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Publishers’ Preface

Brown Judaic Studies has been publishing scholarly books in all
areas of Judaic studies for forty years. Our books, many of which contain
groundbreaking scholarship, were typically printed in small runs and are
not easily accessible outside of major research libraries. We are delighted
that with the support of a grant from the National Endowment for the
Humanities/ Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Humanities Open Book Pro-
gram, we are now able to make available, in digital, open-access, format,
fifty titles from our backlist.

There was a surge of scholarly interest through the 1990s in women
and family life as depicted in rabbinic literature and many Brown Judaic
Studies books led the path in this field. Shaye J. D. Cohen’s edited col-
lection of essays, The Jewish Family in Antiquity (1993), was an important
catalyst for this scholarship.

This editionis unchanged from the original.

Michael L. Satlow
Managing Editor
October, 2019






Introduction

The family in classical antiquity has been the subject of intense study
in recent years. Several dozen books and dozens of articles (many of
them cited in the essays below) have appeared on fathers, mothers, sons,
daughters, women, marriage, slaves, private life, demography, the
household, the domestic economy, etc. etc. in classical antiquity. But this
scholarship has not yet had an impact on the study of Jewish antiquity.!
I know of no monograph-length study of the subject. Even the number
of relevant articles is small.2 The explanation for this scholarly reticence
is not lack of evidence, because the evidence is relatively abundant.
There is literary evidence (most obviously the rabbinic corpora, which
frequently treat family matters and family law), papyrological evidence,
epigraphical evidence (hundreds of epitaphs from Israel, notably Beth
Shearim, and the diaspora, notably Rome), and archaeological evidence
(the excavated remains of numerous ancient Jewish towns and houses).
Of these bodies of evidence, perhaps the epigraphic has been studied the
most frequently for information about Jewish demography and family
life, but even here the evidence has not yet been exhausted; when
confronted by new questions it will yield new data.3 The most important
body of evidence concerning the ancient Jewish family, the Babata
archive, has recently been published (in part); the publication of the
remainder of the archive is promised for the near future (see Kraemer's
essay for a brief discussion). I repeat: the explanation for the scholarly

IModern Jewish historians have realized the importance of the history of the
Jewish family (witness the recent works of Paula Hyman, Marion Kaplan, and
others), as have medieval Jewish historians (see especially S.D. Goitein, A
Mediterranean Society III: The Family), but ancient Jewish historians have not.
20nly two of the twelve essays in The Jewish Family: Metaphor and Memory, ed.
David Kraemer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989) are devoted to Jewish
antiquity. Some additional articles and essays are cited below by Yarbrough.
3See for example Pieter van der Horst, Ancient Jewish Epitaphs (Kampen: Kok
Pharos, 1991), and the forthcoming work of Leonard Rutgers, cited below by
Martin.
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2 The Jewish Family in Antiguity

reticence about the ]ewxsh family in antiquity is not the lack of evidence.
The exp]anatlon, rather, is the lack of interest, and the purpose of this
volume is to stimulate interest in this underexplored field.

This volume consists of papers (or the offspring of the papers) that
were delivered at the Hellenistic Judaism section of the 1990 and 1991
annual meetings of the Society of Biblical Literature. I and my co-chairs
of the section, William Adler of North Carolina State University in 1990
and Benjamin Wright of Lehigh University in 1991, solicited papers on
the general topic “The Ancient Jewish Family.” In recognition of the fact
that so little work had been done on the subject, we did not ask the
presenters to answer a single set of questions, focus on a single body of
evidence, or utilize a single methodology. Rather we wanted to get some
sense of the range of possibilities suggested by the topic. The variety in
this collection mirrors the variety of our evidence and the variety of
questions that can be asked of it. The singular noun and the definite
article in the title of the volume The Jewish Family should not be taken to
imply that any of the contributors believes that there was a single model
of what the (Jewish) family was or should have been in antiquity (see the
opening remarks of Pomeroy, and the discussion of this point by
Peskowitz). We are all aware of the elusiveness and variety of the
subject; “The Jewish Family” is a convenient way of referring to
“Varieties of Jewish Families” (just as the singular noun “Judaism” does
not necessarily imply a the existence of a single undifferentiated system).

Our anthology opens with the w1de-rangmg paper of Miriam
Peskowitz (Duke University), “*Family/ies’ in Antiquity: Evidence from
Tannaitic Literature and Roman Galilean Architecture.” Peskowitz
argues that “family” is a plural (that is, varied, multiple) concept; that the
construction of, and the meanings imputed to, “the family” were varied
as well, because they were (and are!) determined by the perspectlve of
the observer and interpreter; that the distinction between “private” and

“public” space is often misleading in the context of discussions of the
family in antiquity; and that the family was in large degree an economic
unit, a locus of production (on this point see Pomeroy’s essay). These
conclusions are supported not only by contemporary theoretical
literature but also by the evidence of rabbinic literature and Galilean
archaeology.

The central portion of our anthology concerns “Parents, Children,
and Slaves.” The striking conclusion that emerges from all four papers in
this section is that the Jewish family in antiquity seems not to have been
distinctive by the power of its Jewishness; rather, its structure, ideals, and
dynamics seem to have been virtually identical with those of its ambient
culture(s). Each paper in its own way confirms this point. In his essay
“Parents and Children in the Jewish Family of Antiquity,” O. Larry
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Yarbrough (Middlebury College) discusses the theoretical framework of
the relationships between parents and children. Jewish moralists and
jurists spelled out the obligations of parents to their children, and of
children to their parents. Much of the evidence derives from Wisdom
literature (Proverbs, Ben Sira), Philo, and rabbinic literature; all of the
evidence is prescriptive. How Jewish parents and their children related
to each other in reality, is another question entirely. The Jewish values
and expectations governing parent-child relationships were entirely
consonant with, and almost indistinguishable from, those of Greco-
Roman society.

The Philonic perspective on the relations of parents and children,
discussed in passing by Yarbrough, is the subject of sustained analysis by
Adele Reinhartz (McMaster University) in her “Parents and Children: A
Philonic Perspective.” Philo conceived of the relationship between
parents and children in hierarchical terms: parents create, hence are
superior to, their children. But parents also have a string of obligations
towards their children, just as children have a string of obligations
towards their parents. Like Yarbrough, Reinhartz, too, concludes that
Philo’s fundamental conception of the parent-child relationship is
consonant with, and almost indistinguishable from, that of Greco-Roman
society. It is precisely this pedestrian and unexceptional nature of Philo’s
conception that leads Reinhartz to suggest that perhaps Jewish families
in Alexandria actually lived, or were expected to live, in accordance with
the ideals delineated by Philo, and that the various threats or challenges
to family life excoriated by Philo were social ills that were real and
present dangers (dangers from Philo’s perspective) to Alexandrian Jews.

Like most writers of paraenetic literature in antiquity, Philo is more
interested in fathers and sons than in mothers and daughters. Ross S.
Kraemer (University of Pennsylvania) in her essay “Jewish Mothers and
Daughters in the Greco-Roman World” attempts to redress this
imbalance. The proverb “Like mother, like daughter” is at least as old as
the prophet Ezekiel (Ezekiel 16:44), and was still current in rabbinic times
(Y. Sanhedrin 9 end (20d)). The Babylonian Talmud assumes that a
daughter would learn from her mother how to observe the rituals of
purification after menstruation (serekh bitah, Niddah 67b). In contrast,
however, Kraemer argues that the bonds between Jewish mothers and
their daughters could not have been strong in antiquity, since family
structure, marriage law, and the high mortality of both parturients and
infants, militated against intimate bonding. In this respect, too, Jewish
families will have been virtually indistinguishable from those of general
Greco-Roman society.

