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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 7 - WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH

PART 3 - CONTEMPORARY POSKIM
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.
* In Part 2 we looked at the exemption of women from the mitzva of Velimadtem - talmudic and deep analysis - but the explicit
permission for them to voluntarily learn these topics if they wish. However, all the Rishonim rule like R. Eliezer that there is a significant
concern (and possibly prohibition) of teaching women Talmud since they do not have the educational background to understand it
properly and are likely to derive incorrect and damaging halachic conclusions. Teaching Tanach to women is also seen as
inappropriate, although less damaging than teaching Talmud.
» We also examined the conspicuous exception of Bruriah and the impact that her personal story may have on the halachic psak.
* We saw that the Rambam, while apparently prohibiting! teaching Talmud to women, nevertheless acknowledges that women are
intellectually capable of learning Talmud in depth.
* Finally, we looked at the analysis of the Acharonim who, even before the 20th Century, sought to limit in a number of ways any
prohibition on teaching women Torah. The Taz ruled that teaching basic understanding of Tanach is permitted. The Prisha ruled that
where a woman shows that she is able to learn, the concerns at teaching her Talmud are no longer as relevant. The Chida rasied the
case of Bruriah and also questioned why the halacha should be like R. Eliezer, against the normal rules of psak. He also concluded
that when a woman has shown herself able to learn in depth, there is no halachic concern in teaching her.
* In this final part we will be’H see how some of the poskim of the modern era have addressed the question of women learning Torah,
particularly Torah Sheb’al Peh - Gemara etc.?

A] 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 would learn from their mothers and 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®.

1. We discussed the possible meanings of the somewhat unusual phrase ‘tzivu chachamim’
2. See https://www.deracheha.org/learing-torah/ for more sources.
3. Much research has been carried out on the early history of the Beit Ya’akov movement. Sarah Schenirer received the support of the Belzer Rebbe before setting up the first school in
1917. In 1923 the Beis Yaakov school system was formally adopted by the Agudat Yisrael at its First World Congress in Vienna. By the end of the 1930s there were around 250
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His proposed syllabus for women’s education includes Chumash and Nach, and the mussar/hashkafic statements of
Chazal and later mefarshim so that they would develop a strong emuna and connection to Torah and mitzvot.
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Sarah Schenirer 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 Yaakov movement and instructed that people sending their
daughters to those schools should not be concerns 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, effectively was teaching her
tiflut!

B] WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH - CONTEMPORARY POSKIM

B1] R. MOSHE FEINSTEIN
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Rav Moshe Feinstein (in a 1976 teshuva) ruled that women should not be taught Mishnayot other than Pirkei Avot since
this went against the halachic concerns of teaching women Torah Sheb’al Pe. He supports the position of the Chafetz
Chaim - that the goal of teaching women is to strengthen their love for Torah.

schools in the Polish network alone, with over 40,000 pupils. See Sarah Schenirer and the Bais Yaakov Movement: A Revolution in the Name of Tradition, Naomi Seidman (Littman
Library, 2019). Read reviews of that book at
https://traditiononline.org/book-review-sarah-schenirer-and-the-bais-yaakov-movement-a-revolution-in-the-name-of-tradition/,
https://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/book-review-sarah-schenirer-and-the-bais-yaakov-movement-a-revolution-in-the-name-of-tradition/ and
https://jewishaction.com/books/reviews/ review-of-sarah-schenirer-and-the-bais-yaakov-movement-a-revolution-in-the-name-of-tradition/. In that review Devorah Goldman
writes: “The trends that led to this state arguably began in 1869 when the Compulsory Education Act was passed by the Habshurg Empire, requiring all children between the ages of
six and fourteen to attend public school or pay a fine. While Orthodox parents frequently paid fines in order to send their sons to cheder, girls were often sent to public schools—and
since space in the public schools was limited, having their girls attend also allowed some parents to avoid paying the fine entirely. This led to major cultural divergences between
Orthodox boys and girls and, consequently, difficult marriages. It also left young, devout women like Schenirer with few peers they could relate to. In November 1917, shortly after
establishing Bais Yaakov, she remarked that 'one more thing gives me joy: 'm not alone.”” See also https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/bais-yaakov-schools

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5782 - 331N DNIAN rabbi@rabbimanning.com 3 “'oa

B2] R. SHNEUR KOTLER
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R. Shneur Kotler of Lakewood was understood to rule that there is no actual prohibition to teach Gemara to women,
although he considered it to be inappropriate. The Steipler is quoted as taking the same position, although he ruled that,
if the other option were to teach women secular studies, Gemara would be far preferable! R. Moshe Feinstein’s positions
is explained in the context of his concern for following anti-Torah liberal agendas.

