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Twentieth Annual America-Israel Dialogue 
WOMAN AS JEW, JEW AS WOMAN/an urgent inquiry 

Henry Siegman 

The Significance of the Dialogue 
proceedings had taken place, to the King David Hotel, where 
Shimon Peres and Yitzhak Shamir were engaged in difficult 
negotiations over the formation of a new government. In an 
unprecedented display of unity across party lines, Tamar 
Eshel of the Labor Alignment and Yael Rom of Likud, togeth-
er with newly-elected chairperson of the Israel Women's Lob-
by, Alice Shalvi, an Orthodox Jew, confronted Shimon Peres 
and Yitzhak Shamir and put them on notice that Israeli women 
will no longer acquiesce to a political system that consistently 
demands that narrow party considerations take precedence 
over women's concern for equality and simple justice. 

For their part, American participants returned to the United 
States determined to create an instrumentality through which 
their newly-focused concerns as women and as Jews would 
receive sustained attention. That instrumentality was fash-
ioned shortly thereafter as the National Commission for Worn-
en's Equality of the American Jewish Congress. The partici-
pation in this commission by such celebrated feminist activists 
as Betty Friedan, Bella Abzug, Cynthia Fuchs Epstein, Letty 
Cottin Pogrebin, Blu Greenberg, Elizabeth Holtzman, Cyn-
thia Ozick, Anne Roiphe, and from the Jewish "establish-
ment," Leona Chanin, Jacqueline Levine, Peggy Tishman, 
Sylvia Hassenfeld, and many others, is an indication of the 
seriousness of this new intitative and of the promise it holds 
for the enrichment of Jewish life both in this country and in 
Israel. 

It is our hope that the publication of these Dialogue pro-
ceedings will contribute significantly toward that goal. 

"WE ARE MET in Jerusalem," Cynthia Ozick observed in her 
address to the Dialogue, "in this city luminous with holy con-
tinuity, because every day in every generation there were 
those, women and men, who passionately and yearningly pro-
nounced the name of Jerusalem. This happened because Torah 
entered the souls of some rabbinical spirits and some Zionist 
spirits and some who were only the plain followers of the tribe 
of Israel. 'We will no longer be buffeted, we will no longer be 
the instrument of the policies of others,' said the soul of the 
Jewish people, set in the likeness of the Creator. 

"And now," as Cynthia Ozick concluded, and as this Dia-
logue affirms, "it is the turn of Jewish women to say the 
same." 

THE 20TH ANNUAL America-Israel Dialogue — "Worn-
an as Jew, Jew as Woman: An Urgent Inquiry" — spon-

sored by the American Jewish Congress in Israel this past 
summer, aroused unusual interest, not only in the Israeli me-
dia but in the American press as well. The New York Times, 
for instance, ran two feature stories on the Dialogue (August 1 
and 5, 1984), and an article in the New York Times Magazine 
(October 28, 1984) by Betty Friedan, a Dialogue participant, 
was devoted in large part to a discussion of the Jerusalem pro-
ceedings. The present publication affords an opportunity to 
examine the transcript of this unusual event. The exercise 
should prove enlightening to every thoughtful person con-
cerned with the implications of one of the major political and 
social revolutions of our times for Jewish life, both in Israel 
and in America. 

Jews, as has been much noted, have played a disproportion-
ately large role in most of the political and cultural revolutions 
that have occurred in the post-emancipation era. This is true, 
too, of the contemporary feminist revolution in the United 
States. And as was the case with most other modern revolu-
tions, Jews who participated in the feminist movement did not 
consciously do so, for the most part, out of Jewish motives. It 
is only recently that these Jewish activists began to examine 
the connection between their Jewish identity and the larger 
goals of the revolution in which they played so important a 
part. Even more significant from the Jewish perspective, they 
began to raise challenging questions about the connection be-
tween their deeply-felt commitment to women's equality — to 
the releasing of energies that culture and politics have con-
spired to repress — and the struggle for the creative survival of 
Judaism and the Jewish people in the 20th century. Indeed, the 
excitement generated by this Dialogue can be understood only 
in terms of this interaction between Judaism and the feminist 
movement — in the personal lives of women who played so 
critical a role in the women's revolution in the United States 
and in Israel. 

That is why, unlike most of the Dialogues that preceded it, 
the closing session of this Dialogue was not an ending, but a 
beginning. For Israeli women, it marked the establishment of 
the Israel Women's Lobby, a new force on the Israeli scene. 
Israeli participants in the Dialogue marched from their final 
session at the Van Leer Foundation in Jerusalem, where the 
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Monday evening, July 30, 1984 

Session 1: Opening & Keynote Addresses 
M A N N , president of AJCongress, who introduced the two key-
note speakers of the evening: RIVKA BAR-YOSEF, a professor 
of sociology at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, active in a 
wide variety of public spheres in Israel; and BETTY FRIEDAN, 

author of the pathbreaking The Feminine Mystique and 
founder of the National Organization for Women. 

The proceedings were opened by HENRY SIEGMAN, executive 
director of the American Jewish Congress, who welcomed the 
Dialogue participants and guests. Greetings were offered by 
SARAH DORON, Minister Without Portfolio in the then Israel 
Government, and by SAMUEL LEWIS, United States Ambassa-
dor to Israel. The chair was then turned over to THEODORE R . 

Rivka Bar-Yosef 

On Being a Woman, a Jew, and an Israeli 
emphasize the layers of meanings implied by the word "worn-
an / ' there are but few instances when the status of being a 
woman is disputed. Not so with Jewishness. The concept is 
rather vague, very complex, and even the core meaning is not 
universally accepted. Perhaps one of the most dramatic exam-
pies of this vagueness is the sensitiveness of the question, 
"Who is a Jew?" In Israel it is one of the most emotionally 
charged political issues, one which has already caused gov-
ernmental crises and may do so again in the future. 

It seems that Israelis and Americans mean very similar 
things when they refer to women, but much less when they 
refer to Jewishness. Here the existential differences between 
being a Jew in a Jewish state, and being a Jew in a non-Jewish 
state, create different parameters, which are especially rele-
vant for women. In Israel, being Jewish is an integral part of 
citizenship, whereas in the U.S. it is a voluntary affiliation — 
you are Jewish by choice. As Israeli citizens we cannot opt out 
from the membership in the Jewish society, except by radical-
ly changing affiliation and becoming members of an equally 
and probably even more strictly defined non-Jewish commu-
nity. Citizenship is not an undifferentiated universal category 
here. The main concept provides a very general common 
framework, but within this framework, there are two sub-
categories: one of a majority which is Jewish, and the other of 
a minority, which is non-Jewish. An Israeli belongs necessari-
ly to only one of the sub-categories. 

The distinction between these two categories is justified by 
the nation-building philosophy of Israel, which is essentially 
different from that of the U.S. The ideal of the immigrants 
who came to America was to build a new nation, which would 
absorb and assimilate those who arrived to the new world. An 
"American way of life" was created in which a certain meas-
ure of pluralism was tolerated, and Jewishness found its place 
within this restricted pluralism. Israel, however, was intended 
to "ingather the exiles," a people believed to belong to this 
old world. Israel was to ensure the continuity, the preserva-

THE BIBLE RECOUNTS the dramatic story of the build-
ing of the city and the tower of Babel. Until then, "All the 

earth had the same language and the same words. . . . The 
Lord came down to look at the city and the tower which man 
had built, and the Lord said: 'If, as one people with one lan-
guage, this is how they have begun to act, then nothing that 
they may propose to do will be out of their reach. Let us, then, 
go down and confound their speech there, so that they shall 
not understand one another's speech'" (Genesis 11:1-7). The 
people of Babel lost the battle of communication and they left 
off building their city. Since then people have had to work 
very hard to recapture the lost ability of dialogue. Maybe the 
story of Babel also tells us that in order to build something 
great, people have to be of "the same language and the same 
words." 

We have met here for a Dialogue for which we need a com-
mon language of concepts and meanings. We have to beware 
of the Babel pitfall of using seemingly identical concepts, 
which nevertheless have different meanings for Americans 
than for Israelis. Modern linguistic studies have shown that 
the overt meaning of words and statements are only the tip of 
the iceberg, while the main body which defines the deeper 
meaning is submerged in a sea of experiences, associations, 
and images. Similar tips do not necessarily belong to similar 
bodies. Mutual understanding depends on knowing at least a 
little about the submerged part. 

We have chosen as the theme of this Dialogue the subject of 
womanhood in relation to Jewishness, or Jewishness in rela-
tion to womanhood. We have assumed that because all of us 
are Jewish women, we have a common experience of being 
Jewish and being women, and hence we expect to understand 
the meaning of these two concepts in the same way. However, 
by their nature the two concepts are different in character. Un-
doubtedly there is more consensus about the definition of 
"woman" than the definition of "Jew." 

Although sociological and psychological treatises tend to 
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veloped in the ideological currents and the political credos of 
the various power groups is thus a major factor in shaping atti-
tudes toward women and in specifying the degree of freedom 
in raising issues publicly, proposing solutions, or acting for 
the implementation of agreed upon solutions. 

T h e r e are two main ideological currents to be considered: 
the primarily secular-historic and the primarily religious. I am 
emphasizing the "primarily" because this is not a clearcut di-
chotomy where types are mutually exclusive. There is much 
overlap and interpenetration. The pure types, such as the Ca-
naanite movement and the religious extremist Neturei Karta, 
are small, marginal currents, only occasionally relevant to our 
discussion. 

The national-historic approach sees the common history 
and common fate as the core of Jewishness and commitment 
of affiliation and the preservation of continuity as its main ex-
pressions. The Bible, the Talmud, Hebrew language, prayers, 
symbols, and religious customs are regarded as the most im-
portant elements of the cultural heritage, necessary for conti-
nuity and national identity formation. But the approach to reli-
gion is historical, meaning that it is accepted in its pluralistic 
and dynamic form, being influenced by historical-social proc-
esses, external influences, and internal dynamics. It follows 
that all religious currents are accepted as worthy Jewish crea-
tions, even one like Neturei Karta, which negates the Jewish-
ness of the historic Zionists and its main creation, the Jewish 
state. It is also logical to answer the question of "Who is a 
Jew" as Ben-Gurion suggested: anybody who declares him or 
herself as being part of the Jewish people, accepting its fate 
and carrying on its historical and cultural heritage. 

Religious observance as a private commitment is relevant 
only as a personal right to be secured and provided for. The 
secular-historic ideology was the ideological basis for modern 
Zionism, the intention being to develop the Jewish people into 
a nation among nations. 

The most important thinkers and leaders wanted more: they 
wanted a high-quality society, or, once more in the words of 
Ben-Gurion, "to be a light to other nations." Therefore, his-
toric Zionism was open to the external world, its models and 
ideas. Democratic government, welfare policy, secular legis-
lation, the concept of citizenship, egalitarianism were ab-
sorbed from the international marketplace of ideas, and insti-
tutions were eclectically modeled after countries which were 
in various phases of the century of state creation considered as 
the "most developed." Concern for the status of women was 
part of this general orientation toward democracy. It is already 
mentioned in The Jewish State, the Utopian blueprint of Herzl. 
There is a close parallelism between the ideas and processes in 
the Western world and the development in Israel. Sometimes 
Israel is ahead of other countries, sometimes it lags behind; 
but the connection is unmistakable. The idea of political suf-
frage, which was the main issue in the 1920s, and later issues 
of equal status had no connection whatsoever with religious 
Judaism, and quite often were aspects of the rebellion against 
it. 

tion, the advancement, and the primacy of an old nation. 
The second parameter which determines our respective sta-

tuses as Jews is the connection between citizenship, religious 
values, and institutions and religious practice. We tend to ac-
cept the statement that in modern democratic states, 
institutionalized religion is separated from the state. I think 
that this is too sweeping a generalization, which is true only if 
looked upon as a designation of tendency. I do not know any 
Western democracy in which Christianity is totally separated 
from the political setup. The question should be the tightness 
and form of the relationship. If I were to illustrate graphically 
the situation, I would draw a line with one pole of total separa-
tion and the other of total overlap. While none of the democra-
cies is situated at the separation pole, the U.S. is much nearer 
to it than Israel, the European countries ranging in between, 
and the Arab-Muslim countries behind Israel, nearer to the 
overlap pole. 

The legal status of the religious courts (Jewish and others), 
which have monopolistic jurisdiction in a series of fields con-
cerning personal status, creates an important area of overlap 
between citizenship rights and religious practice. The 
politicization of the religious sector leads to the establishment 
of church-like organizations in which the dominant authority 
is invested in traditional-Orthodox elites, who like any organ-
ized church use political power to maintain their monopolistic 
status and exclude more liberal or innovative religious cur-
rents. 

In spite of the undisputed fact that the great majority of the 
population tends toward a liberal interpretation of religion and 
a wide variety of patterns of religious observance, the Ortho-
dox version enjoys legal backing and imposes its standards in 
important aspects of the public and private life. Personal reli-
gious commitment is thus restricted in its scope and influence, 
and is often in conflict with the imposed religious behavior. 
As Israeli Jews, our Jewishness develops within these two se-
vere constraints on voluntariness and choice: our affiliation 
with Jews as a nation and conformity to certain religious pre-
scriptions. 

Within the limits of these constraints, there exists the sec-
ond tier of sociopolitical organization: political parties and 
other voluntary organizations and pressure groups. While all 
these have to function under the two constraints, they provide 
the variety of interpretation of the concept of Israeli Jewish-
ness. The question of the status of women is yet not central to 
the great majority of the political parties. It becomes relevant 
as the logical result of the political ideology and as a practical 
problem of legislation (abortion, equal pay), and of the busi-
ness of political representation. 

Women's organizations are by definition instances of au-
tonomous initiative and activity. But the large and important 
organizations, while not always overtly affiliated with politi-
cal parties, have strong party leanings and interests which re-
strict considerably their militancy and independence in mat-
ters concerning the status of women. The active elite of the 
women's organizations define themselves not only as Israeli 
Jews and women, but also as loyal members of one or another 
of the political parties. The conception of Jewishness as it de-
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in any function. There are now women judges on the Supreme 
Court and women are sitting as judges in military courts, but 
they cannot try divorce cases, even at the lowest level. 

After the establishment of the state, the compulsory coedu-
cational education was considered a major achievement. Al-
though the school system is split into two sub-systems (the re-
ligious and the secular), coeducation has been maintained in 
both. In the last couple of years, we are witnessing a renewed 
endeavor in the religious sub-system to establish separate 
schools for girls and boys, which will obviously have different 
curricula. We already have a network of state-supported 
yeshivot, which are closed to women, but we do not have par-
allel institutions for women. 

The army service is seen in Israel not only as a citizen's duty 
but also as an important phase in the personal development of 
the young people. The army symbolizes social integration and 
participation. For this reason the army service of women is not 
only a question of equality, but also of the societal integration 
of women. The attitude of the religious establishment to the 
army service of women is either ambivalent or outright nega-
tive. There were periods when the service was branded as con-
trary to the Halachah and immoral. Even the reasons for ex-
emption of young women are unlike those for the exemptions 
of young men. The non-military national service, which 
should have been a voluntary alternative, was never seriously 
implemented. How paradoxical that those young women who 
contribute two years of their life to serve Israel — the "Holy 
Land" — are labeled as deficient in Jewishness when com-
pared to young women who declared themselves observant 
and therefore exempted and allowed to start their careers or 
earn money in the same period. 

(Concern for the issues I mentioned presupposes at least a 
modicum of commitment to the ideal of equality of the sexes. 
The issue of family status is different inasmuch as it can affect 
the private life of any woman, whether she cares for equal 
rights or not. There are many examples of the preferential sta-
tus accorded to men: men cannot be divorced against their 
will, but women can; although monogamy is the accepted law, 
in certain cases when divorce is impossible, a man can wed a 
second wife, but a woman is never allowed to wed a second 
husband; only a woman can be declared an agunah, an aban-
doned wife who cannot marry; only a widowed woman needs 
to undergo the ritual of halitzah; the concept of a "rebellious" 
wife and the property repercussions tied to it apply only to 
women. These and similar instances are obviously discrimina-
tory toward women. They are not the only discriminatory laws 
known in Israel or in other democratic countries. But in the 
democratic parliamentary system laws can be changed by the 
democratic processes. These norms, because they are rooted 
in the Halachah, are outside the realm of the democratic proc-
ess. As such, they are considered as binding because of our 
Jewishness and, given the relationship between state and reli-
gion, they have become elements of our Israeliness. 

I have not discussed the position of women in the purely 
ritual, cultic sphere. These are similar for Jewish women in 

The core of the religious ideologies is the belief that Jews 
are the "Chosen People," the Land of Israel is the "Promised 
Land," and the halachic laws have a historic, universal validi-
ty. The law cannot be changed, but has to be interpreted by 
rabbinical authority. Jewish religion in general, and its Israeli 
version more strongly so, is a familistic-natalistic religion. Its 
symbols, images, and a large part of its values, prescriptions, 
and rituals are tied to family life. Jewishness itself depends 
essentially on biological continuity, hence the reluctance to 
accept converts. 

The purely religious ideology is antithetical to the values, 
openness, and even the organizational structure of a modern 
democratic state. Israel being a Jewish state in the "Promised 
Land," the Orthodox version of religion cannot fully accept a 
secular state. There are only two logical ways to react: the ex-
treme one is that of Neturei Karta — the denial of the Jewish-
ness of the state and its basis of legitimacy as a state for Jews. 
The other is participation at the face of decision-making, 
mobilizing power and exerting as much influence as possible, 
the outcome being politicization of religion, church-like or-
ganizations tied to political parties with diminishing emphasis 
on humanistic and purely moral issues. 

I n the transactions between the secular and the religious sec-
tor, disagreement on the position of women was an issue that 
precipitated crises which sometimes resulted in the secession 
of the religious parties. In the early 1920s, the issue was the 
suffrage of women in the elections for the self-governing bod-
ies of the Jewish population. A similar crisis occurred when 
the Knesset passed the law of compulsory draft for women. 

The question has been often asked whether Jewish religion 
is indeed patriarchal in its essence and therefore women are 
intrinsically of lesser importance. It is probably a sign of the 
impact of the feminist revolution that halachic arguments are 
now marshaled to prove the importance of women in the reli-
gious system. Whatever the arguments and the ensuing con-
elusions, they are intended to strengthen the traditional system 
and not to dispute its validity. 

Undoubtedly, discussing the topic shows more awareness 
and this in itself is of some importance, but it does not affect, 
at present, those norms which are hardly reconcilable with 
democratic-egalitarian precepts. I am referring to four main 
such tenets: the segregation of women and men; the proscrip-
tion of access of women to the higher levels of religious edu-
cation; the exclusion of women from any function of judicial 
authority in the rabbinical judicial system; and the asymmetric 
status of men and women in the family. 

Although these are Orthodox-religious elements, because 
of the overlapping areas of the religious and secular system, 
their impact is felt outside the ritual-religious areas. I shall 
mention only those which are in obvious conflict with the con-
stitutional status of the women in Israel. 

Religious courts in Israel have the exclusive jurisdiction in 
nearly all questions concerning family status. Women cannot 
appear as witnesses before these courts. The judicial person-
nel is appointed by the government, but women cannot serve 
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I started my talk with the argument that being a woman and 
being Jewish is the common basis on which to proceed in this 
Dialogue, but being a Jew in Israel introduces an additional 
factor of special relevance for women. In the discussions dur-
ing the following days we shall find the common and the dif-
ferent, in concepts and ideas, emphases and proposed solu-
tions. May we understand each other, learn from each other, 
and continue to stand by each other. 

Israel and in the U.S. We in Israel are less concerned with it 
because the scope of our Jewishness is much larger. In spite of 
all the constraints and the overt and covert political pressure to 
sustain the supremacy of Orthodox Judaism, there is still a cer-
tain degree of freedom in shaping the rituals. Israelis maintain 
a vast variety of Jewish lifestyles in which religious and secu-
lar elements are creatively interwoven. Women take an active, 
albeit informal, part in this process. 

Betty Friedan 

Women and Jews: The Quest for Selfhood 

were economic rights, job rights, equal employment and edu-
cational opportunities, a political voice of our own, control of 
our own bodies. In New York City, 50,000 women most im-
probably marched down Fifth Avenue. It was the first 
nationwide action of women since the winning of the vote. I 
found myself in the park behind the Public Library on 42nd 
Street, speaking to this vast throng of people. For some 
strange reason — strange because my own background was 
not religious and I cannot remember ever having heard the fa-
miliar prayer before — I found myself harking back to the reli-
gion of my ancestors, and giving voice to a variation on the 
prayer that religious Jewish men recite each morning, "I 
thank Thee Lord that I was not born a woman." What I said 
was: "I hope that from this day forward, in all religions, worn-
en will wake up in the morning and be able to pray, 'I thank 
Thee Lord that I was born a woman.י " The sense of somehow 
having broken through the feminine mystique to affirm my au-
thentic full identity as a person, as a woman, brought me to 
confront my Jewish identity. 

After the Second World War, in the years of the 50s and 
60s, we in the U.S. — and perhaps you, too, in Israel — lived 
according to an image that might once have been true in 
defining a woman's life, but that in fact was no longer so. This 
image was confining our energies, our very sense of what was 
possible and necessary for us to do with our own existence in 
society. I called that image "The Feminine Mystique." It re-
sembles the traditional image built into the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, into the formal language of Judaism. But now it was 
pushed on women from the mass media in modern disguise, 
still, or again, defining us only in terms of our sexual relation 
to men — wives, mothers, housewives, fulfilling the physical 
needs of husbands, children, and home. Never were we seen 
as persons, defining ourselves by our own actions in society. 
In ancient times, or in an earlier period of American history, 
that definition might not have been a "mystique," but an ac-
curate description of a woman's life. For those were times 
when many babies had to be born for a few to survive, when 
many hands were needed to till the earth and to pioneer the 
land, when women's lives did not last much longer than their 

I SPEAK TO YOU as a woman and as a Jew, as an American 

and as one proudly confronting here in Israel the profound 
resonances of our mutual experience, "Woman as Jew, Jew as 
Woman." It is an urgent inquiry that we undertake here. I 
think of my own experience, of the growing awareness of the 
convergence of these two deep strains of my own identity. 

A century of the women's movement came to a head with 
the winning of the vote for women in the U.S. in 1920, but 
thereafter it seemed as if the impulse had been lost and the 
great movement of women's rights came to a standstill. By the 
time I wrote my book The Feminine Mystique, in 1963, it was 
as if millions of women had been living a sort of half-life, a 
dream awake — and then these multitudes of women, each 
hitherto feeling that she was alone, suddenly realized their 
communality of experience and began moving again. After 
my book helped to revive the women's movement in the U.S., 
I sometimes thought, "Why me?" Then it occurred to me that 
this passion against injustice, which made me address myself 
to the problems of women, probably had its roots in my own 
earliest experiences as a Jew growing up in Peoria, Illinois. I 
would not have been the only one of the social prophets 
through the ages who have been Jewish to have taken this fiery 
passion against injustice from our own experience and then 
applied it to the largest possible sphere of action in the com-
munity. As we acted as women in America to confront the 
truth of our own existence, and to break through the barriers 
that kept us from moving as people in the mainstream of socie-
ty, it seemed that we transcended the bonds of race, of class, 
of generation, and we found our communality as women. 

What in 1963 had begun as a small radical movement on the 
fringes of society, before long seemed to me ready to erupt. 
(This despite the ridicule of the media, which sought to 
trivialize the women's movement by emphasizing the extrem-
ist rhetoric and dismissing the significant reality of women af-
firming their own personhood and moving to equality in 
American society.) Accordingly, I called for an action — to 
take place on August 26, 1970, the 50th anniversary of worn-
en's suffrage in the U.S. — that would see women join togeth-
er in the streets of our cities in a march for equality. Our issues 
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Jews. It has not always been so easy to be Jewish in America, 
especially for those of us growing up in the smaller cities — 
like Peoria — where you were very marginal as a Jew. Cer-
tainly this was so for members of my generation. There was 
some kind of an attempt to distance yourself from that painful 
experience. People changed their names and did something to 
their noses, tried not to talk with their hands, sometimes even 
used canned peas, and denied the very richness, the warmth, 
the specialness, the good taste of their own background as 
Jews. 

ML came to Israel on my first visit, in 1972, with a sense of 
being moved, of wanting to get in touch with my Jewish roots. 
To my amazement I was received as a leper. The Pope had 
given me an audience; Golda Meir, then prime minister, 
wouldn't see me. The editor of the women's page of a leading 
newspaper said, "Take those women libbers back to America 
with you." There were three or four young women then who 
were trying to make a women's movement in Israel. In great 
despair, they came to see me in my hotel one night and told me 
that there was no hope for women in Israel to get anywhere at 
all. They couldn't buck the religious tradition, the Jewish tra-
dition. They were laughed at, and not taken seriously. I tried 
to cheer them up, and said, "Don't be ridiculous. You know 
women are needed here, women's energy is needed here. 
Women are equal in Israel, women are in the army. What are 
you talking about?" "No, no," they said. "Don't believe any 
of it, it's not true." I began to see part of what was true, and 
what wasn't true, but I didn't think they were right to be so 
despairing. I told them that the women's movement was just 
about ready to move, that there were special reasons why it 
wasn't moving in Israel yet. 

I came back to the U.S. after my first trip to Israel, not hav-
ing had such a great time. My experience at the Wall was 
marred by the fact that women are relegated to one side and 
men to the other. When I went to tour an army post, I watched 
a young woman do a parachute jump. I asked her what kind of 
unit she was going to be in and what she was going to do with 
her parachute jumping. She sort of smiled at me and then the 
army spokesman said, "Well, she will pack every parachute 
with a kiss." I said, "Why then do you train women to 
jump?" He answered, "Because then they will be more care-
ful packing the parachutes, and besides, if they are brave 
enough to jump, then the boys would be ashamed to be afraid 
to jump." Then someone told me that Israeli women, after 
completing their army service, often showed new signs of lack 
of self-confidence. There was something very strange going 
on. 

I came back to the U.S., and then in Israel there was the 
terrible crisis of the Yom Kippur War. Dorit Padan-
Eisenstark, whom I had met on my visit and who shared many 
of my thoughts, wrote to me the following year that things 
were beginning to change in Israel. The shock of the Yom 
Kippur War made Israeli women realize that they had to 
move, that women had to get training for things that they 
hadn't been trained for before. "We are beginning to move 

child-rearing years, when the work of society required brute 
masculine strength. These were also times when women had 
no control over the biological child-bearing process, and when 
the work of the society was done in the farm and in the home. 
It was later, when women were barred, because of lack of edu-
cation, from taking part in the work of advancing society, that 
the necessary image hardened into prejudice and became a 
mystique. 

In the mid-part of the 20th century, in America and in other 
lands and nations of equal development, all this kept women 
from using their full energies. Now, motherhood alone was no 
longer the same kind of defining necessity, shaping a worn-
an's identity for all of her life. There were choices now for 
women in different ways than before, with different moral 
values. Now the babies that were born would survive. Now 
there was a greater possibility of quality of life and of equality. 
Work no longer depended so completely on brute masculine 
strength, and it was no longer performed exclusively in the 
home or on the family farm. It was necessary that women 
move forward accordingly. Thus we broke through the femi-
nine mystique. We began to move, using the ideology of our 
American heritage, the ideology of equal opportunity — no 
taxation without representation, full participation, our own 
voice in the decisions of society, respect for human dignity 
and individuality. We applied these values — not abstractly, 
but concretely — the values of the American experience, to 
the substance, the style, of our lives as women, in the home, in 
the office, in the hospital, in the school. 

To apply those values to ourselves as people, we had to defy 
the popular image of womanhood. The spirited women who 
had been the heroines of the movies in the 30s had come to be 
represented, thanks to the pervasive power of advertising, by 
the image of the passive housewife of the 50s, whose peak 
experience was the throwing of soap-powder into the washing 
machine. This image, of course, was an insult to every living 
American housewife who actually got beyond the fifth grade. 
This American housewife, supposedly the envy of women all 
over the world, in her suburb in the split-level or ranch house, 
with carpeting and appliances and a station wagon, a cat and a 
dog, three children and a successful husband, in that suburban 
sexual ghetto where, between the hours of 9 and 5, nothing 
stirred over three feet tall — was she indeed alive, did she ex-
ist or not? We broke through this blissful image to confront 
our own authenticity as persons. We said, "We will tell you 
what being a woman, being feminine, is." We would not take 
the word of the experts on femininity anymore, who would 
deny women their reality. Then, all the anger that had been 
suppressed for so long broke free — the anger at being put 
down in the office, never getting beyond the job of secretary, 
not even supposed to notice that women were paid half of what 
men were for doing the same job, not even supposed to know 
that women were being insulted by the language of the 
prayerbook and the textbooks, not even supposed to notice 
that when women were placed on the pedestal at home, they 
were really being humiliated. 

Having confronted our authentic identity as women, we 
who were Jewish began to confront our authentic identity as 
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has been imposed of the meek, little passive woman, wife and 
helpmate, and the big dominant Jewish man who has his foot 
on her neck. Maybe it was necessary in the Diaspora to perpet-
uate the latter myth, perhaps in the interest of masculine iden-
tity — let the Jewish man be free to study the Torah, he is the 
master, he is the boss, in the home at least; we women will put 
ourselves back to save us all. 

Now I am not an anthropologist, nor that much of a student 
of history. I can surmise, however, that patriarchy may have 
once had its roots in historical, economic, biological necessi-
ty. But long after the myth of male superiority was no longer 
necessary to maintain, it became necessary to do so in a differ-
ent way, perhaps for the sake of Jewish survival and the Jew-
ish family. But then we got locked into that other myth: being 
strong and energetic was fine for the immigrant Jewish women 
in the slums of America, who worked as seamstresses in the 
garment industry, who cooked, sent the children off to school, 
the boys to become doctors and lawyers, who kept everybody 
going. It was another matter, though, for the Jewish women of 
the next generation, the middle- and upper-middle-class worn-
en, whose strength and energies all went into maintaining the 
comfortable house, the harried husband, the two-three chil-
dren. 

This was the Jewish mother who was raked over the coals in 
such books as Portnoy's Complaint, A Mother's Kisses, and 
all the rest. The strength of the Jewish mother finally became a 
dirty joke, with chicken soup as her symbol. (I hereby affirm 
my own right as a Jewish American woman feminist to make 
chicken soup, even though I sometimes take it out of a can, 
and you can add spinach to it or something . . .) The strength 
had to be concentrated on too narrow a focus — only that little 
family, and that wasn't really good for the family. And it cer-
tainly was not good for the man, encouraging in him a facade 
of false machismo. 

What did this do to the men of my father's generation? They 
had to shoulder the economic burden all by themselves, in ad-
dition to dealing with the discontent, the anger, that was bot-
tied up in the women — our mothers, our sisters — and that 
affected the children. It is thus in the interest of evolving life 
that we break through the feminine mystique, in order to ena-
ble men to liberate themselves from the masculine mystique, 
to give up the need for false strength, to become rooted in their 
own authentic feelings. The process that is going on now is 
indeed very difficult for men, tougher than it was for women, 
for men have never been supposed to, been allowed to, deal 
with their real feelings. Once women broke through the mys-
tique, we could give each other support in confirming our own 
reality. But can men, who are supposed to have their fists up 
against every other man, give each other support? 

Do we do justice to our task of Jewish survival, human sur-
vival, by perpetuating such polarizations? Must we not now 
think in terms of shared strength in the family? Feminism is 
not opposed to the family. What I was against, even in The 
Feminine Mystique, was the either/or aspect of the matter as it 
affects women — what I see now as a false conflict between 
woman and the duty to herself as a person to move in society, 
use her abilities, and have a voice in her destiny, as well as to 

here," Dorit wrote, and then she came to America, and many 
of the feminists in America met with her. Unfortunately, Dorit 
was killed in an accident a few years later, but I know how 
happy she would have been to see the many Israeli feminists 
there are today, far more than the handful of 1972. 

