
HIST/RELG 267—WOMEN AND JUDAISM 
 
Jeffrey Haus 
Office: 303H Dewing  
Phone: 337-5789 
email:  jhaus@kzoo.edu 
Office Hours: M 2:30-4pm, TH 2-4 and by appointment 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course explores the religious and social position women have historically occupied 
in Jewish society.  We will discuss religious practice and theological beliefs as well as 
social and economic developments as a means of addressing questions such as: What role 
have women played in Jewish tradition?  How are they viewed by Jewish law?  How has 
their status changed in different historical contexts, and why might those changes have 
taken place?  In what ways have Jewish women worked to change their traditional status? 
What are contemporary ideas about the status of Jewish women, and how have these 
ideas influenced contemporary Jewish practices and communal relations?  What do the 
historical and religious experiences of Jewish women teach us about the way that 
Judaism has developed? 
 
APPROACH 
This course will be conducted as a seminar in which student thinking and discussion are 
the driving force.  We will read and discuss common materials each week as a group.  
Students will also present readings to the rest of the group as a starting point for class 
discussions. 
 
COURSE GOALS 
1] Through reading, presentations, and discussion, students will engage with the major 
themes and issues of the field.  Students will also hone their critical, analytical, and 
research skills through presentations and writing assignments.   
 
WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS 
Students will write 2 papers during the course of the term.  I have provided prompts for 
topics below, but you are free to formulate your own topics as well.  In either case, I 
strongly encourage you to discuss your paper topics with me well in advance of the 
due date.  No matter what the topic, though, internet sources must be kept to a 
minimum.  Using sites such as Wikipedia or Jewish Virtual Library (aside from the 
assigned biblical excerpts) is absolutely forbidden; each citation from this source will 
lower your grade on the assignment by 2 points.  If you have a question regarding the 
acceptability of an internet source, please ask me! 
 
Please note:   Both essays are intended to be analytical essays, with a clearly stated 
thesis supported by evidence and leading to a conclusion.  If you have any questions 
about how to go about the assignment, please feel free to discuss it with me. 
 



All papers must be stapled, typed and double-spaced, and must include: your name; 
page numbers; 1” margins and proper citations of sources according to the Chicago 
Style Manual.  You can find examples of this citation style on the Library website 
through the link (found under the heading of “More on Citation Styles.”  Scroll down to 
“Chicago Style (and Turabian)” and click). 
 
Essay #1 (6-8 pages):  How would you characterize the general position of women in 
Jewish life according to what we have read up to this point?  What were the major issues 
women faced, and what options lay open to them?  How did they participate in Jewish 
social and religious life?  What is your analysis of these issues?  Why/how were they 
significant? 
 
Essay #2 (6-8 pages): How has the position of women in Jewish life changed since the 
Medieval Age?  What were the most significant forces that stimulated or enabled that 
change, and what has been the significance of that change? 
 
PRESENTATIONS 
Each student will make two oral presentations in class (available dates are indicated by 
italics on the class schedule below).  These presentations will serve as the basis for 
discussion of general course themes as well as broadening the class’s view of the existing 
literature.  The structure and number of the other presentations will depend on the 
number of students in the class. 
 
Participation and Attendance:  Attendance is mandatory, and chronic or excessive 
absences or lateness will not be tolerated.  In short, if you miss more than two classes 
during the quarter, it will lower your participation grade.  Participation in class is also 
mandatory—this means coming to class prepared to engage in an active discussion of 
material that will be complex and demanding.  Quality of participation will count as 
much (if not more than) quantity. 
 
Extensions Policy: Extensions will be granted only under extraordinary 
circumstances!  Be advised that the definition of "extraordinary" in these cases rests 
solely with the instructor. 
 
Academic Honesty: No form of academic dishonesty will be tolerated in this class.  
Cheating, plagiarism, or any other type of violation will be referred to the appropriate 
bodies of the College.  If you have any questions regarding what constitutes plagiarism, 
please consult me before turning in your work! 
 
Grade Distribution 
 Presentation #1   10% 
 Presentation #2   15% 
 Essay #1    25% 
 Essay #2    35% 
 Participation and Attendance  15% 

 



 
REQUIRED COURSE TEXTS 
Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai 
Avraham Grossman, Pious and Rebellious: Jewish Women in Medieval Europe 
Rochelle L. Millen, Women, Birth and Death in Jewish Law and Practice 
Iris Parush, Reading Jewish Women 
 
All other readings are available on electronic reserve through the ibrary website. 
 
