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WOMEN AND JUDAISM

As a series of magazine articles on the general concerns of contem-
porary Jewish women, Blu Greenberg's pieces went relatively unno-
ticed and for the most part were critically unexamined. Placed together
in the less hurried confines of a book, however, her attempts to graft
certain feminist values onto normative Jewish tradition invite much
more careful scrutiny and examination. She writes with lucidity and
often with sensitivity. But, as indicated in her sub-title, Mrs. Greenberg
claims to base her ideas on Jewish law, on classical Jewish texts, and
on the vast corpus of the halakhic tradition, and it is on these grounds
that her material does not sustain a critical analysis. Regrettably, her
articles now emerge as a recounting of feminist arguments of the most
conforming sort, papered over with occasional halakhic rhetoric which
barely conceals that which lies underneath: imprecise scholarship,

slippery logic, and major conclusions often based on nothing more
than personal feelings, emotions, and intuitions. Her operating prin-
ciples are taken from the same tedious catalogue of complaints offered
by Betty Friedan and company for years, and her suggestions for
tampering with Jewish law echo the dreary litany long recited by
various non-halakhic ideologies.

What gives this work a certain notoriety, and compounds one's

On Women and Judaism: A View from Tradition, by Blu Greenberg (Jewish Publication
Society), i 78 pp. $11.95.

Mrs. Greenberg's book was reviewed earlier here by Naomi Schaefer in the Summer 1984
publication (voL. 21, no. 2), in an essay that was confined to halakhic matters. This review by
our Associate Editor concentrates on ideological issues.
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discomfort, is that it comes from an individual who claims fealty to the
classical halakhic process. The pages are liberally sprinkled with pro-
testations of allegiance to halakhah: Mrs. Greenberg "wants to live life
as a halakhic Jew," and "does not want to reject the basics" (p. 172);
"Biblical law is revelation" (p. 127); "this is not to say that Talmudic
and post-Talmudic literature is not the law of Moses at Sinai" (p. 44).
In fact, this is a work which at best displays a very tenuous commitment
to the integrity of the halakhic process. One wonders if the author has
thought through the implications of being committed to halakhah
and whether she is at all aware that many of the positions she takes in
her work are incompatible with such a commitment.

Halakhic discipline involves more than the punctilious observance
of Shabbat, kashrut, taharat hamishpaha, and the rest of the mitsvot
of the Torah. As expressed by Maimonides, there are certain beliefs
which comprise the underlying structure of a Jew's commitment to
halakhah (see his Hi/khot Teshuva 3:8, and Mamrim i: i). These
beliefs are: a) the written Torah together with its interpretation, the
oral Torah (torah she-be'al peh), were given to the Jewish people by
divine revelation; b) part of this revelation provided for a mechanism,
known as the exegetical principles, for further interpretations and
derivations of the written Torah to be made by later generations;
these, when used properly and accepted by the majority of the Sages,
have the status of all other Torah laws; c) the Torah gives authority
to Sages of all generations to make rabbinic enactments which will
protect and advance the laws of the Torah. Such enactments do not
have the same gravity as Torah law but are no less binding upon a
Jew, and become part of the body of Jewish law.

The laws and practices which stem from these three categories are
what comprise the Talmud, which is the sum total of Torah she-be'al
peh and halakhah. Because Torah she-be'al peh represents what man
tias determined to be the will of God as expressed in the Torah, there
has never been any doubt for halakhic Jews that the Talmud is
binding. Indeed, Mrs. Greenberg apparently realizes as much.

What she apparently does not realize is that the basic prerequisites
of the halakhic process are that its decisors I posekim master the entire
body of Jewish law, and that they accept the entire body of Jewish
law totally as ultimately stemming from divine revelation. In addition,
these decisorsl posekim in Jewish law-who are skilled and carefully
honed scholars of integrity and repute-operate within a rigorous
system in which canons of interpretation, themselves a basic part of
the divine Torah, are objectively applied. To ascribe prejudice of male
chauvinism to such scholars, or to insist that Halakhah meet the
standards of a Gloria Steinem, or to suggest, as Greenberg does, that
halakhic changes can be influenced by public pressure ("Who can
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know," she writes, "the impact of a thousand Jews calling on the
Bet-Din of the Rabbinical Council of America to re-examine current
injustices in halakhic divorce" (p. 141)) is to make a mockery of the
halakhic process and to render sterile Greenberg's protestations that
she does not wish to "diminish the divine authority of halakhah and
tradition" (p. 178).

