Reflections of/in Israel

Not so Grand-Parenting

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

As a primarily Jewish (and altogether Semitic) country, the Family looms large in Israel's social fabric. But when "large" reaches the size of XXL, one wonders whether matters haven't gotten somewhat out of hand. And that's not just the perspective of the present American-born, Israeli-citizen commentator -- I've heard such laments from many native Israelis as well.


The problem starts with the fact that in Israel children are little Gods. Parents will do almost anything for their kids (great!), including grovel (a lot less great). To say that Israeli children are spoiled would be like saying that Swiss cheese is holey -- one can always find a smooth, whole slice here and there, but the vast majority have holes in abundance. You might be amazed to hear that during the school year, numerous parents can be found on week nights strolling around the mall at a late hour with their children who need to be "occupied" -- which probably explains why parents drive their kids to school in droves (they are too tired to walk the three blocks by themselves; in Israel, most elementary and junior high schools are a short walk from home). 


Cell phones are de rigueur by second grade; top brand clothes are a must by the fourth (few Israeli schools have standard uniforms as in the past). Homework? Few kids will do it today without parental accompaniment. Not to mention heavy private tutoring through high school as they approach the all-important "matriculation" exams. Housework? I have yet to hear of an Israeli child who does the dishes at home (other than in Haredi households where the oldest daughter is the Second Mom).


Who suffers from all this? I'm going to surprise you here: the grandparents! After all, they were once the parents spoiling their children -- and twenty years on, the chickens have come home to roost. The demands on the grandparents by the (now) adult children, is overwhelming. Grandparents are expected to: get up at the crack of dawn to take the young ones to kindergarten (the parents have to leave early for work); pick them up at midday and bring them home for a few hours until Mom (almost never Dad) gets home from work; spend most of August with their grandchildren, as there are very few "summer camps" during that month (they are all concentrated in July for reasons that I can't figure out); take care of the grandkids a few weekends a year when the "parents" take a "much-needed" quickie ski or summer resort vacation; buy the grandchildren their bi-annual shoes or other staples; and so on.


I have heard too many Israeli grandparents bewailing their lot to believe that these are unusual (the standard refrain: "that's right, but if I don't help out I am afraid that my daughter-in-law will get angry at me, and then I won't see the grandchildren"). Here are two horror stories among many: a woman in her early 60s who had breast cancer (now in remission) and with an Alzheimer's husband, is asked by one of her daughters to take care of the grandkids a few times each week -- when that daughter earns a very good salary in a high level position at a major financial institution. But the most incredible part of the story is that the grandmother in question can't get herself to tell her adult daughter "enough is enough -- I'm exhausted; go hire an au pair..."! Second true tale: parent with eight kids calls her parents to ask if they can all come and stay over for the weekend. Grandmother's reply: "Dad is having a minor operation on Tuesday so it's not a good weekend." The daughter's reply: "OK, then we'll come next weekend after he's home from the operation!" And that was that...


Why this state of affairs? First logistics: as opposed to the U.S. where most adults live quite a distance from their parents, in Israel the norm is "the same town -- as close as possible". Second, whereas Americans emphasize "individualism" from an early age, i.e. standing on your own two feet, Israelis emphasize the joys of family collectivism (weekly Friday night meals with the extended family are very standard). Third, American women have been working for several decades now, so that no one expects them to stop a career in their 50s to take care of grandchildren. On the other hand, Israeli women have only joined the career market in the past decade or two (and a significant number still don't have a professional career to speak of) -- so that the prior expectation of the "housewife" continuing in that role for the next generation still holds sway.


You can just imagine what happens when an "Anglo-Saxon" mother-in-law finds herself in a typical Israeli family situation (of course, in still-macho Israeli society, there is no such expectation of the father-in-law) -- or when Israeli "new parents" move to the States to be near (one of) their parents. It takes a diplomat of Kissingerian talent to find the path between western individualism-career norms and Israelis' grandparent-on-call mentality. This is not to say that being a grandparent in Israel doesn't have its joys. It's just that in Israel only unemployed grandparents have any chance of working it out to everyone else's satisfaction.
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