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Perfect Person Singular : 

Unmarried Adults 

in Contemporary 

Orthodox American 

Jewish Communities

Sylvia Barack Fishman

Introduction: Making a Shopping List
“Have you heard about the frum (religiously observant) size 4 re-
quirement for prospective dates?” asks Rina Rosoff. Rina is an un-
dergraduate at Brandeis University writing a term research paper 
on anorexia nervosa among Orthodox Jewish girls. She is number 
seven in a series; at least every other year, and sometimes every year, 
one or more students in my “Sociology of American Jews” classes 
independently choose to write term papers about the prevalence 
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92 Sylvia Barack Fishman

of eating disorders among religious girls. Rina has just returned 
from several weeks of interviewing single men and women in New 
York, and she is anxious to report on her findings even before she 
writes them up. “When eligible boys are listing what they want in a 
potential kallah (bride), they actually talk about dress sizes. Size 2 
is good, size 4 is okay, but they say that size 6 is pushing the limit. 
No wonder religious girls starve themselves – they want to be thin 
enough to get to the first date!”

Rina, like other young women who have chosen this topic for 
term papers in my classes, has a special interest in analyzing eating 
disorders among single Orthodox women. Two years prior to her 
sociological research, she sat in class looking more and more emaci-
ated from day to day. Curves turned into angles, and prominent blue 
veins suddenly began snaking down her forearms. Eventually she 
came to me to say she was being placed under medical supervision, 
and would need to miss some weeks of class until she was stabilized. 
Fortunately, Rina was treated successfully – and now she wants to 
understand the factors that contributed to her getting sick in the 
first place. In her analysis, she pointed a finger at the Orthodox 
dating scene.

On the face of it, anorexia nervosa seems like an unlikely 
disorder to afflict Orthodox American Jews. Health, a concern for 
the well-being of the body, has been a time-honored Jewish value. 
Distinguished by a warm respect for the healing professions, and 
frequently by suspicion of ascetic lifestyles, Jewish societies are 
more often stereotyped by images of women who are too plump 
than by women who are unhealthily thin. But, ironically, it is just 
this negative stereotype, promulgated in American literature and 
media, of the zaftig (roundly robust) Jewish woman that plays a role 
in Orthodox males’ preferences for slender dates and brides.

Orthodox men do not generally opt – as do many of their 
more liberal counterparts – for non-Jewish brides. Nevertheless, 
many of them have a strong aversion to women who remind them 
of the stereotypical Jewish woman, and so they specify a physical 
appearance that goes against that prevailing image. Not only in 
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93Perfect Person Singular

the recent Broadway play, “Modern Orthodox,” does the prospec-
tive bridegroom declare, “And thin! She has to be thin!” In real 
life as well, slenderness comes high on a list of male priorities, 
and that list has a profound impact on the lives and decisions of 
Jewish singles. As one Orthodox single woman put it in an ongo-
ing Orthodox Caucus (oc) email conversation about singles and 
singleness, some Orthodox men are not yet married because they 
are “wanting someone so specific that it’s almost impossible to find 
that 5ʹ10ʹʹ  blond girl who’s 125 pounds and perfectly religious just 
like you” (1/3/05).

Shopping lists of desirable characteristics are part of a con-
temporary American syndrome that reaches beyond the singles 
population and beyond the Jewish community. Young adult middle 
and upper middle-class Americans face options that are arguably 
more open than any other population in history. Virtually all aspects 
of “Gen-X”ers’ personal, professional, and political lives are open to 
choice. American culture encourages them to consider all available 
options in every arena, supporting cross-cultural romances (and 
delegitimating advocacy for endogamy1), encouraging graduating 
college students to take a year or so off and explore the world before 
getting on with the rest of their lives, suggesting that marriage may 
not be a preferable decision for many, and that becoming a parent 
is just one of many possible lifestyle choices. On the other hand, 
when they do marry and have children, young Americans face 
enormous, competitive pressure to make excellent choices, have an 
outstanding marriage and impeccable children. As Judith Warner 
accurately asserts in her controversial recent book, Perfect Madness: 
Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety, those Americans who choose to 
become parents are expected to do so, in the word chosen by the oc 
correspondent and by Warner, perfectly.2

