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Introduction 

 

During the twentieth century, Jewish American literature underwent many changes. 

Immigrant writers who came to the United States at the end of the nineteenth and the 

beginning of the twentieth century, like Anzia Yezierska and Abraham Cahan, often wrote 

about the problems of integration, and repeatedly used the Yiddish language. The generation 

of post-immigrant fiction writers that followed, including Saul Bellow and Philip Roth, 

focused amongst others on assimilation.TPF

1
FPT An important subject that is dealt with by the 

current generation of post-acculturated Jewish American fiction writers is a conflict between 

generations. Some stories describe one generation that fears to lose its traditions to a younger 

generation that does not seem to care for these traditions and is increasingly involved in the 

secular world. In other stories members of the older generation feel they have successfully 

integrated into American society whereas younger characters are turning increasingly to 

Orthodoxy. 

 These contemporary fiction writers often deal with the protagonist’s exploration of his 

or her Jewishness (Weber 8). For instance, characters often explore the borders of Orthodox 

rules or community life, because they are unhappy with their place in their community, or 

because they are curious about the secular outside world. Furthermore, female protagonists 

are increasingly given more space to develop as feminists. This is especially interesting when 

it concerns female characters who are living in insulated Orthodox communities. 

Andrew Furman argues that the interest in Jewish Orthodox protagonists was 

anticipated in 1967 by Chaim Potok with his novel The Chosen (30). In the 1960s, with the 

rise of identity politics, the black movement, and the second feminist wave, many assimilated 

Jewish men and women started to rethink their position in American society (Dickstein 33-

34). As Morris Dickstein and Ted Solotaroff discuss, this formed the foundation for a new 
                                                           
TP

1
PT The terms “post-immigrant” and “post-acculturated” were introduced by Ted Solotaroff in “The Open 

Community” (xv). 
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generation of writers who are searching for their Jewishness. History, memory, and 

imagination are very important to them. In addition, Furman points out that “Orthodoxy has 

never been as intensely imagined by Jewish fiction writers as it has been in the past few 

years” (29). He argues that contemporary Orthodox Jewish American protagonists are “torn 

between the intractable demands of their tight-knit communities and the various enticements 

of the secular realm” (30). In dealing with their Orthodoxy, characters have to cope with 

influences of the outside world upon their communities. 

The changes in Jewish American literature coincide with revisions of Jewish 

American history. The “master narrative of modern Jewish identity,” as Paula Hyman calls it, 

failed to acknowledge female experiences, which meant that accounts of Jewish history 

mainly reflected the male side of Jewish life (“Gender and Modern Identities” 153). However, 

as Pamela Nadell explains, today “historians take into account women and gender as they 

construct narratives of the remembered past” (389). Moreover, the gender question has 

emerged as an important aspect in creating modern Jews and Judaism (Hyman “Gender and 

Modern Identities” 155).  

One of the greatest problems that many Jewish American women face in creating their 

feminist identities is that on the one hand, they try to restructure the sexist, oppressive culture 

they live in. On the other hand, they often feel bound to this culture and do not wish to break 

the bonds with it (Dufour 90). This is not the only problematic issue these women encounter. 

Women’s identities are influenced negatively because in most Jewish denominations, God 

remains masculine in both imagery and language. In addition, female stereotypes are still 

prevalent in patriarchal Jewish communities. Both the masculine image of God and the 

creation of female stereotypes serve to legitimate the structural inferiority of women (Dufour 

92).  Nevertheless, Dufour points out that women have found ways in which they are able to 

be a Jew and a feminist at the same time (93-94). 
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In addition to the inclusion of female experiences in historical accounts, many female 

fiction writers of the 1980s and 1990s were concerned with “re-storying Jewish women” 

(Burstein 141). Maya Socolovsky argues that the “role of women and the position of 

feminism within Orthodoxy are difficult issues to broach and important ones to articulate for 

future Jewish women writers” (29). Various novels by female fiction writers contain a new 

gendered, “post-assimilationist space” in which the experiences of feminist characters are 

central. This could serve as basis for a renewed Jewish American legacy. The authors could 

use their novels to spread feminist theory in Orthodoxy (Socolovsky 29). The importance of 

feminist characters in fiction is emphasized by feminist critics because fiction reaches many 

people and has the ability to influence patterns of thought. However, although novels can 

serve as a means for writers to put into words what they would like to change in the real 

world, they must not be dealt with as real-life sources. 

There are certain post-acculturated female fiction writers who have created characters 

who are on the margin of their Jewish Orthodox communities and are influenced by aspects of 

the outside world, like feminism and other aspects of American secular culture. Often, the 

author herself is writing as an insider but from the edge of her community, which some critics 

view as a major problem. Wendy Shalit argues that the kind of “insider” fiction these writers 

produce reveals their estrangement from the traditional Orthodox community and perhaps 

even from Judaism (16). She claims that these writers are “outsider insiders” who create an 

untrue, negative image of real ultra-Orthodox Jews (16). The current discussion on “outsider 

insider” fiction as well as related issues of feminism and Orthodoxy suggests that these are 

important topics. 

 Three prominent female Jewish American writers who have created characters who are 

struggling with their place inside an insulated Orthodox community are Allegra Goodman, 

Tova Mirvis, and Pearl Abraham. Their novels, respectively Kaaterskill Falls (1998), The 
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Outside World (2004), and The Romance Reader (1995), describe female protagonists who do 

not feel comfortable with the lives they are living because of the restricting rules they have to 

follow and the gender roles that are imposed upon them. Therefore, they try to find ways in 

which they can develop themselves and do as they please. They are on the margin of their 

communities and strongly desire a change in their community life to end their feeling 

suffocated and locked up in a world that consists of boundaries that others – mainly men – 

have created for them. The novels show that the inclusive, insulated Jewish-Orthodox 

communities they live in are not as separated from the rest of American society as their 

leaders - mostly the rabbis - claim they are. Instead, aspects of the outside world seep in. 

 These female protagonists embrace feminism and other aspects of secular culture, such 

as novels and study books, and they separate themselves from the rest of their communities. 

Influences from the outside world enable them to make changes in their personal lives as well 

as in their communities, but they have to decide whether increasing their personal freedom is 

more important than maintaining the ties with their communities and families. For these 

protagonists do not emerge as leaders of a new movement within the community, rather they 

are exceptions and often regarded by co-members as rebels or outsiders.  

 This fiction explores developments in the real world, such as a return to Orthodoxy 

and the development of Jewish feminism, but it still remains a fictional reflection of life. 

Nevertheless, readers can be influenced by works of fiction and try to change some aspects of 

their lives because of it, or writers can be influenced by changes in the real world and try to 

explore these changes in their fiction. The novels discussed in this paper deal with changes in 

the position of women in Orthodox communities. These changes include slight differences in 

gender roles, transgressions of religious rules and regulations, and a different position in the 

community for women. Sometimes these female protagonists are viewed as rebels or outsiders 

by other characters in the novels. They try to rebuild their position in the community by 
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exploring its edges and are not as insulated from the outside world as the rest of the 

community expects them to be. They are able to change their communal positions.  

 The first section of this paper will explain some of the important historical 

developments that influenced Jewish American fiction writing during the twentieth century. 

On the one hand, we will see the growing interest in Orthodoxy among post-acculturated 

Jewish writers, while on the other hand, it will become clear that historical developments in 

American feminism lead into Jewish feminism, which is generally considered incompatible 

with Orthodox Judaism. I will deal with these developments in Jewish American life in order 

to provide a background against which the novels are discussed. In the three remaining 

sections, I will discuss how feminism and other aspects of American secular culture influence 

the female protagonists of each novel, and how this relates to the “outsider insider” position 

of the authors. 
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1. The Development of 20 P

th
P Century Jewish American Identities 

 

The outside world has seeped in even to those communities that profess to shun it. But this 

has always been the case. Jewish culture … is an amalgam of intersecting worlds … living 

between them, is essential to the Jewish experience. (Mirvis “Writing Between Worlds” 308-

309) 

 

 The protagonists of Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader 

live in insulated Jewish Orthodox communities that try to shun the outside world, but that are 

nevertheless influenced by it. In these novels, the inside world refers to the separatist 

Orthodox communities their protagonists live in. The outside world refers to the American 

secular culture these communities want to keep out. One aspect of American secular culture 

that, according to most male Orthodox characters, should not appear in these isolated Jewish 

Orthodox communities is feminism. This section discusses the growing feminist 

consciousness in American Judaism in the second half of the twentieth century and the 

increasing interest of younger generations of writers in Orthodoxy since the late 1960s.  

Theorists generally consider Orthodox feminism a contradiction in terms, but in the 

fiction by Goodman, Mirvis, and Abraham, women do influence gender roles in their 

Orthodox communities and are able to change their communal positions. These female 

protagonists are exploring their personal identities, which differ from their communal 

identities, and are fighting for their place in contemporary Jewish life. The authors themselves 

write from the outside as well as the inside of their Jewish Orthodox communities. Therefore, 

they can provide their protagonists with ideas that in reality, Orthodox Jewish women might 

not have. In the novels, the dividing line between the inside and the outside world appears to 

be less strict than in the real world. As a result, feminism and other aspects of American 
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secular culture seep into fictional Jewish Orthodox communities. I will now discuss some of 

the historical developments in twentieth century Jewish American life, because these 

developments were, and still are, subjects to fiction writing by American Jews.  

 At the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, many Jews 

migrated from Eastern Europe to the United States, where their lives changed profoundly 

(Hyman Gender and Assimilation 94; Kramer and Wirth-Nesher 1-4). Many of them had been 

poor in their homelands, and had suffered from violence and anti-Semitism. In America they 

often assimilated successfully, but their Americanization meant that they had to give up parts 

of the spiritual and cultural heritage that had formed their Jewish identities (Biale, 

Galchinsky, and Heschel 1). According to David Biale, Jews could become part of the 

American majority, although they immigrated with a kind of a “double consciousness.” On 

the one hand, they thought of themselves as a perpetual minority, and wanted to maintain their 

minority status. On the other hand, America gave them the opportunity to start with a clean 

slate and become part of the majority (Biale “The Melting Pot and Beyond” 17-18). 

