EOTVOS LORAND UNIVERSITY
FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND PSYCHOLOGY

Change in the Unique Characteristics of
Education and Culture Experienced by Young
Women in the Religious kibbutz Movement.

Kula Tova.

2010

Table of Contents
Abstract…………………………………………….1-5
The Kibbutz ………………………………………6-29
A. A look at the kibbutz – ideology, law, and education
B. The religious kibbutz
C. Coeducation in the religious kibbutz
D. The changes

The Status of Women in Judaism……………….30-45
A. Equality and the difference between the sexes
B. The value of the family
C. Division of roles in the Jewish family

The Authority of the sages………………………46-52
A. Halacha
B. The areas of authority
C. Change in Halacha
D. The stand of members of the religious kibbutz on the dilemma of authority of the
Halachic and its sages
H. The aspect of education in the dilemma of the authority of sages in the religious
kibbutz

The Methodology…………………………………53-71
A. Phenomenology
B. The qualitative research process
C. Methodological problems in the qualitative research approach
D. Data collection tools
E. The research process
F. Completion of data collection

The Bat Mitzvah…………………………………72-128
A. Introduction
B. The Bat Mitzvah on the kibbutz
C. The homily
D. The nature of the kibbutz Bat-Mitzvah party

E. The Bat-Mitzvah girl's aliyah l'Torah
F. The blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’

The study of Torah and Gemara by women……129-171
A. Theoretical Introduction
B. The study of Gemara/Talmud
C. The study of Gemara for girls on the religious kibbutz

Discussion and Recommendations……………..172-213
Methodological discussion
Bat Mitzvah
The aliyah l'Torah
The party – experience and education
Preparation
Family preparation
The right age
Summary and recommendations
The study of Gemara
The difficulty in studying Gemara
The language
Enjoyment and achievement
Success in the study of Gemara in the grade exam
The place of the teacher
Continuing education
Learning and the significance in terms of values
Authority and education

Summary……………………………………214-218
Bibliography………………………………...219-236
Appendices…………………………………..237-240

List of Figures
The Sequence of Qualitative Research in Described Schematically.
*****

List of Tables

Table Number 1
Table Number 2
Table Number 3
Table Number 4
Table Number 5

Table Number 6

Table Number 7

Mean Gemara grades for the years
1985-1991
Mean Gemara grades for the years
2000-2006
Mean Gemara grades according to
sex for the years 1985-1991.
Mean Gemara grades according
to sex for the years 2000-2006
T-test for nondependent samples
to examine the significance of the
difference between the sexes, for
the mean Gemara oral- exam
grades in 1985-1991.
T- test for nondependent samples
to examine the significance of the
difference between the sexes, for
the mean Gemara unseen part
grades in 1985-1991
T- test for nondependent samples
to examine the significance of the
difference between the sexes, for
the mean Gemara unseen part
grades in 1985-1991

Appendices
Appendix Number 1:

The Educational Council Report - Kibbutz Yavne (1992).
Authority and Responsibility of the Educators in the
Kibbutz. Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hadaty.

Appendix Number 2:

The Original Directive Published by Rabby Amit Kula,
Regarding the Reading of the Law by Women. Kibbutz
Alumim (2001).

Appendix Number 3:

Prayers Said by the Bat Mitzva According to the Italian
Jewish Community. Cohen. (1990). Zeved Habat.
Jerusalem: Kana.

The Bat Mitzvah
A. Introduction
The 13th birthday is perhaps the most significant one in the life of a Jew boy, since from
that day on, he takes upon himself the yoke of Torah and the commandments 1. The BatMitzvah celebration (which is celebrated for a girl on the 12

th

birthday) is “renewed

happiness” (Y. Blidstein, 2003, p. 43) that has no tradition in Judaism. The religious
kibbutz, as a general society, was the first to adopt the celebration of this event. In the
last generation, there has been increasing and growing attention to this subject in the
rabbinical literature, including discussions on the suitable content for the event,
limitations and Halachic innovations.
A.1. The age of commandments as a point of transition and change
According to Jewish Halacha and tradition, children are taught to perform the
commandments of the Torah when they are still young. The commandment of education
falls both on boys and girls, regarding those commandments that they will be obligated
to perform when they're older (Noybart, 1979). When they reach the age of
commandments, the boys are required to fulfill the commandments just like the adults.
D. HaCohen (1991, p. 79) describes: The acceptance of the yoke of Torah is renewed
for a Jew in different cycles. In the time cycle (day, week, year, holidays) and in the
personal cycle, which is the day he enters the yoke of commandments.
Our sages determined that a boy becomes a "man" (Genesis, 34, 25) when he turns 13
years and one day old and a girl becomes a "woman" when she turns 12 years and one
day2 (A. Cohen, 1990). According to Cohen (1986), the Halachic basis to mark the
1

According to Jewish Halacha, a young boy is obligated to fully observe the commandments starting
from the age of 13. A young girl is obligated to do this from the age of 12. Rabbis and investigators from
our times wondered why the ancient sources did not clearly point out this transition. A tradition that puts
such high value on the observance of the commandments does not point out the transition to the next
stage in a ceremonial and significant way? Vainberger (2004, p. 37) explains: “G-d did not want to point
out a specific day, because He wants man to feel as if he accepts the Torah upon himself every day – that
it should be beloved to him as if it were new, so that every day of his life the commandments will feel
new and beloved to the observant man”. And see (ibid, p. 37) “It is not possible that G-d will command a
positive commandment and that man will rejoice at receiving the yoke around his neck, it is more
appropriate that man should rejoice for himself for being privileged to reach the age when he is obligated
to fulfill the commandments” and adds (Blidstein, ibid, p. 44) “Maybe the transition is abstract… what
Jewish boy (or girl) does not actually fulfill commandments before becoming Bar Mitzvah?
2
Rashi, Nazir 29, 2. And Rabbi Yossi and also Tosfot-Yom-Tov, Avot, Chapter 5, Mishna 21: A 13-yearold boy to the commandments – the explanations as to why the age is moved up with a girl stems from
earlier spiritual, as well as physical, development.
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transition from "one who is not commanded" to "one who is commanded" at the age
mentioned above, originated in the Mishna (Bavli,

Nida, 45, p. 2) in which it

specifically states that the vows of a girl who is 12 years old are accepted and the vows
of a boy who is 13 years old and one day are accepted. Rashi, in his commentary on
this, pointed out that the reason for this is that until this age they are considered little. In
Masehet Yoma (p. 88, p. 1) this age is mentioned as the age of transition from
childhood to maturity. There it says that a girl should start to fast from age 12 and a boy
from age 13. According to Mishna Brura (Sign 54, Small Sign 40 ), our sages of
blessed memory accepted this age as Halacha given to Moses from Sinai.
Why is there a difference between the ages that a boy and a girl are obligated to fulfill
commandments? – "And the Lord build the rib (Genesis, 2, 22, as per Bereshit Raba,
18, 1) "He gave her more wisdom than the man". From this it is understood that the
feature of the woman’s natural wisdom causes her to mature faster than the man. Avidor
HaCohen (1982, Discussion 13) pointed out that "Judaism went according to natural
reality and discovered that the girl matures faster in intelligence and seriousness 3.
There is no difference between the maturity of a boy and a girl, except that the boy
takes upon himself a commitment to fulfill the positive time-related commandments
while the girl is exempt from them (Berachot, 20, 72). This can be learned from the
commandment of the Tefillin, which the boy is obligated to fulfill from the time he is
Bar Mitzvah – this is a tangible expression of the difference between a boy and a girl.
According to Halacha, the wearing of Tefillin, unlike other commandments (such as
prayer and Sabbath observance) – is only possible from the age of commandments or
close to it. Against this background, the wearing of Tefillin, more than any other
commandment, illustrates the transition from the age of childhood to the age of
maturity. The girl, who does not wear Tefillin, lacks a symbol for this transition that
represents the connection of the Jew to his heritage and past 4.

3

E. Vainberger (Yad Efraim, Sign 18) brings many references from Jewish Torah literature to determine
this age.
4
The mitzvah of tefillin is considered a symbol of the connection between G-d and his sons, and is
anchored in the distant history of the Exodus from Egypt. Physically, the tefillin is made up of black
leather straps and two little boxes containing chapters from the Torah. One box must be attached to the
hand and the other – to the head. Wearing (or laying) tefillin creates a visual and spiritual effect.
The absence of the commandment of tefillin for a girl as part of the Bat Mitzvah ceremony, intensifies the
remark of Blidstein (2003) mentioned above that the continuity of observing the commandments from
childhood is among the causes of the blurring of the transition point at the “Bat-Mitzvah” stage for the
girls.
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A series of interviews conducted for the purpose of this work expressed the girls’
difficulty to describe a change reflecting the transition to the age of commandments.
In reviewing the responses of the girls who were studied in the two research periods (a
range of over 15 years), it emerges that most of them did not feel any difference
between the period before they became Bat Mitzvah and the period that followed it (in
1985 = 12/20 and in 2006 = 13/19). When they were asked to elaborate, it became clear
that the absence of their sense of a difference apparently stemmed from the lack of an
explicit ritual expression in daily life that would emphasize their being Bar Mitzvah
girls.
In investigating their acceptance of the yoke of commandments during the age
transition, seven of the girls under investigation responded that they did sense a
difference, but it wasn’t always expressed in the religious area. Fifteen years ago, only
one girl (a high-school student) noted that the difference was expressed as “

the

acceptance of the yoke of the commandments and… the sins are on me ” while another of the
girls stated that she is more observant about modesty. In contrast to them, two older
girls who were interviewed in 2006 pointed out that they did feel a difference regarding
commandments, but “ Maybe there is no change in what you do but rather in what you feel ”.
More distant from the religious idea of the Bat Mitzvah, two girls pointed out 16 year
ago (1 high school student, 1 soldier) that they felt “

a spiritual but not necessarily

religious difference ” and from the younger generation of interviewees in 2006, one
reported that “ Questions came up …”. The rest of the interviewees who sensed a
difference saw it as related to maturity, growing up, independence, responsibility, and
femininity. It should be emphasized that this sense of change (except for femininity)
stems from the attitude of the family and the surrounding society. It should be
remembered that all the interviewees were questioned on subjects that were looked at in
the perspective of several years. Some of them felt uncomfortable about not feeling a
difference following the event, and they added a gender-Halachic explanation for that,
claiming that “ Boys feel the difference between the period before and after the Bar Mitzvah

more because of the commandments that they begin to observe, such as the aliyah l'Torah and
Tefillin…” and also “ From a religious point of view I did not feel the difference in the
commitment. For the boys, the difference has more religious value”.
74

This feeling was clearly expressed by one of the girls when she said: “ In contrast to the

boys, the girls continue on a straight line, without advancing upward ”, and also: “ The boys
have a stamp of approval5 for things they can do now that they couldn’t do before”.
Another less orthodox way of looking at it is that “ Except for a few more obligations put

on them, it didn’t do anything for the boys. They have one more obligation to do but it
doesn’t change the way they feel”.
The meaning of the difference between boys and girls is resolved by the educational
approach of the Book of Education “After the actions, the hearts continue” (Mitzvah
16). For example: “ The preparations of the boys for their Bar Mitzvah is different from that

of the girls ”, or: “ With the boys it is more a matter of ‘have to do’ … relating to the
commandments, and with the girls, it is only about their femininity

…”, and also: “ They

prepare the boys for a long time before the Bar Mitzvah and, therefore, it is more significant
to them ”. After she pointed out that she didn’t feel any difference at all, she added that
“…boys feel the difference more because the practical things also lead to an inner difference ”.
Otherwise, one girl from the new generation said “

The boys really do something. They

have the ceremony of the aliyah l'Torah, which is more exciting. But with us …

(pause)…

with us it is just an age !”. Another girl that age from a different kibbutz summarized the
topic: “ The Bat Mitzvah is a nice evening but it is not something that continues with you

your whole life, like it does with the boys”.
There were interviewees who claimed that there is no room for comparison of the
feelings about the event between the sexes because: “ The boys prepare more – for them it

is part of the process, and therefore it is more significant to them … and that is why you
can’t see it as part of the equation of the influence ”. Another said: “ In my opinion, boys see
the Bar Mitzvah more as something that obligates them from a Halachic point of view, while
the girls see it in a broader sense

”. And, indeed, in comparing the interviews that

stretched over a range of 16 years, it emerges that there were girls who claimed that
5

The emphasis on the intonation used during the interview.
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even as girls, they had felt a difference and that they can now look back and point to it
from the perspective of time; they said: “ It is not a difference that you feel in one day. It

is a difference that your parents and society cause you to feel. It is the essence and attitude
of the society. They treat me with more responsibility and expect me to be more mature

”.

Another stated that the difference that she felt “ was more spiritual than practical, but I

want to emphasize that I am referring to a spiritual difference and not necessarily religious ”,
while only one out of the group of interviewees of 1985 was already aware of the
difference at the time that she was Bat Mitzvah: “ I remember that before the Bat Mitzvah,

I had a feeling that there were still things I was allowed to do (all sorts of little ‘sins’)
because I’m still at ‘the age of learning’ but after the Bat Mitzvah, I had no more excuses
for these ‘sins’ ”. One-third of the interviewees pointed out that they were aware that
from the day of their Bat Mitzvah they became obligated to observe Israel’s fast days

6

.

Three of the interviewees added that because they felt that something was missing for
them regarding the acceptance of the yoke of the commandments during the transition
to being Bat-Mitzvah girls, they took upon themselves to observe additional things. One
stated that she took upon herself to observe the rules of modesty more seriously, another
said: “ Since then I started to wear skirts on weekdays too

7

”, and a third pointed out that

since becoming Bat Mitzvah she began lighting a candle in honor of the Sabbath.
From the girls who were interviewed in 2006, 16/20 pointed out that they strictly
observe the commandment to fast on Yom Kippur (some of them said that they had
already strictly observed this even before reaching the age of commandments). Only a
few reported that they added on commandments such as: lighting a Sabbath candle,
praying, going to the synagogue on the Sabbath, reciting the blessings, and setting aside
part of the challah dough. One girl expressed the view that: “

6

These are commandments

According to Halacha, each Jew is required to observe several fast days each year. The highest
obligation is the fast of Yom Kippur, which is a day for repentance and forgiving of sins. The second
most important is the 9 th day of Av, which marks the destruction of the Holy Temple. In addition to these
fast days, which are 25-hour fasts (one day and one night), there are some other dates during the year
when there is an obligation to fast during the day only (from morning until night).
7
Women who belong to the conservative faction of the Orthodox stream refrain from wearing pants. In
contrast, on the religious kibbutz, the wearing of pants by women is considered acceptable. Along with
this, there are women who choose to wear woman's clothes only (dresses and skirts), and it is accepted by
all the women on the religious kibbutz not to appear dressed in pants on the Sabbath or holidays. Against
this background, the ‘acceptance’ of the Bat-Mitzvah girl to wear a skirt on weekdays, is understood.
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that I was obligated to do before being Bat Mitzvah, but it was more important to me to
observe them after the Bat Mitzvah ”. It should be emphasized that only one interviewee
reacted negatively when asked about strict observance/adding on commandments after
reaching Bat Mitzvah age and she immediately tied this to her opinion that for a girl, the
event lacks religious content: “ This is what I’ve been saying to you all along: it has no

significance from a religious point of view !”. Another girl who was younger and from a
different kibbutz, declared that “ Although I consider myself religious, let’s say that…I

don’t feel that I’m missing doing additional commandments and it seems to me that the boys
would also prefer not wearing Tefillin”.
It should be emphasized that only four of the interviewees of 2006 pointed out that they
felt any difference between the period before becoming Bat Mitzvah and the period
after. According to them, this difference was expressed by a feeling of responsibility,
maturity, and the attitude of the society and family toward them, and this without any
mention of a difference in the area of religious content.
In general, women and men are equal in their obligation to observe the commandments:
“And all of them enter the yoke of the commandments” (D. HaCohen, 1991, p. 73), and
also: “All the laws in the Torah are for men and women equally”. According to hints in
the Torah, our sages found things that separate the men from the women only regarding
certain commandments (Or, 1987). The idea of separation between the sexes when
referring to obligation and exemption of observing commandments was also expressed
in interviews that were held for the purpose of writing this work.
The desire to accept the yoke as Bat-Mitzvah girls was seen in a unique way by one of
the interviewees who claimed that “

As a girl, I feel that I am able to observe

commandments exactly like the boys. Nothing is preventing me from this, and as long as it
(the observance of commandments – T.K.) is not revoked from a girl, there is no reason

why she can’t observe even those commandments that she isn’t obligated to observe

” – i.e.,

positive commandments related to time. In the wake of this remark, another girl claimed
that in her opinion, “ The boys feel the difference in the transition more because of the
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commandments that they add on for themselves, while with a girl, this stage occurs before
marriage”.
A.2. The Bat-Mitzvah party
An ancient custom in Israel was “the 13-year-old boy should be led to the elders so that
they can bless him, strengthen him, and pray for him that he should have the privilege
of Torah and good deeds’ (H. D. Halevy, 1986, according to “Magen Avraham”, Orah
Hayim 222, 4). After all, from a religious point of view, it is the father’s obligation to
mark the celebration of his 13-year-old son like a wedding party.
In the Prague community, which was the first in Bohemia (Czechoslovakia) and among
the most ancient and important in Europe, there were known rules against excessiveness
at the Bar Mitzvah meal 8. In addition, in the case of the Bar-Mitzvah party in the most
ancient community of Baghdad in Babylon, one of the greatest adjudicators, Rabbi
Haim Yosef of blessed memory who wrote Haben Ish Hai (in: Y. Vainberger and M.
Zefet, 2004, p. 52), wrote that: “They should try to make a meal for their loved ones and
friends … and recite the blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ …and the guests bless the son
…the Bar-Mitzvah homily … ‘recitation of the blessing ‘Blessed be the Lord for giving
us life9.
According to Cohen (1986), in Europe, the Bar-Mitzvah boy has an aliya l'Torah on
Monday or Thursday, and then, after the prayers, a modest meal would be held. In
contrast, in the United States, parties are held that have been described by the writer as
exaggerated. The Halachic source for marking the event with a party is based on the
complex view of the issue. There are some who forbid holding a Bat-Mitzvah
celebration (Responsa Zekan Aharon on Kedushin, 31, 71) in which it is told that
Rabbi Yosef, who was blind, announced that he would celebrate with a big party if
anyone could prove to him that a blind man is obligated to observe commandments.
From his declaration, our sages of blessed memory learned that: "It is preferable that
one who is required by Halacha to fulfill the commandments does so on this basis,

8

To invite only 10 men except for the host of the celebration, the servant, the cantor, and guests from far
away. Women should not be invited except for his daughters, his daughter-in-law, the mother and motherin-law. No entertainers … minimum refreshments according to their economic level (from the regulations
‘Hanodah beYehuda’ and the Beit Din of Prague. This appears in the outstanding book of the generation
of Landau (p. 36).
9
These concepts will be discussed in detail later in this work.
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compared to one who fulfills the commandments voluntarily". This outlook represents
an opening to making a Bar-Mitzvah party.
And what about girls? History teaches us that it was not customary to celebrate this
event for a girl and the “Dagul Mayrevava” (Yoreh De’ah, 178) brings this up in
answer to the question. According to Broyer (1973), H. D. Halevy (1977) was asked
“Lately a new custom has developed of making a Bat-Mitzvah celebration, as our
forefathers used to do for a Bar Mitzvah … , is there, according to Halacha, a place for
this new custom and, if not, what is the difference between a girl and boy on this
issue?”.
In determining the Halacha for this question, there were differences of opinions among
the adjudicators (Fainstein ,Responsa Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim 1, Sign 104). Some
clearly saw it as an obligation (Responsa Sridei Esh) and others remained doubtful and
allowed it with certain reservations (H. D. Halevy, 1976 ;Grosberg, 1978).
B. Gezundheit (2000) showed that there have been developments in the attitude of the
adjudicators toward the Bat-Mitzvah celebration, beginning with it being totally
forbidden as understood in the Torah (E. Valkin, Zekan Aharon, 8”3, Sign 6), then the
perception of the party as vanity (M. Fainstein, Responsa Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim,
1), and until modern days – our times, when some see it as a good and decent custom
(Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, Responsa Yabiya Omer).
There are several reasons for the decision of the adjudicators not to hold a party for a
girl:
Some of them see the holding of a party as a matter of innovation – a Bat-Mitzvah
celebration goes against the custom of previous generations who did not do it. A serious
opponent on this subject is E. Valkin (Responsa Zekan Aharon, 8”3, Sign 6) who
wrote: “One should not change the customs of the forefathers, even something that is no
bother, is forbidden”, and also, according to Rabbi A. Valkin, any idea of innovation is
to be rejected (Responsa Zekan Aharon, Orah Hayim, 8”3, Part 3, Sign 6). It should
be emphasized that Rabbi M. Fainstein (Responsa Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim 1, Part
4, Sign 104) saw little value in having a party even for the boys and almost pushed it out
of the Halachic consensus “... but to innovate the party for girls, when it has no
commandment source at all, it would have been far better to prevent it at home …”.
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Y. Vainberg (Sridei Esh, Part 3, Sign 93) opposed the viewpoint of ruling out anything
innovation in tradition. He based his opinion on changes in the way the world perceives
of the girl. If, in the past, children “breathed” Judaism at home, nowadays there is
exposure to other sources and, in his opinion, this is a reason to mark the transition to
observance of commandments with a party, since the party will bring the girls closer to
their religion.
Some of the adjudicators saw the existence of a Bat-Mitzvah celebration as a problem
with the girl’s modesty – “because it is not polite and a girl must maintain modesty [H.
D. Halevy, 1976, 1, 29; E. Valdenberg (Tzitch Eliezer, 8, Sign 33; Rabbi M. Gros,
1997, pp. 155-159] while others (M. Malkah, Responsa Mikveh Mayim; Feinstein,
ibid, Orah Hayim 1, Sign 104) adjudicated that if it is decided to celebrate a Bat
Mitzvah, the celebration should not be held in the synagogue, but within a limited
family framework. A. Karenfain (1998, Sign 104) mentioned that the Ashkenzim

10

are

opponents of having a party for a girl because, in a celebration, the girl stands out and
this damages her modesty. Tykozky (1996, p. 75) adopted the words of Y. Sofer, who
claimed “… and not to make any meal or celebration and anyone who makes a change
is at a lower position, and we saved our souls to prevent others from an obstacle …”
There are those who are afraid to allow a celebration for a girl because it is the custom
of the Reform communities. M. Fainstein (Responsa Igrot Moshe, 61, Response 104)
pointed out that “The Bat Mitzvah ceremony is certainly optional and it represents
vanity … especially since its origin is from the Reform and Conservatives …”.
Some rule out the party because it is not considered a ‘commandment meal’

11

and

therefore it is unnecessary (M. Gros, 1997, pp. 155-159). Some claim that the woman is
exempt from commandments and, therefore, her acceptance of the yoke of
commandments does not have much practical significance, compared to boys (A.
Kornfine, ibid). M. Fainstein (Responsa Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim, 1, Sign 97) also
wrote: No difference is noticed in the girl between the period before she reaches her Bat
Mitzvah compared to afterwards.
The adjudicators who ruled that a Bat-Mitzvah party must be held, based their decision
on several reasons:
10

This in contrast to most of the Sfard rabbis who would celebrate the event.
Commandment meal – every meal that a man makes that is not for the purpose of friendship and
happiness, but rather in order to give praise and thanks to G-d or to publicize a commandment or miracle
(Y. Kop-Yosef, 2002, p. 93).
11
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a. Changes of the times – It is true that in the past it was not customary to mark the Bat
Mitzvah date because “In previous generations they did not have to deal with educating
the girls … in our days, the generations have changed. Common sense and educational
principle practically demand that a girl also celebrate when reaching the age of the
commandments” (Y. Vainberger, Responsa Sridei Esh, Part 3, Sign 93) and also O.
Hadaya (1994, Part 6, Sign 28): “There were those who did not have the custom, but in
places where it was the custom, of course it is worthy and fair to do them”. D. Twito
(2002) strengthens the opinion that after reviewing different Halachic opinions, he
reached the conclusion that those who allow the innovation of this custom saw fit to do
so despite their awareness of the absence of the custom previously. In his opinion,
innovation of the custom was made possible in the wake of the significant change that
took place in our generation in the awareness of the girl (as explained by Vainberg,
above).
b. Spiritual and emotional strengthening of the girl – in order to strengthen “the feeling
of love of the commandments and pride in her Judaism” in the heart of the girl who
reaches the age of the commandments (as mentioned as an opinion in Vainberger’s
response, ibid). Y. Sherlo (1999, p. 101) would like to examine if the desire to hold a
party reflects a rise in the girl’s dealing with serving G-d or is it the expression of a
power struggle between the sexes 12.
It should be pointed out that the adjudicators who require and permit the marking of the
event of the Bat Mitzvah with a party, limit their permission by emphasizing that the
formal and significant differences between a Bat-Mitzvah celebration and other
Commandment celebrations must be maintained: It should not be celebrated in the
synagogue (not as part of the prayers and not even at night – at hours when there are no
prayers (Fainstein, Responsa Igrot Moshe). By studying the responses of Feinstein
against holding a party for girls, B. Lau (2002, p. 69) reached the conclusion and
determined that Feinstein opposed it on the assumption that the party would be held on
the synagogue grounds. In Lau’s opinion, the opposition to a Bat Mitzvah meal emerged
because it was associated with the entrance to the synagogue where there is no
separation of the sexes.
The party must be in a limited family framework (Grosberg, 1978; A. Ben Yaacov,
1993, Part 2, p. 48) and the Rabbi will give a sermon before the grown-up girl, and
12

A reaction to this: B. Lau, 2000, Akdamot, 8.

81

ensure that the custom will really serve to spiritually strengthen the Jewish girls to
fulfill commandments. From the ruling of Y. Landau (Hanodah Beyehuda, Orah
Hayim, 18) concerning permitting or forbidding the building of a round synagogue, it
emerges that the main thing is the intention and if it is for the purpose of serving G-d,
then it is permitted, but if the intention is related to a different will – then it is forbidden.
Y. Apel – Leids (1996, Part 4, pp. 465-467) points out that Vainberg (who was
mentioned above) was aware of the Reform origin of the Bat Mitzvah ceremony at the
time that he permitted it, and he also expanded on the subject of laws of the Gentiles

13

.

This was reinforced in M.B. Shapiro (1995, pp. 256-262).
In addition, Y. Vainberger (Responsa Sridei Esh, Part 3, Sign 97, Letter 27)
emphasized that not everything that the Gentiles do is forbidden “One should not be
afraid of the shout of the mob, of Rabbis who want to flaunt their severity”, and in
Letter 35 (ibid) he adds: “… It cannot be assumed that only cowards determine the
Halacha … Rabbi Weinberg (Sridei Esh, ibid) confirmed the celebration of a BatMitzvah party but, in his opinion, it should be held in the girl’s house. According to
him, in this way, the desire to strengthen the girl from a religious point of view is
expressed.
An opposite expression for the gap between the sexes can be found with E. Vainberger
(2004, p. 143). He emphasized that specifically because the girl doesn’t have all the
experiences that the boy has in the synagogue, and on the other hand she reaches this
day that obligates her to observe commandments, therefore, it is a great commandment
and a double obligation to have a proper celebration for her”, and also: “The day that
she reaches the yoke of commandments is, for her, like the day of the giving of the
Torah”, and therefore, a commandment meal should be held in her honor.
It seems that the Halachic referral to the subject of the Bat Mitzvah is getting sharper in
recent times. A summary of the opinions of the adjudicators can be found in many
books that were published in the last decade 14. O. Yosef (Responsa Yabiya Omer, Part
13

In most of its historical years, the Jewish religion was a minority religion. The Halacha attempts to
preserve the uniqueness of the Jewish community and prevent its cultural assimilation. In light of this, the
Jews were forbidden a variety of actions as being “laws of the Gentiles” just because of their similarity to
the cult worship of other religions. With the appearance of the Reform stream among the Jews, customs
that originated in this stream were also distanced – for the same reason – to separate those faithful to
Halachic tradition from those who were not.
14
As in A. Shteyenberg (1996); The Halachic Medical Encyclopedia, Part 5, pp. 575-576; M. HaCohen
(1993): The Book of the Life of Man – The Age of Commandments. Jerusalem, pp. 18-19; M.
Shterenbuch (1992) Responsa, A. Jerusalem, 1996; M. Gros (1997) Contours Light for 14, Bnei Brak, pp.
155-159; Y. Ariel (1998) …; Y. Ariel (1998). Bat Mitzvah – How?, Hatzofeh, 13, p. 6; Y. Kapah (1998).
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6, Sign 29) decisively expressed his opinion and based it on sections from the
Maharashal (S. Luria, Yam Shel Shlomo, Chapter 7, Sign 37), who determined that
“With the Ashkenazim, there is no commandment meal greater than the Bar Mitzvah
meal, because during this celebration, praise is given to G-d for the privilege the young
boy has to make a commitment to keep the commandments in the full meaning of the
word. O. Yosef determined that this is the law for girls too – since there is no difference
in principle between the male and female regarding accepting the obligation to observe
the commandments. “… In all the commandments that the woman is obligated to
observe, of course she is Bat Mitzvah”. And he wrote on the basis of remarks by Yosef
Haim (Haben Ish Hai): “And it seems from his remarks that if it is the custom to make a
party/feast for girls like they do for boys …then it is worthy and fair and considered a
mitzval meal”.
Yisraely (1990, p. 13) claimed that “In reality, it would be right to mark the event at
least in a modest family celebration, and if necessary, a large event can also be made”.
Sh. Aviner (1983) stood out because of his clear vision that “The foundation of the BatMitzvah celebration is in the sages’ mountains of holiness and most of the great leaders
of our times admitted that it is a commandment meal … and the main thing, of course,
is not the Bat-Mitzvah celebration but rather the strengthening of the observance of
commandments out of faith.
There were those who added the public consideration to this dilemma. Prevention of a
Bat-Mitzvah celebration leads to accusations against the sages of Israel that they are
depriving the girls and creating discrimination (O. Yosef, Responsa Yehava Da’at,
Part 2, Sign 29 and they were printed in the journal every year, 1983, pp. 157-161(.
From this answer it emerges that the equalistic point of view transforms the insult of
today’s girl to a fact that carries weight in the formulation of the Halacha. This also
emerges from the remarks of Uziel (1983, pp. 89-91), who mentioned that the
discrimination between the boy and girl regarding the celebration of maturity, deeply
hurts the girl’s human feelings. In a more decisive manner, A. HaCohen (1982,
Discussion 19) pointed out that it “is forbidden to discriminate against the girls! 15”.
Bar Mitzvah – Bat Mitzvah – Celebration for the Birth of a Baby Girl. In: Ner LeYosef, (edited by M.
Kapah, Meron, pp. 87-88).
15
And see also: In referring to the creation of separation and discrimination between the sexes, Rabbi Dr.
M. Amady (in: Halacha and Openness: The Sages of Morocco as Adjudicators for our Generation, 1985)
“… On the custom that now there is nothing to ask, because it is clear that they are preparing this as a test
of equal rights, and therefore, just as it is customary to have a celebration for a Bar Mitzvah, we did it
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B. The Bat Mitzvah on the kibbutz
B.1. The Bat-Mitzvah celebration
“The religious kibbutz, which has nurtured the awareness of including women in daily
life and in public positions, removed restrictions anchored in law and custom for
distancing the two sexes (mixed dancing, mixed swimming). The kibbutz even
instituted the Bat Mitzvah custom in which the father of the girl is given an aliyah
l'Torah and the girl gives a Bat-Mitzvah homily” (Fishman, 1990, pp. 179-180) 16.
In religious kibbutz society, as a society that promotes equality between the sexes, there
were those who saw the case of not making a Bat Mitzvah as discrimination that hurts
the teenage girl’s human feelings while in other areas she earns equal rights. The
changes of the times and the woman’s other place in society raised the need for a new
approach in the education of the girls. In contrast, the religious sensitivity of certain
kibbutz members was a factor that tempered and restrained the demand for innovations
in this area by other members.
Those who foster innovation wanted to institute a Bat Mitzvah for the girls but despite
the raising of the idea in a society that fosters equality, there was difficulty accepting it.
S. Friedman (1949), when approaching the day that the first Tirat Tzvi girl reached the
age of Commandments, determined that “this day deserves to take on the image of a
holiday … no less than the boys’ day of commandments”. Out of his recognition of the
lack of an appropriate character for this holiday, he called to mark the day publicly, and
included 3 suggestions:
a. The Bat-Mitzvah girl’s father is to be honored with an aliyah l'Torah

