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Abstract

The late 19 and early 20™ centuries saw the revitalization of the women’s suffrage movement in the
United States (U.S.), and rising antisemitism in Eastern Europe during the same period prompted a rapid
increase in the U.S. Jewish population. The simultaneity of these historic events naturally proposes an
inquiry into the role of Judaism and the growing Jewish community in the U.S. women’s suffrage
movement. Jewish teachings about the equality and dignity of humankind positioned the Jewish
community to support women'’s suffrage. Traditions of tzedek (pursuing justice) and tikkun olam
(repairing the world) were central to the practical religion of American Jews and motivated them to
pursue active roles in orchestrating this social change. Furthermore, Jewish lived religion and experiences
with antisemitism evoked an empathy that inspired many Jewish individuals and communities to combat
discrimination and inequality against other marginalized groups, such as by participating in the women’s
suffrage movement. Contemporary American Jewry continues to uphold these traditions of activism as
pursuing social change is part of performing mitzvot (commandments and good deeds) in Judaism. Thus,
religion can inspire social change by empowering individuals to work towards a better world.

Keywords: U.S. women’s suffrage movement, Ashkenazi Jewish immigration, tikkun olam, tzedek,
mitzvot, b’tzelem elohim, practical religion, lived religion, social change

Introduction

Religion can be a strong, motivating force for supporting or opposing social changes, which
stems from its twin emphases on morality and tradition. Morality is often defined in terms of
religious beliefs, which therefore favors social change in pursuit of society's ethical progress.
Yet, tradition requires upholding the ways of the past and is usually cited to justify minimizing
social change. Within Judaism, tikkun olam (repairing the world) and #zedek (pursuing justice)
reconcile this discrepancy, as they are central aspects of both Jewish tradition and its morality.
Thus, it is worth investigating how these principles function in the practical religion of Judaism
and how this outlook is applied to daily life in society. An understanding of these practices can
be best achieved by examining these values in a specific case study. Therefore, this paper will
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address the following question: to what extent did Judaism play a significant role in achieving
women’s suffrage in the United States? Jewish values surrounding women, equality, and
activism, paired with an understanding of discrimination brought about by enduring
antisemitism, inspired a considerable portion of the U.S. Jewish community to support and lead

the charge for women’s suffrage and subsequent movements of social change.

Background Information

The U.S. women’s suffrage movement began 72 years before the XIX Amendment was
ratified. An 1848 convention at Seneca Falls, New York, marked the movement’s official
inception (DuBois, 2020). However, to many Americans, other issues and conflicts needed to be
addressed more urgently, primarily the regional divergences and clashes that resulted in the
American Civil War. Accordingly, women’s suffrage was not prioritized until the war ended in
1865. In fact, the XV Amendment to the U.S. Constitution revived the movement by granting
suffrage to African American men but failing to give women the same right (DuBois, 2020).
Thus, throughout the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, the U.S. women's suffrage movement
reemerged with a renewed fervor, where it found new expression in the shifting demographics of
the country.

Concurrent Jewish immigration resulted in a far greater American Jewish population than
ever before. From the 1880s to the 1910s, antisemitic legislation and violent pogroms increased
in Imperial Russia (Goldstein, 2019), provoking massive waves of Ashkenazi Jews to immigrate
to the U.S. This movement is estimated to have totaled over three million individuals, amounting
to more than one-third of the Russian Empire’s Jewish population, very few of whom,
understandably, planned to return (Library of Congress, 2023). Not welcome or safe in their
former homes, Ashkenazi Jews emigrated from Europe permanently, and the U.S. became their
new home. Entering through Ellis Island, many settled and created Jewish communities in New
York, a center of the women’s suffrage movement.

