
Gender 
Relationships In 

Marriage and Out

Edited by
Rivkah Blau

Robert S. Hirt, Series Editor

THE MICHAEL SCHARF PUBLICATION TRUST
of the YESHIVA UNIVERSITY PRESs 

New York

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancediii   iiiOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancediii   iii 9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM

User
Stamp



THE ORTHODOX FORUM

The Orthodox Forum, initially convened by Dr. Norman Lamm, 
Chancellor of Yeshiva University, meets each year to consider major 
issues of concern to the Jewish community. Forum participants from 
throughout the world, including academicians in both Jewish and 
secular fields, rabbis, rashei yeshivah, Jewish educators, and Jewish 
communal professionals, gather in conference as a think tank to 
discuss and critique each other’s original papers, examining different 
aspects of a central theme. The purpose of the Forum is to create 
and disseminate a new and vibrant Torah literature addressing the 
critical issues facing Jewry today.

The Orthodox Forum Series 
is a project of the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary, 

an affiliate of Yeshiva University

The Orthodox Forum
gratefully acknowledges the support

of the Joseph J. and Bertha K. Green Memorial Fund
at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary 
established by Morris L. Green, of blessed memory.

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedii   iiOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedii   ii 9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Orthodox Forum (17th : 2004 : New York, NY)
Gender relationships in marriage and out / edited by Rivkah Blau.
 p. cm. – (Orthodox Forum series)
ISBN 978-0-88125-971-1
1. Marriage. 2. Marriage – Religious aspects – Judaism. 3. Marriage (Jewish law) 
4. Man-woman relationships – Religious aspects – Judaism. I. Blau, Rivkah Teitz, 
1941– II. Title.
HQ525.J4O78 2005
296.7’409 – dc22

2007026007

* * *

Distributed by
KTAV Publishing House, Inc.

930 Newark Avenue
Jersey City, NJ 07306
Tel. (201) 963-9524
Fax. (201) 963-0102

www.ktav.com
bernie@ktav.com

Copyright © 2007 Yeshiva University Press
This book was typeset by Jerusalem Typesetting, www.jerusalemtype.com

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancediv   ivOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancediv   iv 9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM



v

Contents

Contributors viii
Series Editor’s Preface xi

Robert S. Hirt
Preface xiii

Rivkah Blau
Introduction: The Past and the Future of the Forum on 

“Gender Relations” xv
Jennie Rosenfeld

1. Of Marriage: Relationship and Relations 1
Aharon Lichtenstein

2. Marriage, Sexuality, and Holiness : The Anti-Ascetic Legacy 
of Talmudic Judaism 35

Adiel Schremer
3. How Jewish Society Adapted to Change  in Male/Female 

Relationships in 19th / early 20th Century Eastern Europe  65
Shaul Stampfer

4. Sanctity, Sanity and Connectedness : Struggles For 
Commitment Among Orthodox Jewish Singles  85

Daniel Rothenberg
5. Perfect Person Singular : Unmarried Adults in Contemporary 

Orthodox American Jewish Communities 91
Sylvia Barack Fishman

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedv   vOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedv   v 9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM



6. Observations on Perfect Person Singular 115
Shmuel Goldin

7. Excerpts from Interviews with Orthodox Singles 121
Koby Frances and Jennie Rosenfeld

8. Premarital Guidance Literature in the Internet Age 131
Yuval Cherlow

9. Thoughts on Teaching Taharat HaMishpahah:  The Role of 
the Teacher Today 173

Abby Lerner
10. Preparing Modern Orthodox Kallot and Hatanim for 

Marriage 207
Devorah Zlochower

11. “So She Can Be as Dear to Him as on Their Wedding Day”?  
Modern Concerns with Hilkhot Niddah as Demonstrated by 
Anonymous Email Questions 225

Deena R. Zimmerman
12. Life Values and Intimacy Education: Methods and 

Messages 243
Yocheved Debow and Anna C. Woloski-Wruble

Orthodox Forum Seventeeth Conference 293
List of Participants

Index 297

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedvi   viOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedvi   vi 9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM9/2/2007   11:28:13 AM



Other Volumes in the Orthodox Forum Series

Rabbinic Authority and Personal Autonomy
edited by Moshe Z. Sokol

Jewish Tradition and the Non-Traditional Jew
edited by Jacob J. Schacter

Israel as a Religious Reality
edited by Chaim I. Waxman

Modern Scholarship in the Study of Torah: 
Contributions and Limitations

edited by Shalom Carmy
Tikkun Olam: Social Responsibility in Jewish Thought and Law
edited by David Shatz, Chaim I. Waxman, and Nathan J. Diament

