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INTRODUCTION 
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This thesis del i neates the traditional Jewish dress 

system as a key semioti c e~try into the belief and 

relational str uc ture of Jewry The subjec t matter is 

visual , the data is tex t ua l , A semi o ti c analysis of the 

•_ r a d i t ional J e wish dress systflm, requiring a synth~sis o f 

vi s ua l ~nd textual inf o rmat ion , e xam ines the visual 

d e s c ripti o ns, inte rpre t ive devic es . and no rmati ve 

1-: c.rne .lusi o ns s uppl ied by the rabbini c texts . l 1] 

Introduc ing the study is an analysi s o f the my t h o f the 

Fall, tht pro l ogue t o traditional Jew ry 's dress prac ti c es . 

In Parad i s e , living in igno ranc e . Ada m and Eve are nude . 

Ac quiring the kno wledge o f good and evil . they di sc0ver 

Lht::ir na kedness. c lothe t hemselves and enter the. commandment 

s y s Lem Allegianc e t o the system i s affirmed thro ugh 

c l o thing Whil e remaining nude was symbo li c o f bel o nging in 

Paradise donning spec ified garments in the human wo rld 

meto nymic ally assures life in the Paradise of the worl d - t o-

c.·o me 

Ch apter Two leaves the realm of myth and enters the 

[l)Is it justified t o research a visual source wi thout 
consulting actual representations of that chosen visual 
material ? Pic toral sources would c o rroborate the evidence 
given in the text; it would present in addition, a web of 
unanswerable questions: who is being depicted--Jew o r non­
Jew? What motivates the artist to render the subjects in 
such fashions--to elevate the comissioner 's status or to 
represent reality? Hy purpose is not to see what people wore 
when, but to understand the function of dress within Jewish 
c ulture . While pictoral sources would corroborate whether 
the prescribed styles in the literature were or were not 
worn , it is the written references to dress which supply the 
c ritic al rationale for the various dress modes . 
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wo r ld of theory by presenting a g e neral abstract account o f 

the natur e o f a dress system . Analyzing a dress system into 

its constituent elements of func tion, rul es, and form, the 

c hapter discusses possible functions of a dress system and 

examines the interrelation of t h ese constituent elements . 

Chapter Three applies the abstract model presented in 

lhe prec eeding chapter to traditional Judaism. It argues 

that tzniyut is the central function o f the Jewish dress 

s ys tem and proceeds to elaborate the concept o f tzniyg~ as 

function i n to three distinct principl~s of differentiation: 

the principles of national status , gender status, and 

p.:!rs :.mal status . 

Chapter Four p roceeds with the applic ation o f the 

abstract model of a dress system by examining the manner in -
which the elaborated functions presented in Chapter Three 

are refracted t h rough the rules of t h e Jewish dress system 

.o generate par ticular formal features o f that system 

Thes~ f o rms f all into four distint cat egories: color, 

material, garment , and hair . Chapter Four, t hen , comp l etes 

the a bstract elaboration of t he Jewish d r ess system . 

Developing the f o rmal and functi onal a nalys i s of hair 

b egun in Chapter Four , Chapter Five links this analysis to 

mo r e general remarks about the systemic relation s among 

beaut y, sexuality, t z o i yut, and study of To rah in the Jewish 

dress system. It t hus offers a hypothesi s about the 

fundamen t al p u1·pose o f the dress system in Jewish c ulture . 
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Having now b ui lt up a full elaboration of t he Jewish 

dress system by examining the concepts of fu nc ti on, rule, 

f o rm , and systemi c purpose, Chapters Six a nd Se~~n offer two 

modern case studies of the dress system: Eastern European 

Jewry of the nineteenth century and the contempo rary 

Ameri c an u ] lra - Ortho do x community . r2J These chapt.e r s conc]udP 

l. lta t. mc.•dern i ty and the increasi ng permeabi l i t,y o f the 

lm undary bAtween the secu la r a nd t he religious h avE> str ained 

hf-' t raditional J ewish dress system in di ff e r ent, a11d 

s 8emingly contradictory way s. 

The thesi s concludes that the Jewish d r ess syst~m is a 

c onstruc t o f two systems: o ne directed t o men, o ne to women 

He n's dress r egulations a r e based bo t h o n commandment and 

Lb~ guidelines o f tzn i yu t . Women , no t obligated t o observe 

pusitive commandmen ts, a r e uniquely guided by the principle 

0 f tzniYM~ HGn thereby preemi nentl y align t he mselves with 

(2] The chro no logical s weep of t he thesis --f r om Genesis to 
Twentieth Century Brooklyn- - poses an obvi o us query . If t he 
struc tu re of the dress system remains consistent and s ystemically 
intac t from o ne gene ratio n to the nex t , ho w d oes o ne account f or 
pe r i odic permutations in style? 

The Saussaurian distinction between langue and pa r ole is 
helpful here . Eac h generation interprets the system's 
spec ificati o n s . The " parole ," the particular speech o f o ne time , 
one context, is the mode of dress that one generation Hears to 
fulfill the system's dictates . While the outfit may differ from 
preceeding generations o r one that will be worn in t he future, it 
nevertheless is an adumbration of the " langue , " the entire 
language of the culture . Thus, a diachronic analysis would 
uncover the parole--the differences in specific styles that arise 
from one period to another . However , for an analysis of the 
langue--what t he system is, why it is, how it functions --the 
temporal deviations need only be a tangential focus . 
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God and Torah Ly f ollowing the laws: wo men du so by 

ohservin~ tzniyut . As a result, wo men bo~h secure men's 

ability to U?hold the To rah by protec ting thdm from sexual 

di<;l. ractio11 and p reserv£-i the survival of a Torah - based 

c ulture by guiding thems~l ves by a system whic h uniquely 

Hmphasiz~s thei r proc r eative c apacities . A ) egal 

( 1 ·umrnandment) system is t hu s k ept functioning by the non -

r1-!g1tlated system of l~Jl!Y.ut . 

E r nsL Cassi ca r suggests that the ant.ire o rg ;10i::;n1 is 

s yml••· li r;o 1 ly present in ~ach o f its part . f 31 I f•Jt.:us 0 11 d r ess 

'-1 ~. <•11,... C1s p~c-L o f the e n Lire o r ganism of t.radi tional Jewry 

Tl1rnugh this t:indeavor, I hope t o glimpse not o n ly what 

I r<'td it ional Jews think but h o w Lhey thiuk it as well 

r312Erns t Ca§sirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, 
vol. 2, trans . Ralph Manheim (New Haven : Yale University 
Press ) , 1955, p. 49 . see Cassirer, Language and MYth, 
trans .. Susanne K. Langer, ( New York : Dover Publications), 
1953, p . 92 . 



I . THE GENESIS OF CLOTHING 

t 

. -



1 

Myth . Symbol . Ritu~l . Time . These four concepts 

construct the ideational framework for the religious 

society . A myth is the human attempt in word and symbol to 

formulate an understanding of the general order of 

existence. A symbol is a vehicle for conception, a 

signifier of meaning based on an abstraction from 

experience . [4] Religious symbols connote the myth . They 
. 

i ntimate a system of "historically transmitted patterns of 

meanings " which reveal the way in which people copununicate, 

perpetuate, and develop their understanding of the world . (5] 

The religious system communicates the myth's message 

through ritual . Through these repeated ceremonial acts such 

as the rec itatiqn...of the Passover story or the lighting of 

sabbath candles, the culture's ethos and worldview align . 

In the rel i gious society, 

religious belief and ritual confront and mutually 
confirm one another; the ethoa [th• moral &11d 
aesthetic aspects of a culture] is made 
intellectually reaaonabl• by b•ina shown to 
represent a way of life .implied by the actual 
state of affair• which the world view [the 
co111itive, exiatential aapecta of the culture] 
deaoribea, and 'h• world view ia aade emotionally 
acceptable by bein1 preaented as an imaae of an 
actual ·atat.e of affair• of which such a way of 
life is an authentic expreasion . [8] 

[4]Clifford Geertz , Tb• Interpretation of Culture•, (New 
York: Basic Booka, !nc.), 1973, P ~ 128 . 

[6]1bid : , p . 89 . 

[8] ibid ., p . 128-7 . 
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Every cultu~e boaats a myriad of rituals and myths. 

historians of reli&ion c ontend that harbored within 

2 

each ritual and each myth is a paradigmatic source : the myth 

of origin . Mircea Eliade maintains that the primordial myth 

f o rms the basis for all myths . 

The myth . is the history of what took plac e 
in illo ttmpore, the recital of what the gods or 
the semidivine bein1s did at the beginning of 
time . To tell a myth is to proclaim what happened 
ab origine . Once told, that is, revealed, the 
myth becomes apodictic trutH; it establishes a 
truth that is absolute . [7] 

t' 

In time , the origin myth branches out like an unkempt tree . 

I t under1oes various transmutations, sprouting unabated into 

variations . Yet the basic meaning of the myth remains 

within its structure . -In Eliade's metaphor, ritual transports the participant 

back in illo temoor9, " lost time, " to the cosmogonic moment 

preceding the historical, linear rendering of reality. By 

repeating the ori&in myth throu1h ritual, a new reality 

takes shape . The participant ret~rns to non-time and 
. 

becomes identified with the divine . By entering in illo 

tempore in the ritual reenactment of the myth, human beincs 

escape temporality and the linear experience of time . They 

become part of a comprehensive reality . 

. 
[7]~•• Sl1ad•, J'he s~ apd Dia Prqt11111 .Jila" ••t.»rii 

of ~~an, traaa. WiJ.ud B. rUk, (~ York: Harcourt, 
Brace orld, Inc.), 11r69, p. 95 J 

.. 
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Genesis · 2:25 - 3:19 functions as such an origin myth . 

within the text are both the literal theme of 

Pa r adise and the metaphoric illumination of 

traditional Jewry's social and ideational structure . 

Genesis 2 : 25 - 3:19 

The two of them were (nude], the man and hia wife , 
yet they felt no shame . 

Now t he serpent was the sliest of all the wild 
creatures that God had made . Said h e to the woman , 
"Even thouah God told you not to eat of any tree 
in t he garden ... " The woman interrupted the 
serpent, "But we may eat of the trees in the 
aarden! It ia only about the fruit of the tree i n 
the middl...-.f the aarden that God did say, 'Do not 
eat of it or so much as touoh it, leat you die!'" 
But the serpent said to the woman , "You are not 
aoing to die . No, God well knows that the moment 
you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you 
will be the same as God in tellinti a ood from bad." 

When the woman saw that the tree was sood f or 
eatina and a deliaht to the eye, and that ~he tree 
was at~ractive as a means to wisdom, ahe t ook of 
i ta fruit and ate; and ebe aave ~ome t o her 
husband and he ate. Then the eyea of both were 
opened and th•Y diacovered that they were naked ; 
ao they ••••d ti• leavea toaether and made 
tbemaelvea loincloths . 

They heard the aowid of God aa he waa walkin~ ln 
the aardeo at the breea7 time of day; and the aan 
and hia wife hid from God aaona the treea of the 
&al'den . 

... 
God called to th• aan aad ••id to hi•, "Where are 
1ou?" II• auawered. ..I hlerd taba aomad of ~o• ia 
t-h• a•i-.. n; llu• 1 •- .,•aid lMcaue I waa n ..... 
so I hid." B• a•ked, .. Who told pou that you WU'9 
uked'l Did you, then, t.aa'te of tbti t..... f•om •hich 

_J . -



I had forbi dden you t o e at? " The man replied , "The · 
woman whom you put by · my side-- it was sh~ who gave 
me of t hat tree, and I ate. " 

God said t o the woman , "How c ould you do s uch a 
thing? " The woman replied, "The serpent tricked 
me, s o I ate ." 

God sa id t o t he serpent : 

"Because you did thi s , · 
Banned shall you be from a l l cattle 
And all wild creat ures ! 
On your belly shall you crawl 
And on dirt shall yoq feed 
All the days of your life . 

I will plant enmit y between you and t he woman , 
and between your offspring and hers ; 
They shall strike at your head, 
And you shall strike at thei r heel ." 

To the woman he said : 

" I will make intense 
Your pangs in childbearing . 
In pain shal J...-,.ou bear children; 
Yet your urge shall be for your husband , 
And he shall be your master . " 

4 

To the man he said: "Because you listened t o your wife 
and ate of the tree from which I had forbidden you t o 
eat, 

Condemned be the soil on your account! 
In anauish shall you eat of it 
All the days of your life ·. 
Thorns and thistles · 
Shall it brina forth for you, 
As you feed on the arasaea of the field . 
By the aweat of your f aoe 
Shall you eara your bread, 
Until you retQrn to th• 1round, 
Vor from it you were taken: 
For dust you •~• 
And to duet. ,.ou •ball return!" 

... 
The aan named bi• wit• Ive, becagae ahe waa the 
..ot&er of . ill t.'he llliN· bd Clod .. d• 9hift• of •W• to~ the au an Id• wi1te, and clothed t.h•. 

God •-id, "Now that the man baa bec~e like one of 

... 

. , 



skins for the man and his wife, and clothed them . 

God said, "Now that the man 'has become like one of 
us in discerning good from bad ~ what if he should 
put out his hand and taste also of the tree of 
life and eat, and live forever!" So God banished 
him from the garden of Eden, to till the soil from 
which he was taken. Having expelled the man, he 
stationed east of the garden of Eden the cherubim 
and the fiery revolving sworp, to guard tne way to 
the tree of life.[8] 

5 

I • 

Eden is a society based on ignorance. God forbids the 

man and the woman to eat from the tree of knowledge of good 

and evil on pain of d~ath.[9] Because this knowledge is 

reserved for God, Adam and Eve must remain ignorant . In this 

system, there is no need for a litany of rules. Without the 

ability or need to discern good from bad, the couple is 

amoral and their world-!'§ without morality . There is only 

one rule placed upon the couple . By obeying this rule, they 

preserve the system of ignorance and remain loyal to its 

structure . It is a structure that links God and man through 

their common immortality. 

[8)Gen . 2:16-17; 1 :~6 - 3 : 19. All translations of Geneaia 
are from E.A. Speiser, Gene1i1: A New Trap1lation with 
Ipyoduct.ion apd Cgmyt.an br I.A. Speiser, Tb• Angbor 
Bible, (New York: Do~ble Day • COllPaDY) 1979. I have 
trualat.ed ,-1')lin 1 't• fint appearance •• 'nude' and in it• 
•eGOAd, •• 'naked . 'Bee infra p . ?-9 . Speiaer uaea 'God 
Y,Uwen~ to trmlat• _,..,,r1< ',-, and 'God' to translate 

';)fie. I have us.ct 'Clod• in both instances. 

[9]Gen. 2:17 . 
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Adam and Eve 

j 
ignorant 

Go d 

immortal~ L 
knowledge of good 

and evil 

Diagram 1 : The System of Ignorance(lO] 

Thi s system of ignorance, however, is not permanent. 

The serpent betrays the fragility of its foundation to Eve : 

6 

"God well knows that the moment you eat of it your eyes will 

be opened and you will be the same as God in telling good 

from bad."(11] 

Eating from the tree of knowledge destroyed the system 

of ignorance . A new system , the system of rules, is imposed -from above . In this system, God and Adam and Eve are linked 

through their common knowledge of good and evil . However 

the link i s incomplete b oth because t he coup le's knowledge 

is incomplete and because their ability to live a good life 

is incomplete. 

Adam and Eve God 

l "" knowledge of aood anrl evri ! 
mortal immortal 

[10]ln Gen. 3:22. God ' s fear tpat Adam and Ive..,. eat of 
the tree of life and live forever seems to indicate that 
they are not illlM>rtal, a con9lusion inconsistent witji the 
dominant ~one of the story : 

[11)Qen . 8:5. 



The tree of knowledg~ of good and evil bestows upon 

its fruit the ability to make moral 

judgments . With the accession of this new system of 

Adam and Eve recast their roles;?thereby 

transforming God's position as well . 

7 

Prior to the fall, God , the Creator of the universe, is 

the formulator of a one-rule system--the dictate being t o 

remaln ignorant . The fall causes God to become the 

promulgator of a system of many rules--the governing 

principle of the system being to do what is permitted and to 

refrain from doing what is forbidden . This is the 

commandment system (later articulated at Sinai) . God, the 

one who commands, frames the commandments . Human b~lugs, 

f ormarly igrJorant:'°C>f morality, now acquire a moral and legal 

a c uity with which to obey the commandments . 

JI: The Fall and Costume 

~ 

The transition from ignorance to knowledee is an 

alteration of the social structure of reality and the 

individual's worldview. The roles of both God and human 

beinas become fundamentally traQaformed. 

Costume plays a tellina role in delineatin& the scope 

of this transition. ~The form and function of costuae before 

and after the · fall ia symbolic of thi1a ahift in ethos·. After 

the fall from Paradiae, ooatuae become• a aianifier of the 

. .. 

.. 
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of t he n ew structure, f o r clothing is leagally 

c ausing prope r dressing to ref l~ct allegiance t o 

religi o n's dic tates . 

In the rJenesu myth, both nudity and dress r~ l'l '='ct. a 

cultural e thos . Both a re, in t h i s sense, costumes . [ 1 21 In 

EJe u. nudi ty presants reali t y to t h e o bserver . l t d aclar1:1s 

Adam and Eve 's status as innocent, ignorant, a nd pur~ . 

Their nudi t y r e flects the quality o f paradlsiac al rea li ty 

Al l appears as it was first created . Ther e is no illusio n . 

n o a r tlf i ce , o n l y the simple state of being . Once they eat 

the fruit u f the t ree , their eyes o pen . They discover they 

~re naked . They are no l onger nude-- l iving as they were 

c reated i n simple ignorance o f their physica l appearance . 

With the taste o f the frui t, they become naked, as if -
stripped o f their clothes for the first time. Hencef o r th 

nudity will n ot suffice as their costume. They wi ~l require 

c lothes beyond their nudity to oover what is no w not nudity 

but nakedness. 

Th e narrative begins with a ? escripti s>n of the 

a rchetypal couple: " The two of them we re nude. t h e ma n ant.! 

his wife, yet they felt no shame ." Two q ualltle.s <leflne 

t heir c haracters to tne reader : they are nude and wilho u L 

s hame . Upon eating the fruit of the tree of knowl~dge, they 

discover t hey are naked . Pre5wnably, a c hange in o ne 

[1 2 lC6stume is the dress characteristic of a particular 
perlod. coun~ry, o r class. 



element causes a change in the other. They now 

shame . 

Awareness of sexual differentiation accompanies moral 

iecernment . Adam and Eve perceive that their naked state 

Their first cognizant act is to cover up their 

nakedness . They attempt to regain the bliss of their former 

state by fabricating a new costume to fulfill the same 

function as the old. They adorn themselves in order to blot 

out their physical differences . They put on a costume of 

deception . Perhaps clad in leaves, they will b e able to 

reject their moral acuity, to place outside the Garden's 

gate all they now perceive . 

JJ.l.:.._l)ress and--t.fle Future Paradise 

What begins as an attempt to defy the ability to 

discern becomes in the new scheme a method to heighten those 

differ~nces. Dress becomes a source for moral discernment; 

to dress according to divine dictate •is to show allegiance 

to God's system. By adhering to the dress rules, one offers 

promise that thia time human loyalty will not falter . The 

daily repeated ~ct of dress is a ritual: upholders of the 

system. by dresainar according to God ,· a dictate, ali&n 

themselves with the divine. As a result, they sacralize 

their everyday world . 

An explication of this tranaf ormation requires a return 

.. 



to thA f o ur concepts introduced at the beginning of Lhis 

chapter: symbol. myth. ritual, time . Symbol~ combine to 

10 

f o rm myths; myths are reenacted as ritual s . Perfo rmance o f 

the r i tuai leads participants out o f time, in il l u. t,~mpore . 

Humankind attempts t o regain access Lo the divine through 

th~ repetitio n o f ritual and . myth . 

In the myth o f t h e fall, Adam and Eve finJ LliaL Lli .,,y 

~annot return to Eden . The s y stem has changoJ . Th~ new 

system o f rules is one in whic h peop le have the ability t o 

Jifferentiate between right and wrong . In the s ystem o f . 
rules, the operat ive myth is not the primo rdial c reation 

account, but the potential e nt r ance lnto a future paradise . 

