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This thesis explores the Jewish value of 1zniut (modesty) with the ultimate goal of
incorporating fzniut as a value in Reform Judaism, particularly in educational settings. In
its traditional understanding, fzniut regulates sexuality and temptation in the public realm
through restrictions on women’s appearance and behavior. While modesty is something
that applies to men and women, the bulk of the responsibility for zzniut is upon women.
Categories for halakhot related to 1zniut include: hair-covering, rules for modest dress,
yichud (men and women being alone together), ko! ishah (the voice of woman), and
marital relations. Advocates of traditional 1zniut speak about how it protects one’s inner
spiritual core, showing that tzniut can be more than these halakhot and external
indications of modesty. For a Reform Jewish setting. traditional applications of tzniut
would be incompatible. Therefore, in this thesis I define modesty as a connection
between the internal and external selves, wherein the internal self acts as a guide to
determine one’s external appearance—clothing, makeup, speech, actions, and choices
about behavior.

In our secular society, of which Reform Jews are a part, young women are
increasingly being sent the message through media and peer pressure that their bodies are
more important than their inner selves. Girls of increasingly younger ages are encouraged
to dress in a sexually provocative and mature manner and women of almost any age are
encouraged to focus on their external selves, sometimes leading to the detachment from
their inner sense of self-worth.

Modesty as defined by a connection of internal and external selves can be of
immense value to young women as a way to make decisions for themselves while

ignoring the negative messages being sent by society and peers. Tzniut can be applied to a




broad range of topics such as caring for one’s body, making choices about one’s
appearance, combating peer pressure, carefully making choices regarding one’s sexuality.
These applications are woven throughout many materials used in Reform Jewish
educational settings, indicating that rzniut can be incorporated into this liberal Jewish
context. The final chapter of this thesis is a mother-daughter retreat on modesty,
designed to give mothers and daughters the opportunity to dialogue about fzniut and its

implications for the choices they make in their lives.
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Chapter 1:
Overview of Modesty
Definition of Modesty

The word “modesty™ conjures up several images. Perhaps what comes to mind is
an Islamic woman’s chador, or veil, or a long skirt and high collar of an Orthodox Jewish
girl. Or, maybe the image is that of a young woman blushing, too modest to admit to her
high test score or recent award. The idea of modesty has existed for centuries and over
time, attitudes towards modesty have changed and evolved. Before exploring modesty in
depth in this thesis, it is important to define it in broad terms.

English, unlike many other languages, conflates both humility and sexual modesty
into one word. In French, modestie refers to one who is modest and humble, and pudeur
for one who is sexually modest. In Latin there are also two words: modestia, or respect
for decency, and pudor, a consciousness of behavior or dress. Greek has four different
words: sophrosyne, or self-restraint; hagneia, concem for purity and chastity; aischune,
shame in dishonoring man-made codes; and «¢idas, shame or awe in sexual matters. But in
English, two meanings are combined into only one word. “Modesty” can be humble, as in
“having moderate estimation of one’s abilities or worth™ or sexual, as “the damping down
of one’s allure.”’

Modesty, as defined in Character Strengths and Virtues, “refers primarily to the
moderate estimation of one’s merits or achievements and also extends into other issues

relating to propricty in dress and social behavior.™ It is usually approached in behavioral

! Wendy Shalit, 4 Return to Modesty: Discovering the Lost Virtue (New York: The Free Press, 1999), 83.

2 Christopher Peterson and Martin E.P.Seligman, Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and
Classification (New York: Oxford UP, 2004), 463.




terms and how one is affected by the presence of another. For example, one is modest
when he lowers his expectations of his success in answer to a classmate’s question, even
though he is not being fully honest. Modesty can be included under the category of
“temperance,” one of the six core moral virtues that “emerge consensually across cultures
and throughout time.™ Temperance includes strengths that protect against excess.
Modesty, especially when speaking of humility. keeps people free of self-preoccupation.
“When individuals strive to maintain a certain image of self, they may find that doing so
creates a psychological burden. The load may become so heavy that it prompts a need to
escape, sometimes through destructive means such as substance abuse, eating disorders,
masochism, or even suicide.™

