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Anne Roiphe

he Jewish family—root of the Jewish nation,

seed of the next generation, valiant survivor of

the wars of destruction, persistent through the
fashions of enlightenment, the high temperatures of
melting pots—has evolved ways to absorb, incorporate
or evade the “isms” that have threatened to sweep off
its young, leaving behind a community that has turned
into a pillar of salt, with backwards the only direction
it knows. But today the Jewish nation is threatened not
only by the familiar enemies of assimilation and inter-
marriage, but by the relatively new dangers of low birth
rate and divorcing, dissolving families, delayed mat-
riage and single life choices. The liberating effects of
the sexual revolution and the feminist movement, while
they have fostered a more equitable society, pose par-
ticular problems for Jewish life and insofar as they
appear to further endanger Jewish continuity, have
stimulated a conservative backlash.

The Jewish family, already a remnant of the millions
who might have been with us, struggles with the same
problems as beset the rest of society. We have trouble
getting married, staying married, getting pregnant, tak-
ing care of our children, finding community, loving
each other. Because of our educational and financial
achievements we bring fewer children into the world
than the rest of the American public. This may be a
by-product of success in America, but Jewish men and
women cannot as easily as their neighbors shrug off
responsibility for group survival, for the numerical
strength of their nation.

Facing this problem, some of our protectors have
attacked feminism as the unwelcome guest at the wed-
ding ceremony who has brought a curse rather than a
gift. They see the lowered birth rate and the rising
divorce rate as a concomitant of women’s raised expec-
tations for education, interesting jobs, financial equality
and a life outside the home. They see a clash between
the needs of Jewish life and the Jewish state and the
apparently egoistic, self-concerned push of a feminism
that inherently discourages nurturing and encourages
adventuring,

In this view; Jewish feminists, no matter how much
Talmud they know or how much they contribute finan-
cially or intellectually to the peoplehood, are subversive
elements pulling against our ultimate survival. This
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position ignores the centuries of injustice built into
Jewish secular and religious traditions in which women
carried the full burden of childcare and domestic obli-
gation while being denied the spiritual and intellectual
satisfactions that comforted, challenged and supported
their brothers and husbands. Opportunities for educa-
tion, for participation in the centers of power, were
closed to the vast majority of Jewish women throughout
our history. It is true that Jewish women worked in the
marketplace, but they worked to support the intellec-
tual and spiritual life of their men, a life denied by law
to them. Our personal talents were subordinated to the
survival of the family, to domestic chores and subser-
vient marital life. In fact, women—working in the
kitchen, working in the marketplace, wiping and tend-
ing, hovering over sinks and toilet bowls, saving pennies
for their son’s education—carried the Jewish family
into this century on their backs, on their knees. These
women of valor sat at the Seder table exhausted from
the preparations while their husbands, splendid at the
head of the table, explained the history of the Jews to
the children.

The inequity of the situation worked well enough for
a long time, as survival itself was a constant problem
and as the rule of Christendom or the laws of Moham-
med offered no alternative to the constrictions of
female gender. But with the winds of social change,
prosperity, and the breakdown of Jewish isolation, our
women leapt into the feminist movement and without
their creativity and energy the movement would have
been vastly impoverished. They are represented among
prominent feminists in numbers way beyond their per-
centage in the general population.

The numbers of American Jewish women who turned
away from Judaism, from Jewish life, because they were
insulted by the rabbis’ neglect of them, the communal
rejection of their intellectual or professional participa-
tion, have never been counted. But we know from
many personal reports that we lost many who turned
away from the sexism in the synagogue or the home
and escaped to a religiously neutral environment where
they hoped their gifts could more easily be accepted.
The recent rise of Jewish feminism, the creative work
of Jewish women who have insisted on full religious
participation, who have broken down barriers against
women rabbis, as community leaders, as Torah readers,
as learned scholars, have brought to the Jewish world
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The Role of Women in Judaism

I Am Woman

By Sara Esther Crispe
I’ll never forget how I felt the day my gender studies teacher made the claim that there are absolutely no differences between men and women. I looked around, shocked at the proposition, and wondering if anyone else felt the same.

For most of the semester, we had it pounded into our heads that all distinctions between those of different races, geographical locations or habitats were really meaningless, and that it was merely society that tried to push that there were actual differences.
Why were women born with a womb, and men were not?
Perhaps she was right, we all thought. Maybe we had really just bought into society’s definitions and desire to separate. Perhaps it was racist to claim that, generally speaking, black men were taller than Asian men. And sexist to feel that men were physically stronger than women.

But then, one day, when I could resist no longer, I had to ask a question. If we were really the same—I mean, practically the exact same—then why were women born with a womb and the ability to carry and bear a child, and men were not? And if the physical differences were so clearly undeniable and apparent, then how could it be so farfetched to assume that, perhaps, alongside these physical differences were emotional or psychological or spiritual differences as well?

I’m not sure that my question did much other than infuriate my professor, who couldn’t believe that I was still so ignorant as to attribute anything more to physical differences than physicality. But for me, that question was a turning point in my life. If I had abilities and capabilities that the male sex did not, then I found it imperative to discover the power of those parts of me, why I was endowed with them and what they meant. While my professor’s idea of a powerful woman was one who could hardly be distinguished from a man, I wanted to celebrate the differences inherent in the sexes, rather than diminish them. And not only did I want to unravel the mysteries of what it meant to be a woman, but even more importantly, what it meant to be a Jewish woman.

And so my journey began . . .

