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Part A: A Personal Experience 

Azila Reisenberger 

When I moved to South Africa in the late 1970s, I experienced a crisis of 
identity. Previously I had identified myself according to my nationality, as an 
Israeli. In the new country where I knew neither the land nor its people, I 
could not yet call myself South African. And as I slowly discovered the realities 
of apartheid South Africa, I was not sure that I wanted to be called South 
African - so I felt face less and identity-less. It was a trying time. On Jewish 
holidays and on the Sabbath I gravitated towards the synagogues. A lthough I 
was a secular person, I needed to feel part of a group of people who, in some 
way, thought, felt or believed as I d id. 

Then my children were born and at the same time I started studying a t 
university. T hese two events stimulated in me a great thirst for spirituali ty. The 
former threw me into an emotional turmoil and the latter created in me an 
intellectual curiosity regarding the questions "Who am I?" and "What am I here 
for?" 

In the delivery room I had an emotional experience. The pain which I 
went through in order to give life to another human being, and the realisation 
that it is only women who can experience total and unconditional love in th is 
particular form, brought upo n me a great sense of empathy with a ll the women 
of the world. Overnight I started to write poetry, all of which dealt with wom­
en 's experiences: Motherhood as well as Womanhood and Sexuality. I no longer 
suffered an identity c risis. I now knew who I was - I was a woman: sister and 
kin to more than half the people on the earth . God's creation of the world 
which occurred o nce, paled suddenly compared with women 's continuous c rea­
tio n. 
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Women, all women a round me, were important to me. Since women were 
kin, the well -being and the empowerment of all women grew c lose to my heart. 
I started studying women's history, women's health, and the portrayal of women 
in genera l literature as well as in the Bible. What I discovered did not please 
me. I was disturbed by what I found. My personal upbringing by enlightened 
parents, in an equal society in Israel, d id not prepare me for the unfair percep­
tion that most societies have of women. I could not believe that men who 
loved their mothers, wives and daughters would at the same time treat them as 
inferior. What made it worse was tha t it seemed that it is not only men as 
individuals who ho ld women in low esteem, but that this perception is re­
flected in the teachings of the various faith communities. 

My religion, Judaism, was no better than the others. I recognised Judaism 
for what it is: a "man's religion", a patriarchal tradition which excludes women 
from many religious experiences. I started fee ling alienated from it. I could not 
reconcile the discrepancy between the spiritua li ty and beautiful tradition which 
my father had taught me, and the Judaism that was dictated - and held to 
ransom - by a group of aucocratic rabbis who emphasise the patriarchal legality 
of ancient times. I became angry with the Jewish religious authorities; yet, as 
my children grew up, I was dependent on chem because they were, and still are, 
the controlling and regulating authorities concerning all Jewish rites of passage: 
birth, ci rcumcision, naming, bar/bat miczva/J (which is the ceremony of adult­
hood), weddings, and buria ls. 

My anger grew when I realised that the rabbinic autho rities reinforce the 
lower sta tus of Jewish women. In some cases, they a rc resistant to change even 
when it is obvious that certain laws and customs put women at a legal disad­
vantage, or are simply degrading to them. A few examples wi ll show what I 
mean: When a baby boy is born, the re is a beautiful ceremo ny on the thirtieth 
day, which is called the "redemption of the first born", symbolising the fact that 
the boy is ho ly and should be dedicated to God. Since there is no child sacrifice 
in Judaism and thus the parents cannot dedicate the newborn to God, they 
symbolically redeem/buy their son from God. In modern times the parents of 
the newborn boy give money to charity, thus paying for his redemption. How­
ever, when a girl is born she does not need to be "redeemed"! Does it mean, 
then , that girls are not holy enough co be dedicated to God? 

When a boy reaches his thirteenth birthday, he is called up in the syna­
gogue to stand in front of the community and read from the Torah (the holy 
scriptures), kept in the Holy Ark in the Synagogue. After this ceremony, called 
bar miczva/J, the young man is accepted as a full member of the community and 
can participate in all rituals. Being more physically mature than boys at this 
age, gi rls are recognised as adults when they arc twelve years o ld. However, 
instead of having privileges bestowed upo n them, as is the case for boys, all 
their privileges are taken away. For example, they are no longer a llowed to go 
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into the main hall of the synagogue where they used to sit with the ir fa thers at 
holy serv ices. As grown women with menst rual cycles, they are not a llowed to 
touch the Torah; in fact they are not "counted in", metaphorically and literally, 
in the re ligious quo rum, the minyan (Adle r 1995: 12-18) . Wo men sit apart in a 
special section of the synagogue and must keep their voices down during reli­
gious services, as was advised by Maimonides, the famous Jewish philosopher 
(l 135-1204C E) . 

The girls' equivalent, the bat mitzvah, is a twenti eth-century sop to equality. 
T hey are not allowed to touch the Torah, they arc not a llowed to participate in 
conducting the serv ice. The ceremony has no spiritua l meaning; the girls a re 
simply d ressed up nicely, read something they have prepared, and have a party. 
In some cases the rabbi does not even bother to bless them. This treatment of 
girls as second-rate members of the religious communi ty runs like a thread 
through a ll rites of passage in Judaism, as well as in legal matte rs like marriage 
and divorce. 

