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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1-20:23)

Essay 10. Placing women first
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There is a Midrash Ex. Rabbah (28:2) on the verse, “Thus shall you say to the house of
Jacob and declare to the children of Israel.”! “ ‘Thus shall you say to the house of Jacob’—
These are the women. ‘And declare to the children of Israel’—These are the men. Why are
women discussed first? Because they hurry first to perform the commandments.”

We need to check what is this answer that they hurry first. Also, to the contrary,
women are lazy. Also, even if they would be quicker, in any case this reason would not be
enough to advance them ahead of men, as the women are not obliged in all of the
commandments as the men are, and they are not obligated to learn Torah. In any case, we
find that the men precede the women, and thus in the ninth chapter of tractate Berachot, “it
is reasonable to say that the male walked in front, as it was taught in a Baraita: A man should
not walk behind a woman on a path, even if she is his wife.”?

Furthermore, here the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to give the Torah to Israel so
that they would learn it, and then observe it and keep the commandments, and women are
exempt from learning the Torah.
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It can be said that it’s said in tractate Kiddushin (page 34a) that women are obligated
in the commandment of mezuzah out of logical reasoning, for the Torah commands the mezuzah,

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"'Ex. 19:3.
2 Berachot 61a; Eruvin 18b.




saying, “ ‘That your days may be multiplied.’ [Can it be said that] men need life [but] women do
not need life?” IL.e., since the reward for the performance of the commandment of mezuzah is a
long life, this commandment applies to women as well.

The Tosafists asked there:

Isn’t it written, “For thereby you shall have life and shall long endure,”*

which means that a woman is also obligated in learning Torah for the reason
that, “men need life; do women not need life.” One answer is that it can be said
that Scripture doesn’t refer to learning Torah, rather on fulfilling the
commandments.

Alternatively, it can also be said that it is indeed so that this verse refers
to both Torah study and to mezuzah [i.e., fulfilling the commandments], rather it’s
not logical to say that woman are obligated to learn Torah due to the opinion
that “men need life; do women not need life,” as we find a restrictor [for
women], as Scripture stated, “And you shall teach them to your sons,”’
“and not to your daughters.” [Regarding] mezuzah, on the other hand, by
which there is no restrictor at all, there is a logical argument to say that women
are obliged in the mezuzah, from the logical argument “men need life; do
women not need life.”

meaning,

- Tosafot on Kiddushin 34a
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The practical difference between the two solutions is if Torah learning is greater, or if
action to fulfill the commandments is greater. According to the first solution, action is greater,
as Scripture establishes that “it is your life,” specifically referring to the fulfilment of the
commandments. However, according to the second solution, it has been established for him
according to the plain meaning on learning Torah; if so, learning is greater. The disagreement
appears in tractate Bava Kamma (17a). A difficulty is why did the Tosafists move from the first
solution, for they concluded in it that action is greater.

3 Deut. 11:21.

4 These five words appear in Deut. 30:20. The first edition had X7 [“it” (feminine)] in place of X
[“it” (masculine)]. This alteration does not appear in our copy of the Tosafot, but does appear, for example, at Midrash
Tanchuma, Yitro 15:2, and at Zohar 1:92a, 1:168a. This was either an intentional alteration to match the feminine noun,
“Torah,” or was accidental, out of confusion with Prov. 4:13, which has >0 &°737°2 (but which does not include the
two words 7°»? 77R)). The translator has corrected the Hebrew text to X371 here and later in the essay where the five
words are given, as it was intended as a quotation of the Torah. In other places in the essay, where only the three words
70 X077 °2 are given, the translator has left the feminine form.

5 Deut. 6:7.
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It can be said that according to the first reason, it means that “it is your life” is
speaking specifically about the fulfilment of the commandments and not about learning
Torah, for according to the first reason, life and the length of days do not come from learning
Torah. Therefore, providing the second reason, they solved that indeed “it is your life” stands
both for learning Torah and for fulfilment of the commandments. That is, even though action
is greater, in any case even learning Torah has this reward within in, but women are exempted
from learning Torah because of the restrictor mentioned above. The Holy One, Blessed be
He, at the time that He gave the Torah to Israel, wanted to inform them that the action is
greater. Therefore, He called to women first, to inform them that this was the principal of
the Torah. That is why it is written within it, “For thereby you shall have life and shall long
endure,” that the women are exempt from learning Torah, but nevertheless, He calls them
first because they hurry to fulfill the commandments; if so, this is the principal.
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As to what was said, that they hurry first, it can be said that the son—until he is five
or six years old—is not educated at all in any commandment in the world. Before that age,
we educate him in learning Torah so that he will recognize the letters and vowels, for this
obligation is imposed upon us, as it is said, “and you shall teach them to your sons.” However,
for women, who are not obligated in learning Torah—as we determined homiletically® from
the Scripture, “to your sons and not to your daughters”—there is no obligation upon us [to
teach them], but when they are a little older, then it is our obligation to educate them in the
commandments that are appropriate for them, as we do for the males. We find that for the
boys, we educate them in Torah first, and for the girls, we educate them first in the
commandments, and this is according to the fact that [women] hurry first to fulfill the

commandments, and that the action is greater and very important to the Omnipresent.
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¢ Kiddushin 29b.



