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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 6 - WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH

PART 2 - HALACHIC APPLICATIONS
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2021/22

* In Part 1 we saw many of the key foundations of this issue, including:
- the centrality of Torah learning to the existence and continuation of the world.
- the different mitzvot of learning and teaching Torah: (i) Ahavat Hashem; (ii) Yirat Shamayim; (iii) Veshinantam; (iv)
Vehodatam; (v) Velimadtem.
» We discussed women’s connection to all of these mitzvot and saw that their obligation in (i), (ii) and (iv) is identical to that of men. In
the mitzva of Veshinantam, we saw Rav Hirsch who understands that women are also fully obligation in this aspect of Talmud Torah.
* For the mitzva of Velimadtem, which relates to the deeper, more scientific, analysis of Torah Sheb’al Pe, we saw that Chazal rule that
women are exempt from this mitzva. This is agreed upon by all later commentators. We also saw that women are permitted to engage
in this type of learning if they wish, but receive less reward for it since they are not obligated.
* At the end of Part 1 we saw the ruling of R. Eliezer that one should NOT teach one’s daughter Torah since that will ultimately become
an exercise in futility - tiflut. Even worse, a little knowledge in highly complex issues can be dangerous and may lead women to
negative halachic decisions.
* In this part we will be’H see how the later commentators and poskim built on these foundations and relate to the question of women
learning Torah, particularly Torah Sheb’al Peh - Gemara etc.

A] RECAP: THE SOTA AND THE MERIT OF TALMUD TORAH
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The Mishna in Sota graphically depicts the expected consequences if a guilty woman drinks from the Sota. However,
women who had a specific merit would not react immediately to the waters. Rather their merit prolonged their death,
sometimes for years. Based on this, Ben Azai requires a person to teach their daughter Torah so that, if she ever
committed adultery and was required to drink as a Sota, she would realize why the water did not have immediate effect.
R. Eliezer disagrees and states that teaching one’s daughter' Torah is equivalent to teaching her ‘tiflut’ (see definitions
below). R. Yehoshua appears to agree with R. Eliezer and argues that women are strongly connected to and in need of
tiflut. He also adds that certain kinds of behavior ‘destroy the world’ - including a ‘rasha arum’ - a cunning wicked
person. As we shall see below, this addition is important!
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The Gemara discusses what could be the special merit that protects women from the effect of the Sota waters. Initially, it
rejects the possibility that this merit could be Torah learning (velimadtem) since women are not obligated in this mitzva
and their reward is lower. However, Ravina rules that women ARE able to share in the great merit of the obligatory
mitzva of Torah learning through the mesirut nefesh of sending their husbands and sons to learn Torah.

1. Most commentators understand this to apply more broadly to teaching woman Torah and not to be restricted to fathers and daughters - see for instance Sefer Chasidim below.
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* Ravina underlines how women can share in the merit of the obligation of ve/imadtem. He is not discussing the independent merit
that a woman receives for volunteering to take part in this mitzva, nor the reward for any of the other mitzvot of Torah learning in which
women are obligated - as outlined above.

* What is the definition of ‘tiflut’?
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The Rambam defines this as worthless and nonsense.
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Rashi explains that, from the limited Torah learning given to them, women will gain cunning and sin secretly.
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The Meiri learns that she will assume she has more learning than she really does, and will try to show this to others - by
implication misleading them.
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Importantly, the SAME discussion in the Gemara also flags the dangers of teaching Torah to men! This explains the
continuation of R. Yehoshua’s warning that a ‘rasha arum’ - a cunning and wicked man - destroys the world. This even
includes a man who has learnt Chumash and Mishna but who has not learnt halacha properly from a Rav by serving and
learning from them. Such a person is labeled an Am Ha Aretz and worse. A little knowledge is a very dangerous thing!