American singles are pressured to keep their romantic options 
open from their teen years through an extended and often unsettled 
young adulthood. A recent study of “Generation Y” 18–25 year olds 
found that only four percent of them worried about finding a boy-
friend or girlfriend and only seven percent of them worried about 
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94 Sylvia Barack Fishman

finding a spouse.3 When they do decide to limit their options by 
committing to another human being, American young adults are 
pressured to make perfect choices. Many – perhaps most – Orthodox 
singles do not perceive themselves as “choosing to be single,” as one 
oc correspondent argues passionately, and find their singleness an 
unchosen and deeply regretted status. “Please trust me when I say 
that no amount of communal acceptance and welcome will ever 
make any of us forget that we are not your ideal and never will be 
until we are married with children” (1/2/05). Nevertheless, they too 
are influenced by cultural pressure to leave choices open and then 
to make a perfect choice. Many who observe the Orthodox singles 
community, including some singles, believe that in a substantial 
proportion of cases conscious or unconscious choices contribute to 
extended singleness. One oc writer, for example, asserts that most 
Orthodox singles “don’t feel a deep pressure to get married right 
now.” He continues by asking:

How many singles out there have been in a long-term rela-
tionship (say, six months) with someone they found attractive and 
companionable, and then broke up? In some cases, for sure, there 
was a fatal flaw to the relationship and the sooner they ended it the 
better. But I suspect that in most of those cases the people involved 
were unready for the give and take a vibrant relationship requires, 
the compromising on personal goals and ideals, and the flexibility 
to be more like the other person’s ideal. In that situation (and I did 
it myself when I was single, so I speak both out of experience and 
the clear recognition that hindsight is 20/20), there is some sort of 
a choice to be single going on (1/2/05).

Other observers suggest that some singles fear marriage be-
cause of personal experiences, such as having “grown up not seeing 
ideal marriages at home, as well as the fact that friends of theirs who 
got married quickly have also gotten divorced.”4 In this statement as 
well there is the assumption that singleness exists at least partially 
by choice.

This paper argues that extended years of singleness among 
Orthodox American Jews are both symptomatic and symbolic of 
the extent to which American Orthodox attitudes and behaviors 
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are influenced by broader American culture. The growth of large 
social networks of Orthodox American Jewish singles with their own 
distinctive values and expectations are a dramatic illustration of the 
extent to which American Orthodox attitudes and behaviors reflect 
a merger or coalescence of contemporary American and historical 
Jewish values. As I explain more fully in my recent study, Jewish Life 
and American Culture, during the process of coalescence the “texts” 
of two cultures, American and Jewish, are accessed simultaneously, 
much as one might access two different texts on a single computer 
screen. These value systems coalesce, and the resulting merged mes-
sages are perceived not as being American and Jewish values side by 
side, but as being a unified idea. 5

To use the opening example, Orthodox single males have put 
slenderness on their list of desirable attributes not because it is 
a Jewish value but because of the influence of the American me-
dia-created construction of beauty. However, on the same persons’ 
lists, religious attributes come directly from the world of Jewish 
tradition, and can include a minutely calibrated, boutique level of 
religious observance – she will/won’t cover her hair when married, 
will/won’t wear slacks, will/won’t sing at the Shabbat table – in the 
words of the email correspondent, her level of religious observance is 

“perfect,” which means that it is the exact duplicate of the list maker. 
This list-making activity arises both out of Jewish culture and out 
of American culture, and the attributes on the list juxtapose both 
American and Orthodox societal norms. In both the physical and 
the religious realm, the concept of shopping for perfection becomes 
the unifying ethos of the package.

This essay places the phenomenon of 21st century Orthodox 
singlehood into the contexts of new patterns of family formation in 
American Jewish societies. I discuss current social and demographic 
patterns within the evolution of ongoing Western revisioning of 
gender roles, noting the impact that bourgeois conceptions of male 
and female roles have had on Jewish societies and families, utiliz-
ing a triangulation of demographic data, qualitative materials and 
cultural sources. Finally, I consider possible policy implications that 
arise from these data.6
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Singles and Orthodox 
Societies – A Tug of War?

Jews are regarded by themselves and others as being exceptionally 
family- oriented. In historical, pre-modern Jewish communities, and 
in many contemporary traditionalist societies, the family has been 
the basic building block of society. Jewish societies have encouraged 
men and women to marry early, stay married, and remarry in the 
case of divorce or widowhood. A congruence of religious values, 
economic necessities, and cultural and societal pressures within 
traditional Jewish cultures promoted marriage as the best way to 
provide a productive and salutary state in adulthood. This cultural 
bias toward marriage, when implemented by Jewish social groups, 
has made married adults and their families central, and has simulta-
neously marginalized the unmarried. Indeed, most historical Jewish 
societies promoted marriage with “carrots” – Jewish communal 
celebrations of and support for the newlyweds – and “sticks” – com-
munal mistrust of unmarried adults, especially of unmarried men. 
One question facing American Orthodox societies today is whether 
and how they can de-marginalize Orthodox singles while not aban-
doning marriage as a social norm. Despite the historical Jewish bias 
and current communal pressure toward marriage, proportions of 
singles in contemporary Jewish communities have reached unprec-
edented levels. Many wonder whether one can encourage marriage 
without alienating singles – if one can encourage marriage with the 

“carrots” alone, and not the “sticks” of communal sanctions, such as 
social isolation.