17

as soon as his

daughter turns 12, and a special ‘Mee Sheh-bayrah’ 18 should be included.
b. Holding a “Kidushah Rabbah”

19

in the parents’ home for all the members of the

kibbutz.
c. Suggestion for the future: To install the tradition of a “Commandment homily”.
also for a Bat Mitzvah, so that there would not be jealousy between the girl and boy”.
16
For the first Bat-Mitzvah celebrations on Kibbutz Tirat Tzvi and Kibbutz Yavne, see: Yediot Mazkirut
HaKibbutz HaDati, 54, Adar, 1949, and also Yediot Hakibbutz Hadati, 87, Iyar – 1953.
17
For the significance of this term, see Footnote 52 below.
18
Version of a blessing that addresses a person going up to the Torah. This blessing is said in the
congregation immediately after the end of his reading the Torah.
19
Explanation: A big Kiddush. A nickname for the blessing for the wine that is said on Shabbat morning.
It is customary to taste different foods at a Kiddush. This term was borrowed for small celebrations that
are generally held on Shabbat after the daytime meal to mark joyous events.
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M. Or (1987) pointed out at the beginning of his article that “Simcha Friedman’s
suggestion to hold a Bat-Mitzvah party was opposed by various members. They saw it
as ‘laws of the Gentiles’ that were also accepted by Reform circles”. B. Bar Tov, one of
the founders of Kibbutz Yavne 20, told in an interview to the author that “at the time that
the Dutch members raised the idea of holding Bat-Mitzvah celebrations for the first girls
of the kibbutz (this was in 1947, the first class had 12 girls), it was perceived by the
German and Polish members as a foreign custom” and also “a partial reason for our
opposing it was the fear of reform

21

– not to instill something new … we didn’t like it

but we got used to it22.
According to the Encyclopedia Brittanica: it had the value of a confirmation and also S.
Rapoport (2002, pp. 32-33) pointed out that Reform communities in Germany
conducted a ceremony to mark the end of the Jewish education of boys and girls. It was
a joint ceremony according to age group, and was held around the time of Shavuot – the
holiday that marks the giving of the Torah. The Halachic adjudicators (Orthodox) saw it
as an imitation of Reform customs and, therefore, opposed it. In an interview that was
conducted with the late Azriel Zamush, another of the founders of Yavne, he pointed
out – based on his memory – that the Reformers in the community had a custom of
celebrating the Confirmation Feier for a group of girls who reached the age of 12. It was
a ceremony that was not perceived as a religious party but rather as a social event to
mark the entry of the girls into the community as grown-ups. According to Zamush:
“The introduction of the idea of a Bat-Mitzvah celebration in kibbutz society was
rejected in principle because of that same recoiling from Gentile ceremonies that Liberal
Jews learned about at home”.
The protocol of the meeting of the members of Kibbutz Yavne of 8.12.46 (from the
religious kibbutz archive) in which the subject of the Bat Mitzvah was discussed, proves
that the opponents feared the Halachic aspect of celebrating the event. Some (such as
member A. Haim) said that “This thing is not in accordance with tradition…”. A similar
concern was expressed in the protocol of the meeting of the religious kibbutz
educational council on 12.12.46, in which concerns were raised and the participants
20

One of the first and leading of the religious kibbutzim. The founding nucleus included a group of
immigrants from Holland who joined the group that had been trained for a cooperative life with the Jews
from Germany. Established in 1931, set up in 1941.
21
See above comment 13.
22
R.Y. Masaas (1999) Ner Mitzvah, Jerusalem, p. 202) who wrote that “and we said that they should
‘convert’ this custom and bring it under the wings of the Holy Spirit”.
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opposed the matter “because of Halachic questions”. In the same council, things were
said against these concerns by Tz. Admonit (1947) who claimed that “Our girls are
educated to a large degree to perform commandments and this participation also
demands a celebration. True, the Reformers led this but it should not be opposed just
because of that since so many things have changed, such as joint prayer, etc….”.
The essence and summary of the range of opinions on the question of the possibility of
a Bat-Mitzvah celebration and its religious repercussions, was expressed by Tz.
Klayneman (1960), who, in honor of the Bat-Mitzvah celebration on his kibbutz,
Sheluhot, turned to his fellow kibbutz members in an article, writing that “… with all
this progress and these innovations, it must be explicitly emphasized that we are
forbidden, even for one second, to disregard the Halacha, be it from the written Torah or
from the Rabbis

23

… it is also worth preserving some of the values that have been

acceptable to our people in the past and not just change things for the sake of
modernity”.
If, 30 years ago, the Bat Mitzvah feast was considered an innovation that set off a great
controversy, today, in the wake of the religious/equality point of view on the kibbutz –
this event is routine, colored by the many different hues of Israeli society. The
discussions and indecision on the subject today pertain to adding ceremonies and
symbols that are significant to the event, while preserving the Halachic approach.
Although a clear and common decision was not found in the writings, it appears that the
conducting of a Bat-Mitzvah party for girls of the religious kibbutz was accepted and
progressed from discussion to reality. In a (relatively) young kibbutz – Alumim

24

, when

the question of a Bat-Mitzvah celebration first came up for the first-born girl of the
kibbutz, there was no major objection heard regarding the very idea of a celebration,
and there is a definite comparison between the celebration for a boy and the celebration
for a girl. This in contrast to a much more complicated and doubtful presentation of the
dilemma 30 years earlier in the veteran kibbutzim, as mentioned above in this chapter.
The marking of the entry into the commandments as part of the process of education
and maturity that is equal between boys and girls – is at the basis of the regulation
calling for Bat-Mitzvah celebrations for girls. How did the girls themselves experience
their celebration?
23
24

This refers to laws originating in the Torah or the laws originating in the teachings of the rabbis.
Established in 1966.
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The question of what was the point of having a Bat-Mitzvah celebration, as presented to
the girls of the religious kibbutz who were interviewed, illustrates that in the first
interview period (1985), no one was found who was willing to forfeit her Bat-Mitzvah
party. In the last group of interviewees (2006), two remembered that even before they
turned 12 they were already willing to give up the party, while two others admitted the
same thing when looking back and a third decisively determined, after thinking about it
for only a few seconds: “

When I think about it now, that whole thing should be

cancelled!”25, or another who said: “ I would have managed just as well with something
smaller”. This is the place to emphasize that even those who see the party as something
unnecessary and/or who remember that they were willing to go without a party – they
all added that in the end, they managed to enjoy the party or “ I had a good time but now

I look at it differently ”. Only one pointed out that “ I really, really couldn’t wait for it to
be over”.
The reasons, in their opinion, to keep holding the party are divided into five:
a. The social reason
1. A family gathering: “ This is one of the only times that the whole family meets for a

happy occasion ” and even more so: “ Also from the point of view of the place in the
family. It made me feel my place in the family more”.
2. For the sake of equality: *In relation to the boys: “ I think that just like the boys

enter the yoke of the commandments, the girls do too and there is no reason to mark her
transition in a different way ”. And for the sake of equality for the girls that age,
another girl said: “ I26 also wanted to go through that ”. As a claim against running
after equality at any price, another girl from the younger generation, said: "

This

whole event is quite unnecessary! … There’s no reason for it! … Just because the boys
have it, we have to have it too?”

25

Apparently, we cannot ignore the feeling of alienation and distance that are reflected by the use of
second person hidden as a nickname for the event.
26
The emphasis is on the intonation in her speech.
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3. The girl in the center: “ It is very important that one time the girl should feel that she

is in the center ”. In personal awareness: “ It added to my self-confidence” or “ Everyone
is celebrating with me ” and in a picturesque manner: “ I liked it very much. I was
really a queen”.
b. The religious reason
1. The feast: “ … there is really no need for a party but there is the commandment of the

meal”.
2. Keeping the tradition: “ It is true that the party is symbolic but it only represents

keeping the tradition .” Another agrees with her and says: “

The main thing is the

Halachic change at this age … (thinks) but there’s something in that too … (thinks
and then says decisively) – Yes, it’s worth doing for the tradition”.
c. The psychological/developmental reason – landmarks
“At the party there is something important for yourself. It is a transition and you have to

hold the ceremony ” and also “ The party was a landmark, the closing of a circle, and the
opening of another circle ”, and in other words: “ The party adds a feeling that there is a
difference between what was and what will be”.
d. The sociological reason
“They make a party for you in public and declare that you are big and everyone sees and

knows” and also: “ I felt more grown-up – Bat Mitzvah. Twelve-years-old … as if I had
joined the world of the adults ”. And from a different point of view: “

You have to take

advantage of the time and not just not do anything and then suddenly, … one day discover
that there were changes ….oops! … I missed out”.
*The movement of the herd: “ It’s something that everyone does so you do it too” and an
explanation is given in the continuation: “ For me it was an age to do what all the others

were doing, to act like everyone else, and in looking back …” Another explained the above
opinion differently when she said: “ As a child, it is very hard to do something different”.
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e. The practical reason
“You don’t really need a party but a party makes it bigger and more intense ” and also “ It

enlarges the event. Because everyone comes, it intensifies the event ” while another girl both
concluded and asked: “ You have to do some kind of ceremony for the event and the easiest

thing to do is a party. What other possibility is there?”
The transition of arranging a Bat-Mitzvah party from the area of theoretical discussions
to the area of obvious, almost trivial, reality, is clearly expressed by one of the girls
when she said: “ With me, the party was an understood thing and I didn’t think about it in

terms of its significance, it was just something nice ”, “ I knew it was something I had to do,
so I did it”.
Some of the interviewees did not see the party as a unique event but rather as a phase in
the regular path of life that there is no reason to change it because …”

Other ways to

celebrate will appear to be not respectable and childish compared to a Bat-Mitzvah party ”.
Or from a feminist point of view “ The Lord does not do anything for a girl except the Bat

Mitzvah and that is the only and the central thing”.
The tone of the interviewees’ responses about their perspective of the Bat-Mitzvah party
as a very necessary event that one has to go through, led to a question about the feelings
of the girls during the party. According to the responses received, the girls’ feelings
during the party can be divided into three parts:
a. There were some who did not feel comfortable: “ I did not feel at all comfortable. I felt

that something was irritating me because I was in the center ”, and another one added “ And
I did not understand the purpose and the need for it. It embarrassed me

”. Another one

even claimed: “ … and I felt that I was doing it so that there would be a social gathering

for my parents 27”. Another explained: “ I felt discomfort, shame and it bothered me very
much that all night they were telling everyone nice and positive things about me ”. Despite the

27

The sister of this interviewee also reported a similar feeling. It might be connected to the family
structure and the relations between the parents and children in that home.
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above-mentioned response, when the same interviewee was asked if she had been
willing to forfeit having a party, her answer was decisive and clear: “ No”.
b. There were girls who felt exactly the opposite and they enjoyed themselves very
much. The common idea with them was: “ It was very nice for me to be in the center

”,

“It’s fun! It’s a big birthday with all the friends. Everyone is happy and it’s all for you.

It’s fun!”, and also “I liked it a lot. I was really a queen - … that’s how I felt”.
c. Some answers were ambivalent: “ I really waited for the ceremony but when it finally

came, I didn’t like being in the center. I would have gladly given up the whole thing because
of those moments”, and alternatively: “ I didn’t like being in the center but in the end I had a
good time”.
In order to examine the girls’ awareness of the dilemma of the Bat Mitzvah, they were
asked about their position on certain Halachic adjudicators who referred to the BarMitzvah party as a waste of time and vanity. The opinion of the girls is divided into 3
categories:
a. Those who admit that they had heard that but claim “equality between the sexes”.
b. Those who oppose this viewpoint: they claim sarcastically that “

Halachic rulings of a certain type is a waste of time

The question about

”. Another claimed decisively that

“You don’t have to search for deep significance for everything that is done. Just enjoy it and

that’s it!”.
c. Those who understood the ruling with certain reservations – there were several
different responses: “ If they mean that it is a landmark of tests of courage like with the

non-religious, then they’re right ”, “ If the party turns into a polite event, then they’re right ”
or “If it’s only the party then I understand why they say that: It is really like that”.
Looking at the responses of the interviewees of 2006 regarding the opinion of the
above-mentioned sages, it emerged that the great majority (both the younger and the
older girls) oppose the viewpoint of the sages. Only one of the younger girls saw the
party as a waste of time and two others saw it as being unnecessary for boys too. In
contrast to them, from the interviewees of 1985, there were more girls found who sided
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with the opinion of the above-mentioned. It should be emphasized that except for one
who sweepingly justified the viewpoint: “ They are very right !”, all the others qualified
their answers in different ways. Some referred to the gap between the times – “…

my opinion, nowadays it is important to emphasize the equality

In

…” and some leaned on

personal experience – “ I think that a party like the one I had really was vanity ”, but she
qualified that: “ But if there really is a long preparation … (silence) … then the party can

be a very important phase in a girl’s life and then, in my opinion, there is an obligation to
have one”.
Reviewing the different ways of expression of all of the interviewees showed that the
young interviewees from 2006 expressed themselves in a strong and decisive manner
(such as: “ Nonsense!”, “ Chauvinists!”, “ They can say what they want – I don’t agree

!”,

this in contrast to others who expressed their disagreement in a more refined manner: “ I

don’t thing that it’s a mistake ”, “ … I don’t accept this at all ”, “I don’t think that a BarMitzvah party is vanity. I don’t think you can pretend that nothing happens when a girl
reaches the age of 12, … but if these Halachic adjudicators have other ideas, I’d be happy
to hear them”.
Although much as been written in the religious-kibbutz regulations, brochures, and the
journal ‘Amudim’ about the nature of celebrating a Bat Mitzvah, little has been written
on the nature of the Bat-Mitzvah party.
What is unique in the nature of the Bat-Mitzvah celebration is emphasized in the article
of D. Rapel (1953), in which it is described differently compared to the Bar Mitzvah
events: It is a celebration that takes place Sabbath afternoon. The invited guests are the
children of the kibbutz and the family of the Bat-Mitzvah girl. They begin by singing
Sabbath and religious songs, then the girl delivers a homily (the nature and quality of
the homily depends on the girl’s talent), and at the end of the homily, there is more
singing. After the singing, one of the parents blesses the guest of honor, and then the
girl’s teacher is invited to speak. The final part consists of a performance by the girl’s
class. Then they continue singing, eating fruits and other refreshments, and having a
good time together until after Shabbat is over (Saturday night).
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It turns out that with time, the Bat-Mitzvah celebration was moved to Friday night, but
this attempt did not work out well since “it seemed that with the various performances
that were done in these parties, it was very difficult to be careful and make sure beyond
a doubt that there was no desecration of the Sabbath (setting up the stage, props,
costumes) and even if we didn’t really fail, we certainly didn’t avoid ‘ovdin d’hol’

28

“

(A. Itschak, 1957).
With time, maybe because of the concern mentioned above, they began celebrating the
Bat-Mitzvah party on weekdays (not the Sabbath). At first, all the kibbutz members
participated in these parties, but most of the members were not satisfied with the general
format of the party because, in their opinion, the tumult spoiled the festivities and the
members found themselves “sitting passively in a hall, facing the stage and … waiting
to see a show” (Bart, 1967).
M. Pashchor (1990) also expressed in his article the problems involved in marking the
event with all the members of the kibbutz. According to him: because of the expansion
of the kibbutz and the dining room, it was difficult to hear the guest of honor. The
“present format” can hardly be described as a “unique experience” and in his opinion,
“it is not respectable but even embarrassing”.
These claims against the accepted custom in his kibbutz refer to parties for both boys
and girls. In contrast, in his suggestion for change, the writer separates the sexes. He
suggests that the need for change stems from the place to mark the event. In his opinion,
the entire ceremony should be moved from the dining room to the synagogue: the BarMitzvah boy will deliver his homily on Sabbath eve in the synagogue and afterwards
the rabbi or one of the friends will make a blessing in the name of the kibbutz, while in
the case of a girl (out of the writer’s awareness of the Halachic problems associated
with the subject) he points out that “There is a controversial Halachic problem
concerning having the homily in the synagogue”, but he suggests adopting the custom
of some Orthodox synagogues in the U.S., in which the Bat-Mitzvah girl delivers a
homily from the first row of the women’s section and she receives the blessing of the
community just like the Bar-Mitzvah boy – from a rabbi or family friend. The writer is
aware of the fact that his suggestion regarding the Bat Mitzvah might be rejected and he
suggests making an even more definite separation by adopting his idea only for the Bar
28

On the Sabbath, according to the Halacha, besides defined activities that are forbidden, there are
activities that are forbidden because they resemble weekday activity.
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Mitzvah ceremony. In doing so: “At least we made things easier for the 50% of the notso-respectable ceremony that was held in the dining room”.
It should be pointed out that nowadays, the religious kibbutzim do not mark the Bar/Bat
Mitzvah event with a meal for the entire kibbutz. In the case of a Bar Mitzvah, the event
is divided into two parts: one on the Sabbath – the aliyah l'Torah, the ‘Mee shehbayrah’ prayer, and the reading of the homily on the Sabbath; and the other – a
commandment feast in the middle of the week. As for the girls, the kibbutzim are
divided in their views: Some of them do not mark the event at all on the Sabbath (and
only in isolated cases the public is invited to drink a toast and hear the homily on the
Sabbath, after lunch). On the older kibbutzim, the Bat-Mitzvah girls also get a
celebration on the Sabbath. Of the 3 kibbutzim whose girls were interviewed for this
work, only one – the older one – follows that custom. In such kibbutzim, a sort of Bat
Mitzvah meal is held, in the form of a buffet, on the lawn near the family home. This
gathering includes the girl’s homily and the blessing of the kibbutz referring to the
subject of the homily. For the artistic part of the event, the children who are the same
age as the guest of honor provide the entertainment: singing or a show. Between the
different parts of the party, refreshments are served and a toast is made. At the end of
the gathering, the Bat-Mitzvah girl is ceremoniously presented with a gift from the
kibbutz: a set of religious books29.
On the younger kibbutzim, in which the event is not marked on the Sabbath, the
celebrating girl is given the kibbutz gift after the blessing of one of the members, at a
party held in her honor in the middle of the week.

C. The homily
One of the accepted values of Judaism is to ‘spice up’ a commandment meal with divrei
Torah30. All of the interviewees pointed out that their Bat-Mitzvah party indeed included
spiritual content. They pointed out that the main spiritual content was the homily, with
the addition of the blessings recited to the celebrating girl by the family and a kibbutz
representative. It should not be ignored that the Bat-Mitzvah homily has become the
party’s “spiritual center of gravity”. A. Arend (2000) pointed out sources which

29
30

The five books of the Torah in an enlarged format and with various commentaries.
'Divrei Torah' are short speeches dealing with issues from the Torah and Halacha.
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mention Rabbi Nisim 31, who wrote that in addition to the things that the Rabbi speaks
about “… it is proper for the girl to prepare a short speech on the event and on
important matters of the day”. With this, he gave an active role to the celebrating girl

32

A.S. Eliram (1993, p. 41), who compiled a kind of shortened Shulhan Aruch for girls,
wrote that the homily should be read before the rest of the ceremony, since in order for
the meal to be described as a “commandment meal”, it must include a homily that
addresses the invited guests and whose content should be related to the actual event
(Vainberger and Zept, 2004, p. 45). In light of the affinity between the commandment
meal and the homily, Y. Kop-Yosef (2002, p. 99) raised the question: Is there Halachic
preference that the guest of honor should himself deliver the homily? In the same
source, the opinion of Rabbi Moshe Lurya is given (“Yam shel Shlomo’) that it is
preferred that the boy gives the homily at the event. In addition, the question comes up
about the girl: Is it preferable for the girl herself to deliver the homily? Among the
adjudicators there is a variety of opinions. M. Fainstein (Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim,
Part 4, Sign 36), who opposed calling the meal a commandment meal, wrote that “The
girl is allowed to saw a few words in honor of the celebration …” and he adds that
maybe it will bring some spiritual benefit. Y. Nisim (in: A. Arend, 2000, pp. 109-115)
suggested that the rabbi speak in honor of the event and “ … it is proper for the girl to
give a short lecture on the event and on the value of the day”. According to this
approach, the homily is not an essential component that turns the meal into a
commandment meal, it is just something worth doing. S. Yisraely agrees with this view
(1990, p. 13).
According to S. Eliram (1993, p. 41) “it is desired to read the homily in the hall, before
the other matters of the ceremony”. He puts so much importance on this matter, that he
suggests “If there is noise in the hall, stop the homily until there is absolute silence”.
The question of the homily within the framework of the Bat Mitzvah embraces within it
the question of the content of the event.
The brochure named, Mitbagrim (Adolescents) (2006, p. 30), which is a complete
guide for the Bar/Bat-Mitzvah celebration, was written as an attempt “to raise situations
related to the word Bar/Bat Mitzvah. It seems that the word homily will star in the first
places …”. And also: “The homily is the personal calling card of the star of the
evening”. Is it really?
31
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The response of Rabbi Nisim from Lag Ba’omer, 1964 (M. Barash 1961; Y. Golan, 2003).
A response to Rabbi Nisim can be found in Tenenboym (1962), in: Y. Levin (2003, pp. 33-56).
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C.1. Preparation of the homily
The homily is not an explicit commandment, but its significant position in the
celebration is clear and prominent in light of the fact that intertwined within it is the
value of learning Torah and teaching Torah to many.
Until today, opinions have been divided on topics related to the homily: What should
she speak about? Where should she speak – in the synagogue or outside of it? When
should she speak – during the prayers or afterwards?
According to Esther Lafian (1999, p. 214), this argument is painful and hurtful and she
adds that anyone who has been present at a Bat-Mitzvah homily on Torah issues, cannot
understand what the argument is about.
Y. Kop-Yosef (2002, p. 101) quotes from Y. Nisim and claims that according to him,
there is educational value in delivering a homily that is higher than the didactic value of
the homily for the girl, since in preparing the homily (in contrast to receiving a readymade homily), the girl is required to internalize the significance of the event – entering
the commandments – and it is reasonable that, as a result, the sense of artificiality when
reading the homily will disappear. R. Keren (2006, p. 7) – Chairman of ‘Koleh’

33

agrees with such a process; she pointed out that one of the formative experiences of her
childhood was her Bat-Mitzvah celebration and preparation of the homily. According to
her, her father opened books for her on a certain topic and gave her the task of learning
the subject and writing an outline on it. Only after she learned the topic well, her father
helped her write the homily. According to her: “The process of learning and the
intensive preparation emphasized for me the profound significance of accepting the
yoke of commandments.
Several writers on the subject of the homily (Vainberger and Zeft, 2004, p. 44; Levie,
2002) referred to the educational aspect. Y. Kop-Yosef (2002, p. 103) espouses the
learning and the preparation of the homily and adds that, in her opinion, this phase is
more important that the “final, public product”, and, therefore, in her opinion, “If the
girl does not want to deliver a homily, her mother, father, another relative, the rabbi,
teacher or several of them can deliver the homily and thus confer on the event the status
of a commandment meal”.
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From the interviewees of 1985, it emerges that the almost complete majority of girls did
not participate in the writing of the homily, and in most cases it was prepared for them.
Only one of them admitted that she coped with writing the homily independently, and in
the final stage, one of her family members edited and corrected it where necessary. This
was also the case with the interviewees of 2006. Between the two groups of interviews,
it stood out that in 1985, the girls reported that they enjoyed being given a ready-made
homily and only a few of them learned the ideas in the homily before the party. Most of
the girls liked getting a ready-made homily, and except for participating in choosing the
topic, their only role was to read it clearly in front of the guests.
And as it was said: “ I don’t know … my father gave it to me all written and said: ‘Read

it!’ and that was that!”.
On the other hand, one girl pointed out that she sat down to prepare the homily several
times with her father in the Torah study hall, but she added “…

we read and explained

and …I didn’t like this part so much”. It should be pointed out that some of the girls felt
uncomfortable with their responses on this subject and added: “ But that suited me very

much” or “… but I’m not complaining”.
In contrast to them, among the interviewees of 2006, nine pointed out that it was not
enough for them to receive a ready-made homily: some of them did a preliminary study
of the subject and at the end of the process “ Father rewrote it ”, and others reviewed and
studied (with one of the adults) the ready-made homily they received.
It was found that among the interviewees of 2006, there was less tendency to receive a
ready-made homily and more tendency to participate in the process: six girls reported
that they studied the topic of the homily with one of their parents, or they sat and
consulted with them, and only afterwards it was written.
The picture of the situation shows that despite the rise in the involvement of the girls in
creating a homily (between 1985 and 2006), their involvement was limited and the task
fell on others.
The handing down the task of preparing a homily to others is also mentioned by Rabbi
Yosef Haim – Haben Ish Hai, who wrote that …”If a boy does not know how to give a
religious homily” – his father should give it and if not – another learned man from
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among the guests should do it. From this we learn that it is important to understand what
is said and it is not just a technical act.
The kibbutz reality, as it emerged in the interviews, lacks the educational point of view
but corresponds with the reality of recent years in which ready-made homilies have
been published in books and journals

34

. Y. Levin and others (2002, p. 156) found the

positive aspect even in the reality described above. In their opinion, even if the homily
was not composed by the girl herself, her reading it in the framework of the party
reflects the ongoing revolution in the area of education and Torah study for girls and
that “The Bat-Mitzvah homily contains within it signs of the essentiality that
characterizes every innovation”.
The nature of the homily depends either on whoever wrote it or the ability of the
deliverer of the homily to absorb it. (In this there is no difference between the sexes).
On the subject of the reading of the homily, there is a division between the kibbutzim,
in which some of them, both boys and girls, read their homilies before the kibbutz
members on Shabbat, but the boys do it in the synagogue while the girls read it outside
of the synagogue, during the ‘mini’ party that takes place following the afternoon
prayers 35.
In the younger kibbutzim, there is a clearer division between the sexes regarding the
reading of the homily, as the boys read their homilies during the Kiddush that is held in
their honor, usually in the kibbutz members’ club, while the girls (who do not mark
their Bat Mitzvah on Shabbat) read their homilies only at the party conducted in their
honor during the week. Today it is accepted that the boys also read their homilies during
the party – the commandment meal.
The responsibility for writing the homily: in referring to the division of the
responsibility of the parents in preparing the Bat-Mitzvah party, it appears that many
close people to the Bat-Mitzvah girl help in the effort to write the homily. From the
girls’ interviews it emerged that those who helped with the writing were: one of the
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As in: R.A. Ben Porat (2001) Maamar Efraim, Part 2, Jerusalem, and also: A.Tz. Melamed (1971)
Homilies for the Bar Mitzvah, Jerusalem. And also: R.Y. Masaas (1969) Ner Mitzvah, Jerusalem.
35
This stems from matters of modesty, as mentioned at the beginning of the chapter. A. Arend (2002, p.
110, Comment 5) explains that in the Orthodox synagogue in Jerusalem (“in which there is no rabbi” –
original quotation) he saw a Bat-Mitzvah girl delivering the homily in the ‘men’s section’ at the end of
the prayers, in order to allow anyone not interested in staying – to leave.

97

parents, an older brother/sister, uncle, grandfather, and even: “ one of the kibbutz members

– a friend of my parents”.
Among the interviewees from 1985, it emerges that in most of the cases, the mother was
the one who took care of the homily (in contrast to five cases in which the father was
responsible for it). Examination of the subject among the interviewees of 2006 shows an
opposite picture: in most of the cases (nine), it was the father who took care of the
homily while in five cases the mother took care of it. The number of incidents in which
the responsibility was shared by the parents was equal (3 cases) between the
interviewees of 1985 and 2006.
It should be pointed out that from the interviewees of 1985, there were girls who did not
feel comfortable giving the answer that their father was the one who took care of their
homily and they added with a tone of apology an explanation that shows the inner
division of the roles in the family.
In most of the cases in which the interviewees pointed out that the father was the one
who took care of the homily (as the spiritual part of the party), they expanded their
specific answer and added a point of view about the division of roles in the family. The
explanations were accompanied by giving legitimacy to the situation in which the
mother was more involved in the organizational aspect. “ I think that my mother was more

involved in the logistics and organization and my father was more involved in the spiritual
content”. There was one who noticed the division of roles between the parents, as
described above, but knew to emphasize that true, the father took care of the homily, but
“All in all, my mother, I think, was the manager of the whole business

”. There was one

who, as a hidden message, pointed out what she considered to be an important area and
what was less important: “ In general, my father took care of the homily and the Torah

discourses while my mother took care of the easier things – songs, papers to distribute, and
more”. Another, while giving an explanation, summarized that “

There are sides that

Father does better and there are sides that Mother does better, so that’s the process ”. In fact,
in the oldest of the 3 kibbutzim studied, there were interviewees who were not at all
excited about the subject of division of roles, and when referring to the abovementioned subject, they clearly determined that: “ My parents worked in full cooperation in
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everything connected to my Bat Mitzvah, each in his own role …” The division of roles that
she pointed out is not different from the one detailed above.
Some attention should be given to the fact that among the few interviewees from 1985
who claimed that it was their mother who was responsible for most of the Bat Mitzvah
preparations, there were those who used an apologetic tone to explain this. In contrast to
them, the interviewees of 2006 did not feel any need to justify themselves and stated
very emphatically: “ Mother! Always Mother !” or “ Mother, of course, was in charge ” and
also: “ … my mother worried about everything more than Father”.
The course of the change in the division of roles between the parents concerning the
preparation of the event, can be learned from an incident in which one of the
interviewees of 1985 explained/apologized for her mother being responsible for the
above, and she gave details that: “ My grandfather from my father’s side was in the final

stage of cancer at that point, therefore, my father was busy ”. It is important to point out
that the sister of this interviewee was also interviewed for this work and she stated that
there was equality between her parents regarding the preparations for her Bat-Mitzvah
party (at that time the grandfather was still healthy and there was no external reason to
prevent the father from dealing with the preparations for the party), however, for
questions of clarification, when she was asked about the division of the roles between
her parents in preparing for the brother’s Bar Mitzvah event, an answer was received
that showed some blurred lines in the traditional division of the roles: “ My father taught

my brother to wear Tefillin but my mother definitely encouraged him to learn the Torah
reading and she was an equal help in preparing the homily .” While another girl explained
explicitly: “ My mother was more involved in making and planning the Bar Mitzvah. With

my brother, too, my mother was more dominant in preparing the Bar Mitzvah because she’s
better than my father in this area”.
This apologetic way of looking at the division of the parents’ roles was only heard from
one interviewee from 1985, who lived in the younger of the three kibbutzim chosen for
this work, while from the interviewees of 2006, it stood out that apologies concentrated
mainly on a cross-section of the older age group.
C.2. The experience of reading the homily
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The reading of the homily, besides being the spiritual center of the Bat-Mitzvah meal,
also necessitates the concentration of mental strength during the reading.
Y. Kop-Yosef (2002, p. 102) pointed out that the idea that the girl will be the one to
deliver the homily is a suggestion only, since not every girl (or boy) can stand up in
front of an audience and do it. More than once there are signs of great embarrassment
on the part of the girl delivering the homily and this makes it harder to understand what
is being said.
About one-quarter of the interviewees of 1985 and a similar percentage of interviewees
from 2006 noted a positive and exciting feeling in reading the homily. In contrast to
them, most of the interviewees expressed tension related to the reading in public and
said “During the party, I had to get up and deliver a homily. The need to get up and speak

with a loudspeaker bothered me …”, and also “ With the homily, I felt that it was something
I had to do and get it over with ”. Another one saw it as a necessity and said: “ There’s
nothing that can be done! You have to get through this too ” and her friend said: “ After I
finished, a stone was lifted from my heart”.
One of the girls knew how to separate the issues and pointed out that “ It was quite hard

to get up and speak but afterwards, it gave me a good feeling that I had succeeded in doing
it” and also “ The reading was very scary but afterwards there was pride. After that you can
breathe”.
Another put it differently when she said: “

