night Sabbath dinner begins, over
a goblet or cup of wine. He begins with a recitation of Genesis 2:2-3, which tells how
God rested on the seventh day of Creation and made it holy. Two blessings follow: the
first praising God for having created wine; the second thanking the Lord for having
created the holy Sabbath 'as an inhaitance, a memorial of the Creationwand "in
nmembrance of the drgvhue from Egyptm(Rosten).
Ketubbah

-The standard Jewish maniage contract which every bride must be

given according to Jewish law. The ketubbah was originally instituted (at the time of the
Babyloniaa exile) to protect the rights of the Jewish mamed woman and to lend more
dignity to the marriage. The text itself dates back to the second century B.C.E. and is
written in Aramaic. It assures the woman that her husband will tala care of her, provide
for her, and cherish ha, "as is the way of Jewish husbands.' The ketubbah text assures
her that if the husband dies or divorces ha, she will not be left without financial support
(Siegal et al.)

.

-

Kepah
Head covering for men, skullcap or yarmulke. Throughout Jewish
history, the attitude toward covering the head has varied. Drawings from the third
century C.E. depict Jews without hats. In the Middle Ages, many Jews wore hats only
during payer and study. Gradually it became a binding custom to wear hats at all times.
For those who favoured covering the head, it was seen as a sign of modesty before God
as well as an acknowledgement of the kingship of God (Siegal et al., 1973).

-

Kosher A Hebrew and Yiddish word meaning fit to eat, because ritually clean
according to the dietary lnwa Eating and drinking, to the ancient Jews, involved grave
religious obligations, and strongly reinfo& the idea of the Jews as a people 'set apart,"
chosen by the Lord as 'Mint . .","holy unto Mea (Leviticus). The strict observance
of dietary rules was believed to strengthen the dedication of a Jew to his role as one of
God's instruments for the ndemption of mankind (Rosten).

.

1MatrWealDescent - In the Bible, 'The prohibition on multiple sexual relations
for women but not for men should probably be understood as a reflection of the
biological reality that maternity is self-evident while paternity is presumed (this is
probably the underlying reason why personal status such as 'who is a Jew' is determined
by the mother)" (Biale, 1984, p. 11).
viii

MePlPh -A little oblong box that is affixed to the right of the front door-jamb
in a Jewish home. Inside the m a u a h is a thy, rolled up paper or parchment on which
are printed verses h m Deuteronomy 6:4-9, ll:l3-21. The mezuzah consecrates the
home, which is so v e q important in the life and e h s of Jews; the home is, in fact, a
temple (Rosten) .

Na9amat-Working Women V01unteers. World-wide organization founded in
IsraeI in 1921. Twenty-five members in Calgary. Mission is to provide help and
support for w o m e n and children.

-

Puen Neutral dietetically. Foods, to be parwe, include neither animal nor
dairy poducts, and can theref- be eaten with either. (Jewish dietary laws require that
meat and dairy foods not be a m s d at the same meal)(Rosten).

-

Passover One of the most cherished of Jewish holidays. It usually falls around
the same time as Easter. It lasts eight days. Passover commemorates Is~ae1's dramatic
deliverance from enslavement in Egypt, as recounted in Exodus. On the evenings
preceding the first and second nights of Passover Qsraeli Jews and Reform Jews in the
Diaopora celebrate only the first), a family Seder is held. (Seder means order of
procedure.) This combination banquet and religious service is the highlight of the

holiday. Since nothing containing leavening, or which has come in contact with a
leavening agent, may be used during the festival, special china and utensils are set aside
for the Passover week (Rosten).

kretz School

-A Yiddish school.

-

RaSa Ibshmh (Eebrew): 'beginning [ofthe] year.' Rosh Hashanah begins
the Ten Days of Penitence (also known as the Days of Awe) which end with the most
solemn of religious days in the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur. During these days of
penitence and prayer, all mankind ptesumably passes before the Heavenly Throne, and
God -1
into their deeds and hearts. Rosh Hashanah is a solemn yet very happy time;
entire familes gather fiom everywhere for the holiday, and for the feast; bread or apple
is dipped in honey to symbolize a hoped-for sweetness in the year ahead. This holiday
usually falls in September (Rosten).

-See Passover.
Sedur -The daily and Sabbath pnya book. The Sedur contains the three daily
Seder

services, the Sabbath prayers, and (in some editions) the festival prayers, 'Ethics of the
Fathas,' and special readings. The first printed Sedur pnpved in 1486, thirty years
after the Gutenburg Bible (Rosten).

-mebrew) The Sabbath.

Observant Jews do not work on the Sabbath
horn sundown Friday night until sundown Saturday. Work has been defined in the
interpretations of Jewish law as anything which changes the state or essence of a thing,
and includes driving cars, using money, turning on the 'W or electricity, and answering
the phone (Brown, 1990).
Shabbat

-

Shha The -en-day period that starts after the firnerd is oboaved in order
to carry mourners over the painful period until they can resume some degree of normal
life. Shiva is the designated time for the mouming family to talk with close friends and
relatives who help in the acceptance of the reality of the death. It is a time for
comforting the mourners, as opposed to the pre-heral time when no comforting is
permitted, the mourners being left alone to grieve and cry. A candle should burn in the
home of the mourners for the entire sevenday period. The mourners should refrain from
using cosmetics, and leather, and from bathing and cutting the hair. Also, it is the
custom not to sit on chairs but on low stools during this time (Siegal et al., 1973).
Shul
1990).

- (Yiddish) Literaily "school," a place of learning; Synagogue (Brown,

Schlep

behind.

- From the German: schleppen: "to drag."

To drag, or pull or lag

-

Simthas Torah This is a festival with feasting and dancing to celebrate the
yearly end-and-new-beginning of the consecutive weekly readings of the Torah in the
synagogue. On this day, the last chapters of I)euteronomy are read and immediately
after, the first chapter of Genesis is begun, to signal the continuing of worship, and show
that the Torah has neither beginning nor end (Rosten).

-

-

Succd
The Festival of Tabernacles, or the Feast of Booths. This holiday
starts the fifth day a k r Yom Yippu, the Day of Atonement, and is celebrated for eight
days by the Orthodox, seven in Israd and among Reform Jews. Succot is a thanksgiving
holiday, held at the time of the fidl moon, when the crops had bea harvested in ancient

Palestine (Rosten).

Talmud - (Hebrew) The voluminous interpretations of the laws of the Torah.
Originally oral traditions, the Talmud was codified over several centuries by collectives
of sages who met and argued together about the correct meaning of Torah. Contains
rules for daily application of the Law. The authoritative document of Jewish life
(Brown, 1990).
Talmud Torah

-A Hebrew school.

Torah

-(Hebrew) First five books of the Old Testament. The Law. The most

sacred scriptures of Judaism. Orthodox Jews believe they were given directly to the Jews
by God. One common practice of anti-Semites wer the ages has been to bum or
desecrate Torah scrolls (Brown, 1990).
yumuIke

- (Yiddish) See Kepah-

Yiddishkeit
way of king.

-(Yiddish) Jewishness; refers to Eastem Eumpean Jewish cultural
-

Yom gippur (Hebrew): "Day of Atonement." The last of the annual Ten
Days of Penitence; one of the two High Holy Days of the Jewish calendar. Yorn Kippur
is Pernaps the day which has the strongest hold on the Jewish conscience. Rosh
Hashanah marks the first day of the Ten Days of Penitence. On that day, say the
Orthodox, all men staad before God for judgement; but the Lord's decision is made on
the last of the Ten Days and that day is Yom Kippur. Jews are not to eat or drink,
wash or wear shoes on Yom Kippw. The pdmvy feature of Yom Kippur is the
Confdon, repeated several times during the day, in synagogue. It involves a
cataloguing of no fewer than fifky-six categories of sin. The confesSon of guilt is recited
as a collective "we," not as an individual "I.' On Yom Kipput, Jews 'share" each
others's transgressions plus g e n d rrsponsibiIity for the misdeeds and shortcomings
of mankind (Rosten, 1970).

-

-

Strictly speaking, we all intermarry, even if we marry the
boy next door. Husband and wife belong to social units of
one sort or another that differ in termsof family traditions,
ocqwions, or political ideologies. Even the fact that the
people marrying are of diffkmmt sexes introduces discrep
ancies in world views and experiences. Since it is rare to
find entirely parallel background experiences, all marriages
necessitate some degree of mutual accommodation.
(Falicov, 1986, p. 429)

This research examines the experience of Jewish women married to non-News.
While all marziages require accommodatioas, Falicov adds, "It is probable that the

inevitable accommodation may be longer and more complicated as the difference in
background widensm@. 429). Using interviews, this study expiores the backgrounds of

ten Jewish women and documents their descriptions of the experience of intermarriage

and its adjustments.
In a pluralist country such as Canada, the opportunity to meet and marry peuple
with diverse backgrounds is readily available. The Cvladian motto, "unity in diversity"

promotes tolerance and ethnic diversity, while at the same time encouraging a collective

national identity. Multicultwal policy endorses ethnic diversity as long as Canadian
national unity is not threatened. The disparate goals of "unity in diversity" produce
dilemmas similar to those often found in mixed marriages where couples with different

cultural backgrounds coexist within the unified framework of marriage.

The purpose of much of the Canadian research on ethnic identity has been to look

2

at issws such as assimilation and retention of ethnic cultures by gathering facts and
predicting trends. My research has a different focus. It aims for a fidler understanding
of the experience of intamarriage in a multiculturat society. The task of this study is

mainly a descriptive one. By hearing the voices of women who negotiate cultural
diversity in their daily lives, another dimension may be added to the conceptualization

of diversity.

expresses world Jewry's sense of alarm at the breakdown of old beliefs. "Currently
Diaspora Jewish leadership has rightly focused on stemming the rapid haemorrhaging
from Jewish ranks through assimilation and intermarriage" (Q@ry Herald, March 1,
1997, p. C-5). Intamarriage has become a serious concern for many Canadian Jewish

communities. A recent study of the Calgary Jewish community states,
Continued high rates of intennarriage and weaker rates of
Jewish identity are a challenge posing both opportunities
and threats to the contours of Jewish survival. . . . These
findings merit serious discussion and should be a priority
iswe nationally as well as locally. (Torczner 6 Brotman,
19%, p. 52)

For Jewish communities, intermarriage is viewed as a sign of weak Jewish identity and
is not taken lightly.

Jewish communitiesacknowledgethat Jewish identity in contemporary life is more
of'ten found in symbolic expression than in religious obsavance. A recent Calgary

Jewish communiry survey found that "Members of the community 'more strongly
embrace the more symbolic aspects of religion, but show a very deep commitment to
participation'

[in

the community]' (Jewish Free Press, 1997, p. 1). The same survey

3

found that "intermarried couples are less likely to participate in Jewish community
activities"@. LO). Intamarriage, whether it leads to a decrease in symbolic expression,
religiow observance, or community participation is seen as a threat to the Survival of
Jewish life by Jewish communities,both locally and intanationally.

OVERVIEW OFTEERESEARCH
The primacy data in this study is taken from interviews with ten Jewish women

who reside in Calgary and who are in mixed marriages. Of the ten women, only two
were born and raised in Calgary. The other women gmu up in other Jewish commun-

ities and have lived in Calgary for varying amounts of time. All o f them have had some
interaction with the Jewish community in Calgary.

Most Canadian research on Jews has focused on the large centres such as Toronto
and Montreal because their communities are larger and "historically larger Jewish

communities are in a better position to s u m more complex and more diverse Jewish
institutions" (BZOdbar-Nemm, a h a , Reitzes, Shabv & Tobin, 1993). Torczyner and

Bmtrnan (1996) define Wgary as a &sized

Jewish community along with Winnipeg,

Vancouver, Hamilton, Edmonton, and Ottawa (those that have Jewish populations
between 5,000 and 20,000 persons). Calgary has a well established Jewish community

which has been in existence since approximate1y 1875 and now has a population of 7,155
(Switzer, 1994;Torczyner and Bmtman, 1996). The community has three synagogue

congregations: Orthodox, Conservative, and Reform. It also has Cttabad House, which
is the outreach program of the Lubavitch Chassidic Movement.

It has a Jewish

4

community centre and three religious schools. The Jewish community also has its own

funeral chapel, cemeteries and many volunteer organizations. The community can be
seen as institutionally complete.

Torczyner and Brotman report that
Inkmauiage rates have gone up in the past decade in
every major Jewish centre. Howeva, not only are intermarriage rates high in Calgary, but they have risen more
rapidly in the past ten years than amongst Canadian Jews
nationally. @. 50)

These authors note that "Calgary's Jews and Jews living in other mid-sired Jewish
communities are choosing to intenaarry more often than Jews in larger centres in
Canadaa (p. 51). Discussing the reasons for higher rates of intermarriage in mid-sized

CaMdian Jewish communities is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, this study is

concaned with the actual expzience of intermarriage in everyday life.
Recognizing that one's outlook on life is influeaced by many factors, this study

begins by explo~gthe participants' backgrounds and placing them in an historical

fkamework. Three main research questions are addressed:
1.

How do Jewish women in mixed marriages interpret their experience in

the social context of family and community?
2.

How are Jewish women's self-perceptions affected by intermartiage?

3.

How do Jewish women enact their situations to form plausible environ-

ments?
Because this research is b

d on i n m e w s with ten Jewish women in a particular

community,generalizations about Jewish women in mixed marriages are not forthwm-

5

ing. Howewr, it is possible that the stories presented in this study may resonate not only

with other intennarried Jewish women, but may have significance for anyone who must
negotiate cultural diversity.

Past research on Jewish intamarriage has not addressed individual experience.
Feminist writings have made great strides in validating the importance of understanding
diverse experience; however,even Jewish feminist literature largely ignores the issue of
intmnarriage. This study contributes to the feminist project of making women's stories

known. The objectives of this research are: to document and discuss Jewish women's

accounts of intermarriage, and to idemtify the dilemmas of negotiating cultural diversity

from the perspective of Jewish women. This research adds to the growing body of
literature by and about Jewish women.

MY INTEREST IN THIS TOPIC

My interest in intermarriage stems from my own ambivalence over Jewish
identity. While growing up in the 195Os, I received mixed messages about what it meant

to be Jewish.

My grandparents on both sides came to Canada to escape the pogroms in Russia
and Polud. My parents, who were both born in Canada, grew up with anti-Semitism

as a fect of everyday life, about which they told me often. They passed on to me their
fear and distmst of the Christian "Other'. At the same time, they perceived themselves
as 'modernw Jews, shedding the old country ways of their families. The message I
received was, 'Treasure your Jewishness but be careful not to appear too Jewish." I

6

have never found a balance between these extremes. My parents' attitude to intermarriage was dear in the constant Rfnin, "If you marry a non-Jew, the first time your

argue he will tum against you. He will d
l you a dirty Jew.'

Even though I am

married to a Jewish man, and raise my children as Jews, the ambivalence is still there.

By researching Jewish women who are married to nonoJews I hoped to learn how
these women, who haw made a decisive life-choia, experience their Jewishness, and

hopefidly learn something about myself as well.

ORGANIZATION

The next chapter discusses literature and methods. Chapters three through six
discuss the interview data. In chapter three, the subjects' early exposure to Jewish life
is examined. Chapter four considers their years from high school through to weddings.
Chapter five discusses their everyday life in the present, and chapter six looks at

challenges and disturbing issues. Chapter s m n concludes the study and discusses its

implications.

This chapter is divided into two main sections. The first part discusses the
interdisciplinary literature I w i l l use in analyzing the topic of Jewish women and
inteIlMZriOge. The second section will discuss methods. The sources include discussion

of the social construction of Teality, ethnicity, feminism,and Jewish women.

The sacid construction of reality posits the notion that social interactions form
the basis of social knowledge (Kirby and McKenna, 1989, p. 26). Individuals participate

in an existing "social stock of knowledgea and contribute to the transformation and

construction of social reality through their own interpretation and enactment of social
knowledge (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Thus, how Jewish women in mixed marriages

construct and enact their &ties

has an impact on what it means to be a Jew.

The concept of ethnicity is also a human construction. I will discuss some of the
ways ethnic identity has besn constructed in the literature in order to address the gap in
research at the individual level. Jews are often viewed as a homogenous group with little
attention being given to women and intermarriage*
Feminist literatwe and research usually assumes the patriarchal construction of

'woman. " The g d of this mearch is not to critique patriarchy, but rather to investigate
some of the ways women have chosen to negotiate their lives within a patriarchal world.

The feminist work I will discuss focuses on the need for women to create and articulate

theit own experience. The writings by and about Jewish women further the discussion

of d H i t experiences and zealities.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Social Coastrudion of Reality

Many contemporary writings about sacialphenomena rely on the concept of social

construction; however, they rarely mention Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann's
(1966) seminal work, The Sacial Construction of Realitv: A Treatise in the Sociolo~vof

o ow la. While much has been written about social construction, I have chosen to
discuss only Berger and Luckmann.
They attribute the beginnings of their ideas to the German philosophers, Scheler

and Mannheim.

In the l m s , these German miters were concerned with

"epistemological questions on the theoretical level, and questions of intellectual history
on the empirical level" (Berger and Luchnann, p. 13). Berger and LucLmann, however,
set themselves a p t from Scheler and hhnrheim. They argue that "the problem of

'ideas,' including the specipl problem of ideology, constitutes onLy part of the larger
problem of the ~ 0 1 0 g yof knowledge, and not a central part at thata @. 14). They
further explain that
The SOCi010gy of knowledge must concern iWf with
everything that passes for "Lnowledge* in society. . .
Theoretical thought, 'ideas," WelimcirPuwrgen are not
that important in society. Although mry society contains
these phenomena, they are only part of the sum of what
passes for 'knowledge.' Only a very limited group of
people in any society engages in theorizing, in the business
of "ideas," and the construction of WeItmchruurng. But
everyone in society participates in "knowledgeain one way
or another. Put differently, only a few are concerned with

.

the theoretid interpretation of the world, but everybody
lives in a world of some oort @. IS)

Earlier philosophers tended "to exaggerate the importance of theoretical thought in
society and history" @. IS). They contend,

The theoretical formulations of Teality, whether they be
scientific or philosophical or even rnytho1ogical, do not
exhaust what is "real" for the members of a society. Since
this is so, the sociology of knowledge must first of all
concern itself with what people "how" as "reality" in their
everyday non- or pre-theoretical lives. In other words,
common sense "knowledge" rather than "ideas" must be the
central focus for the sociology of knowledge. It is precisely this "knowledgea that constitutes the Wric of meanings
without which no society could exist. @. 1 9

The "fabric of meanings" is the social construction of reality. The experience and
knowledge of "everyman" and 'everywoman* is what constitutes the fabric of meaning.
Although theoretical interpretation becomes integrated into everyday life over time, most
people do not consult the gnat philosophical writers in their day-to-day actions.
Although Berger and Luchnann acknowledge that "the analysis of the theoretical
articulation of this reality" is part of the picture, they do not see the emphasis on

philosophical ideas as the most important part. Rather, it is the world of everyday life
which is of most importance to them.

"Everyday life presents itself as a reality

interpreted by men and subjectively meaningfid to them as a coherent worlda @. 19).
The present study focuses on the everyday realities for Jewish women in mixed marriages

so that we might better understand what is subjectively meaningfbl to them.

The world of everyday life is not only taken for granted as
reality by the oniinary members of society in the subjectively meanin- conduct of their lives. It is a world that
originates in their thoughts and actions, and is maintained
as real by these. @. 20)
Their emphasis is on the foundations of knowledge in evefyday life and "the objectivat-

ions of subjective pmeses (meanings)by which the intersubjectivecommonsense world
is constructed" @. 20).

For them 'the reality of everyday life appears already

objectifiedwand is 'constituted by an order of objects that have been designated as
objects before" an individual's appeamce on the scene. For the Jewish women in this

study, some form of Jewish everyday life was present and 'objectified* from the
beghings of their existence.

The patterns and habits of the Jewish community were

already in place before they were born, so that the institution of Jewish community was
perceived as a legitimated institution and way of life.

In a pluralist society many objectified realities exist simultaneously.

As Berger

and Luckmann explain, 'The trouble begins whenever the 'strangeness' is broken through
and the deviant universe appears as a possible habitat for one's own peoplen @. 122).

For Jews, the deviant universe is the non-Jewish world. Jewish women who have

married non-Jewish men have in some ways entaed a 'deviant universe." Their
everyday liws of'ten require the negotiation of culturally different realities.

Most

intermarried situations require the construction of new realities.
Rosa (1991) explains, 'The aim of social constructionist research is

. . . to

understand how members of a social group, through their participation in social process,
enact their particular realities and endow them with meaning" @. 6). The task of this

study on Jewish women is to reveal the meanings that these women give to their

realities.

Ethnicity is a relatively new term which has 'virtually displaced" the term race

as the "preferredcategory for sociological discoursea (Elliott and Fleras, 1992). Elliott
and Fleras point out, "Consensus regarding a definition of ethnicity remains elusive" (p.
133). Royce (1982) makes a distinction between objective and subjective definitions of

ethnicity.
As an example of an objective definition of ethnicity, Royce pints to Fredrik
Barth's (1969) 'attention to the boundaries of ethnic groups as the important defining

features, rather than the cultural stuff enclosed by the boundaries' @. 21). Barth's
emphasis is on ascription as the critical feature of ethnic groups. As he explains,

When defined as an ascriptive and exclusive group, the
nature of continuity of ethnic units is clear: it depends on
the maintenance of a boundary. The cultural features that
signal the boundary may change, and the cultural characteristics of the members may likewise be transformed,indeed,
even the organizational form of the group may change yet the fact of continuing dichotomization between memo
bas and outsiders allows us to specify the nature of
continuity, and investigate the changing cultural fonn and
content. (p. 14)

Barth de-emphasizes the importanceof overt cultural features. As Royce points out, "the

response to Barth
@. 21).

. . .brought social scientists to the opposite, equally narrow positionw

Researchers after Barth "embarked on studies of interaction and boundary

maintenance to the virtual exclusion of discussions of cultural features" @. 21). For
Royce, cultural maintenance is 'crucial in the strategies of identity selection and manage-
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ment" @. 21). She does not, however, deny that ascription is also an important element.
As Royce further explains, "being born and socialized into an ethnic group is ascriptive"

@. 184). Royce's emphasis is on the tactics of choice involved in maintaining an ethnic

identity.
As an example of a subjedive definition of ethnicity Royce cites Isajiw (1974)

who

defines ethnicity as a process by which individuals either
identify themselves as king different frmn others or
belonging to a different group or are identified as different
by others, or both identify themseLves and are identified as
different by o h . @. 11s)
Isajiw's definition suggests that ethnicity is a personal choice. Royce points out that
"extreme subjectivity in a definition is not very usefirl to people involved in interacting

on the basis of ethnic identity or to the analyst who wants to make cross-cultural
comparisons . . ."@. 23). She explains that "most contemporary definitions of ethnic
groups and associated phenomena are composed of both objective and subjective criteria*
@. 23).

A more usefirl definition takes into account both ascriptive and personal

meanings.

The American Social Sciences Research Council held a symposium in 1973 on
the theme of ethnic identity. According to Royce, the six criteria of the final SSRC

working definition include all the significant features of most contemporary definitions.
These include:
1.

2.

a past-oriented group identification emphasizing
origins
some conception of culhrral and social distinctiveness

3.
4.

relationship of the ethnic group to a component unit
in a broader system of social relations
the fact that ethnic groups are larger than kin or
l d t y WPS a d m ~ c c n db t o - f a c e intion

5.
6.

different meanings for ethnic categories both in
different wcial settings and for different individuaIs
the assumption that ethnic categories are emblematic, having names with meaning both for members
and for analysts. (Royce, p. 24)

Jews, when considered as an ethnic group, meet all of these criteria.

Much of the scholarly research on ethnic groups consisted in quantitative

measures based on surveys. Weseld (1994) suggests that "it is possible that using
objective measures based on census tracts may be misrepresenting the subjective realities
as experienced by people" @. 249).

This type of research does, however, provide

information about pattems of bebaviow.

Quantitative studies of ethnic groups have focused on such topics as language
retention (Breton, Isjiw, Kalbach, & Reitz, 1990; WeinfeId, 1988), ethnic regional and
intra-urban concentrations (Herbag, 1989; Breton et al., 1990; Balalaishan, 1982),
ethnic organizations and institutional completeness (Breton et al., 1991; Isajiw, 1990;

Cohen, 1995). ethnic ~e~identificatioa
(Edwards & Doucette, 1987; Mackie, 1978;
Brinlmhoff, 1984; Frideres & Goldenberg, 1982; Driedger, 1975, 1978, 1987; Gans,
1979; Weideld, 1981; Dashevsky, 1972; Rose, 1976), and ethnic intermarripge (Blau,

B e c k & Fitzpatrick, 1984; Goldstein & Segall, 1985; Lambert 6 Curtis, 1984;

McGoldrick & Reto, 1984;Falicov, 1986). The works listed above all deal with the
topic of ethnicity. Some of this work is particularly germane to the study of Jewish life.

Weinfeld (1981) points out that

Contemporary research on immigrant ethnic groups is
characterized by a tension between two competing theoretical perspectives. One is 'assimilationist" and has been
dominant in American sociology, ninforcing popular
mythologies aSSOciated with the 'melting pot" image of
immigrant adaptation. The other is 'survivalist," and
attempts to clarify the popular "ethnic revivalwof our time.

@* 80)
The astimilationist p c v t i v e has "establisheda relation b e m n upward mobility or
high social status and the rate of ethnic assimilation, as measured in weakening ties to

the ethnic community" @. 81). Weinfeld divides the "survivalist' group into two
categories. The first group, labelled as 'contextual' by Weinfeld, "emphasizes the role
of changes in the host society" which "facilitatethe perpetuation of the group" @. 8 1).

The second category is termed "primordial.' This perspective ". . . emphasizes the
survivalist support derived not from social-structural forces, but h m ethnic culture itself
and its ego-maintaining and psychologically-valuable attributesw @. 81).

A more

comprehensive view would consider all of these issues in the study of ethnicity.
Further complicating theories of ethnicity is Gans's (1979) notion of symbolic
ethnicity. Gans maintains that "peopleare less and less interested in their ethnic cultures

and organizations" and are instead more concaned with the 'feling' of their ethnic
culture." For Gans, ethnicity is 'less of an ascriptive than a voluntary role that people

assume alongside other roles" @. 7). In his view ethnic identity is symbolic or
situational. Although Gans does not totally dismiss the ascriptive process of ethnic
identity, he sets it as a minor hctor in the enactment of ethnicity.

