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PARENTS AND SAGES AS AGENTS OF CULTURE IN THE BABYLONIAN TALMUD 
 

Abstract 
 

This dissertation explores how the rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud (Bavli) portray 

parents as involved in cultural transmission. Earlier scholarship has claimed that the rabbis 

sought to replace parents and the home as the primary locus of education. Through source 

criticism and close literary analysis, however, I show the situation to be far more complex. The 

rabbis address parental cultural transmission using the phrases talmud torah and hinukh. They 

use the term talmud torah to describe the act of studying and teaching Torah—scripture and 

rabbinic law and lore, while hinukh is ritual initiation and instruction. The Bavli limits the 

content that parents are required to transmit to their children and instructs them to bring their 

children to a schoolteacher to study. The Bavli, however, expands the realm of hinukh, 

portraying it as an obligation of parents to teach their children how to perform Jewish ritual until 

they become the age of majority and enter into their own full obligation. The shifting of talmud 

torah outside the home therefore reframed rather than eliminated the parental role in cultural 

transmission. 

The Bavli addresses parental cultural transmission in less explicit ways as well. Moving 

beyond what the rabbis would have identified as cultural transmission, I select passages that 

portray dyadic encounters between parents and children. Attending to what parents transmit in 

these encounters expands our understanding of how the rabbis portray cultural transmission by 

addressing the parental role in transmitting an unwritten curriculum of rabbinic culture.  
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One example of this unwritten curriculum is the value the sages placed on Torah study. In 

a story about Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (Rashbi) and his son retreating to a cave, the Bavli 

transforms a pre-existing tale about Rashbi into a tale of a father who attempts to transmit to his 

son the value of unadulterated Torah study—a practice of Torah study uninterrupted by other 

pursuits. I look to a separate set of tales in Bavli Bava Metzia to explore the ways in which the 

son enacts and transforms the values his father has taught. This analysis unearths a rabbinic 

cognizance of the complexities inherent in the parental transmission of a worldview—in contrast 

to transmission of a set of content or a set of skills, transmission of a worldview is a much more 

subtle and uncertain process. This internal rabbinic reflection defies attempts at placing it within 

a narrative of the shift in the locus of authority from father to sage; the same tensions and 

complexities highlighted by looking at these stories in tandem could surface equally if the sage 

were the central transmitter of this cultural worldview. My dissertation thus complicates simple 

narratives suggesting that the Bavli portrays the sage as completely taking over the role of 

cultural transmission from the father. 

Finally, this dissertation brings together a variety of texts in which mothers transmit 

cultural knowledge and cultural objects to their sons and argues that the Bavli is more 

comfortable portraying knowledgeable women when these women use their knowledge in 

service of their maternal role. The most expansive example of this phenomenon is the mother of 

Abaye, whose teachings her son transmits two dozen times in the Bavli. Her presence and the 

presence of other mothers demonstrates that the walls between the home and the beit midrash 

were porous. The study of parents as agents of rabbinic culture thus expands our understanding 

of rabbinic culture and refines our knowledge of the parental role in education. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Rabbinic Jews in both Roman Palestine and Sasanian Babylonia were subjects of an 

empire not of their own making. As a minority community living alongside an imperial majority, 

they had to negotiate their relationship with the culture of the majority. Were they to participate 

in the imperial culture, accommodate it, or resist it? In Rabbis as Romans, Hayim Lapin states 

that in response to this situation, the rabbis in Roman Palestine “articulated a culture of 

‘Jewishness.’”1 Lapin’s framing, situated as it is at the early stages of the rabbinic movement, 

conjures a picture of adult independent men who gathered together and actively constructed their 

culture as a response to Romanization. Alexei Sivertsev, on the other hand, focuses his account 

of the origins of the rabbinic movement on a paterfamilias model, in which it is the heads of 

households who banded together, bringing their families along, and in that way formed loose 

rabbinic networks.2 While not mutually exclusive, these two models for the rabbinic movement’s 

origins provide two different loci for cultural authority, that of the rabbi in the house of study, 

and that of the father at home.  

Early rabbinic prescriptions posit an obligation, specifically upon the father, to educate 

his sons.3  Tosefta Qiddushin 1:11 includes an obligation for the father to teach his son Torah in 

addition to other paternal obligations. Alongside this portrayal of the father’s educational role, 

however, some early rabbinic texts depict rabbis and fathers in a conflict with one another over 

 
1 Hayim Lapin, Rabbis as Romans: The Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100-400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 6. 

2 See Alexei Sivertsev, Households, Sects, and the Origins of Rabbinic Judaism, Supplements to the Journal for the 
Study of Judaism, v. 102 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2005), 194. 

3 I use “father” and “sons” here deliberately, to express the fact that explicit rabbinic prescriptions dealing with 
questions of cultural transmission explicitly address men and are about sons, not daughters. I will, however, devote a 
portion of the dissertation to addressing what can be gleaned by exploring maternal transmission. 
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cultural authority, a conflict in which the rabbi prevails. Mishnah Bava Metzia 2:11, for example, 

ignores the father’s role as teacher when it states that: “Although his father brought him into this 

world, it is his rabbi who taught him wisdom who brings him to the life of the world to come.” 4  

In my dissertation, I trace this dynamic into the world of the Babylonian Talmud (Bavli), 

compiled between the fifth and seventh centuries. I ask to what extent the Babylonian rabbis see 

parents as partners in the project of cultural transmission. Rather than focusing my attention on 

the origins of the rabbinic movement, I ask how the rabbis depict the role of parents in 

perpetuating a rabbinic culture that has existed for several centuries.5 While I say parents, the 

Bavli had distinct answers to these questions for fathers and for mothers. This dissertation will 

thus discuss mothers and fathers separately.  

Many years after the start of the rabbinic movement, the rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud 

continued to engage in a monumental project of cultural framing. Understanding the role that 

they saw parents playing in this project can help us understand the tensions inherent in a 

scholastic culture that continues to value the home.6 Homing in on moments of transmission and 

viewing them from the perspective of rabbis, mothers, and fathers shows us can help shed new 

light on how the rabbinic project played out in all of its messiness.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
4 The Mishnah is a tannaitic collection of prescriptions, the editing of which is attributed to R. Judah the Patriarch c. 
200 CE. See Hermann Leberecht Strack and Gunther Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 109.  

5 See below for a summary of scholarly debate about the mode and date of the Bavli’s composition. 

6 For more on the scholastic culture of the rabbis, see Adam Becker, “The Comparative Study of “Scholasticism” in 
Late Antique Mesopotamia: Rabbis and East Syrians” AJS Review 34:1 (April 2010), 91–113, 
doi:10.1017/S0364009410000243. 
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Culture 
 

In order to explore the dynamics of cultural transmission, we must first clarify what we 

mean by culture.7 Originally, culture was a verb meaning to grow or cultivate a living plant or, 

eventually, a human. Over time, it came to refer to an object. This object was first used to refer 

to a “general state or habit of the mind” and then to the “state of intellectual development” of a 

society. In the 19th century, one meaning of culture took precedence over others, and that was the 

idea of “high culture.” This usage sees culture as an artistic representation of human perfection. 

In this sense culture can, in some contexts, substitute for “religion,” or might at times be 

synonymous with it in that its perceived goal is helping humanity attain said perfection.8 

Tomoko Masuzawa relates this idea to the burgeoning of national identities. These earlier uses of 

the culture concept were hegemonic and elitist. However, by the end of the 19th century another 

idea of culture developed, partially in protest against these definitions of culture, through the 

fields of anthropology and ethnography. These scholars saw culture as representing a complex 

whole.  

This new view of culture was more holistic, and its tools were descriptive rather than 

evaluative. E.B. Tylor, for example, classically described culture as including “knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society.”9 As Masuzawa points out, in this model, the term culture becomes 

 
7 The topic has received much scholarly discussion; as such, my consideration here is representative, rather than 
exhaustive. 

8 For this definition of high culture, see Tomoko Masuzawa, “Culture” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 74. 

9 “The Science of Culture,” in Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, 
Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom (New York: Henry Holt, 1889). https://doi-org.ezp-
prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1037/12987-001 
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something of a catch-all, “naming the totality of social facts and deeds” for all of humanity.10 

Later, Tylor’s view of culture was refined such that anthropologists sought to define the culture 

of a given society. Clifford Geertz is the most famous articulator of this approach. He believed 

that culture is a set of symbols shared by a group of people.11  

The assumption behind this anthropological view of culture is that each society has an 

essential truth that can be perceived by interpreting the totality of a given society’s culture. Ruth 

Benedict, for example, writes: “If we are interested in cultural processes, the only way in which 

we can know the significance of the selected detail of behavior is against the background of the 

morals and emotions and values that are institutionalized in that culture.”12 It is important to note 

here that Benedict excludes “behavior” from culture, instead citing culture as the 

“institutionalized” explanatory force behind that behavior.  

Ann Swidler refines Benedict’s notion that a person’s behavior can be explained against 

the background of their society’s culture.13 She cautions that the assumption that people’s 

behavior is culturally determined is not accurate. Rather, Swidler proposes that one’s culture 

provides a toolkit of possible actions for a person to take. Swidler also distinguishes between 

what she calls “settled cultures” and what she calls “unsettled cultures.”14 In a settled culture, the 

link between culture and action will be weak. The culture becomes rather ossified and therefore 

 
10 Masuzawa, “Culture,” 78. 

11 In Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), Clifford Geertz states: “As interworked systems of 
construable signs (what, ignoring provincial usages, I would call symbols), culture is not a power, something to 
which social event, behaviors, institutions, or processes can be causally attributed; it is a context, something within 
which they can be intelligibly—that is thickly described” (14). 

12 Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (Houghton Mifflin , 1934, reprinted in 2013), 49. 

13 Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review51 (April, 1986) 273-
86. 

14 Ibid, 278. 
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will become less determinant of action. Unsettled cultures, on the other hand, are cultures in 

formation. In these cultures, the link between culture and action is tighter because the society is 

attempting to develop a culture and align its adherents/members’ actions with that new culture. 

That unsettled culture comes to be in opposition to another culture and therefore has a stake in its 

members aligning their actions with the values, morals, and worldviews of that culture. 

Swidler’s definition of culture does not seem to include the literary and artistic 

production that some of the earlier definitions of culture cited above. In fact, she distinguishes 

her sociological model of culture from those of anthropologists who advocate for thick 

description or cultural interpretation. Her discussion of settled and unsettled cultures can provide 

a useful lens for exploring the formation of rabbinic culture. Scholars of Jewish late antiquity use 

the term “culture” extensively when speaking about the rabbis, but, perhaps because it is not a 

term internal to the rabbis, these scholars do not operate with a shared definition of rabbinic 

culture. Some scholars avoid defining it. Others treat rabbinic culture as only an institutional 

culture to be left at work, while still others define rabbinic culture as a counter-culture—a 

minority trying to shape their life in contra-distinction to a dominant culture. In his article 

“Middle Persian Culture and Babylonian Sages,” for example, Yaakov Elman describes and 

defines many elements of Sasanian culture at the time of the Babylonian rabbis, but he does not 

define rabbinic culture, choosing instead to articulate how individual rabbis interacted with 

Middle Persian culture.15 Perhaps because he feels it impossible to do so, Elman does not present 

the rabbis as a coherent group with a culture that would affect how an individual rabbi might 

respond to elements generating outside that culture. 

 
15 Yaakov Elman, “Middle Persian Culture and Babylonian Sages: Accommodation and Resistance in the Shaping 
of Rabbinic Legal Tradition,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, edited by 
Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert,  Martin S Jaffee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 165-97. 
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In Carnal Israel, by contrast, Daniel Boyarin uses the term culture to describe an attitude-

-for example, a “culture of the body.”16 Boyarin uses culture not to describe a whole way of life, 

but to refer to one part of a broader worldview. At the same time, he also describes rabbinic 

Judaism as a “cultural formation,” which he contrasts with other “Jewish formations” such as 

early Christianity.17 This usage implies that he views the rabbis as a group who share a culture—

which, for Boyarin, means a set of beliefs and attitudes--that distinguish the rabbis from other 

Jewish “subcultures.” Boyarin reads legal and narrative texts in order to locate and flesh out the 

culture of the body that he has identified. 

In his article, “Rabbinic Culture and Roman Culture,” Seth Schwartz posits that rather 

than seeing culture as a set of beliefs and attitudes as Boyarin does, culture ought instead to be 

defined as human behavior.18 He cautions, however, that when discussing rabbinic culture, it is 

crucial to define what sort of culture the rabbis might have. At its largest scale, a culture is used 

to refer to the way of life of a whole society. Given that the group we call “the rabbis” consisted 

of no more than a couple of hundred people at the same time, they cannot have a totalizing 

culture at a societal level. This observation may help explain Elman’s lack of definition of a 

rabbinic culture. Schwartz does identify, however, two ways in which a group may have a 

culture that does not require that group to converge at a large-scale societal level. The first is that 

the rabbis may have had a professional culture. By “professional culture,” Schwartz means that 

members of a certain profession share behaviors and norms, but these behaviors and norms are 

 
16 Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture, (Berkeley, CA : University of California Press), 
3. 

17 Ibid, 5. 

18 Seth Schwartz, “Rabbinic Culture and Roman Culture,” in Rabbinic Texts and the History of Late-Roman 
Palestine, edited by Martin Goodman and Philip Alexander (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 283, 
DOI:10.5871/bacad/9780197264744.003.0017. 
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only present when they are in the work context. When Jeffrey Rubenstein discusses the culture of 

the Babylonian Talmud, this is the type of culture he often refers to--the culture of the study hall: 

“When we study the culture of the Bavli, we study the culture of the stammaitic academy.”19 

This definition, however, does not account for the myriad of narratives and laws that refer 

to situations that are outside of the beit midrash; do these not reflect rabbinic culture? Discussing 

the rabbis of the Yerushalmi, Schwartz suggests that the rabbis lie somewhere between a 

subculture and a counterculture of the Roman empire.20 For Schwartz, a counterculture is “...a 

small, highly integrated and rigorously bounded group who set themselves up in self-conscious 

opposition to broader social norms (both Jewish and Roman)— not a society, then, but a group 

possessing a ‘culture’ which may be quite as distinctive and totalizing as that of a larger-scale 

society.”21 The idea that the rabbis are a counterculture explains why rabbinic literature covers 

many more realms of life than would be expected from a document reflecting institutional or 

professional culture.   

Schwartz’s discussion of the rabbis as a counterculture is reminiscent of Swidler’s 

definition of an “unsettled culture.”22 The rabbis were invested, at least initially, in crafting an 

all-encompassing culture in contradistinction to the dominant Roman one. Schwartz points out 

that even once a counterculture ends its creative period and becomes routinized, it does not lose 

its self-consciousness as long as its members keep living “non-normative lives in normative 

 
19 Jeffrey Rubenstein, The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore, MD.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2003), 5. 

20 Schwartz, “Rabbinic Culture,” 285. 

21 Ibid. 

22 Swidler, “Culture in Action,” 278. 
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society.”23 Even though later, in Babylonia, at least some of the rabbis were integrated into 

Babylonian society and did not have a strictly antagonistic relationship with the ruling majority, 

they nonetheless continued to self-consciously fashion their cultural identities. 

 
Rabbinic Cultural Transmission 
 
Living “non-normative lives in a normative society” requires a conscious attention to the 

perpetuation of the non-normative way of life. Since the rabbis never did live as the cultural 

majority, they would actively have needed to find ways to ensure that rabbinic culture was 

carried on by the next generation. Scholars of cultural transmission have classified different 

methods by which culture is generally transmitted. Culture can be transmitted vertically, from 

parents to children; horizontally, from a peer group to one of its members; and obliquely—from 

teachers or other elders.24 The Bavli, as we have it, presents the rabbis as valuing this oblique 

mode with the sage as the primary engine of cultural transmission.25 This oblique mode, 

however, was not always the primary mode. Catherine Hezser and Alexei Sivertsev have each 

discussed the role of the father as the initial transmitter of Torah in rabbinic Judaism in the 

tannaitic period. They point to a shift from the home to the beit midrash that begins in the 

tannaitic period, but which is not fully realized until the amoraic period.26  

 
23 Schwartz, “Rabbinic Culture,” 285. 

24 Taylor M.J. and C.A. Thoth, “Cultural Transmission,” in Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and Development, 
edited by S. Goldstein, J.A. Naglieri (Boston, MA: Springer, 2011), https://doi-org.ezp-
prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.1007/978-0-387-79061-9_755. 

25 Martin Jaffee discusses transmission from sage to disciple in his book Torah in the Mouth (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), https://doi.org/10.1093/0195140672.001.0001. See also Shaye J.D. Cohen, “Patriarchs and 
Scholarchs,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research, 48 (1981), 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3622433, who discusses transmission from sage to disciple in the early rabbinic period, 
especially on pages 58-59. 

26 Catherine Hezser, The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine, Texte Und Studien Zum 
Antiken Judentum 66 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 94. 
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The transition from home to beit midrash is reflected in the ways rabbis portray 

themselves. Martin Jaffee argues that the rabbis consciously portray the master-disciple 

relationship in father-son terms. The master-disciple relationship, for the rabbis, “supplanted and 

superseded even those of the patriarchal family.”27 Jaffee points to Mishnah Bava Metzia 2:11, 

which states that one must return a lost object of a rabbinic master prior to that of a parent 

because “his father brought him into this world, while his master who taught him wisdom brings 

him to coming world (i.e. the afterlife).” Despite the fact that the father was the primary locus of 

transmission in mishnaic times, this Mishnah portrays the rabbi as conveying to the student the 

Torah content essential for entering the “world-to-come”—the positive rabbinic image of the 

afterlife.  

Charlotte Fonrobert likewise points to Mishnah and Tosefta Eduyot, which call Hillel and 

Shammai “ םלועה תובא ” (the “fathers of the world”). She claims that designating the “mythical 

originators” of the rabbinic movement as fathers constructs “halakhic-mishnaic knowledge as 

paternal.”28 In this case, rather than reflecting a notion that an individual rabbi has replaced an 

individual father (as in the Bava Metzia source), Fonrobert is pointing to the rabbinic 

appropriation of paternal language in the description of their own project.29 This rhetorical 

replacement also takes place on the plane of biblical exegesis. Daniel Boyarin notes that Sifre 

Deuteronomy rereads the “father” and “son” of the biblical text as “master” and “disciple.”30 

These scholars describe this rhetorical trend as a manifestation of the rabbis’ constructing their 

 
27 Jaffee, Torah in the Mouth, 148.  

28 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, “When Women Walk in the Way of Their Fathers: On Gendering the Rabbinic 
Claim for Authority,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 10.3 (2001), 411, https://doi.org/10.1353/sex.2001.0059. 

29 This rhetorical appropriation occurs, to a lesser degree, about mothers as well. Rabbinic sources such as Pesahim 
87a talk about the sages as being breasts who exude the milk of Torah. 

30 Boyarin, Carnal Israel, 211 note 22, where he discusses Sifre Devarim 34:4. 
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own authority.31 Applying this rhetoric to cultural transmission, one might assume that the rabbis 

presented themselves as being the sole transmitters of rabbinic culture, and that such 

transmission takes place only in the context of the master-disciple relationship.  

The picture becomes more complicated, however, when we contemplate the fact that 

many rabbis were themselves fathers. This realization raises the question of how they might have 

understood their role as transmitters of rabbinic culture when they were not situated in the study 

house, but rather in the home. What role do they present the home as playing in inculcating 

rabbinic practice and values in the next generation? Bavli portrayals of rabbinic parents reveals 

anxiety about the attempt to shift cultural transmission from fathers to sages, making clear that, 

though a shift in means of transmission may well have taken place, it was far from neat or 

complete. 

 
Interventions 
 
My dissertation contributes to the field of rabbinic cultural studies in a number of ways. A 

history of cultural transmission is inevitably a history of the culture that is being transmitted as 

well. Because it decenters the beit midrash and expands our lens beyond that of a professional 

culture, the lens of parental engagement in cultural transmission supplements the picture of 

stammaitic culture Rubenstein describes in Culture of the Babylonian Talmud. This study shows 

that culture was also transmitted in the home, and that at times the lines between the domestic 

home and study house were blurry. The culture transmitted in the home is no less “rabbinic 

culture” than that transmitted in the beit midrash. Second, this study distinguishes between how 

 
31 The shift in authority from father to rabbi did not come without its tensions. Daniel Boyarin and Howard Eilberg-
Schwartz discuss rabbinic anxieties related to physical and spiritual reproduction in Carnal Israel  chapter 7 and  
God’s Phallus: And Other Problems for Men and Monotheism (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1995), chapter 8 
respectively. 
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the Bavli represents the roles of mothers and fathers respectively in the transmission of this 

culture. It thereby contributes to the study of gender in rabbinic literature. Finally, I build on 

those of scholars discussed above who discuss the transition from father to scholar as the locus of 

cultural authority. Earlier scholars demonstrated that the rabbis used language that implied the 

replacement of fathers by sages. In this study, I show that that picture reflects only a partial story 

about how rabbis saw parents as involved in passing along mores, rituals, beliefs, and knowledge 

to their children.  

 I selected my sources primarily because I saw in them moments of dyadic encounter 

between parent and child in which a parent “hands over” or transmits something, be it a belief, 

an object, or an idea to their child.32 Shifting the focus from preconceived notions of what 

comprises parental education can help us expand our understanding of the many roles parents 

play as agents of culture. 

 
Methodology 
 
Interrogating rabbinic literature, and the Bavli in particular, for its ideas about culture and 

cultural transmission surfaces a foundational question that has dogged scholars of Jewish late 

antiquity:  (How) can rabbinic texts, and specifically the Bavli, be responsibly used for 

understanding cultural history? One feature of the Bavli that makes it difficult, but enticing, to 

interpret historically is that it contains teaching originating in multiple historical periods, woven 

together by editors, authors, and/redactors who lived in the fifth-seventh centuries CE. This fact 

leads necessarily to a historical hermeneutic of suspicion. When the Bavli claims to portray 

 
32 See Ute Schönpflug, “Introduction to Cultural Transmission: Psychological, Developmental, Social, and 
Methodological Aspects,” in Cultural Transmission: Psychological, Developmental, Social, and Methodological 
Aspects, ed. Ute Schönpflug (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).  
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history is when it is often at its most fanciful or even tendentious. Scholars are correct in pointing 

out that when the Bavli tells the history of an earlier period, such accounts ought not to be read 

as reflecting the history of those times.33 This suspicion extends to early rabbinic as well as 

amoraic traditions. Knowledge that many such traditions are edited and altered as they enter the 

Bavli leads to great difficulty in using the Bavli as a historical source for rabbinic history and 

culture of any period before the editorial one. There is scant historical record external to the 

Bavli and what there is has little bearing on large swaths of material contained in the Bavli.  

Some scholars, however, led by Shamma Friedman and David Weiss Halivni, and 

continued, in different ways, by Jeffrey Rubenstein and Richard Kalmin, claim that careful 

attention to the Bavli’s literary semantic markings can yield data about when a source contained 

in the Bavli originated and how it was molded by its editors. David Weiss Halivni posits that 

schools of editors, whom he calls stammaim, edited the document can be recognized in their 

editing.34 

In his introduction to the edited volume Creativity and Composition, Jeffrey Rubenstein 

provides a snapshot into the activity of these editors. He says: 

They did not act as passive conduits, merely recording the traditions they received for 
posterity, nor did they limit themselves to succinct glosses designed to provide minimal 
requisite explanations. On the contrary, they added extensive discussions and 
commentary to the terse Amoraic traditions35 they received, juxtaposed them with related 

 
33 See, for example: Shamma Friedman, “La’agadah hahistorit batalmud habavli,” in Sefer hazikaron lerabbi Shaul 
Lieberman, ed. Shamma Friedman (New York: JTS Press, 1993), 119–164; Cohen, “Patriarchs and Scholarchs,” 28-
29; Richard Kalmin, Jewish Babylonia Between Persia and Roman Palestine (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2006). 

34 David Weiss Halivni, Formation of the Babylonian Talmud, translated by Jeffrey Rubenstein, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), especially chapter one, doi: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199739882.001.0001. 

35 And, I would add, early rabbinic traditions. 
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traditions, contextualized them in a larger discursive framework, and created the 
elaborate sugyot (literary units) that comprise the Bavli text.”36  
 
The result of the activity of the editors is a complex and variegated work that is a far cry 

from the linear works authored by individual philosophers and theologians of the ancient world. 

This dissertation follows this school of thought--that the Bavli is a heavily edited collection of 

discussions, narratives, and laws.37 The editors were greatly interested in preserving earlier 

source material, but they did not simply quote that material. Rather, they embedded earlier 

sources into legal discussions and narrative compositions that show an artistry and discourse all 

their own. Thus, while the Bavli cannot tell us much about the early rabbinic period, these 

scholars demonstrate that it is possible to make historical claims about the layer of the Bavli 

most visible to us—the layer of the stammaim—the anonymous editorial narrators of the Bavli. 

These scholars’ work shows that the Bavli can yield useful historically informed insights into 

rabbinic culture. Though we often lack the ability to speak decisively about the historical reality 

“on the ground,” what we have is a record of how the late antique Babylonian rabbis constructed 

their world. Discourse analysis asserts that “Everyone (more or less consciously) selects what is 

to be included or excluded from their picture of reality…”38 Even when texts do not present an 

accurate picture of historical reality, they do convey the author’s representation of that reality. 

 
36 Rubenstein, Jefferey, ed, Creation and Composition: The Contribution of the Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the 
Aggada, (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 1. Rubenstein here builds upon the work of others such as Halivni and 
Friedman. 

37 This consensus is not universal. See Peter Schaefer, “Research into Rabbinic Literature. An Attempt to Define the 
Status Quaestionis”, Journal of Jewish Studies, 37 (1986), especially 146-152, where he argues that rabbinic texts 
are not stable enough to pinpoint their historical timing at any stage before their final redaction. See however, Chaim 
Milikowsky’s rejoinder, “The Status Quaestionis of Research in Rabbinic Literature,” Journal of Jewish Studies, 39 
(1988): 201-211 and Schaefer’s response to Milikowsky’s rejoinder, “Once Again the Status Quaestionis of 
Research in Rabbinic Literature: An Answer to Chaim Milikowsky” Journal of Jewish Studies, 40 (1989): 89-94. 

38 Eileen Barker, “The Cult as a Social Problem,” in Religion and Social Problems, ed. Titus Hjelm, Routledge 
Advances in Sociology (New York: Routledge, 2010), 200.  
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For the study of the Bavli, this means that while the Bavli does not provide a window into how 

men and women, rabbis and non-rabbis lived, our study of the Bavli can clarify how the rabbis 

represented these lived relationships. For the purposes of this project, we can with authority 

speak about how the rabbis represented their own culture and how they discussed and 

represented the ways that cultural transmission works (or ought to work). 

There are a number of analytical tools at the disposal of a scholar doing discourse 

analysis of the Bavli: Literary analysis, source criticism, and examination of literary parallels can 

point to what is significant about the discourse of the Bavli in particular. 

Literary Analysis 
  
Discourse analysis uses tools of literary analysis such as close reading and trigger words. Since it 

is interested in the effects of words on constructing reality, any discussion of literary forms is 

conducted for the purpose of articulating more precisely how the words on the page construct 

ideas, beliefs, and social relations. Literary tools allow us to explore the use of certain terms and 

key phrases across sugyot and even across tractates. This means that we can view texts in 

different tractates as being in conversation with one another or at least in the same cultural 

universe as one another.   

The idea that literary tools can help inform not only how we read an individual sugya or 

narrative but also how we read the Bavli as a whole has been discussed at length by Tzvi 

Septimus. Septimus argues against Yona Fraenkel’s attempt to impose artificial boundaries on 

rabbinic narrative. He says instead that these boundaries can be expanded to encompass the 

whole Bavli:  

I also seek to expand Fraenkel’s notion of segirut (autonomy) to the entire Bavli rather 
than any one story within it. In doing so, I demonstrate that if, as Friedman argues, there 
is creative “reworking” in the Bavli, then it is an activity that extends beyond the 
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parameters of the story unit, or even the sugya. The Bavli as a whole is shaped and 
defined by this activity.39  
 

Septimus’s work shows us that the examination of creative reworking in one literary unit can be 

brought together with examination of creative reworking in another literary unit in the service of 

a discourse analysis that extends beyond a pericope to a tractate or even to the Bavli as a 

whole.40 

Source Criticism 
  
The idea that the editors of the Bavli interact creatively with the earlier source material they 

incorporate into their work provides another entry point for scholars attempting to isolate and 

understand the discourse of the Bavli’s editors. Shamma Friedman has laid out clear 

methodological tools for identifying the hand of the Bavli editor.41 Redactional layers can be 

teased out with careful attention to parallel sources and internal markers in the talmudic 

discussions. This is the hinge connecting redaction and representation. Pulling apart the layers 

shows you more clearly how the latest layer differs in its representation from earlier ones.  

The purpose of teasing out the layers is not to determine how the editors tampered with 

earlier sources, but rather to appreciate the nuanced ways in which the discourse of the editors 

differed from that of the source material they are working with. At times, reconstructing the 

 
39Zvi Septimus, “Trigger Words and Simultexts: The Experience of Reading the Bavli,” in Wisdom of Bat Sheva: In 
Memory of Beth Samuels, ed. Barry S. Wimpfheimer (Jersey City, N.J. : KTAV, 2009), 164. See also Zvi Septimus, 
“The Poetic Superstructure of the Babylonian Talmud and the Reader It Fashions,” PhD diss. (University of 
California, Berkeley; 2011). 
 
40 See Mira Wasserman, Jews, Gentiles and Other Animals: Talmud after the Humanities (Philadelphia : University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), for an example of how to do discourse analysis of a single tractate. My work differs 
from hers in that I have posed a question regarding parents and cultural transmission and I seek answers to that 
question across the corpus of the Bavli. Wasserman, in contrast, reads a single tractate in order in an attempt to 
unearth its discourse in a systematic way.   

41 See Shamma Friedman, "Pereq Ha-Isha Rabba in the Babylonian Talmud: A Critical Study of Yevamot X with a 
Methodological Introduction," (Hebrew) in Texts and Studies, Analecta Judaica, Vol. 1, edited by Hayyim Zalman 
Dimitrovsky, (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1977), especially 301-308.  
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discourse of the earlier material is impossible. Instead, examining how a source is incorporated 

into the discourse can show paths not taken by the editors. Discourse analysis suggests that the 

editorial act of incorporating an earlier source into the pericope in a specific way can have 

discursive effects that may have been unintended by the authors. For example, the way that the 

editors incorporate traditions about mothers into their discourse raises possibilities for the 

relationship between women and Torah study that explicit discussions of that question are closed 

to.  

Examination of Literary Parallels 
 
An important part of source criticism is the examination of literary parallels. Collections of early 

rabbinic material such as the Mishnah, Tosefta, halakhic and aggadic midrashim, and the 

Yerushalmi often provide parallels to the source material that the Bavli incorporates. Comparing 

the versions of those sources in the Bavli to those in earlier collections of rabbinic material can 

uncover significant differences between their respective contexts and formulations. These 

differences have implications for understanding the discourse of the Bavli. In the case of the 

parental role in cultural transmission, looking at the role of the parent in earlier collections can 

also show us how those collections present the role of the parent. Comparing the Bavli’s texts to 

those that came before can highlight the differences between the Bavli’s perspectives on this 

question and the perspectives of those earlier collections. 

The Passover seder, discussed in chapter 1, illustrates this point clearly. Despite the fact 

that the Bavli, a later source than the Mishnah, ignores the Mishnah’s focus on the evening as a 

story-telling event, this conception had staying power and is currently, in many households, the 

primary function of the evening’s rituals. This point demonstrates that the Bavli provides set of 
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perspectives about the parental role in cultural transmission that differs from other rabbinic 

perspectives.  

Yet there are certain questions the Bavli cannot answer. It is important to recognize that 

discourse analysis, especially one that is constructionist rather than critical, cannot explain why 

the rabbis represented themselves the way they did or the effect of their discourse on the lives of 

the men and women about and to whom they spoke.  In his handbook on discourse analysis, 

Titus Hjelm points out that for many scholars, “…the main problem with a discourse-analytical 

(and more broadly, constructionist) approach is the lack of strictly causal explanatory power...” 

This is because, “…the discourse itself cannot fully tell us how it is discussed, reinterpreted and 

resisted in practice.”42 In order to get to these questions, we would need historical records 

external to the Bavli, records which are difficult to come by.43 Future studies, however, could 

explore the reception of the Bavli’s ideas, charting how later interpreters navigated these 

questions in relation to the Bavli’s discourse. Other studies could look to the early rabbis and 

analyze their discourse(s) around the role of parents in cultural transmission, thereby charting a 

diachronic view of ideas around the parental role in cultural transmission. While I have laid the 

groundwork in this dissertation, more work would be needed to systematically chart the early 

rabbis’ representation of parental transmission of rabbinic culture. 

 
 
 

 
42 Titus Hjelm, “Discourse Analysis,” in the Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the Study of Religion, 
edited by Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler, Routledge Handbooks, (London ; New York: Routledge, 2011), 
145. 

43 Some attempts have been made to read history using rabbinic texts using methods that do not assume a positivist 
link between events described in the book and events on the ground. In Carnal Israel, for example, Daniel Boyarin 
proposes that: “there is a connection between the genres of rabbinic textuality and also between them and a 
society…” (11). He claims that: “We can use both halakhah and aggadah together to write a history of discursive 
processes and social sites, of communal mechanisms and institutions” (12). 
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Structure of the Dissertation 
 

Each chapter of my dissertation will look at the parental role in cultural transmission 

from a different aspect of defining culture. Chapter one, “Transmitting the Book: Talmud Torah 

and Hinukh,” deals with the internal categories of cultural transmission that the rabbis 

themselves provide.44 It explores the explicit discussions of rabbinic prescriptions regarding 

cultural transmission of textual and ritual knowledge. It examines two facets of cultural 

transmission: talmud torah (Torah study) and hinukh (transmission of ritual knowledge). I argue 

that while the rabbis do move textual transmission out of the home, they keep the transmission of 

ritual in the home, expanding parental responsibility in this area. Fathers who are not rabbis are 

portrayed as ancillary to a central project of the rabbinic movement, that of Torah study. This 

distinction helps explain the Bavli’s lack of attention to the role of the child in the narrative 

retelling portion of the Passover seder. 

My second chapter, “Beyond the Book: Rashbi and his Son,” moves beyond internal 

definitions of rabbinic cultural transmission into an exploration of the transmission of rabbinic 

values. It expands the lens of cultural transmission from the transmission of texts and rituals to 

include the transmission of a worldview, a set of values, and a way of life. Its starting point is a 

narrative that describes a father’s attempt at being the sole transmitter of culture to his son while 

the two sojourn in a secluded cave for thirteen years.  It then looks at what Alan Tindall terms 

“intra-psychic transmission” and asks how the son receives the transmission.45 I argue that the 

rabbis portray the son as receiving his father’s transmission of values but enacting those values 

in a warped way. Read together, these stories show the rabbis wrestling with the choice between 

 
44 I am using the term “book” here to imply the types of knowledge we usually associate with rabbinic culture—
textual and ritual knowledge. 

45 Allan Tindall, “Theory in the Study of Cultural Transmission”  Annual Review of Anthropology 5 (1976), 198. 
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participating in marriage and family life and eschewing such structures in favor of a monastic 

culture.  

 My third chapter, “Rabbinic Mothers” homes in on the role of mothers in cultural 

transmission. The culture it explores includes the ritual and textual knowledge of chapter one as 

well as the values and beliefs of chapter two and explores the roles the Bavli portrays mothers as 

having in transmitting both of these types of culture. This chapter highlights the myriad ways in 

which the rabbis imagine mothers to facilitate cultural transmission. These mothers are portrayed 

as morally preparing their sons to receive Torah, as supplying their sons with enhanced ritual 

objects, and even, in rare texts, as teaching their sons Torah. These mothers embody different 

models of maternal cultural transmission which belie the simple prescription excluding mothers 

from this role.  

Finally, my fourth chapter entitled “Expanding the Book: The Teachings of Abaye’s Mother” 

discusses the mother of the fourth-generation sage Abaye. Abaye quotes his mother using the 

phrase םא יל הרמא  over two dozen times in a variety of contexts. Her presence in the Bavli shows 

that robust transmission of rabbinic culture is happening in Abaye’s home. Despite the fact that 

the type of knowledge she transmits might have, without examination, been classified as external 

to the rabbinic project, I demonstrate that the Bavli incorporates it organically into its discourse. 

The wisdom she transmits can thus expand our ideas of what rabbinic culture encompasses. 

 
Note: Use of manuscripts 

Over the course of my research, I have consulted the Lieberman database through the Hachi 

Garsinan website as well as the manuscript that the Ma’agarim website identifies as the “best” 

manuscript. In the body of the dissertation, I indicate whether I have used the Vilna or one of the 

manuscripts as my base text. Where there are differences that go beyond orthography I have 
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noted them, especially when they are significant in shaping the meaning of a passage. I have not 

noted differences in orthography that do not change the meaning of the text. In passages without 

manuscript notations, there were no differences worth noting. 
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CHAPTER 1 

TEACHING THE BOOK: TALMUD TORAH AND HINUKH 
 

 Çיבִ֑אָ רסַ֣וּמ ינִבְּ֭ עמַ֣שְׁ
 ׃Çמֶּֽאִ תרַ֥וֹתּ שׁטֹּ֗תִּ֝־לאַוְ  

 ח:א ילשמ
 

This chapter addresses the internal terms the rabbis had for parental cultural 

transmission—talmud torah (Torah study) and hinukh. I begin by looking at the role the Hebrew 

Bible, as exemplified by the book of Deuteronomy, expects parents (both fathers and mothers) to 

play in the promulgating of Torah to their children. I then show the ways in which the early 

rabbis actively read mothers and daughters out of this commandment. I argue that it is the Bavli 

that splits the parental role in educating children into two distinct obligations—talmud torah and 

hinukh. Hinukh is initiation into Jewish ritual practice. It entails the mimetic transmission of 

cultural practices which in turn enable children to see themselves as connected to the broader 

community of practitioners. Examples of this include details about how to observe the Sabbath 

and dietary laws, as well as obligations such as the donning of ritual garments. While talmud 

torah, the study or teaching of Torah, loosely corresponds to what we would call “education,” it 

means much more to the rabbis than a straightforward intellectual pursuit of knowledge and goes 

beyond giving children the reasons for performing any given ritual. A father tasked with talmud 

torah would induct his son into the pursuit of scriptural study for its own sake, a pursuit that 

transcended any individual ritual obligation, becoming a cultural practice in its own right.  

I show an opposite dynamic with each of these obligations. Later Babylonian rabbis 

rhetorically limit the paternal role in talmud torah, while maintaining, or even expanding the 

parental role in hinukh--the initiation of the child into religious life. The Bavli employs two 

discursive strategies to minimize the paternal role in talmud torah, leaving this obligation 
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ultimately in the hands of teachers. By creating and even expanding the obligation of hinukh, 

however, the Bavli creates a robust rabbinic-level obligation for parents (potentially fathers and 

mothers, see the discussion below) to initiate their children into religious practice.  Ultimately, 

the Bavli understands both parents as playing a key role in teaching their children how to 

practice mitzvot (commandments) but not in teaching their children Torah.  

The trend to limit the paternal role in talmud torah aligns with an increasing 

reconceptualization of talmud torah as a theologically charged practice best engaged with in the 

context of the master-disciple relationship. The shift reflects a transition from the father as being 

the central agent of cultural transmission in its broadest sense, to an imagined reality in which 

parental transmission is confined to the ritual realm, while the practice of scriptural study which 

knit the rabbinic community together was placed in the hands of teachers and sages. 

 
Cultural Transmission in Deuteronomy 
 

Deuteronomy is a central locus for instructions regarding how to perpetuate the covenant 

between Israel and God.46 I will discuss its approach by reading closely a few verses of 

Deuteronomy 6, which provides a programmatic statement regarding the parent’s role in cultural 

transmission.47 Moses begins by telling the people that he is instructing them in “the 

commandments, the laws, and the ordinances” that God commanded them to perform in the land 

that they will soon inhabit. Verse 2 expresses the desire that, through studying these 

commandments, not only will the assembled fear God and keeps God’s commandments, their 

children and grandchildren will do so as well.  

 
46 For more on children’s role in the book of Deuteronomy as a whole see Patrick Miller, “That the Children May 
Know”: Children in Deuteronomy, in The Child in the Bible, ed. Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans, 2008), 45-62. 

47 I will use “parents” and “children” in my discussion of the passages from Deuteronomy.  
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But how are parents to fulfill this obligation if their children did not experience the 

miraculous events of the exodus, did not hear God’s words from the mouth of Moses? The last 

section of Deuteronomy 6 provides an answer to this question: 

  ׃םכֶֽתְאֶ וּניהֵ֖†-אֱ ׳ה הוָּ֛צִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םיטִ֔פָּשְׁמִּהַוְ ם֙יקִּחֻהַֽוְ תדֹ֗עֵהָ המָ֣ רמֹ֑אלֵ רחָ֖מָ Ç֛נְבִ Ç֥לְאָשְׁיִ־יכִּֽ
  ׃הקָֽזָחֲ ד֥יָבְּ םיִרַ֖צְמִּמִ  ׳ה וּנאֵ֧יצִיֹּוַ םיִרָ֑צְמִבְּ העֹ֖רְפַלְ וּנייִ֥הָ םידִ֛בָעֲ Ç֔נְבִלְ תָּ֣רְמַאָוְ
  ׃וּנינֵֽיעֵלְ וֹת֖יבֵּ־לכׇבְוּ העֹ֥רְפַבְּ םיִרַ֛צְמִבְּ ׀ םיעִ֧רָוְ םילִ֨דֹגְּ םיתִ֠פְמֹוּ֠ תתֹ֣וֹא  ׳ה ןתֵּ֣יִּוַ
  ׃וּניתֵֽבֹאֲלַ עבַּ֖שְׁנִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־תאֶ וּ֙נלָ֨ תתֶלָ֤ וּנתָ֔אֹ איבִ֣הָ ן֙עַמַ֙לְ םשָּׁ֑מִ איצִ֣וֹה וּנתָ֖וֹאוְ
  ׃הזֶּֽהַ םוֹיּ֥הַכְּ וּנתֵ֖יֹּחַלְ םימִ֔יָּהַ־לכׇּ וּ֙נלָ֨ בוֹט֥לְ וּניהֵ֑†-אֱ  ׳ה ־תאֶ האָ֖רְיִלְ הלֶּאֵ֔הָ םיקִּ֣חֻהַ־לכׇּ־תאֶ ת֙וֹשׂעֲלַ  ׳ה י וּנוֵּ֣צַיְוַ
ֹזּהַ הוָ֣צְמִּהַ־לכׇּ־תאֶ תוֹשׂ֜עֲלַ רמֹ֨שְׁנִ־יכִּֽ וּנלָּ֑־היֶהְתִּֽ הקָ֖דָצְוּ  }ס{ ׃וּנוָּֽצִ רשֶׁ֥אֲכַּ וּניהֵ֖†-אֱ ׳ה ינֵ֛פְלִ תא֗
 

20 When your children ask you in time to come, “What are the decrees and the statutes 
and the ordinances that the LORD our God has commanded you?”  
21 then you shall say to your children, “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but 
the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand. 22 The LORD displayed before our 
eyes great and awesome signs and wonders against Egypt, against Pharaoh and all his 
household. 23 He brought us out from there in order to bring us in, to give us the land that 
he promised on oath to our ancestors. 24 Then the LORD commanded us to observe all 
these statutes, to fear the LORD our God, for our lasting good, so as to keep us alive, as is 
now the case. 25 If we diligently observe this entire commandment before the LORD our 
God, as he has commanded us, we will be in the right.” (Deut. 6:20-25, NRSV) 
 

These verses depict an exchange between parent and child. The child asks the parent about the 

practices Moses has been teaching the Israelites. The parent does not list a series of covenantal 

obligations, but rather responds by transmitting to the child the memory of divine intervention in 

the exodus from Egypt, what Robert Cover calls a “master narrative.”48 Cover states that, “The 

intelligibility of normative behavior inheres in the communal character of the narratives that 

provide the context of that behavior.”49 The parent has responded to a child’s expression of 

disconnect (“that God has commanded you”) by embedding the practices in question into a 

 
48 See Michael Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture: A Literary Reading of Selected Texts, (Oxford: Oneworld, 
1998), 79-83, for a claim that these verses ask the father to enmesh the son in the legacy of the “living past.” 

49 Robert M. Cover, "The Supreme Court, 1982 Term -- Foreword: Nomos and Narrative," Harvard Law Review 
97:4  (1983-84), 10. Also appears in the Faculty Scholarship Series of Yale Law School, Paper 2705, 
http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/fss_papers/2705.  
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master narrative of redemption. God has brought “us” out of Egypt so that we might follow 

God’s commandments in the land that God has promised “us.” 

Deuteronomy 6 thus asks parent to engage deliberately in cultural transmission. Parents are 

asked to teach the rituals that set the Israelites apart from other cultures. While doing so, they 

must also transmit another piece of culture—the national story that provides the context for the 

rituals. They must contextualize the rituals in the master narrative of the Israelites—the 

miraculous divine intervention in the life of the nation that led to the circumstances in which 

these teachings might be enacted. This second element of cultural transmission, embedding the 

“nomos” in the “narrative,” ideally enables their children to transition from an outsider stance of 

“your commandments” to that of an insider “us.” 

While the verbs in Deuteronomy 6 are all in the masculine form, scholars of the book of 

Deuteronomy concur that the book imagines mothers as part of the commandment to teach 

children. Moshe Weinfeld argues that in contrast to Exodus, Deuteronomy includes women in its 

covenantal ceremonies and includes daughters in the description of festival rituals.50 He claims 

that this shows that when the Deuteronomist addresses the nation with the “you plural,” this 

address applies equally to husbands and wives.51 This would mean that mothers and not just 

fathers are charged by the book in inculcating in their children an adherence to the words of 

Torah and the observance of God’s commandments. Sandra Jacobs strongly disagrees with 

Weinfeld’s views on the attitudes of Deuteronomy towards women’s role. She points to passages 

that treat women as sexual objects, for example, as evidence for Deuteronomy’s portrayal of 

 
50 See Moshe Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 291, where 
he contrasts the fact that men had to separate from their wives in Exodus (19:10) before the revelation of the 
decalogue with the fact that women are explicitly mentioned as participants in covenantal ceremonies of 
Deuteronomy 29 and 30. 