Regarding the homily, I felt a feeling of

awesome honor …”
The feeling of the threat in reading the homily out loud before the invited guests stems –
according to the girls’ interviews – from two sources:
a. The fear of getting confused when reading the homily before the guests “ I was mostly

excited from the homily and I was afraid that I’d get confused”.
b. General lack of feeling comfortable stemming from the feeling that being Bat
Mitzvah is the center of things: “ I was very excited, not from the status, but from reading

the homily in public”.
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Perceiving the homily as the center of the evening was also expressed by the
interviewee who saw it as her principal role of the evening: “

I was very excited about

reading it but after I finished, I felt that a great responsibility had lifted from me and my
role for the evening was over” or another who emphasized that “ The homily was the peak for
me”. Another one saw it as a way to honor her as the guest of honor and she described
her position as “ awesome honor ” and also “ an awesome feeling of honor but also a certain

pride that I said something and everyone was interested in listening to me”.
The positive feelings about reading the homily are tied to the success of standing up to
the difficult challenge of reading the homily in public. One of the interviewees linked
the preparation of the homily to the feelings when reading it: “

I prepared the homily

almost all by myself, they only helped me improve it and add to it different verses and,
therefore, when I read the homily in public I felt very good. I was sure of myself”.
This is supported by a description of an opposite situation: the concern the girls
expressed about getting confused during the delivery of the homily explicitly included
the claim: “ The homily was prepared for me and I didn’t understand its significance very

much” or “ I was very excited. I didn’t understand what I was saying

”. Her friend

confessed: “During the reading, I didn’t think about what I was reading”.
It seems that it is difficult to give an unequivocal answer to the above question, since in
contrast, one of the 2006 girls declared that she personally carried out the preparatory
work for writing the homily: “ I was connected to the spiritual content ” but even so “ I

didn’t much feel what I was saying”.
These things correspond to artificial feelings and the reading of empty words before the
guests, and it appears that the homily-reader did not internalize the significance of the
words. In other words, she did not internalize the spiritual message of the event.
The feeling of lack of proper treatment of the subject of the homily should not be
ignored. This stems from the way the homily was prepared (who prepared it, how the
girl was included …). According to Y. Kop-Yosef (2002), this treatment causes a
feeling that there are two values related to the homily: on the one hand, the homily is an
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important part of the Bat-Mitzvah party and as one of the interviewees put it: “

The

homily is, in effect, most of the scholarly aspect that a girl has in this framework ”, but on
the other hand, it is seen as a social obligation: “ Something that has to be done and out of

the way …”
One of the high school girls (from the interviewees of 1985), spoke of the sense of
missing out from a spiritual-scholarly point of view in the idea of a Bat-Mitzvah homily
and at the same time, she emphasized the social pressure involved: “ Believe me, the best

thing for me would have been to send to all the invited guests my homily by mail and that’s
how I would have finished with the whole thing”.
Even though since she said that, homilies have not been sent by mail, today, it has
become customary in most cases that before the homily is read, copies of it are
distributed to the guests. One of the interviewees of 2006 referred to this by saying:
“Today, when you know that the person reading the homily will be under stress – copies are

distributed so that the guests will understand what she is reading. But I’m not sure that
anyone reads it ”. i.e., there is an understanding that the idea of distributing the
photocopies is because of the pressure, but in her opinion, the purpose of the papers is
not to decrease the pressure but rather to prevent a lack of understanding of the homily
among the guests in the event that it will be not be read clearly because of the pressure.
C.3. The homily topics
A general examination of the Bat-Mitzvah girls’ homilies shows that the girls dealt with
classic issues and women’s issues. Many of the homilies focused on the position of
women, the origin of their names, an event/religious holiday close to the date of the Bat
Mitzvah, the Sabbath candles, and the women in the Torah. As a rule, all of the homilies
grasped the context of life36.
A trend emerges only among the homily topics of the interviewees of 2006, focusing on
somewhat different and less trivial topics. It should be emphasized that, in retrospect,
these interviewees sounded as if they remembered the content of their homilies very
well and they were enthusiastic about telling others about it. For one of them, her initial
36

Y. Levin, F. Kahan-Ziskin, and S. Friedlander Ben Arza (2002, p. 173) point out the uniqueness of the
Bat-Mitzvah homily in contrast to the Bar-Mitzvah homily, especially in that Bar-Mitzvah homilies
almost always focuses on Halachic topics – something that is not common among the girls.
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referral to the topic brought on a reaction that: “ The homily was very special … it had a

message … it was significant. I still haven’t found everything that I took it upon myself to
search for in life, but I am really, really searching

”. Another moved away from the

conventional and was looking for “ Something else”. According to her; “ We wanted to put

life into the homily … we didn’t talk about the Torah portion of the week and things like
that … we started out like any other Bat Mitzvah and then I said that it was boring, and
it was as if I started all over. To tell a story from which things could be understood. The
homily turned out very nice and afterwards people told me that they finally listened to a BatMitzvah homily”.
Nowadays there is a rapidly growing custom that during the year before the Bat
Mitzvah the girl learns a tractate of Gemara and on the day of the celebration, a siyyum
masehet37 is held. In this way, the siyyum masehet becomes sufficient reason for the
celebration to be considered a commandment meal. The question emerges: Can a girl
who finishes a tractate have an official siyyum masehet ceremony like the boys do?
There is an argument among the adjudicators in answering this question. Even among
those who allow looking at the siyyum as a source that will bestow on the meal the name
‘commandment meal’, there are differences of opinion about the nature of the siyyum

38

In other words, even those who allowed a siyyum for a girl, did so with certain
limitations.

D. The nature of the kibbutz Bat-Mitzvah party
The Bat Mitzvah of the religious kibbutz girls is held on one of the weeknights as a
festive and separate dinner 39 for the family and invited guests only of the Bat-Mitzvah
girl. During the ceremony, the girl delivers a homily (written), is blessed by her parents
and also by one of the kibbutz members who, at the end of his address, presents the
kibbutz gift – a set of religious books. The evening ends with singing and a short
performance by the Bat-Mitzvah girl’s friends of the same age.
37

The event marking the completion of the study of a tractate of Gemera. This event is usually
accompanied by a festive meal.
38
Such as: Can she say ‘Kaddish’?
39
A separate dinner: This means that not all the kibbutz members participate in the meal, only the family,
relatives and kibbutz members who were specifically invited by the Bat Mitzvah family. Usually, this is
the custom today with Bat-Mitzvah parties.
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According to what has been written until now, the difference between the boy’s party
and the girl’s party in the religious kibbutz cannot be separately characterized.
Apparently, the evening of the festive meal is similar/uniform in nature for both sexes.
The feelings of some of the girls, who expressed discomfort at being in the center, as
well as thoughts on the consolidation of the unique nature of the Bat-Mitzvah party –
acted as motivation to raise an idea for the interviewees, according to which: the BatMitzvah celebration will be celebrated in a more reduced framework that that of the
boys. Referring to the way some perceive the Bat-Mitzvah party as vanity, led to a
question about the idea of marking the event for a girl in a more limited way than for a
boy. In the two interview periods and for all the age levels, there was prominent
opposition to this idea. So it emerges that from the interviewees of 1985, three
interviewees saw this suggestion as logical and right. And in 2006, only one was found
who sided with this. A review of the responses highlit that four of the younger girls
from 1985 pointed out that they had no opinion on the subject – a reaction that was not
found in any other group of interviewees. A significant number of responses that
expressed pluralist and considerate opinions (“ Each should do what’s right for him ”, “ It

depends on how the girl feels and the family relationships ”), were heard, mainly among the
interviewees of 2006.
It emerges from the girls’ interviews that in the opinion of the majority of them, there
should not be discrimination between the sexes regarding the nature of the party, and
there were various reasons for this: “ In my opinion, with a party, there doesn’t have to be

a difference between the Bar Mitzvah and the Bat Mitzvah because the reading from the
Torah and the Kiddush that follows it are done on the Sabbath while the party is something
separate and there is no special reason for it to be ‘bigger’ than the party for the girl

” or

“There is no justification for that. The opposite, it is chauvinistic ” and also: “ It hurts the

girl. Creates an atmosphere of discrimination between the sexes from a young age and besides,
the Bat Mitzvah can also be filled with content ”, and also: “ I think that just like a boy
enters the yoke of commandments, the girl does too and, therefore, there is no reason to
conduct their party differently”.
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It should be noted that the opposition among the interviewees did not stem from the
reduction in the framework of the party, but from holding on to the idea of equality
between the sexes: “ I don’t think there has to be a difference … especially today
also: I don’t think there is interest in looking at it differently …, true they

”, and

(the boys –

T.K.) are not commanded to follow the same commandments, but there is agreement about the

significance of the age ”. One of the woman-soldiers pointed this out clearly when she
said: “ The size of the party does not matter to me, but I am for equality
interviewees from 2006 succeeded in expressing her opposition: “

!”. One of the

The boy has more

things happening publicly and, therefore, it is counted more”.
In contrast to those who sharply oppose, opinions calling for separation in size of party
between the sexes, were also heard. Some expressed their opinion in a tone of surrender
and claimed that: “ Generally, girls are shyer at this age and don’t want a big party,

therefore, it’s appropriate for most families”.
There were those who joined this view very decisively and claimed: “ I think that it is

definitely logical to make a bigger party for a boy because the Bar Mitzvah has more
significance than a Bat Mitzvah. But I think that they must celebrate for a girl too so that
she will also have the feeling that she is starting another phase in

her life ”, and also: “ I,

personally, don’t feel deprived because of this. The Bar Mitzvah goes up to the Torah,
wears Tefillin, and therefore, it is clear that the investment in his party is larger ”. And in a
rhetorical tone: “ When she gives birth, the woman is at the center of things more than the

man. Would we think of giving the man contractions so that he won’t feel deprived?!”.
In every group of interviewees, there was one who also argued against the excessive
financial investment in Bar-Mitzvah parties. In her opinion, it is an unnecessary,
wasteful investment and “ In both cases, there is no need for a big party. Even if you want

to give a special style to the day, it is enough to make a family party with personal content of
that family ”. A common opinion among the interviewees of 2006 reflected general
pluralism: “ If there is agreement on the subject, then it’s ok ”, “ It depends on the feeling of
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the girl” or “Each one as much as it suits him”. It should be emphasized that most of them
added a personal opinion, for example: “I wouldn’t do it”.
Among those who opposed this suggestion as correct potential, opinions were split.
Some claimed that “ The opposite, it is precisely

40

because they make only a party for the

girl, that it has to be bigger ”. This opinion is in line with the opinion of Vainberger
(2004, p. 143) who points out that since the girl does not have the experience of the
aliyah l'Torah and reading the Haftarah, but on the other hand, she reaches the
obligation of commandments on this day, “ of course … and it is a double obligation to

conduct a party …and maybe the girls should even make a bigger and better party?”.
Already in 1954, ideas were heard about consolidating the nature of the Bat-Mitzvah
party. The first idea raised in writing on the subject belonged to Tzur (1954) from Ein
HaNatziv, who proposed including the Bat Mitzvah girl in anticipation of her special
day. According to him, “The boy who reaches the age of the commandments begins to
wear Tefillin, goes up to the Torah, is proud of that and feels that he is starting to
perform commandments that he didn’t perform before. In contrast, I never heard that in
places where they do celebrate, that they mark the entry of the girl into the yoke of
commandments, in fact, they did not mark the day with the performance of any
commandment41”.
Ten years later, Aliza (1964) complained that “The Bat-Mitzvah celebration does not
represent any test for the girl herself”. She proposed that some kind of role or task be
assigned to the girl so that she will feel the obligation that is associated with being Bat
Mitzvah “and the celebration will not be merely an opportunity to get gifts”.
In 1969, the coordinator of the educational committee of Kibbutz Yavne
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was asked

several questions concerning the accepted Bat/Bar Mitzvah practices by the educational
coordinator of Kibbutz Sha’albim 43, in order to help integrate the regulations for their
kibbutz. Question no. 3 referred to the nature by which they wanted to characterize this
special day. The answer of the coordinator of the educational committee of Kibbutz
40

The original emphasis was on the intonation of the speaker.
According to the writer, there are Halachic problems here regarding saying a blessing for doing
something that one is not obligated to do, and the need of being released from a vow, in the event that the
girl wants to stop the custom before her marriage.
42
See: a letter from the head of the education department regarding guidance for celebration bar/bat
mitzvah (19/11/60) in the archives of Religious Kibbutz Movement, Yavne.
43
A kibbutz that belongs to the ultra-Orthodox-Zionist party stream that includes two kibbutzim.
41
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Yavne44 touched only on the most practical sides and dealt with the subject of the party
without referring to or explicitly expanding on attributes connected to the
commandments and spiritual challenges. From this letter of response, you could learn
about the number of guests invited and their relationship to the celebrating family, the
location of the party, issues about gifts, and determination of budget increase for the
celebrating family.
The attributes connected to the commandments and educational challenges are
mentioned only in retrospect and by subtle hint when it was said that you must prepare
each child separately in honor of the event, and the boy’s parents call one of the
synagogue readers, as they wish (and as stated above, this is true also for preparation of
the homily). In the Bar Mitzvah regulations of Kibbutz Sde Eliyahu (1954), only
subjects pertaining to the boys are listed “The ceremony and the order of the
celebration” and also the subject “Gifts” 45.
In an inquiry that was conducted on preparation of Bat-Mitzvah girls in the kibbutzim
of the valley 46, it was learned that a “Chicken Day” was held for the class of the BatMitzvah girls. This is the nickname for a day in which the girls are made familiar with
the “problems” of eating chicken according to Jewish law (how to make the chicken
kosher, learning the special steps regarding the inner parts of the chicken, etc.) and at
the end of that “learning”, the girls cook chicken and serve it as part of a “fun meal” for
all the kibbutz children of that age.
Investigation of the subject as well as the interviews teach us that with time, it was
found that the nature of the event was determined by each kibbutz independently. In
some kibbutzim, the event is marked along with educating the child for more spiritual
responsibility and for contributing something to others while there are other kibbutzim
in which these aspects are expressed less in preparation of the girls for the age of
commandments.
In the oldest kibbutz, even within the range of years discussed here, no change in
attitude towards the absence of preparation in school for the event, was found, while the
44

See Rules and regulation regarding presents, "Kiddush", party etc as define in Kibbutz Sde Eliyahu,
Amudim, 102, 23.
45

See: Preparing a bar/bat mitzvah in Kibbutz Alumim in Dapey Alumim, (8/6/1979); Ruls and
regulations for Bat Mitzva Prayers. Amudim, 102, 23. (fixing the date, reading of the Law, extra studies,
tallit, invitation to the party, guests, days off from work and presents etc).
46
The kibbutzim of the valley – this refers to the kibbutzim of the Beit She’an Valley: Shluhot, Lavi,
Tirat Zvi, Ein HaNatziv, and Sde Eliyahu; Kibbutz Lavi has been included in this category.
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role of the home in the preparation within the family framework, was emphasized. In
both periods, the role of the ‘Bait Kollel’

47

was cited as inspiring an atmosphere of

maturity and fulfillment of social – but not Halachic – missions. In other words: the
activities of this age are from the sociological/social, not Halachic, point of view.
A different reality emerges from interviews at two other kibbutzim: a young kibbutz and
a medium-aged kibbutz – as neighboring kibbutzim whose children learn in the same
elementary, middle, and high school: a similar picture emerges between the
interviewees of 1985. On both kibbutzim, they claim that there is nothing to prepare at
home because they refer to it in Bait Kollel and at school “ but not about the event itself ”.
In 2006, the girls from both kibbutzim expressed a similar opinion: “

I don’t remember

any preparation in school and most of the preparation (if any), came from home”.
As someone who has been teaching for over 20 years in one of the kibbutz schools
discussed here, personal information should be added because during the last ten years,
Bat Mitzvah lessons have been given in school – as an integral part of the school
program for 6 th and 7 th graders. A picture of the situation received in the interviews of
2006 that ignored the preparation done in the school – is hard to understand. A thorough
examination of the school programs during the years in question showed that (a) there
were those who claimed that there was no preparation in school because … from their
point of view, the preparation was “ Not relevant ! They spoke to us only about woman’s

issues and things like that ...”. In examining the matter, it emerges that there were years
in which, indeed, there was no preparation and the program began as an initiative of one
of the teachers who developed a ‘Bat Mitzvah program’ for the girls in her class. The
school looked at this favorably, but it wasn’t a regular program in the 6 th grade schedule,
and it was dependent on the willingness and judgment of the teacher. It should be
emphasized that during last four years, the subject has become a regular, organized part
of the weekly schedule – the ‘Bat Mitzvah Hour’. This clarification was reflected in the
remarks of the interviewees of 2006 from the two above-mentioned kibbutzim, who
added and emphasized that their younger sisters were more prepared for the event
because of the school program and Bait Kollel, and “

It’s a shame that we didn’t have

that, because I saw how much she knew about this age”.
47

See the explanation of this concept in the chapter, The Kibbutz, Note no. 50.
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The progress in recent years in the area of general and religious learning for women,
naturally raised the awareness of the subject of the Bat-Mitzvah celebration. This has
been mainly expressed in the preparation of learning/educational programs in
anticipation of the event so that it won’t be just any party, but one with content. Y.
Sherlo (2002) emphasized that the learning represents planning the process in
anticipation of the event “and it will have an influence on an appropriate attitude for this
special day”.
The Bat Mitzvah event is a pedagogic opportunity to educate the girl for the
continuation of her life, as she internalizes the significance of entering the yoke of
commandments. The preparation in anticipation of the event is a source of growth for
the girl and creates a connection in anticipation of the celebration – with the celebration
being the culmination of the process. There are some who believe that the importance of
the process of preparation itself is also a kind of “food for the road” for the girls.
During the last decade, several study halls for girls were opened. One of them is the
“Emunah” school – where studies on Jewish women and families are taught. This
school was established as an answer to the questions and needs of religious women in
modern times. According to the article by Z. Malkiel (2006), study programs were
prepared for several subjects: preparation for the Bat Mitzvah, preparation of the girl for
National Service, preparation for marriage, enrichment of marriage, parenthood, and
more. According to the article, it appears that four programs were run until now, and
apparently the Bat Mitzvah program was not among them. The reason for this might be
because with so little time, and with a growing demand to deal with this subject, other
elements delved into the subject and caught most of the market in the field.
In contrast to the little that was done according to what was mentioned above, according
to the reports of the interviewees of 1985, an article was written (Dapei Alumim, 1988)
in which the children of Bait Kollel ‘Dvir’ reported on what was going on at Kibbutz
Alumim in the Negev. It was pointed out that different projects were being run for
spiritual internalization in preparation for the age of commandments. There are subjects
that each group of girls learned as a group, and there are personal subjects for each girl
individually.
According to the article, the main purpose of these projects is: to contribute to others
and to develop a sense of responsibility. In addition, organized learning of “all of the
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commandments for the mother and daughter, such as setting aside part of the challah
dough48, modesty, dietary laws, charity, and lighting candles on the Sabbath”, is
conducted. The study of each subject is also applied in a practical way.
It should be mentioned that all the programs listed here are conducted within the
framework of the education offered in “Bait Kollel” and not the school.
A report like this, that is done only once over the years, reinforces the picture that
emerges from the interviews, namely, that only one of the interviewees of 1985 (from
the young kibbutz) remembered any reference to the event within the framework of Bait
Kollel.
More than once it was heard that on the kibbutz, the process of preparation focuses on
the materialistic side. Accordingly, they were asked to propose ideas for inculcation and
intensification of the event. In the wake of this, the interviewees mentioned things that
could serve as a critical way of seeing things that were and are done and also a source of
light for making decisions for the future.
The suggestions of the girls are divided into a number of areas:
In the area of faith –
a. Theoretical study is more intensive. In general: “

Conversations should be held on all

sorts of simple halachot in order to ‘fill holes’ with general religious knowledge for the
children” and also “The girls should be taught commandments, especially those they never had
contact with, such as: setting aside challah dough and how to make meat kosher”.
b. Strengthening faith. “ A commandment can be added for observance, such as lighting a candle on the
eve of Sabbath or taking more care with the subject of modesty

”, or “ Every girl can take upon herself

additional commandments to observe”.
In the educational area – “ As a rule, content should be added. A group project should be done – one
year for the girls and one year for the boys ” and another one said: “ A Bat Mitzvah project should be
48

Setting aside the dough is a commandment that should be performed when preparing dough from a
certain amount of flour. By nature, this mitzvah is defined as a woman’s commandment (even though a
man also has to observe it if he is baking with the required amount of flour). It should be pointed out that
on the young kibbutz – until a few years ago, every Bat-Mitzvah girl, on the day of the party, would bake
something festive with the house mother and in doing so, she would learn in a practical way the laws
pertaining to the commandment. The baked good would later be served to the guests. During the last few
years, there has been less of this, and it has not been done routinely for every girl. Any girl who is
interested in doing it, must personally request help with this project.
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developed and carried out. It could be an individual or a class project. Also, more personal responsibility
should be given in the children’s work ” and also “ A serious work should be prepared on the subject of
Judaism and faith and the girl should base her Bat-Mitzvah homily on this work ”. It should be pointed
out that the proposal that the material learned as preparation for the event become the
basis for the homily, was raised several times.
The social/sociological area – “ Some sort of project for the kibbutz should be organized …” or “ It
would be good if they would organize some sort of volunteer project”.
One of the girls was wise enough to emphasize that in her opinion: “ It seems to me that on
the kibbutz49, more than other places, there are many possibilities to add depth and substance.

It could be a matter of a year and include taking personal responsibility on the subject of
contributing something. It could be within the kibbutz, helping the elderly or problematic
children, or outside of the kibbutz in absorption, helping the elderly, it could also be in the
ideological area, to sharpen the subject of the approach of Judaism to women and … (pause)
also things connected to external appearance and I mean clothing”.
In reviewing the attitude towards ideas for preparation for the event of all the
interviewees, it emerged that (a) most of the young girls who gave interviews in 2006

I

had nothing new to add and they settled for a general answer with the trend being “

have nothing to suggest ”. This trend was especially prominent among the interviewees
from the old kibbutz – in which not one idea was proposed. With the other kibbutzim,
only one idea was proposed per group; and (b) there was a difference between the
proposals suggested by the group of girls from 1985 and those of 2006, with the
interviewees of 2006 repeating several times their proposal to forfeit the party and to
mark the event with a festive Sabbath

. More than one it was heard “ to do something

50

practical, the way the boys wear Tefillin ” and also “ to find something that can be done

51

(meaning from a Halachic point of view – T.K.) as something to express the age
transition for the girls. In addition, proposals were heard for extended study that would

49

The emphasis is in the intonation of the speaker.
This is the place to emphasize that a proposal such as this was not heard, even once, among the girls
from the young kibbutz.
51
The emphasis is in the intonation during speaking.
50

111

”

serve as both preparation and the basis for the homily: “ Study whose culmination will be

writing and reading the homily”.
It should be emphasized that one-quarter of the interviewees of 2006, who raised ideas
about preparation for the event (3/11), spontaneously added at the end of their remarks
that their answer was being given “ in retrospect” and that “ I am not sure that as a girl, I

would have wanted to deal with this before the Bat Mitzvah, so I don’t know if my idea is
good”.
E. The Bat-Mitzvah girl's aliyah l'Torah52
An aliyah l'Torah is for the purpose of reading the Torah. The commandment of reading
the Torah in public is attributed to Moses, our spiritual leader, and Ezra, the scribe. The
aliyah l'Torah and wearing Tefillin symbolize “the fitness of the 13-year-old Jew to be
counted with the minyan and to join the tribe”, and are a significant landmark in the
lives of the boy and his parents (Esther Lafian, 1999, p. 210).
According to Tosefta, Megillah, Chapter 3 (Halacha 11), women and children can also
have an aliyah l'Torah and, as was accepted in those days, one who is given an aliyah
l'Torah would also read from it, but the Tanaim

53

limited the Halacha when they

determined that: “Woman should not be allowed to read for many people (ibid, ibid)
since those listening to her read from the Torah are not considered as fulfilling the
commandment of listening to the Torah. Our sages continued (the R”N, in his
commentary of Masehet Megillah, p. 23, p. 1) “A woman will not read from the Torah
out of respect to the public”.
For a girl who reaches the age of 12, there is no substitute for getting an aliyah l'Torah,
which is the significant and dramatic ceremony. “The recitation of the blessings and the
reading from the Torah embody the values that are among the most important in Jewish

52

Every Shabbat during the course of the prayers, portions of the Torah (written on parchment) are read
by 7 men. This act of reading is called 'aliyah l'Torah'.
53
Nickname for religious wise men from the period of the Mishna.
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culture54 and, added to this, is the dramatic aspect, in which the boy is in the center of
the synagogue and all eyes are on him.
A Bat-Mitzvah girl getting an aliyah l'Torah is a point of controversy between different
factions in Judaism. The Reform community (‘Progressive Judaism’) tends to compare
this subject between the sexes and allows women to have an aliyah l'orah (S. Shilo,
1997, p. 161), while traditional Judaism strongly opposes this change. In Tishrei 1964, a
father who wanted to clarify the subject of his daughter getting an aliyah l'Torah,
approached Nisim (in: A. Arend, 2002). In response, they made very sure that the
request came from the father and not the daughter. A summary of the response was: not
to go up to the Torah since the Halacha explicitly says that a woman does not go up to
the Torah in public, and laws are not changed according to human feelings. E.
Shochtman (2005, Volume 135-136) brings opinions to reinforce this opposition and
determines that “this reality (of it being forbidden) is never likely to change. From a
verbal exchange it was learned that President Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, who was considered a
traditional man, wanted his granddaughter to be called up to the Torah on the day she
became Bat Mitzvah. The understanding that during that period he would not find a
synagogue that would allow him to do this, motivated him to fulfill his desire in a
synagogue on one of the “Zim” ships.
If approximately 15 years ago a woman’s minyan was held where a Bat-Mitzvah girl
could have an aliyah l'Torah only in the Progressive (Reform) community in Jerusalem,
today, on the religious kibbutzim, the Bat-Mitzvah girl has the possibility of getting an
aliyah l'Torah, but only within the framework of a women’s minyan

55

, and with certain

Halachic restrictions 56. Today’s Orthodox women, who read from the Torah, are
dependent on Orthodox rabbis to allow this (M. Mayzelin, 1978, p. 145, Comment 6;
54

For example: investment of a great deal of time for learning while satisfying optimal conditions for
study as well as a financial investment required for instilling learning in the boy – all of these give
educational messages to the boy that sometimes time and efforts should be invested in order to achieve
success and that then the feeling is wonderful. For more on this educational message, see E.Lafian (1999,
p. 211).
55
A minyan in Judaism is a group of at least 10 people – men over the age of 13 bound together for the
purpose of some kind of religious ceremony. Women cannot be part of a minyan, and as said, they cannot
have an `aliyah l'Torah` in the framework of the Conservative prayers. There are women who have
bypassed this matter while remaining within the limits of the Halacha: they have one-sex gatherings for
praying and, thus, create for themselves a women’s minyan.
56
For example: all the symbols of the minyan were removed – there is no ‘Kaddish’, no ‘Kedusha’, no
‘Barhu’. The prayers are not said in the synagogue and the blessings for the Torah are said instead of the
morning prayers. For an example of the course of such a women’s minyan, conducted on Simhat Torah
on Kibbutz Alumim, and which includes Halachic restrictions, see: Appendix 2 – instructions was
written/determined by Rabbi Amit Kula (2001) for the women’s minyan on his kibbutz – Kibbutz
Alumim, on Simhat Torah.
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Rabbi Feinstein, Igrot Moshe, Orah Hayim, Part 2, Sign 29; S. Shilo, , p. 101; Rabbi
A. Vayse (1990); E. Berkowitz, 1990, p. 77; Details for this appear in the article of
Lovitch (1997, p. 167). The guarding of the Halachic fence allows differentiating
between holy intentions and the annoyance of a feminist rebellion.
The preparation of the Bat-Mitzvah girl to read from the Torah intensifies the essence of
the marking this stage in life, by bringing the girl closer to her G-d. A. Shochtman
(2005) opposes this differentiation: “Even if it was done with good intentions – it is not
responsible for reinforcing the Torah and might even have an opposite effect”.
As said, one of the tenser points in the dilemma of the Bat-Mitzvah celebration is the
question of the position of the girl and the woman. This question, which arises in the
changing/renewing world, highlights, according to certain points of view, the
deprivation of the woman from a social and cultural angle.
The focus of this question is the issue of the aliyah l'Torah. In the argument around this
question, the classic opposite views were raised on the comprehensive subject of the
woman’s position in Halacha, and also the practical solution to the problem is the
common one for these types of dilemmas, under the heading: No Halachic innovations,
no going against Halacha, but rather finding alternative solutions that do have some
innovation in them.
Raising the question of the Bat-Mitzvah girl being given an aliyah l'Torah was exclusive
for dozens of years for the religious kibbutz, and practical reference to this subject was
not found in the general Halachic literature until recent years. This is also one of the
central points of argument between the nature of the community structure and the nature
of the prayers between the Orthodox and Reform communities (meaning mixed prayers
of the two sexes together), so that in addition to the original Halachic question, here,
too, there is much concern about Reform innovations.
Tz. Admonit (1977), in his article “The position of women in Halacha and society”,
characterizes the approach of our sages of blessed memory to woman as a seemingly
negative approach that causes very limited inclusion of the woman in religious life, in
the study of Torah, and in the observance of commandments. According to the writer of
the article, reality has changed, at least in principle, to the direction of equal rights and
this demands that all this be reflected in Halacha too.
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An example that the author uses is for the Bat-Mitzvah girl at least to have “an aliyah
l'Torah”. According to him (ibid, 1977) “Even on such a day, we do not even honor the
girls with an aliyah l'Torah”.
Most of the interviewees, in referring to the idea of a girl being allowed an aliyah
l'Torah at least in honor of this event, came out against this point of view. They
claimed: “ Personally, I wouldn’t do it ” or “ I don’t think it is right ”. Some expanded on
the subject: “ I’m really against this idea that girls should have an aliyah l'Torah. The

acceptance of the yoke of the commandments for a girl does not have to be expressed by an
aliyah l'Torah because, either way, the girl will not be called up to the Torah during the
continuation of her life, so why should she mark the acceptance of the yoke of commandments
by an aliyah l'Torah ?!” Another one added: “ It is not proper for a girl to have an aliyah
l'Torah. Because in religious-Orthodox everyday life – it is the boy who leads the prayers
and reads from the Torah, and the practice of the boy getting an aliyah l'Torah is a
beginning that will continue while if a girl gets an aliyah l'Torah, it won’t have any
significance”. Another one was wise to point out that such a deed “ will be viewed more as a
curiosity rather than as an experience or learning process”.
In addition to the viewpoint expressed here, which leans, in its opposition, on the lack
of continuation involved, opposing opinions were heard, viewing the act as “

An

additional yoke that I can do without” or “There is no need to try and add on to ourselves all
sorts of new nonsense ”. Another expressed the fear that “ It could turn into an unpleasant
necessity”. The explanation for the lack of pleasantness can be understood from the
obligating status: to stand alone on the platform of the synagogue and read from the
Torah in front of the congregation, but also with the addition of an unnecessary
obligation, in the opinion of some of the interviewees.
Among the interviewees of 1985, one asked in wonder mixed with irony “ How many of

the girls would be interested in an aliyah l'Torah?! I don’t see any point or purpose for a
girl's aliyah l'Torah only because of feelings of deprivation. This deprivation is a
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psychological concept that often is only in the mind and if we look for deprivation we will find
it in many areas, not only in religion”.
Examination of the responses of the interviewees raises the point that from the
interviewees of 1985, only one expressed a positive desire to adopt the idea and all the
others opposed it. In contrast, from the interviewees of 2006, the large majority still
opposed but there was some gnawing at the level of opposition: true – only one, who
claimed “ I’m for it ”, but another one admitted: “ I’m glad there are girls who do it ” and
still another added: “Today I am sorry that I didn’t read”.
These opinions oppose those of E. Lafien (1999, p. 121), who pointed out that “many
girls who love to learn Torah and who are not afraid of reading it in public, are pained
by being left out of this festive occasion every Shabbat, year after year”. The fulfillment
of the desire of the mother through the actions of the daughter can be somewhat
understood in an article written by a mother whose daughter was given an aliyah and
read from the Torah on the Shabbat of her Bat Mitzvah. In this article, she shares with
the members of the kibbutz her feelings and the experience in the wake of the
impressions of the women of the kibbutz who participated in the ceremony. It should be
emphasized that the reading was conducted according to the Halachic framework, as
determined by the rabbi of the kibbutz. 57
According to the content of the article “Let’s not avoid clarification” (1957), it can be
understood that according to Tz. Admonit, the reason for the problem with a girl
reading from the Torah in the synagogue is not understood. In his opinion, a woman
reading from the Torah should not be seen as offending public honor. Tz. Admonit
reinforces his opinion with a rhetorical question: “Does the fact that a Bar-Mitzvah boy
reads from the Torah – according to the Halacha even a small one – teach us that bigger
ones don’t know this work? And what does that have to do with the custom of not
honoring the Bat-Mitzvah girl with an aliyah l'Torah?”.
A. Shochtman (2005), who is quoted in the newspaper “HaTzofeh”, determined that
there is no Halachic possibility to change the instructions of our sages of blessed
memory concerning this prohibition: The public is not permitted to forfeit its honor, but,
in his opinion, a differentiation is called for between a custom that has spread all
57

See: Appendix 2.
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through Israel – one which no private congregation is allowed to deviate from even if
the members of that congregation agree on it, a custom in Israel becomes law and can
no longer be changed, and also: the foundation of this Halacha is not of lesser legal
status but stems from the obligation to perform the commandment – that someone who
is not fully obligated to read the Torah should not read from it during the prayers.
In contrast to Tz. Admonit (ibid), who attempts to find the reason for the problem of a
girl reading from the Torah, it was found that some of the opponents lean on Halachic
grounds, according to which: “It

is forbidden to listen to a woman’s voice

58

and the

prohibition is not connected to equality despite the aspiration for equality between men and
women”. According to the Torah, the roles of boys and girls are different, and therefore,
equality was not found“, “… but in our community, in which it is the custom that girls do
not read from the Torah because of the issue of modesty, there is no point to give a girl an
aliyah l'Torah” and also: “My opinion is negative – even so, the existing religious
restrictions should not be forgotten”.
The collision between opinion and private state of the mind vs Halacha, was expressed
by some of the interviewees, but all those who mentioned the matter of Halacha,
indirectly emphasized, without exception, that according to what they said, the Halacha
stands above everything else regarding a practical ruling. The following things, said in
this tone, show acceptance of the situation in which the Halacha is what determines. “ Of

course there is no equality in Judaism and, therefore, there is no need to insist on this ” and
also: “ The existing religious restrictions should not be forgotten ” and she added: “… “ and

equality can be emphasized in other things, without hurting or colliding with these
restrictions”. Another one expressed innocent faith and said that “ Since this thing is not
compatible with the Halacha, it is reasonable that there is a deeper reason than just
discrimination against women ”. A few who saw in this idea “ an excellent suggestion that
contributes to the Jewish significance of the Bat-Mitzvah girl ” added in the spirit of the
perspective: “… but I don’t know if it is practical from a Halachic point of view”.

