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1 We use the increasingly popular term “Russian Speaking” Jews to include people from
throughout the former Soviet Union as well as the emerging “Russian speaking” Jewish communities in
Western Europe and Israel. 
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Since the early 1970's more than 500,000 Jews have left the former Soviet Union for the
United States. Most of them, approximately, 300,000, have settled in the New York metropolitan area.
Celebrated by some for revitalizing Jewish life the city and vilified by others--Television’s “Law and
Order” has taken to depicting recent Soviet arrivals as the gangsters de jure--Russian speaking Jews
have formed vibrant communities in Brooklyn and Queens and have begun to spread  out to suburban
Long Island and New Jersey.

The new Russian speaking Jewish immigrant population is diverse. They hail from the bustling,
cosmopolitan  cities of European Russia and the Baltic Republics, as well as from small towns in
Moldova and the Ukraine and from remote regions of Central Asia and the Caucuses. They include
world renowned artists, scientists and scholars, as well as professionals, bureaucrats and ordinary
workers. On average, they are older than most other immigrants to contemporary New York and some
of them have the special needs that come with entering a new society at an advanced age. In the first
years of resumed Russian Jewish immigration the newcomers included  many “refuseniks” with long
histories of opposition to the Soviet regime. As time has gone on they have been joined by many who
are simply looking for a better life. A handful were already pious on arrival and others came with a
strong interest in reconnecting with the faith of their ancestors. The majority, however, were secular,
although they often show a strong sense of  Jewish ethnic identity. Still others had only the most tenuous
connection to Judaism. Once in the U.S., the immigrants have breathed new life into many Jewish
institutions and neighborhoods, while at the same time posing a host of  new challenges for the
communities in which they have settled. 

With the passing of time however, the issues facing the Russian speaking Jews1 have changed.
While new arrivals continue to need basic assistance in resettlement, language training and other matters
of initial adjustment, within the Russian speaking Jewish community, attention has begun to focus on the
more long term issues of incorporation into American society. What sort of Americans, and what sort
of American Jews,  will the immigrants become? Indeed, will they even become “Americans” at all?
And what sort of  New York are they now helping to  recreate? Ultimately these questions will not be
answered by the refugees and immigrants alone, but also by their ambivalently American children. To a
considerable degree it is this “second generation,” now coming of age, who will negotiate new and
different ways of “being American” “being Russian” and “being Jewish.” These choices are not always
explicit, nor they are mutually exclusive, and as with all young people, their identities may fluctuate over
time. Still, the research described below provides an important first snap shot of where the children of
the Former Soviet Union (FSU) immigrants are now, and allows us to begin to speculate as to where
they are going. 



2 We chose young adults aged 18 to 32 for our study population for simple reason. Eighteen as
the minimum age at which they could be considered adults, thirty two was the oldest a second
generation person, born the in U.S. (whose parents emigrated after the Hart  Celler immigration reforms
of 1965 went into effect) could be when the study began in the summer of 1998.  
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The Second Generation Project. 

The research presented in this report is part of a  larger study of  the children of immigrants in
the New York Metropolitan area, supervised by Philip Kasinitz and John Mollenkopf of the City
University of New York and Mary C. Waters of Harvard University. The study originally looked at
four large immigrant groups: Dominicans, Chinese, West Indians and South American, as well as three
“native” groups–native whites of native parentage, native African Americans of native parentage and
Puerto Ricans--for comparison. Thanks to the generous support of the UJA-Federation and its
affiliated organizations we have been able to extend our research to Russian Jews. While the balance of
this report will concern just this one group, a bit of background on the larger study is in order. 

The study involves two basic elements: a multi-stage household telephone survey in New York
City and its suburbs with interviews lasting about 40 minutes and  in-depth, loosely structured in-person
interviews with a 10 percent sub-sample of telephone respondents. These  follow-up interviews each
lasted  between one and a half and four hours (for the actual interview protocols, see appendices two
and three). The statistics reported below  are based on the telephone interviews, the quotations are
taken from the follow ups. Through these interviews we have gathered extensive information about
respondents’ family backgrounds, the neighborhoods in which they grew up, the schools they attended,
their experiences with various institutional settings, and their labor market outcomes.  We have asked
about political and social participation.  We are particularly concerned to understand how  – and
indeed whether – these individuals experience civic engagement, public spaces, the police, the criminal
justice system, and other institutions.

Our reasons for undertaking the larger study at this time is the increasing concern over the
incorporation of the children of post-1965 immigrants into U.S. society.  Today, one-tenth of the
American population is foreign born, rising to more than one-third in New York City and Los Angeles
County.  This surge of new immigrants has provoked intense debate over whether it has had a positive
or negative impact on the U.S. economy, the quality of neighborhood life, the labor market prospects of
the native minority poor, intergroup relations, the cost of government services, and the integrity of our
civic culture. Yet the answer to these questions will mostly be determined by what happens to the
children of post-1965 immigrants, the “new second generation.”  In a demographic echo of their
parents' increasing numbers, this group, too, is growing rapidly.  Including Ruben Rumbaut's "1.5"
generation (i.e. those born abroad but arrived by age 12 and grew up in the U.S.), this new second
generation made up 5.8 percent of all 18 to 32 year olds and 12.4 percent of those under 18 in 1998.2 
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In New York and LA County, the comparable figures were 18.6 percent and 21.2 percent for the
older cohort and 42.8 percent and 53.7 percent for the younger.  Clearly, the new second generation
constitutes the future of these and other "gateway cities."  Their aspirations, achievements, and
disappointments will define the contours of assimilation, acculturation, and incorporation. Until
recently, scholarship on the post-1965 second generation was largely speculative (i.e. Gans, 1992).  
Now, however, an emerging body of work has sought to extrapolate future adult patterns from the
experiences of second generation children and teenagers (Gibson, 1989;  Portes and Zhou, 1993; 
Fernandez-Kelly and Schauffler, 1996;  Portes and Schauffler, 1996;  Zhou and Bankston, 1996; 
Rumbaut 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997a).  Qualitative and ethnographic studies have highlighted
generational transitions within immigrant communities (Waters 1996a,b, 1999; Bacon, 1994, 1996;
Suarez-Orozco, 1995;  Smith, 1994;  Grasmuck and Pessar, 1993;  Stepick, 1997).   Several
quantitative studies have used the 1990 Census to analyze the second generation (Hirshman 1996,
Jensen and Chiose 1996, Landale and Oropesa, 1995) and a few recent papers have used the Current
Population Survey (Mollenkopf et al, forthcoming).  Kao and Tienda (1995) used the NELS
longitudinal data set to study immigrant youth and the second generation (for an overview of these
studies, see Zhou 1997).  In addition, health researchers have identified a paradox – first generation
individuals have better health outcomes than second generation and health outcomes worsen the longer
immigrants are in the United States.  Eberstein (1991) found that foreign born women had fewer low
birth weight babies than native born of the same group.  Rumbaut (1995) found that infant mortality
rates were lower for groups with a larger proportion of foreign born women than for Blacks and Native
Americans.

This literature constitutes a lively debate.  Some argue that the second generation will
experience a decline relative to their parents (Gans, 1992, 1999;  Perlman and Waldinger, 1997).
Others believe segmented assimilation will occur, with some becoming similar to native minorities while
others are more similar to native whites (Portes and  Zhou, 1992, 1993).  Conclusive evidence has not
been available, however, because empirical studies have looked only at young people still in school
(Portes and Rumbaut, 2000), have lacked sufficient sample sizes to examine specific national origin
groups (Kao and Tienda, 1995), or employed small non-random samples of particular groups or
localities (Waters, 1999;  Zhou and Bankston, 1999).  This study provides the first large, high-quality
data set examining young adults across a range of groups, making it possible to learn more about what
is happening to them and why.

There is some reason to worry about their fate.  A century ago, the intertwined processes of
industrialization and urbanization absorbed immigrants into a rapidly expanding economy.  This process
was mediated by institutions ranging from trade unions to political party organizations and religious
denominations fashioned and refashioned by them and their host society.  It was hastened by the cut off
in the stream of migration after the 1920s.  Though the process was conflictual, the historical record
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judges their inclusion to have been an unqualified success (Lieberson and Waters, 1988;  Hirschman,
1983).  Their adult children certainly had higher earnings and educational levels than their parents (Jasso
and Rosenzweig, 1990).

Today’s conditions could not be more different.  Immigrants are entering a deindustrialized
economy marked by racial divisions, rising income inequality, and declining real wages for many
workers (Bluestone, 1995;  Danzinger and Gottschalk, 1995;  U.S. Census Bureau, 1998).  They face
a more complex matrix of racial and ethnic inequality with less help from institutions like unions, political
parties, or religious institutions (Alba and Nee, 1999;  Perlmann and Waldinger, 1999).  Downward
mobility and stalled assimilation are real prospects for those with the least economic, cultural, and
political resources.  On the other hand, immigrant communities are vibrant and American society
provides a broader and more culturally diverse definition of being an American than obtained a century
ago (Gerstle, 1999;  Mollenkopf, 1999).

The Immigrant Second Generation in Metropolitan New York commenced in July 1996 with a
pilot feasibility study.  Its methodological and substantive findings were reported in conference papers
and published papers.  We planned in-person interviews with members of the two largest second
generation immigrant groups in each racial/ethnic category (Chinese and Korean Asians, West Indian
and Haitian blacks, and Dominican and Colombian, Ecuadoran, and Peruvian Hispanics) as well as the
three native racial/ethnic groups (whites, blacks and Puerto Ricans).  The pilot study showed that some
groups (Koreans and Haitians) were too small to be found in a cost effective manner.  In-person
interviewing also yielded worse response rates than would be obtained through telephone interviews. 
Because we wanted the best possible sample, we switched to screening and interviewing potential
respondents over the telephone.  We designed an in-depth, in-person interview protocol to follow up a
small subset of the telephone respondents in order to probe further into subjective understandings of the
issues we were interested in, such as the complexities of the respondents’ racial and ethnic
identifications.

The main telephone survey was fielded in November 1998.  At this time support from the
U.J.A-Federation enabled us to add 300 telephone and 40 in-depth interviews of Jewish respondents
whose parents immigrated from the former Soviet Union. The first wave of 30,000 random digit
screening calls was completed in March 1999.  We paused to check results and determine which
exchanges the survey firm would target for the second round of concentrated screening.  The telephone
survey restarted in May 1999, with random digit dialing within  those exchanges where members of the
targeted groups had been located in the first wave of screening calls.  This phase of the survey ended in
February 2000.  Table 1 gives completed interviews and targets for each group.  (We interviewed
more than the target number in some groups to meet quotas for gender, age, and nativity.) 
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Table One. Completed Main Telephone Interviews by Group

Group Interview
s   

Target      

Puerto Rican 429      400       

Dominican 428      400       

Col - Ec -
Peruvian

410      400       

Native Black 421      400       

West Indian 407      400       

Chinese 609      600       

Native White 411      400       

Russian 311      300       

Total 3,426      3,300       

In September 1998, we hired and trained 16 in-depth interviewers, two of whom, Aviva
Zeltzer-Zubida and Zoya Simakhodskaya worked specifically on the Russian Jewish sub-sample (both
are native speakers of Russian, although the interviews were carried out in English).  Throughout
academic year 1998-99, this team reinterviewed respondents who had completed the telephone
interview.  A smaller group of six interviewers continued interviewing during the 1999-2000 academic
year.  The principal investigators  provided rigorous training of the interviewers and met with them in a
weekly seminar to discuss field issues and substantive findings. 