Extended singlehood is currently a prominent phenomenon 
throughout the American Jewish community. A striking decline over 
the past three decades in the proportion of married Jews and in the 
fertility level of American Jewish women reflects the responsiveness 
of American Jews to middle- and upper-middle-class American 
culture. When American Jews married early and had almost three 
children per family early in the 1950s, they were following both 
post–wwii American and traditional Jewish patterns, which in the 
1950s had considerable overlap. When they married later in the 1980s 
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and 1990s, and their fertility levels dropped to under two children 
per family – below replacement level – they followed American 
patterns only. As each decade passes, marriage and fertility pat-
terns of American Jews are more like other white, highly educated 
Americans, and less like historical Jewish patterns. Today, among 
American Jews ages 25 to 34, more than one-third of women and 
more than one-half of men are not currently married. Fertility rates 
among American Jews under age 50 are about 1.5 children per fam-
ily, on average,7 lower than that of white Americans in the same age 
group and about half of the average Israeli Jewish family. As the size 
of the American Jewish community stagnates through non-marriage, 
intermarriage, and declining fertility rates, extended singleness is 
a subject of concern not only to the singles themselves, but to the 
American Jewish community at large.

Although I have been discussing singleness as an American 
phenomenon, it should be noted that increasingly Westernized (and 
perhaps de-Judaized) Israeli populations are also affected, albeit to a 
lesser extent. According to the Israel Bureau of Statistics, percentages 
of single Israeli men ages 20–24 shot up from 77 percent in 1970 to 
90 percent in 2002, and men ages 25–29 showed a similar increase 
from 28 percent in 1970 to 58 percent in 2002. Israeli women’s rise in 
singleness was strikingly similar to that of American Jewish women, 
rising for 20–24 year olds from 46 percent in 1970 to 75 percent in 
2002, and for 25–29 year olds from 15 percent in 1970 to 37 percent 
in 2002.8

Many observers believe that non-marriage is the greatest chal-
lenge to the general American Jewish community today, more so 
than changing gender roles or intermarriage. Among Orthodox Jews, 
the fact that Orthodox singleness is less pronounced than extended 
singleness among non-Orthodox young Jewish adults is not espe-
cially comforting. One question facing American Orthodox societies 
today is whether and how they can de-marginalize Orthodox singles 
while not abandoning marriage as a social norm. As the ongoing 
Orthodox Caucus Internet discussion testifies, singles and Jewish 
professionals who work with them are intensely aware that social 
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stigmas and the accompanying marginalization can affect people’s 
attitudes and decisions. One email conversation captured many of 
the ambivalent feelings:

To assume that communal pressure will help the matter is 
misguided. More communal pressure might cause weaker people 
to cave in to the pressure, and enter into an inappropriate marriage 
which could end in divorce, and cause stronger singles to be even 
more alienated from the community than we are already, and weaken 
our natural desire for marriage (1/2/05).

Discussing “communal pressure” as a strategy under consider-
ation, the emailer suggests that the married, established community 
and Orthodox singles stand in a potentially adversarial relationship. 
Were the community to pressure singles to marry, only the “weak” 
would capitulate, and would almost certainly make ill-advised 
unions, ultimately heading for disaster. In contrast, “strong” singles 
would instead lose interest in marriage and feel even further mar-
ginalized. The definition of “weak” and “strong” in this email is of 
course fascinating; strength here seems related to the American 
notion of rugged individualism – a person who is not influenced by 
social norms and expectations is strong – rather than some classic 
Jewish notions of strength, such as conquering one’s own evil incli-
nations (hakovesh et yitzro) or taking on the yoke of the kingdom of 
heaven (ol malkhut shamayim). Because these conversations reveal 
that open options are perceived as the birthright of many Orthodox 
Americans, even if the community could reach a consensus that it is 
best to encourage marriage that advocacy could have a “boomerang” 
or negative effect.

Even those who agree on the challenge thus disagree on ap-
propriate strategies in response. Moreover, if the community could 
reach a consensus that it is best to encourage marriage without 
marginalizing singles, how would such a policy be implemented? 
One has only to look at contemporary Orthodox communities today, 
or to read Tova Mirvis’ touching new novel, The Outside World, to 
see that Orthodox communal preferences for married rather than 
single lifestyles have not diminished. Indeed, in many communities 
an obsession with marriage has been ratcheted up to fever pitch. 
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Young women in particular are often made to feel that they are dam-
aged goods if they have not married – and married well – by their 
early twenties.9 Both the emailer quoted above and Mirvis’ young 
Orthodox protagonist articulate resentment against Orthodox com-
munities that pressure them to marry. They seem to be engaged in a 
tug of war for their own souls, as if to say, “If I marry just to fit into 
the communal conception of what I should be doing, what happens 
to my autonomy and my ownership of my own life?”

