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ABSTRACT

This paper examines an apparent omission within feminist theory. Feminists of diverse
cultural backgrounds have developed theoretical models which articulate their respective
standpoints in relation to the sexism of their racial/ethnic groups on the one hand, and
what has been termed “mainstream” or “white” feminism on the other. This is not the
case when it comes to multicultural and ethnographic research regarding Jewish women,
notwithstanding the involvement of many Jewish women in the feminist movement
generally, including as leading theorists.

Would a body of scholarship which examines Jewish women’s experiences from this dual
perspective uncover a distinct theoretical model? How would such a “feminist Jewish
women’s standpoint” address their concerns within the Jewish world as well as within
the world of mainstream feminism — such as expressions within the mainstream women’s
movement that pertain to Jewish issues or Israel? In examining the possible origins of the
existing asymmetry, as well as its implications, this paper explores the possibility of adding
new dimensions to understanding of multicultural feminism, identity studies and the study
of Jewish identity.
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Missing from the Map:
Feminist Theory and the Omission of Jewish Women

JENNIFER ROSKIES

Introduction

This paper examines a topic at the beginning stages of its investigation. It attempts to shed
light on an apparent omission within feminist theory in the United States and discusses
its implications for contemporary feminism — as well as for feminists who are American
Jewish women.

As described below, feminists of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds have developed
theoretical models which articulate their uniquely situated standpoints in relation to
the sexism of their respective racial/ethnic groups on the one hand, and what has been
termed “mainstream” or “white” feminism on the other. This is not so when it comes to
Jewish women, notwithstanding the involvement of many Jewish women in the women’s
movement, including as leading theorists, leaving a gap in both feminist and multicultural
theory, as well as in identity studies. This paper presents a comparison of existing theoretical
approaches and demonstrates the absence of a comparable depiction of Jewish women as
case studies within multicultural feminism. It poses the query:

If one were to try to develop a theoretical model of multicultural Jewish feminist identity
where there now is none, how would one do so? How might such a theory explain the
following questions:

a) If Jewish women are missing from the map of feminist theory — both as subjects and
as authors — why might this be, and where do they place themselves when it comes to
their Jewish and feminist identities?

b) Is one possible explanation of this absence from the map that Jewish women locate
themselves within so-called mainstream feminism, that is, as white, and unencumbered
by an extraneous identity of any consequence?

c) If so, how do Jewish feminists view expressions within the women’s movement that
pertain to Jewish issues or Israel, including expressions which appear to be Antisemitic?
How do their identities as mainstream members of this movement coexist with their
identities as members of the Jewish people?

This paper draws upon Black feminist theory as a point of contrast with current scholarship
related to feminism and American Jewish women. With that contrast in mind, the paper
puts forth the thesis that while there may be an overall identification among Jewish women
with the feminist mainstream, their position in the women’s movement may nevertheless
reflect the eternal puzzle of Jews viewed as ‘Other’ — as a race, as a religion, as both,
as neither, as a composite projection of the host population’s fantasies. This absence of
theoretical model reflects the absence of a secure standing within the movement as an
ideological home. While this specific paper will not grapple with the issue of ‘Jew as
Other’ in this age of multiculturalism, it will conclude with the sketching of a road map for
exploration which, however preliminary, can act as a starting point for additional research
in the future.

Background

My journey into the world of Gender Studies originated with the wish to understand a certain
trait among numerous contemporaries and friends — women, some of whom live in Israel
like me, some of whom do not. I noticed an inconsistency between a strong conviction on
behalf of women’s issues on the one hand, and a conviction regarding the defense of the




legitimacy of the State of Israel on the other. My own deep conviction held that the two
issues — both based on the principles of equal opportunity and self-determination, and both
facing the threat of Islamist fundamentalism — go hand in hand. Yet often, these friends
did not seem to recognize threats facing Israel as on par with problems facing women, or,
that concern for Israel was parochial compared to the more universal condition of gender
issues, and therefore ranked as a less immediate priority. I wondered why this might be.

My studies of feminist theory, enlightening on many levels, brought a particular revelation
in my encounter with Black feminist and multicultural feminist thought. Black feminist
and multicultural theorists initiated an abrupt departure from leading feminist theorists of
the 1980s who had defined the challenges to all women in uniform terms, stemming from
their own perspectives as White middle class women. Black feminist thinkers asserted
that the experience of being female — however universal it is in many respects — differs
significantly depending upon one’s racial, ethnic, cultural and socio-economic background.
Thinkers such as bell hooks (sic), ' Patricia Hill Collins, Audre Lorde, Barbara Christian
and others pointed to the history and experience of African American women which
resulted in a distinct social condition with an equally distinct set of needs. In recognizing
that these differences had been overlooked and discounted by feminists who had claimed
the experience of middle class white women as the norm and as the mainstream, and in
articulating a theoretical model — an “Afrocentric feminist standpoint™ — Black feminists’
landmark contribution enriched feminist theory as a whole. Their writings speak to the
enduring nature of the ties that bind many people to their own ethnic, racial or national
groups, demonstrated that these ties often claim an allegiance over political or ideological
affiliations, and that this may be seen as both natural and legitimate. Their message was
one of validation, the validity of staking ground for one’s own group, bringing benefit to
that group but to others as well in the process. In the words of writer Sonia Sanchez, “I’ve
always known that if you write from a Black experience, you’re writing from a universal
experience as well...I know you don’t have to whitewash yourself to be universal.”

