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LEARNING TO LIVE AND TO LEAD:
How Post-Secondary Religious Education Helps Women to Shape Modern  

Orthodox Judaism in Israel

Rachel Atwood

New College of Florida, 2008

ABSTRACT

This thesis explores effects of midrashot, post-secondary Jewish education programs for 

women, on women's roles and identities in Israel's religious-Zionist community. In order to 

approach this topic, I explore the difficulties of studying Orthodoxy from a liberal Jewish 

feminist perspective, mitigating personal biases and evaluating scholarly sources through a 

process of self-reflection. The thesis goes on to find that women have integrated study into their 

private identities as Jewish women in ways that are different from current male notions of study 

and from those of their mothers. Then, I look at the religious leadership positions that have 

opened to women due to their more sophisticated Jewish educations, providing women more 

opportunities to influence Jewish law and help other women navigate the laws related to women. 

Overall, the thesis argues that these changes are part of the internal Orthodox dialogue over how 

to practice and interpret Jewish laws related to women in the modern age.

Susan Marks, Division of Humanities 
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INTRODUCTION  
The Process of Change within Orthodox Judaism

The news media often focuses on growing religious extremism. This is particularly true in 

Israel, with current debates raging over a woman's place in the public sphere. In one highly 

publicized example, a group of haredi, or ultra-Orthodox Jewish men, spat on a seven-year old 

modern Orthodox girl as she walked to her modern Orthodox school, because they considered 

her immodestly dressed.1 While many haredi leaders condemned this incident, it shows how 

religious groups use issues of women's modesty and practice in order to exert their claim to 

religious superiority and legitimacy. Yet these extreme elements mask the complex ways in 

which religious communities evolve within the contemporary environment. 

This thesis explores such an evolution in the opportunities for women to participate in 

advanced Jewish study within Israel's religious-Zionist communities and the way these 

opportunities transform women's private identities and leadership roles. The religious-Zionist 

community is strongly committed to the practice of Jewish law, but there has always been a large 

gender divide because tradition commands men to study Torah, whereas it discourages women 

from doing so. Nevertheless, with the enlightenment and the expansion of women's secular 

educations, Jewish educators and rabbis realized that in order to keep women within the religious 

fold girls would need to be better educated in both religious practice and thought. This led to the 

widespread establishment of Jewish elementary and secondary schools starting in the late 

nineteenth century. Starting in the 1970s, women worked with existing leadership to establish 

1 Isabel Kershner, “Israeli Girl, 8, at Center of Tension Over Religious Extremism,” New York Times, December 
27, 2011, last accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/28/world/middleeast/israeli-girl-at-
center-of-tension-over-religious-extremism.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all.
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institutions called midrashot to expand Jewish learning opportunities for women beyond  the 

high school level. In midrashot, women take a year, or more, for intensive study of Torah and 

sometimes Talmud, the rabbinic interpretations of Jewish law. While most communities expect 

women to study Jewish scriptures and Jewish philosophy, some still discourage women from 

studying Talmud.  While teachers at these midrashot and most religious high schools for  girls in 

Israel only bring in sections of Talmud relevant to the subject at hand, if at all, so that women do 

not develop the cross-textual and language skills to learn Talmudic material on their own, three 

of the four institutions discussed herein teach women the skills necessary for independent 

learning, using the method men learn in yeshiva of directly engaging the primary source material 

with a study partner.

  This study focuses on how the midrashot have permeated and transformed the Israeli 

Orthodox experience over the last four decades.2 Particularly since the 1990s, the number of 

midrashot has grown significantly and modern Orthodox families have come to accept and even 

encourage young women to attend midrashot, so that these programs have become an integral 

part of an Orthodox woman's life. While some scholars emphasize the revolutionary aspects of 

the women's education movement and the ways in which women utilize their increasing levels of 

Torah scholarship to challenge Orthodox institutions.3 I argue that the influence of midrashot is 

much more complex. Women use their learning to practice, interpret, and implement Jewish law 

and traditions and thereby negotiate the functioning of Orthodoxy internally. While the 

expansion of women's Torah learning and career prospects are  outcomes of the new educational 

opportunities, I argue that the  transformations experienced by the Orthodox community as a 

2 While there has been continued controversies surrounding  exactly what and how women should learn in a 
Jewish setting, this thesis does not focus on these issues and debates.

3 Analysis of arguments by Avishai, 197, 2008.
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whole are potentially overlooked.

My argument relies heavily on that of Tamar Ross, an Orthodox theorist who deals with 

feminism in Orthodox Judaism. Ross argues that Orthodox women should work through legal 

channels to demand change by adapting Rachel Adler's understanding of halakhah, Jewish law, 

“as determined by collective cultural understanding.”4 Ross more firmly emphasizes that there 

must be a balance between communal norms and legitimate legal authority, in order to bypass the 

issue of legal relativism. To achieve a legitimate halakhic process of communal change, Ross 

emphasizes the importance of actors committed to, and supportive of, the halakhic system. 

Therefore, she advocates that women further their halakhic knowledge and continue to support 

legal authorities while demanding that women's concerns be addressed.5 In this model, women 

push the limits of communal norms while working within their communities in the hopes of 

strengthening Orthodox life. Ross sees value in adapting traditions from outside the Orthodox 

framework, such as Bat Mitzvahs for girls6 or baby naming ceremonies for girls, which have 

recently become more common within Orthodox communities7 

Not only is Ross's theory an interesting model for future change, it accurately describes 

the process by which women help shape the Orthodox community today. Despite controversy, 

women and their male supporters have opened midrashot for advanced Torah and Talmud study 

for women, allowing women to take up professions from which they were previously barred. The 

tradition of Jewish learning now follows women into adulthood, creating an atmosphere of 

importance for women's Jewish study and allowing some to become respected leaders in 

4 Ross, 2004, 155. Adler adapts Robert Cover's theory of theory of nomos
5  Ross, 2004, 172-173.
6 A Bat Mitzvah is a Jewish coming of age ceremony based on the male Bar Mitzah. It takes place at the ages of  

12 or 13 for girls and age 13 for boys. 
7 Ross, 2004, 173.
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knowledge-based religious professions. The most important part of Ross's theory is that change 

takes place by supporting communal norms. While change often times requires innovators to 

face opposition, I argue that many of the changes discussed in this thesis are not external or 

revolutionary impulses so much as internal negotiations within the Orthodox community.   The 

women taking up new religious roles within Orthodoxy largely affirm and support Orthodox law 

and communal norms, while using their professional and personal experiences to help women 

negotiate issues such as divorce law or the laws of family purity. 

The body of this thesis examines the history of women's education and  how today 

women look to integrate study into their everyday lives. Chapter II explores how women do this 

and  create new identities as learned religious women.  The third chapter looks at the new roles 

that some of these women assume because of these new educational opportunities. Women can 

now become leaders of midrashot and women's religious communities, advocates in the formerly 

exclusively masculine rabbinic courts, and as first-line consultants on the laws of ritual purity.  

Before we can observe these changes, however, we want to take time to consider our own 

biases. For this reason, the first chapter addresses the challenges of studying  Orthodox Judaism 

as a liberal, non-Orthodox Jew. It is necessary for me as a scholar to recognize my biases in order 

to better evaluate the scholarship on Orthodoxy and better understand the community that I am 

studying. 
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CHAPTER I  
 Studying Orthodoxy from a Liberal Perspective

As a liberal Jew, it is easy for me to judge the Modern Orthodox community for limiting 

women’s roles within Jewish practice and to empathize with the women who challenge the 

boundaries of their community. I am engaged in the issues of what it means to be a Jewish 

woman at a personal level and value the transformation of women’s roles that have taken place 

within the non-Orthodox movements in the last century. From being restricted from most active 

leadership positions within Jewish ritual, women have gained the right to become a Bat Mitzvah, 

lead and receive honors within the prayer service, and serve as rabbis and cantors. I received the 

same Jewish education as my male classmates, celebrated becoming a Bat Mitzvah, chanted 

Torah in synagogue, and received aliyot, the honor of saying the blessing before the reading of 

the Torah. 

Since I find these experiences spiritually meaningful, I have a visceral reaction when 

studying the reasons why other women are restricted from these activities in traditional Judaism. 

This personal and emotional stake in the subject is one of the inherent challenges of studying 

people who are both part of my broader community, as well as well as a part of different 

religious, ideological, or national community. When studying Orthodoxy, which includes the 

branches of Judaism that most strictly follow traditional Jewish law, I want use my academic 

knowledge of Judaism and scholarly methodology to challenge the legitimacy of rabbis who 

forbid women from studying Talmud and from making legal rulings on Jewish law.  I pursue 

scholarship not just for the sake of history, but to defend the validity of my own position as a 

liberal Jew. When studying the changes and debates taking place in the modern Orthodox 
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community over women’s roles, I use my ideological perspective as the foundation of the project 

rather than the perspective of the community that I study. I risk undermining any understanding 

of their perspective and voice in evaluating their ideology. When we embark on such a study, we 

cannot avoid the fact that our backgrounds shape how we see the world, but we can use our 

understanding of our biases as a tool. 

Personal reflection can be a powerful tool not only to mitigate our biases, but also to 

better understand the communities that we study. By careful reflection on our views we can 

better tease apart their validity and usefulness when studying others who are both similar and 

different than ourselves. This thesis models its process of self-reflection on  Tamar El-Or's 

methods in her ethnography of the Midrasha8 at Bar Ilan University in Next Year I Will Know 

More. By looking at my own biases critically, I recognize my limits as a researcher, mitigate my 

visceral reactions to the subject, seek others perspectives, evaluate potential biases in each of my 

sources, and attempt to form a more complex view of the subject at hand.  I argue that the 

process of self-reflection helps me evaluate the usefulness of a variety of academic techniques in 

the study of women in Orthodoxy. 

Academic research on Orthodoxy  uses  a combination of  approaches, including 

historical studies, liberal feminist analysis, Orthodox feminist analysis, and ethnographic 

research.  While the first two approaches rely primarily on the outsider’s perspective, the later  

two rely more on the insider’s perspective.  A researcher can also gain an insider’s perspective 

through the non-academic writings of religious women. After exploring and expanding upon El-

Or’s methods of self-reflection, this chapter will use the method of self-reflection to show how 

the outsider’s perspective can marginalize the experiences of the women and the community 

8 When “midrasha” is lower-case and italicized it refers to the general category. 
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being studied when used exclusively and how utilizing the insider’s perspective reduces some of 

these issues. 

The challenge of studying another community is to strike an appropriate balance between 

these different methodologies in order to gain enough viewpoint, while reflecting the lived 

experiences and perspectives of the people being studied.  Because this thesis is looking at 

changes in women’s education and roles in Israel’s modern Orthodox community, the historical 

and outsider feminist approaches, will be an important part of the analysis, by focusing on how 

Orthodoxy has developed in opposition to the other movements and secular culture and the 

power dynamics inherent in these struggles. Particularly, I use the historical perspective to 

understand Orthodoxy as part of a continuing historical process. However, this thesis gives 

priority to the women’s perspectives, as seen mostly through ethnographies and interviews of 

women studying in midrashot and participating in new knowledge-based religious careers. 

