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The Niddah laws are an aspect of Jewish life that have frequently been misunderstood. The overall aim of this dissertation is to evaluate the Niddah laws to conclude whether the laws are empowering to Jewish women or if they are imposing on them. This will be demonstrated by first re-reading the ancient texts, mainly focusing on Leviticus 15, to find the source in which the stigma around menstruation originated. Orthodox Jewish women’s practicing of the laws will then be researched, to find out how women who follow these laws feel about them and how they effect their lives. Finally, the evaluation of whether the laws are empowering or imposing on Jewish women will occur, with the views of Reform Jewish women and feminist Jews and scholars to be included also. The main argument of this dissertation is that the laws can be imposing onto women, however, the women who practice them enable the laws to empower them through their own method of practicing them. This is confirmed through the various accounts of Jewish women who state that the laws empowerment, however, ultimately alter them to make them more accommodating to Jewish women. 
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[bookmark: _Toc40008538]Introduction 

The laws in Judaism are at the centre of the Jewish faith. They cover aspects of Jewish life such as Kashrut (the food laws), Shabbat (day of rest), Tefilah (daily prayer) and Taharat HaMishpacha (family purity). The focus of this dissertation will be to look at the Niddah laws, which refer to the purity laws that concern women. This topic is important to look at, as these laws can be perceived as outdated in the current feminist climate. The restrictions and specific laws that are targeted at women are not what the typical modern women is used to. Therefore, by looking at the laws in more depth, an evaluation can be made to if the Niddah laws are imposing on women’s lives, or in fact empowering them.  At first glance, empowerment might not be the first feature that one connects with these laws. However, due to the community-based nature of the laws, they may well provide a sense of comfort and strength for an induvial.  
The first section of this dissertation is going to concentrate on the history of the Niddah laws. This will mainly concern the biblical texts of Leviticus, as this section of texts provides both the law and direction of how to follow the laws. The history of the laws is important to look at, as it provides a wider knowledge and context as to why the laws are still precited today and why they still hold importance. This section will also explore where the stigma concerning menstruation originated, and how this is reflected in the texts and its implications today. 
Furthermore, these laws may not seem like something that women or families would choose to follow; however, this dissertation will focus both on the women do not follow the laws, and those who do. Orthodox Judaism is the most common denomination to follow the laws and will therefore be a large focus.
It is not as common for Reform Jews to follow these Niddah laws. For example, when discussing the Mikvah (ritual bath), “some Reformers called for the abolition of such practices as backward and superstitious”.[footnoteRef:1]There is a limited amount written about the Niddah laws from the perspective of Reform women and therefore looking at how Jewish feminists view the laws will be important. The feminist perspective will also provide a Reform point of view as many feminists hold a similar view to that of an induvial form the Reform denomination.  This is seen through the statement, “the Reform movement, in tune with the feminist movement, used menstrual laws as an example of negative, sexist Orthodox attitudes towards female physiology”,[footnoteRef:2] although this is not always the case.  [1: Beth Wenger. 2009a. “Mikveh | Jewish Women’s Archive,” Jwa.Org <https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/mikveh> [accessed 12 February 2020]]  [2:   Tirzah Meacham. 2009. “Female Purity (Niddah) | Jewish Women’s Archive,” Jwa.Org <https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/female-purity-niddah> [accessed 3 May 2020]] 

Furthermore, the feminist perspective is an interesting to look at, as many believe that the Niddah laws and Judaism as a collective is imposing on women. For example, “Feminist and other scholars have been critical of a priestly system that advantages men by imposing severe social and religious controls on women”,[footnoteRef:3] however, comments like these can sometimes be made without any knowledge of the women who choose to practice these laws. Through this dissertation, it will be interesting to compare the views of the women who apart of these practices and the comments made by those who are not.  [3:  Samuel E Balentine. 2002. Leviticus (Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Pres), p. 122.
‌
] 

The overall aim of this dissertation is to shed light on a topic that although has been covered before, but rarely considers the women who observe the laws. How the women find empowerment in the laws will be key to look at, as if empowerment is not found, what else do these women gain from this practise?
[bookmark: _Toc39585283][bookmark: _Toc39585670][bookmark: _Toc39585871][bookmark: _Toc40008539] 	The feminist perspective will add another point of view to the conversation but will also include the points of view of women from all aspects of life. This will allow as many views and experiences with the Niddah laws to be collected, to provide as best an answer to the question: are the Niddah laws empowering or imposing women?


Ancient Texts

[bookmark: _Hlk39503731][bookmark: _Hlk39494412]In order to understand how the Jewish purity laws affect women today, the ancient Jewish texts must first be examined. This section of the dissertation will discuss these texts, mostly focusing on sections of Leviticus and touching on texts such as the Mishna and Talmud. These texts give a brief but insightful look into where the Niddah laws originated from, which will allow conclusions to be made about how these laws have affected women and Judaism in later years. It will also provide some history as to how these laws were practiced in ancient times, and how that impacted the role of women at the time.
 Impurity, both moral and ritual, has a large role in the Niddah laws. The difference between these impurities will be discussed, along with the difference of impurity for men and women, how one would become impure and the ways in which impurity is removed. The Mikvah (sacred bath) is a main component of removing impurity, and therefore will be looked at in some detail. 
Finally, this dissertation will look at how the Temple played a role with the Niddah laws and what having the Temple meant for women during menstruation. Ancient times and texts are the main pillar on which the Niddah laws stand, and the discussion of them will help uncover the intention behind them and the implications they have on women.
[bookmark: _Toc39585771][bookmark: _Toc40008540]Purity in Leviticus 
[bookmark: _Toc40008541]Purity and Impurity 
Leviticus 15 is one of the most important texts regarding the purity laws, as it is the first mention in the biblical text of what makes a person pure and impure. The taboo around blood and women’s periods is embedded into Judaism, with there being laws throughout its teachings, expressing the idea of ‘bad blood’[footnoteRef:4] being impure. This most likely comes from blood-carrying diseases in ancient times and from blood being associated with death. Therefore, it is only natural that “a fear or revulsion of menstrual blood seems to have been a standard feature of Ancient Near Eastern culture”.[footnoteRef:5] This ‘fear’ is reflected in the texts of Leviticus in which the social rules of the time were written down.[footnoteRef:6] The text is split up into two sections, ritual impurity which is temporary and moral impurity which requires cleansing.  [4:  Here it is referring to the blood of an animal, that of the dead, and menstrual blood]  [5:  Judith Hauptman. Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice. Oxford, Westview Press, 1998, p. 150.]  [6:  L. William Countryman. Dirt, Greed and Sex. London, Scm, 2001, p. 10.] 

