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Abstract

This book examines the status of Jewish women in medieval West-
ern Europe especially in France and Germany from the 11th to the
14th century. The book focuses on four areas that dominated the lives
of medieval Jewish women: the religious domain, the educational do-
main, the domestic domain and the economic domain. This is because
in the Middle Ages the lives of all human beings, including women,
were controlled first by religion; second, by examining why Jewish
women in the Middle Ages could not have the same right to be educat-
ed, we can get a special perspective on the social status of Jewish
women; third, by domesticity that in the Middle Ages family home was
regarded as the natural place for women to actualize their obligations
both to men and society; and fourth, by looking at the ways women par-
ticipated in the economic sphere it is possible to appreciate the role
Jewish women played in the public realm and, as a result, get a more
accurate understanding at the complexity that defines the status of Jew-

ish women in medieval Western Europe.
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I conduct the research for two main purposes. One is to examine
the status of Jewish women in medieval Western Europe in the said
four areas, including the comparison between the status of Jewish
women and Christian women on specific issue, by which it is possible
to get a more accurate perspective on what were the possibilities of
Jewish women’s lives. The other is to look at what the significance this
examination has. It is important to conduct this research because the
last decades have seen a growing debate over the status of women in
contemporary Jewish society, in fact, it is possible to offer an example
for Jewish people today by looking at what Jewish women did and what
Jewish communities did to improve the status of women in the Middle
Ages.

This book also examines the following three sub-issues: One, what
was the significance the positive changes in the status of Medieval Jew-
ish women in historical perspective? Two, what special role did medie-
val Jewish women play in keeping Jewish identity and Jewish tradition-
al culture? Three, how do we evaluate the attitudes the Jewish society
towards Jewish women?

The book is divided into six chapters. The first is the introduction
of this book, in which there are two parts. In the first part, I introduce
the development of Jewish women’s study both in China and abroad; in
the second part, | offer the method and the academic importance this
book has.

In the first chapter 1 examine the status of Jewish women in the
traditional Jewish law. It includes relevant information about Jewish

women during the time covered in the Hebrew Bible, Mishnah and Tal-
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mud. I begin by considering the Bible that gives us the basis for all
Jewish understanding of the status and role of women, and then I move
to examine the Talmudic sources. This is because in the Middle Ages
the lives of Jewish women were governed by the law and its interpreta-
tions. The aim of this part is to provide the background for the status
and role of medieval Jewish women because it is difficult to understand
the changes that have occurred in the period under my examination
without comprehending what has passed in earlier periods. Then I turn
to analyze the life of Jewish women in the Middle Ages, due to the o-
verwhelming influence of religion in the Middle Ages it is only natural
that this chapter focuses on the status of Jewish women in the religious
sphere.

In order to get a better understanding of the sphere, the chapter is
divided into three sections. In the first section, we examine the status
of Jewish women in the traditional Jewish law, in the second, we look
at the role of women in the Temple, and in the last, we examine the
role of women in the synagogue. Why? The reason for the third section
is obvious because the synagogue functions as the center for the public
sphere in the Jewish life in the communities in the Middle Ages. I be-
gin by examining the ways by which women played a role at the syna-
gogue mainly in the prayers and charity, and by looking at the role of
women in the synagogue we get a clearer perspective on the status of
women in the community. Or in other words, whether Jewish women
occupied any positions in the synagogue contribute to our understand-
ing that synagogue served as the real center for all Jewish people or

only as the man’s center in the community.
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In the second chapter, we look at the education of Jewish women.
And it is important to remember that even though today education is
mainly secular and public, this was not the situation in the Middle A-
ges. In medieval societies, and especially in religious communities,
which base their tradition on a book such as Talmud, the education
was almost completely religious. People learned to read and write by u-
sing texts from the holy books in order that they can worship and feel
their religious duties according to their tradition. This is well known
when we examine the education of Jewish men in the Middle Ages. In
this chapter we are going to see how much this is true for Jewish women.
We are also going to see the relationship between the status of Jewish
women and the education they received or not received and how the level
of education influenced their status. The arguments around the questions
whether women should be taught how to read and to what degree they
ought to be educated are critical since the main purpose of learning to
read was, in the Middle Ages, the ability to read Torah and Talmud and to
educate the children according to Jewish law and customs.

The third chapter focuses on the domestic domain. If, according to
Jewish tradition, the synagogue was believed to be “a little temple, ”
then, the family home was the place where the festivals and other im-
portant rituals took place. My discussion in this chapter concentrates
on the marriage institution, and therefore, this chapter is divided into
five parts: in the first part, I focus on the view of marriage in traditional
Jewish culture; in the second part, | analyze women’s right to choose
marriage partner; the third part examines women and divorce; in the

fourth part, I look at the marriage contract ( as so- called Ketubbah);
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and in the last part, I examine women’s property right.

I believe that an examination of the institution of marriage leads
us to question whether Jewish women enjoyed any importance at all or
were merely regarded as chattel. Since it is impossible to cover all as-
pects of marriage in this chapter, | choose to emphasize the laws of di-
vorce ( Get) . This is because I believe that the laws governing the dis-
solution of marriage offer us a unique understanding of the critical im-
portance of marriage as the norm by which most Jewish women were
expected to live by.

In the fourth chapter, we examine Levirate marriage and the sta-
tus of Jewish widow. For levirate marriage was a special phenomenon,
and which only existed in the Jewish societies as an important part of
Jewish tradition. A careful examination of Jewish women and levirate
marriage can give us a better understanding not only of the position of
Jewish women in the family, but also of the attitude of Jewish society
towards woman. And why I also argue the status of widows in this sec-
tion? This is because the numbers of Jewish widows in medieval socie-
ty was considerable, and many of them were still quite young. It is im-
possible to understand the position of Jewish women in domestic
sphere and also in the public without analyzing the status of widows. In
other words, by examining the position enjoyed by widows, we can get
a better understanding of status of Jewish women from a particular per-
spective.

In the fifth chapter, we look at the three mitzvoth women were
commanded to maintain. Jewish women were obligated to fulfill three

mitzvoth: the lighting of the Shabbat candles, the separation of the

.
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dough and the keeping of the purity laws ( Niddah) . Indeed by scruti-
nizing these three mitzvoth it is possible to see the importance of Jew-
ish women both within the domestic realm and, more generally, in the
everyday lives of medieval Judaism.

In the sixth chapter I tumn to the role of Jewish women within the
economic domain. While common perception might lead us to conclude
that center of Jewish women’s lives was the family home, closer exami-
nation reveals otherwise. In fact, the function of Jewish women as mon-
eylenders and main breadwinners, particularly during their husbands’
absence, emphasizes the image of Jewish women in the public realm
and its significance of comprehending the lives of medieval Jewish
people outside the traditional community framework.

The conclusion is that the status of Jewish women in medieval
Western European countries in a general historical perspective im-
proved in some areas in an appreciable manner in comparison to that
found in Talmudic period. These positive changes were: the relaxation
of the prohibition against women entering into the synagogue; the new
divorce laws issued during the eleventh century, prohibited divorcing a
woman against her will, Rabbenu Gershom’s herem against polygamy,
which lead to the improvement of women’s marital status; the important
role played by Jewish women in economic activity and in supportting
their families, which leads to the improvement of women’s social status
and the change of man’s attitude towards women, etc. and therefore, we
can get a clear perspective of the image of medieval Jewish women.
These positive changes in the status of Jewish women in the male-dom-

inated society deserve our appreciation.
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