Education for Singlehood?
Virtually universal levels of college education are often cited as the 
primary reasons for delayed marriage and non-marriage, and for the 
lower fertility rates associated with prolonged singleness. American 
Jews today are overwhelmingly likely to work toward graduate or 
professional training and to begin establishing their careers before 
they make a permanent romantic commitment. While Jewish young 
men and women were more likely than the general public to acquire 
a college education in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, their eventual 
rates of marriage were almost universal. Today, while a substantial 
number of American Jews are marrying late, it is not clear whether 
many others will ever marry.

However, recent statistics show that higher education is not 
directly responsible for delayed marriage in particular, or indeed 
for a diminution of religious observance in general. Contradicting 
the patterns of past generations, ritually observant married young 
Jews do not have less secular education or more modest career ac-
complishments than singles do. Jewishly committed younger Ameri-
cans, including many centrist and modern Orthodox Jews, do not 
substantially differ from the educational patterns characteristic of 
other Jews in their cohort. Indeed, as Moshe and Harriet Hartman 
have painstakingly demonstrated, “the more involved in formal and 
informal Jewish social circles, the collective celebration of Jewish 
identity, and the closer to Orthodox affiliation, the higher is the 
educational achievement.” Not only does traditionalism no longer 
have a negative impact on secular educational levels, but even within 
individual households, “contrary to popular opinion, Orthodoxy 
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is not associated with more spousal inequality: educational differ-
ences are even smaller than among the Conservatives, Reforms, and 
Reconstructionists.” Simply put, younger Orthodox couples are 
the group most likely to be educationally matched sets. When the 
narrowed gender gap and the positive relationship between secular 
education and Jewish connections are considered together, secular 
education for women emerges as being associated with stronger, 
not weaker, Jewish bonds. As the Hartmans note, “the relationship 
between Jewishness and education is slightly stronger for women 
than for men.”10

For much of the twentieth century high levels of secular educa-
tion were tied to assimilationist lifestyles. Today, however, contra-
dicting decades of earlier statistical data and lingering folk wisdom, 
contemporary young American Jews who have extensive secular 
education are, on average, more likely to participate in Jewish activi-
ties and establish Jewish homes, while modestly educated young Jews 
are more often estranged from Jewish organizations and behaviors, 
married to current non-Jews, and not rearing their children as 
Jews. Both the 1990 and the 2000–01 NJPS show that high levels of 
educational and occupational achievement are frequently tied to 
current Jewish involvement. The positive correlation between high 
secular education and more Jewish lifestyles is especially dramatic 
when levels of Jewish education are also high – as they typically are 
among young Orthodox Jewish adults. These facts are important, 
because one tendency among some observers has been to “blame” 
higher education for the phenomenon of extended singleness, with 
the implied suggestion that discouraging higher education will 
ameliorate these patterns.

Significantly, the college years emerge as the easiest time period 
for single Jews to meet each other, because nearly universal college 
education among American Jews means that the concentration of 
single Jews on college campuses is unmatched in any other setting. 
Jews do not stay single longer because they go to college; they stay 
single longer because many of them do not feel “ready” for seri-
ous dating when they are in college. The college and post-college 
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American ethos is one that encourages postponement of all serious 
commitments to an unspecified “later” time period.

Feminism and Extended Singlehood
A second contemporary pattern often associated in people’s minds 
with extended singlehood clusters around transformations in wom-
en’s roles and expectations, including feminism and increased ca-
reerism among women. It is certainly true that Jewish women have 
been at the forefront of feminist aspiration, including rising rates of 
women in time-consuming, high status, relatively lucrative profes-
sions – and all the training and dedication that these professions 
demand. Indeed, feminism has transformed Jewish attitudes on a 
grass-roots level, as repeated studies have shown.11

In the wake of second-wave feminism in the late 1960s and the 
early 1970s, the vast majority of American Jews incorporated many 
feminist principles into their values and behaviors. Conducting 
research for B’nai B’rith Women, Sid Groeneman studied middle-
American families from various ethnic faith traditions in 1985. He 
found that Jews tended to be almost as liberal in the middle-western 
heartland as they were on either coast. One of the striking character-
istics of Jewish beliefs was what Groeneman called a “liberal, feminist 
package,” which emphasized female competence and independence, 
rather than docility and family orientation. Only 22 percent of Jewish 
women in his study reported primary goals for their daughters as 
wanting them to “have a good family, husband, marriage, children” 
or being “loving, caring, good parents.” In contrast, non-Jewish 
women ranked such personal qualities as thoughtfulness, neigh-
borliness, and devotion to family much higher on their wish list for 
daughters than did Jewish women. Ironically, Jewish women, who 
have often been perceived as being very family oriented, reported 
themselves more concerned that their daughters have the capacity 
to be self-sufficient than they were that their daughters be devoted 
to service of family and “family values.”12

