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ARTICLE

“Doubtful Cases”: Intermarried Families in the Post- 
Holocaust Jewish World
Ori Yehudai

Department of History, The Ohio State University, Columbus, USA

ABSTRACT
After World War II, thousands of non-Jews – most of them married to Jewish 
Holocaust survivors – sought relief and emigration assistance from Jewish aid 
organisations working in Europe. Yet Jewish organisations and Jewish commu-
nities in potential countries of resettlement were often reluctant to assist non- 
Jews or accept intermarried families into their midst. This article explores these 
tensions. It argues that appeals from non-Jews compelled Jewish institutions to 
consider broader questions about the boundaries of the Jewish collective and 
the tension between the ‘Jewish’ and ‘humanitarian’ aspects of Jewish relief 
work. Ironically, non-Jews played an important role in processes shaping the 
post-war Jewish world.

KEYWORDS Holocaust survivors; Jews; intermarriage; Germany; United States; Australia; Jewish/non- 
Jewish relations

Introduction

In October 1949, Artur Beokers asked the International Refugee Organisation 
(IRO), a UN agency working to find resettlement options for post-war refu-
gees in Europe, to facilitate his emigration from Hamburg to the United 
States. Beokers was born to a German Christian family in 1897, and in the 
early 1920s he married a Polish Jewish woman and converted to Judaism. 
The couple emigrated to Brazil, where their son was born in 1933. But two 
years later they returned to Germany and settled in the Altona district of 
Hamburg, as they were ‘not aware at the time of the kind of discrimination 
already in force under the Nazi regime.’ After settling in Germany, they tried 
to escape Nazi persecution through various means, including relinquishing 
Judaism and deleting their names from lists of the Jewish community of 
Altona. Despite their attempts, Artur’s wife was sent to segregated forced 
labour in Germany, and Artur himself was forced to leave his job and engage 
in ‘earth work.’ Even worse, their son was sent to the Gross-Rosen 
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concentration camp and did not return. The IRO initially rejected Beokers’ 
appeal, arguing that his experience under Nazism did not qualify as persecu-
tion. Beokers petitioned against the decision. In March 1950 IRO’s Review 
Board agreed to consider Beokers as eligible for emigration assistance, 
explaining that he should be given ‘the benefit of the doubt as to the severity 
of his actual persecution,’ and bearing in mind also that ‘the whole family 
suffered.’1

The confusion surrounding Beokers’ status was part of a larger phe-
nomenon. In the aftermath of World War II, thousands of non-Jews – most 
of them intermarried with Jewish survivors – sought relief and emigration 
support from Jewish and non-Jewish aid organisations, especially in dis-
placed persons (DP) camps in occupied Germany. Their appeals posed 
moral and logistical challenges to Jewish organisations operating in 
Europe and to Jewish communities in potential countries of destination, 
who were hesitant and even reluctant to assist non-Jews or to accept 
intermarried families into their fold. This article explores these challenges 
and the frequent debates and complications they provoked. I argue that 
the need to respond to appeals from non-Jews and intermarried families 
compelled Jewish communities and relief societies to consider broader 
questions about the boundaries of the Jewish collective, gender relations, 
and especially the tension between the ‘Jewish’ and ‘humanitarian’ 
aspects of Jewish relief work. Ironically, then, non-Jews played an impor-
tant role in some of the processes helping to shape the post-war Jewish 
world.

Thanks to the work of several historians, we are now aware of the 
pressures and dilemmas faced by intermarried Jewish families during the 
Third Reich. Evan Burr Bukey, for example, noted the distress of Jewish 
mothers whose sons joined the Wehrmacht, the decrees preventing 
Jewish spouses and those married to Jews from pursuing medical, legal 
and other careers, and the harassment of children of intermarriages in 
schools.2

Scholars researching the aftermath of the war have paid less attention 
to the question of intermarriage. Despite the large body of literature on 
Jewish DPs in Europe, we have little knowledge of the experiences of 
displaced Jews married to non-Jews.3 Notable exceptions are the works of 
Atina Grossmann and Michael Brenner, which explore the attitude of the 
post-war German Jewish community towards intermarriage and the reac-
tions of the Jewish relief system in the country to requests for material 
assistance from non-Jewish spouses of Jewish DPs.4 These pioneering 
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studies, however, focus only on Germany. This article broadens the per-
spective by including debates surrounding emigration from Europe and 
resettlement in new destinations. It thus provides a more comprehensive, 
transnational dimension to the issue, highlighting the connection 
between events, experience and policies in Europe and those in countries 
of resettlement.

I first set the stage with a short discussion of the encounter between 
non-Jews and Jewish institutions, especially in Germany, where there was 
the largest concentration of Jewish survivors after World War II. At its 
height, the Jewish DP population in post-war Germany numbered around 
a quarter of a million individuals, mostly Polish Jews who could not 
rebuild their lives in Poland after the war and found temporary shelter 
in Central Europe. Germany therefore became the main centre for Jewish 
relief work in the post-war period.

I then proceed to explore attitudes towards the emigration from 
Europe of intermarried families, focusing primarily on the policies of the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC or the Joint), the most 
important Jewish aid organisation working in post-war Europe.

The next section examines how the American Jewish community 
reacted to the idea of accepting intermarried families from Europe. The 
response of American Jews is of special interest, as not only did they 
become the largest and strongest Jewish community in the world after 
the war, but intermarriage has been a major concern for the organised 
American Jewish community also in recent decades, generating fears 
about Jewish continuity and survival. My discussion here thus adds an 
historical perspective to an important contemporary issue.

