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PREFACE

One of my earliest childhood memories takes place in the courtyard of an old wooden townhouse in the city of Turku in southwestern Finland. It is a bright day; the women, including my
mother, my nanny, our cook, and the neighbor woman, sit in the
sun. At the other end of the courtyard there is a blacksmith’s
workshop where horses are shod. This is the spring of 1947. One
or two of the women—my mother is probably not one of them—
are engaged in some domestic work, possibly peeling potatoes.
They are also involved in a pleasant talk, bridging the social and
ethnic differences with ease—my mother is the only Jewish
woman in this group. The neighbor’s son, Jukka, drives proudly
around in a model car operated by pedals. I want to take turns on
the car, but Jukka refuses to release the hold over his most precious toy. I grow extremely impatient, and finally I clutch a
considerable amount of his wheat-blond hair and pull it really
hard. Jukka screams and instantly pays back with the same
gesture.
ix
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Two small children with no clothes—it is warm, remember?—roll on the round, smooth stones of the courtyard. The
women move in a hurry to separate us. In order to bring peace,
they turn our attention to another toy, a ring for blowing soap
bubbles. Laughter is restored to the courtyard, and the bubbles
carry our rainbow-colored reflections above the roof of the house
out to the wide world.
Today, on the site of our old courtyard there is a seven-story
gray stone building adorned with a large cross. The local Methodist church shares the building with the other inhabitants. After
many years I have learnt to cherish the memory of the women’s
talk, of the intense excitement of the competition with the boy,
and of the magic reflections in the fleeing soap bubbles.
I am immensely grateful to my friends and colleagues at the Department of Near Eastern Studies and the Jewish Studies Program at the University of California, Berkeley, who invited me
to reintroduce the Taubman Lecture Series on Jewish Civilization. The Taubman Lecture Series had in earlier years featured
such eminent scholars as my late teachers Dan Pagis and Shlomo
Morag, and (yibbadel le-hayim arukim ve-tovim) Ya’akov Sussman. I am especially indebted to Daniel Boyarin, the incumbent
of the Taubman Chair for Talmudic Civilization at Berkeley,
who initiated the invitation. Daniel Boyarin, esteemed colleague
and true friend, together with Chava Boyarin, also provided a
warm neighborly environment, rewarding in every sense. At best
I can hope these lectures may bear the stamp of the exhilarative
exchanges on Rabbinic literature I have had with him through
the years and especially in the warm and pleasant months of the
fall of 1999 at Berkeley. As all aficionados know, the scholarly
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and social ambience of Berkeley is truly unique in its freedom,
generosity, and perspicacity. I also thank Daniel Boyarin and his
colleagues for being intrigued enough to invite me back in the
fall of 2000 to deliver the fourth talk.
The dialogue with my sometime student and now respected
colleague Dina Stein from the Graduate Theological Union at
Berkeley has been one of the most enriching experiences of my
whole intellectual life. The Berkeley visit that gave birth to these
lectures, now chapters of this book, is just one pearl in a string
that hopefully will go on and on and on.
Bluma Goldstein, wise in letters and life, at the time the chair
of the Jewish Studies Program, gave me every possible support
both in administration and in friendship, including motherly
care for my lost buttons and torn blouse as well as intellectual exchange on Jewish women. Chana Kronfeld’s generous sharing of
her precious time for talks on poetry and life was invaluable.
Other Berkeleyites whose presence and participation was of
importance for the shaping of the present text are Robert Uri
Alter, Chana Bloch, Carol Cossman, Alan Dundes, Charlotte
Fonrobert, and Ron Handel. Linda Fitzgerald’s efficient and
pleasant handling of the administrative side of my stay was
indispensable. The simultaneous presence of my Jerusalem
friends, teachers, and colleagues Shirley Kaufman and Bill
Daleski in Berkeley was a delightful extra.