We believe that this method has marked advantages over previous research efforts. Unlike
surveys of the clients of  service providers and advocacy groups of those of participants in  religious
and cultural organizations, this method is more likely to include that part of the population that is not
now participating in Jewish organizational life as well as  those who live outside the areas of highest
immigrant concentration.   By coming as close as was economically feasible to a true random sample,
we feel we are able to draw a far more representative portrait of the target population than has been
possible for previous studies. However, like any study, this design does have its limitations which should
be kept in mind.: First, as a telephone survey, the study obviously under represents that part of the
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population who do not have telephones. Among the Russian Jewish second generation, however, we
believe this number to be trivial. Respondents were asked if any person not living in their household
receives phone messages there–usually a fairly good indicator of the amount of non-telephone
households within a group. For the Russian Jews, this number was less than 2%. A more substantial
limitation is the fact that the study area, four boroughs of New York (excluding Staten Island) and
selected areas of the suburbs, was chosen because it represented the large majority of the entire
second generation in the New York metropolitan area, not because it was the home to the vast majority
of Russian Jews. While this gives us the considerable advantage of  obtaining comparable data for other
second generation groups who live in the same places, the trade off is that Russian Jews who live in
areas where there are few other immigrants may still be under represented, albeit less so than in surveys
of known participants in organizations or in “snow ball” sample surveys. The “fit” between our study
areas and the distribution of the Russian Jewish population as seen in the  1990 census was actually
quite good. However we assume that there has been considerable suburbanization since 1990, and that
part of the population may be somewhat under represented in this study, although we will not be able to
estimate by how much until the detailed data from the 2000 census becomes available. Finally, it should
be borne in mind that this is a study of the Children of FSU immigrants in New York. As Gold (1995)
and Vinokurov, Birman and Trickett (2000) have pointed out, the Russian Jewish population in
different parts of the country has different characteristics. Care should be taken in generalizing these
findings to the nation as a whole. Further, their may be selective out migration from the New York
community and obviously out-migrants are not represented in this sample.  

The Sample.

We interviewed 311  Russian Jewish respondents. Usable data was obtained on 310 for most
questions. In some cases the number of respondents for a particular question is slightly lower. This
indicates that respondents refused to answer, gave an un-codable answer or in some cases did not
know. We then reinterviewed 40 respondents in face to face, in depth interviews. Table two gives an
overall description of the sample.  All respondents were aged 18 to 32 and all had to be in the United
States at least six years at the time of the interview. 

Compared to the other groups in the second generations study the Russian Jewish sample is
disproportionately young and recently arrived. Nearly 40% of the sample were 20 or  younger at the
time of the interview.  This is not surprising given the relatively recent arrival of so much of this
population, particularly the larger upsurge in immigrants after the collapse of the former Soviet Union in
1989. Over half of the sample actually arrived in 1989 or later, which is particularly noteworthy given
that the sample design effectively precludes respondents who arrived since 1993.  Despite their recent
of arrival,  most of  the sample (62%) are U.S. citizens, and another 6% currently have naturalization
applications pending. 
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Table Two. Sample Description

160 52%

150 48%

310 100%

125 40%

78 25%

57 18%

30 10%

20 6%

310 100%

38 12%

99 32%

172 56%

309 100%

38 13%

148 49%

18 6%

95 31%

1 0%

2 1%

302 100%

Male

Female
Gender

Total

18-20

21-23

24-26

27-29

30-32

Respondent's
age

Total

US born

88 or earlier

89 or later

Immigration
Cohort

Total

US citizen by birth

US citizen by
naturalization

Naturalization pending

Green card

Student visa

No official status

General
citizenship and
immigration
status

Total

Count Col %

As table three shows, twelve percent of the sample (38 respondents) were born in the U.S.–
the “true second generation.” Borrowing terminology from the sociologist Ruben Rumbaut, we are
terming  the 13% of the sample who arrived by age six as the “1.75 generation,”  the 48% who arrived
between ages 7 to 12 as the “1.5 generation” and the 27% who arrived between ages 12 and 18 and
who have lived in the U.S. for at least six years, as the “1.5" generation.
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38 12%

39 13%

149 48%

83 27%

309 100%

Born in the US - Second Generation

1-6                      - 1.75'ers

7-12                    - 1.5'ers

13-18                  -  1.25'ers

Age
to US

Total

Count Col %

Table Three. Sample by “Generation”

Pre-migration Family Characteristics

Ninety percent of the sample traces its origins to the Russian Republic or the Ukraine. Seventy-
eight percent were actually born in these two republics, and all of the 12% born in the U.S. had at least
one parent born in one of them. The small number of Central Asian and Caucasian respondents is not
surprising, since, as a sample of  people largely raised in the U.S., this study is focused on migrants
whose families arrived in the earlier phase of the current migration, and excludes those who arrived after
1993 (The small number from Belarus is somewhat surprising. We suspect, however, that among the
true second generation and the 1.75's some of those who call themselves “Russian” actually hail from
what is now Belarus and possibly from what is now Moldova).  However it should be noted that the
origins of the immigration from the F.S.U. have shifted somewhat over the last few years and that
similar  study conducted ten years from now would reveal a far greater diversity of origins. 
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38 12%

189 61%

53 17%

7 2%

2 1%

7 2%

4 1%

10 3%

310 100%

USA

Russia

Ukraine

Belarus

Moldova

Latvia&Lithuania

Azerbaijan&Georgia

Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan&Uzbekistan

R's
Country
of Birth

Total

Count Col %

Table Four. Country/Republic of Birth

The in depth interviews further indicated that even among the 10% of the sample who are from
other parts of the F.S.U., many are strongly “Russian-identified.” Most report that their families were
Russian speaking and see their backgrounds as Russian culturally. One young man from Forest Hills
says of his Georgian parents, “since they’ve come from Georgia and it’s more of a Russian/European
background, the culture they have there, and the values are richer (than in the U.S.).” A young woman
reports that her fiance is from Tashkent, but quickly adds that is really a Russian having spent time in
Kiev (actually in the Ukraine) before moving to the U.S. A “1.75" generation young man from Ukraine
describes himself and his friends as “Russian,” although they actually hail from a variety of places in the
F.S.U. 

(Interviewer) Are  most of your friends Russian? 
(Respondent) Yes.
(I) Jewish?
(R) Jewish or Russian. Either one but they have Russian--all of them speak Russian. Some of
them from Tashkent, some of them Uzbekistan...Some of them Jewish and some of them aren't.  
But, yes, all of them speak Russian because in the Soviet Union everybody spoke Russian.

Several report joking rivalries and ethnic stereotypes among Russian speaking Jews; parents
who would disapprove marrying a Georgian Jews for example, while others note the cultural differences
between the Republics. As the Georgian from Forest Hills notes, 

“In our culture the Georgian man...A man is a man and he could do whatever he wants,
but a woman, you got to...” (interviewer interjects) “that’s different?” “Right. It’s that
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mentality.  My sister went through hell. She had to fight everyday for the rights she has.
Me I could do whatever I want.” 

Yet in most cases these distinctions seem far less important to the young people than to their
parents. Whether this will continue to be so, as more clearly central Asian-identified Jews join the
community, is, of course, still unclear. In one exceptional case a self-described “Mountain Jew” from
the north Caucuses reported serious hostile discrimination from fellow Russian speaking Jews, although
it was unclear whether this was a matter of ethnic rivalry or a response to his father’s involvement with
“Jews for Jesus.” 

Fully 85% of the sample report Russian as the dominant language in their households when
growing up. Indeed only about a quarter of those actually born in the U.S. reported English as the
dominant language. A surprising 4% reported speaking Yiddish at home, while the rest spoke either
Hebrew or another FSU language, usually Georgian or Uzbek.  A slight majority of the sample (53%)
reported preferring to use English at home today. However, even among those who were born in the
U.S. or who arrived before age twelve, 85% report speaking their parental language “well” while 93%
report understanding it. When it comes to writing, however, self-reported fluency drops off markedly: 
only about 1/3rd report being able to write  their parental language “well.” Although New York’s
Russian language media has grown markedly in recent years, few of the children of immigrants seem to
make much use of it. Nearly half report listening or watching Russian language radio and television
“rarely” or “not at all,” while only about a third does so frequently. When those who arrived after age
twelve are dropped from the analysis that number declines further. On the other hand, for some, the use
of Russian (if not necessarily of Russian language media) seems to be a marker of ethnic identity.
Several older in depth interview respondents report trying to drop Russian completely in a headlong
drive to assimilate during their teens, only to develop a new appreciation for the language in their
twenties. Consider the attitude of this twenty six year old classical musician, raised in the suburbs of
New York, but now living in Bensonhurst. 

(Interviewer) When you were growing up, would you speak Russian at home?
(Respondent)  Half and half... 
(I) Did you ever listen to Russian radio, watch Russian t.v., read Russian newspapers?
(R)  Never.
(I).  Do you read Russian at all?
(R)  A little bit.
(I)   Did you translate for your family when you were younger?
(R)   A little bit. Although, my parents are smart and they picked  it up but if they didn't
understand something, I could help. Mostly with spelling words, 'cause spelling is hard.
(I)  When you were growing up or like in college, did you attend
     Russian classes?
(R)  I took one Russian class my sophomore year in college, for one semester, just to review
grammar and review the letters and all the stuff, just basic first semester Russian. 
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(I)  Why did you do that?
(R)  Because it was an easy class, I could get an "A." (laughs) 
(I) Do you speak Russian now?
(R) My fiancee and I - actually I speak more Russian now than I did ten years ago, because my
fiancee and I speak and the community speaks Russian, although, I insist on speaking
 English with them. 
(I)  So you speak more now?  
(R). Than I did before...
(I)   How about Hebrew?
(R)  No. Although I would love to learn it. I think it's a great language.
(I)   And how about when you have kids. Are you going to teach them Russian? Hebrew?
(R)  Russian. They can learn Hebrew when they're in their Sunday School and if they want to
pursue it, that’s fine.
(I)  But you would definitely teach them Russian. 
(R) Yes, definitely. Because when you know another  language, you have a whole world to open
up to you and your  understanding of things is so much richer when you can understand them in
at least two languages. Not to mention the fact that there's like so much incredible literature
written in Russian and Russia has been such an important part of American history that I think
it's great!

A thirty two year old woman, who emigrated as a child in 1979 describes a similar change in
attitude towards the Russian language, and possible towards a “Russian” ethnic identity. 

Table Five. Language Use 
 Language Used When Growing up

Language Count Percent
English 10 3%
Russian 260 84%
Other FSU Language 7 2%
Hebrew 8 3%
Yiddish 13 4%
Other 12 4%
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Table Six.
Language Prefer to Speak Now

Language Count Percent
English 159 53%
Russian 128 42%
Other 23 5%

Table Seven.
Proficiency in Parental Language

Came before age 12 All 
Count Percent Count Percent

Speak
     Well 169 85% 251 89%
     Some 20 10% 21 7%
     A little 9 4% 9 3%
     Not at all 1 1% 1 0.5%
Understand
     Well 185 93% 268 95%
     Some 11 6% 11 4%
     A little 3 2% 3 1%
     Not at all 0 0% 0 0%
Read
     Well 98 49% 175  62%
     Some 43 21% 46 16%
     A little 30 15% 32 11%
     Not at all 28 14% 29 10%
Write
     Well 68 34% 137 49%
     Some 46 23% 56 20%
     A little 36 18% 39 14%
     Not at all 49 25% 50 17%
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“Yana” says that her parents decided to immigrate “because they (Russians) were
prejudice against the Jews… and so that we would be better off financially…” Shortly after
arrival, Yana went to the local junior high school. “ There were some Americans. Some
Hispanics, blacks and as the years went by some Chinese people and later some Pakistani, but
predominantly Russians.” As to the treatment she received from the classmates she says, “ they
didn’t like it if you were Russian. The kids bothered us in school because we did not speak
English.” She goes on to mention that “by the ninth grade it was much better because we spoke
more English, we were more American.” She eventually went to a specialized high school in
Manhattan, which was very mixed in terms of ethnicity. “Attitudes were very different. Kids
there are a lot more cultured and it was just fun.” Her good grades in high school--  her English
improved and she was “a lot more adapted to American culture.”
    

