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ABSTRACT

JEWISH WOMEN IN THE UNITES STATES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF THEIR
ASHKENAZI SECULAR IDENTITY AND EXPERIENCES OF ANTI-SEMITISM

By

Freda Ruth Ginsberg

This study examined the unique nature of Jewish women’s identity and their
experiences of anti-Semitism. Twelve Jewish women were recruited for participation in
the study from a Mid-Western city in the United States based on their self-identifying as
Ashkenazi, secular, and over thirty years of age. The study utilized a Jewish feminist
epistemology to inform its qualitative integrative methodology. (Sinacore, in progress)
Mechanisms were put in place to address the researcher’s reflexive stance and subjective
frame, thus, creating the researcher’s data. The participant data were gathered using a
structured interview i‘ormat (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Both the participants’ and
researcher’s data Were analyzed for recursive themes and sub-themes (Dey, 1993). The
primary findings of this study were that Jewish women’s identity was complex and multi-
faceted. Jewish women’s identity was informed by multiple sources and was fundamental
to how they understood themselves and the world. Jewish women played a unique role in
the Jewish culture and religion, and experienced gender bias and sexism in traditional
Judaism. Jewish women were directly affected by both covert and overt anti-Semitism,
and made decisions about how to behave based on these experiences. Jewish women
were directly affected by the events of the Holocaust and construct their Jewish identity,

in part, based on these events.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Judaica

The literature on Judaism, referred to as Judaica, is substantial and has longstanding
historical roots. This literature is comprised of a multitude of written works covering the
history and culture of the Jewish people. Judaica also contains the central Jewish religious
texts including the: Torah* (first five books of the Old Testament) and Talmud
(interpretation of the Torah) which contains the Mishna (Jewish law), Gemara (commentary
on the Mishna), and Aggadah (non-legal rabbinical material). Albeit comprehensive, this
literature is not without its limitations. A defining feature of Judaica is that it is
predominantly written by men, and as such, almost exclusively records their intellectual
ideas and achievements (Baskin, 1991; Biale, 1995). Judith Plaskow (1990) explained that
in any given period, Jewish history, religion, and culture are the creation of a small,
educated male elite, and it is upon the works of this group that the entire Jewish religion and
culture are based. Similarly, Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb (1995) noted that the lack of women's
voices in Jewish texts and in constructing Jewish life has been extraordinary: “Our names
have been unrecorded, glossed over, or suppressed. Our contributions have been devalued or
forgotten” (p. 4). Since Judaica is male-authored and male-defined, it solely reflects a man's
perspective on Judaism and fails to acknowledge the presence of Jewish women's realities.

As such, Judaica ostensibly purports that Jewish life, past and present, is not gender-based

(Cantor, 1995), when in fact it is clearly gender-defined.

Note: All italicized Hebrew, Yiddish, and non-English terms are defined in the glossary (See Appendix A).




Feminist Judaica

In response to the historical patriarchal position in Judaica, a noteworthy feminist
critique and reinterpretation have recently emerged (see Adler, 1998; Cantor, 1995;
Davidman & Tannenbaum, 1994; Heschel, 1983; Peskowitz & Levitt, 1997; Plaskow,
1990). Jewish women have begun to create a body of literature that explores what it means
to be Jewish from a woman's perspective both historically and currently.

Woman-authored Judaica sheds new light upon the myriad ways that Jewish women
understand themselves and reconsiders women’s traditional role in Jewish religion and
culture. Since historically Jewish men have been the arbiters and historians of Jewish life

(thus defining Jewish women's realities for them), this woman-authored literature marks an

important departure from this patriarchal trend.
Expanding Feminist Judaica

Woman authored Judaica is a recent development. As a result, there are many areas
in it that still need to be defined. One discipline where this literature has only recently begun
to develop is psychology. Rachel Josefowitz Segal and Ellen Cole (1991), editors of the first
book of its kind, Jewish women in therapy: Seen but not heard, argue that psychology fails
to acknowledge the influence that Judaism has on the lives of Jewish women clients and
therapists. Kayla Weiner and Arinna Moon (1995), editors of the second and only other
book of this kind, Jewish women speak out: Expanding the boundaries of psychology,
likewise contend that psychology has only just begun to address Jewish women's issues and

special concerns. Clearly there is a call for a better understanding of Jewish women in

psychology.




Given this call, why is it that so little has been written in psychology on this topic,
especially by Jewish women psychologists? Evelyn Torton Beck (1995) offered three
possible explanations for this phenomenon. First, she believed that despite the
disproportionate and highly visible number of Jews in psychology who are theorists,
researchers, and practitioners, many are not strongly identified as Jews in their professional
circles, nor do they address Jewish issues in their work. When Jewish psychologists do
address Jewish issues in their work, they often focus on the psychological effects of the
Holocaust. According to Torton Beck, it may be easier for Jewish psychologists to focus on
Jewish issues from the past, rather than focus on the more threatening issues Jews face in the
present, such as the existence of anti-Semitism in North America. A second explanation for
this phenomenon is that many Jews, “walk around with a subliminal fear of anti-Semitism,
the way women walk around with a subliminal fear of rape” (Torton Beck, 1995, p. 19).
Thus, to be visible professionally as a Jew, a psychologist must be able to combat this
subliminal fear. Moreover, Jewish women psychologists must be able to combat the fears of
being both visible as a woman and a Jew if they are to address Jewish women's issues in
their work. As such, many Jewish women psychologists may choose to remain invisible as a
means to protect themselves from sexism and anti-Semitism. Finally, Torton Beck
contended that the dominant discourse in multicultural psychology renders Jewish women's
issues invisible in that it only identifies minority status and oppression by one's membership
in one of four arbitrary racial groups (e.g. African American, Caucasian, Asian American,
and Latino). Since most Jewish women do not belong to one of these four groups, and are
considered White by this definition, the impression is given that their concerns do not

matter. As a result, the multicultural discourse in psychology may result in Jewish women
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feeling excluded from discussions about oppression, as if Jewish concerns are unimportant,
or not as critical as those of racial minorities.

