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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

49 - MINHAG: PART 7 - WOMEN LEANING AT THE SEDER
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SPRING 2017

A] THE ORIGINS OF THE HALACHA TO LEAN AT SEDER
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The Mishna rules that leaning' at the Seder is required for all people - even the poor. They too must feel free!’
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The idea of leaning is hashkafically related to the roundabout route that God lead the Jewish people around the desert.’
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Leaning is an essential part of the mitzvot such that if one does not lean, the mitzvot must in principle be repeated!’

B] WOMEN'S OBLIGATION IN THE MITZVOT OF SEDER
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Women are obligated on a Torah level to eat Matza (and during the time of the Mikdash also to eat Korban Pesach and
Maror’). Women are included in the Rabbinic mitzvot (such as the 4 cups) since they were also ‘in the miracle .
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Rashi’s understanding is that women were instrumental in bringing about the redemptions.
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Tosafot understands that women are included in the mitzvah since they were included in the danger.

I would like to thank my son, Asher, for his detailed research on this issue which greatly enhanced the shiur.
As such, leaning is ‘pirsum hanes’ - to show that we are free.
As such, leaning is a ‘zecher lanes’ - to remember the Exodus.
Although in practice this is not always the case. Some mitzvot at Seder need not be repeated. Also, women need not repeat the mitzvah if they fail to lean - see below.
Maror today is a Rabbinic obligation - zecher leMikdash -in which women are also obligated.
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C] WOMEN'S OBLIGATION TO LEAN - THE TALMUDIC SOURCES
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The Bavli states that women in the presence of their husbands are not obligated to lean unless they are are ‘chashuva’.

* Why would a woman not be required to lean in the presence of her hushband?

* Does this mean that she can lean if she wants to, or is it prohibited?

* What about a married woman who is not in the presence of her husband, or an unmarried woman? Does this imply that such women
should lean?

* What s the definition of ‘chashuva’?
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An alternative girsa® of the Bavli does not include the phrase ‘in the presence of their husbands’, but simply states that
women are not required to lean. This would seem to apply to unmarried women too.
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The Bach (17C, Poland) writes that the version in our gemarot is an error’, influenced by the commentary of the
Rashbam (below).
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The Yerushalmi rules that Matza must be eaten while reclining. It then raises the question of whether slaves must lean in
front of their masters and whether women must lean in front of their husbands, but leaves the question unanswered.

* Does the fact that the question was left unanswered mean that women do lean or do not?¢
* The implication of the Yerushalmi is that unmarried women would certainly lean.

D] WHY SHOULD WOMEN NOT LEAN?

D1] RESPECT FOR THE HUSBAND
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The Rashbam (13C, France) gives two explanations for why women would not lean. First, he suggests that a woman is
bound to her husband and would be too embarrassed (in awe? afraid?) to lean in front of him!
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The Or Zarua (13C, Vienna) explains that it is inappropriate for her to display freedom and control in front of her
husband, unless she is ‘chashuva’ ie a ‘gevartanit”

6. See Dikdukei Sofrim Pesachim p.164 note 1. As noted, the words N>y D3N are included in the girsa in our gemara in the Vilna print. However, the other version is found in the Rif
and the Rosh (but see below on the unclear position of the Rosh), and among other Rishonim such as the Rambam [n:x nX \n], Rabbeinu Yerucham and Rabbeinu Chananel.

7. Nonetheless our girsa can be found in the Yerushalmi and in many Rishonim, such as the Smak [7'10p], the Rokech and the Or Zarua. The position of the Rosh is not clear. In the
commentary of the Rosh he brings the shorter girsa (without 'N>y2 YNN’) and this is reflected in the wx7n >p09 M%) which was prepared by his son, the Tur. However, our girsa
(including the words 'nYya H¥N') appears in the Shu"t HaRosh ['n 0 1" Y95] and in the n1¥pa ©noa mMoYN of the Rosh (at the end).

8. Interestingly, the Pnei Moshe understands R’ Simon’s answer ‘I did not hear’ to mean that women do NOT lean. Logically, one could have argued the opposite - that given the
general obligation to lean, the lack of a specific mesorah about women should lean in favor of a positive obligation.