What does it mean to be a Jewish woman? What does it mean to be a woman in Judaism? I began my search with the first woman in the Torah. That woman’s name is Chavah in Hebrew, translated as “Eve” in English. Chavah is referred to as “the mother of all life.” We are told that she was created—after the creation of the first man, Adam—on the sixth day of creation, immediately preceding Shabbat. And woman was created, we are taught, with the purpose of being an eizer kenegdo, which can be translated in one of two ways—either “a helpmate to him” or “a helpmate against him.”

The commentaries explain that in a relationship, there are times when one is most helpful by being supportive and alongside one’s spouse, and there are times when the help that is needed requires going against the desires and position of one’s spouse. The goal is to know when each action is appropriate.

It would appear, then, that a woman was created for the sole purpose of helping a man. One may ask: “Is being a Jewish woman defined solely in terms of her relationship with another?” And, practically speaking, how would this be accomplished? The obvious responses would be: through being married and having children.

What does it mean to be a Jewish woman? What does it mean to be a woman in Judaism?
Yet we find something fascinating. Inhalachah (Torah law), a woman is obligated to do neither. She has no legal requirement whatsoever. But the man does. He is required to both marry and have children. It is pretty clear that he can’t do this without a woman to be his wife and the mother of his children, but she is in no way obligated to do so. The only way he can fulfill his responsibilities, then, is if a woman would be willing to help him and fill these roles.

According to the Torah, and specifically Chassidic and Kabbalistic philosophy, human beings were created in two categories, as men and women. Yet when characteristics are defined, they most commonly refer to masculine and feminine traits, as opposed to statements about men and women. Why is this significant? Because both men and women have masculine and feminine traits. Generally speaking, a man is predominantly masculine, and a woman predominantly feminine. Generally speaking. There are always exceptions, and this is why not every woman will naturally desire what is considered a feminine property, nor a man a masculine property.

The differences between the masculine and feminine are great. They are vast. And these differences affect the way men and women think, feel, speak and act. The differences are psychological, emotional, physical, spiritual and intellectual. And, while we may be a combination of both these masculine and feminine traits, at the end of the day we are either a man or a woman. And our differences are not meant to cause distance between us, but to bring us closer together, to balance one another and bond as they become points of celebration, not separation.

The greatest difference between a man and woman—or, more appropriately, between the masculine and the feminine—can be seen in the first two of the intellectual qualities of a human being. Chassidic philosophy teaches that there are three intellectual properties alongside seven emotional properties. The first of the properties is that of chochmah, translated loosely as “wisdom,” which is a male principle.

Chochmah is compared to a flash of insight. Physically speaking, it is compared to the seed of a man. It is the beginning of all life, the foundation. Without it, nothing will ever be able to come into existence. And yet, like seed, it is invisible to the naked eye. It has no shape, no form, no meaning. Not yet. It has potential, incredible potential, but it cannot develop or grow or form by itself.

The next property, that of binah, is the feminine property. Binah, loosely translated as “understanding,” is the desire to attach to the wisdom and give it meaning. Binah is the formation process, the bonding, the development. In a physical example, binah is the pregnancy. It literally houses the seed, and then, as the seed is within it, causes it to grow, develop and form, until it is ready to be born and exist on its own.

Both men and women have masculine and feminine traits
The word in Hebrew for home, bayit, is a yud between the letters that form the word bat, daughter. The concept is that the yud, the smallest of all the Hebrew letters, represents the seed (we are even taught that it looks like a drop of seed in its shape) and yet it is housed within the bat, the daughter. This is why there is an additional statement which says, “Beito zu ishto,”, a man’s home is his wife. It is not that his house is his wife or that his wife represents the house, but that his literal home is housed within his wife, on a spiritual and emotional level. A woman need not be in the home. A woman is the home.

It is the binah quality that desires to receive the potential of the seed and cultivate it into something tangible and meaningful. While it is not compelled to do so, it wants to do so. It is a situation where each is dependent on the other to create a reality. The seed cannot become anything in and of itself. Likewise, without the seed, binah cannot create anything, for it has not been given the potentials with which to work.

Spiritually, a woman also has the masculine property of chochmah, just like a man has the feminine property of binah. In actuality, or on the most physical of realms, a woman cannot produce seed, and a man cannot house or give birth to a baby. But, while the physical is in many ways the lowest and most external of all levels, it is nonetheless the world in which we live, and the most tangible to us. The physical creation of a baby is the most profound and everlasting representation of the love and the bond between a man and a woman. This child is the culmination of the chochmah of the man and the binah of the woman. It is the best of both worlds, and is the representation of the future, the actuality of the potential of its mother and its father.

Physically, the reproductive organs of a woman are internal, whereas that of a man are external. This ability to internalize and to develop within is, once again, understood as something much more than merely physical. One of the clearest indications of this is the difference between the halachic (legal) obligations of men and women.

For the most part, a man is required to observe all timebound mitzvot, and his commandments are also greatly external and physical as well. For example, a man is required to wear tzitzit, the fringed garment that represents the 613 commandments through its strings and their knots. Furthermore, while it began as a custom, a man wears a kippah, a headcovering, to remind him always thatG‑d is above. And another primary example is that a man prays three times a day in a quorum of ten others. All of these are very physical, very external commandments. In essence, all of these mean that there are others who can testify or be witness to whether or not a man is fulfilling his obligations.

A woman’s commandments, however, are private and internal. In almost every case, they are done within the home; in some cases, no one other than she is aware as to whether or not she is doing them. One example of this is keeping akosher kitchen in the home. The woman is trusted by her husband, family, and those who eat in her home. Even if one were to look through her products to check if they all have a kosher symbol, no one other than she is aware as to how she cooks, and if she is properly keeping the standards of kashrut. Ultimately, her word must be trusted.

