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Digest 

In ex•ining the changing religious role of the Refonu Jewish 

woman this study addresses itself to the following questions: What 

actual changes have occurred in the Reform woman's religious role and 

responsibilities? What was the influence of contemporary change in 

women's position in general society? 

"nle thesis is made up of four parts. "nle first chapter in each 

contains an overview of woman's position in society and the churches 

during the period under consideration. This is followed by a more 

detailed examination of the religious role of Reform Jewish women. 
-: 

supplemented by a brief study of the non-Reform Jewish woman's pos

ition where necessary. 

Part I presents the European roots and development of the Reform 

movement from the beginning of the 19th century to the Holocaost in 

Germany. "nle response of the early Reform thinkers to Jewish emanci

pation included attempts to change the religious role of Jewish women. 

Yet a£ter a brief period of activity during the mid-1800s little actual 

change had been §CQOlllplished. With the rise of secular feminism in 

the early 20th century. some German Jewish women organized and tried 

to press for a broader role in the Jewish c0111DUnity. By the late 

1930s. while a woman had been ordained as a rabbi and women were more 

actively involved in communal affairs. they remained severely re

stricted in their role outside the home. 

The last three parts of the thesis concentrate on the Reform 

woman in America. Part II covers the essentially pre-Reform period 

in the colonies and the newly-formed United States. It e.specially 

describes the effect of the ''Cult of True Womanhood"• which pictured 

women as the more religious and spiritual sex, on Christians and Jews. 

Part Ill examines the period of Classical Reform in America. from 

the arrival of Isaac Mayer Wise in the 1840s to the first discussion of 

female ordination by the CCAR in 1922. The thought of Wise and othe.r 

prominent Reformers on the position of women is studied as are the 

changes Reform brought about affecting women. "nle growth of Jewish 
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women's organizations is also examined with a view to understanding 

female attempts to define their own religious role. 

Part IV brings the study from the 1920s to the ordination of the 

first woman rabbi by the movement in 1972. Organizational developments 

are followed and the effect of the rebirth of popular feminism on 

religion is examined. '!be rise of Jewish feminism and the final 

progress toward female ordination are studied as reflections of 

general social change. 
It can be seen therefore, that the religious role of the Reform 

Jewish woman has responded, just like the Reform movement itself, to 

trends and developments in general society. Reform Judaism, by being 

open to change, has allowed women's religious role to develop along 

with it. ' · 
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P reface 

Few i ssue:: in J ewisr. , ife hav e caused a.s m~cn debate i n recent 

yefirs es t he d eci:;ion by t he Reform mo v ement t o ordain women as r::.bbi:: . 

The Reconstr u.ctionist :.1ov e:nent h<?.s ncted similar l y , whi1e at t his 

writing , Conservative Juda.i i:::n is in t he pr oce:::s of intensely £earching 

its soul. 

At a ti:::ie when soci et111 perceptions o f women are in a stat e of 

f l lli: . producing l'l VFl.riety of reactions within organized J..ida.ism , ii 

m~y be instructi v e to con::;ider r.ist o rica1ly the chP..nges in t he r o e 

of women i n American Jewish r eligious 1 ife. Speci fica.11 y, t his 

~tudy eY.amine::; t~1e r el P..tionship between changing sec :.llar and C!lristi?.n 

perception:: o f wome!'l <>..nd the evoL>tion of the fema1 e ro 1 e withi n Reform 

J ldP..ism . 

Ref1rm has prided it se1f on t he f e et that it is t h e br~nch of 

J 1d~ism m..:>st ..:>pe~ to ch~ge and deve opment. I t has reen it::;eif ~s 

"! 'i ber 'll mov erient , tri:.,.,s :>_ting a prophetic Jewish tradi t io'l into a 

conterrpor~ry pr..:>eres;i v e !"piri t . What hns been t he connection betv:een 

t h i ~ Reform self- perception and t he i ss;;c of women ' s r oe with in 

t he :nov er.1ent? 

For t~e purposes of thi s stu dy t he female " r e i gious r ole" is 

dP.fined as t h ::i.t s p'here of r;.ct) vi ty avai, ab1 e t o t he Jewish wor.ian 

wi thi r. J ewi::;i' ife P-nd t he J ewich community . It :nA.nifest ::; 1 t !;elf 

in t hree -.re~s : the !·:ime , t he synagogue 11nd the Jewish org<i.ni zation . 

Tt.~ r e' icio 1<- ro' e i:; t11<>l wt:ic:'I , from a wom'3..'1 1 ~ point of view, 

co~tribute~ t o her Jewish identi t y . A consideration of self

pcrception i:; i~ portar.t her e 11s i s the P.vai 1 ability of realistic 

f em,., e: models v:ho may !':'3.v r: pioneered new P.rea::; of Jewish female 

a ctivity . '1'ne wo rds " Refor:n J 1.4ciai sm" P.nd " RP.formers" r efer to 

thlit proeressi v n ideo ogy <>nd its pr-'P'l.t:>tors wi t r.in J •1dP-ism thnt 

!'Ind its orie;in s in early 19t h- cent.lry Gerru:any . This mov ement is 

chP..r R.cterizec by its view t h:t t J idP-is:n ch.:>J.1 c be adapt nb e Rnd 

changine , responsive to t he co"lte:n11orP.Xy wo r · d . 



- - -

~- - -

A ca sual glance at the bibloiography of this work will reveal a 

portion of the vast amount of l iterature that has only recently become 

available on t he subjects of women' s history, women and rel igion, Jewish 

women's history,and t he l i ke . Litt le work has been done with a view 

towards a developmental consideration of woman's place in Reform 

J udaism. I have attempted to provide such an examination. 

The subject has been divided into f our major parts. The first is 

an overview of t he attempt s of the German Reformers t o accommodate 

J udaism t o a changing r ol e for women in society. The l ast t hree parts 

detail the American experience, beginning with Colonial times and t hen 

concentrating on the period following the establ ishment ofatrue Reform 

movement in the United States. Each part contains an overview of the 

religious position of the contemporary Christian woman, as well as a 

survey of pe.rtinent social trends. The non- or pre-Reform Jewish women's 

role i s also dis cussed \there applicable. It is hoped that this back

ground analysis will facilitate comparison and contrast w1 th the speci.fic 

positi on of the Reform J ewisb woman. 

It has been almost two centuries from the beginnings of Jewish 

emancipation to the symbol ic attainment of female religious emancipation 

- r abbinic ordination. This s t udy attempts to trace that l ong journey 

in an effort to understand where we have been tha t we may know where 

we have yet to go. 
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PART I 

GERri.ANY 



Introduction 

Any s t •.ldy of t he R efor:n J ev;i :;;n wom::n m.u:t pr:>per 1 y begin v:i t h a 

consi der1'ltion of the posi tLm of J ewi ::;h wo:aen in t h e country wher e 

Reform w.<.is bo rn: Germany . Reform grew o..i t of and was no 11 ri shed by 

t he ereRt c..i l t ..i.r al and ph i 1.osophica1 mov ements t h<!t dominat ed t he 

Ger.nan s t11tes i n t ile 18t h :md 19t h ccntu.rieo . As t hese f orces influenc

ed t he Jewish r ef or mer s i n t heir view of Tor ah and Halacha , t h ey also 

cha lenged t hem i n t heir under s t andine of t he tratli tiona1 place of women 

i n J uciai zm . i/irn.t t he GermP.n refonncr s ciid to ch'll!ge t Le ro ' e ;_nd 

stat .u: o f J e\•:isa women W:>.ll d hav e a prof ound effect on t he p lac e of 

women i n Reform as it developed in Z.;.r ope , and as i t cro: ::; cc t he 

ocean t o :lorth Americ11 . The pion eer :; ,1f Ar.1crica"l Rl.'fo nn J uciaisrn wer e 

ei t hcr Germnn or tieeply infl ..i.enc cd by Ger man Reform . T!1e congr ega

tions t lv• t t h ey served were f or t h e moot part mP.de JP of German J cwish 

i ruin.igr:o.ntc . The debate ov er t he position of women in t hose c ;:imm-.tni -

ties wi:to " contin uation of t hat begura with t he ri se J f Reform i n Ge:n;~.ny . 

In tr,e E Jro pean J ewj zh com.11.ini t y , exposed t o t he; i nf1 .lences ) f 

t h e 3!'lgl i 1;htenment, Romanticism. and t o a cirnnging view of \':omen , 

Ref.:>nn wsi.o t he firs t :n v ement to 11.tt empt t o harmonize \'.o:nen' c nev: 

s tat.ls i n socie t y with t hi>.t w:1ich t hey p<>ssessed ir. J ..tdaisir . • 

4 



I Woman' s Place i n Rel igion a.nd Society 

1 ) In Pre-Enslight enment Euro pe 

At t he dawn of t h e Enlightenment German wom en had l ived f or 

almost two cenb t.ri es with t he images of the female sex t hat had grown 

out of th e rel igious s truggl e s of t h e Reformation . 

Th e ambivalent view of women held by t he Church Fa t her s i n the 

ear ly rliddle Ages had set the s tage f or t heir official position within 

t he Church, as well as i n society in general . Indeed , by t h e 10t h 

cent ur y , women' s role and s t a t us wer e no minut ely def ined that ver y 

l ittle e se had to be added t o canon law in the f ollo'fr:Lng eenturies.
1 

It would seem t hat t h e Church bel ieved t hat t he sol e reason f or women' s 

exis t enc e was t o produce :fu t ure Chri s tiruis . They were a llowed no place 

in t he ritual of the Church . Yet while women might be vilified as 

devils who t empted men into sin - as Eve had done t o Adam - t hey were 

not without pre-eminent r ole models from Chris tian tradition , pr imaril y 

h':ar y , t he mother of Jesus . It was a s i mpl e f act t hat a women held 

a pr ominent p a c e i n Church myt hology, one t hat no man could deny -

i ndeed , t he cul t of t he Virgin was popular t h r oughout t he Chri s tian 

c en t uries of Europe.- Th e emphasi s on Mar y ' s virginity and ce i bacy 

within t he Church g ave some women an avenue within Chri s tiFln l ife 

t hAt ceJ !?br ., t ed t heir femininity as "bri des of Chri s t" - i n t he 

nunnery . Th..i.s while t he pos ition of women i n t he Church was severely 

l i mit ed , t her e did e>dst a way fo r certa i n women t o obtain e degree 

of r espect and aut hority ~~thin Ca tholic Chr istiP..nity . 

Wi th t ho coming of t he Pr ot est ant Reformation , much of t his 

chP.nged. P r ot est an t t heology vigorously r educed the posi tion of Mary 

as $l1l object of veneratio~ . ~ary-worship was labeled idolatry . 

Furthermor e R. greatly decr eased emphasi s on cel ibacy and more posi tiv1e 

view o f marriag e and women ' s r ole t her ei n bad led t o abolishi ng the 

option of ~ nun ' s wFly of l ife fo r Pr o t est ant women . Uartin Lut her 

seem ed t o p1~ce more ~tress on t he r o1e of women within t h e domestic 

sphere . ·:1oman' s p lac e r emR.i ned t he home , but h with a f urth er s ense 

of religiou!:' d..i.t y iind r esponsibil ity . L..i.t her wro te: 

5 



If a mother of a fa.mi ly wishes t o pl ease and 
serve God, let her not do what t he papists 
are accust omed t o do i ng : r unning t o churches , 
fast i ng , counting prayer s , etc . But let her 
care f~r t he family, Jet her educate and 
teach her children , let her do her task in 
t he kitchen ••• if she does t hese things in 
faith i n t he Son of God , end hope that she 
pleases God on ac2ount of Christ , she is 
holy and blessed . 

A. woman was to know enough about her r eli gion so that she should better 

educat e her chil dren , aid her husband e.nd live a moral l ife. 

How was t he " new" Christian woman t o be educa ted? Primaril y , as 

had been t he case for long before t he Refonnation , by o t her members 

of her f ami ly and a t church . Some r eformers suggest ed echools for 

boys and gir s . The new humanistic ptilosophies of t he 15th and 16th 

centuries , coupled wi t h an increasing socia mobility caused by t he 

per iod' s tre~endous social and economic changes , allowed f or an ex

panded i ntellectual hori zon f or a small per centage of young women . 

Those t;irls and women who r eceived any educati on a t al l earned t hat 

whlch wo u d conceivably aid them i n t hose domestic dutie:; which wer e 

deer.ied " nat ur aln t o t he f emale se~ : " r eadi ng , \'tri ting , calculation, 

el ement ary nat ure s tudy (as prepar ation for nur s i !'lg t he s ick) , 

needlework , spinning, mu~ic, astro ogy, r el igion". 3 

F ew ro le models existed for Eur opean women t hat offer ed any 

real i s tic alternative to t he traditional home- centered wor ld of women . 

While fema1 e monarchs ruled i n some part s of Euro pe , t heir r ole was 

not one on which t he common woman could model her self. Economic 

development ma.de some women wealt hy as i ndependent entr epr eneur s but 

their number s wer e never lar ge. If \Vomen had an.y major economic 

involvement , it was most oft en in t he s t ruggle , beside t heir men , to 

make a basiness or a f arm pr'Jduce. Whet her such women served as 

r o e mode1 s for ot her s i s difficult t o say. I t i s possible t hat t h e 

entire concept of "r~le modes" i s f oreign t o t hi s period when a per son' s 

destiny depended on soci~l position and community tradi t ion . 

Pr otes t an t women ost t he nun ' s l ife RS an accepted " active" f emale 

alt ernativ e within t nei r faith . This was r eplac ed t o some extent, 

for a few , by t r.e.new ins titution of the minister' s wife . Such 

6 



women were often h eld u p as worthy of emulation t o t heir sist er s : 

know edgee.ble, per haps t eaching ot her women and c:hi l dren, devoted 

t o t h eir f aith , to t heir husband and to h i s careeir. Still , such women 

wer e res pected mo re for their husbands t han for amy i n trinsic abi l ity 

t hey might hav e possessed. Nuns , on t he other hamd , were respected 

f or t ne vows t hat t hey t hemselves had taken . 

Some pastors' wives were far more ou t spoken t han other s , stressing 

the i mportance of women in religion , though no t 11tecessarily obj ecting 

t o t h eir male- delegated home " duties". A small b ut energetic number 

published t heir r eligious writing s and even condutct ed f i.Ulerals . 

One such woman , Kat herine Zel , the wife of a S trasbourg past or, wro te 

a bi ting rej oinder t o the bi shop who ha.d · excommUllLicated her husband : 

You remind me t hat t he A,os t l e P a JLl to l d women 
t o b e silent i n church . I would remind yo u o f 
the word of t hi s same a post l e t hat; in Chri s t 
t her e i s no longer male nor femal e: and of t h e 
prophecy of Joel : "I will pour forth my s pirit 
upon all flesh and yo ur sons and your daught ers 
wi lJ prophesy." I do not pretend t o be John 
t he Ba ptis t rebuking t he Pharisees:. I do no t 
c laim t o be Nathan upbraiding Davi.d . I aspire 
only t o be Ba le.a.m' s ass , c astigating his master . 4 

The position of t he Pr otestant woman was weJ 1- defined . Her sphere 

l'l#iS t he hom e . Ther e was added emphasis on t he po1sitive a reas o f l ife 

t hat affect ed her with regard to marriage , sex antd ch i ldbirth . She 

was t o be educ a t ed in t hose areas t hat would enabl e her to function 

well in her domestic r ole. It m"l.y be t hat t he new emphasis on :female 

educa tion and t he i ncreased possibility of some s:ort of activ e pa rticipa 

tion in commerce pr epared t he g r ound f or t h e changes t hat t h e next 

cen t ur ies would bring. 

2) The Plac e of Women in Eigh t eent h and Nineteen1t h Century Germany 

Even as Rationa1 i sm began to br eak do~n t h e barriers between 

J ew end non-J ew, so too it c al 1 ed f o r a change in1 t h e relationship 

between men and women . A t !lin social s tra t um o:f both sexes felt 

stimulat ed by t he new forc es and ideas of t he E~;lightenment, of 

r a tionalism and cosmopoli tani sm . The development of basic intellectual 

7 



capacities became important to t he point that governments found it 

desirable t o expand t heir systems of education . Throughout t he 

German states 

compulsory e.ttenda.nce for boys and girl s was 
made law, and i;he s tates recognized their 
financi&l obl igations t o maintain schools for 
a ll t he people • • • The mid- century was a 
period when for meny peopl e Reason was God: 
and viewed r ationally the questi on of educati%n 
does not readily admit division on sex lines. 

While intell ectual devel opment of women in the " common school " received 

new attention, to en even greater did their education among t he upper 

clnsses . These privi l eged fema e s t udent s were taught at home by 

specia1 t ut or s . 

Yet it seemed that as soon as Reason had been set up on the center 

s t age of hist ory it was inexor ably shunted aside by the rising wave 

of Ro~P.nticism . This new movement redefined mruiy of t he goals of the 

r a tionalistic Enlightenment. Women were affected by the influential 

t hought of Jean-Jacques Roussea...t , who bel ieved in women ' s educa tion and 

i nte lect ual deve opment f or one purpose - to serve men. For women of 

the upper cl~sses ~nowl edge was t o be used t o del ight and to spur on 

t he careers of husbends , brothers and f a t her s . 

The intell ectual. needs of wee. thy women had been acknowledged by 

t he En ightenment . Now their emotional and spiritual needs wou d be 

addressed by Romantic i deals in iterR.ture '1.?ld rel igion . For upper-

c ass articulat e women , t he Eng ightenment , that had championed their 

education , was not eno~gh . Those of t he so- call ed " salon- societyot, 

women l i ke Car o1 i ne Schlegel , Bettina von Ar nim and the Jews Dorothea 

J{,endelssohn , Rahe Levin Varna.gen , and Henriette Herz were aware of the 

dis parate gifts of Reason and Romance a.nd in particular the difference 

between r ationa1 P..Ud r~me.n tic re1 igion.Henritte Herz wrote: 

Reason, which t he mor e c~ltivated tR~e as their 
hel p and support, does no t suffice t o sustain 
them in severe suffering. Happy is he for whom, 
at l eas t lat er i n l ife , t h e beautiful light of 
faith dawns inside, and he is permeated by that 
everlasting, bl issful feel ing of devotion before 
his dee t h . By t he grace of God t his happiness 
has a1so been mine . 

8 



For certain of t he " saJon women" t he unequal position of women in 

German society was apparent . Rahel Levin Var nhagen , per haps t he most 

thoughtful and popular of t his female e l it e , wrote : 

It is hard t hat i n Eur ope men and women belong 
to two differ ent classes : one mor a l , t he other 
not. This can onl y be ~ept ap by dissimulation . 
And t his wa s chival ry~ Th ese few wor ds a r e most 
true : they cont ain much miser y and much wicked
ness . Some one sho..ild writ e a book about t hi s . 7 

She was a l so sensitive to t he Joss of fema•e t e1en t t o zoci ety. 

When it was suggested t o her t hat she had missed a t r ul y li t erary 

career, she r etorted : 

Granted~ So many women miss t heir true vocation 
t hat t he few \'lho mies it by writing may well slip 
in runong t he r est . There i s no need t o pity t hem 
more t han t hose o~hers who hav e but li ttle pity 
bestowed on t hem. 

For t he perceptive female o't!server it was clear t hat the ineq..ia.1i t y 

of t he sexe::: was something t hat hed t o change . 

To !r.unP..nuel Kant , whose tho ught gr eat i y i nf uenced this period , 

t h e " mat ur a t ion" of society was es!O:ential . Accor ding t o K-:.nt, men a t 

pr esen t wer e immature, but could be sav ed by using t heir intel ect and 

l ogic . Women were far more immature . Their " natur al" proclivi ties -

adaptabi l ity , coordination , bal anc e , sense of communit y and spontiuieity 

- were t hose which made a person , t o Kan t ' s mind , i mmat ..i r e . 9 This , i n 

spite of t he ga i ns made by some women in educa tion, l iter atare and 

soci ety. waz t he commonly- he d view of women t hr o..aghoat t he 19t h 

cent..ir y . 

Ther e wer e , however, t hose ~·:ho c!la.mpioned t h e growing idea of 

" women' s r ights". In the 18t h cent ;;.r y , i n En.gland , rtar y Wollstonecraft 

published A Vindica tion of t he Right s of Women, a s trong rebutta l 

to Rousseau and an a r g..unen t for women' s education and financial indepen

dence; it was a wor i{ t hat affected contin ental writers as wel l. Among 

the German Enlight enment intel l igentsi~, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, 

Chris t i:>-n ·:10 ff and ot h er s cal 1 ed fo r equa :>pp.>rtuni t y f or women . 

\'/ i thin t he current s of Romanticism t he t heologi an Fr iedrch Schleier

macher \',Tote a C->t echism of Reason f or Noble -.Vomen who~e second 
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a rticle stated : " I bel ieveinthe power of wi 11 e.nd educa tion to bring 

me c loser to t he Infinite again , to free me from t he bonds of false 

education, and t o ma'<e me independent of the barrier s t o my sex."10 

The " noble" Romantic woman, t herefore, was to rice a.bov e h er less gifted 

sist er s . 

It was a R· tionalist be ief t hllt a proper education for women, one 

t hat included t he classics, lang~ages and all those ~ther s..ibjects 

that hP.d been the domain of men, would ena.b e t h em to participate 

more f ully jn society. Yet it should be remembered th~t not ali of 

women' s so- c11l led defenders were far from t he opinions of Roussea..i or 

K'U1t . Few wer e wil1ing t o see t he educat ed woman as being mor e than 

e.n i nteresting companion for her husband and a bet t er informed partner 

in conver:::a tion. By t h e middl e of t he 19t h centu~ry it waz c l ear that 

other fl'l.ctors woul d hP..v e to play t heir role before t he position of 

women would devel op further . 

II Women and Tra.di t ional Judaism 

1 ) The J e\•·s·of Pre- Enlightenment Germany 

By the 8t h centur y , Jews had been l iving in Germany for cl ose 

to two mi, l enia. A new influY a r rived in t he years fo l1 owing t he 

Chmiel nitzki massacr es i n Poland ( 648) , t o be welcomed by t he va rious 

absol~tist monar chs who had become v er y favor ably c!isposed to t he 

specie.I t aY.es Jews pa id direct y to the cr .'.>vm . .'Ji th t h e dev e opment 

of rnercantilism Jews were a ppoint ed to high court positions v;her e some 

assimilat ed whi e other s used t heir pr ominence t o improv e the l ives 

of t heir co-re1 igionists. A f urther expansion of' the Jewi sh popula

tion occurred in the a te 1700' s when Pr..issi a annexed pa r ts of Poland 

and their Jewish i nhabi tants . 

\'/hile Jewish comrnuni ties had been more or less autonomous t hr ough

out t h e ~iddl e Ages , government i n terference in communal affairs began 

at t he end of t he 7th cen t ury P..nd continued , decreasing t he power of 

communal officials. 

In religio~s l ife, t h e Halacha remained supr eme , s t ill t he subject 

of comment ary P.nd interpr et a t ion by individuai , often celebrat ed , r abbis . 
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It was this body of law and cust om t hat dictated t he r eligio .is 

rol e of women i n J udai sm. 

2 ) Women' s Position in Traditional J udai sm 

The J ewi sh wome.n' s rel igious r ole was def ined by t he patri archa l 

societ y out of which J uda i sm developed and in which J ews had conti:lued 

to 1 ive wi t hoat s1.1bst antie.l change . Tr.e wo:nan' s plac e was t he home , 

r a i sing chil dren and r unni ng t he household . J ewi sb law concerning 

women suppo~ted and s~stained t hei r accept ed social r ole . !omen' s 

education was l arge l y received a t home as t hey aided t hei r mo t hers 

in runni ng t he house . There t hey lear ned t he laws t hat affected 

t heir s pher e of t he J ewi sh wor ld as \'leJl a.s local and f ami 1y cust om. 

Women were exempt from the performance of t hose laws or " mi tzvot" 

(comme.?Jdment s ) which it was f e_t wo .tld i nt erfere with t heir i mportant 

du ties i n R.nd a r o.md t h e home , s1ch ac go i ng to t he synagogue fo r t hrice 

dti y pr ayer, ..>r i nt ensive s t udy . Whi le a worn~ was not etrict ly 

s peaki ng prohi bited from doi ng certain mitzvot , only men wer e expected 

or obl iga t ed to f ulfi ll t hem . As cus t om developed, a c l ear di s tinc

tion was made between t he male P.nd f emale r eli gi ous spher es r esul ting 

i n many ce.sec i~ a de f acto exclusi on of women from c ertain a r eas of 

J ewi sh life . 

While womP.n was e el ebra t ed as t he queen of her ho..tse and r.er 

h~sband pr P.ised her as a" woman of valo r" i n her domest i c d.ities , t h e 

" separ a t e but equal" s t a t us she held a so became i mbued with negative 

qualities. As Paula Hyman has no t ed , " s eparate but equal , in t hi s 

as i n other a r eas , remains an ideal mos t difficult t o r ealize" : 

Gener ally it has resul ted i n t h e dominant 
gro~p' s definine bot h t he s epa r a ten ess and 
t he equality of t he second grou p, and j.ls 
tif ying t hat sep2r P-t eness by pr~jecting 
..ipon t he gr o ..tp being defi ned a r adical ot her
ness . 'iih~t t his has JDeant i n male- fem.ale 
r elations i s t hat t he qualities of femininity 
h~ve been def i ned by male cult..lre in pol ar 

ppositi on t o mascu i ne traits . And uniquei y 
f ema e biological chnr acteris tics - in particular 
menstruation Md chi l d-bearing - having been 
perceived by men as bot h frigh tening and a.we
Gome , i n no sma.11 measure because t h ey were 
aJ ie~ t o male experienc e . 11 
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Women were t hus S\Csigned a spher e which included the home ruid 

children, and were limited t o tha t r ole. In Jewish r eligious 

civi,ization t he eYclusi on of women f:-om much that was held import

ant , particular ly t he obl i gation/responsi bility fo r f ulfill i ng many 

of t he mit zvot , effectively mean t t hat t heir r eligious and communal 

s t a t us was inferior to t hat of men . 12 Certain elements i n t ne fol~
cult ure amplifi ed and j ustified the " division of labor" by adding 

thnt beca.ise they had been eiven a much gr eater degr ee of r eligious 

r esponsibili t y , ~ were t he mo r e spiritua sex, whereas women were 

far mor e sensue.1 and bound to world y needs Slnd concerns - t he opposite 

of Christian tradition. Female bi o ogy seemed t J give credence t o 

t his vi ew P-'ld partly for t hat reason , wes seen as a so .ir ce of impurity . 

1: enstru.ation in particu ar played on fear s ::md cuper sti tions 11ba.it 

b ood , and t ho...tgh the rit .1al laws of immersion (mi<veh) f:>r w:>men 

f ollowing t heir mont hly period were a l egal , not hygienic , concept , 

they " charged women' s primary bio oeical functions \-.i. t h a negat i ve 

animus hP..r dly ca culated to enhance a wo:nan ' s :.elf- esteem and atti t tde 

t o her own body ." J) Women were also seen as the more sexua1 beings, 

needing sex ii.s t hey were of a different spiri tu11.l i:md r.1o r al fiber th:ui 

men and because of t his they v1ere apt t o t empt men from their proper 

business . In t he synagot:;ue , when t hey attended , women were therefore 

seat ed separately from t he :nen , in a scr eened section, no t only 

because they wer e not ha achicen y obli gated to recite t he sa.ce prayers 

s.s m:.i.l e Jewc , but because t heir pr ecenc e WP.S thougl:t t o be dist r ac tL"lg 

to male wor shipper s . (As was the case in various cult ur es , women 

were bl~.llled for male sexual a r ousal a."ld uct . ) 

':/hile certain areas of t he halacha provided them with the rights 

and pr ot ection r ar e in cont emporary cu t ur es , women wer e still 

consid:ere<i to be :nale property. They were passive participant s in 

those i fe- cycle event s t hat affected t hem dir ectl y such as marriage 

and divorce . event s in which t he ma e was actively involved. 

Similar ly , women could no t act as witnesses and their vows co i.lld be 

nu.l ified by tl:e ca, e responsible fo r t he:n , either father or husband. 

2 
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The limit~tionc placed upon t hem so t hat t hey could fulfil l 

t heir important r ole in a patriarchal society gr adually r estricted 

women t o those ro les . A few women did venture beyond the role-

dt l ineations out there was litt le s~pport and mucn opposition to 

such behavior. Woman' s place in J udai sm had been sanct i oned by 

cent uri es of custom as well as by t he aut horitative voice of hala.cha. 

In e wor l d t hat was often t hr eat ening , Jewish women carried out t heir 

assib!led roles in support of fami l y and peop e . Did t hey object to 

t heir stat us? It ic diffic~lt to say . Ho r eal a l t ernatives wer e 

available within J udi:Usm and for centuri es 011tside t r ends were r egarded 

with saspicion . Jewish women had t heir r o1e as did t heir men : both 

received a degree of respect and honor . 

The traditional role of women in Judaism WP..S never rea ly 

challenged until Jewi sh identity itself became an issue . When Jewish 

men and women s tepped ov er the r ubble of t heir ghetto walls and 

cast a g a.nee upon from whence they had come , t hey co~ld see for 

per haps the first t ime what J ; da.ism l ooked like t o their non-J ewish 

neighbor s . When confronted with t he possibility of citizenship, 

Jews wer e fe.ced with redefi ning t heir existence. What did it 

mean , t hey as:ced , to be a J e\•I? 

3) J ev:is!l Responses t o a ChB.JlPii ng World 

Bot h R ~ tiona ism e:id RornA.nticis:n offer ed wel 1- to- do J eT:ish 

women opport~ities t hey had not had befor e . R:dsed wi t hin a 

r eligious tra dition t hat did not encour age female int ellectual gr owth , 

t he new r ,,-h of i deas s treamint; t hr ough t he cracks i n t h e ghetto walls 

eT.cit ed e deve oping appetite . Since t hey wer e gener ally not t aught 

Hebr ew or o t her Jewish s t :.idies , fo r most Jewish women t here wer e no 

educRtional activities t o compete wi t h l earning a new language and 

l iter a t ure . Their time had been s pent r unning t he home , but for 

t he wealthy, with servant s t aking car e of t he household chores , 

this was no lont;er n ecessary. We'.llthy Jewish women seized t he 

opportunity to enliven their d~y' s a ctivities . 
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For the J ev:ish male , however, t he new knowledge opened t o 

him by the Enlightenment was forced to compete wi t h hi s traditionally 

mandat ed s t udy of Tor ah . Among t he ...tpper classes v:omen were no t 

wor king and the male was t:he family member most engaged in pr oviding 

a l ivel ihood . (Moses Mendelssohn couJd bal ance all these things, but 

be was a r a r e individuP..l.) The finer point s of socis. skills had 

to be left to t he wom-m to master . Thus " it is on r ecor d from t he 

time ilf t he l iterary salons t hat some of those men , whose wives 

wer e the l ife and soul of social gat herings, were embarrassed to 

put in an a ppear ance . " 14 

The r a bbis of the time were no t unawa r e of t he power ful lur e 

t hat the new secular learning exerted on women . Somewhat belat edly 

perhaps t hey real ized t hat t he traditional dearth of Jewish 

educ a t ion for women had contributed to t he undesirable r esul t s 

symbolized by t h e Jewish woman spending t he Sabbat h engrossed i n 

a Romantic nov el. \'/hile mqny r a bbis s impl y r efu sed to ad.mi t t hat 

any r e"!.1 danger existed , other s f u minated l'\ga.i nst fat:hers " who 

hired genti les to teach their daughters foreign ,anguages instead 

of Bible , Hebr ew and prayers mor e appr opriat e to the pious J ewish 

woman."1 5 If t he influential Jewish women of the upper c lasses were 

t o be prevented from bo l ting al t oget her , somet hing had t o change. 

Ev en orthodoY. J udaism, in its new German form of " neo" 

or " modern" orthodoxy , was forced to deal with t he issue . It was 

Samson Raphael Hi r s ch ( 1808- 1888) who would spear head the trad

itionalist r esponse to the t hr eat posed t o J u daism by t he new 

intellectual mov ement s . He 1?nd ~is followers were vehemently 

opposed t o t he pr ogr am of the Reformer s as a solut i on . Hirsch 

wrote t hat t he Reform c laim t hat t he Jewish woman had been " de

gr ade d and s ubjected" was " gr oundless" a s was any i dea of an 

" oriental yo'{e" .16 He saw this simply as " c l ever bait to win 

the f avor of J ewish women :for t:ie Jewish reform efforts" , and 

he included .,_ chapter on "The Jewish \'/oman" i n hi s work J udaism 

Et ernal , which celebr a t ed the " high position and g r eat influen c e 

whihh t he J e",1. sh woman enjoys in Isr ael ." 
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However, Hirsch was certainly aware that something had to be done 

to remedy the failure of Jewish education tor women. In his famous 

piece, The Jfineteen Letters, he made clear what he saw as the probl • 

by recommending as an answer: 

Schools for Jewst The young saplings of your people 
should be reared as Jews, trained to become sons and 
daughters of Judaism ••• They should be as faai.llar 
with the language of the Bible as they are with the 
l anguage of the country in which they live. They should 
be taught to think. in both. Their hearts should be 
taught to fell, their minds to think. The Scriptures 
should be their book: ot law tor lite, and they should be 
able to understand lite through the word ot that Law.17 

Yet Hirsch and his followers were unable to ofter an alternative ti:> 

many Jewish woman who were struggling with their heri t&«e and the new 

opportunities afforded th•. Hirsch, and his opponents the Reformers, 

were all reactins to· the failure of their predecessors to adequately de,al 

with the probleias facing the Jewry of their day. 

Por the famous women of the Berlin salons Judaism must have quickly 

l ost any attraction, if indeed it ever held any tor th•. The Judaism 

they saw was a contused and contusing middle of oppressive custom and 

repellant superstition aztd, in the first services of the Refoners, an all 

too generous dose of cold rationali•. It allowed no room tor them to 

develop individual sensibility, to express the values of their period;zr1or 

did it give th• any particularly desirable role as women by contemporei.ry 

German standards. 

Romantici•, on the other hand, idealised women. It appealed to 1their 

aDotions and moved within a rich spiritual truunrork that they had not 

been made nrivy to in Judaism. In fact, much of the attraction of Roman

ticism was rooted in the allure of Christian and German national a,abolia • • 

Romanticism seemed to offer everything to these exceptional women wh1111 

to them Judaism was restrictive both legally and spiritually. 

They became the hostesses and benefactresses to a veritable court 

of poets, philosophers and liberal -thinkers who sought and welcoaed 

this chance to associate with these exotic muses and with 
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each ot her on a sort of neutral gr ound wi t hou t c ass distinction . 

Surro unded by t he pr ess of ctim~latine i deas and per sonalities , i s 

it R.ny wonder t hP t t he Salon Jewesses chose t o leave t he we:i ght of 

what ev er J udai~111 t hey had behind in order t o soar higher i n t he 

Romantic heavens? The sensitive Do r ot hea i.: endelssohn wr;:i t e t o her 

s i s t er: 

H ever c ease to per fec t your self, i mpr ov e 
s t eP.dily , R.nd do no t t ire t o extirpate f 1P.ws 
which you no t i c e i n your s elf . Bel i ev e me , 
t he only way t o happi ness i s always t o i mprove 
your celf ; ev erything else i c out s ide of us 
and can make us happy onl y so long as it is 
n ew t o us . Accust om your self t o writ e down 
faithf~lly ever y ev ening no t only what you 
did 11nd what you encoffit ered , bl!t a so what 
you t hought and f el t . 

For Dor ot hea " i mpr oving her s e1 f" could oni y mean t he f .i f il ment 

she wo uld find i n a t ot al embr ace ~f t h e Romant i c i deal - possible 

on1 y t hro . .l.gh convers i on. 

Henriette Her z was sensi tive t o t he defici ent educ a t ion t hat 

J ev.i.sh girl :: r eceiv ed , t hough her own was more incl...isive t han t he 

P-v er age : 

The chi l dren , parti cular ly t he girls , wer e 
not r eally i nstructed i n t he f ait h of t heir 
pa.r en t s , but were constre..ined t o obs erve i t s 
fon ns , i.e. t h ey hed to keep all of t he 
countl ess cust oms which it - or r a t her t he 
r abbi s - prescribed. G.irls had t o pr ay 
i n t he Hebr ew language without .mder s t anciing 
what t hey wer e pr11ying . 1 '7 

Henri ett e acc1.1r ately portrayed t he view of t h e empty J udaism t he.t 

she and t hoce l i ke her r ej ect ed. Neit her traciitional J udais m nor 

t he eapty r RtionaJism of t he ear ly Ref ormers co~ld fill t heir 

spiritual longing. 

These v·omen, wit h a1 1 their t aient e.nd intellect, could not 

fin d a p1~c e fo r t hemJel v e3 in J uda i sm. Indeed, it may have been 

t hose ve~y gi f t s thnt e ienat ed t hem from t heir rel igion and 

prompt ed t hem t o see·~ t heir f ni t h ei sewher e . 
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III The Refo rm Mov ement and Woman' ::; Pl Rc e 

1 ) Firs t Eff or ts at Reform 

Ther e wer e J ews who r ecoenized t he disastrous effect of t oo muc h 

" c old" r a t i onalism i n an i n cr easi ngl y Romant ic age with its conse quences 

of assi milat i on end conv er s ion . In t he ear l y 1790' s Isaac Euch el , 

who had been an editor of t he ?;nligh t enment jou rnal " H ?..1: e ' a sef" , 

wr ote a play d etail i ng t h e danger s f i:iced by t h e Jews of his day . 

He pos it-.l t ha t neit h er a ssimil ation , orthodoxy nor t he tra ppings 

of Engl ighteru:ient r 11tional i s:n wer e t he Rn swer f or t ne J ey;i.sh dilemma. 

I nst ead h e pro po s ed a " t ruo enl i gh t enment " which s po·<e t o bo t h mind 

~ h~art . 20 

Bringi ng t hat " tru e enl ighteru:ien t " t o t he ,eo ple was t h e self 

pr oclai med missi on of t h e J ewi sh pr og r ess ive::. , t h e ear l y " Reformer s" . 

They v:er e i:tt l east p~tially av1are of t h e pr edicamen t of many J e\·nsh 

wooen and a t t emp t ed t o expand t h e educa t ional cont ent fo r gir ls 

i n t heir s chools , which combined Jewish and s ecular subj ects . 

In t h e prog r essi v e j o...u-nal "Sulemi.th" , a column ent it led " Let t er s 

to a Respecta bl e Yo.mg Lady of t h e J ewish Re1igi on" fee.t ared 

a rtic es t hP t i t s aut hor, Gottbol d Sal omon, t hought wo11ld edi f y 

yo .LTtg J ewi sh women . 

Ti!er e wer e a t tempt s a t r ef orm i n t h e a r c,.a of ritual t hat 

af fecte d women as \':e11 . The confirma t ion c eremony was i ntroduced 

i n 1807 by S·;.:ni.:e !.'.eyer Zhr enb erg a t his s choo l i n Wol f enbu.t t el 

(th e s ing e confirml\.~d was Leo pold Zv.n z) . The c ere~ony was t o 

mar ·{ a yo:m& J e\·.•' s ncceptanc e of J Loda.ism , j ust as i t f unc tioned in 

t he yo ·m g c :sris t i an' s a c c ept anc e o f r eligi ous r e s pon si bil i t y i n 

t he r es t of GerM?.n ::iociety , from whenc e t h e r i t e was bor rov:ed . 2 

J ~st a s Chr i s t i :m confirma t i on i nc luded gir s , s o t oo t he c er emony' s 

J ewi sh a dvo c R.t es a ccept ed t he part icipa t ion of chi dren of bo t h 

sexes . Gir s wer e f irs t confirmed in Ber l in i n 181 7 , wit h Hambar g 

f ol:!.owing ::::uit t !'le neY.t year . As innova tion wa s most U.'lWel come i n 

e s t a bl i shed syn~goe~es - espec i ally such t h a t i nvo l v ed f emal es and 

had no:i-J e·:.'i:;h oriBi ns - t he fi r st c eremonies wer e oft en conducted 

in priva t e homes or in~Reformers' schools . By 8 30 t he two 

reform- ori ented J cwi sh s choo1 s of F' r en kf urt hRd inst itut ed equa 
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confirma tion for boyn and girls . 22 However, as the i dea caught 

on , t he synP.gogue became the ceremony' s loc a tion and mi~ed c lasse s 

wer e confirmed as ear ly as 1822 at t he Hemburg Templ e . 23 Rabbi 

Samuel Egers began co"Lfirming boys and girln togetner i n 1831 e.t 

t he synagogue in Bruns\tick . A l a t er German- Amer ice..n Reform r abbi, 

K~ufmann Koh: er , c al ed ~gers " one of the most pr ominent r abbis 

of hi s time and a man of unqu estioned o rtho doxy" , evidence t hat 

confirma tion had become an accepted pr~ctice beyond reformist 

circl es? 4 

It appear s t hat at t his ear l y :>t age J ewish conf irma tion was a 

c onscious ·imi t a tion of a Ch r istian f o rm , part of an effo rt to " modernize" 

J ewi.sh practic e t hat included increased emphasis on decor ..un e.nd the 

introduction of German in ser mon and t o an ext en t also in pr ayer. 

A further dev e l opment of confirmation , as a specifical l y Reform 

J ewish ceremony wo~ld come wi t h t he next generation of Reformers . 

Anot h er chanee in J ewi.sh worship that t ouched women' s l i v es -

albeit only a select few - c a.me in 1818. In t hat year, services 

were he d i n ~ priva t e home in Berl in d...tring whi c!l men and women , 

while seated separ a t ely , wer e nonet heless on t he same f l oor wi t hout 

e partition between t hem . Wbi e s..ich a depe.rture f r om t h e normative 

" women' s sectio!'.I" may hav e been as muc h du e to a rchitect;;.ral r easons 

as any o t l:er, it may P.lso hav e indicat ed a g r owing o pinion on t h e 

p".rt of some t hat it was not s ee:nly to " bani sh11 women from t he me.in 

l>'\ll d:irine t h e service . \'lhet ber thi s congrega tion showeci a 

concer n f o r fen~le s ensibilities or not is hard t o t ell . 

Yet mtiily such male- i nitiated effort s had only l i mited impact 

on tile Jev:isn ,·:omen of t he time . lfo on e , i t seems , allowed t he objects 

of all t hin " good wilJ " t o det ennine whet t hey wanted \> r n e eded 

f r om J .ldai :::m . ~ decided what woti1 d be best f o r women . Indeed, t he 

ea r ly Reform s ervices r:i t ll t heir emphasis on decor um and propriety 

(in deference t o most ly P r o t estant , Pr~ssian neighbor s) , may hav e 

been qui t e different from t he f orm of wor ship desired by t hose 

J e\·:ish women t o whom Ro::iantic pomp and emotionRl ceremony appeal ed . 

I n f a ct it was Cn.tholici sm, with its tra dition and dr a.ma, t hat 

drew t he Romi:mtic s - botl. Pro t estant and Jewi sh . At t he same time 
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J ewi. sh ritual and tra.di ti.on wer e ::;imply too " oriental" f or t nem. 

The pr ogr es::;i.ve s chools , the i.n trod ..tction of eq..ial confir:nation and 

ot her ::;ma 1 effort s were all ext erna.1 remedies whi ch did no t r eally 

address t he deep end i:nport ant needs of J e,·r.i sh women , needs t hat 

wer e only begin!ling t o b e under s t ood . 

2) The C1 assi.cal Period of Germllll Reform 

It was 1 eft t o t he second generation of Reformer s to dev e1 op a 

Reform theory of J ude.ism t hat woul d speak to t he many Jews \':ho sought 

to r econcile their tradition e.nd t he \'lor Jd i n which t hey l ived. One 

of its , eadi ng figures was Abr aham Gei.ger (1110 - 111't) · 

G ei.ger was deep1 y i n fl ..ienced by t he wr i. tine of t he phi 1 osopher 

hi s tori.13.11 Johann Gottfried l~erder, who wr ot e of t he " evo ution of t h e 

hU.":111!1 spirit" , t he s tri vine of h..unM beincs t o mov e f orwerd thr~ ..tg.'1 

hi s t or y . Geiger applied t his pr incip1 e t o Je\•r.ish histor y (as J.eopo d 

Zun z hRd no t do>ie) and i n trod.iced t he c onc ept of P r eli eious dcve1 op

ment in J ~d-..isa . That dyna~ic , Geiger believed , co~l d A.nd must continue. 

He r egarded himsel f foremost y as R " t h eo l ogi an" , synt hesizing his 

va r ious i n t er est s . For hi::t t heology was t he 

s cho1P.rly s t udy of r eli gious hi s t or y with t h e 
i n t ention of grasping t h e expressions of the 
r eligious spirit in each age and its dev elopment 
i n the cour se of time - a s t ..idy un<ierta'<en 
no t wholly f r om s cholar ly motives , but \•r.i t h t he 
intent of provi.dine perspectiv e and dir~gtion 
t o r el igious deve o pment i n the f ..i t ure . ( my emphasis) 

J udai sm would have t o react t o t he modern " Zeite;eist " as it bad 

r eacted to t he spirit of ear i er ages . Th•is as t he r ole of women in 

s oci ety becRme an is:;.te , J ..idaiS!D should by its v er y nat •i r e r eflect 

t hat ch1U1ge . 

Yet Geig er did m->r e t :1nn mer e1 y provide a t h eor etica1 framewor k . 

He deal.t \'r.i t h specific s a~ wen . DP..vid Philipson was correct in 

ca l i ng h i m " t he firct public champi on of t he r el igious emancipation 

of the Jewish woman" . 26 In 1937 Geiger p .iblished an essay i n which 

he a rgued for t he r e igio~s equality of J ewish women and concluded : 
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Let t here be f r om now on no distinction between 
du ties for men and women , ..mless f l owing from 
t he nat ural laws gov er ning t he sexes ; no asscU!lp
tion of t he spirituai minority of woman , ~s 
t hough she wer e i ncapable of grasping t he deep 
t hi ngs i n r eligion ; no instit~tion of public 
service, either in form or cont ent , w:Oich shut s 
t he door s of t he temple i n t h e face of women ; 
no degr adat ion of woman i n t h e form of t he 
marriage service , and no applica tion of fett er s 
which may destroy wo:na.n' s happiness. Th en 
will t he Jewish gi r and t he J ewish woman , 
conscious of t he significanc e of o ir f a ith, 
become f ervent y a ttached t o it , and our 
whole rel i gious l ife will profit from t he 
beneficial inf1uence2if'.icb feminine heart s 
will bes t ow upon it . 

Ot her r abbi nical l ea der s ha dalso b egm to t a c kle t he issu e of 

J ewi sh women' s r eligious emrmcipation . The r eformist r a bbi of Ar a d 

i n Hune~ry , Aaron Chorin , wrote in 1642 tha t it shou d no longer be 

" t ho Jgh sinf ~ l t o put women on t ho same lev el with men ." 

Women must no t be e'.'tcluded from t te so i.1 -

satis fying eyperiences which come t o a s t hroJgh 
a solemn wor ship service . Bu.t i n which 
lang uage shal 1 su ch a service be hel d? 
Certainly not e-.:c lusi vely i n Hebr ew, of which 
women do uot h.13.v e t h e sligh t est notion and 
which does no t speak in any wise t o t hei r 
emo t ion t 28 

F0r Chorin , r eligion i s mor e tha n s imply f Llli'i ling t he mitzvo t - it 

i s 1 in'~ec to " so u - :::ati sfying experienc es". And women , having soul s , 

should no t be denied t hese . 

Per hapo ·:iwi ttingl y , Chorin ties t he r efonn of services " not 

e xc l ..lsive y i n Hebrevl' t o t he sorry s t a t e o f Jewish ed11ca tion t hat 

lef t women wi t ho .it n knowledge of Hebr ew. A maj or thrust of t he 

Refor mer s ' pr~gram WR.c t o introd.ic e GermR.n i n t o t he oervice t o make 

it c ->mpr ehcn::;i b 1 e t o the ::i-ij->rity of Jews who no l onger i.:nder s t ood 

Hebr ew. Yet it i s i n ter esting t hat Chori n does not s peak of t eaching 

women Hebr e\·:. 

Ther e wer e a t lenst t hr ee major considerations i n t he Reformer s ' 

conc ern t hR. t t h e s t a t us and r o e of J ewish women be ch~ed. To t h e 
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non-Jewish German population - especially t he government - t he 

Reformers wished t o prove J idaiom t o be a r elieion , as t hey conceived 

i t t o be . J eris wer e not a :;e:;>r..r P..t e nation which t her efor e could no t 

give allegi anc e to t he Fa.ther 1A.nd nor be trusted as good citizens . 

Such r easoning s purred on r eforms in l iturgy and t h eology t hat wo uld 

do away with r ef erences t o t he messianic longin8 to r e t urn t o Zion . 

It was also fel t by bo t h non-J ews and Reformers t hat :nuch of J ewish 

1 ife ~d custom was s imi ar1 y out of pJ ace and " orienta. " i n 1 9th 

c ent ur y Eur ope. The ater Reformers continued t he wor k of t heir 

predecessor s , calling f o r and i nstituting more decor ous and order 1 y 

cervices on t ee Chris tian , main1y Protes t ant model. To some of t nem , 

ano t her g1..., ring eYrunp e o f J ewish orient al i sm \'IR.S t he 1 i mi t ed pos ition 

of women i n J udaism. To i mprove t he lo t of 1'em11le J ews , t hey fel t, 

would increase t he acceptance of a.11 Jews , r ef ..iting e rguments t hat 

i n J ·J d-tlsm the womnn was regfl.rded as chatt el. As a r ul e t he Refonner s 

wer e highl y sensi tive to ou t side criticism and me.de many ch1ill8es whi le 

a ttentively 1 ooking over their shoulders . 

To t !leir fe11ow Je\1c the Reformers wished t o present P. J Jdaisra 

t hat wo:...ld a!'lpea1 t o t hose who wished not f or a::;simi a t ion , but for a 

rel igion r espon:::iv e to t heir con t empor a r y wor l d R.nd needs . They 

wan t ed a J udai sm t hat was r e1event to t he age in which t hey l ived. 

Sxc1~ded f r om t he surrounding society fo r c enturies , Jews desired to 

fee a part of S..1.ropee.n ci vi 1 iza tion. While maint aining their Jewish 

identifica t ion , t ney also wanted t o feel involved i n t he ,..-or ld . 

For some of the Reformer s , r et11i ni ng t he tra ditional Jewish 

positi on of women was unt enab e . They f el t tha t by i mpr oving women' s 

p' a ce in a "reformed" J 1.1dtism t hey would help t o cr eate a r eligion 

of which J ev:s co ..ild be pr o.id . 

Final y , t he Refor:ner s wer e sensitive t o the alienation of 

Je~~sh women t hemsei ves from t heir community in l ight of r ecent 

changes in 3nropean cul t ur e 1111d Jewi sh civil s t a t us . It can be 

unders t ood , t h er ef or e , t~at Ref orm ~ction fo r female r el igious 

emancipRt ion was ..mdertaken with sever al intertwined purposes in 

mind. Indeed , it is eRsy for t he cyn ic t o say t hat t h e pro-female 
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stances taken by some Reformers were merel y a r esul t of t heir anti

orientalism and/or apologetic sensitivities. While t his may be true 

for some , others {and in thi s company it woul d s eem correct to 

include Geiger) appear to have been genuinel y and specifically 

concerned about t he unequal s t a t us and ro l e offered t o women within 

J udaism. Sti 11 others , as we shal 1 see, may have taken a position on 

the i ssue at t he behest of t h eir wives or other female friends and 

f amily members . 

l'lhi le :uost r eformi s t r abbis and congr egations did not heed the 

ca1 of Geiger and other pr o- femal e Reformers to change the existing 

Jewi sh i nstitutions , one ear l y r eform cont inued t o gain popularity -

the confirma tion c er emony. For some Reformers confirma tion r epl aced 

the Ba r li.it zvP..h as t he rit e of passage for Jewish boys . Tlieir 

dissa ti sf action with the perceived emptiness of the traditional Ba r 

r,:itzvah wns coupl ed with an .. version t o it s pur el y male orientation , 

;ir oducing an inc :!. inl'lt iJ::i t :iwl'.l.r d ct andar di zing confirma.ti:in as an 

equal ized c er emony f or bot h s exec , as it was in Christianity. It 

was thi s de::;ire fo r eq..iali ty t hat K ... uf mann Kohler later cited as 

a ma jor r eas:in for t he c eremony' s i nstitution . Women' s l ot had been 

neg lected , 

besides , t her e was no provision fo r a solemn 
consecrP.tL>n of t he J eY1i.sh maiden to her re
' igious d ~ ties . Confirma tion was t he first 
s tep t oward t he off i cial recognition of 
woman a s a member of t he Synagogue . 29 

Of cour se t hat f act t hat Chri s tian confirmation was a c er emony invol ving 

boys and girls was also e. fact0r. o\ll t he s ensitivi.ti es mentioned 

sibove i n connection with r eform in Jewish -ire were doubtl ess invol ved 

her e . While other gr oups had i nstituted t he rit e , it was mainly 

Refor m- mi nded congr egations t hat s~pport ed it s i ntroduct i on , and 

confirmation becP..me 1mown sis a h:J ll mar < of Refo r m J :.idaism. 

The new generP..tion of Ref ormers •mdertoo: c ert "-in ambi tio..i.s 

lit urgical r ef orms . The tradition~ ' man ' s ~rRyer t hat pr ai sed 

God dail y f or no t having made hi m a woman was f ei t t o be an 



embR.rr assment as we,l as a f actor in t he al i enation of progr essively 

mi nded Jewish women . The deci s ion t o eliminat e t his benediction 

from t he prayerboo·< was up t o t he discr etion of individual r abbi s 

and comm:.mity leader s , 3-nd was oft en a pa rt of o t her 1itu.rgica1 

changes . In 1844 , t he new~rabbi of the Fran~furt comm'1lli t y, Leopo l d 

St ~in , pr oposed t he pr ayer ' s elimination as one of s i Yt een i t .;rgical 
JO r eforms. 

Whatever t he r easons f or t heir be iefs 11bo 2t women ' s " p ace'' 

i n J .;.daism , t he Reformer s , co lectiveiy soight t o ma;,e changes on 

women' s behal f a t t he vRrio1~s r abbinical conferences hel d dur ing 

t he 184 0' s . At t he Br-l!l s~~ck confer enc e in 1844 , SP-lllue1 Holdhei m 

of Iii ec ;c1 enbar g- Schwerin pr oposed a commission t o r ef 'Jrm t he l aw:;: 

of marriage . Ti'le gr o.1p was f ormed bv. t did no t hav e i t s r eport 

r eady f or t he Fran'<furt or Breslau confer ences . It di<l offer e. 

r eso ..ttion ·>t t he latt er fl.Ssemb"!.y t hRt ca.11 ed t he tradi tions of 

'evirite m::i.rriage and cha' itza " ..ms..1.ited t o moder n conditions" . )' 

The member s r eached thi s conc l:isi on in part beca..tse t hey t h:>i.lgbt Silch 

i nst i ti~tions " an i nsu t t o the free per sona i ty of woman". J<:'. 

Howev er no a.c tion w:is t a:<en on t his pr opose.] ; t he r efor m of mP..rriage 

a \'/S wo...ild Ic"Ve t o wait ..mt i l t he A.ig sbo.r g ~ynod in 1871 . 

Sev er a 1 individu~ls appear ed sensitive t o women ' s fee l ing a t 

t he Fr~n'cf .trt confer ence of 1 845. I n t h e d.isc ..lssi on on tl".e A..tfr Jf 

(the c ~11 t o t !1e Tor ail) . Abr a.h:un Adler of Worms r ecom:nended its 

a boli t ion dJe t o t h e f act t hat i t " accent~ates t h e di s tinction 

bet ween t he sexes in r eligious f .mctions , men a one being called 

to t he Tor a..'1 , whi 1 e we must ins i s t .tpon t he ecpality of men and 

women i n rel igio«s functions'~ . JJ The moder n r eader is t empted to 

no t e, however, t hRt i t seems t he censit ive Rabbi Ad1 er co ild 

obvi ously no t i magine s,ge; ect ing t hF.t \'!O:Jen be offer ed t he A..i.fraf 

as ' el 1
, ~s 'iil ~ 1 t ernF-tive t o i t s elir.li~ation . In 'UlY case , t he 

conference voted for its r etention . 

At t he s;i.me ga t hering . S:>mu e Ad 1 er of Alzey r ead a r esoL1t ion 

on t he s t ;\t ..is of wo!?len , urging t he confer enc e t o assert t hat 



she hP.s t he sa.:ne obliea.tion a.s a man t o 
pe.rticipat e f r om yo ll t h J.P in t he instr.iction 
of J ldaism in t he p .tblic s ervices end t hat 
t he custom no t t o i ncl ude women in t he number 
of individ .. 11~1. s necessar y for t he conducting 
of a. public s ervic e j~ only e. c ust om and has no 
religi o ~s basi s . 34 

The r eso ..<t i.Jn W.<ls referred t o P.. co:nmi ttee componed of 

RP-bbis Abr a.ham "'.nd Sam:iel Adler Rnd Dr vid Einhor n (then r abbi of 

Bir~enfeld) f or a f ..i.' r eport ~t t he neYt confer enc e . 

Th: .. t e.ssembl y too.r p' a c e t he f ollowi :ig year i n Br esi a...L . The 

c ommittee ' s r eport a.nd r e commendations a re an i ndica tion of t :ie 

t houe h t of t he mo r e pr ogr essive Refor mer s on t he s t a t ..1.s of women 1u1d 

mer it c e.r efu1 s t ..i.dy . 

The nport begins optimistica 1 1 y anc f ore cf l' · y : "T!:e hala'.:hic 

position of women mu.st undergo a change ," b..it betray~ t he f i:tct t hat 

t he member :.; of t he conferen c e v. er e 1 ess t han mi t ed i n support of 

women' s r eligious em::ui.c ipation when it a dds , " it is hoped th~t al 

t he men her s v:i be Wlanimo·.is on t ha t ~·.lbj ect ". J: Einhorn a.nd t he 

Ad ers ',"ere no t a fr:iid of no ting t hat cosmet i c changes would not 

be enough . an d compPr ed t he position of women i n J ~dP..is:n t o t hat 

of t he J e ·s i n Gerr.ia.n society : 

A more t heor etica] r ecognition, devoid of 
all l ega ity, gives t hem as lit t le satisfaction 
'ls , for instanc e , t he I s r ne, it es a r e given i n 
civic m~tterc . They hav e r ec eiv ed ass u-anc es 
of t heir ce.pabi iti es f or emancipation , witho ..tt, 
howev er, b ei ng indeed permitted t o become eman
c i pat ed . 

The i n!" ienc es of t he s c!looi::: 0£ historic'll t ho:i.ght a r e evident 

in t he perspective Given t o t he po cition of women in t he balacha : 

To be s 1..re , a ccor ding t o t heir viewpoint, the 
r abbi:; .,.,er e absol..i t el y righ t in syst ematical 1 y 
exc1 lding t he f emaJe s ey from a s ignificant 
p~rt o~ re1igio Js dl ties and righ t s , and t he 
poor women could not complai n a.bo <.1.t b eing 
deni ed exR1 ted spiritual bl essings , for it wa s 
believ ed th~t Go d Hi mself had pronounced the 
dP::ini ne v erd~ct ov er her. 

Ye t times h'ld chP.nged . The committee wrote : 
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For 011r r e igiouc conscio .i::::necs , \':hich g r ant :; R.1 
hJmans an eq1~l degr ee of na t ~ rP.. ho'iness , IUld 
for which t he pert aining differen t iati ons i n t he 
Ho l y Script Arc hav e only r elative a.nd coment a.ry 
v a i dity, it i s a sacred d.it y t o express most 
emphatical 1 y t he complete r el i gioic eqial ity of 
t he fema.1 e se·r . Lif e , which i :; c tr.>nger t han 
al t heor y, hP.c i ndeed a ch ieved q-tite a bit in 
t h i c r egar d ; h.Jwev er, e. greP.. t de111 i s s ti ll 11c ~

i ng f or t he Achiev ement of nbsoi~t e eq..ial ity , P..nd 
ev en t he l i tt e t hP.. t l1as occ rrcd a 1 r eady ic s ti,, 
devoid of ~.,, il?..'P (tiic s trengt h . It i s t ?us o tr 
tas~ t.> pr ono.inc c t he c~..:.a1ity of re:igio~c privi:eges 
and ob1.i ga tionc of women i n so f a r ::ts t hi s is 
possible . We hav e exact y t he same righ t t o do 
t his as t he synod mder R. G er chom, 800 yellr c r:tgo , 
whi ch al.so introd..:.c ed ner: r el igio.is decreer in 
favor of t he f emP..l e sex • • • we \•:ant t o 11pply 
t r. is prin cip1 e in a far higher sense t o al' of 
r e:igio:is 'ife, t h1s s-tpp ying 01r r el ic;ious 
comm..url t y with A s trengt h of which it has been 
dcpriv en f or all t oo 'on~ . 

Wni e on the w:tole t he report c .:>nc er nr: i t se1 f with c;ivine 

ad di ti on::., righ t s t o wo;nen , in one c ase j t t a 'ces away a previo..is 

" rich t " i n t he int erest s of what we would c al 1 t oday " erp.~1 i t y 

of the seye::;" : 

On t he o t her h'!nd , there sh.ci.11 no 1 .)nger occ tr 
t r.at r el igio •S preferenc e on t he pt:lrt of the 
\'. o .n.ci...'l whi ch t he TR.1mJd gr ant :: t he female seY. • 
Regarding t he begi nning of r e'igioys rnat~rity, i t 
ic r-ss.i;:ieC. t hat \' :>men :nat ..ir e ear l ier inte:1ect .4ally, 
For ~' • t he r e igi.) us co~ing of Rge shall begin f or 
b:.'ly::; and gi r ,c r:i." i '.(e , wi t h t he completion of t he 
t hirteent h yeR.r . 

I n <>.cc:>rd"'..11c e with t hi:: l i ne of reasonine t he co::i:ni ttee recommended 

t hat 
t he R hhinicr:i.1 Conferenc e shall d ec1ar e t he 
fc:.v~:.e rev R; r elieio..<s.!.y eq...tal wi t h t h e male , 
in it s .)h1 i ga tionn P.nd right s , Wld pr ono..mc e 
l'\ccordinc1.y P.::; h11l ll'chic : 

1 . That women mu::; t observe a.11 :nitzvo t, ev en 
t hout;h t hey pertP..in t o a certR.in time, in so f ar 
a s t hese mitzvo t hav e ~Y otrengt h and vigor at 
a'! fo r our r e1igio1s conscio 1snes~: 

~ . That t he feo~~e ~ex hes t o f~lfil~ all obliea
tions t owr:i.r <i chil dren i n t he s~e m1UU1er as t he male: 
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) . That neither t he husband nor t he f a t her has 
t he right to absolve a r el igiously matur e wife or 
daughter from her vow ; 
4 . That f r om ncrw on , t he benediction " shelo asseni 
ishah, " which wrs t he basic f or t he r eligi.:><lS 
pr ejudice against wo!;11:1n , ::hal: be P..bolished ; 
5. That t he fema1e sex shall , from ear liest yout h , 
be ob i gat ed t o participate i n rel igiois instruc
tion P.nd public wor ship, and in the lat ter r espect 
also be count ed i n a minyab; and finally , 
6 . That t he r eligious coming of age fo r both sexes 
bee;in with t he :>..ge of t hirteen . 

It i s int er esting t o no t e t hat overAll , t he t one of both r eport 

and r ecommendat ions i s .rne of addi tion:;; obi igRtion . "Freedom" from 

v:omen• s pr evio.lsly second- c1;!SS Jewish citizen::hlp vi s - A- vi s t he 

ha1achn , seemed to en t a i l , f or thc~e Reformer s , li.11 acceptR.nce by 

wonen .:>f the ob igati.:ms of Jewish males ll.Jlder the ri t u::-1 law, t hough 

the lat t er wer e t o be substantially r educed for both sexes . 

What i~ !12.!. i nc1 .ided i ::; al so inter esting . !~o men t ion i s mP..de 

of tl1c women• s e;a , er y t hat was r e t a i ned . The J P.ws concerning a 

woman ' s ritua impurity dl..ll'ing menstrilatioo were a pparent ly so 

widely neglected as t o r equi r e no f orma s t a tement . The exclusion 

of women from le~dership roJes in t he congr egation and community 

was not mentioned either . It i s Apparent thP..t even t he most 

progr essive of t he Refor:ners were s ti ll limited t o some e~tent in 

t heir vi ew of r e igious em<?.ncipation for women . Indeed, t his document , 

~ru y revoJution·try fo r its t ime t\nd p1ace , was not act ed upon a t 

the confer enc e . A true debat e on t he e r anting of r elieious freedom 

to ;nor e t h'\n hnl f of Germany' :: J ews would have to wa.i t . 

I t i z instr 1ct i ve t o no t e t hA.t whi le t he r abbi s t ook no official 

action concer ning the r e igio iis right~ of women t hr oJch the 

r P.bbinice.1 c .>nfer ences . a ero..lp .,r l. ~YPe05J~ ':! did t SJ."<:e concrete 

st eps t owar d changing woraen' s r ole ~.nd ~t~tus ~~ thin the synagogue . 