The article then concludes with a discussion of the response of the 
Australian Jewish community. In Australia, like in the United States, the 
Jewish community could provide communal (in addition to individual) 
assurances sponsoring refugee immigration from Europe.5 This meant 
that the Jewish communities in both countries had a strong influence on 
the selection of newcomers. The special arrangement of community assur-
ances in the United States and Australia made the resettlement of inter-
married families into a public community issue in both countries, while also 
engendaring debates between agencies facilitating the resettlement of 
Jewish refugees in the United States and Australia on the one hand and 
organisations handling Jewish emigration from Europe on the other. Those 
debates, in turn, emphasised the tension between what could be seen as 
pure humanitarian concerns and Jewish communal considerations.
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Another major destination for post-war Jewish refugee resettlement 
was of course Israel. Yet, because Israel was established as a Jewish state, 
non-Jewish immigration to that country merits a separate discussion 
involving questions of the definition of Israel as a Jewish and democratic 
state, relations between religion and state, the status of non-Jews, state 
policies of conversion to Judaism and others.6

Although the Jewish communities and organisations discussed in the 
following pages did not have to deal with those issues, they still faced 
complicated decisions about the definition of Jewish identity arising from 
the post-war reality. This is evident in the various types of ‘non-Jews’ who 
requested assistance from Jewish bodies in that period. They included, 
among others, non-Jews who had stayed faithful to their Jewish partners 
during the war, or even suffered Nazi persecution because they were 
married to a Jewish person; non-Jews who had married Jews only after 
the war; former Jews who had adopted another religion but converted to 
Judaism after the war; non-Jews who had converted to Judaism in the past, 
renounced their Judaism during the Nazi period, but wished to join the 
Jewish community again after the war; and non-Jews whose only connec-
tion to the Jewish community was that they had helped to save Jews during 
the war. By investigating the policies designed to deal with these and other 
cases, this article aims to provide a better understanding of the practices of 
inclusion and exclusion that Jewish communities and organisations outside 
Israel adopted as part of the process of post-war reconstruction.

Intermarried Families in Post-War Europe

Since Germany became the central arena for the activity of Jewish relief 
bodies after the war, it was there that the question of how Jewish aid 
organisations should treat non-Jews came into sharpest focus. Out of the 
approximately 525,000 Jews living in Germany in 1933, about 35,000, or 
six percent, were married to non-Jews, and this rate remained largely 
unchanged until 1939. In October 1941, German authorities began sys-
tematic deportations of Jews from Germany to ghettoes and camps in 
Eastern Europe, but, until 1944, Jews married to a non-Jewish spouse 
were spared deportation. Because intermarried Jews were by-and-large 
allowed to stay in Germany until 1944, while most other Jews had been 
deported earlier, in 1944 the rate of intermarried Jews increased to 85% of 
the total Jewish population in the country. In the autumn of 1944, how-
ever, as the allies came closer to the Reich, the Germans radicalised their 
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anti-Jewish policies and began deporting intermarried Jews from certain 
areas of the Reich. In late January 1945, Reinhard Heydrich’s Reich Security 
Main Office ordered the deportation of all remaining Jews from the entire 
Reich, including those living in mixed marriages. Even non-Jewish 
spouses were not spared persecution. Most intermarried non-Jews had 
been removed from civil service and government positions already since 
1937, German men married to Jews had been expelled from the army in 
April 1940, and in October 1944 many were forced into hard labour, as we 
saw in the case of Artur Beokers. Non-Jewish women married to Jews 
were also often placed into forced labour with varying degrees of 
oppression.7

Yet, due to the relatively late Nazi decision to deport intermarried Jews, 
inconsistencies in the policies of local authorities carrying out deporta-
tions, and successful interventions of non-Jewish relatives and employers, 
Jews married to ‘Aryans’ had better chances of survival than other Jews. 
And so more than 65% of the approximately 15,000 German Jews who 
had survived the war on German soil were partners of mixed marriages.8 

Of the roughly 8,000 persons registered with the Berlin Gemeinde (Jewish 
community) in mid-1946, 5,500, or about 68% were married to non-Jews.9 

A similar trend existed in the post-war years also in smaller communities 
in Germany. Almost all 400 members of the Jewish community in 
Frankfurt, for example, were married to non-Jews, and in the Jewish 
community of Wuppertal, 60 out of the 90 married members were part-
ners of mixed marriages.10

The prevalence of intermarriage aroused concern among German 
Jews, especially as to the future development of their communities. 
According to Michael Brenner, intermarried couples were expected to 
educate their children as Jews. Some German Jewish communities even 
decided that Jewish parents who did not comply with the demand 
should not be allowed to hold community positions. Another related 
question was how to deal with people who sought admission into the 
community through conversion to Judaism. The Berlin Gemeinde cre-
ated a special committee to deal with applications for conversion, which 
by June 1946 had amounted to 2,500. Some of the applicants were Jews 
who had left the community upon marrying a non-Jew, either before or 
after 1933, and others were non-Jews like Artur Beokers who had con-
verted to Judaism after marrying a Jewish spouse but had retracted their 
conversion during the Nazi period. Applications even came from non- 
Jewish Germans who had no family relations with Jews, but ‘would 
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rather identify with the victims than with the murderers.’ The Berlin 
rabbinate looked askance at requests for conversion and approved only 
five percent of the applications submitted between 1948 and 1953. The 
central rabbinate of the Jewish DPs in the British zone of occupied 
Germany published a document in 1947 refusing all conversions to 
Judaism.11

As Atina Grossmann has shown, the conspicuous presence of non-Jews 
in the community, and especially the large number of requests to enter or 
re-enter the community, were a source of confusion and dilemmas also 
from the perspective of relief policies. While membership in the Jewish 
community could provide moral support, sense of belonging and con-
tinuity of Jewish identity, it was no secret that it also granted access to 
material benefits granted to Gemeinde members as part of the early 
efforts of post-war reconstruction.12

Due to their limited resources, however, both international aid organisa-
tions and the Gemeinde had to make difficult decisions about eligibility for 
assistance. The Joint insisted that it would only support those who had 
identified as ‘confessionally’ Jewish and were officially associated with the 
Gemeinde. This meant that all non-Jewish spouses were excluded from 
relief assistance, even if they had suffered as a result of their marriage to 
Jews or had helped to save their Jewish spouses during the war.13 The 
archival records of the Joint shed light on the complexities arising from that 
policy. In one case, a non-Jewish wife married to a Jew wished to be 
recognised as Jewish but her grown children had been brought up as 
Catholic and did not wish to be considered Jewish. The children were 
officially ineligible for assistance, but Joint officials were hesitant to give 
the mother food and clothing without taking her children into 
consideration.14 The Gemeinde adopted a policy similar to that of the 
Joint. It consulted local police records to find out whether applicants for 
relief or Gemeinde membership had been registered as Jews before 
May 1945, and excluded non-Jews, whose Jewish spouses had died, from 
Gemeinde privileges such as extra food rations or the right to be buried 
beside their partners in the Jewish cemetery at Weissensee. While both the 
Gemeinde and the Joint left room for flexibility, their policies provoked 
bitterness and anger from rejected applicants.15