The first section of Leviticus 15 that involves the purity of women states: 
When a woman has a discharge of blood that is her regular discharge from her body, she shall be in her impurity for seven days, and whoever touches her shall be unclean until the evening. Everything upon which she lies during her impurity shall be unclean; everything also upon which she sits shall be unclean. Whoever touches her bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and be unclean until the evening. Whoever touches anything upon which she sits shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and be unclean until the evening; whether it is the bed or anything upon which she sits, when he touches it he shall be unclean until the evening (Lev 15: 19-23).
This section of the text states that when a woman has her menstruation, she is considered impure for seven days after the bleeding has stopped. This is an example of ritual impurity. During the times of the First and Second Temple, a woman would not be allowed to enter the Temple as anything she sat on would be made impure. This impurity is passed onto anything that her blood touches, and therefore any seat or bed that she uses will then be impure. If anyone touches her, or these impure places, they too will be impure until they have cleansed. 
Due to the time in which these texts were written, it was quite easy for a woman to pass on her impurity,[footnoteRef:7] as they did not have the modern female hygiene products that prevent that from occurring today. Furthermore, the menstruation’s “biological purpose was not at all clear then, and as a result a woman’s monthly discharge was treated as a subject of fear and abomination”.[footnoteRef:8] Although this view is understandable at the time, it is still present today due to the literature and laws that are immersed with the negatives view of menstruation.  [7:  Berean Bridges: The Laws of Niddah - 119 Ministries. “Berean Bridges: The Laws of Niddah - 119 Ministries.” YouTube, 17 Feb. 2015, youtu.be/BqUHR8rM0qU. [accessed 10 Feb. 2020]]  [8:  Ṭal Ilan. Jewish Women in Greco-Roman Palestine. Peabody, Mass., Hendrickson Publishers, 1996, p. 101.] 

Leviticus also describes the laws concerning women having non-menstrual bleeding, which is can be seen in the following quote.
If a woman has a discharge of blood for many days, not at the time of her impurity, or if she has a discharge beyond the time of her impurity, all the days of the discharge she shall continue in uncleanness; as in the days of her impurity, she shall be unclean. (Lev 15:25-26)
As in the case that the blood is not considered ‘natural’, there are further steps that must be taken to rid the woman of her impurities. The previous rules of having to wait for seven days without blood,[footnoteRef:9] as seen in Lev 15: 19-23 still apply, however, [9:  The seven day can also be known as the ‘white days’ as women would test for blood by inserting a white cloth into herself and checking the cloth for any blood.] 

On the eighth day she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons and bring them to the priest at the entrance of the tent of meeting. The priest shall offer one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering; and the priest shall make atonement on her behalf before the LORD for her unclean discharge. (Lev 15:29-30)
It is important to note that the sacrifice mentioned in the text for a woman’s unclean discharge is the same as that of a man’s (Lev 15:13-15).[footnoteRef:10]  There is much discussion over the harshness of a woman’s penance compared to that of a man,[footnoteRef:11] as unlike in this case, the sacrifice or penance is not always equal. [10:  Lev 15:13-15: When the one with a discharge is cleansed of his discharge, he shall count seven days for his cleansing; he shall wash his clothes and bathe his body in fresh water, and he shall be clean. On the eighth day he shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons and come before the LORD to the entrance of the tent of meeting and give them to the priest. The priest shall offer them, one for a sin offering and the other for a burnt offering; and the priest shall make atonement on his behalf before the LORD for his discharge.]  [11:  Kathleen O’Grandy. Wholly Woman, Holy Blood: A Feminist Critique of Purity and Impurity. edited by Kristin De Troyer et al., Harrisburg, Pa, Trinity Press International, 2003, p. 5.
‌

‌
] 

Contrary to the passage concerning male impurity (Lev 15:13-15), the woman’s passage does not state that she needs to Mikvah. This could suggest that the male impurity is worse than that of the woman’s, as he needs to be cleaned in order to be morally pure again. However, from a different perspective, a woman may not have to bath to become pure because of her lack of involvement within the Temple, and therefore lack of urgency to be pure again. This, however, can be dismissed as the woman would handle the food preparation, and therefore could easily pass on her impurity to her husband. This gives more incentive for a woman to become clean again, if only to prevent the impurity of the men around her.
[bookmark: _Toc39585773][bookmark: _Toc40008542]Impurity Through Intercourse 
A section of Leviticus that has a large amount of commentary on impurity through intercourse is Lev 15:24. It states that “if any man lies with her, and her impurity falls on him, he shall be unclean seven days; and every bed on which he lies shall be unclean”. By this law, it is understood that if a man were to have sex with a woman while she was menstruating, then he too would become impure. This text therefore does not state that this act is banned, only that impurity of the man would be the consequence. 
However, other sections of Leviticus that discuss the matter of intercourse whilst a woman is menstruating differ from the ones discussed above. For example, the lines “you shall not approach a woman to uncover her nakedness while she is in her menstrual uncleanness” (Lev 18:19) state that you should not try and have sex with a woman while she is menstruating. Furthermore, the lines “if a man lies with a woman having her sickness and uncovers her nakedness, he has laid bare her flow and she has laid bare her flow of blood; both of them shall be cut off from their people” (Lev 20:18) state that it should not be done because the area in which the woman is bleeding has been revealed and both may be killed for doing so. 
When comparing Lev 15:24 to Lev 18:19 and Lev 20:18, Lev 15:24 refers to ritual impurity and the other two passages refer to moral impurity. The distinction here is vital, as it shows the difference between an intended act and an accidental act. This distinction is presented in the way that the texts are worded. Lev 15:24 states that if “her impurity falls on him”, that implies that the two were engaged in intercourse when the woman began menstruating. In this case, the couple were not aware of the onset of menstruation. However, the other texts refer to a man “uncovering” a woman while she is menstruating, making the act morally impure, as the individual did so knowingly. This also leads to the assumption that the first text is referring to a married couple, and the others are referring to pre-marital intercourse.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  IBID, p. 9-11.] 

The difference in the rules in Lev 15 compared to Lev 18 and 20 may be because they were written at different times. According to O’Grandy, “Most biblical commentators agree that the two passages originated in different historical periods: that is, Lev 20 falls within the sphere of the “holiness period”, while Lev 15 is part of the “Priestly Code”.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  IBID, p.10.] 

The Talmud also comments on menstruation during sex.  It believes that if a woman does bleed during sex, then she should have sex another three times, and if the bleeding persists, divorce and then remarry. The woman can remarry up to another two times before confirming that the bleeding is in fact a health issue and not being caused by intercourse (BT Niddah 65b-66a). This would have been very difficult for a woman, as one can assume that she would not want to marry up to three times before she is able to determine what is causing her bleeding. As this bleeding can be established as not being menstrual blood, it is considered not to hold the impurities that menstrual blood does, and therefore, would not pass on its impurity to the woman’s partner.
[bookmark: _Toc39585774][bookmark: _Toc40008543]Separation
The final section of Leviticus that is important to look at when considering the female purity laws is that of Lev 15:31. It states, “keep the people of Israel separate from their uncleanness, so that they do not die in their uncleanness by defiling my tabernacle that is in their midst”. The law of keeping the unclean away from the clean may have in fact heightened the stigma that is around a woman and her menstruation, as it is considered to be on the same level of impurity as incest[footnoteRef:14] and bestiality.[footnoteRef:15] The idea surrounding separation and menstruating women is also referred to in the name Niddah as it means one who is distanced or banished[footnoteRef:16]. Some women go as far as to separate themselves from their communities. There was evidence of this found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, as it “revealed an entire settlement [of women] dedicated to living a “pure” and “separate” life”.[footnoteRef:17] Although this could be seen as extreme, perhaps it was in fact ideal in a society which held such negative views around a woman’s biology.  [14:  Lev 18:6-18]  [15:  Lev 18:23]  [16:  Judith Hauptman. Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice. Oxford, Westview Press, 1998.]  [17:  Marla J Selvidge. “Mark 5:25-34 and Leviticus 15:19-20: A Reaction to Restrictive Purity Regulations.” Journal of Biblical Literature, vol. 103, no. 4, Dec. 1984, p. 619, 10.2307/3260473.] 

