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The first chapter from the Order of Women (Seder Nashim) that appears in print 
here as part of the FCBT series is the last chapter of the last tractate in the entire 
order. This reversal in the publishing order is probably not coincidental. The fourth 
chapter of Tractate Qiddushin closes the entire order, but is also especially loaded 
gender-wise, as though the editors of the Mishnah, and following them, the editors 
of the Babylonian Talmud were using a last opportunity to uncover to the utmost 
their gendered concepts and declare them uninhibited to all and sundry. 

Writing a feminist commentary to this chapter was, therefore, both especially 
easy (because the chapter is so full of exciting gendered issues) and especially 
difficult (because the issues are complex and sometimes even offensive and hard to 
swallow for a feminist reader in our time). Perhaps it is for this reason that the 
writing of the commentary has taken so long and has undergone so many 
transformations and created so many partnerships. For me personally, the 
composition of the commentary, in all its stages, was a task that entailed an 
inseparable mixture of conflicting forces: On the one hand a deep love for the 
Talmud and a generation-long desire to enter its pages and comprehend its texts, 
together with an enormous respect for the wisdom of generations embedded in it 
and for the ingenuity of its authors and commentators. On the other hand, a belief 
that for a better, fairer future for the Jewish world in general, and for Jewish 
women in particular, it is the duty of our generation (myself included) to unearth 
and show the patriarchal mechanisms on which rabbinic literature is founded, in 
order to assist in the task of disintegrating them and bringing them to their rightful 
resting place. The academic code usually requires that we distance ourselves from 
missionary goals and from the desires of the heart, whatever they are, but if truth be 
told, missionary sentiments accompanied me throughout the composition of this 
commentary, inexorably mixed with a deep affection for the talmudic labyrinth and 
a critique of women’s place in it. 

While writing, I formed along the way several meaningful partnerships. Writing 
together with another woman, or with a whole team of women, was not just a 
positive and empowering experience but also formed part of our understanding of 
what producing a feminist commentary is all about. Co-operation is a feminist act 
in itself. This commentary began in the Beit Midrash Nigun Nashim (the Study House: 
Women’s Tune) that is active these 20 years in Ha-Midrasha at Oranim (in Israel) 
and in which secular and religious women study together and produce collective 
commentaries to selected talmudic sugyot. The Beit Midrash Nigun Nashim, under 
the supervision of Dr. Esther Fisher and myself, wrote in 2012 a commentary on 
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Introduction 

General Introduction 

This composition is a feminist commentary to chapter 4 of Tractate Qiddushin in 
the Babylonian Talmud, as part of the FCBT series, edited by Tal Ilan. The ra-
tional, methodology and format of the FCBT have been described in detail in 
the  Introductory volume to the entire series as well as in Ilan’s Introduction to 
her commentary on Tractate Ta‘anit.1 In general, we follow these guidelines and 
methods, and we detail them here only briefly, emphasizing new research devel-
opments in the field.2 

Feminist Commentary 

What is a feminist commentary? It is a commentary based broadly on feminist-
gender scholarship that has developed over the last decades. This young disci-
pline, in its general as well as Jewish-talmudic manifestation, has already under-
gone several meaningful transformations. At first, scholars attempted to identify 
the historical presence and influence of both specific/unique women and of 
women as a collective, as well as to reveal women who had been rejected in col-
lective memory, or whose contribution to history has been removed or silenced. 
In the next stage, scholarship moved on to address not just women themselves 
but also the (mostly male) attitude of the sources to women. This brought about 
a shift from a historical to a literary focus. The move from analyzing the attitude 
of Judaism/the rabbis/the halakhah/the aggadah, etc. to women to unraveling 
the gendered systems in a broader sense characterizes the latest stage in this 

 
1 See ILAN, “Introduction,” 1-18; ILAN, Ta‘anit (FCBT II/9) 6-9, and also in all the in-

troductions to the other commentaries in the series. 
2 The texts we present in the main body of the commentary are from the printed Vilna 

