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in Late Life

Mark Luborsky and Raobert L. Hubinstein

Eihnicity has often been discussed in at least three ways: as the
product of histerical and eultural provp identities {(Hlandiin, 1973
as pant al an individual's self-concept and selFidenlity (Hosenbery,
Fud ) ndd as Lhese two in relation, the indersction of individaal and
group identilies over time {(Barth, 18683). Cenaialy, patterns of
elhinic beliavior may ke Lhouglil of aa a fundamental orienlation Lo
liviag commaon e individusls who share histuricsl and caliural
civcunslaness. However, ellmicity may also be Uieupht of as situa-
tiunal. Bthaie theaghts and behaviors, conscious and unconscions,
may be produced, heightened, sr diminished in siluatisns of Luth
cthuie contrast and complementarily.

One such situation is Lthe life conrse and its compenent bile stapges
and key evenls {Frank, 1984y, Hypethetically, as hus been proposed
by Tviksen {1968}, il each life stage is cheracterized by ceniral
existential or developmental issues concerning “idenlily” and il
ellnicily is a key component of identity, then ethuicily musl in
same way meaningfally inlertwine with the ceeurrence of 5ile slages
and hey evenls. As o person inoves Lhrosgl vacious 1ife stages, he or
she may ender sellings thai eall for aspects of elhaic iduntity o
ernerge o be submerged (Myerhoff, 1978} Such situalions wad key
evenis may include school, daling, work, masriage, child raising,
neighborhood Life, friendships, snd, in late hfe, retirement, widow-
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36 Thaory and Ethnic Cimensions ol Aging

hood, and U subjectively delined oneed of old age. Along Lhis line,
Kastenbaum {1978 has hypothesized that ethnicity may be “resor-
gent” in lale life, possibly in response lo a separation [rom the public
sphere. Paychadynamic and developmental nspects ol eLthnicity have
received litde attention. There is increasing awareness, however, ol
Lhe role of ethnieily in such evenls in several ways, First, ethnicity
shapes individual identity and seif-conception. Second, vlhnicity
can influence the dominant values and modes of communication ol
athnie individuals (Mc(atdrick. Pearce. & Giordano, 1982} Thicd,
ethinic values and modes of commnunication can influence how in-
dividuals typically relate to one another, either through whal is
spoken of and how or whal is lefl out and how. And, fourth, as we
paint out, ethnicity is a pepulor language of famiby lunetion (¥ried-
man, 19821, People do not “naturally” know aboul depth psychology
bul 1ay spenk of many imporiant refational behaviors, especially in
regard 1o Uhe family, through a language of elhnicity.

The life course does not exist in n vacuum. Each part of a lifetime
iz experienced in a social, cultural, and lislorical context (Hareven,
1978), which greatly shapes end is shaped by Lhe objeclive and
subjective realities of tife. Thus, although it is posgible L talh,
theorelically, about ethnicity, it is not in fact possible Lo separate
the experience of ethnicity and ethnic identity {rom concrete histor-
ical moments.

Similarly, it would be short-sighted 1o treat the ethnic identity of
elderly individuals as if it exists sclely with reference to feelings of
ethnieity at the moment. Or, put another way, iL iz likely Lhat
current ethnic identity has been dislilled through past ethnic expe-
riences. Thus, if it is true that a present-day sense of idenlity is
constructed lrom a lifetime of experiences, this should be true of
elhnic idenliiy as well.

The purpuse of Lhis chapter is to examine ethnicity asa life-course
phenomenon and to shew how it operales similarly lor dilferent
groups, In a sense, then, this chapter is nat about three discrete
ethnie groups but abeut ethnicity as a gocial and individual process
that may exist regardless of the particular group in guestion. We
further suggest that ethnic idenlily as viewed (rom lale life draws
some of ils substance from lifelong ethnic concerns in Lwe ways.
L'irst, past experiences relaling Lo ethnic identity serve as solient
romplements, conlrasts, or settings to present-day ethnic identity.
Second, there is evidence that each person’s idenlity in Inke life is
organized thematically (Kaufman, 1881} and is censtracted from a

Vifelime of varied experiences. As has been peinted out by Lhose whe
write about Lhe lile review, retrospectivity is purposeful and con-
weepms icanes of idosdity at The presend {Tatler, 1853

Eihnicily and Lilelimes KK
Ethnicity and Older Widowers

In this chapter we report on data being gatheved in a study of
dewish, [rish, and Italian men, aged 65 and ofder, widowed 2 Lo B
years, alter a long-lerm marriage. The study is being conducled at
the Philadelphia Gertatrie Center. The focus afl 1he study is on lile
ceorganizotion by ebhnically identified older widowers after the
iniliad bereavement period has passed. Issues of identily relormeala-
tinn rhanese in hanlih and achivity natterna aithnic idenlity and
lingering alttachment to the deceased spouse are centrel io ilhe
study. Elhnicity is operationalized here bolh as ael-identification as
Erigh, Italian, or Jewish (ko screen those wis answered ads for mmen
with these "backgrounds®l and as lineu} syminetry (thal both par-
enls were of the same ethaic groap), The peneration of immigration
was nol a cencern for sample selection. Here we will discuss lindings
fram the initial phase of the research in which we are interviewing
15 widawers from each of the thzee ethnic groups.

