
Agunot Speak 

L huteure examine Its di 'cultks 
particulihes & & fmme juive dont k 
mart' r&ue & lui cCdcr un divorce 
reli@inuc. 

It hesn 't have to be bruises on the 
body. v y o u  have scars in your 
soul it? worse, befieue me it3 
worse. I t i  hardto heal. The bruises 
become b l w  andyeflow and dis- 
appear, but when you have the 
scars insidc, it3 hard to heal. 
(Dafna) l 

The scars inside ofDafna and women 
like her are the result of emotional 
abuse that is sanctioned by Jewish 
law, bahkbah, which gives only men 
the power to dissolve a religious mar- 
riage, by granting a document called 
aget. Any Jewish man who decides to 
withhold a get leaves his wife an 
agunah, literally meaning one who is 
anchored or chained. In North 
America, if an agunah is observant 
and lives according to Jewish law, 
even if she has a civil divorce, she can 
never remarry in areligious ceremony, 
and if she subsequently has children, 
they will be considered marnurim, 
bastards. Yet, loopholes within the 
law exist for their husbands, who can 
remarry and start new families. A 
woman can also become an agunah if 
her husband dies without witness, or 
if he is not mentally competent to 
give her theget. The vast majority of 
agunot, however, have been victim- 
ized by Jewish men using the privi- 
lege accorded them. 

Thus far, little remedy exists for 
agunot, as the vast majority of 
orthodox rabbis continue to inter- 
pret the law as immutable; in addi- 
tion, the law maintains that a "co- 
ercedngetis not valid. However, many 
husbands do want to give their wives 
a get, but only in exchange for large 

About Their Chains 
sums of money or custody rights. In 
Israel, where marriage and divorce 
fill entirely under the jurisdiction of 
religious law, every married woman, 
regardless of her level of observance, 
is a potential agunah. It is has been 
estimated that there arc currently 
8,000 to 16,000 agunot in Israel 
(Adams). 

Collective chains 

Problems of agunot will con- 
tinue to be discussed, and 
hopefully resolved, on a case-by- 
case basis. (Bide 112) 

It is my hope and intent that the 
experiences women face as agunot 
will begin to be collectively viewed 
and anaped. Each and every agunah 
is important. Her suffering is real and 
every means possible must be used to 
free her. Yet, in dealing with the issue, 
one agunah at a time, the systemic 
nature of this problem is diminished. 
If rabbis, or the general Jewish com- 
munity, had to face the stories of 50 
agunotat once, itwould not be so easy 
for everyone to ignore this injustice, 

Jewish feminist framework, as much 
of my previous work has done, is not 
enough. The "personal is political" is 
paramount, and unless Jewish femi- 
nists learn this and listen to the voices 
of agunot, their analyses will be de- 
void of life. How can this great ineq- 
uity, the denial of aget, that indirectly 
besmirches all Jewish women, be ad- 
dressed without taking into account 
the perspectives of agunot, the per- 
spectives of their captorslhusbands, 
and the perspectives ofthose to whom 
agunot turn, the rabbis? 

By interviewing agunot and 
analyzing their stories together, I 
want to begin this process of inclu- 
sion. In my preliminary interviews 
for my dissertation, I was attempting 
to determine, first and foremost, how 
these women conceptualized their ex- 
periences. More specifically, I was 
interested in knowing how bewm- 
ing an agunah mediated their rela- 
tionships with their husbands, their 
children, the rabbis, and the general 
Jewish community. What reasons did 
their husbands give for being so vin- 
dictive? Why were they withholding 
the get! Were they using it for black- 

Any Jewish man who decides to withhold a get 
leaves his wife an agunah, literally meaning one 

who is anchored or chained. Ifan agunah is 
observant and lives according toJewish hw,  even 

ifshe h a  a civil divorce, she can never remany. 

or to keep agunot silenced and 
compartmentalized. Collectivity calls 
to account. 