Engaging Modernity: 
Rabbinic Leaders and the Challenge of the Twentieth Century

edited by Moshe Z. Sokol
Jewish Perspectives on the Experience of Suffering

edited by Shalom Carmy
Jewish Business Ethics: The Firm and Its Stakeholders

edited by Aaron Levine and Moses Pava
Tolerance, Dissent, and Democracy: 

Philosophical, Historical, and Halakhic Perspectives
edited by Moshe Z. Sokol

Jewish Spirituality and Divine Law
edited by Adam Mintz and Lawrence Schiffman
Formulating Responses in an Egalitarian Age

edited by Marc D. Stern
Judaism, Science, and Moral Responsibility

edited by Yitzhak Berger and David Shatz
The Conceptual Approach to Jewish Learning למדות

edited by Yosef Blau
Rabbinic and Lay Communal Authority

edited by Suzanne Last Stone
War and Peace in the Jewish Tradition

edited by Lawrence Schiffman and Joel B. Wolowelsky

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedvii   viiOF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balancedvii   vii 9/2/2007   11:28:14 AM9/2/2007   11:28:14 AM



65

3

How Jewish Society 

Adapted to Change  in 

Male/Female Relationships 

in 19th / early 20th 

Century Eastern Europe 

Shaul Stampfer

The radical shifts in the conditions of Jewish life in the nineteenth 
century together with the increasing influence of contemporary 
Western values and attitudes led to changes in the ways Jewish so-
ciety viewed male/female relationships. This happened everywhere 
but I will concentrate on developments in Eastern Europe. When 
considering this topic, it is easy to err and to make assumptions 
that are far from accurate. A common one is that traditional Jewish 
society was patriarchal in its nature. Another equally problematic 
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66 Shaul Stampfer

one is the view that ‘progress,’ however we want to define it, proceeds 
smoothly with changes running in tandem in a variety of spheres of 
life. Perhaps the least accurate assumption is that we have a pretty 
accurate picture of what Jewish life was in the past. Life is never as 
simple as a flow chart in a text book. Many (but not all) stereotypes 
are far from correct and ‘progress’ is rarely smooth. While it is not 
necessary to be familiar with all the details of these developments, 
it is certainly useful to consider the complexity of developments in 
family structure and its unpredictable character in order to adopt 
policies today. It is always important to remember that our knowl-
edge of the past is less thorough than we would like it to be and 
that a fair number of the corrections that I will try to make today 
will probably be themselves corrected in the future by students and 
teachers who will have a better understanding of the past than we 
do now. With this in mind, I will try to sketch out some of the char-
acteristics of the traditional family structure, to consider what were 
some of the changes that took place and then to consider some of the 
responses and adaptations to changes in male/female relationships 
in modern Eastern Europe.

What is a patriarchal family? One can offer a rather simplistic 
definition that it is a family in which power and authority are con-
centrated in the hands of the senior male. Of course, concentration 
does not mean a total monopoly and the descriptions of the lives 
of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, clearly indicate 
that theirs wives could have major impact on their decisions and 
deeds. At the same time, the ultimate authority lay in the hands of 
the Avot. There were good reasons for this. The Avot derived most 
of their income from their flocks and, to a lesser degree, from ag-
riculture. In these occupations, which were demanding in terms of 
physical strength and the use of force, it was not conceivable that a 
woman could be the head of a household. In these households men 
were responsible for relations with neighbors, most of the quantifi-
able income of the household came from their labor and they made 
most of the ultimate decisions – whether it was to give a blessing or 
to move to another place of residence.1

Most men and women from the period of the Avot would have 

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balanced66   66OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balanced66   66 9/2/2007   11:28:25 AM9/2/2007   11:28:25 AM



67How Jewish Society Adapted to Change

been rather surprised at some of the ideals which characterized 
East European Jewish society. The prevalent ideal, which was only 
realized of course in a very small number of cases even though it 
was generally accepted, was for a husband to spend his days (and 
nights) in the Beit Midrash or study hall while his wife dealt with 
the mundane tasks of earning a living and running a household.2 
In such circumstances, the wife was dependent on the scholarly 
merits of her husband in order to insure for herself a good place 
in the world to come while the husband depended on his wife for 
all material needs related to this world. Not surprisingly, in such 
circumstances most important decisions related to this world such 
as choosing mates for children, electing what to purchase or not to 
purchase for the household or disciplining children, lay firmly in 
the hands of the wife.

One of the common elements in the critique by maskilim of 
Jewish gender roles more than a century ago was that Jewish men 
were like women, and that they were under the thumbs of their wives 
instead of being patriarchs.3 It should be emphasized that while this 
critique was well founded, the reality was not one that was close to 
popular views of egalitarianism today. At the core of the behavior of 
the male scholars who were supported by their wives was a view that 
matters of this world are not really important and hence, there is no 
loss if women play a central role in a world that does not matter that 
much. In what really counted, Torah, men were pre-eminent.