Most recently, however, she reports more association with other Russian Jews: “I have
had more Russian friends as I got older” she says, “it got more important because you have
more things in common, as far as childhood and background.” Her Russian had also improved in
that past few years. “There was a nail salon in my house that was owned by young Russian
people. We started hanging out and they would start telling jokes and anecdotes and I really did
not understand. So I started speaking Russian with them… so my Russian is much better but still
when I speak, people always notice the {American} accent.” When Yana has children she plans
to teach about Russian as well as Jewish history, customs and traditions.

This question of the Russian element of ethnic identity will be taken up further below. 

The pre-migration background characteristic that perhaps most distinguishes the Russian Jews
from the other groups in the larger study is the very high levels of parental education. Despite the severe
limits put on Jewish educational achievement during the Brezhnev era (see Gold, 1995), 84% of
respondents reported that at least one their parents had college degrees. In  61% of the cases both
parents were college graduates. The role of working, largely professional women among the mothers of
the sample is particularly striking. The large majority of the respondents report that their mothers
worked outside the home, both in the FSU and after emigration. Grandparents frequently played an
important role in raising children. Thus this Russian family ended up reunited in upstate New York. 

(I) Who took care of you while your mother worked?
(R)  My grandmother. My mother's mother.
(I)   She lived with you?
(R)  Part of the time she lived with us and then she found her own apartment, and she moved but
when I came home from school she would be there....She lived about ten, fifteen minutes away. 
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14 38% 15 16% 17 10% 46 15%

9 24% 21 22% 40 24% 70 23%

14 38% 59 62% 110 66% 183 61%

37 100% 95 100% 167 100% 299 100%

Both parents no college

One parent has college

Both parents have college

Parental
Education

Total

Count Col %

US born

Count Col %

88 or earlier

Count Col %

89 or later

Immigration Cohort

Count Col %

Total

Table Eight. Parent’s Education 

Table Nine. Parent’s Work History. 
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23 7%

22 7%

119 38%

87 28%

27 9%

31 10%

1 0%

310 100%

3 1%

65 21%

129 42%

71 23%

7 2%

25 8%

10 3%

310 100%

did not work

self-employed or
family business

private company

 government agency

school or university

 other

NA

Mother
work
status
when R
growing up

Total

did not work

self-employed or
family business

private company

 government agency

school or university

 other

NA

Father
work
status
when R
growing up

Total

Count Col %
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27 9%

8 3%

10 3%

128 41%

18 6%

1 0%

75 24%

25 8%

10 3%

2 1%

1 0%

5 2%

310 100%

Self-employed or
Family Business

Government Agency

Non-for-profit
Organization

Private Company

School or University

Other Employer

Attending School
and not Working

Unemployed and
looking for work

Unepmloyed and not
looking

On maternity leave

Disabled

 Other

Working
Status

Total

Count Col %

Table Ten

It is also probably significant that a large number of the parents of our respondents lost
professional status upon emigration. The story of their parents’ professional background, their
occupational downward mobility after emigrating (often accompanied by periods on public assistance)
and the parents’ eventual, and often successful attempt to regain middle class status, often through
entrepreneurialism, is one of the most common themes in the in depth interviews. It is part of the
parents’ story that has left a deep impression on the young people. The experience of witnessing the
parental drive to recapture lost status– and parental bitterness when that proved impossible--may
account  for much of the young people’s own drive to succeed. Some cases it may also lead them to
want to distance themselves from their parent’s experience.  For example, a twenty year old whose
parents emigrated when he was an infant reports that throughout his childhood his mother worked as a
manicurist:  
.
(I): Did she work back in Russia?
(R) No, she didn't.  She was very young.  She was twenty two when she came over.  
(I): Could you tell me whether she likes her job here? 
(R) Yes...Well, recently she opened up two of her own beauty salons.  She's very busy and
she's feeling good about herself.  
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(I): How do you feel about her job?
(R): I didn't like the fact that she was giving a service before, as a manicurist.  Now that she's
a business owner I feel better for her.  I'm proud of her.
(I): Who took care of you while she was working?
(R): Either my grandmother or my sister.
(I) How did you feel about that?
(R): Fine.  She would be working across the street from where we lived.  So I would always
stop in.  As a young kid I would hang out in the salon, help out...

(I): You said when you were growing up your dad worked all the time as a driver?
(R): Yes.
(I): Did he work back in Georgia?
(R): Chief engineer.  
(I) Did your father's work situation improve or get worse over time in the U.S.?
(R): Improved.  
(I) How?
(R): Well, before he started out as a taxi driver.  He worked his way up to owning medallions. 
He bought real estate, for investment....
(I) He's not driving anymore?
(R): No.  He's a diamond dealer right now.  
(I) Would you ever work at his job?
(R): Would I ever?  No!  
(I): Why not?
(R): Because it's more or less, it's like a blue collar job.  It's great.  It will make you money but
with being lucky that I have growing up here and I have an education I don't have to do that.
(I): It seems he's changed careers over time.  First he was driving a cab, then he was
involved in real estate investment, now he's in diamonds.  Why was that?
(R): Well, he had to make money.  He started out driving.  He made enough money that he
could actually buy the taxis.  Once you buy them, you don't have to work anymore, you lease
them out.  That's just money falling in.  Since he's not doing anything, he figured there's more
money, let me buy some condos.  Those are investments, money coming in.  Still he's not doing
anything, so he started dealing with diamonds. 

Often a mother was able to recapture professional status faster than a father. Ironically, the fact
that most of our respondent’s fathers had more education and somewhat higher occupational status
than did their mothers may compound the situation: the greater the occupational status and investment in
one’s professional identity, the greater the potential cost of losing professional status. In general many
respondents report that their mothers adjusted to life in the U.S. faster and more completely than did
their fathers,  a situation rife with possibilities for tension in the family. A 1.25 generation immigrant from
Sheepshead Bay notes, 
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{My mother} is working as an accountant right now. But {when she arrived} she worked
as a sewer.  She sewed clothes in Borough Park for Jewish women.  That’s what she was doing
on and off.  That was temporary.  She cleaned apartments for Jewish people and she even sewed 
at a factory, at a Chinese factory.  Temporarily and she volunteered at the hospital trying 
to get some work there.  She was doing the bookkeeping job.  And accounting jobs...She was an
accountant in Russia.  Here she went to college, to get a degree to become again an accountant.  
(I) Generally, would you say your mother’s work situation improved or got worse 
over time, here in the U.S.?
(R) It improved a great deal.  It’s tough now that we bought a house and everything 
but I think comparing it to the past I think it’s a lot better.
(I) In what way?
(R) In the way that she lives.  We have a house now.  We have several cars and stuff 
like that.  Financially, it’s a lot better.  And of course, in other ways too.  Her English is 
getting better and stuff like that.  Emotionally, she feels better being in this country.  So it 
improved a great deal...{My father}  He worked….he had several jobs.  First, he started working
at a car wash.  And then he got a job at this mortgage company, where he works as a
messenger.  He delivers money to banks and he delivers important mail and he has been working
there all along.  
(I) What did he do back in Russia?
(R): He was a technician at a factory.  
(I) Would you say your father’s work situation improved or got worse?
(R) I think it got worse.
(I) Why is that?
(R) Because working in that place all these years, it wears him out.  He gets tired 
more.  He just comes home all beat up.  Because he basically gets very tired at work and 
right now he’s in the process of looking for another job and then once he does, hopefully 
it will get better.  He’s sick of it....I  feel sorry for the guy because he works like crazy. 
Physically.  And he is not a young person anymore.  He’s close to 50 now and they make him
work, those Hasidic Jewish people.  They make him work like crazy.  But hopefully he’ll get
another job for a better salary too.  

A twenty respondent from Brooklyn, whose father remains only occasionally employed reflects
on whether his parents would have been better off had they stayed in Russia: 

Financially, certainly not. But emotionally? My dad, yes. My mom, no.  I think she is
fine here. But in many ways, he, especially at first, he was kind of depressed and missing
his country friends. But then he went for a visit a couple of years ago and I think he did
realize he made the right decision.
 
Respondent’s Education
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We now turn to the basic characteristics of the respondents themselves. Not surprisingly they
are, like their parents, well educated. Forty one percent of the sample were enrolled in four year
colleges at the time they were interviewed. Another 30% had graduated from four year colleges,
including 8% who were either currently enrolled in or had completed post-graduate education. Given
the youth of the sample and the fact that immigration has in some cases delayed the educational
progress of the 1.25 generation, these numbers are almost certain to rise. For example, 4% of the
sample, all 18 or 19 years old, were still enrolled in High School. (Of the 41 respondents over age 28,
17% held post graduate degrees).  Only six percent of the sample are currently high school graduates
not now enrolled in higher education, and most of these respondents were under 22. Thus it is likely
that at  least some of them will also eventually go to college. Interestingly, only 7% were enrolled in or
had graduated from two year colleges, a lower figure than for the other second generation groups in the
study; and 8% had some college training but were not currently enrolled and had no degree.  

Table Eleven.  Type of High School

Type of HS Count Percent

NYC  Public School – Non-
magnet

193 62%

NYC Public – Magnet 15 5%

Public School Outside of
NYC

49 16%

Private or Jewish 54 17%

The large majority of the sample, 83%, attended public high schools. While 16% of these were
outside New York City (largely the New York suburbs, but elsewhere as well) a somewhat surprising
67% were graduates of  New York City public high schools. Five percent were graduates of the cities’
elite magnet schools, but the rest had attended regular public high schools. Only 17% were private
school graduates, the great majority of whom attended Jewish schools. While this may seem low, given
the investment the organized Jewish community has made in Jewish education, it is higher than the
number in private or parochial school than for any other group in the larger study except for native
whites. Interestingly, 35% of the Russian Jewish sample and 66% of those born in the U.S. (the “true”
second generation) attended Yeshiva for at least one year (see below). Why so many students with
Yeshiva experience end up in the public schools is an issue taken up in the sections on religious and
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ethnic identity, below. There is considerable amount of switching back and forth between public
schools and Yeshivas. Many, particularly 1.5 and 1.25 generation immigrants who had some education
in Russia felt that public schools were “too easy.” Others  recall their highly diverse New York City
public high schools as ethnically divided and sometimes hostile places. Yeshivas were sometimes
recalled as smaller and more emotionally supportive, although not always academically challenging,
particulars for girls. As one nineteen year old woman who emigrated at age eight recalls,

{In a public elementary school} I was basically guessing at the tests cause I could not understand
English.  Even if  I could do, say, the math, I did not understand what they were asking me.  So that
was interesting...I passed fifth grade.  They put me in an ESL class.  That was somewhat of 
a help.  And then when I went to Yeshiva, it was basically Russian Jewish girls and I  could
communicate with them. 
(I) Was your English better by that time?
(R) A little bit but I think my progress in English sort of stopped when I went there.  
Not gotten as further as it could have.
(I) Because most of your friends spoke Russian?
(R) Yeah.  And we didn’t do much work.  So we were jumping Chinese jump rope 
24--7 basically and our teachers just didn’t care so whatever... I cannot say I learned much.  I think
it was two years wasted.  As in getting ahead mathematically and English-wise, history, sciences. 
But I think they helped me out emotionally a lot.  And they sort of shaped some of my views today. 
Conservative and all that part of me, definitely from them.  
(I) When you went to public school, junior high, who were the people there?
(R): American, Italians, a little Russian.
(I) And how did the kids get along?
(R) See, Italians and Russians always had a history.  So they never got along all that 
well.  But I don’t know, you just sort of stuck to your own culture.  

