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INTRODUCTION
Is the Wife an Endangered Species?

DEAR ABBY: I have been engaged to a wonderful man for more than two years
and cannot seem to set a wedding date. He loves me and my 9-year-old daughter. He
does all of the laundry, the dishes and the cleaning, and he accepts my daughter as his
own. He works two jobs so we don’t go without anything.
Sounds perfect, right?
The problem is, I don’t think I love him. I say that I do, but I don’t feel it. He is all
a woman could ask for in a husband, but is that enough to replace love? Or have I read
too many romance novels?
He wants to get married as soon as possible. I am 29, have never been married and
I feel my daughter needs a father. I am also afraid I won’t find a man who will ever
love me as much as he does.
Can I find a man whom I love, who accepts my daughter as his own—or should I
marry a man I don’t love but who would be a wonderful husband and father?
FOR BETTER OR WORSE
DEAR FOR BETTER: If you marry this man, knowing in your heart that you do
not love him, you will be doing yourself and him a great disservice. Marriage is
supposed to last forever. And forever is a long time to live with yourself, feeling that
you sold out because you were afraid you wouldn’t find a man you can love. Let him
go.
July 3, 1998, San Francisco Chronicle

For most of human history, such a letter could not have been
written. Not only were most women unable to write, but most had little say in the
choice of their husbands. If they had sexual relations outside of marriage and
especially if they had a child out of wedlock, they would have been disgraced, and
even executed in some societies. In early Puritan America, those judged guilty of
“fornication”—sexual acts between persons not married to each other—were usually
fined and publicly whipped. The stigma surrounding the unwed mother was so severe
that she did everything possible, including infanticide, to keep the newborn hidden. If
a single mother could not bear the thought of being parted from her baby, the only
socially acceptable response was to find a husband.
Today, a single mother no longer faces the public censure of the past. She can, like
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the mother in this letter, reject the offer of a man eager to marry her. It is not enough
for him to love her, accept a child who is not his own, work two jobs to support them,
and do the laundry, dishes, and cleaning. The author of the letter is holding out for
something more—she wants to find a man she can love. And in this decision, she is
supported by that popular moral arbiter, Abigail Van Buren.
Do you believe that Dear Abby gave the woman good advice? Should this mother
leave a man who has taken on the roles of partner, provider, and de facto father? Is
Abby correct in believing that reciprocal romantic love is the only basis for a lasting
marriage?
This letter tells us a great deal about women’s attitudes toward marriage at the
present moment. It tells us that the single mother, no longer forced to wed, wants to be
able to marry in the name of love—that intoxicating mix of sex and sentiment that
most adults have experienced and no one can define. Once upon a time, women
married for other reasons: for economic support, to cement family alliances, to have
children, to counter loneliness, to be like all the other women. Once upon a time,
women wore the title “wife” like a badge of honor. To be a parson’s wife, a baker’s
wife, a doctor’s wife told the world loudly and clearly that one had fulfilled one’s
“natural” destiny. It spoke for legitimacy and protection in a world that was
proverbially unkind to spinsters. Whether one was happily married or not, the wedding
ring, in and of itself, was a measure of female worth.
Today, the word “wife” does not convey the same unambiguous message. It no
longer implies, as it once did in middle-and upper-class homes, that one will be
provided for by one’s husband. It is no longer the sole gateway to sexual and domestic
pleasures, since nonwives and nonhusbands now live together openly as never before.
It is not even the indispensable passage to motherhood—as many as 40 percent of
American babies are now being born out of wedlock.
For business and professional women, wifedom today can be a mixed blessing.
Some wives are able to make use of their husbands’ contacts; others find it expedient
to underplay their conjugal status, especially in the face of colleagues and bosses who
demand primary loyalty to the firm. An increasing number of married women choose
to keep their maiden names. With divorce on the horizon for approximately half of all
American spouses marrying today, why bother changing your name when you may
have to take it back again? Why bother marrying at all when you don’t need a husband
to have sex, economic support, shared residence, and even children?
In this book I ask how we have come to such a problematic moment in the history
of the wife. I argue that the transformation of wifehood in the past fifty years is, in
many ways, the distillation of changes that have been going on for a long time—
changes that have not been uniform across nations, religions, races, ethnic groups, and
social classes, yet tend to cluster around certain common issues. Starting with the
ancient Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans, I focus on issues that persist into our own era,
even as they change and give way to new, more pressing concerns. Some of the
concerns that are particularly relevant to our own time have roots reaching back
hundreds and even thousands of years.
