
ChaPter sIx

the CuLturaL COntextuaLIzatIOn OF OrthOdOx  
FemInIst IdentIty

In this chapter, I focus on the narratives of 25 interviewees who self- 
identified as Orthodox feminists. I suggest that their stories serve as a lens 
both into their struggle to make sense of an identity that on the surface 
seems fraught with contradictions, as well as into the cultural context in 
which they function. 

to date, studies on gender and conservative religion have pointed to 
the growing feminist sensibilities that have taken form among women, 
all the while as they avoid or reject the feminist label (Fishman 1993, 
2001; Gallagher and smith 1999; manning 1999). In many ways, the posi-
tion of these women vis-à-vis feminism is consistent with that of many 
non-religious women who also distance themselves from feminist self- 
identification while supporting many issues that can be considered femi-
nist. misciagno (1997) categorizes such women as de-facto feminists;  
stacey (1990) talks about such women as post-feminists; Badran (1994) 
uses the term pro-feminists. 

yet, in past decades, feminist oriented research has shown how differ-
ent versions and understandings of feminism are being produced from 
within different cultures (Baca zinn and dill 1996; harnois 2005; Badran 
1994, 2007; Grewal and Kaplan 1994; Kaplan 1994; narayan and harding 
2000; Oyewumi 2003; smith and Censer 2000). the narratives of some of 
the women in the previous chapter indicate that there is a trend in Ortho-
doxy that seeks to change the way their communities think about and “do” 
gender. such voices can also be heard among women from within Catholi-
cism (ecklund 2003, Farrell 1991; henold 2008), evangelicalism (Ingersoll 
2003; stock 1997; Bartkowski 1997) and Orthodox Judaism (Koren 2005, 
sered 1990). 

Growing Up Orthodox: Early Gendered Experiences and  
Feminist Sensibilities 

many of the interviewees talked about having a sub-feminist conscious-
ness throughout their lives; they were aware of gender discrimination and 
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82 chapter six

often felt uncomfortable by it, though they lacked a feminist perspective 
which would help them make sense of the tensions that they felt. dorit, 
miriam and efrat shared such sentiments: 

dorit: “I’ve always had a feminist sub-consciousness . . . a lot of the things  
 that I did in childhood and young adulthood were feminist, I just never  
 understood them that way. I just did them, without thinking about it.”
miriam: “I was always an independently thinking girl . . . I never really felt in  
 the right place . . . I felt that the direction of women [in Orthodox society]  
 was like playing second fiddle and it never really fit me to play that role.” 
efrat: “I knew that for reasons that were beyond my power, I needed to be  
 on the sidelines, and this didn’t sit well with me.” 

One of the areas which some interviewees recalled as a point of tension 
between their feminist sensibilities and Orthodoxy was not having access 
to advanced Jewish learning in their youth. Orthodox boys from an early 
age study religious texts while girls have traditionally been forbidden from 
such education. this points to a very significant issue in the patriarchal 
structure of Orthodoxy in which men and women acquire different sets 
of knowledge. 

While changes have taken place in this regard, for many of the women  
I interviewed, such discrimination was at the center of their memory 
growing up Orthodox. One interviewee, Batya, compared her yearning to 
study to that of yentl: “While yentl cooks and the men are in the other 
room studying, she tries to taken in as much learning as she can from the 
men’s discussion.” she then stated, “I didn’t want to sit on the side of the 
women, but I didn’t have the chance to sit with the men.”

rina reflected on the message she received in her Jewish education 
regarding women’s roles: 

the idea of forming a complex religious female identity just doesn’t exist in 
the yeshiva world . . . I went to a [religious school] where they treated girls 
like babies, really infantilizing them . . . 

another interviewee, Keren, talked about her attempt to get her teacher 
to include more advanced study of religious texts into her all-girls’ class 
curriculum. her request was not taken seriously: 

I came up to [my teacher] after class . . . I said to him that I want him to 
teach us talmud. he said that if you bring me more than 100 rabbis that 
agree, then I will teach you.