Another young woman raised in Brighton Beach recalls her first encounter with American diversity
in a New York public junior high school. “Some Americans didn’t like it if you were Russian.
Everybody teased us. And we were pushed and kicked in the hall.”  In her case, however, junior high
eventually became a place to make friends different from herself, a  fact that did not always go down well
with her Russian peers. “I sat next to a black boy in home room. We really hit it off. I remember thinking
he was cute and the other black guys started teasing, ‘ooh, Marina has a boyfriend!’ By eighth grade most
of her friends were black and Hispanic.  Once after a Russian girl threatened to “kick my ass, the black
girls from my block took care of her. They roughed her up and the Russian girl apologized to me!
How could I not like these people! In this case the young woman went into a specialized high school in
Manhattan where she recalls much better relations between the ethnic groups. Yet this was not always the
case. One young man from Queens recalls good ethnic relations in his local elementary, which became less
cordial in a selective public high school.  

(I) Who were in your classes in elementary school?



21

(R): It was completely mixed.  The neighborhood I grew up in from the projects, it was....More
or less at that age there was no racial tension at all.
(I) Now middle school, it was also was a public school?
(R): A public school.  I was still living in the projects in Flushing but I was going to school in
Forest Hills.
(I): Who were the people there?
(R): Jewish and black.
(I): How were the relations in that school?
(R): They kept to themselves.  In their own group. There might have been if you wanted the
tension, but you could just avoid it.

(I): Now, high school, you were in Brooklyn Tech?
(R): Yes.
(I) How did you end up at that school?  Did you test into it?
(R) It was a specialized high school and in junior high school everyone is trying to get into these
specialized high schools.  Everyone is taking the test.  I took the exam, I got in....  
(I) So in high school, who were the students there in terms of ethnic backgrounds?
(R): Oh, it was about 35% black, 40% Asian and I was a minority there.  
(I) How did the groups get along?
(R) They kept to their own groups!  

For those who did attend Yeshivas, the experience was also mixed. While some, like the young
woman above, found the smaller, mono-ethnic environment comforting, others, particularly in more
Orthodox settings chaffed at what they recall as pressure to become more religious as well as cultural
conflict between the largely secular Russians and Orthodox American Jews. Ironically, while  fear of large,
unknown, multi-ethnic  public schools leads many Russian immigrant parents to send their children to
Yeshivas, many of these were controlled by Orthodox Jewish organizations whose customs and life styles
were equally unfamiliar.  Thus, while some Russian immigrants preferred Yeshiva settings to public
schools, mainly because they were perceived as “private education” thus offering protection from
undesirable influences, the “Yeshiva experience” is often recalled by their children as one of mutual
disappointment. Orthodox institutions made great effort to incorporate the Russian-Jews, and to provide
them with outreach programs and social services and subsidized education. In return, however,  they
expected the immigrants to become part of the Orthodox community and were often clearly disappointed
when this did not happen. The immigrants, in turn, were disappointed with what they recall as a
condescending and disrespectful manner in which they were treated by the Orthodox institutions. For
example, “Anna,” a 25 year old lawyer who emigrated at age six, recalls her Jewish Day school in a
largely American Jewish neighborhood  in suburban Pikesville, Maryland. 

“They sort of had this project to save Russian Jews, but they were sort of disappointed in
us. This {was} an Orthodox Day School. So when they watched all these things on television
about Refusniks and these poor Russian Jews wanting so desperately to study Torah and
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aren’t being allowed to! So now they will {be able to study Torah} But we did not want to
study Torah! And {Anna  laughs} they were not happy with us!”

Moreover, the demands for religious observance from children of immigrants who attended
Yeshivas frequently caused tension with the parents who were not observant or at least not observant
enough to satisfy those in charge of their children’s education. For example, from first grade until
graduation from high school, American born “Irene” attended Yeshivas. Regarding the conflict with her
parents over religious observance she says: 

“It was traumatic, for me and for my parents. They did not want to be religious. They
explained to me that they have been this way for this long and were not going to change
(and become more observant). They said that when I grow up and have my own house I
could do whatever I wanted, but that I am not going to change their life. I dealt with it
somehow, but it did cause a lot of controversy.”  

Now in her twenties, “Irene” remains strictly observant, and plans to live her life in an Orthodox
world, despite continuing conflict this causes with her parents. While she is unusual in this regard, in general
those with Yeshiva experience are more attached to Judaism, as will be discussed further in the section of
Jewish identity below. Though rarely as religious as their teachers, as adults, they are more likely to
celebrate holidays and attend synagogue. Indeed, the regression analysis below shows, Yeshiva
attendance as a child is one of the best predictors of both adult religious participation and strong Jewish
ethnic identity, even among those who do not consider themselves religious. And in a minority of cases,
Orthodox education of the children eventually brings the parents into the Orthodox fold. 

Juliana, who just turned 18, was born in the US, shortly after her parents emigrated from
Russia. After Juliana’s birth her mother became increasingly observant. Now the family is
part of the Orthodox community. “She wanted me to get Jewish education because in
Russia she was not able to. The Jewish schools wanted a woman who was religious, who
kept all the laws, who covered her hair. So my mother conformed a little bit. She did that
just so I can go to a Jewish school. Then, as I went along I would ask ‘why don’t you do
this? why don’t you do that?’, and eventually they started doing it. I don’t know if they are
doing it for the kids or they are doing it because they want to. But I think…they would stop
by now (if they did not like it).”

On the other hand, for some former Yeshiva attendees the memory remains a source of bitterness
and resentment.  Negative experiences in Yeshivas are mentioned frequently, ranging from open
discrimination (separating Russian and American kids on different floors) and  poor educations to the 
“mean” Rabbi who refused to help out with tuition. As one young man, who eventually went to public
school and who is no longer observant,  recalls, 

“Like there was this one rabbi that was in charge of the tuition for the Yeshiva there and he
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was very.....from what my mother described to me, he was very mean to her.  If she didn't
have any money but she wanted me to be in Yeshiva, not so much to learn the Jewish
religion but to be in a safe environment because my area is not the safest in the world to be
in public school with the type of kids there are much worse quality than in the Yeshiva.
That's why she wanted me there and she couldn't really afford it so she was trying to
get....she was trying to plead with them not to charge as much but they said, ‘Hey,
whatever.  Do what you need to do.  Pay for it or else you don't have to send him here.’ 
They were so mean.” 

College

Given the youth of the Russian Jewish sample and the fact that many continue to live with their
parents well into their twenties,  College and University attendance may actually be a better indicator of
adult socio-economic outcomes than their current income. If this is the case, the future would seem
reasonably bright. Four year college attendance is among the highest of the groups in the second
generation study once age is controlled  for. In contrast with American Jews, however, college is often a 
local matter for the children of the Russian immigrants. This may be, in part, merely an artifact of the
sampling method: clearly those attending college away form home were not in the area to be sampled!
However, even among those who have already graduated college, New York area schools vastly
predominate, a preference the in-depth interviews bear out. (Of course it may simply be that those who
leave the New York area for college are less likely to live there after graduation, and are thus missing from
our sample.)  At least for the sample population, however, going “away” to an elite private school was
seldom an option. 

Table Twelve. Type of College (College attendees only)

[Where the respondent has attended more than one college, 
data indicates the college they graduated from. If they have not yet 

graduated, the data is for the college they attended for the longest period of time]
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As Table Twelve shows, the colleges of  the City University of New York (CUNY) are by far the
most common undergraduate institutions among the sample. CUNY four year colleges alone account for
43% of all colleges attended. Cost and convenience are usually cited at the main reasons for this college
choice. Like the young man who told us that Brooklyn College was a clear choice as the best college
within forty five minutes of his parents’ home, many in the sample took it for granted that they would
continue to live “at home” which they often described as the only practical option. In contrast to many
middle class American students, they seemed to feel no need to leave their parents’ households to
establish themselves as adults. As this 20 year old notes.

“The main reason (I live with my parents) is that I'm working about 35 hours a week.  I'm a
full-time student and I'm never home.  So if I were to go out and pay rent myself, it would be
a waste of money because no one would be living there.”

A significant number also attend private schools in the New York metropolitan area. While these
include elite institutions such as Columbia and New York University, more often they are secondary
institutions. Long Island University, Hostra, Pace and C.W. Post are among the most common. In this
case, cost clearly is not a factor – these schools are far more expensive than CUNY or SUNY schools.
Instead, location seems to be a determining factor. In many cases obligations to parents and a general
assumption that unmarried young people should live “at home” may be limiting the available college
choices, as well as placing an emotional burden on young people unimaginable to  most American (and
particularly most Jewish American) undergraduates. 

(I) You are in college now. You go to Pace University?
(R) That’s right.
(I) How did you decide to go there?
(R) Because they provide a good job service, coop program. And I am at an age where I have to
help my parents. We just bought a house and I have to help them out.       

Further, for some of the sample, the choice of a private school may well be influenced by a
general, post-Soviet assumption that “private” institutions are always superior to public ones. The speed
and convenience with which one can get a degree from some of these institutions may be factors. As a
twenty five year old of Belarusian parents, now working on wall street recalls his days at Pace University.

I wanted to pass as quickly as possible.  So I was never involved in anything at Pace.  I just
went to my classes and passed them and did my projects and stuff like that.  So I basically got my
grades...I’d applied for two private schools in NY, NYU and Pace.  And from NYU I was rejected. 
They didn’t take me.  But Pace did so I went.  I was accepted to City University, schools like
Baruch and Hunter and all that stuff and I didn’t want to go to a City college.  I wanted to go to a
private.
I: How did you pay for college?
A: Financial aid and loans.



25

I: Did you work during college?
A: Yeah.
I: What did you do?
A: Starting with my second year in college, I started working in a banking companies 
on Wall Street like JP Morgan and Goldman Sachs cause I was going through this coop 
office, which finds you jobs in the Wall Street area.  And I was working there as an intern 
and they took me there just to learn stuff.  So I was getting into technology like starting 
the second year of my college. 

Finally, many of these youths seem not to have as much information about college choices as some
of their American peers. 

(I) You are at SUNY Albany.  How did you decide on there?
(R) That’s a good question.  I didn’t get into the school of my choice and I did not 
like Stony Brook.  
(I) Which was the school of your choice?
(R): Anywhere from Yale to Princeton.  You know.  And I didn’t get in so I started 
applying to SUNYs and I didn’t really know much about colleges.  I was just slacking off 
then a little bit because I was just tired with work and I had so many customers with those 
essays that they were driving me crazy.  So I didn’t like Stony Brook.  I didn’t want to go 
to Binghamton.  And I don’t want to go to Buffalo because it’s far and cold.  So I just 
decided Albany.
  

It should be noted that in our experience this is hardly universal. The sample includes respondents
who have attended America’s finest colleges, including Brandeis, Oberlin, Boston University and Yale.
Yet, at least compared with the other groups in the study with comparably high levels of education (the
Koreans and the Chinese) the emphasis seems to be on obtaining a degree, not necessarily on the prestige
of that degree. 