Therefore, to answer the “call” for a better understanding of Jewish women’s
psychological concerns and to address the problem of Jewish women’s invisibility in
multicultural psychology, I believe it is imperative to support the emergence of Jewish
women’s issues in the literature and scholarship in psychology. To this end, I would like to
outline the following study that has been conducted. This outline will provide the reader
with (a) a review of the current literature on Jewish women written by Jewish women, (b) an
epistemology, methodology, data analysis, and results of this study, and (c) a discussion of
the implications this research holds for the field of psychology.

Organization of the Literature Review

The literature review is divided into five sections: (a) the standpoint by which the
literature was reviewed, (b) the location of the literature, (c) the type of literature reviewed,

(d) the literature review categorized according to its central themes, and (€) a summary of the

literature.

Researcher’s Standpoint

In reviewing this literature, a Jewish feminist standpoint was assumed. The rationale
for assuming this standpoint is based on the Jewish feminist standpoint offered in the

literature reviewed, as well as, my identity as a Jew and a feminist. In addition, this

standpoint can be derived from Jewish women's oral tradition. Oral tradition can be described
as follows, Stories are the vehicles through which Jewish culture and religion have been
transmitted and maintained through the ages (Frankel, 1996). This oral tradition is

particularly salient given that Jews have had to survive centuries of exile and persecution
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(Baumel Joseph, 1998). Honoring this Jewish oral tradition and adhering to the imperative
zakhor, meaning to remember the stories that tell of Jewish struggle and survival throughout
history, has kept the Jewish people unified and strong (Silberstein Swartz, & Wolfe, 1998).
Yet, the Jewish oral tradition and its companion written tradition (Mishnah) have been
fundamentally devoid of women’s voices and stories. It is only very recently that women’s
oral and written traditions have been introduced into the longstanding discourse on Jewish
life (Bach, 1999). Chava Weissler (1998) noted that historically, Jewish women were rarely
allowed formal education. Thus, there is almost no formal Jewish women's legacy or spiritual
heritage to be passed along. Naomi Shepherd (1993) likewise pointed out that, “What is
notably absent is Jewish women’s testimony about themselves” (p- 22).

In my experience as a Jewish American/Israeli woman, there is a lived reality
resulting from the profound absence of women’s voices in Jewish tradition and culture. This
reality has left me with a struggle to find my place in Judaism, both in Israel and in the
United States. Nonetheless, my commitment to my identity as a Jew has remained constant.
Therefore, to reconcile my struggle with the patriarchal worldview embedded in Jewish
religion and culture I have attempted to locate a place for myself in Jewish tradition by
leaming about Jewish culture from Jewish women. My experience is consistent with that
described in the woman-authored literature on Jewish women. That is, I hold to the same
core value of tikkun olam, also known as Jewish social action. My personal tikkun olam
includes working to create a better world for all, as well as a commitment to creating a better
place for Jewish women within Jewish culture. As such, one goal I hold for this research is

to remain true to this value system.




Further, as a feminist, | am also committed to ending the exploitation and oppression
of women. As such, I am primarily focused on confronting patriarchal structures and ways
of being in the world and believe that is important with regard to Jewish women. As is
argued by Jewish feminists, 1, too, believe that Jewish women’s voices must be re-
introduced into the mainstream Jewish discourse that has been active for the past several
thousand years (Frankel, 1996). Sarah Silberstein Swartz (1998) likewise maintained that it
is the task of Jewish feminists to reinterpret Jewish legacy through a feminist lens so that we
can, “reconcile our heritage with the authentic experience of our own lives” (p. 9). A Jewish
feminist standpoint allows for Jewish women’s voices to become vocal and heard in the
ongoing discussion of Jewish identity and tradition. Thus, out of respect for my Jewish and
feminist identities, the literature was reviewed through these lenses and as a result,
incorporated both positions.

Location of the Literature

The vast majority of woman authored Judaica is produced and housed in the
disciplines of Women’s Studies and Jewish Studies. Upon review of the mainstream
literature in psychology and multicultural psychology (i.e. Ponterotto, Casas, Suzuki, &
Alexander, 1995; Sue & Sue, 1990), almost no works are dedicated to Jews, let alone to
Jewish women. Only one work is dedicated to the intersection of Jewish life and
psychology. This one exception is McGoldrick, Giordano, & Pearce (1996), Ethnicity &
Family Therapy. This book contains three chapters on Jewish families in North America,
although within those three chapters only one half of a page is dedicated to Jewish women.

Further, when reviewing the literature in feminist multicultural psychology (i.e.

Jordon 1997; Landrine, 1995), almost no works are dedicated to Jewish women’s issues. In
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the Jewish feminist psychology literature there are currently two small edited books on the
topic of Jewish women, one exploring issues related to Jewish women in psychotherapy
(Josefowitz Siegel & Cole, 1991) and the other on Jewish women and psychology as a
discipline (Weiner & Moon, 1995). There is also one article, which discusses anti-Semitic
and sexist stereotypes of Jewish women (Josefowitz Siegel, 1986).

Types of Literature Reviewed

The literature reviewed can be discussed in terms of six genres: narrative, historical,
religious, theoretical, literary, and feminist. The defining factor for choosing literature was
not its genre, but the fact that it was written by Jewish women. In the literature that was
reviewed, a variety of Jewish women’s perspectives are represented. This literature offers
both secular and religious perspectives, Ashkenazi and Sephardi ethnic worldviews, and
Israeli and Diaspora women’s standpoints (Adler, 1998; Gottlieb, 1995; Torton Beck,
1989). The central topics that this literature covers are: Jewish women’s history (Baskin,
1991; Ofer & Weitzman, 1998), Jewish women’s spirituality (Bronner & Nimrod, 1992;
Weissler, 1998), women and Jewish Law (Biale, 1995), women in the Torah (Bach, 1999;
Frankel, 1996), and modern Jewish women (Josefowitz Siegel & Cole, 1997; Schiffman,
1999). Clearly there are many important topics in this literature, which have been covered in
great detail. The majority of these works however, have not utilized a psychological
perspective.