In addition, the experiences agunot 
face must be analyzed together if the 
scholarship on feminism and hakzkhah 
is to grow and bear fruit. Bringing 
together Jewish law, civil law, and 
Jewish women's activism around 
agunot, and analyzing them within a 

mail? What were their religious back- 
grounds? Did the agunot perceive 
support from any sector of the Jew- 
ish community, especially the rab- 
bis? How had this affected their 
viewslpractice of Judaism? How had 
this affected their children? If they 
did not receive their gittin2 in the 
future, would they remarry without 
a get? 
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Violence and control 

In 1991, I was very physically 
a 6 4  and I was afaidf ir  my 
l@. My two o& boy, they were 
my bodyguardr. (Dafna) 

When I interviewed these agunot, 
at first I was surprised to learn that 
one ofthe women had been emotion- 
ally abused during her marriage, while 

but they do understand what is going 
on between their parents: 

They ivawarc that he hasn 'tgivm 
me the get. They know he? doing 
it to hurtMommy. They 'VC raised 
it with him. He teh them Mommy 
hesn 't wantaget. Ihave to talk to 
them a lot. They know the issues, 

Dafna's husband also twists every- 
thing around with 
their children. When 

Jewish law gives abusive men a means to continue N ~ ~ a s ~ h i s f i t h e r  
to give Dafka a get, to control their wives even aftrr a civil divorce bar Gilad replied, 

taken p&. Mental abuse and religous abase ten, I have to punish 

blcnd together. Thus, i t  is crucial that get abuse be her." 

seen as a form of viohnce againstjewisb women. Standing to 
accQunt 

the others had been both emotionally 
and physically abused. Yet, upon 
closer scrutiny, it is not surprising in 
the least that battered wives can be- 
come agunot. Jewish law gives abu- 
sive men a means to continue to 
control their wives, their very lives, 
even after a civil divorce has taken 
place. The abuse continues, albeit in 
a different form. Mental abuse and 
religious abuse blend together. Thus, 
it is crucial that get abuse be seen in 
broader terms, as a form of violence 
against Jewish women. 

Children 

What affect does a husband's with- 
holding of the get have on the chil- 
dren from this marriage? All of the 
agunot spoke at great length about 
this aspect of their situations. It ap- 
pears from their stories that a great 
deal of the emotional turmoil that 
their children are going through, or 
have gone through, stems from the 
nature of divorce itself. Yet, the de- 
nial of agetadds a whole other aspect 
to the relationship between children 
and their fathers. How this general 
and specific turmoil are interwoven 
is, as ofyet, still unclear and should be 
studied further. From these agunot 
we can begin to see a glimpse of this. 

Moriah's children are still young, 

When there was a rabbinic will, 
there was a halakhic way. 
(Greenberg 44) 

When agunot cannot escape from 
their situations, they must plead for 
help before rabbinic authorities and 
hope that the Jewish community will 
take up their cause. How have agunot 
been treated by rabbinic authorities 
and by the Jewish community? Have 
they received any support at all? How 
has their treatment affected their views 
of the Jewish religion and their prac- 
tice of Judaism? 

Although, of course, each agunah 
blames her husband for what he has 
done to her life, they all definitely 
perceive most rabbis and communal 
institutions to have been either ex- 
plicitly against them, indifferent to 
their pain, or sympathetic, but un- 
willing to intervene. Moreover, in 
each of the interviews, each agunah 
paints the picture of a mostly uncar- 
ing Jewish community. Thus, taken 
individually and coliectively, their 
stories warn that Jewish communi- 
ties had better take note of the plight 
of agunot and pressure communal 
institutions and rabbinic authorities 
to employ the methods they do have 
available to them to help end the 
suffering of these women and their 
children. Failure to do so will not 

only perpetrate injustice, but it may 
also result in the loss of committed 
women and children as they turn way 
from Judaism. 

Moriah went to see Rabbi Ochs, 
who heads the Toronto bcthdin,3 but 
he told her that if her husband did 
not want to give her theget, he could 
not force him to do so. She had put 
her G t h  in the hands of the rabbis 
because she believed they would help 
her, especially since her husband had 
abused her. She had thought "they 
wouldn't tolerate this if there were an 
ethical or moral foundation to 
Judaism." With the notable excep- 
tion of the International Coalition 
for Agunot Rights (~m), Moriah be- 
lievesthat the Jewish community does 
not want to hear about agunot or get 
involved because they do not want to 
believe that this type of abuse is hap- 
pening, and this makes her feel iso- 
lated. She finds this resistance comes 
mostly from the orthodox commu- 
nity because of the prevalent belief 
that husbands and wives should stay 
together, no matter what happens, 
for the children. 