The concept of modesty has been around for centuries, although it has been
understood differently at different times. In the medieval period, women were expected to
be modest and medieval Christianity emphasized the related ideas of chastity and sexual
purity. Chastity was held up as the spiritual ideal for men and women because it was
angelic and pure. In society generally, the medieval body was classified according to age,
health, sex, and purity.® Ina medical text (c.1300), a woman’s body appeared for the first
time in a medical diagram. Her legs were closer together than a man’s for propriety’s

sake.® Models of chaste women were presented as a series of enclosures: her body

? Ibid., 28. The six core virtues are wisdom/knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and
transcendence.

* Ibid., 470. This citation was in reference to modesty as humility, aithough I believe the same is true for
sexual modesty. As will be apparent in this thesis, sexual modesty and related issues are directly connected
to one’s perception of self. It is argued by some that a lack of female sexual modesty leads to destructive
behaviors arising from an inauthentic sense of self (See Chapter Three, pages XX-XX).

’ Roberta Gilchrist, “Medieval bodies in the material world: Gender, stigma, and the body,” in Framing
Medieval Bodies, eds. Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin (New York: Manchester UP, 1994), 43-61; 44,

¢ Michael Camille, “The Image and the Self: Unwriting Late Medieval Bodies,” in Framing Medieval
Bodies, eds. Sarah Kay and Mimi Rubin (New York: Manchester UP, 1994), 62-99; 84.




encompassing her heart and her soul, her heart encompassing “God’s chamber.”’

Medieval women were symbols of a man’s virility and power. Knights were defined by
their relations with women (chivalry), and women were used by men to impress other
men and show superiority. The “trophy wife” existed to advertise a man’s masculinity.®

In 1631, Richard Braithwait published The English Gentlewoman. The
frontispiece shows a woman surrounded by various virtues that add up to a modest
gentlewoman. One can see “Apparell, Behaviour, Decency, Complement, Estimation,
Fancy, Gentility, Honour” with appropriate drawings. Braithwait wrote, “Modesty must
be your guide, virtuous thoughts your guard, so heaven be your goale. [sic]™ It was
apparent that Braithwait viewed modesty as something a woman must observe if she is to
get into heaven. In 1899, Havelock Ellis described modesty as common to both sexes but
“...more peculiarly feminine, so that it may almost be regarded as the chief secondary
sexual character of women on the psychical side.”!°

While modesty today is a value that could apply to both men and women, it is still
primarily a feminine quality. As Tamar EI-Or, who studied ultra-Orthodox women and
their world of modesty, wrote, “Modesty is the basic, broadest, and most inclusive
standard of a woman’s behavior. It can measure an entire range of her activities—her

dress, her speech, her education, the way she educates her children, her work at home and

outside of it, and more.”*' While El-Or was speaking about Jewish women, this definition

7 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “Chaste Bodies: Frames and Experiences,” in Framing Medieval Bodies, eds.
Sarah Kay and Mimi Rubin (New York: Manchester UP, 1994), 24-41: 27.

% Ruth Mazo Karras, From Boys to Men: Formations of Masculinity in Late Medieval Europe
{Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 164.

° Shalit, 4 Return to Modesty, 100.

' Shalit, A Return to Modesty, 1.

! Tamar El-Or, “Paradoxes and Social Boundaries: Ultra-Orthodox Jewish Women and their Worid,” in
Israeli Women''s Studies: A Reader, ed. Ester Fuchs (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2005), 143.




could be applied more broadly. Women in America—Jewish or not—are judged on their
modesty or immodesty in their external appearance. In our society today, immodesty and
a focus on the external self is often what is held up as a positive value. Modesty is then
equated with shyness or discomfort with the exposure of one’s body, something that is

viewed negatively by the media and general society."?

