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Among the many allegations against the Jewish religion and customs
ignorantly and erroneously upheld by our adversaries was the notion that the 
woman was considered to be disdainful and despised as a servant and counted 
merely as chattel to be used when necessary and disposed of when no longer
needed; that Christianity alone bettered the situation of women, raising them to 
the position of men, freeing them from his control. However, in reality, there is
no truth whatsoever to this charge, because even if we were to assume that in 
ancient times the Jewish woman was not as important as the man – a situation
that is not to be found at present amongst the gentiles, who seek to perfect 
themselves, nor one that will ever exist, since there are inherent differences 
between the characteristics of man and woman as well as distinct purposes to 
their existence – nevertheless, there are no historical events, rules or laws in the 
Bible or Oral law which can justify such a claim. On the contrary, not only have
any obstacles prevented her from presiding over her family within the confines 
of her home, but she could also lead state matters and attain prophecy, which is 
the highest level merited by a select few, perfected in wisdom, knowledge and 
all virtues. 

Should I wish to advance indisputable and undeniable proofs upholding the
veracity of my argument from the history of our nation, the prophets and the
talmudic literature, it would, beyond doubt, contain a thick tome, but this is not
my intention. However, since in the introduction to this book I extol the virtues
and recount the deeds of a woman of valor, God-fearing and possessing 

11 :"""
 '".
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wisdom, worthy of residing amongst the more lauded authors and poets of our 
generation, I have resolved to comment upon the issue in concise, sufficing, in 
my humble opinion, to manifest the falseness of the above-stated notion.  

I shall commence by mentioning that already at the outset the Torah
instructed us concerning the equality between man and woman. We find that
Adam acknowledges: "This one at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my
flesh. This one shall be called woman, for from man was she taken." (Genesis 2,
23) Following it is written: "Hence a man leaves his father and mother and 
clings to his wife, so that they become one flesh." (Genesis 2, 24) Is there any 
greater equality than this? And, truly, even though the Torah did not prohibit 
the taking of many wives, as was the custom of the surrounding nations,
nevertheless, only one wife was generally taken. This is what the Torah meant 
when saying "And clings to his wife," stressing "wife," and not "wives."  

From the simplistic rendering of the biblical narrative it appears that
Lemech was the first to have taken two wives. Even though his action was not 
explicitly condemned, the evils that befell him from this situation were alluded 
to,12 the underlying assumption being that the illustration of a specific case
would exert greater influence on the reader than the setting down of hard rules. 
This situation demonstrates that "the more wives the more worry,"13 that such a 
person will lead a life of grief,14 and that this is not the right path to be chosen 
by a man who wishes that peace reign is his dwelling.15 Similarly, Kohelet has 
said: "Enjoy happiness with a woman you love," (Ecclesiastes 9, 9)16  and not
"with women," because he who has many wives can not lead a happy life.
Should, however, the first wife be barren, then the husband may take a second
wife, because it is an embarrassment for him to be childless. This is borne out in 
the cases of Abraham our forefather, Elkanah, and in many other instances. 
Noah and his sons took only one wife, as did Lot and Isaac our forefather. 
Jacob, too, had intended to marry Rachel alone. However, when Laban 
deceived him and gave Leah to him, he was forced to take two wives, and 
subsequently their two maidservants were given to him.17 Only the rulers and
kings followed in the footsteps of the nations, violating the Biblical injunction 
["And he shall not have many wives," (Deuteronomy 17, 17)] and took many
wives, as was the case with David and Solomon.18 There is, however, no basis 