In the second half of the 20P

th
P century Jews were generally considered part of the 

American majority. At the same time however, many of them became less optimistic about 

America (Heschel 33; Biale, Galchinsky, and Heschel 2-3). As Susannah Heschel explains, 

this had a number of reasons. For instance, many Jews felt that America was enticing Jews to 

assimilate and intermarry, causing the number of American Jews to diminish rapidly. Most of 

them wanted to end this decrease (33). In addition, some Jewish thinkers argued that after the 

Second World War, America had “lost its ideals and values.” According to them, the United 

States needed Judaism to save it from “self-destruction” (Heschel 33). Heschel points out that 

in the late twentieth century many Jews became aware that the United States was a 

“compelling enticement” to abandon Jewish religion and identity (33). Therefore many 

Orthodox Jews returned to Europe. 
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An increasing number of American Jews who did not leave the United States started to 

reject assimilation and they participated in a “revival of religious observance and belief” 

(Heschel 40). Heschel explains that the problem was that most of them had lost their 

connection to Judaism. Now, they returned to Judaism and changed their attitude to America 

and to Christianity, which was no longer deemed relevant to Jewish theology. In other words, 

for the most part, Jewish religious leaders no longer felt they needed official religious 

approval from Christian theologians (40-41). According to many Jews, “the only guarantee 

for future Jewish survival in America … was either modern Orthodoxy or the social and 

religious ghettos of ultra-Orthodoxy” (Heschel 33). The latter are communities that fence off 

their members from any contact with American popular culture and intellectual life, which are 

the kind of communities the protagonists of Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The 

Romance Reader live in. 

 These historical changes were reflected in fiction. First, the major transformation of 

the lives of many early twentieth century Jewish immigrants yielded a body of literature in 

which the process of immigrating to the United States and the effects it had on the people 

involved were fictionalized. This new “Jewish American literature” reflected both the 

“distinct heritage” and the “peculiar experience of acculturation” of different groups of 

immigrants (Kramer and Wirth-Nesher 3). The emphasis in this early Jewish American 

fiction, for example by Abraham Cahan and Anzia Yezierska, was on the desire and ability of 

Jewish characters to integrate in American society. 

Many post-immigrant writers, including Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud and Philip 

Roth, continued to write about acculturated characters who did not emphasize their being 

Jewish. Within the current generation of post-acculturated Jewish American writers, however, 

there is a rise of fiction that focuses on Orthodox protagonists and their communities (Furman 

30). Morris Dickstein explains that these Jewish-American writers brought in topics that the 



                                                                                                                                                      Grootenboer 11

generations of immigrant and post-immigrant writers before them could not, such as:  

 the unexpected return to religion, the conflicts over assimilation, the youthful rebellion 

 against suburbia, the key Jewish role in the New Left and the counterculture, the 

 growing involvement of American Jews with Israel, and the newly awakened 

 memories of the Holocaust after 25 years of amnesia. (34) 

A number of these post-acculturated writers are looking for their identity in the Judaism that 

their parents often rejected (Dickstein 36). Others were “raised within the bounded world of 

orthodoxy” (Weber 8). They “explore the claims of religious faith, fascinated by the clarifying 

power of undoubting belief [,]” and they return to Orthodoxy (Weber 8). They create 

characters who are born in separated communities and question their place within Orthodoxy, 

but they also write about characters who return to the Orthodoxy that was rejected by their 

often assimilated, americanized parents. Many stories are about characters who lack 

“undoubting belief” or who are unhappy with their place in their Orthodox communities and 

feel they are restricted by communal rules. 

By now it will be clear that being Jewish is central to the works of these and other 

contemporary Jewish American authors (Dickstein qtd. in Weber 8). The Jewish identity that 

so many younger authors are looking for is expressed in the works they write, thus connecting 

fiction to reality. This is also observed by Tresa Grauer, who argues that the understanding of 

Jewish American identity is strongly connected to Jewish American literature (270). Critics 

consider this fiction, in which protagonists are searching for their identity and emphasize the 

individual rather than the communal or societal experience, to be a reaction to American 

culture and society (Grauer 271; Furman “Is the Jew in Vogue?” 52). 

 Closely related to this rising interest of Jewish American writers in Orthodoxy is a 

growing presence of topics of feminism in Jewish American fiction. Often, novels tell the 

story of a female protagonist who is struggling with her role in her Jewish Orthodox 
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community. Consequently, it is not just Jewish feminism, but Orthodox Jewish feminism that 

is present in Jewish American fiction. Theorists generally agree that feminism is incompatible 

with Orthodoxy. However, the feminist developments in the United States initiated that 

feminism became incorporated in mainstream American thought, including Jewish American 

thought.  

 The novels I discuss in the following sections are written by Jewish writers Allegra 

Goodman, Tova Mirvis, and Pearl Abraham, who were raised respectively in conservative, 

modern Orthodox, and Chassidic communities. They now live on the edge of their 

communities, or in the outside world, incorporating both Judaism and secular American 

culture in their lives. Therefore, they are very familiar with feminism as a part of mainstream 

American thought. In their novels, they create a space for female protagonists to become 

feminists. To be able to better understand the contents of this feminist thought and why it is 

considered incompatible with Jewish Orthodoxy, I will now briefly discuss feminist 

developments in Judaism in the United States of the twentieth century. 

 For Jewish immigrant women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the 

experiences in America were very different from those in their homelands. Often they 

migrated without their families and had to depend largely on themselves. Many women 

wanted to study next to their work and soon they acquired a social life and engaged in social 

and political activism. They tried to gain more attention for women in their Jewish American 

communities as well. Often they were influenced by other American women in their domestic 

roles as mothers and their domestic and public roles as maintainers of the Jewish faith 

(Hyman Gender and Assimilation 36-37, 41).  

 In the 1950s, Jewish women were “fully in step with postwar domestic culture” 

(Nadell 393). They played major roles in building their communities in the new American 

neighborhoods they settled in (Nadell 393). More women began to work, including Jewish 
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women, who often joined politics, were involved in the civil rights struggle, and became the 

leaders of the second wave of American feminism (Nadell 397-399, 401). Jewish feminism, 

Nadell argues, emerged not until the 1970s, when a number of Jewish women who were 

influenced by American feminism, started to demand gender equality, even though they felt 

that patriarchal Judaism was an integral part of their lives (401). Jewish feminists wanted to 

transform and correct Judaism, so that it no longer rested exclusively on male experiences, but 

on female experiences as well. They produced new prayers and “reinvented and re-imagined” 

women in the Jewish past as role models for the present. An example of this is introducing the 

cup of water for Miriam next to the prophet Elijah’s that is traditionally set with Passover 

(Nadell 402).  

 Starting in the 1970s, the feminist movement encouraged Jewish American women to 

affirm their gender and their ethnic identity (Burstein 151). In this affirmation, many feminists 

realized that secular feminism and Judaism were incompatible. Values of Judaism, especially 

where it concerned gender roles, did not match ideals of feminism. As feminists, women 

“sensed possibilities of self-realization that could not be contained within the domestic and 

gendered boundaries established by tradition” (Burstein 151). Nevertheless, they decided not 

to choose or alternate between Judaism and feminism. Instead, many feminists confronted and 

adopted the “apparent dichotomy” (Burstein 152; Dufour 92). 

During the second half of the 20P

th
P century, Jewish women were increasingly 

“subjecting both Jewish theology and practice to a devastating critique of their sexism” 

(Heschel 45-46). As they came up with varying solutions to the problems they had with their 

exclusion from a large part of Jewish learning and religious life, they had, and still have, 

discussions about the causes of their subordination as well. Heschel discusses a few of these 

differences of opinion. For example, some feminists think sexism is an “accretion of history,” 

while others believe it is “intrinsic to Jewish theology” (46). Other differences include 
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whether 

 feminism’s goals should be ending different roles for men and women, or whether sex-

 role differences should be acceptable as long as they are not hierarchical; whether 

 women should be granted full inclusion in all aspects of Jewish life now limited to 

 men, or whether Judaism itself should be radically transformed. (46) 

This gender question is also dealt with in the three novels that are discussed in the following 

sections. 

 Heschel explains that Jewish feminism is an American phenomenon. First, she argues 

that the foundations of Jewish feminism lie in the broader feminist movement as well as the 

social and political activism that was related to the Civil Rights struggle. Second, the United 

States has no strong tradition of anti-Semitism, making it less difficult for women to criticize 

aspects of their own religion. Third, she explains that the American tradition of religious 

pluralism “welcomes the creation of new feminist religious practices as a sign of great 

engagement in Judaism” (46-47). This is also emphasized by Lynn Resnick Dufour, who 

argues that Judaism has a capacity for change. This capacity allowed Jewish women to 

develop a feminist consciousness and made it possible for gender equality to become more or 

less “given” in various American Jewish communities (93). This means that gender equality 

became more natural in Jewish American life. As I will discuss later, this “given” gender 

equality is also included in fiction. As such, it initiated the existence of feminist Jewish 

Orthodox characters. 

 The development of a feminist consciousness within Jewish American feminists that 

Durfour points out is in line with the transformation process that Grauer discusses. Grauer 

explains that feminism quite transformed the representation of male and female characters in 

fiction. This made it difficult to “designate a separate category for gendered Jewish identity,” 

because it would “require including nearly all contemporary writing under its purview” (272). 
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Moreover, even though in reality Orthodoxy and feminism are considered incompatible, in 

Jewish American fiction, feminism is becoming a natural part even of Orthodox characters. 

 Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader show that feminist 

thought is very much a part of mainstream American culture, because the protagonists are 

feminist characters even though feminism is shunned by their communities’ leaders. This is 

possible because on the one hand, the authors are drawing on their own experiences of living 

in a world where this feminism is not so strongly present. On the other hand, the authors’ 

experiences of living in the outside world initiated feminism to become part of their 

consciousness. Therefore, feminism is seeping into the insulated Orthodox communities 

described in these novels. The female Orthodox characters in their novels are clearly aware of 

gender roles in their Jewish communities, and often are motivated to acquire more rights. I 

will discuss this later in greater detail.  

The protagonists of Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader 

are rebelling against the subordinate position they have in their communities. They subscribe 

to some of the feminist values that are described by two Jewish feminist theorists, Dufour and 

Nurit Zaidman. They both explain the development of a variety of approaches adopted by 

Jewish American women to change traditional gender roles in Judaism. I will first discuss 

Zaidman’s theory. According to her, there are three types of responses to the traditional male-

centered Judaism, namely traditional, modern, and postmodern responses. These responses 

are forms of Jewish religion. 

In the traditional response, religion is “legitimized by continuity with the past” (47). 

Women can only change those parts of their lives that are compatible with past practices. For 

instance, they “sacralize” their female life experiences by domesticating religion and 

redefining female as normative, but they leave the form of their male-oriented religion 

unchanged (47). In the modern response Jewish religion is perceived as a “consciousness 
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transformation” in which women face their present conditions “in light of the ideology of 

modern Western thought” (48). In other words, women accommodate parts of their tradition 

to the developments in the world outside their communities, which is done in for example 

American Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist congregations (48). In the very radical 

postmodern response, women take “symbols, beliefs, and practices from diverse sources” out 

of their original contexts of time and place and incorporate them into Judaism (48).  

It is important to realize that the modern and postmodern approaches presented in 

Zaidman’s article do not concern Orthodox women. Feminism has barely influenced 

separated Orthodox communities because they shun the American secular culture it originated 

in. Nevertheless, in the novels I discuss feminist thought does influence female Orthodox 

characters and I will apply Zaidman’s various forms of religion to the novels’ protagonists. 