In 1845 P gr oup of progres~ive Berliner s f o r med t he Ber 1in Reform 

Association. In a.rranging services f or t he High Holidays of t hat 

year , t he service committ ee pr epar ed a list of sugges tions t hat 

included f emA.le participation in t he choir P..Dd " t he seating of men 

and women on t he s:>.me r:oor; pr ovided only tb~t t he f ormer occupy 
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the left , t he latter the right s ide of the a.uditorLtm". 36 This 

move may seem compar atively t ame by c~rrent s t andar ds . Yet its 

real unique!'less may be better appreciated when we consider t hat 

in 1907, when Philipson p v.bli shed his history o f t he Reform mo ve

ment , t he Ber lin congrega t ion remrtlned t he so e example of a J ewi sh 

congregation th~t he.d done awA.y with t he women ' s gal:ery. Philipson 

cites " continentlll custom" a s the only r eason t hat t he sexes r emained 

seat ed separ a tely , yet on t he se.me ev el }7 

How did t he J ewish woman r eact to tbe Reformers ' debate over 

her right s? Ther e ic no evidence t hat there was any sort of organized 

f emale activism t o change J ewish practice and increase women ' s role 

and s t a t us in the first half of the 19th centur y . Further:nor e , we 

must r eca.1 th:'l.t t he vast majority of Jews wer e s till l iving out side 

of t he majo r cities wher e Reform was a cti v e . For the stil smaller 

number of Jed. sh women who wer e attracted t o Reform ideas , we can 

assume t hat most of them were pleased with t hose f ew areas opened 

to t hem P •• nd wer e somewhat cheered by t he pronouncements of Einhorn, 

Geiger and o t her s . Some were doubtless fea rful of change, o t her s 

wer e exhi1P.r a ted at t he new possi biliti es opening up for women . Fvr 

many it ~ust hav e been a combina tion of power fu1 feelL~gs . By t he 

1850s J e1•rish women began t o realize t hat new f orces wer e beginning 

t o make t hemse ves f e t on men '-'..Dd women of a.11 bac'<gr ounds . 

IV The Beginni ngs of Woman' s Activism 

J. ) In Gener al Germrui Society 

Befor e t he middle of t he last cent ury most women at home - wives , 

mother s , daughters or sist er s - had 11n enor mous amount of work to do. 

Food v:as prepar ed en tirely at home : baked , butchered, canned , smo;ced , 

as well as cooked. "'iomen spun , wov e , made and maint a ined c lot hes . 

They drew and c arried wet er from wel ls , cisterns or river s . They 

ha..L' ed , cut and burnt wood , tended ga rdens and made soap , Clllldl es and 

a vast number of other ho usehold implements . What ever items had t o be 

purchased P.t t he m:u-ket were t:s ually obtained there by women . These 

j obs wer e f ormidaol e , rerp.i ring s'dl1 :md sense , P-nd took i nterminable 
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hours . Only t he small upper classes could ~ford serY&nts who freed 

t h em to explore books and other arenas of cul ture. Por the mostly rural 

Jews, society's definition of woman as homemaker and mother merged with 

that of traditional Judaism. Por most urban Jewish woman t here was 

likewise little idle time for outside interest. Yet the world was 

changing. 

By the 1840s ready-made c lothing was available and by the next 

decade was widely purchased. Sewing machines appeared in Germany in 

the 1850s. Incandescent lamps in 1879, gas laaps in 1885 and gas stoTes 

by the 1890s greatl y simplified home life. During the last half of the 

century most of the work traditionally done at home by women was being 

done co1111ercially. Industrialization had come with extraordinary speed.) 8 

There was a migration to the cities where jobs sprang up in the 

new industries. Small city houses were easier to care for, but had 

little space for storing preserTes or gro11'1.:ag food. Woman began to 

rely on commercial goods - in reality, fn had any choice. 

Urban women began to haTe more time on their hands. SeTeral 

possibilities existed for than at that time. The new type of liTing 

called for more ready capital. Whereas woman at home had been a pro

ducer, her production waa being usurped. To replace. it cost money,often 

more than the family's male m•bers could raise. Por proorer families 

sur'fi...-al dictated that women had to work outside the home. 

Por the women of the rising middle classes, howner, there waa now 

more time to deTote to organizational life and philanthropy - all trad

itional preser..-es of the wealthy which were gradually coming within their 

reach. Charity had always been an acceptable outlet for excess female 

energy among both Jews and non~ews. Such actiTity did not threaten the 

traditional male power structure of Judaiam or general society and at 

this time continued, now within a larger group. Yet some of theae 

women saw the profound ahd desperate changes industrialisation wrought 

upon their poorer sisters, and for th• organizational in..-olv•ant meant 

forming and joining •bryonio women's group. 

Ironically it was the tyranny of the factory that "treed" women 
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f r om t heir h ome- based r oles. No longer producing a t borne , an 

unmarried wornw became a distinct l iabi l ity . Th e " s pinst er " , whose 

profitable work a t t h e spinni ng v:heel had cr&at ed her name , vtP. s now 

i n dir e fine.nci ~l , social and ment al s traits . I n a ddition, t here were 

many more women t han men , a differ ential a.u,gment ed by Bismar k ' s wa!'s 

of expans ion . 

Women bege.n to c lamour fo r j o jJ- trf'lining io..n d their pot entia l 

competiti0~ t hrea t ened t h e traditional l y m~1 e g...1.i lds . Org?..ni zations 

promo ting t he r igh t s of wor ki ng women and t he r igh t of o t h er women t o 

wor l< grew ...1.p swiftly. Th ese groups were e:;i,ger t o s tress t hat t h e 

emancipa tion t hey so ~ght was economic, not pol itical - .<i.rl i mportant 

di s tinction i n a llt o cr a tic , Bisr:ia.r ki an Germany , withi n l iving memory 

of t he r evo lutionary turbulanc e of 8 48 . 

The next y ear, and er t he pa tronage of t he Crown Pr i ncess of 

Prussi a , Dr. Adol f Lette set u p a society to t each cmtra i ned middl e

c lass women . Previo usl y such women could onl y w0r < a::; govern esses or 

seamstresses . Lette' s i nstitut es t aught t hem new tra d es : nur s i ng, 

mi dwifery, engr aving , patt ern- maki ng , t e egra ph operR tio~ bookkeeping , 

l ibrar y s'<i1 ls an d t h e i k e . 40 Lette made clear hi s Soci ety' s goal : 

''\','hat we do ~ want and what we nev er wi sh and i n t end, not ev en i n 

t he mo s t dist ant c entury, i s t h e political emancipat i on and equality 

of women". 41 

The i ncreasi ngl y popular i deas o f l iberalism i n t he 1840s ga v e 

r ise t o an irstitution tha t combin e d a progr essive educ a tion ideol ogy 

with a po sitive vi ew of fem-:.le t al ent . Friedrich Frobel dr eamed of 

ins tructi'1 .: p ay f or yo i.L"lg s ters i n a ' ' garden f or chil dren" wherein 

they wou d t;;r ow nat 1.1r a ly. I t was '!. so his vi ew t hat women were 

pa rtic'Jlar l y sui t ed t o be t eacher s , giving encour agement t o the ear ly 

wom en ' s mov ement and br i nginc women i n t o t eaching semi naries . Na tural1,y 

such i deas wer e f a r t oo 1 i ber~1 and democra tic for the Pr ussian 

gov ernment which banned 'dnderga rtens i n 1851. The out cr y agai nst 

t hi s was so great t lvo.t the ba.n was r epeal ed in t h e 1860s . 42 Women 

{and so~e men ) had seen .a.'1d a pprecia t ed t he benefit s of thi s early 

form of " dayc a r e". 
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The artificial wall between women' s economic and po l itical 

emancipat i on began to t umble in t he 1870s . Jol'm S t uart Kil l ' s 

On t h e Subjuga tion of Women was translat ed i nto Germa n by a. " closet 

femin i s t " member of t he Lett e Society i n 1870 . In l iberal. c i rcles 

women' s suffra ge came under increased discussion . Yet an i mportant 

differ ence existed between femini s t vi ews of " t he v ote" i n Germany , 

as opposed to t h e United S t a t es or Grea t Brita.in. Unlike t he latter, 

with t heir ~eritage of l iberal democracy , t he German s t a t es had a 

tradit i on of autocra tic government . l iberals and ot her pr ogressives 

were aware that change could by no means co:ne swift ly , particular ly 

in t he r eP..cti onar y pe r iod of t he lat e 19th c ent u ry . This p eriod' s 

emphasi s on " duty" by anti- feminists meant t hat woman' s plac e was 

st i l at hom e as a mother , while pr ogr essives dec lar ed tha t it 

was \':oman' s di.Aty to wor·r. , c;et a good educ a tion , s.nd s ti l lat er , 

to vote . 
Whatev er one' s vi ews , it was c l e;;-r t hat women had begcm t o 

agitate for ch 'll!ge as a gro :ip and tha t changes woul d indeed hav e t o 

be made . 

C) The Res ponse of Jewish ':/omen and Reformers 

Jewi sh W..1men were deeply involved in many of these new movement s . 

Li n:> :.: ;:irgenster n , a bo '1r rl member of t he Gener al German Women' s 

Associ at ion , fo 1nded and presided ov er Germany' s firs t kindergarten 

association in 18 59 . She also began t he firs t kinder gartens in 

Ber l in -11d established the fi r s t s chool fo r t heir teacher s . Henriett e 

Go dschmi dt , also on the Assoc iP..tion' s board , established kinder

gartens , teacher-traini ng center s and t he Society for F ami l i a and 

Popu a r Educ ation (based on Fr obel ' s t heories ) in her native 

Leip zig . 43 Her husband was Rabbi A .i.: . Go1 dschmidt who parti cipa ted 

in t h e r abbin ical gather ing a t C ~ssel in 1868 as we 1 as a t the synods 

of Lei pzig and Augsbur g . I t is i n t er esting to note t he i nvolv ement 

a.nd a ctivities of a pr ominent r abbi ' s wif e . Such women must hav e 

served as important r oi e m::ide1s fo r o t her Jewish women . Frau 

Goldschmidt went even f ur ther t h:>n moi::t women activists of her 

day , demanding i nvo l v ement of women in s.l l a r e11.s vf German l ife : 
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higher ed..lc~tion , s..U-fr13.ge and p1bl ic offices . ~ 4 

Jewi :;h women may c ave seen t he ob igato r y c1tst of women ' s rol e 

in the word s of Ei nhorn and ot her r tiformer s i n t he sP..me J igh t ns t h e 

idea of '':omen' s " dut y" promulga t ed by secular f emi ni s ts . Jewish 

women , t he Ref ormer s had said, had t hei r " dut y" t o perform within 

J udai sm . 

As t he economic and pol i ti ca a vm.:Ceni:ig of J ewi.sh women wP..s 

beeinning, Jewish re igious r eformer s a ttempt ed t o d~al s pecificRlly 

with t he a r eas of ri t 1a l 1ife t h1.1.t i nvo v ed \'towen . At t he r Rbbinice.1 

synod i n Leipzig, 1869, a portion of P. r esol :.ition on Jewi sh educ a tion 

r ecomm ended " mo!. t ...tr gent iy t o t h e congregations t he est abl i shment 

1tnd s...tpport o f good r e1 i gious shool s f or t h e yout h of both 1>exes ." 45 

The smn,ler and mor e Refo rmist Augcbur g synod i n 187 cAlled fo r 

sev er al f.J.ndS\;llent a changes e speci c11y ~~th r egar d t o t he r ef oI"!ll of 

m- rriaee c Jst oms . The passivity of t he bride d..u-ine t he tradi tional 

marriage ceremony h~d ong offendad t he sensibil ities of Ref ormer s 

;-;ho caw i t:; r oo t s in t he " orient al" concept of " bride- as-ch?.ttel". 

The do 11bl e- ring c er emony , wher ein t he bride t oo presents A ring had 

been popu l a r among c ertain congree'ltions . Henc e , t he synod ·nad e 

t h i s " offici r>l1y" permi ssab1e, syn:boJ izing ther eby , i t believed , t he 

ec; .. .::.l ity of t he cexei:: . (Geiger be i eved t hat t ne b r ide ' ::; best owe.l 

o f a r ing should be a ccompanied b~· " a ppropria.t e word~" , as , .... !::; the 

eroom' !:: . Re s iggest ed !'Ani 1 ' dodi v ' dodi 1i - I 'lil1 my be oved' s 

and r.iy belov ed i~ :nine", from the Sone of Songs. 46) 

One of the r oles deni ed women by trRdi tional J uda i sm hr..d been 

t hr> t o f '1Ctinc as P. witness in ritual matt er s . Th e Augsburg synod 

dec1a.r ed th:- t t he t e:::timony of tw.:i '!l•Jm en woald be accepted i n 

witness of female pr oselyt e ' !:: hat h ( mi '<v eh) as p:>..rt of her becoming 

a Jew. ?.'hi 1 e r estrict ed , this pr ono.mcement ill r ecognize wo'llen ' s 

rie;h t t o "Ct ::s ;•.i tnesses and wac nt?C.e , 11 t e:>st in part , with 

t he icea of improvinc wo::ien ' s s t a t 1..s and role v.~thin J ..tda.isrn . 47 

Yet t~e synodF: , :.i·-.e t he r 'lbbinic a1 confer ences before t hem , 

b r o:.i.ght li tti e r eR' change . Neither could dicta t e po l icy to even 

the portion of the Gennan community t ha t wa s amena ble t o Ref orm . 

At t:1e t urn of the century , t he inheritor s of t he Reforni s t man t le 
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pref '?rred the word " liber al" t o symbol ize their continued ctriving 

for J e\"i.sh r eform Vlh i 1 e Rt t h e sM1e time affinning t heir res pect for 

tra.di tion . The firs t n"tiona1 organization of Liber a• Jews was 

fo;.inded in 1898 - t he Union of LiberR' Rebbis o ~ Germany . At its 

conferenc es disc ls&ions wer e held on va rious P..s pects of Jewish l ife, 

i n c .uding t he pl1>.ce of women . At its Ber lin meeting in 1908 the 

newly r e- naned Union f or Liberi:il J ..i.daism in Gernvmy called for " 'l 

~Qreer r o e for wo~en in religious 1ife". 48 

S til, , co 1itt e h'!.d ch-meed by 1 912 t hat t he "G.tice1 ine~ for a 

Proeram of Liber~: J .1dai::m" , r ising oJ.t of t he Union ' s conference 

i n Po:;en md siGn ed by 6 . rabbi s , h:?.d to r eiterate t l:at "The 

pnrticipa tion <> f women i n rei icious nnd comm'-l!la.' ife is i ndi:::pensable .. 

They jpJld r eceiv e t heir eqJ.c1 shar e i n r eligious educ~tion as we'] 

'l::: rights". It preceded this , howe,·e r , with t he aope t h<?.t " a.11 :ne::iber s" 

of th e co·'lmmity sho 1.J 1 d pP..rticipP.te , " especi:i.'ly in t h e a rea of 

Ch e.ri ty nnc social wei far e" - the trr.;.di tiona , limited province o: 

J cv:i:::li ···.'.>men . 4q As i n t he red of German society , it was mer e y <!. 

case of 71en giving women t~ eir r iehts . The t...:.rn .'.>f t l:e cent ..i.ry 

however, saw a::: we11 a!l i n creasinc mi 1 i tancy O"l t h e part of proc;ressi v es 

of '!. • t y pes , i ncluding J ev:i::;h fe'!lini s t s . 

Oit of e meeting of Je~~ sh feminists "1.t t he 1904 con v ention of 

t he I n terne.tion?.1 CoJ.nci 1 of .'/omen can.e t he fo1rndine of t he J 'ldischer 

Fr.,1enbmd (JPB) . It was t he only Germ".n Jewi s:-t •,•;:J:nen' s orgP-ni z"l t io!l 

t o :::~nlthe::;ize t~e ~i~G of Jewish IUld sec~ e r fc:!licists . I t fo i l;ht 

f o r b o t h po, i ticR .. ~d r e it;L:> ...ts ::; iffr:i.ee Rnd WR::; t he on y r el igiot:.s 

women ' ::; mov emen t i n Germany t n :ilno be1one t o the Genera.1 Germnn 

\'iomen ' ::; ils:>oci "1.t1o n . (The Cr.thol ic women ' s orgA.nization , founded 

i n 1903, t ook no :;t a.nd on t he £.1ffr::~ge i ssue anci ciidn' t join t ?-. e 

A :::;oci~tion . The Prote::: t P.nt Feder~tion of 3omen , est ablished in 

899 , wRs on y i n frwor of emancipa t ion within t he Pr.>t est nnt r eligious 

spher e and ::i.g;:U.n::; t u.ni v er sal s 1f fre.ge . It 1 eft t he Association 

s hortly P..fter joini~B it . 5°) 

By t h e o t hr er?.'' o f the First Vio r1 d W~r t he JFB ?lad gained 

litt e i n its drive fo r wo!Den ' ::; voice in t he Jewish community . 

The Pr)test P..I!t F'ed er P..tion of Wo:nen h'ld A.ch ieved its goals : by 
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1919 women he d gained both acti v e and pP.:;;si ve sL.tffr e.ge within t heir 

ch..lrch . (Protes tant r eform was enr-ier t han Jewi sh i n 11hat it bad 

<i centralized a 1t hori ty . The J ewi ch comrn..:.r>.i ty was gener a lly frag

ment ed . 51 ) 

\'then t he ':teimi:i r Rep..:blic gr1.nted wo::ien t he right to vo t e in 

9·a, t he JFB e cce1.er a t ed its driv e t o gain for J ewish women t he right 

to participate i n com~unity election:: and iss:J.ec t his proclamation 

in t he Jewish press : 

The J e\tish co:ru:nni ty need:: our col"' abor :i.tion 
more t hP-'1 ev er • • • we a r e unanir-ious in our 
fieht • • • for Oi.l.r rights! No t because we 
Pre power !l..mgry. No t becau::e we a r e :-; .iff
r~ecttes , b...<t becR1A::e we ar e convinced t h11t 
women ' s ·vor :>: i s nec essary for t h e c ·:J.1 t .i r a l 
devc1 opment ;:,f t h e J ewish cO!llr.llt.'1i ty and t hat 
we c an a ccomp1isi1 eood ••• in offici.111 

communal posts preci:.ely beca Jse we a r e wornen . 52 

The mn· e J ewi ::;;1 est ablishe:::ent was sp it on tne i i::s<le . R1ctbbi 

n.A. Nobel '3.!l orthodoY. eader i nFrP..n:tf :J.rt and a f ri end of J ewish 

fe::ii nist Bertha P· ppen.1-tei m, dee .,r ed thRt t he denia1 o f active and 

p'l s:.::i v c ::; lffrP-ee t o women wi thi!'l t he J evli.sh community was hi;. <ichi cal y 

i n:.::t1pportP.bl e . 53 Ti1e Frankf urt cJmm.mi t y r esponded to ~ 1ch r easoning 

e.nd bec '\!Tle t he fir~t to grant v:omen :.:: iffrP..g e rig}:t s i.., 1 929. By 
1 924 t l':er e ·::er e f 'l u- women on t he c.:i·nn11mi ty' s conici 1 and one on 

t he exec •ti v e bonrd . 5~ A f ..trther c;:,cpi ication a r ose v1hen orthodox 

( or power L L'lGry) 11i!'lorities i n c om.'llunities aLd c ongr egation:: 

t '-l r e"it ened to , e:>v e i.f \-:Omen wer e enfranch i sed . Th;i:; ther e wer e 

t hose who were :;ympat hetic yet w:'?ose hands v:ere ti ed , whi 1 e t her e 

were r.111..."'ly •\·l~o wer e ::impl y no t i n tercot ed . 

"Ref.>r ;::i" r .,1'bi:: •··er e not especi:>1, y in t he i'orefront in a iding 

t he e.dv$ll'lce of wo::ien i n t he com.~ll!li ty . At a 1923 :neeting du.ring 

t he JFB' ::: " n"ltionnl sJffrat;e v;ee'<", Rabbi Leo Baec'.i: had on y "~ 

of 1,;ooC.wi 1 11 .:5 
T!1e effect of t he f r :'.\gmen t a.r y nature of German Jewry on l iberal 

iz:>tion a."'ld \'J')rnen' :; rii;hts ce.:i be ::eon i n an ex:e..mp"Je from Berlin in 

929, which ri"so pr ovides i nsight i:lto the Jewish po l itics of t he 

d 
t;6 . 

P.y . - Tne Central J ewi sh Organization i n Ber .in was composed of 

two ho1l:;c~ - t he lppcr of seven member :: , t he l ower of twenty- one 

member s . T!le:-c. ·::ere e ected every f o . r year :: . (It i s m cl ear 
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v:het her or n.:>t women wer e able t o v ot e by t hi:;; time . ) Al 1 syna.gog.ies 

wer e :.mder it::: n.ut hority evc ept t\'.'o orthodox congr egat ions :md t he 

Ber i n Reform gemeinde . The contr ov er sy i n ques tion developed as 

follows . A l i ber l'l congrega tion ~oon t o be movine into P, new build

i ng petitioned t o be allowed t o hav e f ami l y pews , where a.11 members 

of a fa:ni y wo'11 d s it t oeet her . ( Onl y t he Ref orm congrei;a tion had 

inaugiirP-t eci 11 pol icy of se~ting t 'ie :.exe::; toget!ler; "ll' otl.er s , even 

t he " 'iber:"!.~ s", L.., d either wo'.Den' ; G"'neri e::: or s eper r-t t e ~eat ing 

a reas . ) The ,1 pper h o.1se of t he Centr,_1 J _wish Orgar.iza.t i on gstv e 

its per:ii ssi on , ;ent t ile r esol .ltion t o t he 1-ower ho .l::;e :;.nd :;.1 so 

as'<ed t h e opinion of Ber l i n r abbis . Ei eht l i beral rabbi s replied : 

t hr ee i n f 11.vor , t hr ee opposed e..nd two offer ing ::.ibstitut e r eno· .; tions . 

I n oppo::;ition one r~bbi wr o t e , " Pict ..ir e i:i. ma:i maki ng his way t ilro ..:e h 

a pt:\': o cc ..tpied by ·:10::1e11 t o pnrticip~te i :t a. c er ern.)nJ he!'ore t he 

TI 1 J /, r ·; . We c~nnot <>.fford t o cii:::p l tc e tradition of h...ndreds of 

ye:;.:rs . 11 ::>i d 11.n t her , " For t h e )PSt 11.mdr ed year s t !'le ::;ep~rRtion 

1f t he se;·c~ 'l t ;ervices 1-ia.::: been a distinctly Jewish pr n.cti c e . 

Thi s we mJ::: t ";cep . \"Je c:mnot P..ffo r d t o &:o::simi a t e J J dAi:;rn wit h i t s 

environment". 

I n h i s 'lcco..mt of t h i s action DR vid l'hi 1ipson wrot e , " it :::eems 

P-,mo:::t i "lcr edibl e t l.iat so- called l iberP..1 r abbis , ni net y y en.r s :if"ter 

A br"l.~:u:i Geiecr wrot e hi s ringing wor d::; urging t he r e1 igio .lS er:.1.al i ty 

>J f wor:ie:-i wi t i1 'llen , s:io tl c! hnve dee nr ed t he:::ise1 ves :>g2ins t t h i s 

mea::: ..;.re". T'1.> :.c i n fP-vor spo'<e i n t he bes t libcr el tr'lditlon : " T'Lle 

:nodern -itti t tll r tovmrd:: ·::omen demr>.nds ch:>..n{;e". The compromiser s 

all owed t hr t " while member s of f amil i es sho uld be al owed t o s it 

t oget her , t h e ;,eves of o t h er wor shipper s should b e separ a t ed by 

a c ..trtain" . A::: Phi 1 ipson notes , " A, 1 t hi s bears ·:ti t ne:;s to the 

pec Jl i~r condition of ~iber~1 J ..trleis~ i n Germany . The religio~s 

eader :: , t ho.1Gh t neor etic ;:1 ' 1 y iber al . IU'e , wit h honor able exceptions , 

fee..rf~1 of deci ;iv e a ctiJn" . 

ilot on~ :J r :-bbi s v er e con c er ned abo 1t t he position of wor.ien i n 

J ttdr>..ir-m. /,-:; hr-.d been t he c a se i n Ber lin in 1845 , i t was Ii 113.yper son 

who spo'ce :.tronC y f or \':'Or.Jen' :-: r iehts . Dr . Heinrich St ern decl ared: 



The new place of ~oman i n modern l ife, t he 
modern interpreta tion of t he s t a t 1.10 of mo t her 
and woman in J udais:n and t he r ecogni tion of 
t~1e non- exi stence of ma] e r eligios ity or female 
r eligios ity mu~t lead us to dispense ~~th t he 
ordinanc e which separates the sexec diring 
t he service~ i n our synagogue . 

The r esolution v1as passed in the lower house by a vo t e of 10 to 9 . 

It may weJ be t hP.t ano t her r eason for the l ibera] congregation ' s 

petition was t :ie sermon delivered by t he incompar e.b, e :i 1.y t:ont a{;U 

from the pulpi t of the Berlin Reforn Synagogue during t he meeting o f 

t he 1:/or ld TJ nion for P r ogr essive J .ldRi sm i n t hPt city a year earli er, 

in 1928. A 1·.-oman long active in 1 i ber al J ewish circ e::: and an eYec .i

ti v e c ommit t ee memb er of t he J ewi.sh Re1igio ts Union of Eng and , si1e 

wr ote :A.ter of !:l.er cont i.nent a evperience , " Tne Gel".'llan woman must 

c ome down f r om t he g a.1 leries And t a'{e pe.rt 1i tera y Md i n a real 

cense" . 57 

The congrega tion was pr oud t o be t he first to allow a woman t o 

pr each from i t s pulpi t and in t ne year s following :.:on t ngu' s visit , 

ot!ler women occ·tpied t hnt place as well. According to one a ccount , 

sev era1 pr '.>minent Jewish women were invited t o preach in t he ear ly 

~ 930s and t heir sermons wer e printed i n t he congr eg a tional news . 58 

\'.'hen Friday ev ening services wer e introduced in 1932 , " Readings from 

t he Bibl e" r eplaced tbe Torah r eading ru1d a J ewi sh actress WJ;Ls 

fomd t o make t nem " also an artistic experience". The widow of t he 

fo mder and cdi tor of the periodic :!l Der ~orgen pr eached -t o the 

cor.c;r cgation scv er11l time:.:; and may hav e r ead t he service as well , 

on t he High HolidRys i :1 1933 . It vmu.ld s eem t ha t a t least one 

congregation ·1<'!.d a tt empteC. to a low women t o t a'ice part , as :Sont ag..i 

had ~rged , " in ~ real sen::;e". 

The mid- 1930s ·::i tnessed an event t hat showed j ust hov1 much 

women' s r el igio..is r ole had c:1<.>..nged - a."ld how much mor e had yet t o b e 

done . Regi nP. Jonas complet ed the requir ements f o r ordination at t tle 

Ber lin Ac<?.de:ny for t he Sci enc e of J J d-U.sm : t he subject o f h er t hesis 

was "C.:m a Woman Decome P R"?.bbi?" 59 Yet while t he majority of t he 

f :a c .ll ty wer e wi 1.. i "'lg to answer in t he affirmative <>.nd granted her 

a c P.demic de1;r ee , t he or tl-.oclox Ta1 mud pr o fessor, Ch,,.no ch Albee'< refused 
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t o give Jonas ordina t ion . 60 She was event uRll y ordained by t h r ee 

1 iber a1 r P..bbis . one of \'thorn was !'r-x Dienen:rnn of Offenb:'lch . The 

Ber i n J e•·i.sh Coneregation hired her as a r e1igi o .is s chool t eR.cher 

R.n d preR.cher t hot. gh mP.inl y i n homes f or t he Rged . 61 $he pr e11c'hed 

few ti:nes i n 1941 or 19~2 . l'lppcA.ring i :i. e. robe withoi... t 'l t~l lit . 62 

\701 fganc i:~mb Jrger wrot e of her, "I g .1ess t hat i s v.•hat she a ways 

WR.nt ed t o d~ but c o tld on"!.y do .mder t he '!loct incredible circ ..1m

r.t e.nces j ·rnt before t he end". The first f emale r;:o.bbi \'las depo r ted 

t Ther eci enst adt c ~centration ca.mp wher e she died . 

3) Bertha. P 'l.ppe~eim - J e'l"d.sh Feminists 

R. 

'l'he ~tory of moder n G errnl'ln J ev.i.s:i f eminism i :. 'bo •nd up with t hat 

.Jf itc 1 ci::.rt :ind ~o 1 , Bert :ia Pa!lpenhei:n . Born i n Vien"'a i n 1 859 , 

by t he 1 890s she wr..s deeply invo1 ved i n J ev:icl: socia wor:C , fli cline 

:_:.,st ern Euro pean r efu,gees . She was f ..1. l y aware of t he posit ion of 

women i n J Jdaism a.nd in g ener al society, and r ailed e.t;ttinst t he 

f.,i1 ..tres of h er O\",n J ewish J pper - mid.dle class . She wrote : 

U;ti 1 now, an axiom o f proper eda c ntion \'tP.s 

to '.eep eir s f rom 1<nowi118 '\nythinE:; t hnt 
occ 1rred beyond t he confiner o f t heir homes . 
T.liey s t udied hi:;t ory from boo'.cc t hnt wer e 
"rewrit t en f ur gir ls" b ...i t t hey r e:nained c ..1.t 
off from t he enormo us demands of de ily ife. 
T:1ey do no t ...mder ctand t he r elat ionsr.ip 
of t>O Verty , s ic:cness and crime . To t ber.i , 
pov erty is a c treet begg~r or s c ene i n A 

9 1 fl!. , d c"mess i s di sg...i.sting an<! crime 
i c ~ s i n . Under such circ;.:nst ~~ces we 
can..-io t be s.irprised \'Jhen gir s do not 
J.11derst~~d , or At best, f eel r

6
1eeting pity 

fo r t he t r agedie::; of h.miani t y . 3 

T!-.i::- co 'd not he o t her wi::-e in "!. r e, igio 1s tradi tion •nhose 

treat ment of its f c;:i:'\1 c members ,·:as , t o her mind , horrib, y .mf'air. 

Thi ::- c '.Ul e. r endy be seen i w t he differ ent 
r ec eption Biven 11 new citizen of t he wor, d . 
If the f a t her, or ~·n1eone else es·<ed, what 
" it" w:a.s aft er R. s ..iccess !'ul birth , t he ans»'er 
micht be ei t her t he satis fied r eport of R boy , 
or - -:ti t >t _pr ono m e ed sympi?t hy f or t h e disappoint
men t - "H thing , a gir l ", o r, " Onl.y a girl " . 0 4 

Pap!)en.'tei rn p.:>int ed o 1t t !?e Jewic~l wo:ie.n' c r el igio s r o1.e - or 

"Ck thereof - l:i".d a.dded t o thi:- ide:> of female i nferiority : 
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We have sufficien t proof of t he disr egar d of 
t he woman i n t he J ewi sh service wh en we see 
t hat f o r pur poses of pr ayer e. woman i s not 
counted as a member of t h e congrega tion , she 
is no t cal ed up t o t he rea ding of t he I..._w, 
and she does n.:> t pa rticipat e in t he public 
c eremony o f coming of age, E-:: eve ry b.:iy of 
t hirteen year e of ag e is r eq..i.ir ed t o do . This 
last , t h e c er emony of Bar Litzvoh , gives t he 
boy ear l y a hieher s t a t us t h-m t he girl . By 
a r eligiouo privi eg e he f ee s h i mself from 
chi ldhood s;.<per io r t o t he f ema1 e sex . 65 

S lch a vi ew J f w:>:nen had t o be chllnged - J u dr.i s•!l needed t he 

commitment o f fema e J ews i n ev er y ar eli . For Fappenhei:n , t he key t o 

i ncreasi ng women' s :oya.1 t y and participation in t he c ;>nununi t y v:as an 

i mpr ov ement of t heir Jewish educ a tion . That i n t ur n wo u d lead , i f 

men wer e wi 11 ing , to a great er communal i nvo v ement . "The deni al of 

such pr imary r ecognition J f t heir import~ce and t alent was r espon

s i b, e f or m~ch ~ssimilation , she f elt . 

H.::i.d t he J ewi sh wom1111 been ab e t o expend her 
energies a nd c a.pabi iti es i n communal wo r ·< , 
and been given her rightful position and 
et a t us in t he congr eg a tion , we should no t 
hav e had t .:> 1 em ent t he , oss o f so many , who 
i n t heir j ustifia b e long ing f or lsef al 
l\cti vi ty and self - deve opment , h11v e br olcen 
th e bonds which held t hem t o t heir c gigm ·.mi t y 
P..nd have soueh t sa, Vlition elsewher e . 

A J e\\i sh woman' s r el i g i ous r ole shou1d right l y i n c lude wor k i n bo t h 

the synagog11e and t he \•li der J ev1i sh cornmuni t y . J ewish men had t o be 

c onvi nc ed - j ..is t ::i'.<e ot her German men - of t he po t ential and :;.bi l i ty 

of t heir women . \/h er e t he J cwish comm.mi ty '!.agged behi nd in extending 

righ t s t o women , f eme. e J ews had t o t ake it u pon t hemsel ves t o 

a chieve emancipation . Pa ppenhei m' s conc er ns ov er t h e pl i ght of 

women in gener al :md h er deep committment t o J ewish survival s purred 

her activity . I n 1899 she pub i shed a play, Women ' s Right s , 

det ::..i l i ng t he exploi t a t ion )f women i n a s pher es and trans a ted 

Ilar y Wol s t onecr aft ' s A Vindica t i.:m of t he Righ t s of Women. I n 

902 she est -ibl i shed an 'tp- t o- dat e soci a! wor T< society, "C<>re by 

\'/omen" , applyi ng :noder n feminis t theor y t o t he J ev;i sh ch<:lri ty idea . 

She w::ts fic tive in t he fiBh t agai net t he whi te sllive tra de , which 

she saw as a dang er e...l'ld outrage t o all women and a pa rticula r threa t 
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t o female Jewish refugees who migrated to Germany af't er pogroms in 

Eastern Europe . Pappenheim also noted t he sexism of J e~~sh charities 

which were " under estimating the va~ue of women' s wor k and tri:fline with 

their i n terest by r efusing to admit t hem as equal partners" . 67 She 

saw t he need for a n -;tional organizt>L tion o f Jewish women dedicated to 

advancing t heir rights in both t he J ewish and sec ular world, and 

wes one of the :founders of t he JFB. For t h e la.st portion of 'ier 

1 ife PPppenheim wor ked in t he JFB a.nd on her own i n the s trugg e of 

women , J e\1.sh and Genti e , for eque r it;;hts in their society and 

community . 

i'lhi 1 e P~ppenheim was certainly an extraor dinar y person and 

perh:>.ps more inv.'.l l v ed th:ui most of ll er contempo r &ries , she :nus t have 

been a powerf.1"!. Rnd ::!ppea.~ ing model in a t 1 east some ways , t o many 

Jewish wo:nen who desir ed ch.,.nge in their poJ.i tica.l. and reJ igious 

stat~s . Her cP.~paigns ( 'Ul.d t o some extent t hose of t he JFB) were 

directed ~t a ch ievine po1 i tica.1 r ights for J ewisr. 1'7omen withi n their 

C)mm,mities as a fi r s t step i n expanding their r el igious role , 

Perhaps che , and other s li~e her, fel t t hat in a general pol itical 

c 1 i :nate f'a.vo r ab e to somen ' s s..Ufrage , it would be easier to achiev e 

comm<l!la1 s~ffr~ge firs t . 

V Cone 1 ision 

By t he middl e of the las t cent.tr y t he ·position of Jewish \'!Omen 

of Germany had mov ed from being al - but - it;;nored t .:i at lea.st sorne 

P.v::>.renes::; by men t hat '1. problem exist ed . Some r abbis and conc erned 

,_P-i ty h~d responded to t he di s crepancies betv:een women' s pl .ace in 

J 1d::!ism and th:>.t offer ed t o t he!"' in a chianging socie t y by a tt empting 

to i mprove t heir J ewisb posi ti:in . Movement s for ed..tcationa: e.nd 

ri t u"'l.,_ reform :i.r osf: . Yet for a1 l the t a1k in p •lblica tions and from 

t he pulpit , a t con.ferences and synods , the si t ua tion of the Jewish 

woman vis - a.- vis J ... daism had changed 1 i:tt1 e . ;;hi l e she \Vas confirmed 

i n some s:ynagog,les , =:ie us.ia1 ly was still seated :::eparately f r om t he 

men and co .~' d not pr:trticip~te in t he ::.;ervic e in such public ca pacities 

as being c a1led to t he Tor ah . 

By the time t~e blackest c l 0 11ds in J ewish his t or y ro se ov er 

Europe , J ev:is!l fe:nini s t s could poi nt to few r eal v ictories . Whi e 
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women wer e allowed involv ement i n communi t y el ec:t ions by t he lat e 

1920s , i n l9J6 , t he yea r Bertha. P'ippenheim died, the JFB was still 

batt ing, a fter f our years , t o gain a voice on t he or ganiza tion 

r epresent ing collectiv e J e1:1r y under t he Naz.i s , t h e Reichsv ertretu.ng 

der J u den i n De .. t schland. I t s pr esident , Leo Ba.eek , explained his 

opposition t o women i n poJitical ro 1 es . fie had no t changed his 

mi nd since he s po'<e t o t he JFB suffrag e meeting in 1 92J . Hi s vi ew 

r emttined t n°'t " whi J e men po ssessed per spica city P..nd foresight, women 

had the gift of being good l i s t ener s ••• of being ab e t o r ecoenize 

t he needs of mankind • • • and of shaping a.ri ev eming with warmt h , 

dieni ty ~d sub s tance'.'. 68 Angr i 1y r eco r ding Bae:c '<' s wor ds , the 

pr esident of t h e JFB , Otti1ie Schonewa.J d s trongly dismissed " t he 

special po::::i tion t h'3. t \W'lZ ga11 e.ntl y accor ded . F'roru time i mmemorial 

v.re hav e lear ned t hat t he h igher we a r e p a c ed ont a pedestal , t he 

f urther we are p .<shed from ·t he g r o..ll1d ·.ipo11 which the real • • • 

deci s ions t ake pi.ace" . 69 

\'/ti 1e Germmy had pr o vided t he soil f or t he gr owth of a Reform 

mo v ement i n J Jda.ism , i t v;o ... ld be i n ano t her ] anCl t hat o t her Ref or:ner s 

wo J1d C:el'l l mor e boldly wit h t he po s i tion of womem i n J ud"l.ism - across 

the oc ean, i n Amer ica . 
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PART II 

AllBRICA 

PROll !JIB COLOn.lL PBRIOD TO !'HK RISI OP RDOBll 



Introduction: 

the 1-1.grants arriving in Britain's Americ:an colonies in the 

17th century broupt aore than their material pc1asessiona with th•. 

Various heritage•. religious and cultural. caae ashore with th- as 

the7 first touched the soil of the new land. Ki.xed in among diYerae 

poli ti9al and religious perauasiona were Yins o•f the world born in 

Europe. that the settlers would attempt to plan1; in Aaerica. this 

pa7chological bacgage included their underatandi.ng of 21!.! place in 

the uniYe•• as we11 as W01UU1' s place in what Wiiis. essenU.&117, aan' a 

world. 

A.lthoup an organized llefol'll J ewiah .0Y•a1t did not coae into 

being before tha latter halt ot the 19th centUrJr, a suney ot the 

trends in aociet7 that ~ected women ot all rel.igions befor e that 

time is iaporiant to the undeatan41.ng ot how female religious roles 

changed. 

I Wo-.n• s Place in Colonial ancl Ba£1Y American Society 

J.. fhe Cplopi,&1 PtrJ.gd 

1) Woas' s SMen ia 100po&H 9d lclucatiul 

the poaition ot women in Stuart Bn&land wa.11 the heritage of 

colonist• of both •ex••, and had a profound effttet in shapi.ng the place 

women would occup7 in A.aerica. In aoae cases. Iii serious att•pt was 

made b7 the colonists to d.uplicate the European world the7 had left 

behind, including women' a position in it. Yet 1.t was clear that in 

the wilderness of the colonies coaproaiae would neces8U'ily be the 

order ot the day. Por others, it was the Yft'T 1.clea ot creating a 

aoc1et7 ditterent fro• oont•pol"U'7 Bngl.and that: hacl drawn th• acroH. 

the ocean. 

the posi Uon ot woaen in the countr.y that •iost ot the ••Ulen 

had come from was cl early delineated. It was a commonl.7 held belief 

that women were inherent17 interior to aen in all anaa. the7 wen 

generall7 not inYolYed in business or co-erce. Woaen' a place was 

the hoae where they were to sene as housekeep81~ and breeder. while 

bei.ng obedient and s ubordinate. IYen in so-called •gmtle aocietJ", 

woaen were ettectiYel 7 cut ott troa the other aeix and gaeral. culture, 

in part ceriainl7 due to their lack of educaU0111 and Latin. Under 
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Sngli8h coimon-1••. an wmarried woaan -•her father'• propert7 

While dter aarriage the "deer would be tranderred to her hu•band. 

It i• no wonder, &1Ten thi• Htting, that the •,mbol• used for 

woaen 1D the poetr;r ot the period were w1 thout their own power: 

llOOD8• airrora and fiowen that followed the 8UD.l 

It wa• neceaaar;r that a 41tterent •i tuaUon obtain 1D the 

coloni••. 1JUh a -11 population and a large area of land to work. 

woaa were aee4t4 in toonomic ~.. Gu1148 could not dtorcl to 

ignore women an4 the llbortqe o:t labor ennred that woaen would 

receiT• the nae or at least oomparaUYe JMt.7 u aen. 1fh11e the 

plight of the poorl7-paid, uneducated llinCl• woaan in Bnglaad -• 

auch that ah• could onl7 ekt out a liTing u a "•pilult.r', woaa 

••••era in Y1rginia rtoe1Ted a nc• a1111lar to their ll&le counterpart.. 

1foaen were acUT• 1D a wide T&l'1et7 of rol••· •8117 of the 

"buainH•e.- engqed in b7 colonial women were outgrowths of their 

doaestic ho•• roles. !he7 acted u teachent, •broiderent, pr•••n• 

ll&kera, coot•, dealera in crocker;, and so on. But othera enaac•d 

in trade~ that were not conaidered to be tra41tionall7 f--1.e pre•erY••: 

hardware, :tan iapl•ents, liquora. import• and ezports. !he paator 

ot Bo•ton!.s Iorth Church, Cotton aather, Ul'ge4 that woaen be tl'&11led 

1D b\18inea• 80 that the7 aight aid their huabaada. Of COUl'H it 

was precbel7 that id• - that' woaa were Http• huaband8• fathera 

et al., - which aade their worlc acceptable. 

Thi• Ti••• that woaen had no need of wort tor th•••l•••• also 

atfected the deTelopmat of public education in colonial Aaerloa. In 

the coloni••. 41ttering Tin• of f-1• education held nay. Among 

the northern coloni .. founded b7 religioua groups, and often innucoed 

b7 D\ltch thinldng, girl• were at least auppoHd to haY• an equal edu

cational opportunU7 with bo7• in church r•liai.oua school• and at hoae.2 

the great •phui• placed on a literate populaoe b7 the relig1oua 

group• contributed to a fayorable new o:t t.aie education. at l ... t 

literacy, whether or not it 8\lCceeded in practice. 

In contrast to th• public-spirited. coaauld.t7 ad•'f'Ora of the 

110re denHl7 populated Puri tan north, the thinl7 pop\llatecl •uthem 
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ooloni•• w. .. ed ecluoaUon 1.n a s l ichU7 ditterat liglat. Wherea• 

the northern population• were b7 and lar&• oloae-Jc:Dit reliaioue 

poupe, the eouthernere were 110e'tl7 wide•~, Anclieml, and retai.Jled 

a 110re Bngliu Ti .. ot woaa• • ecluoation. While there wae oertaiJll.7 

a realisation that 110r• eclucation wu necHear;J tor girl• than had 

been aTailabl• 1.n Bngl.and, the7 were etill \18\lal.17 instl"\lcted at 

hoae when aal• children receiTed their leeeons. 3 

While greater e4¥0&Uonal an.d econoaic opportuni ti•• u:ieted tor 

woaa 1.n the ooloniH, their place wae •till pictured as being in 

th• hoae. With rare nceptioa, mrried woaen did aot Hek _,1079ent 

outa14e the hoae that wae not connected with thti.r husband'• businHe. 

There wae INOh need tor W09en to r••tn at home; houae-manag•at 

was a fom14abl • tut in Ueelt an.d 1.n addition, faal11H were quite 

lar&•· Ten and twelT• ohildren were uaual, while enoup taallie• 

had .ore than twent7 to make U a matter not worth co-•t on th• 

part of cont .. po1'9Z'7 obeerYere.4 the w1fe/110ther was to 1"111• her 

home with loYe. Ber eona would ao forth to fo\llld their own taai.liea 

and work, while her dauebtere would beco.e houaniTea ae eh• wae. 

2) ··-ii Coloa&al lel!pop - »• Pur1W ChurallH 
It waa in the uea of r•liaioa that oolonial woa• aohined a 

ld.gllitioan.t adTaDce oTer their Bnglieh aietere. J'or the t-1.e 

membere of the Pu.ritaa ohuroh••• reli&loa ottered th .. opportunities 

that Bngliu eociet7 denied.5 th• oppreeeed, non-inetitutionalised 

eect• were ops to pTing woaa a more aotiT• role, partl7 beoaue ot 

an ideolog of •equal.UJ" and partl7 aa a 'R.7 ot appMl'na to n .. 

a .. bere. W"?:SCl ha4 .uttered persecution 1.n B»cland aa auo.h as their 

11en and in that aase ha4 earned their ricbt to a place ill the 

r•liai.oua co-unit7. Woaen were attracted to th• Puritan. daoainationa 

and to Quakel'i• in th• coloni••· '!he latter 1.n particular appealed 

to woaa of it• dq in Ua paoiti•, paasiT• reaietanoe an.4 spontan

eit7 - characteristio• that were popl11.arl7 ••• •• •t..i.-. A lack 

of liturgical foma or coapl•x theolog noa4•ed it• appeal. to the 

poor. It bouted no tra4Uional h~ an.cl ottend 1.ntomal 

aHtina•· 6 B7 atreaaing th• richt of all bellnere to interpret th• 

Gospel for thaaelTes, th••• dllDOlllJaation• opaed up th• ~ to 
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experiactation ucl aect&riani.m. Their polici ee ot •to1uuu:.

encouragecl 1nd1.Ti4ual.a to ••ek out th• aect that best repreaented 

their own tHllngs - and woaen were encourqecl ·to aHk along with 

aen. While aoae, lik• Bdward Johnson, held th&'t woaen Who tried to 

take u aotiT• r•liCious role were •n117 woac 1•4• with di.Ter8• 

lu.at.- and •pbantaatioa.11 madnHa.-7, the actua.1 eUuaUon H••d 

to lead preachers to &OO\&Z'8C• woaen' • participaU~n. Cotton •ather 

wrote that •A• there were three •ari•• to on• ~·e>hn, ao still there 

are tar aore Godl7 woaa in the world than Godl;J •en; and. our Church 

co-Wlions giT• us a little dmonstraUon of t1a:1.-. 8 

Soae historians he.Te suggeated another poa:d.ble re&801l tor the 

deep inTolT•ent of woaen in reliCio\18 lite. W1e>ac were tol'Ced to 

thinlc: on the state ot ·their aoula because ot th·• nu--preaent claqer 

ot clMth 1n Ahilcl-ld.rlh. the h1gh aort&lit7 ra·te ot intuta and 

ohildra IN8t haTe increaaecl auch thought. Women'• work in the 

hoae waa held up 'b7 the pious encl preachers u ·n.rtuou and u con

traaUna with the nil• ot the world, *1ch aen taoed uacl to ~oh thq 

often auocuabecl. ••li&lon tor the colonial womm waa, in tru.th, all 

ab• had to herHlt. In general, ahe he.cl little or no outside acUTit7 

to compete with her d1.Tillel7-uaiped role, a Nl• that ooulcl eaa117 

beoom• ••lt-perpetaiattag.9 wi.s.1. the --- of 1colollial
0 

berica 

could chooH th• •ohurab of th.tr ohoic.-, thei:l" role within it was 

caretullJ' aad ll&l'l'OWl7 detinecl, aa the one• iml11>T&tiTe Puritan aecte 

became establiabecl and interested in preserTina the atat\18 quo. 

Unclelliabl 7 the position of woaen in the oolonie• waa in ~ 

caHa tar better than that of the cont•pol'al7 1llOaall in" &nalancl. Yet 

u . .a nn, \llliquel7 American society deTeloped, ·the position ot woaen 

within it underwent a subtle alteration. 

B. WW!9' a.R1ffe la IH'Jt 4as1ct 
1) lh• Seovl.ar Real.a 

Whm the fnaera of th• new United State• c:outit11Uoa cleolared 

u a •aelt-nident tl'\lth" that •all men are ore1atecl eqllal• tlle7 kD.• 

uact17 ao thq had in 111.ncl. Bxcludecl troa th•d.zo conception of 

"••• were Incliana, black• - and wo.en. to one of the latter, a 

claupter of a general in the Continental A~, •lfb.o had writt• to 
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to hi.a e"'rtng about the new Oonatt tuUon, nomu J ~-- replied 

tbat 8h• 8houlcl ut oonoena hawel1 !dnc..e. "th• tencler breast• ot 

lacll .. wve aot toned tor political oonTulnon•.10 
· in 

ne bui.cmt &nolutton ... baaicall7 OOUU"TatiTel\Oh&Noter 

aacl th• ihu ot Roial reton tbat woulcl atteot woaen were 8lapl7 

too ra4ioal tor th• tia•. n. anolutS.011817 pmphleteer ~ho ... 

Pa1Jae toua4 that tho•• who ro&l'ff their approftl ot hi• •ocmao1a s .. .
ba4 gone apparaU7 cled to hi• propo8&1• tor iaproTi.Da woa•'• lot 

in M.l'Ti .. e.11 In tact, ton .. ot rMOtloll Ht in •Uon cbari.D& and 

tollowinc the Knolutioa u• aotual.17 att-.tecl to molt• right. 

~hat woa• hac1. aerai•ecl • . ~hi• ~-eel oouerTati• ld.litate4 apinst 

women who ........ ill aottft.ttu '1aat took th• be70nd their u81.pe4 

mphve. Bence, JIOa'!D Wbo l'ml their own bu.sin .. •ee were considered 

to be unn.t u wl.T .. acl 90thaw. Litft'U'7 ... were portrq'ecl u 

being •UJ18exer b7 their purwite an4 were WU"Decl ~t thq would 

fillet no hu8balau.
12 Piao• batU•• were -ce4 ~ J»9apbl•t an4 in 

th• popular pre•• oTer wlaat wae waaa• • prope •p1ao.-. Yet, u 

woulcl be the au• in CJ~, Reial tore .. beJOncl the ooatrol ot 

aBJOD• would help to 4eft.Ja• U 110t cleoicle the iAUe. 

Iacluatrialiatioa, partioularl7 that oomaeote4 wlth textile 

aanutaoture, ... on the ri•• in late 18th-centur;r Aaerioa. ~he 

tra41 tional wol'k don• b7 ••• at home bepa to be replaced b7 

tbat done in taotor1••· Lua• a'UabG'8 ot woa• who hacl been tied 

to their home• b7 their role u ~4uoer. were uw able to beooa• 

.maw alo .. 81.de ••· B7 1807 • woa• and ohilctr. outa.itered 

aal.• oottoa...S.11 wol'kaw b7 7 to 1. cw .... , howwer, w... 110t 

equai.1l) A• tli• eooll.Old.o arma began to wlclm tor woam, ... 

t•lt that the ecluoatioul reala llboulcl tollcnr nit. 

•oat propcmab ot a wlcle eclu.oatioa tor woa• ha4 110 clealn 

to •••th• lMl'll 80lel7 tor the Ate ot their on iaproT•mt. It 

.... tbat th••• ~ou ot -•'• e4uoatioa wve &4ftoat1Jla 

JU1 leand.n&, 80 that woa• ooulcl take oTer - at oertalll t1aea 01117, 

to be •ure - troa hullmlu who would be •b••t at the new ~ob•. 

Or .,re eiapl7. that woa• llboul.4 • ~ the burd• ot n.181.JI& a 

t..S.17 and ainc111lg the ho•• attain.14 

45 

f 

J 

' 



0-~eoUon to th• bna4m1ng ot woaen• • education wu baee4 

oa th• oball-a• t...ie lMl'DiJlc - b970n4 a certain ephae - aight 

JIZ'U•t to the aal• etatu. quo. Woaa aight grow 4i••tiatie4 w1.th 

their lot •. Beno•, th• ahas•• that th• etuq ot &•CNN woul4 

1-4 to 111Ul4erlut. (In the put opponata ot t-.cMna ._.to 

r..4 ..a writ• bacl w.nae4 that w1.th th••• gift• woa• woul4 tors• 

th• dpaturee ot hlla'bllla4a al tathent). the til'et &il'l to l>• 

publiol7 ezeet•e4 in 1829 in &Mlletl'7 heard th• count17• • 0191"17 

•propheqi.JI& th• 4ia110luUon ot t..S.17 boau-.15 the eohoola 

wen harcl-put to 4d•4 th_.el.T• aa4 &•ft'&ll7 etate4 that th97 

were E1 contliotill& w1.th woa•' • 41Tin•l7 ol'daiae4 role u tHper 

ot th• hall•. Bacattoa woul4 9ZJM1B4 an4 iapl'OT• •••' • abilitiH 

in th• hoa•, not rwT• th• troa u. th• •prop•HaiT.- lgrill• 

!!11! ot 1Catuok7 reuaure4 it• readen in 18)0: 

th• culUT&tion of th• t-1.• iatelleot ommot 
4etNOt flooa th• power, ~umoe an4 ple&8Ul'e 
ot -.n. It w1.11 briJI& no •riw.t• in hi• till&
doa - U will not ra4er her coDTerution l••• 
qre•bl• - U will not ra4v her ~udg•at 
leaa sure an4 certain in th• ~--t of th• 
4oa..Uc oonouna ot the tud.17. 

Por th• woaan, th• 80oiall7 reoogniH4 an4 acceptable ~ tor 

her to achi••• power W&1J throuch Mn'iage an4 aotherhoo4. to ult tor 

more waa to be a aonater. ••l• authol'it7 fi.gurea atro•• to reintorce 

the idea th.at the "trul1" t...ie 1'll7 to exert power wae through woaen'• 

role in the hoae. This dnelopmet ot a "Cult ot true Wounhood• 

which att•pte4 to giTe a pbiloeophioal-theologioal bue tor the status 

quo dominated popular conceptions ot woaen throup the fl.rat halt ot 

the last cent\ll'7 and 1 ts influence is still with us to4a7 •17 larri.age 

and aotherhood were raised •• the ul U.aate purpose ot woman. Ber 

place as "ornaaant ot aan" was "beautif'ul.17 ordai.ned b7 ProTideo.- .1e 

In such a role, eh• waa not "subserrtent• u eoae ai8Ullderatoo4 

(a reference to earl7 t-1.niate), lNt rather llhe waa a •ohoaa T•Hl• 

preaerrtng cirtlisation and aooiet7 b7 aailltainina her plaoe.19 

th• Cult d..-nded tour "oar4inal Tiriue.-: piet7, pul'it7, aulmiaaiTe

neas and 4oaestioit7. 20 th• tint will be 41aouaae4 w1 th nli&loa 

below. lfhe othel'B were so sk•e4 that ~ social change in the 19th 
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cat\U')' waa oftm ••• u an attack on woam'• Tirtue. Woam were 

to be innocent, that i• ignorant.21 Th• doaeetic arena waa a woaan'• 
place to llhine: she abould not deair• ~of her own, not f-• 

nor talmt. Her own sphere ... a acimce, a llldlled and influmUal 

punuit. An.cl UT education auet not talc• a woman'• interest a~ 

h'oll" the hoae or cliaturb her work there. 22 She waa to r-.in paad.T• 

and depenclat. The apheresof th• ••zH were aeparate but equal - that 

waa the •order of the Uni Tera.-. 23 

2) The l1Upou1 leJp 

Por the Aaerioan religioua eatabllabamt, the exce81ea of the 

Prtnoh lnolution were proof of the clangft'8 of •Goclle11 ntional.1_. • 

.11 religion had pla7ed a proal.llent part in the reaotioDA17 waTe of 

Europe at the begjnntng .of the .19th c•t\U')', 80 too th• Aatrican 

church authoritie1 eougbt to iapro•• their poa1.ticnl8. Religion plqed 

a k17 role ill the ri1• and perpetuation of the Cult. of TN• Wo-.nhood. 

!ht churchee taught that p1et7 waa oae of the tour oU'cliDal Tirtue1, 

and that no lH• than cliTine authorit7 had ol'dailaed. woa•'• place ill 

the ho••· B7 it• •pbaeie on the •ponti•_. aapeot1 of woa•' • 
doaHtic poli tion, the Cult turned old aed1nal icleaa of the HZH 

on their hea4a. W011• were now tolcl that _aa •ere pariicularl7 

l\lited to religion, that ,a. were the •ri apirihal au an4 would 

aaTe their .ore ••eual and ~ ••· Bmoe religt.lm au.i ted. 

woam• a proper poliUon of ..,md•o• - far better to Pft7 than to 

·thillk;24 Preaohera auurecl woa• that religioa or churoh work clid 

not talc• a~ h'oa t-1• doaeatio lite. leligiou1 aUC>ola aa4 

1..tnarl .. pro,..ated. the id• ot a wom beiJI& •a pocl frl•cl, 1'11• 

acl •th_.. P9.aie ed.ucation .U to be •preeai.Jl•t17 relielou". 25 

.l gl'&clual abiit .1• detectable ill "the i.Mc• -~f 1101a• ua!4 ill prHobd' • 

1-.ou at thia tiae. Before the 1790• wa• were U8uall7 piot\11'!4 

u dauptera of BT•, llhe who ... •firat in tnnac:reanoa•. B7 the 

tum of the oa~, abetted. b7 ~d abetting th• growth of th• Cult 

ot ~ru• w.,..nhoocl, other Biblical 110d•l• were ill uae to abo• woa• to 

be 0011.aci•tioua, prudent an4 suited to religion - Sau, the obedl•t 

wife, waa a better role aodel than B••· 26 
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Yet th• Cult id• had it• profound probl... It aotlaal.17 

thnatae4 th• pree.naUon ot the etatu quo b7 podttJac aa authori.'7 

tor woa• that ...- aboT• am. 1'11.1.l• God, ill the 81.Jlieter' • Ti•, 

npporte4 aal• ru.le, it wu poed~l• tor oertaia woaa to re-interpret 

Dei t7 ill a ~ aore 8J9Path•tto to their •n or d.apl7 to o.ball ... • 

the en.ting orcler. the Cult'• oelebftttoa of WD11enJ7 Tirtu• allowed 

tor ••lt-illtven ud illtroqeotton. fh••• oould - ad ti4 - oontliot 

with the ••lt-almecation d..aded b7 their do•••tto noattoa, prl-.ril7 

huabanda aad ohildra. the Cult iaaUlled a acder-group ooaaoiou•

aHe and a ••lf-ooatidcce that ,... potattal.17 dieutroua to it• 

oWA aiae.21 B•c•, wbil• aost woac were relDtorced ill their •tru.

nature, othen rebelled. the Cult, aad rniT&li• ill aeneral, P 'H 

woac a senae ot purpo•• ill which thq ••re wpported b7 a.1thol"it7, 

peen and the oomamait7. Woac were told b7 their preaohn11, 

o•ternaibl;r •pea!rtng tor acz 

•• look to JOV., ladiH, to n.1•• the standard 
ot ohal'aoter ill our oWA ses; •• look to JOU, 
to guard· and tortit7 th••• barriers, which still 
eziet in eooiet7, agaiaat th• acroachaent of 
iap.tdcce and Ucentiousnesa. We look to JOU 
tor th• oontinuaace ot cJoa••tidt '437, tor the 
rni"fal. of doaeetick religion • • • 

Tld.e •phade on the aoral nepoaibllitJ' of women tor th• 

iaproT•ent ot aociet;r waa dneloped ~her in the growing ••an

gelical ao•••t ot the decades eurround.ing the turn ot the century. 

ITan&•lical woaen tel t the support of the Cult that~ spoke ot the 

iaportant link between the t-1• and religion. Bo•••er, rni.Tali• 

called tor acUop and inTolT•ent b7 woaen in eooial bettera•t, 

soaething :not adncatecl b7 the Cult of true Wgeenbood in it• purest 

tom. th• growth ot th• Sui&el&J' •ohool aoT•ct at the 'becSnntng ot 
the 19th centUZ'J' was an enapl• ot th• ren•ecl intereet in aprea4iJI& 

th• Chl"i•ttan word. !hat aoT••t sa•• .,.. a ohuo• to partioipate 

in religion in a way that co•bin•d their Cul t-cTiaage4 role (kffper 

ot th• faith) with the new nan&•ll• (spreading th• faith). Woa• 

founded, directed and aost h'equ•tl7 taupt iA th• rel.1Poua aohools.29 

What Barbara Welter has oalled the •t.m.m.atioa• of reliclon 

in th• 19th centUZ'J' - poaiUTiaiag emotion and autteria& - the 
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30 
eupposedly "fawale traits - bad widespread appeal". Women who 

wantet!. 1D0re than the Cult of True Womanhood offered cou,ld become miee

ionariee - or join a sect. As had been the case in the early colon

ial years in both England and America, the eecta offered women a more 

active role in religion. In several sects women were indeed equals. 
31 Some offered an attractive theology for women. Sever·al aects had 

female founders and encouraged women'• active participation aa leaders. 

The role of women in such aecta was a direct challenge to the Cult 

of True Womanhood'• vision of proper female religious rolea . Already 

by the 1820s preachers were warning against woman's involvement ''beyond 
32 her sphere". It muat be emphaaized however that moat W0111en did not 

question the role asaigned to them by tradition or Cult. Some women 

became radicalized by the Abolitionist movement yet remained loyal to 

their faiths. Others rejected organized religion when they began to 

agitate for their rights aa women. 

The religious efforts of the Cult of True Womanhood as well as 

the traditional subjugation of women in moat of the eat,ablished religion.a 

"tainted" traditional faith for some in the rising femi1niat movement. 

Many would be openly antagonistic toward religion and v1omen'a aaaigned 

place therein. By the middle of the 19th century, the'Uiloman Question" 

had become a separate and compelling social issue. 

II The Jewish Woman in Colonial and Early America 

'!be Jewish population in America, a tiny minority :ln the periods 

under study, was deeply affected by many of the forces i;>reeent in 

general society. Jewish women in the new land often relOected the position 

of their Gentile slaters. How might a Jewiah woman att1lin Paradiae? 

Abigail Lopez' tombstout! in Newport bears the Latin ane11era: "Virtute 

insignia charitate ardena". American expectations of vc>men had merged 

eaaily vitb traditional Jewish ones: ahe was to be virt11oua, charitable . 
33 and loving. 

Like the Gentile women, the Colonial Jewish woman "as often involved 
34 in busineSB, whether on her own or more likely, with heir husband. Ber 

home life vas generally more pleasant than that of non-~rewiah women - as 

later chroniclers would note. Some Jewish women develot>ed an intimacy 

with their children that waa simpl1 unheard 
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of in the period, ae the letters of Abigail PTanka atteat. 35 t'he 

RITJ' state of Jewish education in the colonies ia nident troa the 

appMftllce in 1766 of Spuish and English tranelatione of the pra7er

book b7 Ieaac Pinto. Pinto alluded to the need for auch wortca, aa aaD7 

aen, women. and children - eapeciall7 girls - were unable to read 

Bebrew.36 

It we can gather an7 intoiwatio.n about Jewish f--1• education at 

thie time, it indicates that it -• aiailar to the state of atu.q tor 

Jewish girls in IU1'0pe - negligible or no.n-eJd.atent. Some learned 

to read their Hebrew pra)'en and to recite th• aechanicall7, but 

&DJ' edu.cational emphasis was tor the son, not the daughter. 37 A.a in 

Europe, the daughter• a upbrlngjng was the pronnce of the mother •ho 

would teach her the domestic a.rte. In this she was no ~terent from \he. 

W\OW\-Jewish woman, although a Jewish daughter waa wsu.all7 taught as 

well the halachic ordinances which pertained to her role as woman 

and housekeeper. A daughter• s Jewish education was not ot anywhere 

near paramount importance to most parents 7et, as in general society, 

a "aecu.lar" education .!!! desirable. We read of a daughter of one 

Judah Rqs who had been receirtng Bebrft and religiou.a education in 

addition to other sub~ecta from a Jewish tu.tor. When a female 

Christian tutor was found who charged leas for her sel"Yices, the first 

tutor was dismissed - along w1 th the girl' a J ewiah education. )8 

In one area in particu.lar Jewish women were faced with a different 

problem than were non.Jewish t .. 1... The aaall and scattered Jewish 

popu.lation forced a hard choice upon Jewish wo11en with regard to 

marria«e. If they were to aarr.r within the faith, their choices were 

relati•ely few - if they were gi•en a!l7 ·~in the matter at all b7 

their parents. To marr;r a Gentile -• to riek f"ud.lial oatraci• aa 

well as the ire of the co-unity where one existed. the onl7 altunatiw 

was spinsterhood which -• frowned upon in J ewi.eh tradition. 39 'fhe 

~ol"9aentioned Judah B~s disinherited a daughter "- she aarried 

contl'lll'J' to rq will and desire", and a Canadian aercbant did the 

aame to his daughter who wrote to hia, pititu.117: "I alltter bJ' 70ur 

taJd.ng all a1J&T troa ae, don't aalce ae lliaerable by rejecting •• 

aa not your child".40 

50 



fhe 111J18«ogue, where such a str11otu.re existed, offered J ewi.8h 

women at least eoae •ena• of belonging. There the7 could socialize 

1'ith other woaen in the galle1"7, though the Jewish custoa of •eparate 

•eating waa strm:ace to non..Je .. whose families sat together at wor8hip. 