Although newly developed, the Jewish feminist literature in psychology has begun
to address topics relevant to Jewish women’s lives. The main areas discussed therein are: (a)
the psychological impact of being a Jewish woman in Christian North America, (b) the
psychological impact of anti-Semitism, (c) Jewish women’s visibility and invisibility as a
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minority group in North America, (d) Jewish women’s identity as defined from within
Jewish culture, and (e) Jewish women’s issues in therapy (Josefowitz Segal, 1986;
Josefowitz Segal & Cole, 1991; Weiner & Moon, 1995). These authors' works are all
theoretical, experiential or clinical in their approach to these topics. In fact, in the past fifty
years in psychology there have been no data based studies (as could be identified in this
search) that address Jewish women’s experience in North America. Further, the discussions
about Jewish women’s identity, anti-Semitism, and Jewish women’s visibility are very
broad and are largely informed by the individual perspective of each author. Although this
literature has initiated the consideration of Jewish women's lives from a psychological
perspective, there are still many areas that require further exploration. These areas will be
discussed in further detail below.

In summary, in psychology there is clearly a paucity of literature addressing the
issues of Jewish women. Moreover, there is a strong need for psychological studies of
Jewish women designed to supplement the existing theoretical and experiential literature
that already exists. To lay the groundwork for such a psychological study on Jewish women

9

the following section contains a review of the existing literature.




CHAPTER 2

Literature Review

Central Themes in the Literature Review

A careful review of the existing literature on Jewish women can be organized into
the following three over-arching themes: Jewish women’s identity, Jewish women’s
worldview, ethics, and values, and Jewish women and anti-Semitism. Although these topics
are covered in mainstream Judaica, for the purpose of representing Jewish women’s voices,
only women authored Judaica is presented here.

Jewish Women'’s Identity

The composition of Jewish women’s identity is a central topic in the literature about
Jewish women written by Jewish women authors. According to Jewish law, Jewish identity
is bestowed upon a baby girl at birth (Adler, 1998). As such, if a baby girl is born unto a
Jewish mother, she is naturally considered a member of the Jewish people (Shepherd, 1993).
Judaism, thus, is matrilineal. Evelyn Torton Beck (1989) explained that “being born a Jew”
(p. xviii) automatically initiates a girl into this ancient religious and cultural group.

Yet, Jewish women scholars agree that a Jewish woman's identity, or her
Jewishness, is based on more than the practice of the Jewish religion. Jewish women
consider themselves to be members of a Jewish people and not merely co-religionists
(Smith, 1991). According to Melanie Kay/Kantrowitz (1991), Jewish women’s identity is
comprised of part peoplehood, part culture, part shared history, and part ethnic identity.
Moreover, being Jewish is fundamental to a Jewish woman’s internal sense of herself. Laura

Brown (1991) explained that above all else, her primary awareness of herself is as a Jew. “It
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is my first identity, the core around which all else has been built and shaped” (p. 41). Rachel
Josefowitz Siegel (1991) echoed Brown’s sentiment, “And yet I know, as deeply as I know
anything, that ] am a Jewish woman" (p. xv).

There is no typical Jewish woman (Weber, 1997). In fact, Jewish women do not
comprise a homogenous group; rather they are diverse and hail from all nationalities, races,
and socioeconomic classes (Torton Beck, 1989). Jewish women also maintain affiliations
with all political parties and as a group hold a great variety of beliefs. The diversity of
Jewish women’s opinions is reflected in the famous Jewish saying, “three Jews, four
opinions” (Brown, 1991, p. 49). This saying supports the value placed in the Jewish culture
on diversity of opinion and dialogue.

Jewish Women'’s Ethnicity

A distinction made in the literature is that all Jewish women are members of one of
two ethnic groups: Sephardi or Ashkenazi. The Jewish woman who is Sephardi, (which
literally means Spanish), is one whose descendants were Spanish expellees or those who
lived in Southern Europe, the Balkans, and Turkey, and whose language was predominantly
Ladino (Cantor, 1995). Sephardi Jews are also those from North Africa and other Arab
countries, whose language is predominantly Judeo-Arabic (Cantor, 1995). The Jewish
woman who is Ashkenazi, (which literally means German), is one whose descendants were
from Central and Eastern Europe and whose language was predominantly Yiddish (Baskin,
1991).

The vast majority of American Jews are Ashkenazi, and the American Sephardi
Jewish community is much smaller in proportion. In fact, Sephardi Jews in America are less

than three percent of the entire American Jewish population (Baker, 1993). Moreover,
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Sephardi American Jews and Ashkenazi American Jews have distinct cultural backgrounds,
are frequently members of their own synagogues and communities, and adhere to different
Jewish traditions (Baker, 1993). These fundamental differences that distinguish Sephardi
and Ashkenazi Jews originate from the various cultural traditions of the various countries
from which these Jews came.

Expressions of Judaism in Women’s Lives

Although Jewish women can be discussed with regard to two ethnic heritages,
Sephardi and Ashkenazi, the literature also offers four main ways of being or living as a
Jewish woman that vary in both these ethnic groups. These are the religious woman, the
secular/assimilated woman, the Israeli/Zionist, and the lesbian. As such, these four ways of
being are not exhaustive, nor mutually exclusive, nor do they entirely capture the
complexity of Jewish women’s lives, they do offer a springboard for understanding the
variety of ways in which Jewish women can be understood in context.

The religious woman.

The religious Jewish woman symbolizes and upholds Jewish tradition. In North
America, religious women predominantly live in insular Jewish communities and interact
with the secular Jewish and non-Jewish world only out of necessity (Baker, 1993).
Halakhah (Jewish law) defines the religious woman’s status and conduct and prescribes a
lifestyle wherein her community is to be valued above her individuality and wherein the
nature of her worship, diet, economics, family life, appearance, and interaction with the non-
Jewish world are determined by religious doctrine (Shepherd, 1993). An observant Jewish
home is one in which Halakha is strictly followed and where men’s and women’s roles are

gender based, usually relegating child rearing and household duties to women (Weiner,
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1991). Since a religious woman’s primary obligation is to her family and household, there
are clear distinctions between the religious expectations of men and women regarding
obligations for worship and religious study (Biale, 1984). Jewish law does not obligate or
condone women reading or studying Torah and Jewish law, nor will it count women among
the ten participants necessary for a minyan (prayer quorum) (Baker, 1993). Thus, the
religious woman is valued in her role as wife, mother and homemaker, and not for her
abilities as a scholar or sage.