However, even though there was no ideological justification for 
egalitarianism, there were some practical results in traditional Jewish 
society that came reasonably close. The most important fact is that 
a very significant percentage of Jewish women, perhaps a majority, 
worked in order to make ends meet.4 They did not do this out of 
an ideology but out of lack of alternative. Most Jews were poor, and 
the income of women was often crucial to the financial well-being 
of a Jewish family. However, the ideal of a woman who supports her 
scholar-husband certainly strengthened the pattern of the working 
married woman and made it look legitimate and acceptable. There 
was no talk about working leading to the disintegration of the Jewish 
family. If anything, work contributed to its survival.
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68 Shaul Stampfer

The ideal of the housewife who stayed at home with her chil-
dren would have raised some eyebrows. Little boys went to heder 
as soon as they were toilet trained and once sent there, stayed from 
morning until night – which not by chance matched exactly the 
working hours of a mother.5 Daughters were expected to help their 
mothers and the key help they could give was keeping an eye on 
younger children. Society was set up to give the mothers optimal 
conditions to work.

Maskilim were critical of the pattern of working women as 
much as they were critical of the weak Jewish men they saw all 
around them. From their point of view the intensive involvement of 
women in the marketplace exposed them to all kinds of moral chal-
lenges and temptations that they could hardly be expected to resist. 
The maskilim were not referring to the potential for overcharging 
customers or selling them shoddy goods.6 They were referring to 
sexual misconduct. The likelihood of such misconduct in a crowded 
marketplace was of course rather limited. The assumption of such 
a possibility says a lot about the fantasies of maskilim, their rather 
low opinion of moral behavior of women and also their views of 
how males behave.

The picture one gets from both rabbinic sources and from 
maskilic sources is quite similar. Jewish women were not depicted 
as equal to men and egalitarianism was not on the agenda of either 
group. However, in real life, women took an active and independent 
role in economic matters.

Are there any objective measures that make it possible to ex-
amine this image? One curious measure is family names. Looking at 
Jewish family names, one is struck by the number of names derived 
from women’s names; consider names like Rivkes, Etkes, Sarason, 
Rochelson, and many more. While one can not provide decisive 
proof, it seems that these names were adopted by the offspring of 
notable women and that those who adopted these names were re-
ferred to in their circles as the children of a well-known matriarch 
and not patriarch.

Is there more quantitative proof? It seems that there is. One of 
the ways to check the place of Jewish women in family dynamics is 
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69How Jewish Society Adapted to Change

to check on the obvious consequences of independence of women. 
As we all know, not all marriages work out. The decision about whom 
to marry is made in the absence of all of the information necessary 
for a balanced and accurate assessment. This is true both in the case 
of romantic love matches and when marriage is arranged. Few lovers 
are able to accurately predict what the state of their affection will be 
in twenty years, and no matchmaker can predict the expressions on 
the faces of a couple he matches up, and certainly not their feelings, 
ten years after the wedding. Marriage is always a gamble. The only 
certainty is that some marriages will be successful and some not. 
While this happens in all societies, what is often radically different 
is how societies and individuals respond to unhappy marriages.

The couple can continue to live in an unhappy situation or can 
attempt to dissolve the marriage. In the case of Judaism, divorce 
was a ready option because of halakhah; both parties had to decide 
whether they would be happier being divorced or not. This deci-
sion was most difficult for a woman. If she thought that she would 
be unable to support herself or to support herself at what she saw 
as a minimal level, then remaining in an unhappy marriage would 
be preferable to starvation or ostracism. The more women were in-
dependent and able to meet their own needs, and the more society 
was accepting of independent women, in this case divorcees, the 
more likely that one would find a high level of divorce. A very low 
divorce rate does not indicate that a society is full of happy couples. 
It is more likely an indication that it is a society in which women 
(or men) are trapped. Given the picture I have drawn of a society 
in which women worked and were independent economic actors, it 
could be anticipated that Jewish society had a high level of divorce. 
Was this the case?