For example, in classical Greece, a father would betroth his daughter to a
bridegroom with the words: “I pledge [daughter’s name] for the purpose of producing
legitimate children.” Throughout the ancient world, the primary obligation of a wife
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was to produce offspring. Woe to the barren wife of biblical times—not only would
she be enveloped in shame, but often replaced by a second (or third) wife. Well into
modern times, wives could be disposed of for not producing children—especially
among royalty and the aristocracy, where the necessity for a male heir placed even
greater pressure on the wife. And the pressure to produce offspring has by no means
disappeared from all parts of the world. In certain Islamic lands, for example, marriage
contracts written at the behest of the bride forbid the husband to take a second wife,
except when she, the first wife, proves to be childless.
Many women and men still marry for the express purpose of having children. I
recall a perceptive comment by one of my sons in the mid-1970s when he heard that
his baby-sitter was getting married. “Why is she getting married? She doesn’t have a
baby.” True, this was California in the throes of a sexual revolution that had not
escaped the notice of my five-year-old. People were already cohabiting openly, as they
would continue to do throughout all parts of the United States during the next decades.
And oddly enough, my son’s words were prescient: today it is common for
heterosexuals who have been living together for months or years to choose marriage
only if they choose to have a child or know that a baby is already on the way. So the
issue of children in the decision to marry is by no means outdated. Some marriages
never occur or do not survive because the woman wants to have a child and the man
does not…and vice versa.
The “wife” and the “mother” share a fuzzy boundary. Their responsibilities often
overlap and sometimes conflict. Any woman who has been both wife and mother
knows that the time, care, energy, and material resources she gives to her children may
be resented by her husband. And this same woman also knows that children can create
a permanent bond between spouses, one that projects the couple into the future
through the very product of their lovemaking. Even if spouses don’t always love each
other, they usually share with one another a love for their children.
In the past, most marriages were affairs of the pocketbook rather than affairs of
the heart. Men wed women who had dowries; women wed men who could support
them. From biblical days to the 1950s, it was a husband’s duty to provide for his wife.
She, in turn, was expected to provide sex, children, and housekeeping. It was a quid
pro quo that was not just tacitly understood by the two parties but written into
religious and civil law.
Today, whatever the initial monetary considerations of the prospective spouses—
such as the bride or groom’s earning power or family assets—there is no longer the
assumption that the husband will be the sole provider for his wife. Most couples now
marry with the expectation that both parties will contribute to the family economy.
Indeed, since it is increasingly difficult for a family to survive on a single paycheck,
the dual-career family has become the norm. More than three out of five American
wives are employed full-or part-time. Today a wife cannot count on complete
economic support within the marriage, nor on alimony if the marriage ends in divorce.
In fact, it is no longer rare for a wife to earn more than her husband, or to be sued for
alimony in the event of divorce.
Yet the wife is still expected to provide many of the same services she has always
provided, such as childcare and housekeeping. Men, too, one may argue, are expected
to share some domestic responsibilities, and they are clearly doing more, but they have
10

not yet become full partners as caretakers and homemakers, while most women are
working as hard as the men in the workplace and slowly narrowing the gender gap in
earning power; women as a group now earn 75 percent of what men earn in the same
jobs as compared to 59 percent in the 1970s. With wives sharing the role of provider—
a role that used to be exclusively or predominantly male—and men wondering how to
reconceptualize masculinity, the malaise between the sexes may have reached an alltime high. The old quid pro quo has broken down, and the new conjugal model of
equal sharing at home and at work has not yet been fully realized.

Love, as we have seen from the letter at the beginning of this chapter, has become
synonymous with marriage in the Western world. Scholars are fond of trying to
pinpoint the moment in history when love began to take priority over all the other
considerations. Some point to the early Middle Ages, when romantic love emerged
from troubadour poetry and court life in Southern France. While it is true that the
medieval cult of love honored woman as she had never been before, the honored
woman was always someone else’s wife. Courtly love required a minimum of three
players: husband, wife, and the wife’s lover. The raptures experienced by the
nonmarried pair were considered unlikely within the quotidian boundaries of conjugal
life.
