
Feminist 
Phiiantliropy 

by Susa.n Weidman Schneider 

^irect 
'seivice—a hot 

meal, a night in a homeless shel­
ter—may benefit people one by one, and it 
may be very satisfying for the giver, but it may 
not be the best solution for the social need. I 
believed in 'power to the people' before I ever 
read Maimonides fwhose highest degree of 
tzedakah was to help a person become self-
sufficient]. The woiid undei-stands direct service, 
but it's harder for people to understand what 
grassroots organizing is, and how it works. Slow 
and often small changes make a difference, 
and people stop feeling 'I can do nothing, 'I 
am nothing," says Judith Herr, an acl:ivist phil­
anthropist in Bethesda, Maiyland. 

This ar t ic le gives snapshots of the 
experiences-and Ideologies-of women 
whose phi lanthropy is largely directed 
towards Jewish "renewal" organizations, 
women's issues groups and progressive 
social causes. While many of the women 
interviewed for th is art icle also write 
checks to U|A or to Jewish social-service 
agencies and federations, their energies 
are more likely to go to the "alternative" 
causes they support both emotional ly 
and financially. 

Marlene Provizer, Director of the Jewish 
Fund for Justice, which funds grassroots 
social change efforts such as t ra in ing 
women of different backgrounds to work 
together as advocates on economic 
issues affecting women and chi ldren, 
bristles at the use of the term "alterna-

Part One of LILITH's series on lewish 
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was an in -dep th repor t on the ways 
women give money to " m a i n s t r e a m " 
Jewish inst i tut ions—lewish federations. 
United lewish Appeal (UJA), synagogues 
and such Jewish women's organizations 
such as Hadassah and B'nai B ' r i th 
Women. That article revealed that women 
give differently than men do (they're less 
competit ive), ask more questions when 
they write a philanthropic check, do not 
want to stand out from their peers, feel 
comfor tab le in the company of other 
women and (unl ike men) respond to 
issues and causes rather than to the ,. 
social status of the person asldng for the t 
money. 

tive" to categorize non-U|A-Federation-
synagogue philanthropy. "Some of our 
givers use us as their sole lewish giving," 
she points out, "and tikkun olam [repair 
of the world] may be the only way they 
express their lewish identity." 

The women involved in what we'll call 
tradit ional phi lanthropies reported |in 
Part One of this series] that their contri­
butions of money evolved from their vol­
unteer work and was an outgrowth of 
their other lewish commi tmen ts and 
interests. In contrast, for several of the 
women in te rv iewed for th is a r t i c le , 
social-change oriented lewish phi lan­
thropy, through one or more of the orga­
nizations created in the past 15 years, 
was a first step into other lewish connec­
tions, rather than a culmination of their 
lewish involvement. Phyllis Goldman, 
Director of the New York office of the 
New Israel Fund, which provides direct 
giving to projects in Israel as an alterna­
t ive to or supplement for U|A giving, 
says, "the NIF is an entry point. For some 
women this is their Jewish link." 

"It's not as if there are two rigidly sepa­
rate groups," says Provizer. Some women 
support mainstream organizations while 
at the same t ime con t r i bu t i ng t ime , 
money and leadership to social change 
organizations." Provizer speaks of these 
as "crossover givers." 

One such crossover giver is Barbara B. 
Dobkin of New York, who in 1993 gave a 
one mi l l ion dollar grant (with her hus­
band Eric) to start Ma'yan, The lewish 
Women 's Project at the Jewish 
Community Center on the Upper West 
Side. Dobk in has also been heavi ly 
involved with New York U|A/Federation. 
"The bottom line for me is simply this: 
what the money does." Ivia'yan creates 
women's programs—a conference on 
lewish women's philanthropy, a feminist 
seder, outreach to lewish lesbians and 
an annual research-based report which 
quanti fying the anecdotal data on the 
sattus and roles of lewish women—"the 
gaps as well as the areas of progress." 
leadership in the Jewish community. But. 
she says, "the direct social service work 
U|A/Federation does is as important as 
the progressive stuff I fund." 