12 See Genesis 4, 19; 23-24. 
13 See Mishnah Avot, 2, 7, where it is stated: "The more possessions, the more worry, the more wives,
the more witchcraft."  
14 See Mishnah Avot, 6, 4. 
15  See Mishnah Avot 2, 1. 
16 The Hebrew erroneously reads: "Whom you have chosen." 
17 See Genesis 29, 16-35; 30, 3-4, 9.  
18 In reality, the halakhah distinguishes between the two cases, and permits a king to take up to
eighteen wives (Sanhedrin 21a). David did not exceed this number, whereas Solomon is condemned for 
taking some one thousand women (See I Kings 11, 1-7; Sanhedrin 21b). 
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for the assumption that all of the subsequent kings of Israel and Judea were
polygamous. Quite the opposite, much evidence may be advanced to the 
contrary. Similarly, no support can be adduced pointing to the fact that any of
the High Priests, prophets, or sages from the mishnaic or talmudic periods were 
polygamous. From all the above, it clearly appears that the custom of marrying 
one woman alone was not adopted at a later time from the Christians, but was 
already related to us in the Torah in the above-mentioned verse, and that 
monogamy was a commonly accepted practice amongst our forefathers, even in 
ancient times. *)19 Our saintly fathers have already set us an example concerning
the duty incumbent upon every man to respect his wife and listen to her, as did 
Abraham when Sarah placed her servant in his bosom, and when she later sent 
her away with his beloved son. It was regarding this matter that God said to 
him: "Whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says." (Genesis 21, 12) When Jacob 
our forefather conceived of misleading his father-in-law who had deceived him 
tenfold and return to his own land clandestinely, he did not coerce his wives to
heed to him and leave, even though God had commanded him: "Now, arise 
and leave this land and return to your native land," (Genesis 31, 13) but rather
sought their approval. It was when they expressed their consent that he took
them, the children and all his possessions and departed. Despite the fact that 
Jacob did not love Leah to the extent he loved Rachel, he buried her in the Cave
of Machpelah alongside his ancestors and made Joseph promise to bury him 
nearby her, saying: "And there I buried Leah." (Genesis 49, 31) Judah, too,
upon hearing Tamar's accusation, admitted his wrongdoing, confessing: "She is
more in the right than I." (Genesis 38, 26) 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded children to honor their father
and mother (Exodus 20, 12), and also prescribed: "You shall each revere his 
mother and his father." (Leviticus 19, 3) This confirms that both parents are on 
an equal standing, and that a man must honor his wife. For if this weren't the 
case, how could sons honor their mothers or fear them, having witnessed insult,
mistreatment, and disrespect on the part of the husband? Didn't God determine
in these precepts the status of a woman in relation to her husband and amongst 
her family? This, in my humble opinion, is also the reason that the
commandment in the Decalogue concerning the observance of the Sabbath did 
not specify the woman, but rather stated: "But the seventh day is a Sabbath of 
the Lord your God: you shall not do any work – you, your son or daughter,
your male or female slave…," (Exodus 20, 10) mentioning the sons and 
servants who are subordinate to the man, but not the woman who is unsubject 
to her husband. The woman was also included in the injunction: "You." As far

19  The following note appears in the original at the end of the page: And Graetz, when referring to this
issue in his book Geschichte der Israeliten, writes: "Whoever equates the position of the Jewish woman
with that of the nations in antiquity is in error." I have not been able to locate this idea in the above-
mentioned work.
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as the man’s conduct with his wife outside the home, reflect upon what the
Torah has ordered in the cases of a beautiful woman taken in captive 
(Deuteronomy 21, 10-14), and a man married to two wives, one beloved and 
one unloved. (Deuteronomy 21, 15-17) If the Torah has instructed us 
concerning a maidservant: "He must not withhold from this one her food, her 
clothing, or her conjugal rights," (Exodus 21, 10) how much more so for a wife! 
The story of Samson’s birth clearly demonstrates the esteem in which Manoah 
held his wife (Judges, chapter 13).  

Likewise, the daughters of Israel were not forced to remain constantly
within the confines of home as prisoners, because even if one assumes that it
wasn't befitting for women to leave their homes and mingle publicly with men, 
they were, in fact, free to come and go as they pleased. They also participated in
all national and local events, as can be seen from Miriam the prophetess, who 
chanted with all the women the Song of the Sea after Moses and the men 
(Exodus 15, 20-22). Deborah persuaded Barak to rebel against Jabin, king of 
Canaan, to cast off his yoke from the neck of the people of Israel, went to war 
with Barak, and, following the victory, sung a glorious song (Judges, chapters 4-
5), which until this day is wondrous to all who read it. 

