
Calvin Goldscheider

Dr. Goldscheider is Professor of Judaic Studies and

Sociology at Brown University, and directs its graduate
program in Modern Jewish Society and Politics. He has
authored several works on the sociological and demo-
graphic aspects of ethnic groups in Israel and the United
States.

FAMILY CHANGES AND THE CHALLENGE
TO AMERICAN ORTHODOXY:
THE IMPLICATIONS OF RECENT
SOCIAL SCIENCE DATA*

Major changes in the American Jewish family over the last several
decades challenge the future of the American Jewish community, in
general, and the organized Orthodox community, in particular.
While family changes affect non-Jews as well as Jews, the non-

Orthodox as well as the Orthodox, they are particularly problematic
for a community that has been characterized by traditional patterns
of family structure and familism. They may be even more threatening
for the segment of the community that maintains high levels of
religious commitments and emphasizes the centrality of religious
rituals and values. Often the Orthodox have viewed family issues as
problems for "other" Jews and have assumed that the family
orientation of Orthodox Judaism is a protective cushion against the
negative impact of modern social patterns on the family. However,
there is no justification for complacency among the Orthodox. The
family patterns emerging among American Jews described by this
paper suggest that Orthodox Jews are not immune to a series of new
family problems in America. The implications of these patterns

*This is a revised version of an invited paper presented at the Rabbinic Alumni Convention of
the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary, October, 1985. Rabbis R. Hirr and Y.

Rosenbaum encouraged me to articulate my social science position to an unfamiliar forum.
Comments by Professor Frances K. Goldscheider, anonymous reviewers, and the editor were
helpful in sharpening my focus.
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highlight the challenges to the Orthodox of the growing proportions
of Jews who are not in families,

This paper reviews family patterns of American Jews and the
American Jewish Orthodox-what is, not what should be; what most
communities are like, not the exceptions nor the individual cases.
The descriptions are based on a careful and systematic sifting of the
evidence among the variety of communities in America. The evidence
and my interpretations have their own limitations, but few social
scientists will disagree with the fundamental facts about American
Jewish family changes and how these changes may impact on the
Jewish community, (The overall data are derived, in part, from the
detailed statistical analysis contained in Goldscheider, 1986a.)

I refer here and throughout this paper to the general Orthodox
community, integrated and acculturated in American society, The
Orthodox are those who define and identify themselves as Orthodox,
attend Orthodox synagogues and observe Shabbat and Kashrut
regulations, (For a general discussion of types of Orthodox see
Heilman and Cohen, 1986.) While there remains some variation and
ambiguity in the extent of "religiosity" or "orthodoxy" among those
included in the empirical category "Orthodox," most of the family
issues highlighted in this paper characterize all segments of American
Jewry, including the Orthodox defined in this manner. Some of the
patterns that will be described and some of the issues that will be
outlined may apply less to Jews who arc self-segregated, inward-
turning, exclusionary, and non-acculturated, personified by but not
limited to Hasidim. We have much less accurate information about
this end of the Orthodox continuum.

What are these family patterns that are so problematic for
American Jews and for the Orthodox? I focus on five particular
aspects of family changes, They are interrelated but each has its own
specific features,

THE STABILITY OF FAMILIES

There has been an increase in rates of divorce and family dissolution,
as choice over marital selection increases and the basis for selection
changes. There has clearly been an increase in the emphasis on

individual satisfaction in marriage. Although the level of family
stability among the Orthodox remains higher than among the non-
Orthodox, there has been an increase in divorce among all segments
of the Jewish community-young and old, poor, middle class and
wealthy, non-Orthodox and Orthodox. Estimates of the rate of
divorce for the American Jewish population vary, but the percent
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ever-divorced is likely to be between i 5 and 20 percent of the ever-
married; among the Orthodox it is likely to be somewhat less-
between 8 and io percent, depending on the community, the age of
the population, and the definition of the Orthodox (see Cohen, 1983;
Goldscheider, i 986a; Cherlin and Celebuski, i 983). This level of
divorce probably represents a doubling for all groups over the last
quarter of a century. In large part, the rise in the divorce rate does

not necessarily imply the rejection of the family as an institution or of
family life in general. In the overwhelming majority of cases,

divorced men remarry, and most divorced women remarry. So
divorce is a reaffirmation of the priority of personal happiness, not
necessarily a rejection of the institution of marriage per se.