I find this heartbreaking. I fee l tha t I need a re ligious circle within which 
l can bring up my children . I fee l that I need a spi ritua l community to which l 
can belong- which would be like an extended family to my child ren , prov1<l ing 
them with a yardsrick for moral values and ethics of behaviour, as well as sense 
of kinship, a feeling of belonging to a people with a past to be proud of. 

For me, Judaism is a very beaut iful rel igion in its eth ics and values, and one 
rich in a most wonderful past of which I am very proud. So I have a major 
d ilemma: I love the tradit ion , yet reject the conservative elders who arc in 
charge. Initially I took a comparatively modera te stance. I did nothing. 

The redeeming factor for me was tha t most tradit ions and ritua ls do not 
occur in the synagogue but ra ther within the fa mily: at home, a round the 
dinner table. Consequently I celebrated my Jewishness in our home, where the 
rabbis could not dictate to me what to do. I stoppccl looking for approval fro m 
o thers. I made it a habit to study the Torah and the Halacha, ( the Jewish Law). 
The more I learned, the more spirituali ty I found, side by side with the increas­
ing anger I fe lt at being excluded from the community to which I should have 
belo nged. 

This is how I became in te rested in find ing out what a lterna t ives other 
women turned to in order to sa tisfy their need for spiritua lity and social fulfil ­
ment. 

Part B: Jewish Women's Search for Affil iation and Esteem 

Paula Hyman has said, "woman who has , th roughout her life, come in contact 
with a synagogue whose ri tual is reserved fo r men, gets the message: she is no t 
needed there. Q uite literally, she does not count" (cited in Ko ltun 1976: 110 ). 

Remembering my search for a ne ighbourhoocl synagogue to sa tisfy my need 
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for affiliation, and rea lising that officia lly I cou ld never be fully affi liated to the 
community to which I belonged by birth, I looked around a t my fellow Jewish 
women. I wanted to find out how they satisfied their need for belonging. I 
noticed that some made themselves part of the congregation as the servers of 
tea and cake a t the brochah teas (the breaking of bread, and tea, that follow the 
religious services), but that many others were active in secular Jewish women's 
groups which operated independently. In these groups the women were able to 
develop a sense of affiliation by working together for a common purpose, gain­
ing esteem th rough recognising thei r achievements. In the organisatio ns which 
they had c reated, then, women belonged tO a group for who m they counted and 
by whom they were needed. T his phenomenon can be expla ined if we under­
stand Abraham Maslow's theory of the hierarchy of needs. 

Abraham Maslow, a transpersonal psycho logist, developed a holistic-dy­
namic theory of human motivation (Maslow 1970: 35-58). He suggests an 
ascend ing hierarch y of human needs: from the fundamenta l requirements of 
survival, which he calls basic needs, tO our need for meaning and spiritua l ful fil ­
ment, which he calls being needs. He proposes that, in most cases, lower needs 
relating tO requirements for physio logical survival, like a ir, food, warmth and 
shelter, must be met before people can put energy in tO satisfying even just 
slightly higher needs, such as safety needs: for security, stability, and freedom 

fro m anxiety and chaos. 
If both physio logical and safety needs arc sa tisfied, Maslow suggests that 

there will emerge the love and "belongingness" needs. At this stage a person 
feels hunger for affectiona te rela tio ns and "for a place in his group or fami ly, 
and he will strive with great intensity to achieve his goal. I le will want tO 
attain such a p lace more than anything else in the world ... Now he will feel 
sharply the pangs of loneliness, of ostracism, of rejection, of fr iendlessness, of 
rootlessness" (ibid: 43). 

It is at th is level, I found, that opportun ities for women frequently fa ll 
short. This level of needs has a lways easily been satisfied for men. Through the 
workplace, regiment or football team, the drinking place, meeting place or 
religious ga thering, it is easy for them tO be with a group and feel part of it. But 
woman's li fe has often been restricted to the home and the immediate fami ly 
ci rcle, and her need for "belongingness" - i.e. affiliation - is dependent on the 
immediate fam ily to which she belongs through marriage. To Jewish women 
th is issue is problematic, as their need for "belongingness" to the Jewish com­
munity - as fu ll members who count and arc counted - is denied to them. 
Maslow suggests that "[i)n our society the thwarting of these needs is the most 
commonly found core in cases of maladjustment and more severe pathology" 
( ibid: 44). So why is it that not all Jewish women display ma ladjustment symp­
roms? I suggest that Jewish women found another outlet for their need for 
affiliation: T hey formed their own organisations in which they were, and are, 
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fully counted members. 

The n eed for esteem 
Once the need to belo ng is fulfi lled, Maslow suggests, we have a desire for self­
esteem and for esteem and respect by o thers. There are, in fac t, two slightly 
diffe rent aspec ts here. The first is the desire to achieve, to be adequate , compe­
tent, and even master wha tever we are busy with in order to gain confidence. 
The ocher aspect is the desire to be recognised as competent, as profic ient, an 
expert, and thus gain reputation and prestige. 