A woman’s commandments are private and internal
Perhaps the most powerful example of this is in regards to the laws offamily purity (see Acts of Transformation: Mikvah for more material related to this), which involves the times that a couple is not allowed to be physically intimate or physical in any way. This separation begins from the moment a woman sees the flow of uterine blood and verbally informs her husband of this. This is a situation where not even her husband is aware of this reality, and must completely depend on her word. These laws, which are considered the foundation of the marriage, the children and the home, are completely placed in her trust. Her word creates a new reality, and only she and her Creator know if what she is saying is the truth.

Therefore, unlike the masculine, which is the side of our self that is external, which can be viewed by others and is not private, the feminine is the polar opposite—completely internal, involving no one else and entrusted to the individual alone.

Because the masculine properties are external and seen by others, the man is in greater need of rectification. Unlike a woman, he is not given that same time and opportunity for reflection, internalization and contemplation. This is the feminine process of binah, the bein, “between,” of what is in one’s mind and what emerges through one’s action. This is the stage of pregnancy, the in-between of conception and birth. And this is the time for development and rectification.

For this reason, we are taught that just as the woman needs the man for conception, so the man needs the woman for the pregnancy, the development. This is not merely a physical reality, but a spiritual one as well.

This is why it is stated that a role model of a woman is one who osah retzon ba’alah—a Hebrew phrase that has a few different layers of translation. The first is: “she does the will of her husband.” But in Hebrew, the verb osah can be translated either as “to do” or “to make.” Thus, the phrase can also be understood that the woman is the one who “makes (i.e., determines) the will of her husband.” But neither of these possibilities are terribly healthy in a relationship. If one partner is required to do the will of the other, with no choice involved, then that isn’t a relationship; it is a dictatorship. Likewise, if one makes the will of the other, it similarly implies that there is no sense of communication or balance between the two, since one is deciding for the other. The main difference between these two is merely who is the one commanding the other—whether it is the man to the woman or the woman to the man—both of which are problematic.

This brings us back full circle to the beginning of our discussion, the meaning ofeizer kenegdo. Is a woman a helpmate for him, or opposite him? When we translate osah as “to do” or “to make,” she is opposite him.

Chassidic teachings explain a very beautiful meaning of this saying. The foremost Talmudic commentator, Rashi, shows that the term osah, when used in the Torah, has another meaning, and that is “to rectify.” Rectification is actually the balance, the in-between, the binah of what it means “to do” and what it means “to make.” The true meaning of this expression, then, is that when a woman is using her potential in the proper way, she is able to connect to her spouse and help rectify him. Through her ability to develop, she can take his ideas, his talents, his potential, and internalize them, becoming impregnated with them, until they are ready to be birthed in a public, external way. And this is how she is a proper eizer kenegdo, a helpmate to him.

Is it true that a woman is defined in terms of her relationship with a man?
And this brings us back to one of the first points that was raised: is woman defined in terms of her relationship with a man? And so, the answer is both yes and no. If each human being is a composite of both masculine and feminine traits, then within each and every one of us we must come to understand how these two extremely different qualities can coexist and complement one another. If our masculine side has an obligation to “marry” and “bear children,” even though our feminine side does not, we recognize that the two must work together.

This teaches us that the true way that we define ourselves, and come to understand and reveal our potential, is through the focus on the other. Sometimes this is an “other” within ourselves; sometimes it is the “other” outside of ourselves. For every woman, single or married, with children or without children, is able to bear fruit, is able to be an eizer kenegdo. How is this accomplished? When we use our G‑d-given talents to create, to be creative, through whatever means we can—through our art, our writing, our poetry, our song, our dance, our words—this is fulfilling the commandment of “to be fruitful and multiply”; this is creating and bringing more light into this world.

When we are in a marriage, when we are able to physically bond with another, this is our opportunity to fulfill this law, the first law given in the Torah, in a physical way. But it is not fulfilled only when we give birth to children, for unfortunately, not every woman is physically able to. But in the Zohar we are taught than whenever a husband and wife are lovingly intimate, souls are created. Sometimes those souls come into a physical body, other times they remain spiritual, but they are created.

And every time we create, a process of giving and receiving must take place. One part of us must be able to let go, to release, to give to another; and one part must be able to make oneself open, to receive, to accept and nurture what has been given.

When our concern is not about what we are obligated to do, but on how we can help another fulfill his or her obligations, this is when we shine forth and reveal our true power. But we must begin by looking within, by understanding ourselves, our strengths and our weaknesses, and helping ourselves both from within and from those around us.

And when we acknowledge that we are able to both give and receive, and that both are very active roles, then we can rejoice in the qualities and attributes that are uniquely ours as women, and start celebrating who we are, while bonding and building, rather than competing, with who we are not.

BY SARA ESTHER CRISPE

Sara Esther Crispe, a writer, inspirational speaker and mother of four, is the Co-Director of Interinclusion, a non-profit multi-layered educational initiative celebrating the convergence between contemporary arts and sciences and timeless Jewish wisdom. Prior to that she was the editor ofTheJewishWoman.org and wrote the popular weekly blog, Musing for Meaning. To book Sara Esther for a speaking engagement, please click here.
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From Judith Plaskow, “Beyond Egalitarianism”


“A rabbinical student finds herself studying a text that renders invisible her existence and experiences as a woman. A woman is called to the Torah and reads that daughterscan be sold as slaves (Exod. 21:7-11) or that a woman’s vow can be annulled by her father or husband (Num. 30). Women seeking to expand our Jewish lives discover that a tradition that seems to have a blessing for everything offers no Jewish forms for marking menarche or menopause. Ironically, it is only in gaining equal access that women discover we have gained equal access to a male religion. As women read from the Torah, lead services, function as rabbis and cantors, we become full participants in a tradition that women had only a secondary role in shaping and creating. And if we accept egalitarianism as our final stopping place, we leave intact the structures, texts, history, and images that testify against and exclude us.” Judith Plaskow, “Beyond Egalitarianism.”