The secular woman.

In contrast to the religious woman, the secular Jew is one who does not rely on
Halakhah and Jewish religious practice to inform her Jewish identity. In addition, the
secular Jewish woman interacts freely with non-Jews and does not rely solely on the Jewish
community for her daily survival (Baker, 1993). As a result, that which informs a secular
women’s Jewishness varies, and these women are described as assimilationists, tending to
adapt to the cultures they live in. As such, Laura Levitt (1997) explained that to become
acculturated and secular, a Jewish woman must give up the language and tradition of her
parents and grandparents so she can fit in to the larger non-Jewish culture. Secularism, thus,
can be described as a way for a woman to not stand out as Jewish, and thereby deter
unwanted anti-Semitic sentiments (Kaye/Kantrowitz, 1989). Irena Klepfisz (1989) theorized
that by inheriting a legacy of anti-Semitism, secular Jewish women have concluded that
their Jewishness is fundamentally dangerous and to be hidden rather than accentuated. The
survival strategy of becoming secular is in direct opposition to the survival strategy
employed by the religious woman who immerses herself in Jewish culture and religion to

ensure her safety.
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The Israeli, the Zionist.

The Israeli woman is a native bormn in the Jewish homeland of Israel. Israeli women
have only recently begun to immigrate to North America and obtain American citizenship
(Fogelman, 1996). Unlike other Jewish immigrants to America, most Israelis do not divorce
themselves from the country they have left, and maintain their primary identification as
Israeli citizens, settling in America largely for economic and personal reasons (Fogelman,
1996). Therefore, Israeli women’s Jewishness is based in her national identity, regardless of
whether she is religious or secular.

Israeli women are nicknamed the Sabrit, or in English the desert cactus, one who is
tough and thorny on the outside, and sweet and tender hearted on the inside (Hazelton,
1995). Native-born Israeli women and those who have made Aliyah (immigrated to Israel),
are typically Zionists, women who believe that the survival and safety of the Jewish people
is dependent on the existence of the State of Israel (Horwitz, 1989). Israeli women are often
portrayed in history and in the media in their roles as soldiers in the Israeli army, farmers on
the kibbutz (socialistic agrarian society), or city dwellers in Israel’s major metropolitan areas
(Shepperd, 1993). Popular myth about the Israeli woman contends that she is an equal to her
Israeli brother, as evidenced by her military service and role in turning Palestine, the desert
and swampland, into the modern Jewish State of Israel (Plaskow, 1990). Despite popular
belief about the Israeli woman’s liberation, this equality is a myth rather than a fact
(Hazelton, 1977). In reality, the Israeli woman is equally influenced by her ability to enjoy
freedom of expression as a Jew in a Jewish state as she is by the sexism of Israeli culture and

society.
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The lesbian

Jewish lesbians are not valued in the Jewish religion and culture nor are they
welcomed in the Jewish homeland of Israel (Alpert, 1997; Balka & Rose, 1989). Although
Jewish law does not explicitly ban lesbianism, sexuality is only condoned within the
confines of heterosexual marriage and thus, lesbianism is rendered problematic (Biale,
1984). Moreover, lesbian sexuality is not valued by traditional Judaism for it cannot fulfill
the Biblical procreative commandment, “to be fruitful and multiply” (Lipstadt, 1998). As is
the case for any Jewish woman who does not bear children, the childless lesbian is
fundamentally devalued in Jewish culture. Therefore, given that heterosexuality is
considered normative in Judaism, lesbians are viewed as deviants (Baker, 1993).

Jewish Women’s Worldview, Ethics, and Values

Jewish women authors have described the common threads that are woven
throughout Jewish women’s worldview. Although these authors caution that Jewish women
are not a homogenous group (Baker, 1993), most agree that there are common aspects of
Jewish women’s beliefs and life philosophies that nonetheless cut across their differences.
Central to what is described by these authors is a fundamental adherence to a Jewish value
system and code of ethics (Torton Beck, 1989). Paramount to this ethos is a commitment to
tikkun olam, or working toward the establishment of social justice in the world. Tikkun olam
is achieved by living a just and righteous life and by doing mitzvot (good deeds) (Biale,

1995; Brown, 1991). Jewish women commonly believe in the tenant of tzedakah, which
literally means charity, but actually refers to “a whole notion of community, based on social
action" (Segal, 1998, p. 278). Rachel Weber (1997) explained that in Judaism, the concept

of tikkun olam allows Jewish women to understand that the world is fundamentally “flawed
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and in neea of fixing” (p. 185). Similarly, Chaya Shoshana (1989) maintained that Jewish
women are obligated to “repair the world” (p. 93). Moreover, Hannah Lerman, (1997)
explained that the most basic underpinning of her devotion to social activism is her duty as a
Jew to help make the world a better place in which to live. This commitment to tikkun olam,
1zedakah, and doing mitzvot, essentially requires that Jewish women have a strong
appreciation for suffering and its alleviation in the world (Brown, 1991). Therefore, Jewish
women often have an ongoing and heightened awareness of the suffering of others and the
ways this suffering can be alleviated.

Jewish Women and Anti-Semitism

A discussion of Jewish women is incomplete without elaborating upon the impact
that anti-Semitism has on their identity (Gilman, Tregebov, & Kirsch, 1998). Given the
reality of anti-Semitism in North America, Jewish women must contend with prevalent anti-
Semitic stereotypes that claim to portray their true nature. Among others, the stereotype of a
woman who is too aggressive, pushy, bossy, tense, driven, difficult, and loud is the most
popular (Kay/Kantrowitz, 1991). According to Rachel Josefowitz Segal (1986), this
stereotypical image of the Jewish woman is merely “a sexist caricature of the limited
traditional role assigned to women, presented in an anti-Semitic package” (p. 249). For
example, the anti-Semitic caricature of the Jewish mother, derived from the image of the
religious Jew, portrays a woman who is overbearing, overprotective, and self-sacrificing, as
she constantly puts her husband’s and children’s needs above her own and commits her life
efforts to their success (Josefowitz Segal, 1986). Similarly, the anti-Semitic image of the
J.A.P, or the Jewish American Princess, portrays the over-assimilated Jewish woman, one

who has over accommodated capitalism and a Western appearance (Torton Beck, 1991).
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The J.A.P., however, unlike the Jewish mother who is self-sacrificing for her family, is
portrayed as selfish and exploitive (Josefowitz Segal, 1986). What is noteworthy about both
these stereotypes, though, is that they mock Jewish survival strategies (i.e. religiosity or
secularism) and the requisite personality qualities that ensure these strategies’ success, thus
allowing Jewish women to survive centuries of persecution. In fact, these survival strategies
are only rendered problematic when viewed from an anti-Semitic perspective.