In “Slavery and the Ancient Jewish Family,” Dale B. Martin (Duke
University) treats the slave members of the household. In antiquity there
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were Jewish slaves and Jewish slave owners. The rabbinic prescriptions
regarding slaves apparently had no bearing on real slaves and slave
owners (it is not clear that the rabbinic prescriptions were even intended
to have a bearing on real society); the status and fortunes of Jewish and
Jewish owned slaves were determined, rather, by the norms of Greco-
Roman society. The bulk of the evidence surveyed by Martin is
epigraphical; clearly a major body of evidence on this topic yet to be
explored properly is the rabbinic literature beyond the Mishnah.

Our last two essays treat other questions and other approaches.
“Reconsidering the Rabbinic kefubah Payment,” by Michael Satlow
(Jewish Theological Seminary), is a study of rabbinic law. Satlow argues
that the rabbis of the second century introduced the ketubah payment, the
obligation incumbent upon the husband or his estate to pay a stipulated
amount of money to the wife should the marriage be dissolved either by
divorce or by the death of the husband. Satlow distinguishes the ketubah
payment from the biblical mohar, bride price, and from the Greek proix,
dowry. Other cultures of the ancient near east imposed financial
penalties upon the husband in the event of divorce, but these penalties
are neither identical with, nor the source of, the rabbinic ketubah
payment. When and why Israelite (or Jewish) society shifted from the
bride price to the dowry, and why the rabbis, in turn, introduced the
ketubah payment, are questions that await investigation. '

The 1991 session of the Hellenistic Judaism Section was greatly
enhanced by the participation of Sarah B. Pomeroy (Hunter College and
City University of New York), a prominent classicist and authority on
women and the family in antiquity. In her “Some Greek Families:
Production and Reproduction,” Pomeroy argues that in some
professions, notably medicine, sculpture, and the theatrical arts, the
family was not so much an agglomeration of relatives but a training
ground and a business center. Children inherited not only their parents’
talent but also their trade. We may presume that this phenomenon will
have been true also in the case of some Jewish families in antiquity, but
the matter requires investigation. In his “The Sons of the Sages,”
Gedalyahu Alon argued that to some degree rabbinic society was
dynastic in character, with the sons of sages inheriting their fathers’
status and prerogatives, but whether we may call “rabbinic status” a
profession is not clear.

4Gedalyahu Alon, Jews, Judaism, and the Classical World, trans. 1. Abrahams
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1977) 436-457.
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In conclusion, I would like to thank the contributors to this volume
and express the hope that their work will encourage others to investigate
the Jewish family in antiquity.

Shaye J.D. Cohen
Brown University






Part One

ASSUMPTIONS AND PROBLEMS






1

‘Family/ies” in Antiquity:
Evidence from Tannaitic Literature
and Roman Galilean Architecture:

Miriam Peskowitz

~ In Fredric Jameson’s now-famous turn of phrase, the family is
considered to be an always-already component of Jewish life.2 Common
generalizations about “the synagogue and the family” envision these
institutions as paired stations of Jewish religious life, and at times even
construct “the family” as the most crucial and central element of a
singularly defined, “Judaism”. The pairing often implies the gender
associated with each institution. The synagogue and study house —the
domain of masculine leadership— are to complement the feminine realm

11 would like to thank these people for their critical help in formulating and
revising this essay at various stages: Eric Meyers, Tolly Boatwright, Maxine
Grossman, Laura Levitt and Susan Shapiro, Cynthia Baker, and especially, David
Gutterman. Iwant to thank Shaye Cohen for spurring this topic of study, and the
Hellenistic Judaism section of the SBL for responses to the initial oral
presentation of this paper,

2F. Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1981), 9. The “always-already-read” text is one
apprehended “through sedimented layers of previous interpretation” or
“through the sedimented reading habits and categories developed by those
inherited interpretive traditions.” The term “text’ of course is not limited to a
written document but would refer to any interpretable cultural object, document,
or artifact. '

9
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of the home.® These gender coded realms, synagogue and family, public
and private, would synthesize Jewish life into a neat and harmonious
whole.# The family would fulfill a role as an essential foundation of
everyday religious and social life and Jewish identity.5 In Victorian
tinged perceptions, the family is the haven from the cruel social world
outside its walls; in mid-to-late twentieth century criticism, the family
would be the last bastion of Jewish identity against encroaching cultural
assimilation.

These popular generalizations and unexamined conceptions inform,
to a large degree, the scholarly presuppositions that have undergirded
and guided the reconstruction and interpretation of the past.
Generalizations about “the family” as a concept, and as a cultural
construction, remain unproblematized; “the family” is spoken of as
nearly timeless, historical, and as already understood. Furthermore, the
kind of totalizing language that most often characterizes discussions of
“the Jewish family” incorporates similarly ahistorical and
unproblematized beliefs about the universal and unchanging roles of
women in families; unexamined conceptions of “family” contain within
them an array of unexamined conceptions of women and gender.

Scholars of late antique Judaism have written a good deal about the
development of the synagogue and other communal structures during
the Roman period; considerably less attention has been accorded studies
of families.® In part this may result from the historiographical notion that

3As in M. Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law (New York: Yeshiva University
Press and Ktav, 1978), 16: “The family has always been the unit of Jewish
existence, and while the man has always been the family’s public representative,
the woman has been its soul.”

4As in J.R. Wegner, “The Image and Status of Women in Classical Rabbinic
Judaism,” in Jewish Women in Historical Perspective, ed. J. Baskin (Detroit: Wayne
State University Press, 1991), 83.

5As in the conceptualization of family in relation to constructed notions of
identity and ethnic/religious survival by sociologists A. Dashefsky and .M.
Levine, “The Jewish Family: Continuity and Change,” in Families and Religions:
Conflict and Change in Modern Society, ed. W.V. D’ Antonio and J. Aldous (Beverly
Hills, CA: Sage Publications, 1983), 163-190, who note “the persistence of Jewish
identity to which the family has been linked as the central institution” and cite
the description of Jewish family given by the Encyclopedia Judaica: “The constant
insistence upon the valuing of the family as a social unit for the propagation of
domestic and religious virtues and the significant fact that the accepted Hebrew
word for marriage is kiddushin (sanctification) had the result of making the Jewish
home the most vital factor in the survival of Judaism and the preservation of the
Jewish way of life, much more than the synagogue or school.”

6For example, L. Levine, ed., The Synagogue in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia, PA:
ASOR, 1987); J. Guttmann, Ancient Synagogues: the State of Research (Chico, CA:
Scholars’ Press, 1981); L. Levine, ed., Ancient Synagogues Revealed (Jerusalem:
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social change happens only in the public realm: “family,” in the Roman
context of Jewish religious history, is perceived as timeless, as not subject
to change, as a sturdy structure around which other aspects of life are
built. Alternately, the particular stereotypes of the social relations of
gender that characterize contemporary Euro-American societies find
their way into reconstructions of Jewish family life in the first few
centuries. Such is the case in a recent text on social history and daily life
in first century Palestine in which the reconstruction of the family was
construed as centered around a male breadwinner and producer, and a
wife and children as unproductive consumers.” Reconstructions such as
these do little more than redeploy contemporary gender relations onto
the ancient Jewish family. The family is less widely perceived as a social
institution in itself, and less commonly studied as a site or focus of
specific and historically changing religious and ideological attention. As
a rule, research into “the family” in this period assumes that we know,
for the most part, what that family was and what that family meant. In
fact, putting untested assumptions aside, we know very little.?

In the face of these popular notions and their scholarly consequences,
it becomes the task of critical historians of Jewish religious life to pose
and pursue questlons about the cultural creation and perpetuation of

“the Jewish family.” To begin such an inquiry, the Jewish family, in all its
forms in Greco-Roman antiquity, should not be construed as an essential,
timeless, unchanging or biologically determined entity, just as we no
longer construe Greco-Roman Judaism as a singular, unified, unchanging

Israel Exploration Society, 1981); R. Hachlili, Ancient Synagogue Art and
Archaeology in the Land of Israel (Leiden: Brill, 1988). These sources list the relevant
excavation reports.