One reflection of the confusion of the immediate post-war period was 
that policies were not uniform everywhere. Unlike in Berlin, the Joint 
office in Vienna, where the vast majority of Austrian Jews were living, 
included in its relief packages non-Jews who had not deserted their 
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Jewish spouses during the war. But this policy also aroused opposition. In 
early 1947, a former director of the Austrian Jewish community 
(Kultusgemeinde) complained to the Joint headquarters in New York 
‘that the gentile, non-Jewish wife of a Jew receives the same as a poor ex- 
inmate of a concentration camp . . . I am suffering terribly to see that those 
who had the right to cry “Heil Hitler” now receive the same allotment of 
food as we do.’16 The Joint’s chief of operations in Austria defended the 
policy as free from discrimination and prejudice, but his response also 
revealed the extent of the phenomenon: of the 9,400 people receiving 
welfare assistance from the Joint in Austria, 7,700, or more than 80%, were 
non-Jewish wives, widows or orphans of Jews.17

Another type of intermarriage was that between Jewish DPs, mostly of 
Eastern European origin, and German women. Atina Grossmann reports 
that by 1950, more than 1,000 such marriages had been registered in 
Germany, and that there were many more short-lived and permanent 
relationships. They were part of the larger phenomenon of close interac-
tions between Jewish DPs and Germans in occupied Germany, and resulted, 
at least to some extent, from the ‘surplus of Jewish men’ caused by the 
‘approximately 60/40 skewed sex ratio’ among Jewish DPs. Marriages 
between Jewish DPs and German women aroused anger and bitter debates 
in DP communities, as some saw such unions as a disgrace to the memory 
of Jewish women murdered by the Nazis. In some extreme cases, Jewish 
DPs married to German women were banished from their communities.18 

Whereas marriages between German Jews and ‘Aryan’ spouses had their 
roots in the historical experience of German Jewry, those between Jewish 
DPs and local Germans were the product of the post-war reality. And while 
intermarried German Jews became the majority of German Jews living in 
Germany after the war because they were less affected than other members 
of their community by Nazi deportations, Jewish DPs with German spouses 
were more likely to stay in Germany when the general Jewish DP popula-
tion started leaving Europe to settle in new destinations.

Intermarried Families and the Emigration Question

But intermarried families who preferred to settle outside of Europe posed 
a challenge to the agencies facilitating DP emigration. Since Jewish survi-
vors first started gathering in post-war DP camps in Germany, Austria and 
Italy, their most preferred destinations for permanent resettlement were 
Palestine and the United States. Large-scale emigration to both those 
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countries, however, was impossible due to limitations on Jewish immigra-
tion to Palestine imposed by the British mandate authorities, and to restric-
tive American immigration policies that had been in place since the early 
1920s. American policy started softening in December 1945, when 
President Harry Truman issued a directive authorising preferential treat-
ment for the admission of DPs within existing immigration laws. As a result 
of this new policy, some 28,000 Jewish DPs had entered the United States 
by June 1948. More massive emigration from the DP camps began after 
1948, as the end of the British mandate and the establishment of Israel 
allowed some 100,000 DPs to settle in the Jewish state by mid-1950. 
Following the American DP acts of 1948 and 1950 an additional wave of 
approximately 70,000 Jewish DPs had immigrated to the United States by 
1952. Smaller numbers went to Canada (20,000), Australia (17,000), Belgium 
(8,000) and several other countries.19

The exact number of intermarried families who took part in those 
migration movements is unknown. In the summer of 1951, the Joint’s 
European Headquarters reported that it had dealt with at least 3,500 non- 
Jewish cases.20 In late 1952, the Joint’s Munich office estimated that 
intermarried families comprised between 25 and 30% of its emigration 
load.21 Already in 1949, the same office spoke of a ‘tremendous number’ 
of cases of that kind.22 Indeed, while the exact numbers are unclear, the 
phenomenon was significant enough to bewilder relief officers handling 
Jewish refugee emigration from Europe. Field officers of the Joint – 
especially those stationed in Germany – wrote to their supervisors asking 
for guidance and clarification on how to deal with the ‘complicated 
problem presented by non-Jews who apply at our emigration offices for 
assistance.’23 Not only Jewish bodies were troubled with the problem of 
arranging emigration for intermarried families. In January 1951, a report 
of the IRO listed mixed marriages as part of the ‘difficult to resettle group,’ 
which also included ‘amputees,’ ‘over-age,’ and ‘physically handicapped’ 
people.24 While the IRO did not refer specifically to intermarried Jews, its 
concerns resonated with those of Jewish relief agencies.

The Emigration Headquarters of the Joint tried to devise a strategy to 
deal with those concerns. In April 1947, Irwin Rosen, the headquarters 
director, distributed to field officers some preliminary guidelines. Rosen 
did not think it practicable to establish a hard and fast rule covering all 
possible requests for emigration assistance from non-Jews. He recognised 
that there might be people whom the Joint would not define as Jews, but 
who had nevertheless suffered under the Nazis because of their relationship 
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with Jews. He was also worried about the ‘public relations angles’ of the 
problem – suggesting, perhaps, that automatic refusal of all appeals from 
non-Jews might tarnish the image of the Joint as a humanitarian assistance 
organisation. Even though Rosen wished to avoid a fixed and definite 
policy, he insisted that the general approach should be to keep the number 
of assisted non-Jews down to a minimum. The Joint, he advised, should 
only help non-Jewish applicants who could demonstrate ‘some Jewish 
relationship’ and could not receive help from non-Jewish organisations. 
Rosen’s final remark was that, even in those cases deemed eligible, assis-
tance should be restricted to technical services that did not involve financial 
expenditure. ‘Payment of expenses for non-Jewish cases,’ he wrote, ‘should 
be limited to only very exceptional situations for the apparent reason that 
JDC funds are limited and it is the organisation’s obligation to give priority 
in the financing of emigration to those cases which clearly come within the 
scope of its activities’ – namely Jewish refugees.25