In the United States (but not necessarily in some other con-
temporary Jewish communities) modern Orthodox women are just 
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as likely as non-Orthodox women to be accomplished education-
ally and occupationally. Foreshadowing of this social phenomenon 
may be seen in historical patterns that left room for even pious 
women to participate, in some cases as early as the Middle Ages, in 
marketplace activities.13 Jewish law prescribes specific behaviors for 
all members of the family unit, and thus it plays an important part 
in gender role divisions. Despite these gender role constructions, 
traditional Jewish societies have not necessarily inculcated their 
members with the idea that women are incapable of being doctors, 
lawyers, or accountants. Jewish tradition does not socialize Jews to 
believe that men lose status if their wives earn more money than 
they do. The “public” spheres from which women are barred are 
the males-only religious arenas of the synagogue and study hall. 
Thus, activities that might have seemed shockingly unfeminine to 
middle-class Americans have for centuries been an accepted female 
behavior among many pious Jews.

Moreover, new research shows that Orthodox women have 
probably had more leeway vis-à-vis secular reading and activities 
than Orthodox men in many historical contexts. As Irish Parush 
argues, while elite Jewish men were carefully guided into the cir-
cumscribed world of Torah study, by the nineteenth century many 
of their mothers, sisters and wives were reading secular novels and 
other Western literature. Parush comments:

The social norms traditional society applied to women 
created the conditions that allowed an audience of read-
ers…to emerge. In the encounter with modernity, it was 
precisely women’s marginal status within traditional so-
ciety that served them to advantage. The very marginality 
of women is what allowed, paradoxically, the creation of 
communities of literate women who themselves under-
went, and then brought about transformation. 14

As a result, Orthodox women have a long tradition of a comfort 
level with secular ideas and values. They may be even more likely 
than Orthodox men to accommodate their secular readings and 
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activities without experiencing cognitive dissonance in regard to 
their religious commitments and activities.

Avoidance of female labor force participation was not necessar-
ily an attribute associated with religious life styles among Ashkenazi 
Jews. Pious East European women continued to work long after as-
similating German Jewish women adapted to German middle class 
norms. In the decades before and after the turn of the twentieth 
century in Imperial Germany, Eastern European Jews accommodat-
ing to German bourgeois values and behaviors “accepted middle 
class mores for the family and made them their own,” as Marion 
Kaplan has convincingly demonstrated. Devoting themselves to 
the creation of obedient, soft-spoken, educated children and spot-
less, orderly homes, German Jewish women eschewed female labor 
force participation along with the shrillness and slovenliness that 
they associated with Eastern European households.15 When Eastern 
European families emigrated to the United States, the Germanic val-
ues carried through, thereby discouraging married women to work 
outside the home for pay. These immigrants, now German Jewish 
Americans, became doubly adapted to life as full-time homemakers: 
first as German Jews assimilated to the bourgeois German pattern, 
and second as German Jews adapted to the United States. Eastern 
European Jewish women quickly adopted the Americanized pat-
tern of looking down on outside employment for married women. 
Indeed, when financial necessity forced them to work, they often 
reinterpreted reality so that they could reply that they were not 
working outside the home for pay.16 The addition of voluntarism to 
domestic concerns among American Jewish women followed the 
Christian American and German Jewish pattern as the twentieth 
century proceeded. The 1950s pattern of women devoting themselves 
to spotless kitchens and Jewish communal organizations was thus 
more a result of American/Western values than those of historical 
Jewish prescriptions.

What has made Jewish families “Jewish” in traditional societies 
is not their adherence to bourgeois norms of gender-role construc-
tion. Jewish family values have been expressed through the family’s 
adherence to prescribed social behaviors, grounded in a perception 
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of covenantal responsibilities. Within this matrix, clearly defined 
gender roles historically contributed to highly married and unusu-
ally stable societies. Some argue that families in which gender roles 
are clearly defined also contributed to marital serenity within the 
family unit and the mental health of individuals; men and women, 
boys and girls all knew what was expected of them. While some in-
dividuals might have had moments of chafing or rebellion, they had 
few occasions to confront the terrors of indecision afflicting many 
contemporary Americans with too many choices. Today, American 
Jewish culture has adapted its norms of gender-role construction 
and has relocated its ethnic boundaries vis-à-vis many gender is-
sues so completely that it can arguably be said to have reached a 
postfeminist state.