AN EXAMPLE OF PERSONAL REFLECTION IN ACADEMIC RESEARCH

 The way that Tamar El-Or uses personal narratives and self-reflection in her ethnography 

of the Midrasha at Bar Ilan university helps limit her power as researcher and gives the reader a 

better understanding of the dynamics of Israeli society. The Midrasha is a supplementary 

religious educational program for religious (Orthodox) women attending Bar Ilan University, one 

of Israel’s major academic research institutions. 

El-Or first addresses the biases inherent in studying another group within her own society. 

As a secular Israeli, she is also studying people who are both similar and different from herself. 

She spends much of her book reflecting on herself in relation to those she studies, as well as the 

challenges and opportunities of writing about people who ultimately can (and do) come to her 
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lectures, read her books, and generally have access to her conclusions and critiques of their life 

styles.9  Soon after she started writing her book, Yigal Amir, a religious Zionist who previously 

attended Bar Ilan's yeshiva program, assassinated Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. His accomplice, 

Margalit Har-Shefi attended the Midrasha. The assassination made El-Or question her work at 

multiple levels. She was personally hurt by the assassination. Did she witness a cultural system 

that encourages violence? If not, would some of her interviewee’s statements be construed as 

such? What more could she add to the media coverage concerning the Midrasha? Ultimately, she 

is able to move beyond these doubts and use her research to better understand the intricacies of 

the religious Zionist community, secular society, and Israeli society, as a whole, rather than focus 

on the assassination.10 

 Rarely does El-Or make any definite conclusions from her reflections on the research 

process, but they are valuable to her academic project as a whole. By including these reflections 

she is acknowledging the bias that she brings to her work as a researcher. In Chapter 3, she 

presents large sections of interviews that allow the women in her study to speak for themselves 

through her work. In subsequent chapters, El-Or organizes women’s statements by subject and 

provides more analysis to reveal the larger patterns within the women’s narratives. Her approach 

allows the reader more of an ability to compare her personal narratives, the narratives of the 

women, and her analysis of their narratives. Such transparency  gives the reader the power to 

better analyze how her background affects her conclusions and their validity. Additionally, the 

inclusion of her research narrative allows the reader to have a broader understanding of Israeli 

society as it includes both the researcher and researched and the tensions and connections that 

9 El-Or, 2002, 64-66.
10 El-Or, 2002, 82-86.
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exist between them.

It seems that one of the main reasons that El-Or includes her reflections with her research 

is her concern with the power dynamics between researcher and subject. In her discussion of 

Israeli anthropology, El-Or explains how Israeli anthropologists tend to study groups within 

Israeli society. Ashkenazi (European) Jews often studied Oriental Jews. The power dynamics in a 

researcher/subject relationship can be both useful and problematic. In the case of the Oriental 

Jews, the researcher has the power to point out the discrimination such groups face and to 

encourage societal change, while on the other hand the act of performing such research 

reinforces the otherness of the Oriental Jews.11 She includes a story of failure to show her 

fallibility as a researcher, describing an incident where she is unable to gain the trust of one of 

the teacher whose class she is attending.12 

She is aware of the power she has to define the women in her study. By including herself 

in the narrative she reveals the often hidden workings of academic research. She gives up the 

power inherent in being a supposedly unbiased academic. The process of reflection is therefore 

almost more important to her method than its application.  In some ways, just by reflecting on 

process, she is able to better develop strategies to balance her power as a researcher with the 

voices of the women in her study. She leaves more of their narrative intact and invites Ora, a 

woman studying the Midrasha, to act as a collaborator. While Ora performed half the interviews, 

El-Or had wanted her book to be written from both her own and Ora’s point of view, but Ora did 

not feel comfortable providing in depth personal reflections on the interviews to be included in 

the book. While the collaboration aspect of the project fell through, El-Or observed that while 

11 El-Or, 2002, 53-54. 
12 El-Or, 2002, 60-62. 
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she tended to ask the exceptional students to be interviewed, Ora chose people mostly from her 

group of friends who were more “middle of the road.” El-Or finds the differences between their 

interview processes useful in the research process.13 While El-Or was unable to convince Ora to 

collaborate in actually writing the book, which would have further mitigated El-Or's power as a 

researcher, working with Ora helped broaden El-Or’s perspective on her research. 

El-Or’s reflective methodology was not fully successful. While she is more explicit about 

how her narratives mitigate her power as researcher, she does not fully explain how individual 

narratives ultimately relate to her research conclusions. In one instance she describes “a story of 

failure,” portraying one teacher who was ambivalent to her presence observing in the classroom 

and in some cases kicked her out of the classroom. She connects her experience with those other 

anthropologists, including Clifford Geertz in “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight,” 

where the researcher is humiliated and therefore later accepted as more of an insider and can gain 

a better perspective.14 Her narratives often seem to act as catharsis, rather than having a clear 

analytical place. While she very elegantly describes Geertz’s experience of  humiliation and 

acceptance, she does not provide her own story with the same analysis. Instead she ends the 

above narrative where the teacher and she come to an understanding abruptly without much 

discussion. It could have been more powerful if she explained how the experience gave her more 

insight into the Midrasha and her research. Drawing these conclusions more explicitly would 

allow the reader to follow and evaluate the logic of the piece as a whole. Nevertheless, El-Or’s 

overall work provides a good balance between providing worthwhile analysis that can be better 

found from an outsider’s perspective, while revealing the voice of the women that she studies.  

13  El-Or, 2002, 71-73.
14  El-Or, 2002, 59-62. 
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In this thesis I hope to harness the strengths of El-Or’s reflective approach, while being 

more explicit about its relevance to my analysis and conclusions. Like El-Or, I reveal my 

process, background, and biases, in order to reduce my power as researcher and let the voices of 

the women I study to be revealed in my narrative. Only by addressing my background as a liberal 

Jewish feminist can I more clearly understand the perspectives of the Orthodox women whom I 

study. I also expand El-Or’s model. While she primarily uses self-reflection to mitigate her 

power as researcher and to some extent help her audience better understand Israeli society as a 

whole, I believe that self-reflection has a powerful place in analyzing different academic 

approaches. We will now use this process to show the weakness of a primarily historical and 

outsider feminist approach to understanding women in Modern Orthodoxy and how studying the 

women from their own perspective, through ethnography and personal narratives, reduces some 

of these problems. 

HAVING SOMETHING TO PROVE: WEAKNESSES OF THE OUTSIDER’S PERSPECTIVE

Much of the literature on Orthodoxy argues that Orthodoxy is as much a product of 

modernity as the liberal movements.15 With the rise of Reform Judaism, which rejected the pre-

eminence of halakhah and made some large changes in theology, liturgy, and format of religious 

services, those who wished to maintain more traditional practices had to form a more salient 

identity in the form of Orthodoxy, which often hardened their line on issues of Jewish practice. 

Especially with the development of Conservative Judaism, which attempted to bridge the two 

movements by maintaining more of a respect for Jewish law but more readily adapting it for the 

modern world, women’s issues arose as one of the key issues dividing Orthodox and 

Conservative Judaism.  Often times, Orthodox rabbis defend their positions on women’s roles 

15  See Sarna, 1987 and Charmé, 2005.
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not so much by halakhah, but through meta-halakhic arguments that rely more on the spirit 

rather than the letter of the law. In some of their meta-halakhic arguments, they make the 

differentiation between Orthodox and non-Orthodox movements an important religious task.16 

Understanding of Orthodoxy as a product of modernity allows academics to critique Orthodoxy’s 

approaches not just as outdated, but also not as authentically traditional. For example, Stuart  

Charmé explains how the gender rules at the Western Wall are a result of the conflict between 

Jews and Arabs and Orthodox and liberal Jews. The Western Wall is one of the last remnants of 

the outer wall of the Second Temple and an important Jewish holy place in Jerusalem. At the 

beginning of the nineteenth century the Wall was not used for formal prayer, so Jews rarely 

installed a mechitza, a divider between sections for men and women, at the location. Men and 

women sometimes stood separately or mixed and women were able to prayer aloud at the Wall. 

In the early twentieth century Jews and Arabs began to argue over the usage and ownership of 

the Wall.

In the early 1900s, the placement of any seating or dividers at the Wall came to be seen as 

a way to establish Jewish ownership of the space, over Arab claims. In the War of Independence, 

Jews lost access to the Old City where the Western Wall is located. When Israel reclaimed the 

city in 1967’s Six-Day War, both secular and religious Israelis saw establishing a mechitza as a 

way to demonstrate Jewish ownership of the Wall, so the Chief Rabbinate was given authority 

over the Wall. The Rabbinate used stricter gendered rules, forbidding women to pray in groups or 

sing aloud at the Wall, for instance, to establish their religious authority and dominance and 

discourage liberal Jews from making further demands over the usage of the place. Therefore, 

most Israelis, both secular and religious, see the restrictive gender rules as historically valid. 

16  Hartman, 2008,  12-19;  Sered, 1997, 15;  Sarna, 1987, 386; Charmé, 2005, 27-28.
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Such a dynamic marginalizes women who want to use the space for collective prayer and makes 

it difficult for Women of the Wall, an organization that wants to change the policy at the wall, to 

institute change.17

However, fewer gender restrictions at the Wall were, in fact, the historical norm and that 

the more restrictive rules are more about establishing Jewish and Orthodox power than 

necessitated by custom and possibly halakhah.18  By creating this historical narrative and 

highlighting the power dynamics that caused the changes, Charmé undermines the halakhic 

authority of the Chief Rabbinate. With his historical analysis Charmé provides tools to those who 

oppose the Chief Rabbinate’s authority over the Western Wall. This argument is relevant and 

important to the power struggles occurring in their context for access to the Wall. As someone 

who believes the current restrictions of women at the Wall are overly restrictive and feels 

alienated by the restrictions when praying at the Wall, Charmé’s narrative is quite compelling.  

Yet such a historical narrative cannot provide the full picture of the present situation. By using 

his academic authority  to undermine the power that the Chief Rabbinate holds in Israeli society 

over this issue, Charmé does not allow us to look at the restrictions from the perspective of those 

who support them and find them religiously necessary. 

The historical context, from the perspective of the Rabbinate, does not necessarily 

undermine their legal and cultural claims. There is a Jewish law that forbids a man from hearing 

a women’s singing voice. By allowing me to pray aloud at the Wall, my presence could prevent 

some Orthodox men from using the space as well. In the Orthodox perspective, a man is 

commanded to pray as a member of a quorum while a women is not. From this perspective, then, 

17  Charmé, 2005, 28. 
18 Charmé, 2005, 9-15.
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I would be disrupting a man's mandatory group prayer with my unnecessarily vocalized private 

prayer.  Does knowing that in the past the Wall had more fluid gender norms,  delegitimize the 

perspective of some Orthodox men? My spiritual need to pray aloud with a group is as much a 

product of modernity as the ultra-Orthodox man who believes he is forbidden to hear my singing 

voice. Does the fact that many liberal Jews and some Orthodox women feel alienated at the Wall 

because of these prohibitions invalidate the needs of an Orthodox man? How do we evaluate the 

criticism that this understanding of Jewish law which structurally places male needs above 

female needs, therefore undermining the value of women in Orthodox society, while still fully 

appreciating the complexities of various Orthodox perspectives? These questions are not easily 

answered, but the act of asking them helps us develop more complex understandings of our 

topic. We are able to take multiple stands and understand different approaches. These questions 

are particularly important when we studying something as complex as tradition and change in 

Orthodox Judaism, where the people engaged in these debates must ask themselves similar 

questions.