[bookmark: _Toc39585775][bookmark: _Toc40008544]Removing Impurity
Purity during the time of the Temple was held at a far higher standard than it is today. It could be suggested that the “original use of the Niddah Laws was to keep the unclean people out of the Temple”,[footnoteRef:18] and that this negative projection tickled down into society, influencing people’s views of women. Kathleen O’Grandy states that “menstrual taboos in Judaism and Christianity have functioned to keep women from attaining high ranking positions and excluded them from ceremonial participation”.[footnoteRef:19] This statement is an extreme one, however, through how the laws effect women, and have continued to effect women, one must think of the intentions behind these laws. It may just be that women have different role to play in the family, or it may be that women were not welcome because they were seen as less than. Evidence of this can be seen in the ancient lay out of the Carpentras Synagogue, which shows that women used to listen to the services through a vent in the basement of the synagogue.[footnoteRef:20] In this same synagogue, Henry Abramson makes a comment on how a blind Rabbi would translate sections of the Torah for the women, as they were not able to read the Hebrew.[footnoteRef:21] This shows that women were not able to progress in their understanding without putting in effort and seeking others help, whereas it was just handed to the men in the synagogue purely because they were men.  [18:  Rachel Biale. Women and Jewish Law: The Essential Texts, Their History, and Their Relevance for Today. New York, Schocken Books, 1995, p. 147.]  [19:  Kathleen O’Grandy. Wholly Woman, Holy Blood: A Feminist Critique of Purity and Impurity. edited by Kristin De Troyer et al., Harrisburg, Pa, Trinity Press International, 2003, p. 12.]  [20:  Henry Abramson. “The 14th Century Mikvah of the Carpentras Synagogue.” Www.Youtube.Com, 9 Nov. 2019, youtu.be/eHaz57ouMsw. [accessed 12 Feb. 2020]]  [21:  IBID] 

The rituals to rid an individual of impurity were performed in the Temple, and as seen in the texts, involved actions such as animal sacrifices and the washing of the body.[footnoteRef:22] The purification of the body was conducted through washing in a Mikvah. A Mikvah is a pool of water that “must be composed of stationary, not flowing, waters and must contain a certain percentage of water derived from a natural source”.[footnoteRef:23] This is a very important section of the synagogue, as it can be perceived as a replacement for the Temple, as it is has now taken over the role of place for purification. Purity payed such an important role after the Second Temple fell that when the synagogues were being built, the building of the Mikvahs took priority over the building of the synagogue itself.[footnoteRef:24] Furthermore, “the archaeological excavations of Masada demonstrate that even while under siege by the Romans in a place where water was scarce, the Jews built mikvehs”,[footnoteRef:25] fully demonstrating the importance of purity in ancient Judaism. With this evidence the conclusion can be made of how much being impure every month must have weighted down on those women, and how much shame surrounding menstruation has carried on into the modern day.  [22:  Beth Wenger. “Mikveh | Jewish Women’s Archive.” Jwa.Org, 2009, jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/mikveh. [accessed 12 Feb. 2020]]  [23:  IBID]  [24:  IBID]  [25:  IBID] 

[bookmark: _Toc39585776][bookmark: _Toc40008545]The Effect on Women
Although from the perspective of the ancient texts, women were being excluded from a large portion of Jewish life. However, there is evidence that demonstrates the empowerment that women had after the destruction of the Temple. This is because “the destruction of the two Temples ... removed the concrete locus and justification of the laws and impurity”.[footnoteRef:26] Still, the laws were not removed completely, for example, segregation in the synagogue was still implemented as it represented the Temple. This change, however, seemed to have an impact on women in Judaism, as there was a large influx of women who joined Judaism during the first and second centuries of the Rabbinic period.[footnoteRef:27] This is suggested to be due to the “active, leading Jewish women”,[footnoteRef:28] who were interesting non-Jewish women in the Jewish community. [26:  Rachel Biale. Women and Jewish Law: The Essential Texts, Their History, and Their Relevance for Today. New York, Schocken Books, 1995, p. 147.]  [27:  Sybil Sheridan. Hear Our Voice: Women in the British Rabbinate. Columbia, S.C., University of South Carolina Press, 1998.]  [28:  Bernadette Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue, Brown Judaic Studies 36, Scholars’ Press, California, 1982.] 

However, opposing this development for women is the fact that “the rabbinic sages believes that Jewish society functioned best when its female members remained in the domestic domain under the aegis of male authority”.[footnoteRef:29] This is reflected in the fact that although the purity laws had become more lenient, they had, however, increased for women. “The rabbis increased the period of sexual separation to twelve days, prescribing five days minimum for the menstrual flow and seven “clean” days afterward”,[footnoteRef:30] however, there are some sources that claim that this was the choice of the women, although this is unlikely as it was the males who determined ritualist rules such as this.  [29: Judith R Baskin. 2002. Midrashic Women: Formations of the Feminine in Rabbinic Literature (Hannover, Nh Brandeis Univ. Press C), p. 141]  [30:  Beth Wenger. “Mikveh | Jewish Women’s Archive.” Jwa.Org, 2009, jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/mikveh. [accessed 12 Feb. 2020]
] 

[bookmark: _Hlk39588218][bookmark: _Toc40008546]Conclusion
Leviticus is a major contribution to the Jewish view of menstruation. The taboo of blood and the impurity that it carries has been passed on to also include that of menstruation blood. This leaves many women in the position of being impure for a large part of their lives. Various sections of Lev 15 explain how an individual would become impure, and how this passed on. According to Lev 15 this is easily done, which only adds to the difficulties of being a woman in ancient times. The attention around impurity would only have led to women feeling more excluded from their religion than they already did. Examples of this exclusion can be seen through women not being able to enter certain areas of the Temple even whilst not menstruating, and not being allowed inside when menstruating. The example of the women’s colonies described in the Dead Sea Scrolls fully shows the pressure that women were under, as some found it easier to live separately than with others. 
The issue of intercourse and menstruation is one that has conflicting instructions in the texts. The difference of opinion in Lev 18:19 and Lev 20:18, texts that immediately follow each other in the Jewish Bible, is said to be because they were written at different times. If this is the case, then the texts show the progression of menstrual fear in ancient times, and the texts get increasingly harsher with its boundaries. The texts also show a different set of rules between a married couple and a non-married couple. However, logically, there is no reason as to why a woman’s menstrual blood should be more impure to one person than it is to another. This is just one example of the confusion in the texts surrounding menstruation, which adds to the reasons that there is so much stigma around the topic. 
One would assume that after the Temple had fallen and when there was no longer a real need for purity in worship, that the restrictions placed upon menstruating women would decrease. However, the regulations increased, leaving women in a worse off place than before. Some scholars state that this was the choice of women, but even in ancient times it is difficult to believe that women would choose to be separated from their husbands and remain impure for longer. The male presence is evident through all the laws, as they are degrading and difficult for women to cope with. Today, the difficulty of them has not decreased, and the male presence is evident. 





