[image: Cover: Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard, edited by Rachel Josefowitz Siegel, Ellen Cole, published by Routledge]

Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard



Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard

Edited by

Rachel Josefowitz Siegel

Ellen Cole


Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard was simultaneously issued by The Haworth Press, Inc., under the same title, as a special issue of Women & Therapy, Volume 10, Number 4 1990, Rachel Josefowitz Siegel and Ellen Cole, Editors.


[image: Logo: Published by Harrington Park Press, Taylor and Francis Group, 10 Alice Street, Binghamton, NY 13904-1580]


ISBN 0-918393-93-0


First published by

Harrington Park Press, 10 Alice Street, Binghamton, NY 13904-1580

EUROSPAN/Harrington, 3 Henrietta Street, London WC2E 8LU England

Harrington Park Press is a subsidiary of the Haworth Press, Inc., 10 Alice Street, Binghamton, NY 13904-1580.

This edition published 2012 by Routledge

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

605 Third Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

27 Church Road

Hove, East Sussex BN3 2FA



Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard was originally published as Women & Therapy, Volume 10, Number 4 1990.

© 1991 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, microfilm and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Cover design by Marshall Andrews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Jewish women in therapy : seen but not heard / edited by rachel Josefowitz Siegel and Ellen Cole.

p. cm.

“Simultaneously issued by the Haworth Press, Inc., under the same title, as a special issue of Women & therapy, volume 10, number 4 1990.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 0-918393-93-0 (acid free paper)

DOI: 10.4324/9781315801452

1. Women, Jewish–Mental health. 2. Women, Jewish–Counseling of. 3. Psychotherapy. I. Siegel, Rachel Josefowitz. II. Cole, Ellen.

RC451.5.J4J49 1990

616.89′14′082–dc20

90-5384

CIP



Contents


	Preface

	Introduction: Jewish Women in Therapy: Seen But Not Heard
Josefowitz Siegel Rachel


	The Generation of Survivors
Miriam L. Vogel


	The Issue Is Power: Some Notes on Jewish Women and Therapy
Melanie Kaye Kantrowitz


	Therapy's Double Dilemma: Anti-Semitism and Misogyny
Torton Beck Evelyn


	Jewish Feminism and Women's Identity
Susannah Heschel


	How Is This Feminist Different from All Other Feminists? Or, My Journey from Pirke Avot to Feminist Therapy Ethics
Laura S. Brown


	Reflections of a Jewish Lesbian-Feminist Activist-Therapist; Or, First of All I Am Jewish, the Rest Is Commentary
Adrienne J. Smith


	The Missing
Mira J. Spektor


	Clearance Sale
Miriam L. Vogel


	But You Don't Look Jewish!
Rita Arditti


	A Feminist Perspective on Intermarriage
Amy Sheldon


	Midlife Transitions Among Jewish Women: Counseling Issues
Rachel Aber Schlesinger


	All in the Family: Violence in the Jewish Home
Betsy Giller


	Cultural Undertones in Therapeutic Work with a Psychotic Jewish Patient
Susan L. Steinberg


	Anti-Semitism in the Therapy Room
Kayla Weiner






About the Editors

Rachel Josefowitz Siegel, MSW
a Jewish feminist activist, is a clinical social worker in private practice in Ithaca, New York. A founding member of the Feminist Therapy Institute, she writes, lectures, and conducts workshops on Jewish women, women over 60, and counteracting negative biases and oppressions. She also coedited with Joan Hamerman Robbins the book Women Changing Therapy: New Assessments, Values, and Strategies in Feminist Therapy (The Haworth Press, 1983).

Ellen Cole, PhD
has devoted more than 25 years to the practice of psychology. She is a faculty member in the Human Development Program, Prescott College, Prescott, Arizona, and an AASECT certified sex therapist and sex educator. In addition, she co-edited, with Esther Rothblum, the book Another Silenced Trauma, which received a 1987 Distinguished Publication Award from the Association for Women in Psychology. Dr. Cole is a co-editor of the journal Women & Therapy and of the Haworth Series on Women.