I’m of the school that believes love began to take priority in marital arrangements
as early as the sixteenth century, especially in England; that it came to America with
the Puritans in the seventeenth century; and that it slowly began to dominate the scene
by the late eighteenth century among the middle class. In aristocratic and upper-class
families, considerations of wealth, lineage, and status continued to influence the
choice of a wife or husband well into the twentieth century. This is not to say that love
was absent from earlier unions. We find isolated records of passionate love
experienced by spouses among the ancient Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans. But since
arranged marriages, rather than love marriages, were the norm in premodern times,
brides and grooms did not enter marriage with the expectation of “loving” each other
as we understand the term.
Most wives would probably have settled for harmony. A wife who fulfilled her
part of the bargain by providing sex, children, childcare, cooking, and housekeeping—
not to mention the care of the vegetable garden and, in rural settings, the barnyard
animals—probably considered herself fortunate if she were treated respectfully by her
spouse, without physical abuse. The common law “rule of thumb” that allowed a man
to beat his wife with a switch as long as it was not as large as a man’s thumb lasted in
many parts of England and America into the nineteenth century.
Unfortunately, the notion that a wife is there to serve and obey her husband and
that he has the right to beat and bully her has not entirely disappeared. We find
remnants of these old beliefs not only in traditionalist societies, but also in our own. In
the United States today, all too many wives are forced to seek shelter in battered
women’s homes—that is, if they are lucky enough to find their way out of an abusive
relationship. Today, few mainstream American or European men would admit to the
belief, held among certain fundamentalist Christians, Muslims, and Jews, that wives
should be subservient to their husbands, and even fewer would agree that men should
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be able to beat their wives. Yet old ideas die hard, and some people of both sexes
secretly think of wives as lesser beings than their husbands. For some, the wife is still
the “little woman,” a “weaker vessel,” the daughter of Eve, who, according to biblical,
medieval, and Reformation theology, should be ruled by her husband. Dependence of
the wife upon her husband in moral as well as economic matters was the rule for most
of Western history, and is still the norm in many parts of the world.
At the same time, the notion of the wife as the equal of her husband has been
gaining ascendancy. Since the eighteenth century, when ideas of companionate
marriage began to have currency among the middle and upper classes, the trend has
been toward more egalitarian partnerships. From the nineteenth century onward, when
American women fought for and won the right to attend public and private schools,
female seminaries, and colleges, they have been increasingly able to share the
intellectual, economic, social, and political concerns that once were the exclusive
purview of men. Today, the disparity between the sphere of the husband and the sphere
of the wife may be smaller than it ever has been, with wives bringing home paychecks
and husbands diapering their babies.
Law and education have certainly played major roles in this transformation. It is
no longer legal for a man to beat his wife, even with a rod thinner than a thumb. It is
no longer unusual for a married woman to have a separate bank account in her own
name. And with access to education in every discipline, it is now possible for a woman
to enter marriage with the same job opportunities as her husband. Today, men look for
wives who can provide not only sex, love, children, and housekeeping services, but
also wages and participation in community life. The requirements for today’s wife
give added meaning to the biblical proverb “Whosoever findeth a wife findeth a good
thing.”

I write this book with the belief that it is still “a good thing” to have a wife and to be a
wife—under certain conditions. Those conditions involve relative equality between the
spouses, mutual respect, and affection. They also include sufficient means—both
personal and societal—to provide for one’s ongoing material needs, including
education and medical services. To be a wife still offers the challenging option of
going through life as a member of a pair. In the best of circumstances, we are validated
and strengthened through a long-term, loving union. We learn to compromise and to
develop a sense of humor about our own peculiarities and those of our mates. We find
comfort and support in facing the inevitable ordeals that life puts us through. We are
able to share our thoughts, hopes, joys, fears, sorrows, experiences, and memories with
an intimate witness of our life. In the worst of circumstances, we are diminished and
undermined by the relationship and forced to consider divorce as a way out—which
doesn’t prevent us from marrying again.
To be a wife may no longer be a badge of honor, but it is far from a badge of woe.
The employed wife may not want to be identified as “the wife of so-and-so,” and the
full-time homemaker is wise to eschew the self-denigrating label “just a housewife.”
They may both prefer to use the gender-neutral terms “spouse” or “partner.” Whatever
the particular sexual, economic, and domestic arrangements between a husband and a
wife, one cannot be a spouse of either gender for very long without giving up some of
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one’s independence. This means accommodation and compromise, deep commitment
and dogged perseverance. The woman or man who cannot envision living with such
constraints would do well to reconsider before the wedding day. Being a wife, or
husband, is not for everyone, though about 90 percent of Americans do marry at least
once in their lives. And even those who divorce marry again in three out of four cases.
