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Chapter XLIX: Ki Teitzei (Deut. 21:10–25:19) 
 
Essay 2. The beautiful captive 

 

אֱלִיעֶזֶר  אָמַר רַבִּי  .  ץ רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא תַּגְדִּילוֹרַבִּי אֱלִיעֶזֶר תָּק'.  וְכוּ   "וְגִלְּחָה אֶת־ראֹשָׁהּ"(דַּף מ"ח) תָּנוּ רַבָּנַן    ד' דִיְבָמוֹת  קרֶ פֶּ 

בִּי עֲקִיבָא אוֹמֵר נֶאֱמָרָה עֲשִׂיָּיה בָּראֹשׁ רַ   .כִי נַמֵי הַעֲבָרָהנֶאֱמָרָה עֲשִׂיָּיה בָּראֹשׁ וְנֶאֱמָרָה עֲשִׂיָּיה בְּצִפָּרְנַיִם, מַה לְהַלָּן הַעֲבָרָה הָ 
לאֹ־עָשָׂה רַגְלָיו וְ "שֶׁת בֶּן־שָׁאוּל וְכוּ'  וֹבימַה לְהַלָּן נִיוּוּל אַף כָּאן נִיוּוּל. וּרְאָיָה לְדִבְרֵי ר' אֱלִיעֶזֶר וּמְפִ   נֶאֱמָרָה עֲשִׂיָּיה בַּצִּפָּרְנַיִם,

מַאי  "וְלאֹ־עָשָׂה שְׂפָמוֹ הַעֲבָרָה ע"כ.ה עֲשִׂיָּי.  גְּזֵ וּפֵ   ?  נִיוּוּל הוּא  דְלַאו  גַּב  וְאַף עַל  קָאֵי  אֶצְפַּרנַיִם  זַ"ל תָּקוֹץ,  רַשִׁ"י  רַת  ירֵשׁ 
  הַכָּתוּב הִיא עכ"ל.

 
Deut. 21:10–14 discusses the “beautiful captive” and provides the rules by which a Jewish 

soldier can marry her. The fourth chapter of tractate Yevamot (page 48a) analyzes this: 

The Sages taught: [The verse states:] “And she shall shave her head and 
do her nails” (Deut. 21:12). [Scripture gives an explicit instruction with regard to 
hair, “shaving,” but with regard to her nails says only she has to do something, 
without specifying what. This leads to a dispute.] Rabbi Eliezer says: She cuts 
[her nails]. Rabbi Akiva says: She grows [them]. 

Rabbi Eliezer said: [An act of] “doing” is stated with regard to the head, 
and [an act of] “doing” is stated with regard to the nails. Just as there [with 
regard to the hair on her head, the Torah explicitly requires its] removal [by stating 
 so too, here [with regard to her nails, the Torah ,[(shaving) (ve’gilcha) וְגִלְּחָה
implicitly requires their] removal [i.e., that they be cut short].  

Rabbi Akiva says: [An act of] “doing” is stated with regard to the head, 
[that she should shave it,] and an act of “doing” is stated with regard to the nails. 
Just as there [with regard to the hair on her head, the Torah requires that she do 
something that makes her] repulsive, so too, here [with regard to her nails, the 
Torah requires she do something that makes her] repulsive [i.e., allowing them to 
grow]. 

And a proof for the statement of Rabbi Eliezer is offered: “And 
Mephibosheth, the son of Saul, came down to meet the king; and he had neither 
done his feet nor done his mustache” (II Sam. 19:25). What is “doing” [in that 
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context]? Removal [of his toenails and his mustache; i.e., trimming his nails short 
and shaving his mustache].1 

- Yevamot 48a2 
 
Commenting on Yevamot 48a, Rashi of blessed memory explains Rabbi Eliezer’s words 

“she cuts” as referring to the convert’s nails, and states that even though  cutting nails short is 
not repulsive, Rabbi Eliezer considers it to be an enactment of Scripture. That is, the rabbis 
agree that long hair and short-trimmed fingernails are attractive, and that shaved hair and long 
fingernails are unattractive.3 Rabbi Akiva thought that the instructions could be interpreted as 
logical mishpatim, establishing a cooling-off period and making the captive repulsive so that the 
captor would not want her and would send her away, thus protecting him lest the captive return to 
her idol-worshipping ways. Rabbi Eliezer thought that the instructions should be interpreted as 
chukkim, for which a logical basis need not be established, and therefore the intent was not 
necessarily to make the captive repulsive. 

