
 
 
HIST 540      FAMILY AND SEXUALITY IN JUDAISM    Fall 2008  
Prof. Jay Berkovitz                                     
jrb@judnea.umass.edu                               
 
Description:  An examination of transformations in the Jewish family and attitudes toward 
sexuality in Judaism, from antiquity to the present.  Topics include love, sexuality, and desire in 
the Bible and Talmud; marriage and divorce; status and treatment of children; sexuality 
philosophy and Kabbalah; sexual stereotypes in American Jewish culture and Israeli society.  
Readings are interdisciplinary, drawing on biblical and rabbinic literature, comparative Christian 
and Islamic sources, scientifi c research on family and sexuality, and contemporary fi ction.   
 
 
Required Texts:   

1. David Biale, Eros and the Jews (1997).  paperback  $22.95 
ISBN:  978-0-520-21134-6 

2. Elisheva Baumgarten, Mothers and Children: Jewish Family  
Life in Medieval Europe Princeton Univ. Press   PB  $24.95 
ISBN: 0691091668 

3. Solomon Goitein, A Mediterranean Society (abridged in 1  
  volume.  Univ.  of California Press  PB  $29.95     
  ISBN:  0-520-21734-9   
 4. University Readers Course Packet 
  www.universityreaders.com (Click WHITE "Buy Here" button located in  
  top right GOLD "Students" section of the page) 

If you have any difficulties, e-mail orders@universityreaders.com  
or call 800.200.3908. 

 
Schedule of Class Meetings and Readings 
 
1. Sept. 8: Introduction:  Family, Gender and Judaism 
 Paula Hyman, ÒGender and Jewish History,Ó Tikkun, vol. 3 (Jan 1988), 35-38 
   
2. Sept. 15: Foundations: Biblical texts  
 Genesis 1-3; Genesis 38; Genesis 38; Ruth; 1 Samuel 18 and 25; 2    
  Samuel 11-13; Book of Ruth  
 David Biale, "Sexual Subversions in the Bible," in Eros and the Jews, 11-32 

Reuven Kimelman, ÒThe Seduction of Eve,Ó Women in Judaism: A  
 Multidisciplinary Journal, Vol 1, No 2 (1998) 

http://www.mediatropes.com/index.php/wjudaism/article/view/170/203 
 
3. Sept. 22: Foundations: Rabbinic Judaism 

Biale, Eros and the Jews, pp. 33-59;  
Judith Wegner, "The Image and Status of Women in Classical Rabbinic Judaism,"  
 Jewish Women in Historical Perspective, J. Baskin, ed., 68-93    (CP) 

 



 
 
Sept, 29 through October 20:   NO CLASS MEETINGS 
 
Independent Reading:   

David and Bathsheba:  Biblical Narrative and Rabbinic Readings   TBA 
 
Elishevah Baumgarten, Mothers and Children: Jewish Family Life in Medieval  
 Europe Princeton Univ. Press 

 
 Solomon Goitein, A Mediterranean Society .  University of California Press, pp. 333-467 
 
Special assignment to be announced in class and distributed electronically by Sept. 22. 

 
 
4. October 27:      The Family in Medieval Christian Europe 

Elishevah Baumgarten, Mothers and Children: Jewish Family Life in Medieval 
 Europe, 1-20; 119-153  
Kenneth R. Stow, “The Jewish Family in the Rhineland in the High Middle Ages: 
 Form and Function, The American Historical Review, Vol. 92, No. 5 
 (Dec., 1987), pp. 1085-1110 
 http://www.jstor.org.silk.library.umass.edu:2048/stable/1868486 

 Esther Cohen and Elliott Horowitz, ÒIn Search of the Sacred:  Jews, Christians  
  and Rituals of Marriage in the Later Middle Ages,Ó Journal of Medieval  
  and Renaissance Studies  20 (1990):  225-249. (CP) 

 
 

5. November 3:      The Family in Medieval North Africa 
 Moses Maimonides, The Code of Maimonides:   
  The Book of Women, Treatise Marriage, ch. 12; ch. 13; ch. 14; ch. 15; ch. 16: 1- 
   13; ch. 21  
  Book of Holiness, Treatise Forbidden Intercourse, ch. 21; ch. 22 
 Solomon Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, chap. on family  (TBD) 

ArbaÕah Turim and Shulhan Arukh, Even Ha-Ezer, parag. 1 (CP) 
 
 
 
6. November 10:      Parents and Children 
 David Kraemer, "Images of Childhood and Adolescence in Talmudic Literature," in  
  Jewish Family, D. Kraemer, ed. (CP) 
 Selected rabbinic sources on Parents and Children (CP) 
 Gerald Blidstein, Honor Thy Father and Mother, pp. 1-24, 55-59, 109-112 (CP) 
 Ivan Marcus, ÒHoney Cakes and Torah: A Jewish Boy Learns His Letters,Ó Judaism in  
  Practice, Lawrence Fine, ed. (Princeton, 2001), pp. 115-130. (CP) 

Gershon Hundert, ÒJewish Children and Childhood in Early Modern East Central  
Europe,Ó in The Jewish Family, David Kraemer, ed.  New York:  Oxford, 
1989, pp. 81-94.  (CP) 