Concerns in the Orthodox world have properly been focused on
the halakhic implications of divorces among the Orthodox and the
broader implications of non-halakhic divorces among the non-
Orthodox and their children, But by concentrating mainly on the
halakhic issues and focusing on individual conflict and politics,
Orthodox leaders have often missed another important implication
of the divorce increase: the potential religious alienation of the
divorced. This potential results from the non-family status of the
divorced. The integration as non-family members of those who do
not remarry quickly, if at all, has been weak within the Orthodox
community. Neither the Orthodox nor the non-Orthodox have found
ways to religiously integrate the divorced within a family-oriented
religion. To approach the divorced with propositions of potential
marriage is not an adeq uate response. There are not always potential
spouses available or a desire among the divorced to remarry. Are
there no other, more creative ways, to integrate the divorced within
the religious community except by getting them married?

The reintegration of the divorced within the Orthodox com-
munity is therefore the first challenge. Divorce is not a new problem
at the individual level but it is a different problem in its contempo-
rary form because of the number of persons affected, adults and
children. As long as the rates of divorce among the Orthodox were
low and involved few children, the problem of the "religious" aliena-
tion of the divorced could be treated idiosyncratically and could

focus on the individuaL. When the proportion affected increases,
encompassing larger segments of the community, the issue of divorce
becomes a community concern and needs to be addressed at the
community leveL.

FAMILY SIZE

Jewish continuity and survival are related most fundamentally to the
reproduction of the next generation. Children form the links between
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the generations, The family-centeredness of the Jewish community,
of the Orthodox and non-Orthodox, has not in the last several
generations in America meant large family size (for a review see
Goldscheider, 1986b). Unlike in the more distant past, American
Jewish family size tends to be small, averaging around two children
per family, The evidence available suggests that completed family
size among young Jewish adults will remain at around population
replacement levels (Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1985), A careful
examination of the population projections presented in the American
Jewish YearBook that were based on reasonable assumptions about
fertility reveal short-run stability among American Jews. Most of the
more dramatic population declines cited from those projections are
based on assumptions about the long term demographic implications
of intermarriage rates and projected radical reductions in completed
family size. There is no basis to assume either pattern for the
Orthodox (or the American Jewish population as a whole).

Since small but demographically adequate family size character-
izes the Jewish community as a whole and the American Orthodox,
what, then, is the problem of low Jewish fertility? It is not the
reproduction of the Jewish community in the next generation. Nor is
the problem the use of halakhically objectionable contraceptives for
the regulation of the size and spacing of children. Either the halakha
has been defined broadly to include modern acceptable methods of
birth control or young Orthodox Jews have not been constrained by
halakhic considerations, Pre-marital, marital, and postmarital sexual
activities do not seem to be particularly problematic as "community"
issues. In addition, it is very unlikely that exhortations or policies to
encourage larger family size because of the "needs" of the Jewish
people or the "moral" commitment to replace victims of the
Holocaust carry much weight as efficient policy, On the whole, it is
likely to be a waste of time and energy to focus policy and allocate
resources for that issue, Indeed, such policies tend to be addressed to
the wrong people-those who are married and are having the number
of children that they want and that are sufficient for generational
replacement. Most people in America-Jews and non-Jews, Ortho-
dox and non-Orthodox-do not have small or large families for
ideological or policy-related reasons.

The major issue associated with the small family size of Ameri-
can Jews is much more profound: with the reduction of family size,
families have become less children-oriented and less family-centered,
More and more of the life cycle of individuals is spent in contexts
where the family defined in terms of children is not central and is not
time-consuming. If in the past, the average amount of time spent
having and raising children until the last child left home was almost
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35 years (from marriage through childbearing until the last born
child got married and left home), today it is likely to be around 20
years.