Cohen (1985) takes the notion of symbolism further in his book,
h -T

of C o r n m e . Cohen argues that 'Community is largely in the mindw@.
114). For him it is not important "whetha or not struclunl boundaries remain intact;

the reality of community lies in its memkrs' perception of the vitality of its culturew@.
118). He contends that "Peopleconstruct community symbolically, making it a resource

and repository of meaning,and a referent of their identity" @. 118). Following Cohen's
line of thinking, Jews may identify with the local community or see themselves as part
of the world Jewish community, or both.

Elliott and FIeras (1992), make a division between 'old-hhioned ethnic identity, "

and "newethnic identity. ' Included in the old-hhioned category would be the objective
definition with the emphasis on ascription. The "old" principle of ethnicity "is reflected

and reinforced in the organization of viable groups whose cultunl values and social
pfesswes continue to exert a pervasive influence in shaping members' lives". They

believe that the 'old" ethnic@ is largely 'restricted to runl areas" and is "disappearing
in Canada' @. 146). The new type of ethnic identity refers to ethnicity as situational and

symbolic. In this concept of ethnicity, "Individuals . . . do not so much belong to an
ethnic group as voluntarily affiliate with the symbols of that culture when preferences
dictate and situations demand" @. 147). The new ethnicity suggested by Elliott and

Heras is SirniIar to Gans's concept of symbolic ethnicity.

Jews, Ethnic Identity, and Intemadage
Much of the nsearch on Jewish ethnic identity falls into the category of "old-

fashioned ethnicity." Past research has largely concentrated on Jewish identity with

intermarriage being interpreted as a contributing factor in assimilation (Segalman, 1967;
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Fridem Br Goldstein, 1974; Dashevsky, 1972; Driedger, 1975, 1978, 1987; Kallen,
1977; Weinfetd, Shaffir k CotIer, 1981).

Weinfed (1994) explains that

Ethnic intanarriage is u d y seen as both a consequence
of, and contributor to, the process of decrepsing ethnic
cohesiou and ultimateiy, assimilation. For many anaLysts,
it is 'the last straw.' It is related to ethnic sociat networks
variables like Sendship choice - as it reflects a
loosening of ethnic ties. The assumption is also that ethnocultural transmission is more difficult, and cultures diluted,
in intermarried W e s . @. 244)

-

Research on Jewish lifi in Canada tends to emphasize "the last straww interpretation.

Although Jews are considered to be the highest retainers of ethnic identity (Isajiw,
1990), many of the Canadian scholars of Jewish life focus on the diminishing cohesion

in Jewish communities. In a recent anthoIogy, The Jews in C!a&, the editors (Brym,
Shaffit, & Weinfield, 1993) describe one of the main themes of the book as an

examination of "the possibility of survival in the face of modernityw @. viii).
Intermarriage contributes to the d o n of Jewish community life. In the same

anthology, Brym, Gillespie, and Gillis (1993) assert, 'when the bonds of great intimacy
span ethnic lines, those who do the crossing erode group boundaries, signifying that they

place relatively low value on the socio-cultural integrity of their ethnic group' @. 238).

The assumption that those who intermany place "low value on the socio-cultural integrity
of their ethnic group" is based on quantitative, not subjective data.
In his study on Jewish intamarriage, Cohn (1976)calls for "more research into

factors surrounding individual decisions' (p. 91). He found that "thetendency for Jewish
males to marry non-Jews appears . . . consistently stronger than the tendency for Jewish
females to do so" (p. 95). Cohn, however, casts doubts on these findings.

The present data underline the doubts concerning a greater
mnle propensity to outmarry. . . . Whenever Jewish
outmPrriage rates are high, then, there would seem to be
missing females. Where are they? Are there simply fewer
of them,do they remain spinsters, or do they, in fact, exist
as outmarried brides to non-Jewish grooms, having converted in time to give their religion as Christian to the
registrar of marriages? Until such questions can be
answered, it seems best to declare a moratorium on
theoridng about the greater propensity for Jewish girls to
choose Jewish marriage partners. @. 95)
Much of the research on Jewish intermadage focusses on gathering facts rather than

emphasizing the experience of intermarriage. This study aims to address some of the

gaps concerning individual decisions.

More recent work on Jewish intermaniage includes such topics as social
significance (Alba, 1991), an economic perspective (Chiswick & Lehr), scriptural
interpretation (Zenner, 1991), fint marriages and remarriages (Keysar, Kosmin, Lerer,
& Maya, 199I), demography and identification (Della Pergola, 1991). the need to return

to Torah (R.it&zbrand, 1991), parental heritage (LasLer & Lasker, 1991), and

intermarriage (Eaton, 1994; Clamar, 1991; G1eckman & Streicher, 1990). Some of this
work has valuable insights for the present study.

Alba (1991) suggests,

. . . intamarriage need not imply that its participants are

wdeeWcized.w Plenty of impressionistic evidence exists
to demonstrate that intermarried individuals may still
identify with an ethnic group and retain other aspects of
ethnicity (though perhaps not so much as individuals who
are endogarnously married).
intermanid parents may
still raise their children to have an ethnic identity. If
successful, this socialization could contradict one of the
most important assimilatory consequences of intermarriage,

...

namely, the detachment of mixed-ancestry children from
the ethnic groups involved in their ancestry. @. 10)

A h ' s speculations about the assimilation consequences of intermarriage are more in
keeping with the fhdings of the present study.

Laslrer and Lasker analyze the "existenceof systematic and consistent similarities
between [parents'] self-identity and desires for childrens' identities" @. 123). They
explain that the results of their study 'indicate the value of such research for understanding how parents think about which of theirvalues and characteristics they most want their
children to adopt"@. 123), adding insight into the process of ethnic socialization. They

also suggest that further research is needed which may "offer the possibility of greater
insight into the process by which children are socialized and the ways in which group
identities are transmitted and transformedw@. 124).

Buchignani and Letkemann (1994) contend that "research on individual-level
ethnic relations has not increased since the 19709. They fiuther explain,

This is one of the most sienificantgaps in the literature!, as
ultimately groups do not 'acculturate, ' 'assimilate,' 'adapt, '
or 'form relations with others.' Individual people do, yet
we lack basic information about the nature of such relations. @. 217)
The present study ad-

this gap.

V g y Me has been written about gender and Jewish intemmrkge. Paula Hymn

.

.

(199519 in mid= and Aslmldmon 1n lmdem Jewish 9ism

,sees intermarriage as the

final step in assimilation. As she describes, "The end point of assimilation is the
dissolution of the minority by biological merger with the majority through intermarriage"

19
@. 13). She suggests that in the past Jewish women have converted and intermarried as

their main vehicle of social survival and upward mobility and that "becausethe bourgeois
ideal of female behavior restricted women's access to the public arena and saw religiosity
as a feminine attribute, ashihting Jewish women apparently retained more signs of

Jewish identification than did men in their familiesw@. 48). Almost no mearch has

been conducted to firrther investigate this assumption.
Monson (1976) argues that because of the changing roles of women in society and
"thelessening of dependence upon suitable maniage as the sole validator of their worth,"

an increase in Jewish exogamy among women can be anticipated @. 125). A recent
study of the Calgary Jewish community confirms Monson's prediction. Torcyner and
Brotrnan (1996) found that only slightly more men than women married non-Jews. "Of

all husband-wife intermarried families, 54.7%were comprised of Jewish men married

to non-Jcwsh women, while 45.3 96 were Jewish women married to non-Jewish men" @.
51). These findings are based on 1991 census data.

Gleckman and Streicher (1990) discuss the potential difficulties with Jewish
intermarriage from a psychological point of view. Although they derive their findings
mostly from the sociological survey data, their insights provide another approach in
examining Jewish intamvriage.

They find it intensting that "Many Jews and Christians

are troubled by the prospect of their children manying out, even when they themselves
are! not particularly religious' and that "Muly parents are troubled without really being

able to explain to themselves or others, and especially to their children, why they feel

so anxious and upset* @. 482). One of the reasons they suggest in explaining this

ambivalence among Jewish families and Jewish communities is that

Most Jews are keenly awaze, and most Christians are not,
that for the past 2,000 years Jews have suffered horribly
and repeatedly at the hands of Christians. For many Jews,
this devastating history plays like a tape recorder in their
minds. This tap is triggered by such things as a Christmas tree, a crucifix,and manger scenes, and this tape repeats, 'Crusades, inquisitions, pogroms, Holocaust.'. . .
Historically, given the suffering the Jews have undergone
at the hands of Christian Europe, intnmarrioge by a Jew
has typically been seen as a betrayal of the Jewish people
@. 482)

These authors recommend that therapists counselling intermarried couples be aware of
these issues.

The research on Jewish intermarriage has been mainly quantitative, concentrating
on rates of occurrence and predictions for the kture of modem Jewry. This work is
valuable in that it helps to establish the existence of a phenomenon. However,it does
little in the way of prwiding insight into the lived experience of the women directly

involved.

Dorothy Smith (1974), a feminist sociologist, discusses the absence of women's

'conceptual currency' in her critique of sociology. 'Sociology

. . . plays a distinctive

part in the work of transposing the actualities of people's lives and experience in the
currency in which it is and can be govemed" @. 8). She describes the process "as a sort

of conceptual irnpaialism" in which women are subsumed.

Smith proposes an

alternative sociology which would recognize women as the "native speakerswof their own

situations.
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Silvennan (1993) echoes Smith's notion of conceptual currency. As she explains,
"New visions of community, diverse in its population and sensitive to diverse needs,

have barely emerged,let alone changed the cultureand its power arrangementsw(p. 187).

For change to take piace, women's stories must be told.
Women's stories re&

"...the story is far fiom over.

to be told. As they formulatethe words, they will create new

ways of telling the stories

- mw dreams and new processes" @.

187). New stories

about the experience of Jewish women with intermarriage emerge in this paper. These

subjective interpretations will add depth to the existing research on ethnic intermarriage.
Most of the women in this study were born in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

They came of age during the beginnings of the second wave of feminism. Probably the
most widely nad feminist book d u ~ that
g time was Betty Friedan's (1963)
Feminine Mvstiw.
She spoke of "the problem that has no name.'
If I am right, the problem that has no name stirring in the
minds of so many American women today is not a ma=
of loss of femininity or too much education, or the
demands of domesticity. It is far more important than
anyone r c c o ~ it. is the key to these other new and old
problems which have been torturing women and their
doctors and educators for yean. It may well be the key to
our fbture as a nation and a culture. We can no longer
ignore that voice within women that says: "I want something more than my husband and my children and my
home.' @. 32)
Friedan's audience was mainly middle class housewives, restricted by the boundaries of

suburbia. Friedan encouraged women to question their boundaries. When one begins

to question, no boundaries need be excluded from examination. For Jewish women these

may include ethnic boundaries.
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Gerson and Peiss (1992) discuss thdr feminist perception of boundaries. Their
emphasis is on negotiation rather than domination.

As they explain, "A major

contribution of scholvship on gender has been the analysis of 'domination' in explaining
the subordinate position of women" @. 18). In their view, however, women are not

passive @. 18). Rather than emphvizing "domination," Genon and Peiss focus on

negotiation, "the ways women and men bargain for privileges and resources" @. 18).
Their appmach seems appropriate for the study of intennaniage, where negotiation is an

ongoing activity. She explains that, "Theconcept of negotiation suggests human agency'

in a relationship where both "women and men are active participants," and where both
have some resuurces they control @. 19). They do, however, recognize that in many
cases then is a 'firndamental asymmetry in the process of negotiation which is integrally
tied to the process of dominationa @. 19). Gerson and Peiss's conception of negotiation

would be useful in describing the interaction between husbands and wives in the present
study.

Heilbrun (1988) suggests that the truth is rarely told about marriage in fiction or
in biographies. Rather than being portrayed as a romantic htasy, she would prefer to
see marriages pnsented as they are. H d b m describes marriage as "A bargain, like

buying a house or entexing a profession. One chooses it knowing that, by that decision,
one is abnegating other possibilities" @. 92). In lilaning marriage to a bargain, she does

not mean to be dispraghg. It is possible to make a goad bargain or a bad bargain. The
point is that it need not be the central defining factor in women's lives. A good maniage
bargain allows both parties to have meanin-

lives.

For De Lauretis (1984) meaning resides in "practices"and in "real Me. " She
asks, "moweke would social values and symbolic systems be mapped by the agency

of the codes which make possible both representation and sewrepresentation?" For De

L a d s , the pmject of feminism is "tolinL subjectivity to practices and to theorize the
notion of experience' @. 11). Experience in everyday life is a major focus in De
L a d s ' s conception of feminism.

.

*

..

She continues this theme in Fernmst Studies/Cntd Studi~ (1986). She

.

explains, ". . consciousness is not the result but the term of a praws. [Consciousness]

is a particular configuration of subjectivity, or subjective limits, produced at the intersection of meaning with experiencew@. 8).

. . . [Dlifferent forms of consciousness are grounded . . .
in one's pefsonal history; but that history -one's identity
-is interpreted and reconstructed by each of us within the
horizon of meaning and knowledges available in the culture
at histotical moments. . . . (p. 8)
The intemiews in this study examine how the pasonal histories of the respondents are
intapnted and reconstructed.

De Lauretis explains that what is emerging in feminist writings is

". . . the

concept of a multiple, shifting, and often scIf-contradictory identitywand that the

emphasis is on reclaiming an identity "from a history of multiple assimilations' @. 9).
Awareness of this complexity enables women to have a wide array of strategies in living.
Quoting Toni Monism, De Lawetis asserts,

actually opens up the possibility to

". . . this new understanding of identity

"set about creating something else

to ben @. 10).

Jewish women in mixed marriages are often faced with multiple, shifting, and self-

contradictory identities, challenged by the possibility of "creating something else to be. "
Mrutin and Mohanty (1986) study "the configuration of home, identity, and

commwity." In their essay, 'Feminist Politics: What's Home Got to Do with it?', they
analyze Minnie Bruce Pratt's (1984) autobiographical narrative.

The form of the personal namtive forces her to reanchor
herself repeatedly in each of the positions from which she
speaks, even as she works to expose the illusory coherence
of those positions. @. 194)
They stress the importance of acknowledging the illusory coherence of "home." What
they are suggesting is that we look closely at how we have constructed our lives. In
Pratt's (1984) description of the construction of a coherent notion of home,

Each of us carries around those growing up places, the
institutions, a sort of backdrop, a stage set. So often we
act out the present against the baclrdmp of the past, within
a W e of perception that is so M a r , so safe that it is
terrifying to risk changing it even when we know our
perceptions are distorted, limited, constricted by that old
view. (Pratt, p. 17)
The interviews in this study examine the participants' 'baclGdropsa and explore the ways
in which these particular Jewish women have taken risks.

Jewish Women

Put of the 'backdrop' in the lives of Jewish women is a religious and historical
tradition. As h u m , Hyman, and Michel(1976) descfibe,

The Jewish woman in America is heir to a 3 5 0 0 - y d d
religious and historical badition. Even if not religiously
obsannt, she, as well as the Jewish man, has been
influenced by practices they may no longer follow and
attitudes of whose origins they are ignorant. Moreover,
these traditional Jewish attitudes, then as now, shaped

woman's self-image and the way in which men perceived
and related to her. @. 3)

They furtfier expIain that a woman was respected as long as she "followed her prescribed
course

as devoted helpmeet to her husband and responsible household manager and

mother" @. 4). As these authors d e s c ~ i i ,the traditional mots of Judaism are still
present, whether practised in everyday life or not.

Because women had fewer religious responsibilities, they "were consequently
assigned a religious and communal status inferior to that of mena (Baum et al., p. 5).

In the modern Orthodox synagogue, women are still relegated to a separate seating area.
Refonn, and more recently Conservative synagogues have begun to include women in

religious ritual. In the last twenty years, much has been written by Jewish women in an
effort to reconcile patriarchal Jewish practices with feminism (Heschel, 1983; Davidman

and Tanenbaum, 194; Medjuck, 1993; Plaskow, 1991,1994; Schneider, 1984; Pogrebin,
1991; Kaplan, 1995; Bide, 1984; Frymer-Kensly, 1994; Hauptman, 1994; Tirosh-

Rothchild, 1994). These writers have found creative ways to maintain a connection to
Judaism.
Other Jewish feminists have written on Jewish women's literature (Kaye/Kantro-

witz, 1986, 1990; Klepfisz, 1986, 1990), cinema (Michel, 1994), Jewish women and

anti-Semitism (Rich, 1989; Fogrebin, 1991; Buntow, 1992), Jewish lesbian experience

(Beck, 1982), Jewish women and psychological problems (Siege1and Cole, 1991; Weiner
and Moon, 1999, and Jewish women in history (Kaplan, 1991; Hyman, 1995).
However, only one vticle (Sheldon, 1991) addresses the experience of Jewish women
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and intmnerriage.
Sheldon (1991) begins her article, "A Feminist Perspective on Intermarriage,'
with the words of the Jewish sage, Aillel, "IfI am not for myself who is for me? And
when I pm for myself what am I? And if not now, when?" @. 79). She explains that

these words 'are meant to stir the listener to action" and "to good deeds." HilIeI's
words, however, £kame her intermarriage experience.

'They capture my sense of

isolation and apprehension as a Jew who has done something taboo - marrying outside

my tribe" @. 79). Intermmiage has caused Sheldon a lot of pain and ostracization.
Hillel's words capture the reality of her own struggle with the Jewish community. Over
time she has become much clearer abut h a own relationship to Judaism. Sheldon's

story begins the process of learning about Jewish women's experiences with the
challenges of intermarriage. This paper continues that process.

METHODS
Qualitative Methods
Most research on ethnic intermaniage is based on census and survey data.

Buchignani and Letkemam (1994) contend that 'a continuing weakness of Canadian
ethnic research is that it too often homogenizes and mutes ethnic people, speaking for

them rather than allowing them to speak for themselves' @. 204). By employing oral

data, I allow individuals to speak for themselves.
Jones (1988) discusses someof the differences between quantitative and qualitative
research. Describing the quantitative approach, he explains,

Quantitative research typically has the purpose ofascertaining general trends in opinions, values, and perceptions.
The resacher elicits data, the aim of which is getleralizability, and usually does so by apaating with detachment
from circumstances.
. Quantitative mearch tends to
look for and to isolate nlationships that reside in an
organhation structure or system to veri@ . . hypothesized
relationships through statistical Corzelafion, and to thereby
reduce the complexity to a certain number of forces.
Because the purpose is to control and thus limit or discount
the particular and individual, such issues as sampling,
qeatability, validity, reliability, and level of significance
of co~elationsare vital concerns. @. 33)

..

.

He then describes qualitative research's quest

'. . . to understand the particular, the

individual, and the unique." He further explains, "Thequalitative researcher is likely

to experience the situation in which others are immersed, whether directly through
participation or indirectly through extensive and intensive inte~ewing@. 34). Tmst is

essential to the research. Quantification and qualitative methods are compatible, even
complementary @. 34). Although I have conducted a qualitative study, using intensive
i n t e ~ e w s ,I also refer to previous quantitative research which has pointed out
intermarriage trends. My research ~

m as
sa building

block to provide firtther detail

and insight to previous quantitative work.

My research Ws into the category of ethnography, a controversial term.
Atkinson and Bamrnersley (1994) point out, "For some it refers to a philosophical

paradigm to which one makes a total commitment, for others it designates a method that

one uses as and when appropriate" @. 248). h this research, I have used ethnography
in the latter sense, as a method. In Atkinson and Harnmersley's description, "ethnogra-
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phy usually refers to forms of social research having a substantial number of the
following features:"
a strong emphasis on exploring the nature of particular social phenomena, rather than setting out to
test hypotheses about them
a tendency to work with "unstnrctured"data, that
is, data that have not been coded at the point of
data coUection in m m s of a closed set of analytic
categories

investigation of a small number of cases, perhaps
just one case, in detail
analysis of data that involves explicit interpretation
of the meanings and hnctions of human actions, the
jmduct of which mainly takes the form of verbal
descriptions and explanations with quantification
and statistical analysis playing a subordinate role at
most. @. 248)
Although I conducted the i n t e ~ e w swith specific questions in mind, analytic

categories were not closed. The participants were encouraged to elaborate in their
responses and add any information they considered relevant. The ten women who were

inte~ewedin this project provided a manageably small sample. The analysis of the data

focuses explicitly on interpretation of the intemiews.
Prasad (1997) discusses the roots of ethnography.

. . . ethnography belongs to the sub-field of anthropology
originally hKmm as cu.Itural antluopology, and more
recently refemd to as symbolic anthropology. .Tracing
its roots back to the work of Margaret Mead and Ruth
Benedict, researchers within this field have traditionally
used ethnography as a way of understanding "Others"on
their own t a n s . @. 6)

..

More recently ethnography bas been conducted in fvniliar locations father than travelling
to far-off places to study the *nativesn. As Prasad fiuther explains,

Ethnographersare strongly wedded to understanding events
and social interactions within a specific cultual context,
whether it is a Sumatran island, a shopping mall or a
pfofessional law Eina. The key facus h a e is on how specific cultuns and subcultures shape both the interpretations
and interactions of subjects being studied. @. 11)

Prasd and others recognk the contribution of Clifford Geertz to the method of
ethnography, with its study of cultural codes. As he explains,
Believing, with Max Weba, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take
culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be
therefore not an expairnmtal science in search of law but
an interpretive one in search of meaning. (1973, p. 5)
Ethnography usually involves participant observation. Van Maanen and Kolb
(1985) explain that "Fieldwork is the code term for this most unsystematic activity' @.

I). They inake the point that "unsystematic activity" should not be discounted in the
analysis of data.
The dismissal of firsthand experience and naaval observation as important sources of data and concepts implies a
rejection of everyday life as a domain worthy of examination. By everyday Life we mean quite literally, all the
routine, episodic minutiae that occupies most of our waking
hours. @. 4)
By incorporating everyday lolowledge in their analyses, 'ethnographers are engaged in
a data rnanufhctuing cnteIprisea @. 4). Quoting Schwartz and Jacobs (1979), Van

Moanen and Kolb reiterate that ethnographers are in the ' d t y reconstruction business"
@. 4). Acknowledgement of this interpretive bias is part of the ethnographic process.

Field Work
The "unstructured activity" of field work in this project includes my We-long
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experience as a member of a Jewish community and my upbringing as a Jew. Thus my
observation is not only a research strategy, but also an integral part of my interpretive
framework. Although my analysis is based on complete immersion in the field, it cannot

really be defined as complete memkrship mearch because I have not directly involved
myself in the everyday lives of the informants. The i n t e ~ e w s ,however, provided
indirect participation in their Iifieworlds. I shan with the subjects the sense of what it

means to live in a Jewish community.
Although the literature on Jews documents disapproval of intermarriage

(Gieckman and Streicher, 1990), it is not necessary to read survey data to know this.
By choosing to interview Jewish women who have had links with Jewish community, I

expected tbat an awareness of intnmvriage taboos would be pan of a common stock of
knowledge. I hoped that this oornmonality would allow me to gain entry into these
women's lives.
During the interviews there seemed to be an unsaid assumption that 'we as Jews

h o w this." Our common Jewish backgrounds also made it possible for the informants
to slip into Yiddish idiomatic phrases, knowing that I would understand. One cannot

assume that it is neassary for the researcher to be exactly like the subjects she is

inte~ewing;however, in this situation our shared heritages did play a role.
In all but one case, field work included visiting the informants' homes. In some
cases this allowed me the opportunity to take note of the ~ c u I a neighbourhood,
r
home

decoration and presence of Jewish artifacts. I took care to record my thoughts in a

notebook after each interview.

In the initial phone call to set up interview appointments I briefly explained my

research. I had met some of the participants previously through the Calgary Jewish
community, some names were suggested to me by participants, and some names were
found in the Jewish community directory. A number of women did not return my d s .
After two attempts at contact I assumed they did not want to participate. Those who did

agne to be i n t e ~ e w e dwerr very willing, although some expressed doubts about the

importance of their stories.
One of the women in this study was married to a non-Jewish man who had

converted to Judaism in a Conservative synagogue. I chose her name from the Jewish
Community Directory because it was clearly a non-Jewish name. During the i n t e ~ e w
she revealed that her husband had converted just before the marriage. I considered not

including her intemiew because technically, she was married to a Jew. There is much
debate over the issue of conversion among Jews, worldwide. The Orthodox movement

does not recognize Conservative and Reform conversions as legitimate. Defining who

is a Jew, therefore becomes difficult. Tof~ynerand Bmtman (1996), in their study of
Calgary Jews. defined Jews according to the Census.

A Jew is someone who identifies him/henelf as being
"Jewishby religion," or "Jewish by religion and by ethnic
origin" or "Jewish by ethnic origin with no religi~n.~
@.
15)

I decided to include the interview of this particular woman married to a convert because
she did not consider him to be Jewish. His conversion was a matter of convenience for

her family. He did not define or identify himself as Jewish, even after the conversion.
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AU but one of the participants have children. The women range in age from
thirty-four to fifty, although most arr in their mid-forties. I assumed that women of this
age group have had some time to reflect on their lives and might be better able to

evaluate some of their life choices than younger women. I also assumed that childnaring might be a source of conflict for intermarried couples.
Each interview was tape-recorded and later transcribed. The use of a taperecorder and the signing of a ansent form may have initially eroded some of the

spontaneity and friendliness of the interview situation, but at the same time the presence
of these formal research objects served to legitimate discussion of everyday, ordinary
life. (See Appendix)

The interviewswere semi-structured and lasted from one to two hours. Although
I had some specificquestions, I encouraged the participants to expand their answers as

much as they could, explaining that I was interested in a variety of experiences. I came
to each interview with a set of questions, but the order was changed according to what
each particular woman seemed inclined to discuss. When my

OMTI

questions were

exhausted I asked the participants to discuss any issues or incidents they felt I had
missed. In this way the interviews had an open-ended quality.

Fontana and Frey (1993) suggest that open-endedinterviewing "providesa greater
breadth than the other types, given its qualitative nature" @. 365). Similarly, Spradley
(1979) compares the ethnographic interview to a 'friendly conversationw@. 58). He
stresses the importanceof establishing a human-to-human relationshipwith the respondent

and the desire to understand rather than to explain. Fontana and Frey emphasize the
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need to establish rapport @. 367).

For me, the establishment of rapport and the

appearance of a 'tiiendly conversation" presented some h e r conflicts about my role as
a researcher.

Van M;aanen and Kdb (1985) descn'be this dilemma.