Modesty in Judaism
In Judaism, the value of modesty is known as fzniut. it is derived from Micah 6:8,
“He has told you, O man, what is good and what the Lord requires of you: only to do

justice and to love goodness, and to walk modestly with your God

[']‘ﬂ'?&'ml n::“a ;{;3{!1:].”‘3 The concept of tzniut has grown from this verse into a

wide variety of definitions. Tzniuf can be defined as sexual integrity'* or the control
which separates humans from animals.'> When thought of in this way, #zniut are rules
that keep sexuality, particularly female sexuality, within careful limits to avoid
temptation and transgression. Laws of yichud, or men and women being alone, hair
covering, and sexual intercourse are part of this category.

Tzniut, though, is more than just a category of halakhah--it refers to one’s inside
identity, even one’s sense of self. In a teen reader on modesty for Orthodox girls, tzniut is
defined as looking inwards for strength, not outwards for acceptance.'® In a similar

guide, a woman wrote, “7Tzniut begins with looking past your more superficial layers and

2 Shalit, 4 Return to Modesty, 89.

'3 Jewish Publication Society, Hebrew-English Tanakh, 2™ ed. (Philadelphia: JPS, 1999), 1349.

“Maurice Lamm, Living Torah in America: Derekh HaTov (West Orange, NJ: Behrman House, 1993), 24.
'* Bernard Novick, B'rzelem Elohim (In God'’s image): Making Jewish Decisions About the Body (United
Synagogue of America), 19.

'® Malka Touger, Just My Style: A Tznius Reader For Teens (Brooklyn: Judaica Press, 2003), 65.




seeing who, on the deepest level, you are capable of being. Tzniut means gradually
learning how to convey an important message to others—and instilling it in yourself. The
message that tzniut asks you to project is ‘internality’: that of all the parts of you, it is
your innermost self by which you want to be defined...The challenge of tzniut is to
project every aspect of yourself in such a way that it draws the focus to your true
identity.”'” This understanding of modesty asks women to focus on their inner identity
and spirituality, not their external appearance. If women are focused within, their external
appearance will send a message reflective of their inner identity and confidence.

Tzniut is ultimately about having an outward appearance that reflects a positive
internal message. Women should constantly be aware of their dress, appearance,
behavior, and speech, since these are the visible signs of internal tzniut.'® Jewish women
should look quietly distinctive in their modesty—well-put-together and feminine—but
should do so in order to reflect their inside self, not out of a desire to draw attention to
themselves.'® Modest Jewish women presumably do not draw attention to themselves
through their appearance because they do not need that validation. They are not seeking
approval through outside compliments, particularly those that come with attracting male
attention. The real meaning of Jewish modesty is expressed in the J Girl ’s Guide as
having to do “with being confident in your innermost core and wanting to live from that
core. That is the place of your authentic self, the place where you confront your true

feelings and cannot hide from them.”*®

1”7 Gila Manoloson. Outside Inside: A Jresh look at tzniut (Southfield, MI: Targum, 1997), 22.

** Touger, Just My Style, 62.

' Manoloson, Quiside Inside, 39.

2 Penina Adelman, Ali Feldman, and Shulamit Reinharz. The J Girl's Guide: The Young Jewish Woman's
Handbook for Coming of Age (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights, 2005), 86-87.




In our current society, Reform Jewish young women are generally not taught
about #zniuf to the same extent Orthodox women are. They are not restricted in their
clothing or interactions with men from a halakhic perspective. However, they face
tremendous pressure to give a certain external message. They, like other non-Jewish
young women, are pressured to wear revealing clothing, to engage in sexual activity, to
seek the perfect body through unhealthy behaviors. This is where the value of tzniut, this
inner strength and confidence, can enter and provide some Jewish support. It can avoid an
“addiction” to being noticed and helps women be more than just “what they do,”
emphasizing identity over performance.?' Tzniut can, when understood from a Reform
Jewish context, be a vehicle for building one’s self-esteem because it encourages women
to think not only about what they wear but who they truly want to be inside.
Unfortunately, there is a trend among young women to feel negative about their
appearance which in turn leads them to feel badly about their inner selves.? This
understanding of Jewish modesty as “inner core™ and self-confidence can challenge that

trend.