 
ר' עֲקִיבָא דְּבִשְׁלָמָא לְ   נַת רַשִׁ"י לְתָרֵץ,ו וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְכַּוָּ   ?כּוּלֵּי עָלְמָא מַקְשִׁים עַל פֵּרֻשׁ רַשִׁ"י אֶצְפַּרנַיִם קָאֵי דְמַה בָּא לְהוֹדִיעֵנוּ

קְרָא   דְּשַּׁנֵּי  מְשׁ  "אֶת־ראֹשָׁהּוְגִלְּחָה  "וְכָתַב  בְּדִיבּוּרֵיהּ  נִיחָא  שֶׁהֵם  מִזֶּהוּלְפִי  זֶה  בְּמַעֲשֶׂה  לְ   .נִּים  קָשֶׁה  אֶלָּא  אֱלִיעֶזֶר   דְּאִםר' 
  .  וְעָשְׂתָה אֶת ראֹשָׁהּ וְעָשְׂתָה אֶת צִפָּרְנֶיהָ   רלוֹמַ  הָיָה לוֹכִדְבָרָיו 

  
The entire world asks about this explanation of Rashi, identifying “she cuts” as 

referring to her nails—what is he coming to inform us? I.e., Scripture explicitly says that the 
beautiful captive shall shave her head, so Rabbi Eliezer’s remark “she cuts” cannot be referring to 
that. It must, therefore, be referring to the action she should take in “doing” her nails.  

It’s worth saying that Rashi’s intent is to explain the conflict of the Gemara, that 
granted, according to Rabbi Akiva, it is good that the Scripture changes the form of its 
declaration and first writes “and she shall shave her head” but then doesn’t give a specific verb 
with regard to her nails other than the general “she shall do her nails.” According to that, Rabbi 
Akiva decides that they are different in action one from the other. I.e., he believes the Torah 
wants the beautiful captive to make herself repulsive. Therefore, he holds that with regard to hair, 

 
1 A man can quickly shave off a moustache and trim his toenails, but can’t quickly grow them. Thus, it seems 

obvious that the general verb “to do” in the context of Mephibosheth meant to shave off the moustache and trim the 
toenails. 

2 The halacha is not settled. Rabbi Eliezer’s position was supported by Targum Yonatan and Targum Neofiti, 
which render “she shall do” in Deut. 21:12 as “she shall cut.” Ramban also supports cutting the nails. Rabbi Akiva’s 
position was supported by Targum Onkelos, which rendered “he didn’t do” in II Sam. 19:25 as “he didn’t cut,” but 
rendered “she shall do” in Deut. 21:12 as “she shall let them grow.” Rashi on Deut. 21:12 also supports Rabbi Akiva’s 
position that the nails should be grown. Rambam (Hilchot Melachim 8:5) takes the same position. Finally, Lekach Tov 
(Pesikta Zutarta) states that the captive allows her nails to grow for a month in order to be unattractive, but then she 
cuts them in time for her conversion immersion. It appears that Rabbi Nachmani follows Rabbi Eliezer’s view that the 
nails should be cut. 

3 Married Jewish women trim their nails before going to a mikvah following their monthly cycle, so the rabbis 
would not consider long fingernails (whether natural or artificial) to be attractive. 
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she should shave it off so that she becomes bald, but with regard to fingernails, Rabbi Akiva holds 
that she should allow them to grow long and unsightly.  