Dr • .Alexander BAa11ton raarked that in their separate screened 

•ectione the woaen •••eel • 11ke h•s in a coop•. 41 

Woaan•e role in the •J'Dscogue and in co-unit7 life was her 

traditional exerciee of philanthl'Op7 and fseclakah. Woae were inTOlTed 

in ai.oat "V7 upect of commmal eupport tor the poor, tor traTellna, 

widowe and orphan•. Thq oared tor the ei.ok, collected clowri.ea, 

planned wedding• and 41d aaD7 other ntal work•. 42 While the7 were 
. . 

unable to becoae co .. un:lt7 ••bera i.n their own riabt , Jew18h woaen 

gaTe their support to the aale bodies that ran the •J'M&O&U• and otiler 

aapeote of Jewish lite. Gitte were donated 'b7 woaen• • group• or b7 

angle, wealth7 woaen, to •J'D8COCU•• i.n Bew York, •ewport and elee· 

where.43 

The Colonial period aaw DO orsanised atteapte to •retona• Juda1• 

i.n 8117 ~· J ... were generall7 •Npulou. i.n following the dictate• 

ot tradition, thoup eoae laxi t7 wae i.nen table. J ewiah woaen 41d 

not ee• to feel unhapp7 witil their etatue ei.tiler, though one 

tantaliaing letter hoa .Abigail Pftnk• coapl&ine of tile auperatitione 

tilat Ju4d.• waa clogged w1 th and deolarea that she would cheer the 

adTent ot a J nish Lutiler or Cal Tinl 44 

1'hile the Knolution op••d tile door• to J ewi.8h political 

•an.dpation in the United States, it ae.a to ha•• atrectecl. the Jewim 

woaan nen lees than her Gentile Bister. .l concern •••eel. to be 

growing alongsido that of their noJl..J 91t'18h neighbora tor a better 

education for their children. _lfhe· groWSJaa J ewi8h popW.atione i.n tile 

cUiea beckoned those who liTed on the frontiers. One woaan 11Tillg 

near Petersburg, Yirginia, wrote to her parents i.n Geraaq of her 

plans BJld reaeou tor 110ring to Charleeton. She ap-.ke of her desire 

for a J ewi.eh and-a general education for her chil dren, partioularl7, 

her daQ&hter: 

•Y Schoene, God bless her, ia alreaq tilre• 
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J'Ml'll old. I think 1 t is time that ah• should 
learn aoaethinc, and ahe has a good head to learn. 
I ha•• taueht ha th• bedtia• pra7H11 ad grace 
atter meals in ~uat two leeaou. I beline that 
no on• here 8110ng th• J ewa cu do aa well as ah• 

45 . . . 
SipiticanU7, ah• also states: "You can beline me that I era•• to 

aee a BJDSCogue to which I can go". 7or this J ewiah woman and others 

lilt• he• a Jewish comaun.ity helped to detine her place in the world 

as a woman. 

Concern o•er education resulted in the establishment ot formal 

Jewish schools. •~ were tor boys onl7 though soae proTided tor 
children ot both sexes. A rule of a Bew York Talmud Torah, establish

ed in 1808, stated that ... o scholar of either sex, shal l be admitted 

under the age of six 7eare" • 46 

.ls was the oase tor woaen generall7, the lite and posi Uon of 

J ewi.sh •omen were deterained b7 the aen around them. Anita Li man 
Lebeson, using an apt metaphor writes ot the Jewish woman: "Hers was 

the reflected light".47 The Jewish woman's position in the family 

-s supported b7 praise fro• both within and without her faith: Jewish 

· tradition lauded her role as wife and aother and now, in 19th 

centurJ .lmerica, non~ewa would .• sillg her prai••• and that of the 

closeness and warath of the J ewiah t-117, reintorc.1.ng the Jews• 

own Tiew. 48 

The turn of the cent11r7 brought new ••••• ot Oel'll&ll J ewiah 

!migration. M8J17 ot theae new arri.T&ls •ere woaen 1'bo had left GUMll7 

in the hope of finding huebaada. A.a part of the general reaction 

qainst !fapoleonic retoraa, Banria had a .... erel7 rHtrioted J .... 

abi1U7 to marr;y. l'or UJ17, 1iw1gration to the United States ... 

th• anner and some nen aarried aboard ship before the7 arriTed.49 

These Geman~ewi•h women had oftc recei••d at least so•• el•ent&rJ' 

education in co•Wlit7 schools in Ge~. They had ueual.17 bem 

taueht a marketable t....ie skill, such aa knitting, •broideriag and 

spinning, that might se:rn th• in good stead in the n .. world.50 On 

their arri.•al, how .... er, the n..-_1-1.grants clisco•ered that one thing 

that the largel7 aiddle-claaa her.lean J nieh population had aHUd.lated 

was the popular Ti .. of woman' a place. berioan J f1Wr7 sei.sed upon 

one ot the s,abol• of haTing "aade it" in the United StatH; a wife 

who was not •plo7ed outside the hoae.51 
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While woaen' • role in the co..uni ty r•eined unchanged, ex

tenlliona of th•ilr traditional :roles were explored by a nn generation 

ot herican woaen. In the crowing city of Charleston, Penina •oiH 

(1797-1880) aade a~· tor herself ae a widel7-publillhed poet. 52 

Ber talents also tU.l"lled toward. aJDqogue liturgy and she wrote a 

h;tm1al for her congregatioA, Bet Blob.ill. When a new 9JDACOP• was 

dedicated in 1833, •oiH waa co-1.Hioned to write the dedicator;r 

h11ma. Sh• was al80 acti•• in Jewi8h education, •errin& as the second 

euperiDt•dmt of th• congregational echool. Ber poetr;r ooYered a 

broad range of eub~ecte, her adYice to J ewillh woaen betnc to keep 

the faith b7 aupportin& the co~t7 and etrengthenl.D& the f8111l7. 

l'hil• •oi••'s Yi•• •ere bardl.7 radical, U wu a •VT great depar

ture t:roa the luropean Jewish tradition for a woaan to pla.J so 

proainent a role in ~ogue lile - Hpeoially to the point of 

eupplJi.n& nn llturg\ Perhaps the mall nuaber of Jws in .laerica 

enabled WOiien to participate in ar ... that would ha•• be• unheard 

of in Burope. ~here aq ha•• been eoae mall recopi Uon that 

"talmt" bad no sa. 

•ore iaportant for our ooneiduation i• the fact that Charleston 

was the location of the first ".Retora" agitation in the United StatH. 

In 1824 a group of retora-ainded congrepn.te seceded froa Bet 

Blob.ill and org&nisecl the ".Retoraed Societ7 of Israelites". While 

the Society only existed until 1933, when aoet of i ta ••b•r• re3oined 

Bet Blob.ill, U d-.onstrate4 that there was wideepread interest in 

"Retora" ideas. Leas than tm 7eare later, Bet Blohia i tHlf bee•• 

a Refora congregation. It ·~ be that the presence of an apparently 

strong "Reform" faction in the congregation created an enrtronaent 

that was aore recepti•e to Moise' a inwl••ent than a traditionally 

oriented group would ha•• been. Yet such a caH would be •er;r hard 

to pro••· The new llefora congregation was far aore interested in 

liturgical reform than in granting woaen religioue eaancipation. 

Indeed it was 1879 before the synagogue's women's galler;y waa rmo••d 

and seating in family pews was int:roduced.53 It ie poHible that, 

with Us di•erae aake-up, the Charleston Jewieh co..unit7 waa aore 

opm to women' a participation; yet it is more likely that Moise' a 

accompliahaenta in the congregation were aore a mark of the co•unity•e 
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appreciation of a talented poet thu of ita support for female 

participation per ae. 

Wu Pe:nina •oiae a role model for other J ewiah women? She waa 

certainly held in great este• by her sister Jews: mothers had brought 

their girl babies to her before they were naaed in the s,.n.a&ogue.54 

One of her po.a •Y ha•• been an inspiration tor B1la& Lazarus' f-ed 

l.iJles on the Statue of Liberty. Lazarus may ha'H modelled herself, 

at least in part, on the poet from Charleston. Certa1nl.y Penina 

•oiae and other women like her helped to expand the traditional idea 

of the role of the J nieh woman. 

llo stlldy of the J ewiah woaan of this period would be coaplete 

without some consideration of the celebrated Philadelphia woman, 

Rebecca Gratz (1789-1869). In llaD7 ways ahe was tnical of the 

"SJJU1gogue-or1e:nted" woaen of her de.)-. Rebecca Gratz was giTen 

little foraal education, though ahe wa• a Toracioue and intelligent 

reader. Her reU.cton was Te%7 important to her, something that she 

li•ed ••9%7 day and therefore waa in n.o way an oppreaai•• •l•ent in 

her lile - a typical Tin ot the tille.56 

She, and other J niah woaen ot her Uae, were gJ"eatly influenced 

by the work of a Jewish Bncliahwoman, Gl'ace ~guilar.57 lguilar 

aaw J ewiah woam in the popular .ode of the Cult of Tl"lle 1foaanhood, 

ae the upholders of their faith. Yet ah• waa also aware ot the 

traditional religioua bias againat women and att•pted to explain U 

a'W&)' aa an accretion hoa "the bl.iJlded notion.a of the J -s of Barbaz7 

and other Baatern countries, int'uaed unconaciously by the con:t•pt 

tor the aez peculiar to the •oh-•dan inhabitant• of thoae luula". 58 

DeapUe such blemiahea on the face of cont•pol"&J7 Judai•, lcutlar 
urged Jewish woaa to rally to the atanclard of faith. Ber goal wu 

to "conYin• eYflr7 woami of Israel of her 1-ortal deatln,, her •1-. 

reaponeibilUy, and her elnated position, alike by the comand of 

God, and the willinc acquiescence of her brother aaa". 59 ~guilar 
probably did not oonaider any ezpanaion of woaan•a 'l'Ole bqond that 

dictated by Jewish tncli.tion (or the Cult), onl.7 a hller and •re 

e•rioua realiu.Uon of that role. We can but speculate 

on her diHatiataotion with certain ••peote ot woaen•• alloted poaition 
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ill Jud.at.•. 

aebecca Grata waa detnmnecl to 11•• the ·~-plar;r Ute ot a 

Jn18h WOMD aclTOcatecl b)' aguilv with whoa she felt "an atteoUonah 

illtere•t ancl companionahip". 60 Sh• organised th• ~-1• Bebr• 

Bennol•t Soc1et7 ill 1819 and aided 1n th• edabliahamt ot a Jniah 

orpban8• boa• tov cleoacle• later. Ber touncli.Dg ot the Philadelphia 

Bebr• Sunda7 School Soc1et7 ill 18)8 waa part of the expanaion ot the 

traditional J..t:m woaan• • role - philanthl'On and oharit7 were 

uaual.17 the proTilloH ot woam - ucl aq baT• mirrored th• B~•Uo&l 

WOii&' • Sunda7 School illwl••mt. While th• participation ot Jn18h 

woaen in ohildren' • eclucation wu not •tricU7 traditional, U did 

not ••• to threat• tradition either. "Sino• 110ral eclucation ancl the 

illc~cation of r•Ueioua p1et7, ancl aot .. rioua •tudy of th• J fti.8h 

claeeica, were th• J>Ul'POH ot J niah Sun~ School•, th97 tell within 

woaan• • real.II". 61 It llieht alllO be adcled tbat nnc• "aonl •du.cation 

and pbtJ" were taught b7 woa• ill th• Christian Suncla7 Schools, Jews, 

eimllarl7 influenced 'b7 a pop\llar Cu.lt Ti• ot woa• ae keepers of 

the ethical tl-•, were open to eHing .,h• illTolTecl 1n the 

education of 70\lth. lfh• riH ot the Sun~-school moT•ent 1n .A.aerie• 

at this tiae waa, in addition, s,.apto-tic of the need tor auppl•en

tU7 religious education u aec b7 the parents and preachera ot all 

denoainatiou. 62 lfh• ettorta of Rebecca Grata and other J ewiah woac 

_,. be seen therefore ae an adai•sion of the poor quality of relieioua 

education otherwi.H aT&ilable to Jewish children, and of the &earal.17 

&HillilatioJlist currents within American J f1fa7 at the tiae. 

As tar u Jewl8h women's religious pont.ion -s concU'll•cl, Grata• 

Sunda7 School Society wae th• first J ew18h school 1n the city to 

admit girls. The school was also staffed b7 t-1• teacher• troa 

the cong:regaion ad was generall7 nm by women - Grata heraelf was 

its first director. 63 In the saae year (1838), Congregation Bet 

Elohim in Charleston established Us own Sunday School, wherein girl• 

and bo7a were to be "di Tided bJ' a cUl"tain". •ias Sall7 Lopes, 1 t• 

founder, receiTed copies of the lessons each week h'oa Jlebecca Grata, 

whose model she had followed. (Lopes was •ucceeded •• auper1Jltendent 

by Penina •oise.) 64 
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While Rebbecca Gratz 1-mted the lack ot J ewiah obaenance b7 

her fellow J na, sh• did allow tor other Ti ... than her own. In her 

col'l'eaponclace with her non~n181l sister-ill-law, •aria, •• u••rhd 

her atl'Ong belief ill th• tenet• ot Judai•, \.it allowed: • ••• 7et 

I wonder it• ado.ption too illconTeJd.ent to be tittecl tor pre•mt 

tiaH'!. 65 Sh• wa• not opa to ettorta at •reton•, howner, ancl waa 

quiet to condemn the first retorw:S..t ripplH begun ill Charl••ton in 

1824, •• potatiall7 di.Tin••· .Sh• later •4itie4 her Tina ot the 

Charle.ton !letomere wha the7 had becoa• leH atridct ill HMO, and 

1'181l•cl th• ••11. 66 

It i• illterHUng to note that both Rebecca Gratz ancl Paina •oiae, 

th• beat known Jewiu woaa ot their cla7, nner ~ed. While in 

their cues part ot th• r-.on ill r-=1 nt na a1Dg]. • aa7 ha•• bee the 

prnioual7 amUonecl lack ot •lieibl• J nillh aal.H, it 1• alao clear 

that onl.7 u apiD.tera •er• the;r able to conduct 11••• tbat were, 

while ••11 1'i thiD the_·reala ot J nish woaanboocl, ao 41.tterent tl'Oa th• 

lit• an.ilabl• to their aarriecl cont•poftri••· J. aingl.e woaan, 

though atip&Uaecl iD Jew181l eel amerat eociet7, could clo thiJa&• 
that no -.rriecl woaan waa able. Woaa like Grata and •o1H were 

widel7 adairecl but could not be totall7 aaU~ role 110clela to 

woaa in a •ociet7 that concei ••cl ot the TN• Woaan aa one who was 

llll1Ti •cl. 
B7 th• aidclle of the 19th cmtur;r two nn m••enta would arise 

in America that would protouncll7 at'tect th• J niah woaan. One wa• 
th• aoT•ent for women's righta. Th• other we.a !leton J udai•. 
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PART III 

AJlllllCA 

!HB PIRIOD OP CLASSICAL uron 



lp£0cluct1en: 

Per th• purpoaH ot thia etu~ the 1840• mark a waterahed 1B 

the hiatery ot the J.aerican J .wiah woman. By that decade the ideu ot 

th• Cult ot !n• Wounhoed had becea• a ma~er factor in the wa7 woaa 

••re newed b7 th_.elTea and aociet7. ETery -~or cUy aa well. aa moat 

toWllB boasted La.dies' BeneTolent, Sewing or LU•rar.r SooieUea whereiB 

upper-middle claa• women deToted thaaelTH to aelt-iaproTement and 

amal.l-ecale philanthropy. The growing Abolitionist aoT•ent had 

produced eeTeral outatandiDC teaal• adTocatee, aa well as a large 

bo~ ot retora-ainded WOIHB Who were conscious ot at 1 east this one 

need tor change 1B aociet7. 

Pr:>m these women came the leaders who would help to epur the 

•ergence ot the American woaen' s aoT•ent. Whereas most t-.1.e 

abolitioBists saw the cause as an end 1B itaelt, some Tined it as 

merely one ot the areaa ot aociet7 that required reform. Still others 

began to apply what they had teamed in the battle qainat el&Te17 

toward the emancipation of their own sex. Th• Tery growth of a 

women'• moT•ent allowed that while abolitioBiat work n.a iaporiant 

tor the welfare ot othere, tor aoa• woaen it "88 high ti.a• to atriT• 

tor th ... elTes. !he first woaen' a rights conTention 1B the United 

States aet in Seneca Palls, ... York, July 1),1848. A •Declaration 

of Sentiments and Resolution.-, modelled on the o.s. Declat'ation ot 

Independence was isaued, stating in part : 

We hold th••• truths to be aelt-nident: that 
all mm and woaen are created equal; that th•7 
are endowed by their Creator w1 th certain inalien
able rights • • • 

The history of unk1nd i• a hiato17 ot repeated 
injuries and usurpations on the part of man to-
ward woman, haring in direct ob~ect the eatabliah
ment of an absolute tJZ'8DD,Y oTer her • • .1 

A trae moT•ent tor women• s rights had begun. Before it would 

&chine its ~or goal - women's ~h'age, 1B 1920 - it would affect 

and be atteeted b7 the other social and religious llOT•at• ot th• tiae. 

Two 7ears before the conTention, on Jul7 23, 1846, Ieaao •a;r•r 

Wise arriTed in Bn York. Te a Tflr.J large extent, it would be this 

aan Who would organise Refora Judai• iB .laerica &Bd ath•pt to cleti.ae 

women's role in it. ~he •cb•ngjng re~oua role• ot the Aaerica 

J ewiah WOllaB would begin iB Wis•'• congregation in Al ball¥, • .. York. 
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The pontion of woaen in llefora Judai.a and their changing role would 

reneot the changing role of woac in A.aerican Chri•tianit7 and societ7 

in general. When the Cult of True WOll&Dboo4 picturecl WOll8D to be 

cl..urel7 chanpng the worlcl thro\l&h her poaition •• wife and 80ther, 

lletora followecl suit. When at a later the a 80H ~c acUrtn 

force shook Chri•Uan woaen into inTolT••t •Uh Hcial probl_., 

llefora woac reacted in a aimilar tuhion. .lncl 11hen ••• gained 

at17 into the world of profHaioD8, llefora ft8 callecl upon to deal 

•Uh the po•a1bilU7 of woaen ae rabbi•. Proa the arriT&l of Iaaac 

·~er Wi .. and the Seneca Palls ConTaUon in the 1840• to the 

granting of fe.al• euftnc• a4 the debate oTer woam• • rabbi.Die 

ordination in th• 1920•, there would be great change• in th• h7 

A.aerican ••• ... th .. elTH and thei.r role in the world. 
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I •s•• pd l•Upop 1p umP"n S99i1tr 

1) •MS oa a Peftet!l 

".llleri.oa worab.ip• two idol•: one i• •.-on - who i• deaf duab 

and blind ••• !he second idol that i• pra7ed to ••••, heara, walJc•, 

epeake, and - aboYe. all - i• hll ot lift: this i• the t..ale en-.2 

Such was the obHnation ot Ierael JoHph B~aain, a Jewi!h traYeller 

Who •t)'led hiaeelt euoc,.eor to hi• aedi!'t'&l naa,.ak•, B~aain ot 

Tud•lil. B~aain epent thl"!! )'!&1"8 in .lllerioa, 1859-1862, and ninced 

his disquiet with "a land where tlOleD ruled". 

Ind!!d, b7 th• Uae of Benjuill' 11 YisU, Aael"ican womanhood had 

been celebrated and !llllhrinecl b7 the so-called "cult" or concept of 

True Woaanhoocl. fhe Cult• 11 populal"it7 continued to grow throughout 

the ctntU1"7. Chl"ietian religioue apok••• and theologians icltntifiecl 

certain "t-le" qualUiea ae cli'Yint. B7 the 1850•, preacher• such 

as Henry Ward BHcher were unng f..ale iMC•l"J' to cleacribe Goel aa 

one who, like a aother, pardon and. ld•••• •987 offence, protec.ting 

and rocJd.J2c the chilcl/•orehipper to bliHful el!!p.3 Yet, an import

ant distinction was cl.ran: while God ~ be like woaan, woaan cloH 

not partake of.!!! God's attl"ibutu. Woman•• power lies in her gentle

ness and delicacy - not in thundert Sbe is warned in sermon and 

treatise that should ah• att•pt to exel'Cise "real" power, she would 

loH all. Bence the HarYard theologian, Horace Bushnell called his 

1869 broadside, Woaen• a Suttrye: The Jletora Againet l!&tur•• Withill 

their sphere as wi••• and mothers, women are "subordinate" but 

"aupel"ior-', he wrote, continuing with the premise of 'fl'Ue and VirtW>u. 

Womanhood. This of course, is all as it should be, cli'Yinely ordained 

and "natural": 

They do quite ae much, and I etron&I7 su~pect, 
more tor the world than men. Their moral nature 
is more delicately percepti••· ~heir religious 
inepiratione, or inspirabilitiea, put th• close 
to God·, ae haring a more celestial propert7 and 
atfinities more euperlatiYe. It •7 be that aen 
ha•• larger quantity in the scale of talmt, while 
yet they are enough coarser in the gra1D. of their 
quality to more than balance the score. 4 
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Such a rtn permeated 110at 19th centllr1' reU.poue wr1 tine. Woaen were 

to be quietl7 auperlatiTe at hoae. 

Yet "home" was no longer what it once had been. Ae ... the case 

in Germa.D7, ai.ddle-clus woman• a role at ho•• bad been redefined b7 

technolopcal changes that were aaldng th ... •lT•e felt b7 mid-cent\U'1': 

Woaen becaa• couuaera, not producers, of the Dn 
hclmolog. !h_,. did not tranalate h'ee tiae into 
•plo,aent opportunities or careen. !hq did not 
coapete in the world of aen - •plo,aent waa 
legitiaate onl.7 tor a brief period bdore llUT'iaae. 
Teclmolog freed th• tt"O• the aanual labor that 
had dold.nated the UTea of their mothera and ottered 
th• opportunitiH to 10 out.id• the hoae, but it 
did not b'ee th• boa the oo-1 taent and obl1gatio1a 
to the. hoae that bad structured their mother'• 
aspirations and ohoioea. !h•7 too, although in 
n .. and perhap• more insidious wa,.a, were doai.nated 
b7 an outlook that ultiaatel7 confined and narl'O•ed 
their sen•• of poeaibilities.5 

The great qaestion tor woaen wae: would outaide inTOl••ent oauee th• 

to neglect their p&rallOUDt duties in the boaeT It auoh act1rtt7 did, 

it waa Hen u unWOllaDl.7. IndHd, the Ter'7 tn• of inTOl •••t open 

to •oaen wu dictated b7 the idea ot the "rtrtuoua woman". l.ctirtt7 

that •a• not related to the doaeetic nl• of eupportiTe ",11• and 

110ther wae not possible. Sino• it• dnelopamt in the 1820•, the 

reUgio\.lS aspect of the Cult of !rue w,,..uood allowed tor a WMD' s 

gentle touch to eztend be70nd the hoae - so long as hoae lil• wae 

not ~eopardised - into ar ... ot pbilanthrop7 and Hlt-iaproT•at. 

The latter aeant learning how to iaproT• her abilities u wit• ad 

aoth•r, 1'b.ioh ••r• the roles that ddined her woaanhood. Philathron 

therefore becaae the aole acceptable Tocation oataide the hoae tor th• 

!rue Woaan. 

Yet ho• to ddi.n• pbilathronT Before the Cirtl War, local 

r .. 1. Banolent Societies collected food and clothing tor the poor 

and at tiaH raieed f\&ncle tor lliai.lar pro~eota. Thie was well within 

woam•a aphe:re u deti.ned .b7 the Cult - troa mother• at hoae, woam 

could beooae aothere to their coammit7. 1.11 waa -1.1-80&1• and 

local. Thie bep.n to change wheza woaen were attracted b7 a luaer •cal• 

pbilanthrop7, national (at leut in the northena atatea) in acopes 

the Abolitionist moT•at. If the C\.llt waa to keep woam locked in 
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their homes it bad a flaw in that it, perhaps unwittingly, permitted 

a degree of lateral movement insofar 88 it spoke of women 88 the moral 

arbiters of society. It was a simple step therefore for women to feel 

that they were well within their role to become active in the moral 

issue of slavery 1 as they had in the Sunday school movement whose 

goal was to convey Christian ethics to children. Yet the di£ference 

between traditional vomen's philanthropy and the abolitionist cauae 

soon became apparent: the anti-slavery movement quickly became a 

political force seeking larger political cures to an unjust situation. 

'the political education of women in the Abolitionist movement was 1 

needlesa to say, not supported by the Cult image. 

Women felt encouragement to undertake such larger philanthropic 

involvement from the developing religioua idea of the time. Part of 

the Dell wave of evangeliam in the early 19th century was concerned with 

social reform. '!be movement, which latu grew into the "Social Goepel", 

gained momentum in the antebellum years as slavery becmne a major issue. 

'Ibis evangelism atretcbed the definition of the virtuous woman, to 

include her social activism in the cause of what might be called "True 

Christian Reform". Again, as in the case of the Cult, it was a re

ligious movement which defined woman's place in society and the per

imeters of her activity. 

In the Abolitionist movement, those motivated by the evangelical 

call for Christian reform were far more conaervative than those vho 

were moved by a broader, more liberal "spirit of the times". '!be latter 

boasted a social progrmn that called for radical changes beyond the 

abolition of slavery; including rights for ¥>men and critici• of 
6 pacifism, non-resiatance and organized religion. While supporting 

a vague conc~ption of women' a rights, most of the ao-called liberal 

abolitionists subscribed to the female role as defined by the Cult. 

Women's activity in these abolitionist circles was to be behind the 

scenes, probably as much because the men were UD11illing to share the 

limelight with a woman as for any concern over the stability of the 

American home. '!be situation vaa the same aa>ng the Cbriatian ab

olitionists in regard to women's participation, though in that group 

th~ religious roots of woman's place were the cited reason. 
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Still, U waa within theH groups of aboli tioniate that woaen 

were intl'Oduced to large-acale, efficient, retona-actinet orsanisa

tion. The tn women, who, despite the odda and reaiatance, roe• to 

prollinence - abolltioniet epealcen and orsanisere, were not r~atic 

role 90dele tor 110et pre-Cinl War women, iabued with the Cult• a detini

tion ot their Pl"ORV place. .l womn• • power waa tor support; llhe wae 
not to be atcenter-atage heraelt. The expoeure to orgaaisational 

••~de tor aooial ohuc• gained b7 woaen in the 110T•at would ha•• 

a profound effect in the poat-WU' woaen• • llOT•enta. 

There were women abolitioniata who had begun to queetion not onl7 

the oppreaaioa ot black people but also the. cal.aT•ent ot their own 

Hx. Such a aUuation waa glar1ql7 clear within the llOT•at itHlt 

11berein male leaden apoke of the plight of the ofp:NeHd black MA 

while 1.gnorin& black woaen ancl acti••lJ' aubordiaati.Dg their 11bite t...ie 

co-workers. 

Bliaabeth Cad;( Stanton (1815-1902) and Lucretia •ott (1793-1880) 

••r• ~cti•e abolitionist• 11bo call eel toaether the S•eca Pall• Woaen' • 

lligbta Conference in 1848. !~•H woaa •J'8boliHcl the two factions of 

the anti-elaTn"7 ao•••t 11bich would continue in the woac• • auttrec• 

mo••ent tor aoae ti••· Stanton -• a raclic&l, decidecll7 hoatile 

toward orgaaisecl religion 11bich 8he ea• aa particularl7 oppreHiT• 

to woaen. •ott wae a dnout Quaker who atroDgl.7 eupported t...ie 

auttr.ge. While aoae woaa abolitioniata began to call tor euttraae 

before a defeat of •l••U7. othen pretel"l'ed to keep their alliancea 

within the.-abolitioniat moT•ent ill hope of wtnn1ng their support at 

a later suffrage battle. .l Woaa• • •o••at thua •ersed, 7et *11• 

united ill ite goal - 81d'tnc• - U waa cliridecl ill ita prograa. 

2) Woaan-eower. Siat!thoocl epd Social Cb.,•• 

The etage had been aet before the Cinl •a.r b7 th• Cult ot True 

Woaanhoocl, ••an&•lical eocial refol'll, the abolitioniet and the P'OwiD& 
~ra&• moY•enta. The post-war 7eara ea• theae ..-arioua intluencea 

oil woaen combine to produce dramatic changes ill woaen'• role in aooiet7. 

Ae we haTe seen, religion clictated much of what ... properl7 unde~oocl 

to be woman• a role. Pollowing the Cinl War, woaa began to stretch the 

periaetere ot their sphere, at tirat cawsing it to strain and then, 

ultiaately, break. 
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!be period ot Jlecoutruction dter the Cinl War was filled 

with a reform.at air. th• •11berai• lorth had defeated the •reac

t1oll&l"1" South in the naae of h\maJl trHdom. Yet the land waa full 

of preaaing aocial probl••· Womm no had bee told that their 

Hz wu the paragon of aol'&l. nrtue eas1l7 11&de the nerl logical 

aaeociation. If woaen were the conaciuce of the world, woaen 

mould reton it. !hi• aubUe ahift ill reaeoning waa a 41.reot result 

of woaen'• acceptance of their zol• aa it had been detillecl b7 the 

Cult, b7 the preacher and b7 eociet7 at large. 'fheir place waa 

ill the hoa• teach1.Dg moN.11t7. What could be aore "natural.• , 

therefore, thaD loold.ng upon the world ae a "large hoae" which 

needed the. aaae orderillg and upliftina that woaen had deYOtecl th•

ael 'He to on a aaller acaleT7 fM &11-to-recct aeaoriH of the 

horrora of war brought the iapenti·n that woeen h&4 to "cinlise" 

aen to new height• of urgco7. 8 Ken - and aan• • eooiet7 - were 

brut.. that needed to be t•ecl b7 the aoft, ret1Jainc hancla of woaen. 

!'he ai.niatera• celebration of woaen aa clo••r to the Dinn• than 

aen, led ao•• woac to uperiaent with n .. n. ... of religion and their 

place thereill. Women obT1.oual7 belinecl ill their higher apir1tual.it7 

ud for 110ae thi• aeant a pr1T&tel7 dneloped and held apirituali• 
9 Wt.~C.. 

that extolled female religloua prool1'f1.t7. OtheraA•purr•d on to 

create n .. interpretatt.ona ud to found n .. religloua croupa.10 

the aoat illtl.uential ad du.bl• of th••• ... the •7"• of Cb.riatian 

Science. ~oundecl ill 186' b7 Ka17 Bater Bd~ (1821-1911) , it otterecl 

woaen the logical concl\dion of ideu about Yirtuoua woaanhood ad 

social refon: froa quiet pieti .. at ho•• to relig:ioua equalit7.11 

Cb.riatian ,f Gieno• 1• an example of all th• factor• that illtluenced 

woaen ill the 19th cctU17; it wu tightl7 organised, ud it coablned 

dHp apir1tual.it7 with concrete belief ill eocial reton, tr&Sntq 

woaen as social wortcera to create a better eociet7. that 8llCh a 

a7at• was millent17 suited and attracti•• to oont•poraJ'7 woac 

is apparmt - in 1895 SCJ.' of Chriatian Scientieta ae well aa ••t 

of the l eaderehip, were woaen. 

Clearly women ••r• recepti•e to organiaatione reeponai•• to 

thei.r nol 'f'ing place withill American aociet7. the woaen• • cl ub 

llOT•ent of the late 19th century i• another cue in poillt. !'h• 

Ladi••' Societies of the early 1800• ••r• atill ill •xi•tence, and ill 
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aoae we.ya the two groups were TH';J aiailar. Yet while both apoke ot 

•aelt-iaproT•ent•, the club saw its role as educating woaen not only 

for the sake of their domestic obligations, but alao tor woman's own 

sake and tor her interest and inTolT•ent in the world at large.12 

The club mo••ent 1 tselt was pr1.aaril7 made up ot middle-aged woman 

who had not been able to aT&il themaelTea of educational opportunities 

such as tho•• that •ere beooaing more widespread for •omen in the 

last halt ot the century. Por such middle-class women, the clubs 

ottered an acceptable arena tor socialiZing, aelt-iapro••ent, 

edacation and, in some cases, political inTolT•ent. Whereas aany 

ot the Societies were in realit7 run for the "ladiea" by men, the 

cl abs were indeed woaen' a groups. Jewish women, too, were aware... ot 
the power of the clab llOT•et. .la Kannah Soloaon, founder of the 

lational Council ot J ewiah Woaen and m actiTe clubwoman wrote, 

"to ~oin an organisation of 'women' - not ladiea - and one which 

bore the title 'clab', rather than society, waa in itaelt a radical 

step• •13 the clubs were one reaul.t ot the growinc organizational 

prowess of woaen. Th• leaaona learned in the abolitionist moT•ent, 

church awd.liaries and Ladies' Societies were pat to etfectiT• aae. 

Many claba continaed the local philanthropic work pioneered by 

earlier groaps. !heae clubwoaen, atiaul.ated by the call ot Christian 

social reform and •lowly awakening to the atrength ot "sisterhood" 

were uaual17 concerned with aiailar issues. .la mal e-run philanthropies 

generall7 excluded woaen, the woaen' a clubs searched for - and found -

woaen• a probl••· PerceiTed b7 111.ddle-claaa clubwoac, through the 

lenaea furnished b7 preachers and ,..phleteera, these ••re societal 

aberration• that ae•ed to threaten women' a Tirtue, and aa a con

sequence, that of society in general. 

!bis religious aocial-retora thrust bequeathed to the clubs 

by the soc1al retoraere tocuaaed on 110ralit7 - the •natuft!• proYi.Jlce 

ot women. !he probl• with this approach, co~ to aon lliddle-clua 

retom ettorta ot the period, waa that it tended to tocua on the 

111J1ptoma ot •i-oralit,- : drunltezmeH, criae, proatituUo.n, without 

addreasin.g the cauaea: ind\latrialiaation, urban crowth, exploitation. 
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It wae the honeat con'ri.ction ot t•perance adTocatH that it the 

aaloone were .closed down, drwlkenneaa would 41.aappear. •1ddle

claaa clubwo•en generall7 aaw contraceptiT• ~or.ation aa a threat 

to "wo•en• e Yirlue". The he&TJ' accent on wo•en• e ap1ritual.1t7 created 

"Pl'Otestant mma" wboae riMr of aex waa bound up w1 th their rt .. ot 

lustin&, bHtial •en.14 !!1!I d-.sded aex, tlbich women, ••11 abo·n 

the pleasure• of the fieah, conaented to, while p1t71n& their 

•eater partner. 7or \he WOlla of what waa the Yictorian era, au 

was aolel7 for Pl'OOreati•• purposes. Contraception therefore poin'ted 

to another ad and thu waa "11. .lborllon, natunl.17, •• uaapM.kable. 

Sne~l organisation• •Pl'UC up 1D the battle for "aocial refon!' 

and the atrona undercurrent ot nana•li• 1• clear 1n each. Thu• 

the Young Woaen• • Chriatian Aa110oiation waa fo\lllded 1D Boston 1D 1866. 

It• e concern waa to pl'Oride lo4gin& and "Christian council" to 

UDWU'J' countr;y girla, 1lho arri'ri.n& 1n the big cit7, 110at otta 1n 

search of wort, were prq to pi.ape - 1D the so-called white el••• 

trade. YWCA repreeentaU TH ••t incomin& girls and •o•en at the 

train statione.15 The organisation qu1ckl7 n:pNaded ite actiritiee 

to ottering traininc ud a plac•ent serTice 1n properly t .. i. 
do•Hticr won. As econollic opporluni ti•• for WOiien widened 1D the 

1880•, the ftCA ottered trainina 1n office worlc. The Aaaociation 

expanded to I•• Yorlc 1D 1870 and b7 1906 waa eatatllimed aa a 

national orsantsation. J ewiah woaen •er• indebted to the ?WC.l' • 

pioneering work. The ••bere of the lational Council of Jewiah 

Woaen patterned their reception of BUl'Opean J ewiah 1-i&ftnh -

h'oa meeting th• at the porl, to pro'ri.41.q •plo,aat - on the 

model of the AaaociaUon. 

One of the other mo••ent• that reprHahd tbe Christian atriTin& 

tor social refora ••• the t•perance •o••ent. While 11&1.e t•P•NDC• 

aoci.etiH 41.d exist, the ao••ent waa soon dollinated b7 the Woe•'• 

Christian T•perence Union, fowided 1n 1873-74. Ita roota 1D the CuU 

ot True Woaanhood ud en.ngelical social retora are apparent 1D the 

•~ motto:"loman "111 bless and brighten ner;y place she entera, and 

will enter nery place". In that "entry" woaen would not aeek to 

compete "1th aen but to retop th•! 16 The Union. had a broad prograa 

ot social refona in ad41.Uon to ite tempennce struggle. It organized 
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Sunday schools , and adTOcated the retoni ot public schools end 

prisons; in each area battlin& th• tore•• ot imlora.lit7, ae Us 

••bera saw th•· Th• wcw• a stand on woaen• s suffrage ia an exmapl• 

ot the eoanhat •biTalct fHlin& of rel ieioua woaen'a groups toward 

t.-i. ~••at. The Union supported sutf'na• troa an int•r•atin& 

standpoint: woaan, the superior aoral being, Uiould ha•• the Tote so 

Uie could exerciH her nrlue at the ballot box to reform the country 

and f'urlher the WCTU aoci&l ecenda. Thia was th• reason that W01UU1 

ahoul.4 be granted euttra«•, pot because she dHernd it u a ci tiaaa.. 17 

the struggles of l abor did not in•ol•• man;, women's organisatiou. 

The Christian social ~oraen call tor a fair cleal tor workers and 

support f'or organising labor, went be70nd 110st woaen' • group concern 

with indindual 1DOrallty and c.baracter reto:m. Cl••• distinction 

aa7 &lao ha•• aacle co-operation dittioul. t. Th• clubs ancl other 

uaociatiou were la.rsel7 111441• claea ancl they 9&7 ha•• been reticent 

about becomin& inYol••cl in aa~or aooi&l uph•'Hl - as aoae labor

manaa•ent dispute• .... d to portend - which aight threaten their 

position. In acldition, labor•r~ aa7 ha•• been auapiciou of lliddle

claes •do-goodu-e•. Yet th• social refo:m iaperatiT• waa not 

ahirlced b)° all organisations. The 110at radical l abor aaaociation, 

Th• Knigb.tsot L!lbor (est. 1869) hacl close ti•• .with the WCTU. The 

Jtnigb.ta supported autf'rage, t•perance and equality of woaen workers, 

While the Union, in connection with ite social proP'SIU, backed up 

labor. Such a coalition aa.J well ha•• been 411• to th• particular 

personality of the WC!'O'a founder and preaident, l'ranoH B. Willard. 

Willard, in her inTOl ••ent with social issues, had beooae a supporter 

ot aociali• which aa.J ha•• prffispoaed her to a etrozag s19patb7 with 

l abor - especiaI17 in ooabiJaatioa with Iler lt.Uet ill ~nian aooial 

reto:m.18 It ... doubtlH• the IC!'O's iaTol•••t with labor tbat 

helped break do• clue barriers between aoa• woaen•a poupa ancl th• 

workers. To be aure, an addi tioll&l. r••n tor mcl41.e-ol ... __ ,a 

interest waa the plight of an increald.zag nuaber ot t-1.• ancl olail4 

workers. The n .. 4 tor representin& th••• wol'll:ert1 wu not bein& aet 

in 110at of the n" labor organization. So it ... tbat in 190) at 

the h•rican Pedention of Labor con•ention, a coalit1011 of llicldle

claas and worki.n&-olasa woaen ••t•bliUiecl a Bational Woaen•a Tncle 

Union Leecu•, to Ci•• working woaen their 011J1 YOioe. Th• Leecu• 
~oined the eldt'rage llOY•ct deola.ring that if woaen coul.4 work, 

67 



th.,- should be able to Tote and ha'H an ettect on the la•• that 

goTemecl the workplace. .U first the League•• leaderahip na upper

clue ancl Christian, includinc Chicago clubwo-.n Bllen Rm.rotin, 

Who would infiuence the founders of the Bational Council of Jewish 

Wo•en. In a ahort time, howe·nr, the md4le-claee Christian reliCioua 

•l•ent of labor aupport hacl receded to the point •h8:1'9 not on17 

working W08en took onr their role•, but Jewiah working woaen at that.19 

The •truccl• tor wo•en' • suffrage i• one that i• recei't'ing increaain& 

attention fro• hi•tol"ian.e. Yet, the role of religion in the mo••ent 

1• etreeaecl but rarel7. !he •utt'rac• 80T•ent grew out of a patch• 

work ot abolitioni•t croup• in the decade• before the Ci't'il War. It 

reflected Ue ~ed ol"ig:lne and was b7 no means a monolithic moT•ct 

united in prograia and purpoH. Two ma~or factions arose within the 

umbrella abolitionist group, the Bqual Jli«}lts Association, which 

••• declicated to the achin•ent of equal l"ighte for blaclca and women. 20 

One faction was a generel.17 consenatiTe group, draWing strength from 

Chriatian-reliCioue ati•slaYer,. asaociationa. It fawred women' a 

suttrage but argued that blacks •uet be enfranchised first, as the7 

felt Christian social retona required. The other faction grew oat 

of the more raclical ancl secular abolitioni•t groups and argued that 

t...ie •ut't"ra«e eho\lld be pushed forward first. After 7•&1'8 of 

41sacre•ent the two group• epli t in 1870 o·nr the Pifhenth Amend-

ment Which granted the ..-ote to black 118189 without gi't'ing the ume 

l"ight to women of azq race. two organiaationa were eatabllehed that 

reflected the cliftering Tine ot how eut1'rage should be attained. One 

was the 80re conaenat1Tel7-ol"ientecl Aaerican WoUll Suttrace A•aocia

tion (AWSA). ;. i became a aoderatel7 wioed, tightl7 organised aaa

ociation "1th 1 ts sole purpoH being the achin•ent ot ~·· to 

this •d, under the leaderehip of Luc7 Stone, it -U.atecl the aid 

of male autfreci.sta including the ••ll·known m.nister Ren17 Ward 

Beecher, and Stone'• abolitionist h\l8band, Ren17 B. BlaokWell. the 

AWSA eagerly aoU&h~ endora•ent of their goal troa the ch\ll'Ch•• ad 

therefore refused to take a atand on iswe• that aigbt ~eopaJ'dise auoh 

support.21 



\ , ___ _ 

The more radio&l •~ragieta 1'oraed the Batioll&l. Wou.a S~nc• 

.laaociation (RSA) who•• ~or leaders were lliaabeth CacQ' Stanton 

and Susan B. Antbo1l7. !hi• group n. .. ed auttrace aa an iHue tied to . 
Mn)' others a1'1'ectiD& woaen includJ.Dg aarriage and diTorce law ref'ora 

aad the iaproT•ent of women worker'• condition•. While the B1'SA 

did not •elco•• aale ••bera, the Aaaociatioll wae not •• radio&l as 

aoae 01' ite leader• would haTe liked. 

Stanton waa the chief' apokeawoll&ll tor tboee who saw organised 

religioll u pl&71nc a major role in the euppreaaion ot woaa. Such a 

-n .. was giTen credence by the general oppoaiUon 01' 1181• clergy 

(with a 1' .. notable exception•) to the su1'h'9c• llOT•at. At the 

PSA • e 1885 con·nnUon Stanton planed to introduce a strongly worded 

reaolutton denouncin& Christianity•• role in the aub~ucation ot woaen. 

Ber coworken pr....S.led on her to tone the stat•ent down and to 

aubstitute "Judai_.. 1'or "Christianit1". 22 !he aubllitted reaolution 

read: 

Whereu, !he do .... incorporated in the reli&ioua 
oreeda deriTed hoa Judai•, t.-oMng that woun 
waa a a1'ter-tboupt b creation, her an a ai•
fortune, marriage a oondi tton of aubordination, 
and -tend.ty a oune, are oontftrJ' to the la• of 
God aa mealed b nature and the precepts ot 
Christ; and · 

Whereaa, !hne do-• are an inaidioua poiaon, 
Apping the Ti t&lit7 ot our cinliaation, bl.igh
ting --- and p&l.87inc hmanit,.; therefore, 

JleaolTed, '!hat we denounce the•• do .... wherner 
thq are enunciated, and we will withdraw our 
peraon&l aupport for uy organisation ao holding 
and teaching: and, 

Jleeol Ted, !hat •• call upon the Chriattan a1Dist1'7, 
aa leaden ot thoupt, to tMOh and atorce the 
1'\lndaaental idea ot creation that ..ii ... -d• b 
the 1-• of God, .ale and f.ale, and giTen equal 
dominion o•er the earth, but none oTer eaoh other. 
And rurther •• inTite their co-operation b aecu.r-
1.ng the reoopition of the cardiDal. pobt of our 
creed, that in true relicion there ia neither aale 
nor t...i.e, neither bond nor tree, but &11 are one 
(in C.briat J eaua) • 2) 

!heae reaolutiona, originally written by Clara B.wick Colby, 

ad•ocated the need for sutf'rac1,ats to deal with the religioua conception• 
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of woaen that und~lay tho•• of general society. In threat.nine 

a boycott and deaa:nd.1.ng that the clerg teach a more egalitarian Tersion 

of woaen'• place 1.n creation, Stanton and her supporters were recognizing 

the power and in.fluence_of religious doctrine on f•ale liTes. After 

what aust h•T• been a rauoou• debate, with moat ••b•rs objecting to 

the .leaociation'• inTolT•ent 1.n church dopa, the resolution• were 

turned down. Undeterred, Stanton herself dJ'atted a s1111.lar statement 

for submission to the BWSA oonTention the next 1ear. !he Association' a 

BxeoutiTe Collll1.ttee debated it• aerit •• 24 On• member stated, •we 

can not ~ord to antagonise the church••· Some of us are orthodox, 

and aome of ua are unorthodox, but this association ia for auff1oace 

and not tor the disous•ion of religioua dopas" • Another had mixed 

feelinga,"I haTe no objection to aendinc aiasionaries to th• churches 

aaJdng th• to pa7 attention to woman autfrac•; but I do not thinlt 

the churches are our gl'MtHt aemi.ea". A 8111111ar Tin was 

expressed b1 an Indiana delegate: 

I think it 1• quite enough to undertake to 
change the national Conatitution without under
taking to change the Blble. I he&rtil1 agree 
with •r& Stanton 1.n her id• of aendi.nc delec&h• 
to church council• and oonTOcatione, but I do 
not aanotion this resolution Which start• out 
- *fh• greateat barrier to woaan' • emancipation 
is fo\llld 1.n the superstitions of the church•. 
!hat ie enough 1.n it.elf to turn th• entire church, 
Catholic ancl Prot••tant, agai.n•t ua. 

Still others Bllpportecl Stanton'• resolution: "!he ministers falsely 

construe the Script\ll'ea. W • can oTerwllela th• w1 th arguaah for 

women allttrage - with Biblical. arguaats", "I aa w1Uinc to stand b7 

1 t. I hue not found that it hurts the work". 'fhe Co-1. tt•• placed 

the aatter before the ••••bled conT•tion - where it wu wted doa 

again. It wo\lld s•• that the Association• a rank and file ware un

willing to 1\lrther antagonise their oppo1umh or beooee i.nTOlYed ill 

what the.r aaw aa reliaiolls dopa. Pew appear to haT• \llldft'8tood the 

iaportant connection betwea that dopa and their position u woaen. 

When the two sllttrac• groups reunited 1Jl 1890 to tom the 

•ational Aaerioan Woaan S~e Ae110ciation (IAWSA) the aore 

oouenatiTe el•ent prnailed. SllbHquent attmpta to ~ect a more 

radical - and parUclllarl1 anti-rel1.glou - aspect 1.nto the aoT••t 
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tail eel. Th• uproar o'Hr D• Woyp' 1 Bible wu proof that the IAWSA. 

w.• l•T1nc theologloal debate behind and oonollllh'ati.Dg on the partic

ular achin•ent ot suft'loage. 

Th• Bible •• a coaplllldiua of biblical HlecUon• deali.Dg with 

woaen and 1Dclu4ed co-•tariea wr.l.Ullll b7 Stanton and a oo.aitt•• of 

WOllllll that included Colb7 and ho m.niatera. It• tir•t nlua• wu 

JNbliahed 1n 1895. In her introdutton, Stanton ci tecl ld.8l&9• ot 
Hripture ~,. th• church•• - not religion UHlt - u a ~or ban'ier 

to woa•'• ..azacipationi 

~ ... temiliar terl1 are quoted bJ' cl~~i.Jl 
their pulpit•, •7 atat••• 1n th• hall9 ot legi•
lation, b7 la1'J'•ra 1n th• oourl•, and are echo-4 
b7 th• preH ot all ciTiliaed natton•, and a.re . 
accepted b7 woman herself u "Th• Word of Goel". 
So P•"•rhcl i• th• religioua el•at 1n her 
nature, that with faith and work9 ah• is th• 
chid support of th• church and clero; the 
TU'J' powers that tlak• her ..zaoipation iapo•aible. 25 

Stanton, in her own wa7, had idllllU1'1•4 the clanger th• Cult of True 

Womanhood posed to woaen. She saw th• trllll41 1n religion and eociet7 

that conspired to "P•"ert" woman• s religious senae and oonTinc• her 

ot the 3uetice of her separate role. WoaaD's plaoe on the pedestal 

should not be misconstrued; the pedeatal was but a gilded cage. 

Stanton 41aaiaae4 tho•• who counselled caution, like th••AWSA: 

"Others say it is not poliUc to rouse religious oppo8ition. Thia 

much-lauded policy ia but another word tor oo!!ldict". Sh• rneal.ed 

auch of her own Tin ot th• Bible and theoloQ as ••11: 

The onl7 points in 11bich I titter troa all 
ecclesiastical teacMng are that I do not beline 
that 8A7 aan ner •• or talked with God, I do 
not beline that God inspired the •oaa.ic Code, 
or told the historians what they sa7 he 414 
about woman, tor all the religiona on th• face 
ot the earth degrade her, and eo long as woaan 
accepts the position they assign to her, her 
cancip&tion is impossible. Whatner the Bible 
may be made to do in Hebrew, or Greek, in plain 
English it does not exal. t and dignit7 woman. 27 

Por Stanton, "so long as woman accepts" aeant that women .could, 

once they chose to, bring their power to bear on cb•ngtng their ud.ped 

place in aociet7. Thia was rather heady stutt for moat late 19th 

century woaen. Indeed, in 1896, a 7ear ~ter the appearance of 18! 
•a=en'• B1)1•, theBAWSA felt compelled to pass th• following re110lution: 
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!hie aeeociation is non-sectarian, b e1ng coapoeed 
ot persou ot all shades ot rel igious opinion, and 
haa no otticial connection with the eo-called 
•woaan•s Bib!.- or an,y theological publication.28 

!he cautious Aeaociatiou could not allow iteelf to be linked to 

euch a strong critique of What was, for alaoet all of ib ••bere, 

a eacred area. It i• poseibl• that woac 11ho •• euttrage •• srowi.D& 

out of the 110•••t tor Chrietian 80cial reform and 1lho li••d ill a 

eociet7 11hereill the church celebrated womanhood, were UJa•Uling to 

criticise what for aan.y of th• was a symbol of all that ne good 

and 110ral in aooiet7. Such a mo•• would also ha•• undel'llined the 

purportedl7 41Yine b&aie of t-1.e importance an.d Yirtue 11hich tor 

1DaD,J WU part of their Hlf-eet.•. 

Blizabeth CadT Stanton conU.nued to etre•• th• important relation 

of religion to woac• • ..anoipation tor the reet of lite. •9Jl7 ot 
her co-enh refieot a gltt ot deep perception. In 1898 the second 

•oluae of !he Wow• 1 Biblt waa publi8hed. After 41acusaing th• 

reaction to the pre'Yiou wluae, Stanton reetded her position: 

The real clitti.cul '7 in woua• a case is that the 
11hole foundation of the Christian religion rHb 
on her t•ptation an.d aan•e fall, hence the necee
•1 t:r ot a Rede•er and a plan of Al Tatton. As the 
cauH ot this 41re calud.t;r, woun•a degradation 
and aubordination were aacle a neoeeld:t:r. It, 
howner, •• accept the Dazw:lnian theor,r, that the 
raoe has be• a gradual growth troa the lower to 
a bi&her fora of lUe, and tiaat the ator.r of the 
fall 1• a 187tb, •• oan emnerate the analce, .__ 
cipate the wam&D, and reooutruot a aore attoul. 
relicion tor the nineteenth centur;r, acl tbua 
eeespe all the perplu:Ui•• ot Jni.ab 8Ttholog 
ae ot no aore illport913e than tho•• ot the Greet, 
Peraian aad Kcnttan. 

Stanton•• tbeoriH 414 not acbine wide acceptuce cluri.lla her . .l.Ue

tille, :r•t soae eigbt7 ;rMn later, a new gcu.tion ot woa• would. 

ezplore the link• between reliaion ad t-1.ni• and reach ~ of 

th• ••e oonoluaione. 

!be laet ma~or iasue to rend the suftl"8&• ao•••t waa not 

reliaioua ill nature but rather refiectecl the ao•••t'• cl ... -oonacioua

nH• u ••11 as the )(tDOphobia of late 19th cctU17 Aaerioa. Between 

1890 and 1905 certain prollinent euttrage leaden flirted with the 

concept ·ot •educated suttrage• - th•~i4ea that the Yote be greate4 olll;r to 
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aa and WOiien literate in Bnglish. JO -,or most this se ... to ha•• 

been a plo7 to elicit support troa middle and world.ng clue Aaerican 

11&1.ee who were concerned with the economic ettects of large-scale 

1-1.gration. It wae felt to be 11e>re expedient to urge the tn.nchiae 

for educated women, aa a hedge 8«&iUt the inTol••ent of the "iporant" 

in goYer1ment, a line of reaeold.Dg that .laerican aen coul.d and woul.d 

aupport. Wu U not 11e>re logical., the educated sutf'ra&• supportera 

argued, to gi•• the wt• to loJ&l, responsible .laerican woaen than 

to newly arriY•d cUisena and the (irresponsible) poor. !he idea 

numbered uong it supporters Stanton, Antho1l7 ucl Carrie Cba.,.aA Catt, 

the president of •AWS.l, whose ••b•rabip was highl.7 interested in the 

concept. Such a turn «a•e further cause for alana among J ewiah •omen 

Who were alread)' apprehenaiY• OTel" the llOY•cit• a popular iaaa• as 

"anti-famil~, in addition to its anti-rel~ous el•enta.31 

Other promnent sutt'ra81.ste strongl.7 opposed "educated suffrage" • 

Stanton's oa 4aupter Harriet Stanton Blach published an open letter 

taldq her mother to task for supporting the idea. 32 Jane .lddaas, a 

disciple of Kary Bater Eddy and a pioneer in settl•ent bouae and 

social work with 1-1.grants and the poor, attacked the concept Which 

separated woaen in a tiae that required aiaterhood.33 .ldcSaaa waa 

another sutfragiat whose work woul.d 1.nfluace the Jewish women of her 

4&7. 

By 1905 the support for "educated suth'ace" was on the wane as 

s~ats ul. timatel7 began to realise that the ao••ent had to 

represent the interest• of all woman. The gl'Owilag inYOl••ent of 

•omen in the labor llOY•ent and in social wort helped to create a aore 

truly represenati'H suffrage ao••ent. Sisterhood had been building 

dUJ"1n« the preYious decade. _Women's clubs understood the po•~ul. pota

tial of national organizations. Hence , in 1880, J'ranoea Willard and 

Susan B. Anthony helped found the llational Council of Woaen u an 

umbrella organisation for Yarious other national woaen• a organiaatioDa 

inclucling IAWSA and the WCTU. 34 In 1890 the O•val "•deration o~ 
Woaen' • Clubs 1raS Htabliahed, representing a .an ~ d local and 

national groups. By 1916 it numbered two llillion ••bera. The 

spirit of women world.q to«•ther united other groups •• well. The 

lational Aaaociation of Colored Woam end the laiional Council of 

J ewiah Woaa were both founded in 1896. 
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Woaen•a organisations, whether pro-s~trace or aabiY&l.ent, had 

beooae proainent fixtures on the national scene. Woaen ot eYer.J claae 

had becoa• more in't'OlYed in eociet7 whether followi.Dg th• 41ctatH ot 
Christian social retona, adh'age, social work or the labor aoY•ent. 

B7 th• encl ot the Pirat World War, woaanpower aa a political force had 

built up a naible moaentua. S~trac• and other iesuea conoe:rning woaen 

had bridged diatinotiona ot claea and sex. 'l'o a large extent, 2'eligioua 

:tenor had done 8uoh to b:riDc this about. !be originators ot the 

cono,pta of •true" and trfi2'tuoua Woaanhoocl• would ha•• been acbaat had 

the7 aHn 11bat had deYeloped froa their earl7 theories. Woaen•a •place" 

had aoYed fro• the hoae to the world. !h• •in•teenth Aaendaent, grant

ing woaen the YOte, paaaed. through Congreaa on June 4, 1919 and waa 

ntifi•d b7 the states on Aqust 26,1920. 

J) Woaen• a Role in O?Y!!J'!d B•Upon 

ror the Catholic woaan in 19th and 20th cent\U"J' Aaerioa the role 

110del o:t th• nun wae a aociall7 .acceptabl• alternati•• to that of wl:t• 

and aother. It can be aem that the eocial -cl cultural intluenc .. 

ot the Cult ot !'rue WOMZlhood would coabin• "1th the image ot the 

nun u u ultiaatel7 2'eligioua &Del spiritual. beinc/woau elnoting 

her lit• to nurturing and cari.Dg tor others. !he nun•a lite aa7 well 

ha•• ottered Catholic woaen opportunities that •er• unaY&ilabl• - or 

unacceptable - elsewhere. A• •ar.r BTaDa has obeenecl: 

R•lieYed of the reepoD.BibilitiH ot aarrie&• ucl 
motherhood, the7 en307ed the p92'80nal hltillaent 
that 0011ea troa opporiunitiea tor aMDingtul act 
useful W02'k, education &Del econollic 1.Jlclependence, 
and li't'ecl 1!1 &:roupa that ga'H th• "8ftl siatft'l7 
auppori ancl enoourac .. ent.35 

Por Catholic woaen eo inclined, th• nun'• lit• ottered a Tariet7 of 

experienoea, respect ad aecurit7 that muat ha•• been Ter.J atboacti••, 

and tor ao11e outweighed the eacriticH such a co-1taent entailed. 

Woaen• a position in the Catholic Church had not changed ra4icall7 aillce 

th• lliddle Ages. 

t'he option ot con•ent lit• ... not aYail abl• to Protestant woaen, 

;yet a acceptable aUernati•e (or addition) to the wlte/.other role 
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had sprung up early in th• 19th centurJ. The lliesionar,y 110T•ent 

ottered Protestant woaen an opportunit7 tor a life ot religious eerYioe. 

While part of nangelical social refol"& called on women u wperior 

moral entities to ~d their ho•• sensibilities to th• larger world"' 

resul tin& in such quaei-religiowr organi zatione as the WC'fU, lliHion

ar:r work was sanctioned by the Tarioue official Prohetant churches, 

each aupporti.Qg it• own workers. The 110T•ent tor Christian social 

reform appears to haTe had a strong intl uence on Prot eetant women 

in connection w1 th the llieeionary 110T•ente. Spreading the •good 

worcl• of Christiani t,. was an intrinsic part of this moT•ent for 

social retora and was also an •l•ent in th• paienalietic Ti" ot 
white Western societies which esw non-Christiane in the hericu, .laia 

and Africa as heathen children. !he f-.le-mieeioD&rT-ae110ther waa 

a popular and, in that world-Ti .. , accurate image. llal.• church el4ere 

were also aware of the practical aspect• of enlisting woaen aa 

missionaries. In UJ17 foreign eoci•ti•• olll.J' etrange .!251!, not aen, 

could approach other women who, onoe conTerted would 1.ntluence their 

b.usbmde and children and nentua~ly bring about the Christian.ization 

ot their eociety. !he Ti" of WOIMB ae the tl'l.le foundation of eociet7 

was exported and applied bJ' the mienonari••· American woaen were also 

motiTated to aom• sort of in•olT•ent in the aoT•enta by etoriea 

of the deeperate plight of woaen and children in other coWltriee. 36 

!he Virtuous Woaan RS •aother to all• s&w it ae part ot her Christian 

dut:r to protect and enlighten benighted foreign children as well as 

their 11e>thers. Th• aacr•cl posi Uon ot woaanhood had to be aahri.ned 

all oTer the world. 

1fhil• woaen worlritd w1 thin the Yarioue churoh-ru.n lliaeionar;r 

societies, there waa an iapetus tor •-1-inclepenclat woaen•a aiaeionar,r 

organisations. Sach a •••ent was aet with lHa than enthuriutic 

appronl and th• first attempt to tom an inter-deno~Uonal woaa• • 

aiHion eociet:r tailed in th• face of lrtitt--.ie opposition in 18)4. 37 

Howner, the tirst female eoci.et,. was established in 1861 aad b7 1882 

there ••re sixteen principal groaps. Th• aoT•at•s growth probably 

owed 11\lOh to the ~on ot Social Gospel and Cult that ... ~ectiDg 

.laerioan woaa. !he lite of a aiHionar:r ottered. a potentially e::mUiDg 
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and hl.filling oareer for fi•l• woaen. It aleo ottered attracU•• 

educational opportuni ti••; whereas m•t aeainal'1.•• were closed to woac, 

the burgeoninc nuabv of miHiOD&l'J' training echoola ••looaed f-le 

student• and proTidecl an in-depth religiou• education that ••• unaTail

abl• elsewhere. B7 1916 there were clo•• to eixt7 such inetituUon•.)8 

•i•aiOILU'J' work wae an opportuni t7 for Prote•tant woac to becoae an 

acUTe part of their reli.gion. In th• woaen'• aiaaioD&l'J' eocieu .. -

which were repr .. •ted in tile •atioaal ·CoWlcil of Woam - woaen 

learned to pla7 the role of l•dv and organiser. '1'he7 were a part 

of the general ao••ent of "reapectable f.m.ni-" of the late 1800a, 

ebarillg and participating in Us growth • 

.la a result of woaen• 8 inTolT•ent in the 111.aeionar;y ao•••t, the 

question wa• soon raised conoerning the ordination of woaen ae cl•l'S7• 

'l'h• poaUon of the aini•ter in the n.riou Prote•tant clenoain&Uon• 

had a tr•endoua effect on the f-1e ordination qu .. uon. 1or one 

wing of ProtestanUa - Diacipl .. of Cbriat, Bapti•t, ConaregaUonal, 

Reforaed, ••thocliat and Preab,.terian - ordination ••• seen u a "-tter 

of pracUcalit7 and not doctrine". l'or L\£.erani• on the other hand, 

the ainistry was a "••cliaUng qenc1" • To Bpi•copaliazut u ••ll u to 

Roman Catholic• - the_ priest was a actual repJ'eaentation of the Christ. 39 

'1'h• denoain&Uona therefore dealt with the question clitterentl7. The 

Luthc'ana conHcrated woaen as church worka• u earl7 u 1849 but the 

idea clid not catch on until 1884. 40 . 

A llethoclist conrerenc• in 1880, despite the denomination•• Ti .. 

ot cl 8J'l7, refused to adlllit woaa to th• ottice of deacon - eTa thouch 

aa aisaionaries the7 pertorae4 most of the ••• duties in the field. 

'l'he Jlethocliete tinaJ.17 began to train and ordain deaconesses in 1888, 

with the Episcopalians tollowing al.lit. 'l'heae women aened 11&1nl.7 aa 

nurses and eocial workers. Yet the n1.&11~like upeot . of the office -

unifom and role - was not welcoae 1D a tiae of Til'U.l.ent anti-Catholici• 

aaong Protestants, hence the order waa nner ••r, popular. 41 

'l'ho~ the eeminariH clisapproTed, soae woaen clid attend and 

graduate froa ministerial program1 without support troa th• church ... 

Ordination••• poaeible tor such women, 7et U was an _,,,. title -

~pits were una•ailabl• to th•.4~ An interdenoainational Women'• 

lliniaterial Conrerence was established 1D 1882 as a support group, 
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albeU one wUh a powerl .. s Wice. 43 

!'he experience of ProtHtant woaen seeking ordination. was VflrY 

differet from that of ••tom J ewiah woaen duriDg thi• period. While 

both could hearken back to f..al.e figures in. the Hebrew and Chrietian 

Bible•, Christian women had the added. historical heritage of cleaconHaes 

an.cl n.una as aoclela of woaen• a official role in. t h e church. The office 

of deaconess faded by the •1441• Ages, yet while the Refol'll&tion di.cl 

•""7 with the nunnery, U in.creasecl th• per.on.al. religiol.ls rol e of 

Protestant woaen. ·!heir actlnty as teachers and, in. soae oases, 

pr•ch•r• , had aleo, to aoae erlent, prepared people by aool.l8toaing 

th• to a clegrH of female expertiH and l•derehip. The acceptance 

of female alniaten, Whil e b1Uerl7 difficult in. Mat caaH, wae at 

le&8t aa4e eaal•r and lHs radical becaW1e of these related precedents. 