Therefore, Jewish women scholars largely agree that a woman’s identity as a Jew is
inextricably linked to her awareness of herself as a member of a persecuted minority group
both currently and historically (Cantor, 1995). Greta Hofmann Nemiroff (1998) explained
that a woman’s Jewishness is solidly linked to a shared history of oppression in what she
terms “the ever present possibility-of-pogrom”(p. 100). The pogroms to which Nemiroff
refers are those that took place throughout Eastern Europe at the turn of the twentieth
century where an organized massacre of the Jews took place. As a result, this awareness of a
constant lack of safety is a central component of the Jewish woman’s mindset (Weiner,
1991). Further, Rachel Weber (1997) explained that Jewish identity is at its very core
founded on a long historical trend of being dominated and discriminated against. Likewise,
Norma Baumel Joseph (1998) explained that to identify as a Jew, a woman must identify
herself with thousands of years of historical pain and injustice. This notion of identifying
with historical persecution and suffering is ritualized in the Woman’s Haggadah, which is
recited during the Passover Seder; “] have been in Egypt. I have been in the desert. I have
learned our history” (E.M. Bronner, 1982, p. 216). In addition, Lisa Schiffman (1999)
theorized that she and all modemn Jewish women are “post-Holocaust Jews” (p. 85). That s,

modem Jewish women have a direct association with the Holocaust and Jewish tragedy,
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regardless of whether or not they actually lived through these tragedies. Therefore, for
Jewish women, an awareness of an enduring anti-Semitic world is constant. One who said it
well is Sarah Silberstein Swartz (1998), who explained that the memory of Jewish
persecution throughout history and an understanding of the vastness of past suffering allow
Jewish women to know what their place is in the world today.

Summary

In the past twenty years, as evidenced by this review, the literature on Jewish
women, authored by Jewish women, has been growing. Arising as a response to the absence
of women’s perspectives in mainstream Judaica, the development of this literature began a
tradition wherein Jewish women could define their lives for themselves, rather than having
Jewish men defining their lives for them. In addition to centralizing Jewish women’s voices,
this literature is written in a variety of genres, represents a diversity of Jewish women’s
perspectives, and covers a variety of topics. Two overarching areas covered in this literature
are the nature of Jewish women’s identities and Jewish women and anti-Semitism.

In addition, a noteworthy fact about this woman authored Judaica is that the majority
of it has been produced in the disciplines of Women’s Studies and Jewish Studies and is
theory not data based. To date, psychology has only begun to address psychological topics
central to Jewish women's lives. Likewise, there are almost no works on Jewish women in
the rapidly growing multicultural psychology literature. As a result, a psychological
perspective on Jewish women remains limited. Given that Jews are major consumers of
psychotherapy (Herz & Rosen, 1982), and comprise a disproportionately high number of
professionals in psychology (Torton Beck, 1995), this fact is problematic. The first reason

this is problematic is because it indicates that although Jewish women may be seen
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frequently in psychotherapy, therapists may not have the requisite psychological resources
or training to provide culturally sensitive services (Weiner & Moon, 1995). Second, the
reason these psychological resources are lacking might be because Jews do not feel safe to
pursue scholarship on Jewish topics in their own discipline (Torton Beck, 1995). Either way,
the lack of psychological research on Jewish women needs to be addressed.

Further, regarding the paucity of literature on Jewish women in psychology, the
approaches taken to discussing the topics covered therein have been mainly theoretical,
experiential, or clinical in nature. What is absent from this literature is both a data-based
exploration of these topics and a more specific examination of the psychological experience
of Jewish women in North America. For example, Jewish women’s identity is theorized to
be comprised both of components that are universal (i.e. commitment to tikkun olam) and
those that are individual (e.g. ethnicity). However, data on Jewish women’s identity have
never been gathered, nor have clear distinctions been delineated regarding the uniqueness
and complex nature of Jewish women’s ethnicities, identities, worldviews, and ways of
expressing Jewishness. Moreover, no systematic studies exploring how Jewish women
experience their Jewishness in Christian North America and its psychological effect have
been conducted. In addition to a discussion of Jewish women’s identity, anti-Semitism is
written about in this literature as having a major influence on Jewish women’s experiences
and the shape of their identities, but no research is provided to further an understanding of
this experience. Given this, a study of the psychological impact of anti-Semitism on Jewish
women would prove beneficial for a more in-depth understanding of this phenomenon and
the effect that the resulting anti-Semitic stereotypes have on Jewish women. Therefore,

given the overall paucity of data based studies on Jewish women in psychology and
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multicultural psychology as a sub-specialty, the proposed study is an important step toward
filling this gap, by providing data that supplements the current theoretical writing on Jewish
women. Therefore, below is described the epistemologies and methodology that will be
utilized to address the following research questions. The researcher’s underlying
assumptions are also listed below and will be analyzed as well.

Research Questions.

1. What is the nature of Jewish women’s identity, ethnicity, worldview, and their ways of
expressing Jewishness?

2. How do Jewish women experience their Jewishness in a Christian society and what is the
psychological effect of this experience?

3. How do anti-Semitism and its related stereotypes influence Jewish women
psychologically?

Researcher’s Underlying Assumptions.

1. There is a unique entity called Jewishness, which is fundamental to a Jewish woman’s
view of herself and her life.

2. Being a secular Jew is a simple notion and secularism serves as a distinct defining factor
in how the Jewish women understand themselves.