’D. Fiensy, The Social History of Palestine in the Herodian Period: The Land is Mine
(Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 1991), 95. Masculinist assumptions about social
arrangements and organization predominate in the scholarly literature on
Hellenistic and Roman period Judaism; my citation of Fiensy is not meant to
single out one scholar in particular but to note a trend. ’
8The introduction to D. Kertzer and R. Saller, The Family in Italy from Antiquity to
the Present (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991) is a good example of the
inclusion of these concerns in the most recent volume on the family in
Rome/Italy. Other recent studies on family and marriage in Roman society
include B. Rawson, The Family in Ancient Rome: New Perspectives (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1986); B. Rawson, Marriage, Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome
(Oxford, 1991); M. Henry, “Review Essays: Some Recent Work on Women and
the Family in Greek and Roman Antiquity,” Journal of Family History 14 (1989): 63-
77; S. Dixon, The Roman Mother (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press,
1988), and The Roman family (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992); T.
Wiedemann, Adults and Children in the Roman Empire (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989); J. Gardner and T. Wiedemann, The Roman Household: a
Sourcebook (New York: Routledge, 1991).
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entity. Instead, it is necessary to pose to the evidence from the Hellenistic
and Roman periods the question of how the Jewish family ‘got to be the
way it is.” It is the concerns signified by this question that this essay takes
up. I will examine some data for “the famlly, and suggest some concepts
and frameworks for thinking about “family” and families in early
Rabbinic Judaism, in the Jewish communities of the towns, villages and
cities of Roman Palestine. In doing so I am particularly interested in two
things: a starting assumption of family that recognizes it as a site of male
and female activity and as a site for the ideological construction of
gender; and an expedition for evidence of the development of specific
notions about what “family” was for and what “family” was to mean.

The “family” to be investigated is situated in Palestine in the period
just following the political and military events of the first Jewish-Roman
war, the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, the second Jewish-Roman
war and the ensuing military changes in Roman control of Palestine. The
social, theological and ritual ramifications of these crises and the
resulting modifications to and reconstructions of Jewish life have been
treated from various perspectives.’ These political changes also provide a
context for thinking about what changes might have transpired in local
understandings of family, and in the various roles that “family” as a
social and ideological entity might be called upon to play.

Such historicizing is not meant to provide any reductionist argument
for the direct and causal relation of crises of political power upon
changing family structures and meanings. In fact, such change has yet to
be proven. Rather, by recalling this historical context in which “family”
might be viewed, I mean to raise the entire question of how the study of
family might be properly contextualized.

This paper is divided into five interrelated sections. The sections
include both methodological and theoretical criticisms, and studies of
relevant evidence for families in Roman Palestine and early Rabbinic
Judaism. The methodological reflections aim to call attention to some
problems in the conceptual frameworks often used to study “the family;”
in pointing out these problems, I hope to suggest possible alternatives.

From “Family” to “Families”

Most scholars of “the family” in late antiquity have assumed that we.
already know what the family is, and so have proceeded to catalogue
differences and anomalies among families, within the same culture and

°Le. economic effects (Biichler), vchanges in local leadership (Cohen),
modifications in ritual (Bokser), late first century eschatolog1cal literature (Stone),
and village life (Goodman).
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between different cultures. The family is often assumed to be a universal
human structure, with relatively superficial modifications that
nonetheless are worth noticing and explaining. This dominant approach
embodies an always-already perception of the family. This kind of study
—particularly as it has been manifested in the study of family and families
in the Roman period — should not be misleadingly stereotyped. The past
few years have seen a renewed interest in “the family” in the Roman
world. In general, the research strategy has been to investigate the many
aspects of the social institution of “the family,” as if the categorical
existence and meaning of the cultural concept of “the family” were
already ascertained and understood. Thus, consideration of the family as
a social institution has been separated from consideration of the family as
a cultural concept. To be sure, one scholar of the Roman family noted
that “even at the level of ordinary discourse, family is an elusive term.”10
In practice; however, Bradley set aside the recognition of elusivity, at
least temporarily, to allow for the collection of empirical data to detail
the various aspects of families of different classes.

To justify this project, Bradley quotes L. Stone’s definition of an
agenda for research on family history, an agenda worth reviewing. “The
history of the family,” according to Stone,

embraces not only the demographic limits which constrain family
life but also kinship ties, family and household structures, marriage
arrangements and conventions and their economic and social
causes and consequences, changing sex roles and their
differentiation over time, changing attitudes toward and practice of
sexual relations, and changes in the affective ties binding husband
and wife, and parents and children.1!

This approach has informed much study on families in Rome, Egypt,
Palestine and elsewhere during the Roman period, and the result has
been the proliferation of descriptive studies of specific aspects of family
life. This new scholarship includes methodological advances in:
demography and family size, marriage and divorce patterns, ages at
marriage and death, Imperial legislation for and regulation of the family,
the relations between slaves, servants and household members related
both biologically, contractually, and through marriage, as well as the
variations cf all these elements for families situated in different classes.
Scholars have studied the evidence for relationships between husbands

10K. Bradley, Discovering the Roman Family: Studies in Roman Social History (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991). I use Bradley as an example because he is in
my opinion one of the best and most careful scholars of Roman social antiquity.
My critique of the conceptual problems in his use of family is not meant to
undercut my appreciation and use of his studies in the social history of family.
1L, Stone, The Past and Present Revisited (London and New York, 1987).
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and wives, fathers and daughters, mothers and sons; the declining
importance of manus in contracting marriage, and the subsequent
emphasis on biological families; and the influence of family law and
custom in constraining the lives of female family members. This
generation of social historical and literary studies has greatly and
helpfully increased our knowledge about families in Roman antiquity.
But the new information about families has left out an array of important
questions about the functions that “the family” played in these societies,
and particularly about the varying kinds of meanings imposed upon “the
family.” The empirical details of families’ lives are often
decontextualized from cultural meanings and power relations.

One particularly positive feature of this scholarship has been to point
out through empirical research that “the family” is not a singular entity.
The bulk of these studies have illustrated sufficiently that throughout the
provinces of the Roman empire, the entity commonly portrayed as “the
family” is more aptly expressed in the plural. The evidence from Roman
antiquity displays a variety of types of families and alludes to the
dissimilarity that characterized the experience of a family by different
members, and by members of families in different classes. This plurality
has ramifications for future study. As Saller and Kertzer note in a recent
review of scholarship on Roman families, “The diversity has important
consequences for the historian: it may make the history of the Italian
family impossible to write, but it may lead to a more complex and
sophisticated, and ultimately more satisfying, understanding of family
life.”12

This leads to the first point: family is a plural concept. In Palestine in
the first few centuries CE, families would have taken various forms and
would have been characterized by varied arrangements and
configurations. While specific studies are lacking, we can surmise from
available written and archaeological evidence a variety of diverse family
situations. In Palestine, families — mother, father, their children and other
family members — may have lived in the same or adjacent household
compounds; or, their family may have been structured around males
who traveled away from home to find agricultural and other kinds of
work.13 Some families were certainly augmented by slaves, servants, or
hired workers; other families may have sent male children away as
apprentices to learn trades.!4 Some families may have been organized
around polygamous double marriages, in which one or more wives were

12R. Saller and D. Kertzer, “Historical and Anthropolog1cal Perspectives on
Italian Family Life,” in Saller and Kertzer (1991), 2.

13D, Sperber, Roman Palestine 200-400 (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University, 1978)
4Bradley (1991); suggested also by tannaitic references to slaves and servants.
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married to the same husband.!> Families lived variously in villas, stone
buildings, caves, tents, wooden structures with thatched roofs.16 Families
were rich, or poor. Some families might align with other families in order
to pursue similar trades. Families lived in a wide variety of built
environments— hamlets, villages, towns and cities; they lived in a variety
of different kinds of rooms and spaces.”” We must suppose that these
variations would have made differences in what these families were and
what they did.