58

According to the laws of modesty, a man is forbidden to listen to a woman singing if she is not his wife.
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In referring to the ideas of Tz. Admonit (as detailed above), R, Nerya (1957) determined
that our sages of blessed memory saw the distribution of roles in the world being that
some of the roles are required by men and some are required by women “and each
person must be happy with the role assigned to him by the Creator upon birth”.
It seems that the opinion of most of the girls of the religious kibbutz that were
interviewed for this work was in line with the point of view of Rabanit Neria. Some
argued against forced equality: “ I oppose the quest for equality between the sexes at any

price” and also: “ With all respect to equality, there are limits! It was for a good reason that
the men were given additional commandments. The women are busy enough and moderate
enough without filling their day with commandments ”. Some see it as an unnecessary race
since … “ We are just different and, therefore, the commandments are different. There are

commandments for boys and there are commandments for girls ” and another girl determined:
“If we can just understand that there cannot be equality between boys and girls, then it won’t

bother anyone ”. Another girl said of the quest for equality at any price: “

It looks like

something feminist to me …”.
In expressing their opinion, some of the interviewees referred to the subject of an aliyah
l'Torah for a Bat-Mitzvah girl as an additional obligation, and they claimed: “ There are

enough changes during the period of the Bat Mitzvah and we don’t need additional
obligations” and also: “ Boys were given the privilege to read from the Torah so there is no
need to try to be wise guys and add onto ourselves all kinds of new nonsense but rather to
accept the situation and enjoy what we have ”. One girl asked with rhetorical pain: “ Why
should I do this terrible thing, if they didn’t force me to do it?!” and she adds: “If there are
girls who feel a need for this – why not? I didn’t !”. And on the matter of the feeling of
necessity in it, another one said: “ I remember from my brother’s Bar Mitzvah that I felt

sorry for the boys”.
On the same subject, Neria (ibid) asked Tz. Admonit a piercing question: “Are the
women ready to give him power of attorney to add on commandments?”. A direct
answer to this question was not found in the writings of Admonit, but in his article “The
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position of women in Halacha and society” (1977), the writer himself points out that
despite the rights given to women, she does not take advantage of them.
Without being familiar with Admonit’s opinion on the subject of women not taking
enough advantage of their rights to observe commandments, one of the religious kibbutz
girls expressed her opposition to the idea of a girl's aliyah l'Torah and claimed, in the
spirit of the last writings of Admonit that: “ Precisely at this age, instead of looking for

additions, one should observe commandments and live a religious life ”. In a different view of
reality, other things were heard, such as: “ I wish there were fewer commandments. Who can

succeed to observe all of them ?!” or simply: “ First we should fulfill the commandments that
we are required to do”.
The picture of the situation of a Bat-Mitzvah girl having an aliyah l'Torah on the
kibbutzim under investigation, shows that there will not be voices of protest heard from
the women on this subject and perhaps this is because the women feel good in their
situation and “There is no need to award her with extra ‘rights’ and increase the Torah
and commandments for her” (Nerya, 1957).
The Bar/Bat Mitzvah regulations on the kibbutzim in the study prove this by the way
the things are written: with subjects and regulations in which there is no difference
between boys and girls, the term used is: “Bar/Bat Mitzvah”, while on the subject of the
aliyah l'Torah, there is only reference to “Bar” Mitzvah.
In the secretariat of Kibbutz Yavne, a letter was received 40 years ago from Rabbi
Feldman, director of the elementary education committee in New York. In the letter, the
rabbi points out that for years the question had been coming up about holding BatMitzvah celebrations and the educational institution in which he was active had been
debating the issue and trying to find a solution for this dilemma. In the letter, he
explains why he is approaching Kibbutz Yavne: the religious kibbutz people started this
in Israel, and from the point of view of “Because the Torah will come from Zion” they
are expecting to hear and learn a lesson on the subject.
In the article “The Bat-Mitzvah celebration” (1953), which is a response of D. Rappel
(one of the weavers of education in the religious kibbutz) to Rabbi Feldman, a kind of
solution is suggested for those who want their Bat-Mitzvah celebration to be similar to
that of the boys in the matter of reading from the Torah. In the same article, the author
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specifies the way to conduct a Bat-Mitzvah celebration and among other things, it is
written that: “Sometimes she reads the Haftarah, sometimes she reads one or two verses
from the Torah portion of the week…”, but it can be pointed out that this reading takes
place (as specified in the article): on the Sabbath afternoon, in the kibbutz clubhouse
and not as part of the public prayers in the synagogue.
The opposite picture of the situation of the interviewees regarding the suggestion for an
aliyah l'Torah led to their question about the idea that during the party they will read a
few verses from the portion of the week or the Haftarah. This proposal puts an end to
the fear of standing up in front of the whole synagogue congregation, and the Halachic
problematics involved is reduced. It should be pointed out that none of the interviewees
from 1985 saw this as desirable. Some of the girls claimed that since the Bat-Mitzvah
homily is spiced with verses and divrei Torah, that is a kind of ‘solution’ and allows the
Bat-Mitzvah girl to read verses. The interviewees of 2006 also didn’t find this
suggestion acceptable. Only two had different opinions on this subject. One who
claimed “ It’s nice but there might be problems …” and she specifies: “ It can be part of her

shame. (she is silent, then adds: “And what? She’ll read with special intonations 59?” and
she answers herself: “ It seems to me that there is a problem here because some of the men

left the hall ”. Another found an opening for a solution for the dilemma when she
suggested that “The homily can be from this. From the verses of the portion of the week”.
The girls’ reactions were divided into three: there were a few who laughed without
going into details verbally; there were those who decisively opposed, with the claim that
“There’s no point to that ” or “ No, thanks !”, “ My opinion is negative – what’s the point of

that?!”, and, simply: “It doesn’t appeal to me”.
From the above, it emerges that Admonit’s proposal that the Bat-Mitzvah girl read from
the Torah was not acceptable to the interviewees, mainly because “ It will look forced and

unnatural. People will understand that it is only to prove that there is equality”.
Esther Lafien (1999, p. 211) laments that and claims that, for girls, there is no
alternative to an aliyah l'Torah and that over the last ten years, families have been trying
to invent and design significant celebrations, but “meanwhile, there is no alternative to
59

‘Intonations’ – These are unique notes added on to the verses of the Torah that signal to the reader how
to read it. ‘Reading in intonations is reading with a melody.
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an aliyah l'Torah, which is a significant and dramatic ceremony”. In contrast to this
approach, it seems that in the opinion of Shochtman (2005), on the religious kibbutz, as
an Orthodox society, they understand that in synagogues, as a rule, you have to be
considerate: “there are principles of Halacha, rules, and customs for this place” – “… a
reality … that is not likely to ever change”.
Still, the Bat-Mitzvah celebration is marked by an aliyah l'Torah. In some of the Israeli
communities, it is customary for the girl’s father to be honored with an aliyah l'Torah on
the Sabbath of the same week in which the party is held. After the reading, a ‘Mee shehbayrah’ prayer is read in honor of the girl for reaching the commandments 60.
A similar solution was found to fulfill the Bat-Mitzvah girl’s desire for an aliyah l'Torah
in kibbutz society. This custom is found in a letter written by Binyamin Nahliel to
Moshe Oren – coordinator of education in Sha’albim (see the letter – 25/11/68 - , found
in the archives of Religious Kibbutz Movement, Yavne), who asked about the
regulations and about the marking of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah events in Kibbutz Yavne.
In the same letter, it is stated that “In the event that there is a Bat Mitzvah, the father is
given an aliyah l'Torah and is given a ‘Mee sheh-bayrah’ for his daughter who reached
the commandments”. In recent years (since 2000), also in Kibbutz Alumim, a special
blessing has been composed in honor of the event and is recited on the Sabbath, when
the father of the Bat Mitzvah goes up to the Torah

61

. S.A. HaCohen (1985, p. 91) sees

that this can be perceived as an additional way of settling the ‘Bat-Mitzvah girl’s
problem of having an aliyah l'Torah’. According to A. Cohen (1990), communities were
found in Italy in which ‘Mee sheh-bayrah’ was recited to the girls who reached the age
of commandments62.
It should be pointed out that from all the interviewees, only one said with certainty that
her father had been invited for a ‘Mee sheh-bayrah’ in honor of her Bat Mitzvah. This
finding corresponds to the general viewpoint of the interviewed girls, according to
whom “ Usually there is a difference between the boys and the girls and each must find an

area in which he takes upon himself something and does it. There is a basic difference between
girls and boys and, therefore, I am for equality in things that have to be done, but it should
60

On the idea of the Mee sheh-bayrah prayer, see: Prayer for the Bat Mitzvah, based on the ‘Mee shehbayrah’ for a Bar Mitzvah, is given in S. Mayzlish (1991), Yahadut 1, Tel Aviv, p. 87).
61
For the wording of the blessing, see: Cohen, A. (1990, pp. 28-29).
62
See: Appendix 3.
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be remembered that there are areas in which each one should operate within his own area
because, as I said: there is a basic difference ” and in a sharper statement: “ Girls don’t do
everything that boys do”.
F. The blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’63
One of the peak moments in the aliyah l'Torah on the Sabbath of the Bar Mitzvah is
when the father stands next to his son on the platform of the synagogue and, with great
excitement, blesses him “Blessed be Thee for exempting me from this one’s
punishment” (‘Baruch sheh-petarani’) (Y. Vainberger and M. Zept, 2004, p. 41). After
this blessing, the people praying in the synagogue surround the father and son and bless
them with ‘Mazal Tov’.
When a boy reaches the age of 13, it is customary for his father to recite the blessing:
‘Baruch sheh-petarani’. The origin of this blessing is given in Bereshit Raba (Chapter
63, 10, and in Tanhuma, ibid: on the verse “And the boys grew” (Genesis 25, 27) Rabbi
Elazar said: A man has to take care of his son for 13 years and from then on he must
say: ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’. The adjudicators were divided in their opinions of the
explanation of the reasons for saying this blessing. Here are some of them:
a. The father releases his son by the fact that from this point the boy is big and master of
his domain pertaining to the observance of commandments, and his son will no longer
be punished on his account (Rabbi M. Yafeh, Bavli, Berahot, Chapter 9, Letter 30; Y.
Kashman, 1718, Letter 1).
b. Until now, the obligation of educating the son for commandments and Torah was the
responsibility of the father but from the age of Bar Mitzvah, the son is the master of his
own life regarding the commandments – Bar Mitzvah), and the obligation is on the boy
himself. And so it happens that the father is released from any punishment that his son
might deserve (Rabbi M. Yafeh, Lavush, Orah Hayim, Sign 225, Small Sign 6;
Gombiner, Magen Avraham, 225, 5; Rata, Kol Mevaser, Part 2, Sign 44).
c. The father’s main obligation is to teach his son Torah, for until this age the father
must64 make sure that his son studies Torah and from this age on, the obligation is on
63

For the history of this custom, see: Y. Gilat (1996) and also: A. Shlezinger (1989, pp. 55-63).
The obligation is only on the father and, therefore, if the boy is orphaned from his father, the mother
does not say the blessing in his place.
64
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the son himself and if he doesn’t study Torah, the father will not be punished (H. D.
Halevy, 1976).
The father must recite this blessing to his son in the presence of a minyan in order to
emphasize the importance of the position and to arouse thought on the essence of one’s
deeds from this time on65.
A review of these different reasons shows that reasons ‘a’ and ‘b’ belong to the girls
who reach the age of commandments while reason ‘c’ does not belong to the girls, since
there is no obligation to teach a girl Torah 66.
This distinction between the belonging of these reasons to the two sexes, stands at the
basis of a disagreement between the adjudicators’ on their answer to the question of Y.
Tehomim (“Pree Megadim”, Orach Chayim, Sign 225).
The adjudicators disagreed about saying this blessing with or without mentioning the
name of G-d. As a rule, they ruled that the name of G-d should not be mentioned
because this blessing was not mentioned in the six books of the Mishna, but the R”MA
(Mishna Brura, 225, 8) added to this that anyone who blesses with the name of G-d
cannot lose. When Y. Nisim (1964 and also 1979) was asked about the blessing
‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ for girls, in public, he reached the conclusion to recite the
blessing without mentioning the name of G-d.
The opponents claimed that since a girl does not have the obligation of education, and
the blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ is related to the obligation of education, he
shouldn’t say it for a girl (Resh Lakish, Masehet Nazir, 29, 1). In addition, HaBe’er
Haytev (Sign 551) rules this out for the reason that it is said to a boy when he finishes
reading from the Torah and has proven and became well known that he is grown up and
a Bar Mitzvah – which does not exist for girls. In contrast, many think that the girl does
have to observe the commandments of education and, therefore, there is no reason not
to bless her with this blessing (Magen Avraham, 343, 1; Ha’Levush – brought in
Yeshu’ot Yakov; Sign 225). Support for this approach comes from the response of the
Gaon Landa – the rabbi of Adaline in Hungary (Responsa Beit Yisrael, Sign 34), who
decisively summarized that all the excuses for not reciting this blessing to a girl “are not
sufficient to prevent the blessing …and especially for someone who is happy that his
65

When the father is not present at the place where the son goes up to the Torah – he will say the blessing
at the right time, but when he meets his son he will say the blessing (again) in his son’s presence.
66
See in this work the chapter on the teaching of Torah and Gemara to women.
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daughter has reached the obligation of performing the commandments belonging to
girls”.
Why was it not their custom to recite this blessing for a female? After all, there are
reasons a’ and b’ (above) that belong to girls too?
In kibbutz society, there were some who also wanted to compare boys and girls on the
subject of ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’. This emerged in the article of M. Or from Tirat Tzvi
(1987). In referring to the above-mentioned topic, the writer does not distinguish
between a Bat Mitzvah and a Bar Mitzvah – something he does do when referring to
other topics, such as Tefillin.
Nowadays, modern rabbis refer to the subject of this blessing seriously and propose
different versions.
It should be emphasized that the matter of the difference between the sexes in referring
to the reciting of this blessing, does not arouse opposition among those who want
equality, like other subjects relating to this event. It seems that the reason for this is
related to the lack of familiarity/understanding of the reason and the significance of the
blessing. From the interviews of the girls, it emerges that as a rule: they don’t know
enough and maybe that explains the low level of opposition to the current situation.
From interviews with the religious kibbutz girls, it emerged that in effect, only with one
girl the question about this blessing came up as she approached the age of
commandments, and five of the interviewees had an opinion laced with some kind of
Halachic knowledge on the subject.
The only one for whom the question of the blessing came up before she reached the age
of Bat Mitzvah was one of the interviewees of 1985. She said that in the end, her father
recited the blessing, but instead of in the synagogue, he said it within the framework of
her Bat-Mitzvah party. Other questions attempting to shed light on the subject revealed
that the interviewee was not aware that this blessing was recited for every boy within
the framework of the Sabbath prayers, in the synagogue, and she only dealt with the
question did they recite the blessing or not, and not with the framework and nature of it
being said. As she said: “ Because, in G-d’s eyes, the responsibility is identical and it is

important that this is clear to every girl”.
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It should be pointed out that among those interviewed in 1985, only four did not know
what was the reason for the blessing. In contrast to this, among the interviewees of
2006, ten girls did not know the reason for the blessing. The correspondence of the
girls’ opinions to the adjudicators’ list of reasons on the question of reciting this prayer
for a girl, indicates that the girl’s knowledge is summarized by reason b’, as detailed
above, that leaned on the fact that from the age of Bar Mitzvah, the boy is his own
master when it comes to the commandments – the obligation to fulfill the
commandments and punishment for not fulfilling them.
Two pointed out that, according to their knowledge of reason b’ mentioned above, in
their opinion, it is appropriate that this blessing be said by the girl’s father before her
marriage “ because a girl is under her father’s guardianship until her wedding ” and another
explained “…because only then she becomes independent”.
Another girl, who in contrast to them opposes this blessing for girls, added the
stipulation that “ If it is done, then it is more appropriate that the father say it before the

wedding”.
Three girls based their opinion on their knowledge on the point of the responsibility of
the commandment that is passed from the father to the sons and they claimed:
If it is to see the recitation of the blessing as compulsory – “

I think that the blessing

‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ can be recited because when I become responsible for my actions and
obligated to fulfill the commandments, then (seemingly) my parents already finished teaching
and educating me, … (silence) only seemingly, of course”.
And if to reject the recitation of the blessing – “ Terrible! I have a problem with this …

there is something here that doesn’t add anything to us. And in general … what are we
getting exempt from? He (the father – T.K.) is not getting exempt from any responsibility.
The opposite, at the age of adolescence he gets more responsibility because the children do
more nonsense”. There are those who see the reason for not saying the blessing as “ At one
time this was a decisive blessing … but today it isn’t that significant. It sounds like
something else Halachic that we do that doesn’t have that much significance for a boy, so I
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don’t think girls need it too ”. Another girl gives a positive reason for negating the
recitation of the blessing: … “ Maybe it’s not said for a girl because they don’t want to be

exempt from her?!”. Despite the demonstration of lack of sufficient knowledge among the
interviewees of 1985 on the subject of the blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’, only two
preferred to react by saying “ I have no opinion on the subject ” and from the girls of 2006,
six girls admitted that they didn’t know what to say. The opinions of the others were
divided between the ones who opposed it and the ones who thought that the blessing
should be recited for girls too.
The girls who think that this blessing should be required are divided in their responses
into two groups. There are those who feel that if the blessing is not said for a girl, it
shows a lack of equality, and they are not comfortable with that. “

boys, then it should be said for the girls too

If it is said for the

… (short pause). It really shows a lack of

equality” and also “ The responsibility from a religious point of view is identical and,
therefore, there should be a blessing for the girl

”, and also: “ It’s the same status, the

commandments and sins that are already imposed on you, so why should there be a problem
with that ?”. The idea of the equalistic point of view was expressed in a rhetorical
question by one of the interviewees, who chose to answer with a tendentious question:
“Should the father or the mother recite the blessing

?” and she added her opinion while

clarifying her viewpoint that … “ It doesn’t matter if I’m a boy or a girl”.
There are also those who feel that the blessing should be said because of their feeling of
taking responsibility from the time that they became Bat Mitzvah regarding the
obligation to perform commandments, for example: “ I think that ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’

can be said because I became responsible for my actions and I am obligated to perform
commandments …” and also “ Just like a boy takes the yoke of commandments upon himself,
so the girl also accepts the yoke of commandments”.
Those who oppose the recitation of the blessing for girls gave several reasons for their
answer:
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Some saw the blessing as something insulting and unnecessary and, therefore, “

It’s a

good thing it isn’t said to a girl ”, or “Even with boys it seems ridiculous and, therefore, I
am against saying it for girls” and “ The blessing is unnecessary, in my opinion, because the

father is not really exempt from his daughter!”.
Among the adjudicators as well, there were those who rule against the father’s blessing
of his daughter (Pree Megadim”, ibid, H. D. Halevy, 1976, p. 101). In contrast to them,
there are those who ruled that there is a place for this blessing (Grosberg, 1978; Nisim,
1964).
It should be noted that that the blessing of ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ was not particularly
popular even in the case of the Bar-Mitzvah boys, in general.
***
The 13th birthday is the most significant one in a Jewish boy’s life. From then on he
is considered an adult in the eyes of the Halacha and he is obligated to fulfill the
commandments just like the adults. Therefore, the day is marked by a unique and
happy event. There is no parallel tradition for a celebration for a girl. Since the
beginning of the 20 th century, events marking a girl’s 12

th

birthday were renewed

in some communities. Religious-kibbutz society, which advocates equality between
the sexes considered it discriminatory not to mark this special day for a girl, and
this was also the approach of most of the girls who were interviewed. The ways to
celebrate the ‘Bat Mitzvah’ took on many forms but what most absent was a
religious symbol – making it more difficult to feel the change with the transition in
age. The celebration can act as an opening for spiritual and emotional
strengthening for the girl if emphasis is put on the educational-religious-values
aspect. For that, there is a need for multi-branched, lengthy preparatory activity.
The issue of the Bat-Mitzvah celebration for kibbutz girls represents a model of
the coping of religious traditional society with one of the dilemmas presented by
modern life: the status of women in religious society. The ideological, practical,
and emotional fluctuations that were discussed in this chapter are an expression of
this coping.
This dynamics also characterizes additional extensive parts of religious society in
Israel. The changes in the pattern of the Bat Mitzvah were reviewed in this chapter
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and will be further discussed in the chapter ‘Discussion and Recommendations”,
however, the kibbutz community, which is shown here in a relatively accurate
manner from a human and ideological point of view, allows giving a more accurate
picture not only of other areas related to the position of the woman but also for
similar communities in Israel and the world.
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The study of Torah67 and Gemara 68 by women
A. Theoretical Introduction
The commandment of studying Torah is considered one of the main commandments in
the Torah. It is considered equal to all the other commandments (Pe`ah, Ch. 1, Mishnah
1), leads to action (Kiddushin, P. 79), offers protection, saves from enemies and
troubles (Sotah, P. 41) and grants the one who learns it eternal life in the next world
(Rambam, Yesodai HaTorah, Ch. 4, Halacha 13). Not learning is considered to cause
failures for the individual and the public in both spiritual and material life (Yerushalmi,
Hagigah, Ch. 1, Halacha 7: The Lord forgave grave transgressions but he did not give in
when it came to not studying Torah, and more). In addition, it is a social norm, a
cultural experience, and even the basis for the ruling of Halacha, which is the
foundation of the order of religious life for Jewish followers of tradition. What is the
status of women regarding this commandment? This question has both Halachic and
historic angles. The position of the Halacha – Jewish law – on women studying Torah
should be examined, and the attitude of Jewish women throughout the generations
towards this central value and the intellectual activity of studying Torah, should also be
studied.
A.1. The study of Torah for women – commandment –permitted – forbidden:
Principles and fields
On the one hand, according to the Talmud, women are exempt from studying Torah – as
it says: “And you shall teach your sons” (Deuteronomy, 11, 19) – and not your
daughters. And as long as others aren’t commanded to teach them, they are not
commanded to teach themselves (Talmudic Encyclopedia B, p. 346). On the other hand,
women must recite the blessing of the Torah every morning. This blessing is considered
the ‘Blessing of the Commandments’

69

(See Shulhan Aruch, Orah Hayim, Sign 47,

67

Torah – the general significance: All the religious sources of the Jewish religion. The private
significance: the five book of the Torah that Moshe received on Mount Sinai.
68

Gemara = the Talmud – the collection of the protocols of learning in the Torah study halls in Babylon
and Israel during the years 200-600 ACE. It has been considered the central learning material among the
Jewish intellectual community since its completion.
69
According to Halacha, before performing a commandment, certain words must be recited that are called
the Blessing of the Commandments. Along with the constant part of the blessing used for all the
commandments, each commandment has a unique heading that mentions the nature of the commandment
about to be performed. For example, preceding the commandment of studying Torah is the blessing:
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Paragraph 14, and in Be'ur Halacha, ibid, starting with: Nashim). How can women be
obligated to recite the Blessing of the Commandments if they are not obligated to
perform the commandment itself70?
One solution suggested for this problem called for women to study Torah in the
category of commandments pertaining to them: “For if you do not know the Halachot of
the Sabbath, how will you keep the Sabbath, and so with all of the commandments”
(Sefer Hasidim, Sign 313, in Elinson, 1977, p. 166). According to this approach, a
woman is also obligated to learn all religious studies and the other foundations of the
Torah, as these are values and commandments that she is obligated to perform just like
a man (Tzvi Yehuda Kook in “Man Woman” and also the Gaon Rabbi Eliyahu in his
letter in Elinson, ibid, p. 167, and also Kapach, 1980, p. 33).
In traditional sources, there is an additional approach to the question of Torah study for
women: that Torah study is completely forbidden to women. The first source of this
prohibition is found in the approach of the Tana Rabbi Eliezer, who said: “He who
teaches his daughter Torah it is as if she was taught frivolties” (Sotah, 83, 44).
What is the nature of this prohibition? There are some who found it as having a
sociological background against the background of the general ignorance of women in
ancient society. This was evident in the Rambam (Hilchot Talmud Torah Ch. 1, Halacha
13): “… Most women do not have their minds on learning …”. In other words, this is
not a problem in principle, but rather there are learning difficulties of a social
background. Some saw this prohibition as a desire to distribute the roles between men
and women. S.R. Hirsh (1984) expressed the view that: ‘The acquiring of such
education (higher Torah education) and passing it from generation to generation, is
mainly the role of the Jewish man’. There were those who saw this prohibition as a
mental issue and explained that women are intellectually deprived, something that does
not allow them the correct understanding of the Torah (Meiri and Tiferet Yisrael
Le’Mishnah). In a more refined way, there were those who pointed out a difference in
the manner of thought (man has knowledge, woman has understanding), which makes it
harder for the woman to learn properly (Torah Temimah, Devarim 11, Comment 48).
Blessed art Thou, our G-d, Lord of the universe, who sanctified us with His commandments and
commanded us to study Torah.
70
If they are not obligated, then obviously the question will be asked: where will they get the rights and
the motivation for the promised in the study of Torah, as detailed above? See in Berachot, 17, 1, and
also Bar-Shaul (1972), “Mitzvah Va’Lev” part 2, p. 139.
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Some saw the woman’s excessive tendency for materialism as a factor that prevents her
from learning (Tiferet Yisrael, ibid).
Others saw the prohibition as stemming from a moral concern. A moral problem might
arise from previous concerns: inappropriate pride (Meiri), expressing Torah thoughts
with cheapness and contempt (Rambam and others), or that she will secretly and
cunningly learn transgressions (Rashi about the issue of a pervert).
Even the prohibitive approach limited the areas of prohibition. In addition to the
obligation of the women to learn the commandments related to their lives, a variety of
principles were raised that open the possibilities of granting permission to women to
study Torah. Some were related to the study content – there is a tendency to permit the
study of the written Torah more than the oral Torah