Things are moving in Israel, and for me too. I have to tell 
you that I have spent a lot of time in the last few years some-
how confronting the dual experience of woman as Jew, Jew as 
woman, in the organized Jewish community in America as 
well. There, too, despite the fact that Jewish women like my-
self have given a lot of the ideas and the vision to the leader-
ship of the modern feminist movement, the Jewish communi-
ty, as represented by the male heads of organizations, has 
been a bit threatened by us, the same as the leadership of Isra-
eli society. Why was this threat more profound among Jews 
than elsewhere in American society? Or did it just pain me 
more, because after all I was and am Jewish? And why this 
sense of threat in Israel? It somehow seemed as if moving for 
the liberation of women, for our equality and personhood, was 
terribly threatening to either Jewish masculine identity or Jew-
ish survival, or both. 

In the last few years, I have confronted this question with 
increasing urgency. I began to wonder whether now the equal-
ity of women, the personhood of women, was not in fact a 
condition of Jewish survival, indeed, a matter of the survival 
of life itself? 

1 Jet us face this question of survival head on. The family is 
basic, as it has always been, to Jewish survival, more con-
sciously so perhaps than in many other parts of our society. 
There was a completely false notion that feminism was a basic 
threat to the family. But feminism — as I elaborate in my book 
The Second Stage — is not the enemy of the family. In fact, it 
is my strong belief that the liberation of woman to her full 
strength and her own full personhood is essential for the future 
strength and evolution of the family — if the family itself is 
not to be an endangered species. 

We hold an idealized and romanticized image of the family 
— Mom the housewife, Pop the breadwinner, the children (al-
ways under six), all together blissfully in that lovely little iso-
lated house. But just look at the case-histories of the psycho-
analysts and see how often the mother is the villain. If she does 
not stop living for the children, if she does not get off the back 
of her husband or her children, they will end up in an institu-
tion. The Jewish mother, as we all know, became an obscene 
joke in the media (in the U.S. at least — I hope that hasn't 
happened in Israel). For women like myself, who are Jewish 
and who are mothers, that kind of joke makes us profoundly 
uneasy, for there is a bit of truth to it. 

But, oh, the travesty that has been perpetrated on the energy 
and the strength of the Jewish woman! In every Jewish family 
I have known, including my own, the Jewish woman is indeed 
strong, like her ancestors in the shtetl, who performed the 
practical work and were the breadwinners, who kept the fami-
ly eating when the men were virtually castrated by the larger 
society. That is the true Jewish woman — not the myth that 
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family as a woman's question exclusively. The younger gen-
eration of men, as they enter into the child-rearing years, have 
begun to share the responsibilities of parenthood. My own fa-
ther was like a stranger to the children. We looked up to him, 
but he worked long hours and didn't have much time for his 
children. He died too young, from the burdens of all that eco-
nomic responsibility. The father of my children shared in the 
parenting process, and my son even more so. Yet he too is 
locked into a job that precludes maximum participation. 

These are the questions that we have now to face in the U.S. 
and Israel, in terms of the evolution of the family, for women 
will never go home again. What is developing is a situation 
where women and men are facing new choices and need new 
kinds of family support to be able to choose to have children. 

W hat I said in The Second Stage — and it is very cogent for 
our Dialogue here — is that when we in the modern women's 
movement first began to move to the question of equality, we 
had only male models, because all the concepts in all the disci-
plines had been defined only by men. We have not yet 
achieved complete equality according to that male model, but 
we have come far enough along the way that we are beginning 
now to have our own voice in state and church and synagogue, 
and every discipline. We are beginning to form the concepts, 
terms, and definitions out of female experience. This second 
stage is absolutely essential if we are going to confront the real 
problems, as I see it, of our survival as human beings, as 
Jews, as well as women. 

For instance, take the question of equal pay for equal work. 
This is guaranteed by law in the U.S., yet the fact is that 
American women are making only sixty-two cents for every 
dollar a man makes. The situation may be somewhat better in 
Israel, I am told, but not by much. In the U.S. we call this the 
"feminization of poverty." If we look at the level of poverty 
in the United States, or within the Jewish community, we see 
that it largely involves families headed by women. Why? Be-
cause women are mainly performing the sales and service and 
other jobs that are increasingly important to the society but 
that are not well paid or highly valued — because they are 
being done by women. What women have done all their lives 
in the home is not valued either or given equal precedence 
with the wage contribution of men when it comes, for in-
stance, to divorce, pensions, social security, and the like. 

I think that you in Israel have comparable questions to deal 
with, for instance, in the kibbutz. I have always been fasci-
nated by the kibbutz, which was first held up as an ideal of 
women's equality. Then people would come back from re-
searching in Israel and tell us otherwise, that if we wanted to 
see an instance where women have been offered equality and 
rejected it, then we should look at the kibbutz. That can't be 
true, we said; and in fact, I don't think it is true. But there is a 
limit, I feel, to the degree of equality that women can attain, 
not only in the kibbutz but anywhere, if you use only a male 
model or place no value on female experience. This always 
happens when women try to be just like men, whether it is 
"dressing for success" like the men in the professions in 

partake in the identity that we share with women of genera-
tions past. I mean those values that nurture, that bespeak love 
. . . chicken soup, if you will. Those values of love and 
nurturing include, as I write in The Second Stage, the having 
and rearing of children. Women can now choose to have chil-
dren, or, if they wish, they can choose to be generative in oth-
er ways. 

I have fought for the right to choose, and I will continue to 
do so. At this stage of technological development, the right to 
choose to have children — which is how I would phrase i t—is 
to me a value in "generativity." There is, I repeat, a value in 
having children. There is no value as such in abortion — only 
a necessity for abortion to be available as a last resort, if other 
forms of birth control have not worked, and if a woman cannot 
see fit responsibly to bring a child into this world. When I say 
the right to choose, I mean the right to choose to bear children 
— a choice that liberates motherhood and renders it an authen-
tic, responsible act. 

The right to choose to have children brings in its wake the 
consideration of certain structural social changes — child-care 
centers, maternity and paternity leave, restructuring of work 
hours, and other things consonant with the evolution of mod-
ern technology, but which have not, in America (at least not 
until very recently), been sufficiently addressed by the Jewish 
community. 

F o r several years I served on a task force on the Jewish 
woman, sponsored by the Federation of Jewish Philanthro-
pies. For about two years we wrangled with the men on that 
task force — the rabbis, the heads of federation agencies, etc. 
— who kept saying such things as, "Now how are we going to 
get the Jewish women to stop this nonsense about careers and 
professions and go back home and have children again." We 
would look at each other—the women rabbis, the academics, 
the heads of Hadassah and other organizations, and myself— 
and we would patiently try to explain that if you want the new 
generation of Jewish women to continue to choose to have 
children, then you have to deal with the new realities of worn-
en's participation in modern life. Women, we kept stressing, 
will be increasingly entering professions which up to now 
have been structured around the lives of men who heretofore 
have had wives to take care of the details of life. If such worn-
en are to be encouraged to choose to have children, they will 
not only require husbands who share the child care but also aid 
from the community, to substitute for the grandmother who 
may no longer be living down the street (indeed, she also may 
be working). What is needed, we argued, is a restructuring of 
the conditions of job and of the home and the community. 

When we began this task force, the idea that a Jewish agen-
cy should institute maternity and paternity leave and sponsor 
child-care centers was unthinkable. They said it cost too 
much. I said, "How much does a stained glass window cost?" 
Then they began to move, and soon there were replicas of our 
task force all over the American Jewish landscape. 

There is at last a lot of reality being faced in the American 
Jewish community, although many still tend to think of the 
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mies of Jews and the enemies of women — our enemies are 
one and the same. 

To ensure our survival as women, as Jews in Israel or in 
America, we have to see to it that the roots of our Jewish iden-
tity and the evolution of equality for women converge. Who 
knows how it is going to end? Most of my life I have lived in 
secular terms. There might have been a time in my youth 
when, asked to state my religion, I would have said "atheist" 
or "agnostic." Now, of course, I say " Jew." I do not know 
about Jewish theology, and some time I am going to spend six 
months or a year here in Israel and absorb myself in the mys-
tery of Judaism. I do know this, however, about Jewish theol-
ogy — that we who are Jews practice a living religion that is 
never finished. There is no "pie-in-the-sky" for us. We are 
charged with our own being to make life better, not only for 
ourselves, but for future generations as well. That is how I 
view religion altogether, but I think it is truly the Jewish way. 
I think that it is the task of this generation of women to bring 
our voice and our experience into the full mainstream of our 
society's surival and our people's survival. I think we do this 
in the interest of life. 
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America, or whether it is what the first generation of women 
in the kibbutz had no choice but to do. It just doesn't work. 

There is no need for feminism to deny the differences be-
tween men and women; the human similarities are more im-
portant than the differences. The actualities of female experi-
ence have never been put into the value system — economical-
ly, politically, or religiously — in Israel or in the United 
States, in Jewish life or in secular life. That is what is happen-
ing in the "second stage" and that is what has to happen re-
garding such issues as equal pay for work of comparable 
value. There has to be a sense, too, that women are not just 
members of Hadassah or toilers in the domestic work of the 
synagogue, the charity work, the volunteer work, but that they 
can also become rabbis, preaching the sermons. Indeed, 40 
percent of the students in the Jewish theological seminaries in 
America are now women, but they had to fight to get in there. 

The second-stage battle is even more interesting than the 
first. What will female experience do for the evolution of the 
spiritual dimension ? As women begin to define the rabbinical 
terms and male rabbis share the child care, there will, I feel, 
perhaps be a greater closeness to life, a stronger emphasis on 
human survival. At an Israeli army post that we visited, we 
were told that it was necessary to have this inequality in the 
army, because men have to be free to fight the battles and the 
women have to be free to bear the children. These are basic 
values, they said, particularly for Israeli society, the life 
values nurtured in the family, and we don't want to tamper 
with them. But all of us today throughout the world live under 
the shadow of nuclear threat, where it is not easy to see how 
we can truly defend ourselves or win the wars. Can we afford 
any longer to polarize the sexes, to free men to engage in nu-
clear war and assign women to specialize in survival? Do not 
both women and men, everywhere, have to assume the re-
sponsibility for perpetuating life, by solving the seemingly in-
soluble problems of the nuclear arms race? Survival will not, I 
maintain, be assured by the polarization of the sex roles. 

I have now been to two international conferences on women, 
in Copenhagen and Mexico City, and I have experienced the 
terrible pain of seeing those occasions turned into an attack on 
Israel. Why? It is because certain nations — Arab nations, 
Third World nations, Fascist and authoritarian Communist re-
gimes — don't really want to deal with the question of worn-
en's rights and use Israel as a scapegoat. Moreover, the same 
authoritarian regimes that are threatened by women's emer-
gence to full personhood also feel threatened by the Jews, by 
the very existence of Israel, by Israel's survival. It is not really 
surprising, when you think about Nazi Germany. The very 
year that witnessed the first Nazi decrees, stripping the Jews 
of their citizenship and their humanity, also saw decrees 
against feminism and feminists and then against all women, 
taking away their rights to vote, to hold office, to be in profes-
sions, and reducing women to Kinder und Kirche. The spirit 
of freedom of life, so basic to Jewish survival and also 
constituting the life force for women, is a threat to despotism, 
to authoritarianism. The enemies of evolving life are the ene-
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Tuesday morning, July 31,1984 

Session 2: Discussion of the Opening Presentations 

the world over: that tradition is neither a good 
nor a bad thing; that you cannot live without 
tradition, but that you must be critical of it. 
You have to take from your tradition what 
comes up to your moral criteria, and reject 
what does not. The strong patriarchal element 
in Jewish tradition simply has to be openly 
and clearly criticized. What is good in the 
family, for the individual, for women, men, 
and children, for the survival of the society — 
all these things have to be critically exam-
ined. 

Family is a positive value in Israel and 
there are very few people here who would 
want to abolish the institution. The kibbutz 
movement, for instance, is very proud of its 
pro-family stance and takes umbrage when 
people assume that the kibbutz is anti-family. 
But even though everybody in Israel seems to 
be pro-family, people do not ask themselves, 
what strengthens the family? Therefore I was 
very pleased to hear Betty Friedan make the 
point that interest in the survival of the family 
is not a monopoly of the anti-feminists. At the 
same time, we have to be critical of the family 
sentimentalists and traditionalists, particular-
ly in this country, whose attitudes cause 
many women to accept the intrusion of the 
anti-woman patriarchal law into our lives. 

ALICE SHALVI: I wanted to address my-
self to something that Rivka Bar-Yosef said 
last night, almost parenthetically, but which I 
think is of considerable importance, precisely 
because I feel that education of both sexes is 
absolutely vital if we are going to effect 
change in anything, and certainly as far as the 
status of women is concerned. 

Rivka mentioned the fact that, under reli-
gious pressure, there might be a return in Isra-
el to single-sex education, with a differentia-
tion in curriculum. I may appear reactionary 
in this respect, but I myself am a great propo-
nent of single-sex education. I think that as 
things are today, girls, perhaps even women, 
feel intimidated in the presence of the oppo-
site sex and very frequently feel themselves 
manipulated into roles which they perhaps do 
not innately feel they want to fulfill. 

This begins with the selection of subjects 
of study. The statistics published annually in 
the Year Book of the Israel Government indi-
cate that there is very little difference between 
the coeducational schools of the state system 
and the single-sex schools of the state reli-
gious system, where the choice of subjects 
for matriculation is concerned. In other 
words, there is no indication that girls in co-
educational schools are going in for the kind 

gion and state, but by fighting from within the 
religion itself. I think we can do it. 

I don't think these distortions derive from 
basic Halachah. I think they are based on two 
points, one of which Betty Friedan noted yes-
terday. I refer to certain sociological condi-
tions that obtained in the Diaspora, which 
stressed segregation of the sexes and empha-
sized stereotypical roles. The other point has 
to do with power. Once you give a certain 
segment of the population power, they don't 
want to give it up. That is the chief reason 
why these distortions now exist in the reli-
gious community. The leaders of the reli-
gious community, who don't want to deal 
with the need for women to come to fulfill-
ment and equality, are finding it very difficult 
to even consider giving up their power. But if 
women would push for equality and fulfill-
ment from within, instead of seeing the solu-
tion to their problems as lying in the separa-
tion of religion and state, then in the end we 
would achieve more integrated solutions for 
the good of women. 

JUDITH BUBER AGASSI: I should like to 
comment on the title of this Dialogue. I feel it 
is definitely problematic, because "Woman 
as Jew" is an entirely different matter for the 
American woman than it is for the Israeli. In 
the U.S. and Canada the struggle for worn-
en's rights is taking place in the general are-
na, in a non-Jewish context. The special 
women's problems that American Jewish 
women have, as Jews, apply only to a minori-
ty of American Jewish women, those who 
identify as Jews and for whom there is a prob-
lem of religious observance. 

The Israel situation is entirely different 
from the American one. In Israel, insofar as 
women's rights are concerned, we have not 
yet completed even the first stage. There are 
two problems that we who fight for women's 
rights in Israel must confront. The first de-
rives from the fact that Israel was founded as 
a Jewish state, based very largely on Jewish 
tradition, Jewish culture, Jewish history. The 
second thing is that in Israel there is no clear 
democratic constitution and that part of our 
law is rabbinical law, which cannot be 
changed democratically. The whole appeal to 
values in this country is therefore an appeal to 
Jewish values. Moreover, there is a tendency 
to regard Jewish values and Jewish tradition 
as monolithic and as morally superior. 

There are in this country women who want 
equal rights — personhood, as Betty Friedan 
calls it. We have to learn the simple lesson 
that has been learned by many liberal people 

The session was chaired by Y A E L R O M , 

a Likud member of the Haifa City Coun-
cil, who invited the Dialogue partici-
pants, Americans and Israelis, to "grap-
pie with the questions" raised by the 
presentations of Rivka Bar-Yosef and 
Betty Friedan the previous evening. 

HAYA KURZ: I would like to address my-
self primarily to the presentation of Rivka 
Bar-Yosef, who I think described very well 
some of the problems of the status of the 
women in Israel. However, if these problems 
are seen within the larger context of life in 
this country, then perhaps we may also have 
more of a chance of finding solutions for 
them. 

What I mean can be illustrated in terms of 
the integration of family and career. All of us 
who live in this country, whether we immi-
grated to Israel or were bom here, are vitally 
concerned about the survival and regenera-
tion of the Jewish nation. Of course, one 
doesn't raise a family in order to help a nation 
survive, but if it is meaningful for you, you 
take this into consideration. Therefore, the 
solutions we have to consider are, in a sense, 
the second-phase solutions that Betty Friedan 
was talking about — the integration of career 
and family.This means that from the very 
outset we have to begin educating our part-
ners, our men, to take an equal part in family 
life. Given the importance of family life in 
this country, which is meaningful for men 
too, it seems to me that we stand a greater 
chance of succeeding in this regard. 

I would also like to comment on the ques-
tion of religion in Israel as it concerns our 
discussion. There is a parallel here with the 
question of the integration of family and ca-
reer, for the solutions of women's problems 
in this country, as I noted, are tied to general 
solutions. I very much agree with what Rivka 
Bar-Yosef said regarding the negative effect 
of religious influence upon women — the 
matter of segregation, the fact that women do 
not have primary positions as religious 
leaders, their inferior status in the rabbinical 
courts, the question of insufficient education. 
However, to my mind — and this I know is 
controversial — it would be a dangerous 
thing in this country, taking into account our 
long-range survival, to divorce religion from 
the state. What we have to do is fight to cor-
rect the distortions imposed by the religious 
establishment, not by way of separating reli-
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that there will be enemies created on a differ-
ent basis — not on the housewife/career 
women basis, but on the religious/non-
religious basis. All the signs point to the fact 
that this will become a stronger, not a 
weaker, element in the struggle. 

I am not an expert on religious women, but 
from what I see, religious women do in fact 
also work. Many religious men are full-time 
students in yeshivot, and here are these worn-
en, working full-time, and bringing up four-
teen children. Nevertheless, their ideology is 
clearly anti-feminist. What do I mean by anti-
feminist ideology? When it comes to the end 
of the working day and a woman asks herself: 
"What am I entitled to as a person? Am I enti-
tied to grow and develop as is a man? Am I 
entitled not only to make an economic contri-
bution to the family, but also to go to the thea-
ter, to the cinema, to read a book, to go to a 
political meeting, while somebody else 
makes dinner?" I think that the answer of 
many Israeli women at that stage will be: 
"No, I am not." Even if she is a committed 
career woman, the answer very often is 
"No." This is the point, therefore, at which 
we in Israel are going to create enemies — not 
at the point of the right to work, the right to 
have a career, or the right to equal pay. In 
these areas, perhaps, we are having an easier 
time than the American women did, because 
we can talk about necessity, whereas they 
have to talk about desirability. 

SHARON SHENHAV (SHANOFF): I sit 
on both sides of the Atlantic. I am a civil-
rights lawyer in the U.S. and practice in 
Washington, D.C. For the past five years I 
have also been an Israeli lawyer and a wife 
and mother. 

The reason I became a lawyer derives from 
the passion for justice. It's what started the 
women's movement in the United States 
twenty years ago and, as an Israeli woman 
lawyer handling women's problems, I want 
to talk a bit about the injustices I see every 
day in my office. I'm speaking about the 
problems that women face in the rabbinic 
courts. I don't think that our American coun-
terparts are aware of what happens here. 

I invite all of you to come to a rabbinic 
court session with me one day and see what 
goes on there. It is so insulting, not only to 
women but to all Jews and all human beings. 
More than that, it means that today women in 
Israel, if they want to get a divorce, are often 
blackmailed, because our rabbinic courts 
have no power to grant a divorce. Only the 
husband does, and if he refuses, the court 
washes its hands and that's the end of it. If a 
young, childless widow—unfortunately, be-
cause of the many wars, there is a large num-
ber of such widows in Israel — wants to re-
marry, she cannot unless her brother-in-law 
goes through a very primitive ceremony 
called halitzah, in which he must take off his 
shoe, she must spit on the ground, and the 

hurt somebody's feelings, we created an ene-
my. Every time we created an enemy, we ere-
ated further trouble for ourselves. It seems to 
me that Israel, which is perhaps in the middle 
of the first stage of feminism, can avoid some 
of our worst mistakes, by being very careful 
to respect what people's needs are, and to 
find ways to avoid making people feel in-
suited. That we in America did not do; we in-
suited people all over the place. We did it 
with great sass, with great pleasure, and we 
made a terrible mistake. That is why the 
Equal Rights Amendment was not passed, 
and that is why we are fighting back. 

I don't believe that we should necessarily 
have been more polite; I just believe that we 
might have been more imaginative and more 
empathetic with people who were what we 

In America the 
women's movement 

was fueled by 
Jewish energies. 

This was 
no accident. 

call "just housewives." When we spoke to 
the woman who was "just a housewife," we 
made her feel as if we thought she was noth-
ing, and that was a very bad mistake which 
we now have to backpaddle on, to pull her in, 
to be with us and behind us, instead of at-
tacking us. It is going to take, I am sure, an-
other ten years before we heal some of those 
rifts. 

FRANCES RAD AY: I would like to pursue 
what Anne Roiphe just said, but with regard 
to Israel. I think that in Israel the chances are 
greater for achieving equality for women in 
public life without causing anger to house-
wives. Why? Because in Israel we have a 
very different economic reality from that of 
the American women when they went into 
their feminist revolution. The economic reali-
ty in Israel is such that very many women 
don't choose to be career women and house-
wives, they have to be career women and 
housewives. As a result, they don't have to 
push for an ideological revolution, they have 
to push for fairness within an existing reality. 
I believe that they can fight that battle with 
weapons that the American women simply 
didn't have. 

On the other hand, I think we are going to 
create enemies in different directions. How-
ever much we talk about the synthesis of the 
sexes in Israeli society and of convincing the 
Orthodox, there are basic splits in Israeli soci-
ety between Jewish women, which means 

of subject matter which is traditionally still 
considered the male field, such as science and 
technology. On the contrary, I have found, as 
principal of an all-girls' religious school, that 
I have been able to get far more girls to go 
into advanced technology, to apply for study 
in the special program at the Haifa Technion 
concurrently with service in the army. I have 
also found it much easier to engage in 
consciousness-raising in an all-girls' school 
than, I think, I would have been able to if I 
had been the principal of a mixed school. 

These are the facts, regrettable as they may 
seem. Israel is still, as has been pointed out, 
very much a marriage-oriented and family-
oriented society, and since many of us seem 
not to want to change that situation — I cer-
tainly don't — there is undoubtedly pressure 
on adolescent girls to find favor in the eyes of 
adolescent boys. Finding favor in the eyes of 
Israeli boys, as in many other places in the 
world, very often means playing down your 
intellectual gifts and playing up the non-
intellectual gifts. We may be very retrograde 
and regressive in this respect, but I fear this is 
where we are still at. Therefore, my feeling is 
that, at this stage, I would rather encourage 
single-sex education in the awareness that in 
such frameworks, both male and female, we 
can engage, overtly or covertly, in the kind of 
consciousness-raising that is necessary. And 
perhaps ultimately, we will reach the stage 
where we will be not separate-but-equal, but 
together-and-equal. 

ANNE ROIPHE: I just want to remind 
everybody that in America the women's 
movement was fueled by Jewish energies. 
That does not mean that everybody in it was 
Jewish, but there was a large proportion of 
Jewish women, primarily secular women, 
who felt a kind of pain and anguish with the 
image of themselves as Jewish women in 
America, and this caused an explosion. We 
have Betty Friedan, and many of the other 
leaders of the movement, who were Jewish 
women. 

I don't believe this was entirely an acci-
dent. Part of what happened to us was that we 
were exposed to a dual experience — the 
democratic values and hopes of our society, 
but also the Jewish expectations that we 
would be nice Jewish girls. At the same time 
we were subject to jokes; whatever anti-
Semitism there was in the country, was 
caught by Jewish men and reflected on their 
Jewish women. We were put down by our 
own menfolk as Jewish mothers and Jewish 
American Princesses, we were attacked in the 
press, in the books we read — and we ex-
ploded. It had a very positive effect for every-
body in America, and I believe that we have 
truly contributed to a change as Jewish worn-
en in America. 

One thing that we did not do so well is that 
we got very angry, and we let our anger get 
out of control. We said a lot of things that hurt 
a lot of people's feelings, and every time we 
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are very strong women's organizations in Is-
rael, dealing with feminist or women's is-
sues. There is, for instance, Na'amat, my 
own organization, which is the largest worn-
en's organization in Israel, belonging to the 
Histadrut. There is WIZO, and there are the 
women in Herut and Likud, and there is also a 
large movement of women within the reli-
gious bloc, who, as matter of fact, are even 
more aggressive in their style than the women 
of the labor movement, saying they will not 
go to elections if one of them is not put on the 
upper reaches of the electoral list for the 
Knesset. So, actually we have many large 
women's oganizations in Israel fighting for 
women's rights, each with magazines and 
journals and papers. Our basic problem in Is-
rael, however — given the fact that our rab-
binical courts are actually a political power 
and not religious in the sense that we would 
like — is how to be religious/observant, and 
yet be modem, advanced women. 

MARILYN SAFIR: I want to go back to 
some of the things that Alice Shalvi noted, 
because I think that we have some very seri-
ous problems in our educational system that a 
lot of people in Israel are still unaware of; in-
deed, the problems start at a much earlier age 
than Alice cited. I have many theories as to 
why this happens, and let me share them with 
you. 

In 1977, the Ministry of Education asked 
me to be a consultant for a program for gifted 
children. You should know that all of the 
children who attend public schools in Tel 
Aviv and Haifa are tested. At one point, the 
tests were given in first, second, and third 
grades, but now it's at the nine-year-old lev-
el. The tests are group tests, intelligence 
tests, etc., and the children who pass the cut-
off of the upper 7-10 percent are then 
retested, and the top 2 percent are then se-
lected for classes of gifted children. 

The reason they turned to me was that 90 
percent of those selected for the classes were 
boys, and only 10 percent girls. We went 
through all the Western literature on gifted 
children and found that boys do tend to show 
up as gifted more often than girls. However, 
the largest percentage that was found was 
also in a very traditional society, England; 
there, for every 100 gifted girls you had 116 
boys — nowhere near the proportion that was 
found in Israel. 

Another thing that I'd like to mention is 
that, generally speaking, in recent years, 
when tests of intellectual functioning are 
done, sex differences tend not to show up un-
til age 14, and then the girls tend to do better 
on the verbal skills and the boys on perform-
ance and mathematics skills. This had been a 
pattern also in entrance exams to universities. 

In the first couple of years of schooling, if 
there was a difference, it tended generally to 
favor girls in the West. One of the reasons for 
this is that at ages 6 , 7 , 8 , girls tend to mature 

One of the best kept secrets among Israelis 
of all persuasions — secular and religious 
alike — is the fact that Halachah has changed 
radically over the centuries. (I will have an 
opportunity to speak about this at greater 
length at a later session, but I feel it necessary 
to say a few things right now.) Laws have 
changed tremendously, from Torah to 
Talmud, from Talmud to the medieval peri-
od, and, to a certain extent, from the medie-
val period until the present time. It is there-
fore clear to me that Halachah can change in 
the present as well. The interesting thing 
though, is that I don't believe that the press-
ing problems in Israel even require the 
Halachah to be changed. It's the particular 
Jewish women's concerns in the United 
States, with relation to synagogue participa-

As Jewish women, 
we should all 

band together to 
fight injustice. 

tion, where radical change in the Halachah is 
necessary. 

The way I understand it, the urgent prob-
lems for women in Israel today do not involve 
equal participation in the synagogue, for the 
synagogue is not a place where Israeli worn-
en, even the observant ones, spend many 
hours of their week. The problems here have 
to do much more with marriage, divorce, and 
halitzah. I'd say that the second well-kept se-
cret, in addition to the fact that Halachah 
changes, is that with regard to the various 
problems of marital law, which have been 
noted this morning, there are solutions within 
the halachic framework already in existence. 
But, unfortunately, the rabbinate that con-
trols such matters here deny that implementa-
tion of solutions is possible, and indeed re-
frain from implementing already available 
solutions. 

According to Israeli law, a man who 
witholds a writ of divorce from his wife can 
be sent to prison, but, as Sharon Shenhav told 
me yesterday, such Israeli men are not being 
jailed — and women have no recourse what-
soever. The point, though, is that there are 
available existing solutions to many of these 
problems. I have a feeling that until women in 
Israel, particularly the religious women, 
speak out and indicate to the rabbis that they 
are simply not implementing solutions which 
already exist, until that happens, I don't think 
things are going to change very much. 

TZIVIA COHEN: I just want to correct 
some impressions that I think some of our 
American counterparts may have gotten from 
the discussion. It should be noted that there 

rabbis have to make sure it was all done prop-
erly. Needless to say, a lot of young men do 
not want to go through a ceremony like this, 
just after they've lost their beloved brother in 
a war. In many cases, the widows are forced 
to pay the brother-in-law to go through with 
the ceremony. If she cannot pay and he still 
refuses, she cannot remarry in Israel, because 
we have no civil marriage. 

These are injustices that are facing women 
every day. In my office, in Jerusalem, I see 
many religious women, including wives of 
rabbis, Orthodox women. They are just as 
concerned as the majority of non-religious 
women. I would therefore suggest that out of 
all the things that may come out of this con-
ference, there emerges that fight against in-
justice that took place in America some twen-
ty years ago. As Jewish women, we should 
all band together now — Jewish women in 
America, Jewish women in Israel, and Jewish 
women all over the world — and fight this in-
justice together. 

There is a lot of anger out there. About two 
months ago, there was a bill proposed by the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs to enlarge the 
jurisdiction of the rabbinic courts. Na'amat 
sponsored a meeting that was filled to capaci-
ty in a hall five times as large as last night's, 
with a lot of angry women present. The chief 
rabbi of the rabbinic court in Tel Aviv be-
came very defensive. 

Which brings me to Anne Roiphe's com-
ment about making enemies. I think we have 
to be careful in this fight. Our enemies are not 
our religious women. Our enemies are the 
rabbinic leaders of Israel who are a political, 
not a religious, force. There are also a lot of 
considerate, sensitive, creative, Orthodox 
rabbis out there who simply are not in politcal 
power today and who might band with us. We 
must be very careful not to insult, and there 
are ways of doing that. I think we have the 
skills to be diplomats, but we must above all 
concentrate on the fight, because there are 
women suffering every day in Israel. 

JUDITH HAUPTMAN: One of the prob-
lems that American Jewish feminists have is 
that feminist thinking is perceived by the Or-
thodox and even by the Conservative move-
ments in the United States as a force from 
without and therefore non-kosher. Had the 
founders of feminist thinking been committed 
or religiously observant Jewish women, then 
the feminist movement might have been re-
garded in a much more positive light. As any 
movement which begins from outside and 
then infiltrates Judaism, feminism for us is 
considered essentially non-Jewish and there-
fore not acceptable. I mention this, because 
the fact that American Jewish women, 
including some who live in Israel — outsid-
ers, that is — are among the most outspoken 
women in terms of feminism, might be 
damaging to the cause of equality for women 
in Israel. 
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of personal status, to the rabbinical courts. 
The rabbinical courts apply halachic rulings, 
not the civil laws enacted by the Knesset; and 
in so doing, they tend toward the strictest in-
terpretations of the Halachah. The question 
is, how to effect change? I dare to stress, after 
20 years of practice, that the way to try to 
change the trend is not by seeking to influ-
ence the Orthodox authorities for ameliora-
tion from within, but to fight for civil rights. I 
strongly believe that a raising of conscious-
ness to civil rights and women's rights, which 
are in my opinion the same, is the way to 
change the awareness of women about their 
status today. 

I think that, even in this room, there are 
some who were unaware of the inequities that 
Sharon cited. Let me add some more. Take 
the question of sterility, for instance. Sterility 
in women is a cause for divorce; sterility of 
men is not so regarded, on the assumption 
that male sterility cannot as easily be deter-
mined as female sterility. Well now, finally, 
we have the scientific methods to establish 
who is the sterile partner of the marriage. 
Even so, male sterility cannot be adduced as a 
cause for divorce, according to our rabbinic 
authorities. 

Let us now pursue the matter of halitzah, 
which Sharon raised. The rite of halitzah, as 
you know, applies to a childless widow, who 
before she may remarry, must obtain a spe-
cial release from the brother (if there is one) 
of the deceased husband. If the brother is un-
der 13 years of age, she has to wait for him to 
grow up and to agree to give her this release. 

Another case: If a husband becomes in-
sane, the woman is tied to the marriage for 
life. There is no halachic solution for her. 
However, if a woman becomes insane, the 
husband can get a heter, a consensus obtained 
from 100 rabbis to dissolve the marriage, 
freeing him to remarry. 