Jewish woaen hacl n.o 81.lch t..aie thread in. their history. 1'hil• 

throughol.lt the ages Jewish woaen mlcht ha•• bee acti•• in. oomaerce, 

they were very rarely, if ner, entnated with comprehenal•• Jmowleclge 

ot acriptl.lr• or J ftiah law. !'eacbing and pr•ohing were &bloat 

excll.lalvely aal• roles. Bence, llb.11• there .... eoae aai.tatlon among 

Protestant women tor a place in the ol•ru b7 the aicldl• of the 19th 

century, Jnileh woac oDl.7 began apMlring of such a poaaibilU7 in. th• 

1890s. When this 1'1nall7 clld occur, J niah woaen becaae 1.Jltereatecl in. 

female Christian min1ehra, if not directl7 aa role aodele, then aa 

s,abole of women• s posllib111t1H. !he· prHence of teaal• Chri.tian 

clft"l7 raised couoiowmeH, and poi.Jlt•4 th• "1' tor 80ae - partloularl7 

aetol"ll - Jewish woaen. At an organizational •Htin.g tor the Jniah 

Woaen• s CoDgl"H• in. Chicaco in. th• apl'1J:a& ot 1893, a Jewish periocllcal 

noted that "!he an. Augusta Chapin. ot the UDiveraallst Church apote 

ot the nHcl of aore woaen in. the pulpit". 44 A an. •Ua B. Bartlett 

ot St. Louie contribl.ltecl an article to lllt Aall'iotp i •111 in 1895, 

en.Utlecl "Ideal Hoa• Lite". 45 . Yet while there were enough llbe:nl 

Chrittian denomination.a so that by the turn. of the cmt\ll'7 a nuaber 

ot teaal• cl~ had bea ordained., Jl.ldai.-' • ao.t liberal bruach, 

Kefol'll, still he1Uatecl, bound b7 the tracll tiou 81ld ouatou that 

kept th• 11&3orit7 ot both aezH troa Hriou.17 con8iclerJ.nc th• posaibllit)

ot women aa rabbis. 
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Pollowin« the tlU'D ot the ctrDt\U7, the gceral 111.aaioJl aocieUea 

of each ChriaUan denoaiJa&Uon bllCNl to mllo• up mll7 of the woaa•• 

sooietiea. 46 Si.ailarl7, the T&J"ioue eemn•riH began to ••rs• with 

the once independat ld.esi.011&17 echoola. On th• one hazut, th••• 

•••• oould be ••en aa part ot a mo•• tor more efficient organisation 

and a spirit ot equal.it1 and oo-operaUon - womm did till man1 high 

poaiUon.a ill the n .. 11 united mienon aoci•U••· Thie waa not the 

ca•• in the a-1D&ri•• ho•n•r, Where woaen did not ~oy the places 

thq hacL.helcl ill their own illeti tution•. •~ wo•en •ere angered b7 

th••• .,...... PrH~eriani• wu ao roe.keel b7 diHeneion that; a 

atud,J was co-1.eaioned to illYeatigate •cauea o~ Un.rest Allong Woaen 

ot the Church•. Publiahing their tindingsin 1927, the atud,J' • f-1• 

authors noted: 

Among tbtn!d ng · wo•en t.here arose a aerioua question 
aa to Whether their place of eerrice could longer 
be found ill the church when a great organization 
(the miaai.011&17 organisaUol\l which th97 had built 
could be deatroyed b7 Tote of 119.le ••bers of the 
church without there seeming to arise in the lllind 
ot the latter &DT quenion aa to the justice, 
wi•do• and t&inleaa ot thei.1" acUona.~7 

The achi•••ent ot auttnc• and the g:rowiq profeasi.onal1zation 

ot the early 1900a contributed to a spirit of re-n&luaUon ot women• a 

role in the churches. Yet further aubatanUal change would onl1 come 

about in later decades. While religion had llOtiYated many wo•en to go 

out illto th• world to fi&ht for retora and their own right• as f ... 1. 

citisena, organised religion itself waa 0Dl7 elo•l7 showing th• tird 

signs of its own colling to grips with ih moat nwaeroua ••bership. 

II letora Juclai• and !h• J pi!b Wop'P 

The ch•ngjng religious role of the lletorm Jewish woman ill the 

period of claeaical Retora cannot be studied in a -..cuua. Ai.on 

•••~ in11.uence at work on Christian wo1aen and general A9n'ioan 

aociet1 uni.teated itself in 80ae way among J na ot both aexea. Per

haps the 110at influential concept that atteoted the J wim woaua• a Ti• 

of herself, as well aa the new held of her b7 J nish •en, Retora or 

Orthodox, •aa that of the Cult of !rue Wounhood. !he Cult had a 

profounct ~ect on th• Refo%'m•ra and greatly illtluenoed their thb!dng 

on the proper role of women withi.ll Juclai•. Other llOT•mta also 
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~ectecl both the Retora mo••ent and Jewish woaen in geneftl. 

BTangelical Protestant!•'• eaphasi• on social retora fitted ••11 
W1 th the Jlefomer•' ooncept of a "prophetic religion" that cou.ld 

lead to th• creation of a better world. When ChriaUan social 

acU'Yi• urged th• True Woaen to aalc• the world. her "larger hoa•", 
J ew18h woaan ••r• enoourqed. to take a broader interest in their 

J •wish world. The crowing Social Goepel orgaised wo1aen for the 

iapro••ent of .ociet7; Jletora Judai• atteeptecl to tap U• f--.l• 

re.ourcea to aicl in the creation of Aaerioan Juclai•. 

Thia section will be preaented in two aa~or parts. !'he first 

will •min• the changing role of woaen witbi.D Ketom troa the 

arri ftl of Isaac Mqer WiH up until the But Buropean J ewi.llh 1-1.pa

Uon ot th• 1880a. Th• 1-t portion will 4e&l with the .ettecta of 

that iw1gration, coupled with the larger illtluecH of the woaen'• 

ao••ent, ~U&h the earl7 20th cent\1.Z7. 

1) Th• Jni!h •o=p gel th• Dnelowept of herioy •eton 
1) Th• Cult ot TN• Wom•nboocl ucl the .Jft'18h Woaan 

lletuming troa an eze•h•tion of stuclata troa CharlHto.n'• 

Orthodox ooncrecational achool in 1845, an obaener athued oYer the 

dedication of the illatitution'• direotr••••• and teachers: 

With a h-.rt ga••hing with grat~ aoUona 
(u a parent ot one of the pupils), we exclaia, 
•powert'ul and bMutitul 1• tb7 illtluence, 0 
woaan\" To atand forth aa th• chaapion of religion 
and aorali t,-, 1e her appropriate aphere. lo a1.a 
or ob~eot can be •r• .noble or 1M>re worthJ' o·f an 
enlightened Jft'ish f--.le, than that Which &Hlta 
to adnnoe the chuacter of Israel b7 inculoating 
tu••• lessons of wiadoa ancl piet7.48 

The C11l t of True Womanhood had found rea~ acceptance -.ona 
American Jews b7 th• miclclle of the 19th cctur,-. The periodical 

llteratare ot the time re•e&l• a Jewish woaan t1Nl7 ••t upon a 

pedestal similar to that occupied by the Cbftatian woun. Juat ae 

the elention of woaanhood b7 the Cult repreamtecl a turnabo11t ill 

Christian tMnk1.ng, for J ... U waa also a change. While Jniu 
ritual law \llldoubtecll7 protected woaen ill th• area of ~ac• and 

di•orce by guarantHing ownerahip ot doft'7, other atruda of halacha 

were aeYerely limiti.n.g and, in tact, repreaei••· 
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The exemption of woman from time-bound c0111Dandments in defference 

to her important domestic role, had originally been a "liberating'' 1110ve. 

Centuries of cuatom however, bad oseified this area of Jevish l• into 

a matter of exclusion, to the point that the Jewish woman had lost any 

place she may have once had in religious ritual. While limited in her 

public religious role, the Jewish woman was still celebrated aa the 

1110ving spirit of faith within the home as wife and 1110ther. In terms 

of religious maturity, however, Jewish tradition as developed through 

the halacba viewed women u spiritual minors. In embracing the image 

of Virtuous Womanhood as preaented by the 19th century Cult in America, 

Jara bad to face a contradiction. The Cult held women up as the more 

religiously inclined sex, a view not at all in consonance with Jewiah 

tradition. 

What pennitted thia apparently contradictory accoaaodation? Sev• 

eral factors seem to have contributed to a change in Jeviah women's 

religious status. A major element waa the economic reality of life in 

America. To a large extent, the involvement of Jewish men in making 

a living caused them to relinquish their position as the major religious 

instructors of their children. Sabbath observance was difficult in a 

situation that demanded work on Saturday . Aa Jewish men took on the 

morality of the marketplace they 1110re and more left religious morality 

to be upheld by women, as bad their Christian neighbours. Just as 

Christian moralists condemned the poor church attendance of men. Jewish 

writers complained that "The young Jewesa attends service at the 

sanctuary, and the young Jew attends service at the counting house". 49 

In addition to this, American Je11ry was by no means as learned in 

things Jewish as was the European comamity. There were, at mid-century, 

few rabbis and fewer scholars in the United States. Jewish education 

suffered from a shortage of knowledgeable teachers as well a& from 

being given a lower priority among struggling f.mlligranta (though this 

latter factor changed with the attainment of econocic stability). 

With few reliable professionals available and with their men in

volved in making a living, the women of the new Jewiah middle case 

began to expand the boundaries of the philanthropic work that WH theirs 

into the realm of Jewish education. Aa ve have seen, women founded, 

directed and taught in schools. 'lhe involvement of Jewish women in 
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the education of J nieh children recei ncl support boa the Cul t-1.aa&• 

iteelf •• well aa boa the inTOl•••nt ot Christian woaen in the Sun~ 

aohool aoT•ent. While 1t wae poeeible tor Jniah woaen to explore the 

gray areas ot education wherein sex-dictated reepone1bilit7 wae not 

clearl7 epell•cl out, th97 •till reaainecl in the7 87D8C0gue'• woa&n'• 
g&llft")', unable to participate equa.117 in the aenice. It 1• ditt

icul t to AJ Whether or not woaen were unhapp7 with their lot in 

tel98 of their lack of a public reli&iou role. Unaware of the poea

ibility of u alternati••, th97 accepted their traditionally aaaignecl 

place, llillpl7 ae part of the 1faJ thi.D8• were. 

Howner, in accepting Aaericm culture and the Cult'• atoration 

of wom.mood, and in the in•ol••ent of Jniah woaen in Jewish education, 

a aaal.l bu.t not insignificant step wae taken in preparing the way for 

u~or change• in the role of J ewiah women. 

11) Isaac •9irer Wise - refom, Retom encl the Jewiah woaan 
•all7 7ean after hi• arriftl. in Aaerica in 1846, I•aac Ka7er Wise 

ga•e thie candid portn.yal. of hie early da79 aa rabbi in ilbany, 

le• York: 

!h• reton.1.ng apir1 t waa imiate in ae; 1t was ll1' 
foremost oharaoteriatic. In addition to thia, 
I waa an enthuaiaat on the subject• of A.aerie• 
and h'eedoa, and waa contt.ncecl that n9r70n.e 
thought an4 tel t ~ut u I did. Con.eequentl7 
I could begi.Jl at on.oe to retor. an.cl to iapro•• 
the world. I •~ed ay Yi .. • awkwardly and un
reeer.edly • • • 

A.a a 7oung preacher in Radni ts, Bohemia, Wi•• had diaco•ere4 the 

world of Wiasena~ des Judent\aa and hacl begun to q\.leetion hi• 0111l 

traditional Jewist. assumptions. In July 1845 h• tra••ll•d to Prankfurt 

to Tisi t the rabbinical conference held there. Bis exposure to the 

pioneer• of Ger.an Refora profoundly affected his own dneloping 

Yi .. •. lo record exists of Wise'• attendance at the debate• of the 

us•bl7, and we oan onl7 gi.tess at what he thoueht ot the diaou..aiou 

conceming wo11en•s rights. But he may well ha•• been iapreaaed by 

what he had seen 8.Jld heard, for h• soon gr .. tired ot lladnits and the 

next year left for Aaerica, conYinced that lletoni was the Jewish ft7 

of the future. Elected rabbi in Albany, he dicl inclHd "begin at once 

to retona encl iapro••" • 
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Thro\l&hout Wise's long and d1st1ncuiahed career he waa often th• 

formoat chaapion of the J ewiah woaan, urging the expanllion ot her 

role 1.Daide and outllide the •1Jl8&01ue. Bis first refol'll in this area 

caae in 1847 11hen he introduced a aixed choir of older schoolchildren 

ai a Prid&J' nening Shabbat aerri.ce. ApparenU;r there was no opposition 

to th• choir•• mixing of Hxea,nor to the singing in the syuacogue ot 

;roung woaen froa th• congregation'• ••baahi.p. Howner, th• •pi.ode 

did bring a sharp rebuke froa the editor of Th• Occcjdeat, Iaaac 

Leaaer. 5l In the pace• ot hi• ~ournal L .. Hr defended traditional 

Judai•, yet waa critical of A.aerican Jewry'• tailing•, particularly 

in the area of education. Be waa a hi.ed and supporter ot &ebecca 

Gratz and of the inwl ••ent of J ewiah woaen in r•liaiou• education. 

7or aan;r years Leeser and Wise were the champion• ot their respectiT• 

points of Tiw, duelU..ng often oTer ideu ot ntora in the pa«es ot 

their publicaUou. !he •erbal war o•er women in a SJ'DAl&OCU• choir 

would coae to a head ao•• ;rears later, 11hen Wiae introduced a aixed 

ohoir into hi• Cincimlati congregation, aa will be diacuseed below. 

A fn ;rears after thi• tint innoTaUon, another Iii tuation 

in•olTing the choir Ji! •broil Wise• s Albaza7 COD«J'81&tion. The 

choir had grown in Iii ae and there wa• no longer an;r rooa tor it on 

the aain fioor ot th• buildi.ng. •BHidea, the girls did not wiah to 

llit &D)' longer among the •• and •• had to make auitabl• proTision 

tor th•" . 52 What this indicate• is not altogether clear. !he young 

woaen, older •ohoolchildren in r9&l.U7, -1 ha•• felt uncoatortable 

away troa the traditional place of woaen in th• gallery. !heir 

ob~ection -:r or -1 not h&Te been due to •reli«loua" feeling•. Yet 

the solution, to place the choir in a loft built onto the front 

of th• women•• galler;r did not raiH an ob~eotion f%'0a the aale 

••bere of th• choir. tither they were not u senlliti•• about 

tradi Uon as the :r .. 1. ••b•r• or the tl'&di tiollal aspect was not 

really an iHue. Perhaps th• dellip&Uon and oonatnoUon of a 

apecial , Hxuall;r neutral section for th• choir dduaecl mq ob~ecticm 

to aixed seatiq among the co-uni t;r at large. Whatner \he rea.oa, 

the choir ancl a;rnqogue were .. uatied. Bot eo the COllCJ'ep.tioa• s 

woaen. !he ohoir' • new poai tion aeant that th• woaen who ooouppiecl 

the galler,r' s front row could not ••• - or more iaportutl;r, be seen. 
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.le Wiee relates: 

.l hont H&t in th• tiret row ot the gall er-y 
wae equi.Uent, in th• qes ot ••91"7 woaan, 
to her ~ .. •11'7 and her tineet oloth•••••the 
sign of wealth ancl clipU7, a poet of honor • 
.l woaan who occupied a front eeat wu an 
ariatoorat, a prollinent pVWQnac•, a clist1ng
u18hecl noblnoaan in .Jewry.5J 

That theH 110aen were paa8ioutel7 outraged gi'fH an inhrestinc insight 

into th• eeU-iaag• ot woac in the period'• .J niah oomUDi Uea. In 

part it waa a -U•r ot co-\lllity status and prestige, Whereb7 women 

ot weal tb7 ancl illportut taailiH got the bHt aeate. •ore reTealing 

•:r be th• iaportance ot the hont row aa the cloeeat woaen could get 

to beinc act1Tel1 in•ol••cl in the aenice. The woaan in the tl'ont row 
wae al!Oat like a aan. in proxiai. t7 to the center ot action. J..Aother 

consideration that coaH up again and qain in 19th century Jewish 

perioclical litenture is the fact that tor many, men and wome, coming 

to synagogue was a social oooaeion to Which one wore on•'• finest 

clothes w1 th a desire to be Hen by others. •oat lik•l;r a potent 

coabinat~on of th••• reaaone led to the loud outc17 againat th• 1.nn

on.tion. A new place was towid tor the choir. It is instrw:tiT• 

to note that at no tiae •a• ob3ection made to the mixed choir per ae. 

Thia does not appear to ha•• been a real ieaue tor the m•b•rs of the 

oonue«ation. 

Women were notably interested in what WiH had to say and he 

mentions their attention• after a senaon in Charleeton. 54 I ere they 

attracted by Ii••'• eapoue&l ot Kefora philoeopbi! Soae undoubte4l7 

•er•. Por others, a Tieiting epeaker was an exciting relief from their 

often teclioua liTes. One woll&D who wae much taken with lise, beooai.ng 

a aort of aentor and conscience to him, was the woaan known eiapl.7 

as "Jira .P!' in hi• Reminiecgces. If.ht a taacinatinc woaan AW WiH' e 

••fora ideas as the tuture path of Juclaiam in Aaerioa ancl ah• aU•pted 

to aid h1a in hi• ettorta. !here were obTiouel7 ecluoated, interested. 

J ewieh women to whoa Refora ideas appealed. 

Wise' a next ma3or for&J on behalf of Jewish woaen took place in 

1851 with the declication of a n .. retondet congregation in ilbUT, 
.lnah• laeth, to which he and his aupporten had gone. The •JDa&OCU• 

builcling had been a church with fai.11 pewa. Som• diecusmion wae he14 

8) 



about retaining th• and finall7 •th• congregation rHol••d unan1woual~ 

that the7 should r-1.D.. liH later wrote: 

Thi• waa au. iaporlant step, which was enerel7 
oondemu.ed at the Uae. 'fh• J ewiah woaau. had 
been treated alaoet •• a stranger in the •111•
gogue; she had bem kept at a ~stance, and bad 
bee Hcluded troa all participation ill th• lit• 
ot the coDgregaUon, bacl bee relegated to the 
gall er,., nm u waa the negro 1D. Southern churchH. 
'fh• -.:icipation ot the J niah 1'0lll&D. wu becuzi 1D. 
A.lban,y, by haYi.ng Jewish girls Bin& 1D. the choir, 
and thi• beginning ,,~ r~oroed b7 the 1.D.trodu.c
tion of taail7 pews. 

•ixed Hating was 1.D.deed a bold atep. Yet it H•• it waa popular 

aaong th• lai t;r ot Will•'• congrecation. Por eoae J ewa, •• had been the 

caae ill Germ&D.7• aepare.te aeatine was a aark of Judai-' • oriental 

nature , aoa•thing that •enJ.ightmecl Aaerie&ll Jn.- were eager to do 

away with. In the United State•, the traclition.al H&UDC coD.tllcted 

W1 th the Cult of True Woaanhood' • •pb.aai• on th• wperior apiri tua.11 ty 

ot woaen and their i.llporlance ill th• f-.1.ly - a,abolically underlilled 

perhaps, by the t..U.y pn. J ewa were alao quit• probabl7 attracted 

b7 th• eiaple id•• ot faaili•• ntti.D.g together at e~c••· lie• 

was right in aeeing it aa an •taporlant step"; 1 t wu a real retom 

which brought woaen ll terall:r onto the ._. lnel aa aen. 'fhey were 

no• part ot .th• •~ce, u Ii•• aentionecl. It waa a bec:tnn1ng. 'fh• 

.,.bolic uae of the blact/ala••r:r iaac• was alao comonl7 emplo7ed b7 

eoae retomera when comparing the •Uuation of J nish we.en under th• 

halacha. In a aiailar way, U waa a popular 1.aa&• UIOD.g -.rl7 aboli

Uonist-suth'agiate who likened wo•en'• pontion to that of aln'er.y. 

The "••••r• oondemaaUon• of ai.xecl aeatine cue troa orlbadox 

rabbis, and, of course, froa Iaaac L••••r, who co-•t•d that th• 

epee47 growth of the nn congregation wae "worlh of ia1 tation". 

Howner, he objected to fuiliH Bitti.D.g together 1D. pna: •our 
readera will eaail7 recognise 1D. this another reto:ra of th• Doctor'•, 

one b7 no ••an• to be comaencled" • 56 

Th• contro••ra1 oTer a ab:ed choir boiled up again 11ben Ii•• 

1.D.trocluoed a choir 1.nclucling " a nuaber of young girl•" 1.D.to hi• 

Cincinnati congregation, Bene J eahrun, 1D. 1854. 'fhe •:rnacosu• hacl 

attempted to • • tabliah a choir - whether aixecl or not i• unclear -

before Wise• a arriT&l, though its failure to do so •••• to ha•• been 

clue to a lack ot organisation rather than objection to th• choir iclM.57 
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When Wi••' • choir tint took part in a aerrice, it• debut was aarked 

by acclaia. lo on• 1n the cong:regaUon apparentl7 objected to the 

mixi.ng of ••x•• therein., or to the sound ot female Yoices du.ring the 

serrice. 

Wise had started hi• own periodical, !ht Israelite, that aaat 

7ear, and in 1855 flung down th• gauntlet in two arUclH answering 

the q\lesUon: "Dota the Canon La• pemit Ladies to sing in the 

Synagogue?• : 

!he aboYe Q\lHUon is agitated again by our 
h1'P•r-orthodox trienda to whoa th• standard 
aax1a of orthodo~, '!he c'18toa of I arael 1• 
Law' is not orthodox enoU«b; for if so, th97 
•ollld be obliged to adlli. t that ladies a1ng 
in our most respectable •J'D8Cogaes • • • 

Was it indeed a wideapread practice •• Wise stem• to indicate, or is 

ht referring to hie two COD&l"eg&tiona as "ot.r aoat respectable 

synagogues?" In the eaat article h• writH: 

We adaUted Din• y-.re ago ladiH into the 
81Jl&COgue choir of Al~, B.Y., and when 
the rabbis of London wrote to I ew York on th• 
dedication of the Wooster Street e,nagogue, 
that the ladies should not be admitted to the 
eynagosu• choir, •• did not mow whether to 
pity their iporance ••• 58 

It would se• therefore, that at least 90ae congregation• other than 

Wiee'• were willing to experiaent with mixed choir• - to the point of 

bringing down the wrath of rabbia acroH the Atlatic. In 1852, two 

years before Wise•• arri•al in Cinc1nnati, the other congregation in 

that cU7, Bene Ierael, decided after aach diacuaaion to perait a 

mixed choir. 59 That the Londonera •er• notified indicate• that there 

was oppoaiUon to th• .,.,.e. Yet, it there ••re indeed a cliaate of 

opinion 8110ng J ... that did not Ti .. the introcblction of a mxed 

choir as an nmt of earth-ahattering aap.1 tude, it would npla1n 

the relatiTe ease with Whioh Wi•• accoaplillhed th••• refo199. Bi• 

congregations did not ••• to object, nor apparently, did MJl7 

••b•ra of the Wooster StrHt •J!la&OSU• in In York. One aust aak, 

therefore, if the i811ue waa really one of religious ...noipation of 

woaa or aestheticaT In hi• second piece on the question Wis• wrot-.: 
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It is most desirable and recommendable, that our 
ladies shoul d take an active part in synagogue music 
and divine service. Let them add to the devotion of 
the heart, the solemnity of the ceremonies. and the 
decorum in the divine place of worship. Let them 
consider themsel ves bound in duty t o participate in 
the worship of the Almighty, and the edification of 
the human neart. Let the daughtem of Israel stand 
high to our God, and utter His praise and His glory 
with a pure. devout and pious heart, as our mothers. 
?li riam, Deborah and the daughters of the Levites did 
in days of yore. We have 10118 enough SUJ18 metaphysics 
and prayed logic, l et heart and sentiment come into our 
li turgy by song, and music, by femal e voice and female 
heart .bO 

We can see 11ise balancing two of the Reformers' ma jor objectives, decorum 

and aesthetics in the service, with an enlarged, more nequal" role for 

women. It seems th~t be had both in mind, though we may posit that 

aesthetics was the means of entry f or women into synagogue choirs. 

Wise does go on t o say, however, that women should feel "bound in duty" 

to participate in what had been a strictly ma.l e preserve - the service 

itself. We may recal l similar calls for women to see their "duty" in the 

German rabbinical conferenc es. What did this "duty of participation" 

entail in the mind of Wise and the others? !!2.!. leader ship such as reading 

from the pulpit or being called to the Torah, but being pr esent, readiJ18 

along in their service with the men. joining the choir and, in some 

places, sitting with t he men. Wise also reveals a view of women that i s 

typically Victorian and Cult-approved: t hat "heart and sentiment" would 

come into the service through "the female voice and t he femal e heart " . 

What Wise had done in these articles was to apply Reform theories 

of halachic development to a particular question. Thus he traced the 

talmudic passage (Berachot 24a/Kiddushin 7a) which implies that the 

voice of woman is seductive and arouses "impure affections" to show that 

it is only one opinion, and that the thrust of hal achic opinion would, 

on the contrary, seem to permit women' s participation. Such an exercise 

was typical of early Reform when it was s een as important to proTe a 

basis for reform in the hal acha itself. Wise's inTocation of biblical 

precedent is a lso t ypical - "lxiirie.m, Deborah, and the daughters of the 

Levites". Reform urged a return to a pure, ethical Judaism 
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unencuabered b;r what it supporter• ••• as the "oriental.i_.. alien to 

Judaia inherent in mach of the traditional liter&t'llZ'e. Soae were 

wilU .ng to place the bl ame tor this "corruption" on t h e clo•• prolCild. t7 

ot J .. s to the land• where I•lam dneloped, a low opin:lon of that 

religion perhaps 4nelopi,ng b;r o81110ai• in the predominanU7 Chrietian 

culture of WHtern Burope ancl Aaerica. 

Wise bad challenged "the Rabbi• of London and our opponmt• in 

th• United States" to re~ect his arguaat and noted their "qaeer 

notion" of keeping •omen fro• singJng. Sneral aonth• later a aeries 

ot artiolH appeared in The Occidpt, troa the pen of s. Jacob•. "To 

the Editor of the Inw.eli te". .Jacob• dispatH WiH' s use and interpreta

tion of the texts and giTH an 1.ndioation of th• Ti .. of 1f0men helci 

by the aore traditio~ded Jewa of the tiae: 

One tbilla i• nnerthelHa certain, that there 
is an attracti•• po•er in the dulcet, notH of 
dear woaan• • TOioe, exercising an in.tlaence o•ez• 
aan altogether ditterent fro• that prochtced b;r 
the atenu •oice of aan. !his influence aa7 
be for good or for ml. Thia Will, ot course, 
depad_a great cleal upon the character and di•
pod. tion of thoH on whoa 1 t is exerted. The 
SJ118&ope, howner, llhould be as free as po••ibl• 
tram uq in.tluencH but thoH whioh are directed 
and calculated to awaken a •ens• of huaili t;r, and 
a clnout aad aoltmi consciouan••• that •• are 
etanding in the •IJaUBt and mi.ght7 prHence of O\U' 

7ather 1ll heaTc. bl 

In thi•, Jacob• oont11l\lee a 11.Jl• of thoug!& nidat in th• halaoha, and 

iJl the TJ0-1.audic paaaagH in que•Uon (Berachot 24a/Ki.cldullhin 7a)• which 

bl-• male luat on the woac. It i• apparent that S&loh an 14• doe• 

not tit Ter, ••11 w1 th the pure aonl. superiori t;r iJl things apiri tual 

of the f-1• according to the Cult of 'fl'll• Woaanhood. It ca be He 

that, in religioua .. ttv,, orthodox .r ... re3ectecl the Cult Tift of 

woMn though they accepted it iJl area• ot their liTH outd.4e the 

SJ118&0&U•· The;r ••r• williq to liTe with thi• apparat contn.411.otion -

though it is cloubtt'ul that the7 11&• it as 8Uoh. 

Jacob• otters a aerioua critiq\le of the appartnt Jletom loTe attai.r 

w1 th aHthetioa. B • worriea that "1 t i• now fa•t conTerting our 

plac•• of 'public worahi.p' 1.Jlto the concert l'OOa, wller• woam &Z'9 to 

be the • pr1ma do11D&e' , and am are to be entertai.Jlecl 1d. th their delicioua 

warbling&". 67 '!his 1s 1.Jl4ee4 a 'ftl14 ori tioi• - W1ee' • on desol"ip

tiona ot the ohoir'• con~l"ibutions ll&k• tho•• ae• aore like a concert 
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th.all part of a worabip aernce. Such cou.tlich oTtt th• l'Ol• ot tb.e 

choir haT• continued in ll8ll,J religioue circle• to the prHat da.7· 
One 1• ab'uck b7 Jacobla' conceni that woaen would be center-etac•. 

with aa left ._. aere obaenere. !hie~ haT• been a real tear on 

th part of the orthodox, who were concU'lled wUh aa1Jltain1n1 ule 

heg..o!Q' in the religioua aphve. 

••Uher aid• in the 41apute awa7ed th• other, nor was that reall7 

th• point of such debate. !h•H litft'U7 duel• ••r• wriUa to win 

oTer the .r ewimh reader to the cauae of Jletom or Orthodox;,. It ia an 

interHting footnote to the earl7 retoma of Wiae on behalf of women 

that wha his Cinoi.Jlnati congregaUon undertook exteneiT• renoTattona 

including the addition of an organ and eeate in 1855, there wae no 

mention of the poaeibilit7 of the inaUtution ot taily pewa. In 11.lht 

of thia, the •bold etep" in .llban;f ...... to baT• been u auch a utter 

of economce - to &Toid r..o.al ancl rearraD1••t ot the •••tin« - aa 

U wae a blow tor the •ancipation of Jewish women. It may also be 

that the Cincillll&U congregaUon waa far 110r• oonaerYaUTe ill this 

regarcl than Wise'• own Alban;f splinter-group. !'hough th97 cheerecl. on 

uny other of Wise' • reforms, he .. ,. haTe bee enough of a poli Ucian 

to realize that euch an innoTation would not receiT• widespread support. 

The conpoegation did nentuall;y illatUate aixed seating when it moTed 

into a new building in. 186). 

It is certainly clear that WiH oonaldered iaproTing and enlargin& 

the scope ot J •wish woaen• a actirtties ancl religious l'Ol• to be a 

central part of hie Reform ideas. A ran&• ot reaaont.na colored the 

Refol'lllers• new of t•ale religious emancipation in America, ae it did 

in G•rm&n.7· Soae rt .. ed J ewiah women• a religioua equa1U7 •• a blow 

against orient&li•,a "puritying4' of Jucld.•. l'or eoae this aa.1 

h&Te been coupled with a wish to conacioualy iaitate •uerioan" 

culture - part of which waa a Christian el•at - which at tb.ie period 

ezalted womanhood. Yet tor Wiee, and tor ll8ll,J others, the expan.11ion 

of woaan• s religioue l'Ole within J11d&ism was a matter ot aocial ~uatioe 

with which Jlefom would incr•llingl.J' idmUty. It n.a the wo1Hn' a 

nURoua role that ul tt.aatel7 concerned th• aa a rel.1.g1.oua moT•ct. 

Bence when aoat •poke ot female •equal.UT' thq uauall7 referred to 

women' a place and participation ill the ISJ'DS«Ogue. J ..tu woaen were 
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often pictured aa tollowinc their 11&1• co-religioniata on the path of 

reform. !he J ewiah woaan had been 4oubl7 reatricted, aa a Jew and as 

a Jewish woaan. Th• hl.ightaaent had take care of the toner· restric

tion. Jletom would rmo•• th• latter. Lahr 1.D the 19th cat1U'7 a 

promiJlent Reton rabbi would addreH J ewiah woaen: 

The hiato~ ot the J •• will be repeated in the 
record which the J eweaa ia about a•k1 ng tor 
herHlt • • • Sh• ahared th• fate of ne~ 
adherent of Judai•, but ill addi Uon she waa 
under the dHpoU• ot hall• Orientall•, eanc
Uoned b7 ~•ldlnc religiowt ri«oria • • • 
To~, the SJDacosu• has c ... ed looldng Baa~. 
Orientalia in thouaht, Ti ... and •Jllbol8 gl.eana 
b11t a ro11811Uc tribute in the reco.n•tructed and 
broadened !•pl• of Israel' a God. Into Weatern 
lit• the J .. has ~- hiaaelf • • • And th• 
J ..... without hentaUon follow• her b~ther'• 
lead. She ha• tuned hv •7•• We•tward. b) 

Certain factor• aa7 ha•• contributed to the Jewiah WOMD' • religioua 

..ancipation procHdinc on a broader and 81'1.tter scale in .A.aerie& tluul 

1.D Germany. .la was aentioned earlier, th• 11are dmocraUc atmo•ph•H 

ot the United State• was ill itHlf conduoiT• to experlamitaUon and 

chanc•· l'or aefomera, thia waa no doubt aided and abetted bJ the 

H)NU'at.ion of church ad atate. filer• was no official J ewiah repre•en

taU•• to the goYern.ent, no Jni.ah religious Htabliabaet that might 

be understood aa ,!ll! practitioners of Judai• or who, backed b7 

goTel'Dllent authorit7, aight dictate pattern. o'f ob•enance. Th• aall 

nuaber of rabbis, geographically scattered, with none pre--1nat 
~" poll Ucall7, 1•••AJlefon-aincled the f:reedoa to JN1"8U• their own rellgiowt 

id•••· 

Reform moaentum conti.Duecl to build before the CiTiJ. Wa:r. In 1855 

a Rabbinical Conference was conTaed ill CleTeland aainl.7 upon the 

illatigaUon of Wiae and others .,.pathetic to Jlefora. The di•cuanona 

there were b:roacll7 theological aa lletora and Orthodox supporters 

debated the place and intluence of the halacha. The queation of 

woaen• a role 4oea not appear to ha•• been brought up. The arri.T&l. of 

DaTid Ki.Dhorn that ••e year to take a position aa rabbi ill Bal tt.ore, 

and that of s-u•l .lcller in 1857 to be rabbi ot !•pl• im.nuel in 

••• York brought two major Gel'll&n lletonaere to the United Stat••· 

Both aen had been pre-emillent uong th• European Jlefomera on tiae 1.aaue 
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of J nish woaa• s equ.alit7. !he7 bad prHented a lagthl7 paper 

at the Bre•lau Co~erence in 1846 urg1Jl3 an expanded and d.Hpened 

role for woaea in Judai11111, and their ~luence would be felt at the 

upcoming Philadelphia COJderence of 1869. 

lotwithstanding debah O'Hr refonas such aa mixed choira and 

famil7 pne, th• -1.D subject of diecuasion in antebellua progreesiTe 

J ewillh arenu waa the qua11ty of feeal.e religious educatoD. Leeser, 

certa1nl.7 a "p:rogresa1.Te" on this ieaue, filled the columa of his 

journal with applause for f...te educators inTOlT•d in rnnn1ng Jewiah 

schools, and in those saae pacH he alao urged. an end to what se•• to 

ha•e been a still prff&lent cu•toa of proTiding J ewiah glrle w1 th an 

~eri.or J ewiah educaion: 

There appears to be an indittercce, or rather 
a total careleHneea in regard to the religious 
educaton of females, eTen amongst per•ona who 
are otherwise rel.1.glousl7 inclined. Wby such 
a •tate of things should exist, •• cannot nen 
co~ecture. Is a wo?l&ll a lHa responsible b~ 
than a aan? Is it not the mother fl'Oa whoa the 
child recei•ee it• first ideas, thou&)lta and 
iapresd.on.T Parents beware\ How 7au tri.fi• 
w1 th the felicit7 of ,our daughters. Let th• 
be taught to be at boa• in the S)'Dqogue, as 
well as in the d.ra"1ng-rooa, and then (but 
not till then) JOU Will ba•• done your dut7 
••• "Grace i• an illuaion, beaut7 ia •anit7. 
!he woman who

6
feanth the Lord, llhe alone 1a 

praisnorth7~ 4 

'or L•••er, woaen' s education waa priaaril7 esaential for their role 

as aother. Woaen should be •at hoa• in the S)'Da&OIU .. , but there, 

the7 were to pa)' the ... e deferace to their aen u the7 did at home. 

Leeser adwcated no change in woac• • religious role or "place", but 

rather sought th• enricbaent of their pre~ct situ.aUon. 

A• was the cue in Guaan.r, much of th• 141• tia• of the aecularl7 

educated daughter• of financiall7 aucoHst'ul .J nish hoaH waa taken 

u.p with ·the readiDg of popular roaantic no••la. Ie.B¥ Jniah 

apok••en t'uladnated qainat thi• - eapecia1l7 wha it took place 011 

th• Sabbath - and aoae used 1 t a• an argwact for a •re •erlou.a 

approach to a Jewish education for t...iea. !he a•aiailatioDin 

dangen of a J ewi~icnol"8Dt t...i.e Hx ena.oured ot popular Aaerioan 

culture (and 1 ta Christian •11tboli•) were clearl7 reoop.1.Hd b7 .an,y 
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Jnieh leaders. L .. Hr wrote: 

!hoH aen therefore will be benefactors to 
our people, who would compo•• book• which 
troa thdr i.Jatrinaic Yalu•, would becoae 
th• Sabbath r•di!J« ot our t-1H, and 
banish, at l•••t tor that aacred da7,th• 
baneful. habit ot indulpng in the peru.aal 
ot th• countl••• aaaa ot 81117 ~o••, 
which are conatantl7 following each other 
without end, &11 br•tbi.DC 110r• or l••• the 
.... aiekl.7 amtiaat&l.1 t7 and l•ding to 
no other nault than 'ritiatiag th• tute, 
and weateniDg th• religiows ••tiaeat which 
i• ao a a:r•t an om.et to h\lalm nature.65 

Woam and aen read DO'Hl• tor 118117 ot th• .... rea.ou thq atill 

ao. Bxcit••nt, ad•entlD'•, l"Oll&llce and the 'ricarioua liTiq ot another 

pereon'• 11,te •~eel aa an escape troa li••• that u.sual.17 contained 

little enough diTeraion and much aonoto~. Jewiah woaea doubtlHa 

felt th••• .... attraotiona, and aa the7 were hardl7 equipped b7 their 

education or ooWlllUld ty- cuatoa_ to deal with the olaaaic• of J ewiah 

literature, popular no••l• were p:ractical.17 all the7 had tor co-on 

diTeraion. 

In the pagH of the ImtU.$• WiH HW to haT• aU•pted to 

r-•~ this aoaewhat. Por 118117 7eara the Israelite carried noTela -

aany wr1 tten b7 WiH hia•elt - in aerial ton. What JIU•• theH 

significant i s thdr Jewiah oontmt, that would hopetull7 atrit• a 

reaponai•• chord withi.Ja th• reader and thua help to coabat aaaiaila

Uon. •ore iaportant tor our atu~ i• th• poai Uon ot woaen pro~ ected 

in th-. J'or the aoat part the t .. le character• were •~•d with 

the romantic propeitiea of the ~ which cloHlJ' followed the aol d 

ot the Tirtuoua Woaan. Yet in aoae instancea the female oharact•n 

appear to ha'H been deaiped aa role 90del• tor 110r• acti•• Jewiah 

women. In this tale •the Laat Stl"\ic&le ot the lation; or llabb1 

Akiba and Hi• Ti.lie" ot 1856 , Wise used the popular idioa ot the hiator

ical noYel to introduce heroic, acti•e t-ie ti.cures. Por the 

story ot Bar Kochba' a rebellion againat Roa•, WiH found, •1 had to 

illYent teaale characters. I gaye Bar ltochba a heroic wife, and illtro

cluced Beruriah aa her foster-daughter. She was, u ~ be ia•pned, 

Jleir' e belo•ed. I gave Rabbi Aqiba al.so a heroic daughter, who •Pl.&nla 

the l o'H ot Acher, and clri.Tes hira to de~r". 66 Sl.lCh a powerrul 

assembl y ot J n1.sh woaanhood .. 7 ••11 haT• been a welcoae change h'oa 
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the often obYioual7 Christian heroines of the popular romances. 

Jewish woaen could identity with th• - and rei.ntoro• their JewiabneH 

at th• aaa• time. 'fhe character• natural.17 ba'H didactic functions aa 

•ell: sacrifice tor and in•ol••ct with on•'• people and, 1.n the 

case of Aqiba' a daughter who spume the ora•en apostate Acher,a 
67 atroD& dose of anti-assimilation/intenaarrlage propacanda. 

Such Tenturea were hardl7 the antidote to the &or'r7 state of :fmale 

relicioua education. Wise spelled out the probl•, and a 110lution, 
68 

ill an 1858 editorial. entitled, "•• leed a Pemale College". Be 

understood the probl•s of identit7 faced by Jewish studcts in the 

T&riows :fmale acad-.1.ea aa4 collegH founded b7 Christian religious 

societies. At such illatitutiona alAiatera exercised great 1.Jltluence on 

student attair• and student• were expected to attend chapel senic••· 

'fo Wise, and other• not necesaarily in the .Refon c .. p, such exposure, 

with little or no Jnish education to ottaet or coapl•ent U, increased 

the clanger of aasillilatioa aaong those people who should be part of the 

hture of Juclai•. WiH ditterecl w1 th those who did not acree W1 th 

the R~o:na Tin o:f hll religious emancipation for woac. 'fhoae 

•couerY&ti•ea", he u.14, declare that :for woaen learning ~wit enough 

Hebrew to follow the pr&J'ers is suttioient •to understand ia out o:f 

the question". Wiae uaecl th• isaue to ••t forth th• Jle:fo:na n. .. o:f 

woaen' s role in Juclai• contrary to that o:f th• "co:nsenatiTes•: 

!rue to inherited Oriental pri.n.ciplH, they 
exclude woaen froa all relicioua comaunion, do 
not coUDt th• u peraona o:f ac• ill public worahip 
(to •~), or in :f-117 d990tion (to ••sumn, 
Kiddwah and Babdalah) ; they insu.l t nrq llOl'Ding 
their 110thera, daughtera and daters b7 aaJ'ing 
the ~er "BlHaecl art thou Lord our Goel, JCing of 
th• Uni•erse, that thou haat not •d• •• a woaan ••• 

!he7 :further cliaal.low th• :f-1e TOic• boa bein& heard cb&r1Dg cliri.ne 

worship, treating WGaen as "it U waa th• deati.D7 of th• f-1• to 
11•• in th• harem". Wise noted the cliacre)NUlC7 bet.em th• orthodox 

n. .. of women in general aociet7 and in rellg101u 

!he rabbinical. TOtaries • • • admit that th• 
position of women ha• changed :for the better 
in practical Ute; in religion, howner. th97 
would authorise no change. !h•1 therdor• adlll t 
that the f.al•• auat rec•l•e a good education tor 
all practical pUl'pO•H; but ill &•ligion it is in
different what our daughters lcnow .or ~Hl; •• the7 
are dter all aere cnmen in rel.1&1ous lit•. 
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"Th• trimd• of JJJ'OCHH th1lalc quite ditterenU7 on tbi• 8\lb~ect", 

cleclarH Wiae. A• a apoke...a tor tho•• "triads", Wiae rneala the 

linlcUC• beheen aetom idea• ancl the oont•poraz'J' Cult n. .. of woaan

hoocl that could not occur in 110re orthodox circles. Woaen, as the 

110r• spiri.tu.al aex, need religion aore than aen, and Wise quot•• "a 

modem writer" who aatea this clear:i 

.t man without eoae eort of reli&lon 1• at best 
a poor reprobate, the football of deatin1' with 
no ti• Hnk1ng h1a to intinU7, and to th• won
drous eternity that i• begun •ithin; but a woman 
without 1 t is nen wore• - a n... without heat, 
a rainbow without color, a flower without peduae ••• 

As if thi• weren't enough, Wise continues, the religioua eclucation of 

Jewish 7ou.th depends on their llOthV who au.et mow ho• to instruct th•. 

But for Wise and other Refomera, this is not the eole reason for improTed 

female education as it •••• to be for Leeser. The recognition of 

women as exercising a "ciriliaing" iAtluence on aen is apparent '9hen 

Wise says furthenaore that •our own di.Tin• aernce is so destitute of 

refined sentiments, because woaen baTe been excluded fl'Oa it in a Tery 

iap110per way". The r••d.:r to all this would be •a female acad-.r, 

where the daughters of Iara.el would be offered an opportuni t)' to tinillh 

their education, and ban th• benefit of a thorough and trDlightened 

religious instruction". 'fhis last sentmce lea.Tea no doubt ae to 

which stream of Judaia Wise felt esaenttal to the "daughters of Israel". 

The educational oenter that he enrieaged proTed to be an iapoeaib11Uy 

in the polarized Jewish co-un1t7 of the year. before the Ciril War. 

Wise would renew hi• call years later but \he proJ ect nner caae about. 

Reform ideas •ere ha"fi.q an ettect on Aaeri.can Jewish congrep

tions. .t eeri.ea of arUc1 u in the Oociclst in the autUllll of 1860 otter 

an insight into the path Retora took in some co~egationa with 

respect to f ... l• eaaancipation and the reaction to it. Leeser had 

been concerned aboutthe Refoni tendencies of one rabbi, Dr. Blcan 

Cohn, '9ho bad bea rabbi after Wise in Alb~ and was now •erri..11& 

Bmanuel CoJlO"eg&tion in SRD Prancisco. In the Sept•ber 13 iaaue, 

Leeaer noted: 
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•• are deeply painecl to l•am that our appr•
hen.aiona of th• probable course of DI'. Cohn haT• 
been Teri1'iecl. H• ha• propoHd the adoption ot 
th• ... York T..,1. prayer book and th• aeati.ng 
of aa and woac together ill the S111&80su•, ad 
what ia more the p2'0poaal waa aclopted at the 
largest •••tills of Iaraellt•• ner held ill San 
.. ranciacq1 nearly two hundred aeabere being 
pr•••t.l>~ 

It ie olnioua that LHHr was particularly upHt by the tact that the 

aa~or1 ty ot San Jtrenciaco J •'ft7 approTed of Cohn' e reto:raa. In the 

lo••-.. 15 i•eu•, Leeser began an article on the congregation with a 

strong attack on ltetora, Cohn ad the San 'rancieco Synagogue. He 

illcludecl~;teerntion• ot an intoraant Who aclTiHcl hill that : 

L•••er adds: 

On Sabbath 'fa1tl!C!h, Dr. Cohn preaohecl on Deut. ,.,.4 \\.-4-\,\\\, 
%:1Cd.. 12: "••••bl• the people, the ••, the woaen,A 
O't\~~ ,• ~ o., ~ theretroa, that aen, woaen, girls, 
~ c., are not only allowed to unite and hear the word 
of th• Lord, but thq are bouad to do ao. Re coaplaill-
td ot our religion aa haTiDg for such a length ot tia• 
excludtcl woaen troa ao ~ pr1TilegH to which the7 
are ~uatly ctitltcl, but that th• tia• haa coae when 
this ft'il o\lght to bt r••ditcl. ~h• ladiH were 
plactcl in ao ealted .a poaition by th• preacher, that 
they were th•••lTH nen talc• by aurpriee, aa 
their greatness was n•T•r before ao greatly appreciat
ed b7 th•.70 

le preauae th• tendaoy of the oration waa to •x
cuae th• aeati.ng of the Hxea together: in the 
Synqogue. In the Beth-11-Blleth of Philadelphia, 
the ainiater Q.Haer1) choae lately th• •-e HftlOD 
text aa a aub~ect of hi• diecourae ; but he uatcl it 
to exhort th• ladiea, that U the7 11'1.ahtcl to be 
•cs"8.l to th• aa in rel1g1oue .. ttera, and ha"T• a 
proper benefit troa attading placea of worship, 
they auet qualify th•••lTea by an endeaTOr to 
becoae acquainted 11'1.th their dutiea, and be titted 
thereby to be trainers of th• youq ill all that the 
Lord has COlllllUlded. 

Differing .. nioDic interpretation of th• ... , Biblical TerH 

reTeale the atU tudH of Retoa and "Ortbocloz;f' toward -••a rel

igious role. Again Leeeer, ae epolc..an for the aor• traditional new -
though hi• ideas would ... to place him ill the nnk• of th• preaat

day ConserY&tiTe llOT•ent - etreseee woaa'• tr1&e religious role aa 

"trainere ot th• yo'IJZJ#f". It appears that h• conoeiTes of f-1• 

religious equalit7 ill tU'IU of a syate.-" ot eeparate but "equal" epheres. 
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Such a concept was an el•ent within the Cult ot 'frue W011•nhoocl, 

wbioh tolcl •oac that the7, u 110thers/hoa..altera were equal. to (n•, 

at times, superior to) their worlcing mm. Thia wom~-home aan-work 

dichoto~ aa7 ha'H found a aympathetic echo aaong thoH who wished to 

retain the traditional Jewish religious clinaion wherein woman• a role 

waa priaarily focu.aed on th• home. She concerned heraelt with the 

ui.ntenance of the lan ot 1"1.tual pllrit7 pertaining to food (kaahrut) 

and t&lli.17 (attending the mikTeh), and -.;y h&Te gi·nn el•enta17 in

atl'\.lction to th• young. 'fh• aale religious role waa expresaed 1n 

•Jna«ogue attendance and atu~. Leeser, repreaentinc a 11e>re •1iber&l" 

approach within the traditional tnaework, adTocated an expanaion of 

woaan's role, whereb7 she would take greater reaponllibilU7 for the 

religious trainiq of th• young. 'fhls p1"1nciple of granting elastic

it7 to the periaetera of woaan•e sphere was qld.te poalliblJ' a matter of 

practlcali t7. 'fhe demands ot a•ki ng a 11 'dng in 19th century Aae1"1ca 

took IDaD7 Jewish aen awa7 from their traditional role aa teacher to 

their children. It ns not a draatic change tor woaen to aaauae that 

role, as 1n ailailar fashion woaen could expand their •JDaSogue cha%'1t

ies into BeneTOlent Societiea end other philanthropies. Combinin& 

the •l•enh ot faail.7 education ancl co-unit,. pbilanthl'On led woaa 

to becoaing acti•e 1n Jewillh "Sabbath Schools", theae roles reaaining 

well within the tnditional f-1• aphere - siaplJ' expanded. 

aetom p1"1ded itHlt partl7 on inriting woaen to ~oin men 1n 

a 11e>re or 1 eas •common" religioua sphere. Por the aeto:raera the •l •ent 

ot the Cult of Tl'\.le Womanhood that beat tit their philoeo~ -• i ta 

celebration ot woaci as aupe1"1or moral ud religious beings, or at 

least !QU&ll.1 able to coaprehad 110ralit7 and reli&ion. The worahlp 

ot Womanhood eaail7 coabined with Retom• • antl-oriatal -n.- ot the 

h&lacha: women are •en's equal.a (at lea.at), therefore ~bi.Dg that 

degrades woaen ia wronc (or old-tuhloned, or ol"iental). 'fhua Retom, 

1n purging Judai• of Us •onentali_. will .tree woaen. 'fhat 

h'Hdoll, howner, had it• on peculiar ll•it•, aa dicl wo.•' • t'reedoa 

within the Cult. The Virtuous Woman waa for cleo.clea ual.tecl on and 

llllited to her pedestal. !'he Reform Jnlah WOMD,,.. •equal" to men 

within Jlefom but it was not for llU.T 7e&ra that ah• could indepenclat-

17 hold congregational ••b•rehip or eit on it• board, and llU,T •re 

7eara before she could becoae a rabbi. 
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Deapite the opposition ot LHHr aacl others, The lletom mo•-•t 

ancl epeoU'lc rdora8 were ottm ••lcoaed b7 congregation8. On lo•-bv 

22, 1860, th• Ooo1cl9$ ran the report ot the Su l'ranoisoo congregation'• 

presiclct "in o!'der that people U7 ••• ho• th• ••• thing can be Tined 

b7 different parti•e". 71 Th• preaident gaT• a glowi.ng acoo1.111t ot th• 

oongrecatton!• grorih, gi'ri.ng 11Uoh oreclit to the "noble-heartecl, l•arn

ecl, and eloquent 41Till• ••• lln. Blcan Cohn". Bi• report tell• ua 

ot :r•t another retom attecttng woaen, which wae apparentl7 ••11-receiT-

eel: 

The ladi•• Who Jd.ndl;r whmteered to eing in the 
choir, I thank, and would reoo-end •uitable prH
ente ahoulcl be giTa and preeenhd tor the reaq 
aanner and 1'Q8 the7 ha•• alW&)'• aaeieted ua in 
beautityi.nc ol.ll' 110de ot worship, and I tbink they 
• • • aeri t ,our approbation. 

A ;rear before hie death Iaaao L .. Hr Wl'Ot• an article under the 

title "Bclucation" • laaenting it• 80ft"1 •tat• and auggHting that Yi'?\~'1 

o t +'-'._ -~os \ pe.Y-f\~y.c ¥\~ pro bl_. ot .J niah education were -cl• 
wore• b;r Retom. 77 He aentionecl th• hesitanC)" of congregatton• to 

follow the retom• proposed b;r WiH and Binhorn, :r•t "still they about 

tor progrHa and it• leaden\ l'or What? •• cannot answer; unl•H it 

be that the attractione of mtsic Jmd choir and the Oezwan or Inglish 

language are too great to be resister. Th• support of women for the 

lletom mo••ent •••• to ha•• been notable, tor Leeaer held th• high-

17 responaible tor the unhappy situation of .Tudai• aa he saw it: 

They are huc•l7 ticlcled with th• respect paid to 
woaen's righh, or the apparent equalit7 with the 
aen which the modems concede to th•; and tor this, 
it tor no other reason, the7 ~oin in th• about of 
p£0mts, not k::nowin&, poor lhin&a, that with it. 
adn.nce much ot the ancient chaatit;r and retiring
ness ot the ol d women of Israel ha•• naporated into 
thin. air, .and that they are th• actual 10•81'8 in th• 
estiaation the7 were tomerl:r held at boae, u wiTes, 
110thers, clauptere, triencla, the true cli&ractere in 
which women should exoel. Had the7, therefore, a 
trl.ll.1 religious education, woul.cl they not see their 
proper poaition in Juclaia! Would they not prefer 
their solid empire of the hoae, 11hue they ca 
trl.ll.y rule in the ~•ction of their parents, hua
banda, brothers, triendBT Has progreea brought 
th• ~ good? •• think not, and later experience 
will contim our aasertion. 

Paced •Uh the adTances ot Retora, LeHer longed for a "good old claye" 

wherein all had their place - and sta7ed there. He t'retted, •• would 
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others, J ne and Gentil~ that if woaen forsook thet'l' hoae- role the7 

would ceaH to be Tirtu.oua Women. J. mp![ religious ed\le&Uon, he 

aaaertecl, would result 111 women accepting their role and place with

o\lt complaint. 

In addition to mixed choirs and faaily pne, llefom bacl illtrod\lced 

another religioua change that ~ected woaa. Ill J.aerica, the tirat 

contir11&1:ioll ot boy• and girl• together wae at !•ple Baaa\lel in lft 

York Oil th• fHUTal ot ShaYUOt 1848. 72 It was introcl\lced by Rabbi 

Leo •enbacher, possibly the first "Refona" rabbi in th• United States. 

WiH 1111:rod\lced the rite into hi• congregaUon in J.lbany around that 

Uae aa well, and after hi• .,.,. to CincimlaU, aade llixed contin1&tion 

part of hi• fira1: Shaw.ot ••rwice there in 1856. 74 Before he left for 

Ohio, Wise had written on "The Contir.ation and Bar •Unah", arguing 

that Conthtlation should replace Bar •Unah, as the former rite did 

not exclude woaen.75 Contir11&Uon gained eo auch 1.n popularity aaong 

lleton-orientecl gz"Oupa that lauftunn Kohler' a 1903 article on th• 

eub3ect could etate: 

The ceremo11.7 hae since gained ao fil'll a foothold 
111 .America that there ia llOW no progr,Hsi'H J ewiah 
congregation ill which th• annual contination on 
Sheb\l'ot ia not a regular feature of congregational 
lil• and one of the ••t i.Jlapiring ceremoniH of 
the Whole year.76 

What tho•• who opposed contination ob3ectecl to was to a great extent 

th• acUTe role it ga•• to twl• in a 8JD9COC\l• worahip Hrwice. !hey 

aleo cri Uciaed 1 ta .JU>n-J ewiah o~• which in their rt.., •cl• 1 t 

doubly clallned. J.s 41.d th• Oeman llefomera, their J.aerioan co\lllter

parts defended th• cueo11.7• a introduction pl"iaarily u a "•r• equal" 

Teraion of the Bar •unah rite siJlc• it allowed the participation of 

both eexH. !he 8\lbatitution of contil9&t1on for Bar •J.tnah repreaent

•cl th• a1u of Refozw and coDfilWlltion waa a dignifted and decorou.a 

aenic• borrowed from Western religious culture that P•• All Jewiah 

children the opportunity to •contir." their Jniah al.leciance. To 

th• llefonera, th• Bar •Unah n.a..a part of the noiey and und.ignifted 

Sabbath aerrioe that reeked of oriental.ta - one proof of Which n.a 

it• exclusion of f-1.es. !he Bar •Unah bo7 chanted a aaal.l portion 

of the Torah reading. Th• contiraand gaYe a reasoned speech &bo\lt th• 
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iaponanc• ot .h.utaia. l'or the Reformers, confi.rmaUon •Jllbolized. th• 

•t7le of th• •ne.- .Judai.•, and the;r were not loathe to mention th• 

benefit a for woaa that cue with Us introduction. Shonl7 after the 

tUJ'D of the cent\ll')', ltaufaann Kohler, the president of the Hebr .. 

U:nion Collece, wrote: 

Ceremoni•• which ueign to woam an interior rank 
according to Oriental notions are out of place with 
us. Jletom Ju4&1.a recognises woaan aa aan• • equal 
and ae•• in her deeper motional nature, Which i• 
aore reapolls1•• to the proapting11 of the apll"it, th• 
real 1napir1ng intluenc• for reli&ioua lit• in the 
household. Acoordiql.7 all th• certmo:niH in th• 
doaeatic lit• toda.7 should be Occidental rather than 
Oriental in tom and character. 77 

After caaUgating those R•fora congrecationa that still adhered to th• 

•ae•ningl ••••Bar •itnah Cft'WJl7, h• continued.: 

!be -•t the Oriental notion of th• euperiori t7 
of aan o••r woman in r•licioua life we.a abandoned., 
a fora of consecration for th• 10unc of both aexH 
... instituted in Ua place and th• beautiful rite 
of Codirmation waa adopted.. 

!wel•• years later Juliiq •orceatem - who would ahonl7 there

after succeed Kohler to th• preaideno7 of Bebrft Union Colle&• - auzmed 

up th• accoapliahaent11 of Refora in an addreaa, •were Iaaac •a7er 

Wise Ali'H Toda.,-. Be, too, chose confi.rmaUon to aak• the point of 

th• Refona .J ewiah woaan' a religious -.ncipation: 

A significant, poaiti•• a4ftDC• haa bee 11&4• 
in th• clnelopaet of the CV..OJl7 of contina-
tion in oonnectlon with the Shabuoth fut1T&l. 
And in codorai t7 with th• tedenc7 of aod.G"Dia, 
woaan baa been accorded, or ather has won for her
self, a posi Uon of approximate equali tJ' . .and rHpon
si bilU7 in J ewiah congrecational life. 78 

It· ia re•ealing that b7 the early 2oth cent\ll')', oonfi.N&Uon had 

coae to represent a nbrant proof of Jletona' a co-1taet to incr .. dng 

woman• s role. Conti:raa.Uon had become th• quinteHenUal Retom 

innontion on behalf of woaen. 

iii) The Philadelphia Coderence 

In 1869 the first tNl7 Refora-apirited. rabbi:nioal coderenoe 

took place in Philadelphia. In perauing ih llinutea one ia struck lrJ' 
th• aiailariUea with the d.iacuaaion of the 
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Gezoaan conterenc•• of the 1840s. !hie ie, of course. no accident. 

B7 that year en•1'8l. llefom-w.incled rabbis bad coae to th• United Statea 

t1"oa G~ and other placH in Europe, 1.ntent on tranaplanting 

lletom Juclai• to America. !bat they cli•acr••d with each other, 1.n 

particulu WiH w1 th linhol'll, is not the pronnce of thi• etuq. 

1Jhat ie aipiticant tor our 8Ub~ect are the efforts of th• contermce 

1.n changing the statue ancl role of the Jewish woman. •ot surpriri.ngl.7, 

these efforts ••r• clirected at the reform of u.rri~• ancl cli•orce 

laws. Abnhaa Oetaer had proposed 8Uch reforaa aa earl7 aa 18)7 1.n 

Ger.any, and preauaabl7 so•• of the Philadel phia contcees were ac

quainted with hi• work and the subsequent German discussion of the 

issue. 

At the conference• s third session. with tile newl y arri:••d Rn. 

Dr. I .M. Wise in attmdanc•. Einhorn•• aotio'1e on the aarri.age sernce 

were read and cliscuaHd. '!be two that aost cl1rectl7 rneal the Retoner'B 

tbinld.ng on fmale religious emancipation are the first two articles p~ 

poeed. Article one stated: 

At the solmnisation of the marriage the bride 
ahal.l no longer pla7 a paaai•• role, but there 
ahall be reciprocal Yon on the part of the bride
grooa and the bride b7 the utte1'9Dce of the saae 
aarri.age fomula coabined with the reciprocal off
ering of wedcling ringa.79 

The strong reciprocal el•ent in 41nhorn• a aotion clisturbed some. 

S .H. Sonneachein of St. Lou.is agrHd that "the bride shall no longer 

play a paesi•• rol e" but argued againat a autual exchange of rings. 

Binhom ll!lswered that such an exchange indicated, aa the lid.mite• relate: 

!he acceptance of the contenaent of equal status 
on the woman, which wae uni ••raall7 acJmowl.edged, 
Quid wbiclO auet al..o ti.Del expreeeion 1.n the 
folW\lla of the ••dcl1.ne cer..oD,J. !bi• clid not 
concern "women's rights", but the denial of the 
false, oriental etatue of the woaan.80 

Binhorn'• last stat•mt appears to &'.••an i.Ddication of the true moti..

Uon behind eoae Reformer•• efforts 1.n widening -.en• a role. Such 

efforts were not to be -d•, i.t s•••, to aobine for woaen What wu. 

tileir natural "rights", but rather as a step toward.a elilllD.ating the 

ao-oal.led "oriental" intluences 1.n Judai•. It -7 aleo be a reference 

to the rising suttra&• •••ent, in 1d:d.oh ca•• BiDllon would ••• to be 

purpoeel7 separating hi• motiYaUon troa such c:roupa ad atftraillg hi• 

Retom Jewish reasons. It waa not a matter of &n.J woaen'• rights 



aoT•ent but rather one of retonilag Judai•. When WiH declared hi• 

aaas•ent at 'th• iaportaDc• gi.Ten to th• rin&, linhom atrHaed that 

an •xchanc• ot ring• wae •neoenary" for th• • equal1 t7 of both part

ne!T'. 81 Th• motion pueed. 

!he •eoon4 arUol• propoHd aa the llU'ria&• tonula aai.4 b7 th• 

groom to th• bride: •ae thou consecrated unto •• accor41.ng to th• la• 

ot God• . While ao•t ot the rabbi• who co-ented on this 41•cua••d the 

tomula'• 41tteraoe troa 'th• aore traditional ua .. • (which etate4 

" ••• according to th• Law of •o••• and Israel•), S•u•l Adler wae 

concerned that "Conaecrated unto ae• was not expreeaiT• enough ot the 

aal'riag• relatioJ18hip. 82 H• propoaed that the worie •aa wit.- or 

"huabaD4• be adde4 b7 the rHpectiT• parti••· !hi• speaking role 

coupled w1 th a autual exchange of ri.nc• would ad th• b.rid•' • •paHi.n

tJ" during the C-..OJl1'. Th• second aotion was p&Hed as aaa4ed. 

The, other reaolutiona and their 41acuaaion centered on remoTing 

froa th• aarri. .. e c~n7 aJl7 other •oriental• cuatou and 414 not 

aenti.on woaen per ••· Th• 41•cuaaion on 41TOrc• r•TOlTed around the 

iaeue of "d.ina cl'-lchuta 41Aa - th• la• of th• land i• the law" in 

41Torc• ca•••· 

!hua it ••_. that woaen werm• t reall7 th• central iaeue in th• 

Philadelphia 41•cuaaion• ot areaa of J ewiab 11.t• that affected th•. 

Th• key iaaue appears to haT• been getting rid ot •orientali•• conn

ected with theH areas. To be sure, woaen would benefit from aaJl7 ot 

th• euueated retoms and, b7 at least two of 'th•, were gi.Ten aa actiT• 

role in the marriage cermC>Jl7. But this does not •PPM.I" to haT• been 

the Conference' a principal aoUT&tion in thi• area. 

!he Conference laid the groundwork for th• eatabliabaat of a 

national congrecational organisation and -d• it apparet that auch an 

organisation wol11.d be Refon, aach to Wis•' a 41eappointaent (h• had 

hoped tor a group that woilld represent~ American Jn•). In 187) 

the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC) n.a eatabliahed, 

coapriaed of ·aouthern and western congregations. It Cl"e&tecl the 

Hebrew Union College (HUC) in 1875, and, in:..1878 ualpaated •Uh th• 

••hrn Board ot DelegatH of American Iaraelit••· B7 that tiae 

Retom J •wiab woaen ••r• beginning to tHl the Cllft'Cta ot religiou• 

moT•enta and social change uen aore acutel7 that the7 had in the 

7•8Z'• before. 
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iT) Th• Jewieh Woman• a Religious Role - !he Iapact of Karly Retora 

!Juoough the 1840•, 50•, and 60a, the 1..ntluence of Reton ideas on. 

Jewish woaen waa lillited tor the aoat part, to thoae congregation.a whoH 

pulpU was occupied by a rabbi who aoupt to iapl•en.t th•. In moat 

87Jlag()guea, Retoni or not, Women r..ained in the gall•r.J· A.n obsener 

in aicl-centlll'7 Chicqo wrote ot a tried who 

took ae to the tint Retona t•ple I had ner 
Tinted ••• Dr. lle(r)sbacher waa ih rabbi. 
!her• I 'found the •l• attendaDta diTided, on.e 
clue coapoaed ot thoH with hat•, the other of 
those with ca pa. The woaen. were then •till in a 
separate part of the t•pl•. but whether they, 
ale~~ ••r• claaaitied •• to headgear, I can not 
aa7.tt) 

In geneftl 9 women'• religious role had atretched to include educa

tional and philuthropic work. Thia aieht be SJDacogue centered u waa 

that of the ladiH ot Bal.ti.ore'• Lloyd StrHt co!ICJ"•gation. !'he 

eynagogue board ot aanagere paaHd a reeolution thanking th• tor 

•presenting the aegn1ftcen.t TelTet curtain 11hich decorate• th• Arlt". 84 

Or their work Id.pt take th• out into the wider co-uni t7 •• did that 

of the •tadi••' Hebrew Relief Sft"iJl8 AHociation of Philadelphia•. 

Their aiae, like thoae ot eo aaJ17 aild.lar ladies' societies in both the 

Jewieh and non.Jenaco-UD.itiea, ••r• -To cloth• the naked, to teed 

tho•• who hunger, to ehelter th• houaeleae, to be kind and charitable 

to an•. !'hey added that such lott7 goals •are amo114 th• hicb••t 

attributes ot our national charactu". 85 !h•H woaa wen co.nten.t to 

act in their rolH aa def'ined by a combination of the •cuu• and Jftiah 

tradition. 