With these ideas in mind, I set out in search of the equivalent academic literature regarding
Jewish women’s experience of their connections to their Jewishness and their feminism,
looking for ways to apply the theoretical model I would find to the situation of my friends
and myself. This, I ventured, would bring theoretical underpinning to a project which
seemed to require justification, namely, seeing the fight for the legitimation of Jewish self-
determination and women’s self-determination as linked.

To my great surprise and puzzlement, however, the comparable body of literature was not to
be found. Despite existing research on the subjects of feminist identity and of multicultural
feminist studies, few studies look at Jewish women as case studies in this context.* Put
differently, the experience of Jewish women, whose role in the women’s movement has
been highly visible and active, is not reflected in scholarship of multicultural feminist
theory. Jewish women are missing from the map.

This paper explores why this may be so.

“Jewish Feminism”

Saying that Jewish women are missing from the map of multicultural feminist theory
does not mean to say that a search combining the words “Jewish” and “feminism” will
yield nothing. To the contrary. Within popular literature, one may find personal accounts
describing examples of Jewish women’s activism in the battle for women’s rights and in

Uhooks, bell. 1984. Feminist Theory: from margin to center. Boston: South End Press; Collins,
Patricia Hill. 1991. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of Em-
powerment. New York: Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc.; Lorde, Audre. 1984. Sister Outsider:
Essays and Speeches, Berkeley: Crossing Press; Christian, Barbara. 1987. “The Race for Theory,”
New Black Feminist Criticism 1985-2000, by Barbara Christian, Bowles, Fabi and Keizan (eds.),
Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press 2007.

2 Collins 1991, 115-117.
3 Tate, Claudia (ed.). 1983. Black Writers at Work. New York: Continuum Publishing (142).

4 Friedman, Michelle. 2002. “Toward an understanding of Jewish identity: An ethnographic
study,” Ph.D. dissertation, Albany: State University of New York.



the feminist movement.> Further, when it comes to academic scholarship, searches linking
the words “Jewish” and “feminism,” do yield studies — pertaining primarily, though, to
the theme of women within the Jewish world: women and Jewish religious law, ritual and
communal life. The term “Jewish Feminism” itself describes attempts by Jewish women
to find a place within or alongside normative Jewish tradition. Scholars such as Rachel
Adler,® Judith Plaskow, Susanna Heschel, Elyse Goldstein, Tova Hartman, Blu Greenberg,
Rivka Haut, Tamara Cohn Eskenazi and Andrea Weiss, Tamar Ross, Danya Rutenberg and
others have contributed toward attempts to realize and define a Jewish religiosity, spiritual
fulfillment, dignity and inclusion for Jewish women in the contemporary Jewish world.

Jewish feminism in the above context has its parallel in works by feminists of other faiths
— Christian, Moslem, Hindu — who struggle with similar issues of women’s participation,
ordination or of changes in theologies and liturgy which range from standard androcentric to
outright misogynist. Within Jewish feminism, thinkers and theorists have inspired notable
changes in religious and communal life, prompting Sylvia Barack Fishman to remark
that these “profound transformations have already become so mainstream as to appear
unremarkable.”” Indeed, these changes are apparent in areas such as synagogue worship,
with egalitarianism common practice in the vast majority of American congregations (the
vast majority of which are Reform and Conservative); the integration of female-centered
rituals into Jewish life; as well as within the organized Jewish community.®

Black Feminist Thought — Dual Perspectives

If existing Jewish feminist scholarship emphasizes issues of women within the Jewish
world, Black feminist theory — despite the substantial difference in experiences between
the two groups — provides a relevant point of contrast. For the latter, feminist struggle

3 See for example Plaskow, Judith and Donna Berman (eds.). 2005. The Coming of Lilith: Essays
on Feminism, Judaism and Sexual Ethics, 1972-2003 Boston: Beacon Press; Schneider, Susan
Weidman. 1985. Jewish and Female: Choices and Changes in Our Lives Today, New York: Simon
& Schuster; Pogrebin, Letty Cottin. 1991. “Deborah, Golda and Me, Being Female and Jewish in
America, New York: Crown Publishers; Levitt, Laura. 1997. Jews and Feminism: The Ambivalent
Search for Home. New York: Routledge.