 
CLASS SCHEDULE 
 
WEEK 1—INTRODUCTION: JUDAISM “ON ONE FOOT” (1/3, 1/6) 

Readings: Dan Cohn-Sherbok,  Judaism: History, Belief, and Practice, p. 
438-41, 461-73, 533-43. 
Alan Mintz, “Prayer and the Prayerbook,” in Barry Holtz ed., 
Back to the Sources: reading the classic Jewish texts, p. 403-29 
Devora Weisberg, “Insiders or Outsiders: Women and Rabbinic 
Literature,” Judaism v. 52 no3/4 (Summer/Fall 2003) 203-15. 

    
WEEK 2—WOMEN IN THE HEBREW BIBLICAL TRADITION (1/9, 1/11, 1/13) 

Readings:   Adele Reinhartz, “Jewish Women’s Scholarly Writings on the 
Bible,” in Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler eds., The Jewish 
Study Bible (Oxford, 2004), 2000-5. 
Susan Niditch, “Portrayals of Women in the Hebrew Bible,” and 
Ross S. Kraemer, “Jewish Women in the Diaspora World of Late 
Antiquity,” in Judith Baskin ed., The Jewish Woman in Historical 
Perspective. 

 
Genesis 2-3; Judges 19-20; II Kings 4:8-37; Ezekial 16; Proverbs 1 

 
NO CLASS MONDAY, 1/16: MLK HOLIDAY 
 
WEEK 3—WOMEN AND JEWISH LAW (1/18, 1/20) 

Readings:   Rachel Biale, Women and Jewish law: the essential texts, their 
history, and their relevance for today, p. 10-43 
Avraham Grossman, Pious and Rebellious, p. 1-122 

 
WEEK 4—WOMEN AND JEWISH PRACTICE IN THE MEDIEVAL WORLD (1/23, 
1/25, 1/27) 
 Readings:  Avraham Grossman, Pious and Rebellious, p. 123-282 
 
WEEK 5—JEWISH WOMEN AND JEWISH LEARNING I (1/30, 2/1) 
 Readings:  Iris Parush, Reading Jewish Women, p. 1-132 
 
ESSAY #1 DUE WEDNESDAY 2/1 



 
NO CLASS 2/3—WINTER BREAK DAY 
 
 
WEEK 6—JEWISH WOMEN AND JEWISH LEARNING II (2/6, 2/8, 2/11) 
 Readings:  Iris Parush, Reading Jewish Women, p. 133-248   
 
 
WEEK 7—JEWISH WOMEN AND MODERN JEWISH ECONOMY (2/14, 2/16, 2/18) 

Readings: Nancy L. Green, “Gender and jobs in the Jewish community: 
Europe at the turn of the twentieth century,” Jewish Social Studies 
8:2/3 (2002), 39-60 

 Susan A. Glenn, Daughters of the Shtetl: life and labor in the 
immigrant generation, p. 132-66 
Rebecca Kobrin, “’The Murdered Hebrew Maidservant of East 
New York’: Gender, Class, and the Jewish Household in Eastern 
Europe and its Diaspora,” in Marion A. Kaplan and Deborah Dash 
Moore, eds., Gender and Jewish History, p. 72-87 

 
WEEK 8—FEMINISM AND CONTEMPORARY JUDAISM I (2/20, 2/22, 2/24) 

Readings:  Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai  
 
WEEK 9— FEMINISM AND CONTEMPORARY JUDAISM II (2/27, 2/29, 3/2) 

Readings: Rochelle L. Millen, Women, Birth, and Death in Jewish Law and 
Practice, p. 1-69 
Regina Stein, “The Road to Bat Mitzvah in America,” in Pamela 
S. Nadell and Jonathan D. Sarna, eds., Women and American 
Judaism: historical perspectives, p. 223-34 

 
WEEK 10—WOMEN AND THE SYNAGOGUE (3/5, 3/7, 3/9) 

Readings:   Rochelle L. Millen, Women, Birth, and Death in Jewish Law and 
Practice, p. 70-165 
Pamela S. Nadell, “The Women who would be Rabbis,” in Nadell, 
ed., American Jewish Women’s History: a reader, New York, 2003 
p. 175-84 
Laura Geller, “From Equality to Transformation: the challenge of 
women’s rabbinic leadership,” in Tamar Rudavsky ed., Gender 
and Judaism: the transformation of tradition, New York, 1995 p. 
243-54 

  
 
ESSAY #2 DUE FRIDAY, 3/9 


