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“There are only a few things that you cannot manage without internet”: 
Realization of capabilities through internet (non)use by ultra-Orthodox 
Jewish women

Rivka Neriya-Ben Shahara , Avi Marcianob  and Amit M. Schejterb,c 
aDepartment of communication, Sapir academic college, Sderot, Israel; bDepartment of communication Studies, Ben-Gurion University 
of the negev, Beer-Sheva, Israel; cBellisario college of communication, Penn State University

ABSTRACT
In this study we focus on internet nonuse among Israeli ultra-Orthodox Jewish women, 
members of a community that either refrains from using the internet or deploys 
content-filtering when it does access it in some situations. We conducted in-depth interviews 
to empirically answer two questions: First, how do ultra-Orthodox women perceive their 
internet nonuse? Second, what direct and indirect solutions do they create to realize their 
desired capabilities that contemporarily require internet access? We found that adhering to 
religious strictures means more than obedience to religious commitments and community 
leaders, and that while nonuse may seem like a self-imposed disenabling act, it holds valuable 
social advantages at the individual, family, and community levels.

The ultra-Orthodox Jewish community, a very reli-
gious one, comprises 13% of Israel’s population 
(Malach and Cahaner 2022). Its religious and social 
life are bound by a stringent interpretation of Halakha, 
Jewish religious law, and unquestioning faith in rab-
binic authority. The men see themselves as belonging 
to an intellectual “society of scholars,” whose com-
mitment to studying the Torah supersedes professional 
attainments in secular vocations (Friedman 1991, 
1993). The women are responsible for the care of 
their relatively large families (an average of seven 
children per family), and many other communal 
needs, and have a very significant presence in the 
public sphere. With an average of 14 years of school-
ing, they work, study, and support their families, and 
many are the primary breadwinners (Davidman 1991; 
El-Or 1994; Fader 2013). The large families, the fact 
that often there is only one breadwinner per family, 
and the limitations on the type of vocations women 
can engage in due to religious constraints, contribute 
to the community’s impoverishment.

A major tenet of ultra-Orthodoxy is that “what is 
new is forbidden” (Samet 2005). In the case of the 
internet, there is ambivalence on this score because 
it is essential for employment (Barzilai-Nahon and 
Barzilai 2005; Livio and Tenenboim-Weinblatt 2007; 
Rosenberg and Rashi 2015). As a result, limited 

internet use is permitted outside the home primarily 
for business needs (Campbell 2010, 2013, 2015; 
Malach and Cahaner 2020), and more and more 
among the ultra-Orthodox have started using the 
internet. Interestingly, Cahaner (2020) found that 68% 
of them used the internet for work, 24% got updates 
from ultra-Orthodox news websites, and 15% used it 
for entertainment. In 2020, 47% of the ultra-Orthodox 
(respondents could mark more than one option on 
the survey questionnaire) used the internet for infor-
mation searching, 41% for banking and paying bills, 
36% for government agencies’ services, 29% for online 
shopping, and 18% for social media (Central Bureau 
of Statistics 2021). The users tend to legitimize inter-
net use by providing reasons, and excuses, and most 
importantly, on the grounds that they employ 
content-filtering technologies (Rashi 2013; Rosenberg, 
Blondheim, and Katz 2019). Although the COVID-19 
pandemic increased internet exposure among members 
of the community, its use is still limited, and many 
households refrain from using it.

Such nonuse differs from the much-studied digital 
divide (e.g. Hargittai 2004; Hargittai and Walejko 
2008; van Deursen and van Dijk 2015; Wyatt et  al. 
2005). For many years, scholars have focused on moti-
vational barriers to digital technology usage with par-
ticular attention to usage and digital skills (e.g. Büchi, 
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Just, and Latzer 2016; van Deursen and van Dijk 
2014). However, ultra-Orthodox women’s nonuse is 
by choice. The reasons are complex, as we will see.

In this study, we conducted in-depth interviews to 
empirically answer two questions: First, how do 
ultra-Orthodox women perceive their internet nonuse? 
Second, what direct and indirect solutions do they 
create to realize their desired capabilities that con-
temporarily require internet access?