The cultivation of relationships with those studied is . . .
a prominent and ongoing part of ethnographic fieldwork.
Yet,those relationships are tempotally bound, although it
is often convenient for those involved in them to over1ook
this fact. At its core, fieldwork must be regarded as
something of a traitomus activity. @. 24)
I found it difficult to balance my role as a researcher with the sense of friendship and
trust that took place during the interviews. At the time of this writing I am still unsure

how to reconcile these falings. Part of the process of gaining trust and establishing
rapport is "deciding how to present oneself" (Fontana and Frey, 1993). I made a
conscious decision in my presentation of self. Because most of the i n t e ~ e w took
s place
in the respondants' homes, I took care to dress in a way that was casual, yet not sloppy.
I chose clothing and jewellay that would not draw attention to my appearance. I wanted
the respondent to feel that she was the centre of attention. In my normal routine of
e v q & y life I also take time to consider the impact of my appearance, but my choice

of appearance for the interviews was more calculated. This only added to my sense of

being a spy.

During the interviews I was conscious of my role as a researcher at all times. I
was carefbl to listen but not offa opinions. I was h a y s aware of the direction of the

conversation. When I hoped to hear more about a particular topic, I would hesitate,
indicating that the respondent could elaborate. If that did not work, I would ask for
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more description. At times the conversation would go off in a direction which did not
seem to be fruitful. I would listen for a while, hoping to discover whether this new
direction was somehow relaw. If I felt it was not, I would gently move the i n t e ~ e w

back to the direction I wanted. I also rrcognized that a respondent's need to change the

direction of the convasation might indicate a sensitive area. Attention must be paid to
what is said as well as what is left unsaid.

The faus of this intemiew research is not oa proving a particular hypothesis.
Rather, the interviews are seen as situated narratives (Silverman, 1993). As Silverman
explains, "In studying accounts, we are studying displays of cultural particulars as well
as displays of members' artful practices in assembling these particulars" @. 1 14). In
other words, intemiews provide some insight into how participants have constructed their
particular realities.
h t e ~ e w i n gwomen in this way is consistent with feminist research. Reinhartz
(1992) explains,

Feminist researchers who have done interview studies have
modified social science concepts and created important new
ways of seeing the wodd. By listening to women speak,
understanding women's membership in particular social
systems, and establishing the distribution of phenomena
accessible only through sensitive interviewing, feminist
interview researchers have uncovered previously neglezted
or misunderstood worlds of experience. (p.44)
I hope this research on Jewish women and in-e

will

contribute to new

understanding.
Organhion of Data

After transcribing and listening to the tape i n t e ~ e w s ,I attempted to look for
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emerging themes. I then placed excerpts into categories. 1 found that some categories
had too many excerpts in them which were oniy loosely related. I then re-examined the
excerpts and added more categories. Some categories had more information than others.

The process required constant refefence to the transcripts and listening to the tapes many
times. Some of the categories corresponded to particular questions in the interviews and

other categories seemed to emerge on their own.
The inte~eweesthemselves would perhaps arrange the categories differently.

My organization of the data reflects my own interpretation.

This chapter describes the pyticipants' early experience of Jewish life during

childhood and adolescence. Kallen (197'7) points out that data from a synagogue study
"stronglysupport the principle that distinctiveethnic socialization, particularly within the

institutional framework provided by home and family, constitutes the key to presewation
of Jewish ethnic distinctiveness" @. 6!j).

This chapter looks at the participants'

recollections of interactions both in family and community.
Berger and Luckmann (1966) see socialization as a component of institutional-

ization. In their definition, "Institutionalizationoccurs whenever there is a reciprocal
typification of habitualiEed actions by types of actorsw@. 54). They go on to explain
that
Institutions further imply historicity and control. Reciprocal typifications of actions are built up in the course of a
shared history. They cannot be created instantaneously.
Institutions also, by the very fact of their existence,
control h u m conduct by setting up ptedefined patterns of
conduct, which channel it in one direction as against the
many other directions that would thcomtically be possible.

...

(P* 54)

It is important, then, to consider Jewish patterns of conduct during the subjects'

particular time in history.

The parents of these women lived through World War 11. Some were in Canada
and some were in Europe. Wherever they were during that time, the memory of the

Nazi treatment of Jews was within ncent memory. Jews in Canada were keenly aware

of anti-Semitism during that time. As Palmer (1976) describes,
The war period and early postwar period was a transitional
time with nspect to attitudes toward immigration and
ethnicity. .
During the arrival of the third wave of
immigration in the late 19409 and 195Os, many prewar
prejudices lingered, and ethnic minorities encountered
considerable pressures for conformity.

The presmes for conformity along with the desire to F n r e Jewish ethnic distinctiveness may have been a stmggle for the parents of this generation of women.
Some scholars have suggested that synagogue affiliation is one way of measuring

Jewish identity. M e n (1977) provides a comparative profile of second generation
Orthodox, Conservative and Reform Jews.

Generally, there is a deaease in the strength

of ethnic group boundaries from Orthodox through to Conservative, to Reform.
Orthodox is at the high end of the scale in commitment to 'traditionally defined, religious

(Iudaic) beliefs and practices." Orthodox synagogues do not accept intermanied couples

as members unless the non-Jewish spouse goes through an Orthodox conversion.
For the Orthodox, formal afliktion with an Orthodox synagogue provides a central institutional focus for
theirttaditional, zeligiously defined sense ofJewish identity
and commitment. For Conservatives, the synagogue
currently provides religious legitimation for ethnic distinctiveness based on "a faling for Jewish custom (Yiddishkayt) rather than a commitment to Judaism. For Refom,
the religious institution
the temple - saves to renew
and legitimate a separate, but equal Jewish ethnic identity
vis-&-vishg10-Canadians. @. 79)

-

This sketch of the various denominations of Judaism outlines the general attitudes of each

movement. Synagogue affiliation is of course open to individual interpretation. During
World War I1 and the period following, many Jews may have been faced with conflicts
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in the everyday enactment of Jewish life.

Berger and Luchnvvl (1966) stress the significance of early socialization. For
children,

An institutional world . . . is experienced as an objective
reality. It has a history that antedates the individual's birth
and is not accessible to his biographical recollection. It
was there before he was born, and it wiil be there after his
death. @. 60)

The women inte~ewedwere born into a particular social setting, to institutionalized
Jewish life. Although the sample is small, a wide vaxiety of childhood experience em-

erged in the intentiem.
Although I have used the exact words of the women inte~ewed,it must be

remembered that I have constructed the order in a way that reflects may own interpretation. This ethnographic approach is thus an "interpretationof interpretations"(Geertz,
1973). By organizing e x q t s in this way I have created a kind of a script. It would

be appropriate then to list the actors. AM the names have been changed to protect
anonymity. In alphabetical order they are:
Anne

- Age 44.

Mother of two young children. Teacher. Grew up in

Winnipeg.
Beth

- Age 44.

Mother of one young child. Health professional. Grew up in

Winnipeg.
car01

- Age 44. Mother of two young children.

Health professional. Grew up

in Montreal.
Dina
Ellen

- Age 47.

we=.

- Age 42.

Mother of three grown children. Teacher. Grew up in
Mother of two young children. Interior designer. Grew up in

WWYFran

- Age 34.. No children.

Works in film. Grew up in Edmonton.

Gila

- Age SO.

Mother of two grown chiidren. Legal profession. Grew up
in Vancouver.

- Age 50.

Mother of teenage son. Health professional. Grew up in the

U.S.
Ida

Jackie

- Age 41. Mother of two young children. Teacher. Grew up in Calgary.
- Age 41. Mother of two young children. At home mom. Grew up in
Montreal.

Anne's early childhood memories are very sketchy. As she explains,

My natural fither was not religious at all, and neither was
my mother. My dad died when I was four, my mom when
I was seven. I left when I was eight I guess. I didn't
really even know I was Jewish then.
After the death of her parents she was sent to live with h a aunt and uncle in Winnipeg.

Her memories of that period are much clearer.

My aunt was my fhther's sister. She had married a man
who was a victim of the Holocaust, a swivor. And he
was very religious. So I grew up in their home and I was
immediately enrolled in Hebrew sch001, after not even
knowing that I was Jewish. I had quite the orthodox
upbringing.
She explained that they observed all the holidays and that their home was strictly kosher.
At Passover they changed all the dishes. As she explains,

"AU six plates, six sets: three

sets for n o d , milk, meat and pame."
Gila, age 50, also grew up in a home where the parents are Holocaust survivors.

Referring to her parents she commented, "Theirfamilies were basically wiped out in the
Holocaust." Unlike Anne, Gila did not receive clear messages about what it meant to

be Jewish. As she remembers,

My parents certahly brought us up knowing that we were
Jewish. They were from Lithuania and hdlived in a very
strong Jewish community and belonged to youth organizations and kept telling us about this. So fu as knowing
that we were Jewish, we were Jewish. . .We always had
Passover, although we didn't have a d e r . My mother
always made chicken soup and matzo balls, and we always
sat down together.

.

Her parents, howwer, were not in agreement about Jewish observance.

As she

explained,
My mother tried. My father thought it was all nonsense so
he didn't really support her. But she did try. On the High
Holidays we were schIepped to shul.
The mesages she d v e d about the value of Jewish observance were mixed.

Whereas Anne grew up in a Jewish neighbourhood, Gila's family lived in East
Vancouver, which was not a Jewish neighbourhood. As she d s ,

. . . we always felt like outsiders, my sisters and I. . . .

because we didn't live in the Jewish community it was
difficult for us as kids to really feel involved in the Jewish
community,but we always knew we were Jewish.

Gila's comment suggests that the self-segregation of Jewish communities may involve the

strengthening of Jewish ties.
As Jackie's story illustrates, it is also possible to have doubts about one's Jewish
identity, even when totally immersed in a Jewish setting. Jackie, the child of second
generation parents, gnw up in a mostly-Jewish neighbowhood in Montreal. She also

received mixed messages about being Jewish. 'I feel my mother has some conflicts
about being Jewish

- I think there is a part of her that wasn't that accepting of it,

although she has never indicated that openly."
When pressed firrther on this issue she explained,

I think that she, many of us do this at times, myself
included; we tend to be critical; we look at our own group
and we criticize things; some may be caricatured by nonJews. My mother was pre%tyclear about things like that.
Whatever the Jewish physical attributes might be; I knew
that she thought it was less attractive: to speak Ioudly,
whatever the kind of voice, singsong, things that we can
recognize ourselves. I felt that was not valued. Or more
than that; there might have ken some negative value
placed on those things.
When asked about synagogue attendance Jackie recalled,

When my grandfather was alive they went to the orthodox
shul. I went a couple of times when I was very young, but
then as a M y , wejoind the Conmtive synagogueand
we went very sporadically, just the typical things: High
Holidays, the Seder, and at Hanukkah we did the candles.
My mother was not consistent about Shabbat candles,
sometimes yes, sometimes w .
As a child, Jackie became aware that ethnic identity was somehow negotiable. While her

grandfather was alive, her parents went along with orthodox ttaditions, but after his death
her parents moved to the less restrictive, Consmrative synagogue. She became aware

of the poss1iility for change by watching her parents.
I had the sense that Jackie began questioning her Jewish identity at a young age,

so I asked her what it was that made her feel Jewish. She replied,
I never questioned it, it was who we were. Everybody I
was surrounded with was Jewish absolutely everybody.
Montreal is a city where you kind of live in the suburbs.
You grow up in a place, everywhere you shop, your
schooling, mrybody you come into Conrad with
everybody was Jewish. We acknowledged the holidays; we
all ate food that was Jewish style. We weren't kosher in

-

-

the house but we didn't have bacon. We weren't strict
about things like that. Then was no pork in the house.
We didn't drink milk with meat. I don't know how 100%
strict that was.
So in spite of her parents' seeming ambivalence about Jewish identity, Jackie herself

recalled a m n g Jewish connection. The strength of this connection seems to be linked
to the ndghbourhood where she grew up, mixed with some obsewance of Jewish

traditions.
Carol, age 44, also grew up in Montreal, in a different Jewish neighbowhood.

She also received various messages ftom her parents about king Jewish. When asked
whether her parents attended synagogue, she replied,

Yes and no. We belonged to an orthodox synagogue so my
father took my brother and my mother, who was not
observant. In fact, she was the one who got my Eather to
go initially .
. my mother was from a more observant
home. But my mother is shy so she didn't want to go and
sit in the women's section because she'd be alone. So I
didn't go consequently. . . They switched to the Conservative, but I don't remember when. . ,
.And then we
would all go for the holidays.

.

Carol noticed at a young age that women are treated differently than men, especially in
the Orthodox tradition. She was excluded from synagogue attendance until her family

joined a Conservative synagogue.

When asked about Jewish ab~ervancein the home, Carol answered,

. . . I was brought up kosher, not kosher but kosher style,
although we drank milk with meat, which can be rationalized very oddly, and it was. And we didn't have kosher
meat because my uncle was a butcher and he wasn't a
kosher butcher. My mother says, once my grandmother
started using his meat, she thought 'Well, if my mother
can use it, I can use it too."

Woe Jackie, Carol was exposed to the notion that Jewish observance was open to
modification. If h a grandmother could find a way to rationalize the use of non-kosher
meat, then h a mother could also make djushnents and still be Jewish.
For Beth, who gnw up in Wepeg, h a grandparents also had an innuence on
the Jewish observance of the rest of the f8mily. This came up when she was asked about
her m y ' s synagogue attendance.

We did because my grandmother always bought the seats.
My parents never bought the seats. My grandparents
bought the seats always, and everybody just went. That
was sart of the thing. We all got new outfits at Rosh
Hashanna.
Beth's family attended a Conservative synagogue in the north end of Winnipeg. As she
further describes,

. . . every

year, myself and all my cousins, and my
brothers were all trundled off to synagogue. I remember
sitting with my grandmother for hours and hours. She sat
through the whole thing. We weren't made to sit through
the whole thing, but we did sit a long time. And I was the
eldest grandchild so I used to sit with her; I quite liked it.
I didn't mind going. And I got a new hat; you had to wear
a hat. And I got a jumper. I remember, always a new
jumper and something nice to wear and off we went.

In Beth's description, h a grandmother emerges as a matriarch who wielded considerable
power over her hmily. Beth seems to remember her fondly and takes a sense of pride

in her role as the eldest grandchild.

When asked about Jewish obsemance in the home, Beth replied,

Well, that's very interesting because my parents who are
both born and &sed very Jewish, and lived in kosher-kept
homes, both of them, all their lives, certainly were Jewish
right to the eyeballs. Well we did not keep kosher, which

was not unusual in those days. But they weren't superJewish, they weren't.

It is difficult to discern exactly what Beth is saying ?bout her parents. On the one hand,

she seems to find it surprising that her parents were not more observant, given their
upbringing, but on the other hand Beth points out that not lceeping kosher was a common

occunerrce in those days. In any case, there is an awareness on Beth's part that a change
in adherence to Jewish customs had occurred from one generation to the next.
Dina, who grew up in Winnipeg, also remembers a generational change.
We did not do Shabbat. We lit the HimukLah menorah; we
got &angelt; we didn't mix milk and meat; we didn't

eat bacon in our h o w ; but we did not keep kosher. I
don't think we even changed dishes or anything Iike that
for Passover. Most of the things that I remember from
holidays w e n at my grandparents' house. Like when I
think of a smell or a food, it was frwn my grandparents',
more so than from my own house. We didn't go to
synagogue. . . . We didn't belong. We didn't go on the
holidays.
For Dina, her sense of Jewish identity is strongly linhd to her grandparents. The smell

of certain Jewish f d s seems to elicit a strong connection to her ethnic coots.
Fran, growing up in Edmonton, also felt CO~e~ted
to her grandmother. As she

W e lit candles for Hanukkah, sometimes shabbat. We
often went to my grandmother's house and she always lit
candles. And we had dinner with h a almost every week,
as weli as I can remember. W e went to synagogue in the
fau for Rosh Hitshanna and Yom Kippur, and for bar
mitzvahs and that sort of thing. But my mother didn't keep
kosher in her house, but my grandmother did. In fact,
both my grandmothers did.

Although her family attended the Orthodox synagogue, they did not have an orthodox
home with respect to dietary laws. For someof the women intmiewed it seems that the
grandparent generation was a strong indicator of how Jewish the whole family was.
Ellen, who grew up in Calgary, had a strong sense of her parents' Jewish identity.
Although her mother mverted to Judaism, Ellen sassed 'My mother was just as Jewish
as any other." As for the level of Jewish observance in her home, she explained,

.

. . we didn't keep koshn But we also didn't have ham.
We had Shabbat most of the time and went to synagogue
on the major holidays.
Her family still attend the Comenative synagogue.
Like Gila,Ellen did not grow up in a Jewish neighbourhood. As she describes,
"In the neighbowbood, I only remember one Jewish family. I don't remember any
others. I think the other Jewish people that we knew were outside the neighbourhood."

When asked if she had a group of Jewish fiends, Ellen replied,
There were two actually, our neighbour right next door
was Jewish. That is a long time ago. There were two
Jewish families in the neighbourhood. But between my
parents' friends and their fiends who were Jewish. .

..

Ellen, unlike Gila, did not express a sense of isolation from the Jewish community.
I&, who also grew up in Calgary, describes h a family's home as very Jewish.
We did Shabbat every week. Every Friday night, it was
sort of lih no matter what else is happenhg, Friday night

-

is going to be
this redid night when you can have
dinner with your family and enjoy and just hang back.
She seemed to look back very fondly on those times. The observance of the sabbath on

Friday night was C

O M ~ Cto~memories
~
of

home, comfort, and security.

Ida's family belonged to the Orthodox synagogue. When asked if they kept a
kosher home, she replied,
I think we did. I remember having two sets of dishes, and
I think my mom used to buy only kosher meat until a
certain point, and then she stopped. . . W e always had
the holidays and my mother always changed all her dishes
for pesach, and we did the whole thing. So we were pretty
immersed. I fcel we have a p ~ t t ystrong background.

.

Her memory of Jewish life as a child was one of consistence.

Hama also remembers the Jewish input during childhood as being fairly
consistent. She grew up in a town in the United States. When asked if she grew up in

a Jewish Community, she replied,
Yes. The town where I grew up has a Jewish community
of comparable size to Calgary, Alberta. The town itself
was smaller. When I was growing up, we had one Orthodox, one C o n m t i v e , one Reform - same as here. We
didn't have Lubavitch as far as I know. And I grew up in
a purely Jewish home, Orthodox and then moving to
Conservative as I was growing up, mainly because of my
mother being enlightened enough to think that girls should
get an education. And the Orthodox shul didn't provide a
Jewish education for girls.
Although her family switched to the Conservative synagogue at some point during her

youth, she still remembers a sense of Jewishness was firmly instilled. Like Carol, there!
was an awareness of the limitations for women in the Orthodox movement.

The next section describes Jewish education and community involvement during
childhood.
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Jewish Education Outside the Home
Most of the women interviewed d v e d some form of Jewish education outside
the home.
As Ida rrcPlls h a childhood in Calgary,

We went to the Hebrew school. My mother taught there
in kindand she taught junior kindergarten for 11
years. She started teaching there when I was in grade two.
I went there until I was in grade 6.

For Ida, her Jewish education outside the home was almost an extension of her home
because her mother was a teacher at the Hebrew school.

Ellen, who also grew up in Calgary, attended a different school.
I went to the Pereb School q to grade 2, and then I think
my mother just found it easier to go to the public school
down the block. W e lived in the north end of town.

The Peretz school focuses on Yiddish language as opposed to Hebrew language. Both
Ida and Ellen attended all-day religious schools.

Dina and Anne who both lived in Winnipeg attended after-school HHebw classes.
As Dina remembers, she went "two or three times a weeku as well as on Sunday. She
attended classes for six years and as she describes, "I hated every minute of it!' When

asked why she hated it, Dina answered,

Because it was after school, and it was more work. There
w a e just one or two kids that liked it, and that was it. It
wasn't hold for me; I just didn't want to be thge. It was
a long day.
Hebrew school was not a particularly positive experience for Dina. As Anne recalls her
experience with Hebrew school at the Orthodox synagogue,

I went to Hebrew school. That was one thing that my
mom wanted me to do, was to stay in public school. She
didn't want me to go to parochial school. So I did. But I
went to Hebrew school every day, Monday through
Thursday, after school fiwn 3:30 to 6:O p.m.
She se!emed proud of the k t that her mother wanted her to have a broader outlook on

life. Sending her to parochial sch001 would have limited her horizon.
Beth, who spent her early years in the north end of Winnipeg, did attend a

Hebrew paf~chialschool.

. . . from grade one to grade six, I went to the Talmud
Torah which is a parochial school in Winnipeg, and I had
a Jewish education. . . . But it was interesting because I
had grown up kind of in a diverse community. I wasn't
channelled like m e kids are into just Jewish, Jewish,
Jewish. I never discerned between this kid and that kid.
Whatever kid I liked, that's who I played with. And my
parents weren't as Jewishy as other parents I have known.
Beth seemed to have mixed feelings about what it meant to be perceived as Jewish.

Although she spent six years in school with Jewish children all day, every day, she

remembers that she did not really distinguish between who was Jewish and who was not.
At the same time she also seemed v a y proud of her connection to Jewish life.

I understand Yiddish M y wen because it was spoken
around me alt my life. . . . I can speak fluent &brew,
although it's a bit rusty now, because I went to Talmud
Torah and I did get a very traditional Hebrew education.

Unlike Dim, Beth did not complain at all about her Jewish education.
Carol attended an after-school Hebrew program in Montreal for five years. She
laughed as she described her experience with Hebrew school.

. . .I got myself kicked out. . . . Not quite kichd out.

I

didn't have a proficiency for languages, and it was a school
that did E&rew and Yiddish. A lot of the kids came fkom
immigrant fhmilies and spoke Yiddish at home. So as the
program became more language-based, conversation, 1
began to have trouble. But I was bright enough to be able
to steer the whole class into the direction I wanted it to go.
I used to control the class, and then I became rebellious
and I talked back. And the teachers told my pannts they
were wasting their money, which they were.

Carol remembers Hebrew school as a site of nbellion. Although the classes were not
enjoyable for her, her laughter during the telling of the story suggests that it was not
altogether an unpleasant memory.

Jackie's Hebrew education, also in Montreal, was limited.
I didn't go to parochial school. I didn't have to do Hebrew
lessons. I did about a year's worth,after school. It didn't
seem to be a priority to train us. We were four girls in the
house, and that was a factor, not having a brother.

She seemed to resent not having been given a ktter Jewish education. However, she
also mentioned,
I did go to summer camp every year. That was fashionable
back then. They were all-Jewish camps, not all of them
highly observant. You know at all the Jewish camps you
always observe Shabbat and sing all the Jewish songs.
That was probably one of my prime exposures to that sort
of thing.

When Jackie attended Jewish summer camp, it lasted for eight weeks during the summer
months. Although it was considered usual for Jewish parents to send their children away
for that length of time, Jackie added,

When I think about it now, I can't imagine it because 1can
barely let my children go to an activity for a few hours.
And when I think that teenagers were supavising us in the
water, it is hard to believe. I survived it.
Not only did she survive it but as she remembers, 'I had some very good times then".
Elanna was also v a y involved in Jewish activities outside the home. As she

The Jewish center was my second home. We hung around
the center. My Brownie troop was at the Jewish center,
my Girl Scout troop was at the Jmish center, everything
was Jewish. We wen always a very small minority in
school. Catainly in elementary s h o d there were very

few of us, so I had lots of non-Jewish fiends. But there
was something about; I was very aware of who our people
were do you know what I mean?

-

I did know what she meant.

During childhood the social construction of parents' lives usually talresprecedence
-

in a child's world. As the subjects in this study moved into adolescence, their personal
choices concerning Jewishness became more individuabd. As they progressed into
their teenage years they began to construct Jocial realities of their own. The next section

deals with Jewish experience during adolescence.

ADOLESCENCE
Youth Organizations

Some of the women interviewed were very active in Jewish youth organizations
during their teenage years. Carol, in Montreal, belonged to the B'nai Brith Youth

Organhation (BBYO). As she explains, "I was very active. You know in Montreal you
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had the chapters, and I was in the chapter, and then I was on the city executive. I was
Ida, in Calgary, was also very involved with BBYO. 'I was really

quite active.'

involved in BBYO fkom grade 9 to gnde 12. I was on the region [executive] and I was

very, very involved and I loved it and lived it. It was really a big part of my life."

EGma and Ellen both belonged to United Synagogue Youth (USY) in different cities.

They did not v

d on their involvement.

Beth described herself as a nonjoiner. As she recalls, 'I wasn't in BBYO or any
of those groups. I have never been much of a groupjoiner. I never thought that was

really a lot of fun.'
Anne was also not interested in participating in Jewish youth organizations. As
she remembers,

...

I think I did try BBYO once. I wasn't into it.
I didn't
like the idea that I was just going to be with Jewish people.
To me it didn't seem like something that I needed to do,
probably because most of my fdends were Jewish anyways.
I was always with Jewish people. . . .But maybe I just felt
as I always have, that it was too, what's the word now? It
was narrow. It was racist in a way, I felt. It wasn't broad
enough for me. I didn't feel the need.

During childhood, Anne's mother had stressed the importance of having a broad outlook.

Anne was sent to public school and aRa-school Hebrew classes so that she would feel
comfortable in both situations. It seems that she was capable of firnctioning in both
social realms and found the Jewish d

m too constricting.

F m ,on the other hand, moved toward greater involvement in Jewish life. She
also attended public school in childhood. As a teenager, she began attending synagogue
regularly, even though her parents were not particularly religious.

When I started high school I kcame very active with the
National Conference of Synagogue Youth (NCSY) and I
would go every week on my own, on the bus. It (NCSY)
is the orthodox youth group.

When she became more and more involved her parents had very mixed feelings. As she
tells it,

My parents probably had two ideas about it. On the one
hand they wanted to make sure that we would retain Jewish
identities. I think most Jewish parents feel very strongly
about that with regards to their children. But they also
wanted us to be able to function very well in the world.
That was their reason for sending us to public school.
They wanted us to be very comfortable in the community
at large. That is something that they weren't comfortable
with themselves, and so they wanted it for us.

When Fran began attending synagogue on her own she began to change other parts of
her life as well.
I also wanted to keep kosher and I didn't want to turn the
lights on during Sabbath. And my parents went, "Oh my
God, she's gone off the deep end now!" They used to
tease me a lot about it. They could hardly complain. But
they rolled their eyes quite a bit. "Oh, teenagers!"

The mixed messages concerning Jewish identity in childhood wen worked out during
adolescence in various ways.