We adopled two stralegies in measuring ethnicity. One was to
develop a short instrument that focused on behavioral and psycho-
lugical aspects of ethnicily so as Lo compare brielly what seened Lo
be salient indicators of ethnicity as they had been noted in ihe
literature and inn our ewn experience. The second was Lo develop a
series of open-ended questions about the meaning of ethnicity and
allow suflicient Lime for their discussion in the cosilexd of a multiple-
session, in-depih-inlerview format.

It is apparent lrom the responses to questions about ethnicity,
identity, and personal beliefs that, although questions of ethnic
jdentity can in some sense be answered with reference to the present
day, men in the smmple ollen discuss ethnic identities and theiy
meanings with reference to past evenis. Let us give a pumber of
Lrief examples.

dr. Donnell, aged 76, had been widowed about 3 years. When he
phoned in to participate in the study, we assumed his name was
Lrish bt learned it had eriginally been Doniletli. His Italian ethnic
identity was a source ol confiiet to him. In Lhe inlerviews he de-
seribed an early life that leatured family strife, eenflict, and brutal-
ily a5 well as warm memories of the aunl whe raised him. Mr.
Donnell’s upbringing was reflecied in lifelung conflicls about his
sthnic identity. On the one hand, he did many things typical of
Ialian-American elderly in Philadelphia: he lived in an ltalian
neighborhood, altended church in zn ltalian parish, married an
Italian woman, and had close affinal relatisns. Most of his ac-
guainlances and significanl others on a social nelwork profile were
Halians
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n Theory and Ethnic Dimensions of Aging

On the other hand, his response to a question about Lhe mesning
to him of his ialian idenlity prompled a vigorous discussion ol how
the ltalians were “the worst” ethnic group, this anchored by several
stories of how Itatians had caused difficuitics for him in several
employment situations, The rejection of his heritage was pluyed out
in ather domains, For example, in his 408 he sulfered s mental and
physical crisis that, among other Lhings, led in a psycholegically
based stomach disorder. He ceased eating Italian (eods, which his
wife lowad $a orenace and eat. snd substituted biand American
foads, which he procesaed ta a blender and drank. Additionally, his
wile's dealh, 3 yeasra belore the interviews, led 1o a fusrLher redelini-
tion of Lhe life-course situation influencing hia ethnic ideality. Aller
hia wile dicd, he was able io disentangle himsell from hia ltalian
in-laws; for his taste, they were loo concerned wilh being “Lolian”
lie was now quite isclated. This latest synihesis about the mesning
of his helian identity—a pulling away from it—wus in facl one in a
geries of lifelong conflicts and resolutions. His current elhaic feeling
was thuos influenced by an impertant life-span event (widawhood}
compounded by long-standing conflicts.

Whereas Mr. Dannell pulled away from his elhnic herilage, an-
other informant, Mr. Goldberg, drew closer bo it. Mr. Goldbery, aged
73, had been widowed (or 3 years. A Jew, he made a «distineiion
between Judsism as an ethnic identity and as a religion. Although
hardly religious, he had spent much of his life ncling on a number of
deeply held moral conviclions ubout the need for equality and
democracy. He noted that although he was an atheisl he felt very
much & Jew. Because of his persanal concern for social weliare and
reform he [ett that, aithough he was not Jewish in a religivus senss,
he fit well within a Jewish tradition of prophetic protest.

He received & large settlement from his wile's insurance policy
and spent a good deal of the money lavishiy outfilting o woudwork-
ing shep in his basement. His wife was Cathelic, and when they
martied, he reported, he and his wife agreed never to discuss reli-
gion in the hame. He felt that they had kept Lo this pelicy. Mr.
Goldberg had three daughters, two of whom “practice no religion™
and one who had become very invelved in Judaism,

A& year Lo Lhe day olter his wile's death, Mr. Goldberg was aweak-
ened by sharp chiest paina, Fearing heart attack, he was hospital-
ized for tests, which lound nothing. Eventually, one doctor asked
himn how he feit toward his deceased wile. He told the doctor of many
unresolved feelinps: guilt about having trealed his wife poorly and
fear of estrangement from his daughtevs. The docter encournpged

. him to Lalk wilth them sbout his feelings, which he did.