[bookmark: _Toc40008547]Orthodox
[bookmark: _Hlk39500463]Although most other denominations of Judaism do not follow the purity laws anymore, they are still closely followed by many today. The Niddah laws are most commonly practiced by Orthodox Jews, as they are traditional laws that as many Reform couples feel that they do not fit in with their beliefs. This section of the dissertation will focus on the Orthodox women and couples that choose to practise these laws and their perception of them. First-hand accounts, such as a set of interviews from a group of Jewish women,[footnoteRef:31] will be used to understand this perception, as many modern feminism and Reform descriptions of the laws fail to include the view of the people who practice them. Many aspects of life will be studied, as the ancient texts do not show how the laws should be or are practiced in the modern day. Modern aspects of life, such as contraception and abortion will be explored. The ancient texts, such as Yevamont 12b and Exodus 21: 22-25 will be used to aid this exploration as to see how they have been interpreted to result in how they are practiced today. Scholars such as Beth Wenger, Blu Greenberg and Rachel Baile will be used to explore these topics. They will provide an informative and sometimes feminist perspective that will serve to explore the real-life application of the laws. This dissertation will give a critical response to these scholars.   [31:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. 2004. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women,” Gender & Society, 18.3: 389–408 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243204264810>] 

The Mikvah represents rebirth and starting anew for the women who choose to take part in the laws. How women use the Mikvah to empower themselves and other women will be interesting to look at, due to the stigma that surrounds it. The Mikvah also marks the end of the separation between a couple after a woman has finished menstruating. The separation is one of the main aspects that women who practice the laws do not enjoy. There are many issues that come with having to separate in this time, and the implications on women’s mental health and the negative impact that it has on couples should be explored, as well as the positive impact that it has. Although there are similarities in women’s experiences, there are also major differences. 
Finally, this section will explore how the practices of the laws have influenced how individuals view themselves. One experience from Katia Aryeh highlights how the Orthodox community that preaches these laws have impacted her and what kind of views Orthodox children are being taught.[footnoteRef:32] The main focus of these laws is usually around the women who practice them, however, little consideration is taken to the implication of being brought up by individuals who may use these laws to manipulate young women and teach them that their bodies are not their own but are their husbands.  [32:  Katia Aryeh. “I Had to Take My Dirty Panties to a Rabbi, and so Has Every Orthodox Jewish Woman | Richard Dawkins Foundation.” Richarddawkins.Net, 28 Nov. 2016, www.richarddawkins.net/2016/11/i-had-to-take-my-dirty-panties-to-a-rabbi-and-so-has-every-orthodox-jewish-woman/. [accessed 25 Feb. 2020]] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008548]Contraception
The usage of contraception by a man is prohibited by Jewish law as outlined in the Mishnah. The law states that “Whosoever emits semen in vain deserves death, for it is said in Scripture” (Babylon Talmud, Tractate Niddah, p. 13a: 32). From this teaching, semen that is not used for reproduction is seen as a waste, and this, therefore, prohibits a man to use contraception. This law is upheld by the biblical teaching “God blessed them, and God said to them, Be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:28). However, in this translation, taken from NRSV, the commandment is directed at ‘them’, meaning both the man and the women, although in the original Hebrew, it is written as ‘him.’ As a result of this, it is understood that the responsibility to marry and have children lies only with men and not with women.[footnoteRef:33] For this reason, women should be able to use contraception, such as the pill (as it does not prevent the semen from reaching the egg) without issue. Nonetheless, this is not the case. [33:  Aryeh Citron. 2010. “Be Fruitful and Multiply - Parshat Bereishit,” Www.Chabad.Org <https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1005203/jewish/Be-Fruitful-and-Multiply.htm> [accessed 3 March 2020]] 

Orthodox Judaism refers to the story of the three women who were presented with the question of whether women should be able to use contraception. This teaching states that, 
[bookmark: _Hlk40007629]Three women may engage in relations with a contraceptive resorbent, a soft fabric placed at the entrance to their wombs to prevent conception, despite the fact that this practice is generally prohibited (Yevamont 12b)
In this translation of the text, it states that a woman ‘may’ use contraception. However, in other translations and interpretations of the text, there is the opinion that it could mean that either a woman must use contraception or that she does not have to but may use it.[footnoteRef:34] There is also the opinion that the women listed ‘must’ use contraception as to get pregnant would be very detrimental to their health.[footnoteRef:35] However, these rules do not apply to women who merely do not want to have a child, and therefore it is left to the interpretation of Rabbis and other figureheads to determine whether a woman can use contraception. [34:  Rachel Biale. Women and Jewish Law : The Essential Texts, Their History, and Their Relevance for Today. New York, Schocken Books, 1995, p. 207.]  [35:  Tirzah Meacham. “Contraception | Jewish Women’s Archive.” Jwa.Org, 2009, jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/contraception. [ accessed 3 March 2020]] 

 	Moses Sofer, one of the most important modern Orthodox figures and halakhists, forbids contraception during sex. He states that, 
The law is that during intercourse, in my opinion, [mokh] may not be permitted, but after [intercourse] it is possible to be more lenient. But [it must be done] with the husband’s permission (Moses Sofer (Hatam Sofer), Responsa, Yoreh De’ah 172)
He also believes that he acknowledges that the law stated in Yevamont 12b does exist, however, he struggles to find any figurehead who would allow it to be practiced. He discusses contraception being used after intercourse, which is done by inserting a cloth to absorb the semen. The fact that this cannot be done without the husband’s permission could be very dangerous for women who are in abusive relationships, or even just do not want children. This puts the man in control of the woman’s body. 
Nonetheless, it is common today that modern contraception, such as the pill or intrauterine device is used “allows intercourse to proceed naturally and unimpeded, allowing the fulfilment of the wife’s conjugal rights”.[footnoteRef:36] There is then no barrier between a man and women, and therefore, no religious reason as to why even Orthodox women should not be able to use them.  [36:  Ronald H Isaacs. Every Person’s Guide to Jewish Sexuality. Northvale, Nj, Jason Aronson, 2000, p. 100.] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008549]Abortion
[bookmark: _Hlk40007662]An issue that has recently impacted on the Orthodox Jewish community is that of abortion. Due to abortion being more accessible and openly discussed, Orthodox community leaders have been pushed to express their position.[footnoteRef:37] The majority of the texts that are written on the topic surround the fact that “abortion is always an extraordinary measure in extreme circumstances”,[footnoteRef:38] which usually involves the life of the mother being threatened. In the biblical text, Exodus 21: 22-25, it states that: [37:  Rachel Biale. Women and Jewish Law: The Essential Texts, Their History, and Their Relevance for Today. New York, Schocken Books, 1995, p. 147.]  [38:  IBDI
‌
] 

