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"WHY NOT A JEWISH GIRL?":
THE JEWISH EXPERIENCE AT PEMBROKE COLLEGE
IN BROWN UNIVERSITY
BY K A R E N M . L A M O R E E

The February 21, 1896, issue of The Organ of Congregation Sons of
Israel and David reported in the women's column that Brown University's
newly-established Women's College was raising money for its endowment
and urged the women of the congregation to contribute to the cause of
educating the women of Rhode Island. The first Jewish woman to graduate
from Brown was probably Clara Gomberg, class of 1897, who listed her
address as 214 Benefit Street, Providence. The number of Jewish women
increased slowly, but steadily over the years. By 1942, however, the dean
of the college, by then known as Pembroke College in Brown University,
noted an admissions policy, "...We accept all [Jewish women] who come
to us from Providence, and enough others to make a proper proportion
in each dormitory. We reject each year now 100 to 150 Jewish applicants,
nearly all of whom are fully prepared." Clearly, between 1891 and 1942
attitudes and policies became less hospitable to the admission of Jewish
women.1
These changes reflect not only the issue of anti-Semitism, but issues of
class, race, ethnicity and gender, common to many institutions of higher
education. The admission of women to Brown was engendered by nearly
twenty years of community agitation by educator Sarah E. Doyle, the Rhode
Island Women's Club, the Providence Journal, and parents of prospective
students. Brown was established in 1764 by Baptists and although the
president was required to be a Baptist minister until 1926, its charter stated
that "into this liberal and catholic institution shall never be admitted any
religious tests." The people of Rhode Island viewed the school, which had
educated so many of their sons, with proprietary interest. The admission
of women was promoted successfully, therefore, by appeals to state pride
and Progressive sensibilities of justice.
Brown began admitting women in 1891 under its coordinate system with
a mandate to provide a collegiate education for the women of Rhode Island,
particularly those who were unable to afford to attend school away from
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home. Southeastern New England women responded immediately to this
long-awaited opportunity, and the enrollment went from seven in the first
year to approximately 200 by 1900. The coordinate system was designed
to provide women with the advantages of both a university faculty and
curriculum and those of a small women's college. The women were admitted
and graduated under the same requirements, but lower level classes were
usually segregated by gender. The women's classes took place in storefront
buildings on Benefit Street until Pembroke Hall was built in 1897 by the
women of the Rhode Island Society for the Collegiate Education of Women. 2
This early period, under President E. Benjamin Andrews, a passionate
and charismatic advocate of women's education, was one in which all
students academically prepared to begin collegiate study were admitted.
Under the coordinate system the college maintained a separate admissions
office. The only information required of applicants was name, address,
parents' name, and high school grades. While many of the applicants were
known to Andrews or the college's dean, Louis Snow, interviews were not
required. 3
The vast majority of students came from the lower-middle and middle
socio-economic classes and were local residents, living with family or friends.
No dormitory accommodations were available until 1900 and noncommuting students lived in approved boarding houses. Many women were
special students who arranged their classes around work schedules and
were past the standard age for college enrollment. Efforts to regulate student
behavior were stymied by these conditions and Dean Snow's dislike of
reprimanding women. The only college-wide organization for the women
was the Christian Association, then an auxiliary of the national, evangelical
Young Women's Christian Association. The Christian Association, as at
other colleges, sponsored the freshman reception.
The atmosphere of the first nine years of women's admissions at Brown
was not one likely to inspire widespread discrimination in admissions or
in college life. The Women's College operated under a mandate to educate
all qualified Rhode Island women and numerical growth was encouraged.
The women were similar in socio-economic background, in desire for
intellectual challenge, motivations for social mobility and/or career
advancement. In addition, because of their gender, these women among
themselves did not challenge ideas about the purpose of education at elite
colleges — preparation for leadership roles in society at large. The women
were aware of the need to prove their capability to doubters. The general
atmosphere encouraged the women to band together and to excel, to the
extent that the women invariably outperformed the men scholastically.
Women were equated with that group of people who, in the college man's
eye, did not approach college from the "proper" perspective. Typically,
the college man, interested in sports and fraternity life above all else, viewed
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scholastic achievers as belonging to either immigrant groups, the lower
c asses or the rehgious. The men* vilified the women as "greasy grinds "
although acceptance of individual women was the norm. Jewish L e n
herefore, if they conformed to the stereotype of the Jewish student studious, serious of purpose, not wealthy, urban - would have conformed
to the norm for almost all of the women at Brown University in the 1890s

Banjo and Guitar Club, Pembroke College, 1896. Clara Gomberg is second from the right

The woman who was probably the first Jewish woman to graduate from
Brown entered a self-selected community of overachievers, one conscious
of group identity and the need for solidarity. Clara Angela Gomberg was
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September 1893 Gomberg was a popular member of her class, although
of ei er of the
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two sororities. She was a member of the
important MuS1cal Clubs Board, which included the Glee Club and the
Banjo and Gu.tar Club. Photographs of the quartet of musicians show
a close-knit group of which Clara was clearly an integral part The class
notes indicate that she gave a toast at an 1896 class supper, and a p p a r e t l y
her efforts were remembered favorably because she was asked to be
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toastmistress at the class' 20th reunion. Her reminiscences reveal her
closeness to President Andrews 5 , who seems to have set an overall tone
of civility and acceptance for the Brown community.