A tn were not content, howner. •tnna Cohen IClHbug (1841-1878) 

was an accoapliahed writer and po.t in her natiT• G•l'IUD7 before OOldJaa 
to the U.S. following the CiTil War. Jacob •aroua report• that while 

•till a child ehe resented that she could not becoae Bar 111.tnah. She 

felt the in~uatice When woaen were denied the opportUD.it,. tor u a4Tuoed 

Jewish education, and retorted to the -1• bcediction that thuked God 

tor not haTinc been mad• a wo1181l, •thank God I wa• aot or•ted a -i•86 

Isaac •ayer WiH used her poetry in hi• ~ )'Ublillhecl in th• 1860a. 

lUeeberg, lik• PeniD& •oiee, wu able, through her talent u a writer, 

to take on the role ot lit_urgiet. LUU• wonder. then, that ah• was a 
'"' atroq supporter ot Retonrenca, rne&ling 11hat had becoa• th• Ti• 
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ot Retona women when. she said that the three pillars of Aaerican Juclai-
87 . 

were the BetonD t•pl•. the religous school and the home. The 

Retol'll woaan had bem allowed to add the sphere of the 9JD8&0gue to her 

other actiTe Jewish i.DTOlT•ent with school and hoae - \Ull.1.ke her llOft 

traditional sisters. 

Thia public religi.oua inTOlT•ent in t•ple waa the aa3or 41atingu1ah

ing :feature ot the Jletona woau' s role. .As Karcu• haa noted, a f .. 

women attcded d&i.17 serri.c•• in small towns. "In th• oitiH, women 

did come on th• Sabbath, parti.cula:rly if they worshipped in the Retom 

t•plH where the ••mon and a\lCh ot the liturgy was in Inglish or 

German'!. 88 Refol'll serri.ces 11\lSt h&T• bem a powerful attraction tor 
woaen who, lacking knowledge of Hebrew, could follow along and partici-

pate 1D their TU"D&Cular. Karcus 1• correct, bo•ner, in adTisin& 

caution against •peculation 1D this area: "It is difficult, Te'1:'7 41tt-

icul t, to detel"lline if women retained tro11 attending the synagogue be-

cause they had so little to say, or because their role in the ritual 

was almost non-existent". 89 One can ia•g:f ne that women did feel aore 

welcoae .!! .!2!!1!B in Reform congregiltiona, U they ~could accept the 

Reform Tin of a de'Hloping Juclaim. Whatner their agenda, the 

Reformers had made woaen'• religious inequalit7 an issue, an effort that 

could only haTe been aided b7 the Ti.ft of woaen held by general J.11-

erican aociet7. Reto:na ottered women .iiat Morgenstern correctly called 

only "approximate" equality, yet it was still at least a step away 

from the old taboos. 

In an 1876 editorial, "Women in the Synagogue", Wise spoke of the 

role of Re~orm - and himself - in the beg:tnn1nga of female religious 

emancipP'tion. 90 It is noteworthy not onl7 as an exprHaion ot Wise's 

own thought, but also that of 110st Refoiw rabbis on the issue well up 

to the present day. In referring to the Bible on the question of 

womc• s role, Reform Writers (as well as others) often held up the 

exaaplea of outstanding Biblical woaen as proof that Judai• allowed 

women to be .acti Te m•bers ot the coimuni ty. Wiee began with that 

inTocation, then described the Talau41c atepa to sde-guarcl woan. and 

their rights, for his purposes oTerlooting the strata that disparaged 

tmales. These, were part of 

the influence of oriental aooiet7 and the Konn 
which excluded woaen fro• all public af'tain 
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of the ap~gue and the congregation, so that 
we found her~ garret in th• SJD&&ocue, ieolated 
like an abollinaUon, 8hwmed like a dangerous 
cl.on, and declared unfit in all religious ob
•enancea. 'fo call a woun to the 'forah in th• 
87J1-COgue, or let her ha·n any ot the honors, would 
baT• appeared preposterous, and would toda.7 be 
considered a desecration of the orthodox SJD&&O&U•• 
'fho•• people are brutal.17 pious and stupidly faith
tul to What they call ancient custom, wbatner an 
abuse it aay be. 

WiH's ~udg•ent of orthodo%;J aa7 ae• rather harsh, 7et it should 

be recalled that he saw Retom' s dut7 u ahatterJ.Jg the "oriental" hold 

on Judai-. He was also, personally and deepl)' concemed with th• need 

to g1 T• Jewish woac religious equal.1 tJ'. Perhaps •U&l7, he put for

nrd hie own rol• in the struggle: 

It waa our first buain•H in Aaerioa to take fe-
11&1.e aingers in the choir, ancl to aake th• girls 
attecl the place of "ll'Ol"ahip. 'fhe orthodo%;7' cried 
horror, but we'proceeclecl. Jferl we conft:naed boJ'• 
and girls together at Petecoat during cliTin• wor
abip. 'fhe orthodo%;J felt enragecl, therefore we let 
the girls r•d th• Thorell publicall7 on tbat occ
aasion. llaiaing at our heel.a the aacl-dog cry of 
herH7, we introduced tllld.17 p.,,. in th• temple, 
against whioh all pt"Oteatecl who had left aoae 
orthodox aetiaent; therefor• we adTanoecl, it a 
88.D aq Url7 hi• cleceaaecl wit•' s sister, a woman 
aq .arJ7 her deceaHd husband'• brother which 
the halaoha prohibited; And we did it in api te of 
all protests and rtm0nst:rancea, aiapl7 in order to 
eeancipat• J nillh woaen. 

Ot course it was not as clear-out as all that. Wise rneala 81l

other possible agenda when h• adcla that the aenice•s aesthetic• 81ld 

decol"WI are much iJDproTed since women were inrited to participate. All 

this ft t well 11'1 th Retora att•pts to har8onise serrioe-refo:na and the 

Cult of True Wounhood' a iaag• of the herlcan woaan. What ••- to 

proT• WiH' a own i:ntegri tJ' and depth of feeling on this iHue is that 

he demanded !!2D than this. "We can not stop here", he wrote, "the 

reform is not complete yet": 

You mast ~chiae woma:o in yoar congregations, 
she must be a ••ber, a\l8t haTe a TOte i:n 70ur 
uacbliea. Women auat be on temple boarda tor 
the sake of the principle, and to rouse i:n th• 
an interest in congregational affairs. 

Woaen mould sit on school bo8J'cla, on the choir board or committee. 
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•• must haT• woam• a i~umc• in ne17 depari
amt of th• concrecation, in order to ~ua• lit• 
into the dead bonea • • • Th• principle, the ad
Tano•ent ot th• cauae, ~uatice to wo11G, and the 
la• ot God inherat in "U"Y human beiq, require 
that woaan be -d• a ••b•r ot th• concregation, 
ot equal rights with ~ aan; that her religiou 
feeling be giTen full acop• to dnelop. All lawa 
cont:n.17 in Q7 concregation ahoul4 be wiped out 
aa r-1.Jliac•c•• of barb&ri• and 4~ to th• 
cAae of religion. W • are read1' to appear before 
8A7 congregation in Jtehalt of Q7 woman wiahing 
to becoae a a•ber thereof, and to plead h•r cauae. 
W • will debate th• question w1 th &n70n• who will 
ahow ua in What woaan ia leaa entitled to the 
pr1Tilec•• of the 8JD.8Cope than aan, of where her 
faith ia leH iaportant to her aalTation than 
aan• a 1a to him. Till the•• ~tain that woaen 
11\lat becoae actiT• ••bera ot th• congrecation tor 
their owa aak•, and for th• beneti t of I anel' a 
sacred cauae. 

In thia, WiH -• pl'Obabl7 tar "ahead of th• desirea of moat J ewiah 

women, aa well a a the young Retora aoT•ent aa a whole. Kia call tor 

t-1• ••berahip waa rtm .. •d again and again, and waa taken up by 

othera. Apparently aeton aen ••re not opposed to extcdi.Dg religiou 

equali t7 to woaa - it that aMnt aiaplf' aixed choirs , aixed aeatiq 

and woac reading froa the !orah on occaaion. But when it came to 

-ttera of real power auch aa aeata on B.JDa&Ogu.e boards, there appu.ra 

to ha Te bee ~or reld.atanc•. It one granted women an expanded 

religious role in the t•ple, that waa peraiaaabl•, aa 1••ral aocie't7 

proclailled woaen to be the aor• spiritual aex. But to extend that 

"religioua right" to include a -•culin• sphere of power, deciaion

making and Toting, waa to go beyond what the Cult and aos t male 

Refona Jews would . allow. Woaen could be granted religious right• -

as long a s aen defined th•. 

That "fl.efora" J ewa• actions ••r• not always conaiatmt 111 th their 

cl aias of h&Tiq -..ncipated Jewiah woaen ia clear f1'0a an 1881 editor

ial troa the Jftiah •esaen•er. :Pounded b7 Saau•l M. Iaaaoa, a pioneer 

of the Conaern.ti.Te aoT•ent , the l111••er waa often critical of 

Retora and Retoraers. Yet its Toice was certainly liberal in thia 

instance, as it reTi .. ed the 1881 conference of the Union of American 

Hebrew Congregations: 
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Among the man.y disappointing features of the 
Chicago conYention ••• was its utter failure 
to recognise the statue of the Aaerican Jewess and 
connder questions relating to her adT&nc•ent, 
Which the current of our time 1aperat1Yely dmanu 
••• Our progreasiYe leaders uy haYe reformed away 
the lattice-work in the ladies• gallery,and the gallery 
itself, aa no longer consonant with Aaerican ideas, -
~ ha•• they co-1.tted the 110re heinous wrong ot 
retaining the lattice-work in the conatituUons of 
their s11u13oguea and the cleliberatione of the Union? 
Why hae the educated American J nees no Toice in the 
synagogue, while e•ery clerk or dry goou drumaer can 
record his wte and be eligible to ottice? • • • Other 
sects, aere stripling• coapared with ours, are utiliz
ing grandly th• powers and intlumce of their women, 
and accord th• a respectful place in their councils. 
Can we ~ord to neglect so Tital a aeuure ••• ? 
What do we propose? To train woaen as rabbis, or 
rend.er the. office of Pa:rnaaa open to ladies. Certain-
17 notl All that we ad.wcate at present is that woaan• • 
coopeation should be otticially asked in synagogue 
work, that she should be allowed to Tote for anbers 
of the school board and be herHlf eligible as .a 
candidate, that seat-owners, al! .2l 1'•1•, should 
ha•• a direct TOice in the aanag•ent of the con
gregation, ad that 8he 8hould be represented. in the 
Councils of the Union. 91 

Perhaps stung by such broa481des and urged on by Wise and others, 

the Central Coderence of hericu Rabbis paHed the following 

resolution at its 189) •••ting: 

Whereas, we ha•• progressed be7ond. th• id.ea of 
the secondary poai ti on of woaen in J ntah congre
gations, we recognise the iaportance of their hearty 
co-operation and acti•• participaton in congregational 
affairs: therefore be it 

RHolTed, That the Bxecuti.•• CO..S.ttee ha•• pre
pared tor th• next Annual Co~erence a paper tl'&Cing 
the d .... elopaent of th• recogni t.ion of woae in J ew18h 
congregation.,,ancl expoucling a conclusion that woaen 
be eligible for tull ••ber8hip, with all the pri•
ilegea of nting and holding ottice in our congng
ations. 92 

While the eentiaent expresaed in th• resolution -Y be adairable, 

it may be ••en more rnealing that the paper co-1.aaionecl was n .... er 

presented. Keanwbile, the U.AHC had aeen the dqa of &11....ie con••

Uons cliaappear. In 1891 a clelegaUon troa a Rochester t•ple included 

a woman u one ot its ••bers. 9) Th• first teaal• prendent ot a Jew18h 
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congregaUon took o~ce in 1897 in Corsicana, Texas. 94 It took aoa• 

years before the tu--aighted urgings ot Wise and others becue the 

general new ot 110at Retona J ewe. 

The women• a preH of the period we.a intereeted in the --.ncipaUon ·. 

ot the Jewiah woaan u a sign of the tiaee, that all woaen were -1c1ng 

great strides torn.rd. As the Wren• 11 Joumal nohd in 1874, in an 

article entitled "Light in the Hebrn Church": 

The position of women in the Hebrew Church has been, 
and •till is one of aore aarked sub~ection and infer
iority than in an;, other church except the KoNOn. In 
the Hebrw Church woaen haYe always sat apart in the 
gall917, old ladies toiling up the ataira, While their 
nconua •on• sat with all other aen in the bod.J of 
the houae below. 

!Ten in the Hebrn Church it ill proposed to bring 
women down froa the gallery, and to haYe "tam.117 pn_.. 
in the bod.J ot the house, wh•re the mother and daughters 
Jl&T sit with their tather_.and sons. But a usage so old 
and Uae honored is not gi.Yen up without a struggle. In 
the congregation Bnai J ellhrun, in I ew York City, last 
May a resolution was adopted by a plurality Tote, at a 
specJ.al •••ting, for the introduction ot an organ and 
taai.17 pews, whereupon Israel J. Solomon brought suit 
in the ... York Court of Coamon Pleas, to restrain the 
congregation from taldng such action • • • 

This disturbance in the Jewish Church, caused by 
a crowiDc respect tor the equal rights ot women, is a 
cheering sign ot the times • • • So •• rejoice at this 
mo••ent aong the Hebr ... , which will help to bring 
the sisters ot Rebecca to the place where their great 
power, purity 8'~ goodneas will tell in the welfare ot 
the world ••• 

'!he "diaturbance in the J ewiah Church" oTer t h e role ot woaen had 

been caused mostly by 111&1.e Reform leaders seeking female religious 

•ancipaUon tor one reason or another. In the last decade of the 

century, Jewish women th•aelYes, learning trom the woaen• • IM>Y•enta, 

would att•pt to guide the direction of _the "diaturbaac••· 

2) The J ewiah Woaen - Detinhs Her 05 Role 

i) Local Society to lational Council 

In the first three quarters of the 19th centUZ7 an acceptable part 

ot a J •wiah woman•• religious role waa i.JlYol••ent in local Iiadiea• 

BeneTOlent Societies. By the last decades of the centur,y a nuaber of 

factors had •er&•d to cicoU1'9«e the towulation ot a national organ

J.sation w1. th national goals. 
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The in1'1uence of the Social Gospel was one of t hese factors. The 

Reform movement's first official platform. growing out of discussion in 

Pittsbt.trgh in 1885, revealed a strong concern for social reform. Re

cognizing that J udaism is a "progressive religion", t he platform con

cluded: 

In full accordance with the spirit of Mosaic leg
i s l ation which strives t o regul ate the relation be
tween rich and poor. we deem it o:.ir duty t o part
icipate in the great task of modern times, to solve 
on t he basis of jastice and righteousness the prob
lems presented by the contrasts and evils of the 
present organization of society.9b 

Whereas the Social Gospel had combined ri th the image of the Vir

tuous Woman in general .society to urge Christian women to make the 

world their "large home" and sphere of operations, J erish women, 

particularly Reform or Reform-oriented, were urged to devote their 

energies to improving the Jewish community. There were other reasons 

f or J evd.sh women t o interpret the call of the J erish version of t he 

Social Gos pel in an ethnocentric manner. The decidedly Christian 

character of most general women's organizations probably made Jewish 

women uncom£ortable about participating in them. The Social Gospel 

was. af~er all, an outgrowth of the evangelical Christian movement. 

Thus Jewish women became eager to start their own such movement and 

organizations. 

The organization of women's movements in the earlier part of the 

century provided another model for Jewish women. Anxious for acceptance 

and invol vement in American life, Jewish women also felt the spirit of 

Women' s Club movement. For some, this meant changing "Hebrew Ladies' 

Societies" into "Jewish Women' s Clubs", for some it meant involvement in 

general womens' clubs, and for still others, involvement in both. 

Whether from activity in or merely observation of, general women• s 

organizations, Jewish women would learn a great many useful slcills 

which could be applied'to their own groups. It seems likely that 

J erish women's invol vement in parts of the general women• s movements 

may also have been somewhat discouraged by actual or perceived anti

semitism within thos e organizations. This element rill be explored 

below in conjunction ri th the J erish woman 1 s involvement ri th suff

rage. (See Append.ix A) 

Christian women's groups . as well as general women's organizations, 
had been motivated by t he Social Gospel and other efforts t o rectify 
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social probl .. e. Kan;, of the problems - drunkenness, prostitution and 

labor exploitation - did not artect (or were not admitted to artect) 

the largely upper aiddle-claee Genaan Jews. Yet begt.nning in th• 1870a, 

the tlo• of But Buropea:o Jewish 1-1.grante created an instant Jewish 

"probl •". J-or lletom Jews, ea'Ying these new arr:lT&la p}Q'aically froa 

ate.nation and penUJ7, and spiritually tro11 the bond.a of orientali•, 

was .. iaportllZlt ae the WC!U m•ber' • eaTing a "tall en" woman'• soul. 

Refo:r11 Jewish women'• organiaationa in the port cities eonabled to 

the 1-1.grant•' aid. Their goal waa to "ciri.liae" their "heathen" 

brothers and aiahra by prori.dlng th• with food, clothiDg, job tftin1ng, 

and by teachinc th• about Befo:r11 and herica. 97 

In the 1840•, before seyeral of th••• factors had deTeloped their 

later intlucoe, an organisation ot Jewish women was founded in•• 

York. Thie Independent Order of True Sisters appears to ha•• been a 

general benolent society, poaalbl1 an unofficial aunliary to B'nai 

Brith, which had been established in 1843. 98 It, like other local 

groups throughout the co\llltry, waa priaar1.ly an "organ:i.aaUon of J ft1ah 

women" as opposed to a "J ewiah woaen• a organisation•. A• Deborah Grand 

Golomb haa noted, such groups indicate a great deal about the self per

ception of J ewiu woaa in ten. ot their rel..i.gloua role. Por soae, it 

••••, philanthropy could be apeciricall7 J nish or not. 99 •~ 
apparently felt a greater need to associate th .. a•l••• with gen•ral, 

rather than J ewiah work. J.. "J nish woaen' a"' association aaw i taelt ae 

fulfilling a religious role; an association of woaen who happened to 

be Jewish fulfilled other than r•U.giou need.a. 

Por aaey Geraan..J ewiah woaen in America, aaaim.lation into gcenl. 

society was as important as U .bad been tor ihe Jniu salon woaa ot 
a century before. Por others, a aore A.mericaniaed _lifeatyle could 

b.a!'moniH with a atrict preaern.tion ot J niah religioaa tndi tioll. 

StiU other woaen tounci, along with their aa, that Bdon ottered a 

J ewiah pb.iloeoJlb3 and life-style that tit ••11 into the spirit of the 

ac• and th• country. Th• tia• was ripe, •• a result of Ma.J reaaou, 

tor Jewish women who newed their Jewish identU7 in a poaUiT• llcht 
to c&rT• out a bigger place ~or th•HlTH withiJl Aaencu Jewish lUe. 

Out of this ••luge of innuences on Jewiah woaea in th• 19th ceatU17, 

th• tir•t national Jewish woaen• a organisation waa born. 
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Th• Chicago World's Pair ot 189) was to b• the aho•-pi•o• ot a 

progress!.••, Tibrant A.aeri.ca - deepit• an eoonold.c deprHsion ot no aean 

proportione. P&J"t of th• fHtiTitiH waa to be a World Parll-ent ot 
Religione, and a CoDgr"ese of Woaen. Th• latter congr'Ha had repreeent•

tion troll J nimh woa• aa apeakera yet it .. _. that there waa iapetu.. 

for a apeci.fical.ly J ft'i!h Woa1111.• a Congrees ae •ell. lOO What that 

"iapetue" exactly wae r•ai.Ja• unclear. !'h• aor• pop\ll.ar ••rnon was and 

i• that when, within the auapic•• of the World Parli-ent of ••ligione, 

J ft'iah aen retuae4 to allow woam• • participation in the gceral J ew1sh 

Congr'HB, the woac betook th .. •l••• to ton their own con•ention. If 

this wae concei••d "after the fact" by Jewish woaen in juatitication for 
101 ha'ring decided to hold a Hp&l'&te conference, aa eoa• hietor1.aae beline, 

an editorial of th• tiae wo\ll.d se• to support it. Eail. o. Hinch, rabbi 

of Chicago•• Sinai !'~le, and a radical Jletoraer, noted in hi• paper, 

!'he a~orm AdwO!te, two aonthe before th• Jewish Women•• Conar•ss began 

that "In 110et of th• Religious Conp"eesee at the World Parliament of 

ReligiollS t be men'• and women' a coalld.ttees ha•• acted together and will 

hold one Congreae. But the rabbi• refwae to 81•• the women adequate time, 

place or representation, ao they ••r• compell ed to hold a aep&1'at• 

Congr'Hs" • 102 

Hirsch aq b• correct, in which caH we -1 understand that Jewish 

men, uncoatortabl• with women'• public participation, squeezed them out 

of the preceedincs, forcing th• to take the erlraordinary step of 

organizing their con&reas. Yet, U ie on record that the Parlieaent• a 

General Co..ittee had both aale azad feaal.• bftDCh••· .A Comdttee 

Tice-president, Ellen Henrotin, a prominent Cb.1.oago clubwoaan, inTitecl 

a fellow cluba•ber. Hannah G. Solomon, to represent Jewish women and to 

organise a Jewish Woaen• • Co!lp'esa.103 Whether the illpetue, thereto~, 
wae negati•e or poeiti•e, or a coabination of both, a Jewi8h Woac•e 

Concz"e•s of ninet7-thr•• delegate• aet in Sept .. ber. 

Th• interplay between Rem"Otin and Solomon i• re'H&l.1.Dg ot the 

innuence of the women' a club IM)Y•ent on J ew18h woaen. Both were 

inYol Ted in the Chicago Woaen• a Cl ub. "Clubwoll&Dhood" out acroae 

religioua lines peraittin& t'ricdahip and co-operation. Hml'Otin -d• 

the open!Dg speech at the J ewiah Women'• Conp"eaa, declariJag that the 

"~rotherhood of aan caa o.nly come through the Sisterhood of Wom• -

a profound truth, and e••l'1 day .le1 eiaterb.ood 1• enlarging, &Ad 1a 
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pel'aeating society.10-i Her inTol T .. ent· include4 a founding role ill 

the •ational Woaen• • !racle Union League a clecacle l ater. H&DDab Q . 

Solomon set herself to the taek of WJing her clubwoun•e skill• to 

create th• Bational Council of Jewish Women. Ber dedicated lieuten

ant, Sa eli• Aaerican, waa alao 1!11 inTol••d clubwo11&11. Both -.en 
were ••b•r• of Hirsch'• Sinai congrecation u well. !hue they, aloag 

with moet of the Jewiah •omen' a Congr••• delegates , repr••cted a 

rather epecific •lice of the t-.al• J ewiah population. Predoainalltly 

Jlefoiw (as was th• aale Jniah Congresa) and uperiencecl ill the club 

mo••ct, they • ought u organization tbat would coabine th• two 

a:reae of their li•••· 

In h•r openiDc aclclr••• aa th• Coner•••' chai1'9all, Sol0110n spoke 

of the "nn departure tor th• J nish woman to occup7 herself with -tt•rs 

pert•' n1 q to religlon•. 105 A• the Chicaco friM• report eel, th• 

Congres• waa rece1Ye4 enthuaiuticall7i •woac elbowed, trod on ta.ch 

other•' to••, and did nU'J'thiJag •l•• they could without Tiolating the 

proprieties, to gain th• priTilec• of etancliq edgniH in a hall h••'97 

with th• trac:raDc• ot rose.- •106 

Diel Refol'a ha•• any gzoeat ~u!llCe on th• procHcliqd Doubtl•H 

the poeiti•• Tin of woaa held b7 Jleton, spoke flooa pulpits ancl 

printed 'bJ' WiH, Birech and othera bacl hel ped to urge thH• woac to 

utilise their much-praiHd power tor the good of .J ewe ancl Judai•. 

Refol'lll adTOcated woaen talciDC up a gr .. ter r•licioua role, and inYOlTe

aent ill a Jewish Woac•s Congress • •••cl to be a natural part of it. 

!he pr••cce of two proainct Retoa rabbis, B.G. Hirech ancl ~autmum 

Kohler, u discussants a1l8t ha•• g1Ten th• woaen a ellll8e of aupport 

and approftl. .U th~ end of her opening r..uta, Soloaon acknowl edged 

th• pre••n<e ot more traditional Jewish woac ad uked tor a epirit 

of understancliq: 

We ha•• different points of Tin, clitte•t 
atthocla of reaaonµa&. Let us be ~118t to tech 
other, Si•• to each one the .... patient h-.ring 
that we ask for oura•l •••. Let tho•• of ua Who ha•• 
orthodox Ti .. , belin• that the radical Ti ... a&7 
be as 81.ncere u our own; tho•• of ua who are 
radical, belieTe the others ~uat u hoDe•t u our
• •l•••, so that hanlo~ and peace 11&7 uric our 
going aa our coaing.107 

!he speaker• at th• Congress laid out an agenda for the co..S.ttecl, 

acti•e , Jewish woman. ~he tact that t h••• were woaen 1.nTolTed in 
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aaholarl;r diacouree au.et haT• been iapreaaiTe indeed. There waa auch 

hearltaing back to the Bible tor role .odela. Th• naaea of Sa.rah, 

•iriaia, Deboreh and otbera ••re inToked like those of btmeTOlent 

goddeeaea. J ewieh history waa threshed to re•eal. the impreaaiYe con

tributions ot women throughout the ages. In this they adopted a 

conYentional practice, one utilized by male writers earlier, to 1Depire 

J ftieh women to n .. heigh ta b;r reminding th• ot a glorious past. 

One speaker, whose Ttty presence and t'unction was ll:J'llbolic ot the 

"new J ewiah •011&n" •as Ray Prank ot Oakland, California. By the U.ae 

ah• appeared at the J ewiah Women' a Congreaa, ahe had been celebrated 

as the first wo.an "rabbi" after preaching in Spokane l'alle and Oakland 

and wae nen hailed aa "the teaal.e Meeaiah" •108 At the Congreas it 

was she who g&'H the opening and cloai.D& pra;rera, in a role usually 

t&lten b;r a rabbi. Hence, wha ahe spoke on "\lba&n in th• S,nqogue" 

she auat baYe had the re.pt attention of her audience. .ltter a auney 

of women• a contributioJ18 to Judaiam throughout the agea, .Prank came 

to the present: 

To our tiaea and to our countr;y in particular, 
the J ewiah woaan ia indebted tor 118.D;f ch&ngH in 
her relation to the a,nqogue, and thia progress is 
mainly due to one aan, Wboae decided stand aa a 
liberaliat, in all -ttera conoen:aing woaan and 
ber work, eama ou.r heartJ' thanks. I f8ier to ou.r 
rnered rabbi, Dr. Wiee of Cincinnati. 

What then, ahoW.d be th• position ot th• •d•m J ewieh womanT 

Prank olrt'iowtl;r felt a need to deal •Uh the popular &rg\ment againat 

women's e%J)Ulded inwl••ent, and to &allU8&• the tears it &ro\laed: 

InnoY&Uon i• not progreaa, and to be identical 
with man ia not th• ideal ot •oaanhood. Soae 
thinga and pri Til eges belong to h1a by nature; 
to th•H, true WOllU does not aspire: b\lt Wfa7 

woman ehoul.d aspire to ~· ot her hoa•-• temple, 
ot hereelt a h1&h prieateaa, of her ohilctr.l die
ciplea, then will ahe beat ocC"1P7 the pulpit, and 
her work l"\1ll parallel with aan• a. She ~ be 
ordained rabbi or be the pnaldent of a congrecation 
- ah• ia certainl7 abl• to nu both otftc.. - but 
her noblest work will be at hoae, her b.lgheet idMl, 
a hoae.110 

Por Ray Prank, the hoae was th~ eaaential kemel of womn• a 

J ewiah world. E•en it women were to take \1P intereets ill th• BJllaCOIU• 

- including the p\ll.pi t ancl the pree14enc7\ - the7 ahoul.d not lose eipt 

of their Primar:r co-1.ttaent. Such a Tin waa echoed b)' other epeatera 
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throughout the Congress. 

It ..,. be that the thrllat ot thHe arguaata na antt.-u81aila

tion.1n. Indeed, no speaker auggene4 that the home should be the ~ 

sphere tor J ewiah women, just the moat iaportant. Apparently the 

atreH was on th• aailltenance ot a J!!d.fh hoae, aa e«ainat o•er-1.Jrfol•e

aent in the general women' a .,., .. ent• ot th• time. Kary •. Cohc, in 

her adclreaa "The Influence ot the J ewiah Religion. in the Bo••" aound-

ed juat such a wami.D.g: 

!.her• are plenty ot merely comopolUan women, 
open to the guidance ot nery creed or no creed, 
aa shifting fancy ll&J' dictate; auch woaen. 11a7 
be loYely ud excellct in UZQ' ways, but they 
will scal'Cely command the adlliri.Dg respect, the 
deep aympatlJT, the ea.meat tellowllhip, which a 
loyal Hebrew woman recei••• in o•ertlowing meaaure 
t1'0• the world at large. Ber chief •alue to the 
people ot other beliefs ia that she 1• a worl~ 
daughter ot Israel, in the home f'irst, ud then 
neryWhere.111 

Such news would ae• to support the idea that thoae attencling the 

Congress, who later would tom the •aUon.al Council . of J ewiah Woaen., 

were collllitted Jen, aearchi.Dg tor waya 1n Which they aa women could 

participate in J ewiah religioua life. 

The majority ot speakers atreaaed the place ot social aerrice in 

the religious role ot J ewiah women.. The sorry plight of ll8Jl1' Eaat 

European imid.granta called tor renewed and impro•ed efforts on the part 

of Jewish women. Julia Richllan, whoae lite was dedicated to retom 

in 11 ew York's public schools as well as among the new J ewiah 1-1.granta 

and laborers, agitated for an impro•ed organiu.tion to aid th•: 

Somet~ that shall lay hold of the iJmligrant 
before she has been sucked down into the stratum 
ot pbya1.cal misery or moral obUTion, t'z'om which 
depths it becomes almost iapoaaible to raise her.112 

Richman and others argued tor the application ot emuglng eocial 

work practices to Jewish woaen.' s philanthropy. The old "Sewing 

Societies" had dealt with aymptoas - clothing the naked. In the aaae 

address Richman said, "It ia eaaier to aa•e from drowning than to 

resusc1 tate the drowned". This was an important th•• in Sadie American' a 

aajor address "Organization" on the last day ot the Congreas: 

While many ot the associations are dignU'i.ed b,
the name ot organiu.tiona, tiiey acarcel.y dHerY• 
1 t. They are merel)' associations: ~or work done 
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"1th "1111ng heart and. hand may yet not be 
done in the beat wrq, nor so as to do th• aost 
good - preaen.t good often 1-41.D& to future 111. 
!here ia too 11Ucb and too little in theae aaaocia
-t'iona - too 11Ucb ~uat distribution, too much 
consideration of the present: too litU• r-1 
~ustice, too little thought of the past and tor 
the tuture. !'here are tar too t• ounces of 
prnetion, too aany poWLd.s of so-called cure. 
!'be 9':nmd i• but lightly coYered, &Del again and. 
and aca1n breaks open.113 

J ewiah woaen., Aaarican uaerted, were interested. •tn all that 

intereata woman• and were in •perfect SJ8patb,y "1th the tia••. It 

waa "cllStom and traditton• and t h e prejudice of the non-Je"18h world 

that did not allow th• to 8hin• torth. Xow it waa the Jew18h woman• a 

chlt:r to ahow that ah• was part of the great aocial~en.t of the day: 

"It ia not anoueh that ah• be in ayapat~ "1th her ttae, ah• must be 

running hand and hand with it" •114 Against the objection that wider 

organization would take woaen t'l'Oll their place in the home, Aaeri.can 

rejoined, "!hat place "111 and aust r-.t.n tirat and moat sacred to 

her". Yet, followi.ng the still-preT&lmt iaage of the Cult, ah• added, 

"soaetiaes it is the woaan 11hoae api.ritual •J'• diacft'D9 throuch the 

mist and cloud th• ateep and :n&ft'OW path which aaat be followed" •115 

It waa Jewish woman's clesti~ to aid in the iapl'OT•at ot Jewish lite -

and at Uaea to take the lead. The atmosphere of the Social Gospel, 

the women'• ao••ents and an upancled t...ie religious 1'01• within 

Judai• had cleul7 -d• their aark on Sadie American. Judging bJ' 
the protocols of the Congreaa, 8he rep-reacted the new of moat of 

the J ewi8h woaan who beard her speak. 

I.ater at the Buaineaa •eetillg that cloaed the CongreH, .laeri.can 

pl'Opoaed this resolution: 

lleeol•ed, that we, Jewish woam, aincerel7 
belie~ that a closer f•llowehip will be ta
couraged, a closer unit:r ot thought and .,..,atb,y 
and purpose, ancl a nobler aocoapliabllent will 
reault h'oa a Widespread organisation, do thve
tore band oursel •ea together in a UDion of wo:rt
•re to f'Urther the beat and hich interests of 
Judai• and huaani:ty, and do call O'IU'f•l••• the 
"Bational Council of J ew19h Woaa• .llf> 

With its passage the J ewiah W0aan• • Congress ended and a n• era ot 

Jewillh woaen• s org&Diation began. 

Th• Congreas waa certainly not rnolutionary 1n changing the J ewiah 

woman'• position or religioua role. It w- rather part of the nolution 

11) 



ot a aodern r•li«ioua role which had b9«UJl with t...ie charitable 

groups, adTanced to Ladies Bennolent Societies. and now stood on tb• 

threshold ot a national. bod.J. Jewish women, aa tbe Congreaa speeches 

show, were aU•pUng to work out the relaUonahip ot their responaib-

111 ti ea to hoae and co-wd ty aa J ewa and as woaen. 

What were the reactions to the J ewiah Woma' s Congress? Many of 

the tears addreaaed by Conareaa apeak•r• were cl earl y preying on the 

ainda of soae obaenera. Before the congress, Eail G. Hirsch, writing 

on the n- national organization of the Sabbath Viai tor Association, 

ha d applauded "the apparent detfl'lllination of some young men and women 

to take a more acUTe part in the shaping of Jnish affairs, than has 

heretotor• been the case". ll 7 HoweYer, he warned ot the clan&•r• ot 

oTer-eatimating tbe possible influence of such groups, adding that 

"If they will know their proper station and modestly c011Bent to fill that 

•ell and w.1. th becoaing deference to elder and wiser heads, theirs 

will be a noble opportwdtJ". Concerned oTer the dichoto111,1 of secular 

organisation and religious affiliation, Hirsch cautioned, "Let t he 

organization . set out to be and to remain tor religoua purposes, in a 

broad but true sens•"• 

!his line of thought was continued by a reacler•a letter to th• 

Refora AdTOcate following the lomen• a Congresa.118 The writer, Irma 

llosenthal. of Chioe«o, declared that ther9 had been too auch aelf

coJ18Z'9tulation at the Congress. Sh• uked: "What are our Jewish woaeD 

doing for the Judai• they openly declare they lo•• ao auch?" aoac

thal was concerned with the " do11Dl'ight, fea.rleas truth", and in truth 

saw Jewish •omm neglecting their roles: 

We want to be iliatinct in nothiDc but our religion 
and in the hash to do away with all diatinotiT• 
social trai ta, •• are doiq away with ~ of the 
eHenUals that aark the truly religioua WOll&ll. 

Saturda.7 has becoae the "busiest daJ", Sabbath obaern.nc• ia lax. 

Our Jewish woaen are l!21 religious in spite ot 
their profeaaions in the congress • • • Th• aT
erage J ewiah woman knows nothing about the Bible 
and cares leas. She a&1' look into it now and then 
because she has heard it is a gr•t Utft'U"J' wort, 
as ah• will take up Shalteapeare or aZQ" talked about 
book. But who in these days would 10 to the Bible 
tor comfort or guiclanoef 

Th• Jewish woll8Jl' s care about charities ia o·Hr-rateel. Rosmt~l echoes 

the concern o~ Hirsch o•er inTOlT•at outside the religioua sphere: 
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Our social lil• ia centered in the club and not 
in th• oongrecaUon. QueaUon our giJ'la aa to 
their •biUona. It ia to go into eooi•t7 and ha•• a good U••· 'l'h•:r do not Jcnow auoh about 
nli.glon aad the:r do not care about it. 

In spit• of all thia •truth• sh• closed her letter, hopet'ul. that th• 

Congreas will ba·n awakened J "1.sh woaen to caring abo\lt their relicion. 

Rosenthal' a letter ia iaporiant aa a counterpoint to auoh of the loft:r 

talk of th• Congreaa. 'l'h• u.~orit:r of Jftish woaen were pro'babl7 u 

Rosmthal described, and not nen intereatecl iJl the Congreaa or ita 

pl1U18. Ita appeal waa Uaitecla to thoH aicl41.e-claaa and upper-clua 

Jewish woac, aoatl7 aetozw, who, in one way or anothv, felt poa1ti••l7 

about their Jewish iclentit7. !o that group, what the Congreaa had to 

sq, was exciting and atiaulating. 

In •a:r 1886, ao1 .. month• before the inaugural •••ting of th• .cJW, 

Htrach offered th• Co\lllcil •a t• h'ien41.7 worcla of oauuon• ,119 

!he council ia intercongrecatonal, let it not 
becoae anU-congregaUonal. !he oongregaUou 
are after all the exponents aa the7 are in the 
focus of all J "1.sh religion. Without SJUCOl
uea, and rabbi• aa teaohera and students, Judai
aa a religion cannot eziat. Let the woaen bad 
their aergi.ea to thi• encl, to strengthen the 
congregations aa the factor• and f orcea of the 
Jewish relig1on;let th• create anew the 
conacioua cleaire for and spread the deeper 
underatanding of the character of SJ'lla«Olal 
worahipt 

It seems that Hirsch, and doubtlesa other• , were afraid of the aucceaa 

ot th• llCJW. They feared that if J ewiah women -w their religious role 

in tll'IH of Council work, theae woaen would be lost to the oongrega

tiona. Jewish women were encourqecl to participate outside of their 

homes - but in the synagogue, the Jewish woman• s •1arger home•. not 

cut ott fro• congregational life in the aore or less autonomous lfCJW. 

It is clear that aoae aen were h'ightened of the potential they thought 

the Council llight ha•e to d.rain away their "woaan powe~ just as they 

were beginning to T&lue it. 

Lesa than two yeara after the J ewisb Women's Congress another unique 

••ct occilred in tbe history of American J ewiah women. In April 1895 

a aagasine called The 9erican J .. .,, appeared. Declaring 1 b•lf to 

be •Dnoted to Social, Religious and Literary Subjects", it was the 

ti.rat ~ournal addressed specifically to American J ewisb women. The 
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mqazine co'Hred a wide nriety of 1111bjecb indeed, parUclllarl;r those 

tho~t to be of interest to its predollinantly middle-claae. Oenaan

American and Reform Jewish a11cl1ence. 

Th• founder and editor of The Aaer1c9 J!!H• waa Rosa Sonn.eechein 

(1847-19)2) of Cbioago. She was the wife of Reform Rabbi Solomon. H. 

Sonneechein Who had been preemt at the Pbiladelpbia Contermce. Wbil e 

auoh of her aqasi.ne re:flecta a ahong, pro-llefora bi&a, e11peciall7 in 

terae of women' a role, Sonneechein was not aTeree to seeing her own 

way. Her first printed ac1Tocac7 of Zioniam - in tawr of a pro-Zioni•t 

stand for the ICJI - appeare4' in the October, 1896 iasue. A glowing 

portrait of th• l'irat Zioniet CongreH in Ba•le was part of th• October 

1897 number, tho~ Sonneachein was quick to chicle that asa•bl7 for 

excluding woaen "aa the step ia Oriental , but not Jniah" (p.20). 

The pqH of Th.• A!•riw J ... ,. g•erall;r refiect a Jletona Tin 

ot the religious role of woaa.. Articles on. philuthropy are coamon.. 

Woaen' • participation. in the Sabbath eohool mT•at is noted. .lrticlee 

by aneral prominent Jletom rabbis, including K.G. Hireoh, Hellr)' 

Berkowitz and DaTicl Philipson., hail the t•al• con.trib11tion ud call 

tor f'urther declication on the part of .T niah woaen. Tb••• articles, 

•• ••11 aa the gaeral tone of the magazine itself, ahow the strong 

identification of Jewiah woaan with the Clllt of !'Ne loaanhood. 

Berlcowt.ts include• the followiDg in an article aUtlecl "loaan' s Part 

in the Dnaa of Lite•: 

loam are the educator• ot the raoe, God h&a :so 
ordaintcl it. They t•ch the lee110n.e ot nil or of 
good. Women'• doainion i• oTer the heart, ancl tho~ 
they are weaker than aan, :r•t they ba•• ~•trength oTer 
hill. 

"!he who rocks the cradle rill•• the world". 
The mother' a intluence upon the child outwelgh8 

n~ other that can be brought to beer. Pb7sJ.oal 
inferiority giTea th• a aoral and epil'itual super
iority oTer man. Thie is en Htabliahecl tact, ancl 90 
recognised in Aaeriou Mllhood. WoMn' s 1• the in
taaer nature, the taderer 1NSceptibilit7. Religion 
ie innate in her hea.rt.120 

While acceptin& the Clll t Tin of loaanhoo4 ancl atreseiDg the 

propriety of f ... le work in the areaa of charity ucl ecbloation, !Jl! 
Aaerican J eweea urged the fllll religious ~cipation of woaa, nuel;r 

their right to be congregational ••bers. In it• third iasue, the 

aqasi.n• presented a paper b7 •iH Ro•• Kohler who bacl ••• li•ta of 

"aore then 20.000 n••a", ••bera of congregation• that were "radical 
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retoi:.ere, couenatiT• and ultra orthodox". These were &like in 

one rHpect: ••bere naaea becan with •r." "»ot eY-en the 110st radical 

oongrecation on record put before it• a•bers• naa•• 'llr. and Jira. 

---------'"• The article continued: 
~he tact stare• u• plainly in the face that in 
J ewieh congrecation• married women are still de
barred troa ••b•rehip. '?hie ought not to be. Our 
girls rece1Te th• .... religious instruction u our 
boys, most of our congreptione are go•erne4 by la•a 
equally well understood by woam and am; and morally 
supported by both. Would U therefore not be beti tt
ing the apiri t of our time to record as m•ber• of a 
J ewieh coD0"9Cat1on Mr. and Jira. So-and So? A great 
deal could be •aid on the sub3ect, but we prefer deeds 
to words. l'hich will be the first congrecatioA to 
combine juet1ce with dignit1'? Which will be the first 
to record our nuts? 

Kohler' e paper bad originally been presented before \he Jew York 

branch of the JICJW e.nd seems to indicate, as bad the worde of Isaac 

Mayer Wise earlier, that nen Reform congregations were slow to extend 

their maaberahip and b'anchia• to woaen. Kohler lauds Reform tor 

impro'Ying the lot ot women, yet is critical of her still inferior 

po•ition: 

Why should she not enjoy the •-• right of becoming 
a mcber of the T•ple ah• attmds on the Sabbath 
morn; a m•ber of the Sabbath-school Board, that 
often sadly needs her practical. wi•do• and acti•• 
intereat? Why b the J ewiah woman behind her 
Christian eieter therein? There 1• no reason q 
ah• ehould not ha•• the nae opportunities for 
act1nty and power in regard to aatten pertatni"! 
to religion, that she has in her charitable work. 22 

It 1e interesting to note that reli.gioue "actiTity and power" for Kobler 

are· reprHented by congregational a•berahip and a place on the •chool

board. l' ... women were apparently rea~ to raiH their siaht• to the 

synagogue presidency - or the pulpit - when their right to ••berah1p 

waa not yet answered. 

Th• Aaericy Jpess r-1.ned an ardent defender of this right and 

publicized instances of its exercise. J'ollowing the IC.JI aeeting in 

1896, Sonnenachein editorialized: 

It ie only of late, and aoeU1 through th• inatru.
mentalit7 of the Council, that woaen are peraitted 
to become ••bers of the Sabbath School Board, and 
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we haTe b\lt a t .. Jewiah congregation• which adait 
as ••bere single and widowed woaen only. and there 
is but one J ewiah congregation in the world where 
women haT• the uncondi Uonal right of ••bership ud 
representation, and that is the blessed !'mple Iaaiah, 
in Chicago.12) 

!hat "bleesed" congregation had been influenced by !'he American Jewess 

and "the direct efforts of ih editor" who receiYed not only 

a letttt of tbanll troa the taleted llabbi (Joseph 
Stola] ot !'•ple Isaiah. but the London "Jewiah 
Chronicle", well known as one ot the moat con••rY&• 
tiTe and intl\latial pl.lbllcations in the world, co-ent
ed faYOrably on thi• congregational inno-.ation.124 

"!he taek is not aa hard aa aoae a&1 think", Sonnesche1A contin"'~• cal.l

ing on the ICJW to contin\le the sbuggle ao that "the doors of the 

coDgregational co\lD.Cil chaaber will be s\lrely opened, will be aa tree 

to woaen a• is now the pn, which 1.n ~ caaes ahe ts permitted to 

occup7 in aolltar,r aplador" . 

:Proa ih inceptioA !ht @trican Jewel! aupported the infant. 

Rational Council of J ewiah loae, running glowing report• of i ta aiu 

and detailing the actiYities of ••b•r aectiona in Yario\la citiea. One 

of Rosa Sonneschein'a aiaa appears to haTe be9D to win tor her aacasi.Jle 

recognition as the official organ of the BC.JI. A match between "the 

only publication in the world dnoted to the interest• of the J ewiab 

woaen• and the aa3or national Jewieh woaen' a organisation auat haTe 

H•ed di'Yinely ordained to the journal's editor. When the Council 

was attacked. Sonneschein -• quick to ri•• to its detllll8e. Wh• a 

San :Pranciaco rabbi. t~• Rn. Dr. 'fooraanger (who had auccHded Blcan 

Cohn) Toiced his aiagi.Yings about the formation of the JICJW, the reeponae 

was cawstic : 

!he reYerand scribe premise• hia animadY~ona 
With the asaertion that he is not an antagonist of 
the Co\lD.cil b\lt merely an opponent, the ~erences 
between the two being a thing he atatea, that aoae 
woaen are unable to diatin.gu19h,aaong whoa we conteaa 
O\ll'aelTes one. Lest so tine a distinction be loat upon 
the more obt\lSe, he makes clear in hi• editorial what 
he means by his opposition by giYing expreaaion to 
sentiments such aa: "!he B ational Council should neYer 
haYe organized;" "!heae one-sex organisations ha•• 
a tendency to Wida. the breach that alrea~ exists 
between the ••~•a. It is contrary to aocial inatinct 9 

it ia unnat\U'&l :• "The J eweaa has no m1•aion apart troa 
th• Jew;" and aiailar other manifestations or that 
friendly state or aind implied by the word •opponent• •125 
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Voorsanger'• objections appear to be similar to those Toiced by B.G. 

Hirsch in his Reform AdTocate. 'fhe fear of schism aloD8 sexual ll.nes 

was not a real one, though Voorsanger is aware of an existing "breach 

between the sexes". While danm1D8 "one-sex moT•entaW he reflects the 

Tie• of many aen of the tiae ..Co saw 1110T•ents on women's part threaten

ing while remainiD8 blind to the "one-sex" cast of COD8regational organ

izations. Por them, aixed seating and mll-scale phil anthropy within 

t he s,nagogae were proof of women's religious emancipation and were 

all that was necessary. Sonneschein1 a reply to this is indicatiYe of 

the combination of women's desire tor refo:na and acceptance of a de

l ineated "sphere"; 

The arguaents adnnced by h1a are ( ot) the stock 
always used when womanhood is inYolTed, the same 
old, stale, flat and unprofitable objections re
Taaped to apply to the particul~ case in question 
• • • Like many othera9 Dr. Yoorsanger persists in 
cl osiq his eyea to the changes going on about him. 
lew conditions haYe arisen and progressiTe people 
are trying to adapt theaael ns to th•. J ewiah 
women can by organization do much that c1UU1ot be 
acooaplished by isolated effort; there is plenty 
for th• to do that falls specifically w1 thin their 
sphere without iapineina upon aan's legitimate and 
natural pronnce. 

Sonneecbein scutely obserTes thst no echi- is intended. Rather "thinld.ig 

Jewish women" haTe felt there is a "Toid to fill" in their liYes since 

their release from "the duties dependent upon kitchen religion; soae 

ot the hours thus placed at their disposal eight be profitably used in 
126 meeting together to discuss the science of charit:f'. Such pursuits 

would not create a "cha• between the sexes" or -k• a woaan a "bad 

Wife" or a "bad aoth•i". 

Sonneschein was correct in noting that such objections were well 

worn. They had been used by both Jew and Gentile to k••P woaen in line, 

and were supported by the Cult of !r11e Woaanhood. Yet U appears that 

the arguments of the Tarious woaen•a aoT•ents ha4' percolated. through 

to aan.y Jewish woaen. They may ha•• been aabiYalent about acUTel7 

joining sufh'a&e or other groups, but J niah woaen were undeniabl7 

affected by the wcabulary and ideas of the woaen'• rtpts. 4ebate. 

Bence Sonneechein concluded her editorial: 

It rill not be possi.ble for the J ewese of the 
future to 11•• th• restricted life of her 80ther; 
ahe is a sharer in th• uniTU'Al broadening that 
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has come to all woaankind. It is the spirit of 
the tiaea. Sh• ll&J' and will pursue the s-• enda 
but U will be by clitterent ••thode, and it is 
quit• poHibl• that these aethoda ~ be iapro'Hd. 
onee. Surely the world has learned something in 
all th••• yearat 

The tirat national meeting of the BCJW took place i.n •- York City, , 

loTember 15-16, 1896. In Us issue tor that month The Allericy Jneaa 

published. the i.nTi tation from the Council' a preaid.ent and aecretary 

•To the Jewish Women of the Country" to come to the •••tin«· The inn t

ation and conference program ••r• bracketed with photographs of proainent 

Council section preaidents, and were introduced by Rosa Sonneschein who 

bid the gatherin« representatiY•• •Thrice welco•et• 

'l'he proceedi.11«• of the conference are eTidence of the cliatance 

traTelled by the Council sine• its inception at the Jewish Women' a 

Congreee in Chicqo. An air of buainesslik• protessionalisa penaded 

the meeti.ngs. Local chapters described their actiTitiea, collld.ttees 

presented. reports and reco-endations. A constitution -a framed which 

expressed the organisation'• goal•: 

We, J nish woaen, ai.ncerely beliertng that a 
closer fellowship, a greater unity of thought and 
purpose, and a nobler accompliahaent will result 
.froa a widespread organization, do therefore band 
ourselTes together in. a union of workers to further 
the best and highest interests of hwaanity in fields 
R•liPous, Philanthropic, and Educational ••• 

The purposes of this organisation are: To aene 
the best i.nterests of Judai•; to bring about closer 
relations among Jewish •omen; to furnish, by an 
organic union, a mecliua of co-unication and a ••ans 
of prosecuting a common interest, to t'urth .. united .M-o~~ 
in behalf of the work of social refol'ID by the app
licatton of the best philanthropic methoda. 128 

Thia desire to professionalize Jewish wo•an' a charitable etorts 

is also Tisible in the array of speakers and papers presented on the 

subject. Lillian Wald, the pioneer of nurai.ng in •n York, spoke on 

"The Crowded Districts of Great Ci tiee, Our D11t7 to Better !heir 

Conclition•. Julia Richman, the public school refor11er, gaYe the re

port of the ReUgious School oollllittee. Organisation was cliacueaed 

at length with a Tiew to devel oping the moat effectiYe ayst•s to 

meet Tario11s needs. 

The interaction between J -1ah and non~ -1ah women' a groups 

was also apparent. llary Lowe Dioki.nson, preaidct of the lfational 
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Council of Woaen, brought greetings and urged that there be' 

no separation between sisterhood and the aother
hood of the world; no separation of creed; no sep
aration anywhere between aD1' of us of aD1' race or 
of any 1'a1th who care for the blessedness and purity 
of the home, who care for the glory of our national 
life; no separation for us . .as woaen anJWbere, but one 
underlyin« principle; no separation either fro• man
hood or brotherhood and huabandhood and sisterhood,. 
and that which makes a perfect and coaplete home.1.::9 

Ellen Henrotin, who played a key role in the women's club 110T•ent 

and in the origin of the Jewish Women's Congress, spoke siailarly as 

president of the General Pederation of Women's Clubs. She spoke of 

"Reciprocity" as part of Aaerican national life, and asserted: 

We are reading it into our spiritual life. Jew and 
Gentile no longer exist. We stand hand to hand, heart 
to heart. We are readina it into our relations between 
men and women. •o longer do we liTe for aen, but •• 
liT• with aen. We are reading it into all social lUe. 
We ask no lonaer of any woman, what do you beline, what 
is your sect; what are your politics, but are you a 
clubable woman, are you willill8 to ao to work with us. 
And if she ~s yes, she is of ua. lJO 

Such optiJlistic declantions of "sisterhood" were doubtless 

welcomed by the listeners. A friendly spirit of co-operation existed 

between aan.y Jewish and Gentile woaen' s societies, and Jewish women were 

welcoaed as equals in •an:r clubs. sun, that sought after co-operation 

was not always easy to maintain, particularly when particularistic con-

- cerns were affected. A motion waa aade to endorse a resolution to 

Preaident Clneland by the WC'lU protesting the treatment of herican 

ciTi.lians (apparently lllssionariea) in Turkey. The Council refused 

endorsement on the arguments that its adoption "mq tend to foster more 

hatr•d among th• •ohmmedans towards the Jews", and that since "so auch 

hum has bean done to the J ewiah co-unity from that Tery idea of scd-

1.ng missionaries to proselytize, to break up family hoaea, that it is a 

little foreign for us to Toice our sentiments in this w.,-.131 Support 

for other women• s organizations was thua by no ••an• 1-ediate or un

conditional. Jewish women remained sensiUTe to their at tiaea delica.te 

~si Uon a~ J ns. 

The di Terse religious character of the •CJW was far more in eTi.dence 

than had been the case in Chicago. !he more reli.g1.ously coaaopolltan city 

ot Jlew York ~ haTe been a factor in this. !o be sure, the ~ority 

121 



of male speakers were Reform rabbis. Kaufmann Kohler ga'Ye the opCl.iDg 

Pl'S1'•r. Henry Berkowitz spoke on the Jewish Chatauqua Society, estab

lished some years earlier to spread intonation abo11t Judaism, and a 

Re'Y. Dr. Greenfield addressed the opening meeting on behalf of the 

CCAR. While applaudiDg the Council, Greenfi.eld was not unaware of the 

fallout from the Tiews of Voorsanger and others: 

It has been said and it has been. denied that some 
rabbis are oppos ed to the organization. But I 
may say, and I think with a good deal of authority, 
that the llliniaterial body of this count1"7 has not 
the faintest idea of opposing your organization. 
Would it not stul tity the thought and the actions 
of the ministers, it they should attempt to oppose 
that which they haTe been teaching, that which they 
haTe been seelcing to instill into the minds and 
hearts of men andwomen • • • through the land? 132 

The Reform hold on the Council se•s to haTe been facling, ho•eTer. 

The Re•. Dr. Sabato Jlorais, friend of Isaac Leeser and founder of the 

Jewish Theological Semina1"7 nine yeas earlier, also spoke to the con~ 

Tention. Morais' address was a thinly Teiled attack on Reform in which 

he urged: "Bow, ay sisters in faith ••• I beg of you to stand by the 

ol d flag, not to allow it to be trampled upon. but stand tor yo11r 

religion". l)) He clisp11ted the T&lue of Biblical criticism and called 

upon the women to study in order to show the world the spirituality of 

Judaism. The conference• s final prayer was ottered by another trad

itional rabbi, the Rn. Dr. Mendes. In 1884 he had published a booklet 

"The Posi Uon of Women in Jewish Law and Custom", originally part of a 

"Ladies' Cl ass" at his congregation, and printed in the .\aeries Hebrew. 

In it, he stressed the positi'Ye effect of Jewish law in iaproTing the 

stat11s of women in contrast with other peoples: "we find that woaan•s 

fame has ner been appreciated by Hebr• hearl.- (p.20). llmides waa 

also the a11thor of the Council's hymn sung to the tune "lly count17, 

'tis of thee".
134 

The presence of these men aust haTe been encouraging to tho•• 

Council-••bers who were uncoatortable with the organisation•• pre

doainantly Reform leadership and orientation. Just like the U.&BC and 

the Hebrew Union College, the liCJW hacl been founded as a national 

interdenominational organization. While the Reform tendencies of the 

former led to their becoming solely represe.ntatiTe of Reform Jews, 

a battle was waged within the Council in an att•pt to rl90T• i.ta 

"raclical" Refora el•ents. 
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The struggle centered upon the specific issae of the Sabbath. 

J.mon« the Refol'll congregations the Sunday Sabbath moY•ent had caught 

on. This included Chicago• s Sinai congregation whose rabbi was E.G. 

Hirsch and aaong whose 11•bers were Hannah Solo110n and Sadie American. 

The issue was Just beneath the s~ace throughout the conference and 

was brought up in Henriette lrank' s paper on the opportunities of 

J ewiah women. 7rank adYocated indi'f'idual choice as to which Sabbath 

clay wou.ld be obsened. so long as the spirit of rest was made a part 

ot Jewish liYea, "Kot the choice of the calendar day, but the manner ot 
its obsenance makea of it a Sabbath" •135 J. short discussion followed, 

in which Kaufmann Kohler (the session was being held in his t•ple) 

pointed oit the complexitiea of the issue and concluded: 

I shou.ld ad't'ise my friends, the ••bers of this Con
Yen.tion, that they 11&1 leaYe such theological disputes 
to the Rabbis. We haYe our hard work. we ha•• our 
troubles, we haye our snere battles, and I .would not 
put th• on the good ladies who mean so well as the 
a•bers of this Councu.136 

The President, Hannah Solomon, replied to a question, reminding the 

delegates that no resolution had been passed on the subject and that re

solutions wou.ld be in order at the next day's session. She se•s to haye 

been anxious to aYOid any conflict: 

I beg again that we leaYe those questions out. We 
can still work, and we can still preach. EYery one 
ot us can preach tor the Sabbath, for a good Sabbath. 
And let us go ahead, those who belieYe either way, we 
can do religious work in either f'ield.137 

The di't'isiYe nature of the issue was well-understood by Kohler and Solomon, 

howeYer their wishes were ignored. Such a f'unclament&l. difference of op

inion could not but e~me up again. 

A Yery general resol11tion was put forward the following day ~i.nl

ing the importance of the Sabbath and calling on Council m•bers to 

resist its "desecration" and to •reinstate it in their homes in its 

pristine purity".1 38 The u.naYoidable discussion foll owed with Y&rious 

points of new put forward. A Mrs. Men.dola De Sola ot Montreal had 

pre't'ioasly crossed swords with the President on this issue.139 De Sola 

now moYed that Dr. llendes be asked to speak on the is1Ne. i'his was 

seconded but denied. On being told th&t IEendes did not want to speak 

but only to enter a protest, Hannah Solomon shot back, "He is not a 

member and conseq~ently cannot enter a protestw.140 Pu.rther discussion 
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followed and the original. motion on the Sabbath was finally adopted. 

A Buffalo delegate wiced her misgiTings oTer the Council' a involT•ent 

in the issue,"! feel as though we were standing upon the Tery rock that 

we are at'raid is going to split under us. This is a matter of theologic

al controTersy and not for us to decid.-. 141 !hia was too much for De 

Sola Who asked, "A.re we a Council of Jewish Women or a Council of Women?" 

The President responded, "We are a Council of Jewish Women, and as Jewish 

Women we take the liberty of Jewish Women to haYe our own opinions" •142 

The bitterness arose again during the nomination of officers. De Sola 

nominated another woman for President declaring that "'.peace at an;y price' 

cannot hold good where the price is the sacrifice of principle" •143 

The woman so nominated expressed her horror at the idea and Soloaon was 

re-elected by acclamation.144 

The wrangle over the Se.bbath issue demonstrated the existence of 

deep-seated religious differences within the Council's a•b•rahip. Most 

l eaders and members were aware of the urgent need to preserve a un•n1mity 

of purpose that would transcend theological diagre•ent. l'or th• it 

was important that the National Council of J ewiah Woaen r.ain aa non

denominational as possibl e, a nation-wide union of J ewiah women froa 

diTerse backgrounds dedicated to t'urthering Jud&i•. Where a state-

ment on specific religious practice within the Council's aeaberahip 

was called for, it was worded in au.ch a way that women representing a 

wide spectrum of religious belief could feel comfortable with it. In 

its stress on including women of different religious belief aa ••bera, 

t.he Council was unique aaong the majority of J ewiah organisations of the 

time. It was the only one to achieTe a sense of pan~ewiah unity of 

purpose. By staying clear of potentially diTisiv• theological. arguaent -

like that oYer the Sabbath - the MCJW maintained a co..i.tted a•berahip 

whose ranks could include radical Refomers, staunch t%'&ditional1ets 

and all the shadings in between. 

!he religious role of the Jewish woman as defined by the •CJ• was 

a union of the idea of woaen' a "sphere" w1 th the de~eloping social trcds. 

Philanthropy and education, the twin pillars o~ Jewish women' a co-unal 

inwl••ent, were expanded and updated. A.t the turn of the century, 

"philanthropy" for the BCJW waa primarily a deep inTolnment with the 

arri.Ting Eastern European Jews. Patterning th•&elves on the auccesdul 
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ay•t• of the YWCA, Council representatiTes aet 1-i&r&nta at the porta, 

aicled th• in finding houai.ng, proTided Job-training and lesaona ill 

Bncliah and "Aaerican1ze.Uon". Their particular concem was to protect 

u.neacortecl girls and women trom piapa who were reaponeible for what 

waa then called the "white slaTe trade". The Counci.l waa inTited to 

Join the fight against white sla•ery by the U.S. go•ernmmt in 1904, 

and apparently was quite successful . Between 1914 and 1918 the ltCJi 

was the only agency tor women at Ellie Island in •- York harbour. 

Council in•ol•ement in the field ot education was three-told: self-

1,mpro•ement, Sabbath school work and 11111Digrant education. The first 

was a ma~or component of the •omen's club mc>Tcent, an outgrowth of the 

old literary societies. Por the JiCJW this was translated into Jewish 

study for women. Local sections set up "stud,y circles" - at times 

with the aid of l ocal rabbis - wherein Tarioua topics of interest were 

examined. At the 1896 conTention a samplin8 ot these subjects were 

mentioned including Bible, history, J ewi.sh peraol'l&lities and others.145 

Particularly interesting are the number of subjects dealin8 with Jewish 

women, in l iterature, in the home and in Hebrew thoU«ht. Pemale 

Jewish wri ·ters were also discwssed. This Jewish sel f-illlpro••ent was 

basic to the Council 1 a goals. Julia l'elsenthal, chairman of the 

Co.Uttee on Religion at the 1896 con•ention spoke ot its importance 

in preparing J ewiah women tor their duties: 

We beline, especially, that the central pl an of 
our work muat be to point to women' a duties as 
priestess ot the home, to str.ugthen the piTotal 
point in our religious actiTity, to help organise 
the waning intereat in DiTine worship , to aid ill 
solTing the probl•• with which the Sabbath School 
must cope; in abort, to u.ae those priTilegea which 
are tlr'eely accorded us, ot bein8 acti•e participants 
in Jewish coimun&l life not p&HiTe wibeasea. It 
is conceded that women wield a powerful 1.ntluence 
in modern life - may the power be u.aed intelllg.nUy .146 

It woman• s role as "priestess of the home• r9&1ned paramount, 

it was no longer her only duty. The Council ga•e official u.nction to a 

J ewiah woman• s Teraion ot "the world as a large hoa.-. Por her, that 

home i.ncluded the Sabbath achoo~. Juli.a lichaan chaired. \he Co-1.ttee 

on Religious School Work and outlined a detailed program tor iaproT•ent 

which included teacher-training, adoption of the American-11oclel •maai.on 
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school" to replace the c4eder (purely Hebrew) style and concluded: 

"Where you haTe not yet attempted or succeeded, try or try again to 

plac•~ OUl" women on Religious School Board.a" •
147 

Richman saw, as had 

others, that if women's superior religious sensibilities were to be 

brought to bear on the religious school issue, they would haTe to be 

inTolTed in the decision-making process: to haTe clout, they had to 

Bit on the Board. 

Education tor the newly arriTed last-European Jews, as has been 

mentioned, centered on teaching th• surrinl skills - a new language, 

a trade - as well as cultural lessons on how to be Jewish in America. 

The ~luence of the Social Gospel made its way into other ot 

Council's programs aa well by the turn of the century. 148 Jewish women 

also felt the responsibility to heal the world had been laid especially 

on woaen. At its 1911 conterenee "the BCJW established a broad social 

program calling for the eliaiDation of child labor, adequate housing tor 

low-income tam1U.es, legal protection for female workers and uniform 

marriage and diTorce laws. A strong pacifist el•ent also grew up w1 th

in the Council around this tiae, urging "that the cause of Peace and 

Arbitration • • • be placed before the growing generation". In 1911 

the Council drew attention to the disparity between Jlilitary and ciT

ilian spending. Yet When war came in 1911, the BCJli proTided support 

for Jewish soldiers wounded in battle. 

~s increased emphasis on broader social concerns in the early 

twentieth century parallelled a sillilar interest on the part of BeTeral. 

Reform rabbis. Por them a moT•ent tor "Social Justice" was a Jewish 

response to the Social Gospel and it se•s that the tfCJW had a aimilar 

idea. To the Council, women's "religious role" could expand to inclucle 

inTol Tement in broad social concerns \hat, to them, as to 9aJlY Jewish 

women, were not merely an erlension o'f women's traditional aensiti'ri.ties. 