In Memory of Benjamin M. Siegel



Preface

When Jewish women are seen in therapy, the significance of their Jewishness is often not recognized. Even Jewish clients themselves may not be aware of its impact on their lives. The purpose of this volume, then, is to examine the important and pervasive effects of being brought up female and Jewish, so that Jewish women in therapy will be both seen and heard.

This volume is a beginning. It is the first collection of articles, ever, to focus on issues of Jewish women in the context of counseling and psychotherapy. The idea emerged on the way home from the 1989 conference of the Association for Women in Psychology. A Jewish caucus had been born there; the energy and enthusiasm were inspirational. A computer search of existing literature revealed only one article on our topic (Siegel, 1986). Our aim, as it developed from that point on, has been to convey the richness and variety of Jewish women’s experiences, the Jewishness and femaleness of the concerns, issues, values, and attitudes that Jewish women — clients and therapists — bring into the therapy room. To honor the variety of expression among Jewish women, we have respected each author’s spelling or transliteration of Jewish terms.

It has been an exciting process as each of us has responded to the challenge and the opportunity to be heard as Jewish women. Laura S. Brown, Adrienne J. Smith, and Kayla Wiener, all experienced feminist therapists, have not previously written specifically about Jewish issues. Rita Arditti, Evelyn Torton Beck, Susannah Heschel, and Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz have introduced Jewish women’s issues into contemporary feminist literature. Here they focus for the first time on mental health implications. Amy Sheldon writes from her own Jewish woman’s experience; Susan L. Steinberg examines her work with a psychotic patient through a Jewish woman’s lens; Mira J. Spektor and Miriam L. Vogel contribute a poetic dimension to understanding the impact of the Holocaust on our lives. Betsy Giller and Rachel Aber Schlesinger, using data from their graduate school research, report on their work with particular groups of Jewish women.

Each article opened the door to further questions and ideas, to a desire for more in-depth inquiry, for wishing there was space for additional topics and concerns. We would have liked to include articles on Holocaust survivors and their daughters, mental health issues of recent Jewish Soviet immigrant women, Orthodox Jewish women, poor Jewish women and rich ones. We can imagine articles on the therapeutic implications of newly emerging Jewish rituals, on our emotional response to the political situation in Israel, on our efforts to understand and communicate the multiple oppressions of all women. And yet this collection is full and varied as it stands. We hope it will also stimulate future writing. It is a beginning.


Rachel's Statement

On a very personal level, since the editing of this volume coincided with the immensely sad and stressful period of my husband’s final illness, I would like, some day when there is more distance from the pain, to write about the experience of death and mourning from the Jewish woman’s perspective. I am deeply grateful to have shared my life with Benjamin M. Siegel, a man whose dedication to all that is Jewish was matched by his respect for women; he was open, after some persuasion, to the need for feminist analysis and change within Jewish custom and observance as well as within our own family. I am also glad to recognize that the current wave of feminist activism within the Jewish community has had an impact on my own Jewish congregation. As a new widow, my grieving need not be exacerbated by the traditional exclusion of women from communal rituals. My daughter and I are not dependent on my sons for saying kaddish* as we would have been 20 years ago; we have established our right to speak our own prayer and to stand up and be counted when ten Jews are needed for a minyan.**

*kaddish — the prayer for the departed that is recited at every service by immediate members of the family; traditionally only by men.
**minyan — a congregation of ten Jews needed to recite certain prayers including the kaddish; traditionally only men can be counted for a minyan.


Ellen's Statement

My Jewish parents, like many of their contemporaries, were atheists and anti-religionists. I received no formal training in Jewish traditions, was not allowed to stay home from our New York City public school on Jewish holidays (I remember many days when my brother and I were the only ones there), have now lived for nearly three decades in overwhelmingly “gentile” towns (Plainfield, Vermont and Prescott, Arizona), and to this day do not know, with certainty, why Passover or Hanukah are celebrated. And yet I know, as deeply as I know anything, that I am a Jewish woman. When Rachel suggested we co-edit a volume about Jewish women and mental health, I was enthusiastic but insecure. This has not been one of my areas of specialization. But as our work progressed, I experienced a deep satisfaction from reconnecting with my heritage. It has reminded me that as women, as feminists, as Jews, we come in all varieties; the differences and the connections are profound.

