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FEMINISM, FULFILLMENT AND

FAMILY VALUESBUT IS IT GOOD FOR THE JEWS?

I

"What you don't seem to understand," Marsha says with a pained
expression crossing her pretty face, "is that you're dealing with symptoms, not with the cause." I look at her quizzically. Her long blond mane
is stylishly curled and her dress is flattering without being flashy. She has
told me that she is in her late twenties and working on an MBA in finance
while she juggles a full time position at a large bank. Like her two friends,
Marc and David, she is single.

The three approached me after a lecture I delivered at a large
"Singles Shabbaton" sponsored by a well-known Jewish philanthropic

agency. They are classic examples of my concern for the future of
American Jewry, but they seem to be ohlivious to it alL.

"Look," she continues somewhat patronizing. "It's all very simple."

I glance at the others. They don't appear to be listening so much as
waiting their turn. "You're saying we should marry, have children, get
more involved in the community-you know, all the traditional stuff-if
not for our own good then because the community needs it. Believe me,
it's not the first time I've heard that sort of thing. What you don't want to
understand is that for people like me-work is our community!"
I shudder at the idea. A generation of young people, affuent, welleducated and upwardly mobile-our best and our brightest-whose sum

is their work, whose social, emotional, spiritual and intellectual needs are

subsumed by their jobs. These are the people when asked; "who are
you?" answer flatly: "an accountant. . ."
I look at Marc. He holds an MD/PhDas well as a prominent position
at a major metropolitan hospitaL. "It's funny," he says with a grin. His
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boyish freckles do not belie the fact that he is in his late thirties. "When
my wife and I split up a few years ago, I thought that being divorced
would be a disadvantage for me. You know, somehow it would reflect on
my stability and emotional well-being."
Marsha laughs at the thought. She knows what's corning. "Actually," Marc goes on, "it's been just the opposite. Precisely because I was
once married, the women I meet take that as a sign that there is nothing
physically wrong with me and that I'm probably not gay. They also take it
to mean that I have the capacity to commit, even though I make it very
clear from the start, that I have no intention of re-marrying anytime
soon."

I look at Marc and then back to Marsha. "I guess it's ironic," Marsha

adds. "You know-it's like finding a parking spot in Manhattan on a
Saturday night. You get so that you begin asking yourself why the spot is
empty. If it's available, there must be some reason for that, there must be
something wrong with it-

"Well that's the way a lot of women think. If a guy is past thirty-five

and he's never been married. They start asking why, why is he stil
available, how corne nobody's parked there, what's wrong with him."
Marc looks at her and smiles in a brotherly fashion. "And you know
something?" he says with a laugh. "They're usually right. Guys past
thirty-five who have never been married? There is usually something
wrong with them-"
We turn to David. He has been quiet thusfar, lost in his own dilemma
it seems. "Well," he says tentatively. He feels a bit put upon. After all, he
is single, over thirty-five and never-married.
"I haven't found any of that to be the case. I'm really much more
concerned about another issue. Most of the women I meet are involved in
high-powered careers or professions and very competitive about personal
and material success." He offers a mournful frown.

"I'm a social worker in a large organization. I do OK-but I can't
compete with most doctors or lawyers and I can't compete with girls who
arc doctors or lawyers. I'm finding that the career I chose, which I love,
by the way, is my biggest disadvantage. Because my earning potential
isn't all that great, neither is my potential as a marriage partner."
II

Few issues have created deeper controversy within the Jewish community than the current row over the status and role of women in Jewish
life. Whole denominations have been rent over the ordination of women
as religious functionaries and the matter of female participation in religious services. One's attitude toward the role of women has increasingly
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become a leading criterion by which his/her Jewish affiliations are
deemed enlightened or reactionary.

In the midst of these theological debates, however, too little time has
been spent with a less exciting but perhaps more salient matter; the impact
of secular feminism on the Jewish community broadly. In the long haul,
whethcr a given congregation chooses to hear words of learning from a
feminine or masculine voice on the Sabbath may become mooted by the
forces of demography and simplc numbers.
For at least a decade, sociologists have been issuing stern warnings

about changes in the structure and pattern of the American Jewish com-

munity. Though not without dissenters, most suggest that the Jewish
birthrate is falling steadily. More than ever before, young people are
choosing to remain single and childless, to delay marriage and childbirth

or to have fewer children than did their parents.

As this author has suggested in much greatcr detail elsewhere
(Schnall, pp. 5-29), this demographic restructure and all that it implies is
in many ways a tribute to the expanding role of women and the impact of
that expansion on the Jewish community. Precisely because she tends to
be better educated than her mother, today's Jewish woman is far more

likely to delay her marriage, at least until she has completed her education, which may well include a graduate or professional degree.
Once she has completed a rigorous course of professional training, it
is unlikely that such a woman will simply turn her back on the labors of
the past six or eight years in order to play house. She may well decide to
delay marriage stil further so that she can pursue her career.
But the choice is not without its irony. Women in American society

tend to marry up, i.e., seek a mate who is more-professionally, socially
and economically-than they are. And as their age and professional status
increases, the number of available choices tends to decrease.
As much a reflection of this development as a "sign of the times,"
was one paper delivered at a recent conference titled "Single and
Jewish." In it, reference was made to the contemporary practice of "mansharing" among single and/or married women. While not advocating the
position, the author cited it as among the "ways of dealing with the sexratio imbalance. . ." which indicate how "more women are making such
choices, taking control of their lives and coping with their life situations."
(Stern, p. 14.)