71

, and conclusive and exhaustive

study is preferable to theoretical and argumentative study (Sefer Hasidim, ibid,
Comment 10, Responsa Mauznaim Le’Mishpat, part 1, Sign 42). Others were related to
the learners themselves: there are some women whom it is permissible and maybe even
a commandment to teach them. What allows this permission is the personal motivation
of the woman. When a woman studies on her own, it is permitted [Perisha Yoreh De’ah,
Sign 246, Paragraph 15, Be’Da’at HaRambam Ve’HaTor; Kook (1962, 102); Kapach
(1980, p. 23)] and there are others (such as her father, as mentioned by Rabbi Eliezer)
who are permitted to teach her (A. Elinson, 1977, pp. 167-168).
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The Rambam directed the original prohibition to the oral Torah while `Tur` directed it to the written
Torah (some say that in `Tur' there is a written mistake – ‘Beit Yosef’ and some support his version –
‘Prisha’). The position of the Rambam had more of an influence on the adjudicators of later generations
as well as Shapira (1980a, p. 39).
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A.2. The position of the Rabbis from the last generations
The importance of the commandment of studying the Torah and the reason for the
partial restriction on women from studying, led the Torah scholars of our times to
expand permission granted to women to study it, this also against the background of the
social and educational changes affecting them. Some saw the study of Torah as the hope
of holding the girls on the path of the Fathers (Elinson, 1973, p. 169, and in part 2, p.
143 and see ibid [part 1, p. 169] the position of Rabbi Yisrael of Radin – the “Hafetz
Hayim”, who also saw this permission as a change between generations, and in contrast
to Amital, 1980, pp. 166-167, and Lichtinshtein, 1980, p. 159). Others saw it as the only
opening for performing the commandments (Firer, 1960, p. 131). Some think that the
study of Torah should be granted equal and respectable status just like other subjects
that are taught (Firer, 1960; H.D. Halevy, 1977; Lichtinshtein, 1980, p. 158) while
others see the importance of the deepening expansion of the study of Torah for future
generations, be it in a mother educating her sons or a teacher educating her students
(Hirsh in Elinson, 1973, p. 168; Firer, Sibah Shniya; Lichtinshtein, 1980, p. 159).
Along these lines is the opinion that when girls learn Torah today, it should be done in
depth, “with complete seriousness” (Hinuch Habat, 1980, pp. 159, 166; and also H.D.
Halevy, 1977, p. 208), since: “Superficial study is contempt for the value of the Torah”,
“In-depth study contributes a lot to educating a girl to be G-d-fearing and to live a
Torah life”, “… those who learn general studies do it with the proper seriousness, why
should they do less with the Torah?”. Outside the Rabbinical world, even more extreme
views were heard. Leybovitsh (1983a) claimed that the exemption of women from the
study of Torah is “a mistake of Judaism that should be corrected in our times by fully
including her in the study of Torah and, by that, to see her as an equal in the creation of
the cultural heritage and in the induction of the Divine Presence in Israel …”.
As pointed out above, the prevailing opinion among the adjudicators is that the study of
the oral Torah is more forbidden to women than the written Torah. Due to these reasons,
even with the expansion of permission, some parts of the oral Torah still remained offlimits for women, according to certain approaches of the adjudicators. Even those who
think that girls should be taught the Torah in-depth, have reservations about women
studying Gemara in an academic/argumentative/Halachic way either due to formal
Halachic reasons (Shapira, 1980) or inappropriate educational direction. Amital (1980)
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expressed the concern that the girls will be marked by frustration because there are
certain fields that are not open to them. In his opinion, all progress in
Talmudic/Halachic study – which leads to expectation of progress – is doomed to end
up in frustration.
Lichtinshtein (1980) had reservations about permitting the in-depth study of Gemara
because of lack of interest among the girls. He differentiates between a man who is
committed to learning even difficult things that he may not find “interesting”, and
women, who are not obligated to do so, and they should not be pressured.
Indeed, there are those who found an opening to grant permission in a point that was
mentioned above: the free will of the girls. It is permitted to teach girls who exhibit the
desire to study Gemara (H.D. Halevy, 1977, p. 208; Kapach, 1980, p. 33). In such a
case, there are those who saw the study of Torah as being important and recommended
as part of a girl’s education (Lichtinshtein, 1980, ibid).
Reservations about the new procedures opening the study of Talmud to women, are
offered in an original way that touches on one of the focal points of the dilemma – the
difficulty in study as per the following:
"Before dealing with the question of allowing our daughters to study Gemara and how
much, we must answer many of our sons who are asking – Why study Gemara at all and
for what?” (Sh. Aviner, 1999, p. 35).
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B. The study of Gemara/Talmud
As mentioned at the end of the previous chapter, the objective difficulty in studying
Gemara against the background of the complexity of the study causes both close and
distant attitudes towards the field. These difficulties create many to wonder if it is
necessary for girls and is the investment worth the benefit.
What is the Talmud and what is the difficulty about learning it?
B.1. What is the Talmud
It is said in the Mishnah (Pirkei Avoth, Chapter 5, Mishnah 25): “A five-year-old boy to
the written Torah, a ten-year-old to the Mishnah, a 13-year-old to the commandments,
15-years-old to the Talmud”. This Mishnah lists the order of studying the Torah
according to age. Strict following of the order of studying the religious subjects stems
from the fact that the teaching of each field is different.
The Mishnah, in contrast to the Gemara, is simple and without complicated mental
study. It presents a summary of the views of the Tanaim (sages of the period of the
Mishnah), the Halacha presents a collection of the conclusions stemming from the oral
Torah, while in the Gemara, there is a meeting of the process between the two fields.
Sabato (1981), in pointing out the differences between the Gemara and the other fields
of the oral Torah, said: “The Talmud is a process of drawing conclusions from the
sources while studying the reasoning and their language, comparing them to other
sources and the use of logical arguments. As is known, the Talmud is written as if it is a
transcript of discussions that were conducted in the Torah study halls of the Amoraim
(sages of the period of the Gemara)”.
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B.2. The age of studying and its ranking
The Mishnah from Pirkei Avoth that is quoted at the beginning of the chapter, raises a
problem regarding the arrangement of studying the oral Torah – that there are some who
attempt to study Gemara without having enough proficiency and with a basic lack of
data about the Bible, the Mishnah, and the Halachic commentaries that make up the
foundation for every problem in the Gemara.
It should be remembered that the Amoraim and the learners of Talmud studied Gemara
in depth only after having acquired a very good knowledge of the oral Torah and
proficiency in Mishnah. Because of this, their discussions could have been based on
comparisons, questions, and proofs from other sources – a background lacked by
today’s students.
In traditional education, the study of Gemara began at age 6. In modern education
today, Mishnah and Rashi on the Torah are first taught in 4

th

grade (age 9). In 5 th grade,

the study of Gemara begins (at first only by compiling topics) and only in high school
Gemara begins to be studied in a methodical, whole, and continuous way with
‘Tosafot’.72
This policy was determined by the first planners of the study program in the ‘Mizrahi
stream73’. According to them, Gemara should not be studied in the schools until the age
of 11 (Bula, 1946, p. 47).
There are difficulties in learning Gemara that stem from the orders of study accepted
today (meaning the lack of previous background and understanding of Torah, Mishnah,
etc.), from a cultural gap, and from the intensity of the learning, as hinted by the Sages
of blessed memory (Vayikra Raba, Chapter 2): “As is customary in the world, 1000
people enter the oral Torah and 100 come out of them. To the Mishnah – 10 come out of
them. Ten to the Talmud – one comes out from them”. From this we learn that
proficiency in Gemara is appropriate for the elite levels and there is no certainty that it
can be conveyed to the masses.
B.3. The difficulties in learning Gemara

72

Tosafot – This refers to a collection of summaries originating in the Torah study halls of Western
Europe between the 13 th and 15th centuries. Part of this creation is presented on the standard Talmud page.
73
The learning stream of state-religious education in Israel.
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For many years, the religious educational institutions have been deliberating about the
teaching of the Talmud. Surveys that have been conducted and opinions that have been
published (Daum, 2001; Fux, 2004; Tikochinsky, 2007) expose a lack of satisfaction
among the students with the subject and how it is taught. The subject is perceived as
boring and irrelevant to the lives of the student. The difficulty of the language (mostly
the Aramaic), the way of thought (unique legal), the associative methods of connection
between the subjects discussed, as well as the distant reality (the cultural, social and
material life of the 2 nd through 7 th centuries BC (Bola, 1949; Y. Cohen, 1977a; Sabato,
1981) – cause a sense of alienation in many students, who do not reach the educational
aims as well as the upper status of the learning.
Putting this problem on the religious educational agenda at the beginning of the 90s (of
the 20 th century) 74 led to a complete branch of research

75

that attempted to study the

reasons for the phenomenon (Aviner, 1999a; Ariel, 2001; Golan Assaf, 2006), its
affinity towards its educational past (Amid, 2000; Tikochinsky) and also to present a
variety of ideas for how to fix it. These ideas move from the need to teach the students
the language of study – Aramaic (Doras, 2000), through attempts to give them a
relevant and up-to-date platform for the dilemmas being studied (Levy, 2003, 10;
Ayzsenberg, 2003), use of advanced technological means (Levy, 1991), and ending with
the need to nurture the teacher both professionally and personally (Kuperman, 2000). A
special line that has been developing during the last few years in a number of Torah
study halls is the growing value of studying the Aggadah

76

as something that supplies a

spiritual-ideological platform for learning Halachic issues (Vahknin, 2004; Kahana,
2005). There were those who leaned toward total change in the arrangement of Gemara
study and even called to advance the Mishnah and similar creations to the center of oral
Torah study77.

74

Among the first who dealt with this was Prof. M. Bar Lev, a researcher of the national religious
society. Along with others, he conducted surveys and presented insights, and mainly an up-to-date picture
of the national religious society. He can be credited with a collection of the views of the different sages of
the Torah and other disciplines that were published in a brochure: Niv Hamidrashia ( Vaizer and M. Bar
Lev, 1990).
75
The journal for teachers of religious subjects in Israeli high schools dedicated a complete issue (37,
2000) to this field.
76
Aggadah – the non-Halachic part of the Talmud. It deals with the explanation of verses from the Torah
and with a variety of moral values and instructions.
77
Lichtinshtein (2001) calls for replacing the study of Gemara in the high school institutions with the
study of Mishnah, and replacing the Rambam with the Mishnah Torah. Harsh criticism on this approach
is raised by Y. Brandes (2001). Brandes’ opinion and the alternative that he proposes are considered in
the articles of Vahaknin (2004) and Kahana (2005).
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Most of the interviewees described the Gemara as a subject that is considered difficult.
They detailed a number of problems, most of them methodic and appropriate for
describing the difficulties mentioned above.
“… and the Gemara also advances in twisting paths”. and another way of saying it: … it

is just plain hard to understand the ‘head’ of the speakers”. A different interviewee said:
- “In Gemara, there is very complicated philosophizing and questions upon questions, and

besides that, it demands great logistic thinking”

and as one of the young women from

2006 said: “It is a kind of formational logic”. The ability to take control of the culture of
controversy makes things harder, in the opinion of the next interviewee:

“Every idea

has thousands of opinions upon which they disagree and they jump backward and forward”
since “the thought is more associative … it is not one line … there is no straight line”.
One girl expressed the difficulties when she claimed that …

“The study of Gemara is

considered difficult and serious first of all because it is in Aramaic and the language is not
clear, and also because the methods of study are different and are according to different
formulas and concepts that are foreign to us – today, and there is involvement with
argumentative study, in which every little dot can be important and crucial … , and
besides, it is the fruit of the thinking and studying of great and brilliant men. We, from a
distance of time, are attempting to understand what they meant”.
Some mentioned a gap of time, place, and culture: “Because it does not ‘touch’ our daily

lives” “It is like thinking in the old days about things that once were .,,”.
The attitude of the interviewees toward the subject expressed the need of the student for
a special way of thinking –

“Interesting thinking and when you know it, it is really

interesting. There is satisfaction in the learning”.
Intensive questions for the purpose of understanding the uniqueness of the expressed
thought, showed that this usually refers to … “high abstraction ability”. “And you have to

see things from different points of view”.
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… In order to succeed at the study of Gemara, you have to be the kind of person who takes
the initiative and you need a lot of patience”. A girl from 2006 also claimed “She mainly
needs a lot of patience … and when she was asked: ‘Patience’ – Why?, she answered:
"Not to get upset when they argue about something for three hours. You have to understand:
there is an argument, they solve it, and then there is another argument and the whole process
repeats itself”. In contrast, one of the interviewees from 2006 said: “If I understood the
process, it wase like solving a riddle for me – it was exciting to discover that I understand”.
On this issue, in distinguishing between understanding and knowledge, which are the
means needed for study, others reported: “For Gemara you need a special way of thinking

because you need understanding more than information. But the truth is that there are other
fields like this that develop thought and not memory” and “In short, someone who does not
have a flexible way of thinking will find the study of Gemara difficult”.
C. The study of Gemara for girls on the religious kibbutz
Introduction
The issue of girls’ learning Gemara on the religious kibbutz is divided into two central
subtopics. First of all, the fundamental question: Is the study of Gemara for girls
desirable/necessary/forbidden or (in retrospect) permitted? In this field, educational,
Halachic, cultural, and social issues enter the discussion.
The second topic is the question of separation in religious studies (and especially in
Gemara) between boys and girls.
This separation serves two purposes: first, the educational purpose – the attempt to
teach the boys and girls educational content that is more appropriate to their ambitions
and emotional experiences, this for the purpose of turning the study into an
infrastructure of the world of values and faith 78. Second, the nature of religious study, in
its traditional form, is done in a group (hevrusa - pairs

79

). Does this kind of study

(especially among boys and girls who have reached maturity) present a problem of
78

On the use of Talmud study as a founder of values and to teach them, see Levy (2006).
Studying in pairs is a form of study characteristic of the study of Gemara. Each student of the two
students tries to understand an issue by asking each other questions, with the purpose of reaching an
understanding and the correct ‘solving’ of the Gemara.
79
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modesty and sexual sensitivity that might overshadow the educational purposes of the
learning?
C.1. The study of Gemara for girls – the fundamental problem and the question of
suitability
Tz. Admonit (1957, 1977), as one who paid attention to the changes that took place in
the social position of the woman living in a mixed society and with full equality rights
in all areas of life – complained that the rabbis focused on the fact that change took
place, but they did not dare draw explicit conclusions from it.
According to her, especially in kibbutz society (where women are free from family
tasks) there is no reason why they can’t be involved in Torah study. Since this
commandment has no measure, the study of Gemara can be included.
It turns out that quite a few of those interviewed, regardless of age or the age of the
kibbutz where they grew up, expressed opinions similar to those of Tz. Admonit (ibid).
Regarding the prohibition by the sages of blessed memory against teaching girls Torah,
some based their opposition on the idea on ‘changes in times’, with the claim: “

The

prohibition, perhaps, fell on a different period from today … and just like there are
prohibitions that have been cancelled or are handled more leniently today

(pause) … maybe

this is a kind of solution for the problem on this subject” . And also: “ I think that the sages
of blessed memory forbid this because during their times, there was a need for a woman to
work in the house. If she would learn, it would disturb her at home. In other words: the
sages of blessed memory did not oppose, in principle, girls learning Gemara, rather they
opposed girls learning instead of working in the house. (After a few seconds) … it is also
possible that the sages of blessed memory were afraid that girls would learn Gemara
superficially – because of lack of time – and not understand it correctly. But, today, when it
is acceptable to teach the girls all the subjects, and they learn like the boys – there is no
problem, in my opinion, to teach them Gemara”. And she added at the end: “Of course all
this understanding of the sages of blessed memory is personal on my part and is based on my
understanding and on what I heard”.
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One of the woman soldiers sounded outspoken when she claimed: “ I really don’t like it!

…! They have nerve!” or “This approach is primitive and inappropriate!”

At first this

statement can be seen as an ordinary statement expressing clear opposition to the
determination of the sages of blessed memory, but it is not so! The same girl explained
in detail: “ I think that the prohibition is not directly tied to the study of Gemara, but rather

to the reservations related to it. Something like … that the woman should not deal with
things that men deal with or the concern that dealing with something together will cause an
unwanted meeting with the boys. But these reservations do not affect us today … especially
not in a mixed school”. Another girl of her age group echoed her opinion and said: “ This
is a different period, In my opinion … when a woman was shut in the house it was
considered a violation of a boundary…” and her friend – from one of the older kibbutzim,
added: “ …That was when the reality was different, and today the reality is something else
(pause). We are involved and we have strength and it’s too bad they were left behind from the

era of the Halacha”. From this, it can be concluded that these things were not said
sharply, but leaned on knowledge on the subject – something that adds weight to the
opposition expressed.
Years later, in the article “The woman and the commandment of studying Torah”
Achituv (1977) mourns the death of Tz. Admonit, and he turns to the religious kibbutz
community in a plea to recognize the legitimacy of Gemara study for women not only
on a practical level, but also on a declarative, principled and legal level.
In reviewing the interviews, it emerges that among those interviewed in 1985, no one
agreed with the Halachic prohibition. Among those interviewed in 2006, four expressed
acceptance of the prohibition, some felt they had no choice: “ What? Really? … If they

prohibited it –so they prohibited it” , and some accepted it by personal preference: “ It’s
possible that I would really prefer … because that would be simpler”. One of the older girls
interviewed in 2006 stood out with how she coped with the issue: “ I am not belittling it

… I respect their opinion, but they also prohibited the woman from leaving the house and
going places … I think that the reality of our times is different from the reality in which the

140

sages of blessed memory determined … again, with a great deal of respect and admiration
for the sages of blessed memory, I think that the study of Gemara by girls can be a very
positive thing” . One of the younger girls in this group said: “

It is something more

personal-spiritual and it can’t be that someone will tell you what to do about this”

There

was also someone who answered with a question in innocent amazement: “ So why are

we learning this?” . This reaction led to an examination if there was prior knowledge
about the prohibition. From the examination, it emerged that only among those
interviewed in 2006 (since reconstruction of the interviews from 1985 was not
possible), except for two high school girls, all the others admitted that until the present
interview, they did not know about this prohibition. Among the older girls, it stood out
that most of the girls from the younger kibbutz knew about the prohibition, while in
other kibbutzim there was a similar distribution – some knew about the prohibition but
others never heard of it.
Recognition of the problematics raised by the issue of teaching girls Gemara continued
in the religious kibbutz until only a few years ago. Fifteen years ago, the ideas of
Friedman (1980, p. 20) were still relevant, when he hoped that “Maybe the day is not far
when this idea will get positive authorization by one of the known adjudicators of our
generation. We have been moving in this direction in the religious-kibbutz schools for
many years …”.
From the things quoted here, we see the desire that this field in religious-kibbutz
education will also receive Halachic approval. Recognition of the difficulty in giving
this idea Halachic legitimacy right from the beginning did not prevent the religiouskibbutz schools from teaching Gemara to girls, but increased the hope that “If our
method will be approved in retrospect – this is also for the best” (ibid, ibid).
In the meantime, the religious kibbutz leans on the opinion of Achituv (1977), who
proposed seeing the study of Gemara for girls as an optional commandment for those
who want it, and the girls who study Gemara should be seen as ‘those who are not
commanded to do so – but still do so’80.

80

This refers to the possibility that a Jewish man or woman can fulfill a commandment even if not
obligated to do so. In such a situation, the person fulfilling the commandment is rewarded – but a lesser
reward than received by one who fulfills a commandment that he is obligated to fulfill.
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In the range of years between one group of interviews and the other, there were
fundamental differences in the perception of women studying Gemara. The difference
was not local for religious groups only, but there was a national-world trend in the
attitude towards women studying Gemara

81

. There are study groups, academies, and

study halls where women learn Gemara and sometimes their mastering of the material
is so good that there are Orthodox circles in which it is not unusual for a woman to give
a lecture on a Torah topic to a general audience. This can also be seen in the change of
perceptions over the range of years (approximately 20) between the two interview
groups.
It should not be ignored that relative to past periods, changes occurred in the attitude of
women toward the study of Torah (Z. Malkiel, 2006) as well as in their status in society
and their educational role. These changes faithfully reflect the educational aims of the
religious kibbutz – education that strives towards maximum development of all the
components of the student’s personality with no separation between the two sexes. This
perception is also evident in the subject of the study of Gemara by women – and this
despite the many problems raised in finding compatibility between this path and
different expressions of Jewish tradition.
Friedman (1980), in his speech at a conference on the education of girls, demands the
study of Torah for girls in an absolute manner, without distinguishing between the
different subjects in the Torah. His reasons: the need to deepen the girl’s religious
identity, the Torah’s ability to act as a shutter against the culture of pleasure and
materialism of our days, as well as the deepening of the awareness of women as future
educators. In comparing the educational material for the two sexes, he sees it as a way
to prevent discrimination and insult to girls. Aviner (1999a, 73) and Ariel (2001, 14)
agreed on the importance of the study of Torah for girls but they disagree on both the
absolute equality in learning and on the content of issues taught. This perception raises
the question of the separation between the sexes during the study of Gemara.
The interviewees were asked if, in their opinion, all girls should be required to learn
Gemara?
From a summary of the responses, it emerges that most of them don’t justify obligating
all girls to study Gemara. Their responses can be divided into three groups:
81

It seems that this is connected to the world trend of the spread of feminism in the world.
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There are some who rule out obligating every girl in an absolute manner with the claim
that “ Not every person is able to learn Gemara. It is a hard thing” . Only a few obligate
every girl to study Gemara because “Learning it is part of basic Torah study and it is

desirable that it be available to everyone”.
As opposed to its importance Torah-wise, which induces the equalistic thinking
mentioned above, there are also those who support the study of Gemara for both sexes
because “Gemara should not be separated. It is like any other compulsory subject, so

everyone is required to study it”.
About half of those interviewed expressed a positive, but moderate, opinion about this.
The line characterizing this opinion is: True, a girl who is having difficulty learning
Gemara should not be obligated to do so, but a boy who finds it too difficult should also
be allowed to give it up. A decisive opinion in this spirit was expressed by one of the
high-school girls when she determined that … “ If they are willing to exempt someone, it

should not be related to sex, because it is just as likely that it is the boy who is having the
difficulty studying Gemara. (short silence) … and, after all, boys were not given ‘extra
wisdom’, and therefore the study of Gemara need not be’waved’ like a flag”.
Bula (1946), who advocated the participation of the religious kibbutz in the general
global process of ending the discrimination between boys’ and girls’ education, wrote:
‘I am doubtful if the study of the Talmud is compatible with the nature of girls. In the
majority of cases, the girls do not lean towards the special way of thinking associated
with the Gemara, but in any event, we must teach them the Mishnah, and in a fair
measure”. The interviewees were divided in their opinions of Bolah’s proposal for
teaching the girls Mishnah to a fair measure. Some saw it as a good thing right from the
beginning and they claimed: “ The study of Gemara does not come with any initial intention

to focus on equality … I think that teaching a girl Mishnah and not obligating her to study
Gemara, is meeting the girls halfway”.
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And others saw this as a good thing in retrospect: “ It is better that they at least know the

Mishnah instead of being so repulsed because the Gemara is too hard for them, that they
won’t learn Mishnah or Gemara”.
Only one interviewee vigorously opposed: “…

Since the school chose Gemara as a

subject, it should be dealt with. Girls will deal with it like anyone else dealing with a hard
subject”. Most of the interviewees of 2006 who referred to the proposal, accepted it
positively. It stood out that the girls of the older kibbutz agreed with the proposal. One
of them expressed it strongly when she said: “ Gemara is … too much! , … sometimes (and
she remained contemplative)”.
During the two interview periods, i.e., in the distance of years, to most of the girls
interviewed, the idea of learning Mishnah as a solution for girls having difficulty
learning seemed to be a fitting solution to the problem, but in their agreement, they
expressed the stipulation of an equalistic perception “ To also allow the boys to choose this

possibility” and also: “There doesn’t have to be such a big difference between boys and
girls”, because “there are also boys who find the study of Gemara difficult, so why only
girls?!”
Two of the interviewees agreed without reservation with the possibility of Mishnah
study for women and saw in that: “ An excellent proposal ... without investing in a subject

that is not liked ” since: “ It’s a shame to invest in it for someone who finds it too hard

”.

Those who advocate this were asked a question that pits their answer against the idea of
equality – where is it according to their answer? Quite a few girls had no answer. Most
of the others expressed embarrassment with their body language, followed by various
reactions, such as: “ The boys should also be allowed ” or “ Truthfully, I don’t see any

difference”. Some tried to give a pedagogic response: “ The topics in Gemara seem to me,
mainly, not relevant to girls”.
Coping with the study of Mishnah aroused much interest among the interviewees and
this could be seen in the way each one stood steadfast behind her statements, but there
were three women-soldiers from religious kibbutzim who pointed out that “It doesn’t
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seem fundamental to me – Gemara or Mishnah”, because “

It is the personal choice of

each girl”.
A few years after the idea of Bolah was raised, Admonit (1977) expressed an opposing
opinion and said: “It usually turns out that the opinion that there is a decrease in the
girls’ perception abilities on the question of Halacha is not correct” (ibid, p. 38).
This is the place to point out that not one girl agreed with the opinion that there was a
decrease in the girls’ thinking ability and learning perception on the issue of learning
Gemara. All of them, without exception, said in one way or another that “

difference in the level of thinking between the sexes”

There is no

and that “There are some who grasp

Gemara better than others and it doesn’t matter if they’re boys or girls”.
Studying the opinions regarding obligating the girls to learn Gemara reveals that the
more time that goes by, the more the opposition cracks: In ’85, all the older girls
claimed that girls should be obligated, and among the younger girls (85) most of them
thought so, while among the girls who were interviewed in 06, only 3 out of 10
absolutely justify obligating the girls. It seems that with the passage of time, the trend
has reversed: The ratio between those who support the idea and those who oppose it has
changed.
In dividing up the opinions according to kibbutz age, it emerges that the most prominent
trend in the change was among the girls from the young kibbutz – in ’85, only one
objected to requiring girls to learn Gemara while in 06, 66% opposed it.
The interviewees from 06, who think that every girl should be required to learn Gemara,
offered various reasons for this. The prominent trend expressed the dissemination of the
idea of equality between the sexes: “… If girls, then the boys too”. There were those who
claimed that “ The minute a girl picks a school, she knows that this is want they want from

her… “ Going in the cultural-traditional direction can be heard in the following: “ It is
something that you have to meet in your lifetime ” or: “From a religious Torah point of view –
understanding and recognition of Jewish thought …”

since “ …It is one of the most

important things in the Jewish closet and it is important that we recognize it”.
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Along with this, a different opinion was heard: “ I don’t think it [the study of Gemara]

should be forced on girls because it leads to a lack of respect and hatred for the Gemara
because it is such a difficult subject. It should be made easier, especially for girls who aren’t
commanded to do it anyway …”
The girls were asked their opinion on the statement that Gemara is more appropriate for
boys and who has an easier time succeeding in the study of Gemara – boys or girls?
Among the interviewees of 1985, none agreed with the opinion that Gemara is more
appropriate for boys than girls. Among the interviewees of 2006, most expressed the
above-mentioned opinion, but a few pointed out that “ There are some tractates that yes,

and some tractates that no” or “The boys have more of a ‘head’ for it … and they absorb it
faster”. Another girl, who claimed that it is not the gender that is the source of the
difference, added that “ … Maybe it is a matter of what is the sciences and what is the

humanities … and most of the boys have a head for the humanities so maybe because of that
…”.
It should be pointed out that most of the interviewees of 1985 rejected the possibility
that the boys excelled in the study of Gemara. Among the older girls of 2006, five
(representing all of the kibbutz interviewees) admitted this. It should be emphasized that
some of these statements were said in a somewhat doubtful tone and there were some
who felt the need to add an explanation such as: “ Specifically, in our class, the girls were

more serious

…”.

The

explanation

for

the

feelings

accompanying

these

disclosures/reservations on the above-mentioned subject can be seen in the statement of
one of the interviewees of 2006 who said: “ Right from the beginning, boys wrote it … and

boys are supposed to ‘approach’ it, but as one who has studied Gemara … I have no doubt
that girls can too …”.
The centrality of the above-mentioned question is well expressed in the statement of one
of the woman-soldiers who was interviewed in 1985, who declared without thinking
about it first: “ I really don’t know. Because I feel it was as if the boys always understood

what was being taught before us … but in reality it wasn’t like that. But there is a kind of
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feeling that the boys understand the Gemara better than us and I don’t exactly know why …
therefore, maybe it is easier for the boys but only theoretically. Practically, the girls got
better grades”.
From the responses of the girls of 1985, it emerges that the majority of them [except for
one] claimed that the ability to succeed is equal between the sexes and depends on
individual effort in learning and on the teacher. Three interviewees claimed that they
felt that the girls were more likely to succeed in studying the subject, and in their
opinion: “ It’s easier for the girls because they invest more in it ”, and the others claimed
that “ I don’t think that it’s easier for one more than the other. Success depends on the

investment, just like everything else”.
During the interviews, the writer of this thesis found herself facing interviewees who
tried to bring her closer to their point of view concerning the ability to succeed in the
above-mentioned subject, while attempting to prove that during the learning, the
stronger sex was not prominent: “ …

I remember explaining a lot to the boys

”. To

reinforce this view, which was said by a high school girl from 1985 who grew up on the
youngest kibbutz of those studied, a similar opinion was expressed by a classmate who
grew up in the older kibbutz: “ In my class, the girls were more prominent than the boys.

The girls participated in the class more”.
One girl felt the need to add an explanation for the opinion mentioned above and she
said that “ It is worth noting that girls mature faster than boys and, therefore, sometimes

there is a gap between the boys and the girl at high-school age, and this gap is expressed in
the study of Gemara. That is why the girls succeed more…”.
On distinguishing between investment and the level of understanding in learning, one of
the girls pointed out that “ The girls stood out more in asking questions, in arguments (about
the material being taught – T.K.) and in class participation, but when it came to difficulties

in understanding, the boys and girls were equal”.
Most of the interviewees (except for one from 1985 and two from 2006) thought that
when it came to pleasure in learning, there was also no difference between the sexes.
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In an interview (07/2007) conducted with the principal of the upper division in Yavne
High School, Mr. Tzachi Levran, based on his personal experience in the classes in
which he taught Gemara “the girls there got better grades … and in my opinion that is
true for all the subjects …during the years that I have been in charge – in general, the
grades in our school for the girls are higher than those of the boys”.
It should be mentioned that among the interviewees of 1985, no one admitted that the
study of Gemara was one of her favorite subjects. According to this finding, it seems
that Achituv’s assumption (that the basis of the legitimacy for teaching the girls is their
free will) is not relevant to kibbutz reality. A more in-depth review of these interviews
revealed that a large part of the interviewees did not give personal expression to their
perception of the subject, but rather used general forms of expression such as:

“my

friends did not at all like it (and she added quietly) … to say the least” and also “ It was
considered important and serious … heavy ”. Only one interviewee who admitted that she
had difficulty learning the subject, expressed it in first person, and not as a
generalization.
Among the interviewees of 2006, five said that they enjoyed Gemara. Three of them
liked the subject of Gemara even though they admitted that they considered it a hard
subject82. Expressions of enjoyment were said in first person singular. They hinted that
they were considered unusual and they added statements such as: “

But I am not an

example” and “… My friends did not like it at all”.
For most of the interviews from 1985, the issue of the love of learning Gemara came up
as something that is conditional to understanding and succeeding in the subject. For
example: “ Someone who understands it can enjoy it. There is a lot of satisfaction and

interest in understanding it” and also “The girls also enjoy this subject very much because of
the challenge in it ”. Among the interviewees of 2006, only one connected the love of
Gemara to succeeding at it. Two girls from the older kibbutz (one young, one older)
expressed a direct connection between the nature of the teaching and the perception of
the subject as something positive.
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It should be emphasized that one of those who claimed to enjoy the study of Gemara revealed
understanding to the fact that her response was not conventional and she spontaneously offered an
explanation “ … but our class is not an example. With us, since elementary school we liked to learn ”.
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One of the interviewees from 1985 who claimed that it is hard for girls to enjoy
Gemara, based her opinion on a stereotype perception when she claimed that “ There is a

stigma in the religious kibbutz that a person attracted to learning Gemara is a sucker!