The religious-Zionist community and the Modern Orthodoxy in particular must confront 

such complexity. The religious-Zionist community defines itself by its commitment to the Jewish 

state as a step in fulfilling Judaism's messianic prophecy.  While all religious Jews19 are exempt 

from Israel's compulsory army service, many religious-Zionist men volunteer for the army.  Most 

Orthodox women participate in National Service, the community service alternative to the army.  

Many Israelis consider army service as a key element to Israeli identity. The religious-Zionist 

community contains both Modern Orthodox and more centrist elements.  Modern Orthodoxy in 

particular struggles with how to engage with modern society, as it embraces modernity as long as 

19 Israelis often define themselves as either “secular” or “religious,” where religious denotes an Orthodox Jew. 
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it does not break halakhah, Jewish law.20 In this process Modern Orthodox communities adapt 

some modern philosophical ideas, such as the ideal of human autonomy, while  rejecting others, 

such as feminism.21 Modern Orthodox communities not only react against the changes of other 

denominations, but also adopt some of their customs, such as Bat Mitzvahs and baby naming for 

girls.22 They also reframe traditional Jewish gender roles in a more positive light.23 

 All of today's Orthodox movements live and act within within the modern world. While 

claiming tradition, the way Orthodox communities formulate their ideas and practice are  

uniquely part of the modern experience. While we can provide feminist critiques of the ways in 

which they define womanhood and women's roles, they nevertheless deal with issues of women’s 

value and equality. It is because of these complex relationships between Orthodoxy, modernity, 

liberalism, and feminism that we cannot separate our study of change within Modern Orthodox 

from its relationship to modern society and liberalism. It is important to look at how the women 

view their own status within the modern Orthodox world and what they find problematic, what 

they find empowering, and where they would like to see change. Outside observers have the 

power to point out important inconsistencies in stated ideals, as well as understand historical 

contexts in a different way, but the participants are the ones who have a stake in their 

communities. Particularly when studying change, the perspective of the community in which the 

change is happening is particularly relevant because change is constrained by the opinions and 

actions of the community in which it is taking place. Therefore, this thesis uses multiple 

perspectives, but especially those of religious-Zionist women, to explore the changes occurring 

within Orthodox communities.  

20 Hartman, 2008, 7. 
21 Hartman, 2008, 9-19.
22 Ross, 2004, 173.
23 See Aiken, 1993 and Goodman, 2002. 
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CHAPTER II  
Envisioning the Learned Woman: Study and Women's Jewish Identities

When I attended Hebrew University in Jerusalem for a semester, I participated in a Beit  

Midrash program one day a week where I studied with a 26-year-old Orthodox woman who had 

recently immigrated to Israel. She had studied at Stern College, the women’s college of Yeshiva 

University, the major Orthodox university in the United States, and was working on a master’s 

degree at Hebrew University. Because of my interest in the topic, we talked a few times about 

women’s roles in Judaism.24 My chief concern was the fact that women were barred from 

participating in leadership and honorific roles in the prayer service. My chavruta, or study 

partner, admitted that these issues sometimes did bother her, although she accepted the law. Her 

most striking comment was that because she is a woman who had grown up in a household with 

all brothers and was very close with her father, she believes that she viewed Judaism in a more 

masculine way. Her goal was to learn how to relate to Judaism as a woman. She believed that 

women have a unique and meaningful way of relating to and practicing Judaism. She was 

working on having meaningful experiences behind the mechitza (divider) with other women in 

ways that would not be possible in an egalitarian setting. She took advantage of opportunities 

that her mother did not have, such as dancing with the Torah on Simchat Torah (the holiday that 

celebrates receiving of the Torah at Sinai).  While she enjoyed going to synagogue regularly as a 

single woman, she recognized that this might not always be possible when she marries and has 

children. Then, there would be other ways for her to fulfill her duties within her married life as 

well as find religious and spiritual fulfillment. 

24  At the time I was working as a research assistant for Ruth Roded on her comparative study of Jewish and 
Muslim feminism.
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As I explore various scholars’ ethnographies on different midrashot in Israel,   I recall 

these conversations with my chavruta.  She was dedicated to a strict Orthodox interpretation of 

Judaism, takes time to study and teach, and affirms her identity as a Jewish woman.  The 

informants in these studies and my chavruta  are attempting to figure out how to be a religious 

Jewish woman.  In this chapter I argue that since midrashot for advanced Jewish study for 

women is a relatively new phenomenon, women are in the process of incorporating study as an 

important part of their identities as Jewish women. In this process, they do not mimic men's 

models of scholarship but integrate study into their identities as women, wives, and mothers, as 

well as into their everyday practice of Judaism within their communities. This chapter first gives 

an overview of the history of women's education and then explores women's Jewish identities 

and education through  previous ethnographic work done on the subject. 

NOT FOR MY PROTECTION, FOR MYSELF: A HISTORY OF WOMEN’S EDUCATION AND 
IDENTITY

Torah study has always held an important place in Jewish culture. The morning liturgy 

includes a segment from the Babylonian Talmud that states that the study of Torah is the most 

important of all mitzvot: “And the study of Torah is equivalent to them all.”25 Yet for centuries 

the education of women took place within the home, rather than a communal space. Only with 

the advent of universal education and the institutionalization of women’s education did the 

Jewish community have to develop both the reasoning behind and the methodology of Jewish 

education. 

One of the difficulties in examining Orthodox women's education is to not oversimplify 

the long history of Jewish study, as well as the varying experiences of contemporary Orthodox 

25  Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 127a.



18

women. During different points in history, women’s scholarship has been more or less 

widespread, and there have been women scholars of Torah and Talmud.26 For example, some 

scholar's think that Rashi, a prominent Jewish scholar, taught his daughter's both Torah and 

Talmud. Before modern times, women were taught within their homes, while boys had 

opportunities to receive more formal educations within a yeshiva setting or under the tutelage of 

a rabbi in different places and times in history. 

 Some rabbis interpreted Jewish law in a way that discouraged fathers from teaching their 

daughters Torah and Talmud, while allowing them to study on their own. Maimonides, a 

preeminent Jewish in the medieval scholar interpreted the talmudic texts in a way that 

discourages fathers from teaching their daughter's both Torah and Talmud:

A women who studies Torah is rewarded, but not to the same degree as a man. 
This is so since she is not commanded. Anyone who does that which one is not 
commanded to do does not receive the same rewards as one who is commanded, 
but a lesser reward. However, even though she is rewarded, the sages commanded 
that a man should not teach his daughter Torah. This is because most women are 
not attuned to study and so will turn the words of Torah into distortions according 
to the inadequacy of their minds. Our sages said that anyone who teaches his 
daughter Torah is to be considered as if he had taught her distortions (tiflut). This 
statement refers to the Oral Torah; as for the Written Torah, he ought not teach 
her, but if he has done so, it is not “as if he had taught her distortions.27

This passage shows rabbis could use talmudic sources to discourage the teaching of women. 

Interestingly, they could  still allow women to learn, as Maimonides argues that a woman who 

studies Torah is rewarded to some degree. This left a situation where women are allowed to study 

Torah on their own, or where families could teach their daughters within the home. 

The first major change in women's education occurred in the late nineteenth century with 

the institutionalization of women’s Jewish study. With the development of compulsory public 

26 For an overview of women's Jewish education throughout history see Zoltsy, 1993.
27  Mishnah Torah, Hikhot Talmud 1:13. Translation from Zolty, 1993, 58.
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education, women had more knowledge of secular subjects than in their own religion and culture, 

drawing some women away from Jewish practice. Worried for Jewish continuity, rabbis began to 

support Torah study for women.28 Educators designed Jewish elementary and high schools in 

order to protect girls from secular society.29

The continued imbalance between the quality of women’s secular education and religious 

education has more recently led to the growing acceptance of women's Talmud study within the 

midrashot. Women can earn a PhD in any area of Jewish studies from secular university but 

cannot study Talmud within a religious setting with religious methodology. As women’s study 

used to be mostly an individual matter in the past, there was no need to define for Jewish society 

why women should study. Individuals and families could develop their own reasons to study or 

educate their daughters, or not, but there was no need for a societal consensus about what and 

how women should learn. Defining the goal of women’s education as protection from the outside 

world became unsustainable. While parents and educators might extol these goals, they were not 

the ones that motivate individuals to study. The women in El-Or’s study were not content or 

inspired by their Jewish educations within the Israeli religious school system that seemed guided 

by these motivations. In other words, it was only after women experienced “another way” of 

learning that they became inspired to learn on their own.30 

Comparing the past and present provides a poignant example for how changing 

motivations helped transform women’s education. In the earlier 1900s, Sarah Scheinder founded 

the Beis Ya’akov system of schools of schools for girls, which spread throughout Europe and, 

later, America and Israel. Beis Ya’akov still exists today in the ultra-Orthodox community. 

28 Zoltsy, 264-276. 
29 Zoltsy, 1993, 263-300. 
30 El-Or, 2002, 146-147.



20

Scheinder originally envisioned her classes for young women, but she was unable to convince 

them to participate in her classes to learn more about Jewish practice. Instead she decided to 

create a program for young children, so that they would not be lost to the secular education 

system.31 In Israel today, young woman are actively choosing to take a year at a midrasha or to 

take up traditional Jewish study in addition to their university educations.  

 In the last twenty years the number and quality of the midrashot have expanded. For 

example, El-Or explains how the Midrasha at Bar Ilan, a previously moderate midrasha, created 

a Beit Midrash program and a rabbinic advocates program.  In a Beit Midrash program women 

learn to study Jewish texts independently with a partner. Her later interviews revealed a growing 

acceptance for women’s post-graduate Jewish education.32 In 1993, women who attended more 

innovative midrashot , such as Nishmat or Matan, had a reputation of being freaks, but by 1997 

some circles saw attending a midrasha as a desirable social marker.33 Deidre Butler's 

ethnography, performed a decade and a half later, suggest a greater acceptance and even greater 

expectation that women take part in Jewish study beyond high school, although Butler's work 

must be used more carefully because many of her informants are American women studying in 

Israel for a year.34  

In direct contrast, Jewish tradition has always had a justification for men to study Torah–

they are commanded to do so. In Israel, most religious men spend a significant parts of their 

childhood and early adulthood, if not beyond, learning how to study Talmud and other Jewish 

texts. The archetype of an observant man is that of the scholar who studies from morning to 

evening. Within the modern Orthodox community, men certainly do take part and find respect in 

31  Zolty, 1993, 277. 
32 El-Or, 2002, 95-96.
33 El-Or, 2002, 39. 
34 Butler, 2010. 
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their communities through a range of professions, but even as they pursue other careers they still 

take part in some sort of study throughout their lives in order to fulfill Jewish law. 

Since the founding of the state, the Israeli government has exempted yeshiva students 

from military service and provided stipends for their education. Many members of secular 

society resent this arrangement. While the state supports religious scholars, secular citizens must 

serve in the army. The religious-Zionist community tries to bridge their support for the state of 

Israel and the ideal of Jewish learning by offering programs where Orthodox men are able to 

participate in yeshiva studies while simultaneously serving in the army.35 Although study has 

always been an important part of Jewish culture and identity, its importance is heightened in 

Israeli Orthodox communities. In this way, study is an even more important marker of a religious 

lifestyle and ingrained within the life paths of Jewish men, and now increasingly Jewish women. 

