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Introduction
In all honesty. this is not something I wanted to write. I did not envision spending the bulk of
my senior year of college behind a computer screen writing a hundred-page thesis. But like many
other scholars. I found myself insatiably curious on my topic of choice — the “true” reason behind
problems in contentious Jewish intermarriages. The more I learned, the more | was compelled to shed

light on the rampant misconceptions of those “true” reasons. From my own vantage point as a young

Jew —and. I admit. a very subjective one — it scemed as though my own family was the foremost

promulgator of the misconceptions for the reasons for problematic Jewish intermarriages. The

ultimate motivating force behind this thesis was their insistence that the different backgrounds of

each spouse will likely result in the doom of that marriage. | have been on the oppoesing end of that

insistence since 2006. when the whole argument started one night in October:

“l don’t like kosher cakes. They're drv.” Those were the words that 1gnited the argument that

has plagued my voung adulthood for the better part of a decade. There was nothing cxtraordinary

about this particular Shabbai, the mandatory day-of-rest in the Jewish religion. As was standard. a

cake was brought to the table after dinner. whereupon 1 declined the offer of a slice. Even more

v pical. my aunt teased me: if not cake. then what would | eat at my wedding? | countered, “Who

savs I'm going to have a Jewish wedding?”

Boom. It truly felt as though an apocalypse landed in my grandmother’s apartment building.

The room grew silent as the fifieen or so individuals who had been playing backgammon or watching

television. or drinking chai and gossiping, directed their attention towards my mother in anticipation

of her response 1o such heresy. Unsurprisingly, the rest of the evening was spent trying to convince

me that intermarriage would be a mistake 1 would regret — vociferously, | might add. This may read

like a run-on-the-mill “younger-generation opposes tradition of older-generation” kind of story — but

this was a real experience. And it is one experienced by many other young Jews in contemporary
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Amienca ” Other Jews, who have introduced the possibility of intcrmarriage. have been reprimanded

much like | was that evening.

Fhit reprimanding would turn into an argument that would be rehashed almost every Shahbat
night: My prandmothier, alviays the first 10 stan. would remind me that “imemarrizge is forbidden in
the Torah.™ Wrong Technically. the Torah forbids marriage with members af tribes sohes des ot
helweve in Him. By that definition. Christiuns and Mustims are A-OK. An uncle vould follov szving.
“Whatever the Torah commands. Jewish intermarriages don't vrork — the divorce rzie is higher.” Healf
true. The divorce rate for Jewish intermarriagres appraximaltely 32 percent - may be higher than
that for in-marriages  approximately 17 percent - but that means approximately G5 percent. or the
majority. of intermarriages do not end in divorce.” Another uncle would insist. “You sct the cxample
for all your younger cousins, 1§ you marry out, they might follow suit. and vou will break up this
tamily.” False? That iv an unverifiable conjecture. My mother would chime in. ~I'm going 10 kill
mysclf if you intermarry.”

Suicidce threats included. these somewhat cxasperating weekly routines leancd tow ards the
comical rather than the stressful. for they were hypothetical in nature. As might be expected
howecver. these hypothetical arguments Jost their humorous charm in time. with no real evidence 1o
support either side. Over time. it appeared as though my family members were more inferesied in

inculcating me with their opinions rather than discussing the truth of the matier. Lver the recalcitrant

' Throuughout this thesis. the term America will be used synonymously with the United Stztes - not any other North
American or South American country,

> The last ime this was measured was in the Jate 19405 in a Jewish Data Bank population study from 19%42-19%7,
Bam A. Kosmin. ¢t al.. Intermarriage: Divorce & Remarriage among American Jews 1942-19%7. Nonh American
qu.i:,h Data Bank. Family Research Series No. F. August 1989. 1 and 14, Coroborating that evidence is 2 nationally
representative survey conducted by the polling firm YouGov in 2010 that had similar reles for cxogzmous Jewish
marriage divorces (35%;) and endogamouws ones (16%). The small sample of Jews in that poll prevent us from
making definitive conclusions. but the similarily in rates suggest that they are approximately correct. Nzomi
Schacfer Riley. “Interfaith Unfons: A Mixed Blessing.™ Jhe New York Times. April 5. 2013 aceeswed February 26,
2014, hlln'f!t.-;s-. w0y limes.com/2013/04N6/epinian/interigith-marridecs-z-mixed-blesine himl? -0