When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further harm follows, the one responsible shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the judges determine. If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.
It is clear in this passage, that it is the woman’s life that is put before the life of the foetus. The man only receives a fine for causing the miscarriage of the unborn child, but a death sentence for killing the child and woman. This is supported by Mishnah Oholot 7:6 which states that: 
If a woman is having trouble giving birth, they cut up the child in her womb and brings it forth limb by limb, because her life comes before the life of [the child]. But if the greater part has come out, one may not touch it, for one may not set aside one person's life for that of another.
This also shows that the mother’s life takes priority over the baby’s even up to the moment of birth. However, it states that if any part of the child has been birthed, then nothing may be done, as one life cannot take priority over another. This then suggests that a baby is not alive until birth, and therefore life does not begin at conception but when the child enters the world. 
It can be understood that most Jewish authorities would allow abortion under certain circumstances. This is reflected in the Israeli Knesset abortion law of 1977 which allows the abortion of a pregnancy that was caused by adultery or rape, in the case of a child being pregnant, if the mother had severe mental health issues or if the child was known to be born with severe health defects.[footnoteRef:39] Orthodox Judaism is more liberal than other religions that do not allow abortion under any circumstances. This is reflected across Judaism, regardless of location. For example, in Israel Orthodox Jews are only against abortion for “nonvital”[footnoteRef:40] reasons. However, there are some Orthodox Jews who do not allow abortion and compare this act to the holocaust in order to manipulate people in their actions.[footnoteRef:41]  [39:  IBID p. 237]  [40:  Larissa I Remennick., and Amir Hetsroni. “Public Attitudes toward Abortion in Israel: A Research Note.” Social Science Quarterly, vol. 82, no. 2, June 2001, pp. 420–431, 10.1111/0038-4941.00033. [accessed 26 Feb. 2020]]  [41:  Rachel Biale. Women and Jewish Law: The Essential Texts, Their History, and Their Relevance for Today. New York, Schocken Books, 1995, p.237] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008550]Medical Persuasion 
An increasing number of people claim that following Niddah has an array of health benefits. For example, “at least two book-length tracts along with dozens of pamphlets and articles explaining the medical benefits of family purity were published by Orthodox rabbis during the 1920s”.[footnoteRef:42] Writings about the health benefits can still be found today. In America, Professor L. Duncan Bukley claimed that “Orthodox Jews, especially of the poorer class, observing their ritual life, are much less subject to cancer than the rest of any population”,[footnoteRef:43] however, there was no medical evidence to this. Furthermore, Menachem Brayer claimed that women who practice the Niddah laws are less likely to have still births or children with deformities. Claims such as these have very little research into them, and the majority of these claims come from Rabbis with limited to no medical backgrounds. Claims such as these would manipulate a woman into following these laws, suggesting that not all followers do it by choice but by obligation. [42:  Beth S Wenger. Women and American Judaism: Historical Perspectives. edited by Pamela Susan and Jonathan D Sarna, Hanover And London, University Press Of New England, 2001, p. 210.]  [43:  Lucius D Bulkley. “The Prevention of Cancer in Jewish Women,” The Jewish Forum, vol. 19 no. 6, June 1937:105 ] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008551]Real Life Examples of Women Following the Laws 
A sense of obligation is a common reason for women following the laws. An interview was conducted on a group of Orthodox Jewish women living in Jerusalem in 2001.[footnoteRef:44] Thirty women were interviewed, with their ages ranging from 25 to 57 and the length of their marriages ranging from four month to 35 years. The interviews were conducted in an attempt to gain a different perspective of the regimen to ritual purity, similar to this desertion.  [44:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. 2004. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women,” Gender & Society, 18.3: 389–408 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243204264810>] 

The women in these interviews described participating in the laws because they saw it as a halakhic way of life, and not something that they necessarily have to enjoy all the time.[footnoteRef:45]  This is a valid point when defending Niddah laws, because not all aspects of religion are pleasant, such as fasting, however, people participate in them because it is what they believe to be right, and what Jewish women do is no different.  [45:  IBID] 

The interviews gave an excellent insight into to what it is like to be participating in Niddah. For instance, many of the women described a dislike of not touching during menstruation. They found it frustrating, not because of the restrictions relating to intercourse, but also to being touched in general. One woman made the comment that her “needs to be touched are not just sexual: they’re human”,[footnoteRef:46] and she finds it difficult to understand why this is ignored. Another woman gave her story of how she bled for three and a half months after childbirth, meaning that she was impure and therefore could not touch her husband. This led to mental health issues. Although she acknowledges that if she had gone to her rabbi, she would have been excused from this, however, did not understand why it took mental health difficulties for this to occur.  [46:  IBID.] 

However, some women enjoyed the separation, not specifically from touch but from sexual activities as it allows them to not feel pressured into sex and gives” women a legitimation for a ‘no’ voice within their sexual relationships”.[footnoteRef:47] Several women who choose to follow the laws choose to do so because they feel it helps their relationship with their husbands. They claim that the time apart helps other aspects of their relationship grow, as they are no longer reliant on the physical relationship. Furthermore, at the end of the time apart, “the couple renews the sexual relationship each month with an eagerness and a passion reminiscent of their honeymoon”,[footnoteRef:48] with the aim of keeping the marriage interesting and exciting. [47:  IBID]  [48:  J. Correspondent. “Following Family Purity Laws Enhances Jewish Marriages.” J.- The Jewish News of North California, 28 Dec. 2016, www.jweekly.com/1996/11/08/following-family-purity-laws-enhances-jewish-marriages/.] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008552]Mikvah
[bookmark: _Toc40008553]Control
In these interviews, there are also a few comments on their participation in the Mikvah. One that stands out is that women use it to control intercourse, and in some cases men, as they can delay the Mikvah if they wish, and therefore not allow intercourse to happen. One woman commented that “Mikvah can be used as an overt tactic of power, a sexual weapon”.[footnoteRef:49] This completely contradicts the argument that the purity laws degrade women, as in this case, they empower them and gives them control. The interviews give an example of where this control was taken to the extreme: [49:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women.” Gender & Society, vol. 18, no. 3, June 2004, pp. 389–408, 10.1177/0891243204264810. [accessed 17 Feb. 2020]] 

a number of our informants cited instances when communities of women banded together, refusing (as a group) to go to the Mikvah until an injustice done by one of the men in the community against a woman peer was rectified.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  IBID] 

There are further examples of women doing this in a Moroccan Jewish settlement in Israel, as women saw sexual relations as a bargaining chip that they could use to get the upper hand in things such as family decisions.[footnoteRef:51] These examples show the position of power that women hold in their communities, and that if they crave change, then they are able to do so by using what men want from them as a way to control and gain from them.  [51:  Susan S Sered. Feminist Perspectives on Jewish Studies. edited by Lynn Davidman and Shelly Tenenbaum, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1994, p. 179.] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008554]Practicing 
Participating in these rituals is important, as going to Mikvah is a “practice high in religious and symbolic significance for Orthodox Jews”.[footnoteRef:52] There are many reasons why a woman would attend a Mikvah. It has a ritual importance, as it allows women to become ritually clean again. It also has a psychological impact, as it reconnects a husband and wife, both emotionally and physically.[footnoteRef:53] Some women enjoy going as it is a time that they can focus on themselves and enjoy the spa-like surroundings.[footnoteRef:54] Regardless of the reasons why women go, it is a place in which women can be celebrated for being women. It is also something in their religion that does not shame them for being a woman, which is what many aspects of religious life inadvertently does. [52:  Samuel C Heilman, and Steven Martin Cohen. Cosmopolitans & Parochials: Modern Orthodox Jews in America. Chicago (Ill.), University Of Chicago Press, 1989, p. 76.]  [53:  IBID]  [54:  “Proud Jewish Woman Shares Tradition Of Mikvah On Tyra Banks Show!” Www.Youtube.Com, 2016, www.youtube.com/watch?v=LOM8h0DQ7kU. [accessed 25 Feb. 2020]] 

There is a difficulty surrounding when one must go to the Mikvah. For example, one of the women made the comment that she was still getting used to it as she had only been married for a few months, and women only begin going once they are married.[footnoteRef:55] To comply with the Niddah laws, a woman must have no bleeding for seven days after her period has finished, after this she must then attend the Mikvah. Women test this by “swabbing themselves with a linen cloth”,[footnoteRef:56] which as can be imagined, is not very pleasant. Furthermore, “the first examination of the seven days requires the cloth to be left in for about an hour, even if the woman is out of the house, and it is usually quite painful”.[footnoteRef:57] Not every woman is comfortable with doing this.  [55:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women.” Gender & Society, vol. 18, no. 3, June 2004, pp. 389–408, 10.1177/0891243204264810. [accessed 17 Feb. 2020]]  [56:  Graham Davey, et al. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. Basingstoke; New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.]  [57:  Katia Aryeh. “I Had to Take My Dirty Panties to a Rabbi, and so Has Every Orthodox Jewish Woman | Richard Dawkins Foundation.” Richarddawkins.Net, 28 Nov. 2016, www.richarddawkins.net/2016/11/i-had-to-take-my-dirty-panties-to-a-rabbi-and-so-has-every-orthodox-jewish-woman/. [accessed 25 Feb. 2020]] 