3. A distinction in Jewish ethnicity, (A4shkenazi as opposed to Sephardi), is meaningful in
terms of how women make sense of their Jewishness.

4. Jewish women’s personal and family lives are influenced by their being Jewish.

S. Jewish women have specific ways of coping in a non-Jewish/Christian environment.

6. Having Semitic features and “looking Jewish” contribute to women’s experience of
being Jewish.
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CHAPTER 3

Method Section

Epistemology

Feminist Epistemologies

The dominant epistemological paradigm in psychology is positivism (Fine, 1994).
Positivism, originating in the natural sciences, asserts that reality can be known empirically,
when measured and quantified through an inquiry method of objective observation (Kirk &
Miller, 1986). The basic assumptions of positivism are that human behavior parallels
behavior in the natural world, that truth that can be observed and measured separate of
individuals, and that human behavior can be studied without acknowledging context (Riger,
1992). Positivism has been critiqued by feminists because it does not acknowledge that
research supports patriarchal political assumptions, ignores the subjectivity of the research
process, and fails to recognize women’s ways of knowing (Hubbard, 1988). As a result,
many feminists in psychology question positivist assumptions and empirical methods and
have replaced them with methods of qualitative and natural inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln,
1994). As such, feminist psychologists recognize the importance of studying women’s lives
in context while acknowledging the subjective nature of the research process (Reinharz,
1992). Likewise, feminists maintain that the person of the researcher, that is the researcher
as “knower,” directly influences the outcome of research (Fine, 1994). In contrast to
positivism, a feminist epistemological standpoint promotes a focus on women’s lives as well
as those of other oppressed groups (Lather, 1991). Thus, a feminist epistemological

standpoint maintains that this focus can “correct traditional masculinist distortions” (Tirosh-
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Rothschild, 1994, p. 91). Therefore, given the importance of acknowledging the person of
the researcher, a study conceptualized and conducted about Jewish women, conducted by a
Jewish feminist researcher would naturally be influenced by both feminist and Jewish ways
of knowing.

Jewish Ways of Knowing

There are several key components comprising a Jewish standpoint on knowing.
There is no solitary Jewish standpoint, however, given that ethnicity, national origin, and
other factors can vary the nature of Jewish identity. Given that Ashkenazi Jews are the
predominant ethnic group in North America, for the purpose of this discussion, I will largely
describe that perspective. As such, the first feature that influences an Ashkenazi Jewish
standpoint on knowing is the communal nature of the Jewish people (Baker, 1993). In
addition, a major influence on Jewish knowing is halakhah (Jewish law) that dictates that
Jews come to know God collectively. More specifically, halakhah instructs that to know
God, Jews must pray communally in a minyan (a quorum of ten men) (Gottlieb, 1995). In
contrast, Jewish law does not provide equivalent communal determinants for women’s
prayer (Biale, 1984).

A second component of the collective nature of Jewish culture is that being verbal
in one’s community is highly valued (Rosen & Weltman, 1996). That is, the importance of
being able to express one’s knowledge to one’s community is held in high regard.
Similarly, Jewish culture values those who possess the ability to engage in critical thinking
and to articulate insight gained from critical thinking in discussion with others (Rosen &
Weltman, 1996). For example, eloquent verbal expression is thought to evidence a leamed

man’s ability to explore the intent of ancient texts and the arguments therein, and to present
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his understanding of these texts and their arguments to his community (Brown, 1991). It is
noteworthy though, that there is an absence of a defined role for women who wish to present
their knowledge to the community. In fact, historically, the presentation of women’s
knowledge has been generally discouraged (Shepperd, 1993). Yet, according to the Mishha
(book of Jewish law), the highest level of spirituality and scholarship is evidenced through
this kind of shared knowledge and discussion (Cantor, 1995). That is, to be able to explore
God’s intent in the Torah, in a community of one’s peers, is considered one of the highest
mitzvot (good deeds) an individual can perform (Cantor, 1995).

Jewish Women’s Voices

Through the knowledge gained from centuries of discourse and debate in the beit
midrash and Yeshiva, Jewish leamed men and rabbis have created the Jewish religion, law,
and culture that exists today (Plaskow, 1990). As such, Jewish law is based on men’s
discussions and debate, whereas women historically have been excluded from formal study
and thus could not engage in this meaningful dialogue (Shepherd, 1993). Moreover,
historically, Jewish women were not consulted to give input into matters that specifically
relate to their lives, and the laws that govern their existence (Gottlieb, 1995). In other words,
Jewish women have been historically forbidden from interpreting and defining their own
existence as Jews (Heschel, 1995). As a result, Jewish women'’s realities are not expressed
in traditional Judaica. Given the absence of Jewish women from the development of Jewish
law, communal prayer and study, this researcher believes that is important for scholars to

address women’s voices when studying Jewish life.
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Jewish Feminist Epistemology

In response to this patriarchal tradition, Jewish feminist scholars have begun to
introduce a Jewish feminist epistemological standpoint to the study of Jewish women’s
lives. A Jewish feminist epistemology can be defined as one that centralizes Jewish
women’s voices while respecting the traditions of Jewish women (Tirosh-Rothschild, 1994).
Similarly, a Jewish feminist epistemology allows Jewish women’s realities to be defined by
Jewish women, while also allowing Jewish women to critique the Jewish patriarchy without
being anti-Semitic (Tirosh-Rothschild, 1994). As such, a Jewish feminist epistemology
allows Jewish women’s voices to come to the foreground in discussions regarding the nature
of Jewishness and Jewish life. Further, by assuming a Jewish feminist epistemological
stance in this proposed study, the research outlined below serves as a form of tikkun olam, in
that it offers a process that could recognize the knowledge of Jewish women. Finally,
employing a Jewish feminist standpoint in this study will hopefully create an environment
where Jewish women feel safe to discuss key topics in their lives, namely their Jewish
identity and anti-Semitism.