Jewish study is integrated into both national and religious identities. As we look more closely at 

the midrashot, and the women who study in their programs, in the following sections, we will 

see how they build identity within the Israeli context and in contrast to male norms. 

THE SOURCES AND INSTITUTIONS 

Now, we look specifically at how women integrate study into their identities as Jewish 

women. First, this thesis gives a brief discussion of recent ethnographies of various midrashot. 

Each of these scholars spent a year or more attending, studying, and interviewing students at 

different midrashot in Israel.  

 Tamar El-Or performed field work at the Midrasha at Bar Ilan University from 1992 to 

1995. Bar Ilan is Israel’s major religious academic research institution and as such, it attracts 

both secular and religious Israelis to its academic program. The university requires that all  

35 These programs are widespread.
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students fulfill a Jewish studies requirement. Religious students have the opportunity to 

participate in the Yeshiva or Midrasha, for men and women respectively, in lieu of the academic 

Jewish studies courses. The Midrasha program has more coursework requirements than the 

academic path, and the women who choose this option are required to study twenty hours a 

week. Unlike the academic track which has grades, participants must still complete the 

coursework in order to receive credit.36 The program provides classes in a variety of subjects, 

including Jewish philosophy, Bible, Oral Law (which is also known as Talmud and includes 

rabbinic literature), and halakhah,(Jewish law).37  During the time period that El-Or performed 

her field work, Talmud was generally not taught “from the book.” Instead, sections of it were 

taught, as needed, to supplement the course material. In contrast, today there is a special Beit  

Midrash program for more advanced students that allows women to learn the textual skills for 

talmudic study directly from the sources. Such programs emerged as a result of women’s 

demands for higher-quality classwork, readily seen in El-Or's interviews. Most of El-Or’s 

informants were born in Israel. 

A contemporary study involving fieldwork of Midreshet Lindenbaum and Matan in 1992 

reveals many similarities to El-Or's research, despite the fact that these institutions teach women 

Talmud in a Beit Midrash setting.  Lauren Granite also studies a more diverse group of her 

informants: 19 grew up in Israel, 39 in America, 7 in the United Kingdom, 2 in Russia, 1 in Italy, 

and 1 in South America. Many of her informants immigrated to Israel either as adults with their 

husbands and families or as children. Complicating the categories still further, Granite includes 

those who moved to Israel before the age of ten among those who grew up in Israel. This mix of 

36  El-Or, 2002, 44-46.
37  El-Or, 2002, 44. 
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backgrounds makes it more difficult to decipher, for the purpose of this study, exactly how Israeli 

culture differs from the modern Orthodox communities of America and Europe. The American 

Orthodox community is more progressive in terms of women’s education and leadership, and 

Jews from America and England are the driving force of many of the changes in women’s 

education within Israel. Contrarily, Tamar Ross believes Israel is the center of the women’s 

education revolution.38 Both of these statements have validity. On  one hand, it seems like 

American Orthodox high schools are more likely to teach girls Talmud at a similar level to boys, 

often in a co-educational setting.39 Almost all the women in El-Or’s study learned very little 

Talmud in their high school educations.40 One girl tells a story where she used the same thin 

notebook for her Oral Torah class two years in a row.41 Oral Torah is another term for Talmud, 

though it in the religious community it has recently developed the connotation of Talmud for 

women.42 On the other hand Israel has developed institutions such as Midrashet Mindenbaum 

and Matan that provide yeshiva-like environments for women, which have programs for both 

Americans and Israelis. Many young American Orthodox men and women take a gap year 

between high school and college in order to study at yeshivot and midrashot in Israel. Granite 

mentions that there were very few differences between ideologies of women of American and 

Israeli backgrounds. The one difference she notes is that women who grew up in less Orthodox 

backgrounds or those whose families became more religious as they grew up were less cognizant 

of the debates surrounding women’s Talmud education in other Orthodox communities.43 I 

38  Tamar Ross, 2004, 247-248. 
39 At the end of Zolty's book she list a number of Orthodox Jewish high schools that are coeducational and/or teach 

girls Talmud, while in El-Or's study, most women learned very little Talmud during their high school years. 
40 Zolty, 1993, 303.
41  El-Or, 2002, 146.
42 El-Or, 2002, 47. 
43  Granite, 1995, 93.
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include Granite’s research, as well as that of Deidre Butler, in order to bring in more voices and 

fill in gaps. While many of the women in Granite's study immigrated to Israel, they are part of 

the Israel's religious-Zionist community.  Religious immigrants may be more or less integrated 

into the broader religious community depending on the setting. In Jerusalem there are 

communities and congregations primarily made up of immigrants. I must be cognizant of 

differences as I make conclusions about “Israeli religious Zionist Jews.”44 

 One institution studied by Granite, Midreshet Lindenbaum,  previously Michlecet Bruria, 

was founded in 1977 in order to teach textual skills to college graduates with little or no Jewish 

background that now provides a yeshiva experience to recent high school graduates and those 

who are in the midst of their college careers. A core part of its mission is to teach women the 

workings of Talmud so that they may have an in-depth understanding of Jewish tradition and be 

more engaged in the material.45 When Granite conducted her study Lindenbaum, had four 

programs: the Beit Midrash Program, the Tambam program, the Bruria Scholars program, and a 

part-time education program for Israeli women. The Beit Midrash program was for American 

students, while Tambam was its Israeli equivalent offered to women after their national service. 

The Bruria Scholars programs gave women stipends to learn in chavruta, as well as take classes. 

Of the women given stipends, four were Israeli and one American. Lindenbaum has expanded its 

programming for Israelis so that women can study before, during, and after their National or 

Army Service. Additionally, it has a program for women who completed one year of its 

programming and another geared towards training women for Jewish educational leadership in 

the community.46

44  Granite, 1995, 83.
45  Granite, 1995, 100.
46 “Israeli Students,” Midreshet Lindenbaum, accessed April 25, 2012,  http://www.midreshet-

lindenbaum.org.il/content.asp?PageId=58.
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Granite also interviewed women at Matan, which is a Hebrew acronym that means, 

“Women’s Institute for Torah Study.” Matan was formed by a group of women who wanted to 

study together “for the sake of learning.” Women led every part of its development from its 

initial conception to ongoing administrative work, and leadership. In 1992, Matan had two Beit 

Midrash programs where women either studied five days a week with stipends or three days a 

week without stipends. It also focuses on study with chavruta  within a Beit Midrash setting. 

Even its full-time program consisted of a third less study time than Midrashet Lindenbaum and 

its option to take fewer hours allowed older women to participate. Additionally, Matan also had 

continuing education programs for those who did not have the time or inclination for the full-

time programs.47 Today, Matan has branches throughout Israel. It also has a variety of in-depth 

Torah and Talmud programs, including a Beit Midrash program for women who want to commit 

to Jewish study for one to three years48 and an advanced Talmudic institute, “to enable women to 

deepen and expand their Talmudic knowledge, so that women “can contribute to Jewish 

education, culture, and the world of Talmud study.”49 Matan has partnered with Bar Ilan to 

provide masters programs in Torah and Talmud and also hosts online classes for both English 

and Hebrew speakers.50 Granite interviewed informants who studied at other institutions such as 

Nishmat and the Shalom Hartman Institute, although she did not spend time at these institutions. 

A decade and a half later, Deidre Butler studied Nishmat. Her study is useful because it is 

the most recent, with most of her research performed in 2007, but it is also problematic for my 

study because most of her informants were American-born. It is still more common for young 

47  Granite, 1995, 114-116.
48 “Beit Midrash Programs,” Matan, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.matan.org.il/eng/program.asp/
49 “Matan: The Advanced Talmudic Institute,”  Matan, accessed April 25, 2012, 

http://www.matan.org.il/eng/program.asp?cat=2755/
50 “Beit Midrash Programs,” Matan, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.matan.org.il/eng/program.asp/
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Orthodox Americans to study for a year in Israel before attending college than for Israelis. 

However, because it is recent, Butler's study helps track trends through time. It is interesting to 

note that in 1992, Nishmat’s director, Rabbanit Chana Henkin, denied Granite access to her 

institution because the community in which it resided was already “quite ambivalent about the 

schools agenda and presence in their community.” Granite also inferred that the Rabbanit was 

concerned about her lack of religious observance.51 Fifteen years later Butler, a similarly 

unobservant woman, successfully performed a similar study. This may indicate that the 

institution had greater confidence both with itself and with its standing within the community.  

From the website, it seems like Nishmat's programs are mostly for American students. It also 

hosts the Niddah consultant program that trains women to advise other women in the halakhah 

surrounding Jewish purity laws, discussed in the following chapter. Having considered the 

institutions and the types of women involved in these studies, we can look directly into how 

women are developing identities as women who study.

ENVISIONING THE LEARNED WOMAN

The women in these studies have begun to build a different feminine ethos of study 

rooted in the home and everyday practice.  As these women build an Orthodox women’s model 

for study they neither want to replicate the model of their childhood families nor to totally adopt  

the male model of study. In a section of El-Or's book on women's hopes for their future, she sees 

a pattern where the women want to transform their lives through the sacred framework of the 

family rather than replicate their childhood experiences:

Their generation is not reproducing the way their parents lived; it is not 
conservative or apathetic—quite the opposite. In all significant areas of life in the  
national religious community, these women are acting differently than their  

51  Granite, 1995, 118.
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mothers did. The burden of this revolutionary change is being place on the sacred 
framework of the family. The students’ criticism of the homes they grew up in 
does not impel them to distance themselves from “the home” as a problematic 
site, or from the institution of the family as a conservative framework.52

Women are instituting changes within the context of family. Within their families, women 

envision more religiously engaged lives, support the value of learning within their communities, 

and expand how they use learning in their everyday lives. They do not see Jewish tradition as 

stagnate but rather hope to improve on their childhood models of practice in their adult families.  

For example, one woman in El-Or's study explained how she wanted to create an open learning 

environment for her children: “In my house, God willing, not only will I not interfere with asking 

questions, but—and this will be the difference between me and my parents—I will prod the 

children to ask questions... Definitely, I hope that I have a family that will discuss and elucidate a 

lot of questions.”53    The locus of  religious and spiritual lives is within the home and family: 

Study helps them create more religiously engaged homes, build deeper relations with their 

husbands, helps them teach their children, and most of all enrich their lives as Jews. Oftentimes 

they hope to be more religious than the families of their youth and deepen their religiosity 

through their relationships with their adult families and study. 

 Many of the women in these studies defend the separation of roles between men and 

women, although they complicate these ideas in different ways.  Bulter, finds that, “these women 

find strong affinity for the highly gendered religious praxis that they see as enacting a spiritually 

meaningful gender balance in Judaism.”54 Nevertheless, “a core group of Nishmat students resist 

defining their spirituality as gendered or woman-centered but simultaneously recognize that their  

52 El-Or, 2002, 142.
53 El-Or, 2002, 140. 
54 Butler, 2010, 11. 
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expression of religiosity and spirituality are both clearly embodied and keyed to their status as 

women in the Jewish tradition.”55   Many women take primary responsibility towards children 

and housework, yet their husbands are also willing to help with laundry or housework when they 

can.56 Efrat, one women in El-Or's study thinks that woman's primary responsibility is to the 

home and children, but most women also have their aspirations outside their home and 

children.57   Most women are trying to reinterpret the importance of women's roles instead of 

explicitly changing gendered roles within the family. The changes that they are implementing 

through their commitment to study are not in the particulars of everyday duties but in communal 

and family dynamics. 