The result of living as an agunah 
and not finding anyone to take up 
her plight has caused Moriah to ask, 
"Where do you turn if all the leaders 
of the community and figures of 
authority say I can't help you?" In 
Moriah's case, the answer has been 
to turn away from ultra-orthodoxy. 
She now finds adherence to hakkhah 
to be "oppressive," and hypocritical: 

The image ofjcwish women in 
ultra-orthodoxy is just an iUu- 
sio-being "A Woman of Val- 
our. Women are second-chs 
ci tkns.  It i a hulaRhit issue-the 
law stayed archaic and never 
changed 

Moriah does continue to keep 
Shabbat and to celebrate the holi- 
days. Shewants to impart thewarmth 
of Jewish tradition to her children in 
a bright and joyful way. 

When Dafna moved to Canada 
from Israel with her family, she hoped 
her marriage would improve, but soon 
after she realized this hope was fruit- 
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less and filed for acivil divorce. When 
Gilad began to refuse her agctand she 
began to seek remedy, she "found out 
that nothing has changed, and the 
rabbis here and the rabbis in Israel 
chink in the same way." When she 
spoke with Rabbi Ochs, the answer 
he gave her was very similar to the 
answer he gave Moriah: 

Rabbi Ochs toldme thathedocsn 't 
have the power to do anything. 
Even ij'somebody$rced Gi&d to 
give me a get, and he came to the 
beth din and said it i against my 
will to give my wt? a get, the get 
is not valid He har to do i t  ofhis 
own Fee will. 

Dafna was also ups&, like Moriah, 
that Rabbi Ochs failed to "consider 
especially when there is violence in 
the house, when there is abuse." ~ a f n a  
does not feel that most people in the 
Jewish community understand what 
she is going through, and she now 
believes that even if she had "hun- 
dreds of support people around me, 
as long as the rabbis think I have to 
pay the price, nothing will change." 
Like Moriah, Dafna has a religious 
background, although she was never 
ultra-Orthodox, but her opinion of 
Judaism has also changed because of 
her experiences: 

I think that Judaism doesn 't like 
women very much. To sit around 
the tab& andsing [*A Woman of 
Valour"/ery F&y night that 
the woman, she is the centre of the 
h o w ,  you have to respect her and 
everything, When i t  comes to ac- 
tion, this is only a song. 

When Sharon's husband broke her 
hand, it was horrible enough that 
when she called the police, the only 
thing they did upon arriving at the 
house was tell Josh to go to another 
room. Even more hurtful, however, 
was the response she received from 
the rabbi at her synagogue. When he 
saw Sharon in a cast and asked her 
what happened, and she trusted him 
and truthfully told him, he could not 
believe it. Josh was such an upstand- 

ing member of the community. Even . 
though Sharon said she had no reason 
to try to save her marriage any longer, 
he said he was sure they could work it 
out and advised her to go back home. 
The next evening, Friday night, Josh 
received a ritual honour at the syna- 
gogue. When Sharon consulted Rabbi 
Ochs about her problems getting Josh 
to agree to a religious divorce, he had 
no answers for her. She kept making 
appointments to attend the beth din 
with Josh, but he repeatedly can- 
celled them. 

Although Sharon received support 
from women in her local chapter of a 
national Jewish women's organiza- 
tion, she believes that the Jewish com- 
munity is generally "oblivious" to the 
plight of agunot because they do not 
know very much about the problem 
or else they are aware of the issue, but 
do not L o w  how they can help. 
Thus, she is very happy to see ]CAR get 
off the ground and begin to dissemi- 
nate information. Like Moriah and 
Dafna, Sharon's experiences of Jew- 
ish law's intrusion on her life has 
changed her perspective on and prac- 
tice of Judaism. She does not have 
warm feelings toward the religion, 
nor does she attend services any longer: 

I cannot pray in a service any 
more. It means nothing to me. 
And1 used to befairly religious.. . . 

to anything, not even alimony. She 
was amazed that instead of taking her 
side, the orthodox rabbi that had 
officiated at her own wedding mar- 
ried Sam and his girlfriend, knowing 
that she had not received thegct. Lily 
began to speak to rabbis and commu- 
nal leaders, yet: 

Nobody could, notonepmon could 
come$rw;ardandannuer my qws- 
tion, how can this be happening, 
and nobody could help me. So, 
whenever a question was asked 
can you help me and listen to my 
Stoty, the doors wouldjwt clme. I 
was considered a pmon that no- 
body wantcdto touch. Andby that 
Z mean keep her far, far away. 