The difficulties of obtaining a divorce in 
Israel apply not only to women who have 
married in a religious ceremony. Even a 
woman who has contracted a civil marriage 
— this in cases where both she and her hus-
band are Jewish — if she decides to divorce 
and remarry, she will be unable to do so un-
less she obtains a religious divorce. 

The only solution for all these inequities, 
as I see it, is to make civil marriage possible 
and to enact a law for civil divorce. This will 
accommodate those women who do not want 
to be obligated to the halachic rules. Also, 
only in this way — by offering a choice be-
tween religious marriage and civil marriage 
— will there be pressure on the Orthodox au-
thorities to begin looking for solutions in the 
Halachah to all these serious problems. 

CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN: I've done 
research on women in the professions and 
government and business over the past 20 
years and I'd like to make some general ob-
servations. First, I think that some of the 
problems that we face in each of our respec-

working on the school system, where I am 
convinced there are major problems. 

JACQUELINE LEVINE: I have a career in 
the American Jewish voluntary community, 
like many American Jewish women who 
chose the voluntary sphere as their area of vo-
cation or avocation. (In the coming years, I 
am sure, more will find this an avocation as 
greater numbers of women go to work.) 
There are some lessons to be learned from our 
experience. For us, the struggle for equality 
has been played out on two levels. The first 
concerns the general society; the second is the 
struggle within Jewish communal life for rec-
ognition and participation at policy-making 
and decision-making levels. 

The winds of change of the feminist revo-
lution, which blew through the entire Ameri-
can society, also wafted through the Ameri-
can Jewish community, and there has indeed 
been an interaction. As Betty Friedan put it, 
women are moving in the general society. 
They are now in top political positions, state 
legislatures, mayoralties, the governors' 
mansions. 

For those of us in the institutional Jewish 
community, it's been a difficult task to attain 
the leadership level, and I would say that here 
we are at the beginning of the second stage. 
We are more advanced in the voluntary com-
munity, where women are assuming leader-
ship positions more than in the professional 

The Dialogue can 
be an occasion 
for reciprocal 

energizing. 

Jewish community. I think it is the obligation 
of all of us, volunteers as well as professional 
women, to see that this condition improves. 

I find the reciprocal energizing very impor-
tant, the interaction, that is, between what 
has happened in the total American society 
and what's happening within the Jewish com-
munity as far as women are concerned. I hope 
there will be some reciprocal energizing here 
at this Dialogue between American Jews and 
Israelis. 

RINA SHASHUA-HASSON: I am chair-
man of the National Council of the Shinui 
Party and legal advisor on the status of worn-
en of the Na'amat organization. After more 
than 20 years of legal practice in both rabbin-
ical and civil courts in Israel, I must concur in 
all of the statements made by Sharon 
Shenhav. 

We in Israel now live under a legal system 
which sends all Jewish citizens, for questions 

physically faster than boys and therefore pose 
fewer behavior problems. Some people say 
that girls have also been socialized to be qui-
et, to sit and be more receptive. Boys also 
show up with more reading problems and oth-
er learning disorders, at a ratio of 4 to 1, the 
same as in Israel. 

With these young children, we found that 
in the first year of the program, at the first 
testing, something like 50 percent of both 
boys and girls passed; then, at the second 
point, 70 percent boys, 30 percent girls. 
These percentages still hold today. We also 
found that, in addition to some questions ben-
efiting the boys, there were different patterns 
in test-taking behavior. The boys tended to 
answer all the questions and make mistakes, 
whereas the girls left lots of blank answers 
and made hardly any mistakes — patterns 
that show up again in the United States, but in 
late adolescence and not at such an early age. 

Another thing that we found: we asked 
teachers to recommend children for this spe-
cial class to see how successful they would 
be, and they tended to recommend 70 percent 
boys, 30 percent girls; this was true even of 
the kindergarten teachers. 

The same has been found to apply in the 
general population. In a recent Hebrew Uni-
versity project, a team of researchers did a 
new standardization of some intelligence 
tests, and found no essential difference be-
tween boys and girls up to the age of 6. (In 
fact, the girls performed somewhat higher, 
although this wasn't significant.) At the be-
ginning of first grade, there was again no dif-
ference. Starting in second grade, the boys 
started outpacing the girls on the verbal sub-
tests, so by age 12, the boys were superior on 
all the verbal sub-tests. By age 14, the boys 
were superior on all the performance sub-
tests, and by age 16, the boys had an average 
I.Q. of 10 points higher than the girls. This 
was a representative sample of the Israeli 
population. 

We did a similar study of people applying 
to universities. We considered all the people 
who applied to Tel Aviv and Haifa University 
in one year and decided just to examine peo-
pie who had been educated in the Israeli 
school system. We had people who had gone 
through school either in a kibbutz setting, or a 
moshav setting, or a city setting. What we 
found was that, generally speaking, the males 
were superior on all of the verbal sub-tests — 
this was on a college entrance exam, similar 
to the American Scholastic Aptitude Test — 
as well as performance and mathematical 
sub-tests. The difference was most extreme in 
the moshav group. Among the kibbutz group, 
there were two sub-tests where the males 
were not superior, and that speaks to some 
educational differences there. Among the 
city group, the boys were superior to the girls 
on all the sub-tests. 

So, my feeling is that when we talk about 
equality and opening up careers to women, if 
we want to make changes, we have to start 
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sumed, in accordance with their traditional 
Marxism, that when capitalism would be re-
placed by a socialist economy, the major 
problems of women will be solved. While 
there was lip service paid to equality, there 
were no institutionalized measures taken to 
assure that equality. We have to understand 
that the perception of women as being primar-
ily homemakers servicing men, is rooted, if 
not in the ideology, then at least in the prac-
tice of the labor movement, which virtually 
controlled the country from the 1930s until 
the 1970s. 

Along with this, we find, to be sure, large 
women's organizations. But, as Rivka Bar-
Yosef pointed out yesterday, the women's or-
ganizations were also dependent on and loyal 
to the men's organizations. They have not 
been militant except on certain issues, and 
have not contributed to major cultural trans-
formations of Israeli society. We can keep 
saying how awful the rabbis are — and it is 
important for us to air these grievances — but 
do not think that having solved the religious 
question, all the other men of Israeli society 
will then say, fine, you can join us in the cen-
ters of power and prestige. 

You also have to understand that in this 
country liberalism is skin-deep. Eastern Eu-
ropeans were not liberals. The North African 
immigrants, the Middle Eastern immigrants, 
have no tradition of liberalism. Whatever tra-
dition of liberalism we have in this country 
derives perhaps from the immigration of the 
secular German Jews who arrived in the 
1930s, and the handfuls of Americans who 
brought the ideas of liberalism with them. 
Moreover, Judaism is not an inherently plu-
ralistic, liberalistic ideology. The labor 
movement was described by the sociologists 
who analyzed it as essentially Bolshevist; its 
structure was highly centralized, not demo-
cratic, and it saw itself as the nation-building 
tool, with the right to tell other people what 
was good for them and what wasn't. 

We must understand the wider context of 
our problems. The struggle to secure full and 
equal rights for women in Israel will not be 
one of secular women against Orthodox 
women, or the secular community against the 
Orthodox community. I think it will be waged 
by the small band of women with a feminist 
consciousness against the rest of society, by 
those who put women's issues above particu-
lar political issues. 

VIRGINIA SNITOW: I want to react to 
something that Prof. Shalvi spoke about, 
namely, the single-sex school. Most of us 
have been brought up with the idea that worn-
en and men should be together and that we are 
all equal and so forth — and Prof. Shalvi's 
notion may seem somewhat regressive. I do, 
however, believe that there are short periods, 
transitional periods, when "togetherness" is 
not always desirable. 

I support Prof. Shalvi's idea because I see 
how successful it can be in creating the new 

nist movement in the United States, I think 
that most women who came into the feminist 
movement in the earlier days were women 
who had some background in terms of identi-
fication with Jews, not a religious identifica-
tion, but with the ideological and humanistic 
perspectives of Judaism. There were those 
who believed in the model of Israel, specifi-
cally, the kibbutz, as the model of women's 
equality. 

To some extent, Israel remains the great 
connecting rod. In fact, some of the disaffec-
tion with Israel on the part of certain Jewish 
young people today, who are turning their 
backs on issues of Judaism, derives from the 
fact that they feel that the Israeli state no long-
er typifies this ideal of equality in society. If 
Israelis are interested in continued support 
from the American Jewish community, they 
will have to address this problem. 

Israeli women 
are excluded 

from every center 
of power 

or prestige. 

DAFNA IZRAELI: I want to make a bold 
statement — I'm feeling very bold this mom-
ing, with the blood pounding through my 
veins — and say that to regard Jewish Ortho-
doxy as a primary villain in women's oppres-
sion, as we have been doing all morning, is a 
red herring. Let me explain why. 

I agree with those who claim that Orthodox 
Judaism is patriarchal and not egalitarian, 
and I am certain that the inequities and the 
consequent suffering this causes are very 
real. But if our purpose is to understand ine-
quality in Israeli society, this is a case of mis-
placed causality. I assure you that if tomor-
row divorce and abortion were available to 
everybody from the age of five up; that if no 
women had to undergo halitzah; that if civil 
marriage were available to everybody who 
wanted it — it wouldn't make one ounce of 
difference in terms of women's secondary 
status in this society, because women are ex-
eluded not only from the religious centers, 
but also from the political centers, the party 
centers, from every single center or establish-
ment of power or prestige. 

The formative structures and ideologies in 
Israel, in relation to many things, including 
women, trace back to the contributions of the 
labor movement, to the second and third 
waves of immigration. Rivka Bar-Yosef ex-
plained quite well yesterday that while these 
movements spoke in the name of equality, 
they did not have any clear conception of 
equality with regard to women.They as-

tive settings — in Israel and America — are 
very similar. Indeed, we share these prob-
lems with women throughout the world, 
whether we come from a complex modem so-
ciety or a less developed society. 

The situation of women in the world is 
most democratic with regard to oppression. 
Women are oppressed at every social class 
level, in every ethnic group, in every setting 
in which they congregate. They tend toward 
the bottom of whatever stratum to which they 
belong, whether in the legal profession, or as 
domestic or agricultural workers. The curious 
thing is that, contrary to certain theorists, 
people who belong to subordinate groups are 
persuaded to enter into their own rationale for 
subordination. Of course, this is because, as 
members of the society, they are much affect-
ed by the culture, which is a culture devel-
oped and supported by the people who are 
powerful. 

We are constantly testing our ideas against 
reality. Often, we see contradictory facts be-
fore our very eyes, while denying them all the 
time. This seems to apply particularly to the 
issues that women face. For instance, women 
are regarded as not working when they are 
working; they are regarded as being weak 
when they are strong; they are regarded as be-
ing incompetent in areas where their compe-
tence is apparent. The arguments and ration-
ales I hear in Israel are not so different from 
those in other societies. 

Let us take the most powerful issue — sur-
vival. Now, Israel is not the first country to 
undergo problems of survival. Many coun-
tries today, looking for a resolution of nation-
al aims, face the question of survival — 
Algeria, for example, or Cuba. You may 
agree or disagree with the type of government 
they have; nevertheless, survival here was 
and is an issue. In a majority of these socie-
ties, women were used to support the aims of 
the state. In other societies, women were told 
to wait, that national survival had to come 
first and that women's positions, particularly 
with regard to equality, would be attended to 
later. But this never happens; in fact, the re-
verse usually happens. The Algerian women 
who had concealed guns in their robes, after 
the revolution were told to go back to the 
kitchen. The issue of timing is always used as 
a rationale for undercutting women's percep-
tion of equality, and the time never seems to 
be right. 

This was also true in the black movement 
in the United States. Black women were told 
not to press for equality, that indeed they 
should stand behind their men. For a while, 
black women shunned identification with the 
feminist movement even while adhering to 
feminist ideals, because they were afraid that 
they would be undercutting the black identi-
ty. I think that's now changed somewhat, as 
black women as well as white women under-
stand the real consequences that flow from 
this particular rationale. 

With regard to Jewish women in the femi-
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Jewish women the crisis points have to do 
with how we respond to the child-bearing im-
perative, how the personal and the political 
merge in a family context. In Israel, it ap-
pears that fathers, for example, are less re-
moved from the parenting process than they 
are in America, which may have to do with 
the rhythm of quotidian reality, or with the 
fact that there's more time for the mothers 
and fathers to be involved. Or perhaps it has 
to do with all the good things in the Jewish 
tradition that have caused men to be less 
macho in certain respects than non-Jewish 
men. 

In American Jewish life, the issues that 
women often raise have to do with a sense of 
frustration on the family scene. The same 
sense of lack of empowerment that many 
women feel on a larger scale is exacerbated in 
the home; there isn't the legitimation of worn-
en's career aspirations that many women 
would like. On the other hand, it seems to me 
that the balancing act for Israeli women — 
keeping all the oranges of work and family in 
the air at once — is a little different. In Israel 
there has always been sanction for women 
working outside the home, based on necessi-
ty. There has been the availability of child-
care other than by the mother, as well as ap-
proval for the practice. 

Along with questions of empowerment, 
Jewish women on both sides of the Atlantic 
have to deal with a sense of alienation. Cer-
tainly, this is what many American Jewish 
women feel — disenfranchised and distant 
from the seats of communal power. In the 
outside world, women see themselves as doc-
tors, lawyers, labor chiefs. Indeed, it's be-
coming clear that many American Jewish 
women feel a strong sense of possibility in the 
outside world, in the professions, in business; 
they perceive themselves as powerful beings, 
instrumental beings. However, in the Jewish 
community they are treated condescendingly, 
both by rabbis and by secular leaders. In the 
outside world these women feel that they are 
strong women. In the Jewish community, 
they feel that they in fact are not full partici-
pants, merely observers. 

JOANNE YARON: I am a journalist and a 
publicist. I am also very active in the Israel 
feminist movement and am a founder of the 
Tel Aviv Rape Crisis Center. 

I'd like to shatter some myths about what's 
really going on in the women's movement in 
Israel. The women's movement here, inci-
dentally, means not just the feminist groups, 
but also includes the numerous women's or-
ganiza t ions that Tziv ia Cohen spoke 
about—Na'amat, WIZO, and so on. Until the 
little Israel feminist movement (as distinct 
from the women's movement) came into ex-
istence, there was no subject called battered 
women, no subject called rape, no subject 
called the struggle for abortion or for repro-
ductive rights. Even divorce, about which 

A final point. Cynthia Fuchs Epstein said 
that young people in the U.S. are having sec-
ond thoughts about supporting Israel because 
Israel is not the way it ought to be. I submit 
that this is a rationalization and not a reason. 
When I came to Israel at the age of 18, full of 
ideals, Israel was very far from what I would 
have liked it to be. But I came here to change 
things, and I felt I could because it was mine. 
If you identify, then you try to change. Why 
are those young people who find fault with 
America in the forefront of movement for 
change? Because they identify as Americans. 
Identification is all. 

SUSAN WEIDMAN SCHNEIDER: Basic-
ally, it seems to me that we are talking here 
about issues of empowerment, about how one 
seizes or assumes power, and how one uses it; 
also, what some of the disadvantages are 
when one has this power, including, as Cyn-
thia Ozick pointed out in a conversation last 
night, tremendous loss of self-esteem that 
comes for us all as Jewish women, whether in 
America or in Israel, when we feel powerless 
over certain aspects of our own lives, or when 
we feel that we are perpetually caught in a sit-
uation of second-class citizenship. 

The issue of divorce (get) is probably the 
paramount example of an issue that has rend-
ered Jewish women powerless; regardless of 
where we stand on the religious spectrum, the 
issue of get is of immense importance to us. 

We are talking here 
about issues 

of empowerment, 
how to seize power 

and use it. 

The ancillary issue of Jewish women's self-
esteem or lack thereof is a kind of chicken-
and-egg problem. Do we feel a lowered sense 
of self-esteem because we have no power; or 
are we unable to seize or create power for our-
selves because we have come out of a tradi-
tion that in many respects has treated women 
as less than equal participants? That relates, 
of course, to what Alice Shalvi was saying 
about single-sex education. I often think that 
when the Messiah comes and we have a per-
feet world, we won't have a need for this; 
meanwhile there are occasions in which it is 
immensely important for women to be able to 
speak freely with and to other women. 

Regarding the issue of empowerment, 
there are distinctions which arise between Is-
raeli and American women, at least as I per-
ceive it — that we are dealing with different 
crisis points. It seems to me, for instance, 
concerning family issues, that for American 

generation of young women and motivating 
them to learning and understanding. It must 
also be said that a number of presidents of 
women's colleges have found that their stu-
dents have been very successful in their ca-
reer choices; they have enjoyed the freedom 
to choose technological and scientific sub-
jects, without the inhibiting factor of a male 
presence. I think that's a very important con-
sideration. 

The idea of unity is wonderful, but it is 
time-connected. When the right moment 
comes, we will know it. We will know when 
we can enter the mainstream and stand strong 
and vote and act as a group. You have to 
know when the moment is right. For exam-
pie, take the National Organization for Worn-
en (NOW). The nomination of Geraldine 
Ferraro as vice-presidential candidate of the 
Democratic Party, spurred by NOW, could 
not have been achieved if the women, instead 
of coming together in NOW, had all joined 
the American Civil Liberties Union. Women 
have to get together as a unified group, and 
that's how the struggle has to be carried for-
ward. 

NAOMI COHEN: Let me begin by observ-
ing that the happy woman in Israel, in my 
view, probably has it easier than her sister in 
America, integrating successfully her dual 
role. However, not all women are happy; 
many have problems. These women are our 
concern — and they are, in great part, reli-
gious women. Among religious women, the 
realization that something has to be done is 
perhaps even stronger than within the non-
religious field, because the awareness is 
greater. But such changes must take place 
within the traditional framework. If I am a 
maximalist on Judea and Samaria, I may 
want the Israeli law to extend to those areas, 
but as long as the Knesset doesn't enact such 
legislation, it doesn't exist. Likewise, as long 
as the religious establishment doesn't insti-
tute changes within the framework of 
Halachah, there aren't going to be any. 

In other words, you have to figure out how 
you change the establishment, and for that 
there are many strategies. One is for the reli-
gious women to convince the men that it's the 
men's idea, which is the traditional Jewish 
way. The other way is for society to convince 
the rabbis that the changes are worthwhile. 

Personal status in Jewish law, incidentally, 
reflects to a large extent the social situation as 
the rabbis see it. The existential status of 
women in real life can be changed. For exam-
pie, within the Halachah there is the concept 
of isha hashuva, the "important woman," 
who enjoys a higher status in various matters. 
And who is an important woman? When I 
studied the subject, I came to the conclusion 
that it is a woman who has independent 
means. So, simply by succeeding in their pro-
fessional careers, women can create a fact of 
life that serves as a catalyst for change. 
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want all of us, myself included, to get on with 
it. I want us to be practical, pragmatic, and 
hard-headed, and to get past the breast-
beating and the whining and on to the win-
ning. 

The words that I have heard most frequent-
ly used here were " e d u c a t i o n " and 
"consciousness-raising." A number of worn-
en added the word "strategy." Let me sug-
gest another—"prioritizing," a managerial 
term. We must determine what our priorities 
are; and here we have to agree to disagree. 
There are some priorities for Israeli women 
that will not be priorities for American worn-
en. O.K., there can be different priorities. It 
doesn't mean that the long-range goals are 
not similar. We have to learn how to 
strategize and we have to learn how to take 
risks. Learning how to take risks means occa-
sionally, or frequently, even taking big 
losses. 

How does this translate for me? Essential-
ly, there are five points. The first is the ability 
to earn money, to give money, and to with-
hold money in key situations. The second is, 
doing my homework so I can learn how to 
maneuver cleverly in a very complex 
political-religious societal structure. Third is 
the power to effect change and maneuver out-
side of the structures that we feel most com-
fortable in, including the non-Jewish commu-
nity. Hard work would be number four; and 
dropping the slogans, number five. I think 
that sloganeering is probably one of the 
things that we get most hung up on. 

This conference, in my view, will succeed 
only if we walk out of here with plans for the 
next steps. Let me suggest a couple, and I 
hope that other proposals will come from the 
women sitting around these tables. I suggest, 
perhaps, a permanent U.S.-Israeli dialogue, 
to start with biennial meetings, and perhaps 
an international membership organization. 
Whatever the final decisions, let us walk out 
of here knowing what comes next. 

NAAMAH KELMAN: I'm with the Mel-
ton Center at the Hebrew University, but 
more appropriately, I'm a founding member 
of the Egalitarian Minyan in Jerusalem. I'm a 
little troubled by the fact that not only do I not 
see any Israeli men in this room, I also see 
very few young Israeli women, or for that 
matter, young American women. I don't say 
this to offend any of the distinguished partici-
pants, or to blame the organizers of this Dia-
logue. I think it reflects a certain reality in Is-
rael and in the United States, where, tragical-
ly, feminism continues to be a dirty word. In 
Israel, one senses a yawning passivity among 
many women. In the U.S. feminism has been 
replaced by careerism. I see this in my own 
family, where my younger sister, who is a 
successful lawyer in New York, refuses to 
recognize that she is in the position she is in 
because women of our generation made it 
possible for her to be there. So, what I want to 

What we actually face are two revolutions. 
One, of course, is the women's revolution; 
the other is the revolution of nation-building, 
which we are still in the midst of and which 
may now be at a very crucial stage with re-
spect to the physical future of this society. 
For a while, Israeli women were not aware of 
revolutionary processes affecting women, 
because we were involved in other real prob-
lems. We were in a constant state of pre- or 
postwar existence, and it was necessary to 
postpone preoccupation with our own prob-
lems. Actually, we are still in a war situation. 
Women in Israel cannot be understood out-
side of this context. 

We in Israel caught up with women's 
consciousness-raising 10, maybe 15 years too 
late. Eighty years or so ago, we started out 

Let's get on with it, 
past the whining 

and on to the winning. 

here with a whole ethos in this area, and that's 
why we now have certain features in our soci-
ety of which we can be proud—women's 
rights, early-childhood facilities, legislation 
for working women, maternity leave, etc. 
But this process was somehow not consistent-
ly developed. What happened was that femi-
nism, as we now know it, came to Israel only 
with the arrival of American feminists, who 
didn't have enough understanding of the soci-
ety here. That's why their ideas were not suf-
ficiently implemented. All of us accept the 
ideas of feminism but we were not really able 
to translate them into programs. I 'm absolute-
ly in agreement with Betty Friedan, that 
women present themselves as a crucial force 
for survival. This can be done in Israel more 
convincingly than elsewhere. But our women 
have to unite their forces, in order to prevent 
developments which threaten not only the 
family but society as such. 

MIRIAM CANTOR: I must say that I was 
very excited by the enthusiasm that was gen-
erated last night. I don't know how many of 
you know that the excitement extended into a 
near state of anarchy in the King David coffee 
shop after the session. 

One of the things that strikes me very much 
about this discussion, and I think probably 
about all feminist discussions, is the 
overriding sense of anger, indignation, and 
frustration. For myself, I have had a career 
spanning almost 20 years in the professional 
field, a good part of it devoted to Jewish com-
munal causes. In the Jewish professional 
marketplace, I have very often been treated as 
a second-class citizen. Be all that as it may, 
the single overriding feeling I have is that I 

we've heard so much, was not a big subject. 
I want you all to know that the organization 

now called Mitzvah, which began as an or-
ganization of religious Israeli and American 
Jewish women and is today an organization of 
religious men and women, began in the of-
fices of the Israel feminist movement in Tel 
Aviv. No one else would give them a home. 
In fact, when we had to close that center for 
lack of money, they kept operating out of my 
private office until they could create an or-
ganization of their own, even though on cer-
tain issues, such as the right to abortion, we 
didn't agree. We understood instantly that 
these women were struggling for the im-
provement of women's position in the rabbin-
ical courts. 

I would like to use this platform, in the 
presence of my sisters from the United States 
and my sisters in Israel, to make a plea to stop 
the divisiveness among ourselves as women. 
This, to my mind, is the major problem fa-
cing women in Israel. We now have ten worn-
en in the Knesset; seven on the Labor side and 
three on the Likud side. Why can't we all 
work together and form a women's caucus, 
something that we have never had in this 
country? We are all so busy defending our 
boys , whether i t ' s the Histadrut boys 
(Na'amat) or the Likud boys (WIZO). Of 
course, WIZO and Na'amat claim they are 
not political, but they are. 

We should learn to work together and stop 
starting every sentence with, "I believe in 
women's rights but I 'm not a feminist." 
"Feminism" is no longer a dirty word. To be 
a feminist is to believe in the equality of 
women. It doesn't mean to bum your bras: 
they're too expensive here. It doesn't mean 
you hate men. I've been saying for years here 
in Israel, what Betty Friedan expressed so 
brilliantly last night, that feminist women are 
not anti-family; that feminist women do not 
hate men. I 'm tired of reading articles in 
women's magazines disclaiming the legiti-
macy of feminism. I 'm tired of hearing worn-
en in political power, some of whom are sit-
ting in this room, claiming that feminism is 
an imported American meshugas, when of 
course it is really one of the basic elements of 
the original Israeli dream. I would like to see 
real cooperation among all factions of worn-
en. Our differences are irrelevant because we 
are 51 percent of the population in this coun-
try, and I think we have a right to power. 

LOTTE SALZBERGER: Revolutions can-
not be imported and exported. That, I think, 
is quite clear from everything that we heard 
yesterday and today. What can be imported 
are ideas, but these ideas have to be imple-
mented in the precise context of a given socie-
ty at a given time. From what we have heard 
this morning with regard to Israel, it becomes 
very clear that we as women in Israel face a 
very different situation than our counterparts 
in the United States. 
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true for myself as for very many colleagues of 
mine. Otherwise, I 'm a lawyer, I teach in the 
university, I 'm a human rights activist, and I 
served for three and a half years as advisor to 
the Prime Minister on the status of women. 

Last week, a woman came to see me. She 
said: I'm working, my husband is incapable 
of working at the moment, and he beats me 
because he feels he is being treated like the 
wife in the family, like a woman. What does 
that mean? It means that being a woman is 
considered an inferior status. This, I submit, 
is the true issue we are facing in Israel, in the 
United States, in India, in Egypt, every-
where. Emphases may be different, strategies 
may be different, but wherever we are, worn-
en are still occupying an inferior status. It 
shows in the family, in the workplace, in pol-
itics, and in religious law. Our goal still is to 
attain equality. Everything is related to that. 

It is, of course, a nice advantage to hold the 
upper hand and men will not, out of their free 
will or benevolence or liberalism, give up 
their superior position. Indeed, a recent study 
we conducted showed that educated men, 
who usually support human-rights causes and 
all sorts of liberal positions, do not hold the 
same attitudes on the issue of the status of 
women. Education and liberalism seem to 
stop at home, where it is very convenient for 
the man to have as a wife a second-class per-
son. 

My perception is that no man will surren-
der his advantage, either in politics, or in the 
workplace, or in the family. The only way to 
go about it is to have power. It's a battle of 
classes, I'm sorry to say. If we are not strong, 
and we don't have power, and we don't or-
ganize, I don't think we will win any battle. 
What I'm really calling for is for women to 
organize as a power that will force a change. 

The session concluded with a decision to 
draw up a statement noting Israeli femi-
nist concerns, for release to the Israeli 
press and addressed to the politicians 
who, following the inconclusive national 
elections held only a few days before in 
Israel, were at the time engaged in the 
deliberations that ultimately resulted in 
the present coalition government. After 
some discussion, it was agreed that 
T A M A R E S H E L (a former Alignment 
member of the Knesset) and Y A E L ROM 

(a Likud member of the Haifa City Coun-
cil), representing the two major parties, 
would head a committee to draft the 
statement, for adoption by the Dialogue 
participants at a later session. 

about the quality of life and I would hope that 
we do. 

YAEL DAYAN SION: I must begin by 
declaring that I am not a feminist and that I 
appear here as some kind of devil's advocate. 
I have the feeling, though, that I represent, if 
not perhaps the majority, then a large section 
of Israeli women. 

Feminism is not at the top of our program. 
It is true what Rivka Bar-Yosef said last 
night, that priorities in Israel are such that the 
fight for women's rights is low on the scale. I 
really feel, as do many women in this coun-
try, that we have other things to fight for. I've 
got all the space I want, in my party, in the 
political system, to fight for the things that I 
consider top priorities for the State of Israel, 
whether it is survival, or the shape of our so-
ciety, and so on. Incidentally, all those in Is-
rael who speak out for feminism, it seems to 
me, speak with an American accent. You are 
Israelis whose origins are in America. You 
are certainly welcome here, but we don't 
speak the same language. Perhaps I 'm still at 
the zero stage; perhaps I take my equality for 
granted. 

I think the main issue here is expressed in 
the title of this conference—"Woman as 
Jew, Jew as Woman." I don't know what 
"Jew as Woman" means, but "Woman as 
Jew" is another matter and I hope that by the 
end of our discussion, I will have an answer 
to this question. For me, you see, Jewishness 
is not optional. I live in Israel, I was born 
Jewish. I take this for granted, as I do my 
femininity. So, if at the end of our three days 
together, someone will make it clear to me 
what makes me different as a Jewish woman 
from any kind of other woman, I would be 
grateful. 

I am not breaking away from the Jewish 
tradition. I celebrate the festivals, even 
though I'm not observant, and I bring up my 
children to know the Jewish heritage. I know 
the Bible by heart. My language is Hebrew, 
etc., etc. Is this what it means to be a Jew? Or 
do we go on to a further stage and say that we 
have a mission to spread our Jewish values? If 
that is the case, it does not relate to being a 
Jewish woman or a Jewish man, but to the 
civilization (or burden, or gift) that we have 
been given and which we are supposed to 
propagate—be it Einstein, Marx, Freud, or 
whatever. If we believe in this—I myself am 
not altogether clear about the chosen people 
idea—then our mission is to spearhead the 
solving of world problems, not just feminist 
problems. 

NITZA SHAPIRO-LIBAI: Let me say, 
first of all, that I 'm an Israeli-born femin-
ist—no import—born here, educated here, 
living here all my life, born with the feeling 
of a feminist and growing up with that. The 
idea that feminism in Israel is an import is un-

say is that although I sense a great deal of ex-
citement and energy here, I also hear a great 
deal of anguish, certainly from the Israeli par-
t i c ipan ts , anguish based on years of 
infighting and bickering. There are a lot of 
burned-out feminists in Israel who are ex-
hausted from fighting the rabbinical courts 
and the army. 

I don't mean to paint a totally bleak pic-
ture. There are a lot of exciting things hap-
pening, despite the haze of backlash to femi-
nism in the United States and the strong re-
sistance in Israel. I believe that we in Israel 
have a lot to teach our American sisters, espe-
cially about balancing family and career. The 
respect we have here for part-time jobs, our 
comprehensive day-care system—these are 
just some of the things we in Israel can offer 
our American sisters. What I ask from my 
American sisters is to continue to give us the 
energy that you bring with you to these con-
ferences, the energy that comes from the tre-
mendous strides you have made in America. 

ROCHELLE FURSTENBERG: I 'm a jour-
nalist and I've lived in Israel for 18 years. 
Last night, listening to Betty Friedan's inspir-
ing description of women coming to their au-
thentic selves, I thought, how wonderful this 
would be in Israel. Then, as I walked home, I 
thought of the four months that I spent in the 
United States this past winter. What I think 
has happened in the department of authentic 
selfhood for women, in the U.S., is that 
finally the professional business value-
system that prevails has begun to encompass 
women as well as men. As a writer speaking 
to editors of women's magazines, I sensed 
that what was most compelling was how to 
get ahead within the professional hierarchy. 
Religion, family, all these other things are 
only the afterthoughts of the woman in the 
business office. 

I say this not, heaven forbid, to undermine 
the achievements of the feminist movement, 
but to see it in its larger economic scope and 
what it is doing to many women. In other 
words, there is a monolithic value system in 
the United States, defined in economic and 
professional terms, and it would be fine if it 
weren't so single-minded. In Israel, on the 
other hand, as Lotte Salzberger and Dafna 
Izraeli indicated, we have a multi-value sys-
tem. We have to consider family values, na-
tional values, religious values, as well as 
feminist values. 

