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T

he JDC has addressed women’s participation in the leadership of the Jewish communities of Latin America through various activities and working groups, as well
as at regional meetings promoted by our organization.

Our work gained new momentum in 2017, with the ﬁrst “Latin American Meeting of
Women and Community Involvement: New Challenges” co-organized with the Latin
American Maccabi Confederation (CLAM). Participants from seven countries in the
region attended the meeting, which oﬀered a unique opportunity in Latin America for
reﬂection and empowerment.
Those eﬀorts continue today with the development of the Women and Community
Leadership Program, and this document lays out the framework for the program.
We are pleased to be able to share our perspective and contribute to providing more
clarity on the issue of gender and leadership. Through the data and analysis included
here, we aim to promote actions for change and increase the presence of women on
the boards of Jewish organizations and in the communities of the region. It is an ongoing challenge that women and men must address together in order to strengthen
and enrich community life.
We hope that this document takes a decisive step in that direction.

Sergio Widder
Regional Director
American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee
Latin America and the Caribbean
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Governments, transnational and national
corporations, the mass media, banks,
academic and scientific institutions,
and regional and international organizations,
including those in the United Nations system,
do not make full use of
women’s talents as top-level managers.
The Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995

INTRODUCTION

I

n recent decades, relationships between men
and women have changed profoundly.
Women successfully demanded expanded rights
while questioning the structures of society and
the subjectivities of women and men. Within the
Jewish community, the role of women has been
(and continues to be) central in several areas of
the community. Historically, Jewish women
“created identities; forged relationships; worked
inside and outside the home; and helped build
labor, political, and communal groups” (McGee
Deutsch, 2017: 17). Nonetheless, and despite the
energy that different generations of women have
invested in these organizations, their participation in decision-making still does not reflect the
vigor of their community presence. Recognizing
this gap has inspired the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee (JDC) to deepen its interventions in gender issues within Jewish community organizations in Latin America and the
Caribbean. In particular, it looks to strengthen female leadership on the decision-making bodies
of community organizations.
This document is at the core of these actions to
promote the reflection and analysis that allows
the basic program structures to be established
for developing a gender agenda in the Jewish

8
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community organizations of Latin America and
the Caribbean. Why is this necessary? There are
several reasons. On the one hand, it is a question
of justice and representativeness. Sixty years
after the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
established that all rights should be protected
without any exclusion or discrimination based on
sex or any other cause, the evidence indicates
that women continue to be underrepresented in
most public and private institutions and within
civil society organizations. Incorporating women
promotes a more equitable makeup within these
organizations, one that is more reflective of society. On the other hand, it is a question of enhancing the work these organizations do. The
positive effects of incorporating women into positions of leadership in public, private and civil
society organizations are well known (Hernández
bark et al., 2015). Recognizing the gap that exists
between men and women in decision-making
roles not only serves to address issues of justice,
representativeness and effectiveness, but is also
an issue that will confront the generations to
come. Several questions are important here. Why
does this inequality persist? What is at its foundation? What are the beliefs and mechanisms
that established and support it? What strategies
can be put in place so that it can be overcome?

the gender composition of Jewish community organizations in Latin America and the Caribbean, based on
an ad hoc investigation that yielded primary data from
more than 200 community organizations.
The document is structured as follows: after the introduction, the first section presents a series of concepts related to gender issues and provides a historical
investigation of the Jewish community from a gender
perspective. This is followed by an analysis of trends in
female participation at other types of public and private institutions in the region, with a subsequent discussion of the instruments used to achieve greater
equality in the international community. The fourth
section of the document presents the data for building
a “gender map” of the Jewish community organizations in Latin America, along with data regarding the
proportion of women in leadership roles, women’s
level of influence at institutions, and the types of institutions that see varying degrees of women’s participation. The following section presents different
analytical perspectives in order to understand the segregation and low participation of women in decisionmaking positions. The document concludes with
guidelines on working to increase the number of
women in such posts and on advancing towards gender equality in the Jewish community organizations of
the region.
The JDC team and the consultant in charge of the

MAKEUP

project agreed on the design and contents of the document. In this project, the ideas and efforts of Sergio

T

his document was guided by the questions above.

Widder, fabiana Itzcovich, fabiana Grosman, Maia

Within a conceptual framework that understands

Magnetto and Micaela bursztein were fundamental.

the processes and dynamics related to female leaders-

The document deeply benefitted from a critical re-

hip as part of gender social relations, this document

ading by Mónica Cullucar, whose contributions impro-

provides historical analyses and perspectives on fe-

ved the contents and focus of the text. finally, much

male leadership in Jewish organizations. The beliefs

appreciation goes to the important and continuous

that shaped gender differences are also examined in

work of Martín Oliva, who collaborated in the research,

order to understand the current state of affairs and

systematization and analysis of the results presented

challenges, and propose a program structure that

in this document.

bolsters female leadership in the community. The document draws on several sources. On the one hand, it
retrieves and analyzes academic literature, interviews
with Latin American Jewish community leaders, as well
as documents and agreements developed by the United Nations and by Latin American intergovernmental
organizations. On the other, it offers an overview of

Eleonor Faur
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SOME HISTORICAL AND
CONCEPTUAL REMARKS

of men in establishing rules within a given area; b) the
division of labor, wherein labor and income are divided
and distributed according to gender (both in the public