* Jewish mothers have a history of emploey ing the threal of suicide 1o prevent (or varn) their children from doing
something. Like them. my mother is only hall-joking. Such mothers really mean that their child’s intermarriage
would make them so depressed they would have suicidal thoughts.




leenager, my stance became more obstinate by the week. Occasionally accompanied by a younger
family member, I insisted that there was no reason why intermarriage should not be acceptable and
that it is not prone to discord, while the elders of the family argued the opposite. Despite the years of

“debate.” neither my camp’s opinion nor theirs had budged. If either of us were going to sway the

opinion of the other. there needed to be some facts.

My first fact-finding spree returned inconvenient results: the evidence from a wide variety of
disciplines seems to verify that religiously €xogamous marriages are not as successful as

endogamous ones.? Naomi Schaefer Riley, a former Wall Street Journal editor who herself lives in

an intermarriage. came to that conclusion after conducting a national survey in conjunction with in-

depth interviews of married and once-married couples. sociologists, counselors. and clergymen.’ Of

the observed sociological experiments regarding the happiness of interfaith marriages. all seemed to

confirm that conclusion.® And the fact that there are so many advice books and workshops for

interfaith couples. especially Jewish-Christian ones, corroborates this notion. However. there is not a

consensus as to why these intermarriages have not been as successful as their counterparts. This

initiated my second faci-finding spree.

It was equally futile. Many Jewish lcaders have claimed. for quite a few decades now. that

intermarriage is unlikely to be successful because of the differences in the religious and cultural

* An ~unsuccessful” marriage will be defined as a marriage that does not meet the standards of the spouses
ty pically marriages that were unhappy. or became separated or divorced. ldeally. there would be well done
numerous studies with statistics on the harmony of intermarriages. but come in few numbers and |
dccades —there are none (that 1 found) which specifically study Jewish-American intermarriage either. which is w hy
this thesis refers to divoree rates as the next best baromeler ol an unsuccessiul marriage. in conjunction with case
studics of intermarried individuals, With regards to the time frame of this thesis. there was a change in the criteria by
which a marriage was judged to be successtul. around the turn of the twenticth century. or perhaps sooner for people
in high society. So the qualities of an “unsuccessful marriage really depend on the couple. For some. a lack of
financial stability or social acceptance would mean an unsuccessful marriage (institutional criterion). while for
others an emotionally unsatisfying conjugal relationship would mean an unsuccessful marriage (companionate
criterion). It is possible (and even common) for the success of a marriage o be judged by both institutional and
companionate criteria. Marilyn Coleman. et al.. Family Life in 20°"-Century America. (Wesliport. Conneclicut:
Greenwood Press. 2007). 16.

* Naomi Schacler Riley. “7il Faith Do Us Part: How Interfaith Marriage is Transforming America (New York.
Oxlord University Press. 2013).

“ Heer. 1974. Alston. et al.. 1976. Bumpass and Sweel. 1972. Glenn. 1982. Reiss. 1980.
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backgrounds between the spouses. ‘This idea has been reiterated since 1944, when Montreal®s Temple
Emanu-el was told “Peaple ol similar backgrounds economically, socially, and religiously have a
better chanee of having a suceesstul union than those whose backgrounds are dissimilar.”” It still
appears in contemporary arguments such as in Doron Kornbluth's 2003 book Why Marry Jewish? in
which he asserts “divergent religious and cultural herilages pose serious challenges to intermarried
couples and lead o significantly higher rates of divoree.””