The system of rules marks the departure from the first 

paradise and the ~ into the second . What was true in Adam 

and Eve' s paradise, becomes untrue in the histo ri cal world . 

Adam and Eve are ignorant and immortal. Outside o f paradise . 

they possess knowledge a nd are mortal . Yet in the future 

pa r adise. the world-to-come , again people shall beco me 

immor tal a nd free of the need for morality . 

Paradise in the Genesis myth and the wo rld - tu - cume 

mirr o r one ano:ther. They f use the human and divine realms . 

Both are ahistorica~. without beginning or ending, wi thout 

birth o r death , and withou t good o r evil. 

. ' 

The two versions ~of paradise represent different points 

in time. Eden belongs to the past . The world to come is of 

t.he futu r e. Yet the two are linked in t he t radl tlonal 



. ' 

1 l 

.Jewi sh mi ud bt:lcause 'gsr~de11 ' refo:irs both to thti garden o f 

Eden of Adam and Eve and the garden o f Eden which peo pte 

.. wte r· aft.e r death . 

The Garden of Eden was the abode o f the first man 
a nd woman. a nd the souls of ~11 must pass through 
lt a fter death. before their final dest ination . r13l 

In Ed"3n, Adam and Eve may "?at o f the tree o f life 

And o ut of the ground God caus e d t o grow v a rio us 
trees that were a delight to the eye and good for 
eating, wi th the t ree of life ln the mlddl e of the 
garden a nd the tree of kno wledge of good a nd bad . 

And God Yahweh commanded the man , saying, 
" Yo u are free to eat of any tree of t h e garden, 
e xcep t only the tree of knowledge of good and bad, 
o f which you are not to e at .( 14) 

Bef0 r e the fall. the couple. like God, is immortal. But t o 

remain so . the~ay no t eat o f the tree of kno wle dge of good 

and evil . Only God has the c apacity for mora l judgment . 

AfLer the fall a reversal occurs . Both we and God possess 

°'' •t·a l judgment . But now, we l ose our lmmortal l ty. Ou r 

men Lal acuity continues to be sustained by the no ur ishnum t 

from the tree of knowledge . . But now · the tree of (immo rtal) 

life is no longer .offered to us . 

Now the man has beoo~e like o ne of us in 
discerning aood from bad, what if he should puL 
out his hand and taste also of the tree of life 
and eat, ' arid live forever ! So God Yahweh banished 

··---. ---------
[ 13]Ber . 8a. I . Epstein, e~. , The Babylonian Talmud, 

( Lo ndo n: The Soncfno Press), 1952 [hereinafter, all talmudic 
translations have been taken from this source unless 
othe rw i s• s~ecified.]. · 

ft41Gen . 2:9; 2:16. 
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h 1.m fro m t.h(:J garden o f Eden f 1 S I 

We a re denied its sustenance . Only God no w 1s immortal 

Atlam and Eve are tempted t o gain kno wledge . W~ ~ re 

Lempted to gain immortali t y . Adam and Eve obtain knowledge 

ti tro ugh eating from the tr~e o f kno wledg'e o f good and ba<l . 

We c•btatn i mmo r tality by eating from t he tree of l i fe: t he 

The To rah is our tree o f life : 

S ne is a tree of life t o those who lay hold u n 
her : and happy are those who hold her fast. Her 
ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths 
are peace. Length o f days is in her right hand, 
and in her left hand are riches and ho no r . (16) 

8y "eating" f r o m the tree o f life , by studying, obser vi ng 

Lht= words o f the Torah, we shall become i mmo rtal . W11~reas -i.11 Eden immortality would have been attained through the 

s imple act of eating from the tree, in the h is t o rical wo rld. 

i mmo rtality is achieved thro ugh the act of obeying the 

To r ah'5 prec epts . The Torah h ouses the system of rules . 

The Jewish wo rldview asserts that by performi ng the 

commandments, one gains immortality, forever d welling i n t he 

hereafter . 

R. Tarfon s~id: " Those who occupy the mselve s with 
s tudy of Torah [will receive] the full reward for 
righteo usness in the hereafter . (17) 

[1 51Gen . 2: 22 .. 

[161Proverbs 3: 18 , 3:17 , 3 : 16 . All f o llo wing biblical 
t raslations are from The BolY S c riptures , (Koren Publ ishers : 
,.Jar1.1salem ) , 1982 

fl71Pirke Avot 2: 16 . j 



In the first system, Adam and Eve remain in paradise by 

obeying God's rule. In the second, one gains access to 

paradise by obeying the s y stem of many rules . The two 

schemes parallel one another : obedience to the system is 

rewarded with existence in paradise . 

The myth of the world to come is conveyed through 

ritual : the obser vance of the commandments . The symbols 
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that convey the myth and imbue the rituals with meaning are 

the c ommandments themselves . They proffer the reward of 

e ntrance into t he no n -time of the wo rld- to-come . 

Dress, r e gulated by the commandments, constitutes such 

a unity of myth , ritual and symbol . Unlike oth e r r ituals, 

however , that OCC2.£Y discrete periods of time, clothing is 

wo rn at all times . It is the way people con t inuously 

display thei~ allegiance to the system o f rules . 

Dress reflects personal conduct . It is a slgn o f one's 

loyalty to the system . In one Talmudic passage we find : 

The wise in the time to qome wi l l ~ise 
(apparelled) in their own clothes . [This is 
deduced] a mino;i ad aaJua from a &rain of wheat . 
If a arain of wheat that is buried naked sprouts 
up with many coverinas how much more so the just 
who are buried in their shrouds . (18) 

The Genesis myth of the Fall. then , is at the root of 

the dress system of traditional Jewry. The myth detail• th• 

transition from one system of social structure to anot.her . 

[18)Ket . lllb . 
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The first paradise was a soci$ty based on ignorance. Adam 

and Eve first are nude, symbolic of innocence, without t he 

ability t o discern right from wrong . Although nude, they do 

not notice the difference~ between them . By eating the 

fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, they 

enter the historic world based on rules . They di scern the 

differences between them . They c l o the themselves i n an 

attempt to obliterate their difference, t o recapture their 

ignorance, and t o return to para dise . When they fi nd that 

they cannot, c l othing becomes a vehicle by whic h t h ey prov e 

their ability t o f o llow God' s rules, u l timately t o reenter 

paradise : the world - t o-come . 

-

j 
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Time obscures the certainty of the origin of dress . 

Prehistorical archaeological sit es r eveal an occasional 

swatch of cloth, a deposit of ochre pigment , a bone needle. 

Prio r t o the mid - Paleolithic era , however, there is no such 

e vidence of adornment . Perhaps, it has been suggested, like 

t h e chimpanzees in captivity who decorate themselves with 

rags, strings, and paint , the first huma~s too adorned 

themselves. [19] 

Whether a society's costume consists of a mere strand 

o f beads or a layering of many garments, dress is ubiquitous 

t hroughout the world's cultures . Despite variation in its 

visage, the cross-cultural phenpmenon of dress peeks human 

c uriosity. Withou~rchaeological evidence and written or 

visual sources, the inquiry as to origin must remain 

hypothetical at best. To explicate the ubiquity of dress 

then, we turn from aenealogical to instrumental questions . 

Art historians commonly articulate the meaning of an 
\ . 

object by discussing the interrelationship of form and 

function . Form refers. to the shaping of raw material into 

an object . Function refers to the intended use of the 

constructed piece. Utility requires the alliance of form to 

function. The neck of a water jug, for example , tapers 

inward to prevent epil~ing water . T}'le form, the narrowina 

• I 

[l9]Mary Ellen Roach• Joanne Bubola licher, ede., Dreaa. 
Adorppept. apd tb1 Sogial Ord1r, (New York: John Wiley & 
Sona, Inc."), 1986, p. 8. __) · 
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neckline , is the construc t ional solution to the jua's 

function as water holder . The wide mouth of a gr ain bin 

serves well for the ease of loading and unloading grain that 

i s this container's function . At a different level of 

abstraction, vessels generally play a particular functional 

role within a cult ure dif ferent f r om that played by tools or 

fur niture or music . ( 20 ) 

Dress [ 21) may similarly be viewed as a utilitar ian mode 

of art. Like vessel s or tools, the myriad cultura l forms of 

dress suggest that each style is patterned to accord with 

[20] The concept of a ' function' is not simpl e. It varies 
depending on the level of abstraction used t o describe the 
form of objects. Thus , as furni t ure, chairs and beds have 
the same function--one different from the function of 
vessels like wate£,..Jugs and grain bins . At another leve l of 
abstraction, chairs and beds serve different functions, as 
do water jugs and grain bins . 

In the case of dress, similar issues of abstraction 
arise. As dra ss, shoes and hats may have the same function- ­
one different from the function of furniture or vessels . At 
another level of abstraction. shoes and hats serve different t 

func~ions in relation to each other or to scarves , for 
example. To distinguish these levels of abstraction, this 
theais will refer to dreas's "aeneric. function" in 
distinguishina· it from furniture or vessels and t o ahoea' 
"particular function . " Where "function" stands alone ft 
refers to the 1eneric function of dress, either 1enerally or 
as instantiated in a particular type of clothing. 

[21]Dres5 subeumea two cateaories, the external and the 
corporeal: the means by which one covers the body and the 
means of alterin1 the body . External forms refer to the 
c1othina and jewelry one puts on the body . Corporeal fora• 
include various trea~t of the •kin: ciaatriaation: aaar 
eabelliai...nt; tattoo~na; pain~ina; . mutilation; deformation; 
and of the hair : plaitin•; •rowin1; ehavin1; cuttina; 
coveriQ8. The line b9t.ween corponal apd external ia not 
sharp . Rin1a ·tJiat elonaate th• neck, ea~rin1s that distend 
t he ear .... to fall into both oateaories . 
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the costume's generic function . Thus, by examining the 

forms of a culture's dress mode , one may begin to &lean the 

func tion of dress within that culture . 

The generic functions of dress are threefold :[22] 

Decoration 
Modesty 
Protection 

Decorati o n incorporates the human tendency to beautify 
. 

lhe body as a way to attract others and to enhano~ one's 

self - esteem . Modesty is the inhibitory impulse to cloak and 

hide the body . It is directed against social or sexual 

forms of display, stiflin& the desire to present the naked 

body either unclothed or beautifully ornamented . It quells 

this desire by means of shame.[23] Protection is only a -subsidiary benefit to wearing clothes . Clothing is thus 

analogous to shelters . Like the home, garments protect the 

b ody against uncomfortably low or high temperatures and 

inclement weather . Similarly, clothin& formed into armor , 

shields its wearer against animal or human enemies . (24 ] 

However, unlike decoration and modesty, protection is not a 

universal generic function of clothing . Inhabitants of 

Tierra del Fue10, for example, remain naked even in damp and 

[22]J.C. Fluael, The PaYoholocr of Clothes, (London: The 
Hoaartb Preas Ltd.), 1950 ,. p . 60 . 

[23]ibid. , p. 54. 

[24]ibid ., p . 69 . 
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cold weather.(25] Thus histor~ans of dress aenerally 

conclude that protection, while contributory, i• only a 
I 

subsidiary function of dress . (26) 

Deciphering the predominance of one function over and 
. 

above another is problematic . While in one culture a 

s kirt's generic function may be decorative, in another it 

· may be an indicator of modesty ; in a third, it may be a form 

of protection . Aspects of the three functions often 

coalesce in a culture's dress system; nonetheless, one 

typically dominates the system. A common costume of 

primitive peoples is a rina worn around the h ipe , a c lear 

f o rm or adornment . (27) The American costume of the 1860 's 

emphasized female modesty, as an a d"rertiaement from Harper ' s 

Bazaar, 1868 , illustrates: 

The advertisement delineates proper ~kirt lencths for youna 

airls, revealina a heiahtened conoe~n over the appearance of 

[25]ibid., p . 18 . 

[28)ib1cl.18, op ait., Roach, p. 8; Bernard Jtudofellr, %h9 
Upfaabt.e@h .... lg4Y, (lie" York: Aaohor PM9•), tlN, p . 
40. 

[21)op. cit . , lhadof•k7', p . 122 . 
. .. 
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skin as the girl grows into womanhood . (28 ] Peoples in arctic 

c limates wear garments that fit tightly over the entire 

b ody, protectin g it f r om the elements. ( 29) 

While clear examples of each of these three generic 

functions exist, the l ine between decoration and modesty is 

often blurred . The individual's desire to decorate herself 

and the o pposing i nc lination to moderate such displays 

motivated by shame o r shyness places human beings in a 

dilemma . ( 3(J] 

[C]omplete simultaneous satisfaction of the two 
tendencies · aeems to be a loaioal impossibility , 
and the i nevitable conflict between them c an at 
b est be met by some approximate solution by way o f 
rapid alternation or of compromise--a solution 
somewhat resembling that which some psychologists 
h ave eloquently described .under the term 
coyness.[31) --

Fluctuation between the desire to decorate oneself and 

the sense o i impropriety at doing so leads to an ambivalent 

att itude toward dress. We may find that while the function 

of dress at one point in time or in a particular place may 

b e modesty, in another the same dress item may cohnote 

decoration . While in 1888 modesty prescribed that all 

[28]ibid., p. 48 . 

[29J op. cit . , ~luael, p . 127 . 

[SO]The cont-porary wideratandina of aodesty 
incorporate• two Lat.in cou.cepta . ~~iA retera to · 
oompQaure, un»r.t•ntiouan•••• flOdia~on in deairea; RMdor 
au1•••te the notion of abaae, •,_bar~•••••nt, •hY'D•s• . oP . 
·cit., Rudofab, »· 25, 

[31]op . cit.' l'lu•el, p .· 20 . 
' 
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woman's dress lengths reach the ankle, in 1986, without a . 
clear proscription based on modesty, dress length may ran1e 

from below the torso to the an.kle depending on the 

decorative predilection of the wearer.(32) 

The change in form--the · length of a woman 's hemline-­

then, does not correspond to a change in function but rather 

supports the function of decoratation. It is even possible 

~hat is 1868 the function of the faliing hem-line, although 

couched as a concern for modesty, may have functioned to 

allure the onlooker with a subtle form of--albeit 

puritanical --seduction . Modesty and decoration then , are 

often woven together into a single cultural ethos . 

Visual image~J'.-reflects and enforces the society's 

cultural ethos. To decipher the function of dress in a 

particular culture, then, one must examine that culture's 

costume through visual sources, if available, and then 

through written descriptions which delineate what it is that 

a native observer was intended to see. (~f the society under 

study is contemporary , one would be intereste~ to verify 

whether or not. the Qbaerveble costumes accord with their 

written description~) . Such additional aouroes may tell us 

also when the costume is worn, the status and occupation of 
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the wearer, and the tradition's stated reason for wearina 

the costume. Discerning what the costume covers and what it 

reveals and whether the costume acts to disguise or 

accentuate a body part also provide avenues into deciphering 

the generic function of dress in a given culture.(33) 

Form and £unction become interrelated by way of a 

system of dress rules. Society is structured according to 

guiding principles which dress rules underscore by ensuring 

that the forms of dress reflect the function of d~ess in 

social relations; they enjoin the culture's members to fit 

dress form t o dress function . 

Dress rules may be understood as a set of principles, 

however vague, that divide the universe of dress into the _,.,.... 

c ategories of obligatory, permissible and impermissible. In 

some societies, the demarcation line between the three is 

sharp. In traditional Moslem cultures, the bikini is never 

permissible while the chador (the full length, all 

concealing garment worn by wqmen in Hcuslem countries) is 

obligatory. In others, such as the United States, the line 

is flexible, depending on the social context. Tennis shoes 

may be permissible at the country club but not at the 

[33]For example, in order to account for the use ot t.be 
neabie, a roWld pla~e worn over tne buttocks by woaen of the 
Con•o• we would not• that thi• i• their oA17 it .. ot 
clotbinai tb•ir aenitalia and brea•te .remain •Xt>O••d: 
However, if we are to ooaolude that t.hJ..• rlllteD\ ... a form 
ot decor.-tion or of llOde•ty, .. would n•~ •••i•tanoe froa 
1u~~·~tt~ral aouroe•, be ~hey written Of' oral. op. cit ., 
Rudof•k7, »· 80 . 



symphony ; bikinis are worn at the beach but no t in the 

off ice . However , genital covering is obligatory i n the 

United States but hot in the eongo . Thus , a c omplete 

analysis of the function of dress within a culture would 

require a description of 1) the permissibility principles 

f o r the various situations in which the dress rules are 

define d ; 2 ) the proper method for applying the principle6 . 
(the interpretive mode) and, 3) some account of the way in 

which a group explains its particular dress as against the 
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dress of the other groups it encounters (the rationalizatio n 

mod e) . 

Fo rm , function, and the dress rules that link them 

constitute a dress system. The dress rules act as a lens , -
refracting generic dress functions until they are focused 

into particular dress forms . 

Functions 

{ decoration } 
.____ Costume 

{ modesty } • as 
r ---- For m 

{ protection } & • 
Diagram 3: Relational Structure of Function, Rule, 

and Form in the Dress Syste~ 

To understand the role of dress within culture then, we n eed 

to analyze both form and function of dreaa and the mediatins 

set of d r ess rules. Toaeth er. the t h ree preaent the . ' 

skeletal foundatio n of a d reea· system. 

,. 
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Dress is a rite of communio~tion, articul ating croup 

affiliation and personal identity , moral belief and 

aesthetic predilection . Dress styles 3re identified with 

specific ritual events in which a di splay of appropriate 

visual messages conveys individual-group outlook: elegant 

finery and strands of jewels serve to ornament wedding joy. 

To rn sullied clothes pattern the mourner's despair . For 

religious Jews, a determinate dress style is associated with 

varried patterns of daily life . The external donning thus 

conveys and shapes internal orientations . 

Empowered as commandment, d ress regulations structure 

communal and individual activities and beliefs . At the 

outset, the generic function o f dress is labeled . Dress -codes typically are said to prescribe tzniyut, which loosely 

translates into "modesty ." Tzni:vut refers to the way i n 

whi ch one dresses: "He was a decor ous [tzniYa] man and would 

not. take off his cloak the entire day ." (34] I t also serves as 

an adjective for a person's behavior : " [B] e res erved 

[tznivot] even in the presence of your husbands ." [ 35] The 

second referent is derivative of the f ormer . One is tzniYa 

o nly if he or she dresse~ acoordina to the system's 

regulations . 

Talmudic and midraehic texts which circumacribe 

noraative traditional Jewish culture thereby providina a 

[35]Shab. 140b . 
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sampling of traditional Jewry 's casuistic and affective 

orientatio n provide a means of illuminating the general 

structure of the traditional Jewish dress system. Not only 

does this material provide a descriptio n of the forms of 

dress, it adumbrates the generic functi o n s o f dress within 

the culture as well . [36] 

Basic to the dress system are three principl es of 

obligation--and by extension impermissibility--, which 

reflect the underlyin1 cultural ethos . The three may be 

termed "difference," or "separation" principles . 

1 ) Preserve differences of national status by 
maintaining the separation of the Jewish people from 
all other peoples; 

2) Preserve differences of gender by maintaining the 
s eparation of women from men ; -

3) Preserve difference in personal status by separating 
married f roa never-married women and Torah scholars 
from non-scholars. 

Represented schematically. the Jewish community is 

separated from the rest of the world, bifurcated by aender , 

and then again by personal statu~ . 

[S8]Thia at.udy ia by no aeana exhauat.ive . A coaplete 
analyaia of dreaa wotald iaclw:le a at~ of all ~ 
tonaa, for ez1119le, 3-117, - well •• of aorpoNal -· 
th• reveallq of Ula fbr lutaaae, in Mdl'tiloa 'to a _.. 
of t-be 1~ of varioaa ri~l .. eat.a "fl! dna• f o-.. 
Bo~r, .._._. .. __ ~ ..... ia to~-.-- lauic 

· ·~~_of tlW .,,ate., tM Pl'98-t., '"*9 ltld.t.ed, approach 
aufftcea. .. 