Indeed, there is no shortage of evidence that traditional Jew-
ish society in Eastern Europe was characterized by a high level 
of divorce. Even a cursory reading of responsa literature quickly 
shows that divorce was one of the most common halakhic issues 
discussed. Reading through biographies of rabbis and of laymen 
also shows that divorce was a common experience. Rabbis mar-
ried early in traditional society, and often divorced just as early. I 
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found scattered statistical evidence for this, and ChaeRan Freeze in 
a recent monograph presented massive amounts of evidence that 
make it absolutely clear that divorce was widespread among Jews.7 
This is not evidence that Jews did not take marriage seriously or that 
women’s work outside the home dissolved the family fabric. There 
is no evidence that a Gan Eden of family life ever existed. What it 
does support is the claim that in traditional East European Jewish 
society women had relatively independent lives, though not equal 
rights. Under these conditions, when a woman was in an unhappy 
marriage, she could say to herself that if she were alone she could 
support herself almost as well and that her life would not be much 
worse for it. This, to repeat, was due to the economic role of Jewish 
women and to the acceptance of divorce by halakhah.8 Situations 
were quite different in other frameworks. In an agricultural society, 
for example, a single woman or a household headed by a woman 
faced great difficulties in survival. There were no sources of income 
for a single woman in such a society and under such conditions a 
great deal of abuse could have been preferable to life on one’s own. It 
is probably not by chance that children’s stories from such societies 
often discuss a witch – a single woman who lives a precarious exis-
tence on her own on the edge of society – often in a hut in the forest. 
What better way for societies to assuage their guilt for mistreatment 
of women than by calling them witches?

I have mentioned on a number of occasions that while women 
were often economically independent and had, for example, the right 
to buy and sell on their own account, they were not regarded as the 
equals of men. In traditional Jewish society, such a claim would have 
generally been regarded as exceedingly odd. In “Gender Differen-
tiation and the Education of the Woman in Nineteenth-Century 
Eastern Europe” I tried to show that in this era, while women could 
match men in almost every area of activity, gender played a major 
role in determining the manner of behavior.9 There was a female 
equivalent for almost every male sphere of activity but it was almost 
always a reverse mirror image.

Men davened, and women davened. Men davened in shul from 
a siddur, and women davened at home from a book of tekhines. Men 
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davened in Hebrew, usually without understanding, but with pride in 
fulfilling a mitzvah. Women davened in Yiddish, saying every word 
with kavannah and with total certainty that their tefillah was infe-
rior to that of men. Men favored old versions – versions that could 
claim to be traced back to ancient sources. Women sought out new 
tekhines books that advertised the fact that they were up-to-date 
and met contemporary needs. Thus a woman’s tekhineh book could 
include prayers for a son who was emigrating to South Africa or 
to Argentina, not to mention the USA, while men’s siddurim still 
preserved prayers for the scholars of Babylonia.

Men gave tzedakah and women gave tzedakah. Men gave 
tzedakah at shul and in cash. Their donations, if large enough, were 
publicly acknowledged. Women generally gave tzedakah in kind 
and in services. They helped the needy and the sick directly. Women 
generally did not have a platform for donating money because when 
they went to shul, it was on Shabbat when touching money is prohib-
ited. There were of course exceptions. Blumke’s Kloiz, a famous beit 
midrash in Minsk, was built with the donation of a wealthy widow; 
it was named after her and not after her late husband. However, this 
was not the usual custom.

Giving money entailed practical difficulty for women. For 
this reason the adoption of the ‘pushke’ was a technical advance in 
tzedakah collection. By providing a way to donate money at home, 
women were able to participate in the support of yeshivot and of 
the yishuv in Eretz Israel. Pushkes quickly became a typically female 
mode of tzedakah collection. Tekhinot were written for women to say 
when giving tzedakah before taking hallah or lighting candles. These 
pushkes became the most important source of funding for both the 
yeshivot and the yishuv. Even when women began to donate cash, 
they did so in different ways from men.

The differences in dress and the sharp differences in the use of 
colored textiles between men and women do not need to be dealt 
with in detail. Similarly, we do not have to expand on the fact that 
both men and women covered their hair but in very different ways. 
However, it is worth noting that the East European Jewish aesthetic 
saw the attractive female as being plump while the attractive male 
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was thin, pale and wore glasses.10 The reasons are not hard to find. 
Women who were not so slender were walking advertisements for 
the fact that they had enough rich food to put on weight. On the 
other hand, slim males suggested that they were ascetic and not 
concerned for worldly pleasures, a pattern of values women were 
not expected to have. The ideal Jewish man, who spent every free 
minute in a beit midrash, would certainly have been pale and the use 
of eyeglasses was clear evidence that the wearer invested all of his 
energies in the study of Torah at the expense of his eyes. No wonder 
that glasses were common props at photo studios.