51 Ibid. 
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women as second class citizens.52 And yet, she too sees women as sharing the parental educative 

role. Thus, the picture we are left with is that regardless of the scholarly disagreement regarding 

the place of women in the Deuteronomic covenant, both scholars see mothers and fathers alike as 

central in teaching children the “nomos” and the “narrative” of the Israelite covenant with God.53  

 
Talmud Torah: The Early Rabbis 
 
Early rabbis, like Deuteronomy, articulate a parental obligation to teach Torah to one’s children. 

Unlike Deuteronomy, however, the early rabbis explicitly read mothers out of this obligation. 

Early rabbinic sources list talmud torah as a commandment central to rabbinic fatherhood. 

Tosefta Qiddushin, for example, lists it alongside four other obligations as the obligations a 

father has to his son, stating:  

 54השא ואישהלו תונמוא ודמללו הרות ודמללו ותודפלו ולומל ןבה לע באה תוצמ איה וז יא
 

What is the commandment of the father on [behalf of] the son? To circumcise him, to redeem 
him, to teach him Torah, to teach him a craft, and to marry him off.55  

 
52 Sandra Jacobs, “Women in Deuteronomy,” in the Oxford Handbook of Deuteronomy, edited by Don C. Benjamin, 
(Oxford: January 2021), doi: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190273552.013.13. Jacobs concludes her article by saying, 
“For Deuteronomy, with its obsessive preoccupation on the binding nature of the covenant, there was little choice 
but to acknowledge the presence of women to ensure the continuity of the nation and to disseminate its message 
effectively to the next generation. Far more than ‘the priority of men and the irrelevance of women’ (Brueggemann 
2001, 243) was the need to control sexual access to, and the actions of, the female body in the future promised land. 
And in answer to the question, “Are Women Addressees” in Deuteronomy? Only inasmuch as they support and 
inculcate its message to their children—but never as members of the “congregation of the Lord” in their own right.” 
Despite her pessimism about the Deuteronomic view of women, she acknowledges their role in teaching their 
children. 

53 See Steven D. Fraade, “Nomos and Narrative Before ‘Nomos and Narrative,’” in Legal Fictions: Studies of Law 
and Narrative in the Discursive Worlds of Ancient Jewish Sectarians and Sages (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011), 17-
34, for a different take on how Cover’s frameworks relate to rabbinic texts.  

54 Tosefta Qiddushin 1. Vienna and Erfurt Manuscripts do not differ from the printed edition here. 

55 Some tannaitic sources focus on the obligation to teach the son a craft. Mishnah Qiddushin 4 and Tosefta 
Qiddushin 5 describe the types of crafts that would be acceptable trades for a father to teach. At the close of these 
discussions, both report that R. Nehorai used to say that he would only teach his son Torah and not a craft because 
regardless of whether or not you get ill or weak, Torah will stand by you. “It guards a person from all evil in his 
youth and gives him surety and hope and hope in his old age.” (Mishnah Qiddushin 4:14; Tosefta Qiddushin 5, 
Vienna) 
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Mishnah Qiddushin 1:7 clarifies that all of these obligations are incumbent only on fathers 

and not mothers: ָּתוֹרוּטפְּ םישִׁנָוְ ןיבִיָּחַ םישִׁנָאֲ ,באָהָ לעַ ןבֵּהַ תוֹצְמִ לכ . “All the commandments of a son 

upon a father—men are obligated and women are exempt.”56  While exempt need not mean 

excluded, obligation is a tool the rabbis used frequently to define identity. Elizabeth Shanks 

Alexander argues that for the rabbis, talmud torah was equivalent to Cover’s “narrative” in that it 

“reaffirmed their covenantal relationship with God and forged them into a community.”57 By 

excluding mothers from this commandment, the rabbis exclude them from the covenantal 

community of those engaged in the study and teaching of God’s Torah. Another early rabbinic 

source, Mekhilta de Rabbi Yishmael lays out an even starker distinction between fathers and 

mothers with regards to the teaching of Torah:  

  םירבדב ותלדשמ איהש ינפמ ויבאמ רתוי ומא תא דבכמ םדאש 'ועה היהו 'אש ימ ינפל היה יולג 'וא ׳ר
 ודמלמ אוהש ינפמ ומאמ רתוי ויבא ןמ ארייתמ ןבהש 'ועה 'ו 'ש ימ 'פל היה יולגו דוביכב םאל באה תא םידקה ךכיפל
  ארומב באל םאה תא םידקה ךכיפל הרות
 

Rebbi states: It was revealed before the-one-who-spoke-and-the-world-became, that a 
man honors his mother more than his father, because she persuades him with words. 
Therefore God prioritized the father before the mother in [the realm of] honor. And it was 
revealed before the-one-who-spoke-and-the-world-became, that a man fears his father 
more than his mother, because he teaches him Torah—therefore he prioritized the mother 
over the father in [the realm of] awe.58  
 

This midrash presents a static view of the roles mothers and fathers play in childrearing. The 

father teaches his son Torah and this instruction, says Rebbi, inherently leads to awe or fear.  The 

mother, in contrast, uses persuasive language, language less likely to incite fear in the son and 

 
56 It is worth noting that the “Commandments of a child upon the parent” are obligatory for both men and women in 
this same source:  This highlights the fact that for the rabbis, the words בא   and ןב  were not exclusively masculine 
terms. Because of this, the rabbis had to clarify when they chose to exclude women from these umbrella categories. 

57 Elizabeth Shanks Alexander, Gender and Timebound Commandments in Judaism (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 178. 

58 Mekhilta Bahodesh 8 (Vatican manuscript).  
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more likely to lead to honor. Framed as a description of reality, this source shapes the respective 

gendered roles the early rabbis saw for parents—fathers are to teach Torah, while mothers 

engage in conciliatory speech. The Torah that the father teaches leads his son to fear him. 

Since the early rabbis exclude mothers from the obligation to teach Torah, it should come as 

no surprise that they also exclude daughters from being the recipients of Torah instruction. 

Above, I spoke about how the second person plural can often be understood to include women 

such that the early rabbis must explicitly exclude them rather than assuming their exclusion. A 

similar ambiguity exists around the word ןב —son/child. When scripture uses the term םכינב  are 

the “children” referred to exclusively male progeny or are daughters included as well? Sifre 

Devarim picks up this ambiguity. R. Yosi clarifies: תא אלו םכינב תא םב 'בדל 'ינב 'א 'תא םתדמלו 

יקע ןב יסוי 'ר 'בד םכיתנב ' “ ‘And you shall teach your children (masc.) to speak about them…’ 

(Deuteronomy 11:19)—your sons and not your daughters. These are the words of R. Yosi son of 

Aqiva.”59 R. Yosi’s statement highlights the fact that the biblical text leaves open the possibility 

that sons and daughters might both have been included in the biblical prescription to study 

Torah.  The above discussion demonstrates that like the biblical scholars discussed above, the 

early rabbis, too, saw ambiguity in the biblical text regarding whether the plural verbs around 

instruction refer to both genders or to fathers and sons to the exclusion of mothers and daughters. 

The early rabbis make their reading explicit—only fathers and sons are included.  

 
Early Rabbinic Curriculum of Paternal Instruction 
 

While Tosefta Qiddushin lists talmud torah as a central paternal obligation, it does not 

indicate what it entails. Two early rabbinic sources, Sifre Devarim and Tosefta Hagiga provide a 

 
59 Sifre Devarim 46 (Vatican). 
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greater indication of the curriculum the rabbis imagined fathers should teach their sons. In line 

with the early rabbinic trend to highlight the paternal role in cultural transmission, Sifre Devarim 

employs Deuteronomy 11:19 in presenting fathers as the conduits of rabbinic culture. The full 

context in Deuteronomy reads: 

  ׃Çמֶֽוּקבְוּ Ç֖בְּכְשׇׁבְוּֽ øרֶדֶּ֔בַ Ç֣תְּכְלֶבְוּ Ç֙תֶ֙יבֵבְּ Ç֤תְּבְשִׁבְּ םבָּ֑ רבֵּ֣דַלְ םכֶ֖ינֵבְּ־תאֶ םתָ֛אֹ םתֶּ֥דְמַּלִוְ
  ׃Çירֶֽעָשְׁבִוּ Çתֶ֖יבֵּ תוֹז֥וּזמְ־לעַ םתָּ֛בְתַכְוּ
 ׃ץרֶאָֽהָ־לעַ םיִמַ֖שָּׁהַ ימֵ֥יכִּ םהֶ֑לָ תתֵ֣לָ םכֶ֖יתֵבֹאֲלַ הוָ֛הֹיְ עבַּ֧שְׁנִ רשֶׁ֨אֲ המָ֔דָאֲהָֽ לעַ֚ םכֶ֔ינֵבְ ימֵ֣יוִ ם֙כֶימֵיְ וּבּ֤רְיִ ןעַמַ֨לְ
 

19Teach them to your children, talking about them when you are at home and when you 
are away, when you lie down and when you rise. 20Write them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates, 21so that your days and the days of your children may be 
multiplied in the land that the Lord swore to your ancestors to give them, as long as the 
heavens are above the earth.  
 

The Sifre interprets these verses as indicating an obligation that starts as soon as the child is able 

to speak:60  

 … םב 'בדל 'ינב 'א 'תא םתדמלו
  הרות ודמלמו )('וקה ןושלב ומע רבדמ ויבא רבדל ליחתמ קוניתהשכ 'מא ןכימ
  ורבוק וליאכ ול יואר הרות ודמלמו 'דוקה ןושלב ומע רבדמ ןיא םא
  םכינב ימיו םכימי וברי ןעמל םכינב תא םתא םתדמל םא 'ינב 'תא םתדמלו 'נש
 ... 'ינב ימיו 'ימי ורצקתי ןעמל ואל םאו
 

“And you shall teach them”…From here they say that when a child begins to speak, his 
father speaks with him in the holy tongue and teaches him Torah. And if he does not 
speak with him in the holy tongue and each him Torah, it is as if he buries him. As it 
says, ‘and you shall teach your children.’ If you teach your children: ‘…21so that your 
days and the days of your children may be multiplied.’ But if not: …so that your days 
will be shortened and the days of your children”…  
 

This source gives a description of paternal instruction. From the moment children can speak, 

fathers are charged with speaking to them in “the holy tongue” and teaching them Torah. Picking 

up on the promises verse 21 makes that God will lengthen the life of those who study and teach 

Torah, the Sifre suggests that this is an obligation whose fulfillment has life and death 

 
60 Sifre Devarim 46 (Vatican ms)  
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consequences: Fathers who fail at this responsibility, says Sifre Devarim, have essentially buried 

their child! In line with other tannaitic material, Sifre Devarim posits that fathers are the ones 

who initiate their children into rabbinic culture—a culture that this source defines as including 

“holy tongue” (knowledge of Hebrew) and study of Torah. 

 Tosefta Hagiga 1:3 echoes the language of Sifre Devarim, but this time in the context of 

the son’s ritual obligations: 

 םלועל אב אלש ול יואר ואל םאו שדוק ןושלו הרותו עמש ודמלמ ויבא רבדל עדוי

[When] he knows [how] to speak, his father teaches him the shema, Torah, and the holy 
tongue. And if he does not, he should not have come to the world. (i.e. it is better for him 
not to have been born.)61  

 
According to the Tosefta, when a child can speak, his father is obligated to teach him to recite 

the covenantal declaration of Deuteronomy 6. He also is to teach him Torah (the precise 

parameters of which are significantly undefined) and the holy tongue (echoing Sifre Devarim). A 

father is obligated to teach his son the foundational prayer, the contents of the Hebrew Bible, and 

the Hebrew language. Both Sifre Devarim and Tosefta Hagiga see this obligation as so central to 

cultural continuity that it curses any father who does not comply.62 Tannaitic sources, therefore, 

directly command fathers to teach Torah to their sons. In these texts, the obligation includes 

speaking to their sons in Hebrew, reciting the shema with them, and teaching them Torah more 

 
61 The context of this source will be analyzed in the hinukh section of this chapter. 

62 As Catherine Hezser points out, the hyperbolic nature of this consequence suggests that fathers were not actually 
fulfilling this obligation in the way the rabbis would have liked; see Hezser, Social Structure of the Rabbinic 
Movement in Roman Palestine (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), 94. Stating the obligation in this way nonetheless 
puts fathers at the center of the project of cultural transmission.  
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broadly.63 There is no limit or further specificity on what type of Torah the father should teach 

his son, leaving the impression that the obligation is broad and expansive. 

 
The Bavli Limits Paternal Instruction  
 
In two locations, Bavli Sukkah and Bavli Qiddushin, the Bavli takes an expansive curriculum of 

talmud torah and narrows it. The result of this narrowing is a limitation of the paternal role in 

talmud torah. It is not that the Bavli thinks sons should not learn the rest of the Torah that the 

fathers are not tasked with teaching, but rather that it is no longer the father’s role to do this 

teaching. Limiting the paternal curriculum is one way that the Bavli writes fathers out of the 

project of talmud torah.  

Bavli Sukkah 
 
Bavli Sukkah 42a limits the scope of the tannaitic curriculum:  

  .עמש תירקו הרות ודמלמ ויבא - רבדל עדוי … :׳בר ונת
 64.ןושאר קוספ אדסח בר 'מא :עמש תירק. ׳וגו השרומ השמ ונל הוצ הרות :אנונמה ר״א :הרות

 
Our rabbis taught: … If he knows how to speak—his father teaches him Torah and the 
recitation of the shema. 
Torah:  Rav Hamnuna said: “Moses commanded us the Torah, an inheritance of the 
congregation of Jacob.” (Deuteronomy 33:4) Recitation of the shema: Rav Hisda said: 
The first verse. 

 
The discussion in Bavli Sukkah begins by quoting a parallel to Tosefta Hagigah with minor 

variations—a father is required to teach his son Torah. Rav Hamnuna limits the obligation of 

talmud torah radically to a single verse: “Moses commanded us the Torah, an inheritance of the 

congregation of Jacob.” Rav Hamnuna thus limits the requirements of parental instruction in 

 
63 I have left the word Torah untranslated. It could mean scripture narrowly but there was a rabbinic concept of 
“Oral Torah” which includes rabbinic explanations and expansions of scripture as well as additional legal rulings. It 
is unclear which definition of Torah fits better here. 

64 This version is Oxford 2677. British Library 400 has . ןושאר קרפ    All the other manuscripts have קוספ . 
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Torah to teaching a verse about being part of a community of those who receive Torah.65 Rather 

than teaching any specific content, paternal transmission here becomes a simple ritual involving 

the recitation of a single verse.  

 The second question-and-answer pair is even more striking—the Bavli asks: “What is 

shema?” This question seems less warranted than the question of what constitutes talmud torah; 

the obligation to recite the shema prayer is laid out concretely in Mishnah Berakhot 2:2 and 

already includes saying all three paragraphs.66 Rav Hisda’s answer “the first verse” introduces a 

more minimal obligation than what Mishnah Berakhot lays out. It underscores the fact that the 

Bavli has limited any paternal obligation to teach children Torah almost to the point of 

oblivion.67 Both in the case of talmud torah and the shema, I am not contending that the rabbis 

would frown upon a father who chose to teach more. Rather, I am claiming that limiting the 

paternal obligation of teaching Torah to one or two verses demonstrates that these rabbis no 

longer see fathers as integral to the project of Torah transmission. 

Bavli Qiddushin 
 
Bavli Qiddushin 30a is the only other sugya to explicitly engage the question of what, 

specifically, fathers are obligated to teach their sons. The discussion opens by inquiring about 

how to define the limit of the paternal obligation to teach one’s son Torah: דומלל םדא בייח ןכיה דע 

הרות ונב ? “What is the limit on a person’s obligation to teach his son Torah?” 

 
65 There are two other possible explanations for this limitation. The Rav Hamnuna may be instructing fathers what to 
teach their sons first, as soon as they can speak. Alternatively, this question may stem from a tendency of the Bavli 
to concretize obligations that seem too abstract or broad. Nonetheless, its effect is to limit the scope of the paternal 
educative role. 

66 Mishnah Berakhot 2:2 lists the opening phrases of each of the paragraphs of the shema, showing that the tannaim 
already had the three paragraphs as a fixed liturgical unit. 

67 An alternative way of reading this limitation is that Rav Hamnuna and Rav Hisda wish to provide a minimal 
obligation that the father could teach a very young child. If this were the case, however, I would have liked the Bavli 
to make a distinction based on age. 
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This question is striking because a similar question is raised regarding the limits on filial piety on 

Bavli Qiddushin 31a and 32a. There, the answer implies that filial piety has no limits. 68 

Similarly, here Shmuel initially offers an answer that covers the entirety of rabbinic literature: 69 

  70בר ׳מא ׳דוהי בר רמא
  תודגהו תוכלה דומלת הנשמו ארקמ 72הרות ויבא יבא ודמילש 71ןד ןב ןולובז ןוגכ

  הרות וז ארקמ 75אבא ר״או הנשמ ודמלמ ןיא ארקמ ודמיל :74יביתימ73
 דומלתו הנשמו ארקמ םתה וליאד ןד ןב ׳לובזכ אלו ויבא יבא ודמלש ןד ןב ןולובזכ .ןד ןב ןולבזכ אלו ןד ןב ןולובזכ
  דבלב ארקמ אכה וליאו תודגהו תוכלה

 
Rav Yehuda said in the name of Rav (Shmuel in most mss): Like Zebulun son of Dan 
whose grandfather taught him scripture, Mishnah, Talmud, laws, and hagadot. 
They object (from a baraita): If he taught him scripture, he need not teach him Mishnah. 
And R’ Abba said: Scripture—this is Torah. 
Like Zebulun son of Dan and not like Zebulun son of Dan. Like Zebulun son of Dan in 
that his grandfather taught him. And not like Zebulun son of Dan—here scripture alone. 

 
Shmuel suggests that fathers have a broad, all-encompassing obligation to teach: “scripture, 

and Mishnah, and Talmud, laws, and hagadot.” Shmuel contends that the obligation to teach 

one’s son Torah encompasses the entirety of a rabbinic educational program. Contrast Shmuel’s 

 
ומילִכְמַ וֹניאֵוְ וינָפָבְּ ם 68 יָּלַ וּנּקֶרְזְיִוְ יקִנָרְאַ לוֹטּיִּשֶׁ ידֵכְּ םהֶלָ רמַאָ ?םאֵוָ באָ דוּבּיכִּ ןכָיהֵ דעַ :רזֶעֶילִאֱ יבִּרַ תאֶ וּלאֲשָׁ ֹ. “They asked R. Eliezer 
what the limit is on honoring one’s father and mother? He answered: Such that he takes a purse and throws it into 
the sea in his face and he does not shame him.” This is an extreme ask to make of a child, implying that the 
obligation to honor (or at least not shame) a parent has no limits. 

69 This and all of the quotations of this sugya come from the Vatican 110-111 version.  

70 The Vilna printing and all of the other manuscripts have Shmuel here so I will refer to him as Shmuel in my 
discussion. 

71 I have not located any other instances of this name in rabbinic literature and Kosovsky cites only this sugya as 
where Zebulun ben Dan appears. There do not seem to be resonances with the midrashic traditions regarding 
Zebulun and Dan. In Sifre Devarim (354:2-8), Zebulun is contrasted with his brother Yissachar. Yissachar stays in 
the tent and studies Torah, while Zebulun is the businessman. Dan is portrayed as a warrior who guards the borders. 
It is difficult, however, to connect these significations to this discussion. 

72 Lacking in the other versions. It makes sense to leave it out, since it seems to be an umbrella term encompassing 
all of what follows. 

73 Oxford Heb b. 1/8-9 adds ״ יאה הילוכ הירומגאל בייחמ ימו גאל בייחמ ימו בר רמא CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 has ;״ ... 

74 Oxford Heb b. 1/8-9 and CUL: T-S NS 329.1015  have אינתהו  

75 Vilna has אבר רמא ; Oxford 367 has בר רמא ; Munich 95 has בבר רמא  ׳
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answer with that of Rav Hamnuna in the previous section. Rather than reading fathers out of 

instruction as Rav Hamnuna does, Shmuel imagines a broad and wide-ranging obligation. To 

accomplish it, the father must be a well-educated rabbi.  

 The anonymous voice (or Rav in one manuscript—see note), however, challenges 

Shmuel’s statement from an allegedly early rabbinic source, albeit one unattested in compilations 

of early rabbinic teachings.76 “If he taught him scripture, he need not / does not teach him 

Mishnah.” Here, once again, we have a limitation of the paternal role. A father is obligated to 

teach his son only scripture but not the rest of the rabbinic curriculum. This obligation, while 

more expansive than the one suggested by Rav Hamnuna in Bavli Sukkah, is still more limited 

than the rabbinic curriculum Shmuel suggested.77 The narrator resolves the challenge to Shmuel 

by suggesting that the precedent Shmuel drew on was not related to the content of transmission 

(though this is precisely the question the precedent was meant to answer). Rather, the Bavli picks 

up on the fact that in Shmuel’s statement, Zebulun ben Dan does not learn this comprehensive 

rabbinic curriculum from his father, but rather from his grandfather. It suggests that the true 

force of his teaching is to implicate grandfathers in the paternal obligation to teach Torah.78 This 

resolution neutralizes the force of Shmuel’s daunting educational program.79  

 
76 At times, the Bavli does invent early rabbinic sources. See for example Louis Jacobs, “Are There Fictitious 
Baraitot in the Babylonian Talmud?” Hebrew Union College Annual, 42 (1971), 185-96. If they did so in this case, 
perhaps they did so in order to limit Rav’s prescription. 

77 This source serves as a challenge to Shmuel’s position because of the Bavli’s stance that earlier sources hold more 
weight than later ones. 

78 The slipperiness between paternal and grandpaternal obligations continues for the rest of this Talmudic 
discussion. 

79 It is worth noting that the next section of the discussion, not analyzed here, also rejects the idea that the 
grandfather is obligated to teach his grandson Torah. 
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 The source thus is in line with the source in Bavli Sukkah in limiting the scope of what 

textual content fathers are actually responsible for teaching their sons. Whereas Shmuel proposes 

that fathers teach their sons the central documents of rabbinic literature, the Bavli claims that 

fathers teach only scripture. The Bavli rejects Shmuel’s idea that the obligation might extend 

further into “Mishnah, Talmud, laws, and hagadot.” This Oral Torah education, the Bavli 

implies, is best discharged by someone else. Shmuel’s proposal that a father might be responsible 

for teaching his son the rabbinic curriculum in its entirety does not stand.  

 
The Bavli Reframes the Paternal Obligation 

A second way the Bavli limits the paternal obligation in talmud torah is by reframing it. Bavli 

Qiddushin and Bavli Bava Batra do this in different ways. Bavli Qiddushin reframes teaching 

one’s son Torah as a pietistic supererogatory practice, while Bavli Bava Batra denigrates the 

paternal role entirely, reinterpreting the obligation to teach Torah as an obligation to take one’s 

child to a qualified professional. 

Talmud Torah: A Pietistic Practice 

Bavli Qiddushin 30a continues the discussion of paternal obligation in talmud torah. While the 

opening section of the discussion limited this obligation, this section modulates the exclusion of 

fathers from talmud torah by suggesting that teaching one’s son oneself is a pietistic practice that 

some rabbis engaged in, a worthy though optional practice.80 This section of the discussion 

begins by recounting a tradition connected with the 3rd century scholar Rabbi Yehoshua ben 

Levi: 

  יניס רהמ ׳לבק וליאכ ׳תכה וילע הלעמ הרות ונב תא דמלמה לכ יול ןב עשוהי ר״א
  ברוחב ךיהלא 'ה ינפל תדמע רשא םוי היל ךימסו ךינבל םתעדוהו ׳נש

 
80 We know that it is optional because of the rejection of Shmuel’s position that fathers ought to teach their sons a 
broad swath of content discussed above. 
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Anyone who teaches his son81 Torah, scripture considers [the 
son] to have received it from Mount Sinai. 
As it says, “and you shall make known to your sons and to the sons of your sons” and it 
juxtaposes to it, “the day on which you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb.” 

 
In this statement, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi encourages fathers to study Torah with their sons, 

saying that if they do, it is as though the son received revelation straight from Sinai. Rabbi 

Yehoshua ben Levi’s statement does not imply an obligation; rather, it is a homiletical reading of 

the verses, stating that teaching one’s own child is a moment of Sinaitic revelation. While a 

beautiful statement, the phrase “Scripture considers him…” implies that this teaching is 

somehow supererogatory—a going above and beyond that is not a binding obligation.  

The supererogatory nature of this statement becomes even more clear when comparing 

this statement to a story about R. Yehoshua ben Levi in the Yerushalmi.82 There, R. Yehoshua 

ben Levi teaches his student about the same verses but this time in the context of a broader 

instructional tale about hearing Torah from grandchildren: 

  אבוש תבורע לכב הירב רב ןמ התשרפ עמש ףילי הוה יול ןב עשוהי יבר
  אב רב אייח יברד היתפתכ לע ךימתסמ הוהו אירביטד ןיסומיד ןההב יחסימ לאעו ישניא ןמז דח
  היל קפנו רזחו הירב רב ןמ היתשרפ עמש אלד רהניא

... 
  ןיקיספמ ןיא וליחתה םא יבר ןפלא ןכ אלו אבא רב אייח יבר היל רמא
  יניס רהמ העמוש אוה ולאכ ונב ןב ןמ השרפ עמושה לכש ךיניעב איה הלק ינב אייח היל רמא
 ברוחב ךיהלא 'ה ינפל תדמע רשא םוי״ ״ךינב ינבלו ךינבל םתעדוהו״ אמעט המו
 

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi was wont to hear the [Torah] portion from his grandson every 
Friday. One time he forgot and he entered to bathe in the bathhouses of Tiberias and he was 
leaning on the shoulder of Rabbi Hiyya son of Abba. 
He remembered that he had not heard the portion from his grandson and he left. 

 
81 This is the version of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi’s statement in the Munich 95, Vatican 110, Genizah fragments 
(Image CJ114278), and Oxford (Heb. b. 1/8–9) manuscripts. It is also paralleled on Berakhot 21b, where the Vilna 
and the manuscripts contain the word “son” rather than grandson. The Vilna and other printed versions of the 
statement in Qiddushin, however, reads “son of his son.”  

82 Yerushalmi Shabbat 1:1 page 3a Venice printing 6b in the Vilna. 
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Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba said to him: But did you not teach us, my teacher, if they started 
[bathing on Friday afternoon] they do not stop?83 
He said to him: Hiyya my son—is it insignificant in your eyes that anyone who hears a 
portion from his grandson is as if he hears it from Sinai? 
And what is the reason? “and you shall teach them to your children and your grandchildren” 
“the day that you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb.” (Deuteronomy 4:9-10) 

 
In this source, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi demonstrates his personal commitment to hearing 

Torah from his grandson. He is accustomed to doing so every Friday, and when he forgets, he 

goes to great lengths to rectify the situation, interrupting his own social bathing ritual to hear it. 

It is in this context that he teaches his student that anyone who hears Torah from his grandson it 

is as though he heard it from the mouth of God at Sinai.  

 The Yerushalmi does not propose an official “on the books” obligation to listen to one’s 

grandson recite scripture. When R. Yehoshua ben Levi states, “Is it insignificant in your eyes 

that anyone who hears a portion from his grandson is as if he hears it from Sinai,” he does so to 

explain his own action to his colleague.  The story demonstrates how seriously he takes his own 

personal commitment to studying with his grandson but does not spell out a universally 

applicable obligation to study with grandchildren.  

The story is almost certainly the source for the teaching in Bavli Qiddushin. The shared 

protagonist and his statement that studying Torah with one’s offspring is like hearing it from 

Sinai mark the two passages as related. The Bavli, however, changes a discussion about 

grandchildren to one about children. This change has a startling effect. In the Yerushalmi, R. 

Yehoshua b. Levi goes to great effort to hear his grandson’s Torah—an action that he presents as 

beautiful and highly encouraged but not mandatory. If we map this same ethos onto the Bavli 

 
83 R. Hiyya seems to understand his leaving as a fear of his potential violation of the Sabbath. 



 
 

37 

tale, the activity that the Bavli sees as beautiful and encouraged but not mandatory is educating 

one’s own children.  

The discussion in Bavli Qiddushin closes with a series of tales about rabbis who enabled 

the Torah study of their sons. These tales continue the force of the Bavli’s interpretation of Rabbi 

Yehoshua ben Levi’s statement, expressing the piety of rabbis who prioritize the learning of their 

sons: 

  85אשרדמ יבל אקוניל היל יטממקו הישיר לע  84אנסיו ידשד ל"בירל היחכשא אבא רב אייח יבר
  ברוחב ךיהלא 'ה ינפל תדמע רשא םוי ׳ל ךימסו ךינבל םתעדוהו ׳תכד יאמ רטוז ימ ל"א יאה ילוכ 86יאמ ל"א

  91'שרדמ יב 90אקוניל 'ל 89יטממד דע אצמוא םיעט 88אייח 'ר הוה אל ךליאו ןכימ87
 94]*לומתא לש לע טעמ תפסות 'יפ*[ אפסומ 93אקוניל 'ל 92ירקמד דע אצמוא םיעט אל אנוה בר רב הבר

 
Rabbi Hiyya b. Abba found Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi who put a cloth on his head and 
brought his child to the house of study. He said to him: What’s all this? 
He responded: Is it small in your eyes that which is written, “and you shall teach your 
children” and it juxtaposes to it, “the day that you stood before the Lord your God at Horeb?” 
From here on out, Rabbi Hiyya b. Abba did not eat [even a bite of] meat before bringing the 
child to the house of study. Rabbah bar Rav Huna did not taste anything before reading to the 
child and adding [a little more text than the day before].95 

 

 
84 Vilna and Munich 95 have אנסיד . Oxford 367 and CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 have אנשיר . 

85 Vilna has אתשינכ יב ; CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 has בר יב  

86 Oxford Heb. b. 1/8-9 has ךל המל  

87 The Vilna has the order of the two stories flipped: בר רב הבר היפסומו אקוניל ירקמד דע אצמוא םיעט אל אבא רב אייח יבר 
אשרדמ תיבל אקוניל יתיימד דע אצמוא םיעט אל אנוה  

88 Munich 95 has ןיבא רב אייח ׳ר  

89 Munich 95 has ביתיד  

90 CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 has הירבל  

91 CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 has בר יב ; Oxford Heb. b. 1/8-9 has אתשינכ יב . 

92 CUL: T-S NS 329.1015 has הירמגאד  

93 CUL: T-S NS 329.1015  has היקו]ס[ פ הירבל  

94 This addition is only in the Vatican version. 

95 See note 47. 
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By reporting tales of fathers who bring their children to school first thing in the morning or teach 

their children themselves, they demonstrate that the most pious make sacrifices to transmit Torah 

to the next generation. The actual act of teaching, however, is not assumed to be done by the 

father. Whereas in the Yerushalmi version Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi listens to his grandson’s 

Torah portion himself, in the Bavli version he rushes to take his son to the beit midrash to study. 

This story imagines the act of teaching one’s son Torah to be not only a supererogatory one, but 

one that can be equally discharged by leaving this teaching in the hands of the teacher in the 

synagogue or house of study.  

Moving Talmud Torah out of the Home 
 

This latter sentiment, that a father’s obligation in talmud torah has shifted to be an 

obligation to facilitate the son’s study with a qualified teacher, is reflected in Bavli Bava Batra. 

Bava Batra 21a contains an account of the founding of the elementary school system and 

highlights the shift away from paternal talmud torah. While this source has been much examined 

within the context of histories of Jewish education, scholars have largely glossed over the rabbis' 

treatment of fathers in this foundational narrative. The source reads as follows: 96 

  :בר רמא הדוהי בר רמא
  ומש אלמג ןב ׳שוהיו בוטל שיאה ותוא 97רוכז

  לארשימ הרות החכתשנ אוה אלמלאש
  הרות ודמלמ בא ול שיש ימ הלחתבש
  הרות דמל היה אל בא ול ןיאש ימו
  שורד יאמ
  98״םתא םתדמלו״ ״םתוא םתדמלו״
  םלשוריב תוקונית ידמלמ ןיבישומ והיש וניקתה
  .׳גו ״הרות אצת ןויצמ יכ״ שורד יאמ
  דמלו הלוע היה אל בא ול ןיאש ימו ודמלמו ולעמ בא ול שיש ימ ןיידעו
  ךלפו ךלפ לכב ןתוא ןיבישומ והיש וניקתה

 
96 Base text is Hamburg.  

97 Florence 8/9 has םרב דיב  ז

98 Florence 8/9 has םכינב תא . 
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  הרשע-עבש ןבכ הרשע-שש ןבכ ןתוא ןיסינכמו
  אצויו וב טעבמ היה וילע סעוכ ובר היהשכו
  ריעו ריע לכבו 99הנידמ לכב ןתוא ןיבישומ והיש ןקתו אלמג ןב עשוהי אבש דע
 עבש ןבכ שש ןבכ ןתוא ןיסינכמו
 

1. Rav Yehuda said [in the name of] Rav: 
2. That man is remembered positively, and his name is Yehoshua ben Gamla. 
3. For were it not for him, Torah would have been forgotten from Israel. 

 
4. For at first, [one] who had a father, he would teach him Torah. 
5. [One] who had no father would not learn Torah. 
6. What was expounded? 
7. “And you shall teach them (otam) [to your children]…” (Deut. 11:19) (this gets reread 

as) “and you (atem) shall teach [your children]”  
8. They decreed that they would place teachers of children in Jerusalem. 
9. What was expounded?  
10. “For the Torah will go out from Zion [and the word of God from Jerusalem]…” 

 
11. But still, [one] who had a father, he would bring him up [to Jerusalem] and he would 

teach him, 
12. [one] who did not have a father would not go up and learn. 
13. They decreed that they would place [teachers] in each and every county 

 
14. And they would bring them in around sixteen or seventeen 
15. And [one] whose master got angry at him would rebel against him and leave 
16. Until Yehoshua ben Gamla came and decreed that they would place teachers of children 

in each and every province and city and that they should bring them in around six or 
seven years of age. (Bava Batra 20b-21a, ms. Hamburg 165) 
 
The source begins with an epitaph regarding Yehoshua ben Gamla, a high priest who 

served at the end of the second temple period.100 Rav, an early third century Babylonian sage, 

praises Yehoshua ben Gamla, stating that without him Torah would have been forgotten from 

Israel. A list of three educational challenges that Yehoshua ben Gamla purportedly solved 

follows. These challenges all derive from the perceived paternal inability to educate sons. 

Originally, the tale says, it was the father’s job to teach a son Torah. Under that system, however, 

 
99 Missing from Oxford 369. 

100 See Richard Gottheil and Samuel Krauss who use references to Yehoshua ben Gamla in Josephus to arrive at the 
approximate date of 64CE for his tenure. “Joshua (Jesus) ben Gamla” in The Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: Funk 
and Wagnalls, 1905), 7:289-90. https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/8912-joshua-jesus-ben-gamla 
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sons without fathers received no education (lines 4-10). This spurs the establishment of a school 

in Jerusalem for fatherless boys. Until this point, the paternal obligation is upheld; the school 

system is needed for sons whose fathers have passed away. The sugya goes on, however, to state 

that children with living fathers would go to school in Jerusalem, while the fatherless had no one 

to bring them there (lines 11-13). This challenge leads to the establishment of schools in every 

town, to which adolescent boys would be brought to study. Without explicitly saying so, this 

second problem reframes the paternal obligation in talmud torah as an obligation to bring 

offspring to school, at least once they turn sixteen or seventeen. Finally, the sugya states a third 

problem, unrelated to fathers. Since adolescents were not used to being in school, they would 

leave if they rebelled. To combat this truancy, Yehoshua ben Gamla created a system of 

elementary school age education, saving Torah from being forgotten from Israel (lines 14-16). 

The consequence of creating an elementary school system is to suggest that father’s role is 

limited to bringing to their children to school.  

Superficially, the story presents a straightforward (if anachronistic)101 account of the 

transition from home-based learning to school-based learning. In an attempt to universalize 

access to learning, schools are established first in the most major city and ultimately everywhere. 

However, attending closely to the crafting of this narrative reveals seams that suggest a 

programmatic statement about fathers. First, the language of “Torah would have been forgotten 

 
101 In his article “The Talmudic Sources on the Origins of Organized Jewish Education" Studies in the History of the 
Jewish People and the Land of Israel 5 (1980): 83–103 [Heb.], David Goodblatt discusses the historicity of this 
account. He quotes at length from external sources from the second temple period such as Philo, Josephus, and the 
Gospels and concludes that none of these sources attest to an institutionalization of Jewish education during the 
second temple period. Goodblatt states that the lack of external evidence demonstrates that this source is fabricated. 
If anything, says Goodblatt, the external sources attest to the fact that while there was, perhaps, some education 
happening in synagogues and the Temple (see especially Luke 2:41-49, 4:31-32), there was no established 
elementary school system. Thus, the source from Bava Batra is idealized and anachronistic. What Goodblatt does 
not deal with is the reason for or function of this idealized portrayal.  
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from Israel” is catastrophizing.102 This hyperbolic language is the first indicator that there is an 

intentional painting of the paternal model of education as the problem in that it depicts ignorance 

or a lack of education as a failure of a paternal model of education.  

The anonymous narrator interjects in the middle of this tale, providing a hypothesis as to 

why communities might have thought that education was solely a parental responsibility (lines 6-

7).103  The narrator quotes Deuteronomy 11:19: “Teach them (′otam) to (′et) your children, 

talking about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when 

you rise” (NRSV). The narrator suggests that fathers read the word “them” ( םתאֹ ), which in the 

biblical text is written without the vowel letter ו, as “you (pl.)” ( םתא ). This reading elegantly 

removes a textual anomaly, which is that the “to” in “to your children” is signaled not by the 

usual ל (to, for), but instead by תא , which usually signals a direct object. The conclusion reached 

by this reading is that you (i.e. fathers) must teach your children. This reading, according to the 

narrator, implies that if no father is alive, no one assumes that responsibility. This errant reading 

of the text, implies the narrator, is what caused Torah to be forgotten. Startlingly, this 

intervention subverts the original sense of Deuteronomy 11:19, which is, in fact, that fathers 

ought to teach their children. By painting this assumption as a misreading, however, the narrator 

crafts a reality in which the educational ideal is a school-based rather than a home-based setting. 

In examining the role of fathers in cultural transmission, this source becomes significant on a 

rhetorical plane: It states that what endangered Torah, what caused it to be almost forgotten, was 

 
102 The Maharsha (Samuel Edels), a 16th century commentator on the Bavli, notes this incongruity, saying: “It should 
say that Torah would be forgotten from anyone without a father!”  

103 In Shamma Friedman’s list of criteria for isolating editorial intervention, he notes that the shift of language and 
the explanation of an amoraic teaching are such signs. Shamma Friedman, "Pereq Ha-Isha Rabba in the Babylonian 
Talmud: A Critical Study of Yevamot X with a Methodological Introduction," in Texts and Studies, Analecta 
Judaica, ed. Hayyim Zalman Dimitrovsky, vol. 1 (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1977), 301-
2 [Heb.] 
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not merely the fathers’ incompetence. It was nothing less than a mistaken assumption that fathers 

should educate their children. 

Comparing this passage to another Talmudic use of Deuteronomy 11:19 highlights the 

intentionality of this move. A source in Yerushalmi and Bavli Qiddushin uses the same verse as 

support for the idea that fathers are obligated to teach their children: ביתכד ?ןלנמ הרות דומלת 

םתדמלו ביתכד הישפנ רמגימל והיא בייחימ הובא הירמגא אלד אכיהו םכינב תא םתוא םתדמלו )טי ,אי םירבד(  “The 

study of Torah: Whence? ‘And you shall teach them to your children’ (Deut. 11:19). And where 

his father did not teach him, he is obligated to teach himself, as it is written, “And you shall 

study”.104 This text reads the verse straightforwardly, as telegraphing a parental obligation to 

instruct one’s children. Both here and in Bavli Bava Batra, the Rabbinic interpretation of the 

verse addresses the same problem—in both texts, a father has neglected to teach his son Torah. 

But whereas Bavli Bava Batra presents this problem as the impetus for a complete overhaul of 

the educational system, an overhaul that writes fathers out of the system almost entirely, Bavli 

Qiddushin simply states that in such a case it is the task of the son to make sure that he is 

educated. Here, no one replaces the father, rhetorically or in practice.105 

What might we make of this disparity between Bavli Bava Batra and Bavli Qiddushin 

regarding the exegesis of Deuteronomy 11:19?  Perhaps Bavli Qiddushin preserves a tradition 

from the Yerushalmi while Bavli Bava Batra reflects the later Babylonian approach. It is possible 

that the Yerushalmi upholds the parental obligation to teach Torah to one’s offspring and that the 

 
104 Yerushalmi Qiddushin 1:7 and Bavli Qiddushin 29b. The rabbis revocalize the word םתדמלו  in Deuteronomy 
11:19 to mean “and you shall study” rather than “and you shall teach.” 

105 Similarly, Bavli Qiddushin 30a rereads the commandment to recite Torah to one’s son “ םתננשו ” as referring to an 
obligation one has to divide one’s life into certain types of study:  

 שילש ארקמב שילש 'תונש 'דא שלשי םלועל םתשלשו אלא 'תננשו ירקית לא ךינבל םתננשו 'תכד יאמ היננח ןב 'שוהי 'ר םושמ ארפס בר 'מא
 Vatican 110-(111 (דומלתב 'לש 'שמב
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Bavli Qiddushin passage preserves this strand of tradition.106 One indication that the Yerushalmi 

does not attempt to remove this obligation from fathers is its parallel account of the founding of 

the school system, in which Shimon ben Shetah, a figure from the Hasmonean period, decrees 

that children must go to school. The Yerushalmi’s story is flat—one simple decree—and 

includes no mention of fathers let alone their insufficiencies as teachers.107 In contrast to the 

Yerushalmi Ketubbot and Qiddushin, therefore, Bavli Bava Batra subverts the plain meaning of 

Deuteronomy 11:19 in order to read fathers overtly out of the project of cultural transmission, 

instead placing this project in the hands of the elementary school teacher. 

 In the three Talmudic discussions we explored above, we see that when explicitly 

addressing the role fathers play in teaching their sons scripture, the Bavli minimizes the 

obligation fathers have in this realm. The rabbis might have read the obligation in talmud torah 

broadly—as including the words of scripture as well as rabbinic legal rulings and interpretations. 

The Bavli takes another path—limiting the obligation to, at its most minimal level, the statement 

that Torah was commanded by God and at its most maximal level the words of scripture itself 

(rather than rabbinic tradition). The effect this has is to make fathers marginal to the transmission 

of a central component of rabbinic culture—that of Torah study. Remarkably, this puts mothers 

and fathers on more or less the same level of obligation regarding talmud torah. While the father 

 
106 The discussion of parental obligations in Bavli Qiddushin often incorporates the Yerushalmi into its discussion 
with little commentary. Alyssa Gray speaks about a similar phenomenon in her book, A Talmud in Exile: The 
Influence of Yerushalmi Avodah Zarah on the Formation of Bavli Avodah Zarah, (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic 
Studies, 2005). 

 האמוט ןיקתה אוהו רפסה תיבל ןיכלוה תוקוניתה והישו ותשא תבותכב ןתונו אשונ םדא אהיש םירבד השלש חטש ןב ןועמש ןיקתה אוהו 107
תיכוכז ילכל  “Shimon ben Shetah decreed three matters—that a man may negotiate using the ketubbah of his wife, that 

children would go to school, and he decreed glass vessels to be impure.” (Yerushalmi Ketubbot 8:11, page 33 
column 3).  
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has some limited obligations with regard to teaching his son Torah, both parents are tasked with 

bringing their sons to a qualified teacher when they are old enough to study. 

 
Hinukh: Ritual Initiation 

Although the rabbis of the Bavli minimize the paternal obligation to transmit the words of 

scripture to their children, they leave parents (and not just fathers this time) in charge of a 

separate area of religious instruction—that of initiation into ritual practice. Emblematic of this 

shift is the difference between the Tosefta Qiddushin and Midrash Tanhuma regarding the 

obligations of a father towards his son.  As we saw above, Tosefta Qiddushin presents a list of 

five obligations incumbent on a father towards his son:  

 רהנב וטישהל ףא 'מוא שיו השא ואישהלו תונמוא ודמללו הרות ודמללו ותודפלו ולומל ןבה לע באה תוצמ איה וז יא
 
What are the commandments of a father towards his son: to circumcise him, and to 
redeem him, to teach him Torah, to teach him a trade, and to marry him off. There are 
those who say: also to float him in the river [i.e. to teach him how to swim.] 
 
This source is paralleled in Midrash Tanhuma with a significant variation: 108 

 ודמללו ,ולומל ,ןבל תושעל בייח באה םירבד השמח וניתובר ונש ךכ ,ןבל תושעל בייח באה םירבד המכ וניבר ונדמלי
 השא ואישהלו ,תוצמ ודמללו ,ןבה ןוידפמ ותודפלו ,הרות

 
May our master teach us how many duties a father is obligated to perform for his son. 
Thus taught our teachers: A father is obligated to perform five duties for his son: to 
circumcise him, to teach him Torah, to redeem him from the redemption of the firstborn, 
to teach him commandments, and to marry him off. 
 

