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A Critical Study of Women's Inheritance in
Judaism and Christianity
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ABSTRACT
The ancient method of inheritance in early Judaism and other
ancient nations was that all the property of the deceased was given
to his close blood relatives. Usually, the first son becomes the head
of the family and becomes the owner of the family property. If the
deceased had no son, he would appoint a friend as his heir. For those
Christians who claim to be followers of Jesus (AH), there is no
mention in the Bible of any family, social or economic laws, nor any
special law of inheritance. Christians have therefore followed
Roman and Jewish laws of inheritance, and have used the laws of
other religions. This article critically examines the laws and rules of
women's inheritance in Judaism and Christianity.

KEYWORDS:
Jews, Christian, Inheritance, laws, Women.
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Virtually all kinds of property appear to have been subject to
transfer by inheritance or bequest. Provision for transferring
real property (land, fields, and houses) was centrally
important in biblical law and tradition. Wealth, generally, and
certain particular forms of the same could be inherited or
bequeathed e.g., slaves, silver, gold and cattle. Genesis
traditions tell that Abraham gave "all that he had" to his son,
Isaac. It has even been proposed that in the earliest form of
levirate marriage, "the wife, being her husband's property,
was passed on, like the rest of his estate, to his heir". No
biblical texts indicate that wives, daughters or sisters were
regarded as property subject to inheritance or bequest. A few
texts suggest that in the absence of other offspring, a slave

might inherit, possibly as a "constructive" son, that is a son by
operation of law.?®
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"From the opening chapters of the book of Genesis, where

woman is created to serve as man's 'helper' (Gen.2:20-24) to

the pronouncements of Paul concerning the submission of

wives to their husbands and the silencing of women in

communal worship (1 Cor. 14:34; Col.3:18), the primary
emphasis of the Bible is on women's subordinate status". 3°
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"Considerable evidence depicts the Bible as a document of
male supremacy".3!

"_‘aﬂu/)/vub46'/“:@)JG’)U@JJ/:’/J;QU.’:U%Q}%WP&K"
-‘gtt?g;/(,}féﬁzrnful.@‘at“lgy(pfc;wﬁ%}g.ﬁ/;uﬁ%,aéw
:‘at/;’/ KIIIJ"( TSN AN s it

"Limited women's roles and functions to the home, and
severely restricted: (1) their rights of inheritance, (2) their
choice of relationship, (3) their ability to pursue a religious
education or fully participate in synagogue, and (4) limited
their freedom of movement". 32
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Marriage and family law in the Bible favored men over
women. For example, a husband could divorce a wife if he
chose to, but a wife could not divorce a husband without his
consent. The law said a woman could not make a binding vow
without consent of her male authority, so she could not legally
marry without male approval.®3
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Laws concerning the loss of female virginity have no male
equivalent. Women in biblical times depended on men
economically. Women had the right to own property jointly
with their husbands, except in the rare case of inheriting land
from a father who didn't bear sons. Even "in such cases,
women would be required to remarry within the tribe so as
not to reduce its land holdings".34
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Property was transferred through the male line and women
could not inherit unless there were no male heirs. These and
other gender-based differences found in the Torah suggest
that women were seen as subordinate to men; however, they
also suggest that biblical society viewed continuity, property,
and family unity as paramount.?®
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Adultery was defined differently for men than for women: a
woman was an adulterous if she had sexual relations outside
her marriage, but if a man had sexual relations outside his
marriage with an unmarried woman, a concubine or a
prostitute, it was not considered adultery on his part. A
woman was considered "owned by a master". A woman was
always under the authority of a man: her father, her brothers,
her husband, and since she did not inherit, eventually her
eldest son. She was subject to strict purity laws, both ritual
and moral, and non-conforming sex—homosexuality,
bestiality, cross dressing and masturbation—was punished.
Stringent protection of the marital bond and loyalty to kin was
very strong.3®
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