773

Women and Torah Study”

Table of Contents

THE MODERN EVOLUTION OF WOMEN'’S EDUCATION.......... 1
BRIEF HISTORY OF JEWISH WOMEN'’S EDUCATION ................. 4
THE LEGAL ASPECTS OF TORAH STUDY FOR WOMEN AND

L@ 1 L I 2 11
PROFICIENCY IN PRACTICAL HALACHAH........ccccceevvurriruircrneranns 16
FAMILY FIRST ....ouuiiiiiiiuiiiniinnneinneissnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssasssssssssas 18
Request this Paper (Members) Request this Paper (Guest) Sign up

*

The Modern Evolution of Women’s Education

Prior to the Enlightenment, the notion of formal education for women was, for
the most part, frowned upon. It was unusual for a woman to be well versed in
the sciences, philosophy, and other advanced forms of knowledge. The common
wisdom was for a woman to fill the role of mother and wife, which did not
necessitate even the most basic education by today’s standards. While boys
attended school, girls were raised at home and no collective effort was made to

change the status quo.

[There were times when it was considered a mark of distinction for a Jewish
woman to be fluent in Greek and be able to converse with women of royalty. The

Sages permitted women — but not men — to study Greek for this purpose.!]
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This all changed drastically during the 19* and early 20* century. The winds of
modernity that swept through Europe challenged the traditional attitudes of
society toward women’s education and triggered a revolution that evolved from
clandestine instruction to founding institutions of higher education exclusively
for women. Women began to engage in advanced studies in all areas of inquiry

and contributed enormously to their advancement.

While the Enlightenment brought many positive innovations in the fields of
science and technology, it posed considerable challenges for the Jews. The new
wave of enlightenment cast many of Judaism’s traditions and beliefs as archaic
and irrelevant, and advocated for assimilation into secular culture and the

abandonment of faith.

These developments had significant ramifications for Jewish education. Young
Jewish women who hitherto did not receive formal education were suddenly
thrust into the turbulence of secularism whose values were deeply at odds with

traditional Jewish belief and observance.

The pressure began to mount upon the rabbinic leadership of the time to endorse
organized Jewish education for girls. During the famous conference of Polish
rabbis in 1903, a number of participants argued for the establishment of
Orthodox girls” schools, citing rampant religious apathy whose only solution was

a viable education.? After some debate, the motion was overruled.? As the years
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