The most completely mainstreamed changes in American 
Jewish gender-role construction focus on personal aspects of life: 
women’s health issues, friendship circles, erotic liaisons, marriage, 
family relationships, childbearing, and childrearing. The attitude of 
American Jews toward women has been sweepingly more liberal than 
that of other American ethnic groups and than that of Jews in some 
other areas of the world, such as Israel and Latin America. American 
Jews, for example, are overwhelmingly committed to equal educa-
tional and occupational opportunity for women, and to reproductive 
choice. Thus, in the realm of personal choice, marriage, and family 
planning, the American community has by and large relocated its 
ethnic boundaries.17 Rather than being defined as a community 
that is highly prescriptive in its gender-role construction, American 
Jewish men and women today tend to be characterized by more per-
meable gender-role constructions than those found in many other 
groups. Other societal changes involve professional development, 
such as education, vocational choice and career advancement.

However, egalitarian goals do not necessarily correlate with 
smaller families. In households in which wife and husband have a 
high level of Jewish education and high levels of ritual observance, 
careers and family sizes of three, four and more children coex-
ist. A highly significant predictor of family size – independent of 
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educational and career accomplishment – is Jewish traditionalism. 
Religiously traditional women have children earlier and have more 
children than less traditional women, as in the past. Contradicting 
the patterns of earlier generations, however, ritually observant young 
Jewish women do not have less secular education or more modest 
career accomplishments than their less observant sisters, as the 
Hartmans, working with national studies of American Jews, have 
convincingly demonstrated.18

Orthodoxy and the “Familist” Agenda
Should Orthodox Jews, like some other organized religious commu-
nities, be advocating openly on behalf of marriage and traditional 
lifestyles? Interestingly, this question is undergoing dynamic dis-
cussion in non-Jewish American society. Today, many Americans 
are agonizing over the health of the family, and a surge of “familist” 
feeling has appeared repeatedly in both intellectual and popular 
venues. Many writers blame changing gender roles, specifically those 
induced by feminism, for the “decline” of the American family. “New 
familists” have mourned shifting trends in American marital status, 
and they have warned that these trends accompany social and moral 
decline and perhaps even the decline of Western civilization as we 
know it.19 To these observers, the normative two-parent, single 
wage-earner, monogamous, fertile family unit requires and instills 
the qualities of character that are necessary for the physical and 
moral vitality of individuals, households, communities and states. 
Conservative social thinker David Blankenhorn summarizes the six 
social functions of the family as procreation, socialization, affection, 
sexuality, cooperation and pluralism, and he posits that normative 
family units are best designed to provide the context for balancing 
larger social needs with individual diversity. Given the echoes of 
Judaic social attitudes in his writing, it is clear that familists of many 
faiths believe that contemporary preoccupations with the rights and 
material success of individuals have undermined a more productive 
emphasis on social groupings and their interwoven responsibilities.20 
Bruce Hafen fiercely defends familistic values:
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In familistic relationships, shared commitments and mu-
tual attachments transcend individual self-interest. These 
relationships are rooted in unlimited personal commit-
ment – not merely to another person, but to the good of 
the relationship and to the family entity as a larger order. 
Because of the unlimited nature of such commitments, 
detailed lists of rights and duties can neither describe nor 
prescribe a familistic relationship.

Contractual relationships, by contrast, combine elements of solidarity 
and antagonism. By definition, these relationships are always limited 
in both scope and intensity. Parties enter a contractual relationship 
primarily because of self-interest, weighing their commitment to 
the relationship and calculating the return of profit, pleasure or 
service.21

However, other policy analysts and writers refute the familist 
vision of history and society, insisting that the mid-twentieth-cen-
tury notion of the family is neither ancient nor universal, but instead 
shaped by modern economic, political and social transformations.22 
Moreover, they point out that unlimited personal commitment was 
expected only of women in most traditional societies. Women, not 
men, were expected to sacrifice personal goals for the good of the 
family unit. In contrast, Barbara Ehrenreich suggests that American 
men prided themselves on rugged individualism in the supposed 
heyday of family values, and they frequently neglected families 
and abandoned relationships as the spirit moved them. Ehrenreich 
charges that it was men’s “flight from commitment” in the 1950s 
and 1960s that provided fertile ground for feminist growth in the 
1970s.23

In analyzing the impact of changed gender-role construction 
on the Jewish family, “the new familism” is not an easy fit for Or-
thodox Jews because axiomatic assumptions about men, women 
and families in traditional Jewish societies have often differed from 
those of society at large. As we have noted earlier, notions of what 
comprises the “public” and “private” spheres, for example, have been 
radically different among Jewish traditionalists from the ideas of 
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their Westernized neighbors. In modern Western societies women 
were often perceived as being innately more religious and churchgo-
ing than men, while commercial arenas were perceived as danger-
ous public spaces inappropriate for delicate females. In contrast, in 
many traditional Jewish communities, synagogues were primarily 
male domains, while women were assumed to have practical skills 
for the world of commerce. In the same way, Jewish “family values” 
overlap with, but are not identical to, those of the wider American 
culture. Thus, while some fundamentalist Christian groups vilify 
women’s education and careerism, Orthodox Jews have historical 
precedents for approving of educated working women. Moreover, 
Judaism has built and reinforced a concept of the sacred family ab-
sorbed in diverse sacred tasks. Caring for society’s most vulnerable 
is one of those sacred tasks, equally incumbent upon observant men 
as observant women.