Catching the cynicism in his remark, Keren did not approach him again 
on the topic. nevertheless, it is worth noting that Keren’s early feminist 
sensibilities along with her steadfast personality led her to become one 
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 the cultural contextualization 83

of the first women at the university where she later studied to obtain a 
doctorate in talmud. 

a number of interviewees focused on their experiences in formal reli-
gious education as stepping stones in their development of a feminist 
identity. While for Keren, her desire and will to break through normative 
ways of thinking was clear early on, for rivka a far more subtle experience 
took hold which started her thinking in different directions than what was 
expected of her as a “good Orthodox girl.” In the following, I quote rivka 
in length in order to capture the ambivalence in her struggle. she reflected 
on the time in 11th grade when Israeli youth make the decision to either 
enlist into the army or go to national service. By and large, religious girls 
opt for national service, but rivka was interested in taking a more non-
traditional path. she says: 

In my school, they didn’t bring women soldiers into the school, actually the 
message was that enlisting into the army wasn’t even an option. the mes-
sage was that this school educates towards national service. I remember 
that I said to myself, my mother was a solider, my father was in nachal 
[elite army unit]—I want to be part of what an Israeli woman does in this  
country. I feel that my identity is Jewish first of all but I also have a very 
strong Israeli identity. I want to be part of it, I want to feel belonging. the 
rabbi took me aside in school when they saw that I am planning to enlist.  
I would be the only girl enlisting in the army in the whole school, and even 
this was too much for them. I had a teacher that spread the rumor that I was 
planning to enlist. so, the rabbi took me aside and tried to discourage me 
from going to the army. I remember his words. When I asked him, ha’rav 
yossi, why actually shouldn’t I go? he said to me, “you know that a woman 
goes from the care of (reshut)1 her father to the care of her husband, the 
army is an area that is in the middle and is not natural. We don’t know what 
will happen there and what they will do to you, you are not in the care of 
anyone.” I remember myself in my naïveté saying to him, “but rav yossi,  
I will be taking care of myself (be’reshut atzmi).” 

Interestingly, when rivka reflects on how she dealt with the situation, she 
also reveals the very subtle changes that were occurring in her own con-
sciousness without even noticing these changes herself. she continues: 

I remember that I wasn’t offended or bothered by his comment that a 
woman passes from the care of her father to the care of her husband—
it wasn’t something that I said, “oh, what is this—what am I an object?” 
no, that wasn’t what I felt, it was as if natural that he would say that, and  

1 rivka used here the word “reshut” in hebrew, which I translate in this quotation as 
“care of, ” but this term also implies a much stronger sense of authority and ownership.
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84 chapter six

I accepted what he said because actually my world until then was very patri-
archal. I prayed behind a mezhitza, my father said Kiddush and the prayer 
of the bread. these things didn’t spark a light or anger me—everyone has 
his own functions and I didn’t feel put down in any way. But, it was a very 
genuine answer that I gave him, and I think that my enlisting into the army 
was the first time that I was in my own care. I enlisted in the educational 
branch of the army and became a captain. I was very independent. 

another area over which the interviewees were keenly aware of the sepa-
rate gender roles for men and women and had to navigate through them 
was in ritual matters. rinat reflects on this and talked about her feelings 
during her youth: 

I remember when I was five years old thinking, why am I going to a shalom 
zachar [ceremony for the birth of a boy], why isn’t there such a thing for 
girls, why is there a party when a boy is born and not a girl. I could not 
understand that and I remember even asking that question and not getting 
very good answers . . . and I remember when I was in high school . . . for a 
certain period of time I insisted on doing Kiddush [prayer over the wine] 
in the house and I didn’t understand why only men did Kiddush, it did not 
make sense to me. I remember around the time of my bat mitzvah some-
thing seemed wrong. I didn’t have a bat mitzvah party, I had a sweet 16. that 
seemed wrong to me.

Overall, the narratives of these modern Orthodox feminists point to the 
uniqueness of their particular cultural context in which issues of religious 
learning and exclusion from ritual are central. they also point to the par-
ticular framework shared by conservative religious groups more generally, 
a context in which strict gender roles are assigned, taught, and reinforced. 
such voices are echoed in other studies on feminist sensibilities within 
conservative religions and their institutions (Cadge 2004; erickson and 
Farrell 2005; hartman 2002; Ingersoll 2003; stock 1997; Wallace 1988). 