¢ Adler, Rachel. 1999. Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive Theology and Ethics, Boston: Beacon
Press; Plaskow, Judith. 1991. Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective, New
York: Harper One; Plaskow, Judith and Donna Berman (eds.). 2005. The Coming of Lilith: Essays
on Feminism, Judaism and Sexual Ethics, 1972-2003 Boston: Beacon Press; Heschel, Susannah
(ed.). 1983, 1995. On Being a Jewish Feminist: A Reader,New York: Schocken Books; Gold-
stein, Elyse (ed.). 2008. The Women’s Haftarah Commentary: New Insights from Women Rabbis
on the 54 Weekly Haftarah Portions, the 5 Megillot & Special Shabbatot, New York: Jewish Lights
Publishing; Hartman, Tova. 2003. Appropriately Subversive: Modern Mothers in Traditional
Religions, Cambridge: Harvard University Press; Hartman, Tova. 2008. Feminism Encounters
Traditional Judaism: Resistance and Accommodation, HBI Series on Jewish Women, Waltham,
MA: Brandeis University Press; Greenberg, Blu. 1991. On Women and Judaism, New York: Jew-
ish Publication Society of America; Haut, Rivka and Susan Grossman (eds.). 1992. Daughters of
the King: Women and the Synagogue. Philadelphia, Jewish Publications Society; Cohn Eskenazi,
Tamara and Rabbi Andrea Weiss (eds.). 2007. The Torah: A Women'’s Commentary, Philadelphia:
Union for Reconstructionist Judaism Press; Ross, Tamar. 2004. Expanding the Palace of Torah:
Orthodoxy and Feminism, Brandeis Series on Jewish Women, Waltham, MA: Brandeis University
Press; Rutenberg, Danya (ed.). 2001. Yentl’s Revenge: The Next Wave of Jewish Feminism Boston:
Seal Press; Rutenberg, Danya (ed.). 2001. Yentl’s Revenge: The Next Wave of Jewish Feminism
Boston: Seal Press.

7 Fishman, Sylvia Barack. 2001. “Women’s Transformations of Public Judaism: Religiosity,
Egalitarianism and the Symbolic Power of Changing Gender Roles,” Studies in Contemporary
Jewry Vol. XVII: Who Owns Judaism? Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel,
Peter Medding, ed. Published for the Institute of Contemporary Jewry, The Hebrew University of
Jerusalem by Oxford University Press, New York: Oxford University Press.

8 Fishman, Sylvia Barack. 1995. A Breath of Life: Feminism in the American Jewish Community
Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press; Fishman, Sylvia Barack. 2008. Matriarchal Ascent/
Patriarchal Descent: The Gender Imbalance in American Jewish Life, Waltham, MA: Brandeis Uni-
versity Press; Fishman, Sylvia Barack. 1989. “The Impact of Feminism on American Jewish Life,”
American Jewish Year Book 1989.




takes place within African American society while extending well beyond the “home”
community to American society as a whole. Black feminist theorists have explored and
reflected African American women’s perceptions of their unique position at a nexus of
discrimination on the basis of race, gender and class. In coining the term “matrix of
domination,” Patricia Hill Collins spoke of creating a new paradigm. “The significance
of seeing race, class and gender as interlocking systems of oppression is that such an
approach fosters a paradigmatic shift of thinking inclusively about other oppressions...and
the economic, political and ideological conditions that support them.”

Black feminist theory also emerges from a recognition that the condition of Black women
is distinct from that of African Americans as a group as well as from women as a group;
therefore, their solutions emanate from neither Afrocentric theory nor from feminist theory
but from a uniquely Afrocentric feminist position. Ultimately, the goal of Black feminist
theory is to articulate Black women’s standpoint, making full use of

access to both the Afrocentric and the feminist standpoints ... [expecting that it] should
reflect elements of both traditions, but be distinct — a search for the distinguishing
features of an alternative epistemology."®

If one were to attempt to depict this objective of Black feminist theory as a diagram, it
would look like this (Fig. 1):

(Fig. 1) Intersection: the Afrocentric Feminist Standpoint

hite Patriarchal Hegemony

and its caption might quote bell hooks’ observation:

“White women and black men have it both ways. They can act as oppressor or be
oppressed. Black men may be victimized by racism, but sexism allows them to
act as exploiters and oppressors of women. White women may be victimized by
sexism, but racism enables them to act as exploiters and oppressors of black people.
Both groups have led liberation movements that favor their interests and support the
continued oppression of other groups.”"!

% Collins, 232.
19 1bid, 206.
" hooks, 15.