Many still marry using the wedding service of the 1552 Church of England Prayer
Book (whose roots go back in Latin, French, and English to the Middle Ages.) The
vows taken by the spouses still sound uncommonly beautiful: “I take thee to be my
wedded wife (or husband), to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for
worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death
us do part.” Originally, the wife also promised “to obey,” but for some time now, those
words have been omitted. With this single change, a woman in the twenty-first century
can make the same vows as her medieval and Renaissance foremothers. It is a small
but significant difference, and one that will shape the future of the wife for years to
come.
The interdependence of spouses offers a more likely paradigm today than the
earlier dependence of wife on husband. As world leaders, Americans and Europeans
are creating a model of shared conjugal authority, which may seem foreign to much of
the globe, but that much of the globe will probably come to emulate.
And if I may venture into even more uncertain territory, I believe we shall see in
the twenty-first century a further development in the history of the wife: American
states will legalize same-sex partnerships, following the Vermont model of “civil
unions,” which provide gay couples with numerous benefits including inheritance
rights, tax breaks, and the power to make medical decisions for a partner. Across the
border, Canada has erased virtually all legal distinctions between heterosexual
marriages and same-sex unions. In Europe, many Western nations (for example,
Denmark, Sweden, Switzerland, Belgium, and France) offer the option of civil unions,
regardless of one’s gender, and Holland has converted its registered same-sex
partnerships into fullfledged marriages, complete with adoption, social security, and
tax rights. Who will be the “wife” in a gay or lesbian marriage? Can the term “wife”
have meaning in a union where there is no sexual difference between the partners? Or
will the “wife” survive as a social and psychological construct implying traditional
feminine qualities, such as softness, deference, nurturance, and emotionality?
At this particular moment of history, when the word “wife” has become
problematic and could become obsolete, it makes sense to take stock of her
inheritance. Where did Western ideas about the wife begin? How were laws and
practices affecting wives passed on from generation to generation? What major
patterns of wifehood have been woven into the present scene? Which threads have
persisted and which have been broken?
From this interface of past and present scripts, we may be able to glimpse future
images of the married woman.
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ONE

Wives in the Ancient World
Biblical, Greek, and Roman Models

Why should we begin with biblical, Greek, and Roman wives?
Because the religious, legal, and social practices of those ancient civilizations
provided the template for the future treatment of married women in the West. The wife
as a man’s chattel, as his dependent, as his means for acquiring legal offspring, as the
caretaker of his children, as his cook and housekeeper are roles that many women now
find abhorrent; yet certain aspects of those antiquated obligations still linger on in the
collective unconscious. Many men still expect their wives to provide some or all of
these services, and many wives still intend to perform them. Those women today who
rebel against such expectations are, after all, rebelling against patterns that have been
around for more than two millennia. It’s important to understand what they are
rebelling against, and what some of their antagonists—for example, certain
conservative religious groups—are trying to preserve.
BIBLICAL WIVES
The charter myth for the Judeo-Christian wife is the story of Adam and Eve. Ever
since their story was written into the Bible (around the tenth century B.C.E.), Adam and
Eve have been designated, first by Hebrews and later by Christians and Muslims, as
the progenitors of the human race. From the start, Eve has been honored as the
foremother of humanity and simultaneously reviled as the spouse who first disobeyed
God.
Initially, as related in Chapter One of Genesis, God created man and woman at the
same time. “And God created the human in his image, in the image of God He created
him; male and female He created them.”1 But by Chapter Two, a new version of
human creation had found its way into Scripture, which suggested that Eve was
something of an afterthought. In this version, God created Adam first, from the dust of
the ground. Then, reflecting on His handiwork, He declared: “It is not good for the
human to be alone. I shall make him a sustainer beside him.”
The subsequent account of Eve’s creation from Adam’s rib has fueled the age-old
argument that woman is intrinsically inferior to man and dependent on him for her
very existence. Even the Hebrew word icha, or “woman”—from man—suggests this
one-down position.