This research aims to analyze the dynamic between these two situations, exploring if the
increased Jewish population impacted the women’s suffrage movement, especially during the
period 1909-1920, when it was at its most visible. In modern times, Ashkenazi Americans are
not distinguished from other white-appearing Americans, so it is often overlooked that “the fact
that they were Jewish mattered” (Sangillo, 2018, para. 6). Using this specific context to examine
the association between religion and social change will uncover why and how Judaism mobilizes

individual participation and community support for social change.
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Research Approach and Methodology

Holistic comprehension of this investigation requires analyzing various aspects of
religion. While pure doctrine expressed in religious texts is important, it does not provide a
complete, accurate representation of lived religion—how people observe and experience religion
in their everyday lives—which is far more indicative of how religion is used to motivate and
inform social change. Practical religion, a concept dating back to the thought of Max Weber,
refers to how doctrine interacts within the social, political, economic, and cultural context of a
community or country; this changes over time and place, impacting how the religion is practiced
in society (Laitin, 1978). Thus, both religious works and historical details are essential.

Achieving this full perspective mandates use of distinct types of evidence from a range of
sources. Jewish texts and laws communicate the beliefs and traditions that drive involvement in
efforts of social change. Historical documents provide insight into practical religion and specific
ways Judaism contributed to social change. While not typically utilized in research, information
on Jewish websites captures a proud past that embodies lived religion and an ongoing duty to
social change. Likewise, insights from Jewish individuals, like Ruth Bader Ginsburg, convey
firsthand how Judaism as a lived religion influenced their lifelong dedication to women’s rights
and overall social change. Academic literature from historians like Melissa Klapper (2013 &
2021), whose specialization is American Jewish women’s history, and Ellen Carol DuBois
(2020), a professor of history and gender studies, contribute details and analyses that enhance
this examination. The application of philosophical thought to this case study illuminates its
patterns in the broader context of how religion functions in people’s lives and collective society.
Furthermore, modern exemplars of the intersection between Judaism and activism demonstrate

that, beyond this case study, Judaism continues to demand an active role in social change.

Judaism in the U.S. Women’s Suffrage Movement
Despite its inherently patriarchal structure, the American Jewish community
disproportionately supported women’s suffrage. Many first and second-generation American
Ashkenazi women assumed various roles in the U.S. women’s suffrage movement and
contributed significantly to its endeavors. Raised religiously and culturally Jewish, several of
these women became “prominent in the [movement’s] ranks” (DuBois, 2020, para. 7). Klapper
(2013) outlines several notable contributors. Clara Lemlich and Pauline Newman advocated for

suffrage during the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Strike of 1909-1910 where 70% of laborers were
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Jewish. From 1917 to 1919, Anita Pollitzer picketed the White House as a Silent Sentinel, a
member of a contingent of the National Women’s Party that steadfastly called on President
Wilson to support women’s suffrage. Maud Nathan and Hannah Greenbaum Solomon wrote
columns, gave speeches, and participated in the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance.
Finally, after working for the National American Woman Suffrage Association, Rose
Schneiderman ran for Senate in 1920 on a platform to advance labor reforms and women’s
rights. These examples demonstrate that women’s suffrage was a priority amongst a visible
group of American Jewish women.

However, the importance of women’s suffrage within the Jewish community was not
limited to individual women who aligned with its mission and became involved. Rather, many
Jewish religious figures and institutions actively promoted women’s suffrage and encouraged
their congregations to do so as well. This was common within Reform Judaism, which formally
endorsed suffrage in 1917 (Klapper, 2013), but rabbis from other, more observant denominations
also favored women’s right to vote. For instance, in 1919, Orthodox Rabbi Jacob Levinson
concluded that suffrage was moral and desirable given the vital role of Jewish women throughout
history (Klapper, 2021). This support from Jewish communities and leaders of varying levels of
religious observance indisputably furthered overall Jewish involvement in the movement. In fact,
Lillian Wald - the Jewish, pro-suffrage founder of the Henry Street Settlement - observed that
predominantly Jewish districts in the Lower East Side provided the most votes for New York’s
1915 and 1917 state referendums favoring women's suffrage (Klapper, 2021). These votes came
from Jewish men, indicating that advocacy for women’s suffrage aligned with Jewish values. In
a new society in changing times, American Jews became increasingly dedicated to social change
by following their community and its leaders, which shaped their values and worldview. Since
pursuing justice is a core principle in Judaism, tradition and change are not mutually exclusive;
working towards social change, not maintaining long-established inequality, is upholding

tradition.