Talmud. The editor of the FCBT chose the Vilna edition since this is the text that has been 
studied throughout the entire Jewish world during the last several centuries and is thus 
culturally the most influential textual variant. This fact justifies the choice to use it – for it 
best explains the position of Jewish society on women and gender in the past and in the 
present. Nevertheless, we have not ignored meaningful textual variants deriving from tal-
mudic manuscripts pertaining to gender. At times, these variants do not appear as alterna-
tive versions or scribal errors but rather as independent and tendentious texts. In such cas-
es, it is possible to reconstruct, to a certain extent, intentional silencing, or re-construction 
of gendered contents, according to time, place or other considerations. 
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development. This is the point at which research moves from women to gender 
studies, and the emphasis is now placed on issues of culture and society. Such a 
study broadly investigates the gendered construction of femininity and mascu-
linity offered by the rabbis. It attempts to locate sites where, and ways in which, 
these constructions occur and also seeks to reveal cracks in these constructions, 
such as oppositional voices, slips of the pen, subversive positions erased or ‘cor-
rected’ etc.3 Another recent scholarly stage follows the work of Daniel Boyarin 
and Michael Satlow, and  despite claims to the contrary, it argues that the rab-
binic cultural construction of masculinity has not yet been satisfactorily explored 
and that equal attention should be paid to this topic.4 

Our feminist reading brings into account all the above-mentioned methods, 
as well as the results of feminist and gendered scholarship, according to its 
relevance to the topic at hand. Our commentary will address all issues that we 
have encountered that touch upon women, their appearance in the sugyot under 
discussion, their status in the text, the attitude towards them and so forth. It will 
also address gender issues, i.e. social and cultural manifestation of both genders, 
as they are constructed in the sugya. Basically, the Bavli constructs women in 
Jewish society as second class ‘citizens.’ Nevertheless, Nevertheless, beneath a 
unified façade, we sometimes unearth contradictions exceptions and a variety of 

 
3  There are several reviews of these processes. We refer the reader to two articles most 

pertinent to the issue at hand: ALEXANDER, “The Impact of Feminism”; ROSEN-ZVI, “Review.”  
4 See for example BOYARIN, Unheroic Conduct; SATLOW, “Try to be a Man.” For further read-

ing on this topic see the reviews of ROSEN-ZVI, “Rise and Fall,” and also the bibliography in 
KIPERWASSER, “Wives of Commoners,” 421, n. 13. To this list, one may add Kiperwasser’s 
own article as well as KOSMAN, “An Overview of Masculinity.” In this article, Kosman casts 
doubt upon the correctness and historical truth of the feminist project in general. On p. 153, n. 
18 he writes: “… in no way do I claim that women were on an equal standing with men, in any 
respect. I maintain that we do not possess sufficient evidence to determine that this situation, in 
any given time and location, was not seen by the women themselves as completely natural. 
Accordingly, it is definitely possible to read a large part of the present-day prevalent feminist 
identification with the suffering of these ‘unfortunate’ women as a projection of the present 
onto what did not exist in the past.” The necessity of a gendered study of masculinity is, in our 
eyes, correct and useful. However, associating it with casting doubt on the suffering of women 
during hundreds of years of patriarchy and chauvinism is painful to our ear and breaks our 
hearts, especially when voiced by a prolific scholar with a clearly gendered point of view, such as 
Kosman (who at the same time that he makes such claims cites a plethora of Jewish sources that 
demonstrate exactly how deep the oppression was). The claim that when there is no conscious 
oppression there is no oppression is very old, and has been compared many times to the terrible 
claim that if women agree to have women circumcised, they therefore do not suffer from it, and 
we should not attempt to change their attitude to this matter. More generally, it should be said 
that feminism and feminist studies within it is a correction of the world ( עול םתיקון  ); a 
correction of wrongs that have been going on for centuries. Recently, many intellectual voices 
have been heard casting doubt on this assertion from various angles. These voices weaken the 
recuperations on human society from the diseases of patriarchy and chauvinism, and threaten to 
push back the healing process and erase feminism’s achievements.    
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voices that conceal within them gendered power-relations. First and foremost, 
our commentary identifies with Eileen Showalter’s position on feminist readings 
of literary texts,5 which focuses on reviewing and decoding the hidden 
connections between textuality and sexuality, between the generic and the 
gendered and between sexual-psychological identity and cultural authority.6 This 
is achieved through a return to the history of western culture (or in this case, 
Jewish culture) and through a new interpretation of its central texts. 

As women who interpret the Talmud, which was created by men, reflect their 
world, and is even addressed to them, we have attempted to the best of our 
ability to see through it the world of the ‘other,’ in its vulnerability, and to 
contend with it, without transforming it into something demonic, mad, deviant 
or deserving of other epithets that make its denunciation easier. 