. .-
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Diagram 4: Sociological Func tion of the Principles 

Together, the three difference principles protect and 

perpetuate both the community and the individual by imposing 

a uniform moral and social order . Distinctions between 

natio ns isolate the group f rom foreign influence, thus 

shielding the Jews from non-Jewish ways , originally 

idolatry . Division between the sexes provides for a clear 

r o le delineation in everyday reli1ious behavior, thus 

facilitating a consistent religious observance . The -hierarchy of men via study and women via marria1e 

establishes an inc entive for personal observance and 

advancement within the culture . 

The principle of separate national status stems from 

Leviticus 18 : 3 that directs Jews a•ainat dressin & in the . 
mode of the surroundin• culture : 

You shall not copy the practices of the land of 
laypt where you dwelt or the land of Catiaan to 
which I aa takinC you nor shall you follow their 
cuatoms.(37] 



The second difference principle admonishing men and 

women from dressing alike oriJinates in Deuteronomy 22:6: 

A woman shall not wear tha~ which pertains to a 
man, neither shall a man put on a woman's garment; 
for whosoever does these things is an abomination 
to the Lord thy God . 

Informing the third principle of personal status, are 

t wo laws, one which refers to women, another to men . 

Regarding women's dress , Numbers 5:18 asserts : 

And the priest shall set the woman [the suspected 
adulteress] before the Lord, and uncover the hair 
of the woman's head ... [which initiates the 
trial to determine her guilt or innocence). 
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The verse informs us that women customarily kept their hair 

covered . At the entry into the common era the relationship 

between dress and propriety is established . As Paul says : -A man who keeps his head covered when he prays or 
prophesies brines shame on his head; a woman , on 
the contrary, brings shame on her head if she 
prays or prophesies bare-headed : it is as bad as 
if her head were shaved. If a woman is not to wear 
a veil she mi•ht as well have her hair out off; 
but if it is a disarace for her to be cropped and 
shaved, then she should wear a veil . A man haa no 
need to cover his head, because man is the i•••• 
of God, and the mirror of his aloty, whereas woman 
reflects the alory of man . (38) 

For the wo~an to appear with her head uncovered is an act of 

aacrileae. Later recast in the Hiahnah, a married woman who 

clothina, which •iaht lead to the adoption of other aoclal 
and reliaioua ouatoaa of the aentil••· See Raphael Habler, 

t1!UM"!;ft;t:l~i.!f.Gil!liS:19F'r . 
C.Uan, CPhlladelllda: The Jab Pablicat.ion ~,. 
America), 1985, p . 122. 

[38]1 Corinthian• 11:4-7. 

.. 
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walks i n a public place wi~h her arms o r h ai r e xposed may be 
' 

divor c ed by h er h usband . (39) Maimon ides, in h is twel fth 

c entury Mishne h Torah i nterprets this ver se as a prohibition 

f o r any married woma n to go a b out wi t h h er hair uncove r e d . 

Give n t he sever ity of the o f f ense, a woman , o u t of f e ar o f 

being divo r c ed o r loosing her up r i ght status as a ma rried 

wo man , wo u ld c omply to t he culture ' s d ict ates. 

The l a ws r egul ating . male dress as a matter o f pe r sonal 

s~atus derive f r om t he histo r ical precedent of t he 

pries thood . Prior to t he destruction of t h e Templ es , t he 

pri~sts we r e t he p r i ncipal functiona r ies in c ulti c servi c es . 

A p osition of her e d itary r igh t, the p r iesthoo d constituted a 

c las s <:Jftt men sep a.»et e fro m the res t o f the commu n ity . 

Refl ecting t h eir unique s t atus we r e p riestly vestmeuts worn 

during divine wo r s h ip. Two t ypes o f vestment cos~ume we r e 

d o nned: t he high priest wore eight g a rme nts; t he common 

p r iests wo re f our . (40] 

With the destruc t ion of the Second· Temple came the 

a dve,llt o f r a bbinic Judaism . The Temple was r e placed by the 

s y n aaoaue ; the sacrifice was supplant ed wi th pra~er ; the 

pries t was rec ast as the rabbi, the scholar o f Torah . 

The reli&ious structure , althouah tranapoaed to fit an 

entirely different aQcioloaical , p o litical , and econoaic 

f ramework , ~edesi111ed historical forms to accord wit.h the 

[39Jltet . 72a . 

[40]aee Bx . 28 : 4; 29:29; 31 : 10 ; 36 : 19; 39:1, •0 : 13. 



30 

new setting. The priestly vestments, in the rabbinic scheme, 

became a refined version of the, common man's daily attire. 

•The Torah scholar washed his garments, trimmed his beard 

more often than the common man. Be wore a tallit of lareer 

s i ze and often of a finer material . 

The three principles together comprise a compact 

designatio n of roles: the external dress modes and the moral 
. 

system align to determine individual .and group behavior; the 

positions of the group members, both within the Jewish 

c ommunity and the secular community, are secured . As a 

result, what is required or expected of one group is 

prohibited or not expected for the other . (The factors (X) 

and (Y) shall represent the letter of the law, the -extremities of the rule. (L) represents the " limit" point 

dividing the two groups): 

1 : Principle of National Status 

x 
Jew 
Tznivut System 
System 

2: Principle of Gender Status 

Non-Jew 
Non-tznivut 

Woaan 

... 

x 
Han 
No color 
Non-apecif ied style 
Expose hair 

Color 
Specified at~l• 
Mo UP>~ of 
hair Caani•c1 
WOIMtD) 

Talllt. No tallit 
3: Principle of Personal Status 



A: Women 

x 
'Married 
Cut/unexposed hair 

B: Men 

Scholar 
Special tallit 

Trlm beard 

Clean 

L ______ _ 

L 

Diagram 5: Difference Principle Polarities 
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y 
Ne.ver-married 
Om1cut/expoaed 
hnir 

y 
Non-scholar 
neaular 
t.allit 
Less trim 
·aeard 
Les s clean 

x 

As in any system, there will always arise a problem of 

vagueness concernirrf" interpretation . While the codes 

specify what one may or may not do, the prevalence of 

discussion as to the permissibility of a particular type of 

garment affirms the difficulty in elimiuatine deviation . 

Thus, from point (X) to (L) and from point (Y) to (Ll , there 

is a ranae of possible interpretations of the law . The 

rules on hair may serve as an example (this is based on the 

contemporary situation within the ultra-Ol'thodox community . 

We may assume that the ambiaui ty resulted i111 a 1 ike 

oonfiauration of posaibili ties in the pre-mc>dern •Y•t-) : [ 41] 

(41]We cannot help but auraiae that, aa in our OWD ~. 
a nwaber of iD~nnta•loa• of ~ law .aia~. Tba variar, 
thogp, aiven tJ'9 ~Yelr poor eacmoaic aacl 
teahnolo•ic ata'tie of 'the p1:e-.odeara world, ,,. oaa ....... waa 
l••• than t.bat of tocl~. In ~rat.loa <11 thla ol•i• ia 
the prohlbi tion iaaued in the J•ls•n• [ordilianae] of the . 



x -· lonc.dan1l1n1 Pi!Yot. ;;;;~;~;., pe~;;Un(I";;;;-, ---
un-cut. beard , 
beard. hat. 

p;;ot. around aara . 
tucked beard , hat 

Hurled Wgm!Ul 

L ___ _ 

uncut. beard; hat. 

peyot aro und eara . cut peyo~. 
cut. beard cut beard 

___ ___ L 

no peyot; cut beard 

t.led halr hair In kerchief hair under wic cut. 
hair;wll 

_ ______________ y 

ahaved head; wi1 shaved head; wi1. hat. 

Uiacram 6 I nt.erprativo Varlat.ion1 

I n bot.h caaea , t.o 10 b<tyond the ll•lt. line ia t.o exclude 

oneaelf from t.ha ayat.e11. Th• raault. ia trana1raaalon 

either of Judai•• • • a whole ( f o r • ...n) or of tha 
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individual , .. rit.al uni·t ( for • wa..n ) Thua. t.ha daviatin1 

Jew, aa1ociet.ad with n•on-Jewa, ia call ad an "idol at.er ." Tha 

t.rana1reaaln1 wo•an, identified with ••n-·and by extension 

Taadik of Md.anov: " Th• -n ahall not 10 in a aht.Aa 
~ [ ke rchief] or Jall&a!Ad (another t.11'8 of bead-00¥9r1 .. ] 
and a lao ahall not. -•r &Dl' t.11'8 of clothinc, even ahoee, .in 
t he lat.at faabion •• they 10 in t.be ..-1.ni"' areaa , ...S 
aball 10 in 11' 99fi•( acarvea] aa their aotbtra weDt. . n..,, 
ah&ll not 10 in 1 red t.1allal. o r even aaodala. Yowaa 11rla 
i r e not. t.o 10 abovt. 1~ perpt. bergeli (curl•] or with lac• 
11carvH .• Abal'On W.rtlliitia· Belepbet, f'laligbot, B ' laliclut. , 
(Jaru111 .. : Moatd Rav Kook), 1 .. 0, p . 111 . 
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women--is called a "prostitute " or an " adulteress . " 

the variation, the outcome of such a deviation is 

Because a premium is placed on uniformity of practice, 

tradition convinces its adherents to follow the system's 

dictates through the guise of an all pervasive rationale . 

The four f o rms discussed here, color, aarment, material , and 

hair, adumbrate the system's rationale. In order to verify 

the struc ture of the system, we therefore n o w turn to a 

discussion of the f ou r forms : a cursory look at the function 

o f color, garment, and material in additio n to a more 

detailed analysis of the function of hair shall substantiate 

the model of the dress system articulated herein 



IV . THE JEWISH DRESS SYSTEM : FORM 

-
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Despite its official religious resistaQce to fashion's 

dic tates, Jewry has been susceptible to the ongoing 

vic issitudes o f fashion . In response, early rabbinic Judaism 

redoubles its attempts to curtail the influence of fashion 

within the c ommunity . Yet its method of restriction is not 

to specify the forms in exac t detail, providing for example 

the paradigmatic pattern for a shirt or pants, a dress or 

s kirt, but to institute overarching restrictions that 

con s titute the syntax of fashion : color, mandatory a~rments 

material and hairsty le. Instead of addressing the ever 

c hanging dress permutations, the rabbis articulate a dress 

system that permits variation in design, permissible within 

the confines of that system . ........ 
Four c entral catecories--color, mandatory garments , 

material, and hair--demarcate the three difference 

principles: Jew from gentile, men from women, and personal 

s tatus . Each of the four categories may qualify any or all 

o f the difference principles . Cp lor for example, classifies 

Jews both within and ou~side of the community; material on 

the other hand , serves only to differentiate Jew from non­

Jew without bearinc on i~tra-Jewiah relations. This 

chapter's focua on these four cateaoriea embelliahea the 

structural overview of the ayatem pre~ented in chapter• two 
~ 

and three with an examination of a aaaplinl of talmudio and 

midraahic texta . 
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I: Color 

The majority of r abbinic references to color focus on 

the second principle: gender differentiation . The rabbis 

interpret Deuteronomy 22:5 , "A woman shall not wear that 

which pertains to a man, neither s hall a man put on a 

woman's garment: for all t hat do so are abomination to the 

Lo rd t hy God " as indicating that men and women should not 

dress in the same manner. While this provide~ a gen~ral 

prohibiti on to the wearing of gender specifi c clothing by 

the opposite sex (men wearing d resses, women wearing pants), 

it serves as a prooftext to a mo~e subt l e form of 

differentiation as well . Siphrei Devarim elucidates: "A 
----

woman shall not wear a man's white garments and a man shall 

n o L wear colored garments."[42) Reflecting t h e second 
y 

differ e nce principle, color may be depicted as: 

non-co1ored 
garments 

Diagram 7: Color: Gender Difference 

A. Color in Hen•a Dress 

colored garl')ents 

While men •a clothinl ia grouped aa non-colored fort.he 

(42)8K"V, p . 115b . Similarly, A. Z. 20b ~otea that woaen•s 
colored ••rmenta differ froa men's non-colored l&l'll•nta . 
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purpose of differentiation with wom~n's wear , color 

iden~ifies a man's social status as well . Passages thus 

indicate that men do in fact wear colored garments, but the 

color spectrum o f the male costume focuses on the tonal 

dicho tomy black and white . 

Rabbi Yanai said to his son : 'Don't bury me in 
black garments or in white ones, black lest I be 
worthy of a place in aan eden and then I would be 
like a mourner amona bridegrooms, or in white, 
peradventure I miaht not be worthy and would be 
like a bridearoom amona mourners [sinners in 
Gehinom] but (bury me] only in court clothes that 
are imported from beyond the sea . ' (43) 

Rabbi Yanai's preference for court clothes which are neither 

white nor black is problematic for the rabbis . Rather than 

accepting that he would choose to wear colored garments , 
........ 

they conclude that only his outer cloak was colored . The 

essential articles of his outfit they insist are white . (44) 

Other sources indicate that commoners wore colors . (45) 

Consequently, we may identify three cateaories of 

professional and moral stature: the scholar, the commoner, 

and the sinner. Commoners wear colors . Sinners wear black . 

Scholars wear white . That oommonera wear colors indicates 

their potential to incline to either of the two poles . 

Scholars and sinners establish the boundaries of the male 

(43]Nid . 20a. 

C•4)Raahi on Nid. 20a propoaea that Rabb~ 
tmadjkiw, wore white . 

C•5]Samuel Krauaa, Kaclmoniot BaTalaud, (Tel Aviv: DVIR), 
1946, p . 90 . 

. -



typology of the "good/bad" discrimination. 

scholars 

commoners 

sinners 

Diagram 8 : Color : Difference in Persona l Status: Male 

Similarly , men's hair coloring is simplified into the 

shades black and white . Black hair is the sign of youth--
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the unschooled, t he naive . [46) White , an adjective applied to 

the hair of the righteous, is the eign of the scbolars.[47) 

A white uniform denotes the we~r' s occupation as a 

student of Torah, as well as his moral nature as a righteous 

man . White is symbolic of the holy. 

I looked , thrones were placed, and an anc ient of 
days did sit, whose aarment was white as snow , and 
the hair of whose head was like the pure wool.[48) 

[46]H. Ned . 3 , 8 . 

[47]B . K. 80a. We find here an application of Levi­
Strauas ' a celebrated cooked/raw dichotomy . Black is raw : 
youth, unbridled emotion , iporance, pure "nature" untouched 
by the "culture" of God'a law. White ia cooked: maturity, 
reason, knowled1e , and culture . Of courae the dichotomy only 
applies to men, who· are permitted to acquire culture . 
Commoners are neutral. Th•~ have the potential to lean in 
either moral direction . They may become "whit•" (cultqnd, 
good, learned, acholarly) or "black" (tfie reveraion ot pare 
nature, raw, evil) . Claude Levi-Strauaa, The Ba• aQd the 
Cooked: Intro4uctton to a aci•nce of Mrt,bolgcz, IJ4ew York: 
Harper and Row), 888. , 

• 
[ 4 8] Dan . 7 : 9 • 



Not only is God imaged in white, but angels are as well: 

"the students of a oage in Babylonia appear to me! They 
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resemble the ministering anaels ." [49) Rashi adds: "in white 

c l othes and head coverings similar to the ministering 

angels." 

Rashi asserts elsewhere that the students of Torah wear 

white: " in every generation, there will be Your white 

clothes ." [ 50) The way to honor or1e' s status as a scholar, a 

son o f Torah, is to appear in white clothing.[51) 

Sarcastically, in another passage, Rashi scoffs at the 

donning of white garments by some Babylonian scholars : 
-' 

Why are the scholars in Babylonia disti nguished 
[in dress)? Beoause they are not well learned . (52) 

Because the so-called scholars cannot iaeiltify themselves as 

learned me n by their knowledge alone, they adopt the only 

means of persuasion available: the scholar's garb . 

Deciphering the funct ion of color within the rabbinic 

dre ss system may be facilitated by examining the function of 

color within the Bible . A select range of colors are 

mentioned in the Bible:[53] white, black, red[54), 

[49]Ket. 72a . 

[50]Ket . 85a . 

[51]Shab . 1•Sb. 

[52]ibid . . 
[53] Caapar Leviaa, "Color," Tb• Jni1h lncrclopedia, 

(New York: funk and Wapall• Coapa07), 1903, p. 174. 

. .. _j 
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green[55], purple,[ 56 ) and gold[57] . However, it seems that 

bibli ~lll references to colo1r intimate that value rather than 

hue is operative . [58) Echo1ing the biblical language, rabbinic 

literat ure also emphasizes value rather than hue . [59) When 

color adjectives are used explicitly to indicate v~lue, a 

reduplication of the last two r oot letters implies the pale 

[55]Yarak refers to V•9&etation (" [the wild ass] roams the 
hills as its pasture and a•aarches for anything green .") (Job 
39: 8); a.nd to a sickly com1plexion, ("why then do I see every 
man with his hands on his loins, as a woman in travail, and 
al l faces are turned to pa~eness? " ) (Jeremiah 30:6) . In 
r abb i ni c literature , yarak is the color of myrtle in Heg . 
13a; of crocus in Nid . 2:6-a-nd of the yolk of an egg in Hul . 
47b . Sotah 3:4 describes a sickly complexion as pale yellow . 

[56)1n biblical times, purple dyes colored materials for 
the Tabernacle and the pri••tly robes ; other references 
indicate that purple (~man) was wo1'n by foreian 
dignitaries (Judges 8:26; I Maccabees 4:23) . 

[57]The Hiah Priest' a, daily wear consists of "golden " 
vestments . Talmudic pasaa1·ea deacribe a. dove'• wings as 
glistening like 1old metal, (hizbiv) (Bul. 22b ) or one's face 
shining brightly like gold (Gen . Rab . 97:1). 

[58]Color may be def ned by three terms : llllil is the 
actual color, for exaaple red or yellow; inten1itv ia a 
degree of purity, atrenst~ or sa~uration; yalue ia the 
lightness or darkn••• of ~ hue. The hiaheat po1aible 
bri&htneas ia whi t.e. th• ll•••t 11 black. s •• rran• 
Gerri taen, ~:~·::::~,~S;ic• of Color: A Color Th@orr 
Baaed on L!!........._ __ ~~-• __ m, (New York: Van Nostrand 
Reinhold Co.), 1975, p. 9!>. ... · 

[69]op. cit . • Leviaa , p . 294. 
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shade of a color: adamdam means reddish, verakrak, gr~eniah. 

For highly saturated hues , AIJl2k, meanjng 'deep,' is applied . 

Recalling the c hinese ink block, the val~e spectrum, 

seen in terms of light alone, presents an even range of dark 

to light. The chinese block is a rectangular stone with a 

diagonal impression as its bottom . The ink is placed at the 

nadir of the decline . A small amount of · water rests along 

the bottom, creating a shallow to deep gradation. The ink 

too dissolves into a range of t ones. The most intense is 

the ink itself . The least dense is the pure water . 

The value range within the rabbinic dress system, like 

the ink block, presents a spectrum of light variation. 

White, like the water, "'!acks hue . Black, like the ink, is 

absolu~e tone. However, unlike the block , the rabbinic 

dress system demarcates three possibilities--white, color, 
) 

~ 

and black- -despite qualitative differences in color hues . 

white---------------color-----------------black 

The value scale, while applicable to aen'a clothina, 

does not apply to aen'a shoes. No Jewiah man was to wear 

black ahoea., tor they typically were worn by nob-Jewa . 
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Thus. while the colo r o f o ne's clothing may n ot have 

distinguished h im a$ a Jew, his shoes did . [60) 

B __ . _Q9!or in Wo men 's Drtis s 

Wome n wear colors . Unlike men, the y are no t obl i gated 

t.< 1 o bse r ve a l l the commandments . By wear ing c o l ,., rs, t h e 

GOmmon man identifies himself as neutral on the scale o f 

Lhose who are commanded . He is neither black nor whi te, 

neither a sinner nor a sage. The woman, however, to whom 

c o l o r s are actually allocated , acknowledges her perpetual 

exc lusio n from that same commandment system. Both extremes 

are i mpossibi lities for h er because she is n ot fully -obligated by the comma ndme nt system in the first place . Sh e 

c a n never become a sinner or a sage . 

Colored clothing is attractive to men. married women 

a r e permitted t o wear colors in order t o pleas~ their 

husbands. 