Some of the women h t e ~ e w e dfound a way to reconcile their Jewish identity
during do1escence, while for others it continued to be unresolved. Adolescence is

usually a time when girls become interested in dating. The next pection looks at the
kinds of messages these women received about intamarriage during their teenage years.
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Messages About IntermPrriPge During Youth

When asked whether she received any messages about intermarriage, Ida
explained,
I knew that it was something that they didn't want me to
do. I don't remember when I was little. As I was growing
older and slarted being interested in boys I remember it
being frowned on. I always h e w it wasn't something that
my parents would accept very easily. . . .It wasn't a good
thing.

When Fran was asked the same question she answered, 'Yes. It was definitely not the
thing to do. They always wanted to intmdua me to nice Jewish boys, everybody in the
M y , and my sisters also.' When I asked her to be more explicit, Fran remembered

a particular phrase she heard from her parents. "When you find a nice Jewish boy and
settle down

. . .'. It was definitely something that they had opinions about.

It is hard

for me to remember some of the things they said." Although she was not given overly

negative messages about inmmanhge, she clearly understood where her p n t s stood
on this issue.
The message received by Anne was much more overt. When asked whether she

remembered her parents' thoughts on intermarriage, she responded,
Oh definitely! Definitely. Thae was no way in the world
my fither would want me to go, let me ever marry somebody who wasn't Jewish. It was constant. I mean it was
just known. Everything in the house, my father was just,
I think he was hung up because of Me situation. He went
through a lot obviously. He lost his wife, his kids, his
whole family, plus his parents, plus his siblings. So I
mean he went Uvough a lot. And it was just an unspoken
thing that you know he didn't trust Goyim, as he d e d
them, which always bothered me. Even back when I was
young it used to bother me that he'd use that word in the
way he used it.
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Anne was quite emotional when she told her story. She was clearly sympathetic to her

fkther's standpoint. At the same time she was very clear that she did not share his
opinions in any way.

Some of the women ncdved ambivalent messages about intermamiage. As Gila
responded,
I don't really recall. I h o w that they would have prefared us to marry Jewish men. . . .My mother was not a
decisive pason, so it was always, keep harmony, so
whatever you wanted. M y father was the apposite. So, I
mean I don't really know what the message was really.

Dina also received unclear messages.
My parents' only concern was my grandparents, because
they would be upset. Not on my mother's side, but on my

fhther's side. My hther's family lived in the city. But my
mother's side, they did not live in the city so it wasn't a
big issue. My dad's parents w e n very concerned. My
sister, her husband is not Jewish. She is ahead of me and
I never heard anything then about her.
It was obvious to her that her grandparents would be upset by intermarriage, yet it seems

that nothing was said when ha sister married a non-Jewish man.
Beth also was confused about her parents' signals.
I mean this, the business about a religion, Wre sort of
negating somebody because of the religion, sort of never
really came up. What was interesting though, later on,
when I went to get manied, many, many years later, or
when I went to live with somebody many years later, alI of
a sudden this Jewish thing was kind of an issue with my
parents. And I thought, "Gee, hmny you should be
mentioning that now. Possibly, if you care that much
about it you could have mentioned that fifteen years ago."
1don't know what came over them.
She seemed truly surprised that her p n t s reacted so negatively when she eventually did
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marry a non-kw, when it had not been an issue for them during her childhood and
adolescence.

Hanna, age 50, attributed her funily's attitude to intamarriage to being a function

of the time period. When asked whether she received messages about intermarriage, she
replied,
Sure. It was not a good thing. But a lot of the messages
I d v e d growing up were rather dated. The other
message that I got was: you go to school, all girls should
get an education because your Jewish education is so
important. So you go to school, you get your education,
you get married, you stop working. And by the way, the
only job you should hold is king a teacher. That is what

you should aspire to.
When describing the climate in h a community concerning intermarriage she explained

that in those days even living with a man was very serious. It was taken for granted that

the man would at least be Jewish. She went on,
PeopIe were sitting shiva fm their Jewish daughters in my
hometown if their daughtas went and lived with a boy.
This was the ultimate scandd. And there was my mother
living in the town of h a dead husband's M y . All the
presswe was on having things just so, and continuing to do
everything just right.

In H&nna's particular case, the death of her fkther was an added element in her sense of
what was the pruper thing to do.

Dating
nK final section of this chapter concerns the experience of dating during

adolescence. As with messages about intermarriage, the signals given by parents about
dating were also sometimes unclear.

Carol knew that her parents' position on

intermarriage was "this was not meant to be. " She laughed as she told a story about

what happened when she dated a black boy in junior high school.
Well when I dated Gary, who was my date from grade 7
graduation, I was all of thkteen years old. M y parents told
me, my parents were very upset when I brought him home.
When 1said this was who I was going to graduation with,
they, I mean they tried to forbid me. I was a feity kid.
I said, "I'm sorry, this is what I'm doing," and my sister
supported me. She was fifteen or sixteen you know. 'I'm
not going to marry him. This is not what we'n talking
about." So they, I mean they knew, they didn't forbid me.
They handled it. They were funny. They handled their
own anxiety by throwing a p g r a d u a t i o n party at my
house, so it would look Wre we were just a bunch of kids.
And it wouldn't look lilre I was going out on this date with
this boy*

From Carol's telling of the story, it sounds as if her parents wanted to maintain the

impression of having liberal attitudes. They did not go so far as to forbid her to date a
non-Jewish, Black boy; however, they also found it necessary to adjust the picture to

make it seem more acceptable to their Jewish sensibilities.
Ellen also remembers getting mixed messages about dating.

I wasn't forbidden, but they artainly weren't happy when
I decided to marry a non-Jewish penon. . I probably
dated more non-Jewish because the Jewish boys didn't ask
me out. Part of it is that I didn't know that many. I didn't
go through elementary and junior high in the Jewish
school. I didn't know them until high school.

..

So, although she knew that her parents were not happy about intermarriage, it was not

enough to stop her from dating non-Jews. The fact that her mother was a convert to
Judaism may have been an influence as well.

When Fran was asked whether religion was an issue for her when dating boys she
replied: "Iwas more concerned with what kind of person they were. . . . I've always felt

that nligion is a personal thing. ' When asked about her parents' reaction she continued,

My pafetlts thought, 'He is nice you know, but he is not
Jewish. And that was always something that was, Iike he
could n m r d y be accepted in the household because of
that. They would have trouble with that.
Fran dated both Jewish and non-Jewish boys during adolescence. She explained that her
paretlts bmught her

up to have a mind of her own.

Ida dated non-Jewish boys almost exclusively.
I don't nally remember going out with Jewish boys. I
h e w them, but I don't remember dating any of them in a
Serious way. I remember only going out with non-Jewish
boys. I don't know why,but I did.

When I asked whether they were received in her home she answered,
Not well. My mother wasn't happy about it. My dad, he
was fine about it. But my mother was pretty unhappy.
The first serious boyfriend was sort of towards the end of
highschool and we dated for seven years, for a really long
time. And she was very unhappy about that relationship.
I almost only dated non-Jewish men. . . .1was a very late
bloomer, so I didn't really start dating until I was seventeen or eighteen.
When asked whether religion was an issue for her in dating she responded,

It was in a way because I always knew that I was Jewish
and that they wam't. And I would have lihd to have
been more a part of that Jewish community, but it was just
never a fit.

Hanna, however, dated only Jewish boys. 'I didn't date much. I was one of the nerdy,
scholarly types. But when I did start dating, it was only Jewish boys." From Anne's

description she was whatever the opposite of the 'nerdy' type would be.

. . . as young as thirteen,

fourteen, I was seeing nonJewish guys. One of them was French and part-Indian.
W e were all seeing non-Jewish guys. I think we had a
reputation actually, the four of us. I don't know if we

were doing it just for a thrill as kids or what, but somehow
we were being really rekllious,

Dating a non-Jewish boy was considered to be rebellious in her community.

When asked about her perents' &on,

Anne was not sure whether they were

aware of her activities. As she recalls,
My high school boyfriend was non-Jewish too. And he
was a jock, a really nice guy, but of cwse my father
would never have accepted him. I thinlr my mother knew
that I was with him. She Wred him and she didn't really
care.
she did care, but she didn't. Her family was
not religious at all. Her brother is married to a non-Jewish
woman, You know, she was born in Canada. It wasn't
the same thing and there was always this tension between

my m a She did not feel guilty about being secretive because she felt that her father was far too

"rigid". As she explained,
The Jewish thing to me, was imposed on me, you know?
I didn't Rally truly feel like I needed to, you know, show
my Jewishness, or be with Jewish people. It was just, I
happened to be with them a lot of the time because it was
my neighburhood. But I wasn't with these people because
they were Jewish. I was with these particular friends of
mine because I liked them as people, as I liked other nonJewish people as peuple.
Each woman progressed through a d o l ~ c with
e the need to negotiate a Jewish identity
within the majority culture.
As Card pointed out, she reached adolescence in a particular time period which
was as turbulent as adolescence.

I mean we're going back to the sixties,right? So there was
an increasing b k k population in my neighburhood. It
wasn't a wealthy neighbourhood. A lot of the Jewish
people sort of did well and mowd on. My neighbourhood,
it was mixed. There were people who, sort of lived in
duplexes you know, and some of the stmets were reasonable, and then some of the streets were really very immigrant, or some immigrants working their way. There were
some poor, some chronic poor, so street by street you were
in a different class.

During the sixties there was an increasing awareness of race and class tensions. Carol
mentioned that there were race riots at her highschool when she was in grade twelve in
Montreal.

She told a story about one of her friends who was caught walking with a Black
boy during that time.

. . . one of my friends was walking with a black guy and
her mother was fkom Europe. Now I don't know if she
came over before the war or after the war. I don't know
to what extent she was a survivor or how much M y she
lost. But she said, a I am going to kill you! ' She reacted
very strongly. But we were all, you know, "Guess who's
corning to dinner?' But I mean we w e n just appalled by
this kind of pqeudice.

Carol's brief story sum&

many of the conflicts faced by the women in this study.

In Carol's story it is the mother of h a friend who is from Europe. Some of the

women interviewed are second generation Jews and most of them are third generation.
That is to say, all of them have an immigrant background. Carol makes a point of

saying she does not know whether the mother in the story was a survivor or "how much
family she losta. All the women h t e ~ e w e dhave at least some awareness of Jewish

sumivaL. Although Carol was appalled by the woman's strong reaction to her daughter
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being on the street with a Black man (the extreme Other), sk aiso seemed to excuse the

woman's behaviwr, aclcnowIedging her suffering. At the same time, Carol identBes her
own feelings with the movie, "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner," a story about racial

intolerance. She se!es haself as a product of the sixties' mood of "loveand peace". The
women experienced the pull of conflicting social cwrents and institutionalized notions of

Jewish life.
Most of the women grew up during the 1950s and reached adolescence in the

1960s. These were amfirsing times for both parents and children. After World War II,

many of the parents were ambivalent about their Jewish identities, having experienced
the ravages of anti-Semitism (Driedger, 1996).

Some reacted by disconnecting

themselves h m the Jewish community,while others strengthened their ties. Still others

aied to blend into the majority population, attempting to teach their children liberal and
tolerant attitudes, as well as the importance of Jewish cohesion and suwival. Jewish

construction of reality was presented to each woman in a different way during chiLdhood.
However, their stories tell us that king Jewish was taken for granted as a part of
everyday life.

In this chapter, some of the standard indicators of ethnic identity such as
synagogue affiliation, youth organizations, and attitudes towards intermarriage have been

used as question categories. U d k sumy studies, however, the participants have
described their falings about their experience of institutionalized Jewish life. The

internalization of their experiences is influenced by many fhctors. Parental attitudes play

.
a major role in both how a child is s o a a k d as well as how that child feels about
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herhis s o c d m t'on.
~ The participants expressed a variety of feelings about their early
exposure to Jewish life. Time and place also d o u r the Jewish experience. What might

have been accepted as normal by children in the 1950s might be interpreted as
constraining in the 1960s by adoIescents, as d e t y changes. The expaience of Jewish

life in a Montreal suburb may be vastly different b m the experience of growing up
Jewish in an East Vancouver multicultural neighbowhood. Each woman d e s with her
a particular "backdrap"of Jewish life. The next chapter will trace the experiences of

these same women into adulthood and the early years of marriage.

cHAmER4

ADULTHOOD: HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION TO MARRIAGE

Deciding when adulthood begins is not easy. In Judaism one becomes an adult

at the age of thirteen when he or she becomes a bar or bat mitzvah. This ceremony
signifies entry into the adult Jewish community. In contemporary society, however,

adulthood usually begins later. Some see voting age as the beginning of adult life, and

at the other extreme some view the death of their own parents, in a natural life cycle, as

the time when they reached the matwity of adulthood. For women, becoming an adult
has often been linked with marriage.

For the purpose of this chapter I have chosen the completion of secondary school
as the onset of adult life. Although high school completion is not compulsory by law,
it ends an important stage in one's life. It is often the time when a young person has the

opportunity to make persod life choices for the fitst time. High school graduation

ceremonies have an official, anmonial, and f d v e nature, much like a wedding.

Speeches delivered by those officiating usually convey the message that this is the
beginning of adult life and that childish ways will now be left behind. Young women

and men usually wear formal attire and are often transported to and from the festivities
in a limousine.

This chapter focuses on the yean k M c n the end of high school and the early
years of marriage, More having children. The foIlowing topics will be addressed: single

life, the decision to marry a non-Jew, conversion, and the wedding.

For all but one of the women intewiewed, the end of secondary school occurred
in the late 1960s and the early 1970s. It was during this period of time that the second
wave of feminism entered popular culture. As Silverman (1993) describes this era,

. ..

women were dmloping seIf'sciousness as women,
slowly b e g out of a tradition that had defined them as
wives and mothers, or auxiliafies of men. Their work took
on a new emphasis, moving from service issues to women's issues. They were becoming aware that they could
define themselves, rather than be confined to roles made
for them, and that personal changes could affect the
@tical realm. The immense popularity
of the American
.
.
book by Betty Friedan, The Femuune Mvst~
'clue, published
in 1%3 and widely read in Canda, served as a catalyst for
women's awareness of the inhibitions of their own develop
ment. @. 180)

Although feminist issues were not directly addressed during the interviews, it is likely
that feminism had some influence on their decisions to pursue a post-secondary education

that would allow them to become hancially self-sufficient. At that time, a university

education offered the promise of success for everybody; a generation before, university
was a luxury for the few. The extent to which second wave feminism influenced these

women varies.

SINGLE LIFE

The women interviewed attended university for varying durations. Beth recalls
her university experience.

I went to university in Wdpeg and I have a Bachelor of
Arts in English literature actually, and then I had no ability
to do anything that made money so I decided to take
nursing. I graduated from that in 1975 and I've basically
been working as a nurse ever since, which by the way is

-

unusual for Jewish women to be a nurse. Now that I
think of it, there were three Jewish girls in Wiipeg,
which has a pretty large Jewish population, in the biggest
nursing school in Winnipeg. . . . because it's not sort of
something that Jewish women tend to do. . .
It was not a considered life choice. I had no idea
what I was doing really. Nutsing turns out to be
yes,
it's a professional career, and yes, you are somewhat
respected. But you don't make any kind of salary these
days that would be amsidered in the professional d m .
Thexe are a lot of things that I know now that I could have
done. I don't know what came over me. I seemed to be
in some kind of a rush.

.

-

Beth acknowledges that she did not put much thought into her career choice at that age.
She rroogniz+d that she was doing something unusual for Jewish women.
Ida also had the feding that she was breaking with the norm for Jewish women.

. ..I went into Fine Arts which is not traditionally an area
where a lot of Jewish kids go into. They are more focused
into more professional anas. I think that the fact that I
went into Fine Arts kind of marked me as being different
from my peers in some ways.
When asked to expand on this sense of cliff-ce,

she continued,

I felt mererrt h
r
n them. I sort of saw them going into
these traditional ways and I was going in another direction.
And so fkom grade 11and on, m y Jewish friends were all
kind of off-beat, and my other friends, the ones that w e n
more traditional, we Port of really grew apart at that time.
. . . Starting from the end of highschool on, that was sort
of my non-Jewish phase. That was the part of my life
where I wasn't involved with the community at all. I was
in Fine Arts and most of my friends were not Jewish. And
if they were it was really coincidental and not because I
sought them out that way.
Ida drifted from the Jewish community during this period, wen though she remained in
the same city as her family.

Beth was attracted to men she perceived as different from the Jewish people she

knew.
The reason probably I even am married to a man like my
husband in the first plaa is that I've always been attracted
to sort of these on-the-edgeartistic-typecharacters who an
out them, and quite different. I honestly n m r was
attracted to one Iewish man in my life. Don't ask me why
because I don't know. Jewish people would ask me out
and I never wanted to go . . . I used to find them quite
boring. Tbat's the truth . . . I mean as people I love them
. . .but I sure as hell would never have married them.
. . .These people are typically successfirl Jewish men with
typically succe@l Jewish men oocupations.

Beth has very d e ~ t ideas
e about who Jewish men are. They are boring, successfbi
people. Perhaps by steering clear of Jewish men,she could be assured of having a more
exciting life. Beth takes pride in being different. She explained, "In my life I have

never done the statusquo thing, and 1don't do it on purpose. It's just the way I am."
Perbaps not associating with Jewish men is part of being different. Beth commented,

The men that I've been attracted to in my life for some
reason have never ken Jewish, maybe kawse they
weren't exciting enough or different enough. And they
weren't. I hardly know any that are; or in my opinion that
I would consider that way. They're lovely people and
some of them are v a y funny, and I enjoy their company.
But think, you know, like if I had to go to bed with this
guy every night I'd puke.
Somewhere during Beth's socialization, she adopted stereotypical pnjudices about Jewish
men. In order for her to feel good about herself she found it necessary to keep her
distance from the Jewish norm of endogamous relationships. Her strong reaction makes
it clear that she never considered a Jewish man as a possible mate.

Carol was distanced from Jewish We when she moved away to attend university.

It was the first time I was out of the Jewish community.
So my fiends were not Jewish.
Then was a period
that I was single and at that point there w a two things:
sort of like, religion isn't that important, was a little bit of
my philosophy. I think that was very much fostered by the
feminist ethic of the time
that all these religions are
p t r h h a l religions, and who really cares about them, and
they are only opprrssive anyhow. And so it was a combination of the sixties you know, "everybody is the same"
and the feminist anti-patriarchal view.

. ..

-

-

Carol devalued her Jewishness during this period. Feminism and the mood of the sixties
made her Jewish identity less important. As she further explained,
I was distanced from Judaism but you know, Passover
would come and I wouldn't have bread. I'd go home for
seders. If I didn't go home for seders, I'd made a seder
there!. I would still do all those things. I was like a closetJew. I wasn't a very visible Jew. I was feeling alienated
and I was questioning.
In spite of her questioning and sense of alienation she still maintained a symbolic

connection to Judaism.

HMM also remembers feeling distanced from Jewish life. Like Carol she moved
away from home to attend university. When I asked her about her lack of connection,

she replied,
was that I had had some really bad
experiences with the rabbi in the synagogue where I grew
up. He was very pompous. He was not a kind person or
a generous person. So I had gotten quite turned off to
organized religion because of him. . Another reason was
that for many years my career was my highest priority. I
was in some very high-powered places. I was at Harvard
and then at Yale. That was the era when to do what 1
wanted to do and to get where I wanted to get as a young
female pason, career was everything. Evefybody h e w I
was Jewish. That was absolutely part of my identity. But

One reaUy big &tor

..

I didn't have the emotional energy b get involved in the

~ynagwe*
It is clear that Hanna had a strong sense of what she needed to do in order to have the
career she wanted. Although she acknowledges that she maintained a strong Jewish

identity, the idea of being involved in a communal sense represmted emotional stress at
that time in her Life.

Ellen also moMd to another city to earn her degree. I asked if she gravitated
towards Jewish fiends while she was in Los Angeles.
No, I had both. I had one very good fiend who was
Jewish. And then then was my cousin and also a family
fkom Calgary that moved down at the same time. So I was
fkiendly with them. I was able to go to synagogue with
them,not on Saturdays, but on the holidays, if I didn't
come home. But I didn't get involved in that way. . . I
would only come home in the summer and maybe at
Christmas time, for Banukkah. But all the other holidays,
I stayed there.

.

So although she was away from home, Ellm maintained a comection to Jewish

community for h a four years at university.
Some of the women interviewed married shortly after high school. Dina recalls

that she met her husband when she was very young. 'I met Dan when I was fourteen,
and we were on and off since I was fourteen. I didn't go out with very many people in

between. She matried Dan when she turned twenty. Her life as a single woman was
very short.

DECISXON TO MARRY A NON-JEW
Ellen dated her husband for four years before they married. She knew that her

parents were not happy about her choice
I think it was closer to when we decided to get married that
they w a r a little upset* They didn't make a big issue out
of it. They figured, well if their daughter lwes him, well
OX. They will be fine. My mother didn't care for him
b u s e she just didn't U e him. But a lot of it had to do
with him not being Jewish. She would have been a lot
happier if he were Jewish. She tried v q hard to bring us
up Jewish and we are, but all my brothers dated more nonJewish, and one brother mamed a nonoJew also. That is
very hurtfui for h a .

Although she explained that her parents were only 'a little upset" and that "they didn't

make a big issue out of it", she also commented that it was "very hurtlul" for her
mother.
Ida lived with her husband Ian before they got married. When asked whether his

being non-Jewish was an issue for her, she replied,
I think because we had lived together for three yeus, by
that point I had worked out that part of it. The hardest
part was informing my mother that this was going to
happen. She kind of suspected it. We had bought a house
together at that point. For that whole three years that we
lived together, and even the period before we started living
together, she had nothing to do with him. She would not
acknow1edge his presence in any way whatsoever, until my
dad's bmday, right befose we got married, and she
m a l i d at that point.
When I asked her to elaborate, she went on.
We had gone to a wedding and I was a bridesmaid, so lan
had to pick my dad up and take care of him. My dad was

sick and already in a nursing home at this point, and Ian
took wonderful care of him. And people were phoning my

mother and saying, "Oh he is such a lovely boy, he took
such good care of your husband, and he was so thoughtful
of him.' So she kind of s o h & . So when it was my
dad's birthday, she told him to come dong with us. He
did and that was kind of the kginning of h a acceptance of
him.

Ida's mother's rqrelection
was painful. Ida herseIf had some conflicts to work out during
the time she lived with the man she was to mamy later.
I t W what happened is, this is the way I 1mk at it now,
my being Jewish was like my thing. I was working at the
Jewish center, I was very involved in being Jewish, and I
nalized that it didn't d y affkct my being Jewish at all,
having a non-Jewish boyfriend or mate or whatever. . .
I think once L lived with him for a little while and rrealized
that I could still have the holidays that I celebrated and
Christmas wasn't an issue, at least at that point, I was still
doing all the things that I always did and eating the same
kinds of foods and going to synagogue when I was supposed to go to synagogue, mostly, and having Shabbat. It was
good for me to do it at that point, and working in the
Jewish community and having it all
I m b x l that it
wasn't affecting my Jewishness.

.

-

For Ida, Jewish identity in everyday life was extremely important. Once she was sure
that she could maintain h

a Jewish lift, she was abk to go ahead with the marriage.

Jackie also experienced confIicts with her mother about intamarriage, but the
issues were differetlt.
I don't recall that being an issue and I know when I
decided to get d e d , I was the one who wanted to meet
with my rabbi and find out how he felt about this. And
when he said something that was not supportive, I was very
devastated, but my mother - never. Maybe I tealized it
wasn't an issue for h a . I don't recall her worrying about
it and I was the one who was concerned about how was
this going to impact me and how was I going to maintain
a connection to Judaism. I think I was struggling with my
own conflicts. Once I made the decision to get married, I

think actually what it did for me was force me or push me

to then ask myself,well how are you going to be Jewish
and are you going to make a commitment or are you not
going to make a commitment? It wasn't until I did that,
that I really faced some of those issues.
It seems that Jackie was looking for some resistance from her mother or at least an
acknowledgement that marrying a nonoJew was a big step. When asked how she faced
intamnrriage, she explained,

Basically Jim is very supportive. He is not and was not
involved in his own religious background which is United
or Anglican
one of those. . . . His parents are very
accepting and open people. I didn't have a crisis to deal
with and I didn't have peuple saying, "This is a problem. "
That was something that enabled me to continue going
through the process. If somebody at some point in time
had protested, then maybe there would have been a
different ending. In tact, I remember going to various
people myself and saying, "This is an issue for me." I
remember pcople feeding back, probably my mother
included, 'Well are you sure religion is the issue?" There
seemed to be a resistance to acknowledging that this would
be a prime issue.

-

Jackie experienced inner conflict o v a her decision to marry a nowJew. She was
confused about the nasons for her conflict, in part because she did not receive any

negative feedback from others.
Although Jackie's upbringing was not piuticular1y nligious, she had a strong
sense of being culturally Jewish.

She expected resistance from her mother about

intennarhge. It seems that she was almost disappointed when disapproval was not
forthcoming. It was difficult for Jackie to justify her inner conflict about intermarriage,
when her mother was not bothered by it. When I asked whether she thought it was a

religious issue, she replied,
It is h a d to bow. It wasn't particularly religion. I think
I came to understand that it wasn't that in particular. It
was a combination of things. It was very cultural. The
religion was a &tor for me and I think that had somebody
1m l l y trusted and rrspeaed got into it with me or made
it an issue, I don't h o w how things would have turned
out.

Although she acknowledges that her discomfort was liugely cultural, she has a definite
feeling that religion plays a role for her. Her last statement suggests that the outcome
might have been different if someone had provided guidance at that point in her life.

McGoIdrick and Prem (1984) suggest that 'those who marry out may

. . . be

seeking to solve a family dilemma' @. 351). They M e r speculate that

They may be attempting to detriangle fnwn an intense
emotional relationship in the Eamily of origin. . . . Intermarriage may be an attempt to escape or paradoxically to
reaffirm a sense of Jewish identity. @. 351)
Possibly for Jackie, marrying a nonoJew was in part a way to resolve problems with her
mother and at the same time provide her with an opportunity to reaffirm her own Jewish

identity.
Dins experienced very lit!le conflict about her decision to marry a non-Jewish

man. When askexi whether religion was a concern for her, Dina answered, "No. We
talked about it and thought about it, but it wasn't a major issue. It wasn't going to

change my life style, the way I lived in my house.'

I also asked whether it was a

problem for h a husband, and she replied,
No. Because he didn't feel attached to anything. That
probably made it easy. I think that if he had been attached
to his religion, I am just assuming it would have been dif-

f m n t for me. Ke didn't fed that he was giving anything
up. W e knew going into it that the house was going to be
Jewish.