Here's a day in the life of this crossover 

giver. She turns her Manhattan apart­
ment over to the U|A for a fundraising 
effort one afternoon, to a female political 
cand ida te tha t even ing, hosts A l ice 
Shalvi, founder and chair of the Israel 
Women 's Network , as an overn igh t 
guest, and is approached the next morn­
ing in her study by an independent femi­
nist f i lmmaker trying to raise funds to 
shoot E.M. Broner's novel A Weave of 
Women, by the Women's Legal Defense 
Fund and by EMILY's List. She's unusual 
because of the passionate generosity she 
brings to the causes she supports, and 
the amount she gives, but the scope of 
her giving defines a small but growing 
cadre of savvy women donors who con­
tr ibute to social-change causes at the 
same time that they maintain their main­
stream lewish philanthropy. Some stay 
connected to traditional Jewish organiza­
tions, partly because they hope to move 
traditional lewish organizations in femi­
nist—or at least egalitarian—directions. 

Ano the r crossover giver, Leora 
Fishman, a Boston physician, says that 
her tzedakah path started with "alterna­
tive" funding and then moved into the 
mainstream. "Ten years after 1 first gave 
to the New Israel Fund I made my first 
contribution to U|A-Federation. The fed­
era t ions real ly are the backbone of 
domestic social welfare programs, and 
until a better structure evolves I'll contin­
ue to support them. But my major inter­
est is in the organizations that support 
women's issues and social justice." 

Herewith, some observations based on 
dozens of interviews with lewish women 
thoughtful about their own philanthropy: 

These women are pro-active givers, 
looking for causes consonant with their 
own beliefs and their life experiences. 
Philanthropy is not an isolated part of 
their l ives. The mot ives behind their 
highly purposeful charitable giving are 
the ideologies which drive many other 
aspects of their lives as well. They want 
to make systemic change in social insti­
tut ions which they have examined and 
found wanting. 

Their work lives, or their professional 
training, often has an effect on what they 
fund. Leora Fishman says, "I've worked 
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for fourteen years with immigrants from 
Central America in a Boston clinic; I 
know through them what conditions are 
like, so I support various kinds of med­
ical aid in El Salvador. 

"A family joke is that from the age of six 
or so I wouldn't ever finish a game of 
Monopoly. After all the property was 
bought up, and it was time to start trad­
ing, 1 couldn't play anymore. 1 wouldn't 
be a party to someone else's going bank­
rupt. I was always hyper-vigilant to other 
people's needs. The whole progressive 
movement is about fairness and equal 
opportunity, about not being limited for 
life by the circumstances into which you 
were born—sex, race, country. 

"My first awakenings to injustice in 
ludaism were through feminist question­
ing. 1 was good at reading Torah and 
never had a chance to use it. This was my 
eye-opening in how the mainstream 
lewish community was not always right; I 
had a traditional lewish education as a 
child, and then 1 found out that girls 
couldn't do all that boys could do." 

ludith hlerr, whose three million dollar 
family foundation she now helps direct, 
grew up in a mixed African-American and 
lewish neighborhood in the Weequahic 
section of Newark (immortalized by 
Philip Roth in Portnoy's Complaint). There 
she witnessed firsthand how her Black 
friends were harassed by the police, 
threatened because they were hanging 
out in public places with their White 
classmates, hlerr now belongs to a syna­
gogue in Washington, DC, Adas Israel, 
which she describes as a "congregation 
of plenty" which decided not to move to 
the suburbs as the lewish community in 
Washington shifted northward. 

"I've given to a number of local housing 
organizations—and to projects trying to 
correct the conditions that cause home-
lessness. My graduate work was in com­
munity organizing; when 1 support a 
group I go and talk to them—'How do 
you involve the people you serve? 
Beyond recreation programs, how do you 
do leadership development for youth?'" 