Theoretical approach

Iannaccone (1992) found that there is a connection 
between the sacrifices members of religious commu-
nities make and their success. What may be perceived 
as unproductive sacrifices in fact mark the group’s 
commitment and collective nature. The unusual norms 
adopted by the community increase the members’ 
participation in its activities, as they must forsake 
aspects of the secular world in order to get support 
from other community members. In his study focusing 
specifically on ultra-Orthodox Jews, Berman (2000) 
used these insights to explain their embrace of vol-
untary poverty. He argued that while adopting reli-
gious prohibitions may seem like an irrational act, 
they provide access to a “generous mutual insurance 
network, based on religiously motivated charitable 
acts” (Berman 2000, 908). Since access to these mutual 
insurance networks excludes outsiders, the benefits 
they offer to their members are club goods1 
(Berman 2000).

The ultra-Orthodox community’s approach also 
resonates with Amartya Sen’s (1993, 2004, 2005) capa-
bilities approach, which shifted the attention “from 
goods to what goods do to human beings” (Sen 1979, 
219). Herein the focus is on people’s ability to use 
the opportunities that are available to them rather 
than the goods they possess (Schejter and Tirosh 
2016). Accordingly, Sen (1979) looked at people’s 
actual capability to use the goods, services, and oppor-
tunities available to them, rather than the mere access 
to or ownership of those goods. At the same time, 
he rejected approaches that recognize lists of capabil-
ities taken to be ideal or canonical, leaving the choice 
of capabilities to be realized to each person’s choice 
(Sen 2005).

Our study offers a unique context to understand 
the development of social capital. Bourdieu (1986) 
defined social capital as “made up of social obligations 
(‘connections’), which is convertible, in certain con-
ditions, into economic capital” (243). In a similar 
vein, Putnam (1995, 67) referred to social capital as 
“features of social organization such as networks, 

norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination 
and cooperation for mutual benefit”. He pointed out 
that these social networks’ interactions reduce oppor-
tunism, and develop the “I,” the individual, into the 
“we,” the community, for collective benefits. 
Communities with high social capital have two under-
lying factors: engagement and trust.

We draw on theories of club goods, social capital, 
and capabilities to understand ultra-Orthodox women’s 
nonuse. In a nutshell, we find their nonuse increases 
their social capital both inside and outside their 
community.

Methodology

In 2017–2019 we conducted 25 in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews in the ultra-Orthodox com-
munity. We relied on a female ultra-Orthodox research 
assistant to recruit the interviewees and conduct the 
interviews, since an external interviewer may raise 
suspicion and distrust.

The ultra-Orthodox women (based on 
self-identification) were recruited using purposeful 
and snowball sampling. Their ages were between 27 
and 51, and they were mothers of 3 to 15 children. 
Most of them work as teachers (from daycare to high 
school), some are stay-at-home mothers, others have 
small businesses, or work part-time in various odd 
jobs. All of them speak Hebrew, and most also speak 
a second language (English, Yiddish, French, or 
German). The husbands of most women are Torah 
scholars and some work in the ultra-Orthodox edu-
cation system for boys.

The ultra-Orthodox research assistant who identi-
fied herself as a smartphone nonuser had decided to 
have a very strictly filtered internet at her home about 
two years before the interviews were conducted. She 
found the process of finding appropriate interviewees 
for the study to be harder than she imagined because 
many of her neighbors, family, friends, and acquain-
tances only started to use the internet, mostly filtered, 
about this period.

We analyzed data in line with grounded theory 
principles (Strauss and Corbin 1990).

Findings

While conventional scholarship and policymaking takes 
nonuse to be a detriment to human growth, flourishing 
and wellbeing, we look at nonuse from the capabilities 
perspective, allowing us to note the benefits of nonuse 
and understand why some communities do so by choice.
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Nonuse as a constraint and as an enabler

The prohibition against internet use weighed heavily 
against the interviewees. Responses reflected how the 
interviewees perceived this prohibition: “Our rabbi 
renews every year, again and again, the prohibition 
against using computers. Only those who must do it 
for work [can use the internet]” (Blumi, kindergarten 
teacher, mother of nine); “In our community, this is 
prohibited, there is no permission. It’s sweeping, it’s 
addicting, it extends to all areas of prohibition” 
(Hanna, seamstress, mother of 15).

Accepting the rabbinical ruling was perceived by 
the interviewees as a sacrifice, which impacts different 
dimensions of life. Indeed, these sacrifices ranged in 
size and kind and involved compromising accepted 
patterns of family ties, making economic compro-
mises, and avoiding government service needs.