Coalescence in the Contemporary 
Orthodox Community

Although traditional Judaism thus has a unique approach to family 
values, Orthodox singles’ incorporation of resistance to marriage and 
personal commitments are usefully placed into the context of wide-
spread coalescence of American values into American Orthodox life. 
Many modern Orthodox Jews have coalesced far more American 
values and behaviors into their version of Judaism than either they 
or non-Orthodox Jews frequently realize. It is possible that mod-
ern Orthodox Jews are ideologically disposed toward coalescence 
because of a neo-Orthodox foundational commitment to a version 
of synthesis. Unlike coalescence, the concept of synthesis which 
was espoused by many classical Judaic thinkers was based on the 
assumption of a deep knowledge and understanding of two great 
world traditions, Judaism and Western humanism, and an ability 
to bring these ways of understanding the human condition and 
humane responsibility into fruitful interaction within a vibrant, 
unflinchingly Jewish interpretive framework. Within coalescence, 
in contrast, the interpretive framework through which Judaism 
is evaluated is primarily derived from contemporary secularized 
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Protestant American culture. Many modern Orthodox Jews, like 
other Americans, approach decisions by asking, “Is this fair?” “Is 
this right?” and “Is this what I want?”, and not only, “Is this what 
my Jewish values suggest?”

In some modern Orthodox institutions as well, compelling 
commitments to egalitarian organizational principles, group con-
sensus, self-determination, individualism and feminism have made 
observable inroads, as practitioners struggle with two competing 
modes of conformity and with their own desires for autonomy as 
individuals and as a group. Americans are powerfully motivated 
by both individualism and conformity, and tend to turn ideas 
and beliefs upon themselves, wanting at the same time to be in 
harmony with their social networks. Across the denominational 
spectrum, Jews also try to incorporate and accommodate Ameri-
can and Jewish ideals. Modern Orthodox Jews are pulled between 
individualism and conformity, but they have two systems which 
demand their conformity: contemporary American culture and 
rabbinic law.

Conclusion: Romance and Rulebooks
The combination of pressures from American culture and from 
traditional Orthodox norms creates a fabric of complex emotions 
among Orthodox singles. Contemporary patterns of extended pe-
riods of singlehood among Orthodox Jews, like diverse aspects of 
Orthodox American Jewish life, are both a result and a symbol of 
the coalescence of Jewish and American values. This coalescence is 
dramatically illustrated in the “shopping list” phenomenon this essay 
began with, and the relationship of the shopping list to an unhealthy 
commodification of marriage in the Orthodox community. Not 
enough attention has been paid to the wider sociological implica-
tions of this commodification of marriage. Realistic evaluation of 
potential romantic and marriage partners is certainly an important 
skill, and is also a wholesome reaction against the naïveté with which 
unsuitable persons have sometimes been shackled together. This is 
particularly true in the Orthodox community, where the situation 
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of agunot (women without a get) who cannot win release from their 
failed marriages is unfortunately still a bitterly unsolved problem.

Nevertheless, the widespread habit of evaluating single men 
and women with an accountant’s eye as marital merchandise is both 
demoralizing and dehumanizing. Rather than being exclusively 
Orthodox, it derives equally from the Sex and the City mentality of 
keeping a scorecard on dates and potential dates. Taught to regard 
each other with suspicion, some Jewish singles – including Orthodox 
singles – continue to be suspicious and remain unmarried. Taught 
to avoid involvements without a guarantee of health, financial sol-
vency and eternally shared values and lifestyles, singles see quite 
well that no relationship comes with a guarantee and consciously 
or unconsciously avoid serious involvements. Fostered both by 
secular American consumerism and by some aspects of shadchones 
and historical arranged marriages, commodification impoverishes 
relationships and has set many a promising friendship off course. 
Along with toxic portrayals of Jewish women in television, film and 
popular culture, commodification bears significant responsibility 
for the attenuated singlehood of many Jews.

In addition, as some of the testimony at this Orthodox Forum 
has suggested, a desire to avoid sexual entanglements and to live 
according to the highest standards of shomer negiah (avoiding any 
physical expression of affection before marriage) has actually split 
apart some relationships. Worried that they will break Jewish laws, 
otherwise appropriate men and women sometimes stop seeing each 
other in order to guarantee their piety through emotional as well 
as physical celibacy.