When asked what it meant to have a Jewish house, Dina responded, 'That we wouldn't
be celebrating Christmas,that we wouldn't have a Christmas tree in our house, that our

children would be Jewish, you know." For her the major issues were worked out before
the wedding.
Fran, whose parents had hoped she would marry a Jewish man, was asked
whether her parents opposed her marriage. As she explained,

No. By the time we got married we had dated each other
for five years. They were pretty much sealed on the idea.
They got to know my husband and that he is a decent guy.
I did say to them, "I know you wanted me to marry a
Jewish person and I am sure that you are somewhat
disappointed about this, but I did marry a decent guy. If
you sat down to make a List of eligible people for me to
marry, who would be on that list? And they couldn't think
of anybody. I said, I' don't think I should have to move
to Toronto or take an ad out in the paper, or give up the
idea entidy and live singly for the rest of my life just to
find somebody to marry who is Jewish. I think there are
some other things I have to think about too." And they
agreed*

Fran approached a difficult situation in an extremely level-headed manner. Although she

had made the decision to marry a non-Jew, she allowed h a parents to show their

displeasure in a way that expressed how deeply she cared for her parents' feelings.

Clearly she gave this issue a great deal of thought.
Anne's parents never met her second husband. Her tather had died before she

married the second time and her mother was supposed to come for a visit to meet him.

My mother was supposed to come out here in November.
She was going to meet him. She got extremely sick and
she ended up in the hospital. She never got out of the
hospital. Of cwsc I went home. . . . And then soon
after she died. So she never met him. And three weeks
af?erI'd buded h a I conceived my daughter. So she never
mn knew that I had Lids or anything.
Anne knew that her father would never have approved of her second marriage, but her

mother was more liberal. It seems that Anne had hoped for her mother's approval of the

Hanna also lost her parents before she married.
I refirsed to get married until we had lived together for two
years first.
I was living far away by then. My mother
had died. My step-fsther had died shortly after. All my
family nally kind of dissipated, so I have been very much
on my own for a lot of years. Who knows, that might
have been one factor why I did marry a non-Jew because
I was just not tied to any family or any synagogue. I was
unaffilhted with synagogues for over 25 years.

.. .

The lack of Eamily ties contributed fector to her decision to marry a non-Jew.

In Card's marriage the most important decision was how they would raise any
children they might have. When asked whether her husband's being non-Jewish affected

her decision to get married, she responded, 'Yes. . . . Well it had nothing to do with
parental acceptance. It had to do with my own religious practice and the way I wanted
to bring up my children.' Later in the interview she added,
I !old my parents we'd raise the children Jewish and that
was important to my parents. And the next time we went
to Montreal, my father sat down and tallred to Cory about
this and you know, told him how important this was to
him, and taUced to him about his feelings about Cory not
being Jewish, and you know, just all that stuff.
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Although parental acceptance mzy have had nothing to do with Casol's decision to many

a non-Jew, it was obviously important to her that her parents were comfortable with the
idea.

CONVERSION
Of the ten women intemiewed, only EUen's husband converted to Judaism,

although the topic of conversion came up for all of them.
Ellen discussed her husband' s conversion.
If I wanted to get matried in the synagogue it was suggested that it was a good idea, and I wanted to bring up my
children Jewish. He had no problems with that. He never
really had any religion before. I really believed that h e did
it just to be married in the synagogue and make everybody
happy. I don't think it was something from the heart that
he really felt this was the thing to do. . . . At that time I
thought h e was more interested than it turned out. It made
my mother happy; it made my father happy. I think it was
a great idea.

It was important for EUen that she could bring up her children in the Jewish tradition and
it was also important for her to have her wedding in the synagogue she attended with her

family. In this case it was the Conservative synagogue which will not perform a
wedding ceremony between a Jew and a non-Jew unless there is a conversion.

For Dina, conversion was not an important issue. 'At that time we didn't see the
point. I think it might be different if there wasn't the matrilineal descent in Judaism.

It wasn't a major issue.'

In Judaism a child is Jewish if the mother is Jewish, so for

Dina there was no question that her children would be Jewish (see Glossary, matrilineal

descent).

For Carol also, the religion of her children was more important than whether her

husband converted. As she explained,
Well, first the discussion was how were we going to raise
the ctrildrerr. I mean conversion wasn't the issue. I never
would ask him. I m a n he knows I'd be happy if he would

convest but I have not asked him to convert, in part
because I never would, and I couldn't imagine converting.
I couldn't imagine asking someone.

Although cat01 would have been happy if her husband converted, she did not feel right

Fran felt that the decision to convert should be totally up to her husband.
I asked him if he thought some day, and he said he didn't
think that that would happen kcluse it wasn't something
that he felt deep inside. He said "I wouldn't be being true
to myself; I wouldn't be able to make an oath like that
because I don't believe it. I would be lying; it would be a
matter of convenience.' It would be a lie. He has integrity and he doesn't want to do that. And I respect that.

When asked whether his converting would make a difference, she answered, "Notany
more. It would have at one time." When pressed further on this she explained
If it was going to really come horn his soul, then it would
allow us to share some of the feelings that I have about
being Jewish. We could do that together, and it would be
a nice thing in a marriage to do more things together. But
we don't do the same job together, and we don't always eat
the same food together, so why do we have to do everything together? Mayk not. Maybe it is 0.K. the other

MY*
She seemed to be undecided about whether she would want her husband to convert.

Ida was very clear that her husband's feelings on conversion should be the most
important factor.

He wouldn't convert because he said that would be wrong
because he doesn't believe in religion, period. He is totally
agnostic and he mva grew up with any kind of f o d
religion, so it wasn't really an issue fot him. Why would
he convert when he doesn't want to be Jewish? He would
only be converting for me, and that's not the right reason.

When Ida was asked whether her husbd's coaverting would make any difference to
h a , she qiied

No. But ask me that when my son is getting closer to his
bar mitzvah or something like that. And then I wonder,

because it changes. I feel a lot diffezently about everything
than I did whem I matried him. People change so much.
Although she wouM not want hex husband to convert for her, she also rrcognized that

her fmlings might change in time.

Jackie's feelings about conversion were similar to Ida's.
I felt quite strongly that if it was going to happen, it would
have to be his motivation, his desire to do that because he
was personally committed to it. I am sure we discussed it
in the beginning, but again, I thought it was for me to say
whether I needed him to do this or not. I guess he always
had the option to say, "I want to do this m u s e I feel
committed." He didn't. So I had to decide whether, how
important it was to me. I felt pretty sure it should come
fiom him.

When I asked her whether it was something that she would want him to want, she

responded, "Sun. It would have been wondetful."
For their husbands to convert to Judaism it would have to be meanin-

to the

men in a profound way, in order for it to have any vaIue for the women. It would not

be enough to convert in name only. Young couples with similar backgrounds and
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religions often do not have the opportunity at such an early stage of marriage to

appreciate and negotiate their differences.

Even when t h m are few cultural differences between the bride and the groom,
weddings can be stnsJful occasions. Like graduation from high school, a wedding is
usually looked back on as a significant landmark in an individual's We.
Fran and h a husband planned their wedding with much care.
We made something up. I wanted to get married in the
basement of the synagogue. Just rent the morn and have
the wedding down there with a magistrate and a wedding

commissioner. They wouldn't rent me the room in
Edmonton. Because it was the synagogue of my childhood,
I wanted to be manied in that building. But they wouldn't
permit it. So we got married in his patents' backyard
instead. And we made a Chupa and we wrote our own
vows, and we had
some traditional Jewish foods, some
.
.
traditional Ukrarnran f d , and in the end it tunred out
nally nicely. Everybody said they had a good time.

She then d e c r m i the planning of her wedding.
But that was something that took a bit of work. That was
the first time we had to work on something together,
something big with that many people involved, and making
decisions together about how money was going to be spent.
W e had about three months to put it together and it was a
very interesting time. We developed some of our strategies
for problem solving over those Uure months.
She continued,

Before we announced our intartion to marry, we discussed
which things were important to us in a wedding and which
things we didn't care about. When we made our announcement we said, 'We are planning to marry on this day, we

hope we can do it in this place if it's all right with you,
and these are the dements that we see as reaUy critical.
Aside from that, what would you like to see?' We didn't
want to be railroaded on either side.

It was important to Fran that she platsc her parents and in-laws without being overly
persuaded by them.
Jackie also had vezy definite ideas about the kind of wedding she wanted.
We got married in the Reform synagogue in Montreal.
Some synagogues don't do it any more. It depends on the
rabbi and things have changed o v a the years. The rabbi
who was there was a very wild man. We were the ones
who had to insist on hpahs.
I asked her whether the synagogue required any form of Jewish educatioa before the

cenmony coutd be pafonned. As she recaUed,
We did do a class together and I guess that was one of the
reasons why we could do what we did through the temple.
It was a one year class for intermanied couples or people
who were going to get married. So we did do that

together.
She went on to describe the class.

. . . in this group there was a couple and the fellow had

converted, and he converted M y early in the course of
their relationship, and he said that he converted kcause of
the reIationshp, to stnagthen the relationship. That was
the first pason that I had ever heard considering that
option. I still think it is a good thing if that is what those
people wanted. But 1don't think it is a universal truth; ti

iscasebycase.
Most Reform synagogues q u i r e that couples in a mixed marriage attend Jewish life
classes before a wedding can take place.

Carol got married in a civil ceremony. She discussed the nuptial plans with her

Once we decided we'd get married, we had made aU the
decisions, like all the ducks were in a row, I said, "Cory
and I are getting married. It will be a civil ceremony.'
And I actually gave them the option that we could get
married by a rabbi. But they said, "If lhae is a rabbi,
that has to be a minister and my m o w says, 'No, we
don't want a minister. So it ended up being actually very
nice because it was a civil ceremony, but my second cousin
is a judge, and he performed the marriage. And in fact,
the structure of the civil ceremony is like a ketubah. It's
not all that different. And we smashed the glass, brought
in some stuff, and Cory was fine with that.

It was important for Cvol to incorporate Jewish symbols into her civil wedding

ceremony.
Ida also had a civil ceremony. Her mother had difficulty accepting her marriage

to a non-Jewish man.
I still don't think she had fully accepted it. She didn't
come to our wedding, but I gave her that out. I was very
considerate. I knew it was hard and I hew that she
wouldn't agree with it. So we went to Banff to get married
and Itold her when we were going and I purposely picked
a time when she was going to be out of town, and I said,
"If you want to be there, I will change it." So I gave her
an excuse and we went and got married. I didn't want a
big wedding, I didn't want a big "to do".

I& seems to have reconciled her motha's reaction to intermaniagemShe describes herself as "consideratemin that she provided an excuse for h a mother not to attend the

wedding. She minimizes her own feelings about her mother's disapproval by explaining

that she did not really want a big wedding. McGo~drickand -to

(1984) suggest that

"the consequence may be that the recognition or acceptance of the marriage is delayed,
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or never takes place" and that this may have 'serious implications for the marriage" @.

Gila was married at age twenty-three. When aslced about her parents' reaction

to h a upcoming mamiage, she replied, "They were just happy I was getting married, my
mother anyway." As she redled,

Religion just didn't play a role. We hPd a civil wedding.
It was the titst year that you were allowed to have a civil
wedding in Quebec:. He grew up in a Jewish community
really, which was 90% Jewish. It just wasn't an issue
because it just really didn't matter. Religion plays no part
in his life. And until we had children, it just didn't matter.
Although Gila maintains that religion was never an issue, she also mentioned that her

husband grew up in an area which was mostly Jewish. Possibly she is justifying her
marriage to a non-Jew by explaining her husband's familiarity with Jewish culture, or

perhaps she is suggesting that he is somehow "almost" Jewish by association. She is
clear, however, that the religion "plays no part in his Life" and that until they had
children religion did not matter. Many of the women expressed the importance of raising

their future children as Jews. For some it determined whether they would intermarry.
m

y of the stories in this chapter speak of a drifting away from Jewish mots

during early adulthood. The movement away from Judaism may in part, be due to the
new-found independena that comes with leaving home. However, the time period of

the late sixties and early seventies may also have becn a factor. Anderson (1990)

considers the 19609 as the true beginning of the postmodem era. As he explains,

-

The sixties left a legacy of doubt about the public reality
about all public realities that has not been dispelled by
later retreats into fbdhr beliefs and behaviors. The

-

rev01utionaries with their talk of 'the politics of consciousness" were, like all revo1utionaries, unclear about what
might comeafta the revolution. They massively underestimated the staying power of cultunl myths and institutions,
the ability of such myths to live on in new ways long after
having been abandoned as living beliefs. @. 48)

The women in this study may have underestimated the strength of their own

ethnic upbringings and identities. IntamPrriage, which is viewed as a break with
tradition and history by ethnic studies scholars, was in fact the occasion for a renewed
commitment to Jewish identity for many of these women.
McGoldrick and Preto state that Vews

. . . tend to view marriage as the

continuation of traditions and historyw@. 353). When a person enters a mixed marriage,
the continuation of tradition and history is put at risk. McGoldrick and Preto further
explain that "whenconflicts about one's ethnic identity interact with life cycle transitions,
the stresses inherent in all change ye compounded' (p. 348). The next chapter continues

to trace the intermarriage experience of these women during marriage and child-fearing
up to the present.

CHAPmRS

EVERYDAY LIFE

This chapter continues to follow the participants' life cycles ftom early marriage
through to the present. Although I have divided the chapter into four sections, many of
the rueas overlap in everyday We. The sections are as follows: marriage, child-rearing,
synagogue and ritual, and community.

MARRIAGE

Their level of Jewish practice before and after having children changed for some
of the women. Berger and Luchnann stress that although institutions are usually made
up of many people, an institution may also consist of just two people, as in the case of

a new marriage. They contend that "As long as the nascent institutions are constructed
and maintained only in the interaction' of the two individuals, 'their objectivity remains

tenuous, easily changeable, almost playful, m n while they attain a measure of
objectivity by the mere fact of their formation" @. 58). The added interaction with

parents, in-laws, children, and community transform the marriage into a less malleable
form.
Ellen, whose husband ooavertcd, was asked whethex she kept a Jewish home
during their early years of mamiage. As she expiained,

Not until we had children. I think I bave found that
women who convert seem to be the ones that do everything
fot the home and they become very involved and they have
Shabbat and keep kosher and all these things. We didn't
do anything. W e belonged to the synagogue, that's about
it.

She continued,
We always had holidays either here or at my parents'
house. He may have gone to synagogue on the high
holidays once, but never again. But always celebrating
with the family. But we really didn't start having Shabbat
or paying attention to being in synagogue until the kids

came.

When it was just the two of them on their own, Jewish practice in everyday life was not
as important as it became later when they had childten.
Jackie however, felt more of an urgency about incoprating Judaism into her
marriage. Before the wedding she had come to the realization that she would have to

make choices about maintaining her Jewish identity.
I think we quite quickly joined the Temple because I think
for me this was a deMte wake-up call. The kind of
upbringing I had was one where you didn't really do much
actively Jewishly, you were just Jewish. So I think this
was my wake-up call a, say, "You have to do something
more active here." We did join the Temple and we participated. We didn't do that much in the house. In fact I
think in the first few years with Jim, I think that I experimented with some of the Christian beliefs. I think we did
Christmas at our house. I undetstood later that it was like
the swing of a pendulum and I had to go all the way the
other way. Even when we joined the Temple, one or two
years we got a Christmas tree and put up the lights and
until it became pretty clear to me very quickly that I didn't
want to do that and then I started to swing really the other

way.

For Jackie, early marriage was a time when she had to come to terms with her own need

for ethnic identity. Before having children she experimented with Christian beliefs
'pIayfuUy. * As time passed she felt it was necessary to make a clear choice about how
she would nm her household.

Fnn, on the other hand, was very clear from the beginning about how she wanted
things to unfold in her home.

Well, I keep a kosher home and I want to celebrate
holidays and he knows because we daed for so long and I
was on my own at that time. He was still living with his
parents. I had already established a household and it was
a kosher household and I had my way of living. I stated
that these were not things that I wanted to change, so can
you live with that? And he was very happy to. He said he
respected that I had these strong opinions, 'I admire you
for sticking to them and now I will do what I can to help
you. "

Unlike Jackie, Fmn did not feel the need to experiment with cultural preferences.

Carol became more acutely aware of the culhral differences between her

background and her husband's background during the early years of their marriage.
When I walk into my in-laws'home, it sometimes feels
lilre I have to take myself off and leave myself outside, and
that I'm in foreign temtory because they are not aware of
the issues. And they have very different attitudes. You
know, small town, Protestant. When someone gets manied
in their town, they rent the Lion's Hall and decorate it. I
don't mean to be nasty, but you know one affair that I was
at, you remember those toilet paper decoraton things you
see, where you like fluff up toilet paper on cardboard and
make flowers out of it? And a cash bar and you know,
sandwiches and squares made by the church group, served
at eleven o'clock at night, and I mean just so unlike
anything that is familiar to me.

For Carol, even the appeamce of the party decorations, the type of food served and

even the time the food was served appead somehow thnataring to her in unfamiliar
surroundings. She continued,
When we got married, my mother-in-law asked me, asked
my husband, you know, they would like to make a trousseau tea for me, you know, very gracious. It was the last
thing I wanted. And I didn't have it. It's like, thank you
very much but no thanks I wasn't intaested, but there, it's
very much the social milieu where they alI make each other
showers and teas and all that sort of stuff and it was, you
know it was like I didn't even know how to act; I didn't
know the rules. I didn't h o w how to behave, and similarly, they didn't understand me.

Although can01 acknow1edged her mother-in-hw's graciousness, she was overwhelmed

by the difference in culture.

When asked whether the difference in culture created stress in her mamage,
Car01 had di&culty putting her answer into words. 'It's really hard to answer that

question. I mean, would I prefa that he's Jewish? Yes. Would my life be easier if he
was Jewish? Yes. Do I regret mPrrying him? No.' When asked how her Life would

be easier, she responded, 'I wouldn't have to deal with Gentile in-laws. I wouldn't have

to deal with that. I mean that's very alienating.'

G
i
l
a also commented on her in-laws.
They weren't very happy about it. Even though they Lived
in a Jewish area; they were su~~undcd
by Jews and they
had Jewish friends; they weren't r d y happy. They sort
of ignored the situation a lot. They didn't wme to my
son's briss. They thought it was barbaric.
Fran's in-laws wen somewhat more weIcoming.

His mother thought that my being Jewish was a great idea.
She grew up in Wepeg in the north end. She thought I
would cook for him and I would make him a good wife
because I was Jewish. But his father had some reservations, because his father is Polish Catholic, and fairly
strong in his beliefs. He had some discomfort with it
before we got to know each other. Just as a monolithic
kind of tbing out there. I think now he is pmty happy that
I'm there because my husband is happy and I think that is
important to his parents.

For almost all the participants there was some conflict with cultural differences. They
have all worked to negotiate these conflicts in various creative ways. In many cases the

difliculties in coping with culRual and religious diversity are eased by the acceptance and

participation of one spouse in the other's traditions. Early in mixed marriages it becomes
apparent that some women may have taken on more than they bargained for.

Husbands' Participation in Jewish Life
Beth seemed pleased that h a husband offas no resistance when it comes to

participating in Jewish activities. When asked whether his being non-Jewish caused any
stress in their marriage, she responded,

Actually no. That has never caused stress. He thinks
Jewish is great. Anything Jewish to do is fabuous. He's
gone to everything. He totally participates in any dinnem
or any weddings or any bar mitzvahs that he's had to go to.
He has his own yannulLa and he wean it. And he thinks
Jewish. I mean not that you need to be sympathetic, but
for lack of a better w d , he's totally sympathetic to the
whole Jewish gem. And our daughter being raised Jewish
is perfidy fine with him.

Beth seemed extremely pleased that her husband takes part in Jewish traditions.

McGoldrick and Preto (1984) explain that intermarriage breaks the old continuity of a

systan and 'it disrupts M

y patterns and connections' @. 348).

A non-Jewish

husband's willingness to participate in Jewish traditions softens the break with continuity.
EUea's experience has k e n quite different than Beth's. Although Ellen is now
separated from her husband, she insists that his non-Jewish background was not the

mason. When aslad whether his being non-Jewish caused stress during their maniage,

she explained,

Yes. The only stress is that it made it harder for me to
bring up the children Jewish because he didn't help in any
way. When we did have Shabbat he wouldn't wear a
kepah. We did eveything, the girls and I: the kiddush, the
bread, the candles. Usually the man should do the bread
or at least the kiddush. He just kind of waited impatiently
while we did our thing. So he was never interested. They
would try to put a kiepah on him and he would take it off.
I think he just converted to make everything easier but he
was never and probably still isn't interested in any kind of
religion.
She continued,
So that made it more difficult for me in bringing up the
girls and trying to do things. Whenever they sang Jewish
songs, which they did quite o h , he would roll his eyes.
'They're singing Jewish songs again and they are going to
Jewish schools. Are you going to send them to Jewish
camp? Can't they go to non-Jewish camp?' It was like
too much for him. It was like an overload of religion. We
are not that religious. It was an overload for him to have
them in Jewish schools, to have Jewish friends, and me
wanting to send them to camp.
Her husband's lack of participation caused her much discomfort and embarrassment.

My mother was turned off, that he doesn't participate in
Shabbat. He is invited to a bar mitzvah and he doesn't
even think about it
'I am not going.' I always went to
things by myself. Or I would bring my girls instead of my
husband. He was never interested in going to bar mitzvahs; I always went alone.

-

When I asked how this made her f e l , she continued,
It felt uncomfortable because you would go and people
would say, "Where is your husband?" I would usuallyjust
say that he WPS working, depending on who the p n o n
was. I don't h o w why I never said he just wasn't interested. I had to lie a little bit when I: said he wasn't
available. We don't M y perticipate very much in each
other's lives. He did when the kids were little. like he
would come to shul once in a while because I joined the
W o r m temple when we moved here. I went every week
and he would come to a few holiday things ~Iuclimtly,but
he would come. But as the kids got older he didn't par-

ticipate.

Ellen's husband's attitude towards Jewish traditions made the break with continuity and
family connections seem more like a deep crevice. The fact that her husband converted

probably made his lack of participation seem like a betrayal. She suffered embanassm a t both in her family and in the community.

Her husband's non-participation in Jewish life does not seem to be a problem for
Gila. When ashd if it affiited her, she responded,

No. When I go to synagogue by myself I have Mends
thae and most of their husbands don't go. This is not
unusual whether you are Jewish or non-Jewish. A lot of
men don't go and participate in d c e s . But it made me
more staunch in my Jewishness at some points in my life,
just because I wanted my children to be raised Jewish. So
I had to ask myself how I was going to do that with nonparticipation from my mate.
In Conservative and Orthodox synagogues it is usually the men who participate in

services, not the women. According to Gila, more women participate in the weekly
SeTvices, so she did not fa1 alone because there were other women there without their

husbands.

Gila's husband used to participate minimally. As she further explained,
My husband has always just let me do what I wanted. It
would have been nice to have him participate but that's also
part of who he is and who I am and what our marriage is
and I don't think just being Jewish was a major thing.
Gila seemed to be able to resolve her husband's lack of participation in her Jewish life.

Unlike men, she seems to harbour no resentment about her husband's non-participation.
Gila's husband, however, set his own ground rules from the beginning so that there was
never an expectation of participation.
Ida's husband participates in some areas of Jewish life.

I think he enjoys some of them. I think he likes the food.
He is getting to h o w these people and they know him. He
played for the Jewish baseball league and he played on the
Jewish hockey leagues, so he is getting to know a lot of
these guys now. He never really enjoyed playing on either
one of those leagues but he did it. He has involved himself
in his way I guess. . . He is not interested in learning
about it. I have often thought of taking one of the courses
they offer through the Reform Temple. They offer
something for intermarried couples but he is not that interested. It just doesn't interest him at all. The families are
so different the way they grow up. Jewish mothers are so
smothering and it is such a close relationship
mothers
with their daughters. My mom is so involved; it drives me
my. She phones me a million times a day. For what
just to say hello? Ian grew up in a different way. His
mother was SO totally uninvolved in her kids' lives. That
to me seems very strange. Mine is a close family and they
are all involved and caring and his M y is just sort of
you know.

.

-

-

-

Ida seems to have mixed feelings about exactly how much involvement fgmilies should

have in each others' lives. Although she would like her husband to be involved in
Jewish life, she also acknowledges that Jewish family involvement can be stifling.

Fran too sometimes wishes her husband was more ~ ~ e ~ tot the
e Jewish
d
part

of her life.

Sometimes when I go to the Temple's Hanukkah party and
I want him to come with me. And he comes, because I
dragged him along and he doesn't have as much fun as I
do. That is a little bit of sadness for me, that he doesn't

enjoy it.
Later in the interuiew she ref-

to a sense of loss and a 'liagerhg sadness" because

of her inability to truly share the Jewish part of herself with her husband.

Dina explained that h a husband has always wanted to take part in every aspect

of Jewish life.
I guess it depends who you are married to. Dan has
always wanted b participate. He has even run the seders,
in English of course. If we didn't do anything for
Hanukkah, he would say, 'What do you mean we are not
having a E38nukkah party?' Nobody has ever forced it on
him.

She also remembered another time when he was very supportive.

I am thinking of one particular incident. Actually it was
another Jewish boy playing with my son and one dad was
bad-mouthing the fkther, knowing he was Jewish, but not
knowing that we were and making negative amments
about how cheap he was and that kind of thing. Dan
actually gets more upset about it than I do. He gets very
upset. He will try and straighten them out. I would just
ignore it.

For Dim, her hushand's reaction seems to be an identification with Jews. Diaa's

marriage arns to fit with Alba's (1991) notion that its participants need not b m e
"deethnicized.' In her marriage, her husband has become an ethnic Jew without

converting. She takes great pride in her husband's involvement with Jewish life.

Carol also mentioned a situation in which her husband's reaction seemed to
signify that he was on 'her side". It was after a bomb went off at the Calgary Jewish
Community Centre in 1996. As she d e d ,

A few days lata I spoke to Cory. There were people
talking about leaving, but for me it was no question.
We're not going to leave. And for Cory, it was no
question. But then I sort of stopped and I thought. I was
brwght up to live like this. But h e wasn't. And I said,
'Cory, this was your choice, this is my life. How do you
fcel about, you know, how do you fecl?' And he says,
''Look Carol, it was my choice, but it's no longer my
choice. Now it's my life." And in fact before we w e n
married, that was one of the things that I tallced to him
about. I talked to him about safety.
She continued,

I said, "You know if you're marrying me you're giving up
the safety of the majority. I said, "Don't think the Gentile
husbands weren't dragged to the concentration camps too.
You're moving to the other side. You're no longer safe."
And he was aware of that.