Jewish Doctrine on Women, Equality, and Activism

The strong tradition of patriarchy in Jewish texts and communities resulted in millennia
of Jewish women being in the home, subordinate to their fathers or husbands, and without the
same rights or opportunities as Jewish men. For instance, a daughter could only inherit if she had
no brothers, and women were not considered reliable witnesses before the law in most cases

(Meacham, 2021). In some ways of Jewish life, these divisions are maintained, such as the
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separation of men and women in Orthodox synagogues. Nevertheless, Jewish laws and customs
asserted the dignity of women in ways that Gentile society did not. A woman’s fundamental
rights in a Jewish marriage, compared to Gentile matrimony, exemplified this difference. In
Jewish tradition, a woman’s rights in the event of get (divorce) are guaranteed by the ketubah
(marriage contract signed by both bride and groom), and although uncommon, she could initiate
a get (Jewish Museum of Rome, 2024), a form of agency not afforded to her Gentile
counterparts. Furthermore, marital rape—forced intercourse by one’s spouse—has been
prohibited by Jewish law since the fifth century CE (Anton, 2016). In contrast, Christian
marriage incorporated the concept of conjugal rights for the purpose of procreation. Accordingly,
U.S. law in the early 20" century had not yet criminalized marital rape, blatantly stating that “a
husband does not become guilty of rape by forcing his wife to his own embraces” (Hasday,
2000, p. 1392). Such emphasis on consent in Jewish marriage customs set cultural and
communal expectations for, in certain circumstances, Jewish women being encouraged to
express their thoughts and Jewish men being required to respect these wishes. Therefore, the
disproportionate Jewish support for women’s suffrage is not surprising as Jewish women have
maintained certain rights throughout history that were taken from others, and most differences in
the roles of men and women do not stem from the view of female inferiority, which has been the
basis of many other patriarchal systems.

The wearing of head coverings is an everyday practice that exemplifies this principle. In
religious communities and spaces, married Jewish women cover their hair with scarves and wigs
as an act of modesty, but men also cover their heads with hats and kippot (traditional Jewish head
coverings). One common interpretation of the practice of wearing kippot provides insight into
Judaism’s views of women since kippot are “a sign of weakness” (Moss, 2018, para. 18). Moss
elaborates that, according to Jewish tradition, the feminine soul has a greater natural connection
and capacity for spirituality (2018). Thus, unlike men, women do not need to publicly pray, nor
do they need the constant, tangible reminder of faith that kippot provide. While it can be claimed
that this explanation is merely an attempt to appease women and justify continued inequality,
this is one example in a collection of advanced Jewish norms that recognize women’s
capabilities. For instance, in addition to their rights in marriage, Jewish women could own
property and were the leaders of religious activities at home, the center of spiritual life (Rich,
2018). These practices highlight the idea that, despite patriarchal traditions and a multitude of
limitations beyond those previously mentioned, women have been inherently valued more in

Judaism than many other contemporaneous religions and societies. This “unique social and

University of Florida | Journal of Undergraduate Research | Volume 26 | Fall 2024



MEGAN MEESE

cultural worldview” (Johnson, 2015, p. 198) more naturally predisposed the Jewish community
to favoring the expansion of women’s rights in Gentile society, which is observed in the
significant Jewish support for the suffrage movement.

Likewise, Judaism’s emphasis on equality and human dignity is exemplified in its
foundational texts. Unlike G-d being “father” in the Holy Trinity of Christianity, Jewish tradition
describes G-d as not being gendered (Rich, 2018). The Torah states that humankind was created
“b’tzelem elohim (2°p2X 02%2),” which means in the image of G-d (Genesis 1:26- 27). While this
is not always upheld in practice, the teaching is that all humans - regardless of factors like
religion, ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status - are based on the divine and therefore
inherently worthy of equal value. While men and women traditionally have distinct roles and
obligations, men are not considered superior. By the logic and message of this text, if men have
the right to vote, women should have suffrage as well.