The women went out and offered praise to King Saul and to his 
commander, David. Queen Michal did not refrain from speaking ruthfully to 
David for carrying the Ark of the Covenant from the home of Obed-Edom to
the city of David, an act which displeased her, despite the fact that he was king 
(II Samuel 6, 9-23). Would an abject maidservant dare do such a thing?20 The 
wise woman of Tekoa convinced David to reconcile with Absalom (II Samuel, 
chapter 14). A wise woman spoke to the inhabitants of Abel, and persuaded 
them to behead the rebellious Sheba ben Bichri, thus restoring peace (II Samuel, 
chapter 20).  

These prooftexts, including Hannah's prayer, serve to disprove the 
assumption of our slanderers that the women of Israel were ignorant. If 
Hannah, wife of Elkanah, who was not known as one of the important people
of the nation, was so well versed in the language of poetry (I Samuel, chapters 
1-2, 21), what can be said of the wives of prophets, kings and princes? When
King Solomon spoke in the book of Proverbs of the merits and virtues of the
"woman of valor," (Proverbs 31, 10-31) he was not referring to the wife of a
king or prince, but to that of a working man, which points to the high rank of a
woman in her family at the time. From his words, it can be assumed that the
reality of such women of valor, crowns to their husbands (Proverbs 12, 4), was 
not at all uncommon in his time.21

20 R. Castiglioni refrained from mentioning that Michal was punished for her ruthful speech. See II 
Samuel 6, 20-23. 
21 For opposing and concurring views, see Y. Levine, "'Eshet Hayil' ba-Pulhan ha-Yehudi" (Hebrew), Beth
Mikra 31 (1986), p. 339, n. 2. 
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I will not be able to dwell at any length upon the bravery of Queen Athaliah 
(II Kings, chapter 11), Jezebel's power in royal matters (I Kings 16, 31-22, 40), 
the magnanimity of Judith and Esther who saved their people from their
enemies, and the many other such glorious women. 

I will have to limit myself and bring a number of proofs only from the Oral 
Law and traditions of our Sages, which should be sufficient, to my mind, to
clearly expose their views regarding the status of women in both the private and 
public domains. 

The Exodus from Egypt was the most central event in the history of the 
Jewish people in the eyes of our prophets and sages, culminating in the 
formation of Israel as a nation. It is our obligation to remember the redemption
all our lives, since the signs and wonders witnessed by our ancestors at the time 
were so marvelous and awesome that it is stated that "A maidservant perceived 
in the light of the Divine Presence on the sea and at the Giving of the Law what
the prophet Ezekiel did not see."22

The Sabbath, which is a sign between us and God, as well as the rest of our
holidays, are in rememberence of the Exodus. Yet, with all that, our Sages have 
said that the generations were redeemed in the merit of righteous women.23

Following the Exodus, the Holy One, Blessed be He, appeared to our fathers
on Mt. Sinai, and concerning this our Sages have said: "The Holy One, Blessed 
be He, said to Moses: Go ask the daughters of Israel whether they wish to 
receive the Torah, because it is the way of men to follow in the footsteps of
women."24 It is written in the Babylonian Talmud: "Greater is the promise of
the Holy One, Blessed be He, to women than to men, for it is written: 'You 
carefree women, attend, hear my words! You confident ladies give ear to my 
speech!'"25 (Isaiah 32,9) Likewise, it is written: "A man should always eat and 
drink less than his means, and dress according to his means, and honor his wife
and children above his means" (Hullin 84b). Could it be conceived that a man
honor his wife more than his means were she regarded as a servant or as
chattel? Furthermore, oftentimes the intellectual capacity of a woman was 
considered to be superior to that of a man. Thus, we find in Bereshit Rabbah: 

