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.JEWS AS "ETHNICS"

During recent weeks, the members of the Marin JCRC Schools Committee have
presented "Jewish" programs to about three thousand students in the Marin public
schools.
At the same time, the JCRC requested and received from the San Francisco School
District, an official status for the Jews as an "ethnic group", under the provisions of the State Education Code 13344, Article 3.3.
The purpose of Article 3.3. is "to prepare teachers and other school staff to understand and relate to the history, culture and current problems of students of
diverse ethnic backgrounds _;"
Are the Jews an

"ethnic group"?

difficult to make that point.

There was a time when it might have been more

Here is a letter that was written by "A Russian

Mother" to the editor of the Forward on February 8, 1906:

"My own daughter, who was born in Russia, married a Hungarian-Jewish young man.
adopted all the Hungarian customs and not a trace of
mained with her.

This would not have been so bad.

She

a Russian-Jewish woman re-

The trouble is, now that she

is a first-class Hungarian, she laughs at the way I talk, at my manners, and even
the way we cook.

She does not avoid me.

On the contrary, since her marriage, she

has been calling on me even more than before.
quarrels, without mockery and ridicule.

Not an evening passes

without

I therefore want to express my opinion that

Russian Jews and Hungarian Jews should not intermarry; a Russian Jew and a Hungarian
Jew are in my opinion t'vo different worlds and one does not and cannot understand
the other."
We tend to connect the worl "ethnic"with different foods, costumes, dances and
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handiwork.

But the word, of Greek origin meaning simple "a people", can be more

significant than that.

According to The Encyclopedia of Social Sciences, "An ethnic

group is a distinct category of the population in a larger society whose culture is
usually different than its own.

The members of such a group are, or feel themselves,

or are thought to be bound together by common ties of race or nationality or
culture."
And a recent U.S. Senate Reprot, for purposes of legislation, officially defines
ethnic groups as "groups of people sharing a common history, identity, culture or
experience."
The Jews certainly qualifY by that definition.

Of course, ethnicity is defined in

relationship to a specific society at a specific time.

Thus, in Israel, Western

and Eastern Jews are generally described as two different ethnic groups.

In

emmigrant America, Hungarian and Russian Jews may have been thought of - - at l east
by other Jews-- as two different ethnic groups.

But it is now the total Jewish

population which shares a common history, identity and experience .distinguishing
it from other groups -- in America, and in the world.

That was the heart of Golda

Meir's message in San Francisco last week, when she said: "We are one."
When the Marin team goes into the public schools, they tell the students about the
history, identity, culture and experience of the Jews.

When the Bureau of Jewish

Edcuation and the JCRC conduct in- service training progr ams for publi c school teachers
under Article 3.3, they are instructing the teachers in the history, identity, culture
and experience of the Jews.

We are conducting these programs as a matter of

assertive "ethnic pri de", if you will; as well as a matter of intergroup education.
But does the status of Jews as an ethnic group weaken the status of Jews as a reli gious
group?

And are we tampering with "church-state" problems?

Neither, necessarily.
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For the Jews, Jewish history and identity have a religious meaning and materialize
from religious understanding and training .

For non-Jews , Jewish history and

identity need not have a religious context .

It's just a matter of not teaching

Jewish history to non- Jews as though they were Jews; and not teaching Jewish
history to Jews as though they were non- Jews .