* Teaching Torah to men is an obligatory mitzva, so we are required to try and do so. Only when we see that that the man is misapplying
Torah knowledge do we desist. R. Eliezer appears to rule that, for women, since there is no obligation and since the dangers of
misapplication are high, once should not engage in the process at all!

B] THE GREAT EXCEPTION: BRURIA
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Bruria - the daughter or R. Chananya ben Teradiyon and the wife of R. Meir - was a talmidat chacham in her own right.
She is quoted in the halachic discussions of the Tannaim and the halacha is sometimes ruled according to her view.
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She was also a fearsome opponent in halachic discussion ......
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..... and learnt Torah from hundreds of Rabbis at an incredible speed and intensity!
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The family of Bruria suffered terribly at the hands of the Romans. Her father and brother were killed and her sister sold
into slavery and prostitution. In the end, R. Meir himself was forced to flee from Eretz Yisrael, perhaps due to the ‘story
of Bruria’, although the Gemara does not elaborate on what specific story that refers to.
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Rashi brings an account of this ‘story’ which involved Bruria mocking the expression ‘nashim da’atan kala’ and R. Meir
asking one of his students to tempt Bruria into infidelity to proof that women were susceptible to persuasion. This
apparently lead to suicide and tragedy’!

C] WOMEN HAVE A 'LIGHT DA'AT’ - WHAT COULD THAT MEAN?
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Chazal use the expression ‘nashim da’atan kala’ in the context of yichud to explain that women are more likely to be
persuaded to engage in an illicit relationship than men.
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The expression is also used in the context of the flight of R. Shimon bar Yochai from the Romans and the concern that his
wife may be more susceptible to torture and may reveal his location.
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Chazal understood that women have a more (or sooner) developed quality of Bina than do men.
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The Maharal understands that men have a better grasp of more abstract issues and women of more fundamental ideas.

* |tis important to note that nowhere in Chazal is the concept ‘nashim da’atan kala’ used to suggest that women are less intelligent or
less able to learn Torah.
* See however the Torah Temima’s famous analysis , which we will be’H look at in Part 3.

2. Note that R. Nissim ben Ya’akov Gaon (10C Morocco) in his Chibur Yafe MeHayeshua quotes a tradition that Bruria herself moved to Bavel with R. Meir.
3. See How Shall We Tell the Story of Beruriah's End? Brenda Socachevsky Bacon, Nashim, Fall 5763/2002, No. 5, and Bruria in the Bavii and in Rashi, Naomi Cohen, Tradition
48:2-3 (2015). Rashi’s account has no clear prior source and there is some doubt as to whether it was inserted in Rashi manuscripts by a later commentator.
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D] WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH - THE RISHONIM

D1] RAMBAM
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The Rambam rules in the Mishne Torah® like R’ Eliezer and gives an explanation for this psak. He understands that most
women will only partially understand learn the Torah that is taught to them since they will not be intellectually prepared
for the material. This is particularly true of Gemara, which requires so much skilled background. As such, teaching
women Gemara will lead to tiflut - meaning, in the Rambam’s understanding, nonsense! Teaching women Written Torah
- Tanach - will not lead to tiflut but is also, according the Rambam, inadvisable.
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However, elsewhere, the Rambam rules that all Jews are capable of learning Talmud - men and women alike!

N2)Y IR N N2 POIWN 91 .NNYO XY POIY NI INYNA POY WIN XOW YT N 1DV 53PY ¥Td NMHNA POIwN 9 18.
NMNA DTN PIDY DD DMION YININY .NNYD N2 POIIY NT N N2 MY NIND D PTIN NIANNX NN NON 1DV HIpH
PTNRIN PR NIND MY HD3) DOWIN NN DIVPN NIX PTNDNYI T .NNYY XA NNYI KDY TINNY NNYY XV 1D9N)
P99 LYY VYN MY T OND DIHIN NPN NNIN AN NYT NIAIMNY TY 70V DIPD Y1) NIRPN THIAYD NON YN
DANNNDOIN TV IMYTNIMPYOIY TY NNIA DT PIYD JMIN

1991 P9 NN MY 0"y
In Hilchot Teshuva the Rambam stresses that learning Torah should ideally not be linked with the notion of reward, but
should be ‘lishma’ - for the sake of love of God. Less advanced students should be introduced slowly to this concept, but
with proper education and guidance, Rambam explains that all - he explicitly includes women - can be brought to a deep
appreciation of Talmud Torah Lishma.