Yet for some the Council's increasing empha.sis on genl1'8.l social phil

anthropy decreased its character as a Jewish religious organisation.149 

Some Jewish women who had looked to the NCJW to 'fulfill their need 

for a broader Jewish religious role were disilluai-oned when the Council 

enlarged its sphere of operations. Hannah Solomon stepped down as 

president in 1905. Within a decade of its birth the 1'CJW was beginning 

to undergo profound changes. For most of its members it conUned to 

serTe as an expression of their broader religous role. Por others, ex-
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aembers and those who had neTer been members, different organizations 

would haTe to fill t heir religious needs. 

ii.) Refom "Sisterhood" - the R.ise of the National Pederation of Templ e 

Sisterhoods 

By t h e s econd decade of this century it was becoming c l ear to who 

cared to notice that Reform was l osing i ts almost exclusiTe grip on 

American J .. s . fhe waTes of Eastern-European iJm.igrants had started 

this erosion. Reform ideas about J udaiBlll did not relate •ell to t h e 

immigrant experience and did not take into account the traditional back

ground of mos t immigrants. Moreo•er, a class dist1.nction hampered the 

iapression Refora aade on t h e n .. comers. A growtng Consel"'t'ati•e mo•e

ment had established a seminary and was att .. pting to bridge the gap 

between Reform and tradition. 

Por Ref om 1 eaders in the earl y 190011 these trends and deTelopmente 

•ere caase for concern. llany reeained anxious about the Rational Council 

of J ewish Woaen, worried o•er its focus on woaen• s work out•ide the 

congregation - despite the Council's protests that this would not inter

fere with syna«ogue programs - and its groWing inTol T•ent with larger 

social issues. It seemed to reject the notion that women coald act 

Jewishl;r only within a religiows trem .. ork. Th• Council had a mind of 

its own and coul d not, and would not follow the desires of Reform 

l eaders. It wa• a l so "J niahly interdenominational" and therefore not 

cl earl y an adjunct to the Refon ao••ent. 

!be official. eatabliahaumt of Haclusah in 1912 aa. an American 

women's Zionist organization was another emple of f...:le eneiv at 

work 1:1 a non-Refora setting. Its founder , the remarkable HarieUa 

Ssold, had spoken to the Worl d Parli-ent of lleligi.om in Chicqo in 1893 

under the aUBpices of t .he Jewish Woaen• s Congre••· She had not then 

challenged woaen• a place in the Judaism of the 48.7, but her later 

Zionist actirity opened up another area for woac• a Jftiah expreaai.on 

and actiTity. 

It se•ed apparent to Refom leaders that a cl-.rly Refom woaen• s 

organisation was necessary for the p11.rpoaes of self-definition, as well 

as to g1.Te Refom women their own national organization. A union 

ot t•ple sisterhoods was proposed and the following inritatlon was amt 
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out under the iaprt.atur ot the BxecuU Te Board ot the Union ot 

American Hebrew Ce>n«re«atlone: 

Cincinnati, Dec•ber lJ, 1~2 

To All Whom It May Concern: 
The President ot the Union ot .American Hebrew 

Congre«ationa issues this call to all ladies• ol'
ganisationa connected with congregations belongiq 
to the Union , to appoint or elect clelegatea tor a 
m••ttnc to be held in Cincinnati d\U"i.ng January 20-21-
22-2), 1913. Thia mHting is called tor the purpose 
ot organizing a Pederation of T•ple Sisterhoods. 

By order ot 

Vflr7 tl'llly yours, 

Lipman Lny, 
Secretary 

J. Walter Preiberg, President 
150 The Union ot herican Hebrew Ce>n«regatiou 

It was clear froa the outset that this organisation was to haTe close 

ties to the UAHC. The inaugural mHting waa called to order by l'reiberg. 

Rabbi Dartd Philipson addressed the ass•bl&«e on the aub3 ect of •women 

and the Congregation". Be spoke ot the gains ot women under Reton, and 

ot the tine work bein« done by the indiTidual aiaterhooda. What the 

new organization was to be Philipson made clear: 

As our religion is the basis of all that is best in 
our life, so will your work as a religious and con
gregational organization be baaic to that of &ll other 
organizations. Your nn organization, when tonaed, 
will be the counterpart ot the Union ot American 
Hebrew Congregations. The two organisations will be 
the obTerse and reTerse ot the saae shield, the 

151 congregation as the basis of J ewiah repreaentdion. 

A "religious and congregational" focus , this was what waa Jlisaing, many 

Reformers fel t, in the NCJW. Some were willing to assert this more 

forceful l y. Rabbi Louis Grossman, auccesaor to I .Jl. Wise at Congre&ation 

B'nai Jeahurun and a professor at HUC, also addressed the gathering. 

Some weeks earl .ier he had written in the American Israelite that the 

work of the new organization was not new, but rather marked women's 

"Co~ back to their moral and religious reapon.aibilities Which alon.e 

are the guarantee of a really 11Tin6 Judailllll" •152 Be continued: 

The Congregations haTe a first right and lien 
upon Jewish womanhood and they haTe neTer had an 
occasion to assert it as now. It is the Jewish 
woman who must help make the Jewish Paith qain 
central in the home and c ollllit herself :tnnkly 
and whole-souladly to the task • • • 
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Congregational actiYity was the necessary place for women' s en

ergies; not , he iaplied, the broader interests and tunctionin& ot the 

BCJW. Grossaan BUlmled up by noting the lack of opportunity g1 Ten to 

women to participate in Reform organizational lite: 

The l ocal congregations are men's organisations, 
the Union of Aaerican Hebrew Congregations is a 
men• s organisation. In not one phase of the great 
religious work which the coDgre«&tions separately 
and the Union collecti ·nly. ha•• done, ha'Ye Jewish 
women either (been] gi•en or taken a share. It is 
time that the Congregation Life of the cities be 
enriched by the contribution Jewish womanhood can 
make to it • 

The first constitution of the lfational Pederation of Temple Sister

hoods (BP?S) rneals the major differences between it .. .and the NCJW. In 

addition to establiahi.Dg the Pederation' s fomal ties with Jletom and 

the UARC, it statH that •the congregation tome the relicioua unit in 

Israe1•153and onoe again that woman• e place is in the Reform congregation. 

The new Pederation' a standing co..ttteea functioned with that in mind: 

Co-operation (between sisterhoods), Religion ( " to foster the religiowt 

life of the congregation"), Sabbath School, Propaganda, Scholarships 

(for BUC students) and Jluaeum. 

The leadership of the JlftS also reflected its function as auxiliary 

to the UARC. The Union• a executi•• secretary, Rabbi George Zepin, sened 

the Pederation in the saae capacity. Whereas the BCJW had been organized 

from scratch by women th .. aelTes, especially through the ~c leader

ship of Hannah Solomon, the tf PlS was organized by men and woaen under the 

auspices of the UABC. Such a ditterence, ho•e•er, refiects the different 

purposes of each group. The Council answered to no-one but i ta ••bers. 

The Pederation was an otticial ana of a specific religious mo••ent. 

That did not mean the MP.rs was without its on strong female lead

ership. One of the Pederation' s guiding .lights in its foraati•e years 

was Carri.• Obendorfer Simon, who sened as the organization's tint 

president from 191)-1019. As a young women abe had been acti'fe in th• 

BCJW. She was the section secretary in her nati•e CincinnaU,and an 

address she deliTered before that body, •Philanthropy" , waa reprinted 

in the J uly 1896 issue of !he American J eweas (II, pp. 545-48). Sh• 

later married Rabbi Abram Simon of the Waahi.Dgton Hebrew Congregation 

in the nation's capital . Rabbi Simon• s acUnty in the CC.AR and his 

later becoming its president must also haYe giTen added prestige to 
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his ~.. Yet Carrie Simon• s energy and dedication to the MftS reflect

ed her own powerful colllllltment and concerns. She clearly subscribed -

as did most sisterhood members - to the idea that J ewi.sh women had a 

place in both home and synagogue. Simon also saw a positiTe connection 

between the general women's moTement and the Sl'Owi.n« religious role ot 
the Jewi.sh •oman. 

A few days before the Pederation• s first Biennial in 1915 11he 

wrote in a Chicago Jewi.sb paper The Sentinel: 

Is there any connection between the renaissance of 
Religon and the rise of the Women• s lloTement? I 
think there is. And I belie•e there wi.11 be a still 
more intiaate and positi•e relationsbip between the 
Synagog and the American Jewess. The Synagog shall 
hear the call of the Sister. The Synagog is not a 
masculine institution; it must pro'Yide a place of 
equal pri'Yilye, prayer, acti!it1 and responsibilib 
tor the Jewess. Shall she not be the creator of the 
new enthusiasm in Iaraeu154 

Simon al so realized that the lfPlS was not unique, yet stressed the 

Pederation• s strong dedication to the tasks at hand. !he women's mo•e

ment need not alienate the J ewiah woman from her faith : 

The National Pederation of Temple Sisterhoods is 
but a new name tor Jewish and womanly enthusiasm, 
for Israel' a Pai th and Israel ' s Loyalty. It 1 s 
an honest effort of the American Jewess to make 
good her pretensions, her pri'Yileges, and her duty. 
It is borne in the W&Tes of woman• s emancipation, 
not from, but into Religion , into Juda11111, into 
the Synagog. 

Both Simon and the Biennial drew the attention of the local preH. 

The Chicyo Jou.rnal reported an addrHs by Simon under the headline 

"Urges Women to Ai' Judaism" •155 In her speech, the Pederation Pres

ident combined Reform notions of female religious emancipation wi.tb 

the ideas of Biblical criticism. Neither aex had a monopoly on religion, 

nor did the •otional part of religion "make religious duty any more 

womanly than manlY". She ottered her own Reform Jewi.eh •011811' s exegesis: 

It a woman had written the first chapter of Genesis 
Bile would haTe foraed Adaa out of the rib of BTe. 
She would h&Te started the creatiTe process by the 
procreati•e principle. The writer of Genesis aust 
haYe suspected the keenHt of woaan in hearing the 
Toice of God, because he tells us that the wi.ly ser
pent addressed ITe and not Adaa as to the co..and 
of God. He BOllehOW oaucat a tar-ott gleaa of woman' 8 

future when , in appreciation of BYe's initiatiTe • 
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•1fhen the woman saw that the tree was good for 
food, and pleasant to the eyes, and the tree was 
desirable to aake one wise, she took of its fruit, 
and did eat, ahe gaTe also unto her husband with 
her and did eat!" At any rate, aodem Judai.a 
builds on the basis that the eyes of both were 
opened. 

While appreciating the Refoni doctrine of equality of the sexes, 

Siaon at the 11111ae ti.lie agreed with the popular image of woaan as the 

more religious1:r sophisticated. Like BTe, the modern Jewish woman was 

to hel p open the spiritual eyes of J ewiah men. Orthodox wo•en, too, 

would feel the influence of the time: 

I belie•• t .hat orthodoxy will be compelled to yield 
When women will rise under the ~luence of the new 
conditions and call tor a status ot religious priT
ilages and obligations. When this happens American 
Judai• will be in a still aore interesting and 

. productiTe stage. I look to woman for the next 
ch~e in orthodox Judai•. 

Simon's belief in "religious equality" was typical of Reform 

Jewish thinki.ng of the time. Technically, Reform Jewish men and women 

were "equal"in religious oblig•tions, yet outside of personal religious 

equality, each had a particular place. "What are the special spheres 

in Which the Jewish ought to be most helpful in the duelopment ot 

American Judaism?" Simon asked. The home r.ained ihe "fulcrum" 

of Jewish life and women's social and economic •ancipation did not 

j ustify "a lessening of that place in the affections of the American 

J eweas". Jewish women "ought to stand like a solid wall against the 

:torces which may tend to weaken or prejudice it". The other s phere 

tor the Re:torm Jewish woman " ought to be found in t h e house of wor

ship" : 

The Reform synagogue has giTen t h e Jewes s a place 
of dignity and usefulness and she is grateful to 
the progressiYe synagogue tor that fine opportunity. 
How shall she utilize this priTilege? We stand 
with this union [\he If P.rS] in the co.nTiction that 
the congregation is the representatiYe expression 
ot the Jewish thought and aspiration. "Rally round 
the synagogue!" is our slogan. 

The home and the synagogue were the places of the Re:torm J ewt.sh 

woman' s religious act1Tity. The l ocal sisterhoods and the Jlational 

1'ederat1on reinforced the former and sened to create a rol e for 

women in the religiousl y progressiTe deYel9pment of the latter. As 
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S1111e>n aaid at the Pirst Biennial Corderence in 1915: "We do not 

belie·n in going bac.k t o the ~og. Our alliance With the synagog 

i s a forward ao•ement. Porward Wi. th the sypy:og is now our ruling 

passion". 156 

Despite this tie , howeYer newed, to "synagog" and moY•ent, Si11e>n 

of f ered the fo l loWi.ng inntation : 

We have a warm welcome f or s uch organizations of 
women who, unable to attach th•sel •es to a synagog, 
are nnerthe l esa, more ntally interes ted in religion 
t han in an.y other matter. We are 'tl'&l'lll in our welcome 
to so-called conaerTative congregations to ~oin our 
ranks: and while Orthodox Sisterhoods may find s ome 
reluctance in acU•• affiliation with us, they need 
not hesitate to seek our acl'rice along lines of rel
igious and ooncregational uplift. 

This was not a matter of attempting to be an o•er-all Jewish women's 

organization - the Ume tor that had passed. It was more a case of 

establiahing the spirit of co-operation between equals , joined by the 

bond of J eriah sisterhood. As Sillon added: "!here is ample room in 

this country for Jewish women• s organizations, and it is to be hoped 

that each rill occupy a distinct field and function within whose sphere 

of operation it may serTe its cause best•. 

As lons as the Pedere.Uon was comad.tted to congregational. work 1 t 

seems that it was al so possible to explore other inYol •ement as well . 

Simon mentioned hanng entertained the idea of affiliating Wi. th the 

National Council ot Women in America : "I am incUnecl to belie•• that 

membership· in this bod,y at some future time is likely to be helpful in 

clarifying problems in which women a s women are deeply interestect•.1 57 

Th e idea that JeWi.sh women could ha•• interests •as women• was a 

further indication of the growing atmosphere of •women's issues" at 

the time. 

"Sis terhood work" quickly became the swmation of the Refo2W 

Jewish woman's religious role . It incl uded invol •••nt in the congre

gation, wor k on l ocal and na tional colllllittees, fundraising for HOC 

scholarships and other acti'rities. The Bl'rS ~oined the NCJW in pronding 

social sel'Tices for J erish soldiers during the Pirst World War and 

was innted to be a member of the J erish Welfare Board. In 1919. 

Mrs. Simon noted with pride t hat "many congregations ha•e gone s o tar 

as t o elect women to their official Board".158 Increasing women's 

participation in congregational boards was t o be a continuous 
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colllld.taaent of the Pederation. By the early 1920s a spokeswoman could 

say: 

It is gratifying to know that so many J ewieh .. WQaJm 

are now actiTe on the School Boards ot ou.r religioUB 
schools, and that in many Temples they are represent
ed on the Board of Trustees . They are natu.rallf titted 
to de•elop and understand the religious lite.159 

The Cult's imqe of woman as the "religious being" was .apparently 

still popular. The speaker c ontinued with what may ha•• been a pointed 

reply to Rabbi Groa8118D: 

That they ha•e co~ned their efforts to the home 
and not contributed toward the promotion of relig
ion in the communal life to any great extent, until 
recent years, is due to the fact that they ha•e not 
been called upon to do so, perhaps we might say, 
not ••en permitted, certainly not requestedt 

The first decades of the 2oth century saw another dneloping Jewish 

mo•ement recognise fmale potential. In 191) a ConsenatiTe union, 

the United Synagogue ot A.aerica, was established. The 11o•e1aent' s guiding 

light was the newly appointed chancellor of the Jni&Theological 

Seminary, Solomon Schechter. It was clear to hia, aa it bad been to 

llUley before him - Le ser, Wise and others - that American Judai• 

would ha•e to ma.lee better use of its female •-bers. Women were the 

key to Jud.aisa' s surri.•al. Schechter wrote: 

It should • • • be the duty of this union to make 
its influence felt with regard to the religious ed
ucation of women which is sometimes so woefully neg-
1 echd in old congregations. It is through th• that 
we reach the children in a count1'7 like .laarica, where 
the husbands are ao bUSJ' all week. It ia through th• 
that we can sa•e a great part of the Sabbath, and it 
is throwrh th• that the dietary laws "111 be obaened 
in the homes, I would ••en suggest that the Union aasip 
a certain portion of its work to woa1111, and gi•e th• 
a regular share in Us acti'YitiH. They can becoae 
more than an auxiliary to us, indeed helpful in ~ 
respects where, as conditions are in this count1'7, 
their intluence is more tar-reaching than that of their 
husband.s.160 

By 1918, the ao••ent had gro1111 and an auxiliary. the Woaa• a League of 

the United Syna«ogue was created. Its eatabliabment had doubtless 

been influenced. by the creation of the llefo:ra woea' s organisation ti Te 

:r•ara before. One of the founders of the Woa1111' • L•a&• ... Kathilde 

Roth Schechter, then the chancellor'• widow. She was giT1111 a place 
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on the executiT• council of the United Syn&«ogue, and while such an 

honor said something for that organization'• Tiew of her contributions 

to the moT•ct, it waa aore exactly a aign of appreciation toward.a her 

late huaband.161 

In terms of womc' s religious role, Consenatiam followed much of 

Reform' a lead. "Aaerican• Jewieh sensibilities deanded that mixed 

seating be adopted. Women pl~•d a role in congregational. organi.za

tiona and in the religious education of children. Yet, th• traditional 

aide of the moT•at restricted t .. le participation in ritual areas, 

particularly the handling and reading of th• Torah.152 

By the 1920s the Be.tional l'ederation of Temple Sisterhoods had 

proTed itself to be an effecti•e and efficient part of the Reform moTe

ment. The BPrS had fiUed well into the UAHC, refl ecting the careful 

planning that had preceded its establiahaent. !he Pederation, unlike 

the HCJW. had acquired instant "respectability" as part of the 1110Te-

ment anci had benefUted from the organization and support of its older 

brother - the UABC. Reading through the proceedings of NPl'S meetings 

ot the early years one is struck by the paucity of philosophical debate. 

It may well be that being a part of the Reform moTement of the day gaTe 

the KPrS a solid underpinning that therefore requ1red little commentary, 

alloWing tor a concentration on "business". All these factors con

tributed to the high degree of organization and early success of the IJ'TS. 

It also doubtless benefitted from the experience of the HCJW, in some 

areas tald.ng oTer a Council function, as in· the ease of religious school 

support. By 1922 the l'ederation counted a m•berahip of 28) sisterhood.a -

45.000 women. Reton JeWish women were organized and takin« their 

place alongside men in the syn&«ogue. How large t:n.at "place" was would 

be the subject of intense debate at the Reform eeainary - the Hebrew 

Union College. 

iii) The Ordination Question - Pirst Attempts 

"Whether t he l ady preacher would be a desirable inontion depends 

upon two things: Pirst. whether the lady can preach; seconcU1, whether 

men Will listen to her". So wrote Isaac Mayer Wise 1n the yericap 

Israelite onJJo••ber 27,1890 (p.4). It had real11 been only a matter 

ot tiae before the subject of a female nbbi came up in Reform circles. 
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Ooenin« the pulpit to woman would be the mark of their total religious 

emancipation wbioh prominent Reformers urged. The Jewish community 

was by no means unanimously disposed to either side of the issue. 

Should we "train women as rabbis?" asked the conservatiTe Jewish 
163 

llessen«er. It annered, "Certainly not". 

Yet the principle remained for some. And when a woaan arri•ed on 

the scene Who certainly "could preach", the matter heated u.p. Ra;y 

:Prank's preachilg reputation and her dynamic participation in the Jewish 

Women's Congress had receiTed a great deal of attention in the press. 

It was she that Wise wrote of. l'rank had pro•en that she could preach 

and make aen listen. Peiaale ordination, Wise belieTed, was held up by 

long years of conditionin«: 

'!hat a prejudice bas to be oTercome is certain; nor 
is it less certain that the prejudice is far stron«er 
amon« ,f ns than a.on« other denominations. The 
synagogue has always excluded 110aen f'rom participating 
in the celebration of its serTices ••• {ltut until the 
prejudice) becomes au.oh less pronounced it is useless 
to think of putti.n« ladies into the pulpit, eTen if any 
can be found both able and willing to occupy it. 

Still, Wise added, for the sake of_ pi't!lej.ple and justice women should be 

encour&«ed. They are "naturallY" good at religion and would probably 

be better rabbis than some now holdi.Dg pulpits: "There are, we maintain 

in this country Jewesses who are both able and willing to occupy the 

pulpit. We haTe opened for th• the Hebrew Union College, because 

we wish some of them would prepare th•selTes for the ministry". Wise 

may ha Te been exage:rat!D« with regard to HOC , yet he remained one of the 

first and most dnoted champions of the idea of feale preachers. This 

can be seen as a logical extension of his other leani.n«s regardin« 

women's role. It also blended, at least tor Wise, with the popular new 

of women as clrllizers and higher spiritual beings: Would not th••• 

attributes be best exercised from the pulpit Where woaen• s •retini.ng 

influences• would be coupled with the sycbol of rabbinic authorityf 

Another prominent Reformer who addressed the subject was B.G. 

Hirsch. A month after the Jewish Women's Congress in 189), he titled 

an editorial "Women in the Pulpit".164 Hirsch'• adTocacy ot women 

as rabbis clearl y came from Cult imagery popular at the time. After 

asserting, "That there is ampl e room and call for a more extended and 

aggressive participation in our congregational and religious attairs 
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on the part of our women adai ts ot no doubt" , he described the sad 

nate of ~ congregations and their "sad lack of enthusiasm". 

'!'hie condition ot artairs calls for a remedy. 
It i s clear that if any may bring about a chan&e 
for the better, it is our women. Woman by nature 
seems to be capabl e of richer religious sentiment 
than is the s terner sex. Relig1.on is synthesis. 
Intuition grasps total ity where intel lect loses 
itself in details. And that woman i s dowered with 
quicker intuition than man, seems to be nigh un
iversally accepted. 

le• cultural and economic necessities had l eft men "rarel y so 

situated as to be masters of their own time. They are engrossed in their 

business or profession". 

The only leisure class which our ci't'i.lization 
possesses is that of women in the faailiee in more 
or l ess easy circumstances. Our synagogues have 
neglected to profit by this possibility. The churches 
have not. !heir acti't'i.ites are largely in the hands 
ot their women. It were time we did •erge from our 
Orientali81D in this respect. 

If •omen could so rouse the congregation "schools and auxiliary societies" 

from their "wretched lethargy", "the question lfhether women shoald be 

admitted into the JeWish pulpit, admits of no negative solution . She 

is as much in place there as she is in any other profession" • Hirsch 

went on , as Wise had done, to touch on the importance of well-rounded 

rabbinical qualifications for "the rabbi of lfhatner sex-. Women 

candidates had to be as learned as their male counterparts. lovel ty 

was not enough. Hirsch concl uded: "Let Wl, if we must, have women 

rabbis, but let the11 be not only women but also pbbis". 

Was Hirsch revealing a reluctance to the change in his qualification, 

"it we must"? Was h• boWing unWilU.ngly to the trend of the timed More 

likely, it meant, "If we are indeed going to ordain women, then we auat 

make sure that they are •ell-prepared". Was Hirsch perhaps discouraging 

women from the rabbinate by •phaeiziq its demands and qualification.a 

which few - if any - Jewish women had ever been able to prepare th•-

sel Yes to'l!P Thia is doubtful. Like Wise, he favored woam• a ascent 

into the pulpit partly for women'• own religious freedoa and the 

dramatic end of their "oriental" aecond-claes statue, and partly be-

cause of the influence ot the Cult of !rue Woll&Dhood - women rabbi• 

would be good tor Judaisa. 
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While Ray ~rank was lauded and honored at the Jewish Women's 

CongreH, nc perfondDg the traditional role of the clft'Q in otter

ing prayers that opened and closed the meeting, ahe remained aore of a 

curiosity than a role aodel. That she was a source of pride tor~ 

woae is clear. An article on "The Jewess in San Prancisco" in the 

Aaerican .J .. eaa celebrated her accoapliahaenta: "Iii•• Ray Prank, the 

woman rabbi, a ay aiand as an exponent of the spiritual elnation of the 

.J nese • • • She has preached in the synagogues here and in the Borth, 

and haa been ottered a periaanent position, but she has refused". 165 

Two issues later, the aqaaine reprinted an inteniew with Louise 

Mamiheiaer by a "In York Preas" reporter.166 The reporter asked, 

"Do you expect some day to see a J •wish woman in the pulpit?" Mann

heimer replied proudly, "We haTe a •011&11 in the pulpit, thoup she haa 

not been ordained. Ber enthusiaaa iapela her to speak. She is Mias 

Ray Prank, ot California". 

Mamiheiaer' a description of l'rank ia accurate. In the strict 

senae of the word, she was a "preacher", but not an ordained rabbi. 

Ber unique position nonetheless attracted attention and eXB«&eration. 

'lhe general women's press waa eTen aore prone to fantastic embroidery. 

In 1892 The Bu!ines• Woll&ll reported: 

To Kiss Ray Pn.n.k, of California, is recorded the 
distinction of becoaiq the first woman rabbi in the 
world. She is the first woman student in the Hebrew 
Union College in Cincinnati and has been urged by 
Rabbi Moses, the aost celebrated J ewiah dirine in 
Chicago, to accept a congr'8ation as he says women 
are needed in the pulpu.167 

Prank did not compleh rabbinical training at HUC. In MoTember 

1892, Wise wrote in t he American l,srae),Ue: 

In the Hebrew Union College, among the different 
femal e students, we ha.d one who heartily wished to 
prepare herself tor the pulpit. We discouraged her, 
because it appeared to us, she had not the requisite 
oratorical capacities and without them success in the 
pulpit is not ·nry likely. We can only encourage 
Miss Ray Prank or any other gifted lady who takes 
the theological course , to assist the cause of ea-

68 ancipating woman in the synagogue and congregation.1 

Perhaps she found that the rigors of seminary work were ~ar too 

onerous and dull tor one who was a ~iery, Jewish "••angelical". In 

the late 1890s Frank married, returned home to California and retired 

from public lite. That she was an exceptional woman and preacher is clear. 
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Yet, women did not «nter the rabbin.ate in d.ro•es as a result ot her 

inspiration. Despite the encouragc«nt of Retormers like Wiae and 

Hirsch, the "prejudice" that the :former had written of remained a 

powerful consenatiTe .force . llost Re.form Jewish men and woaen ••r• 

not read,y to accept the idea of a :feeale rabbi. 

What was neces sary, it ae .. ed, was an official pronounc .. ent on 

the issue by an authoritatiTe Retorm institution. As long as the 

question posed no imaediate probl•, it could be ignored. One wonders 

what debate woul d haTe resulted had Ray Prank or some other woaan 

cleteraa.1.necl to finish the courae of nbbinic&l stud,y as early aa the 

late nineteenth century. How•••r, since none 414, the issue took ae•eral 

decades to come to a head. It finally r••erged in 1922 . 

The question azooae oTer Mertha leumark, wbo had ~sen stu~ at 

HUc.169 Her father, Prof. Daricl lleuma.rk, was a diaU.nguishecl a .. ber ot 

the facult y . Martha Jieuaark, then seTenteen years olcl, petitioned to 

b e allowed to conduct High Holiday aerrices in the autumn of 1921. 

The HUC facult y was split o•er the issue, no doubt re&liZing ita larger 

implications. Kautm&rm Kobler ended the stal aate by •oting in fa•or 

ot Ihwaark' s request. B otin& that the ti.11e bad coae for a decision on 

the fem&le ordination question, he reco-enclecl to the Board of Go•ernora 

that a joint collllittee be establiah•cl to atud,y the question. Only one 

rabbi, Henry Englander, was entirely in fa•or of f•ale orclination. 

The majority and the committee• a chairman, Daricl Philipson, could present 

"no logical reason" for continuin& to exclude women but nonetheless, due 

to "practical considerations'. the committee reco-encled that •oaen be 

discouraged t'rom. entering the ftbbinate. 

J acob z. Lauterbach, profes11or of rabbinical l iterature and board 

member Oscar Berman were absolutely opposed to the idea of f-1.e 

ordination. Aaong their objections they cited the nece11ait7 of respect 

tor religious tradition, the clanger that Refo%W t•plea would becoae 

increasin&ly "an attair of women" - more than they alread,y were - and 

the diarupUTe quality of a female presence at HUC 111.ght baT• in cli,11-

tracting the students t'roa their work. 
Unsure of what to do with the co..tttee•a report, the Board of 

GoTernors asked Lauterbach to prepare a detailed responsua to the question 

"Shall Women Be Ordained Rabbis" . Lauterbach presented his conclusions 
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at the CCAR'a annual aeeting:170 "The very raisin& of this question ia dut, 

no doubt, to the great changes in the general position of women, brought 

about during the last century or so•. Lauterbach worked through the 

halachic aaterial, noting the custom of excluding women from time-

bound coaaandaents, the different •spheres• of aen and women, and the 

general diaposi tion of the l iterature against women's public role. 

The problem with such reasoning, in a Reform context, was that the mo•e

ment has based itself froa its origins on the need to adapt and/or 

reject Jewish law to fit t .he changing worl d. Lauterbach devoted the 

l atter hail of his reaponsua to the importance of retaining the Reform 

rabbi's authority in the eyes of the rest of •catholic Israel". To 

ordain women would be "a radical innovation which would necessaril y 

create a distinction between the titl e rabbi, aa held by a reform-

rabbi and the title rabbi in general". He continued: 

We should, therefore, not jeopardize t h e hitherto 
indis putable a uthoritative character of our ordin
ation. We sho\lld not make our ordination entirely 
different in character from the traditional ordina
tion, and therefore g1 ve t h e l arger group of Jewry, 
following traditional Judaism, good reason to ques
tion our authority and to doubt whether we are rabbis 
in the s ense in which this tiae honored title was 
always understood. 

The last major objection Lauterbach raised was based on the well 

•oJ'!l concept of women's sphere. Bow cou.ld a woman be a homemaker !:a!! 
a rabbi - it was difficult enough f or her to juggle a leas demanding 

profeasion with her household dutiest How could a female rabbi marry 

and present the "proper" role model of a Jewish Wife? 

In this important activity of the rabbi, exercising 
a wbolesom~ influence upon the congregation, the 
woman rabbi would be deficient. The woman in the 
rabbinical office could not expect the man to whoa 
she be married to be ••rely a helpmate to her, ass
isting her in her rabbinical actiYities. 

The rigid separation of sexual roles would not allow a male to pl~ the 

subordinate role that women as rabbinic spouses always had: 

And even if she could find such a 11&11, Willing 
to take a subordinate position in the faaily, the 
influence upon the families in the congregation of 
such an &rrang•ent in the home and in the faaily 
l ife of the rabbi would not be very wholeaoae. lot 
to mention the ~act that if ahe i• to be a mother she 
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could not go on with her regular acUnties 1.n 
the congregation. 

Woaen, therefore, could not be proper role models as rabbis. To the 

way of thin.king represented by Lauterbach, molded by almost a centur;r 

of "womanhood" as deti.ned by the Cult, women could not act like ••n 

(or men, in the hypothetical case of the female rabbi's spouse, like 

women). It was silllply not wholesome. 

Lauterbach concluded by adding that he saw "no 1.njuatice done to 

woaen by excluding th• f:roa this office" • 

There are IUD7 a·Hnuea open to her if she choose to 
do reU.gious or educational work. I can see uo reaaon 
why we should raake tbi• radical dep~ure froa trad
itional practice except the specious arguaent that we 
are modem men and, as such, we recognise the full 
equality of woaen to aen, bcice we should be thol'O~y 
consistent. But I would not c1aa• the rabbis of J ewiah 
tradition with those people whose main ch&racteriatic 
is conaiatcicy. 

!be discuaaion of the reaponllWll is taacinat~ to read. Of the 

seTenteen rabbis who Toiced an opinion, tw•l•• spoke 1.n faTor of women's 

ordination, tour were against it, and Julian --.U•tern, as preaident 

of HUC , declared biaself "here rather to listen than to offer any opinion 

I •1aelf may haT•"• 

In opposing Lauterbach, ~ of the rabbis stressed the need for 

Reform to chan«e with the tiaes, especially on an issue of "justice" 

such as this. His supporters reiterated bis points cone~ the 

"specious" nature of the change and of the importance of·_ a respectable 

Reform rabbinic title in the eyes of others. Practicality was an 

il!ISue raised by many. Was it really practical to ordain women? 

Rabbi Abrams said no, feelin« that "We are p~ too much attention 

to what is being done by other (ie. Christian) denominations. It is 

the spirit and practice of Israel that should guide us. It would be 

a mistake to break with the t:radi tions of the put". Jlabbi J aaea G. 

Heller, Wise's biographer , raised a sal ient point: 

Si.nee traditional Judaism, Orthodoxy, did not 
require women to pertol'll certain duties or func
tions, did not permit th• to share in certain duties 
or functions, did not permit th• to share in certain 
rel igious acts, it could not allow thee to become 
teachers of these s ame duties. And, per contra, 
since Reform Judaism requires and asks of women the 
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performance of eYery religiot.ls duty in the catalog, 
it cannot deny them the right to become teachers 
and preachers. 

Julian Morgenstern suggested that thos e ?'flbbi • s wi •es who were 

present might well ha•e opinions that would aid the Conference. Three 

spoke - and all supported female ordination. lira. Prisch, whose husband 

al so supported the decision said: 

When I entered the hall this morning, I was opposed 
to the ordination of women as rabbis. I aa now in 
favor ot it ••• I now feel that whatever practical 
reasons I may have had cannot be compared in value 
with the matter of principle which has been mention
ed here this morning • • • I do not believe that 
privilege should be denied women and it behoo•es us 
to go on record as being in favor of this moYeaent. 

Mrs. Berkowi ts fRabbi Henry' a wife) used the same argument as had Wise 

and Hirsch, showing that the Cult illla&• of women could be used to expand 

as well as restrict women's role: 

I am more than satisfied to be the silent member of 
our p&rtnerahip, but I belie•e it is the function of 
women to give spiritual Yalue to the world and es
pecially the Jewish woman iab1.1ed w1 th the J •wish spirit 
will naturally bring a certain quality to the ministry 
which some ot our men lack. I think that might be 
enlarged and strengthened and therefore I should like 
to see our women become rabbis if they wish to do so. 

Prof. H e1.1111'1.%'1c spoke laat. Point by point, be refuted the poaaible 

halachic objections to feaale ordination. As "far as practicality was 

concerned, he saw no objection coming fl'Om the orthodox who "themselves 

employ women in their school s as teachers and readers, and more than 

this our woman rabbi will not do". If eumarlt saw female rabbis worki.ng 

within the s ame perimeters as Jewish women had previously been world.ng. 

Ordination, he felt, would simply give th• a aeaaure of preparation 

and authority which women had. prniously lacked. Whether or not he 

truly belie•ed that women rabbis would do no 110re than the women in 

orthodox schools - "teachers and readers" - is unclear. Would the 

female rabbi not preach, as Ray Prank and others had? If preaching was 

one of the Reform rabbit-a greatest reeponsibiliU•s. could a 1fOllall tru17 

be a Refol'lll rabbi and not preach? It is doubttul that Meuaark was 

setting forth a double standard for male and f ... le rabbis. 

Ieumark: concluded by d.aoliabing Lauterbach' e concern over the 

"wholesomeness" of a female rabbi's family .life: 
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!he woman rabbi who •111 r.ain single wiU not be 
more, in 'fact less, o'f a probl• than the bachelor 
rabbi. I'f ah• marries and chooses to reaain a rabbi, 
and God bless-sher, she will retire for a 'fflfl month• 
and proncle a substitute, as rabbis generally do when 
th97 are sick or meet with an automobile accident. 
When ahe comes back, ah• will be a better rabbi for 
the experience. 

He rightly saw that by de-JDYstifyin« the image of woman-as-rabbi, that 

old "prejudice" could be broken down. Meumark concluded by addrese1q 

the idea of Refol'll/Orthodox relations: 

The rabbinate 11AJ help the women, and the .Oaan rabbi 
~ help the rabbi.Date. You cannot treat the reform 
rabbinate from the orthodox point of new. Orthodoxy 
is orthodoxy and r~orm is reform. Our good relations 
with our Orthodox brethren may still be iaproTed upon 
by a clear and decided stand on this question. They 
want us either to be refol'lll or to return to the fold of 
real genuine orthodox Judaism f'rom whence we came. 

M eumark may ha•e been o•erly optillliatic about Orthodoxy' s new of such 

proceedings but he was correct in d•anding that Refoni judge itsel'f 

in light o'f its own beliefs. 

Pollowi.ng the discussion, the Conference President appointed a 

committee to draft a statement on the issue. It read: 

The ordination of woman as a rabbi is a modern iss ue; 
clue to the eTolution of her status in our day. The 
Central Co?derence o'f American Rabbis has repeatedly 
made pronouncement urPn8 the ful l est measure of s elf-

. expression for •omen as well as the fullest util ization 
of her gU'ts in the serrice of the llost High and grate
f\llly acknowledges the enrichment and enlargement of 
congregational l ite which has resulted there'from. 

Whe.te•er may haTe been the specific legal status 
of the Jewish woman regarding certai.n religious func
tions , her gen;;ral position in Jewish reUgious life 
has Her been an exalted one. She has been the priest
ess in the home, and our sages ha•e always recognized 
her as the preserver of Israel . In riew of these 
Jewish teachings and in keeping with the spirit of ou.r 
age, and the traditions of our Conference, we declare 
that women cannot justly be denied the pririlege of 
ordine.tion. 

The statement was adopted by a Tote of 56 to 11.
171 

The CCAR was not to ha•e the last word howner. The Boe.rd of 

Go•ernors of the Hebrew Union College met to discuss the issue. Of the 

eight. members present, the two rabbis Toted 1n f&Tor of female ordina

tion. The six lay members Toted against it. 172 Atte.r close to eight 

years of study, ?.~ artha H eume.rk left HUC. 



Rabbinic ordination tor wom<Ul had been pre•ented by the "pre~udic•" 

that Wise had. warned of three decades before. It was clear that no 

balachic case could. be made against female ordination, and besides 

Reton did not SH itself as bound by halacha. lloreo•er, appeals 

to a "Cathol ic Israel" cal led Reform's own l egitiaacy into question 

by positing a higher or more authentic Jewish authority. The problema 

of "practicality" and role lllOdela were 1tore compell.ing. Whil e the 

role of women in American society had expanded during the l'irst World 

War and by 1922 included the right t o Yote, most Reform congregants 

remained consenatiYe in their news of women in what were tradition

a l ly male rol es. In t h e lf.PTS , women were separate from, but "equal" 

to the UAHC , a situation mirrored on a smaller scale by each con«re

gation . A woman rabbi was still too radical a change f or t he majority 

o'f Re'form J ewa. In a culture dominat ed by the Cult o'f True Womanhood' a 

im.age of • 011UU1 , Reform could institut e great changes i n Jewish bel ief 

and practice yet could not bring itsel 'f, as a movement, to ta•or the 

ordination of femal e rabbis . 

Th e woman' s ordination issue would remain the great unresolved 

ques tion in regard to t h e Re'fol'll Jewish woman' s r eligious role. I f 

she was truly equal , she co-ald be ordained a s certainly as a man. As 

l ong as societal 'forces were s trong enough to support t his contradic

tion, it could continue. If one demanded consistency , it wa s cl ear 

tha t Reform was l ying to itself. 

Addressi ng t h e CCAR in 192 .. , J ulian Morgenstern s poke of "The 

Acheivements ot Reform Judaism". Regard.in8 the rol e o'f Reform Jewish 

women, he concl uded: "But one priYilege baa been withhel d that of 

s piritua l mini s try and religious l eadership. And unquestionably in 

time t hat too must be accorded her". l 73 
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PART IV 

AllBBICA 

THE PERIOD OP REPO.Rll REORGAIUZATION 



I The Christian Wotep' s Relirloy Role 

l) Going Bowhere Paet: The Sh£•Uon ot the Woman' a Ko••ent 

By the m1d-1920s it was apparent that the "Progressive era" ot the 

preYioua decades was over. The ca.%'D88e ot the Great War, the triumph 

ot Co11111unism in Raesia, and domestic tU1W0il, which included l arge-

ecal e labor unrest, contributed to the growth ot a strongl y coneenative 

national mood. Political reform moYemente, ot which au.th-age had been 

one. were no longer fashionabl e - in fact they could be seen as downright 

treasonous. A coalition ot consenative business and church organizations 

began a poli Ucal campaign against attempts at retol'lll. They threw their 

weight against the passage of a child-labor amendment . The official 

organ of the Catholic Church denounced it: 

There neYer was a more radical or reYolutionary 
measure proposed tor the consideration of the Amer
ican people than this so-called Child Labor Amend
ment, that • • • would aet aside the tundaaental prin
ciples of state' a right• • • • would destroy parental 
control o••r children, and would colllllit this country 
toreYer to the co11111unistic system of the nationaliza
tion ot her children.l 

The labelling of opponents "Bolsheviks• had ••rged as a pol itical 

tool for those who wished to put a stop to fundamental change in t he 

statue quo. Henry Pord' s Dearborn Independent helped to publicize a 

u.s. Chemical Warfare Sernce Docuaent which purported to show a 

"spider web• of connections between liberal woaen' s organisations -

especially pacifist groups , but also the Christian T•p.rence Un.ion, the 
2 

YWCA and others - and Moscow. !he •omen's groups were hurt by sach 

attacks. Kost tried to prove their patriotism by disassociating th•

selYes trom any platfol'lll that might be seen as tinged with pink. The 

few effective political coalitions that had grown oat ot the auth'age 

mo•ement were hamstrung and broke· up. The women's ao••ent entered an 

eclipse that was to last tor decades. 

"Porty years in the desert" is how sociologist and historian 

Barbara Sinclair Deckard describes the experience of .laerican woaen 

from the 1920s to the l960s. 3 To be sure, there were occasional oases, 

yet the great •omen's mov•ents begun in the 19th century shriYelled 

with disconcerting swiftness in the third decade of the 2oth. Some 
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reasons tor this decl ine are clear. The su:ttra.ge moTement had so 

narrowed its sights on the achieTeiaent ot the vote tor women that once 

its goal was attained it quickly lost its raison d 1.8tre. The organiza

tions that had grown out ot the last stages ot the su:ttra.ge battle. the 

National Women• s Party (1916), the League of Women Voters (1919) , and 

others became pale reflections ef "the cause" soon after the •ineteenth 

Amendment had passed.• While the Wo!llen1 s Party continued the s truggle 

tor women's legal rights, and the League immersed itself in iseues of 

general social reform, neither challenged what remained of the Cult of 

Tr-t.le Womanhood. Women had won the right t o vote, but little else had 

chenged. 

The last gasp of t he suffragist spirit was a proposed constitutional 

amendment introduced in the Congress ot 1923. A mere eighteen words: 

"Men and women shall haTe equal rights throughout the United States and 

every place subject to its jurisdiction".5 Als o known as the Lucretia 

llott Amendment. after that pioneer su:t~st, the Equal Right s Amendment 

{ERA) created great discussion within the s urYi.Ting women's moTement. 

The Women's Party, by sponsoring the ERA, hoped to do away with the 

legal restrictions limiting women's property rights in marria«e, women's 

rights in divorce, and female employment opportunities, among others. 

It was opposed by the League of Women Voters and other ~ups who 

feared that the EAA would wipe out preTiously passed legislation which 

protected female workers. The spilt o'Yer the DA and the consenati•e 

temper of the times had combined to sap the strength ot the suniTing 

women's moTement. 

A technological change was tald.ng place in America aa well. What 

remained of women's role as producer at home was further eroded b~ the 

appearance ot rea~-made c l othing, processed and canned food, labor

saTing dertces like the 'Yac .... --.cleaner, and other items. A Taat nn 

range of manu:tactured goods became aT&ilable coupled with more sophis

ticated forms of advertising. Consumerism became a new torce in society, 

and tor the Tast majority of women who did not haTe employment shopping 

became a major preoccupation. 

While worldng-class women were forced to seek empl oyment by the 

mea«er wages paid to their men, middle-class woman could ponder the 
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merits of a career. The early women' a moT-ents had changed .!2!.! 
societal attitudee. Working women - while hardly a great number among 

the middle class - were no longer a scandal, althoU4th they were tar from 

un1Tersal appronl. loaen could also Tenture out of their ho••• or into 

a crowd without th• company of their men folk. A new •phaeis on 

personal "freedom" and independence was celebrated by the "roaring '20s" 

and symbolized by the apparently liberated napper. A woaan• • choice of 

fashion, hairstyle, aueic or dance-st9 replaced the social actiTi• 

ot preTioua decades as expressions of her 11e>dern1ty. IndiTidual style 

and appearance were far more illlportant than any group consciousness. 

As Harper's Konthll Kya!1ne approTingly saw 1t in 1927: 

P-1.nist - 11 .. Style proteases no loyalty to woami .s 
~ • • • su.rTeyi.ng her sex as a whole, sh• finds 
their actions petty, their range of interests narrow, 
their talk triTial and repititious. As tor those who 
set th .. selT•• up as leaders of t h• sex, they are 
either strident creatures of so little ability and 
balance ••• or they are brilliant, restless indiTid
uals who so often battli for woami' s rights tor the 
sake of personal glory. 

Most women tel t "emancipated" by the Tote, by a new sense of 

personal and sexual freedom and by the beguiling array of cleTerly ad

Tertised new products. They saw little need tor any turther equality and 

this was buttreaaed by th• highly consenatiTe mood of the country. Yet 

women's new "freedom" in the 1920s was superficial: sociologist$and 

adTertisers stressed that woman's main role, indeed her duty to society, 

remained that acted out within the home. The Cul t of True Womanhood 

had not disappeared: it had merely shirted its •phasis. A new roman

ticism stressed the woman's role as "wife-companion" to her husband in 

a home-life ~used With loTe and attection. 7 The new !rue Woman 

woul d properly treat ma.rri58e as her career: it was her job to proTide 

her husband W1. th a s cintillating home enTironment and to maidain his 

i.nterest in her, both mental and physical. Women's colleges and other 

institutions offered courses designed to help a woman "catch and keep" 

a man; home economics became a detailed science.8 Childrearing too had 

become a far more complicated field . Experts bol dly asserted, in the 

l ight of developing psychological t heories, that most women had to l earn 

how to be mothers. Children were best "trained to be happT', 12.!.! 
was to be giTen a husbe.nd. 9 
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The Depression narrowed women's rol e even further. The relatively 

smal l number of working women was reduced by a general perception that 

.a!!! needed jobs more than women. Discriminatory official practices 

removed married female civil sern.nts whose husbands a.lso held govern-
10 ment positions. Women who needed work as desperatel y as any man 

found their names at the bottoms ot Ne• Deal make-work programs. Supp

orting a family was a.!!!!!,! job - women belonged in t he home. 

The coming ot another world war shook American society tar more 

profoundly than had the country• s brief experience in the Great War. 

The economy was much more highl y industrialized and the commitment to 

the effort tar greater than had been the case in 1917-18. Women 

were called on to till the gaps in a wide Ta.J'iety of positions that had 

never before (and some, nner since) been' open to th•. Yet this 

dramatic change was seen as a matter ot unique emergency. "Rosie the 

RiYeter" was h&iled for her patriotism, while she and society both 

realized that •hen the men came home they would take up their Jobs again 

and Rosie would return to the hollle kitchen. And so it was. 

To a l arge extent, the post-war '40s, the • 50s and the earl y • 60s, 

replayed many ot the same social trends that the 1920s had broU«}lt forth 

following the Pirst World War. As women resumed the role of "wife

compani.on•, it semed tha t only the scenery had changed. The llliddle

class moYed to the suburbs, n .. labor-aa'Ying technologies abounded and 

most women collllDitted th•selYes to marriage and family. The traditions 

ot the Cult of Tru.e Womanhood had adapted and dneloped with society tor 

oYer a century, ensuring that despite alternatiYe examples and the 

occasional rebellion of ir...ii Yiduals, the popular image of the Tne Woman 

remained rtrtually unchanged. 

Yet tor a growing number of woaen the Cul t-iaage was no. longer 

enough. The lessons lea.med by world.q woaen during the war were not 

l ost. Many post-war women found th•••l Yes better educated and inclined 

towards hartng a career. Por most, employment was soaething exciting 

and important to be done before -rnage. Other• were beginning to 

queation why the advent ot a husband suddenly aicD&lled the end ot their 

own work outaide the hoae. And st~ll other. lliddle-class woaen senaed 

a yque malaise that se•ed to persist deapite aateria.l and financial 

comfort. 
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2) The Emergence ot Modem Prr1p'• 
By the early 1960s new llOT•enta tor social refom had arisen. The 

growing cirtl rights mo••ent was encourag.i.n« social critiqaes and re

appraisal. At the urging ot promi.nent l abor and club-women, President 

Kennedy set up a Commission on the Status ot Women in 1961. Its report, 

American Women (published in 1963), detailed for the first time the ways 

in which women, like ethnic minority groups, had been treated as second

claas citizens.11 Legislati•• recognition came in the form of the Equal 

Pay Act (1963) and the Cirtl Ri.ghts Act (1964) which guaranteed women 
12 

protection from negatiTe financial or social discrimination. 

Literary contributions also helped women - and men - to realize the 

degree of society• s limiting pressures on women. The most aignigicant 

of these was Betty Priedan' s The Peminine llxstisue. Priedan gaTe that 

name to the post-war aanifestation of the Cult of True Womanhood and 

urged women to giYe up the idea that being a homemaker was exclusiTely 

the mos t rewarding career a woman could ask for. Women needed to expand 

their new of themselTes, Priedan argued, to participate actiTely in all 

aspects of s ociety. Such inTolTement could only be beneficial ; to women, 

men, children and society as a whol e.13 

The present day women's mo•ement deTeloped f,.'ID two main sources 

in the l ate 1960s. The first represented mostly middle-class and middle

aged women of various backgrounds and occupations who saw the major need 

of women to be t he continuation of the battle tor equal rights and 

opportunities. Priedan emerged as an early spokeswoman tor this group 

and in 1966 an assembly of 1.ike-minded men and women announced the form

ation of the first women1 s organization of the '60s - the ltational 

Organization for Women (NOW). MOW was founded as a tightly organised 

politicRl l obby tor :furthering legisl ation (including the original ERA) 

that impro•ed the position of women. 

MOW' s decision to work "within the system" and its hierarchical 

structure did not meet with the appro•al ot all women. 'fo those 

younger women who had been inTolTed in the growing organizations ot 

the student mo•ements - R- Left ~ anti-war and ciTil-rt.pts groups -

llOW' s program did not go far enough. Coming out of the student mo•e

ments , t hey were well aware of the subjugation ot women within purport

edly "radical" groups. Their experience had showed the"•nonetheleaa, 

that a real chRDge in women's position could only occar when the syst .. 
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itself changed. "Women's rights" within existing stractures would 

change little - what was necessary was women's liberation. 

It is by no means within the perimeters of this study to detail 

the various strands, sub-groups and ideologies. of the new women's move

ments. What is important tor our purposes is to note the dnelopment 

of a feminist critical dialectic, especially among the women's lib

eration supporters. Utilizing the critical modes of the broader student 

movement, femi.nists turned their investigative gaze upon society and its 

history to examine the roots of women• s roles. (The formalization of 

this examination created the field of "Women's Studies", 3ust as "Black 

Studies" and "Hative American Studies" grew out of the struggles of 

ethnic groups.) Just .as the female abolitionists had recognized their 

own position, over a century before, the new feminists came out of 

another social moT•ent and then, like their predecessors, turned their 

critical faculties upon th•selves. It was not long before organized 

religion was identified as one of the major opponents. of women's progress. 

l'eminist religious criticism began to point toward a rethinking of the 

nature of religion itself. 

3) Stead..y u She Goes - Women Md the Churches 

One of the most creatiTe of the early feminist theologians was 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935). In 1924 she published His Religion 

and Hers in which she castigated religion, particularly Christianity, 

tor not keeping up with •omen's changing position in society. Unchanging 

religious tradition had fixed the position of women and "Religion was 

supposed to be final. to be 'the truth' , al 1 the truth there -s" : 

Our belief in salTation rests on a preTioua damna-
tion; damnation rests on "original sin", - the eating 
of forbidden fruit, - and that requires belief in the 
story of Eden. If the ancient Hebrew religion accepted 
the still more ancient Assyrian legend, stating that 
woman was made out of Adam's rib, tor his personal 
accomodation, and that her -subsequent interest in apples 
was responsible for the loss of that horticultural par
adise it is not remarkable that the pious modem Hebr .. 
still mutters his dally prayer of masculine superiority, 
thanking God that he was not bom a woman. 

One religion after another bas accepted and perpetuat
ed me.n's original mistake in maJdDg a priT&te senant of 
the mother ot the race.14 

Gilman believed that a new Christianity could rise aboTe the idea 

ot a dictatorial God and the collection of ancient ~ths that filled the 
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Bible: "Seeing God as within us, to be expressed, instead of above us , 

to be worshipped, i s enough t o change heaven and earth in our minds, and 

gradually t o bring· heaven on earth by our actions" •15 For Gil man , the 

teachings of t he Social Gos pel were still true, and women, once given 

the chance,would wor k as particularly abl e agents of its teachings; 

The new new of God brings a sense of boundless 
hope and power; so the new view of woman will change 
life utterl y. Man will see her not as "his" but as 
a fellow-creature, strong, nobl e , free. competent in 
social serTice. The domestic subordinate. the too
concentrated and senile wife and mother will rise 
and ris e i n his mind, to her true pl ace , a wife far 
more a friend, a mother not measured by devotion to 
one• s eelf but as the chie.f channel of social improTe
ment . 1 b 

Gilman, as Elizabeth Cady Stanton be1'ore her, had understood the central 

role religous tradition played in restricting women's position, and she 

realized that changing public attitudes would begin by changing private 

ones. Her book, howner, was both past and ahead of its time. The 

world of the 19th century women's movements, Progressivism, the Social 

Gos pel - all were beginning to change •hen the book first appeared. 

Such criticism of organized religion would not resurface until the 

1960s. 

The attainment of women's suffrage was a signal of change not 

lost on the churches. In addition, the growing acceptance of higher 

biblical criticism made it easier for those so-inclined to reinterpret 

scriptural passages that had been used to limit female participation 

in church organizations. It is also possible that some church l eaders, 

sensitive to t he .ange,. and disappointment ot women following the absorp

tion by the churches of tmale missionary societies, were willing to 

recompense by a l lowing women greater access to church positiona.17 

!here were positive signs tor increasiJ:I« female ordination. Two 

femal e Methodists founded the American Association of Women Preachers in 

1919 and two y ears later the group began publishing a ~oilrnal, w-n• a 

Pulpit. That the women's moTements had indeed affected some church 

leaders i s made clear by the opening of aore a-S.naries to:·"femal.e 

students. Th e Hartford Theological Seminary, training Congregational 

clergy. announced in 1920: "In Yiew o~ the changed attitude toward the 

ordination of women, we no ,longer require women to state on entering the 
18 seminary that they do not expect to enter the ministry". 
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•women. Workers InT&de learly All Occupations• trumpeted the!.!! 

York Times in 192J.19 Describing the female •in•aeion• of the clerg;r, 

the Tia•• noted that •women 1n the m.1.nistry, according to the census 

report, increased trom 685 in 1910 to 1, 785 1n 1920". 

The Society of l'riends has, like the SalnUon A-ny, 
stood tor sex equality from the beginnsng, and in the 
United States at least forty sects recei't'e women free
ly into the pulpits. Recently a conference of the 
reformed wing of J dish rabbis passed a resolution 
allowin« women to be ordai.ned on equal terms with men. 

Times seemed to be ch'Ulging , the paper reported, since 

as recently as 1921 appeared, in a church pa per, this 
communication from a clergyman: 

"It would be a terrible thing tor the----
Church to ordain women in the ministry tor, besides 
being unscriptural, it would tend to the t.nniaatton 
of t h e churches , increase ttmrold occasions for scandal , 
faction, and unhappy and Satanic church quarreling 
and dangerously increase the spread of heresy, schism, 
error and tanaticil!!llll•. 

Such opinion s had not disappeared. Certainly the Catholic Church 

had not begun to conceiYe of women in the priesthood and some Pr~tes

tant groups· r emained adamantly opposed t o female ordination. Among some 

denominations a more open attitude did not necessaril y mean equality. 

In 1924 t he Mehodis t Episcopal Church began to allow women's ordination 

as local preachers - but withheld f ull membership in t he church's goTern

ing body. The Presbyt erians allowed women to become church el ders in 
20 1930 but denied t hem the rite of ordination. Throughout the 1920s 

and 1930s ot her churches allowed lay women to speak before church con

ventions and even t o hold positions on national boards. 

The granting of tee right of ordination was no assurance of cploy

ment or even encouragement 1n many cases. Active discoUr&«cent . also 

took place. One church adrisory board tried to push a f-.ale 

student into other types of church-work besides the mi.nistry: 

le are your tri.ends. It ia because we know ao well 
the rru&tration awaitiD8 any woman in the ministry 
that we are urging you to enter related work. We 
are trying to protect you not only from heart-break, 
but also from ridicule. Think of the sensationalism 
of woman eYangelists. Ko matter how earnest you 
would be~ no one would bel 1eTe your sincerity. And 
consider our obligation to protect the .dignity of the 
profession •• • There• s only a slight chance you• d 
get a church and li U l e promotion or prof .. rional 
adYancement tor you if you did.21 



One way 1l&llY churches made use of t heir f•ale ordinees as well as 

laywomen was within the newly professionalized religious social ser'fice. 

Volunteers were quickly being replaced by church-trained "experts" in 

education, yol.lth and social work and other areas, reflecting a similar 

change in general society. While prorldin« meanifl8t'l.ll work for woaen 

within the church stncture, such employment also limited them to those 

areas. Puthermore, few church•• were wealthy enoup to afford such 

specialists - male or f~le - and when the Depression came, those 
22 

ser'fices were usually dispensed with. 

The Second World War brought f\lrther changes in women's church 

status. Reaction to the lfazi restriction of women to "Kinder, Kirch• 

and Kuche" (wherein "lirche" was passi Ye and women were not pend tted 

to occupy men• s positions), and the inYolYaent of European women in 

t heir churches during warti&e prompted a reYiew of women's religiol.ls 

position after the war. Whm the World Council of Ch\U'Ches met in 

19.S in Amsterdam one it• of discussion waa the "Life and Work of 

Women in the Church". 23 J'rom this came an inntation to Dr. Kathleen 

Bl iss to report on wo•en' s position in the churchee. Her work, Ill! 
Ser'fice and Status of Women in the ChurohH, was pl.lbllshed in 1952. 

The book' a purpose accordi.ng to the General Secretary of the lorld 

Col.lncil "is not to offer solutions for the problems inTOlYed in these 

relationships. Its rol e is rather to show Where the Churches stand 

today, at what points they may be able to learn troa each other, and 

what questions need to be faced•. 24 

Bliss set out the history of women within the churches, the 

dnelopment of their traditional roles and the functions they continued 

to perfoni. Her book was more ihan a recitation of historical fact -

she clearly showed that .!!!.!!! controlled church stncture,allowi.ng wome1. 

to serYe as it pleased them: 

Women ha'Ye never found their place in the Church by 
imposi.ng their will and their news; whether they 
find f\llfillment or fl"l.lStration depends on the re
lati onship of the sexes - not only the relation of 
an indirldual man and an indirldual wolWl in marriage 
but the total rela tionship, goYerned by what -aen tbink 
of woman, how they behaYe towards them and what woaeD 
think of themselTes . The question of the place of 
women in the Churches i s not a "women's question". It 
might more tru.ly be called a "man• s question". 

25 Fundamentally it is a question of rel ationabip. 
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Because the Yarious denominations bad differing conceptions of this 

"relationship" women filled a wide Yariety of roles. those held in one 

sect contradictill8 those of another. Moreover, "a further contusion is 

caused by the fact that very few Churches haYe made up their collective . 

minds on What they think about the position of women in the Church". 26 

Whil e the American churches surYeyed tor the study agreed that • omen were 

far more actiY• in church affairs than they had been i .n 1940, "Tradition 

against their participation is often stronger than any l egal barries".27 

Female ordination was also a matter that needed broader discussion 

within the churches. Times had che.nged and women's role in society was 

retl ecting that : 

What is needed is that there should start within the 
Churches, among those who ca.re about this matter. a 
process ot thought about women in modern society, an 
imaginat1Ye act of understanding, and entering into, 
a total experience. J'or there has been a reYolution
ary c~e 1.n the place of women in society. Yi omen 
not only 11•e a Yery different lite from that of their 
gnndmothers, but - and this is eYen more important -
they think differentl y about themsel•es.28 

Bliss described reports :trom con«regational women that assail ed the 

limited role offered to women, in addition to the outdated image of 

womanhood adY&nced by many chl.ll'Chea. Bliss asserted 

It is not much use for the Church to tell this type 
of woman that the role of woman is that of a help
meet to man, that it is an honorable role and that 
man cannot be complete without her. This does not 
really mean anytbin« to the woman who is a child of 
her age unless she is first assured that · the Church 
accepts her own discoYery o:t herself as fully a 
person. 29 

What Blis s was questioning were the elements of the Cult of True 

Womanhood that had remained a pe.rt of the chl.ll'Ches' Yision of women. 

Some women.!!!:! goin« to work, and be worJcing mothers - that was "• 

part of modern lite". The stereotype, perpetuated by the church, •that 

women do not really belong in the economic sphere" has hindered a general 

Christian appreciation of "the new problems and opportunities before 

women". JO This stereotype deeply ~ected women's statua within the 

church as •ell and Bliss was not atraid to naae its sources: 

Basically women are kepi out of certain otn.ce• in 
the 8hurch, and operate maJ.nly in group• •Uh other 
women, because a certain picture o:t what a 110aan is 
prnails in uny church circles. Tho~ f .. would 
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admit as much, many Christians believe that the 
woman is a secondary bein8, an aaent enablin8 and 
completin8 man; probing will uncover purity, sUll 
lur~ in the moat unexpected places. llen,y of the 
women trho have wriHen in the reports quoted in this 
book feel a sense of despair about the way in which 
Bible texts are used to justify and support already 

3 held opinions about the place of women in the Church. 1 

Bliss also commented on the way the churches seemed abl e to manipulate 

the tradition whenever it was expedient to do so: 

When Churches are in a desperate position for l ack of 
manpower as they had been during the war, all sorts of 
ser't'ice is gl adly . accepted from women: when the si tua
tion is eased, theological reasons against women doing 
this kind of work are at once raised. Some women feel 
quite as strongly the debasement of theol ogy in•olved 
in this procedure as a true injustice to woment 

The impl ications of Bliss' study were enormous. It was the f'ir st 

thorough investigation of women's role in the churches, and it •as endors

ed by a powerful off'icial body - the Wor ld Council of Churches . 

Not al l of the .member denominations agreed with· t he study' s analysi~ 

yet for most American churches it proTided the .final push toward openin8 

the door s of church leaders~p to women. In 1953 the Disciples of Christ 

i ssued a statement insisting on total equality for women within every 

level of the church. The u.s. Presbyterian Church voted for women's 

ordination in 1956. Female Methodist clergy were granted f ull rights 

in the same year. The DiTinity schools at Yale and Harvard encouraged 

women students as we11.32 

In addition to the new Tiews coming fro• Europe, American churches 

were affected by other factors . Church membership was growing While 

at the same time there we1.s a marked shortaae of both professional church 

workers and el egy. When seminaries granted admission to women, 

the female graduates began to find T&rious positions open to th-. 

Need for trained leadership was possibly the major factor in breaking 

down the old Cult imaae of what defined the True Woman.)) 

Not all American churches were willing to accept au.ch radical 

changes in their traditions. Despite support tor a broadened role tor 

women by some, many u.s. Lutherans resisted the idea. In this they 

found themselves practically alone among the American Protestant denom

inations - European Lutherans admitted women to the pastorate in the 

1960s. While the ultra-consenative llissouri Synod r-uned firm, grant

ing strictly limited lay rights to women only in 1969, certain of the 
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other Lutheran groups began to accept f •ale cl ergy around the same 

time. 34 In 1957, fi•e years ~er the Bliss study was published, a 

Lutheran pastor, Russell c. Prohl, had written his endors•ent of it 

in a book c'11.led Women in the ChU£C?h: 

Th• church has a nst resnoir of talent in her 
dnoted and highly qualified women. To keep this 
treasure in storage is poor stewarclahip. It is 
time for the church to put to use, to the f'Ullest 
e.xtent , the mission potential she has in her •omm. 35 

By the early 1960s nen the Catholic Church had begun to address 

itsel f to t he position and status of women. The critical atmosphere 

of the time doubtl ess contributed to the church's own stock talcing t hat 

culminated with the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Pope John IXllI, 

in his encyclical Pace in Terris of 196), indicated a new mreneas 

of women's desires and rights: 

Sin.ce woaen .are becolling ner more conscious of 
their hUll&D· dignity, they will not tolerate being 
treated as mere material instruments, but demand 
rights befitting a hwaan person both in domestic 
and public life.36 

Elsewhere he stated: 

Human beings ba•e the right to choose freely the 
state of l ife which they prefer, and therefore the 
right to set up a family, wi:th equal rights and 
duties for man and woman, and also the right to 
follow a Tocation to the priesthood or the relig
ious lite.37 

That the liberal concerns of the time also included women's position is 

made clear in the Pastoral Consti.tuUon on the Church in the Jledern 

World which emerged from Vatican II. It decl ared that 

With respect to the tundamental rights of the 
person, eTery type of discrimination, whether 
social or cultural, whether based on sex, race, 
col or, social condition, langu98e, or religion, 
is to be overcome and eradicated as contrary to 
God' s intent. Por in truth it mu.at sill be regretted 
that fundamental personal rights are not yet being 
honored. Such is the cas e of a woman who is denied 
the right and f'reedom to choose a husband, to •
brace a state of life or to aquire an education or 
cultural benefits equal t o those recognized for men.38 

While t hese pass98es were encouraging in showing that the Vatican 

f elt the subject of women's status was i mportant enough to deserYe com

ment. they - and others concerning women - remained ambiguous. The 

effects of t his apparently new point of view were not spelled out in 
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tems of specific church actions. Furthermore, other statements 

could clearly be taken as support for either more liberal or more 

conserYatiYe rtewpoints. Por example. The Church in the Modern World 

included this: 

Women are now employed in almost eYery area of lif'e. 
It is appropriate that they should assum.e their full 
proper place in accordance with their own nature. 
EYeryone should acknowledge and faYor the proper and 
necessary participation of women in cultural life.39 

What was meant by "their full and proper role" and "their nature"? What 

was the "proper and necessary participaticion of women"? Pope John's 

successor, Paul VI also seemed to all ow that, to a large extent a 

Catholic rtew o'f True Womanhood still dominated much Charch thinld.ng. 