From Blu Greenberg, “The Theoretical Basis of Women’s Equality in Judaism”

“I have referred to the crossroads at which we stand. A crossroad implies choices. There are three ways in which halakhic Jews may proceed with regard to the question of women:

1. We can revert to the fundamentalist pole, where hierarchy of male and female remains unchallenged in most areas of human life. 

2. We can allow the new system to penetrate our civil lives but not our religious lives. In other words, women may be encouraged to see themselves as equals in social, economic, and political spheres. This is the current stance of modern Orthodoxy.

3. We can find ways within halakhah to allow for growth and greater equality in the ritual and spiritual realms, despite the fact that there are no guarantees where this will lead us.

It is my firm belief that the third path is the one we now must begin to follow. Admittedly, I have been propelled in that direction by the contemporary Western humanist liberation philosophy of the secular women’s movement; those who would hurl at me the charge of “foreign-body contamination” therefore are absolutely right. But is there any religion in history, including Judaism, that has not borrowed from the surrounding culture? The real questions are, What do we do with what we borrow? What are the unique Jewish ways in which we can appropriate positive ideas, customs and values? How can we enhance our system by these new accretions? And, most important, in what ways can they become continuous with the essence of Judaism?” Blu Greenberg, “The Theoretical Basis of Women’s Equality in Judaism”

TORAH references:
Bereishit 1:27-28

27 And God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them.

28 And God blessed them; and God said unto them: 'Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that creepeth upon the earth.'

2:7-8

7 Then the LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.

8 And the LORD God planted a garden eastward, in Eden; and there He put the man whom He had formed.

2:15-24
15 The Lord God took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden, to till it and tend it. 16 And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, "Of every tree of the garden you are free to eat; 17 but as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die."

18 The Lord God said, "It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a fitting helper for him." 19 And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the wild beasts and all the birds of the sky, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that would be its name. 20 And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts; but for Adam no fitting helper was found. 21 So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; and, while he slept, He took one of his ribs and closed up the flesh at that spot. 22 And the Lord God fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man into a woman; and He brought her to the man. 23 Then the man said,

"This one at last

Is bone of my bones

And flesh of my flesh.

This one shall be called Woman,

For from man was she taken."

24 Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that they become one flesh.

3:16

16 And to the woman He said,

"I will make most severe

Your pangs in childbearing;

In pain shall you bear children.

Yet your urge shall be for your husband,

And he shall rule over you."

17 To Adam He said, "Because you did as your wife said and ate of the tree about which I commanded you, 'You shall not eat of it,'

Cursed be the ground because of you;

By toil shall you eat of it

All the days of your life:

18 Thorns and thistles shall it sprout for you.

But your food shall be the grasses of the field;

19 By the sweat of your brow

Shall you get bread to eat,

Until you return to the ground — 

For from it you were taken.

For dust you are,

And to dust you shall return."

20 The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all the living. 21 And the Lord God made garments of skins for Adam and his wife, and clothed them.

Eishet Chayil – The Ideal Woman

Text 5 – Mishlei 31:10-31

A Woman of Valor, who can find? She is more precious than corals.  Her husband places his trust in her and profits only thereby.  She brings him good, not harm, all the days of her life.  She seeks out wool and flax and cheerfully does the work of her hands.

She is like the trading ships, bringing food from afar.  She gets up while it is still night to provide food for her household, and a fair share for her staff.  She considers a field and purchases it, and plants a vineyard with the fruit of her labors.  She invests herself with strength and makes her arms powerful.

She senses that her trade is profitable; her light does not go out at night. She stretches out her hands to the distaff and her palms hold the spindle.  She opens her hands to the poor and reaches out her hands to the needy.  She has no fear of the snow for her household, for all her household is dressed in fine clothing.

She makes her own bedspreads; her clothing is of fine linen and luxurious cloth.  Her husband is known at the gates, where he sits with the elders of the land.  She makes and sells linens; she supplies the merchants with sashes.  She is robed in strength and dignity, and she smiles at the future.

She opens her mouth with wisdom and a lesson of kindness is on her tongue.  She looks after the conduct of her household and never tastes the bread of laziness.  Her children rise up and make her happy; her husband praises her:  "Many women have excelled, but you excell them all!"

Grace is elusive and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears God -- she shall be praised.  Give her credit for the fruit of her labors, and let her achievements praise her at the gates.

From the Forward

Judith Plaskow is Still Standing, Twenty Years On

Two Decades After ‘Standing Again at Sinai,’ Not Enough Has Changed

By Debra Nussbaum Cohen
Published January 18, 2011, issue of January 28, 2011.

It has been 20 years since Judith Plaskow published the first-ever book of Jewish-feminist theology, “Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism From a Feminist Perspective.” Much about Jewish life and practice has changed since then. But, Plaskow says, not enough.

In “Standing,” she looked back at a watershed moment in her life as a Jew and as a feminist. Plaskow and her then-husband were standing outside of Yale University’s Battell Chapel, chatting before going in for Sabbath services. A congregant came out and urged her husband to come in to make the minyan. “While I had attended services regularly for a year and a half and my husband was a relative newcomer, I could stay outside all day; my purpose was irrelevant for the purpose for which we had gathered,” Plaskow wrote. It was “an enormously important click moment.”

Later in “Standing” she noted, “Excluded from prayer and study, women are excluded from the heart and soul of traditional Judaism.”