Despite those guidelines, the question of the Joint’s attitude towards 
intermarried families kept coming up in internal discussions and reports 
from the field. One example of the perplexity around those cases can be 
found in a letter from an emigration officer of the Joint working in 
Frankfurt. She divided the non-Jewish cases under her care into no less 
than 10 different categories, some of which included ‘non-Jewish women 
married to Jews before 1939;’ ‘non-Jewish women married to Jews after 
1945;’ ‘non-Jewish men married to Jews before or during the war;’ ‘half- 
Jewish, did not profess Jewish faith during the war, still protestant;’ and 
even ‘non-Jewish family – Polish Catholics, helped Jews during the war . . . ’ 
The officer recommended the appropriate policy for each one of these and 
other categories based on existing guidelines and her own interpretations. 
But she complained that mixed marriages ‘constitute a continual source of 
anxiety and difficulty.’26

In response to the ongoing confusion, in 1949, Charles Jordan, who 
had in the meantime replaced Rosen as Director of Emigration 
Headquarters, developed a more elaborate policy document. It appears 
from the document that the flood of requests from non-Jews had 
prompted Joint officials to reflect on the mission of their organisation as 
a humanitarian body that was also specifically Jewish. Jordan indicated 
that his headquarters had agreed in previous discussions of the issue that 
the Joint was primarily a Jewish organisation whose purpose was to assist 
Jews. But ‘in view of the circumstances of Jewish life in Europe in the 
past’ – that is, the high rate of intermarriage – the agency would not 
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exclude intermarried families from emigration and resettlement assis-
tance. Jordan confirmed that the Joint’s existing practice of verifying 
that members of intermarried families seeking support considered them-
selves Jewish and identified with the Jewish community was ‘in the spirit 
of the liberal humanitarian tradition of the Joint.’ He added that the Joint 
would consider for emigration support any family that included even one 
Jewish person, whether or not that person was the ‘head of the family.’

But there were also qualifications. In line with the aforementioned report 
from Frankfurt, Jordan instructed field officers to distinguish between mar-
riages contracted before and after the end of the war. Jordan regarded the 
former as more authentic, while post-war marriages were ‘doubtful cases’ as 
they raised the suspicion that the non-Jewish spouse had entered into the 
marriage in the hope of becoming eligible for emigration and relief assistance 
from Jewish societies.27 At the same time, Joint officials also suspected that 
Jewish DPs had married German spouses in order to become eligible for 
immigration to the United States under the quota system, while also enjoying 
support from Jewish organisations. Established by the Immigration Act of 
1924, the quota system set limits on immigration from any given country 
based on the percentage of US residents originating from that country. Most 
Jewish DPs had come from Eastern European countries that were allotted 
relatively small quotas. The quota for Poland, where the majority of Jewish 
DPs had originated, was only 6,524 immigrants per year, compared with 
25,957 for Germany. Marrying a German spouse after the war could therefore 
clearly improve the chances of immigration to the United States.28

Even though the Joint viewed marriages contracted before the end of 
the war as generally more authentic, it did not consider non-Jewish 
partners in such marriages as automatically eligible for emigration assis-
tance. An important concern regarding such cases was the conduct of the 
non-Jewish spouse during the war. Jordan instructed that non-Jews who 
had collaborated with anti-Jewish persecution be excluded from emigra-
tion assistance. He insisted, by contrast, that those who had stood by the 
Jewish members of their family should receive assistance – especially if 
they had been persecuted as a result of remaining loyal to their Jewish 
spouse. With this principle, the Joint departed from its earlier policy of 
denying relief assistance to non-Jews – even those who had suffered 
during the war as a result of being married to a Jewish person.29

While the new policy was more flexible and humane, it was also more 
intrusive. The process of verifying eligibility for emigration support now 
required relief officers to scrutinise the biographies of applicants, the 
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motivations behind their marriage and the nature of their relationships. This 
scrutiny was part of a larger picture. As Gerard Daniel Cohen has demon-
strated, officials of the IRO, the body responsible for the largest resettlement 
operations of refugees from Europe after the war, were conducting intensive 
screening activities in the DP camps in order to determine who was eligible 
for international relief assistance and who was not. Officials aimed to distin-
guish between ‘true’ refugees – those believed to be escaping political 
persecution – and ‘false’ refugees, who were seen as merely economic 
migrants. Screening of applicants also meant to exclude from assistance 
former Nazi collaborators and veterans of the German army, and with the 
onset of the Cold War, also those suspected as Communists.30

In the case of intermarried families, however, the scrutiny of applicants 
for emigration support focused not so much on applicants’ political back-
ground or orientation, but on intimate issues related to their marital life. 
As Jordan wrote, decisions on eligibility depended ‘essentially upon what 
we think of the people as human beings; how sincere we think they are in 
their relations to each other; whether there is any appearance of oppor-
tunism which enters into the situation.’31

The policy indeed relied to a large extent on the personal judgement of 
relief officials. Joint workers had ‘a great deal of feeling’ especially when 
dealing with cases of non-Jewish German women recently married to 
Jewish men, since there was ‘a strong assumption’ that immigration to 
the United States was the ‘decisive factor’ in those marriages.32 Jordan, for 
example, ordered a field officer to reject the application of a Jewish DP 
named Abraham Tellner, who was destined to emigrate from Frankfurt to 
Utica, New York, in the summer 1949. After Tellner’s emigration had 
already been approved, he informed the Joint that he was contemplating 
marrying a German woman and emigrating with her to the United States. 
Jordan was ”reluctant to comply with such a request. This would look to 
me like too much of a last minute affair,” he concluded.33

But in other cases Jordan showed greater leniency. Hildegard Spier was 
a non-Jewish German women who had married a Jewish husband before the 
war. She converted to Judaism in 1928 and raised her son as Jewish. Her 
husband was murdered in a concentration camp during the war. In 1949, she 
was trying to emigrate from Frankfurt to the United States (it is unclear from 
the sources whether her son was still with her). Although she had already 
received emigration support from a Christian agency, the Joint took over her 
case following Jordan’s ‘special request,’ explaining that ‘Since applicant 
adopted Jewish faith, we can see no reason to question handling of this 

IMMIGRANTS & MINORITIES 11



situation by JDC.’34 It seems that the difference between Tellner’s and Spier’s 
stories was that the marital relationship in the latter case appeared authentic, 
rendering the application more credible.

