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Anthropologists believe that cultures operate as whole systems 
and that subsystems such as religions cannot be understood outside the 
context of the larger culture in which they operate. Religion, then, is 
simply an analytical category that bounds certain behavior clusters, 
but does not encompass the totality of a culture. Postmodernists 

espouse "a wariness toward generalizations which transcend the 
boundaries of culture and reason." Together, these two methods of 
inquiry suggest that it is not possible to separate religion from culture 
or knowledge from the particular "knower." 

Postmodern thought insists attention be paid to multiple realities 
that exist on the ground in time and space. Applied to Jewish feminist 
scholarship, it demands that we understand the relationship between 
Jewish-American feminism and Judaisms (even feminisms) that exist, 
and have existed, in history. Postmodernism requires that we make 

contemporary Jewish feminism an object of study and relinquish the 
comfort of a "God's eye view" that privileges our ideal egalitarian 
Judaism as morally superior. This essay examines how anthropology 
has been developing a postmodern social science and how anthropo 
logical methods and thought have been useful in examining Jewish 
gender systems and Jewish feminist theory. 
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Introduction 

Anthropologists believe that cultures operate as whole sys 
tems and that subsystems such as religions cannot be under 
stood outside the context of the larger culture in which they 
operate. Religion, then, is simply an analytical category that 
bounds certain behavior clusters, but does not encompass the 

totality of a culture. Postmodernists espouse "a wariness to 
ward generalizations which transcend the boundaries of culture 
and reason."2 Together, these two methods of inquiry suggest 
that it is not possible to separate religion from culture or knowl 

edge from the particular "knower." 
Postmodern thought insists attention be paid to multiple 

realities that exist on the ground in time and space. Applied to 

Jewish feminist scholarship, it demands that we understand the 

relationship between Jewish-American feminism and Judaisms 
(even feminisms) that exist, and have existed, in history. 
Postmodernism requires that we make contemporary Jewish 
feminism an object of study and relinquish the comfort of a 
"God's eye view"3 that privileges our ideal egalitarian Judaism 
as morally superior. In order to construct a postmodern Jewish 
social science we must not only interject history into our cultural 

imagination of Judaism, but we must also shape methodologies 
capable of describing Judaisms as they exist for their carriers, 

methodologies that allow Jewish women as well as men to be 
voiced members of Jewish societies. This may mean abandoning 
the assumption that constructs such as dominance and subordi 

nation, public and private, power and impotence, derived from 
Western liberal philosophy are useful concepts in the study of 

gender cross-culturally. Anthropology has gone a long way 
toward developing a postmodern social science. This essay 
examines how it has done this, and how anthropological meth 
ods and thought have been useful in examining Jewish gender 
systems and Jewish feminist theory. 

Anthropological Methods and Feminist Social Science 

Anthropology offers three approaches to the study of human 
behavior that are useful in the pursuit of a social science that 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.82.205 on Tue, 27 Nov 2012 04:07:46 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



An Anthropological Critique of Jewish Feminist Theory 155 

recognizes both men's and women's roles in constructing soci 

ety and culture as well as the particularism of each local culture: 

ethnography, holism, and reflexivity. 
Ethnography. Ethnographic research documents people's 

lives through the use of qualitative research methods like inter 

views, life histories, and participation in the daily activities of 
informants. These methods have only recently been applied to 
the study of Jewish women's lives.4 Ethnography is an important 
strategy for ending the age-old "silence" of Jewish women cited 
in Jewish feminist literature of the 1970s.5 Sered's work on 

elderly Middle Eastern Jewish women in Jerusalem as ritual 

experts,6 Davidman's and Kaufman's work on Walot t'shuva1 
and this author's own work on shalach mones exchange among 

modern Orthodox Jews in New Jersey8 are examples of the 

ethnography of gender. Ethnographic knowledge of Jewish 
women is further enhanced through ethnohistorical scholarship 
that employs analysis of heretofore unexamined documents to 
throw light on women's roles in constructing Jewish society and 
culture. Weissler's work on tehines or women's vernacular 

prayers of the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries is a major 
contribution along these lines,9as is Hyman and Baum's work on 

Jewish women in America, Berkowitz's on women's roles in the 

development of European Zionism,10 and Baskin's Jewish Women 
in Historical Perspective along with many others. Taken together, 
these works document the fact that Jewish women have, over the 

centuries, actively constructed Jewish culture and have not 

simply been victims of it. 
Holism. The holistic approach that anthropology takes to the 

study of society and culture contrasts with the strategy of many 
Jewish scholars interested in gender issues. Paula Hyman, at a 
recent American Anthropological Association meeting, noted 
that some Jewish scholars have jokingly referred to their own 

work as the study of texts addressing texts.11 Anthropological 
holism insists that no sub-area of culture such as religion or 

written texts, no matter how hoary, can be isolated from any 
other in the pursuit of ethnographic knowledge. 

