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FIGURE 1. Page from the Talmud (Steinsaltz 2004)
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[For] the Talmudic rabbi, the most interesting aspect of reality is the human and 
the societal: the village, the home, the individual. Talmudic Judaism, because of its 
stress on what and how one eats and drinks, has been called a religion of pots and 
pans. And so it is, if not that alone, for its raw materials are the irreducible atoms 
of concrete life. (Neusner 1973:228) 

Not only does this engagement with the micro level parallel the subject matter of 
interactionists, the Talmud also addresses some of the difficulties in presenting quali-
tative data about the action of everyday life in a written format. The actual physical 
format of text and the conventions of linear narrative can constrain the portrayal of 
everyday stories. Because people’s lives twist and turn, going over bumps and smooth 
places, telling their stories can be challenging for them as well as for the person try-
ing to “re-present” them for research purposes. Some instruction guides for writing 
up qualitative research bemoan what they see as the inevitability of a limiting linear 
structure to express everyday interactions. Atkinson (1994:6), for example, claims: 

We all have to struggle to turn the dense complexity of everyday life into a lin-
ear structure—an argument that starts on page one, and progresses through a 
logical sequence, and ends on the final page. The transformation of cultural life 
into 80,000 words (or whatever) and a series of more or less uniform chapters is 
achieved through the imposition of some major—more or less arbitrary—frame-
works and constraints.

As those using experimental writing know, one problem with this process is that 
linear forms tend to box in people’s lives. Naples (1998:10) recounts her struggles to 
reconcile real life with the conventional written format: “The written form required 
creating a more linear and less complicated construction of spoken experience than 
was evident in the interviews that gave rise to the individual life histories.”

Although everyday life is recognized as anything but linear, its written presentation 
is still usually expected to fit the linear structure that conforms to the conventions of 
social science. In contrast, we can adapt the Talmudic form and the style of argumen-
tation to present qualitative methods in a way that transcends the limitations of con-
ventional formats and understandings. The Talmudic format uniquely addresses the 
difficulty of representing everyday analysis, as the Talmud itself accords analytic sig-
nificance to everyday life. Concerning other methodological issues germane to quali-
tative research, I argue that adapting the format of the Talmud is ideal for giving voice 
to those who might not otherwise be heard, for presenting multiple and competing 
narratives alongside documents, for exposing embedded authority, and for problema-
tizing any simple notion of truth. In addition, the text is not only open to the readers’ 
interpretations but requires greater participation in the act of reading.

“THE PEOPLE SAY”: GIVING VOICE

Rieser (2001) notes that the term “amre inshe,” translated as “the people say,” appears 
frequently in the Babylonian Talmud. He claims that the positioning and frequency of 
this term suggest its authoritative weight in the text. The rabbis give voice to people’s 
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folk wisdom by incorporating everyday sayings. “The authority for these passages 
derives from the people and the creative understanding of life they have developed 
through the reality of everyday life” (p. 29). Yassif (1999) explains that folk wisdom 
was preserved in the Talmud, albeit at times with revisions, through the contact that 
rabbis had with people in the marketplace. Quite often these were “things told to him 
[the rabbi] by a prime example of folk culture—a woman expert in folk medicine and 
the folkloric traditions then current in Jewish society” (p. 74). Though not a book of 
folklore, the Talmud preserved the sayings of the people. These were collected not sim-
ply to preserve popular wisdom but because “the sages viewed the folktale as having 
an important role in the examination or solution of weighty problems” (p. 76).

One frequently mentioned aspect of qualitative work is its intent to “give voice,” 
particularly to groups that have been suppressed. Feminist researchers in particu-
lar have prioritized giving voice to women’s everyday experience in the criteria for 
feminist methodologies (Hill Collins 1990; Reinharz 1992; Smith 1987). Although 
the original Talmud offers mainly male rabbinic voices, the format itself is not exclu-
sive. It includes information from many sources and is open to the inclusion of ad-
ditional voices, as contemporary commentary is encouraged.4 In collaboration with 
Hillel’s Joseph Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Learning, the Jewish Women’s Archive 
has recently created the feminist Talmud page “Women of Chayil,” which they refer 
to as a postmodern Talmud page (Jewish Women’s Archive n.d.). There are many 
studies on the commentaries that discuss women in the Talmud, and contemporary 
women—including female rabbis—have written new commentaries (Antonelli 1995; 
Frankel 1997; Goldstein 2000) that attempt to redress the patriarchal interpretations 
that male rabbis proposed of the Mishna. As some authors also point out, a careful 
reading shows that, thanks to the flexibility of interpretation, the rabbis in some in-
stances used commentary to free women from the constraints of the Mishna’s more 
formal laws (Abrams 1995a; Bronner 1994; Hauptman 1998; Neusner 1998). 