The work on which the lectures are based draws of course
from the source of my alma mater and longtime scholarly home,
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. I am always amazed at the
richness and variation of scholarly expertise that I am surrounded by. Stimulating intellectual friendships, cooperation,
and dialogues have nurtured my work. For this particular proj-
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ect my closest companion for over half a decade has been Oded
Irshai, a marvel of learning and wisdom, my guide and fellow in
the porticos of Late Antique Christian, Jewish, and pagan lives,
especially, but not only, in the Galilee. Our joint research is indebted to the Federman Family Foundation to commemorate
David and Paula Ben-Gurion at the Institute for Jewish Studies
at the Hebrew University. Among the many others whose work
has served as an inspiring basis for dialogue and debate are especially Israel Jacob Yuval, Daniel Schwarz, Hava Turniansky,
David Stern, Ora Limor, Yaakov Elbaum, Avigdor Shinan,
Joshua Levinson, and Eli Yassif. I cherish the exchanges with my
estimable friend and close colleague Hagar Salamon. I thank
Shalom Sabar for his leadership in advancing the Jewish and
Comparative Folklore Program at the Hebrew University and
for his untiring help in my search for cover art. Tali Artman,
Ophir Mintz-Manor (who prepared the index for this book), Orit
Segal, Anat Shapira, and Haim Weiss are a source of assistance,
joy, and pride, and so are many other students of Rabbinic literature and Jewish and comparative folklore.
The lectures were also presented at various seminars at the
University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia in the spring of 2000.
I am grateful for the comments and amplifications extended by
Roger Abrahams, Regina Bendix, Peter Stallybrass, Robert St.
George, and especially my longtime friend, and in a sense mentor, Dan Ben-Amos, all of whom were also effective in making
our stay there rewarding. Special thanks go also to David Ruderman, Director of the Center for Advanced Jewish Study at the
University of Pennsylvania. The Einstein Forum at Potsdam was
the location of further work on this book. I thank its thendirector, Sigried Weigel, and the enthusiastic staff.
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The staff at University of California Press has been efficient,
welcoming, and most helpful. I thank especially Reed Malcolm,
series editor, and Cindy Wathen, David Gill, Jacqueline Volin,
and Ellen F. Smith for her careful editing. Two readers have
supplied important corrections and additions to my original
manuscript, for which I am grateful.
Last but not least, my longest and closest neighborly relationship is with my partner in learning, love, and life, Freddie
Rokem. Its constant renewal has amplified and deepened my enthusiasm for neighbors and other attachments. I thank him also
for the gift of our 1999 stay in Berkeley, always a favorite place
for us. The visits of our children Ariel and Naama with us there
were pure bliss. Naama’s scholarly interest in spatial (and other)
aspects of literature has become a very important source of
knowledge, information, and inspiration for me.
As the final words of this book are typed I hear the harsh
sounds of war and oppression around. As one for whom dialogue
has been not only an analytical tool for literary interpretation but
also an ideal mode of communication with neighbors, not the
least our Palestinian neighbors, I join hands with those who act
to withstand occupation and violence, and promote a just and
lasting peace.
Jerusalem, August 2002
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Erecting the Fence
Texts, Contexts, Theories, and Strategies

This short book seeks to explore the ways in which we can learn
something about the relationship between literature and reality
in Late Antique Jewish culture by reading the texts that we call
Rabbinic literature, the Talmud and the Midrash. The discussion
will evolve specifically in terms of narratives told in Hebrew and
Aramaic, mostly in the Galilee, sometime between the years 150
and 500 C.E.
These stories are short and concise, and they are embedded in
discursive contexts that often emphasize non-narrative concerns
such as Bible exegesis and juridical deliberation. The reason they
have stimulated generations of traditional interpretation and
scholarly research is, I believe, their capacity to present themselves continually as forceful and condensed signs for multiple
concerns and areas of experience and expression. The same seductive complexity of these apparently simple texts opens them
for study from various vantage points and theoretical outlooks.
1
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It also assures us that no one analytical procedure will exhaust all
their meanings.
The main theoretical concept I want to develop here is the
narrative dialogue. The narrative dialogue is an analytical tool
devised to explore the transport of cultural goods in terms that
stretch the linear and dichotomous models of thought lying behind the concept of influence.1 Without denying the unifying
characteristics of entities defined, by themselves and others, in
terms of gender, age-group, class, religion, nationality, ethnicity,
or other socially and culturally determined characteristics, it is
necessary to state that most cultural communication constantly
traverses these categories. The traffic across identity boundaries
is more easily discernible in contemporary oral discourse than in
discourse fixed in writing in rhetorical contexts, as the Talmud
and the Midrash are. My purpose is to elicit the orality in the
written, to invoke the plurality of the canonical, and by that to
problematize the authority of received traditions.
Dialogues may assume various emotional and intellectual
tones. They may display conflict, fear, adversity, and even hatred,
and they may also breathe common heritage, shared interests,
friendship, tolerance, and solidarity. Attesting to the communication between individuals from various intersecting, sometimes
hostile groups, such dialogues never grow out of a total indifference of human beings to each other. Approaching the text as a dialogue, and in dialogue, maximizes its character as a communicative process in situ. Thus it may be claimed to be the most
suitable approach for exploring the issue of the relationship of literature and reality, texts and human lives.
