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T h e American Jewish community is very much concerned about the
future of the Jewish population in the United States—its culture,
religion, heritage, and demographic situation. Pressures exist within
today's American society which could lead to significant changes for
the American Jewish community. In their extreme form some of these
pressures may even pose a threat to its very survival. Such concerns
have led to a series of studies 1 of the Jewish group to understand its
characteristics and its continually changing form.
One focus of such research is the demographic characteristics of the
community to determine its size, distribution, composition, fertility,
mobility, and growth patterns. T h e present study examines the mobility
of one segment of the Jewish population in America, the residential
mobility of Jews living in Rhode Island. Analysis and interpretation
will be broadened in order to make the material more relevant to the
American Jewish community as a whole.
An important demographic factor influencing the position of Jews
in America today is their wide geographical distribution throughout
the country. In the past Jews in the United States lived largely in areas
inhabited heavily by other Jews, usually in urban environments with
Jewish institutions and organizations close at hand. It is recognized
historically that survival of a group or culture depends upon people
maintaining contact with one another. 2 Similarly in past American
Jewish history "residential clustering has been an important variable
in helping to perpetuate traits, values and institutions important to
Judaism." 3 T o assess the future of the Jewish community, therefore, it
is essential to evaluate the extent and character of residential mobility
and its impact on the geographic distribution of the Jewish population.
T h e American experience involving historically great social and political freedom has been a new one for Jews. They have been able increasingly to enter the economic world in almost any capacity that they
wish. Consequently new economic opportunities are taking Jews away
from their native communities into other parts of the United States
where there are fewer Jews and fewer opportunities for contact with
Based on thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Degree
of Master of Arts in the Department of Sociology at Brown University, June, 1974.

390

Residential

Mobility

of Jeios in R. I.

391

Jewish organizations, culture, and religion. Gerhard Lenski states in
his book The Religions Factor that one of the best indicators of the
importance attached to family and kin groups (and ethnic/religious
groups) by modern Americans is their willingness to leave their native
community and migrate elsewhere. 4
Also, residential mobility becomes important from the perspective of
the areas receiving migration. It is important in terms of community
planning to integrate newly arrived movers. In a transient society such
as ours the Jewish community must provide means for attracting and
absorbing quickly the new migrants into the Jewish social structure.
On the other hand, mobility can affect the degree to which an individual
desires to integrate into a community. As Goldstein has stated:
Research in depth is needed to ascertain how the communal orientation of Jews living in cities and in suburbs of differing Jewish
density varies and what meaning the various activities have for the
individuals, particularly as they relate to the larger question of
Jewish identification . . . population distributions are important
for the development of an area. They affect not only its size, but
also the characteristics of its education, occupation and income
groups. At the same time, migration may have an important effect
on the migrant himself, particularly on the degree of his integration
into the community. 5
Thus, residential mobility is a potent factor affecting the Jewish
community, and its evaluation is crucial to understanding the sociological characteristics of the American Jewish community today and in
the future. It is a key to the broader subject of integration and the
process of assimilation of the Jewish community into the larger American society.
T h e continued survival of the Jewish community is largely dependent
upon the third and later generations. Consequently there is great
concern within the Jewish community as a whole regarding the process
and speed of assimilation by young Jewish Americans. Most third generation Jewish Americans are growing u p as Americans rather than
as Jews, and they no longer have the contact with the Old World Jews,
who thought, lived, and existed largely as Jews and for Judaism. These
young Jews are native Americans, born in this country of Americanborn parents, and for the most part brought u p as middle-class Amercans who only happen to be Jews.6 Consequently many of these young
tend to wear their ethnicity lightly as one of their several roles and
allegiances in American society. In their homes Jewish culture and
religion generally play only a small circumscribed role.7 Considerable:
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numbers of occupational and economic opportunities have been opened
to the young Jews, who have increasing freedom to move into formerly
closed neighborhoods and to associate freely with non-Jews in business
or social situations.
In this regard it is important to determine the types of places to
which young Jews in Rhode Island are moving, if there are many Jews
in the areas receiving them, if they consider the ethnic composition of
areas into which they move, if there will be other Jews to help ease
integration into the community, and if these areas have Jewish institutions. This information can aid future research designed to learn if
young Jews who have left the area to obtain education and jobs elsewhere desire to return to Rhode Island, to the areas where their families
live. Even if the third generation is moving away from areas of high
Jewish density, it may be possible to maintain ties over a distance with
kin or family, who tend to be the major motivating force in the continuation of a culture and a people.
In short, the literature and statistical trends suggest that third generation Jewish Americans will become more assimilated than their
parents, thus threatening the survival of the American Jewish community.
T h e present study was directed to one aspect of this trend, the extent
to which residential mobility may be contributing to the assimilation
process.
In particular this study focused in depth on three problems. First,
residential mobility including the volume, selective character, and destination of a sample of Jews in Rhode Island will be measured, analyzed,
and interpreted. Second, the effect on residential mobility of group
solidarity, as indicated by membership in synagogues and Jewish organizations, was measured. T h e mobility rates of third generation Jewish Americans of Rhode Island and the destinations of their moves
were determined and analyzed. For all members of the sample, reasons
for moving were also determined.
T H E DATA
This study represents a follow-up to one aspect of a larger study,
A Population
Survey: The Greater Providence Jewish
Community,
completed in 1963 by Doctor Sidney Goldstein under the sponsorship
of the General Jewish Committee of Providence, Inc. 8 T h a t study, encompassing the area designated as Greater Providence, included the
cities of Providence and Pawtucket; the suburbs of Cranston, Warwick,
and East Providence, as well as the towns of Barrington, Bristol, Warren,
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East Greenwich, and West Warwick; and such smaller areas as Lincoln,
Cumberland, and North Providence. 9 T h e survey data were collected
through face-to-face household interviews. Based on lists obtained from
the General Jewish Committee and other Jewish organizations, and on
information on new families in the community, a master listing of
essentially all Jews in the Greater Providence area was assembled. In
the final form this master list included all households where one or
more adult members were known to be Jewish. Goldstein defined a
household as all members of a family unit living together. 10 Information
was obtained on all members of the household unit regardless of whether
they were all Jewish.
For the 1963 survey it was decided that, out of the total listing of
6,209 household units, a sample of 1,500 household units would be
sufficient for proper and complete statistical analysis of the characteristics of the community. Thus, a sample of approximately one out of
every four households was selected. T o permit areal comparisons it was
also necessary to define individual sections of the Greater Providence
area which would be subject to separate analyses. T h e seven areas were:
(1) Barrington, Bristol, East Providence and Warren; (2) Cranston;
(3) Warwick, East Greenwich and West Warwick; (4) Pawtucket and
its environs; (5) the South Side of Providence; (6) the North End of
Providence; and (7) the East Side of Providence. Since some of these
areas contained too few Jewish household units, they were oversampled.
Random selection was used, the final sample amounting to 1,603 household units. However, completed interviews were obtained from only
1,420 of the units, thus reducing the sample by 183 household units.
Weighting of the individual areas was applied in the analysis of the
data for Greater Providence as a whole to insure that each area received
proper representation. 11
In the present follow-up study a sample was taken from the original
1963 sample by means of systematic sampling. It was decided that for
purposes of this study, given its limited purpose and restricted resources,
only one-third of the 1,420 household units sampled in the 1963 survey
sample would be used. A random number was picked between one and
three, and then every third household was picked from the original
sample of respondents. T h e final sample consisted of 473 household
units, a total of 1,268 individuals.
Because this study is a follow-up of residential mobility patterns of
the 1963 sample in the interval 1963 through 1972, the design called
for determining where each of the 1,268 persons in the 473 households

