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D.Min. class on family life minis-
try. I know that I will certainly
use it in the future. Every minis-
ter and Christian educator should
thoroughly digest this book and
use it as a guide for assessing
congregations and communities
to determine an effective ap-
proach to family ministry.

ELEANOR A. DANIEL is dean and
the Dorothy Keister Walker
Professor of Christian Education
at Emmanuel School of Religion,
Johnson City, Tennessee.

Judith Romney Wegner, Chattel or
Person? The Status of Women in the
Mishnah (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 288
pages. Reviewed by Krystin D.
Higgins.

Judith Romney Wegner’s
Chattel or Person? The Status of
Women in the Mishnah is a thor-
ough and well-organized evalua-
tion of the mishnaic understand-
ing of women. The book is
divided into eight chapters,
followed by an appendix. The
first chapter provides assump-
tions, definitions, and essential
background information. The
next three chapters discuss
dependent women, followed by
chapters on the autonomous
woman, the woman in the public
domain, the anomaly of woman
in the Mishnah, and the mishnaic
woman and feminist theory.

The first chapter, entitled
“Chattel or Person?” explains
personhood as “the legal status
defined by the complex of an
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individual’s powers, rights, and
duties in society” (p. 10). Chattels
lack these powers, rights, and
duties. Wegner then gives an
overview of her discoveries,
stating that
indeed, it is only in matters
involving her biological
function, and in no other
context that we find the
Mishnah treating the wife as
her husband'’s chattel. (p. 16)

Chapter 2 commences the
investigation with those women
considered to be dependent. The
author begins with the minor
daughter—a girl under the age of
twelve—living in her father’s
house. She was the citizen of
lowest status, “little more than
her father’s marketable asset” (p.
21), with her value determined by
the condition of her virginity. The
minor daughter was, however, a
potential person. Therefore, for
example, a father could not offer
his daughter to the Temple, for
she was not his permanent
property, and her future
personhood was protected.

Chapter 3 explores the
personhood of the wife. Although
a girl gained more personhood
through becoming a wife,

the husband’s vested interest

in the wife’s biological func-

tion [took] precedence over
any competing interest,
including the rights of the

wife herself. (p. 40)

For example, a woman was
treated as a person able to under-
stand the implications of a vow
and to uphold it. But if her vow
were to impede her husband'’s
sexual relations with her, he could
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revoke it. Thus we see that “in
nonsexual contexts the sages
endow the wife with a high
degree of personhood” (p. 96).

Next, Wegner investigates the
personhood of the levirate
widow. This woman was an
anomaly, for a traditional widow
enjoyed the most autonomy a
woman could hope to achieve,
while the levirate widow became
sexual chattel inherited by the
levir with whom she was to breed
to produce an heir for her dead
husband. He had all the rights
and privileges of control his
brother had owned and, as a
possible breeder, she could do
almost nothing to resist the
levirate marriage. A surprising
turn is the levirate widow’s right
to reject a repulsive levir (with
repulsiveness defined by the
sages).

In chapter 4, the author turns
to the autonomous woman,
namely, the emancipated daugh-
ter (an unmarried and
unbetrothed girl over the age of
twelve), the divorcée, and the
widow. Each of these women had
the ability to select her own
husband if she chose to marry at
all. That which allowed these
women their autonomy was the
paradigm of biblical vows: no one
was permitted to revoke the vows
of an autonomous woman. A
woman also exhibited her au-
tonomy in her own collection for
damages caused by rape (but not
seduction); her permission to “do
as she pleases in all matters
concerning her personal status or
private business” (p. 116); and her
ability to engage in litigation, to
testify in court (though for lim-