We will see that the three protagonists subscribe mostly to the modern response, because of 

the consciousness transformation they experience, which inspires them to listen to themselves.  

 A variety on the “consciousness transformation” is discussed by Dufour, and is present 

in what she calls reinterpretationist Jewish feminist. Dufour distinguishes between 

inclusionist, transformationist, and reinterpretationist feminists, and does not so much focus 

on different types of religion. She claims that inclusionist feminists only feel comfortable 

within Judaism when they are included in various aspects of the tradition (99). This means 

that inclusionists want to be part of the Jewish tradition and be allowed to do what is 

traditionally done by men, such as forming a minyan. They distance themselves from 

traditional Orthodox Judaism because they are convinced that Orthodoxy would exclude them 

from many practices (99).  

Transformationist Jewish feminists also “selectively identify with aspects of Judaism 

that feel right to them spiritually and as feminists,” but they actually try to radically transform 

Judaism and its patriarchal structures (100). Dufour argues that transformationists have 
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influenced the social organization of Judaism by organizing women’s groups and activities 

and creating new traditions for Jewish women, like placing the cup for Miriam I mentioned 

earlier (100-101).  

Dufour discovered that out of the inclusionists and the transformationists evolved 

reinterpretationist Jewish feminists, who agree with many inclusionist and transformationist 

ideas, except that they are also comfortable with many traditional Orthodox practices the 

other women would condemn as non-feminist (102). Dufour points out that interpreting is a 

strictly cognitive, internal process, different from including and transforming, which are 

behavioral strategies. Reinterpretationists change patriarchal Judaism “in their minds” (102). 

Because they use many Orthodox practices, outsiders often think reinterpretationists are 

Orthodox, but reinterpretationists do not identify themselves as such.  

In the following sections, I will emphasize this cognitive process because the novels 

pay much attention to the thoughts of the protagonists. In their minds, the protagonists 

imagine different lives for themselves and at certain points they all start to try and fulfill these 

fantasies. They transform their identities in their minds, which results in their ability live up to 

their own ideals and aspirations better. Importantly, they consciously decide to live their lives 

differently and adapt certain aspects from the outside world. There is no denying, however, 

that their growing possibilities have a downside. Characters can change their own communal 

positions, but they are not able to change entire communities. Rules and regulations still 

matter, so to change their identities, they have to distance themselves from their communities 

as well as the Judaism they often feel closely connected to. 

As Heschel explains, these and most other ideas about feminism and its developments 

in Judaism are compatible with the larger developments of feminism in America (46-47). This 

is why in fiction, Jewish feminism is able to influence women in Orthodox communities. 

Ideas travel, and in fiction these ideas can be put together to fit a possible wish or dream or 
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longing of the writer, or they can help to create something new. The ideas and knowledge of 

the writer always play a part, consciously or unintentionally. Therefore, when a writer like 

Abraham or Mirvis has distanced herself from her original Orthodox community and lives in 

the outside world, knowledge of the outside world has become part of what the writer knows 

and thus with ease can slip into thoughts of the novel’s protagonist. This means that through 

these novels, readers are offered a better understanding of the world of Orthodox Jewish 

women. Readers get more insight in how a traditional Jewish Orthodox community might be 

built up. More importantly, however, they get a glimpse of the questions, the troubles, and the 

changes that may be present with contemporary Jewish Orthodox women in America.  

 Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader represent a stream of 

post-acculturated fiction, in which the protagonists question parts of their lives. The main 

characters Elizabeth Shulman, Tzippy Goldman, and Rachel Benjamin are living in 

communities that claim to be separated from the rest of American society and that leave them 

dreaming of more individual rights so they can carry out their own plans. They want to 

develop their identities as women within Orthodoxy. To accomplish this, they need their 

connections to the outside world.  

Even though in the real world, there is little or no place for feminism in Jewish 

Orthodox communities, in the novels feminism does enter Orthodoxy. The protagonists 

engage in various activities that allow feminism to seep into their Orthodox lives, such as 

reading non-Jewish novels, pursuing a secular education, and spending time with non-Jewish 

characters. These are features of the outside world in which feminism is implicitly hidden. 

The idea of feminism influences the protagonists in such a way that they change the way they 

live. All three protagonists want more rights, fewer rules and restrictions, and more room to 

develop personally. To illustrate how this appears in the novels, a few examples follow here. 

 In Abraham’s The Romance Reader, Rachel secretly reads non-Jewish romance 
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novels that inspire her to have romantic fantasies about men. Paradoxically, even though the 

novels that stimulate her are based on male/female role-models that are very traditional in the 

outside world, they encourage Rachel’s feminist growth and influence her rebellion. Clinging 

to the idea of romantic love, she takes her life into her own hands by deciding to divorce her 

husband before they are even married.  

The main character in Kaaterskill Falls, Elizabeth, also loves to read, especially 

Shakespeare and Tolstoy. Literature, art, and theatre inspire her wish to create something on 

her own, for herself, although acquaintances from the outside world inspire her to actually 

follow through with her plan, which is to open a kosher grocery store. The success of her 

business influences Elizabeth to transgress the rules of her community, which ultimately leads 

to her losing the store. 

In The Outside World, the kosher food business is also an important aspect of the 

changing life of Jewish Orthodox protagonist. Tzippy moves to Memphis with her husband so 

he can run a kosher store. For her, moving is a chance to leave her suffocating family and 

community. According to her mother, Tzippy should be working to support her husband and 

wishing she would get pregnant, but Tzippy enjoys her freedom so much that she applies for 

college and engages herself in secular learning. Ultimately, Tzippy’s escape from her 

community and her refusal to turn into the woman her mother wants her to be initiate her 

mother’s depression.  

These examples make the consequences of the choices Elizabeth, Tzippy, and Rachel 

seem rather negative. They have to decide whether an increase in personal freedom is more 

important than maintaining good contact with their families and the other members of their 

communities. The reasons why these characters are so receptive of elements from the outside 

world are related to the authors. The authors are living in the world outside or on the margin 

of the Jewish Orthodox or conservative communities they grew up in. Therefore, they have 
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both an insider’s and an outsider’s perspective from which they write. This dichotomist view 

they give their characters, as well.  

 This section discussed a number of important developments in twentieth century 

Jewish American history, and emphasized the interaction between the inside and the outside 

world. The relationship between the inside and the outside world is very important. The inside 

world refers to the insulated Jewish Orthodox communities that want to shield themselves 

from the secular American culture they are surrounded by, the so-called outside world. Inside 

and outside world can thus mean different things in different communities. 

The novels discussed in the following sections are about female protagonists who live 

in insulated communities. They are rebellious characters who crave a more autonomous life, 

and they try to escape the prescribed gender roles that are imposed upon them. They do this 

inspired by their imagination, which is in turn influenced by their reading of secular novels, 

enjoying a less observant or even secular education, and spending time with non-Orthodox 

characters.  

 The protagonists have access to these outside world aspects because their fictional 

communities are not as insulated as they appear to be. Thanks to these outside world aspects, 

they experience a consciousness transformation. At first they only imagine that they have 

different lives, later they start to behave rebelliously. Their rebellion causes the protagonists 

to create a personal space that they could not have constructed without the influence of 

outside world aspects and the feminism that these features brought along. The next three 

sections will, apart from dealing with issues of Orthodoxy and feminism, give more insight in 

various other forms of secular culture that enter fictional communities and influence the 

protagonists’ imagination.  
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2. An Orthodox Woman’s Struggle for Autonomy 

 

The Kirshners … are absorbed in their own religion. Although they have no paintings, or 

stained glass, or sculpture, they array themselves with gorgeous words. (Kaaterskill Falls 4) 

 

 Elizabeth Shulman, the protagonist in Allegra Goodman’s first novel Kaaterskill Falls 

(1998), is a member of the Kirshner community. This is a community of Orthodox Jews who 

separate themselves as much as possible from the rest of American society as well as from 

other Jewish communities. The men work in the outside world, but otherwise stay inside the 

Kirshner community to pray and to study. The women stay permanently inside the community 

and are responsible for the domestic work. They are busy with housekeeping and they take 

care of the children. At the center of the community is the rabbi, Rav Elijah Kirshner, who is 

admired by his congregation, even though he leads them with strict rules and regulations. 

Each year, the congregants from his community in Washington Heights follow him to 

Kaaterskill Falls, where they spend their summers. 

 Kaaterskill is an “amalgam of intersecting worlds,” comparable to Tova Mirvis’s 

description of Jewish culture (“Writing Between Worlds” 309). In Kaaterskill, the Kirshners 

are surrounded by “outsiders,” consisting of members from other Jewish communities and 

non-Jews, who are divided into so-called “year-rounders” and “summer people.” They all 

influence one another. My focus will be on Elizabeth’s experiences. She is a young mother of 

five daughters who is curious about the outside world, who wants to know what it is like to 

live in secular American society. In Kaaterskill, she is restless. Her daughters are at day-camp 

and now that Elizabeth has the time to read, her books do not seem so interesting anymore. 

She wants something for herself, something she can create. 

 In the Kirshner community, it is difficult for women to deviate from the traditional 
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path of raising children and doing domestic work. Consequently, Elizabeth’s desire to create 

something for herself is challenging, for it calls her away from what she should be doing. In 

addition to her wish to create something that is entirely hers, Elizabeth develops a curiosity 

for the outside world the community professes to shun. The Kirshner family leads the 

community and maintains its strict separation, and consequently the rules that restrict 

Elizabeth. To illustrate the influence of the Kirshner family on Elizabeth’s development I will 

now take a closer look at the construction of the Kirshner family to see the way in which the 

Rav and his adherent Isaiah maintain the community, and how they deal with the outside 

world.  

 Rav Elijah Kirshner’s grandfather was the founder of German “neoorthodoxy” (15). 

The older Kirshner’s design of neoorthodoxy included a community of people who studied 

“science and languages, law, and mathematics – and yet none of these could come before 

religious law” (16). When his grandson left Germany with his congregation just before 

Kristallnacht, this interaction with the outside world decreased. As Ranen Omer-Sherman 

remarks, Kaaterskill Falls is about the “crisis of Jewish faith … in modernity” (265). He 

points out that the opening pages of the novel “map the unpleasant journey from the secular 

world of commerce to the transcendent community of the Kirshners in Kaaterskill Falls” 

(267). In Kaaterskill, the Kirshners are struggling to “maintain Jerusalem in the midst of 

Babylon” (Omer-Sherman 268). The outside world is enticing and the members of the 

community have to fight the threat of secularization. 