This requirement of the Niddah is not easy for women, which is a reflection of the fact that it was developed by men. It could be argued that today, there could be a more modern way of carrying out these checks, as the practise of inserting an uncomfortable piece of cloth for a week seems to come across a little old fashioned. Some Orthodox Jewish women agree with this, with one describing having to do the checks as “feeling that it is the long hands of the rabbis of hundreds of years literally entering my body to check me”.[footnoteRef:58] This illustrates that the ways for checking for blood are outdated in a lot of ways and should be re-evaluated. If a woman chooses to live her life in the Orthodox way, she should be able to do it in such a way that does not make her feel uncomfortable. Furthermore, when a woman sees blood during her ‘clean days’ or when she is not menstruating, she must show it to her husband and her rabbi to ensure that the blood is clean. Some women would deem the fact that a woman has to show her menstrual blood to anyone, let alone the man that she is married to or one that is a figure of authority, as being very dehumanising.[footnoteRef:59] [58:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women.” Gender & Society, vol. 18, no. 3, June 2004, pp. 389–408, 10.1177/0891243204264810. [accessed 17 Feb. 2020]]  [59:  IBID] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008555]Sexual Objectification
[bookmark: _Hlk39666044]Finally, one must also think about the implications that it must have on some women when they grow up, to be told that they are an object of sexuality from a young age. In Katia Aryeh’s reflection on her experience as an Orthodox Jew, she expresses how girls are told that the Rabbis are similar to a gynaecologist. They are also told that if they feel uncomfortable with the process, then they are the ones who are making it uncomfortable as they do not understand the motivation behind the Rabbi.[footnoteRef:60] Furthermore, engaged couples are told to refrain from taking part in a lot of sexual activity, as the man will grow tired of the women, and Aryeh compares this to growing tired of chocolate cake when you have it too often.[footnoteRef:61] As a solution to this issue, girls are made to believe that [60:  Katia Aryeh. “I Had to Take My Dirty Panties to a Rabbi, and so Has Every Orthodox Jewish Woman | Richard Dawkins Foundation.” Richarddawkins.Net, 28 Nov. 2016, ]  [61:  IBID] 

without a forced physical separation, their husbands will only see them as sexual toys and will have no incentive to talk to them and connect on a deeper emotional and intellectual level[footnoteRef:62]  [62:  IBID] 

which could be detrimental for their mental health.
Even though there are many examples of women being made to feel this way, not all women have this experience, as is evident in the interviews referred to previously. However, it is wrong that any girl is made to feel like a sexual object that is then shamed for participating in sexual acts too often. The fact that there are Orthodox women who do feel that these laws suite them, shows that they can be used in a positive way. However, it seems that many women take issue with some aspect of the separation rule, and therefore it is imposing on these women’s lives.
[bookmark: _Toc40008556]Conclusion 
To conclude, there is empowerment to be found in the laws, though there are aspects of the Niddah laws that need to be altered. Women being able to control their sexuality through the Mikvah is progressive, as even outside of religion in our society women’s sexuality is constantly being manipulated and abused. However, the negative aspects of the laws shine through too. The separation that couples must follow is difficult, and the negative views of it outweigh the positive. Although the connection that the couples feel after the separation may be good for strengthening their relationship, it seems as though to allow them to be able to touch through hard times such as a miscarriage would be more empowering than keeping them a part.  The evidence in the various interviews seen throughout this section display this fully. 
Furthermore, the conclusion can be made that the most empowering part of the laws the is the Mikvah. The descriptions of it as a relaxing and spiritual place allows the women to reconnect with their religion and with themselves. Jewish women miss out on a lot of the connections that Jewish men have with their religion, and the fact that women can find this through the practice of the Mikvah is remarkable. However, the process in finding out if and when you should attend the Mikvah is unnecessarily difficult and uncomfortable for women. Inserting a cloth to check ones blood is a method that could easily be altered into something that it more comfortable for women, and the fact that it has not yet shows the lack of control that women have in their religion. Finally, the act of showing menstrual blood to a Rabbi or husband is astonishing, as many women themselves do not feel comfortable to examine their own blood let alone show it to someone else. Women should be trusted to know their own bodies and to know if there is an issue, and not have to show it to a man that does not menstruate himself. 
The view that the Orthodox community has on abortion is a progressive one. The fact that there are religious texts that support the fact that a woman should be able to get an abortion if her life is at risk shows that Judaism does not dismiss women. However, the view of contraception is disappointing to see, as although they put a woman health above the foetus in the context of abortion, women have to ask for permission for the use of contraception along with many other aspects that make it difficult for this to happen. Regardless of any other aspects of the purity laws that empower women, contraception should be permitted for any woman to use, as this lets her keep control over her own body, which everyone should be allowed to have. 







[bookmark: _Toc39585291][bookmark: _Toc39585678][bookmark: _Toc39585879]
[bookmark: _Toc40008557]Empowering or Imposing?

[bookmark: _Hlk39235529]Throughout this dissertation, the role of women in Judaism has been discussed, however, the question of whether the Niddah laws, or Judaism as a whole, is imposing or empowering still remains. In this final chapter, Orthodox and Reform Jewish women will be examined, along with feminist from both denominations. Although not all Jewish women practice the Niddah laws, “the issue of menstruation captures the complex and intense contact between body, feminine identity, feminist discourse, Jewish law, and power in a unique way”,[footnoteRef:63] which enables all Jewish women to be included in the discussion of the laws. The views of Reform Jewish women can be seen though the feminist critiques of the Niddah laws, as Reform Judaism commonly takes the most progressive stance on issues. This dissertation will discuss whether the Niddah laws are still seen as not only imposing, but also possibly as empowering. Some of these issues have been touched on in the previous sections, but they will be the main focus here, allowing a deeper understating to be reached.  [63:  Yaacov Yadger. 2006. “Gender, Religion, and Feminism: The Case of Jewish Israeli Traditionalists,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45.3: 353–70 <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00311.x>] 