”. It

stood out that the interviewees of 2006 did not accept this perspective.
A more in-depth look at the 1985 interviews raised the question from a different point
of view: the girls were asked if there is a difference between the sexes concerning
enjoyment from learning Gemara.
Summary of the answers of the interviewees on the above-mentioned subject teaches
that learning enjoyment depends on a number of factors:
(a) The enjoyment is a function of investment: “Girls and boys enjoy it if they invest in it

equally”.
(b) The enjoyment is a function of social perspective:

“Yes, girls can enjoy it like boys

… the difference is in the stigmas and stereotypes of the public in general and the students in
particular”.
(c)The enjoyment is a function of learning ability: “In my opinion, there is no difference

in enjoyment between boys and girls. Anyone who is able to understand – enjoys it, whether it
is a boy or a girl”.
(d) The enjoyment is a function of the way one learns: “Like with any subject, it does not

matter if it is a boy or girl. Everything depends on the teacher”.
The suitability of Gemara for girls also raises the question about the great deal of time
dedicated to the study of this subject.
The study of Gemara is allotted the largest number of hours in the school schedule,
compared to all the other subjects. In 11

th

and 12 th grades, Gemara is taught 8 hours per

week. Every day begins with the study of Gemara.
Shalem (1981), after visiting the Yavne High School, raises this question while
expressing her opinion, and claims: “Can’t the girls utilize this time to learn something
more suitable to them?” The school principal answered along the lines: “The girls enjoy
learning Gemara just like the boys and sometimes they are ahead in class. Methodical
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learning is good for girls just like for boys and the more you learn Gemara, the more
you like learning it. From the experience of the teachers, the girls who were good
students of Gemara, were good all along the way from a religious and behavioral point
of view …” (ibid, p. 3).
An opinion that complemented this was given in an article by Achituv (1980), who, at
another opportunity, claimed that “There is a sort of minimum amount – a certain
threshold that only someone who passes it can enjoy learning Torah and can acquire a
positive attitude, free of inhibitions, towards the sources of our culture, and his
knowledge of Torah can be the basis for a change in values …”. On the developing love
of Gemara that comes with more learning, only one commented, with concern: “At first

the subject of Gemara was not well-liked and was annoying … but with time, we got used to
that kind of thinking and the format of the Gemara and we got along well” . In light of these
comments, a comprehensive investigation should be carried out on the question of
separation in the religious subjects.
C.2. The question of separation between the sexes in the study of Gemara
In what has been written so far, the possibility has been raised several times that the
advanced religious studies (i.e., Gemara) should be taught with separation between boys
and girls in order to extract the spiritual and intellectual suitability of the students, and
by that, turn the learning into, among other things, a fundamental experience in their
religious lives. Shalem (1981) was one of the representatives of several kibbutzim who
came to visit the high school in order to learn more about this issue.
At the same opportunity, the principal was asked about the problem of teaching Gemara
without separation between the sexes: “Wouldn’t it have been better to teach the girls in
a more directed manner when it comes to topics related to women-girls, while the boys
could learn Gemara in a more methodical manner?”. This question proves that even
among the educational representatives of the kibbutzim there were some who saw
distance between the content of Gemara studied by the girls and their being trained – “to
be of deep religious belief that shapes their feelings and ambitions and that directs their
lifestyle” (from the decisions of the 10 th Council of Educational Aims, 1960).
This is the place to point out that not one of the interviewees of 1985 would admit that
she remembered issues that interested the boys more and the girls less, or the opposite.
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This answer, which rejects the difference between the sexes regarding interest in the
Talmud, was explained as follows:

“And if the studying is for the sake of learning or

Halachic knowledge – why is sex important?” . More specific questions on this subject
nearly broke the united line of the answers. After giving it a lot of thought, three girls
claimed that indeed “There are issues dealing with marriage or divorce that interested the

boys more” . A girl from a different kibbutz admitted that

“When I was in 9

th

grade, I

thought that I wasn’t interested in things such as Tefilin, Tzizit, and the reading of the
Tora83h, but now I understand that these things are important to understanding the Gemara
and Judaism in a general way and there are no things written in the Gemara that are
unimportant”. A girl from another kibbutz agreed with her that: “The issue of Tzizit and
things like that doesn’t exactly affect us” . Their friend summarized: “All the chauvinistic
issues annoyed most of the girls but otherwise, there was no difference”.
Among the interviewees of 2006, most of the girls claimed that they didn’t remember
specific issues taught in Gemara. Of those whose memories did not fail them, three
admitted that the issues they were taught interested the boys more. Some tried to clarify
that “It seems to me that there are many issues on things that boys do and that girls do not

do …”. Another said: “There were issues that I thought: What does that have to do with
me? They are not relevant at all. What do they have to do with me?”. Two stood out who
generalized: One, her perception as a human being emphasized the lack of interest “But

not me as a girl, but me as a human being living today … they deal with things that really
are not connected to us” and the other girl generalized about the subjects taught: “There
were some subjects that I asked myself what they have to do with me? Why is it good? … To
tell the truth, this is also true for other school subjects …”.
In order to avoid receiving a mistaken picture of the situation, it should be emphasized
that just because we did not hear a clear statement about the division between boys and
girls on the matter of interest in the various topics taught in Gemara, it should not be
concluded that all the topics taught are of interest. This emphasis was raised after
83

These are commandments that only men are required to fulfill.
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several girls claimed that “There were some issues that no one in the class understood why it

was important to study them in-depth” . In other words, interest in the topics taught
cannot usually be divided according to the sex of the student, but, as with any other
school subject, it depends on other components such as lesson structure, the subject of
the lesson, teaching methods, and more.
Over the years, much was said about the problems with education and how things are on
the kibbutz, but things were said from a point of view of unity, without distinguishing
between the sexes. This is a multi-year view, whose basis is: the educational process
and learning in school on the religious kibbutz are not selective: every boy and girl,
regardless of intellectual skill, is entitled to a kibbutz education. This lack of selectivity
is one of the principles of equality in kibbutz society. Cracks have appeared in this
principle over the years but its spirit continues to linger and influence decision-making.
The equality perspective increases the difficulty of accepting the various suggestions
about separate Gemara study for girls from a general/emotional perspective (Drory,
1964). An expression of the complexity of the problem can be found in the decisions of
the 10 th Council of the Religious Kibbutz (1960). In paragraph 7 of the chapter dealing
with the study of the oral Torah, it was decided that “The oral Torah program of the
girls will be identical to that of the boys as long as there is no need to separate them”. –
Why should there be a need? However, as the years passed, along with softening of the
principle of equality, we hear of a number of ideas to solve the question of the study of
Gemara for the girls of the religious kibbutz.
In 1976, at the 17

th

Council on our Path in Education” – it was said that the council

complained about “the lack of attention given to discussions on the education of girls
within the comprehensive educational system ...”. In the same council, there was a
broadening opening (albeit in a negative way) about the possibility of separating the
sexes, as written in paragraph 4 of the decisions: “No decision about the boys should be
carried out without guaranteeing a parallel change for the girls”. In any event, the
council’s grievance about the lack of attention given to girls, should not be ignored.
An additional development for recognizing the unique needs of girls in studying was
also expressed in the decisions of the conference for girls’ education (1980), where it
was determined that “According to the decisions … this conference sees the need to
consider the unique leanings of girls in the framework of the subjects that shape their
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spiritual/religious image. Along with that, girls should be allowed to choose any
program – out of the broad range of possibilities in the schools – according to their
leanings and talents” (p. 36, paragraph A/1).
In a more detailed decision about religious-subject curricula, it was decided at the same
opportunity that “In the high school classes, from 10

th

grade and up, the girls will be

given the chance to learn Gemara according to a program designed especially for them.
This program will be adapted by the school” (ibid, paragraph B). This decision is
ideologically compatible with the perspective of S. Aviner (1999a, 73): study by women
brings on more productivity and enlightenment of different points of view in the
commentaries and Halachic sources. This is because “Women – their thinking is
different from that of men and also because their experiences as women bring them to a
different point of view”.
In reporting on a conference on girls’ education in Kfar Etzion (1979), it was said that
in the discussion group dealing with the subject of the educational framework, the main
argument focused on the question of uniformity or separation between the sexes in
Jewish studies in general and Gemara in particular. On this subject, “ … All agreed that
a special program for girls should be prepared and this without ruling out the possibility
(for girls who want it) of learning according to the existing boys’ program”, however,
the distance between recognition of the need for change and voting to carry it out left its
mark and “the far-reaching proposal about separation of boys and girls in religious
studies won many supporters, but remained a minority opinion” (ibid, p. 46).
Among the interviewees of 1985, only one sided with the idea of separate study for
boys and girls, and all the other interviewees opposed. Motives for this opposition were
perspectives of equality and personal experience, which proved that mixed learning did
not bother the students and can even be beneficial, leading to productive discussions in
class while broadening the way of looking at things from different points of view.
In contrast, among the interviewees of 2006 from the oldest kibbutz, one of the girls
supported separation of the sexes. From the next oldest kibbutz – two supported
separation (one a high school student and the other after army service), and from the
youngest kibbutz, 4 interviewees supported separation (two from each age group).
The supporters of separation gave a variety of reasons:
Pedagogic reason
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a. Adapting the studied material to the student population:

“ … The fact that it is

separate should be taken into consideration and they should not to teach the same topics that
have nothing to do with us, the girls?”.
b. A more private/personal attitude towards the girls:

“More boys connected with the

teacher in these classes. So this will cause the girls to connect more and ask more”

since

“It’s easier to learn this way. If sometimes you don’t understand and you ask a question, it
isn’t pleasant, but if it’s only girls …”.
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Developmental – hormonal reason

“When the two sexes are together, they make it hard for each other to concentrate”84.
Philosophical/religious reason

“Because of respect to the Torah and modesty … it is more pleasant and comfortable to
study like this”.
One graduate emphasized the disadvantage of separation by pointing out that it will
leave the girls alone and the atmosphere might become ugly “ …Since it is known that

girls know how to fight like cats and mice”. A graduate from another kibbutz was aware of
her opinion on separation today – as a graduate – and her opinion then – as a student:

“Today it sounds great to me. Then I was more feministic and a fighter … (a few seconds
of silence) … that’s right!”.
Asking the question about uniformity or separation between the sexes in the study of
Gemara shows the distribution of the interviewees into the following groups:
a. Those who saw this trend as a beneficial thing: “In my opinion, like with prayer, when

it’s done separately, there is maximal utilization more than when it’s done together. I agree
that there is a difference between boys and girls that causes tension between them …not a
difference in intelligence but more in feeling and emotion, therefore it is preferable to separate
them so that each side doesn’t get disturbed by the tension …”.
In addition to this agreement based on the existence of sexual tension in joint learning,
there are some who saw this as a beneficial thing because of the different thought
processes “It definitely looks beneficial to me to separate because each one has a different

way of thinking and the separation allows leading each group in it’s own way of thinking”.
There were also those girls who based their agreement on the possibility of learning
more relevant material “Separate learning will not hurt and might even be beneficial because

84

It should be pointed out that some comments were heard about the feeling of intimacy created in
learning in pairs (whose purpose is to “crack open” a topic) – which can be disturbing during learning.
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we will learn issues that are really relevant to us – the girls ... (short silence) ... if there
even are any”.
b. Those who agreed that there is logic in this trend albeit conditional:

“I do not think

that there is more of a difference than with any other subject. Of course there is a difference
in separate learning but not necessarily in the study of Gemara”. Another girl commented:
“In the event that it is the other subjects too – OK. But not if it’s only Gemara!. There is
nothing in this subject that will make the students learn less well if there are boys in the
class”.
Among those in this group, some gave reasons for their reservations, saying that it
opposes religious-kibbutz education: “There is logic in that, but if it is done, then all the

religious studies should be separate. ...and the religious kibbutz idea of joint education is not
so compatible with this idea”.
c. Those who saw separation as something lacking logic and value: “Learning separately

will not add anything because, all in all, the level between the sexes is equal”.

Or “In my

opinion, the division should be according to levels of study and not sex”.
d. Those who strongly opposed separation: “No! It won’t help and maybe even will hurt

because the meetings and different points of view are productive and help you study more indepth”.
About the issue of sexual tension, it is also worth adding the point of view of a kibbutzeducation woman-graduate. Regarding the argument “Where will the girls learn Torah”,
M. Shilo (1987) pointed out that as a student in a kibbutz school, she enjoyed a broad
intellectual horizon that the format of mixed education opened for her without
limitations, but on the joint study of Gemara for both sexes she claimed that: “It will be
like closing the eyes to claim that the intellectual togetherness is completely cut off
from any influence of feeling. Anyone who refuses, like us, …cannot ignore the
influence of the closeness that is created by learning together …”. Shilo (ibid)
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continued: “What can be easily done in the university, where the study is quite passive,
cannot be done in the system of studying in hevrutot” 85.
Such ideas also emerge, as said, from the interviewees, with some of them seeing this
tension as a blessing for learning while others saw it as a disturbing element

. “We’re

used to learning together. And I can tell you that it adds something! We learn in a more
personal manner and it doesn’t matter to me if I learn with a boy or a girl. We’re used to
learning together. And also: “I don’t think I would prefer to learn separately because even if
the lesson is boring, there is still someone to talk to” . When the interviewer reacted with an
expression of wonder and lack of understanding about this, the interviewee explained

“It’s less boring with the boys”.
Some saw in the proposal a kind of insult “… but, maybe by separation the boys will get

more enthusiastic” , in other words: the girls are perceived as a hindrance to learnin, to a
certain degree.
Some were clearly familiar with the tension:

“ … I agree that there is a difference

between boys and girls that causes tension between them … and therefore, it is better to
separate so that neither side be disturbed by the tension”.
It is hard to ignore the way the girls relate to the educational aspect of joint study of the
two sexes. The educational blessing in joint learning is perceived from two different
points of view: One – the contribution of looking at things from a different point of
view “Joint learning contributes different points of view to learning”

and the other – help

with understanding the material “The boys add help …”.
Basic issues about separation of the sexes in religious studies are one of the stirring
components to the question of establishing a religious-kibbutz yeshiva high school. Yair
(1967) raised the idea of M. Armon concerning establishment of a yeshiva in the spirit
of the religious kibbutz and, in presenting this idea, he did not ignore the “problem” of
the girls and suggested creating a “parallel program for the girls, one that will be
appropriate and also necessary to them”. In his article, Afek (1986) proposed the
establishment of a third school in the religious kibbutz. He anticipated several problems,
85

Pairs or small groups.
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one of them being: “How will the girl fit into this framework?” And under the heading:
“Partial Solutions”, Eppek suggested that this yeshiva high school also include a girls’
religious high school “The girls’ religious high school will be under the jurisdiction of
the same administration, joint classes should be considered for the non-religious
subjects, and in addition, it was proposed that the yeshiva yard be shared by the boys
and girls” (ibid, p. 11).
The need to cope with these challenges led to a gradual change in the teaching of oral
Torah for the religious-kibbutz girls. Already in 1982, Rapel, a high-school principal,
reported changes that took place over the year and, among other things, he pointed out
that most of the girls and boys learned Gemara together, but there was something new:
“a group of girls began to learn Mishnah instead of some of the Gemara lessons”. The
trend of change broadened over the years and today, in the school being studied, there is
separation between the sexes in the study of Gemara”. This school began a process of
change, teaching Gemara with a gradual separation between the years 2000 and 2004,
so that from 2004, all
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classes were separate. It is possible that this stems from the

economic aspect (separation enables a reason to open more classes, which means, more
financial support), but we should not ignore the readiness demonstrated by the school to
carry out changes touching the fundamental beliefs of kibbutz society –equality and the
purpose of improving the learning of a subject that is considered important from an
ideological and religious point of view 87.
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… except for the RMP (regular matriculation program) class
From a conversation that took place with the high-school coordinator for the purpose of this work (in
06), it emerged that today, there is a trend to separate the two sexes in the study of Gemara, but it depends
on the number of boys and girls in every grade. In other words, if the number of boys corresponds, more
or less, to the number of girls, then two classes can be set up, but if the sexual division is not “normal”
and two classes are set up that are polarized from a numerical point of view, the studying will be mixed
that year. It should be noted that in every grade there is an RMP class consisting of boys and girls and the
learning is adapted to their needs. Such a class, by nature, contains a small number of students and the
Gemara will be learned mixed.
87
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C.3. The study of Gemara and an education of values
The different school subjects can be separated into those that build personality, widen
horizons, and develop awareness, and those that are mostly “training” – they train the
student to do something but they do not deal with the development of the student’s
spiritual “I”. The study of Gemara is perceived by those who obligate the girls to learn
it, as belonging to the fields of study that deal with the building and shaping of
personality as a cultural subject, and therefore is considered a subject of study of great
value in religious education. From the report of Porat (1979), it emerges that teaching
the subject in the high schools does not achieve its trend: “ … At night a discussion was
held among approximately 10 kibbutz girls about their high school and army
experiences. One of the questions that the discussion focused on … was: what did they
get out of the study of Gemara – did it help them build a personal philosophy, and to
what degree was this study a tool for coping … From most of the answers, it can be
concluded that the study of Gemara did not significantly add to them in building a
religious personal philosophy. As one of the girls sharply said:

“The desire to study

Gemara, if there was any, stemmed from a competitive will between the girls and the boys
…”.
Vayil (1967) from Kibbutz Sdeh Eliyahu also opposed the learning of Gemara by
women, because, in his opinion, the study of Torah (especially by girls) is done on the
kibbutz from a purely intellectual approach, just like any other subject is learned. This
causes the girls who are learning to feel “as if they are standing outside but not really
‘touching’ the thing”. The writer’s opposition stems from the way the learning actually
takes place, and he doesn’t dismiss what is done in an absolute, fundamental way. He
suggests creating a unique learning framework (details of which he does not give). His
approach raises the issue of the uniqueness of kibbutz education.
A respectable part of the interviewees admitted that Weil’s criticism was justified. In
answer to the direct question if the learning of Gemara had an influence on personality,
the same answer was repeated several times: “No, not at all” . There were others who
tried to weave a logical reason for the lack of internal change and after reporting the
definite “No” they added “But maybe it is because I do not study Gemara that deeply and

I don’t place that much importance on it”.
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But also with the question of evaluation of the subject itself as part of the general school
studies, the position that the study of Gemara as a school subject carries no extra weight
because of its religious-educational status, was exposed many times. Expressions such
as: “It is part of the curriculum, like mathematics … I don’t see any difference” or “It is

considered less important than mathematics, English, and biology, and considered more
important than subjects such as literature and history” . One of the young girls from 2006
wisely expressed her perception of Gemara in school when she said: “They teach it more

with the purpose of preparing for the matriculation exam and not with the purpose of
understanding and knowing”.
One of the high school graduates from the interviewees of 1985 had raised criticism in
the past, explaining the problem of perceiving the study of Gemara in school as an
intellectual subject, and at the end of the interview she felt the need to point out:

“The

general approach of the school to the study of Gemara is scornful: There is no investment in
teachers, in what has to be done in reality, and in the students’ attitude toward the class” .
One of the interviewees from 2006 pointed out that: “Whoever learns the way they learn in

high school, it really isn’t a fundamental experience – only intellectual”. Another of the girls
from 1985 pointed out the need to distinguish between changes taking place in personal
awareness and the gaining of knowledge, and she said : “Gemara did not add anything to

my personality but to my awareness – yes … the same way that any subject contributed its
specific area to my knowledge”.
These reactions teach us that the idea of the study of Gemara as an important
component in religious lifestyle that should not be looked at only as a field of study, did
not sink into the awareness of a significant part of the interviewees within the
framework of their school education.
Along with this, other views were heard, indicating success in getting across the
educational message. There were interviewees who emphasized that the study of
Gemara added something to their personal awareness:

“The study of Gemara added to

my broad vision the world of the study of Judaism. It shed light on the period of the Talmud
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and the people of that time and it also sharpened for me the deeds of great people and taught
me how important it is to pay attention to the little things as much as to the big things” and
also “The Gemara gave me a kind of thinking that built my personality in a more profound

way and now I am able to think differently about things” . Another explained: “There are
things that make me furious and it develops into a discussion and from the discussion I reach
certain insights and become familiar with my opinions” . Another kibbutz girl said “First of
all, it gave me a way of thinking – to know that everything has several answers and even if
it’s not what you think, it’s worth hearing them. Second: To struggle – if there is something
you don’t understand, not to be embarrassed and leave. I did not give in and that’s how I
learned”.
It should be pointed out that one interviewee from 1985 claimed that the study of
Gemara added something to her awareness,

“But not in a positive way” . She added:

“There is a lot of chauvinism in the Gemara … and the chauvinism really cried out. This
created in me a negative attitude.”
It should be noted that in the interviews of 1985, not even one of the interviewees
claimed that studying Gemara had a religious influence on her life. In contrast, among
the interviewees of 2006, four claimed that the studying contributed something to them
from a religious point of view – in understanding the historical ties of the determination
of halachot. This gap should be studied in relation to the changes that took place in the
study of Gemara in the school between the two waves of interviews. It is possible that
bringing in teachers with points of view closer to that of the students (from within the
kibbutz, not from the neighboring yeshiva), somewhat changed the quality of the girls’
attitude toward the subject. This was expressed by the interviewees of all years, along
with: “It depends who’s teaching” and another statement that was repeatedly heard: “…

We had good teachers …”.
The range of theoretical discussions and the practical attempts of many programs in the
area of the study of Torah and mainly Gemara for girls, reflects the importance that
people of the religious kibbutz place on this issue as reflecting their religious-ethical
code. This was well reflected in Zruya (2001): “As someone who was a student in a
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kibbutz high school and who now works as a teacher in the school”. When she learned
Gemara “I felt the revolution … when I began working in the school and we
characterized its traits … it was clear to us that this was one of the central values. And
even so, we did not advance enough all those years even in this area”. She concludes:
“In school, I learned Talmud and I felt the uniqueness of that”. Is there hope in this
feeling of uniqueness? Does this feeling have allies? Does the sticking to the old
ideology sometimes lead to a loss of partners (students who have difficulties – who are
bored)88?
C.4. Achievements of the girls in the study of Gemara
Since the first exposure of the religious kibbutz to the matriculation exams, the
religious-kibbutz institutions have become an almost exclusive phenomenon in the
entire state-religious educational network in that that they allow all boys and girls to be
tested in matriculation examinations in Gemara in an equal way. The students receive
identical matriculation-exam booklets for this subject.
In the high school in Yavne, topics from two tractates are taught each year, with the
required output being eight pages from each tractate. In this way, each student learns
dozens of pages from six tractates. Each year, the Ministry of Education determines
what two tractates will be studied. The teachers choose the pages and topics from a
suggested list, while considering their relevance and level of difficulty.
The matriculation exam in 1985 was divided into two parts: the first, an oral exam,
covered the material taught in class over the year. In this exam, questions were asked
that tested knowledge and understanding of the material. Basically, it could be
estimated in advance what questions would be asked on this exam, and students could
prepare for the test in the framework of their frontal class lessons and by self-study and
review.
The other part of the Gemara exam was a written test. This was an exam on a section
that had not been taught. It tests general knowledge of Talmud and its concepts, as well
as the tools of thinking and learning that the student acquired. There is no way for the
student to anticipate in advance what section he will be tested on nor can he prepare
directly for the questions that will be asked.
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Zruya, mentioned above, today, in 2008, teaches Gemara and prepares 12 th graders for the matriculation
exam.
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During this period (1985), the examinees were divided into three groups according to
the amount of material and the depth of their study level. One group learned every year
16 pages of Gemara, Rashi, and Tosefot. The second group learned every year 16 pages
of Gemara only with Rashi. The third group learned every year 16 pages of Gemara
with the help of the Steinzaltz book. During the matriculation exam, they were also
tested on material from the introduction to oral Torah

89

. Only examinees from the first

group (who learn Gemara + Tosefot) were given an additional written exam on a section
that had not been taught (unseen). Their grade was written on the matriculation
certificate under the heading “Gemara”, while for the examinees of the other two
groups, the grade was listed in the matriculation certificate under the heading “Oral
Torah”. Nowadays (2006), the format of the exam is different. It studies the use of
knowledge and tools – the unseen part is no longer used. The students are tested only on
what they learned in class: m most of the students are given written exams and only the
RMP (regular matriculation program) 90 class students are tested orally.
The interviewees of 2006 learned in school after this change went into effect. All the
students in the regular classes learn Gemara with the purpose of being tested on 5 units.
Few are tested only on 3 units and as one of the teachers who was interviewed for the
purpose of this study said: “Everyone does 5 units … whoever does 3 units won’t pass
the matriculation anyway. It’s a symptom of someone who can hardly do anything”.
The transition and the decision to be tested only on 3 units takes place in recent years
between 11 th and 12

th

grade, only when it was proven that since the period of the

interviews of 1985, the distributions of the number of boys compared to the number of
girls in the data given below are random distributions, stemming from an equal
distribution of all the students into the different groups in Gemara. It should be pointed
out that not all the annual students studied were included in the tables given here, since
for the purpose of this work, only the grades of the students who took the full
matriculation exam (both written – on a section that was not taught – and oral), were
examined and compared.
From examination of the academic years of the interviewees of 1985 who were under
study in this research, it emerged that:
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Ayzenberg, Yehuda (1989). Torah from Sinai, Jerusalem: Heskale.
RMP = regular matriculation program. Nowadays, every year a class opens for students with learning
difficulties. Learning in this class focuses on allowing even these students to achieve minimum
matriculation. Separation is on a learning basis only and they are otherwise nicely integrated into the
society around from both a religious and social point of view.
90
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In 1985, out of 20 students studied, there were 18 boys and 2 girls (10% girls).
In 1986, out of 13 students studied, there were 11 boys and 2 girls (15.3 girls).
In 1987, out of 23 students studied, there were 16 boys and 7 girls (30.4% girls).
In 1988, out of 16 students studied, there were 9 boys and 7 girls (43.7% girls).
In 1989, out of 25 students studied, there were 12 boys and 13 girls (52% girls).
In 1990, out of 15 students studied, there were 7 boys and 8 girls (53.3% girls).
In 1991, out of 18 students studied, there were 9 boys and 9 girls (50% girls).
As said, today (2006) (almost) all the students (boys and girls) are tested on the full
exam. Therefore, the percentage of girls participating in the exam from among all the
students stands on approximately 50%.
In the wake of this research, the fact that high school students of Kibbutz Yavne
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take

full matriculation is a major component in examining the achievements of the girls in
this field. The database was determined on the basis of the matriculation grades of the
girls who graduated Yavne High School, who belonged, from among the interviewees
of 1985, to the first group and were tested orally on the pages of Gemara, Rashi, and
Tosefot as well as on the unseen part. A comparison was made to the grades of the girls
from the study period of the interviewees of 2006.
The range of years for the collection of data on the matriculation grades includes the
school years of the girls who were interviewed for this study. The grade data studied
were limited to the years 1985-1991 and 2000-2006. The first group of years was
determined for administrative reasons: the style of the listing of the grades by the
Ministry of Education in the school secretariat was uniform and detailed only from
1985. In the years before that time, it was much harder to identify the different parts of
the test included in the grade given for Gemara. This situation corresponds with the age
of the group of interviewees of 1985, because those were the years when the girls were
high-school students. The range of years covering the grades of the group of
interviewees of 2006 also stemmed from the reason that it gave relevance to the girls’
descriptions and feelings.
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There is an additional high school belonging to the religious kibbutz movement in Kibbutz Sdeh
Eliyahu, but its graduates are not included in this statistical research, this in order to create compatibility
between the different parts of the study (= the interviews, the observations, and some of the results).
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C.5. Results
Theoretical statistics
Mean Gemara grades according to years.
Table 1 – Mean Gemara grades for

Table 2 – Mean Gemara grades for

the years 1985-1991

the years

2000-2006

S.D
10.41
11.02

NS.D

MeanN

Year
Mean

67
14.09
51
13.18

82.4720
78.7813

2000
74.90
2001
78.61

Year
1985
1986

9.35

72
09.87

84.5223

2002
82.69

1987

10.57

66
10.08

77.6016

2003
79.59

1988

9.71

78
09.96

78.728
25

2004
75.68

1989

8.96

75
12.98

79.9015

2005
75.46

1990

10.82

57
10.71

78.6618

2006
79.97

1991

10.27

466
11.55

80.19
130

78.12

Table 3 – Mean Gemara grades

Table 4 – Mean Gemara grades

according sex for the years 1985-1991

according sex for the years 2000-2006

S.D
12.65
9.45

N
82
48

Mean
77.025
80.08

11.05

65

78.55

Sex
Boys
Girls
Total

S.D
10.38
9.73

N
244
222

Mean
78.25
82.33

10.27

466

80.19

Sex
Boys
Girls
Total

Examination of hypotheses
First hypothesis
Differences will be found in the Gemara matriculation grades between the sexes in the
years 1985-1991 and also in the years 2000-2006.
To examine if there was a difference between the sexes in Gemara grades between
during the years 1985-1991 in the school under study, T-test was conducted on
nondependent samples.
Table 5 – T-test for nondependent samples to examine the significance of the
difference between the sexes, for the mean Gemara oral-exam grades in 1985-1991.
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Review

of

the

table

indicates that in this part of

P

DF

T

0.0001

127.9

-4.276

S.D
11.95
7.1

N
82
48

Mean
82.10
89.25

Sex
Boys
Girls

the exam, the mean grade
of the girls was higher that the mean grade of the boys.
Table 6 – T-test for nondependent samples to examine the significance of the difference
between the sexes, for the mean Gemara unseen-part grades, in 1985-1991

Review of the table indicates that
for the test on the unseen part, no

P

DF

T

0.65

128

0.44

SD
13.3
11.81

N
82
48

Mean
71.9
70.9

Sex
Boys
Girls

significant difference was found between the grades of the boys and the girls.
To examine if there was a difference between the sexes during the years 2000-2006, Ttest was conducted on nondependent samples 92.
It was found that there was a significant difference in Gemara grades between boys and
girls (p<0.001, t=-4.37, df=460), with the girls (sd=9.7, m=82.3) having higher grades
than the boys (sd=10.3, m=78.2).
Examination of the hypothesis in the distribution of the years on the sex indicates that
during the years 1985-1991, no differential effect of the years on the sex was found
F(6.246.20)=1.74.
Examination of the hypothesis in the distribution of the years on the sex during the
years 2000-2006 indicates that:
a.

In 2000, significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (df=65, p<0.01, t=-2.67), with the girls (m=86.4, sd=9) having higher grades
than the boys (m=78.9, sd=10.4).

b.

In 2001, significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (df=49, p<0.01, t=-2.7), with the girls (m=82.5, sd=10.1) having higher
grades than the boys (m=74.5, sd=10.5).

c.

In 2002, significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (df=70, p<0.01, t=-2.9), with the girls (m=87.8, sd=7.6) having higher
grades than the boys (m=81.7, sd=9.8).

92

It should be emphasized that over the years of the long research, changes were made in the format of the
Gemara exams. The 'unseen' part was eliminated.
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d.

In 2003, significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (df=64, p<0.05, t=-2.08), with the girls (m=80.1, sd=9.5) having higher
grades than the boys (m=74.8, sd=11.1).

Until here, we saw that during the years 2000-2003 there were significant differences
between boys and girls: in each of these years the girls had higher grades in Gemara
than the boys. In the continuation, 2004-2006, no differences were found between boys
and girls.
e.

In 2004, no significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (p>0.05, t=0.2, df=56), with the mean girls’ grade (m=78.8, sd=11) not
differing from that of the boys (m=78.7, sd=10.1). Even when the differences were
examined in a regular class, not an RMP class (which has mixed learning), no
significant differences were found between the sexes (t=0.76, df=76, p>0.05).

f.

In 2005, no significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (p>0.05, t=-0.78, df=73, with the mean girls’ grade (m=80.7, sd=8.8) not
differing from that of the boys (m=79.1, sd=9). Even when the differences were
examined in a regular class, not the mixed RMP class, no significant differences
were found between the sexes (t=-0.78, df=57, p>0.05).

g.

In 2006, no significance differences were found between boys and girls in Gemara
grades (p>0.05, t=-1.76, df=55), with the mean girls’ grade (m=81.5, sd=8.7) not
differing from that of the boys (m=76.5, sd=11.7). Even when the differences were
examined in a regular class, not a RMP class, no significant differences were found
between the sexes (t=-1.76, df=36, p>0.05).

Second hypothesis
Differences will be found between the mean Gemara matriculation grades from the
years 1985-1991 compared to those of 2000 and up. In order to examine these
differences, T-test was conducted for non-dependents. From analysis of the data, it
emerges that that there were no significant differences between the mean matriculation
grades

from

1985-1991

and

between

(t=-0.541, df=25,p>0.59).
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the

means

from

2000-2006

Table 7 Means Gemara grades according to the years 1985-1991, 2000-2006
D.F

Mean

Mean Gemara according to years

7.60627

78.6189

1985-1991

2.30214

80.1153

2000-2006

Third hypothesis
Differences in Gemara grades will be found between students learning in the RMP
classes and those learning in classes with separation between the sexes. These
differences were examined during the years

93

2004-2006. For the purpose of studying

this hypothesis, T-test was conducted on non-dependent samples.
No differences were found between the RMP (mixed) classes and the separate classes
(during these years).
a.

In 2004, (t=-0.485, df=76, p>0.05), the mean of the separate class (m=78.4, sd=10)
was not significantly different than the mean of the RMP class (m=79.6, sd=6.6).

b.

In 2005, (t=0.7, df=73, p>0.05), the mean of the separate class (m=80.2, sd=9.2)
was not significantly different than the mean of the RMP class (m=78.5, sd=7.8).

c.

In 2006, (t=1.4, df=55, p>0.05), the mean of the separate class (m=80.1, sd=11.8)
was not significantly different than the mean of the RMP class (m=75.7, sd=8).

