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A Jew, a Feminist and a Wife: Yentl’s Revenge Book Review

Danya Ruttenberg’s Yentl’s Revenge is a masterful collection of short essays written by Jewish feminists from across the United States. From Sarah Coleman’s struggle with intermarriage to Karen (Chai) Levy’s “sexy rabbi” dilemma, Ruttenberg collates an exceptional array of works that addresses many of the issues facing Jewish American females spanning a variety of backgrounds, upbringings and religious ideals.  Compiled and edited in 2001, Ruttenberg’s collection of essays confronts the complexity of being Jewish and a feminist in today’s world where neither are completely accepted nor understood by all. One of the anthology’s greatest strengths comes from Ruttenberg’s ability to select a wide assortment of pieces that speak to the many different issues affecting Jewish women in their struggle for identity; however, the collection leaves the reader somewhat dissatisfied.  The nature of Ruttenberg’s argument left readers waiting for a shocking, cataclysmic insight about the approaching third wave of feminism, yet it never truly came. Many of the essays address insightful and innovative components of the Jewish feminist movement, but the authors often left the reader wanting a more radical view of the growing power of women. 

The anthology presents many themes throughout the various essays, but the central theme focuses on discovering and balancing one’s identity as both a feminist and a Jew. The struggle for identity is present throughout the collection in a variety of forms, ranging from becoming a rabbi to finding one’s faith in the context of feminist ideals.  One of the most striking accounts came from Jennifer Bleyer in her essay, “From Riot Grrl to Yeshiva Girl, or How I Became My Own Damn Rabbi.”  Bleyer discusses her teenage rejection of  feminism, bitterly fighting “the 'equal right' to be corporate drones, executive whipcrackers or miserable supermoms, futilely trying to balance career, family, friends and therapy” while expressing a desire for a life “that was off the charts completely, that transfigured every stagnant fixture of society” (Ruttenberg 22).  When Bleyer takes a trip to an Orthodox community in Israel; however, her opinions change drastically. She found that she didn’t have to ‘trash’ the traditions that did not conform to feminist ideals, and rather, her new-found spirituality allowed her “to be Jewish in the way that Riot Grrls taught us to be feminist - - boundlessly, beyond definition and with an almost erotic hunger for transcendence" (Ruttenberg 23). By embracing her Jewishness, Bleyer discovered her path to spirituality embraced her desires for feminine independence.  

Similarly, Emily Wages in “You Wear a Kippah?” and Ryiah Lillith in “Challah for the Queen of Heaven” express their desire to balance their feminine doctrines with the inflexibility of the Jewish faith. Wage suggests that by wearing a kippah, which is traditionally worn solely by men, she feels closer and more spiritually connected to God. By engaging in a typically male-dominated act, Wage publicly establishes her “connection to the Jewish community” in a collective display of both defiance to tradition and expression of female autonomy. Lillith describes her own unique experience combining pagan rituals with Jewish elements.  She defines her Jewishness as an independent form of spirituality that is a reflection of her individuality, which doesn’t make her any less of a Jew, but “simply another type of Jew” (Ruttenberg 111). 

The most compelling essay in the anthology was A.C. Hall’s “A Nice Jewish Boy” in which the author describes her personal struggle with deciding to marry, the anti-feminist customs that come with a marriage ceremony and the expectations of a traditional wife. This essay resonated with me on a personal level because I always grew up saying I would never get married, never take a man’s last name, and most certainly never drive a mini van or wear orange lipstick.  I remember the first moment this all changed, and while he may not have been a “nice, Jewish boy,” every one believed we were going to spend our lives together, and it only seemed like a logical next step.  Over the course of three years, I found my own autonomy shrinking as I began to accept his dreams of a house in the suburbs, an early marriage and many children. I think I always knew deep down that we wanted two very different things from our lives, but as we discussed our wedding plans and eventually moved in together, I let myself get absorbed in the traditional “fairy tale.”

Like Hall, I got wrapped up in the minute details of a wedding and everything that came with the establishment, but it ultimately became too much for me to handle.  In an attempt to regain a part of myself, I made the bold decision to move to Washington, D.C. for the summer. I felt like I needed the chance to be on my own and discover who I was and what I was capable of doing separate from him before I could take that next step.  This decision was greeted with a lot of resentment and confusion from my family and friends, and within two weeks of my move, he ended our relationship.  He never really understood my desire for independence and autonomy and subsequent rejection of a conservative, traditional lifestyle. Hall’s story moved me because I saw so much of myself in her work—from refusing to circle her man during the ceremony to her spiritual awakening.  I have shared Hall’s rebellious nature in the course of finding my own identity, and her essay gives me hope that there will someday be a person who will understand and love me for exactly who I am and help me shed the idea that “wives are fools who let their husbands dick around, who had no power because their husbands made all the money” (Ruttenberg 3). Hall provides an in-depth account of the struggle to maintain a feminist viewpoint while still deciding to marry. The description of their ketubah was undoubtedly one of the most memorable parts of the entire anthology; specifically the line which read: “to love each other deeply without losing sense of our individual selves” (Ruttenberg 8).  Ruttenberg’s selection of this essay truly added a human element to the conflicting desire to be a feminist, a Jew and a wife.  

While Ruttenberg’s decision to include solely Jewish writers is seemingly understandable, her work may have been more commanding and influential had she included works that were not only about the Jewish faith.  Many of the authors expressed experiences that feminists in many religions struggle to balance, and the overall effectiveness of the anthology may have been greater had she included non-Jewish writers who still share a similar story.  The inclusion of feminists who struggle with racial, ethnic or class barriers would provide a sense of community by establishing a common struggle that extends beyond Judaism and spirituality.

Additionally, Ruttenberg’s work comes short in terms of providing answers to the progressive questions raised in the collective work. Ruttenberg’s anthology is more of a description of events as opposed to being a prescriptive analysis of what it means to be a third-wave feminist. While many of the experiences presented in the book were very interesting, it gave little insights into the mind of a Jewish feminist (Cotel, paragraph 9).  Despite any shortcomings, Yentl’s Revenge provides an excellent context to study the individual plights of Jewish feminists and truly allows scholars to explore the minds and backgrounds of Jewish women across America.
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