Declarations and sloganeering are necessa-
ry, I suppose, but we are avoiding the real 
subject that we should be talking about, 
namely, the quality of life in Israel. We have-
n't talked about the problems of the Sephar-
die women, perhaps half the women of this 
country. We haven't talked about the fact that 
children come home from school at 1 P.M. We 
haven't talked of the fact that when men are 
away at war, you polarize the roles—man 
fights and woman waits. We are not talking 
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Tuesday afternoon, July 31, 1984 

Session 3: Women in the Work Place 
a professor in the Department of Sociology of the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York; and DAFNA 

IZRAELI, a senior lecturer in the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology of Bar Ilan University in Tel Aviv. 

The session was chaired by VIRGINIA SNITOW, founder and 
chair of U.S.!Israel Women to Women and an honorary vice 
president of the American Jewish Congress, who introduced 
the two speakers of the afternoon: CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN, 

Cynthia Fuchs Epstein 

Working Women in the United States 
the prostitution of Jewish girls (see The Mamie Papers). 
Though many women were active in the drive to unionize this 
industry, they never rose to leadership in the unions, which 
were male-dominated. Similarly, as the Jews began to prosper 
in the United States and as their strivings became more 
middle-class-oriented, Jewish women flocked into teaching as 
their brothers flocked into medicine and law as a way of aspir-
ing upward. Jewish women were not encouraged to go into the 
prestigious professions any more than Gentile women were, 
and indeed, like them, faced barriers at the level of training 
and practice. 

We do not have much information on those Jews who re-
mained poor and whose education was limited. Many of them 
were Orthodox in early periods and both their attitudes and 
family lives were traditional, requiring the woman to stay 
home and rear their large families. However, the demography 
of the Jews is that they generally have had a low birth rate 
which theoretically would have permitted their women to en-
ter paid employment should they wish. Of course, many Jew-
ish women worked in countless ways — as did other women, 
in family businesses, running boarding homes and so on — 
although until recently they were not counted among the ranks 
of the employed. They also did not count themselves. 

Nevertheless, although there were clear exceptions, preju-
dice against women was as characteristic of the Jewish com-
munity as it was in any Gentile community and Jewish worn-
en, like others, found limited opportunity in the world of 
work. A 1970s study of Jews shows that 32 percent of Jewish 
men are professionals compared with 14 percent of U.S. men 
and 15 percent of Israeli men; managers and administrators 
account for 39 percent of U. S. Jewish men, 13 percent of U. S. 
men, and 5 percent of Israeli men. But the largest occupation-
al grouping for American Jewish women was clerical work — 
42 percent in a study in 1973. 

Banking and insurance, even the practice of medicine and 
law in certain kinds of firms and kinds of practices, only 
opened up to Jews after World War II. Yet Jewish women suf-
fered from the double discrimination of not only holding one 

BETTY FRIEDAN and Rivka Bar-Yosef yesterday stirred 
our imaginations with their keen analysis of the issues of 

women as Jews and Jews as women in our two societies. To-
day I wish to talk of the place and position of women in the 
work force — a frontier with physical boundaries and bounda-
ries of the spirit; a place where reality and myth compete for 
the perception of men and women, where gatekeepers have 
not only tried and succeeded to guard the boundaries of the 
important domains but have been effective gatekeepers of 
ideas affecting the reasoning of women and men to keep them 
in their place. Yet, there is a David and Goliath story to be told 
about the revolt of the subjugated and I hope to convey some 
of it in the limited time I have. The position of women in the 
paid work force in the United States has been a subject of 
much attention and dispute. However, one thing stands out 
clearly and that is the extent to which their profile as paid 
workers has changed in the last decade, and the extent to 
which they have overcome and negated stereotypical views of 
their abilities to do work long excluded to them — namely the 
preferred and remunerative jobs in skilled crafts, business, 
and the professions. 

The division of labor in any society is usually marked by 
assignment of work to people based on both their general qual-
ities, such as membership in a particular age or sex group (or 
sometimes national or ethnic group), and specific qualities of 
ability and talent. Unfortunately, ability and talent is often of 
secondary priority, and furthermore, as the economist Lester 
Thurow has pointed out, much competence in the workplace is 
acquired on the job. If prejudice keeps certain groups from 
apprenticeship programs or on-the-job training, then they will 
not develop the know-how necessary to accomplish the task. 

Jewish women, like Jewish men, have suffered in the past 
from discriminatory practices which have limited their partici-
pation in the work force in certain industries and spheres of 
work. As you all know, Jewish women were highly repre-
sented in the needle trades during the early years of heavy im-
migration at the turn of the century. But Jewish men ran sweat 
shops in which Jewish women worked; some even organized 
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plementation of the Civil Rights Act and engaged in educa-
tional and legal activity on behalf of women's rights. 

One has to look at the broad outline of change in American 
society to see how Jewish women fared and also how all worn-
en fared. Between 1960 and 1980 more was done to improve 
the position of women than for forty or fifty years before. Both 
world wars certainly opened some opportunity for women in 
non-traditional jobs, but at the close of each war, women were 
pressured and directed to turn them over to returning veterans. 
Research has shown that contrary to popular belief, most 
women were not eager to do this but they were laid off from 
jobs, having little seniority and not being able to take advan-
tage of special veterans' preference rules. 

Nevertheless, in 1960, some fifteen years after the surge 
that came in the 40s, women were about a third of the nation's 
work force — approximately 23 million. But their current 
number is close to 50 million, representing 45 percent of all 
workers. Over the past twenty years, the number of employed 
males increased by about 27 percent while the number of em-
ployed females rose by three times that rate. That these 
changes are extensive and pervasive is not only the perception 
of feminists. In a soon-to-be published book of the Conference 
Board, a private business research organization in New York, 
Dr. Fabian Linden and Dr. Rina Maimon have written: "The 
tidal wave of women entering the nation's labor force has 
caused extensive psychological, social and economic changes 
in the way we live." 

For one thing, the dramatic increase in the number of work-
ing women has improved the finances of millions of families. 
Women's paychecks have catapulted families in the U.S. 
from middle-class status to more prosperous brackets and are 
responsible for moving many working-class families into the 
middle class. Only 20 years ago, fewer than 13 million fami-
lies (28 percent) had incomes of over $25,000 (in today's 
prices); currently, that bracket includes 29 million (or over 46 
percent of all families). 

The labor-force participation of all women has risen dra-
matically over the years. Among the relatively young the 
change has been most sharp. Currently, more than two out of 
every three adult women under thirty work, compared with 
two out of every five in 1960. 

As might be anticipated, there are some large differences in 
the proportion of women who work according to marital sta-
tus. Single, separated, and divorced women are more likely to 
be earning a paycheck, than those living with husbands and 
caring for children. But of all working women, 55 percent are 
living with husbands. There are no statistics on Jewish women 
in the work force and it is hard to extrapolate their position 
because of the contradictory nature of the ways in which 
various factors correlate. For example, they are well educa-
ted, which should mean that they are likely to be in the labor 
force. Seventy percent of women college graduates are job 
holders. However, since Jews divorce one half as much as oth-
er Americans, they are more likely to be in intact families and 
therefore less likely to work — at least while children are 
small. Since educated women are likely to have husbands in 
the professions, this further reduces their likelihood of work-

discredited status, Jew, but that of woman. Thus they suffered 
discrimination in the society at large, but they also suffered 
discrimination in the newly developing parallel work 
communities that Jewish men were creating. Jewish banking 
firms and law firms did not hire women to any greater extent 
than did Gentile firms. 

X X owever, Jewish women were certainly responding to the 
social forces that were moving women into the work force in 
greater numbers in the last two decades, and beyond that, 
were especially active in the social movements which had an 
impact on the legislative and judicial actions that were instru-
mental in accomplishing greater equality for women in the 
work force. 

First of all, they were active in both the civil-rights move-
ments of the 60s and in the youth movements on the campus-
es, which were insisting on new equality for blacks and later 
women. This has carried through to the present day. A study 
of college freshmen shows Jewish women identify themselves 
as more liberal than Jewish men or other men and women, 
although on specific issues such as liberalization of divorce 
laws and abortion rights they are about the same and much 
higher than non-Jews. All women involved in these move-
ments were somewhat disenchanted with their treatment by 
the men in them and their consciousness was raised as they 
perceived that they were not regarded as true partners in the 
search for equality for other groups. 

Some of these women became radicalized and engaged in 
extremist behavior (like Kathy Boudin and Judy Clark), but 
most began to work within the system. Furthermore, a great 
deal of sober, sophisticated effort was mobilized by women 
(and men) through the women's rights project of the ACLU 
and the women in the law schools at New York and Columbia 
Universities. Many Jewish women were involved in the fight 
to implement the newly enacted 1964 Civil Rights Act that 
banned discrimination on the basis of race, age, class, ethnic 
background, and sex. Women in this room were among those 
who marched and testified and litigated to bring about equal 
legal rights. Ruth Bader Ginsburg, now a Federal Court Judge 
in the Washington, D.C., Circuit Court, was involved in this 
project, as was Harriet Raab of the Columbia Law School. 
(Her father-in-law is now Ambassador to Italy and was a 
prominent partner in a large Wall Street firm with one of the 
better records on women than many others.) Furthermore, 
Ruth Ginsburg argued many of the important rights cases be-
fore the U.S. Supreme Court. 

As backdrop to this somewhat revolutionary behavior, was 
the woman's movement which, of course, was founded by 
Betty Friedan and a cluster of active women from quite di-
verse backgrounds. Friedan's book The Feminine Mystique, 
published in 1963, one year before the passage of the Civil 
Rights Act, served much as Tom Paine's writing did for the 
American Revolution — to identify women's dissatisfaction 
with limited opportunities in all spheres of work and decision-
making valued in the society. In 1966 Friedan founded the Na-
tional Organization for Women, which began to press for im-
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In my study of women lawyers (Women in Law, 1981), I 
sought to ascertain whether once women were admitted to the 
professions, did they find greater opportunity in the Jewish 
firms? The answer was, yes. Statistics show that they were 
made partners earlier and more frequently. 

Was it because Jewish men were more liberal than the men 
in the Gentile firms? A decade earlier women did not find any 
better opportunity in these firms than they did in Gentile 
firms. However, the Jewish firms were increasing in size rap-
idly — even more rapidly than some of the others — and many 
of the younger partners were probably liberal. 

However, women also reported that the tone in the Jewish 
firms was often more compatible for women. They were 
warmer, friendlier, and if often paternalistic, more "friendly" 
in quality than the cool detached manner prevalent in the 
WASP firms. Furthermore, there was some evidence, al-
though one could not call it truly empirical, that Jewish men 
were somewhat more used to having strong, competent worn-
en around and less unfamiliar with an assertive style in worn-
en. 

Of course, the exclusion of women followed some of the 
pattern of Jewish exclusion a generation before. The worst 
spheres were those with an "old boy" culture, where school 
and social ties were important conduits to inclusion. Women, 
like Jewish men before them, started to emerge in fields where 
competence was more important than social ties. Thus women 
(including a high percentage of Jewish women) moved into 
law, medicine, and other professions where their high scores 
on exams indicated their aptitudes; less so in banking and cor-
porate hierarchies where it was more difficult to assess 
achievement or where achievement was predicated on being 
shown the ropes by insiders. 

^Nevertheless, it would be premature to indicate that preju-
dice has disappeared or that there are no longer barriers to 
women's employment; or more so, to their promotion up the 
ladder to the top. I have found that subtle forms of discrimina-
tion remain and that they are pervasive in the culture. Dichoto-
mous thinking pervades social thought. Assignment of human 
traits to male-female categories colors perception of what men 
and women do. Notions remain that women have different 
kinds of competence and different emotional styles — though 
research has consistently eroded the basis of such supposi-
tions. People are committed to the belief in basic differences, 
internalizing the myths of gatekeepers whose privileges are 
supported by the maintenance of such distinctions. Feminists 
and non-feminists alike are affected. In practical-terms busi-
ness and those parts of professional activities concerned with 
the economics of the professions, men fear that women are not 
sufficiently competitive or eager to make money; or not able 
to bring in business because of their poorer business connec-
tions. 

To some extent, the prejudices are correct, but this is be-
cause distinctions are maintained. Women still are disadvan-
taged to the extent to which they are isolated in the work 
world; they are not included in networks of referral and con-

force activity. However, like others they are also marrying lat-
er, which increases their likelihood of working and estab-
lishing a career before having children. 

But the study of Jewish college freshmen that I mentioned 
earlier gave some hints; like other women, Jewish women 
now can be found in occupations in which they were barely 
represented at all, even a decade ago. For example, there has 
been a notable growth of academic and career expectations 
among Jewish women. Six times as many Jewish women 
planned to study for advanced degrees in 1980 as in 1969. 
Only 1 percent wished to be teachers in 1980 — a traditional 
women's field — although 12 percent did in 1969. And more 
Jewish women than Jewish men were choosing to be lawyers 
in 1980. Jewish women's interest in business careers also 
went up, from 2 percent to 9 percent; and medicine, from 2 
percent to 6 percent. In law, for example, a field which I have 
studied over the past 15 years, Jewish women were following 
a pattern of women countrywide. The women's proportion 
rose from 2 percent of the profession in 1965 to over 14 per-
cent today, and they now account for 38 percent of the stu-
dents in law schools. A similar increase has occurred in medi-
cine. Law is of particular interest because a legal career has 
also been a credential for careers in government, political of-
fice, and business, and one could account for the poor repre-
sentation of women in the higher echelons merely by the fact 
that they were effectively barred from becoming lawyers. 

I feel it is important to think of the exclusion of women from 
certain spheres as precisely that — exclusion — and not an 
expression of their choices, an interpretation offered by many 
economists and other social analysts. My work on women and 
the professions has shown just how powerful these forces of 
exclusion were, maintaining low quotas on women in profes-
sional and business schools and requiring higher standards of 
aptitude and performance from them. I would like to point 
out, however, when affirmative-action programs required that 
women be hired, and legal suits broke down the barriers to 
their entrance to training, standards were never compromised 
and women have competed with men, using exactly the same 
standards, tests, and so on. In fact, the research shows that 
when the barriers broke down and women saw that they might 
have opportunity in spheres of work in which they had no 
chance to work before, they also manifested quite different 
patterns of motivation and aspiration, and even different kinds 
of interests. First of all, in spite of their early socialization for 
chosen "male" professions, of the class of 1971, the same 
proportion of Jewish women (11 percent) were in law as in 
teaching in 1980 — and Jewish women exceeded Jewish men 
by 4 percent in their proportion in this profession. But within 
professions, in law and medicine, women began to choose 
specialties which were not narrowly conceived of as "worn-
en's specialties" (such as trusts and estates work and domestic 
relations in law; and pediatrics and psychiatry in medicine) 
and began to choose "male specialties" such as litigation and 
corporate work (in law) and surgery and internal medicine. 
They have also become experts in these areas. 
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discrimination legislation created more opportunity for them 
to branch out and do better economically. In this audience, 
quotas may have a poor name, but in fact, affirmative-action 
quotas moved employers for the first time to recruit women 
rather than exclude them, as quotas have been used in the past. 
In the United States we have found that intervention by gov-
ernment has been of utmost importance in breaking down the 

tacts. In the United States, many clubs at which business is 
conducted and political decisions are made remain barred to 
women. These include clubs at the grass-roots town level 
(such as the Lions and Kiwanis — although the Jaycees will be 
forced by a recent Supreme Court ruling to permit women to 
join) and at the highest prestige level, such as the Bohemian 
Club (to which President Reagan belongs) and the Century 
Club in New York, whose membership includes many leading 
members of the business, literary, and media worlds 
(including prominent Jewish men). 

These restrictions are not only important for the specific 
harm they do to women who would be obvious choices for 
membership were the clubs open to both sexes, but also be-
cause they are symbolic expressions of residual antipathy to-
ward the inclusion of women in the power centers of the socie-
ty, and symbolic also of the remaining perspectives which de-
fine women as "others" and "lesser" persons than men. Fur-
thermore, the symbolism which maintains dichotomous con-
ceptual views on the presumed different nature of the sexes 
contributes to women's treatment as second class. 

u ne of the most pernicious cultural modes — one that oc-
curs in all societies — is the sex-typing of jobs (meaning that 
jobs are categorized as male and female), so that essentially 
men and women operate in different employment markets. 
Men's are usually larger and more wide-ranging; women's are 
more circumscribed. People argue that these divisions are 
functional. I would argue that they are only functional for the 
domineering groups. Men's may be of all ranks, while worn-
en's are typically of lower ranks. The sex-typing also means 
that there is cultural definition and cultural approval for the 
designation and it is difficult for qualified women (or men) to 
seek employment in a field designated as appropriate for the 
"other" sex. Actually, men do somewhat better than do worn-
en in non-traditional work and have flowed into formerly 
women's jobs as telephone operator and office-machine oper-
ator more than women have gained access to fields such as 
plumbing and carpentry. Furthermore, men rise higher in "fe-
male" fields such as nursing and home economics than do 
women in "male" fields such as medicine or law. 

Current research has shown that most of the so-called ob-
jective interpretations of women's segregation in the labor 
market and the wage differentials they suffer, such as their 
competing time priorities, their lesser commitment to the la-
bor force, their choice to invest less in training, their intermit-
tency, and so on, do not hold much water. Women's jobs do 
not seem to respond to market forces — that is, when their 
skills are in high demand (such as in secretarial work or 
nursing), their salaries do not go up. Furthermore, men who 
have intermittent work lives do not suffer the same economic 
disadvantages as do women. This indicates that a "free mar-
ket" is not in effect. 

Society exists through the use of rules and law. Rules ex-
press values. It is almost certainly true that although women 
would have come into the labor force in the increasing num-
bers they did irrespective of a change in public policy, anti-
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far from a linear climb upward. American women are wary 
today of setbacks created by the Reagan Administration in tak-
ing the teeth out of enforcement agencies such as the Equal 
Economic Opportunity Commission (EEOC) and giving busi-
ness a clear message that the administration will not press for 
equal treatment of women with men in the workplace. Howev-
er, many of the new practices are in place, and new norms 
have been set which have created a new atmosphere in the 
country and a new sense that the concept of justice applies to 
the treatment of women. In addition, of course, the selection 
of a woman vice-presidential candidate is an indication that 
Americans are ready to accept women's voices as voices of 
authority and that women have learned how to utilize political 
process to attain and maintain power. 

Some, but not all, Americans are wary that the strides they 
have made can be eroded and that often conflicts of interests 
even within the same groups seem to undermine long-range 
objectives. However, this is the best time in history to be a 
woman in some parts of the world — especially in the United 
States. 

barriers to women's achievement of equality in the work 
spheres. Cross-national research done in some of the Socialist 
countries of Eastern Europe and the Scandinavian countries 
also bear this out. 

I have not mentioned the problems of child-care in this 
discussion of women's role in the work force. Certainly they 
are of crucial importance, and the United States does not com-
pare well with other countries in the provision of child-care 
services to children of families in which the parents work. Fur-
thermore, Americans have not addressed themselves to look-
ing for other kinds of family-friendly provisions, such as flex-
ible work schedules. On the other hand, unlike in Germany or 
Israel, children in the U.S. go to school for a good part of the 
work day and do not come home for lunch (which is provided 
in the school). After-three care is a problem and pre-school 
care is difficult to obtain. Yet I think it is important to point out 
that the revolution in opportunity happened in spite of the 
problems families face in caring for children. 

Progress — even for the American women, who perhaps 
face less sexist behavior than most women of the world — is 

Dafna Izraeli 

Women in the Israeli Labor Force 
century sought to inculcate the value of physical work, but ap-
parently with limited success. 

The feminist movement has stressed that one of women's 
major problems was their economic dependence on men; if 
women could achieve economic independence, this would 
pave the way for equal opportunity. Within the Israeli struc-
ture, this is probably less true. Women may have greater eco-
nomic independence here, but there are other factors in the 
society that militate against their gaining full equality. In 
America, for instance, the elites are drawn primarily from the 
class of managers of large corporations. In Israel, from the 
1930s to the 1970s, the elites were to be found in the political 
parties, especially in the Histadrut and the government sectors 
of the economy. In recent years, this has broadened to include 
the army. Women in Israel have been excluded from the cen-
ters of power of both the political parties and the army. They 
are separated into what I call the female economy. The human 
capital resources that they accumulate are not perceived as 
transferable into the regular economy. One could say that the 
army and the political party are the equivalent of those male 
clubs in the United States which women do not enter, although 
they are not excluded by law. 

It has been suggested that perhaps one of the reasons why 
Israeli women put so much emphasis and importance on moth-
erhood is because it is the major source of power in a society 
which excludes women from high positions in politics, the 

MY MANDATE is to state common grounds for a 
discussion of the issues of women in the work place and 

to that end I have divided my presentation on women in the 
labor force in Israel into five points. 

1) The social context of Israeli life, which shapes the deci-
sions that women make about their participation in the labor 
force and the decisions that employers make about women's 
employment. 

2) A brief overview of some of the labor-force trends. 
3) Some observations on how women in Israel juggle their 

multiple roles. 
4) A general evaluation of the situation — the advantages, 

the gains, and the shortcomings. 
5) A brief statement of appraisal. 
For Americans, owing undoubtedly to the Protestant ethic 

and the capitalist economy, work is a central institution. The 
Protestant ethic, however, is not the same as the Jewish ethic, 
and in Israeli society work does not hold the same importance 
as it does in American life. This was demonstrated in a recent 
cross-national study about values. A representative sampling 
of adults — English, Israelis, and so forth — were asked to 
rate certain values on a scale from one to six. The value that 
scored highest among Israelis — 97 percent gave it a five or 
six — was a secure life. As to the value of work, only 57 per-
cent ranked it five or six, compared to over 90 percent in the 
English and American samples. Zionist ideology earlier in the 
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A word about marriage in Israel would seem to be in order 
here. There is a very high marital rate in this country, higher 
than in the United States. Furthermore, the marital age has not 
changed significantly in the last fifteen years; it is still very 
low, something between 21 and 23. Nor do women postpone 
having children. As a matter of fact, it is generally perceived 
that the university years are a great time to have children, be-
cause then your schedule is more flexible; you can arrange 
your study hours on the day when you have a mother's helper 
at home, or your husband is not working, etc. Something like 
65 percent of the women who graduate from university are al-
ready mothers of young children. 

Taking this particular background into account — 
undeferred marriage, early motherhood, and an average fami-
ly of 2.9 children — let us now look at the changes in Israel 
regarding participation in the labor market. The major growth 
has been among married women in the age bracket of 25 to 34, 
the child-bearing years. Just to give you some statistics — 
these come from a recent study by Yohanan Peres, The Work-
ing Mother in Israel — in the 1970s, 25 percent of the women 
ages 25-34 were in the labor market. By 1980, the figure was 
50 percent. This marked increase was also true for women 
with children, unlike the United States. In Israel the presence 
of children does not significantly affect women's participation 
in the labor force. Also, unlike the United States, the age of 
the children is not a factor. In the United States, for every ad-
ditional year under seven, the proportion of women in the la-
bor force drops; in Israel, it is from two years and under. This 
may be because of the extensive services, whereby 57 percent 
of the two-year-olds, 89 percent of the three-year-olds, and 97 
percent of the four-year-olds are in some kind of kindergarten 
program. Furthermore, the dip has also disappeared in Israel, 
so that women entering the labor force today have a continued 
commitment and do not move in and out, which is an impor-
tant condition for accepting high-career jobs. 

-Ano the r point to be taken into consideration is the rate of 
participation in the labor force among women of European-
American origin, both first and second generation, who have a 
higher rate than women from Asian and African countries. 
However, the gap is getting smaller. Also, it is coming to be 
understood that the explanation for the gap is not due to the 
difference of mentality or culture or attitudes, but the differ-
ence in education. When you control for education, the differ-
ences between ethnic groups disappear. The problem, there-
fore, is that certain ethnic groups in Israel have less access to 
education, with the consequence that not only do we have sex 
segregation of occupations, but also ethnic segregation, with 
the European-American women to be found in the academic-
professional occupations, and the Asian-African immigra-
tions concentrated in the lower-status occupations. 

Thus, the best predictor of entry into the labor market in 
Israel is education. An educated woman is in the labor market; 
78 percent of women with university education are working or 
looking for jobs, which is the definition of labor-force partici-
pation. This compares with 76 percent among men. Among 

army, and other centers of power. In a country that values 
family so highly, being a mother is a source of legitimacy for 
women. 

Consider, for example, the two main organizations that 
conducted demonstrations against the Lebanese war. One of 
these, Shalom Achshav (Peace Now), was run by generals. 
There were a lot of women in the movement, licking stamps, 
phoning, organizing, doing other important work, but all be-
hind the scenes. The spokesmen for the organization were ex-
clusively the generals. On the other hand, the organization 
that was officially called Parents Against Silence was more 
often referred to as Mothers Against Silence. Motherhood, it 
seems, conferred on women the right to public protest. (Even 
so, when these women went to members of the Knesset to 
present their case, they were subject to the accusation that 
their views had no value since, as mothers, they were reacting 
in an emotional and irrational manner.) 

Another aspect of the social context, relevant to our con-
cern, is the centrality of the family in Israeli society, especial-
ly the woman's role. It is the woman's responsibility to look 
after the family, tend the children, and incidentally, also to 
preserve the marriage. It should be noted that in Israel the 
woman who runs the family not only has an expressive role to 
play, but also a highly instrumental one. She is busy doing 
what I have called boundary-planning work, linking the fami-
ly to the community, delivering all the necessary services to 
the family. This even applies to working mothers. I once did a 
kindergarten survey and found that, on the average, a working 
woman who has a child in kindergarten has to miss one day a 
month from her job. There are the parties, the holidays, the 
birthdays, guard duty, going along on the annual trip, not to 
speak of the child getting sick. It came out to at least ten work-
ing days during the year. 

Another circumstance which helps Israeli women to make 
the decisions they do about work, is the short school day in 
this country. In first grade children go to school until 12 
o'clock, in second grade until 12:15, and by grades six to sev-
en, it extends to 1:30. In Israel the main meal is lunch, so that a 
woman often finds herself serving lunch until goodness knows 
when in the afternoon. 

These, then, are some aspects of the social context within 
which Israeli women make decisions about their participation 
in the labor force. 

l V l v next point has to do with some of the trends to be noted 
regarding women and work in Israel. Despite what I have just 
described, what has happened in this country is almost mirac-
ulous. In the last fifteen years, as in the United States, there 
has been a very impressive growth in the number of women in 
the labor force and in the proportion of women of the total la-
bor force. There were years in the 1970s when women consti-
tuted over 70 percent of the net increase in labor-force partici-
pation. In other words, the economy was thirsty for new work-
ers, and the major supply of new workers were women. Most 
of those who entered the labor force in the 70s were married 
women. 
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Another gain has been the response of the Israeli labor mar-
ket to greater flexibility in many of the occupations, enabling 
women who wish to combine family and work entry into the 
labor market on a part-time basis. A further gain is in the field 
of social policy, where women as mothers have achieved a 
great deal of protective legislation. In Israel women receive 
maternity leave with pay, and sick leave with pay even when 
other members of the family are sick. A woman cannot be 
fired on account of pregnancy, and so forth. 

On the negative side, we can note that only those occupa-
tions which have been dependent on women's labor have been 
really flexible. The others, which enjoy a sufficient supply of 
the preferred kind of labor, have been much less willing to be 
flexible in their work schedules, thus precluding women from 
taking these jobs. 

Social policy, too, has been criticized for reinforcing the 
image of the woman as the upholder of the family. There are 
some who decry this as regressive and claim that these rights 
should be parental rights and not women's rights alone. Ac-
cording to this view, the laws which in their time were re-
garded as highly advanced have today obviously changed in 
their value and need to be reconsidered. 

Another shortcoming is that women in Israel do not have 
equal opportunity for mobility in the labor market. They have 
perhaps equal opportunity to enter the work force, but they do 
not have equal opportunity to maximize their abilities and to 
actualize their professional or personal potentials. Nor does 
the economy get maximum benefit from them, because worn-
en keep a low profile and shy away from high-commitment 
jobs. 

Here we get another interactive effect. Every employer who 
has a woman employee who says, "I don't want to be a mana-
ger, I can't do it because of my kids," does not want to hire 
women with children. In other words, the advantages that 
working women have gained also affect employers' percep-
tions of women as primarily mothers who will be absent when 
their children are sick, and who therefore are less reliable in-
vestments. (I recall a story told to me by Mrs. Liza Rothbard, 
who is vice president of the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange. One of 
her supervisors, a woman, was absent for a few days. When 
she returned, Mrs. Rothbard asked her why, and the supervi-
sor answered, "My son was sick." "Well, what's wrong?" 
Mrs. Rothbard replied. "Couldn't your husband take care of 
him?" "My husband!" she exclaimed. "He works!") 

It is this need to juggle home and work which makes women 
appear less attractive to Israeli employers. On the other hand, 
the high rate of mobilization of men, the lengthy army service, 
thirty to sixty days a year, has also made men somewhat less 
attractive. Women today, especially if they don't have small 
children, seem like the preferred investment in many cases, 
compared to the havoc created by a country that has to take its 
men out of the economy so often. 

A further negative point is the fact that legislation in Israel 
has not always been effective. Laws are passed, but often they 
don't result in changes. There has been a law on the books 
since 1964 mandating equal pay. But there has been only one 
case from 1964 to 1984 in which equal pay was challenged in 

women with only a high-school education, and with a child 
two years or under at home, 63 percent are in the labor force. I 
think this is all very impressive, even by American standards, 
particularly the fact that the family is not an inhibitor to the 
same extent of labor-force participation as it is in the United 
States. 

An interesting point that should be noted is that among aca-
demic and professional women, 47 percent work part-time, an 
even higher ratio than among the less educated. The major rea-
son for this is opportunity. Industry has been highly 
unresponsive to flexible work schedules, while the academic, 
administrative, and clerical fields have proven more respon-
sive. Therefore, women who have more education have great-
er opportunity to work part-time, which may also explain the 
strong correlation between labor-force participation and level 
of education. 

A word now about women's selection of occupations. In 
Israel, there is definitely a selection on the basis of the follow-
ing consideration: to what extent will the women be allowed to 
control their time. For women, the hours of work are inevita-
bly very important; for men, less so. Women therefore select 
occupations on the basis of the extent to which they can syn-
chronize their work schedule with the family schedule. They 
say that the two best things about teaching are July and Au-
gust. Thus you find women entering the teaching profession 
or other occupations that have flexible schedules. Indeed, 
there is an interactive effect here, because occupations which 
are highly dependent on female labor are more flexible and 
more responsive to female schedules in order to attract fe-
males. 

Within the occupations themselves, when women go to 
high-commitment jobs, they choose specializations or locales 
that give them control over their time. Thus, the major em-
ployers of the new women's labor force have been the civil 
service and, as in America, the legal profession, which has 
changed from a highly masculine into a balanced occupation. 

One of the consequences of this juggling between home and 
work is that the occupational structure in Israel has become 
highly segregated, more so than in the United States. One of 
every two women in Israel is either a teacher, a nurse, a social 
worker, a clerical worker, a secretary, or in a related occupa-
tion. This is so primarily because of the opportunities that are 
available for coping with both the family and work. In addi-
tion to the various child-care services, 80 percent of the worn-
en who are in the labor force claim that they use some kind of 
paid domestic help, usually on a part-time basis. 

H o w do we evaluate the situation? What are the gains, what 
are the shortcomings? With respect to gains, I think that Israel 
has to its credit the fact that it has enabled women to combine a 
family life with entry into the work force. Studies show that 
married women who are employed are more satisfied with the 
quality of their married lives than women who are not employ-
ed. There are also studies that indicate that men, too, feel 
more confident or have a better self-image when their wives 
are employed than when they are not. 
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bilities. I therefore hope that out of this Dialogue will also 
come some kind of statement in relation to the urgency of 
these matters. 

Following these presentations, the assemblage broke up into 
several smaller discussion groups. In the evening the Dia-
logue participants attended a theatrical performance, 
"Beruriah," produced by the Jerusalem Drama Workshop. 
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the courts. The woman won, but that was still a single case. In 
other words, if a law is not used, it is not effective — and Isra-
eli laws have not proved effective. 

