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    Jewish women left their Russian and Lithuanian shtetls to immigrate to 
Palestine and re-settle their Biblical homeland at the beginning of the 
20th century inspired by Zionist and Marxist ideologies. With little to 
no practical preparations for the hardships they would encounter in 
Palestine and limited “shtetl” educations, they set off to become 
“plough women”, women who toiled the land.  Their intention was to 
build new lives in a new society where women and men could be equally 
employed, and where women would no longer be defined by their biologic 
destinies to be only mothers and wives.

    “The Plough Woman” in its 2002 Second Edition edited by Mark Raider 
and Miriam B. Raider-Roth is a compilation of original writings by 
these women pioneers about the hardships and joys they encountered in 
their new lives.  Their essays convey portraits of Zionist passions, 
sacrifices, hardships, disappointments, conflicts and resolution.  Some 
souls flourished and grew; some struggled, whithered and died.   
Philosophies and life styles evolved and changed as the new realities 
of their lives challenged their intentions to live equal, gender-free, 
self-sufficient, communal lives.

       Modern American readers are amazed by the 100 year old goals of 
these settlers.  They demanded that women be given the same kind of 
grueling, farm and factory jobs as men.  They questioned why women’s 
work was limited to kitchens, sick rooms, and child care centers. They 
insisted that women could learn and practice trades alongside men.  
They created women-only kibbutz.  They experimented with raising 
kibbutz children in separate children’s quarters, apart from their 
parents.  These pioneers created models of egalitarian participation 
never before seen.  Among them were Golda Myerson(Meir) and Dvorah 
Dayan (mother of Moishe Dayan) whose children were raised in the 
children’s quarters of the kibbutz.

    Modern American culture underwent its own revolutionary soul-searching 
first in the Suffragette movement and then in the 1960’s with the rise 
of feminism and women’s lib.  Many of the themes found in “The Plough 
Woman,” were debated, and are still being debated in the U.S.  This 
book creates a direct ideological path between early Israeli women 
pioneers and 21st century American Jewish women, still striving to 
create lifestyles that fulfill their potential and promise.  These 
early brave souls created revolutionary lifestyles for themselves, for 
Israel, and for contemporary women as well.

FOR DISCUSSION

1.  These brave young women who journeyed to Palestine were influenced 
by political movements and events, philosophies, education, literature, 
etc.  By referring to the readings in the first section, “In the 
Beginning,”  what do you learn about the conditions and motivations 
that lead these young women to leave their countries of origin, their 
lifestyles, and often their families for lives of pioneering, hardship, 
and danger?


2.  Raid-Roth provides us with a three stage method for fully 
understanding the women who wrote these essays (see page l0).  First, 
she advises, identify the theme of the story being told;  Then 
identify what issues you believe are missing from the narrative?  (that 
is, for a full understanding of the writer’s story, what other details 
should or might have been included?);  Second, how does the author 
represent herself?  Third, are her relationships with others consonant 
or dissonant with how the author presents herself?  Can you apply this 
model to the writers Shohat, Hankin, and Brenner or any of the other 
writers found in “In the Beginning.”, and thus flesh out their stories?

3.   Dayan (P.124) and Zisle-Lefkowitz (p.213) describe how the 
physical demands challenged, exhausted, and changed them.  Let us read, 
examine, and discuss those 2 essays to understand the “makeover” 
required of these women.  How are they changed?  What goals do they 
fulfill?  What aspects of their lives remain unfulfilled?
How do you imagine their qualities of personality and life 
circumstances differed?  How do these differences account for their 
opposing experiences?  What other essays that you have read in this 
collection substantiate your opinions?

4.  Hannah Chizhik, “The Independent Woman,” p. 143 states that the 
“worker” role of the woman challenged the “mother/wife” role and vice 
versa.  What is her thinking about the subject?  She struggles to 
resolve her internal conflicts and dual identities.  Is there a 
resolution?

5.  Golda Myerson (Meir) p.164 is the most well known of the writers.  
She, too, experiences conflict and sadness about fulfilling her roles 
and her potential.  She detaches herself from some of the anguish she 
has experienced by not being present for some of her children’s 
upbringing; she writes about herself in the third person, “she”, and  
clearly reveals her sense of loss and the loss experienced by her 
children, as well.  What can we say about her dilemma?

6.  Nina Rikhter (p.151) and Eva Tabenkin (p.157) also have strong 
opinions on the subject of child care and the woman worker.  What are 
their points of view?  How might you have resolved this dilemma?  Have 
the solutions found by these kibbutzniks added or influenced present 
day child care arrangementsin the U.S.?

7.  Part V – “The Departed” – The subject of these essays is women who 
died, either because of illnesses, war, or by suicide.  All accounts 
are moving.  Their losses are poignantly expressed.  These essays are 
paired, the first one usually written by the woman who has died, and 
the second one written by someone who knew or loved her.  What do you 
feel when you read these accounts?


8.  Pioneers not only left their homes, they left their native 
languages.  All spoke Yiddish when they first arrived, (“The language 
was like a homeland in exile,” p. 247).but after about 15 years, a 
shift was made to speaking Hebrew.  “From Language to Language,” by 
Rahel Kaznelson-Shazar, p. 247 describes this evolution in an 
interesting essay. Of the change from Yiddish to Hebrew, she writes:  
“For this betrayal, we paid dearly, as one pays for every betrayal.  
And yet we had to make the betrayal and pay the price.” P.250.  Why was 
this a betrayal and what was achieved by paying the price?

9.  Raider-Roth points out that none of the essays describe women’s 
relationships as wives, lovers, and partners.  No mention is made of 
lesbian relationships either, although some must have existed.  She 
also points out that no writing about childbirth is found.  She has 
some ideas about these omissions, but why do you suppose these subjects 
seem to be taboo in an otherwise candid collection of essays?

10. What were the purposes of the original publication of this volume 
in Yiddish?  What have you learned as a result of reading, “The Plough 
Woman”?  Is idealism and zeal still possible in our culture?  In 
Israeli culture?  In the world today?

11.  Aliyah to Israel continues.  What motivates these newest 
immigrants?  Is idealistic fervor present?  Do these newest immigrants 
and “The Plough Women,” share common beliefs?

12.  The essays are individual narratives whose overarching themes are, 
according to Mark Raider, “personal transformation, collective 
fulfillment, national renaissance, the value of labor, liberation of 
the self, etc.” (p.xliv). The photographs convey other realities.  
What do they reveal to you?  Are they consonant with the essays or are 
there  some “disconnects” between the narratives and the photographs?