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Eve’s story then goes from bad to worse. She follows the serpent’s advice to eat
from the Tree of Good and Evil, contrary to God’s commandment, and then tempts
Adam to eat of it as well. These acts have permanent consequences for both sexes:
God punishes Eve by inflicting the pangs of childbirth on all mothers and the burden
of sweat-producing labor on all men. In addition, it is decreed that the female will be
in a subordinate position to her husband for eternity. As God tells Eve after the Fall,
“Your urge shall be for your husband and he shall rule over you.” Like most myths,
this one sought to explain a cultural phenomenon that had been entrenched for so long
it seemed to be the will of God.
But there are other ways of looking at this story, which put Eve in a more
favorable light. Some feminists have suggested that Eve was not just an afterthought,
but an improvement over Adam. And even conservative commentators recognize that
she represented more than a biological necessity. The notion of the wife as a man’s
companion, “sustainer” or “helpmeet” (from the Hebrew word ‘ezer) has had a long
and meaningful history among Jews and Christians. Indeed, one later commentary in
the Talmud (the code of Jewish religious and civil law) sees the ‘ezer as providing a
moral check on her husband: “When he is good, she supports him, when he is bad, she
rises up against him.”2 And most of all, those arguing for the equal partnership of
husband and wife can cite the moving last words of Chapter Two of Genesis:
“Therefore does a man leave his father and his mother and cling to his wife and they
become one flesh.”
In biblical days, a Hebrew husband was allowed to have more than one wife. For
each, he had to give his father-in-law a sum of money, the mohar of fifty silver shekels
(Deut. 22:28–29) and then he had to provide for her upkeep. This probably meant that
only the affluent could afford more than one.3 In addition, the groom or his family was
expected to give gifts to the bride and her family. Once the mohar had been paid and
the gifts accepted, the marriage was legally binding and the bride effectively belonged
to her husband, even if they did not yet live together.
A bride’s father would generally give her a chiluhim, or dowry. The dowry
consisted of material goods to be used in the future household, including servants and
livestock, and even land, as well as a portion of the mohar that reverted to the girl “as
payment for the price of her virginity.”4 The specific sum of the dowry would be
written down in the marriage contract, or ketubah, as well as the sum of money that
would revert to the wife in the event of divorce or widowhood. Jewish marriage
contracts going back to the eighth century B.C.E. usually contained a ritual formula
pronounced by the groom to the bride in the presence of witnesses: “She is my wife
and I am her husband from this day forth and forever.”
The last stage of the marriage was the banquet that preceded the wedding night.
These festivities could go on for as long as a week, though the marriage was
consummated the first night. If, however, the husband found that his bride was no
longer a virgin, he could have her killed according to the words of the Torah: “then
they shall bring out the damsel to the door of her father’s house, and the men of the
city shall stone her with stones that she die” (Deut. 22:21).
Once married, a bride was obliged by law and custom to obey her husband—a
requirement so fundamental to the biblical idea of a wife that it remained in most
15

Jewish and Christian wedding vows until the late twentieth century. After all, wives
were considered a husband’s “property,” alongside his cattle and his slaves. And above
all, a wife would have been consumed by the need to produce a son. For only as the
mother of a son would she have been fully honored in her new family.
And even then, if a husband wanted to get rid of his wife, he had only to write out
a bill of divorce, hand it to her in the presence of two witnesses, and send her away.
The wife’s agreement was not required. The Hebrew law allowed that a husband can
cast off his wife if “she finds no favor in his eyes” because he has discovered
something shameful in her (Deut. 24:1). What was shameful in those days? Adultery,
for sure, even the suspicion of adultery, but also immodesty, disobedience, and
barrenness. Rabbinical commentaries from later centuries all insisted on the husband’s
right to initiate divorce and the wife’s need to avoid any behavior that might lead a
husband to seek to divorce her.3
Even today, among Orthodox Jews, it is the husband who plays the determining
role in a divorce. If a wife wants a divorce, the husband must consent to it and give her
a document called a get. If he refuses—because he thinks she will eventually come
back to him or because he hopes to exchange the get for reduced support payments or
custody rights—the wife cannot be freed from the religious marriage bond and
remarry. There are hundreds of Orthodox Jewish women in the United States and
Israel today in this state of marital limbo. But a husband can divorce his wife without
her consent, as long as he is able to hand the document to her.
The notion that a wife cannot initiate divorce has biblical precedent, yet even in
biblical times, there was one peculiar circumstance that allowed a wife to take action.
