
From Silence to 
Empowerment

For many centuries, the beit midrash – the Jewish “house 
of learning” – was a territory for men only. Women 

were not allowed to enter the hall, much less take part in 
the conversation.  

Women Reading Women 
in the Talmud 

A strange story from rabbinic antiquity prompts a fresh look at the place 
of women in the Jewish canon and contemporary society  
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In our own time, however, Jewish studies 
have been immeasurably enriched by the 
work of female scholars and students.  In 
this spirit, the Shalom Hartman Institute 
established its Seder Nashim program 
in 2008.  Nashim (“women” in Hebrew) 
is the name of one of the six sedarim or 
“orders” of the Mishnah.  Yet the program 
extends beyond Talmudic study to include 
Bible, Hebrew literature, Jewish history, 
philosophy, and education.  In this new 
beit midrash, feminist theory and personal 
experience combine to re-interpret the 
Jewish canon. 

The members of Seder Nashim lately 
invited Havruta’s  Orr Scharf to participate in 
a study session of their beit midrash.  The text 
under deliberation, a fascinating passage 
from Tractate Yevamot of the Babylonian 
Talmud, appears at the end of a lengthy 
sugyah – thematic discussion – that centers 
on the subject of pregnancy:  

Mishnah

The commandment to procreate applies to 
the man but not to the woman.  R. Yohanan 
ben Barokah says: [the commandment 
applies] to them both, as it is written: 
“And God blessed them, and God said unto 
them: ‘Be fruitful and multiply.”

Gemara

Yehudit, the wife of R. Hiyya, experienced 
tza’ar leidah [the suffering of childbirth].  
She changed her appearance and came 
before R. Hiyya.  She asked: is a woman 
commanded [by Jewish law] to procreate?  
He answered her “No.” She went and 
drank a sterilizing potion.  Eventually, 
the matter became known.  He told her: 
“If only you would have borne for me one 
more ‘bellyful.’” 

BT Yevamot 65b

Havruta: What are your personal 
reactions to this text?  Is it a 

feminist story that somehow slipped into the 
patriarchal Talmud? 

Valeria Seigelshifer:

I think that this is a very rich text, because 
it contains radical elements within a 
conventional Talmudic discourse.  It tells 
of a woman who openly confesses that 
childbirth is very hard for her, and that it 
brings her physical pain.  What is more, she 
can choose not to give birth in the future.  
Yehudit is very clever, has knowledge of the 
law, and takes matters into her own hands.  
The text presents feminine agency at work 
within the confines of the male-dominated 
social framework by which Yehudit abides.  
We also learn that even a woman as clever 
and resourceful as Yehudit cannot act in her 
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own name, and that she needs to use ploys 
and camouflage to achieve her goals.  So my 
first question is: “Is today any different?”  
I’m afraid that we are not that far off from 
the reality that Yehudit faced.  And this 
realization leads me to my next question, 
which is strategic: what is Yehudit fighting 
for?  Is she struggling for certain results, or 
is she fighting for the ability to communicate 
directly, as herself? 

Shoshana Cohen:

Our reading could follow a few different 
directions.  At least on one level, this text 
is subversive.  That is, women face a strict 
framework within which they are expected 
to give birth and not sterilize themselves; 
yet within that very system and the text 
representing it, we find a way of resisting 

those expectations.  This text therefore 
tells a story of resistance.  I often look 
for the places where the texts undermine 
themselves, where the very norms that they 
try to establish are questioned.  Part of my 
fascination with those passages is that the 
canonical corpus as a whole cannot tolerate 
their critique, and yet they are there.

Again, we must not forget that even 
though the female protagonist here takes 
matters into her own hands, she must 
disguise herself, and as Valeria says, she 
cannot speak directly as herself.  In order 
to change the system, one must speak in its 
language.  Yehudit cannot speak in her own 
name about the injustices she has endured, 
and this is a tragedy in itself, which leaves 
this system flawed and problematic. 

Havruta: What about the gaps in the 
text?  Rabbi Hiyya has the last word, 

but what does he mean?  

Valeria:

I’m uneasy about the end of the story.  It 
reinforces the impression that this is mostly 
about the male perspective, and also that 
the couple suffers from miscommunication.  
We may read Yehudit as telling her husband: 
“You don’t even see me; I’m here in disguise 
and you can’t even identify your own wife.”  
But we may also see the husband as being 
forced to maintain a certain persona – after 
all, he is the important Rabbi Hiyya, head of 
the beit din [rabbinic court].  Perhaps he faces 
pressures that are too powerful for him to 
oppose.  It could be that in a sense his voice 
is silenced too.  