Occupations and Socio-Economic Position

As noted above, the Russian Jewish sample is still quite young. This, combined with their
propensity for higher education means that many in the sample are still in school or will shortly return to
school. This does not mean they lack work experience – most started working in high school. It does
mean that their current job may not be a good indicator of their eventual career choices. Still, we can learn
some things from the jobs they now hold. 

As is clear, the bulk of the sample works in the private sector. Compared to the general New
York City labor market, only a very limited number work for government or in the social services. The
number of respondents working for family businesses or self-employed was also lower than might be
expected. When looking at the actual jobs held, “high tech” and “finance” are common and (as the in-
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depth interviews show) frequently the target of the aspirations of  those still in school. Not surprisingly,
given the age of the sample, many also work in retailing and food service. As Table 11 indicates, very few
belong to labor unions and only a small number of employees have health insurance through their jobs.
How much of this is due to the fact that many of the younger respondents are still carried on their parents’
health plans is not clear. Still the large number of private sector employees not receiving health benefits
may be a cause for concern meriting further investigation. 

Table Thirteen. Current Occupation

Table Fourteen. Working  conditions
Count percent

Job provides Health insurance 92 32%
Belong to Union 25 9%

There has been a large literature in recent years on the  role that “ethnic enclaves” and employment
by co-ethnics plays in the life chances of recent immigrants (see for examples, Portes and Manning, 1986,
Zhou, 1992, Portes and Zhou, 1995, Kim, 1999). This literature shows considerable benefits for
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immigrant populations of having well established ethnic business communities. Immigrants may find work
and in some cases have considerable opportunities for advancement as well as access to credit within
these “enclaves” despite limited English proficiency and lack of acquaintance with U.S. customs and
business practices. For the second generation, such enclaves may form a “spring board” allowing them to
benefit from parental capital and connections in both the “ethnic” and the larger economy. They may also
create an employment “safety net” providing jobs for those who have been, for whatever reason, unable
succeed in the mainstream economy. For second generation professionals, the existence of an economic
and residential enclave may also provide access to an important customer base: second generation
accountants and lawyers often become the intermediaries between ethnic business owners and the
institutions of the larger society.  On the other hand, returns on human capital are often lower in ethnic
enclaves than in the mainstream economy. Unionization and benefits, such as health insurance, are often
lacking and the enforcement of safety standards, child labor laws, minimum wage and other worker
protections are often notably lax. Further, some have argued that successful ethnic enclaves retard
assimilation, giving the children of immigrants more incentive to learn the ways of their parents’
communities and less motivation to join the American mainstream.

For the children of Jewish emigres from the FSU the situation is even more complex. They could
follow their parents into “ethnic  niches:” jobs where the  group seems to specialize (for a full description of
the nature of ethnic niches and their role in the New York economy, see Waldinger, 1996). They could 
form their own distinctly second generation niches. They could be concentrated in “Jewish”  but not
particularly Russian occupations, or they group be evenly distributed throughout the economy. Looking at
the data it seems that a large number are concentrated in the emerging computer industries. The in-depth
interviews confirm that many more would like to go into that field and training in that area is often sought.
There are also a large number in New York’s large finance industry. On the whole they are less likely than
their parents to work in small business or in family enterprises. As Table Fifteen shows, 11% work directly
for a fellow Russian Jew and 18% work in jobs where most co-workers are Russian Jews.  This is more
than a random distribution throughout the economy would produce, but probably less than could be
described as a fully formed “ethnic enclave.” Interestingly, 22% work  for Jewish but non- Russian
supervisors, suggesting perhaps an ethnic succession within largely “Jewish” workplaces. Most of the
sample, however, do not work in settings that are predominantly Jewish or Russian. A large number,
however, work for and with other non-native whites; that is to say for white immigrants (or perhaps white
ethnics the respondents described as immigrants). This suggests a substantial “white immigrant” segment of
the labor market. It is noteworthy that only a very small number work in settings where either the
supervisors or a majority of the co-workers are Black. This is far lower than one would expect given the
demographics of the  New York labor market.  

Table Fifteen Race/Ethnicity of supervisor and co-workers

Race/ethnicity Supervisor co-workers
Count % Count %

Russian Jewish 28 11% 52 18%
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Other Jewish 54 22% 24 9%
Native White 37 15% 31 11%
Other white 75 30% 72 26%
Asian 14 6% 8 3%
Hispanic 14 6% 28 10%
Black 14 6% 9 3%
DK/Refuse 15 6% 58 21%

Nearly 40% of the respondents found their current job though a friend, nearly twice the  number
that found employment through an ad. Not surprisingly, the number was even higher among the
respondents whose co-workers were largely other Russian Jews. This was also true for many who
worked in non-specifically Russian or Jewish settings, and it points to the importance of social networks
among the group. More than 20% found their job through an employment agency. This is higher than for
the other groups in the study and suggests the important role played by the Jewish social service agencies. 

Table Sixteen. How did Respondents hear about their Current or Last Job? 

Community and Political Participation. 

The large majority of the sample lives in areas with a large concentration of  former Soviet
immigrants in southern Brooklyn and central Queens. This in part because so many still live with their
parents. While the in-depth interviews pointed to some evidence of suburbanization, the numbers were not
significant (part of this may be due to some of the limitations of the sampling method, see above). In
addition, at least some of  those immigrants raised in the suburbs of New York and elsewhere have moved
into areas of immigrant concentration, although our numbers are not large enough to say whether this is a
trend. One young woman raised in the suburbs but now living in Brooklyn details the good and bad sides
of the suburban American dream.

(R) It was great. Suburban. Very nice community. Safe, quiet. Good  resources, nice 
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stores. It was just a nice suburb...quiet, schools were good. People were very nice.
(I)   Who lived there?
(R)    Pretty much middle class. It was a little mixed. We have some African American
families, not too many. Some  minorities.  I had an Indian friend and you know, it was
mostly white Americans, but there were some Jewish kids like myself and some minorities.
Sometimes there was nothing to do for kids. You couldn't  really [do much], if you couldn't
drive. You'd have to depend on [someone] --there was no transportation actually. So if you
couldn't drive or someone couldn't drive you, you had to depend on transportation. There
are some bad parts about it. I went to a public high school which is a very good high school
but it was a very big public high school and sometimes that creates   problems, and people
get left out and the problems that are happening all around the country today, the shootings
and everything. I definitely see how it comes about from big public high schools that some
kids just get left out, and left behind or ignored or they're just ostracized. They don't feel
good about themselves and they want to shoot everybody else up. That's - it's horrible
actually. I mean, I knew kids that were excluded, were called nerds and geeks and stuff like
that. There were two kids I remember that committed  suicide...

(I) Did the kids from different backgrounds get along together?
(R)    Not really. I know that the Black kids hung out with Black kids and the rest of the minorities

were so small in number, like there were four or five Jewish kids in the school...It was pretty
White with a few minorities.

Among the urban majority there is clear evidence of spreading out  from original communities of
first settlement. Many respondents raised in Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach have moved on, either with their
parents or on their own, to the neighboring communities of Sheapshead Bay, Manhattan Beach, Midwood
and Bensonhurst, while many of those raised in Kew Gardens in Queens have moved on to other Queens
neighborhoods and Long Island.  For those raised in the heart of the immigrant communities, particularly
Brighton Beach, their memories are often ambivalent. One 1.25 generation immigrant describes Brighton
Beach as 

a small community; a very familiar environment. A good atomsphere. Yet a comforting
haven for new comers and their immigrant parents can seem more like a stifling ghetto for
the more Americanized children. For young people trying to make their own way  in life,
close-knit community can mean too much control and pressure. 

One young woman who came to Brighton Beach from Russia as toddler explains:   

“It (Brighton Beach) was okay, because not knowing English it was easier (for her parents) 
just getting around”.

Yet as she became a teenager she found it annoying “to live in an community where 
everybody knows you, minds your business and had an opinion on how you dress, whom you 
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date and how much money you have.”

Other immigrant parents originally settled among Orthodox or Hasidic Jews in communities where
most of the secular Jewish population had left for the suburbs. This created other problems as this young
man reports, 

(I) What was it like to grow up in Borough Park?
(R) At first it was a little bit uncomfortable because having to deal with all those
customs that the Hasidic Jews have and that was hard for me cause I simply didn’t want to
(laughter) deal with those rules and stuff.
(I) What kinds of customs?
(R) We always used to clean our house on Saturdays.  So that means that we would 
have to turn on the vacuum cleaner and everything and now that there’s Shabbos and
everything, my mom didn’t want to do the cleaning and I’m used to that.  So it was
uncomfortable for me.  I have to do it the next day or the day before.  So that’s one of the
things.  And those people were always looking at me like I was some kind of outsider. 

  
Some of those who have moved into non-Russian communities report conflict with neighbors. This

seems to be a particular issue in Bensonhurst  where many report conflicts between “Russian” and Chinese
newcomers and the “Americans” by which they generally mean Americans of  Italian descent. For the
most part, however, the respondents seemed happy with their  neighborhoods and many noted that a
Russian influx had been good for the communities in which they live. 

This is Forest Hills.  It's mostly Jewish.  High Russian population, growing rapidly.  It
becoming much safer and cleaner.  
I: So, you think this neighborhood is getting better?
(R) It's hard to say.  There are a lot of Russian immigrants moving in and because
they're immigrants their social culture might be a little different and you might look down
on them.  But they do keep within themselves. They keep bad stuff out of the neighborhood. 
So it's a little change but I don't think it's getting worse.  It's just different.

In terms of its friendship patterns the group seems to diverge depending on their time in the U.S.
Not surprisingly, those born in the U.S. are the least likely to report that most of their friends are Russian
but the most likely to report that most of their friends are Jewish. This may again reflect the fact that the
U.S. born respondents are generally the most religious. Those who were born in the FSU but arrived
before the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 are the most likely to report that their friends are a mix of
Russian Jews, non-Russian Jews, non-Jewish Russians and others. Nearly half of those who arrived since
1989 report that all or most of their friends are fellow Russian Jews but a significant minority (17%) report
that all or most of their friends are non-Jewish Russians. For this most recently arrived group Russian
identity may be a more important factor in shaping their associations than Jewish identity. 
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6 17% 29 30% 83 49% 118 39%

15 43% 14 15% 14 8% 43 14%

  14 15% 29 17% 43 14%

8 23% 27 28% 30 18% 65 22%

6 17% 12 13% 12 7% 30 10%

35 100% 96 100% 168 100% 299 100%

All or most friends are
Russian Jews

All or most friends are
Jewish but not Russian

All or most friends are
Russian but not Jewish

Mixed

Few friends are
Russian or Jewish

Friends

Total

Count Col %

US born

Count Col %

88 or earlier

Count Col %

89 or later

Immigration Cohort

Count Col %

Total

Table Seventeen. Friendship Patterns

(*The chi-square test is significant at the .05 level.)
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For the immigrant parents of our sample, low rates of civic and political participation are
completely understandable. In the former Soviet Union officially approve politics was often corrupt or
worse and appositional politics was dangerous. Indeed, even apparently benign groups like sports clubs
and parents’ associations were usually under the thumb of the Communist Party. Those that were not were
politically suspect were often suppressed no matter how apparently apolitical their mission. Many people
simply found it prudent to give organizational life a wide berth. 