Elbnicity and Lifetimes KL

AL one poinl his eeligious davghter told him Lhat some of the
woodworl in her synagogue reeded repair, and she put him in touch
wilh her rabbi. e did the work there and was alse able Lo engage
the rabbi in conversations about religion. This represented a recon-
neclion of sorts with Judaism as a religious sysiem. Mr. Gold-
Liergs aiso noled thal hia wile's death enonbied him to appreciate more
aclively the Jewish religion and cullural tradition, Hle attributed
this changge Lo aow being lvee of the pact with his wile net Lo disecuss
religivas mnlters. e nlso (el thol the chnge had Lo doe wilh bis
oWl LI Bnd an INcreased CONCern. wiki s pluce 10 e world.

Life-Course Concerns

The ethniz groups represenied here each have distinctive eultural
practices and world views. Nevertheless, despite such dillerences,
which perlain 1o both the behavioral content and world view of
members of each group, we suggesl that developmentally, on the
level of the individual, ethnicity has similar meral meanings and
tactical applications for the older men we interviewed.

Reflecting on how ethnicity is built firem episedes and experiences
aver o lifetime, we suggest that for the older men in the sample the
meaning of ethnicily is velated to four intertwined life-course eon-
cerns. First, the meaning of ethnicity in late life derives (rom issues
of life-span development and family history. Second, ethnic identity
derives meaning from the historical settings and circumstances
during which key events are experienced. Third, current-day elbaic
identity is siluationally evoked depending on the needs and goals of
individuals. Fourth, past ethnic identity and experiences continue
te be rewaorked as raw material for current-day ethnic meaning. We
will discuss each of these points in turn.

The Meaning of Ethnlcity la Late Life Derives from Issues of
Life Span Development and Family History

Thal the meaning of ethnicity derives from issues of iife-span de-
velopment and family history was quile apparent in the material
collected [rom many of our informanis. At one level ellnicity
represents continuily, but it is possible to view analylicaily state-
ments of elhnic identity as a shorthand by which informants express
themes of personal development, differentiation, individuation, and
identity regarding lamily as well as intrapsychic and interpersonal
conflict. Key points aleng the developmental cycle may be infused
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Fla Theory and Elwi: Dimensions ol Agmg

wilh aspects of family meaning cmbodied us ethnic Uuits, proaciices,
and beliels.

We became concerned wilh tie possibilily that infermants were
framing ethnicily s & language (or disconrse sn lwo selaled issues:
founily velations and developmentul eventa, Instilling ethnic knowi-
edpe of praclices and coneeplions of sell are accomplished in dyadic
{iliul reiationships. Moreover, whutever invalvement un cthnic in-
dividual has in a larger ethnic community, a parlicular stance on
pifinic beiiels ai prachies 15 L 2 b moed, of o Suandly's brodilion.
An individual's subjective sense of identity and silitudes towurd his
or her ethnicity are enmeshed with those toward parental fAgares.

Let us brielly censider here some aspects af elhnicity as & lan-
puigge of family relations. Ethnicity has often been operationalized
ay o unilary thing bul in Lwo ways. Firsl, it has been porteoyed—for
examjle, in guanlitative rencarch—as an independent varisble Lhat
witl wholly or parLially explain semelhing about a persen. Fhe
thinkiug here is that il a person i known to be an X, his behavior
hecontes understandable, Second, the unitary conception ol elimnie-
ity ia found in its concepiion as a feeling of "we-ness” and & commil-
ment 10 & community that produces “typical” behavicrs or actions.
Ia eillier version of this unilary view, elhnicity may be said Lo
emerge as a “solid” property of peraons and commuonities, Yet, in
contrast, ethnicity has alse been porteayed s “fluid” in Lwo ways,
First, it has been seen os a set of dilferences between generalions
consequenl tu processes of immigration, aceulturation, and gener-
ational suceession. Second, it has been viewed as a sel of differences
in what conslitutes core er “acceptable” ethnic behavior by indi-
viduals. For example, minimally, il persons A and B display the
very same elnic behaviors, bul in addition person B enacts many
nonethnic behaviors and A does not, who is "more ethnic®? And, of
cauvse, further complicalions in defining the degree of ethnicity will

engue when Lwe individuals do not enact the same Liehaviors.