I

n order to grasp the sharp distinction between the pu-

and the private sphere); c) cathexis, which interweaves

blic and private spheres in the Western world so rele-

emotional attachment and sexual desire; and d) symbo-

vant to any analysis of gender, the historical context must

lism, the way in which we symbolize gender identities

be taken into consideration. beginning at the end of the

and differences.1

19th century, when the Jewish population began to arrive
to Latin America, gender-speciﬁc labor was the norm in

As in other environments, the gender fabric of the Jewish

both their countries of origin and their countries of desti-

community in Latin America was developed through the

nation. The laws that regulated social interactions and re-

intertwining of meanings (ways of thinking), practices

lations were also organized around gender, wherein the

(ways of acting and living) and rules (both implicit and ex-

public sphere was deﬁned as a male environment and the

plicit). from this perspective, the division of territories and

private sphere as the woman’s domain. This structure was

responsibilities in the Jewish community of Latin America

based on conceptions and ideas that formed part of uni-

restricted the lives of both women and men, establishing

versally-accepted common sense. Men were assumed to

hierarchies in which the most important posts were reser-

be more suited to the public world and women, more apt

ved for men. Importantly, men were recognized as having

for the tasks of everyday life, in the private sphere. based

more rights and higher levels of autonomy than their fe-

on these assumptions, an inﬁnite series of gender metap-

male contemporaries.

hors shaped our ways of thinking and
acting, and forged ingrained gender
stereotypes

(faur

and

Grimson,

2016).
Generally speaking, gender relations can be considered a substantive
part of the social fabric and acquire
particularities, unique expressions,
and variations speciﬁc to each context (Scott, 2000). These are profoundly naturalized dynamics, whose
eﬀectiveness lies in their acceptance
as common sense by the majority of

Efforts are needed to
understand the situation and
current challenges, drafting a
conceptual and programmatic
framework that allows
women’s leadership in the
community to be strengthened.

the population i.e. both men and

from the point of view of Jewish
culture, religious practices dictated their own mechanisms of gender hierarchy. As the feminist and
orthodox Jew Ethel barylka points
out, the voices that interpreted the
scriptures were masculine and,
until a few decades ago, women
were excluded from the systematic
study of the Torah and could not
be rabbis. In fact, the observant
Jewish vision limits women to participating in tasks related to support and assistance; there are still

synagogues where the most important spaces are re-

women (bourdieu, 2010).

served for men (barylka, 2018); and for many religious
Which relationships are under discussion? The Australian

ceremonies, women are segregated. In the words of

sociologist Raewyn Connell (2006) points out the four

Sara Winkowski, vice-president of the World Jewish

major dimensions in gender related: a) power, articula-

Congress (and former president of the International

ted through the historical authority and predominance

Council of Jewish Women):

1

In a previous paper, it has been noted that these relationships "are put into action not only in the individual sphere—which includes subjectivity,
the construction of identities and the culturally-marked way of inhabiting bodies—but also in the social sphere, thereby inﬂuencing the gender-speciﬁc division of labor, the distribution of material and symbolic resources, emotional bonds and the deﬁnition of hierarchies between
men and women,” (Faur, 2014: 26).
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The makeup of Latin America’s Jewish community institutions reflects society and
culture at the dawn of the 20th century. The participation of women in community
organizations was relegated to “female” activities i.e. welfare, care, and the
organization of celebrations.
In the synagogue, women must sit behind frosted glass

Since the end of the 19th century, women founded do-

or, as I have even seen, behind a curtain. A woman can-

zens of charitable societies and played a very signiﬁcant

not go up to read the Torah, she cannot be a scribe, she

role in propagating community life. They were in charge

is not counted for a minyan. There may be 9 men and

of organizing the festivities and celebrations that were

90 women but the minyan is not complete; however,

central to strengthening the idea of community. Young

the mere presence of an additional 13-year-old boy

women participated in the institutions by forming women’s

completes it.2

subcommittees as well as committees for organizing “parties, cultural soirées and volunteering events” (McGee

On the other hand, Latin America also imposed other res-

Deutsch, 2017). As Mónica Cullucar wrote:

trictions on women. Well into the twentieth century,
women could not vote or be elected, their participation in

The women who traditionally participated in Jewish life

the labor market was substantially less than that of men,

beginning with the arrival of Jewish immigrants to Ar-

their welfare depended on the incomes of their fathers or

gentine essentially occupied spaces associated with

husbands, and only widows could dispose of goods and

childcare, the elderly, women’s group activities, the de-

properties. furthermore, their opportunities for access to

velopment of organizations, and the planning of cele-

and continuity in education (in particular, university edu-

brations such as Rosh Hashanah and Passover Seders.

cation) were practically nil.
The specialization of responsibilities, in turn, adopted
In this context, the ﬁrst Jewish community institutions in

certain hierarchical features, as the most prestigious insti-

Latin America reﬂected the way in which society and cul-

tutes and those that gathered the greatest amount of eco-

ture was organized at the dawn of the 20th century. With

nomic and/or symbolic resources were also those that

few exceptions, men’s names were on the founding docu-

oﬀered the fewest opportunities for female leadership:

ments and also property deeds, according to the investiCullucar.3 The

Women were absent from the leadership of key Jewish

regulations of the Jewish Colonization Association in Ar-

institutions—the boards of the synagogues; the aid so-

gations

of

the

sociologist

Mónica

gentina prevented women from acquiring land, with the

cieties for funeral services; mutual aid, credit societies

exception of widows (McGee Deutsch, 2017).

and banks—even as they were gaining a foothold in Argentine politics (McGee Deutsch, 2017: 104-105).