The intersection of the two inner-circles above depicts what Collins termed “accessing both
the Afrocentric and the feminist standpoint while maintaining distinctiveness” — all three
sections operating within the general context of the system’s white patriarchal hegemony.
Feminist theorists of other racial and ethnic backgrounds have reached similar conclusions
and prescribe a theoretical model which combines a similar dual focus — on sexism within
their respective racial/ethnic group as well as on the racism which flows from mainstream
white feminism.'

A schematic representation of Jewish feminism, in contrast, might look more like this
(Fig. 2):

Traditional
Patriarchal Judaism

" Fig. 2

reflecting its focus as rooted within the Jewish world. Missing is the comparable “oval,”
the attempt at self-definition vis & vis traditional androcentric Judaism, and vis a vis non-
Jewish feminism, with the attempt to identify a standpoint unique to Jewish women. Such
a model would be represented as follows (Fig. 3):

12 See for example Geok-lin Lim, Shirley. 1993 (807-826). “Feminist and Ethnic Theories in Asian
American Literature,” Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, Robyn D. War-
hol and Diana Price Hernd (eds.), 1997 New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press; Ling, Amy.
1987 (776-783). “I’'m Here: An Asian American Woman’s Response,” Feminisms: An Anthol-

ogy of Literary Theory and Criticism, Robyn D. Warhol and Diana Price Hernd (eds.), 1997 New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press; Anzaldua, Gloria. 1986 (765-775). “La conciencia de la
mestiza: Towards a New Consciousness,” Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criti-
cism, Robyn D. Warhol and Diana.Price Hernd (eds.), 1997 New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Universi-
ty Press; Martin, Biddy and Chandra Talpade Mohanty. 1986 (293-310). “What’s Home Got to Do
with 1t?” Feminisms: An Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, Robyn D. Warhol and Diana
Price Hernd (eds.), 1997 New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press; Sanchez, Rosaura. 1992
(1009-1028). “Discourses and Gender: Ethnicity and Class in Chicano Literature,” Feminisms: An
Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, Robyn D. Warhol and Diana Price Hernd (eds.), 1997
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.



(Fig. 3) Intersection: Feminist Jewish Women’s Standpoint

Non- Jewish World

Where Do Jewish Women — Jewish Feminists — Locate Themselves?

This contrast in orientations is all the more intriguing when one considers the active role
which Jewish women have played in the women’s movement, including thinkers and
writers whose works hold a central place in the canon of feminist and gender theory. A
selected list includes Betty Friedan, Adrienne Rich, Susan Moller Okin, Andrea Dworkin;'?
and ground-breaking feminist readings in the disciplines of History (Gerda Lerner, Natalie
Zemon Davis, Joan Wallach Scott),'* ‘Literary criticism (Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar,
Elaine Showalter),'> Psychology (Nancy Chodorow, Phyllis Chesler, Carol Gilligan),'®
feminist research methodology (Shula Reinharz)'” and Queer theory (Judith Butler, Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick).”® Yet, we do not see a body of scholarship comparable to that of
Black feminists’ describing the encounter between Jewish women and feminism, echoing

13 Friedan, Betty. 1964. The Feminine Mystique, New York: Dell Mass Market Paperback; Rich,
Adrienne. 1979. “Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynophobia,” On Lies, Secrets
and Silence: Selected Prose 19661978, New York: W.W. Norton, 275 —-310; Okin, Susan Moller.
1989. Justice, Gender and the Family, New York: Basic Books; Dworkin, Andrea. 1991. Pornog-
raphy: Men Possessing Women, New York: Plume Books.

14 Lerner, Gerda. 1986. The Creation of Patriarchy, New York: Oxford University Press; Zemon
Davis, Natalie. 1997. Women on the Margins: Three Seventeenth-Century Lives, Cambridge:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

15 Gilbert, Sandra and Susan Gubar. 1979. The Madwoman in the Attic, New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press; Showalter, Elaine. 1985. New Feminist Criticism: Women, Literature and Theory, New
York: Pantheon.

16 Chodorow, Nancy. 1978. The Reproduction of Mothering, Berkeley: The Regents University

of California Press; Chodorow, Nancy. 1991. Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory, New Haven:
Yale University Press; Chesler, Phyllis. 1972. Women and Madness, New York: Doubleday & Co.;
Gilligan, Carol. 1982. In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development,
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

17 Reinharz, Shulamit. 1992. Feminist Methods in Social Research, New York: Oxford University
Press. o

18 Butler, Judith. 2004. Undoing Gender, New York: Routledge Press; Butler, Judith. 2006.
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, New York: Routledge; Sedgwick, Eve
Kosofsky. 1990. The Epistemology of the Closet, Berkeley: The Regents of University of Califor-
nia Press.
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observations regarding the “conspicuous absence of theory and research [related] to the
Jewish people within the general literature on multiculturalism.”"