This theory has been the principal reasoning against inlerimarriage for the better part of the
last hundred years. But, what il one shared the same culture as one’s spouse? What il the American
culure adopted important aspects ol the Jewish culture? That is evidently the case as America has
become philo-Semitic in the last half=century. The United States® entertainment industry — one
assessment ol mainstream popular culture — has become littered with elements of Jewish humor,
which is most evident on the screen (Seinfeld, Curb Your Iinthusiasm, and any Woody Allen film to
name a few). The FHolocaust has been a popular film genre that has generated many award winning
[itms hailed by bolh American audiences and critics; in addition, it is an imporiant event reviewed in
primary and sccondary schools acroess the couniry, Jewish delicatessens have become a staple of
American urban centers. Clearly, the dominant popular culture in the United States has adopted
several lacels ol Jewishness — and “essential™ ones at that. According 1o a 2013 Pew study on the
American Jewry, 73 percent of American Jews believe that remembering the FHolocaust is “essential
to being Jewish,” lollowed by 42 percent who believe having a good sense of humor is important.
and 14 percent who think eating traditional foods is fundamental 1o being Jewish.” It would not be an

overstatement (o say Lhat to a cerlain extent Jewish culture has pervaded mainstream America. That.

7 paul Spickurd, Mixed Blood: Intermarriage and Fthnic Ideniity in Teentieth Century America. (Madison. The
Universily of Wisconsin Press. 1989). 189,

# Doron Kornbluth. Why Marry Jewish? Surprising Reasons for Jews to Marry Jews (Southfield. Michigan: Targum
Press. Ing., 2003). 45.

Y A Portrair of Jewish Americans: Iindings from a Pew Research Center Survey of ULS, Jews (Washington D.C..
Pew Research Center, 2013), 535. accessed on October 5. 2013, hup://pewrsr.ch/16INSLU4.




then implies that cultural differences may not be a serious issuc il both partners are subsumed in
mainstream America, since there secems to have been generations of mutual assimilation.

By the same token, it seems logical to surmise that religion would not be an issue of
contention for irreligious couples. As it turns out, a significant portion of American Jews do not
identily with the Jewish religion. A 2013 Pew Center Study on the identity of American Jews
demonstrated that 22 percent of them are Jews of no religion, which the study categorized as “people
who describe their religion as atheist, agnostic or *nothing in particular’ but who were raised Jewish
or had a Jewish parent and who still consider themselves Jewish aside from religion.”!? Since a
substantial portion of the American Jewry is irreligious and culturally American. marrying someone
who is also irreligious and culturally American presumably should not send up any red flags.

Doron Kornbluth, however, disagrees with that conclusion as he elaborates in his book - a
small five-by-seven-inch paperback drowned in conjectures. That little nugget is .rny mother’s
version of a pocket dictionary. Any time she nceds an example for why imern'rarriage does not work,
that is her go-to. The only reason it is worth any mention is that it is widely circulated among
Southern California Jewish households — apparently it serves as other people’s pocket dictionaries
too. The book attempts (o validate the cultural and rcligious difference theory, yet hardly any of the
examples in its defense were convincing, since many of them were not even examples of a Jewish
intermarriage but of some other type of inlermarriage. Kornbluth apparently thought it apt to include
examples of Mormon-Christian or Protestant-Catholic interfaith marriages in a book subtitled
Surprising Reasons For Jews to Marry Jews, which encapsulates the absurdities found in this book.
A premise for his second chapter was that word-association games can reveal a person’s true feelings

and he included one example of a lewish-Christian couple’s therapy session which cmployed that

technique.” This was the couple’s reaction: appalled that her Jewish husband linked the words

10 et “The iner i i iof
In fact. *The increase in Jews of no religion appears to be

D Lax 1€ inc : ; part o' a broader trend in American life ‘eme
away [rom aftiliation with organized religious groups.™ © the movement

A Portraijt of Jewish A mericeans, 32.