This later source, while nearly identical in substance to that of Tosefta Qiddushin, differs in one 

major respect. The author has replaced “to teach him a trade” with “to teach him 

 
108 While the date of midrashic compilations is contested, some scholars suggest that Midrash Tanhuma dates from 
the late 4th century. For more information on Tanhuma midrashim, see H.L. Strack and Günter Stemberger, 
Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. Markus Bockmuehl (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996), 302–
6.  
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commandments.” 109 In the eyes of the author of this tradition, teaching Torah and teaching ritual 

obligations are two independent obligations. This replacement points to a side of cultural 

transmission absent in the initial tannaitic list. If “to teach him Torah” is the paternal obligation 

to teach a son the words of scripture (talmud torah), “to teach him commandments” is hinukh, 

the mimetic transmission of the intricacies of ritual practice.110  

 What shifted in the legal-cultural landscape to account for the difference between the 

tradition as it appears in the Tosefta and its Tanhuma parallel? The absence in the Tosefta of 

instruction in ritual performance as a parental obligation might seem to imply that early rabbis 

did not obligate parents in mimetic transmission of ritual practice. Indeed, Yisrael Gilat argues 

that the tannaim saw parental obligation in this realm as no different from the obligation that any 

Jew had towards another. 111 In Gilat’s view, the early rabbis do not see fathers as uniquely 

charged with instructing their children in ritual practice; this was a central difference between 

tannaim and amoraim who did see fathers as obligated in ritual instruction. 112 

 
109 It is not clear why the obligation to teach a trade is absent. Perhaps the author wished to keep the number of 
obligations constant when adding the obligation to teach commandments or perhaps the author wanted to focus on 
obligations that were specifically related to inducting the son into the rabbinic community. See Elizabeth Shanks 
Alexander’s understanding of the paternal obligations listed in the Tosefta. Her claim about Tosefta Qiddushin that 
“Torah study is one among several rituals through which the father initiates his son into the covenantal community” 
works even better in the Tanhuma version of the source (Gender and Timebound Commandments in Judaism, 187). 

110 See Haym Soleveitchik, “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy,” 
Tradition 28:4 (1994): 64-130, esp. 65-66, for an account of the modern relationship between book knowledge and 
mimetic transmission. The dynamic he reports is that books about ritual obligations have influenced the way such 
practices are performed in the home. Children influenced by the books ended up going home and telling their 
parents they were “doing it wrong.” A similar dynamic can be seen in chapter 4, in a story that recounts that Abaye 
tells his mother not to prepare mustard on the Sabbath. 

111 Israel Zvi Gilat, “Halakhic Changes in the Interpretation of the Commandment to Educate a Child to Observe 
Commandments,” The Review of Rabbinic Judaism 18:1 (March 5, 2015): 75–101, 
https://doi.org/10.1163/15700704-12341278. It is worth noting that the sources that Israel Gilat relies upon to 
demonstrate that all Jews have the obligation to ensure one another’s observance of commandments are all post-
Talmudic. (See page 83 note 40).  

112 Ibid, 84. 
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 Such an impression of the tannaim is incorrect, however.  We will see that the early 

rabbis did, in fact, see parents as the primary facilitators of their children’s ritual practice. 113 

Unlike their later counterparts, however, they have yet to conceptualize this role as a formal 

obligation, leading to the impression that they do not think such an obligation exists. In this 

section I will demonstrate that the early rabbis presented parents as obligated to initiate their 

children into rabbinically mandated rituals—another central component of rabbinic culture. The 

Bavli expands this obligation and formalizes it. 

Early Rabbis and Hinukh 

 Tannaitic sources portray different ways parents facilitate the ritual practice of their 

children depending on the commandment in question. Early generations of tannaitic rabbis, 

especially those in the school of Shammai the Elder, understood children to have ritual 

obligations equal in standing to those of their parents.114  One extreme example of this is 

Mishnah Sukkah 2:8 in which Shammai makes a hole in the roof above his grandson’s cradle so 

that he could observe the commandment of sleeping in the sukkah.115 In the view of Shammai 

and other early rabbis, children began performing each obligation as soon as they were 

 
113 As we will see below, mothers are, at times, included in this obligation, unlike talmud torah from which they are 
consistently exempted or excluded. Therefore, in this section I shift to the inclusive “parents” and “children.”  

114 See Itzchak D. Gilat, Peraḳim be-hishtalshelut ha-halakhah (Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 1992), 19-31, who 
demonstrates that the first generations of early rabbis did not have a singular view for when children were to begin 
observing ritual commandments. Rather, as soon as children were physically and mentally fit to perform them they 
were to do so. Only later did the ages of twelve and thirteen for girls and boys respectively became relevant for 
ritual observance. 

115 This source highlights the exclusion of women from the mitzvah of sukkah—the hole was to cover just the baby 
and not the mother in whose room he slept. 
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physically or mentally capable of doing so. Tosefta Hagiga 1:1, discussed above, describes a 

much fuller role for both parents than simply the paternal obligation in talmud torah:116  

 בלולב בייח ענענל עדוי ןימוחת יבוריעב תודועס יתש ןוזמ וילע ןיברעמו הכוסב בייחו ומא בוריעב אצוי ןטק
 םלועל אב אלש ול יואר ואל םאו שדוק ןושלו הרותו עמש ודמלמ ויבא רבדל עדוי תיציצב בייח ףטעתהל עדוי
 וילא ןילפת חקול ויבא וילפת רמשל עדוי
  

A minor may fulfill his obligation through the eruv of his mother and is obligated [to 
dwell] in the sukkah and one must set aside two meals worth of food on his account when 
one merges two areas [into one domain for the Sabbath]. If he knows how to shake [the 
palm frond] he is obligated in lulav. If he knows how to wrap himself he is obligated to 
wear fringes. If he knows how to speak, his father teaches him the shema, Torah, and the 
holy tongue. If he [the father] does not [teach him], it would have been better for [the 
son] not to have come into the world. If [the son] knows [how] to guard tefillin, his father 
buys him tefillin. 
 

This source expresses the notion that children are obligated in commandments as much as their 

parents. For most of the obligations listed here, the identity of the ritual facilitator is 

immaterial—the verbs are all in the anonymous plural form. For some obligations, such as eruv, 

parents (in this case mothers) perform the ritual on their child’s behalf. For other rituals, children 

become obligated as soon as they are able to perform them. Another role parents played, then, 

was to determine the readiness of their children for each ritual. This source implies that once 

parents determined that their child was ready to perform a given ritual (such as a son donning 

tefillin), parents were to procure the necessary supplies and presumably supervise their child, 

teaching them what they needed to know in order to perform the ritual correctly. The third type 

of obligation in this Tosefta is that of reciting the shema and studying Torah, discussed above. In 

the Tosefta’s view, it is the father’s job to instruct the son so that he can fulfill these obligations 

from the moment he is able to speak. For Tosefta Hagiga, therefore, parents are responsible for 

 
116 See Hagith Sivan, Jewish Childhood in the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), who  
brings rabbinic sources in conversation with theories of childhood. She analyzes this Tosefta on pages 112-120. 



 
 

48 

ensuring that their children perform ritual activities as soon as they are physically or mentally 

capable of doing so but the real obligation to perform the obligation rests with the child. 

 A source in Tosefta Bava Batra strengthens this point. In discussing the role of an 

apotropos, a legal guardian, it says: 

 םימותי ליכאהל תוחפשו םידבע המהב םימרכו תודש םיתב ןירכומ ןימותי יסכנמ ןירשעמו ןימרות ןיפורטפא
 םיאיבנו הרות רפס םהל תונקלו הרותב תורומאה תוצמ לכו תיציצו בלול הכוס םהל תושעל
 

Legal guardians offer tithes from the property of the orphans and sell houses, fields, 
vineyards, animals, and slaves to feed orphans [and] to make them a sukkah, lulav, tzitzit 
(fringes), and all the commandments mentioned in the Torah, and to purchase for them 
scrolls of Torah and Prophets… (Tosefta Bava Batra 8:14) 
 

In this source, a court has appointed a legal guardian for orphaned children. It is this guardian’s 

role to take the place of the parents, a replacement that includes facilitating the fulfillment of 

commandments. While certain specific commandments are mentioned, the list is expanded to 

include “all the commandments mentioned in the Torah.” If the child’s legal guardian is 

responsible for facilitating the fulfillment of commandments, it stands to reason that early rabbis 

viewed this as a parental role. 

 But what about rituals that children would not be ready to perform until they are older? In 

these cases, the early rabbis ask parents to include their children in some way so as to teach them 

about the full range of ritual commandments. Tosefta Eruvin 2:8, for example, records a view of 

R. Meir that mothers would send bread for the eruv with their children “in order to initiate them 

into [the fulfillment of] commandments” ( תוצמב ןכנחל ידכ  ).117 This is a case in which the children 

are not yet obligated to send their own eruv bread, since this was a household obligation, but the 

mothers take the opportunity to have them send the family portion so that they understand how to 

 
תוצמב ןכנחל ידכ םינטקה ]ןהיתונב דיבו ןהינב[ דיב ןהיבוריע חלשלמ לארשי ]תונב[ וענמנ אל ריאמ 117 ר"א   

R. Meir said: The daughters of Israel did not refrain from sending their [contribution to] the eruvs in the hands of 
their minor sons and daughters in order to initiate them into [the performance of] commandments. 
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do it when the time comes. A similar phrase is used in Tosefta Yoma regarding fasting on Yom 

Kippur:  

  תוצמב ןיליגר והיש ליבשב םיתש ינפבו הנש ינפב ןתוא ןיכנחמ ןקרפל ךומס תוקונית
 
Children approaching puberty are initiated [into fasting] a year or two early so that they 
will become accustomed in [fulfilling] commandments.  

 
Here, too, the Tosefta states that, despite the fact that children are not obligated to fast until 

puberty, they are initiated into the practice of fasting earlier, perhaps fasting for a few hours and 

then eating.118 The reason for this initiation goes beyond the ritual of fasting; parents are to 

inculcate in their children a regularity in the performance ritual commandments. 

 Despite not having a formal obligation of ritual instruction, the early rabbis imagine 

parents involved in transmitting Jewish ritual to their children in two ways. The first way, seen in 

Tosefta Hagiga, is to ensure that children fulfill ritual commandments that they are capable of 

fulfilling. The formal obligation is the child’s; a son is obligated, for example, to recite the 

shema prayer as soon as he can speak, but parents are involved every step of the way, from 

determining physical or cognitive readiness to procuring ritual objects.  

 The second, more limited category for the early rabbis, does have a specific verb 

associated with it. This verb, “hnkh” (to initiate), means initiating children into the performance 

of commandments. It implies a broader goal than facilitating the observance of an individual 

commandment. For the early rabbis, this role begins when the child is not ready to perform a 

ritual fully. It would be dangerous, for example, for young children to fast for the entire day on 

Yom Kippur, and yet parents are to initiate them into the practice of fasting, thereby initiating 

 
118 Israel Zvi Gilat claims that the anonymous plural form “they initiate them,” which scholars often translate in the 
passive “they are initiated,” indicate that the obligation to do this initiation is not parental (“Halakhic Changes,” 79). 
While this may be true in an explicit sense, the next clause of the Tosefta describes fathers as being the ones who 
feed their children on Yom Kippur: It states “Rabbi Aqiba would take a break in the house of study for children so 
that their fathers would feed them.” 
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them into the community of fasters and into the community of those who practice Jewish rituals. 

Mothers and fathers are responsible for more generally inducting their children into a life of 

commandments by facilitating their partial performance of commandments they are not mature 

enough to fulfill fully. This ritual initiation is thus an important facet of rabbinic cultural 

transmission, a facet the early rabbis asked parents (or in those loco parentis) to take on. 

 The Bavli, however, sees the nature of childhood obligation in ritual differently; it rejects 

the idea that children are obligated to fulfill any ritual commandments before they hit puberty. 

No longer comfortable with the subjective measures of maturity legislated by the early rabbis, 

later rabbis set the ages of twelve for a girl and thirteen for a boy as the ages at which children 

become obligated in all of Jewish ritual.119 According to this later rabbinic understanding, at 

these ages, and not before, children become biblically obligated to perform all commandments. 

Parents no longer need to help their young children perform their own ritual obligations, so one 

might imagine a scenario in which the role of parents in the mimetic transmission of Jewish 

ritual vastly decreases. The editors of the Bavli, however, were left with many tannaitic sources 

which explicitly hold children accountable for the performance of ritual. How, then, should they 

explain the early rabbinic sources that point to a more variable, subjective, age of maturity, 

earlier than twelve or thirteen? The Bavli finds a solution in that second, more limited, category 

of parental involvement introduced by the early rabbis. Any time an early rabbinic source posits 

a ritual commandment for a child, the Bavli states that this is really the age at which fathers (and 

sometimes mothers) are obligated to educate their children about that commandment. Later 

 
119 See I.D. Gilat, Perakim, who shows that the late tannaim begin to universalize this age as a standard. He points to 
Mishnah Niddah 6:11, which identifies puberty (“two hairs”) as the time at which a child becomes obligated in all 
commandments as an example of this (19). By the amoraic period, the rabbis seem to have lost recollection of an 
earlier method of determining obligation for children.  
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amoraim and editors of the Talmud use the phrase ךוניחל עיגה  “reached the age of initiation” to 

explain these apparent obligations.120 Rather than signaling an obligation in the performance of a 

given commandment, the age listed in the tannaitic source indicates the age at which parents are 

to begin facilitating the partial fulfilment of this commandment in order to initiate their children 

into the community ritual observers.121 Eventually, this idea becomes so widespread that the 

anonymous layer of the Bavli can simply deploy parental obligation in hinukh as an accepted fact 

with explanatory power to resolve contradictions.   

 While the Bavli makes clear that fathers are obligated in hinukh, the question of maternal 

obligation in this regard remains unresolved, with some Talmudic discussions claiming that 

mothers are required to initiate their children into the observance of ritual commandants, while 

others say that mothers are not. Bavli Nazir 28a, for example, states: 

Why may a father declare his son a Nazirite but not a mother?…Resh Lakish: In order to 
initiate him in mitzvot. [Challenge:] If it is about initiating in mitzvot, women should be 
able to as well! [Resolution:] Resh Lakish reasoned that a man is obligated to initiate 
(hnkh) his son to fulfill commandments but a woman is not. (Therefore she may not 
declare him a Nazirite.) 
 

The implication of this source is that, in the view of Reish Lakish, a woman is not obligated to 

initiate her son into ritual practice. This lack of obligation decreases her ability to make ritual 

decisions on his behalf. In the Bavli’s understanding of Resh Lakish’s opinion, therefore, exempt 

means excluded from. In contrast, Bavli Sukkah 2b suggests that mothers are obligated to initiate 

 
120 The noun ךוניח  does not have the same valence in the Yerhushalmi, which uses it only to describe setting up a 
grave. 

121 I.Z. Gilat, “Halakhic Changes,”  also makes this point on pages 80 and 86. The application of the category of 
hinukh as a means of resolving cognitive dissonance seems to occur beginning with the generation of Abaye and is 
made more universal by the Talmudic editorial voice. Some examples of the phrase “ ךוניחל עיגה ”—reached the age 
of initiation—as a means of explaining what seems to be a statement of obligation for a young child include Bavli 
Hagigah 4a and Bavli Berakhot 15b.  
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their sons into the obligation of dwelling in the sukkah.122 The maternal obligation in hinukh is 

used to explain Queen Helene’s sukkah.123  

 The development of hinukh as a formal category explains the later tradition in the 

Tanhuma midrash with which I began this section. The articulation of parental initiation of 

children into a life of fulfilling commandments filters into Midrash Tanhuma, which then adds 

“teaching commandments” to the list of paternal obligations. The fact that Midrash Tanhuma 

adds this role separately highlights the fact that later rabbis do not at all read parents out of the 

process of mimetic transmission of ritual practice; instead, they elaborate upon and expand this 

parental role. This is significant because it shows the rabbis developing an understanding of how 

children get socialized into ritual observance. Rather than seeing this socialization as happening 

in the schools or synagogues, the rabbis see the home as its locus.  The rabbis thus leave space 

for fathers and potentially mothers to play a key role in transmitting rabbinic culture. 

 
Pesach Evening Rituals 
 
Now that we have identified how the Bavli sees the role of fathers in the explicit transmission of 

rabbinic culture, we can explain what happens in the Bavli’s discussion of the Passover seder 

ritual.124 The Bavli barely alludes to the Mishnah’s injunction that the father teach his sons on 

seder night. This section will lay out why we would have expected the father to be addressed by 

describing the role of the child in the seder in the bible and early rabbinic literature. It will then 

 
122 See Rashi, Bavli Sukkah 2b, “ ומאל ךירצ וניאש ןטק ” and “ ןנברדמ .” 

123 See chapter 3 for a fuller discussion of this source. 

124 I am using the terminology of Passover seder as a shorthand for the rituals of the Pesach evening even though the 
term would not have been recognizable to the rabbis of the Bavli. For a discussion of how old the rituals of seder 
night are see Judith Hauptman, “How Old is the Haggadah?” Judaism (Winter 2002), 5-18. 
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analyze the Bavli texts and show the ways the Bavli shapes the role of the father, downplaying 

the father’s role in retelling the Exodus narrative.  

The Hebrew Bible presents the ritual of the slaughter of the paschal lamb and the feast of 

unleavened bread quintessential moments of paternal cultural transmission that bring together the 

nomos (ritual laws and practice) and the narrative.125 The father engages in a dialogue with his 

son. The son asks why the father performs the ritual and father responds by situating this ritual in 

the context of the national deliverance from slavery.  

Rabbinic sources develop the ritual of the paschal lamb into a new ritual—the Passover 

Seder.126 While the seder ultimately developed into what we know as the Haggadah, in the 

rabbinic period the liturgy of the Haggadah was very much in formation. So much so that each 

rabbinic corpus presents its own vision for what the Passover night looks like. Significantly for 

our purposes, while sharing a common ritual kernel, the Mishnah, Tosefta, and Bavli each 

portray a different discussion as forming the core of the ritual telling. Relatedly, they imagine 

different roles for the child in this discussion and in the evening’s ritual as a whole.  

The Role of the Child in the Mishnah’s Seder 

Like the Hebrew Bible, the Mishnah, presents Passover Eve as night of paternal cultural 

transmission:127 

 
125 See Exodus 12:26-27 and Exodus 13:8. 

126 Most scholars agree that the seder rituals developed after the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. See Joshua 
Kulp, “The Origins of the Seder and Haggadah,” Currents in Biblical Research 4.1 (2005), 110, 
doi:10.1177/1476993X05055642.  

127 Jay Rovner points out that the presence of children here detracts from the conception of the Mishnah presenting 
Passover Eve as a Greek symposium as children were not allowed to attend those. See his Studies in the Evolution 
and Formation of the Passover Haggadah in the Geonic Period (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2022), 11 n. 24. 
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 .129ויבא לאוש ןבה ןאכו ,ינש סוכ ול וגזמ128
 ץמח ןילכוא ונא תולילה לכבש130 ,תולילה לכמ הזה הלילה הנתשנ המ ,ודמלמ ויבא ,ןבב תעד ןיא םאו
 .הצמ ולוכ הזה הלילה ,הצמו

 .רורמ הזה הלילה ,תוקרי ראש ןילכוא ונא תולילה לכבש131
 .ילצ ולוכ הזה הלילה ,לשובמו ,קולש ,ילצ רשב ןילכוא ונא תולילה לכבש
 .םימעפ יתש הזה הלילה ,תחא םעפ ןיליבטמ ונא תולילה לכבש
 .ודמלמ ויבא ,ןב לש ותעד יפלו
 .הלוכ השרפה לכ רומגיש דע ,יבא דבוא ימראמ שרודו ,חבשב םייסמו תונגב ליחתמ

The Mishnah states that after the second cup is poured, the son asks the father questions. The 

“Mah Nishtanah” questions or observations are provided as examples for a father to prompt a 

child who has difficulty noticing the uniqueness of the night’s proceedings. After listing the 

questions, the Mishnah reintroduces the idea that the father should teach his son “according to 

his תעד .” The notion that children might have different capacities that require different content or 

modes of instruction is uniquely suited to the task that follows—extrapolating the verses in 

Deuteronomy 26.  Jay Rovner states that the Mishnah is a ritualized interpretation of the biblical 

model: 

It seems that he intended the maggid section to encode, at the very beginning, a ritualized 
enactment of several scriptural passages that dramatize a child’s questioning of a ritual 
act together with a parental response that links the observance to the enslavement and 
redemption of their ancestors (Exodus 12:26-27, and 13:8 & 14; Deuteronomy 6:21). In 
all but Exodus 13:8, the child yishʼal (asks) or yomeru (say, ask), and the father speaks, 
replies with an explanation (ve-amarta [le…]).132 

 
128 This is the printed version of the Mishnah. See manuscript variations in the notes below. 

129 Missing in Maimonides’ version of the Mishnah. 

130 Maimonides’ Mishnah as well as MSS Kaufmann, and Parma have the line about dipping first followed by the 
verse about matzah and ending with the line about roasted meat.  

131 This line is missing from the manuscripts. 

132 Rovner, Studies in the Evolution, 16. For another discussion of this Mishnah see David Halivni, “Be’urim bi-
she’elot ‘Mah nishtannah’” [Explanations of the Mah Nishtannah Questions], in Studies in Aggadah, Targum and 
Jewish Liturgy in Memory of Joseph Heinemann, ed. Jakob J. Petuchowski, Ezra Fleischer (Jerusalem: Magnes 
Press, 1981), 67-74, esp. 67-68. According to Rovner, Studies in the Evolution (15 n. 38), Halivni sees each clause 
of this Mishnah as providing a different pedagogical option available to the father. See also David Henshke, 
Mah nishtannah": The Passover Night in the Sages' Discourse.(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2016). 
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For Rovner, the Mishnah reenacts the biblical verses, scripting a pedagogical dialogue for father 

and son. Rabban Gamaliel’s statement in the following Mishnah (Pesahim 10:5) that there is an 

obligation to discuss the significance of Pesach, Matzah, and Maror on seder night aligns with 

this overarching pedagogical model—that of linking the night’s rituals to their significance in the 

national narrative, the nomos to the narrative, if you will. Judith Hauptman, too, suggests that the 

Mishnah provides a storytelling model for the evening’s festivities.133 The Mishnah therefore 

tasks the father with an intricate act of cultural transmission—discussing a series of rituals with 

his son and linking these rituals to the narrative rationale for these rituals. 

 
Role of the Child in the Tosefta’s Seder 

As Hauptman has discussed, the Tosefta’s curriculum for the evening is markedly different from 

that of the Mishnah. Where the Mishnah prescribes a storytelling event in which the father and 

son discuss the Passover narrative, the Tosefta focuses on the discussion of ritual law and the 

recitation of Hallel. It states, “ הלילה לכ חספה תוכלהב קוסעל םדא בייח .” “A person is obligated to 

occupy themselves with the laws of the Paschal [offering] for the whole night.” This difference 

has implications for the role the Tosefta imagines for the child. Where the Mishnah imagines that 

a central component of the seder is the father’s instruction of the child, the Tosefta understands 

children to be active participants in the evening’s rituals. Children, in the Tosefta’s version of the 

seder, are participants in a family ritual. Fathers are to keep them awake for the night’s events, 

which include the eating of special foods, the study of ritual laws related to Passover, and the 

recitation of Hallel.134 The fact that paternal instruction is not ritualized is highlighted by the 

 
133Hauptman, “How Old,” 7. 

134 See Tosefta Pesahim 10:6. 
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Tosefta’s conclusion. The  Tosefta concludes that there is an obligation for a person to study the 

laws of Passover the whole night. It says that ideally this study would be a social activity, and 

includes one’s sons as possible study partners: “ םדא בייח  ןיבל וניב ולפא הלילה לכ חספה תוכלהב קוסעל 

ודימלת ןיבל וניב ולפא ומצע ןיבל וניב ולפא ונב ”135 “A person is obligated to engage with the laws of the 

paschal [offering] all night—even with his son, even on his own, even with his student.” This 

curriculum roughly corresponds to this chapter’s definition of hinukh. Fathers are not charged 

with conveying to their sons the significance of the night’s rituals in a narrative context but only 

with teaching their sons the evenings rituals, reciting praise with them, and perhaps studying 

with them the laws pertaining to the holiday.  The Tosefta lacks any instruction that would place 

these rituals in a narrative or scriptural context.136  

Role of the Child in the Bavli’s Seder 

The Bavli sees for children a role similar to the one presented by the Tosefta. The child is 

to stay awake and point out the anomalies in the evening’s rituals. On Pesahim 108b-109a, the 

Bavli quotes the Tosefta: ״ ןיזִוֹגאֱוֶ תוֹילָקְ ןהֶלָ ןיקִלְּחַמְ אלָּאֶ  ?ןיִיַבְּ תוֹקוֹניתִלְ שׁיֵ תלֶעֶוֹתּ המָ יכִוְ :הדָוּהיְ יבִּרַ רמַאָ  

ולאֲשְׁיִוְ ,וּנשְׁיִ אֹלּשֶׁ ידֵכְּ חסַפֶּ ברֶעֶבְּ  ,Rabbi Yehudah comments on the anonymous view that children .״ּ

too, are obligated in the four cups of wine. He states: “What use is wine to children? Rather, we 

hand out roasted grain and nuts on Pesah Eve so that they will not sleep but will ask.” The 

anonymous voice of the Tosefta seems to accord with the prior concept in early rabbinic 

literature discussed above, that children were obligated in mitzvot they could physically or 

 
135 It is worth noting that the Erfurt MS  has ותיב ןיבל וניב  instead of ונב ןיבל וניב . 

136 See also Jay Rovner, “The All-Night Seder in Bene Beraq: A Literary and Cultural History,” in Studies in 
Rabbinic Narratives, vol. 1, edited by Jeffrey L. Rubenstein (Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2011), 
###PP?###. 
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mentally perform. Rabbi Yehuda’s challenge reflects a challenge to the idea that the four cups of 

wine constitute a commandment that falls into this category. 

This idea that the role of children is to point out anomalies at the seder is present in two 

additional places. On Bavli Pesahim 114b, the Bavli discusses the idea that there are two 

dippings on seder night. It proposes that the reason we do this is to stimulate the curiosity of 

children: ְתוֹקוֹניתִלְ ארָיכֵּיהֶ יוֵהְיתִדְּ יכִיהֵ יכִּ ילֵוּבּיטִ ירֵתְּ ןנַיעֵבָדְּ יאהַו . “The fact that we require two dippings 

is so that there will be a sign for children.” Shamma Friedman proposes that this dipping was a 

remnant of Greco-Roman custom and that the identification of the children as the purpose of this 

dipping was not a substantive identification but rather was a device to explain parts of the seder 

that the rabbis of the Bavli no longer understood.137 Second, on Bavli Pesahim 115b, the Bavli 

reports a story about Abaye in the house of Rabbah, his adoptive father (and notably his teacher). 

Rabbah has the table taken away and Abaye exclaims about this. Rabbah says that Abaye has 

exempted the assembled from reciting the Mah Nishtanah through his observation. As in the 

Tosefta, the role of the child here is to point out anomalies that make the rituals of the evening 

different from what happens the rest of the year.  

This anecdote highlights a central difference between the Talmud’s attitude toward the 

role of children at the seder and that of Mishnah. In contrast to the Mishnah, where the children’s 

questions are meant to spur a pedagogical moment of storytelling, the Bavli downplays or even 

ignores the dialogue between father and child around the telling of the exodus story. This 

absence of dialogue accords with the findings in the rest of this chapter, in that here, too, the 

father is not held responsible for teaching scripture to his son. Bavli Pesahim 116a is particularly 

striking in this regard. It briefly discusses Mishnah Pesahim 10:4 and raises the question of who 

 
137 Shamma Friedman, Tosefta ‘Atiqta: Masekhet Pesaḥ Rishon (Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2003), 445. 
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should ask the questions referenced in the Mishnah. While the Mishnah imagines that children 

are the ones who ask the questions, the Bavli transforms the questions into a universal obligation: 

 ידֵימִלְתַּ ינֵשְׁ וּלּיפִאֲוַ ,וֹמצְעַלְ לאֵוֹשׁ אוּה — ואלָ םאִוְ ,וֹתּלְאַוֹשׁ וֹתּשְׁאִ — םכָחָ וֹניאֵ םאִוְ .וֹלאֲוֹשׁ וֹנבְּ — םכָחָ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ

הזֶלָ הזֶ ןילִאֲוֹשׁ — חסַפֶּהַ תוֹכלְהִבְּ ןיעִדְוֹיּשֶׁ םימִכָחֲ . This source is labeled as a baraita, and it is parallel to 

the law from the Tosefta quoted above: ולפא ונב ןיבל וניב ולפא הלילה לכ חספה תוכלהב קוסעל םדא בייח 

ודימלת ןיבל וניב ולפא ומצע ןיבל וניב . What is striking about the Bavli’s use of this source is that it 

applies the obligation to discuss the laws of Pesah to the questions of the Mah Nishtanah. This is 

telling because in the Tosefta, the children are not the central actors in the discussion—they are 

one of a menu of options for who an interlocuter might be with whom the head of the household 

should discuss the laws of Pesah. In the Mishnah, however, the child is the central actor. By 

applying the same menu of options for who should ask the questions at the seder, the Bavli 

decenters the child. No longer the focus of a pedagogical ritual, the child is one of a number of 

options for who should ask the questions of the Mah Nishtanah. This decentering of the 

pedagogical ritual is highlighted by the words “ ולאֲוֹשׁ וֹנבְּ — םכָחָ ֹ.” “If [the son] is wise—his son 

asks him.” Rather than the father teaching every son to ask these questions the way the Mishnah 

mandates, the person most equipped to ask the questions asks them—if no child wise enough to 

ask the questions is present, other people take the child’s place.138 

A second consequence of this application is a reinterpretation of the purpose of the Mah 

Nishtanah questions. In the Mishnah, the questions set up a paternal retelling of the Exodus 

story. By applying the Tosefta’s rule to the Mishnah’s questions, the Bavli turns the focus away 

from the retelling and to the discussion of the laws of Pesach. When the Bavli says, “, ַינֵשְׁ וּלּיפִאֲו 

 
138 The Rambam in the Mishneh Torah states, “  ידֵיְ לעַ וּנלָ וּשׂעֲנַּשֶׁ םיסִּנִוְ םיִרַצְמִבְּ וּנלָ ערַאֵשֶּׁ המַ וֹעידִוֹמ םכָחָוְ לוֹדגָּ ןבֵּהַ היָהָ םאִוְ

ןבֵּ לשֶׁ וֹתּעְדַּ יפִלְ לכֹּהַ וּנבֵּרַ השֶׁמ ” A statement like this is what we might have expected the Bavli to make if it valued the 
pedagogical ritual of teaching the child the Exodus narrative. ( ב:׳ז הצמו ץמח תוכלה ,הרות הנשמ ) 
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הזֶלָ הזֶ ןילִאֲוֹשׁ — חסַפֶּהַ תוֹכלְהִבְּ ןיעִדְוֹיּשֶׁ םימִכָחֲ ידֵימִלְתַּ ” “Even sages who know the laws of Pesach ask 

each other,” it presents the Mishnah’s questions as designed to set up a discussion of the laws of 

Pesach rather than to set up a retelling of the Exodus story.139 The Bavli’s sugya on תונגב ליחתמ  

highlights the shift away from having a father teach his son the story of the exodus. It brings an 

anecdote about Rav Nahman and his slave discussing the Passover narrative rather than choosing 

to bring an anecdote involving a child discussing the narrative with his father. The Bavli had at 

its disposal sources it could have brought to discuss this, some of which make it into our version 

of the Haggadah. I am arguing that it was an editorial choice not to discuss this material. While 

children are not absent from the Bavli’s account, their presence a) is not essential and b) remains 

firmly in the hinukh model of parental education—children ask questions to set up a discussion 

of the laws of the holiday rather than an exegetical treatment of the Exodus narrative. 

We have thus seen that the Bavli aligns itself primarily with the Tosefta’s view of what the 

goal of seder night is. For the Bavli, seder night is primarily a night on which to discuss the laws 

of Passover, rather than a night on which to expound the biblical narrative and retell the Exodus 

story. The Bavli thus deemphasizes the mishnah’s pedagogical storytelling ritual and ignores the 

instruction to the father to relate to each child according their capacities. This downplaying of the 

pedagogical purpose of the seder aligns with what we have seen regarding the Bavli’s attitudes 

towards fathers teaching their sons scripture. We have seen that the Bavli’s trend is to reduce the 

paternal obligation in this regard. Relatedly, the role of children at this Bavli seder is to point out 

 
139 This final point, that sages ask each other, highlights a potential shift of the seder out of the home and into a more 
symposium-style event where students would gather at a master's house for the Passover evening event. This shift is 
alluded to on Bavli Pesahim 108a “ יאמַ וֹבּרַ לצֶאֵ דימִלְתַּ :וּהלְ איָעְבַּיאִ .הבָּיסִהֲ יעֵבָּ ויבִאָ לצֶאֵ ןבֵּ ?” This source states that a son 
must recline at his father’s house, the logic being that he is not subject to his father on Passover night and embodies 
his freedom by reclining. However, the Bavli wonders if a student ought to recline in his master’s house. This 
question highlights the idea that one may be spending Passover at the home of one’s master. It also raises the 
possibility, discussed more fully in Bavli Qiddushin, that a master is accorded more honor than a father. 
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anomalies that highlight how unique seder night rituals are. For the Bavli, the father’s role at the 

seder is to encourage children to ask questions, not about the Passover story but rather about the 

ritual anomalies they see. This reinterpretation of the paternal role aligns with the Bavli’s view 

that the father’s primary educative role is to teach his sons or children how to perform rituals (the 

nomos) rather than spending time on the narrative.  

 
Conclusion   

This chapter has chronicled key shifts in the role of parents in cultural transmission. It has argued 

that the Hebrew Bible, and especially the book of Deuteronomy, assign a key role for fathers and 

potentially also mothers in teaching their children the foundational narratives of the Israelite 

nation and instructing them on how to fulfill God’s commandments. Early rabbinic sources then 

explicitly exclude mothers and daughters from this picture, both by resolving the ambiguities 

inherent in the biblical text and by explicitly stating that mothers are exempt from obligations of 

childrearing.140 Some early rabbinic sources describe rabbis in paternal terms, suggesting a 

rhetorical replacement of father with rabbi. Nonetheless, early rabbinic sources portray the father 

as the central actor in teaching Torah to his sons. The Bavli, however, minimizes the paternal 

role in teaching Torah to his sons (talmud torah), by limiting the scope of the Torah the father is 

obligated to teach and by suggesting that the real obligation is not to teach Torah to his sons 

himself, but rather to take his son to a qualified professional who will instruct his son. 

 The exclusion of fathers from talmud torah aligns with the increasing scholasticism of 

both Jews and Christians during the centuries of the stammaim.141 Adam Becker discusses this 

 
140 While Mishnah Ketubbot 5:5 articulates obligations that a wife has in a rabbinic marriage, these obligations are 
framed as obligations towards her husband and do not include activities involved in raising a child. 

141 See Adam Becker, “The Comparative Study of “Scholasticism” in Late Antique Mesopotamia: Rabbis and East 
Syrians,” AJS Review 34:1 (April 2010), 107. doi:10.1017/S0364009410000243 
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trend in his article “The Comparative Study of Scholasticism,” and argues that Syriac schools 

and rabbinic yeshivot sprung up around the same time (early sixth century for the Syriac schools 

and late-fifth early sixth century for the rabbis).142 In the Syriac world at least, these institutions 

were not just schools of higher learning but also village schools that provided elementary 

instruction.143 Whether or not these institutions were housed in independent buildings, there is an 

increasing sense that schools were where one sent a child to be taught.144 

 This increasing institutionalization also carried with it an increasingly charged valence 

for the practice of scriptural study. Rather than being a means through which to attain knowledge 

that would lead to practice, scriptural study came to be presented as an end in itself, a practice 

undertaken with fellow disciples under the tutelage of a master.145 Perhaps this ideal accounts for 

the move of scriptural instruction out of the home in the rabbinic imagination, except for the 

most pious of rabbis, who might continue to engage in Torah study with their sons. In the next 

chapter we will see that the rabbis question even this idea, that the most pious of rabbis should 

study with their sons. Perhaps the father’s ability to instruct his own son works only when both 

are also studying with other masters and disciples in the beit midrash.  

 Talmud torah, however, is not the only internal category the rabbis of the Bavli name to 

describe cultural transmission.  Tannaim portray parents as key actors in facilitating their 

children’s ritual participation. They are to procure ritual implements such as tefillin to enable 

 
142 Ibid, 94 and 97.   

143 Ibid, 94. 

144 I am not sure how to square Becker (and Rubenstein’s) accounts with the Bava Batra source described above. 
There, the tradition describing the set-up of the school system is attributed to Rav, a 3rd century amora who long 
predates the institutionalization Becker and Rubenstein chronicle. 

145 See for example Michael Satlow, “ ‘And on the Earth You Shall Sleep’: ‘Talmud Torah’ and Rabbinic 
Asceticism” The Journal of Religion, Vol. 83, No. 2 (Apr., 2003), 204-225. Stable url: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1206873. 
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children to participate in ritual practice as soon as they are physically and mentally capable of 

doing so. Parents are also to initiate children more broadly into the community of ritual 

practitioners, transmitting to children the details of rituals they cannot yet observe and helping 

them prepare for being fully obligated once they reach puberty. The Bavli reframes and expands 

this parental role, ultimately naming a second type of cultural transmission, hinukh, centered in 

the home. The creation of this category highlights an important point: focusing solely on the shift 

of talmud torah out of the home obscures the fact that the Bavli still values the parental role in 

cultural transmission. 

 The shift of talmud torah out of the home and the emphasis on hinukh have explanatory 

power. The discussions in the Bavli of Pesach seder show that the Bavli is uninterested in the 

storytelling component of the Mishna’s articulation of the evening’s rituals. The Bavli 

understands talmud torah to be the provenance of the sage. For this reason, it tends to discuss 

Pesach according to the Tosefta’s model of a night focused on discussing the laws of Pesach 

rather than according to the mishnah’s model which has a greater focus on biblical exegesis. 

Highlighting the emphasis the Bavli places on the parental role in hinukh explains this choice on 

the part of the Bavli.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BEYOND THE BOOK: RASHBI AND HIS SON 
 

Focusing on internal rabbinic categories that fall under the rubric of cultural transmission, the 

previous chapter focused on the explicit requirements the rabbis lay out regarding the 

transmission of textual and ritual knowledge. This chapter turns to the theme of the transmission 

not of cultural knowledge, but rather of cultural values. The Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and 

Development defines cultural transmission as “the process through which cultural elements, in 

the form of attitudes, values, beliefs, and behavioral scripts, are passed onto and taught to 

individuals and groups.”146 It is this form of cultural transmission that this chapter will explore. I 

will illustrate this theme by exploring two sets of stories in the Babylonian Talmud surrounding 

the figure of R. Elazar, the son of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (Rashbi).147  In the first, found in 

Bavli Shabbat, Rashbi brings his son (unnamed in this story) along for a thirteen-year sojourn in 

a secluded cave. There, the father conducts a controlled experiment. Away from any other 

influences, Rashbi transmits to his son an ascetic worldview in which all pursuits are directed 

towards the practice of Torah study.  Unlike stories where the father abandons his family to go 

study, here the father brings his son with him.148 They enter their own secluded house of study 

where he attempts to transmit to him that a life devoted to Torah study takes precedence over all 

material and social concerns. But does the son receive and enact these values? 

 
146 Taylor M.J., Thoth C.A. “Cultural Transmission” In: Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and Development, ed. S. 
Goldstein, J.A. Naglieri (Boston, MA: Springer, 2011), doi:10.1007/978-0-387-79061-9_755. 

147 I am, of course, not intending to provide any sort of historical reconstruction of the life of R. Elazar. This would 
be impossible given the nature of the sources which were redacted and likely composed centuries after he lived.  

148 Such as those found in the story cycle of Bavli Ketubot 62b-63a and Bavli Qiddushin 29b. 
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A second set of loosely connected tales, in Bavli Bava Metzia, chronicles the life of R. 

Elazar as an adult, after his father has died. One theme in this series of bizarre tales concerns R. 

Elazar’s ascetic lifestyle. The stories in Bava Metzia suggest that while Rashbi does succeed in 

transmitting his ascetic practices to his son, the way that the son enacts that asceticism was 

substantively different from that of his father, to the point where the son’s ascetic lifestyle no 

longer supports the value of Torah study but becomes an end in itself. Thus, although (or perhaps 

because) of the hermetically-sealed environment, the father does not successfully transmit his 

cultural values to the next generation.  

 
Rabbinic Biography 
  

I begin with a discussion of the scholarship regarding reading narratives in the Bavli in 

conversation with one another. Yona Frankel pioneered the application of the tools of literary 

theory to rabbinic tales. He claimed that each rabbinic story was a bounded unit and while 

literary motifs might be explored through their use in other parts of rabbinic literature, the 

characterization of each rabbi was limited to the pericope under discussion.149 Drawing upon 

post-modern theories of intertextuality, however, Devora Steinmetz argues that rabbinic 

literature ought not to be read in this way. Rather, each rabbinic text exists in a network of 

relationships with all other rabbinic texts.150 There is enough evidence that the Bavli references 

itself to warrant reading stories about the same characters as sharing a story universe. Zvi 

Septimus, too, makes this argument, albeit from a different angle. He claims that while each 

 
149 See Yonah Frenkel, Sippur ha-aggadah—aḥdut shel tokhen ve-tsurah [The aggadic story: unity of content and 
form] (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2001), 32-34. 

150 Devora Steinmetz, “Agada Unbound: Inter-Agadic Characterization of Sages in the Bavli and Implications for 
Reading Agada,” in Creation and Composition: The Contribution of the Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the Aggada, 
edited by Jeffrey L. Rubenstein (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 310.  
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sugya may have been composed independently, the Bavli as a whole, as we have it, is intended to 

be read as a literary whole. Sugyot reference one another linguistically and this leads to a rich 

web of narratives.151 This means that whether or not the author or editor of one story about a 

rabbinic figure was familiar with the final form of another story about that same figure, the two 

stories can nonetheless be read in light of one another. This reading together adds layers of 

significance to each story. Reading the Bavli Bava Metzia narratives in light of the Bavli Shabbat 

narrative allows us to explore the theme of transmission of cultural values and how difficult such 

transmission is for a parent to accomplish.152 

 
Asceticism as a Cultural Expression 
 

Before delving into the stories, it is necessary to consider the cultural work of asceticism and 

how transmitting ascetic ideals serves to transmit culture more broadly. In his work Ascetic 

Imperative in Culture and Criticism, Geoffrey Harpham posits that asceticism is the foundation 

of cultural expression.153 In its most basic form, asceticism is the curbing of human impulse. In 

order to make this category less capacious and more meaningful, Patrick Olivelle expands upon 

Harpham’s approach and identifies three forms asceticism takes, with each form increasing in 

severity.154 He begins with root asceticism, which is the universal human phenomenon of 

 
151 See Zvi Septimus, “Revisiting the Fat Rabbis,” in Talmudic Transgressions: Engaging the Work of Daniel 
Boyarin, Edited by Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 418-56, especially page 442, “the Bavli 
therefore, by virtue of its narrative structure, assumes a reader that has already read the book and, more importantly, 
a reader who reads the book with a heightened awareness of its self-referentiality” as well as pages 443 and 456. 

152 To be clear, it is impossible to know whether or not the editors and authors of the Bava Metzia tales knew the 
Rashbi cave tale as it appears in Bavli Shabbat. Nonetheless, comparing the father and son’s approaches to 
asceticism can still provide insight into dynamics of transmission.   

153 Geoffrey Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987), xi. 

154 Patrick Olivelle, “The Ascetic and the Domestic in Brahmanical Religiosity,” in Asceticism and its Critics: 
Historical Accounts and Comparative Perspectives, edited by Oliver Freiberger  (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 27-31. 
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limiting one’s drives and urges in some way.155 The form that this root asceticism takes, 

however, may differ depending on cultural context. This leads to a second form of asceticism, 

overlaid upon the first, which he calls “cultural asceticism.” This asceticism describes the 

additional ways that individual cultures curb the impulses of their citizen or adherents. For 

example, Hindu food laws differ from Jewish dietary restrictions, but both limit the types of 

foods that adherents may consume. The third form Olivelle terms “elite asceticism,” and it is this 

form that most scholars associate with the term asceticism. Elite ascetics take a given culture’s 

cultural asceticism to its extreme. They push the curbing of impulses to an extreme, controlling 

their own food, sex, and pain in ways that most adherents to that culture’s norms would find 

untenable. The purpose of these practices is to reach some sort of spiritual goal, directing one’s 

attention away from the physical and towards a loftier ideal. Thus, elite asceticism can shed light 

on the whole culture because it is an extreme expression of the ideals of that culture. The specific 

ideal that an “elite” ascetic aspires to is indicative of the ideal espoused by the society of which 

they are a part even if society would reject the extreme practices that the elite ascetic engages in 

in order to fully live out that ideal. It is because of this dynamic that studying the stories of 

Rashbi and his son are so instructive.156   

 
Transmission of Asceticism in the Cave 
 
The Bavli contains a well-known tale about Rashbi and his son retreating to a cave for thirteen 

years in response to a threat on Rashbi’s life from the Roman authorities. Four literary 

 
155 An example he gives of this type of impulse-curbing is toilet-training, wherein parents teach their children to 
relieve themselves in specific locations, rather than wherever they feel the urge. Ibid, 30. 

156 For more on asceticism in rabbinic literature more generally see Steven Fraade, “Ascetical Aspects of Ancient 
Judaism,” in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible through the Middle Ages, edited by Arthur Green (New York: 
Crossroads, 1986), 253-288 and Michael Satlow, “‘And on the Earth You Shall Sleep’: ‘Talmud Torah’ and 
Rabbinic Asceticism,” Journal of Religion, 83: 2 (April 2003), 204-25.  
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collections from the land of Israel (Yerushalmi, Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, Genesis Rabbah, and 

Ecclesiastes Rabbah) include a parallel to this story.157 The Bavli’s version of the tale differs in 

significant ways from the versions from the land of Israel. Significantly for our purposes, the 

Bavli animates Rashbi’s son as a central character in the story, where he is largely missing or 

passive in those from the other collections.  