These are not regarded as vows involving an 
affliction of soul ; and the following are vows 
that involve an affliction of soul: '[I swear) 
that I shall not eat meat' or 'that I shall uot 
drink wine' or 'that I shall n ot adorn myself with 
colored garments' --Here we are dealing with 
matters affecting ~heir intimate relations (the 
vows of which may only be annulled by a 
husband). (61) 

[60JTa'an 22a . 

[61]Ket . 71a . 
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Because vi ewing a woman i n co lored clothing is to s ee her 

expl i c itly as a woman, the husband alone may permit or 

forbi d h i s wife the making or breaking of this vow . 

Whi l e wearing col or ed c l othing i s a form of pleasure 

f or a h usband it as we ll is a mode of celebrat i on for the 

woman . 

Our Rabb i s taught: A man is in duty · bou.nd to make 
his children and his household rejoice on a 
Fe~tival . .. Wherewith does he make them 
r ejoice? With wine . R. Judah said : Men with what 
is suitable for them , and women with what i s 
suitable for them . ' Men with what is suitable for 
t hem': with wine . And women with what? R. Joseph 
rec i t ed: In Babylonia , with col ored garments; in 
Eretz Yisrael , with ironed l inen garments [thus, 
natura l co l or ed] . (6 2] 
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I n Babylonia women celebrate by donning colored garments; i n -Er etz Yi srael women adorn themselves wit h fine line n , a more 

pr eciou s . mor e difficult to maintain whi t e c loth . (63] 

Because men find color s attractive, t hey present a 

potential source for the danger of seduction : "an angel 

(came) i n al l s orts of colors and jewe lry of women t o entice 

t he men to have lustful thoughts and commit &in" [B•J . The 

Targum translates tziyonin , colored garments , as a~tab , "for 

(62]Pes . 109a . 

[83]Simil•rly. Ta'an. 26b indicates that women in Iarael 
abide by specification• aore cloaely alianed to .. n'a dre•• 
practice• . When celebrati~ the 16th of Av, the ~ .. ar 
white 1aneate. It; • .,. then, that wtae : MD r~. 
Torah] : : oolona IUMD~• c n••n [aoa-•t,adJ' '· -ot,lonal 
oelellration] .. ........ wlH n-. it.• • .., •o To•ah 

,oelebl"ation• and lolF Da7 ••t'Mr• for aen, while wo•en wear 
white ol~th•-· for exaaple, to dance in ~ielda . 

. ... 
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a woman attires herself in these to entice men to take 

notice of her." The word denotes a garment that attracts 

notice to its wearer, being a noun formed by ..,,AIO, to entice 

o r allure. [65) 

Despite this threat, women are permitted to wear 

colors . Why? In order to differentiate men from women one 

group must wear colored garments . Furthermore, 

Our Rabbis taught: A dyed garment ~s susceptible 
to the uncleanness o f a bloodstain . R . Nathan b . 
Joseph ruled : It ia not susceptible t o the 
uncleanness of a stain, for dyed garments were 
ordained for women only in o rder to relax the law 
in regard to their bloodstains . [66) 

Fo r a woman to appear in clothing sullied by menstrual blood 

is forbidden; consequently, a woman may wear color ed 

clothing in order to..cA1Douflage possible menstrual stains . 

Consequently , her dress is restricted . She may not 

wear r ed: 

There was a case of R. Adda b . Ahaba who saw a 
heathen woman wearina a red head- dress in the 
street and thinking that she was a Jewish women , 
he r ose and tore it from her . It turned out she 
was a non-Jew and they fined ·him 400 zuz.[67) 

Just as "ordinary" men may wear colors but stil l require 

some dif f erentiat~on from non-Jews and so do not wear black 

·"' 

[66]Rashi quotes the Taraum in his commentary on Gen . •9:11 . 

[66]Nid . 61b . 

[67]Ber . 20a . See alao Ket . 72a where Rab Judah stat•• 
that the prohibition of epinnina in the e~r••t appliee only 
if "ahe apina roae [colored materials and holda them up] to 
her face." 

IP 



s ho es, su .Jewish wo men .:.ire f o rbi d den lo w':la r r ed. ':i 

1-·1.rnt.omary co lor o f n0n - Jewish wo men f 68 l Wi thiu Lhe wo men' s 

s8•~ti:' r. the refo r e, the wearing o f red distinguishes no n - . .Jew 

f r< .. ' m Jew . 

Re d, being t.he color o f l ic~ntiousness. s lgri if i ~s tl1a t 

whi c h is no t .Jewish . Ho reov13r , red is the color o f L l .. otJ 

wh-=ri applied to wo me n 's dress . t hen, red sjgnii it=s m>:-ustr u-al 

He nslrun l b l ood is t amai, impure . A J e wjsh wo men shcill 

11° .. • I w':la r Lh e s ign o f impurity . Gentile wo men make llL• 

.i j !'i l .i r1t: t ii..rn between their internal biologi c al sta t,.,, s 

Wh~ther u r no t. they a re menstruating, whet.her i11 Lh~ so -

··~ lled c lean o r impure days, they live witho ut a ma rkeJ -t ·l1a 11 gt:! i.u llf '9s lyle . Similarly , they make no tlisli11c li c1 r1 in 

l h~ ir c lothing : through the laws of niddah however . Jewish 

women maintain their purity internally despi te 

me nstruatl o n[69]; by rejecting the wearing of red. they 

p r<Jt~ct it externally as wel l. Men avoid contamina tion by 

ref raining f r om physical contact with a menstruating woman 

a nd b y eschewing visual contact with wome n in red . 

In sum, white a nd black, I propose, represent o pposing 

rt=sporises to the observ~nce of Jewish law iu the talmudlc 

f68l o p . cit., Kraus 5, p . 87 . 

.. 
f691Nlddah refers to the two weeks durJng and follo wlug a 

worna CJ' s menstruation in which she has no physif al c 1Jnt.ar. t. 
wjth 'her husband .. ' 
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period . One who disobeys the law is a sinner and must wear 

black, ~ tone symbolizing the absence of holiness. One who 

observes the law is a loyal Jew ; he nears colors, 

intermediate between black and white representing t he human 

potential for good or for evil. One who preserves the law 

through study is righteous and wears white indicating 

sanctity . A woman on the other hand, does nQt wear white or 

~lack for she is not fully obligated to fulfill the 

commandments . She may neither officially be a sinner nor a 

sage within Judaism. She may only wear colors . Her task as 

a Jew is to maintain her Jewish identity . Hence , she may 

not wear red. By doing so, she identifies herself not with 

----the Jewish people and Jewish values, but with gentiles and 

licentious ways . 

II Mandatory Garments and Materials 

Beged refers to anything that can be worn as a whole or 

partial garment . Talmudic discussions on c lothing focus on 

the material, size, and purity of the aarment . 

Speoifioations of material derive from Leviticus 19 : 19: . 
You shall keep 117 atatutea . You shall not let your 
cattle .. ~der with a di~•• kind; you •hall not 
sow your f leld with two kinda of aeed; neither 
shall there COiie upon ~ou a ••l'llent of twQ kinda 
of stuff ai~led' to•ether.[70] 

~ 
[70]See alao Deut. . 22:11 (MYou shall not wear clothes 

woven •ith two kinda of yarn, wool and flax to .. t.ber."). 
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Ga rme n ts may not be made of wool and linen wov~n together . 

To eoun t as a garm~nt, the item in questlon must m~asure at 

l~~sL thr~e fing~rbreadths square. t h o ugh g0neraJly . a 

garment's minimum measurement is t hree handbreadth~ 

squ;;i r""l I 7 ! I r L bticom.r;is a nnul l ~rl. 1.1n c l8art' 1111 f j I r . ., r '• rt- I I I 

we"1 t ". when discarded i nto the rubbish . 

Eac li t') f these stipulatio n s plai:: e restric tio us n n Iii-

manufactur'3 of cloth ing . In addition, ther e are r ules wh i c h 

~dd ress h o w o ne wears and tends his c l othes . 

The rabbis are ask ed : if a house is on fire a nd i t is 

t h e Sdbbath. wh~t clothes sho uld a man remove from the 

huuse? Because the sabbath is a time when no wo rk is dune. 

th~ h ypothesis of a fi r e on the sabbat h provid'3s Lh~ rabbi s -
=-tnd r.>pportuni ty to identify t he essential male warrlr -:•bo: . 

1'h esi=i are the eighteen garments: a c l oak , 
undertunic, hollow belt [money belt] , li nen 
(s l eeveles sl tunic , shirt, fe l t c ap, a pron. d pair 
ut t r o users , a pair of shoes , a pair o f s ock s, a 
pal r o f breeches , the gird le around h is l v ir1s, the 
hat on his head and the scarf round his neck . f72] 

(71]A piece of c loth that may be used f o r a patch is 
considered a aarment because it has v.alue . See Meyer Berlin , 
~d., Encvclopedia Talmudica~ A Di gest of Halachic Literat ure 
and Jewish Law from the Tannaitic Period to the Present Time 
AlphabetioollY Arranced ., vol . 2. {Jerusalem: Ya! Rarav 
Herzog Preas) , 1969, ~ . 288. 

(72]Shab . 120a . A like list of essential garments appears 
in the Palestinian Talmud (Shah. 15 : 4 line 23) . While the 
dlfferen~ names for the' olotbin1 items may indicate tbat 
.Jews in the two regions wore different costumes, l t may 
merely point to a difference in vocabulary . However , some 
~amea in tbe Babylonian Talmud are of Greek origln and give 
e vidence t~ Hellenistic influenc e . See Peter Wlernlk, 
"Costume ," Lb§ Jewish Encvclooedia , ( New Yotjk : Funk and 
Wagnall~ Compapy ) , 1903, p . 295 . 
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Lest we presume that Jews layered themselves in all ei•hteen 

garments, another passace presents us with a more realistic 

depiction of the typical outfit . Rules given for undressing 

at a bath, in o rder of removal, identify the daily costume 

as consisting of shoes, head-covering, mantle , girdle, 

shirt, and a vest known by the Greek name, "epikarsion ." (73) 

With garments as with color, we find three difference 

principles: Jew/non-Jew; men- women; personal status. Jews 

are warned against adopting garments that are particular to 

gentiles . (74) So important is this prohibition that the 

rabbis determine that if a religious principle is i nvolved , 

it is better to face martyrdom than to change even the style 

of a shoelace . (75] -
Regulations pertain both to items of wear and the 

manner in which articles are worn . The man's costume 

blatantly differs from that of the woman's . Hen's pants and 

women's dresses, the man's tallit and the woman's scarf are 

signs particular to each gender . Specific. garments , 

[73]Derek Erez Rabb~, 2:3 . See op. cit., Wiernik . The 
importance in apecifyin1 ~· order of removina clothe• 
derives from the laws aurroundina the Hieb Prieat'a attire. 

(74]Sifre 81 ~rohibita the Jeva from wearina the llAD7 
colored or PLU'Pl• aar-en~• of the twaiben or their wide 
panta . Shulhan Aruch, Y. D. 178:1 atatea a 1•n•ral 
prohibition aaainat wearin1 non-Jewiah 8&rb . 

[76)San . 74b. 

. -
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moreover, identify the status of their wearer . A married 

woman's head covering separates he~ from never-married 

women; a scholar's tallit distinguishes him from commoners . 

The scarf and the tallit are thus parallel signif iers of 

personal status. ['l6] 

Apparently both the scholar and the commoner wear a 

tallit , (77] but the tallit of a scholar is larger and of a 

fi ner material than that of the commoner .- [78] In addition to 

difference in the size and material of the tallit, the 

standard of cleanliness of one's garments fluctuates 

depending on a man's status. A scholar is obligated to be 

fastidious in caring for his clothing.(79] A garment is made 

up of two sides, the outer and its reverse . The commoner is -
[76]For a fuller treatment of women's head coverings see 

inf ra pp . 62-67 . 

[77]Tos. to Toh . 8:12. 

[78]B. B. 98a . In B. B. 57b, we read that the scholar's 
shirt covers his entire body, so that his 'skin is not 
visible. His tallit completely covers his ah!rt so that the 
"scholar was reoopized by the manner in which he wrapped 
himself in his tallit." See also Bag . 14b; Shab . J.,Oa; Ned. 77b 

[79]Shab . 114a. Aaain this praotioe oriainatea with the 
treatment of the prieatly veatmenta: "If the prieatly 
vestments were soiled, Tannaia differ: aoae hold that if 
they were SQ sliahtly soiled that th•Y could be waahed clean 
in water, they •isht. be waahed with water or natron [a 
natural carbonate of aoda]; but if they were ao badly aoiled 
so that i"t was iapoaaible ~o wuh ~hem c1ean ezcep~ witll 
natron, t.hey ai~ not. be waahed as all; other• that tbe7 
quay never be w.-~ at all, since there ahould be no 
stint.ina whezie there ia wealt.b (Zeb . 88b). Th• Bal•Jrhah 
follows the la~ter view (H . Zeb . 8:5) . op . oit • Berlin, p. 
304. 
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instructed to turn his garment inside-out only after it 

becomes dirty (as determined by soiled seams) . He reverses 

it to its underside so that the garment appears c lean . [80) 

The scholar on the other hand , reverses his garment every 

sabbath without regard to its visible state . [81) 

Cleanliness is an outward mark of a scholar's identity; 

t o g o about in dirty clothes i s to transgress a crucial 

distinction in the community . A scholar may not appear in 

the market place in dirty shoes or clothes, for one who does 

so "deserves death."[82) The threat of death, is not real but 

symbolic . The scholar, enlightened by Torah , virtuous 

through mitzvot , is pure and deserving of eternal life. For 

such a scholar to tur~is back on Torah and the mitzvot, is 

tantamount to impurity and the loss of eternal life. 

Those whom death touches are sui generi s and experience 

a reversal of the normal status rules. If the sinner is one 

who could keep Torah, wear clean clothes, and wash 

punctiliously--but who refuses to do so; the mourner is a 

person who wants to do all of these but c annot. Mourners 

are forbidden to recite the ab•ma, be counted in a minyan, 

wash and change clothes.. They live in the limbo of their 

mourn'ing period, aa visible make-believe sinner a anxiously 

awaiting release from their enforced separation from the 

[80]H. Mak. ·s. 6 . 

[81]ibid . . 

[821 Sbab . 11-ta. 



no rms of virtue toward which they aspire . 

Thus we have a model similar to that developed for 

col o r diffe rences in Diagram 8 : 

scholar 
(clean ) 

commoner 
(semi-c lean) 

mour ner (:"sinner") 
(dirty) 
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Diagram 9 : Cleanliness: Dif ference in Personal Status: Men 

The concern for cleanliness necessitates that the scholar 

c hange his c lothes we.iu,y (or turn t hem inside-out) . This 

is not to be done randomly but precisely at t he onset of 

each sabbath.[83) 

Indeed, we find that both the scholar and the commo n 

man must hono r the sabbath with fine clothes. The commoner 

is advised to have · ~wo suits , one for everyday and one for 

the sabbath . If he cannot afford both , on the sabbath, he 

should at least ar~ange his suit in a differe~t manner . [84) 

Even the mourner sets aside his make- believe status on the 

sabbath by dressing , washing, and joining the minyan to 

pray . 

The sianif ioance of adopting a ~peciai attire on the 

[83}Shab. •113a. 

[84]P .T. Peah 8, 7 . 
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sabbat h intima tes the i mpo r tanc e o f al l d r ess as a f o rm o f 

wo rship . "The glo r y o f Go d is man, t he glor y o f man is 

d r~ss " ( 8 5] Go d ' s glo r y may be enhanced through man , but 

man's h o l i n ess i s displayed , conveyed , thr ou gh his d r ess . 

Dr ess is a f o rm o f hiddur mitzvah , the beautific ation 

o f ~he c o mmandment Hiddur mitzya h i nstruc ts J e ws t o c h oose 

c~remonial piec es whic h are a esthetic ally pleasing This 

i n j unc tion b o th ennobles the ritual , and consequently Go d , 

a nd insp i r e s the partic i pant with a s e nse o f a we : 

' This is my God, and I will ado rn Hi m' [that i s ], 
ado rn y o urs elf befo re Hi m in ( t he fulf i llment. o f ] 
prec e pts . [Thus] make a beau tiful sukkah in His 
hono r , a beautiful lulav, a beauti ful ahofar , 
beauti f u l fr i n ge s, and a b eautiful s c r o ll o f t h e 
Tor ah . ( 86 ) 

The injunction t o use beau t i fu l r i t ua l object s s uggests that 

the r itual is both f o r God and f o r the ob s erver . We show 

res pec t to Go d ; we are uplifted by t he beaut y of t he piec e 

we use in perf ormina the ritual . 

Hi ddur mitzvab when applied t o c l othing requi res a 

s lightly different readi na . The indivi dual himself i s the 

object whi ch a ccomplishes the ritual by appearina in the 

presc ribed c l othes . The individual as well is the subjec t 

who adds ele1ance and appreciation to the ritual by 

aeleotina appropriate , beautiful cloth~. The rabbinic 

(85]Derek E~ez Zuta 10 . 

[88]8hab . 133b . 

• 



statement, "A man's dignity is seen in his costume" (87] 

asserts that by dressing according to Jewish law one not 

only shows obedience to God but also ennobles his own 

status. By changing his clothing on the sabbath and the 

holidays in order to honor God and holy times, he himself 

becomes ennobled. 

III: Bair 

A. Men's Hair Regulations 

Men 's hair regulations derive from Leviticus 19:27: 

You shall not round off your hair from side to 
side , and you shall not shave the edge of your -beards , 

and Leviticus 21:5: 

Priests shall not make bald patches on their heads 
as a sign of mourning nor cut the edges of their 
beards, nor gash their bodies. 

The verses, it is uniformly interpreted, prohibit removing 
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the side-locks (peYot) and shaving the beard . Rabbis agree 

that the peYot may not be cut or trimmed; however, the law 

regarding the beard ia leas clear. Jewish law forbids 

removing the beard with a razor but not with acisaors . Soae 

codes permit using a razor as lon& aa it doea not remove the 

hair smoothly and cloae to~ th• roota . [88] 

[87]1x. R. 18:5 . 

[88]H. Mak. 3, 6; Sitra Kedoahia, 8 . 
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The mode of wearing one' s hair different iates Jew, from 

no n - Jew . Christians wea r the jr hair parte d and tied in 

b ack . (891 The Syrians' hair is worn l oose down their backs . (90] 

The Romans wear the komi , a fringe on the f o rehead with 

c u r ls alo ng the back.(91 ] The· J e ws wear t he ir h a i r s hort 

e x c ept for the peyot. 

While the predominant hair style for Jews foc uses on 

t h e sid e l ooks , passages indicate Jews were inc lined to wear 

the s t yle o f the d a y . Abtalion ben Reuben was all owed to 

wear h is hair in the .k2mi. because he worked at the court . (92] 

Howe v e r , in another example, the rabbis are not a s lenient . 

" David had 400 children and all o f them were beautiful with 

a l o ng loc k of hair _:.:.£ 93] Disapprovingly , the rabbis s tate: 

" He who grows his back hair in the form o f a l ock (bluri t ) 

does so for · an idolatrous purpose . " (94] 

The length of one ' s facial hair too determine s one ' s 

status. While today we identify the orthodox by their 

beards , rabbinic literature india ates that. clipping one ' s 

[89]op. c it . , Krauss, p . 286 . 

[90]ibid . 

(91] B. K. 83a . 

[92]B . K. 83a. 

[93]San. 21a . 

[9•]Deut . ~b . 2 : 18 . 

j 
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b~ard was c ustomary . r9 51 How o ften one 's beard was c ut depends 

un one 's position l n society . 

A king s haves e very da y , a hi g h pri~~t rgoes 
wlthou tl s having from s habbat to s habbat. a commo n 
ma ri shaves eve ry 30 days . [961 

In t~ lmudi c t l mes , in pres umed a nalogy with the hi g h priest 

~nd in ke eping with t he model fo r purity befo re God. t ha 

SC'h o lar wou ld cl ip his bear d at t he on s et of every sabbath . 

Tltt;l <.:onunnner tended to his beard less o fte n . 

Removal of the beard ma y have been a rel igious c us tom 

:cm(mg he reti c al sects. R. Elazar ben Aza ry ah said to his 

h rt•ther Ishmael: "They said t o o ne : why is your beard g r own ? 