When this need is satisfied, people are often restless until they fulfil their 
potential - what Maslow calls self-ac tualisation. (Maslow 1970: 46). For women, 
it is the opportunity to experience life fu lly, no t just within the home, and to 
develop their own unique va lues and capacities, not just those that are of 
benefit to the husband or family. The need in women for self-realisation was 
articulated as early as 1930 by Golda Meir, the woman who was successfull y to 
cha llenge men in the political arena and become Prime Minister of the S tate of 
Israel. "Inevi tably," she said , "the modern woman asks herself: Is there some­
thing wrong with me if my child ren don't fill up my life? A m I at fault, if after 
giving them, and the one other person nearest to me, a place in my heart, some 
part of me still demands to be filled by activi ties outside the fami ly and che 
home? Can we today measure our devotion to husband and children by our 
indiffe rence to everything e lse?" (Gelber 1995: 59) . 

The importance of self-actualisatio n is highlighted by Maslow's warning to 
his students: "If you deliberately plan to be less than you a re capable of being, 
then I warn you that you wi II be deeply unhappy for the rest of your I ife" 
(Maslow 1973: 36). 

This paper proposes that, initia lly, affi lia tion to women 's o rgan isations pro­
vided Jewish women with an immediate sense of belonging. However, contin­
ued engagement in the o rgan isatio ns' activ it ies provided them with the 
oppo rtuni ty to excel in wha t they d id, to improve cheir organisational skills and 
other abilities - so that not only could they feel "belongingness", they a lso 
gained esteem and fulfi lment. Now, accord ing to Maslow, having a ll these needs 
met opens the way to the next stage: reach ing for the "beyond" and aspiring to 
understand the universe. Maslow calls this h ighest stage the desire to Know 
and Understand (Maslow 1970: 48). This is the final stage: the need for tran­
scendence. It is more than the desire for personal self-fulfilment, it is the desi re 
to experience life as sacred, to search for the divine. Its significance for this 
paper is that, as the higher needs arc not usually dealt with un til the lower 
needs are satisfied, and since Jewish women can never fu lly satisfy the ir lower 
needs with in the Jewish religious institu t ions, they can reach for transcendence 
via an alternative route, i.e. t he ir affiliation to Jewish women 's organisations. 

How did Jewish women in general, and, more specifically, how did Jewish 



) 08 BALANCING T RADITION AND T RANSITION 

women in South A frica, satisfy their need for affiliation, for recognition and 

self-fulfilment? 

H istorical Background 

Azila Reisenberger and Gwynne Schrire 

In the Eastern European shtetls from which they had emigrated, Jewish women 
were constantly occupied with trying to satisfy their two basic needs: physi­
o logical surviva l and the need for safety. In the busy life of caring for children, 
feed ing their family, fu lfilling the kashrnt requirements (special dietary laws}, 
preparing for the Sabbath, and frequently supporting the fam ily to enable the 
husband rn study the holy books, they had little time or energy to search for 
identity, purpose or affiliation. Moreover, the rabbis had closed the door to 
women even before they had a chance to aspire co these. "For much of Jewish 
history women were denied access to the intellectual life of the community, 
which centred around study of the sacred texts ... The rabbis assumcJ that, as a 
practical matter, the vast maiority of women would be absorbed m domestic 
rcspons1bilit1es for most of their adult lives ... " (Barak Fishman 1993: 101 ). But 
there was another reason for excluding women from study and public wor~h1p: 
"Women's physical attractions were perceived as a sexual snare for men" (1b1d). 
Few women had the opportunity to study the holy hooks like Yentl ( in the story 
by Bashcvis Singer}, who adopted a man's guise in orde r to satisfy her need for 
intellectual pursuits and spiritua lity; but this docs not mean that the desire 
wasn't there. Rabbinic Responsa of the Middle Ages revealed the frustration felt 
by women over their limited lives (Heilig 2000: 39). Secular Jewish literature 
of the 19th century Jescribed thei r unhappiness at arranged marriages, their 
limited education, and the lack of control over the ir own lives (Heschel 1995: 
xiv}. It was only at the time of the Enlightenment and the accompanying 
general questioning of the authority of religion, that rabbinic authority weak­
ened (Heilig 2000: 39). 

Gradually the position of Jewish women began to change. Women whose 
fami lies were able to provide them with shelter and safety, thus sat isfying their 
basic needs, began to look for more from life. As urban, middle-class, emanci­
pated Jews in central Europe progressed up the socia l and economic ladder, 
their women - whose social position precluded them from employment, and 
whose femaleness precluded them from any meaningful role m the religious 
community - sought opportunities rn improve themselves intellectually and 
spiritually through social o rganisations. Since they did not have access to men's 
study groups, which centred on the study of the ho ly books, they could find 
such opportunities only in a secular group. The barring of women from certa in 
Jewish institutions caused many of them to reject the ir Jewish identity alto-
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gether, but this was no t necessarily a wise cho ice: rejec ting all that they knew 
and held dear resulted in a vacuum. Consequently, they began to move out and 
assimila te. As Barry Rubin po ints out: "No matter how secular they [the o lder 
genera tion] became, they could look back on a child hood in that universe of 
customs and sensibility. However, the new generation had no such memories. 
They were rebelling against a spiritual vacuum and symbols too stripped of 
meaning to merit respect" ( 1995: 36). They wanted something to fill this vacuum 
and provide them with esteem and self-actualisation wh ich would, ideally, lead 
to spiri tuality. They needed an o rganisation to which they could belong, an 
organisat ion without the trappings o f a religious establishment fro m which they 
felt excluded as a result of their femaleness, and by virtue of their desire to be 
more like 'the other'. 