This is precisely why, given this classic understanding of halakhah,
it is not clear that Greenberg is truly committed to, or fully understands
the subtleties of, the halakhic process. It is not only that there is in her
work a persistent note of denigration of the halakhah; more seriously,
there is a persistent misunderstanding of the nature of Torah she-be 'al
peh. For example, the Biblical law of granting a bill of divorce to a
wife is clearly delineated in the Oral Law's Tractate Gitlin. The method
of transfer of the bill, from the hand of the husband to that of the
wife, is an undisputed element of the law, as is the derivation which
forbids divorcing an insane wife. To Greenberg, however, divorce

laws were "developed" by "rabbis of the Talmud," and the method of
transfer was devised by male-chauvinist rabbis to reinforce the absolute
right of the husband "by selective weighing of scriptural phrases"
(p. 127). On the other hand, "the rabbis of the Talmud were not
insensitive to inequities in Biblical divorce law" (the divine Source of
the Torah was apparently not sensitive enough to these inequities)
and they constantly changed the laws to protect the wife. In the case
of the insane wife, they forbade he!" divorce, but "covered their humane
tracks with legal rationale" (p. 128, n. 4). In other words, Talmudic
interpretations of the Torah were written with the intent of either
crushing women or protecting them. How and why the Talmudic
Sages were able to achieve these two contradictory results at once is
not explained. Thus, what Jews call Torah she-be'al peh is nothing
but a rabbinic invention to meet various social needs. In all this, we
are asked to believe that this work proceeds from within, and not
from without, the halakhah.

Another major problem in Mrs. Greenberg's work lies in her
unusual dependence on intuition instead of the rigorous canons of
research. What, for example, is her scholarly evidence that the
Talmudic laws dealing with women are for the most part connivings
by prejudiced Sages who wanted to preserve male supremacy? She

has none. Rather, she arrives at her conclusion because she feels

"intuitively" that the values of feminism are truth. Thus she writes:

Intuitively and with a new awareness of the ethics of male-female equality, I
find it hard to accept any notion that assigns to God a plan for a hierarchy of
the sexes. . . . That could be only a time-bound human interpretation of God's
will from which women ought now to be exempt. . . . does the fact that this
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long-standing soeiologieal truth has been eodified into Halakhah oblige us to
make an eternal principle out of an aeeident of history? (pp. 45-46, emphasis
added)

Here we have a vivid illustration of the kind of slippery logic upon
which much of her thesis rests: intuition (which becomes "fact" two
sentences later) has convinced her that the Oral Law is an "accident of
history." And once the oral tradition is intuited into an accident of
history, all the rest is commentary, and it matters litte that certain
laws have been accepted without dispute since Talmudic times.
Greenberg can reject them out of hand whenever she cannot discern
any reason for them. Thus: "If kol ishah has any redeeming value it
escapes me" (p. 36).

One marvels at the liberties that can thus be taken with Jewish
law. Without the scholarly constraints of reason and analysis, and
with personal feelings as the guiding principle, a certain impromptu,
ad hoc, anarchic quality animates her writing, and it is hardly surprising
that Mrs. Greenberg gives strong credence to contemporary notions
of feminism while at the same time cavalierly dismissing the rigorous
halakhic tradition. For example, regarding the mitsvot from which
women are exempted, she writes: "What emerges is an exemption by
gender rather than by function, a standard called into question by
contemporary notions of sexual equality" (p. 83, emphasis added).
And: "If the new feminist categories are perceived to be of a higher
order of definition of woman than those that limit her. . . ." and then
proceeds as if her perception is unquestionable truth (p. 4 i, emphasis
added). And: "Admittedly, I have been propelled. . . by the contem-
porary Western humanist liberation philosophy of the secular women's
movement" (p. 42).

