JUDAISM AND FEMINISM
Blu Greenberg “'

There is much we can learn from the women’s movement in terms of
our own growth as Jews; there is much that feminism can gain fromthe
perspective of traditional Jewish values. Yet, at this point, the possibil-
ity of a positive relationship between the two seems improbable, if not
impossible. Traditional Judaism has written off feminism as a tempo-
rary cultural fad, if not an extremist movement. Feminists have vilified
the rabbis as woman-haters, male chauvinists or, at best, men with.
ancient hangups. A religion and an idealogy which could interact and
nurture each other have instead squared off. Why?

The aims, goals, achievements, and even processes of feminism
have been revolutionary. Increasingly, public philosophy, policy, and
prescription assume that women are full human beings with a potential
capacity for achievement in all spheres.in which men function. Our
secular legal, social, and educational systems are under constant
pressure to include women as eguals. Our religious systems and
institutions, however, lag far behind in the process of recognition.

If, throughout the centuries, Judaism was capable of generating
various revolutionary ethical teachings, why should it not incorporate
the lessons of feminism easily? Equality in various spheres is a funda-
mental idea in Judaism'—equality before law,? equal ownership of
propetty,? equality of all men.* Logically and thealogically, therefore,
should not feminist goals be understood as a means to achieving the
equality of women and men in the eyes of God and of community?

Oddly enough, the Jewish community, in which many pioneer
feminists were nurtured, is one of the last groups to grapple with the
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challenges of feminism. True, Reform judaism has taken many steps,

beginning with the Breslau Conference’s call in 1846 for full equality
of men and women in all areas of religion. However, this equalization

was largely formal; little substance or leadership was givento women.-©

{Moreover, Reform made fewer religious demands upon both men and
women, and the changes it internalized tended to flow from adoption

of liberal, modern values, not from Jewish considerations.) Basically,

the response of the Jewish community, both male and female, can be
characterized in this way: the more traditionally Jewish it was—or the
more internally Jewish its orfentation (including elements within
Reform)-—the more it tended to resist the challenges that flowed from
feminist ideology. :
There are many reasons for this reaction. First, Jewish women, on
the whole, have been well treated by Jewish men who have been
imbued with strong cultural values sanctioning or demanding good

treatment. So Jewish women have been quite content to live with the .
traditional roles—both religious: and social—assigned them, They -

agreed with the argument that freedom from communal religious re-
sponsibilites, such as synagogue prayer, enabled them to better
fulfill the familial role which Jewish society had ordained for them.
Second, the halakhic model of Judaism is currently resistant to
change, and halakhah includes in its all-encompassing rubric the re-
ligious institutionalization of social status, What was a sociological
truth about women in previous generations—that they were the “sec-
ond sex”—was codified in many minute ways into the halakhah as
religio-ethical concepts binding upon future generations as well. What
is often overlooked today is that, over the ages, Jewish tradition by and
large upgraded the status of women by responding to changes in
society at large. One of the virtues of the halakhic system is its attempt
to maintain the dialectical relationship of needs between community
and individual, Jew and non-Jew, authority and freedom, religion and
society. However, in this century, the halakhic authorities have been
overwhelmingly resistant to such change. ST
Third, although it is not always openly articulated, there is a wide-
spread fear that feminist ideology poses a threat to Jewish survival,
similar to the threat that modernism in general has posed. Subcon-
sciously or consciously, Jewish leaders fear openingaPandora’sboxin
exposing Jewish attitudes toward women to the claims of Women's
Liberation. This fear is not completely invalid, nor is it restricted to the
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Orthodox sector. But feminism will not disappear l:y tgn-o;nigu?;
rejecting it as a danger. Ratber, the. dangers posedfby er’q;.ms iy
be identified and guarded agairst in I:hlef context of a positive . _
{ f ferninist virtues into Jew:ish lie.