Since she wrote those words, women have gained a great deal of access, even in Orthodox Judaism, where, in some progressive communities in America and Israel, “partnership minyans” have taken hold and permit women an active role in many parts of prayer services. In New York there is even a new seminary, Yeshivat Maharat, training women for leadership roles in Orthodox synagogues; in January, however, members of a rabbinic group founded by rabbis Avi Weiss — who established Yeshivat Maharat — and Marc Angel, of Shearith Israel, narrowly voted down admitting women. Today, rabbinical school classes in the liberal movements frequently have more female students than male.

In “Standing Again at Sinai,” Plaskow wrote of the challenge facing those involved with Jewish religious life: “This world of women’s experience is part of the Jewish world, part of the fuller Torah we need to recover.”

Her work, in part, enabled the changes in scholarship and liturgy that have made the Torah fuller today than two decades ago. There is a flowering of women’s Torah exegesis, like “The Torah: A Women’s Commentary,” published by the Reform movement, and new prayer books put out recently by the Conservative and Reconstructionist movements that include, reflect and value women’s perspectives. New Jewish rituals propelled by feminism and egalitarianism, like women’s Seders and welcoming ceremonies for baby girls, have become mainstream.

Yet in other parts of organized Jewish life, sometimes it appears that little has changed. “How often do you go to a conference of Jewish importance, and there is one, or maybe no woman speaking?” said Plaskow, a professor of religious studies at Manhattan College, in the Riverdale section of the Bronx, where she has worked for the past 32 years. “I go back and forth between feeling everything has changed and nothing has changed.”

“Standing Again at Sinai” made a huge impact when it was first published, providing a new framework for understanding Jewish texts and conventions, and prompting new conversations about gender’s impact on Judaism that were not then part of the mainstream.
“It is one of those books that everyone has read, that has become almost part of the generational collective unconscious,” said Conservative rabbi Danya Ruttenberg, editor of “Yentl’s Revenge: The Next Wave of Jewish Feminism” (Seal Press, 2001). Ruttenberg first read the book when she was a college student.

“It impacts the way people think about Judaism and its possibilities. Needless to say, it paved the way for so many other things to come, like thinking about gender identity, sexuality and places in Judaism for people who have traditionally been more on the margins. It changed more than we’ll ever be able to articulate,” Ruttenberg said.

Yet even as the creation of new Jewish rituals has become commonplace, and the study of Jewish women’s history mainstream, Jewish feminist theology has not flowered as a discipline.

“There’s nowhere to go to study it. People who want to do it end up piecing together pieces of programs. Feminists are more likely to go into Jewish history or other areas. It’s turned out not to really have blossomed in the way that I had hoped it would,” Plaskow said.

At the same time, the study of gender and feminism has become mainstream. Indeed, Martha Ackelsberg, Plaskow’s partner of more than 25 years, teaches the subject at Smith College in Massachussetts.

But, through whatever lens, Judaism has often viewed theology as less important than ritual.

“I was always told that Jews don’t do theology. That’s turned out to be pretty much true of Jewish feminists,” Plaskow said.

Rachel Adler, a professor of modern Jewish thought and Judaism and gender at the Los Angeles campus of the Reform movement’s Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, and one of the few professional feminist theologians, said, “There have not been many of us, and there are not many women to take our places.”

Asked why that’s the case, Adler said, “Right now, the gender questions that were really crying out to be answered have been answered in some ways. There’s more that has to come, but maybe it’s not the time for it right now.”

While the Jewish gender questions that Plaskow and Adler wanted to address may have been answered, those in the larger cultural context often aren’t.

For instance, Plaskow’s students don’t think about the role that gender plays in their lives as a whole. “When you raise the issue of gender roles, it’s a completely new concept to them,” Plaskow said. At the same time, “the women can see they’re not brought up the same ways as their brothers. My students come from relatively conservative families. Girls, for example, spend hours dressing themselves up in highly sexualized ways before they go out for the weekend,” while their brothers do not.

There remains much more work for feminist theory and perspective within Jewish life and in general, she said.

“A lot of the claims and insights of feminism have vanished. There isn’t a historical memory, a communal memory,” Plaskow said. “There are all these important feminist issues that continue and are not really being discussed.”

Debra Nussbaum Cohen is a contributing editor to the Forward and the author of “Celebrating Your New Jewish Daughter: Creating Jewish Ways To Welcome Baby Girls Into the Covenant”(Jewish Lights Publishing, 2001)

[image: image3.png]glass. She can burn him to a crisp, sear him pink, or
send him fleeing in a frantic hunt for shade—a shade
too many Jewish boys in the forties and fifties found
with non-Jewish girls who sent off vibrations, cool and
breezy, that promised to shelter these souls who had
been scorched by the light from their mother’s eyes.

Women—uworking in the kitchen,
working in the marketplace, wiping
and tending, hovering over sinks
and totlet bowls, saving pennies
for their son’s education—carried
the Jewish family into this century
on their backs, on their knees.

Do not underestimate the hostility in the Jewish
mother joke. What is funny and makes us laugh, tells
us also what we hate and what we fear. The Jewish male
is afraid of his mother who might control the very life
out of him. He is angry at how she pushed him onward
and how much he owes her and he isn’t all that pre-
pared to return her concentration on him with equal
attention. He also feels guilt. No son can ever repay his
mother for the sacrifice of her love of the piano, her
desire to teach, her capacity to earn and feel competent
among other workers. These sacrifices made without
conscious’ protest, sometimes with resentment, some-
times not, engender guilt. The child naturally wants to
grow up and grow away, but when he knows he is the
all of his mother’s life, the process is sticky. Guilt of
man toward woman, woman toward man, child toward
parent, though perhaps part of the human condition,
multiplies like bacteria in a petri dish when the family
demands too much sacrifice from one or another mem-
ber. The escape from this guilty stew, from this burden
of obligation, has often been to flee the Jewish commu-
nity.