Modesty in Non-Jewish Religions

In July 2007, a New York Times article described how Agudath Israel, an ultra-
Orthodox group, was supporting non-Jews who were required by their faiths to dress
modestly. Agudath Israel advocated for a Pentecostal woman who was taught by her
church that she should not wear pants but was forbidden by the Manhattan Transit

Authority to wear a skirt for safety reasons. They filed an amicus curiae brief for a case

2! Manoloson, Outside Inside, 64, 69-70.
2 Adelman, Feldman, and Reinharz, The J Girl's Guide, 86.




involving a Muslim woman who was not allowed to wear a hijab at Alamo car rental.
And of course, they also supported Jews, such as an Orthodox Jewish woman in an
osteopathic college who thought her clothes were too revealing.*?

The Jewish concept of tzniut is not the only religious idea of modesty nor is
Judaism the only religion with certain requirements for modest dress. Before exploring
tzniut and modesty from a Jewish perspective in the rest of this thesis, here is an

overview of some other religions’ current views of modesty and modest clothing.

Christian Biblical Sources

As in Judaism, modesty is primarily a feminine issue in Christianity. There are
several Old Testament biblical sources for Christian understandings of modesty,
beginning with Adam and Eve covering their nakedness in the garden in Genesis 1 to
Deuteronomy 22:5, “A woman must not put on a man’s apparel, nor shall a man wear a
woman'’s clothing; for whoever does these things is abhorrent to the Lord your God.”*
The other biblical sources emerge from the New Testament and focus on inner beauty
and decent behavior. In 1 Peter 3:3-5, women are taught that beauty should come from
the inside out: “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided
hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes. Instead, it should be that of your
inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in

God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God

2 Samuel G. Freedom, “ON RELIGION; Of Disparate Faiths, But of Like Mind on Dress Code,” New
York Times, July 14, 2007.
* JPS, Hebrew-English Tanakh, 421.




used to make themselves beautiful.”* This is very similar to the understanding of tzniut
as the inner strength or spiritual core. Christian women should, according to Peter, allow
their internal self to shine through instead of wearing showing ornaments. 1 Timothy 2:9
makes the same point but points to good works as well, saying, “Likewise, | want women
to adorn themselves with proper clothing, modestly and discreetly, not with braided hair
and gold or pearls or costly garments, but rather by means of good works, as is proper for
women making a claim to godliness."?®

Christian modesty is not only understood as clothing and appearance but as
behavior and virtues as well, especially with regard to sexuality. Romans 13:13-14 says,
“Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual
immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. Rather, clothe yourselves
with the Lord Jesus Christ and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful
nature.” Modesty is linked to controlling one’s sexual desires in this passage and is linked
to one’s values in Colossians 3:12: “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly
loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.”
7 A modest Christian woman will clothe herself not with showy clothing but with
Christian values and Jesus Christ.

The Christian understanding of modesty, similar to the traditional Jewish value of

tzniut, places a certain moral responsibility on women to not lead men to sinful thoughts

and urges. Matthew 5:8 speaks of a man looking at a woman and lusting after her, thus

% Shannon Ethridge and Stephen Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle: Guarding Your Mind, Heart,
and Body in a Sex-Saturated World (Colorado Springs: Water Brook Press, 2004), 54.

¢ Mary Mohler, “Modeling Modesty” in Courtship & Dating: So what's the difference?, by Dennis
Gundersen (Sand Springs, OK: Grace & Truth Books, 2006), 82.