At this stage of literary and cultural studies few, if any, scholars suggest looking for a direct, referential relationship between
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literary texts and the realities to which they are connected. One
may say that culturally and theoretically informed scholarship in
the present approaches reality and literature as a mutually transforming bundle of relations. Realities form texts; texts on the
other hand may be powerful agents in shaping realities.
It is now also generally accepted that literary texts with historical reference reflect the realities of those who crafted them
rather than of those who figure in them and about whom they
seem to tell. The case of Rabbinic literature proves, however, that
this simple premise may present more of a maze than a highway
for interpretation.
Rabbinic literature of Late Antiquity has come down to us in
manuscripts and printed versions, all themselves produced no
earlier than five hundred years after the projected date of the
original production of the texts. The textual body of the Talmud
and Midrash is immense in its scope and includes writings from
Palestine as well as from Babylonia (in the region of what is Iraq
today), compiled in a complete diglossia of Hebrew and Aramaic. These particular linguistic circumstances of a two-in-one
language constitute an engaging field for the study of border
crossing and unstable identity in Rabbinic literature that cannot
be accomplished here.
The generic nature of the texts is varied, but could generally
be characterized as being ethnographic in its concerns, including
juridical and normative discourse, rooted in an intertextual practice of Bible interpretation and quotation, as well as various
forms of narrative. I hold the texts to be ethnographic in their
main interest as they, like ethnographic writing, reify the
Lebenswelt, the experienced world, of the society they relate to,
based on dialogically narrated material. It is exactly what has
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often been stamped as the Rabbis’ lack of interest in history that
I identify as their interest in ethnography: privileging the long
duration of social institutions and everyday life over named historical persons and events with specific dates.
The Rabbis’ textual production can be quite adequately characterized using Paul Atkinson’s description of modern ethnographic writing: “vraisemblance based on ‘intertextuality.’ . . .
The persuasive force of the ethnographic argument . . . is sustained by the repeated interplay of concrete exemplification and
discursive commentary. The text moves from level to level and
from voice to voice.”2 Among the various expressive forms of discourse, generically identifiable narratives are those that can most
feasibly be said to have been transmitted in oral communication
and that pertain to the authority of collective creativity, and it is
such texts that I shall analyze.
Because of its own traditional character and the open-ended
editorial technique invested in it, Rabbinic literature of the
Amoraic period, created approximately from the third century to
the sixth century C.E., is best seen in its broader context. This includes (in addition to the canon of the Hebrew Bible) other Jewish—Hebrew and Aramaic—texts, the earlier Mishnah and
other Tannaitic texts, and liturgical poetry and Bible translations, as well as mystical and magical texts mostly composed
somewhat later than the main body of Rabbinic literature. Another intertextual perspective includes Hellenistic and Roman
texts and the texts of Early Christians, especially, but not only,
those composed in Palestine and its immediate vicinity.
The term used in English for the texts produced by Jews in the
first five or six centuries of the Common Era, namely Rabbinic
literature (parallel to the Hebrew Sifrut Haz”al), discloses imme-
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diately the patriarchal, male-dominated character traditionally
attributed to these texts. Virtually all the individuals to whom
particular passages are ascribed in the text are unambiguously
male. The very small number of exceptions simply proves the
general tendency.3 Apparently men also composed the larger
units of texts, during the hundreds of years of their development.
The approach to Rabbinic texts applied here brings together
theoretical and methodological perspectives of the historical
study of ancient texts and research in folk literature and folklore. In earlier projects I have carried out research based on
fieldwork in present cultures, that is, through interviewing and
observing behavior and discourse. I shall try to elaborate on the
possibility of applying this experience to the study of ancient
texts. Dialogue has been a central concept in folklore and cultural anthropology for more than a decade.4 In addition to the
obvious methodological aspect of the mode of procuring information, the dialogical approach also brings into the research a
heightened existential consciousness and a positive approach to
interpersonal and intercultural communication in itself. It generates as well a critical approach to the inescapable power of hierarchies that is a part of most fieldwork situations, between individuals with unequal educational and economic conditions,
although it does not, of course, erase these inequalities. It is
rarely the ones who are lower in power hierarchies who study
those higher up. Historical study produces a similar “inequality,” formulated by Hans Georg Gadamer and others as the
hermeneutical stance of those who are acquainted with what
came to pass. The feminist aspect of the present approach acknowledges, in fact celebrates, this turning of tables on the ancient patriarchal texts.