@'tll?gdgy secular society has opened a great new range of ;?:: e:lr_::
psychological expectations to \evlc')fmenE ;vh:li'fs.}' a:v ?:1 ::n::main’ the
i tus and religious life of Jewish wome -
Ezﬁttlz-lrli%esc:? The situation is comparable to sitting in a stanﬁsngg
vehicle alongside a moving one. The net effect upon one Is a Sfelosing
moving backward; upon the other, a sense of puihpg gwa{, gm o
connection, of leaving behind. When confronted with ar|s . utoflen
valid criticism, religious resistance takes the form of apo oge :;:ons._
defensiveness. Some jewish women accept thgse prescnlp ons—
others move closer to the secular pole, abandomng.not olr: );e pser.
vance, but all traditional religious \falues as well. Slm;,e t‘ei 1 N0
currently sanctioned universe of discourse betweenf emin :move-
judaism regarding the religious-status of women, the em:nls;’ move

ment has often attacked and rzjectid the b:\;:::i::t;:uctures an
i ism has contributed to human - ' ]
Wh':’CV:a{:‘i[iasI:)rrTaly needed today is the creation of a d.uales::tlcl:.al }:;enfs:gg
between Jewish values and the mores Olf‘rl;mgfi?nsoéﬁyclrz cliil p(; 1he
- hing implications of Women’s Liber ion. cr
ft;:ergiaaclecti?: wc?uld be to measure the halakhn_: and rehglouslet;ttlése ?:
Jewish women by the feminist notion of equallty of. womeg.. ut there
must be a two-way relationship of communication and in ence
instead of withdrawal and widcning of the gap. Thus, anhau hentic
Jewish women’s movement would seek to ﬁnd'new approacs'es vithin
halakhah to respond to and express women's concems. ;mulues
ously, it would seek to imbue wamen'’s concerns wnh. 1§W|5[‘ ":;us li-fe
| would propose that there are four areas in Je\'w]s re Ilgfashion
where the goals of feminism can be a'pplled in a .dla. ectlf:ra}x] ash 1119:
This means interaction—not mere aping or asslmﬂatio?.khp sgstern
truth is painful to those of us who live by and love the ha ? u?nz ual:
as | do, honesty bids us acknowladge that]evx:ush women face :;a o
ity in these four areas: in the synagogue and in partlm.patmn in ;; Ym:
in halakhic education; in the religious courts; a'nd in areas ﬁ _cothe.
munal leadership. These areas have been examined in dept hm e
literature of the Jewish women’s movement.® Here | will touch upo
some possible halakhic changes. -
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What Judaism Can Learn from Feml;nis}n a

SYNAGOGUE AND PRAYER '
The time is long overcfuef i o o
_ rerdue for a serious reanalysis of the princ;
g);er:nr?;}[t]r‘gn 'from positive n{ne-bound mitzvot in light ;fp;;nbcgfl;e 0{
e ;;]lc:'neermg analysis of the basis of this exemption.s Con y
mny, e ha akha'h could obligate women to: observe 1Em brfew.
zvot equally with adult men, yet allow for exempti g

?D“Lﬂge;z ‘;’h”d is seven, ten, or thirteen. The model to follow her,
opied d?sek bamm{vah patur min hamitzvah. {One who is oc?
anothermitzvianhg V\?}?iihmjtzv‘?h ;}5 excused from the performance of
anothery runs in the same time- s it
imol \ e-span.) A furth
pral:z :a{;’zl; ?nfifgf::tsczhatpge would be that once women are E;tﬁﬁgcti“lrs
’ ntl i 1
are exempy nue to pra)" even during those times when they
S . . ’ I
prayzr:sg;\;e hzti_lakh:sts must recognize that the general effect of tha
braver Wor:1p lo: conditions wamen to a negative attitude toward
func:ic;n of infg .ardly gy ot home; thus prayer becomes a
comtivn D rmittent synagogue attendance alone-—hardly an in-
et Rabiﬁrl?us Prayer. Although the Law Cammittee of the Conser-
in the m ;nlc._ai :;ssembly recently allowed the inclusion of women
o anz n, |t_ id not take the necessary further step of equatin
ymgonn mhen in prayer .re_r,ponsibilities. As a first step in OnhodoE
AR 5gems w 'fre the mehitzah has been used to furtherthe thequality
_ s rather than to ailow separate but equal tefiflah, women's
s away of encouraging total develapment

of women in pra i
yer. This means women i i
, calrl}ed to and reading the Torah, etc,? aC_tUEl“Y '?ﬁdmg Praven being
rayer should not be a vicarious | I
ra . 1Cart
pamc;Panon_ At preseai ous act, but rather one of personal

rOXY situati ;
Snl i)l?; !s:tuatl?]n‘were Eo.contmue to satisfy Jewish women—which is
¥ as their feminist consciousness changes—it Operates only
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within the family context. Single women, divorcees, and widows
cannot enjoy rituals by family proxy and, therefore, are consigned to
very tangential roles in communities which organize themselves
Jewishly around a synagogue.