B3] R. YA'AKOV KANIEVSKY AND THE CHAZON ISH
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R. Ya’akov Kanievsky - the Steipler Gaon - was asked in 1958 if a husband could learn mishnayot with his wife who was
a teacher taken professional exams. He responded that the halachic concern was teaching a daughter Torah, and not
learning with one’s wife.

He also took the view that, in today’s world, NOT teaching a woman Torah leads to far greater tiflut. In later years he
also permitted and supported teaching women Mishnayot, although not Gemara. R. Chaim Kanievsky’s sister once asked
him to learn a sugya in Gemara with her. He asked the Chazon Ish if this was permitted and the answer was ‘be’akrai’ -
as a temporary measure.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5782 - 331N DNIAN rabbi@rabbimanning.com 4 “'oa

B4] R. ELIEZER WALDENBERG
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R. Eliezer Waldenberg addresses head-on the question of whether there is any prohibition on the women to learn, or only
on the teacher. His conclusion is that there is no prohibition restricting women from learning Torah.

* The Tzitz Eliezer brings two additional lesser known sources from Chazal that could potentially impact on the analysis:
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In a discussion of the Rabbinic prohibition preventing a ba’al keri* from learning Torah, Chazal rule that people with
other types of tumah are NOT included in the prohibition. These include women® who are niddot, zavot and yoladot who
are expressly permitted to learn Chumash, Mishna, Midrash, Halachot and Aggadot.
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The Mishna rules that if someone makes a vow not to get any benefit from another person they may not teach him Tanach
but they may teach Tanach to his sons and daughters®.

B5] R. SHMUEL HALEVI WOSNER
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Rav Shmuel Wosner (in a 1984 teshuva) prohibits the teaching of Chumash and mefarshim to women. He understands
that the rulings of Chazal on this issue, as with other issues, are NOT subject to subjective revision in accordance with
modern times. If it was tiflut then it will remain so now! He permits the teaching of Chumash without detailed
mefarshim, midrashim and mussar which will increase yirat Shamayim. But Rashi, Ramban, Ibn Ezra etc on the Torah
are effectively Torah Sheb’al Pe and are prohibited to teach to women. In this psak, he opposes the Beis Yaakov system.

4. Aba’al keri is a man (or woman - see Rambam Hilchot Tefilla 4:5) who has experienced a seminal emission. The Rabbis at the time of Ezra initially imposed a restriction on men
davening and learning while in a stated of tumat keri in order to limit their sexual activity. Unfortunately, it did not work and the men simply stopped davening and leamning! The
decree was lifted (according to some Rishonim entirely and according to others in relation to learning) but there remains today a custom (especially among Chassidim) for men to
visit the mikve in this situation.

5. R.Waldenberg notes that the Bavli quotes a similar ruling but omits reference to the women!

6. Again, issues of girsa are relevant since some texts of the Mishna omit the reference to daughters.
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B6] R. YOSEF BER SOLOVEITCHIK

13. Not only is the teaching of Torah she-be-al-peh to girls permissible but it is nowadays an absolute imperative. This policy of
discrimination between the sexes as to the subject matter and method of instruction which is still advocated by certain groups
within our Orthodox community has contributed greatly to the deterioration and downfall of traditional Judaism. Boys and girls
alike should be introduced into the inner halls of Torah she-be-al-peh.

Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, 'Talmud Study for Girls in Yeshiva Elementary and High Schools (b)’, (1953). Community,
Covenant and Commitment, ed. Nathaniel Helfgot, (Jersey City: Ktav, 2005), pp. 83.
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R. Soloveitchik understands that women must have a sufficiently sophisticated understanding of Torah to apply it
authentically to the modern world. In his view this must include not only Chumash but also Gemara and Rishonim.

15.

For Rabbi Soloveitchik, women and men were of equal significance in
what he termed a “covenantal community.” Because of this, women and men
both had to be educated in the most disciplined and rigorous manner pos-
sible. Whether an ideal or not, coeducation was necessary to achieve equal
education for boys and girls. Ideological necessity dictated the innovative
format. This interpretation is most relevant in the discussion of the second
innovation in the school, women studying Talmud.