The Academic Research of the Babylonian Talmud 

The academic study of the Talmud is of course much older than the academic study 
of gender, and it too has undergone many changes during its century-and-a-half-
long existence; yet no period within this timeframe, it seems, has been as lively and 
as innovative as the first two decades of the 21st century. The old tools of the schol-
ar’s trade had been, from the start, philology and history. The former attempts to 
identify the ‘correct’ version of a text by comparing textual witnesses and synoptic 
parallels, studying its language and vocabulary as well as perusing the works of its 
early interpreters; the latter attempts to understand, in the words of the German 
historian von Ranke, “wie es eigentlich gewesen ist,” i.e. what really happened, and 
what did not. In the previous generation, important tools were added to these, 
among them the Hellenistic and Christian background behind many texts, the anal-
ysis of small literary units, as demonstrated by Yonah Fraenkel and his school,7 the 
identification of literary structures within longer textual units, the division between 
and the comparison of sources from Babylonia with those from the Land of Israel, 
as well as the division between, and comparison of discrete textual layers within the 
talmudic text itself, and more.8  

In the present generation of scholars, additional important developments can 
be detected. Firstly, much emphasis has been placed on the work of the 
anonymous editors of the Bavli – the stammaim – who are the ones responsible 
for the composition’s final form.9 Secondly, Irano-talmudic research, which 

 
5 SHOWALTER, New Feminist Criticism, 3-17; cf. RAVEH, Feminist Readings, xv-xviii. 
6 GILBERT, “What do Feminist Critics Want?” 
7 See for example FRAENKEL, The Ways of the Aggadah. See also the Overview of 

NEWMAN, “Closing the Circle.” 
8 For these and other developments see ROSEN-ZVI, “Orality, Narrative, Rhetoric”; 

“Secularizing the Talmud.” 
9 David Weiss Halivni (for example HALIVNI, Formation) and Shamma Friedman (for exam-

ple FRIEDMAN, Talmudic Studies) are principally responsible for this research direction and 
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places the Bavli in its Iranian cultural setting, and recently also in the context of 
early eastern Christian writings, has experienced a resurge of interest instigated 
by Yaakov Elman and his successors. Thirdly, much emphasis is placed on 
textual characteristics in general, and on the characteristics of oral transmission 
of these texts in particular, using contemporary textual theories.10 Additionally, 
the study of internal hermeneutics and intertextuality has been upgraded. This 
trend has shown that, in many cases, a certain sugya is actually in dialogue with 
another tradition in the Bavli or elsewhere in rabbinic tradition, by the use of 
allusions and triggers, and this dialogue is sitting there, waiting to be 
deciphered.11  

The last, and perhaps most important development for our commentary, is 
the exposure of the critical dimension embedded at the very heart of the 
talmudic sugya.12 This dimension, that Boyarin describes well, is characterized 
by a strict self-criticism of its authors and by a dialectical and subversive 
approach that denounces the basic assumptions of the Bavli and that often slides 
into a wild, grotesque, carnevalesque-style and Menippean writing.13 According 
to Boyarin: 

 
The [talmudic] text, like Menippean satire itself, is precisely a critique of, and not an 
affirmation of, the view that there are those who know what goodness is, a critique of 
both philosophical and halakhic epistemai. It is a critique, that is to say, of the very 
monologizing rabbinical power consolidation that so much of the Talmud would seem to 
vaunt… The Talmud…  constitutes, I suggest, a peculiar Jewish working-out of this 
possibility for a dialogical text, the text of a dialogue between one’s deep commitment to 

 
among their most influential followers is Jeffrey Rubenstein (for example RUBENSTEIN, Culture). 
BRODY, “On Dating the Anonymous Portions,” and DOLGOPOLSKI, Open Past, have  sound-
ed a warning against scholars who stray from this scholarly path, see SECUNDA, “Gaze and 
Counter-Gaze,” 149-151 and references there. Because of the limitations imposed on the re-
search tools at our disposal, we are not always consistent in the terms we use in our discussion 
when describing the activities of the editors. We have, for example, refrained from pointing out 
different textual sub-layers. On some occasions we have made use of a variety of such expres-
sions as “the sugya authors” or “the editors of the gemara” or even “according to the sugya” 
and so on and so forth. 
10 On the Irano-Babylonian turn and the dispute that is currently raging about its validity 
between Robert Brody and its supporters; see SECUNDA, “This, but also That,” 233-238 
and the references there. On the context of early eastern Christian writings, especially those 
written in Syriac, see references in BAR-ASHER SIEGAL, “Syriac Monastic Motifs,” 27, nn. 
1-2, 28, 77. On the textual-verbal turn see SECUNDA, “Gaze and Counter-Gaze,” 151-152. 