If a wife was widowed and had no children, her dead husband’s brother was expected
to marry her to “give her seed,” according to a tradition known as levirate marriage.
But if the brother refused to marry her, or to have sex with her after their enforced
marriage, the wife was permitted to go to the elders at the town gate and lay her claim
against him. There, in front of the whole populace, she was allowed to humiliate him
for not fulfilling his obligations: “She shall pull his sandal off his foot and spit in his
face and declare: ‘Thus we requite the man who will not build up his brother’s
family’” (Deut. 25:9–10). The overriding Hebrew concern with progeny allowed for
this rare display of officially sanctioned female revenge.
It is true that this dismal wifely scenario is based upon prescriptive texts, which
did not always correspond to everyday life. There are certainly many indications in the
Bible suggesting behaviors different from the prescribed norm. For example, despite
the great pressure on wives to produce children, a husband might continue to love his
barren wife, and even to favor her over a first or second wife who had given him a son.
This was the case of Elkanah, who preferred his childless wife, Hannah, to his other
wife, Peninnah, the mother of his children. Once finding Hannah weeping over her
childless state, Elkanah tried to soothe her by saying: “Hannah, why are you crying
and eating nothing? Why are you so miserable? Am I not more to you than ten sons?”
(I Samuel 1:8). Even with all the societal honor bestowed upon a mother and the
humiliation heaped upon a childless wife, there was then, as now, no way to legislate
an individual’s feelings.
Married couples were held in high esteem among the ancient Hebrews, as
evidenced by the many stories about them. This contrasts with the New Testament,
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where couples do not play significant roles. In time, Jews and Christians alike looked
to the older Hebrew examples for positive (and negative) conjugal models.
Among the positive examples of what one might hope for in a wife, Sarah, the
wife of Abraham, comes first to mind. Hers was a careful balancing act of wifely
strength and submission. As a good Israelite spouse, she was obliged to follow even
the most morally questionable of her husband’s commands. Twice at his behest she
passed herself off as his sister, rather than his wife, so that he could gain favor first
with the Egyptian pharaoh, then with the Semitic King Abimelech. Though these acts
entailed sleeping with foreign monarchs, Sarah followed her husband’s orders; in the
end, this strategy proved beneficial, since they came away from each incident with
increased riches.
Because Sarah had passed the childbearing age without producing offspring, she
encouraged Abraham to take her Egyptian slave girl, Hagar, as a second wife. But
later, when Sarah felt humiliated by Hagar’s pregnancy, Abraham found himself in the
awkward situation of having to decide between the two women. Though he decided in
favor of the first wife and sent Hagar into exile, God Himself intervened by sending
the servant back with the assurance that she would bear a son to Abraham and become
the ancestor of a great people. Thus Abraham once again had two wives in residence
and a firstborn son, named Ishmael. Centuries later Ishmael would be claimed by the
Muslims as the forefather of the Arab people. In their old age, Abraham and Sarah
miraculously produced a son of their own, Isaac—an event that Sarah greeted with
astonishment and perhaps some sense of embarrassment.5 As was the custom, she
nursed her baby, probably for two to three years, and a great feast was celebrated when
the baby was weaned.
Abraham and Sarah may be no more than mythical characters representing the
ancestors of the Hebrew people, but in the course of their narrative, they emerge as a
real couple living together in biblical times: they wander as nomads to villages and
cities, moving with their kinsmen, animals, servants, slaves, and goods; they set up
their tent among peoples who cannot be counted on for kindness; they show
hospitality to strangers in the form of curds and milk and freshly made loaves of
bread; they exchange opinions, complaints, laughter. And when Sarah dies before her
husband, we are not surprised to read that “Abraham came to mourn Sarah and to keen
for her” (Gen. 23:2). Not ashamed of publicly mourning a wife like Sarah, Abraham
went to great trouble to provide her with an appropriate burial site, in the cave of
Machpelah near Hebron, which he purchased at an exhorbitant price from the Hittites.