The general anti-Semitism of American culture in
the twenties, thirties, and forties was heard by Jewish
men who could not help but absorb the attitudes of the
whole society. They were able to split off some of their
self-hate by turning against the Jewish mother and
ultimately the Jewish woman. The movie stars were
blond and blue-eyed, the fashion models were corn-fed,
the Jewish model of beauty was not appreciated. It was
easy enough for the Jewish male on his way into the
greater American society to cast his own anti-Semitism
into g joke about his mother or his sister.

The Jewish woman who was forced to accomplish
vicariously as her brothers went off to college and her
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husband went to law or medical school became angry
herself. This anger might not have been conscious but
must have taken a toll on her relationships with sons,
husband, and father. It would seem likely that the
woman of valor suffered from envy and fury as well as
idleness. There is no question that her men wanted to
take her services without being complained at, lived
through, or obligated. There had to be difficulties.

The Jewish mother in her high aspirations for her
son took good care of him, but in the process she
taught him that she herself was worth little, her time,
her mind, her needs should be subordinated to his. He
saw her serving and shopping, cooking and folding and
he saw the admiration she had for him and his brothers,
and naturally he learned from her that women, Jewish
women, are of secondary value. Her attitude toward
herself, her lack of concern for his sister’s report card,
his sister’s accomplishments, led him to look for a
woman he could admire as well as adote in the strange
land of the goyim.

T he Jewish mother was primarily, in its most
intense form, a first generation phenomenon.
But the hostility Jewish men feel for Jewish
women has continued and is now reflected in the popu-
lar Jewish American Princess joke. This humor, equal
in bravery to the attack on Polish intelligence, Italian
courage, Black honesty, lampoons the daughters of the
Jewish mother for their assumed interest in material
things, for their obsessive concern with their physical
appearance. This joke has attained such alarming popu-
larity that it has become a tributary into the mainstream
of American anti-Semitism. It is a libel that comes from
the mouth of college professors in the Midwest, farmers
in the North and shopkeepers in the South. You also
hear it from Jewish men everywhere. Jewish men don’t
seem to recognize how anti-Semitic these jokes are.
They don’t seem to understand that the Christian world
uses these jokes to confirm and spread a distaste for
Jews who they believe are greedy, money-hogs and
spiritually inferior people.

Behind every Jewish Princess crack lies a man who
views Jewish women as grasping, demanding, empty-
headed, and selfish. Even if balanced by a wish to
marry a Jewish girl this opinion of them is not apt to
lead to romance or successful marriage. The non-Jewish
woman who is assumed to have better values, to care
about the poor and the disadvantaged, to nurture
others rather than herself, to be disinterested in brand
names and status symbols is automatically, by compari-
son, made more attractive, more prized as a wife and
companion.

It is hard to believe that Jewish women, even those
whose parents have newly-made money, new education,




[image: image4.png]a way of holding the ancient community together while
correcting the cruelties of the past. Jewish feminism, as
it struggles to invent significant rites of passage for
females, as it encourages Jewish education and accom-
plishment in girls, strengthens the nation, allowing
women to remain within, without sacrificing their pos-
sibilities or their dignity.

However, the Jewish family needs to raise Jewish
children and in this we are all in agreement. The
disagreement follows on how these children should be
nurtured. It is easy enough to follow the design of the
past and keep the woman at home for the first 20 years
of her marriage, changing diapers, reading bedtime
stories and cooking pots of chicken soup. But it takes
only a little imagination to see that we might instead
redesign the structure of family work and pleasure. We
could declare that care of the child is the equal obliga-
tion of both parents. This means that the man does not
carry the obligations of daily care of kitchen and nur-
sery alone but that all work is shated equally and all
burdens are distributed fairly and reasonably between
the two parents. Feminism encourages nurturing in
both parents and sanctifies the home by making it the
tabernacle for both sexes.

This new structure would also mean that the obliga-
tions to study, to worship, to maintain the tradition and
live a Jewish life are shared fully by man and woman
and child. It means that men and women may have to
slow down their careers at some point to stay home
with babies. It may mean that men and women will
have to temper their ambitions with considerations for
their infants. We do not have to set up an absolute
system that rigidly directs all people in one direction
or another, but we can accept the principle of equal
obligation on the part of parents both to nurture and
to support their families. This is a standard feminist
position that can be incorporated into Jewish life with-
out risk to anything that is unique or valuable within
the Jewish experience.

A truly feminist position does not mock the family
and a Jewish feminist position must by definition
cherish the home and value the work that is done there.
A Jewish feminist will allow the man into the home as
a welcome equal, as a true partner in this important
endeavor. The home is only a devalued place to work
when it is the exclusive province of the female. It can
bring satisfaction to both partners when roles are not
rigid and gender is not a definition of function.
Feminists can focus on the home as the source of
human meaning if it becomes the center for men as
well.

A call to sacrifice for the Jewish nation that places
the burden of sacrifice all on one group will not suec-
ceed. Together we have to face the problems of isola-

tion, family destruction, and loneliness. One gender
cannot tell another to give up its expectations for the
good of the whole without offering an equal sacrifice.

e know that part of the weakness of the

s x. ’ Jewish family, part of the reason for inter-

marriage, for the loss of connection, lies in
the unhappy images Jewish men and Jewish women
have of each other. Disguised as jokes are very ugly
thoughts that Jewish men have about Jewish women
and that Jewish women have about Jewish men. If we
can understand and remove this gender hostility we
can do a great deal towards strengthening the Jewish
family, holding it together and bringing up our birth
rate and making our homes warm and happy places
that the next generation will wish to recreate for them-
selves.