Combined, the patterns of divorce and low fertility suggest that
increasing numbers of Jews, Orthodox and non-Orthodox, arc
involved in non-children-oriented and non-family life styles. And this
pattern characterizes a greater proportion of the life cycle of
religiously committed Jews than ever before, Related to these is a
third family change that has similar consequences: changes in the

extent and timing of marriage,

MARRIAGE PATTERNS

In the past, marriage was universal for the Orthodox and the non-
Orthodox; almost all married and at relatively young ages, In the last
decade or so, major changes in the timing, and perhaps the extent, of
marriage have occurred among young American men and women,
Jews and non-Jews, Orthodox and non-Orthodox. While there are
no systematic data available showing that a large or significant
proportion of Jews never marry, there is evidence pointing to delayed
marriage among substantial proportions of the young adult Jewish
population, These timing changes have shifted the age at marriage
among young persons to the late 20's or early 30's.

The issue for those who marry late is often portrayed as
primarily a problem of fertility-marrying late may result in insuffi-
cient time to have the minimum number of children necessary for
demographic replacement. This concern seems largely misplaced.
The emerging pattern of both late marriage and late childbearing
which characterizes educated women in professional occupations is
sufficient for demographic replacement (Goldscheidcr and Gold-
scheider, 1985; Goldscheider, i 986a), and generational replacement
among Jews who marry late is likely to continue to occur. The
important implication of later marriage among Jews is not changes in
the timing and tempo of childbearing but it is again that a significant
and growing proportion of the early part of the family life cycle
among young Jewish adults is spent in non-family settings, Young
men and women who are in their late teens and early twenties and
who arc not married arc much less likely to live in their parents' home
or with other family members, They tend to live alone or with non-
family members, e,g" house-mates, Combining these living arrange-
ment patterns of leaving the parental home at an early age with
patterns of marriage and childbearing delayed until the late twenties
or even early thirties results in the emergence in the last decade of a
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new, historically unprecedented phenomenon: A major segment of
the life cycle of individuals is spcnt in non-family settings, These new
patterns reflect values of privacy, independence, autonomy, and
commitment to self, career, and learning, as well as the increasing
resources available to purchase independence.

How have we responded to this new phenomenon? One way,
conspicuously attempted by Jewish communal institutions and by
somc religious organizations that arc family-oriented, has been to
develop policies and programs to alter this life cycle pattern.
Programs have been designed to get people married. Such program-
ming, however, reinforces the norm that only those who are married
are full members of the religious community, Religious organizations
may be "successful" with the few who get married, but in the process
the non-married singles are being informed that they are deviant and
incomplete religiously-that religious experience is not whole for
them. They are being rejected because of their unmarried status, In
effect, the choice is being offered to become married or not to fit.
Thus, the increasing number of unmarried, for increasing propor-
tions of their life cycle, are not viewcd as part of the religious
community, For the long period of time between leaving the parental
home and establishing a new family, there appears to be no appropri-
ate religious community. Hence, the problem of dclaycd marriage is
not that people won't eventually marry but that they will spend their
time (unlike in the past) when they are not married in settings which
are neither family- nor child-centered.

HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURAL CHANGES

This view of the emerging period of time spent by young persons in
non-family or at least child-free settings as a result of changes in the
timing of marriage, increasing levels of divorce, small family size, and
delayed childbearing is reinforced by another set of changes affecting
family-centeredness. This issue relates to changes in the composition
of households and affects other stages of the life cycle. In particular,
an increasing proportion of time is being spent in households and
lifestyles which are less family-oriented for middle-aged and older
persons as welL. Because young Jewish adults usually leave home for
college and set up independent households of their own before they
marry rather than settling near their parents and starting a family,
their parent's home tends to be less family-oriented for longer periods
of time, Jewish men and women, even those who are marricd and
who have had children, arc exposed to an increasingly long period of
time not surrounded by children and family activities. The empty
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nest now starts earlier than ever before. For men in middle age, work
and religious institutional activities may become central. For women,
increasing attention in this life cycle stage focuses on non-family
activities, particularly labor force participation. No sustained reli-
gious programming has yet to emerge among the Orthodox to deal
with this emerging pattern among the middle-aged.