The marriages of Sarah and Abraham’s son Isaac to Rebekah and their grandson
Jacob to Rachel (and Leah) give us further insights into the status of wives in ancient
Israel. In the case of Isaac and Rebekah, a servant was sent to the land of Abraham’s
birth to contract a marriage for Isaac. The servant made the marriage agreement not
with Rebekah herself, but with Rebekah’s brother Laban. (Brothers often stood in for
fathers and had the right to dispose of their sisters.) The marriage was contracted
without the bride or groom ever seeing each other. Still, Rebekah had some say in the
matter. After Laban had given his acquiescence, he said: “‘Let us call the young
woman and ask for her answer.’ And they called Rebekah and said to her, ‘Will you go
with this man?’ And she said, ‘I will’” (Gen. 24:58–59). This is one of the few
indications that a nubile Hebrew woman sometimes had the right to accept or refuse a
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prospective groom.
The actual meeting of Rebekah and Isaac did not take place until she had
journeyed with his servant back to Canaan. The story ends with Isaac’s favorable
reaction to his bride: “And Isaac brought her into the tent of Sarah his mother and took
Rebekah as wife. And he loved her, and Isaac was consoled after his mother’s death”
(Gen. 24:67). The last sentence is particularly moving, for Isaac not only loves the
wife who had been chosen for him, but finds an emotional replacement for his mother.
We can imagine Freud nodding in agreement.
The story of the marriage of Isaac and Rebekah’s son, Jacob, to Rachel is more
complicated. Rebekah sent Jacob (rather than a servant) back to her brother Laban to
seek a wife. Laban received his nephew Jacob hospitably, but not without making him
work for his keep. After a month, they reached an agreement on the wages Jacob
would receive if he remained in Laban’s service. The wages were in effect a brideprice for Rachel. Rachel, however, had an older sister, Leah, who, by tradition, should
have been married first. The two young women are described in the following manner:
“Laban had two daughters. The name of the elder was Leah and the name of the
younger Rachel. And Leah’s eyes were tender, but Rachel was comely in features and
comely to look at, and Jacob loved Rachel” (Gen. 29: 16–18). Jacob contracted to
serve seven years for Rachel. In the eloquent words of the biblical narrator: “And
Jacob served seven years for Rachel, and they seemed in his eyes but a few days in his
love for her” (Gen. 29:21).
But when the time came for Jacob to reap the fruits of his labors, he was cruelly
deceived by his uncle. In the dark of night, he was given Leah rather than Rachel, and
bedded the wrong woman. In the morning, seeing that it was Leah, Jacob said to
Laban: “What is this you have done to me? Was it not for Rachel that I served you?”
Laban replied that it was not the custom in his land “to give the younger girl before the
firstborn,” and proposed that Jacob serve another seven years to acquire Rachel as
well.
All in all, Jacob spent twenty years serving his crafty uncle Laban, acquiring two
wives and their slave girls and quite a number of children. Since sons represented the
ultimate good in biblical households, the wives competed with each other in producing
male offspring. First Leah, the least loved, was compensated by the birth of three sons,
and Rachel, who remained barren, became jealous of her sister. So she said to Jacob:
“Here is my slavegirl Bilhah. Come to bed with her, that she may give birth on my
knees, so that I, too, shall be built up through her” (Gen. 30:3). Placing the baby on her
knees after its birth indicated adoption.
The competition between wives was intensified by the use of mandrakes, plants
thought to have magical aphrodisiac and fertility-promoting properties. With the help
of these plants, Leah continued to produce more sons and a daughter, and Rachel,
finally, gave birth to a son. Jacob was now the father of a miniature tribe. This story
illustrates the fierce rivalries between wives living in a society that valued married
women primarily as the mothers of sons. And like the story of Sarah, Abraham, and
Hagar, it illuminates the role of female “outsiders” within Hebrew households—
Egyptian slave girls, for example, whose bodies facilitated the very existence of
Hebrew families.
The Hebrew Bible has a rich cast of spouses performing many variations on
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marital themes. One of my favorites is the terse interchange between Job and his wife,
after Job had been laid low by God. Having lost all his sons and daughters, his
servants and animals, then afflicted with boils from head to toe, Job sat down among
the ashes and accepted the will of God. But not his wife, as the following verses show.
“Then said his wife unto him. Dost thou still retain thine integrity? Curse God,
and die.”
But he said unto her, “Thou speakest as one of the foolish women speaketh. What?
shall we receive good at the hand of God, and shall we not receive evil?” In all this
did not Job sin with his lips ( Job 2:9).