Thus, in ils Muid sense ethnicily may serve 8s i foil ler in-

tergenerational issues in ils rele as an erena that overlaps, but is
analytically distincl lvom, family process and filial coneerns. For
example, key developmental jssues of individuation and Lhe es-
ablishment of individual identity may be concepiualized as bolh
famnily and ethnic problems for the individual, We would suggest, as
many have, Lhat issues of personal identity are lilelong, and we are
{herefore suggesting thal issues ol ethnic jdentity are also ifelong.
Pthnic Lraditions not snly aiflord the individuai a sense of continuily
with & nationality, family, or heritage but alse previde ane language
- for the expression of cenllicl and the need lor redefindtion al any

Ethnicily amd Lilslimes 4%

moment in life. When one's eultural heritage and concommitont
bundle of values und identities may be dillicult io accept doring
cerlain periods of life, another package of values and jdentities may
be nceeptoble and substitutable. This mades even more complex
Kus_l,enhuum’s {1879} conceptualization of elthnicity as lineage, be-
havior, and sel-conception in that both self-conception and be halvior
may change pariodically.

It would geem that bseth the fluid and the solid pecspectives
in fact “ethnicity” may constructively he thought of s having these
T.wa forms. In the selid form ethnicity is transgenerational, endur-
ing, commuanal, and positive, snd ethoic idenlily is stable. The Guid
fn_rml haa as its [oeus each generation and therefore the Tt that
within gach generation, individuais must make theiv own way'
aupplant the older generalion, and in & scme sense urn against:
Lem %ay adapling new values and deriving core experiences [rom
new siluaticns. .

'lfhia way of discossing ethnicity bears a striking resemblance
t:? issues of, on the one hand, dilfereatialion, separation, and in-
l:i‘l“.’il.‘]uﬂt.iﬂn in the family and, on the other, the cantinced inlegra-
tion, pavrticipetion in, and attachment to the family. We learn to be
both apart from and a part of cur families. As a conseguence, we
rrlnig_ht conchade that one important function of ethnicity is ;s a
:Iiisllnctive language for an intra- and interfumily dialogue about
issues such as sttachment, community, individuation, separation
and relationships. In a sense, ethnicity is s language afpar&nt,—chilci
telationships.

Seme of these issues are apparent in the case of one informant
Mr. Silver, a vital, 90-year-old Jewish émigré from Poland viz:
England who was eften loath to talk about personal feelings in our
inlerviews, At key points in his Jile course his Jewish identity was
heightened er diminished, and influenced by patticular evenls,
Torming a foundation for bath individuation and integration. Such
key poinis sccurced at the anset of adulihoed, at masriage, at retire-
ment, and at widowhood. '

The outlines of his lile were reviewed in b life hiatory interview
we conducied. He went to public schosl in England; in the evenings
he studied for his bar mitzvah at the Hebrew schoal (Cheder). 1le
noted happily that dering ene of the school terms his mother was
t.]_m teacher. He viewed his father with no fond memories as a stern
distant man. As & Jew in England he axperienced "lols of harass:
menl and bad {reatment; you were considered less than a person.”
When at age 14 he started selling newspapers, he bought his awther
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42 Theory and Elheic Dimensions ol Aging

u single fresh peach weekly, a luxury that cost more than a thicd ol
his pay. Within 2 years he was lired for refusing to work on Yom
Kippur. Aller u blenk year of unemployment he emigrated Lo Amer-
ica as his clder brother had. During ihe inlerview he made the
uasslicited comment that “the hardest thing in my whale Lile was
leaving my mother.” This slatemenl was suIpriaing in the furce of
ity emotionality because, throughout five interviews, he consislent-
ly fuiled to describe any inner feelings or affect stales, cven when
ormnnted. 7

£ Lhe beat he shaved a cabin with a non-Jew. Mr. Silver leared
revealing his religious identity and “being treated ua less than a
persen,” su he removed ks dfiftin feitual elotbs) and hid them under
his inuliress for the trip. lie reported Lhat he fozgol Lo vetrieve them
from under the matiress in the cabin when he arrived in America.
Further, he did not buy a8 new set once here. Moreover, he Tailed to
attend temple for several years alter arriving, bul he staried reg-
wlar shservances when his molher emiprated to Amenca & years
lnter, AL age 33 he marricd and joined the referned temple his wile
attended. He explained Llie shifl by suying that he rusd 1Tebrew well
Lut could not Lranslate it, snd se he never reutly knew whal wias
Leing said. e therefore entered an Americanized eonlemporary
tradition, leaving bebind the orthodoxy of his childhood and his
mather. In addition, he gave up obaerving traditicnal Friday night
practices of candle lighting and wine blessing. He was chaslised by
more criledox Friends for not knowing Hebrew, but he regarded
them conlemplususky, he said, because he attended temple each
weel and Lthey did not. After his children were bora, he was Lo busy
working Lo became very active in the Jewish communit‘y, he re-
ported. But upon retirement ot age 76, he immersed hlf_n._s.elf in
Jewish organizations and received many awards of recognitiva fur
hhis work.