Since such choices arc stil distinctly in the minority, Jewish society,
has corne to witness a bittersweet novelty; large numbers of singles,
generally well-educated and affuent, some divorced, most never married,

trying to fit into the community. The phenomenon, eligible young people
voluntarily opting to delay marriage and child-bearing, may be without
precendent in Jewish history.

By contrast, community patterns have been slow to adapt to new or
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passing realities. Jewish life has long been family centered, correctly
viewing this as a most important guarantor for the survival of the faith.
Singles are viewed with generous helpings of suspicion, disdain and pity;
the only appropriate response is to find new and more creative ways of
getting them married.

And there follows an almost humorous sidelight to the affair. Tired

of blind-dates or mindless social gatherings, older, well-established
singles-when they do choose to mate-have sought a better way. And

necessity being the mother of invention-or in this case renewal, there
has been an unmistakeable revival of the "shadchan." As a current
phenomenon, of course, the institution has been revamped into a service
that fits the model of the nineties. Yenta rides again-computer data base,
video tapes and alii

II
Along with the tendency to marry later, today's Jewish woman is
also likely to begin child-rearing later than did her mother. The point was
made clear in a recent survey of Jewish business and professional women.
The results indicated that fertility patterns frequently gave way to prqfessional concerns. Though 83% of the 944 respondents, were over the age

of thirty and 50% were over 40, fully 36% were childless while an
additional 19% had only one child. In this group, at least, the birth rate
was almost 40% below replacement leveL.

The reasons arc a varied and complex mix of biology, sociology and
economics. Because she started her child-bearing later than her mother,

the contemporary Jewish woman wil have a briefer period of fertility.
Consequently, she may have a more diffcult time concieving her first
child and each pregnancy will become an increasing risk. Infertility and
congenital defects are often common among women who begin their
families later.
Indeed feeling this pressure some women (married or otherwise)

rush to have children-before "it's too late." As a result, a small but
noticeable upward birth trend has been recorded, matching this race with
the biological time-clock. Needless to say, it will be short-lived.
And given their professional commitments and aspirations, many
young Jewish women want to spend less time in raising the children that
they do have. The corporate road to the top is a long and arduous one and
not always tolerant of those who bow to personal demands. Women are on
the spot to disprove the sexist belief that even the professionals among
them see their careers as second to mothering and family life.
This need not imply an unwillingness to invest in child- rearing. It
does suggest, however, a wilingness to entrust most of the child's waking
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hours to the safekeeping of nurses, au pair, and sundry other forms of livein help or day-care. And one need not reveal unspoken truths to suggest
that the quality of such care is often unimpressive.

To be sure, the first of these services wil be carefully researched and
scrutinized months before junior's arrivaL. But the rate of turnover among
those in this field, is dizzying. Frequently, the choice of a second or third
successor is made under duress as maternity leave and sick time have all

but run out. In their anxiety and frustration many parents at that point,
evaluate their limited child-care options and exclaim; "I don't need it
good, I need it Tuesday."
Direct personal parenting, by contrast, is relegated to a bare hour or
two of "quality time" each day. The proposition is a mixed bag at best. In
theory one good hour of bonding and communication each day is more
valuable than six or eight hours of screaming and scolding. While that
may be true, there are few guarantees that both parent and child are ready
for this high-quality communion at the same moment.
Among psychologists as well as among feminists, there are those
who suggest that the quantity of time spent with children is also vital. If
only by the law of probabilities, more hours of contact generally means a
better chance at those fleeting moments of "quality time."
Aside from this, there is a cultural imperative at work hcre, ethnic
chauvenism notwithstanding. Good, bad or indifferent, Jewish children
raised in this manner will be different from their predecessors. We may
well be spawning a generation whose earliest and fondest memories are
Polish fairy tales and Jamaican lullabies.
To be sure, there are economic overtones to these familial decisions
as welL. Because this married life-style is likely to bc upscale, requiring
two professional incomes, there is a sharp demand for the young Jewish
mother to return to work soon after childbirth. She and her husband
have come to take many luxuries as basic necessities and they arc hesitant
to do without.

When a woman's income constitutes half or more of the family
resources, then staying horne to raise a child becomes the luxury that can
be passed on. Of course, high-priced aspirations for their offspring,
summer camp, private schools and the like, only increase the expenses.
The impulse to return to work cannot be easily resisted.
Finally, because she is well-educated and cosmopolitan, a modern
Jewish woman is likely to hold liberal opinions rcgarding birth control.
Moreso, she is probably adept at translating thesc attitudes into behavior.

One study comparing white, married women of different faiths confirmed
the fact. The data revealed that 91 % of Jewish respondents said that they

used some form of birth control, a figure that was some 15% higher than
among their Gentile sisters. It might be added that because of her training
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and education, the Jewish woman is also probably more successful in
applying these methods, thereby rendering them more effective.