Awareness of Jewish Feminist Writings and Networks as a Factor2 

studies on feminist identity reveal that exposure to feminism increases 
the chances for women to identify as feminists (aronson 2003; henderson-

2 the experience of becoming involved in a feminist organization also differs in many 
ways from becoming aware of feminism through feminist writings. nevertheless, there 
is an underlying shared theme in these experiences as both are venues through which 
women gain knowledge of Orthodox feminism. hence, I discuss them here through a 
single categorization.
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 the cultural contextualization 85

King & stewart 1999; reid and Purcell 2004). While these studies tend to 
focus on women gaining feminist knowledge from a classroom setting, the 
women whom I interviewed gained such knowledge from reading books 
about Jewish feminism (primarily Orthodox feminism) and taking part in 
an Orthodox feminist organization. Like in the latter section, the central-
ity of the Orthodox context in shaping the women’s feminist experience 
is again revealed. In other words, it is not through problematic issues of 
gender and society (i.e. women’s status at work, abortion issues, etc.) that 
draws Orthodox women to identify as feminists, but rather through prob-
lematic issues of gender and Judaism in particular. 

For hadas, it was Blu Greenberg’s (1981) influential book On Women 
and Judaism in particular that inspired her to become a feminist: 

When I read her book I said to myself, finally I found something that I agree 
with. never before had I read something that I really agreed with in that 
area. things that were previously written by Orthodox writers addressed the 
issue [of gender] superficially. things [regarding women’s status in Judaism] 
that were written by Conservative or reform activists and I could not relate 
to. For the first time, I read someone who I agreed with and said, okay, if she 
can write like that then I can talk in the same way.

Likewise, rina was influenced by Jewish feminist writing. she says:

I started reading up on feminism and Judaism. the first book that I read was 
susan heschel’s [1995] book On Being a Jewish Feminist. a friend of mine 
gave me that book and it changed a lot of things for me. It gave me a lan-
guage to talk about things that I was really feeling.

having a shared language, as rina puts it, or a shared discourse, is an 
important step in the development of a feminist identity. In this vein, 
an additional experience that some interviewees noted as formative in 
shaping their feminist identity was tied to their affiliation with Kolech. 
this organizational framework gave the women a venue to both learn 
more about the problematic gender issues facing Orthodoxy and to feel 
connected to other women who were bothered by these issues and want 
solutions. adi, for example, says that when she first heard of Kolech from 
a friend, he sarcastically said to her, “Look you are not alone, there are 
other women who think and speak just as crazy as you do.” 

even from this cynical angle, the importance of “women who think and 
speak” in the same way cannot be ignored. adi, like a number of women 
in this study, began to self-identify as a feminist after she joined Kolech. 
as adi mentions regarding her friend’s cynical comment, before her affili-
ation with Kolech, she felt like she was alone in her views. the thought of 
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86 chapter six

calling these views feminist and working towards change was not some-
thing she had given much thought to before connecting with Kolech. 

expressing the significance of Kolech as a “safe place” to share their 
feelings and push for change together, miri, who became one of the lead-
ing figures in Kolech, talked about the first time she met hana Kehat, the 
founder of Kolech. 

I think I joined Kolech probably a year or year and a half after it was 
founded. suddenly I heard that there was an organization that gives a place 
for women, and thought—an organization like that I support. I joined as a 
member so that I could learn more. I remember that I saw hana Kehat in 
the elevator at some conference. I turned to her and told her that I want to 
be more involved. she wrote my phone number down and I began taking 
on different positions in the organization immediately . . . 

adi and miri are examples of women who clearly had a feminist con-
sciousness before Kolech but had no network to which to turn with their 
thoughts and gain support. Kolech gave them the space to feel more 
comfortable with their position and be part of a movement advancing an 
agenda that they believed in. 