Al sge 83 he became a widewer. Now, he noted, he only dates
“Jewish girls” and lives in 2 predominantly Jewish apurtmelnt. com-
plex. He said that he retains a strong attachment m_h{s wife,
wearing her Star of David pin on his jacket lapgi and kissing her
piciure each night and morning on the way in and out L:nf Lhe
bedraom. Aller remarking en his lifelong and childhood experiences
of feeling harassed as a Jew, he sait he now has only Jewish f‘,"i“nfls'

In summary, it appears that, ai key memenls when consclidating
a new identity—as a young adult, an immigrant to America, hus-
band and father, retiree and widower—~his sense of Jexxfishnq?ss
emerges distinctively and serves in part 0s & means of dillareniia-
Lion, integration, and identity formation and mointenance.

Elhnicily and Lifeimas 43

A neender of postures are available in respect Lo clhnicily and self
ovie Lhe lile course. Working through tensions aboub one’s ethnic
wlentiby oaay be o mechunism lor working tewph the relutionship
ol a person Lo his family, Alternatively, one may seemingly nceept
family relutions but reject an elhnie hevitoge and in so deing rejoct
ebhme valves, Thas, ethnie values and praclices may become a
vehicle for externatizing and ebjectilying aspeets of subjective expe-
ricanee thal o person g enable or unwithog w conlronl divee ly
withiin the family or comnnenity,

Elhnic tdentily Derives Meaning from the Historical Seilings
and Circumsiances During Which Key Events are Experienced

We will discuss two soris of such key evenls here, The Iirst is the
creaiion of a general meianing for ethnicity as a cullurol calegory in
saciely. The second relutes Lo specifie events orcurring within and
influencing the life spans of informants.

One of the most important civewmnstances has bean 1he changing
public climute and meaning of ethnicity in socieiy st large. Ethnic
festivals commun today suppgesl Lhat there may now be a generic
ethnicily in The folk sociclogy of idenlity, This ideulily is viewed as
a parl of each citizen's social identity as an individual in America
and above and beyand membership in an ethnic family. Sach a view
of elhnicity conirasts with the other popular nolion of elhnicily
disappearing in a melting pot.

Among the men we interviewed, ethnicity was regarded as an
inhegent part of everyone and canceptualized as family background,
teaditions, and group characleristics, deflined in terms of the
nalionalily of immigrant ancestors. Ethnie idenlity provides mem-
bers with an affilialion in a particilar group of people who shave
sitilur "rools.” Such a sense of generic ethnicily has been enhaneed
Ly iks eommercializalion and its use as a [avored expressive entity
in the public reabn, such as in television news stories and in-
ternutional day festivals.

However, in vespense ta the particular guestion “Who is most and
wio is least cthinic in your family?" informants often phrased replies
in terms of a cenlinuam spanning frem “lradilional” Lo “Ameri-
canizl."” More Italiun and Irish than Jewish men, for example,
answered in terms of who was most traditisnal in the old country
ways and who was the most Americanized in spending habits, lan-
guage, cuisine, or education. Persons ciassed as most ethnic were
categorized as slill retaining knewledge of Tamily relationships,
distaal velatives, speciad foods, holidays, and preper observances,
and ofien as living in the old neighborhood.

AOOTIOLMNOMED LSHI NSM AZTESLEETET

£Z NL eB-5Ed TP

T8,

TEtET



44 Theory and Elhnic Dimensions of Aging

T'here have been speeilic chunges in the meaning of being [atian,
Irish, ar Jewish across the tife span of the informanly. Changes have
been loeused around the meaning of co-experienced events, sach as
Liie Depression, World War 11, and laber union movements, us well
ws particular evenis thal seem te perlain mere le one group than lo
anclher, such as the Holocaust, troubies in northern Ireland, or the
fuct that Ialy wos the enemy in Werld War 11, These aspects ol
ethnic identily again reinforce the imporlance of alluning anilysia
af ethnicity o Lhe interplay between individual experiences, histor-
ical times, developmental phases, and current situallonal faciers, it
is important to note that the awareness of diatinctions between
ethnic groups has never been uniform during the lives of our alder
informants but rather has alernated with periods in which there
has been a heightened sense of ethnic blurring.

Geveral of e older Italian men, far example, reporied incidents
in Lhe 19205 and 1930s in which Lhey sullered at the hands of the
{rish. Mr. Dennell, meationed above, could “pass” as Irish becanse af
Lis name, slihough he is Nalian. As & young man he worked on
vegetable farms in southern New Jersey and Benefited from his
{ictitious ethmicity in the hierarchical organization of the [urms:
English were owners, frish were managers, and Halians were feld
pickers. Mr, Passo, an ltelian, spent much of kis childhood in a
Calholic orphansge Tun by nune who were of Irish descent, snd he
suffered, he fell, because they Lended to [avor lhe Irish arphons.
oLz men view the Roosevelt administration snd World War Il as
Lhe time at which Lnese sharp elhnic distinclions began to wane. 1L
is clear that [or bolh men cerlain eras affected elhnic definition and
that, at the current time, the historicity of elhnic experiences serves
88 backdrop for their ethnic identity.