The above did not mean that women were excluded from
community life, but rather that their participation, from the

Historically, women’s participation in community organi-

beginning, was of a diﬀerent nature than that of men and

zations showed patterns of segregation linked to those at-

centered on certain settings and speciﬁc organizations.

tributes considered “feminine”: care and assistance, the

2

See the Spanish language interview with Sara Winkowski at: https://www.mujeryjudaismo.com/sara

3

See the interview with Mónica Cullucar at: https://www.mujeryjudaismo.com/monica-paulina.html
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organization of celebrations, and so on. This, however, also

ciation of these spaces with respective masculine and fe-

facilitated the incorporation of women into activities that

minine characteristics—responded to historical and cultu-

exceeded their usual roles, such as, for example, reading

ral factors but could not be attributed to biological

circles where issues that crossed domestic and gender

diﬀerences between the sexes. In the words of Dora ba-

lines were discussed:

rrancos: “It was possible to overcome the barrier, or at the
very least weaken it, particularly since public and private

Women from these circles attended cultural events and

are relatively recent concepts which were coined to inter-

demonstrations together. Participating in these activities

pret phenomena from the 19th century onwards” (barran-

allowed them to express themselves, and thus contri-

cos, 2007: 327).

buted to the development of more equal relationships
with their husbands. furthermore, the circles stimulated
leadership skills and the desire to learn (McGee Deutsch,
2017: 306).

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE
INSTITUTIONS IN LATIN AMERICA
TODAY: TRENDS AND CHALLENGES

ritable and, in particular, Zionist associations and organi-

I

zations helped them cross the divide from the private to

they also permeated the design of social institutions.

the public sphere. In this transition, they acquired new

Though cultural patterns and social practices have been

skills and competencies, including writing and public spea-

transformed, certain beliefs and habits that limit women’s

king abilities, political activism and the organization and

equal participation persist, and they are concepts that take

management of institutions. These activities also granted

time to overcome. We are in a moment of transition. While

women prestige and recognition, regardless of the status

gender relations are changing and we can celebrate achie-

of their husbands (McGee Deutsch, 2017).

vements in terms of rights and representation, more chan-

In any case, the participation of women in cultural, cha-

t is evident that gender norms not only inﬂuenced the
individual lives and subjectivities of men and women,

ges are still needed in certain
areas: gender hierarchies persist in

The fact is that, as the 20th century progressed, many of the obstacles for Latin American women
were demolished. The incorporation of women into the education
system—there are currently more
women than men enrolled at
schools in most of the region—
contributed to broadening their
social expectations and life plans.
The female workforce progressively increased, with women aspiring to greater autonomy and
leadership, and participating more
actively

in

community

life.

Meanwhile, new rights for women
were recognized and the norms
that had regulated family life and
the public sphere changed.
With this, it became clear that the
established belief of an insurmountable divide between public
and private space—and the asso-

12

Organizations that have achieved
the greatest change with
respect to the issue are those
that established affirmative
action measures. If we compare
the representation of women in
the legislatures of Latin America
and the Caribbean in 1977,
when they held 3% of positions,
with the current 28.3% (ECLAC,
2016), it is evident that the laws
establishing quotas for women’s
participation contributed to the
region taking steps towards
greater equality.

a wide range of institutions, from
international

organizations

to

schools and universities, businesses

and

social

organizations

(UNESCO, 2017).
According to a 2016 ECLAC report analyzing women’s participation in government agencies, the
percentage of women on ministerial cabinets in Latin America in
2014 was 23.9%, and only 12.9% in
the Caribbean. In the business
sector, there is also a greater concentration of men in leadership
and managerial positions, with
men occupying 64% of these positions and women, only 36% on
average (DEGIOT, 2017). The trend
is reversed when analyzing female
participation in social and personal service positions, where 65%
of positions are occupied by

JDC . Gender and leadership in the Jewish Communities of Latin America and the Caribbean

women and 35% by men. These are highly female-domi-

Today, we have had women presidents of several coun-

nated sectors, which can be explained by a particular social

tries, women ministers, women prime ministers, etc. Yet

and cultural organization that is shaped by gender diﬀe-

in Jewish communities, the change is much slower. The

rences: service and care of others is considered a “femi-

myth that only the men are capable of fundamental de-

nine” characteristic.

cision-making persists. It is a myth that will take time
to change, but we trust that, with the intelligence and

Likewise, positions within public and private organiza-

tenacity of women, it can be achieved.

tions are deeply gendered: when women are appointed to
management posts, these are almost always administrative

This limitation not only contrasts with the educational

or related to day-to-day oversight, and are less likely to in-

achievements of women but also with the evidence that

volve strategic decisions or ﬁnancial management.

indicates women perform very well in positions of power

Meanwhile, women usually ﬁll lower-ranking positions (se-

(Hernandez bark et al., 2015).

cretaries, receptionists) with few opportunities for promotion (England, 2005).
In recent decades, organizations that have achieved the

INSTRUMENTS fOR GREATER
EQUALITY: INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY AGREEMENTS

greatest change with respect to the issue are those that established aﬃrmative action measures. If we compare the

gainst this backdrop, transforming the formal and

representation of women in the legislatures of Latin Ame-

A

rica and the Caribbean in 1977, when they held 3% of po-

historical exclusion of women from decision-making po-

informal patterns and rules is key to changing the

sitions, with the current 28.3%4 (ECLAC, 2016), it is evident

sitions. In the international arena, a corpus of declarations,

that the laws establishing quotas for women’s participation

conventions and agreements has contributed to progress

represented a step towards greater equality in the region.

in this direction.