For C m l , it was significant that her husband chose to give up the "safety of the

majority" for her. McGoldrick and R#o (1984) explain that a Jew who intermarries
may experience "a sense of isolation [that] can be frightening." They liken it to being
on "a high win without a safety net." Carol's husband made it clear that he was willing

to join her on the high win.

CHrREARlNG

When I first contacted Fran by telephone, I assumed that she had children since
her name had been given to me by another participant who had a child. When she told
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me she did not have children, I hesitated for a moment. She then explained that her
marriage to a non-Jewish man was one of the reasons she chose not to have children.

Although originally I had intended to only include women with children, Fran's
willingness to participate seemed like an opportunity to gain insight into the area of

As Fran explained,

Religion is a k t o r in that decision, but them are a lot of
other ktors as well. If I had children, I would want to
raisc them as Jews. And I don't know, my husband hasn't
got too many strong falings about religion. I don't think
he would participate in raising my children as Jews. I
don't think that would be a good thing for my children. I
think they would come by example to see that religion is
something that is only half important.
At age 34, Fran seems quite sure of her decision not to have children. She did not

elaborate on the other factors involved in h a decision. Ha o m strong connection to

Judaism would not allow her to raise children in any other way than strictly Jewish. It
is understandable then that her husband's non-Jewishness would be an influence in her
decision.

Berger and Luchnann explain that although routines established by two
individuals tend to @st,

The possibility of changing them or even abolishing them

remains at hand in consciousnessa @. 58). However,decisions about Jewish childrearing
often change and take shape at M e ~ e n stages
t
in the marriage and at different times in
the child's life.

All this changes in the pmcess of transmission the new
generation. The objectivity of the institutional world
"thickens' and "hardens," not only fot the children, but (by
a mirror effbct) for the parents as well. . . A world so
regarded attains a h e s s in conscious~less;it becomes
real in an ever more massive way and it can no longer be
changed so readily. For the children, especially in the
early phase of their SOcjatization into it, it becomes "thew
world. For the parents, it loses its playful quality and
becomes "serious." For the children, the pafentally
transmitted world is not fully transparent. Since they had
no pert in shaping it, it confronts them as a given reality
that, like nahue, is opaque in places at least. @. 59)

.

In a mixed marriage, the thicketling proass of child sacialization remains somewhat
transparent as pafents continue to construct a sensible reality. Anne's children are still

very young and she has not made any definite plans about their schooling.
I want them to know what I am, which is Jewish. And I
want them to have a sense of Jewish heritage and Jewish
culture, Jewish religion, a sense of it. I think at this point
they are still young. But you know, I throw it in wherever
I can. Like I have Jewish books and I talk to my daughter
about Jewish things, about Shabbat, Banukkatr. We
celebrate religiously.

She continued,

There are some things that I have to decide pretty quickly
with my daughter because she's going to be five in a year.
I'd always put her in a public school. 1 will not put her
solely in a Jewish school. I'm really glad that my mom did
that for me. I felt that was really important for my own
upbringing that I wasn't just with Jewish kids in a confined school.
Although she has not enrolled her daughter in school yet, it is clear that she is leaning
towards a public school education. She remembers her own public school experience as

broadening her knowledge, and she wants her children to have a similar experience.

Jackie liws in an area of Calgary which is not highly populated with Jews. Two

of her children attend a Jewish day-school and one child attends public school.
I have my two girls at the Orthodox religious school right
now. They were at the other Jewish school and we
switched. My son is now in the public school system after
three years at the Hebrew school. It didn't work for him;
so we switched him out.
She notices a difference in her children's attitudes.

I notice that my son is quieter about his Jewishness. In the
public school there are hardly any other Jewish children, a
handful maybe, W's it. There are no Jewish kids in his
class, in grade five, a class of probably sixty kids. And I
notice when sometimes if the opportunity were to arise for
him to say, offer up information, liLe if somebody said,
what did you get for Christmas, he would say what he got
for Christmas fiom his grandparents. He wouldn't say,
'I'm Jewish. ' Whereas my seven year old daughter, I
thinkshe clearly would off- the information about who she
was.
Jackie shows some concern over her son's Jewish identity which she partly attributes to

his school. She also worries about other influences.
I do certain things in my life that I wouldn't have to do if
I wasn't i n t e d e d . Maybe what I have in mind is the
kind of osmosis that happeas when people are Jewish, or
when children and parents are Jewish. For instance, there
are things that my kids are learning from me that I don't
reaUy even h o w , just because I am Jewish and I think
Jewishly and I act Jewisfily, and there are things that
they're not getting modeled to them fiom their father
Jewishly. On the other hand, they get other things from
him, but not the Jewish things.
Although she acknowledges that her children do get significant input from their father,
she is still concerned about their Jewish identities. It sounds as though Jackie would like
the Jewish component in her children's lives to 'thickena more than the non-Jewish
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element provided by her husband.

Ellen also seemed quite concerned about non-Jewish influences. Although her
husband did convert, he did not participate in Jewish Life at home. In fact, he acted in
ways that ttivialized Jewish customs. When aJhd whether her husband's behaviour had

an effcct on her children, she responded,
Sometimes, and that is what made it more difficult for me.
The f k t that he wouldn't wear his kepeh or do the kddush, not coming to the synagogue. . . . And they do
actuaUy on occasion say, "Oh my dad is Christian." I say,
"Wellhe really isn't you know." They don't have the
feeling that he is Jewish because he doesn't participate in
most of the things we do.
Ellen has a strong commitment to raising her children as Jews and she wants her
Jewishness to be m . r e d in her children. Fot her, being Jewish is "real" and being

Christian is not.
Beth's choice to live in the country, away from the Jewish community is a

conscious choice to distance herself. She and her husband prefer the isolation of country
life to the constraints of city lifc. Although Beth chooses to separate herself from the
Jewish community, it is still important to her that she transmit Jewish culture to her

daughter. Keeping a distance from the community may allow her to maintain a

"transparency' in h a construction of reality.
Beth looks after h a daughter's Jewish education. Her daughter attends public

school. She sent her daughter to the Hebrew School for a while, but it became too
difficult because Beth lives outside the city limits of Calgary.

She's at a public school now and she M y loves it, and
she's doing very well, and I teach her things. I h o w
everything this to know, all the things that go with
being Jewish that are sort of dflerent and spedal. I am
teaching her some Hebrew. . . It's probably going a bit
dower than it cwld go, but I will teach her how to read
Hebnw. I think that's imporkmt, so that if she does go to
synagogue and she's sitting there with the sedur open, that
she's not sitting there sort of staring into space and wondering what on earth is going on. That's a good thing to
know, and sort of a Jewish life sW, I think.
Beth sees h a daughter's Jewish education as her responsibility. Although her husband
has no objections, he does not participate and that seems to be fine with Beth.

Gila also saw her children's Jewish education as her responsibility. When asked
if her children, who are now grown, wexe raised as Jews, she responded,

Yes. Absolutely! My son had a briss and it was very
important to me that he did. He had a bar mitzvah and my
daughter had a bat mitzvah and it was very important to me
that they be aid Jewish.
I wanted to give my children a Jewish education and to let
them know what it was to be Jewish and to feel part of the
community. I really thought that was important.
Being connected to the Jewish community is important to place Jewish identity firmly in

her children's consciousness.
Dim was also very committed to raising her children as Jews. She felt that her
own upbringing had not been Jewish enough.

They went to Hebrew day-school when they were little,
early elementary Jewish school. And then we took them
out for various different reasons. Then they went to the
Reform Sunday school when we belonged to the synagogue
when they were little. We only stopped being members
very recently. I celebrate the holidays far more than my

parents ever did, fat more, I think because I wished that
we had had more in our house.

Her husband was dso committed to a Jewish upbringing for the children. When asked
about bar mitzvahs, she explained that her sons wanted to have them.

That was entidy their choice. With my fingers crossed
behiad my back, I gave them a choice. Dan wanted them
to do it as much, if not more than I did because he said,
aside from the religious meaning, 'I think it is an excellent
lesson in commitment and perseverance, and just a good
learning experience. He said at age thirteen he wuld not
have gotten up in froat of a congregation, and he was
amazed that the boys did that. He participated as much as
he could, which is easier in Reform. Yes, he pushed it,
although I did the daily practising. He couldn't because of
the Hebrew. The boys wanted it.
She seemed extremely proud of both her children's accomplishments and of her

husband's support and participation. She seems to prefcr a Jewish reality that is
"opaque'; her husband helps to keep it that way.

Alba's (1991) speculation that

"intermarriedparents may still raise their children to have an ethnic "identitywseems to

hold true for these women. One of world Jewry's gravest concerns, that children of

intermarried Jews become detached fkom their ancestry, may not be true.

SYNAGOGUE AITENDANCE AND RITUAL

Another concern about Jewish intermarriage is the inevitable disintegration of
Jewish cohesion. Most of the participants in this study take great efforts to stay
c0~8ctedto Judaism through synagogue attendance and ritual. When Fran moved to

Calgary, she wanted to become a member of the Orthodox synagogue. As she explains,

In fact 1 get pretty angry about thu. When I came to
C a l g a q I wanted to join the Orthodox synagogue here because that is what 1had ken doing aIl my life. And they
wouldn't take me. Not that they just wouldn't take us,
they wouldn't take me. I said, "I'm no less Jewish for
who I matried." I am exactly the same person as I have
ever been.

She continued,
I don't think I would have lasted very long at the Orthodox
synagogue even if they had taken me as a member, because
I don't think they would have made my husband feel
welcome.
For the first six months I was pretty mad
about it. But now, thinking about it and mlling it around
in my mind, I think it is probably a lot more their loss than
mine. I am just as Jewish as I ever was, and they have one

...

less member.
Fran continued to search for a place to worship.
I attended the Consemative synagogue for a while, but
didn't feel moved there. I didn't feel at home there
because I had grown up in the Orthodox tradition, and I
didn't feel comfortabIe. And also it is a very big congregation, so it is really hard for them to make you f
a
1
welcome. And I didn't go. I didn't go for a long time.
And then I went to Edmonton to visit my Eamily and my
mother hadjoined the Reform Temple and she said, 'Well,
why don't you come with me. So I wmt.
After her introduction to the Reform Temple in Edmonton, Fran later joined the Reform

Temple in Calgary. She explained that she "didn't feel completely at home there either'
but she felt that more of an effort was king made to make her feel at home. So she

became a member afta a whik. She also pointed out that she has a single membership
at the Temple.
Carol is also a member of the Reform Temple. When asked whether intermar-

riage was I deciding factor in her choice of synagogue, she responded
Absdutely! M y husband is made comfortab1e in the
Refonn synagogue. I don't know if I would be a member
of Conservative in Calgary anyhow, because of the women's issues. But religiously I would be more affikted with
a liberal Conservative or a more conservative Reform but
we only have certain choices in Calgary.

She would be comfortable in a more obsarant congregation, but her husband's religion
mahs it impossible.

Intmmmiage was also an important factor in Jackie's choice of synagogue.
When asked the m e question, she answered,

Definitely. I wouldn't feel comfortable in any of the other
congregations within the context of my family. At the
temple, my husband an be a hrll-fledged member and can
participate fi.eely, and I know that there is no risk of my
childten bdng made to feel uncomfoztable or different. I
know that is not going to happen at that place and that is
very important to me.
She fears that her children might be ostracized at the Conservative or Orthodox

Gila also felt comfortable at the Refonn synagogue. When asked if intermarriage

played a role in her decision, she explained that she 'needed something very liberal" and

Reform was the most liberal she could get. "It was catainly a very comfortable place
because sixty to seventy percent of the congregation is intermarried."

Beth does not belong to or attend any of the synagogues. She has some strong
feelings about her choice.

Now one thing that my daughter doesn't have, certainly she
doesn't get to go to synagogue like 1 did. When I found
out how churches were run, which was later in Me, I
thought Jews didn't reaIIy run it very correctly - synagogue. Like to get a good seat you have to pay a lot of
money, and if you don't have a good seat or you don't
want to pay money, of course anybody can go, that's true,
but you are way back in the nosebleed section, right? To
be honest, there is no church in the world that's like that.
And I always found that inteFeJting that if you didn't have
lots of money, everyone knew about it because loolc where
you were sitting. You couldn't buy a seat, and that sort of
separated you instantly from everyone else, which I thought
was always kind of odd for a spiritual organization.

Beth finds the hierarchical structure of the synagogue problematic. She prefers to be
Jewish in her own way, at home.
We don't do Shabbat every Friday or anything like that, a
bit laissez-faire about stuff like that. But certainly the big
holidays we do. And when Rosh Hashama comes up we
go to the relatives for dinner and I made something
appropriate for that dinner and I explain about Rosh
Rashma, why are we going, what's the story on that.

She seems to have found a level of Jewish observance that fits the rest of her life. She
lives an 'alternate lifestylewin the country. Unlike many of her baby-boom generation

peers, she is unconcerned with material possessions and prefers to live a simple life.
When Carol was asked whether she celebrates the Jewish holidays, she replied,

Yes,all of the Jewish holidays. We go to Temple on Rosh
m a , and Yom Kippur, Simehas Torah, Succot, very
easy in Temple to go to the service, very childoriented. .
. . We're probably doing more than my husband anticipatcd. We're doing more than I anticipated.
Later I asked Carol whether the observance of Jewish holidays affects her perception of
herself as a Jew.

Catainly observing holidays makes me feel Jewish. The
only thing that is an issue, the only thing is that it's my
Jewish growth, that becomes an issue.
Although I'm
not about to become completely kosher, I sometimes think
as we give our kids milk with meat, I'm thinking why?
And I've sort of mwed away so I don't want sea-food. I
don't want meat in cream sauces. I've mwed away b m

...

that and my husband is saying. "Well, you know, I didn't
expect this." So it's not what I do that causes difficulty,
it's as I grow and change that he's caught off guard. If I
had my way, the kids would not have milk with meat.
Carol is moving towards more observance of Jewish ritual and custom, which is
something that she herself did not anticipate at the beginning of her marriage.
Jackie was also asked whether the o b ~ e ~ a n cofe Jewish holidays affects how
Jewish she feels.

Yes it does. 1say Christmas is challenging, but I actually
find some of the Jewish holidays very chalIenging too. It
is a time when you want to be part of a larger group and
1don't f
d that in Calgary. I don't have family here, so
I have to travel to see family. And even when I am with
my fjunily it is diffetent too. Out of four daughters, I am
the only one who is not married to a Jew. There are
varying degrees of how my sisters and their families practise their Judaism, and we are right up there in terms of
what we are doing, but then is a difference. There's a
diffema.
For Jackie there is a difference because she is d e d to a non-Jew. Perhaps she feels
constrained about increasing the level of Jewish observance in her home.

Fran also spoke of h a awareness of the di&rence.

Thae are attitudes towards charity and volunteering, and
religious observance that are uniquely Jewish. Judaism is
a very homebased religion, and Christianity is definitely
not. The fad that there would be rdigious things going on
in the home came as a surprise to my husband. That's not
the way he grew up.

Jewish ritual and observance are not a situational or syrnbdic segment of h a We; it is

an integral part of her identity and existence.
Gila explained that although she has moved away from organized Judaism in the

past few years, what she loves h u t Judaism is 'ritual, ceremony,and celebration." For

her, it is a major part of being Jewish.
One of the reasons that I love Judaism, even though I have
gone away &om it in the last few years, is ritual and
ceremony and celebration, so I love it. I used to love
going to shul and to sing and to say the prayers and
celebrate the holidays, it is very important. That is part of
being Jewish.

Each of the women interviewed has found a particular way of incorporating Jewish ritual
in her eveqday life. Although their levels of Jewish observance vary greatly, it is clear

that each participant has a strong connection to Jewish life through some fom of ritual.

For some of the women intenriewd, being co~ectedto Jewish living is often
linked to Jewish Community involvement. For some of the women, living in what would

be considered a more Jewish area of the city is important. For others it creates conflict.
For Gila who grew up isolated fnnn the Jewish community in Vancouver, her

choice of neighbowhood as an adult was important.

When asked whether her

background was a factor in her choice of area, she explained,
Probably, because I wanted to be pert of the Jewish
community. When we lived in Montreal it was very
comfortable as far as king Jewish and I wanted to be a
part of a Jewish community. Yes,I wanted my children to
be part of a Jewish community.

I&, who grcw up in Calgary, also lives close to the Jewish community. When

a&&

whether her choice of the Palliser area was c 0 ~ e ~ t etod being Jewish, she

rrsponded that she has always lived in the southwest part of the city and it feels like "the

right place to be.'

It is important for her to be close to the Jewish institutions.

Anne lives in the northwest part of the city.
I mean if I were married to a Jewish guy, we'd be living
closer to the community. &cause we Live where we live,
I don't see Jewish people on an ongoing basis. It just
seems to me, maybe I'm wnmg, but I'm assuming that if
you live down in Oalaidge or Paliisa and all those areas,
you're more likely to run into people who are Jewish, and
strike up a conversation and say, 'Hey, yeah let's get
together for co&e,' and actually follow through with
doing that, and that sort of thing.
Or such-and-such is
happerring at the Jewish Community Centre and it's close
by, it's convenient, so you do those things.

. ..

Anne's location limits her interaction with other Jews in everyday We.
Jackie lives in an upscale Calgary neighbourhood with few Jews. When asked
about her choice of neighbourhood, she explained,
We never discussed it openly. My husband grew up in
Calgary and I think this neighbowhood represented cerCairr
things to him. I don't think the religious affiliation or nonaffiliation was an issue at all. For me, when we bought
this house I wasn't that knowledgeable about Calgary or
what area was what. There has been the opportunity to
move. A number of times we have discussed it, and I see
that I have a mistance to going and living in one of the
more heavily Jewish areas. I think I want to be apart. I
feel apart, and I want to be apart. It is partly who I am.
So I am kind of protecting myself. It's hard to know what
comes first I guess.

Jackie protects herself in other arras of Jewish Life as well. As mentioned earlier, she

sends two of her children to a Jewish day-school. When asked about her interaction with
the other parents, she responded,

I think for me in particular, 1 think I protect myself in
those situations. So wen at the school I m y haven't
gotten involved with cornmime stuff. My tallring with
other people in the school is very much about the kids. It
is not about Judaism, because I think it would be contentious. It is a difficult issue, lad I think I understand that
for some of the people affiliated with that rhool, I know
what thek belief system is and I am not interested in
challenging it. I am intcrrsad in being accepted. I am
also aware that for some people that is just not an option.

Jackie also explained that ha sense of not quite fitting in affects her participation in
Jewish organizations.

Yes it does. I wouldn't f e l comfortable. I really feel like
I have to take responsibility for these feelings. It is not
based in reality. I f d that by and large, as a couple, we
have been accepted in all the ways that 1have needed to
see. The resistance is more from me. It is not like 1 feel
we would not be wanted in certain situations.
She continued,
Occasionally I haw had situations where somebody will be
on this topic ritermarriage] generally, and the pason will
rnake their feelings known about the issue, which is either
negative or concerning. I think that I don't put myself in
the position of finding out that oftar. I think I am pretty
a n f u l . I choose what to get involved in and what not to
do. I think it shapes me a lot in that way. This is part of
the nason that I don't join some of the Jewish organizations. I am just not a group person, but I think also there
is that knowledge for me that I am not really one of them.
I wouldn't feel like really one of them.

Sensing that she is an outsider is a factor in Jackie's lack of community participation.
Anne was asked whether being married to a non-Jewish man affects her

community involvement. She replied that the chances were better that if she was married
to a Jewish man she would be more involved.

If I: was manied to a Jewish man who felt the need to be
with Jewish people, we'd probably be with more Jewish
people. Wre the chances are better that if I was married
to a Jewish guy that I'd be more involved because we
might be more inclined to, because we'd have that in
common. We'd seek it out. Or maybe he would be
because he was more seligious. But then on the other
hand, he might be just like me and not really care that
much at all. My hwband's not being Jewish doesn't help
us to become invohd with the Jewish community.

She specdated that if he was religious they might be "more inclined" to seek it out.

Then she added, 'But on the other hand he might be just like mer] and not really care

that much at all.'

She takes a rather passive stance in the area of community

involvement. 'My husband's not being Jewish doesn't help us to become involved with
the Jewish wmmunity.' She seems to be making an excuse for her lack of participation.
Social W e
When asked about social co~ections,the participants' answers varied. Dina

explained that although many of her childhood fiends were not Jewish, as an adult,
"Mostof [her] friends an Jewish." Carol explained that her social circle is mixed and
that they am aU 'fhirly fiingy people.' She added that her closest personal friends are

Jewish, but she docs not have a 'large network in the Jewish mmrnunity." In Hama's

social circle she is the only Jew but as she explained, 'I spent so much time at my
synagogue and on synagogue things that I feel I have a lot of close Jewish fiends here."

Ida's socizl circle has changed o v a the years.

I have h o m e friendlier with people who are in mixed
marriages through working at the temple and Sunday
school and things like that. I know a lot more people now
than I used to. I don't chink I h e w very many people who

were intermarried when I first got married. Most of my
fiends married Jewish pwple. That was hard, I have to
admit that. It was difficult. You always sort of felt. . . .
I guess I was used to doing things that were sort of out of

P-•
For these women, a sense of being "out of place" is not uncommon. For many
of them, however, inintamarriage was not an impediment to community involvement. As
Dina explains,
I was v a y active in Council. I did a lot of volunteer work
in Council. When the kids were little 1 did a lot with the
school, tons for the synagogue when I belonged. My husband also. You name it, I did it. I have sat on every
committee, Dan coached soccer, the Jewish soccer team,
we worked bingos. W e worked social committees. For
the social committee, I was instrumental. We opened a
little store at the Jewish Centre. I was involved with that.
I did fund-raising teas. Usually whatever I did, Dan
helped. I sort of decided what I was interested in and he
sort of helped me with that. He was there too. He loved
it! Just now it is the time constraints mostly.
Participation in the community is very important to Dina.

Gila too, has been very active in the Jewish community.

The first year I was here I was a member of Na 'mat, and
then I volunteered at the Centre. I am now a member of
Tapestry,and have been for a number of years. Tapestry
is a Jewish women's group. It really sfarted from Tempk.
What happened was that we had a Jewish women's awareness group for years and years, and it sort of fell apart.
We ttied to get a Jewish feminist group going, and it sort
of f a apart. Then someone had a vision, another woman
who wanted to LEep a Jewish women's group going, and
she telephoned people and that sort of developad into
Tapestry. A lot of memkrs are from Temple but it is not
aftllbted with Temple. It is open to any Jewish woman in
the community. It is just a very loose organization for
Jewish women who come together to celebrate holidays and

being Jewish women, and explore what it means to be a
Jewish woman today. So it is a very diverse group of
women.

For G
ila,being Jewish links her with a community of women. She explained that her

goal is to "braden what it means to be Jewish." She experiences a conflict between
being Jewish and being "a citizen of the world.' Gila aiso explained that she felt certain

expectations that go along with being connected to the Jewish community.
I think then are expectations, especially when my kids
were little. Catainly in the Jewish community, you want
to give them everything and the kst education, and all the
extras, and all of this and all of that. And there is certainly a focus in the Jewish community on having stuff and
rnaterhlistic things. There were expectations about being

Iewish in a Jewish community.
Beth described an incident in which community expectations became very apparent to

her.
Well this was a remark b m someone I don't even know
and it was ignorant, but I remember when my daughter
went to the Jewish school and I had to do a bingo. I was
doing the bingo, which is a find-raiser for the Jewish
school and I was wellring around a lot. This older man,
who does these bingos for his grandchildren, was walking
with me. You know, they're unbelievably rude, these
people. He asked, 'Who are your fiiends? And who are
you married to?' So I tdd him who I was m h e d to. "Is
that a German name?" I said, 'No, it's a Dutch name."
You know, you fcel like saying, "It's a Dutch name. My
husband's name is a Dutch name. Remember them? They
helped the Jews during the war." You get that all the time.
"Is that a German name?" No. And as if that would
matter for some reason, now. You know I find that such
small-mindedness. And then he said to me, "Is he a Dutch
Jew?" And I looked at this man. He's an older man and
I didn't want to be rude. I mean I'm not generally overly
rude to pe6p1e. And I said, "I don't even know you. W h y

are you asking me these questions?" And he said he just
thought he'd give me his opinion. He said, "Oh, so he's
not Jewish.' He said, "Don't you think that will be a
problem with your child?' Now this is a completely
strange man. I'm doing a bingo, walking around a room
in Calgary where I've lived at this time for about six
months, and he has the n e m to say something like this to
me. And that kind of thing happens occasionally when
you're married to someone who is not Jewish, when you
have not done the statusquo thing.

Beth feels that by being married to a non-Jewish man she is exposed to unwanted
opinions, fiom other Jews.
Fran experiences the sense that because she is married to a non-Jew, people in

the community have preconceived notions about her. She has the feeling that she has
been labelled and that "there is a stigma" that is attached to intermarriage. Jackie also

feel somewhat detached from the Jewish community and she mahs an effort to bridge

the gap.
We have at least three families that I can Ulink of, three
Orthodox rabbis' families in the school. And I have had
some of their children wer to my house. These people
know that I am not kosher. I made a birthday party, and
they all came to the party, and I think the mson being is
that I was very re~pectfid. I said, 'What do you need me
to do, what do you need me to arrange to make it OK for
your kids to come?" My expaience has been positive. If
you are respectfbl and you make an effort then there is a
bridge there. We don't h v e to be the best of buddies, but
I think it just proves my point, that when you relate b
people as human kings, it can work.

Although Jackie thinks h a respectful attitude helps her relate with religious Jews in the

community,she exercises caution in these relationships.

On the other hand, I am carefirl of getting into certain
situations. I wouldn't be able to defmd myself because it
is not like I did everything the right way, or the best way.
However, I Ithere w a e other choices I could have
made if1 had been committed to m y Judaism in a different
way. However, I a d d defmd myself on the basis that I
have taken a difficult situation and I have really made an
effort to have a good resuk here, and be as authentic a
Jewish fvniy as we can be. I don't take the responsibility
lightly. I don't undervalue it.
It seems that Jackie feels a need to defend her choice to marry a non-Jew. As we sat in

her dining room in December, with an ornamental Santa Claus dangling from the light
fixture, I wondered whether she felt that she had to defend herself to me. When asked
if Wig married to a non-Jewish man affects her seif-perception, she answered,

Yes. Definitely. First of all, in the Jewish world, being
intermanied I feel l
h we are a separate group of people
in the whole spectrum of Jewish options.
. probat,1y
even more so king a woman, being female, being a Jewish
woman and intetmarried. This sepmtes one further.