Henry Levy, Jordan’s successor in the Emigration Headquarters, likewise 
recommended the rejection of those engaged in ‘a marriage of convenience.’ 
To illustrate the dubious nature of some of the applications submitted by 
intermarried families, Levy cited a case where a Jewish DP named Janek 
Schlit, who had already been approved for emigration support from the Joint 
in 1952 as a single man, suddenly informed the agency that he had recently 
married a non-Jewish German woman, and that they had a son born to them 
in 1948. ‘I believe I am not going too far astray in suggesting that it behooves 
our office to find out if in effect this child which was born in 1948 is really the 
son of the applicant,’ Levy stated. ‘If the child was born in 1948 and this 
particular man was living with this woman, why then does he only now come 
to us to tell us that he has a child and is married to a non-Jewish German girl?’ 
Levy suspected that Schlit was assuming that registering under the German 
quota as a father to a German child would expedite his emigration to the 
United States.35 Regardless of whether Schlit was telling the truth or not, 
Levy’s response demonstrates the misgivings and doubts of relief officials 
dealing with emigration requests from intermarried families – and the dis-
advantaged situation in which those families found themselves.

In addition to such practical and technical difficulties arising from the 
experience of field officers, the idea of helping non-Jewish spouses also 
encountered more essential opposition. In early 1948, even before Jordan 
had published his guidelines, the newspaper of the Jewish community of 
Düsseldorf reported that it was receiving letters ‘from all parts of Germany’ 
expressing regret that Jewish organisations “did as much as nothing for 
those [non-Jewish] people who stood during the hard times of persecution 
faithful to their husbands or wives and thus to [world] Jewry.“ According to 
the newspaper, the letters furnished many proofs that ‘it was only due to 
this faithfulness [that] many of our fellow believers were saved from being 
victims of the Nazis too.’36 The report from Düsseldorf was sent to Herbert 
Katzki, the Joint’s Assistant Director-General for Overseas Operations, but 
Katzki rejected the complaint. It was unclear to the staff at his office . . .

Why American Jewry must assist as a reward the non-Jewish spouse of a mixed 
marriage in Germany because the non-Jewish husband or wife stuck to his or 
her partner during the difficult days. Do these people really think that American 
Jewry owes something to the non-Jewish spouse or is the Jewish spouse trying 
to be a good fellow to the non-Jewish member at the expense of American 
Jewry?37
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Katzki’s response demonstrates the lack of consensus among the 
leadership of the Joint as to the moral obligation of the organisation, 
and by extension, of the larger Jewish world towards non-Jews who had 
‘stuck to’ their Jewish spouses during the war. For Katzki, the religious or 
ethnic background of applicants was more important than their beha-
viour during the war. Katzki’s approach towards the mission of the Joint as 
a Jewish humanitarian body differed from that of Jordan in that Katzki 
placed a stronger emphasis on the ‘Jewish’ rather than the ‘humanitarian’ 
component of the Joint’s work. Katzki also stressed the commitment of 
the Joint to American Jews, who were funding the Joint’s operations in 
Europe. He justified his disapproval of assistance to non-Jews on the 
assumption that American Jews would adopt the same negative stand.

Intermarried Families and the American Jewish Community

Katzki’s assumption was not baseless. Reports from the United States 
indicated that American Jewish organisations and communities were 
reluctant to provide services to non-Jewish newcomers or to receive 
intermarried families into their midst.38 One Joint official raised the con-
cern that by helping intermarried families to settle in the United States 
the Joint took the risk of investing precious resources in people who could 
not be trusted to maintain connection with the Jewish community.39 

Another official warned against sending to the United States Jews married 
to non-Jews ‘since this would certainly create antipathy toward the whole 
concept of the DP program in the United States.’40

A blatant expression of such sentiments among American Jews is found 
in a letter to the Joint from Eugene Schoenberger of St. Louis. Schoenberger 
had been active in a fundraising campaign for the United Jewish Appeal 
(UJA), a major contributor to the Joint. He had also volunteered to give 
English lessons to newcomers from Europe in his St. Louis community but 
was disappointed that ‘except for one woman who is purely Jewish . . . all 
the others are mixed marriages, tending to the Christian side.’ 
Schoenberger understood the desire of prospective immigrants to get 
away from the unfavourable conditions in post-war Germany, but accused 
intermarried families of taking advantage of Jewish relief means. He 
thought that a ‘purely Jewish relief organization’ like the Joint should 
help ‘pure,’ ‘real’ Jews who had gone through ‘concentration camps and 
tortures for years and years and did not live normal civil life’ like intermar-
ried families. While Schoenberger admitted that a policy of refusing help to 
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non-Jews might provoke anti-Jewish hatred, he was convinced that such 
a policy was necessary for securing ‘the survival of Judaism.’ ‘Mixed mar-
riages,’ he continued, ‘are lost to Judaism . . . they don’t mean anything to 
the future of Judaism, their children will be Gentile – and with six million 
Jews murdered we can’t afford to spend our limited Jewish means on 
saving people who won’t help carrying on Judaism for future generations!’

Schoenberger also referred to the tension between the Jewish and 
humanitarian components of the Joint’s mission, maintaining that his 
work for the UJA campaign had not been intended to promote ‘some 
humanitarian cause,’ but to ‘ascertain that Judaism would be strength-
ened in its struggle for survival.’ The Joint’s efforts, he charged, should 
likewise not be directed at people who ‘also’ suffered during the Nazi 
period, but at keeping ‘the last remnant of the real Jews alive, who will be 
the fathers and mothers of future generations of Jews.’41

Schoenberger’s pronounced anger and repeated insistence on the 
notion of ‘pure’ Jews may seem extreme, but his general aversion towards 
the reception of non-Jews in American Jewish communities was far from 
being marginal. This approach also found expression in the official policy 
of the body in charge of resettling Jewish refugees in post-war United 
States – the United Services for New Americans (USNA).