?7 Ethridge and Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle, 93.
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committing adultery in his heart, Galatians 6:2 refers to “bearing one another’s burdens,”
and Luke 17:1-2 has Jesus’ teaching that one should not lead others to sin. All of these
place responsibility on women to ensure their appearance does not lead men to sin. This
is summarized by the following paragraph written to Christian women: “So, sisters, as we
shop and we go to our closets daily, let us fight the urge to conform to this world; let us
aspire to the inner beauty that is precious to God; and let us bear our brothers’ burden by

not distracting them with tight and revealing apparel. Let us make modesty our policy.”28

Current teachings about Christian modesty

While modesty is taught to both young men and young women, it is primarily
emphasized with the latter. Parents of daughters are taught about modesty as well, that is,
to ensure they support their daughter in maintaining her virtue. Modesty is said to be
about a relationship with God. If modesty is a challenge for a young woman, she should
address first her love for God.”” Many books addressed to young Christian women
present as a reward and as a goal the concept of saving oneself for a husband and that
future husband’s desire for her. A woman'’s body is a source of control over men because
it can attract them; modesty is controlling that power. The goal for a young Christian
woman is to save this allure as a “secret” and only share it with her husband.”® She also
should be aware of the effects her clothing has on men, since men are generally more

visually stimulated than women. Christian women must remember the “battles men face

%% Dennis Gundersen, Courtship & Dating: So what’s the difference? (Sand Springs, OK: Grace & Truth

Books, 2006), 90.

:: Dannah Gresh, Secret Keeper: The Delicate Power of Modesty (Chicago: Moody Press, 2002), 65.
Ibid., I1.
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to stay pure as they are stimulated visually by a woman.™' The concept of “loving your
neighbor as yourself” applies to modesty—loving one’s neighbor means helping ‘godly’
men stay pure by not presenting an immodest appearance. >

Christian modesty is not about hiding beauty but is about inner beauty and
confidence. The modest girl does not have to flirt with men because she is confident in
herself and God’s will for her.*®> She does not try to manipulate men through her dress,
her flirtations, or other expressions of the contemporary culture. Interestingly, while
Christian women are told they have this power over men, they are also taught that they
should not overpower men by trying to flirt to boost their egos or pressuring men into
having sex. Adam was given rule over Eve, thus women should not overpower men by
trying to artificially boost their self-confidence.>*

Modesty among Christian women is also about self-image and sense of self-
worth. A modest woman will force a man to “invest in [her] life to one day enjoy [her]
allure” because he will not be able to see or touch her body.*® She has more value
because she keeps her body private. Christian women are also encouraged to focus on
their inner beauty and relationship with God. Outer beauty, as Proverbs 31:30 says, is

fleeting, but fear and love of God will last.*®

3! Mohler, “Modeling Modesty,” 83.

32 Ethridge and Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle, 93.

** Gresh, Secret Keeper, 66.

* Ethridge and Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle, 85.

385 14.¢ .
Ibid., 51.

* Ibid., 53.
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Christian Guidelines for Modest Dress

In the Christian view, clothing should model a sense of modesty and sexual
integrity and shows compassion towards others’ interests by not trying to lead men to
sinful thoughts. The current trends in women’s clothing do not necessarily meet these
needs. One author made reference to the labels on the “X-hilaration” clothing line for
girls six years old and up which say, “There are no rules. Whether you choose to dress
crazy or dress to thrill-—make a statement, make a scene, wear what you want and it
won't be wrong.”’ The clothing that is marketed as popular draws more attention to a
young woman’s sexual appeal than to her inner beauty. The effect of clothing is
described as indicating whether someone should treat you with respect or not. Dressing
provocatively does not encourage respect from others.® Parents’ roles are to ensure that
their daughters do not buy immodest clothing such as halter tops, mini skirts, tight shirts,
or low-cut jeans, not only to preserve the modesty of their daughters but also to protect
their sons.*

There are several suggestions in books on Christian modesty for how a young
woman determines whether her clothes are appropriate and modest. One book suggests
that a young woman ask herself the following questions about her clothing:

Are my actions loving to others?
Is this something 1'd be proud of?
Is this my highest standard?

Is this in line with my convictions?
Am [ dressing for attention?

What is my motive for wearing this?
Will this benefit others?*’

’? Mohler, “Modeling Modesty,” 77.
* Ethridge and Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle, 89.
* Mohler, “Modeling Modesty,” 84.
“* Ethridge and Arterburn, Every Young Woman's Battle, 29.
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Other guidelines include making sure one’s underwear or backside cannot be seen with a
certain pair of pants, that a shirt does not gap around the buttons or show bra straps, and
that fabrics not be see-through. These guidelines are discussed not only for everyday

clothing but also for church dress.