Familial
Some of the interviewees reported missing family 
news and updates:

My father-in-law has wanted us to have a computer, 
so we can get news from the family in the USA […
and] I said that nothing will happen if we get the 
news two days later. [However] I started to feel dis-
connected from the family in the USA. They have 
their [WhatsApp] group. In the past, they used to call 
us … when my niece got engaged; my father-in-law 
wanted to show my husband the groom’s picture. He 
said: “this is your nephew!” My husband just answered: 
“Nicht” [in Yiddish: “no”]. (Blumi, kindergarten 
teacher, mother of nine).

Economic
As breadwinners in a tough job market, some of the 
women sacrificed meaningful job opportunities: “I 
heard about a newly married woman … who had a 
job interview in a place with non-filtered internet. 
She asked to turn off the internet for her, and the 
boss said – no way. She said that this is not a job 
for her and returned home … Many women sacrifice 
their souls for this issue, and it’s clear. When women 
work with an open internet, it influences their home. 
They are exposed to … The fact that the children 
know that their mother works with internet […and] 
touches an impure device” (Lea, teacher, mother of 
10). Another participant told us: “If I am a teachers’ 
guide, I will need to know [how to use] the computer, 
so this prevents me from thinking about promotion 
… My niece is a famous graphic designer and a pho-
tographer … She has a computer in another building, 
but [the computer] is empty, very very filtered, but 

she doesn’t bring it [into the home]. She is very 
strong, she could, but she doesn’t enter it. She can 
lose a lot of money because at stressful times she 
could work in the middle of the night from home” 
(Blumi, kindergarten teacher, mother of nine).

Blumi’s description of the “empty, very very fil-
tered” computer in another building refers to an ini-
tiative of some entrepreneurs to establish kiosks with 
filtered internet. These kiosks, located in central and 
peripheral areas in ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods, 
can be found in a street shop or a small apartment 
in a residential building. The kiosks are maintained 
according to the community’s rules. They maintain 
gender segregation; some places allow only men or 
women at all times, while others maintain different 
time slots for men and women. Here, on a strictly 
filtered internet portal, users can access government 
agencies, banks, health services, and sometimes pop-
ular shopping sites. Sometimes these kiosks use secu-
rity cameras to make sure that the uses adhere to the 
rules. The users pay according to their usage.

As far as expenditures go, the women described 
the convenience and low prices of web-shopping 
which they avoid: “Sometimes I was really tempted 
… when I heard mothers talk in my kindergarten 
about their shopping. I saw the nice and cheap clothes 
and shoes” (Sari, kindergarten teacher, mother of six); 
“There is a temptation to shop using the computer, 
Next [a cheap British website that is very popular 
among ultra-Orthodox mothers, especially because of 
the modest design of its offerings], clothes, things for 
my grandchildren and my daughters. I see teachers 
sit and buy sheets, [for the] brides’ dowry. There is 
a special kiosk for Next shopping [but I don’t use it]” 
(Lea, teacher, mother of 10). Participants’ economic 
situation, as members of one of the most impover-
ished populations in Israel, could explain the repeti-
tions of “temptation” in their responses.

Civic
Interviewees also mentioned sacrifices when talking 
about government services that are designed for con-
nected citizens: “We need five documents from the 
Ministry of Justice’s website. We don’t have [inter-
net]. We are looking for someone to do that for us. 
Wouldn’t I like to have internet, click some buttons 
and send it to my email?” (Tovi, teacher, mother of 
seven). While Tovi just needs the website, Blumi (kin-
dergarten teacher, mother of nine) found herself at 
odds with the law: “A policeman came to check my 
summer-camp’s safety. He asked me to sign my name 
on his iPhone and I replied that I could not even 
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touch it. He said: I’m a policeman, and I require you 
to sign. I asked to call the area’s commanding officer. 
I told the officer that I could only sign my name on 
paper. He said that the paper might get lost. Then 
[after a negotiation] he asked the policeman to sign 
on my behalf. The policeman said [to me]: ‘good 
for you!’”