Fourth hypothesis
Differences in Gemara grades will be found between the years, so that the mean grades
from 2004 (the year the sexes were separated) will be different from the mean of the
previous years. In order to examine this hypothesis, one-directional F-test was
conducted. Analysis showed significant differences in mean Gemara grades between the
years (F(6.459)=4.1, p<0.05).
In a continuation of the analysis, the origin of the differences between the groups was
studied and it was found that the grades in 2002 (m=84.5, sd=9.3) were significantly
higher than the grade mean in 2003 (m=77.6, sd=10.5), which were the lowest grades of
all the years. The means of all the years can be seen in Table 2 at the beginning of the
Results chapter.
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Since only in 2004 learning in separate classes was initiated, and one mixed RMP class was opened
every school year.
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Fifth hypothesis
In order to examine if the matriculation mean in the kibbutz high school differed from
the national mean, T-test was conducted on a single sampling during the years 19851991 and 2000-2006.
In order to examine if the matriculation mean in the kibbutz high school differed from
the national mean between the years 1985-1991, T-test was conducted on a single
sampling. Analysis revealed that the grade mean of the oral-Torah part, the mean of the
kibbutz high school, was not significantly different from the national mean during those
years (t=-1.3, df=465, p>0.05). [The national grade mean (m=80.1, sd=0.27) compared
to the grade mean in this part in high school (m=79.3, sd=11.9)].
In addition, analysis revealed that that in the unseen part, the grade mean in the kibbutz
high school differed, but not significantly, from the national mean of those years (t=1.9,
df=465, p=0.055). [The national grade mean (m=80.1, sd=0.27) compared to the grade
mean in this part in high school (m=81, sd=10.2)].
Analysis revealed that in 2000-2006, the grade mean of the kibbutz high school did not
differ significantly from the national mean during those years (t=1.8, df=18, p=0.082).
[The national grade mean (m=75.4, sd=3.5) in contrast to the high school grade mean
(m=78.6, sd=7.6)].
Sixth hypothesis
In studying differences or similarities between the matriculation grade mean in the
kibbutz high school compared to the national mean in the two interview periods (19851991, 2000=2006), T-test was conducted on a single sampling.
Analysis revealed that between 1985 and 1991, the grade mean in the oral-Torah part,
the kibbutz high school was not significantly different from the national mean of those
years (t=-1.3, df=465, p>0.05). [The national grade mean (m=80.1, sd=0.27) compared
to the grade mean in this part of high school (m=79.3, sd=11.9)].
In addition, it emerges that the grade mean in the unseen part in the kibbutz high school
was different, but not significantly, from the national mean of those years (t=1.9,
df=465, p=0.055). [The national grade mean (m=80.1, sd=0.27) compared to the grade
mean in this part in the high school (m=81, sd=10.2)].
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In examining the difference or similarity between the grade means in the kibbutz high
school to the national mean in 2000-2006, it emerges that the grade mean in the kibbutz
high school was not significantly different from the national mean (t=1.3, df=18,
p=0.082). [The national grade mean (m=75.4, sd=3.5) compared to the grade mean in
high school (m=78.6, sd=7.6)].
Seventh hypothesis
The grades of the girls’ group in Gemara will be different from the national grade mean,
and differences will be found between the grades in 1985-1991 and those in 2000-2006.
In order to examine this hypothesis, single T analysis was conducted. Analysis revealed
that in the period 1985-1991, a significant difference was found between the girls’
grades compared to the national mean in the oral-Torah part (t=4.68, df=221, p<0.01),
with the girls’ mean (m=83.14, sd=9.69) being higher in those years than the national
mean (m=80.1, sd=0.027).
In addition, in the unseen part of the exam, a non-significant difference (t=1.85, df=221,
p=0.065) was found, so that the girls’ mean (m=81.52, sd=11.48) was high but not
significantly high, during those years compared to the national mean (m=80.1, sd=0.27).
During the years 2000-2006, a significant difference was found between the girls’ mean
and the national mean (t=2.98, df=6, p<0.05), with that the girls’ mean (m=82.2,
sd=6.08) being higher during those years than the national grade mean (m=75.4,
sd=3.5).
Summery
.

Women were excluded from the learning of Torah, which is the basis
of Jewish religious life, and finding their ideological and practical way.
With the opening of the Jewish community to culture that is external to
Judaism, the need grew for girls to study Torah as a way of reinforcing their
Jewish consciousness. Along with this, there is still an aversion about also
opening the study of Gemara to them. This barrier has been very gradually
lifted in recent years a little at a time, especially among the modern-religious
community. The religious kibbutz already opened this gate more than 50 years
ago – its girls study Gemara together with the boys in an equal way.
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Religious society cannot ignore the changes in the world regarding the
learning of Torah by women. This learning should be seen as something that
establishes and teaches them values. The joining of the women-girls to
learning, even without any formal commandment, will add a spirit of
volunteering and a desire to learn.
These things are significant as this specific research has proven that success in
studying Gemara depends on the investment made by the students, even
though the subject is considered difficult and not well liked. Even so, what is
the benefit of obligating the girls to learn it? And does learning Gemara
enhance closeness to the Torah and its values?
From the research, it emerges that separation of the sexes is beneficial to the
study of Gemara by girls, as it allows emotional and intellectual compatibility
and the material learned is significant and profound. It should not be ignored
that this proposal is a contradiction to the perspective of joint education on the
kibbutz – as having an approach of unity and equality.
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Discussion and Recommendations
Methodological discussion
*Study group
This research was based on the analysis of in-depth interviews with adolescent girls
from three religious kibbutzim in southern Israel who were educated in the same
kibbutz school. The research focuses on adolescent girls (until the early twenties). The
selection of this age range leans on researchers who think that nowadays, a girl is
considered an adolescent until her mid-twenties – “late moratorium” (Floom, 1995).
The choice to interviews girls this age stems from the fact that they were close in age to
94

the period under investigation

. In addition, at this age, the individual’s views take

shape both about oneself and about one’s place within the circles of society around him
and the developmental and psychological processes reach self-awareness and
crystallization. Rozner & Ben David & Avnat (1978), in summarizing their research on
the second generation of the kibbutz, support with their findings the statement that the
views of the girls in the study that were shaped during the adolescence process hardly
changed in later years.
The interviews were conducted in two stages: in 1990 and in 2006. At each stage, the
girls who were interviewed were either students in a kibbutz high school or who had
already completed their studies. Some seven girls from each kibbutz were interviewed
(at every stage) in a random sampling. In 1990, a total of 23 were interviewed, and in
2006 – 21 were interviewed

95

. The range of years between the interviews emerged as

being especially valuable, because of the acceleration of the rate of social and cultural
changes in both general society (Western-Israeli) and in kibbutz and religious-kibbutz
society.
It was decided to select girls who had been educated in the same school in order to
sharpen the variety of their opinions against the background of the common platform.
Social representations act as a kind of emotional-cognitive schema including beliefs,
images, values, ideologies, and scenarios of action. In this schema, the person’s outlook
on life, his personal identity, and where he belongs socially (Moscovici, 1984) are
94
95

The issue of remembering the events being studied came up several times during the interviews.
An effort was made to match the number of interviewees in 2006 to the number in 1990.
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organized. All of these are tied to the community’s historical cultural foundation as
being constant and continuous, but at the same time, dynamic and renewing. The
representation includes thought content and way of thinking designed by language and
culture. There are individual and group social representations. This opens the way to
obtain findings that include interpersonal and intergroup differences in studies of social
representations. Thus, this can explain the variety of opinions of the interviewees
despite the equality and intensity of their way of life and education.
The beliefs and knowledge that develop in a group can be seen as obligating the
individual (Moscovici, 2001) and, therefore, the group is a significant and highly
influential factor in the way the individual sees the world. According to this approach,
the girls being studied should not be seen as a group of individuals to be investigated in
a social context, but instead, the group should be seen as a psychological unit. The
source of social knowledge should be seen in the mutual social interaction taking place
in the group. The tension between group discipline and the desire for individual
representation can explain the aversion of the girls to meet for a joint interview – they
absolutely preferred to be interviewed separately.
*The research method and how it was conducted
The study was conducted using the qualitative research approach. As is known, the
purpose of this kind of research is not to explain obvious knowledge, find correlations,
formulate rules, or reinforce theories. The purpose is to expose experiences and enrich
the evidence in order to reach a level of being able to understand phenomena. The
qualitative method does not allow generalization and quantification of findings, but on
the other hand, therein lies its greatness: with this method it is possible to try and
understand the internal processes that the interviewees went through, and this is
prominently expressed in the free flow of the interviews.
In this study, an attempt was made to test the unique aspects from the point of view of
the interviewees and to examine how their internal conversation took place while they
defined their development in social interaction.
An open approach taken in the interviews clarified the aim of the research as much as
possible. True, there was a risk of creating artificial behavior, but the advantages in
open presentation made them act the way it is described here. The author of this
research has been a resident of one of the religious kibbutzim for over 20 years. She is a
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teacher in a kibbutz intermediate school attended by the children of two kibbutzim. The
concern that the interview would be perceived on the basis of the relationship between
the teacher and student or, on the other hand, on the basis of having a common lifestyle,
is what guided the decision to present the research aim. In this way, the girls related to
the researcher in a less formal manner, but along with this, the slender balance was
preserved and she was not perceived by them as someone who wants to be like them
but rather as a person who wants to know who they are. Despite the concerns that there
would be a lack of willingness to openly cooperate, the girls, who until only recently
had been her students, exhibited a higher level of openness than the others (from the
older kibbutz96) since for them, the researcher acted as an interviewer, nothing more.
Empathetic listening 97 was greatly used in the interviews. The addition of in-depth
questions during the interview enabled the interviewees to express their approach in a
fuller and more harmonious manner. As the interviewees gained more confidence in the
honest desire of the interviewer to listen and understand, the barrier between them
gradually disappeared 98 and as the trust deepened, some of them shared the most hidden
thoughts and feelings.
*The researcher
The dilemma of the researcher as someone who comes from within the group or from
outside of it, is important from two perspectives: that of the researcher and that of the
person being studied.
a. The advantage of the researcher who comes from within the group under
investigation is that she has a deep acquaintance with the beliefs, values, history, and
the specific discourse and expressions. This is compatible with the perspective of

96

In the period of elementary and intermediate school, they learned in a different kibbutz school,
located on their kibbutz.
97
Empathetic listening is directed at understanding. Empathy is emotional identification. Empathetic
listening penetrates the framework of the attitude of the other, and is related to seeing the world
through his eyes.
98
During the first stages of the interview, there were those who showed signs of being suspicious and
they gave answers that they thought the interviewer wanted to hear. Examination of this in depth and
the asking of questions from other directions, presented them with the need to deal more honestly with
themselvs and at times there were those who admitted: “You succeeded to push me into the corner, I
admit”. Another raised her eyebrows as a sign of amazement and pointed out “I have no answer” and
after pondering it for a few seconds, she announced: “It is a problem, I admit! I didn’t think of that”.
These examples reinforce the idea that following actions meant to build trust (exposure of the research
aim, frank questions on delicate subjects), it was possible to achieve cooperation in the field work.
Sometimes the researcher became a confidante and absorber of information that the official kibbutz
network was not aware of.
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examining the social representations and the accessibility of authentic materials 99. Since
the researcher is part of the environment being studied, it also brings her closer to the
different platforms of discourse of the population under investigation and this is
especially significant when talking about closed social groups and an age in which
anyone who does not belong, is considered as coming from the ‘outside’

100

. The

disadvantage of an inside researcher is that sometimes she is limited in her own social
representations, while an external researcher can more easily see the overall
representations by means of overall thought, which the inside researcher sometimes
lacks101.
b. The way the person being studied perceives the researcher, as internal or external in
relation to the group where he belongs, is of the utmost importance. There might be a
situation in which the research is perceived as external to the group and the questions
will be a threatening factor. On the other hand, it will not be comfortable for the person
being studied to expose unconventional opinions to a person from the ‘inside’.
The researcher of this work, who has been living on a kibbutz for dozens of years but is
not a ‘member’ of the kibbutz, optimally contains the picture of the comprehensive
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view from both the angle of the girls being studied as well as in the ability to
understand and analyze.
*Conducting the interview and its integration in this work
At the beginning of the interview, the girls were given an opportunity to present things
as they understood them and in the order of priority that they determined. Transferring
some of the decisions to them gave them some sort of sense of control, and their
concerns dissipated. The open interview method invited qualitative content analysis; it
99

This datum allowed staying as close as possible to the unique construction of the world of the
participants as they experienced it originally (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Despite the drawbacks,
such a situation prevented the use of social desirability by the girls being studied who live on the same
kibbutz as the researcher.
100
The fact that the researcher is a participant since she herself is a permanent resident in kibbutz life,
causes emotional involvement from the point of view of the girls under investigation. This also
facilitates the asking of the right questions – while grasping important aspects of the research subject
(Mason, 1996) – and the absorption of symbols soaked with significance that are understood as being
of cultural importance only to someone looking from the inside (Woods, 1996).
101
On the one hand, since the researcher is an integral part of the environment being studied, it might
lead to a collision between the desire to “serve” the girls being studied and the need to understand them
as a researcher (Woods, 1996). It is also necessary to be very alert in raising the awareness to
“theoretical sensitivity” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and to be meticulous about authentic and direct
observations so that the incident can be studied from many different points of view (Mason, 1996).
102
Sciarra (1999) says that “the qualitative researchers are on the inside, assimilate themselves in the
social aspect and in the minds of the participants”, and Shkedi (2003) adds that the researchers “must
get as close as possible to the culture and language of the people and society being studied”.
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could be understood from the interactions created how they perceived and defined
themselves. The direct meeting enabled distinguishing between independent views
about phenomena, and views that are part of the collective approach. The interviews
focused on the subjects of the unique aspects but being open interviews, a broad scope
of the girls' experiences and their complicated relationship with the kibbutz and with
Halacha/tradition, was exposed.
There were questions that were planned in advance, but during the open interview,
talking freely was allowed, so it happened that not all the interviewees talked about the
same subjects.
The statements from the interviews that are quoted here are given in the girls' own
words, since the summary is shaded by the absence of this unique language, which is an
essential means to know and understand the atmosphere of the girls' world.
Bat Mitzvah

"But until now I do not have any impression of the party because of the lack of significance".
A. The aliyah l'Torah
The 'aliyah l'Torah' is the main public ceremony of the Bar-Mitzvah boy. Against this
background and against the desire for equality between the sexes, attempts were made
to examine the possibility of an 'aliyah l'Torah' for Bat-Mitzvah girls. The possibility of
an 'aliyah l'Torah' for a girl in the synagogue during the public Shabbat prayers, was not
accepted as a legitimate option from the Halachic point of view (Ariel, 2007). The need
to grant the Bat-Mitzvah event clear religious content led to attempts to change what
was accepted, to walk on the edge of the border of Halacha, and maybe even beyond it,
as in the case of Rabbi Nobel (in Rozenblat, 1992), who, when his daughter became
Bat-Mitzvah, had her join in the Blessing of the Zeemun 103.
Today, there are innovations related to the 'aliyah l’Torah' of the Bat Mitzvah, in honor
of her special day. The few attempts to bring about the 'aliyah l’Torah' were usually
done within women’s groups and not in the framework of the main public prayer
service. It is possible that this change, but not only, led to insights and experiences for
the girls involved in the event, which put the focus on the private personality and her
affinity for religion and G-d but not necessarily the public aspect.
103

When three people eat together, a preliminary prayer is read before the Birkat Hamazon. According
to Halacha, women do not join men in the Zeemun.
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The mother of one girl who read the Torah during her Bat Mitzvah, reports 104:

“I had never been so close to a Torah”, “It really added significance to the Bat Mitzvah”,
“For me, the reading of the Torah for women does not come to show that ‘women can too’,
but rather to give an opportunity to connect with the Torah … it is clear to me that reading
from the Torah is not appropriate for every girl, and not for every mother, and it is obviously
not the main thing in reaching the Bat-Mitzvah age. Despite this …, there is something
special about a Bat-Mitzvah celebration alongside the Torah that can contribute a lot to our
daughters and to their connection to the observance of commandments.”
The Torah is not accessible to everyone in the community. It is closed away in the Holy
Ark and taken out only when the Torah is read publicly. The average member of the
community has the privilege of reading from the Torah several times a year, to stand
near it, to touch it, and kiss it. In most communities, women are excluded from this
possibility. This fact clarifies the nature of the excitement and the profound emotional
experience that the above-mentioned mother describes. However, the customs of the
generations and the accepted procedure on most kibbutzim apparently stand as a divider
against the possibility of change and making the Torah accessible to women by
granting them an 'aliyah l’Torah', even within the framework of women’s groups only.
Even though many of the interviewees know and support the processes that
establish/reflect equality, few are ready to realize this principle in a practical way – at
least in the context of reading from the Torah. Only a handful are willing to read from
the Torah at their Bat-Mitzvah party, and even participation in a ‘women’s Torah
reading’ (as passive listeners) does not attract many of them.
It turns out that despite the claims that something is missing in the nature of the BatMitzvah experience, something missing in the ceremonial aspect that marks the
transition phase, compared to the boys’ celebration, the interviewees strongly opposed
‘adopting’ the 'aliyah l’Torah' or reading a few verses as a permanent and worthy
procedure. One reason for this opposition was the sense of embarrassment they felt
during the reading of the homily at the party.
Slight differences between the interviews of 1990 and 2006 can be found in the girls’
attitude toward this issue. In the 2006 interviews, the girls from the young kibbutz –
104

Landsman, S. (2006). The Reading of the Torah – Lian’s Aliyah l’Torah. Dapei Alumim, 9/2006.
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Alumim, opposed the 'aliyah l’Torah' in a personal way, but they were open to the
possibility that whoever was interested in it should do it, under the condition that it be
within the framework of the Halacha. This is in line with the spirit of openness
characteristic of this kibbutz. A comparative test shows that in 1990, more came out
against the idea while for the interviewees of 2006 it was not appropriate but their level
of openness and acceptance of the other had increased “ … but whoever wants it …”,

“if it’s appropriate for her – go ahead” . The actual result: the lack of desire to be called
up to the Torah was equal in both periods, and also very prominent today was the
pluralistic outlook (12/20) – the ability to understand those who are interested but on
the condition that it is done in a Halachic framework (but 12/17 emphasized that they
were absolutely not interested in this).
It emerges that over the years, opposition has gradually crumbled and there is more
acceptance of the situation. Perhaps this change is connected to the fact that between
the interview periods, a framework for reading Torah for women was established at
least once a year – on the holiday of Simchat Torah, and with the Halachic backing of
the kibbutz rabbis. This was achieved through a dialogue and partnership with Halachic
elements and was built up evolutionarily, not defiantly.
However, the fact should not be ignored that this route, as marking the Bat Mitzvah
stage, has not caught on in popularity and only a few take advantage of the option that
is considered socially and Halachically valid. The boys’ Torah reading symbolizes the
maturity of the boy, that from here on he will be called up to the Torah from time to
time as an equal to the adults. Since the women’s Torah reading is not institutionalized
and constant – the dimension of maturity is missing from the ceremony. This leads to
the thought that ceremonies for girls should be planned, rather than imitating the boys’
process, since an imitation is not genuine because it has not continuity in life. Along
with this, the dimension of closeness and intimacy that the female Torah reader feels
for the Book, religion, and G-d, cannot be ignored.
Today, this last insight raises a variety of questions in a religious society with an
egalitarian orientation. The question is: how do you build a synagogue that incorporates
the value of being considerate of the place of women and the need of the community to
include them in the prayer experience and the affinity for the Torah
105
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. On the other

The first comments on this subject in: Hatzofeh, 6.7.2007, (Supplement), 2, and in
http://www.nrg.co.il/online/11/ART1/009/652.html and http://www.kolech.org/show.asp?id=24419
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hand, the possibility that a group of women will read from the Torah at different
opportunities as a group that is separate from the synagogue and its regular prayer
session, arouses the problem of splitting the community on Shabbat and holidays 106.
The blessing ‘Baruch sheh-petarani’ – The interviews showed a decline in the
awareness of the quality of the blessing and its place between the two periods. Perhaps
this is connected to the decline in the status of the blessing in general. Since there has
not been satisfactory motivation to adopt this custom for the girls, this is the reason for
their low awareness of the blessing and its content.
B. The party – experience and education
‘The Bat-Mitzvah year’, being a sort of apprenticeship process marking (even if only
symbolically) the transition between childhood and maturity, has varied sociological
and psychological aspects. This research exposed phenomena that are anchored in the
world of research and along with that, open a path to new insights.
From the interviews, it emerges that the party is what stands at the center of the
continuous “Bat-Mitzvah” event. The attitude of the girls to the event can be
determined on two planes: the plane of experience and the plane of values/education.
Most of the girls described the party as a positive experience, but a gap between the
different research groups was detected. Some had concerns and discomfort from a
situation in which a girl must stand at the center and be the object of the guests’
expectations. These concerns apparently had repercussions on the willingness of some
of them to consider the possibility of reducing the scope of the girls’ party compared to
the boys’.
It is difficult to test the influences without taking a stand on the pre-adolescence
phenomenon. Much has been written about the girl-child. At this age, the girl feels
shyness, embarrassment, and fear of all the physical changes she is undergoing. In
addition, girls experience deep changes in their self-awareness (towards the negative).
According to Lafiyan (1999), the young girl’s level of assertiveness declines, causing
her to be less autonomous. One of the interviewees said about this: “In general, girls are

more shy at this age and don’t want a big party, therefore, it is appropriate for most
families”… and another: “This is an age of a low self-image”.
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Controversy on this in the following addresses: http://www.yeshiva.org.il/ASK/?id=5621,
http://www.bmj.org.il/publication.asp?subSectionId=4&contentId=1142&title
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Along with this, most of the girls refused the offer to hold a joint celebration for the
entire class 107. The reason they opposed this was, as they put it, their desire to feel: “like

queens”, “special” One woman-soldier opposed because: “That’s a terrible idea, because
the girl needs personal attention … (silence) to be the queen for one time! … A joint event
misses the whole point”.
These claims emphasize the social distinction between kibbutz youths and their city
counterparts: the kibbutz joint living arrangement has an emotional effect on the youth.
According to Dar (1998), this period

is characterized by non-materialistic

individualism, by passion for freedom, and by the avoidance of long-term commitment
to both the kibbutz community and the family. These tendencies stem from the
aspiration for autonomy and privacy in a joint society. Most of the interviewees of 1990
had difficulty standing at the center of the attention. The 2006 interviewees were less
deterred by standing at the center (only one claimed that she didn’t enjoy doing that,
compared to half of the 1990 interviewees). Also, the 2006 girls were aware of their
value and not willing to reduce the scope of the girl’s party in comparison to the boy’s
party. In contrast, 1/3 of the 1990 interviewees said they were willing to consider such a
thing.
It is possible that these findings indicate the development on the axis of time of the
internalization of the egalitarian ideology and individual awareness, its realization and
its becoming self-evident, something found not only in the world of ideas but also as an
emotional and intuitive experience.
Another aspect worth mentioning in this area: the expectation of some of the girls to
hold a different kind of Bat-Mitzvah party compared to that of the other girls or how
they themselves celebrated.
In the past, the celebration would have a regular pattern and be the same for all. Even
though there were some expressions of discomfort with this, there was a kind of silent
surrender so as ‘not to be different’. This surrender is explained in the study against the
background of adolescent confusion that has the teenagers cling to the ceremonial and
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Various opinions about a joint or individual party can be found in the book Bat Mitzvah (Rapoport ,
2002). The writer prefers the individual approach, as in his opinion, the joy of adolescence in its
essence is personal joy. In contrast, Raz-el (2002) claims that a group celebration will create a more
substantial effect from the surrounding environment, and therefore, will be a more profound and
significant experience for the girls.
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external sides in order to gain a sense of security. In this way, the party is perceived as a
ceremonial, folkloristic ritual that allows feeling a sense of belonging to the
surrounding society even though the adolescents have still not decided if they accept
upon themselves the beliefs and ideals that it presents to them (Beit Halachmi, 1991). In
recent years, there has been a change in this perspective and more girls are open to the
idea of celebrating in a unique and different manner. This situation seems to be in line
with the post-modern perspective spreading through the world of legitimization of each
person as an individual and not merely as a member of this or that gender. One
interviewee revealed: “I could not go against the desire to be like everyone.

Today, I am

sure that I would do it differently”. Another one pointed out: “Unfamiliar guests came. It
was strange and embarrassing” , or “Something more personal should be done … something
that is connected to the girl herself and not to the parents … something more significant”.
It appears that the purpose is not to learn about the Bat-Mitzvah party itself but about
the range of educational values and social norms. On the basis of the criticism voiced
against the kibbutz movements in their early days ignoring the uniqueness of the
individual for the good of the general – it seems that those educated on the kibbutz have
demonstrated their choice for the search for personal significance. Therefore, there are
those who look for different shades in the religious streams, there are others who try to
be different and unique, and there are those who rebel.
What should be taught? It should be suggested to be attentive to those who call for
allowing the individual to be different and unique. These emerging ideas should be seen
as a cry that must be understood as a search for a unique personal experience. On the
other hand, in order not to lose the way, it is important to learn how to balance these
voices by continuing the education for a broad common vision, and to try and develop
among the students sensitivity and empathy for values related to having a mission and a
commitment to the general society and its needs

108

. Regarding the context of the Bat-

Mitzvah party, traditions should be preserved, and along with this, the voice that calls
for giving personal color to the ‘Bat-Mitzvah’ year enterprise, should be listened to.
Without a constant pattern and the traditional stamp, the appropriate pomp that
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This balance touches the question of justifying the kibbutz existence in general in a social structure
searching for its way between the general and the individual (Golan, 1961; Spiro, 1958; Bettelheim,
th
1969; Eilon ,1975). This discussion intensifies towards the end of the 20
century with the
intensification of the value of individuality (Reimer, 1995; Friedman, 1995; Fornas, 1995A), principles
that cause shock waves in the concept of the kibbutz but do not extinguish the dream (Dror, 2002).
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brightens this period in the girl’s life with a unique and significant light – as a passage
from childhood to the age of responsibility and maturity – will not be created. However,
a ceremony that is not attentive to the personal tune, that does not wisely design the
pattern of the celebration with a language that speaks to and is also understood by the
individual girl celebrating the event, such ceremony might lost its value-educational
significance and be fixed in the girl’s memory only for its material pleasures.
The picture is different when analyzing the value-educational plane. A respectable
number of interviewees frowned on the experience of the Bat-Mitzvah events as
‘lacking significance’. This lack is expressed in both the theoretical area (understanding
the religious-social significance of “the 12-year-old girl to the commandments”) and
mainly in the area of implement (preparation and creation of the characterization of the
event). All the 1990 and most of the 2006 interviewees found it hard to recreate that
same period in a profound way. There was even one who asked for a few days to
refresh her memory and afterwards she said: “I didn’t remember anything except having

my dress made, so I wanted to sit quietly and look at the pictures from the event to try to
feel the atmosphere and remember that period”.
Some of the girls had doubts about the value of a large Bat-Mitzvah party and they
expressed openness to the possibility of making it smaller

109

. In this spirit, agreement

was more prominent among the older girls than the high school girls. Apparently the
period of time that elapsed, as well as their emotional maturity, gave the older girls a
more critical point of view concerning the party. Among the older interviewees, who
have opened a window to the world outside the kibbutz via the meeting with other
cultural worlds, openness and willingness to accept different ideas (compared to what is
accepted on the kibbutz), developed more than among the high school girls

110

, and it is

also possible that from here comes their deepening criticism and readiness for change.
Few girls claimed to feel a change (during the Bat-Mitzvah transition at age 12). Those
who did were the high school girls from the young kibbutz. This group is the only one
that received preparation and instruction, also within the framework of 'Beit
109

In addition, the understanding of the Halachic position, which sees the Bat-Mitzvah party as a waste
of time because of its ‘lack of significance’, or the possibility that the girls’ party be smaller than the
boys’ party.
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The period of army service is a moratorium period for the kibbutz member. Out of this comes
openness to the possibility of reducing the Bat-Mitzvah affair. This explanation, which leans on the
division by age of the interviewees, also applies to the learning of Gemara.
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HaKollel'111, which included performing certain functions and intense learning as part
of the ‘Bat-Mitzvah program’.
This phenomenon reinforces the approach that adults influence the designing of
adolescent identity. Preparation acts as a tool for enhancing the understanding of the
event and instruction in celebrating girl’s search to form an identity and commitment. It
can be assumed that most of the girls who took an indifferent position towards the lack
of significance of the party, are in the moratorium stage – they still have not finished
defining their identity (identity diffusion) and they are still searching for the way
regarding identity and commitment. These things suggest the need for additional
research that will examine the link between the different profiles of identity status in the
age groups in this study (Kadosh, 1998).
The difficulty to set up value and religious content at the focus of the Mitzvah
celebration, is more difficult for girls than boys as described by )ד"ישת( רוצ. The boys
prepare all year for the religious rituals and when they reach the age of the
commandments, they feel the transition in their lives, since they are committed to
observe the commandments just like the adults. In contrast, the girls ‘lack’
commandments to start to observe the next day after becoming Bat Mitzvah (this point
is also given validity in the interviews). The preparatory programs can bring about
change in the girls’ awareness. The preparation will make the year significant in that
the girls will understand that they are entering a world in which they will be treated
differently: true, there are commitments, but from here on in, they will be adults,
responsible, and able to contribute. Against the background of this difficulty, and on the
basis of the girls reporting a lack of significance in values at the celebrations (as takes
place on the religious kibbutzim) 112, the need for change arises and in this context, the
lessons based on experiences in this area, within frameworks also found outside kibbutz
circles113, should be heeded. The interviews revealed that change has occurred regarding
acceptance of the yoke of the commandments towards the Bat Mitzvah: in 2006, more
girls reported that because of their age they took upon themselves certain
commandments. Maybe this reinforces the value of the preparatory programs, which
made advances in the time between the two interview periods.
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As mentioned, 'Beit HaKollel' = the center for informal education for kibbutz children.
See, for example, Torah publications about educational ceremonies in Israel (1999, pp. 587-598).
113
Or the religious – like putting on the table the secular kibbutz programs, the 13-mission program – a
multi-cultural root program (Dror, 2002) or the ‘educational kibbutzim’ program (Ravid, 1992).
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C. Preparation
The purpose of the preparation is to grant educational value to the party and to the
entire ‘Bat-Mitzvah year’. This challenge emphasizes the importance of long-term
preparation as a major factor in imparting values on the one hand, and releasing the
girl’s emotional tensions, on the other hand, and also allows individual suitability.
Today, the view is that the religious-educational content that the girl expresses at the
party is the homily (Friedland, 2002). However, the interviews revealed that an increase
in the girls’ involvement in creating the homily did not intensify the educational
messages and its mark on it, and sometimes even reduced them. In contrast, the
preliminary educational work might strengthen the recognition that study before the
event, preparation and internalization of the significance of entering the yoke of the
commandments, are the main and most important outcome. The parents will recognize
the educational work as the ‘main outcome’, they will be open to their daughter’s
feelings, and they will accept with understanding her refusal to read the Torah in public
(something that was reported in the interviews as an advocative factor). The preparatory
process will include special (Torah) learning. Since nowadays there is a growing
custom that the Bar-Mitzvah boys learn a tractate of Gemara during the year before
they turn 13 (and on the night of the party they hold a festive siyyum), especially in
kibbutz society, in which the girls learn Gemara just like the boys, the girl can also
learn and hold a ‘siyyum’.
One of the problems with the preparatory program is that as it gets close to the time of
the event, there is the feeling that the party marks the end of the process of study and
intensification, rather than the beginning. The big challenge is to set up the preparation
as the entrance into tradition and the acceptance of the responsibility of adult life. In
this manner, this year will be remembered and preserved as a significant milestone. In
order to achieve this purpose, one must choose as a Bat-Mitzvah undertaking a
challenge that there is a chance it will be realized in the girl’s life even after the
celebrations are over. A worthy future research study will be to test the relationship
between the preparatory undertakings, and life afterwards, e.g.: How many of those
who had a ‘siyyum’ at their Bat-Mitzvah party turned Torah study into a permanent part
of their lives by choice? Since intellectual-learning pursuit is not appropriate for every
girl, artistic talent can be used as part of the preparation process (girls with artistic
talent (individually or as a group) can create something (exhibit of paintings, a film,
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etc.) to adorn the synagogue, the Torah study hall, etc. that will be presented to the
community in a distinguished way). Another possibility is to encourage the girls to
volunteer in a field suitable to their personality. It should be emphasized that the sense
of lack of religious-value significance is also felt at the actual Bat-Mitzvah parties.
Perhaps the Bat-Mitzvah parties, having a less sacred character, can bring about the
positive change. It will be the task of the girls to restore to the Bat-Mitzvah celebration
its former glory by thinking of other ways to mark the event so that it will have
appropriate content through the differential perspective of each girl.
Since a certain correlation was discovered that shows that the feeling of getting the
most out of it and the value achievement in the Bat-Mitzvah year have increased in
parallel to more profound preparation, this matter should be examined in an additional
study in which a comparison can be made between girls who underwent a preparatory
process and those who did not. It would be interested to examine the level of influences
of the various preparatory areas on the everyday life of the participants in the short- and
long-term.
Until the 1980s, Bat-Mitzvah preparatory programs were initiated by local schools.
There are also kibbutz traditions that include special programs for the same purpose.
However, most of the interviewees ignore this activity and did not report that there was
any preparation at school. Even in 2006, on all the kibbutzim, preparation at school was
ignored (even though there was such a class in the curriculum). Clarifying questions
found that these classes were not considered as being preparatory because the subjects
were not seen as being related to the event, and did not carry value-based or educational
importance (they mainly dealt with the physiological and emotional aspects of the
adolescent period). This phenomenon was especially prominent with women-soldiers
who possibly, from the distance of time, did not remember the preparatory activities
and maybe from their mature point of view, they did not consider these activities as
preparatory.
In recent years, there has been a wave of suggestions and ways to prepare the girl and
her family for the special occasion. Preparatory programs have also been added to the
school curriculum 114. This awakening is part of the process of growing interest in the
Jewish bookshelf and a broadening public sense in Israeli society, in general, about the
need to deepen Jewish roots – a factor that also influences the religious society, which
114