If you would ask me how I would complete 
his closing statement –”If only you would have 
borne for me one more ‘bellyful’”– I wouldn’t 
want to silence his wish for another child.  
But maybe if he and Yehudit had talked more 
openly, he could have also said, “I understand 
that you are suffering.”  But he didn’t. 
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Tsippi Kauffman:

I must confess that Rabbi Hiyya’s concluding 
statement sounded very inconsiderate to me 
on first reading.  I read him as saying “I want 
more children, and I don’t care if you suffer at 
childbirth,” regretting that he gave Yehudit 
a way out of her predicament by telling her 
that women are not legally obligated to 
procreate.  But upon rereading it, I found 
that his statement is very personal.  I read 
him as saying, “I would have very much 
liked another child.”  

What comes to mind here is the 
American feminist scholar Carol Gilligan’s 
distinction between two discourses of 
morality – a universal discourse of laws, 
and a personal morality that derives from 
emotions and specific contexts.  Yehudit 
understands that her only option is to adopt 
the male halachic discourse, obtaining her 
exemption from childbirth by asking the 
right questions about the commandment of 
procreation.  We may consider Rabbi Hiyya’s 
statement as an indication that his wife 
had actually led him to adopt the personal, 
more “feminine” moral discourse.  Because 
rather than telling her, “You are obligated to 
do XYZ,” we can hear him say, “Oh, I would 
like so much to have another child.”  He 
lets himself think from her viewpoint for 
a moment, and to speak with his personal 
voice, of Hiyya, not Rabbi Hiyya.  This may 
indicate that he is undergoing some sort of 
personal transformation. 

Shoshanah:

I feel that Yehudit may owe her success to 
her use of the master’s rules in order to win 
the game on the master’s court.  He replied 
to her genuine question only to discover 
that it meant that the game was over for 
him.  So I don’t know if we can consider his 
final statement as expressing acceptance or 
vulnerability.  

Havruta: Do you think he is angry 
with her? 

Valeria:

This is a possible narrative.  But we must 
not forget that they are not standing on 
even ground.  When the public sphere is 
not egalitarian, you can never assume that 
the personal sphere is.  Securing equality 
in a highly discriminatory context is very 
hard work.  A few pages earlier, in Yevamot 
63a, the Gemara describes Yehudit as a 
woman who “pained” or “tormented” her 
husband.  The text does not contemplate 
the possibility that he is causing her pain 
too.  Such acknowledgement of Yehudit’s 
needs and wants is essential.  While I am 
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prepared to grant that Rabbi Hiyya’s wish 
for another child is genuine, our sensitivity 
to his needs is justified only if we can also 
hear Yehudit’s side of the story.  Her voice 
must be heard.  

Rotem Preger-Wagner:

I also think that the personal and legal 
aspects of Rabbi Hiyya’s statement are 
intertwined, in spite of its personal 
tone.  After all, Yehudit took advantage 
of a loophole in patriarchal law, which is 
generally watertight.  This story touches 
on one of the cornerstones of the relations 
between the sexes: the social dynamics of 
pregnancy and birth.  While women possess 
the physical capacity to give birth, men 
hold the political, legislative, and rhetorical 
power.  In the Talmudic context, women are 

denied the right to express and act upon 
their subjective needs and wants in the area 
of childbirth.  Acknowledging the centrality 
of this dynamic to the scene described here, 
we can certainly read Rabbi Hiyya’s final 
response to his wife as expressing personal 
emotion.  Perhaps it was the starting 
point of a discussion that they had never 
held before.  But this miscommunication 
between them was inevitable under the 
circumstances.  Maybe after this recorded 
conversation the couple went back home 
and held a completely different sort of 
dialogue.  

Shoshanah:

I agree.  Finally, they began a dialogue. 

Rotem:

Yes, a bit too late for him.  But it wasn’t too 
late for her.  It was absolutely clear to her that 
she would not tolerate the pain any longer.  
And of course, from the broader context of 
the discussion in the Gemara it is clear that 
she had fulfilled her obligations insofar as 
the letter of the law is concerned: she had 
twin boys – Yehudah and Hizkiyah – and 
twin girls,  Pazi and Tavi (Yevamot 65b).