Furthermore, traditional life-cycle ceremonies for women are cither
nonexistent or less significant than those of men. Moreover, ritual
respanses to biological events which are uniquely female (such as
childbirth and anset of menstruation) are conspicuously absent in the
tradition. Little by little, and with the help and encouragement of some
‘men, women are beginning to develop religious forms to tie into the
tradition and the community the emotions and experiences which
currently find no communal halakhic expression.® A lot more is

needed.

EDUCATION -
Halakhic education is the most important area for reaching final
equalization of women in the Jewish community. A great deal of
leeway for personal judgment is given to poskim (halakhic decision-
makers) in halakhah. Part of human nature as well as the halakhic
system is the tendency to find positive solutions to problems with
which the judge has the greatest sympathy. Women poskin are more
likely than men to find sympathetic solutions for women’s problems
for they share and experience them in the most intense and personal
way. Considering how far the halakhah will have to grow and stretch to
meet women's needs and overcome disabilities, women poskin are
essential. Until now, only men have studied and understood halakhah,
and they alone have made all the decisions. Women have been kept
ignorant of the sources and processes of the law, aithough they knew
the details which applied to them, Today women must return to the
sources and apply themselves seriously to Jewish scholarship. There
must be institutes of higher Jewish education such as kellelim {com-

munally supported Talmudic institutes) where women can study unin-

terruptedly with some degree of financial security. Women must be
trained to make legal decisions, not only for women, but for the entire
Jewish community. And the notion of women rabbis must be accepted
in all branches of Judaism, for women can make a contribution to the
spiritual growth of the Jewish community. '
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THE RELIGIOUS COURTS - ;
_ The third area where great pressure must be applied is in 6v;ercom-
ing the legal disabilities which deny the dignity of women or cause
outright injustice and unjustified suffering to them. The problem of
Je}msh divorce law (whére a woman js altogether dependent on the
will of her husband to grant and write a writ of divorce) has led 1o
frequent discrimination, extortion, and innocent suffering. Similarly,
the prol?lern of the agunah must be reevaluated halakhically. In even;
generation, rabbis have worked prodigiously to circumvent the
harshness of this law. In this generation, however, divorce has become
much more prevalent and, therefore, serious. In addition, war is on a
vaster scale and wife-desertion is easier. A global solution to the
problerp of a wife’s dependence on her husband is needed. This kind
of solution has been offered by Eliezer Berkovits in his work on the use

of tenai (condition) in marriage and divorce.® His proposal has not

been tre_ated with due seriousness by halakhic leaders here or in Israel.

E.Zellg:ous courts must change to accept women's testimony. A law

which once protected women by preventing them from being sub-

poenz_aed into the public sector must now be rethought in terms of

- eq.uahty of.men and women, All these changes can be wrought by

using the principle of change for the better, which abtains in the history
of halakhah especially in the area of treatment of women.'®.. . -

COMMUNAL LIFE

In ' i stacles to w
the communal arena, there are still strang obstacles to women’s

assuming leadership roles in many educational, philanthropic and

political institutions, Aside from the question of sexual discrimination,

the Jewish community can ill afford to rejectoutof hand one half ofthe

potential pool of capable leaders. ..

Thus, many aspects of feminism are relevant to us as Jews and to the
totai' Jewish community, These changes can be wrought in halakhic
fashion, within its framework. Halakhah need nat be asked to conform
to every passing fad; neither, however, may the leadership be allowed
to hide behind slogans of immutability that are dishonest caricatures of
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the halakhah, Fidelity to the halakhic system demands openness to
new realities of life 50 as to upgrade and enhance our own ethical and
religious system. Torah im derekh eretz means integrating the best
values of society in which we live with our own tradition—especially
where they illuminate or coincide with the tradition’s own ultimate
goals—in this case, the dignity of man and woman as image of God.