How might this situation have come to be? One explanation may be that this search for
a “Jewish women’s feminist standpoint” simply was not necessary. At first glance, this
point may seem so obvious as to be barely noteworthy. In as race-conscious a society as
the United States, a Black woman — or man — will face a greater level of discrimination
than someone white. If Jewish women’s feminism has not evolved the same kind of
differentiation and self-definition as Black women’s, this may well reflect the lack of a
sense of urgency to do so: an absence of that same experience of discrimination and just as
surely, a sense of identification with the American white majority. The fact that works of
the Jewish theorists cited above were incorporated into the core feminist oeuvre provides
further evidence of their identification and sense of belonging within the feminist white
mainstream.

Likewise, feminist Jewish women’s viewpoint is virtually indistinguishable from the
mainstream in the context of multicultural feminist theory. Much of multicultural feminist
theory relates to the negotiation of women’s standing alongside a multitude of cultural
contexts. It upholds the avoidance, as in Black Feminist theory, of “white solipsism,”? that
is, the implicit tendency to take white perspective as universal. It focuses, rather, on the issue
of women’s rights in societies and cultures around the world in their respective contexts.
Accordingly, one finds calls for greater awareness of the diversity among American Jewish
women with appeals for greater sensitivity and inclusion of Jewish women of color, for
example, or of Sephardic women, in keeping with a spirit of multiculturalism.”

Whiteness: The Fluidity of Racial Categorization

It bears recalling, therefore, that Jews as a group have only recently come to be considered
white. As demonstrated by Jacobson, Gilman, J. Boyarin, Brodkin and Cheyette, > race is
a “social construct,” and a remarkably fluid form of categorization over the past centuries.
Gilman notes that ‘

for the eighteenth and nineteénth-century scientist, the “blackness” of the Jew
was taken as fact and as mark of racial inferiority [in addition to]... an indicator
of [his] diseased nature ... By the midcentury, being black, being Jewish, being

19 Friedman, Michelle. 2002. “Toward an understanding of Jewish identity: An ethnographic
study,” Ph.D. dissertation, Albany: State University of New York.

20 Rich, Adrienne. 1979. “Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynophobia,” On Lies,
Secrets and Silence: Selected Prose 1966—1978, New York: W.W. Norton, 275 -310; Alcoff, Linda
Martin. 2005. Race, Gender and the Self, New York: Oxford University Press.

21 Brettschneider, Marla and Dawn Robinson Rose. 2004. “Engaging Jewish Feminist Diversity
Issues,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender Issues, Jerusalem: The Schechter
Institute of Jewish Studies and The Hadassah-Brandeis Institute. No. 8, Fall 5765/2004, 180-188;
Shoshana, Yolanda. 2004 (154-164). “Am I My Sister’s Keeper? Nashim: A Journal of Jew-

ish Women'’s Studies & Gender Issues, Jerusalem: The Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies and
The Hadassah-Brandeis Institute. No. 8, Fall 5765/2004; Pegueros, Rosa Maria. 2004 (174-180).
“Radical Feminism — No Jews Need Apply,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies &
Gender Issues, Jerusalem: The Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies and The Hadassah-Brandeis
Institute, No. 8, Fall 5765/2004.

22 Jacobson, Matthew Frye. 1998,2002. Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants
and the Alchemy of Race, Cambridge: Harvard University Press; Gilman, Sander L. 2002. “Are
Jews Multicultural Enough?” from Multiculturalism and the Jews, New York: Routledge; Gilman,
Sander L. 1994. “The Jewish Nose: Are Jews White? Or, the History of the Nose Job,” The Other
in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Culture and Identity,” Laurence J. Silber-
stein and Robert L. Cohn eds., New York: New York University Press; Boyarin, Jonathan. 1994.
“The Other Within and the Other Without,” The Other in Jewish Thought and History: Construc-
tions of Jewish Culture and Identity,” Laurence J. Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn eds., New York:
New York University Press; Brodkin, Karen. 1999. How the Jews Became White Folks: And What
That Says about Race in America, New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press; Cheyette, Bryan.
1995 (31-42). “Neither Black Nor White: The Figure of ‘the Jew’ in Imperial British Literature,”
The Jew in the Text, Linda Nochlin & Tamar Garb eds., London: Thames and Hudson.
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diseased and being ‘ugly’ came to be inexorably linked...one bore the signs of
one’s diseased status on one’s anatomy, and by extension, in one’s psyche.?