Hf'l sa id t.o them: so as not to rui n anything wantonly " In 

i11LP-rpreti ug this statement, t he r a bbi s conc lude t ha t a -s rnunth face was a rel igious essential among some 

~e<· tarians . [97) Sometimes , r e gulations were i mposed from 

~bove . Upon growing a beard, t he Empero r Hadr iar1 forbade 

Jews to gr ow beards (indicating beards are the common style 

[95 ]In fact, unclipped hai~ in t he i almudic period was 
considered ualy . However . in medieval times . a variety of 
customs were in practice . Jews in Islamic coutltries wore 
l ong beards ; in Germany, France, and Italy , Jews r e moved 
their beards with scissors (see David Kimchi on II Samuel 
10:5). "Scrupulous uerman rabbis .. . sought a s early as 
t he fifteenth century to forbid the outtina of the Beard . 
do1J.btless because the majority paid little attention to thE:i 
strict letter of the Balakah, and , instead of cutting with 
t. he sc issor s, shaved smooth with a razor ." Louis Ginzberg . 
" Beard," The Jewiah IMrclopedia , (New York: Funk and 
Wagna lls Company), 1903, p . 613 . 

(96] San·. 72b . 

[97]op. c it ., Krauss, p . 290; Shab . 152a . 

. -
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among Jews) in order to differentiate himself from them.[98) 

B . Women's Hair Regulations 

The beard and .RJU.2l, clearly differentiate men from 

wo men : ' A woman with a moustache ceases to be considered a 

woman . ""(99] Some commentators identify the difference between 

the sexes as a primary reason for maintaining the beard . (100) 

Regulations pertainine to women' ~ hair t reatment are 

n o t explicitly stated as a biblical injunction . Loosely, 

they derive from Numbers 6:18: 

And the priest shall set the woman [the suspected 
adulteress] before the Lord, and uncover the hair 
of the woman's head . 

The rabbis find this drama elusive . Does this particular 

c ase necessarily apply to All women? What exac tly was the 

woman's offense? What does his action--uncovering her hair-

indicate about the normal hair style of women? 

Given the ambiguity of Numbers 5:18, the rabbis are not 

able to determine the intent of the law . Bowever , by 

focusin& on the priest 's actions and the lan1ua&e of the 

passage , it is concluded that this constitutes a leaal 

interdiction. Two cat.eaories are provided to account for 

the ambiguity . Dat Ho•h• refers to biblical law, laws 

[98]1bid., p . 289. 

[99JB. M. 80b: Nezir 39&. 

[100)See , • · • · • Bahya and Abravanel on Lev. 19:27 . 
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universally regulative for Jews , because they clearly derive 

from the Bible . Pat Yehudit refers to tho~e legal rules 

t hat evo lved over time within specific Jewish c ommunities . 

Maimonides concludes that the practice of covering 

one's head was "hinted at in the Torah ." (101] Rashi 

determines that covering one's head is " a minhag [custom) of 

t he daughters of Israel . . . the women shall follow the 

manne r of tzniYut ." (102) While not viewed a~ having been 

derived from the law of Hoses , but from Jewish law, in t i me 

it bec_ame part of the hal§cha . 

Thi s i s the halacha with no division amo ng the 
Tannas; there is no controversy; the halacha i s 
c l e ar . It was expounded upon in scripture , and i n 
the mesorah [tradition] and in the responsa which 
we re given [to us] from heaven . The decision of 
the RI'F [Rabbi Isaad'""'Den Jacob Alfasi), Rambam 
[Maimonides] , and all the poskim . [103] 

Any woman who ie or has been married is obligated t o 

c o ve r her hair . (10•] On the other hand, any woman who has 

never been married, regardless of age, has no obligation to 

c over her hair . 

A~ n o point--either day or niaht- -may a woman expo s e 

[101]See Moab• Wiener, Glory of the King'• Dau1bt1r : Tbe 
Laws of Hode1tr ip JlgMtp'1 Dra11, (New York: lmpir• Prea•), 
1980, p. 4 (quotiac Haillonidea) . (All citation• froa Wiener 
are taken from the Bebrew aeotioo '1Dleee otherwise apeaif ied 
and are the author' a tranalationa) . 

(102)ibid . , p . 5 (quoting Raehi on Ket . 72a) . 

[10S]ibid. 

(10.t]Ket . 72a . 
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her hair . This prohibition include~ exposure of small 

portions of hair at the hai rline or nea kline and protrusion 

of short hairs from beneath the covering or in front of the 

ears. (106] The care over a c cidentally or intentionally 

exposing one's hair leads t o the conclusion that women did 

not c ut their hair in talmudic days as they do now . (106] A 

talmudic reference adds further substantiation : Kimhit , a 

mother of seven sons who held the off ice of the high 

priesthood, was once asked by what merit of hers was she so 

bl~ssed with such sons. "Because," she saidl, " the beams of 

my house have never seen my hair ." (107] 

Not only is hair itself important , but the hair style 

wo rn underneath the head-covering is as well . Braiding, -
plaiting, and wearing the hair in a crown c~1lled the kilkul 

are the primary modes of arrangement . A i;>t~oper woman ties 

qer pair back, itself an act of propriety. An improper 
/ 

woman exposes her hair first by undoing it, which is viewed 

as an egregious act of promiscuity by tpe rnbbis j 

When they [women] remove their scarves and loose 

[105]The covering· itself has given ristt to much dispute. 
Presently the sbeitel [wial ia the aoat oom11K>n form of head 
coverina . Wear in& a hat or even a tichel [~scarf] leaves a 
part of tbe hair uncovered (at least for ah~>rt perioda of 
time) . See op. cit . , Wiiener, p . 18 Bowever 1, this was not 
always so. Op to the 18th century, the prejrerred head-
ooverina was the kerchief. ... • 

[108]Tbe balaoh& atAtea that the woaan ia to cut her 
natural hair to one halt to one tepagh [handbreadth] in 
length. Se• op. ci~., W1eDer, p. 24. 

[107]Yom.a 41a . • . . -



their hair, free it , uncover i.t: this is 
licentiousness, as if they removed their clothes 
from upon them' and stood nake4. Women with 
uncovered , loose hair are similar to men a.nd the 
[the men] regard them as if they are men . [108] 

Consequently , disobeying this rule results in the 

appropriate punishment : 

A woman who goes about in public with her hair 
totally or partially exPosed, in deliberate 
disregard of these laws , may be divorced by her 
husband without payment of her marriaae contract 
just as if she had committed adultery . [109) 

There is no ambiguity regarding a married woman's hair 

s tyle. She may never appear with any part of her hair 
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exposed . Walking in the marketplace with only a basket on 

her h ead is forbidden as is wearing a kerc hief with small 

h o le s . (110] Because t his text isolates the area o f the --" public, " the rabbis question the application of the ruling 

t o the private sphere of the home. Within the home if men 

a re present , no matter the relation, the woman must keep her 

hair completely covered . Only when secluded in a closed 

room with her husband may the wife expose th~ side hair 

extending beyond her tichel. (111] If she is in a "well 

concealed" place where men have no access, such as a 

bathroom, bath-house, o~ swimmin1 area, a woman may uncover 

[108]op . cit . , Krauss, p . 294. 

[109]Ket . 72a. 

[110)op. cit ~ , . Weiner, p . 5 . 

[111]ibid . , p . 20 (IDali•h section) (citin,a Reaponaa 
Chasu Sofer, o·. Ch . 38 and Responsa T-gh T•Ad•k) · 

. ., 



her hair . 

While to the modern observer, the extremities of t he 

system may seem nonsensical , it is precisely the extreme 

quality that allows it to function from generation to 
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generation . The participants within the system do not have 

to surmise how they are to dress . Ambiguity is excluded 

from the structure. External appearance is con~rolled to 

fit within the prescribed boundaries . Moreover, the 

fundamental rationale undergirding the dress system 

persuades Jews to maintain the system's dictates . It ls t o 

this that we now turn. 



V. THE JEWISH DRESS SYSTEM : ~URPOSE 
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In an effort to confirm the proposed structure of the 

dress system , we have examined the relationship of the dress 

forms (color, material , garment, and hair) to t he three 

difference principles (Jew/non-Jew; man/ woman; and personal 

statue) . Wti may conclude that 1) the difference in national 

status circumscribes a metaphoric boundary around the Jewish 

c ommunity which restricts physical involvement with the 

gentile population and affects ideo logical segregation; 2) 

the difference i n gender creat~s distinctive communal and 

f amilial roles for both men and women; 3) the difference in 

personal status provides an incentive for men to upho ld the 

religion through observance of the coJDJDandments and compel s 

women to assist men in perpetuatina_J;.he religion by desiring 

ma rriage . 

Dress rules mediate the functions and forms of the 

d r ess system . (112] The stated function of the Jewish dress 

sys t em is tzniYut . CoJDJDonly tran•lated as 'modesty,' 

tzniYut implies moderation, freedom from excess or 

exaggeration and self-control . Dress rules mandate t h at one 

select from the universe of clo~hina poaaibi~ities only 

those articles which are expreaaly peraitted by the ayatem. 

The rules moreover ·aaaert that aodeat dreaaina ia a virtue . 

The oont .. porary reader identifiaa clothin• with .the 

material world . It aay b• atart.lins th•n to note that •hil• 
• 

the Jewish dr••• ·~•t .. require• that a peraon be awar• of 

~ [112]S.. aapra pp. 28-27. -
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what he or she ~ears, it is primarily designed to li~k t~e 

human with the divine . To be concerned with how one dresses 

in this scheme , is t o identify oneself not with temporal 

fashions b u t with God's eternal law . 

We may begin ~o glean the import of the f unc~ion 

through analyzing commentary on any one of the primary four 

dres s forms . Yet because women's hair is identified as the 

primary signi fier of tzniYut, (113] it is the logic al focus in 

o ur examination . The function shall be further explicat ed 

thro ugh a discussion of midrashim on human beauty . 

Togethe r, the legal and midrashic material exposes the 

function: Dress laws regulate beautification efforts s o as 

to curtail sexuality, ..;t.Aereby fortifying the Jewish communal 

and belief struc ture . 

We have n oted that women's hair r egulations bifurc ate 

the set o f all "women" into the sub-sets of "married" and 

"never married ." Given the two categories of women, the 

rabbis question how to regard a woman who is • in the 

transitional state between "never married" and "ma,rried . " 
.u 

How are men to respond t o the betula, the vir.in,Aahe 

proceeds from her fathe~'a house to the marriaae canopy? 

She ia transported from one locale to the other--from one 

status position to the ot}\ttr-- on a heynyma, a curtained 

sedan~ The rabbi• ~eacrib• a coaaon aaene: •• the bride i• 

carried in the aedan, her hair ia looa• about her 

~--~ ... 

ahouldera . 

[113)op . cit ., Wiener , p . 24 . 



May a man l ook at her hair? 

The bride-to- be is in a transitional state. While the 

man~ look at a virgi n's hair, as a bride - to-be, her 

status is n ot like the unbetrothed virgin . Thus, the man 

may not look at her as he may have before the marriage was 

a rranged . Similarly , the man is told that he may ~ look 

at a married woman. Yet the bride-to-be, still a member of 

Lhe never ma r ried, may be looked upon . By way of resolve, 

th~ rabbis conclude that one is "permitted t o look at the 

j ewelry she wears or at her uncovered head-- [but] it is 

fo rbidden to look at her hair ." (114] Al though it is 

i mpossible to rest rict a view in this manner, that the 

rabbis propose this compromise attests to the importance of -
maintaining the b oundaries between t he categories of married 

a nd never-ma rried. 

In addition to delineating •tatus, hair is the 

sign i fier of female beauty . The rabbis ask : "If a woman is 

o ld or ugly, is it forbidden for her to exp~se h e r hair? "[115] 

(114)Haimonidea adda that the bride aoes out with her 
head uncovered, which i• not to ••P that her hair ie not 
covered, but rather that th• head i~••lf ia uncovered; the 
hair falls here and ~heaie. See op. cit ., Wiener, p. 16 
(quotina HaiaoDidea 888fT Diyrez Yiarael: Qrah Barria. 34) . 
Perhaps she appeared in a aode OOllllon in the •iddle ..... 
Wo•en wore a !lead c~rias from ou~ of which heZ' hair fell 
to her ehouldera, either-in ourla, braitta, or cont•lned 
within aome aort ot aaood. See Tberea• azad Helad•l Metaaer, 

=~-9 =-=--i .. , (New Yozi PD~liahera of rlne Art IOoka) I 2 ~ chapter 4 . 

' [11611bid . , p. 20 (quoti.._ Q.gagb Bayria j&). 
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They di'J'ide the category "married" into four parts : 

1 ) ugly (~hu'eret) 

2) old (zekevna ) 

(and by extension) 

3) pretty 

4) young 

All married women must cover their hair regardless of their 

appearance or their age , for "the hair of a woman is ervah: " 

forbidden, obscene . (116) Even if a woman is unattractive she 

is sti l l required to cover her hair . The rabbis assert that 

even if a woman herself may be considered ugly, her hair is 

al ways attractive . She therefore must adhere t o the 

ruling . (117) -
Hair is considered the source of a woman's beauty .. 

(I]t causes hirhur [lascivious fantasies about 
women] and thus it is a sin [to have it 
uncovered] . [The law] establishes that if the hai r 
is less than a tepach [t.hree f in1ers width in 
length] then it causes no [sinful] thoughts or 
hirhur. . . . 

Our matriarchs went about in covering upon 
coverina. in an extremely precise manner so that 
their hair would not be seen at all .... This is 
the tradition handed down to us from the time of 
Moshe Rabeynu : to take the utaost care in 
[preventinal the expoaure of woman'• hair . 
The t1niryt lawa [pertain] aoatly to hair; we must 
be preoiae in coverina all of it entirely . (118) 

Juxtapoain1 beauty and sexual availability, then, hair 

[116]1b1d. (quotin• Haiaonidea, . l•hurei Biah 21:17). 

(117]1bid. 

[118]ibid.p. 24. . .. 

. ., 

, 
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becomes a s ign of sexual desirability as the following 

argument attests : What should the practice bo for a woman 

who is without hair? Is she nonetheless requi red to cover 

her head? 

With ~egard to a bald woman, the head-covering 
incr eases her beauty and grace. Thus, she is not 
obligated to cover her head . [119] 

While pll wo men with hair- - ugly , old , pretty , young--must 

cover t heir hair, the bald woman may leave her head 

uncovered, f o r she is more sexually desirable with h er head 

cov ered . Hair regulat ions thus are d e s igned to mar a 

woman's physi c al beauty, to reduce her sexual appeal .[120] 

Literary sources indic~te that n ot onl y d o the laws on 

h a ir specify a woman's external appearanc e ...,...t.hey suggest 

possible affective responses of both men and women as well . 

If a wo man's hair is uncovered against her will , she feels 

embarrassecl . 

A man uncovered the head of a woman in the 
ma rketplace ; she came before rabbi Akiva and the 
man was obli1ated to give her •oo zuz on account 
of embarrassment.(121] 

Elsewh e re , we read : 

The ten curses that she herself had voi c ed were 
made known . . . . (The woman was veiled] like a 
mourner (on account of her] shame at eoina with 

[119]ibid . , p . 22 . . . 
(120]Per9•P• thi• ~-~Da why toda1'a ultra- strict 

ultra-Orthodox woaen fWelWlrln aig h• .... •drin] choose to 
shave their h••4- rat.belt than ~o leave t.he permiaaible leaa­
than-t~gh le~h ot ·tiair. 

[121]B. K. 90b. . -
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her head uncovered . [122] 

Unwitting exposure of hair is shameful . It causes a woman 

embarrassment whic h , if the fault is her own , result s in 

self-cha stisement; if it is c aused by another , the 

inf r i ngment is recompensed monetarily . An involuntary 

transgrassion is a disgrace to the J e wish people . If 

intentionally committed by the woman herself the severity of 

the affront is magnified . This woman is called a prostitute 

o r an adulteress . She has uncovered her hair with the intent 

o f seducing a man . To see a women with her hair exposed 

tells men that she is sexually available . If indeed she is 

n 1.>t (and if t h e exposure of hair was conscious), i t can be 

surmised that she nonetheless inten ded to indicate her 

"availability" to t h e men . Opon finding out the ruse. l t is 

0 11ly logical for them t o assign to her the epithet 

" adulter ess" or "prostitute ." 

A ma rried women belon gs to one man . The marr ied woman 

appears with h e r h a i r covered as a way to separa te h e rself 

from avail able women . To e xpose h e r hair would be to reject 

her position wi thin the s tructur e . Howeve r, a vlriin lllAY 

appear with her hair down , f o r "a betulah is not called a 

woman." (123 ) She is p&nuit. , meani ng free, empty, v a c ant , 

s ingle . Fo r her t o appear with her hair down i s the •llD of 

(122]Raahi on lruvin lOOb . 

p . 23 
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her sexual availability. She needs to expose her hair to 

tell men that she is available for marriage. Therefore it is 

concluded that a virgin is "not forbidden " to uncover her 

hair . 

The rabbis use the double negative : she is n.Qt 

forbidden[124] to uncover her hair rather than the positive: 

she may expose her hair . They phrase the directive in this 

manner in order to reiterate the imperative that the women, 

o nce married, must cover their hair . The use of the double 

negative corroborates with the sentiment that the married 

woman's hair is nevel or sinful, ugly.(125) 

Men's emotional response is also described in the legal 

material . While the woman is admonished to cover her hair , -the man is told that if ever in the presence of a married 

woman with exposed hair, he is not to look at her . The 

tradition indicates a two-fold response : looking (histaklut) 

is followed by desiring the woman (birbur). As a prooftext. 

Leviticus 9:14 is cited: "Before the blind, you shall not 

place a stumbling block." As discussed in a rabbinic text , 

The hair of married women when exposed on the head 

[124]ibid . 

[126]lt is ironic that the ~abb1a deacribe a married 
woman's hair·~ ntv•l oonaiderip1 that hair enhance• the 
desirability of never-aarri•d WOlleD to .. n . Thia ia 
ref lect.ed in the aode,ni vraotic• ~ the Bobo¥ baaidia 
whereby the 1rooa•, taally p~a the bride'• faaily an a.cunt 
of money baaed an the w•i•ht (therefore le~) of the 
bride'e D..,17 ahorn bair (baaed on private oonveraat~on with 
a Bobov Ba•iC!). • 



is a stumbling block to men ~nd causes them to sin 
greatly in the area of averah whi ch is the worst 
type of transgression . (126] 
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The passage suggests that men and women have different 

roles in maintaining the system . Women's hair- -their 

beauty--is their "stumbling bloc k ." They are responsible 

for no1. "placing it before the blind, " that is, making it 

visible to men . Men are chastised for being "blind, " for 

being unable to help but look at and "stumble" ove r the 

woman's beauty. The rabbis rebuke men for their metaphori c 

blindness while a self-imposed "blindness," c losing one's 

eyes to a woman's beauty, is precisely what is encouraged . 

Es pecially during prescribed ritual times, men must 

avoid looking at women. If, while saying the sh'ma, the -rabbis ask, a woman with uncovered hair happens by, shall a 

man continue to pray? The rabbis direct him to ref rain from 

saying the words of the prayer , for when there "are pleasant 

looks, there are licentious thoughts ." (127] To utter the 

prayer would then be bilul ba'Sbem , defaming Go~'s name , 

taking God's name in vain. By turning away from women with 

their beauty exposed, men are able to remain loyal to God . 

The talmudic references to women's hair indicate ~hat 

hair is the sign of a woman's availability, beauty , and 

desirability . Hen must beware the power of this beauty, ·for 

[1ZS)op . cit., .Wiener, p . 14 . ( quotini Hidusbim 'al ha­
Sha'' s). 

(12?Jibid .• p. 10. (quot.inl HaR"AH on Beracbfl.) . 

. .. 

.. 
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to fall prey to its charm leads me& to look and t~en to lust 

after women . Consequently , as the ex~ple of the sh••• 

indicates , their concentration in worship is broken and 

their allegiance to the faith is jeopardized. 