Finally, to conclude the negative tabulation, women in Isra-
el have entered the labor market within what has remained an 
essentially traditional role structure, ideology, and value sys-
tem. Consequently, women have not really established their 
right to work. In a recent, startling survey that appeared in the 
Na'amat magazine, respondents were asked: In a case of a 
man or a woman, where one of them has to be fired, and each 
has a spouse that can support him or her, who should be fired? 
Over 70 percent replied that the woman should be the one 
fired. Other studies indicate that the majority of men and 
women say they prefer men as supervisors, or even as col-
leagues at work. In other words, these kinds of traditional ster-
eotypes persist, even though women enter into the labor mar-
ket. 

w hat are the prospects? In my estimation, we will contin-
ue to see incremental improvements of the kind that we have 
had up to now — patchwork progress, a bit of change in the 
tax law, a bit of change in this or that law, a few more women 
in child services, depending on the economy. I do not see that 
we will have a major transformation as occurred in the United 
States, and for three reasons. 

The first is the fact that the level of dissatisfaction, which is 
necessary for the beginnings of a movement, is not very high 
in Israel. Many women feel pleased at the fact that they can 
combine work and family and are grateful to their husbands 
for letting them both work and take care of the family. 

Second, I think that women in this country have not been 
demeaned in the same way as in the United States. Women in 
Israel have not been treated generally as sex objects, the kind 
of degradation which really gets your blood boiling and can 
serve as a mobilizing force. I think, too, that there is not a 
strong feeling of injustice here on the part of most women. 
They believe strongly that they make the choices themselves, 
whether to stay home and take care of the children, or to work 
part-time or full time. 

The third reason why I do not think that there will be many 
changes is that Israel generally has a low-level sense of politi-
cal efficacy. People on the whole do not believe that if they 
organize they can really effect major changes. In general, we 
have a certain political apathy about issues. 

Finally, let me admit that when I came to the first planning 
meeting of the Dialogue and was told that the title suggested 
from America was "Woman as Jew, Jew as Woman: An Ur-
gent Inquiry," I laughed to myself. There's nothing urgent 
about women in this country, I thought. But I must admit that I 
have changed my mind. I think that we are here today at a very 
crucial time, that these days are urgent for women as Jews and 
Jews as women, because in the next few days we may be sold 
down the river as government coalitions are being formed — 
and if a recession really takes hold in the country and women's 
right to work has not been fully established or secured, the 
women may lose many of the gains. These are realistic possi-
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Feminism and Family: A Time of Transition 

cleanser to another. In a perverse sort of way, this is progress. 
Jews are like other Americans, only more so. There are very 

limited statistics about the American Jewish family, and what 
we have is outdated — the last major survey was completed in 
1972 — but many smaller-scale studies support the popularly 
held notion, if only more so. Jewish women have combined 
the Jewish value of higher education with the feminist princi-
pie of self-actualization and have come up with a program of 
higher-status career choices that inevitably affect their choices 
and roles in family life. 

In the 1982 graduating class of Barnard College (an all-
women's school), the overwhelming majority of Jewish grad-
uates were continuing on to graduate school; law, business, 
and medicine were the primary choices. Similarly, just as the 
most significant impact of the women's movement has been 
the full-scale entry of mothers of young children to the 
workplace, so too the American Jewish family. There is no 
longer a stigma attached to young mothers leaving home for 
the workplace, not even in the most insulated observant 
communities. Board the subway in Boro Park in Brooklyn — 
an Orthodox enclave — at 8:00 A.M., and you will see hun-
dreds of women of childbearing age riding to work in Manhat-
tan. (There is even a mechitzah — the partition separating men 
and women — on the bus taking Hasidim to and from subur-
ban Monsey and workplaces in Manhattan every morning and 
evening.) 

In a recent survey of two modern Orthodox day schools in 
New York City, 75 percent of the mothers were either in the 
paid labor force or in graduate school, a higher percentage 
than for the general U.S. population. Jewish women work for 
all the same reasons men do — for economic gain and emo-
tional fulfillment. 

It goes without saying that women and careers have had a 
major impact on the Jewish family and community — on 
men's family roles, on children, on demographics, on Jewish 
institutions and systems, on the elderly. The revolution is so 
pervasive in the Jewish community that we have not yet begun 
to assess its impact. Meanwhile, Jewish women are not wait-
ing. There are significant models of Jewish men and women 

BY COINCIDENCE, four years ago in Jerusalem, I hap-
pened to find myself in this very building. My husband 

and I had come to view the showing by a Japanese architect of 
his model for a Holocaust memorial. As we entered the Van 
Leer Foundation, we noticed a lone figure down the corridor, 
gazing at some pictures on the wall and simultaneously rock-
ing a baby stroller. As we approached, we immediately recog-
nized him — a long-time friend from the U. S., a young man in 
his early thirties, a professor at an Ivy League college, a man I 
would, without hesitation, label an ardent feminist. "What are 
you doing here?" we asked. "Sara [his wife, a student of ar-
chitecture] is inside viewing the model, so I'm baby-sitting." 
"No you're not," I replied with a laugh. "Of course I am," he 
protested. "Didn't you know we had a little daughter?" I said, 
"Sure we know. It's just that fathers don't baby-sit for their 
own children!" 

I ask you: Have you ever heard a woman say of her own 
children, "I 'm baby-sitting?" Indeed, we live in a time of 
transition — and the signs are unmistakably good. 

While there are tasks of perception and of reconditioning, 
as well as a sizeable agenda to realize regarding men and 
women and family roles, there has been enormous progress 
during these last two decades since The Feminine Mystique 
was first published. What's more, we all know that the process 
of moving toward equity in family relationships is irreversi-
ble. 

If I had to describe in ten words or less the prevailing situa-
tion, I would say, "Everything and its opposite is possible." 
There are no longer iron-clad rules regarding nurturing, work-
ing, bread winning, and the construction of intimate relation-
ships. The combinations and choices are endless. Nor is the 
variety merely in theoretical constructs; there are a thousand 
accessible models — one's cousin, one's neighbor, one's col-
league, the couple on TV or in the family-style page of the 
local newspaper. Indeed, the media are now careful to project 
the new images — a female banker coming home in her three-
piece suit and her husband stirring the pasta sauce. Now men 
have the same privilege women once had, of uttering inanities 
about ring-around-the-collar or comparing one toilet-bowl 
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of every three American Jews marries a non-Jew, with the sig-
nificant rise in the last decade of female outmarriage. 

All this, of course, is cause for concern, for the Jewish fam-
ily is the basic and central institution of Jewish survival. Now 
I know that divorce in many instances is the better solution, 
particularly for women previously locked into an abusive mar-
riage because of economic dependence. And I know that mar-
riage is not for everyone, and that it is a great freedom to de-
cide whether or not to have children. But as a Jew I also know 
that the community and its institutions cannot survive with a 
divorce rate of 40 or 50 percent, and a population growth be-
low replacement levels. Jews, particularly after the Holo-
caust, have a different set of global concerns, and the stable, 
reproductive family is one of them. This is not an attack on 
women, as some have interpreted it to be, to keep them bare-
foot and pregnant. It is a reality that you need a critical mass to 
survive, to thrive. 

C30 one is forced to ask the next two questions, taking the risk 
that we might not like the answers at all: 

1) Is there a relationship between the new freedoms and 
new access for women; between the restructuring of roles for 
women and men in family life; between the long-awaited eth-
ical opportunities for women to enter the mainstream into all 
sectors of societal life — between all that, and the vulnerabili-
ty and dissolution of Jewish family life as we have known it? 
Conversely, was the confinement of women to family roles 
only the price we paid for stability and continuity? 

2) Secondly, if there is a relationship, how shall we re-
spond? Committed as we are to the principle of equality, 
should we admit that the traditional definition of family no 
longer works for the majority of adults, and therefore, we 
must scrap its primary emphasis? Conversely, if a relationship 
exists, should we apply brakes on feminist pursuits and say 
that feminism is a good principle but not a good practice at this 
point in history? 

A good Jewish answer to both questions: yes and no. 
Let us return to the first question. Of course feminism is not 

responsible for problems of the family. On the contrary, the 
principle of equality can only shape and strengthen a marriage 
relationship. Moreover, at the top of the feminist agenda is 
day care, surely a symbol that women need not make either-or 
choices. 

And yet, it surely must also be said that in this revolution-
ary, transitory period there are some negative side effects on 
family; or more accurately, the women's movement has cata-
lyzed the corrosive forces on family life. What are these nega-
tive effects? 

I note a negation of self-actualization in place of self-
transcendence; career fulfillment as more compelling and ex-
citing than family satisfaction; a value on independence rather 
than interdependence in constructing human relationships. 
Feminism did not create these social priorities, but it has exac-
erbated them. Feminism is not to be blamed or held responsi-
ble, but neither can Jewish feminists ignore connections. 
There is a significant correlation of higher-status careers and 

sharing breadwinning and nurturing roles. Wait at the en-
trance of the day-care center and you will see as many fathers 
as mothers delivering and gathering their children. Even syna-
gogue sisterhoods, as famous for their cookbooks as for their 
good works, now put out a basic cookbook for men. 

Moreover, the other basic gifts of feminism accrue to Jew-
ish women as to all other women — the ability to choose 
whether or not to have children, when and how many, a worn-
an's sense of economic independence outside of marriage, and 
consequently, the option to remain married or not to marry at 
all. Jewish women benefit from individual states' joint-
property laws at the dissolution of a marriage. 

Now if I were not a Jewishly oriented feminist, I would now 
turn my attention to the remaining agenda for women's equity 
in family roles — child care, pay equity, the feminization of 
poverty, etc. — and then take my seat. But I am a feminist 
informed by Jewish values and much taken up with matters of 
Jewish life and vitality, Jewish continuity and survival, so I 
must examine the issue not only from inside out but from out-
side in, from a broad view of the American Jewish family as 
we find it today. 

The larger picture is not a pretty one. The American Jewish 
family takes on the full coloration of the culture in which it is 
grounded. Americans live in a divorce culture, one that is self-
reinforcing. The U.S. rate of divorce is given at 50 percent, 
which means that for every four couples married in 1984, only 
two will still be married in 1994. For Jews, the rate is some-
what lower, with individual city surveys clustering around 35 
percent. Similarly, the number of Jewish children under the 
age of 18 living in single-parent homes also cluster around 33 
percent. 

In a Boston survey — Boston is not a typical city, but it is 
often considered a forerunner of Jewish population trends — 
in the decade between 1965 and 1975, the percentage of adult 
Jewish marrieds declined from 73 to 56 percent; the percent-
age of those between ages 21 and 29 not married rose from 42 
percent to 58 percent; and the overall population of singles 
(never married) rose from 14 to 32 percent. 

Except for the very traditional sectors of the community, in 
which almost as a reaction the marriages are younger and 
younger each year, Jewish women and men tend to marry later 
and have fewer children. American Jews suffer not from Zero 
Population Growth but from No Population Growth, with a 
birthrate of 1.6 — a precipitous drop over the last two decades 
— although demographics have recently shown that the rate is 
now stable, at well below replacement levels. 

Unlike previous generations, where immigration shored up 
the Jewish community, the two remaining sources of immi-
gration are of little consequence: Russian immigration has all 
but dried up; and the primary source, Israeli emigrants, is like 
borrowing from Peter to pay Paul. Furthermore, the American 
sexual revolution has undermined the traditional structure of 
the Jewish family. While Jews seem not as ready formally to 
accept current broad definitions of family, including homo-
sexual families and other "intimate" living arrangements, 
these prototype families are by no means unknown in Ameri-
can Jewish life. Finally, the intermarriage rate is such that one 

29 February/March 1985 



through, finite periods of apparent inequity in status and func-
tion, simply because life is so arranged. Cognitive equality is a 
more serene base on which to construct a relationship rather 
than the turn-taking that often leads to frustration and anger. 

As part of this cognitive equality, but also beyond it, we 
would be freer to acknowledge the significance of biology, 
including the fact that women can do something that men can-
not do. The great gift of feminism was to teach us and the 
world that biology is not destiny; the great mistake was to say 
biology is irrelevant to one's choices. Biology, history, social 
memory, and what Nancy Chodorow in her new work calls 
"the reproduction of mothering" — these are large factors in a 
woman's natural consciousness. For someone to cry 
"sexism" every time someone else says "biology" is as ridic-
ulous as making the opposite claim — that women can only 
breed and nurture. To eliminate biology as a factor is to deny 
women their genuine feelings. As Betty Friedan has written, 
in the second stage we must give men the support to feel their 
feelings and not force upon them a false machismo. I applaud 
and extend that call to women's feelings as well. 

Jewish feminists must attend to what I call the "something 
about nothing" problem. A woman who has no address in the 
outside world, a woman who nurtures others and does volun-
teer work besides — ask her at the end of a day what she does 
and inevitably she will say "nothing," with a growing feeling 
of valuelessness inside her. That is our problem, our task, 
feminists of every persuasion, to assume that she understands 
the value of her life, her work, her choices. A man who is 
housebound and a primary care-giver would never answer 
"nothing" (he might answer "baby-sitting"). Perhaps part of 
the solution would be to make a clearer formulation of a con-
tinuum of choices, ranging from consecutive to simultaneous 
work and family roles. Every woman will work in the 
workplace, paid or volunteer, during a significant part of her 
life. Many women, and a small but significant number of 
men, do choose the consecutive model; work followed or pre-
ceded by full-time parenting. There is just so much time and 
energy in a given day and many women no longer want to play 
superwoman. 

J e w i s h feminists have to address an issue, which will be-
come an increasing phenomenon among Jews, given the high 
educational goals of Jewish women, of what is popularly 
referred to as "career boomerang." In the old days, our 
mothers used to warn (though mine never did), "Don't be too 
smart, or you won't find a husband." How sad that was, all 
those excellent Jewish female minds stifled and smothered, or 
as Cynthia Ozick has written, "half the collective Jewish 
brain idling." Today, in this transition period, there is 
increasing evidence of a much higher divorce rate in marriages 
where the woman's career — not so much money as status — 
outranks the man's. A woman need never hold back or apolo-
gize for success, ambition, achievement, but neither can we 
simply say, "Tough, it's his fragile ego problem, not mine." 
If family stability and not only self-actualization is a priority, 
then in this transition period we must learn new and sensitive 

divorce. There is a great rise in female-initiated divorce in the 
last decade and the fact that while women cannot have chil-
dren all by themselves, they are primarily the ones who decide 
whether to have them or not. If we care about Judaism as we 
care about feminism, we have to confront these facts squarely. 
To put our heads in the sand, to ignore any connections, for 
whatever reasons, is forever to elude solutions. Purists are not 
the ones who solve persisting problems in life. There is a ten-
sion between careerism for women and the Jewish family and 
we can make it a creative tension if we look it squarely in the 
face. If we talk superficially about autonomy of self and sur-
vival of people without acknowledging the conflict, we create 
a situation of cognitive dissonance and we force some people 
into either/or positions. The truth is that many young, well-
educated, strongly motivated women are bewildered and are 
having a hard time sorting it all out. 

Now for the second question: Given the fact that a relation-
ship does exist — and it is not all positive — how must we 
respond? Feminism is a just, ethical, and long overdue pro-
phetic movement and we could no sooner give it up than give 
up life itself. Judaism is a familistic religion and the family 
unit has worked for the Jewish people all these generations. So 
they must coexist as orders of high priority for Jewish men and 
women. 

Where inequity, hierarchy, or discrimination exist in Jew-
ish family structures they must be swiftly abolished — 
through the political means in which the women's liberation 
movement is well versed. Where feminist values of equality 
exacerbate Jewish family stability, they must be tempered and 
redefined. In other words, we must exchange agendas. 

W h a t should the Jewish survival-oriented feminist agenda 
look like? A short list: 

1) Acknowledge that a primary model does exist: a family, 
with two parents of the opposite sex, in a stable and enduring 
relationship nurturing children at replacement levels. That is 
the optimal model. It does not mean that everyone who falls 
outside of this model is a pariah or outcast. It simply means 
that in the long view of community and history and 
peoplehood, not everything is equal to everything else. One 
must continually be sensitive so as not to read out or diminish 
those who don't fit the model; even to continually ask the 
question of how to do this will keep us on our toes. But I am 
convinced that Jewish feminism must build this primary mod-
el into the basic structure of feminism, because it affects in 
subtle and not so subtle ways the way we order our priorities, 
the way we speak to others, the valence we bring to feminist 
enterprises, consciousness-raising groups, the message we 
communicate to our children. 

2) Defining equality in family life is more difficult than 
defining it in the workplace or the political sphere. I believe it 
is of value to define equality in family life in terms of "cogni-
tive equality," the perception of partners as equals at the core 
of the relationship. Cognitive equality allows for role distinc-
tiveness as well as role identity. It allows for a certain flexibil-
ity that is appropriate to the different stages of life we all go 
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butions to home and family, it surely has not rewarded them. 
There is not a single affirmative-action program for women 
who have chosen the consecutive option, not a single scholar-
ship or educational fund for a woman entering or reentering 
the work force ::t age 30 or 35. There ought to be an "old-girl 
network" operating. 

4) Our educational institutions have to begin with aleph-
bet in the process of reconditioning: to teach young men in 
Jewish educational institutions about sharing the nurturing 
and housekeeping roles, about stabilizing and persevering in 
marriage. If they do not have these models at home, it is vital 
they get them in school, starting at an early age. If they have 
the models at home, it will reinforce them. Similarly, girls 
have to be educated to share nurturing roles, to relinquish ex-
elusive power in the home and family. 

The second educational task is in the way we teach the 
sources, the Jewish traditional sources. We know that the 
sources are sexist, written in a society that accepted hierarchy 
as axiomatic. Now we do not want to throw out the sources, 
nor can we rewrite them, but we must teach them with correct-
ives, with criticism, with interpretations that examine their 
relative appropriateness or inappropriateness to our times. 

5) Access: If we are to believe that women fulfill family 
roles by choice and not by default, then Jewish leaders and 
decision-makers must ensure and work for opening access in 
all spheres of life, including the religious life of the communi-
ty, religious leadership roles, such as women in the rabbinate, 
and certainly women's participation in home and family ritu-
als. As my friend, who spent four solid weeks of cleaning for 
Passover observed: "I realized that something was wrong 
when Larry came home from work, picked up a candle and 
feather, went through the house in fifteen minutes, and got the 
entire mitzvah of bedikat hametz." If access is closed off in 
any area, it makes a demeaning statement about women in 
family roles. 

6) There ought to be religious ceremonies and rituals that 
celebrate nuturing roles, including rituals that celebrate worn-
en's unique biological functions. That a religion which devel-
oped such significant rituals celebrating every state of biolog-
ical and psychological growth never developed a ritual 
celebrating the act of birth — what is one to think! 

7) In our exchange of agendas, Jews must press for equali-
ty in the economics of divorce. In many states, new and just 
shared-property laws have been enacted. This should be a uni-
versal feature of all nations, and it should be interpreted into 
Halachah as well. During the medieval period, Jewish law 
concerning widows' inheritance was improved over Biblical 
and Talmudic law. 

8) Finally, and most urgent of all, the religious leadership 
must repair the areas of vulnerability and injustice to women, 
wife-battering and a one-sided, discriminatory divorce law. If 
we are to believe that male-female roles in family life are a 
function of distinctiveness and not hierarchy, then a wife-
batterer must be reformed or remanded to jail — and not his 
wife to a shelter. Jewish family law forbids wife abuse. Why, 
one must ask with a measure of pain, is there not the same 
fidelity to that law as to kol isha, the regulation that deals with 

techniques to deal with this and similar problems. There are 
ways to separate issues of emotional dependence from eco-
nomic and career independence. 

Part of the agenda of a Jewish feminist is to ask how we can 
generate a desire in women to choose marriage and family. 
Sweden, which suffers a similarly low birth rate, has this item 
as part of its feminist platform. It does so without embarrass-
ment, and with sophisticated tactics that engage trade unions 
and political parties. 

Finally, on the short list of exchanged agendas, we ought to 
seek ways to maintain those values in Judaism that support 
family life — either to experience those rituals and traditions 
that maintain the centrality of the family or to appropriate par-
allel models. Shabbat, for example, is a profoundly liberating 
device for dual-career couples. All of my life I have observed 
Shabbat, but never did I need it as much as when I intensified 
my career. For those not connected to tradition, the parallel is 
family vacations and the principle of their inviolability — not 
once or twice a year, but every week. In a study that a col-
league and I did of long-term, apparently happy marriages, the 
three primary factors that emerged in making the marriage 
work were: a) the will and commitment; b) a sense of humor; 
and c) family vacations. There are numerous other techniques 
in a familistic religion that can be implemented or borrowed in 
parallel form. 

.^^.nd now for the Jewish community short list: 
1) The first, of course, is to support government laws that 

are pro-feminist. In the United States this means the Equal 
Rights Amendment (which most Jewish organizations did not 
support), the Economic Equity Act, the whole serious issue of 
feminization of poverty and the legislation surrounding it. 

2) Second, the traditional community cannot stand in the 
way of legalized abortion, or oppose federal funding of abor-
tion through Medicaid, despite the halachic opposition to 
abortion. The truth is that, unlike fundamentalist religions 
such as Catholicism, Judaism permits abortion under certain 
circumstances and does not consider it murder. For those who 
live outside of the dictates of Halachah, the Halachah can 
function to educate to the value of preciousness of life, rather 
than the right to life. But Halachah cannot impose its will to-
ward eliminating abortion as an option for women who need 
one. This is not an easy hurdle to overcome, and there is in-
consistency in that position, but so it must be. 

3) The Jewish institutions must see themselves as a model 
of action of pro-family feminist policies, such as day-care, 
job-sharing, flex time. The organized Jewish community talks 
and talks about the importance of family and the need for Jew-
ish population, yet is the last to do anything about it. Instead of 
serving as a model for these programs, the Jewish communal 
institutions have lagged behind the corporate world and the 
public sector. Jewish leaders cry "cost effectiveness," and in-
deed some, though certainly not all (such as flex time), of 
these programs do cost. But the organized Jewish community 
must reconsider costs in a much broader framework. Moreo-
ver, for a community that claims it has valued women's contri-
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that a sweeping reform is necessary. Perhaps it is titne now to 
demand that women authorize and deliver the get — the es-
sence of a Jewish divorce — in a situation where a recalcitrant 
husband refuses one. Such a change would spiral down to 
marriage rituals in which the husband initiates the change of 
status. As long as one battered wife finds no recourse in the 
system, all the rhetoric exalting women will ring hollow in my 
ears. As long as there is one woman who is blackmailed for a 
get, I will not believe a single rabbinic platitude about the no-
ble, honored status of women in the Jewish family. 

In conclusion, I want to say one last thing about family and 
equality. The family is not an ideal institution, but I think his-
tory shows it to be better than any other. Equality is not the 
only basis of a working relationship — the human species sur-
vived without it for centuries — but clearly it is superior to all 
other modes of relating. 

I want to turn the thing around on its head, equality growing 
out of the family structure. What is the paradigmatic relation-
ship in Judaism? It is the covenantal model, as in the relation-
ship between God and the Jewish people. We do not enter the 
covenant as equals, but in the steadfastness of the relationship 
we are equalized, not like God, but an equal partner in the 
covenant. Perhaps it is the commitment that men and women 
make to marriage and to family that offers us the best hope for 
lasting equality. 

the repugnance of a woman's voice in a synagogue setting? 
The religious leadersip must also address the issue of Jew-

ish divorce, where a woman can be blackmailed or relegated 
to limbo status for years on end, until her get is delivered. The 
solution for a Jew is not in the civil courts, as the Orthodox 
community in the U.S. has sought. The solution lies within the 
confines of Jewish law itself, a solution that would be univer-
sally binding on Jews all over the world, in which Jewish 
women the world over can join hands in political pressure. 

I n the past, over the centuries, many disabilities in Jewish 
family law were corrected. Where there was a rabbinic will, 
there was a halachic way. That no solution as yet has been 
forthcoming from contemporary rabbis signals to me their de-
sire to maintain a husband's absolute right. And when 
imbalance exists in divorce law, it ripples and taints the whole 
institution of marriage. 

The whole matter of divorce abuse raises within the heart 
and mind of even a very committed Jew fearsome thoughts of 
religious disobedience and insurrection. I used to think that 
the courts would solve the problem in any number of half 
steps, such as havkiat kiddushin (prenuptial agreements). 
Who cared if a theory of absolute right existed, so long as the 
law was fair and just to all. But the process has taken so long 

Michal Palgi 

The Centrality of the Family in Israeli Society 
percent remain unmarried all their lives. The high rates of 
birth and marriage and the low rate of divorce indicate the cen-
trality of the family in Israeli society. 

What are the unique features of Israeli society that have 
kept the family so central and how does this affect the status of 
women in the family? Before offering a description, I should 
like first to set forth the goals of family equality, as I see them. 
The prime goal is the abolition of the division of labor between 
the husband as breadwinner and the wife as homemaker. That 
does not mean that the entire society should hew to the same 
pattern. It can include families where the wife is the home-
maker and the husband the breadwinner, or arrangements 
where both are breadwinners and both are homemakers, or 
variants thereof. What I am talking about is the abolition of the 
definite division between husband as breadwinner and wife as 
homemaker, as in most families. The second goal, as I see it, 
is to provide equal opportunities and rewards for all, both 
within and outside the family. By rewards I mean influence, 
prestige, recompense in the labor market. When a husband 
stays home — we have been talking about this — and looks 

MY REMARKS will focus mainly on the urban Jewish so-
ciety in Israel, the kind of Jewish family it produces, and 

the role of women. Israel, it should be noted, is an urban soci-
ety; about 90 percent of its Jewish population lives in towns 
and cities. Modernization accelerated during the 1960s and 
70s, when the income per person almost doubled and the edu-
cation level rose. Even so, while modernization processes 
have taken place, one could not perceive any decentralization 
of the family, as happened in Western society. The family has 
kept its centrality and importance in Israeli society. 

The indicators of familism — these are not the only ones — 
are marriage at a young age, large families, low divorce rate. 
According to the latest available statistics — for 1981 — the 
birth rate per 1,000 in the general society in Israel was 21.4; 
23 per 1,000 in the kibbutzim. (Incidentally, since 1964 the 
birth rate in the kibbutzim has been higher than in the rest of 
the Jewish society in Israel, though both rates are now conver-
ging.) The divorce rate per 1,000 in all sections of the society 
is 1.3. The marriage rate is 7.5 per 1,000 in the general socie-
ty; 6.8 in the kibbutzim. Most Israelis are married. Only 2 to 3 
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rules of purity and maintains kashrut in the household. How 
does this accord with the goals of equality? Can there in such 
instances be an abolition of division of labor between the hus-
band who devotes his day to studying and the homemaker 
wife? Where the definitions are so precise — and variants of 
the traditional ways are still very much with us — there cannot 
be interchangeability between the roles of husband and wife. 
If there are to be any changes, I will be very happy to hear 
about them. As of now, we are still greatly bound by tradition-
al Jewish constraints. 

The third feature which accounts for the centrality of the 
family in Israel is the smallness of the society. Israeli society, 
in general, is an intimate society. It is well known that social 
control in small societies is much stronger than in large socie-
ties. Thus there are many pressures in Israeli society to keep 
the family intact. The reason for this is that a disintegration of 
the family is a threat to society as a whole. This is felt much 
more in small communities. In the kibbutzim, for instance, 
there is strong pressure for women and men to get married, to 
stay married, and the percentage of unmarried people in the 
kibbutzim is minuscule. In my own kibbutz we have 400 
members over the age of 30 or 32, and among these there is 
only one unmarried person. The reason for the high stability of 
marriage in the kibbutz stems from the fear of disintegration. 
When somebody gets divorced in a small society like the 
kibbutz, it is perceived as a threat to all the other married peo-
pie. It is also a threat to the integrity of the whole kibbutz, 
because one of the divorced partners may leave the communi-
ty and take the children away with him or her. 

I f there is such a strong pressure in Israel to keep the family 
intact, how does this affect sexual equality? To answer this 
question, one should look also at the division of labor between 
the married partners within the household. A recent study re-
vealed that there is a very fixed pattern of the division of labor. 
The husband is usually responsible for breadwinning and the 
wife for the domestic tasks, including child care, even if she 
works. According to the survey, 82 percent of married women 
and 73 percent of married men said the domestic jobs were 
done mainly or only by the wife. There was not even one case 
where they were performed mainly by the husband. If this in-
deed is a true description of Israeli society, then what about 
the socialization of our children? If the division of the labor 
within the household is so pronounced, what happens to our 
kids as they witness the division? 

The special conditions that obtain in Israel — the security 
situation, the status of religion, the social control of the family 
— affect all aspects and all members of our society. They cer-
tainly affect the goals of equality between the sexes. In my 
opinion, the main effect is that which occurs in the conjoining 
of the security issue with the issue of religious status. This par-
ticular combination renders equality between the sexes within 
the family extremely difficult. It also causes men to speak a 
different language than women and perpetuates a situation 
whereby man's work in society is seen as for the benefit of all, 
while woman's tasks are specific to her own family. 

after the children, is he being accorded the same regard for his 
act as is his wife when she is performing a similar task? This, 
too, is a question of equality. 

I return now to the features of the Israeli society, which I 
shall consider from the viewpoint of equality. The first feature 
to note is the special security situation in Israel. Social psy-
chologists have shown that the ever-present danger of war has 
increased the craving for intimate life, for close relationships 
with other people. Moreover, men, in the Israeli society are 
the only ones who risk their lives in combat. The women stay 
at home, look after the household and the children, and when 
the men return safely, the women look to serve them, to make 
them comfortable, and not burden them with daily problems. 
Unfortunately, this situation recurs only too frequently in our 
society. 

Another point related to the issue of security is family size. 
Very often, in planning a family, Israelis think of having more 
than one or two children, for God knows what will happen to 
our children in war and we do not want to be totally bereft. I do 
not say that everybody in our society thinks so, but it is a prev-
alent feeling. (Statistics show that after a war, there is a higher 
rate of marriage and birth. One might expect a subsequent 
higher rate of divorce among such marriages, but this was not 
found to be the case.) 

n ow does all this accord with the goals of equality that I 
have noted? When we talk about the abolition of the division 
of labor between the husband as breadwinner and defender 
and the wife as homemaker, we must take into account the 
security situation, which often makes it impossible to abolish 
the division. Men go to war and women do not. This particular 
division is a given fact in our society. Because society has de-
termined that only men go to combat, in this regard there is no 
equal division of labor within the family. If men go out to 
fight, somebody has to remain at home, if the marriage is to be 
a true partnership. 

The second feature of Israeli society that I should like to 
note is the status of religion, about which much has already 
been said. From a feminist point of view, there is a great deal 
to criticize here, but that is not the only consideration. Jewish 
religious values and symbols are important as integrators of 
family life. Every milestone in our lives becomes an occasion 
for a family gathering. There are the birth ceremonies, like 
circumcision, and the celebrations in the kibbutzim. A bar 
mitzvah is a religious activity and again the whole family 
comes together; likewise, a marriage. All these are integrators 
of the family. 

Another reason for the importance of religion to the family 
is that being Jewish, which means giving expression to Jewish 
values, is one of the justifications for the existence of the State 
of Israel. The Jewish religion strengthens the family — mar-
riage, having children and educating them, these are all reli-
gious duties. The division of roles within the household, ac-
cording to Jewish tradition, also increased the mutual depend-
ence of husband and wife. Traditionally, he is responsible for 
praying and studying the Bible; she is the one who keeps the 
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DISCUSSION 

about socialization, is very important. This is 
where we, as women, have tremendous pow-
er. We have been talking about women as a 
political bloc of 51 percent of the vote, but in 
terms of socializing children we have far 
more power than that, since we spend most of 
our time with the children, whether as 
teachers in school, or in the family. Very of-
ten we socialize in such a way as to maintain a 
system that brings about inequality to future 
generations of children. 

I would like to make a further point, one 
resting on biology. I don't believe that worn-
en exclusively have a "mothering" instinct; I 
believe that human beings have a nurturing 
instinct. I believe that men can love and nur-
ture children as much as women. You can see 
this with young boys and their relationships 
to animals and Teddy bears (the girls, of 
course, have their dolls). But then we tend to 
encourage only one-half of the population to 
develop these feelings and the other half not 
to. One way to bring about equality is to en-
courage everybody to love and to be sensitive 
to others' needs. This might even go a long 
way to change our attitude toward war and 
peace. Women have a very strong contribu-
tion to make here, because women are more 
willing to admit that they are concerned about 
the ravages of war. 