Two points from a recent study of family planning patterns in the
Jewish community, bear note here. The first, reinforces the arguments
presented above. Among those parents who choose to have no more than

one child, economic and occupational factors-especially the career
objectives of the mother-predominate. Apparently, the decision to limit

family size to one child results from a view of
childbearing as interrupting a well-planned blueprint for career growth, or something other than a primary obligation. (Avgar, p. 11)

The second is directed toward those who will suggest that we have
been unfair. After all, the Jewish community has long had its women in
the workforce, especially in support of husbands for whom Torah was

their sustenance. Indeed, such family patterns are still very much in
evidence among members of Kolel communities throughout the world.
Therefore, both men and women must bear equal responsibility for any or
all of the issues being raised and it is inappropriate for them to be

subsumed under a discussion of women's changing role.
The point is well taken and will be explored further below. Nevertheless, the conclusions drawn in regard to in-tact Jewish families who have
chosen to have no more than one child, are revealing. Evidentally, it is the
woman who has the final say in the matter of severely limiting family
size. Thus
. . . women appear to determine when to start a family~and when to stop-n the
explicit understanding that it is she who must bear the child and that her life is most
dramatically affected by the change in the family system. . . . The picture of onechild families as it emerges from the discussions, suggests that the husband often

comes to accept the wife's view that one child is 'all they can handle'. In many
cases, a husband's attitude toward children and his reasons for having them do not
constitute a powerful enough motivating force. (Avgar, p. 9, 11)

By contrast fathers of larger families were found to be more assertive
in determining fertility choices, which in any case were far more closely
related to "the transmission of values, particularly Jewish values, and

concerns about Jewish survivaL."

IV
Surely, all that we have said about young, professional Jewish

woman having fewer children is true of non-Jewish women as welL.
Sociologists and demographers have said as much. And they have noted
that the trend seems to increase in direct proportion to the education,

profession and affuence of the woman in question. And that's the rub.
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These trends are yet more acute among Jewish women, but not per se
because they are Jewish. Rather, it is because Jewish women tend to be
better educated, upwardly-mobile, professionally employed and from

more affuent families than their Gentile sisters. And, that is, indeed, a
result of their being Jewish.
The short-sighted among us might simply exclaim, "so be it!" Jews
have never depended upon numbers and the tides of demographic change
really don't make much difference. But there are important reasons why
Jews should be concerned with such developments. Changes in the

number of children born and in patterns of child-rearing have more than
just numerical impact. They also influence the way the Jewish community
will be structured and thc kinds of affiliations it can cxpect.

For one thing, low birthrates tend to increase the proportion of
elderly in a community. By most estimates of median age, the Jewish
community is the oldest of America's ethnic groups. For another, the
growing numbers of Jewish women in the workplace, particularly in
professional pursuits, implies that there will be fewer of them involved in
the host of volunteer activities for which they are legend. And those who
are, will
likely be older than has been the case before.

Finally, an increase in childless couples or those who have few
children is reflected in organizational and synagogue membership, educa-

tional programming and youth activities. Both hard data and common
experience suggest that families with no young children are less likely to
affiliate with a synagogue or a Jewish organization, than those who do.
Pcrhaps it is simply a matter of communication. If marriage and

child-rearing are communal priorities in Jewish life, then they must be
reinstated among those values that parents normally impart to their offspring. The centrality of family life has always been a vital aspect of
Jewish culture and tradition, a value passed on to succeeding generations
by both word and deed, as much through formal instruction as by example.
It is only recently that parcnts have relegated such concerns to
secondary status in favor of cncouraging academic, professional and

material success. Aspirations to marriage and family should be as natural
an element of upbringing as university attendance or professional training.
The two must not be perceived as mutually exclusive.

This is not to suggest that Jewish females must be superwomen,
having jobs, children, homemaking responsibilities and more. Doing it all
doesn't necessarily mean having it all and encouraging such an attitude is
both frustrating and unrealistic. Those who have made the attempt, frequently find it anything but liberating.
Nor is it to suggest that young men are absolved of responsibility in
this new challenge to Jewish values. After all, if many Jewish women are
marrying later, so are many Jewish men. For Jewish family values to

flourish, men will also have to rethink their commitments of time and
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resource to family and children, commitments that so often pale in favor
of their other roles.

If well-educated and professionally trained women will not simply
cast aside their aspirations and achievements to immerse themselves in

motherhood, then their husbands wil have to serve as full partners in the
familial enterprise. If an upscale lifestyle demands the benefits of two
professional incomes, then men will have to share in its least rewarding

tasks just as they share in their wife's salary.
It is only to suggest that family values be regarded as no less than

equal to those of education and profession. It is not by the latter that
success and satisfaction are to be measured, a point that some early
feminists have now rediscovered. One who raises children effectively,

makes a statement equal to that of one who delivers them and there are
redeeming values in family life without which professional accomplish-

ment may be hollow and incomplete. The question is a vital one for
American society generally. For the Jewish community, it is nothing less
than cruciaL.
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