These descendants of the German Kirshners are American-born, and they live in small, 

crowded apartments in Washington Heights. Their leader is a “rationalist, interested in law, 

not myth” (Kaaterskill Falls 99). At a certain point in the novel, the Rav has a stroke when he 

is leading a service. On the way to the hospital, he contemplates the members of his 

community, and how they have changed:  
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They are good people … But they are very simple. I notice all the time. They 

are always working and they are learning … They keep one thing, the 

religious, alive. It is the most important, but they have lost the other. They have 

forgotten the poetry. There is not one of them who is what we used to call an 

Educated Man…How did this happen? In this country I think perhaps it is 

necessary. (106) 

In this train of thought, the Rav tries to make clear that he regrets that his people do not 

incorporate the secular more in their lives. The religious should always come first and be the 

most important part of their lives, but they should also read books, poetry, and plays from 

outside their Jewish Orthodox faith. Nevertheless, he set up this community himself, secluded 

from American society. He chose this seclusion because in Germany, Jews did integrate into 

German society, which ended in a “holocaust of blood” that “washed away his congregants’ 

pretensions to a natural place” (98). The Rav discusses his community’s lack of combining 

the religious with the secular with his eldest son Jeremy, who engages in the outside world. 

However, after the Rav dies, it is the younger son Isaiah who follows his father as the new 

Rav, tightening the community’s rules and restrictions. He makes the outside world less 

accessible and at the same time for a character like Elizabeth, more attractive.  

 In Washington Heights the separatist Kirshner members all live in the same 

neighborhood and they have their own Kirshner approved stores. In Kaaterskill, however, 

although they remain members of the same secluded community, they integrate with people 

form outside their community. Because they are living right next to each other in Kaaterskill, 

non-Jews and non-Kirshners who reside in Kaaterskill during summer influence various 

members of the Kirshner community, like Elizabeth. They provide a way for the outside 

world to enter. Other ways for the outside world to enter include books, plays, the radio, and 

newspapers, which provide the Kirshners with information about the rest of the world. 
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Subsequently, Kaaterskill’s openness ignites Elizabeth’s desire to expand the borders of her 

community. Additionally, the community is the setting of her rebellion and her change as a 

woman, as I will discuss later in greater detail. 

 Socolovsky observes that Kaaterskill Falls portrays the positive and negative sides of 

the seclusion of the fictional Kirshner community. The novel shows the reader both “the 

repressive enclosure and the secluded security of the … community” (35). While, as we have 

seen, in Kaaterskill the community consists of intersecting worlds and therefore experiences a 

tension between being turned inwards by the Rav and facing outward toward the world, 

isolation from the outside world is nevertheless a great part of the lives of the Kirshner. We 

will see that it counts especially for women, as we discuss how Elizabeth tries to find her way 

within this seclusion.     

Goodman explains that she, from the beginning of her career, has chosen an “insider’s 

perspective” that is influenced by her reading of Jewish literature as well as her background as 

a child growing up in Hawaii. She claims to be familiar with a place, Hawaii, that to others 

seems exotic. Therefore, she chooses to “present the exotic as familiar” in her writing 

(“Writing with a Return Address” 271). Subsequently, the atmosphere of the fictional 

secluded Kirshner community she describes in Kaaterskill Falls is recognizable to many 

readers. Nevertheless, in the novel the Kirshners are outsiders to the rest of America. They 

separate themselves from the secular world, they dress differently, they are only in Kaaterskill 

during summer, and they are looked down upon by many of the permanent inhabitants of 

Kaaterskill.  

 This makes Elizabeth’s desire to experience life in the outside world harder to fulfill. 

Elizabeth believes in God and never intends to give up her faith. However, she does question 

her place within Orthodoxy. As I discussed before, Elizabeth’s fascination for the outside 

world grows because of the access to the outside world in Kaaterskill, where she spends time 
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with her non-Kirshner neighbors. For example, she sees A Midsummer Night’s Dream with 

her neighbors Beatrix and Cecil, which is something her husband Isaac is concerned about, 

because plays are “vulgar entertainment” (54). Even though Elizabeth is influenced by 

characters like Beatrix and her other neighbor, Andras, her curiosity for the outside world has 

always been present within her. Until now, she has satisfied this curiosity amongst others by 

reading secular literature from writers like Shakespeare, Tolstoy, and Jane Austen.  

 Elizabeth has always romanticized the secular because the sacred is not mysterious to 

her. Therefore, she would like to move outside the “fixed and constant realm” she lives in, but 

without giving it up and exchanging it for a life without religion (57). Whereas her rituals are 

instincts to her because she repeats them over and over again, the outside world is an 

unfamiliar place which she can examine from afar. Yet, at this point in her life examining the 

outside world is not enough for her anymore. She wants to experience it. Goodman explains 

that because Orthodox rituals are instincts to Elizabeth, she is unable to view her situation 

from the outside in the way the reader might, and “judge it in that way,” but she figures out 

how to express herself within her restrictive community (Kreilkamp 49). At the moment 

Elizabeth realizes what it is she wants to do, she is with her Kaaterskill neighbor Nina at an 

exhibition of paintings, admiring a portrait of the waterfall of Kaaterskill. The painting 

brings back her own half-buried wish to capture and even recreate a place and 

time that beautiful. More than ever she wants to do something of her own … 

Elizabeth looks intently at the painting, that brilliant piece of the world, and 

gazing at the color and the light of it she feels the desire, as intense as prayer. I 

want – she thinks, and then it comes to her simply, with all the force of her 

pragmatic soul – I want to open a store. (83) 

This wish emphasizes Elizabeth’s feminist desires, and enhances her feminist development, as 

I will discuss now. 
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 Kaaterskill Falls is set in the mid 1970s, when in reality, Jewish feminism was just in 

its earliest developing stage in the United States, and the return to Orthodoxy and Jewish 

tradition was just taking place. However, the novel was written in 1998, when feminism was 

more generally accepted in Judaism, except for Orthodoxy. Developments in Jewish 

American literature resulted in the appearance of gendered characters in novels, as discussed 

in the previous section. Therefore, Orthodox feminism does appear in fictional works such as 

Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader.  

   Elizabeth tries to find ways to expand her world, to broaden her experiences over the 

boundaries of her community. She gives her daughters English, secular names, even though 

they will never use them. She dreams of what they will become when they grow up, and 

hopes that they will not take the standard path for a woman, which consists of marrying, 

having and raising children, and doing domestic work. Elizabeth asks herself what the 

opportunities are for someone like herself, who has only been a mother.  

Not merely a mother, as if it were unimportant, but only a mother. All 

consumingly. Only a cherisher and a teacher, a feeder of souls, hungry and 

mysterious, and always becoming more like themselves. What she wants is the 

chance to shape something that cannot become anything else, only hers. To 

truly create something, material, definable, self-limited. (96) 

Elizabeth’s curiosity for the outside world is linked to the exclusion she experiences as a 

woman in her community. This becomes clearer to her as time progresses. Most gender roles 

are natural and logical to her. For example, her clothes cover her body and she covers her hair 

with a sheitel. In shul, men and women are separated, and the youngest children sit in the 

men’s section. These things do not bother her. The fact that she is not allowed to follow her 

own path, does bother her. 

 At first, Elizabeth’s idea to open a store only seems an opportunity for her to explore a 
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way of life that is more common outside her community than inside it. Gradually, it becomes 

clear that opening a store speaks to Elizabeth’s feminist side, because as a woman, she 

literally cannot do what she wants. She cannot just decide for herself to open a store. She 

needs the Rav’s permission to open the store, but the Rav does not speak with women outside 

his family. Therefore, Isaac has to agree with her plans first, so he can talk to the Rav for her.  

 When Isaac is with the Rav, Isaac quotes a part of the song that Jewish families sing 

on Friday night for the mother of the house. He cites the part about the virtuous wife, who 

earns money and makes profit. The song inspires Isaac to believe that this woman could be 

Elizabeth, and he convinces the Rav to give them permission to open the store. Indeed, the 

success of the store proves a woman’s ability to earn money. More importantly, with her 

store, Elizabeth creates space for women in her Orthodox community, because it is a “rare 

social gathering place outside the synagogue” (Omer-Sherman 271). However, owning the 

store does not prevent Elizabeth from trying to stretch the boundaries that are drawn to keep 

her inside her community further. 

Elizabeth’s owning a store highlights the differences between her and her husband 

Isaac, who is a “purist,” while she “pushes against the rules” (203). However, she pushes too 

hard when she decides to cater a party for neighbors who are not Kirshners, which is the 

reason she ultimately has to close the store. This closing of Elizabeth’s store is preceded by 

the tightening of the boundaries of her community. When Rav Elijah Kirshner dies, his 

youngest son Isaiah takes his place. He tells his congregation that “there is no room for 

compromise, there is no sustenance outside the community” (227). Elizabeth hears the speech, 

and everything the new Rav says, sounds familiar. Yet, she does not believe it, because 

Now, more than ever, the outside fascinates her: the people there, the way 

everyone moves about, the complexity of a world with such loose days and 

weeks, the time never delineated between work and Shabbes, the food never 
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separated, the men and women mixed together as well; so many decisions 

made rather than received. (227) 

This is an important moment. Elizabeth realizes that “it was never the poetry she was after, 

never the secular books, the paintings, or the plays; it was the diversity of choices” (227-228). 

She realizes that she has lowered herself down to the other side of the imaginary fence, to the 

outside world against which the Rav warns his congregation. This realization for her 

emphasizes the lack of choice she has, being both an Orthodox Jew and a woman, and it 

initiates an inner crisis. 

Elizabeth’s crisis “symbolizes the difficulty of moving through a space that tries to 

combine both the secular and the sacred” (Socolovsky 39). According to Socolovsky, 

Kaaterskill Falls emphasizes the particular difficulties of Orthodox women when their beliefs 

and habits become lined up against more secular feminist understandings (39). Elizabeth 

wants to include secular aspects in her life, not transform her community radically. She 

understands that things go the way they do, and in her store she eventually finds a small place 

in which she can develop herself as an individual. There, Elizabeth finds the capacity to 

change that, according to Dufour, is present in Judaism. She finds her space, as a woman. 

Unfortunately, this space is taken away from her. In her disappointment over the way her 

business ends, her feminism evolves and becomes clearer, more outspoken.  

 Elizabeth’s feminism evolves largely on the inside. In her mind, she changes her 

suffocating patriarchal Jewish community. Subsequently, she develops a feminist 

consciousness that influences her to intentionally choose to transform her thoughts into acts. 

In the previous section I discussed the three different types of feminist - inclusionist, 

transformationist, and reinterpretationist - that Dufour researched. Even though Elizabeth is 

not similar to any type of feminists, she applies some characteristics of reinterpretationist 

feminism to her own development, such as her ability to make imaginary changes to have a 
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better grip on her own life. She is comfortable with many Orthodox practices. Therefore, she 

wants to increase her possibilities, rather than trade her traditional practices for new, more 

secular ones. Elizabeth increasingly realizes that the gender roles in her community restrict 

her as soon as she tries to decide something on her own. This inspires her to keep looking for 

a way in which she can maintain some individual, autonomous space. 