The inclusion of women in legislatures not only meant a

Since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in

fairer makeup that is closer to that of society, it also con-

1948, to the adoption of the Sustainable Development

tributed to broadening the legislative agenda on social is-

Goals (SDGs ) in 2015, the member states of the United

sues. This included, for example, the approval and

Nations have shown the will to promote equality between

enactment of laws on gender violence, sexual and repro-

men and women in all areas of society. Over time, the

ductive health, human traﬃcking, labor equality, equity

search for equality and the eﬀorts to overcome all types

measures in organizations, unions and/or companies, pa-

of discrimination have led to increasingly precise and ﬁne-

renthood, gender equality and non-discrimination, among

tuned formulations regarding the actions that are needed

others. A study carried out in Argentina showed that it was

to achieve this objective. This has occurred both from the

the women legislators who spearheaded these projects

conceptual point of view and in terms of a programmatic

and ensured that the social demands for greater equality

approach.

resonated in the houses of legislature (Caminotti, 2015).
The entry of women into political positions in turn contri-

What do the international agreements say? How do they

buted to the development of ﬁgures that, in some cases,

reﬂect the aim of achieving gender equality? To what ex-

came to occupy positions of executive power in some

tent do the proposed actions go beyond the jurisdictions

countries.

of nations and challenge the very practices of civil society
institutions (such as the ones addressed in this document)?

Despite these advances, in the Jewish community organizations, according to Sara Winkowski (among others),
female leadership signiﬁcantly lags:

from the human rights perspective, international treaties establish a minimum standard for a dignified life

4

The regional average hides strong diﬀerences between the diﬀerent nations. For example, while that percentage reaches 29.9% in Latin
America, for the Caribbean region it decreases to 16.9% (ECLAC, 2016).
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and make explicit the need to protect specific rights,

Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, Nicara-

without distinction of any kind, such as sex, marital sta-

gua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Dominican Republic, Uru-

tus, etc. Thus, not only do education, health and general

guay and Venezuela. In the Caribbean, Guyana and Haiti

welfare form part of these instruments, so do auto-

have a quota. Nine of these countries adopted additio-

nomy, economic and political participation in agree-

nal measures to guarantee parity (50-50%) in the ma-

ments such as the Universal Declaration of Human

keup of electoral lists (Argentina, bolivia, Ecuador,

Rights, the International Convention on Civil and Poli-

Costa Rica, Honduras, Nicaragua, Mexico, Panama and

tical Rights, and the International Covenant on Econo-

Venezuela) (UN Women, 2018). Unlike quotas, parity is

mic, Social and Cultural Rights, sanctioned between

not a transitional measure, but an objective as an on-

5

1948 and 1966. Years later, based on the recognition of

going principle of political activity (ferreira, 2015).

specific gender-based discrimination, the United Nations sanctioned the Convention on the Elimination of

The Platform for Action of the fourth World Confe-

All forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in

rence on Women, held in the city of beijing between

1979. The document was adopted by the UN General

September 4-15, 1995, put the exercise of power, deci-

Assembly in 1979, and ratified by all countries of Latin

sion-making and women’s participation in the economy

America and the Caribbean.

6

at the center of the women’s rights agenda. The beijing
Platform for Action (as it is often called) identified the

The CEDAW was the first international, binding docu-

traditional workings of political parties and government

ment to identify the areas where discrimination occurs

structures, which do not always have specific mecha-

(by action or omission) on the basis of sex and promote

nisms to promote female leadership, as one of the obs-

7

mechanisms for overcoming it. Among other measures,

tacles to women’s participation in the “public” sphere.

the CEDAW urges nations to take affirmative action

It is clear that these workings are not limited to the en-

measures for effective equality between men and

tities indicated at beijing, but are also present in civil so-

women. What does affirmative action mean? According

ciety organizations, business and governments.

to CEDAW, it means “
In 2015, to build on the legacy of the Millennium De... all appropriate measures […] to ensure the full de-

velopment Goals, the U.N. General Assembly adopted

velopment and advancement of women, for the pur-

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a co-

pose of guaranteeing them the exercise and

llection of 17 global goals that member states are com-

enjoyment of human rights and fundamental free-

mitted to achieving by 2030. This agenda rests on the

doms...”

Sustainable Development Goals.8

This principle was central to the adoption of female

Gender equality is a key part of this agreement since

quota laws in legislatures to guarantee the political par-

it is both an objective all its own and a decisive compo-

ticipation of women in decision-making bodies. In 2018,

nent for achieving results in the collection of the SDGs

17 Latin American countries have these types of laws in

by 2030. Each of the 17 goals, in turn, has a list of tar-

place: Argentina, bolivia, brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa

gets to achieve and indicators have been defined in

5
These three documents make up what is known as the International Bill of Human Rights, which provided the basis for all subsequent conventions on Human Rights.