Because the Talmud is a living text open to current interpretations, it offers the 
opportunity to update commentary, especially through interpretation. As such, it 
provides a space for those who may not be heard otherwise. The Talmud’s format 
of multiple voices speaking from varying positions also supports this possibility in a 
more complex way.

NONLINEARITY, MULTIVOCALITY, AND AUTHORITY

The Talmudic format has been described as a nonlinear dialectic method of laying out 
interpretation of biblical text (Jacobs 1984; Neusner [1973] 1984). Neusner ([1973] 
1984:xiv) characterizes the Talmud’s unique dialectical style as “meandering” and 
based on a type of dialectics not found in the modern Western style. The method-
ological device provided by the Talmudic format is less restrictive than linear forms 
and at the same time does provide a framework for analysis. “We find the source of 
continuity in the author’s capacity to show connections through the momentum of 
rigorous analysis, on the one side, and free-ranging curiosity, on the other” (p. xiv).
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The dialectical arguments are constructed by multiple authors and therefore in-
fused with a collaborative tension also seen in qualitative research. The concept of 
give-and-take that describes the conversational aspect of data collection in qualita-
tive work appears explicitly in the methodology of the Talmudic format. Indeed, one 
term for the debates found in the Talmud is “no-sseh ve-noten,” which is translated 
as “give-and-take” (Jacobs 1984:10). This dynamic that also occurs in qualitative in-
terviews is seldom fully developed or represented in the final written account. Using 
the Talmudic format that is designed for such interactional dynamics preserves this 
tension in the written form. This design becomes also important to avoid the over-
lapping problem of authority.

While the give-and-take of relations in the field continues to shape the ethnogra-
pher’s understanding, the finished ethnography is the ethnographer’s version of 
those happenings and events. Most ethnographic conventions allow the writer to 
represent others (and her experience with them) as she sees best. In this sense the 
ethnographer openly assumes and exercises authorial privilege. (Emerson, Fretz, 
and Shaw 1995:209)

The conventional written format betrays the dynamics formed in a qualitative re-
search relationship. However, the Talmud’s polyphonic format embodies a particu-
lar style that accommodates alternative notions of authority: “The talmudic way of 
thinking and discourse may be regarded as a unique framework that can be under-
stood from different standpoints but cannot be studied by other means” (Steinsaltz 
1976:228). The Talmud’s peculiar relation to authority is helpful to present qualitative 
work and to address the issues of voice and authority. The process of interaction be-
tween speakers is more important than the authority of individual speakers (Neusner 
[1973] 1984:230). This idea is similar to Kristeva’s ([1966] 1986:55) concept of intertex-
tuality and the polyphonic novel, where the relation of texts to each other represents 
a “plurality of linguistic elements in dialogical relationships.” Kristeva views these 
texts as “social activity” and not as the construct of any one author (p. 52). Derrida’s 
([1967] 1991:50) deconstruction also interrogates the authoring of texts; he considers 
linearity “the repression of pluri-dimensional symbolic thought.” Derrida’s work, in 
particular Glas, can be viewed as influenced by the Talmudic style of presentation and 
its emphasis on interpretation (Derrida 1971; Handelman 1982).

TRUTH

Abandoning the certainty of one authoritative voice and introducing a polyphony 
of voices prevents the emergence of a grand narrative of truth. Postmodernism and 
interactionism both reject this concept of truth and offer a more complex inter-
pretation of how truth is negotiated and constructed in everyday interactions and 
texts. Because there is a certain contentiousness present in multiple-authored texts, 
incorporating multiple narratives requires an openness to unresolved discussion of 
varying viewpoints. Jacobs (1984:12) notes a frequent and particular type of Talmu-
dic argument that acknowledges this factor within the Talmud: “Where no solution is 
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