BARBARA SWIRSKI: I feel on the part of 
the American participants a kind of soul-
searching, a questioning, a self-criticism. On 
the part of the Israeli participants, I feel an at-
tempt to give answers. I sense this particular-
ly in connection with Michal Palgi's presen-
tation. I disagree, however, with Michal's 
analysis of the constraints of Israeli society 
regarding equality of women. I do not think 
that we have to go along with these con-
straints. To the best of my knowledge, Amer-
ican Jewish religious women have looked for 
new and creative solutions within Judaism. 
They have not said, "Ah, we have this given 
situation. The men study Torah and the worn-
en wait at home." The American women 
have gone out to study Torah and Talmud and 
they have become rabbis and cantors, and 
they have done other things. So it behooves 
us to seek creative solutions rather than to 
say, "My sisters in the United States, you 
must understand that we are constrained by 
Judaism." I don't know if our Judaism is dif-
ferent, but that seems to be the implication. 
We must look for solutions within the reality 
of our situation and not use it as a rationaliza-
tion and a justification for doing nothing. 

ALICE SHALVI: It seems to me that if we 
are desirous of achieving equality in the 
home, in the face of those factors which 

who have no religious preference. When I 
think of Jewish survival, I think of humanistic 
Jewish values. I care about those values atta-
ched to the Jewish people that focus on inter-
national concerns, on humanistic concerns, 
and so on. I do not care for the survival of 
those Jewish elements which to me represent 
an oppression of sub-groups, which seek to 
preserve the inequality of women, for in-
stance. 

I know I am in opposition to many people 
here who value highly traditional Jewish ele-
ments and are seek ing despera te ly to 
reinterpret them in ways which will be found 
bearable for modem life. I am distressed by 
all the rationales that I have been hearing on 
both the religious side and the survivalist 
side, regarding women's inequality. Do we 

Equality 
for women 
is the right 

to have choices. 

want a society to survive merely because it is 
there in its present form, or do we want it to 
survive because it expresses important values 
and serves important social goals? If the soci-
ety must rest on the inequality of women, 
then I have serious questions about it and I 
oppose it. 

I agree with Tamar Eshel that there are 
communal solutions to the so-called women's 
problems. Indeed, they are not women's 
problems, but problems of the community as 
a whole. Take the question of whether or not 
to have children, in the U.S. as well as in Is-
rael. We always say that this is the woman's 
decision, as though men have nothing to do 
with it. But men today are also refusing to 
have children, or deferring children. Men 
also are questioning whether they want the 
family to exist in the same form. 

Perhaps things are different in Israel, be-
cause of all the factors that Michal Palgi 
spelled out. I suspect, however, that if con-
cern with women's equality doesn't happen 
here now it will sooner or later, when, hope-
fully, things are more regularized and less fo-
cused on sheer physical survival. However, 
we cannot always defer the answers to some 
later Utopian time when everything will be 
wonderful. That time will never come. 

MARILYN SAFIR: I think the point that 
Michal Palgi made at the end of her talk, 

TAMAR ESHEL: I would like to consider 
the question of Jewishness. Do we Jews want 
to be exactly like other people? Do we think 
we are different? Do we owe something to 
our history? Do ׳ve want to retain special 
values and characteristics, and transmit them 
to future generations? I think we ought not to 
be ashamed that Jews are different and want 
to be better. We in Israel, in building our so-
ciety, from the earliest pioneering days, al-
ways wanted to make a better society, one 
that has its roots in Jewish ethics. 

I believe that equality is not outright equal-
ity but the right to choices. In its quest for 
equality, has the feminist movement really 
given enough stress to the freedom of choices 
for women? I am one who has worked all my 
life, but I respect the wish of another woman 
who wants to be at home and devote herself to 
her children and her family. We have given 
the woman who has opted to stay at home a 
feeling of tremendous guilt, of inadequacy, 
of being a "nothing" as Blu Greenberg said, 
since there is no economic value to what she 
does. We must do more throughout the world 
to give economic value to the work of the 
housewife at home. 

Our responsibility is to ensure that the 
community provides supporting services to 
the family. ITiis is a prime responsibility, and 
we should stop thinking of this as services 
merely for women. These are services for the 
entire family and for future generations. 

When we speak about early education and 
the changing of roles, we should also insist 
that, along with the formal educational sys-
tem of the children in our country, there be 
education for parents, fathers as well as 
mothers, on the role of parenthood. 

I belong to a generation that was taught to 
give up a great deal of personal indulgence 
for the sake of communal or national needs. 
We may have gone a bit too far with this, but I 
do think that communal responsibility is a 
very important element when we speak of 
continuity. I believe that we all ought to do 
much more in preparing young people for 
marriage, in helping couples overcome crises 
in marriage. There is much that we can do for 
stabilizing the community, and not at the ex-
pense of women, either. 

CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN: W e ' v e 
heard a lot here about the question of Jewish 
survival, both from the perspective of surviv-
al of the Jews as a body in the United States 
and the more crucial issue of survival in Isra-
eli society, considering its vulnerability to 
outside attackers. But we probably don't 
have any consensus on what Jewish survival 
means. Speaking for myself, I am part of a 
large group of Jews who identify as such but 
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than women. Hence, men tend to marry 
women who are younger and, therefore, as 
women get older, the pool of possible part-
ners shrinks considerably. It is an illusion to 
think that women choose to marry or not to 
marry beyond the age of 30 or 35. 

Given the new technology — we are now 
at a stage where technology can not only 
make heart transplants and leg transplants 
and nose transplants but is also able to en-
hance the child-bearing process — I would 
suggest that the feminist movement put on its 
agenda work that would enable women to ex-
tend the childbearing period beyond the age 
of 40 or 42, the age at present beyond which 
women cannot give birth comfortably. Let us 
find the means to increase women's abilities 
to have families at later stages in their lives — 
say, to age 45 — because today women live 
to be an average of almost 80. I realize that 
this is a radical statement. I suggest, howev-
er, that you contemplate it because it relates, I 
believe, to many of the problems we encoun-
ter in our effort to enhance equal opportunity 
for women and men as they pass through the 
life-cycle. 
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The fact is that Israeli women are here. 
They want some kind of women's move-
ment. They think it's necessary. So what is 
missing? What is missing is the question that 
you have to ask of yourselves, and even more 
important, of Israeli society, just as we asked 
American society. Are you proceeding from 
the assumption that the values of equality are 
shared by the larger society? Can you assume 
that Israeli society accepts these values on be-
half of Israeli women, or do you have yet to 
go through that first stage of making the per-
ception of equality be heard louder and clear-
er, in your own minds and in the minds of so-
ciety? 

I am not saying that you in Israel have to 
follow every stage the way it was done in 
America. I am not saying that you have to fol-
low certain excesses. You don't have to get 
rid of the family. Such extreme notions — 
test-tube babies and the like — were never 
representative of the mainstream of the worn-
en's movement in America. Our primary con-
cern is the personhood of women. We hold 
that to be essential and that there must be a 
conscious breakthrough to such awareness. 

Even though the values of equality were 
fully established in American democracy, 
with women receiving education and having 
the vote, women were not using their rights in 
a full way for personal growth or for service 
to the society. They weren't even using them 
in terms of the traditional values that Israeli 
society and Jewish tradition celebrate. Only 
now, after nearly twenty years of the worn-
en's movement, are women coming to be a 
political factor in America. 

Before I wrote The Feminine Mystique, I 
lived through the post-World War II experi-
ence of being a professional housewife — a 
combination of hostess, chauffeur, dietician, 
nurse, etc., etc. It was all part of the then fem-
inine mystique. And it didn't help women at 
all, being placed on a false pedestal. The 
women's movement declared that women are 
people, that we are entitled to our own voice, 
that we are to be defined as subjects and not 
as objects. Then, after breaking through the 
barriers that kept us out of male society, 
where all the values so far were defined, we 
embarked on what I call the "second stage" 
of the women's movement. You don't neces-
sarily have to do it in that chronological or-
der, but first you have to secure such things as 
equal pay for work of comparable value, eco-
nomic value in social security, etc. Only then 
can you say that the values of the society are 
not just masculine-defined but also include 
the female experience. 

DAFNAIZRAELI: I would like to take up 
something that Blu Greenberg raised, regard-
ing the problem affecting the large number of 
people who are outside the family structure, 
that is, the many unmarried people. My com-
ment is this: Men and women do not have 
equal opportunities to marry and have chil-
dren. Men can do this for two decades longer 

Michal identified as militating against that 
equality, the best way to do so will be by at-
tempting to increase the prestige of home-
making by professionalizing it. How does 
one go about that? First of all, education. It 
seems to me astonishing that the profession of 
homemaking, and particularly the parental 
aspect of it, is virtually the only profession for 
which in modern society we do not require 
some kind of certificate. You have to have a 
B.A. today for even the most menial jobs, 
even in Israel. Nobody expects us before we 
bear children to have any kind of preparation 
for that job. 

It seems to me essential that in the program 
of studies at schools there be courses in fami-
ly studies which address themselves specifi-
cally to the homemaking aspect. The family 
studies in Israel, at the moment, unfortunate-
ly are restricted almost exclusively to the sex-
ual aspect; only in the religious sector have 
there been some rather feeble attempts to cor-
rect that. 

Second, it seems essential to introduce the 
element of choice into homemaking as a pro-
fession. We have already heard that every-
body makes the choice of whether or not to 
marry, to set up some kind of partnership, but 
I think there are not enough choices in our so-
ciety between the two partners as to which of 
them will undertake the major burden of the 
homemaking. As Blu Greenberg mentioned, 
not very much prestige accrues to the man 
who decides to take on that part of the part-
nership. 

Finally, there is the matter of reward. I 
can't envisage any society in which we are 
going to pay the homemaker, but I think it is 
possible to have increased parental leave, 
whereby the mother or father, or both, can di-
vide the leave between themselves, as now is 
the case in some Scandinavian countries. 

BETTY FRIEDAN: The presentations this 
morning of Michal Palgi and Blu Greenberg, 
and of Cynthia Fuchs Epstein and Dafna 
Izraeli yesterday, indicate to me that we are 
now absolutely at the heart of the matter. I lis-
tened to Dafna Izraeli's brilliant analysis and 
I thought to myself, "Well, this explains why 
they don't need a women's movement in Isra-
el, why they don't want a women's move-
ment. Therefore, what are we doing here?" It 
was presumptuous of me, I thought, as an 
American woman, to tell you to have a worn-
en's movement in Israel when you don't need 
one and don't want one. 

Then I thought, "Wait a minute." I had 
this uneasy feeling of deja vu. I'd heard this 
before, all of us had, at meetings of women 
twenty years ago in the days before the worn-
en's movement. So there is, I guess, no sub-
stitute for breaking through the feminine 
mystique to arrive at the elementary view that 
women are people, and further, if we are peo-
pie, that we are entitled to the equality that is 
our human heritage, our American heritage, 
and our Jewish heritage. 

35 February/March 1985 



Wednesday afternoon, August 1, 1984 

Session 5: Women in Jewish Religious Practice 
The session was chaired by ALICE SHALVI, an Israeli educa- MAN, an assistant professor of Talmud at the Jewish Theologi-
tor and a professor of English literature at Hebrew Universi- cal Seminary of America; and PENINA PELI , program director 
ty, who introduced the afternoon's speakers: JUDITH HAUPT- of Shabbat Yachad in Jerusalem. 

Judith Hauptman 

Judaism and the Feminist Critique 
but because they were not counted in the quorum for prayer, in 
the minyan, their presence was not as valued as that of men. 
They were not allowed to lead the prayers, to be honored with 
an aliyah to the Torah, to serve as rabbi or preach. The syna-
gogue liturgy was replete with references to God in the mascu-
line. Girls were not accorded a rite of passage in the syna-
gogue as were boys, a rite which assumed disproportionate 
importance. 

For a long time, Jewish women were not chafing over this 
marginality. There were many women, myself included, who, 
when offered the option of a bat mitzvah by their parents, 
turned it down, probably because it lacked authenticity or ac-
ceptability. The sex-role division inherent in Jewish practices 
was appealing as a way of expressing one's femininity, by be-
ing a passive participant in the synagogue ritual and by feeling 
pride in the fine performance by men (both relatives and stran-
gers) of their synagogue duties. 

As for the exemption to pray daily in tallit and tefillin, this 
was viewed as a lucky circumstance by personally observant 
women. There was no need to get up early day after day and 
repeat the same prayers. That such exemption from daily pray-
er led to a more limited religious experience was not be-
moaned or even recognized by anyone. 

The situation in the house of study paralleled that of the 
house of prayer. Women were not educated Jewishly as were 
men, primarily because of the common belief that women 
were intellectually inferior to men. Boys in a yeshiva high 
school were required to spend three or four hours each day 
mastering Talmud, not generally known as an engrossing sub-
ject. Girls did not resent their exclusion. I attended what was 
probably the finest Jewish day school in the United States and 
do not recall any girl complaining when, after studying 
Talmud for five years, we were told at the age of sixteen that 
our career in Talmud was over. I don't believe that any girl 
was disappointed at the prospect of never being able to under-
stand the underlying principles of Jewish observance and the 
possibilities for change in Jewish law, which is what Talmud 
is primarily about. 

The situation with respect to Jewish divorce was somewhat 

THE PRACTICE of Judaism in the United States today is 
radically different from what it was fifteen years ago. In 

great part, the changes have come about as a result of pressure 
brought by Jewish women to enhance their opportunities for 
active participation in Jewish ritual and eliminate discrimina-
tion against them in other areas of Jewish law. This afternoon I 
will describe what the feminist critique of Judaism was, the 
changes that were made, and the underlying issue of the possi-
bility for change in Halachah. 

Jewish theology, which speaks of an omnipresent, 
ominscient, and omnipotent God, does not pose a problem for 
women (although it is commonplace to refer to God as mascu-
line), but Jewish ritual, the concretization of Jewish religious 
principles, does. 

The basis for Jewish ritual is Torah. Examining its set of 
laws, we discover that the Torah did not regard women as 
equal with men, but as dependent upon and subordinate to 
them. Since Biblical society was patriarchal, women were not 
given responsibilities to God, their ultimate master, but only 
to men, their immediate masters. 

The Talmud, which developed the Judaism practiced today, 
incorporated the Torah's outlook into its legislation. For in-
stance, it does not require women to pray or study, even 
though these acts are the essence of Jewish ritual and intellec-
tual experience. As for her personal status, it places a woman 
almost always under a man's aegis — that of her father or hus-
band. In some areas, e.g., criminal law, Talmud treats women 
as equals with men. 

For hundreds of years Jews lived according to Torah and 
Talmud. Men and women, upon learning what was expected 
of them as Jews, found Judaism meaningful and rewarding. 
Today the situation is different. In this post-patriarchal femi-
nist era, women think differently about themselves and about 
how they should be treated by others. It is not surprising, then, 
that the feminist critique of Judaism has isolated several areas 
of discontent. Among them are: women's place in the house of 
prayer, of study, and in marriage. 

The problem with the synagogue is one of imposed 
marginality. Women were always welcome in the synagogue, 
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bers of the daughters of Zelophehad who came to Moses and 
asked to be assigned their father's parcel of land in Israel since 
he left no sons, only daughters. Moses consulted God who re-
sponded that in such a case daughters may inherit from their 
fathers. Women, in general, do not inherit. 

The discriminatory aspect of this law was evident to the rab-
bis of the Talmud. In response, they made a series of new laws 
to rectify the situation, one of which I will describe. It is called 
the ketubat banin dikhrin, the clause in the marriage document 
dealing with male offspring. The goal of this legislation was to 
encourage fathers to give their daughters, on the day they mar-
ried, a portion of the father's estate, since, after a father's 
death, his daughters could inherit from him. Before this enact-
ment, when a woman died, whatever monies she had brought 
into the marriage were inherited by her husband. Upon his 
death, he could leave these monies to sons of his from a sec-
ond marriage. For this reason fathers did not like to give big 
dowries to their daughters because the money would not nec-
essarily go to their grandsons but possibly to the grandsons of 
some other man. The rabbis therefore enacted that whatever 
money a woman brings into a marriage may temporarily be 
inherited by her husband after she dies, but upon his death, 
these monies had to be given to her sons, i.e., her father's 
grandsons. It is in this way that women were given a portion of 
their father's estate, not after his death but in his lifetime. 

After describing how to circumvent the Torah's law of no 
inheritance for women, the Talmud asks (Ketubot 52b): How 
can the rabbis give a woman an inheritance if the Torah rules 
no inheritance for women? Can rabbinic legislation abrogate 
Torah law? In this instance the question is answered by citing 
a different Biblical verse which indicates that a man should 
make sure his daughters marry and, the rabbis conclude, only 
if he gives her a share in his estate will she become marriagea-
ble. 

This is only one example of change. It is clear to anyone 
who studies Talmud that there was a persistent effort on the 
part of the rabbis to ameliorate women's status under Jewish 
law. It is important to note, though, that general equality for 
women was never granted, nor was it sought. I think then that 
the message is clear. In order to rectify situations which, as 
time passes, are perceived as unethical, even though in the 
Biblical period these same practices did not appear discrimi-
natory, laws may be changed as long as the changes can be 
justified, in particular if they can be based on a Biblical verse. 
This technique for change was utilized to make many changes 
in laws of interest on loans, in the laws of divorce, laws of 
establishing a man's death, laws of ketubah payment. It was 
even used to enhance a woman's sense of satisfaction upon 
fulfilling a religious ritual. In the medieval period a debate 
arose as to whether a woman may recite a blessing when per-
forming a mitzvah voluntarily, one that she is not obligated to 
perform. The issue here is whether or not she is uttering God's 
name in vain. Tosafot ruled that she may and Rambam that she 
may not. We follow Tosafot. They justified this amazing in-
novation by citing a Biblical reference. 

What about today? What changes are being made? What 
impact has Jewish feminism had on the different branches of 

different from the situation with respect to prayer and study. 
Most women already knew, before Jewish feminist thought 
became popular, that Jewish law discriminated against worn-
en in the law of divorce, that it was only the husband who 
could write a bill of divorce and should he withhold it, the 
wife, even though not living with him, could not remarry, 
whereas he could. The same was true of a woman (called an 
agunah) whose husband disappeared but could not be proven 
dead — she could not remarry. Were a woman to disappear, 
the husband could remarry. Divorce was a problem which 
Jewish legislators struggled with for centuries, but could not 
resolve, even though many solutions were proposed. More en-
ergy was spent discovering flaws in proposed solutions than in 
fashioning newer, more perfect ones. 

I t was the advent of secular feminism which caused Jewish 
women to take a hard look at their religious tradition, a tradi-
tion much loved by many of them, and to discover that the 
discrimination against women characteristic of the secular 
system of law was true also of the Jewish system of law. It was 
a painful recognition, one which many women sought to deny. 
Pressure for change was first suggested by a group of women 
called Ezrat Nashim. They proposed extending equality to 
women in all aspects of Jewish ritual and law. Incredibly fast, 
Jewish women all over the United States joined in their call for 
change. The reason for this quick and massive acceptance of 
the Jewish feminist platform was that women had already 
sensed the secular inequality surrounding them and upon hear-
ing the feminist critique of Judaism easily recognized how co-
gent and compelling the arguments were. 

Knowing what the problems were, understanding how they 
were rooted in the ancient outlook of men toward women, 
Jewish women began to seek answers to the following ques-
tion: Is unequal treatment of women an essential or inviolable 
aspect of Judaism which men and women will simply have to 
live with, or can the system tolerate change? 

It is on this issue that we run into major disagreements. The 
Orthodox say that today there is no possibility for change, the 
ultra-right say that these differences are God-ordained and 
therefore no change is needed, and the Conservatives, who ac-
cept Halachah as binding, say that the history of Jewish law 
and observance is the history of change, and, if done in the 
proper way, the laws which treat women unfairly can be al-
tered. Since the Reform do not regard Halachah as binding, 
they do not have to deal with these issues. 

As a student of the Talmud, I know that already 2,000 years 
ago the rabbis were aware of the fact that some Jewish laws 
which were appropriate to the Biblical period were no longer 
appropriate to, or considered ethical in, their period. Their re-
sponse to inequity was to introduce change while at the same 
time asserting that no actual change had taken place. That is, 
the Talmudic method is the adaptation of Torah rules, through 
creative interpretation, to an evolving set of ethical 
sensitivities. 

Let me illustrate this point. According to the Torah, when a 
man dies his estate is inherited by his sons. We read in Num-
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critical to many people, but the emotional ones were. In Octo-
ber 1983 the faculty of the Jewish Theological Seminary de-
cided to admit women into the rabbinical school as candidates 
for ordination. This decision caused a tremendous outcry from 
the Orthodox that Conservatism had now abandoned its com-
mitment to Halachah and was moving toward Reform, which 
for a number of years has been ordaining women. Anyone 
who understands the philosophy of the Conservative move-
ment and the mechanisms for change which exist in the Jewish 
legal system knows that this was not true. In fact, the halachic 
barriers to women's ordination were less serious than those to 
counting women in the minyan. 

American Judaism? The Conservative movement made a 
number of changes in recent years to start eliminating discrim-
ination against women. Having already approved granting 
women aliyot to the Torah in 1955, in the pre-feminist period, 
it decided in 1973 to count women in the minyan. Interestingly 
enough, many Conservative synagogues across the country 
found it easier to accept the notion of counting women in the 
minyan than honoring them with aliyot because, it seems, 
counting women in the minyan did not feel or look different 
from counting men, but inviting a woman to the bimah intro-
duced a radical change into synagogue practice. It became 
clear, at that time, that the halachic considerations were not 
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In all the movements, celebrating the birth and the bat mitz-
vah of a daughter are rapidly spreading and gaining accept-
ance. Also, women are becoming involved in the synagogue, 
the major American vehicle for expressing one's Jewishness, 
in the new ways. In general, women's quest for deeper reli-
gious satisfaction has injected an element of vitality into the 
practice of Judaism today in the United States. 

o n a closing note, though, it is important to recognize that 
problems still exist, both in the area of making changes and of 
accepting them. Change and religion still remain, to my mind, 
antithetical terms. Religion has been a force in the lives of 
most people for continuity and tradition. 

However, Jewish law is much more flexible than it might 
have seemed to most people who are not thoroughly familiar 
with it. The major Jewish law codes are as much a record of 
change as of tradition. Be that as it may, the enormous ethical 
responsibility that falls upon us when any change is recom-
mended, is to figure out whether or not that change is necessa-
ry, and if it is not necessary, to abandon it. Bertrand Russell 
once said: if it is not necessary to change, it is necessary not to 
change. On the other hand, not making necessary changes will 
cause alienation from Judaism, in particular of Jewish worn-
en, which is what we are f ighting in 20th-century 
assimilationist America. I conclude with a quotation from the 
Talmud: "Sometimes the abrogation of Torah is its founda-
tion" (Menahot 99b). 

As for the ability of Jewish women to obtain a bill of di-
vorce from their husbands, the Reform movement accepts civ-
il divorce and does not require a get. The Conservative move-
ment has introduced an antenuptial agreement which provides 
for annulment of the marriage should the husband withhold a 
divorce. In the Orthodox movement the agunah is still a seri-
ous problem. It seems that suggestions are now being made 
for a different kind of antenuptial agreement which should vir-
tually eliminate agunot in the Orthodox movement as well, 
but it is not clear how soon this solution will be implemented. 

A problem unique to the Orthodox movement today is the 
need for expanding women's public participation in prayer. 
No changes have occurred in the Orthodox synagogue. How-
ever, there exist in the Orthodox movement women who wish 
to have the opportunity publicly to participate in prayer. These 
women have organized into a number of women's minyanim, 
or davening groups, which meet once a month in various parts 
of the United States. Many rabbis are adamantly opposed to 
these groups but do not give any halachic reasons for their op-
position. As for women studying Talmud, the majority of Or-
thodox schools still do not permit it. It is not clear that much 
pressure is being brought by women to change this situation. 

In the Reform movement a major feminist issue is 
introducing change into the liturgy, removing references to 
God our Father and King, and including references to Sarah, 
Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, after mention of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. The English translation of the new Reform prayer 
book has already incorporated these changes. 

Penina Peli 

Feminism and the Forging of Jewish Identity 
volved Cynthia Ozick. Five years ago a women's minyan was 
begun in Jerusalem, in which I am still active. The America-
Israel Dialogue, then as now, was taking place in Jerusalem, 
with Cynthia as one of the participants. Another was my hus-
band, Pinchas Peli. Cynthia and I had become friendly and I 
phoned her. For some reason she didn't get to call me back 
before Shabbat and I do not use the phone on Shabbat. Shabbat 
morning I also had the women's minyan. Well, in walks Cyn-
thia to the minyan. I said to her, "How did you know to come 
here?" "Bracha brought me," she said. And this is how it 
came about. The night before, erev Shabbat, she had gone to a 
synagogue, where the only worshippers in the women's sec-
tion were the rabbi's wife, herself, and a cat. That Shabbat 
morning she was walking the streets of Jerusalem with her 
husband, feeling very depressed, not knowing what syna-
gogue to go to. Cynthia saw this young woman walking along, 
carrying a prayerbook, and asked where she was going. "To 
the women's minyan at Penina Peli's house," she replied. The 
young woman was Bracha and Cynthia accompanied her to 
our minyan. There, Cynthia had her first aliyah to the Torah. 

I AM REMINDED today of the first time in my life that I 
ever stood up before an audience. I was six years old, and 

together with my male classmates at a Jewish day school, we 
sang, "I am a Jew/ and I will do/ everything a small child can/ 
for Palestine/ that land of mine/ till I grow up to be a man." I 
wonder whether it was then that I began to feel some problems 
about my Jewish identity as a woman. 

I came to Israel in 1952 and for a while my feminist con-
sciousness lay dormant. Nevertheless, I believe that I was 
among the first in the country to obtain a copy of The Second 
Sex by Simone de Beauvoir. Betty Friedan's The Feminine 
Mystique — it was hard to find a copy here at the time, but I 
managed — convinced me that I wanted to break out of this 
mystique. My heroines were women like Eleanor Roosevelt 
and Henrietta Szold, whom I still admire. 

We are asking all kinds of questions here at our Dialogue. 
We talk about agendas, energies. I am happy to say that I am 
very fortunate in that Jerusalem energizes my feminism and 
my Jewish identity. 

I would like to recall for you, if I may, an incident that in-
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ten generations after Noah, a family is begun and a new nation 
is inaugurated. Abraham and Sarah obey God's command to 
go up to the land He chose and they enter into a covenant with 
Him. The people of Israel, it should be noted, did not begin 
solely with Abraham; it began with Abraham and Sarah. It 
may intrigue you to know that the name Yisrael — Israel — 
contains the initials of all the patriarchs and matriarchs. Thus, 
Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah, like Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, also have spiritual qualities essential for the founding 
of the new nation. Our sages, who were often sparing in their 
compliments to women (although not in their criticism), say 
that Sarah possessed a higher degree of prophecy than Abra-
ham. "Whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says," God says to 
Abraham; whereas Eve was told, "Your urge shall be to your 
husband, and he shall rule over you." The high regard in 
which Sarah is held is a reversal of the condition to which Eve, 
previous to the origins of the Jewish people, was subject. 

The story of the people of Israel deals with the struggle for 
recharging the earthly with the divine, reconciling what has 
been wrongly divided, defeating forces that block or oppose 
the fulfillment of our destiny. To release mankind from tyran-
ny of any kind in any form is the sine qua non for obtaining the 
Torah's vision of redemption of human existence. The people 
of Israel became necessary for this accomplishment, because 
they were the only ones to agree to bear witness to the will of 
God through acceptance of the Torah at Sinai. Anything that 
blocks the fulfillment and unity of earthly existence with its 
spiritual dimension is seen as opposing the very fulfillment of 
Judaism. The unity which motivated the construction of the 
Tower of Babel, as Rivka Bar-Yosef noted, was wrong: unity 
must be based on freedom, for when all tyranny is totally 
wiped out of the world then God may reign in the world. 

Jewish women throughout Jewish history have written he-
roic chapters. The Talmud says that women prophets are equal 
in number to their male equivalents. Seven outstanding worn-
en prophets — the number seven is significant, associated as it 
is with the Sabbath and Sabbath Queen — are cited: Sarah, 
Miriam, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Hulda, and Esther. 
Moreover, the Shechinah, the indwelling presence of divinity 
that is also seen as the feminine aspect of Godhood, was 
eclipsed when the Jews went into their long Exile. Women are 
described in the Talmud as going up to read from the Torah. 
(Apparently the problems that trouble the latter-day authori-
ties — that is, the question of disturbing the "honor" of the 
male congregation — did not bother the sages of the Talmud.) 
Women were also permitted to read the Megillah, the Scroll of 
Esther. On the other hand, despite all that we hear about worn-
en as mothers, women are not required by the Jewish religion 
to fulfill the commandment of the propagation of the species, 
even of the Jewish species. Only men are so commanded, and 
even though men can't fulfill the commandment without the 
participation of women, the latter are not given merit for their 
share in this great mitzvah. Be all that as it may, Judaism never 
demanded that women have endless numbers of children. Two 
children — a boy and a girl — is the legal requirement of the 
Talmud for fulfilling the mitzvah of propagation, because the 
human being was created male and female. 

She told me later that she was trembling as she recited the 
blessings. "For fifty years I've been talking about Judaism," 
she said. "All week long here in Jerusalem I've been talking 
about the Jewish people. Today, for the first time, I feel like a 
full member of that people." 

T o me Judaism, in a sense, can be summed up by saying 
that it is a search to discover the Shechinah, the indwelling 
presence of God. How the world will be when the Shechinah 
is among us, we do not yet know. We do know, though, that 
the matter is concerned with sanctification of the works of 
Creation through the works of mankind. Simply put, Judaism 
seeks to establish the divine presence of God, the Shechinah, 
on earth, which in turn will grant man his place in Heaven. We 
may say that making God a part of our earthly world insures 
our place in any future worlds contemplated by the Master and 
Creator of the universe. 

That God created this world for realizing the blessing of ex-
istence together with its holy dimension is clearly and plainly 
stated at the very beginning of the Biblical narrative. We all 
may assume that the world is supposed to be good, but this is 
an original Jewish idea. Many religions and spiritual philoso-
phies find that the world is evil, because it is temporal and 
material. The Bible says that "God created man in his own 
image, in the image of God He created him; male and female 
He created them. . . . God said to them, be fertile and in-
crease, fill the earth and master it ." The holy dimension is 
added by the Shabbat: "And God blessed the seventh day and 
declared it holy, because on it God ceased from all the work of 
creation which He had done." 

The first Adam who is mentioned in Genesis is both male 
and female. The original account of the creation of Adam — 
the tale of the rib is a later addition — is interpreted by the 
rabbis as meaning that man at first was androgynous, male and 
female, and only later were the two halves separated. The first 
Adam failed to fulfill the highest level of human destiny by 
falling prey to the imaginations of the serpent, who obviously 
represents the lowest powers of nature. The serpent convinced 
Adam that it was more desirous to eat of the Tree of Good and 
Evil than from the higher Tree of Life. Adam's and Eve's pun-
ishment, accordingly, was enslavement to those very powers 
of nature to which they had been tempted to surrender. Man 
was condemned to work the earth by the sweat of his brow; 
woman was condemned to her body and to her earthly mate 
who, it was said, would rule over her. 

This judgment was never interpreted in the Jewish sources 
as condemning mankind to an irrevocable, miserable fate. On 
the contrary, the Torah was given to the Children of Israel to 
guide them and to enable them to restore the presence of God 
on earth and imbue existence with divine and earthly bless-
ings, fulfilling the promise of Creation as first envisioned. The 
Torah is frequently called the Tree of Life, since its intention 
is to enable mankind to free itself from tyranny of any kind and 
thus redeem its existence forever. 

Exile from Eden is followed by one calamity after another 
in the Bible. A flood wipes out a generation of evildoers and 
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sors of the program asked me not to mention the lawyers and 
to talk only about the problems with the rabbis. I said, " N o 
thank y o u . " Women are also tyrannized by the dominant pa-
triarchal male medical profession, which has now instituted 
laws against the right to abortion in Jerusalem because of the 
hypocritical ideals of some doctors who are not themselves 
necessarily religious. 