The Niddah laws can be seen to be very imposing from the outside as “menstruating women have been seen in rabbinic sources as dangerous, filthy, sinful, and profane”.[footnoteRef:64] There are also negative implications of practicing the laws, for example the seven days of separation can be seen to be harmful on an individual’s mental health. However, not all women view it this way. Many feminists have commented on the topic in recent years as the rise of the feminist movement has drawn more attention to it. Nevertheless, conflicting views seem to come from these discussions, and these will be explored. [64:  Haviva Ner-David. 2009. The Passionate Torah: Sex and Judaism, ed. by Danya Ruttenberg (NYU Press), p. 122] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008558]Separation 
[bookmark: _Toc40008559]Separation: The Negative
Separation is an aspect that Niddah practicing couples must comply with during menstruation. As seen in the previous sections of this dissertation, many women are conflicted with the idea of separation during menstruation, with some arguing that not all “needs to be touched are (…) sexual: they’re human”.[footnoteRef:65] This sentiment is agreed with by T. Drorah Setel. She states that because “patriarchal boundary-making has always placed women in the role of "other," feminists are understandably reluctant to affirm separation as valuable in human life”.[footnoteRef:66] In other words, the separation between a couple during bleeding cannot be deemed necessary due to the fact that it can be inhuman. These cases are more prevalent after a woman has miscarried or given birth as during this time a couple needs non-sexual touch to provide emotional support for each other. This can lead to the Niddah laws having the opposite effect as intended by driving the couple further apart rather than bringing them together. [65:  Tova Hartman, and Naomi Marmon. 2004. “Lived Regulations, Systemic Attributions: Menstrual Separation and Ritual Immersion in the Experience of Orthodox Jewish Women,” Gender & Society, 18.3: 389–408 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243204264810>]  [66:  T. Drorah Setel, Catherine Keller, Marcia Falk, Anne M. Solomon, and Rita M. Gross. 1986. “Roundtable Discussion: Feminist Reflections on Separation and Unity in Jewish Theology,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, 2.1: 113–130 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/25002032.pdf> [accessed 27 April 2020]] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008560]Separation: The Positive 
However, as with most aspects of religion, there are women who embrace the separation. One Orthodox woman stated that 
“I find that the niddah has a strong element of re-joining the husband and wife. The distancing [that the laws of niddah enforce on the couple] creates closeness. This is something very positive. It depends a lot on how you look at every single Jewish Law. I believe that if you look for the deep meaning, then Jewish law strengthens the status of women[footnoteRef:67]” [67:  Yaacov Yadgar. 2006. “Gender, Religion, and Feminism: The Case of Jewish Israeli Traditionalists,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45.3: 353–70 <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00311.x>] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008561]The Orthodox woman giving this statement suggests that there is a deeper meaning through practicing the Niddah laws which allow women to be empowered. This can be said for many aspects of Judaism, however, the fact that there are some practices that are reserved for couples and specifically for women can be empowering. Through the separation, a couple is able to work on themselves as an individual’s, separate from the relationship and come together stronger. Haviva Ner-David states that “the side of me that sets boundaries is stronger”,[footnoteRef:68] whilst she is menstruating and practicing Niddah. This, indications that the restrictions already in place can encourage women to be able to set their own boundaries within their relationship as there are already some in place to support her in doing so.  [68:  Haviva Ner-David. 2009. The Passionate Torah: Sex and Judaism, ed. by Danya Ruttenberg (NYU Press), p. 122] 

A Feminist Perspective 

Rachel Adler, a prominent Jewish feminist, supported the idea that “both menstrual separation and the return to sexual activity were holy phases of a woman’s life”.[footnoteRef:69] However, she retracted her theories, as she came to the conclusion, that it was in fact just women who were associated with impurity and therefore death.[footnoteRef:70] She therefore “feared that her theology had provided an apologia for misogynistic practices and wished to replace it with a theology in which purity and bodily reality can co-exist”.[footnoteRef:71] This example shows the development of feminist thought and how the Niddah laws may have been considered positive and empowering but can be understood as something that women find empowerment through by making it their own and not seeing purity or impurity. This is not to say that women who do find the Niddah laws empowering are wrong to do so but over time, they may find empowerment through the development of themselves and their religion. [69:   Rabbi Jill Hammer. [n.d.]. “Feminist Perspectives on Niddah, the Laws of Separation,” My Jewish Learning <https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/rising-from-the-ritual-bath/> [accessed 29 April 2020]]  [70:  IBID]  [71:  IBID] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008562]Spiritual Limitations
Limitations on women to express their bodies through their religion could be because “women whose religious lives are constructed within the context of a male-oriented culture that neither celebrates nor sacralises women’s bodies and concerns may lack the language (both verbal and ritual) to express that feeling”.[footnoteRef:72] This then results in Jewish women feeling as though the Niddah laws are imposing on their lives. Some women have found empowerment in spiritual activities outside traditional Judaism. A good example of this is Jewish Yoga. This activity is reserved for Jewish women and allows them to connect with their body in a way that they have not been able to do through traditional religious means.[footnoteRef:73]  [72:  Susan S Sered. 1991. “Childbirth as a Religious Experience? Voices from an Israeli Hospital,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, Vol: 7. Issue: 2: 7–18 <www.jstor.org/stable/25002152>]  [73:  Celia Rothenberg. 2006. “Jewish Yoga: Experiencing Flexible, Sacred, and Jewish Bodies,” Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions, 10.2: 57–74 <https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2006.10.2.57>] 

An attendee of the Yoga classes states that the laws are ““insulting at worst, and highly irrelevant to their daily lives and values at best”.[footnoteRef:74] This statement expresses that even at their best, the laws are of no help to the women, and therefore are very far away from bringing them any form of empowerment. However, they are able to find empowerment through spiritual activities, such as the yoga class, and allow them to feel as though they are connected with their religion. Women who attend the classes describe an “embodied feeling of sacredness they experience through Judaicized yoga and the religious experience many believe traditional Jewish men experience through their bodies”.[footnoteRef:75] This displays that some Jewish women must seek out different ways to connect with their religion in a way that comes easy to men, despite following the same religion.  [74:  IBID]  [75:  IBID] 

Nerveless, “in spite of their critiques and their rejection of a large portion of Jewish law, all of the women in the Judaicized yoga class firmly feel that they are part of the Jewish community”.[footnoteRef:76] This therefore suggests that due to their religion not empowering them, they have then created their own method of empowerment through their own community within the wider Jewish one. A community of women is one that is extremely powerful. For example, “Seventy-seven percent of high-placing women have an inner circle of strong ties to two or three women who communicate intensely with one another”.[footnoteRef:77] It has been seen time and time again that women do better whilst among other women, and Judaism should be encompassing that. The lack of inclusion without in Judaism has led to groups such as the Jewish Yoga group, that allow women to have a free space to connect with their religion without boundaries. [76:  IBID]  [77:  Yang Yang, Nitesh V. Chawla, and Brian Uzzi. 2019. “A Network’s Gender Composition and Communication Pattern Predict Women’s Leadership Success,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 116.6: 2033–38 <https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1721438116>] 

[bookmark: _Toc40008563]Mikvah
Jewish woman have also found other ways to alter tradition to make it more accommodating and empowering for them. This is seen clearly by how Jewish women perceive the Mikvah. Blu Greenburg, a feminist scholar, believes that the idea of the Mikvah being linked to washing away impurity should be forgotten, and women should be encouraged to think “of the ritual bath as a return to the womb of nature and as an expression of care for a womb”.[footnoteRef:78] This shows once again that the way in which women are told to think of rituals are negative, however, through their own actions and change of mindset, women can make them empowering.  [78:  Judith G Martin. 1993. “Why Women Need a Feminist Spirituality,” Women’s Studies Quarterly, 21.1/2: 106–120 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/40003877.pdf?ab_segments=0%252Fbasic_SYC-5152%252Ftest&refreqid=excelsior%3A147b0db4b4a10beadcd4c01c1fc31423> [accessed 1 May 2020]] 