Gilman underlines that “the boundaries of race were one of the most powerful social and
political divisions evolved in the science of the period.” Ironically, Jewish in-marrying,
rather than marking Jews a pure race, marked them as impure and considered “mongrel”
due to interbreeding with Africans during the period of the “Alexandrian exile.”*

Literature documenting race in America dates the designation of Jews as white as recently as
the 1920’s — recalling the contrast Al Jolson drew of himself between blackface entertainer
as opposed to white cantor’s son in “The Jazz Singer” (below)

Fig. 4

— or the period following World War I1. With the awareness and horror of Nazi Germany’s
racial policies, “the 1940’s produced a profound revision in the taxonomy of the world’s
races.”? This is reflected in examples such as Arthur Miller’s 1945 novel Focus or Laura Z.
Hobson’s 1947 Gentleman s Agreement, later adapted into the film starring Gregory Peck
(Fig. 5), whose message was that Jews are not only difficult to tell apart from non-Jews,
but that their similarity to “real” Americans reflects their essential worthiness of racial
equality as well.

Fig. 5

23 Gilman 2002, 370. Note: Blackness of skin was thought to be a result of congenital syphilis — jr

24 Gilman 1994, 369-70.
25 Jacobson, 188.
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Expanding the definition of “whiteness” brought obvious benefits in terms of relative power
within American society. The perceived differentiation from other racial groups coupled
with the identification with mainstream white America positioned Jews to attain greater
financial security and power during the second half of the 20" century.

Yet in sources even more recent, Jews are described as “not quite white” or as “a different
shade of white,” in other words, not quite blending in. A telling study involving white
American women on the subject of their white identities,?® notes statements by Jewish
participants indicating that

several points must be made about the intersection of Jewishness and whiteness...
Ashkenazi Jews for much of this century in the US and Europe have been placed
at the borders of whiteness, at times viewed as cultural outsiders, at times as racial
outsiders, but in any case never as constitutive of the cultural norm.?’

This study, by Ruth Frankenberg, is revealing in other ways as well. In the relatively short
section she devotes to the Jewish aspect of those women among her participants who were
Jews (numbering 11 out of 30), the theme of experiencing Antisemitism arises among
every single one of them. Frankenberg picks up on statements by the Jewish women in
her interviews which describe their senses of identity as Jews over different stages in their
lives.

This study is significant in that it is among the only ones I have been able to locate which
explores women’s identities together with their Jewish identities, not on the subject of
their religiosity or spirituality, but in the context of the wider world. Another equally
informative study, by Debra Kaufman,? indicates how much one can glean when one asks
questions which pertain directly.to the missing parts of the Venn diagram in Fig. 3, in that
she alludes to exactly this interse'ction of identities. When Kaufman’s subjects express
that their identity as Jewish women “is grounded in their experience as “the Other’ within
Judaism,” for example it'speaks directly to and in concert with the experlence of being
a Jewish woman vis a vis Jewish men, as well as vis a vis their experience of the greater
world’s perception of the Jew as Other.

An Uncertain Sisterhood — The Women’s Movement and Antisemitism

A brief examination will reveal that the experience of feeling like a “cultural outsider”
(Frankenberg) and “Other” (Kaufman) is far from uncommon within the women’s
movement itself; leaving one to wonder what tenuousness may accompany Jewish feminist
women’s identification and sense of belonging within the mainstream of the movement.

One such strand is evident within Christian feminism.” Judith Plaskow critiques the
myth which accuses the Jews of inventing and inflicting patriarchal religion on the world,
banishing the Goddess who had “reigned in matriarchal glory.” The myth continues, she
states, claiming that when Jesus then tried to “restore egalitarianism, [he] was foiled by
the persistence of Jewish attitudes within Christian tradition.”* This portrayal of “the
Hebrews as ruthlessly supplanting Goddess worship with the monotheistic male Hebrew
de1ty acts as a feminist incarnation of the old charge of deicide.’ “Christian feminism
gives a new slant to the old theme of Christian superiority... deeply rooted in Christian

26 Frankenberg, Ruth. 1993. White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

2 1bid., 216, 224.

28 Kaufman, Debra. 2005. “Measuring Jewishness in America: Some Feminist Concerns,” Nashim.:
A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies & Gender Issues, Jerusalem: The Schechter Institute of Jew-
ish Studies and The Hadassah-Brandeis Institute. No. 10 Fall 5766/2005.

2 Daum, Annette. 1982, 1989 (298-302). “Blaming the Jews for the Death of the Goddess,”

Nice Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology, Evelyn Torton Beck ed., Boston: Beacon Press; Heschel,
Susannah (ed.). 1983, 1995. On Being a Jewish Feminist: A Reader, New York: Schocken Books,
xix; Plaskow, Judith. 1982, 1989 (303-309). “Blaming the Jews for the Birth of Patriarchy,” Nice
Jewish Girls: A Lesbian Anthology, Evelyn Torton Beck ed., Boston: Beacon Press, 303-309.

30 plaskow 1989, 298.

31 Daum, 304-5; Heschel, xix.



13

theology,” according to Plaskow, while, Daum adds, “singl[ing] out [Jews]... as the source
of society’s sexism.”

