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Orthodox Jewish immigrants streamed from Europe to live in Palestine during the 19th century, which was then under the rule of the Ottoman Empire.  They shared a religious mission:  to hasten the arrival of the Messiah on the Day of Redemption by means of their prayers and holy lives’ The women immigrants, wives and unaccompanied widows, are the subject of Margaret Shilo’s book, “Princess of Prisoner?  Jewish Women in Jerusalem, 1840-1914”.  While the men pursued holiness through constant study of the Talmud and continuous prayers in synagogues,  their burdened wives cared for their impoverished families


Shilo reveals the underbelly of life in Jerusalem, how the female half lived and survived under harsh conditions.  Here is a capsule description:  Despite the scholarliness of their husbands and fathers, women were left illiterate.  Girls were engaged at or before puberty to boys or men who were strangers, and immediately went to live in the households of their husbands.  Typically women had no skills or means to support themselves and their families.  Sanitation and health care were abysmal, and children died in large numbers as a result.    Husbands had the legal right to divorce, but not vice versa, and the plight of deserted wives was pitiful.  Access by women to synagogues was negligible, but women sought their own spirituality by visiting holy sites, like Rachel’s Tomb, and washing the stones of the Western Wall, and, much later, by creating charities to care for the least fortunate among them.  These women lived sad, impoverished lives, full of deprivations.


Shilo has written a compassionate, very well researched book.  It is readable and highly interesting, illuminating a very troubling, morally reprehensible period in the history of Jewry.  No wonder that “Princess or Prisoner” was awarded an “Outstanding Academic Book Award” in Israel in 2,000.






DISCUSSION

1. “Spiritual magnetism” drew pilgrims and immigrants to Eretz Israel.  Both men and women felt this compulsion, yet had distinct spheres in which to express their fervor.  Compare the drives and roles of men and women.  How did the roles of Ashkenazi and Sephardim women differ?

2. What can you identify as strengths of the women of this period?  Weaknesses?  Or, are yesterday’s standards of strengths and weaknesses valid by today’s values?

3. Discuss the outstanding women of this period.  How did they rise from their inferior positions in society?

4. Discuss the role of Christians in bringing education and some enlightenment to the female population.

5. Compare the Jewish women of Jerusalem with the Jewish women of the U.S. during this time period.  (If you want to know more about U.S.women, see “Women and American Judaism, Historical Perspectives,” by Nadell and Sarna., editors).

6. The author writes that, “The goal of this study is to reconstruct female existence in a male environment, as far as possible.”  (p. xxv)  Did you think she meets this goal?

7. Describe a typical woman’s life cycle, citing education, religious training, marriage, economic contributions, philanthropic activity.  How did this evolve and change as the 19th century came to an end?

8. Specific social problems existed for women:  widowhood, poverty, desertion, divorce, prostitution, etc.  How did women resolve or live with these problems?

 9  Shilo writes in the epilogue:  “By leaving the privacy of their homes and entering the public domain, the Jewish women of Jerusalem empowered themselves, enhancing the regard in which they were held by the male sector, so much so that they were seen as bringing about Redemption.”  How did they do this?  How did this change occur?

    10.What is your opinion about the scholarship of this book?  Do you find the book 

          readable?  Startling?  Disturbing?  Or???

     11. From what you know of modern Israeli society, are remnants of this second place status in society still found?  If so, what keeps women in this inferior position?  Do you know of any movements in contemporary Israel that work to change this status?

     12.  Would you recommend this book to others?  Why or why not? 