 Elizabeth’s ability to change patriarchal Judaism in her mind influences her ability to 

find some space for herself even when her community is becoming more narrow and binding. 

She is losing her store not only due to her own mistake of catering the party, but also because 

the new Rav is stricter, more traditional. As discussed in the next section, Tova Mirvis 

observes that on the one hand, the Orthodox world in America has moved to the right, which 

she captures in her novel The Outside World (“Questions and Answers”). This is comparable 

to what is happening in Kaaterskill Falls, when Rav Isaiah Kirshner decides to tighten his 

community’s bonds. Mirvis also explains that, on the other hand, feminism is entering 

Judaism, an aspect that she and Goodman both capture in their novels as well.  

 For Elizabeth, losing her store stands for something bigger than only this particular 

loss in her life and her community. It makes her realize that “You don’t magically create 

something when you have to ask permission just to try” (282). When she gives birth to her 

sixth daughter, Elizabeth is somewhat disappointed, because life is more difficult for girls. 

“They are expected to be careful always and responsible, practical, nothing more” (282). The 

dreams she has for her daughters’ futures are not realistic at all, just like the possibility that 

they will ever use their official, English names. The loss of her store emphasizes for Elizabeth 

that her community is a “tight little world, and a tighter one for women. A narrow place. 

Always safe and always binding” (282). For the community, the loss of the store serves as an 

example that the community is indeed becoming tighter, stricter, and increasingly traditional. 

According to the Rav, the secular world should be kept outside, with no compromise 
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whatsoever. 

 Even though this stricter community makes it harder for Elizabeth’s feminism to enter 

and stay, her experiences prompt her to find her way at the end of the novel. When she sits in 

the synagogue amongst her fellow community members, Elizabeth is certain that she has lost 

something. She feels like she “does not belong to them in the same way anymore” (247). 

However, when Andras reminds her that she is in the United States of America so she can do 

whatever she wants, he inspires her not to give up her wish for some individual space, her 

wish to do something besides being a mother.        

 In the end, Elizabeth is true to both secular feminism and Orthodox Judaism, even 

though they are considered incompatible. She will never be able to practice her religion with 

the same devotion as she used to, but her feminist determination is not as outspoken as it was, 

either. This makes her feel lonely, and she feels that she does not fit in with her community 

anymore. In other words, it seems she is the outsider now. Omer-Sherman calls Elizabeth’s 

feminism “compromising and adaptive” (273). At the end of the novel, she still sees the 

beauty of the community, and she is not afraid anymore of the possibility that her daughters 

will stay in this community. Moreover, Elizabeth comes to understand the Rav’s decision to 

close her shop. Her role as mother and wife is therefore crucial, rather than restrictive, which 

means that Elizabeth has created a “positive space for women within the rigors of orthodoxy” 

(Socolovsky 39).  

 With her store, Elizabeth creates space for women in her Orthodox community. Even 

though she is unable to make great changes because the men in her community can at any 

time put a stop to the activities of women and thus stand in the way of their developments, 

Elizabeth influences gender roles. The generation after Elizabeth, to which her daughters and 

their friends belong, is a generation of women who are increasingly questioning their 

prescribed roles and the future of their community (Omer-Sherman 273).  
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Above everything else, Elizabeth changes her own role in the community. Omer-

Sherman observes that at the end of the novel “Elizabeth is … the outsider looking in, toward 

an innocent and uncompromising state of obedience” (285). Yet, at the same time she exhibits 

a “remarkably serene acceptance of those for whom Orthodoxy remains an exultant and 

joyous expression of their faith” (285).  Elizabeth has attained some independence, but she 

has found it within this circumscribed world of “continued acceptance” (Reich 19). Even 

though the diversity of choices is still limited for her, with her new job in the non Kirshner 

grocery store, she ultimately finds a way to expand her autonomy outside the part of the world 

that she is familiar with. 
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3. The Power of Imagination 

 

The girls were allowed to read certain books, ones that had been carefully screened for 

anything objectionable or questionable. Because if they didn’t read, they couldn’t wonder. If 

they didn’t see, they wouldn’t know. (The Outside World 208) 

 

  For Tzippy Goldman, the protagonist of Tova Mirvis’ novel The Outside World 

(2004), the novels she reads satisfy a part of her curiosity for the outside world. She lives in a 

secluded ultra-Orthodox Jewish community in Brooklyn in which matchmaking, dating, and 

organizing weddings are an important part of daily life, especially for women. Together with 

her mother Shayna, Tzippy has spent much time imagining her own wedding. However, at 

age twenty-two and after more than forty dates, she still has not found the right candidate for 

marriage. In her community she is considered old to still be single. 

 Tzippy’s inability to find a husband initiates a cognitive process that leads her to 

develop a feminist consciousness. This cognitive process appears in the form of her 

imagination, which has an important role in her life. In this section, we will see that Tzippy is 

pressured to get married, especially by her mother, but also by the rest of her community. This 

initiates her rebellion and influences her unwillingness to follow the path that is laid out for 

her by her mother and her community.  

 Like Elizabeth, Tzippy tries to find a way to expand her autonomy by incorporating 

aspects of the outside world into her life. In addition to that, she is increasingly intrigued by 

the outside world and incorporates aspects of that world in her life, such as secular novels and 

secular education. Ultimately she finds ways to make her own decisions, even though it 

means that to do that, she has to move away from her family, out of her community.   

 To obtain a better picture of how and why Tzippy changes, I will first discuss her 
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rebellion. Due to her state of “spinsterhood” at the age of twenty-two, Tzippy is living on the 

margin of her community. Her friends are all engaged or married, and Tzippy feels angry. She 

is angry at God, who she thinks is unfair and unjust, because he has not blessed her with a 

husband yet. The pressure of her community to get married weighs heavily on Tzippy. In her 

community, “Setting up an eighteen-year-old was a hobby for people. Finding a husband for a 

twenty-two-year-old was a national emergency” (2). Tzippy feels even more pushed to get 

married by her mother, who she feels is taking over her life by networking, setting her up on 

dates, and visiting every wedding in the community, after which she reports wedding details 

to Tzippy. This tires Tzippy. After she turns down the 42P

nd
P boy she dates, she thinks that, “If 

she were not so worn down by what her mother wanted for her, she might have been 

interested in going out with him again” (21). So Tzippy rebels against her mother, even 

though this means that she could be missing a chance to meet her future husband. 

 Importantly, Tzippy’s rebellion starts in her mind. She has feelings she is not supposed 

to have, such as anger and sadness. She imagines what would happen if she would scream out 

loud, or if she would act “crazy” on a date. Her inner voice starts to demand attention, and in 

her mind she scolds at her mother: “If you like him so much, why don’t you go out with 

him?” (4). Tzippy recognizes this inner voice as her “yetzer harah” which is the voice of her 

“evil inclination” (4). She is afraid that people may notice that she is having these unwelcome 

feelings, and is convinced that her engagement is the only way to make these feelings 

disappear. As I will discuss later, this inner voice is not so much Tzippy’s evil inclination, 

rather, it is the voice of her imagination. Her imagination influences her to gain more control 

over her own life. 

Tzippy’s rebellion starts in her mind. For example, first she imagines what it would be 

like to escape from home. After fantasizing about it for a while, Tzippy actually leaves home 

to study in Israel. There, she studies Bible, Prophets and Law at the B’nos Sarah seminary for 
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American girls. This first physical escape act is a turning point for Tzippy, because for the 

first time in her life, she has control over her own life. Away from her mother, she listens 

more to herself. Even though in Israel she is part of an ultra-Orthodox institution that carries 

out the same rules and restrictions as her own community, being away from her family and 

community enables her to continue to listen to her rebellious mind. Therefore, it is in Israel 

that she develops her curiosity for the outside world.  

In Israel, where Tzippy continues to behave somewhat rebelliously, she decides to find 

this “elusive husband” (64) on her own, by skipping classes and by watching yeshiva boys. 

She is not supposed to make eye contact with the boys, for it could cause them to have 

forbidden thoughts. Nevertheless, Tzippy does make eye contact with them, and as a result 

finds her future husband, Baruch Miller. Even their dating deviates from what is normal, 

because Tzippy and Baruch let themselves be set up for dates, even though they already know 

that they like each other.  

 Tzippy’s longing to be more autonomous, to decide things on her own, is a desire that 

is also held by the characters Elizabeth and Rachel. Tired of always being told what they 

should and should not do, these three protagonists are determined to seize control over their 

own lives. I will now discuss how this determination manifests itself in Tzippy, by exploring 

her consciousness transformation and the development of her feminist identity. 

 As I previously mentioned, Tzippy’s consciousness transformation starts with her 

inability to find an appropriate husband. When she is twenty-two years old, the only thing that 

is important to her is to find a husband. In Jerusalem, she becomes increasingly angry and 

jealous. She envies the girls from her class who all start dating and often get engaged, and she 

is angry at God. “She had waited for God; she had played by His rules. But no more. She was 

done with … waiting” (64). Here Tzippy reinterprets the rules, inspired by the matriarchs she 

reads about in her Chumash. She imagines how these age old women, Sarah, Rebecca, 
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Rachel, and Leah, worked to pursue their husbands, and that is when she decides to follow 

after the matriarchs and find her own husband. In her patriarchal community, she takes 

women as her example. 

 Tzippy expects that the inner voice that prompts her to slightly bend the rules will 

leave her once she gets engaged. When Baruch proposes to her and she agrees to marry him, 

she feels herself changing, convinced that marriage is the answer to her troubles. However, 

Tzippy’s consciousness transformation continues after she finds her husband. An important 

reason why her inner agitation does not end is that her mother takes over the planning of the 

wedding. As soon as she tells her mother she is engaged to Baruch, “[t]he pressure was the 

same. Overnight, her mother had gone from worrying about dating to worrying about the 

wedding” (101). Shayna’s expectations bear down even heavier on Tzippy than they did 

before and Tzippy grows increasingly annoyed by her mother’s wedding talk. As a result, this 

increasing distance from her mother makes Tzippy listen to herself even more. She pulls 

herself away from her mother and ultimately, from her community as well. The more she 

loosens herself from her mother’s grip, the more space she has to listen to her inner voice.  