That families were different and that regional variations of customs
made a difference in the everyday activities of families and family
members may sound like a truism. But it is a truism not usually
incorporated by scholarly research, which has tended toward broad
generalizations about “the family.” The tannaitic Sages themselves
seemed to recognize regional cultural differences, and tried at least in
one instance to account for the effects of these differences upon family
members and their roles. For instance, the articulation of a household
work code for wives in t.Ket 5.4 (Z. 266) states that a husband cannot
force his wife to perform household labors prescribed by that code in
regional locations where such labors were not customarily done by
women and wives. Excavation and analysis of the material culture of
Galilee in the Roman and Byzantine periods has suggested even this very
small region, the heartland of early rabbinic activity, was characterized
by diverse relations to Greco-Roman culture, at least. Gush Halav, for
example, in. the Upper Galilee, sports a culture that incorporates the
standards of Roman-Hellenistic culture, as witnessed by the evidence of
art, architecture and aesthetics, to a far lower degree than nearby Lower

15The recent evidence for polygamous marriage in the archive of Babatha,
published in N. Lewis and J.C. Greenfield, eds., The Documents from the Bar Kokhba
Period from the Cave of Letters (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1989) has
demanded re-evaluation of the role of polygamy in Roman period families in
Palestine and Arabia. For an older view, see L. Jacobs, “The Extent of Jewish
Polygamy in Talmudic Times,” Journal of Jewish Studies 9 (1958): 115-138.

160n domestic architecture, see Y. Hirschfeld, Duwelling Houses in Roman and
Byzantine Palestine (Jerusalem: Yad Itzhak Ben Zvi, 1987), (Heb), Textile fragments
of tent cloth were reported found at Tell el-Full, see N. Lapp, ed., The Third
Campaign at Tell el-Ful: The Excavations of 1964 (Cambridge, MA: American
Schools of Oriental Research, 1981). On cave dwelling, see P.W. Lapp and N.
Lapp, Discoveries in the Wadi Ed-Daliyeh (Cambridge, MA: American Schools of
Oriental Research, 1974) and Y. Yadin, The Finds from the Bar Kokhba Period in the
Cave of Letters (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 1963).

T7Contra A. Killebrew and S. Fine, “Qatzrin: Reconstructing Village Life in
Talmudic Times,” Biblical Archaeological Review 17 (1991): 47-57. “The typical
nuclear family unit focused on a large room called a traglin in rabbinic literature.”
The supposition of “typicality” is problematic and in need of reformulation.
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Galilean areas. The findings at Gush Halav are in stark contrast to the
material culture of sites.such as Sepphoris in Lower Galilee, with their
theater, villas, and numerous Roman and eastern/Imperial style mosiacs,
or coastal sites such as Caesarea.!’® Any discussion of families in Roman
Palestine must start from the empirically grounded point that “families”
come in the plural; furthermore, recognizing that Galilean culture was
not monolithic, we might surmise that regional distinctions made
differences in family life, differences that must be acknowledged, even as
more specific evidence for the ramifications of these differences is
lacking.

While descriptions of differences among and between families are
interesting as such, this research strategy declines to investigate the
relations of families to other social institutions and to the production of
culture. This strategy perpetuates a notion of the family as a private
entity, detached from social relations. The exclusive use of sociological
and social historical methods has meant that the stimulating questions
regarding the relationship between sociological and historical verities of
family life, on the one hand, and cultural notions about families, on the
other, have remained at the sidelines of inquiry. This kind of research
also ignores questions concerning the kinds of social meanings generated
to explain the family and to explain its'social meanings.

Multiple Perspectives, Multiple Meanings

The issue of how social meaning for families is produced has several
aspects. Perception of “family” depends on the location from which one
looks. Family looks different from the perspective of the ba‘al ha-bayit
than from the perspective of the wife than from the perspective of the
minor daughter. For example, tannaitic texts mention several times the
family of Rabban Gamaliel and his slave Tabi: since these two characters
occupied such different social locations and statures, we might suppose
with good reason that each would have experienced the same

18E, Meyers, “Galilean Regionalism as a Factor in Historical Reconstruction,”
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 221 (1976): 93-101; ibid, “The
Cultural Setting of Galilee: the Case of Regionalism and Early Judaism,” ANRW
1I. 19.1: 686-702, 1979; ibid, “Galilean Regionalism: A Reappraisal,” In Approaches
to Ancient Judaism 5, ed. W.S. Green (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985), 115-131. On
Gush Halav, see E. Meyers, and C. Meyers, with ]. Strange. Excavations at the
Ancient Synagogue of Gush Halav. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns and American
Schools of Oriental Research, 1990. The findings from Sepphoris are not yet
published in final form; my observations are based on preliminary reports,
excavation experience and discussion with the excavators.



‘Familyfies” in Antiquity: Evidence from Tannaitic Literature 17

family /household differently.!® Or, we may ask what “family” may have
meant to a hypothetical young widow whose husband died fighting
Roman soldiers during the Second Judean-Roman war and who was then
to reside at the residence of her deceased husband’s family, awaiting
levirate remarriage or redemption. “Family” would have meant
something entirely different to - members of the early Christian movement
in Palestine, who to some extent may have reconfigured notions of
family through the exigencies of conversion and the demands of new
religious community.2? However, our direct textual evidence for
perceptions of Jewish families in Roman Galilee is limited to the written
perceptions of those men who numbered among the tannaitic sages or
whose words and views were recounted by them.

Second, family is not a natural entity, but subject to intervention and
influence by those holding social powers. An example from Rome is
instructive. Augustus instituted laws aimed at regulating family sexual
moralities, the lex Iulia de maritandis ordinibus (18 BCE) and the lex Papia
Poppaea (9 CE). A portion of this law, the ius trium vel quattuor liberorum,
encouraged higher rates of familial reproduction, and exempted from
male guardianship any freeborn woman who gave birth to three
children, or any freed woman who gave birth to four children.?! These
examples of Imperial attempts to influence family patterns and behavior
show that the family was considered to be an appropriate site for legal
regulation; along these lines, we might ask how the religio-legal
documents of the tannaitic Sages similarly contain their visions of, and
interventions into the regulation of, family life.?? The tannaitic Sages
carefully molded systems of social rules; these included rules to regulate
the formation and dissolution of marriages, and rules to remand a wife’s

m. Succah 2.1 and elsewhere. The households of R. Gamaliel and of his father
appear repeatedly as a source of tradition and custom (i.e. m.Shekalim 3.3,
m.Shabbat 1.9, m.Eduyot 3.10), and beckon further study.

20As suggested by E. Schiissler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her (New York: Crossroad,
1983), and others. Newer research on the community at Qumran also points to
the reconfiguration of “family.”

21Codex Justinianus 5.66, 8.57, 8.58. See J. Gardner, Wonien in Roman Law and
Society (London: Croom Helm, 1986). For brief synopses of this legislation see the
relevant entries in A. Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law ( Phlladelphxa
American Philosophical Society, 1980).

ZThis is not to suggest any specific conclusions about the power and influence of
the tannaitic sages in Roman Galillee, even in the second and third centuries; this
problem is far from resolved. It is to emphaisize the innovation of even thinking
of the family as worthy of legal regulation and monitoring. See D. Cohen, “The
Augustan Law on Adultery: The Social and Cultural Context,” in Saller and
Kertzer (1991), 109-126. More generally on the historicity of regulation, see M.
Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1 (New York: Vintage, 1990).
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or daughter’s earnings to the husband/father. Furthermore, tannaitic
texts contain remnants of debates over issues such as a father’s
obligations to maintain and support his male and female children.?? The
conjunction of so many debates over the policies that would organize
and regulate family life suggests that “family” comprised a set of
significant, even problematic, issues to the tannaitic Sages.

The issue of gaze, of who describes the family, is related to the
multiplication of our perceptions of family, a multiplication
characterized in part by an overlay of ancient notions of family. By
admitting the evidence of different perspectives, it becomes less and less
accurate to discuss “the family.” The family becomes not just plural, but
multiple. That is, whereas plural refers to the existence of various ways to
organize Jewish families in the social world of Roman Palestine, multiple
suggests that several simultaneous meanings may have been projected
onto the canvas of the social entity called the family. If perceptions of
families differ from person to person, ruling class to ruling class, and if
descriptions of family life expand, “family” begins to multiply until it
would seem difficult to pin down any specific concept of such a thing.
Yet, since “families” do historically exist, it is necessary to examine the
mechanisms that slow the movement of this ever proliferating “family”
and stabilize it into a more unified construct.