That there was such a need was shown by the development, in the mid 
19th century, of women 's movements. A study by Maya Fassmann (Zeller 1998: 
2) of Jewesses in the German Women 's Movement fro m 1865 to 19 19 shows 
that these came from the German-Jewish bourgeoisie which was then undergo­
ing assimilation. That they faced much anti -Semitism is abundantly clear fro m 
statemen ts quoted in the study, such as: "Everywhere in the women's move­
ment Jewesses are doing all the ta lking," and "Our women must notice that the 
wo men's movement is anti -German, full of foreign, poisonous spiri t. Who are 
the women who are do ing all the ta lking here? With few exceptions, non­
Germans, O rientals" (Kat inka von Rosen; c ited in Zeller 1998: 3 ). These Jew­
ish women who were described as "non-Germans," however, with a cultural 
background of ideas of tzedakah (chari ty) and the need to help the less fortu­
nate, are acknowledged as having made a major contribut ion to the develop­
ment and practice of German social work that grew out of these movements. 

For Jewish women who did not wish to assimilate, who did no t wish to face 
rejection as a result of non-Jewish sentiments, Jewish natio nal organisations 
that could provide oppo rtunities for status within the Jewish community, and a 
form of spirituality, had a st rong appeal. Wo men could learn about their Jewish 
identity in a secular manner; and their desire for transcendence could be chan­
nelled into an idealistic desire to re turn to Zion, or to achieve the perfect 
society through socialism. "To a large degree Jewish-nationally orientated women 
desired strongly to work as partners with Jewish-natio nally orienta ted men. 
They wished to raise Jewish consciousness, to instil Jewish pride and to forge a 
modem Jewish identity based on the princ iples of Jewish nationalism" (Gelber 
1995: 54 ). Women's Zionist groups were active lo ng before Theodo re Herzl 
gave the movement political acceptability in Basel in 1897 (ibid). The Miriam 
Associa tion of Jewish Young Ladies was founded in Vienna in 1885 ; the Moria 
(established in Vienna, 1891) studied Jewish national litera ture and histo ry, 
and the protection of modern Jewish family life. Western Women's Tent (Eng­
land, 1891) helped the colonisation of Palestine; Judea's Daughters (Berlin , 1895) 
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aimed to intensify Jewish se lf-awareness and to stimulate love of Jewish ideals. 
They provided group affiliation, education, intellectual stimulation, opportuni­
ties to meet other women and to gain status and esteem. The names of these 
groups themselves indicate Jewish identification and spirituality - yet these 
feminist movements often tended to alienate the women from traditional Jew­
ish life by the rejectio n or neglect of Jewish holidays and customs. Both Zion­
ism and socialism were idealistic movements in the forefront of women's rights. 
Gelber notes that "Jewish nationalism, specifically Zionism, was viewed by 
many at the tum of the [20th] century as a progressive forward looking ideol­
ogy, which could provide women with equal opportunity and with a special 
ideological function" (ibid: 54 ). 

The early Zionist groups had many debates about the role of women, whose 
equality was seen by male thinkers as being mainly in educating the nation and 
setting the moral tone fo r the national soul. Wo men's function was to instil the 
correct national ideas in their children and turn the men's theories into practi­
calities. Long before Western societies had agreed to enfranchise women, how­
ever, Herzl, in his Utopian novel Altneuworld , imagined a Zionist society with 
total legal and civil enfranchisement of women. In the First Zionist Congress in 
Basel in 1897 there were official women delegates who were able to vote - this 
was at a time when, in Western countries, not only could women not vote, but 
they were not even allowed to belong to public organisations. Furthermore, 
each .:ongress included a special report on the status and activities of the wom­
en's organisations. O n the ideo logical level, then, gender equality was achieved, 
yet in practice the position of women - even in these movements - was one of 
constant struggle for recognition and equal opportunity. 

South African Jewish women's search for affiliation, 
esteem and self-actualisation 

What about the position of the Jewish women in South Africa, women in 
transition, trying to find roots in the new land to which they had come? 

The Cape Town Jewish community dates officially from 1841 when the 
first re ligious service was held - although isolated Jews had been living there 
long before. The role of their women was too insignificant to be recorded, but 
there must have been some Jewish women because there was a Jewish wedding 
in 1844. The first Jewish bride to be married in a synagogue was one of the 
eight daughters of S loman, himself among the original founders of the commu­
nity. His daughters were involved in the synagogue, but in a way considered 
suitable for Victorian women: they had provided the vestments and curtains 
suicably embroidered. 