In further corroboration with this scheme , w~ find that 

midrashim addressing human beauty display a like fear of the 

power of the female . In their· own day , the rabbis isolate 

hair as the central signifier of tzniyut . (We may now 

define tzniyut as ap appropriately modest non- display of a 

woman's beauty and sexuality). Midrashim clarify that a 

woman acquires power by decorating herself with forms of 

ado rnment . The use of dress forms within the midrashim 

sugges~ that hair itself is a type of ornamentation . Like -o~her dress forms, hair is inanimate . It must be 

manipulated, "put on"--left uncovered--and " taken off"--

covered up--in order to convey the in~ent of the wearer . [128) 

The role of beauty features prominently in texts on Joseph 

and Sarah, the post-Eden biblical archetypes of human 

beauty . An examination of these two adds to our 

\ understanding of the role of dress as that which accentuates 

human beauty . It further c larifies the function of dress as 

attempti~g to regulate aexuality in order to for:tify the 

Jewish communal and belief structure . 

(128]We aua~ alao . aoknowled•e that hair ia a unique ·form. · 
Unlike colo~ .. t•rial, or j ... la, hair ia produced b~ the 
body. P••P• 1y· a•i-ani-te, •-1-inanhaat• q•lit.y 
lends pot;ency to its role within WOiien'• dre•• re1'91lationa . 
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While the rabbis commept on J~seph's beauty soon after 

his introduction into the Genesis narrative, it is n ot untiY 

he arrives in Egypt that hia beauty plays into the chain of 

events. (129] Joseph is sold to Poti phar , an officer to 

Pharoah. One rabbi proposes that hi6 looks appeal to both 

sexes: Potiphar buys Joseph intending to sodomize him . (130] 

Once a slave-in Potiphar's house, Joseph becomes ~he object 

o f Potiphar's wife's desires. She lusts after him only to 

be frustrated by his insistent denial . 

The stream of questions and answers that flow from this 

s c ene uncover the rabbis ' concern with beauty and its use . 

Initially, they ponder the behavio r of Potiphar's wife . 

They know wome n to be more reserved, more passive than is 

this Egyptian lady . -After all , men initiate a conversation . 

Such aggressive actions by this woman could only have been 

prompted by prior suaaeative maneuvering by Joseph . So they 

ask: what ini tially stimulated Potiphar'a wife t o .look at 

Joseph? Because they assume that a man must ~truggle if he 

is t o resist such an offer, they question further: how did 

Joseph squelch the temptation presented by the willina 

woman? 

One response is to blallle Joaeph for inciting the 

woman•s desires. 

Why does acripture aay, t And Jo••Ph waa· of 

[129)8 . B . 34 : 7 . 

[lSO]B . R. aa:s . J 



beauti ful f o rm and fair to l ook upon' [ and 
i mmedi ately follows thia with} 'His master's wife 
cast her eyes upon Joseph .' I~ may be illus trated 
by a man who was standing in the mar ketplace, 
pencilling his eyes , fixing his hair , and l ifting 
hi s heel . . . [131) 
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We imagine Joseph a prostitute in t he marketplace who 

pretties himsel f with cosmet ics and stands in a seductive , 

frivolous pose . (Given that the midrash is from Greco- Roman 

times, a referenc e to male prostitution would not be f a r -

fet ched) . 

The rabbis condemn Potiphar ' s wife for her seducing 

effor ts as well . Zuleika, meaning spark, is the name the 

rabbis give to Potiphar's wife. She tries to attract Joseph 

in t he same way he was sai d to have enticed he r . She 

dresses in "the attire of a harlot~132] 

This may be compared to a she- bear, standing in 
t he s treet decked with costly aea• and precious 
stones. The people remarked , 'Whosoever rushes 
upon her can take what she is wearing .' But a wi ee 
man there answer~d them; 'You look at what s he is 
wearing, but I look at her tanas!' From that ve ry 
she-bear , he fled, observed Rabbi Berekiah, and 
can there be a ereater fliaht than this?[133] 

Donning beautiful ornaments, Zuleika becomes tantalizingly 

beautiful . The common man, in view of aucn beauty, is 

propelled toward her jewels . Be carLnot reason out the 
. 

consequence of tak~ng liberties with the bear . Only the 

wise man perceives the danaer in succumbing to her refined 

[13l]B. B. 81: 3 and Tanh .. 165 . 

[132]B . R. 87:1 . 

(133)8 . R. 88 : 4. 
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t rappings. Givina in to enticement leads to suffering (or 

punishment). J oseph understands the potential danger 

Potiphar's wife present s . In an act of great moral 

strength, he resists her prodding and as a result bolsters 

his righteous stature . 
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To avoid falling victim to the seductiveness of women, 

men are admonished to close their eyes.(134] Eyes are the 

instruments through which sin enters a person's mind and 

soul . Zuleika lusts after Joseph only after she sees his 

beauty . According to one midrash, Joseph is able to resist 

her powers p recisely because h e refuses to l ook at her . 

Ho w far did s he [Zuleika] go?' asked Rav Huna in 
Rav Aha's name . ' She went a s far as to place an 
i r on form under his neck so that he should have to 
lift his eyes and look at her . Yet in spite-e'f 
that he would not l ook at her .' [136) 

In a gruesome tale, the rabbis appeal to men to avoid 

looking at women . The main character is a Torah scholar. 

who, because he spends all of his time studyina Torah , is 

pure of sin and beyond succumbing to temptatLon . Satan 

finds him an appealing pawn . He convinoea God to let h im 

spor~ with the scholar. Satan pulls out his moat powerful 

card : the disauiae of a beautiful woman whose beauty 

resembles that of Na'ama, aiste~ of Tubalkain , whom even the 

minist•rin& anael could not reaist lyina with . 

Satan atood before him. When be [the acholar] saw 

[134]Ned . 20a. 

[136]B. R. 87:10 . 
~ 

• 



him , he turned his face away . Satan went to the 
other side [of him] . Acain he ' turned his face away 
from Satan . When he (the man] no~iced that he had 
to turn his face in every direction in order to 
avoid seeina him, he said to himself: •1 am not 
afraid, lest he overcome my evil inclination and 
cause me to sin . ' What did the riahteous man do? 
He called to his students who were serving him : 
•My sons, brine me a fire and some nails . ' when 
they brought them he passed them through the fire 
and poked out his eyes .... (136) 

As a reward for such restraint and moral courage, God , 

t h rough the angel Raphael , restores his sight . 

This extreme reaction to the temptation of sin 
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reiterates the pattern : bista1slut , l ooking , leads to hirhur, 

fantasizing, that in turn leads to sin . The scholar's noble 

actions suggest the proper male response t o female baauty 

(that is , the beauty of any woman except a man's wi fe): to -avoid looking at a woman . While these midrashim alert men 

to the power of external ornaments , the dress codas inform 

us that beautification requires that a woman merely uncover 

}1er hair . Hair is her natural ornament . As was t he case 

with the bedecked Zuleika, men must shield thei~ eyes from a 

woman with uncovered hair in order to remain pure . 

Sarah presents men and women with the model of 

desirable, female beauty . Commenting on GenesiB 23:1, 
. 

"Sarah l~ved for one hundred years and twenty years and 

seven years, " the rabbis write : 

The Lord know• t.be day• of them that. are wit.bout. 
blemish; and t.beir inheritance ahall be forever . 
As they are QDb~emiahed ao are their years 

[1S8]Tanh . 514 . 



unblemished. At the age of twenty she was at the 
age of seven in beauty and at the age of one 
hundred she was at the age of twenty in sin.[ 137) 

As to beauty, the ideal numbers do not fit our c ustomary 

western o utlook. To us, the age most reflective of female 

beauty is twenty ; to the rabbis, it is seven. This 
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corroborates with our sense of the rabbis' understanding of 

women and beauty. Unbridled beauty is a dangerous seductive 

force in women, but only in poet-pubescent women . The seven 

year old, her enticing power still gestating, can be 

beautiful in a harmless childish way without sparking desire 

in men . Although a woman of t wenty , Sarah is like the child 

who remai~s unaware of the potential power of her sexuality . 

We imagine a woman without sexual desires or wiles, without -
understanding as to the power her sex holds . Sarah, the 

ideal, is objectively beautiful, but sexless, and therefore 

sinless . 

A woman , consequently, is instructed to suppress her 

sexuality , to be modest · in every regard ~o as avoid enticing 

men . Hen, on the other hand, ~re instructed to follow the 

example of the scholar and avoid looki na at women . To 

abstain ~rom doin1 ao ia rewarded : 

And he who waa warned .,ain•t looking at a woman, 
[and doea not look at her], he will fear the 
Kavod aa it i• written U•aiah 32 : 17) "~by eyes 
aha11' aee the Kina in Bi• 'beauty ." [138) 

[13,7)B. R. 58: 1. 

[138]op . cit . • Wiener, p . 14 (citing Sefer Baa~dim) . 
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The proper f ocus for a man's gaze is not women but God . 

The dress system, t hen, asserts t hat women compete with 

God for the attention of men . (1 39 ] I f a man allows himself t o 

look at her, to desire h er , and possibly to be sedu c ed by 

t he woman , he will be unable to practice as a pr oper Jew (h e 

may not i n f act, practice as a proper Jew, f or example, by 

saying the sh' ma) . A woman who deviates from the dress 

rules betrays the system' s dictates; s h e is n o l onger a 

proper Jewish woman . She becomes a prostitute, an 

adulteress, and, l ike the male transgressor , is considered 

an adulteress, a n out-cast . 

Those who go with [their ] heads uncover ed g o 
according t o the ways of the idolatrous; behold. 
for she goes in the_lUlY she wants . [140] 

A proper women therefore , is instructed to alter her natural 

appearance, by covering her hair in o rder t o disguise her 

n a tural bea uty . In this way , she assists men in their 

efforts to upho ld the religious structure . 

The purpose of ~he dress system, we may conclude then, 

[139]In the modern period, the relation of wome~ and 
To rah is aaain made, thou•h now women are said to complement 
the Torah rather than to oompe.te with it tor men ' s 
attention: women perpetuate the physical existence of t he 
Jewish people; the Torah perpetuates ita spiritual 
existenee. Deapite this aaauaed ahift in focus , the initial 
premise reaaina. Conteap0rary aourcea praise t1nixut-keepin1 
women as b•i~ beautiful; they resemble To~ah ; they 
perpetuate the phyat6al exia~ence of the Jewiab people . The 
opposite of thi• claim holda as well: Hen are, attract.ed to 
Torah becauae it, like a beautiful woman, is ornamented . 

Cl•O]op . ci~. , Wiener , p . 16 (quotinl r Rabba 

Nassah 9:18) . 
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male desire for Torah . 

Torah is the primary foc us of me n's att;ention . 

are secondary . This suggests a hierarc hy of roles : 

c ater to men who cater to Torah, 

Torah 

Men 

Women 
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Women 

women 

A man is prohibited from pursuing any form of pleasure 

bey o n d the pleasure he is allowed to take wi.th h is l awful 

wife . -However, even this pleasure is limited . The s tated 

goal o f marriage, of sexual relations , is not sexual 

satisfaction but procreation . [141] Pleasure comes through 

To rah . Lef t in her natural state, woman is evil , dangerous 

because of her power to entice. This power is muted through 

dress . She beomes objectified, mechanized , made into a 

means of reproduction , The Torah, on the c it.her hand, is the 

source of wisdom and religioue fulfillment . 

(141]"D~ no deaire beauty, desire a fi1imily ."J Ta'an 28b . 



VI . THE IMPACT OF MODERNITY : 

EASTERN EUROPE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

-
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Traditional Jewish dress, . once donned by all Jews , now 

c lothes a minority .of the Jewish community: the ultra­

orthodox and the Hasidim . A walk through any of Jerusalem's 

religious neighborhoods wi ll expose one to an elaborate show 

of long black frock coats, black brimmed hats,. long pants or 

knickers worn with white or black socks . The untrained 
-_, 

observer responds to the overall impression of the male 

hasidic outfit: it is black, heavy, modest, and . 
anachronistic . Subtle permutations in style go unnoticed . 

Yet when taken into account by a trained observor from 

within the system, these very same minor differenti ations in 

dress style alert the viewer to their function as a 

delineator of group affiliation . 

As if alon& a horI'Zontal axis , dress styles identify 

the hasidic sects. Members of hasidio groups don styles 

unique to their sect, with no possibility of infringement 

into ano~her group's attire . The every day aarb of the 

Neturei-Karta hasidim in Jeruaalem comprises black knickers, 

long black socks, a black kapote (long coat), and a hat, 

nicknamed the "flyin& dish" for its wide brim . Tlle 

Lithuanian haaidim' wear lona black panta and •ocks, a short 

black coa~ . The Visznitz haaidim tilt their hat to the 

ri1ht; the Belz tilt their's to the left . The way one wear• 

peyot too identifies one'a 1roup. The Gur let their peyot 

fall loosely; the Lithuanian wrap them aroWid their eara; 

the Edah HaHarlldit who reaid• outaide of Jerll••l .. tuck them 

J 



under their kippot; ~hose who live in Jerusalem wrap them 

around their ears . 
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Clothing modes, falling along a vertical axis, 

delineate the status of the members within each individual 

seat as well. Married members of the_Edah BaHaredit wear 

whi~e socks with their knickers; single men wear black . The 

Gur hasidim wear a "spodik," a variation on the fur brimmed 

shtreimel, which, because it is expensive, is .awarded to its 

members only after achieving a &pecified maturity . [142) 

Recently, the Israeli media has begun to use these 

differentiations in dress as a way to identify the political 

leanings of Israel•s newsmakers in their political analyses . 

The wearer of the "kippah seruea, '' the black crocheted -kippah, is l inked to the moderate orthodox right; the wearer 

of the black velvet kippah is affiliated with the 

conservative to extreme orthodox element . 

Traditional Jewish dress today thus signifies male 

group affiliation as well as vertical status within each 

group . 

Prior to the emancipation in Eastern Europe, 

traditional Jewish clres~ uniformly clothed the Jewish 

populous . [~48] laancipation efforts included atteapta to 

[142]Badaabot, July 27, 1Q84. p . 25 . 

[143]op . cit., Wertbeia, p. 198. Jewish code• of law 
specify pa.t.ic\llaw ~ ...... fOI' ~ia hol14w -• life 
ovcl• ri'Wa'J.• (._.,..&di.Q- f1f •Jld*e n ._Ii~. for 
inat..-). Coll~~,,. U•• .... .W1- illheHD.17 
indicate at-o"P ftl-tatioe and reli•lou• intent. Th~• tbeai• 

. -
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modernize the Jews' appearance . Jewish attitudes towards 

traditional Jewish dress reflecteq the Jewish responses ' to 

the modernization process . The symbolic system of dress now 

took on a fourth dimension of expressiveness: reaction to 

modernity, with all the connotations that factor eniailed. 

At one extreme, maskilim appealed to the Russian government 

to ban traditional garb, whic h they perceived as limiting 

Jewish involvement in modern society. ~he traditional 

religious--botb mitnagdim and hasidim (who allied on this 

fourth f &ctor of meaning regardless of their quarrels 

regarding the factor of group differentiation )--interpreted 

biblical passages as injunctions for weari ng traditional 

Jewish dress; they theologized dress in order to assert its -validity as a part of Jewish tradition . This study of 

Jewish attitudes towards dress in the 19th century, then, 

reflects the larger issue of Jewish responses to the 

Enlightenment. 

In 1841. the Russian government under Nicholas I, . 
planned to adopt measures to ban traditional Jewish dress . 

Prior to the enactment of this edict in 1843, the government 

o rganized a committee of Jews to examine and auaaest ways to 

educ~te the Jews in order to assimilate the• into Ruaaian 

ref era to the every day aarb of laatern Buropman Jew~7 which 
by the 19th oentul'7 bad beoOIMI wd.fona aot only in __.. 
discussed in.f.h• laat chapter• but moreover in the aatual 
pattern of the clothin.& articles . ) 

~ 
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society.(144) 

This is where the maskilim played their above-mentioned 

r o le . Desiring integ1·ation with the enlightened secular 

world, they saw the adoption of modern dress as desirable . 

A branch of the committee, a a~oup of Vilna maskilim, 

therefore sent a petition to the Minister of Education, 

wh ich comported with the government plan . Written in 

Ru s sian, the document appealed t o the government t o issue a 

dec r e e which would prohibit the wearing of traditional 

Jewish dress.(145) 

Their appeal began by alerting the government to the 

c urrent pervasive Jewish attitude towards dress . The two-

point summary indicates the traditional Jewish community's -
view on tradition and change as well : 

1) this particular people is rigidly attached to 
everythin1 that ia traditional, and would consider 
this change in clothing to be a rejection of 
faith . 

2) the abrupt ohanae in clothing would become an 
economic burden on moat memb~ra of the. Jewish 
population. 

The eovernment confronts a aroup dedic~ted to tradition . 

[144]The document which record• their au11eationa only 
mentions the participati.OA of ... kiU.11 (Hordechai Aaron 
Guencbur1, Isaac Ben Jacob. and Mathias St..raahun to naae a 
few), meabera of l~ilda, and a rabbi. The varioua reliaioua 
proclivities of the 1roup ... bera there~ore cannot be 
determined fully. · 

- [14&]0. Ha••olia, pi ~kht,• fyp Yi4Jl in Bylpd, 
(Hoaoow), 1UQ, dog. 140. t.raa.lnioa• llhiah QWllm• in 
thia pap•r ar• baaed on the oral tranalation nto Ensliah by 
Gellca Fi•haan· 
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The latter argue first that every-day dress , · although 

regarded as ~ minhag, a custom which evolved out of human 

experienc e , and not halachah, a law prescribed by God, 

fun ctions as a mains~ay of the religious tradition . [ 146] 

Ho'reover • altering one's clothes would b e economically 

prohibit ive. Most Jews, they assert , would oppose an edict 

to change t heir clothes simply because they could not afford 

such a change. 

The maskilim r espond by insisting that an integrated 

society may come about only wit h the government 

implementation of a modern dress code . 

[146]Isaac Joel Linetzky concurs in his s cathing satire 
on hasidic life, The Poli1h Lad , (fbj.ladelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society of America) 1971 , p . 156-157 . As one 
hyperbolic account affirms: "I wish to prove merely that 
Jews have been wearinl the same traditional aarb since time 
immemorial, and that it is worn by Polish Jews to this very 
da y . It follows that the Lord of the Universe must have 
shown this hallowed 1arb to Hosea on Mount Sinai, and 
enjoined him to oauae Jewa to wear it to the end of time, 
when the world ol'Wlbles into dust! And it follows that the 
garb of Poliah Jews auat f oater even 1reater aaintlineps 
than the Ark of the covenant, for God showed the model of. 
the Ark only to Mo•••• and Ho••• in his turn, out of six 
hundred thouaand Jew• waa barely able to find one Bezalel, 
one sin1le, aolitaJ'y, loneaoae Jew intelli1ent enoulh to put 
an ark tosether and •• a .att•r of f~t. since the ti.lie of 
Moses and S.aalel no ayn .. QSU• haa oontrived to follow the 
authentic de•l.._ becauae no J .. bowa what it waa, whereas 
this hallowed sarb waa 11a11iteated by God to all Jewa alike, 
so that in eve17 seneratlon tMn are, heaven be thailkecl, 
quite ordina~ Jewa--tailor•. cobblers, hattera--who ama 
copy thi• attle tn ...,_icaloua d~il. Is it not • CrY.iDa 
sh... that t.hu'• ~a be ~~ Jewia!l raacala who ~t. 
aaide auch aaliatil~ aad iubll ~ .... of beaut~t An~·:~Y 
actually •tf 1A 'tiba1r 1 · ,~at.Ure . Sya the bl1-i ..aan 
percei .. t ~·wla(M<M ia tm laallowed:-tlOuDt 9t'*l 
1arb tor ~~led .,_. aD1I vieoncl 0-..• at. onoe forfeit.a 

' the 1.... of GOB 1-~. 11!.a Jewi•h ldehtl ty •~t.lqutaMa 
forever . " ) 
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Livina among them [the traditional Jews] has 
convinced us that the first real hur.dle to 
overcome in their education is their strange dress 
which has separated them from everyone" else . All 
attempts to educate the people will remain 
unproductive until that time when the Jew will 
chanae his fashion and be dressed like all other 
citizens. 

Not only will the adoption of a dress code improve the 

s tatu\ of the Jews, it is . claimed, but it will align the 
-

Russian government with the other countries which have 

liberated and modernized the Jews : "Our people will be on 

the r oad to a modern education which all other peoples have 

al ready attained, including Jews outside of this country." 

