Forgotten and Revived: The Bruria Episode in Halachic Discourse and Ideology in the Modern Age

The “Bruria Episode” is a short narrative cited by Rashi in his commentary on Tractate Avoda Zara that describes how Bruria's husband, Rabbi Meir, brought about the seduction of his learned wife in an attempt to prove to her that women are, indeed, feebleminded—ultimately leading to her suicide. This article deals with how the story is reflected
 in the teachings of Orthodox halakhists, scholars, and sages over the last few decades, from across the spectrum. It discusses how this medieval account has been marshaled by the various parties to internal Orthodox debates over the character and place of women—specifically the question of Torah study for women.  
There is no doubt that Bruria is one of the few female characters referred to positively in the Talmud, and who is mentioned there on numerous occasions. As a consequence of this tragic story that presents her in a negative light, Bruria became a controversial figure. Beginning in the middle of the 20th century the question was raised: Is Bruria an empowering figure, a positive role model for Jewish women, or is she a dangerous figure whose path should be avoided, her story a cautionary tale about improper behavior?  

For hundreds of years – from the 11th century when Rashi wrote it, until the 19th century – the Bruria episode received little attention, relatively speaking, and it does not appear that the story engendered significant deliberation. In contrast, from the beginning of the 20th century, with the unprecedented development of religious education for girls, the Bruria episode began to take center stage. This development is most pronounced in the second half of the 20th century and in the beginning of the 21st century when the spectrum of opinions about this story became much broader – factually, in terms of the story’s credibility; morally, in terms of criticism applied to the characters in the story, and halakhically, in terms of the legitimacy of Torah study for women. It is as if the Bruria episode has been conjured up from the dead to serve the ideological goals of the different parties involved in the modern controversy surrounding the status of women in contemporary Orthodoxy. 
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