
CHALLENGE AND 
CONFORMITY

The Religious Lives of 
Orthodox Jewish Women

LINDSEY TAYLOR-GUTHARTZ

London
The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization 

in association with Liverpool University Press



CONTENTS

List of Tables xi

Note on Transliteration xii

Introduction i

1. Studying Jewish Women io
The Double Invisibility of Orthodox Jewish Women 12
The Scope of Women’s Religious Lives 17
Overlapping Worlds I: The Intersection of Men’s and Women’s 22
Religious Lives
Overlapping Worlds II: Living in Jewish and Western Contexts 30
Power and Patriarchy: Do Orthodox Women Have Agency? 32

2. Setting the Scene: The Jewish Landscape 37
Jews in Britain: Historical Background 37
Community, Communities, Networks, and Identity 39
The Development of British Orthodoxy and the British Jewish 44
Landscape
Jewish Religious Topography Today 49
Changing Moods among British Jewish Women 57
Defining Terms: Talking about the Anglo-Jewish Community 60
Previous Research on British Orthodox Women 6 6

3. The View from the Ladies’ Gallery: Women’s ‘Official’ Life 69 
in the Community
Women and the Synagogue 69
The Changing Place of Women in Other Communal Institutions hi

4. Contested Prayers and Powerful Blessings: Women’s 123
‘Unofficial’ Life in the Community
Creating Sacred Spaces 124
Nurturing the Community 150
New Developments: Sharing the Sacred with Men 165



CONTENTS

5. The View from the Kitchen: Women’s ‘Official’ Life in 177
the Family
The Sabbath 179
Food and Kashrut 183
Passover 188
Mikveh and 'Family Purity’ 191
Modesty 196
Visiting the Dead 199
Prayer and Relationship with God 201

6. Red Threads and Amulets: Women’s ‘Unofficial’ Life in 208
the Family
Questioning the Community: Limitations and Caveats 209
Definitions and Status of Practices 212
Testing Stereotypes and Assumptions 216
Who Practises These Customs? 218
What Customs Are Practised? 219
Age as a Factor in the Knowledge and Performance of Customs 223
Origins and Development 233
The Question of Magic 237
Women’s Understandings of Customs and Practices 242

7. Conclusion 252

Appendix I. List of Interviewees 261
Appendix II. The Questionnaire: A Sample Page 266
Appendix III. Annotated List of Customs from the 268

Questionnaire
Appendix IV. Background Data on Respondents 284

Glossary 285

Bibliography 291

Index 307



LIST OF TABLES

1. Categories of women’s religious activities, with examples 8
2. Religious affiliation of Jews in Israel, the UK, and the USA (2013-2018) 21
3. Religious self-definition of UK Jews (2002) by denominational 64

affiliation
4. Women’s synagogue attendance on sabbath morning in selected 74

synagogues (spring-autumn 2013)
5. Material and spiritual benefits (segulot) associated with blessings 154

recited before eating different foods
6. Sources of knowledge for women’s customs, grouped by generation 217

and gender of source
7. Number of distinct customs reported within categories of customs 219

on the questionnaire, in declining order
8. Customs most commonly performed, by age group 220
9. Respondents’ knowledge of the 191 customs recorded on the 224

questionnaire, by age group
10. ‘High performers’ of customs, by age group 224
11. ‘Low performers’ of customs, by age group 224
12. ‘High’ and ‘low’ performers within each age group 225
13. Customs most popular among 18-30-year-olds 226
14. Customs most popular among women aged 71 and over 227
15. Knowledge of customs against the evil eye versus performance 228

in the 18-30 and 71+ age groups
16. Popularity of customs of non-Jewish origin, by age group 229
17. Popularity of customs of pietistic origin, by age group 230
18. Knowledge of the ten most popular pietistic customs versus 232

performance in the 18-30 and 71+ age groups
A.IV.1. Affiliation and age breakdown of respondents 284
A.IV.2. Place of birth of respondents 284
A.IV3. Countries accounting individually for less than 3% of 284

respondents’ grandparents