6

Available at: https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV-8&chapter=4&lang=en

7

The CEDAW understands discrimination against women as "any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of sex which has the
eﬀect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of
equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other ﬁeld."(Article 1 of the CEDAW).

8

See: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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The division of territories and responsibilities in the Jewish community of Latin America
places borders and limits on the lives of women and men, establishing hierarchies in
which the most important posts were reserved for men, who were recognized as having
more rights and higher levels of autonomy than their female contemporaries.
order to monitor and track compliance with these

participation based on two principles of human rights:

agreements. Among these objectives, the SDGs call for

equality and non-discrimination. This aspiration is not

ensuring “women’s full and effective participation and

limited to state efforts but involves society as a whole

equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of deci-

and its institutions. Coordination between stakeholders

sion-making in political, economic and public life.”

and the design and implementation of strategies and
specific actions are essential to making gender equality

In Latin America and the Caribbean, countries have

a reality, not merely a declaration of principles.

also vowed to strengthen women’s leadership and participation. In this regard, it is important to note the role

What is the state of affairs of gender equality at Jewish

of the Regional Conferences on Women in Latin Ame-

community organizations in the region? How do gender

rica and the Caribbean organized by the Economic

relations affect community organizations? The next

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean

section analyzes gender distribution on the boards of

(ECLAC).9 Since the first of these conferences, held in

directors and leadership roles of a total of 202 commu-

Havana, Cuba, in 1977, until the most recent conference

nity organizations.

in Montevideo, Uruguay, in 2016, a true regional gender
agenda has taken shape. This has influenced government in the region, with states committing to policy
changes.
During the last three regional conferences, advances
were made on how the historical differentiation bet-

GENDER MAP Of THE
LATIN AMERICAN JEWISH
COMMUNITY

W

ho currently holds positions of leadership in
Latin American Jewish community organiza-

ween public and private has prevented women from

tions? beyond each organization’s internal dynamics,

exercising their rights, fundamentally by limiting their

which require case studies for their analysis, building a

full and effective participation in public and on the job

gender map of Jewish organizations yields significant

market due to their domestic responsibilities.

quantitative information. While women do hold decision-making positions, as revealed herein, these vary

In summary, at international and regional conferences,

according to the type of organization and according to

the countries of Latin America have expressed their wi-

the administrative and management tasks associated

llingness to work towards equal opportunity for men and

with the post. In qualitative terms, the map allows us

women and promote women’s participation in decision-

to hypothesize on the current situation and analyze the

making bodies. from the perspective of the agreements

level of success at undoing historical patterns of wo-

reached at these events, promoting women’s empower-

men’s limited participation and leadership in the com-

ment is an ethical imperative on the path towards equal

munity.

9
Conferences like these bring together government oﬃcials from across the region along with representatives from feminist organizations
and international agencies. Their objective is to for member states to reach agreements on action plans that guarantee women's rights. No
other region has a similar instance.
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Out of a total of 202 community organizations, 10

This regrouping reveals that women’s participation in

women hold a little over one-fifth of board positions,

posts with the highest levels of responsibility is just

as can be observed on Chart 1 (22.3%). Yet women only

12.1% and rises to only 16.5% in posts that involve

hold executive committee roles (president, vice-presi-

money-handling responsibilities. Women hold nearly

dent, executive director or dean - Chart 2) at 13% of

one-third of posts as department heads and chairs

these organizations.

(29.3%) that involve the day-to-day oversight of programs and projects, and 22.1% of posts with the least

This indicates that even on the boards of directors,

influence in decision-making.

men continue to hold the majority of posts with the
greatest responsibility and influence in decision-making.

11

As a result, it can be concluded that if the representation of women is low on boards of directors of community organizations, it is even lower in posts that involve

Chart 3 provides a more detailed analysis on the in-

greater responsibility and influence in decision-making.

fluence women have in decision-making, revealing that
women are also underrepresented in posts in which

As we have seen, historically women have participated

money and financial resources are handled (treasurer,

more in institutions involved in welfare and social de-

assistant treasurer, auditor). The growing influence of

velopment. This trend is also evident in the current par-

women can be seen in certain decision-making posts

ticipation patterns. At institutions dedicated to welfare,

on boards but mostly within a specific area (department

education and religious/community activities, women

chair, etc.) or in posts with less influence in decision-

hold one-fourth of the posts on boards of directors,

making (spokesperson, councilors, advisors). Chart 3

while in sports and social organizations, or political en-

shows the degree of men’s and women’s participation

tities, their participation is notably lower.

based on their level of influence (where 1 is the maximum and 4 corresponds to spokespeople, etc.) in Latin
American Jewish community organizations.

Chart 1. Percentage of Men and Women on
boards of Directors

Chart 4 shows that the organizations with the most
women on executive committees are those dedicated to

Chart 2. Percentage of Men and Women
on Executive Committees

13%
22%
Men

Men

Women

Women

78%

87%

10
The analysis corresponds to organizations whose websites (including Facebook and other platforms) provide information on the makeup of their boards and/or institutions that sent in the information requested by JDC (see Appendix: Methodology).