The Jewish mother joke of Borscht Belt fame, of
Phillip Roth and Joseph Heller, of Woody Allen, of
Lenny Bruce, is not a simple malicious slander on
Jewish motherhood, or a random invention of self-hat-
ing Jews or their anti-Semitic friends. It is a stereotype,
but one that has grown from bits and pieces of reality,
one that has been fed by the general anti-Semitism of
the environment, one that hurts us as we try to live with
one another.

Today the Jewish nation is threatened
not only by the familiar enemies of
assimilation and intermarriage,

but by the relatively new dangers

of low birth rate and divorcing,
dissolving families, delayed marriage
and single life choices.

The Jewish mother, a joke but not a complete fantasy,
describes a woman whose own creative energies have
been stunted, misdirected, misused and wasted. She
involves herself in her son’s eating, toileting, playing,
cleaning, studying, and sexual life not because she is
naturally inclined to busybody behavior or genetically
directed to excess anxiety over minor matters but be-
cause she, impoverished, blocked of opportunities to
exercise all her muscles, can only be a reflector, a
passive actor in the grand drama. Therefore she be-
comes a mirror that places itself constantly in front of
its object, sometimes blocking the way, so that it will
not hang empty, cracked upon the wall. The American
Jewish mother, clever, resourceful, loving, focuses her
light on her child like the sun through a magnifying
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[image: image5.png]newly-planted gardens in newly-populated suburbs, are
inherently more venal, more concerned with display
and less concerned with inner values than women of
any similar economic ethnicity. Do we believe for a
moment that all Italian girls are readers of Proust and
Dante and can never be found at the cosmetic counter
of their local shopping mall? Does anyone really assume
that Christian girls buy their clothes at thrift shops and
are never impressed by the make of a car?

The Jewish American Princess joke, when it comes
from the mouth of a Jew, is an expression of contempt
for the girl he should marry or has married. It reveals
a hostility and resentment that goes deep into the social
structure. Some of this is explained by the pressure our
division of labor has placed on males to provide, to go
out each day and work and bring home increasingly
large amounts of money which is spent by the woman
on houses, cars, and other goods that proclaim that the
family is getting on. The man who must fight every day
for his daily bread naturally resents the woman who
spends his spoils, stays home and rewards herself for
this hard day with a dinner out on his credit card.
Though he consciously accepts the dictum that keeps
his wife in his house for fifty years, taking care of his
shirts and his children, nevertheless the man feels
taken. He feels his work is endless and her pleasures
and treasures too numerous. This division of labor
causes the whispers of anger that get transformed into
jokes about air-headed girls whose ambition in life is to
have perfectly-shaped nails. If we wish to shore up the
sinking Jewish family we must remove those obvious
causes of resentment between the sexes that seep, like
toxins, into the entire system. That Jewish organizations
and Jewish spokespeople have not vigorously protested
the jokes that are told about their daughters and sisters
tells us that they are agreeing with the general cultural
anti-Semitism. They are cooperating in a disguised
mockery of themselves. They have permitted this be-
cause they share this anti-Semitism with the public.
The Anti-Defamation League does not count Jewish
women as Jews.

We must deal with the grain of reality that hides in
this absurd portrait of Jewish women. Prevented from
studying, blocked from worldly ambitions, directed to
housework and childcare, many Jewish women with
hours, even years to kill, with minds that have not been
enriched with secular or non-secular education have
undoubtedly become consumers of the first order. What
else were they to do? From a social and religious
tradition that directed them away from learning, and
simultaneously valued learning above all else, they
found themselves reduced to ornaments. Their worth,
their status, their hopes in life directed toward catching
the right man and winning the goods whose possession

made them feel worthy, substantial, loved. Room for
comic excess was built into their role. The subsequent
emptiness was as logical as the swirling mud around
the child’s sand castle.

A truly feminist position does not
mock the family, and a Jewish femi-
nist posttion must by definition
cherish the home and value the
work that is done there.

As a new generation of Jewish women take their
place in business and the professions alongside their
brothers they are becoming the target of a new criti-
cism. They are responsible for the low birth rate, the
high divorce rate, and trouble in the Jewish family.
What indeed do these critics want? A Jewish woman
who is devoted to motherhood but is not a Jewish
mother? A Jewish woman who is not supetficial, has
education but stays home? It seems like a simple case
of entrapment.

T he Jewish Prince is the butt of far fewer jokes,
probably because it is men who create and pass
on most of our humor. Also the anti-Semitic
base of these jokes is more apparent when it attacks the
higher status male than when it finds its target in the
already subservient female. The Jewish Prince has nev-
ertheless become known to Jewish women who may
avoid him like the plague and seek to marry anyone else
who doesn’t fit the criteria. The Jewish Prince is the
boy whose mother made his favorite dinner every night
and brought him an extra sweater whenever there was
a chill in the air. She probably preferred him to his
father, who had grown away in other directions. She
fussed and protected and hovered and admired until
he developed an opinion of himself that mitrored hers.
He grew into a man who expects women to stop
whatever they are doing and worty about him. He
grows soft and spoiled and cranky if things are hard or
need a long-standing effort. He is the brother of the
Jewish Princess and she is apt to resent him. She may,
human understanding being what it is, confuse his
weaknesses with being Jewish and reject Jewish men in
her search for a life-long partner.

Now these stereotypes of Jewish men and women
have only a measured degree of reality. In each family
these broad social trends interact with the particulars
of the individual personalities, their weaknesses and
strengths. When we speak of them we are reducing
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[image: image6.png]ourselves to caricatures, but caricatures that resonate
with certain truths, or else we wouldn’t laugh, we
wouldn’t have them around, feeding the anti-Semitism
of the general culture with ugly visions of our people
and their homes.