For the purposes of our analysis, we will use the Yerushalmi version of the narrative from 

the land of Israel. This version begins by portraying Rashbi as a consummate ascetic who dwells 

in a cave for thirteen years: 

  הדולח ופוג הלעהש דע המורתד ןיבורח תרעמב ןינש רשע תלת אתרעמב רימט דבע יחוי ןב ןועמש יבר היל תווה
 

“Rashbi hid in a cave for thirteen years—a cave of terumah carobs—until his body broke out in 

sores.” Then, at the end of thirteen years, the Yerushalmi reports that he says, “ המ ימח קפנ הניל  

אמלע אלק .” “Let me go see what is happening in the world (lit. what voice goes out in the 

world.)” He goes out and sits at the mouth of the cave where he sees a hunter hunting birds. 

When the hunter lays out his trap, Rashbi hears a divine voice הלק תרב  saying “ סומיד ! Pardon!” 

and the bird escapes. In response to witnessing this, Rashbi says, “ לכ  158 אדבי אל  אימש  ידעלבמ  רופיצ 

אשנ רב ןכש —If a bird is not lost without [the will of] Heaven, all the more so a person.” While a 

bit cryptic, he seems to glean that he can leave the cave and God will look after him. He does so 

and proceeds to engage in some civil works by purifying the city of Tiberias from corpse 

impurity. The story concludes with an altercation he has with a Samaritan who disapproves of 

this endeavor which results in him turning the Samaritan into a pile of bones ( תומצע לש לג ).   

 
157 Yerushalmi Shevi’it 9:1, 38d; Genesis Rabbah 79:6; Pesikta deRav Kahana 11:16; Ecclesiastes Rabbah 10:11. 

158 Sokoloff translates this phrase, “not even a bird perishes without the will of heaven.” Michael Sokoloff, A 
Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine Period (Tel Aviv: Bar Ilan University Press, 2002), 233. 
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Bavli Shabbat’s version of this tale contains a few of the core elements of this story. These 

elements, however, are embellished and placed in an expanded narrative context. In Bavli 

Shabbat (33b-34a), Rashbi flees from the Romans after a colleague reports to the authorities that 

he has spoken negatively about them. Rashbi first flees to the house of study, taking his son with 

him. When he begins to fear that the authorities will torture his wife into betraying their location, 

Rashbi and his son abandon the study house for a cave, where they are nourished by a carob tree 

and a spring. There, they spend their days in study, naked but buried up to their necks in sand. 

The story reports that they clothe themselves only to pray.  

After twelve years of this ascetic and secluded life, Elijah comes to them and reports that the 

edict against Rashbi has been rescinded. As the pair leave the cave, they see people working the 

fields. Upset that these workers are engaged in manual labor rather than study, the pair burn 

everything they see with their eyes. A heavenly voice commands them to return to the cave. A 

year later they emerge. While the son continues to burn things, Rashbi now restores them.159 The 

pair then come across an elderly man who is running with some myrtles before the Sabbath. 

They ask him what he is doing, and he responds that one of the myrtles represents the 

commandment to remember the Sabbath (Exodus 20:8), while the other represents the 

commandment to safeguard the Sabbath (Deuteronomy 5:12). The narrator reports that the minds 

of the father and son are settled. At this point, the son disappears from the narrative. Rashbi goes 

to Tiberias where he finds himself in a bathhouse where he is visited by his son-in-law who 

laments the sores on his body. Rashbi explains to his son-in-law that these sores enabled him to 

become a greater Torah scholar. The story closes in a similar manner to the ending of the tale in 

 
159 While the tale continues to report two more episodes, the son drops out as a character so our analysis will focus 
on this first section of the story. 
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the Yerushalmi version. Rashbi gets into an altercation about the purification of Tiberias with an 

elderly gentleman whom he turns into a pile of bones. 

We see that in both the Bavli and the Yerushalmi, Rashbi escapes to the cave out of fear. In 

both, he is the consummate ascetic, retreating to a cave to be minimally sustained by a carob tree, 

and in both there is a turning point when he exits the cave. Both also contain his civil act of 

purifying Tiberius and turning someone into a pile of bones. It is evident, therefore, that these 

traditions share a common kernel. However, as is its wont, the Bavli greatly embellishes the tale 

and shifts its narrative focus.  

In her work Early Christian Monastic Literature and the Babylonian Talmud, Michal Bar 

Asher Siegal compares the two versions of the tale. She argues that most of the elements added 

by the Bavli contain thematic parallels with Syriac monastic literature. The rabbis of the Bavli 

thus build on earlier depictions of Rashbi and paint him in an idiom of their own time, that of an 

ascetic monk.160  

Two narrative elements unique to the Bavli cannot be explained by the incorporation of 

Syriac monastic themes—The robust presence of the son and the centrality of Torah study to the 

narrative.161 While he is referenced in many of the Eretz Yisraeli versions, the son is an integral 

part of the narrative only in the Bavli version, where Rashbi speaks to and/or with him four 

times. Hayim Weiss points out that bringing the son along makes little narrative sense—only 

Rashbi is being pursued by the Romans. Bringing the son along increases the danger to the son 

 
160 Michal Bar-Asher Siegal, Early Christian Monastic Literature and the Babylonian Talmud (Cambridge; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 133-69. 

161 Siegal notes this and identifies the son as a uniquely Bavli element despite the fact that all the versions besides 
the Yerushalmi do mention him. (Siegal, Early Christian Monastic Literature, 140-41). I concur that the son is 
animated in the Bavli narrative in a way that he is not in the other narratives. 
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rather than decreasing it.162 Weiss therefore attributes to Rashbi the desire to bring his son into a 

sealed educational laboratory: “Rashbi is aware of the fact that extended absence from his son 

will prevent him from raising the child the way he wants to, and he is not willing to allow this. 

Therefore, he prefers to expose his son to existential threat rather than allow him to be exposed 

to foreign influences.”163 The son’s presence adds a concern absent from the narratives—what 

does the father transmit to his son in the cave? What does the son receive of that transmission? 

His presence invites the reader to wonder whether or not the Bavli imagines that Rashbi succeeds 

in transmitting his ascetic values to his son. 

 Torah study, too, plays a central role in the Bavli tale in a way that it does not in the 

Yerushalmi and other EY versions. We first see this with the addition of the beit midrash as the 

location to which the father and son flee first. By having them flee first to the house of study, the 

narrator suggests that the retreat to the cave will be like the house of study only more extreme in 

its isolation. This impression is solidified by the account of what the pair spend their time doing 

in the cave, a set of details also absent from the EY versions. The Bavli reports that the pair 

spend their days studying Torah ( יסִרְגָּ אמָוֹי ילֵּוּכּ ). This detail serves to link the asceticism that the 

father and son practice in the cave to Torah study. In his book Holy Men and Hunger Artists: 

Fasting and Asceticism in Rabbinic Culture, Eliezer Diamond draws the distinction between 

essential asceticism and instrumental asceticism. Someone who practices essential asceticism 

sees an intrinsic value in ascetic practices, while someone who practices instrumental asceticism 

performs ascetic practices in service of another goal. This distinction maps nicely onto this 

 
162 Hayim Weiss, “Ḥomets ben-yayin: ma’avakim politiyim, limmud Torah, ve-zehut be-mishpaḥat rabbi Shim‘on 
bar Yoḥai” [Wine, Son of Vinegar: Political Struggles, Torah Study and Identity in the family of Rabbi Simeon bar 
Yoḥai], in Peace and War in Jewish Culture, edited by Avriel bar-Levav (Jerusalem: Merkaz Zalman Shazar, 2006), 
67-83. 

163 Ibid., 74, my translation. 
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difference between the two renditions of the cave story. In the EY version, Rashbi practices 

essential asceticism in the cave. The salient detail for the narrator is that his body broke out in 

sores. In the Bavli version, however, the study is the key—the sores are a byproduct of his all-

encompassing devotion to it.164 Rather being a desideratum in and of its own right, the asceticism 

Rashbi and his son practice in the cave are in service of Torah study.165 These two sets of 

values—ascetic beliefs and practices and Torah study therefore constitute the “unwritten 

curriculum” that Rashbi transmits to his son in the cave.  

In the life of most children, there might be many who transmit culture—parents, teachers, 

other relatives. According to the Bavli Shabbat cave story, Rashbi’s son is shielded from the 

influence of everyone except his father. In this story, Rashbi retreats from society into a cave 

where he relinquishes all but the most essential physical sustenance and engages in physical 

mortification. By bringing his son along, he transmits to his son the value of such self-denial and 

self-flagellation. To be clear, I am calling the act of bringing his son to the cave an act of 

transmission because he is trying to pass along a value through his behavior (the value of 

asceticism) even as he is also engaging in transmitting content by engaging with his son in 

through textual study. Transmission can take the form both of words as well as of actions and 

structures that the father puts in place. In this story, Rashbi is his son’s father and teacher. He 

transmits his culture and worldview independent from other influences on his child's life.  The 

disconnection from the world allows Rashbi to convey his worldview with a clarity and purity 

that he could not have achieved otherwise, but it also prevents his son from learning about other 

avenues to enact the value of Torah study. The hermetically sealed conditions of his experiment 

 
164 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 12. 

165 The portrayal of Rashbi as an instrumental ascetic predates the EY versions of this tale. Sifre Devarim describes 
Rashbi as holding the view that those who engage in Torah study will not need to worry about material pursuits. 
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in cultural transmission allow the narrators of this story to reflect on the effectiveness of paternal 

transmission of cultural values. 

The Son’s Reception of Asceticism within the Cave Story 
 

In the cave, the son receives his father’s transmission passively. He imitates his father by 

studying, praying, and burying himself in sand alongside his father. The story uses a series of 

plural verbs to convey this fact:  

 ,וּלּצַמְוּ 170וּסּכַּימִ ישִׁבְלָ 169ייֵוֹלּצַ ןדָּיעִבְּ .168יסִרְגָּ 167אמָוֹי ילֵּוּכּ .אלָחָבְּ וּהייְרַאוְּצַ דעַ יבִתְיָ וֹוהֲוַ וּהייְנַמָ 166יחִלְשְׁמַ וֹוהֲוַ
 .וּלבְילִ אלָדְּ יכִיהֵ יכִּ וּהייְנַמָ יחִלְשְׁמַ רדַהֲוַ
 

They would cast off their clothes and would sit up to their necks in sand. They studied all 
day. At the time of prayer they donned their clothing and prayed and then they would again 
cast off their garments so that they would not wear out. 

 
Then, when father and son leave the cave for the first time, the son destroys the physical world 

alongside his father: 

 .ףרָשְׂנִ דיָּמִ ןהֶינֵיעֵ ןינִתְוֹנּשֶׁ םוֹקמָ לכׇּ .העָשָׁ ייֵּחַבְּ ןיקִסְוֹעוְ םלָוֹע ייֵּחַ ןיחִינִּמַ  171:ןירִמְאָ ,יעִרְזָוְ יבִרְכָּ אקָדְּ ישֵׁנָיאִ וֹזחֲ ,וּקפַנְ

“[When] they left, they saw people plowing and sowing seeds. They said: ‘they relinquish eternal 

life in favor of temporary existence.’ Anywhere they set their eyes was immediately scorched.”  

Father and son act as a pair, criticizing the farmers for engaging in physical labor. They destroy 

the fruits of the farmers’ labors with their fiery eyes. A divine voice castigates them for their 

action and tells the pair to return to their cave. They spend another year in the cave before a 

 
166 Missing from the manuscripts. 

167 Munich 95 adds ו יבתי  . 

168 Munich 95 adds ןוהיינמ ןיחלשמ ןהו  

169 Munich 95 adds יקפנ . 

170 Munich 95 adds יקפנו  

171 Vilna and Vatican 127 have רמא  here. In that version, Rashbi explicitly transmits to his son the idea that that 
eternal life does not allow for engaging in pursuits that are not directly in service of God. 
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divine voice tells them to leave again and reenter the world. After their second exit, the son 

finally breaks with his father:  

 .ןוֹעמְשִׁ יבִּרַ יסֵּמַ הוָהֲ ,רזָעָלְאֶ יבִּרַ יחֵמָ הוָהֲדַּ אכָיהֵ לכָּ .וּקפַנְ !םכֶתְרַעָמְּמִ וּאצְ :הרָמְאָוְ לוֹק תבַּ התָצְיָ

“A heavenly voice went out and said: Leave your cave! They left. Everywhere that R. Elazar 

harmed, Rashbi healed.” The son’s only independent action in the narrative is to continue to 

harm the world after this second exit. The narrative in Bavli Shabbat thus portrays Rashbi’s son 

as being in lock step with his father, participating fully in his ascetic experiment. Rashbi’s 

transmission of the values undergirding ascetic practice has been so successful, it seems, that his 

son is unequipped to change his response to the physical world during the year they spend back 

in the cave. By the end of the Bavli Shabbat narrative, we begin to form the impression that 

Rashbi’s son, unnamed in this tale, has begun to develop an inflexible ascetic mindset. We are, 

however, left with the question of how effective Rashbi’s transmission of his unwritten 

curriculum is in the long run. What has the son learned from his father’s intense experiment in 

cultural transmission?  

The Son as an Adult 
 

Bavli Bava Metzia 83b-85a presents a complex series of narratives about R. Elazar, 

Rashbi’s no-longer-anonymous son. The series contains a potpourri of bizarre tales beginning  

with R. Elazar’s appointment to the job of Roman thief-catcher and closing with his death and 

ultimate burial in a crypt guarded by a serpent.  

This story cycle in Bavli Bava Metzia contains many themes which have been dealt with 

by a number of scholars. Ronit Shoshany, for example, discusses the cycle as a reflection on sin 
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and repentance.172 David Stern and Yariv ben Aharon discuss them more symbolically, as a 

reflection on the relationship between Eretz Yisrael and Bavel.173 Daniel Boyarin sees in these 

stories reflections on rabbinic masculinity as well as on sexuality and reproduction.174 While all 

of these themes are present in the story cycle, I suggest that reading it in conversation with the 

cave story in Bavli Shabbat highlights an additional thread in these rich and laden vignettes—

that of the parental transmission of a worldview. While likely not told by the same story-tellers, 

the Bava Metzia tales do reference the cave story, inviting us to explore to what extent the Bavli 

Bava Metzia stories portray R. Elazar as living out this father’s ascetic worldview. In the cave, 

Rashbi has transmitted to his son the technologies of asceticism and bodily discomfort in service 

of the study of Torah. In this section I look at a variety of themes related to asceticism that 

emerge in the two sets of stories. I argue that in the Bava Metzia cycle, the son turns to ascetic 

practices in his hour of need, but he decouples these practices from Torah study. The stories thus 

present the father’s transmission as only partially efficacious.175 

 
172 Ronit Shoshany, “Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Shimon and the Thieves: A Story about Sin and Atonement, (Heb)” 
Jewish Studies: An Internet Journal 4 (2005), 1–21.  

173 Stern, “Imperial Fiction;” Yariv Ben-Aharon, Agadat Pumbedita: shiʻur be-Talmud: Agadat Pereḳ "ha-Śokher et 
ha-poʻalim" [The aggadah of Pumbedita: a lesson in the Talmud: the Aggadah of the chapter “One who hires 
workers”]. (Kiryat Tivon: Ha-Midrashah Oranim, 2000), cited in Shoshany, “Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Shimon and the 
Thieves,” 2. According to Shoshany, Ben Aharon claims that the story cycle is an attempt to claim the ascension of 
Babylonia over the Land of Israel. Stern claims the reverse—that the Bavli here expresses some anxiety about being 
less than their EY counterparts (see especially pages 28-29). These scholars attempt a sustained reading of the story 
cycle (or at least large swaths of it). I am not trying to provide a sustained reading as they do. Rather, I am lifting up 
a theme that I hope can be generative in terms of thinking through the question of transmitting a worldview.    

174 Daniel Boyarin examines this story cycle in different ways in three different works: Carnal Israel: Reading Sex 
in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1993) 196-225, Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of 
Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish Man (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997), 81-126, 
and Socrates and the Fat Rabbis: (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 167-87. 

175 Ultimately the narrator does not evaluate this failure of transmission negatively. R. Elazar is depicted as a holy 
person precisely because of the extreme bodily mortification he subjects himself to. In David Stern’s words, “So 
whatever he does, REBRS seems to triumph—whether his own self-destructiveness, the opposition of other rabbis, 
and even death itself.   He’s like a bad boy who can’t do wrong.  His closest parallel is Falstaff” (19). I do not 
disagree with this assessment but am raising a separate axis on which to consider this set of narratives. 
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Inverse Relationships to Empire 
 
Our introduction to the adult R. Elazar b. R. Shimon (henceforth R. Elazar) draws a clear 

contrast between the values of the son and the values of his father.  The very first episode of the 

Bava Metzia story cycle portrays R. Elazar as flouting a core value of Rashbi’s, his disdain for 

the Roman empire, which had been the narrative catalyst for the pair’s retreat to the cave in the 

Bavli’s telling. In the Bavli Shabbat tale, Rashbi criticizes the empire, saying: 

 םירשג ןמצע ןהב ןדעל תואצחרמ תונוז ןהב בישוהל ןיקווש ונקת 177ןמצע ךרוצל אלא ונקת 176אל ונקתש המ לכ

 סכמ ןהמ לוטיל

 “Everything they [the Romans] established they established only for their own needs. They 

established markets in order to place prostitutes there, bathhouses to beautify themselves, and 

bridges in order to collect tax.”178 On a narrative level, this statement triggers his need to flee; his 

cynical view of Roman governance makes its way to the Roman authorities, who sentence him to 

death. However, Charlotte Fonrobert points out that Rashbi’s statement is a critique of Roman 

urban design. It is impossible to live in a Roman city without interacting with its design, so 

perhaps even without the existential threat Rashbi would have had to leave for the cave and sever 

his ties to the Roman city.179  

Whereas the father rejects Roman societal structures, his son embraces them. Bavli Bava 

Metzia (83b) introduces the adult R. Elazar in an episode that shows him to have a markedly 

different attitude towards the Romans from that of his father. In an almost comical fashion, R. 

 
176 Munich 95 has ןכרצל . 

177 Lacking in Munich 95. 

178 Bavli Shabbat 33b. 

179 Charlotte Fonrobert, “Plato in Rabbi Shimeon bar Yohai's Cave (B. Shabbat 33B-34A): The Talmudic Inversion 
of Plato's Politics of Philosophy,” AJS Review 31:2 (November, 2007), 277-96, www.jstor.org/stable/27564292. 
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Elazar instructs a thief-catcher for the Romans on the intricacies of how to do his job well. His 

advice reaches the emperor who appoints him a thief-catcher in the other’s stead. As Shoshany 

points out, his well-developed advice shows how intentional he was about giving it.180 His 

conscription is fully voluntary. R. Elazar wholeheartedly accepts Roman rule—catching Jewish 

thieves for the Romans is a laudatory pursuit in his eyes when done properly. R. Elazar embraces 

his new role, a role that supports the functioning of the empire his father so despised. 

This contrast has implications for understanding the effects of the paternal transmission 

of culture that happened in the cave story. According to Weiss, Rashbi’s motivation for bringing 

his son into the cave with him includes the wish to impart an anti-imperial political ideology: 

The description of the pair in the cave, and in the sand of the cave, is a description of an 
experiment in lab conditions in which the father tries to realize, through the help of a sort of 
masculine-intellectual womb, his fantasy to create a spiritual-political clone of himself in his 
son.181  
 

By opening with a story of the son catching thieves for the Romans, Bavli Bava Metzia (83b) 

introduces R. Elazar as thwarting this attempted transmission. Perhaps this is at least a partial 

explanation for the insult that R. Yehoshua ben Qorha hurls his way—he calls him “Vinegar son 

of wine,” suggesting that R. Elazar has soured his father’s legacy.182 

 In the next episode, however, R. Elazar has a change of heart. A launderer insults him 

using the same epithet as R. Yehoshua b. Qorha. R. Elazar is so incensed that he turns him over 

to the Romans for thievery. The Romans hang him, despite the fact that R. Elazar has a change 

of heart and attempts to save him. While the story does not explicitly say so, it seems that R. 

 
180 Shoshany, “Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Shimon and the Thieves,” 7. 

181 Weiss, “Homets ben yayin,” 76; my translation. 

182 Much has been written about this expression. In addition to those scholars cited above who also address this 
expression at length, see Ofra Meir, “On the Hebrew Expression ‘Homets ben yayin’,” Dappim: Research in 
Literature 4 (1988), 9-18.  
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Elazar gives up his thief-catching profession and embraces an ascetic existence as a result of 

being unable to save the launderer.  

The rest of this chapter will explore the ways in which R. Elazar embraces certain facets 

of the worldview that his father attempted to impart in the cave while ignoring or actively 

rejecting other elements. While these stories are fantastical, they do reflect a real picture of what 

might happen when a parent attempts to transmit a set of cultural values in a vacuum—the child 

receives some of these values but they get muddled and distorted in that reception. In the case of 

Rashbi and R. Elazar, the son enacts the ascetic practices of retreat from society and bodily self-

mortification. He fails, however, to connect these practices with Torah study and the valuing of 

life beyond the physical world—values that his father saw as undergirding his ascetic practices. I 

will develop the contrast between Rashbi’s asceticism and that of his son by comparing a) the 

ways each retreat from society, b) the ways they each relate to physical suffering, and c) the 

value they each place on physical, worldly existence. I will show that Rashbi’s mono-focus on 

Torah study as a symbol of or perhaps portal to eternal life loses this significance in R. Elazar’s 

asceticism. Thus, while the father succeeds in transmitting ascetic practices and the practice of 

Torah study, the son does not maintain the tight link between the two that the father espoused.  

Retreat from Society 

In the Bavli cave story, as we have seen, Rashbi retreats from society in two stages: 

  יכרכו אימד אזוכו 184אתפיר 183והתיבד והל יתיימ הוה אמוי לכ אשרדמ יב ושט הירבו אוה לזא
  ןל אילגמו 187הל ירעצמ 186אמליד ןהילע הלק ןתעד םישנ 185הירבל ל”א אתריזג ףיקת יכ

 
183 Munich 95 has והייתיבד . 

184 Munich 95 adds יכרכו  here instead of after the next phrase. 

185 Oxford 366 adds אנעדי . 

186 Missing from Munich 95. 

187 Oxford 366 has ןל . 
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 אימד אניעו אבורח והל ירביא אסינ 189שיחרתיא 188אתרעמב ושט ולזא
 

He and his son went and hid in the house of study. Every day his wife brought him bread 
and a jug of water, and they would dine. When the verdict increased in strength, he said 
to his son “Women’s will is light upon them. Perhaps they will torture her and she will 
reveal us.” They went and hid in a cave. A miracle occurred and a carob tree and a stream 
were created for them. 
 

In the first stage of retreat, Rashbi takes his son to live with him in the house of study. This first 

retreat distances the pair from the Roman civic institutions Rashbi disparaged but keeps him in 

relationship with other rabbis and with his wife, who supports them through her nourishment.  

As Jeffrey Rubenstein points out: “In the academy RSBY withdraws from profane, gentile 

culture to holy, rabbinic society, but he remains connected to the outside world through the visits 

of his wife, who brings him basic necessities, bread and a jug of water.”190 While Rashbi does 

not explicitly teach his son in this stage, by bringing him to live in the study hall, he imparts the 

idea that retreat from Roman society is a desideratum. 

In the second phase, Rashbi decides that living in the house of study is too risky, so he 

brings his son even farther away from society into a cave, an act that severs even this small 

contact with the outside world. For Rubenstein, this second retreat signals a rejection of human 

society. In the cave, says Rubenstein:  

The scene portrays an existence wholly devoted to Torah. Perforce it is very close to 
nature; with all time and effort invested in study, there is no way to produce food, build 
shelter or weave clothes. RSBY’s rejection of cultural institutions—markets, bathhouses, 
and bridge—has been pushed to its logical extreme: separation from all human culture. 
191 
 

 
188 Munich 95 adds ]]והילאו השמד[[ . 

189 Most of the manuscripts (except Vatican 127) add והל . 

190 Jeffrey Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1999), 111. 

191 Ibid, 119. This attitude may have been a rejection of his own father’s attitude to the Romans. Bavli Pesahim 112a 
states that Rashbi’s father Yohai was a prison guard for the Romans. 
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By bringing his son along into this solitary confinement, Rashbi conveys the message that other 

humans are not an essential component of a religious life. Later in the tale, Rashbi makes this 

message explicit, saying to his son, “ התאו ינא םלועל יד ”—“You and I are enough for the world.”192 

This statement rejects the necessity for others with whom to study and serve God. Indeed, the 

devotion of Rashbi and his son is enough to sustain the world. 

Despite the fact that R. Elazar does not retreat to a physical cave, he too retreats from 

society in two ways. The most explicit retreat occurs after he fails to save a launderer he has 

wrongfully handed over to the Romans. He ceases his activities as a thief-catcher and instead 

engages in a penitential cycle of physical suffering followed by Torah study. Each morning, his 

wife prepares food for him which he eats and becomes well: 

  197ירבו והל ליכאו 196אדפל 195ינימ ןיתיש 194והתיבד היל הדבע 193רחמל
  ןנבר והוקחדל אלד יכיה יכ אשרדמ יבל 198קפימל והתיבד היל אקבש תוה אלו
 199הרות לוטיב ינפמ וליז והל רמא ארפצב ואוב ייערו ייחא והל רמא אתרואב

The next day his wife made for him sixty types of victuals and he ate them and healed. And 
his wife would not allow him to leave for the house of study so that the rabbis would not 
trouble him. In the evening, he said to them (ie his sufferings) “Come, my brothers and my 
friends!) In the morning, he said to them “Go away because of the nullification of Torah 
study.”200 

 
192 Beth Berkowitz suggests that Rashbi’s statement signals that he has difficulty separating from his son. 

193 Florence 8-9 has אמוי לכו . 

194 Missing from Munich 95. 

195 Vatican 117 has יצא . 

196 Oxford has ארדיק . 

197 Missing from all the manuscripts except Escorial. This is a significant lacuna because it leaves open the question 
of whether and how he healed daily. 

198 Escorial has לזימל . Oxford has לועינ . 

199 Vatican 117 has שרדמה תיב . 

200 This story on 84b is a doublet of a story on 83b where he removes basketfuls of flesh in order to ascertain 
whether his innards are trustworthy:  

  היתעד אבתיימ אל יכה 'יפאו
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It is self-evident that R. Elazar has retreated from Roman society. He would not be able to 

continue his thief-catching activities while engaging in such an extreme regimen of physical 

suffering. But the story also highlights his retreat from rabbinic society by reporting that when he 

is ill, his wife prevents him from returning to the study hall lest his fellow scholars aggravate his 

illness. His sufferings have become his friends. 

The idea that the other rabbis would aggravate his illnesses is linked to the distance R. 

Elazar has from the rabbis throughout most of the tales in the Bava Metzia story cycle. When R. 

Yehoshua b. Qorcha insults him for turning in fellow Jews to the Romans in the first episode of 

the cycle (explored in detail above in the “Politics” section), the language used is “ היל חלש .” This 

sending implies distance. The narrator implies that R. Yehoshua has to send a message to R. 

Elazar because R. Elazar is not present in the house of study. R. Elazar retreats from society 

through his anti-social tendencies, which form an undercurrent in the Bava Metzia stories.  

In addition to the episode above, the idea of the other rabbis troubling R. Elazar appears 

twice more. R. Elazar returns to the study house after his wife’s departure (discussed in the next 

section). Upon his return to the study house, the rabbis show him samples of vaginal blood which 

they have apparently been saving for his return: 

  והנירהט אמד ינימ ןיתש הימקל ותייא
  קפס דח והב תיל ךתעד אקלס ירמאו 201ןנבר יננרמ אק הוה
  םהיניב תחא הבקנ אהת ואל םאו םירכז םלוכ ויהי אוה יתומכ םא והל רמא
 הימש לע רזעלא 'ר והל וקיסאו םירכז םלוכ ויה

 
They brought before him sixty samples of blood. He declared them pure. 202 

 
  היסירכל וערקו אשישד אתיבל והולייעו אתנישד אמס והויקשא
  אברתד ילוקיד ילוקיד הינימ וקפמ ווה

“And even so, his mind was not settled. They had him drink a sleeping drought and they brought him into a room of 
marble and they tore his belly. They removed from him baskets and baskets of flesh” (Bavli Bava Metzia 83b). 

201 Hamburg adds הילע . Besides that there are no notable mss variants in this section. 

202 As Daniel Boyarin points out, this is clearly a hyperbolic number which echoes the sixty buckets of blood that 
were removed from his body on 83b (Carnal Israel, 206). There is a generative literary parallel in that both the 
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The rabbis complained and said: Could it possibly be that there is not a single doubtful 
case among them?! 
He said to them: If I am right, let them (ie all the babies born from the sexual relations) 
all be male, but if not, let there be one female among them. They were all male. And they 
named them “R. Elazar” after him. (Bava Metzia 84b) 
 

In this episode, we see the double-edged relationship between R. Elazar and the rabbis. On the 

one hand, he is respected as a Torah scholar—so respected that the rabbis save their trickiest 

menstrual blood cases for him. On the other hand, the rabbis complain about his halakhic 

rulings.203 His response to their complaint signals that he is an outsider—rather than marshalling 

rabbinic arguments in his own defense, he resorts to supernatural means (i.e. the future birth of 

sixty boys).204 Despite his return to the study house, he does not play by its rules. The outcome, 

the birth of sixty boys, implies divine intervention in his favor and solidifies the image of R. 

Elazar as a miracle-working ascetic.205 

 The next episode continues to accentuate his self-perception of being at odds with the 

other rabbis. On his death bed, he tells his wife not to bury him after his death.206 He says to her: 

 
buckets of blood there and the menstrual blood samples are deemed pure. See Shoshany, “Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi 
Shimon and the Thieves,” 16. More generally, sixty is a typological number in the Bavli. See for example Bavli 
Nedarim 39b which prescribes a remedy of sixty people visiting an ill person to restore their health. Caspar Levias 
suggests that the reference to sixty is a remnant of the sexagesimal system of which sixty was the largest number. 
Sixty is thus symbolic of an indefinitely large number. (See Caspar Levias, “Numbers and Numerals,” in The Jewish 
Encyclopedia, edited by Cyrus Adler et. al, (1905), www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/11619-numbers-and-
numerals. 

203 In fact, the root ננר  suggestively appears in Bavli Berakhot (29b)   and Bavli Bekhorot (36b) in the story of the 
deposition of Rabban Gamliel. There, the discontent that the assembled express at the treatment of R. Yehoshua is 
expressed with the root ננר . 

204 There are similarities to the famous story of R. Eliezer and the oven of Achnai. There, too, R. Eliezer resorts to 
supernatural means to demonstrate the purity or impurity of an object. 

205 In a way, however, this return to the study house parallels Rashbi’s return to society. When Rashbi returns, he 
purifies Tiberias using miraculous means. Here, his son also engages in an act of purification, deeming these niddah 
clothes pure. It is worth noting that the purification Rashbi engages in is from corpse impurity, while R. Elazar’s 
leads to the birth of many boys. This parallel is worth further investigation.  

206 This likely reflects a stitching together of disparate literary traditions. In the episode above, R. Elazar’s wife 
leaves him. In this episode, she has somehow returned. However, this episode and the ones following it bear close 
resemblance to parallels in PDRK 11, while the other episode about R. Elazar’s wife has no parallel there. 
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 210ריפש יב 209יקסעימ אלו ילע 208יחיתרד ןנברדב אנעדי 207והתיבדל הל רמא הישפנ אחינ אק הוה יכ
 יאנימ ןילחדית אלו יאתיליעב ןינגוא

 
I know about the rabbis that they are boiling (very angry) at me and they will not deal 
well with me. Lay me to rest in the attic and fear me not. 

 
The idea that the rabbis would not deal appropriately with his body is an extreme claim about his 

separateness from them. Not only is he at odds with them in the study house, but even in death 

he fears their wrath. It is not clear why he thinks they are angry at him. Reading the story cycle 

as one unit, Rashi suggests that the rabbis are still stewing about his profession as a thief-catcher. 

Alternatively, their ire may not be as bad as R. Elazar thinks it is; he picks up on their resistance 

to his iconoclastic halakhic methods and interprets it (perhaps incorrectly) as implying that they 

will even mistreat his dead body. 

 In sum, while R. Elazar does not retreat to a cave as he and his father did in his youth, he 

too practices social isolation. He perceives himself at odds with the rabbis of the study house. 

Unlike his father, whose first step outside of society is into the study house, for R. Elazar the 

study house provides no haven. Until his death R. Elazar remains an anti-social ascetic. The fact 

that the study house is not a home for R. Elazar showcases that for him asceticism (in this case 

social isolation) is an end of itself. It has not led him to feel at home in the one place that has 

Torah study at its core. While pursuit of Torah study remains a value to him, his asceticism is 

decoupled from that pursuit. His father did not succeed in transmitting the connection that he so 

clearly practiced.  

 
 

 
207 Florence 8-9 adds עדימ . 

208 Florence 8-9 has והיתעדב יטקנ . 

209 Florence 8-9 has יגהנ . 

210 Florence 8-9 has ןיקסא והל יעבמדכ ארקי . 



 
 

83 

Physical Suffering and Torah Study 
 

We see this decoupling even more clearly with regards to the relationship father and son 

perceive between physical suffering and Torah study. Rashbi and his son both subject themselves 

to physical deprivation and bodily mortification. He and his father differ, however, in their 

understanding of the relationship between Torah study and suffering. Where Rashbi thinks that 

physical suffering supports the pursuit of Torah, R. Elazar sees the suffering as its own end.  

The physical suffering in the cave is tied both to the subsistence-level nourishment as well as 

to the sores that arose on the bodies of the father and son due to spending years covered in sand 

in place of clothing.  Bavli Shabbat succinctly describes the life of the father-son pair in the cave:  

 אימד אניעו אבורח והל ירביא אסינ 212שיחרתיא 211אתרעמב ושט ולזא
 ,וּלּצַמְוּ 217וּסּכַּימִ ישִׁבְלָ 216ייֵוֹלּצַ ןדָּיעִבְּ .215יסִרְגָּ 214אמָוֹי ילֵּוּכּ .אלָחָבְּ וּהייְרַאוְּצַ דעַ יבִתְיָ וֹוהֲוַ וּהייְנַמָ 213יחִלְשְׁמַ וֹוהֲוַ
 .וּלבְילִ אלָדְּ יכִיהֵ יכִּ וּהייְנַמָ יחִלְשְׁמַ רדַהֲוַ
 

They went and hid in a cave. A miracle occurred and a carob tree and a stream were 
created for them. They would cast off their clothes and sit up to their necks in sand. They 
would study all day. At the time of prayer, they got dressed, covered themselves, and 
prayed, and then they would cast their clothes off again so that they would not wear out. 
(Shabbat 33b) 

 
The story describes a life devoid of all but the most essential of physical nourishment. 

Thirteen years on a diet of water and carobs would have left the pair’s bodies emaciated. The text 

also reports that they shed their clothes and buried themselves up to their necks in sand while 

 
211 Munich 95 adds ]]והילאו השמד[[ . 

212 Most of the manuscripts (except Vatican 127) add והל . 

213 Missing from the manuscripts. 

214 Munich 95 adds ו יבתי  . 

215 Munich 95 adds ןוהיינמ ןיחלשמ ןהו  

216 Munich 95 adds יקפנ . 

217 Munich 95 adds יקפנו  
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studying Torah, donning their clothes only to pray. Naturally, this regimen leads to physical 

suffering. This bodily mortification, a hallmark of the “elite” ascetic existence, highlights the 

extreme withdrawal the pair make from the physical world. By bringing his son along to engage 

in this taxing regimen, Rashbi conveys to him his view that there is little to no place for physical 

nourishment let alone pleasure in the life of the true servant of God. 

An episode that occurs after Rashbi and his son exit the cave for the last time highlights 

the relationship that Rashbi perceives between Torah study and the physical suffering he put 

himself through: 

 יליפ היב הוהד יזח הירשיבל היל ךירא אק הוה 218הינב יבל הילייע היפאל קפנו הינתח ריאי ןב סחנפ 'ר עמש
 ךירשא ל"א ךכב ךיתיארש יל יוא ל"א 221היל 220אחוצמקו היניע תעמד ורתנ אקו יכב אק הוה 219היפוגב
 הוה אישוק יחוי ןב ש"ר ישקמ הוה יכ ארקיעמד ךכ יב תאצמ אל ךכב ינתיאר אל אלמליאש ךכב ינתיארש
 י"בשר היל קרפמ הוה אישוק ריאי ןב פ"ר ישקמ הוה יכ ףוסל יקוריפ רסירת ריאי ןב סחנפ 'ר היל קרפמ
 יקוריפ העבראו ןירשע

 
R. Pinhas b. Yair heard and he went out towards him. He brought him into a bathhouse 
and massaged his flesh. He saw that there were sores on his body. He cried and the tears 
of his eye fell and hurt him. He said to him, “Woe to me that I have seen you thus.” He 
said to him, “Happy are you who has seen me this way, for had you not seen me this way 
you would not have found in me thus.”  For at first, when Rashbi had posed a challenge, 
R. Pinhas b. Yair would respond with twelve resolutions. Ultimately, when R. Pinhas b. 
Yair would pose a challenge, Rashbi would respond with twenty-four resolutions. 
(Shabbat 33b) 
 

The story reports that Rashbi’s son-in-law pays him a visit in the bathhouse and massages his 

flesh. He sees that he has sores on his body, and he cries, causing Rashbi pain with the saltiness 

of his tears. He expresses sadness at Rashbi’s condition, saying “Woe to me that I have seen you 

like this.” Rashbi responds, “Happy are you that you have seen me like this, for had you not seen 

 
218 Oxford 366 adds היחסאו . 

219 Munich 95 has { הי{))א((רשבב ; other manuscripts have variations on היבגב . 

220 Munich 95 has ןרעצמו . 

221 Oxford 366 adds יליפ וגב ןכירחד םושמ . 
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me like this, you would not have found in me this.” The narrator goes on to explain that the 

“this” is a newfound proficiency in rabbinic argumentation. Prior to Rashbi’s stay in the cave, 

Rashbi would challenge his son-in-law who would respond with twelve resolutions to the 

problem he had raised. After his sojourn, Rashbi is now able to respond to a challenge of his son-

in-law with twenty-four resolutions.  

 The narrator thus has Rashbi voice an explicit causal connection between physical 

mortification and mental prowess. He continues to value asceticism even after leaving the cave 

and attributes to it a strengthening of his skills in dialectical argumentation (a quintessentially 

Bavli priority).222 His physical wounds are indicators of the suffering that has enabled him to 

achieve greatness in the realm of Torah study. 

Bavli Bava Metzia connects R. Elazar’s suffering to that of his father. When R. Elazar’s 

son R. Yosi dies, a snake guarding the tomb of Rashbi does not allow him to be buried with his 

father and grandfather: 

  223אתרעמל אנכע הל ארדה הוה הובאד אתרעמל והוטמא הישפנ חנ יכ
  ויבא לצא ןב סנכיו ךיפ חתפ אנכע אנכע היל רמא
 רעצב היה הז אלא הזמ לודג הזש ינפמ אל הרמאו לוק תב התצי 224הזמ לודג הזש רמול םעה םירובסכ והל אחתפ אל
 הרעמ רעצב היה אל הזו הרעמ

When he died, they brought him to the cave of his father. A serpent had surrounded the cave. 
He said to it: Serpent, serpent, open your mouth so that the son may enter [and be buried] 
with his father! It did not open [its mouth] for them. People thought that this one [R. Elazar] 
was greater than that one [his son]. A divine voice came out and said: It’s not because this 
one is greater than that one, rather this one [experienced] the suffering of the cave and that 
one did not. (Bava Metzia 85a) 
 

 
222 See Jeffrey Rubenstein, “The Thematization of Dialectics in Bavli Aggadah” Journal of Jewish Studies 54, no. 1 
(Spring, 2003): 72-73.  

223 Hamburg 165 adds הובאד . 

224 Florence 8-9 has היב רדה אל םולשו סח 'ליד ןנבר יננררמ אק הוה . 
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When the serpent guarding his ancestral tomb does not allow Rashbi’s grandson to be buried in 

his ancestral crypt, the assembled assume that he is lesser than his ancestors. A divine voice sets 

the record straight: R. Yosi’s shortcoming was only that he did not suffer with his father and 

grandfather in the cave. There is something foundational about the suffering that Rashbi and his 

son experience in the cave that sets them apart from everyone else.  

In the stories about R. Elazar, physical suffering forms the central component of his 

asceticism. After his death, R. Elazar’s wife rejects the advances of Rebbi. She declares that R. 

Elazar was more holy than Rebbi because of the suffering that he took upon himself:225 

  ינממ לודג ימ 227םיבוט םישעמב 226לבא ינממ לודג הרותבד יהנ הל חלש

  ...ירוסי הילע ליבק 228אהד אנעדי םישעמב אנעדי אל ךממ לודג אהימ הרותב היל החלש

Rebbi sent to her: Granted, that he was greater than me in Torah, but in good deeds was 
he really greater than me? She sent back to him: While I do not know if he was greater 
than you in Torah, I know that he was greater in deeds, because he accepted suffering 
upon himself” (Bavli Bava Metzia 85a).  

This exchange highlights the disparity between R. Elazar and his father. His deeds, his suffering, 

is a value he practices alongside rather than in service of Torah study.  

Bava Metzia 84b, discussed above, highlights the fact that suffering does not support his 

Torah study. R. Elazar’s suffering remedy is presented as penance for his inability to save the 

launderer and he presents his suffering as conflicting with his Torah study: 

  229היתעדא ןועמש יברב רזעלא יבר ךמס אל יכה וליפאו
 

225 Escorial has a different reason for his םישעמ  being preferable to those of Rebbi. His wife says: הימופ קיספ הוה יכד 
ןילוח תחיסב יעתשמ הוה אל הרות ירבדמ . 

226 Missing from the manuscripts. 

227 Missing from all but Florence 8-9. 

228 Florence 8-9 has ד ףידע אוהד . 

229 The use of the word תעד  is strikingly reminiscent of the critique that Rashbi levels against women in the cave 
story ״הלק ןתעד םישנ״ . He does not rely on his wife’s תעד  and R. Elazar does not rely on his own תעד  here. However, 
Hamburg 165 and Escorial have הישפנא  instead. Hamburg 165, Munich 95 and Vatican manuscripts all add סח אמליד 
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 אביכו אמד ילכישמ ןיתיש היתותמ 234ידגנ 233ארפצל יטמנ ןיתיש היל 232יכיימ ווה 231אתרואב230 ירוסי הילע ליבק
  235הרות לוטיב ינפמ וליז והל רמא ארפצב ואוב ייערו ייחא והל רמא אתרואב…

And even so R. Elazar did not rely on his mind. He accepted physical suffering upon himself. 
In the evening, they used to spread out sixty felt garments for him. In the morning, they 
would draw from under him sixty basins of blood and pus… In the evening he said to them 
(i.e. to his suffering) “My brothers and friends come.” In the morning he said to them, “Go 
away because of the nullification of Torah.”  

Striking about this vignette is the relationship R. Elazar sees between Torah study and physical 

suffering. At night, R. Elazar invites his suffering in, using a personal invitation “My brothers 

and friends.” In the morning, he sends his suffering away because he sees his suffering as 

distracting him from Torah study. Rashbi and R. Elazar therefore have opposite views about the 

relationship between Torah study and physical suffering. Both value suffering and Torah study. 

But whereas his father sees suffering as in service of Torah, R. Elazar sees physical suffering as 

an end in and of itself—an end that conflicts with Torah study.  

Thus, while both father and son engage in physical mortification and suffering 

voluntarily, they relate to that suffering very differently. For the father, the suffering is a 

performance of his belief that the physical world is important only insofar as it can be used to 

serve the divine through Torah study. He is grateful for his suffering because it has fueled his 

growth as a Torah scholar. R. Elazar, in contrast, takes on physical suffering as a penance. His 

 
הידיל השעמ יאה יכ אטמ םולשו . Escorial adds: ירוסיא הילע ליבקיא יאדיל השעמ אוהה אטמו ליאוה . This version stresses that the 

reason for his bodily affliction is penance for the deed he did. 

230 Hamburg 165 adds אמוי לכ . 

231 Escorial adds איליל לכ . 

232 Hamburg 165, Escorial, and Vatican manuscripts have some variation on ןיתימ —they bring. 

233 Missing from Hamburg 165, Escorial, and Vatican 115. 

234 Escorial and the Vatican manuscripts have ירגנו . 

235 Vatican 117 has שרדמה תיב . 
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flesh becomes a locus of penance rather than a means to accessing the eternal life of Torah.236 

The father has succeeded in transmitting to his son the idea that physical suffering has value; he 

has not, however, successfully transmitted the purpose of that suffering. Suffering and Torah 

study, tightly linked in the father’s ascetic worldview, have become decoupled in the asceticism 

of the son. 

The Search for Eternal Life  
 

R. Elazar’s view that suffering is valuable in itself connects to another key difference 

between the messages Rashbi transmits in the cave and what R. Elazar enacts. For Rashbi, Torah 

study is crucial because it symbolizes or is perhaps a gateway to םלוע ייח —eternal life. R. Elazar 

in Bavli Bava Metzia rejects this focus on eternal life, instead valuing this-worldly existence. 

A central ideological underpinning for Rashbi’s ascetic practice is the valuation of eternal 

life over temporal, this-worldly, physical existence. For Rashbi, Torah study is linked to  םלוע ייח  

(eternal life), while a preoccupation (or even occupation) with food is emblematic of העש ייח  

(temporary life).  We see this linkage in the cave story, where Rashbi and his son eat the minimal 

amount of food needed to survive. At the climax of the cave story, the narrator provides a 

conceptual frame for this approach to subsistence. When the pair leave the cave for the first time 

and encounter people who are plowing and sowing, they say:  237 העָ שָׁ ייֵּחַבְּ ןיקִסְוֹעוְ םלָוֹע ייֵּחַ ןיחִינִּמַ

“They forsake eternal life and engage in temporal/transitory life/existence!” This observation is 

the reason given for the destruction they bring about with their eyes. Father and son burn up the 

crops they see because the farmers are engaged in “temporal living” rather than “eternal living.” 

The idea that םלוע ייח   refers to Torah and העש ייח  refers to food appears elsewhere in the Bavli. 