These testimonies show how the prohibition against 
internet use results in significant sacrifices, ranging 
from time and money to social isolation. In terms of 
club theory (Berman 2000; Iannaccone 1992), religious 
strictness appears to be a coin in the social-religious-cul-
tural capital system (Neriya-Ben Shahar 2017), func-
tioning as an individual’s payoff for securing desirable 
behavior from other members. In terms of capabilities, 
we observe that the religious dogma serves as both 
a constraint as well as an enabler – the former in 
limiting the benefits of connecting to the world out-
side the community, the latter for maintaining ties 
within the community. For these community mem-
bers, the price of leaving the community is much 
higher than the sacrifices of nonuse. In other words, 
by adopting a capabilities perspective we can note 
that nonuse is a choice that enables a capability the 
women desire, the group membership, which for them 
supersedes the benefits of internet use for everyday 
needs. Indeed, in policy terms, these women do not 
need a one-size-fits-all connection to the internet to 
resolve the “divide” they are experiencing, but rather 
connectivity that would not jeopardize the capability 
of belonging to the group.

Finding direct and indirect solutions

Our interviews revealed that when it comes to com-
municating, the need for using media technologies 
arises only when face-to-face communications are 
impossible or at least very hard to establish and 
conduct. Here we will illustrate how the women 
realize their capabilities by finding direct and indi-
rect solutions for the new media needs. The process 
the women go through in order to determine 
whether to go the technology way is a road map 
of sorts. The first intersection is a sorting process, 
asking whether interaction with people external to 
the community is necessary. Once that is deter-
mined, the women first seek offline solutions such 
as going to the place, calling the agency they need 
by phone or calling family members and friends 
for advice. Only in cases of a real necessity, in 
which they cannot physically access the service 
themselves, or that the effort does not make sense, 

they ask for help from somebody with an internet 
connection.

Choosing to avoid internet use and instead visit 
physically by walking or traveling is the standard 
solution: “I know that there is an option to get pre-
scriptions and blood tests’ results online. I take some 
minutes walking; I go to the secretary and ask for 
all the papers I need. What is the big deal?” (Rivki, 
Shopkeeper, mother of 10); “There were times that 
without email at home I lost hours. OK, that’s fine, 
everything has a price” (Freida, teacher, mother of 
eight). Blumi’s story was more challenging: “It was 
after a day of running around. From 8:30, I was 
doing errands. I came home at 13:30 … and I didn’t 
do anything on my day off ! … I bought nothing 
and returned with empty hands because money also 
has a say. I cannot pay these astronomic prices. … 
Then, my friend told me today that she spent the 
morning with the computer in my building [special 
kiosk with filtered internet]. I thought, ho, mom! I 
could save a lot … I returned so exhausted from the 
dissatisfaction”.

The interviewees also use (simple) phones – land-
line or cellphone – for calling government and com-
mercial service providers, family members and friends, 
for services and advice. “The bank is very annoying, 
very frustrating. They think that everyone has an 
internet connection. One day I entered the bank, I 
found a responsible official; I said to her: ‘Listen, I 
don’t have internet. I need someone [a person]’. She 
gave me her number. Now, I have her number [in 
another case…] I told my daughter’s hospital doctor 
that I [can’t receive] messages, I don’t have internet. 
… She said: OK, I respect that, here is my number, 
you can call 24 h a day. I called her at 4 am. She 
always answers with a smile; she respects. … I try to 
work with people that … Alternatively, it’s just God’s 
help.” (Rivki, shopkeeper, mother of 10).

The interviews revealed that the standard 
old-fashioned phone served as a viable alternative 
for seeking advice from trusted people. The women 
call their mothers, sisters, friends, and other commu-
nity members. They don’t just talk about experiences, 
but also seek help regarding information that can 
be found only over certain websites. “I called my 
friend about a weekly menu, what should I cook for 
the family … to ask where I can find a skirt for a 
three-year-old girl” (Miriam, housekeeper, mother of 
eight); “I initiate contact with parents, I must have the 
personal tone, that they will hear the tones beyond 
the words. We have some teachers that send emails 
‘your daughter behaves great in the English lesson.’ 
… I’m old fashioned, I would call” (Lea, teacher, 
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mother of 10).; “I got [the hotel number] from my 
son … the number was disconnected […I had to 
invest many efforts]. Indeed, if I had internet, perhaps 
I would look for a minute and find … [but] I don’t 
have internet” (Naomi, housekeeper, mother of 11); 
“My husband doesn’t have a cellphone … I had eight 
births and one miscarriage. … he gave me the phone 
numbers of the [pay phones in the Yeshiva] and I 
found him, every time I needed” (Shira, therapist, 
mother of nine).

