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Abstract

(Re)Producing Ethics and the Ethics of Reproduction:

Reproductive Ethics among Haredi Women in Jerusalem

Michal S. Raucher

This manuscript analyzes the ways Haredi women exert agency over their reproductive

decisions. Drawing on two years of ethnographic research in Jerusalem, Israel, I argue that

although religious and medical authorities create a matrix of control meant to limit Haredi

women’s reproductive freedom, Haredi women find space for—and insist upon—their autonomy

regarding the use of contraceptives, prenatal testing, fetal ultrasounds and other medical and nonmedical reproductive services. I maintain that a Haredi woman’s reproductive agency is not

counter-cultural. Instead, her agency is predicated upon the theological and cultural assertion that

reproduction is supposed to be a woman’s role. Haredi women understand pregnancy to be their

time of glory, their time to do what God intended for them to do and what Haredi society needs

for them to do. In this patriarchal culture, women capitalize on their bodies—the sites of their

gendered limitations in Haredi society—as they draw on their bodies’ ability to participate in the

divine act of creation as a source of empowerment. Due to this theological understanding, Haredi

women have the authority to ignore or contradict their rabbis and doctors. When it comes to

reproduction, women avoid rabbinic guidance and medical instruction in favor of an authority

that grows out of the embodied experience of pregnancy. This autonomy over reproductive

decisions is their reproductive ethic. Autonomy—built on their bodily experience, bolstered by

cultural and theological norms, and informed by their socioeconomic context—shapes Haredi

women’s reproductive choices. My analysis of the way Haredi women find agency using the
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tools of a system designed to disempower them allows us to make some critical points about the

larger discourse of reproductive ethics.
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