the feeling of sisterhood and confidence that joining a feminist orga-
nization provides is highly instrumental in shaping a feminist identity 
(duncan 1999; Oyewumi 2003). In my research, I witnessed this feminist 
transformation in a woman who had just joined Kolech. When I inter-
viewed sofi she had started taking part in a women’s group organized by 
Kolech that met every Rosh Chodesh (first day of the Jewish month). at the 
time, when I asked her about feminism she gave the well-known response, 
“Women’s issues are important to me. . . . but I wouldn’t say that I am a 
feminist” (the italics serve to emphasis the exaggerated tone in which she 
stated the word ‘feminist’). Over the years, sofi became more involved 
in Kolech and I began to see her at the organization’s many meetings 
and conferences which I observed. Four years later at one of these confer-
ences, sofi stood on the platform, speaking in the name of Kolech and in 
the name of Orthodox feminism, and gave a very emotional speech about 
the need to reach out to women to learn about feminism and get involved 
in the Orthodox feminist movement. 

sofi’s “discovery of feminism” is a clear case of what is discussed in 
social psychology as the significance of becoming part of group. When 
individuals align themselves with a particular group, the characteristics 
of that group become standards for their thoughts, feelings, and actions 
(michener, dalamater, and myers 2004). 
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 the cultural contextualization 87

By and large, the framework that Kolech provides as a space for women 
to openly discuss their perspective and emotions gives a sense of confi-
dence and security to many of the affiliates that I interviewed. as moriah 
puts it, “[Kolech] is not only a place where we fight against oppression 
but also where we celebrate women’s achievements.” Without such a 
framework, one of the interviewees says that women who have feminist 
sensibilities are left feeling isolated: “to be an Orthodox women and a 
feminist can feel very lonely.” In this vein, one of the initial founders of 
Kolech talked about the sense of relief that she felt when she was part of 
the first Kolech meeting and found that so many other women thought 
as she did. 

While being part of a framework that gives a sense of sisterhood was 
important in sustaining their feminist identity, for most of the interview-
ees, their feminist journey consisted of a combination of factors that 
appeared gradually over time. In fact, as the following section describes, 
the element of time itself was a crucial part of some of the women’s  
experiences. 

“Coming of Age” as a Factor 

schnittker, Freese and Powell (2003) have noted the significance of age in 
feminist identification. they found that women who are currently mid-
dle age, or slightly older, are more likely to identify with feminism than 
the younger generation of women. they attribute this to shared experi-
ences in young adulthood. more specifically they argue that individuals 
who lived through the height of second-wave feminism in their formative 
young adult years are more likely to identify as feminists than those who 
did not have such an experience. 

the findings from my study on Orthodox feminists point to a differ-
ent relationship between age and feminist identification—i.e. that in fact 
middle age years are most formative to the shaping of feminist identity. 
the case for a connection between experiences in middle age and femi-
nist identity has been raised before. Gloria steinem (1983), the well-known 
second wave feminist, argues that women in middle age have had more 
life experiences that lead them towards feminism than younger women. 
therefore, they are more likely to identify as such. to an extent, my find-
ings help substantiate her hypothesis. however, there are aspects of the 
“coming of age” factor that also suggest the particularity of this dimension 
for women in conservative religion.

Israel-Cohen, Y. (2012). Between feminism and orthodox judaism : Resistance, identity, and religious change in israel. ProQuest
         Ebook Central <a onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_blank' style='cursor: pointer;'>http://ebookcentral.proquest.com</a>
Created from unomaha on 2020-08-13 08:14:19.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

2.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



88 chapter six

many of the interviewees revealed that for them, age brought with it a 
maturity and confidence in taking on a feminist identity that would have 
been far more difficult to maintain during their youth. that is, by around 
middle age, these women felt that they had less at stake for being seen 
as deviant for affiliating with feminism than the younger generation who 
are far more concerned with establishing themselves within the Orthodox 
community, finding a partner, and starting a family. For them, affiliating 
with feminism may harm such prospects. Fishman’s (2001) study on young 
modern Orthodox women confirms this analysis. she argues that as the 
women advance in age, communal ties are more firmly established and 
the threat of social ostracization decreases. therefore, there is more of a 
possibility that Orthodox women who openly identify as feminists will be 
of middle age. 

