Are Jewish women today equal members of the
community? Are we “where we want to be’” in Jewish

life?

According to a recent sur-
vey released by the Ameri-
can Jewish Committee and
the National Council of Jew-
sh Women, women have
hegun to make strides in
secoming the decision-
makers and power brokers
within Jewish communal life,
but in most cases, almost
imperceptibly.

The desire--and right--tor
Jewish women to be a more
visible and vocal voice in the
community: was the topic of
heated debate and discussion
ast week when the Pitts-
hurgh  Jewish  Women's
Forum presented “A Bigger
Slice of the Pie,”’ an assess-
ment of our position within
the Jewish community
today, both as volunteers
and Jewish communal pro-
fessionals. . |

The newly-formed
Women’s Forum evolved as
a result of the AJC/NCJW
study and through the inter-
est of the two co-chairwomen
of the AJC’s Women's
[ssues Task Force. Eileen
Lane and Barbara Aaron felt
a need within the community
for a network of Jewish
women--both professionals
and lay people--who could
identify
“bigger slice of the pie.”

When the AJC first con-
ducted a study of the position
of the Jewish woman within
Jewish communal organiza-
tions seven years ago, it
found female participation
sorely lacking at the top
rungs of the community’s
leadership. Women who had

achieved positions on major’

boards and committees were
orimarily relegated to the
“traditional” female roles of
recording secretary, corres-
ponding secretary, head of
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education, social events and

programming.

The top “power’ and
decision-making positions--
presidgnt,'executive director,
vice president, heads of
budgetary and financial
committees--were dominated

by men. In 1980, the AJC
and NCJW called for greater
participation in top spots by
women; it suggested a series
of reforms be undertaken by
Jewish organizations to rec-
tify the traditional discrimi-
nation against women.

The recommendations
also called for a follow-up
study five years down the
line, to gauge the progress of
women, to see if the com-
munity had elevated them to
more powerful positions.
That 1985 study, published
this month, was the basis and
impetus for the formation of
the Jewish Women’s Forum

and the recent program.

‘What were the results?
Did five years make a differ-
ence? According to Eileen
Lane, “although women are
actively involved in the
community, we do not have
equal representation with
men. Since 1980, there has
been no statistically, signifi-
cant increase in the number
of women in leadership roles
in the community,” Lane told
the 70 seminar participants.
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By IRIS M. SAMSON, Assistant Editor

“In the positions of chair-
man and officers, there are
two times as many men as
women. We are not the
‘power brokers’ in the Jewish
community.”

The news, however, is not
all bleak. Lane reports that
five organizations in 1985
reported having a woman
president; in 1980, there was
only one. She points to the
congregational community
as making the biggest strides
In providing equal access to
power to women as men.
“Many Reform and Conser-
vative congregations have
women presidents, and they
have also elevated women to
heading committees tradi-
tionally held by men--
budgetary and financial in
particular,” Lane asserts.

- Two other areas were
addressed by the survey;
single women within the Jew-
ish community and Jewish
women professionals. These
areas were found sorely lack-

Ing.
“Single women are still not

accorded the same status as
married women, according
to the results of the survey,”

-Lane admits. The .commun-

ity still has to find a place for
the single Jewish woman on
volunteer commiuttees.
Women, who constitute
the majority of Jewish com-
munal workers, were also
found to have experienced
“no change” in five years in
both the areas of pay equity
and position. “We are at the

lowest end of the pay scale;

the highest paid positions are
still largely held by men,”
L.ane reports of the survey
results. “And while six
women held key staff posi-
tions in 1985, the data alone
show there have been no
great advances in the past
five years.”

Subtle changes may be

the

occurring, she adds, “but
they are not measurable. It
may be that more women are
on the ‘ladder of leader-
ship,” ” working their way
into more visible and power-
ful positions in the commun-
ity. The size of the organiza-
tion, religious atfiliation, all
seem to be factors. But,
according to Lane, “women
have seemed to reach a pla-
teau. The number of women
making strides appears to
remain constant.”

Why
women demand a ‘“bigger
slice of the pie?” According
to Susan Weikers, national
chairman of the Women's
Division of Israel Bonds,
“women are making historic
strides nationwide. The
influx of women into the
labor force has provided the
most powerful drive for
change in this century.”

Weikers, who keynoted
the Forum’s seminar, adds
that “we must be aware that
one-half of all Jews in the
world are women. We are
joining the labor force at
rates of over two million
every year, entering nearly
every occupation, at rates
almost twice as fast as men.

“Today, more than half of
women between the ages of
18-64 are in the labor force.”
Women, she asserts, have
made substantial contribu-
tions in the growth of the
economy, and have changed

the family structure dramati-

cally.

“The ‘typical’ family--with
male wage-earner--1s
now only one out of 28 fami-
lies,” she reports. “There are
women in corporate offices,
women In government. Are
we paid properly? Abso-
lutely not. Are we selling
ourselves short? Absolutely
yes. But we want to get our
foot in the door.”

While women have made

should Jewish
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‘Women advance ever so slowly, stu

inroads professionally,
Weikers admits that within
religious organizations,
change is not as forthcom-
ing. “We serve on cultural
boards, in the arts, civic
affairs, but this service is
usually based on wealth,”
she explains. “But the top
spots have evaded us in the
area of religious activities.
We are not recognized prop-
erly for our participation and
contributions.”

To alleviate this, Weikers
suggests that women take
credit for financial contribu-
tions, standing up as a “‘cou-
ple. But in many cases,
women have risen for the
wrong reasons--tokenism or
because they just couldn’t
find a man for the job.

“What we do when we
attain higher positions within
the community should be
what matters. We must
encourage open forums, be
more vocal about our money
and contributions.”

Weikers also suggests that
women professionals join
with volunteers in network-
ing. ‘“‘We must support each
other; it doesn’t dilute one’s
importance to help another
rise in the_ ranks,” she
exhorts. “And we should be
grooming women for leader-
ship positions based on merit
and intelligence.”

The semmar broke up into
small group sessions to dis-
cuss primary concerns. Most
noted that they associate
power with money. “Often,
philanthropic  contributions
go hand in hand with power,”
participants remark. “There
1Is a widespread perception
that those who control the
money - also exercise the
power within the community.
Men are often the purse
string holders, and they
already know how to deal
with the power structure.”

In addition to concerns
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over philanthropy and posi-
tion, many said they would

like to work on nurturing

their leadership skills.

“Strategies must be deve-
loped,” says one participant,
“and this must be communi-
cated to the community and
advocated for a sense of
awareness and action.”

Other concerns voiced by
the attendees included
balancing a career, marriage
and children; apathy among
“younger’ women; volun-
teers and respect--or lack of
it--from professionals, and
the needs of single women.

Not everyone was pessim-
istic about women’s gains.
One participant points to the
“concrete reality, that while
we may have not madeit yet,
we are arriving. | here are far
greater numbers of women
active in 1987, and women
are heads of important
committees In many organi-
zations. In the Federation,”
she continues, “half of the
otficers are women; one day
there will be a woman presi-
dent.”

The survey, seminar and
comments of participants all
indicated that Jewish women
feel thay have much to con-
tribute. to the community,
and that the community must
become more responsive to
our needs. While there is an
increased awareness of the
roles women can play much
more needs to be done.

“We must remember,”
Fileen Lane concludes, “that
we must remain a united
group to affect change. We
don’t need to fight with each
other, we need to band
together, to do even more.”

l.Lane adds that the
Women’s Forum will hold
further discussions and pro-
grams. She urges those
interested to contact her

through the AJC office, 683-
7927.