In the absence of such equality, Jewish morality dictates that individuals have a duty to
leave the community and the world in a better state than in which they entered it. Judaism has
established a “tradition that demands ... stand[ing] up for justice” (Sangillo, 2018, para. 12) and
performing acts of tikkun olam (Burack, 2018). This has been especially true in the U.S. since
the late 19™ century. Rabbi Stephen Wise, a Jewish-Hungarian immigrant to New York, shaped
American Reform Judaism (Idelson, 2022), which even further integrated religion and social
change. Emphasizing the righteousness of social impact allowed many American Jews to
express their faith in their everyday lives through mitzvot (commandments and good deeds).
Thus, advancing women’s suffrage helped American Jews safely embrace and assert their
identity in a society in which they were a minority facing xenophobic sentiments. Ultimately,
Jewish values of equality and the pursuit of justice have guided this religion to support social
change, which is exemplified by prominent Jewish involvement in the women’s suffrage

movement.

Philosophical Understandings Applied to Practical and Lived Judaism

Examining philosophical ideas about religion, society, and social change helps elucidate
more broadly how this case study exemplifies general patterns and trends between religion and
social change. For instance, alienation, or estrangement, is the separation of things that should
naturally be connected (Marx, 1844). Humans and their inalienable human rights should be
connected but are separated by discrimination, which functions as a form of alienation. In this

context, estrangement is visible in the sexism that caused women to not have suffrage and the
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antisemitism that forced Ashkenazi Jews to emigrate from Europe. Furthermore, Marx famously
states that "religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the
soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people” (1843, para. 4). The basis of this claim
is that religion is people’s solace from the constant struggles of their reality, so eradicating their
suffering should naturally diminish the significance of religion in their everyday lives.

Unlike Marx’s thoughts on religion, Judaism aligns with interpretations of how religion
can alleviate suffering. As exemplified by the Jewish role in U.S. women’s suffrage, religion can
empower and enable people to work towards change (Reed, 2011). Pursuing the permanent
elimination of suffering while maintaining religion’s prominence in their lives directly
contradicts the aforementioned Marxist theory. Social change driven by religion is exhibited in
Judaism as tikkun olam and experiences with antisemitism inspired Jewish participation in efforts
to better society, including the women’s suffrage movement.

Overall, the Jewish community shared both these aspects of lived religion, causing
Jewish identity to function as a “class.” Class consciousness is the comprehension of shared
ideals and roles that create a group that people identify with; this involves inherent differences,
and sometimes conflict, with those of another group (Thompson, 1976). In the context of this
paper’s case study, religion can serve as a source of beliefs, resources, and institutional and
communal support for a social movement. Judaism unified people through mutual values and
shared understanding, which are passed from generation to generation. Many synagogues
invited suffragists to speak to their congregations, and rabbis included these ideas in their own
divrei (speeches), utilizing stories and symbols that resonated with the community to promote
social change to the congregation in religious terms (Klapper, 2021). To advance the women’s
suffrage movement, English and Yiddish religious publications cited the Biblical precedents of
Miriam, Deborah, and Esther - heroines who actively led miracles recounted in Jewish sacred
texts - as “role models for Jewish women’s involvement in public affairs” (Klapper, 2021, para.
12). Additionally, much of American Jewry transcended these class distinctions and saw
themselves as part of a larger class of Americans whose identities were marginalized, causing
them to understand other groups’ struggles with alienation and have mutual interests of equality
and acceptance.