Study and discussion is interwoven in everyday routines of the religious community in 

Israel. Much of Jewish practice takes place within the home in ways that connect communities. 

On Shabbat, people invite each other over for Shabbat meals where they pray, discuss Torah, and 

sing. My chavruta invited me to her apartment for one Shabbat. For Friday's dinner we went to 

one of her friend’s houses, for lunch the next day we went to another’s, and for sleudat shlishit,  

the third meal, yet another’s. Families often invite both friends and strangers. On Friday night, 

the husband gave a drash (brief sermon) and the family encouraged discussion. Some families 

have traditions where everyone has to say something meaningful or related to the Torah portion. 

In everyday practice, greater knowledge through religious scholarship allows women to 

participate in the discourse of religious practice more readily and deeply.

Education also helps them build more fulfilling relationships with their husbands, who 

have studied in yeshiva for at least a couple years in their young adulthood and who are already 

55 Butler, 2010, 12. 
56  El-Or, 2002, 97. 
57 El-Or, 2002, 94.
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expected to engage in Jewish learning on a regular basis, whether or not they continue to study 

full time. Efrat explained how taking time to study affects her relationship with her husband:

With me it’s connected, because it comes out of my husband’s appreciation of me, 
I think that a husband whose wife doesn’t study, he appreciates her accordingly. It 
is a kind of message. I am studying just like you, or at least as much as I can, and 
I also want to sit with the girls in the evening in havruta and study—and I also did 
that last year, with all the work and all the mess—so please, the laundry can wait. 
Maybe I’ve got a wonderful husband who sometimes does the laundry, but it 
seems to be that there is mutual appreciation here. Both of us are independent 
entities, both of us have a desire to get the most out of ourselves, each one in their 
own field and in what interests them.58  

Here we see how Efrat believes that her knowledge and commitment to study raises her 

status within her relationship. Study helps both of them become deeper independent 

human beings who respect one another. The basis of another  informant’s romance with 

her eventual husband was through study.59  Like El-Or, Granite found that many women’s 

ideal was to study with their husband in chavruta. On the other hand, a few women want 

to marry yeshiva-bochers, who will spend their days studying. In all these cases women 

value both their own learning and that of their husbands.

The women in these studies also want to understand the reasoning behind their religious 

practices. One women told El-Or, “As a religious person, it has huge value to me—the whole 

matter of understanding what you do, this exposure to the world of understanding and 

identification.” It also gives women power over their own religious lives. They do not have to be 

as reliant on their learned husbands and rabbis to make halakhic decisions: 

It’s clear that my husband, who studied for six years in a yeshiva, knows more 
than me. It is clear that I can consult with him. But why shouldn’t I sit down and 
study? Where is my responsibility? My personal responsibly? That is not just in 
little matters of halakha, it is in important things, like where to live, where to do 

58  El-Or, 2002, 97.
59  El-Or, 2002, 115. This informant is Shirli.
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National Service, who to marry, whether to cover your hair. It’s education. That’s 
the line ‘the rabbi said.’60

This woman values study in order to take responsibility for her religious decision-making. She 

wants to become more of a partner with the religious experts in her life, but does not necessarily 

want to undermine the expertise of her husband and rabbi. Nor does does she want to follow 

them blindly with no knowledge of the sources. In this way she does not break down the 

traditional system, but she builds a role for women within it. 

There seems to be a general understanding that there is not yet a fully developed model of 

women’s education. While many of the women interviewed value their educations, not all 

women want to replicate the years of yeshiva education expected of men. Efrat explains her 

understanding of the current dynamics within the Orthodox community: 

There will always be framework for the boys, and the boys are the rabbis, and the 
girls can only be a rabbi’s wife that’s the way it is, even if it can change. I 
personally don’t want to, but if there’s a woman—and there may very well be 
women like that today—for whom it is important to sit and study all day, then let 
her do it. A woman who wants and can be a rabbi not because of some feminist 
and political hoopla, but because someone really wants to, then why not?61

Efrat is a woman deeply concerned with the issues of women’s education. Growing up she was 

unhappy with her high school education where she was chilled by her female teacher’s obedience 

and uniformity—she wrote a term paper on religious indoctrination in ulpanit, girl’s religious 

high schools.  She learns with her husband, and he wants to open a high school for girls where 

they will “study differently.” With her husband, she pushes the limits of education in her 

community and strives for change. She notes that, “today many more girls study, and there are all 

these new midrashot— it looks really funny that a girl shouldn’t study.” 62 

60  El-Or, 2002, 92.
61  El-Or, 2002, 96-97.
62  El-Or, 2002, 99.
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She sees that there is a structure for men's study—a structure inherent in the life style of 

the Orthodox community, but there is not quite one for women. The one that she envisions is 

within the home and the structure of the family. Women should take time for chavruta study, but 

their main responsibility is educating the children and to the family. Efrat finds it perfectly  

acceptable that a woman can only be a rabbi’s wife, a rabbanit.  This may reflect an 

understanding where men and women, taking on different roles, perform the mitzvot as a team.63 

It may also reflect her personal experience where she built her knowledge through her husband. 

Rabbanit have a place of respect within the Orthodox community and sometimes work as 

advisors for women within their husband's communities. Some female Jewish educators married 

to rabbis use the term, including the head of Nishmat, though many reject this title and prefer to 

go by their first names.64 Even as Efrat develops a paradigm of the learned woman within the 

home, she can see how others may want to follow other paths that take the traditionally male 

format of professional study and possibly becoming a rabbi. As Efrat sees it, there needs to be 

some sort of place for women who want to engage in full time study. Many women solve this 

problem by getting their masters degrees or doctorates, though this does not provide the same 

opportunity to study in a religious manner. 

As we have seen in this chapter both Granite and El-Or discuss how women’s education 

relates to their identities. Granite's understanding of change can help us understand the subtle 

changes occurring within Orthodox life styles due to the growing importance of midrashot. 

Granite focuses on how women adopt the traditionally male-dominated methods of Jewish study 

into their learning, deepening their religious commitment, rather than rejecting Orthodox norms.  

63  See Goodman, 2002. 
64 Cohen, 2004, 742.
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In her study of midrashot that teach women Talmud, Granite finds that,“the women I spoke to do 

not want to be thought of as changing anything, but rather continuing the Jewish value of study 

and rigor.”65  The women in her study take part in study because of their commitment to halakhic  

Judaism, becoming a new type of Orthodox woman and therefore transforming what types of 

norms Orthodoxy accepts for women's practice.66 Change takes place through the actions of 

women who hope to deepen their religious commitments. El-Or calls this a bloodless revolution 

because she sees the changes as a non-violent multi-level struggle.67 The women do not study in 

rejection of Orthodoxy, but rather to deepen their practice and understanding of it. El-Or's model 

of a bloodless revolution does not take into account how these changes are natural to the 

Orthodox process. While women's advanced Torah education is relatively new, its 

implementation and integration fit within and support the logics and concerns of the Orthodox 

community.  

This chapter focuses on the women who study for their own satisfaction rather than to 

become Jewish educators. Even those women in Butler’s later study of Nishmat who wanted to 

become Jewish educators did not want to teach Talmud at advanced levels.68    As women learn 

the textual skills of the Beit Midrash, there are those who want to continue studying and teaching 

within a religious context. Many of the midrashot, as seen in the descriptions above, have begun 

to develop programs to train women to be leaders in the Jewish community and be better 

equipped to teach Talmud in a more traditional manner. The women who study at these 

institutions are finding roles for themselves as educators, even if they cannot, as of yet, use their 

skills to make rulings on religious laws. While women hope to create a more engaged and 

65 Granite, 1995, 210
66 Granite, 1995, 215.
67 El-Or, 2002, 298-299.
68  Butler, 2010, 10-11.
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informed Jewish life for themselves by integrating their learning into their lives, families, and 

identities, there is still work to be done in terms of women who wish to pursue their Jewish 

studies beyond their young adulthoods and adult homes. We will look more deeply at women in 

leadership roles in the next chapter and ask what other opportunities the increasing quality of 

women’s Jewish education creates for women in the Israeli Orthodox community.
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CHAPTER III  
Expanding Women's Religious Leadership and its Limitations

This chapter explores the ways in which advanced Jewish education opens new roles for 

women within the Orthodox community. In doing so, it addresses the ways these roles influence 

the women who take these roles upon themselves as well as on Orthodox society in general. 

Knowledge is key to Jewish practice and law; within Orthodox communities individuals gain 

religious leadership through their ability to elucidate texts. 69 As women gain increasingly more 

religious knowledge and textual skills, they participate at a higher level in religious discourse 

and gain respect as teachers, religious leaders, and halakhic guides. 

Even as some women gain knowledge previously reserved for men, there are barriers that 

have yet to be crossed. According to most Orthodox interpretations of Jewish law, women are 

unable to be poseks (halakhic decisors), nor can they take on roles as rabbis for a variety of legal 

reasons. There have been a few Orthodox rabbis who have ordained women, but this 

phenomenon is not widely accepted. However, roles for women are expanding. Women are 

becoming educators, heads of midrashot, rabbinic advocates, representatives on rabbinic 

councils, and niddah consultants. These cases demonstrate how women integrate their religious 

knowledge and identities, as well as professional work experiences, developing public religious 

identities, creating female religious communities, and influencing the ways in which their  

communities navigate issues related to women. Despite these advances, women often self-limit 

their power in order to gain acceptance and avoid threatening traditional rabbinic authorities and 

Jewish law.

69 Cohen, 2004, 719. 
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PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SPHERES 

In order to comprehend the new roles for women in the Orthodox community, the ways in 

which women develop the legitimacy of these roles, and the limitations in these roles, it is  

important to explore Orthodox gendered understandings of private and public spheres. Many 

scholars have critiqued the value of using public and private spheres as an interpretive model for 

gendered power in society.70 However, in the case of Orthodox communities, public and private 

spheres are very much part of the discourse of male and female roles within the family, Jewish 

practice, and careers opportunities. The women in the ethnographies in the last chapter affirm 

inherent differences between men and women, though individuals defined these differences in a 

variety of ways. While the public/private model can be problematic, it also can help us 

understand the Modern Orthodox context. Generally, Orthodox communities associate men with 

the public sphere and women with the private sphere, yet the reality is more complex. To 

understand the Modern Orthodox community it is better to differentiate between separate secular 

public spheres and religious public spheres. 

 Modern Orthodox communities emphasize the private nature of women's roles within the 

Jewish tradition. Men and women have different, but equally important, roles to play within the 

family according to their halakhic duties. While in theory a woman takes care of her children, 

her husband, and her household, the reality has long been more fluid. The ideal differences 

between the sexes are most firmly practiced within the religious sphere. While women flourish in 

many secular careers, even in public settings, women's prayer is inherently private.71 For public 

prayer there must be a quorum of ten men in order to perform the entire service. Even if there are 

a hundred women praying together in a room, they cannot perform all the prayers necessary for a 

70 See Nelson, 1974.
71 See “Roles, Rules, and  Responsa: The Backlash Against Feminism” in Hartman, 2007, 99-120.
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public service without quorum established by men. 