Methodology

Method

Feminist researchers have argued that methodology must be informed by
epistemology (Reinharz, 1992). As such, this study integrates both feminist and Jewish
feminist epistemologies to inform its qualitative methodology. According to Denzin &
Lincoln (1994), qualitative methods are beneficial in that they allow the researcher to
capture the participants’ points of view, gather contextual data on participants’ lives, and

offer rich descriptions of the phenomenon being studied. Thus, I employed an integrative
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qualitative methodology that would allow participants’ points of view and experiences to be
central (Sinacore, in progress). To integrate a feminist epistemology into the qualitative
methodology, I put mechanisms in place to address my reflexive stance and subjective
frame. To integrate a Jewish feminist epistemology into the methodology, I employed
techniques to analyze my own Jewish frame. This process resulted in my employing an
integrative qualitative method (Sinacore, in progress). This integrative methodology is
described below.
Design

For this study I used a semi-structured interview format (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
For these semi-structured interviews, I met individually with 12 Jewish women. My goal for
the semi-structured interviews was to allow participants to explore general topics covered in
the literature on Jewish women as outlined in the study’s interview protocol (see Appendix
C). I followed each research question in the interview protocol with the overall topic in the
question to be explored. I followed each overall topic with the key concepts that comprised
that topic. I followed these concepts with the initial interview prompt that I gave to the
participant to facilitate their exploration of the topic. I followed the initial interview prompt
with a list of more detailed prompts related to the topic and its key concepts. At the end of
the protocol, I listed several process questions. I used these questions to elicit the
participants’ overall experience of the interview and to help them debrief.

I used the list of key concepts in the interview protocol solely as a checklist to ensure
that participants fully explored the topic. If the participant naturally covered these key
concepts, then I took the role of an “active listener” and provided no additional prompts

following the initial one. If the participant did not fully address the key topic’s concepts,
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then I used a more detailed prompt to ensure that these concepts were addressed. Thus, I
utilized the interview prompts to facilitate the participant’s exploration of the key concepts if
needed. I did not intend these detailed prompts to be a strict guideiine for the discussion,
rather as previously stated, a means to ensure that the key concepts were discussed.

Given that I came to the interview with an awareness of the topics and items to be
explored, I focused primarily on facilitating participant exploration, however, where
appropriate, 1 utilized a feminist research strategy, whereby I entered into dialogue with the
participant by introducing my subjective frame, if I suspected it would help facilitate the
participant’s exploration of the topic (Reinharz, 1992).

Participants

Since there is no data-based literature on Jewish women, I believed that it would
have been impossible to study the complexity of this group in one study. To allow for an in-
depth study of one segment of Jewish women in America, and in light of the fact that the
majority of Jews in America are Ashkenazi, 1 determined that the participants in this study

would be Ashkenazi Jewish women, aged thirty and older, who self-identified as secular, or

non-observant, meaning, “those who identify as Jews - who feel Jewish - yet who have no
religious affiliation” (Baker, 1993, p. 92). I chose to explore secular identity because the
nature of secular Jewish identity is elusive and often varies.

Given that religious Jews often live in insular communities and only interact with
the secular Jewish world out of necessity, this group of Jewish women would not have been
an accessible group to be studied by a secular Jew, such as myself. As a result, the
participants in this study were secular, as they were more familiar to me and congruent with

my standpoint as a researcher. Likewise, since Israeli American Jews constitute a unique
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segment of Jewish America and derive their identity primarily from their national origin
(Israel), I determined that it would be best to study them separately.
Recruitment

I recruited participants through networking and word-of-mouth in a small Mid-
Western city. When appropriate, I made contact with individuals in my professional circle
that knew of potential participants, and asked them to provide these potential participants
with a brief description of the study, which was excerpted from the consent form, to inform
them of the nature of the study. (see Appendix D). Once these potential participants received
this information, my original contacts asked them to contact me directly by phone or e-mail
to indicate their interest in participating. No parties helping to recruit participants were ever
informed by me of an individual’s decision to participate.

I recruited twelve participants, in total, in the order that they responded, assuming
they self-identified as Ashkenazi and secular and were thirty years of age or older. I chose
the number of research participants in accordance with Hill, Thompson, and Williams’
(1997) recommendation for qualitative research in the field of counseling psychology. These
authors recommended utilizing a “large enough sample” (p. 532), such as eight to fifteen
participants, so that the results of the data analysis can be determined to be relevant only to
one or two of the participants or the majority. Finally, I did not use selection criteria for
participation based on marital status or sexual orientation. I did not need to compile a
waitlist, as the first twelve participants who expressed interest in the study participated.

There was no dropout from the study.
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Instruments

Demographic information sheet.

To gather the necessary demographic information about the participants, I designed
a demographic sheet for this study. This sheet gathered background information about the
participant’s age, ethnicity, race, religious affiliation, marital status, sexual orientation, etc.
(See Appendix B).

Semi-structured interview protocol.

To facilitate the semi-structured interviews, I designed an interview protocol. This
protocol contained a list of the questions and other items put forth to participants for their
consideration. The main topics covered in this protocol included items regarding Jewish
women'’s identity, living as a Jew in Christian North America, anti-Semitism, Jewish
culture, and women’s role in Jewish religion (See Appendix C).

Data Collection

The procedure I followed for data collection was as follows: First, I identified
research participants either by word-of-mouth or networking. Once potential participants
indicated their interest in participating to me either by phone or e-mail, I made an initial
contact with them by phone to directly discuss the nature of the study and the details of
informed consent. The discussion I had with participants regarding informed consent
appraised the participant of: the premise of the study, the study’s specific nature and design,
the general topics to be covered, the general nature and timing of the questions and
interview items, the option to participate in member checking, the time involved, the nature

or role of the researcher in the interview, the location of the study, and the fact that they
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could withdraw from the study at any time without repercussion. I also informed
participants that there was no financial incentive for their participation (See Appendix D).

If a potential participant expressed interest in being involved in the study at the end
of the initial phone contact, I provided her with an informed consent and demographic sheet
via the mail. After reading the informed consent and demographic sheet, I asked participants
to contact me by phone or e-mail to schedule a time to meet and be interviewed based on
convenience and scheduling options. When I met the participant for the interview, I
provided them with an overview of what was to occur again. Next, I asked the participant to
sign and date the informed consent and complete the demographics sheet.