 
236 Another contrast between the father and the son’s suffering is that the father’s suffering is skin-deep, while the 
son’s affects his innards. 

237 Bavli Shabbat 33b. 
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Bavli Berakhot 48b, for example, discusses the relationship between the blessings over food and 

over Torah study using the terms םלוע ייח  and העש ייח . 

 ייֵּחַ לעַ ,øרֵבָמְ העָשָׁ ייֵּחַ לעַ ,רמֶוֹחוָ לקַ :לאעֵמָשְׁיִ יבִּרַ רמַאָ ?ןיִנַּמִ 238הרָוֹתּהַ תכַּרְבִּ .ןוֹזמָּהַ תכַּרְבִּ אלָּאֶ ילִ ןיאֵ
  .ןכֵּשֶׁ לכׇּ אֹל אבָּהַ םלָוֹע

I have only the blessing of food (ie. the grace after meals). From where is the blessing 
over Torah study [derived]? R. Yishmael said: It follows logically—if one blesses over 
temporal existence is it not obvious that one ought to make a blessing over eternal 
existence? 

 
In this source, the phrase העש ייח  is used to refer to food, perhaps a symbol for physical 

subsistence, while םלוע ייח  refers to Torah study as a pursuit. While this source does not ridicule 

food’s temporal nature, Bavli Beitzah 15b uses the phrase העש ייח  in a pejorative way. There, R. 

Eliezer scorns students who leave his class early on Yom Tov by accusing them of doing so in 

order to drink fancy wine, thereby relinquishing eternal existence in favor of temporal life 

( העָשָׁ ייֵּחַבְּ םיקִסְוֹעוְ םלָוֹע ייֵּחַ םיחִינִּמַּשֶׁ ).  Thus, Rashbi (and perhaps his son) here present the 

engagement with food as directly coming into conflict with Torah study. The “temporal living” 

that they criticize is the source of the food that others eat. Within the Bavli Shabbat cave story, 

R. Elazar maintains this ideology whole-heartedly. So much so in fact that when the pair leave 

the cave the second time, he continues to burn crops with his eyes and his father has to repair the 

harm he has caused. While Bavli Shabbat portrays R. Elazar as being in lockstep with his father 

in his visceral reaction to the pursuit of sustenance, Bavli Bava Metzia portrays R. Elazar as 

having the opposite attitude towards food.  In contrast to the negative valence on food and 

sustenance portrayed by the Shabbat cave story, part of R. Elazar’s persona is his love for food 

and his resultant girth.239  

 
238 Florence 7 has ץראה . 

239 This characterization does predate the Bavli. Pesiqta DeRav Kahana 11 contains two episodes that highlight his 
large appetite. For a full discussion of this pericope, see Jeffrey Rubenstein, “Hero, Saint, and Sage: The Life of R. 
Eleazar b. R. Shimon in Pesiqta deRav Kahana 11,” in The Faces of Torah: Studies in the Texts and Contexts of 
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In Bavli Bava Metzia, after RE has taken on physical affliction, his wife prepares for him 

sixty dishes: ״ירבו והל ליכאו אדפל ינימ ןיתיש והתיבד היל הדבע רחמל״  “His wife prepared for him sixty 

types of prepared dishes240 and he ate them and he healed” (84b).  The contrast between sixty 

types of dishes and the carobs upon which he and his father subsisted in the cave could not be 

more stark. And the Bavli continues with this theme—once his wife leaves him, his food does 

not decrease. Rather, in one of the more baffling moments of the narrative, he mysteriously 

receives assistance from some travelling sailors: 

  יאנופס 241]ןיתיש[ ךנה ותאו וקילס
  והל ליכאו אדפל ינימ ןיתיש היל ודבעו יקנרא ןיתיש יטיקנ יכ ידבע ןיתיש היל ולייע
  242אנדיאה דיבע אק יאמ ךובאב יקב יליז התרבל הל הרמא דח אמוי
  244םהלשמ לודג ונלש 243ךמאל ירמא יליז הל רמא איתא
  ”המחל איבת קחרממ רחוס תוינאכ התיה ) ”די ,אל ילשמ ( הישפנא ירק
  אשרדמ יבל קפנ 245ירבו יתשו לכא
 

Sixty sailors came to him. They brought him sixty servants who took sixty purses and made 
him sixty types of prepared foods and he ate them. One day, she said to her daughter: Go and 
check on your father [to see] what he is doing now. She came. He said to her: “Go tell your 
mother ‘Ours is greater than theirs/yours.’ He recited about himself “She was like the ships 
of a merchant, bringing food from far away.” He ate and he drank and healed. He went to the 
house of study (Bava Metzia 84b). 

In the cave episode, Rashbi rejects even the loaf of bread and water that his wife sends to the 

study house. He prefers to survive the cave fully relying on God’s sustenance of a simple carob 

 
Ancient Judaism in Honor of Steven Fraade, edited by Michal Bar Asher Siegal, Tzvi Novick, Christine Hayes, 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2017), 509-28. 

240 So Sokoloff, Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, 631. Jastrow has “pap”—soft food for a sick person. 
Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrashic literature  
(Brooklyn: Traditional Press; London: Luzac, 1903), 715. 

241 Missing from all but Florence 8-9. 

242 Hamburg: ךובא דיבאק יאמ יזח ; Florence: הילע איוה   יאמ יזח

243 Missing from Florence 8-9 and Hamburg. 

244 Hamburg: םכלש  

245 Hamburg and Escorial: דח אמוי ; Munich 95 and Vatican 117: אמוי אוהה . 
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tree. In contrast, R. Elazar accepts his wife’s offering of fancy food. When she departs, he 

inexplicably finds another source of fancy food in the farfetched form of sailors who magically 

produce sixty purses with which to purchase and prepare an equivalent bounty for him.246 

Whereas in the cave story God provides the minimal sustenance needed to support the pair’s 

ascetic existence, in Bavli Bava Metzia, R. Elazar lauds himself for “bringing food from far 

away.” For Rashbi, a subsistence level of food was necessary to keep the pair alive enough for 

their study. Food is not an end but rather a begrudged necessity—an excess of food distracts the 

consumer from what really matters—the study of Torah and eternal life. Rashbi has not 

successfully inculcated this ascetic attitude toward food. The Bavli rather portrays R. Elazar as 

loving food and even as viewing his access to fancy food as a marker of his success.247  

Avoidance of fine food, which symbolizes this-wordly existence, is not part of his asceticism.  

While the Bavli generally identifies העש ייח  with food, its broad name “temporal life” 

invites us to explore other manifestations of the distinction between temporal and eternal life in 

the two stories. Rubenstein argues that: 

This dictum [ העש ייחב ןיקסועו םלוע ייח ןיחינמ ] explicitly articulates the opposition between 
Torah (=eternal life) and all outside pursuits toward which the story has been moving. At 
the outset RSBY condemns sophisticated commercial markets because they serve 
decadent purposes, while here he rejects basic subsistence agriculture and its proper 
purpose, the production of food. … 
 

 
246 Perhaps the sailors are present as a literary device to link with the verse at the end of the episode in which the 
wife is “like the ships of the merchant.” Here, the merchant ships have replaced the wife. Shoshany, “Rabbi Elazar 
b. Rabbi Shimon and the Thieves,” 17, unconvincingly claims that the narrator paints the sailors as assisting both 
Rabbi Elazar and his wife, whereas I read it as a rejection of wifely sustenance. 

247 Another explanation for the disparity between the father and son’s approaches to food comes from the 
psychological trauma that must have resulted from spending one’s formative years in a cave with no sustenance 
besides a carob tree and a spring of water. The stories in Bava Metzia do not make this trauma explicit, but it is 
certainly a plausible explanation for the relationship R. Elazar has with food. It is easy to imagine the response to 
living with a father who ignores the body would be to fixate on the body. 
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For Rubenstein, therefore, rejecting food is the most extreme rejection of העש ייח  but Rashbi’s 

rejection of the Roman markets, bridges, and bathhouses also aligns with his rejection of העש ייח . 

As discussed above, R. Elazar actively embraces the Roman empire, seeing them as instantiating 

God’s will.  

The Body in the Attic 
 
 Another episode that highlights R. Elazar’s focus on the temporal, physical world is the 

resistance he has to his body being buried:  

 ןינגוא 251ריפש יב 250יקסעימ אלו ילע 249יחיתרד ןנברדב אנעדי 248והתיבדל הל רמא הישפנ אחינ אק הוה יכ
 יברד והתיבד הל איעתשיאד ןתנוי יברד הימיא יל איעתשיא ינמחנ רב לאומש ר"א יאנימ ןילחדית אלו יאתיליעב
 255הוה יכ אתיליעב 254היתינגוא ןינש 253ןירתו ןירשעמ יפט אלו ירס ינמתמ 252תוחפ אל ןועמש יברב רזעלא
  257אמד יתא הוה הינימ אתיניב אטמתשמ הוה יכ 256הייזמב היל אנניעמ אנקילס

When his soul was resting, he said to his wife: 
I know that the rabbis are upset at me and will not deal with me well. 
Lay me to rest in the attic and do not fear me. 
R. Shmuel b. Nahmani said: The mother of R. Yonatan told me that the wife of R. Elazar told 
her that she laid him to rest in the attic no fewer than eighteen and no more than twenty 
years. [She said:] “Every day I would go up and look at his hair. When a hair fell out, there 
was blood” (Bava Metzia 84b). 
 

In this conversation, R. Elazar asks his wife not to bury him when he dies, saying that he fears 

that the other rabbis will not treat him well. However, the fact that his body does not decompose 

 
248 Florence 8-9 adds עדימ . 

249 Florence 8-9 has והיתעדב יטקנ . 

250 Florence 8-9 has יגהנ . 

251 Florence 8-9 has ןיקסא והל יעבמדכ ארקי  

252 Hamburg has ריצב  

253 Florence 8-9 has העברא . 

254 Hamburg has ינג הוהד  

255 Hamburg has אמוי לכ  

256 Florence 8-9 has הישירב . 

257 Florence 8-9 has הוהו   אמד אתכוד אלמ הירעש 'רקעתימ . 
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goes beyond the desire for the rabbis not to interact with the body. The desire for his dead body 

to stay unburied in the attic attests to his confidence in his body’s unique incorruptibility (a 

confidence supported by the narrative). 258 This focus on the incorruptibility of the body is the 

ultimate concretizing of R. Elazar’s focus on העש ייח . He wishes his body to stay in this world as 

long as possible. Even in death, R. Elazar displays a preoccupation with his body and along with 

it a longing to live his temporal, physical “life” to its fullest. In the cave, Rashbi stressed to his 

son the superior importance of  םלוע ייח . R. Elazar’s approach to asceticism, on the other hand, 

keeps him very much in the physical world, valuing העש ייח . His exercise of bodily mortification 

is not in service of Torah or eternal life but keeps him very much in the physical world. 

 
Conclusion: Implications for Transmission 
 

When we look at the Rashbi tale, we see his attempt at transmitting to his son an 

asceticism that is in service of a lifetime devotion to Torah study, which Rashbi sees as “eternal 

life.” The ideal of devotion to Torah, however, is not unique to Rashbi. While Rashbi takes his 

devotion to Torah study to an extreme in the cave story, this ideal is a core part of the rabbinic 

movement. When the Bavli infuses the cave story with this element, it invites the reader to 

reflect not only on the effectiveness of transmitting ascetic practices, which may be more 

foreign, but also on the effectiveness of transmitting to one’s child the devotion to Torah study 

which the rabbis held dear. 

 
258 I am not claiming that this is the only possible implication of his desire to remain in the attic. In his article 
“Rabbinic Translation of Relics,” in Crossing Boundaries in Early Judaism and Christianity: Ambiguities, 
Complexities, and Half-forgotten Adversaries: Essays in Honor of Alan F. Segal, edited by Kimberley 
Stratton and Andrea Lieber (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 314-32, Jeffrey Rubenstein explores the similarities between this 
tale and those about holy relics and shows that his body functions in the same way. 
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Bava Metzia presents the son as continuing some practices he picked up in the cave but as 

rejecting their ideological underpinnings. Looking at the Bava Metzia stories through the lens of 

cultural transmission allows to see a rabbinic reflection about how successful Rashbi’s controlled 

experiment was. The Bava Metzia stories suggest that Rashbi was effective in inculcating the 

skills necessary to be a great Torah scholar.259 He also successfully transmitted the practices of 

retreating from society and bodily mortification in response to personal life circumstances. But 

transmission is not the same as reproduction. Ultimately, whereas Rashbi stresses the value of 

the “eternal world,” R. Elazar values the temporal world. His asceticism is devoid of its 

instrumental nature; he practices it for its own sake and not for the sake of Torah or eternal life 

as his father did.  

This disparity demonstrates the complexities inherent in the transmission of a worldview—

in contrast to transmission of a set of content or a set of skills, transmission of a worldview is a 

much more subtle and uncertain process. A parent can work to transmit values to their children, 

but the choice to accept and continue the worldview or not ultimately rests with the child.  

Rashbi attempts to attenuate this choice by removing all external influences and alternative 

worldviews from his son’s life during his formative years. Viewed in tandem, the Shabbat cave 

story and the Bava Metzia story cycle thus constitute a sustained reflection on the impossibility 

of unadulterated transmission of a worldview. While Rashbi has succeeded in inculcating in his 

son an affinity for ascetic practices, his son practices asceticism for reasons that would have been 

foreign to his father. The hermetically sealed educational setting of the cave able to facilitate the 

successful transmission of the father’s worldview to the son. 

  

 
259 In the context of the study house, Rabbi Elazar is called ירא ןב ירא  “lion son of a lion.” This implies that his father 
transmitted his text study abilities (either genetically or by teaching him).  
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CHAPTER 3 

RABBINIC MOTHERS 
 

It is no secret that the rabbis of the Babylonian Talmud (or Bavli) explicitly marginalized 

women from the world of Torah study. Daniel Boyarin, for example, demonstrates that “both in 

the Palestinian and Babylonian text the dominant discourse suppressed women’s voices in the 

House of Study.”260 As we saw in chapter 1, this exclusion extends to the parental role: the 

rabbis include fathers in, but exclude mothers from, the obligations of cultural transmission, 

including the obligation to teach Torah, the centerpiece of the rabbinic curriculum. Bavli 

Qiddushin 29a-b, for example, contains a baraita which lists the obligations of a father towards 

his son:  

 ...תונמוא ודמללו ,השא ואישהלו ,הרות ודמללו ,ותודפלו ,ולומל ונבב בייח באה
 

The father is obligated towards his son to circumcise him, to redeem him, to teach him 
Torah, to marry him a wife, and to teach him a craft… 261 
 

This source instructs fathers and not mothers to perform five ritual obligations, at least three of 

which are directly related to cultural transmission. Elizabeth Shanks Alexander claims that the 

first three (circumcision, redemption of the firstborn, and Torah study) induct sons into the 

covenantal community, while the latter two set up familial infrastructure to ensure that the sons 

in turn have their own sons to induct into this community as well.262 Despite (or perhaps because 

of) the explicit exclusion of women from the study house, it is worth asking how women might 

 
260 Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel, 169. 

261 The baraita has a parallel in Tosefta Qiddushin chapter 1. 

262 Elizabeth Shanks Alexander, Gender and Timebound Commandments in Judaism (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013). In her chapter, “Women and Torah Study,” Alexander argues that the tannaim 
are uninterested in women’s participation in the ritual world of Torah study. She makes a compelling case for the 
discounting of the few instances in tannaitic literature that seem to allow for the possibility of women studying 
Torah. 
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have participated in and even helped perpetuate rabbinic culture. By “rabbinic culture,” I mean 

both the knowledge of rabbinic texts and rituals as well as what Bourdieu terms “habitus”— “the 

deeply ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions that we possess due to our life experiences.”263 

Rabbinic cultural transmission, therefore, cannot be reduced to the list in the baraita above.  

This chapter explores the variety of maternal relationships to cultural transmission that 

emerge from the scattered depictions of mothers in the Bavli. I will argue that the rabbis 

variously depict mothers as: 1) external facilitators of their sons and husband’s acquisition of 

Torah 2) as the transmitters of moral and ethical values, 3) as internal enablers of cultural 

participation, and 4) as transmitters of rabbinic culture in their own right. I will also show that 

the role of mother as transmitter of rabbinic culture at times provides the rabbis with a “safe 

space” within which to depict female knowledge.264 The Bavli unselfconsciously portrays some 

mothers as possessing knowledge; perhaps the rabbis are less threatened by maternal knowledge 

when it helps her son in his acquisition of or participation in rabbinic culture rather than being in 

service of her own participation.  

 
Mother as External Facilitator 
 

Explicit statements of exclusion have led, whether consciously or unconsciously, to the 

stereotype of Jewish mother as the consummate enabler.265 See, for example, Adrienne Baker, 

 
263 "Habitus," in Social Theory Rewired (Routledge, 2016). http://routledgesoc.com/category/profile-tags/habitus  

264 Susan Marks states that: “As rabbinic authors struggle to maintain the literary vision of an ideal male rabbinic 
world, texts will rarely, if ever reveal the historic women who taught. They do, however, appear unable to erase all 
traces of teaching done by mothers.” “Bayit versus Beit Midrash: Jewish Mother as Teacher,” in Most Reliable 
Witness: Essays in Honor of Ross Shepard Kraemer, ed. Susan Harvey et. al.(Providence: Brown University Press, 
2015), 195.  

265 I am not the first to reframe and explore other visions of Jewish motherhood. See for example, Mothers in the 
Jewish Cultural Imagination, edited by Marjorie Lehman, Jane L. Kanarek and Simon J. Bronner (Liverpool: 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2017). 
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who writes: “The Jewish woman has traditionally acquired merit through her men. In the world 

of Orthodoxy, her place in heaven was assured if she facilitated Torah study for her husband and 

sons.”266 Baker presents a picture of a mother entirely outside of the life of traditional Torah 

study; the community lauded mothers who put supports in place for the men in her family to 

study Torah.  In this superficial picture, there is no reason for a woman to study herself—not 

only is she exempt from the ritual obligation of Torah study, she also has no part in transmitting 

Torah to the next generation.  The mother’s enabling is therefore external to the cultural 

enterprise. 

Shaye J.D. Cohen expresses a similar sentiment in his article, “Are Women in the 

Covenant?” Discussing rabbinic sources about women and Torah study, he writes: 

Women’s piety is facilitative and enabling. By facilitating the Torah study of her sons and 
husband, a woman attains merit even though she herself is exempt from the obligation to 
study Torah. Only men partake fully of the delights of the Torah; by aiding the men in their 
sacred tasks a woman attains her reward. Hers is a vicarious Judaism; she is fulfilled through 
her menfolk.267  
  

For Cohen and Baker, a mother’s enabling means that her endeavors are externally oriented. Her 

role is to help her male family members fulfill their religious obligations rather than to be a 

central actor in the religious community herself.  

Cohen’s assessment aligns with a sentiment expressed on Bavli Berakhot 17a, which 

reads:   

 
266 Baker, Adrienne, The Jewish Woman in Contemporary Society: Transitions and Traditions (New York: New 
York University Press, 1993), 132-133. Also see Sylvia Barack Fishman and Daniel Parmer, Matrilineal 
Ascent/Patrilineal Descent (Boston, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2008), 14 who quote Aviva Cantor’s discussion 
of the construction of the Jewish mother as enabler in the medieval period, when maternal enabling meant being the 
family breadwinner. Aviva Cantor, Jewish Women, Jewish Men:The Legacy of Patriarchy in Jewish Life  (New 
York: Harper San Francisco, 1994), 5. 

267 Shaye J.D. Cohen, “Are Women in the Covenant,” in A Feminist Commentary on the Babylonian Talmud: 
Introduction and Studies, edited by Tal Ilan et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck 2007), 33. 
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 הנָעְמַשְׁ הנָמְקֹ תוֹנּנַאֲשַׁ םישִׁנָ״ :רמַאֱנֶּשֶׁ ,םישִׁנָאֲהָ ןמִ רתֵוֹי םישִׁנָלְ אוּה øוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ ןחָיטִבְהִשֶׁ החָטָבְהַ 268ְּהלָוֹדג
 יבֵלְ וּהייְנַבְּ ייֵוֹרקְאַבְּ ?ןייָכְזָ יאמַבְּ םישִׁנָ 269:אייָּחִ יבִּרַלְ ברַ הּילֵ רמַאֲ.״יתִרָמְאִ הנָּזֵאְהַ תוֹחטְבֹּ תוֹנבָּ ילִוֹק
 ןנַבָּרַ יבֵּמִ וּתאָדְּ דעַ וּהייְרַבְגַלְ ןירִטְנָוְ ,271ןנַבָּרַ יבֵּ וּהייְרַבְגַּ ייֵוֹנתְאַבְוּ 270אתָּשְׁינִכְ
 

Greater is the promise that the Holy Blessed One promised to women than [the one 
promised to] men, as it says: “You carefree women, Attend, hear my words! You 
confident ladies, Give ear to my speech!” (Isaiah 32:9) Rav said to Rabbi Hiyya: How do 
women merit [reward?] By [bringing] their sons to the synagogue to recite [Scripture] by 
causing their husbands to study in the study house, and [by] waiting for their husbands 
until they came from the study house.  

 
While a mother may pick up rabbinic knowledge as she goes about her daily life in service of her 

sons and husbands’ learning and piety, for this source such tangential acquisition is not a 

desideratum; a mother performs her role on the margins of the rabbinic enterprise by enabling 

her male family members to fulfill their obligations. While this external enabling is often 

portrayed as the primary role that the rabbis envisioned for mothers in the realm of cultural 

transmission, the rest of this chapter will lay out depictions of other modes of participation in the 

act of transmission. 

 
Mothers and the Transmission of Cultural Values 
 
Moral Preparation 
 

The rabbis at times portray mothers as responsible for raising their sons to be fit to 

receive Torah. These sources inherently entrust mothers with the responsibility for the 

 
268 All of the manuscripts introduce this with ןנבר ונת , signaling that the editors saw this to be an early rabbinic 
source. 

269 Rav’s statement is uncharacteristically presented in Aramaic. The language is less stable than what precedes it.  

270 Florence 7: ל'א תשינכ ' יבל  והיינב  ןייטמאד  לידב  ; Paris 671: אתשינכל והיינב  ןיירקמד  לידב    

271Munich 95: בר יבל  והיינב  ןייטממו  ; Florence 7: בר יבמ  ןתיימו  ; Paris 671: ןנבר יב  והיינב  ירומגאו   . This difference is 
significant because it shows that for these manuscripts, the mothers are also bringing their sons to the beit midrash 
(rather than causing their husbands to study as it says in the printed edition). 
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achievements and dispositions of their sons, part of the habitus component of rabbinic culture.272 

Mothers transmit a slice of rabbinic culture by inculcating the moral ideals and characteristics 

that the rabbis see as essential for a life of Torah scholarship.  

Bleaching the Cloth 
 

Bavli Hagigah, for example, portrays mothers as the ones who prepare their sons to 

receive Torah. It discusses Elisha ben Abuya, a failed rabbinic sage who spent many years as a 

Torah scholar before turning to Greek philosophy. In the context of this discussion, the Bavli 

reports that Nimos (or Oenomaus) the Gaderite asks Rabbi Meir whether all wool placed in a vat 

emerges properly dyed:273 

 קילס הרויל תיחנד רמע לכ מ"ר תא ידרגה 274סומינ לאש
 קילס אל הימיא בגא יקנ הוה אלד לכ קילס הימיא 275בגא יקנ הוהד ןאמ לכ ל"א
 

Nimos the Gaderite asked Rabbi Meir: Does all wool placed in a cauldron emerge [well 
dyed?] He said to him: Anyone who was clean because of his mother emerges; anyone 
who was not clean because of his mother does not. (Bavli Hagigah 15b) 
 
 The medieval commentator Rashi picks up on the context of the question. He 

understands the “vat” as a metaphor for the rabbinic study house and the wool as a metaphor for 

the student: 

 םימכח ינפל םידמולה לכ רמולכ הלוע וניא וא ועבצ ול הלוע עובצל ןינממס לש הרויל ןתינש רמצ לכ :ישר
 אטחה ןמ ןהילע ןיגהל ןתרות ןהל הלוע
 

 
272 For more on habitus, see Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, translated by 
Richard Nice (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 169-180. 

273 Nimos the Gardi was likely the Greek cynic Oenomaus. He likely was not a weaver, but rather a minor Greek 
philosopher. Gardi seems to be a metathesis of Gadri—the philosopher was based in Gadera. See Menahem Luz 
“Oenomaus and Talmudic Anecdote,” Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic and Roman 
Period, 23:1 (1992): 42-80. On 75-79, Luz addresses our anecdote. He notes a parallel to Lucian’s Double 
Indictment 8 for the idea that natural morality determines how “well-dyed” a person ends up (79). 

274 Vatican 171 has סומוניבא ; CUL #1 has סימונוא , which is very similar to the name Oenomaus. CUL #2 has סומנבא .  

275 Munich 6 and Vatican 134 and 171 have בג לע , a Hebrew version of the Aramaic בגא .  
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Rashi: Any wool that is placed in a vat of dye to be dyed, does its dye stick or not? This 
is to say, does the Torah of all those who study in the presence of the sages “stick to 
them” to protect them from sin? 
 

 In other words, does the Torah of the study house (the vat) “stick” to any scholar (cloth in the 

metaphor) who immerses in it?276 When Rabbi Meir responds, “Anyone who was clean because 

of his mother emerges [dyed properly]; anyone who was not clean because of his mother does 

not,” he means that a Torah scholar needs to be prepared by his mother to receive Torah. This 

“bleaching” provides language for the maternal role in the formative period of early childhood. 

In this metaphor, the mother’s job is to prepare a child for a life of Torah study, not by teaching 

him Torah herself but by metaphorically bleaching him, preparing his cloth to receive the 

beautiful dye that is Torah.277 R. Meir does not make clear how she does this, but we might infer 

that he imagines the mother teaching her son moral behavior and the basics of piety such that his 

Torah study in the future builds upon that foundation. This source can broaden our definition of 

cultural transmission.  Despite their unarticulated nature, the activities involved in “bleaching” 

the student of Torah at a young age are also acts of cultural transmission; they impart the values 

that rabbinic culture holds dear.  

Bathsheba’s Investment 
 

The most developed example of the trope of mother as embodying the role of moral 

preparer appears in Bavli Sanhedrin 70b. There, the rabbis tell a story in which they imagine the 

perspective of King Solomon’s mother (not named here but Bathsheba in the biblical narrative) 

about what it means to be a mother. This imagined perspective, while not shedding light on how 

 
276 Luz suggests that Rashi’s interpretation is based on the fact that רמע  in Syriac can also mean “people” in addition 
to “wool” (Ibid, 77).  

277 It is likely not an accident that textile imagery is used to describe the maternal role as women were often 
associated with textile work in the ancient world. See for example Miriam Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies: Rabbis, 
Gender, and History (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997). 
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the biblical mother experienced her role, does provide a picture of an idealized rabbinic 

motherhood. Bavli Sanhedrin presents Bathsheba as sharing the understanding that the mother is 

responsible for the son’s moral character--“bleaching the cloth” (in the words of R. Meir in Bavli 

Hagigah) so that he is ready to receive Torah. The rabbis present this view through an expansion 

of the words of the mother of King Lemuel, whom the rabbis understand to be Solomon.278  

In Proverbs, the mother of King Lemuel castigates him for his overuse of wine. Invoking 

the fact that she birthed him, she admonishes him, saying that kings who get inebriated forget the 

law and infringe on the rights of the poor.279 She invokes the mother-son relationship as an 

instrument of moral suasion. Proverbs 31:1-5 reads: 

 Çלֶ֑יחֵ םישִׁ֣נָּלַ ןתֵּ֣תִּ־לאַ 3 ׃ירָֽדָנְ־רבַּ המֶוּ֝ ינִ֑טְבִּ־רבַּ־המַֽוּ ירִבְּ֭־המַ 2 ׃וֹמּֽאִ וּתּרַ֥סְּיִ־רשֶׁ–א אשָּׂ֗מַ֝ øלֶמֶ֑ לאֵ֣וּמלְ ירֵבְד1ִּ֭
 חכַּ֣שְׁיִוְ התֶּשְׁיִ֭־ןפֶּ 5 ׃רכָֽשֵׁ ]יאֵ֣[ וא םינִ֗זְוֹרלְוּ֝ ןיִ֑ יָ־וֹתשְׁ םיכִ֣לָמְלַֽ לאַ֣ לאֵ֗וֹמלְֽ ׀ םיכִ֨לָמְלַֽ לאַ֤ 4  ׃ןיכִֽלָמְ תוֹח֥מְלַֽ Çיכֶ֗רָדְוּ֝
 ׃ינִעֹֽ־ינֵבְּ־לכָּ ןידִּ֣ הנֶּשַׁיוִֽ֝ קקָּ֑חֻמְ

 
The words of Lemuel, king of Massa, with which his mother admonished him:  
No, my son! No, O son of my womb! No, O son of my vows! Do not give your strength 
to women, Your vigor, to those who destroy kings.  
Wine is not for kings, O Lemuel; Not for kings to drink, Nor any strong drink for princes,  
Lest they drink and forget what has been ordained, And infringe on the rights of the poor.  
 

The queen mother’s speech begins with three parallel phrases, each beginning with the word 

המ —“No.” Each המ  is followed by a different synonym for the mother-son relationship: “my 

son”, “son of my womb,” and “son of my vows.” This repetition implies that, despite the fact 

that her son is a king, the maternal relationship gives her the right to provide him with the 

sharply worded admonition that follows. Verses 3-5 detail the queen mother’s grievances. She 

 
278 The rabbis consistently identify Lemuel with Solomon. Avot DeRabbi Natan 39:4 states this succinctly: “  השש

המלש ארקנ תומש רוגא .הקי ןב .תלהק .הידידי . לאומל . :” “Solomon is called by six names: Lemuel, Yedidya, Kohelet, Ben 
Yakeh, Agur.” See also Bemidbar Rabbah 10:4, which explicitly connects the identification of Solomon as Lemuel 
to our story. 

279 For a full analysis of the Proverbs passage see Johanna Stiebert, “The Peoples' Bible, Imbokodo and the King's 
Mother's Teaching of Proverbs 3” Biblical Interpretation 20 (2012) 244-79. 
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accuses him of giving away his power to women (maybe sex) and to wine. 280 These pleasure-

seeking activities cloud his judgment, detracting from his ability to perform his royal duties. In 

this speech, a royal mother witnesses her son engaged in immoral behavior that is detrimental to 

his embodying the values she desires for him. She invokes the mother-son relationship as an 

instrument of moral suasion, using her maternal relationship with her son as leverage to induce 

him to change his behavior. Drawing the connection between the mother-son relationship and the 

behaviors and values she desires him to embody highlights the stance that the mother is, at least 

in part, responsible for instilling these values in her son. It is this responsibility that gives her the 

right to intervene in her son’s affairs.  

The Bavli expounds upon these verses in the context of a lengthy discussion regarding 

the negative effects of wine. Where in the biblical text, the mother of Lemuel expresses this 

responsibility implicitly—simply by highlighting and emphasizing the maternal relationship, the 

Bavli expands the queen mother’s speech. In doing so, it expresses a rabbinic ideal of 

motherhood—one in which the mother is responsible for the moral fabric of her child. 

Although not mentioned in the Bavli, other rabbinic sources imagine a dramatic context 

to this conversation. Vayikra Rabbah states that King Solomon misses the appointed time of 

dedication of the Temple because he stayed up too late partying. His mother wakes him up by 

hitting him with her sandal and then admonishes him for ruining this critical event.281 The Bavli, 

 
280 In verse 3, the biblical text pits Lemuel’s mother against other women who might have influence over him. From 
a feminist perspective, her admonition to avoid the influence of women paints her as what Marianne Hester calls a 
“moral gatekeeper” perpetuating negative attitudes towards women while invoking her own maternal status. Hester 
is quoted by Rebecca Lesses in “Exe(o)rcising Power: Women as Sorceresses, Exorcists, and Demonesses in 
Babylonian Jewish Society of Late Antiquity,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 69, no.2 (June 2001) 
363. Beth Berkowitz suggests that this might be a reflection of internalized misogyny. (private correspondence)  

281 In Vayikra Rabbah 12:5, the rabbis imagine that one of Solomon’s wives—the daughter of Pharaoh—has 
bamboozled him into sleeping in by hanging a tapestry above his bed with a pattern of the night sky. In Solomon’s 
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omits this dramatic context, but still opens the tale by imagining that Bathsheba uses physical 

means to get the attention of her wayward son: 

 דומעה לע ומא 282ותאפכש דמלמ יחוי ןב ש"ר םושמ ןנחוי 'ר רמא ״ומא ותרסי רשא אשמ ךלמ לאומל ירבד״
  ״ירדנ רב המו ינטב רב המו ירב המ״ ול הרמאו
 

“The words of Lemuel, king of Massa, with which his mother admonished him” 
(Proverbs 31:1, NJPS): Rabbi Yoḥanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yoḥai: 
This teaches that his mother tied him to a pillar and said to him: No, my son! No, O son 
of my womb! No, O son of my vows! (Proverbs 31:2).  
 

In this rabbinic retelling of the Proverbs verses, the interaction between King Solomon and his 

mother begins with her tying him to a post. The biblical hook for this detail lies in the word 

ותרסי . While the contextual meaning is that she admonished or instructed him, R. Shimon b. 

Yohai adopts another meaning of the root רסי , which can also mean “to bind.” 283 The violence of 

this image implies that despite the fact that Solomon is a grown man, his mother has the means 

of getting his attention; she can still physically chastise him as if he were a young boy. 

Bavli Sanhedrin expands Lemuel’s mother’s three-fold repetition in Proverbs 31:2 into a 

speech about the effort that Bathsheba invested to make Solomon fit for a relationship with the 

divine. For each of the phrases, “No, my son,” “No, son of my womb,” and “No, son of my 

vows” the Bavli imagines a narrative context in which Bathsheba embodies this facet of maternal 

intervention in her son’s character: 

  ול המרג ומא ורמאי 284וישכע-- הוה םימש ארי ךיבאש םיעדוי לכה ״ירב המ״

 
drunken state, it still appears to be night time, when in fact he must wake up to dedicate the temple. (See Vayikra 
Rabbah 12:5 and Midrash Mishlei 31.) This is likely a fanciful interpretation of Proverbs 31:3. 

282 Florence 8-9 and Karlsreuhe Reuchlin (KR) 2 have ותפפ ותתפכ Yad Harav Herzog and Munich 95 have ;כ . 

283 This physically violent action perpetrated by a mother does not render her sympathetic in the eyes of modern 
readers. However, it is possible to understand her action in the context of a monarchy that is upheld by violence. In 
such a context, violence may be the only language a king can understand. Alternatively, it may be an instance of 
parental corporal punishment. Thank you to Beth Berkowitz for this suggestion. See below note 34. 

284 Yad Harav Herzog adds יפוד ךב  היהי  םא  . “If you will be an abnormal son.”   
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 יל אהיש ידכ יתסנכנו יתקחד ינאו ךלמה ינפ תואור ןניא בוש תורבעתמש ןויכ ךיבא תיב לש םישנה לכ ״ינטב רב המו״
  285ןבולמו זרוזמ ןב
  תוכלמל ןוגה ןב יל אהי תורדונ ויה ךיבא תיב לש םישנ לכ ״ירדנ רב המו״
 תואיבנל ןוגהו הרותב אלוממו זירז ןב יל אהי יתרמאו יתרדנ ינאו

“No, my son:” Everyone knows that your father feared heaven, so now they will say that 
his mother caused him [to drink]. 
“And no, O son of my womb:” All the women of your father’s house never see the king 
after they conceive, but I forced myself in and entered [the king’s chamber] so that I 
would have a son who was vigorous and fair-skinned.  
“And no, O son of my vow:” All the women in your father’s house would vow: “Let me 
have a son who is ready for kingship” but I vowed and said: “Let me have a son who is 
vigorous and filled with Torah and ready for prophecy.” 
 
In the expansion of the phrase “No, my son,” Bathsheba points to the way society 

perceives this maternal responsibility.  First, she argues that society perceives King David as a 

God-fearing father, and thus any character flaws in their son will be attributed to her, the mother. 

Bathsheba’s fear that she alone will be blamed for her son’s going astray expresses the belief that 

mothers are at least partially responsible for the moral development of their children.286 The 

blanket statement of “my son” suggests that his mother has this responsibility. 

Expanding the phrase “No, son of my womb,” the Bavli imagines Bathsheba using her 

womb to ensure that her son has the desired moral qualities she seeks. Bathsheba describes a 

harem culture in which King David’s concubines did not have sexual relations with him after 

they conceived. She had to go to extra lengths to “push herself in” to have relations with the king 

while pregnant, in the belief that doing so would strengthen the fetus.287 Her action reflects the 

 
285 Florence 8-9, KR 2, and Munich 95 have: תואיבנל ןוגהו  הרותב  זרוזמו  ןבולמ   

286 In Wild Child: Intensive Parenting and Posthumanist Ethics (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 
2018), 102, Naomi Morgenstern draws a distinction between “responsible for” and “responsible to” in mothering. 
Bringing the example of Toni Morrison’s Eva Peace who kills her son because he has lost himself to addiction, 
Morgenstern suggests that what enables this killing is Eva’s belief that she is responsible for the trajectory of her 
son’s life. 

287 This is Rashi’s understanding of what is happening here. His understanding is based on Bavli Niddah 30a which 
suggests that sexual relations in the third trimester were positive for fetal development based on the idea that 
increased semen provides the fetus with increased “whitening.” See note 27. 
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idea, found elsewhere in the Bavli, that sexual relations during the third trimester are positive for 

the fetus: “For through this the infant is found to be polished and vigorous (  דלוה אצמנ ךכ ךותמש

זרוזמו ןבולמ )”288 (Niddah 31a). Solomon’s mother thus tells her son that she forced King David 

into sexual relations during the third trimester so that Solomon could be the most polished and 

vigorous son possible.289  

  While these adjectives seem to relate to physical fitness rather than cultural transmission 

of particular values or practices, the root זרז  also appears in the Bavli’s expansion of the third 

clause, “No son of my vows.” There, Bathsheba proclaims: “All the women in your father’s 

house would vow: ‘Let me have a son who is ready for kingship,’ but I vowed and said: ‘Let me 

have a son who is vigorous (mezuraz), filled with Torah, and ready for prophecy.’” Bathsheba 

here draws a distinction between preparation for ruling and preparation for divine connection, for 

both Torah and prophecy, implying that these qualities would give her son an edge over the sons 

of the other wives. The reason her son was selected over the others is because of her focus on the 

correct values.  

 
288 The word meluban, “polished,” or “whitened,” seems related to a statement of the paternal role in the creation of 
a human just a few lines later in the Niddah source. “His father inseminates the whiteness, from which [grow] bones, 
sinews, finger nails, the brain in his head, and the white of his eyes.” Sexual relations “whiten” the child further, 
upping the semen quotient in his body. The idea that male semen is responsible for brain development can also be 
found in Leviticus Rabbah 14:8. For discussions comparing Bavli Niddah to parallel texts (Rabbinic, Mesopotamian, 
and Zoroastrian), see Shana Strauch Schick “From Dungeon to Haven: Competing Theories of Gestation in 
Leviticus Rabbah and the Bavli” AJS Review 43:1 (April 2018), 1–26. and Reuven Kiperwasser, “‘Three Partners in 
a Person’ The Genesis and Development of Embryological Theory in Biblical and Rabbinic Judaism,” lectio 
difficilior (2009/2), 1-37. http://www.lectio.unibe.ch. See also Paolo Delaini “Understanding the Role and Seat of 
Semen in Sasanian Iran during Late Antiquity,” in Pregnancy and Childbirth: History, Medicine and Anthropology, 
edited by Costanza Gislon Dopfel, (Moraga, CA: St. Mary’s College of California, 2018), 85-94. 

289 Bathsheba’s “pushing her way in” recalls the risk taken by Queen Esther when she enters King Ahasuerus’s 
chamber unbidden. The rabbis’ imagining that Bathsheba forces herself upon King David is especially striking given 
the biblical context in which King David essentially coerces her into have sexual relations with him (2 Samuel 11-
12). The rabbinic image of feminine power is complicated, however, by the fact that her reason for doing this is that 
she has a particular maternal outcome that she desires for her son.  
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The language of vowing heightens the expression of Bathsheba’s commitment; in 

rabbinic parlance, the neder form of a vow implies giving something to God. In this case, 

Bathsheba’s use of this term raises the notion of divine dedication. Like the biblical Hannah (I 

Samuel 1-2), Bathsheba’s diction may demonstrate her dedicating her son to divine service in the 

rabbis’ eyes, claiming that Solomon merited to receive the throne because she vowed that she 

would do everything in her power to ensure that he would be full of Torah and ready for 

prophecy. Her vow turns her aspiration into a commitment to prepare him for these vocations, a 

commitment she adheres to when she chastises him. 

The root זרז  (zaraz) is significant because it also appears in Bavli Qiddushin in a 

description of the ideal Torah scholar:  

Our rabbis taught: If he is to learn and his son is to learn, he takes precedence over his 
son. Rabbi Yehudah says: If his son is vigorous (zariz) and memulah290 and his learning 
is upheld in his hand, his son takes precedence over him.291  
 

In this text, the ideal rabbinic son is vigorous in his scholarly capabilities. When he is זירז  and 

filled with Torah, his learning takes precedence over that of his father. Reading intertextually, 

Bathsheba wants her son to be a sage-prophet who will surpass even his father in study and 

connection to the divine. She tells her son that he is letting her down by failing to be the Torah-

informed, diligent, leader that she had prepared him to be. Like in the Bavli Hagiga source, we 

do not know from this speech how the rabbis imagined Bathsheba inculcated these traits in her 

son. Nonetheless, her speech expresses the idea that it is her role as mother to ensure that her son 

embodies the traits of being vigorous in his learning and full of prophecy. It was her job to 

 
290 The Vilna printing has memulaḥ “salted,” rather than memula “filled.” The latter is attested in the Vatican 
manuscript and one early printing of the Talmud (the Wad Al-Hajara printing). Our story may suggest that we read 
memula in Bavli Qiddushin as “filled with Torah.” 

291 Bavli Qiddushin 29b.  
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“bleach his cloth” by inculcating in him the traits that the rabbi saw as a prerequisite to being a 

Torah scholar and connecting with the divine. In the rabbinic imagination, she confronts her son 

at this juncture because she feels, perhaps, that by becoming inebriated he has sullied the cloth 

that she so carefully prepared.  

This Bavli portrayal of the unnamed queen mother (known to us as Bathsheba) who 

goads her son into proper behavior presents an idealized image of a mother who goes to great 

lengths to ensure that her son has the proper character to receive Torah. She emphasizes her own 

role as “cloth-preparer”—influencing her son to embody the ideal character of a Torah scholar. 

His reliance on alcohol undermines and undoes all of the labor she invested in ensuring he would 

live up to her ideals. She physically chastises her son and uses logic and guilt to exhort him to 

behave differently, perhaps seeing her own work as undermined by the life choices he has made. 

Ultimately, through this imagined speech, the Bavli expresses the idea that it is the mother’s 

maternal responsibility to instill in her son the traits that would make a king worthy of receiving 

Torah and prophecy, the moral traits required for a life devoted to rabbinic pursuits.292 Instilling 

these moral traits is an act of cultural transmission.293 While this story is about a king, the ideals 

expressed therein apply to any (male) child. 

 
 
 

 
292 It is worth noting, however, that the moral enabling described by Bathsheba does not occur through childhood 
instruction. The fact that Bathsheba engages in instruction at this point in their relationship may be connected to the 
fact that King David is no longer alive. Like other mothers in this chapter such as Ravina’s mother below, it is 
possible that Bathsheba’s status as a widow affords her the opportunity to engage in instruction. See Ibn Ezra on 
Proverbs 31:1. Thank you to Moshe Simon-Shoshan for raising this possibility. 

293 Bavli Shabbat 156b contains another example of the rabbis seeing the maternal role this way. Rav Nahman bar 
Yitzhak’s mother tells him not to walk more than four cubits without a head covering so that he would always have 
a fear of heaven upon him. This advice, according to the Bavli, saves him from becoming a thief as long as he 
follows it. It is noteworthy that this mother’s advice is one source of the custom of men to wear head coverings. See 
Eric Zimmer, “New Perspectives on Head Covering for Men” (Heb) Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish 
Studies, 1989, 225-230 who discusses the Bavli origin of the practice.  
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Transmission of Ritual Objects 
 

The passages above present mothers as preparing their sons to be Torah scholars. In 

doing so, they also portray mothers as marginal to the heart of rabbinic ritual and study by 

implying that the primary role of a mother is to set her son up to engage in an enterprise in which 

she plays no part. In this section, however, we turn to texts which present mothers who enable 

their sons’ ritual practice by providing them with ritual objects.294 In each of the cases we will 

see below, the objects the Bavli presents mothers as providing are not objects that would be 

ritually required if the mothers were familiar with only a superficial understanding of ritual law. 

Rather, they are (except for the sukkah) objects that only someone on the inside of rabbinic 

culture would know to provide. While transmitting or providing a ritual object is not the same act 

as the transmission of textual knowledge, it is nonetheless an act of cultural transmission as it 

enables the sons’ participation in rabbinic culture. Through these narratives, the Bavli presents 

some women as possessing insider knowledge of rabbinic debates about ritual law. While the 

possibility that women in rabbinic families possessed such insider knowledge ought not be 

surprising considering the fact that the “house of study” was often the home of a well-respected 

rabbi, most scholars have yet to attend to the possible implications of these brief anecdotes.295 

“Excavating,” as it were, the Bavli’s discussions of these ritual objects enables us to locate 

portrayals of maternal transmission that would have remained otherwise hidden from scrutiny.  

 

 
294 For an additional example not discussed here, see Marjorie Lehman’s article “Dressing and Undressing the High 
Priest: A View of Talmudic Mothers,” Nashim 26 (2014): 52-74. Lehman discusses the way that the rabbis present 
the mothers in these tales as vicariously participating in their sons’ ritual activities by providing them with their 
ritual garb. 

295 Judith Hauptman is an exception. She discusses the trough and the strigil in “A New View of Women and Torah 
Study in the Talmudic Period,” JSIJ 9 (2010). 