Orthodox communities often emphasize the importance of tzniut, modesty, particularly 

for women and girls. Tzniut extends beyond clothing to a woman's demeanor, presence in public 

functions, and acceptance of communal norms, an example being whether it is appropriate for 

her to sing in the presence of men. In Israel, the recent news is filled with conflicts over ultra-

Orthodox communities’ attempts to exclude women’s presence from the public sphere, including 

advocating for segregated buses and streets. In the Introduction, I mentioned the incident of a 

modern Orthodox girl who was spit at by Ultra-Orthodox men while walking to school, because 

the men thought she was dressed immodestly. This example helps us understand the complexity 

of how Modern Orthodoxy deals with women's modesty, in the ways that Modern Orthodoxy 

relates to Ultra-Orthodoxy and non-orthodox movements. Often, issues of women's roles and 

modesty become a central part of defining Modern Orthodox identity.

 Modern Orthodoxy overemphasizes issues of women's modesty in a way that over-

sensualizes women's bodies, in order to separate itself from the Conservative Movement and 

exert its legitimacy along side Ultra-Orthodoxy, argues Orthodox Feminist Tova Hartman.72 

Others argue that  modern ideas about gender are a part of Orthodox understanding of gender, 

even as these groups reject feminism as an ideology. Particularly, Lauren Granite's research 

found that while many of the women studying at Midreshet Lindenbaum and Matan rejected 

feminism, they also integrated some of its ideals into the way that they think about gender. 73 Both 

the women who did and did not identify as feminists in her study believed in inherent differences 

between the sexes, and that women should not be inferior in any aspect of life.74  While gendered 

72 Hartman, 2007, 9-12.
73 Granite, 1995, 155. 
74 Granite,  1995,159.
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norms play a large part in roles for men and women within the family, parents of Orthodox girls 

often encourage them to pursue higher educations and build successful careers. 

Orthodox women participate fully in the secular public sphere, often earning college 

degrees and involving themselves in the secular professional world. Graduates of the religious 

professional programs described in this chapter become lawyers, educators, psychologists, 

criminologists, social workers, scholars, and scientists.75 The typical life pattern of a religious 

Israeli girl is to graduate from high school, do National Service, go to University, and then get 

married.76 During the years between National Service and University, more women find time for 

advanced Jewish studies.

The fact that many religious women participate in high level careers within the secular 

world, prompts many to consider opportunities to further their Jewish educations and pursue 

positions of leadership within their religious communities. Women use their professional  and 

academic experience in order to bolster their legitimacy, as well as to change how their 

communities—and to some extent Jewish law—deal with women's issues. For example, female 

rabbinic advocates try personal law cases in rabbinic courts and emphasize their professional 

qualifications next to the yeshiva educations of their male counterparts. They argue that their 

secular educations elevate a profession that is at the bottom of Orthodoxy's knowledge-based 

professions. One female rabbinic advocate writes that yeshiva-trained men do not know how to 

articulate an argument, phrase-proper legal documents, or shape an agreement.77  Women use 

both their professional and religious identities to build a space for themselves within religious 

contexts. Therefore, they build public religious identities through the human capital they have 

75 Avishai, 2008, 199 and Shamir etal, 1996, 78. 
76 See “Biographies of Torah Learners” in  El-Or, 2002, 89-130.
77 Shamir, Shitrai, Elias, 1996, 80.
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built within the secular public sphere. 

Tamar Ross's model of communal change, whom I introduced in the introduction of this 

thesis, helps explain how women are adapting and transforming existing communal structures. 

Ross argues that women can make changes within Orthodoxy by pushing their boundaries while 

still accepting halakhah and communal structures.78 I argue that this is indeed happening within 

the Orthodox community. By participating in midrashot, women are learning how to better 

become a part of halakhic discourse and how to become leaders within their communities. Their 

knowledge helps them develop innovative ways to help women practice sometimes difficult 

areas of Jewish law and in some cases influence how rabbinic authorities interpret the law. 

Women create new ways of dealing with Jewish law that are, at the same time, deeply rooted in 

communal norms and Jewish law.  Rabbinic advocates and niddah consultants both support 

current religious and halakhic structures while better navigating and transforming them. This 

chapter shows how women develop parallel institutions to male centers of Jewish learning and 

leadership and how in so doing they utilize both their Jewish and professional backgrounds to 

create institutions based both on religious and secular models of leadership and religious 

practice.

EDUCATION: THE CREATION OF WOMEN'S RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES

 In the second chapter we saw how many of the women interviewed did not wish to 

become religious scholars but rather to use study to enhance their daily lives as they build 

families and pursue their careers. As Jewish women's study opportunities expand, many 

recognize the need for women’s leadership within advanced Jewish education. Many of the 

midrashot have created programs that seek to build women leaders. Midreshet Lindenbaum has a 

78 Ross, 2004, 172-173.
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program, Manhigot, “geared at training women towards Jewish, educational leadership in the 

community.”79 Matan has a variety of Beit Midrash programs where women study for one to 

three years. The website calls these programs “a treasury of women who become the forerunners 

in the areas of education, research and Jewish leadership. They are knowledgeable, love Torah, 

are influential and socially sensitive to the needs of the Jewish community.”80 Matan in particular 

offers options to combine their Beit Midrash programs with masters degrees through a 

collaboration with Bar Ilan University. They have a Master's Program in Bible and their three-

year Advanced Talmudic Institute has an optional master's component. Both programs allow for 

traditional independent Jewish study,81 while providing opportunities for academic research and 

degrees. Therefore, these women leave the program with both religious and academic ways of 

learning and understandings Jewish texts. The academic components to these programs may 

indicate that women still rely on “secular” academic credentials to demonstrate their expertise to  

potential employers, because they cannot gain recognition as rabbis. 

After these advanced Jewish studies and leadership programs, women are better able to 

administer and teach Talmud classes. These administrative and teaching positions provide 

women with religious leadership opportunities as heads of midrashot. These opportunities are 

important because midrashot are becoming centers of religious communities. Tova Cohen argues 

that power in Modern Orthodoxy has shifted from a community of rabbis to self-selective 

communities, often centered around the yeshivot, the male-equivalent of a midrasha.  She argues 

that this shift of power from the community rabbis to the yeshivot created opportunities for 

79 “Israeli Students,” Midreshet Lindenbaum, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.midreshet-
lindenbaum.org.il/content.asp?PageId=58.

80 “Beit Misrash Programs,” Matan, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.matan.org.il/eng/program.asp?cat=2718.
81 Study partner
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women's religious leadership within women's Jewish learning communities.82 Like the heads of 

yeshivot, the heads of midrashot, can develop personal authority and respect among their 

students.  Matan particularly provides such opportunities for authority as a community of more 

mature educated women, with multiple locations throughout Israel. For example, many women 

consider Oren Koren, the principal of Matan Hasharon in Rananna, a leader and religious 

authority. She has expanded her branch of Matan's programming beyond classes on Talmud, 

Bible, halakha, and Jewish thought, in order to apply “...learning to further spheres of Jewish 

thought and additional experiences.”83 She has instituted many programs that have been 

integrated into community life including reading of the scrolls of Esther, Ruth, and Lamentations  

by women; bat mitzvah studies; and the use of artistic media to create spiritual experiences. 

Koren and her husband, Rabbi Zvi Koren have also established a congregation together. During 

Rosh Hashanah her husband gives the sermon on the first day of the holy day and Oren on the 

second. Cohen also gives examples of other women who teach in their husbands’ 

congregations.84 In these cases where women help lead or at least teach in their husband's 

congregations, women gain their authority from their husband's positions while their 

communities respect the women's knowledge in its own right. 

 Midrashot also provide women opportunities to influence broader communities. Matan is 

particularly effective in this endeavor with its focus on community outreach beyond its Matan 

Hasharon branch.  Matan provides more classes for working women,  online learning classes and 

resources, and other services to the community, such as a program to train Ethiopian women to 

be licensed practical nurses or Yad Rachel, “a national center for the diagnosis and inter-

82 Cohen,  2004, 721-722.
83 Cohen,  2004, 732 (Interview with Oshra Koren at Matan Hasharon, 5 May 2011). 
84 Cohen, 2004, 731- 733. 
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disciplinary treatment of learning disabilities, behavioral problems, and emotional problems,  

catering to people of low socio-economic status.”85 These outreach activities help Matan achieve 

a noticeable presence in the communities in which the organization works. Through participating 

midrashot, women start to build independent religious communities where women are able to 

build personal followings and respect through their knowledge and service to the community. 

For the most part, as we see in the case of Matan HaSharon, women often teach and have 

followings among women-only groups, yet some women do cross the gender divide. Koren also 

helps lead her husband’s congregation, as do other women scholars to varying extents. As more 

women become religiously trained scholars, it will be interesting to see how these gendered 

trends evolve. Considering the emphasis on single-sex education throughout an Orthodox child's 

life course, it seems likely that these single sex religious communities will continue to grow and 

become an increasing part of the Orthodox landscape. However, there may be more room for 

women to influence the broader community, perhaps working to break down the structural 

hierarchy where male communities still hold ultimate legal powers over the workings of female 

communities. 

RABBINICAL ADVOCATES

 Unlike other opportunities now available to women, working as rabbinic advocates 

allows women to directly influence Jewish law in a legal setting. Rabbinic advocates represent 

defendants in Israel’s Rabbinic Courts. In Israel religious courts have authority over personal 

status law, which includes marriage and divorce. Israel’s various religious communities each 

have their own court system. Therefore the Chief Rabbinate has jurisdiction over all Jewish 

marriage and divorce, while Muslims, various Christian denominations, as well as other religious 

85 “Yad Rachel,” Matan, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.matan.org.il/eng/about.asp?id=40720.
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communities, have jurisdiction over marriage and divorce for their constituents. There are also 

secular laws concerning issues of personal status that work in parallel or in addition to religious 

law. For example, civil marriage is now available for those registered as “no-religion,” who had 

previously been unable to marry in Israel. While rabbinical courts have sole jurisdiction over 

Jewish divorce, other issues such as custody or division of assets can be decided in secular 

courts. Therefore, depending on the circumstances, cases may move between the two court 

systems.

Secularly trained lawyers may represent clients in either court system, but rabbinic 

advocates  represent clients only in rabbinic courts. In the past, rabbinic advocates were yeshiva-

trained men, but the State Law of 1955 was amended in 1991 so that any graduate from any 

institution of higher learning recognized by the High Rabbinical Court, male or female, would be 

able to be examined and certified as a rabbinic advocate.86 The development of advanced Torah 

and Talmud study for women creates an opening for such legal change. In response, programs 

such as Women’s Advocate Program in Jerusalem were established in order to train women for 

these roles. 

The entrance of women into the profession was not without controversy. Many male 

rabbinic advocates felt that it was improper for women to work as advocates and that their 

training in halakhah was not as strong as yeshiva trained men.  In time for the second graduating 

class of female rabbinic advocates, the Chief Rabbinate and his office tried to prevent more 

women from entering the profession. They refused to grant permanent recognition to training 

programs for women and avoided giving these institutions information on dates for examinations 

or general syllabi. Additionally, they changed the examination requirements so that, ironically, no  

86  Shamir, Shitrai, and Elias, 1996, 73.
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men and only one woman passed. They also changed the overall program in ways that 

particularly affected women's training institutions. The new requirements forced the programs to 

extend the training time from two to three years with longer hours, which was problematic for 

the working mothers often enrolled in the program. Some Rabbinic Advocates, along with the 

Jerusalem Institute (one of the training institutions) appealed to the Civil High Court of Israel, 

which largely ruled in favor of the appellants.87

Of all the roles now opening to women, this position of rabbinic advocates gives women 

the most direct ability to influence the interpretation of Jewish law in a formal legal setting.  