11 A nice example of such a study is SEPTIMUS, “Trigger Words,” and see also below 
Bavli 4/4. bQiddushin 70a-b, n. 38. 

12 See for example FAUST, Criticism in Sage Stories; BOYARIN, Socrates and the Fat Rabbis; 
“The Talmud as a Fat Rabbi” and others.    

13 The Mennipean satire is a literary genre named after its initiator – Mennipus of 
Gadara, who lived in the 3rd century BCE. It is characterized by an internal satire of 
intellectuals directed against themselves. 
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a given practice and one’s own self-reflexive critique of it at one and the very same 
moment.14 
 

Boyarin points out the Hellenistic roots of this satirical-dialogical genre con-
stantly. Elsewhere he states:  

  
The Talmud, consonant with the accents of its broad literary context, manifests a deep 
commitment to a set of ideals and perhaps even a search for truth, imagined as God’s 
Will, while at the same time incorporating within its textual world a voice as strident as 
any Menippean satire, a voice that would corrosively deny any such ideals and any such 
searches, reducing them to the itches and scratches of a human body. Neither of these 
two voices is meant to defeat the other, each constantly undercutting and being undercut 
by the other.15 
 

These new and daring readings of some of the talmudic texts, as full of self-
criticism, do not undo a thousand years of traditional exegesis that did not iden-
tify the sharp sting of self-criticism and irony in these texts. Traditional com-
mentators listened to the monological, humorless voice of the text and empow-
ered it according to its time and needs. Our times, which have made criticism in 
general and self-criticism in particular into a central value, invite us to rediscov-
er the Menippean, humorous voice of the Bavli with its internal, sober and so-
phisticated challenge of the rabbinic claims to exclusive control of truth, perfec-
tion, purity, Torah, halakhah, and God’s will in general. 

In our commentary we shall attempt to use some of these methods, when 
relevant to gender inquiry, and we shall of course make use of the results of 
these studies, where necessary.  We are especially inclined toward the idea that 
each and any sugya may constitute a certain conception, together with a whole 
terminological system that details it, a complete legal complex that is there to 
realize it, and an institutional-organizational system that is meant to implement 
it. Simultaneously, the same sugya can cast doubt on and undermine the same 
basic assumption as well as gnaw its rules and means of implementation. We 
think that the two bodies of text that constitute chapter 4 of Tractate Qiddushin 
will demonstrate well this double voice, each in its own way. Even though it is, 
in the end, clear that the dominant voice is the normative-monological one 
(which influenced the coming generations), the very unearthing of the subver-
sive and doubting voice is a great achievement from a feminist perspective. This 
is because a doubting voice, in a structure that is basically patriarchal, casts 
doubt and undermines patriarchy itself. A gendered inquiry into rabbinic 
literature may in itself offer new perspectives on old questions, and may 
transform the women into visible and active agents. 

 
14 BOYARIN, Socrates and the Fat Rabbis, 166; 343. 
15 BOYARIN, “The Talmud as a Fat Rabbi,” 618. 
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There are good arguments for reading rabbinic literature from a modern and 
post-modern perspective, even though it is clear that this literature is not always 
compatible with the criteria and demands of 21st century feminism. Yet such a 
reading always signifies a critical one, in which the position of the reader vis à vis 
the text and the context in which it was created is acknowledged. Every 
interaction between literature and its readers creates, by its very existence, a 
choice of a certain meaning (and the rejection of others) which is closely related 
to the self-understanding of the reader, her understanding of the text and its 
author(s), her awareness of the assumptions that guide her interpretation, and 
finally, the extent to which she takes into account temporal, spatial, ideological 
and cultural changes.16 

Against the background of the recognition that the rabbis practiced a deep-
rooted self-criticism, we believe that our feminist-critical reading is not an act of 
defiance but rather walks hand-in-hand with the dialogical, open, self-conscious 
and critical approach of the rabbis themselves.   