394

Rhode

Island Jewish Historical

Notes

was living in 1972, and comparison of the 1972 address of each individual with that of 1963.
As a first step, it was deemed that the most efficient and quickest
manner in which to identify the 1972 residences of so many people
would be through use of the R. L. Polk and Co. Inc. City Directories.
Since it is the policy of the city directories to include only those persons
aged eighteen and over, it was decided to exclude from the sample any
individual who was under the age of ten years in 1963, thus assuring
that each individual in the sample by 1972 would be at least eighteen
years of age. In an analysis of "City Directories as Sources of Migration
Data," Goldstein stated that it was found through tests that city directories are complete and highly accurate sources of data. 12 In addition,
the directories are helpful in that they identify those persons who are
still in school as "students" and those women whose husbands have
died as "widows." T h e latter permitted identification of women whose
husbands may have died since the 1963 survey.
T h e city directories for the following towns were carefully searched
for each member of each household unit: Providence, Pawtucket, East
Providence and Rumford, Cranston, Warwick, West Warwick, Woonsocket, Westerly, Newport, Cumberland, Lincoln, and Coventry. 13 For
the town of East Greenwich the 1971 Street Directory was used.14 In all,
837 of the 1,268 individuals were located in the city directories.
When this process was completed there were still 423 individuals who
were not located in the directory listings. Consequently, as a next step
the 1971 telephone directories for Providence and all other areas of
Rhode Island were searched to find those missing and to verify some of
those found in the city directories. T h e search in telephone directories
led to further identifications and further extended the coverage of the
list.
Next, an attempt was made to trace those persons who had died,
whom the city directory either had not listed as deceased, or had
omitted entirely. T h e Yearbooks published by the General Jewish
Committee of Rhode Island contain lists of all those Jews who had died
between 1963 and 1972. These lists were checked to account for Jews
in the 1963 sample who had since died. Eighty additional persons were
found in this manner.
Finally, as part of the record checking process, the files of the Jewish
Federation of Rhode Island, successor to the General Jewish Committee,
served as a last source of addresses. This master list is regularly revised
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and is regarded as fairly complete. It records both changes in addresses
within the community and removals through death and out-migration.
These were thoroughly searched, and some of the resulting findings were
again cross-checked in the telephone directories and city directories
further to assure accuracy.
In order to obtain the still missing information on some individuals,
as well as to obtain additional information on mobility, a mail questionnaire was sent out to each of the 473 household units in the
original sample, requesting information on reasons for move, date of
move, status of children and their place of residence, and information
on deceased members of the family.
In all, 244 completed questionnaires were returned. This was a relatively low response rate, but an additional 249 individuals were accounted for in this way. For those individuals for whom no information
of any type had been gathered follow-up telephone calls were made to
the families. This led to the location of an additional 23 individuals.
In all, 1,189 individuals of 1,268 in the total sample were found.
Seventy-nine persons remained for whom no information could be
elicited.
T H E HYPOTHESES
A dependent variable and several independent variables and indicators were used to test the following hypotheses:
I. T h e Jews of Rhode Island are moving away from the more
densely Jewish population centers in the Providence area to
the suburban areas and to areas of Rhode Island where Jews
have not lived before in any substantial numbers.
II.

Those who have strong affiliation with Jewish community
organizations, and therefore greater commitment to the Jewish
community, have lower rates of residential mobility than those
who have weak affiliation.

III.

Compared to the first and second generation, third generation
Jewish Americans are more frequently moving away from
the locations of their families of procreation and the areas
where kin reside to areas where the density of Jews is lower.

T h e dependent variable which has been studied and measured is
residential mobility. T h e independent variables used to explain the
amount, direction, and reasons for residential mobility are: age, generation, size of family, family composition, area in which the individual
lived in 1963, ethnic density of area of origin and area of destination,