Rather, according to Rabbi Eliezer, it is difficult to understand his position, because 
according to his position, [Scripture] should have said, “and she shall do her head and she 
shall do her nails.” I.e., if Scripture had used the same verb for both head and nails, that would 
have strengthened Rabbi Eliezer’s position that the same action was meant for both. As the verse 
instead says “she shall shave her head” and “she shall do her nails,” Rabbi Eliezer’s can provide 
only the weak argument that “[an act of] doing” (עֲשִׂיָּיה) (asiyah) is stated with regard to each one. 

 
הַסְבָרָא שֶׁרָאִינוּ שֶׁהֶחְמִּיר עָלֶיהָ  כִי הָיָה מָקוֹם לִטְעוֹת וְלוֹמַר דִּוְעָשְׂתָה אֶת צִפָּרְנֶיהָ תַּגְדִּיל, מִכֹּחַ  וְצָרִי לוֹמַר דְּאִילּוּ כָּתַב הָ 

צִפָּרְנֶיהָ  דְּאִם אִיתָא דְּכַּוָּונַת הַכָּתוּב הָיְתָה לוֹמַר שֶׁתָּקוֹץ הַצִּפָּרְנַיִם, הֲוָה כְּתִיב וְעָשְׂתָה אֶת ראֹשָׁהּ וְאֶת  .  הַכָּתוּב כְּדֵי לְנַוְּולָה
  .ינוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁוְעָשְׂתָה אֶת ראֹשָׁהּ כִּדְאִיתֵיהּ וְהָאִי כִּדְאִיתֵיהּ כְּדֵי לְנַוְּולָהוּמִדְּלָא עָרְבִינְהוּ הָיִ . כְּחַד כֻּלְּהוּ

 
It needs to be said that if it had been written thus in Scripture, i.e., “she shall do her 

head” and “she shall do her nails,” it would have still been possible to err like Rabbi Akiva and 
to say that the interpretation is “and she shall grow her fingernails,” from the force of the 
explanation offered by Rabbi Akiva that we see that Scripture is strict upon her in order to 
make her repulsive. That is, even if the same general verb “she shall do” had been used separately 
for each subject, Rabbi Akiva could have argued that it was not intended to convey the same action 
for both, i.e., cutting her hair and cutting her fingernails, but was instead intended to produce the 
same effect, making her repulsive, which would mean cutting her hair but growing her fingernails.  

For if the intent of the Scripture is to say that she will cut her fingernails, it would 
have written “and she shall do her head and her nails” all together in one statement, i.e., with 
the verb given only one time, instead of stating “and she shall do” first for her head and then again 
for “her nails.” That would have clarified that the same action was required for both the hair and 
nails. But since there was no such combination of the two subjects, we say that she does her 
head in such-and-such a way, and this instruction regarding her nails she does in such-and-
such a way, in order to make her repulsive. 

  
 .ר' אֱלִיעֶזֶר דְּכֻלְהוּ דִּינָם בְּהַעֲבָרָה וּקְצִיצָה  אַ קָשֶׁה לָמָּה בָּאֱמֶת לאֹ כָּתַב וְעָשְׂתָה אֶת ראֹשָׁהּ וְאֶת צִפָּרְנֶיהָ כֻּלְהוּ כְּחֲדָא, לָדַעַת  

דּוּל לְגַבֵּיהּ  יעַת ר' אֱלִיעֶזֶר בֵּין לְדַעַת ר' עֲקִיבָא, שֶׁאִם נְפָרֵשׁ גִּ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּמִמָּה נַפְשָׁ הָיוּ שְׁנֵי דְּבָרִים דְּסָתְרִי אַהֲדָדֵי בֵּין לְדַ 
וְלְגַבֵּיהּ דְּצִפָּרְנַיִם    ,אִם כֵּן וְעָשְׂתָה לְגַבֵּי הָראֹשׁ מַשְׁמָע גִּילּוּחַ וּקְצִיצָה  ,וְעָשְׂתָה  נְפָרֵשׁ  נִיוּוּלכְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה הַכֹּל דֶּרֶ    ,דְּצִפָּרְנַיִם