If the original impulse derives from feminism, certain corollary
impulses are inevitable. Thus, regarding the exclusion of women from
joining a quorum of men for Grace! birkat hamazon, which the Talmud
(Ber. 45b) says is designed to prevent possible immorality resulting
from the mixing of the sexes, she writes (p. i 77) that it "borders on
obscenity" to exclude a woman after she "has organized, prepared,
and served a meal to her family"-as if making up the quorum is
meant to be some sort of cooking award.

N or is it surprising that she would reject the laws of harhakot
niddah, the system of halakhic reminders to the married couple that a
state of niddah exists, whereby even innocuous physical contact is
avoided. She posits the thesis that these laws are a mistaken outgrowth
of the laws of defilement which are not applicable today. Her evidence
for this thesis? None. Rather, she states that these laws "evoke defile-
ment" and that "certain institutions undoubtedly grew out of defile-
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ment" (pp. 113-114). Unfortunately, she has disregarded the critical
fact that while defilement is a Torah prohibition, the harhakah laws
are clearly a rabbinical "fence" and are in no way related. But no
matter: these practices are not pleasing to feminism and the facts of
scholarship need not stand in the way.

Having established this baseless thesis, she presents a cornucopia
of inaccuracies in her purported history of the niddah laws. These

include a misreading of a Talmudic passage, in which she erroneously
states that touching one's wife during the "white" period entails pun-
ishment of karet (p. i 14); an inaccurate declaration that a niddah is
obligated in a sacrifice by Torah law (p. 123, n. 8); a mistranslation of
Nahmanides' commentary to Lev. 12:4, in which by mistakenly reading
a colon instead of a semicolon, she arrives at an erroneous conclusion.

To add to the confusion, she finally concludes that proscriptions
against certain physical contact should be rejected:

Very few eouples strietly observe all the laws of negi'ah, the interdiction against
all physieal contact. . . . As one who respects the laws of negi'ah-but also as a
student of history who understands that after the destruction of the Temple the
emphasis quite naturally shifted from turn 'at niddah (separations for reasons
of ritual purity) to issur niddah (proscription of sexual relations)-I find the
emphasis on negi'ah excessive and onerous. (p. 121)

In other words: although there are no proofs for it, we should accept
her thesis about the source of these laws because she is a student of
history. And the laws should be changed because she finds them
excessive and onerous. Besides, very few people keep them anyway.

These same criteria could of course be applied to the laws of
niddah themselves. But she leaves them untouched-indeed, she writes
an entire chapter supporting the practice of mikveh. "Niddah," she
writes, "has come down to us through three thousand years of Jewish
living" and "obviously serves a deep human need" (ibid). For some
reason, the fact that the harhakot have also come down to us through
thousands of years is ignored. Some laws are more equal than others.

Although some of the practices of old have lost their glitter for
her, she is not averse to proposing new observances: "An annual
Pap-smear should be tied ritually to, say, the first niddah after Rosh
Hashanah to add new meaning to the mitzvah"; and, "on the assump-
tion that we still place a value on virginity before marriage" (!), the
abstention period of brides should be altered (p. 121).

A particularly unfortunate misreading of source material is evident
in her discussion of time-bound commandments. She is disturbed by
the exemptions of women from these commandments, and declares
that women should be ruled as obligated in all such mitsvot. That the
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Mishnah explicitly states otherwise is no problem for her, because the
principle that women are exempt is an "arbitrary" one. She gives as
the source of this discovery Kiddushin 34a where R. Y ohanan, com-
menting on the women's exemptions listed in the Mishnah, states "ein
lemedin min hakelalot"-"that list was not exhaustive," upon which
Greenberg comments: "To paraphrase, the principle (women's exemp-
tions for the Commandments) is not necessarily consistent. . .
R. Yohanan's statement opens the door to emendation. . . ." (p. 83).

This is in total error. The phrase used by R. Y ohanan appears
several times in the Talmud, and simply means that any Talmudic
catalogue oflaws is not necessarily exhaustive, and that items excluded
from the list are not to be construed as having another ruling. It says
nothing about the arbitrariness of anything. But it is upon just such
shaky readings of Jewish law that Greenberg would have us restructure
Jewish life.