 Even though Tzippy continues to rebel against her mother and the rules of her 

Orthodox community, by engaging to Baruch she does what is expected of her as a woman in 

her community. She realizes that as an engaged woman, she will not have to envy her married 

friends anymore, because she “would finally have what they had” (157). She pictures the life 

that lies ahead of her, a life that includes living in the same neighborhood she has always 

lived in, seeing her mother every day, helping out with her sisters, and being friends with the 

same girls she grew up with. However, when she starts to think about Baruch’s suggestion to 

move to Memphis so he can run the kosher store her father will open, Tzippy realizes that she 

does not want to have what everyone else has. She does not want to “travel on a one-way 

road, each stop along the way decided in advance” (157). In her contemplation of the life that 
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lies ahead of her, Tzippy imagines that she would make a break from the path she is expected 

to follow. She imagines that 

When no one was looking, she began to run and didn’t run back. … She didn’t 

want to be able to envision exactly how it would be. She wanted to live in a 

place beyond the boundaries of her imagination. …Separated from her family 

by miles, she would be on her own. (158) 

This moment of realization is very important, for it enfolds the imagination that 

influences Tzippy’s change. She wants to free herself from the expectations of her family and 

her community, and from the future that has already been laid out for her. Tzippy’s 

consciousness transformation includes that she changes from being someone who tries to 

repress her thoughts as the voice of her “evil inclination” to live up to the expectations of her 

Orthodox community, into a woman who consciously accepts her imagination. Tzippy 

deliberately decides to be someone who does not do everything that is expected of her. She 

intentionally chooses to escape in order to acquire the ability to make her own decisions. This 

makes her a rebel, but because her rebellion is directed mostly at gender roles, at expectations 

of her as a woman, this also makes her a feminist. I will now discuss how Tzippy’s feminism 

manifests itself. 

 In the real world, Jewish Orthodoxy and feminism are considered incompatible. Yet, 

in the novels that are discussed in this paper, a number of female Jewish Orthodox characters 

subscribe to feminist ideals. In The Outside World, Tzippy eventually manages to find a space 

in Orthodoxy in which she can be an Orthodox woman as well as a feminist. Tzippy never 

intends to leave Orthodoxy but she continues to rebel against patriarchal rules. By taking 

space in her life for herself and thereby consciously choosing to cross the boundaries of 

Orthodoxy, she reinterprets Orthodox rules. She adapts the rules to what she wants instead of 

the other way around, like she used to do. An example of this is her engagement to Baruch. 
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Both of them do not tell their parents that they are engaged until the last moment, and they 

gain “a strange, hysterical pleasure from the knowledge that they had followed the rules, but 

not exactly” (101).  

 Similar to a number of feminists in the 1970s that are discussed by Burstein, Tzippy 

senses “possibilities of self-realization” that cannot be “contained within the domestic and 

gendered boundaries established by tradition” (151). She feels a very strong need to escape 

her restricted life, which results in actual escape acts, first from her mother, then from her 

entire community, and finally, even for a short time from her husband. As Mirvis points out, 

Tzippy holds “conflicting sets of values” (“Questions and Answers”). Like the 

reinterpretationist Jewish feminists that Dufour discusses (104), Tzippy tries to find a “viable 

way of integrating” these “potentially conflicted identities” of Orthodoxy and feminism. 

 To be able to do this, Tzippy has to move to Memphis, where her identity is not 

defined by what her family and community expect from her. She longs for more autonomy 

and more individuality. To obtain this autonomy, she has to try and change some of the 

traditional gender roles that confine her. She approaches this change by incorporating aspects 

of the outside world in her life. Now, she can face her restricted life “in light of the ideology 

of modern Western thought,” similar to what, according to Zaidman, is done by modern 

Jewish feminist (48).  

 The most important aspect of modern Jewish feminism that can be applied to the 

character of Tzippy is the consciousness transformation that Elizabeth and Rachel also 

experience. Tzippy is constantly lost in thought. Her thoughts change her, and she turns her 

imagination to reality. She no longer wants to be subordinate. For example, when she is 

married she is expected to teach at a nursing school to support her husband’s learning. Yet, 

she actually wants to study herself, so she decides to apply for college.  

 In Memphis, Tzippy does not socialize in the way the other women in the community 
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expect from her. For example, she does not accept the dinner invitations she receives. She 

socializes with the local Jews when she is in the store, but that is all, because Tzippy rather 

goes her own way. In addition, she does not maintain contact with the friends she left behind 

and she avoids her mother’s calls. She is increasingly curious about the outside world, which 

is more accessible for her when she is not being surrounded by people who know and judge 

her. 

 Tzippy’s rebellion is connected to her development as a feminist character, which 

means that it is connected to the way in which she increasingly allows the outside world to 

enter her life. In order to develop her identity as a woman within ultra-Orthodoxy, Tzippy 

needs her connections to the outside world. As in Kaaterskill Falls and The Romance Reader, 

feminism seeps into the separated Jewish Orthodox communities because the outside world is 

already part of their lives, in the form of non-Jewish novels, secular education, or other 

characters. I will now discuss how aspects of the outside world influence Tzippy’s feminism 

and how the outside world becomes an increasingly larger part of her life. 

Like Elizabeth, Tzippy never intends to leave Orthodoxy for good, but she wants to 

know what it is like to live in the outside world. One night, when she is in Israel, she is caught 

by a moment of doubt and she confesses her thoughts to a roommate. She asks, “[w]hat if I 

decided to try something else? … Of course I would come back to this. But just to see” (59). 

The next morning, Tzippy once again brushes off her thoughts as the voice of her evil 

inclination. However, this moment of doubt together with the continuing curiosity for the 

outside world influences Tzippy to incorporate aspects of that world in her life more easily.  

With The Outside World, Mirvis is what Burstein calls “re-storying” Jewish women 

(141). For the forming of her Orthodox characters, Mirvis explains that she draws on her own 

“experiences of living in a world that’s rich with detail and all sorts of particularities that 

mean something and convey a lot” (Rosenblatt-Mayefsky 49). However, because she lives on 
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the edge of her community now, and is part of a shul that “tries to stay within the boundaries 

of Jewish law while pushing the envelope at the same time,” she is familiar with the outside 

world as well (Jacobs). Mirvis explains that she grew up in an open, liberal, and feminist 

environment, and that she now lives on the margin of her community, with “one foot inside 

and one foot stepping out” (“Writing Between Worlds” 301; “Questions and Answers”). In 

The Outside World, the interaction between the Orthodox and the secular world is 

emphasized.  

 Tzippy is influenced by two characters who are familiar with the outside world. First, 

her mother Shayna influences Tzippy’s curiosity for the outside world because she grew up 

non-observant. Ironically, Shayna is trying so hard to give her daughter the experience of 

growing up as an ultra-Orthodox girl that she never had, that she suffocates Tzippy and 

pushes her out of their Orthodox community.  

Second, for Tzippy, Baruch is a source of secular experience. He was raised modern 

Orthodox, and his parents believe in “being part of the modern world,” and in “the integration 

of religious and secular” (27). He turns increasingly observant as he studies at a yeshiva in 

Jerusalem. However, he still has to fight sometimes to immerse himself in his new ultra-

Orthodox identity, especially after he meets Tzippy, who finds it particularly attractive that 

Baruch is religious with a “worldly streak” (76). Tzippy wants to know every detail of his 

past, more secular life, because she wants “to be able to imagine it exactly” (76). With 

Baruch, Tzippy can live by Orthodox rule, but at the same time she can make her own choices 

more easily. Baruch recalls how it is to live a less observant live and therefore accepts that 

Tzippy extends the world around her.  

 The greatest opportunity for Tzippy to widen the world around her is given in 

Memphis, because the Jewish community there is much smaller than the one she grew up in. 

Moreover, other than Baruch there are no people who know Tzippy and nobody tries to 
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restrict her behavior. Therefore, even though she is “supposed to be figuring out what she 

wanted to do in Memphis … to be looking for a job as a nursery school teacher,” she is 

“enjoying her freedom too much” (206). Instead of living the life she would have lived if she 

had stayed in Brooklyn, Tzippy explores a whole new world. “Being married took up 

nowhere as much energy as worrying that she would remain single forever. And that gave her 

rare extra time” in which she does not have tot “think about anyone but herself” (207, 206). 

She uses this time to explore the outside world and to figure out how far she can stretch the 

boundaries of her new married life. So marriage does give Tzippy what she wants, which is 

the opportunity to explore life in the outside world and the ability to make her own decisions.  

 As I discussed before, secular novels form an important aspect of the outside world 

that influences female protagonists in the novels that are discussed in this paper. Tzippy 

spends the extra time she has at the library, where she discovers an entire new world of books. 

She reads fairy tales, novels, and travel books, and “the world around her widened” (209). 

Tzippy also reads and learns about businesses, inspired by the fantasies she and Baruch have 

about the future: 

surrounded by more books than she could ever read, the voice that had once 

dogged her made its return. Before, this voice was held in check by another, 

louder one that worried and warned, “What if you never get married?” But 

now, with that fear allayed, the voice had grown bold. Free to say what it 

wanted, free to travel at will, it found its way down to Memphis, into the 

supposedly solid walls of marriage, where once again it began to speak to her 

(211-212).  

This “voice” urges Tzippy to go to college, an institution that according to the 

Orthodox rabbis of her community stands “at the gate to the outside world” (221). The classes 

satisfy Tzippy’s hunger for the outside world and enlarge that longing at the same time. At 
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this point, Tzippy discovers that the voice that initiated her rebellion in the past is not the 

voice of her evil inclination, but the voice of her imagination, which she no longer wants to 

ignore. “She knew it was okay to chisel out spaces to breathe. She could whish, she could 

want, she could let her mind, if not other parts of her, roam free” (220). Here, it is obvious 

that Tzippy manages to create space for herself. Away from her family and outside her old 

community, she has found room for herself, in which the secular world also has a part.   

After a few months of marriage it becomes clear to Tzippy that she can never escape 

her family. When they need her, she returns to her parents’ home for a while to take care of 

her sisters and her mother. However, like Elizabeth, and as we will see later, like Rachel, 

Tzippy cannot turn back into being who she was before because of the feminist consciousness 

she developed. Once she finds room for herself, Tzippy wants more. She does not belong to 

her community in the same way anymore, but she finds an individualized way to live within it 

(“Questions and Answers”). Tzippy has learned to “make space for what she wants, to quietly 

carve out a place” for her desires” (“Questions and Answers”). 

 Tzippy’s longing to escape from her restricting community is strongly connected to 

the development of her feminist consciousness and to her curiosity for the outside world. 

Despite the fact that, as Mirvis explains, the real Orthodox world is becoming stricter 

(“Questions and Answers”), which is portrayed in the character of Baruch, Tzippy finds room 

to incorporate parts of the secular world in her life. Over time Tzippy develops her identity 

and establishes a feminist consciousness. As a result, feminism and a curiosity for the outside 

world become a part of her.  