הֲלאֹ בְּראֹשׁ מַשְׁמָע נִיוּוּל וּבְצִפָּרְנַיִם אֵינוֹ נִיוּוּל אֶלָּא    ,אֶצְפַּרנַיִםלְשׁוֹן קְצִיצָה וַהֲסָרָה בֵּין לְגַבֵּי הָראֹשׁ וּבֵין לְגַבֵּי  וְאִם    .גִּידּוּל
שֶׁהַהֶכְרֵחַ שֶׁל ר' אֱלִיעֶזֶר   אֶצְפַּרנַיִם קָאֵי,  תָּקוֹץרַשִׁ"י  שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ  שְׂתָה בְּצִפָּרְנַיִם, וְזֶהוּ  וּמִשּׁוּם הֲכִי כָּתַב וְגִלְּחָה בְּראֹשׁ, וְעָ   ?נוֹי

שְׁמוֹעִינַן חִידוּשָׁא, דְּאַף  וּוּי וְהַפּוֹעֵל שֶׁל הַקְּצִיצָה לְאַ ילְפִי שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה רָצְתָה לְהַנִּיחַ וְעָשְׂתָה בַּהֲדֵי צִפָּרְנַיִם דַּוְקָא, שֶׁהוּא הַצִּ הַיְינוּ  
  .רַת הַכָּתוּב הִיאיעַל גַּב דְּלָאו נִיוּוּל גְּזֵ 

  
But it is difficult to understand why in truth it’s not written, “and she shall do her head 

and her nails” all together in one statement, according to the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer that 
the law is the same for all: removal and cutting. The answer is that it’s worth saying that 
whichever way you interpret it, if the verse had recited “she shall do her head and her nails,” 
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there are two things that contradict each other, in light of either the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer 
that “doing” means cutting regardless, or the opinion of Rabbi Akiva that the “doing” means 
whatever it takes to make the captive repulsive.  

For if we interpret “and she shall do” as “growing” with regard to her nails, such that 
everything about “and she shall do” will be understood in the way of being repulsive, then 
“and she shall do” regarding the head means “shaving and cutting,” while regarding her 
nails [it means] growing. So if the language had been “and she shall do her head and her nails,” 
it’s understandable that according to Rabbi Akiva a single verb followed by two subjects would 
not be appropriate, if we accept the premise that a single verb (even a general one such as “doing”) 
must still refer to the same action. 

If, on the other hand, as Rabbi Eliezer holds, we will explain “and she shall do” as the 
language of cutting and removal regardless of whether we are discussing the head or the nails, 
isn’t it for the head a meaning of repulsiveness, but for the nails not repulsiveness but rather 
an adornment? So if the language had been “and she shall do her head and her nails,” and 
interpreted as cutting and removal, Rabbi Akiva still would have been disappointed, because her 
hair would have been unattractive, but not her nails. Rabbi Eliezer, who unlike Rabbi Akiva didn’t 
feel a need for an interpretation as logical mishpatim, would have still interpreted the rules as 
chukkim, as he had already done with the actual text, so there would have been no advantage with 
regard to him, either.  

For this reason, Scripture doesn’t simply state “and she shall do her head and her nails.” 
Rather, it is written “and she shall shave” for the head, and “she shall do” for the nails. This 
is the explanation of Rashi, that Rabbi Eliezer’s words “she cuts” refers to her nails, for Rabbi 
Eliezer [felt] compelled to make explicit regarding nails what the Torah set down before us. 
For this was the command of G-d, and the action of cutting teaches us a novelty, that even 
though it is not repulsive, it is an enactment of Scripture.4 

 
 

* * * 

 
4 Question for discussion: Why didn’t Scripture explicitly say what was required, such as, according to Rabbi 

Eliezer, “And she shall shave her head and cut her nails”? 


