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Education of Jewish Women  gueqchpedha Jodaics
' Deborah R. Weissman | Y E—AQ QOOI( [T -F

Dcspne the exceptions, and despite lhc need for even “ordinary™ women to lcam enough to fulﬁll
their family and community roles, in most cases organized Jewish communities tended to neglect
the formal education of the girls, Parents were entrusted with giving their daughters the rudiments
of'a Jewish education. Asthe Arukh ha-Shulhan, a 19th-century Lithuanian halakhic work, stated:
“We have never taught women from @ “book, nor have we ever heard that people actually do 56,
Rather, every mother teaches her daughter or daughter-in:law lhose well-known rules women

should know™ (Qrah Hayyin 246,19)." Study did not in any community fulfill the same fiine-

tion —“study as a mode of worship™'? —ina woman'slife asit did ina man’s. The first comrunity,

however, in which the problem of women's education seems to have been taken seriously in a sys-
- lematic way was that of Renaissance Italy. We have evidence of a women's talmud torak school in
Rome going as far back as 1475.'3 Othér non-Ashkenazi communities, founded by Jews who had
been forced to leave Spain in 1492, also pioneered in this area. In 18th-century Amsterdam, the
teacher Moses Cohen Belinfante included girls in the school in which he taught children of the
Spanish-Portuguese community.™ Within these communities, education for girls wasoften partof
a general trend of reforming or modernizing the Jewish educational system, although sometimes

without the ideological grounding for similar reforms during the Emancipation and Enlight-
enment.

!
Another factor tobe mentioned before moving into the modern period istherise of Yiddish liter-

ature for women, made more accessible through the proliferation of the printing press. This body

of literature included the tefilnnot, special supplicatory prayers written by or for women, and the

. *Ze'enah u-Re'enah, a translation-interpretation of biblical stories. This literature is reflected in

the famous 1 7th-century diary of"Glueckel of Hamcln, whao shows an impressive knowledge of
Hebrew words and rabbinic lore, -

The Western branch of the Haskalah, or J ewish Enlightenment movement, included inits pra-
gram ideas for educational reform, including the introduction of secular studies into the curricu-
lum and medernizing the structure of the school. “One of the strategies forpromoting and spread-
ing the new education was to deal with parts.ofthe population which had not received high priority '
in the traditional educational system, and thus to pre-empt some of the Orthodox objection to
opedning schools. Amnong these eleiments of the population were gicls.. . . One of the responsesto
Enlightenment in the West was the rise of religious movements which attempted to achieve some
type of synthesis or accommaodation between Judaism and modernity — Reform, Neo-Orthodoxy,

“the Historical School which later developed into Conservative Judaism, etc. The founder of the
nco-On.hodox movement in Germany, Samson Raphael lesch encouraged the estabhshmem of

schools f'orgtr!s inwhich most branches oftradmonal learning, excluding Talmud and the intrica- !
ciesofthe legat codes, were taught." In add:ﬂon especially since there was no obligatien forgirlsto
study Torah, many Jewish parents began to send their daughters to non-Jewish schoals, which were
bécoming increasingly accessible through the concomitant pracesses of the rise of mass education
and the fail of ghetto walls, The girls acqulred skills and knowledge in areas alien to the intellectual
universe of discourse in which their own brothers were being raised. Women like Dorothea *Men-
delssohn (the daughter of Moses Mendetssohn), Henrietta *Herz, and Rachel Levin *Varnhagen
represented the educated Jewish woman of Western Europe who assimilated and often
intermarried.

In Eastern Europe, the situation was somewhat different. Haskalah brought with it the rise of
various national ideolagies, but without corresponding movements for synthesis within the reli-
gious sphere, Probably because-of the strength of the Hasidic movement, the bulwark of learning in
the traditional yeshivor, and the inflience of certain important individuals such as Moses Sofer
(the Hatam Sofer), Eastern Furopean Jewry was “Saved” from the inroads of religious reform, and
split into religious-Orthodox and sécular camps. No indigenous mavement developed on a large
scale that would be comparable to German Neo-Orthodoxy.