Leah talked about the fear of rejection that she says stopped her from 
being more outspoken on feminist issues in her youth. “I didn’t want peo-
ple to look at me and think that I wasn’t really religious,” but, she then 
adds, “When I got to the age of 40, I really stopped caring what people 
thought about my observance.” 

rinat, who is now in her 50s and very active in Orthodox feminism, 
expressed her reasons for not identifying as a feminist earlier in her life. 
she reflected on how she felt about gender discrimination in her early 
twenties: 

Okay, so there is a little injustice there, but as an upright member of the 
tribe, [and] to marry right, I wasn’t going to be rocking the boat so much 
and I was going to observe all the rules of the tribe. 

after she was married with children, sara felt differently: 

I couldn’t live in the compartmentalized world [that I lived in] when I was 
22 and just wanted to be a member of the tribe or whatever you want to 
call it. 

this theme was also present in Gali’s description of the experience of her 
own daughter who is now in her twenties and looking to settle down: 
“[my daughter] agrees with a lot of what I do, [but] she has other things 
to worry about now besides feminist issues.” 

reut offers a perspective summarizing the hesitations she thinks that 
young women go through regarding feminism, and the transformation 
that may occur in them later in life: 

Feminist awareness and desire for equality is something that develops with 
age. that is, many of the young women are afraid of what people would 
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 the cultural contextualization 89

say about them if they were to identify with what is perceived as feminist 
radicalism. It is hard for them to come to terms with a complex identity as 
youngsters. now, the more they mature and are exposed to life and see the 
pain and sometimes even real tragedies of reality, they become in a natural 
way more and more feminist.

In the above statement, reut makes a connection between a “coming of 
age” and the feeling of despair over tragedies that women face in religious 
life. It is important to note that a number of women in this study made this 
sort of connection, pointing yet again to how intertwined the issues that 
the women see as central to the formation of their feminist identity are. 

Feminist Identity and the Family

In light of some of the above narratives, it is apparent that a reoccur-
ring theme among the interviewees was that a consideration whether to 
identify as feminists in their youth was in part a strategic one to avoid 
alienation. that is, their experience taught them that for young Orthodox 
women to identify with feminism leaves them in an isolating predica-
ment. as young women, they were concerned with finding a partner and 
creating a family. Identifying as a feminist and thereby identifying with 
the so-branded “enemy” of Orthodoxy would jeopardize such prospects. 

Interestingly, however, very few interviewees talked about a personal 
price that they are paying within their family or in friendships. that is, 
while their activism has received much criticism among religious leader-
ship and, as discussed in chapter 4, they have paid a price within their 
community, within their more intimate family relations feelings of alien-
ation did not emerge as a central theme. In light of the claim made regard-
ing age and feminist identification, this may have to do with the fact that 
these women became more involved in feminism at a stage when they felt 
secure in their personal lives. While I did not ask the interviewees about 
how feminism has affected their family life specifically, none of the inter-
viewees raised this as a central issue they had to deal with. 

yet, some interviewees did suggest that in order to be an Orthodox 
feminist, one must have a lot of strength and support from one’s inner 
circle. dorit made this point through an example. 

I met a woman who came up to me after I said Kadish [mourners prayer] 
aloud in the synagogue. now, at first I didn’t know what she would say. she 
had a head covering that left not even one hair uncovered and a skirt to 
her shoes. she looked very haredi. she came to me and said ‘thank you for 
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90 chapter six

saying Kadish. I’ve always wanted to but I was scared.’ What was she scared 
of? she was probably a little scared of what her husband would say, her chil-
dren, her friends. so, you need guts to do something that is different from 
what is acceptable. . . . Without some sort of support from your husband, it 
can be really hard. I don’t even know if it is possible to do it and keep shalom 
bayit [domestic harmony].” 

Indeed, it could very well be the case that the possibility of such tensions 
may be part of the reason other women also in middle age years who 
desire changes in women’s status in Orthodoxy do not come out in sup-
port of what can be considered Orthodox feminist causes.

