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Modern European liberal thought is built on the idea that 
(male, European, adult) individuals are agents primarily 
by virtue of their capacity for reason. The identification of 

agency with reason long shaped the study of both religion and gen-
der. In classic accounts of religion as a human construction, modern 
Western theorists—Marx, Freud, Durkheim—imagined religion as 
a veil over an ontologically prior social force. Individual agency, by 
extension, constituted liberating oneself from religious belief, wor-
ship, and communal structures through the exercise of reason.

A parallel structure characterized the emergence of liberal femi-
nism in the modern West. Women’s self-determination and autonomy 
required liberation from oppressive social norms, public policy, and 
domestic arrangements. Even when feminists strayed from the empha-
sis on reason, liberal activist quests relied on the equation of agency 
with liberation from the strictures that deny personal and political 
autonomy to women.

In recent years, agency has become a compelling—and substantially 
more complicated—topic in the fertile intersection of religious stud-
ies and gender studies. The topic of agency provokes a confrontation 
between the philosophical structures of modern rationalism, upon 
which both egalitarian feminism and formative elements in the study 
of religion are based, and more recent postmodern destabilizations 
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of the rational subject. The explosion of research on gender in the 
study of Judaism in the last two decades has harnessed this intellectual 
energy to reexamine women’s religious lives.

Feminist scholarship initially focused on the denial of agentic sta-
tus to women in rabbinic traditions. As the title of Judith Romney 
Wegner’s Chattel or Person? The Status of Women in the Mishnah (1988) 
implies, personhood in the Mishnah includes capacities correlated 
with rational agency: a legal person has the capacity to own, buy, and 
sell property; to enter into contracts with others; to testify in court; 
and so on.1 Though tannaitic literature, not being systematic, does 
not present a clear theory of personhood, Wegner argued that the 
“autonomous woman” was the legal exception that proved the rule of 
women’s denial of agency in much of rabbinic law.2 Likewise, Rachel 
Biale’s Women in Jewish Law (1984), which collected and analyzed 
key halakhic texts concerning women’s status in rabbinic Judaism, 
acknowledged that “traditionally, women played a second-string role 
in this process of fashioning Jewish identity and attributing mean-
ing to Jewish lives.”3 Using her book, readers would understand the 
rabbinic sources that shaped women’s lives and circumscribed their 
power. But since women were excluded from the community of sages, 
leaving almost no textual record of their own, women’s agency is 
nowhere to be found.4

In recent decades, theoretically minded scholars of religion have 
worked relentlessly to wrest the concept of agency from its liberal ori-
gins. Influential theorists like Talal Asad built on Michel Foucault’s 
investigation of how different regimes of power/knowledge pro-
duce subjectivities, a move that undermined the stability of the self- 
constituting subject. This poststructuralist model has enriched the 
scholarly toolkit, rendering agency more plastic if also more amor-
phous. The challenge to a feminist model in which women’s agency 
was simply construed as either present or absent has been profound; 
increasingly, scholars of women in religion have sought to “develop 
an analytical language for thinking about modalities of agency that 
exceed liberatory projects (feminist, leftist, or liberal),” in the words 
of Saba Mahmood.5

Mahmood’s study of the Islamic piety movement in Egypt inspired 
scholars of other religious traditions to extend their attention to “non-
liberal” religious phenomena that had been tacitly relegated to the 
margins of feminist scholarly concern. Feminist religionists pursued 
complex notions of agency by giving new attention to precisely those 
practices and sites that, in earlier theoretical moments, appeared 
most hostile to liberal notions of agency: spirit possession; evangelical 
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proselytizing; and, in Judaism, ultra-Orthodoxy.6 Maternity, the  subject 
of my recent research, constitutes yet another such topic. Among 
many white second-wave feminists, the maternal itself was often con-
flated with the patriarchal imperative that oppressed women, and the 
refusal of motherhood with liberation.7 By contrast, I sought a more 
nuanced approach to maternity that could comprehend it as a com-
plex site of moral agency.8