Within feminist activism, Jewish-targeted enmity commonly takes the form of anti-Zionism
and vituperative hostility toward Israel, the interconnected nature of these two bigotries
demonstrated by Kaplan and Small.*> Examples include the exclusion or expulsion of
Israelis and Jews from participation in women’s conferences or organizations,® the
exclusion of material which depicts Israel in a favorable light from feminist publications,*
the adoption of anti-Israel and anti-Zionist resolutions in conferences convened to discuss
women’s issues,” the formation of women’s organizations whose central purpose is the
defamation of Israel and is invoked as an actual expression of feminism.*

(Fig. 6) From the Code Pink website

The message, implicit and explicit, is that vilification of Zionism is integral to feminist
ideology, to the point that the two goals are deemed indistinguishable. The option of being
a feminist and a supporter of Israel is rendered mutually incompatible, a contradiction in
terms.

Painting Jews as responsible for egregious forms of racism (adding responsibility for the
slave trade to the indictment to boot’’) would be almost comical were it not so stinging.
Scholars of American Jewry relate the overwhelming degree to which American Jews

32 Kaplan, Edward and Charles A. Small. 2006. “Anti-Israel Sentiment Predicts Anti-Semitism in
Europe,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 50: 548-561.

3 Chesler, Phyllis. 2003. The New Anti-Semitism: The Current Crisis and What We Must Do About
It, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 67,.70; Pegueros, Rosa Maria. 2004 (174-180). “Radical Feminism
— No Jews Need Apply,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies & Gender Issues, Jerusa-
lem: The Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies and The Hadassah-Brandeis Institute, No. 8, Fall
5765/2004.

34 «“Ms. Magazine’s Moment' of Truth: Ms. Magazine’s refusal to print pro-Israel ad raises ques-
tions about the ‘Palestinianization’ of the women’s movement.” 2008 http://www.thejewishweek.
com/viewArticle/c36_a2011/News/New_York.html#; Ms. Magazine Blocks Ad on Israeli Women.”
2008 .http://www.ajcongress.org/site/News2 ?page=NewsArticle&id=6709. Links were active at
time of this publication.

35 Chesler 2003, 53; Pogrebin, Letty Cotton. 2003. “Attention Must be Paid: How a Jewish
Feminist Fought Against Anti-Semitism in the Women’s Movement,” Journey, Spring 2003, 15-19,
Ma’yan, Jewish Women’s Project, 15-19; Pogrebin, Letty Cottin. 1991. “Deborah, Golda and Me,
Being Female and Jewish in America, New York: Crown Publishers; Pogrebin, Letty Cottin. 1982.
Ms. Magazine.

36 Coalition of Women for Peace http://coalitionofwomen.org/home/english; Women in Black
http://www.womeninblack.org/en/vigil; Code Pink http://www.stolenbeauty.org/article.
php2list=type&type=4135. Links were active at time of this publication.

37 Chesler 2003, 57.
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identify with left wing and liberal ideologies,*® the Jewish communal establishment in
the 1960s going so far as to maintain that a Jew’s position on the issue of civil rights
formed a primary measure of his very Jewish identity.*® That being a member of the Jewish
community could mark one as suspect of racism recalls the condition termed by Steven M.
Cohen as “the unbearable whiteness of being Jewish.”* Or, as Gilman noted in observing
this irony, “multicultural discourse has marginalized Jews while using Jewish experience
as one of the models for the multicultural.”*

Supplementing the Gap in Theory — and Substance

How, then, do Jewish women deal with this situation? On a more fundamental level, if
Jewish women experience animosity, how do they describe its impact, a rejection by sisters
within the sisterhood?

Chandra Talpade Mohanty, a postcolonial feminist theorist, observes a frequent conflict
between feminism and the “home” community, criticizing allegiance to the home community
as “revisionism [that] severely limit[s]...feminist inquiry and struggle.” She describes

the risk of rejection by one’s own kind, by- one’s family, when one exceeds the
limits.....The fear of rejection by one’s own kind refers not only to the family of
origin, but also to the potential loss of a second family, the women's community,
with its implied and often unconscious replication of the conditions of home.*
(emphasis added)

Personal reflections of Jewish women regarding this conflict between their Jewish and
feminist ties provide telling and poignant expressions of this very sense of loss of their
“second family [in] the women’s community.” Letty Cottin Pogrebin, referring to the
anti-Israel and Antisemitic diatribes at the 1980 United Nations Women’s Conference in
Copenhagen, states,

Jewish women have two battles to fight: Against sexism and against anti-Jewish
beliefs. ..identifying as Jews within the feminist movement with as much zeal as we
identify as feminists in Judaism.*