In respect to the point that dorit makes regarding the need for sup-
port from one’s spouse to be a feminist, I recall a television interview 
that hana Kehat, founder of Kolech, and her husband gave in a program 
called “against all Odds” (channel 2) which aired on december 22, 2005. 
the interviewer asked Kehat’s husband what he wishes for his wife in the 
future. he responded, “that she continue to influence society as she has 
up till now, especially in the area of education.”

While Kehat has the support of her family, she has definitely paid a 
heavy personal price for her activism. In addition to the constant criticism 
from within Orthodox society and the stigma attached to her name, after 
years of service she was fired from her teaching position for maintaining 
feminist views. as a result she went through a long court case in order 
to prove the discrimination. this was a battle that she won in the end  
(I discuss this matter in more detail at the end of chapter 2). the narra-
tives of the women in chapter 3 also point to the tension and pain that 
goes with leading feminist battles within their communities. 

When the focus is however on the effect of the women’s feminism within 
their family, they discussed such considerations primarily as a problem 
that the young generation of Orthodox feminists would have to face. as 
Gali and sara hint above, the pressures of conforming to religious life and 
finding a mate is so great that feminism can interfere with these pros-
pects. Over time, however, one can assume that when relationships are 
solidified and couples grow together, there is more room for negotiating. 

By and large, women who have taken part in Orthodox feminist orga-
nizations are able to mitigate feelings of isolation that may arise through 
community ties and networks of Orthodox women advancing similar 
goals. yet, because young women tend not to be very motivated to be 
part of the Orthodox feminist movement, they are also isolated from 
the network of feminism. It can be noted that Kolech is aware of the  
generational problem in Orthodox feminist activism. although in my 
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study I find reason to believe that the younger generation who are now 
less interested in feminist causes may come around in the future, the lack 
of identification with feminism among the youth has worried feminist 
leaders. accordingly, at its annual conference in 2007, a separate session 
was arranged for young Orthodox women that sought to engage them in 
Orthodox feminism early on. the session was called, “What does Ortho-
dox feminism have to do with me?” 

to put things into perspective, the lack of feminist identification among 
youth is a general problem that feminist movements are facing. according 
to one study, only 29% of college students identify as feminists, though 
the majority seem to favor causes associated with the feminist movement 
(Burn, aboud, and moyles 2000). 

So is “Orthodox-Feminist” an Oxymoron? 

the central goal of this chapter has been to draw attention to a culturally 
unique feminism which is directly tied to the Orthodox experience and 
is based on the women’s reservations regarding Orthodox gender norms 
and practices. In this vein, it is important to emphasize that issues often 
portrayed as part of a feminist agenda—i.e. women’s wages, reproduc-
tive rights, representation in politics, etc.—were not reflected upon by the 
interviewees for this study. to associate feminism with the latter issues 
would be to reduce feminist identity to a very limited feminist agenda, 
one that is tied primarily to the struggle of the second-wave feminist 
movement of the united states in the 1960s. 

Of course, this does not mean that some of these issues are not impor-
tant to Orthodox feminists, or that Orthodox feminism is not influenced 
by second wave feminism, but rather that their identity as feminists 
should not be measured by that agenda. On this note, I suggest that view-
ing feminism through such a prism can in fact be seen as de-legitimiz-
ing the battles that women in different cultural frameworks are leading  
vis-à-vis patriarchy. 

With this insight, I argue that the notion that Orthodox-feminist is an 
oxymoron is itself problematic. While there are indeed many points of 
tension between Orthodoxy and feminism (Fishman 1993, 2007; Green-
berg 1981; hartman 2002, 2007; ross 2004; safrai 2007), the question of 
feminist identity—or more precisely the feminist label—should not be 
confused with these points of conflict. 
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92 chapter six

all forms of feminism involve a challenge of some sort to patriarchal 
systems. hence, a perspective that sees a feminist-Orthodox identity as 
contradictory presupposes a very limited scope of what it means to be a 
feminist and thereby fails to capture the diverse experiences behind the 
feminist label. 
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