Rachel Josefowitz Siegel

Ellen Cole
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Even maasu habonim

haita le rosh pina

The stone which the builders rejected

has become the chief corner-stone.

(Psalm 118:22)


One of my favorite phrases in the prayerbook, the words keep running through my head as I think about Jewish women.

Too often have the builders and leaders of Jewish ritual and Jewish community excluded and ridiculed us. Too often have non-Jews misjudged us. Too often have feminists seen only our privileges and dismissed our pains. We have been frequently unaware of our Jewish sisters when they do not fit our limited views of what a Jewish woman should be. We have been embarassed, ashamed or uncomfortable with that part of ourselves that we perceive as being too Jewish or not Jewish enough. Our therapists have more often than not ignored the historical and political realities of our Jewish heritage, dismissed our oppression as Jews and as women and devalued the Jewish flavor of our lifestyle. The issues of Jewish women have not been part of our own training as therapists or of our professional discourse and literature.

When Jewish women are ignored, misperceived, ridiculed, excluded and rejected, we begin to feel confused about who we really are. We may feel conflicted about being Jewish and being female. Our vision becomes distorted, our tears dry into pillars of salt, something within us turns to stone. Yet we manage to carry on; like rocks we develop an inner strength of our own and a beauty of many shapes and colors. We do not allow ourselves to be so easily discarded. We become survivors, tough and resilient like the harsh desert landscape of the Negev.

Jewish women who do not fit the idealized stereotype of the happily married and Jewishly observant mother of Jewish sons, nevertheless have a ‘Yiddishe neshome,’ a Jewish soul. We need to start naming and appreciating our Jewish traits. We need to reclaim the power to speak our Jewish women’s voices within the Jewish community and within feminist circles, as well as in the world at large.

In this collection we give voice, for the first time in the literature of psychotherapy, to the mental health issues and concerns of Jewish women. Our goal has been to draw attention to the many ways of being a Jewish woman in America today and to the rich variety of Jewish women’s experiences, concerns and life styles, all in less than 200 pages. We have wanted both to celebrate the contributions of Jewish women to feminism and to therapy and also to convey the complexities of our oppression, for these two aspects of being Jewish and female co-exist in our society.

Yes, we have been rejected and yes, we have become chief corner stones. We have been silenced by our traditional position within Judaism, and by the anti-Semitic and male-centered aspects of our environment. Yet we dare to speak up on the most vital issues of our times. Much like our non-Jewish sisters, we are the central figures, the activists, the silent helpers, the always available listeners, fixers, nurturers within our families, our communities, our political movements, our professional organizations. Our leadership is becoming more vocal, more overt.

We have also been maligned and misdiagnosed, both when we are relegated to marginal status and when we are performing tasks of central importance. We have been called Jewish mothers and Jewish princesses with derision instead of respect. We are the women whose strength and valor are constantly exaggerated into overly benign or overly malevolent caricatures. Yet we have become the doers, often at the forefront of radical thought and social change.

Jewish women in our time are not only seen, we are beginning to be heard. Our voices are emerging in scholarly discourse and in political debate; in many congregations we now participate fully in religious rituals that had traditionally been the exclusive domain of Jewish men. Our voices are, however, still far from being accepted by all or welcomed by the majority.

This past year, for the first time in Jewish history, a group of Jewish women of every religious and secular persuasion have been meeting regularly in Jerusalem, for communal prayer at the Wailing Wall.* The brave ‘Women of the Wall’ have been harassed and yelled at by Jewish men and women who object to the organized presence of women at this holy place of worship; they have had stones thrown at them by ultra-orthodox Jews and have been denied permission to carry a Sefer Torah,** to read from it and even to pray as a group in the separate and unequal women’s section.

*Waiting Wall — or ‘western wall,’ last remnant of the Temple mount; the site of pilgrimage and prayer. Women are permitted only at the small women’s section and are not permitted to form a minyan or to perform the Torah service.
**Sefer Torah — scrolls of holy scripture containing the Pentateuch or Five Books of Moses. A section of the Torah is read, traditionally only by men, during
Closer to home, Jewish women are being called too loud and too pushy. “JAP” baiting has spread throughout college campuses. Among therapists and other mental health workers, we have been seen but not heard; we have been present in fairly large numbers and presented our research and ideas on many subjects, yet we have hardly ever spoken, written or presented papers on the issues of Jewish women.