I’d like to expand on the idea of the 
presence of a woman in the text, which is 
very uncommon, even subversive.  Here we 
have a female protagonist with a name and 
a voice.  I don’t think it’s a coincidence that 
a long-winded discussion of procreation 
concludes with the sages letting the woman 
speak.  This format can also be found in 
the Talmudic discussion of rape.  I believe 
that the rabbis let women speak with their 
own voices in the text when they engage in 
issues that concern the most fundamental 
aspects of women’s autonomy over their 
own body.  The rabbinical commitment to 
complete and comprehensive legislation 
forces the sages to hear the woman’s side 
of the story. 
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Tsippi: 

On the other hand, within the story itself, it 
is unclear if the voice that she was permitted 
to have was actually recognized as a woman’s.  
It is unclear whether she dressed up as 
another woman, or as a man, in order to ask 
her question within the masculine zone 
of the beit midrash.  It is very interesting to 
speculate whether she put on a disguise that 
made her unrecognizable to her own husband.  
And if not, what exactly happened? It could 
also be that she had to dress up as a man so 
that she could even enter his territory, and 
he recognized her but had to play along.  We 
could think of several possibilities.  But the 
very fact that she could only sound her voice 
in disguise, even as another woman, means 
that she presented herself as a subject with 
a certain ambiguity.  She could not approach 
him as his wife and speak to him; that is, 
even when she was allowed to speak, it was 
under highly problematic circumstances. 

Rotem:

I don’t think that she is able to fully assert her 
subjective identity in that situation. But her 
appearance at the beit midrash is certainly 
not faceless. 

Havruta: Would you define her 
presence as the voice of suffering? 

Tsippi: 

The story recognizes the experience of 
suffering at childbirth – tza’ar leidah .  This is 
one reason we selected this sugyah for Seder 
Nashim.  This is a text we take personally.  
And Yehudit’s suffering is truly lamentable.  
In addition to what almost every woman 
experiences in labor, she has to brave the 
scene at the beit midrash in order to release 
herself from her suffering.  As women 
studying Talmud, we are called upon to 
consider the limits of the law: how far into 
the intimate details of our lives it goes, and 

how far it should go; what price one pays when 
participating in a halachic world that prides 
itself on a legal system that encompasses all 
aspects of life, “when you lie down and when 
you rise up.” 

Shoshanah:

I think that we should try to sharpen the 
definition of tza’ar leidah in this text.  Is it 
the common labor pains that every woman 
experiences in childbirth, or is it something 
more intense?  I tend to think that it refers 
to exceptional suffering, as opposed to what 
happens in most births.  Therefore, to a degree, 
this story justifies the expectation that under 
normal circumstances, women are expected, 
if not legally obligated, to conceive. 

Rotem:

I would actually like to suggest the opposite 
reading: I think that the story also applies to 
the notion of suffering in general.  Suffering is 
not an empty term.  It relates to “in pain shall 
you bring forth children” (Genesis 3:16).  The 
idea was already present in rabbinic culture 
long before this sugyah was composed.  But I 
do think that the interesting context here is 
the mishnah that the sugyah discusses; and 
more specifically, the minority opinion in 
this mishnah.  

“The commandment to procreate applies 
to the man but not to the woman.” (Mishnah 
Yevamot 6:6).  This is the opinion of the 
sages.  But R. Yohanan ben Barokah says: “[it 
applies] to both [man and woman], as it is 
written ‘and God said unto them, ‘Be fruitful 
and multiply’” (Genesis 1:28).  I think that 
ultimately R. Yohanan ben Barokah’s opinion 
allows the Gemara to subversively reiterate 
the egalitarianism of procreation that he is 
advocating.  A minority opinion of such an 
important sage cannot be ignored, even if 
it contradicts the majority opinion in the 
discussion.  It is quite clear to me that the 
Gemara in this story revives this disruptive 
element from the Mishnah.  
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This is a very interesting feature of 
rabbinical texts: they leave us with a lot of 
room for work and thought.  Surprisingly, 
we often find that they offer very strong 
counter-responses to their own stated 
positions, and in this sense they may offer 
some consolation. 

Valeria: 

Going back to the question of the price that 
each party is prepared to pay: an egalitarian 
approach also comes with a price tag.  Equality 
with men within halacha means that women 
assume uncomfortable obligations.  Yehudit 
bore children, even though procreation was 
only required of men.  And if we translate 
this question to our own times, and we are 
in favor of an egalitarian perception, this 
means that women assume an obligation 
to fulfill many mitzvot that they may find 
uncomfortable.  

If we choose the less egalitarian, 
patriarchal option, then the price would 
be the constant fear, on the part of men, of 
losing control.  The rabbis are fully aware of 
that.  If control is not absolute, then some 
Yehudit will always appear and break the 
rules, or act subversively.  Thus, we must 
ask: what kind of society do we want?  A 
society motivated by an existential fear of 
the next threat to our control over it, or an 
egalitarian society that accepts the fact that 
once power is given to people, open conflicts 
are inevitable?  

Havruta: What hope women may 
draw from texts such as this one?