Men learned and women learned and in most of the Jewish 
population, men knew no more than women. Men learned in heder 
but after years of study, most men reached a very minimal level of 
knowledge.11 Participation in a gemara shiur was a sign of high 
socio-educational status because most men did not know enough 
Gemara to even follow along in a Gemara shiur. This is no surprise if 
we consider that even basic learning aids such as a Hebrew–Yiddish 
or Aramaic–Yiddish dictionary did not exist. Most men partici-
pated in shiurim that presumed lower levels of knowledge and did 
not require the participants to follow a complicated argument – an 
Ein Yaakov shiur, a Mishnah shiur or the like. These texts could also 
pose linguistic challenges but the important fact was that the teacher 
explained the texts. Going to an Ein Yaakov shiur did not mean 
that the participant could study Ein Yaakov on his own. It merely 
meant that he could understand the explanation. Women learned 
in very different ways. Their basic text was Tse’ena U’Re’ena, the Yid-
dish language rendering of the Bible with many supplements. This 
women studied not by listening to a shiur but by reading the text on 
their own. Theirs was a direct relation with the printed word while 
male study was aural; men heard shiurim, men heard drashot. The 
woman who read Tse’ena U’Re’ena year after year certainly knew as 
much about Torah and midrash as did most men, and she acquired 
this knowledge on her own. However, since this knowledge came 
through study in translation and not through contact with the origi-
nal text, it lost much of its value. Artscroll wisely prints the text of 
the Vilna Gemara facing the translation even though I suspect that 
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most consumers hardly glance at the Aramaic. However, seeing the 
page gives the feeling that reading the translation is ‘real learning.’ 
Tze’ena U’Re’ena was not printed with a Hebrew original.

One curious difference between men and women is their re-
spective roles in deciding halakhah. Despite all of the images, most 
halakhic questions were decided by women and not by men. Women 
were the ones who noted problems with a chicken and they were the 
ones who decided if the question warranted a query to the rabbi or 
not. Certainly, most husbands were incompetent to decide questions 
of a damaged gizzard or a misplaced liver. Similarly, questions of 
taharat hamishpahah were in the purview of women. Behavior on 
Shabbat was as much under the supervision of women as of men, 
and since halakhah was known by imitation and not from books 
(note that in heder, children learned humash but never halakhah) 
most men, except for the relatively few in the scholarly elite, were no 
more competent to determine halakhah than their wives. In reality 
women had important roles in dealing with halakhah but the male 
image of the learned rabbi, atypical as it may have been, was far more 
vivid than the routine of day to day life.

Other examples could also be offered but the point should be 
clear. The different spheres of the lives of men and women were often 
parallel but in the form of mirror images. Both men and women 
were active in the same spheres but in very different ways. Men and 
women shared the same concerns but there was very sharp differ-
entiation between genders.

At the same time, there was plenty of room for exceptions. Little 
girls could go to heder with boys without anyone blinking an eyelash. 
This could take place if there was no one to stay at home with a little 
girl, or if she begged to go to heder, or as happened in one case I 
know of, if a little boy refused to go to heder unless his sister came 
along. This could happen easily as long as there was no movement 
or ideology that called for coeducation as a matter of principle and 
that made mixed study an ideological statement. When that hap-
pened, separation became a matter of principle, if not an obsession, 
and exceptions were not tolerated.

Making absolute separation a requirement is a very modern 
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position. In traditional East European Jewish society, men and 
women had some degree of contact but it was limited to various 
spheres. They competed freely and energetically in the marketplace. 
Women could even print the gemarot that men used to learn from 
(The Widow and the Brothers Romm). However, these women did 
not study from the books they printed.

One of the many changes brought on by modernity was in 
patterns of marriage, but to consider these changes it is important 
to look at the starting point. One of the characteristics of traditional 
Jewish society was a relatively early age at marriage.12 The pattern 
of marriage in the early teens was widespread among the elite at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. Affluent parents of girls aged 
twelve to thirteen would search out promising scholars and marry 
them off to their daughters. Both bride and groom were not physi-
cally or emotionally prepared for marriage and there were tragedies 
that resulted from this pattern. In most cases, the father-in-law of 
the bride supported the young couple and the groom usually stud-
ied in the local bet midrash. It was hard to imagine a better way for 
well-off parents to publicly demonstrate their commitment to Torah 
study and the means that they had to act on this commitment. Be-
ing known as giving kest to a son-in-law justified the risk of some 
heartbreak, and in many cases these marriages were successful. The 
masses of Jews married much later. What water-carrier could sup-
port a son-in-law and what would most young men have done had 
they been forced to spend day after day in a bet midrash? For the 
vast majority of the Jews, poor artisans or very small businessmen, 
marriage came much later when young people were old enough to 
support themselves. This usually happened in the late teens or very 
early twenties. This age, while advanced in comparison to their rich 
peers, was still younger than the age of marriage among the children 
of farmers.