It has been said that the rabbis want what society wants. Are 
the rabbis really paying attention to what the people want 
when they deal with legislation regarding women? Do the rab-
bis want to give their blessing to tyranny over women in our 
t ime? Is this the meaning of Judaism, or the purpose of re-
demption? Is this why we created our own country, after 
2 ,000 years, to perpetuate religious laws which have no legiti-
macy any more? Lawyers, doctors, people in the professions 
must give women their just due in Israeli society. Maybe then 
the rabbis will be convinced that women are equal members of 
society. 

M A Y I SHARE my goa ls , hopes , and d r eams wi th my 
American-based counterparts? I am seeking what is most ba-
sic to my existence — my freedom as a Jew, my full rights in 
every area of life in my society. It is this that I confront here in 
Israel and it is this that I hope to attain, if not in my lifetime, 
then in the lifetime of my children. 

Jewish women today, who are excluded f rom many per-
formances of rituals, are seeking their religious expression. At 
long last, they look to share in the performance of the com-
mandments given to all the Jewish people, whether as a matter 
of choice or of obligation. When I speak of obligation I am 
often told, " W h y do you want to be obligated? Do you want to 
get up early every morning to go to the minyanl Do you want 
to be obligated to put on tefillin every day?" Well, I don ' t 
know that I want to be so obligated, but I do want to be a Jew 
who is free to perform all the commandments of Judaism and I 
don ' t want to be told by the rabbinical authorities that I have 
no right to do so. 

W e have talked here of the status of women in the family. 
So much lip-service is paid to the family and so little is actual-
ly done for the family in our society. Women, so to say, must 
break down the walls of the ghetto that still enclose them. 
They are undoubtedly still exploited by the legal profession as 
far as divorce goes. Women in Israel who are involved in a 
divorce suit are usually given over into the hands of lawyers, 
who demand gigantic legal fees. The lawyers drag out the 
cases for years and years; and the irony is that for a Jewish 
divorce, one does not even need a lawyer. I was once invited 
to speak on the radio, on the problems of divorce in Israel, and 
I was asked to blast away at the rabbis. I agreed, but I pointed 
out that we are having problems with lawyers, too. The spon-

DISCUSSION 

leaves no room for choice, and which applies 
to all Israeli women. 

There is a civil law in Israel, regarding reli-
gious councils, dating from 1972. (Religious 
councils are civic bodies responsible for all 
religious services in the particular locale, 
which have to be established by every local 
municipality.) Although there is no legal ob-
stacle to appointing a woman, not a single 
woman has yet been named to a religious 
council. The councils' appointments are 
made as follows: 45 percent by the local mu-
nicipal council, 45 percent by the Ministry of 
Religion, and 10 percent by the local rabbin-
ical establishment. When there were attempts 
to appoint women by the local council, the re-
ligious parties always applied strong pressure 
to prevent the appointment. One attempt was 
made in Nahariya, another in Haifa, another 
in Jerusalem. Not one succeeded. So before 
we try to attack the problem of the alienation 
of women in the synagogue, let's start where 
civil law gives us the possibility to do so. 

NAAMAH KELMAN: I would like to 
share with you the pain and loneliness that I 
have felt being in Israel all these years as an 
activist Jewish feminist. I have had a major 
communication problem, not only with the 
Orthodox Jewish establishment but also, I am 

Torah as something that is written down, 
which you either accept or reject. 

The area that I am particularly familiar 
with is the revolution in women's education. 
This has involved a conscious recognition 
that historical and social changes have neces-
sitated a halachic response to the condition of 
women's education. There are today more 
day schools in which girls study Talmud the 
way boys do, and alongside the boys. Any-
one who has been living in Jerusalem, as I 
have for the past twelve years, cannot fail but 
be struck by the incredible explosion of op-
portunities for Torah study generally, and for 
women particularly. The situation is still not 
ideal and I am not trying to be an apologist. 
But I really do believe that within the tradi-
tional framework there are avenues to solu-
tion. Here one of our greatest enemies is ig-
norance. 

RINA SHASHUA-HASSON: There is a 
basic difference between the possibilities giv-
en to American Jewish women and Israeli 
Jewish women. Because American Jewish 
women had the choice between going the Or-
thodox way or the civil-marriage way, many 
new rulings were developed by the Conserva-
tive and Reform movements. In Israel we 
have only an Orthodox establishment, which 

HANNAH SAFRAI : Hearing Judi th 
Hauptman's presentation, I was struck by the 
fact that the American Jewish model of three 
denominations — Orthodox, Conservative, 
Reform — is totally irrelevant to the religious 
situation in Israel. Israeli society has aban-
doned responsibility for the Halachah to a 
certain group that in many of its aspects is ab-
solutely alienated from the 20th century. As 
long as the total Israeli society does not as-
sume some sort of responsibility for the 
Halachah, there can be no dialogue on the 
subject. 

DEBBIE WEISSMAN: I want to focus on 
the issue of change as it was raised by Judith 
Hauptman, because that is really the heart of 
the matter. The issue of halachic change is 
very complex. I would suggest that people 
who are not familiar with Jewish texts are un-
aware that from the very beginning there was 
the notion that the Torah was given in incom-
plete form to serve as a kind of raw material 
for further development. The Torah, the Mid-
rash says, is the wheat from which you bake a 
lovely challah, or the flax from which you 
weave a challah cover. The teachings of the 
rabbis are perceived as part of the system of 
the developing Torah. This is important to 
stress, because many people simply see the 
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I am full of appreciation for women like 
Penina Peli and others in the Orthodox com-
munity. However, I have sat with ultra-
Orthodox women who start asking questions, 
but they don't dare go against the men, they 
don't dare question the rabbis. I look around 
and the women from the Orthodox camp who 
speak out had their roots in America, where 
they were educated, both Jewishly and pro-
fessionally. Their Israeli counterparts, unfor-
tunately, do not reach the same stage of edu-
cation. 

While you are preoccupied as Orthodox 
women or as Conservative women with the 
role of women in religion, let me tell you that 
our main problem is how to make women in 
Israel live with dignity, with equality, and not 
with this asymmetry of attitude between men 
and women as it is manifested in the rabbinic-
al courts. 

SHULAMIT ALONI: Listening to some of 
the comments here, I felt that I was sitting in a 
theological seminar sometime back in the 
1950s and not at a Dialogue in Israel in 1984. 

I would like to ask a rhetorical question of 
our American friends. How would you feel if 
your Congress enacted legislation that all 
Jews, in matters of personal status, are hence-
forth to be under the jurisdiction of Christian 
law? In Israel, of course, all matters of per-
sonal status — marriage, divorce, guardian-
ship, etc. ,etc. — are by law under the juris-
diction of men of the religious establishment, 
who get their power from the secular state and 
who want us to live according to laws which 
were up to date 3,000 years ago. 

America is a pluralistic society. But we Is-
raelis, Israeli Jews that is, are a majority of 
the people in our country. We are a nation. 
What is Judaism for us? To my mind there are 
four things that constitute Judaism on which I 
hope all of us agree, and let's start with them. 

The first is that God created Adam as a per-
son, not as a man; meaning, as a man and a 
woman. The Jewish tradition holds that all 
people, all over the world, are children of 
Adam, and that is why they are all equal, enti-
tied to equal rights and opportunities. They 
are all of them in the image of God. 

The second feature of Judaism is that we 
never had a pope. The various "popes" we do 
have today are a result of politics. Tradition-
ally, Jews chose their rabbis; they cannot be 
imposed upon us by political attitudes. 

The third thing is that all of us — men, 
women, and children—were at Mount Sinai. 
Hence I, as a woman, am also declared to be a 
Jew, just like every rabbi, and I have the right 
to say what Judaism is if I go and study. 
Everyone, women as well as men, has the 
right to study and to teach, since the Torah 
was given to all of us. 

The fourth thing is that each of us has the 
right to choose, be it the right way or the 
wrong way. It is up to us to choose whether to 
follow the path of the Priests or the Prophets, 

people immigrating to Israel who would like 
to express themselves in the ways that they 
know best. 

SHARON SHENHAV (SHANOFF): There 
is an issue here that crosses lines of Conserva-
tive, Reform, and Orthodox Jews, secular 
women and non-secular women, and all polit-
ical parties — and that is the issue of justice 
for women, most specifically, as has been 
stressed, the problem of women in the di-
vorce courts. We hear Jewish leaders speak-
ing out on all kinds of issues, but I haven't 
heard any of our Jewish leaders across the At-
lantic and on this side speaking out about the 
injustices against women in the rabbinic 
courts. I don't see why today in Jerusalem, in 
Haifa, in Tel Aviv, Jewish women, no matter 
what their persuasion, have to suffer from the 
lack of justice. 

The problem is 
how to make 

women in Israel 
live with dignity, 

with equality. 

TAMAR ESHEL: I say, especially to our 
American friends here, that I speak in the 
name of the majority of women in Israel — 
secular women, and many Orthodox women 
too — who have been forced in their daily life 
and primary needs to abide by a monopolistic 
Orthodox rabbinate that is growing more and 
more extremist from day to day. I want you to 
know that the attitudes of the monopolistic 
rabbinate have estranged and alienated many 
Jews who might otherwise have had a posi-
tive attitude to religion. I want you to know 
that there is a complete barring of pluralism 
of Judaism in Israel, and I appeal to you to be 
more aggressive to help remedy the situation. 

We are speaking here of the primary needs 
of women as women. Take divorce, custody 
of children, property rights. In America, you 
have options; we don't. Moreover, we are 
confronted here with the real threat of the ex-
tension of the jurisdiction of the rabbinical 
court, so that we will not be able to appeal to 
the Supreme Court of Israel for the redress of 
human rights. 

I suspect that a great deal of the difficulties 
which we women confront in Israel derives 
from the fact that we don't have the help and 
support of men, because in the long run the 
present laws serve them and they are not in-
terested in change. I have seen this happen in 
the Knesset, where when such issues came 
up, the men suddenly disappear or don't par-
ticipate in the vote. 

sad to say, with secular Israelis. This is not 
only based on the fact that there is a tremen-
dous amount of anger, legitimate anger, on 
the part of the secular Israeli community here 
against the established Orthodox community; 
it is based on the myth held by many Israelis 
that the only authentic Jew is an Orthodox 
Jew. But I come out of the Conservative 
movement, and I come here with a tradition 
that is open to change. 

For too long secular Israelis have been si-
lent partners in the religious coercion that 
goes on in this country. Not only have they 
abandoned their responsibilities as being part 
of the Jewish community, they have also re-
leased themselves from the obligations of be-
ing active members of a vibrant Jewish herit-
age. I strongly accept the necessity of some 
civil solution in this country, but I also feel 
the necessity of finding Jewish solutions. 

For those of us who have been active in the 
women's movement in the United States, it 
has meant engaging in experiments to find an 
authentic Jewish women's voice within Juda-
ism and to be recognized as such. I therefore 
appeal to my Israeli secular counterparts to 
stop making women like myself — not only 
women, but also men — who come out of Re-
form or Conservative backgrounds, feel like 
pariahs in this country. 

I would like to take this opportunity to 
make an announcement. Although I am the 
founder of the Egali tarian Minyan in 
Jerusalem, this is not the only minyan to 
count women in Israel. I see representatives 
in the room from other women's congrega-
tions as well. We would like to take this 
unique, historic opportunity to invite all of 
you to a minyan at 8:15 tomorrow morning in 
this room. It being a Thursday, we will read 
from the Torah, and perhaps Cynthia Ozick 
will have a second chance for an aliyah. 

ROSE SUE BERSTEIN: As a foreigner liv-
ing in Israel for the past three years, perhaps 
the most outstanding feature of Israeli society 
which bothers me is the wide intolerance of 
different sectors for each other. I find it near-
ly impossible to imagine how different 
groups of people can coexist in one tiny coun-
try without understanding each other and lis-
tening to each other. 

Everyone talks about the non-empower-
ment of women through the army and the reli-
gious establishment. Naamah Kelman talked 
about the abdication of responsibility on the 
part of the secular Israeli society. I can't help 
but underline how odd it seems to me, as an 
American working in the American Embas-
sy, to hear Israelis talk about the Conserva-
tive and Reform congregations in this country 
as if they don't exist. Nobody wants to do 
anything for them and yet you expect Ameri-
cans to immigrate here, when there is no-
where for them to be comfortable religiously. 
Not every American who comes here is a fa-
natic religious extremist. There are many 
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risk one's life on the front together with the 
rest of the Israeli population. Israeli society 
tolerates all this, as well as condoning the 
enormous injustice to women. I do not think 
that we women can bring about what the men 
have not managed to do regarding the reli-
gious establishment. 

We are thus faced with an agonizing choice 
— either to go on submitting to the dictates 
and domination of a tiny minority of males in 
this country, or to create a parallel system. 
Many women, who cherish humanistic 
values, would perhaps choose to create a par-
allel system which allows women here to 
have the same choices that American Jewish 
women have. 

BETTY FRIEDAN: I have a very trustwor-
thy historic Geiger counter, as my American 
sisters know, and it is clicking very fast at this 
moment. I think we are in a historic moment 
here and that much will come from this. I 
have been greatly moved by this session, by 
the passion of Shulamit and Tamar and all the 
people who had seemed to me earlier to be so 
divided. There is a genuine passion here that 
is the preceding necessity for action. 

When we first began our movement in 
America there were few of us and we were 
hesitant and timid. It was also the end of the 
McCarthy era and it was really risky for worn-
en in government and in the labor unions to 
take part in our activities. But we were able to 
accomplish what we did by using the media 
and making the personal political. It was all 
done without an enormous amount of ma-
chinery. The women almost spontaneously 
came together and built a movement. It 
wasn't a political or ideological thing, but a 
matter of deciding to deal with specific issues 
that arose out of our concrete experience as 
women. 

For instance, we were once invited to a 
board meeting in the Biltmore Hotel in New 
York, which happened then to have a men's 
bar that refused to serve women. So we said: 
How can we go to a board meeting at the 
Biltmore and not do something about the bar 
situation? It may seem a frivolous issue — the 
right to be served in a bar — when we have 
such matters as employment to think about. 
But no, we said, we have to confront our is-
sues where we face them. Well, a husband 
tipped off the hotel management about what 
we were planning to do, and they closed the 
bar before we got there with our picket signs. 
But we had alerted the TV and we picketed in 
front of the TV cameras outside the closed 
for-men-only bar. The message got across to 
women who would never have identified with 
the women's cause if it had been just a job ac-
tion we were protesting. 

What I am saying to you is that there are 
creative ways for women to take concrete ac-
tions to dramatize the issues, to use the media 
to get the message across to those who are not 
within the reach of your own organizations. 

I suggest that women in Israel take a lesson 
from this. Israeli women make up almost 51 
percent of the population and within their 
own parties can have great influence. Hereto-
fore we have never been successful in 
forming a women's caucus in the Knesset. 
On some of the most important issues the 
women members have tried to set up a lobby, 
but when it came time to vote, the lobby was 
broken and the women did exactly as the 
whips told them to. The way for women to 
become politically effective is to become ac-
tive members within their own party, in the 
grass-roots chapters, and to use their voting 
power everytime somebody has to be elected 
for office in the chapter. 

For our part, at this Dialogue, we are going 
to pass on a resolution, which will be put on 
the table tomorrow. It will probably include 
many of the things that were discussed today 
and will certainly reflect the spirit of our 
discussion. 

We are in 
a historic moment 

and much 
will come of this. 

There is 
a genuine passion 

here. 

FRANCES RADAY: I enjoyed Judith 
Hauptman's address but I see no relevance in 
her observations to the situation in Israel. I 
think it is wildly optimistic to feel that we can 
change the Orthodox establishment from 
within. The Orthodox establishment in this 
country controls idea-making and policy-
making within the whole area of Jewish law 
as it affects women's personal lives. We are 
not going to be able to have the kind of influ-
ence from within because of the political as-
pects of the religious monopoly in Israel. 

The religious parties in this country, to-
gether with the religious authorities, have 
created deep divisions in Israeli society. Not 
only have they removed women from all say 
in things which are essential to their lives, 
they have also divided women from women. 
There are women who serve in the army and 
there are women who go to the university to 
study while their sisters are doing army serv-
ice. There are also men who serve in the army 
and men who sit and learn in yeshivot while 
the religious authorities tell us that Israel's 
wars are not sufficiently essential to Israel's 
survival to suspend Torah studies to go and 

the way of ritual or the way of morality. 
Those are the thing that we as women, as hu-
man beings, as Israelis, have to face today. 

I second what Tamar Eshel said. It is all 
very well for women to be in a minyan and to 
pray wearing a tallit, but let's not whitewash 
the double standard under which Israeli worn-
en live. The problem for us women in Israel is 
that religion is a political instrument. In Israel 
the price of an egg is a political issue, and so 
is the status of women. 

A woman stands alone in the world, a Jew 
stands alone — unless he or she belongs to a 
community. And as a community we have to 
struggle to work together, as women and 
Jews, to be what we really want to be. 

CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN: The previ-
ous speaker has made the outstanding point 
that in Israel religion is tied in with politics, 
possibly more so than anywhere else. Perhaps 
we from America can be helpful in extending 
our hands across whatever national divisions 
there are. 

In the early days of the women's move-
ment we in America used the power of the 
press. We made public our private tragedies 
and problems by joining together and making 
them social issues and social problems. For 
example, women who had had abortions took 
full-page ads in the newspapers. There is no 
reason why here in Israel battered women, 
women who have suffered the problems of 
the divorce courts, who have lost custody of 
their children, could not make their private 
tragedies public as a way of exerting pressure 
on the populace to understand what the con-
sequences are of these religious laws which 
are the law of the land. 

In the early days we marched on the State 
Houses, we tried to show solidarity. Those of 
us who could write wrote in the newspapers 
and the magazines, and when the time was 
necessary, as Betty Friedan pointed out, 
50,000 of us took to the streets with signs and 
placards. Those mechanisms are not alien to 
Israeli society. Perhaps it is time to march on 
the temples and on the courts where power 
holds reign and show what the opinion of the 
people truly is. 

YAEL ROM: One of the problems we have 
here in Israel is the lack of an inbred demo-
cratic way of looking at things. We have no 
tradition of standing up for our rights and as-
serting ourselves and crying out against injus-
tice. I wish that things were different. 

Shulamit Aloni has been in the Knesset for 
quite a number of years, as was Tamar Eshel. 
But women are always a minority there, and 
are not taken into account as such in the sys-
tem of coalition government that has been in 
effect here for the past 36 years. The major 
political parties are always bending over 
backward to get the help of the smaller par-
ties. This results in a situation where the 
smaller parties can often call the shots. 
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controlled by the government. This should 
give one some sense of the difference in the 
two. 

I am in complete agreement with those 
around the table who have expressed their an-
ger and outrage at the inequities that have 
been caused in this society by the strangle-
hold of the rabbinate in Israel on certain areas 
of domestic life. Forgive me, however, if I 
say that there is a certain degree of hypocrisy 
here. Let me tell you specifically what I 
mean. Who gave that monopoly to the rabbin-
ate? If the Labor Alignment today were able 
to form a government with the religious par-
ties, wouldn't they do so, even if it meant 
changing the "Who is a Jew" legislation in 
accord with the latter's demands? Over the 
past 30 years, it was the Labor Party that gave 
them that monopoly, as the price of forming 
stable governments. 

I had an experience here the other day that 
drove home to me the reality of how pro-
foundly, how egregiously, life is politicized 
in this country in every respect. The head of 
an organization I shall not name, an Israeli or-
ganization, deeply concerned about religious 
coercion, called our president, Theodore 
Mann, and myself and demanded an immedi-
ate, urgent meeting. This was when the coali-
tion negotiations to form a new government 
had just started. We were asked to drop ever-
ything and meet with them because there was 
great danger that one of the two parties might 
reach an agreement with one of the religious 
parties, and the price of that would be not just 
changing the "Who is a Jew" legislation but 
also giving the religious courts absolute juris-
diction in certain domestic matters, without 
recourse to secular courts. That sounded like 
a very critical situation, so we dropped every-
thing and met with them. At one point, one of 
us asked the head of the organization the fol-
lowing question: If the Alignment were able 
to form a Government with the religious par-
ties, and the only thing that prevented a Likud 
Government would be capitulation to the reli-
gious parties, what would you say? He said: I 
would say go ahead and make that deal. This, 
mind you, is the head of an organization ded-
icated to the ending of "religious coercion." 

The same experience was repeated in this 
very room yesterday, when we were dis-
cussing the matter of submitting a resolution 
to both major political parties, an innocent 
resolution, to my mind, which said nothing 
more than, "If you are about to form a coali-
tion and make agreements, please don't do 
this on women's backs." Those of you who 
were here yesterday saw how provocative this 
was and the kind of furor it caused — which 
suggested once again that the politicized na-
ture of Israeli life apparently transcends all 
principles, including those enshrined in the 
agenda we are discussing here today. 

The integrity we demand of others ought to 
express itself in our own deliberations here as 
well. 

HENRY SIEGMAN: I am reminded by 
Betty Friedan's comments how different the 
situation is in the United States than in Israel. 
Betty speaks of dramatizing the plight of the 
women in the media, but the media in Israel 
are, in e f f ec t , one te levis ion station 

You don't need to do this in a way that re-
quires a majority vote from eight million dif-
ferent organizations. You do this by appeal-
ing to individual women. There are lessons 
here for the Israeli women that can be learned 
from the American women. 

TRAnrnoNS 

The memories of Passover's gone by. The reading of The Haggadah-
The Kiddush-The Matzoh-The MaNishtanah-The stories of the Exodus, 
the Aficomin, and above all the singing of the traditional songs and 
melodies that are part of the Passover seder. 

However, there is still one more tradition which has become a part 
of the family Seder table-Manischewitz wine. Manischewitz wine always 
graced every holiday table, particularly the 
Passover Seder table. It spans 
generations and somehow symbolizes the 
continuity of the family Seder. 

The "flavor" of Passover would not be 
the same without Manischewitz Kosher Wine. 

Afanischeiditzy 
Produced and bottled under strict Rabbinical supervision 
by Rabbi Dr. Joseph I. Singer & Rabbi Solomon B. Shapiro. 
Manischewitz Wine Co., New York, N.Y. 11232 
Kashruth Certificate available upon request. 
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Thursday morning, August 2, 1984 

Session 6: Women in Politics 
ELIZABETH HOLTZMAN, a former U.S. Congresswoman, now 
serving as District Attorney of Brooklyn, N. Y. Before the ses-
sion convened, many of the Dialogue participants joined in a 
woman's minyan (prayer service), led by NAAMAH KELMAN, 

a member of the Hebrew University's Melton Center. 

The session was chaired by TAMAR ESHEL, a former member 
of the Knesset (Labor Alignment), who introduced the two 
speakers of the morning: SHULAMIT ALONI , the leader of an 
Israeli political party, the Citizens' Rights Movement, who 
was recently reelected to her fourth term in the Knesset; and 

Shulamit Aloni 

The Political Perils of Israeli Women 
mayor of Tel Aviv. Golda Meir, of course, never became 
mayor of Tel Aviv. 

In the late 1950s the president of Israel was the veteran La-
bor leader Yitzhak Ben-Zvi. The Speaker of the Knesset was 
another Labor veteran, Kaddish Luz, and the Vice Speaker 
was Beba Idelson, a long-time leader in the woman's arm of 
the Labor movement. When the president is away, the rule is 
that the Speaker of the Knesset takes his place. President Ben-
Zvi was once abroad, and Speaker Luz was due to go to 
Ethiopia, I believe. The religious parties didn't permit Luz to 
leave the country until Ben-Zvi returned, because they would-
n't tolerate a woman, Beba Idelson, as acting head of state. 

If all this was so, how did Golda Meir become the prime 
minister? It happened as follows: when Premier Levi Eshkol 
died in 1969, the Labor Alignment had a majority in the 
Knesset and didn't need to depend on coalition votes. Golda 
Meir was quickly appointed by her party as prime minister. 
The religious parties, which had every reason to remain in the 
government if they wished to maintain their various controls, 
had to decide whether or not to stay in a government headed by 
a woman. They went to consult with Chief Rabbi Nissim, who 
ruled that it was permitted for the religious parties to remain in 
a government headed by Golda Meir, because the head of state 
is the president and not the prime minister. But that didn't 
satisfy them completely, so they turned to other rabbis, who 
advised that if a women is appointed and not elected — and 
Golda's premiership didn't come about as the result of an elec-
tion — then she may be compared to the judge Deborah, 
whose appointment in ancient times was of divine inspiration. 
Golda was flattered by the comparison and returned the com-
pliment by acceding to the religious parties' demands to 
change the Law of Return from a secular law to a religious 
one, against the recommendation of all the judges of the Su-
preme Court. 

This happened in 1970 and the story is instructive. Appar-
ently, things didn't change all that much since 1946, insofar as 
Golda and the religious parties were concerned. (Incidentally, 

There is a notion that we in Israel cling to, namely, that be-
fore the state was established, during the pioneer days, 

women and men shared equal rights and equal responsibili-
ties. This is a myth. Men and women, to be sure, shared equal 
responsibilities and labored under the same yoke of hardship, 
but the women did not really enjoy equal rights and status. The 
problems we are facing today were already manifest in the pre-
state period. 

In 1946, you may remember, we experienced what came to 
be called Black Sabbath, when many of the leaders of the 
Yishuv (the Jewish polity in then Palestine) were taken to pris-
on and Golda Meir was thus appointed head of the Political 
Bureau of the Jewish Agency. The religious parties then is-
sued the following statement: 

We of this nation find it difficult to accept a woman as head of 
a political bureau. For this is the nation that for generations to 
come has enacted the code of kvodah. bat-melechp'nimah (the 
honor of woman is within her home); that imposed command-
ments on men and not on women; that withheld from women 
the right to be judges, leaders, and witnesses; that determined 
woman's place to be within her own domain. With all due re-
spect to this wise and diligent woman, she cannot stand at the 
head of one of the most central posts in Jewish public life. This 
is as clear as the laws of nature. It is the eternal Hebrew law. 
There are boundaries and limits, and each sex must recognize 
its limits. 

We move now to 1948. The Declaration of Independence, 
establishing the State of Israel, is promulgated and signed by 
all the political parties, including the religious ones. The Dec-
laration states that all the inhabitants of the state to be estab-
lished will enjoy equal opportunities, regardless of sex, race, 
etc. Not long thereafter Golda Meir seeks to run for mayor of 
Tel Aviv on the Labor Party ticket. Now, the religious parties, 
which then as now were members of the national coalition 
government — indeed, Ben-Gurion had given them whatever 
they wanted, including the powerful Ministry of Religious Af-
fairs — decided they were not going to stay in a coalition that 
included a party, one of whose leading members was a woman 

45 February/March 1985 



however, felt that they had the right to tell my husband how I 
should behave, and if he wasn't going to do something about 
it, then something must be wrong with him. 

In 1973,1 dared to run for election to the Knesset. I discov-
ered that the Israeli people, especially the women, are more 
open-minded, more sophisticated, more liberal than the sys-
tem. In my campaign, I decided to push women's issues. 
There were other women in the race, and we worked together, 
then as now. When we came to the Knesset, in 1974, there 
was a government in which the religious parties were in oppo-
sition. For the first time ever we raised women's issues on the 
floor of the Knesset. You wouldn't believe the whisperings in 
the chamber. "This is not a problem." "What are you 
doing?" "Only a man who loves his wife beats her." "There 
is nothing to complain about." Etc., etc. 

When Tamar Eshel and I brought up the question of rape 
victims — we sought to change the prevalent notion that the 
victim is really to blame for her rape — you wouldn't believe 
the indifference we encountered. But as it happened, three 
cases came to light, where the victims were over the age of 70 
and had been raped in their own homes. No one could accuse 
these women of provocative behavior. We proceeded to en-
lighten our male colleagues about the nature of rape. I cite 

during Golda's premiership, in 1972, there was a film on TV 
dealing with women. Among other things, the commentary 
said that women should stay at home and have nothing to do 
with politics. This, at a time when a woman was prime minis-
ter!) 

I myself — and forgive me if I get personal for a moment— 
until I became involved in public political life, I was not aware 
of the question of discrimination against women. I lived as a 
person. I felt myself equal or not equal to individuals and not 
to groups. I am married. I have three sons. My husband is not 
a true feminist, but he is a strong man and he didn't think that 
my work would challenge his dignity or threaten him in any 
way. 

At one time I had a radio program—it was quite popular— 
which dealt with the problems of the individual and the state, 
focusing on abuses of the bureaucracy. Moshe Day an, 
Avraham Ophir, Ariel Sharon, and other Cabinet ministers 
complained to my husband about me. "What kind of a man are 
you," they said to him, "if you cannot stop your wife from 
doing all these terrible things?" One day, when I took issue 
with the minister of justice over some matter, he stopped talk-
ing to my husband. The only person who didn't punish him for 
what I was doing was Golda Meir. All the male politicians, 
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Na'amat and WIZO. Unfortunately, they are anachronisms in 
our present society. Before the establishment of the state they 
served a real purpose, providing welfare and educational serv-
ices that are now the prerogative of the state. But imagine 
what would hgppen if the women's organizations — which 
number more than a half-million members — would decide to 
stand up for the rights of women and to send women to the 
Knesset. Imagine, too, if the Labor Party adhered to its princi-
pies of assigning a sufficient percentage of women to its elec-
tion lists. These are matters that can come to pass if women in 
the ranks are ready to fight for their rights. But they need lead-
ership and a green light to move. Consider, if you will, the 
hypocrisy of a situation whereby two women judges sit on the 
Supreme Court, but cannot sit on a family court, nor even be 
witnesses in family court. Why do we tolerate this? I believe 
that change will come about only when the public is ready for 
it, and demands it. 

As you know, I have just successfully concluded my fourth 
campaign for election to the Knesset, again as the head of my 
own Citizens' Rights Party. Although I was in the Palmach, I 
was never a general, but I suppose I may be compared to those 
generals who at one time or another headed political parties 
and had won seats — Moshe Dayan, Ariel Sharon, Ezer 
Weizman. At any rate, as I noted, this is our fourth time. You 
must understand that we achieved victory without a political 
machine, without money, and with a woman at the head of the 
ticket. It must mean that the country is ready for women to 
move ahead and to stand up for their rights. 

these reactions — it was the same when we raised the issue of 
battered wives — so that you will understand what we are up 
against here. 

The question of abortion in Israel is another point of conten-
tion, linked as it is to political issues. In Jewish tradition the 
fetus is considered part of the mother's body. It becomes a 
person, a human being, only after it is separated from the 
mother. Abortion, in the Jewish view, is not murder and 
should therefore be permitted. However, the problem is that 
the wife, in Jewish tradition, is regarded as the instrument of 
her husband, his accessory in his fulfillment of the command-
ment to be fruitful and multiply. Moreover, there is the feeling 
in this country that propagation is for the benefit of the nation, 
particularly after the losses of the Holocaust. But a woman, as 
a person, must have the right to decide whether or not she 
wants to have children. This is an issue which the Knesset to-
day is ignoring, because of the religious pressures. 

J I a v e things changed since 1946, when Golda Meir's ap-
pointment as political head of the Jewish Agency was casti-
gated by the religious authorities? I am afraid not. The same 
attitudes prevail and have even become stronger. In the last 
municipal elections, for instance, there was an agreement 
among the religious parties, running as a bloc, that they would 
enter no coalition with a party which was running a woman for 
mayor. 

We have in this country two large women's organizations, 

Elizabeth Holtzman 

The Empowerment of American Women 
It is critical to understand not only how difficult the struggle 

has been, and continues to be, for women's rights in the 
United States, but also that not all women support the effort 
for women's rights. There are organizations, including some 
large, well-financed ones, with articulate women leaders, or-
ganized specifically to fight against women's rights. 

Nevertheless, we have achieved much. To begin with, we 
have gained important laws prohibiting, for example, discrim-
ination in all aspects of employment. We have changed laws 
in order to protect women more effectively against violence— 
both on the street and in the home. We have elected many 
women to public office. Indeed, 13 percent of all seats in state 
legislatures are now held by women; and 10 percent of all 
seats in municipal councils. Moreover, 7 percent of all mayors 
are women. 