Mormon Dress Codes

While there is no universal Christian standard for modesty, there is a very strict
set of guidelines for what young Mormon men and women should wear. The rules of
modesty are based upon the premise that God gave each person a body and it is his or her
responsibility to care for it and show it respect. The guidelines begin with: “Your body is
God’s sacred creation. Respect it as a gift from God and do not defile it in any way.
Through your dress and appearance, you can show the Lord that you know how precious
your body is. You can show that you are a disciple of Jesus Christ.”*"!

Modest dress is a reflection of inner beliefs and influences others” actions. The
standards of modest dress apply at all times; if a young man or woman only wears modest
clothing at certain times, it sends the message that modesty is important only when it is
convenient.*? Immodest clothing is defined, as it was in general Christian sources, as
short skirts or shorts, tight clothing, exposed midriffs, bare shoulders, or low-cut shirts.

The basic guideline is for a young person to ask, “Would I feel comfortable wearing this

in the Lord’s presence’?”43

:; Church of Latter Day Saints, “For the Strength of Youth: Fulfilling Our Duty to God” (n.p., 2001), 14.
Ibid., 15.
* Ibid., 16.
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Pentecostal Dress Codes

The Pentecostal guidelines for modest dress are slightly more stringent than the
general Christian suggestions. While they do apply to men, the issue of modest dress is
mainly focused upon women’s clothing and appearance. Women and men are encouraged
to avoid expensive or extravagant clothing and jewelry in order to show concern for
charity and the needs of others.** Women are encouraged to have long hair but men
should always have short hair, according to 1 Corinthians 11:13-15. Further, women
should avoid drawing the attention of men through their appearance: “The apostolic
Christian woman seeks to emulate all the fine virtues of Christian womanhood, so she
carefully and prayerfully selects her attire in order not to unduly expose her body to the
stares of the public. She is no so old-fashioned as to look like a monstrosity, but she is
deliberately methodical in choosing clothing that will dignify her womanhood without
provoking the stares of the opposite sex.”™"

The Biblical guidelines for Pentecostal female modesty are summarized by the
following list of topics: modest (not tight or revealing), moderation of cost, inclination
towards godliness and decency, avoidance of outward adornment, shamefacedness and

sobriety, and distinction between male and female.*®

Modesty in Islam
In the aftermath of the September 11 attacks and in light of the current war in

Iraq, it is clear that Americans generally are not well-informed about Islam as a religion

“ United Pentecostal Church International, “The Scriptures Decree Modesty in Dress,” (n.p.: Word
Aflame Press, n.d.).

* Ibid.

* Ibid.
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and culture. In an internet search for “modesty in Islam,” many articles detailed the
mistreatment of Muslim women wearing headscarves or the ongoing debate in Europe
over whether headscarves and traditional Muslim dress should be permitted, indicating
that modesty for Muslim women is a political as well as religious issue. This section
provides basic information about Islamic female modesty and how women today are
seeking to be modest in a modern American society.!’

The Islamic rules of modesty are similar to Jewish rules of tzniut in several ways:
there are rules for men but modesty is primarily a feminine issue; the rules seek to avoid
women gaining attention through their external appearance; and there is disagreement
about how the rules of modesty should be implemented.

The requirement to dress modestly comes from the Quran, particularly from two
different verses: “Say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard
their modesty; that they should not display their beauty or ornaments except what must
ordinarily appear thereof,” and, “O prophet! Tell they wives and thy daughters and the
women of the believers to draw their cloaks close around them. That will be better so that

they may be recognized and not harassed.”®

The symbol of Islamic female modesty is
the hijab, or headscarf. Hijab refers to head-coverings as well as to modest clothing for
the rest of one’s body. The following are requirements of modest dress for Muslim

women: the clothing must cover the entire body with only the hands and face visible

(there is disagreement as to how much of the body must be covered; the material should

*” This section was difficult to research because of my own limited background knowledge of Islam. Much
of the scholarship about Islamic modesty focused around head covering and veils and assumed pre-existing
knowledge. | performed a large portion of the research for this section on the internet to put the focus on
current issues in Muslim modesty, rather than the philosophy or ideology in religious sources.

