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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Although tractate Sotah did not play a major role in the medieval rabbinic curriculum, the sotah ritual 
and its presentation in classical rabbinic literature have come to occupy a more prominent place in 
contemporary discourse about the rabbis and rabbinic civilization. This contemporary attention to the 
sotah ritual may be attributed to the rise of Jewish feminism and a desire to confront troubling texts. 
This course aims to confront the sotah ritual through a deep examination of Bavli Sotah. We will 
examine the ways in which different interpretive methodologies create different frameworks for 
understanding a specific sugya and thus different ideas about that sugya. We will ask ourselves: what 
are the larger pictures through which we construct our readings and how do those larger pictures 
contribute to which smaller details we consider significant? In turn, how do the smaller building blocks 
of a sugya contribute to building the larger interpretive claim? How do we choose the boundaries of 
the relevant interpretive unit? Tools we will utilize include manuscripts, medieval commentary, and 
contemporary academic scholarship. The sugyot we will examine will be both brief and extensive, 
aggadic and halakhic. As we consider these questions, we will also consider how to articulate our 
readings in the form of commentary, a particular type of Talmudic discourse.  
 

REQUIREMENTS 
1. Beit Midrash. 

Beit midrash study material will form the core of the course. Each week, I will post a study 
guide on schoology for the following week’s discussion. I expect that you will prepare the 
material extensively and deeply, coming to class prepared to talk and think about what you 
have learned and found. 

2. Secondary Articles 
Secondary articles will complement and deepen the work that you are doing in the beit midrash. 
Some articles focus on the Sotah ritual itself, while others address more methodological issues in 
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the study of Talmud, and in particular various feminist approaches to reading Talmud. For the 
most part, I have listed the articles in order of priority on the syllabus. I expect that you know 
how to read and articulate an author’s main argument. Come to class prepared to do so, as well 
as to think about how these articles can help you better conceptualize tractate Sotah.  

3. Google.doc of Themes and Questions 
After reading all of tractate Sotah in English and discussing it in class, the class will together 
create a collective google.doc of the themes and questions of the masekhet that have surfaced in 
class and in the beit midrash. This document will act as a record and a reminder of what we saw 
initially and of our ongoing ideas. I will ask you to periodically update the document. 

4. Commentary 
The main written work for this class will be a piece of commentary on one sugya. This sugya 
should either be a new sugya or something that we do not discuss extensively in class (some of 
the units will cover more material than we can do in class). Please choose your sugya and email it 
to me by March 7. You may prepare the sugyot in havruta pairs; two people may choose to work 
on the same sugya. However, each individual must hand in their own written commentary. I am 
happy to help you choose your sugya. 
You will write two versions of this commentary: an initial draft and a final draft. These two 
drafts will help you to see the interpretive progress you are making throughout the course. 
I will not accept final drafts if you have not handed in an initial draft. 
 Initial Draft: March 28 
 Final Draft: May 16 

 
GUIDELINES FOR COMMENTARY 

Your commentary should engage with our project of thinking about individual sugyot within the 
larger themes of tractate Sotah. To that end, when you are writing your commentary you should: 

1. Identify which theme or themes you will explore through your chosen sugya. Make sure that 
you articulate how the specific details of your sugya are part of this thematic. 
2. Use the different reading methodologies we have explored throughout the semester. Make 
sure to utilize the approaches of at least two authors. 
3.  Consider your own definition of commentary. Remember, this is not supposed to be an end-
of-the-semester academic paper. 
4. Use footnotes as relevant. 
5. Bring in additional rabbinic material as relevant. 
6. Translate your sugya. 
7. Have fun and be creative! 

 
Talmud assignments and articles will be posted on Schoology. 
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ELECTRONIC DEVICES 
 

Please do not use your cell-phone in class. This includes texting. If for any reason you do need to 
use your phone in class, please let me know why.  
I would prefer if you did not use computers or tablets in class while we are studying sugyot (more on 
why not in class). In any case, do not use the internet or email. If people do use the internet or email 
during class, then “I prefer” will become a no computers/tablets policy. 
 

COURSE ACCOMMODATIONS FOR DISABILITIES 
 
Hebrew College is committed to ensuring the full participation of all students in programs.  
Accordingly, if a student has a documented disability, and as a result, needs a reasonable 
accommodation to attend, participate or complete course requirements, then he or she should 
inform the instructor at the beginning of the course as well as the Director of Student Support.  For 
further information, see the Student Handbook at 
http://hebrewcollege.edu/sites/default/files/student_handbook.pdf.   
 
If you require course accommodations because of a documented disability or an emergency medical condition, please 
email your instructor as soon as possible.  We are happy to work with you on any issues you have to ensure that you 
can participate fully in the class and complete the course requirements. Please do not wait until the assignments are due 
for a retroactive accommodation, but discuss the situation with your instructor before you experience difficulty.    
 

TEXTS FOR PURCHASE 

סוטהבבלי   

_______________________________________________ 
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February 7 
Foundations 

Read all of Mishnah Sotah in English 

 במדבר ה:יא

  משנה סוטה פרק א

 Tikva Frymer-Kensky, “The Strange Case of the Suspected Sotah (Numbers V 11-31),” 
Vetus Testamentum 34:1 (1984), pp.11-26. 

 Albeck, מבוא למסכת סוטה 

 

February 14 

Beginning a Masekhet: Opening Sugyot 

Begin reading Bavli Sotah in English (Soncino Translation) 

 בבלי סוטה ב ע״א

  וקתני סוטה כדרבי –מכדי תנא 

 Meir S. Feldblum. “The Talmud: Abraham Weiss’s View.” Essential Papers on the Talmud, 
edited by Michael Chernick. New York: New York University Press, 1994. 123-124.  