Hence, the edict can offer only positive results for both 

the Jewish people and the Russian government . 

The body of the letter stresses the value of 

modernizina Jewi~h dress : 

The Jews, separated on account of the distinction 
in clothina, are unable to relate to other 
educated ~itizens. Similar dress on the other 
hand, would aive the Jew aoceaa to Chriatian 
society from which he would 1radually be1in to 
adopt cultured manners, and in the courae of time, 
he would become a useful man and citizen. 

Without .an external display of formal differences, the Jew 

may pertioipate as an equal, productive , member of Ruasian 

society . In time, such involvement further w9uld lead the 

Jews to assimilate into the secular community . 

The maakilim t.ite pains to explain why auoh an edict 

must come fro• the aovernaent. Tho~h the Jewa theaaelvea 

would benatit fTOll t~• oben .. of aarb, they are reaiatmit to 

it because within'th• J .. iah cc .. unity are Jewa wbG are ~ 
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"superstitious . " These people persec ute any Jew who 

affron~s t h eir sense of propriety . Con sequently , the non­

superstitiou s J e ws dare not c hange their dress for fear o f 

provoking t h e anger of these "hoo ligans ." Even the 

petition's authors wear the traditional outfit , so as to 

avoid internal strife, and for t h e b enefit of all Jews . But 

once Jews receive some education , they ho longer are 

superstitious , " and in the meantime our authors "express 

t his t o Hi s Excellency and request that the o rder come from 

the governm~nt ." Only a decree i mposed from the outside 

promises to b e adopted, for then, the factions within the 

Jewish community wi l l have no sway over t he actions of t h e 

collective b ody . -
In preparation for a vociferou s Jewish reac tion t o t h e 

edict , the maskilim intimate t o the government an 

appropriate placating response to offer the traditional ists. 

Unable t o logically counter their first point- - that 

tradition sanctions the wearing of the outfit-~ they latch 

onto t he second one : the economic factor . They assure the 

government that the decree will not place any economic 

burden on the Jews . Beoauae the secular garb is made of 

wool, a~ inexpensive material and is aborter than the Jewa' 

kaDOte, the poor Jew can aiaply " remodel hrs lon1 [wool] 

frock c6at by aakinc i t aborter . " Moreover, the edict would 

save Jews money b~ prohibitins th .. from buyin1 "fur hat.a 

a l HVH...V uihio~ ~-. that cost bet.ween 10 to 30 ruble•, " ___ , ... .. 11• 



r~sulted i n the i mpoverishment of many J ews . 

Echo i n g these s entiments i s a memo r a ndum s uGmi t t ed by 

Al •ra h 'im Ben Gottl obe r i n whic h he asse rts t hat. t he Pol ish-
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Li thuan i a n d r e s s l s t he "thickest par tition . . . s epa rating 

Jews f r om Christians in social as we l l a s r eligious l ife . " 

1'b e Ra bbi of Sambor, Samue l Deutsch, e s pous e s a s imilar 

d r~ss r efor m f or Gal i c i an Jewry in 1851 . (147 ] 

These denunciations of traditional J ewish dress 

emphasize the maskilic dedication t o t he Haskala h and t hei r 

per c e ption of t he Russ i an gove r nment as a benevol ent r egime . 

1; overnme ntal ly e nfo r ce d change, t hey assumed , even if 

agalusL the wi l l of t he ignor ant popu l ous , would e l eva te the 

slat.us o f Jewry . Their actions expressed this be l i e f ~s -
w~ l l . Af t er t he edict went i nto effec t, some mas kil lm 

i nf i:•rmed the government o f ways i n which t he masss s def ittd 

I hi:: dec r e e . r 148 ] In one example' t ho go ver nme nt imposed a ta:< 

o n a nyn ue who wo r e a yarmulke . The amount o f t he t a x, 5 

1·uhles per year , was a prohibiti ve s um t.o th~ ayerage J ewish 

c itizen . (A f u r hat cost 10 - 30 r ubles , a large s um). 

Weighi ng tradi tion and e conomic conc erns , t he hasidim 

af f ec ted a compromi se : th~i r community no l onger wore the 

ya r mu l ke under the ir hats . Only t he tzadikim and rabbinic 

lead~ rs did so--reenforcina a atat~• differentiation within­

a nd paid t he tax ( witJi the help of the rest of the communi t y 

[147J op . c it . , Mahler, p. 122 . 

f 148]ibid , I p , 123 , 
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community who thereby underwrote their suppor t of the atatua 

system) . (149) 

The maskilim appealed not only to the Russian 

government, but to the Jewish community itself as well . 

Ayzik-Meyer Dik, t he maskilic Yiddish author, penned such an 

appeal in Pi Yiddisbe Klevder a quarter of a century after 

the government edict banning the garb went into effect . [150 ) 

The s hort story attempted to convince the J-ewish population 

t hat the decree was not an affront to tradition . He 

i ndicates countervailing religious, economic, and historical 

factors . On the religious front , he claims clothes are a 

fa l se indicator of piety . Appealing to the e conomically 

minded. he notes that since this apparel is suitable only 

for ritual purposes (for instance , the shtreimel i s only 

wciru on the sabbath ) it encourages the existence of beggars 

and i ndigents who would spend their earnings on r e ligious 

accoutrements rather than on necessities for their own 

s ubsistenc e. Referr:i.n& to historical precedents , he points . . 
out that in the first and se~ond Temple periods Jews wore 

' 
the c l othes of the neighboring peoples; today , he concludes, 

(149]op . cit., Wertheim , p . 196 . 