Others, like Phyllis Chesler, decry the demonization of Israel and of Jewish self-
determination as an abandonment of the feminist struggle itself, sacrificing the well-being
of Islamic women — and of all women — in the face of encroaching Islamist fundamentalism
on Western shores in a rush of appeasement which stands to imperil all.* i

Testimonials of this kind cast li‘ght on this under-studied area in scholarship. A more
complete “feminist Jewish standpoint” in the model of Black feminist thought would serve

38 Cohen, Steven M. and Fein, Leonard J. 1985 (75-88). Annals of the American Academy of Po-
litical and Social Science, Vol. 480, Religion in America Today (Jul., 1985), Published by Sage Pub-
lications, Inc. in association with the American Academy of Political and Social Science; Cohen,
Steven M. and Charles S. Liebman. (1997, 405-430). “American Jewish Liberalism: Unraveling
the Strands” The Public Opinion Quarterly, Vol. 61, No. 3 (Autumn, 1997), Published by Oxford
University Press on behalf of the American Association for Public Opinion Research; Podhoretz,
John ed. 2009. “Why Are Jews Liberals? A Symposium,” Commentary Magazine, September;
Podhoretz, Norman. 2009. Why Are Jews Liberals? New York: Doubleday.

39 Cohen, Steven M. 1997. The Unbearable Whiteness of Being Jewish: Desegregation in the
South and the Crisis of Jewish Liberalism, Journal of American Jewish History, June 1997.
40 1

Ibid.
41 Gilman, Sander L. 2006. “Are Jews Multicultural Enough?” from Multiculturalism and the
Jews, New York: Routledge, 179.
42 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. 2003, (85). Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory,
Practicing Solidarity. Durham: Duke University Press 103-104.
43 pogrebin, Letty Cottin. 1982. Ms. Magazine.

44 Chesler, Phyllis. 2003. The New Anti-Semitism: The Current Crisis and What We Must Do About
Ir, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 12; see also Greenfield, Gloria. 2008. “Statement,” http://jwa.org/
feminism/_html/JWA101.htm. Link was active at time of this publication.
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to illuminate the anatomy of Antisemitism in the women’s movement and its effect on
Jewish women. We lack more studies such as Debra Kaufman’s and Ruth Frankenberg’s
to augment the data on how Jewish women experience these meeting points in their own
words.

To go back to the original question regarding the missing theoretical model describing
Jewish women’s multicultural feminist identity, a more comprehensive understanding
of the points of encounter between Jewish women and the non-Jewish world would
complement the existing works related to women within the Jewish world. The present
situation, Jewish women’s absence from - feminist theoretical models, underscores an
element of “homelessness.” To borrow Elaine Showalter’s image in her essay, “Feminist
Criticism in the Wilderness,” without a theoretical basis, Jewish women risk remaining
“an empirical orphan in the theoretical storm.”* Bereft of theoretical belonging or anchor,
not even the most loyal, committed or radical feminists are exempt from bias, slurs and
innuendo. An increased analysis could serve to right this imbalance. Such findings might
increase awareness and understanding of current trends regarding the impact of feminist
ideology as it relates to the connection between feminism — a movement conceived in order
to fight bias — and the age old bias of Antisemitism.

Conclusion

The above documentation illustrates the lack of correspondence between the basic focus
of “Jewish feminism” within the Jewish world and between Black feminist thought and
that of other racial and ethnic groups, oriented both within their respective ethnic groups
and beyond their groups to deal with “mainstream” feminism. Jewish women as a whole
may have felt no need for such a dual orientation, evidenced by a sense of belonging and
identification within mainstream feminism. Yet one need not scratch very deeply beneath
the surface to behold an undercurrent which can prove unsettling to Jewish women.
Expressions of anti-Zionism and of outright Antisemitism raise the question of how Jewish
women experience an apparent attack which calls their feminist allegiance into question.
New research, with the aim of recording and analyzing Jewish women’s perceptions in
their own words, stands to add a new dimension to what we currently know about Jewish
women’s experience and identities.

In 1984, bell hooks wrote incisively of mainstream feminism at that time, saying

Feminism has its party line and women who feel a need for a different strategy, a
different foundation, often find themselves ostracized or silenced.*®

Could an equivalent body of scholarship by feminist Jewish women create a space for a
distinct standpoint that addresses the concerns of women within the Jewish world as well
as within the world of mainstream feminism? The answer to this question is complicated,
given that it is linked to persistent efforts through the centuries to see the Jew as Other in
every conceivable context. The anatomy of Antisemitism in the women’s movement lies
within feminist theory itself. A new theoretical model to supplement what is currently
missing may act as a starting point for additional exploration in the future and as a source
of change in rhetoric as well as in practice.

43 Showalter, Elaine. 1981 (179-205). “Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness,” Critical Inquiry,
Vol. 8, No. 2, Writing and Sexual Difference, (Winter, 1981), Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 180.

46 hooks, 9.
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