The first women's group in Cape Town was the Ladies Association, es tab­
lished by the Cape Town Hebrew Congregation in 1895 (Abrahams 1955). 
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This group was still within the ambit of the religious establishment; and most 
of its aims were activities suitable for ladies whose ro le in society was to look 
after the aesthetic side of the community and perform acts of tzedakah (charity 
work). Its aims and objects were to: 

beautify the Synagogue and to promote the attractiveness 
and impressiveness of the services, to supervise the train­
ing of an efficient choir, to decorate the Succah, to pro­
vide for the adequate equipment of the schools, and t0 

supply prizes for the pupils; to visit the sick in thei r homes 
and in the hospitals, and to minister tO their wants; to 
search out and enquire into cases of distress, and to obtain 
means for their relief; to provide vestments for the dead 
and flowers for the graves in the cemetery (ibid: 100) . 

These activities must have filled a need because, within six months, there was 
a membership of 117 and a healthy bank balance. The women ran their associa­
tion efficiently but were patronised by the members of the brother organisation, 
the Cape Town Jewish Philanthropic Society. In August 1897 they rebelled and 
refused to allow the men to dictate to them how to spend their funds. The men 
apo logised and agreed to consult them in future (Schrire 1993: 87). 

The 19th century Jewish community had come either from Brita in or fro m 
Germany, and had assimilated into the dominant English-speaking culture, but 
from 1880 Jews from Eastern Europe - mainly Lithuania - began to immigrate. 
They were Yiddish-speaking with a strong Jewish identity. The 1904 census 
showed that there were 8708 male and 2959 female persons of Russian origin in 
Cape Town (Bickford-Smith 198 1 ). The preponderance of males arose because 
the men in the family emigrated first, sending for their womenfolk once they 
had become settled. Language and custom acted as a bar to integration into the 
new society in which the wo men did no t feel comfortable. Cultura lly and lin­
guistically, the new immigrants were far removed fro m the assimilated Anglo­
German ladies of the Ladies Association. As strangers in the country, they felt 
the need to supply the missing sense of community, affili ation and group social 
support. For the men, th is could be found in the synagogue minyan (ritual 
quorum); for the women, the development of women's groups would provide a 
means of identification and affi liation; and Zionism was a cause they had brought 
with them from the 'old country'. 

Unfortunately the Zionist organisat ion, Dorsbei Zion, li ke the synagogue, 
was for men. They turned down a proposal to a llow women to attend meetings 
at which inspiring speakers were to talk. For new immigrants, lectures were a 
cheap form of entertainment and one that fitted their culture of learning. 
Unable to attenJ the lectures, the women sought to have their own society. 



112 BALANCING TRADITION AND T RANSITION 

"The [Dorshei Zion] committee as a whole was sceptical in regard to the need 
for or the possible accomplishments of a women's society" (G itlin 1950: 47). 
Fortunately, o ne of their members, Moses Zuckerman, held views o n the par­
ticipation of women that were more enlightened than those of the majority of 
his colleagues. He believed that "if you want to make a success of an organisa­
tion, you should get the women in" (cited in Gitlin 1950: 47) , and in 1901 his 
view prevailed and a women's Zionist socie ty, the Bnotb Zion Society', was estab­
lished in Cape Town. "Being the person responsible for the formation of the 
society," said Zuckerman, "I was determined to see it firmly established and I 
was invited to all their meetings. It was no easy task to interest the women. In 
spite of a ll the difficulties the 'Bnoth Zion ' succeeded in pulling through" (ibid). 
It pulled through because, for the first time, the new immigrant women had an 
organisation that met needs not satisfied in thei r homes nor in their syna­
gogues. 

From the beginning, educatio n was important to this organisation - as well 
as fund-raising and socia lising. They had been excluded from lectures, now they 
were going to see to it that women and children were given opportunities to 

learn. By 1926 they had established the first Hebrew Nursery Schoo l against 
considerable opposition - from women as wel l. "Jewish education for girls was 
not regarded (as important] and for most the ability to read the Siddur !prayer 
book) without necessarily understand ing it , to be familiar with the service in 
the synagogue, and the abi lity to follow in Mama's footsteps in the running of 
a Jewish home was as much as was requi red" (Clouts 1960: 71 ). These ideas 
were beginning to be challenged by women who wished to provide their chil­
dren with opportunities that had been denied to them. Membership of the 
Bnoch Zion Association presented women with the chance to develop in many 
spheres. A lthough a secular organisation, it die.I not challenge religious ortho­
doxy, organ ising educational activities o n Jewish festiva ls as well as on general 
topics of Jewish and Zionist interest. Women began to accept opportunities for 
self-actualisation and esteem as their right. 

Traditional attitudes adapt slowly, however, and conservative men disliked 
the less restrictive attitudes. A letter in the Zionist Record (local Jewish newspa­
per) on 14 April 1916 complained that even the word adultery was now being 
coupled to Jewess. "Listen to the drawing room talk of Jewish women, look at 
their immodest dress; look at the novels our young Jewish gi rls read and you 
will be amazed and horrified." Twenty years la te r, in 1938, the same patronising 
attitude towards what was called the "le isured class" was expressed in the SA 
Jewish Chronicle (6 May): 

A good deal of attention has been drawn at the Zio nist 
Conference to the work of the leisured class - the women. 
Though it can never be accepted that the modern woman 
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is freed from her domestic responsibilities, yet it is a prac­
tical fact that the Jewish woman of today does make the 
time to devote herself with earnestness to the up-building 
of the national home. It was surprising to find at Confer­
ence to what degree their spokeswoman had to stress her 
claim to a full share of the work. 