Moreover, added to this middle-life course phenomenon are
significant proportions of the older age segments of the Jewish
population who because of widowhood live alone. Average life
expectancy among Jewish women is 5-io years longer than for men,
Older people tend not to move in with their children or other family
members. They therefore do not extend households, but live by
themselves, Given the geographic mobility of their children, within
the United States and on occasion to Israel, more and more older
persons spend increasing proportions of their time in non-family

settings. What religious programming has been designed for these
people? The stress here is on the religious aspect, since social,
personal, and health services are more readily available. For older
women in non-family situations, as with middle-aged women in non-
children-centered social worlds, activities designed for women in
Orthodox synagogues are not likely to represent a "religious"
experience. Nor will the regular religious activities in synagogues
reinforce their sense of religious community or connect to the ways
they spend most of their time away from religious institutions.

This view of the changing structure of Jewish households

throughout the life cycle is a biographical view of households over
time, This perspective does not emphasize individuals at a point in
time, or the proportion in a community who arc not married or not
yet married, and does not describe small family size and delayed

childbearing in the abstract statistical context of demography. This
life cycle perspective points to one central finding: Increasing propor-
tions of the lives of American Jews and American Orthodox Jews
are spent in non:ramily-oriented and particularly in non-children-

oriented settings, We are not describing a rare or unusual pattern
characteristic of a small and insignificant segment of American
Jewry. These are not marginal people, nor are they deviant or
exceptionaL. They are an increasing number of American Jews, in the
mainstream. They represent the inevitable and structural outcome of
patterns of marriage, divorce, childbearing and household formation
that are deeply embedded in our community lives. They reflect our
American life styles, our social class and affuence, and our values
and culture. In short, the patterns represent significant dimensions of
American Orthodox Jewish life. They do not reflect ignorance, or the
"wrong" values, To alter these patterns, therefore, requires changes
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in the fundamental fabric of American Jewish social life and its
religious segments. Those changes require the attention of religious
leaders and their organizations and demand more than simple
pronouncements or ad hoc policies.

Recent research has shown that American Jews of all ages who
arc living in non-family households arc searching for ways to express
their Jewishness and Judaism. Institutionally-in terms of Jewish

organizations, synagogue membership, and linkages to formal reli-
gious activities-those in non-family contexts are more weakly
related to the Jewish community than those in family contexts, They
tend to be engaged in other Jewish activities and link up in other
ways to their Jewishness and Judaism. Many leaders of the organized
Jewish community do not see them for they are not normally
"Jewish" in ways in which the leadership has connections, Many
Orthodox Jews, leaders and lay persons, do not see these religious
Jews or recognize their particular characteristics and therefore do not
seek ways to incorporate them into the religious life of the com-
munity. But it is a fundamental sociological error to evaluate the
Orthodox Jewish community or the religiously committed only by
those who are involved formally in Orthodox congregations.

ORTHODOX WOMEN AND RELIGIOSITY

The final issue is treated last not because it has lower priority, not
because it is less important, and certainly not because it is less
controversiaL. I treat it last since it is particularly problematic for
American Orthodoxy. The other family issues I have reviewed
characterize the Jewish community as a whole; maybe somewhat less
so for the Orthodox, but not much less so. This last issue represents
in my view the key challenge, not addressed systematically or
satisfactorily by the Orthodox leadership. That issue is fundamen-
tally linked to all the others, It is the implication of the non-family
roles of women for their religious orientation.

Men in non-family situations continue to be accepted and
acceptable for all the religious activities and rituals as are men in
family situations. Jewish women have traditionally related to reli-
gious activities through families, i,c" through children and their
home-based activities, There is indeed a richness associated with the
context of traditional Judaism. There is beauty and satisfaction in
the important roles women have played in the education and Jewish
socialization of children, Traditional sex-role segregation has been
justified, in part, on the grounds of complementarities each doing
part, together being whole, In family-centered and children-oriented
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contexts the religious roles of women in the home are significant. But
these contexts have changed and are changing in contemporary
America, How have Orthodox Judaism and Orthodox Jews re-
sponded to the thousands of people who seek a traditional Jewish life
and rich religious experiences during periods of their life cycle when
neither children nor spouses provide the basis for them, when non-
family activities dominate, where afternoon social events make little
sense as substitutes for religious experience, where religious institu-
tions, formal prayer, and mitsvot are family-organized and male-

centered? What religious support is there for women when all their
religious ties have been mediated through family activities and
children, and they no longer have these?