After her civil divorce, Lily found 
some solace by heightening her in- 
volvement in the Jewish community, 
and she became very active in her 
synagogue. Lily knew that everyone 
in the community5 was aware of her 
problem, but she almost never talked 
abut being an agunah, because when- 
ever she did venture forth a statement 
about needing a get it was "just like 
putting down a curtain, it was just a 
word you didn't say.. . ." Lily says that 
being an agunah did not change her 
practice ofJudaism, but it did change 
her conceptualization of it. Ethics 
and justice are no longer the corner- 

When Sharon i husband broke her hand it was 
horrible enough. Even more hu@1, however, was 
the response she receivedfom the rabbi. When he 

asked her what happened she trusted him and 
truthfiZ& told him, he cauh! not believe it. 

Iusedto keepa kosherhome. Iwed stones they were once touted to be. As 
to keep the holidays reli@ourly.. . . she sums it up, "the Jewish religion 
I cannot do it, knowing that I'm hands an awful lot to men." 
not the only one. 

StructureJagency 
Lily's husband told her that she did 

not deserve a get because she had Though all of the women inter- - 
broken up their family. She was a viewed got out of abusive marriages, 
horrible person and was not entitled their strategic responses to their con- 
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straints as agrrnotrange from actively 
fighting for the get to limited pursuit 
of the get to limited accommodation 
to relative stasis. Understanding how 
and why thii range occurs is a crucial 
step in determining where reaction 
becomes action or reaction becomes 
powerlessness. Viewed in this respect, 
a much larger study of agunot would 
not only further the development of 
Jewish feminist theory, but it may 

put it, "what happens when the 
a p M h  is 20 years old or 25, and she 
doesn't have children?" Since having 
a child while an agunah is the most 
severe consequence of deciding to be 
free, already having children was at 
least one positive aspect for most of 
the agunot. 

Yet, Moriah, who is still of 
childbearing age, refuses to remarry 
and have more children without the 

get. While no 
longer ultra-or- 
thodox, she still 
remains ortho- 
dox, bound to 
halakhah. She 
does not want to 
cut herself off 
from Judaism as 
she has chosen to 
practice it, so she 
is caught. To em- 
brace freedom is 
to lose her Jewish 
identity, her way 
oflife, but to hold 
on to orthodox 
Judaism is to  
forego later love. 
She has been an 
agunah for five 
years now, and 
the future is still 
unravelling, but 
for now stasis: "I 
don't want to be 
a martyr. I don't 
want to wait, but 
what are my op- 
tions?" The irony 
is not that her 
husband is no 
longer observant, 
it is that she feels 
ostracized from 
the community 
of which she 

Rochelle Rubinstein Kapkn, 'Muzzle, " linocut print, 1994. wants to be a part. 
also even be generally applicable to Lily received her get after 1 G years, 
feminist theories ofwomen's dislem- when a sympathetic rabbi finally in- 
powerment. tervened and her husband finally 

The one consistent factor that agreed. Three decades ago Lily be- 
should be mentioned is that each of came a divorcee and an agunah in a 
the women interviewed already had city with a relatively small Jewish 
two to three children by the time they community. The bargain she made 
obtained their civil divorces. As Dafna was to participate in this community, 

but she would keep quiet about her 
private suffering. Because of her be- 
lief in Judaism, she never remarried. 
From our vantage point today, Lily's 
pursuit of the get may seem to be 
limited acceptance. Over 16 years, 
she called the rabbis she knew, and 
her fimily also called rabbis in the 
cities throughout North America in 
which they lived. Did she choose, or 
did she feel powerless to avoid, being 
the martyr that Moriah does not want 
to become? 