It is true that the members were the leisured class - women's p lace was, for 
most, sti ll very much in the home. Women worked until marriage, then stayed 
at home and looked after the children. With poverty-stricken people desperate 
for work in South Africa, however, the women had the opportunity of employ­
ing domestic servants to assist in the running of the home, thus being freed for 
their morning meetings. At the same time, through the women's group, they 
were able to enjoy new interests and to define themselves beyond the house­
hold and motherhood. 

Feodora C louts recalled that when she took the chai r in the 1920s she 
"found a small group of women completely dominated by the demands of the 
men and what they thought was right and proper. The activities at the time 
were ci rcumscribed because the men had no respect for the women" (cited in 
Sherman 1983: 32). Men's expectations of the traditional female role were 
being threatened; and ever-present, but never clearly stated, "was the supercili­
ous attitude of the male Zionists in regard to WIZ0 2 work" (Gitlin 1950: 263-
4), plus the real is tic fear that their (male) structure would suffer if the women 
used their energies for their own women's organisation. (Their fears were justi­
fied in chat, as the women's societies grew, the men's societies diminished.) Few 
groups give up power or prestige easily, but Feodora was not prepared to accept 
the status quo. When the Dorshei Zion, planning a reception for an important 
visitor, wrote to the Bnoth Zion Association asking them to provide tea, 

I said to the ladies of the committee "I th ink we must now 
demonstrate our ability to stand up for ourselves" and we 
wro te that we had no part in arranging the reception and 
we had no intention of providing tea! After these little 
demonstrations of our will to be on our own, the men got 
the message and they decided to have a representat ive of 
the Bnoth Zion at their meetings and in chis way we came 
into the management of Zionist Affairs. The women had 
no difficulty in deciding and arranging what to do with the 
money they were able to raise (Schrire 1992). 

By the 1920s the women were no longer insecure new immigrants and were less 
parochial in their interests. The dominant society in a country with class and 
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racial stratification was white English-speaking Protestants, and Jewish women 
were not enti re ly welcome. By 1929 a need was felt for an organisation to deal 
with the problems of Jewish life in South Africa as well as in Palestine. Conse­
quently, Toni Saphra, a staunch advocate of women's rights, with the assistance 
of Advocate Morris Alexander, head of the Jewish Board of Deputies, estab­
lished a nationwide association of Jewish women. It was called the Union of 
Jewish Women, modelled on the World Union of Jewish Women. 

A constitution was drawn up which included among its 
a ims the promotion of the social, educational, spiritual and 
moral welfare of the Jewish woman, the co-ordination of 
Jewish women's organisatio ns, the linking up with similar 
Jewish women's organisations in other countries, the re­
form of discriminatory Jewish laws, equality of status be­
tween men and women in the Jewish community, support 
for a Jewish natio nal home in Palestine, and participation 
in general social welfare work (Strauss 1997: 4). 

Like the Bnoch Zion Associacion, the Union of Jewish Women (UJW) was a secular 
organisa tion, run by women and operating within the parameters of the Jewish 
community. Through the organisation, the members could find a sense of iden­
tity and recognition, as well as opportunities to develop their potentialities -
self-accualisation as Maslow terms it (Maslow 1973: 45). Significantly, this was 
achieved, not within the male dominated conservative religious establishment, 
but through a forward-looking women's organisation. 

In her history of the UJW, Terry S trauss summed up the effect of the 
organisation on Jewish women when she remarked that the o rganisation helped 
to expand the women's range of activity away from their home, and broadened 
their opportunities. In addition, women together could achieve more than they 
could as individuals; consequently the organisation gave Jewish women the 
leverage to push for a more equal ro le for women in Jewish religious and com­
munal life. Moreover, the UJW provided Jewish women with the means of 
participating in general and communal activities. It offered them an identity 
and a sense of camaraderie through the sharing of concerns and fears, and the 
discussion of their experiences as women and as Jews in a society that discrimi­
nated against both. For the first time, there was an organisation through which 
Jewish women of varying opinions could give expression to their ideas and 
ideals in relation to Jewish affairs and civic interests, and yet remain under one 
roof (Strauss 1997: 6,13). 

As has already been implied, the UJW immediately started co challenge the 
status quo. One of the first fields they tackled was the male domination of 
religion , and the issue of women's rights in the synagogue. Wo men were not 
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allowed to vote, attend meetings, or be eligible for election to any synagogue 
committee. As a result of the UJW's efforts, however, by October 1932 the 
Cape Town Hebrew Congregation was admitting women to full membership, 
with the exception of their appointment to executive office - and the all-male 
citadel began to crumble. By September 1933 , for the first time in the history of 
South African Jewry, women members were able to reco rd their votes in all 
Jewish communal institutions. 