 
 

109 

A Strigil and a Trough 

Two brief anecdotes describe the mothers of Babylonian rabbis providing their sons with 

objects that enhance their ability to perform a ritual. I will argue that the way the Bavli embeds 

these anecdotes in its discussion opens up interpretive possibilities regarding the role these 

mothers played in the ritual life of their sons. Bavli Shabbat presents one such anecdote: 

 —האָוֹצבְוּ טיטִבְּ תוֹכלָכְוּלמְ וילָגְרַ וּיהָ םאִ רמֵוֹא לאֵילִמְגַּ ןבֶּ ןוֹעמְשִׁ ןבָּרַ תבָּשַּׁבַּ תרֶרֶגְמִבְּ ןירִרְוֹגּ ןיאֵ ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ
 296אפָּסְכַדְ אתָּרְרַגְמַ הּימֵּיאִ הּילֵ אדָבַעֲ הדָוּהיְ רבַּ לאֵוּמשְׁ ברַ שׁשֵׁוֹח וֹניאֵוְ וֹכּרְדַכְּ ררֵוֹגּ

 
Our Rabbis taught [in a baraita]: One may not scrape with a strigil on the Sabbath. 
Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: If his feet are dirty with pitch and excrement--he may 
scrape as usual and not be concerned. Rav Shmuel son of Yehuda’s mother made him a 
silver strigil. (Bavli Shabbat 147b) 
 
 An early rabbinic source reports a dispute between an anonymous voice and Rabban 

Shimon ben Gamliel (Rashbag) about whether one may scrape one’s skin with a strigil – a type 

of scraper – on Shabbat. Rashbag says that a person may do so if their feet are very dirty. The 

Bavli then adds that Rav Shmuel b. Yehuda’s mother made a silver strigil for him. In context, it 

becomes clear that this silver strigil is special for Shabbat. 

From a source-critical perspective, it is possible that the original report is that Rav 

Shmuel’s mother made her son a gift (full stop). In that case, it would not have signaled any 

esoteric ritual knowledge on the part of the mother. The editors of the Bavli may have embedded 

her gift in the context of a dispute about a particular rule—the rule that one may not scrape one’s 

shoes on Shabbat. Had the Bavli closed the discussion by stating that Rav Shmuel used her 

strigil, the emphasis would have been on his use as a precedent reinforcing the validity of 

Rashbag’s opinion. Her gift, however, is the discussion’s last word about this question, and leads 

to the adoption of the minority view of Rashbag over the majority view of the anonymous 

 
296 No significant manuscript variants. 
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opinion. 297 By reporting her gift in this way, the Bavli allows its readers to imagine a mother 

who understands the debate about skin-scraping and provides her son with the means to follow 

his chosen opinion in a special, Shabbat-appropriate way. In this case, her gift reinforces his 

opinion and gives it, through a material object, the weight of application, moving the debate out 

of the theoretical realm and into practice. 

The Bavli betrays no discomfort with the mother’s knowledge. On the contrary, later 

interpreters understand the Bavli’s statement about her to be halakhically determinative. For 

example, the Rosh states that the ruling follows Rashbag.298 Because the Bavli imagines the 

silver strigil as enabling Shmuel bar Yehuda’s practice, his mother’s gift becomes a form of 

internal cultural enabling. Her gift enables her son to practice Shabbat in an enhanced way.  

Bavli Pesahim 40b records another example of maternal involvement in ritual: 

  299הוצמ םושל וכיפה ותיכפהמ יכ :יפיכ יכפהמד והנהל והל רמא…
  300ןניעב ופוס דעו ותלחתמ ארקיעמ רומיש רבסק אמלא
 301יבראב הימיא היל אטקנמ אניברד הירב רמ

 
…[Rava] said to those who were overturning the sheaves: When you turn them over, do 
so for the purpose of matzah. From here [we can deduce that] he reasoned that originally 
we require guarding [of the grain from contact with water] from the beginning [of the 
process] until the end. The mother of Mar son of Ravina placed it for him in a trough. 

 

 
297 Judith Hauptman raises this possibility, wondering whether the later halakhic ruling permitting one to scrape mud 
and excrement on Shabbat but not other things might have been based on her view. While this is certainly not the 
only way one might read the text, her reading demonstrates how generative it can be to read a text without prior 
assumptions regarding a woman’s participation in the cultural enterprise. Ibid, 269 note 63. 

298 Rosh Shabbat 22:15. ר"ת .ןיררגתמ אל לבא וניאו וכרדכ ררוג האוצו טיטב תוכלכולמ וילגר ויה םא רמוא ג"בשר תבשב ןיררוג ןיא 
.היתווכ אתכלהו .ששוח  

299 Most manuscripts have הצמ  instead of הוצמ . 

300 Columbia 294-295 and JTS manuscripts have  רומיש יוהנד  יכיה  יכ   in place of the underlined words. 

301 Columbia 294-295 and JTS manuscripts add the following explanation for the mother’s actions: 
 *הצמ* *םשל ןתוא תרמשמ התיהו ןהירקיעב הברה הריהז התיה ריפ* 

“She was very careful regarding their principles and would guard them for the purpose of matzah.” 
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The fact that the mother of Mar bar Ravina put grain into a trough shows that she was 

aware of the idea that the grain needs to be guarded from the time of harvest. In fact, one 

manuscript explains this guarding as resulting from the care the mother took regarding the 

principles of baking matzah.302 Hauptman sees in Mar bar Ravina’s mother an example of 

maternal knowledge of rabbinic ritual law: 

… it seems clear that Mar’s mother was familiar with the halakhah that grain must be 
guarded from the outset. It is likely that she learned this rule by overhearing her 
husband’s or son’s study sessions which took place, it would seem, in her own home. 
Alternatively, she may have learned it from her own mother, since the rule emerged a 
number of years earlier. To help her son fulfill this difficult requirement, Mar’s mother 
herself put the grain in a trough and kept it dry from the time of harvest and until the time 
of baking.303  
 

Hauptman views this anecdote as evidence for social history. As part a rabbinic family, Mar bar 

Ravina’s mother, being Ravina’s wife, was present for many halakhic discussions at the family 

table. She thereby gleaned a deep understanding of ritual law and was able to act on it to help her 

son fulfil the ritual of eating matzah on Passover to the very highest of rabbinic standards. Of 

course, as in all anecdotes in the Bavli, these historical claims cannot be fully substantiated. 

Hauptman herself gives two alternatives for how she might have gleaned this knowledge, the 

second being that she gleaned it from her mother. 304 Regardless, however, by placing the 

anecdote about her in the context of its discussion of these laws, the Bavli assumes that wherever 

 
302 See note 41. 

303 Hauptman, “New View,” 170. 

304 A third possibility, that Hauptman does not raise is that her son or husband taught her the specific details about 
this law. In this case, she would join the ranks of the other women and servants or slaves discussed in Hauptman’s 
article “‘The Matter is Turned over to Women” (Yerushalmi Pesahim 1:4) — Women and Domestic Religious 
Ritual,” Sidra (2010), 83-109 [Heb.], who possess knowledge of ritual law related to the kitchen—a realm in which 
they were responsible for adhering to rabbinic norms despite not being immersed in other realms of rabbinic law. 
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she gleaned it, Mar bar Ravina’s mother possessed knowledge of Passover law that could be 

gleaned only through knowledge of rabbinic law.  

Queen Helene’s Sukkah 
  

Another figure whom the Bavli presents as engaging in the transmission of a material 

object is a pre-rabbinic one—Queen Helene of Adiabene (d. c. 50-56 CE), a Second Temple-era 

queen depicted in Josephus, rabbinic literature, and Patristic sources.305 The Bavli modifies and 

discusses an early rabbinic source in a way that presents Queen Helene building a sukkah for her 

sons as an act of cultural transmission. Because Queen Helene was a pre-rabbinic figure, we 

cannot learn about the lived experience of mothers from this story, but the way that the Bavli 

portrays her can teach us about rabbinic culture. The Bavli’s reinterpretation of the Tosefta’s 

source about Queen Helene’s sukkah shows that the Bavli can imagine mothers engaging in 

cultural transmission by providing her sons with a ritual object. 

The Tosefta invokes Queen Helena’s sukkah in an attempt to resolve a dispute between 

R. Yehudah and the sages regarding the maximum height of a sukkah:306 

 רישכמ הדוהי 'רו הלוספ המא םירשעמ הלעמל ההובג איהש הכוס
  ההובג התיהש ינליה תכוסב השעמ הדוהי 'ר 'מא 
  רבד ןהמ דחא רמא אלו הלצא ןיאצויו ןיסנכנ םינקז ויהו המא םירשעמ
  הכוסב תבייח ןיא השאו השא איהש ינפמ ול ורמא
 הכותב ןייורש ןלוכו םימכח ידימלת םינב העבש אלהו םהל 'מא
 

A sukkah that is taller than twenty cubits is disqualified, but R. Yehuda says that it is 
valid. R. Yehuda said: It happened regarding Queen Helene that her sukkah was taller 
than twenty cubits and the elders would come and go there without saying anything to 
her. They said to [R. Yehuda]: Is this evidence? She is a woman and a woman is exempt 

 
305 See Michal Marciak, Izates, Helena, and Monobazos of Adiabene: A Study on Literary Traditions and History 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014). 

306 I have recorded manuscript differences below in the discussion of the Bavli parallel. 
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from the [obligation of] sukkah!307 He said to them: But she had seven sons who were 
sages and they all dwelled in [her sukkah!] (Tosefta Sukkah 1:1; Vienna mss.) 

The Tosefta discusses a dispute between R. Yehudah and the Sages occuring at least a century 

after Queen Helene’s life. In this source, the Sages state that a sukkah which is higher than 

twenty amot is too high, while R. Yehudah claims that it is acceptable. In this source, R. 

Yehudah marshals Queen Helene’s sukkah as support for his view. He reports that, despite the 

fact that Queen Helene’s sukkah was taller than the Sages’ guidelines allowed, community elders 

would visit her and not criticize her. R. Yehudah thus uses Queen Helene’s sukkah as a precedent 

to support his own view that a sukkah could be taller than twenty cubits. The Sages counter this 

evidence by invoking the idea that women were not obligated in the commandment.308 Since 

women are not obligated in the commandment of dwelling in the sukkah, the elders did not need 

to protest against her sukkah’s overly large dimensions.  The Sages of her time did not object, 

according to the Sages, because her booth did not legally matter.309 R. Yehudah, not wishing his 

precedent to be dismissed so easily, reminds the Sages that she had seven sons who were 

themselves sages. As such, their obligation was legally meaningful. The fact that the elders 

nonetheless did not protest, demonstrates in R. Yehudah’s eyes, that her sukkah fulfilled the legal 

obligation of her sons, demonstrating that a sukkah taller than twenty amot was indeed 

 
307 And therefore the sages would not have been concerned if her sukkah was an incorrect size. 

308 Cynthia Baker states, “It [T. Sukkah] assigns women places and roles, but also tells of women occupying spaces 
where they are deemed exempt or excluded, and of women creating their own places, roles, and identities—within 
and outside the frameworks assigned them. The limits and boundaries it proposes are real, the exclusions and 
displacements undeniable.” (“The Queen, the Apostate and the Women Between,” in A Feminist Commentary on the 
Babylonian Talmud: Introduction and Studies, edited by Tal Ilan, et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 180. 

309 Shulamit Valler claims that the baraita demonstrates that the exemption of women from sukkah occurred later 
than the time of Queen Helene. “In earlier times, it is implied, women dwelt in sukkot as a matter of course. Both of 
these rabbinically contrived sukkot in which women dwell, however, turn out to be rather extraordinary” (“Women 
and Dwelling in the Sukkah in the Bavli,” in A Feminist Commentary on the Babylonian Talmud: Introduction and 
Studies, edited by Tal Ilan, et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 172. 
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acceptable. In the Tosefta, the maternal relationship has little significance. The only purpose it 

serves to allow for the possibility that males legally obligated in the mitzvah of sukkah also 

dwelled in it, and not just Queen Helene.  

The version of this source that appears in the Bavli, however, opens up the possibility 

that the sukkah was more than a place where both mother and sons happened to dwell. It sets the 

stage for the suggestion of the Bavli that Queen Helene’s sukkah is a ritual object through which 

Queen Helene instructs her sons about the holiday of sukkot and its attendant obligations:310  

  311יביתומ
  312המא םישמחו םיעברא דע רישכמ הדוהי 'רו הלוספ המא םירשעמ ההובגש הכוס
  המא םירשעמ ההובג התיהש 313דולב התכוסו הכלמה ינלהב השעמ הדוהי 'ר 'מא
  רבד 316הל ורמא אלו 315םש ןיאצויו ןיסנכנ 314םימכח ויהו
  319הכוסה ןמ הרוטפ השאו 318איה השא 317?הייאר םשמ :ול ורמא
  הל ויה 320םינב העבש אלהו ןהל 'מא
 321׳מכח יפ לע אלא תשע אל הישעמ לכ דועו
 

 
310 Again, I am not suggesting anything historical about the second temple period and Queen Helene’s actual sukkah. 
I am arguing that there is significance to the rhetoric the Bavli uses when discussing it that sheds light on the Bavli’s 
own attitudes towards mothers and cultural transmission. 

311 The baraita that follows has a close parallel in Tosefta Sukkah 1:1 as well as in Yerushalmi Sukkah 1:1 (51d). 
The version here is Oxford 2267. There are no significant variants between the different manuscripts of the Bavli. 

312 The phrase המא םישמחו םיעברא דע  is absent from the Tosefta and the Yerushalmi. 

313 Lod is absent from the London and Erfurt versions of the Tosefta. 

314 The Tosefta has םינקז  rather than םימכח . 

315 Erfurt and Vienna have הלצא , London has nothing, and the Yerushalmi has הב . In the Bavli manuscripts, BL: 
Harley 5508 and Vatican 134 have הלצא ןיבשויו  . 

316 The Yerushalmi has םדא רמא אל ; London and Vienna have ןהמ דחא רמא אל . 

הייאר םשמ 317  is absent from the other versions.  

318 The rest of the versions have השא איהש ינפמ . 

319 The Yerushalmi has: תוצמה לע הוצמ השא ןיאו . Leiden similarly has תוצמב תבייח השא ןיאו . 

320 All the other versions have םימכח ידימלת  following or describing םינב . 

321 This entire line starting from דוע  .is absent from all other versions ו
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They teach [in a baraita]: A sukkah that is taller than twenty cubits is disqualified, but R. 
Yehuda says that it is valid until forty or fifty cubits. R. Yehuda said: It happened 
regarding Queen Helene and her sukkah in Lod that it was taller than twenty cubits and 
the Sages322 would come and go there without saying anything to her. They [the Sages] 
said to R. Yehuda: Is this evidence? She is a woman and a woman is exempt from the 
[obligation of] sukkah!323 He said to them: But did she not have seven sons? And 
furthermore, she did nothing without rabbinic approval. (Bavli Sukkah 2b, Oxford 2677) 

Much of the Bavli’s version of this early rabbinic source is the same as the version in the 

Tosefta. However, there are two key differences that lay the groundwork for the discussion that 

follows. The first is that, in the Bavli version of the source, her sons are not identified as Sages. 

Second, the Bavli’s version adds that she herself did nothing without rabbinic approval. The 

absence of the title “sage” from the description of the sons opens up space for the Bavli 

discussion that follows to paint Queen Helene’s sukkah as an act of hinukh, or ritual 

instruction—an integral part of cultural transmission. The discussion centers on the last line of 

the baraita: 

  ”?םימכח יפ לע אלא התשע אל הישעמ לכ דועו“ ינתימל יל המל
  הכוסה ןמ ןירוטפ םינטקו ויה םינטק םינב ורמאת יכ והל רמאק יכה
  ומאל ךירצ וניאש דח והב יוה אלד רשפא יא 324ווה העבשד ןויכ
  החגשמ אל ןנברדב יהיאו בייחימד אוה ןנברדמ ומאל ךירצ וניאש ןטק ורמית יכו
  םימכח פ"ע אלא התשע אל הישעמ לכ דועו ש"ת

 
Why do I need to teach “and furthermore, she did no deeds except at the word of the 
Sages?” This is what he said to them: When you say that they were minor sons and 
minors are exempt from sukkah, since there were seven of them it is impossible that there 
isn’t one of them who no longer needs his mother. 325 And if you say that a minor who 
doesn’t need his mother is obligated only by the sages [and not scripturally], and she did 

 
322 Regardless of whether or not Helene did build a sukkah, this designation is an anachronism. 

323 And therefore the sages would not have been concerned if her sukkah was an incorrect size. 

324 The underlined words are missing from Oxford 2677. 

325 And therefore he would be obligated in his own right. Bavli Sukkah 28a states that once a boy no longer needs 
his mother, he is to be educated in the observance of the commandment of sukkah. It is important for R. Yehudah’s 
argument that someone be legally obligated to sit in Queen Helene’s sukkah so that her sukkah can serve as a legal 
precedent for permitting sukkot taller than twenty cubits. 
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not follow the sages, it comes to teach “and furthermore, she acted only at the word of the 
Sages” (Vilna version). 

 
The Bavli asks why it was necessary for R. Yehuda’s argument to inform the reader that Queen 

Helene adhered to rabbinic rulings. It answers that without this statement, the sages might have 

responded that all of her sons were minors and therefore were not obligated in the commandment 

of sukkah. This would undermine the force of the precedent for R. Yehudah because no one in 

the large sukkah was rabbinically obligated to dwell in it. However, says the Bavli, it is 

impossible that all seven sons were so young that they had not reached the age of hinukh—ritual 

instruction or initiation. Even if they were minors such that they were not yet obligated in the 

commandment to dwell in the sukkah, someone still needed to educate them regarding the 

intricacies of Jewish ritual.326 According to this line of reasoning, R. Yehudah stresses that 

Queen Helene followed the rabbis in all her deeds because otherwise she might have been 

unfamiliar with the rabbinic requirement to initiate one’s children into the practice of a ritual as 

soon as the child is able to perform it. In that case, once again, R. Yehudah would be left without 

a precedent. Therefore, explains the Bavli, the baraita stresses that she did follow the sages in all 

matters. 

 These argumentative gymnastics raise two ways the queen goes against gender norms 

(although it does so as it distances her from the religious impulse to build herself a sukkah). 

According to Mishnah Sukkah 2:8, a minor is only obligated in the commandment of sukkah 

once he no longer requires his mother ( ומאל ךירצ וניא ). In this tale, however, the seven sons of 

Queen Helene very much require their mother to build them their sukkah (or to have it built for 

 
326 See chapter 1 for a fuller description of ךוניח . 
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them) despite the fact that they no longer need her to feed them or soothe them back to sleep.327 

As well, the Bavli ends up attributing deep rabbinic knowledge to the queen. By imagining how 

R. Yehudah would use the story of Queen Helene to support his position, the Bavli (likely 

unintentionally) presents a mother who is invested in rabbinic culture and actively transmits it to 

her sons.328 Casting her sukkah-building as “merely” an act of transmission neutralizes the force 

of the gender-bending booth because it reframes her building of a sukkah as being for the sake of 

her sons. The Bavli has recast the queen. No longer is she a devout Jew seeking to dwell in a 

sukkah on the holiday of sukkot herself. That picture would be too threatening. Rather, she has 

become a devout rabbinic mother initiating her seven sons into the intricacies of rabbinic ritual 

culture by providing them with a sukkah in which to dwell despite the fact they may not have 

been explicitly obligated to dwell in one.329 The frame of hinukh provides an opening for 

imagining the interactions between mother and sons during this initiation as an act of explicit 

cultural transmission even if the Bavli does not paint it as one explicitly.  

 The Bavli thus portrays Queen Helene and the mothers of Shmuel bar Yehudah and Mar 

bar Ravina as all possessing knowledge of rabbinic details of Jewish ritual, knowledge which 

 
327 Bavli Sukkah 28b explains that a child who no longer needs his mother is one who “defecates and his mother 
does not wipe him” or “one who awakens and does not call “Mother! Mother!”  

328 The Penei Yehoshua picks up on this implication and neutralizes it. He states that when the Bavli says, “and she 
did not attend to the rabbinic ordinances,” this was referring to the idea that a mother is not obligated to educate her 
son—only the father is obligated to do so. Because of this, he says, the baraita had to clarify that she acted only in 
accordance with the rabbis and it was the court’s job to educate her sons (assuming their father was not in the 
picture). לכ רמאק ה"שמ באה אלא הנב ךנחל הווצמ םאה ןיאש יפל ונייה החגשמ אל ןנברדב יהיא ת"כו רמאקד אהד הארנ רתויו 

ל"נ ןכ הייאר ריפש יתיימ רבד ורמא אלדמו ןכנחל לטומ ד"בה לע כ"או םימכח פ"ע אלא התשע אל הישעמ : 

329 As Baker observes, seven is a typological number. According to Josephus, the queen had but two sons. Baker 
states, “The number seven and the maleness of the progeny combine, in this, as in other folk traditions, to certify the 
righteousness of the woman to whom they are assigned (see, for example, traditions about Qimhit in Bavli Yoma 
47a and parallels, and the mother of seven in II Maccabees 7 etc), “The Queen, the Apostate and the Women 
Between,” 170. 
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they use to enable their sons to fulfill specific commandments in enhanced ways. This enabling 

is a form of cultural transmission, reflecting the fact that transmission does not end once a child 

has grown up. The Bavli portrays these mothers (whether or not this reflects historical reality) as 

possessing the ritual knowledge necessary to understand the significance of their material 

transmission. The Bavli may be comfortable portraying these women as knowledgeable because 

they use their knowledge to enable their sons’ ritual observance. The maternal act of 

transmission through material objects allows for a portrayal of feminine knowledge that was not 

threatening to rabbinic gender norms.   

 
Mothers as Teachers: Transmission of Torah  
 
Bavli Sotah  
 

Finally, we turn to sources regarding mothers teaching rabbinic knowledge to their sons. 

Mishnah Sotah 3:4 is the locus classicus for early rabbinic discussion of female participation in 

the study of Scripture. The Mishnah discusses the Temple ritual for discerning whether a woman 

has committed adultery. The woman is to drink special waters, and if she is guilty, the Mishnah 

says, her stomach will distend. However, “If she had merit, her merit will delay [the effects].”330 

Bavli Sotah asks what actions the woman might have done to earn this merit:  

 איה השועו הווצמ הניא אה הרותד תוכז אמיליא יאמד תוכז
  הרות תוכז םלועל רמא אניבר
  אדקפמ אל ידוקפד יהנ השועו הווצמ הניא תרמאקדו
 והיידהב ןאגלפ אל ימ אשרדמ יבמ ותאד דע והיירבגל והל ןרטנו 331והיינב ןיינתמו ןירקמד ארגאב

 
What sort of merit? Perhaps we will say, the merit of Torah study, but she is not 
commanded to do so!... 

 
330 In the Mishnah, Ben Azzai puts this forward as a reason for teaching one’s daughter Torah—so that she might be 
protected from the punishment of the bitter waters at least temporarily.  

331 Lacking from Munich 95. 
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Ravina replies: Indeed it is the merit of Torah, and regarding what you said [about] her 
not being commanded to do so, granted she is not commanded. But by the merit of 
causing her sons to study Torah and Mishnah and waiting for her husband to come 
home from the study house [she is protected]. 
 

Ravina’s statement is by no means proto-feminist. It does not contradict the Mishnah’s exclusion 

of women from the enterprise of Torah study. And yet, the phrase “causing her sons to study 

Torah and Mishnah” bears scrutiny. Most scholars and translations assume that a mother causes 

her sons to study by taking them to a qualified teacher (as in Berakhot 17a discussed above).332 

In this understanding, the mother has no independent Torah knowledge; her merit accrues 

because she enables her sons to learn elsewhere. Soncino goes so far as to translate this phrase 

“when they have their sons taught Scripture and Mishnah…” to clarify the mother’s role as 

merely enabling study. But what if Ravina in fact imagines a mother who taught her sons to read 

Torah and Mishnah herself? The language of “causing her sons” can be read in both ways, one of 

which attributes a far more literal transmission from mother to sons. Such a mother would have 

to know at least enough Hebrew to step into the paternal role articulated by early rabbinic 

sources: “When a boy begins to speak, his father speaks with him in the holy tongue and teaches 

him Torah…” If so, Ravina’s statement can be read as praising maternal Torah knowledge as 

“merit,” at least when she transmits this knowledge to her sons.  

The Sotah source portrays the mother’s action as an enabling role. Her Torah study merit 

comes from the ways that she enables her male relatives to study.333 The mother who “causes her 

son to read and recite” is portrayed as enabling her sons to study. She “shares in their merit” 

 
332 See for example Boyarin, Carnal Israel, 175. On page 194, however, he suggests an alternative translation in line 
with what I suggest below: “from teaching her sons Torah and Mishnah.” 

333 While the purpose of maternal engagement in this source is similar to that of Berakhot 17a, its wording allows for 
the possibility that Ravina imagined mothers teaching their sons themselves—a possibility that the Berakhot source 
does not countenance. 
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because the commandment is not hers to perform. And yet, this type of enabling requires literacy 

and fluency in the realm of Torah and thus places mothers into role of enabling from within.334 

As Jane Kanarek points out:  

It is also possible that our assumptions about Torah and rabbinic culture have led us to 
overlook instances where women not only receive but also transmit Written and Oral 
Torah. That is to say, while I assume that mothers were essential to teaching in a culture 
that was as much mimetic as textual, it is possible that they participated in the 
transmission and creation of rabbinic culture to their sons not only through mimesis but 
also through text, even if that text was at least partially oral.335 
   

By extolling this this particular form of enabling, the Bavli once again approves of feminine 

knowledge of Torah when such knowledge is coupled with the maternal role. 

Mother of Ravina 
  

It is possible that the Ravina of the Sotah source was not making a theoretical claim about 

maternal transmission; Bavli Berakhot and Menahot report two teachings that Ravina reports in 

his mother’s name. After his father’s death, Ravina looks to his mother for information about his 

family’s practice. The Bavli portrays her not only as providing him with the information he 

seeks, but also as contextualizing his father’s practice in the context of rabbinic disputes in Bavli 

Berakhot and Menahot. Bavli Berakhot 39b discusses a dispute between Rabbi Hiyya and Rava 

 
334 In his interpretation of this source, R. Menachem Mendel Schneerson ups the ante and suggests that through 
teaching their sons Torah, women’s own Torah knowledge might increase. He encourages women to study Torah 
with their children using this source, stating: “Through the fact that women study with their sons, the Torah study 
that the women themselves do is increased.” Schneerson also differentiates between how mothers and fathers 
educate their children, suggesting that a mother’s greater warmth in comparison to the father’s more evaluative 
instructional style might be beneficial for the education of their children. While this statement upholds gendered 
norms of conduct, it also invites women to participate in the enterprise of cultural transmission and lauds the fact 
that this will increase the women’s own learnedness. Likkutei Sichot, Parshat Emor, Erev Lag ba’Omer, 5750 
(1990), “On the Obligation of Jewish Women in Education and Study of Torah,” accessed at 
https://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=15957&st=&pgnum=188 on April 14, 2021. See also Susan 
Handelman’s analysis of this passage, “Women and Torah Study in the Thought of the Lubavitcher Rebbe,” in 
Jewish Legal Writings by Women, edited by Micah Halperin and Chana Safrai, (Jerusalem: Urim Press, 1998), 142-
177. 

335 Jane Kanarek, “Fathers, Mothers, Daughters, Sons, and the Transmission of Torah,” (Paper presented at the 
Association of Jewish Studies conference, Dec 2020), 11. 
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about the blessing before eating bread. Should one cut the bread before or after reciting the 

blessing? Ravina says: 336 

 ״עַצֵוֹבּ øכָּ רחַאַוְ øרֵבָמְ רמַאָדְּ ,אבָרָכְּ אתָכְלְהִוְ .אבָרָכְּ ידִבְעָ ןנַבָּרַוְ אייָּחִ יבִּרַכְּ דיבֵעָ øוּבאֲ ,םאֵ ילִ הרָמְאָ ״

“Mother said to me: Your father followed Rabbi Hiyya, but the other rabbis followed Rava. And 

the rule follows Rava who said: One blesses and then breaks afterwards.” 337 In this case, the 

absent father necessitates that the mother becomes the transmitter of family ritual practice. She is 

well aware of the debate, as demonstrated by her knowledge not only of her husband’s practices 

but of the other rabbis’ practices as well, and she is able to guide Ravina in his own navigating of 

these options. 

Similarly, in Bavli Menahot (68b), there is a discussion about when one may eat the crop 

of the new year during the month of Nisan. Ravina reports: 

  רסינמת יגהנ רסבשד אתרואב אלא שדח ליכא הוה אל ךובא :םא יל הרמא
 338הקיפסל שייחו 'דוהי 'רכ הל רבסק

“Mother said to me: Your father only ate the new grain in the evening of the seventeenth day just 

before the eighteenth day. He reasoned like Rabbi Yehuda and was concerned about the doubtful 

situation.” In both Berakhot and Menahot, the Bavli portrays Ravina’s mother as understanding 

intricate, even minute details about ritual practice as well as how they relate to rabbinic disputes.  

Of course, this does not mean that she actually did have this knowledge, but her portrayal invites 

us to imagine the multiplicity of ways rabbinic culture might have been transmitted in the home. 

 
336 Ms. Salzburg U: Cod M. III 126 has here “Abaye,” an error resulting from the common appearance of the phrase 
“Mother said to me” in Abaye’s mouth. 

337 This is the version present in all of the manuscripts. The Vilna edition reads: 

 ידבע ןנברו תפה םע הכרב הלכתש ךירצ אייח' ר רמאד אייח' רכ דיבע ךובא םא יל הרמא אניבר רמא אברכ ידבע ןנברו אייח' רכ ידבע יעדרהנ
  אברכ

338 No significant manuscript variants. 



 
 

122 

While some rabbis were imagined to have left home for years on end to engage in study, forging 

a stark separation between the home and the study hall, the situation may in fact have been far 

more fluid. Following Hezser, for example, Hauptman imagines many rabbinic “study hall” 

discussions occurring at the tables of rabbinic households.339 The Bavli describes the wives of 

rabbis being present at the table and at times involved in such discussion. These stories show that 

it was conceivable to the authors of the Bavli that Ravina’s mother was not wholly outside of 

study house culture. The Bavli imagines her as knowing not only what her husband did but what 

others did and how these practices fit into study hall debates. The maternal role once again 

proves a safe space for the rabbis to gesture towards feminine knowledge of rabbinic culture.  

 
Conclusion  
 

Teasing out the multi-faceted ways that mothers might enable their sons to participate in 

rabbinic culture demonstrates that the Bavli does not present mothers as playing one singular role 

in rabbinic families. And although the Bavli excludes women from the world of the beit midrash, 

it does present some mothers as taking part, in various ways, in the transmission of rabbinic 

culture. Its stories involving mothers who participate in the transmission of rabbinic culture 

provide a far more nuanced picture of female knowledge than simply in or out, knowledgeable or 

ignorant.  The rabbis did see mothers as involved in cultural transmission in their own right. 

While this transmission is often framed as enabling sons to participate in what the rabbis see as 

 
339 See Hauptman, “A New View of Women and Torah Study,” 250 and Catherine Heszer The Social Structure of 
the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck 1997), 196. While Heszer discusses the 
situation in Roman Palestine rather than in Babylonia, Jeffrey Rubenstein writes that in amoraic Babylonia the 
picture was similar—rabbis studied in disciple circles in a rabbinic master’s home. (“Social and Institutional 
Settings of Rabbinic Literature,” in The Cambridge Companion to Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, edited by 
Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert and Martin S. Jaffee [New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007], 66). Rubenstein 
says that the picture changes with the anonymous layer of the Bavli, at which point the rabbis moved in more 
institutionalized study houses (70-73). 
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the core of the rabbinic project, it often presents mothers as possessing a familiarity with and 

awareness of rabbinic knowledge that the Bavli does not usually present women as having. To be 

clear, I am not making a social-historical claim about how much of this knowledge these mothers 

actually possessed. Rather, I have highlighted the ways in which the Bavli embeds maternal 

actions or speech into its discussions. It is this embedding that shapes how we, as readers, 

understand their significance. I have shown that the Rabbis allow authentic maternal knowledge 

to seep in when it is used to further the investment of their sons in the rabbinic project. At other 

times, the Bavli amplifies or perhaps even invents maternal knowledge as a byproduct of other 

arguments.  

While it is not surprising that the rabbis are comfortable depicting women as enabling the 

study of men, what I have shown here is that, in doing so, they depict mothers as possessing 

more knowledge and agency than we might have imagined given only prescriptive statements 

about women and Torah study. By embedding these mothers’ actions and statements into 

rabbinic discussions of ritual law, the mothers themselves become part and parcel of the 

formation of rabbinic culture. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EXPANDING THE BOOK: THE TEACHINGS OF ABAYE’S MOTHER 
 

 
In the previous chapter, I discussed mothers who enabled the transmission of rabbinic culture in 

a variety of ways. At the end of that chapter, I presented an example of a mother who transmits a 

teaching to her son by reporting a practice of her late husband, thus serving as a necessary 

intermediary in the transmission of family ritual practice. In this chapter, I will delve into an 

anomalous figure, the mother of Abaye, whose son reports teachings in her name over two dozen 

times. These maternal teachings show that, despite the increasing scholasticism discussed in 

chapter 1, at the time of Abaye the home remained a central locus of rabbinic study. Despite the 

prescriptive statements excluding mothers from the heart of cultural transmission, Abaye 

nonetheless quotes his mother extensively. The teachings of Abaye’s mother provide us with a 

snapshot in time. Within this frozen frame, the boundaries between the home and beit midrash 

are fluid; a son studies at home, and a mother contributes to rabbinic culture through her wisdom.  

In order to demonstrate that Abaye’s mother engages in robust cultural transmission, I 

will first show that, contrary to the views of some contemporary scholars, the attribution of 

“Mother” is plausible since the Bavli discusses Abaye’s mother in pithy narratives outside of the 

teachings she transmits. Because this attribution is plausible, her role as mother cannot be 

separated from her role as teacher. When Abaye says םא יל הרמא , he is quoting someone he 

presents as both his teacher and his mother—her two roles are intertwined. As well, he has spent 

significant time at home with her even as an adult—enough time for him to absorb her wisdom 

and incorporate it into his teaching. Second, despite her physical absence from the locales in 

which the conversations about her teachings are taking place, the Bavli treats her teachings as 

authoritative, allowing them to become part of the rabbinic canon. I will close by exploring one 
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teaching that seems to break this mold. I will argue that it may do so because it concerns 

circumcision, a ritual from which the Bavli is particularly concerned to exclude women.   

There are two key implications of this material. First, Abaye, in his own self-

presentation, spends much of his sage life in the home—he studies there and discusses matters 

that come up with the members of his household. For Abaye, there is no strict bifurcation 

between beit midrash and home. When he discusses rabbinic law and lore, these discussions may 

just as plausibly be occurring in his home as in some other separate house of study. Second, and 

perhaps because of this blending of home and study house, Abaye’s mother comes to contribute 

to rabbinic discourse organically. In this chapter, I will demonstrate both sides of this equation—

that Abaye’s mother transmits her wisdom to him in the home, perhaps even in the context of 

Abaye’s own quintessentially rabbinic study of Torah and that she thereby contributes in a real 

way to rabbinic discourse. 

 
The Relationship between Abaye and his Mother 
 
According to the Bavli, the fourth century CE Babylonian sage Abaye was an orphan; his father 

died upon his conception, and his mother died in childbirth.340 And yet, over two dozen times in 

the Bavli, Abaye unselfconsciously quotes someone he calls “mother.”341 Cognizant of this 

 
340 Bavli Qiddushin 31b. 

341 For scholarly treatments of Abaye’s adoptive mother, see Charlotte E. Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and 
Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000) 151-59; Shulamit 
Valler, Women in Jewish Society in the Talmudic Period (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2000), 161-172 [Heb.]); 
Orit Segal, "Kolot nashiyim ba-tekst ha-talmudi: ‘iyyun be-mishpetei “amrah li em” ba-Talmud ha-bavli: magyah, 
refu’ah ve-kolot nashiyim” . [Women’s voices in the talmudic text: a study of the “a mother said to me” statements 
in the Babylonian Talmud: magic, medicine and women’s voices] (M.A. thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
July 2000); Rebecca Lesses, “Exe(o)rcising Power: Women as Sorceresses, Exorcists, and Demonesses in 
Babylonian Jewish Society of Late Antiquity,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 69, no. 2 (June 2001), 
343-375. Michele Murray, “Female Corporeality, Magic, and Gender in the Babylonian Talmud,” Religion & 
Theology 15 (2008) 218-19. 
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contradiction, Bavli Qiddushin 31b suggests that the woman he quotes is in fact his אתניברמ —

literally his “raising woman:”  

  ייבא ןכו ומא התמ ותדלי ויבא תמ ומא ותרבע יכ ןנחוי יבר
 אוה 342היתניברמ איהה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאהו יניא
 

When R. Yohanan’s mother conceived him, his father died. When she birthed him, his 
mother died. And so too Abaye. Really?! But Abaye said ‘Mother said to me!’ She was 
his marbinta.343  

 
This term is generally understood to refer to a foster mother, though that designation may be 

misleading, given the differences in family structures between ancient and modern times. 

Some scholars use this source as a means through which to downplay the mother-child 

relationship between Abaye and the woman he quotes. Markham Geller, for example, claims that 

this source points to a “problem with the credibility” of the tradition that Abaye received 

knowledge from his mother. Because many of the teachings Abaye’s mother transmits concern 

magico-medical remedies, Geller states, “It is unlikely that a woman would have had access to 

technical medical knowledge with the possible exception of midwifery.”344 His assumption that 

women in the ancient world had no access to technical knowledge is unsubstantiated.345 Geller’s 

 
342  Mss differ on the orthography of this word. The various spellings are: היתניברמ  (Vilna), היתינברמ  (Qushta, Munich 
היתנברמ ,(95  (Wad al-Haraja), היתייברמ  (Oxford 367, Vatican 110-111, Modena), אתינברמ   (CUL), היתייניברמ  (Oxford 
Heb b. 1/8-9). 

343 In my assessment, אתניברמ  is a contraction of the present participle of the pa’el form of the verb יבר =to raise with 
the noun אתנא  meaning woman. See also Sokoloff, Babylonian, 703 for this noun, 705 for a similar word meaning 
“nursemaid”, and 1056 for the root יבר . The idea that this word is a contraction of the participle of the afel of the 
verb יבר  (to raise) with the noun אתנא  (woman) is my own. 

344 Geller, “Akkadian Healing Therapies in the Babylonian Talmud,” (Max Planck Institute for the History of 
Science, 2004), 8. https://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/Preprints/P259.PDF 
 
345 In fact, in her article “Women, Writing and Medicine in the Classical World,” (Classical Quarterly 57, no.1 
(2007):  257–79, doi:10.1017/S0009838807000225), Rebecca Fleming presents epigraphical and archaeological 
evidence for the participation of women in the medical field in the Greco-Roman world. While her work does not 
cover the period of the Bavli, it demonstrates that a blanket assumption of women’s ignorance of technical healing 
knowledge is unwarranted.  OMEN, WRITING AND MEDICINE IN THREE CBLEACSCSAIC FALLE 
MWOMRINLDG 
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aim is to demonstrate that Abaye is acquainted with and extensively quotes a male Akkadian 

healer. Em, according to Geller, is a corruption of ummānu—the Akkadian word for healer.346  

Geller’s desire to read mothers (and women more generally) out of this series of traditions has 

far less to do with careful historical research than it does with misplaced assumptions about the 

way gender worked in the ancient world. Perhaps because the Bavli rhetorically excludes women 

from Torah study, he assumes that this reflects a reality of complete absence of women from the 

endeavor. As we will see, it is more reasonable to see Abaye’s mother as providing a counter-

example to this assumption. 

Unfortunately, feminist scholars are also not immune from being influenced by desires 

and assumptions. When discussing Abaye’s “em” for an encyclopedia entry for the Jewish 

Women’s archive, Tal Ilan celebrates the presence of amrah li em statements as evidence for the 

presence of a female expert to whom many rabbis looked for guidance.347 Like Geller, Ilan 

claims that Bavli Qiddushin is evidence for the fact that Em is not Abaye’s mother. Rather, she is 

a female medical practitioner and friend of Abaye greatly respected by the rabbis in 

Babylonia.348  Ilan’s insistence on erasing the maternal relationship here is perplexing. It 

suggests that, for her, finding a female expert who was not the mother of a rabbi would be a 

 
346 Geller, “Akkadian Healing Therapies,” 8. 

347 This version of Ilan’s argument can be found in  “Female Personalities in the Babylonian Talmud” on the Jewish 
Women’s Archive in an entry tellingly named “Em.” https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/female-personalities-in-
babylonian-talmud. 

348 “The editors of the Talmud, however, knew that this woman could not have been Abaye’s mother, since 
according to another tradition, his mother had died while giving birth to him. They solved the contradiction by 
assuming that the woman in question was his adoptive mother. …This suggests that Em was perhaps a famous, 
authoritative woman known to the rabbis of Babylonia” (Ibid). In Silencing the Queen: The Literary Histories of 
Shelamzion and Other Jewish Women Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism 115 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 
Ilan writes, “Yet a Jewish female physician is not an unheard-of phenomenon. The Bavli repeatedly mentions “Em,” 
a friend of the Babylonian rabbi Abayye, whose many recipes are listed in this composition and suggest that she was 
the author of a medical handbook” (27). In note 76, Ilan implausibly suggests that Ravina’s “em,” discussed in 
chapter 3 of this dissertation, was the same female doctor. 
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greater feminist desideratum than finding one who was. Perhaps this is because identifying a 

mother who is an expert shows that her knowledge is mediated by her son rather than attesting to 

her presence where the rabbinic discussions were taking place. Her knowledge cannot penetrate 

the walls of the house of study without her son’s facilitation.  

But Bavli Qiddushin is not the only Bavli discussion of Abaye’s mother. There are, in 

fact, four brief narrative reports that highlight the relationship between Abaye and his mother. 

Bavli Berakhot 62a reports that Abaye’s mother raised a lamb for him to protect him from 

demons in the bathroom:  אסכה תיבל הידהב לעימל ארמא  349 ]הימא[ היל איברמ ייבא . “Abaye’s mother 

raised a lamb for him to accompany him to the bathroom.”350 The assumption in this text seems 

to be that demons frequent bathrooms. Abaye’s mother provided him with a live lamb to protect 

him against the bathroom demons.351 In another story of warding off demons, Bavli Pesahim 

110a reports that as soon as Abaye would finish drinking out of one cup, his mother would place 

two more in his hands so that he would not come to drink pairs of cups—an action which would 

have attracted demons:352 ְהּידֵיְ ירֵתְבִּ יסֵכָ ירֵתְּ הּימֵּיאִ הּילֵ טיקֵּנַמ  353, אסָכָּ דחַ יתֵשָׁ יכִּ ייֵבָּאַ   ,And Abaye“) וְ

when he drank from a goblet, his mother would give him two cups in his two hands.”) In these 

two cases, Abaye seems to accept his mother’s assistance without comment. This anecdote 

 
349 The word הימא  is in brackets in the Vilna because it is missing from the Venice printing. It is, however, present in 
the Munich 95, Paris 671, and Oxford 366 manuscripts. 

350 It is striking that the word איברמ  describing the fact that his mother would raise a goat for his shares the root יבר  
with the word אתניברמ . 

351 The stam suggests that she did not raise him a goat so as to avoid the problem of a goat demon exchanging itself 
for the real goat and being indistinguishable from it.  

352 The idea here seems to be that the dangerous “drinking in pairs” was sequential. Abaye’s mother would put two 
additional cups in his hand so that he would remember how many he needed to still drink. For more on this sugya, 
see Jordan Rosenblum, Rabbinic Drinking: What Beverages Teach Us About Rabbinic Literature (Oakland, CA: 
University of California Press, 2020), 141-44. 

353 Phrase missing from two manuscripts (Columbia 294/5 and Onlau 271.) 
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demonstrates that these mundane household interactions with his adoptive mother were part and 

parcel of Abaye’s everyday life. 

The final two narratives show moments where Abaye and his mother do not see eye to 

eye. The first appears in the context of a discussion regarding preparing mustard on Shabbat. 

There, Abaye refuses to eat mustard that his mother has prepared for him on Shabbat because he 

follows a more stringent view regarding the permissibility of such preparation.354 In the second 

story, rabbis are complaining to each other about distractions that detract from their study. Abaye 

reports to his colleagues what it is like to study at home: “Abaye said: If my mother said to me 

‘bring [me] the fish sauce’ I do not study.” 355 

.יאנַתְּ אלָ — אחָתָּוּכּ בירֵקָ םאֵ ילִ הרָמְאָ יאִ :ייֵבָּאַ רמַאָ    

This final anecdote is especially expressive as it calls to mind an image of Abaye studying Torah 

at the dining room table. His mother asks him to go retrieve something for her and it breaks his 

focus, leading him to complain to his colleagues that studying at home does not enable the 

intense concentration that he needs to learn.  

There are two noteworthy facts about these stories. First, they attest to the mother-son 

relationship between Abaye and his mother. Whether she is his foster mother, adoptive mother, 

or aunt, Abaye presents her as his mother, and this is how the Bavli relates to her. Second, it 

paints a picture of how embedded Abaye is in his home life. Despite the fact that he views this 

 
354  Bavli Shabbat 140a. “ לכַאֲ אלָוְ ,הּילֵ אדָבַעֲ ייֵבָּאַדְּ הּימֵּיאִ .” It is worth noting that the Bavli presents Abaye as adopting a 
more stringent view than other contemporary rabbis on this matter. 