Tzippy is determined to seize control over her life, and thereby interprets Orthodox 

rules to fit them into her wishes. Very important in this, is her decision to follow after the 

early matriarchs instead of the male rabbis of her community. The Outside World shows that 

Orthodox women like Tzippy can create a personal space in which they can be Orthodox and 
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feminists at the same time. However, this is not easy, for when they allow secular aspects in 

their lives it often leads them away from their families and communities, and it changes their 

identities. Tzippy’s longing to escape from what she is expected to do and who she is 

expected to be continues to guide her. She has to hold on to the space she has created for 

herself, to prevent her family or her husband from taking that space away from her.  
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4. The Feminist Development of a Romance Reader 

 

A Jew … is never liked by other nations. A Jew reads only Jewish books and must remain 

separate. (The Romance Reader 34) 

 

Rachel Benjamin, the protagonist of Pearl Abraham’s novel The Romance Reader 

(1995), finds it hard to remain separate from the rest of American society. She lives in a small, 

secluded, Chassidic community that is led by her father, the rebbe. Like Elizabeth and Tzippy, 

Rachel is looking beyond the borders that separate her from the outside world. Her reading of 

secular novels plays a large role in this.  

Rachel loves to read and is constantly dreaming of being somewhere else, being 

someone else. Her father endlessly reminds her that Jews must remain separate from the rest of 

America. Rachel, however, has a curiosity for the world outside her Jewish community. She 

feels that she needs room to develop her own identity and personal life, but rules prevent her 

from doing this. We follow Rachel in her teens, the period in her life in which she turns from a 

girl into a woman.  

I will now discuss the role that is cast for Rachel in her family and in her community. 

As the eldest daughter of the rebbe, she has a double example function. First, she has to be an 

example for her six brothers and sisters. As her pregnant friend Elke tells her, “[a] girl first is 

better for the mother ... Girls help when they’re older” (283). Rachel helps her mother with the 

household and she takes care of her younger siblings. She has to pave the way for them, both 

because she is the oldest child and because she is a girl. Rachel’s father sees her role in the 

house as good practice for later, when she is expected to have a family of her own. Moreover, 

Rachel is destined to marry the son of a rebbe, so her brothers and sisters will have a better 

chance to marry someone from a good family as well.  
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Next to being an example for her siblings, Rachel serves as a role model for the other 

women in the community. Because she is the daughter of the rebbe, her behavior should be 

more modest than theirs, even when it concerns practices the women themselves approve of. 

For example, Rachel and her sister Leah work as lifeguards. Their father permits them to wear 

bathing suits when they are life guarding, because “[a]s long as there are only women, it 

doesn’t truly matter. You can wear what you like” (141). Later, women in the community talk 

disapprovingly about the rebbe’s daughters wearing bathing suits, even though they wear 

bathing suits themselves. On account of this disapproval, the rebbe changes his mind and 

wants his daughters to wear robes while life guarding. He argues that “[i]t’s an honor to be a 

model. It’s a responsibility” (179). When Rachel objects, he answers angrily that he wants her 

“to think about this overnight. I want you to change your mind. You will stop wearing a 

bathing suit” (179). 

This scene shows that it is important to the rebbe that the members of the community 

see his daughters as modest, well-behaved young women. As soon as members of the 

community criticize their behavior, they have to change it to restore the peace. Moreover, the 

scene shows that the girls have to obey their father and that they serve as gendered role 

models, which I will discuss later in greater detail.  

Rachel does not want to be a role model. Although she never refuses to help her 

mother with the housekeeping and with taking care of her brothers and sisters, she dreams of 

having more autonomy so she can decide things on her own. It is not the rules of her 

community or her father she wants to be true to, she wants to be true to herself. It increasingly 

angers Rachel that the reason why she is not allowed to do so many things she would like to, 

is that she is a woman. She is constantly wondering what would have been different had she 

been a man.  

In the previous sections we saw that Elizabeth and Tzippy went through what Zaidman 
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calls a “consciousness transformation” (48) that was a result of their reaction to the patriarchal 

structures in their communities. This consciousness transformation involves “facing 

conditions in the present in light of the ideology of modern Western thought” (Zaidman 48). 

Rachel experiences such a transformation as well. She encounters modern Western thought, 

which is essentially the outside world, because she reads novels and goes to school. At first, 

Rachel merely reacts in her mind. For instance, she thinks about what she would do if she was 

a man. Not because she wants to be a man, but because she no longer wants to be subordinate 

to men. Moreover, she wants to make her own decisions, which to her seems easier for a man. 

Later, Rachel increasingly rebels physically, for example by wearing seamless tights. When 

comparing the various types of feminists Zaidman discusses, which are traditional, modern, 

and postmodern Jewish feminists, with Rachel, her consciousness transformation makes it 

obvious that she subscribes to aspects of modern Jewish feminism.   

Zaidman’s explanation of modern Jewish feminists is partly similar in temperament to 

the description Dufour gives of interpretationist Jewish feminists, who, as I discussed, change 

patriarchal Judaism in their minds. Even though Rachel does not fit into the exact description 

of these two types of feminists, we will see that she combines elements of both. She develops 

a consciousness transformation and tries to change the patriarchal structures that rule her 

world by increasingly acting according to her own, rebellious, feminist thoughts. 

Before Rachel gets married, there is one opportunity that allows her to have a taste of 

the freedom she longs for so badly. Her parents are out of the country and Rachel, who has to 

look after her brothers and sisters, can finally live without her parents’ rules. She takes 

advantage of this situation, for example by taking life guarding lessons together with her sister 

Leah, and by wearing seamless see-through stockings. Their parents discover their 

misbehavior when they return and they react very angrily. Rachel, however, does not feel 

guilty. She feels like she did nothing wrong. For her, the experience is irreversible. She has 
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had a taste of the life she always dreamed of, and she further develops the consciousness 

transformation that up to this point was merely fed by reading secular novels and going to 

school. She wishes for an individual, autonomous life, so when her father lectures her on “the 

importance of a woman’s modesty” (137), she thinks angrily. “[h]e went to Williamsburg to 

talk to a man about girls’ stockings. Two men talking about what I should put on my legs. 

What do they know about girls’ legs, about what’s comfortable, what looks good?” (138).  

Although the fragment above describes a rather oppressive view of life for women, 

Abraham explains that in the Chassidic world, women are not subordinate. They do not have 

access to the same texts men have, but unlike most boys they often go to secular schools and 

learn English (Gathman 3; Smith 9). Abraham points out that “In some ways, girls have more 

independence than boys because they are more exposed to the secular world” (Gathman 35). 

This is certainly the case in The Romance Reader, because Rachel loves to read and her 

school teacher encourages her to get a library card, not knowing Rachel would never get 

permission from her parents. Even so, Rachel has easier access to romance novels than to 

Jewish texts like the Talmud (Bolton-Fasman B05). She finds enough chances to read non-

Jewish novels, thus enlarging her world and transforming her consciousness. 

The Romance Reader is set in the 1970s, when Jewish feminism was emerging in 

America. However, the novel was written in the 1990s, when, according to Grauer, gendered 

characters were already considered normal in Jewish American novels (272). Therefore, 

Rachel is a feminist Chassidic character even though in the real world, someone like Rachel 

would not be a feminist. Rachel’s “feminist sensibilities,” as Judith Bolton-Fasman calls them 

(B05), are tied to the Chassidic world that is too restrictive for her. In the novel, Orthodoxy 

and feminism are so closely tied to each other precisely because they are incompatible. Rachel 

is not happy with what her family and community expect from her. Consequently, her 

tendency to rebel against both the rules that are imposed upon her and the gender roles she has 
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to fill, makes her “discover” the outside world and as a result, the feminism that is highly 

developed there.  

Abraham could be described as a feminist as well. She was raised Chassidic and 

although she broke away from Chassidism, she did not reject her religion. Her breaking away 

was connected to the way she was raised in America. Because of a lack of Chassidic schools 

for girls, she was sent to an ultra-Orthodox girls’ school that had a more secular curriculum 

than a Chassidic one would have. Therefore, she came in contact with subjects like English 

literature (Smith 9). After high school Abraham went to study in secret because in her 

community, “a woman is done with school at 17. She is expected to take a different path, 

certainly to have an arranged marriage and to stay married. But by then it was really too late 

to give up” (Chaudhuri T7).  

 We saw that in Kaaterskill Falls and The Outside World, there is an apparent 

connection between the author and her protagonist. This is also the case in The Romance 

Reader. The novel is not autobiographical, but it is written from an insider’s perspective. 

Abraham emphasizes that she is not Rachel, although she says “she’s everything I’d like to 

be” (Chaudhuri T7). Like Rachel, Abraham did not do what was expected of her, namely 

becoming an ardent Chassidic woman, and she agrees with her mother that America is to 

blame for this (“Divinity School” 228- 227). This is significant for the development of 

Rachel, who does not do what is expected of her either. Moreover, she consciously seeks to 

experience American secular culture, and once she has experienced it, she is not able be the 

same person she was before, which I will come back to later.  

Rachel’s feminist consciousness is developed because she reads romance novels and 

spends time with non-Chassidic characters. The romantic novels she reads invoke her 

fantasies. She daydreams about romantic love and her fantasies are sometimes even sexual. In 

the novels, she reads about people and relationships that are very different from what she is 
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familiar with. The men are tall, dark, and handsome and the women wear beautiful clothes 

that reveal their bodies. She compares the men in those stories to the Chassidic men she 

knows, first to her father, then to her husband Israel, who could never live up to her fictional 

heroes.  

Even though the Chassidic community tries to be as insulated from the outside world 

as possible, Rachel meets and befriends non-Chassidic people who unconsciously draw her 

more to the habits of the world outside her community. For example, her lifeguard instructor 

Ricki and the other girls in her life guarding class influence Rachel to remove hair from her 

body. Mr. Gartner, who is the non-Jewish owner of the swimming pool she life guards for, 

also influences her. From the moment she sees him, she has sexually tinted fantasies about the 

two of them together. She daydreams about Mr. Gartner as if he was a character in a romance 

novel, and starts to compare every man she knows to him. 

Ironically, when Rachel rebels she is often subscribing to what would be very 

traditional, non feminist values in the secular world. For Rachel, however, the most important 

thing is that she has a choice in who she wants to be. Consequently, it is not just the contents 

of the novels she reads that influence her, but also the fact that she allows these romances to 

become part of her imagination. The romances influence her because as a Chassidic girl, she 

cannot experience the romantic love that is described in those novels. For Rachel, it is a 

revelation that sexuality is written about so blatantly because in her world, she will find that 

nowhere. So, even if the views are traditional in the outside world, they provide Rachel with 

the knowledge that there exists a world in which women can choose to emphasize their 

femininity. 

In addition to the contents of the romantic novels she reads and the non-Chassidic or 

non-Jewish people she spends time with, her job as a lifeguard makes Rachel more aware of 

the fact that she is a woman. This has positive and negative consequences. She is used to 
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covering her body and even when the weather is hot she wears “dark tights and long sleeves” 

(25). Therefore, swimming provides one of the few possibilities in her life to be close to her 

body, an experience she enjoys very much. Nevertheless, the downside of Rachel’s female 

awareness is stressed as well, for instance when her mother does not allow her to swim in the 

sea, because other people would see her. Furthermore, when Rachel and Leah keep wearing 

their bathing suits while working as lifeguards after their parents forbade them to do that, their 

mother says disapprovingly, “[g]o. Show yourself off nakedik. Shame your family. Go show 

the world what you’ve got. Like a whore” (183).  