However, if we move only in Lthe direction of integrating new (albeit
good) values into the tradition, we would not be an authenticaily
jewish movement. To be Jewish means not only to take and learn from
societies in which we live, but to serve as correctives within the
broader society as well. :

What Feminism Can Learn from ]udaiém

Since we are Jews, we need not buy the whole package of
feminism. Rather, we must infuse a changing society with our own
values and check the excesses to which all revolutionary movements
fall prey. Further, we must walk a very fine line—centinually monitor-
ing even those parts of the new which we have integrated into our lives
to see whether they adequately meet the test of Jewish authenticity.
This means readiness to reject those aspects of new movements which

_ are antithetical to Jewish values in their very essence. Feminism, for all

its worth in upgrading the status of Jewish women, does not bode well
in its entirety for Jewish survival, Some of its directions may be
wrong—or even destructive—when judged from a Jewish perspective.

FAMILY -

. One of the by-products of the feminist striving for equality has been
a strong attack on the family for having been the locus of abuse of
women in all previous generations. Thus, Women’s Liberation has
“escalated the crushing assault mounted on the family by contemporary
society. The Jewish family, the most stable of all, is also beginning to
crumble. We see signs of this erosion everywhere—increasing divorce
rate, lack of communication between parents and children, poor
madels of family life for the next generation to learn from, etc.
Many young Jewish women today state outright their objections to
marriage and having children-—in striking contrast to the previous
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generation whose primary goals were marriage and child rearing,

Today we must recognize that not every woman can find happiness in-

n:uirnage-—or in marriage alone. But peer influence is so sirong that we
;:mitlhe d:langer of.having_ the ot'her option--3 traditional marriage and
fan y relationship—being rejected from consideration altogether.

is pe!rtlcularly threatens Judaism, where the family is so central to
educational and religious life. Much of our religious life takes place.

within a family context. And the Jewi i
. sh family has been the prima
source of strength and support in coping with the often hosfi.le anr()l, "

dangerous world Jews lived |
; . n for two thousand years. The ve
centrality of the family means that feminists who take Judaism ser?-'l

ously will explore every possible avenue of strengthening the family

;‘g*ld c?frrecting its .eviis: I?efore dismissing it. (This includes a willingness
Sulier some disabilities, if necessary, and to live at times with

frustration, for the sake of the greater goal of Jewish survival and

stability.)

We must rei i i : .
Must reintroduce into women's consciousness the concept of a

l_otalérfe. Homemaking, childrearing, career and political action need
not € seen as competing activities, each demanding total
commitment now. Each activity can be pursued in turn. at different
life-stages. This understanding might help women who re:spond natu-
rally to the roles of wife/mother to feel less anxious in the face of
contemporary pressures to choose one role exclusively or to be super-
.women, pursuing everything simultaneously. ' P

Respect for family is important not merely for old fime's sake, -

tii*.l}espute contemporary desife to believe otherwise, the family remains
he most important determinant of educational achievement and re-
:rg!:ous' values and commitment available. 1t The contemporary shift to
ngis?a?( eann%;ynagoglug todo the job of transmission of Judaism for us is
ke, central is the family and so effective that | would reverse
h fish argument that havurot and peer groups are the educational

ave of the future, and suggest that the havurah can best be under-

stood as growing out of the search of many isolated singles (and -

;:l?;ap;!es) Ifc'r a family.tq provide the necessary climate for practicing
el sm. In fSexu_a! Suicide, George Gilder places the responsibility for
de ?c;ay of society on thf:‘ breakdown of the traditional family unit,'2
in.:.titadri g, the faml'h;] survived for so many thousands of years as an
, even wilh its imperfections, because it was—and i
i i nd i
most ethical and viable of relationshi,r.;s. e S'u-th-e
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ENABLING -

Although the family was the context in which women {unctioned as
the second sex throughout history, and enabler was the only role open
to them, neither of these conditions is axiomatic to a woman's choice
of the wife/mother role today. The family was also a source of security,
honor, merit, and satisfaction for the majority of wamen in the pastand
for most women today who consider their freedom to serve exclusively
as wives and mothers a sign of their own liberation, :

Thus we should not denigrate the traditional reles, nor those who
choose them. Just as women resented the restrictive mold which
confined them in the past, so we must notcoerce all women into a new
restrictive mold—that which excludes enablers. We must check the
negative tone which abounds in references to child rearing. More than
this, to counteract the current negalive stereotype of wife/mother, we

must educate others to the exciterment, fun, and sweetness of being
married and raising children. True, we must bring the husband into a
central role in the family, not just as provider, but as childraiser, as
involved husband, for the liberation of men and children as well as
women. Support of career women, single women, and women in-
volved in political change need not imply denigration of the family.