11

For more information, see the Appendix: Methodology.
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Chart 3. Percentage of Men and Women on boards of Directors based on Level of Inﬂuence
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Chart 4. Percentage of Men and Women on Executive Committees, According to Institution Type
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Fuente: Elaboración propia, con base a datos relevados por JDC, 2018.

social welfare (41.7%), while women’s presence on these

tage of men in the top posts at these institutions. In the

committees is very low in political (4.8%), cultural (9.5%)

case of social welfare entities (Chart 5), if the focus is

and religious (9.6%) organizations, and social-sports

on those that work with vulnerable populations (chil-

clubs (15%).

dren, families and senior citizens living in poverty), women’s

presence

in

executive

posts

increases

According to this analysis, there is a pattern of

considerably. However, most homes for the elderly are

women’s participation in certain areas but their pre-

headed and managed by a man. As with schools and

sence in executive roles continues to be low. In general

universities, nursing homes are institutions that manage a

terms, women continue to participate a bit more in so-

good deal of resources and where market dynamics come

cial areas (education and social welfare). However, even

into play.

when women’s presence on boards of directors and in
executive posts in both sectors is relatively high, men’s

The breakdown reveals that in a range of Jewish institu-

presence is still higher. The Jewish community’s

tions, including political, cultural and religious/com-

schools are private institutions that manage not only a

munity organizations, men remain predominant. In

good deal of financial resources, but significant symbo-

general terms, these are institutions with a degree of

lic ones as well. This probably explains the high percen-

political power (i.e. entities that interact with govern-
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Chart 5. Percentage of Men and Women on Executive Committees, According to Institution Subtype
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ment on the community’s behalf) and/or significant

Socioeconomic assistance
for children, elderly and families

the exclusion of women in powerful positions is the

symbolic power. As Sandra McGee Deutsch noted for

“glass ceiling” (Kanter, 1977). This refers to how hard it is

the first half of the 20th century, men continue to lead

for women to move up in the organizations where they

the most prestigious organizations.

work. It reveals that even when there are no explicit barriers to promotion, women hit a limit that is as hard as

Jewish community organizations are behind the times in

cement but invisible like glass.

terms of women’s leadership, despite the educational
achievements and labor force participation of women.

According to Mabel burin (2009), there are different

They are not the only ones. As noted, a lack of women in

obstacles that contribute to building this glass ceiling.

leadership roles is the norm at a great number of public

These include:

and private institutions. Maintaining the status quo, however, supposes maintaining an implicit message that as long

Household responsibilities and childcare: because

as invisible but palpable discrimination mechanisms con-

these tasks mainly fall to women in the sexual division of

tinue, the new generations will be dissuaded from working

labor, it is difficult for them to meet the demands that

towards equal participation. How can this data be inter-

high-ranking posts at jobs and social organizations re-

preted?

quire.
Level of demands: as they make their way higher up
the ladder, women are required to present more creden-

GLASS CEILING, INDIVIDUAL
LIMITATIONS OR “GENDERED”
ORGANIZATIONS?

tials than men (job experience, degrees, etc.)
Social stereotypes: women are attributed with feelings of fear or a lack of interest in promotions to promi-

H

ow can we comprehend the dynamics and me-

nent positions.

chanisms that limit equal participation in deci-

sion-making areas? In general terms, researchers point

The perception women have of themselves: on an an-

to different factors that influence gender equality in this

drocentric labor market, the absence of women with

regard. While some refer to the structural conditions of

whom to identify can cause insecurity and fears.

organizations that are “gendered,” others mention invisible segregation mechanisms that are replicated in mul-

There are aspects related to organizational dynamics,

tiple ways, and still others refer to male and/or female

others associated with the tensions women face when

behaviors that reproduce the status quo of inequality.

getting out in the public realm without a corresponding
redistribution of the responsibility in the private realm

Une of the most commonly used concepts to explain

18

(Wainerman, 2003; faur, 2014). finally, there are also
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The representation of women is low on boards of directors of community organizations
and/or even lower in posts that involve greater responsibility and influence in
decision-making. The organizations with more women in the top management posts
are those dedicated to social welfare (41.7%), while women’s representation in such
roles is very low in political (4.8%), cultural (9.5%) and religious (9.6%) organizations,
and social-sports clubs (15%).

subjective determinants for both women and men.
Some of these issues merit further study.

terms of charity-related tasks, women are also considered
more apt. Oftentimes these beliefs operate in an invisible
way, even among those who hold them as true (faur and

On the one hand, social, labor, and government organi-

Zamberlin, 2008; braun et. al., 2016). In this way, prejudice,

zations establish guidelines and dynamics that—nearly al-

stereotypes and also day-to-day practices related to gen-

ways inadvertently—reproduce gender inequality by

der roles represent one of the key dimensions to unders-

establishing diﬀerent roles for men and women, building

tanding the inequalities that continue to exist.

diﬀerent gender-based expectations, and facilitating or
preventing the participation of male or female stakehol-

On the other hand, there are other reasons for the lack

ders. from this perspective, the problem is the rationale at

of women in executive positions associated with the ex-

work in the institutions (Connell, 2006).

pectations, aspirations and behaviors of women (and also
of men). This focus leads us to understand the problem of