To some extent the atmosphere of studiousness, casual social life and
haphazard discipline would change when Andrews' successor, William H.P.
Faunce, fired Snow because he felt it improper for a man to be dean of
a women's college. Faunce hired Dr. Anne Emery, who was not only a
classical scholar and creator of a separate "life together" for the women
at the University of Wisconsin, but also was most definitely a gracious
"lady." Faunce hired her, in part, to help him enforce middle class mores
and codes of behavior. Lady-like behavior was prescribed and taught,
particularly by Emery in her role as housemother of the new dormitory
on Benefit Street and by the Student Government Association established
under her aegis. The women were encouraged to form their own separate
clubs, and sororities boomed. Unsurprisingly, the flourishing of
exclusiveness resulted in bigotry. By 1903 the Catholic women, most of
whom were Irish, had formed a separate sorority, Beta Delta Phi —
undoubtedly a result of discrimination and not desire for their own club.
The membership of Jewish women in sororities, however, varied, with some
in Alpha Beta (the most prestigious) or Zeta Zeta Zeta, while others were
not members of any Greek letter society.6
Emery and Faunce were successful in their design of the separate "life
together" for the women at a time when coeducation was coming under
attack, particularly by private universities. Emery resigned in 1905 and
was replaced by Lida Shaw King, who was the daughter of a Brown trustee.
Not only to our late twentieth-century eyes but to those of some of her
students, King was inordinately concerned with propriety and, perhaps,
issues of class. Under King, the first known overt discrimination occurred.
Oral histories of Jewish alumnae who matriculated under Dean King do
not mention any problems with her, but the same cannot be said for Black
students.
It is important to compare the experiences of minority groups because
their treatment is often related, particularly in relation to dormitory
residence. Four daughters of the Minkins family, Blacks from Pawtucket,
graduated from Brown, but not without incident. King forbade two of
the sisters from attending their proms, but rescinded the prohibition after
the news was reported in the papers. King's prejudices were made clear
a year earlier when she had given failing marks to both Rosa and another
student of poor circumstances for passing work. 7 It seems that in Dean
King's mind being of a lower socio-economic class was as undesirable as
being of a non-White race.
The Minkins, however, participated fully in the life of the college. They
were commuting students and did not suffer from King's de facto policy
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of forbidding Black students in the dormitories. A light-skinned Black
woman from Washington, D.C., "passed" and lived in Miller Hall. When
her race was discovered in 1916-17 she was expelled from the dormitory 8 .
In June 1917 the Executive Committee of the college reported that:
It was the opinion of the committee that the admission of
young women of the colored race to classes was not objectionable;
that for the present their admission to college dormitories was
undesirable, also that colored young women from a distance
should not be encouraged to enter the college.9
This policy statement was a compromise between desires to limit Black
enrollment and the college's mandate to educate Rhode Island women.
King, nonetheless, continued to allow a steady increase in Jewish enrollment
during her tenure, and in 1922 the Christian Association reported to Rabbi
Samuel Gup of Providence that there were twenty Jewish women at Brown 10 ,
making an average of five per class or approximately 5% of the total.
In contrast only 2.9% of Brown men were Jewish.11
Faunce replaced King in 1922 with Dr. Margaret Shove Morriss. Morriss
is an enigmatic figure, and her personal feelings on race, class and ethnicity
are unclear. Although she befriended individual Jewish women, the
architecture for the Jewish quota system was created during her tenure.
Morriss was dean of the college from 1922 to 1950. Under her guidance
Pembroke went from a regional school to one of national reputation. As
the college became increasingly popular among applicants, it could be more
selective in its students. Under Morriss' tenure it became more difficult
for women to obtain admission to Pembroke than it was for men to be
admitted to Brown. Morriss accomplished Pembroke's transformation
during a period when the existence of women's higher education was under
attack.