From this perspective, a social scientific understanding of 

gender roles in the historical enterprise of Jewish culture cannot 

be divorced from insight into the material conditions of life, 
social structure, and folk culture. Textual evidence alone, whether 
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religious or more comprehensively historical, fails to illuminate, 
for anthropological purposes, the meaning of gender for Jewish 

men and women, nor can analysis of public religious behaviors, 
nor even attention to avowed values. Sanday demonstrates that 

understanding the meaning of gender systems from an anthro 

pological point of view demands knowledge of the broader 
contexts of men's and women's social and economic lives.12She 

proposes that gender values derive from, and are symbolized 
by, origin myths that, in turn, are demonstrably associated with 
the manner in which societies make a living. Limiting inquiry to 
those behavior clusters commonly known as "religion" is insuf 
ficient to achieve a social scientific understanding of gender 
systems. 

Reflexivity. Furthermore, anthropological reflexivity, or criti 
cal anthropology, meshes with other postmodern lines of in 

quiry such as feminist criticism, that question the nature of how 
we know what we know. This line of thinking criticizes the 
notion that researchers, laden as we are by both our enculturated 
and gendered views of what positivists presume to be "reality," 
can possibly be "objective" in our assessment of observed phe 
nomena. Young-Eisendrath notes that the biased nature of the 

gendered researcher as data collector requires "constant exami 
nation of assumptions and motivations."13 

During the 1970s a genre of feminist ethnography appeared 
that questioned and contradicted the texts as established by 

male anthropologists and women influenced and trained in the 
male manner of genera ting and questioning ethnographic data.14 
The very existence of this feminist discourse required a reexami 
nation of the assumptions upon which the discipline of anthro 

pology was based, and a literature addressing these issues was 
soon forthcoming.15 

Freed from positivism, one of the contributions anthropolo 
gists have made to gender studies is the exploration of the 
possibility that, in some cultures, men and women have differ 
ent cognitive maps of the reality in which they both live as 
bearers of a single culture. Ardener, in what in 1975 was ground 
breaking work, suggested that we need to question the very idea 
that social discourse is monological, that there is one "truth" 
that can be elicited from any member of a culture regardless of 

gender. 
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The concept that there could be different gendered realities 
in one socio-cultural system was being explored, at the same 

time, by French feminist thinkers Helene Cixoux and Luce 

Irigiray. Working from Lacan, they proposed that the very 
discourse of Western culture that seeks to determine who is 

dominant, who subordinate, is male-centered. These notions of 
relative power relations have been developed mostly by male 
thinkers. Deconstruction of these male concepts, then, opens the 

way for the demystification of patriarchy and legitimizes seri 
ous investigation of a female way of being. 

In the mid-1980s Elaine Showalter, a literary critic, followed 

up on this line of thinking by proposing a "female" phase of 
women's writing that frees itself of "both imitation [of] and 

protest [against male discourse] 
? two forms of dependency 

? 

and turn[s] instead to female experience as the source of an 

autonomous art."16 

Chava Weissler suggests that pursuing the concept of an 

independent female mode of experiencing Judaism can "trans 
form" our understanding of Judaism by bringing to the fore 

women's experiences and relegating men's Judaism to the back 

ground. Recently, Susan Sered has proposed that female 

Judaisms, non-literate and undocumented, have survived 

through the ages and that to understand the true balance of 

power in Jewish gender systems we must learn to value women's 
folk Judaism equally with male-dominated formal Judaism. In 
this author's field work among Turkish Muslims and Orthodox 

American Jews we corroborated the presence in these cultures of 
a shared female experience that does not support the common 

knowledge belief in clear-cut female subordination and male 
dominance. To our knowledge few Jewish feminist scholars 
have been investigating the constructed nature of our own 

feminist beliefs. 

The Concept of Power in Feminist Discourse 

Anthropologists have contributed to the debate on the na 

ture of power that is central to feminist concerns about gender 

relationships. Scholars like Annette Weiner, Beverly Chinas, 
and Jane Goodale examine different definitions of power and 
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look at patriarchal cultures from a female point of view.17Weiner 

argues that women's power can be experienced only when the 

concept "power" is defined to include women's influential be 
havior in reproducing the relationships that constitute society.18 
This aspect of "power" is not usually included in the modern 
Western concept, and is generally ignored by Jewish feminists. 