We hear the bitter voice of the wife and mother, overwhelmed by sorrow and
unforgiving of a God deemed responsible for the death of her children. In the Bible,
she is described as “one of the foolish women” who cannot bear up to suffering. Job,
on the other hand, resists despair—at least initially. Their interchange draws from an
antique Mediterranean tradition in which wives were often seen as foolish: caught up
in the grief of their losses, insolent to indifferent gods, they were presumably unable to
see the “larger picture,” be it political or metaphysical. Like the Greek queen
Clytemnestra who never stopped blaming Agamemnon for the sacrifice of their
daughter Iphigenia, Job’s wife had no compunctions about cursing the God who had
taken away her children. Whatever the prescriptions about wifely obedience, wives
obviously opposed their husbands in the privacy of their homes, and even opposed the
supreme patriarch—God Himself.
Men are supposed to be more steadfast. Though Job experiences grave
psychological anguish and questions God’s justice, he never succumbs to blasphemy.
In the end God rewards him with “twice as much as he had before” (Job 42:10). At
this point the narrator does not deign to mention Job’s wife.
In contrast to Job’s wife and certain other negative models, a picture of the ideal
wife is presented in the final section of Proverbs. It is clearly written from the male
point of view, beginning misogynistically with the notion that a good woman is hard to
find and rising to a wifely encomium unique in all the Bible.
Who can find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies.
The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her…
She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life.
She seeketh wool, and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands.
She is like the merchants’ ships; she bringeth her food from afar.
She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a portion to her maidens….
She stretcheth out her hand to the poor….
Her children arise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he
praiseth her.
Such is the dutiful, hardworking, charitable woman who brings honor to her
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husband and children. Any man in any age might dream of such a wife.

Husbands and wives as couples are, as I have mentioned, notably absent from the
Gospels, except for the miraculous story of Mary and Joseph, briefly told in Matthew
and Luke. Mary was probably twelve or thirteen when she and Joseph were committed
to one another. Our term “engagement” does not carry the weight of their
commitment: although they were not yet living together when Joseph discovered that
Mary was pregnant, she was legally his wife. Fortunately for her, given the death
sentence that could be inflicted on Jewish brides who were not virgins, “Joseph was a
just man, and not willing to make her a public example.” Instead, “he was minded to
put her away privately.” But before he did so, “the angel of the Lord appeared unto
him in a dream,” and convinced him that Mary had become impregnated by the Holy
Ghost. Joseph and Mary did not consummate their marriage “till she had brought forth
her firstborn son” (Matt. 1:18–25).
Aside from Mary and Joseph, there are no New Testament couples of any
significance. Instead, the accent in the Gospels is on the individual and personal
salvation. How we behave on earth, as individuals responsible for our actions, will
determine whether we inherit the Kingdom of Heaven or whether we shall spend
eternity in Gehenna, the Hebrew equivalent of Hell. In any event, in the afterlife, there
is no marriage, as Jesus makes explicit. “When they rise from the dead, they neither
marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels” (Mark 12:25). The strong
apocalyptic bent in Jesus’ message seems to have made marriage irrelevant.
What did Jesus think about marriage on earth? His thoughts were expressed in a
commentary on divorce, a practice he explicitly condemned. Citing the creation story
when God made both male and female and they became one flesh, Jesus declared:
“What God hath joined together, let not man put asunder” (Mark 10:9). Then he went
on to specify that “Whosoever shall put away his wife…and shall marry another,
committeth adultery” (Mark 10:11). It is important to remember that the ancient
Hebrew law proscribing adultery applied exclusively to married women, requiring
them to limit their sexual activity to only one man. There was no such requirement for
married men, who were allowed to have sex with unattached women, such as widows,
concubines, and servants, as well as their wives. A convicted adulteress could be put to
death by stoning, along with her illicit sexual partner. But Jesus, in opposition to
Hebrew practice, equated the male prerogatives of divorce and remarriage with
adultery. Whoever wanted to be a Christian and married—male or female—would
have to be permanently monogamous.
Jesus also challenged the excessive punishment meted out to the adulteress. In a
by now famous incident, he was asked whether a woman “taken in adultery, in the
very act,” should be stoned, according to Mosaic law. His response has become
proverbial: “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” ( John
8:7). Jesus’ emphasis upon compassion rather than revenge, and upon the equality of
all men and women in sin, struck a new chord in religious history. Nonetheless,
Christian society continued to mete out strong punishment to adulterers for centuries
to come. Both parties to the act were paraded through the streets nude in thirteenthcentury France, and, worse yet, subject to being buried alive and impaled in
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