 



 
7. November 17:      God and Sex: Sexuality in Medieval Hasidism and Kabbalah  

David Biale, "Sexuality and Spirituality in the Kabbalah," Eros and the Jews, 
 101-120 
Judith R. Baskin, “From Separation to Displacement: The Problem of Women in 
 Sefer Hasidim,” AJS Review Vol. 19, No. 1. (1994), 1-18   
Judith R. Baskin, “Rereading the Sources:  New Visions of Women in Medieval  

Ashkenaz,” in Textures and Meaning:  Leonard Ehrlich, ed., et al 
(Amherst, 2004), pp. 297-309.  (CP) 
 

 
8. November 24:      Mysticism, Messianism, the Printing Press and the Home:  
            Yiddish Tkhines 

Chava Weissler, “Women's Studies and Women's Prayers: Reconstructing the 
 Religious History of Ashkenazic Women,Ó Jewish Social Studies 1 
 (Winter 1995):  28-47.  (CP) 
Devra Kay, Seder Tkhines, The Forgotten Book of Common Prayer for Jewish 
 Women, pp. TBA 

 
9. December 1:     Marriage & Family in Early Modern Europe and through  
        Enlightened Eyes 
 Mark Cohen, Benjamin Ravid, Howard Adelman, eds., The Autobiography of a  
  Seventeenth Century Venetian Rabbi: Leon Modena's Life of Judah 

Natalie Zemon Davis, ÒFame and Secrecy:  Leon ModenaÕs Life as an Early  
 Modern Autobiography,Ó History and Theory 27 (1988):  103-118  
R. Yair Hayyim Bacharach, Resp. Havvot Yair, no. 60. 
 
Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim 88 

Magen Avraham loc. cit  
Maimonides (excerpts) 
Bacharach, Mekor Hayyim, Orah Hayyim 88 
Juspa Shamash, Book of Customs of Worms 

 
Biale, Eros and the Jews, pp. TBA 
Solomon Maimon: An Autobiography (excerpts) 

 
 
10. December 8:      Men, Women, and Modernity 
 Paula Hyman, “Perspectives on the Evolving Jewish Family,” The Jewish Family: 
  Myths and Reality (New York, 1986), 3-13.  (CP) 
 Marion Kaplan, "Priestess and Hausfrau:  Women and Tradition in the German- 

 Jewish Family," in Cohen & Hyman (eds.), The Jewish Family, pp. 62-81. (CP) 
Shulamit S. Magnus, “Pauline Wengeroff and the Voice of Jewish Modernity,” 
 Gender and Judaism: The Transformation of Tradition, Tamar Rudavsky, 
 ed., 181-190.  (TBD) 
Pauline Wengeroff, A Grandmothers Memoirs: Images from the Cultural History  



 of the Jews in 19th Century Russia (CP) 
11. December 15:     From the Shtetl to Eretz Israel: Sexuality & the Family in a  

          New Society 
Biale, Eros and the Jews, pp. TBA 
Dvorah Baron, “Family” or “Fraydl” (CP) 

 Aharon Megged, "The Name," in Joel Blocker (ed.), Israeli Stories, pp. 87-106.  (CP) 
Amos Oz, "The Way of the Wind" (CP) 
Dan Ben Amotz, "Parent's Day"  (CP) 

 
 
12. January 5:       Sexuality and the Family in Contemporary Jewish Societies 
 Biale, Eros and the Jews, pp. 204-207. 

Aharon Feldman, “A Letter to a Homosexual Baal Teshuvah” (TBD) 
Additional Reading:  TBA 

 
 
 
 
Supplementary  Readings 
 

Rachel Adler, ÒTumah and TaharaÓ in The Jewish Woman, ed. E. Koltun (1976) 63-71;  

Rachel Adler, ÒIn Your Blood Live: Re-visions of a Theology of PurityÓ Tikkun 8: Jan- 
 Feb 1993, 38-41 
 
Judith R. Baskin, “From Separation to Displacement: The Problem of Women in  Sefer 

Hasidim,” AJS Review Vol. 19, No. 1. (1994), 1-18 
 
Paula  Hyman, ÒGender and the Shaping of Modern Jewish Identities,ÓJewish Social  
 Studies 8 (Winter/Spring2002): 153-161 

Norma Baumel Joseph, ÒThe Feminist Challenge to Judaism: Critique and 
 Transformation,Ó Gender, Genre, and Religion: Feminist Reflections, 47-70 

Ephraim Kanarfogel, "Attitudes Toward Childhood and Children in Medieval  
 Jewish Society," in Approaches to Judaism in Medieval Times. 
 
Susan Niditch, ÒPortrayals of Women in the Hebrew Bible,Ó Jewish Women in Historical 

Perspective, Judith Baskin, ed., 25-42; 
 
Jonah Steinberg, ÒFrom a ÔPot of FlilthÕ to a ÔHedge of RosesÕ (and Back): Changing  

Theorizations of Menstruation in Judaism,Ó Journal of Feminist Studies in 
Religion 13 (1997):   5-26 