Liba (copy editor, mother of 11) said humorously: 
“I have four married children, [… I talk] with every-
one several times a day because they call every sec-
ond. When my daughter calls and asks, ‘how are you’ 
I answer that nothing [has changed] since the last 
conversation, five minutes ago.”

We can also look at these phone calls from a 
two-step flow perspective, wherein information diffu-
sion entails both mass media and interpersonal net-
works, with the speed and efficiency of the diffusion 
process depending on social and cultural issues, such 
as different degrees of social integration and social 
norms (Katz 1957, 1961; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955). 
The ultra-Orthodox women by eschewing the internet 
deliberately choose slower and less efficient modes. 
For instance, even though the call to the doctor’s 
personal phone and the many calls to family members 
are less convenient and more time-consuming than 
the hospital website or the family WhatsApp group, 
these nonusers prefer to use traditional phone calls 
to satisfy their needs. Herein they not only become 
informed but also simultaneously strengthen the social 
norms and the community’s cohesion.

Granovetter (1973) examined the communications 
characteristics of weak and strong ties. The bank offi-
cial and the hospital doctor, among others, demon-
strated respect for their clients’ values, changed 
established professional behaviors, and shared their 
phone numbers. They bypassed the regular system 
through secretaries and websites, and connected 
directly, using their personal phone, with the nonus-
ers. The weak ties were replaced by strong ties when 
the doctor and the banker became closer to these 
clients and provided service as if they were VIPs, 
despite their inability to connect over the internet.

The young daughters that call every five minutes, 
the husband who is always to be found at the Yeshiva, 
without a cellphone, and the friends and relatives 
demonstrate that the absence of information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs) in their lives is not a 
constraint for the maintenance of the strong cohesive 
ties in this social network. The community’s support 
system enables the community to safeguard its values 

and function within contemporary secular society at 
the same time. Looking at these professional and 
familial strong ties from Sen’s capabilities perspectives 
(1979, 1993), these women create, maintain, and 
sharpen their abilities to make use of their opportu-
nities. While they may be sacrificing some conve-
nience, they are able to realize their capabilities and 
achieve the functioning they desire. They use cleverly 
the resources they have – the people willing to help, 
and the simple phone to fulfill their needs, in ways 
that respect their values.

Sometimes, somebody, somewhere: Using the 
internet via a proxy

There were certain needs, however, which the women 
found were impossible to address without internet 
use, e.g. contacting the United States’ embassy. In 
such cases they had to use the internet via a proxy. 
Ester (teacher, mother of seven) said: “The United 
States embassy is the only … place that … there is 
nobody to talk to. You have to do that through the 
computer. It is really the only thing that I need to 
ask somebody to do for me.” Blumi (kindergarten 
teacher, mother of nine) almost gave up: “My husband 
is an American citizen. He wanted our daughter to 
be an American citizen, too. He [was willing] to give 
up American citizenship, the American passport, and 
the social security [… in order not to be forced to 
use the internet]. Then, God gave us a present – a 
Hassid that did everything for us [on the website], 
we just had to sign”.

When describing other issues that could only be 
addressed by asking other internet users, the women 
used terms that highlighted the rareness of these uses. 
Ester (teacher, mother of seven) described this in the 
context of health issues: “I have Arthritis, and I take 
medicine. There are side effects that weren’t written. 
For these few events I asked somebody to check for 
me”; Lea (teacher, mother of 10) said: “Sometimes the 
doctor tells me something, and I want to understand 
what it means. I asked another teacher for help [with 
the internet at school]”. Lea also mentioned 
work-related needs: “I can ask other teachers, my 
colleagues, to help me … one showed me Google … 
I said: ‘wow! It’s a wonderful tool!’ In one moment, 
I was exposed to much information that I wouldn’t 
reach in another way …” ; Freida (teacher, mother of 
eight) said: “I need studies for my teaching … some-
thing to enrich the classes … I approached someone, 
and she doesn’t care if one evening every month I sit 
and look a little bit”; Rivki (shopkeeper, mother of 
10) remembered: “I needed to see some hair covers 
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for my shop. They sent it to the nearest shop, a guy 
that works in the vegetable department has something 
… I saw the pictures on his phone. It’s OK; I saw it 
only once.”