The American Jewish community had created USNA in 1946 as a new 
refugee agency in anticipation of the arrival of Jewish DPs from Europe. 
USNA handled the resettlement of refugees through collaboration both 
with agencies facilitating Jewish DP emigration from Europe and with 
Jewish communities absorbing the newcomers throughout the United 
States. USNA was also one of a number of voluntary agencies authorised 
by American immigration authorities to supply DPs with corporate affi-
davits. As opposed to individual affidavits, which were provided by 
American citizens willing to sponsor a DP – usually a family member – 
and take responsibility for his or her resettlement and integration in the 
United States, corporate affidavits were meant to serve DPs who did not 
have relatives in the United States, or those whose relatives could not act 
as sponsors. The provision of corporate affidavits depended on coopera-
tion between USNA and local American Jewish communities agreeing to 
assume responsibility for the resettlement of specific newcomers.42 This 
meant that communities had an influence on the selection of refugees 
who could not obtain individual sponsorship.

Shortly after Jordan had distributed his guidelines for assistance to 
intermarried families, he received a cable from Ann Petluck, USNA’s 
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Director for Migration Services. Petluck wrote that the Joint’s policy was in 
conflict with that of USNA since the Joint was considering for emigration 
assistance any family that included even one Jewish person – while USNA 
was only willing to provide services to families where the head of the family 
was Jewish. Petluck urged Jordan to immediately suspend implementation 
of his policy until further communication from USNA. A few weeks later she 
wrote a longer letter detailing USNA’s position on intermarried families, 
which she described as ‘a complex question involving humane, emotional 
and communal considerations.’ Petluck recounted that upon its establish-
ment, USNA had decided that, since private social services in the United 
States were largely organised on a sectarian basis, and since there were 
migration agencies servicing non-Jews, USNA would avoid dealing with 
applications from non-Jews. This did not mean that USNA refused to assist 
intermarried families. USNA’s definition of the term ‘Jews’ included ‘mem-
bers of mixed marriages, orthodox Jews, reformed Jews, baptized Jews, etc.’ 
Petluck assured Jordan that ‘if persons feel they are Jews and affiliate with 
the Jewish community and are not now professing non-Jews, USNA will 
include them in the Corporate Affidavit.’

But in cases of mixed marriages, USNA’s corporate affidavit was to be 
used only where the head of the family was Jewish. Moreover, the agency 
insisted that the head of the family must be the husband: ‘where the wife 
was Jewish and husband non-Jewish, we stated that the case would not 
be eligible for our Corporate Affidavit.’ Petluck agreed with Jordan that 
relief policies should be ‘developed in a liberal humanitarian spirit,’43 and 
admitted that USNA’s policy ‘may appear to be restrictive or negative in 
application.’ But, like Katzki, she justified the policy by relying on the 
attitudes of American Jews, explaining that USNA’s stance ‘is as liberal as 
the mores of the Jewish community in the United States permit’:

Where the head of the family is not Jewish, our cooperating agencies find it 
difficult to accept a concept that the family is Jewish. Our cooperating agen-
cies . . . have offered considerable resistance to offering services to mixed 
marriage families where the head of the family is non-Jewish.44

In an almost reproachful tone, Petluck informed Jordan about instances 
in which Joint relief officers in Europe, who had been aware of USNA’s 
policy, had ‘attempted to skirt’ it: in cases where the wife was Jewish and 
the husband non-Jewish, Joint officers had registered the wife as the 
principal applicant, namely the head of the family, so that a non-Jew 
would not be nominated for USNA’s corporate affidavit. But those cases 
were ineligible for USNA’s corporate affidavit as USNA only considered the 
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husband as the head of the family.45 According to Petluck, attempts to 
deviate from USNA’s procedures had led to difficulties vis-à-vis absorbing 
communities. ‘These facts are inescapable,’ she concluded, ‘and our day 
to day experiences verify the validity of our policy.’46

These initial clarifications were followed by extensive correspondence 
between the Joint and USNA on the treatment of intermarried families 
and especially the status of the ‘head’ of such families. USNA pointed out 
many different cases where the Joint had gone against USNA’s policy, and 
the Joint had to ‘correct certain actions that had been taken.’ Eventually, 
Jordan instructed all field offices of the Joint to deny community assur-
ances to intermarried families when the head of the family was non- 
Jewish – but he did so ‘reluctantly and against [his] own convictions.’47

USNA’s policy, which eventually also became the policy of the Joint, 
reflected a broader disinclination to accept non-Jews into the Jewish com-
munity. As we have seen, various officials and individuals shared that senti-
ment. But in USNA’s case, the attitude towards non-Jews was also 
intertwined with a conservative outlook on gender and family relations. By 
demanding that only intermarried families with a Jewish husband be con-
sidered eligible for a corporate affidavit, USNA adhered to a traditional view 
regarding the husband as the head of the family. As is well-known, in Jewish 
as well as other traditions, the designation of the husband as the ‘head of the 
family’ reflected a patriarchal system, established in antiquity, whereby the 
adult man was regarded as the ‘ruler and owner’ of all the persons in the 
household, who were supposed to completely submit to the authority of the 
head.48 The developments of gender relations in Jewish culture from anti-
quity to the mid-twentieth century are of course beyond the scope of this 
article. However, it is worth mentioning that, as several scholars have pointed 
out, patriarchal conceptions have been preserved to a certain extent through 
the 1950s, as women still occupied a relatively marginal position in the 
American Jewish community at the time. In the religious sphere, for example, 
according to Sylvia Barack Fishman and Daniel Parmer, ‘women sat in wor-
ship services primarily as passive recipients, rather than active leaders, what-
ever the denomination.’ They took leadership roles primarily in various 
women’s movements and organisations. Feminism and egalitarianism 
began to take shape in American Jewish life only in the 1960s.49

USNA’s claim that the insistence on the husband as the head of the 
family was ‘as liberal as the mores of the Jewish community in the United 
States permit’ should therefore be seen in the historical context of gender 
relations in American Jewish communities in the 1950s, and in the even 
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broader cultural context of the status of women in Jewish tradition. At the 
same time, though, USNA’s policy deviated from a long-standing Jewish 
practice determining that Jewishness is transmitted by the mother. USNA 
thus embraced a traditional approach to gender relations and a non- 
traditional approach to Jewish identity. In any event, USNA’s refusal to 
accommodate intermarried families with a Jewish wife effectively reduced 
the number of non-Jews admitted to the Jewish community. There is no 
evidence that the requirement regarding the Jewishness of the head of 
the family was used as a pretext for the rejection of intermarried families, 
but it certainly limited the ability of such families to immigrate to the 
United States. USNA’s policy demonstrates the interrelations between 
conceptions of gender and family on the one hand, and the definition 
of the boundaries of the Jewish community on the other.