The organisation extended its interest in equality for women outside the 
synagogue as well: fighting for, and winning, representation on the local com­
mittees of Jewish communal institutio ns such as the South African Jewish 
Board of Deputies, and the executive committees of various synagogues. The 
UJW also addressed the issue of d iscriminat ion aga inst women in Jew ish law, 
and worked closely with the Council for the Amelioration of the Legal Position of 
the Jewess in London and the International Council for Jewish Women (ICJW).3 

Effo rts were made to re-interpret certain discriminatory laws, and UJW mem­
bers travelled abroad to participate in conferences, address meetings, and or­
ganise petitions. As in the Bnoth Zion Association, education was emphasised as 
a means of raising women's status and enhancing their self-esteem. The UJW 
organised regular lectures and courses for their members; and developed a chain 
of pre-primary schools as well as a school for remedial education. 

Another important concern for the movement, as for a ll Jewish women 's 
groups, was tzedakah. As Jewish women became more secure, both within them­
selves and as members of the broader South African society - not just of the 
Jewish society - they began to address some of the issues of racism, poverty and 
ignorance that were part of South African life. No longer women in transition , 
they felt sufficiently at home in South Africa to criticise the running of that 
ho me, and to try to do something to improve it. In 1941, the UJW had begun 
to establish creches for children of disadvantaged black mothers. This led to 
milk depots and soup kitchens; and wo rk with the elderly, patients with cancer, 
the mentally ill , and with victims of rape and trauma. 

By the mid-century, the women's capabilities and achievements were being 
recognised. At their 1948 Annual General Meeting, Rabbi Israel Abrahams 
remarked: "I am impressed no t only by the diversity of your interests and under­
takings but by their true catholicity - education in its broadest connotation; 
c ivics liberally understood; social service scientifically administered; a proper 
concentratio n of Jewish Endeavour but not to the exclusion of general South 
African and human causes" (cited in Strauss 1997: 16). Although the praise 
was well deserved, and was certainly well meant, it could be argued that this 
venerable rabbi would not have made those same remarks had it been a meeting 
of a union of Jewish men. Men were expecced to have diverse and catholic 
interests and to do things in a proper and scientific way. 

After 1948 the Nationalist government became entrenched, and their rigid 
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racist policies increasingly restricted opportunities for women to make contact 
outside their own racial pigeonholes. Racist laws became more and more op­
pressive. There were bannings, telephone tappings, house arrests, midnight raids, 
searches, and detention without trial for 12 days (1962). 90 days (1963), and 
then 120 days (1965). "All Jewish women were susceptible to the pernicious 
effects of racial and religious prejudice. Events had necessitated group align­
ments and those who were unaffi liated suddenly realised that their self-respect 
could only be maintained if they stood together as one in a milieu that was 
often perceived as hostile" (Strauss 1997: 13). 

Jews featured prominently in the freedom struggle. Politicians and govern­
ment-supporting newspapers were quick to point out that 23 of the 156 accused 
in the 1957 treason trial were white, of whom 15 {over 65%) were Jews, and 
that all five whites arrested at Rivonia in 1963 were Jewish. "Where does the 
Jew stand in the White struggle for survival" asked the Afrikaans newspapers. 
"When one is suspicious of a group, one judges it faci lely by the deeds of its 
most extreme members. Hence [they] become, in the first place, not saboteurs 
but Jews who wish to undermine South Africa" (Richards; ci ted in Shimoni 
1980: 234 ). These antagonistic feelings hardened after Israel voted against South 
Africa at the United Nations in 1961. Jews were being seen as disrupters of 
white supremacy from within, and, as supporters of Israel, betrayers of South 
Africa from without (Shimoni 1980: 341). President Verwoerd tried to link the 
South African Jewish community to Israel's vote, but after two years withdrew 
this and announced that he would not allow anti-Jewish fee ling because of the 
vote. 

The ridiculousness and rigidity of apartheid thinking was such that conster­
nation could be produced when, in 1969, the visiting Israeli premier, Ben Gurion, 
turned to the Afrikaans cleric sitting next to him and asked him, "How do you 
explain the fact that Moses married a black woman?" (Gilbert 1998: 294 ). Ray 
Fine, the Cape Town chairlady, had to issue an avowal of loyalty to South 
Africa, saying that South African Jews, while linked to Israel by age-old ties of 
history, religion and sentiment, did not owe it any political allegiance, nor were 
they accountable for the actions of the State of Israel. Even charity was suspect. 
A town councillor queried a grant given to UJW to run a soup kitchen for poor 
blacks, in case they had ties to a subversive organisation. Multiracial concerts 
that the UJW had organised for orphans since 1944 were banned: it was against 
the law for black children to si t next to white children (Strauss 1997: 21 ). 