In the study of Judaism, a new era of scholarship on women has 
illustrated the fruitfulness of this discourse across multiple subfields. 
In rabbinics, it has complicated the initial feminist approach to classi-
cal Jewish texts and traditions. The initial spadework of documenting 
the subordinated status of women has yielded to subtler rereadings of 
these texts. For instance, in attacks on women’s religious heterodoxy 
or failure to comply with religious norms, feminist scholars of late 
antiquity hear traces of distinctive women’s practices that resisted con-
forming to male elite definitions of orthoprax behavior.9 This more 
expansive feminist search orients scholars not only toward women’s 
voices—muted as they may be within the classical literature—but also 
toward an understanding of how gender structures and is structured 
by rabbinic thought. The massive multinational, multiyear Feminist 
Commentary on the Babylonian Talmud testifies to the variety of modes 
through which feminist scholars approach a text that has been of sin-
gular importance in shaping Jewish religious discourse. These femi-
nist engagements with the Talmud have revealed new links between 
rabbinic discourses of gender and rabbinic formulations of empire, 
ethnonational boundaries, disability, nonhuman animals, law, and 
more.10

In studies of medieval and early modern Judaisms, a new landscape 
has emerged as feminist scholars have examined texts and material 
culture that shed light on everyday life. For example, Eve Krakowski’s 
careful work on female adolescents, relying on the Cairo Geniza docu-
ments rather than only on the textual legacy of the elite, reveals young 
women not as victims of a monolithically patriarchal legal structure 
but as actors who manipulated the prevailing customs and halakhic 
norms to their own benefit.11 Likewise, Renée Levine Melammed 
mines the Geniza to read between the lines in a Maimonidean respon-
sum, showing how “a woman, having chosen a path that was fraught 
with difficulties, could maneuver within the limitations imposed upon 
her by Jewish law.”12 As Elisheva Carlebach has shown, community 
records (pinkasim) testify to complex structures of authority within 
early modern Ashkenazi Jewish communities, in which we find both 
the circumscribed life choices facing poor women and positions of 
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significant independence asserted by others.13 Elisheva Baumgarten’s 
research into Jewish everyday life in the high Middle Ages brings to 
light women whose economic activity in the marketplace fills out the 
picture toward which Glikl Hamel’s singular testimony gestures.14 And 
in the religious realm, Chava Weissler shows that early modern Yiddish 
religious texts and traditions enabled women to insert their needs and 
desires into a liturgical landscape dominated by men.15

Meanwhile, researchers of contemporary Judaism have used 
Mahmood’s theoretical work to shed light on women in nonliberal 
Jewish communities, showing them to be sophisticated actors who 
not only are shaped by but who also shape their religious and social 
environments.16 For example, Ayala Fader’s ethnographic study of 
women in a community of Bobov Hasidim in Brooklyn simultane-
ously disrupts and reasserts the equation of agency with autonomy; 
she argues that her subjects develop their own understanding of “reli-
gious modernity that dismantles an opposition between the secular 
and the religious” and implement their vision especially through their 
childrearing practices.17

As a graduate student and postdoc, I gazed longingly from the 
sidelines as this proliferation of scholarly work on women and gender 
emerged in other areas of Jewish Studies. With a few exceptions, my 
subfield of modern Jewish thought remained largely untouched by the 
remarkable developments that have become, if not fully integrated 
in, then at least a powerful challenge to other subfields of Jewish 
Studies.18 The “canon” of modern Jewish thinkers I studied as a grad-
uate student was completely male; few female scholars worked in the 
subfield of modern Jewish religious thought and philosophy, and gen-
der analysis was all but absent from the scholarship being produced.19 
My historian colleagues examining central and western Europe were 
busy exploring the interconnection between the process of modern-
ization for Jewish men and the discourse about and for women in the 
same period (an approach pioneered in, among other works, Paula 
Hyman’s Gender and Assimilation in Modern Jewish History [1995] and 
Marion Kaplan’s The Making of the Jewish Middle Class [1991]).20 But 
modern Jewish thought was seemingly insulated from the wholesale 
transformations that have since brought so much change to the rest of 
Jewish Studies, and I myself did not succeed in bringing gender analy-
sis to my dissertation work or the book that grew out of it.21

My second book project grew out of a frustration with the intrac-
tably androcentric nature of my subfield. I wanted to explore how 
gender analysis could be integrated into modern Jewish thought. 
But I also wanted to build on developments in the study of gender in 
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religious studies and in particular to engage with the rich literature 
developing regarding agency. As a beneficiary of several decades of 
academic feminism and gender studies, I approach my subfield with 
the assumption of women’s agency—indeed, with the presumption 
that all people are agentic. My recent work is informed less by a 
desire to locate instances of women’s agency than by the certainty 
that documenting its contours will reshape how we understand 
Jewish thought.