Just as a debate arose about Rabbi Soloveitchik’s attitude toward coed-
ucation, a controversy has emerged among his family members, students,
and disciples regarding the philosophic/halakhic motivation that precipitated
the innovation of teaching of Talmud to women. At the Maimonides School,
boys and girls study Talmud in the same classroom for six years, starting at
age twelve and through graduation. During the first decades of the school,
Talmud classes for the seventh and eighth grades were held once a day, and
in the high school, six or seven times a week. In later decades, this number
was increased to ten times a week. In the older grades, boys and girls studied
together in “chevruta” to prepare for their classes.

No one could deny that Rabbi Soloveitchik firmly held the position that
women should study Talmud. In traditional society, women were completely
excluded from this discipline following the talmudic opinion, recorded in
Tractate Sotah prohibiting a man to teach his daughter Torah. While differ-
ences of opinion throughout the generations allowed for women to study
basic tenets of Jewish tradition, Maimonides’ ruling® that it is preferable for
one not to teach women Torah remained the traditional standard throughout
the centuries. Even in Hirsch’s schools, where girls were educated, it was
considered inappropriate for them to engage in Talmud study. Almost every
American Orthodox rabbinic authority of the twentieth century stood op-

posed to women participating in Talmud study and no organized Talmud
classes existed anywhere for women until the 1930s. Rabbi Soloveitchik’s
school was, indeed, revolutionary in this area.

The possibility exists that Rabbi Soloveitchik’s wife, Dr. Tonya Soloveit-
chik, might have suggested the idea for the Talmud study for girls at Mai-
monides. Documentary evidence suggests that she was keenly aware of the
centrality of Talmud study within the traditional Orthodox curriculum and
that she considered this discipline basic to a comprehensive Jewish education.
Her Ph.D. dissertation is peppered with talmudic citations, though she was
not a student of the Talmud.” Even if Dr. Soloveitchik was the catalyst be-
hind the programmatic decisions related to the curriculum, the fact that an
Orthodox leader of Rabbi Soloveitchik’s status supported these decisions was
absolutely unprecedented.
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Various explanations have been advanced to justify Rabbi Soloveitchik’s
originality in this area. According to Rabbi Soloveitchik’s grandson, Rabbi
Mayer Twersky, the teaching of Talmud to women was not an innovation at
all, but rather an expression of what might be called “Torah intuition.”*
According to his approach, the drive for women to study Talmud arose from
a breakdown in the system of Jewish community.* Only optional study, in
Rabbi Twersky’s view, was prohibited by the talmudic injunction. Since Torah
study, particularly the study of the Oral tradition, is essential to provide a
firm foundation for faith in the modern period, the talmudic prohibition
was rendered inapplicable. By suggesting that Rabbi Soloveitchik’s innovation
was predicated on the interpretation- of an earlier authority (the Chafetz
Chayyim), Rabbi Twersky affirmed Rabbi Soloveitchik’s status as a tradition-
alist.”? The strength of Rabbi Twersky’s position is that it accounts for the
nontraditional curriculum instituted at the school. The Talmud curriculum
instituted by Rabbi Soloveitchik was composed exclusively of practical trac-
tates such as Shabbat, Chullin, and Pesachim, a clear deviation from tradi-
tional Eastern European norms.” Rabbi Twersky explained that women were
only permitted to study texts that were practiced.*

Despite the fact that Rabbi Soloveitchik was a strong traditionalist, it
remains difficult to accept that the Talmud classes offered to girls at the
Maimonides School were not innovative. Rabbi Walter Wurzburger, a stu-
dent of Rabbi Soloveitchik’s, argued that, in fact, Rabbi Soloveitchik was
pioneering in his efforts to allow women to study Talmud, particularly the
theoretical underpinnings of the Halakhah.*

Rabbis Wurzburger and Twersky disagreed as to the reason that Rabbi
Soloveitchik instituted a Talmud curriculum for girls at Maimonides. Ac-
cording to Rabbi Wurzburger, it was meant to ensure that girls acquire a
thorough knowledge of Halakhah in order that they might be able to obtain
a “genuinely Jewish perspective.” The purpose of study was to develop a
“real understanding of the halakhic process” and to transmit “theoretical
underpinnings of the Halakhah™ to women. Rabbi Wurzburger believed that
Talmud study would help women to confront modernity and the future,
while Rabbi Twersky believed it would help conserve the past.

Rabbi Wurzburger suggested that Rabbi Soloveitchik was a radical re-
former. He hinted that Rabbi Soloveitchik reinterpreted the Halakhah to
serve the needs of the hour. Rabbi Soloveitchik’s uniqueness, according to
Rabbi Wurzburger, thus lay in his distinction from other nineteenth- and
twentieth-century talmudic authorities.