The religious ideat, of course,'was for men to occupy their time studymg the classical texts. The
responsibility of earning a livelihood thus often fell upon the shoulders of their wives and unmar-
ried daughters. Many Jewish women began to acquire extensive linguistic and vocational skitls,
which helped them to support their families. In Galicia, Jewish girls would sometimes be sent to
study in Catholic schools, run by nuns, with the result that sons and daughters within the same fam-
ily might grow up living in totally different worlds.' The girls, attending non-Jewish schools, were
exposed to various secular movements — from Socialism to radical feminism. Many began to ques-
tion the religious values and traditions which they had been taught by their parents. There devel-
oped a great discrepancy between their secular aécomplishments and their refative ignorance of
Jewish sources. Their respect fortraditional Jewish learning was weakened, so that the patriarchal
authority of their fathers was undermined. Thus, the legendary intergenerational harmony of the
Jewish household was being threatened.

In addition, the girls were exposed to secularliterature which was infiuenced by romantic move-
mentsand ideas. In manyofthe novelsand the poems of the period, romanticlove wasdescribed as

the only possible basis fora marriage relationship. Thisconcept became athreat to the survival ofa
traditional social structure based on arranged madrriages.



Similar problems were experienced in other communities. In America, for example, secularedu-
cation became an important channe! of upward mobility for young immigrant Jewish women, but
the world of Torah leaming was largely closed to them. This conflict is poignantly described in
Anzia Yezierska's semiautobiographical novel Bread Givers, published in 1925.Ina conversation,
Father says, “No wonder it says in the Torah *Woe to a man who has females for his offspring!” 1o
which Motker replies, “And woe to women who got to live in a Torah-made world that's only for
men.""* Sara, the narrator-heroine, moves out of her tenement-based family and puts herselfl
through college and teacher training, thereby channeling traditional Jewish values of scholarship
along secular lines. '

It is important to note that during the 19th and early 20th centuries, a general struggle was going
on in terms of women's higher education. Annie Nathan *Meyer, one of the founders of Barnard
College in 1889, was the daughter of a (Jewish) man who objected strongly 1o higher education for
women because “men hate intelligent wives,™"® The increasing availability to women of secular
educationona high level anly served to emphasize the discrepancy between their secular and Jew-
ish knowledge. As Rudolf Glanz notes,?® by the 1920s there was “a new anxiely, previously
unknown to Judaism — an anxiety about the religious education of our women . ..”

In 1932, Prof. Mordecai Kaplan wrote, “It is seldom noted that the Jewish Emancipation or the
change in the civic status of the Jew, has alienated the Jewish woman from Judaism far more than
the Jewish man . , . until our own day, Jewish women who felt the impact of the Jewish Emancipa-
tion usually developed a negative attitude towards things Jewish.”® He called foran enhanced role
for women in Jewish education as a remedy. Significantly, many of the outstanding Jewish women
of that period — Rebecca *Gratz and Henrietta *Szold in the U.S., Bertha YPappenheim in Ger-
many, and Lily *Montagu in England — put educational concerns at the top of their personal and
proposed communal agendas. . . '

During the {9th century, the Jewish pishuv in Erez Israel was composed almost exclusively of
Sephardim and Eastern European Ashkenazim, with very little cultural or social influence from
the Western Enlightenment. Indeed, many of the foundersof the rabbinate and the religious educa-
tional system in Palestine were attempting Lo escape from the Entightenment-forees in-Eastern
Europe. Beginning in 1840, with periodic renewals, the rabbis of Jertsalem issued a herem, orban,

‘excommunicating anyone who sent his sons or daughters to a modern school. Still, because the tra-
dition offered no institutional alternatives in terms ofeducation F_or_gii'ls, the herer was less vigor-

ously applied to them. The first modern school established in t9th-century Palestine was a school
for girls, Most of the girls who studied in formal educational institutions in Jerusalem uatil World
War I came from Sephardi families, who were, relatively, more open 10 innovation. j