355 Bavli Eruvin 65a. ָאל  — יאִ :ייֵבָּאַ רמַאָ .אנָתָּסְאִדְ אמָוֹיכְּ אתָוּלּיצִ איָעֲבָּ אתָכְלְהִ :קחָצְיִ רבַּ ןמָחְנַ ברַ רמַאָ  אחָתָּוּכּ בירֵקָ םאֵ ילִ הרָמְאָ
ימֵוֹי העָבְשִׁלְ ינֵמָ העָבְשִׁ הּימֵּאִ הּילֵ הדָבַעֲ אנָיבִרָדְּ הּירֵבְּ רמָ .יאנַתְּ אלָ הנָּיכִּ ןתַּצְרַקְ יאִ :אבָרָ רמַאָ .יאנַתְּ . Rav Naḥman bar Yitzḥak said: 

[The study of] halakhah requires clearness [of mind] like a day of the cold wind. Abaye said: If my mother said 
‘bring the fish sauce’ I cannot study. Rava said: If a louse bites me, I cannot study. The mother of Mar the son of 
Ravina made him seven garments for the seven days of the week (presumably so that they would not be louse-
ridden).  
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embeddedness at times an inconvenience, Abaye engages in Torah study well into adulthood not 

in a far-off yeshiva (as thematized in Bavli Ketubot) but within the space of his home.356 

Furthermore, his mother is present while he is studying. The type of embeddedness attested here 

allows us to imagine how the robust transmission that Abaye reports might have taken place. 

Abaye and his mother are closely involved in one another’s lives—when he has a question he 

thinks she might know something about, he asks her.357   

Because of these stories, I claim that there is no reason not to take the text at its word. If 

the woman Abaye quotes is the woman who raised him, she is his mother, whether adoptive or 

foster. Mother is not a pejorative designation. The robust presence of a woman identified as the 

mother of Abaye shows that the home could be the locus of cultural transmission even as the 

general thrust of rabbinic tradition is to shift that transmission to hands of sages or masters in the 

house of study. As Fonrobert says, “Abaye declares the source of his knowledge on midwifery. 

His is a derivative knowledge that does not conceal its maternal origin. This maternal knowledge 

finds its place as such in Talmudic literature.”358 Abaye’s mother provides another example, in 

addition to those discussed in the previous chapter, of the Bavli admitting male knowledge when 

that knowledge comes from a mother. 

 
Content and Reception of her Teachings  
 

A key question in understanding the significance of Abaye’s mother’s teachings for 

questions of cultural transmission is how the Bavli perceives the knowledge she teaches. Does 

 
356 Bavli Ketubot 62b-63a contains a story cycle in which a number of rabbis leave home to study in the rabbinic 
academy with various consequences for each.  

357 I am not claiming that the text lauds this embeddedness, only that that these narratives lend plausibility to the 
moniker “mother.” 

358 Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity, 155. 
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the Bavli see the teachings of Abaye’s mother as “rabbinic” or rather as knowledge gleaned from 

an outside expert?359  For Abaye’s mother to truly be a counterexample to the exclusion of 

women from cultural production, it must become clear that the Bavli presents her as an insider. I 

will demonstrate this fact from two directions. First, although it is tempting to view the 

knowledge Abaye’s mother teaches as specifically feminine knowledge, evidence suggests that 

Abaye did not perceive the subject matter she addresses in this way. Second, the Bavli lexically 

marks her teachings as internal. 

The twenty-five statements that Abaye transmits in the name of his mother cover a 

variety of topics.360 Eleven of the twenty-five statements report magico-medical remedies for 

fevers, insect-bites, and other maladies. 361 Eight are instructions regarding how to properly care 

for a newly born infant.362 In the remaining statements, she teaches Abaye about child 

development,363 rumors,364 the pain of virginal sexual intercourse365 the relative worth of sealed 

and unsealed barrels,366 and finally, the appropriate age for children to learn various texts in the 

 
359 For a comprehensive discussion of stories in which rabbis glean knowledge from outsiders see Jenny Labenz, 
Socratic Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic Intellectual Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 

360 See the appendix for full quotations of her statements, organized by category. 

361 Bavli Shabbat 66b (three statements pertaining to general magical procedures and one about healing a light 
fever), Ketubot 10b (digestion), Bavli Ketubot 50a (scorpion bites), Gittin 67b (remedies for different types of 
fevers), Gittin 70a (remedy for the ahilu fever), Avodah Zarah 28b (remedy for ear pain), Eruvin 29b (remedies for 
worrisome thoughts and heart weakness).  

362 Bavli Shabbat 133b-134a. 

363 Bavli Yoma 78b. 

364 Bavli Yevamot 25a. This and the previous statement share characteristics of the folk saying. Both are laconic and 
assonant. 

365 Bavli Ketubot 39b. 

366 Bavli Moed Katan 12a. 
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rabbinic curriculum.367 A key question that emerges from this catalogue is whether or not 

something unites this list of teachings in terms of their content.  

In the conclusion to her exhaustive study of these statements, Orit Segal identifies the 

knowledge Abaye’s mother transmits as coming from the “feminine realm” and thus as border-

crossing knowledge:  

The amrah li em statements represent an integration between intergenerational 
transmission—Abaye transmits knowledge he received further on the chain of 
transmission—and inter-group transmission, which creates a fruitful dialogue between 
the study house and the outside, in this case with the words of the nursemaid which exist 
in the feminine world of the home. The mother represents, to a great extent, a bridge 
between these two types of knowledge.368 (translation and emphasis my own) 
 

While it is undeniable that Abaye’s mother is situated outside the study house, Segal’s 

classification of the teachings as representing a separate "type of knowledge” from that of the 

rabbis that exists in the “feminine world of the home” bears scrutiny. Was there something about 

these teachings in their content that separate them from the “type of knowledge” of the study 

house?  

Magic, Medicine, and Gender 
 
Magic and medicine have been raised as being externally imposed categories that cloud our 

understanding of healing in the ancient world.369 The general problem of imposing modern 

names for ancient concepts is amplified by the pejorative connotation often assigned to the term 

“magic.” The rabbis do have separate terms for magic and medicine; 370 they did not, however, 

 
367 Bavli Ketubot 50a. See below for a full discussion of this source. 

368 Orit Segal, “Kolot nashiyim,” 67.  

369 For more on defining magic in relation to religion and science see Randall Styers, Making Magic: Religion, 
Magic, and Science in the Modern World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) and Pamela Moro and James 
E. Myers, eds. Magic, Witchcraft, and Religion: A Reader in the Anthropology of Religion. (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 2010). 

370 The term האופר  refers to medicine or healing, while ףושיכ  refers to negative forms of magic. 



 
 

133 

categorize activities the way we might expect them to. Remedies we might view as supernatural 

in origin or as “folk remedies,” might be seen by the rabbis as medicine, for example.371 The 

very idea that magic was negative was not universally held by the rabbis. Kimberley Stratton 

draws a distinction between the rabbis of the Bavli and the Yerushalmi, saying that those in the 

Bavli viewed magic much more positively.372 Abaye himself, for example, distinguished 

between positive and negative forms of magic.373  

The slipperiness of the category of magic extends to whether or not this category was 

gendered in rabbinic texts. Rabbinic texts at times identify ףושיכ  (magic or witch/wizardcraft) as 

a female pursuit. 374 Oft-quoted statements in the name of rabbis from the land of Israel include 

Bavli Berakhot 53a in which R. Yosi states that the daughters of Israel burn incense for magical 

purposes, Bavli Eruvin 64b in which Rashbi states that the daughters of Israel engage in magical 

pursuits and that doing so is problematic, and Mishnah Avot 2:7 “ םיפִשָׁכְ הבֶּרְמַ ,םישִׁנָ הבֶּרְמַ ” (to 

increase women/ wives is to increase sorcery). Rebecca Lesses suggests that “Early Palestinian 

sages established the idea of women’s ubiquity in magical enterprises on a firm foundation, and 

 
371 For scholarship unpacking categories of magic and its related disciplines in ancient Judaism see Peter Schaefer, 
“Magic and Religion in Ancient Judaism,” in Peter Schafer and H.G. Kippenberg, eds., Envisioning Magic: A 
Princeton Seminar and Symposium (New York: E. J. Brill, 1997), 19-43; Gideon Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic: A 
History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), and Giuseppe Veltri, “Defining Forbidden Foreign 
Customs: Some Remarks on the Rabbinic Halakha of Magic,” in D. Assaf, ed., Proceedings of the 11th World 
Congress of Jewish Studies, Div. C Thought and Literature, Vol 1. (1994), 25-32. For discussions of medicine see 
Lennart Lehmhaus, ed, Defining Jewish Medicine: Transfer of Medical Knowledge in Premodern Jewish Cultures 
and Traditions (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2021). 

372 For differing attitudes to magic between the Bavli and the Yerushalmi, see Kimberley Stratton, “Caution in the 
Kosher Kitchen: Magic, Identity, and Authority in Rabbinic Literature,” in Naming the Witch: Magic, Ideology and 
Stereotype in the Ancient World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 143-176. 

373 See Bavli Sanhedrin 67b. 

374 This phenomenon was not unique to rabbinic texts, and yet see Kimberly B. Stratton “Interrogating the Magic–
Gender Connection” in Daughters of Hecate: Women and Magic in the Ancient World, edited by Kimberly B. 
Stratton and Dayna S. Kalleres (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), doi: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195342703.001.0001 
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later Babylonian sages took up this theme and developed it.”375 Lesses claims that Abaye’s 

mother is an outlier in rabbinic discussions of magic because of her connections to the sages. 

While the rabbis generally denigrate women who pursue magic, she says, they accept Abaye’s 

mother’s teachings, portraying her as a “respectable woman” who engages in magic.376 In a 

similar vein, Michele Murray maps rabbinic attitudes towards magic on a gendered continuum. 

According to Murray, The more “rabbinic” the person practicing magic, the more masculine they 

are perceived to be. For Murray, Abaye’s mother is a “masculine woman” due to her close 

relationships with Rabbah her husband and Abaye her adopted son.377  

Kimberley Stratton, however, suggests another explanation for the rabbis’ acceptance of 

Abaye’s mother in contrast to their dismissal of other women engaged in magic. She traces 

statements denigrating female use of magic and highlights their geographical provenance, stating 

that magic was viewed negatively by rabbis from the land of Israel but positively in rabbis from 

Babylonia.378 In this case, Abaye’s mother’s expertise does not reflect a shift in attitudes about 

 
375 Lesses, “Exe(o)rcising,” 352. Segal also devotes a section of her thesis to this question (“Kolot nashiyim,” 10-
21). See also Simcha Fishbane, “ ‘Most Women Engage in Sorcery’: An Analysis of Sorceresses in the Babylonian 
Talmud,” Jewish History 7, no. 1 (Spring, 1993): 27-42 for an additional discussion of women and magic in the 
Bavli.  

376 Especially important to Lesses’s analysis is the teaching on Bavli Shabbat 66b regarding the number of knots of 
the madder plant that can be used to avoid sorcery. Lesses claims that the sorcery being avoided is specifically 
female sorcery and thus Abaye’s mother is a respectable woman teaching her male son how to avoid the havoc other 
women wreak (“Exe(o)rcising,” 363). While this reading is possible, it is also possible, given the rest of Lesses 
analysis, that both men and women engaged in sorcery and thus this teaching might not play into the dynamic that 
Lesses proposes. 

377 Murray cites Jacob Neusner, History of Jews in Babylonia (University of South Florida, 2000), 348 for this 
attribution of Abaye’s mother’s identity. See Michele Murray, “Female Corporeality, Magic, and Gender in the 
Babylonian Talmud,” Religion and Theology 15 (2008), 219 note 82. The Bavli does not explicitly identify Rabbah 
as Abaye’s adoptive father, but Abaye does spend time as a young boy in Rabbah’s home (see for example Bavli 
Pesahim 115b; Bavli Berakhot 48a). In contrast to Murray, Galit Hasan-Rokem points out that the rabbis often look 
to women as authorities about healing in both Palestinian and Babylonian rabbinic texts. See Tales of the 
Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in Late Antiquity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2003), 
76, http://muse.jhu.edu/book/25805. 

378 Stratton, “Caution,” 376.  
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participation of women in the rabbinic enterprise, but rather reflects the Babylonian sages’ 

valuation of magical expertise. Abaye’s mother’s knowledge is accepted because it is useful.379 

Abaye himself is especially interested in discussing the use of magic in general and in magico-

medical remedies in particular.380 In addition to reporting teachings of his mother in these areas, 

he also quotes other authorities in these realms. Bavli Hullin 105b, for example, reports Abaye 

teaching in the name of his teacher:  םושמ אערא לע יארתב אימ ושמ אלד יאה אנימא הוה שירמ :ייבא רמא״

״.והיילע הער חור אירשד םושמ רמ יל רמא אמהוז  “Abaye said: At first, I thought that the fact that they 

did not do the after-meal handwashing on the earth was because of filth. Master said to me that 

an evil spirit rested upon them.” Moments such as these demonstrate that, at least for Abaye, the 

knowledge of magic that he reports in the name of his mother is not coded as feminine by dint of 

its subject matter.  

 We thus see that, although the knowledge that Abaye’s mother taught might have been 

seen as primarily feminine in nature at some points in rabbinic history, Abaye himself does not 

seem to have perceived it in this way. His unselfconscious transmission of her statements in the 

study house accords with the broader acceptance of at least some forms of magic as a legitimate 

pursuit in the eyes of the later generations of Babylonian rabbis. It is therefore unwarranted to 

see magic and healing disciplines as separate from rabbinic culture or as uniquely feminine 

enterprises at the time of Abaye. The content of her teachings does not disqualify them from 

being deemed rabbinic culture. As the examples above demonstrate, the fact that some of 

 
379 In fact, the rest of Lesses’s analysis supports Stratton’s assessment. She states that incantation bowls in 
Babylonia seem to have been produced and used both by men and women (“Exe(o)rcising,” 362). In this case, the 
attitudes of the rabbis of Babylonia towards magic reflect those of their surroundings. Magic has lost both its 
specifically gendered association as well as its negative association. 

380 For example, on Bavli Sanhedrin 67b he teaches about permitted and forbidden types of magic and on Bavli 
Avodah Zarah 28a, he discusses remedies for various ailments. 
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Abaye’s mother’s teachings deal with subjects we or the rabbis might label as “magic” does not 

automatically disqualify them from being included in a broad definition of rabbinic culture. 

Nonetheless, it does not mean that they were automatically included either. The Bavli 

incorporates statements from groups labeled as external such as: Chaldeans, Arab merchants, 

Roman matrons etc.381 The next section will demonstrate that the Bavli marks the knowledge 

transmitted by Abaye’s mother as internal knowledge rather than as external knowledge, which 

we might have expected if she were treated as a wise woman. 

Reception by the Bavli 
 
The previous section took an etic approach to discussing the knowledge that Abaye’s mother 

teaches him. This section will take an emic approach, examining how the Bavli marks Abaye’s 

mother’s teachings as internal to rabbinic culture semantically and structurally. Taking this emic 

approach, we can tease out how the Bavli related to her statements. In addition to the fact that the 

subjects Abaye’s mother discusses are plausibly rabbinic, they are semantically marked by the 

Bavli as rabbinic culture. Abaye’s mother thus moves beyond the enabling maternal role into that 

of a teacher who transmits rabbinic culture in a robust way (whether or not she would have self-

identified as doing so). This perspective allows us to illuminate a stratum of rabbinic culture that 

is often hidden under the weight of later interpretation.  

In order to demonstrate these claims, this section will first look at the formula the Bavli 

uses to introduce Abaye’s mother’s statements. Such a formula gives an indication of how the 

editors of the Bavli imagine readers relating to the teaching that follows. Second, since the Bavli 

 
381 Gregg Gardner discusses how the Bavli interfaces with Chaldean astrology in his article, “Astrology in the 
Talmud: An Analysis of Bavli Shabbat 156,” in Heresy and Identity in Late Antiquity, edited by Eduard Iricinschi 
and Holger Zellentin (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 314-38. He concludes that the Bavli portrays Chaldean 
astrology as inefficacious on Jews fulfilling God’s commandments but as efficacious with regards to non-Jews or 
even potentially non-Rabbinic Jews or at least on Jews not engaged in mitzvot. (338) 
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is a redacted document, I do not assume that it presents her words verbatim. Examining the 

forms her statements take can show us if the Bavli sees her statements more as folk wisdom 

coming from the outside or more as insider talk. I build on the work of Orit Segal, who shows 

that, with a few exceptions, the form of Abaye’s mother’s statements hews more closely to the 

form of statements by those inside the rabbinic community than to those the rabbis label as folk 

wisdom. Finally, I explore the roles her statements play in the flow of the Talmudic discussions 

in which they are found. I show that the Bavli receives her statements as authoritative and folds 

them into rabbinic discourse without regard for their gendered origins. 

The Introductory Formula 
  

Without exception, the Bavli transmits Abaye’s mother’s statements in the form “  רמא

םא יל הרמא ייבא .” “Abaye said: Mother said to me.” The form of this introductory tag is similar to 

the form in which most rabbinic statements are presented:  ״... )י(בר רמא ... )י(בר רמא״ “Said rabbi 

x said rabbi y,” which means that one rabbi taught in the name of another. The difference is the 

pronoun “ יל ”—“to me.” Two feminist scholars debate what the tag attached to her statements 

teaches. Since she wishes to see in Abaye’s mother an expert named Em, Tal Ilan claims that this 

is not how the Bavli would invoke the teaching of a mother. She states: “However, one tradition 

in the Babylonian Talmud suggests that when a sage quotes his mother he does not say ‘(a) 

mother said to me’ but rather ‘my mother said to me’ (Bavli Pesahim 112a).”382 To support her 

claim, we would expect the Bavli Pesahim source she cites to address statements in a legal 

context. The source, however, refers to mothers in the context of an anti-demonic incantation: 

 יא היתנקת יאמ יחצ יאו ירירבש תנכס הנכס יאמ… הלילב םימגאה ןמ אלו תורהנה ןמ אל םימ םדא התשי אל ןנבר ונת
 ימיא יל הרמא אינלפ הישפנל והיא )אמינ( אל יאו אימ אניחצ 383אתנלפ רב אינלפ היל אמיל הידהב שיניא אכיא
 :ירויח יסכב אימ אניחצ יר ירי יריר ירירב ירירבש ירירבשמ רהדזיא

 
382 Ilan, “Female Personalities,” Jewish Women’s Archive. 

383 Munich 95: אינלפ  
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Our rabbis taught in a baraita: A person/man may not drink water from rivers or lakes at 
night... [The Bavli asks:] What is the danger? The danger of shabriri (demon of 
blindness). And if he thirsts, how should he fix this? If there is someone with him, let him 
say to him, “so-and-so [masc.] son of so-and-so [fem] , I thirst for water.” If not, he 
should say to himself, “So-and-so, my mother said to me, ‘Beware of shabriri, shabriri, 
briri, riri, yry, ri, I thirst for water in white cups. 
 

This source records an incantation against a demon thought to strike at someone who drinks 

water outdoors at night, causing blindness. The Bavli reports that a precaution against this demon 

is to invoke one’s mother in an incantation against it.384 Contrary to Ilan’s assertion, this source 

does not discuss how a sage would quote his mother in a legal context. So while there may have 

been a special relationship between mothers and incantation formulae into which this text fits, 

the example does not prove anything about how a mother might have been quoted by her son in 

other contexts. 

 Fonrobert examines the formula from another angle. Picking up on the addition of  “ יל ”—

the “to me” pronoun, she suggests that it highlights the mediated nature of Abaye’s mother’s 

wisdom. Fonrobert says that generally, “A tradition of a specific interpretation of a biblical or 

Mishnaic text is passed on from teacher to student and again to the student of the subsequent 

generation. This chain of tradition, therefore, establishes the collective community of 

interpretation.”385 She contrasts this with םא יל הרמא ייבא רמא , saying that it “interrupts the 

collective form” by personalizing it: “The text may attempt to circumscribe the authority of 

Abaye’s mother to a more personalized ‘family’ tradition.”386 Fonrobert’s analysis highlights an 

important tension. On the one hand, Abaye treats his mother as an authority; otherwise, he might 

 
384 It also happens to align with a statement by Abaye’s mother that in incantations one uses the name of the mother 
(Shabbat 66b). 

385 Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity, 152. 

386 Ibid. 
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have transmitted her statements as his own. However, when he does so, he frames each one as a 

private transmission. She herself does engage in the discussions in which she is quoted. Her 

knowledge will always be mediated.387 Fonrobert, however, misses an important datum in this 

instance. On Hullin 105b quoted above, Abaye himself uses “לי” to report a teaching from a male 

teacher. Abaye states “ רמ יל רמא ”— a formulation strikingly parallel to “ םא יל הרמא .” 388 It is 

worth noting, as well, that the Bavli does not commonly mark teachings that sons bring in the 

name of their fathers either. Therefore, while Abaye’s mother’s knowledge is presented as a 

personal rather than communal teaching, this fact does not circumscribe her authority.  

Language of the Statements 
 
In addition to the way in which statements are introduced, the language used in the statements 

provides clues regarding whether that statement is considered insider knowledge or outsider 

knowledge. In the Bavli, outsider knowledge is often presented in the form of a folk saying.  

Segal addresses the relationship between folk sayings and the teachings of Abaye’s mother, 

pointing out that folk sayings in the Bavli are generally introduced by two formulae: ירמאד ונייה 

ישניא  –“So people say” and “ ליזאו רמאק הוה ” “He would often say.” 389  

In addition to their introductory formula, the language of folk sayings has a particular lilt. 

Galit Hasan-Rokem states: that “a proverb is a short unit of text whose characteristics are: 

laconic phrasing in poetic language, summary of a collective trial, a logical structure which 

includes a conditional statement, and repeated use and apt to be memorized within an ethnic or 

 
387 It is not only female or maternal teachings that are mediated in the Bavli, however. Male rabbinic teachings wind 
up being mediated as well. They are turned into pithy statements by editors or students and transmitted that way. I 
do not assume that the rabbi quoted said his statement the way that it was written. 

388 See also Bavli Avodah Zarah 16b, where Abaye uses יל  as well: יל רמא  הדוהי רמ   ייבא רמא

389 See Segal, “Kolot nashiyim,” 39. Segal does a detailed analysis of the differences between Abaye’s mother’s 
statements and proverbs on pages 39-50. 
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cultural group.”390 While a few of Abaye’s mother’s statements fit these criteria, most of them 

are significantly longer and more detailed than Talmudic proverbs. As well, folk statements often 

have repeating consonants and assonance so that they are pleasing to the ear and memorable. 

Few of Abaye’s mother’s statements share these characteristics. Thus, Abaye’s mother’s 

teachings are generally presented in the genre of rabbinic teachings rather than in that of folk 

wisdom or proverbs. 

Discursive Authority  
 
The Bavli incorporates Abaye’s mother in a variety of ways into Talmudic discourse in the same 

way that it incorporates the statements of amoraim. Some of her statements are presented in units 

of four (Bavli Shabbat 66b) or seven (Bavli Shabbat 133b-134a). This form is a common way for 

the Talmud to preserve traditions associated with the same person.391 Other times, she is cited as 

an authority about a matter integral to a rabbinic discussion. Bavli Gittin 70a, for example, 

quotes a baraita which includes a word “ahilu,” a word with which later Babylonian rabbis are 

unfamiliar. The Bavli then discusses this word: 

 .ימרג שא ייבא רמא ?תומצע לש שא יאמ .תומצע לש שא רזעלא ר"א וליחא יאמ
 יסתמד דע יאהו393 392רסירתו אעבשו אתלת ינייקש והלוכ םא יל הרמא ייבא רמא היתוסא יאמ
 

What is ahilu? R. Elazar said: A fire of the bones. What is a fire of the bones (Hebrew)? 
Abaye said: A fire of the bones (Aramaic). What is its cure? Abaye said: Mother said to 

 
390 Galit Hasan-Rokem, “Toward the Study of the Jewish Proverb: A Study of the Proverb ‘One cannot trust a 
Gentile even after forty years in the grave, ” Tarbiẓ 51, no. 2 (1982): 281. [Heb.] 

391 For more on these literary structures, see Shamma Friedman, “Some Structural Patterns of Talmudic ‘Sugiot’” 
Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies, vol. 1 (1973): 389-402 (esp. p. 400). 

392 Vatican 130 adds the following explanatory note: [* ימעפ 'ב'י 'ימעפל 'ז 'ימעפל 'ג 'ימעפל '*] 

393 Vatican 130 and Munich 95 have יאהמ רב . 
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me: All medicines394 [are to be taken] for three, seven, or twelve [days]—but this until it 
is healed.395 

 
The narrator asks: “What is ahilu?” R. Elazar says that it is a fire of the bones, which Abaye 

translates into Aramaic. Then the narrator asks, “And what is its cure?” Abaye quotes a lengthy 

description in the name of his mother in which she distinguishes between ahilu and other 

illnesses with regards to their treatment methods. In this case, Abaye’s mother transmits medical 

knowledge without which the narrator’s question would have gone unanswered.  

A more involved example is found in Bavli Ketubbot (50a), which incorporates a 

teaching of Abaye’s mother to help resolve a Talmudic debate regarding the age at which to start 

educating one’s son: 

 ומע דרוי ךליאו ןאכמ 396.הנש הרשע םיתש דע ונב םע לגלגמ םדא אהיש ידכ וניקתה אשואב קחצי בר רמא
 399יפסאו ליבק 398תיש רב .לבקת אל תיש רבמ ריצב תליש רב לאומש ברל 397בר היל ’מאהו !?יניא .וייחל
 יל הרמא .ייבא ׳מאד .אנתימל אה ארקמל אה אישק אל )הנש בי רחאל אלא וייחל דרוי וניאו( .ארותיכ היל
 400תעל תעמ אתינעתל רשע-םינש ןב .הנשמל רשע רב .ארקמל תיש רב .םא

(St. Petersburg, Russian National Library Evr. I 187) 
 

Rabbi Yitzhak said: They decreed in Usha that a man should follow the lead of (lit. roll 
with) his son until twelve years old. From here on out, he gives him a hard time (lit. goes 
down with him for his life) [if he does not study].  
Really?! But Rav said to Rav Shmuel b. Shelat (a school teacher quoted in Bava Batra 
21a): Do not accept him below the age of six, but from six years, accept him and stuff 
him like an ox. (And he does not give him a hard time until after twelve years.)   
There is no difficulty. This [statement] refers to Scripture, while that [statement] refers to 
Mishnah. For Abaye said: Mother said to me: Six years old for Scripture, ten years old 
for Mishnah. Twelve years old for fasting for a full day… 

 
394 Sokoloff, Babylonian, has liquids or potions for ינייקש  (1174). 

395 Translation adapted from Julius Preuss Biblical and Talmudic Medicine, trans. Fred Rosner (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 2004), 163. 

396 Firkowitz 187: שדו  ח

397 Vatican 113: רמ  

398 Vatican 113, 130: ךליאו ןאכמ   

399 Munich 95: ףיסואו  

400 Vatican 130 adds: ם[ וי ה לכ[  
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 Discussing the age at which children should begin formal education, Rabbi Yitzhak 

reports an early rabbinic statement that a father should “roll with” i.e. put up with or tolerate, a 

child until the age of twelve, after which, if the child does not begin studying, the father should 

make his son’s life difficult until he does. The Bavli objects that Rav states elsewhere that formal 

schooling should start at age six.  

The Bavli resolves the contradiction through a statement of Abaye’s mother. Abaye says, 

“Mother said to me: Six years old for Scripture, ten years old for Mishnah. Twelve years old for 

fasting for a full day.”401 Tosafot explain that her statement resolves the contradiction because 

six is the age for beginning scriptural instruction, ten is the age to begin teaching Mishnah and 

“roll with” his learning preferences, while twelve is the age to begin laying down the law.  

In this case, the knowledge of Abaye’s mother has not only practical significance for the 

education of children but is authoritative enough to be adopted into rabbinic discourse. Abaye’s 

quoting of his mother in the context of the appropriate age to educate children in different areas 

of the rabbinic curriculum is also significant in light of the rabbinic exemption of mothers from 

the obligation to teach Torah to one’s children.402 Rather than being an enabler of her sons in 

their pursuit of Torah study, Abaye’s mother speaks with authority about the rabbinic curriculum 

for children. 

 
401 Abaye quotes his mother rather than the Mishnah Pirkei Avot 5:21 treatment of this question: ןבֶּ ,רמֵוֹא היָהָ אוּה 

דוּמלְתַּלַ הרֵשְׂעֶ שׁמֵחֲ ןבֶּ ,תוֹצְמִּלַ הרֵשְׂעֶ שׁלשְׁ ןבֶּ ,הנָשְׁמִּלַ רשֶׂעֶ ןבֶּ ,ארָקְמִּלַ םינִשָׁ שׁמֵחָ . “He [R. Judah ben Teima] used to say: Five 
years old for [the study of] Scripture, ten years old for [the study of] Mishnah, thirteen years old for commandments, 
fifteen years old for [the study of] Talmud…” It would be interesting to explore her statement in the context of other 
lists of ages for studying specific matters in the ancient world. 

402 Tosefta Qiddushin 1:11 and Bavli Qiddushin 29b. 
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Circumcision Case Study 
  

One text, however, deserves particular attention as it may break the mold of the Bavli’s 

whole-heartedly accepting Abaye’s mother’s expertise. Bavli Shabbat 134a contains what 

Fonrobert terms Abaye’s mother’s “Manual of Infant Care”—seven statements in her name 

about how to care for infants after their birth. The last two of these statements concern 

determinations of whether an infant is ready to be circumcised:  

 404אמד היב עלביאד דע 403היל וחרתיל אמד היב עלביא אל יתכאד קמוסד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
 הולהמילו הימד היב לפנד דע וחרתיל הימד היב לפנ אל 406יתכאו קוריד 405הולהמילו
 

And Abaye said: Mother told me: That baby that is red, for until now blood has not been 
absorbed in him, they should wait for him until his blood is absorbed and then circumcise 
him. [A baby] that is green and until now his blood has not fallen in him, they should 
wait until his blood falls in him and then circumcise him. (Bavli Shabbat 134a) 
 

The editor immediately connects these statements to stories about an early rabbi, Nathan the 

Babylonian: 

 ,ישִׁילִשְׁ ,תמֵוָ ינִשֵׁ ,תמֵוָ ןוֹשׁארִ הּנָבְּ הלָמָּשֶׁ ינַפָלְ תחַאַ השָּׁאִ תאבָוּ ,םיָּהַ יכֵּרַכְלִ יתִּכְלַהָ תחַאַ םעַפַּ :ןתָנָ יבִּרַ רמַאָ ,איָנְתַדְּ
 ,409וֹמדָּ וֹבּ עלַבְנִּשֶׁ דעַ וֹל הנָיתִּמְהִ ,וֹמדָּ וֹבּ עלַבָּיִּשֶׁ דעַ וֹל ינִיתִּמְה408ַ :הּלָ יתִּרְמַאָ 407.םוֹדאָ אוּהשֶׁ ויתִיאִרְ ,ינַפָלְ וּתּאַיבִהֱ
 .ימִשְׁ לעַ ״ילִבְבַּהַ ןתָנָ״ וֹתוֹא ןירִוֹק וּיהָוְ ,היָחָוְ וֹתוֹא הלָמָוּ
 
 ,ינַפָלְ וּתּאַיבִהֱ ישִׁילִשְׁ ,תמֵוָ ינִשֵׁ ,תמֵוָ ןוֹשׁארִ הּנָבְּ הלָמָּשֶׁ ינַפָלְ תחַאַ השָּׁאִ תאבָוּ ,איָקְטְוֹפּקַ תנַידִמְלִ יתִּכְלַהָ תחַאַ םעַפַּ בוּשׁ
 וֹתוֹא הלָמָוּ וֹל הנָיתִּמְהִוְ ,וֹמדָּ וֹבּ לוֹפּיִּשֶׁ דעַ וֹל ינִיתִּמְהַ :הּלָ יתִּרְמַאָ .תירִבְּ םדַּ וֹבּ יתִיאִרָ אֹלוְ וֹבּ יתִּצְצַהֵ .קוֹריָ אוּהשֶׁ ויתִיאִרְ
  410.ימִשְׁ לעַ ״ילִבְבַּהַ ןתָנָ״ וֹמשְׁ ןירִוֹק וּיהָוְ ,היָחָוְ
 

 
403 Munich 95: יהתשיל  

404 Oxford 366: יכה רתבו  

405 Oxford 366 adds: יאהו  

406 Oxford 366: יתכאד םושמ  

407 All the versions add: תירב םד וב יתיאר אלו וב יתצצה  

408 Oxford 366 and Vatican 108 add: יתב  

409 Missing from mss. 

410 These baraitot are also quoted as a unit on Bavli Hullin 47a, where they are brought to demonstrate that red and 
yellow animal lungs may heal.  
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As it is taught in a Baraita: Rabbi Natan said: One time I went to the seaside town, and 
one woman came before me who had circumcised her first son and he died, a second one 
and he died. She brought the third one before me. I saw that he was red. I said to her: 
Wait for him until his blood is absorbed. She waited for him until his blood was absorbed 
and he lived. They named him “Natan the Babylonian” after me. 
 
Again one time I went to the city/province of Cappadocia, and a woman came before me 
who circumcised her first son and he died, her second one and he died. She brought the 
third one before me. I saw that he was yellow. I looked at him and did not see 
circumcision blood in him. I said to her: Wait for him until his blood falls into him. She 
waited for him and circumcised him and he lived. They named him “Natan the 
Babylonian” after me. 
 

In these colorful stories, the tannaitic rabbi Rabbi Nathan the Babylonian instructs women to 

wait until after the eighth day to circumcise their sons when he sees that they are not physically 

able, a fact which he sees by the color of their skin (red or yellow). There are two noteworthy 

points in these stories. First, they are presented in a parallel structure. In both, Rabbi Natan visits 

a faraway place. In both, a woman comes to see him whose first two sons have died after their 

circumcision. In both, he gives the woman the lifesaving advice to wait a few more days before 

circumcising her third son. Finally, he brags in both that when his advice bears fruit, the grateful 

families name the boys after him.411 The nearly identical structure suggests that one story was 

modeled after the other. Indeed, there is a parallel to the second story in Tosefta Shabbat but no 

parallel of the first. It is therefore likely that the Bavli creates the first story so that the two tales 

together echo both of Abaye’s mother’s teachings on the matter. 412  

 According to Fonrobert, juxtaposing Abaye’s mother’s teachings with the teachings of 

the much earlier Natan the Babylonian diminishes the authority of Abaye’s mother. “The 

woman’s voice would then merely announce and formulate as a general rule that which the 

 
411 The idea that the children were named after him is reminiscent of R. Elazar discussed in chapter 2. 

412 It is noteworthy that there are fewer manuscript variants in the second story. This strengthens the assessment that 
the first story is a Bavli invention. 



 
 

145 

tannaitic rabbi has already performed authoritatively.”413 Instead of teaching knowledge herself, 

she ends up introducing the more authoritative voice of an earlier male rabbi.414  

The juxtaposition of these stories, however, also lends itself to another interpretation. It is 

possible that the Bavli is doing some anthologizing here, as is its wont. It has a narrative source 

to complement the prescriptive statements of Abaye’s mother and so the editors place the 

narrative here because of its related content. Once the two sources are next to each other, they 

notice that the narrative covers only one of the cases Abaye’s mother addresses and so the editors 

craft another story so that the pieces fit together. 

Fonrobert’s reading could be correct, however, without undermining the authority the 

Bavli accords Abaye’s mother in other cases. The Bavli’s desire to denigrate Abaye’s mother’s 

teachings in this case may lie in the rabbinic discomfort with the idea of mothers circumcising 

their sons. Both legal discussions and rabbinic narratives object to maternal involvement in the 

circumcision ritual. Bavli Qiddushin 29b, for example, discusses the obligations of a father to 

circumcise his son and explores what happens should a father neglect to do so: 

 …הילהמימל אניד יב יבייחימ הובא הילהמ אלד אכיהו 415ונב קחצי תא םהרבא למיו ביתכד ןלנמ ולומל
  הישפנ להמימל והיא בייחימ אניד יב הילהמ אלד אכיהו
 

From where is the obligation to circumcise him? As it is written, “And Abraham 
circumcised Isaac his son. And where his father has not circumcised him, the court is 
obligated to circumcise him…and where the court has not circumcised him, he is 
obligated to have himself circumcised. 

  

 
413 Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity, 156-157. 

414 In the unwritten rules of Talmudic discourse, statements by earlier rabbinic authorities carry more authoritative 
weight than those of later authorities. As well, the last statement in a sugya is generally received as most 
authoritative. Nonetheless, Segal argues the inverse, saying, “This narrative ending to the sequence of advice of the 
mother, there is in my opinion a strengthening of the knowledge of the mother, even though it seemingly tries to 
praise and extol R. Natan. (Segal, 59-60)  

415 The Guadalajara printing (1480) adds התוא אלו ותוא םיהלא ותוא הוצ רשאכ םימי תנומש ןב  
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This passage states that if for some reason the father has not circumcised his son, the 

responsibility falls on the rabbinic court. If they do not succeed in this mission, it is the son’s 

own responsibility when he matures. The mother is not mentioned at all as a possible actor.416 

Gwynn Kessler discusses the implications of this omission: “This hierarchy, then, utterly erases 

the mother, suggesting that she is not only exempt but also prohibited from circumcising her 

son.”417 Bavli Avodah Zarah 27a takes this erasure further, ultimately attempting to reread the 

only biblical data we have for a mother circumcising her son.418 Exodus 4:24 reports that 

Zipporah circumcised her and Moses’ son. While this is ostensibly biblical evidence for the 

mother’s fitness for circumcision, the Bavli reads it differently: 

  419אל השא רמאד ןאמל אכיא ימו
  רצ הרופצ חקתו )הכ ,ד תומש( ביתכהו
  חקתו היב ירק
  תורכתו ביתכהו
  דבעו אנירחא שיניאל הרמאד תרכתו היב ירק
 :הרמגאו השמ אתאו הלחתאו יהיא איתא אמיא תיעביאו

 
And is there anyone who says that a woman is not [permitted to circumcise]?! 
But it is written “and Zipporah took a flint [and cut off the foreskin of her son]! 
Read into it, “and she caused [him] to take”—that she told someone else and he did it. 
And if you wish, say [that] she came and began [the circumcision] and Moses came and 
finished it.  
 

 
416 In fact the next line asks, “? אבייחימ אלד ןלנמ יהיא ” “Why is she [i.e. the mother] not obligated?” It answers that the 
verse describing Isaac’s circumcision says, “  as God commanded him”—it reads this “him” as“ “ םיהלא ותוא הוצ רשאכ
exclusive-- התוא אלו ותוא    “him and not her.” This line is missing from the Guadalajara printing, likely because it has 
it earlier. (See previous note.)  

417 Gwynn Kessler, “Let's Cross That Body When We Get to It: Gender and Ethnicity in Rabbinic Literature,” 
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 73, No. 2 (June, 2005): 338. 

418 This discussion closes a discussion regarding various types of people’s ability to circumcise. The last group under 
scrutiny is women. According to the Bavli, R. Yohanan may have permitted women to circumcise, while Rav did 
not permit them to do so. See Shaye J.D. Cohen, Why Aren’t Women Circumcised, (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2005), 98-99. 

419 Munich 95 adds איה ׳ לימ תב  



 
 

147 

The discussion of Zipporah’s circumcision begins by expressing incredulity at anyone thinking 

that mothers would not be permitted to circumcise their sons, considering the fact that Zipporah 

does so in the Torah. It closes, however, by re-vocalizing the verses, stating that Zipporah merely 

enabled her son to be circumcised rather than circumcising him herself. This rereading of the 

verses attests to a reluctance on the part of the Bavli to allow the precedent of a mother 

circumcising her son to stand. In addition to this discussion, Kessler and others note narrative 

evidence for the Bavli’s discomfort with maternal circumcision. In most, if not all, of the cases 

where mothers circumcise their sons, the Bavli reports that the infant dies.420  

This discomfort with the mother’s role in circumcision generally may explain why the 

Bavli may subtly denigrate Abaye’s mother’s expertise in the realm of circumcision. There was 

something uniquely threatening about a woman teaching circumcision-related remedies.421 

Perhaps the Bavli re-attributes her knowledge to an earlier, male, authority to once again reread 

evidence of women circumcisers.422 Therefore, although Abaye’s mother’s authority may be 

diminished by the Bavli in the case of her teachings regarding the fitness of an infant to be 

circumcised, this diminishment does not reflect how the Bavli receives her teachings in other 

areas.423  

 
420 Kessler, “Gender and Ethnicity,” 240. Bavli Yevamot 64b, for example, records an early rabbinic source in which 
three sisters circumcise their sons who then die. 

421 This discomfort may of course have had to do with the maleness of the body involved in this ritual.  

422 It is, however, worth noting that in the first statement in the “Manual of Infant Care” Abaye’s mother discusses 
treatment of the circumcision wound.  

 אדָבְעָ ייֵבָּאַדְּ הּימֵּיאִ .הכָפְשׇׁ תוּרכְּ ידֵילִ יתֵאָוְ ,הּינֵּימִ אדָּרְגִּ קיבִדְּימִ אמָלְידִּ ,יאלַּיעִלְ הּירֵטְיסִלְ הּיכֵפְּלַ ,אקָוֹניָדְּ קוּלחָ יאהַ :םאֵ ילִ הרָמַאֲ ,ייֵבָּאַ רמַאָ
 .אגָלְפַלְ אתָּסְיכִּ

Abaye said: Mother said to me: This bandage of the infant, flip over its upper side, lest a thread from it gets stuck 
and his urethra becomes disconnected. The mother of Abaye made a pouch for half [of the penis]. (the manuscripts 
have some variants here—not essential for my purposes but would change the translation some) 

423Monika Amsler has recently argued that three of the statements in the manual are more appropriate remedies for 
animal young than for human babies. Monika Amsler, “Babies or Goats?! A Critical Evaluation of bShab 134b and 
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Conclusion 
 

In his Culture of the Babylonian Talmud, Jeffrey Rubenstein describes the stammaitic 

academy as follows: “The rabbinic academy is an insular space. Sages leave their wives and 

homes for many years, take up residence at the academy, and spend all disposable time in 

passionate study of the beloved Torah.”424 The stammaitic culture Rubenstein described is often 

seen as one that stayed static throughout the rabbinic period, but Rubenstein notes that this 

culture is different from that which preceded it. Seeing the relationship between Abaye and his 

mother shows how differently he saw his role as rabbi from that of the culture that Rubenstein 

describes. 

It is crucial to uncover and bring texture to these earlier layers of rabbinic culture. As 

Tomoko Masuzawa wonders: 

What if ‘being historical’ is not a matter of recovering and reconstructing a richly 
nuanced narrative truth, full of ‘thick descriptions,’ of a certain wholeness of a past, but 
instead is a matter of more or less outwitting such a compelling narrative truth and letting 
some forgotten moments and contours of the past ‘flare up,’ as Walter Benjamin used to 
say, in order to illumine and decompose the compulsive narrativity of history that dictates 
the ideology of the present?425 
 
According to Talmudic evidence, Abaye’s mother (or her literary construction) was a 

medical expert, midwife, and expert in child development; she was also a mother or foster 

mother passing on knowledge to her son. Her maternal relationship to Abaye does not diminish 

 
the Question of the Relationship Between Veterinary and Human Medicine in the Talmud,” in Female Bodies and 
Female Practitioners in the Medical Traditions of the Late Antique Mediterranean World, eds. Lennart Lehmhaus 
and Christine Salazar (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck [forthcoming]). Amsler suggests that the Bavli has drawn here from 
a veterinary treatise with stereotyped language, introduced by “This infant who…” When the Bavli folds it into the 
discussion of the Mishnah regarding circumcision, it adds teachings about circumcision, matching them to the form 
of the other statements it includes. 

424 Rubenstein, Culture of the Babylonian Talmud (Baltimore, MD.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 1-2. 

425 Tomoko Masuzawa, “Culture” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), 91. 
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the importance of her presence in the Talmud; on the contrary—it demonstrates the potential 

significance of knowledge transmitted by a mother in the home, and it is the maternal 

relationship between Abaye and his mother that enables the inclusion of feminine knowledge in 

the first place. 