Perhaps Lily reasoned that it was 
less painll  for her to keep quiet and 
to ensconce herselfin the community 
than to speak out and risk adding 
ostracism to her loneliness. On the 
other hand, as Lily reviewed her life 
and her accomplishments in thecom- 
municy, she seemed to have gleaned a 
great deal of satisfaction from being 
both independent and strong. Stay- 
ing an agunah meant that she did not 
have to be bound to another man. 
When Lily finally received her get, it 
was no longer of relevance to her life: 

Sixteen. Sktecnyears. But, I n e m  
opened up thatpiece ofpapcr. I've 
rimer opmdup thrget to see what 
it says. I t i  like, you want that 
chocolhte bar, and whenyouget it, 
i t  doesn't taste a~ good a~ you 
thought it wasgoing to. Itjust hst 
all itsfiuour. 

Unlike Lily, Dafna has been seeing 
a man that she is seriously involved 
with. Unlike Lily and Moriah, she 
really does no longer care about being 
religious or being part of the organ- 
ized Jewish community. Then, why 
does she care about being an agunah 
when she desperately wants to be free 
of such a horrible man? Because she 
wants to return to Israel, where her 
two oldest sons are, and without the 
get this would be virtually impossible 
because she has virtually no money. 
She is living on welfare right now, 
and her family in Israel is of very 
modest means and could not support 
her and her youngest son until she 
established herself, so the Israeli gov- 
ernment subsidy for returning citi- 
zens is of utmost importance. How- 
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ever, the subsidy is a family budget, 
and Dafna cannot receive it without 
Gilad while she is still married to 
him. No matter who she has con- 
tacted or what documentation she 
has compiled, she is no closer to 
returning. Dafna definitely wants to 
be free, but since she has tied her 
freedom to Israel, she continues to 
wait in limbo in Canada. She has no 
hope that Gilad will give her the get. 
Recently, he told her that when she 
receives that get she will be a widow. 

Sharon, who displayed great deter- 
mination in leaving her husband, did 
not want to be a battered wife, and 
she did not want to be an agunah: 

Igot my get because I would not 
tuke nofSr an answer and because 
I wasn 'tgoing to &t him scare me 
in any way. My situation, I think, 
was not typical in that I did have 
a career, that I wasn 'tf;ttancially 
&pendent on him. 

What is it that distinguishes her 
situation from Moriah's, Lily's, or 
Dafna's? Money. Although both 
Moriah and Dafna were told by their 
husbands that they would hand over 
the get for cash, neither could afford 
to pay the price, even if they had 
wanted to do so. Money gave Sharon 
the courage and the wherewithal to 
beat Josh, who fancied himself a 
"wheeler-dealern who was going to 
get rich, quick, at his own game. 

The perfect opportunity arose 
when Sharon met a con-artist, and 
she asked this man to help her scam 
Josh. Sharon still had fifty-thousand 
dollars that was owed to Josh from 
division of property sitting in an ac- 
count, and once the con-artist con- 
vinced Josh to invest in his business, 
saying "all he needed to do was put in 
fifty-thousand dollars and he could 
stand to make two million dollars 
within ayear," Sharon said she would 
free up the fifty-thousand dollars if 
he would sign all the divorce papers 
and show up at the beth din to sign 
the get. Josh hurriedly agreed and 
Sharon received her Jewish divorce. 

Yet, when I asked Sharon what 
happened to the fifty-thousand dol- 

lars that Josh "invested," it became 
apparent that Sharon had, in a circui- 
tous way, paid money in exchange for 
the get 

It was gone. It was h t  in a week. 
It cost me, it actually cost me about 
jfleen thousand dollars to set this 
up, becawe these guys had to have 
seed money to show that they al- 
ready hadinvestors with hundredr 
of thousands of dollars . . . which, 
of course, I was supposed to get 
back ajer they got his money, but 
I knew I'd never see it again, be- 
cause they were con-artisa I was 
haling with. 

Sharon's choice was to spend this 
amount of money to free herself from 
this man. Buying the get, since she 
had the money, made perfect sense. 
"I figured fifteen thousand and all the 
rest ofmy legal costs was cheaper than 
it would have been to have to keep 
going for years and years." Emotion- 
ally cheaper as well. Sharon was lucky 
that Josh did not profit from this sale. 
Most men who extort take their 
money to the bank. 