One crucial aspect of Jewish lived religion that is not tied to contemporary applications
and interpretations of religious texts is enduring millennia of antisemitism, the overwhelming
reason many Jewish families fled to America. However, heightened movement to the United

States fostered widespread nativist ideologies, inciting hate against immigrants. The growth of
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the U.S. Jewish population was no exception, and most Ashkenazi Americans found themselves
surrounded by antisemitism once again (Goldstein, 2019). As a result, most Jews settled in the
tenements of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, forming ethnic enclaves that allowed them to
maintain their distinct cultural identity. This was essential to their practical religion and,
therefore, mobilization in the women’s suffrage movement. The prevalence of antisemitism
within the women’s suffrage movement deterred several Jewish organizations that would
otherwise have formally endorsed women'’s suffrage (Klapper, 2021), yet Jewish individuals and
communities maintained their dedication to the cause. Experiencing persecution of their ethnic,
cultural, and/or religious identity motivated many Jewish individuals to join the fight against

other forms of discrimination (Sangillo, 2018), in the women’s suffrage movement and beyond.

Discussion of Modern Significance

This case study exemplifies that working towards justice and social change is important
in Judaism as a religion, culture, and moral belief system. The Jewish impact on U.S. women’s
suffrage was not an isolated occurrence. American Jews have maintained their presence in U.S.
activism beyond the passage of the XIX Amendment.

Two significant instances are Jewish participation in the civil rights movement and in the
contemporary fight for reproductive rights. Especially in the devastating aftermath of the
Holocaust, the Jewish community was guided by the concept that "what is hateful to you, do not
do to your neighbor" (Babylonian Talmud, 500/1918, Shabbat 31a). Consequently, Jewish
individuals made up more than half of the “white” activists involved in the efforts to de-segregate
Mississippi during the 1964 Freedom Summer, which saw the deaths of two Jewish activists at
the hands of white extremists (Union for Reform Judaism, 2023). Furthermore, many Jewish
individuals and advocacy groups have taken an active stance in advocating for female bodily
autonomy. Jewish teaching requires that a mother (ongoing life) be protected before her unborn
child (upcoming life), so abortion is necessary if the pregnancy jeopardizes the life or health -
physical or mental - of the mother (National Council of Jewish Women, 2022). These additional
examples allow this research to transcend a solitary case study and illustrate that Judaism’s
commitment to tikkun olam has inspired a prominent Jewish role in movements of social change.
Jewish Supreme Court Justice, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, captures the power of this sentiment in the
following quote:

My heritage as a Jew and my occupation as a judge fit together symmetrically. The

demand for justice runs through the entirety of Jewish history and Jewish tradition. I take
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pride in and draw strength from my heritage ... [especially] the command from
Deuteronomy: ‘tzedek, tzedek, tirdof’ — ‘Justice, justice shall you pursue.’ (Burack,
2018)
Thus, while this paper focuses on a century-old case study, it is evident that Judaism continues to
be a tradition that calls for justice and equality in modern society as maintaining tradition and

living a religious, moral life include having an active role in efforts to repair the world.

Conclusion

Ultimately, Judaism played a significant role in achieving women’s suffrage in the U.S.
Without the Jewish community’s steadfast dedication, the women’s suffrage movement may not
have attained its eventual successes and the ratification of the XIX amendment by 1920. From
the activities of individual female leaders to the collective action of congregations and entire
communities, the identity of American Jews inspired their involvement in the women’s suffrage
movement. Despite the traditionally patriarchal structure, Jewish teachings and values about
women, equality, and activism facilitated and supported Jewish individuals fighting for suffrage.
Furthermore, beyond the principles outlined in religious texts, lived religion and the experience
of being Jewish in society has led to the strong association between Judaism and social change.
The intergenerational trauma of enduring antisemitism for the entirety of the Common Era, most
immediately through pogroms in Imperial Russia and nativist xenophobia in the United States,
prompted the U.S. Jewish community to empathize with other marginalized groups facing
discrimination. This class consciousness creates a sense of solidarity between these groups,
which is evidenced by Jewish involvement in many other movements of social change. These
facets of being Jewish have continued the Jewish tradition of pursuing tzedek and emphasizing
tikkun olam. Thus, Judaism exemplifies that religion can support and inspire lasting social

change.
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