Intermarriage is regarded as one of the most acute problems facing 
contemporary American Jewry, and has been the subject of a plethora of 
studies.50 An historical perspective suggests that intermarriage has been part 
of Jewish life already in colonial America, but it came to be viewed with 
special alarm much later. Keren McGinity notes that Reform rabbis became 
increasingly concerned with the issue in the 1930s and 1940s. In a convention 
in Montreal in 1947, the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the rabbinic 
association of American Reform Judaism, reaffirmed its resolution of 1909 
declaring that ‘mixed marriages are contrary to the tradition of Jewish 
religion and should therefore be discouraged by the American rabbinate.’ 
A more extreme resolution calling for the prohibition under any circum-
stances of marriages between Jews and unconverted Gentiles was barely 
defeated in the convention by a vote of 74 to 72.51 In later decades Reform 
rabbis took a more flexible stand on intermarriage, but other sections of 
American Jewry began devoting greater attention to the issue in the middle 
of the 1960s. As Hasia Diner notes, the American Jewish Yearbook published 
its first article on intermarriage in 1963, and since the early 1970s intermar-
riage has been at the centre of numerous public and scholarly discussions. 
The basic worry was that, as a result of the growing rate of intermarriage, ‘the 
glue binding together Jewish life would lose its hold.’52

This concern is usually discussed in the context of the increasing inter-
action between Jews and non-Jews living in the United States. The reac-
tions to the arrival of intermarried families from post-war Europe, however, 
show that the notion of threat to the integrity of the American Jewish 
community emerged also in the context of immigration, and was closely 
related to the historical experience of European Jews. Furthermore, as Beth 
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Cohen demonstrates, the encounter between Holocaust survivor immi-
grants and the American Jewish community was fraught with tensions, as 
American Jews and American Jewish agencies charged with helping survi-
vors did not understand survivors’ needs. The encounter was thus marked 
by ‘limited help to outright indifference to active rejection.’53 The story of 
intermarried families adds a new dimension to this history, showing that 
the challenges of the period involved not only the appropriate treatment of 
newcomers absorbed by the community, but also questions of Jewish 
identity, belonging, and practices of inclusion and exclusion.

Intermarried Refugee Families and the Australian Jewish 
Community

American Jewish organisations were not the only ones grappling with those 
problems. Another case in point was the response of the Australian Jewish 
community. As Suzanne Rutland has pointed out, an atmosphere of xeno-
phobia and ‘anti-Jewish refugee hysteria’ in post-war Australia had led the 
Australian government to insist that the Jewish community take full respon-
sibility for the resettlement of Jewish refugees. This meant that, like in the 
United States, the Jewish community had a considerable influence on the 
selection of refugees – especially those who were sponsored by community 
institutions. In confronting the challenge of refugee resettlement, the 
community relied on significant support from American Jewish relief bodies 
such as the Joint, which ensured the resettlement in Australia of 25,000 
Jews between 1945 and 1961. While American Jewish organisations 
‘became partners in the “Australian Immigration Project”,’54 the issue of 
non-Jewish immigrants and intermarried families was a source of discord 
between the Joint and the Australian Jewish relief system.

In September 1947, a conference of Australian Jewish relief agencies 
convened in Melbourne to discuss a range of issues relating to the absorption 
of new Jewish immigrants. Delegates were not unanimous on the question of 
intermarried families. Dr. Benfey of Victoria told other representatives that 
a special Permit Committee of the Melbourne Jewish community was asking 
immigration candidates to sign a declaration confirming that all persons 
included in the application were Jewish. However, he still sought the advice 
of other participants as to which cases should be refused. Mr. Symonds of 
North South Wales, who served as treasurer of the Australian Jewish Welfare 
Society, said that he had asked communities to ‘put all doubtful cases on the 
side’ until he discussed the issue further with international Jewish migration 
organisations. But Symonds’ personal view was that the Australian Jewish 
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community was not ‘entitled to say to a person you cannot come in because 
you have married out.’ Mr. Moses, representative of Queensland, however, 
said that his community was refusing to work with non-Jews: ‘On the lists 
coming from HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) and Joint, we only want 
Jewish names.’ Symonds stuck to his opinion that Jewish relief work should 
not be limited to Jews only: ‘You must not leave Christian people behind; it 
would create a terrible position if a welfare officer went on board [a ship] to 
welcome Jewish migrants and there are some non-Jews who he leaves 
completely aside.’55 Mr. Brand of New South Wales likewise opined that ‘as 
a welfare officer – you cannot leave [non-Jews] to look after themselves. The 
department [of Immigration] appreciates, that, although we are a Jewish 
welfare society, we do assist Catholics and Protestants.’56

The meeting did not reach a decision, but the more restrictive stance 
eventually prevailed. In various correspondence regarding Jewish refugee 
emigration from Europe, Joint officials mentioned the need to take into 
consideration the refusal of the organised Australian Jewish community to 
admit non-Jews. Jordan, who was advocating a more liberal attitude, seems 
to have been upset by that state of affairs. In June 1949, he wrote to the 
European director of the Joint that the ‘Australian Societies are absolutely 
refusing to allow us to assist in the emigration of [non-Jewish] persons to 
Australia, even though they may have landing permits secured by members 
of the Jewish community in Australia. The welfare societies say that in such 
cases the sponsors must take the entire responsibility and that they will not 
involve themselves.’ It appears, then, that some individual Australian Jews 
were willing to sponsor the resettlement of intermarried families, but the 
official welfare committees were unwilling to take part in such initiatives. 
Jordan suggested that in order to ‘bring the Committees in line with our 
thinking,’ the Joint should reassert its position on assisting non-Jews in 
connection with ‘the granting of any further funds to Australia.’ The policy 
on intermarried families thus threatened to undermine the cooperation 
between the Australian Jewish community and the Joint in the broader 
resettlement project.57 Jordan also communicated his concerns directly to 
the Australian Jewish Welfare Society:

