Reading Jewish Women by Iris Parush

This is a scholarly book, designed for readers in academic settings who will value and esteem the original research and scholarship.  Dr. Parush not only identifies and utilizes original sources, but stays consistently “on message”;  i.e.  that the marginality of Jewish women in 19th century European Judaism was the single most significant factor in the emancipation of women and is largely responsible for the secularization of Jewish people.  As women learned more about the wider world in which the ghettos were located, they also learned how to negotiate economically, socially, educationally,and even culturally in this larger world.  For instance, as they read popular romance novels, many women refused to enter into arranged marriages; they demanded marriages based on mutual attraction and interests.  And, as they progressed in learning, they fought for the opportunity to register in schools where only gentiles had heretofore attended.

Parush makes the case that traditional schools (cheders)for boys served only to reinforce social controls and to reproduce the existing social order.  She describes these schools  as often hot and cramped, and requiring long hours from students and teachers.  Rote learning was the norm, and, when boys’ attention flagged, beatings from teachers ensued.  Rigid orthodoxy, and unquestioning compliance, and a consequent“dumbing down” of learning occurred as a result.  A shocking corresponding loss in the ability to creatively think through problems was the natural consequence.  
Girls, on the other hand, educated more informally and with fewer prescriptions, did not associate learning with fear and humiliation. True, young girls did not have the opportunity to learn Talmud as their male counterparts did, but as they assumed adult responsibilities, they frequently  interacted with gentiles and expanded their knowledge of languages, and business practices.  They read popular literature in Yiddish and also often in the language of their native countries.  As mothers, they read stories to their children, thus stimulating their imaginations and their curiosity about the world.  Mothers also read complete biblical stories to their children, thus filling in fragmented knowledge garnered at cheders by their sons.  Parush suggests that these early readings by shtetl mothers set the foundation for the love of Jewish poetry and literature that lead to a renaissance of Yiddish literature and to modern Hebrew literature as well.
These conclusions about the results of rigid, punitive, non-intellectual and rote educational practices of young boys in cheders and the corresponding emancipation of young women as they learned in less formalized, more comfortable settings are nothing short of amazing. The learning of young girls and women often led to a family’s ability to earn money and be more comfortable in the world in diverse ways.  
These conclusions lead me to think that the scholarship in this book has relevance to the debate going on in the U.S. today (and perhaps in Israel, too?).  Should students be taught from watered down text books with uniform methods so that they pass reading and math proficiency tests at set grades?  Or should students be taught in a more relaxed, stimulating atmosphere where intellectual curiosity about the world is rewarded with learning about the world?  

I therefore suggest that the audiences for this book include:  Jewish women’s organizations, Jewish institutions of higher learning, including rabbinic schools, feminist organizations, schools of education, departments of women studies and women’s history at universities, organizations which promote literacy, home schooling organizations, etc.
The findings in Parush’s book strongly reinforces the power of reading.  I call to your attention the enclosed article from the N.Y. Times in July, 2004 which cites a current survey, “Reading at Risk” from “The Survey of Public Participation in the Arts.”  In brief, the survey points out that our nation is losing readers and that this trend is “deeply alarming.”  When one considers the revolutionary impact on Jewish society in the 19th century which Parush presents, the current reversal of “teaching for the tests” in the U.S. becomes imperative.

Moreover, I cite paragraph 5 of the enclosed article:  Here the survey shows a striking correlation between readers of literature and those who are socially engaged, noting that readers are far more likely than nonreaders to do volunteer and charity work and go to art museums, performing arts events and ballgames….Of literary readers, 43% perform charity work;  only 17 percent of  nonreaders do.  That’s not a subtle difference.”
I therefore suggest that this book be presented to leaders of charitable organizations.  Their active volunteers will be found among reading women and men. Identifying the volunteers who will make a significant contribution to the lives of other people will be found among educated readers.