Rachel has a very personal sense of feminism that is all the more emphasized because 

what she perceives as subordination does not seem to bother her siblings, nor her friend Elke. 

When they are younger, both Leah and Elke join Rachel in doing things they are not supposed 

to do, such as stealing romance novels and eating pretzels on fast days. Unlike Rachel, 

however, Leah and Elke are happy growing into the Chassidic women they are expected to 

become. Rachel is an outsider in her family and her community. She does what many Jewish 

women in America did during the second half of the twentieth century, which is “subjecting 

both Jewish theology and practice to a devastating critique of” her sexism (Heschel 45-46). 

As previously discussed, Rachel develops her feminism under the influence outside 

world, for example by reading romance novels, going to a non-Chassidic high school, and 

spending time with non-Chassidic acquaintances. She is created by Abraham, who herself 

grew up in a Chassidic community and later abandoned that community. During her youth, 

Abraham felt like an outsider because her family did not assimilate, but did not live in a 

secluded Chassidic community either (Abraham “Divinity School” 230-231). This ‘outsider’ 

sentiment she gives her protagonist as well. Rachel does not feel at home in her restrictive 

community, but when she escapes to the outside world she realizes that she does not belong 

there, as well. 
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 With The Romance Reader, Abraham is what Burstein calls “re-storying Jewish 

women” (141). Burstein explains that by re-storying women, female writers continue to tell 

stories in the tradition of their female predecessors, while at the same time they change those 

stories and adapt them to their own identities. Rachel reaches adulthood in a different way 

than she is supposed to. She is expected to get married and have many babies, but she does 

not fill this role that was prescribed by her community. Subsequently, with The Romance 

Reader, Abraham changes a traditional woman’s story.  

 Rachel tries to restructure the culture she lives in, which seems sexist and oppressive 

to her. She manages to create space for herself by increasingly following her own path. She 

separates herself from the rest of the women in her community and she deviates from the plan 

that is already designed for her. After high school, for instance, she plans to teach grade 

school until she is married, or perhaps until after she is married and has her first children. At 

the interview with one of the teachers, Rabbi Nathan, they agree that she will be teaching the 

English subjects, not the Yiddish ones. She belongs to the “goyische staff” (201). Rachel 

separates herself from the Chassidic identity she was born into by identifying herself as an 

outsider. 

Rachel is aware of the fact that life outside her community is different. She encounters 

non-Jewish people, for example when she is on the bus and when she goes shopping. She 

realizes how different they are, and she thinks about these differences repeatedly, wishing she 

could experience their life. Therefore, as we have seen, she rebels against the Orthodox rules 

of her community by wearing seamless stockings, eating on fast days, and wearing a bathing 

suit. Rachel’s “acts of transgression,” to borrow Tova Mirvis’ phrase (“Between Worlds 

306”), may often seem minor to many readers. Similarly, reading novels and enjoying an 

education are for many readers part of their daily lives. But Rachel is only reluctantly allowed 

to go to high school because her school is not Chassidic. Convinced that the school is too 
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modern, her parents blame her education for everything Rachel does wrong in their eyes, and 

they threaten to remove her from it. 

 Rachel does not want to depend on other people to give her the freedom to do what 

she pleases. She constantly thinks of ways in which she can escape her suffocating family and 

community. Her thoughts transform her consciousness and as a result, her identity, for she 

increasingly starts to act according to her own will. As soon as there is something that can 

help he r to escape from her family and her community, she tries to transform it into 

something that does not seem so bad. An example is her marriage to Israel. At first, she does 

not want to think about marriage. She fantasizes about romantic love and does not want to 

marry a boy the SadchanPF

2
FP picks out for her together with her family. However, when she sees 

her friend Elke happily engaged and Rachel’s family arranges a date for her, her thoughts 

change. She realizes she wants “to live on my own. Married is the only way I can be on my 

own” (209). She wants to fall in love like Elke, “like a woman in a novel” (209). 

Consequently, she agrees to marry Israel.  

 When Rachel is engaged, however, she realizes that she does not want to marry Israel. 

She changes her mind again and imagines that it is not the marriage that will give her the 

freedom to do what she wants. Instead, it is the divorce that comes after the wedding. In her 

mind, she changes the path she is supposed to follow as a Chassidic woman. In her mind, she 

chants “I am engaged to be married and divorced” (232). This is an important example of how 

Rachel’s consciousness transformation manifests itself because she indeed gets her divorce. 

 The outside world enters Rachel’s life most notably through the romance novels she 

reads, but it is very hard for her to establish aspects of that world in her Chassidic community. 

She wonders if she would have been happy just to get married and have children if she had 

not read all those romantic love stories. Even though she could never stop herself from 
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reading, Rachel sees for the first time a reason not to read. She thinks love and marriage are 

easier for people like her friend Elke because they do not think about life in novels. Elke 

“hates reading. She doesn’t know any tall, dark men in boots. She thinks only about the 

Chassidic way, real life” (221).  

 Like Elizabeth and Tzippy, Rachel has to choose whether the increase in personal 

freedom she gains by adopting aspects of life outside her Orthodox community is more 

important to her than maintaining a good relationship with her community and family. As 

argued by Grauer, in Rachel’s “rejection of the terms by which her community defines her 

identity,” she “must recreate herself as an individual bereft of family ties” (275). In the end, 

Rachel is a stranger in her family, but she is living with the “hope to climb walls” (The 

Romance Reader 296).  

The Romance Reader portrays the individual fight of a Chassidic girl as she becomes a 

woman rather than a story about the fight for a better position for Orthodox women in general. 

Nevertheless, Rachel’s story can be used as an example of developments in Jewish Orthodox 

communities in the real world. One of the most important examples discussed in this paper is 

the way in which feminism influences Orthodox women, and how this changes their position 

in the community. 

 Rachel changes her position in her community because she reads secular romance 

novels, goes to a non-Chassidic high school, and follows her own path. Eventually, Rachel’s 

expectations of men, fed by romantic novels and her meetings with Mr. Gartner, influence her 

divorce from Israel, who has no similarities to either the male characters in these romance 

novels, or to Mr. Gartner.  

 This leads to an interesting point of discussion. One could agree with the idea of 

forbidding young women like Rachel to read secular American novels, because they fill their 

heads with ideas and plans that within their Jewish community cannot be realized. However, 
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one could also emphasize the importance of individual choice by arguing that through these 

novels Rachel has a better understanding of who she wants to be, which gives her the courage 

to chase after her ideals. Rachel realizes that on the other side of the imaginary fence, there is 

a world in which her fantasies are realities.  
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Conclusion 

 

 Over the course of the twentieth century, the central themes in Jewish American 

literature changed in accordance with the changes that Jews experienced in American society. 

Immigrant writers, for example, often fictionalized their experiences as inhabitants in a new 

country, describing the desire of Jewish characters to integrate in American society. In post-

immigrant fiction, Jewish American protagonists continued to affirm their “Americanness 

well over and beyond their lingering Jewishness” (Furman 30). As Furman points out, this 

fiction often “embodied the physical and spiritual malaise of the 1950s and early 1960s,” as 

well as the “broad humanistic values American readers so wished to affirm” (30).  

 However, as the late 1960s saw several changes in Jewish American life, such as a 

renewed interest in religion and “conflicts over assimilation” (Dickstein 34), many post-

acculturated authors started to write about what it meant to be Jewish. Allegra Goodman, 

Tova Mirvis, and Pearl Abraham write in the line of these post-acculturated fiction writers. 

This paper focused on their novels Kaaterskill Falls (1998), The Outside World (2004) and 

The Romance Reader (1995), in which they portray female Jewish Orthodox protagonists who 

experience difficulties with their Orthodox identities. These novels give us insight in the lives 

of Jewish Orthodox women, because they reflect changes in the real world.  

 Fiction often contains autobiographical elements, and it frequently reflects existing 

changes in society. For example, under the influence of American storytelling, experiences of 

Jewish American women increasingly received attention in historical accounts. As a result, 

female fiction writers also started to “re-story” Jewish women, as Burstein puts it (141), for 

example by incorporating feminist characters in their novels. Goodman, Mirvis, and Abraham 

“re-story” Jewish women by introducing insulated female Orthodox protagonists who find 

ways to incorporate the outside world into their lives. Through their novels, it has become 
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evident that there are sentiments of change in the relationship between Jewish Orthodox 

communities and secular/Christian society in the real world. However, this relationship has 

made it difficult for both regular readers and critics to distinguish between real life and 

fiction. 

 Goodman, Mirvis, and Abraham were brought up with a Jewish “insider’s 

perspective,” but they are also very familiar with the secular world outside Judaism. This 

double perspective has invoked Wendy Shalit’s condemnation of certain Jewish American 

fiction writers, among whom Tova Mirvis, as “outsider insiders.” Even though the label 

“outsider insider” is used negatively, it is very useful when applying it to the protagonists of 

Kaaterskill Falls, The Outside World, and The Romance Reader. Elizabeth, Tzippy, and 

Rachel wish to experience life in the outside world and therefore adopt certain aspects of that 

world in their lives, most notably secular novels, secular education, and feminism. Moreover, 

once they decide to incorporate part of the outside world in their lives, they no longer belong 

to their communities the way they used to. This gives them the perspective of outsiders as 

well as insiders.  

 The communities that the protagonists live in are so restrictive that leisure, education, 

and work are controlled and censored by the community’s rabbis. Women’s activities are 

generally controlled by the rabbis as well. The fact that the Elizabeth, Tzippy, and Rachel 

manage to create a way to make their own decisions, means that their communities are not as 

insulated from secular American society as their rabbis desire them to be. Foremost, 

Elizabeth, Tzippy, and Rachel are bothered by the lack of choice for women in their 

communities. Therefore, they each consciously decide to make choices that they are not 

expected to make for themselves because they are women. For example, Elizabeth decides to 

work in a non Kirshner shop in Washington Heights after she loses the business license of her 

own shop. Tzippy decides to apply for a secular college even though she is expected to find 
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employment as a teacher. Rachel chooses to marry Israel so she can divorce him in order to 

get more control over her future life.  

 Evidently, this rebellious behavior is invoked by the protagonists’ reading of secular 

novels, taking secular education, and spending time with non-Jewish people, all of which are 

activities in which they encounter the feminist values that are incorporated in mainstream 

American life. However, it is their imagination that makes their feminism more outspoken. 

They experience a consciousness transformation that changes who they are. The novels 

demonstrate that women are able to incorporate the outside world in their lives, but that it is 

hard to maintain their credibility as Orthodox women. The protagonists cannot return to being 

who they were before they let the outside world change them. By using outside world aspects 

and adopting feminism in their lives, at the end, each protagonist has become a true “outsider 

insider.”  
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