Another aspect of safeguarding the family is teaching saciety to
open up mare to women who have chosen the marriage/family route.
One of the subtle indications of the prejudices of the feminist move-
ment has been its ordering of its priorities to campaign for equal jobs
and equal pay for full-time careers, while neglecting discrimination in
salaries and benefits for part-time jobs, most of which are filled by
mothers. Nor has the feminist movement dealt seriously with the
adjustments necessary to help reintegrate women, who have been out
of the labor market while raising children, back into careers,

SEXUAL FREEDOM

Another new message that should be confronted by Jewish
feminists is the “new morality.” Although this code of sexual license
was on the scene well before Women’s Liberation, feminism has ex-
tended these messages to the female population, thereby legitimating
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21?:: for_a!ll. Formerly “a man’s thing” and oppressive to women
tramarita ‘af‘falrs are now a symbal of the equality of women, under.
mining family '5tabi[ily and contributing to the soaring divor::e rat :
JCum:entratec:l in urban, higher income, higher educational seclor:.
;atzsea::elamong the most _exposed to these new values and {hei;
whi(g:h n:.an Eiwc;)us generations, Jews lived by an internal moral code
P m roday?s :l?irf‘tbi'is?ndom parton Princip!es coercive to women;
er, res is a grim warni i
potential in many well-intentioned feriinist cTinEE—Of !hti_ e
Dy ' _ : particularly sex-
recjgd:;;g:ir:;:rlured healthy §exual outlets within marriage, and cven
rec g « em beflare marriage, yet put very strict curbs on extramar-
sdexua ity, One r-reed not identify with male privilege or the double
f:?tr; :x':d suggested intraditional Jewish definitions of adultery to agree
leamedet f:n:gufn g(éal of the prohibitir:-ms involved. As Jews, we have
- : at freedom comes qnly within an ethical structure. Given
juman himitations, ethics of interpersonal relationships necessaril
::Fvolve festraint and frustration. Although Judaism always permiﬂeg
n:::irrir;e asha necessary, if regretable, way to'end an unsatisfactory
mare \i?e’ri: e pa,:arneters ofthe marit|al relationship, while it was being
e ,c! ere, ;;stt e least, sexual fidelity and mutual respect. Feminists
o, aim that now women should have full sexuval freedom define
reedom as allowing the ex-slave to have the same right to abuse that
:)rewously only the master had. Jewish feminists should rather chal-
enge and censure these values in male society; we should f
equal morality, not equal amorality, . . - A _Qrgss ?r

! 3--':'.'.'1I;I_I_. PR O

ABORTION

’
."I

Anoth?r.example of the dialectical refationship bet\;.reen Judaism
and feminism is in our attitude toward abortion. In an era when
6,(}00,000 Jews were killed—and 1,500,000 of them were
ch:!dren-—w:e have to examine both sides of the abortion issue. From
ourperspective, we musttalk about the preciousness of life I'IOtj;JSt the
;—:gl'}t_to life, Stressir:lg @ woman's right to control her own bc;dy and the
heg:t:macy of considering the quality of life that she and her c'hi!d will

ave, shpuld go hand in hand with emphasis on the sanctity of life and
on the risk of devaluating it in unthinking or easy medical solutions.

ke s
o '
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We must ensure that abortion does not become a preferred method of
birth control.

The halakhah currently opposes abortion on demand. As Jews, we
must demonstrate that abortion need not eliminate reverence for life
and joy in creating life. On the one hand, this would lead to new
halakhic attitudes toward abortion; on the other, halakhah could help
curb facile and nonchalant attitudes toward abortion and the abuses
which have grown out of abortion reform. The protection of the quality
of life which is the ethical basis of abortion could be offset or destroyed
by a loss of reverence for life.