Necessity
Indeed, necessity often served as an excuse for using 
the internet, even by others. Blumi (kindergarten 
teacher, mother of nine) described some solutions 
for dealing with bureaucracy: “We have somebody 
from the community that takes care of our arrange-
ments”; Dvora (teacher, mother of eight) said: “For 
technical and bureaucratic issues, such as registration 
for school, I asked my neighbor … She registered her 
daughters, so she took my ID and, in some minutes… 
It took her only some minutes, but for me the time 
to travel there … is crazy”. Sari (kindergarten teacher, 
mother of six) apologized when discussing shopping: 
“Perhaps three or four times I went to my sister. She 
has internet for her work. I found a shop that I can 
order clothes”.

Third-person effect
We also saw our respondents ascribing responsibility 
for their internet use to others, a third-person effect 
(Davison 1983). Ester (teacher, mother of even) hes-
itated: “In fact, this is for her [sister-in-law]. It’s for 
her if she finds for me a shoe or something in Next. 
I don’t even need it … She looks for herself, so she 
looks for me as well”. Some others may be justified 
in their use because they reside abroad. For example, 
Freida (teacher, mother of eight) approaches relatives 
abroad: “My mother is in the USA; she has an internet 
connection. If I need a forecast for the next four days, 
she checks for me … My brother in the USA checks 
for me about flights, or entrance to sites … “my 
sisters-in-law can help sometimes. They are not from 
here; they are from outside the country”. Here the 
explanation is the need to connect with kith and kin 
in the US, where ultra-Orthodox communities have 
different norms with many of them permitting an 
internet connection.

The road map of capabilities

The behavior of the ultra-Orthodox mapped above 
could be seen paradoxically as dichotomic and 
straightforward at the same time: seeking enabling 
uses of the ICTs and overcoming the constraints cre-
ated by the cultural setting. Needs that are not essen-
tial, are to be given up. Necessary needs are to be 
resolved first by using alternative means – walking, 

traveling, or calling – and only in rare cases – having 
another person use the internet to perform tasks for 
them. We noticed that when the women hesitated to 
talk about or sounded frustrated about situations that 
required reliance on a proxy for internet connection, 
the most meaningful stories emerged. Their justifica-
tion for internet use by proxy took the form: “I know 
…, but …” Further, they engage in much soul-searching 
on this issue. They talk about their self-limitations, 
support each other’s nonuse and criticize the other 
community members who take advantage of the prox-
ies. At the same time, some (as there are different 
levels of religiosity) are cognizant of the fact that 
asking another to perform a forbidden task is also 
inappropriate, so they often add a disclaimer when 
describing the interaction with the proxy in the form 
of “I didn’t ask her.”

Sari (kindergarten teacher, mother of six) addresses 
the constraints she faces, even with her sister: “There 
are only a few things that you cannot manage without 
the internet. Sometimes I need an urgent appointment 
with the pediatrician. I think … maybe I can call my 
sister, she will arrange it for me [by the website]”; 
the women’s support of nonuse includes even the 
community’s special events, as Blumi (kindergarten 
teacher, mother of nine) said: “our rabbi traveled to 
Canada; he hasn’t been there 23 years. It was a very, 
very moving ceremony … more than 12000 people. 
We are [a group of] 12 women. Six watched; they 
have it on the computer. They work, in the workplace, 
filtered … Six didn’t watch. We strengthened our-
selves, the women that didn’t watch”. This implicit 
criticism became explicit toward the people who use 
the internet by proxy: “using in the neighbors’ house, 
taking advantage wherever they can, just for not hav-
ing it in my home.” (Naomi, housekeeper, mother of 
11). Dvora (teacher, mother of eight) was clear: “For 
these things, I would never ask other people – for 
recipes, for things that [are] not a must – I would 
never ask somebody to search for me there, really, 
never! Because I don’t want to ask other people some-
thing I don’t must-have. And also, why? Why do they 
need to open their eyes for me? Because I want a 
recipe?” Sari (kindergarten teacher, mother of six) 
Laughs: “My sister says … that she enjoys seeing other 
people screaming at the internet while [I] ask her for 
favors all day around.”