D2] THE ASHKENAZI MESORA - LEARNING TO KEEP MITZVOT
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Sefer Chasidim of R. Yehuda HaChasid - 13C Germany - rules that the limitations on teaching women Torah relate to
Talmud, deep analysis and mysticism. However, one is required to teach women halacha to the extent needed to enable
them to engage in a committed halachic lifestyle.’

4. The somewhat unusual language used by the Rambam to express this halacha is &zivu Chachamim - the Rabbis instructed. He does not explicitly state that teaching women Gemara
is ‘assur’ - prohibited, and some poskim, including R. Yehuda Henkin, understand that the Rambam’s use of the expression tzivu Chachamim indicates a strong recommendation
rather than an outright prohibition. The Rambam uses this expression in Mishne Torah in 24 places - Yesodei HaTorah 2:12, Deot 1:4, 2:3, 2:4, 3:1, 3:3, 5:10, 6:2, Talmud Torah
1:13, Berachot 6:19, Ishut 13:15, 14:4, 15:18, 15:19, 15:20, 20:1, Matnot Aniyim 10:17, 10:18, Sechenim 14:5, Nachalot 6:13, Sanhedrin 20:7, Melachim 10:12. Many of
these examples support R. Henkin's thesis.

5. As we will see in Part 3, some contemporary poskim have applied this principle to the importance of teaching halacha to women on a level which is consistent with their general
secular education. In today’s world, where women are highly educated, this will require teaching halacha with no less sophistication than secular studies, which will involve detailed
sources and analysis - including from Talmud and mefarshim.
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Tosafot points out that Ben Azai’s position is contradicted by the drash of R. Elazar ben Azaria concerning Hakhel - that
the men were there to ‘learn’, but the women only to ‘hear 0
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The Agur (15C Germany) quotes the Maharil (14C Germany) who points out that women DO make bircat haTorah,
notwithstanding R. Eliezer’s position on tiflut! He answers that the tiflut concern is not relevant to Written Torah, only
Talmud. Also, women are required to learn the halachot for all mitzvot which they are obligated in (which means
practically everything). This learning should be as thorough in all respects as that of men so as to enable the proper
performance of mitzvot. However, this is arguably not part of the mitzva of limud haTorah per se but rather a
preparation for the performance of the mitzva.”
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The Maharil restates that important distinction between Talmud, where there is a significant concern for tiflut, and
Written Torah, where there is far less. He also makes the important distinction between proactively teaching women
Talmud, where we do not know what the woman’s attitude and ability will be, and woman learning Torah, which is
permitted and where we see that her focus is positive.
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The Maharil also makes the point that even complex practical halachot did not in his times need to be taught from
sources, but were passed mimetically from women to women. He points out the women of his time who were expert in the
halachot of kashering, porging and taharat hamishpacha.
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The Semak appears to disagree on this last point and understands that complex halacha can be learnt by women from
texts, as it is by men!
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The Maharil also strikes a note of caution. On the case of Bruria, after suggesting that her teachers may have ruled like
Ben Azai and not R. Eliezer, he prefers the explanation that Bruria was largely self-taught and, consequently,
over-confident. Such is the temptation of highly intelligent people - even Shlomo HaMelech.