As this essay’s opening illustration of anorexic young Orthodox 
women suggests, many young singles believe they will never attain 
their romantic goals unless they follow a complicated rulebook. I 
was stunned several years ago when several young women attending 
a conference told me they love to listen to a lecturer on Talmud at 
Stern College, but they are afraid to register for his courses because 
potential dates have been warned of girls who are too “feminist.” 
They explained that girls must be thin enough and religious enough, 
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but not “too religious,” in order to qualify for a young man who 
would be “perfect” for them. Even the putative feminism of moth-
ers who are active in liberal Orthodox activities and organizations 
is sometimes used to scuttle potential introductions.

Of course it is not men alone who have shopping lists. Young 
women also have long and particularistic expectations of men who 
comprise appropriate marriage material. Many contemporary young 
Orthodox single women seem less inclined than their mothers’ gen-
eration to consider fine character as a primary, uncompromisable 
qualification, less inclined to recognize a “diamond in the rough.” 
Like their potential suitors, Orthodox women sometimes place more 
emphasis on external characteristics such as charm, knowing how 
to dress well and knowing how to behave in sophisticated social 
settings that may be undeveloped among younger men, especially 
those who have been somewhat sheltered. The Orthodox community 
faces an extraordinary challenge of creating a countercultural ap-
proach, in which boys and girls are educated by their parents, their 
teachers and their community to regard each other with empathy 
and humanity, rather than as purchasable entities.

Lay and rabbinic leaders of Orthodox communities with many 
singles feel they are facing a quandary. A variety of ongoing Internet 
conversations discuss the feasibility of further research and diverse 
strategies. As one thoughtful e-mail put it:

This leads us into an unavoidable paradox. The singles 
community is defined by marital status, which we and 
many of the singles themselves wish to change. Thus, the 
whole endeavor of fixing the singles crisis is predicated 
on shrinking this community, assuming all the way that 
being single isn’t a good thing. While we might promote 
that being single isn’t a character flaw, we’re still actively 
trying to change the status of the individual. If being 
single isn’t an illness, then why not accept the singles 
community as it is (1/1/05).

Jewish religious tradition historically has actively promoted marriage 
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for adult Jews of all ages, and has discouraged singleness. The 
question facing Orthodox communities today has some similarities 
to Jewish communal questions about how to treat intermarried 
families: Outreach activists urge inclusiveness, but traditionalists 
counter that inclusiveness means legitimization of intermarriage 
as an acceptable choice for Jews. Thinking about Orthodox singles 
as well, segments of the community urge inclusiveness – “why not 
accept the singles community as it is” – while others counter that 
total inclusiveness would be tantamount to legitimating singleness 
as an alternative lifestyle for Orthodox Jews. Thinking about the 
treatment of Orthodox singles thus demands coming to terms with 
deep philosophical, sociological and communitarian issues.

Social science provides some guidance in this area. Studies re-
peatedly show that peer groups have the most profound influence on 
members of a social network. To the extent that Orthodox singles are 
welcomed and incorporated into communities with diverse marital 
status – married, married with children, empty nesters, divorced and 
widowed persons, single parents – there is a far better chance of their 
internalizing the familistic values of that diverse Jewish community. 
To the extent that they become b’nai bayit (regular visitors) in the 
homes of happily married Orthodox Jews who show them genuine 
friendship and hospitality, the negative influences of unhappy mar-
riages and bitter divorces they have observed may be ameliorated.

In contrast, to the extent that singles are pressured, stigmatized 
and made to feel that they are socially unacceptable they will turn 
exclusively to each other and create boundaried social networks 
consisting almost exclusively of singles like themselves. In this 
sealed singles universe, nonmarriage comes to seem more and more 
normative while internal pressures toward the creation of married 
households are eased. Thus, while it may seem counterintuitive, in 
addition to creating effective strategies for single men and women 
to meet and interact with each other, “mainstreaming” singles into 
the larger community, welcoming them and not making them feel 
self-conscious, are important elements in enhancing their openness 
toward finding appropriate partners for married life.

Not least, as individuals and as a community Orthodox Jews can 
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help singles by introducing them to each other. A recent New York 
Times Magazine article on “The New Arranged Marriage” describes 
matchmakers – all of them middle-aged Jewish women! – who press 
their wealthy, accomplished clients to be realistic and practical:

The new matchmakers take a traditional approach. They 
believe that people do and should marry within their 
tribes….They will speak the same dialect….the match-
makers will insist that the pairing is right. Once they 
commit and start building that long-delayed life, they’ll 
be happy – or happier, at least, than they were when they 
were single.24

With any luck, their words may be a harbinger of a broader cultural 
return to an emphasis on marriage.
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