..

She continued,
I think I definitely, there is part of me that thinJcs I have
done something m n g by doing this, that is was not the
right thing to do Jewishly. I think part of problem is that
the rabbis sit and talk about it all the time. There is that
f a g . I have broken a law here; I hawn't done it quite
right. However, I think I am trying. I do get points for
trying. I haven't dismissed my Jewishness. I value it
highly and I'm trying hard to give my children a more
genuine Jewish upbringing than I had, a more active Jewish
upbringing than I had, a mom active Jewish upbringing.
In my particular situation again, I think there are some
losses and some gains. The losses I f e l are that I feel I
can't be a firll-fledged member of the Jewish community in
certain ways. I have made that choice by virtue of being
married to a non-Jew.
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Jackie's words bring to mind Pratt's 'coherent notion of home." Jackie does not yet
have a coherent home. She still carries with her a 'backdrop"

- the home where she

grew up. She wants her home to be more Jewish, 'more genuine.' At the same time

she reaka that it is not possibIe to have a coherently Jewish home in a mixed marriage.

She has 'broken a law.' She pPinfully understands that h a marriage bargain includes

not being 'a firll-fledged member of the Jewish community.
It is obvious from their stories that the participants take their Jewish identities

very e o u s l y .

Elliott and Fleras's (1992) description of the 'new ethnicity" as

"situationalnand "symbolic" does not seem to depict these women adequately. Their
definition of 'old ethnicity,' in which 'cultural values . . . exert a pennsive influence
in shaping members' lives,' sems more apt.

Scholars still view intermamage as

evidence of weakened ethnic ties, yet the women in this study perceive themselves as
pervasively Jewish. Many of them are involved in Jewish community organizations and

synagogue activities. They celebrate Jewish holidays and they raise their children as
Jews. In addition to all these Jewish practices, there is an intangible dimension to their

sense of being Jewish. They see the world through Jewish eyes.
As most of the women described, their husbands accept and support the choice

to incorporate Judaism in their lives. In many cases it seems as though the woman's
Jewish identity dominates. There seems to be very little room for negotiation when it

comes to Jewish content in the home. OAcn the reason given is that the husband has no
attachment to his own nligion. One senses that if these husbands were unwilling to live

in a Jewish home, these marriages would never have taken place.
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Although the husbands are supportive of their wives' Jewishness, they have not
(except for EUen's husband) converted to Judaism. More importantly, they do not share

the same cultural heritage, which many of the women experience as a loss, or an empty

space in their lives. The presence of non-Jewish in-laws is sometimes a sensitive issue.
Many of the women experience conflict because of the difference in culhues and they

recognize that the coming years may present firrther challenges to their commitment to
Jewish living. For some of these women there is the recognition that the coming years

may present further challenges to their commitment to Jewish living. The next chapter

focuses on some of these difficulties.

A common theme that emerged in almost all of the interviews was that Christmas

is the most difficult time of the year. Petsonk and Remsen (1988) refer to it as the

"December Dilemma." It is a time of year when many Jews feel eclipsed. In the

Western world everyone is supposed to be joyful during the holiday season. Jews in
endogamous marriages can share the absence of Christmas together knowing that it is not
part of their lives

-Jews do not celebrate Christmas. For those in mixed marriages,

however, Christmas may be a particularly distressing time of the year. As Jackie
describes,
There are a lot of stresses involved. Christmas, December
is always a horrible time of year for me. . . .The way we
have worked things out over the years has k n a real
praxss. It is ongoing. Jim and I have been together for
IS or 16 yean now. So it's an evolving thing to this day.
What we do right now is, we don't do Christmas in our
house. We don't buy gifts for our ciildreo. We go to his
family's house on Christmas morning. Tbey buy us gifts;
we buy his M y gifts. W e do that and have Christmas
dinner with them. I have taken to making dinner on
Christmas Eve because I am the only daughter-in-law in the
city.
I have been able to take on some things that are
non-threatening to me, in my role as a daughter-in-law in
the family.
Publicly, when people ask, have you done
this, I can say we don't do Christmas in our house. We do
participate with the family, but I still find it hard.

...

...

It is important for Jackie to be able to say publicly, that Christmas is not celebrated in
her home. Again, the notion of a coherent home comes to mind. Although her husband

is non-Jewish, it is crucial to her that Christian symbols do not cross the threshold of her

home. It is also important that others are aware of the Jewish boundary around her. The
overwheIrning presence of Christian symbols during December theatens to m s s her

boundaries.

Yet despite her anti-Christmas feelings she is able to make some

compromises.
Anne explained that she and her husband celebrate Christmas at his brother's

house only. When I ashd her if they ever had a Christmas tree, she responded,

He has mentioned it to me. We did have a friend who
gave us a tree. I thought it was kind of odd for him to do
that. I always think it's odd for non-Jewish people. They
don't seem to quite understand. He gave me a Christmas
at and I'm going, 'Are you crazy? Do you think I want
to put a Christmas tree in my house?" I wouldn't say that
of course. I know he didn't mean any offense by it of
come. . But I thought, "You b o w if you were
thinking you could get me something like a Jewish star or
something, but not a Christmas tree." But I guess maybe
he was thinking of my husband too. A1 said last year, in
the hst couple of years that he wouldn't mind some lights
decorating the house. I oaid that would be OK because
ffanukkah is the festival of lights. So 1 was willing to
compromise on that. And then I said it would not feel
comfortable fw me. I would not feel comfortable having
a Christmas me in the house. I'd do it if he really, really
convinced me that it is important to him. But he has yet to
do that. I don't think it is that important to him. I know
that I would definitely feel unwmfomble with it, which is
really silly; all it is, is a tree. But it's what it represents
more than anything. It is saying that we are celebrating a
holiday that is not really our holiday.

. .

Anne is the same woman who said that participation in the Jewish community is not that
important to her. Most of the time she is very comfortable in the non-Jewish world.

Howevet, at Christmas, her connection to Judaism seems much stronger. Although she

admits that it seems 'Jilly* to be so adamant about a tree, she recognizes that the thought

of a Christmas tree in 'her" house makes ha uncomfortable. It is intensing that she
refers to their home as 'my house' insteal of "oura house. Like Jackie, Anne seems to
need dear boundaries around ha Jewish identity.

When aslrsd about the SasOes involved with intefmarriage, Hanna explained.

Before this month I guess my answer would have been, it
just meant that I had to be the assertive pefson that I am,
and learn to feel oomfortable in my synagogue as a single.
They are now like my extended Jewish family, the Temple.
So it is quite comfortab1e. Now, this month, something
new arose. For the first time ever we didn't go home to
the States for Christmas. My mother-in-lawcame here and
Hal said, 'Does this mean we should get a tree?' And I
said, "I don't want a Christmas me in my house, I never
want a Christmas tree in my house. I can't stand the
thought of a Christmas tree in my house, but I can see why
it is important to you, so I will try and k open-minded."
He offend to get a very small tree and put it in the closet.
He was very funny. Dealing with stress with a sense of
humour is a healthy thing. Anyway, to make a long story
short, it was very conflictual in the sense that my motherin-law arrived and said, "AIC you going to get a tree,don't
get it for me, I don't care." And my son said, "I don't
want a tree. *

Hanna also refers to the marital home as "my house." It is as though she segregates her
Jewishness in the house. Some studies have researched ethnic segregation in urban
centres (Elaberg, 1989; Breton et d., 1991; and Isajiw, 1990) but the notion of ethnic
segregation 'in" the home has not been considered. Jackie, Anne, and H a m do not live
in Jewish neighboruhoods. Perhaps their powerhrl need to protect their homes from
outside Christian influences is a form of regional boundary maintenance

of the home. Hanna continued,

- the region

And you could tell that Hd was feeling that he wanted a
tree. Anyway, forty-eight hours before Christmas, he
showed up with a tree. H e just had to have it. So that is
tough. Thae is a mezuzah on my door; this is a Jewish
home. . . . Having the tree bothers me.
For Hanna and others, the Christmas tree seems to symbolize an invasion of the sanctity
of their homes.

Carol and her husband have worked out a compromise. When asked whether she

celebrates Christmas in her home, she explained,

Yes. And I'm always cranky. We've gone to his family's
home many times but it's very expensive. So last year and
this year we'll be staying hae. And when we're here, he
wants to have a tree. We've come to a compromise: it can
be up for three days. I mean they have, Christians have
them up for six weeks, right? I said, Well you know, I
don't mind celebrating your holiday, but not for six weeks
of the year." You know the tree can be up the twenty-third
and down on the twenty-sixth. And he goes along with
that. So we have a tree and there is a gift exchange. But
I'm very uncomfortable. If anything is stressful, it is that
I'm less gracious about his customs than he is about mine.
And I don't share in his joy.
She is very much aware that it is an area of their marriage that still needs work. She

fuaher explained,
We have to work it out. We work on it. You know, what
to do, what do you tell the children? I did not want to
build up Sank Claus. What we would give at birthdays,
my husbsnd's family gives at Christmas. What we giw
anyhow, they don't give anyhow; they give it at Christmas.
the whole year of giving happens at Christmas. So there
it's very extreme.

I don't want Christmas to be the most important time of the
year for them. And I don't want Santa to come and to
have all that kind of stuff because it's not religious. Santa

doesn't come to Jewish homes. And they are going to
[Tewish] school, and the other Lids aren't going to believe
in Santa Claus anyhow. It's just going to make them look
stupid. From my husband's paspctive, it's very toned
down. But we really have to work it out.
C a d understands the compromise
her husband has made over Christmas. Although she

recognizes that she is being ungracious by not sharing in her husband's joy at Christmas

time,it is more imponant for h a to impose definite limits on the infiltration of Christian

Ida also rrcognizes that her husband probably misses the Christmas season.

It sort of has become more of a big deal since we have had
kids because he wants to share his traditions with them.
They never wart to church and he doesn't believe in the
whole religious part. But he would like to share more of
what he remembers, the nice things of his childhood, and
that was Christmas, and having the tree, decorating the
tnee. Now so far we have never had a Christmas tree.
The reason we haven't is of course, I don't do it. If you
leave it q to him it's not going to get done.
Although Ida has not had a Christmas tree at home, she and her husband have worked

out a way of incorpcmting some of his traditions in their home.
I think my daughter says it best. 'Daddy shares Christmas
with us, and we share Hanukkah with him." She says it
pretty well - out of the mouths of babes. What we basically do is, because his family sends my kids gifts, and he
has Uvce siblings and his mts,so they get this whole
ton of gifts. So Christmas morning we wiJl get up and
they will open their presents.
It usually coincides with
Hanukkah or post-Hanukkah which is a bigger deal. It is
eight nights, and with the lighting of the candles, and we
go to fiends, and to fimily, and to parties, and so much is

. ..

heaped on them. It is really so much more of a major
event that opening Christmas presents is just another excuse
to get presents. It hasn't been a big issue yet.

She makes it clear that Hanukkah is 'a bigger deal" then Christmas. Ida's strategy
reminds me of the advia given to peopIe who encounter a black bear in the woods: 'try

to make yourself appear as large and threatening as possibk.' By making the Jewish
holiday bigger and better, perhaps the threat of Christmas is diminished.

Ellen has also found a way to combine Christmas with Jewish living. Referring
to her mother-in-law, she explained,

She wanted us to be there fot her Christmas dinner or
brunch, and the kids to be involved with Easter eggs. So
it started that way and that's what they do. And they now
go to her hause overnight, and they do the thing where
they write letters to Santa Claw and they get their presents
in the morning and then we would come in the moming
and have bmnch. She wanted to take them to church. I
said, wN~!aThey know they'n Jewish. They are very
excited about Ranukkah and a l l the other holidays. They
just know that they celebrate these two other holidays with
their O m because those are her holidays and she likes
them to participate. But they don't get a zillion gifts like
the other grandchildren. They don't care. They get eight
gifts for Hanukkah. They get one gift for her and they do
the We stocking thing, but it is never as much as all the
other grandchildren. So she keeps it low-key, which I have
asked, because I don't think they need so many gifts. For
Hanukkah they get one nice gift the first day, and then the
other eight days they get a notepad and some pencils, little
things they can use. And they appnciate that, just getting
some little things that m ' t expensive each day.
Like other women, EUen exerts control o v a Jewishness, more at Christmas than at other

times of the year. The women in these marriages have power in the Jewish realm.
Ellen's non-Jewish mother-in-law goes along with Ellen's request to keep Christmas low-

key. In other cases, the husbands seem to willingly acquiesce to their wives.

I I8
As Dina explains, Christmas was more of a probkm for her than it was for

children.

His parents send Christmas presents. It bothered me
because his fatha wasn't in on the decision-making. It
bothered me that his mother hadn't d l y accepted the fact,
she has only in the lut few years, that her grandchildren
are Jewish. His sister jokes about it 111 the time. She's
got two children and
three decorating her Christmas
tree and laughing about her five Jewish grandchildren
decorating her Christmas tree. Now you laugh about it,
but she never really accepted it. They only recently started
sending them Hanukkah money. It wasn't a major issue
where I would fkak out about it, but that was the one thing
I thought. But the kids always understood. "OhGrandma
is just sharing her Christmas with us." They understood
better than I did actually.

my

For Dina, part of the conflict over Christmas stems from the fact that her in-laws did not
acknowledge that she is Jewish. Perhaps it is a feeling that somehow her differences are
not respected.

Carol r e d s one of the first times she spent Christmas with her husband's family.
When we go at Christmas, I'm not comfortable. . . . You
know I pointed out for Cory that the first time he observed
my holidays with my family he was treated as a guest and
an &saver. This is not your baclrground, this is not
Eamiliar to you, we don't expect you to love and enjoy this,
or know this. When I was there for Christmas I was
treated as if this was what I had always done. It was
almost like, too much was expected of me. I don't mind
being at someone's Christmas celebration if I'm treated as
a guest, not treated as a participant. And my father-in-law
said, "Oh eventually you'n just going to love this." And
it's lih you know, well this isn't part of my tradition.

Carol found it disturbing that her in-laws did not ~ e ~ p eher
c t Jewish boundaries. She was

offended that she was expected to participate in a Christmas celebration. She wanted her
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difference to be acknowledged.

JPELie also expressed her feelings about not having her own traditions acknowledged.

..

. obviously when someone is in the throes of partkipating in their own holiday, they sometimes make some
assumptions or don't admowledge that. . .Wybe I feel
a little bit invisible at those times, or not invisible, but Woe
it's a time when I want to be more Jewish and more openly
acknowledged. It ends up being a time when you just have
to k part of the crowd, and it's not d y an issue. So
that is something that I penmdly have had to work on a
bit. Thac were years when I was extremely, I would be
so angry and 1 am not exaaly sure what I was angry about.
Angry because I wanted to be clearly Jewish at those times
when I felt I was compromising, or other people were not
acknowledging that.

.

Although she tries to minimbe her anger, Jackie clearly feels the stress of Christmas.
Many people, other than Jews, who do not celebrate Christmas experience a sense of

alienation during the Christmas season, but for those in a mixed marriage it presents

OTHER DISTURBING ISSUES

The women in this study have had to make conscious decisions about how they
will live their lives at every stage of their marriages. Although many of us aim for
awareness in our everyday lives, few of us have such a pemive sense of the need to

maintain our identities. For many Jewish women in mixed marriages this requires
ongoing and relentless self-reflectioa.
As Gila describes,

When you marry someone non-Jewish, if you want to be
Jewish and remain Jewish, you h v e to search things out
and become even stronger in your fiaith and whatever
because you always feel that you have an intruder or
something to battle against. Whereas, if it had been
d i f f i t , if I had stayed in Montreal, where it is not so
hard being Jewish. . . . So that although for my& I was
always looking for spirituality, so I would have searched it
out in one form or another. But I think living in a community where here aren't very many Jews, if you want to
be Jewish you M y do have to search it out and practise
it and be it.
Earlier, Gila sezmed quite accepting of her husband's anti-religious attitudes. In this

quotation, however, she ref=

to her husband as an 'intruder."

The notion of

segregation within the home seems to apply here. By searching out Jewish comections
and practising Judaism Gik is drawing a boundary between herself and the "intruder."
Jackie also speaks of the difficulty in maintaining her Jewish identity.
There i s no question that it is a difficult choice. It is not
the easy rwd to take. And there have kcn times when I
have wished I wasn't in this situation, I would like to
know what it feels like to be part of a completely Jewish
family which in a certain way I have never expaienced in
my life, because of my early years. Yes, there are times,
holiday times, when I wish that my partner could lead the
seda, or take o v a in a certain way, be the teacher. It is
big smss for me to have it be my responsibility, particularly because I am not as knowledgeabie as I would like to
be. I didn't have the early experience.

Although Jackie spoke of the stress of having the responsibility for her family's Jewish
involvement, aRa the interview she mentioned that she sometimes wonders if her choice
to marry a non-Jew was connected to her need for power in the relationship. Even
though she sometimes wishes that her husband could shoulder some of the responsibility,

she also recognizes that this is one area where she is in control and she is very proud of

her pefseverance.

EUen also wmmented on the heavy burden of raising a Jewish family on her own.
1think the main thing in our situation is that he was never
a religious penon and he never made any effort at all a h
converting, to be digious in Judaism, and with the
children it made it a lot more difficult. That is really the
main thing.

Now that EUen is separated from her husband she no longer has to compromise on the
level of Jewishess in her home or in her life. As she comments, 'It is hard work being
a single mom, but I am just kind of happy not having to deal with anybody else." In the

area of Jewish child-miring it seems as though Ellen was aiways a single mother.
For women with young children, the major challenge seems to be the responsibility of providing a Jewish environment. For women with older children the focus

changes.

As Dina explains,
People ask m e about what I am going to do if my kids
many someone who is not Jewish. I go, "That's a bizarre
question to ask me, I won't do anything." My main
concern is that they marry someone who is a partner. And
I know that sounds really corny, but they could many a
Jewish pason who could be homble. They could marry
a non-Jewish pason who could be homble. . . . Only
Jewish people ask me that. Non-Jewish people would
never even think of that. Jewish people have this thing
about Jewish.

She also added,
The discussion with somebody who is in a mixed marriage
would maybe be the same topic, but in a totally different
tone of voice. I think, "Gee, it would be nice if they

marry Jewish people, but I don't know why. I don't know
why it would be nice.
On the one hand, Dina finds it almost insulting that another Jew would ask what her

reaction would be if her children mamy non-Jews. It seems like a ridiculous and
insensitive question to ask when they know her husband is not Jewish. From Dina's
point of view, other Jews should assume that she would be open-minded on this topic.

However, she also admits that she would be happy if they married Jewish people. There
is a conflict between what she thinks other people should know and what she actually
feels. She also explains that the same comment from a person in a mixed marriage
would not be insulting. This suggests that like Jackie, she views intermarried couples
as separate from the rest of the community.

Gila also seems to have some unresolved feelings about who her children might

As far as intemwrhge gas, I know that my thinking is,
that this fight to try and Leep people Jewish, and your
children Jewish, is a losing battle. Our definition of
Judaism has to change. We are coming to the end of the
century. Life is different. People are c l i f f i t and rules
have to be di&mt.
Ruks are going to be broken, and
those people who wiU not see it, and look at it, are in for
big shocks. Thdr children are not going to listen to them.
. . What is going to happen with my children? Are they
going to marry Jews? I an tell you right now that the
pmbability is 99% no, that they will not marry Jews. At
one time it was important to me. Not that I wouldn't have
welcomed . . . h o p e m y they will marry a nice person, a
loving person. To me that is the most important. But it
would have been very nice if that pason was Jewish. At
this point, it would still be nice. I don't know why, but it
would be nice. . . . In a way it is a loss. I still can't
define that loss, if they don't marry someone Jewish.

.

Gila is struggling with her own definition of what it means for her to be Jewish. It is

not surprising then that she is unclear about what she reaily wants for her children.
For Gila, Judaism has become too restricting. As she explains,
I have been on a spiritual journey for the last four years,
and Judaism is too confining. Thm are many ways to be
spiritual and Judaism is only one my. I always knew that
God did not rnake religion,people made religion, and Jews
were one people who made a Jewish religion. But God did
not make religions. People made religions. I love Judaism, I love being Jewish and all that it has given me and all
the celebrations. But I can no longer go and confine
myself in a box that says 'Jewish".

When asked if her husband sham her spiritual quest she responded,
No. He thinks it is all nonsense. No need for spirituality
in your life. What I still love about Judaism is the spiritual
aspect of it. As a door to spirituality, it's a beautifid door.
When I say the prayers, it takes me to another place and I
love it. I am very happy that I am a Jewish person and
that I have this Jewish background, and that I was able to
give my kids a Jewish start.

Gila seems torn between moving ahead on her spiritual journey and leaving Judaism
behind. She no longer attends the Reform temple. As she explains, "I really loved

Temple, but at this moment it is a little too constricting.'

Beth also feels constricted, but in a different way. She has definite ideas about
what it means to Jewish in a Jewish community and she does not see herself as part of
that world.
My girlfriends, who are OW, some of them are divorced
from thee people, who say they were sort of told this was
going to be the good guy to marry, because he was the
doctor or the dentist or the lawyer or the accountant, and
he was going to have a nice house in a Jewish neighbourhood for you to live in. And you're never going to have
to work! What's this business about never having to work?

Why would you think that you should never have to work?
I don't get it. Jewish women for some nason were not going to be working, even if they were smart, and had
careers. You got manied, and man-oh-man, it was like

your husband as a M w e or something, if you had to
work.
From what Beth says, it is apparent that she has incorporated the stereotype of the
"JewishPrincess" in h a perception of Jewish women. She depicts Jewish women (other

than herself) as greedy, pampaed, seIf-centred women who will never have to work.

She went on,
And 1used to get comments too, from lots of people, even
women my own age, who were mothers of children who
w m in my daughter's c b at the Jewish school, who were
astonished that I'd drive on the highway in the winter,
because I lived out in the country.
There is this whole
aspect, a humorous aspect to being Jewish that I can think
as I un Jewish, and I can see the difference, like this
unbefievable thing about not being able to drive on the
highway because I guess that's something either men do, or
certahly Jewish women don't do it. People were incredu-

...

lous.

. . . I don't want my daughter to understand that.

That has nothing to do with the spirituality of Judaism.
But it has b do with the culture, and I don't want her to
even know a b u t that. I don't want her to think that you
should become some inept fool who can only shop because

you're Jewish.
It is dif5cult to ignore Beth's anger at what she considers to be Jewish behaviour. She

is in a difficult position. She distances herseff from Jews both physically, by living out

in the country, and mentally, by denouncing both Jewish men and women. Yet at the

same time she identifies herself as a Jew and is raising her child as a Jew. Beth also
prides herself in being unique and "non-status quo." Perhaps what seemed enchantingly

different at a young age is now isolating at an older age. Perhaps she did not anticipate

exclusion

the

Cam1 bas some concerns about how intermarriage may be perceived by others in

the Jewish community, She explains, 'It affects how I view other people viewing me.
I think other people might think I'm diluted or less committed or whatever.

. . . I don't

like people to have misperceptions of me.' She is aware that being in a mixed marriage

does make her different or rather, she might be perceived as being different. Exclusion

Jackie also spoke of being different from the non-Jewish community.
When you look in the mirror, you have dark hair, dark

eyebrows. I like to dress a certain way. I am picking out
siJly things, but there is a look, and there is a styk, and a
way of thinking. It is much more pervasive. It is how
your mind works, like some of the Jewish m o t h e ~ gkind
of stuff. Overprotective, however it comes out, to me it's
distinctly Jewish, although I have met people from other
ethnic grmps where I've recognized some of these things
too. But it seems less prevalent in the non-Jewish or the
Christian population. You don't see as much of it.

She continued,
Non-Jews, or Christians in particular, sometimes have
more trouble understanding it [the differetlce]. For them,
their religious life an be very compartmentalized; it is not
a daily thing. You go to church, and you do your specific
activities, but it may not impact you every day. For us, if
we are living a certain kind of life, it impads us every day.
I am not kosher, and I don't do some of the practices, but
I have two of my children at a Jewish school and that has
made a big difference in my life. That makes me focus on
this [religious ritual] every day, and the cycle of my year
has become the cycle of the Jewish holidays.
For Jackie there is a distinctive Jewish way of thinking and being that pervades everyday
life. Unlike Beth, Jackie seems to take great satisfixtion in her Jewish identity. She

knows she is different, both from the non-Jewish community and the Jewish wmmunity,
but she takes pIeasure in her Jewishness. The h

t

that her distinctive Jewish way of

thinking pervades everyday life may make it more difficult to reconcile the cultural

differences in her marxiage.
Each of the women interviewed seems to have found a particular way of
integrating some form of Judaism into her everyday life. For some women the concern
with Judaism extends to death as well.

For D h , who has worked out many of the intermarriage conflicts, burial was

a troubling issue.
That is our only iswe. Except is not an issue any more.
It was the only issue. And the only napon it d y beaune
an issue was when the synagogue started tallring about their
cemetery that the Reform synagogue uses, because so many
of their members are in mixed marriages that it had
become an issue for the synagogue. They were trying to
work it out, and that's when we s M e d really thinking
about it. For a couple of years it reaUy bothered me.
"Well my God, we can't be buried in the same cemetery!"
And then very recently we decided it's not important.
Where you are buried is a non-issue to me now. It is an
issue for mixed couples.
She has found a way to resolve the problem.
That was the only issue that came up when we talked about
conversion. It is an issue for our children, if it is imponant to them. The way we resoIved it, he can be buried
with his M y and I can be buried with m y family. It's
not important any more. It is a major problem for a lot of
m e .

Although she has found a solution to this problem, it bothered her for a long time and
it may still be a conflict for her children.

Fnn also discussed the problem of burial.
I was worried where I was going to be buried and where
my husband is going to be buried. We will not be buried
together. He won't be pamimd to be buried in the same
cemetery. And who is going to say Kaddish for me?
Those are some of the issues. I am not really womed
about that yet because I am still pretty young. But I have
talked to my husband about it, and said, "Thisis what you
on going to have to do," and I got a book for him.
'These are the instructions and make sure that you all
these people and have them take are of things because that
is what I want."
For a young woman who has not really womed about burial, Fran has given this issue

a great deal of thought. Her Jewish identity does not seem to be situational or symbolic.
She was born a Jew and she will die a Jew, ewn if she is married to a non-Jewish man.