A further application of this principle would be establishing adop-
tion agencies for pregnant Jewish women who do not want or cannot
keep their own babies. The virtual unavailability of Jewish babies for
adoption, due to the acceptability of abortion, causes real problems for
Jewish couples who wish to adopt. - -

" SOCIETAL VALUES

The feminist movement has bought another unfortunate message of
modern society—its materialistic orientation. Men and women's
worth are determined by what and how much they produce, what kind
of job they hold, their titles, how much they earn—nat by what their
values and characters are. This has consistently led to dehumaniza-
tion, warship of success, and rejection of “failures,” including the
poor. As Jews, we must reject these standards and say that the human
being is valuable in his or her very being. As Jews, we affirm that there
is value and validity in serving and giving to others—in volunteer
action and professional work, in being good family members and
friends, in doing good works. The traditional role of enabling is still a
valid one; as long as it is not limited to women, or women limited to it.
We must attempt to infuse these values into the society we seek to

create, rather than simply copy the errors of present male society. The |

truly revolutionary (and admittedly more difficult) task is to change
these societal values and judgments, to overcome the production-
value standard and liberate men and women for more human living.

Many interpret Women’s Liberation as liberation to fulfill their own
personal needs, narrowly defined. This leads to an attitude which
values self-actualization to the exclusion of considering others’ needs,

i
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?ann(:!l“a d?lmal. that there can be fulfillment in giving to others, Good
dema}:]ds; ;Jatfons ha_ve been e{cplloded by unreal expectations and
den ' ;)r 1mme'(_:l|ate and unlimited personal gratification. Capacity
0 live with frustration has been dangerously weakened. The skyrock-
eting d|:.rorce rate can.be explained, in part, by the extreme ’(’Jf the
:Jomenfs]movgment which attempts to deny the undeniable: that

ccessiul marriages and parent-child relationships take time, energy,

a measure of sacrifice and generosity of .
instant gratification, y of soul—all }he_ very Qpposrles of

Similarly, charity and giving of aneself to athers are being underéut '

;Jn l:e fig!‘nt for sgl :actualization. Volunteerism is under heavy attack
VYI ard-line feminists. Je“'rish charitable organizations, which rely on

Olunteer work, are suffering as a result. The slogan that “self-esteem
comes fr?m A paying job’* or that “if it isn't paid for, it's not taken
seriously”—ijs a half-truth. Not everyone can afford o'r wish to work

:wthout gayfbut volunteerism, tzedakah, certainly should remain a
espected option. Those who find satisfaction in giving of themselves ~ \

to others should be praised, not scorned.’

MEN - . e T

We must check the excesses of those feminists who are hostile to
‘Toerr;.l{loe:j\;:h w:.)rrr:ert do not neecf to hate men to liberate themselves;
o > JE'\:WS men be seen simply as crude oppressors of women

roughout history. For most of our history, both Jewish men and
women suffered from outside persecution and hostility, and their

mutual solidarity carried them through. Instead of polarizing, we must

try to liberate men so that they will not continue to be slaves to the

rat-race, butalso strive for a sense of dignity and self-worth, “Making it -

N a man’s world” isn't all that easy for men either. We must also

liberate men Jewishly so that they, too, can come to understand and . |

grow in their tradition. :
Finally, we must reject the notion that equality means sameness

From the perspective of Judaism, there can be separate clear-cut roles

;{;p‘::‘.?.ltfahidr:etr? 'andN:vomen function as equals without losing their
peparate b:tmes. aleand fema!r_e are, admittedly, difficult concepts
P > b ﬂ:vedr:nus:t be aware in every instance whether we are
2 ling ' the dignity of equality, which is an essential value In
Judaism, Ior identicalness of male and female, which is not.
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" Those Jewish women who have identified with many of the feminist
goals have an added measure of responsibility, for we are in a better
position to influence and be heard by both sides. It is no mean task to
walk the fine line between old and new, status quo and avant-garde,
God’'s commandments and the emerging needs of society. But one

_reason Judaism has survived against all odds, and even managed to

contribute greatly to world civilization, is that in each era it managed
to do exactly that. To keep the fine tension and balance between these
opposing forces is probably harder now—the forces are stronger,
tension is higher, and society is more open. But our faith in Judaism
and the Jewish people gives us the strength to demand and expect the
same achievement in our time. It is a task worth the effort,
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