Will these attitudes continue among the young people raised in the U.S.? Like their parents, the
children of  the FSU immigrants show low rates of civic or political participation. This may be due to the
group’s youth. Yet on most indicators the group was less likely to participate in civic and political groups
on almost every level than other Jews or other native whites of the same age (and of course, civic
participation among native whites of this age group is already notoriously low compared  to that of  their
parents. See Putnam, 2000).  Respondents seem particularly unlikely to join groups that will bring them
into contact with members of other ethnic groups. They are less likely to participate in synagogue based
activity (other than actual worship), in block associations, political clubs or parent teacher associations,
although they are only slightly less likely to join sports groups. They are more likely to join “other” groups.
In many cases this turned out to be Chess Clubs and Ballet groups.  
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Table Eighteen. Civic Participation (percent Yes)

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Activity at place of worship other than
attending services*

24 8% 13 27% 107 26%

Sports club or league 72 23% 14 28% 109 27%
Parent/Teacher organization 21 7% 8 16%* 30 7%
Neighborhood or block association/ Tenant
organization

13 4% 6 12% 42 10%*

Other Organization 70 23% 4 8% 11 3%*
Political club or group 20 6% 4 8% 31 8%

*chi-square is significant at the .05 level.

Given the wealth of public facilities in the New York area, the pattern of public facilities use while
growing up is also revealing. The group is slightly less likely than other whites and other Jews to use
YMC/HA’s and P.A.L. centers, but this is probably because of their frequent use of Jewish community
centers. Their use of Public Parks and Libraries is about the same. However, given the frequent assertions
of the importance of “culture”in the in-depth interviews, it is striking that they are more likely to have
visited museums and less likely to have played in sports leagues than native whites. Differences with other
Jews are not statistically significant, probably because of the relatively small number of native Jews in the
sample. However, it is interesting, if not surprising, that on almost of these indicators “native” Jews rank
between the children of FSU Jews and other native whites.    

Of the 186 in our sample who were U.S. citizens 70% were registered to vote, compared to 80%
of non-Jewish native whites and 82% of native Jews. Given the large number who live in areas where the
Democratic Party enjoys a virtual monopoly on local elected office, it is note worthy that 33% of the
sample were Registered Republicans.  Democrats (41%) did out number Republicans, but Democratic
registration was lower than for any other group in the study and far lower than for the native Jews. In terms
of political attitudes, the children of  FSU immigrants were slightly less likely than native whites and much
less likely than native Jews to express an interest in New York City politics. Interestingly, they are also less
likely to agree with the statement that immigrants have made New York a better place to live, although
perhaps the more important point is that large majorities in every group, including native whites, agreed.
Finally they are the least likely of all groups in the study to agree with the statement that New York City’s
police tend to “favor” whites over blacks and other racial minorities.  This, along with the fact that they so
rarely work with blacks points to disturbing underlying distance between the Russian Jews and African
Americans. In the in-depth interviews, while there were few expressions of overt hostility, most
respondents reported little contact with African Americans. 

Table Nineteen. Public Facilities Use
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Use of Public Parks
Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

A lot 126 41% 24 49% 179 44%
Some 160 51% 23 47% 188 46%
Never 22 7% 2 4% 44 10%

Table Twenty. Use of YMCA/WCA/YMHA/PAL center 

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White*
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

A lot 10 3% 5 10% 39 10%
Some 76 24% 12 25% 119 29%
Never 221 71% 32 65% 250 61%

Table Twenty-one. Use of Public Library

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

A lot 160 51% 28 57% 190 46%
Some 140 45% 18 37% 204 50%
Never 11 4% 3 6% 17 4%

Table Twenty-two.  Use of Museum

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White*
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

A lot 66 21% 9 18% 60 14%
Some 204 66% 32 65% 212 52%
Never 40 13% 8 16% 138 34%

Table Twenty-three. Use of Little League, Sports or Athletic League

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White*
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

A lot 44 14% 12 25% 157 38%
Some 83 27% 11 22% 117 29%
Never 184 59% 26 53% 137 33%
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Table Twenty-four. Party Registration*

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Republican 42 33% 7 18% 78 24%
Democrat 53 41% 28 70% 162 49%
Independent 11 9% 2 5% 52 16%

*the Chi-square test is significant at the .05 level.

Table Twenty-five. Political Attitudes 

I am interested in New York (or local) politics*
Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Agree 84 27% 24 49% 141 34%
Somewhat agree 98 32% 11 22% 130 32%
Somewhat disagree 20 6% 5 10% 42 10%
disagree 107 34% 8 16% 94 23%

*the Chi-square test is significant at the .05 level.

Table Twenty-six.
Immigrants coming to NYC have made the city a better place to live.

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Agree 133 34% 26 53% 174 42%
Somewhat agree 104 33% 13 27% 126 31%
Somewhat disagree 30 10% 2 4% 39 10%
disagree 30 10% 6 12% 54 13%

*the Chi-square test is significant at the .05 level.

Table Twenty-seven.
The police in New York City generally favor whites over blacks*

Russian Jews Other Jews Native White
Count Percent Count Percent Count Percent 

Agree 75 24% 19 39% 110 27%
Somewhat agree 68 22% 11 22% 131 32%
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Somewhat disagree 42 14% 6 12% 59 14%
disagree 101 33% 5 10% 79 19%

*the Chi-square test is significant at the .05 level.

Not surprisingly, the group was less likely to express an interest in the politics of their parents’
home lands than other children of immigrants, although not by as much as we would have predicted. While
fewer express an active interest in Russian Politics, fewer also express the active dislike of “home country”
politics than members of most other groups. 

In contrast to the low level of participation in mainstream civic and political activity, the sample
showed very high levels of participation in Jewish communal activity. These were higher for those born in
the U.S., but were generally high across the board. A majority of the sample (and a staggering 71% of the
U.S. born) had participated in the activities of Jewish Community Centers and 38% had attended summer
camps or day camps. The one Jewish educational/civic group we asked about that did not have high levels
of participation were Hillel activities. Clearly this is not due to a lack out outreach by the Hillel
organizations. Most the CUNY campuses have active Hillel chapters which have made considerable
outreach efforts to the Russian community. On the other hand, the rather pragmatic attitude that many of
the in-depth interview respondents showed towards college (“get the degree and get out”), the fact that so
many live at home during college, plus the large number who work while going to school may explain the
lack of Hillel participation. It may be that even for those attending college, neighborhood based
organizations (such as the community centers) are more accessible and relevant than campus based ones. 

Table Twenty-eight. Participation in Jewish Education and Activities
(Percent Yes)

Type of Activity Immigration Cohort Total
US born 88 or earlier 89 or later

Jewish Community Center 71% 68% 39% 52%
Jewish Summer Camp or Day Camp 50% 51% 27% 38%
Hillel* 19% 15% 15% 15%
Jewish After-School Programs 47% 24% 19% 24%
Jewish Sunday School 29% 6% 6% 9%
Attend Yeshiva more than a year 66% 38% 27% 35%

* % of college attendees in the past or present.

Social Welfare

Many immigrants from the former Soviet Union make use of  public assistance and other
governmental programs upon arrival. Such programs, particularly Supplemental Social Security Income
(SSI) and Medicaid  play a particularly important role for the large number of elderly among the immigrant
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generation. A popular stereotype has grown up that immigrants from the former Soviet Union, however
much they may have hated Communist society, have developed the “entitlement” mentality that comes from
living in a cradle to grave welfare state. In addition, it is often asserted the surficial skills of “working the
system” in a Communist bureaucracy has given immigrants from the FSU a unique ability to get the most
out of the U.S. welfare system, with few qualms about the propriety of doing so. We found little in the in-
depth interviews that contradicts this view. Many of the respondents spent time “on welfare” in their youth.
Compared to other groups they were more forthcoming and less reticent to discuss this fact. 

However, it is noteworthy that, compared to other groups in the study, the children of Jewish FSU
immigrants show some of the highest use of public assistance programs “at some point in the past” but
among the lowest use of such programs at the present time. Only native whites show lower  use of SSI and
Medicaid by “someone in their household” and even this difference is almost certainly accounted for by the
far greater likelihood of FSU sample to live in households with elderly relatives. Indeed, contrary to the
notion that public assistance breeds inter-generational dependence, this group shows a remarkable pattern
of moving off public assistance. This is, in part, due to the youth of sample but given the fact that most are
still in their parents’ households, it clearly does not account for the whole story. 

Another striking difference between the Russian Jews and other groups in the sample is their low
and late fertility. Very few of children under age 22 (3% as compared with 25% of comparable
Dominicans, 16% of West Indians and 7% of native whites). Forty-one percent of those between ages 28
to 32 (the oldest group in the sample) have at least one child. This is higher than the equivalent figure for
native whites and the Chinese (whose fertility seems remarkably low), but lower than other groups in the
study; 72% of the native African Americans in this age group had children, for example. Clearly many in
this group are staying in their parental households longer, spending a longer time in school and having
children late, although not as late as some others.    

On the whole the group seems unaware of the extent of aid it received from the organized Jewish
community. Although virtually all arriving Soviet refugees receive at least some assistance from Jewish
agencies, only 42.5% are aware that their parents received assistance from Jewish community groups “at
some point in the past.” Only 2.7% report receiving such assistance now, substantially lower than the
numbers who report using facilities paid for by these agencies. Still the organized Jewish community should
take some solace from the young man who said:

Yes, I received assistance from the  Jewish Community organization, and I’m grateful for
them, because before the Welfare, it was a Jewish organization that helped use first, for four
months, I think....It was NANA,...I think. 
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Table Twenty-nine.
  Percent of Usage of Public Assistance by Groups, While “Growing Up” and “Today”
(Percent “Yes”)

Russian Jews Chinese CPE Dominican West Indians Native White Native Black Puerto Rican
Past Present Past Present Past Present Past Present Past Present Past Present Past Present Past Present

27%TAI
F/
AFDC

8 1 2 0 5 1 13 5 5 3 3 1 18 9 15 8

SSI and
disability

15 13 6 5 12 11 14 13 8 6 5 4 20 14 17 13

Medicaid 50 16 22 17 36 19 55 31 29 16 9 7 43 32 50 31
Food
stamps

50 8 9 4 24 6 46 18 20 7 9 2 38 22 47 23

Housing
subsidy

5 3 4 2 4 3 15 11 5 3 0 1 14 13 16 14

Free
school
lunch

57 6 71 16 65 14 76 22 56 14 16 3 63 23 68 22

(The question was “do you  or someone in your family use...”) 
Table Thirty. Fertility Rates by Age Group

(number and percent of respondents that have at least one child)

Russian Jews Chinese CPE Dominican West Indians Native White Native Black Puerto Rican
count percent count percent count percent count percent count percent count percent count percent count Percent

18-22 6 3% 4 1% 20 12% 52 25% 31 16% 8 7% 35 28% 41 24%
23-27 15 17% 6 3% 44 29% 70 54% 52 44% 13 9% 85 63% 79 59%
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28-32 17 41% 11 14% 41 46% 55 60% 46 51% 42 27%

When asked in an open ended format what services they might need from the Jewish community (respondents could
give up to three answers, although most gave only one),  job related services were by far the most commonly mentioned. These
were primarily requests for job training but also for job networking and information. Educational services were the second most
frequently mentioned and college financial aid was also an important priority. Language related training, psychological
counseling and health related services, while mentioned by some respondents, are all apparently low priority items, inspiring
only modest interest. 

Table Thirty-one. Needed Services from Jewish Organizations 

Type of Service Count Responses Cases 
Job related services 67 23% 35%
Education related services 50 17% 26%
Child and Youth related services 34 11% 17%
Jewish education services 26 9% 13%
Financial Aid 22 7% 11%
Legal assistance 17 6% 9%
Health related services 15 5% 8%
Counseling 13 4% 7%
Language related services 12 4% 6%
Other 42 14% 21%
Total Responses 298 100% 153%

Finally, given the undue attention that Russian organized crime has lately drawn from national media, it is worth noting
the numbers of young Russian Jews arrested and institutionalized are among the lowest for any group in the study, lower than
those rates for native whites and native Jews as well as for all other groups, except the Chinese. 