In 1966 Paul said: 

Por us (woman] is tile creature most docile for any 
tonnation and suitable, therefore, tor all cultural 
and social f'unctions and particularly tor those which 
are moat co.Q6enial to her moral and spiritual sensit
iTity.40 

Despite apparent signs of recognition .and understanding , women's 

position in the Catholic Church was little improYed by papal pronounce

ments. In f'act, a rather contrary current seemed present. Duri.Q6 the 

Vatican II meetin8s,a female econoalst was not allowed to present her 

paper and it had to be read by a man. Woaen journalists v.:ere at first 

preYented 'from attendin8 the Council's aasaes and were only allowed in 

after Yigorous protests by male reporters.41 Pope Paul's continued 

disapproYal o'f birth control and his steadfast opposition to the legaliza

tion ot di Yorce i .n Italy further conYinced ~ Catholics that a aoye to 

liberalize Church policy concerni.n« women would haYe to begin at the 

grassroots leTel. 

A faninist Catholic organization had been started in England in 1910 

durill8 the driYe tor female suf'trage. This "Catholic Women's Sutt'rage 

Society" expanded after 1923 to become the St. Joan's International 

Alliance (an American section was established in 1965). Encoureced by 

what seemed to be positiTe thinking on women• a rights eurrouncling Tatican 

II , the Alliance submitted a "modestly worded petition" to the Council 

Pdhers: 

St. Joan's International Alliance redfi.ms its 
loyalty and filial clnotion and expresses its con
Yiction that should the Church in her wisdom and in 
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her good time decide to extend to women the digzdty 
of the prief~hood, •omen would be willing and eager 
to respond. 

The petition was the first public raising of the issue of f-1.e ordina

tion in the Catholic Church. 

With the growth and dnelopment ot the feminist mo••ent in the 

late 1960s, Chriatian women of al.most nery denominaUon began to 

apply feminist criticism to their status within their churches. Por 

some women, as in the broader f-1.nist mo••ent, it became a matter of 

•women• s rightS- within a church, to ha•e acceBB to any and al.l pos

itions for Which they were qualified. l'or a growing number of others, 

"•omen's liberation" from negatiTe stereotypes became as necessary 

within the church as it was without. The latter connection was made at 

the 1969 formation of a •o•en' s caucus at the Gen'9l'&l A.ss•bly of the 

National Council of Churches. Part ot a statement by the caucus read: 

We begin our statement with an affirmation of 
support for the movement to liberate women in the 
United States ••• especially tor those who ha•e 
chosen to gather into the church ••• We will not 
be able to create a new society until and unless 
•omen are f ull participants ••• 43 

The critical examination of religion in general and the churches in 

particular by feminist writers has led in recent years to the creation 

ot a new body of l iterature. Wor ks aTai labl e range through his torical 

analyses of women's status and role, feminist liturgy , examinations of 

prenous female experimentation and rel igious leadership, as well as 

powerful psycho-theological arguments tor a radical redesign of trad

itional religion. 
~ .... <. 

J udith Hole and Ellen Lenne,\dinded feminist religious issues 

into three main categories: l ) challenging the theological new of women; 

2) challenging t he rel igious l aws and/or customs which bar women from 

ordinati on; 3) demanding that t he professional status and salaries 

of women in religious work be upgraded. 44 By far the most thought

pro•oldng and creatiTe concern was that surround1D8 the theological 

new of women. There again. Hole and LeTine isolated the ma3or probl• 

areas for women in traditional rel igion - specifically Christiani.ty. 

These were: t hat God is male. that women's subordination to man is 

dinnely ordained (and in Christianity that "God' a plan" tor women 

was reTealed i n the writill8s of Paul), and that womim by nature is 
either "enl" or "pure" as symbolized by E•• and llar,y. 45 
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The diTine origin of women's subject position had been debated 

years before by Elizabeth Ca~ Stanton and the other contributers to 

The Women's Bible as well as by Charl otte Perkins Gilman. Beginning 

in the 1960s religious feminist writing continued in much the sue 'Hin 

relying on the spirit and technique of higher criticism that put ob

jectionable pueages in traditional texts into a historical context. 

!he problm of course with such systems was - where did one atop? If 

there was misogyny in acript1U'e what did that do to a woman's conception 

of its origin? Por some fem.1niats such thinking took into consideration 

that while the •beUez-' elements in religious tradition - those that 

•pbasized the equality of .!ll bellners - might well ha·n been diTinely 

inspired, the terla th•selTea were, quite literally, man-made • 

The daaage done by the rid.on of women as symbolic of • eril • or 

"puritya' bad been that for men, thJ"oup the mediWD of religion, women 

were seen as not real, but symbolic beings. !he woman as "eril" faded 

from popular riew with the colling of the Age of Reason, yet it remained 

in t .he image of woman aa t•ptreaa. Woman as symbol of "puritya' waa the 

basis of the cult of True Wosanhood in ita T&rioua forms down to the 

P•inine Jlystique. Mary Daly, an influential Catholic f-1.nist theol

ogian, wrote in 1968 of the curious liaitati.ons that surround the concept 

of what had been c&lled the "Bternal WOlaaZl": 

Subtly flattering to the male is the inTariable 
tendency of the Eternal Woman school to deaoribe 
woll8Zl st-rictly within the categories of rirgin, bride 
and mother, thus considering her strictly in terms of 
sexual rel ationship, whether in a negati.Te or a poa
iti•• sense. It would not occur to such writers (who 
support ~hat model) to apply this reducti•• eyet .. to 
the 11&1.e, compressing hie whole being into the categ
ories of "rirgin, husband, and father" .46 

What had been expressed in the past as a matter of separate "sphere•• 

was reTealed by feminist probing to be a rather reatrictiTe uae of a 

double standard dictated by men for women. !he old Cult-approTed/ 

PM1n1ne Jlystique 1.mage of woman remained so deeply ingrained in the 

popular mind that, •hen new opportunities arose for women that went beyond 

the old model , a tension was introduced. As Elia.beth .Janeway has 

obaerYed what happens when new female possibilities become a't'ailable: 

The rational thing for women to do, therefore, ia 
to change the roles and the goals that they set for 
themselTes. But - a.last - it is just here that 97'th 

gets in the way, by insisting that the old role ia not 
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just the right role, but the onl;r right role. 
Too many such women somehow find tbemselTes ag-
reeing that this must be so - and, consequently, 
tryillg to adjust their liTes to a new reality 
while still f'ulfillill8 old obligations. The result 
is that they get stret.bhed thin and nobody profits, 
not women, not husbands, not children, not society. 
Or else they resign themselTes to playing only the 
old mythic role, and boredom and frustration breed 
resentment. Nobody profits from that situation either. 47 

The role of orthodox religion in perpetuating this mythic image of 

womanhood began to be recognized and explored. Priedan presented an 

example from a set of instr11ct1ons to Catholic "priest-moderators" 

conducting panel-led discussion with married couples. Concerning the 

question "Can a working wife be a challenge to the authority of the 

husband"? it was suggested that 

Most of the engaged couples are conrinced that there 
is nothing unusual or wrong in the wi.fe working • • • 
Don't antagonize. Be SlJ88estiTe, rather than dogmatic. 
The panel couples (j>reriously coached) should point out 
that the bride who is happy at a 9-to-5 job has this to 
th:i.nlc about: 
a. She m&y be subtly undermining her husband's sense of 

vocation as the breadwi.nner and bead of the house. 
The competitiTe business world can inculcate in the 
working bride attitudes and habits which may make 
it difficul t for her to adjust to her husband's lead
ership. 

b. At the end of a working dl!l.y, she presents her husband 
wi.th a tired mind and body at a time when he looks 
forward to the cheerful enco\lraf>ement and fresh en
thusiasm of his spouse • • • 

c. Por some brides, the tension of doubl.1.ng as business 
woman and part-till• housewi.fe may be on%aof sneral 
factors c~ntributin« to sterility ••• 

The reward for women adhering to their male-defined "proper-place" bad 

been the adoration of a cult that worshipped women as "Tirgin, bride, 

mother". Peminist wr1 ters realiZing the price paid for such a "reward" 

declared that it was too high: 

Motherhood is a limited biological phase for a 
woman, which necessitates particular attitudes, 
such as support. But these atti t\ldH are not lile
long definitions of woman'• nature. Churches and 
conserYatiTe societies culti~ti.ng such a cult of 
motherhood obstruct women's f'ull creatiTe dnelop
ment of their personali.ty.49 

Por many feminists concerned wi.th religion the most fundamental 

probl• to be examined was that posed by the eal• God. Whi.le religious 
authorities and theologians were unani110u.s in declaring that God is 
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abo•e and beyond such categories aa sex. Judaism and Chriatian:Uy 

( Hpec:ially because ot its deification of Jesus) had continually de

scribed the Deity aa aale. •&l"Y Daly underlined this collf'uaion by quot

in« troa the Jesuit echolar, John L. ¥cKenzie: 

W • ha•• alr•~ noticed that in the Kesopot-.1.an 
m.:rth• Hx waa aa prianal as nature i tHlf. 'fh• 
Hebrew• could not accept this Tie•, tor there wu no ••.x in the God they worshipped. God is. of cour••• 
masculine. but not in the sense ot sexual dietinction9 

and the Hebrew found it necessary to state expressly. 
in the fora of a story, that sex was introduced into 
the world b7 the creati•• Deity, who is abo•• sex as 
he is abo•• all the thin«• which he made. 50 

The result of such double-talk, some fcinists felt, was the gro"in« 
tendency o•er the centuries to equate maleneae with godliness. Patriarchy, 

according to the myth, was therefor• d1"1nely ordained as the "natural" 

way of the world. Thus traditional liturgies were addresHd to 1Hn and 

spoke ot "fathers", "brother•", and "sons" - not their f-.le equi.a

lents. A more radical Kary Daly, writing a "Peminist Postchristian 

Introduction" in 1975 t o her reissued earlier work, described the process 

and resl.llt succinctly: 

l wol.lld say that sexist conceptualizations,iJDa8es 
and attitudes concerni.ng God, spawned in a patnar
chal society• tend to breed !!2£! sexist ideas and 
a ttitudes and together these function to legitimate 
and perpetuate sexist institutions and behaTior. Brief
ly• if God is male , then the male is God. 51 

A fundamental change in women• s role in rel igion would necessarily 

change the God-concept as well. When in 1977 Pope Paul reaffirmed the 

Vetican•s opposition to female ordination, he stressed the importance 

of the priest's resemblance to Christ. As Naomi Goldenberg had noted, 

If the priest looked Tery different f:rom Christ ., ..a 
foll ower would not feel an immediate connection be
tween God and the priest •ho was supposed to •bo~ 
.!!!a• The Pope realized that people experience God 
through His repreaentati..-ea. If one were to change 
the sex Of God's representati•e• , one would be chan8-
ing the nature of God Bi!!lself. As the chief guardian 
ot the Catholic faith, the Pope understood that he could 
not allow any serious tampering with the i1UBe of God.52 

As we ha•e seen the conception of clergy in -n.rious denominations and 

religions has contributed to t h e eaae or difficulty with 11h1.ch the •01Hn's 

ordination issue has been faced. As Goldenberg and others haTe pointed 

out, if the religion identified the clergy with the male 41...tn•. acceptance 
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of women as clergy (and to a lesser degree in other positions) chall

enged the very nature of God. In other groups, where diYinity was not 

seen as being invested in the clergy, the question of female ordi.nation 

became a matter of accomDodation with an earlier exclusively male trad

ition. Yet, some wou.ld argue, even if women could be accepted into an 

unlimited variety of religioua roles - including. ordi.nation - the nature 

ot religion itself would ch&n«•· Por some this was an argument support

ing their denial of •omen's ordination and other rights, for others it 

represented true liberation. Goldenberg has wr1 tten: 

As a psychologist of religion, I do not ap"ee that 
impl'OTing the position ot •omen is a minor alteration 
in Judeo-Chriatian doctrine. Th• retoNs that Christ
ian and Jewish •omen are propo~ are aa~or departures 
from tradition. When f-.1..nists succeed in cluangtng th• 
position of women in Christianity and Judaism, they will 
shake these reupom at their roots. The nature of a 
religion lies in the nature of the symbols and images 
it exalts in ritual and doctrine. It b the psychic 
picture of Christ and Yahweh that inspires the loves, 
the hates and the behavior patterns of Christians and 
J ewe. The psychology of the J 9wish and Christian re
llg1.ons depends on the aasculhe iaqe that these re
ligions have of their God. P-.inists ch&n«e the aa~or 
psychological impact of Judai• and Christianity when 
they recognize women as religioua leaders and aa images 
of diri.nity. 5J 

The interplay between the old religious concepts and women's role in 

general society was being teated by the broader feminist mov•mt - it 

could be restructured by f-1.niat theologians with a resultant drmtic 

chan«e in both religion and society. .la Goldenberg has co-cited: 

Judai• and Christianity have nner been ch&llenced 
to the ertr.o.t that they will be in the next decades 
••• The women's mov•ent will brin« about religious 
chan«• on a massive scale. ThH• changes will not be 
restricted to mall nuabers of ind1Tiduala practicing 
nonsexist religions within a sexist aociet7. Societ7 
itself will be transtonaed to the point thd it will no 
longer be a patriarchy. Por it men are longer aupr•e 
rulers on earth, how could one expect th• to ret&in 
sovereignty in heaven? ••• In order tor ayat•a of 
religions to prove inspiring in this new age such ideals 
of pluralism and e."t9«riJaentation will have to be re
flected in religious doctrine and practice. 54 

Over the past one hundred and fifty years there has been a gradual 

but steady change in women's religious role within many Christian denom

inations. Such chan«e was often bound up with broader social chan«e as 

women's sphere expanded :trom home into society. Religious news o:t women 
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were not aonolithic and seemed, at times, contradictory. The Cult ot 

True Wolll8hood placed woman a s wife and mother on a pedestal. Abolition

i s t, t•per nee and other moT•aentstor social reform declared that while 

she was there she should use her "special ~luence" tor t he bettennent 

ot society. Women' s inTol••ent in t he "larger home" ot t he world, led 

to questions about her rol e in the rel igious worl d. As the professions 

opened up to women, so, s lowly, did the pulpit and the church board. 

The social and religious t1"Jlnds ot the 20th century al. so had a deep 

effect on the role ot the Reform Jewish woman. How her position has 

changed and deTeloped over the last fifty yea.rs iS the s ubject of this 

study' a tinal chapter. 

II The Retol'lll J ewieh Woman's ReUrious Role 

1 ) {Quite} Sepuate But (Kore-or-Less} Bgua l - The Organization Wopn 

Three decades ot organization-building prortded the J ewieh WOlll&ll 

ot the 1920s with a new conception ot her religious role. Por the next 

forty years the role of "Jewish Organization Woman" would reaai.n the 

major Tehicle tor t-le religious expression. Such a role would usually 

take one ot seTeral differing paths. Which path was chosm depended on 

one• s class, status or denominational preference. 55 The National Council 

of Jewish Women continued to attract the major part of its 11embe.rship 

trom well-to-do Reform J ewe. Hadassah tended t o interest middle-cl ass 

women ot a traditional orientation. The women' s auxiliaries of the 

n.rious Jewish religious denominations were composed of the denomination• s 

.female membership. 

The National Pederation of Temple Sisterhoods as well as the Woac' s 

Le8«Ue of the United Syna«og11e shared many ••bers with the BCJW. While 

the emphasis of the organizations was different - the foraer two .treH

ing their relirlo9s (ie. temple/synagog11e - 110T•ent wpporl) role, the 

latter its broader philanthropic prograas - there are exaaple• of att .. pts 

at co-operation between them. An article in the Council's publication 

The J •wish Woman in Pebruary, 1924, while noting t .he dittermces be-

tween the groups , nnerthel ess approTe4 an liftS cal1 to tom a "co--

1 Uee of :rrtendly Relations" to co-ordinate progr9a8 and aaterial between 

the organizations. The article echoed a Council resolution to that effect, 

passed at its moat recct conTention. 56 
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The tollowi.ng issue ot the Council's J !Wish Woll&D contained an 

article by lira. J. Walter Preiberg, the President ot the Nrl'S: "The 

Sisterhoods and Their Serrtce to the Syn88ogue". Apparently addressed 

to Council members who were unfamiliar with the Pederation. it pro'Yides 

an insight into the self-image of an important Refom Jewish woman. 

Freiberg stressed the special purpose of the NPJ:IS: 

When the lfe tiona.l Pederation of Temple Sisterhoods 
was organized elnen years ago, the religious keynote 
was sounded aboTe all else. We haTe neTer departed 
from our original purpose. That the scope of our work 
has be911 . broadened, that we have assumed new acti'Yities 
in the course of. our progress is true, but each new task 
undertaken was assumed because of a religious motive, 
because we were primarily Jewish women. 57 

The Sisterhood, wrote Freiberg, "stands alone as a purely religious 

society. It is an adjunct of the congregatd.aland i~s interests center 

principally around the Temple and the Jewish community". Of that other 

arena of woman's religious role, the home, she wrote: 

Woman today holds an entirely different position 
from that of former years. Her influence has increas-
ed and her religious activity has widened. Her influence 
in the home, where she is a true mother in Israel, is a 
power:ful one. Here she should create a religious at
mosphere, for it is with the child that her work is ot 
greatest value. As the trig is bent the tree grQws, and 
t he careful religious training of the child cannot begin 
too soon. It is in the home that the spark of rel igion 
must be fostered until the f l ame lights the hearth and 
the home. 

It is pos sible to sense here the feelings of a Reform J erish woman in 

the years followitl8 the creation of the NP.rs and the grantitl8 of suff

rage. Indeed, it must b"'.ve seemed that. as she wrote el sewhere in the 

article, "This is the age of woman; all barriers are down and her 

ambition is limitless". At the same time, it is the traditional Tin 

ot woman as rife and mother that is supported - in fact that is her work 

of "greatest value". Importantly, however, this is not her .!2.!! runct:ion. 

Preiberg cheers "the willingness and the desire of the men that ou:r 

women assist them in awakening a deeper interest in religious prob1 .. s•, 

and she mentions thet the Sisterhood member is "actiTe 011 Temple Boards 

and in the Rel igious School, and she is indeed a force in the rel igious 

community". 58 It would seem that, for Preiberg and many others lilce her, 

164 



participation in the NPTS gaTe them a s trong sense of equality With 

Reform inn as well as an important feeling of being inTolTed in something 

worthwhile and important . Being a pa:irt of a Sisterhood gaTe Reform 

women a positiTe religious identity. 

The NPTS stressed its religious function and assumed a lim1ted 

number of more general philanthropic responsibilities. The llCJW stress

ed its philanthropic worlt while at the same time trying to retain a 

"J eWish" dimension as well. Al though the Council had finally passed a 

resolution affirming the Saturday Sabbath at its St. Louis ConTention 

in the early 1920s, the•were enough criticisms ot the Council's lack 

of Jewish involvement to prompt a fiery editorial reply. Estelle II. 

Stemberger, editor of The Jewish Woman, wrote of "The Jewish Spirit 

of the Council" in October. 1924, detailing the ID8!1Y and impressive 

works of the Counci 1 in connection with J udaisa. 59 S bely courses for 

women on Tl!l.rious J ewiah subjects, Religious School work, production of 

literary material, prayerboolts for the bUnd and the deaf, aiding 

Jewish refugees - "When, in the history of Judaism, has any organization 

labored more earnestly, more loyally and more fruitfully"? Yet the 

criticism is indicative of a need that some Council m•ber& obrtously 

felt was going untultilled in the .... eryday functioning of the organisa

tion. Por Reform women wishing to express their relirioua role within 

an organizational framework , the :HPfS would seem to haTe better tilled 

their needs. 

The pages of The Jewish Wopn refiect the concerns of the J nish 

Organization Woman. Should a mother work? asked a 1925 article, "The 

Job, the Home and Woman". After girtng a Tery faTorable Ti- of working 

women who, like the ProTerbs "Woman of Valor", can be.lance their re

sponsi bili ti es, and asserting that "Jewish women have been higbl.7 succeae

f ul" in such e.fforts, the author concludes: 

Whatever her job, whatever her place, never for a 
moment does she, nor can she, forget What comes first. 
She chooses her career, but God chose her· tirst - the 
woman of the race - to be the mother of the raoe. She 
can neTer forget that solemn duty encharged to her des
pite whatner paths or plans ahe may elect to take. 

She ~ challenge the conscience of societ7 and 
question its judgement, but she cannot challenge her 
own. So long as her children need her they come first, 
and the job must follow.60 
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Despite the air of "biological destiny" here, what is interestiD« is 

that the idea o:f the working mother is not pictured negatiTely at a l l. 

ProTerbs supports her and she may return to work when her children are 

able to look ~er theaaselTes. This last is somewhat ambiguous, to be 

sure, but it is no closed door. 

"Has S~frage Caught Our Women Unprepared"? was the titl e o:f a 

Jewish Woman "symposium". Our respondent declared, "I should say that 

s~trage found the majority o:f women unprepared, and particularly the 

Jewish woman". 01 The writer, a surtragi.st herself, noted the apathy 

with which some Jewish women met the idea of civics and legislation study 

and applauded the Council• s ettorts to educate its members in this area. 

Of the three respondents to the question, she is the only one to mention . 
Jewish women. She asserted: 

We baTe the leisure men haTe not, and until we gi•e 
that leisure to our community instead of to mahjong, 
bridge and the matinee, we are :failing in our duty, 
not only to ourselTes and to our families, but also to 
our community. 

It would se.em that Jewish women who fought tor suffrage as a first step 

were as disappointed as their Gentile counterparts in the combin~tion of 

women• s inertia and their increasing lack o:f group coaaittment. 

The Council's journal showed a serious attitude toward the situation 

of :femal e workers, calling for improTements in labor safeguards in 1929. 

The effects of the Depression on working women was the subject of an 

angry editorial in 19)1. Warning of "A Renewed Challenge to Woman• s 

Emancipation", Estelle Sternberger wrote: 

In recent <lecades, woman has been malting signifi
cant strides toward "emancipation". In some in
stances, the emancipation has been far-reaching, as 
in the opportunities tor education and in the right 
of sut:frage. In the religious world, woman has risen 
to a position of considerable intluence though she is 
still a rarity in the ranks of preachers and on the 
faculties of our theologiclll s•inariea. 

The economic world is still the scene of a great 
conflict which is being intensUied during the present 
economic depression. Those who new men as the bread
winners, are renewing the combat qainst women in bus
iness and industry. The scarcity of •ployment opp
ortunities is impelling men to challenge eTery woman 
employed outside the home as Teh•ently as the 1.use of 
child. labor • • • There are thousands of women who are 
alone in the world and must earn their sustenance. And 

166 



there are addition&! thousands who haTe been educated 
to the point where a career is a crrl.Ji« necessity tor 
their happiness and selt-expression:62-

Such utterances were by no means popular at the tiae ancl the Council' s 

integrity and courage are 1apress1Te. The sentiments expressed by the 

editor inclicate the sense of justice and "fair play" that the suffra

gists and later feminists would clisplay. 

The NC.JW was deeply inTolTed in the international peace moT•ents 

of the 1920s and •)Os. It boasted an erlr•ely acUTe Peace Committee 

and was a ~ouncling ••ber ot the "Bational Committee on the Cause ancl Cure 

of War"', which under the leadership of Carri.• Chapman Cott becuae one 

of the leacling American pacifist organizations. The Kllr'Ch, 1925 issue 

of The Jewish Woman featured "Juda1B111 and Peace", an assemblage of 

passages from Jewish literature on the subject put together on request 

by Dr. Abraham Cronbaoh ot the Hebrew Union College. Ck'Onbach himself 

was a renowned pacifist. 

As part of the Council' s continuing concern tor quality J ew1 sh 

education, Jdartha 1i ewaarlc wrote an articl e tor The Jewish Woman in 1925. 

Entitled "Bible Instruction in Public Schools", it suggested that Jewish 

leaders spend at least as much time introducing the Bible into the 

Jewish home as they did in banning its presence in the public school 

cl assroom. 63 Neumark called for a "r~uizaUon of the Jewish system 

ot rel igious education" and an improTement in teacher-trai.ning. 

The Council was particularly sensit1Te about clinsions within its 

ranks . In a paper presented at the Council• s Western Interstate Con

ference a Spokane woman address ed the problem of "The Wall Between". 64 

While aclmowledging that within the NCJW "there is room for nery Jewish 

woma.n of every shade of opinion". she related that: 

in our Section, however. there has frequently app
eared an undercurrent of antagonism, which seems to 
be founded on the question as to whether the women 
of the Orthodox or the Refonn wing should predominate. 
Those who t hought that the ghost l aid torner, find them
s el Tes Tery much mistaken, for the question has a way 
of cropping up e"lery now and again. The mutual att
itude of a few of our members acts like a handful of 
sand in the mechanism of a clock: and interferes mat
erially with the smooth funct1ona1ng of the organizaUon. 

The solution to this dilemma, a •all between Jewish women, is to let the 

wall collapse: 

167 



Let both sides refuse to keep it in repair so that 
in time it will fall to pieces and we will be able 
to ca.rt away the debris of two thousand year s, 
leaving l evel ground where it once stood. This is a 
consummation dnoutly to be wished. ti ay it happen 
speedily and in our '1ays. 

The s peaker seems to have been a Reform sympathizer - her view that 

that wall is "two thousand years" old must mean that she sees it as 

the divisiTe Halachic tradition already begun to decay. The problem 

cited, however, was a real one within the NCJW since its inception. 

A more realistic way of dealing with the broad range of Jewish 

belief among Council members was Sl.188e&ted by Ruth B. Kohler in 1929. 

Writing in The Jewish Woman, she SUMested that a broad sensitivity to 

religious feelings was essential to preserving unity, especially in 

connection w1 th NCJW publications: 

There are so many ways in which Sections may un
wittingly offend Jewish sensibilities that in the 
issuing of any publication care should be taken to 
insure harmoQy among a membership representing all 
points of new in Jucla1&111. 

Por instance, when a Section sponsors the pub
lication of a coolc-book it would be right and proper 
for the editors to delete _any recipes that may offend 
those who strictly obsene the dietary laws. Or when 
prayers from non~ ewish sources are issued, be sure that 
they do not contain some sentiment that may be contrary 
to the tenets of oar belief. Neither should articles 
be printed or distributed as representations of Council 
Thought which would be sufficiently controTersial as to 
be classed Orthodox, Consenative or Reform.65 

For such a set of guidelines to be printed at all giTes some indication 

of the level of Jetilil.religious sensUi'Yity of most members of the 

Council. Despite a majority of women from Reform backgrounds or 

inclinations. the Council zealously foU8)lt to maintain its all-inclusi'Ye 

stance. In setting out "The Philosophy of the Council", Estelle Stem

berger included as part of the lfCJW's general principles that united 

and unified acti Ti ty was central. The Council "has pro'Yided an organ

ization that preTents the erection of mental barriers an.d the separation 
66 ot its divergent religious groups into simply di'Yided unite". Spe-

cifically: 
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The National Council ot J eWish Women, being repres
tati•• ot virtually all groups in J eiri& lite, shall 
not sponsor any mo••ent or follow any procedure or 
policy that would 'fi.olate t.he religious convictions 
and practices of any group Within its m•bership. It 
belie•es, tor example, that no united activity in 
behalf of Jewish womanhood is possible Without complete 
understanding and regard for- one another' s religious 
practices and customs. 

With such a strong and necessary concern tor group unity, it is no wonder 

that the NCJW tended to emphasize its general philanthropic endea•ours 

o•er its specifically Jewish concerns. Purtheniore, as the NCJW ceased 

to be the sole Jewish women's organization, With the ad•ent of NPTS, 

Badassah, the Women's League and a host of others, the Council no longer 

had to feel particularly responsible tor some of its original programs 

like Jewish Education,or serrice to the JeWish handicapped. The HCJW 

was t he first truly national Jewish women• s organization. By the 1920s 

other Jewish women's groups woul d talte on or share much of its respon

sibility. 

As has been seen, the National Federation of Temple Si s terhoods 

saw itself as a primarily religious organization with close ties to t he 

synagogue and to the Reform moYement • whose "Ladies' Auxiliary" it was. 

The NP.rs continued its own wide range of programs of tundraising and 

support for Reform institutions. One ot the Federation• s proudest gifts 

was its building of a student dormitory at the Hebrew Union College in 

Cincinnati. Begun in 1921, the structure was dedicated four years later. 

Support for HOC and its students was considered an integral part of the 

Sisterhood role, nurturing the future l eaders of the Reform co111111unity. 

The range of Federa~ion activity was extensi•e. Education tor 
Sisterhood members was encouraged in addition to the tradi. tional. Jewish 

women's organization concern w1 th religious school studies. !•ple 

youth groups were supported as were uni•ersity students in college towns. 

Work with the blind blossomed in 1931 as the Federation hel ped to fo\.Uld 

the Jewish Braille Institute of America. The li1TS, like the liCJW, waa 

extremely actiTe in the peace moTament of the 1920s and •)Os, its 

major in•olYement in the area of general social activi1111. The 1'ed

eration was s member of the National Council tor the PreTention of War 

and while it considered joining the National Colllittee on the Cause and 

Cure ot War {to wb.1.ch the JCJW belonged). 1 t neYer became more than a 
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contributing member in that organization. 

The conscious .attempt to remain primarily a religious rather than a 

philanthropic organiaation is en.dent in two examples fl'om the Pederation's 

1928-29 proceedings. One comai ttce presented a report on •welfare Woric• 

- detailing holiday gifts and nsits to Jewish institutional inmates, 

the work of sewing circl es on behalf' of the "poor and need,y", aid to 

orphanages and "baby milk funds". The report's pretace was reYealing: 

"Though philanthropy is not an •phasized part of our program, serYice 
67 to others is always a motto worth emulating • • • " Smale-scale 

l ocal "philanthropy" of the type described was well within the Pedera

tion sisterhood's sphere of operation. Larger acale, secular phil

anthropies were not . So11te months later, the liP!S President, Mrs. J. 

Walter Freiberg, told Pederation's 1929 Assembly: 

I beg to adnae that w1 th the appronl of our 
ExecutiYe Comaittee, th• Rational Pederation of T•ple 
Sisterhoods resigned h'oa the lfational Council of Woaen. 
Our reason for doing so was two-fold: Pirat, because 
the program of the lfa tional Council of Women holds no 
department of rel igious work, and secondly because the 
dues were raised :hom $25.00 to t l00.00 per year. In 
new of the tact that we were unable to contribute or 
receiTe much benefit, due to the nature of the National 
Council of Woaen work, we thought it best to resign. As 
far as we were able to judge, this organization is inter
ested chiefiy in political and cine measures, and we, 
as a National. Pederation, are not.68 

The resignation was also indicat1Te of the changing times. Whereas the 

Federation had joined the Jlational Council of Women in the excit•ent of 

the years just before the suffrage tight was won, when a sense of 

sisterhood united women of many taiths, by the late 1 920s the -.ote had 

been achie-Yed and much of t he magic had gone. The conserY&ti-Ye spirit 

of the day militated against many types ot coalition. 16ost important, 

howe-.er. was the Federaion' s understanding of its role and mandate :it 

was concerned with J ewish religious at'tairs, not •political. and cine 

measures". 

The 1930s brought a number of' changes to the fili"'l'S as well as to 

the Reform community. A paper deli-Yered in 1930 by llrs. Da.nd Letkowit~ 

ot Dallas. a member of t he NPTS Executi'Ye Board, touches upon two of 

t hese. Speaking on "The American Jewish Woman. her Status in the Comm

unit y and in Congr egational Life", Lefkowitz addressed "the field of 

religious endeaTours": 
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The Jewish woman was always clos e to the religious 
lite, even as she always kindled the Sabbath lights; 
but she held no position of public influence in the 
S;rna«ogue or i n related work until the last two decades . 
Now, she claims and receives the fullest measure ot 
influence and recognition in the conduct ot the atfa.1.r s 
of the Jewish community in America. The reason tor 
this change is, I bel ieTe, two-tol d. It hu come about, 
firs t because of the intellect11&l preparation to which 
she has submitted in the twentieth century. The college
bred Jewish woman, the intel ligently trained female 
administrator is abroad in the land. She naturally 
assumes l eadership over her sisters and through this 
newly trained g%1C>Up the power and effective ~luence 
of the J ewiah woman has groWll immeasurably. The 
Colleges and UniTersities each year are send.in« out 
hundreds of Jewish women to direct the current ot 
tremendous energy ot their sisters. 

What the speaker was describing was the growing p'l'ofessionalization 

ot what h.lld been an all-Tolunteer arena of Jewish social .and organiza

tional work . By the 1930s the sphere of Tolunteer act1Tity was being 

greatly reduced and female professionals were finding their way into 

newly deTeloping institutions. June Sochen has noted that 

the complexity of the communal structure and the 
n.riety of serri.ces pro'Yided by the J ewiah comm
unity required centralization of all actiTities. 
Jl'ederations consolidated boards, streamlined func
tion, and el1minated oTerlappiJJ8 as beat they could. 
Women• s d1Tis1ons in the federations, which began to 
appear in the 1930s, came into existence primarily as 
tund-raising arms to the m,yrlad of social 'erri.ces 
organizations financed by the federation.70 

Some of these new professionals took over the administration of 

the NPTS. In 1929 Rabbi George Zepin, the UAHC• s execut1Te secretary 

who had sened the Jl'ederation in the aaae capacity since its birth, 

was replaced at the RJTS by Helen L. Strauss. 

Another reason for such a change in the area of J ewiah women• a 

religious work, accord.in« to Lefkowitz, was the g%1C>wth of the organiza

tion. After detailing the act1Tit1ea of the Pederation she adds: 

But best of all, through the sisterhoods the women 
of Israel are coming to know more and more o~ their 
Jewish heritages, are turning more loyally to the 
synagogue, and are bringing back into the J ewiah 
home some of the mon beauUf'ul of the preriouely ban
ished Jewish ceremonials. 
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This return ot the "banished" ritual marked the major religious realign

ment tak:iJJ8 place within the Rdom moTanent duriD8 the '20s and ')Os. 

Whereas Classical Re:tom had dispensed with much traditional ritual and 

practice, the growing Neo-Re:torm conception called tor a re-eTaluation 

ot Reform's 19th century premises about wha t was worth reta1n1D8 within 

Jewish tradition. The cul..mination ot this process would be in the Rdom 

movement's restatement of its principles, the Columbus Platform ot 1937, 

which allowed :tor a wider interpretation of Jewish tradition. It is 

interesting to note that as early as 1930 a prominent HP"rS Executi'Ye 

had publicly applauded the Meo-Reform tendencies. 

The JUl'TS was proud of the position of women within the Reform move

ment and the large degree of autonomy and respect extended to the 

Federation. At its 1931 assembly, the first session was a joint meetiD8 

with delegates o:t the UAHC and the National :Pederation o:t Temple Brother

hoods formally opening the l arger XIllI Council of the Union. As part 

of her greetings to that convocation, the :Pederation's president, Martha 

Levy (Mrs. 16 P..urice) Steinfeld chose to emphasize the equality of' the 

sexes as a Ref'o:rm tradition. She recal led the gu1d!D8 hand ot Isaac 

Mayer Wise: 

For it was I sae.c M. Wise who first enfranchised t h e 
American Jewess in the Congregation, recalling her 
from the isolated gallery to her rightful place: at the 
side of the man worsbippe.r. "She must be giYen equal 
rights with the man in the synagogue", he said. "Her 
religious feeliD8s must ~f all owed full scope for the 
sacred cau.se of Israel ". 

Wise was seen as the great visionary emancipator o:t Reform women, and the 

Federation was aware of its indebtedness to his championing the cause 

of female equality within Judaism. Steinfeld reasserted the change in 

women' s religious role. "There is a difference", ahe said: 

The woman of the past l ooked out upon a narrow sphere 
of acti.vity; today t ile woman gazes upon a wide arena. 
In the past, women's works "praised her within her gates", 
today, "the entire community rises to call her blessed". 
In the past, the Jewish woman served only her individual 
home. Today, the Synagogue, the co•unal home ot the 
peopl e receiTes mu.ch of her t12e and attention. She part
icipates in the Administration of the Synagogue itself. 
A woman trustee is no longer a noTelty. !he day o:t her 
inferiority is a memory of the De.rk Ages. 72 
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That there was indeed equality in certain areas is clear. There 

~ women occupying n.rlou.s positions within the synagogue. Al most all 

of them were Sisterhood members - though that made good sense in new ot 
the sisterhood's image as the Yehicle tor a female rell.gious role. What 

is intriguing is that while Sisterhood members were actiYe in adminis

tratiYe capacities, their role in temple ritual apparently remained lim

ited. This is indicated by the rarity of" women• s direct inYolYement 

in the religious serTice, r-.iarlced on in the Pederation• s Religious 

Committee Report of October,1930: 

We Wish to report nn unusual happening this past 
holiday season when llrs. Isaac Born of Indianapolis 
occupied the pulpit of her congregation tor the 
Children's Serri.oe on Yom Kippur. Lilcewise Mrs. J. 
Walter rreiberg and llra. Louis I. Bgelson read 
portions of the Hattorah at the Rockdale AYenue 
Temple, on Yoa Kippur. 73 

While the "unusual happening" may refer if\.particular to participation 

in the Yom Kippur sel"Yi.ce, that in itself is worthy of note. Though 

an earlier report (1928) aenUons that " reports tell of our ow m•bers 

occupying the pulpits and preaching Sisterhood ideals", the most co..011 

inYolY•ent in the sertice was "furnishing nowers for the Alt-.r". 74 

The Sisterhood "Religious Colllllittee" became the "Committee on Religious 

Extension" by 1935. Its role, as defined by the Jlanual Por Sisterhoods, 

issued in 1954, was to encourage Sisterhood members "to enter into the 

religious (ie. ritual) llf'e of the congregation": 

If' the rabbi requests the women to present the candle
lighting senice at Priday eYeniJJ« worship senices, 
he looks to his committee {ihe Sisterhood committee) 
tor the naaes of participants. Some con«regations 
haYe two participants nery Priday eYening, a Mother 
and a daughter, one to light the candles and one to 
lead the prayer. One sisterhood cooperates With the 
rabbi in appointiJJ« weekly a husband and a Wife who 
sened as " l amplighter" and "cuvbearer" tor the candle
lighting and Kiddush senices. 75 

The yearly "Sisterhood S el"Yi.ce" otter ed members a chance to parti

cipate more f'ully , though it was a once-a-year experience. Still, sai.d 

the 1930 report, it "is often a reYelation of what the women may do 1.t 

t hey ever enter t he rabbinate. It i s the opportunity which our 

Sisterhood members should take to express themselves and become &n 

actiYe part of congregational life" . 76 
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A highlight o'f the Ninth NPJ.'S Assembly in 1931, was an address 

by Li ly Mont98u, the pioneer o'f Liberal J udaism in ED8land end 'founder 

of the World Union for ProgressiYe J udai sm. In her s peech, "Women's 

Part in t he World Union JloYement", she described the importe.nce o'f 

woman's Jewish role as educator and role model to her own and other 

children,and especially her work to create and maintain a 't'ibrant 

Jewish en't'ironment a t home. Though some o'f her comments remained tinged 

with the ros ey language o'f the "Cul t o'f Jewish Womanhood" when discuss

iD8 women's home role, she did not ignore the broa d range of responsibil

ity that called 'for the Progressive Jewish woman's Ume and acti't'ity. 

She added: 

I lay particular emphasis on our responsibility , as 
women, in t his work, because ProgressiYe J udaism has 
giYen us a position o'f equality with men in rel igious 
r esponsibility . HaYe you realized what a di'frerence 
the con'firmation of girls made in the history of our 
corporate life? You in America ha't'e had this pri't'ilege 
for several generations, so you take it as a matter of 
course. But, I can tell you, that preparation of boys 
and girls, on identical. lines 'for con'firmation, pro
duc ed nothing l eH than a reTol11tion in religious 
thought in our country. Then our T•ples "1d Syn
~ogues [gaYe) 11s equality and membership . 

Equality for women meant added responsibility and duty, as other Re

formers had declared decades before. Mont98u also spoke o'f the need 

tor American and English ProgressiYes to act as role models for others: 

On the question o'f woman's poaition in the S)'lla«ogue, 
for example, there exists at the moaent the greatest 
Yar.iety o'f custom in the countries 'federated together 
in the cause of ProgresaiYe Judaism. It was my priY
ilege to preach i .n the Refom Synqogue in Berlin, but 
Germany, the mother of Progreaai't'e J ewiah thouC)it, has 
numbers of Liberal S)'lla«oguee in which the women are 
segregated in a gallery, while the mo take part in 
the serri.ce ·from the bo~ of the hall. Do you He 
how our testimony may stimulate the ad't'allc•ent of 
other groups? 

Montagu gave Reform women a sense of international duty and influence, 

and perhaps me.de the realize the uniqueness of their "equal" position. 

This added feeling of deep indebtedness to the llOY•ent, may haYe -d• 
Reform women reticent to press for additional concesaiona - especially 

female ordination. Many may haYe felt that rurther emancipation col.lld 

only come with time and out of the reasonableness and jwstice !Uerent 
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in Reform ideology. Such a feeling was reinforced by the acceptance of 

women - lfftS otticere - on the boards of Reform institutions. Mrs. 

DaTicl Lefkowitz, as Third Vic• President and Chairwoman of the JPedera

tion• a Committee on Religious Extension in 1936, was also a member of 

the UAHC' s Board of Kanagers. 78 Two years later Mrs. Leon L. Walters 

became the first NPrS President (and woman) to be elected to the BUC 

Board of Go•ernors. 79 The recognition of the NPrS contribution to 

both the Union and the College was a large part of the reason for Peder

ation members appearing on the Tarious Reform boards. It is more difficult 

to say what the attitude of male board members was toward them as 

women. The BP?S had certainly pro•ed its organizational and programatic 

abilities and supported both the Union and College with generous fin

ancial gifts. What is clear is that women were 1.n these bodies because 

of t heir in•ol•emant and position within the FederatioP, not necessar

ily as skilled. capable people. The unbalanced representation on the 

.arious boards woul d only become a public issue later,in the 1960s. 

In 1933 Jane EY&ns became the Executi•e Secretary (later Executi•e 

Director) of the NPTS . One of the reasons she accepted the position 

was her feeling that, as the shadows of Nazism spread a cross Europe, 

Jews should become more acti Te in support of their communities . BO 

In her first report to the Federation's Executi•e Board she spoke of 

her conception of the organization : 

The pattern of the National federation of Temple 
Sisterhoods. as reflected in the actirtties of its 
Yarious committees, is a modern projection into 
practical deed, of the ideals of our forebears. 
We are faced with the challenge and responsibility 
of creating a program that will express an intelligent 
enthusiasm f or J udaism. Such an enthusiasm contents 
itself only when translated into positi•e action. We 
must remember tha t within our heritage is the message 
of the Prophets of Israel, who interpreted religion 
in terms of senice.Sl 

Of the e~ects of the Depression on the NP.rs, EY&ns later said, 

I suppose it would be glamorous to say the 
pressures of the ' JOs made the lf PrS more mindful of 
the need for social justice, but it wouldn't be complete
ly true. Prom its earliest days lfP?S had been a cutely 
aware of such problems as peace , world relations, social 
justice and education for a better national and inter
national l ife. It happened that the •)Os for us in
cluded continuing expansion despite the great economic 
distress of the early part of the decade. We should 
not take all the credit for this. American Refo'rm 
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Judaism through each decade was growing in the 
United States in organizational stren«th and numbers 
and we with u.s2 

BTana reoai.ned as the Pederation•s protesaional l eader tor oTer torty 

years, always belieTing that the professional staff was to work behind 

t he s cenes to build up the organisation• a lay leadership. SJ During 

World War II she was loaned as ExecutiTe Director to the National Peace 

Conterence and participated in that body's del egation to the United 

Nations. In 1959 she recei•ed an award or achieT•ent rrom the Peder

ation ot Jewish Women• s Organizations. Jane ET&ns' work typitied that 

or the growing bod,y of declicated Jewish professional women that came 

ot age during the cli'fficult years ot Depression, war and its aftermath. 

By 19)8 the Ji1"'?S had grown to include )6) sisterhoods - approxi

mately 55.000 women "throughout the EngJ.ish-speald.ng world" - and de

c l ared i tselt "the llll"8est Jewish woman's relid.ous group0 in the 

world. In 1936 the Federation had instituted a Sabbath morning raclio 

program, " Synagogue on the Air". to reach Jews who had no opportunity 

tor tom.al Jewish contact. Sisterhood mcabera were well aware of the 

clislocation ot El.l1'0pean Jews and in 19)9 the NPTS 'formed a Special 

Committee to Aid Retu&ees. 

Throughout the war, the Pederation continued its regular programs 

and added a host of other actirities. It co-operated with the ICJW 

and the Joint Distribution Committee in aid1D8 war refugees : it s upport

ed t he Jewish Welfare Board and USO by aicling those i.n uni"torm. )(embers 

were actiTe in all facets of 11.t'e on the "home front" , particularly in 

t he Red Cross. A unique tundraising dri•e was instituted in 1 940 on 

behalf of Liberal Jewish Refugees in Palestine to enable th• to 

reorganize their co~egational life. M•ber sisterhoods were encouraged 

to collect sil••r coins for this purpose at all meetings . The inter

national outlook apparent within the Federation was giTen tocu.e in the 

organization' s newsletter Topics and Trtpds: 

It seems quite natural that in seeking aid, t h e 
Liber al Jewish mothers in Palestine should turn to us, 
the Libe.ral Jewish mothers of America. In assisting 
t hese struggling congregations in their new home we 
are helping fellow Jews eTen while we rebuild a pillar 
ot the s tructure of Liberal Judaism. In Palestine, 
Reform i s obrious ly coming to grips with probl ems of 
daily life IUld human destiny.a~ 
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The program carefully skirted t he issue of Zi onism which remained 

an item of hot debate in Reform circles. Si s terhood women were asked 

t o help t heir refugee Liberal J ewish counterparts in Palestine, 

"Mot her t o btother". It was a humanitarian, not a political i ssue. 

The post-war years saw t he NPTS dedicate its el f t o t he Union' s 

headquarters building proj ect - "The House of Living J udaism" - in 

New York . The Federation was instrumenta l in raising funds for the 

cause, and t h e structure was dedica ted in 19 51. 

The 1950s and earl y '60s were the years of what Betty Friedan has 

called t he "Feminine ~ystique". This l ater incarnation of t h e Cult of 

True Womanhood created a new mystique s urrounding a woman' s exclusive 

r ol e as wife and mother. Caring f or her husband and chil dren, main

t a i ning t he home with all the l atest labor-saving de'ri.ces, the American 

housewife was pictured as the ideal of all women. At t h e s ame time the 

move to t h e s uburbs in which many Reform Jews took part, created the 

s etting f or urban Jewish life t hat s till predomi.nates . How did these 

factor s a:tfect Reform women and the BPTS? While many suburban women 

(according to Friedan) found themsel ves overwhelmed by their attempts 

t o l ive up to the '50s- s t yl e "True Woman" , their major sense of dismay 

s eems t o have been a lack of some meaningful , creative out l et. For a 

great number of women, bei ng exclusivel y a housewife, was not l iving 

up t o t h e advertising. 

Those Reform women Who were deepl y involved in sis terhoods J!!S 
tha t outlet available to them at l east to some extent. Sis terhood pro

vided an arena in which they could excel and feel redfirnled. It 

allowed t hem to learn and practise intricate skil ls, socialize and 

expand their horizons. Its higher executives often sat as eqU&l s on the 

synagogue boards. Critics might point out that many groups wer e mere 

social clubs and were pa.rt and parcel of the Pead.nine Mystique which 

relegated women to roles centering around the home that did not inter-

fere with the "real world" of men. Some sisterhoods indeed were little mere 

than social c lubs - yet even t h ere. certain skills could be learned, 

power could be exercised and women could feel th&t they were more than 

simpl y the appendage of husband, chil dren and material possessions. A 

s ocial life that was a woman• s own - made up of l1!£ friends, not 

neces sarily t hos e of her husband or those they had in common - could 

al.so pro'ri.de a s ense of control over one• s own life. Jewish women 
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just as other American women around them. were doubtless af'tected by 

the slick sell ot the Mystique-peddlers. Yet sisterhood-inYolYement, 

by pro'fiding an opportunity tor self-expression and deYelopment might 

ha•e sernd to counteract the "happy housewife" propaganda with the 

ob'fioua truth ot female capability. 

In examning the llPlS llanual. Por Sistemooda ( 1954), both the 

influence ot Cul t/aystique aa well as the reality ot women• s possibilities 

are e'fident. While originally organized to "lend a helping hand to the 

male members ot the congregation", the sisterhood had matured to a 

point of concern "with eTery interest ot the Tmple and its religious 

school" and the "religious educational needs of its members". 

llost sisterhood ••bera are homemakers and so they 
are eyer mindful ot their role as mothers, of their 
duty to giYe their children religious faith, a heal
thy respect tor all creeds, and a sense of responsi
bility to their fellow men. 

Yet. there was more inTol•ed than being a proper mother: 

Because a good Jew must be concerned with the welfare 
of his fellow men, the Sisterhood encourages 1 ts mem
bers to participate in the cine tasks of its colllllun
i ty; it •phasizes stu~ by its members ot public 
af'fairs, and is concerned with departments of work 
which make tor better liTing in the world.85 

Sisterhoods would pro'fide interested women w1 th a chance to be 

l eaders, to speak in public (the Manual included detailed instructions 

for this down to what to wear), and to contribute to the impro•ement 

of their community. Some of what the Sisterhood woman did at Temple 

strongly resembled her arees of expertise in the home - according to 

the Mystique. Hence, "In most Sisterhoods, kitchen work is a necessary 

acti vi. ty" (though some used such work as a source of fund.raising). 

"ltany women who are new in the community make their first and most 

lasting friendships While working in the Temple lcitchen". 86 J ust as 

t he woman was supposed t o keep her home spotless, so with her larger 

home, t ne Temple . "Most Sisterhoods super'fise ~ual housekeeping and 

returnishing, as well as t he daily care ot Temple property. A sisterhood 

should pride itself on the attracti•eness of its meeting room; no matter 

how old end inadequate in size a Temple building may be, immaculate 

neatness and good housekeeping are always possibl e". Thia belief that 

women still had c ertain natural areas of prof'iciency on occasion hear

kened back to the Cult's new of women's "special" aen.sibili ty. In this 

178 



1957 report, the President of the UAHC spoke of the J'ederation' s place 

on the newly formed Commission on Social Action "where the heightened 

sensitirtty of our Jewish womanhood has prodded our conscience i.nto 

ever greater endeavors to heal the hurt ot humanlcind".87 

When the NFTS celebrated its Golden Jubilee Aniversary in 1963, 

it could look back upon halt a century ot dedicated work. Two years 

before, 1.n 1961, the Pederation had passed a resolution urging that the 

long donDIUlt issue ot women's ordination be studied and a detinitive 

stand be taken at the next Biennial . In its 50th year therefore, the 

NP.rs called tor the first time upon the leaders of the CCAR , UAHC, and 

HUC~IR to join with those ot the lfP'lS "to determine appropria te action 

for the ordination of women as Rabbis" • 
88 

In a special anniversary message, l!rs. Irrtng E. Hol lowbow, Presi-

dent ot the NFTS, spoke of the organization's growth: 

Today the Bational J'ederation of Temple Sisterhoods is 
a fellowship of 605 groups throughout the United States 
incl uding Hawaii and the Virgin Islands, and in the cities 
of Canada, Cuba. Panama, letherlancla, West Indies, United 
Kingdom, Union ot South Africa, Australia, India, and 
Ne• Zealand. BPfS membership, now over 105,000, is 
dramatic proof of the ever-increasing role women are 
playing in Jewish and co11111unal life. 89 

Hollobow perceived the tensions that existed in the 11.fe of Reform 

women , yet asserted the strength of continuity: 

It she 11 ves in the suburbs, she may be caught in the 
trap of a multitude of duties concerned not only with 
her own family but with many other community efforts 
and drives. 

Her schedule is long. She has less freedom, less 
leisure, but it she were to come face to face with the 
~1sterhood m•ber of 191), she would certainly share 
with her an awareness ot the centrality of the synag
ogue in Reform Jewish l ite •• • 

They would recognize each other in teras of de
votion to service - serYice to their families, service 
to the synagogue, service to the Jewish co-unity, 
serYice to humanity everywhere. 

"But what ot the time ahead"? she asked. Temple life and society itself 

are becoming "enormously f%'8.gmentized" : 

As women return in increasing numbers to the business 
and professional world, changes are already reflected 
in the nature of the.ir role in organizational life. 
Meetings are held not so much for entertainment and 
fellowship as :tor programs of productive and meaningful 
service. 
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Once again society's image of women was beginni..D8 to change. Yet 

this time women themselves would take an active part in the type and 

extent of change. The role of women in both general and reUgious 

society was coming under c l ose scrutiny. The sisterhood woman, with a 

foot in each world, would become both the changer and the changed. 

By the 1960s, Jews who had moved out into the suburbs during t he 

previous decades had establ ished themsel ves, their famil ies and their 

congregations. A sociol ogical study was commissioned in the first half 

of the decade by the American Jewish Committee. A suburban area surr

ounding a l arge midwestern city was chosen and l abelled "Lakeville" 

for purposes ·of anonymity. The community ha d five synagogµes : four 

Reform and one Conservative. The study' s authors, Sklare and Greenbl um, 

noted a number of particulars concerning the religious role of Jewish 

women. 

Intrigued by a nWDerous group of respondents whose synagogue atten

dance exceeded their home observanc e, the authors reported this as a 

sign of a "pe.rvasi ve acculturation" representing " a decisive break with 

the Jewish sacramentalism of old": 

The most striking example of such a break is the 
type of woman who joins the congregation for Sabbath 
worship but does not perform the mandatory r1 t ual of 
lighting the Se.bbath candles in her home. According 
to Jewish tradition, s uch behavior is anomalous. It 
would seem that hersacramental pattern has been influen
ced by the enrironment, with its stress on public wor
ship, for instead of observing one of the three man
datory "womanly"mi tzvot, this woman performs an act 
which is optional for her sex: that of attending a 
religious service.90 

What else is apparent here is the legacy of Refo:na ideology - at 

l east among the women of tha t denomination. The system of dirinely

ins pired mi t zvot that dictated the tradi Uonal Jew• s religious life was 

greatly de-emphasized in Reform. Publ ic worship was the way modern 

Jews expressed their religion as did their Christian neighbors. Indeed 

rabbis and women's organizations had urged Jewish women to retain many 

home rituals to provide their family with a domestic J ewiah ennronment. 
Yet the increased attention to public worship was not lost on many of 

them. for man.y accu lturated Jews th.roU«}lou't the 19th and 2oth centuries 

- if they. were concerned with any sort of Jewish identity - the focus 

of their Judaism was the synagogue, not the home. 
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Another reason tor women's increas1ng focus on the synagogue may 

have been the adverse effects of the Feminine Mystique on suburban 

women. Wheteher or not they were inclined to light candles on Sabbath 

evening, the Synagogue represented a chance to get out of the home, to 

meditate , to be stimulated by a sermon or presentation and to social ize. 

Por these women, life on the suburban frontier was similar to that 

l ived by women a century before in the growing cities of the American 
c;~"' 

West. To those 19th century women,1'(and often synagogue) attendance was 

the high point of their week, offering the s ame opportunities then as 

the Lake"l'ille women found in their places of worship. Such factors 

may be responsible tor another occurence the study notes. The Class

ical Reform temple in Lake"l'ille introduced vesper aerri.ces l ate on 

Priday afternoons . Since the temple held its major serri.ces on Sunday, 

the vesper service was proof of "the persistence of the feeling t hat 

Saturday is the Jewish Sabbath". It was therefore not publicized and 

yet "from one to eight persons come. a1-l women". 91 Sklare and Green

bl um provide the f ollowing anal ysis: 

This suggests that in Classical Reform it i s the 
woman who i s the most traditional and the most 
pietistic. A similar tendency is obsened among 
t h e Catholic and Protestant laity. Th e sex comp
osition of the vesper serri.ce thus demonstrates 
again the far-reaching acculturation of the (temple's) 
cons tituency to g~eral religious norms.92 

This " accult ur a tion" includes the Cult idea that women are the more 

r eligiousl y incl i ned sex, a View that is, as we have seen, at variance 

with t he traditional Jewis h model . It is therefore not surprising that 

in the Cl a ssical Reform templ e we find the s ame image of woman as erlsted 

i n 19th cent ury Refonn. Praise of woman as the "foundation of society" 

echoed through church and temple in the era of l'iystique just as i t did 

during the high times of t he Cult of Tr1.1e Womanhood. 

The Lakeville s t udy also not ed t he greater invol vement of women 

t han men in organization~l l ife. Eight of ten women belonged to one 

or more Jewish org~izations t hat were not connected with their syn

agogues and half t h e women were active i n more t han one (only si x 

or ten men were i nvolved in one or mor e gro 1.1ps , and only one t hird had 

more t han a s ingl e affil i e tion) . 93 A f ull quarter of the women surveyed 

were on an organization' s board or executive. Th e authors continued: 
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The usual reasons cited tor the new predominence 
ot women .are: 1) that the responsibilities ot the 
man in business and professional life makes it diff
icult for him to be active in communal affairs, 2) 
that the lack of such responsibilities on the part 
of the woman makes it easier for her to be active, 
and )) tha t since the woman has a small family and 
is not gainfully empl oyed, she is motivated to 
search tor meaningful actiYity in fields of endeavor 
such as coaaunal atfairs.94 

Are these reasons valid, they asked? Men were indeed l ess involved than 

woman in all organiz11tional work, Jewish and secular. In addition, 

time tor such involv•ent must come from leisure hours , and the middle

class Jewish suburban woman bad not only a greater amount of time and 

flexibi l ity than the man but was also more strategically situated. These 

remain "secondary considerations" to the authors. Many men had ample 

l eisure time and chose to spend it in areas which were "personal,non

philantbropic and intended for amus•ent". Such• a use of male time, 

nota Sklare and Greenblum, is not traditionally "Jewish". Thus they 

conclude "that changes in the area of values, rather than in the 

character of occupational lite, are the strategic considerations".95 

Such a chan«e in values. did not suddenly spring up in the subur

ban Jewish comunities of the 1960s. It is in tact, a continuation 

of the trend begun by Jews who found themselves in an America. of in

dustrial and general economic growth. »any no l onger had time for 

their traditional philanthropic activity, hence it was inherited by 

the women. It would seem that the values were changed by economic 

realities, not the other way around. Indeed, the values neYer chan«ed 

- they were merely transferred from the sphere of one sex to the other. 

Por the housewife of the 1960s, a Yery similar dynamic operated. 

Yet she bad even less reason to remain at home, which she was still 

told was her "place". than her 19th century predecessors. B •• tech

nology had "freed" her, yet for many the question r..ained, "tree 

for what"? Syna«ogue - or organ! zational in•ol vement - was the an-er 
tor many Jewish women. Whereas men aoU«}lt recreation in their time 

away from business, women sought a serious busi.ness-like outlet for 

themselves in their leisure hours. As the study reported: 

A greater proportion ot women • • • appear to 
seek inTolTement in instrumental organizations -
groups that give th• an opportunity to affect 
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the liYes of others. The ertdence indicates that 
women are more commonly attracted to organizations 
with concrete and tarJ8ible goals than to those that 
onl.y stress conn rtali ty. 96 

This was further proof of a chllllge in sex roles: 

According to traditional (J ewiah} nonas males are the 
more serious sex - the sex whose horizon is not lim
ited to the friTolous or the personal - and communal 
responsibility is uniquely the prortnce of those whose 
life is devoted to the pursuit of the serious. But 
in LaJcertlle we find that is is the woman more than the 
man who desires transcendence, or at l east who does 
so in the area of communal affairs. In the words of a 
young college- educated mother of two small children 
who finds ORT (a Jewish organization with hea-yy femal e 
support) to be her most satisfying affiliation. "I 
really haYe the feeling that this is the one thin8 I 
do that isn't for myself or my children. It ' s really 
helping others". 

Yet it is precisely her inYolYement in helping others that strengthens 

her sense of worth and self-imsge. The issue was not one of female 

religious proclirtty, as Cult and Mystique would have us believe. It 

we s a m~tter of s elf-affirmation and confidence. Por women it was 

involvement in female organizational life. what had been l eft to them 

as part of their "religious role", that gaYe them a sense of def

inition and possibility. 

2) Jewish Feminism - ReinYentipg the Religious Role 

How did the rise of the contemporary women's moYement affect J e

wish women? To be sure, many of the moYement' s major spokeswomen were 

Jewish - but was a Jewish feminist the same as a feminist who was 

Jewish? Jewish Feminism, the movement to liberate Judaism of female 

stereotypes and sexual inequality, deYeloped some years after the re

birth of general feminism in the 1960s. In fact, Judith Hole and 

Ellen Lertne (in 1971) took particular note of the "noticeable lack 

of organized feminist acti rt ty" within the J ewiah religious coamuni ty 

in contrast to the involvement of Christian women. 97 They suggested 

several reasons for this: 

A good portion of the feminist attack within the 
Christian religious community is against the sym
bolic image of women articulated by Christian theo
logy. A parallel "theologfcal" or "symbolic" image 
of women does not exist in Jewish teachings. l'or 
example. Judaism has no Doctrine of Original. Sin 
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which bl ames women• s sexuality for the Pall of 
14an; nor is there a Jewish woman who symbolically 
combines Tirgini ty and motherhood as does Christ
ianity' s lfary. 98 

Another explanation took into account tha t Jewish women traditionally 

had a specific role to fill and therefore "had a significant part to 

play in religious life". 'fhe feminist counter to such thinkin8 was 

that "the religious importance attached to women's duties in the home 

represents nothing more than the bestowing of religious sanction on 

the generally prevailing assumption that woman's proper place is in 

the home". The last reason presented by the authors was the historical 

need for Jews as an oppressed minority to present a "united front" to 

the world. Where moves for "women's rights" did exist, they noted, 

care was taken to distin8uish between those aims and the larger feminist 

movement. Sally Priesand, soon to become the first female rabbi, was 

quoted by Hol e and LeTine, atatin8 that she was not a supporter of 

women's liberation: 

I don't need it. But I do think that the feminist 
mov•ent is important because it is ti.Jae for us to 
overcome psychological and •otional objections. 

99 We must fulfill our potential as creative indiTiduals. 

A 1970 resolution of the JiP?S was also quoted, which called for "greater 

recognition of women in all lnels of Refom Judaism". Yet the state

ment denied that its motives were based 

••• on feminist actiTism ••• or on leadership 
for its own sake. Rather, we firmly believe that 
in these days of crisis when the institutions, 
beliefs and values of religion are on trial for 
their relevance to the complex world of today, men 
and women together, both indiridually and through 
their organizations, have an equal, Tital respon
sibility. 

The reasoningllven by Hole and LeTine makes a good deal of sense, 

though they are wrong in asserting . that Judaism lacked stereotypes of 

normative female behavior. These stereotypes were built up through 

the body of Jewish law, folklore and custom, not, as they correctly 

point out, in an all-prevading scriptural symbol like Mary. Jewish 

women h!!! been given a specific religious role, and did contribute to 

J eish survival through it. But that role, however much it was glorified, 
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was assigned to them by men. As in Cp.ristian systems. Jewish women had 

a "place" to which they were limited. In addition. as we have seen, the 

Christian view of women affected the Jewish conception - "True Woman

hood" h ad been an ideal for !ill women. 

Jewish feminism was organized.in the early 1970s. As was t he 

case among Christian rel igious feminists, a number of Jewish women at 

first addressed the issue individually. In 1971 Judy Timburg wrote of 

the positive role of women in shtetl culture, contrasting it with con

temporary life: 

. It is ironic that in America, where women are supp
osed to be more "free" than women of a traditional 
society like the shtetl, the options she is free to 
choose all have something wrong with them. In Am
erica there is no :feminine role that is truly honored, 
and women are very often torn between the low self
esteem that comes of being "only a housewife" and the 
dissatisfactions o:f ill-paid, ill-valued work which 
takes her almost completely away from her family. 
In America, self-esteem requires "achievement". 
H a turally , women are tryi.ng to liberate themselves 
from a role society half values. This is not a 
specifically Jewish problem, but again, given the 
Jewish woman's traditional invol vement in t~e family 
it could be especially demoralizing to ber.-OO 

Many writers spoke of the possibil ities of, and the need for , change 

within J udaism. Mary Gendler summed up her own position: 

I insist on the right to be woman, a J e• and a Jewish 
woman. I will not relinquish my tradition, despite 
its rigidities, until I am absolutely convinced that 
no ~forts can make it band. But neither will I stand 
passively by while the Conservative and Orthodox 
movements continue to consider me a second-cla ss 
citizen. Cha??.ge is always hard, and the familiar is 
comfortable, even if it is unjust. It is especially 
difficult to relinquish power and privlege. But this 
must come within Judaism, I am convinced, or else the 
religious commitment of women, as well as men, will 
continue to wither. Children whose religious i.nYolve
ment is solely outside the home seldom develop a d.eep 
feeling for it. But perhaps, j11St perhaps, if women 
became more deeply conscious of their exclusion fJ'Om 
certain aspects of religious life and press :for change, 
if men will begin to exchange some ot their power-1.n
the-world for some participation-1.n-the-hoae, if men 
and women begin to develop a kind of sharing which will 
enable each to develop a generally neglected other-side 
ot himself, Jlerhaps this might be just the rnitalizing 
spark which could rekindle the d1mm11J8 light of relig
ious commi ttment to Judaism.101 
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Other JeWiab feminists stressed this need tor shared responsibility 

Within.!!! aspects of J udaism. It was not j\.l.st a matter, they argued, 

of bringing women into preTi.o\.lsly male positions, b\.lt of also bringing 

men to realize the need tor their inTolTement in the home - a th•e 

current in the general women' s mc>Tement as well. 

