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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1–20:23) 
 
Essay 10. Placing women first 

  

ת יַעֲקֹב" אֵלּוּ הַנָּשִׁים "וְתַגֵּיד לִבְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל" אֵלּוּ הָאֲנָשִׁים. וְלָמָּה לְנָשִׁים תְּחִלָּה? שֶׁהֵן  עַל פָּסוּק "כֹּה תאֹמַר לְבֵי  רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ
לּוּ אִם  יוֹד דְּאֲפִ יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַהוּ שֶׁהֵן מִזְדָּרְזוֹת תְּחִלָּה, וְעוֹד שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא נָשִׁים עַצְלָנִיּוֹת הֵן, וְע  מִזְדָּרְזוֹת תְּחִלָּה בַּמִּצְווֹת עכ"ל.

לְהַקְדִּימָן מַסְפִּיק  זֶה  טַעַם  אֵין  מָקוֹם  מִכָּל  זְרִיזוֹת,  יוֹתֵר  חַיָּ   ,תִּהְיֶינָה  וְאֵינָן  כַּאֲנָשִׁים  הַמִּצְווֹת  בְּכָל  אֵינָן  הַנָּשִׁים  בוֹת  ישֶׁהָרֵי 
וְעוֹד שֶׁבְּכָאן   .בְּרֵישָׁא  מְסַגֵּידְּזָכָר  מִסְתַּבְּרָא    וְכֵן בְּפֶרֶק ט' דִּבְרָכוֹתבְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה. וּבְכָל מְקוֹם מִצִּינוּ שֶׁהָאִישׁ קוֹדֵם לְאִשָּׁה,  

מוּ אוֹתָהּ וִישַׁמְּרוּ הַמִּצְווֹת, וְהַנָּשִׁים פְּטוּרוֹת מִתַּלְמוּד  יי שֶׁיְּלַמְּדוּ אוֹתָהּ, וְאַחַר כָּ˂ יְקַיְּ תֵּן תּוֹרָה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּדֵ יהָיָה הקב"ה רוֹצֶה לִ 
   .תּוֹרָה

  
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.”1 “ ‘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.”2 

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. 

  
דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּקִ  בַּמְּזוּזָה  י) שֶׁהַנָּשִׁים חַיָּ דּוּשִׁין (דַּף ל"דיוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  דְּגַבְרֵ בוֹת  חַיֵּימִסְּבָרָא,  בָּעוּ  נְשֵׁי לָא  חַיֵּי  וְהִקְשׁוּ שָׁם  .  י בָּעוּ 

 בֶת בְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה מֵהַאי טַעֲמָא דְּגַבְרֵי בָּעוּ חַיֵּי וְכוּ'. יחַיֶּי˃ וְאֹרֶ˂ יָמֶי˃" דְּמַשְׁמָע אִשָּׁה נָמֵי חַיֶּ  אוּהוְהָא דִּכְתִיב "כִּי    הַתּוֹסָפוֹת
וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי דְּהַאי קְרָא קָאֵי וְכוּ' מִיהוּ אֵין    .יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּקְרָא לָא קָאֵי אַתַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה אֶלָּא אַקִּיּוּם הַמִּצְווֹת וְכוּ'

כְּיוֹן דְּאַשְׁכָּחוּ מִיעוּטָא גַּבַּיְיהוּ וְהוֹדַעְתֶּם "לְבָנֶי˃"    בְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה מִשּׁוּם סְבָרָא דְּגַבְרֵי בָּעוּ חַיֵּי וְכוּ',סְבָרָא לוֹמַר דִּנְחַיֵּיבוּ נָשִׁים  
  .עוּ חַיֵּי עכ"לאֲבָל מְזוּזָה דְּלֵיכָּא מִיעוּטָא כְּלָל יֵשׁ סְבָרָא לוֹמַר דְּנִתְחַיֵּיבוּ נָשִׁים בִּמְזוּזָה מִסְּבָרָא דְּגַבְרֵי בָּ  .וְלאֹ "לִבְנוֹתֶי˃"

 
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  
1 Ex. 19:3. 
2 Berachot 61a; Eruvin 18b. 
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saying, “ ‘That your days may be multiplied.’3 [Can it be said that] men need life [but] women do 
not need life?” I.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,”4 
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,”5 meaning, 
“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.” 

- Tosafot on Kiddushin 34a 
 

רוּץ הָרִאשׁוֹן מַעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹל, דְּמוֹקְמִינַן ישֶׁלְּפִי תֵּ רוּצִים, הָיִינוּ אִי תַּלְמוּד גָּדוֹל אִי מַעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹל,  יוְהַנָפְקָא מִינַּהּ שֶׁיֵּשׁ בֵּין שְׁתֵּי הַתֵּ 
רוּץ שֵׁנִי דְּמוֹקְמִינַן לֵיהּ כִּפְשָׁטֵיהּ עַל תַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה אִם כֵּן תַּלְמוּד  יאָמְנָם לְפִי תֵּ   הִיא חַיֶּי˃" עַל קִיּוּם הַמִּצְווֹת דַּוְקָא,  קְרָא דְּ"כִּי