In traditional Jewish society there was near universal mar-
riage. Young men who had never been married generally married 
women who had also never been married. Men who were remar-
rying usually married women who had been previously married.13 
Rabbis were generally opposed to marriages between older men 
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and young girls on the grounds that such marriages were likely to 
lead to trouble. This description can and should be looked at from 
a feminine perspective. For divorced women or widows there was 
a pool of potential partners in divorced and widowed men. These 
women were not competing with younger women for a partner. 
There was also a fairly large pool of both men and women who were 
interested in remarriage. Divorce of course brought both men and 
women to the marital marketplace. The high death rate of women 
in childbirth meant that there were also many widowers and there 
were enough male deaths for a variety of reasons to insure that there 
were many widows ‘on the market.’ Jewish culture strongly supported 
remarriage, even when both parties were past the age of reproduc-
tion. With all of these factors together, it is clear that Jewish society 
provided almost optimal conditions for remarriage.

During the course of the nineteenth century the age of mar-
riage among Jews went up significantly and for a variety of reasons.14 
Among the well-to-do, the reason was not financial. The rich at the 
end of the century were certainly no less rich than the financial 
elite at the beginning of the century. However, the rich at the end 
of the century were operating under different influences. Many 
were less traditional, but even the traditional ones among them 
were integrated enough into the surrounding society to realize that 
marriage before the age of sixteen for girls and eighteen for boys 
was generally regarded as very strange and perhaps even primitive. 
For the less traditional, the goal was not a budding Talmud scholar 
but rather a university student. University study was not possible 
in a local bet midrash and required the completion of an extended 
course of study before the young man could be ready to support 
a family. Thus marriage was put off and the marital prospects of 
Talmud students dropped.

The changes in marital patterns among the financial elites led 
to a number of other changes. One of the more obvious was the 
development of the kollel.15 This institution was designed to serve 
as a replacement for the previous patterns of prosperous fathers-in-
law who supported scholarly sons-in-law. When the rich no longer 
sought the role, the kollel was established and filled the vacuum. For 
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the daughters of the wealthy there was another problem. In the previ-
ous patterns, almost invariably, when there was very early marriage, 
the young couple lived at the home of the bride’s family and not the 
groom’s. To this day, young Ashkenazi Jewish couples tend to have 
stronger links to the wife’s family than to the husband’s. This is one 
more case, if you wish, of the role of women in the family dynamic. 
Living at home, it was only reasonable that the young bride would 
spend much of her time helping her mother in her familiar role as 
daughter. At the groom’s house, of course, it was highly unlikely 
that the mother-in-law would even let her daughter-in-law into the 
kitchen. With the rise in the age at marriage among the financial elite, 
a very simple problem presented itself. What were young women 
supposed to do until their wedding day and until they became re-
sponsible for a household? They could of course help their mothers 
in the home. However, this was too close to the role of a servant to 
be comfortable. Most servants were young and unmarried and the 
resemblance would have been great. It was far from the role of the 
married daughter who could interpret her help to her mother as 
a case of co-householders. A married daughter was certainly not 
to be mistaken for a servant. One of the best solutions was study. 
Study was appealing because it was expensive and thus could serve 
as a useful status symbol.16 The knowledge that most girls got was 
not very practical, which was not a problem, since it made a young 
woman unique and showed off her talents; this presumably would 
be of assistance when looking for a groom. Thus a small number of 
Jewish women, though a significant percentage of the daughters of 
the elite, began to study in non-Jewish schools. Having no tradition 
of formal Jewish study, this did not mean that they were abandon-
ing a traditional framework. On the other hand, since more Jewish 
women were literate in Yiddish, going to school and learning Latin 
or Polish or Russian was not a huge jump into an unfamiliar world 
of knowledge. However, parents, who were looking for a respectable 
situation in which to keep their daughters on hold until they were 
marriageable, were not at all aware of the temptations or dangers of 
the non-Jewish schools. Exposed to the general society and especially 
to romantic literature, many girls were no longer willing to take upon 
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themselves the bourgeois roles in Jewish society that their parents 
expected of them. In extreme but by no means rare circumstances, 
such situations could lead to conversion.17

The realization of these new patterns made it necessary to make 
many adjustments. One often-cited phenomenon is the Bet Yaakov 
schools.18 They were founded by a woman who headed them at first. 
This placed a woman in charge of an organization that had power 
(= controlled budgets) and authority. Quickly, she was replaced by 
a man, but within the framework many women retained positions 
of authority even if they were not at the top of the pyramid.

No less significant was the widespread adoption of the central 
European ideal of the burger or bourgeois family.19 Among the 
characteristics of this family type were late age at marriage and an 
expectation that a good husband would earn all that was necessary 
for the operation of the household. Women were expected to remain 
at home and to take care of children and the home. Under such cir-
cumstances it is easy to understand the appeal of the salon society. A 
woman who spent her time in such frameworks at times when poorer 
women were working was a walking advertisement for the success 
of her husband in meeting his marital obligations. Another element 
which seems to have come in at this time was a strong aversion to 
divorce. This was seen as an expression of a moral fault rather than 
of the incompatibility of the husband and wife.