Women influence the law by articulating legal arguments in courts for their clients and by the 

way in which they advocate for women’s issues both within the legal and political systems. In a 

court of law, rabbinic advocates are obligated to question rabbinic rulings argues Rivkah Lubitch, 

a rabbinic advocate:   

As opposed to other religious areas, in which there is not opportunity to 
challenge a ruling, in this area there is an obligation on the part of the advocate 
to argue with the dayanim [religious judges] and to challenge them whenever 
possible. The dayanim themselves affirm that an advocate fails in his/her work if 
s/he accepts a rabbinic ruling with a bowed head, without disputing it…The 
female advocate has an ethical obligation to constantly assemble all possible 
arguments and ruling in support of her position, and is trained to argue before 
the rabbis in a manner never before permitted to women.88

The courtroom provides an opportunity for women to have direct interaction with rabbinical 

authorities in ways which demonstrate their knowledge and interpretations of Jewish law, 

particularly in was that benefit their female clients. 

Even within this position, women's power and ability to rise in the ranks is limited. 

Women cannot become dayanim, religious judges. While the courtroom provides opportunities 

87  Shamir, Shitrai, and Elias, 1996, 79. 
88  Lubitch, 2006, 16.
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for women to argue Jewish law, the judges wield ultimate authority and women cannot rise in the 

hierarchy.  Lubitch also argues that women’s marginal status compared to the judges and their 

male counter parts also provides its benefits: “Often women advocates do not fear the people in 

power precisely because as women they have so little to lose. A female advocate cannot become 

a dayan [judge] or community rabbi, nor stand to “davan mincha [pray] next to any of the 

daynim.”89 Entering as rabbinic advocates places women at the bottom of the male religious 

hierarchy. They cannot climb the ranks in the religious leadership system as would men or as 

they would within the secular system. They enter the profession in order to study and deal with 

religious law and to help women (and sometimes men) navigate the system. As mentioned in the 

introduction, female rabbinic advocates believe that they elevate a profession that it is not well  

respected because of their professional experience in the secular world.  Through their roles as 

rabbinic advocates, they help women better navigate Jewish divorce law and transform the 

profession's image in the religious community. Their ability to argue religious law also helps 

women gain respect for their religious knowledge both in women's communities and from male 

religious leaders and different religious communities. Therefore, even at the lower levels of the 

hierarchy female rabbinic advocates can be knowledgeable participants in the greater halakhic 

discourse while still being devout Orthodox women.   

Most importantly, female rabbinic advocates help women through many of the problems 

women face in Jewish divorce law. Only men can give women a divorce in Jewish law. This 

sometimes leaves women trapped—subject to abusive relationships, abandoned by their 

husbands, or trapped in marriages where the man has disappeared or is mentally incapacitated—

with no ability to end their marriages and eventually re-remarry. Female rabbinic advocates often 

89 Lubitch, 2006, 16.   
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represent these women, who are called agunot, anchored wives.  Lubitch, as well as Shamir et 

al., argue that women are better able to represent female defendants because women feel more 

comfortable speaking to another woman about the intimate details needed in order to 

successfully argue these cases.90 Women need to make  strong cases under Jewish law in order 

for the court to force a man to give a woman a get (Jewish divorce contract). Lubitch describes 

how she asks women if they have filed a complaint with the police against their husbands, has 

them pay a private detective to prove the husbands are cheating, and asks for witnesses of 

abuse.91 The courts do have tools to force a man to give a women a get, when such action is 

deemed appropriate, such as in cases of abuse. Under Israeli law, rabbinic courts can renege on a 

man’s passport or even put him in jail if he refuses to give women a divorce. The Knesset, the 

Israeli parliament, revised the law, so jails can institute further punishments if a man continues to 

refuse a divorce. They found that once in jail men often lost their motivation to give their wives a 

get.92 Whether or not they entered the profession to help women in these sorts of situations, 

oftentimes working towards policy change for agunot becomes a passion for many female 

rabbinic advocates. Organizations, such as The Center of Women’s Justice is a group of lawyers 

and rabbinic advocates that advocates for agunot and others adversely affected by Jewish 

marriage and divorces law. It has worked to create precedents to make these laws more friendly 

towards those disadvantaged by the law. As rabbinic advocates, women enter an arena of legal 

decision-making, where they help shape the outcomes of difficult divorce cases and create a 

public religious role for women within the male-dominated Jewish legal system. 

90  Shamir, Shitrai, and Elias, 1996, 81; Lubitch, 2006, 15-16. 
91   Lubitch, 2006, 15.
92 Lubitch, 2006, 15
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NIDDAH CONSULTANTS 

In 1997, Nishmat, a midrasha, started a program to train women as niddah consultants 

who would help guide women through the complex laws of family purity. Niddah is the status 

that a woman enters when she experiences uterine bleeding not due to trauma. The state is 

primarily caused by menstrual bleeding.93 According to Orthodox understandings of 

halakha,during their menstrual cycles women cannot have sex or even have physical contact 

with their husbands for at least five days after the bleeding starts and seven days after the 

bleeding stops. A woman must enter the mikveh, a ritual bath, before she can again have relations 

with her husband. A woman must determine if her bleeding has ended by an internal exam before 

entering into the seven clean days, since a woman enters into a state of niddah the moment blood 

leaves the uterus and enters the vaginal canal.94  These laws are technical, complicated, and 

difficult to navigate, dealing with very personal dimensions of a woman’s life, including her 

periods, sexuality, health, and spousal and familial relationships. For women and their husbands, 

the laws of niddah can be meaningful, difficult, painful, embarrassing, along with a plethora of 

varied emotions. Because of the complexity of the law, women and their husbands may often 

need to consult a rabbi about how to properly perform these laws. 

In response to this context, Nishmat founded a program to train women as halakhic 

niddah consultants in order to provide an alternative resource to women who are uncomfortable 

discussing these issues with their rabbis.95  Niddah consultants provide advice through a phone 

hotline, email, or Nishmat’s “Women’s Health and Halakhah” website. The website provides 

these services along with many articles on different aspects of niddah, as well as answers to 

93  “Becoming Niddah,” Nishmat, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.yoatzot.org/category.php?id=19.
94 “Hefsek Taharah,” Nishmat, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.yoatzot.org/topic.php?id=45.
95  Avishai, 2008, 195.
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many of the questions others have already asked. 

 The program’s criterion for admittance include the knowledge and capabilities for 

intense Talmud study, motivations, leadership potential, and religious observance96. Beyond 

intensive talmudic training, the program also provides women with training in the medical, 

psychological, pedagogical and clinical aspects of their work. This holistic approach extends 

beyond a rabbi’s typical training.97 The talmudic and holistic training allows women to better 

help women deal with the variety of medical and psychological issues women face when trying 

to keep the laws of niddah. The training cumulates in a challenging certification process similar 

to the niddah portion of the rabbinical ordination process. A panel of rabbinic authorities and 

niddah experts administer an oral exam.98  

Despite the high level of their scholarship and well-rounded training, the women limit 

their authority. While they will advise women on clear cut matters of law, they urge women to 

consult their local rabbi or the program’s rabbinical advisor in unclear cases. At the bottom of 

each article on the site there is a disclaimer: 

This Internet service does not preclude, override or replace the psak [decision] of 
any rabbinical authority. It is the responsibility of the questioner to inform us of 
any previous consultation or ruling. As even slight variation in circumstances may 
have Halachic consequences, views expressed concerning one case may not be 
applied to other, seemingly similar cases.

The disclaimer addresses the niddah consultants limited authority in halakhah and also explains 

the limitation of their method in discussing and transmitting halakhic information. A full answer 

must take into account the reader’s rabbinical and personal contexts. This demonstrates a respect 

for the structure of rabbinic law and authority in Orthodox communities. In the site’s articles, the 

96  Avishai, 2008, 199.
97  Avishai, 2008, 199. 
98  Avishai, 2008, 199-200. Rabbis sit for a written rather than oral exam. 
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niddah consultants frequently encourage women to seek a ruling from a rabbi for a variety of 

issues that are not clear-cut. Particularly when it comes to spotting at the end of menstrual flow, a 

local rabbi still needs to determine whether a woman can start counting clean days. This process 

still requires a woman to show a rabbi her underwear or a cloth that has been placed in her 

vaginal canal. In one article, rabbinic advocates argue that because of the complexity of the law 

and varying traditions about when spotting is not considered menstrual blood, individual women 

still can not be trained to make more ambiguous decisions.99 Another frequent issue concerns 

when women must get permission from their rabbi to use birth control. Birth control is generally 

prohibited because of the commandment to procreate, but there can be leniencies based on health 

and financial concerns.100 As they make clear on their website, a niddah consultant (or what they 

are called in Hebrew, yoetzet) are trained to give advice but are not authorized to make halakhic 

decisions.101  The program wants to make clear to their community that they are not trying to 

usurp existing the rabbinical authorities. By enforcing religious and communal structures, the 

niddah consultants are better able to gain legitimacy for the new role they are creating for 

women in their community, which fits Ross's model of communal change. As Avishai argues, 

rabbinic advocate are dealing with an internal dialogue over how to address the laws of niddah, 

as much as they are responding to changes in women’s education.102

These self-imposed limitations on authority lead Tova Cohen to argue that the niddah 

consultant program, in its current form, cannot be considered to be introducing women’s 

halakhic leadership because they do not take authority as halakhic decisors and their services are 

99 “Learning to Evaluate Stain,”  Nishmat, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.yoatzot.org/question.php?id=4272.
100“Reasons to Permit Contraception,” Nishmat, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.yoatzot.org/article.php?

id=34.
101 “Yoatzot and psak,” Nishmat, accessed April 25, 2012, http://www.yoatzot.org/question.php?id=2444.
102 Avishai, 2008, 209-211.
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anonymous and impersonal.103 Cohen’s argument points to the limits of educational opportunities 

in empowering women to make halakhic decisions about their bodies. According to Orthodox 

interpretations of Jewish law, women cannot become rabbis and therefore cannot make legal 

rulings. The niddah consultants reinforce the communal structures and the importance of rabbis 

in making decisions about laws of niddah and other aspects of women's reproductive choices and 

health, yet they also shape a professional role for women within the existing structure. In this 

case the role is anonymous, which does not allow the women to gain personal recognition for 

their work. While the fact that the services are anonymous does not allow  women to gain 

personal authority, it allows for more women to more comfortably navigate the laws of niddah 

for themselves. 