Such suspicion, and the racist pigeonholing, made it difficult for Jewish 
organisations to work with women who were not categorised as fitting into 
their group. In 1974 Jimmy Kruger, the Minister of Justice, stated that "Jews, 
because of their dubious loyalties have no right to criticise South African laws" 
(cited in Heilig 1997: 38). The Jewish Board of Deputies, however, supported 
the women's efforts to work with women from other groups. They had adopted 



B ALANCING T RADITION AND TRANSITION 11 7 

a clear resolutio n at their conference in 1976, namely: "Every member of the 
Jewish community should strive for peaceful change, in particular for the elimi­
nation of unjust discrimination so that all regardless o f race, c reed or colour be 
permitted and encouraged to achieve the full potential of their capabili t ies and 
live in d ignity and harmony." David Mann, the President of the Jewish Board 
of Deput ies, told Prime Minister Vorster, " I believe that there is a new sense of 
urgency abroad in our land, a rea lisat ion that we must move away as quickly 
and effecti vely as is pract icable from discrimination based on race or colour and 
that we must accord every man and woman respect and human d ignity and the 
opportunity to develop to their fu llest potential" (Saron 1977: 3 4 ). G iven the 
extensive and oppressive government restrictions and deten tion clauses on che 
statute books, and the fact chac che Jewish community was blamed both for the 
foreign policies of Israel and for the accivicies of che local Jewish lefciscs, it was 
difficult for the communi ty to do much more. 

Things have changed in South Africa, however. Respect, human d igni ty, 
and che oppo rtunity co fulfil their potential - these are what wo men have 
always wanted; and now at che beginning of che new millennium, they arc all 
possible. Post-apartheid South Africa is proud to have adopted one of the most 
democratic constitutions in the world. The 1996 Bill of Rights has guaranteed 
equality to all and prohibited discrimination against anyone on grounds which 
include race, gender, pregnancy, mari tal status, e thnic o r social origin, colour, 
sexual orienta tio n, age, disability, re ligion, conscience, belief, culture, language 
and birth. Following the adoption of the Consti tution, it was agreed that o ne of 
the most discriminatory laws against Jewish women, i.e. the divorce law, was 
unconstitutional. In religious law, o nly a man can grant his wife a d ivorce. 
Previously a Jewish man could divorce his wife in the civil court, but refuse to 
give her a get - a religious divorce - thus preven t ing her from remarrying in the 
synagogue, and ensuring that any child fro m a c ivi l marriage would be regarded 
within the Jewish communi ty as a mam zer.4 Some men would exto rt large sums 
from the woman for her freedom to remarry. Under the new law, which is 
unique wi thin the Jewish world, no civi l d ivorce will be gran ted until the court 
is shown that the husband has given his wife a get (Re isenberger 1999: 43-49). 

In the civil a rena, the social status o f South African Jewish wo men has 
undergone a t ransformatio n as well. No longer are they in a state of transition, 
but fu lly absorbed into the socie ty, including parliament. The social changes 
that have occurred in the fie ld of gender equality have enabled wo men to 
pursue virtually any career or lifestyle they desire. Even Maslow's ultimate scage, 
that of a search for transcendence, is within our reach - certainly within the 
minority Progressive Movement, in which there is full equality, and in which, 
since the 1970s, women can be ordained as rabbis. However, within the major­
ity Orthodox synagogue movement change is less likely. Nevertheless, Jewish 
women are becoming increas ingly vocal in their cri tic ism of their position, 



118 BALANCING T RADITION AND T RANSITION 

even within the Orthodox communities. We are witnessing the begi nning of 
change: "The inclusion of O rthodox women as leaders in the outreach enter­
prise demonstrates their increased importance within their community. Al­
though their c reative endeavours are sti ll limited by traditional norms, they are 
not just passive recipien ts, even in such traditionally male spheres as the crea­
tion of theology" (Myers and Litman 1995: 7 1 ). Blu Greenberg sees Orthodox 
women as being in the process of asserting themselves in women 's only groups 
like prayer o r Torah study groups. She bel ieves that women should form sub­
communities a longside the larger communities where they could lead the serv­
ices and be called up to read the Torah. Some communities have instituted 
female rites of passage like the naming of baby girls and more meaningful bat 
mitz.vah ceremonies. 

The role of women in the spiritual, liturgical and intellectual spheres is in 
the process of being redefined and there is a shift fro m the private to the publ ic 
realm (Greenberg 198 1 ). In America a few fema le 'religious mento rs' have been 
appo inted, but these women are not counted as members of a prayer quorum 
nor can they lead prayer services, sit o n a rabbinic court, or serve as a religious 
witness (Wiener 2001 ). Cape Town is far fro m the well points of such ferment, 
and transition is slower, but it is beginning. Women's Rosh Chodesh groups have 
developed in Cape Town, where all-female groups conduct religious services for 
themselves and even read from the Torah. 

It is not equality, it is not even separate but equal, but it is a start o n the 
road to fu ll acceptance as equals. Having atta ined the possibility of meeting our 
needs for affiliation and acceptance, recognition and achievement, and of ful­
fi lling our potential, we are now free to search for the Divine. 

Notes 
"Bnoth Zion" means li tera ll y "the daughters of Zion". 
Women's lntermnional Zionist Organisation 
This counci l co-ordinated activities for Jewish women worldwide, and the women 's 
Zionist organisat ions had also played a leading role in its establishment. The ICJW 
established a productive Jewish-Zionist context for their self-realisa tion as Jewish 
women and for the deve lopment of a positi ve personal Jewish identity in the 
Diaspora. 
A mamzer, in Judaism, is a child born out of incestuous or adu lterous copulation, 
with terrible consequences, such as that the ch ild can never jo in the Jewish faith, 
neither by marriage nor conversion. 
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