Nevertheless, the data show that even the strictest 
women who never touched the internet themselves 
used the internet by proxies, at least once. The fol-
lowing quotes bring out the women’s hesitations, rare-
ness, and the non-intentionality of these relationships: 
“I have a neighbor that has a tablet. Sometimes I 
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would like to see a sweater on Next or something 
like that. Nevertheless, I say: what is the problem? 
She would show it to me in one second. On the other 
hand, I say that I don’t want to get used to this thing, 
to take advantage of her internet … My mother-in-
law sends me pictures [to…] my neighbor, and, on 
her way home, she shows me the pictures. I said, 
‘thank you,’ but I didn’t ask.” (Miriam, housekeeper, 
mother of eight); Tovi (teacher, mother of seven) said: 
“I break my head, trying to figure out who will get 
it [documents from the ministry of law]. So, I can 
go to the less known people – the neighbors that 
don’t know me much [… but] I don’t have such a 
pleasant communication with them, that I can knock 
[on their door] and tell them [that I need help]”.

Looking at the decisions these women make as 
they work through whether to go past their 
self-imposed nonuse constraint and utilize an ICT to 
connect with others, we see that the social network, 
the constraining factor, trumps. While the better 
choices of using the phone and asking many questions 
engender contact with strong ties – from family mem-
ber to the merciful doctor – the proxies, who are the 
enablers, are mostly their weak ties: the “other side” 
of the family (e.g. in-laws), neighbors, and colleagues.

Strong ties as constraints and weak ties as 
enablers

Granovetter (1973) characterized strong ties as heavily 
invested in terms of time, emotions, intimacy, and 
reciprocity, and the weak ties as the converse. In the 
case of internet access, the ultra-Orthodox women 
cannot get help from their strong ties. These homoph-
ilous relationships are with people who are (usually) 
nonusers. In order to exercise ICT-enabled capabilities, 
they strengthened their weak ties by asking hetero-
phile linkages – out-of-the-country family members, 
in-laws, neighbors, and colleagues, or even hired 
strangers – for internet use by proxy.

These proxies became bridges, “a line in a network 
which provides the only path between two points” 
(Granovetter 1973, 1364) – such bridging is not lim-
ited to the internet connection, it also creates ties 
between different people, heterophilous linkages across 
the boundaries of closed communities (Liu and Duff 
1972). This enables their capability to survive in con-
temporary society by addressing the most basic needs, 
which at this point in human history are mostly pro-
vided via networked ICTs, e.g. access to health pro-
viders, government services and processes, and online 
sellers. Even though there is no reciprocity in these 
weak ties, a high level of intimacy as well as 

emotional and personal connection could be created 
in the process. For instance, for online purchase of 
gifts, the women give their helpers their ID numbers, 
credit card numbers, bank details, family members’ 
body sizes, budget, etc. Such reliance creates a high 
level of collaboration and social capital that is char-
acterized by trust and engagement (Putnam 1995). At 
the same time, this surrender of private information 
opens the possibility for strong control by the proxies.

The strength of the weak ties could be seen clearly 
in this religiously “excluded” community. The complex 
usage of inside and outside community networks is 
part of the enablement of their capabilities – which 
is done through creative means. The women use 
strong ties for everything they could – by face-to-face 
interaction, or usually by phone. Today’s low price of 
phone calls enables them to overcome distance within 
Israel as well as call their relatives outside the country, 
even just to ask about the four-day weather forecast. 
When the strong ties cannot help and they need to 
see something that is online themselves, such as fam-
ily pictures, or to sign a document, they operate the 
second system – the weak ties. Here come the neigh-
bors, colleagues, or others, helping them to get the 
signed document or see the newborn. Thus, the 
weaker ties become more effective because they bridge 
physical and bureaucratical distances without repri-
mand from the family or community should they be 
identified as utilizing ICTs and internet connectivity 
against the community strictures.

The enablers know that without their support (even 
though they accept the criticism for their actions), 
the nonusers wouldn’t stay nonusers. Their needs for 
services and documents from bureaucracy or from 
the US embassy may lead them to become users. But 
then, their support of the nonusers enables the pro-
vision of their needs. Furthermore, the enabler’s sup-
port, from both inside and outside the community, 
helps the ultra-Orthodox nonusers demonstrate how 
strict and serious their community is about its faith, 
and the high cost they are willing to pay to maintain 
it. Indeed, this demonstration of faith in itself can 
also be interpreted as a capability these women realize 
through the procedure they created for indirect use 
of online services.