[lSO]David G. ROski••• Az1ik-Hezer Dik and t.be Bi•• gf 
YidcUih Pop~tr Lt•~ Ylifj,gn. Presented to the 
Faculty of e Gr l o and ·Scienc••· 
Briuadeia Un-'tJ', Dtt~t of NeN" lut.em and Judaic 
studies Be i- 11"'r4, p. tt'I. 'ltiUf" nfer• the reader • • . bL.El.U4I 111~0· 
~~~;1'vl9=j~;~Iri&l

1fi'Af¥~ li«.<flfD.>, 1a,o, p . 

1-13 . . ~ 
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we may wear the clothes of our n~ighbors without offendin& 
• 

tradition. 

The petition to the Minister of Education and Dik's ~ 

Yiddishe Kleider present two basic arguments of the 

maskilim: The appeal to the government emphasizes that only 

by abandoning the traditional Jewish outfit will Jews be 

able to enter into gentile society and become productive 

c itizens within the secular milieu. The appeal addressed 

through Dik's story to the Jews is in the form of a 

c lassical "kritik :" it identi f ies clothing customs as a 

primary perpetrator of Jewish poverty . (151] 

The Russian government enacted .the law in stages (the 

effect of t h e petition is subject to debate ) . In 1844 , a -
levy was imposed on Jews who wore the traditional costume . 

To equalize the status of the Jews in Poland with that of 

the Jews in Russia, in 1845 (later extended to October 10, 

1846) the Jewish mode of dress was forbi dden in Poland . The 

government explained the act: 

[Jewish dresa] aets ap~rt the members of the Old 
Testament faith from the other inhabitants of the 
country in an wiseemly fashion. and conatitutea 
one of the chief ca~aes for the curbina o~ the 
proaresa of th• civiliaation of that people. 

But in ·a subtle reversal of atratel)', the Ruas1an aovernaent 

determined in January . 18501 that Jewiah ~reas now was 

permitted (emphasizing that the Jews freely ~hooae their 

dres') to thoae who paid th• annual tax of 3 to 50 rubles; 

[161]i~id., p . 117 . 
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the amount paid was determined by one's professional status . 

Exemptions were permitted for "men over 60 and for boys 

uuder ten years of age . " [152] 

Apparently, the maskilic assertion that economics would 

no~ impinge on the f ailuro or the success of such an edict 

proved to be untrue. The poor Jews could not afford to pay 

the tax nor could they afford to purchase new clothes . 

Howeover of greater importance was the fact that 

traditional Jews disdained the injunction because it 

c hallenged the relieious values with which the clothes were 

associated. They feared adopting the customs of the 

gentiles. It threatened their self-preservation . Rabbi 

Simhah Bunem interpreted the verse : "And their laws are -
diverse from those of every people " (Esther 3:8) to mean, 

"This is their law that they shall be different from any 

other people . " (153] And of Genesis 21 : 27, "And they two 

[Abraham and Abimelech] made a covenant" he conc luded, 'they 

t wo , ' and not one (mearta that] there shall be no .unity 

between them; they should never be joined toaether to be 

alike in their deeda."(164] R. Henahem Hendel of Kotzk 

interpreted the prophecy of Balaam {Numbers 24:12) "What 

this people shall do to thy people in the end of days" •• 

ref errina to the day• when "thi• people (the aoyim] and Your .. 

. [162]op. cit., Mahler, p. 199. 

[16S]ibid., p. 313. 

[164]1bid .. , p .. 314 (quotinc Sip larf•i 

1: 18: 11). 

215: 48). 
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people, will, God forbid, be alike in all their manners an~ 

actions ." (155] 

Moreover, the decree explicitly abrogated the 

injunction again$t imitating gentile customs (Leviticus 

18 : 3) . The Russian law (with this stipulation enacted in 

1850) forbade men to grow peyot and women to cover their 

hair, both considered inviolable religions imperatives. 

Refusing to comply with the edict, many Jews were attacked 

or imprisoned as army detachments or t h e police brutalized 

those who appeared wit h peyot or beards i n the streets . (156) 

R. Isaac Meir and R . Isaac of Warsaw attempted to a lter 

the early edict by engaging the aid of Sir Hoses Hontef iore 

i n 1846 . However, their efi,Q.rts failed . R. Meir , the 

leader o f the opposition to the decree, was arrested 

(although he ~as freed the following day because of the 

popular feeling aroused by the news of his arrest ). (157) 

Isaac ~eir and R. Abraham of Ciechanow further state that 

the Jews are obligated to risk their lives in orde~ to dress 

as Jews,. R . Henahem Hendel of Kotzk, however, opposed 1;.his 

advise and pointed out ~hat . J~ws have chanaed their costume 

(156]ibid . , p . 814 (quotlna Siab Sarfei Kode1h 388:72) . . 
(156]Simon DubDov, Bi1pgrx of \be Jev1 : Fl'Oll t.be Coper••• 

of Vienna to t.h• lwer1.1PQ• of Bi~ler, Volume V.. (Thoma• 
Yoaeloff : New Yoris), 1113, p . 318. 

('167]AccorcliJ11 to ·h9aidic lore, it waa due to R. l1aac 
Meir'a e~forta t.hat th• pioua cho•• the Buaaian and not ~be 
Geraan at.Fl• of dl"e••· S.. J . SbaUIE7, Jidp ip !•EM* 
2:81:85. ~ 
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more than once in their history : "The Jews wore Brandenbura­

Kaftan and fringes and they began to chang1a [their mode of 

dress] ·but there is no need to let oneself be martyred over 

this."[158) 

In further reactiQn to the atte~pt to modernize Jewish 

dress, the traditionally religious adopted a theological 

ra~ionalization for specific dress motifs . Once incidental 

~o the c lothes items, theological explanations began to be 

f ormulated as a central argument in favor of maintaining the 

particular pattern of costume. Thus, cost.ume became 

"divinized," invested with divine sanctiolll, whi ch resulted 

in both the elevation of the wearer and 0£1 the i 1.em . 

Efforts to replace the traditional styles with modern ones, -consequently, became more difficult . For now, the wearer of 

this particular traditional garb indeed was enjoined by 

tradition, the rule of God, to dress as a Jew . 

Exemplifying this development is the hasidic 

explanation for how the Jew must button h~ls coat . The . .. 
modern coat buttoned with left lapel over right. The Jewish 

coat buttoned from right to left . In its divinized form, 

the buttoning of riaht over left oor.rowed kabbalistic 

notions of riaht and left sides of the Gollihead, and 

expressed the aupr•macy of God's will (the right) over 

demonic powers (the left) . The Hebrew wd d for left, saol, 

. . 
[168]op. oi .~Hahl.er, p. 314 (quot DI tSeir l~nei Ba­

Golab, p ,' 128; "'t ye 'r"PDah• noa . 140, 210) . 
.,,,,-/ 
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"'~ signifies the Hebrew phrase />; /'JI' 
"Samael, [the devil] falls by the high right hand [God) . " 

R. Henachem Hendel, Tzadik of Mrimnov elaborates: "The new 

type of late has adopted a custom of the idolaters who 

changed the right f t:>r ·the left . " [ 159] To don the coat which 

buttons left side over right is to advocate gentile ways 

over the divinely ordained Jewish practices . 

R. Shalom Rokeah of Belz admonishes the Jews further 

against adopting the gentile dress : 

A man needs to be very, very careful not to f ol low 
the laws of the goyim so that he should not 
assimilate with them and learn their ways . For 
this is what Esau said to Jacob: "Let us go and 
walk," meaning that their manner of dress should 
be the same . "And I will walk with you, " [means 
that] all other mtlJ',.ers shall be the same . But 
Jacob assured him: "For the children are tender ." 
I no longer fear beinl scorned on account of my 
clothes . But the children were scorned bec ause of 
this [their clothes] and therefore mixed with the 
goyim and learned their waya.(160) 

The Jews must remain separate in their dress . The adoption 

of gentile garb, the system proposes, lead~ to the future 

adoption of other gentile practices . To avoid the 

temptation of donning their clothes, one requires strenath 

and self-assurance, for only if one adopts the external 

costume of the Jewish community, can one remain loyal to ita 

beliefs. . 
The imposition of a reliaioua rationale on the pattern 

(169]op. oi~ .• W.rtheia, p. 197 (quotinl Outtaan: K1 
Godoloi Ba la••*dyt, Part 4, p.55) . 

[180]1'tid. 
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of clothing articles was a response to the maskilic effort• . . 
to disband the particularistic mode altogether . It resulted 

in investing the precise hasidic costume with religious 

significa.nce . To wear the traditional Jewish dress was to 

assert allegiance to God 1 s will and law. 

In further elucidatio:n of this t rend 1 we find the 

explanation for the wearin,g of the ahtreimel on the sabbath . 

Pinchas of Ka ratz explains: "it stems fro~ the l etters of 

Shabbat, /·-;. . t which are the abbreviations for (;,,) ,, 

/' r~ /°l/'#;i. , shtreimel in place of tefilin. "[ 161] In a 

telling double-imposed symbolism 1 the shtreimel becomes a 

repl acement for the tefilin. The tefilin are worn during 

week day prayers in co,D,aDrllance with the biblical injunction 

that the commandments shall be a sign (/#C") "upon your 

hands and a symbol before your eyes" ( the verse assumed the 

vi s ual form of the tefilin and the ritual of wearing them) . 

Because the sabbath also jls referred to as a sign ("The 

children of Israel shall l~eep the sabbath . .· . as a sian"), 

it was determined that it ia not neoeaaary to wear tefilin 

on the sabbath. OJ;ll1 on• sian may be observe~ at one time . 

In this explanation · formu,~ated by Pinhaa of Koretz, we find 

that the shtreimel is a prox.y for the tef ilin. and like t.h8 

week day tefilin, the ahtr~imel becomes 4n added, if not a 

necesa ary, ritual a~ornm 1nt to the sabbath obaerver•s 

costume . The week day p~ayers are valid only if aaid with 

[181)1bid . I p . 198 . 



tefilin . Similarly, the Sabbath prayers are ennobled 

{though not made valid) by the fur hat. 

In a parallel example, Pinhas derives the wearing of 

the yarmulke from the phraee, /"j'J;e,.,, IC)' --fe~r of 
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God. (162] He plays on the hard pr~nunciatio1n of the chaf as a 

kuf, as an observant Jew would pronounce the1 name of God in 

speech so ae to avoid taking God's name in V'ain . 

In sum, the Emancipation resulted in the transformation 

of traditional Jewish dress into a sign system indicative of 

Jewish ide ntity. In order to prohibit the tnodernists 

efforts t o disband with the garb, traditionalists 

theologi zed their particaT'aristic dress mod~~ s . Although 

tec hnically considered a minhag, the practice of wearing 

t r aditional c lothing functions within the h,asidic world as 

if it were an halachic stipulation , f or to deviate from the 

uniform style would be to abrogate the grou·p's identity and 

beliefs . Through examining Jewish attitudes towa rds dress in 

the 19th century then, we are introduced to the dress system 

as it operates within the contemporary ultr·a-Orthodox 

community, where we see it functionini alon1a the four 

symbolic axes, not unlike the examples diso1usaed previoualy . 

. . 

j 
(182]ib{d . 

~ 
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Examining the dress system within the C()ntemporary 

community involves two main lines of inquiry . Bow are the 

principles of the traditional dress s~stem manifested in the 

community's contemporary fashion? Why is the mode of 

application persuasive and binding on the coinmunit y? 

While visual dat.a supply concrete examples of the 

s ys tem, thi s chapter focuses i nstead on written material . A 
' 

wri tten description is beneficial: a picture alone a llows 

f o r a large number of possible interpretat io.ns . The written 

language appended to an item, however, reveals the spec ific 

c ode for reading the garment, indicating its place within 

t he s ystem . (163) In an attempt to examine s ources which would 

best reflect the community's practic e and beliefs, I have -s e lected popular and widely disseminated material. 

Princ iple sources are taken from the Satmar weekly Yiddish 

news paper , Der Yid , the weekly Lubavitch won11en's magazine, 

Der Yiddishe Heim (in Yiddish and English), and Rabbi Moshe -· 
Wiene r ' s collection of the "laws of modesty" directed toward 

the Lubavitch c ommunity, The Glory of the Ki..n&.:.R 

PC\ughter . (164) 

[163]For a discussion of the qualitati°"re function of 
writting on clothina, see op . cit . , Bart_hes, p . 3-18 . 

[164]Fully to describe and account for this dreaa ayatea 
one's analyaia would need to •xP&Dd the dat base and 
interpretive method. Th• anal~•i• ot the co temporary ayatea 
would need to include piato.ri•l aource• ( t, in tact, do 
people wear in a aiYeD aituatioa); ·how thi• evisSenc• 
corrobo.ratea or d•Yl•~•• fl"Oll the wzait'ten • •t ... nta; 
interview• (doe• tb~ fu~ion poaited by t.h text• 
correal»C)nd to the wideratandin• of the i.ndi idual co-unity 

'-



Contempo r ary ultra-Orthodox dress ref ie~ts a pos l 

Emancipation model of the dress system. ln addition to 

9 '! 

mair1taining all f our distinctions ment ioned abo ve (Jew/ no n -

.Jew; men / women ; perso nal status) each ult r a-Orthodox group's 

costume also attests to intra-group differentiati o n . 

The Satmar has idim of Williamsburg have been described 

by Solomon Poll as stratified into s ix social classes : 

1 . Rebbes (R) 

2. Shtickel Rebbes (SR) 

3. Shaine Yiden (SY) 

4 . Talmidei Hac hamim ( TH ) 

5 . Ba l ebatishe Yide n ( BY > 

6. Ylden ( Y) 

-S lratif icatio n criteria are consistent with t h e pre - mo dern 

system: ritual observance r ather than wealth , vocation. o r 

plac e of residence i's the determining f ac:t o r . Pol l def in es 

th~ six sub -sets of the Satmar Hasidim: 

The Yiden observe hasidic religious practic~s 
whic h differentiate 'them from non-Ba1~ idic J e ws •. 

The bal8batisbe Yiden, have. wealth whic h .they 
expend on Hasidic luxuries . These e"ltpendJ. tures ira 
themselves constitue religious obse1:-van oe . 
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The Talmidei Rachamim lack wealth and are educated 
in r eligious matt~rs . 

The sheine Yiden lack wealth , are educated, and 
have a professional affiliation as "religious 
performers ." 

The Sbtickel rebbes may or may not have weal t h, 
have education, professional af~iliation, and some 
degree of kinship with a famous rebbe. 

The rebbes may or may not have wealth, have 
education, professional affiliation \ and linea ge, 
and are identified with a dynasty and have 
inherited its followers . (166] 
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The economic position of an individual is of no importance 

ln t his community. Rather, religious observance and one's 

relation t o the rebbe determine one's status . Mobi lity 

varies with one's community- -sanctione? religious observance 

and ritualistic behavior . -
The social position of the six groups is reflected by 

their clothing too . The moet observant wear zehr Hasidisb 

dress while at the bottom of the list·, the Yiden may don 

only a minimum of the Hasidic outfit : the bord und payes , 

the beard and peyot . ·Poll delineates ""'he relati,.onship of 

soc ial rank and dress. (I quote his table in full) . [166] 

.. 
[186)Solomon Poll; fb• Baaidic Cg 7nitr of Williepehyr,, 

(New Yol'k: Th• Wree Pre•• of Gleaooe. Ino.), 1982, p.83 ff . 
. 

[188]ibid. p. 87. 



Descending Social 
Rank Order CSZ> lSBl <Kl CBHl <BP) CSHil 

Class 1 (R) + + + + + + 
Class 2 CSR) + + + + + 
Class 3 CSY) + . + + + 

Class 4 (TH) + + + 

Class 5 (BY) + + 

Class 6 (Y) + 

Identify i ng Status Srmbol5: 

(SZ) Shieh and Zocken (slipper-like shoes a nd white knee 
socks ) 

(SB ) Shtreimel and Bekecher (fur hat made out of sable and 
long silk coat) 

(K) Kapote (long overco~worn as a j acket ) 

(BH) Biber hat (large- brimmed hat made out of bear) 

(BP) Bord und Payes (beard and side-locks) 

(SHI ) Some Hasidic identity 

+=positive -=neeative 
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Women 's dress, too, enlaraes upon the pre- modern model . 

Rather than merely indicatina a woaan'a marital position, 

her dress in the contemporary scheme reflects her huaband ' a 

personal status aa well. Thus , it may be that a woman whoae 

husband is one of the Yiden wear• a wia but doea not out her 

own hair . However the wife of the Rebbe not only cuta her 

ahavea her head--but wears a 

wia too, aild, la oa .. aapoae a)&ould doubt the artificial 
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nature of her wig, she w~ars in addition a hat . Her conduct 
l • 

is beyond reproach . [167] 

Rabbinic advocacy of tzniyut has undergone a change in 

rationale. Its pre-modern ideology centered on the group; 

t he contemporary appeal addresses the individual. The early 

system stressed group id~ntity and preservation through 

common dress . Current discussion revolves around the notion 
. 

of acceptable female beauty : the rabbis condemn an outer and 

spurious beauty, notably referred to as "fashion, " and 

promote an inner beauty associated with the spiritual life 

of the community . 

Exemplary of this new rationale is a full page 

declaration which a»Pe&red in the Satmar weekly paper, ~ 

Yid: 

The reliaious tradition of the daughters of Israel 
towards modesty is the foundation atone in the 
life of the Jewish people from aeneration to 
generation, and throuah it [tzniyut], the Jew 
oeautif iea and hallo•• h•r••lf •••inst all the 
goyim and o~her peoples . Our mothers in each 
generation have inatructed our souls • about 
this matter, and have warned ua against idolatry . 

The baaia of t1pirut ia that . .. a woman's 
clotb.ina cover all the places that ne~d to be 
covered . . . . th• clot.be• muat be the simplest 
with reaard to lte•~ty, and without wild colors 
[red, for example] or in a fashion which is 
seductive .... [188] 

Delineated, it reada: 
I 

[187)8aaed on a oonveraation with Ma. Marleen Shiffaan 
~ho ref•r• to the wife of the lk1•toD &.bbe. 

[188~111~ lid· April 23, 1888, P· ts. ~ 
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a . The woman whose clothing: 

1) covers her body 

2) is not beautiful ("simple wit h regard to beauty" ) 

3) eschews wild colors 

4) is styled in a non-seductive design 

b. obeys the laws of tzniYut and 

c. perpetuates the Jewish people and Je1wish values . . 
Thus , through the donning of appropriate dre1ss , the ultra­

Orthodox women uphold the moral purity of the Jewish people . 

However, tzni:yut is not said to hide one's beauty, but to 

cultivate an "inner beauty ." In the pre-modern texts, the 

rabbis call the transaressing woman neyel, by which they 

mean disgusting; but:'they never blatantly ci::mclude the 

opposite, that is, that the follower of the dress laws is 

beautiful. 

"Outer beauty" is identified with external fashions . 

Fashionable clothing, though admittedly att.racti ve, is 
.. 

spurious because it focuses the wearer (and consequently on-

looker) on appearance . Proper behavior, on the other hand, 

reflects her true "inner beauty: 

"Through fol lowina the laws of modesty, the1 Jew beautifies 

and hallows herself aaain11t the other natic~na. " 

Throu1h donnin& pre•cribed dress atyl s, the woman 

protects the cOlllhlnity froa immoral, idola 1roua influences . 

As a reaul t, .ahe becoaea hallowed and beau ri~ul. True 

beauty, i,ben, doe• not refer to dr••• but. 1~0 Jhuaan action. 
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Outer beauty is feared and aligned with idolatrous h ways; . t e 

act of wearini simple, subdued dress is approved of and 

linked with riehteous behavio r . 

Wiener, in the preface to hi s book on the laws of . 
modesty , appeals to women to return to modest dressing . Be 

interprets the verse: "The entire glory of the daughter of 

the King lies on the inside." (Psalms 45: 11) . Every Jewish 

woman is a noble "daughter of the King" whose grandeur is 

manifested not outwardly in a display of wealth as one would 

expect of royalty, but rather through the cultivation of her 

" inside, " her private self. 

The enhancement of the woman's inner self derives from 

1) her childbearing aet'lity; and, 2) her choice to dress 

according t o the dictates of the dress system. These two 

fac tors mirror one another : her internal, sacred state is to 

be matched by a noble external appearance . 

The Jewish woman's body is holy because it is able to 

bear life . As a creator of human life , the ·woman resembles 

God , the Crea.tor of all l'if e : 

(The] woman's body ... reflects ... mqre of G­
d's essence than doea man'•· For woman baa the 
ability to create wit.bin herself new life, a new 

.creature, a 'a099t.biDC from nothinc,' _.id this 
parallels and derive• froa the power of the 
eaaenc• of G•d to ~t• 91 n&hilo, to create 
some~hina from nothMa&. Thi• ia on• of the way• in 
which womaa bolda a llG&'ft aenaitiv• spiritual 
position t.~an. man.[189] 

Woman'a ~ait~on, due to her ability to bear children, 

[169]op. oit . , Wiener , p. 7 . 

) 
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transcends that of man's .. B t h h u sue a oly state is fraall~; 

it needs a protective covering. 

Wiener makes the telling comparison of the woman to the 

Torah. God's message is hallowed within the Torah scroll , 

whi ch is of such a holy stature that it is to be pr otected : 

The holiest objects, such as the scrolls of the 
Torah are kept covered. In Torah, tmodeaty ,' 
inwardness, is a prime spiritual value in contrast 
to the prevailing norms of contemporary · 
cu lture. (170) 

We here are provided with a model for protecting the holy. 

To enclose, to cover, is to preserve the spiritual core of 

the Torah. The woman , simila rly, is to be protected. While 

the Torah is i nherently holy, however, only the woman who 

dresses a ccording to the i a;'8 of tzniYut is considered 

holy : 

. . a woman who is private in her life and ways 
even if ahe ia an Israelite , is deaervina to marry 
a Kohen (priest) and give birth t o Kohanim GedoJim 
(high prieats) . (171] 

A woman's biolocical life-bearini ability, is consecrated t he 

dress system. She ia likened t9 God in her ability to 1ive 

birth; furthermore, she ia awarded with the possibility of 

bearina children who ascend to the hiah priesthood, the 

holiest mal·e status posit.ion. 

The woman. like th• Torah, ia a holy "v•a.ael, " that. i• 
• 

externally shielded in order for ite internal hp~ineaa to be 

.. 

[170]ibid .• p. 8. 

[171]ibtcl .•. p . 8 . 
.. 
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protected . Just as ~he To rah mantle protects its inner 

treasures of divine message, so t o o does ' the woman protect 

ht1r i nner t r easure , the ability to bear the future leadr:!rs 

o i t he Jewish people . 

NllL only is the woman herself mad"e holy by he r 

n l•fif'l rvance o f the dress system. but the c l oth i ng iLems 

~~rmltted by the dress system themselves a re madB holy Sh~ 

i. rivei:;ts Lha neutral garments with a quality o f . ho liness . 

The world itself is made holy ; the physical 
becomes refined , spi ritual . . .. By engaging in a 
physical world, partaking of it and using it f or 
·t.he sak e of holiness, t he world itself becomes 
refined and a vessel for G-dliness . [1721 

Rather than focusing on the u nity and s o lidarity of the 

group. the contempo rary ratj.gsiale promotes the woman as a n 

i ndividual who, through her adherence to lhe dress l a ws , 

8 nnubles h erself and the group . 

Not surprisingly, then, the process of selec ting the 

~ l uthes becomes i mportant. Thus the Satmar weekly newspape r 

~lucldates : 

4605 16 Avenue, Brooklyn (718) 438-3454 

EXCLUSIVELY OURS . . . 
LARGE SELECTION OF HOSTESS DRESSES FOR THE QUEEN OF THE 
SEDER YOUR ONE STOP STORE FOR ALL YOUR YOH TOV 

& SUMMER LINGE~IE NEEDS 

FOR YOUR CONVENIENCE WE WILL BE OPEN LATE 
THIS SUNDAY 4/ 20/86 11 - 8 pm(173 1 

[172libid . , p .. 7 . 

[173]J2.tr XiJi , Apxil 18, 1986, p . 15 . 



This advertisement emphas'izes both that the c l othes 

"exclusively ours," fit, that is , for t he "queen ." 

are 

The 
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image of royalty is carefully selected to emphasize the 

woman's noble position as dau1hter of the di vine King, and 

q uenn of her own home . Sh d e may ress as a "hostess ," but 

this woman does not work in the kitchen . She entertains her 

guests . 

A second a dvertisement reiterates the twin theme of 

a ppropriate clothing, uniqueness, and female royalty : 

HATS OFF TO ... [174) 

Exclusive One £l. a Kind Custom finish 
Hats imported from Great Britain 

Shop the Royal Collection 

1323 49 St . 
B~ooklyn) N.Y. 11219 
435-7258 

Sun-Wed 11-4 
Evening hrs . 
by appt only[175] 

Again we find the imagery of royalty, this time ~ransferred 

metonymically to the clothing. which is "royal ." And aaain, . 
its uniqueness ia str~ssed . The clothes a.re "exclusive", 

"one of a kind." This is what the modern ultra-Orthodox 

woman wants: somethinc special which shall enhance her own 

unique stature. 

[17•]Th• oQllo'u~al eqres•~on "bat,a off t,o ..... i• 
ironic. Tlda .OOllllUAitF n..,.r tQie• it• hat off to any one, 
for a continually-cOY•red head la deferential to God. 

[115JJ)er .Yjd, jprtI 18, tt88, p. 16. "'~ 

.. 
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While religious leaders attempt to isolate the modern 

traditional woman from the fashion world ; the business 

sector has obviously counteracted such efforts by appealina 

t o the woman to participate in fashion , albeit for 

r eligious l y acceptable reasons . But some advertisement~ go 

ever farther, simply drawing even the orthodox women into 

it s ubiquitous mass appeal . 

VISA 

Sylvia's Shoes 
FOR THE LADIES & JUNIORS WHO KNOW 

WHAT DESIGN & COLOR IN SPRING SHOES 
ARE ALL ABOUT 

Bandolino- Verc ani - Impo-Lorenzo 
DE MEDIA 

Caressa-Gola-
5515 13 Avenue 

America~xpress Master Card[ 176) 

In the heart of the Sat mar c ommunity, no less, this store 

caters to the experienced shopper, who , like her non -

Or thodox sister , uses neither cash nor personal check , but 

charges her purchases . She is praised for being .All 

courrant : "for the Ladies and JQniors who know ." And what 

doeG she know? She knows precisely abo~t that which the 
' 

Satmar rabbinate wishes she did not : fashion! Women are 

warned aaainst knowinc "what deaian and color . . . are all 

about .•· Yet she ia faailiar wi~h the qualitie' of fashion 

in abat~act...and ooncr.te ~eras: she prefers deaicn•r wear, 

as the very title of the a~ory advertiaed below aakea clear . 

[178)1>Jtr Yid, April 18. 1888 . ~ 
. . 

. ' 



SHUFRA'S DESIGNER BOUT:IQUE 
149 DIVISION AVE . 1•67 •Bth ST 

384-9491 435- 8405 . 

NO HORE RUNNING AROUND , WE'VE GOT 
EVERYTHING UMDKR ONE ROOF 

DESIGNER RAIN COATS, SPRING COATS , 
JACKETS , SUITS AND DRESSES, 

WE HAVE A LINE OF DRESSES DESIGNED 
EXCLUSIVELY FOR YOU 

WE CARRY MISSY, JUNIORS AND L~GE SIZES[l77 ] 
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A last advertisement, again emphasizing the individuality of 

the woman, introduces something else: the vocabulary differs 

from secular fashion advertisement language by several 

decades: While the haute culture fashion industry speaks of 

petite, small, medium, and large, here we read of missy, -j unior, and large sizes, a labeling more consistent with the 

1950' s. 

The result is a conflict between ideology and r!ality . 

No wonder Wiener writes his book to urge the former despite 

the latter! Indeed his ia no isolated example; we find a 

~ontinual condemnation of current dressing praotioes for 

women . In 1960, the Convention of Neshei Ubnot Chabad, 

resolved : 

WHEREAS the moral standard• of our youth, and the 
restoration of the hilh standards of modesty of 
Jewl•h wamenbood, aN tMo of our chief concerns , 
the conYeDtion therefo~ 

DIRECTS the attention of all Jewish women to the 
sorry atate of. llOd..V. in our t>l'•9mit aooiet.y, and 
particularly to t.M t=~Mt. dre•• t.hat. is so 

f177JPer Yid, APl'il 18, 1988 . 
• 

• 



common, with its consequent demoralizing effect on 
our youth . 

CALLS on the responsible members of our community 
such as rabbis, eduoato~s, parents, etc . , to ' 
restore to its proper importance that exemplary 
modesty which has always been the badge of honor 
of Jewish wqmanhood . [178) 
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Th~ r13so l 1ltion stresses that the purpose of dress: to 

maintain moral standards and to convey a badge of honor of 

Jewish womanhood . ' Mothers are thus "directed " to instruct 

lheir daughters in proper dress behavior, so as to reverse 

the demoralization of the youth . The call to communal 

leaders indicates that the problem is one of individual 

observance and of communal enforcement as well . Rabbis, 

educators , and parents should increase their efforts to -inform the youth of the importance of exemplary Jewish 

dress . 

In Der Yid, the Satmar rabbinate is even more specific 

i ri its condemnation of impermissible wear : 

Lately, we have descended ten levels in this 
matter; women wear clothing in the latest fashion, 
in loud oolors . . . that resemble the women of 
other people's and oauae thea [our women] to be 
idolatrous, which encoura1es the increase of sin . 

They continue by specifyin1 precisely what they f ina 

objectionable: 

wearina uncovered lon1 locka of hair , boastful, 
revealin& clothina, see-throuah stockinas, an 

[17B]Per Yiddiab• peim, Sprin1 , 1961, Vol . 2; No. 3, P· 
23. Note t)le fOJC"t ot '\b9 waroiaa· NQt a Talm~dio rulina , nor 
a traditional rea~aum or 11barab but a aodern . democratic 
reaolgtion. 'th4a ,,.._n are no~ tbe only. one• t.oUcbed by the 
reality oft.aod•rn llfe. 
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exposipg neck-line, short sleeves . (179 ] 

These two sources emphasize the tendency to defy the rules 

of t he dress system . The Satmar declaration further points 

precisely to the problem of vagueness within a system that 

is not made up of measurable parts . The first paragraph 

comprjses a statement of principle, but the system's 
I 

comp~nents--color int ensi ty, resemblance to secular fashion 

and so on--are not quantifiable entities, so that it is not 

immediately c l ear what the women may or may not wear. An 

indication of this lack o f clarity is their list of what 

women do wear . One would have t o conclude, given the rigid 

nature of the community, that such a defiance of the system 

i s due to a concious misinterpretation of its rules . The 

result is a misreading of the system, whereby women dress in 

a way that men find defiant and women f~nd t o be in keeping 

with its dic tates : 

Modesty and fashion could 10 hand in hand . What a 
happy marriaae it would make . And just think of 
the Kiddush Haahem~-'Reliaious and so 
fashionable;• 'Such stylish clothina , such a 
figure, and mind you, all with lon1 sleeves _and 
high necks!' So, the spirit of modesty was slowly 
replaced with Jewish lady ambassadors, flauntina 
their charms instead of oonoealinl them, and all 
i n the name of the hiah and mighty mission of 
'Kiddush Hashem . 1 (180] 

An elusive and shifting line divides proper from 

improper dress behavior . While the dress ayatem promotes 

[179JPor Yid , April 23, 1988, p. 45 . 

[180]Baa Leah, AVanity versus Values ," Per Yiddi•hl Heim. 
Summer. 1983, Vol~ 5, No . 1 p . 18. 



110 

the line as being an unchanging, solid division, the actual 

choice in c lothing reveals it to be easily breached . The 

transgressors of the line claim to adhere to the dress 

system ' s rationale . They too purport to be God's 

" ambassadors, " displaying God' s message through the visage 

of ~heir dress. Yet because t hey deviat e from the system's 

principles, they, in eff ect, threaten the foundation s of the 

traditional system . 

We may thus conclude that ultra- Orthodoxy is in the 

t roublesome position whereby its group members uniformly 

subscr ibe t o a system of principles (the dress system) but 

are confronted with the fact that no set of rules can cover 

al l the possibilities of ~ss within the system. 

Consequently, the application of principles to practice will 

always be open-textured and vague, creating constant tension 

between what can be done according to. the "letter of the 

law " but what, to some, may seem contrary to its "spirit. " 

• 

•• 
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Dress Systems combine form, funct;on d • an rules in such 

a way as to serve more generalized cultural e d n s. In the 

specific case of the traditional J ewish ' dress system, we 

have seen that it is geared towards the goal of the 

perpetuation of Judaism . Torah and the Jewish people form 

the basic unit of Jewish culture . Each alone is only an 

e lement o f the fundamental conceptual unit . The 

preservation of Torah without the people reduces the Torah 

to the status of museum piece much as the Egyptian Book of 

the Dead, the Greek myth, or Gi l gamesh have become textual 

artifacts of demised cultures . Similarly, the preservation 

of the people without the Torah reduces the people to an 

----ant hr op o logical curiosity. No longer linked to that element 

which gives the people i ts existential rationale, the people 

becomes nothing more than an histor~cal fact . 

The preservation of this complex unit requires both the 

continuing biological integrity of the peopl~ and their 

continuing theological inte1rity . The dress system 

elaborates principles that function t o dif.f erentiate Jew 

from non-Jew , man from wo..~an, scholar from commoner and 

sinner . and married from never married women . It also 

incorporates these functional principles of differentiation 

into specific forms of dress. by means of an articulated aet 
I 

of ~ules . The ~ewiah
0

dresa system thereby succeeds in beina 

remarkably adaptive ,to the ends it seeks to achie e. 

The Jewiah male ia eet apart--as Jew, aa_iaan. and as 



113 

student of Torah--in ways that encour~ge him to promote the 

continuing theological inbegrity of Judaism. Similarly, the 

Jewish woman is set apart--as Jew, as female, and either as 

sexually available or unavailable--in ways that encourage 

her to promote the continuing biologica~ integrity of the 

Jewish people . Moreover, the men's system of theological 

i ntegrity is dependent upon the women's system of biological 

integrity . Rabbinic cosmology understands the human world 

t o be a dangerous sexual place . Order depends on law-

keeping by men, who themselves depend on tzniyut-keeping by 

women . If women fail, men fail . 

Thus the dress system uniquely exemplifies different 

yet integrated roles that men, women, scholars , commoners, -sinners, husbands, wives , bachelors and virgins play in the 

ongoing effort by a traditional society t o preserve its 

cu l t ural integrity. It is this insight into the cultural 

anthropology of traditional Jewry that has motivated this 

thesis from the outset and it is the same insight t~at will 

give value to this study in the end. 

.. 
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