Once the participant signed the consent form and completed the demographic sheet,
I conducted the semi-structured interview. That is, I offered the participant topics on Jewish
life and Jewish women’s role in Jewish culture, various questions, key Jewish maxims, and
statements from Jewish text for their consideration. After I provided the prompts the
participant explored the meaning of the item at hand. Further, I tape-recorded all interviews.
Finally, interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes.

When the interviews were over, I conducted a short debriefing (See Process
Questions at the end of Appendix C). During the debriefing, I asked the participants if they
had experienced any discomfort from participating in the study or by discussing the research
topics. No participants indicated that they had experienced such discomfort, but I
encouraged all to contact me, nonetheless, if needed at any time after the interview. I offered
future contact with me to ensure that no harm came to participants as a result of the research

process.
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Researcher’s Data

Consistent with feminist epistemologies, I took the following steps to maintain a
reflexive stance and understand the interactive effect of my subjective position on the
research process. First, to document my experience as a researcher, I kept a log before and
after each data collection session. I also kept an ongoing log throughout the study as needed,
noting how my participation in the study affected the overall process and the specific
progression of my personal awareness of the topics being studied. Second, as I analyzed the
data, I took process notes to keep track of my thoughts, feelings, and questions and concerns
to discuss with the auditor. Third, along with the log I kept during the course of the study, I
also took notes before the study commenced to clarify the research assumptions I was
bringing to the process. Finally, I followed a procedure to analyze my initial research

assumptions upon completion of the study.

Data Analysis

Data Preparation

Upon completion of data collection, I had all tapes from the interviews transcribed. I
secured Fellowship monies from the College of Education, at Michigan State University to
pay for the services of an outside transcriber. Utilizing an outside transcriber allowed me to
maintain some distance from the data and increased my ability to self-observe my process in
the research.

Data Analysis Procedure

1 did not begin the formal data analysis until after all data were collected. I did this to

minimize my interaction with the data while participating in the data collection process.

Following data collection and transcription, I reviewed and analyzed the transcripts. The
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overall data analytic procedures I utilized were consistent with those outlined in Dey (1993).
In addition to employing these procedures, I utilized member checking (Janesick, 1994) and
employed two judges and an auditor (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997, Sinacore, in
progress). These procedures are described in detail below.

First, I read each transcript separately in their entirety and took notes on my overall
impressions. Next I re-read the transcripts attending to one impression at a time. That is, I
re-read the transcript and identified data units to support each impressioﬁ. For each
transcript, I created an impression sheet, wherein I identified a general impression and noted
the data units, with page and line numbers of the sections of the transcript that corresponded
to those data units.

Second, I examined and clustered impressions and their corresponding data units
based on similar topic areas. That is, I clustered data into focus points. Once I decided upon
focus points, I re-read the individual transcripts attending to each focus point separately to
identify any additional data units that supported that focus point. After I completed this
process, I re-examined the focus points and re-grouped them to develop categories. Next, |
decided upon categories and analyzed across all transcripts for themes and sub-themes.
employed this same data analytic procedure for both the participants’ and researcher’s data.
Auditor

To check for my researcher assumptions and to maintain the integrity of the analysis
I employed an auditor (Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997). 1 did not use specific criteria

for selecting the auditor other than her willingness to take on this cumbersome task, and her
general knowledge of counseling psychology and topics related to those being studied

herein. The auditor in this study was female, Catholic, Italian American/Canadian,
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Caucasian, forty-one years old, held a Ph.D. in counseling psychology, was eight years post-
Ph.D., and was an Associate Professor and active researcher in a University in Canada. The
auditor also had expertise in qualitative research, women’s issues, feminist psychology,
religion, spirituality, diversity, and multiculturalism.

In accordance with the verbal agreement I established with this auditor at the
commencement of the study, her role in both the data analysis and writing process was to
challenge my views, interpretations, and biases and play the “devils advocate.” To
accomplish this, I had a weekly one to two hour meeting with the auditor either in person or
by phone, from the onset of the data analysis process through to the end of the formal data
analysis and write-up. As the auditor questioned my assumptions and impressions, she also
raised questions about the data units, focus points, themes and sub-themes I had identified in
both the participant’s and researcher’s data, As such, the auditor provided me with verbal
feedback on each transcript, across transcript analysis, analysis of researcher’s log, and
analysis of researcher’s assumptions.

The results produced by using an auditor were that I was required to continually
examine my internal process and reasoning and to remain open to hearing how this sounded
10 an outside reviewer. This process was a critical component of the quality of the data
analysis, as well as, the study itself. This process also resulted in my being éble to examine
my process, biases, impressions, and subjective frame more deeply. The use of an auditor
also ensured that the data analysis was thorough and well thought through. In the end, this

resulted in my continually reassessing and reviewing the overall data analysis for accuracy.

31




Judges

According to Porter (1999), no matter how careful one tries to be in the application
of qualitative methods, one cannot escape from “the eye-of-the-beholder phenomenon” (p.
62). To account for my subjective view embedded in the data analysis, I used two judges as
ameans for validating or invalidating the impressions and themes that I identified upon
completion of the data analysis. Likewise, the judges’ responses facilitated my ability to
question my general descriptions of the data and overall experience of the participant’s
frame. I did not decide upon specific criteria for selecting the judges other than their
willingness to take on this cumbersome task, and their general knowledge of counseling
psychology and topics related to those being studied herein. As such, one judge was
Muslim, Turkish/Canadian, Caucasian, and thirty-four years old. The other was Jewish
American, Ashkenazi, Caucasian, and forty-two years old. Both of the judges were female
and held Ph.D.s in counseling psychology. One judge was one year post-Ph.D. and the
other was seven years post-Ph.D.. Both judges were practicing clinicians; one practiced
in a university counseling center and the other in a private practice. Both judges had
expertise in qualitative research, women’s issues, feminist psychology, religion,
spirituality, diversity, and multiculturalism.

To gather feedback from the judges, I sent them both copies of the transcripts and a
letter of instruction asking them to read the transcripts and take notes on their impressions
and the recursive themes that came to their attention. I also instructed the judges not to
engage <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>