Weiner also argues that women's material wealth often goes 

unrecognized by Western researchers because we value men's 
wealth more. A major goal of American feminism is to acquire 
equal access for women to material wealth. Jewish feminists 

have, among other concerns, the exclusion of women from 

professional Jewish opportunities, especially those offering the 

highest remuneration. However, in Jewish culture women have 
often been the breadwinners of the family or, if not, the purse 

keepers. Jewish women's over-representation in the American 
feminist movement could be related to the fact that they have the 
cultural expectation that women will be engaged in the market 

place and have material power. Could the fact that the American 
feminist movement has moved resolutely in the direction of 

women's equal access to the marketplace and public statuses, 
rather than in the direction of establishing support for women's 
traditional activities as have third-world feminisms, be related 
to the Jewish women's economic position in Eastern European 
shtetlach? 

Further, in Jewish feminist discourse, women's material 
wealth in the form of ritual objects, heirlooms, even control over 

daily expenses and food has often been overlooked as a source 
of power. If women control domestic culture, then, according to 

Jenna Joselit, they "have exerted a powerful influence on the 

way American Jews lived their lives, not only guiding their 
consumption of food and uses of space but also shaping their 

relationship to the larger society and to one another."19 

Joselit also shows that women have even been instrumental 
in inventing the ceremonies that take place within the home, like 
the American Hanukkah, a response to the American Christmas 
for Jewish children attending secular schools with their Chris 
tian counterparts, the likes of which does not exist in other 

Judaisms.20 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett analyses the role of 
women in creating Jewish American cuisine, and concludes that 
American Jewish women, through their cook books and shared 
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gastronomical experiences, invented American Jews who, ulti 

mately, are what they eat.21 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett's paper on 

Torah binders is another exception to the general dearth of 

acknowledgements of women's construction of Jewish culture.22 

Power and the Private-Public Debate 

Another aspect of feminist discourse that has not been ad 

equately explored by Jewish feminists is the public-private 
dimension of power. It is assumed by many American feminists 
that public power is superior to power in the private sphere and 
therefore if women are barred from participation in public 
statuses, then they must be inferior in value in a society. Some 

Jewish feminists have only recently discovered the work of the 

anthropologist, Michele Rosaldo, published in 1974, in which 
she examined the public/private concept and reached precisely 
this conclusion.23 However, anthropologists have come to ques 
tion the utility of the public/private construct, and its applica 
bility cross-culturally. Again, by defining the private as inferior, 
and somehow not organically necessary to the functioning of the 

public spheres, Western thinkers are able to conceptually 
disempower women by devaluing precisely what they do. 

Beverly Chinas, in the 1970s, did some important work on 
the power inherent in "private" sphere, feminine, functions. In 
her work on the Isthmus Zapotecs, a patriarchal culture in 

Mexico, Chinas observed that women frequently controlled 

men, but there were no formal, publically and openly named 
status-roles that acknowledged the behaviors involved. Women, 
in roles as "peace keepers," might physically steer a drunk and 

potentially violent man to a safe place to dry out, for example. 
Because they could freely visit neighbors or kin, women were 

capable of gathering information unavailable to men, who could 
be blocked from social intercourse with certain households 
because of publicly known animosities to which women did not 
have to defer. In these roles of "peace keeper" or "information 

gatherer" women limited or influenced men's decisions and 

actions, but were not acknowledged by status-names.24 Like 

wise, in Jewish culture, there are no named statuses for "repro 
ducer of social relations" or "inventor of folk (unofficial) ritual" 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.82.205 on Tue, 27 Nov 2012 04:07:46 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



160 Maurie Sacks 

or "mediator between Jewish and secular culture/' or even 

"manager of major traditional rituals" such as bar mitzvah,25 the 

Passover seder, or the Shabbos meal. Because men's statuses are 

named openly, like "rabbi," "scholar," "member of the minyan," 
these statuses appear to receive more value. Little work has been 

done, after Chinas, on the role of "covert" statuses in social 

organization, and understanding of Jewish women's culture has 

suffered from this omission as well as that of women in other 
cultures. 

Anthropologists have pointed out that, in fact, domestic 
behaviors have great bearing on public institutions and the 
behaviors of men in public places. Joselit's observation that 
domestic culture determines not only the daily content of Jewish 
lives, but also shapes Jews' relationships to the larger society and to 
one another, is an insight along these lines. This author's own 

fieldwork revealed that modern Orthodox women in New Jersey 
are extremely conscious of their roles in building the very 
communities that supported the institutions in which they are 

supposedly subordinated.26 

Contemporary American Jewish Feminism in Context 

In contemporary America, Jewish women are among the 
most educated, most likely to be in responsible and well-paid 
positions in the marketplace, latest to marry and least likely to 
have many children.27 With a life expectancy of nearly fourscore 

years, Jewish American women are devoting less time to domes 
tic responsibilities than ever before; many remain single for 

significant portions of their lives. Those wishing to live lives in 
which Judaism has great significance are almost forced to look 
to Jewish professions or to performance of public ritual roles if 

they reject the alternative of the Orthodoxies that support sepa 
rate male and female gender roles. As women used to being 
educated with men, getting into the best secular colleges, achiev 

ing in publically acknowledged statuses, these women have 

experienced exclusion from what they perceive to be the seats of 

power and personal satisfaction in Judaism: the synagogue, the 
house of learning, and the professional Jewish power structure. 

