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about me 

- Clinical Social Worker
- Thesis work from Smith College School for 

Social Work



and about the research

interested in supporting helping professionals, 
especially therapists, in working with formerly 
Ultra-Orthodox Jews / religious Jews



Every year, hundreds of ultra-Orthodox Jewish men and women attempt 
to explore the world beyond their insular communities. These courageous 
individuals struggle to redefine their lives despite punitive reactions from 
family and friends, little if any secular education, a lack of experience with 
modern gender roles, and, in some cases, a limited command of English.
Footsteps is the only organization in North America assisting people on 
this journey.

Based in New York, Footsteps provides a range of services, including 
social and emotional support, educational and vocational guidance, 
workshops and social activities, and access to resources. Thanks to 
Footsteps, former ultra-Orthodox Jews have a safe, supportive, and 
flourishing community to turn to as they work to define their own identities, 
build new connections, and lead productive lives on their own terms.



research question

“How do formerly Ultra-Orthodox Jews identify 
healthy sexuality and their needs developing or 
maintaining it after their transition into the 
secular world?”



methods

- qualitative
- in-depth interviews
- thematic analysis
- exploratory
- snowball sample
- human subjects research approval from 

Smith College School for Social Work



criteria for participation

- self-identified as formerly Ultra-Orthodox
- English speaking
- over 18 years old
- met in person or over skype



demographics
Eleven interviewees
- six men, five women*
- age range from early 20s to late 30s
- seven from Chassidic homes (including Chabad, 

Vishnitz, Satmar and Belz); four from Yeshivish 
backgrounds

- ten raised in the US, one Israeli
- nine left before being married



theoretical frame
Queer Theory
thinking critically about sex, gender and sexuality, 
especially about what’s “deviant” and “normal”
Cultural Competence
what does a group have in common? what do we need 
to know about as practitioners in order to work with 
them most effectively? where do we see the limits of our 
knowledge?



FINDINGS



definitions of healthy sexuality:

1) rejecting past models
2) exploring personal sexuality
3) integrating desire and expression



definitions of healthy sexuality: 
1) rejecting past models

- patriarchal and heterosexist and binary
- “sanctification of intimacy”
- gender segregation
- Niddah (ritual purity) / taharat hamishpacha (the laws of family purity)
- Tzniut (Modesty)

● indirect communication
● sexual isolation

- chastity and celibacy



definitions of healthy sexuality: 
2) exploring personal sexuality
- “I can do whatever the fuck I want”
- asserting mastery over a part of the self that had been 

disowned
- acknowledge sexual feelings and feel permission to act 

on them
- space to explore and make mistakes



definitions of healthy sexuality: 
3) integration between desire and 
expression
- broader choices and more possibilities than before
- honesty, lack of inhibition to express needs and wants, 

place of creativity and self-expression
- “sex-positivity” and “GGG”



FINDINGS
important themes connected to sexuality for 
formerly Ultra-Orthodox Jews



the meaning of sexual contact

- losing one’s virginity as demarcating a 
person as “in” or “out” of religious community

- using sex as punishment for oneself
- differentiating between different kinds of 

sexual behaviors, “everything but”



after the boundaries come down —
what are the rules?

“if there’s any area that I miss about the 
Jewish world is that the dating and 
relationships things were so much easier. 
It was so much more straightforward, it 
was so less confusing.”



after the boundaries come down —
what are the rules?

“creeper” vs “player”



after the boundaries come down —
what are the rules?
navigating cross-gender interactions
“Because every girl, you think like ‘oh my gosh 
oh my gosh I’m speaking with a girl.’ Like ‘oh 
my gosh maybe we are going to get married.’ 
‘No, you just spoke with a girl.’ But it’s a big 
thing.”



after the boundaries come down —
what are the rules?
navigating expressions of desire and interest in 
socially acceptable, effective and/or “safe” 
ways



after the boundaries come down —
choosing what to do
“if everything sexual has been labeled sin and bad for you 
and also pleasurable and you take away the sin, does that 
make everything pleasurable?”

sexual experiences that you COULD have that you might 
not like, permission to NOT engage in sexual experiences



after the boundaries come down —
choosing what to do

playing with gender performance



the (lack of?) power of sexuality
actual sex was “a let down”
while religious “coming one inch closer to it [sex] was so 
exciting” but in real life was often disappointing
“sex bombs”



difficulty seeing oneself as sexual
“You go to a disco and you dance. And you can’t take it 
out, but because all your life you dance with Torah, you 
dance with Chasidim. You, like, when I dance in a club, 
automatically pages of Talmud come to my head. You 
can’t...you can’t dance like that. So… I mean, you can’t 
dance like that and...try to...in a club… and think to date 
with a girl.”



hyperawareness
“I was like shaking, it was just like … it was so powerful and 
I remember also thinking that like everyone knows that she 
kissed me... And that like it was like this big red mark on 
my forehead, you know, that said like … it was like the 
mark of Cain, you know, like this person like was kissed by 
a girl.”



vulnerability, assault, rape
- unhealthy boundaries - hard to know if someone is 

invading them
- many experiences that they did not know how to 

consent to
- confusion — when does “no” mean “no”? and when is it 

part of play? assertiveness vs. pressure with very high 
stakes



guilt and shame
“I felt like guys would … pressure me and make me feel 
guilty and I would feel like… I just felt like I had betrayed 
them and I hadn’t done my duties as a woman.”



guilt and shame
“I feel bad about sex...and I can’t shake it”



domino effect
“as soon as I did anything it kind of committed me to the 
future of the next thing… like when I held hands, it was like 
proposing”



playing catch-up

“because I was starved...intellectually...and 
sexually, I feel like I always need to make up 
for lost time, even though if you look 
empirically, it’s entirely possible that I’ve read 
more books and had more sex than the people 
I’m supposedly competing with.”



playing catch-up

missing the rulebook
feeling less comfortable physically than secular 
peers



shedding old ideas

discomfort seeing women being very sexual

difficulty believing in a relationship that doesn’t 
follow the rules of ta’arat hamishpacha



Learning process

sexuality as a work in progress
trial and error
read a little, have some sexual experiences, 
talk to friends, revising one’s knowledge



Learning process

manuals:
Joy of Sex
Sex for Dummies
Guide to Getting it On
podcasts and Youtube:
Dan Savage, pornography, sex therapists

*popular media to be taken with “a grain of salt”



Thank you

my participants for sharing their 
stories with me
the staff of Footsteps
my advisor David Byers, LICSW



Q & A