The keystone of Greenberg's thesis lies in her call for a reinter-
pretation of the Written Law. In order to rectify the injustices perpe-
trated by the Rabbis, these reinterpretations would change the divorce
laws, obligate women in some mitsvot and free them from others, and
finally permit abortion on demand. As a vital plank in this program,
she calls for posekot (female decisors of the law) to replace the present
authorities upon whom all of Jewry rely because, she advises us, the
present authorities are really nothing more than manipulators for
male supremacy: "What these gedolim, the principal decision makers
of contemporary Orthodoxy, are really saying is that they feel a need
to preserve the original male prerogative" (p. 47). Female posekot will
reinterpret the law in line with feminism. But if the interpretations of
the present decisors! posekim are rejected because they are ploys for
maintenance of male supremacy, why should interpretations by female
posekot designed for female equality be any more binding? She fails to
see that halakhah designed not to meet God's will but to meet man's
needs, feelings, and intuitions is by definition not halakhah. Her call
for responsa and explanations which will adjust halakhah to what
feminism perceives as truth can only be termed frivolous, in that,
willy-nilly, it totally vitiates and destroys the authority of the Oral
Law.

Perhaps the most startling aspect of this book is its treatment of
abortion. It is in this section that we find a painful manifestation of
the pitfalls of reliance on feelings and emotions when approaching the
halakhic system.

She readily admits that "the Halakhic outlook opposes abortion
on demand" (p. 18). This should be enough for any halakhic Jew to
reject abortion on demand. But Greenberg is undaunted: "As Jews,
we must demonstrate that abortion need not eliminate reverence for
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life nor joy in creating life. . . an orientation of this nature will allow
new halakhic attitudes towards abortion" (p. 18).

Apologetically, she relates that "when abortion was permitted by
halakhists, it was performed. . . where not to abort would constitute
a grave threat to the life or health of the mother." But in the case of
malformed fetuses, "this seems insensitive to the potential suffering of
the child" (p. 149). Apparently, keeping the child alive is insensitive
to his suffering; the child would apparently prefer to be murdered.

Turning to the stubborn refusal ofhalakhists to approve abortion
on demand, she asks why abortion "based on personal economic or
family planning considerations was never dealt with in the Responsa."
(In her view, evidently, dealing with a subject in the Responsa is
equivalent to finding a reason to permit it). To her, this is not because
there was no question involved, although it was always universally
recognized that this is murder-even destruction of seed is prohibited
in the Torah. There is another reason: in pre-modern times "life was
precarious. You had to have eight children if you wanted four to
survive." Also, until modern times abortion was not "common to the
general culture" (p. 150). This, then is why abortion was never per-
mitted. Here, as elsewhere, she indulges in her penchant for taking a
single-cell amoeba and, in an instantaneous evolutionary leap, pro-
ducing an elephant.

In another giant leap, she suggests that we broaden the framework
of therapeutic abortion (by which the mother's life is given precedence
in lie-threatening situations) to include "quality of life" ofthe mother.
Thus, "the circumstances under which abortion is permissible may be
widened (to include) the need to support one's self (or spouse) through
school, the time required for a marriage to stabilize, overwhelming
responsibilities to other children, and so forth" (pp. 150-151).

If quality of life is to be the criterion for abortion, one shudders
to think what excesses Greenberg's harmless "and so forth" might

lead to. She even goes so far as to declare that "in these cases abortion
should be seen as a necessity rather than an eviL." Despite the fact that
there are myriads of laws forbidding abortion on demand, in circum-
stances such as these "abortion is the higher morality" and overrides
those laws which "were developed to express those very priorities"
(p. 150).

As for deformed fetuses, "it is true that some children with
deformities are more loved and evoke deeper feelings of compassion
than do perfect specimens." In other words, one should argue that
they should not be put to death since they serve the social function of
evoking emotions or compassion. Nevertheless, "institutions are full
of pathetic, rejected, malformed, non-functioning children who eke
out a miserable, inhuman life and whose parents have deep wells of
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guilt" (p. 152). In still other words, we should put fetuses to death
because there are so many who do not evoke feelings of compassion.

