
SCRIPTA JUDAICA CRACOVIENSIA * Vol. 4

Kraków 2006

REVIEW

Men and Women. Gender, Judaism and Democracy, ed. by Rachel Elior, 
Urim Publications Jerusalem, New York 2004, 213 pp. 

Eleven scholars from Israel have contributed to this volume dedicated to the pres
ently broadly discussed Gender Studies in Judaism. It documents a conference on the 
topic held in July 1998 which was devoted to the changing meanings of gender reality 
within Israeli culture. The four main parts of the book are dealing with “The Law: 
Patriarchy and Equality, ” “Past and Present: History and Culture from a Gender 
Perspective, ” “Socio-Religious Encounters in the Past” and finally “The Educational 
Process from a Gender Perspective. ”

The articles reflect on the role of Jewish men and women from the ancient past until 
today. The editor of the volume, Prof. Rachel Elior from the Department of Jewish 
Thought at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, is known for her active engagement 
on behalf of equal rights for women in Israel. But I have to contradict her very first 
sentence of the introduction where she writes: “For thousands of years, from ancient 
times until the 20lh century, written Jewish culture was created exclusively by men” (p. 
9). To be precise, it may be the case with very learned Hebrew written texts, but Jewish 
culture in the world was not limited to such texts or to Hebrew only. In Western and 
Eastern Europe, Jewish women did of course compose “Tkhines” or “Tekhinot”, daily 
meditations and prayers, as Chava Weissler1 showed. One of the known examples is 
Hester Rothschild’s “Imrey Lev. Prayers and Meditations for Every Situation and 
Occasion in Life” of 1856. Jewish women wrote before the 20th century other things, 
too, as did the historian Bella Horwitz in 1705 and Glikl Hameln or Gliieckel von 
Hamein (1645/1646-1724), an author of seven volumes of memoirs “Zikhroynes maras 
Glikl Hamil” in Yiddish (“Judendeutsch”), 2 which were compared to Leone de 
Modena’s oeuvre. 

1 Ch. Weissler, Voices of the Matriarchs. Listening to the Prayers of Early Modern Jewish Women, Boston 
1998.

2 E. Grözinger, Glückei von Hameln. Kauffrau, Mutter und erste jüdisch-deutsche Autorin, Berlin 2004.
1 C.B. Balin, To reveal Our Hearts. Jewish Women Writers in Tsarist Russia, Cincinnati 2000.

In the 19lh century women wrote also in other languages, and Jewish female writers 
came up even in Tsarist Russia where their writings were printed, as was for instance 
the case with Pauline Wengeroff (1833-1906) who, according to Carole B. Balin3 was 
one of nearly thirty women whose translations or original works were published by the 
Russian-Jewish periodical in St. Petersburg “Voshod” (Sunrise, 1881-1906). Prior to 
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that, Balin writes, indeed only traces of writings by Jewish women were evident in 
publications geared towards a Jewish audience, such as a Hebrew letter by a Jewish 
woman printed in 1853 in a Viennese annual “Kokhvey Yitskhak” (Isaac’ Stars). 
Michael Galchinsky4 has discovered a rich Jewish women’s literary creativity in 
Victorian England. In Germany, since the Enlightenment, quite a number of Jewish 
women writers, like Fanny Lewaid in the 1840’s, was quite active as well. There is 
much more to say about that and the research of this field of gender studies is still far 
from being completed!

’ M. Galchinsky, The Origin of the Modern Jewish Woman Writer. Romance and Reform in Victorian 
England, Detroit 1996.

It is a sad but well known fact, of course, that for centuries women writers in 
general, not just Jewish, have had more obstacles to overcome on their way to literary 
Olympus than men. But since Jewish women traditionally, due to religious laws and 
customs, had been even more secluded from scholarly life than women in their 
Christian neighbourhood, not mentioning the still prevailing discrimination of women 
in the Moslem world, it is thus important - as the participants of the conference do - to 
analyse the social circumstances and the religious background which hindered them 
socially and intellectually in the past and do so even at present. “The books of the 
Bible, the Mishnah, the Taimuds, Midrash, gaonic literature, medieval Jewish 
philosophy, Kabbalah literature and the Zohar, were all written by men for men,” states 
Naftali Rothenberg (p. 142). The conference saught to reveal the “feminine voice” over 
the generations until today.

Elior defines the aim of this collection of articles: “to approach, from the perspec
tive of gender: the complex interaction between shared and distinct values within the 
mesh of Judaism and democracy; between sacred traditional values and contemporary 
values; and between prevailing norms rooted in the past, and changing consciousness.” 
Following the conference, we learn that “a discussion group was established, to address 
the issue of dialogue between men and women in the traditional world and in modem 
society.”

Elior and her colleagues fight against the still deeply rooted patriarchal ism within 
the contemporary society in Israel which, on the surface, presents itself as a very 
modem state, as regards its Prime Minister Golda Meir of blessed memory or the 
female soldiers in the army. Israel’s Declaration of Independence announces full sex 
equality, as Orit Kamir writes (p. 35f), and an impressive series of the outstandingly 
progressive Israeli legislation has already brought about quite a number of egalitarian 
laws and regulations. But after a deeper scrutiny of the Israeli secular society, including 
the army with its regulations which discriminate against women, there are still 
enormous deficiencies on the path to equality between men and women. Are we wrong, 
for example, when we don’t see a female Chief of Staff anywhere on the Israeli 
horizon? No, we are not, since women have indeed been barred from field units and 
thus from advancing through the military hierarchy. And the family status of women 
suffers still, as Pinhas Shifman (p. 24ff.) depicts, “from the prevailing duality between 
religious and secular law” as marriage and divorce are still subject to religious laws. 
On the other hand, the customary oriental male-centered society regards women as a 
man’s possession. This is one of the reasons for the large number of battered women in 
Israel.
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The conference was seven years ago which is a very long time for the dynamically 
changing Israeli society. In the meantime, new developments have taken place which 
are certainly going to improve the situation of Israeli women, due for instance to a 
strong movement on the part of women lawyers in Israel within the frame of a society 
called “The New Family,” having yet to overcome the resistance on the part of the 
religious authorities who still interpret the Halakhah (Jewish Law) in the conservative 
fashion (Susan Weiss, p. 66), and deny the women the “kavod,” dignity, they are 
entitled to (Orit Kamir, p. 42). For a number of years, too, the WIZO (Women’s 
International Zionist Organization) has been active on behalf of equal civil rights for 
Jewish women among others in its school for promoting women’s political activities 
and communal leadership. But it is a stony path indeed, as Rahel Elior complains, 
“Contemporary Israeli society, perceived as modem and committed to the principles of 
liberal and egalitarian democracy, in many ways continues to conduct its affairs in an 
atmosphere dominated by past traditions, wholly unacquainted with the concept of 
equality between the sexes” (p. 92).

The conference has therefore also taken into consideration the very significant 
percentage of women belonging to various Orthodox groups. Chana Kehat discusses 
the feminist currents in these circles (p. 200 ff.). Trends towards a new consciousness 
can be traced, especially within the academics of the Modem Orthodoxy. In the 
Ultraorthodox groups, however, due to the rigid segregation of sexes, the feminist 
processes are still insignificant. The book, unfortunately without an index, is an 
interesting contribution to current research on Jewish feminine identity, focussing on 
the conflicts and developments in Israel, which are generally less well known to the 
public outside the country.

Elvira Grozinger
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