For Anne, the question of burial is also troubling. She has not found a way to
resolve it.
I want to be buried in a Jewish cemetery. I feel Jewish.
I wouldn't feel like it was right for me not to be buried in
the Jewish cemetery. There are ones you can be buried in
where there is no religion at all, just agnostic, but I want
to be in a Jewish cemetery. . . I think there is a section
now in the Jewish cemetery designated for couples like us
. . . I want to be buried with m y husband.

.

Like Anne, all the womcn in this study are torn betmen two worlds. Whether their

Jewish ethnicity is 'old" or 'newa, it is deeply felt. In all of these narratives about
intermamiage it is apparent that issues of Jewish identity and its link to self-perception
touch all Erets of life. For some women the concern with Jewish identity extends
beyond the realm of everyday lifp into matters of death and burial.
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For these women the co~ectionto Judaism seems to provide a safe and familiar

home. For some women, intermarriage has necessitated continual renovation of that
home, but never total demolition. For others intermamiage has required that some rooms

be closed off, never to be entend again, or perhaps to be entered at a later time.

The work of cwaucting one's world is a continuous struggle for those who ask
questions. Gila uplains that

W e are living in difficult times. We are living in times
that ask us to question who we are, our fkith, the direction
we are going and there are a lot of people who don't want
to ask themselves the questions and do the work of finding
their own answers.

The stories told by these women make it clear that they are not afraid of asking questions
and finding their own answers.
They have had to confhnt difficult questions about who they are and who they

want to be. They exhibit a strong sense of their Jewish identities and at the same time
they are self-reflexive about the need to do so. Carol knows that she is "less gracious

about mer husband's] customs than he is about [hgs]. " She feels badly that she does not

share his joy at Christmas, when he has gone to great lengths to accommodate her Jewish
traditions. Anne feels "silly" h u t her concern over a "Christmas me." Although
many had managed to incorporate a high level of Jewish ritual into their marriages and
their children's lives, there is always an awareness that they live on the border between

It is interesting that the women with older children could not articulate the feeling
about wanting their children to marry Jews. To me, this suggested that I had touched
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a sensitive topic. Perhaps this admission signifies a multi-iayered sense of betrayal. On

one level it is a betrayal of their husbands. If these women would prefer that their
children marry Jews, does it mean that their own marriages are lacking? Both Dina and
Gila were unclear about why it would be 'nicem if their children married Jews. On

another lewl they may feel that they have betrayed their children by not giving them a
solid enough Jewish foundation. On yet another level, they may feel they have betrayed
their families as well as the larger Jewish community by weakening the possibility of
Jewish survival. They did not say this; it is only speculation.
Since much of the participants' Jewish involvement is linked to their children, one

wonders what will happen when their children grow up and leave homea If their
children and grandchildrerr decide to celebrate Christian traditions, will these women

cling to their Jewish identities and customs as strongly? Wi the question of where they
will be buried still be important to them?

they may fre.

These are only some of the many challenges

The prrceding four chapters have documented ten Jewish intermarried women's
reflections on t&it connections to Jewish life from childhood to the present. The past
can be constructed in m y ways. Had these women been interviewed at another time

in their lives, their stories might been presented differently. Their parents would
probably have an alternate version of the same time period, as would their spouses. The
narratives told h e n represent the way in which these particular women have chosen to

rnak sense of their lives, at this moment. Their subjectivity in no way diminishes the
validity or importance of their accounts. Rather, it illustrates the many varieties of

experience and understanding that an be expected in a diverse population.

QUESTIONS, ANSWERS, AND MORE QUESTIONS
Weinfekl(l981) questions whether research has captured the essence of the 'new
ethnicity" which depicts ethnic identity as situational and symbolic. He suggests that

"Perhapsa strong attachment to an ethnic labe1 and a strong commitment to the idea of
ethnic heritage, ilre privately significant wen when not accompanied by discernable

corresponding behaviorm @. 93). My study strengthens WeMeId's speculation. While
previous research on Jewish intermarriage has assumed the weakening of ethnic ties, the

narratives in my study have revealed a strong commitment to both an ethnic label and

an ethnic heritage. The ethnographic approach, emphasizing participants' interpretations,
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is a valuable strategy in questioning whether a 'new ethnicity" exists. The "new

ethnicity" which argues that individuals choose their own reality, dismisses the deepmted nature of ethnic identity. The research questions in my study have explored some

of the ways in which reality is constructed, both internally and externally.

How do Jewish women in mhad marriages interpret their experiences in the social
coatart of f-y

and community?

This question encompasses Berger and LucLmann's (1966) notion of "society as
objective" reality as well as 'society as subjective reality.' In discussing their past
experience with Jewish lifc, the participants subjectively describe the objectified reality

of the Jewish communities in which they grew up. Berger and Luckmann explain,
"Every individual is born into an objective sociPl structure within which he encounters

the significant others who are in charge of his socialization' @. 131). They further

argue that these significant others' 'definitions of his situation are posited for him as

objective reality' @. 131). Subjective teality, according to Berger and Luckmann
involves the actualiption of the 'social stock of knowledgem in each individual
biography. Each individual interprets objective reality in his or her own unique way.

Because the participants have described their pasts retrospectively, their accounts are
subjectively infused with their present reality.

During childhood each woman was situated in a particular construction of Jewish
life. Their experiences varied widely. All of the women, however, indicated that their

parents and community played a large role in their socialization as Jews. As children,

decisions were made for them about the level of Jewish observance in daily life. Some
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were sent to Hebrew day sch601s and others attended public school. Some of their
parents were Oithodox and others were more liberal. They grew up in different Jewish

communities in Canada and the U.S. In two cases, parents were Hokaust survivors,
while others w a r smmd or even third generation Cbnadbs. Each woman had a

particular version of Jewish upbringing.
Yet there wen also many similarities.

All of their parents had a strong

connection to being Jewish, whatever that version meant. The women themselves also

expressed a strong sense of Jewishness both in childhood and adulthood. For some this
is exprrssed in religious observance and for others the identification is symbolic and
cultwal, but the connection to Jewish life is evident.

It was apparent in their stories that all the women interviewed were aware that

intermarriage was a sensitive subject in their fkmilies and communities. Although Beth
and Dina did not remember any specific conversations in their familes concerning

intermamiage, they knew that it was considered unacceptable by other Jews. All of the

participants recognized that marrying a non-Jew is perceived as a betrayal.

The notion of intemamhge as a betrayal was stronger for some of the women
than for others. The intensity of this feeling did not seem to correspond to the level of
Jewish upbringing exprienced. Jackie, for instance, had a rather relaxed Jewish

upbringing, yet as an adult she is plagued by the feeling that she did something wrong
by marrying a am-Jew. Anne, on the other hand, with h a Orthodox upbringing seems
to view her mixed marriage very

matter-of-factly, as a small part of the picture. While

all of the participants understand that many Jews see intermarriage as a betrayal, they do
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not necessarily see themselves as mitors.
The extent to which the participants fetl deviant is mediated in part by their
fhilies and community. Beth, who grew up with her family's liberal attitudes towards

Judaism and intermarriage, was surprised when h a pamm reacted negatively to her

mamiage. It continues to be a sensitive subject for her. She also has had some
unpleasant experiences within the Jewish community because of her marriage to a non-

Jew and now has almost no interaction with the community.
Many of the women interviewed have had rewarding experiences within the

Reform synagogue because of its acceptance of intermarried couples. Those who are

actively involved with the temple seem more at ease with their Jewishness. They have
found a place in which to express and be comfortable with the Jewish dimensions of their

lives. Ida seems to have found a way to balance her guilt over disappointing her mother,
with the acceptance she feels at the Refonn synagogue. The Reform synagogue seems

to help these women construct 'a coherent notion of home' by connecting them to the
Jewish community.
Several women fecl that they are the ones who have been betrayed. Fran in

particular was hurt by the policy of the Orthodox synagogues when she was told she
could not even join as a Jingle member because of her maniage to a non-Jew. Ida spoke

of friendships that dissolved because of her marriage. Some of the women thought that
marriage to a non-Jew erased or diminished their Jewishness in the eyes of others.

During the interviews I had the sense that these women welcomed the chance to
talk about how Jewish they were and still an,in spite of the fact that they are married
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to non-Jews. Perhaps many Jews are not particularly interested in the Jewish identity

problems of those who have intermarried

-a kind of 'you made your bed so sleep in

it' attitude. It is not surprising then that some of the participants are very carehrl in

social settings and, like Jackie, ptect themselves against unsolicited opinions.
Although the participants' interpretations of their Jewish experience vary greatly,
one similar theme emerges. Being Jewish,and especWy being Jewish and intermarried,
involves a struggle. The sbruggle involves attempting to reconcile who they were in the
past with who they are now, as well as working out why they will be in the htune.

Before marrying a nonoJew, Jewish reality was more opaque. Although somequestioned
their Jewish identities, they had the option of blending in with a Jewish community,

unnoticed. Iirtennarriage made them more visible among Jews, placing them in a more
transparent world. Marxhge to a non-Jew placed them in a situation where they were

perceived as outsiders in their own world, while not being fully accepted in their
husbands' non-Jewish world. They inhabit a "no-woman's land."
How are Jewish women's self-pe~ceptiomaffected by intermprrloge?

Some of the women found this question difficuIt to answer. I tried to keep the
question vague in order for the participants to formulate their own interpretations. Jackie
was the only one who a

n d the question with, .Yes, definitely.' She has accepted

that her marriage to a nonoJew separates her from other Jews. She acknowledged that
her mixed mafriage has shaped her perception of herself. It was clear that this question

had touched on an emotional issue for her. She changed the subject of self-perceptions

to a description of the lengths to which she goes to ensure that her children have a
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'genuine' Jewish upbdnging. After regreading the transcript, and re-listening to the

tape, I reassured myself that I had not asked the question in a threatening or judgemental

way. Yet she felt the n e d to defend herself. As she put it, 'I do get points for trying.'

In contemporary society, women often ftel the need to defend themselves.
Women who work often f e l the need to mwun themselves that they are stiU good
mothers. Women who are married may still be uneasy about having dreams and
ambitions which do not cornspond to their husbands'. For many women it is a struggle

to balance their own needs and perceptions with those of others, if they are able to
sqarate whose needs are whose. For the woman who has intermarried, it is often

necessary to validate conflicting perceptions of herself. She may be too Jewish for her
husband, but not Jewish enough for the community.
Carol had an interesting way of responding to the question about sew-perception.

Referring to other Jewish people, she said, "It affects their perception of me, not my

perception of myself.' She also added that she does not lilre other people to have
'mi~perceptions"of her. In other words, her perception of herself as a Jew is clear, but
she is bothered that other Jews may see her as "diluted"or "lesscommitted.' Since we
all live in a social context, it would be reasanable to expect that others' perceptions of
us colour our self-perceptions.

Beth was also awace of others' perceptions of her. Her first reaction was that her

self-perception is not affected by her marri4ge to a nonoJew. However, the tone of her
words expressed something else. It was extremely important for her to let me know that

she was different f h m other Jews and that she prefers it that way. Many of the
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stereotypes about Jews seem to have found their way into Beth's consciousness. Stereo-

types about Jewish men's king successfbl and boring, and about Jewish women's being
pampered and selfish are based on h a own experience and interaction with the Jewish

community. While she takes pride in her rebellious attitudes and life-choices, she also

clearly identifies herself as a Jew, as a J&whh nbel. H a c d c t s are far fnrm resolved.
Berger and Luckmann suggest that problems sometimes occur "because of subjective

difficulties the individual may have internalizing the socially agreed-upon meanings" @.
82). Although each experience is diffint, the women here have strayed from Jewish
agreed-upan meanings. If their husbands live by the majority society's reality, then the

women fPU short in an additional set of expectations.
Gila also answered that ha marriage to a non-Jew did not affect her own self-

perception. Howewr, when she thought about it a little more she realized that if
anything, her husband's non-participation in Jewish life made her more 'staunch" in her
Jewishness. It stmgthened her sense of being Jewish. If her children were going to be

raised as Jews it WBS up to h a to take the responsibility. Some of the other participants
also said that being intermarried has not affected their sew-perceptions. Yet they also

explained that they are more committed to bdng Jewish now than Wore they were

married. These women's se*perceptions about being more 'staunch" in their Jewishness

contradicts previous analysts' assumptions about intermarriage. Ratha than being the

"final strawa in assimilation, inkmamiage is sometimes the site of a renewed
comrnitmcnt to Jewish identity.

Marriage to a non-Jew seemed to be a catalyst in their perceptions of themselves
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as Jews. Before marriage it was possible to take their Jewishness for granted. It was
possible to just "be Jewish." Intermarriage put them in a position where a conscious
decision had to be made about how that Jewish dimension would be enacted. These

women perceive themselves as active participants in their own destinies. My sense was
that in spite of their conflicts,intermatriage has been an empowering experience for these

women. They have had to make conscious decisions about who they are for themse1ves

as well as how they want to be perceived by others.

How do Jewish women enact their situatiom to form plausible environments?
Most of us go about our lives in what we consider to be a sensible fashion. Part

of this process is linked to what went on before us and to what other people consider to

be reasonable. Usually we do not pause to analyze this process in our lives until there
is an interruption of some sort (Weick, 1995). Major Life events such as marriage, child-

birth, illness and death may cause us to reevaluate or question our values. When the
interruption has passed and ldjustments have been made, we go on with our lives.

The accounts of these women speak of continual adjustments and readjustments.
Intermarriage adds another layer to the already multi-layered process of reformulating

meanings. Life transitions become more complex and everyday life is not taken for
granted. The women in this study have made an effort to examine their values closely

and have confnrnted what it means to them to be Jewish. Being Jewish holds a different

meaning for each woman.
What is striking about these stories is how these women have constructed their

own lives. They have held fast to their Jewish identities. For each woman,maintaining

138

her Jewish identity was an unwritten condition of the maniage contract -a prenuptid
agreement. Marriage is often the moment when couples choose to erase the seams of
their lives which separate them. For these women,however, it seems that marriage was

the time to d e h e the boundaries of their selves.
The participants' stories meal a reconstruction of Jewish boundaries within the

marriage. In order to fonn a plausible environment, these women have mated and
maintained a bwndary around their Jewish identities. In this way they can perceive
themselves as Jews even if the rest of the community does not share that perception. We

are reminded here of Banh's (1969) attention to the maintenance of ethnic boundaries as
part of the 'old ethnicity.' What is different here is the more permeable nature of the

participants' boundaries. Non-Jewish husbands arc permitted to pass through.
The prenuptial agreement included raising their children as Jews. Only with these
issues settled did the marriage proceed. A plausible environment for these women means
living as Jews. For some that means hep'ing a kosher home and religious obsewance.

For others, a symbolic connection such as a mezuzah on the door and the celebration of

some Jewish holidays is adequate. Continuity of Jewish traditions is important to all of
the participants, particularly where it concans their children. They have taken on most

of the responsibility for their children's Jewish upbringing. Providing a Jewish setting
for their children has bear critical to enacting a plausible environment. Some chose to

send their children to Hebrew schools, while othas chose b educate their children in
their own way. After having children, the awareness and enactment of Jewish traditions
beuune more important. For some, their children's Jewish education has led to a greater
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connection to Jewish life.
For the womm whose husbands are supportive of incorporating Jewish traditions

in the home, the enactment of a plausible environment is easier. Only one woman,

Ellen,described her husband as hostile towards maintaining a Jewish home. Interestingly, he was the only spouse who actuaily converted to Judaism. He was also the only
husband in this study who left the marriage. Although men did not attribute the break-

up of their marriage to her husband's or h a own attitudes towards Judaism, she also

expressed a sense of relief that she is able to be as Jewish as she wants since the
separation. Most of the participants accepted their husbands' level of participation in
Jewish life whether it was high or low. Yet many of them admitted that it would make

them extremely happy if their husbands chose to convert. Regardless of their husbands'
lack of interest, these women remain committed to their Jewish identities. A husband's
disinterest may be a source of sadness and loss, but they accept this as part of the

bargain.
Most of the participants described Christmas as a disruption of their plausible
Jewish environments. Christmas presents difficulties for many people who do not take

part in the seasonal festivities. In our culture, those who do not participate in joy of

Christmas are o h likened to Dickens' Saooge. For Jews who may be sensitive to the
stemtype of "cheapness," Christmas sometimes exacerbates the difficulty. Even for
those who do celebrate Christmas, the season is often fraught with family tensions or the

pressure to spend money. For Jewish women married to non-Jews, the Christmas season
mrns to represent an attack on the boundaries they have carefully constructed around

140

their identities. Community, ethnic, or personal boundaries seem to dissolve. Most of
them make some concession to Christmas. Many acknowledge the importance of
Christmas to their husbands and their in-laws. They negotiate the details painstakingly:
whether or not to have a tree; how long the tree should be displayed; presents or no

presents. Some have eliminated Christmas celebrations completely. Christmas is the
most difficult time of the year, when trying to mainlain a plausible environment.
I suspect that the turmoil experienced at Christmas time is only an exaggerated

representation of the ambivalence and alienation experienced throughout the rest of the
year. Christmas is a concrete reminder of the difficult choices these women have made.
Christmas separates women in mixed marriages even further from the Jewish community.

It is a time when they may feel cut off from their familes and other Jews. At the same

time they may fed isolated or invisible when they compromise by taking part in
Christmas celebrations. It is a reminder that they do not really fit in either world.

The stories of these women illustrate how essential the presence of some form of
Jewish life is to these women's sense of well-being. It is clear that intermarriage is not

necessady an indication that those who intermarry place "low value on the socio-culturai
integrity of their ethnic groupw(Bym et al., 1993). The apposite seems to be true.
Their own Jewish identities and the transmission of Jewish values to their children seem
to be among the central organizing themes of their lives. Ethnicity, as it has been
constructed in the litemture, does not adequatdy describe personal experience. The "old
ethnicity" is concerned with ascription and boundary maintenance of ethnic groups. The

"new ethnicity" views ethnic identity as symbolic and situational in a fragmented world.
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Both constcuctions ignore the deep-rooted private meanings of ethnic identity for

individuals.

WHAT'S THEORY GOT TO DO WITH IT?
As mentioned earlier (Chapter 2, p. 9), Rerger and Luckmann emphasize that

theoretical thought is only a small part of what passes for "knowledge." Theories of
ethnicity have defined subjective ethnic identity as pefsonal choice, and objective ethnic

identity as concerned with ascription and group boundaries. There are also "assimilationist" theodes and 'surYivalist" theories (Chapter 2, p. 15). More recently theories of
"old ethnicity" and 'new ethnicity" have surEaced (Chapter 2, p. 16). AU of these

theories have been valuable in recording the behaviour of ethnic groups. My research,

however, suggests that behaviour and personal meaning are not always consistent.

Looking at behaviow alone does not tell us enough about how ethnic identity is woven
into individual personal lives. Studying ethnic practices does not necessarily lead to a

be$ter understanding of what it means to live in a multicultural society.

Ethnographic intaviews provide a way of delving under the sudace of cultural
behaviour. Interpretation is always shaped by one's own culture, thus it is important that

the researcher account Tot his or her own bias and fnmework. I thought that describing

my own Jewish background and familiatity with Jewish attitudes towards intermarriage
was enough.

However, it was not until the research was done that I was able to

apprehend the meaning of my own constructed reality.
Spradley (1994) ernphahs that "rather than studying people," ethnography
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means 'learning from people"? @. 19). In addition to teaching me about intermamage,
the participants in this study have taught me much about my own Jewish identity. 1 have

learned what multiculturalism might really mean.
As I listened to the interviews and transcripts 1wondered, "Why do these women

want so much?" W h y is it so important to them to be recognized as Jews? I have also
w o n d d why it is so important for Quebec to be recognized as a distinct society. I
wondered why is it not important to me, to be recognized as distinctly Jewish. It was
only then that I began to understand my own constmction of reality. I started to wonder
instead, why I have asked for so little.

Growing up with images of pogroms and the Holocaust, I was satisfied with just
blending in. I did not want to be distinctive. As long as no one persecuted or killed me,
that was good enough. I have been able to live my life with only occasional personal

experiences of anti-Semitism. That too, has been good enough. The women in this
study have taught me how they feel about their Jewishness, how it both enriches their

lives and causes them pain at the same time. They ask a lot of themxlves and of others.

Perhaps I have not asked enough of myself. I have been content with being an invisible
Jew because it provides me with the illusion of safety

-the illusion of a coherent home.

This illusion ha0 blinded me to the reality of others. My own backdrop of fear has

limited my perception of the fear that others may fel.
I do not expect that I will now become a more committed and visible Jew after

hearing these women's stories. What I do expect is that I will become more aware of

the distortions and constrictions 1have created in my own construction of reality. Just
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because I have chosen the safety of ambivalence and invisibility does not mean I should
expect others to do the same.

I realize now that I held certain assumptions about Jewish women in mixed
marriages.

I expected that they wodd be less encumbad by ethnic identity and

obligation. In most cases, the opposite was trw. I also learned that I have the luxury
of remaining ambivalent about my own Jewish identity because of my husband's

commitment to maintaining a Jewish home and raising Jewish children. The women in
this study do not have that luxury.
I learned that marriage is indeed a bargain. Most couples probably have some

awareness of marriage as a bargain, but it is often clouded by romantic notions and
societal affirmations of conformity. The women in this study, however, seemed to

recognize the impIications of their decision to marry, from the start. Maniage to a nunJew does not conform to Jewish community expectations. Affirmation for their choices
had to come fkom within.

In listening to their stories, I tried to imagine myself in their lives. Herein lies
the diffefence between quantitative and qualitative research. I have never imagined

myself as a statistic. Hearing individual stories provides us with an opportunity to
imagine mother's life. Theories about people based on statistics do not allow us to
imagine or create other possibilities.
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IMPLICATIONS

The implications of this research are probably most profound for the participants
involved. The opportunity to tell their stories has provided an outlet for them to express
the difficulties of in-e.

Seeing the stories of others in a similar situation, they

may remgnbe that these stories are part of the Jewish "conceptual currency."

Intam8rria$e among Jews is a fact of life that need not be seen as a blight.
The stories told here also have implications for all women. Ethnic identity is only
one example of what might be important to individual women. The participants in this

research have shown how the quest for awareness has enabled them to live fuller lives.
The women in this study have worked to become conscious of who they are, which has
allowed them to enact their lives in a meaningful way. Moving into consciousness is

necessary in every aspect of sesperception.

If one does not know who she is or who

she wants to be, it is difficult to have a direction of one's own. The women in this study
have shown the importance of constructing effective boundaries around one's identity.

Too often women have no boundaries at all or boundaries that are surrendered too easily.
There are also implications for Jewish communities. These stories encourage a
more inclusive understanding of Jewish struggles. If intermarriage is increasing, then

perhaps the topic should be included in the Jewish curriculum in a non-judgemental way.
This research may also provide insights about why intermarried couples are not as active

in the Jewish community as endogamous couples. Perhaps they are not recognized as
nal Jews. Many of the stories here suggest that intamvriage is often a reason for an

increased commitment to Judaism. A more welcoming and inclusive attitude may benefit
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Jewish communities,

This reseafch contributes to the study of ethnicity as well as the study of other
sacial phenomena. The descriptive nature of this resuuch helps to fill in the gaps that
s u m y and census data lave untold. If ten i n m e d women challenge previous

assumptions about elhnic identity, then there are likely many social issues that would
benefit from a subjective ethnographic approach. It is clear that quantitative research
does not tell the whole story.

Questions are also raised about multiculturalism. It is possible that the policy of
multiculturalism has contributed to a social climate of greater tolerance for ethnic and

racial groups. Multiculturalpolicy legislates that we must behave 'as thoughwwe respect
and recognize ethnic and racial differences. W e are also encouraged to act 'as thoughw
we are committed to a unified Canada. W e must ask ourselves whether behaving "as

though" is good enough. And do we dare ask for more? The stories of these
intermarried Jewish women illustrate that they do not have weakened ethnic ties.
Analysts have assumed that khaving "as though" ethnicity is unimportant is a true

indication of private meaning. The participants' stories illustrate the difficulty in

negotiating diversity even when people love each other and are committed to a positive

outcome. Perhaps this should alert us to the fact that in order to have a truly
multicultural society, tolerance must first be achieved at a deeply personal level.

This is not an easy task. The objectified reality of a society is inextricably
intertwined with individual subjective reality. Ethnicity may indeed be 'situational,'

"symbolic,"and winstrumental,"but not on the surface level, as the 'new ethnicity"
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suggests.

If these women were not in mixed marriages, perhaps they would not feel the

same need to be recognized as distinctly Jewish.

But that is their situation. The

Canadian situation is a pluralist society. Our realities are constructed, in part, by this

multicultural situation. Before we can accept and remgnke diversity, we must hrst
attempt to understand how we have situated ourselves.
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APPENDIX
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Age?

Education?
work?
Children? How many? Ages?

Did you grow up in a Jewish community? What city?
Are both your parerrts Jewish?
W a e Jewish customs observed in your family?
Did your family attend synagogue? What branch of Judaism: Orthodox,
Conservative, Reform?
Did you attend Hebrew School?
Did you belong to any Jewish youth organizations?
Were your childhood fiiends mostly Jewish?
Did you receive any messages about intermprriage while you were growing up?
What kind? From whom?
Was religion an issue for you when dating boys?
Wos there a reaction from your family andlor fiiends if you dated non-Jewish
boys? What kind?

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

How long have you ken married?
Was his being non-Jewish an issue for you in your decision to m a . ?If so, why?
Was there any discussion abut conversion?
Would his converting make a diff'ce to you? In what way?
Does his being non-Jewish cause stress in your muriage?
Does his being non4ewish affect your seKperception?

17.
18.
19.
20.

Are your children being nised as Jews?
In what way? Schooling? Eolidays?
Is this a source of conflict?
Are there expectations of you as a Jewish mother? From family? From
community?

IV Jewbh Customs and Holidays
Do you obswe Jewish customs in your home? Which ones?
Is the observance of Jewish customs a source of conflict in your home?
Do you observe non-Jewish holidays?
Is the observance of non-Jewish holidays a some of confiict?
Does the observance or non-obsc~anceof Jewish customs and holidays affect
how Jewish you feeC,

V Jewish Community
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

32.

Do you attend synagogue? An you a member? Which branch?
Does your marriage to a non-Jewish man affect which synagogue you attend?
Are you involved in community organizations?
Are you involved in volunteer work?
Do you socinlize within the Jewish community?
Do you have a network of fdends in the community?
Does your marriage to a non-Jewish man aEect your community involvement?
How?

YI Family
33.

Do you perceive fvniy expectations ftom your parents about being Jewish as an

adult? (i.e. marriage, childrearing, community involvement, holiday and custom

observance)
34.

What part (if any) do your parents and other family members play in your selfperception as a Jewish woman?