The Cultural Idea of Family

This question moves us to the next methodological and theoretical
point. “The family” is a cultural concept, a socially constructed notion of
what a group of connected individuals should be and how this group
should function in society. This aspect of constructedness is what I have
meant to signify by placing the word family in quotation marks. Frofh
one perspective the family is a tangible entity which we can mark off by
descriptions of marriage practices, the demographics of family size, the
legalities of inheritance, and so forth. Simultaneously, “the family” is a
cultural concept, a set of social values, a symbolic code for all sorts of

23A chapter of my dissertation, ‘The Work of Her Hands”: Gendering Everyday Life in
:Roman-Period Judaism in Roman Palestine (70-250 CE), Using Textile Production as a
Case Study, Duke, 1993, discusses the Roman period innovation of the laws
regarding the earned wages of a wife and daughter, and analyzes in depth the
debates concerning maintenance of children, especially in light of the evidence of
Papyrus 18, of a Jewish family whose marriage document appealed to “Greek
custom” (hellenikos nomos) to guarantee such support. See Lewis and Greenfield,

- 80-81; N. Lewis, R. Katzoff, and ]J. Greenfield, “Papyrus Yadin 18,” IE] 37 (1987):
229-250; A. Wasserstein, “A Marriage Contract from the Province of Arabia:
Notes on Papyrus Yadin 18,” JOQR 80 (1989): 93-130, and R. Katzoff, “Papyrus
Yadin 18 Again: A Rejoinder,” JOR 82 (1991): 171-176.



‘Family/ies’ in Antiquity: Evidence from Tannaitic Literature 19

social relations.? As J. Casey reminds his readers in the conclusion to The
History of the Family:

The problem ultimately for the student of the family is that of
remembering that he [sic] is dealing with a concept, a creation of
men’s minds and. of their culture, rather than with a material
thing...To pretend that the family is something else, a biological
relationship or a household, is to risk impoverishing the
investigation. It is natural that we should want to know a little more
about where our Western family, centered round the conjugal
couple and its offspring, came from. But to take the categories
familiar to us-the household, the husband-wife and parent-child
relationship-and order the data of the past round them may be to
pre-empt the terms of the enquiry. To understand the past demands
more of an effort on our part to understand it on its own terms.>

Casey’s insight that “the family” is a conceptual reality, in addition
to a sociological reality, suggests a more complex research path. If
“family” is a product of culture, then we might profitably ask how
various cultural notions of family serve social functions, arise from social
needs, create social needs, and/or allude to other kinds of relations, For
example, ideas about “the family” might encode concerns and beliefs
about other sorts of issues. One example of this kind of analysis from
Second Temple Studies comes from a treatment of the social and political
meanings for family, marriage and intermarriage in the Persian period,
during the establishment of the new Jewish community in Yehud. A.
Segal argues that at the beginning of the Second Temple period, the
creation of families through intermarriage no longer served the “national
interest” of royal alliance making.

Instead, the old ideal of national family unity could be promulgated
without opposition from above, though it was challenged in a new
way, by the sheer number of intermarriages that had taken place
among the ordinary people. Since the Second Commonwealth was a
deliberate attempt to repattern the original kingdom without the
sinful practices that had led to destruction, the new social
experiment was planned to allow only pure Israelite marriages. The
result was an idealized conception of the people, resting on the

24As T write this paragraph I cannot help but think about the recent debate in our
own country over “family values.” The dynamics of this debate highlight the
tension between the plural realities of family lives and the ideological articulation
of notions of those realities. Second, debates about “family” would seem to
encode all sorts of notions about the role of women as workers and as caretakers,
the construction of masculinity that casts men as breadwinners, the primacy of
elite families as role models for all, and so on.

%3], Casey, The History of the Family (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), 166.
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most widely understood basis of national definition, family
structure.26

Here, a concept of family serves as a visible emblem of a
community’s new conception of itself and its relation to other nations
and ethnic groups. The intricate relations of the conception of family to
national interests of the elite should alert us to other ways that Jewish
statements about “family” might function. Granted, a family might be
composed of any number of members, pursue a set of daily and cyclical
activities, and so forth. But what social meanings are to be ascribed to
this group? Studies on families have shown empirically that the
culturally constructed notion of “the family” also changes historically.
Situationally, “family” acquires different meanings from different social,
political, and religious contexts and desires, although these meanings
should not be seen as easily reducible to these contexts. To further
complexify the problem at hand, multiple notions of and meanings about
the family will co-exist: “the family” may mean many things all at the
same time. In light of this approach to interpreting family by asking the
question “what is family for”, and investigating how notions of family
are crafted and fashioned to fit in with other social values and social
desires, I will look now at some textual evidence for how an idea of
family becomes linked with specific theological values in the Mishnaic
texts of the late second/early third century CE.

A perpetual answer to the question of what the Jewish family in the
Roman period was for is to say that family life, usually conflated with
marriage and the production of children, served to produce legitimate
heirs, to ensure a kind of geneological purity, and to perpetuate the
family line.?’ Perpetuation refers not just to the reproduction of children,
but to reproduction on a grander scale: the reproduction of family lines,
family claims, and family estates. The reproductive aspect of families is
emphasized over all other aspects, such as the ongoing work of daily
production of food, distribution and exchange of resources, transmission
of culture and the socialization/education of the young, and providing a
structure by which individuals can live together and can be linked to

26A. Segal, Rebecca’s Children: Judaism and Christianity in the Roman World
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986), 20.

Z7Josephus, Ag Ap 2.199-204 and Sir 26:19-21 are consistently cited as explanations
of the importance of Jewish family life during the Second Temple period. Yet, the
passage from Josephus states that sexual relations between husband and wife are
solely for the procreation of children. The portrait of the sober, conservative and
sexually restrained married couple seems to be part of Josephus’ argument for
the social respectability. This begs the question of the purposes for which families
are represented in literary sources.
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larger groups.?® This answer stresses the aspect of family life which
manages and provides for the transmission of name and the transmission
of property. These kinds of explanations follow a functionalist reasoning,
i.e., inheritance laws incumbent on Jewish families (according to
halakhah) function to fulfill a certain social need- the transmission of
family holdings. But the reasoning is somewhat circular: families exist to
transmit family holdings and family pedigree. The very term family
remains unproblematized: the explanation of the role (transmission)
serves to bolster the family as a social institution. This kind of reasoning
ignores questions about why families, and which families at that, would
hold a stake in transmitting wealth, or in policing the purity of their
lineage. It imagines these functions to be universal and natural needs and
fails to treat them as social constructs.?’

A reading of m. Tacanit 4.8 illustrates less functional and more
obviously theological notions of family.

There were no better days for Israel than Fifteenth Av and Yom
Kippur. For on those days, the daughters of Jerusalem go out in
white garments, borrowed so as not to embarrass those who had
none. All the garments require ritual immersion.

28This list of family/household functions emulates R. Wilk and R.Netting,
“Households: Changing Forms and Functions,” in Households; Comparative and
Historical Studies of the Domestic Group, eds. R. Netting, R. Wilk, and E. Arnould
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984). In principle I have tried to limit
my recourse to statements and definitions authorized by anthropologists of the
family. The field of ancient religious studies has become inundated with
references to anthropological models as explanations for ancient phenomena,
often done without recognition of the contested nature of various models in their
own disciplines. In truth, the outlines and practices of “family history,”
“anthropology of the family and household” and other disciplinary studies of
family are very much under debate. Another point is that most research on
“family” has been masculinist, and hence is in need of review and revision, See
for example, B. Thorne and M. Yalon, eds., Rethinking the Family: Some Feminist
Questions (New York: Longman, 1982), which analyzes the effects .of masculinist
scholarship in constructing family theory. D. Herlihy, “Family,” American
Historical Review 96 (1991): 1-16 critiques historical practices. M. Poster, Critical
Theory of the Family (New York: Seabury Press, 1978) claims that social scientists
have no coherent theoretical analysis of the family. See also, D.P. Levine and L.S.
Levine, “Problems in the Marxist Theory of the Family,” Social Analysis 15 (1984):
50-58; S. Yanagisako, “Family and Household: the Analysis of Domestic groups,”
Annual Review of Anthropology 8 (1979): 161-205; and J.E. Smith, “Review Essay:
Family History and Feminist History,” Feminist Studies 17 (1991): 349-364.