Jewish feminist scholars and writers, being high achievers, are 
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probably more likely than other professional women to be 
uncomfortable about traditional Jewish gender roles. Being 
published, with or without sanction of a Ph.D., gives us an aura 
of knowledgeability and "objectivity" in the minds of students 
and readers that, from the point of view of reflexivity, is unwar 

ranted. Far from being "scientific," our work is colored by our 
own subjective experience. This experience is shaped as much by 
American feminist discourse as it is by the nature of gendered 
Judaism. It is, for example, our Western experience and not our 

Jewish experience that rejects domesticity as an equally highly 
valued sub-culture as the cultures of the synagogue, the Semi 

nary, or Federation. It is our eighty-year life expectancy, coupled 
with our penchant for having no more than 1.8 children, that 
causes our lives to loom bereft of Jewish focus unless we find 
roles for ourselves in worship services or Jewish professional 
ism. 

Our personal needs to construct lives that are Jewishly 
meaningful drive some of us to participate in the Havurah 

movement, an egalitarian and informal alternative to organized 
Jewish practice that brings worship into the home, or at least 
into a milieu that more resembles the extended families of our 

cultural imagination than do our real families, rent by divorces 
or scattered all over the country. 

Egalitarian Judaism, from this point of view, is not an evolu 

tionary progression to a superior form of Judaism, but an adap 
tation to the specific needs experienced by a particular class of 

Jewish American women of a certain age who have had common 
life experiences. As such, it is not different in kind from other 

Jewish adaptations to historical circumstances. Support for this 

interpretation may be derived from the evidence that American 

style egalitarian Judaism has not caught on in other contempo 
rary world Jewrys. 

It is important to understand that a postmodern reading of 

contemporary American Jewish feminism does not in any way 
diminish the meaning egalitarian Judaism has for many Ameri 
can woman. It meets our needs for individual expression as 

scholars, professional Jews and religious Jews. This is a very 

personal experience, however, not based on scientific facts or a 

generalizable moral superiority. Postmodern scholars wishing 
to contribute to a Jewish social science need increasingly to make 
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the distinction between our personal perceptions and our sub 

jective selves, on the one hand, and our Judaism as an object of 
our inquiry, on the other. In this way we can distinguish our 

Judaism from other Judaisms such as Orthodox Judaisms, which 
answer to the needs of other people, and are equally valid and 
moral forms of Jewish practice from postmodern and anthropo 
logical perspectives. 

In Jewish studies, both in the humanities and social sciences, 

scholarship has been used to support political positions, espe 
cially those espousing a morally superior "egalitarian" Judaism, 
without much thought having been given to the subjectivity of 
the scholars themselves. Political correctness, in the context of 
the American academy, calls for belief in the moral superiority 
of an androgenous gender system in which equality is equated 
with identity: differences between men and women are mini 
mized as much as possible. Little reflection has been given to the 
fact that the Jewish feminist agenda for achieving an egalitarian 
and thus morally superior Judaism is based on a theory of 

gender constructed within the context of the American feminist 
movement of the 1970s. This theory is ahistorical, assuming a 

generalized and timeless subordination of women to men in a 

Judaism that is captured in the written texts, public behaviors, 
and openly avowed values of a hypothetical Jewish culture that 
embraces and represents all Jewish cultures that have actually 
existed in specific times and places. In short, this theory reca 

pitulates the nomothetic concerns of the enlightenment and 

subsequent modern thought, but does not transcend them. 
In conclusion, a Jewish social science that strives to under 

stand what motivates persons who identify themselves as Jews 
to behave in certain ways, could not limit itself to the study of 

religion, but must examine the broader contexts of Jewish cul 

tures, even the contexts of wider socio-cultural systems in which 

Jews live. From this perspective it is more useful to consider 

contemporary American Jewish feminist scholarship, as well as 

Jewish feminist political action, as aspects of late twentieth 

century Jewish-American culture themselves, rather than to 
take at face value feminist discourse concerning the nature of 

"Judaism" and its gender hierarchy. A Jewish social science 
must deconstruct the manner in which the American feminist 
discourse has influenced perceptions of gender in Judaism be 
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fore it can provide a rational, as opposed to mainly emotional, 
basis for an agenda of social action. 
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