Haviva Ner-David writes of her experiences with the Mikvah and how she was able to make it fit her.[footnoteRef:79] After many struggles with being able to get pregnant and miscarriages, Ner-David begun to view the Mikvah as something negative, as it was connected to her fertility struggles. She decided that something was missing form her experience and ask her husband to go into the Mikvah with her.  She states that “I was not looking to replace the ritual as a celebration and mark of my menstrual cycle”,[footnoteRef:80] but to add something more to her experiences as she entered a new phase in her life. They were not able to Mikveh together in the Synagogue as the male and female Mikvah nights were on different days. Instead, they went to Mikvah in an open water spring. Ner-Daivd describes the experiences positively. Proposing that all couples should be encouraged to Mikveh together as, [79:  Haviva Ner-David. 2009. The Passionate Torah: Sex and Judaism, ed. by Danya Ruttenberg (NYU Press).]  [80:  IBID, p. 132] 

 by insisting that men also immerse before a couple can sexually reunite — rather than suggesting that mikveh immersion be perceived as being only about the woman’s purification — it can become a ritual about the couple’s purification for each other, and the renewing of their romantic relationship.[footnoteRef:81] [81:  IBID, p.133] 

By allowing couples to reconnect through the Mikvah, it takes away any negativity that could be connected to the Mikvah. Furthermore, notions of impurity and infertility are replaced with love and happiness of experiencing the Mikvah as a couple and not alone. Women can be empowered by their partner, which is a factor that Judaism does not acknowledge often, as can be seen through various other aspects of Niddah. 
[bookmark: _Toc40008564]Feminism 
Finally, the influence of feminism on Jewish practices and Jewish women’s thought has resulted in a mindset change for all Jewish women, regardless of their denomination. Some Orthodox women do not see the need for feminism, and have become “familiar with the discourse tactic of presenting the observance of laws of niddah as essentially feminist and sensitive to feminine identity”,[footnoteRef:82] when perhaps they do not necessarily believe it. Regardless of this, feminism and Orthodoxy can work together despite there being some opposing views. For example,  [82:  Yadgar, Yaacov. 2006. “Gender, Religion, and Feminism: The Case of Jewish Israeli Traditionalists,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45.3: 353–70 <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00311.x>] 

feminists exploring Jewish women’s spirituality and religious expression, together with well-educated younger generations of Orthodox women who take religious obligations seriously, and newly observant women who seek the structured environment and sexual limits of Orthodoxy, have revitalized Mikvahs in many communities.[footnoteRef:83] [83:  Fishman, Sylvia Barack Fishman. 1989. “The Impact of Feminism on American Jewish Life,” The American Jewish Year Book, 89: 3–62 [accessed 2 May 2020]] 

This example shows that feminism can have an important impact on Orthodox communities, without the loss of tradition. This is important as this is the reason that many Orthodox women do not see themselves as feminists.
Although many aspects of feminism influence how Reform Judaism is today, some feminist Orthodox women choose to remain in that practice as they do not agree with the practices of the Reform denomination. One Orthodox women describes her first and last experience attending a Reform service. She states the following:
 I saw a woman called to the Torah. I am a feminist woman, but I found it very hard to accept it. It bothered me. I accept the spiritual idea that there is purity and impurity. When a woman is menstruating, she is niddah and impure.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Yadgar, Yaacov. 2006. “Gender, Religion, and Feminism: The Case of Jewish Israeli Traditionalists,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 45.3: 353–70 <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2006.00311.x>
] 

This suggests that feminism does not always influence religious beliefs, and that it supports the views already held by the individual. Feminism allows them to be empowered within their religion, and encourages them to make changes that they want, without compromising their religious integrity. 
[bookmark: _Toc40008565]Conclusion
From this, the conclusion can be made that Jewish women themselves are an integral part of making the Niddah laws and Judaism more empowering for women, and in some cases men too. All developments that have been made have been made by women who do not agree with the laws in their original state or feel that their religion no longer gives them what they need. As opposed to giving up their religion, they make strides to alter it to be what they need. The example of the Jewish yoga class that allows women to feel a sense of spiritually that they are not able to feel through traditional religious practices is both empowering to see and saddening. Women should not have to seek out other methods of spiritually that they could not get from their own religion because they are not a man.
However, the fact that women are able to alter the laws for them to be more meaningful for them is a positive. The example seen through Ner-David’s story of attending the Mikvah with her husband was both empowering to read and for her to be able to do. Judaism seems to fail the realize the power that a strong couple have to help each other, and that certain practise, such as the Mikveh, would have a greater effect if a couple attending together was commonplace. It is evident that improvements are being made, and that women are finding their place within Judaism through being progressive themselves. 
Overall, it is clear that the empowerment that women get from Judaism and the Niddah laws does not always come directly from the religion. It comes from the communities that they make to include themselves in spiritual acts when their religion does not allow them to do so. It also comes from their willingness to stick with their beliefs and ensure that it continues to develop for future.



















[bookmark: _Toc40008566]Conclusion
This dissertation aimed to explore to what extent the Niddah laws were empowering or imposing on Jewish women. It did this firstly through the exploration of the ancient texts. The texts, mainly Lev 15, displayed how the stigma surround menstruation and menstrual blood occurred.  Due to the fear of menstruation that was present at the time, the texts reflect a point of view that is somewhat harmful for women today. The differences between how female and male impurity was inevitable due to patriarchal society at the time, however, today has led to there being an inequality between men and women throughout Judaism. 
This stigma surrounding women is reflected in the Niddah laws and how they are practiced today. How the laws are practiced was and still is an important aspect of the laws to look at, as it has frequently been looked past in many of the law’s critiques. The observance of how Orthodox women practice the laws has given insight to their lives. Firstly, the Niddah laws are considered by some women to be just a part of their religion and an aspect that they do not love but respect. This is an interesting understanding of the laws as this is missing from a lot of the literature surrounding the Niddah laws. There are many restricting aspects to Judaism and across many religions, however, the ones that get the most focus and scrutiny are the ones that tend to revolve around women. Is this because most people assume that women following any religious rules are being forced to do so? Perhaps. Regardless of this, the Niddah laws can and should be seen as just another aspect to Judaism for those who wish to follow it. 
Secondly, the control that the women who practice the Niddah laws have over their bodies, their marriages and community is immense and is not discussed enough. Due to the stigma that women in an Orthodox religion must be repressed, the fact that they could be empowered by their faith is never considered. The examples seen throughout this dissertation as to how women use the Mikvah to control their marital relations, to help women in their own community and to reconnect and alter how they view their body are extremely powerful. 
Nevertheless, this is not to say that the laws cannot be imposing onto women. There are many examples in this dissertation that show that the Niddah laws are not always helpful to women, however, this is most likely due to the laws being written by men in a time in which women were considered lesser. The separation between a couple during menstruation as been a common aspect of Niddah that many women and couples have issue with. The realities of not being able to touch for a large period of the month, every month, is undoubtedly going to be hard on a couple. This is made worse by the loss or birth of a child, as these are the times that married individuals should be able to touch and comfort each other, but instead are told to not. It is aspects of the Niddah laws such as these that should be reconsidered and made more reasonable for the modern day. 
A final conclusion that can be made on Jewish women’s lives is that both the indirect and direct impact that feminism has had on the practice and perception of the Niddah laws is extensive. This dissertation has barely scratched the surface of the impact that feminism has had, yet has still shown progressive examples of its influence. As a minimum, the rise of the feminist movement has given Jewish women the confidence to demand more from their religion, or to seek out spiritual enlightenment in other places. The Jewish yoga group is a perfect example of women craving more spirituality in their life and finding a way for them to get it. 
Overall, there are many reasons as to why the Niddah laws could be considered both empowering and imposing. This is the case for many aspects of a religion, and in some ways should only be seen as just that. However, the positive impact that the laws could have on an individual’s life if Jewish women continue to alter and demand more from their religion could be major. The progress being made and that will continue to be made is immense, with Jewish women striving bring equality and feminism to their males dominated religion. 
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