* Ibid., citing Quran 24:31 and 33:59, respectively.
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not be transparent; the clothing should be loose so the body’s shape is not apparent;
female clothing should not resemble clothing for males; female clothing should not
resemble the clothing of non-Muslim women; the clothing should not have bold designs;
clothing should not be worn solely to gain attention or status.*’

Although these requirements for modest dress are a departure from mainstream
non-Muslim fashion, many Muslim women are finding ways to follow the rules of
modesty in modern ways. A new magazine, Her Modesty, is marketed toward Muslim
women with the goal “to display how sisters can be covered yet still feel good about
themselves and how they look.™” All of the pictures feature Muslim women who observe
hijab, even though the magazine recognizes that not all the readers choose to cover their
hair. The author of the magazine wrote in her blog about a picture of a model who wore
modest Muslim fashion and Aijab but had heavy makeup and a “seductive” look, “I think
modesty is more than just what you wear—It’s also about how you carry yourself.”'
Another Muslim woman, Gehad al-Khalek, spoke to CNN about her decision to wear
hijab. “‘I want to shift the attention from my outer self to my inner self when I deal with
someone, | don’t want them to look at me in a way that wouldn’t suit me.”? Both of
these young women show the attitudes that modesty is about more than their external
appearance and observing rules of modesty can actually put more focus on their inner

selves.

® Syed MA Rahman, “Seven Conditions for a Woman’s Dress in [slam,”
http://islamforteday.com/7conditions.htm.

50 Muslimah Media Watch blog, “Her Modesty: A New Fashion Magazine for Muslim Women,” 11/13/07,
http://muslimahmediawatch.blogspot.com/2007/1 1 /her-modesty-new-fashion-magazine-for.html. The
magazine is currently not yet in publication, but has a website: preciousmodesty.blogspot.com.

' Her Modesty magazine, February 2008, http://preciousmodesty.blogspot.com,

52 Brian Rokus, “Musiim women: My headscarf is not a threat,” August 21, 2007, http://www.cnn.com.
This article was part of a series of reports connected to the CNN program “God's Warriors.”
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In January 2007, the “Burqini” was released by Aheda Zanetti of Australia. The
Burqini is a swimsuit for women designed to follow Islamic modesty laws while
eliminating excess material (which poses a safety risk while swimming). The swimsuits
cover everything except the hands, feet, and face. A similar swimsuit, Splashgear (from
Shereen Sabet of California), achieves the same purpose. Over 6000 orders came in
online for the Burgini, and not all of them were from Muslim women. Non-Muslims who
are self-conscious or have sun-sensitivity are finding these modest swimsuits very
appealing.*

Islamic modesty is not only about clothing, but also about interactions between
men and women. These rules have received public attention as accommodations are
increasingly being made in communities in the United States. In Lincoln Park, Michigan,
Fitness USA responded to requests from Muslim women and walled off the co-ed section
from the women-only section of the gym so men could not see Muslim women
exercising. In north Seattle, Washington, a public pool established swim times with no
men, including male lifeguards, present so Muslim women could attend. This is not
viewed as positive by all members of the Muslim community. Walid Phares, a professor
of Middle Eastern studies at Florida Atlantic University, sees these requests as
Wahhabism, the more conservative branch of Islam, trying to represent all Muslims in the
United States. Salam Al-Marayati, the executive director of the Muslim Public Affairs
Council, disagreed with Phares. “Whether a woman wants to cover her hair or not is her
personal choice. As long as it’s not imposed on the rest of society then I don’t see any

problem.” Ebrahim Moosa, a professor of Islamic studies at Duke, said the requests were

%3 Laura Fitzpatrick, “The New Swimsuit Issue,” July 19, 2007, Time online, http://www.time.com.
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actually attempts to integrate with American culture and show “that America can become
their home.”** Accommodations to Islamic modesty are seen as too conservative by
some, but to others it is viewed as an attempt to bring religious and secular culture
together. Overall, it seems that Muslim women are working to find ways to combine
their religious modesty with their desire to be a part of American culture. Modesty is not
only a religious observance, but as with other religions, it is a way to bring the focus from

the external appearance to the internal self.