In the late nineteenth century, the ideal of romantic love and of 
couple formation on the basis of mutual attraction began to spread in 
the Jewish community.20 It had never been absent. While matchmak-
ing was the standard practice in the elite of traditional society, it was 
possible only for those who could afford it and for families who had 
something substantial to offer the young couple. Only when there 
is dependence will a young couple accept the choice of a partner 
by someone else. However, among the masses, marriage took place 
only when the parties involved were economically independent and 
at that stage, their desires had to be taken into consideration. The 
rich literature of Yiddish folksongs dealing with love was clearly 
meaningful to the singers; had they known only a reality of matches, 
there would have been little to sing about. Matchmakers may have 
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been employed as a fig leaf after a couple had discovered mutual 
attraction; there is often a need to preserve appearances. However, 
it seems that the poor masses had long enjoyed freedom of couple 
formation that their peers in the middle and upper classes had given 
up. It was a reality and not an ideology.

In the nineteenth century, the reality acquired an ideology in 
terms of the western romantic tradition. There was a new tool for 
the spread of this ideology and it was the world of popular literature. 
In the late nineteenth century there was an explosive growth in the 
publication of popular fiction in Yiddish.21 There was a sharp battle 
between those authors who attempted to produce a High Yiddish 
literature and those who went for the mass market of mainly female 
readers by translating and imitating cheap romances from the West. 
High culture critics attacked these romances because they were 
not edifying; in many respects, perhaps that was the case. However, 
this literature which put romantic love above all, probably induced 
more change in Jewish society than did all of the properly edifying 
haskalah literature. The readers were presented with a group of goals 
which included romance, a need to let the heart rule over society’s 
strictures, opposition to class barriers, opposition to parental in-
volvement in couple formation and more.

These changes took place at the same time that massive emi-
gration from Eastern Europe to the United States and elsewhere 
took place. There were important gender elements to this migration. 
Even though the Jewish migration had more women, children and 
elderly than almost any other migrating group, nonetheless there 
was a gender imbalance and more young males came to the United 
States than did young women. This is almost always a characteristic 
of migration in any group and even if it was less extreme among 
Jews than among others, it existed. One consequence was that in 
Eastern Europe the gap between the number of young women and 
the number of young men became even larger than previously.22 The 
chances of young women to find a husband declined and there were 
more young women extremely eager to find a marital partner than 
in the past. Previously married women who were looking for a mate 
suffered even more. Previously married men now found that there 

OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balanced78   78OF 17 r18 CS2ME draft 8 balanced78   78 9/2/2007   11:28:27 AM9/2/2007   11:28:27 AM



79How Jewish Society Adapted to Change

were more women than ever before interested in marriage. As a re-
sult, a woman contemplating divorce had to take into consideration 
that the likelihood of her being able to find another husband was 
declining. This served to strengthen the aversion to divorce and led 
to the prolongation of unhappy marriages with all of the attendant 
emotional cost.

Urbanization and massive social disruption created new social 
needs of a scope that could be met only by organizations, and the 
establishment of women’s organizations and auxiliaries became more 
and more common. There was also room for individual initiative of 
women. The wife of Rabbi Isaac Rubenstein of Vilna took on many 
responsibilities and a memorial book was even published after her 
premature death.23

It is difficult to find expressions of novel attitudes to sexuality 
in Jewish religious movements in the late nineteenth century. One 
obvious place to look was the mussar movement. The students of 
Rabbi Israel Salanter created an original and perceptive analysis of 
moral character. They also discussed the various means that people 
(= men) could use to overcome their evil inclinations. However, 
almost no attention was given to sexual drives and to desires that 
are problematic.24 The absence is so glaring that one who knows 
psychology well, which I do not, could possibly consider that there 
is a dynamic of repression here. Certainly in previous periods and 
in other circles the problem of illicit sexual desires did get atten-
tion. Even in the realm of the licit, such as the ideal relations that 
one could expect in marriage, this topic did not come up. Of course, 
speculation is free and without limits. Perhaps the repression of 
mention of sexual issues that characterized some bourgeois ideals 
may have been imitated here, just as divorce had begun to be seen as 
a moral fault. I know of no way to test this proposition and I think 
that the question of the silence of the mussar movement on sexual 
matters remains an open one.