Imagine how Orthodox men could be fully religious without the
communal support of prayer, mitsvot, and religious activity. The
richness of the daily, weekly, seasonal religious experiences for men
is clearcut, both at the individual and communal levels, When men
do not have families, individual and collective mitsvot remain. What
is offered to women when they are in non-family roles? They can
pray, but not really communally, They can study, but not really
communally. They have rituals, but few that are both communal and
not family-oriented.

There has probably been little need in the past for women to
have religious experiences outside of the family context, since most
women at most points in their life cycles have been in family
contexts, However, the warmth of the traditional Jewish household
as a source of deep religious experience is fading for many as their
households and families have changed; the family as an arena for
Jewish religious expression has deelined for everyone at points in the
life course. A decline in religiosity among Jewish Orthodox women
can be expected that is not only reflective of general patterns of
secularization but is also the direct consequence of the radical family
structural and household compositional changes which have affected
women most acutely. In this context, the Orthodox Jewish com-
munity needs to raise the reflective question: How would men feel
religiously if the only normative religious activity for them was child-
oriented? How would men feel if whenever they came to religious
institutions the major activity was focused on finding a spouse?

The decreasing family-centeredness among American Jews doc-
umented in recent social science research has radically altered the
structure of the Jewish community, In the past, there appeared to be
no particular problem for most. Religious leaders could ignore the

non-married and deal with women in family roles since marriage and
family roles covered the overwhelming majority of the entire com-
munity throughout most people's lives. That is no longer the case.
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For large and increasing segments of their lives, men and women are
in non-family-oriented relationships. These patterns are real and
pervasive, It is not only for synagogue X in community Y. It is in
every place and within each institution.

Orthodox leaders have the task of providing Jewish quality-a
particular kind of Jewish quality which has overwhelming impor-
tance in the religious lives of Jews and their communities. Orthodoxy
faces many challenges, including how to maintain religiosity in a
secular society without becoming isolated and insular; of declining
ritual observances, of changing beliefs, of American values that are
inconsistent with religious tradition, of the pressure from the right of
religious fundamentalism and from the left of religious individualism
and humanism. The Orthodox are faced now, as well, and perhaps
even more fundamentally, with the most profound challenge of
modern society-the emergence of non-family living and non-
children-oriented living as normal and dominant among increasingly
large segments of the Orthodox community, even among those who
are married,

The issues can be ignored for a time by turning inward and thus
treating such persons as irrelevant. Another "solution" would be to
return to the family orientations and child centeredness of the past,
when the richness and beauty of family life were reinforced, where
the roles of men and women were complementary and blended
harmoniously, where families were large and wholesome, where
women's roles focussed on children, their socialization, their Jewish
values, their Jewish education, and the generational transmission of
family continuity and solidarity. That view may be an acceptable
scenario to some, and it is likely to be more acceptable to the most
insular and segregated sectors of American Orthodoxy. However, for
most American Orthodox Jews it is as likely to solve the problems of
family changes as the suggestion that all men in the community
should study Torah all day would be a solution to the problems of
Orthodox Jewish education in America, If the focus is only on the
ideal, there is no way to deal with the reaL.

The American Orthodox community is not about to disappear
demographically as a community, There is therefore every reason to
focus on the challenges of building its qualitative strength. Other
parts of the Jewish community, the non-Orthodox, are responding to
these new challenges. They are responding socially, politically, and
religiously. The Orthodox have tended to reject the solutions of
others, In the process, the Orthodox should not reject or ignore the
importance of the problem. The challenge is to find a meaningful
response, consistent with the richness of the Halakhah, to deal with
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family changes that are neither transitional in the lives of the young
nor a reflection of a transitional period of American Jewish history.
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