Also, we have a woman who broke the "space barrier" and 
became an astronaut. We have a woman on the Supreme Court 
of the United States (only a century ago, the Supreme Court 
would not allow women lawyers to practice before it). We 
have seen a major party in the United States nominate a worn-
an for vice president. Beyond that, perhaps the most important 

THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT in the United States did 
not spring full-grown from the brow of Zeus. It started as a 

painful, difficult, lonely, small struggle. We had to invent ev-
erything along the way. There was no tradition, no pattern, no 
precedent. And the struggle is still not over. In the early 
1960s, Betty Friedan and others started the movement. But 
only slowly, over the last few years, have women's rights 
been taken seriously in the United States. 

The struggle is still painful for women who break barriers. 
Only last year, for example, were women finally admitted, by 
court order, into the ranks of New York City firefighters. 
Then׳, these few women firefighters were so viciously har-
assed by their male colleagues that a judge had to order the fire 
department to desist. The harassment, among other things, 
consisted of the male firefighters taking away the oxygen 
equipment, so that if the women had gone to fight a fire, they 
might have died. I hear someone in the audience asking, 
"Why does a woman want to become a firefighter anyway?" I 
would answer, why does a man want to become a firefighter? 
Why do we deny a woman her dreams? Aren't a woman's 
dreams as valid as a man's? 
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that be? Then I realized that perhaps the public thinks that all 
legislators do is talk — and women can undoubtedly talk just 
as well as men. But being a district attorney is a real job, 
involving the prosecution of criminals and putting people in 
jail; women just can't do those things. A central theme of my 
opponent's campaign was the notion that a woman couldn't be 
district attorney. 

Well, I can inform you that last year my office had the 
highest conviction rate of any of the district attorney's offices 
in New York City, so obviously, a woman can do the job just 
as well as a man. 

Women also confront hostility from the press. Assertive 
men are described as "bold," while women exhibiting similar 
characteristics are pejoratively called "aggressive" or "stri-
dent." There is clearly a double standard. Behavior that is ac-
ceptable on the part of men, indeed valued and admirable in 
political life, is attacked and mischaracterized in women. 

Perhaps the most serious problem that women confront has 
to do with the at best indifference, or at worst hostility, of the 
political establishment. Most of the women elected to office 
never got there with the blessing, support, or help of the estab-
lished political parties. When I first ran for Congress, I did so 
outside the party structure. Similarly, when Geraldine Ferraro 
first ran for Congress, she did not have the support of the es-
tablished political machine in her area. In general women had 
the support of the political parties and the political establish-
ment only when the latter thought the race was impossible; if 
their side has to lose, if the candidate is a woman, fine. Per-
haps things are changing now, but the political parties still will 
not choose and support women as candidates for office unless 
it is overwhelmingly clear that it is in their own interest to do 
so. 

it happens, it may now be a matter of self-interest in the 
U.S. to support women in politics. Since 1980, a new phe-
nomenon has emerged, the so-called "gender gap." This 
means that more women than men are voting and that there is a 
disparity in the attitudes between women and men in terms of 
candidates and issues. In the 1982 elections, for instance, 
three governors were elected by the votes of women. In 1984, 
it is expected that if the registration of women takes place, up 
to 9 million more women than men will vote in the American 
election for president and vice president. Women clearly hold 
the balance of power in the United States. 

The gender gap emerged partly, I believe, because of 
Ronald Reagan's rhetoric. We now have a President who, for 
the first time, has abandoned the bipartisan position on worn-
en's issues and has said "no" to women — no with respect to 
constitutional equality, reproductive freedom, budget alloca-
tions, appointments to high-level positions. Beyond that, as 
the polls have shown, there is a difference between men and 
women on issues of war and peace. Women in the United 
States were more negative on the issue of the invasion of 
Grenada, more supportive of cuts in the military budget, and 
much more concerned about the problems of nuclear holo-
caust and nuclear destruction. Ronald Reagan has, if you will, 

achievement of all, we have changed the minds and con-
sciousness of millions of American women. The political 
achievements could not have been made without the under-
standing and the support of these women and millions of men 
as well. 

For all the successes, our agenda is still large. We don't 
have an Equal Rights Amendment. We need better laws with 
respect to family rights. We don't have adequate day care. We 
don't have the proper protection for women with respect to 
insurance and pensions. Yet, despite the existence of consid-
erable discrimination and the opposition of certain sectors of 
society to the advancement of women, we remain profoundly 
optimistic. We believe we can change things, and we will. 

I - i e t me explain the important role women in political office 
in the United States have played in furthering the movement. 
This knowledge may be helpful to women in Israel. Women 
holding public office in the United States have made an enor-
mous difference with respect to women's rights. Virtually all 
of the legislation in the U.S. Congress advancing the status of 
women has been authored by other women. So, in the United 
States, the position of women in the legislature has been key to 
advancing the status of women. 

Regarding the judiciary, a recent study done in New lersey 
about the attitudes toward women in the court system found 
that there was systematic and pervasive bias against women in 
the judiciary. This bias was found not only in employment 
(there are very few women judges) but also with respect to 
substantive decisions regarding family matters — custody, di-
vorce, alimony, and support payments. These are things that 
we are beginning to address, and that is one reason it is critical 
to have more women in the judiciary. 

In executive positions, women have made a big difference. 
I would like to talk briefly about my experience as a District 
Attorney in Brooklyn. I was amazed, when I took office in 
1982, to find serious discrimination. Despite the existence of 
laws prohibiting discrimination on a federal and state level, 
there was widespread discrimination. There were roughly 350 
lawyers in my office, about 30 percent women, yet not one 
single woman held a position of authority. Since I took char-
ge, I made a sustained effort to promote qualified women. 
Now almost half of all of the bureaus in that office are headed 
by women. This gives you an idea what can be done to redress 
discrimination against women. Indeed, I cannot stress enough 
how critical it is to have women holding positions at every lev-
el of government, whether it is in the President's Cabinet, a 
municipal office, or a county office, such as mine. Women in 
authority, committed to advancing the status of women, can 
make extraordinary and important changes. 

Women also have problems in campaigning. We have prob-
lems raising money. We also encounter serious problems with 
public attitudes. When I ran for District Attorney, there were 
women and men who came up to me and said, "You know 
Liz, I voted for you for Congress and I voted for you for the 
United States Senate, but this is not a job for a woman and I'm 
not going to vote for you." I thought to myself, why should 
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ration to women everywhere. It legitimizes the political strug-
gle that women have been making. 

w hat does the American experience have to say to Israeli 
women? First, that political power for women is difficult to 
achieve, but despite what seem to be insurmountable obsta-
cles, it can be attained, particularly in the voting booths. There 
are more women than men. Israeli women, if their conscious-
ness is raised, like their American counterparts can make a 
difference at the polls. Second, more women in office at all 
levels have to be part of this program. Third, women in office 
have to begin to work together despite party lines. 

I can speak about this point from personal experience. 
When I was in the U.S. Congress, I helped found the Con-
gresswomen's Caucus, made up of all the women of both par-
ties in the Congress. We picked an agenda of issues on which 
we could unanimously agree and we worked on it together. 
Without our unity, certain important legislative achievements 
could not have been attained. We formulated the women's 
agenda then in the Congress. We became a pressure group. 
We couldn't have existed without bypassing party lines and 
finding common ground and respecting each other, despite the 
differences. 

Finally, it is critical that pressure be applied on the political 
process from outside the traditional party sources. Yes, you 

helped to radicalize American women and raise their con-
sciousness enormously. (If there are regressive steps taken in 
Israel with respect to the status of women, that may have the 
same result of raising the consciousness of Israeli women in a 
profound and irreversible way.) 

The second factor that affected the gender gap was the 
women's movement itself, that Betty Friedan led and has now 
been growing for twenty years. A third factor is that more and 
more women are entering the work force in the United States 
because of economic necessity. They are coming into contact 
with the harsh realities of discrimination, and that has deeply 
affected their consciousness. 

A clear consequence of the gender gap has been the nomi-
nation of Geraldine Ferraro as vice president. This is the first 
time, I believe, in the history of the world that a woman has 
been picked to run for such high office, not despite the fact 
that she is a woman, but because she is a woman. Geraldine 
Ferraro was chosen precisely because of her commitment to 
women's rights, and because of the intention of the Democrat-
ic Party and the Mondale candidacy to appeal directly to worn-
en voters and to feminists of both sexes in the United States. 
Remember that at this year's Democratic Party convention, 50 
percent of the delegates were women, following party rule. 
That is also a critical factor in Ferraro's candidacy. The conse-
quences of Ferraro's selection are enormous. It represents a 
culmination of decades of struggle and will serve as an inspi-
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both American and Israeli women. In the United States, we 
women have the power in the 1984 election to change the 
shape of American society and government, and possibly the 
world. Will we use the power wisely? I certainly hope so. I 
hope that women search their consciousness, understand that 
they count, and then go out and vote in a way that reflects their 
own sense of personal dignity as women. 

IT IS the same in Israel. The issues that Israeli women have 
agonized over are, in the final analysis, solvable within the 
context of political power. The issue is not, do you have the 
power? You do. The question is whether or not you will use it, 
and that is a decision only you can make. W e in America stand 
ready to give you whatever benefit of our experience we can. 
Ultimately, however , the issue is the same for both our 
communities: Will women use the power they have? Will they 
stand up for themselves? Will they also stand up for their soci-
ety? I look forward to a positive answer. 

can work f rom within the party structures, as we did. Yes, you 
can use quiet diplomacy. But important pressure came f rom 
outside, f rom organizations like N O W , the National Worn-
en ' s Political Caucus, and other groups seeking to move the 
political parties. The National W o m e n ' s Political Caucus, sig-
nificantly, is a bipartisan group made up of Republicans and 
Democrats. The head of the organization currently is a Repub-
lican. When she stands up as a Republican and attacks Ronald 
Reagan, it has much more force than if the attack came f rom a 
Democrat, Still, she speaks as the head of a bipartisan group 
focusing on women ' s issues. That kind of structure outside the 
existing political parties has been a key factor in the United 
States in advancing the women ' s agenda and may also be use-
ful in Israel. 

In the course of the last several days, we have talked about 
many issues. W e have talked about matters of survival. We 
have talked about the problems regarding marital status, di-
vorce, employment, social services. These are questions for 

DISCUSSION 
have to learn to use the big central value that 
the American women's movement has ere-
ated — women's support. We must support 
each other to get into positions of power and 
to fight for all those issues that any group of 
women can agree are common women's is-
sues. Within the political parties, women 
should form permanent caucuses to act as 
pressure groups. We also need a strong worn-
en's pressure group from outside the parties 
that would utilize the great potential power of 
the women's organizations. And for heaven's 
sake, let's start with the very active feminist 
movement that we've got in this country; it's 
small but it's there. Let's overcome all the old 
hostilities and work together. 

DEBBIE WEISSMAN: I agree with what 
Shulamit Aloni said, that the people who are 
really to blame for the sell-out to the religious 
establishment are not just the rabbis, but 
those other Israelis who abdicated their re-
sponsibility for Judaism. That's where the 
problem lies, and it pains me that there were 
no native Israelis present at the very beautiful 
prayer service that Naamah Kelman ran this 
morning. They should have come just to see 
what it's like; I mean, it doesn't make you 
into an Orthodox person to come to a service. 
The service wasn't even Orthodox, and I 
think it would have been an important experi-
ence to see something like that and begin to 
consider the ways in which secular Israelis 
can speak with a Jewish voice. 

HAVIVA AVI-GAI: As a member of 
Na'amat, I feel obliged to comment on the 
criticism that was pointed against women's 
organizations. If you look at the wide spec-

our American sisters. I think that funds 
should be earmarked in the Jewish women's 
organizations in America for such activities. 

HAYA KURZ: I think in the description of 
the political situation of women in Israel, 
there was one important omission — women 
in the labor unions. Even though they consti-
tute about 40 percent of the labor force, they 
have almost no power in the labor unions. I 
think we have to examine why this is so, and 
see what can be done about it. 

CYNTHIA FUCHS EPSTEIN: There is no 
question, as Elizabeth Holtzman pointed out, 
that women have to mobilize resources, and 
that money has been a terrible problem for 
women in the United States. It certainly must 
be a problem here in Israel. Women cannot 
operate politically without having economic 
power. Therefore it is very important that this 
issue be addressed. 

I also want to make a comment about 
Golda Meir, about whether women are se-
lected for high office because or in spite of the 
fact that they are women. Although it may 
have been true that Golda came in through the 
back door, she has acted as a symbol in the 
world, showing that a woman was competent 
to handle the affairs of state. I think that what 
you should do is not attack her, but instead, 
hold her up as an example. Never mind what 
she didn't do. Let's point to her competence 
and effectiveness. Take political advantage 
of the fact that a woman held the highest po-
litical post in this country. Indeed, this is a 
strategy that can be very effective. 

JUDITH AGASSI BUBER: We in Israel 

NAOMI COHEN: I address myself to 
Shulamit Aloni. Most of what you said per-
taining to women's trials and tribulations are 
points well taken. But why must you use the 
religious establishment as the scapegoat for 
society's attitude to women as people? One of 
the important functions of religions is to be a 
stabilizer, to help society retain balance while 
all sorts of important social experiments are 
being made. I am a committed Orthodox Jew, 
and as you well know, there are many like me 
in the country in all strata of society. Let's 
fight together, not against each other. The 
cause needs the religious women even more 
than the non-religious women. But we can't 
really join hands when what we stand for as 
people, in addition to our being women, is 
constantly being maligned. 

NAAMAH KELMAN: Many of us femi-
nists here in Israel feel like we are aboard a 
sinking ship, and I'd therefore like to thank 
Shulamit Aloni for being the daily reminder 
of the women who are constantly bailing 
water out of the boat, cup by cup, making 
sure that we don't sink completely. I'd also 
like to thank Elizabeth Holtzman for 
throwing us a lifejacket. Permit me to make a 
strategic suggestion for grass-roots organiz-
ing in Israel with the help of our American 
sisters and brothers. There's a whole network 
in Israel of baby clinics and day-care centers. 
I don't think we've infiltrated them suffi-
ciently. There's enough energy in this room 
alone to go into these centers and start doing 
grass-roots organizing. The day-care centers 
can be turned into women's centers at night, 
for people who care about human rights, civil 
rights. We can't do this without the help of 
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thing wrong, to try and correct it. We hope 
Reverend Jackson has done that. 

We in the United States live in a society 
which is multi-racial and multi-ethnic. It 
would be a great tragedy for Jews and black 
people, for all Americans and indeed for the 
world, if blacks and Jews in the U.S. are di-
vided. I hope and I pray that Jesse Jackson is 
sincere. I will speak out against him if neces-
sary, as I did before. But now he's made his 
apology, and let's see whether his actions fol-
low his words. 

ALICE SHALVI: Many of the women who 
are on the Israeli side in this Dialogue partici-
pated, as I did, in a commission established 
by Prime Minister Rabin to examine the sta-
tus of women in Israel. We produced, I think, 
a coherent, cogent, albeit depressing report, 
which, incidently, was an eye-opener for 
many of the women who were themselves on 
the commission. We also presented a list of 
recommendations. But both the report and 
the recommendations were submitted to an-
other Prime Minister and very little of what 
we reported was taken notice of or acted 
upon. 

On the first anniversary of the submission 
of the report, discussing the matter at the 
breakfast table with my husband, I came up 
with the idea that we ought to have a strike, 
calling out all the women to demonstrate 

political office who espoused anti-Semitism 
was summarily rejected by the major political 
parties. As an American Jewish woman, I 
now find myself facing an agonizing deci-
sion. The Democratic Party represents more 
of the kinds of rights that women want. But 
despite the fact that 50 percent of the dele-
gates to the recent Democratic Convention 
were women, the convention refused to bring 
to the floor a resolution condemning anti-
Semitism. The Democratic Party allowed 
Reverend Jesse Jackson to play a prominent 
position at the convention because of the fear 
of losing the constituency that he represented. 
It would appear that the Democratic Party has 
written off the Jewish vote, although it seems 
to have accommodated the women's agenda. 
My question, therefore, to Elizabeth Holtz-
man, is: How do you as a Jewish woman re-
concile this dilemma? 

ELIZABETH HOLTZMAN: First of all, I 
personally have fought against anti-Semit-
ism, and I am very proud to have started the 
effort in the U.S. Congress to expel Nazis liv-
ing in America and to bring them to justice. 
With regard to the issue of Reverend Jackson, 
he made a speech in which he apologized for 
having caused any pain or consternation to 
Jews. I hope he's sincere. The Jewish religion 
allows for not just forgiveness, but also for 
the opportunity, when you've done some-

trum of women's rights that have been 
achieved in Israel in the area of family law, 
labor law, you cannot ignore the heavy fin-
gerprint of Na'amat, as well as the other 
women's organizations. It is true that women 
encounter difficulty finding their way into 
high political positions. Nevertheless, organ-
izations like Na'amat are schools where the 
majority of women who have achieved such 
positions began their education. Don ' t 
underestimate the role which women's organ-
izations play in advancing women into high 
political position. 

YAEL ROM: Elizabeth Holtzman men-
tioned that the way for women to break into 
politics is not to go through the political par-
ties or the women's organizations, but to 
strike out on their own. This, in a country 
where primary elections are already part of 
the democratic process. We don't have pri-
maries in Israel and this makes it even more 
difficult for women to break into politics. 

I once ran for the office of mayor of Haifa 
on an independent ticket, which I didn't want 
to do, but I couldn't win the nomination of 
my party. The person who was running 
against me thought that if he brought the mat-
ter before a rabbi, maybe he would get some 
kind of ruling opposing my candidacy, the 
way it happened with Golda Meir in Tel 
Aviv. I'm very proud to say that the rabbi 
they turned to went on the radio and gave me 
a hechsher, a seal of approval. He said that a 
mayor is not a head of state, and that the of-
fice could be held by a woman. The matter 
was discussed several times over the radio, 
and it was marvelous free publicity for me, all 
this about a woman running for mayor of 
Haifa and a rabbi giving her a hechsher. I did-
n't win the election, but I made my point and 
everybody was happy about it. The time was 
right then for what I did, and the time is right 
now for women in Israel to break into politi-
cal life as never before. The temper of Israeli 
women is ripe for certain decisions, as you 
will see when we present the resolution we 
have been preparing. 

As you may know, I've been a combat pi-
lot with the Israel Air Force. Now, I 'm a 
small woman and I flew a rather big plane. I 
was told there was no way I could engage in 
combat. But I did, by using my brains. This is 
what all of us have to do. We don't need 
muscle power, we need brain power. With 
this, women are as equal as men. Women 
who want to go into public office should do 
so, and then all of us should unite around 
them and give them every support we can. 

SHEILA LEVIN: It seems that we have 
come to the conclusion that many of the an-
swers to women's problems lie in and 
through the political process. Of course, that 
is a conclusion that American Jews arrived at 
many years ago, and indeed, Jews have made 
good use of the political process in the United 
States. Until very recently, any candidate for 
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women's organization, for instance, would 
take up the opportunity to enforce the law on 
sex discrimination in employment. That's 
why we had to start NOW. The League of 
Women Voters, the American Association of 
University Women, the United Church 
Women, the Jewish and Catholic women's 
organizations, the trade-union women, all 
would say they are not feminist. So you had 
to have something new. At the same time, 
you had the political parties, where women 
were not on the political agenda at all. We 
had to make the personal political in a new 
way and we had to change the political 
agenda. Looking back 15 years, you can see 
how different that's become. We come here 
today from an America where the massive 
women's organizations are now in a network, 
where even the establishment women's or-
ganizations are feminist, and where the politi-
cal agenda of the political parties has been 
changed by the movement of women into pol-
itics. 

You in Israel don't necessarily have to fol-
low the American model. But you do have to 
engage in consciousness-raising, and you do 
have somehow to make political that which 
before has been personal, and you do have to 
establish the empowerment of women. 

NITZA SHAPIRO-LIBAI: We have heard 
the names of Geraldine Ferraro and Elizabeth 
Holtzman mentioned again and again as 
women who were elected to high office be-
cause of their commitment to women's 
causes, as well as their own capabilities. This 
could happen in the United States in part be-
cause there you are personally elected as a 
member of Congress, as a District Attorney. 
Unfortunately, we don't have such elections 
in Israel. The reality here is that, electorally 
speaking, we live by party lists. The party 
machinery, as we all know, is controlled by 
men, and they decide who will run on the list, 
including who shall be the token woman. 
Thus there is a certain minimal women's rep-
resentation in the Knesset, but is it a represen-
tation of women's concerns? I doubt it. In the 
case of Shulamit Aloni, she ran on her own 
ticket and headed her own list; that was a kind 
of personal election. But, by and large, the 
system is such that a candidate's real commit-
ment to women's causes is irrelevant in the 
choice of party delegations. When we support 
women for senior positions we should, I be-
lieve, support women who are specifically 
committed to women's causes. We have not 
done so in the past, and it's about time we 
started now. 

FRANCES RADAY: When I was a stu-
dent, I was interested in socialism and not 
feminism. And when we were studying the 
question of why there was a revolution in 
France while the English aristocracy main-
tained its hold without serious problems, we 
used to say that the aristocracy in England 

Arabs, everyone but ourselves. On the other 
hand, certain women, who can be regarded as 
exceptions, are moving into positions of pow-
er in male-dominated fields. In order now to 
be of service to the larger community of 
which we are a part — whether it be Israel, 
Judaism, America, or world peace — we 
have to admit into our consciousness the 
empowerment of women as individuals and 
as part of the community of women. We have 
to empower ourselves in each other. The 
women's movement is not a selfish move-
ment. In the most profound sense, the worn-
en's movement is each woman empowering 
other women, and in so doing, putting the 
values of service and of life that have charac-
terized women traditionally into the public-
political arena in a much more conscious and 
effective way than ever before. I think that 
this would happen in Israel, too, in ways that 
I can't even tell you because I'm not Israeli. 

I realize that in Israel the existing women's 
organizations are somehow meek and seeking 
to curry favor with the establishment. In 
America, it was no different. Not a single 

against the fact that nothing had been done. 
Having said it, I laughed ruefully, and said, 
"Small chance." I blame myself now for not 
having at least tried. The women members of 
Knesset who were on the commission, also 
did not try. Was it out of a sense of despair 
that they could not reach out across the parti-
san barriers which divide us right through Is-
raeli society? I urge that the time has come for 
all Israeli women, irrespective of their politi-
cal beliefs, their party politics, to band to-
gether on the lines that American women 
have set as an inspiring example, to stand to-
gether on all those innumerable issues in 
which I know we share common opinions and 
common thoughts. 

BETTY FRIEDAN: I want to relate the 
question of tactics and strategy to the larger 
question of values. Here we go back to what 
Rabbi Hillel taught: "If I am not for myself, 
who will be for me? And if I am only for my-
self, what am I?" In my country and in Israel, 
women are often passionate fighters for the 
rights of others — the poor, the blacks, the 
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our forces instead of dividing our power. We 
have ten women in the Knesset, we have 80 
women in positions of local authority, we 
have a couple of hundred women in the uni-
versities, we have women in the Histadrut, 
we have women officers in the army. We 
have to start today to establish a national or-
ganization of women. We have to defend not 
only those things we want to achieve in the 
future, but the gains we have achieved in the 
past which are now at great risk. I urge the 
participants of this Dialogue to accept the res-
olution which will be presented to you today, 
and with the help of the American Jewish 
Congress and our American counterparts, to 
establish a national organization of women 
who can defend one another in Israeli society. 

VIRGINIA SNITOW: It seems clear that 
what will grow out of this Dialogue is some 
form of political expression. I am not quite 
sure whether we should work through the par-
ties or behind the parties. My own feeling is 
that the Israeli women will have to find a way 
to express themselves purely and clearly in 
those areas which are essential to them, even 
though they may differ politically on issues 
concerning the nation as a whole. Through 
the years, there has been, as far as I as an out-
sider have been able to see, a growing sense 
of unity, of a common purpose and common 
goals. Simone de Beauvoir said years ago 
that no political party, Left, Right, or Center, 

had an excellent technique of flicking crumbs 
off the table. Those crumbs kept the masses 
in line. What are the table crumbs which con-
cern us here in Israel? The crumbs are the 
powerful women's organization which have 
been nurtured by our political parties. We 
also have women in the army, a high partici-
pation of women in the labor force, and large 
numbers of professional women who have 
reached top positions. What is wrong? Our 
women's organizations have not shared polit-
ical power. Women may serve in the army, 
but they are not part of the general club which 
wields enormous informal political power. 
The high participation of women in the labor 
force has not resulted in trade-union represen-
tation. And regarding professional advance-
ment for women, all our district attorneys and 
lawyers and Ministry of Justice officials have 
not resulted in the participation of women in 
any top economic or policy-making body in 
the country. This is the astounding reality. 

Nevertheless, I think there is room for opti-
mism. From this Dialogue I gain the feeling 
that we Israelis can overcome those things 
which divide us, that we can stop being 
satisfied with the crumbs and begin to work 
together. I think we have a very firm basis to 
go on, for the crumbs of the past have in fact 
developed into useful frameworks; however, 
we cannot rely on them. We must develop an 
independent framework, a framework out-
side those male organizations which have 
proved to be totally indifferent to our con-
cerns. 

RINA SHASHUA-HASSON: I started out 
as a lawyer specializing in human rights and 
personal status cases in both rabbinical and 
civil courts. Seeing that many things should 
be corrected in this area, I tried action in 
women's non-political organizations. After a 
few years I found that trying to improve 
women's rights through such oganizations 
meant lobbying with members of the 
Knesset, who maintain political power in 
their own hands and do not consider lobbying 
from outsiders as important. My personal 
conclusion was that action should be taken 
through political parties, not only by sup-
porting women in high-rung positions, but by 
encouraging women to enter political activity 
in large numbers. We must bring women in 
Israel to make a connection between their 
consciousness of women's rights and the 
power of their political vote. 

LOTTE SALZBERGER: There are two 
clear messages which this Dialogue has pro-
duced and which have very succinctly and 
persuasively been presented this morning. 
The existing structures of the political parties 
and the women's organizations do not lend 
themselves to the promotion of our cause. We 
must desist from the illusion that they can. 
Second, this message should be translated 
into action after this Dialogue is concluded. 
We must take this opportunity to consolidate 
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ward demanding to be heard." Shimon 
Peres and Yitzhak Shamir interrupted 
their negotiations to receive a delegation 
from the women's group. Alice Shalvi, 
flanked by Tamar Eshel and Yael Rom, 
read out the Israeli women's demands to 
the two political leaders who, it was re-
ported, reacted sympathetically. In the 
view of many observers, this demonstra-
tion, a first for Israel — made up of 
women representing every political 
party in the country, most of the women's 
organizations, a variety of professions, 
and all the religious and secular streams 
in Judaism — marked the beginning of a 
real feminist movement in Israel. 

As a result of the 20th annual 
America-Israel Dialogue — "Woman as 
Jew, Jew as Woman: An Urgent In-
quiry" — two permanent groups have 
been formed: in Israel, the Israel Worn-
en's Lobby, coordinated by Alice Shalvi; 
in the United States, the National Com-
mission for Women's Equality, a full 
commission of the American Jewish 
Congress, co-chaired by Betty Friedan 
and Leona Chanin. 

also pledged to work toward an interna-
tional network of Jewish women and 
men, ranging across religious andpolit-
ical lines, that would be concerned with 
equal status and opportunities for Jewish 
women throughout the world. Further, 
they adopted a decision to prepare a 
statement for presentation to American 
Jewish communal leaders, a parallel to 
the Israeli statement. In his farewell re-
marks to the Dialogue participants, 
Theodore R. Mann, president of 
AJCongress, observed: "With a little bit 
of luck and a lot of hard work, it may be 
that something was born here today." 

The formal business of the Dialogue 
having been concluded, the participants, 
now joined by other interested women, 
over 100 strong, filed out of the Van Leer 
Foundation and marched to the nearby 
King David Hotel, providing, as the 
Jerusalem Post noted, "an unusual sight 
on the streets of Jerusalem." The Post 
account continued: "Hotel security ojfi-
cers were pushed aside as the wall of 
women, chanting in Hebrew יno govern-
ment on women's backs,' pressed for-

A Statement of Concern 
We, leading Jewish women from Israel and the United States, meeting together in 
Jerusalem at the 20th annual Dialogue of the American Jewish Congress to discuss the 
status of the Jewish woman, feel impelled to express to you our deep concern lest the 
cause of women in Israel be ignored or sacrificed during the present political negotia-
tions for the formation of a new government. 

While women have, in the course of the election campaign, played an active role 
within the various parties, they are grossly under-represented among those elected and 
are not adequately represented in the negotiation procedures. 

We therefore urge that the concerns of women be granted the attention and action 
appropriate to a group constituting 51 percent of Israel5s population. 

In view of Israel's past coalition government agreements, we are particularly con-
cerned that such agreements not be signed at the expense of women. We therefore wish 
to draw your attention to the following points, which are only some of the vital ones: 

1. In order to prevent any erosion in the status of women, we demand that their 
concerns be given high priority in government policies, programs, and practices. 

2. We insist that the new government take no action and enact no legislation detri-
mental to the personal status of women. 

3. We demand legislation to ensure women's freedom of choice in family planning. 
4. We strongly oppose budget cutbacks in social services which would adversely 

affect the condition of women. 
5. We urge the government to take affirmative action to ensure women's freedom 

from discrimination in all aspects of employment, including the safeguarding of their 
rights during economic recession. 

6. We demand that there be a significant increase in the number of women in key 
policy-making and administrative positions. 

In conclusion, we wish to express our firm belief that strengthening the status of 
women in Israel is vital to strengthening the nation as a whole. 

can be depended upon to really speak for 
women. We may ultimately have to count on 
the initial strength and power of the women 
themselves. They must work from a center of 
strength, because, in my judgment, unity is 
the name and unity is the game. We must 
reach out to those women who still think of 
their problems in personal terms, who are 
passive, and break into their ranks. When we 
do that, we will be building an enormous and 
powerful women's movement in this country, 
and I for one will be very happy. 

Following this discussion, Alice Shalvi 
— on behalf of the committee charged 
with the drafting of the statement sped-
fying Israeli feminist concerns — pres-
ented the document to the Dialogue par-
ticipantsfor approval. There was unani-
mous agreement on the text of the state-
ment (reproduced below), which was ad-
dressed to the Israeli politicians who, 
consequent to the elections held only a 
few days before, were now engaged in 
attempting to form a new government. 
Betty Friedan then suggested that, at the 
conclusion of the Dialogue proceedings, 
the participants march as a body from 
the Van Leer Foundation to the King Da-
vid Hotel, where Shimon Peres and 
Yitzhak Shamir were holding coalition 
talks, and present the political leaders 
with the statement. The suggestion was 
greeted enthusiastically, and the session 
adjourned for lunch. 

Closing Session 
The Dialogue reconvened in the after-
noon for the closing session, devoted to a 
summation and to future planning, with 
PHIL BAUM, associate executive director 
of the American Jewish Congress, 
presiding. Mr. Baum introduced CYN-
THIA OZICK, the novelist, essayist, and 
critic, who delivered the Dialogue's val-
edictory address, "Torah as Feminism, 
Feminism as Torah" (previously pub-
lished in CONGRESS M O N T H L Y , Sept.! 
Oct. 1984). 

The ensuing deliberations included a 
discussion of strategies for the upcoming 
United Nations Conference on Women, 
marking the end of the UN Decade on 
Women, to take place in Nairobi, Kenya, 
in July 1985. (Earlier UN women's con-
ferences, in Mexico City and Copen-
hagen, had turned into anti-Israel and 
anti-Zionist forums.) The participants 
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If the Moral Majority has its way and the Constitu-
tion is changed to permit prayer in our schools, 
Jewish children — and children of other minority 
faiths — will experience daily humiliation. 

But school prayers are only the first step. Criminal-
izing abortion, censoring school textbooks, teach-
ing "scientific creationism" — these are some of 
the ways by which the Evangelical Right seeks to 
impose its fundamentalist views on the American 
people. 
In the words of a Moral Majority founder, Paul 

Weyrich, "We are talking about Christianizing 
America." 
The threat that confronts every American Jew — 

and all other religious minorities — is without pre-
cedent. Never before have the forces intent on 
twisting the Constitution to their own purposes had 
at their disposal such political influence and finan-
cial resources. 
One organization has led the struggle for religious 

freedom and separation of church and state since 
its founding in 1917 — the American Jewish Con-
gress. Our lawyers have said "ho" to violations of 
the First Amendment in some 400 church-state 
cases since the end of World War II. The Jewish 
community calls us its Attorney General. 
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