9. Translated in the Jastrow dictionary as ‘powerful and overwhelming'!
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The Ran (14C, Spain) explains that women are exempted from leaning since they are busy serving the men.
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The Meiri (13C, Provence) explains that most women were effectively servants to their husbands and not free to lean. A
woman who was ‘chashuva’ WAS free of this yoke.

D2] WOMEN DID NOT GENERALLY LEAN
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The Rashbam’s second explanation is from the Geonim - that it was not the normal manner of women to lean.
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We see this in the Sheiltot ...
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And in Rav Amram Gaon.
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The wording of the Behag (8C, Bavel) is that it is not ‘derech eretz’ for women to lean, implying a general
inappropriateness.

19. On these more formal occasions, the feasting took place in a dining room called a triclinium ... with couches arranged on
three sides of a central table. The fourth, open side usually faced the entrance of the room, and afforded a space for slaves to
service the table. ..... The various positions around the table were not all equal, with the host seating his guests according to
social status and closeness or intimacy. Unlike in Greece, women could be present; in the Republic they usually sat on chairs,
but in the Empire they could also recline on a couch.

20. It is worth noting that all slaves ate either standing up or sitting. Children also ate sitting around a table. Initially, only men
were allowed to eat reclined in these rooms. At the end of the Republic and during imperial times, women were also allowed
to lie on the couch (called the lectus).1

21. Reclining and dining in ancient Greece started at least as early as the 7th century BCE. It was later picked up by the Romans.
... women didn't generally get invited to banquets except for rare occasions like wedding feasts. Even then they had to sit
upright. It was only in ancient Rome that customs changed, allowing upper-class women to lounge alongside men.2

10. From https://outre-monde.com/2012/07/24/the-roman-dinner-party/

11. Fromhttp://www.romae-vitam.com/roman-triclinium.htmi

12. Fromhttp://www.tweentribune.com/article/tween56/why-did-ancient-greeks-and-romans-eat-lying-down
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As noted, the practical implication of these two reasons is whether unmarried women should lean. The Rosh and the Tur
bring both reasons, noting that according the first reason a widow or divorcee SHOULD lean but, according the second,
she should not.

E] WHAT IS THE DEFINITION OF ‘CHASHUVA’
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Rabbeinu Manoach" (13C, Provence) brings a number of definitions for a 'distinguished woman' . (i) A woman who is
unmarried and is the mistress of her own house. (ii) A woman who (theoretically'®) fits the bill described in 'Eshet
Chayil'. (iii) A wealthy woman who employs servants.”
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Rav Kapach (20C, Yemen/Israel) favors the view that an ‘isha chashuva’ is a woman who is particularly careful when
keeping mitzvot during the rest of the year, and so too takes on herself to keep even the mitzvot from which she is exempt.
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The Rokeach's (13C, Germany) definition is - any woman whose husband does not object to her reclining.

F] THE HALACHA
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The Rambam rules that women do not lean unless they are ‘chashuva’.
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The Mordechai (13C, Germany) rules like Tosafot" that, these days, ALL our women are chashuvot and should lean!

* Which definition of ‘chashuva’ is the Mordechai using, and what changed in his time to make ALL women part of that group?

13. According to the girsa of the Kesef Mishne [also in the Frankel & Kapach Rambams].

14. Also quoted in the Kesef Mishne and the Gra.

15. The term 'Ishah Chashuva' appears throughout the Talmud (:03 "y :XY T2 ,»P ONDI 201 NAVY) and is usually employed to describe women of high stature or nobility. This
status could be seen as the female equivalent of "Ish Chashuv". However, the status of "Ish Chashuv" is said to have been abolished and this could have ramifications for our case.
(See the Aruch HaShulchan below).

16. It seems that Rabbeinu Manoach doesn't believe that such a woman exists - "nmxo¥1 Y3123 NYNRN NND".

17. Aregularwoman is deemed to be busy with the preparation and serving of the meal and so is exempt from reclining just like she is exempt from most 'time bound mitzvot' (similar
to the Ran above). But if she has servants to do the work for her, while she sits with the other distinguished members of the household, then she too is obligated to recline.