22 See Sefer Hasidim, ed. R. Margaliot, 233, pp. 207-208. Sefer Hasidim collates two tanaitic statements; 
one referring to the parting of the Red Sea (Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, ed. H. S. Horovitz and I. A.
Rabin, be-Shallah, Tractate Shirah, chapter 3, pp. 126-127; Mekhilta de-Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai, ed. J. N.
Epstein and E. Z. Melamed, Exodus 15, 2, p. 78), and the other referring to the Giving of the Law 
(Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Yitro, Tractate Amalek, chapter 3, p. 212; Mekhilta de-Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai, 
Exodus 20, 15, pp. 154-155). The references hereafter were in the main mentioned by R. Castiglioni 
parenthetically in the text, though he did not provide any details concerning the editions he used.  
23 Midrash Shmot Rabbah, Chapters I-XIV, ed. A. Shinan, 1, 12, p. 54. A parallel sources appears in Sotah
11a. For a discussion of these sources, as well as additional parallels, see Y. Levine, Midreshei Bitya Bat
Pharaoh, Jerusalem 2004, pp. 11-13. 
24 Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer, Warsaw 1852, chapter 41, 96a-b. 
25 Berakhot 17a. Parallel Source: Sotah 21a. 
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"'And the Lord God fashioned the rib' (Genesis 2, 22) she was endowed with 
more understanding than a man."26 It is further written: "One who loves his 
wife as much as himself and honors her more than himself regarding him the 
Writ has said: 'You will know that all is well in your tent.'" (Job 5, 24) (Yevamot
62b) In tractate Sanhedrin (22a) it is mentioned: "A man finds contentment only
with his first wife. Whoever divorces his wife, even the altar weeps for him. Any 
man whose first wife dies in his lifetime it is as if the Temple was destroyed in
his day. One whose wife dies in his lifetime the world is darkened for him". 
When we remember in our prayers the merits of our forefathers, that protect us, 
it also includes those of our foremothers who were on the same great level as
them.  

I shall further present three additional proofs from the talmudic literature 
which outweigh all of the others. And they are the following: "A person should
always be careful not to insult his wife for since her tears are frequent, she is 
easily hurt." (Bava Metzia 59a) Secondly: "A man should always be careful to 
honor his wife, since blessings rest on a man's home only on account of his 
wife." (Bava Metzia 59a) Thirdly, it is written: "Any man who has no wife lives 
without happiness, without blessing, without goodness, without Torah, without
a protecting wall, without peace." (Yevamot 62b) Is it possible for all these 
benefits to accrue from a servant or chattel? On this matter it is also stated:
"Any man who has no wife is not a complete person, as it says: 'He blessed
them *)27 and called them Man.'"28  (Genesis 5,2) The two together are called a
person. 

I shall now conclude my discourse with this quote, because, in reality, what
I have mentioned is sufficient to validate the veracity of my stance and refute 
the assumptions of our opponents and condemners. Were I even to add 
manifold proofs, they would not cease from ridiculing us and attributing to our
religion and customs accusations graver and falser than these, until the 
Messianic era of which the prophet prophesied: "For the land shall be filled 
with devotion to the Lord as water covers the sea." (Isaiah 11, 9) Then all will
come and relate the truthfulness of our religion. They will be ashamed and 
withdraw their assaults. They will then admit that Jewish morality far surpasses 
any present-day social achievements and notions of egalitarianism and 
brotherhood.

26 Bereshit Rabbah, ed. J. Theodor and H. Albeck, 18, 1, p. 160. 
27 The following note appears in the original at the end of the page: And see what is written concerning 
this in Zohar va-Yetze folio 165a: "'And he blessed them' (Genesis 1, 28) For a blessing does not reside
save in a place where there are male and female."
28 Bereshit Rabbah, ed. J. Theodor and H. Albeck, 17, 2, pp. 151-152. A parallel source for this quote is
Yevamot 62b.  
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