On the cultural and political levels, we are wit-
nessing here a rethinking of the value of goods. The 
ultra-Orthodox women managed their multiple offline 
and online (by proxy) social networks cleverly. Their 
road map addressed how they differentiate between 
goods and “what goods do to human beings” (Sen 
1979, 219). They don’t choose mere ownership or 
access to those goods (Sen 1979). Nevertheless, they 
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use these weaker networks to realize “the opportu-
nity of doing things and achieving results one has 
reason to value … the freedom to live the way one 
would like, rather than judging freedom simply by 
commodity holding” (Sen 1993, 532). In their commu-
nities, the rational behavior is accepting restrictions, 
stigma, and self-sacrifice, and relying on mutual sup-
port (Berman 2000; Iannaccone 1992). When other 
people use their devices to take care of their needs, 
the ultra-Orthodox women reflect their values with 
complex decision-making guided by a value-laden 
road map. Moreover, by calling their strong ties or 
using the internet connection of their weak ties, they 
strengthen both the strong and the weak ties. Further, 
they make visible the sacrifices their religious commit-
ments entail. For instance, by calling friends for advice 
for something that is instantly available on a Google 
search, these women are essentially proclaiming: “I 
am a very committed member of this community.”

Indeed, the nonusers declare their piousness to the 
outside world. Calling the government offices, the 
bank, and the hospital, they let the outside world 
know that there is a religious community that is will-
ing to sacrifice the convenience provided by internet 
access for its religious values. They show the strict-
ness, costliness, and seriousness of their religious 
group (Kelley 1972, 1978). And, so far, in a society 
that is transitioning to online services, their determi-
nation to stay offline while still realizing their survival 
capabilities is working, and the fact that the 
non-religious doctor and bank person provide them 
with their phone numbers, shows others’ appreciation 
(or at minimum acceptance) of their nonuse.

Summary

We sought to understand how ultra-Orthodox women 
perceive their nonuse of the internet, and what direct 
and indirect solutions they create for realizing needs 
that call for internet access. We identified the capa-
bilities they would like to realize and the constraining 
and enabling elements their unique communal life 
introduces to these efforts. We argue that “holding the 
fort” by adhering to religious rules despite the temp-
tations and needs for internet usage, means more than 
just obedience to religious commitments. We sug-
gest that while nonuse may seem like a self-imposed 
disenabling act, it enables the realization of valuable 
social advantages at the individual, family, and com-
munity levels.

Our findings show how nonusers sacrifice the con-
venience offered by contemporary ICT use, yet generate 
social capital inside their community by showing fidelity 

to the community strictures as well as outside by devel-
oping relationships with people who help them with 
internet use by proxy.2 Our findings prompt rethinking 
of the actual power of strong and weak ties for the 
realization of capabilities in communities where mem-
bers can access club goods (Berman 2000; Iannaccone 
1992). The nonuse in itself is strengthened by both the 
strong and weak ties. The intensive phone calling with 
their strong ties and the rareness of using the internet 
by proxy through their weak ties strengthens the density 
and cohesion of their inside community ties and weak-
ens their outside community ties. Once again, strength-
ening the feeling of belonging to their community can 
be defined as a capability emerging from the appreci-
ation and support of the outside world members.

To conclude, among the ultra-Orthodox women 
internet nonuse has led to the development of cre-
ative ways to realize capabilities needed to function 
in today’s society. The prohibitions and the attendant 
sacrifices contribute to the creation of a complex sys-
tem of reliance on weak and strong ties, wherein the 
use by proxy is a public statement of sacrifice, mutual 
support, and control. Granovetter (1973) observed that 
bridges based on the weak ties create many short paths. 
However, this study shows how the ultra-Orthodox 
women’s bridges – the proxies – make weak ties adopt 
strong ties’ characteristics – emotional intensity, inti-
macy, and amount of time, even though there is no 
reciprocity built in the relationship. What these women 
gain goes beyond the shopping or the service they 
need; they are the unique relationships with the proxies 
that raise the individual’s and the community’s social 
capital through collaboration, engagement, and trust.

Notes

 1. Cornes and Sandler (1999, 3) define a club good as an 
“impure public good, characterized by congestion and 
excluded benefits.”

 2. The social consequences of the nonuse are not limited 
only to the social capital of the nonusers (see 
Neriya-Ben Shahar 2017)
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