18. See .NP DNDI ¥19 W7 'OINand also 'T NV 270 97T T PON'N M MM DT MTON - DM I
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The Kaf Hachaim (19/20C, Baghdad/Israel) explains that the definition of ‘chashuva’ which the Rema is using is that of
the Rokeach - where the husband is not particular about whether his wife leans. Thus, the Mordechai is effectively
recording a change in the nature of marriage whereby husbands are no longer particular about such behavior by wives.
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The Ra’avyah (12C, Germany) rules that since no one reclines today during meals, the requirement to lean has
effectively been dropped.
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The Ra’avan (12C, Germany) agrees but rules that, whatever leaning the men do today, women should do the same.
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The Shulchan Aruch (16C, Eretz Yisrael) rules like the Rambam that women should not lean unless they are ‘chashuvot’.
The Rema rules like the Mordechai that ALL our women today are chashuvot. But the Rema (16C, Poland) adds that the
minhag in Ashkenaz is that the women do NOT lean and instead rely on the Ra’avyah that leaning is no longer required.
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In the Darchei Moshe, the Rema records that he has never seen women leaning at the Seder!

G] MINHAGIM

G1] SEFARDIM
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The Sefardi minhag is for the women to lean, based on the Ashkenazi psak in the Rishonim!
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Rav Ovadia confirms this and that it is based on the position of the Rokeach that the husband is not makpid.
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The Kaf Hachayim writes that even though Ashkenazi women often do NOT lean, it is better for them to lean if they can.

19. The same halacha is also brought in the name of R’ Mordechai Eliyahu.
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G2] ASHKENAZIM
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The wife of the Chatam Sofer (19C, Central Europe) (daughter of R. Akiva Eiger) DID lean.
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However the Aruch HaShulchan (19/20C Lithuania) writes that Ashkenazi women should NOT lean. He rejects the idea
that the minhag not to lean is based on the Ra’avyah, which is a minority opinion. Rather, he understands that the psak
is in fact like the Sheiltot that it is simply not appropriate for women to lean. This has nothing to do with the husband.

Acharonim who rule that women should not recline :
* The Mishna Berurah?

e The Aruch HaShulchan®

e The Shulchan Aruch HaRav**

e The Kitzur Shulchan Aruch?

Achronim who rule that women should recline:
e The BenIsh Chaiz®

* The Kaf HaChaim?

e The Chidahz

¢ HaRav Mordechai Eliyahu2*

¢ HaRav Ovadia Yosef3°

H] CONCLUSIONS

It appears to be the Sefardi minhag for most women to lean. In minhag Ashkenaz, some women do lean3!, although many do not:2. All
agree that, bedieved, women may rely on the opinion which exempts them from leaning.:

Itis interesting to speculate on how the development of this halachic issue tracks the evolution of the woman'’s role in the family across
two millennia and multiple societies. Clearly, something significant changed in the late Middle Ages (at least in Ashkenazi lands) when
the halacha began to focused strongly on the changed attitude of husbands and the redesignation of all women as ‘chashuvot’. This
psak became normative across the Sefardi world over the subsequent centuries yet the Ashkenazi community pulled away from this,
preferring to exempt women on technical grounds (based on the Ra’avyah) or to objectify the halacha in principle (based on the
She'iltot).

20. See Torah Musings - http://www.torahmusings.com/2011/04/women-and-reclining/ for a proposed lomdus as to why many Ashkenazi women do not lean. Rav Willig
distinguishes between two aspects of leaning - ‘zecher I'nes’ and ‘pirsumei hanes’. The later is is not relevant today, now that leaning does not ‘mean’ anything culturally. Since
women are included only in the pirsum angle (00 ynxa »n 0 gNY) leaning becomes less applicable for them.

21. Interestingly, the psak of the Achronim follows as Ashkenazi-Sefardi divide.
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31. See Pninei Halacha- Pesach 16:12 note 9 (page 229) who rules that all women (including Ashkenaziot) should try to lean. He agrees that, bedieved, this is not required but
recommends that a woman who is considered ‘chashuva’ should (at least in the case of matza) repeat the mitzvah if she did not lean. See also
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32. Although, on an educational note, it is the custom for Jewish children to sing Ma Nishtanah on Seder Night, including the line "p2y01 3910 M n>on". It would be interesting to
see if there was a correlation between communities in which the girls sing this line and those in which the women lean!
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