As “public” organizations and decision-making realms

women’s participation in leadership roles as a question of

have been designed for men, they correspond to an an-

personal incentives (and obstacles). The fact that few

drocentric format. The assumption is that the men invol-

women hold important posts—combined with a gender

ved in these institutions have no household responsibilities

socialization that does not foster in women the qualities a

or daily family-related tasks. They are ﬂexible enough to

leader requires—reduces women’s desire for powerful po-

attend evening meetings and have an “uninterrupted” ca-

sitions. Community professionals and leaders like Mónica

reer, not one with pauses for the cycles of family life that

Cullucar (Argentina), Anabella Jaroslavsky (Venezuela), and

often characterize women’s careers (Cerrutti and Ameri-

Raquel Celnik (Colombia) all discuss the inhibitions and in-

jeiras, 2016).

security women face, as well as the acceptance of “imposed scripts” that need to be analyzed and reconﬁgured.12

Despite studies indicating that women are more predisposed to types of innovative leadership (Hernández bark

Some of these investigations revealed that women are

et. al., 2015), the demands of full-time/full-life participation

unlikely to pursue certain roles they associate with men

are incompatible with family needs or with the responsi-

(Williams and best, 1990). In addition, Latin America suﬀers

bilities socially assigned to women. Despite the fact that

from deeply rooted biases that when women hold leaders-

household tasks in Latin America are often outsourced—

hip roles, they “masculinize” (faur and Grimson, 2016).

through the hiring of domestic workers—women continue
to be responsible for running of household. In addition, in

12

finally, there are restrictions related to men’s behavior in

See the Spanish language interviews with these leaders at www.mujeryjudaísmo.com
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the face of women’s progress. Men’s resistance to
women’s involvement has been the norm since the origin

In any case, these spaces are “not closed off.” Mónica
Cullucar describes it in these words:

of the region’s Jewish community institutions.
Places aren’t given away, you need to take them. ExMen support women’s groups to a certain degree, but

periences are open and depend on willingness. You

in general are opposed to women achieving autonomy

have to dare to do it, you’ve got to want it, you’ve

and power; in addition, they tend to subordinate wo-

got to be ready to seize an opportunity...

men’s objectives to their own. Gender biases marginalize many capable women in Jewish institutional life,

When women began attending the university, that

thus depriving the institution of valuable talents (...) Until

was a first. When women started driving cars, that

the middle of the 1950s, women had yet to overcome

was a first as well. Now it’s common to see women

this discrimination (McGee Deutsch, 2017: 361).

in higher education, driving a car, or doing almost
any other activity that used to be almost exclusively

barbro Dahlbom-Hall sheds light on this issue when she

done by men...

notes that one of the greatest obstacles women face in
terms of holding leadership positions is related to men’s

As efforts are made to alter the status quo, it is clear

fear of strong women. In the words of the Swedish expert,

that individual factors (related to the subjectivities of
men and women) and structural factors (related to ins-

“Men who are not afraid of women usually pose no pro-

titutional rationales) need to be taken as a whole.

blem to them, but there are too many who unconsciously feel threatened by them” (2004).
In addition, there are authors who indicate the persis-

TOWARDS GENDER EQUALITY
IN JEWISH COMMUNITY
ORGANIZATIONS

tence of a certain logic of “male homosocial bonds” (Kimwork groups with their male peers, albeit unconsciously.

I

The repetition of this habit gradually leads to a rationale of

women’s participation in decision making, the new ge-

alliances that contributes to maintaining male privilege,

nerations defy existing gender mandates and stereoty-

given that women participate to a lesser extent. Male re-

pes. Women are increasingly ready to take over areas

sistances can also be challenged. As Anabella Jaroslavsky

they were historically prevented from entering, and

notes,

Jewish community organizations have challenges of

mel, 1997) to refer to the way in which men tend to form

n a context of constant transformation, one in which
international bodies reach agreements on increasing

their own to face in this regard.
...men have to make room for us but that will only be
achieved if we act consistently and our voice begins

How can Jewish community institutions respond to

to be heard in all spheres. We cannot simply sit back

this new political and cultural milieu? This section fo-

and wait for them to cede this place (...) It’s up to

cuses on some mechanisms and strategies that can

women to take a leadership role and exercise this

contribute to increasing the number of women in lea-

leadership. I feel like we cannot rely on the scripts

dership roles, thus preparing institutions for this

and values that have been imposed on us without

change, taking advantage of women’s potential in the

analyzing them to see how we can adapt them to our

community, and developing best practices in commu-

respective realities.

nity organizations.

The prejudice, stereotypes and also day-to-day practices related to gender roles
represent one of the key dimensions to understanding the inequalities that continue to exist.
20

JDC . Gender and leadership in the Jewish Communities of Latin America and the Caribbean

El establecimiento de medidas de acción afirmativa, como cuotas para la participación
femenina fijas o proporcionales, resultan dispositivos de gran efectividad para superar
la brecha de participación y ampliar la agenda de las organizaciones. De manera
complementaria, se debe trabajar en el fortalecimiento de las capacidades de
liderazgo de las mujeres y de la reflexión por parte de los hombres.
In terms of actions to incorporate women on decision-

b.