Tractate Qiddushin, Chapter 4 

This commentary is on chapter 4 of Tractate Qiddushin, the last chapter in the 
last tractate of the Order of Nashim, which deals with various aspects of mar-
riage, as its name partly indicates. The Order of Nashim presents an inherent 
difficulty for those who attempt to write a feminist commentary to it, or to a 
chapter in it. The very topic of this order implies an overwhelming gendered 
agenda. Actually, the exact construction and definition of this agenda is the ob-
jective of this entire order, and it should come as no surprise that the feminist 
commentary on this order requires many volumes. It appears, though, that even 
within the Order Nashim, chapter 4 of Qiddushin carries an unusual gendered 
weight. 

This chapter, called “Ten Genealogies” ( עשרה יוחסין), deals with two subjects 
– genealogies and incest. The first half of the chapter (mishnayot 1-8) deals with 
genealogies, continuing discussions that began at the end of chapter 3. It is 
followed by a connecting element that has an independent standing, though 
associated with mishnah 8, which concludes the first part (mishnayot 9-11). Fi-
nally, the Mishnah discusses forbidden seclusions ( ייחוד  i.e. instances in ,(איסורי 
which certain men and women are forbidden to spend time together 
unchaperoned.  

In order to frame the discussion of this chapter within the Mishnah, we first 
need to delve into the relationship between the two topics discussed in it. In 
other words, we will now look into the logic behind connecting the two topics 
one to the other. The importance of this exegetical move is formulated by 
Abraham Walfish’s discussion of the creative editing of Tractate Qiddushin: 

 
 

16  MARIENBERG-MILIKOWSKY, “We Know Not,” 8.  
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Providing meaning to literary phenomena is more an art than a science, and it is for 
this reason that many scholars of Jewish studies prefer to avoid it. However, if the 
editors of these texts did indeed produce compositions of a distinct literary charac-
ter, we will fail in our duty as exegetes if we do not attempt to understand this edito-
rial work. We will, however, be able to achieve this goal only by using synchronic 
tools that show how means of expression create meaning.17  

 
Both subjects discussed in this chapter, genealogies and incest, touch on the 
arrangement of a central aspect of Jewish life – matches based on permitted 
(and forbidden) relations. The first part of the chapter deals with genealogies, 
and it entails the social aspect of forbidden and permitted betrothals ( קידושין).18 

Permitted betrothals are divided between those that are acceptable to begin 
with, and those that are in some way defective. Usually when there is a defect in 
the betrothal, a defect in, or rejection of the offspring to such a union is to be 
expected. These offspring are forbidden to enter the congregation and questions 
are raised concerning their status, such as, should they be considered as 
belonging to one single category, and therefore permitted to marry among 
themselves? And as a consequence, what is the status of the offspring of such 
unions? 

In other words, the first part of the chapter deals with laws connected to 
social classes (or castes) and to groups that have an elevated genealogy within 
the wider community, and whose goal is to preserve the purity of this genealogy. 
The laws formulated in this part of the chapter express what is permitted and 
what is forbidden within the national langue.19 In this sense, these laws define 
what is desirable and thus describe what they conceive of as an ideal Jewish 
society.  

The second part of the chapter, which deals with incest, also touches on 
which relations between men and women are permitted and which are 
forbidden. Yet in contrast to the first, this part discusses informal relations and 
not formal matchmaking; consequently, it focuses upon the individual rather 
than the community. The mishnayot that end Tractate Qiddushin attempt to 
police these informal relations by forbidding unchaperoned interactions, based 
on the fear that a person’s desire will overcome his common sense. The 
halakhah wrestles with sexual desire by defining norms and erecting boundaries: 

 
17 WALFISH, “Creative Redaction,” 78. 
18 Anthropological studies have devoted much space to kinship and marriage arrange-

ments in all cultures. For a comparative discussion between the anthropological approach 
and our chapter see JONATHAN BOYARIN, “Kinship and Qiddushin.” 