2The critique of functionalist explanations of family is discussed in J. Collier, M.
Rosaldo, and S. Yanagisako, “Is There a Family? New Anthropological Views,” In
Rethinking the Family: Some Feminist Questions, ed. B. Thorne with M. Yalon (New
York: Longman, 1982), 25-39.
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And the daughters of Jerusalem go out and dance in the
vineyards. And what did they say? Young men, please raise your
eyes and see whom you would choose for yourself. Do not set
your eyes on ornamental beauty; set your eyes on family
(mishpahah).

Family lineage, (mishpahah), is to be valued over fleeting qualities.
This value is perpetuated by the young women of the text. They not only
chant this reminder to the young men viewing them; they exchange their
garments in order to disrupt easy identification of their individual
beauty, clothing, and ornamentation. This section of m. TaCanit 4.8 is
most often read in isolation and interpreted at face value to recount a
festival where young women and men meet in the vineyards, the young
women dance in their white dresses before the young men who will pick
out their brides. Safrai, for example, described this text as a “lifelike
example of a folk festival”30 and much discussion of this text had
centered around its possible accuracy and authenticity to ask whether
Jewish betrothal festivals of this sort did exist.3! While these questions
are interesting, the text can be read differently when placed into its
textual context. When read in context, the text produces a tannaitic
notion that is more complicated than a mere reminder to forego
ephemeral aesthetic pleasure for lasting stability. The text composes a
more idealized role for “the family.” Organizationally, m. Tacanit
concludes a tractate devoted to solving communal problems through the
ritual use of fasting. The passages that immediately precede 4.8 list the
multiple sorrows and destructions to be commemorated by the Fasts of
12 Tammuz and 9 Ab. These passages are filled with details about the
ascetic practices that would fill the entire week of 9 Ab: the interruption
of common daily routines by a refrain from haircuts and washing
clothes, and a restriction from food and drink on the eve of the fast.
Amid this register of ascetic practices and the hints of past communal
pains and destructions, the youthful festival described in m. Taanit 4.8
does come as a reader’s surprise, with its seemingly ingenuous and

305 Safrai, “Home and Family,” in The Jewish People in the First Century, Volume 2,
ed. S. Safrai and M. Stern (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 728-792.

31As in L. Archer, Her Price is Beyond Rubies: the Jewish Woman in. Graeco-Roman
Palestine (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 120, n5 and 151, who
claims the ritual to be antiquated by this period. She writes that “the sentiment” -
of the Mishnaic account is pertinent, but decontextualizes “the sentiment” in
order to analyze the passage as joining Second Temple and Babylonian Talmudic
traditions to pair “family” with social station and the perpetuation of rigid
divisions in “racial and religious purity.” Because she focused on perceiving
continuities with earlier and later Jewish texts, and because she stopped reading
after the line which reads “set your eyes in family” she missed the text’s
production of a new notion of family.
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joyous account of girlish camaraderie, nubility, and egalitarian solidarity,
all set amid a rustic simplicity.

But the section that immediately follows this short passage, and the
section which brings the entire tractate to a close, provides some
suggestions for the treatment of this thematically interluding story of a
ritual. I will reproduce m. Ta®anit 4.8 once again, this time contextualized
by the lines that follow it and that conclude the tractate.

Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel said:

There were no better days for Israel than Fifteenth Ab and Yom
Kippur. For on those days, the daughters of Jerusalem go out in
white garments, borrowed so as not to embarrass those who had
none. All the garments require ritual immersion.

And the daughters of Jerusalem go out and dance in the
vineyards. And what did they say? Young men, please raise your
eyes and see whom you would choose for yourself. Do not set
your eyes on ornamental beauty; set your eyes on family.

Grace is deceptive and beauty is illusory; a god-fearing woman, she
is to be praised. And it [referring to Scripture] says: Give her the
fruits of her hands and praise her, according to her works, at the
gates. And hence it says: Daughters of Zion, go out and view King
Solomon, view the crown with which his mother crowned him on
his wedding-day, and on the day of his heartfelt joy. “On his
wedding-day” - this signifies the giving of the law (matan
torah).”And on the day of his heartfelt joy”-this signifies the
buildin§ of the Temple. May it be rebuilt quickly in our days.
Amen? :

Textually located between the recounting of past destruction and a
continuum stretching from the giving of Torah to hopes for the future
rebuilding of the Temple, the description of a festival that creates new
families takes on a different meaning than interpreters usually perceive.
The first prooftexts do seem to build on the comparison of beauty and

32The translation is my own. The biblical citations are (in order): Prov 31.30, Prov
31.31 and Cant 3.11. T am aware of arguments concerning the post-Tannaitic
dating of portions of m.Taanit 4.8. [See Jacob N. Epstein, Introduction to the Text of
the Mishnah (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1964) 686-687 (Hebrew).] I think that the
epistemological claims of some parts of traditional scholarship on early Rabbinic
texts need to be reconsidered in light of critiques of positivist scholarship and
inherited interpretive traditions (see my discussion of Jameson at the beginning
of this essay). In lieu of any scholarly consensus, I recognize the ambiguity of
dating this text to the Tannaitic period, but I refer readers to the ambiguities of
dating virtually any of the Tannaitic texts to the so-called Tannaitic period. We
must recognize the relative historical fictions that undergird our work. In sum: I
choose to use this passage as a source for Tannaitic culture, even while I
recognize that it might derive from other times or places.
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ornamentation to mishpahah. But then the text takes a different turn; it
interprets Scripture to present a concept of family. The text’s final words
hint at a new family, one linked not to lineage, contractual agreements,
details of economic exchanges between families, and the other socio-legal
mechanisms that structure the beginning of new families. This new
family is tied to broader theological goals. Family is associated with
religious qualities of fearing God, socially productive work acts and
praiseworthy action. In a universalizing move, the “family”-signified by
the marital union of a man and a woman- becomes a foundation of, and
even inherent in, the giving of the Torah and the rebuilding of the
Temple. “Family” is linked to Israel, to redemption, and to the rebuilt
Temple of the future. The genesis of a new “family” links the religious
past and the religious future. It is a novel “post-destruction” family: m.
TaCanit 4.8 moves family into a web of theological concerns and desires.
It ascribes meanings to “family” above and beyond the mundanities of
everyday life and the intestate securities of family legacies and traditions.
The priority of kinship is extended beyond the specific station of specific
families to include a kinship to all Israel and to the its central religious
institutions. Family is to be associated with wholescale communal
religious survival, as suggested by this representation of a yearly,
continual festival that would create new marriages and new families.

This notion of family is not antithetical to the notion of the family as
an instrument of familial reproduction. Rather, it would be understand
better as additional, simultaneous social idea. “Family” may function as a
medium of the social reproduction of status and station, and the
transmission of holdings, and it simultaneously may function as a means
of prioritizing and tying together religious values and desires in the
period of reconstruction following the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple. These religious values become embedded in notions of family.
“Family” as a concept appears changed in this text, and the changes may
indicate tannaitic perceptions of a new social condition, and a subsequent
re-crafting and re-fashioning of ideas about families.