Current-Day Ethnic idestity is Situallonally Evoked

That current-day elhnic idenlity is situationally evoiced among the
older widowers we huve interviewed should be clear from the discus-
sion abeve. Yei this too is somewhat paradoxical and is besl un-
derslood, we feel, in light of a conceplualization of ethnicity as hoth
solid and Muid. Ethnic identity should be continuous, constant, and
community-reinforced, not only as an aliribule of personhood, like
gender, but also as a product of populsrized eihnicity. However,
among the older men in the sample, imporlant situations evohed
reconsideration ef uibnicity. These included lhe need Lo reorganize
their Lives afier the dealh of 8 spouse and the onset of uspects of &

Eihnicily and Lifalimes 45

suljecLivety defined old ape. Such tashs may engender, for example,
o desive o forge o osense of conlinuity wilh cue's pasl or one's
“people” or, conversely a withdrawal of serts. The former may be
interpreted in part as a projection of the desived conlinuity with
cne’s deparied spouse inbo o larger sysiem of shaved subslance.

Mr. DiAngeio exemplifies these dimensions, Malian bern, at 2
yeuss of age he and his molher joined his falher, who had already
emigraled 1o Philadelphia. They shured a house willk ather mem-
Lers of his folher's fumily in the Italian neighborhood and fed a
“weadiienei’ Ieihen neme Ve, Faouly uie wes déséiiDed is para-
mount. ilis father and brothers ran a clolthes-making business. 1lis
Ltalian identity and lack af formal education at Lhal time limited his
e ployment prospects. He spoke of being harassed by non-ltalians
at school and elsewhere. He lramed accounls of his life history by
aligriag himsell with his father, who early on admonished him
“ghiove all else you care for the family you bring into the world” He
described a major goal throughout life as Lo give all to his fenily and
children and te pravide them with a “good” (i.e., Catholic) edueation.
Aldisugh it was his role to earn the money, hia wile managed it and
prepared and distributed food among family members follswing
traditicnal patterns of Italian coammensalism,

Allhough he continues i grieve for hie wile, Mr. DiAngelo attrib-
utes learning to menage his griel egually to the need Lo set a good
wxuenpla for his children and grandchildren und to Lhe desice to live
for his wife to sec how the grandchildren turn out. Nowadays he has
invesied biansell with the rele of preparing and distributing tradi-
tianal Halian foods to his two daughiers and their families, his
sister, and his 94-year-ald mother. In $his fashion he has taken on
aspecls of his deceased wile's Family role, which alse was in parl a
way of vivilying his attachwent to her: "My wife's lamily ran a
restourani, She learned cooking there, and | lzarned from her" He
frequently veceives orders from sons-in-law and grandchildren for
special dishes and desserts. He makes weekly Lrips to the old [talian
neighborhoods Lo buy fresh Blalian breads and pasta for his daugh-
iers’ families who live in the suburbs. In brief, the Lalian lamily
culinary heritage and patteras of exchange provide him with catlels
and mmalerials for bnilding a new identity, both as an {talian and as
a widower.

v, BiAngelo described himself as “the black sheep of the family,”
referring Lo his English-languape abilities, job, and residence. He
deseribed his Gather as very sirict about defending Lhe family's
ftulian name, speaking only NHalian at home, and ot becomiag
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46 Theory and Ethnic Dimensions of Aging

Americanized. His brobhers, sislers, and relatives who worled in
the clothing factory all spoke lialion al wwk and al bone, Mr.
DiAngele broke with his Gunily when ke did not join the fumily
business. AL uge 14, whes he lefl scheol, he look o job as o metal-
worker, an sceupatien e would retain Uhroughout bis lile, $he pre-
dominant lenguage was English wherever b worked. e gave Lhis
us Lhe reason for his weaker grasp of [lalian. Conlrasting Lhe gen-
crations and &t Lhe same e identifying himsell with his mether,
e depicted himself as “jusl like, bul Lhe opposite of my mother. She
spelie [taliun only bul cowld understand Enghsh. L speax Lngiish
but understand Habian.” He was among the lirst in his family to
meve oul Lo the suburbs: his mother and sister still live in the okl
neighborhood,

Bui he also regarded being a black sheep in u positive light. He
believed he was specially able Lo care for his wider kin becuwse of
the new {amony tailors) skills in metalwork and consbruciion. He-
peatedly during Uhe interviews he stressed Lhal Uhe whole family
dependud sn him o do things sround the house thal they, ag gar-
ment workers, eould not do, He installed concrele palios, buill
fences, and did minoe electrical repairs, among olher lasks, which
saved them from having to lire an ouiside contracter. In part, he
veparded himself as having taken a step away from the traditional
ways of life and skills of his natal land, becoming skilled for life in
America.