A very different development was the explosive growth of 
involvement by Jews in prostitution and the white slave trade.25 
The late nineteenth century found many Jewish women working as 
prostitutes, Jewish men as pimps and Jews of various ages as clients. 
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Some attention has been given to the question of how Jewish women 
could enter such a profession. Almost no attention has been given 
to the question of how Jewish males could become pimps or clients 
of prostitutes. Prostitution, which involves males viewing a woman 
as an object and not as a person, may well have been a byproduct of 
a society with highly defined gender barriers and clear role defini-
tions. A society that discouraged public expressions of affection and 
informal contact between men and women might have unintention-
ally strengthened the view that physical contact between men and 
women was acceptable without being part of a full range of com-
mitment and stability.

` The changes in some of the patterns of marriage and the 
stability in values may contribute to the understanding of these 
phenomena, though much research is needed in this area. The rise 
in the age of marriage and the expectation that a husband will sup-
port a wife forced delays in the age of marriage. At the same time, 
the absence of a strong tradition that saw sexual abstinence as an 
absolute value created a large pool of men who found themselves 
forced to marry at a later age than their parents but without tools 
to enable them to deal with sexual desires. The traditional values 
they had inherited which militated against sexual activity outside 
of marriage and the absence of effective means of birth control or 
termination of pregnancy, made it impossible for most to deal with 
this situation within a framework of mutual attraction. Prostitution, 
which offered men a framework for realizing sexual desire without a 
commitment and without a need to regard the prostitute as a person, 
was one solution. Indeed the obloquy with which prostitutes were 
regarded was an effective tool to allow their clients to ignore the 
prostitute as a person.26

For the prostitutes, the occupation was almost never one that 
was chosen out of a long-term plan or out of attraction to the 
business. On the one hand, it is important to avoid the simplistic 
explanation that naïve and simple girls were tricked into becoming 
prostitutes. Unwittingly, this view is a reincarnation of the view that 
the intellect of women is inferior to that of men and that women do 
not understand what is going on around them. The reality seems to 
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have been more complex. In many cases young women entered the 
business after a recruiter played court to them. In the East European 
Jewish reality at the end of the nineteenth century, where there were 
more young women than men, the search for a partner created pres-
sures that had not existed before. Moreover, the widespread migra-
tion made it more difficult than in the past to obtain information on 
the character or nature of a hopeful suitor. Thus it was possible for a 
recruiter, often posing as a rich immigrant to the United States who 
had come back to Europe to seek a bride, to build on the strength-
ened ideal of romantic love, to quickly convince a young girl of his 
love for her and to have her agree to marry him. Here, the traditional 
values of couple formation and desire to marry and have a family 
were operating as always. At this stage, some recruiters were able to 
convince their prey to have sexual relations with them even before 
marriage or if not, then after a religious marriage, and only then 
did they reveal their true intent to their victims. At this point, the 
traditional values that the young women had did not allow them to 
dismiss their sexual activity as a misadventure and to go on with 
their lives. On the contrary, they saw themselves as defiled and un-
clean and no less than the proper members of society they felt that 
they could no longer look forward to creating a respectable family. 
Precisely since they accepted society’s demands that sexual activity 
be limited to the marital framework, they saw themselves as violators 
of these values and hence doomed to remain in the condition they 
had found themselves. Hence, once trapped, it was very difficult to 
extricate a prostitute.

During all of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
illegitimate births among Jews remained generally low and this 
phenomenon does not indicate any significant changes in behavior 
patterns. I have also found almost no references to homosexuality 
among East European Jews at this time. However, there were changes 
in family size. In medieval times Jewish families were small. Consider 
how many children Rashi or the Rambam had. It was only in the 
modern period, with the precipitous drop in the death rates, that the 
pattern of the large Jewish family with ten or more children emerges. 
Among the consequences of this very modern phenomenon is that 
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in large families the attention given to the children late in the se-
quence is significantly less than what is accorded to those early in 
the sequence. In the twentieth century deliberate control of births 
became widespread and most Jewish families returned to the tradi-
tional pattern of three to five children as was the case among their 
non-Jewish peers. However, little is known about the methods of 
this birth control. Presumably it was achieved by delaying t’vilah in 
a mikvah but this is not clear.

For East European Jewry, modernization in the late nineteenth 
century did lead to a certain value shift. There was a heightened 
concern for respectability and new social ideals tended to take away 
much of the independence and power of women. However, the seeds 
planted in terms of education of women and a growing apprecia-
tion for romantic love, which for all of its silliness, emphasizes the 
nature of a marital partner as a person and not an object, had within 
them the potential for change in the long term. With changes in 
the environment much of this could begin to bear fruit. As some 
degree of egalitarianism and entry into the work market began to be 
widespread among the general community, both became acceptable 
again among Jews. Among the various consequences was a higher 
level of divorce which, as I mentioned earlier, is not an indication 
of the disintegration of family life but of higher expectation and 
more openness. Together with this came new views on the ideal of 
male-female relations, but these were very much the product of our 
day and age and not found in previous generations.
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