19 DE SAUSSURE, Cours De Linguistique. De Saussere’s structuralism defines the differ-
ences between parole, which is a collection of linguistic expressions and langue, which are the 
principles that guide them. The term langue defines the abstract principles that lie at the 
foundation of the language. For example, even if we do not consciously define for our-
selves the principles of the syntax (of say Hebrew), we can still identify an incorrect sen-
tence in this language. 
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A men and a woman who are not married, or are not first-degree relations, are 
not permitted to stay in each other’s company in places where a preventive 
element is lacking, i.e. the presence of a minimum number of other people. The 
literary unit found in the Bavli in this part of the chapter also wrestles with 
sexual desire and, as is typical of aggadah, requires its readers not only to 
comply with halakhic norms, but also to observe the psychological and 
theological roots of sexual desire’s power, and, accordingly, to create 
sophisticated and demanding means of countering it.20 

In a reverse analogy to the first part of the chapter, which deals with the 
abstract rules of genealogy, this part deals with parole, to use a term from 
structuralism, i.e. the living, vibrating expression of the struggle of a person (=a 
man, who represents the usual generic person in this patriarchal literature) with 
his sexual desire. The purpose of this enterprise is to assist the individual in 
avoiding sexual transgressions. The “incest” part of this chapter, then, deals 
with the here-and-now, the present, as opposed to the “genealogy” part, that 
delineates rules for a desirable, ideal future. 

Both parts of the chapter complement one another, setting a desirable 
gendered order and maintaining it. They uphold an appositional tension, which 
can be described with a number of appositional terms such as the formal and 
the informal, the group and the individual, langue and parole, future and present 
as well as super-ego and id.21 

The entire chapter first draws a clear system of gendered hierarchies, which is 
then limited, qualified, blocked, contradicted and softened over and over again. 
Thus, for example, in the genealogy part, the social castes in society are 
constructed according to the identity of the father, only after it had been 
definitively decided in the previous chapter that the very affiliation to the 
community is determined by the status of the mother. Similarly, the Mishnah 
lists the validity of betrothals contracted between various parties, and despite 
the basic principle at the heart of Tractate Qiddushin, according to which it is the 
father who marries off the daughter (mQid 1:1; 2:1 and specifically mKet 4:4), the 
halakhah includes the daughter as one who may betroth herself (mQid 2:1; 4:9). 
So too, the gemara lists cases in which the testimony of a woman is valid (bQid 

 
20 WALFISH, “Creative Redaction,” 72-73. 
21 Sigmund Freud analyzed the psyche as a structure composed of three central ele-

ments: (1) neutral (id) which constitutes the center of the ‘natural inclinations’ of the psy-
che, including the most basic and primeval urges that are driven by pleasure. (2) The self 
(ego) which is the control center of the psychic forces, striving toward equilibrium, based on 
the principle of reality. The ego is the stage of the human psyche’s self-consciousness and 
can control the forces of the id on the one hand, and filter the demands of the super-ego, on 
the other. (3) The supreme self (super-ego) which is the internal center of moral and social 
demands in the human psyche, striving toward principles of strict normative behavior, even 
at the expense of personal needs, and can cause a person much psychological suffering 
when straying from these principles; see FREUD, The Ego.  
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73b-74a) despite the general rule that women are invalid witnesses (mRH 1:8; 
SifDeut 190; bShevu 30a and more). Also, among the strict rules of gender-
separation in the incest part of the chapter, more relaxed and lenient attitudes 
toward separation, and close relationships between men and women who are 
not married become visible (bQid 81a). Many other examples scattered through-
out the present chapter display a ‘softer’ attitude that tones down the principle 
gender-hierarchy present in the foundation of the mishnaic-talmudic project. 

As shown by many, one can describe the general gendered starting point of 
the rabbis as one which constructs a moderate hierarchy.22 A fine example of 
such a hierarchic construction in a non-gendered context appears in the begin-
ning of our chapter. As we shall presently see, mQid 4:1 presents ten degrees of 
genealogy, concentrated in three hierarchic circles, but the degrees and the 
circles are not hermetic, and passage from one to the other is possible, or in the 
words of the Tosefta: “We find Israel a (purifying) pool ( מקוה) for priests and a 
maidservant a (purifying) pool for all unfit ( פסולים)” (tQid 5:3).23 This ‘moderate-
hierarchy’ definition fits well both the general tenor of the genealogy section in 
this chapter and its gendered construction, which is reflected in each one of its 
mishnayot. 