Scope of this thesis

Tzniut is not something that we automatically envision in a Reform Jewish
context. After all, it is focused primarily on women and Reform Judaism emphasizes
gender equality. In its halakhic interpretation, {zniut requires certain modes of dress and

behavior that would be interpreted as contrary to many of the principles of Reform Judaism and

the modemn society in which it exists. However, tzniut as defined in the previous section can
be more than just long skirts and hair coverings—it can provide a value that can benefit
young women’s self-esteem and confidence. When appropriately defined and
incorporated into a Jewish educational setting, it can be a part of the conversation of
developing a positive self-image and inner confidence which in turn can have effects on
certain types of behaviors that involve the body: sexual activity, eating disorders, and the
like.

Modesty is a broad topic. Halakhically speaking, fzniut is an enormous corpus of

literature and laws. In includes, as mentioned earlier, laws of yichud, hair covering, and

* Oren Dorell, “Effort to accommodate Muslim women’s modesty spurs debate,” June 13, 2006, USA
Today online, http://www.usatoday.com.




19

dress. It also relates to the laws of taharat mishpachah (family purity), it governs sexual
intercourse, doctor’s visits, work environment, speech, prayer, and study. Tzniuf is so
broad that it is impossible to discuss it all within the scope of this thesis. Therefore, while
Chapter 2 is an overview of traditional Jewish understandings of modesty, { will
ultimately be using #zniut relating to clothing and appearance to envision modesty in a
Reform Jewish educational context. | have chosen this particular area because it
translates very well into the modern (non-Jewish) world and the pressures that young
women face and it brings together the tension of internal sense of self and external

appearance that is a fundamental part of tzniut.
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Chapter 2:
An Overview of Tzniut from the Rabbinic and Orthodox Perspectives

General Overview

To say that the rabbinic understanding of tzniut is a broad topic is an
understatement. The traditional halakhic applications of {zniut have been developed by
generations of scholars from the Talmud until today and encompass many things:
sexuality, marital relations and family purity, hair covering, clothing, yichud,
conversation, prayer, and study. An entire thesis could be written on any one of these
topics; in that spirit, I will provide an overview of the traditional rabbinic position from
Talmudic times until today regarding /zniut and some of its areas of application in

Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox Jewish communities.

Rabbis , Women’s Bodies, and Sexuality

When we think about the rabbis of the Talmud, the concept of male-centered
authority may come to mind. The rabbis had the authority to legislate on all aspects of
life, including those that are expressly female. Given their perspective as men, the rabbis
had to operate from a certain construction of the female body when determining halakhah
relating to women, acting as the “readers of women’s bodies.”’ They did not simply
ignore women’s bodies or render them invisible, “nor do they construct them as
incomplete, unfinished, and hence inferior versions of male bodies. Culturally and

historically, they had such an option at their disposal. Instead, the rabbis chose to

! Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity: Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical
Gender (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000}, 150.
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construct women’s bodies as different from men’s, differently human, with differing
cultural significance.”

The rabbis viewed women’s bodies as different from men’s and recognized that,
as a result, women were perhaps the best readers of female bodies. Despite this, the
rabbis still retained ultimate authority. This still exists today, as evidenced by an
Orthodox rabbi who in his introduction to a book for women on family purity said that
after feedback from women in his community, large portions of the book had been re-
written.? Notice, though, that despite the women’s corrections he was still the author of
the book and the ultimate authority for his community on these issues. When talking
about menstruation, virginity, and related topics, it makes sense that women may know
more than men because they have the actual physical experience. However, the rabbis of
the Talmud (as well as some rabbis in today’s world) had to balance the idea of women
as the readers of women’s bodies and their own rabbinic autho<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>