We have the immense privilege of living in a period of profound and fundamental changes within Judaism and in our world. These changes are radical as well as much too slow. We experience change and the need for change within ourselves and in our relationships; we are troubled when we long for it and deeply affected when we witness, participate, initiate, follow or resist it. We bring our doubts, hesitations and exultations into the therapy room. In this volume Jewish women begin to talk and write about the importance of including the Jewishness of our experience into our therapeutic encounters.




The Generation of Survivors
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In Memory of Eliazer Vogel *

*My grandfather Eliazer Vogel died in Sobibor in 1942.
Who I am lies here

buried with the ashes

of those who were not even unknown soldiers


I know that my grandfather Eli

had left a note when sent away by train

to other destinations

his note was found next to the railroad tracks

to Camp Westerbork

he wrote: I’m fine so far; you take care of life


we told one another that he had died

but never talked about the terrible way


names are all over the walls

in memoriam Bergen Belsen

at Mount Sion close to David’s Tomb

written in eternal language are messages

of peace and pain

rejoined by an everlasting flame

flickering the dance of death

like the one that brought them here togather

in His Name


there is always Summer outside

consuming like the fire that turned their bones to ashes

the rabbi’s helper selling shofars

as a reminder of the prophesies for a day

that might never come


all they are I am

carrier of memories of unknown men and women

brought to life from dust to flesh

as one of a generation of survivors

— Miriam L. Vogel




	Miriam Lea Vogel, MSW, is a feminist therapist in private practice in Seattle. Born in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, in 1944, her poetry has been an important way to address the meaning of the Holocaust in her life and the lives of her family and friends. She sees poetry as a part of the therapy and healing process.
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It begins with power, and why not? Jews are supposed to be allpowerful: controlling Wall Street, the world’s money, media, colleges — the world itself. Tucked under the myth of the all-powerful Jew is the victim-Jew, the old-world-Jew, the shlep, the nebish, and — somber but receding into the vague undifferentiated past — the Holocaust Jew. Riding the myth of the all-powerful Jew is the Israeli, the soldier, the one who breaks the hands of Palestinian children; inherently worse than other soldiers, worse than other men; the one who justifies hatred, is pointed to as proof of the problem: you see what they’re like?

And the Jewish woman? As a Jew, she’s assumed to have so much power already; as a woman, so little that any power she has is excessive. Stereotypes of Jewish women combine with prejudice against powerful women, pressuring us to cloak our strength lest we be seen as pushy; hide our desire, lest we be deemed oversexed (or, fuck on demand, lest we be considered frigid); mute our feelings, lest we be judged overemotional. Jewish lesbians to some extent escape this pressure — we are already displeasing to men, already outside the limits of acceptable female behavior;1 to some extent, but not entirely. Jewish women are asked to sit on ourselves, lest we seem too … too …

Too powerful. Too powerful for men, Jews and non-Jews, who consider male dominance their birthright. Too powerful for women, Jews and non-Jews. Often non-Jewish women who are poor, working class or of color, automatically define Jews as privileged, and can only imagine Jewish power being used against them.2 Often privileged WASP women, raised on politeness and privacy, see Jewish women as aggressive, bossy, tense, driven, difficult, not to mention loud and pushy. Jewish women, too, depending on the extent of our assimilation and our feelings about our own Jewishness, may respond negatively to strength in other Jewish women. We fear the male/gentile response to that strength. And, loving ourselves insufficiently, trafficking too much in other people’s conception of us, we fear our own strength. What will we do with this strength? Make trouble? Hoard privilege? Justify anti-Semitism? Remind us we are Jews?

And the therapist, Jewish or non-Jewish: What is her response to a Jewish woman coming into her strength?

The task of self-love is endless. It is also, for many women, the task of therapy: to learn to love, trust and nurture ourselves, as we were insufficiently loved, trusted and nurtured. But what if a woman has been taught that she is especially selfish, especially unloveable, especially not to be trusted; that she already has too much, takes too much, occupies too much space?