[Gendered] Families

The next point is now in order. The study of the family is in many
ways intimately connected to the study of men, women, and gender
relations. As. B. Thorne points out, the underlying structures of the
family are closely related to the perpetuation of the sex/gender system
whereby two dichotomous genders are formed, labor is divided by sex
(in ways that emphasize and exacerbate the gender dichotomies) and
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sexuality is highly regulated.3® Gender relations are closely associated
with families, through the various laws of marital contract, inheritance,
and through the daily experience of differential work assignments.
However, studies of families have in many cases ignored the
participation of women and the role of gender relations, instead speaking
of the abstraction of a gender-neutral family. I have chosen not to
investigate a topic called “women in the family.” Instead, I wish to
suggest a comprehension of the family that is always-already gendered.
This comprehension would recognize that “family” is embedded in
gender relations, and would seek to identify the relation of “the family”
to the perpetuation of specific kinds of gender systems. Moreover, I hope
to have taken these recognitions as a foundation for this paper, in effect
making the study of “the family” into the a priori study of the [gendered]
family.34

One way to accomplish this is to re-examine the prevalent use of
distinctions between public and private space to explain ancient society.
Interpreters of this period have made extensive use of a model of society
that divides the world into two supposedly complementary — but
opposite — halves. Society is construed as divided into public and private,
or domestic, spheres; the public sphere — law, politics, institutions — are
coded masculine while private worlds — homes and families — are
conceived as feminine. This model comes from naturalized Western
stereotypes of gender and society; it comes as well from early feminist
attempts to explain variances in women’s status by using the division of
space into the domains of public and private/domestic as a testing
device to evaluate the relative oppressions of women in different
societies.35 Despite the barrage of critiques made against this scholarly

33B. Thorne, “Feminist Rethinking of the Family,” in B. Thorne and M. Yalon,
Rethinking the Family (White Plains, New York: Seabury Press, 1982), 8-9. The
phrase sex/gender system refers to the explanation of the cultural construction of
biological sexual differences into cultural categories of gender, as articulated by
G. Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy”’ of Sex,” in
Toward an Anthropology of Women, ed. R. Reiter (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1975), 157-210.

34For this project applied to modern Jewish families, see D.R. Kaufman,
“Engendering Family Theory: Toward a Feminist-Interpretive Framework,: in
Fashioning Family Theory: New Approaches, ed. J. Sprey (Newbury Park, CA: Sage,
1990): 107-135.

35M.Z. Rosaldo, “Woman, Culture, and Society: a Theoretical Overview,” in
Woman, Culture, and Society, ed. M.Z. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1974), 23. The model was widely appropriated by
feminist scholars in many disciplines.
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imposition of a particularly modern frame upon ancient society,? and
despite the feminist criticism and subsequent revision of the
public/ private model,” use of this paradigm continues almost unabated.

Contemporary scholarship has approached the study of ancient
religion and society by assuming a division of society into two spheres:
public and private. However, while the exact definitions of the social
institutions-designated as public and private vary, the general agreement
that family belongs in the private realm has remained constant.38

36A. Wallace-Hadrill, “The Social Structure of the Roman House,” Papers of the
British School at Rome 56 (1988): 43-97: “Post-industrial society has become
accustomed to a divorce between home and place of work: status is generated at
work not home, so that the home becomes endowed with a “privacy’ alien to the
Roman.” Interesting in this regard is a look back at L. Epstein, Marriage Laws in
the Bible and Talmud (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1942), vii: “Of all
human relations, paradoxically enough, the marriage relation is at once the most
private and the most public. On the one hand, society recognizes the inviolable
privacy of the home and affords it certain measures of protection against outside
interference; but on the other, it takes unto itself the right to interfere in that
privacy by setting up rigid laws restricting the individuals in choosing their
mates for the establishment of a home.” The scholarly tendency to rely on
public/ private distinctions is itself historically situated and seems much more
prevalent in recent and current scholarship of Jewish religious history than in the
scholarship of past generations. —

37Rosaldo herself reponded to mounting criticism and re-conceived the model.
M.Z. Rosaldo, “The Use and Abuse of Anthropology: Reflections on Feminism
and Cross-Cultural Understanding,” SIGNS 5 (1980): 389-417: “Our analytical
tradition, in short, has preserved the nineteenth-century division into inherently
gendered spheres and, in doing so, has cast one presumably basic social fact not
in moral or relational terms but, rather, in individualist ones, wherein the shape
of social institutions is implicitly understood as a reflection of individual needs,
resources, or biology...Home versus public life appears to have a transhistoric
sense, at least in part, because it corresponds to our long-standing ideological
terms contrasting inner and outer, love and interest, natural and constructed
bonds, and men’s and women’s natural activities and styles. As we have seen,
there is some cause to think that our acceptance of these dichotomous terms
makes sense; but at the same time, it would now appear that understandings
shaped by oppositional modes of thought have been — and will most likely prove
themselves to be — inherently problematic for those of us who hope to understand
the lives that women lead within human societies...But if this account [of
public/private dichotomy] “makes sense” in universal terms, I would go on to
claim that when we turn to concrete cases, a model based upon the opposition of
two spheres assumes-where it should rather help illuminate and explain - too
much about how gender really works.” See also D.O. Helly and S.M. Reverby,
Gendered Domains: Rethinking Public and Private in Women's History (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1992).

38For example, J.R. Wegner, Chattel or Person? The Status of Women in the Mishnah
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) construes the public realm as the
synagogue; hence work, market relations, economic transactions are all placed
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According to this model of society, the entire subject of this paper would
fall into a realm labeled “private”, and into a realm understood as
somehow separate from the social relations of work and economy that
characterize the “public” realm. Because the two realms are gender
coded so that the public realm is predominantly male and the private
realm is predominantly female, “family” would appear to be the
preserve of women. This formulation, however, ignores and makes
invisible the presence and contribution of men in families and
households. It ignores the role of male elites in creating legal structures
that shape families and family life, and the role of both men and women
in creating, legitimating, and perpetuating certain notions and practices
of family life. The assignment of family to a “private” realm distorts
Jewish family life in Roman antiquity by pre-determining its position in
society, as well as its social and theological meanings. In doing so, such
an assignment removes from visibility some very important issues.?

It is generally agreed that ancient societies entertained notions of
private and public acts and activities, and that in some cases these were
coded as either and exclusively masculine or feminine.? It is also
generally agreed that the pre-modern household did not know the
stereotyped ideology that divides (public) work from (private) family
that is so pervasive in late-capitalist societies.! Yet, the construction of
gendered space would vary by class. An historical review of the concept
of family by Herlihy suggested that late ancient peoples “came only
slowly to conceive of the domestic community as sharply separated from
the larger society.”4? In light of these combined challenges, Wallace-

into the private realm with the family and women. However, in a broader
cultural-historical perspective, institutions such as synagogues would be
construed as part of a privatized sphere from the perspective of Roman
institutions.
39There is an extensive scholarly literature on the question of the efficacy and
epistemology of the public/private dichotomy. See for starters, C. Bose, “Dual
Spheres” in Analyzing Gender: A Handbook of Social Science Research, ed. B. Hess
and M. Ferree (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1987); H, Moore, Feminism and
Anthropology (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988); M.Z Rosaldo,
“Woman, Culture, and Society: a Theoretical Overview, in Women, Culture, and
Society, ed. M. Rosaldo and L. Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1974); M. Rosaldo, “The Use and Abuse of Anthropology: Reflections on
Feminism and Cross-Cultural Understanding” SIGNS 5 (1980): 389-417.
40For instance Philo, Spec Leg, 111. 169-177; Columella, Re Rus, XII.
41The difference between this ideology and historical realities must be reiterated.
See for example, A. Kessler-Harris, Women Have Always Worked: A Historical
Overview (Old Westbury, New York: The Feminist Press, 1981) and the large
literature on women'’s working lives in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
- that produced this ideology of dual spheres.
42D. Herlihy, “Family,” American Historical Review 96 (1991): 1-17.
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Hadrill's suggestion that the dualistic conception of public and
private/domestic be replaced by a framework of a “spectrum that ranges
from the completely public to the completely private” is more
appropriate as a starting point for a better view of how families worked
day-to-day.® In fact, a new focus on work activities of “the day-to-day”
might take up the challenge of investigating the family and family living
space as a work environment shared by both male and female family
members. ’