It seems clear that the Jewish male and the Jewish
female harbor deep resentments one against the other.
These angers can lead away from the choice of a Jewish
mate or they can complicate married life, leading to
divorce. They can play out against the children, driving
them away from less than satisfactory Jewish homes, Of
course, the grass is always greener and the social status
appears higher on the gentile side of the fence and that
is sufficient to cause some Jews to intermarry. Others
are affected by the vagrancies of incest taboos to seek
out the stranger for sexual liaison and marriage. The
society at large, entering every home by television,
movies and newspapers tends to blend us together,
emphasize our sameness and encourage our national
homogeneity as opposed to our ethnic and religious
particularities. The new Hellenism is as difficult to
combat as the old. Nautilus machines may have altered
the ancient gymnasiums but the beauty of physical
fitness and the increased emphasis on the self and’ the
body are similar. If we add to the Jewish family problem
the contempt of the non-Jewish world for our man-
hood, womanhood, value system, etc., we come to see
that survival of the Jewish community must depend on
our finding ways to love and support each other without
one group oppressing and the other suffering.

s Jews we have always been proud of our
A family life, our ability to take care of the weak
and bind together the relatives in a stronghold
against the hostile stranger. We know that something in
our home structures enabled our children to learn well,
to succeed wherever doors were open to them, and to
remain a creative force in this world under the most
difficult of circumstances. But this success was bought
at a price. Women who labored at dull tasks, whose
intelligence was fenced in and whose personal goals
were thwarted brought up these recent generations of
affluent and educated Americans. We do have the op-
portunity to hold on to the strengths in our family life,
to nurture and support and bind the next generation,
if we will do it with justice and equality for male and
female. Feminism has changed everyone’s expectations
of what the family can and should do. The Jewish
family must change also. This can be accomplished
without destroying the Jewish home or diminishing the
Jewish birthrate.
In the eatly days of the feminist movement there was
certainly a devaluing of childbearing and childcare.
Because these roles were associated with all our other
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deprivations many women turned away with disinterest
from the entire enterprise of bringing up the next
generation. But as the movement matured we saw that
a full family life, a loving connection to the next gener-
ation, was as necessary as our liberty and must be
incorporated into our lives. This is not to say that
children should be born to take away our liberty. We
must, in the coming years, draw men into their proper
and legitimate place as caretakers at women’s sides, as
sharers in the ever dramatic, though often draining,
enterprise of raising our children. The birth rate will
go up again as Jewish families recognize not only com-
munal necessity for children but the increased personal
pleasure a large family brings, not to an overburdened
woman whose degree in art history lies moldering in
her bureau drawer but to a pair of equally educated,
intelligent, people whose choices are made without
gender judgments, Our population experts tell us that
each Jewish family should have an average of four
children. This is possible if we do not leave families
alone with the full burden of care and education for
their children.

Jewish men who could not help but
absorb the attitudes of the whole
society . . . were able to split off some
of their self-hate by turning against
the Jewish mother and ultimately
Jewish women.

This American culture is powerful and cannot be
turned off. We can no more ask women to give up their
intellectual and worldly expectations in the name of
Jewish survival than we could convince the public to
eat red meat, pour on salt and give up exercise because
increased longevity was straining medicaid and social
security. But we do have a magnificent opporttunity to
strengthen Jewish communal life by creating a wide
and complete system of excellent daycare. If the Jewish
centers were to commit themselves to top quality
Jewish- and family-oriented daycare, expanding and
refunding their present facilities with the same energy,
enthusiasm and visionary passion that they gave to
Israel in the beginning days of the State, we could
support our enlarged Jewish families. This same system
of daycare would become a backbone of communal
life, drawing in and involving parents in courses, in
religious groups, in expanding Jewish life. If the day-
care we provide as a community is as sacred a task as
any other we have ever undertaken, we could in a




[image: image7.png]matter of years enrich the Jewish family. This network
of daycare programs should be offered to Jews on all
economic levels, and support cannot stop as the child
reaches school age. We need to continue with af-
terschool programs, camps and child oriented com-
munal trips. We must begin to value our childcare
providers, training them and paying them because they
will be as important to our survival as our generals and
our engineers and our industrialists. It has not been
demonstrated by any psychologist or social scientist
that children must be brought up by mothers alone.
Group care of children is not a startling or revolution-
ary idea anymore and our economy as well as our value
system demands two working parents for whom the
solution is good daycare. If we have it to offer, parents
will have children. If we have it to offer in a Jewish
setting, families will live Jewish lives.

We must move in the direction of support for parents
even to the outer edge of their children’s childhood.
Scholarships could be made available to students for
college and graduate school through the very commu-
nity centers where they first played in the sandbox and
learned the meaning of Tzedakah.

Supporting the Jewish family means more than tak-

ing care of the child during the hours that parents are
away. It also means offering marital counseling and
friendship groups for parents who will then not be
isolated with their troubles as they arise. It means
creating a large array of programs to deal with difficult
children, learning disabled, handicapped and gifted.
The Jewish community has the resources to supply all
these services through one center which supports the
entire family.

In a Jewish family, bound into the community
through such a Jewish center, the male and the female,
the brother and the sister, stand a chance of cutting the
resentments that hover over Jewish relationships today.
This will not make everyone live happily ever after, but
it may reinforce connections into the community and
dampen the difficulties between the sexes that have
plagued us through the years.

This does mean a reshaping of society and a redesign-
ing of the American Jewish Family and this is no simple
matter. It is hard for people to give up old patterns and
move toward new ones, but when the stakes are as high
as the survival of the Jewish people we may amaze
ourselves at our capacity for adaptation and invention.
We have done so before. [
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