Ronna Stamm of Chicago, vice-presi­
dent of the New Prospect Fund, which 
addresses "the underlying causes of 
poverty and racism" and a member of the 

board the lewish Fund for lustice, is, like 
Barbara Dobkin, a former social worker. 
"Part of me is still the social worker; I 
want to say when I hear of a needy pro­
ject, 'I'll come volunteer.' That impulse 
helps me to be a better grant maker." 
Stamm, a specialist in funding advocacy 
projects. Like most women donors, 
Stamm reports that she asks a lot of 
questions, and spends a lot of time with 
its workers to learn how an organization 
functions. "It took me a long time to see 
philanthropy as a form of doing my work, 
which before had always been hands on. 
Part of me is still the staff person from 
the '705." 

Women understand how to make sys­
temic change 

What makes feminist philanthropy'!' 
Don Pearlstein, Director of the Boston 
office of the New Israel Fund answers: "A 
feminist orientation says we need sys­
tem change, not just Bandaids. We need 
to overcome institutional barriers, not 
just provide services." 

Susan Crown of Chicago, President of 
the Arie and Ida Crown Memorial and 
Vice President of Henry Crown and 
Company, merges direct-service philan­
thropy with an understanding that fun­
damental attitudinal change is often the 
necessary precursor to changing 
entrenched institutions. She has just 
been elected president of the luvenile 
Protective Association in Chicago, 
"which takes the worst cases of abuse 
and neglect in town, focusing on kids 
under three years of age. We are looking 
at families at risk for abuse and we look 
not only at what's done, but at the fami­
ly's attitude. We believe that every parent 
wants to be a good parent; we try to tap 
into that with a great degree of respect." 
Through the Covenant Foundation, cre­
ated by the Crown family in 1991, Crown 
is trying to bring about fundamental 
shifts in attitudes toward lewish educa­
tion to cultivate "excellence, effective­
ness and creativity." 

Like other adventuresome lewish 
women philanthropists, Crown is willing 
to put her money where her outrage is, 
to move from dissatisfaction with some 
social reality to making a positive change 
in that reality. "There was an entirely self­

ish motive in the creation of Covenant— 
we were all unhappy with the lewish edu­
cation we'd had, and we were afraid that 
our children would be as turned off as we 
had been. We felt that the state of lewish 
education today could be likened to a 
huge knot, and we decided to start unty­
ing the knot at its ends, one by one. We 
want to build on strengths, rather than 
standing on the sidelines being critical. 
The strengths here are people—the 
teachers, mostly women, who are unre­
warded and viewed as nonprofessionals. 
Our goal is to shine a spotlight on peo­
ple across the whole spectrum of lewish 
education; we hope that one result will 
be that lewish education will be taken 
seriously as a career." 

They supply venture capital for ideas 
Like investment bankers. Crown and 

her cohort of progressive women philan­
thropists are underwriting nonprofit star­
tups. "We provide venture capital for 
ideas," says Crown. 

Marcia Cohn Spiegel of Los Angeles 
uses similar language when she 
describes how she used a windfall "to 
leverage social change." With a one­
time-only amount to give away, Spiegel 
decided, "There was no point in giving 
the money to the local lewish federation 
because, among other things, they'd 
expect the same size contribution the 
next year, which was impossible. I had 
written my master's thesis —'The Wrath 
of Grapes'—on lews who were alco­
holics, including lewish women. I decid­
ed to multiply the effectiveness of the 
money I had by underwriting a course to 
teach rabbis and other educators about 
substance abuse in the lewish communi­
ty. They then ended up starting treat­
ment programs and teaching others. If 
you don't have tons of money, use it to 
train professionals who will have power 
to make change." 

New or untested projects don't scare 
them. Remembering that the Chinese 
character for risk can be read as Danger 
or Opportunity, these women are bold. 

Susan Crown comments, "Most of the 
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