There is a certain unreality about all this. Is not life in itself,
without any social benefit, sacred and inviolable? What is the "higher
morality" of abortions referred to against this morality? Why is the
Torah's reason for prohibiting the murder of fetuses never mentioned
in her consideration; namely, "for man is created in God's image"
(Gen. 9:6; see Sanhedrin 57b, where this applies to fetuses). Yet this
author who is an observant Jewess has "supported abortion reform
with the full knowledge of the ambivalence of my position" (p. 147).
She who presumably would not write on Shabbat to get through
college would nevertheless permit someone to kill a fetus in order to
get through college. All this is based on "intuitions of a higher

morality. "

To dispel any notion that her decision to support abortion is
based on reason, she writes (p. 177):

Each time I seemed to nail down an idea somcthing happened to make it come
apart. . . . Just when I thought I had the most sensible Jewish response to
abortion where Tay-Saehs fetuses are concerned, i'd meet a woman who would
tcll me: "Even knowing what I know now, the agony we went through for four
years, I still don't think I would want an abortion. There was so much love
there. "

She had her response "nailed down" by the vision of "the institutions
full of pathetic children" (p. 152) but it "came apart" by a commcnt of
a women who loved her baby. This is candid and touching, but hardly
a basis for momentous decisions involving life and death.

In a frank recognition of the inconsistencies of her work, Green-
berg acknowledges that at this stage in the feminist revolution, "per-
haps. . . the only legitimate response can be a series of tentative
remarks. . . with a stammer, one step forward and half a step back-
ward" (p. 177-8). Her forward and backward steps are confusing but
understandable. She is after all a child of her generation, her original
impulse derives from the stirrings of a secular feminism (p. 42), and
she remains influenced by the society around her. At the same time,
she has strong roots and attachments to classical Judaism. Unable to
decide in which camp to place her total allegiance, she has opted-
impossibly-to try to be loyal to both. This ambivalence shows

throughout. On the same page she can complain that "halakhah
. . . continues to delimit women. . . halakhic parameters inhibit
women's growth. . . as human beings"-and then immediately back-
track: "I do not speak here for all of halakhah" which has "so highly
developed a sensitivity to human beings" (pp. 40-41). She can stoutly
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defend the beauty of Jewish law while in the same breath take it to
task for its "injustices"; she can declare that Jewish law "demeans"
womcn (p. 41) and on the same page declare that "throughout Rabbinic
history one observes a remarkably benign and caring attitude towards
women." And she is aware of her ambivalence, describing herself as
"calling for a love of halakhah and tradition yet subtly tearing away
at parts of its intricate tapcstry, perhaps weakening other threads in
the process" (p. 177). While admiring her openness, one must sadly
agree that this is an accurate assessment.

This book is an object lesson in how not to approach the halakhic
system, a demonstration of the ways in which loose analogies, half-
baked sociological theories, and personal feelings ("I have had some
very good feelings in the course of doing this work" (p. 178)) combine
to create a web of confusion in which halakhah-and, ultimately,
women themselves-emerge the losers.

One final point. How can it be that a halakhic system which, by
her own admission has retained the

ability to preserve the essence of an ancient revelation as a fresh experience
each day; power to generate an abiding sense of kinship, past and present;
intimate relatedness to concerns both immediate and other-worldly; its psycho-
logical soundness, its ethical and moral integrity. . . . with so highly developed
a sensitivity to human beings. . . . (pp. 40-41)

--how is it that such a system can at the same time "demean" women
or "delimit" them or "inhibit their growth as human beings"? Perhaps
the answer lies not in the cliche which she repeats: "Judaism simply
reflected the male-female hierarchical status in all previous societies
in human history"--with all the inevitable negative humanistic-

sociological-Western-liberation baggage that comes along with that
response. Perhaps the true answer to that question lies in a patient,
consistent, careful, analytical, whole, reasoned examination of the
halakhic tradition from within, in search of the unique Jewish truths
about men and women which still lie unexcavated beneath the surface
practices so lovingly set into place by the halakhah. Such an investi-
gation, undertaken without the pre-judgcments and preconceived

opinions of outside cultures, might lead to conclusions radically dif-
ferent from those presently arrived at. And in the hands of as talented
and as engaging a writer as Mrs. Greenberg, such a study-a true

"view from tradition "-would be a real service in the cause of women
and of Judaism. It is a pity that this kind of study, from within the
parameters of the halakhah, still remains to be written.
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