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Mushrooms and Lullabies: The Public/Private Divide in Rabbinic Sources

I. Philosophical Background

“Then, turning from the consideration of such hindrances to the study of philosophy, Heloise
bade me observe what were the conditions of honourable wedlock. What possible concord could
there be between scholars and domestics, between authors and cradles, between books or tablets
and distaffs, between the stylus or the pen and the spindle? What man, intent on his religious or
philosophical meditations, can possibly endure the whining of children, the lullabies of the nurse
seeking to quiet them, or the noisy confusion of family life? Who can endure the continual
untidiness of children?”’

-Peter Abelard, Historia Calamitatum

“Let us consider men...as if but even now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like mushrooms,

come to full maturity, without all kind of engagement to each other.”
-Thomas Hobbes, De Cive

Il. Sha’’tz on a Fast Day

Mishnah Ta’anit 2:2 2:2 N"IYN NIvn

When they stand and pray, they are led by an W!L,7201 [T DARD 1197 ['TMin ,n79N2 1Ty
elder who is fluent [in the prayers], has D'?pj a7 XN'Y T2 ,0p") INY,0M2 Y
children, and whose house is empty, so that T  a%oma
his heart will be full in prayer.... T

Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 16a .TO ,N1yn "1
When they stand and pray, they are led by an I3 1?7 N2'MN 197 PTMIm n7ona 1y
elder... DONI [T DY W'y 9"YX N79M2 1TAY ;120 1N
Our rabbis taught: When they stand and pray, 2970 DTR XX 12NN 197 TN 'R

even if there is a wise elder, they should only
be led by someone who is fluent in the
prayers.

Who is fluent? Rabbi Yehudah says, “he cares
[for children], and does not have enough, so
he has to go to the work in the field, and his
house is empty.
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And he knows all of the blessings.

He cares for children and does not have
enough—Rav Hisda said: Someone whose
house is empty from sin.

And his youth is becoming—Abaye says,
“That nothing bad was said about him in his
childhood”
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Talmud Yerushalmi, Demai 3:3
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It was taught in a baraita: “He can swear into
the chavurah, and his children and the
children of his house may swear for him. But
there is another baraita: “He and his children
and the children of his house all swear into
the chavurah.” There is no dispute: Here it is
talking about a case where the children are
under their father’s care, and there it is talking
about a case where the children are not under
their father's care.
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Talmud Yerushalmi, Ketubot 12:3
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It is written, “Abandoned [freed] among the
dead,” (Psalms 88:6), when a man dies he is
made free from mitzvot. Rebi Tzvia [said]
three things at the time when he was freed:
“Do not move my widow from my house; do
not mourn me in the cities, and the one who
has cared for me in life will care for me when
I die.”
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Talmud Bavli, Ta’anit 19a
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Shimon Ben Shetach said you him, ‘Are you
not Honi? I would have excommunicated you,
but what can I do with you, you nag God like
a son who nags his father, and his father does
his will’
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Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 36b
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We learn in a baraita: An elder, eunuch, or
someone who does not have children cannot
serve on a Sanhedrin. Rabbi Yehudah adds,
even a wicked person. And the reverse is true
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for the collection of taxes, because the Torah 17 nOON K
says, “Show him no pity or compassion, and

do not shield him.” (Deut. 9:13).