Moreover, in both parts of the chapter – genealogy and incest – processes of 
constant refutation of the central utterances and trends of these parts are 
embedded. The pure genealogy of the Jewish community, as constructed in the 
Mishnah (mQid 4:1), and given even greater weight at the opening of the Bavli 
sugya (bQid 69b), is contradicted over and over again as the chapter and the 
discussions in it progress (bQid 70b; 72a, and more). The gendered separation 
decreed by the mishnah, which is set in place to protect (men) against (their) 
sexual desire (mQid 4:12) turns out again and again to be insufficient or 
impossible in view of men’s behavior in general, and of the greatest sages in 
particular (throughout the sugya and particularly in bQid 81a). In its unique and 
sophisticated way, the gemara invalidates time and again the rules, order and 
construction of the hierarchies that lie at the base of the chapter. In each part of 
the mishnaic chapter a thesis emerges from the halakhah formulated therein, 
and is fortified by exclamations and legal decisions in the talmudic sugya, only 
to be taken apart again and again through sophisticated moves of the many-
layered talmudic give-and-take, and especially in the aggadic sections. The claim 
to a pure Jewish genealogy is thus shattered into smithereens in the first part of 
the chapter, and the demand for gender separation, in order to protect its 
adherents from sinning crumbles in its second part. The artistic weaving of 
discrete parts of the sugya one with the other, allows both for the declarations 
and for their dissolution; both for a naïve and a subversive reading.  

 
22 Daniel Boyarin is a staunch supporter of this position. See now in his collected essays: 

BOYARIN, Talmud.  
23 The Mishnah itself, however, will offer options for stricter hierarchies in mQid 4:3, see below. 
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Introduction to the Mishnah 

The last chapter of Tractate Qiddushin is also the last chapter in the Order of 
Women (Nashim).24 This, then, is the end of Seder Nashim. The chapter is divided 
into three parts: 

1. The first half of the chapter (mQid 4:1-7) deals with genealogies, continu-
ing issues discussed in mQid 3:12-13. 

2. A short unit that is devoted to the trustworthiness of different testimonies 
regarding genealogy (mQid 4:8-11; aside from mQid 4:9, which actually be-
longs to the unit that comprises mQid 2:1-3:11). 

3. The last part of the chapter (mQid 4:12-14) is devoted to the ordering and 
controlling of encounters and relationships between men and women who 
are not married. The mishnayot that deal with prohibited seclusions are a 
unit in their own right. 

The genealogy section is divided thematically into two further sub-units.  
a. General definitions of genealogy, pertaining to the entire community 

(mQid 4:1-3). 
b. Definitions pertaining to the priesthood (mQid 4:4-7). 

mQid 3:12-4:14 are  thus one unit, which begins with lineage and ends in forbid-
den seclusion. Epstein gave it the name “Tractate of incest and genealogies” 
ויוחסין ) עריות   and considered it a separate unit that was appended to the (מסכת 
short Massekhet Qiddushin.25 We follow his definitions in our terminology. 

The central theme of the first part is the definition of the conditions for 
belonging to hierarchical sub-groups that constitute Jewish society in the Land 
of Israel. The chapter opens with the definition of the ten sub-groups and the 
relationship between them.26 This comes after mQid 3 had ended by describing 

 
24 Even though Tractate Qiddushin would have thematically fitted better as the opening trac-

tate of the Order, or at least among its first tractates, because it describes how marriages begin, 
and Seder Nashim is actually about marriage, it nevertheless ends it, most likely because of its 
reduced length (only 4 chapters), and perhaps because of other considerations.  

25 EPSTEIN, Prolegomena, 414-415. See also FRANKEL, Ways of The Mishnah, 275, who ar-
gued that the tractate is “composed of different sections, and seems to have been redacted 
by Rabbi,” and SAFRAI and SAFRAI, Mishnat Qiddushin, 135, 171, 177, who suggest that the 
last units may have been added here as an appendix. We thank Zeev Safrai for supplying us 
with his commentary before it was published. EPSTEIN, Prolegomena, 54, also pointed to the 
antiquity of this chapter, and dated it to the time of the Second Temple. However, there are 
signs, like the many names of tannaim from the Usha generation (=135-60 CE) mentioned 
in it, indicating that its final editing was performed close to the last redaction of the entire 
Mishnah. See also other arguments against Epstein’s position in BAR-ILAN, “The Attitude 
towards Mamzerim,” 128-130; SATLOW, Jewish Marriage, 149-150. Nevertheless, the kernel 
of mQid 4:1 was indeed formulated in Temple times, see KOREN, “‘Look through Your 
Book’,” 436. 

26 The hierarchical division of this list is detailed here, and even more strictly (with mi-
nor order changes) in mHor 3:8: “A priest precedes a Levite, a Levite an Israelite, an Israel-
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