 Mira Balberg. Purity, Body, and Self in Early Rabbinic Literature. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2014. 180-184. 

 Charlotte E. Fonrobert, Jane L. Kanarek, Marjorie Lehman. “Introduction.” Nashim: A 
Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies and Gender Issues, 28 (5775/2015): 5-8. 

 Barry Wimpfheimer. The Talmud: A Biography. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2018. 
106-109. 

 

February 21 

The Masekhet as a Thematic Whole 

Finish reading Bavli Sotah in English (Soncino Translation) 

 בבלי סוטה ב ע״א

  בזוג שני –המקנא דיעבד אין 

 Mira Wasserman. Jews, Gentiles, and Other Animals: The Talmud After the Humanities. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 17-31 

 Lisa Grushcow. Writing the Wayward Wife: Rabbinic Interpretations of Sotah. Leiden: Brill, 2006. 
19-31 
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February 28 

Temple Ritual 

 בע״–בבלי סוטה ב ע״א 

 לנתפשה קמ״ –ר״א אומר מקנא לה 

  תשטה כתיב –אמר ריש לקיש מה לשון קינוי 

 Ishay Rosen-Zvi. The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender and Midrash. Leiden: Brill, 2012. 
239-254. 

 Judith Romney Wegner. Chattel or Person? The Status of Women in the Mishnah. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1988. 10-19, 50-54, 91-93. 

 

March 7 

Sin and Ambiguity 

 ג ע״ב –ג ע״א  בבלי סוטה

  עמה לעולם הבא –תנא דבי רבי ישמעאל 

 Judith Hauptman. Rereading the Rabbis: A Woman’s Voice. Colorado: Westview Press, 1998. 15-
29. 

 Sarra Lev. “Sotah: Rabbinic Pornography?” The Passionate Torah, edited by Danya Ruttenberg. 
New York: NYU Press, 2009. 7-23. 

Choose Your Sugya For Commentary 

 

March 14 

Considering Masculinity 

  ה ע״ב –בבלי סוטה ד ע״ב 

  ושם אלא ושם דרך –י עוירא זמנין בדרש ר

 Daniel Boyarin, “Rabbis and Their Pals” in Unheroic Conduct: The Rise of Heterosexuality 
and the Invention of the Jewish Man, University of California Press, 1997. 127-150. 

 Michael L. Satlow. "'Try to Be a Man,': The Rabbinic Construction of Masculinity." Harvard 
Theological Review 89 (1996): 19-40. 

 

March 28  

Suspended Punishment – Part 1 

  ז ע״א –בבלי סוטה ו ע״א 

  לא שכיחא –ואלו אסורות מלאכול בתרומה 
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 Miriam Peskowitz, “Spinning Tails: On Reading Gender and Otherness in Tannaitic Texts,” 
in The Other in Jewish Thought and History: Constructions of Jewish Culture and Identity, ed. Lawrence 
J. Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn, New York University Press, 1994. 91-120.  

Initial Draft of Commentary Due 

 

April 4 

Suspended Punishment – Part 2 

  כא ע״ב –בבלי סוטה כ ע״ב 

 והחכמה מאין תמצא –ושלה זכות היתה וכו׳ 

 Daniel Boyarin. Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 167-196. 

 

April 11 

Priestly Ritual 

  ח ע״ב –בבלי סוטה ז ע״ב 

  לא תעשנה כזמתכנה –ת״ר אמר לפניה דברים של הגדה ומעשים שאירעו 

 Charlotte Fonrobert. Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender. 
Stanford University Press, 2000. 103-127, 256-265. 

 James L. Kugel. In Potiphar’s House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1990. 125-155. 

 

April 18 

Measure for Measure  – Part 1 

  ט ע״ב –ט ע״א  בבלי סוטה

  להוציא לעז על מים המרים –תנו רבנן סוטה נתנה עיניה במי שאינו ראוי 

 Ishay Rosen-Zvi. “Measure for Measure as a Hermeneutical Tool in Early Rabbinic 
Literature: The Case of Tosefta Sotah.” Journal of Jewish Studies 57:2 (2006): 269-286. 

 

May 2 

Measure for Measure – Part 2 

  יא ע״ב –בבלי סוטה יא ע״א 

  ויקרא לו ה׳ שלום –וכן לענין הטובה מרים 

  זה אלי ואנוהו –ויקוצו מפני בני ישראל 

308-302. 1991יונה פרנקל. דרכי האגדה והמדרש כרך א׳. ירושלים: יד לתלמוד,    
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 Sarra Lev, “Inside/Outside: The Rabbinic Negotiation of Binaries. BT Me’ilah 15b-16a,” in 
Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies and Gender Issues, 28 (5775/2015): 106-119. 

  

May 9 

Returning to Ritual 

  כ ע״א –בבלי סוטה יט ע״ב 

 המרים שמרים וכו׳ –ת״ר והשקה 

 Daniel Boyarin. “Women’s Bodies and the Rise of the Rabbis: The Case of the Sotah.” Jews 
and Gender: The Challenge to Hierarchy. Studies in Contemporary Jewry 16 (2000): 88-100. 

 Ishay Rosen-Zvi. The Mishnaic Sotah Ritual: Temple, Gender and Midrash. Leiden: Brill, 2012. 
225-238. 

 

May 16   

Final Commentary Due 

 