You can rest assured that we tried to enforce the policy laid down by you that 
only fully observing Jews are to be introduced into Australia and that you would 
not accept any persons of mixed marriages religiously. This does not mean of 
course that we can give you a written guarantee that there may not be some 
slip up occasionally. I think you have to allow for a margin of error. Also, we do 
not have an intelligence service attached to the JDC which can operate on the 
basis that every statement made by every applicant must be looked upon with 
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suspicion and thoroughly investigated before we can make a determination of 
the case. On the whole we believe what people tell us. We sometimes find out 
that we were misinformed . . . Of course, if you wish, we could have that 
applicants for Australian emigration under your sponsorship make out 
a sworn statement that, upon arrival in Australia, they will become a member 
of the Jewish community and attend synagogue regularly. I doubt however that 
that would make a substantial difference.58

Beyond Jordan’s displeasure with the attitude of the Australian Jewish 
organisation, the letter sheds light on some of the larger problems of 
post-war resettlement of intermarried families which this article has dis-
cussed. Jordan’s letter testifies to the staunch resistance among the 
Australian Jewish community – or at least its representative welfare 
body – to receiving non-Jews. It shows that, like in the case of the 
American Jewish community, the resistance was explained through the 
fear that non-Jews would use Jewish relief funds to leave Europe but 
would then not become part of the Jewish community in their country of 
settlement. The letter also points to the practical difficulties that relief 
officers in Europe were facing in dealing with members of intermarriages 
applying for resettlement assistance. Particularly burdensome was the 
need to determine applicants’ identity, background and relation to 
Judaism and the Jewish community, as well as the chances that they 
would remain committed to the community even after reaching their 
target country. At the same time, the letter also points to the suspicion 
with which such immigration candidates were viewed.

The system of community sponsorship enabled the Jewish commu-
nities of the United States and Australia to enhance their contribution to 
the efforts to find new homes for post-war Jewish refugees. But, as the 
interactions between the Joint and Jewish welfare bodies in both coun-
tries reveal, that system also gave rise to disputes surrounding the treat-
ment of non-Jews. These disputes were rooted in a deeper tension 
between the general tendency of relief officials to assist people in need 
and officials’ more immediate commitment to their own community; 
between the universal nature of humanitarian work and the particular 
concerns of the Jewish community.

Conclusion

Today, major Jewish aid organisations openly state their willingness, even 
commitment, to extend help to non-Jews. The mission statement on the 
website of the Joint includes a special reference to ‘non-sectarian aid,’ 
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declaring that ‘In times of crisis . . . JDC offers aid to non-Jews to fulfill the 
Jewish tenet of tikkun olam, the moral responsibility to repair the world 
and alleviate suffering wherever it exists.’59 The fundraising campaign 
slogan of HIAS reads: ‘Once, we helped refugees because they were 
Jewish. Today we help refugees because we are Jewish.’60 Those state-
ments reflect a synergy between Jewish and universal humanitarian 
values. They convey the idea that the willingness and desire of the Joint 
and HIAS to assist non-Jews stem naturally from the Jewish identity of 
these two organisations.

But, as this article has demonstrated, in the aftermath of World War II 
Jewish aid to non-Jewish refugees and migrants was a controversial 
issue that provoked objection from various circles within the Jewish 
world. We should view this objection within an historical context. In 
the years following World War II, Jewish aid societies were constrained 
by dwindling financial resources. The budget of the Joint, for instance, 
has dropped from 72,000,000 USD in 1948 to 21,000,000 USD in 1952.61 

This meant that relief officials had to make difficult decisions about relief 
priorities and the allocation of limited resources. In addition to material 
problems, the Jewish world in the aftermath of the Holocaust was 
anxious about the question of Jewish continuity and survival, which 
seemed to be threatened by intermarriage. Those concerns have con-
tinued to guide Jewish approaches to intermarriage even in later 
decades.62

In the unique historical context of post-war displacement, the combi-
nation of ‘Jewish’ and ‘humanitarian’ values seemed less natural or 
unquestionable than it appears in the current self-perceptions of 
American Jewish aid societies. As we have seen, some officials and obser-
vers thought that Jewish relief funds and efforts should be invested 
exclusively in helping Jews. They wished to give clear precedence to 
particular Jewish concerns over universal ones. In the immediate after-
math of the war, the Joint did not provide relief packages to non-Jewish 
partners of Jewish survivors, even if the non-Jewish members of the 
family had remained loyal to their Jewish spouses during the war or 
even suffered persecution as a result of being married to Jews. Later the 
Joint developed a more liberal policy which took into consideration the 
conduct of Jewish spouses during the war among other factors. The more 
flexible stance of the European emigration offices of the Joint, especially 
under the leadership of Charles Jordan, however, put the organisation in 
conflict with Jewish agencies operating in countries of destination, mainly 
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USNA in the United States and the Australian Jewish Welfare Society. 
USNA insisted that only intermarried families with a Jewish husband 
would be eligible for community assistance, thereby reducing the num-
ber of intermarried families who could start new lives in the United States. 
The Australian agency refused to assist intermarried families altogether, 
albeit following an internal debate. The tensions between the Joint and 
those bodies reflected a wider tension between particularistic and uni-
versalistic tendencies within the Jewish community. On a more practical 
level, this was a tension between the desire to dedicate resources and 
energies to assist Jews on the one hand, and on the other, the propensity 
of relief officers to place a stronger emphasis on the humanitarian dimen-
sion of their mission.

Intermarried families and non-Jews seeking help from Jewish institu-
tions were a relatively small group within the massive relief and resettle-
ment operations carried out by Jewish and non-Jewish organisations in 
the aftermath of World War II and the Holocaust. But their presence still 
posed moral and logistical challenges to the relief system and raised 
fundamental questions regarding the relationship between Jews and 
non-Jews in the post-war era.
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