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Israel is a paradoxical country and nothing is as paradoxical, contradictory and perplexing as the place of women in Israeli society. Not that this is a new phenomenon. Remember gender equality on the kibbutz? The Socialist-Zionists had the right ideological idea but in practice it was men in the office or field, women in the kitchen or nursery. Or what about women's army service? From the start they certainly served: coffee, tea or grapefruit juice...


Something significant has changed, though, over the past several years -- for better and for worse. I'll start with the latter. The ultra-Orthodox haredim have been demanding that women's pictures be removed from all public billboards in Jerusalem and other cities where they reside -- leading to a legal and social form of guerrilla warfare (feminists took to hanging huge female family pictures from their outdoor verandas). The bus companies, on the firing line from both sides, have "resolved" the issue by removing pictures of both men and women from all advertising placards on the buses. That strategy seems to have been copied even by product companies; an illustration of a housewife was recently removed from the basic salt package! Meanwhile, the bus lines still have to deal with the issue of "special haredi" (public) buses where women sit in the back (there were a few cases of a Jewish "Rosa Parks" refusing to do so).


The army has not been immune either. A national controversy broke out when religious soldiers left an official army event as women started signing (religious men are prohibited from hearing a women's signing voice). The problem is about to become a lot bigger when many more haredi men are inducted into the IDF, demanding to serve only in special  "maidele-free" units.


On the other hand.... Women now serve in almost all army jobs, including jet pilots, artillery trainers, military intelligence, sharpshooters, basic training officer-instructors, etc. 60% of all higher education students are female. A woman is head of the Labor Party, and until recently another was head of the largest party in the Knesset (Kadima); a woman served as former Speaker of the Knesset; the recently retired Chief Justice of the Israeli Supreme Court is a woman -- as is the recently retired CEO of Bank Leumi (16 years on the job!). The list goes on.


Socially, there has been a sea change as well: sexual harassment has been prosecuted to the hilt (see: Israel's past President, serving seven years in jail); maternal leave has been extended: three months complete pay with another optional three months without pay; it is illegal to fire a pregnant employee -- for almost any reason -- nor to ask a woman during a hiring interview whether she intended to have children in the near future. Under tremendous public pressure (last year's massive tent protests) the government has just instituted free education for all three-to-six year olds, making it much easier for young mothers to also pursue a career.


So here's the $64 million shekel question: how to square the circle? Why does Israeli society seem to be moving in opposite directions? I believe that the two are actually related. Israel began as a heavily patriarchal society (Jewish and a bit later Middle Eastern in cultural background) but the forces of Western modernization have made giant inroads. It is precisely this threat to traditional patriarchy that is energizing a countervailing, rearguard action against such progress. In other words, the harder the women push, the more the (social and religious) conservatives fight back with ever-increasing stringencies.


The most egregious example of this is the latest "mikveh wars". Bear with me. The halakha does not allow for sexual relations between husband and wife until the latter's menstrual period is finished and another seven days pass -- and then she goes to the mikveh (ritual bath). This process was never intended for unmarried women because until recently it was "inconceivable" that any Jewish girl would have pre-marital sex. But today, many Orthodox Jewish women are having trouble finding a spouse -- but they don't feel that they have to resist their natural urges ad infinitum. Their solution: going to the mikveh at the appropriate time, in order that their boyfriend not commit a sin by touching her (he's the sinner, not she!).


When the ultra-Orthodox -- who run all the ritual baths in Israel -- discovered what's going on (or should I say, what's coming off), they took to banning single women from entering the mikveh! The single women then took to wearing (false) wedding rings. So the haredim started demanding written proof of marriage... The issue is now before Israel's Supreme Court.


Overall, women's rights in Israel have been a case of two steps forward, one step backward. This is not a struggle that will be won overnight.
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