I believe that Rabbi Wurzburger accurately portrayed Rabbi Soloveit-
chik’s convictions. Rabbi Soloveitchik subscribed to an unalterable belief that
boys and girls should receive equal education. This stemmed from his desire
to create an Orthodox community characterized by observance and intellec-
tual awareness. Since the ultimate goal of the school was to develop a reli-
gious community of men and women committed to a halakhic lifestyle, and
since Talmud study would help enhance each student’s religious perspective,
Talmud study for girls at the Maimonides School was instituted at the school.
There was no need for Rabbi Soloveitchik to justify this innovation on ha-
lakhic grounds. Tractates were studied because of their connection to nor-
mative practice, for girls and for boys.

An American Orthodox Dreamer: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, R. Seth Farber pp 81-83

16.

One of the greatest tragedies in male education is the universal skewing of the system towards Gemara b'iyun. The typical
Bais Yaakov curriculum is the ideal for the overwhelming majority of people. The immersion in Lomdus was never, ever meant
by Hashem or Chazal for more than the creme de la creme, the shufra d'shufra. The tragic skewing is why girls who finish a
Bais Yaakov HS are more often than not accomplished human beings and Orthodox Jews. Whereas boys who finish most
yeshiva high schools have very imperfect middos and very imperfect knowledge of Judaism.

Rabbi Yosef Gavriel Bechhofer quoted in http://haemtza.blogspot.com/2011/08/rav-and-teaching-gemarah-to-women.html
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B7] R. MENACHEM SCHNEERSON - THE LUBAVITCHER REBBE
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The Lubavitcher Rebbe supported advanced Talmud study for women who are now educated and desire higher level
learning. He also clearly encourages teaching Talmud to these women. His argument has a number of elements: (i)
women are highly educated now and the ‘armumit’ that Chazal were concerned about is already there; (ii) intellectual
women will be far more satisfied with complex talmudic argument and will therefore get more enjoyment out of learning;
(iii) teaching women Talmud will help them to develop their intellectual skills in Torah and in the spirit of Torah, not just
in a secular mode;(iv) even though the circumstances leading to the current situation were not ideal, there will now be a
net increase in Torah learning through greater involvement by women; (v) the connection of women to learning Torah
which has until now been exclusively in the man’s domain will fulfil a redemptive goal of geula which will roll back the
curses of Adam and Chava - including that the woman will be subordinate to the man.

B8] R. MORDECHAI ELIYAHU
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R. Mordechai Eliyahu rules that women are permitted to learn and teachers may teach them both Written and Oral Law.

B9] R. AHARON LICHTENSTEIN

19. If Torah is to be taught [to women] at all, and be taught it must, certainly in our contexts, then it needs to be taught seriously,
to assure that indeed Torah is understood and absorbed with the seriousness and with the earnestness, with the exhilaration,
with the excitement, the passion that is coming to it. But secondly, not only respect for Torah requires this of us, but respect for
women as well. Respect for their abilities, their commitment, for their potential...

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, "Women, Talmud Study, and Avodat Hashem'

20. There exists an obligation for a girl to study the halakhot of niddah and taharat ha-mishpahah, and also kashrut and Shabbat
because these impinge on her daily life. What is intended is that we need to ensure, minimally, that the depth of intensity,
knowledge, and sensitivity which are needed in order to assure commitment, even if we are not interested for the moment (if
that be the case) in the knowledge per se, but instrumentally, as molding a woman in becoming an ovedet Hashem, a keli in
serving the Ribbono Shel Olam, that certainly needs to be studied. And, of course, within the modern context, that applies to
areas of Torah that are far, far remote from the level of practical implementation.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, "Women, Talmud Study, and Avodat Hashem'

21. Many women seem to lack the motivation, a societal support is missing and, more importantly, there is lacking a desire to be
unconditionally committed to such learning in the future... | am also not convinced that it is desirable to press women to study
Talmud in such an intensive form. After all, Halacha does differentiate between men and women in this matter, and their
respective life roles are also different. But when one speaks about the ability to study a page of Talmud, to understand it and
enjoy it, | see no reason to deny these teachings to women. And it is even necessary to establish this as an integral part of the
school curriculum, an actual shiur.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, 'Torah Study for Women', Ten Da’at 111:3 (1989), pp. 7-8.