Ansther example shows how carrent-day ethnic identity is
silualionally evoked. Mr. O"Conner, aged 77 years and widowed 3
yoars, was devastaled by the loss of his wile and “was pretty bad oflf
for 2 year, year and o half afler she died.” After her denth he sold
their Florids condominium snd moved back 1o Philadelphia,
whoere they had lived for muny years. "The propuerty sabe, his wile's
savings, and insurance benefils lefl him with more Lhan $16906,000.
e enjoyed giving most of it away: $15,000 Lo gach of throe sislers,
51,600 1o each of 200 nieces snd nephews, $1,000 to each of 18
cousing,

He gt the idea for- 1his distribution, he said, (rom his mother's
uncle, who, arriving from Irefand in Lhe 1840s, sellled in {he Mid-
west, became weallhy, and gave members of his own lamily sub-
slantis] sums of money in a similar manaee. During a ip Lo
Iretand, Me. ('Connor returned to his mother's homelown and fuund
the cemetary of his meother's family, whers ihe grave stones were

inseribed with a note that they —cre provided by his moether’s uncle
o “Indiana, USA." This was & satisfying link in a circle of

ienlity for him.

Elhnicily and Lilelimes 47

Pas! Ethnic Experiences Continue to be Reworked as Raw
Material tor Present Day Ethnfc Meaning

Our fourth poind in examining ethnicity a8 o lifetime phenamenon
is thid pist ethnic idealily aond experionces eontinue e be reworkoed
us ruw maleitals for cuvrent-day ethoic meaning. By this we mean
t.lml Lhe consiruetion of ethnic idenlity by individuals across their
life span is nol immutably Gxed in youlh or young adulthuood.
{tather, the pecsonid meanings of ethnicity are imporianl materials
St du oA wGL0AD UF LG sEl o SOCERT LdeRLGLes @ iacer i,
FPurther, the ethnic experiences of youth and adulthood arve reinler-
preted over the life course, Whereas we previously described how
ethnic identity ean be rejected or elaboroled in part as o language
for familiai issues, it is also necessary to consider there may be
a differenl scl of meanings atlributed o reesmbiracing or rejucting
dimeusions of ane's elthnic idenlity in laber life. This can e iflus-
lraded in the cose of Mr. Green. :

Mr. Green, o G8-year-old widower, was born in America 4 years
uller his parents emipreled in 1914 from Russia. He considers him-
s¢o be very Jewish, A difficult bicth ieft him with only partiat use
ol his lelt hand. As a child he worked hard et therapy to overcoime
the disability. He veported with satisfaction how he refused to ac-
cepd his disabilily. Rother than becoming dependent, as a yonih he
took up wosdworking, to his pareols’ chagrin. His ability o do
woodwork was o personal symbel throughout his life of his being
eble to overcome adversity and 1o thrive despite Nmilations.

Twao years after his wile's death br. Green moved into a converted
garage utlached to his daughter's house, He would not date other
women, noking “Lhat part of my life is over," and he had not relin-
quished his grief or disposed of his wile’s personal belongings. 1Eis
currcol-day life rovolves around lamily and veligious aclivities, He
helps eare foi- his Lwo preschool grandsons and is praud of them. An
accomplished wosdworker, he teaches crafls at a senior center 2
days & week. He also activety attends religious services.

His fondest memories as a child were walking Lo and from Lemple
wilh his prondlather, whe was a respected religious teacher who
prepared boys lor their bar mitzvahs, When his grandfather died,
his litther ook over those same dulies in the commaunity . 1is grand-
father, and later his lalher, gave him several prayer books for the
various holidays and eommenlaries on the Torah. He cherished
these nol only for the memaries Lhey evoked but also becuuse they
allowed him Lo carry on Lraditicns of the Jewish people snd the roles
of his paternul nncestors,
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43 Theory and Elhnic Dimensions of Aging

Ile built a special buskcase Lo keep the collection of old prayer
bovks. in addition, he taught the Hebrew alphabet Lo his grandson.
Belore his marriape he was “npet too observant,” Once maurried,
however, he joined the lemple’s men's chub and served ag soerelary
for several years. He was most active when his children were grow-
ing up and became loss aclive sy Lhey gol older. Lowever, uller his
wife's death he incrensed involvemenl by ollending muerning sod
cvening services and serving as an usher, Traditional mourning
prartices inchading atiendance al Lie temple, provided him with o
framewerk for daily aclions at a Lime when he "did Lhings aulo-
malicaliy without feeling or thought for a long Lime." He roported
fecling closer to his Jewish fuith since his wife's dealh, waniing lo
participate even move. Filleen months aRer his wife died he made
his first Lrip to lsrael and wos preparing Jor a second Lrip at the Lime
of our inlerviews. )