That certainty led me, first, to recognize the limits of the all-male 
canon of modern Jewish thinkers, thinkers as often beatified as ana-
lyzed in scholarship on Jewish philosophy and religious thought. As an 
example, I have been struck by the extent to which Franz Rosenzweig’s 
“The Builders” has served as an intellectual lodestar for those who 
wish to define Jewish life metahalakhically.22 In this essay, Rosenzweig 
argues that minhag (custom) has always served as a leavening agent 
vis-à-vis halakhah. He illustrates this point in one instance by approv-
ingly pointing to women’s authority in domestic matters as critical to 
the creation of a holistic Jewish tradition: “the legal exclusion of the 
woman from the religious congregation,” he writes, has “equal force” 
to “her ruling rank in the house, given to her by age-old custom, and 
acknowledged by the husband on Friday evening in the biblical song 
of the Woman of Valor.”23 Some feminist scholars have substantiated 
this correlation through ethnographic research, showing that in fact 
the male halakhic enterprise has not been exhaustive for determin-
ing Jewish norms or Jewish religiosity.24 But Rosenzweig’s formula-
tion ignores the processes that regulated and circumscribed women’s 
alternative loci of power and female forms of piety. Moreover, if we 
place Rosenzweig’s essay in social-historical context, we may note 
that it was written two decades after fellow Lehrhaus participant Bertha 
Pappenheim’s founding of the Jüdischer Frauenbund—that is, after 
two decades of activism on behalf of Jewish women’s political and eco-
nomic rights. The failure of this juxtaposition to become integrated 
into how Rosenzweig is taught is emblematic of a more general failure 
to render visible the hidden gender economy underneath modern 
Jewish thinkers’ most influential texts.25

My attraction to feminist scholarship on women’s agency had an 
additional and quite unanticipated effect: it pushed me to more con-
sciously assert my own agency as a scholar. In my second, experimen-
tal (and most definitely posttenure) project, I made my constructive 
interests explicit.26 I wanted to write a feminist account of the daily 
caregiving involved in rearing young children that would critically and 
constructively engage Jewish sources. I mobilized a set of resources 
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that included (but was not limited to) the theological accounts of 
intersubjectivity that emerged in modern Jewish thought, insofar 
as they were useful. Just as important to my sense of agency in this 
project, however, was the work of pointing out the limitations of The 
Great Men of Modern Jewish Thought. Finally, in contrast to a more 
traditional work of scholarship, I broke with scholarly convention by 
occasionally making explicit the life experiences that had given rise to 
the central analytical questions of the book.27

In bringing feminist questions to modern Jewish thought, I came to 
appreciate the degree to which gender and queer studies, along with 
cognate fields, challenged the coherence of the category of “women” 
and the liberal underpinnings of modern Western feminism. Butler’s 
argument that “gender coherence is not the ground of politics but 
its effect” encapsulates this challenge to the ground of feminist poli-
tics; the theoretical work of Asad, Mahmood, and others likewise chal-
lenges the western biases of those politics and other parallel liberatory 
movements.28

These important and generative contestations, however, have not 
eradicated the need for feminist politics. On the contrary, in this 
moment of profound social and civic crisis—with a president of the 
United States who brags about his triumphs as a sexual predator and 
legitimizes fearmongering as public policy—feminist attention to 
issues of power, social hierarchies, and access is needed more than 
ever. In the face of ongoing inequities in our own guild (all-male con-
ference rosters, journals and anthologies with all male authors, and 
departments and fields dominated by men29), the feminist recogni-
tion that the personal is political must continually be brought to our 
scholarship.
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