7. Transcription of an address at the opening dedication of Ma’ayanot Yeshiva High School for Girls, November 24, 1996. Published in The Lehrhaus, 30 October, 2017
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B10] R. YEHUDA HENKIN
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R. Henkin rules that the halachic issues never related to women learning or teaching each other. With regards to men
teaching women, he understands that the concerns were always contextual and apply differently in today’s world. Since
‘rov nashim’ today are no longer illiterate and will NOT turn Torah they learn into tiflut, they are not included in the
halachic concern.

B11] R. MORDECHAI WILLIG

23.

This phenomenon may lead to a schism within Orthodoxy. In a very recent article (Ha'aretz July 27, 2015)... Israeli Orthodox
scholars indicate that the beliefs of liberals are really Conservative but they publicly cling to Orthodoxy because of its identity
("lifestyle, ideology, value system, social ties") and its association with authenticity. However, the "blurring of boundaries
between Conservative and Modern Orthodox Judaism" undermines the very authenticity of self-defined Modern Orthodoxy.
Chazal discouraged Torah being taught to women, especially Talmud (Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 246:6). The gedolim of the
twentieth century (e.g. Chofetz Chaim in Likutei Halachos, Sotah 21b) understood that directive of Chazal to not be a definitive
ban on women's learning Torah but rather guidance on what approach to women's chinuch would best encourage their
adherence to the mesorah. Those gedolim, guided by their yiras Shomayim as well as an absolute mastery of kol haTorah
kulah, understood that in light of the weakened state of the mesorah from one generation to another in the twentieth century
(ibid), talmud Torah for women was a necessity to, "implant pure faith in their hearts" (Rav Zalman Sorotzkin in Moznayim
L'mishpat siman 42, etc.), and as such was entirely consistent with Chazal's mandate to provide the most productive chinuch
for women.

However, in the words of a "pioneer of the religious feminist wave" cited in the aforementioned article, "What is happening
today is a direct continuation of the beginning of Talmud studies for religious women in the 1980's." This candid admission
must, for the genuinely Orthodox, call into question the wisdom of these studies. Although there are ample reliable sources
that encourage individual women who have proper yiras Shomayim and whose motives are consistent with our mesorah to
further their Torah study[1], the inclusion of Talmud in curricula for all women in Modern Orthodox schools needs to be
reevaluated. While the gedolim of the twentieth century saw Torah study to be a way to keep women close to our mesorah, an
egalitarian attitude has colored some women's study of Talmud and led them to embrace and advocate egalitarian ideas and
practices which are unacceptable to those very gedolim.

R. Mordechai Willig, Trampled Laws - http://www.torahweb.org/torah/2015/parsha/rwil_ekev.html

It is important to note that most of the poskim who permit or even encourage teaching women Torah, including Gemara, base their
approach on two different arguments:

 that women must be taught Torah to the extent necessary to increase their commitment to Torah and mitzvot and to prevent them
from assimilating. To some degree this teaching is bedieved, but necessary.

* that the rationale of the Rambam to prohibit/discourage teaching women no longer applies in our generation® and women should be
taught Torah to the highest level that will be effective.

8. See also Torah Temima (Europe 20C) on Devarim 11:48 note 48 in the Appendix below.
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APPENDIX - THE TORAH TEMIMA ON WOMEN'S LEARNING
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9. The wording of this fairly eclectic source - Ma’ayan Ganim - has been much quoted in the debate concerning the encouragement of women’s learning. However, it is in fact the tip
of an iceberg which comprises a rigorous scholarly debate as to the accuracy of the Torah Temima'’s source and accusations of plagiary and willful misrepresentation which have

been made against him and his writings. The conversations that R. Epstein records with his aunt Rebtzn Rayna Batya come under particular scrutiny, For more on this see:-
The Silence of Rayna Batya: Torah, Suffering, and Rabbi Barukh Epstein's "Wisdom of Women ", Don Seeman The Torah U-Madda Journal Vol. 6, 1995-1996 pp. 91-128.
Rayna Batya and Other Learned Women: A Reevaluation of Rabbi Barukh Halevi Epstein’s Sources, Tradition 35:1 2001 pp55-69
Dr Marc B Shaprio - Clarification of Previous Posts Jan 16 2008 - https://seforimblog.com/2008/01/ clarifications-of-previous-posts-by/
A response to Dr Shapiro: A Defence of the Torah Temima, Y Lander - https://seforimblog.com/2008/02/response-to-dr/?
10. R. Shmuel Archivolti - 16C Italy - https://www.encyclopedia.com/religion/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/archivolti-samuel
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