“lesus™ and “eross™ Lo “fake™ and “idolatry,” she commented it was “no wonder™ his “pecople” get
into so much trouble. In livid reaction to her referencing Jews as “you people,” the husband retorted
by labeling her and her family as anti-Semitic. From examples like this, Kornbluth deduces that some
couples in love can convince themselves that they could be happy together despite “serious obstacles
in the way.” It is true that many couples gloss over their partner’s incompatible characteristics — in
this case the couple’s different religions were those incompatible traits. But that “until this
encounter” this couple did not realize that they wanted “nothing to do,” with each other’s religions,
which came four years into their marriage, really seems like an exceptional case. " Whether or not
this example is an outlier or common for most of the population, it is clear that the couple’s
substandard communication skills were part of the problem, at least as much as their religious
differences. if not more. A person who hurls negative comments directed at his significant other,
especially epithets, will only harm his relationship. But Kornbluth never accounts for the possibility
of bad communication skills in any of his examples, despite the fact that experts on marital
relationships belicve it to be “the heart” of martial distress. 12 Kornbluth’s book is litiered with
examples that were really only snippets of an exchange between an intermarried couple and pretends
that just that little bit is enough to demonstrate that the problems in that given relationship were
linked to intermarriage — which is really an incredible disservice to the complexity and
interdependent nature of a relationship.

In sum, that is the way the entire book is written, which is worth discussing because so many
Jewish parents might reiterate the faulty logic that Kornbluth employed throughout the book. He
included the aforementioned example in a chapter titled, “How Jewish Are You?” which makes the

case that a personal attachment to Jewishness grows with age; therefore, marrying someone who is

" Kornbluth. 20.

12 »Cammunication is the heart ol marital distress.” Chris Segrin and Jeanne Flora, Family Comnnnication. 2™ cd.
(New York: Routledge, 2011). 237.
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not Jewish might seem unproblematic ata young age. but as i person ages and becomes 1

attached to his backaround he might develop an antagonistic relationship with his non-Jewish spouse

in regards to religion (i.e. the man in the example was sensitive to the phrase “you people.” and
concluded that he wanted “nothing to do with Christianity 7). Howewver. Kornbluth writes that this
encounter. and the man's subsequent epiphany of his attachment to Judaism. happened lour years
into their marriage. 1t seems far-fetehed that a persen could develop so strong an attachment to his
roots that in four vears he would go from not caring it'he will spend the rest of his life with a
Christian 1o shouting ~1 want nothing to do with Christianity!™ We do not know this fora fact. but

then again that is because Kornbluth does not tell us. And that is the problent with most of the book

sives only snippets of scenarios with no citations or context. which fail 1o convince the reader of

-
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his point and ignore the plethora of questions the snippet invokes, ™ Mavbe there is something (o say
about an age-related attachment to one’s background. but » hatever it is Korabluth is not saying it.
and the subsequent chapters of the book follow the same pattem.

Nacrally. after reading Wy Marry Jowish? (which 1 found on my bed one day — a perfect
example of my mother’s subtlety) 1 remained unconvinced that religious and cultural differences
were the problem that explained higher dissatislaction rates in Jewish intermarrages. The theory
seemed to become further invalid against copious examples ol couples whose marriages thrived.
despite being from difterent religious and cultural backgrounds. The difference theory proved a
deficient lens for garnering a clear focus of intermarital problems. Contributing to my
incredulousness was the lact that religious and cultural dilTerences are not considered a reason for
American divorce. even though it would be plausible given the American population’s diversity.

Morcover. the contemporary divorce rate in the United Stalcs is between 40 and 50 percent

13 Most of the examples (of a liery verbal exchange between an inlermarricd couple) were only several lines fong.
and without an addendum it would be impossible Tor the reader to check the source of these exampices to see i5the
were taken out of context.














































































































































































































































