Table Thirty-two. Percent Arrested and Institutionalized
(Percent Yes)

Group Arrested  Institutionalized
Count Percent Count Percent

Russian Jews
    All 18 6% 6 2%
    Male 16 10% 6 4%
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    Female 2 1% 0 0%
Other Jews
    All 8 16% 1 2%
    Male 6 27% 1 4%
    Female 2 7% 0 0%
Native White
    All 55 13% 24 6%
    Male 41 23% 19 10%
    Female 14 6% 5 2%
Native Black
    All 73 17% 35 8%
    Male 54 33% 26 16%
    Female 19 8% 9 4%
Chinese
    All 31 5% 9 2%
    Male 30 9% 8 2%
    Female 1 .5% 1 .5%
CPE
    All 44 11% 21 5%
    Male 41 20% 21 10%
    Female 3 2% 0 0%
Dominican
    All 44 10% 20 5%
    Male 39 22% 20 11%
    Female 5 2% 0 0%
Puerto Rican
    All 62 15% 25 6%
    Male 49 29% 19 11%
    Female 13 5% 6 2%
West Indian
    All 57 14% 21 5%
    Male 46 24% 15 8%
    Female 11 5% 6 3%

Jewish Identity

“It’s like a joke. Back in Russia, I was considered to be a Jew. Here I’m considered to be a Russian!”
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Upon arriving to the US, Russian Jewish immigrants faced a wide variety of Jewish streams that offered a rich religious,
national, and cultural content through an expansive network of institutions.  Furthermore, Jewish institutions made a great effort
to bring Russian Jews to the US and provided extensive support to the newly arrived immigrants.  Within this context, some of
these immigrants adopted existing Jewish practices and identities while others redefined their heritage, constructing new ways of
being Jewish. Joining the mainstream Reform and Conservative communities was a widespread option. It appealed to some
immigrants since it did not place heavy demands, while giving of meaning and content to their Jewishness. Yet, others expressed
their Jewishness in “creative” ways such as having a large family gathering and day long feasts on Yom Kippur.  Unlike in
Russia, life in the U.S. presented the Jewish Russian immigrant with a  variety of identity options and a space conducive for
experimentation and improvisation. There are, in short, many ways to be a Jew. 

Of course not all of the sample consider themselves  “Jewish” at all. In the officially atheist Soviet Union, “Jewish” was
a national identity, including people of Jewish background who practiced  no religion and even those who practiced other
religions. In our sampling design we were deliberately somewhat broader than the halakic definition of “who is a Jew,”
interviewing anyone who had  a Jewish parent even if they did not consider themselves Jewish. Nevertheless, the vast majority
(78%) of our sample did consider themselves Jewish, although there was not a clear consensus over what that means. Fifteen
percent said they had “no religion” while 6% said “other.” Despite the recent controversy over recruitment efforts by “Jews for
Jesus” among the group, only 1% of the sample reported being practicing Christians. 

Just under 10% of the respondents considered themselves Orthodox or Hasidic, although interestingly, 40% of the U.S.
born respondents did so. Among those born in the Soviet Union, the largest number answered that they were not practicing or
“just Jewish”– the more recent arrivals were the most likely to be in this category. Finally, although it gets less attention, a
considerable number consider themselves affiliated with the Reform or Conservative movements. Only among the U.S. born are
they out numbered by the Orthodox.  

Even those who are not practicing often express a strong, albeit clearly “ethnic” rather than religious, sense of
Jewishness. For many respondents, being Jewish is very meaningful.  It always has a positive affective connotation.  There is a
sense of pride or belonging and of  history and culture.
 

“For me it is primarily ethnic and cultural.  A level of history that I completely accept and adopt.  It doesn’t
extend to religion for me.  I think that you can be just as Jewish without being religious at all.” 

“It's not just being religious. Because people could be not religious and still be Jewish so - that kind of thing. A
lot of people who are not Jewish and not Russian, have a difficult time understanding that and I get that a lot.” 

“I still associate myself with the Jews and the heritage and background and what Jewish people have gone
through and my family and so, yes, I  definitely feel a sense of belonging.  It’s just the religious aspect that I
don’t partake in.”  

Indeed, in at least one case, a respondent took chauvinistic pride in Jewishness in spite of, not because of Judaism as a
religion.
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“I consider myself to be Jewish because I consider relative to all the other 
nationalities and ethnicities Jewish people are more smarter from my experience.  And that's the main reason I
consider myself lucky.  And religious aspects of it are not as bad as some of the other religious aspects. Like
they don't make you feel as guilty.  I don't think they ever teach you're going to go to hell if you do this.  They
are not as strict and they don't have as many stupid things in the religion as other religions.  (I) If you're not
religious, what else does being Jewish mean? It's like I said, it's part of a group where over the long run of
hundreds and maybe thousands of years, I believe the Jewish religion inhibited people less than other religions. 
It let people grow mostly intellectually, much better than in other religions.  It limits you less.” 

Several respondents stated that if needed, they would actively support Jews and the State of Israel.  But they are not
interested in doing anything religious on a daily basis.

“On a daily, humdrum basis I don’t feel any responsibility but when push comes to shove, of course I do.  If
there was a major riot about the State of Israel, I would participate in support of what I would feel about the
situation.  I would feel responsible.  But on a daily basis, no.  And to date, I have not done this at all.  That’s the
track record.”

“Well, like for example, if there would be like riots against Jews, like a war where Israel was in danger of
annihilation, I think I would do as much as I can.”

Often the quality of  the respondent’s connection to Jewishness has a lot to do with family relationships and parents’
attitudes.  While one respondent rejected religion because he had a conflictual relationship with his father who forced it on him.
Another, who has a good relationship with her parents and whose family tried to preserve religious rituals even before
immigration, became involved with a synagogue and is actively observant.  Yet, another respondent rejects religion, but has a
strong feeling of pride about being Jewish due to his mother’s influence:

“She sent me to yeshiva, to the Jewish school.  And she liked me to understand that is where my heritage comes
from and she liked to be Jewish, is very proud of being Jewish.  She wanted me to have some understanding of
it.  She didn't want to, nor could she, turn me into a person that's completely religious but she gave me a bar
mitzvah and stuff.” 

As to the question of choosing a marriage partner, 56.7% of  the sample felt it was “very important” to marry a fellow
Jew, compared with only 11% of the native Jews. Those who wanted to marry a Jewish person spoke about various reasons:
making it easy for the families to get along, not wanting to assimilate, having their partner understand them better. As one man
from Queens notes, 

“I guess I feel that I should marry a Jewish woman. (why?) Well, because you know, everybody complains
about  assimilation and I don't want to be a part of it. It's sort of like, it's like doing the dishonorable thing, you
know. It feels like if I marry a non-Jewish girl I'm going to go into assimilation, cross that line. And even though
I shouldn't really care, I should care what I want, maybe there's some things higher than what I want, you
know? I guess some higher goals and beyond just any individual.” 
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One respondent, a U.S. born man from New Jersey, married a non-Jew. His mother requested the ceremony to be
conducted under the chuppah.  They did that and they also broke the glass at the end of the ceremony. Although he said it was
more “for fun,” not a matter of religion.  However, with the birth of his son, he is becoming more and more interested in the
cultural and historical dimensions of Jewishness–but also of  Russianness.

A look at the quantitative data shows an overwhelming degree of pride in being a Jew, across cohorts, generations and
genders. Ninety-four percent agree with the statement that they are proud to be a Jew, and 80% feel a sense of “belonging to
Jewish people.” Interestingly, when the question turns to responsibility for “Jews in need around the world,” the number drops
to 65%, although this is still quite high, and consistent across subgroups. When examining “ways of being Jewish” 80% agreed
with the importance of remembering the holocaust, 81% with celebrating holidays and 71% with supporting Israel. Only 41%
agreed  with the importance of attending Synagogue. Only among the U.S., 40% of whom consider themselves Orthodox or
Hasidic, did a majority agree with the notion that synagogue attendance was an important way to be Jewish--and even there
only 37% agreed “strongly”.

In terms of actual religious practices (see Table 34) synagogue attendance was the least common. While 42% said they
attended synagogue, only 15% did so at least once a month (Once again, the U.S. born cohort was the exception). A
surprisingly high 45% claimed to give to Jewish charities. Interestingly, the display of Jewish religious objects in the home was
the most common form of religious practice–the one that is the least religious, least tied to synagogue attendance and most
closely afflicted with ethnic rather than religious identity. 

Table Thirty-five. Jewish Identity.
 (Percent Agree)

Immigration Cohort Total
US born 88 or earlier 89 or later

Proud to be a Jew 94% 93% 94% 94%
Completely Agree 83% 87% 79% 82%
Somewhat Agree 11% 6% 15% 12%
Have a clear sense of what being Jewish
means to me

86% 87% 88% 87%

Completely Agree 57% 53% 58% 56%
Somewhat Agree 29% 34% 30% 31%
Have a strong sense of belonging to the
Jewish People

83% 76% 81% 80%

Completely Agree 63% 46% 44% 47%
Somewhat Agree 20% 30% 37% 33%
Special Responsibility to care for Jews in
need around the world

63% 61% 67% 65%

Completely Agree 34% 23% 21% 23%
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Somewhat Agree 29% 38% 46% 42%
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Table Thirty-six. Religious Observance 
(Percent Yes)

Type of Activity Immigration Cohort Total
US born 88 or earlier 89 or later

Give Jewish Charity 69% 42%   41% 45%
Display Jewish Objects 89% 65% 75% 73%
Had Bar/Bat Mitzvah 66% 53% 35% 44%
Someone in HH Light Candles on Friday 69% 37% 45% 45%
Fast on Yom-Kippur 74% 56% 61% 61%
Attend Synagogue 63% 37% 40% 42%
*Attend Synagogue more than once a month 32% 8% 15% 15%
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Table Thirty-seven. Ways of Being Jewish

Immigration Cohort Total
US born 88 or earlier 89 or later

Remembering the Holocaust 80% 87% 87% 80%
A lot 49% 55% 50% 51%
Somewhat 31% 32% 27% 29%
Supporting Israel 80% 74% 68% 71%
A lot 43% 42% 30% 35%
Somewhat 37% 32% 38% 36%
Leading an ethical and moral life 83% 78% 78% 78%
A lot 63% 59% 41% 49%
Somewhat 20% 19% 37% 29%
Observing Jewish law (halacha) 71% 46% 57% 55%
A lot 37% 14% 16% 18%
Somewhat 34% 32% 41% 37%
Studying Jewish texts 60% 28% 39% 38%
A lot 29% 7% 13% 13%
Somewhat 31% 21% 26% 25%
Making the world a better place 72% 78% 76% 76%
A lot 49% 44% 44% 44%
Somewhat 23% 34% 32% 32%
Learning about Jewish history and culture 77% 79% 79% 79%
A lot 57% 40% 43% 44%
Somewhat 20% 39% 36% 35%
Attending synagogue 63% 38% 39% 41%
A lot 37% 7% 10% 12%
Somewhat 26% 31% 29% 29%
Having a rich spiritual life 60% 60% 54% 56%
A lot 37% 27% 24% 26%
Somewhat 23% 33% 30% 30%
Giving your children a Jewish education 80% 71% 66% 69%
A lot 66% 33% 34% 37%
Somewhat 14% 38% 32% 32%
Celebrating Jewish holidays 89% 78% 82% 81%
A lot 80% 45% 41% 47%
Somewhat 9% 33% 41% 34%
Supporting Jewish organizations 75% 62% 62% 63%
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A lot 46% 20% 18% 22%
Somewhat 29% 42% 44% 41%
Believing in God 83% 72% 75% 75%
A lot 69% 53% 55% 56%
Somewhat 14% 19% 20% 19%
Being part of a Jewish community 61% 62% 61% 62%
A lot 54% 18% 19% 22%
Somewhat 17% 44% 42% 40%
Giving to charity 80% 74% 71% 73%
A lot 51% 25% 26% 29%
Somewhat 29% 49% 45% 44%

 
Finally, as with “native Jews” a major factor in Jewish identity is attitude towards Israel. Thirty percent of

the sample have visited Israel, and five percent have lived there for more than six months. Most respondents either
enjoyed visiting Israel or would like to visit it.  Some spoke about a certain “longing” and “fascination,” others,
despite not considering themselves religious, spoke about interest in spiritual aspects of Israel.