6. One of the underlying questions in this sugya is why the Rambam and later poskim rule like R. Eliezer over Ben Azai, which is against the general principals of psak - see the Chida
below. It is therefore important to note that R. Eliezer's position on women and tiflut is supported in the Mishna by R. Yehoshua (who is often his opponent in the Beit Midrash!) So
too, Ben Azai’s position is contradicted by other statements of Chazal.

7. The Beit HalLevi in 19C Europe developed a ‘Brisker’ approach to the issue, splitting the obligation of Talmud Torah into two - a functional one to enable fulfillment of halachic
obligations - which women are obligated it, and an intellectual one of learning Torah ‘lishma’ - which women are exempted from. (See Shu’t Beit HalLevi, Intro and 1:6).
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The Tur rules, like the Rambam, according to R. Eliezer. lIdeally, NO Torah - Written or Oral - should be taught to
women since they will misunderstand it. Teaching women Talmud carries the additional danger of tiflut! However, the
Tur rules in the same siman that one may also not teach a MAN Torah where once sees that he is misusing it. Thus the
dangers of teaching Torah are also present also for men, but since we, and they, have an obligation to teach/learn, we
must try to do so unless it is clear that this will be counterproductive.

E] WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH - SHULCHAN ARUCH AND EARLY ACHARONIM
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The Shulchan Aruch rules like the Rambam and the Tur. The Rema adds the psak of the Ashkenazi Rishonim that women
must be taught practical halacha, and also quotes Chazal that women can share in the zechut of Talmud Torah through
their mesirut nefesh in sending their husbands and sons to learn.
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The Taz raises the question of Hakhel - why were the women there if it is inappropriate to teach them even Written
Torah? He answers that, even with Written Torah, the prohibition is to teach them understanding through deep analysis.
But the basic pshat is permitted to teach in all cases.
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The Chida (Europe/N Africa 18C) questions the psak of the Rambam: (i) the halacha is not normally like R. Eliezer and
(ii) how could Bruria have been taught so much Torah if the halacha prohibited this? His answer is to read this issue as
a practical warning and not an outright halachic prohibition. Thus if a talmida is suitable and dedicated (as in the case
of Bruria) there is no halachic problem. This has obvious implications for our modern society in which women are
highly educated.
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The Prisha (17C), commenting on the Tur, explains that where a woman shows that she is intellectually capable and
motivated, it is correct to teach her and she receives great reward! The concern of ‘tiflut’ applies only to the
indiscriminate teaching of women. The Rambam was careful to say that rov, ‘most’, women were not intellectually suited
for deep analytical Talmudic learning. However, once a woman has shown that she IS capable, she no longer forms part
of that majority.
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The Maharshal (16C Poland) quotes a tradition that he received from his father, that Rabbanit Miriam ran a yeshiva for
many years and taught halacha (from behind a curtain) to the top shiur of boys!

F] WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH - THE 20TH CENTURY SHIFT
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In the 19C most women were not taught Torah and were often illiterate. The Aruch Hashulchan (late 19C) states that the
custom was that women would never be taught from a book, but could read summaries of halacha in the vernacular.
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In contrast, the Chafetz Chaim (19/20C) makes the point that, by his time, women were exposed to secular education and
must therefore be exposed to proper Torah education - hence his backing for the early Beit Ya akov movement.
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Sarah Schneirer held very firmly that the Jewish soul of educated women in her times would NOT be satisfied with
advanced secular learning alone.
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The Chafetz Chaim later ruled in support of the Beit Ya akov movement and advised that people sending their daughters
to those schools should not be concerned at the possible prohibition of teaching Torah to women.
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In a spectacular reversal of the original statement of R. Eliezer, R. Zalman Sorotskin ruled that, due to the pervasive
influence of the secular world and its values, anyone who did NOT teach his daughter Torah, was effectively teaching her

tiflut!

* In Part 3 we will be’H conclude the discussion of women and Talmud Torah by looking at the voices of contemporary poskim over the
last 50 years. We will also review women’s learning opportunities provided by different communities today.
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