The 1920s were a period in which issues of race, ethnicity, class, and
gender intensified and became ever more interrelated. The presence of women
on campus again became an issue of class. The specter of coeducation,
according to some men, harmed Brown's prestige by making the university
similar to state universities which were for the poor. 12 The 1920s, a period
of rising bigotry and prejudice against the new immigrants from eastern
and southern Europe, particularly Jews, culminated in restrictive
immigration quotas. Jews became associated with the immigrant urban
poor at many colleges, paralleling societal trends, and quotas reflective
of academic nativism were enacted at Harvard and Yale, for example. 13
In this context of class, racial, and sexual prejudice, it became increasingly
important for women at Pembroke to adhere to White, middle class,
Protestant codes of behavior. The equation of Jews with immigrant behavior
resulted in discrimination at other institutions of higher learning, 14 and
it is possible that it also affected Pembroke.
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Another factor in the Jewish "problem" was that the combination of
Jewish cultural emphasis on education, desires for social mobility, and
increased economic power created an influx of Jewish applicants to colleges
at the same time that student body composition and attitudes were changing
while Pembroke was becoming more selective in general. In a circular
argument, as a college became more competitive it could be more selective,
but one way to become more competitive was by being more selective.
Increasing numbers of upper middle and upper class women were attending
college, and decreasing emphasis on scholastic achievement on campuses
nationwide rendered the motivation and intensity of Jewish students aberrant
at some colleges. This was not necessarily true at Pembroke, however, where
the women continued to outperform the men scholastically throughout the
years.
Although admissions standards were tightened during the early to mid
1920s, Pembroke continued to admit the academically qualified without
making distinctions for class, race, and religion with the exception of Black
resident students. While most other colleges seem to have enacted Jewish
quotas in the 1920s,15 evidence of concentrated efforts to homogenize the
racial and ethnic background of the student body do not appear in Pembroke
application forms until the mid 1930s. Eva A. Mooar, a Radcliffe graduate,
was hired as a dean of admissions in 1927 and it was under her administration
that the admissions process changed, 16 although we do not know at whose
instigation. The application form, the first screening device of all admissions
offices, was not amended until 1936.^ In that year the form began to ask
prospects for the first time to self-report their race, and, significantly for
Blacks and Jews, proposed living arrangements. Because the cards completed
by the deans for each matriculated student seem to have been completed
after a student was accepted, their usefulness lay in creating statistics on
the class after composition. The cards asked the student for her citizenship
and religion; for parents' birthplace, citizenship, occupation, education, and
religion. In 1928 the cards were amended to include language spoken at
home, and race. The information yielded by these cards was probably used
in limitation decisions, but not for individual admissions. Interestingly,
students had a great deal of trouble completing the questions about race
and nationality, regardless of their background. For example a student
who entered in 1944 reported her race as "Syrian," but the admissions
office amended it to read "White."
The students' difficulty was exceeded only by Mooar's own confusion
in establishing characteristics. Was Jewishness a race or a religion? The
religion section's note varied between "Hebrew" and "Jewish," while the
race section was most often completed as "White," although infrequently
it could be "Hebrew" or "Jewish." It seems that Mooar did not consider
Jewish women a separate race, as other deans did, such as Virginia
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Gildersleeve of Barnard 18 , although Dean Morriss would refer to "that race"
in her 1942 description of the admission of Jewish women.
An interview summary sheet in each student's file included sections for
interviewer's evaluation of the applicant's "personal appearance, family
background, mental equipment, traits, financial, activities, interests, goal."
The acquisition of this subjective descriptive information occurred prior
to student self-reporting or preparatory school correspondence in the
admission process. The cards and interview sheet commentary usually related
to appearance, family, and personality. This selection reflects racial, ethnic,
and, most importantly, class biases, which could be directed at any applicant,
but most often at those not conforming to White, Anglo-Saxon standards.
Through the 1930s and early 1940s Mooar and/or her assistants commented
most often on the characteristics of women she thought might be Jewish.
Examples of Mooar's attempts at characterizing students appear below19
and illustrate the admissions office's concerns about the composition of
the student body. (Note that these comments were made by Mooar from
1929-1945).
Student A '33: "Can't tell whether Jewish or not."
Student B '36: "Father has wavy hair, few front teeth and a
marked accent. Says they speak German at
home. Germans or Jews? Are blonde, so
probably the former."
Student C '36: "Snobbish."
Student D '37: "Pretty girl with a southern accent."
Student E '43: "Likes people, inclined to race prejudice."
Student F '44: "Not especially Jewish features."
Student G '44: "Tall, dark, rather attractive recognizable Jewish
features."
Student H '45: "Small, refined features. Color just off-white.
32 years old. Mother, white — deceased. Father
black. Sister married a white man."
Student I '48: "Looks Italian."
Student J '48: "Miss G. told her dorm situation not too good
for large numbers (crowded) and told her we have
quota."
Student K '48: "Splendid all-around type, Exactly what we
want."
Student L '49: "Nice, 'money' people."