Rashi, Ad loc. nv ,''vN

Elder—One who has already forgotten the
pain of raising children and will not be
merciful. And the same for a eunuch.
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Bavli Shabbat, 89b
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Shmuel Bar Nachmani said that Rabbi
Yonatan said, What does it mean when it is
written, ‘Surely You are our Father: Though
Abraham regard us not, And Israel recognize
us not, You, O LORD, are our Father; From
of old, Your name is “Our Redeemer.”’ In the
future, God will say to Abraham, ‘Your
children have sinned against me,” And
Abraham will say before him ‘Master of the
universe, erase them, for the sanctification of
your name.” He [God] said, ‘I will say it to
Jacob,” because Jacob had the pain of raising
children, and he may ask for mercy on their
behalf. And God said to him, “Your children
have sinned against me.” And Jacob said
‘Master of the universe, erase them, for the
sanctification of your name.” And God said
‘Elders have no reason, and youths have no
counsel.” And God said to Isaac, “Your
children have sinned against me.” And Isaac
said, ‘Master of the universe, are they my
children and not yours?’ At the time that they
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put ‘we will do,” before ‘we will hear,” the
verse was said about them, ‘My first born

son’ (Exodus 4:22). Now, are they are my
children and not yours?”

Bereshit Rabbah, Parashat Bereshit
20:6
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“Your travail,” that is the pain of conception,
“your childbearing,” that is the pain of
“pregnancy,” “in sadness,” this is the pain of
nefelim, “you shall bear,” “this is the pain of
giving birth.” “children,” this is the pain of
raising children. Rabbi Elazar said in the
name of Rabbi Shimon, “it is better for a
person to raise a grove of olive trees in the
Galilee than to raise a single child in the land

of Israel.
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Talmud Bavli, Bava Kamma 88a
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Mar, son of Ravina, said: It is said in a verse
‘Parents shall not be put to death for
children... (Deut. 24:16). They shall not be put
to death on the word of fathers who do not
have a connection to children. You might
have thought that when it says ‘Parents shall
not be put to death for children’ referring to
children as witnesses. But then the Torah
should have written, ‘Parents shall not be put
to death for their children.” What does it mean
that it says [only] children? We learn from
this that they shall not be executed on the
word of fathers who do not have a connection
to children.
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He [Rav Ashi] said to him, ‘Didn’t you
frequently sit in front of Rabbi Yosei from
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Yokrat?’ He said to him, “Yes.” He said to TT 7Y on X7 n'MNa 7v1 M 7y T X2 Y
him, ‘And why did you leave there and come O'"n DN
here?’ He said to him, ‘How can a man who
has no mercy on his own son and daughter
have mercy on me?’

lll. An American “Situated Self”’?:

Excerpts from Abigail Adams’ letters to John Adams:

Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands. Remember all men would be
tyrants if they could [...] that your sex are naturally tyrannical is a truth so thoroughly
acknowledged as to admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up
the harsh title of master for the more tender and endearing one of friend. (March 31, 1775)

I have been led to think from a late Defection that he who neglects his duty to his Maker, may
well be expected to be deficient and insincere in his duty towards the public. Even suppose Him
[to] possess a large share of what is called honour and publick Spirit yet do not these Men by
their bad Example, by a loose immoral conduct corrupt the Minds of youth, and vitiate the
Morrals of the age, and thus injure the publick more than they can compensate by intrepidity,
Generosity and Honour? (June 5, 1775)

I am more and more convinced that Man is a dangerous creature, and that power whether vested
in many or a few is ever grasping, and like the grave cries give, give. The great fish swallow up
the small, and he who is most strenuous for the Rights of the people, when vested with power, is
as eager after the prerogatives of Government. You tell me of degrees of perfection to which
Humane Nature is capable of arriving, and I believe it, but at the same time lament that our
admiration should arise from the scarcity of the instances. (November 27, 1775)

“Justice O'Connor has often been cited as saying that a wise old man and wise old woman will
reach the same conclusion in deciding cases. I am not so sure Justice O'Connor is the author of
that line since Professor Resnik attributes that line to Supreme Court Justice Coyle. I am also not
so sure that [ agree with the statement. First, as Professor Martha Minnow has noted, there can
never be a universal definition of wise. Second, I would hope that a wise Latina woman with the
richness of her experiences would more often than not reach a better conclusion than a white
male who hasn't lived that life.”

-Justice Sonya Sotomayor, “A Latina Judge’s Voice,” (2002)



