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HIS WEEKEND il is my daughter
l Charlotte's bar mitzval. or coming
ofage. Intraditional Jewish law this
oceurs at the age of 12 for girls, 13 for
boys. Although there have been some
major changes in the ways in which girls
are treated in Judaism over the past
couple of decades T am Jefy pondering
how far they have Eonc and how much
further they might be allowed o go, |
have been thin king about this both in the
context of the curremt debates ahou
Judaism, given the recent inauguration of
the new Chief Rabbi, and of my perennial
interest in women and their education.
. From a personal paint of view, there
clearly have been dramatic chinges,
When [ was 12, no consideration was
given to any kind of religious *rige of
passage™ or any kind of major secular
celebration for girls, Buy nowadayvs there
is a major debate in traditional orthodox
Judaism, as well as in reform or liberal
striinds, 5 to what kind of education girls
should be given in order 1o make &
contribution o both the spiritual and
ceremonial aspects of Jewish life.
However, much of tha debate s
narrowly conceived and begs many ques-
tions about the similarities and differ-
ences between girls and boys with respect
1o their public as well as thejr privite roles
in Judaism. Some argue for girls to have a
religious ceremony at the age of 13, like
boys do; others argoe that girls should get
A similar ceremony, but still ar 12, Yeq
others have become more circumspect
about the involvement of women or girls
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OPINION

It was brought home 1o me recently
that this is an international issue. I was
nvited 10 be one of the international
Eucst speakers at the second Spanish and
Portuguese annual meeting of sociolog-
ists of education in Barcelona. The
gencral theme of the conference Wiils on
multi-culturalism and education, but |
wits asked to address this group of about
100 professional saciologists on  the
theme of gender and education.

I was most impressed tha they would
Bive such serious consideration 1o g lopic
that often remains on the margins in
British contexts, including in education
itself. They had Bone 1o the trouble o
invite me and provide for me, despite the
fact that | do not speak any Spanish atall,
Few of them were academically conver.
sant in English, My lecture had to be

simultaneously translated. an experience
that I certainly had not had before. And |

in any eommunal religious rituals and

seem 1o be trving to confine Women to  must say that it is most strange and quite
relatively iraditional home-based activi. difficult to Ay out a sustained dialogue,
tics, let alone debate, in this manner,

the situation made a
o my Northern and
Eastern European experiences, There
were other major contrasts, too, The
audience in Spain was largely male, with a
smattering of women, some of whom had
initiated my invitation, 1 was also invited
I meet in a4 more informal seminar
setting, where we discussed ssges of
Sirategy as well as analysis, .
Here I was seen as someone from a
mare  “advanced" sociely, one  with
masses of experience (o impart. This

For example, about 18 months ago the In
then head of Jews® College - the higher
education college for the training of
Rabbis and others in Judaism - set up an
vrganisation called Traditiona Alterna-
tives. By doing so. it appearcd that he was
keen to initiate some debate. But he has
been much more muted since his inau-
guration, He has most recently argued
that Jewish education is the key to
understanding, and therefore accept-
ance, af a separate and different position
for girls and women.

any  event,

peripheral girls

came as something of a Surprise to me
since it does not feel gs if our efforts have
been particularly influential, But, as they
noted, Spain and Portugal are “on (he
periphery” and have only just begun to
gel from under the ¥oke of Franco and
become a developed economy with all
that that implies.

In the context of a mixed audience, it is
usually the case that one wil] meel with
more cautious and critical comment than
one might in 3 women-only setting. And

Iwas reassured
to learn that
in Europe the future
looks more ros 'y than
itdoes from here

80 it proved to be, However, intercsting.
ly, the criticisms were not directed at my
analysis but at my overirching pessimism
about futyre prospects. I have heen
relying on British evidence for the most
pari, or to the United States, rather than
1o other parts of Europe. [ was concerned
1o raise questions of gender, not only with
refercnce to girls' curnicular apportunj-
ties, but also in terms of 2irls” ccess to
equal opportunities in adult life, given
family responsibiliiies I also raised the
topic of the paralle] changes in family life
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and their implications for the future of
and in education,

| was reassured 1o learn that in Europe
the future looks rather more rogy than i
docs from here, Debates about educa.
tional and eecupational opportunities far
women, including consideration of the
fieed for socia) support for childeare and
other family responsibilities, are wider, I
was provided with a wealth of evidence
about how parents, for examplé, arc able
to participate equally in their children's
education and in forms of paid employ-
ment. In Europe, it seems, both boys and
girls arg learning 1o share the responsibil-
ities of family and Public activities, jp-
cluding paid cmployment.

It may be that My pessimism is mis-
Placed and derives from » peculiar con-
juncture of experiences. However, on my
way to Barcelona a Jitfle incident con-
irmed me in my view of traditional
British conservatism. When I presented
my ticket to the British Airways official,
he demanded also 10 see my passpor,
This latter is jp my married name,
whereas my ticket was made out in my
professional {maiden) name, He nearly
refused me my fMight uniil | managed o
produce confirmatory evidence of bath,
His parting shot was that in future |
should travel with my marniage certificare
&5 “proper” proof. Meither Spanish nor
British passport controls insisted on
seeing both passport and ticket: nor did
cither do more thag glance cursorily
the passport. So is it British privatisation
that is in the vanguard of tradition?