What of •omen's rol e in ritual? As feminists of other faiths had 

asked, so t oo Jewish women began to deal with .the reality of religio\.ls 

theological motifs and practices. Martha Ackelsberg Wl"Ot e : 

In the area of ritual, tor example, one must ask:, 
What might more equal participation mean? Woul d 
equal participaton of women in rel1gio\.ls ritual 
mean spiritual f\lltillment? Are the rituals the
selTes so infused with masculine T&lues that women 
would feel uncomfortable participating? Do •e need 
to deTelop rituals to express women's dialoe with God? 
Do we need rituals which would introduce and reinforce 
new ways of l ooking at relationships between women 
and men - since the male-femal e rel ationship is often 
used as a model t or God-human relationships - new ways 
of under s tanding or conceptualizing the relationship 
between the human and the DiTine?l02 

JeWi.sh feminis t t h eol ogian J \.ldith Plaskow further s tressed the 

immediacy of such r est ructuring. The impetus had come from the outside: 

" a secular moTement for t he l iberation of women has made it imperative 

t hat we rai s e certain Jewish issues now, because we will not let our

sel ves be defined as J ewish women in ways in which we cannot allow our-
103 selves t o be defined as women". Social norms had changed, women' s 

role in society had increased and many Jewish women expected these 

trends to int1 1~ence traditional Judaism. As Judy Timberg argued: 

Somewhat connected to the hollowness of the mother 
role in America is the question of women's exclusion 
from the orthodox rel igious realm. It is a rel igious 
problem t hat t he worl d doesn• t di Tide up between men 
and women as it used t o . Young women have'lllore educa
tion now. and they are not trained for the l ife that 
traditional women knew; they wil l not be as well compen
sated for being subordinate in the rel igious sphere. 
Women want to explore their Judaism more intellectually 
than women haTe done in the past, and they want to pl ay 
a more central part in the r eligious lite ot the co11111-
un1 ty. Their liberation will inTol Te exploring new 
forms of religious life in a wa,y that responds to J ewiab 
tradition. 104 
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The promise of women's rewards that were based on a female social 

situation in which they were exclusiTely wife and mother could no 

longer speak to a growing number of Jewish women. Por them subordination 

in the religious realm was indefensible. The deep theological under

pinnings of Judaism had to be examined, Jewish feminists argued. Symbols 

and language used in J£wishliturgy had to be imbued with a new, non

exclusiTe life. On the matter of masculine langu&«e in prayer - and 

the indication of a male God - Rita Groes has written: "A Goel lang-

uage does not really tell us about God, but it does tell us a consid

erable amount about those w2D use the God language" . 105 »any Jewish 

femi.nists haTe shared much of the same Tiew as haTe their Christian 

counterparts. They haTe recognized the implications of a continued use 

of a male-oriented language and symbols - and the degree of aeneitiTity 

that change requires. Gross wrote: 

It takes courageous honesty to recognize all links 
between male God language and the androcentric model 
ot humanity, with its consequent eclipsing of women. 
It also requires a thorough consciousness of the 
Gubtle ways in which linguistic conTentions shape 
and limit world riew and reality constructs. Be
cause they are so automatic, eTen in highly reflec
tiTe people, linguistic conTentionalities are among 
the most potent factors in shaping people's percep
tions and thet'I limiting th• to that socially con
structed reality - as if it were ineritably the way 
things are. Thus we see that the conventions of 
theology are not so innocent or arbi traey as they 
sec. Therefore, they must be reimagined, not so 
much because they are theologically inadequate, 
althot18h that too is true, but because they are 
socially destructive, and Judaism demancle that 
socially de6~ruct1Te forms be reTersed.106 

Pr.rt of the process of "reimagining" women's religious role in 

J udaism was the creation of new rituals and ceremonies for women. 

Particularly in need of a ddress lll8!lY felt, was the glaring lack of 

life-cycle ceremonies for women as compared to those for men, espec-

i ally in the younger yea.rs: brit milah (the welcoming into the coTen-

ant - circumcision) , pidyon ha-ben (redcption of the ti.rat-born from 

service in t he Temple) , bar mitnah (the public coming of age). The 

early Reform response to this inequality - as well as to the "orient

alism" of such rites - had been to dispense with pidyon ha-ben and 

substitute and equalized confirmation f or bar mitzTah. A moTe abandoning 
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circumcision never e.dTBnced beyond most radical reform circles. 

For more traditional Jews in the 1970s, including many R efonn 

Jews for whom a return to Jewish ritual was meaningf ul, t h e equality 

of male and female children was of great importance. An expression 

of this was found in the 1976 anthology The Jewish Woman which grew 

out of a special issue of Response on t h e subject three years earl ier. 

The book included articles and/or samples of new rituals involving 

women: a covenant welcome for female infants, t he devel opment and 

importllllce of J?!1 mi tzvah, equalized marriage contracts, new inter

pretations of mikveh, Rosh Chodesh (th e nrst day of the Hebrew month} 

as a woman's holiday and a Haggadah of women's l iberation.107 While 

some of these were not precisely "new" (bat mitZTah had been intro

duced in the United States in the 1920s}, the a dvent of the women's 

movement had lent them a new immediacy. 

Jewish fem.ini.sm grew out of the fement of the student/women's 

movements. ~any of its first spokeswomen were Jews who had been a part 

of t he Jewish radical or countercul tu.re movements . The establishment 

of the first havurot (collllllUnities) in the early 1970s had all owed 

for various experiments in ritual and general Jewish life. Women's 

equa l participation was de rigueur, even in otherwise traditionally 

oriented groups. Some J ewiah feminists came from secular or assimil

ated Jewish backgrounds, or often the Consenative movement, and were 

determined to bring full equality into organized religion. Out of the 

New York Havurah. a group called Ezrat lfaahim emerged in 1971, to 

challenge the Rabbinical Assembly and the ConserYative move1nent as a 

whole to recognize and expand wome"l' s rel igious role. If the first 

wa•e of Jewish feminists came mostly from outside organizationa.l 

Judaism, the second wave was a joining of forces between early activists 

and women within Jewish denominations who had become sensitized to 

the issue through their actions. 

The m8in focus of Jewish feminism recently has been the ConserYa

ti ve movement. It was within that mov•ent with its prmiae of 

"tradition and change" that many Jewish women, while encouraged to 

expand their knowledge of J udaism, found themselves seated with men, 

yet excluded from ritual participation. While some traditiona.liat 

reminists urged a generally unyielding orthodoxy to reconsider women' a 

rol e, most saw a greater chance for change within Consel"Vlltis111. 

I 
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Retonn•s Yiew of halacha as discardabl e prevented these women from 

j oi ning t hat mov ement, t hough i t s r elieio.ts em"Ulcipati~n .Jf women was 

~l)llletimes c i t .. d a s "'" evt1mpl e . Ref .Jrm WoMen , • s Ro c ?_11d J,evine 

poi ntuo out, h·d 1one f'e1 t them:'!'.! ves t o be the mos t '' ~ i bernted" of 

J eviish v:omen. Withi n Reform the eftect ot the women ' s movement '1as 

t o bring t o a hea d A nuruber of i ~c;ue t h,: t h~d been simmeri rte; on the 

1~) VeJD en t ' s bac:i.- burner f or d ecade~ . 

)) The Retorm Jewish Woman - Recognition and Rabbinical Ordination 

i) Recognition - the UAHC and the liPTS 

In her 196J message for the Jubilee year of the National federa

tion of Temple Sisterhoods, iira. Ining Hollobow had voiced her con

cern over the ettorts ot wo11en on the sisterhoods. By 1966 her con

cerns had become concrete problems. The Federation's top executives 

and professionals addressed a letter to the President ot the Union of 

American Hebrew Congregations, Rabbi Maurice N. Eisendrath, detail ing 

their worry: 

Today , joining a woman's organization is not, as 
has been the case in the past, automatic. After 
all ,domestic help in the home is no longer readily 
available and presently well educated, energetic 
and highly motivated women are today returning in 
ever i ncreasing numbers to the worlds of the professions, 
business or education. Thus. a.11 women's organiza
tions - and not just the Si s terhood - are compel led 
to rethink and f ace new probl ems •hf~ demand changes 
in techniques, s tructure and goals. -

Women's volunt eer organizations, faced with a declining membership, 

were becoming more competative, hence the NPTS asked that the Union 

help · 1 t by encouraging new congregations to establish sisterhoods. 

Eisendrath urged the Union's executive to agree to this and submitted 

a resolution affirming such action and also supporting the HPTS' quest 

tor membership in national Jewish "umbrella agencies" . 109 That such 

support was necessary may indicate a Yiew held by such agencies that 

t he NFTS , as a part of the Uni:>n which was al reacly a member, did not 

warrant independent membership. 
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In conclucling his report on the Pederation, .Eisendrath gaTe Toice 

to his concern o?er the lack of female representation Within Reform 

deciaion-maJci..D8 bodies: 

I beline we a l.lat certainly search out , throll4P1 our 
regional struct11re and otherwise, 01.ltatancling women 
in the Reform moT•Hnt. We must face the realities 
ot life: woaen are here to s tay. Let us no longer 
close our masc\ll.ine eyes t o t he inescapabl e truth 
that we ha"fe far t oo l ong ignored their j ustifiable 
complaint that they are not accorded equal status 
beside men for equal performance in too many of our 
congregations, at t he regional and at the national 
l eTels. I therefore urge the 1nembers of this Board, 
Within their own temples and within their own regions , 
to encoUJ'8«e and promote f\ll.l participation of women 
and to exert their efforts to see th~t those who 
s eek and accept responsibil ity be accorded commen
surate recognition. In this effort we sh'lll con
ti.nue to rely on our BPTS to bring to the attention 
of t he appropriate parties those of t heir members 
whose leadership we do not wish to deny ourselves.110 

Such a statement is indeed noteworthy. The president of the congregation

al union of Reform Judaism in America was admitting t o the fact that 

sexist attitudes had rel egated women in Reform t o a l ess-than-equal 

s t at us. What is more, he was using the power and prestige of his 

position t o call for an immecliate improTement in the sit uation . 

The next year , 1967, Eisendrath again used his r eport t o urge 

t hat women be giTen a more eqllitable repres entation on t he t emple and 

UABC boards: "Surely by now, women ha'f'e earned the right t o ta.Jee t heir 

place alongside men in t he mainstream of our Reform Jewish mo?•ent" •111 

He warned of t he problems caused f or the NFTS by the penasive new 

of sisterhood as f undraiser a....d urged that members be inTol•ed "in the 

subs tantive programs of the congregation itself". He also q110ted Jane 

Evans and lhrryl e Rulceyser (the NFTS President), who stressed that the 

Pederation needed t o be r epresented on Union Committees as well as in 

t he membership of national J eW!:& agencies under 1 ts own name: 

No mention of all the meetings at which MPTS women 
are present reduces the deep sense of frustration 
and e'f'er mounting anger fel t by BP'fS leaders o?er 
the second-class citizenship bestowed upon them by 
t he UAHC and agencies of Reform JudaiBlll. lfJ'l'S &bo\ll.d 
be recognized in its .S!!!l ri&llt - and not j ust through 
sufferance by inclusion in UAHC delegations • • • 
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To do less shouts t o the wor l d and to t h e Jewish 
woman that membership in t he National Council of 
J eWish Women or in Hadassah (who had their own 
seats in the national agencies) does indeed give 
more status and recognition that membership in 
Sisterhood and the Mational Pederation of T-ple 
Sisterhoods.112 

Prom such a stat•ent, we may gather that the ~ was not Willing t o 

allow the HPTS to cl aim m•bership on its own. The "second-class cit

izenship" charge Within the Reform mo•ement itself echoed an N1'TS 

resolution passed the same year at its 26th Bien.Diel Which "urgently 

requested" that the Union rethink its structure of committees and 

commissions, to grant the NP.rs rightf'ul repres entation in its own 

name.113 It would s eem th.at the Pederation, perhaps a:nboldened by 

the newly reborn wom&n's movement, was no l onger willing to be a mere 

auxiliary but was beginning to demand that Reform l i•e up to its 
114 claim of representing women's equality in Judaism. 

By 1970 t here had been l ittl e change within the movement on t he 

issue of women's representation. Eisendrath again cha.stised t hose 

who continued t o see the NP.rS as a mere fund-rai sing organization: 

The domi.nant male group of our movement continues 
to feel t hat women are good enough to raise money 
f or projects we f ormulate and appro•e, but not 
good enough to share in the formulation of policy 
a t the synagogue, regional or national l e•els in 
anything l i ke proportional r epresent ation t o 
their numbers and their investment of time, energy 
and money . 115 

The inf luence of at least the popW.arized •ersion of the women's move

ment is evident as well, t hough Ai s endrath cl early stated that Reform 

had its own serious soul- searching to do : . 
It is always easy for us men to cop out on this 
perfect ly apparent fact of life with snide jokes 
about Women's Lib and t he like. But such jokes 
are no l onger tunny, and no l onger becoming to a 
movement whose self-image is one of l iberal thought, 
just action, equality, and moral motiT&tion. We 
see oursel•es as we should be, but not AS we al.ways 
are. 

In spite of his repeated pleading women were not any more in evidence 

t han t h ey had been in previous years . &isendrath was not afraid of 

stating this fact plainly: 
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Year dter year I have called upon our National 
Board and the boards of all congregations to take 
adTBntage of the brains, experience. energies,and 
knowledge of their female members by greatly in
creasing their representation at al1 policy-making 
levels. Despite my pleas, only five of our nearly 
700 congregations have women presidents, only two -
one ex-officio, the president of the NPTS, are on 
this board of 180 indivi.duals. 

It is true that we cannot compel our congrega~ 
tions to move with the times with respect to the 
problem of women, and &l.so of youth. But ~ are in 
a weak position even to try, with our own Board so 
lopsidedly weighted with men. 

What the courageous leade.r of ihe UAHC was calling the movement to 

face was a problem contributed to in large part by Reform itself. By 

setting up the NPTS as an equal "sister" to the UAHC, sisterhood in

volvement had been designated la! area in which Reform Jewish women 

were to act out their role. Hence sisterhood presidents had ex-officio 

seats on most congregational and Union boards, as did their executives 

on committees and other bodies. While provi.ding· a wide range of inn

ovative and valuable programming to the Union, it seems clear that the 

general perception of sisterhood was that of an auxiliary fund-raising 

group. In other words, sisterhoods organized women to do traditionally 

"female" things - fund-raising, involvement with youth and its education, 

the handicapped, cooking and housekeeping - within a larger congregation

al /Union framework. 'Nhen the women's movement began to grow, the 

questions and criticisms posed were also seen by perceptiYe men and 

women to apply to the UAHC's treatment of its female members. While 

we have seen that in the early years of reborn feminism the media image 

of feminist-as-bra-burning-h~ter-of-men was shunned by Reform women 

(cf. Hole and Levi.De above), the real message of the women• s movement 

was beginning to seep through. Just as the National Organization of 

Women stressed "women's rights" over "liberation" from the outset, so 

Reform women and their male supporte.rs urged the extension of equal 

rights to women outside of (but also within) their sisterhood role. 

The sisterhood image had allowed for an expression of women's role 

within the Refom movement, yet even that expansion had prescribed 

limits set by the popular vi.ew of women. With the begjnnjng of sub

stantial change in that view during the 1960s (including the idea of 

"woman as person" with a multitude of talents that extended beyond the 
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prescribed sphere), Reform was faced with criticism from the NPl'S and, 

more generally, from men and women who called for a full recognition 

of female ability. Reform had long prided itself on gi'ri.n« women "e

quality" within J udaism. Yet to maintain that stance, the Reform 

wolll811's role had to change to reflect society's developing conception 

of female equality. "Equality" had meant something different in 191) 

than it did in 1970 and those with foresight understood that Reform roles 

for women would have to reflect that . Eisendrath summed this view up 

by calling for a committee to examine the matter and recommend ways 

of impl ementing a "change of picture" on all levels of the Union: 

"We must stop dragging our feet on this subject and stop mouthing the 

same old tired bromides and act now to get women out of what many of them 

call "slave labor. k1 tchen squad" activities and into the mainstream 
116 of our work". 

In 1971 the 28th Biennial of the NPl'S passed its first resolution 

reflecting a growing women's consciousness; it cal led for women's par

ticipation in political decision- ma.lcin8 and the holding of office, 

recognition and honor for chil d-rearing and improved child-care for women 

who worked. 117 

Refonn men and women struggled with the changing concept of women's 

equality and found that there was indeed room for change and development 

within their Jewish movement. Reflecting the spirit of the times and 

its own interpretation of Judaism, Reform in the 1970s proved itself 

both strong enough and f l exible enough to allow its women - and its 

men - to grow. The final symbol of women' s equality in Re:tom Judaism 

was female ordination, and it t oo had come about. 

ii) Woman as Rabbi - The Lest Barrier Palls 

Shortly after the decisions of the CCAR and HUC concerning women's 

ordination in 1922, Martha Neumark wrote in the Jewish Tribune: 

The present attitude of some of the laity is to be 
regretted, i n view of the :tact that women rabbis will 
benefit them incal culably. Women can aid in the sol
ution of the problem (of resistance to their entry 
into the rabbinate) by devoting themselves to Jewish 
study, by fitting themselves for ordination. The 
general community can help by showing a willi~ess 
to accept women as their spiritual leaders.118 
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Venerable institutions change very slowly. It was 1939 before the 

issue of female ordination arose again within a Reform co~text - at the 

Jewish Institute of Religion (JIR), an "interdenominational" rabbi.nical 

seminary founded in Me• York by Stephen S. Wise in 1922 (it merged with 

HUC in 1950). Helen Hadassah Lertnthal successfully completed the full 

academic course for rabbinic ordination, her thesis topic being "Woman 

Suffrage from t he Balachic Aspect•. The daughter and granddaughter of 

rabbis, Levinthal herseU did not receiTe ordination. Her father, 

Rabbi Israel H . LeTinthal, wrote later that "aan.y in the faculty felt 

that while Hel en did excellent work, the time was not ripe for the JIB 

to ordain a woman11 •
119 Her clas811late, Earl Stone, was more specific 

about the reason tor Lertnthal' s not being ordained: "Belen completed 

the entire course, but was not granted ordination solely because the 

lat e. reTered Professor Chemowitz ref11sed to ordain a woman". 120 

Lerinthal receiTed her Kaster of Hebrew Letters degree and a special 

certificate which stated that she had completed the course - but which 

did n<1t declare her to be a rabbi. Her achievement - or lack thereof -

receiTed widespread attention in the media. When , some months after 

graduation she agreed to preach on the High Holy Days from the vacant 

p11lpit of Brooklyn's B'nai Shalom congregation - on her condition that 

a rabbi was engaged to superrise the serrices - Time magazine noted 

that 

the first day's sun of year 5700 brought something 
new - a woman in the pulpit . Helen Hadassah Lerin
thal, comely in an academic gown and tour-pointed 
choir-singer's cap, preached at t he three big holiday 
serrices, as near to bei.ng a rabbi as a female might 
be. Last summer, at Manhatten• s Jewish Institute of 
Religion, she was the first WOIDIAD any11Jhere to pass a 
course of studies f or the rabbinate.121 

Another unique situation arose in 1950 in the Reform congregation 

in Meridian, MiSsissippi. When Rabbi William Ac kerman died in lovember 

of t hat year, his wife Paula was asked by t he congregational leadership 

to assume the role of spiritual leader of the congregation. "I haTe 

no idea or intention of eTer tak.ing on a career at my age, or state of 

health",she wrote in January , 1951, adding that she would only consider 

serring as a "Ra bbi" in Meridian. and then only on "an interim basis" 
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121 until a permanent rabbi was found. Ackerman was concerned about 

her lack of training tor such an endeaTor. her "meager knowl edge of 

Hebrew" which she said was good enough for conducting the ser'f'i.ce, but 

reading the Torah was "another thing". She was aware of her limitations, 

and also her s tre'D8iils, "As for t h e sermons". she wrote, "I don't 

intend to preach philosophy or higher criticism of t h e Bible - they'Te 

asked me merely to gi•e t hem some of t he faith I haTe in my heart -

the Jewish way of life ! 1 Te liTed nery day of my life - that shouldn't 

b e too hard". The congregation's president wrote t o Maurice Eisen

drath and asserted that "in the ~yes of practically all of t he members 

of our congregaticn sh e is qualif'ied and we want her". 123 Ackerman 

acted as her community's leader h'om 1951- 1954 and was aware of the 

potential implications of her position. She was quoted i.n !!!!! saying, 

"I haTe accepted this assignment ••• with the greatest humility ••• 

I am glad to pioneer in this moTeinent , which we hope may lead to the 

ordination of women". 124 

It was not the isolated experiences of women such as LeTinthal or 

Ackerman t hat brought on the next deTelopment in Reform' s moTe toward 

accepting women as rabbis. By the mid-1950s other f actors were making 

t hemselTes fel t. At the 1955 meeting of t he CCAR, its President 

Barnett R. Brickner, a signatory to the 1922 resolution on the subject, 

announced tha t he was bringing t he issue of women' s ordination up for 

reconsideration. "In t he discussion t hat t ook place in 1922 I expressed 

my opposition to such a proposal. But since then our needs have chang

ed, and I . ha.Te changed my mind. Uany Christian denominations haTe 

also changed t heir minds and now ordain women" •125 He listed a 

number of prominent Chris tian insti~~tions that accepted women's ordina

tion and asked rhetorically: "Is there anything in our missing Reform 

"Shulhan Aruch" t hat prohibits us from ordaining women? Does it not 

accord with our liber alism"?126 Reflecting on Reform's history and 

its contemporary practice , he added: 

The Reform MoTement pioneered in granting equality to 
women. Women not only ai t on our Boards but soon one 
of t he oldest Reform congregations will elect a woman 
as its president. Why should we grant women degrees 
only in Rel igious Education, qualifying them to be ed
ucational directors , yet denyin« them the prerogatiTe 
to be preachers as well as teach ers? They haTe a special 
spiritual and emotional fitness to be rabbis, and I 
believe that many women would be attracted t o this calling. 
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Furthermore, there is a shortage of rabbis. 
New congregations are increasing, and many a small 
town languishes for want of a spiritual l eader. 

Brickner in conclusion called for a committee to re-evaluate the Con

ference• s stand on the subject. 

His remarks reveal that several things had happened since 1922 tu 

prompt a re-examination of the issue. A number of Protestant denomina

tions and institutions now accepted women's ordination, and there was 

a growi?J8 acceptance of women in the ministry as in other professions. 

A shortage of rabbis may also have made the matter more acceptable as 

they became more necessary• Finally, Brickner returned to the argument 

used by the earliest Reform s upporters of faD&le ordination: Reform as 

a liberal movement with Us •phasis on equality and soci&l. justice 

could do no less. His mention of women• s "special fitness" for the 

rabbinate may have been at once a use of the traditional Cul t/Jllystique 

imagery and a reb~ to those who challenged women as being unfit for 

the rabbinate. The time had come. 

The followin8 year, the eight-man collllittee, includ!D8 Maurice 

Eisendrath and Nelson Gluechk, the President of HUC-JIR, gave its 

report to the Conference. The report reviewed the 1922 discussions, 

quoted Reform support for women's equ&l.ity back to its European be

ginnings, and dismissed the idea of women• s "freedom" in the home as 

balancUig her sil ent role 1.n religious dfairs: "The anancipation of 

women applies to l ife within the synagogue as well as to life outside 

t he synagogue". 127 The Committee asserted: 

In view of women• s parity with men, we believe that 
the unwarranted and outmoded tradition of reducing 
woman to an interior st:.~us with regard to ordination 
tor the rabbinate be abandoned. Specifically, we 
believe that she should be given the right to study 
tor the rabbinate , that she should be ordained it and 
when she has properly completed the course of stady, 
and that she should ·then be admitted into the CCAR 
upon application for membership. 

The question before us is purely academic at this 
time ••• We believe that the time has long since pass
ed when a person's sex should constitute a bar to selt
expression in any area of human endeavor. The only proper 
passport to participation in any profession is adequate 
training and proven capability, regardless of sex. 
During t he last few centuries, the position ot women has 
undergone an enormous revolution. At long last, we must 
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remove the final barrier in her way to becoming a 
teacher in Israel, a rabbi, of an equal status ·with 
men. 128 

Again it was stressed that other "liberal denominations" had alr eady 

made such a move - "We are not among the first liberal religionists 

to take this step" . It we.s a ppa r ently a consider ation t hat many women 

had been ordained by Christian denominations and that t he experience 

of those groups that had done so was generally positive. Precedent 

had t herefore been established. This concern betrays t he s till cau

tious approach of many rabbis to the women's ordination question. The 

Conference then tabled the committee's recommendations "so that t hose who 

haYe an opposite point o:t Yiew may haYe an opportunity to present a re

port" • HoweYer, the CCAR Yearbook shows no e'Yidence of such a report 

ever coming forth, nor any :turther discussion o:t the matter. Thus app

arently nothing was done about the issue until another impetus from the 

general community brought the idea closer to its final frui.tion. The 

increasing return ot women to the labor force in the early 1960 contrib

uted to a changing public perception ot "women's work". It women were 

invol'Ying themsel•es in areas that had p:rniously been male preserves, 

some Reform Jews began to question the lack of moYement on the issue of 

female rabbis. At the meeting o:t the National Federation of Temple 

Sisterhoods, in Chicago in NoYember 196), a resolution was passed urging 

the major Reform organizations to grant women the right to serre as 

rabbis. Jane Evans in an interview with a !few Xorlc Times reporter point

ed out that "despite decades ot devoted service by women in eYery phase 

ot American Reform Judaism, they still haYe not ach ~eYed t'ull equality • 

they are denied the right of ordin-'Uon as rabbis" •129 

It was somehow fitting that the official women's organization of 

Reform J udaism should take such a stand on their Golden AnniYersary. 

Sisterhood h ad proved that women could help to support the mo••ent 

and the indi'Yidual synagogue, now they claimed the right to lead 

them spiritually as well. At a time when the worl d found itself be

neath the shadow of a possible nuclear war, Evans said "religion itself 

is on the firing line of the frontier between what men can achieve 

t echnologically and what they must achieve spiritually". Women, 

she fe l t, " are or should be particularly sensiti•e to t hese problems 
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ot advancement and wider horizons" and they "certainly are equal ly qual~ 

tied with men to be teachers of the spirit". lJO Evans conceded that wom• 

en themsel ves might find it difficult to adjust to female rabbis. The 

reasons for this "Whil e hard to define, probably include the conservatism 

ot women in matters of religion and the hesit ancy of being accused 

of feminism in an area of r elationships ot God to man and man to God". 

It would seem that Evans and others l ike her were aware of the magni

t ude of changes that were potential in allowing women t o become rabbis. 

The direc-t introduction of a femal e element into Reform Judaism could 

and would change both "man and God". 

Other convention delegates demonstrated this conservatism. One 

said she felt that women should be able to pursue a career in the rab

binate if they wished to, but added: "Perhaps I'm old-fashioned, but 
131 I like t o see a man as the head of a home, a synagogue and country". 

Still another argued that women should be allowed t o study "but I don't 

think t he time is right for them to be ordained". Despite s uch reser

vations Jean Wise (lirs. Albert) May, daughter of Isaac M. Wise and a 

woman long active in the fili'TS, spoke for the majority when she declared, 

"Reform Judaism is not afraid of change. We are certain that women can 

qual ify as rabbis" •
132 

Both Maurice Fisendr&th and Nelson Glueck . 
agreed. The former told the~ reporter t hat he found it paradoxic-

a l "that the liberal ravoluti.onary movement of Reform J udaism should, in 

this regard , 188 behind several of the forward-looking Protestant 

denominations which have ordained women as ministers to the enrichment 

of the church and the Christian fellowship". Glueck added that there 

was no reason "whatsoever why a woman shoald not be ordained as a 

rabbi it she passed all t he necessary qualifications ot scholarah1p 

and has t he proper personality". In spite of such stat•ents, there 

was a lack of women interested in the rabbinate, or discouraged by the 

potential demands of being trailblazers or pioneers. A general am

bivalence toward the idea of woman-as-rabbi within the Reform commun

ity marked the years until the late 1960s. Then with the rise of the 

women's movement. a new immediacy was given to the idea of the woaan 

rabbi. 

Finally. after her acceptance as the first female rabbinical student 

in 1968, Sally J. Priesand, five years later, became the first woman to 
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be ordained a rabbi by a Jewish seminary. Priesand came from a Conser

Tati Te baclcground, yet that seemed to have little bearing on her decision 

to enter the rabbinate. She recalled that when, at sixteen, she broach

ed t he subject to her father , he encouraged her to echieve her goai . 133 

While HUC' s president, Nelson Glueck, also supported he.r - "Dr. Glueck 

a l ways told me how proud he would be to ordain me"134 there were those 

on the college's faculty, as well as in the student body, who initially 

did not take her ambition seriously. Priesand said of some of her pro

fessors that "occasionally I sensed that some of them would not be over

l y upset if I failed".135 As a student s erving small c~ngregations on 

a biweekely basis through HUC . she found that t here was resistance to 

her assumption of the full rabbinical role - particularly from women. 

Yet at her final student pulpit she was given full statua: "I do bar 

mitzvahs. I preach, I lead services. At one service, I asked a woman 

t o read from the Bible. People seemed surprised when she was called. 

But it was almost as if they had forgotten t hat I was a woman". Proof 

t hat, while it might be difficult a t first, a woman rabbi could find 

acceptance even if female congregants• involTement was still rare en

ough to elicit surprise. Approaching her ordination and looking at the 

prospect s for employment , she found that some congregations refused to 

even interview her. Priesand commented, "since I had not expected 

anyone t o welcome me With open arms, I was able to cope with the sit

uation" .136 She was accepted as the assistant rabbi at the Stephen 

Wise Pree Synagogue in New York, a job that allowed her to function in 

the complete range of rabbinic roles. In a 1974 interview .she said that 

she· had been "extremely wel l -receiTed" by the members of the congrega

tion.137 Priesand saw her participation in a lecture series a "lesson 

in consciousness-raising (that} gi·ns women t he courage they. need to 

demand compl ete and f ull participation in synagogue life". An article 

that same year in J ewish Week noted: 

Rabbi Priesand is proudest, however, of her unofficial 
capacity as "role mod.el" for young Jewish girls through
out the country. She receiTes numerous calls and letters 
from women interested. in a rabbinical career and takes 
great satisfaction in knowing that "little girls now 
know they haTe the opt1of J8~ becoming rabbis and can
tors if they so choose" . 
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A few days at'ter her ordination, Maurice Eisendrath ga ... e his 

yearly report to the Union of American Hebrew Congregations• Boa.rd of 

Trustees. In it, he discussed t he tremendous changes in the world and 

added: 

Not the least of these changes, and one that was 
long oTerdue, is the emergence of women at the very 
cutting edge of our religious moTement. We haTe j ust 
ordained our first woman to bear the noble title of 
rabbi. I commend the College-Institute tor this trail
blazing act of courage too long delayed • • • We are 
deeply grateful therefore. not only for Rabbi Sally 
Priesand's fortitude, manifest du.ri.ll8 these pioneer 
years of her training. but also for this tangibl e 
demonstration that Reform is still is a Terb, still re
silient en.ough to cl amp down what may well be the last 
Testiges of male chauTinism, still retaining within 
its establishment institutions - so frequently and 
erroneously denigrated - the will and the Ti tali ty to 
pierce the leaden curtain of habit and emerge f ull 
center on the stage of the present.139 

Again Eisend.rath pointed to women's adT&nce and called for a response: 

Within another year or so we shall add two women 
cantors to our fold, and hopefully, many more women 
of Jewi~ passion and talent will follow t hese three. 
But this is not en~ugh, and so. like an old refrain, 
I again urge our nominating committees to seek out and 
bring into our congregational, regional, and especially 
national boards increasing numbers of such examplars 
of the dist~ side who can so immeasurably enrich our 
own labors. 140 

The final bastion of male supremacy in J udaism had fallen. The 

symbolic power of this event was great: Rabbi Priesand had allowed 

J evli.sh women - in all denominations - to glimpse the begi.nning of a 

new possibility and a new future. 

Eisend.rath had also recalled his c lassmate, "brilliant daughter 

of one of our professors. who completed all HUC requirements for ordin

ation but who, out of sheer faculty timidity, was refused this coTeted 

goal of ordination". Reform had come far in "nearly half a century". 

His classmate' s name was Jaiartha NeWllark. 
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Conclusion - The Challenge of Change 

Since the rebirth of t he •omen's movement in the 1960s, there ha~ 

been increasing pressure for t he change of women' s role in society and 

religion. If the success of a movement is measured by the extent of 

its effect. modern faninism has won some icipressive victories. '.rhe 

opportunities available to women in today's wor ld are broader than at 

any preTious time in history. Yet, t hough women are gaining wider 

acceptance in preTiously "male" positions - in the professions, trades, 

business and the clergy - there i s still a long way to go before true 

equality ia achieved. 

I s the Cult of True Womanhood dead? Hardly. It is so much a part 

of the tradition of contemporary society that it continues to exist not 

only in "conservative" institutions, but in new and more disturbing 

forms in advertising and the mass media. Whatever t he stereotype, 

whether the classic Cult Tision ~wife/mother or the more recent mass

produced sex-goddess, it restricts the woman-as-human-being to certain 

prescribed channel s. And she is judged - and often judges herself -

on the basis of how well she conforms to the male-dictated image. It 

is not t hat the present-day women's movement has destroyed these images, 

but rather that feminists have made !h!!! the issue, questioning not only 

their veracity but t heir sources as well. As feminist s continue t heir 

criticism of social assumptions about women and as the population be

comes more aware of the harm done to all people e.nd all societies by the 

existence .and propagation of sexism, positive change will continue . 

I f , however, a less hospitable mood develops, as has been the case 

before in history when r eaction f ollows a more liberal era, the gains 

ot t he women's movement may be s troll81Y challenged. How the improved 

position of women will fare i n times of conse:rTatism and economic change 

r emains t o be seen. We may see a r epetition of the "forty years in the 

desert" t hat followed t he achievement of s~f'ra8e in 1920. Or we may 

be wit ness to t he creation of a new, Tibrant society with equality f or 

all i t s members . 

The position of Jewish women since the Enlightenment has closely 

pa.rallelled that of her gentile contemporaries. As women in general 

societ y have expended t heir roles, so t oo Jewish women have moved 

forward. It woul d seem that in t he 1970s a l egacy of the Enlighten

ment has been challenged by Jewish feminists . \ilhereas the t alented, 
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sensitive salon women of Berlin found Judaism oppressive and f l ed, mod

ern Jewish women - heirs to a more recent history of change in the world 

- have in many cases refused to adapt thems el ves or to seek religious 

satist'action outside of Judaism, but haye called for changes in Judaism 

itself. Today the Conservative moTement is wracked with dissension over 

the question of women's increased participation, an issue brought to 

l ight by the women themselves. According to a 1979 study of women's 

role in the American Synagogue, while Reform and Orthodox are generally 

uniform in respectively encouraging and opposing female involvement, 
1 the Conservative movement is clearly split oTer the issue. 

Jewish women have come far in their changing religious position. 

In his 1976 landmark study. Community and Politz, Daniel J. Elazar 

notes the changes American views of "equality" have had on the female 

Jewish role. 2 Women have ceased to be restricted to expressing their 

Judaism at home. their role having been expanded to include the syn

agogue and t he organization. There remain "male presenes" in Amer

ican Jewry. notably the rabbinate (though that is changing in the 

Reform and Reconstructionist mo·nments), but women are gradually be

coming more evident in their participation: "For the moment the very 

basic congregational decisions remain in the hands of men, but this 

may well be changing". Though more Jewish women are working or have 

careers, "heavy fund raising remains mainly a male activity, no doubt 

because the uren are the ones who decide where the big money is spent".J 

In Reform J udaism, despite the recurrent pleas that were made by 

leaders like Maurice Eisendrath, women are similarly just beginning to 

be involved in 111Bjor decision-making on the various l evels of the move

ment. In an address t o the CCAR convention in 1979, Lillian Maltzer, 

president of the NF'rS remarked: 

I believe that some of the fault lies within women 
themselves. We have in many instances not recognized 
our own impediments. We are not conditioned to be 
aggressive and many women (still untouched by the fem
inist movement) perceive the ideal t o be that which is 
described but not endorsed by llarjorie Bell Chambers, 
the head of the National Advisory Committee for Women. 
She says, "The stereotype still remains. Women are 
supposed t o be soft-spoken. passive. dainty - all those 
things that most of us aren't under any circumstances~ 
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But you'd better follow the traditional pattern if 
you want t o be acceptable". Such an attitude is about 
as usetul today as an appendix, but it can be a major 
deterrent to women's participation in the respon.sib
ility of leadership. Men and women who cling to this 
picture of femininity are unable to accept women in any 
capacity. They exhibit negative attitudes toward 
females in any authoritative rol e, e.g., physician, 
educator or rabbi.4 

The ambivalence of Reform women toward the women's movement has vanish

ed to a l arge extent. ~altzer eTinced an apprortng familiarity with 

feminist issues when she addressed the probl em of sexism and its Wider 

implications for Reform: 

When women in congregations are a ccepted with r e
spect for each one as a person without a sex label , 
congregations will be better prepared for rabbis. 
educators, cantors and administrators of either 
gender, and will reject economic discrim.1nation 
against women professiona5s as a means of solTing 
their budgetary problems. 

The Reform moYement has attempted to increase women's participation 

on the UAHC Board, but t he probl em bas not been easily rectified. 

Board r epresentation - outside of ex-officio seating for the NPTS, for 

example - remains a reward for financial contribution. As Elazar 

noted aboYe, this remains almost exclusi•ely a male presene. There 

has been more recognition extended to ~ who control large suas, 

but they remain a small number, as t hey are in general society . 

Barring the introduction of a more democratic mechanism for UAHC Board 

representation, women will not be seated in si8nificant numbers until 

they become major contributor s . Such a development is not unl'ilcely 

given the entry of •omen into higher paying jobs. 

While there are more women serving as congregational presidents 

e.nd in other areas, some Reform Jews are beginning t o tackle the large 

issues spoken of by feminist theologians. In 1975 The Gates of Pra1-

.!£, the movement's new prayerbook was introduced. HarYey J. Pielda, 

a member of t he CCAR Lit urgy Committee, wrote a companion booklet 

with sl.J8gestions for the prayerbook' s use. He noted: "Reform Judaism's 

l otl8-standing recognition of the equality of the sexes is reflected 

in t he avoidance of masculine references wheneyer possible".6 While 

indeed equivocal l anguage such as "ancest or s" was substituted for 
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"fathers". and the matriarchs occasional l y accompany the patriarchs, 

such sensitiTity was not extended to changing the Hebrew prayers. 

More importantl y, God remained "He" throughout. The changes were 

applauded by meny (and damned by others) , yet some bel ieved that 

f'u.rther change was necessary. In 1976 the newly f'ormed Task Force 

On Equality of Women in J udaism of the New York Federation of' Reform 

Syn98ogues prepared a Glossa.ry of' SubsU t ute T end.nolog:r (equivocal 

for male) to be used in conjunction with the old Union Prayerbook 

which was still in wide circulation and usage. In a discussion group 

during the 1979 CCAR convention the f'ol l owing ideas were expressed: 

We need to go further in removing mal e/female 
oriented rol es in the ritual aspects of the ser
Tice. The way in which God is referred to as 
a male God does not give the woman a choice. 
Criticism of this comment was ma de: The image 
of God as a rol e model is not as important as 
who is physically in front of the congregation. 
Others disagreed.7 

There was f'urther criticism of Reform efforts as being ineffective. 

i.ncluding the following observation: 

We have a kind of non-halachic halacha by which 
Jews l iTe, i.e. , rol e stereotypes. Women frequent
ly are not permitted to take on certain roles, or 
they are made to feel uncomfortable in them. There 
is a great reluctance to see women as professionals. 
(This appl ies to all professions.) Rabbis have made 
every other issue regarding minority groups a priori
ty. We do not seem to give the women's issue the 
same kind of priority. 

It would appear that in spite of a far-ranging CCAR resolution on 

"Women in Reform Judaism" ( 1975. see Appendix B)1 as well as other 

endeavors. some Reform Jews feel that there remains much to be done. 

Reform membership mirrors general society in this. Though mariy ot Us 

l eaders and others within the movement today are pushing for a final 

achievement of equality between the sexes, most are willing to move 

slowly on the issue. Though Reform Jews as a group have usually been 

far more liberal than American society as a whole, the changing of deep

seated custom and thouglt can only happen slowly. 

The NPTS too has been faced with the changes of the 1970s. 

Lill ian Mal tzer noted in her 1979 address that more than 7'JI, of the 
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women then involved in congregational work in one UAHC region had 
8 come into the1.r leadership roles through their a ctivity in Sisterhood. 

She showed that the NPTS had faced the ch~ role of women in society: 

Has Sisterhood changed since its inception? Only 
in the intensity with which it works. Our member
ship has changed. Women are better educated today, 
and thanks to the Women's 16oYement, their im.98e 
of womanhood has changed. They no longer subm.1.t to 
the perception of others that they belong in the 
templ e .lcitchen. They haYe united in the open door 
of the syn98ogue, not only to wel come new members 
as in the past , but to take the teachings 01' the 
syn98ogue into the community. In our own right, 
once and for all making statements of principle for 
125, 000 women, we join other religious organizations 
in t he Religious Coalition for Abortion Rights, and 
the Reli.gious Committee for ERA. We are represented 
on all the commissions of the UAHC-CCAR, lendin8 
strong support to positions which we have helped de
fi.ne. We share in the entry of Reform Judaism t o 
the World Zionis t Organization through ARZA and in 
our strong support of WPJ. In other ways, l arge 
and small, too numerous to mention, we make our 
presence!!!! (it' not always known and acknowledged) 
in every aspect of the infl uential establishments of 
Reform J udaism. 9 

Yet despite its continuing, positiYe role and the respect it has 

won for itsel f, the NP'!S today faces the same di l emma that most sur

viving vol unteer women' s organizations confront. Such groups had their 

golden years in a period when most women bad time for such involvement. 

particularl y during the day. With a greater number of women working, 

will t here be time for Sisterhood? Wi ll a younger generation of women 

wish to become invol ved? Those discussing ~altzer's paper asked, "Should 

we pha se Sisterhoods out of busi.ness? When we eliminate sexism in our 

society wil l t here be a need fo~ Sisterhoods, or should men and women 

work together? Sisterhoods today", they asserted, "could be advocates 

for women's rights" •10 Sisterhoods will have to change, states Eleanor 

Schwartz, Jane Evans• successor as NFTS Executive Director.11 But they 

do have a rol e to play - they will not disappear. The phenomenon of two 

working parents affects the Jewish family snd while Judaism may be able 

to exist without the syn98ogue, it cannot exist wUhout the family . A 

new orientation i s necessary for the temple, the community and their 

constituent organizations - they must activel y support the family. 

Women are beginning to plan their lives sequentially, Schwartz says: 
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school. work, children and then a return to work. Sisterhood can a.id 

them in this. proTidi.ng women with a support group. hel pill8 them to 

grapple with ways to retain a Jewish component in their liTes and 

families. The role of the NP.rs has indeed changed with women. Yet U 

also remains an organization stressing its founding a.ims: promoting 

Judaism to and th.rou8h Reform women. Whether or not the sisterhood 

still retains that name. in the coming years it will continue to serve 

1 ts Taluable and important purpose to women and Juda.ism. 

The symbol of women's equality w1 thin Reform J uda.ism is the female 

rabbi. As feminist theologians haTe noted, the entry of women into the 

preTiously male clergy is a powerful statement. Sally Priesand' s or

dination attracted widespread attention. Priesand is no loll8er the only 

woman rabbi : in 1974 the Reconstructionist seminary ordained a woman 

and since then a growing number of women have been enterill8 and 

graduating from the two institutions. How has Reform dealt with its 

endorsement of women rabbis? Lillian Mal tzer addressed this issue: 

We have come so far as compared to other rel igious 
bodies that we are in danger of becoming complacent. 
No real effort has yet been m.ade t o prepare our con
gregations for female r abbis in the pulpit, while our 
College-Institute prepares large numbers of women for 
ordination.12 

Refoni has attempted t o create mechanisms of support for female 

rabbis as well as to encourage congregations and other Reform bodies 

to accept their services. As growing numbers of women rabbis begin 

to look for work, t hese mechanisms become even more important. Some 

years after Sally Priesand' s ordination, the CCAR set up a Task Force 

on Women in the Rabbinate to examine ways in which Reform could best 

deal with the particular problems of female rabbis themselves and the 

change they represented for the moTement as a whole. A meetill8 in 1976 

of UAHC and CCAR representatiTes came up with seTeral suggestions for 

facil itating their acceptance.13 Two "Task Forces" would be set up. 

In the UAHC it was fel t that members should be exposed to women in 

rabbinic roles in a "natural" setting: 

The stress was t o try to get away from a theatrical 
and circus-like atmosphere and to giTe our women the 
opportunity to appear as rabbis and teachers perform
ing the normal rabbinic functions. The UAHC Task 
Poree will attempt to deTise a number ot programs and 
projects which would expose our women students in a 
natural setting to the laity of our moT•ent. 
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The CCAR group would "concern itsel f primarily with devising projects 

and programs addressed to the acceptance of women rabbis by t he members 

of the CCAR" • 

What such feverish activity indicates , of cours e, is that women 

are not being universally accepted as rabbis within t he Reform movement . 

To their credit , the major component organizations of Reform J udaism 

have attempted to aid both femal e rabbis/rabbinic s t udents as well as 

established ma.l e rabbis and the Reform Jewish community in adjusting to 

a new reality. Many Reform Jews - both rabbis and lay people - still 

have trouble rel ating t o women as rabbis . The general cultural and 

traditional Jewish s tereotypes remain pervasive and powerfUl . 

Sally Priesand hersel f encountered this again in her move to a new 

pulpit in 1979. Having served as a trail blazer of female ordination 

she found that there was a n ew i ssue to confront - the acceptance of a 

woman r abbi. She fel t that much of the r esi s t anc e she encount~red as 

a seven-year veteran r abbi l ooking f or a new post was due t o the 

oongregation's r ejection of her because of her s ex. No congregation 

would accept her as its senior rabbi and she fin.ally settled for a part

time sol o position. "We still have a long way to go before women are 

truly equal", she tol d a reporter.14 It has been said that much of 

Priesand' s difficulty was due t o the f act that once again she was 

unique - t he on l y woman r abbi who had been in t he f i el d long enough 

t o coatempl ate a move up t he r abbinical career ladder (in t he Reform 

movement, a rabb~'s opportunity f or moving into a l arger congregation 

is tied t o t he lengt h of time she or he has been working since ordin

ation) . 

After seven years in t he rabbinate and this most recent frustra

tion, Priesand revealed a new mil itancy: "The Reform movement has 

taken the first s tep. There' s no turning back. A basic principle 

of our movement i s complete equalit y for women" . The president 

of the UAHC, Rabbi Alexander Schindler, agreed: 

It i s easy to or dain women. It is more ditticult 
to alt er attitudes. I agree t hat unless we open all 
of our pulpits to women, the ordination of women rill 
only be a symbolic recognition of women as responsibl e 
Jews . 

I am commithd .•o do everything in my power to 
making Reform congregations equal-opportunity employ
ers. 
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Be added: "Attitudes, however. are not that easy to change. You can't 

do it by fiat" •15 Schindler is correct in this. It is precisely be

cause attitudes will not change overnight that Tarious Task J'orces and 

programs were instituted to raise consciousness within the Reform move

ment itself. Yet tor Priesand such a view hid the seeming ambivalence 

of the Reform l eadership itself. ''Words must be supplemented by deed", 

she decl.ared 

It the Reform Jewish community is unable to install 
women in roles of l eadership, as examples to others. 
then what we• re doing is giving a double message to 
our congregations. 

On the one hand, the Reform movement is telling its 
congregations to accept women as rabbis, but by its ac
tion the movement is conveying an entirely different mess
age. 

Por now. di sproportionately few women are represented 
in the upper echelons of the Reform movement. Ordaining 
women as rabbis is not enough. 

We need women on the faculty of the Hebrew Union 
College. We need women on the Placement Committee of 
the Central Conference of American Rabbis. And we need 
women as officers i .n the Union of American Hebrew Cong
regations.16 

Whereas some had seen women's ordination as the final stage of 

Reform's committment to female equality, femal e ordination would appear, 

rather . to have reopened the whole question of women' s plac e in the move

ment in a way that hes not been done since the earliest utterances of the 

German Reformers on · the subject. J us t as the general women' s movement 

today is calling for a comprehensive re-evaluation of "traditional " sex 

rol es. so too Reform Jewish feminists - rabbis and lay people - are demand

ing that Reform take counsel with its soul . 

Throughout its his!ury Reform Judaism has shown an ease with 

which it i .ncorporates new ideas and social trends. Unhampered by ha.la.ch

ic structure, it has striven to ree.1-ize the Biblical call s for social 

justice to which it sees itsel f heir. Yet despite its religious free

dom and its often stated committment to female religious emancipation. 

Reform has generally reflected the views of society on the subject. 

Within Reform, therefore. objection to female participation cannot 

rightly be based on Jewish law itsel f. It has rather been prejudice 

derived from a combination of an exclusi•ely male Jewish tradition -

including those vestiges of "orientaUsm" which Reform has denounced 
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for so long - and the news of the surrounding culture. Had female 

ordination been purely a matter of religious law, one would haTe ex

pected Reform to have ordained its first woman rabbi at l!!!!!. a 

century before it has. Custom and external enrtronment have proven 

more effectiTely restrictiTe than halacha. 

It is also intriguing to note that the clamor for women's inTolve

ment comes at a time when Reform is returning to many of the traditions 

it has shunned. Thus the opportunities for women's participation are 

great er than ever before as women not only t ake part in Con1'1rmation, 

but celebrate their Bat ~itnahs and partake of all r ertved rituals. 

There is simply more to do - and women want a part in doing it. 

We haTe seen t he rel igious role of the Reform Jewish woman deT

elop and change alongside that of her non-Jewish sister. The present

day women' s movement has added depth and a new urgency t o the old cry 

f or equality. Will reaction sweep away t he gains of women - Jew 

and gentile - t hat have come over many generations? That would seem 

to depend on how f undament ally society and rel igion have been a!f ect

ed. It is far too early to tell U the position of women in society has 

definitively changed: whi l e there are indicationstbat it has in the 

new opportunities aTailable t o women, there are indications t o prove tha t 

it has n.ot. such as the still un- ratified ERA and t he anti-feminist 

tone of t he neo-conservatives . History is sometimes a mischievous 

teacher. One can point to the achievement of suffrage - or the years 

of reaction t hat foll owed. And yet women' s position has s t eadily im

pro..-ed throU8l'lout m.odern history. There is certainly some reason t o 

believe - and much reason to hope - that this will continue . 

Reform J udaism has t hus come f ull circle, re-examining i:t• roots 

for new clues a bout its present and f uture. Reform women, given the 

·greatest freedom within t heir s ex in J udaism, are probing t h e old 

currents alongside men and a re adding a new voice to discussion and 

debate. Th e movement s t ands on the threshold of rebirth. Renewed in 

the spirit of its fathers ~ mother s. redesigned to prortde all of its 

member s with equal opportunity and responsibility, it might indeed 

evolTe into a new Judaism to meet a new 98e. It cannot st~ the same. 

Jewish surviTel today deme.nds not a retreat to the past but a new 
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f usion of ancient and modern rhythms. As women pl ay a l arger rol e in 

partriarchal religion and society, religion and society wil l change. 

Conceptions of God and humankind will also change. And perhaps men 

and women will look, each into the other, and seeing their own refl ection, 

join together in a spiritual partnership to recreate religion and 

human civil ization. 
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Appendix A 

Suffrage and the Jewish Woman 

As Deborah Grand Golomb has noted. historians have yet to ex.amine 

in detail the anti s 91111 tic elements within the suffrage movements and 

their relation to Jewish women's lack of participation in the cause 

(op. cit. p.55). The anti-immigrant agitation within the movement 

inevitably pictured the newly arrived Eastern European Jews as examples 

of "foreigners" best kept away from the vote. While such attacks were 

not specifically antisemitic, Jews, even Americanized, middle-class 

German Jews, were fearful of their tone. In additiion, the established 

Je"1sh oommunity felt a tie to the newcomers, even if they were usually 

horrified by the East-Europeans' poverty and customs. 

Wi t .hin th~ predominantly Christian suffrage movement anti""7udaism 

was certainly apparent. but usu.ally confined to assaults of the religion 

as a basis for contemporary subjugation of women. "Judaism" often served 

as a code-word. taking the place of the intended "Christianity" when an 

attack on the latter might have alienated some suffragists. Thus Stanton 

~<;.~l "Judaism" in the resolution submitted to the NWSA in 1885. In !ll! 
\'/oman's Bible several disp~ng remarks are made about Judaism in conn

ection With biblical pessages that were used to prove women's inferi

ority. One commente.tor on the difference between the two creation stor

ies in Genesis adds: ''My own opinion is that the second story was manip

ulated by some Jew in an endeavor to give 'heavenly authority• for re

~uiring a woman to obey the man she married" (quoted in Golomb, P• 56). 

The second president of the NWBA, a minister, preached a sermon on 

Christianity• s support for eG.u.al rights at the International Council 

of Women in 1888. She potrayed thwW}nderful vision that came to Paul, 
11this Jew, bound by the prejudice of pest generations, weighed down by 

the bigotry of human creeds, educated in the school of an effete 'phil

osophy' ''(Golomb, p. 56). This anti""7udaism enabled su.ft'ragists to e.Uack 

the basis of organized Christianity without endangering potential church 

support. Some, like Stan.ton, saw the biblical myths e.s the root of 

society's oppression of women. 

While some Jewish women were involved in the suffrage movement, no

tably Hannah Solomon an.d Maud Na than of the NCJW • most were not. A pe~ 

ceived combination of the movement's ant1""7udaism, anti-family stance ani 
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a general middle-class preference for the status quo kept the majority 

of Jewish women from actively supporting suffrage. The American Jewess 

reflected Jewish women's embiT&lence toward the issue. In an 1895 

editorial Rosa Sonneschein wrote: 

If we conceiTe, as we justly may, as independent 
spirit in woman, with a separate and disti.nct con
ception of her interests and rights, we will find 
that the struggle of the majority is not tor political 
emancipation. Especially must this be said of Jewish 
women, whose aspirations do not lead t hem to s tudy the 
science of legislation. As a r ule a Jewess is content 
to leaTe to her husband and sons the wisdom of election 
and selection for political ottice. Her aim i s for 
sociel and religious equality. 

(The Amerjcen Jewess, II (bctober 1895). p .6)) 

Yet if the Jewish woman' s interests were to be merely i n social 

and religious emancipation, The American Jewess remained fascinated with 

the sutfrage movement ' s leaders. Sonneschein declared: "Today the name 

Susan B. Anthony stands foremost amongst those who have buil t up a 

new creed for women". and defended her agains t attack, cal.ling one 

critic a " prince of infidels" (~ I ~ay 1895). p.101). In December, 

1895. Sonne schein proudly announced the first publication of a poem 

honoring Elizebet h Cady Stanton, of whom she wrote: 

The life and work of this blessed woman is known 
wherever the breath of l iberty has touched humanity. 
The Pioneer of Woman's Suffrage, the defender of the 
eternal laws of truth and right , is so dear to the 
heart of the nation that words can not add to the 
praise extorted by her living example of true woman
ly worth. (M_ II, Q:>ecember, 1895). p. US) 

The editor was obViously not acc;:..ainted with Stanton' s Views on Judaism 

at this time! Sonne schein was apparently willing to separate the 

l eaders from t he cause, yet l ike many Jewish women, ahe ll'&S doubtless 

not anti-suffrage. 

Jewish women's organizational support for suffrage was also undeci

ded. A pro-suffrage speaker was in'Yited to the Ne.tional Council ot 

.. . Jewish Women's 1914 convention , and in 1917 ·a speaker declared," • 

the scope of the Jewish woman• s acti Ti ties has broadened to include 

eyery phase of t hat worldwide rnol t against artificial barriers which 

we call feminism" (C. Baum, P. Hyman, s. Michel, The Jewish Woman in 

America {}few York. 1976), p.52). In spite of such sentiments, the con-
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vention turned down a resolution endorsing the su.tt'rage amendment. The 

:National Pederation of Temple Sisterhoods did not formally discuss t he 

issue before t he amendment's passage, although the first speaker at the 

1923 Biennial tied its achievement to further religious emancipation: 

The position of women has undergone a great change 
in the past twenty-five years by reason of economic 
and social conditions, and the enlightenment of man. 
Now with her enfrachisement she has shown her capability 
in many fields, education, medicine, law, civic, in 
official position in city . state and nation. We want 
to add the ministry. Surel y there is a place for her 
in religion (Proceedin('fs of the National Federation of 
Temple Sisterhoods V 923), p.90) 

At t he same meeting, t he new president of NFTS, Hattie M. Wiesenfel d, 

declared: 

This i s woman's aget With the granting of suffrage our 
influence has grown apace. On all sides we are asked to 
espouse and recommend one cause or another. All reforms, 
of whatever, character, first or last, must have t he 
sanction and endorsement of the women of the country (ibid., 
pp. 104- 5) . 

These s tatements indicate t hat while some J ewish women may have been dis

suaded for one reason or another from joining suffrage groups, they were 

not against the idea itself and were pleased with the amendment's pass-

age. 

Among most Reform rabbis suffrage was seen as a matter for indivi

dual r ather t han united action. Stephen S. \Vise was one of t hose active 

in its support. As a rabbi in Portland, Oregon, he gave the opening pray

er at t he 1905 NAWSA meeting in t .hat city (I.H. Harper ed., The History 

of Woman Su.tf'rage V ~ ew York, 1922) p. 141) Re further helped t o organ

ize the Men' s League f or Woman Suffrage in New York in 1 910 (ibid., 

VI. pg. 484), and in M~y of 1914 was the principal speaker of the 

"Suffrage Week" celebration sponsored by three women's suffrage organ

izations (ibid •• p. 569). At t he Seventh Conference and Congress of the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance in Budapest dl.lring June, 1913, 

Wise was one of two u.s. representatives in a discussion on the l ast 

day: "Women Suffrage and Men' s Economic, Ethical and Political Inter

est in it" (ibid., p. 847}. Wise's pro-su.tt'rage stand was not sur

prising in light of his powerful interest in social justice. supporting 

the organization o~ labor and other progressive reforms. 
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H:Ls coll egues in the CCAR were hesitant about recommencling group 

action. At the Conference's 1913 meeting a resolution favoring "woman 

suffrage" was drafted by six rabbis. It ca1led on the Conference to 

"place itself on record as a body in sympathy" with suffl'88e and rec-

0111111ended "that its members indivi.dually in their pulpits, and through 

their ministry, advocate and advance the cause of women's equal political 

suffrage with man's" (Yearbook of the Central Conference of American 

Rabbis XXIII, (191j,), p.120). The Committee on Resolutions felt "that 

this ·is a matter for the individual Rabbi and (deemed) it inadvi.sable for 

the Confe.rence as a body to take action" (ibid. , p.133). Two years 

later a shorter resolution was proposed, this time by eleven rabbis , 

including two who had sponsored the 1913 statement. Since, "the question 

of Woman Suffr88e will be presented to the voters of a number of states 

in the course of the year", they urged that the Conference record itself 

as being in favor (ibid., XXV, (1915), p.133). The Resolutions Committ

ee recommended that the CCAR stand by its 1913 position, which it did. 

Finally, in 1917 eighteen rabbis, including five who had introduced the 

1915 statement and one who had sponsored the 191) resolution, and in

cluding Wise and the Executive Secretary of the National Federation of 

Temple Sisterhoods, George Zepin, proposed: 

Whereas, the Central Conference of American Rabbis 
recognizes the justice of thorough-going democracy, 
and, 

Whereas , the Central Conference of American Rabbis 
recognizes that in a country which upholds democratic 
ideals and principles, it is unethical to exclude women 
from active participation in choosing leaders, and 

Whereas, the Jewish people have reason to know the 
hardship and bitterness of unjust and proscriptive po
litical discrimination, and, 

Whereas, in Peace and War, women have a lways shown 
their loyalt y, patriotism and eagerness to serve their 
country in every way possible, 

Be it Resolved, that we, the Central Conference of 
American Rabbis. hereby feel it to be our solemn duty as 
ethical leaders of our various communities, as preachers 
of a religion which has stood throughout the centuries 
for justice and righteousness, to assert our belief in 
the justice and righteousness of the en.f'ranchisement of 
the women of our country. (ibid., XXVII (i911J, p. 175) 
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Some rabbis objected to the Conference's interference 1n what they saw 

as a matter of individual decision for rabbis in their respective comm

unities. A motion to reaffirm the 1913 stand was l ost, as was one to 

table the resolution. The CCAR pa.ssed the s tatement and was finally on 

record in support of women's suf~e. 

It is of interest to note t .hat American Jewish women did not make 

suffrage part of their organizational platform, unlike their European 
lit 

sisters. In GermBny, the Jtldisher Prau~d had supported suffrage 

since its establishment in 1904. In Britain, Where suffrage was a high

l y infi.ammatory issue1 the Jewish League for Womiln Suffrage was found

ed in 1912 to unite the "large number of Jewish men and women who were 

in the moTement • • • Mo reason existed why the Jewish point of view 

would not be represented in this question, nor why a Jewish s ociety 

should not work alongside those of other faiths" (P'irst Annual Report 

of the Jewish Lea.gue for Woman Suffrye 1913-1914, (l.ondon,1914), p.9). 

The League publ ished a pamphlet, "Some reasons Why The Jew Should Desire 

Woman Suffrage", which declared "the Emancipation of Woman is consistent 

with the Jew's rel igious aspirations, with his sense of justice, and 

with his desire for spirituality". The League• s Council of Directors 

*'' and Executive Committee boasted.\membership of Lily Jrionatgu, as well 

as fifteeen " l iberal " and "traditional " rabbis . Such a Jewish mobil

ization behind women's suffrage was more l ikely in Brita in where Jews 

t hemselves had only recently been granted f ull emancipation (1890) 

and therefore could feel some sympat hy with the aims of women. 

In America t he suffrage i ssue r emained separated from the realm of 

t he Jewish woman's rel igious rol e . While Jewish women's organizations 

marshalled biblica l and other evidence in support ~f t h eir involvement 

in philanthropy and synagogu e work , there seems to have been l ittl e 

or no desire t o extend thi s beyond community suffrage. The suffragists 

r ailed against an oppressi on that many Jewish women with their specifica

l ly Jewish invol vements may not ha ve felt. Others may well have been 

hesitant in a time of s trident )(enophobia to take an active part in so 

controvers ial an issue as suf'frage. Pinally there was the concern over 

the apparent anti s emi tism within some suffrage circles. 

When sUffrage came t o women, Jew and Gentile alike , it was gener

ally welcomed. For many reasons the majority of Jewish women had not 

actively fought for suffrage, yet they were f lattered and proud when it 

arri•ed. 
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Appendix B 

Resolution of the Central Conference of American Rabbis - 1975 

Women in Reform Judaism 

WHEREAS the Central Con:terence of American Rabbis is a professional 
organization we address ourselves to special concerns of the rabbinate as 
a profession, and 

WH.KREAS the Reform movement has affirmed the rel igious equality of 
women, and 

WHEREAS the Central Con:terence of American Rabbis had expressed its 
support of the Equal Rights Amendment, and 

WHEREAS we firmly believe that women should be :full and equal part
ners in all areas of synagogue and community l ife , 

BE IT 'l'HEREFORE RESOLVED that we express our concern that, despite 
the basic principles of our ~ovement, there are still Reform congrega
tions in which family memberships are l isted by t he man's name only. 
We cal l upon all members of the CCAR to review all policies and pro
grams of our synagogues and communal institutions to insure that men 
and women share equally in responsibilities and opportunities. 

BE IT PURTHER RESOLVED that we urge all our members and congrega
tions to nominate, elect and appoint qualified women to positions of 
l eadership within the synagogue and community. to invite women to partic
ipate in every aspect of synagogue ritual including Al iyot and the priv
ilege of carrying the Torah during the Haka:fot. We call for greater 
sensitivity to the feelings and needs of women in liturgical l anguage and 
practice. We stress the need to provide customs and ceremonies which 
are meaningful to both men and women. We urge our congregations t o 
institute a Bat JUtzvah ceremony comparable in every way to the existing 
Bar Mitzvah ceremony and to introduce other life-cycle ceremonies 
f or females equival ent t o those now conducted for males. We emphasize 
the importance of encouraging young girls to participate in the l ife 
of the synagogue. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that we call upon all ou.r members and 
congregations to review their rel igious school curricula and textbooks 
to be certain that tradi tiona.l stereotypes e..re not being rein:torced 
without pr esentation of new rol e models and that young girl s are not 
being made to feel that their place is solely in the home , We direct 
the Commission on Jewish Education to develop new materials which stress 
the numerous contributions women have made to Judaism and humanity 
and which emphasize the possibilities that exist for :female participa
tion within the Jewish community. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that we express once again our total support 
of the ordination of women. We cal l upon the Hebrew Union College-Jew
ish Institute of Rel igion to continue to seek qualified female can
didates for the rabbinate and cantorate, and we urge our congregations 
and all others who empl oy Rabbis and cantors to choose their spiritual 
l eadership not on the basis of sex but in terms of indiTidual ability 
and competence. 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that we call upon the HUC-JIR and the UAHC 
the WUPJ and the CCAR to nominate, el ect and appoint more women to their 
governing bodies in keeping with the historic commitment of our JEo•e
ment to the rel igious equality of wom'8D. 
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