A Jewish woman in the U.S. may well look around to see once poor but now comfortably middle-class relatives saying, We made it, why can’t they? (Poor Jews, especially women and the elderly, are invisible, disguised by assumptions of Jewish wealth and by the general lack of attention to women and the elderly.) She hears prominent Jews — Jackie Mason, Ed Koch — make horrendous racist statements, while the gritty day-to-day anti-racist work of many Jews in and out of the Jewish community gets ignored.3 She reads media hypes about Black-Jewish conflict, dreary rehashed incidents, in which Jews get scapegoated for white racism, and Blacks for Christian and Muslim anti-Semitism. She wants to feel proud of her Jewish tradition, but she finds elements she is not proud of, and it seems this is what non-Jews know best. More feminists know the obscure male prayer that thanks god for not being a woman than any other detail about Judaism. On the one hand, she may feel profoundly threatened by a legacy of hate that haunted, at least, her grandparents; probably her parents; possibly herself. On the other hand, she may feel profoundly ashamed of, and oddly responsible for, the oppression visited by Israelis on Palestinians and masquerading as defense of the Jewish people. About the Holocaust legacy: Is she paranoid or foolishly off guard? About Israel: the same question.

If she moves in progressive circles, she may discover that she cannot say she’s a Jew without being called to account for the Israeli army. If she has bothered to educate herself, and point out that armies are armies, and that a huge movement of Israelis oppose their government’s policies,4 she may be shocked by the animosity such a common-sense observation provokes. If she attends a family gathering and offers similar observations, she may be confronted by enraged and terrified relatives who accuse her of not caring about Jews; You don’t know, they tell her, you were born here, you’re protected, and often she knows this is true. They say she believes the lies of, strengthens the hands of, her people’s enemies.

Either way, she risks anger, dislike, alienation. Either way, it seems as if she is forced to choose. Between being Jewish and being progressive. Between the right and the wrong sides of history. Between her people and the other.

Even a Jew who doesn’t identify strongly as Jewish, even if she responds to these scenes, observations, events with bewilderment — what has this to do with me? — the question hangs in the air. She may pass as gentile, unconsciously and with no sense of guilt or loss (as in, my parents were Jewish, but I’m Unitarian). But assimilated, identified, or, like most Jews in the U.S., somewhere in between, she will grapple with her Jewishness or she will be split from herself.

What is a therapist’s task when a Jewish woman becomes her client?

There is a common assumption that Jewishness is an insignificant identity and shouldn’t matter — except to those oddball few who practice the religion. A therapist who makes this assumption can damage. Here are some things I want to say to therapists.

Don’t assume Jewish identity is unimportant. With Jewish clients, consider the possibility that some blockages relate to alienation from one’s Jewish self, and think about how to raise this issue. You work with a woman you could swear is “really” a lesbian; another who claims her working-class background is the past. … I assume that most of you have developed strategies for clients like these. Understand that what appears to be a client’s casual attitude towards her own Jewishness may be just that, or may mask a loss of which the client is not yet aware, or may protect a tenderness the client feels around her Jewishness because of the common assumption of insignificance.

Don’t assume you know how assimilated a given Jewish client is; the woman you know as a radical lesbian carpenter may have spent hours of her childhood in Hebrew school. Ask. Don’t assume you know what a given Jewish symbol, holiday, ritual means to your client. A friend tells her therapist she doesn’t want to schedule an appointment for Yom Kippur. “What, do you need to pray or something?” cracks the therapist, evoking in my friend feelings of exposure, shame and alienation. Ask a real question. “What does that mean to you?” The first task is not to assume you understand. Assume you need to listen and learn.

Don’t assume that Jewishness equals Judaism. Religion is only a part of Jewishness. Jewishness is a peoplehood, a culture, a shared history, an ethnic identity. Conversely, women who struggle to reclaim Judaism are reclaiming not just their religion but their history, their wholeness. That millions died within familial memory for being Jews means that when we go to shul, or attend a Jewish event, or wear a star, or long for the sound of Yiddish, Ladino, or Hebrew, or the smell of tzimes or knaidlach,
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