Leaders of the Orthodox community in Erez Israel or in Eastern Europe still ofien preferred that
the girls study in alien, even non-Jewish, environments than that they be taught traditional Juda-
ism in a school setting. The latter they considered an ouiright violation of the prescribed women's
role within Judaism. : ‘

In 1503, at a conference of Polish rabbis held in Cracow, Rabbi Menahem Mendel Lands, the
Admor (hasidic leader) of Zawiercie, blamed his colleagues for neglecting the education of Jewish
girlds and called for the establishment of schools 1o deal with the problem. His suggestion was
almost unanimousty opposed.” _

It took a dedicated and courageous woman named Sara Schnirer 10 initiate the change. Influ-
enced by 2 brief period in Vienna, in which she was exposed Lo the spirit of the German Neo-
‘Onthodoxy, Schairer founded the Beth Jacob (Be'is Ya'akov; see 16:1 260) movementin Polandin
1917, Beginning with a kindergarién class of 25 pupibls, in Cracow, the movemen! grew to encom-
pass almost 40,000 girls on the eve of World War 11, having spread 1o several continents,and estab-

' lished day schools, afterncon schools, teachers® seminaries, summer camps, youth groups, a
monthly journal, and a publishing house for textbooks and other educational maierials, 4 .

The greatest single act of ideologica! support for the movement was undoubtedly the responsum
of the Hafez Hayyim, the outstanding spiritual leader of Eastern European Jewry in the first third
ol the twentieth century. When questioned about the propriety of formal education for womer, the
Hafez Hayyim replied thatin the past, there had been no need 10 teach girls in the tradition institu-

tionally as they could just follow what they saw being practiced in their homes and communities.
But: '

Now, to our great dismay, the tradition of the fathers has been greatly weakened . . Itis surely
a great mitzvah fo teach girls the Pentateuch and also the other books of scripture {the Prophets
and Writings) and the ethics of the rabbis, as in the tractate Avor, and Menorat ha-Maor, and
soon, so that our holy faith will be verified for them. Because if nol, the girls are likely io stray

completely from the path of the Lord and transgress the foundations of our religion, God
Sorbid ™ ‘ .
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Are We Producing Female Rabbis? ‘

Dear Editor,

Mrs. Chana Leifer ("Who Is
This Homework For?"— 14 Av)
bemoans “the
which...takes away the joy of
learning from the children.” In
fact, significant strides have been
made which take away the joy of
the entire family.

The first mifzva stated in the To-
rah is that of having a family.
Boruch Hashem, the Orthodox
communily of today has been
blessed with many large familics,
ba"h, k"y, In the previous gencra-
lion, homework was not an assign-
ment for the parent. Indeed, Euro-
pean-bom parents were often

- unfamiliar with matedal covered in

American  classrooms. Today,
schoolwork is no longer contained
in the classroom, but has become
an unfair burden of the parcal, par-
ticularly those blessed with large
familics. :

Children who do not study a
home with their parents arc not
able to keep up at school. Instead
of being able to cnjoy a beawiful,
growing family in a calm, relaxed
atmosphere, Lthe few waking hours
speit together are overshadowed
conducting “The Little Red
Schoolhouse.” Mather  warmly
grects each child at the door and,
with jaws clenched, tells them to

school ~ system .

get out their homework, Younger
children who may be too tired or
simply want (o play are not sparcd.
Mother braves: pages of labored
reading, reviews spelling lists,
solves math problems, pastes arls
& crafls, teaches social studies les-
sons, apparently for the very first
lime, and attacks the mound of pa-
perwork awailing the parental sig-
nature. Then, and only then, she
may aliend Lo the baby. Which
mother today does not drcad fall-
ing behind in the homework? Par-
ents are afraid to complain to the
school for fear of having their
child labelled poor leamers.

Learning can be an enjoyable
experience. Excessive pressure in
schiool and demands on the family
can be harmiful to a child’s devel-
opment. Recently, Hatzolah was
summoned to a prominent high
school. After examining a student,
the Hatzolah member inquired if
ithe student is under a lot of pres-
sure. Replied the principal: “All of
our students arc under tremendous
pressure!”

What are we doing to our chil-
dren? Is this the derech haTorah?