  . מָּא דְּמַעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹלרוּץ הָרִאשׁוֹן, וְהָא אַסִּיקְנָא הָכִי הַתָּם בְּקַ י תּוֹסָפוֹת מִתֵּ  נָדוּ. וְקָשֶׁה דְּאַמַּאי וּפְלוּגְתָּא הִיא בְּבָבָא קַמָּא ,גָּדוֹל
 

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 הִ יא [“it” (feminine)] in place of הוּא 

[“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 I:92a, I: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 ˃כִּי־הִיא חַיֶּי (but which does not include the 
two words ˃וְאֹרֶ˂ יָמֶי). The translator has corrected the Hebrew text to הוּא 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 

הִיא חַיֶּי˃ כִּי  are given, the translator has left the feminine form.  
5 Deut. 6:7. 
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בַּקִּיּוּם הַמִּצְווֹת וְלאֹ בְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה, שֶׁבְּלִ   רוּץ הָרִאשׁוֹן הֲוָה מַשְׁמָע דְּ"כִּיי וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁלְּפִי תֵּ  דַּוְקָא  חַיֶּי˃" מַיְירֵי  מּוּד  יהִיא 
וֹת, דְּאַף עַל גַּב מּוּד בֵּין הַקִּיּוּם מִצְ יבֵּין הַלִּ הִיא חַיֶּי˃"    רְצוּ דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי דְּ"כִּיי תִּ לְכָ˂  הַתּוֹרָה אֵין בָּהּ חַיִּים וַאֲרִיכוּת יַמִּים,
בַּלִּ  מִכָּל מָקוֹם אַף  גָּדוֹל,  זֶה,ישֶׁהַמַּעֲשֶׂה  יֵשׁ בּוֹ שָׂכָר  דִּכְ   מּוּד  נָשִׁים פְּטוּרוֹת מִשּׁוּם  מִתַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה  מִיעוּטָא.  מִיהוּ  תִיב בְּהוֹ 

וְלָכֵן קָרָא לְנָשִׁים תְּחִלָּה לְהוֹדִיעַ לָהֶם שֶׁזּוֹ הִיא עִקָּר  וְהקב"ה בְּעֵת שְׁנָתָן תּוֹרָה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל רָצָה לְהוֹדִיעַ לָהֶם שֶׁהַמַּעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹל,
בָּהּ "כִּי   יָמֶי˃", שֶׁהָ א  וּההַתּוֹרָה, שֶׁכָּתוּב  וְאֹרֶ˂  וַאֲפִ חַיֶּי˃  מִתַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה  הַנָּשִׁים פְּטוּרוֹת  שֶׁהֵן  ירֵי  לְפִי  הָכִי קָרָא אוֹתָם  לּוּ 

  .מִזְדָּרְזוֹת בַּמִּצְווֹת, אִם כֵן זֶהוּ הָעִקָּר
 
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. 

 
שֶׁהַבֵּן תְּחִלָּה, יֵשׁ לוֹמַר  מִזְדָּרְזוֹת  בַּכְּלָל חִ   וּמַה שֶׁאָמַר  אֵינוֹ  שָׁנִים  חָמֵשׁ אוֹ שֵׁשׁ  בֶּן  שֶׁיִּהְיֶה  מִצְוָה שֶׁבְּעוֹלָם,  יעַד  נּוּ˂ בְּשׁוּם 

אָמְנָם    .י˃"שֶׁחוֹבָה זוֹ מֻטֶּלֶת עָלֵינוּ "וְשִׁנַּנְתָּם לְבָנֶ  דּוֹת,וּדֶם לְזֶה אָנוּ מְחַנְּכִים אוֹתוֹ בְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה שֶׁיַּכִּיר הָאוֹתִיּוֹת וְהַנְּקוֹוְק
אֵין חוֹבָה עָלֵינוּ לַעֲשׂוֹת כָּ˂, אֶלָּא כְּשֶׁתִּהְיֶינָה מְעַט   ,לְבָנֶי˃ וְלאֹ לִבְנוֹתֶי˃  בוֹת בְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה, כִדְּדָרְשִׁינַןילְנָשִׁים שֶׁאֵינָן חַיָּ 

לְחַ  עָלֵינוּ  חוֹבָה  אָז  הַזְּכָרִים  נְּכָןגְּדוֹלוֹת  כְּמוֹ  לָהֶן  הָרְאוּיוֹת  בְּתוֹרָה    .בַּמִּצְווֹת  אוֹתָן  מְחַנְּכִים  שֶׁהַבָּנִים  וְהַבָּנוֹת    תְּחִלָּהנִמְצָא 
  .לִפְנֵי הַמָּקוֹםד וְחָשׁוּב מְאֹ מְחַנְּכוֹת אוֹתָן תְּחִלָּה בַּמִּצְווֹת, וְזֶהוּ לְפִי שֶׁהֵן מִזְדָּרְזוֹת בַּמִּצְווֹת תְּחִלָּה, שֶׁהַמַּעֲשֶׂה גָּדוֹל 

 
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 homiletically6 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. 

* * * 

 
6 Kiddushin 29b.  