Work and Inter-relationality

Most people in antiquity worked, and most people spent most of
their lives working to produce and reproduce daily needs. Family cannot
be perceived as a feminine zone and it cannot be perceived separately
from work activities and work precincts. In J. Kelly’s words: “Work and
home were bound together, and so were the daily work lives of women
and men, children and adults.”#* Archaeological and architectural
evidence from the excavated material culture of Roman Palestine are
particularly illuminating here. After all, it is not sufficient to take the
broader historical conclusions as evidence for a new understanding of
Jewish families in Roman Palestine. Rather, these may be used as guides
to find explanations that are most particularly accurate to Jewish families
in Roman Palestine. The (so-called) residential architecture of Meiron,
Upper Galilee witnesses the combination of work activities with the
other activities of sustenance and production that we more typically
associate with families. The excavations at Meiron reported several strata
of an extensive residential area, dated to the Middle and Late Roman
periods. These archaeological periods are coterminant with, and
continuing after, the activity of the tannaitic Sages. The findings from
these excavations and others provide data on everyday life in a Jewish
community at that time.#>

At Meiron, insula MI contains two adjacent residences.%6 In the larger
of these “homes”, the ground floor consists of eight rooms and a

43The Social Structure of the Roman House,” 43-97.

44) Kelly, “Family and Society,” in Women, History, and Theory (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 1984), 128. See also C. Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient
Israelite Women in Context (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

45E. Meyers, J. Strange, and C. Meyers, Excavations at Ancient Meiron, Upper
Galilee, Israel 1971-72, 1974-75, 1977 (Cambridge, MA: American Schools of
Oriental Research, 1981). Also, G. Foerster, “Excavations at Ancient Meron
(Review Atrticle),” Israel Exploration Journal 37 (1987): 262-269.

46The stratigraphy of insula MI is complicated by piecemeal additions and
changes made to the structure, but the strata of occupation were III (Middle
Roman: 135-250) and IV (Late Roman: 250-365). In the interests of providing
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courtyard. The type and quantity of debris excavated in the four
northernmost rooms (Rooms A,B,C and D) suggest that over these rooms
was a second story which functioned as the sleeping quarters.*” Insula
MI resembles in some ways residences excavated at other northern
Palestinian sites, such as Capernaum, Khorazin, and Qatzrin.48
According to the excavators, the population of Meiron was largely
Jewish; Insula M1 would have housed a family of some economic
means.*

The materials excavated from MI identify some functions of each of
the rooms. One room (Room E) contained a stone workbench (8005), a
semi-circular stone installation (8007), and an iron-handled bronze planer
or scraper. Such finds indicate that this room and the adjacent Room D
were workshop areas. The excavators of Meiron have suggested
tentatively that the workshop was a cooperage which produced wooden
barrels, perhaps for the Galilean olive and olive oil trades. Another room
(Room A) functioned as a kind of passage way from the entrance
courtyard to the inner courtyard. Along the northern wall were low
benches for sitting. In this area was found a spindle whorl, which alludes
to the preparation and spinning of thread.*® Additional rooms (Rooms F
and C) contained stone grinders and artifacts necessary for the
production and preparation of food. In the same occupation levels, three
ovens were found. Additional evidence for the daily tasks of production
were found in the basalt food grinder and needles made of bone and
bronze excavated in the southern part of the courtyard (K). These suggest

context for this building, strata IV contains the building of the synagogue at
Meiron, and the peak of village life there. The site is largely abandoned during
the Byzantine period. The term insula has several meanings for Roman period
architecture. At Meiron it refers to semi-contiguous residences contained by the
four sides of a block. More commonly it describes the multi-family and multi-
story buildings, exemplified in Ostia, Italy.

#Thick plaster excavated from rooms A and C was extraneous to the walls of the
first level, hence is interpreted as the floor or wall covering of the upper floor.
Many of the fine small objects from M1 were found in these loci; these were taken
to suggest the sleeping or personal quarters of some residents.

48y, Corbo, Cafarnao: Gli Edifici della Citta (Jerusalem: Franciscan Printing Press,
1975); Z. Yeivin, “Excavations at Khorazin,” Eretz Israel 11 (1961): 144-157 (Heb);
Yizhar Hirschfeld, Dwelling Houses in Roman and Byzantine Palestine (Jerusalem:
Yad Yizhak Ben-Tsvi, 1987) (Heb).

“Iconic remains of other religious-ethnic groups were not found there, in
contrast to say, Sepphoris or Beth Shean which show evidence of a more
religiously and ethnically varied population.

50Spindle whorls move about easily and are often displaced from the places
where spinning might have taken place. That spindle whorls were found in
Room A is suggestive but not conclusive evidence for textile production in that
room.
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that the work of food preparation and sewing took place there.5! In the
smaller dwelling next door, rooms contained an oven (Room G) and
various grinding tools (Room H). In these rooms were also found four
bone needles.>?

The number of different work projects found in residence MI
illustrates clearly that in the architecture of family, residential space and
work space overlapped.5 This kind of overlap appears also in Tannaitic
passages that describe the production of olives inside the home (m. Toh
9.6). The interior of the home does not represent “private” space, as
distinct from work space, nor is it easy to discern which rooms and
spaces had public and/or private uses and meanings. This is not to say
that all “work” was done at “home.” Such a statement would certainly be
belied by ample archaeological evidence for workshops and work areas
located at a remove from residential dwellings. Olive presses, pottery
kilns, and installations for wine making were often situated outside the
more built-up areas of a town or village.’* And the smoke and odors
from some industries would provide warrant their distance from
residences. Rather, it is to argue that conceptualizations of distinct
public and private zones simply do not serve to describe meaningfully
nor accurately how members of a household were organized into the
architecture of the household. Such dichotomous zones falsely militate

511t has been suggested that perhaps the basalt grinder was not used for food but
perhaps for dye production or cosmetic production.

52In the common entrance area, M1.5, were found two spindle whorls, of ceramic
and glass. The locus (5002) is windblown rock and tumble, and sits very close to
contaminated surface loci. 5002 is not considered a critical locus by the
excavators.

$3Suggested also by a building at Nabratein: a central courtyard is surrounded by
small chambers, and the excavators interpret the remains as indicating a trading
depot amid the household functions of the building. See C. and E. Meyers,
“Talmudic Village Life in the Galilean Highlands,” Bulletin of the Anglo-Israel
Archaeological Society (1982): 11-14. This kind of architectural and activity related
overlap of work and residential space may be seen as well at Qatzrin, as Ann
Killebrew and Steven Fine point out.

54See for example, Khirbet Shema, excavated by E. Meyers, A.T. Kraabel, and J.
Strange, Ancient Synagogue Excavations at Khirbet Shema: Upper Galillee, Israel 1970-
1972 (Durham, NC: ASOR and Duke University Press, 1976). At Khirbet Sumaqa,
12 workshops for tanning, dyeing, and some unidentifiable industries were
located around the site; S. Dar, “Horvat Sumaga- Settlement from the Roman
Byzantine Periods,” Bulletin of the Anglo-Israel Archaeological Society 8 (1988-89):
34-48. But, note the wine press and oil press at the early Roman villa at Kh.
Mansur el-°Aqgab, Y. Hirschfeld and R. Birger-Calderon, “Early Roman and
Byzantine Estates near Caesarea,” Israel Exploration Journal 41 (1991): 81-111.

S5F. Vitto, “A Look into the Workshop of a Late Roman Galilean Potter,” Bulletin
of the Anglo-Israel Archaeological Society (1983-1984): 19-22.
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against seeing the household, family, and activities of daily life as central
facets of ancient society and religion.

The textual and archaeological evidence for this period suggest that
Jewish families in Galilee be characterized in part as a working group.
This characterization is strengthened by the representations in various
Tannaitic passages of the economic relations of daily family life. Work
and economy were very much a part of familial social relations, and very
mu