“Well, it's sort of like a fascination, almost like a longing. Maybe it's the original like - a homeland,
you know, because I could never feel America as a homeland. Because you know, it's not like I was
born here. And actually, I can't say Israel is my homeland because I wasn't born there either, but it's
a very complicated thing I don't understand all of it myself.”

“It was this incredible feeling of spirituality in the air, and I’m NOT a religious person, so to have
this like overpowering feeling of like these are our roots - it was great.  Went to Jerusalem, did all
the sights.  Went to the Wailing Wall, but then we also went like scuba diving so they really like had
everything packed into the trip. So it was great.” 

There were, however, some dissenters, people who did not want anything to do with Israel.  Reasons
ranged from hot weather to feeling claustrophobic among so many Jews.

“I find it a little too focused. It’s not enough of a melting pot for me and it’s a little claustrophobic
in some sense.  It’s a place maybe I’m supposed to be but I don’t feel like I do belong there either,
necessarily…Focused in the sense that it’s a Jewish state and I guess there’s a presupposed
mentality and lifestyle . . .  and there’s incredible pressure to that for the Jewish culture and the
Jewish heritage because without this, there would be really no location to pinpoint as the pulse of
the Jewish culture but I don’t feel comfortable being so closely associated…I guess I don’t want that
kind of responsibility or association.  I want more freedom to move around through different
cultures… What I’m trying to say is that to be told what is my belief and what is my culture and who
I am supposed to be involved with, I feel a certain....eh? something about Israel that I didn’t know
too much about the country, so this may also be perceived and not actual.  I would like to focus on
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that but I really don’t…I don’t know.  It’s interesting to me, as it is to you.  I have made an
association to that country as one of surrendering your individuality to a larger whole, which has
already certain identifiable traits that you have to adopt and I guess I am not the type that likes
those rules.”

Using the questionnaire items, scales were constructed for both “ethnic” and “religious” forms of Jewish
identity (see appendix). Ethnic identity was almost universally high, so much so that little variation could be
examined. Religious identity, however, was evenly distributed across the sample, with almost equal numbers
respondents showing strongly religious and completely secular orientations, and the majority of the sample in the
middle. The use of  Jewish community centers, summer camps, after school centers and day camps were not
significant predictors of a strong either ethnic or religious sense of Jewish identity. Demographic characteristics
(age, gender, immigration cohort) were also not reliable predictors. 

Yeshiva attendance was a strong predictor of both forms of Jewish identity, even after other background
characteristics have been controlled for. Yeshiva graduation was even stronger. Not surprisingly, Yeshiva
attendance was also a strong predictor of a negative attitude towards intermarriage. The other consistently
significant predicator of both strong ethnic and religious Jewish identity, after controlling for other factors, is having
visited Israel. 

RUSSIAN IDENTITY

It is also striking that for many respondents, emigration has meant rediscovering a sense of Russian-ness.
They celebrate the Russian language and culture, and for many having specifically Russian Jewish friends was
important.  Many have participated in school or university activities based on the presence of other Russian
immigrants.  As once young man notes, 

“It is important because they understand you much better than anybody else.  For example,
attitude towards religion, because a lot of Russian Jews have this attitude towards religion,
or this attitude towards who they are.  Are they Americans or Jews? Jewish-Americans?
What does that mean? What does it mean to be Jewish?”

Others seem to have absorbed  the negative stereotypes about their own group, such as this young man
from Brighton Beach.

“In my neighborhood, in Brighton Beach, the general Russian population I consider bad
people.  And I don't want to be associated with them and I haven't hung out with them and
associated with them.  I stay away from them.  That's why I'm more with Americans.  Maybe
in different Russian communities the Russian people are good, for lack of a better word.  But
that community I consider them bad and I don't want to be associated with them. They are
crooks.  They will cheat you.  You're their friend, they will cheat you just as fast as they will
cheat a person off the street.  Just not nice people.” 
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For many, the question of ethnicity was a difficult one.  While some of the respondents simply said that they
are Russian or Russian Jews, most of them were confused by it. 

“(I) What do you consider your ethnicity to be?
(R)  A question mark.  I always have.  I’m very intrigued in this, especially since my son was born
because I want to know so that we can chat about it.  I asked one of my coworkers, who is a Hasidic
Jew to tell me about the history of ethnicity among Jewish people and I received a very long
complicated answer and he told me that this may not even have really been an answer so I am very
intrigued in really knowing, if it is possible, who I am ethnically because I have no idea.  What
Eastern European, what Middle Eastern, what Western European genes have mixed to produce me. 
I really don’t know. 

When his American friends call him Russian, he corrects them: 

“According to them, that’s what they just see and, at times, I make the correction that I’m a Russian
Jew. But what does that mean?  Well, I don’t know what that means.  So that is an excellent
question.  I would like to read the surveys of other people and what they say.” 

Many respondents felt that American Jews looked down on them, especially because of their lack of
religiosity.

“'Cause here, in high school they were all Russian and actually in elementary school, the Americans
did look down on Russians because they aren't so religious and being religious is a status symbol.
That was definitely an issue.” 

Even among the most religious there is a fear that, as Russians, American Jews may not see them as quite
Jewish enough. 

In terms of future partners, Juliana says that she will definitely marry a religious person, preferably
someone from a Russian background “so that the parents can get along and they can meet in each
other’s houses. (My parents) feel that every American guy that goes out with me will always
consider them Russian, will always look at them as lower.” Furthermore, she says that “there was
this one guy who I knew his parents would not let me go out with him if they found out my parents
were Russian… so I hid it. I did not say my parents were from Russia, I said that we muddled around
in there.”

BEING AMERICAN

What ever else they may be, the children of Russian Jewish immigrants are sure of one thing. They are
Americans. Few express any interest in returning the Former Soviet Union, even for a visit. While most want to visit



50

Israel, only a minority would consider settling there permanently. For better or for worse, America, and particularly
New York, is home. And most of them like it that way. Many spoke about cultural diversity, freedom and liberty to
do whatever you want to do, being a part of one of the strongest countries in the world.  Their parents may still be
foreigners: they are Americans. 

“I would definitely identify myself as an American New Yorker.  So within that, it’s like being able to
eat in every restaurant, every kind of food that is available to you and communicates so much about
culture.  I think that speaks for itself volumes.  I can have incredible Ethiopian food for lunch and
then have a wonderful Korean dinner.  And that’s what being an American is.   With all the liberties
to express how you feel about that, as you wish…All discarded into a disposable plastic bag.” 

“Because I’m 1.5 generation, which I don’t know what this exactly means but I guess there are some
ramifications to it which are that I do have a core, which associates to that American mentality,
whatever that means.  But a foundation that is there and has been built for the last twenty years,
which has been the majority of my life is American so while I can easily step into Russia without
being seen as the other, my home is America

“To be an American?  I guess to love cartoons and baseball. On a serious note.  You don't have to
have any sort of religion. You know, separation of church and state. You're free up until - you can do
anything you want up until doing something  criminal- so  I guess that's what it means to be an
American.”

“What does it mean to be an American?  I really don't know.  I'm proud that I'm 
American.  I'm very happy that I'm living here as opposed to anywhere else.  I'm very happy that we
have some of the best standards of living and we have the opportunities for you to become
successful and increase your standard of living and have a happy life.” 

A happy life. A modest ambition, perhaps. But given all their parents have been through, certainly  not an
unreasonable one. And as the children of immigrants struggle to attain this elusive goal their energy, their talents, and
their drive will in all likelihood help revitalize the City. 
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Appendix One. 

Identity Scales

This scale is composed of the following 3 variables:
-Do you have special responsibility to care for Jews in need around the world.
-Frequency of reading Jewish materials.
-Proportion of Jewish friends.
These were than recoded as dichotomies and summed up. 
The scale equals zero when the respondent said no to all the questions and three when
he said yes to all of them.
The alpha of the items in the scale is .395
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Religious Identity/Observance Scale

This scale is composed of the following 5 variables:
-Do you Display Jewish objects.
-Did you have Bar/Bat Mitzvah.
-Does someone in the House hold light candles on Friday night.
-Did you fast on Yom-Kippur.
-Do you attend a place of worship.
These were than recoded as dichotomies and summed up. 



53

1
0 0

3 3

6

9

15

25

38

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

P
e
r
c
e
n
t

The scale equals zero when the respondent said no to all the questions and five when he said
yes to all of them.

The alpha of the items in the scale is .638

Ethnic Self Identification Scale

This scale is composed of the following 3 variables:
-l am proud to be a Jew.
-I have a clear sense of what being Jewish means to me.
-I have a strong sense of belonging  to the Jewish People.



3 The omitted/comparison categories are -  no Jewish education, no visits to Israel,
male, age 18-22 and US born respectively. 

4 Logistic regression- dependent variable 1- marring within group is important, 0 –
not important. 
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These were four category variables that were summed up. 
The scale equals 3 when the respondent said he completely disagrees with all the
statements and 12 when he said he completely agrees to all of them.
The alpha of the items in the scale is .733

Regression analysis

A regression model that includes variables indicating Participation in Jewish education, Trips to
Israel, Gender, Age and Immigration cohort were applied to the three Identity scales and to
attitudes toward inter-group marriage.

        Dependent   
                        
variable

Independent
variables3 

religious Identity scale ethnic self Identification ethnic participation
Intergroup marriage
4

  b              β     b               β  b              β b            exp(b)
JCC OR JSC .288        (.074) .274         (.060) .306       (.127) .373      (1.452)
SS OR ASP .384        (.076) .312         (.054) .194       (.062) .794      (2.212)
Yeshiva more than a
year

1.206      (.314)* .747         (.170)* .338       (.142)* .610       (1.840)

Yeshiva Grad 1.553       (.365)* 1.283       (.265)* .921       (.351)* 1.626*   (5.088)
Visit Israel .819         (.241)* .578         (.147)* .280       (.133)* .673*     (1.960)
Female -.287       (-.091) -.07          (-.021) .001       (.001) .117       (1.194)
Age 23-27 .002         (.008) .277         (.068) .08         (.041) .172       (1.188)
Age 28-32  .237         (.051) .198         (.037) -.009      (-.003) .795       (2.215)
Came in 1988 or
before 

-.383       (-.114) .305         (.078) -.003      (-.002) -.090      (.913)

Came in 1989 or
after

-.005       (-.016) .436         (.119) .329       (.169) .836       (2.307)
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Constant 1.964 9.419 .898 -1.126
R square 25.7% 8.9% 13.3% 13.6%

 * Significant at the .05 level.
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