Shoshanah:

One of the things that I like about our group 
is that we do not stop at that point.  Many 
feminist readings make do with identifying 
the feminine voice.  It’s as though they are 

saying: “Okay, it’s there, we have done our job 
as feminists.”  But most of us have moved on 
from that.  Initially, we do have to consider 
the meaning of statements related by women 
in the name of women.  Then, however, we 
need to consider questions about how this 
system is constructed; how does it construe 
masculinity and femininity; what are its 
flexibilities and inflexibilities; and how are 
those subversive voices making themselves 
present.  

Valeria:

Our hope is the very fact that we are reading 
this text.  I cannot play along with the 
politically correct expectations of feminists 
– “you let out your anger, you screamed 
your pain, now do something pleasant.”  
Sometimes life is unpleasant.  I feel no 
obligation to come out of my two years at 
Seder Nashim with a happy ending, because 
maybe there isn’t one. 

The very fact that I am reading this text 
means that I am doing something for myself 
and for others - women here and now, and for 
those who will come after me.  They will be able 
to speak their mind directly, not like Yehudit, 
who had to strike a bargain with patriarchy.  
My ideal is not to negotiate or bargain, but not 
to have patriarchy at all.  So if we are expected 
to say that we have hope, let’s not forget about 
the road that lies ahead.  

Tsippi: 

And on the other hand – although we may 
talk about the demise of patriarchy, this will 
probably not happen in my lifetime.  And in 
my lifetime I want to live at peace with my 
mother and father, despite the difficulties, 
questions or criticisms I may have.  To me, 
this text is my mother and father, in a sense.  
That is why I don’t think that there is a single 
feminist strategy we should follow, but rather 
that all strategies must be applied.  Any way 
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we turn it around, these texts were written by 
men for men who did not see women as they 
really are, who objectified women.  They did 
it in their era and I want to live differently; 
yet I want these texts to be part of my life.  
And my goal is not to prettify them, or to 
give hope and say that it will have a happy 
ending.  I want to find in them the elements 
that can empower women, to highlight or 
emphasize the things that generations of 
Gemara readers completely overlooked.  The 
very fact that women are reading this text 
opens up so many possibilities we must 
pursue, so whatever it is that we choose to do 
is important.  True, the text does have a lot 
of problems; yet what I want to take with me 
from it is hope.

Valeria:

Strategically, I completely disagree with 
Tsippi.  Ideologically, I would like to teach 
my daughters that we must aspire to have 
a world in which a woman does not have to 
speak like Yehudit.  I’m not comforted by 
Yehudit’s “success.”  This is not what I want 
for myself or for my husband or children.  Yet 
it doesn’t mean that I resent my culture.  To 
take the “parents” metaphor, I am very close 
to my parents; I love them dearly and cannot 
imagine my life without them.  But this 
doesn’t mean that I love everything they say 
or do.  I can love them and say – I don’t like 
this choice that you’ve made, and when I have 
my own family I will make different choices.

Rotem:

Returning to the cultural model that 
rabbinical texts offer, I honestly think that 
as women searching for a complete revision 
of the power relations within the culture 
at large, we should approach these texts by 
looking for their structures and seeing how 
they can be deconstructed.  And if the entire 
rabbinical corpus is an expression, or an 
embodiment, of oppressive mechanisms that 

are mainly directed at women, our solace 
can be found in the very structures of the 
texts establishing those mechanism: they 
never go all the way with their oppression.  
Contrary to most halachic writings, like 
those of Maimonides, which establish 
decisive and final rulings and do not leave 
any room for doubt or argument, the very 
structure of Talmudic discourse opens up 
new possibilities. 

We all operate within our culture; there is 
probably no way for us to travel outside of it.  
I identify with what Valeria is saying, but I 
see no way of how we may do away completely 
with the existing structures of our society 
and culture.  That is, I cannot see how any of 
what she is saying can become concrete.  But 
if within my culture, whose problems I cannot 
ignore, I may discover oases that provide me 
with alternatives, then this is where I can 
operate without having to disguise myself.  

Shoshanah:

I agree with Rotem.  Something of the 
openness, the uniqueness of the Talmud, is 
reflected in the structure of this text.  I am 
not saying that there are no other books like 
it in the world.  But a text like the Babylonian 
Talmud or Midrash is radically self-critical.  It 
keeps offering different and diverse readings.  
The rabbis can tilt in one direction for a long 
time, but then, just before reaching their 
conclusion, they often undermine the entire 
structure that they had just built.  

This is a structural feature that we should 
emphasize.  This is what I am trying to pass 
on to my students: how to conduct such a 
discourse in our own lives; a discourse on the 
norms of our culture that is open to different 
and multiple voices, which are nonetheless 
engaged in a perpetual struggle.  Here in this 
sugiyah, the Talmud accommodates conflict 
between different opinions and positions, 
and yet it lets them coexist.  I think that this 
is what we can take from this text – models 
of social and cultural discourse.  

 HAVRUTA | 61