In ceding personal public authority, the women are creating a space for women to better 

understand and perform a practically and emotionally difficult set of laws.104  Ross argues that 

change occurs through participating in and stretching communal values. Change is less effective 

if it comes from outside of the communal structures.105 The way in which the niddah consultant 

program defines its role supports this dynamic. If the niddah advisors did define themselves as 

able to make halakhic rulings, they could not be a resource for their community which cares 

about authority. In this vein, Avishai argues, “in contrast to dominant accounts that portray the 

halakhic consultant profession as a product of the Orthodox women’s literacy revolution (El-Or), 

I [Avishai] argue that the profession is more appropriately understood as part of a conversation 

about and negotiation of niddah within the Orthodox community.”106 Throughout her paper she 

103 Cohen, 2004, 751.
104 Avishai, 2008, 202.
105 Ross, 2004, 172.
106 Avishai, 2008, 196. 
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argues that women have created a whole industry surrounding niddah that includes workshops, 

manuals, courses, educational and professional institutes and networks. Additionally halakhic 

niddah consultants are only one of many new forms of niddah consultants, bridal counselors and 

purity examiners in both more traditional and reform based circles.107 The program is successful 

in that it addresses concerns of Orthodox women and their communities. Avishai does 

acknowledge that niddah consultants are partially indebted to the education revolution.108 The 

changes in women’s education and expertise, as well as their limitations within their community,  

shape how they build new roles for themselves within their community. We should not separate 

“internal concerns” from “the effects of the education revolution” because Orthodox women's 

professional backgrounds, educational opportunities, and commitment to their communities all  

influence how niddah consultants and the other female Jewish professionals discussed in this 

chapter help shape negotiations over women's issues within Orthodox communities. The 

transformation of women’s roles takes place in a communal dialogue with modern realities and 

philosophies, tradition, and the community’s discourse about specific issues. 

And as a group, the niddah consultants are leading a new way of talking about niddah. As 

we see throughout this chapter, many of the women who build and take on Jewish leadership are 

professionals. The graduates of the niddah consultant program include physicians, lawyers, 

scholars, scientists and educators at the secondary and university levels.109 The program brings in 

areas of expertise from a variety of disciplines that relate to niddah, including medicine and 

psychology. There is a therapeutic element to the profession, as questions about niddah often 

107 Avishai, 2008, 209-211.
108 Avishai, 2008, 198. 
109 Avishai, 2008, 199.
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mask deeper issues about sexual anxieties, medical issues, and individual neuroses.110  Niddah 

consultants often refer women to other professionals for treatment or help. In their 

interdisciplinary approach, they are providing women with professional advise that they cannot 

get elsewhere. The professionalization reinforces the authority of an educated elite, while taking 

away authority from the lay people who performed these roles in the past. Even so,  they create a 

formal basis of women’s halakhic expertise. 

In this discussion there is a concern for power, and a conflict between individual 

autonomy, leadership potential, and halakhic power. In some ways niddah consultants help 

women to better navigate Jewish law on their own, and in other ways they create a new 

professional class limiting the power of an individual women to decide for herself. They both 

support rabbinical authorities role's entrenched roles in the practice of niddah and build a place 

for women to guide women. They reformulate the practice of niddah, while advocating for its 

importance within Jewish practice. Inherent in both Avishai and Cohen’s arguments is a question 

of how to deal with the revolutionary and traditional natures of change in the Orthodox religious 

setting. Avishai better articulates both the revolutionary and traditionalist aspects of niddah 

consultants position. On one hand she questions the revolution narrative of many scholars who 

look at women’s leadership in the Orthodox community, while still believing that the changes in 

education are both revolutionary and subversive. Cohen focuses more on the limits of the 

position in terms of the development of women’s leadership, while focusing less on the cultural 

aspects of the position. In each of the positions studied in this chapter, we see both the limitations 

and transformative aspects of women taking these roles. The fact that these roles are sometimes 

limited speaks to how women attempt to work within the Orthodox system.

110 Avishain, 2008, 199.
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In most of the cases we have looked at in this chapter, women are creating new loci of 

leadership that inherently involves women’s issues or women’s education. Within educational 

leadership, women create women's religious communities where women teach, advise, and even 

lead religious rituals for other women. Rabbinic advocates bring women's voices into the public 

legal sphere and help women better navigate the court system and subtly influence the 

interpretation of Jewish law with regards to issues of divorce and family law. The male and 

female religious communities, even in their new forms, are still inherently unequal.  Both men 

and women teach women, while in most cases only men can teach men. Despite rising levels of 

scholarship and knowledge, women cannot formally make rulings concerning Jewish law. As 

more women enter higher degrees of scholarship, respect, and leadership, this reality may 

become untenable. A small number of Orthodox rabbis, have privately ordained women as 

rabbis. These ordinations are not seen as legitimate by the vast majority of the Orthodox 

community yet. Whether or not women eventually become rabbis in the Orthodox community, 

increased education has lead to more religious public roles for women within the Orthodox 

Jewish community.
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CONCLUSION   
Challenges of Change

When I conceptualize the deep impact of widespread Torah learning for women on the 

Orthodox community, I often think of my chavruta partner with her strong commitment to strict 

Orthodox practice and excitement for study and Jewish practice. I remember how she would 

make time to go to talks and classes on Torah. Many of these classes were taught by women: I 

remember her describing a particularly  interesting female teacher who was teaching a class one 

Shabbat afternoon. I was most impressed by her tight knit community of  young religious women 

who were strongly committed to living a Jewish life. They would go to different synagogues and 

classes together, invite each other over for the various Shabbat meals, and celebrate each others'  

marriages. My chavruta helped host a celebration for a recently married couple. As I recall these 

brief experiences with the Orthodox community in Israel and the ethnographies I have read, I see 

how the midrashot studied in this thesis help transform the everyday experiences of the Orthodox 

community. Women take time to study and expect to discuss Torah in their homes with their 

husband and children. Women go to classes taught by other women. Women practice Judaism to 

enrich their lives, instead of merely fulfilling their duty to God and community, bringing this  

commitment to every aspect of their communities. Women, through their educations, can 

participate more in the negotiation and interpretation of Jewish law and practice. While the 

midrashot affect the pattern of everyday life, the increasing knowledge of women scholars of 

Talmud, women's religious communities within the midrashot, and in the broader community 

inevitably challenge Orthodox norms in ways that cannot be dealt with without debate and 

conflict. Although this thesis emphasizes the former because it has been overlooked and under 
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studied, I am aware of the latter. 

One issue of conflict concerns women's roles in ritual practice.  Women are creating 

religious communities within the midrashot and within their communities that provide 

opportunities for learning and ritual separate from male centers of practice. In some instances, 

virulent opposition exists to changes in women's roles in ritual arenas. Even within the most 

innovative midrashot, women do not push want to push the boundaries of ritual practice, as 

Granite and Bulter find.111 Some rabbinical authorities are  resistant to even small changes in 

ritual performance, such as modifications to the configuration of the synagogue. In response to a 

request to change the synagogue configuration where  the men's sections is in the front and the 

women's in the back to one where the two sections would be side-by-side one rabbi replied, “that 

if he, or any man, could see a woman, the sanctity that he had worked so hard to cultivate in his 

place of worship would be  lost.”112 Women's prayer groups, where women come together to pray 

have also met  harsh criticism,113 even though they do not perform parts of the service where a 

quorum of ten men is needed. Meanwhile, there are many congregations that do configure their 

prayer space so that women can more easily hear and see the service. Also, there are 

communities that accept women's prayer groups or other forms of women-only ritual practice. 

This thesis emphasizes that as more women practice Judaism separately from men, communities 

will need to decide what practices they deem appropriate and how communities of highly 

educated religious women will relate to the broader religious community where they still must 

rely on male rabbinic authority. 

In addition, as women scholars gain more respect for their ability to elucidate religious 

111 Granite, 1995, 174-184 and Butler, 2010, 10. 
112 Hartman, 2007, 52. 
113 See Hartman, 2007 and “Women's Prayer Groups and the Orthodox Synagogue” by Rivkah Haut in Grossman 

and Haut, 1992, 135-158.
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texts, the community will need to  decide on the breadth and limits of their roles. As female 

religious scholars gain the respect of both male and female audiences, and even rabbis, the 

community will inevitability confront the fact that women cannot make rulings on Jewish law. If  

women guide communities of other women, as well has help lead their husbands congregations, 

this limitation may become harder to accept. There are a few Orthodox rabbis who have privately 

ordained women, though these women often take on titles other than “Rabbi.” Furthermore, their 

authority is rejected by all but the most reformist elements of the Orthodox community. As 

Orthodox Judaism confronts the implications of the last forty years of innovation and communal 

development, it will be interesting to see how Orthodoxy faces these challenges and continues to 

develop into the future.
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GLOSSARY   
Aliyah (pl. aliyot):  the honor of saying the blessing before and after the reading of the Torah 
scroll in the Jewish prayer service. The literal translation  of aliyah is “to go up.” Aliyah also 
refers to when a Jew immigrates to Israel under the Law of Return. 

Agunot: anchored wives. Women who are trapped in unwanted marriages because their 
husbands refuse or cannot grant them a divorce. 

Ashkenazi: Jews of Eastern European decent.

Bat Mitzvah: literally, daughter of the commandment. Based on the tradition of Bar Mitzvah, 
for boys, where a girl of twelve or thirteen becomes a woman under Jewish law, age dependent 
on the community. 

Beit Midrash: a Jewish study hall, often in a yeshiva or midrasha, where students study Jewish 
texts independently in chavruta.

Chavruta: a study partner. 

Dayan (pl. daynim): a religious judge. 

Drash: a short sermon.

Get: Jewish divorce contract, traditionally only granted from the husband to the wife, sometimes 
trapping women in abusive or unfulfilling marriages.

Halakhah (a.halakhic): Jewish law. 

Haredi: ultra-Orthodox.

Mechitzah: a divider between men and women in an Orthodox prayer service. 

Midrasha (pl. midrashot):  a post-secondary institution of Jewish learning for women.

National Service: the alternative to Army service in Israel, mainly for religious women. 
Religious Jews, as well as Arab citizens are exempted from the mandatory army service, though 
in the religious-Zionist community many men will volunteer for the army. Participants in 
National Service serve in different community organizations.  

Niddah:  the status a woman enters when she experience uterine bleeding not due to trauma. The 
state is primarily caused by menstrual bleeding. During this time a woman cannot have physical 
contact with her husband. 
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Oral Law: another term for Talmud. It refers to the Jewish tradition that both the written Torah, 
as well as as the Oral Law later complied in Mishna, part of the Talmud, was given at Sinai. In 
Orthodox communities the less rigorous Talmud classes for girl's class n called “Oral Torah,” 
rather than “Talmud” as they are in boy's schools. 

Posek: rabbis who can make decisions on Jewish law. 

Simchat Torah: the Jewish holiday celebrate the giving of Torah at Sinai. It is also the time 
when Jews restart the reading of the Torah scroll. The holiday tradition involves dancing with the 
Torah scrolls. 

Sleudat Shlishit: the third and last meal on Shabbat that takes place Saturday evening before 
sunset. In religious communities in Israel, families and friends get together to eat and sing.  
 
Shabbat: the Jewish Sabbath that starts Friday night at sundown and ends Saturday night.

Talmud: the central legal and interpretive text of the Jewish tradition. 

Torah: the first five books of the Hebrew Scriptures. In the Jewish lexicon Torah can  also refer 
to both the Written and Oral Torah or to Jewish knowledge in general.  

Tzniut: modesty.

Yeshiva (pl. yeshivot): a post-secondary institution for Jewish learning for men.

Yeshiva-bochers: Orthodox men who study full-time in a yeshiva, instead of starting a career.  

Ulpanit: a local high school for religious Jewish girls in Israel. 
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