  



 
 

150 

APPENDIX  

A CATALOGUE OF ABAYE’S MOTHER’S TEACHINGS426 

 
Healing Remedies 

 
   ב"ע וס תבש
 ,ימקומ -  אתלת :םא יל הרמא , ייבא רמא האופ ירושיק - …ךורב  רב ןמחנ בר רמא ירמ אדא רמא – םירשק יאמ
 …ילעמ םיפשכל וליפא – העבש ,וסמ - השמח
 .אלאמשב ,ירטק לכו ,אמיאד אמשב ,יניינמ לכ :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 .ינמיז דחו ןיעברא ,ישרפמ אלדו ,ישרפמדכ ,ישרפמד יניינמ לכ :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאו

 
  ב"ע י תובותכ
 אשדל ארבע יכ אמהנ רתב אלוקידל אגרנ יכ  אמהנ ימקמ ירמת :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאד
 
   א"ע ע ןיטיג
 רתב יאהו( ,אנקיר אבילא ינייקש והלוכ יסתמד דע יאהו רסירתו אעבשו אתלת ינייקש והלוכ :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 והנילבגינו אקיתע ארמחד אנובו יחפלטד אתיתשד אנוב היל ותיימו הידי ישמו קיפנו אסכה תיבל לייעו יתשו לכאד
 אל יאו הינימ הינידסל הילקשיל יאק יכו הישפנמ יאקד דע הימקונד אכילו הינגינו הינידסב ךורכינו לוכינו ידדה ידהב
 .)היוליע רדה
 
 הילקתמ לוקתילו אתחלמל ליזילו ארוויח אזוז לוקשיל ,אמוי תב אתשאל :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאו  ב"ע וס תבש
 ,ידימ ירדד אלמג אנמשמוש יזח יכו ,םיכרד תשרפא בותיל , אל יאו .אקרב ארינב ראוצ יבד אללחב הירייצלו אחלימ
 :היל אמילו ,אירדילו הילוזרבלו ,יקנפשוג ןיתישב ימתחילו ,ארבאב הימתסילו ,אשחנד אתבוגב היידשילו הילקשיל
 .ךלע יאנועטו ילע ךנועט
 
   ב"ע זס ןיטיג
 ירמוגא אקמוס ארשב ,ימוי אתלת תב ,ירוכיס ,ימוי ירת תב .אימד אזוכ ,אמוי תב אשמישל :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 היבתולו הישירד אתעיצמל היחלגילו ברעו יתש הערקילו יתמכוא אתלוגנרת יתיל ,אקיתע אשמישל .אקרמ ארמחו
 .ביתילו קילסלו דומילו ,היוליע אמלע שילחד דע היראוצ דע אימב םוקילו תוחנילו ךרסימד דע היוליע היחננו היוליע
 ארשיב ,אשמשל .ביתילו קילסלו דומילו היוליע אמלע שילחד דע היראוצ דע אימב םוקילו תוחנילו יתרכ לוכיל ,אל יאו
 .אייח ארמחו ירמוגא אנימש ארשיב ,אגלתל .אקרמ ארמחו ירמוגא אקמוס
 
   ב"ע חכ הרז הדובע
 אנודאל אלא אתיילוכ ירביא אל :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאד
 

 ב"ע טכ ןיבוריע
 .אתבשחמ ילטבמו ,אבילל ולעמ ינאסיכ ינה :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 אתיערד ייובכ יתיילו ,ארכידד אנימי אמטאד ארשיב יתייל אבילד אשלוח היל תיאד ןאמ יאה :םא יל הרמא , ייבא רמאו
   .אקרמ ארמח הירתב יתשנו לוכינו היבבכינו אתברעד ינייגוס יתייל ,אתיערד ייובכ אכיל יאו .ןסינד
 
 

 
426 Thank you to Orit Segal for including this list at the end of her thesis (“Kolot nashiyim,” 64-65). I have organized 
her list into categories and in some cases added additional context. 
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  א"ע נ תובותכ
 הידד התררמ היתוסא יאמ( ייח אל – תיש םלשימד אמויב אברקע היל אקרטד תיש רב יאה :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 אתוצא היתוסא יאמ ייח אל – אתש םלשימד אמויב ארוביז היל קירטד אתש רב יאה .הייקשנו הייפשנ ארכישב אתרויח
 )הייקשנו הייפשנ אימב אלקידד
 
 

Manual of Infant Care 
 

 א״ע דלק תבש – ב"ע ,גלק תבש
 אריק רמא אבר אריק אדחו אברת יאנימ בש יביכ ןוהלוכד אתינלפסיא םא יל הרמא ייבא רמא :תינלפסיא הילע ןינתונו
 ןאמ יאה לאומש רמאד אדח וכל יקבש והל רמא והיינמל איסא ימוינמ ינב והניערק אזוחמב אבר השרד אנישיר אבלקו
  ... :אקליסד אימב אבוט ישמיל היתנקת יאמ אתינפסח היל ורטקנ אבוט ביגנ אלו היפא ישמד
 הינימ אדרג קיבדימ אמליד יאליעל ארטיסל הינפל אקוניד קולח יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמא :'וכ קולח הל ןישוע ןיא
  הכפש תורכ ידיל יתאו
 היכרכילו אתפיש היל תיאד אתילב יתייל קולח היל תילד אקוני יאה ייבא רמא אגלפל אתתסיכ אדבע ייבאד הימיא
  יאליעל היל ףייעו יאתתל אתפישל
 היערקיל גיזד אכיהו אמוי ידהל הימקולו אחשימ היפיישל היתקפמ עידי אלד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
  ףירזד םושמ אל תוכתמ ילכב לבא ברעו יתש אתרעשב
 הימופ ידהל היל היטקנילו ירמוג אסכ ותיל היתנקת יאמ הימופ רקד רקימ ץיימ אלד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
  ץיימו הימופ םייחד
  היתשנמו אתוופנב היפפניל היתשנמ אלד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
  יועמו היוליע היקרשילו הימיאד אתילס ותיל יועמ אלד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
 אמלואמ םילא יאו אמלואל אנטוקמ היוליע היקרשילו הימיאד אתליסל ותייל ןיטקד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
  אנטוקל
 הולהמילו אמד היב עלביאד דע היל וחרתיל אמד היב עלביא אל יתכאד קמוסד אקוני יאה םא יל הרמא ייבא רמאו
  הולהמילו הימד היב לפנד דע וחרתיל הימד היב לפנ אל יתכאו קוריד
 ינפל ותאיבה ישילש תמו ינש תמו ןושאר הנב הלמש ינפל השא תאבו םיה יכרכל יתכלה תחא םעפ ןתנ ר"א אינתד
 ןירוק ויהו היחו ותוא הלמו ומד וב עלבנש דע ול הניתמה ומד וב עלביש דע ול יניתמה הל יתרמא םודא אוהש ויתיאר
  ימש לע ילבבה ןתנ ותוא
 ינפל ותאיבה ישילש תמו ינש תמו ןושאר הנב הלמש ינפל תחא השא תאבו איקטופק תנידמל יתכלה תחא םעפ בוש
 ותוא הלמו ול הניתמהו ומד וב לופיש דע ול יניתמה הל יתרמא תירב םד וב יתיאר אלו וב יתצצה קורי אוהש ויתיאר
 :ימש לע ילבבה ןתנ ומש ןירוק ויהו היחו
 
 

Child Development 
 

   ב"ע ,חע אמוי
 .ינאמ ירובת ,אתרופ לדג ,אחתוכב אתעיב ,אתרופ לדג .אחשמו ימימח אימ , אקוניד היתיבר :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאד

 
 

Rumors 
 
  א"ע הכ תומבי
 אגלפו אמוי אתמד ימוד :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
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Pain of Virginal Sexual Intercourse 
 

  ב"ע טל תובותכ
 אחרקד הישאר לע ימימח אימכ :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמא
 
 

Relative Worth of Sealed and Unsealed Barrels 
 
  א"ע בי ןטק דעומ
 עייש אלו ינמת רבמ עיישו יואס תיש רב :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאד

 
 

The Appropriate Ages for Children to Learn Rabbinic Texts 
 
 א"ע נ תובותכ
  רסירת תב תקוניתבו תעל תעמ אתינעתל רסילת רב ,הנשמל רשע רב ,ארקמל תיש רב :םא יל הרמא ,ייבא רמאד

 
 

 
  



 
 

153 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
Earlier scholarship has claimed that the rabbis sought to present themselves as replacing parents, 

and the beit midrash (study house) as superseding the home as the primary locus of education. In 

particular, the Babylonian Talmud seems to focus our attention on institutional (or, at least, 

pedagogical), rather than domestic, contexts for the teaching of Torah. This phenomenon lines up 

with a general trend toward scholasticism in late antique Babylonia.427  

My research has shown that the Bavli does indeed sideline parents from its central project 

of Torah study (talmud torah). It does so by minimizing the biblical obligation to teach one’s 

children Torah and by telling parents to bring their children to a school teacher to study. This 

does not, however, tell the full story of how the rabbis imagined their culture would be 

transmitted to the next generation. The Bavli creates and amplifies a separate category of 

religious education called hinukh. Assigned to parents and not sages, hinukh is the obligation to 

initiate children into ritual practice. Parents are obligated to instruct children in the intricacies of 

caring for ritual objects, abstaining from prohibited activities, and performing ritual acts. While 

scholars often describe this type of instruction as mimetic transmission, such a portrayal is 

insufficient. In order to carry out this role, parents must do more than simply model for their 

children their own performance of ritual acts. They must determine the child’s readiness to take 

on a particular practice, provide them with the means to do so, and explain to them the how (and 

perhaps why) of the ritual.  

 
427 See, for example, Adam Becker, “The Comparative Study of “Scholasticism” in Late Antique Mesopotamia: 
Rabbis and East Syrians,” AJS Review 34:1 (April 2010): 91-113 and Noah Bickart, “ ‘Tistayem’: An Investigation 
into the Scholastic Culture of the Bavli” (PhD diss., Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2015; Proquest: 
3738081).   
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Identifying this category of religious instruction allows us to see that the home, too, was a 

locus of cultural transmission. To be sure, stories about rabbis going to study with rabbinic 

masters far from home signals an eschewing of the home as a meaningful source of 

transmission.428 My work, however, shows that the Bavli does not have a unified perspective on 

this question. While some work was being done to shift away from the home to the house of 

study, the home remains central at least to some rabbis and should also be seen as a place of 

Torah study and transmission of rabbinic culture. 

Noticing the presence of hinukh also invites us to seek out other forms of cultural 

transmission that were occurring outside the confines of the master-disciple relationship.429 It 

allows us to open up for investigation rabbinic culture that lives outside the house of study. 

Identifying such transmission is tricky, because such forms of transmission typically are not 

semantically marked as such. I therefore argue that we can locate moments of cultural 

transmission by attending to interactions that involve inculcating values, beliefs, and practices in 

the next generation. This requires seeking out descriptions of the activity of transmission rather 

than discussions that stem from the transmission of a specific set of content. These descriptions 

usually involve an encounter between parent and child in which the parent teaches the child or 

provides their child with an object of cultural significance. This was the criterion by which I 

identified moments of cultural transmission that the rabbis themselves may not have seen as 

teaching. 

 
428 See Haim Weiss and Shira Stav, The Return of the Absent Father: A New Reading of a Chain of Stories from the 
Babylonian Talmud, trans. Batya Stein, Divinations (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022).  

429 Other scholars have shown that the rabbis learn from non-rabbis. See for example, Jenny R.  Labendz, Socratic 
Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic Intellectual Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). My study adds to those 
by focusing not on other sources of cultural production but rather on other agents of intergenerational cultural 
transmission.  
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Choosing to identify moments such as these as moments of cultural transmission expands 

our lens and allows us to notice the transmission (and, at times, even production) of culture that 

more marginal figures may be engaged in. Along these lines, I delineate a variety of maternal 

roles that the Bavli portrays. Mothers give ritual objects to their sons, an action that provides a 

concrete manifestation of cultural transmission. Mothers also teach their sons in specific 

contexts, such as relaying an opinion of a deceased father. An anomalous mother, the “em” of 

Abaye, even teaches him Torah in the more conventional sense. He relays her teachings and the 

anonymous voice incorporates them into the discourse of the Bavli. I show that the role of 

mother allows portrayals of knowledgeable women who are embedded in rabbinic culture to 

“slip past” the editors of the Bavli who generally explicitly excluded women from the realm of 

Torah study. 

Transmission is one thing; reception is quite another. My juxtaposition of the stories of 

Rashbi and his son invites us to ask how the rabbis evaluated the success of their cultural 

transmission. To what extent did they reflect upon the degree to which their transmission had 

been successful? Beneath the surface of the stories about Rashbi’s son lies a tale of cultural 

transmission. A father has transmitted to his son the value of ascetic existence. The son takes this 

value and transforms it, expressing it in new ways, with different practices and for different 

purposes than those of his father. My study thus unearths a rabbinic cognizance of and grappling 

with the complexities inherent in the parental transmission of a worldview; in contrast to 

transmission of specific content or of a set of skills, transmission of a worldview is a much more 

subtle and uncertain process. This is important because it shows an awareness that no matter how 

much control they may exercise on the content and process of transmission, rabbinic culture is 

bound to change as it is transmitted. 



 
 

156 

My research opens up several lines of inquiry both internal to the study of rabbinic 

culture and for the broader field of religious studies. First, my work has focused on the parental 

roles in inculcating rabbinic culture in the next generation. It would be interesting to explore 

what other characters, both inside and outside the family, play a role in intergenerational cultural 

transmission in the Bavli. Marc Hirshman’s book Stabilization of Rabbinic Culture analyzes key 

Talmudic discussions of education, in part exploring how elementary education became 

institutionalized.430 His work and that of Steven Fraade on rabbinic approaches to Targum can 

open up avenues for exploring how the rabbis portray the hierarchy between the sage and the 

elementary school instructor.431 For example, do the rabbis view the schoolteacher as furthering 

their cultural project or as in competition with it? How did the portray the role of the 

schoolteacher in relation to the role of the parent?  

Second, my work joins scholarship that examines rabbinic texts with an attention to 

constructions of gender. Marjorie Lehman’s treatment of Bavli Yoma, for example, interrogates 

constructions of gender within this tractate through an examination of the domestic sphere.432 

Earlier scholarly schema described the rabbis as replacing the temple with the domestic home. 

Lehman shows how attention to family relationships highlights that the rabbis are not merely 

replacing the temple, but are reimagining how both the temple and home should run. I 

complement this picture with texts from beyond Bavli Yoma. Looking at narratives of parental 

 
430 Marc Hirshman, The Stabilization of Rabbinic Culture, 100 C.E.–350 C.E.: Texts on Education and Their Late 
Antique Context (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 

431 Steven D. Fraade, “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the Jewish Galilee of 
the Third-Sixth Centuries,” in Galilee in Late Antiquity, edited by Lee L. Levine (New York: Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America, 1992), 253-86, especially p. 263.  

432 Marjorie Lehman, Bringing Down the Temple House: Engendering Tractate Yoma, (Waltham, MA: Brandeis 
University Press, 2022), muse.jhu.edu/book/98769. 
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cultural transmission within the Bavli and the Yerushalmi with feminist lenses helps us arrive at 

a more robust picture of how the rabbis of each community constructed fatherhood and 

motherhood.  

While this work was not one of social history, it can provide data relevant to discussing 

the makeup of the rabbinic family in Sassanian Babylonia. The texts I analyze portray a cast of 

characters—a widow, a foster mother, grandfathers, legal guardians—as all being engaged in 

intergenerational cultural transmission. Whether or not the stories they inhabit can be taken at 

face value as historic occurrences, Elisheva Baumgarten points out that “…one who tells a story 

must strike what Elliot Goring calls ‘a rhetoric of truth.’”433 So what might we learn from these 

texts about the lived experiences of rabbinic families? About rabbinic childhood?434 About 

education throughout the lifecycle?435 On a related note, the Bavli’s reports concerning the 

transmission of ritual objects invites us to explore the role of objects in the lived religious lives 

of rabbinic Jews.436 Such an investigation might lead us outside the Bavli to seek out attestations 

of transmission of ritual objects in material culture in the spare archaeological record. Incantation 

bowls, for example, are ritual objects that form a part of Jewish culture at the time of the Bavli. 

 
433 Elisheva Baumgarten, “Mothers and Ma’asim: Maternal Roles in Medieval Hebrew Tales.” in Mothers in the 
Jewish Cultural Imagination edited by, Marjorie Lehman, Jane L. Kanarek, and Simon J. Bronner (Liverpool: 
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2017), 354. 

434 My work provides greater nuance for the work of Hagith Sivan, Jewish Childhood in the Roman World 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), who brings an encyclopedic collection of rabbinic texts related to 
childhood and applies strong theoretical lenses to them but does not sufficiently attend to the differences in 
perspectives between different source collections. 

435 For scholars doing this work in other corners of the late antique world see Kristina Sessa, Daily Life in Late 
Antiquity (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2018) and Children in Antiquity: Perspectives and 
Experiences of Childhood in the Ancient Mediterranean, ed. Lesley A. Beaumont, et al. (London: Routledge, 2020), 
doi: https://doi-org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.4324/9781315542812 

436 For a theoretical formulation of the role of material objects in lived religion see David Morgan, “The Material 
Culture of Lived Religion: Visuality and Embodiment,” in Mind and Matter: Selected Papers of 
NORDIK 2009, Conference for Art Historians, Jyväskylä, September 17.-19. 2009, ed. Joanna Vakkari, Studies in 
Art History, vol. 41. (Helsinki: Society of Art History, 2010), 14-31. 
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What might they have to teach us about cultural transmission in the family? In what ways might 

incantation bowls, as objects, also participate in intergenerational forms of cultural 

transmission?437 How might such non-textual witnesses link up with, challenge, or subvert the 

picture of parental cultural transmission in the Bavli?  

Finally, my work opens up the question of what role the home played in the cultures 

surrounding and adjacent to the rabbis of the Bavli. Scholars have, for example, documented 

increased scholasticism in the late antique Christian world.438 My work joins that of scholars 

such as Jan Stenger who interrogate the frames through which we look at education within 

scholastically-driven cultures and texts.  Stenger reexamines Byzantine Christian educational 

philosophy in his book, Education in Late Antiquity: Challenges, Dynamism, and 

Reinterpretation, 300-550 CE.439 He speaks to the ways in which we can look at scholastically-

driven texts and discover within them reports of education happening in non-institutional 

settings. His work opens up the question of whether and how scholastic writers reference the 

home as a locus of transmission. Do they attempt to sideline the home or otherwise express 

conflict with the values of the home? Do scholastic writers address the mother as a figure 

engaged in cultural transmission or education? Looking to the home can help decentralize our 

view of where education was taking place and what was being learned.440 

 
437 Thank you to Sarit Kattan Gribetz for helping me formulate this question.   

438 See Becker, “The Comparative Study of ‘Scholasticism,’” and Catherine Hezser, “Rabbis as Intellectuals in the 
Context of Graeco-Roman and Byzantine Christian Scholasticism,” in Scholastic Culture in the Hellenistic and 
Roman Eras: Greek, Latin, and Jewish, edited by Sean A. Adams (Berlin: DeGruyter, 2019),169-86. 

439 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2022). 

440 Katharina Greschat fruitfully engages in this inquiry in her article, “Early Impressions are Hard to Eradicate from 
the Mind: The Lasting Influence of Domestic Education in Western Late Antiquity,” in Teachers in Late Antique 
Christianity, edited by Maria Munkholt Christensen et al. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 165-83. See also Ville 
Vuolanto, Children and Asceticism in Late Antiquity: Continuity, Family Dynamics and the Rise of Christianity 
(Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2015) and Cornelia B. Horn, “Raising Martyrs and Ascetics: A Diachronic 
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From these examples, one can see that the study of parents as agents of rabbinic culture is 

fruitful for expanding our understanding of rabbinic culture and for refining our knowledge of 

the parental role in education. It also stands at the nexus of burgeoning fields of study in the 

ancient world more broadly such as childhood studies, studies of materiality and lived religion, 

and expanded understandings of the variety of social relationships at play in education in the 

ancient world more broadly.     

 
 
  

 
Comparison of Educational Role-Models for Early Christian Children,” in Children in Late Ancient Christianity, 
edited by Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2009). 



 
 

160 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Alexander, Elizabeth Shanks. Gender and Timebound Commandments in Judaism. Cambridge; 

New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 
 

Amsler, Monika. “Babies or Goats?! A Critical Evaluation of bShab 134b and the Question of 
the Relationship Between Veterinary and Human Medicine in the Talmud.” In Female 
Bodies and Female Practitioners in the Medical Traditions of the Late Antique 
Mediterranean World, edited by Lennart Lehmhaus and Christine Salazar. Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck. [Forthcoming] 

 
Baker, Adrienne, The Jewish Woman in Contemporary Society: Transitions and Traditions. New 

York: New York University Press, 1993. 
 
Baker, Cynthia. “The Queen, the Apostate and the Women Between.” in A Feminist 

Commentary on the Babylonian Talmud: Introduction and Studies, edited by Tal Ilan, et 
al., 169-81. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007. 

 
Barker, Eileen.  “The Cult as a Social Problem.” In Religion and Social Problems, edited by 

Titus Hjelm, 198-212. Routledge Advances in Sociology. New York: Routledge, 2010. 
 
Baumgarten, Elisheva. “Mothers and Ma’asim: Maternal Roles in Medieval Hebrew Tales.” In 

Mothers in the Jewish Cultural Imagination, edited by Jane L. Kanarek, Marjorie 
Lehman, and Simon J.  Bronner, 345-57. Liverpool: Littman Library of Jewish 
Civilization, 2017. 

 
Beaumont, Lesley A., et al., eds.  Children in Antiquity: Perspectives and Experiences of 

Childhood in the Ancient Mediterranean. London: Routledge, 2020. doi: https://doi-
org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/10.4324/9781315542812. 
 

Becker, Adam. “The Comparative Study of ‘Scholasticism’ in Late Antique Mesopotamia: 
Rabbis and East Syrians.” AJS Review 34:1 (April 2010): 91-113. 

 
Ben-Aharon, Yariv. Agadat Pumbedita: shiʻur be-Talmud: Agadat Pereḳ "ha-Śokher et ha-

poʻalim." [The aggadah of Pumbedita: a lesson in Talmud: the Aggadah of the chapter 
“One who hires workers”]. Maḥberet Shedemot 12. Kiryat Tivon: Ha-Midrashah Oranim, 
2000. 

 
Benedict, Ruth. Patterns of Culture. Boston; New York, Houghton, Mifflin, 1934; frequently 

reprinted. 
 
Benjamin, Mara. The Obligated Self: Maternal Subjectivity and Jewish Thought. Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 2018. 

Benjamin, Mara. “On Teachers, Rabbinic and Maternal.” In Mothers in the Jewish Cultural 
Imagination, edited by Marjorie Lehman, Jane L. Kanarek, and Simon J. Bronner, 359-
76. Liverpool : Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2017. 



 
 

161 

Bickart, Noah. “’Tistayem’: An Investigation into the Scholastic Culture of the Bavli.” PhD 
diss., Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2015. Proquest: 3738081. 

Bohak, Gideon. Ancient Jewish Magic: A History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008. 

 
Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, translated by Richard 

Nice, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986. 
 
Boyarin, Daniel. Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 1993. 
 
Boyarin, Daniel. Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality and the Invention of the Jewish 

Man. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1997. 
 

Boyarin, Daniel. Socrates and the Fat Rabbis. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2009.   
 

Cantor, Aviva. Jewish Women, Jewish Men: The Legacy of Patriarchy in Jewish Life. New York: 
Harper San Francisco, 1994. 

 
Cohen, Shaye J.D. “Patriarchs and Scholarchs.” Proceedings of the American Academy for 

Jewish Research 48 (1981): 57-85. 
 
Cohen, Shaye J.D. Why Aren’t Women Circumcised? Gender and Covenant in Judaism. 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005.  
 
Cohen, Shaye J.D. “Are Women in the Covenant?” In A Feminist Commentary on the 

Babylonian Talmud: Introduction and Studies, edited by Tal Ilan et al., 25-42. Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2007. 

 
Cover, Robert M., "The Supreme Court, 1982 Term -- Foreword: Nomos and Narrative." 

Harvard Law Review 97:4 (1983-84): 1-68.  Also appears in the Faculty Scholarship 
Series of Yale Law School. Paper 2705. 
http://digitalcommons.law.yale.edu/fss_papers/2705.  

 
Delaini, Paolo. “Understanding the Role and Seat of Semen in Sasanian Iran during Late 

Antiquity.” In Pregnancy and Childbirth: History, Medicine and Anthropology, edited by 
Costanza Gislon Dopfel, 85-94. Moraga, CA: St. Mary’s College of California, 2018. 

 
Diamond, Eliezer. Holy Men and Hunger Artists: Fasting and Asceticism in Rabbinic Culture. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2003. 
 
Eilberg-Schwartz, Howard. God’s Phallus and Other Problems for Men and Monotheism.  

Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1995. 
 
Elman, Yaakov. “Middle Persian Culture and Babylonian Sages: Accommodation and 

Resistance in the Shaping of Rabbinic Legal Tradition.” In The Cambridge Companion 



 
 

162 

to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, edited by Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert and 
Martin S. Jaffee, 165-97. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

 
Fishbane, Michael A. Biblical Text and Texture: A Literary Reading of Selected Texts. Oxford: 

Oneworld, 1998.  
 
Fishbane, Simcha. “ ‘Most Women Engage in Sorcery’: An Analysis of Sorceresses in the 

Babylonian Talmud.” Jewish History 7:1 (Spring, 1993): 27-42. 
 
Fishman, Sylvia Barack and Daniel Parmer. Matrilineal Ascent/Patrilineal Descent. Boston, 

MA: Brandeis University Press, 2008. 
 
Fleming, Rebecca. “Women, Writing and Medicine in the Classical World.” Classical Quarterly 

57:1 (2007):  257–79. doi:10.1017/S0009838807000225. 
 
Fonrobert, Charlotte Elisheva. Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of 

Biblical Gender. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000. 
 
Fonrobert, Charlotte Elisheva. “When Women Walk in the Way of Their Fathers: On Gendering 

the Rabbinic Claim for Authority.” Journal of the History of Sexuality 10:3 (2001): 398-
415. 

 
Fonrobert, Charlotte Elisheva. “Plato in Rabbi Shimeon bar Yohai's Cave (B. Shabbat 33B-34A): 

The Talmudic Inversion of Plato's Politics of Philosophy.” AJS Review 31:2 (November 
2007): 277-96.  

 
Fraade, Steven. “Ascetical Aspects of Ancient Judaism.” in Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible 

through the Middle Ages, edited by Arthur Green, 253-288. New York: Crossroads, 1986.  
 
Fraade, Steven D. “Rabbinic Views on the Practice of Targum, and Multilingualism in the 

Jewish Galilee of the Third-Sixth Centuries.” In Galilee in Late Antiquity, edited by Lee 
L. Levine, 253-86. New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992. 
 

Fraade, Steven D. “Nomos and Narrative Before ‘Nomos and Narrative.’” In Legal Fictions: 
Studies of Law and Narrative in the Discursive Worlds of Ancient Jewish Sectarians and 
Sages, 17-34. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011. 

 
Frenkel, Yonah. Sippur ha-aggadah—ahdut shel tokhen ve-tsurah [The aggadic story: unity of 

content and form]. Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2001.  
 
Friedman, Shamma. “Some Structural Patterns of Talmudic ‘Sugiot.’” Proceedings of the World 

Congress of Jewish Studies, vol. 1 (1973): 389-402. 
 
Friedman, Shamma. "Pereq Ha-Isha Rabba in the Babylonian Talmud: A Critical Study of 

Yevamot X with a Methodological Introduction." In Texts and Studies, Analecta Judaica, 



 
 

163 

ed. Hayyim Zalman Dimitrovsky, 1: 275-441. New York: Jewish Theological Seminary 
of America, 1977. [Heb.] 

 
Friedman, Shamma. Tosefta ‘Atiqta: Masekhet Pesaḥ Rishon. Ramat-Gan: Bar Ilan University 

Press, 2003. [Heb.] 
 
Gardner, Gregg. “Astrology in the Talmud: An Analysis of Bavli Shabbat 156.” In Heresy and 

Identity in Late Antiquity, edited by Eduard Iricinschi and Holger Zellentin, 314-38. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008.  

 
Geertz, Clifford. Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books, 1973. 
 
Geller, Markham J. “Akkadian Healing Therapies in the Babylonian Talmud.” Max Planck 

Institute for the History of Science, 2004. https://www.mpiwg-
berlin.mpg.de/Preprints/P259.PDF  

 
Gilat, Israel Zvi. “Halakhic Changes in the Interpretation of the Commandment to Educate a 

Child to Observe Commandments.” Review of Rabbinic Judaism 18:1 (March 2015): 75–
101. https://doi.org/10.1163/15700704-12341278. 

 
Gilath, Itzchak D. Perakim be-hishtalshelut ha-halakhah  [Chapters in the development of the 

halakhah]. Ramat-Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 1992. [Heb.] 
 
Goodblatt, David.  “The Talmudic Sources on the Origins of Organized Jewish Education." 

Studies in the History of the Jewish People and the Land of Israel 5 (1980): 83–103.  
[Heb.] 

 
Gottheil, Richard and Samuel Krauss. “Joshua (Jesus) ben Gamla.” In The Jewish Encyclopedia, 

7:289-90. New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1905. 
https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/8912-joshua-jesus-ben-gamla 

 
Gray, Alyssa. A Talmud in Exile: The Influence of Yerushalmi Avodah Zarah on the Formation 

of Bavli Avodah Zarah. Providence, RI: Brown Judaic Studies, 2005. 
 
Greschat, Katharina. “Early Impressions are Hard to Eradicate from the Mind: The Lasting 

Influence of Domestic Education in Western Late Antiquity.” in Teachers in Late 
Antique Christianity, edited by Maria Munkholt Christensen et al., 165-83. Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2018.  

 
Gribetz, Sarit Kattan. “The Shema in the Second Temple Period: A Reconsideration.” Journal of 

Ancient Judaism 6:1 (2015): 58-84. 
 
"Habitus." In Social Theory Re-wired . 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 2016. 

http://routledgesoc.com/profile/pierre-bourdieu 
 



 
 

164 

Halivni, David Weiss. “Be’urim bi-she’elot ‘Mah nishtannah’” [Explanations of the Mah 
Nishtannah Questions]. In Studies in Aggadah, Targum and Jewish Liturgy in Memory of 
Joseph Heinemann, ed. Jakob J. Petuchowski, Ezra Fleischer, 67-74. Jerusalem: Magnes 
Press, 1981. [Heb.] 

 
Halivni, David Weiss. Formation of the Babylonian Talmud, translated by Jeffrey Rubenstein. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2013. 
 
Handelman, Susan. “Women and Torah Study in the Thought of the Lubavitcher Rebbe.” In 

Jewish Legal Writings by Women, edited by Micah Halperin and Chana Safrai, 142-77. 
Jerusalem: Urim Press, 1998.  

 
Harpham, Geoffrey. The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1987. 
 
Hasan-Rokem, Galit. “Toward the Study of the Jewish Proverb: A Study of the Proverb ‘One 

cannot trust a gentile even after forty years in the grave.” Tarbiẓ 51:2 (1982): 281-92. 
[Heb.] 

 
Hasan-Rokem, Galit. Tales of the Neighborhood: Jewish Narrative Dialogues in Late Antiquity. 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2003. 
 
Hauptman, Judith. “‘The Matter is Turned over to Women” (Yerushalmi Pesahim 1:4) — 

Women and Domestic Religious Ritual.” Sidra 24-25 (2010) 83-109. [Heb.] 
 
Hauptman, Judith. “A New View of Women and Torah Study in the Talmudic Period.” Jewish 

Studies: An Internet Journal 9 (2010). 
 
Hauptman, Judith. “How Old is the Haggadah?” Judaism (Winter 2002): 5-18. 
 
Henshke, David. “Mah nishtannah": The Passover Night in the Sages' Discourse. Jerusalem: 

Magnes Press, 2016. 
 
Hezser, Catherine. The Social Structure of the Rabbinic Movement in Roman Palestine. Texte 

Und Studien Zum Antiken Judentum 66. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997. 
 
Hezser, Catherine. “Rabbis as Intellectuals in the Context of Graeco-Roman and Byzantine 

Christian Scholasticism.” In Scholastic Culture in the Hellenistic and Roman Eras: 
Greek, Latin, and Jewish, edited by Sean A. Adams, 169-86. Berlin: DeGruyter, 2019.  

 
Hirshman, Marc. The Stabilization of Rabbinic Culture, 100 C.E.–350 C.E.: Texts on Education 

and Their Late Antique Context. New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. 
 
Hjelm, Titus. “Discourse Analysis.” In The Routledge Handbook of Research Methods in the 

Study of Religion, edited by Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler. Routledge 
Handbooks. London ; New York: Routledge, 2011.  



 
 

165 

 
Horn, Cornelia B. “Raising Martyrs and Ascetics: A Diachronic Comparison of Educational 

Role-Models for Early Christian Children.” In Children in Late Ancient Christianity, 
edited by Cornelia B. Horn and Robert R. Phenix. Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 
2009. 

  
Ilan, Tal. “Female Personalities in the Babylonian Talmud.” Jewish Women’s Archive. 

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/female-personalities-in-babylonian-talmud. 
 
Ilan, Tal.  Silencing the Queen: The Literary Histories of Shelamzion and Other Jewish Women. 

Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism 115. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020. 
 
Jacobs, Louis. “Are There Fictitious Baraitot in the Babylonian Talmud?” Hebrew Union 

College Annual 42 (1971): 185-96.  
 
Jacobs, Sandra. “Women in Deuteronomy.” In The Oxford Handbook of Deuteronomy, edited by 

Don C. Benjamin. Oxford: January 2021 (online), DOI: 
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190273552.013.13. 

 
Jaffee, Martin S. Torah in the Mouth:  Writing and Oral Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 

BCE - 400 CE. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. 
 
Jastrow, Marcus. A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the 

Midrashic Literature. Brooklyn: Traditional Press; London: Luzac, 1903.  
 
Kanarek, Jane L. “Fathers, Mothers, Daughters, Sons, and the Transmission of Torah.” 

(Unpublished paper presented at the Association of Jewish Studies conference, Dec 
2020). 

 
Kessler, Gwynn. Conceiving Israel: The Fetus in Rabbinic Narratives. Philadelphia, PA: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. 
 
Kessler, Gwynn. “Let's Cross That Body When We Get to It: Gender and Ethnicity in Rabbinic 

Literature” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 73, No. 2 (Jun., 2005): 329-
359. 

 
Kiperwasser, Reuven. “‘Three Partners in a Person’ The Genesis and Development of 

Embryological Theory in Biblical and Rabbinic Judaism.” lectio difficilior (2009/2): 1-
37. http://www.lectio.unibe.ch.  

 
Kulp, Joshua. “The Origins of the Seder and Haggadah.” Currents in Biblical Research 4.1 

(2005): 109-34. doi:10.1177/1476993X05055642 
 
Labendz, Jenny R. Socratic Torah: Non-Jews in Rabbinic Intellectual Culture. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2013. 
 



 
 

166 

Lapin, Hayim. Rabbis as Romans: The Rabbinic Movement in Palestine, 100-400 CE. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012. 

 
Lehman, Marjorie. “Dressing and Undressing the High Priest: A View of Talmudic Mothers.” 

Nashim 26 (2014): 52-74.  
 
Lehman, Marjorie. Bringing Down the Temple House: Engendering Tractate Yoma. Waltham, 

MA: Brandeis University Press, 2022. muse.jhu.edu/book/98769. 
 
Lehman, Marjorie, Jane L. Kanarek and Simon J. Bronner, eds. Mothers in the Jewish Cultural 

Imagination. Liverpool: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2017. 
 
Lehmhaus, Lennart, ed. Defining Jewish Medicine: Transfer of Medical Knowledge in 

Premodern Jewish Cultures and Traditions. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2021. 
 
Lesses, Rebecca. “Exe(o)rcising Power: Women as Sorceresses, Exorcists, and Demonesses in 

Babylonian Jewish Society of Late Antiquity.” Journal of the American Academy of 
Religion 69, no. 2 (June 2001): 343-75. 

 
Levias, Caspar. “Numbers and Numerals.” In The Jewish Encyclopedia,  9: 348-50. New York: 

Funk and Wagnalls, 1905.  
 
Luz, Menahem. “Oenomaus and Talmudic Anecdote.” Journal for the Study of Judaism in the 

Persian, Hellenistic and Roman Period 23:1 (1992) 42-80. 
 
Marciak,  Michal. Izates, Helena, and Monobazos of Adiabene: A Study on Literary Traditions 

and History. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014. 
 
Marks, Susan. “Bayit versus Beit Midrash: Jewish Mother as Teacher.” in A Most Reliable 

Witness: Essays in Honor of Ross Shepard Kraemer, edited by Susan Harvey et al., 195-
204. Providence, RI: Brown University Press, 2015. 

 
Masuzawa, Tomoko. “Culture.” In Critical Terms for Religious Studies, edited by Mark C. 

Taylor. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1998.  
 
Meir, Ofra. “Ḥomets ben yayin: bein masoret le-ḥiddush” [Vinegar, Son of Wine: Between 

Tradition and Innovation]. Dappim le-meḥqar be-sifrut 4 (1988): 9-18. 
 
Moro, Pamela, and James E. Myers, eds. Magic, Witchcraft, and Religion: A Reader in the 

Anthropology of Religion. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2010. 
 
Miller, Patrick. “That the Children May Know: Children in Deuteronomy.” In The Child in the 

Bible. Marcia Bunge, ed. 45-62. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2008. 
 
Morgan, David. “The Material Culture of Lived Religion: Visuality and Embodiment.” in Mind 

and Matter: Selected Papers of NORDIK 2009, Conference for Art Historians, Jyväskylä, 



 
 

167 

September 17.-19. 2009, edited by Joanna Vakkari, 14-31. Studies in Art History, vol. 41. 
Helsinki: Society of Art History, 2010. 
 

Morgenstern, Naomi. Wild Child: Intensive Parenting and Posthumanist Ethics. Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2018. 

 
Murray, Michele. “Female Corporeality, Magic, and Gender in the Babylonian Talmud.” 

Religion & Theology 15 (2008): 199-224. 
 

Neusner, Jacob. History of the Jews in Babylonia. Chico, California: Scholars Press, 1984. 
 
Olivelle, Patrick. “The Ascetic and the Domestic in Brahmanical Religiosity.” In Asceticism and 

its Critics: Historical Accounts and Comparative Perspectives. Edited by Oliver 
Freiberger. 27-42. New York: Oxford University Press, 2006.  

 
Peskowitz, Miriam. Spinning Fantasies: Rabbis, Gender, and History. Berkeley, CA: University 

of California Press, 1997. 
 
Preuss, Julius. Biblical and Talmudic Medicine. trans. Fred Rosner. Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2004. 
 
Rosenblum, Jordan. Rabbinic Drinking: What Beverages Teach Us About Rabbinic Literature. 

Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2020. 
 
Rovner, Jay. “The All-Night Seder in Bene Beraq: A Literary and Cultural History.” In Studies 

in Rabbinic Narratives, vol. 1, edited by Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, 177-225. Providence, RI: 
Brown Judaic Studies, 2011. 

 
Rovner, Jay. Studies in the Evolution and Formation of the Passover Haggadah in the Geonic 

Period. Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2022.  
 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey. Talmudic Stories: Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture. Baltimore, MD: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999. 
 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey. The Culture of the Babylonian Talmud. Baltimore, MD.: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2003. 
 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey.  “The Thematization of Dialectics in Bavli Aggadah.” Journal of Jewish 

Studies 54: 1 (Spring 2003): 71-84. 
 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey, ed. Creation and Composition: The Contribution of the Bavli Redactors 

(Stammaim) to the Aggada. Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005.  
 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey. “Social and Institutional Settings of Rabbinic Literature.” In The Cambridge 

Companion to Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, edited by Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert 
and Martin S. Jaffee, 58-74. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 



 
 

168 

 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey. “Rabbinic Translation of Relics.” In Crossing Boundaries in Early Judaism 

and Christianity: Ambiguities, Complexities, and Half-forgotten Adversaries: Essays in 
Honor of Alan F. Segal, edited by Kimberley Stratton and Andrea Lieber, 314-32. 
Leiden: Brill, 2016. 

 
Rubenstein, Jeffrey. “Hero, Saint, and Sage: The Life of R. Eleazar b. R. Shimon in Pesiqta 

deRav Kahana 11.” In The Faces of Torah: Studies in the Texts and Contexts of Ancient 
Judaism in Honor of Steven Fraade, edited by Michal Bar Asher Siegal, Tzvi Novick, 
Christine Hayes, 509-28. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2017. 

 
Satlow, Michael. "’And on the Earth You Shall Sleep’: ‘Talmud Torah’ and Rabbinic 

Asceticism.” Journal of Religion 83:2 (April 2003): 204-25. 
 
Schaefer, Peter and Chaim Joseph Milikowsky. “Research into Rabbinic Literature: An Attempt 

to Define the Status Quaestionis.” Journal of Jewish Studies 37 (1986): 39-52.  
 
Peter Schaefer, “Magic and Religion in Ancient Judaism,” in Peter Schaefer and H.G. 

Kippenberg, eds., Envisioning Magic: A Princeton Seminar and Symposium, 19-43. New 
York: E. J. Brill, 1997.  

 
Schick, Shana Strauch. “From Dungeon to Haven: Competing Theories of Gestation in Leviticus 

Rabbah and the Bavli.” AJS Review 43:1 (April 2018): 1–26.  
 
Schwartz, Seth. “Rabbinic Culture and Roman Culture.” in Rabbinic Texts and the History of 

Late-Roman Palestine, edited by Martin Goodman and Philip Alexander, 283-99. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.  

 
Schönpflug, Ute. “Introduction to Cultural Transmission: Psychological, 

Developmental, Social, and Methodological Aspects.” In Cultural Transmission: 
Psychological, Developmental, Social, and Methodological Aspects, ed. Ute Schönpflug. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008.  

 
Schneerson, Menachem Mendel. Likkutei Sichot, vol. 14, 37-44. Brooklyn, NY: Kehot, 1978. 
 
Segal, Orit. "Kolot nashiyim ba-tekst ha-talmudi: ‘iyyun be-mishpetei “amrah li em” ba-Talmud 

ha-bavli: magyah, refu’ah ve-kolot nashiyim.” [Women’s voices in the talmudic text: a 
study of the “a mother said to me” statements in the Babylonian Talmud: magic, 
medicine, and women’s voices]. Master’s thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, July 
2000. [Heb.] 

 
Septimus, Zvi. “Trigger Words and Simultexts: The Experience of Reading the Bavli.” in 

Wisdom of Bat Sheva: In Memory of Beth Samuels, edited by Barry S. Wimpfheimer, 
163-85. Jersey City, NJ: KTAV, 2009. 

 



 
 

169 

Septimus, Zvi. “Revisiting the Fat Rabbis.” In Talmudic Transgressions: Engaging the Work of 
Daniel Boyarin, edited by Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, et al., 418-56. Leiden: Brill, 
2017.   
 

Shoshany, Ronit. “Rabbi Elazar b. Rabbi Shimon and the Thieves: A Story about Sin and 
Atonement.” Jewish Studies: An Internet Journal 4 (2005): 1–21.  

 
Siegal, Michal Bar-Asher. Early Christian Monastic Literature and the Babylonian Talmud. 

Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013. 
 
Sivan, Hagith. Jewish Childhood in the Roman World. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2018. 
 
Sivertsev, Alexei. Households, Sects, and the Origins of Rabbinic Judaism. Supplements to the 

Journal for the Study of Judaism, v. 102. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2005. 
 
Sokoloff, Michael. A Dictionary of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic of the Talmudic and Geonic 

Periods. Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2000. 
 
Sokoloff, Michael. A Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic of the Byzantine Period. Ramat 

Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 2002. 
 
Soloveitchik, Haym. “Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary 

Orthodoxy.” Tradition 28:4 (1994): 64-130. 
 
Steinmetz, Devora. “Agada Unbound: Inter-Agadic Characterization of Sages in the Bavli and 

Implications for Reading Agada.” In Creation and Composition: The Contribution of the 
Bavli Redactors (Stammaim) to the Aggada, edited by Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, 293-337. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005.  

 
Stenger, Jan. Education in Late Antiquity: Challenges, Dynamism, and Reinterpretation, 300-

550 CE.  
New York: Oxford University Press, 2022. 

 
Stern, David. “Imperial Fiction: On Narrative in the Bavli” (unpublished manuscript). 

 
Stiebert, Johanna. “The Peoples' Bible, Imbokodo and the King's Mother's Teaching of Proverbs 

3” Biblical Interpretation 20 (2012): 244-79. 
 
Sessa, Kristina. Daily Life in Late Antiquity. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2018. 
 
Strack, Hermann L. and Günter Stemberger. Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. 

Markus Bockmuehl. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1996. 
 



 
 

170 

Stratton, Kimberly B. “Caution in the Kosher Kitchen: Magic, Identity, and Authority in 
Rabbinic Literature.” in Naming the Witch: Magic, Ideology and Stereotype in the 
Ancient World. 143-176. New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). 

 
Stratton, Kimberly B. “Interrogating the Magic–Gender Connection” in Daughters of Hecate: 

Women and Magic in the Ancient World, edited by Kimberly B. Stratton and Dayna S. 
Kalleres. New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. doi: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195342703.001.0001 

 
Styers, Randall. Making Magic: Religion, Magic, and Science in the Modern World. New York: 

Oxford Univ. Press, 2004. 
 
Swidler, Ann. “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies.” American Sociological Review 51 

(April, 1986) 273-286. 
 
Taylor M.J. and C.A. Thoth. “Cultural Transmission” In Encyclopedia of Child Behavior and 

Development, edited by S. Goldstein S., J.A. Naglieri. Boston, MA: Springer, 2011, 
doi:10.1007/978-0-387-79061-9_755. 

 
Tindall, Allan. “Theory in the Study of Cultural Transmission” Annual Review of Anthropology 

5 (1976): 195-208. 
 
Tylor, Edward B. “The Science of Culture,” in E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into 

the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom. New 
York: Henry Holt, 1883.   

 
Valler, Shulamit. Women in Jewish Society in the Talmudic Period. Tel Aviv: Hakkibutz 

Hameuchad, 2000. [Heb.] 
 
Valler, Shulamit. “Women and Dwelling in the Sukkah in the Bavli” in A Feminist Commentary 

on the Babylonian Talmud: Introduction and Studies, edited by Tal Ilan, et al., 151-67. 
Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007. 

 
Veltri, Giuseppe. “Defining Forbidden Foreign Customs: Some Remarks on the Rabbinic 

Halakha of Magic,” in D. Assaf, ed., Proceedings of the 11th World Congress of Jewish 
Studies, Div. C Thought and Literature, Vol 1. (1994), 25-32. 

 
Vuolanto, Ville. Children and Asceticism in Late Antiquity: Continuity, Family Dynamics and 

the Rise of Christianity. Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2015. 
 
Wasserman, Mira. Jews, Gentiles and Other Animals: Talmud after the Humanities. 

Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 
 
Weinfeld, Moshe. Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972. 
 



 
 

171 

Weiss, Haim. “Ḥomets ben-yayin: ma’avakim politiyim, limmud Torah, ve-zehut be-mishpaḥat 
rabbi Shim‘on bar Yoḥai” [Vinegar, Son of Wine: Political Struggles, Torah Study and 
Identity in the family of Rabbi Simeon bar Yoḥai]. In Peace and War in Jewish Culture, 
edited by Avriel Bar-Levav, 67-83. Jerusalem: Merkaz Zalman Shazar, 2006. [Heb.] 

 
Weiss, Haim and Shira Stav, The Return of the Absent Father: A New Reading of a Chain of 

Stories from the Babylonian Talmud, translated by Batya Stein. Divinations. Philadelphia, 
PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2022. 
 

Zimmer, Eric. “New Perspectives on Head Covering for Men.” Proceedings of the World 
Congress of Jewish Studies, 1989, 225-230 [Heb.]  

 
Zimmer, Eric. “Men's Headcovering : The Metamorphosis of this Practice.” In Reverence, 

Righteousness, and "Rahamanut": Essays in Memory of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung, edited by 
Jacob J. Schacter, 325-52. Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1992. Expanded version of 
preceding item. 

 
 

 