Our daughters suffer particutarly
in this systcm. They aré much too
busy with their load of homework
and “chessed projects™ to help
their mothers and, hus, lose vital
experience in running the home.

Letters...

Thosc who are quiet or simply nol
aggressive, qualitics that used to be
encouraged in a bas Yisroel, get
lost in large classes and are often
dismissed as below average. |
Girls are being taught more

. hashkofo, Tanach and halocha, not

to mention secolar studies, than
their brothers. How will they re-
spect their husbands? Ironically,
even some Chassidishe schools
which opened offering an alterna-
tive approach, find themseclves
“keeping up with Bais Yaakov
standards.” I, Loo, recall the words
of a seminary mechanech: “The
goal of Jewish eduocation for
women must be to develop future
rebbetzins. If we produce. female
rabbis, this is Conservative Juda-
jsm!” Are our daughters being im-
bued with Torah-true values?

No, Mrs, Leifer, this problem is
by no means limited to Eretz Yis-
roel. Parents and mechanchim
must address these issues so that,
b'ezras Hashem, we can foster a
calm, healthy cnvironment in
which. our children can grow in
ahavas  haTorah and  yiras
Shomayini.

Respectfully submitled,
Mrs. EM. |
Boro Park
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Who can make a siyum?

Women — Hagaon Rav Shlomo Walrman, x"wow,* was
asked if a woman who finished a tractate of Gemara could
make a siyum during the first nine days of Av, when eating
meat is proscribed, and thereby allow herself and her family
to eat meat. The reasoning against it is that since she has no
mitzvah to learn Torah, perhaps this would not be called a
seudat mitzvalt. After a lengthy discussion on the subject of
women learning Torah, Rav Wahrman concludes:

When a woman learned with dedication and diligence
and merited to finish a tractate, she has at least fulfilled
the mitzvah of learning Torah on the level of "one who
is not commanded and does”, and she receives reward for
her learning ... and since she did a mitzvah that took
time [see Responsa Iggerot Moshe brought in regard to a
siyum on mitzvot other than learning], who can measure
how great is the happiness in her heart? And it is clear
that there is an obligation for a seudah according to the
Rashbam and the Nemtukei Yoscf, and it is considered a

seudat milzvah.

Rav Wahrman adds that the woman's family or a group
of her friends could also partake of the seudal as with any

other scudat mitzval.

When faced with the same question, Rav Sheinberg
answered that a siyum should not be made. Although it is
certainly important for women to learn what they need to
learn, nevertheless, since they have no obligation in the
mitzvah of learning Torah, the seudall would be lacking the
degree of importance which is required for a siyum. Therefore,
according to him neither the woman, nor any of her family,

24. 7 0 2 pYn gon ke,

would be able to eat meat during Av or exempt themselves
from Ta'anit Bechorot.

Children — According to the opinions that a siyum is
conditional on the obligation of the person learning, a child
would not be able to make a siyum either, nor allow those
participating with him to eat meat or be exempted from
fasting. It certainly would be a.source of great pride and
happiness for his parents. But it would be lacking the degree
of importance for a siyum.

There is room, however, to differentiate between a child
and someone else who has no obligation to learn. The Gemara
mentions that the performance of a mitzvah by a child can
sometimes be viewed differently. Since one day he will be
obligated in the mitzvah, even now it has a greater
importance than the mitzvah of someone who will never
be obligated. Therefore, it may be, that since one day the
child will be obligated to learn Torah, although now he is
exempt, the mitzvah and the simcha are much greater. A
competent rav should be consulted.

Who may join in the siyum?

Mourner — The Yam Shel Shlomo® writes that it is a big
mitzvah to rejoice with the one.making the siyum even if
one did not participate in the learning.?® The question is,

who, specifically, can join in the simcha?

As we know, a mourner is required to minimize his or

25. 1% paro namn. ,
26. The Shaclh, 13 p 0 v 1w, writes that it was the custom in

his time for the men of the community to come to the yeshiva at
the beginning and end of the Gemara that was being learned in

order to participate in the siyum.