Conclusions 

Women who see themselves as 
free of hakzkhic restraints are, in 
fact, free. (Baker 64) 

Or  are they? In telling agunot that 
they could be free, are we blaming 
them for their victimization? In tell- 
ing agunot that they could be free, are 
we asking those who are orthodox to 
divorce themselves from their com- 
munities and perhaps even their fami- 
lies? Are we not really asking them, if 
they are observant and want to re- 
main so, to divorce themselves from 
their very identities? How does this 
affect children, our continuity, iftheir 
mothers are agunot? How does this 
affect children, our continuity, ifthey 
are born mamurim? When we state 
that agunot could be free, are we 
absolving the rabbis and the Jewish 
community from finding a solution 
that befits and honours Judaism? Or 
are these women really choosing to 

retain their status needlessly? Must 
we uphold halakhah at all costs, lest 
we lose ourselves in assimilation? Can 
a solution really be found without 
dealing with hakzkhah? In delving 
into the lives of Moriah, Dafna, Lily, 
and Sharon, we can begin to hear 
faint echoes of answers, but unless we 
capture the roar of the many agunot 
who remain bound to vindictive, cruel 
men, and seek and find remedy, no 
Jewish woman should consider her- 
self free. In Dafna's words: 

I $cI like there is an invisiblr 
chain around my neck, andsome- 
body a i  pulling it as much as he 
wants, and the system allows him 
to do it. Don 'toy for me. Help me, 
don 't oy, I need actions, not sym- 
pathy. 

Lisa Rosrnberg is in thefourth year of 
her PhD in Women i Studies at York 
University. m i l e  hcrgenrralintrrest is 
the development of Jewish feminist 
thought in North Amrrica over thepast 
20 years, she is specijically focussing on 
theplightofagunotfor her dissertation. 

l ~ l l  names and other identifying char- 
acteristics have been changed to pro- 
tect the privacy of the women inter- 
viewed. 
2~lural of get. 
3~ewish religious court. 
*~raditionall~, a husband sings this 
prayer to his wife every Friday night. 
5 ~ i l ~  lives in a small Jewish commu- 
nity. 
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LYN LIFSHIN 

Auschwitz 

there was an 
electrical fence 
you couldn't climb 
it but could 
speak thru it 

families were taken 
together they 
took their luggage 
into the camps 
their hair wasn't 

cut they were in 
a different position 
than anything anyone 
there had seen these 
people had special 

cards that said 
gassing and quarantine 
we didn't know why 
they'd be kept six 
months there was a 

school for the children, 
a theatre. They were 
told to write letters 
to relatives in the 
ghetto to say they 

were working, together. 
The ss came to play 
with the children. 
What we didn't know, 
that at midnight there'd 

be a note. The lake of 
ashes. Those cremated 
were dumped in it 
they said they were 
going to Heidibrook.+ 

There was no Heidi, the 
train went right to 
the crematorium 

*A resort they believed they were 
going to that did not exist. 

HOLOCAUST EDUCATION 
AND MEMORIAL CENTRE 
OF TORONTO 

Over a decade of service! 
For more than a decade, the Holocaust Centre has been dedicated to 
the memory of the six million Jews murdered during twelve years 
of Nazi tyranny. Committed to the advancement of public 
awareness of the Holocaust and its lessons, it offers visitors of all 
ages an opportunity to share in the memory of the past and the 
responsibility of the future. 

Since its opening, more than half a million visitors from the United 
States, the Caribbean, Europe, the Middle East, Asia, Australia and 
South Africa, including 150,000 Jewish and non-Jewish students 
from across Canada, have visited the Centre. 

The important lessons of tolerance, understanding and acceptance 
are taught through: 

audio-visual presentations 
photographs and memorabilia 
survivors' personal testimonies 
consultation services to schools 
ongoing outreach programs 

The Centre has recently opened its new Holocaust Resource Centre. 
With its extensive library and hi-tech multi-media equipment, it will 
further serve all segments of the community. 

Operated by the Holocaust Remembrance Committee of the 
UJA Federation of Greater Toronto, the Centre is located in the 
Lipa Green Building, 4600 Bathurst Street, North York M2R 3V2. 

Open to the public: Mon-Thurs 9:00 am - 4:00 pm 
Friday 9:00 am - 2:00 pm 
Sunday l l :00 am - 4:30 pm 

Saturday, Statutory & Religious holidays - Closed 
Admission ffee 
Groups and schools by appointment 

Call: (416) 635-2883 ext. 1531301 
Fax: (416) 635-0925 

E-mail: pzilberman@feduja.org DERATION 
Jewish Toronto Web Site: http://www.feduja.org 
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