The synagegue is valued by lim new as & community, as well ps a
religious cenier. Ia erder to cope wilh his wile's death, he said, e
“buried myself m woodworking to avoid sitting and thinking of her”
Nowadays “people usk lor advice for fixing things. [ now do repairs
on the ciwairs for the bimah’” [raised area at the frond of the templel.
About a year alter his wile's death he noled that the temple’s
wooden chairs and the children's jungle gym were in bad condition,
and he spent many salisfying hours rebuilding them. He makes
special wood poinlers used (or readiag from Uhe Torah during ser-
vices. He presented his nephew with a specially carved peinter for
reading the Terah during his bar mitzvah. Several of the religious
ohjects he makes are in use by Jewish people arcund Lhe United
Stutes and in srael

After his wife died, Mr, Green closed Lhal parl of his life and
sought to fulfil} his needs for intimacy within his daughter’s family.
He revilalized his Jewish identity and his role as a religious
teacher, following the path of hia father and grand(ather. The dy-
aamics of liis Jife reorganization ineluded cambining wosdworking
skills, Judaic religious practices, and a Green family role for older

men. The older men instill in children Jewish knowledge in prep-
aration far adulthood. Woodworking carried, for Mr. Greem, a
viporous sense of his lifelong tenacity at gvercoming adversity,
epitomized and acted out through hia crall, despiie a partially dis-
abled arm. Woadworking is an instrumental activity by meens of
which he keeps busy and meets people, and it is also a peracnal
randel, develeped in his youth, of hew 1o overcome disahility, which
he has applied o today's challenge of adapting to being a widower.

EMnnicily and Liletimes 49

e ?:; combining these elements of lifo experience, Judaism, and
faimily 1:uius lur older men in religious training Lo work oul o new
synithesis of his identily and life,

Broader Significance

T'a close, we would like to indicate how our approsch und datn may
be relevant 1o other ethinic groups, and also Lheir beering an L
held of ellintcily and aging. :

Our gppma-ch in using the concept of liletime elhnicity supgests,
(trst, dimensivns thal maey be common Lo many elbnic grovps. These
were illustraied here with cases frem three different cthinic groups,
'l_'he daln suppesl that, for each proup, elhanicity inleriwines with
life stage and 1hat the personzl meanings and sacial experiences of
ethnic identity continee to be salient and mutable in lale Life. Yet
many other guestions remain. We examined three Coucasian vthaic
groups. We suspect thal the mutability of ethnic identity seen
amgny these groups might not be duplicated among minority, non-
Whiie ethnie groups, the social meaning of whose ethnicity is less
amenable te se moch individaal redefinition. Thus, some dillerences
may be revealed by applying thai concept to ethnic minoritiea,
Diflerences may suggest limitations or alterations ia the coneept.
The cuncepl poses a second inleresting queslion. Ethnie identity
w.au!& appesr to be "Axed” within the persen and redeflined at
i.f;ﬂel'enl poinis according te an internal ethnic cycle across people’s
lifetimes. The relationship of a parlicular ethnic identity cycle io
olher life-course cyeles and developmenteal tasks may differently
shape individuads” altraciion te or distancing Nom their own ethnic
identilies. Such guestions need to be addressed in new studiss.

These conterns lead to considerations Jor the field in general,
Elhnicily is i basic variable traditionally used in sscial science
research., Onr data suggest that we must be more sensitive to ils
cangtruction and relevance beeause it may be neither anchanging
nor carrying the same meaning (vom one group to another. Rather,
ethaicity may alse be Tuid and may operate at several levels, Our
appruach suggests that elhnicity should be viewed nol just in lerms
of its specific content but also as a vessel thsl facilitates publie
expression of subjective experience and meanings. ‘Thus, the cases of
late-life ethnic experiences we presented suggest that ethnicity also
serves to fosler transformation and reworking of pew symbuolic
meanings {Peaceck, 1968) or to revitalize and inlensify traditional
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50 Theory and Ethnic Dimensions of Aging
values and meanings. Lp swmmary, the approach and duta vu Liined
sbove sugpest Lhel studies of elhnicity and aging need Lo consider
ethnicity aod ethric identily a8 bath o stable varioble and a5 u
velide by which un individusl creatively Lrapsforms s revilalizes
social identity und sell. More {undamentally, the appraach pre-
senled in this paper may help lo overcoma 3 limitation inherent
in 1ouch previous work by previding a concept for mure cleardy
underslanding the puychodynamic and deviluprental aspects of
ethnicity in life-course perspective.
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