Training on women’s leadership that allow for re-

making bodies, it is evident that affirmative action mea-

ﬂection on subjective and organizational barriers, me-

sures have been greatly effective at closing the

chanisms for reproducing or overcoming gender

participation gap and expanding the agenda of organi-

inequalities at organizations, etc.

zations. These measures can include fixed quotas for
women’s participation (with an aim to achieving parity,

c. The formation of women’s groups within the orga-

or 50%) or proportional participation (depending on the

nizations that accompany leadership management.

gender makeup of the organization in question). At the
same time, it is necessary to work to strengthen the lea-

d. Workshops for women and men to address issues re-

dership capacities of women and the reflection capaci-

lated to models of masculinity/femininity and their ef-

ties of men. below we suggest some complementary

fects on organizational development.

strategies.
Each of these proposals requires sustained commit-

1. DEVELOP INNOVATIVE INSTITUTIONAL

ments and must be appropriated by the bodies that put

PRACTICES:

them into practice. finally, it is necessary to encourage
men and women to reflect on these dynamics and agree

a.

Establish quotas for women’s participation.

on potential ways of overcoming them. To achieve this,
participative methodologies should be introduced at

b.

Invite women guests to contribute to meetings of

workshops that promote gender awareness and serve

the board of directors; their participation serves as a

as a source of information for systematic research into

learning opportunity.

men’s and women’s representations of leadership positions and gender dynamics. These methodologies are

c.

Review organizational structures, including the

critical not only to empower women but also to pro-

analysis of posts by gender and capacity for promotion,

mote greater reflection among men. In short, they are

meeting hours, time oﬀ for family care, and other invi-

essential for all stakeholders to take ownership of these

sible mechanisms that can aﬀect women’s promotions

affirmative measures and recognize their value.

(and naturalize men’s presence at higher level posts).
finally, and in order to enhance the analysis, qualitative

2. ASSURE CONTINUOUS TRAINING bASED
ON A SELECTION Of fORMATS:

research is needed in order to specifically establish the
mechanisms that prevent women’s participation from
equaling that of men.

a.

Continuous training opportunities for leaders that

guarantee women’s participation.
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APPENDIX: METHODOLOGY

authority at the institutions. In some cases, these were
unpaid positions and in others (principal, directors,

THE DATAbASE

etc.), paid positions.

The database was the result of a preliminary analysis of
368 Jewish organizations in the region, the majority from
Argentina, Uruguay, brazil, Chile, Mexico, Colombia and
Venezuela, on the participation of men and women on the
boards of directors. In March and April, 2018, the JDC conducted a survey that yielded information on the ratio of
men to women on the boards at 202 organizations.
With the goal of obtaining more detailed information i.e.
on the diﬀerent posts held by men and women on the
boards at these organizations, a new survey was conducted in July and August. for this study, information was obtained from the institutional websites of the organizations.
However, the information required for this analysis was not
always available, reducing the total to 107 organizations.
However, in both of the surveys, the proportion of organizations by country remained relatively stable.

“Level 2”.

These positions involve money handling,

speciﬁcally the posts of treasurer, chief deputy treasurer, deputy treasurer, assistant treasurer, auditor and alternate auditor.

“Level 3”. Includes positions with responsibility over
a certain area or speciﬁc department within organizations such as general chair and all other department
heads or chairs i.e. youth chair or culture director).

“Level 4”. Includes all positions with minor inﬂuence
on decision-making such as spokesperson, alternate
spokesperson, advisor and counselor.

With the exception of Chart 1, the rest of the percentages
and graphs referred to in this document are taken from the
107 organizations surveyed in July-August 2018. In this regard, it is important to clarify that the results presented
here did not come from a census of organizations or a statistical selection of cases; therefore, the numbers should
be considered only indicative of trends at such organizations.

VARIAbLES USED IN THE ANALYSIS
In this article, we proposed to analyze the variation in the
proportion of men and women on boards of directors
based on a series of variables we considered relevant, one
of which is “level of inﬂuence in the position.” Given that
the organizations surveyed have diﬀerent authority structures, we decided to regroup them based on common elements we considered key in order to complete a
comparison with a manageable number of options. The regrouping yielded the following categories:

“Level 1”. Level 1 includes executive committee roles
such as president, vice-president, dean, vice-dean,
principal, vice-principal, director, vice-director. In all
cases, these were the posts with the highest level of

24

Another important variable has been the “type of institution” which refers to the type of activity the organizations
do. To deﬁne the categories, criteria were agreed on with
JDC representatives, who established the following principles:

political: organizations that represent the Jewish people in dealings with government and the State of Israel.
cultural: organizations dedicated to cultural activities,
including museums and sites of memory.
religious and community: the category includes both
temples and community spaces.
social/sports: activities whose main activity is to promote sports activities in the community.
education: organizations mainly dedicated to teaching
work.

social welfare: organizations mainly dedicated to actions that promote welfare and improved living conditions
among vulnerable social groups. These group as in turn
classiﬁed either as “homes for the elderly” or “entities that
work with vulnerable populations (children, adolescents
and families)”.
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AbOUT US
The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) is the world’s largest
Jewish humanitarian assistance organization. Active today in some 70 countries, JDC works to rescue Jews in danger, provide immediate relief to those
in need, and create lasting connections to Jewish life. In Israel, JDC helps
overcome the social challenges of its most vulnerable citizens. Its global programs extend beyond the Jewish community.
The JDC works with local communities and organizations to create and develop initiatives that eﬀectively address their speciﬁc needs while building and
consolidating their own capacities.
To learn more, visit www.jdc.org.
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