Described as a ‘revolution’ – Gal, T. (2008). Shiur Hofshi, 2, 32.
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must take a fresh approach to coping with its values and institutions (Ariel, 2002).
Along with this, the large number of programs clearly indicates that something is
missing, something these programs are attempting to fill. One of the interviewees
reported that she is jealous of her younger sister who is participating in such a program
– something that she herself did not have the privilege to do.
The preparatory programs that were reviewed for this work are of varied trends. Some
focus on the learning/Halachic content (‘the book shelf’), some focus on the design of
the personality and emotional attributes (Tal, 2002), and others put the accent on
community responsibility and social involvement; there is even a multimedia program
that attempts to help ease the girl into life in a multi-cultural society (Shemesh, 2002).
In most of the programs, emphasis is put on the value of tradition and in seeing the
growing girl as part of the generational chain. The mother-daughter joint activities that
are being held in many places are a significant contribution to this purpose. Cooperation
with the home creates a family dialogue that leads to strengthening of the family tie and
identity. It should be mentioned that some of the preparatory programs that focus more
on external enhancement in design are poor in content, and are not directed towards
girls about to accept the yoke of the commandments 115.
In recent years, as a by-product of the broadening of Torah study for women, different
Bat-Mitzvah preparatory programs developed that take place outside the formal school
framework. These programs are diverse and different in content
public117, and in the medium
the activity takes place

118

116

, in their target

that they deal with as well as the framework in which

119

. These programs, also because of their informal aspect,

require qualifications different from those needed for teaching in a classroom, and it is
possible that special instructors should be trained to lead these programs rather than
settling for it being led by the home room teacher. Without special investment in
resources and professional people, a preparatory program that is part of the ordinary
school setup, is generally not effective!
Against the background of the report and impression of passive cooperation of the
interviewees in their preparatory procedures, it is very important to include in future
programs active activity and involvement of the girls.
115

For example, the booklet for girls published by the ‘League of Religious Councils in Israel’.
Women in Judaism, adolescence, women’s commandments, learning a chapter of Gemara, etc.
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Girls only, daughters and mothers, religious groups only, mixed groups: religious and secular.
118
Multimedia program, joint study, structured booklet.
119
Within the framework of the family, the school, the community settlement.
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During the course of preparation for the event, ideas and reasons for the customary
traditions can be discussed. This process can help crystallize parts of the personal
identity. In an appropriate atmosphere, difficulties and doubts about tradition can be
exposed; these demand something to help in crystallizing the personal identity at the
age of the interviewees (Fisherman,1998). During the preparation, the handling of
issues about values and ideologies should be deepened, rather than settling for learning
the behavioral side of tradition.
Another important aspect is that for many months, specific time is dedicated to the
connection of the girl to her heritage with the help of her close family – the implications
of this arrangement are many and significant, mainly from an educational point of view.
Joint learning can lead to opening new channels of communication that can serve the
girl in the future.
During the course of the learning, the girls are exposed to an additional woman’s circle
(the program moderator, guest lecturers, women holding public positions) and, thus,
their perception of the world of women broadens – the direct

meeting and

acquaintanceship with fulfilled women is a heterogeneous source of an identity group
having positive intensification. This can be an additional level in the educational
building of the Bat-Mitzvah girl’s personality.
Family preparation
None of the interviewees reported having had preparation within the family framework.
It is possible that ‘preparation’ is perceived as an activity that involves meetings and
that has many collaborators, it is also possible that many families do not have the ability
to transmit clear and sharp messages that can be perceived by the girls as ‘preparation’.
Along with this, it should be remembered that the first Bat-Mitzvah-preparation
workshops that were established in community settlements and cities, were developed
about 5 years ago, at the request of parents who felt the need to give their daughters
instruction that was more profound and different compared to what they were exposed
to in school.
The attempts of families to put together a unique Bat Mitzvah has accelerated over the
last few years. Some publish a booklet edited by the daughter on an educational topic,
some adopt the idea of the siyyum mesehet (Kop-Yosef, 2002). The most common
‘variation’ in celebrating the event over the last 2-3 years is organizing an outing for the
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guests in which the Bat-Mitzvah girl acts as the guide and adds information about the
places they visit. Of course, this involves preparatory work in advance. Maybe this is
the feminine alternative to the boys’ reading from the Torah? Doing this internalizes in
the adolescent girl the feeling of belonging to the surrounding society and that she is
maturing into someone who gives, not receives. This challenge can also be achieved by
transferring to the girl responsibility for tasks (religious or otherwise) among the
family.
The investment of the family in preparation transmits to the girl a hidden message that
this is a very valuable event – something that can leave its mark in the future as well.
The possibility of the parent learning together with the child intensifies the family
connection and, in addition to harmony in the inter-family relationships, also
contributes to a kind of socialization of the girl.
The right age
One of the conclusions that came up in the interaction between the interviews and the
collection of theoretical material is the question of what is the right age. Most of the
girls reported that they did not feel any difference in the wake of the celebration. This
situation raises the question if there is a need to change the age that marks the event?
Will marking the transition at an older age help to instill the idea of the event? And as
some of the interviewees said: “’Bat-Mitzvah’ is just an age, unless you prepare for it a

lot”. And another point of view:

“The ‘Bat-Mitzvah’ expresses physical and

emotional/spiritual maturity and that doesn’t happen together …” . Some noted this need
also when referring to the party. They suggested holding “A kind of seminar” in which
Halachic sources from the perspective of women in Jewish society would be studied,
and thus the influence will be greater than the way the event is celebrated today – with
a party and everything that encompasses. Even when they referred to the desired
content of the “seminar”, all the girls from the older kibbutz felt that along with
intensifying the learning, there is a need to emphasize the value of mutual assistance
and volunteering in social areas – something that is, in their opinion, “a good
instrument to strengthen the girl’s awareness of being Bat Mitzvah”. The report of
Friedman (1983) describes a 3½-week seminar for 11 th-grade girls. The topics discussed
in the seminar are remarkably similar to those mentioned as being essential to the BatMitzvah preparation, except that they were done five years later.
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These data raise several directions of thought. First of all, the fact that many girls had
difficulty finding the significance that this period and event left in their lives, raises the
question: Do the girls have enough mature emotional readiness “to accept the yoke of
the commandments” at the age of 12? The phenomenon expressed by some of the girls
(ages 16-22), that for them, the interview was a starting point for a deep review of the
question of religious/personal status, reinforces the thought that at their age (during the
interview period) there was more readiness to absorb the content of the status. It is
possible that this aspect can be seen in the girls sticking to the idea of having a party
and their unwillingness to give it up, in contrast to the older girls, who became open to
the possibility of giving up the party - also because of the feeling of the lack of
significance. This viewpoint was expressed by one of the girls, who, when she
experienced an opinion about the status of the celebration, said:

“There is no room for

this in our times. It is more appropriate for days past, since in the past they had to help
support or maintain the family, and the age of the commandments indicated a transition from
childhood to maturity, but nowadays, childhood continues for a long time beyond age 12-13”.
Even though the party did not come to symbolize the transition from childhood to
maturity in the general sense, in any event, ways should be examined to deepen the
personal commitment of the girl to her religion, including in the context of emotionaldevelopmental maturity. It is true that Jewish customs and the guidelines of the sages
cannot be uprooted, but there is room to consider the development of a kind of "second
Bat-Mitzvah" at an older age. This idea was supported by some of the interviewees at
the end of their interviews: "The interview helped organize things in my head … thoughts

about … how to transfer …now I really understand what the transition is", "The questions
made me touch on subjects that I never thought about until now: what was beyond the party,
why was this status important, and are we neglecting the spiritual side", "The questionnaire
gave me ideas about what I can do about education in general … this stems from the fact
that the party lacked significance", "The interview gave me a feeling of having missed out.
As if … the period of the transition could have been made more significant, but I can do
this with my own daughters".
Summary and recommendations
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It was learned from the research that the main way to bestow 'Bat Mitzvah' values (the
social-religious significance during the stage of adolescence according to Jewish
tradition) is preparation. The subject worthy of being focused on should be one that can
accompany the girl her whole life as a religious Jewish woman and not end at the party.
Two routes for preparation: family preparation that mainly nurtures the areas of
personal responsibility, maturity, and continuity of the family tradition; and preparation
within the framework of the group or school, which mainly emphasizes community
areas and the national-religious heritage.
In the preparatory activities, it is important to have a variety of means and fields of
study in order to integrate the theoretical side and the practical side. The girls will be
exposed to the application of the Jewish way of life in the practical world. These
programs open to the girl a window to crystallize her world, and to see that there are
different perspectives for being a woman within her people. This variety will allow the
girl to compose a perspective of her own, to be part of the generational chain. The
recommendation is that the study programs also give practical benefits that can be
realized in the girls' lives: involvement in a religious or social commandment that can
be carried into practice. In this way, preparation will be assimilated in a variety of
personal planes and can carry long-term weight. It should be emphasized that the
purpose is not knowledge for its own sake. Life connections should be created between
the content taught to the girl and her personal, family, and public life. Learning tools
should be developed and self-observation should be out of inner motivation and not as a
necessity. It should be emphasized that the starting point has to be the girl. Her areas of
interest, skills, and inclinations should be examined. The meetings should be friendly,
without preaching and with free discussions. The personal aspect should be integrated
with the general. Since the girl’s starting point is personal, she is open to hearing ideas
without an atmosphere of coercion. It is important that the moderator be attentive to
what is happening and doesn’t stick too much to her own network of expectations of the
meeting. She must be sensitive to the girls’ feelings and to their rate of progress. The
process is no less important and significant than the content, if not more. The
assumption at the basis of any preparatory program is the view that the acceptance of
the yoke of the commandments is the peak of the process, and in its wake the girl will
feel connected to the values of her people. The emphasis has to be that the girl is
considered ‘big’, someone who can be trusted, who is responsible and reliable. It should
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be remembered that the significance of entering the age of the commandments does not
focus on a specific date. The preparatory process in anticipation of the Bat Mitzvah is
extremely important, as is the ‘acceptance for the future’ that the girl takes with her for
the continuation of her life.
The event is personal for each girl, and the learning is generally in a group. This also
necessitates involvement with the components of the ego and, therefore, situations
should be set up in which the group focuses and delves into each girl, as an individual.
Of course this must be done under conditions that are not threatening or revealing.
Along with this, the advantage of preparation in study groups will be expressed in the
development of communication and social skills – in the development of ways of
discussion, expression, and listening. In addition, the group dynamics is significant in
designing a personal stand and in the process of building an identity, which take place
during adolescence. In a group, the participants share experiences and thoughts with
girls their own age and thus they design themselves in a personal way, with the support
of the group.
The value of the experiences of the learning and the meeting should be emphasized.
The study of Torah stands at the center of Jewish life and it is natural that at the center
of preparing for the transition from childhood to maturity, they will concentrate on
study, however, it is preferable to accompany the learning with activities related to
experience and to diversify the forms of expression used for transferring messages
(such as dance, a play, arts and crafts works). At the foundation of this is the view that
the study experience does not amount to intellect but is tied to different areas of the
personality (such as the emotional and creative areas) (Gardner, 1991). The use of
experience makes the learning rich and harmonious, and gives the message that there
are different ways to express Jewish messages. The use of female figures from the past
or present as a model for inspiration is of great importance as an integral part of the
preparation.
Since there are few programs that include parents as an integral and permanent part of
the learning, it is recommended that at the end of each meeting, the girls will get an
assignment to execute either at home or at the meeting. In this assignment, the girls will
present the conclusions of the workshop either orally or by creating something and
presenting it to the family. This will be done out of the desire to share with the family
what is being done in the workshop, and also to enable the girls to take the initiative
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and to take personal responsibility for carrying out the task. The project can act as a
basis or a substitute for the Bat-Mitzvah homily given at the private party and thus
solve different problems mentioned by the interviewees about their feelings about the
homily and the status of the girl reading it in front of all the guests.
The study of Gemara
The gap of years between the two interview periods has great significance. During this
time, a real revolution took place in the area of Torah study for women in general, and
the study of Gemara in particular. This gap is found in the large circle of general
society (mainly in the national religious society in Israel), where the study of Gemara
for women has become more common and better organized. In the kibbutz circle – in
the high-school educational program in which the interviewees studied – important
changes also took place. These gaps are reflected in what the interviewees said or at
least are a basis for the analysis and explanation of their responses. To clarify the
change, there is a need to delve into the basic components of the research.
The difficulty in studying Gemara
For over 1000 years, the study of Gemara took on the form of the supreme fulfillment
of Torah study, and as educational content, stood at the center of the Torah study halls
and yeshivot. Along with this, it was considered an elite form of study and against this
background, frameworks that offered alternative programs of study for the masses were
established. With the establishment of national religious schools in Israel during the
first half of the 20 th century, an attempt was made to continue the tradition of elite study
but this met a variety of difficulties, until recently, when a sense of crisis emerged,
mainly in the national religious high schools.
For years, the religious educational institutions have been debating the issue of teaching
Talmud. Surveys that were conducted and opinions that were published
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, expose that

the students are not happy with the subject and how it is taught. The subject is seen as
boring and not relevant to the lives of those learning it. The difficult language (mostly
Aramaic), the way of thinking (unique legal), the distant reality of the Talmudic period,
(the life of culture, society, and material of the 2 nd to 7th centuries BCE) – alienate many
students, and the educational purposes as well as the higher status of the study of
Gemara are not achieved.
120

Daum (2001); Fux (2004); Tikochinsky (2007).
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The addressing of this problem in the religious educational system at the beginning of
the 90s (of the 20

th

century) 121 led to the creation of an entire branch of research
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whose aim was to examine the reasons for the phenomenon, its affinity for the
learning123, and to propose a variety of ideas for correcting it. These ideas range from
the need to teach the students the relevant language – Aramaic
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, through attempts to

give a relevant and current platform to the dilemmas being learned
advanced technologies
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125

, the use of

, and ending with the need to prepare teachers for this

profession both professionally and mentally
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. A special line that has been developing

over the last few years in some Torah study halls is to raise the value of studying the
Aggadah128 as something providing a spiritual-ideological platform for learning
Halachic issues 129. There were those who leaned towards a complete change in the
study of Gemara and they called for the advancement of the Mishnah and similar
works130 to the center of the stage of oral-Torah learning. Some recommended
considering the cancellation of the centrality of Gemara learning 131 and replacing it with
other religious programs such as the study of faith, and volunteer and value-based
activities (Golan, 2006).
One of the viewpoints that was sharpened was the need not only to teach Gemara
successfully but to instill in the students the love for the study of Torah
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. As

mentioned, one suggestion is to shift the study programs to a more current expanse and
by doing so, to arouse the students' interest and involvement in the old sources 133.
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Among the first involved in that was Bar Lev, a researcher belonging to the religious national
society. Along with others (Vaizer & Bar Lev, 1990), he conducted surveys and presented insights and
a picture of the state of religious national society. The difficulty of the language and the relevance of
the material as dividing between the person who is learning and the Gemara, was mentioned.
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'Shematin', the journal of teachers of religious subjects in Israeli intermediate and high schools,
dedicated an issue (140, 2000) to this field.
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Aggadah – the non-Halachic part of the Talmud that deals with questions of morality and values and
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The leadership of religious education is working on a new learning program for the
high-school level. Its name: "Torah of Life", which encompasses all the areas of
religious study. The guiding line of the authors of this program: the educational
contents will be from religious life, which is relevant to the young – contents adjusted
to suit different population types in terms of level and content
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. An approach that

encompasses both the expression of the difficulties and a review of the possible
approaches of study, until a comprehensive and novel solution has been recently
published by Rozenberg (2008). In his opinion, the cultural complexity of the religious
Zionist student necessitates an approach in parallel to the nature of the study 135.
As mentioned, the uniqueness of the religious-kibbutz girls who learn in the kibbutz
schools is that they learn Gemara like any yeshiva high-school boy in the country. The
interviews with them raised some points to be considered. It emerges that the girls think
that the main difficulty in learning Gemara stems from the problem of its language and
special terminology. In addition, the method of the associative connection and the deep
look at the issues – sound like reasons that make the learning more difficult. Only one
girl claimed that 'Gemara' is not a hard subject to learn. The high-school girls clearly
detailed the methodic difficulties in learning Gemara in contrast to the women-soldiers
who mentioned, in their responses, the need for special thinking for understanding as a
central factor that makes the learning difficult 136. In comparison to the interviewees who
reported various difficulties in learning, the boys who were studied by Vaizer & Bar
Lev (1990) reported boredom, not difficulties. A comprehensive research determined
that the subject was perceived as the most boring subject in school (except for
Literature) (ibid). This difference between the boys and girls deserves further research.

The language
One of the difficulties in studying Gemara is the problem of using the Aramaic
language. It is difficult to cope with this problem the way that one copes with a foreign
language, since that would necessitate large resources whose influence on improving
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As appeared in the newspaper – Makor Rishon, (1.6.2007), Weekly Supplement, p. 6.
His novel approach is also expressed in his views on the issue of Torah study for women
(Rozenberg, 1999; 2006).
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To analyze this difference, see below in the subsection 'Learning and its significance in terms of
values'.
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the learning of Gemara might be marginal. It is possible that the textual problems can
be bypassed in a different way.
Talmudic text with a clear and legible translation should be given to the students. There
are some institutions that wisely used this option (such as using the edition with
commentary of Rabbi Shtaynzalts) and they reported a significant reduction in the
language problem. Although this lessens the chance to acquire expertise in the Aramaic
language, when weighing success in learning Gemara versus the learning of a language,
the first option, which lowers the wall between the student and Gemara- is preferred.
For many years, religious-educational leaders refrained from this option because it is
like admitting that learning in the traditional way failed or because they did not want to
abandon the traditional text that had practically become sacred not only among us but
also in print…continuity, the intensification of this path (translated text), can greatly
reduce the problem.

Enjoyment and achievement
We refer to the connection between the enjoyment in learning Gemara and its
success137. Braiter & Skardamelyeeh (1983) espouse the humanistic method that
emphasizes the student’s enjoyment and the cultivation of his enjoyment. In this
approach, the main thing is taking an interest and the development of the personal
significance of each student, and through this, his enjoyment in the study process
increases. In contrast, Shuell (1988) and Kasworn (1983) support the approach that
enjoyment and personal significance are not enough for every student, and the cognitive
development and acquisition of expertise should be added to those components. In
referring to the study of Gemara in this context, one of the high school interviewees
clearly declared that “Whoever understands it can enjoy it”.
A course of study should be developed whose subjects will be more deeply linked to
the lives of women, and it is also worth examining if this path raises the level of
enjoyment and interest in the study of Gemara, and if the perception of the subject of
Gemara changes. True, enjoyment from learning is not the declared purpose of Torah
study, but it is a proven indication of identification, understanding, devotion, and
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See Shaviv (2000).
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therefore, the enjoyment should be a fundamental part of the traditional–value-based
learning.
In a survey conducted among educators and researchers involved in the teaching of
Talmud, many proposals that tended to involve the student in the learning and to make
the learning more personally significant for him, were suggested. For example, Kaniel
(in: Vaizer & Bar Lev, 1990) claims that the purposes of the learning must be known to
the students in order to give them a sense of progress and success.
One of the novel ways that attempts to cope with the challenge of the accessibility of
the learning to the student and of giving him a sense of progress and success, is the
‘layered’ method 138. This method is based on the fact that the Talmud is a creation that
was edited several times and is built on different historical layers. In the eyes of the
unskilled observer, it looks one-dimensional – a picture that arouses difficult learning
problems. Breaking up the Talmudic dilemma to its basic components facilitates
understanding, gives a sense of accomplishment, and puts the study programs into a
logical structure. Identification of the primary layer in the Talmud – ‘the Torah of the
Tanaim' – and examining it as the basis for the entire learning, allow a founding order
and a basis for study, even for the student who is not fluent in Aramaic, since this layer
was written mostly in Hebrew. Advocates of this method promise: ‘At the end of the
process, the study of Mishnah and Talmud becomes clear, logical and fulfilling’ 139.
It should be noted that there has still not been a decent study examining the results and
achievements of this method. From conversations held, it seems that in the schools in
which this method was used, a different and more loving attitude towards the study of
Gemara was not significantly observed.
Additional ways to raise motivation and enjoyment in the learning of Gemara include
the possibility of ‘reviving’ the Talmudic issue and involving the students in actively
participating in the presentation of the issues and the organic understanding of the
dilemmas raised. These methods can create identification with the Talmudic way of
thinking and its spokesmen and by that, the attitude towards the sages will be more
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About the method, its principles, and ways of application, see the website http://www.talmudrevadim.co.il/index_e.php, and especially: http://www.talmud-revadim.co.il/read.php?id=34. Against
the background of the idea and the basis, see Elyashiv (2003) The Background for the Idea of the
Layered Method, Tzohar, 15, 55-64. About the controversy aroused by this method, see ibid, Shilat
(2003).
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See http://www.talmud-revadim.co.il/read.php?id=8.
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intimate and respectful. These approaches were discussed in the articles of Ariel (1999),
Vaizer & Bar Lev (1990) and Domovitch (1990).
According to Ziv (1975), one of the ways to develop motivation for achievement
among the students is by reinforcement of the recognition of the individual, since the
development of the motive (learning Gemara) is compatible with the claims of reality
and logic. And as much as it is possible to combine what is studied with the purposes of
life, so there is a better chance that it will influence the thoughts and actions of the
student. The learning of Gemara (and religious subjects in general) in religious high
schools is marked by tensions between the two extremes. On the one hand, it should be
a challenge to identify with the religious values and identify with them but on the other
hand, the whole way of learning is characterized by a critical approach that demands an
objective/external position. This is in line with the perspective that in current times,
which are marked by quick changes and increase in knowledge, a main objective of the
learning that should be emphasized is the acquirement of the expertise that will help in
the processes of acquiring renewing knowledge, while developing the ability for selflearning and critical thinking. Discussions on this subject are raised by educators (Levy,
in: Shamir, 1986; Shtal, 1987) who claim that the learning of programs and subjects are
recommended mainly as a means, not a purpose. This perspective opposes seeing the
student as an object that is activated during learning, and according to this, one should
not settle for learning that is mediated by a teacher from beginning to end, but instead,
should acquire the ability to study independently, and this will turn him into an active
learner, able to determine for himself objectives, ways, means of evaluation, etc. These
ideas overlap with the theories of autonomous study (Shuell, 1988; Kasworn, 1983).
According to these theories, first of all, the student should be guided to choose, to plan
structures for learning, and as a final stage, to reach a level of learning that he can
initiate independently. It should not be ignored that Gemara is studied by reading text
that is an artificial environment for the student, and the learning is from secondary
sources. In this kind of learning, the student must neutralize himself from the personal
and emotional side and adjust his objectives while lining up his learning with
understanding the ‘author’. According to Glovnam & Kula.(1992), this type of
theoretical study activates in the student “a profound of text processing” – the student
must ‘dismantle’ the text in front of him, decipher it, and penetrate its significance.
Success in the study of Gemara in the grade exam
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The reporting of learning difficulties by the students does not reflect on their personal
level of grades in this subject. In their opinion, there is no difference between the sexes
in level of thinking. Three of them (1990) emphasized that it is actually the girls who
had more success with this subject. In all of the interviews (1990), no one agreed with
the claim that the boys succeed in Gemara more than the girls:

“Actually the girls

received more tens”. There were those who tried to explain the surprise of the interviewer
in hearing this and they expressed somewhat doubtfully that “… There is no difference

between the sexes, not in perception and not in enjoyment, but maybe this is because the girls
invest more”. Others tried to reinforce their claim by saying “In group A (the high one),
the boys are really more prominent in class, but in preparing for the matriculation exam – the
girls study more” . A similar opinion was heard from an interviewee who claimed that
“In class, the boys were better, but in the end – in grades, the girls were better”.
In order to reinforce or refute these opinions, there was a need to conduct a systematic
examination of the Gemara matriculation grades. For this purpose, the grades were
examined during the years that the interviewees learned in high school, with a division
by sex and interview period – 1990 versus 2006.
The Gemara exam includes an oral exam in which the students are tested on what they
learned in class, and a written exam, in which they are tested on something they never
learned before. The different exams examine different skills. In the oral exam,
knowledge of the material that was learned is examined. In contrast, in the written
exam, learning skills and the fundamental ability to understand the rationale of the
world of Gemara are tested. The exam demands a high level of ability of thought and
analysis, and therefore, the differences between the results of the oral exam and the
results of the written exam (as mentioned above in the subchapter "Achievements of the
girls in the study of Gemara"), should be examined.
According to the statistical data on the Gemara exam grades, the girls attained a higher
grade average for the oral exam, while there was no significant difference in the grade
average of the two sexes in the exam on the written part (Table 2). According to the
explanation mentioned above, it can be carefully concluded that the girls are endowed
with learning ability, diligence, and maybe a better memory, but are not different from
boys in their expertise to learn and analyze Talmudic dilemmas.
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The low standard deviation of the girls’ oral-exam grades might reinforce the view that
they are more diligent and study the material before the exam more than the boys.
Support for this also comes from comparing Tables 3 and 4, where in detailing the oral
exam average grades in the division by years, a constant trend was observed: in all the
years examined, there was a gap between the grade average of the girls and the grade
average of the kibbutz population that was studied, with the girls having the higher
grade average. Support for the view that distinguishes between the two parts of the
exam for each of the sexes in this kibbutz-school population can be found in the results
of the T-test for independent samples, which was conducted in order to examine the
significance of the difference between the sexes (Tables 6 and 7). It was found that in
the exam on the material learned in class, the girls earned higher grade averages than
the boys, while in the written exam, no significant differences were found. Comparison
of the averages of the sexes in the kibbutz population, in the division by year (Tables 3
and 4), is in line with the view expressed above. In contrast to the oral exam, in the case
of the written exam, no clear trend was found to indicate that the grade average of one
sex was consistently higher than the grade average of the other sex. For the written part
of the exam, there was an equal division of the grade averages over the years: in some
years the girls had a higher grade average than the boys (1985, 1986, 1991) and in some
years the opposite was true (1988, 1989, 1990).
Scrutinizing the grade data for the written part of the exam showed that the same results
detailed here (comparison between the sexes and division by years) were obtained when
comparing the girls’ grades to the national grade averages in the religious public
schools (Tables 4 and 5). During those same years when the girls in the kibbutz schools
had higher grade averages than the boys in their classes, they had higher grade averages
than those of the national population in the religious public schools, and the opposite:
during the years in which the boys had the higher grade average, the national
population had a higher grade average than that of the girls.
Clarification of the explanation that the difference between the sexes in the kibbutz
high school in Yavne, regarding all of the exams, stems from different skills needing
success in each type of exam, raises the need to investigate the connection between an
exam based on something not yet learned, and intellectual ability and learning
expertise. Such an investigation can point to the important variables in such coping, and
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as a result, it might be possible to determine with certainty the dependence of these
variables on the sex.
The relatively lower grades obtained for the written exam and the lack of a gap between
the sexes in the kibbutz population for that same kind of exam, call for the need to
change the way of study.
Support for this call for change comes from the two-direction Anova test with repeated
measurements, which were conducted in order to test for the existence of a connection
between the years and those being studied, in the grade average for the two types of
exams. Obtaining the findings of the teachers showing lack of differential influence of
the years on the sex can reinforce the opinion that both sexes have a similar problem in
coping with the written section and this is not related to sex.
Beyond the specific issue being studied in this research, learning study skills can be
seen as acquiring help and tools that can also be used for coping with everyday life in
general, and for the analysis of Talmudic issues in particular. It is reasonable to assume
that the understanding and the ability to ‘negotiate’ will allow the students to probe
more deeply and better understand rejection, acceptance, and the ruling of various
halachot, and this might help intensify religious consciousness.
In addition to the subjects considered above, other points should be looked at: Is
distinguishing between the written exam and the oral exam important? Do girls succeed
more on oral exams in other subjects as well? Does the fact that most of the oral
examiners in the Gemara matriculation exam are men have an effect on the results?
Does the uniqueness of the phenomenon (that girls are tested in Gemara as equals to the
boys) influence the examiners to grade the girls’ exams more leniently?
These subjects are marginal to the issue, however, in a comprehensive and broad study,
they should also be considered.

The place of the teacher
In the professional literature, an attempt was made to set up criteria to evaluate a
successful teacher, but these dimensions vary, and it is difficult to point to one accepted
and decisive index. Successful teaching can be seen in a teacher who causes his
students to take an interest in a subject beyond the limited material taught, and to
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inspire persistence in learning and the ability to think creatively. In addition to these
intellectual achievements, there may also be social achievements seen in a pleasant
learning atmosphere and sound social relationships. Interestingly, in the teaching of
Gemara, which is an inseparable part of Jewish-religious life style, general educational
achievements such as positions and values, are also of great importance. The teacher is
perceived as the legitimate and central leader of the class. There are several factors that
provide the teacher the social power needed to be a leader. French and Raven (1960)
summarize the sources of the teacher’s social power in several main categories, with
one of them being: the teacher – in the capacity of his position – serves as a model for
the students’ behavior.
Shimon Levy (in: Vaizer & Bar Lev ( 1990) points out that the attitude to a school
subject is determined by the teacher’s personality and way of teaching. This article
claims that teachers whose guideline is education should be chosen to teach Talmud
(ibid, p. 256)140.
In the kibbutz atmosphere, clarification of these orders of priority have a special scent,
because of the status of the school as a center for learning about kibbutz life and its
values. Along with this, already in 1947, Una, M. (one of the first leaders and idealists
of the religious kibbutz) wrote that “each program depends on the teachers to a great
extent … and if we will have to choose between picking a good teacher who is not a
member, or a kibbutz member who is less successful as a teacher – we must choose the
good teacher … our slogan should be: good teachers at any price!”.
About the attitude towards the role of the teacher, there were interviewees who noted
that “I don’t mind separate learning, but in my opinion, what is important is the teacher,

everything depends on him” . Another one agreed with this: “I want to learn Gemara in a
class where they want to learn 141 and there are no disturbances, but the most important thing
in my opinion is the teacher, and not the sex of the students”.
For the purpose of this research study, the interviewees were not asked about the image
of the Gemara teachers, but an incidental remark of one of the older interviewees from
140

See there also Domovitch, B. (1990) p. 296, and see also Malkiel (2006), The Story of a Study Hall,
which claims that the open study program includes a hidden trend as expressed in the choice of
teachers and lecturers, their viewpoints, personality, and behavior – these are a source for
internalization and modeling. Thus, guidance is given to observe the teacher’s work while teaching,
and to reflectively analyze the learning process.
141
The emphasis is on the tone of speaking.
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1990 pointed toward the view of the need to continue to examine the influence of the
teacher on how the subject is perceived in the school being discussed. In her comment,
she claimed: “The general attitude of the school to the learning of Gemara is disregard. The

school does not invest in the teachers and is not strict about the children’s presence in class
and their attitude towards it”

. Her friend, who wanted to emphasize the distance

between the perception of the world of Gemara and the everyday life of the religiouskibbutz children, added sarcastically: “They should check where the school Gemara teachers

come from: are they from the kibbutz or the yeshiva..”.
Examining this issue revealed that during the 1990 interview period, most of the
Gemara teachers in the Yavne High School were hired male teachers, students of the
hesder yeshiva ‘Kerem B’Yavne’, which is located near the school. During the 2006
interview period, it was found that most of the Gemara teachers were kibbutz residents,
and even more, that year, women kibbutz members were dominant in preparing the
students for the matriculation exam.
Interviews with teachers in the school (2006) reported that the prevailing viewpoint in
the teachers’ room was the egalitarian-pluralistic one. One thing emphasized by the
teachers was that the girls exhibited greater seriousness in learning. This might stem
from their more serious and caring view of the studies at their age. Along with this, it is
possible that the gap between the 1990 and the 2006 interviewees on the issue of
supporting or opposing the separation between the sexes in Gemara classes, stems from
the change that took place in the school being studied. During recent years, the Gemara
has been taught with separation of the sexes. There were more supporters in 2000 since
separate study lowers the threat and is considered acceptable and normal. The
revolution in the area of Torah study for women has also planted hope for religious
refreshening that will come from the new women's voice of the students 142. It is possible
that this separation between the sexes in the study of Gemara in the school being
studied can be a platform for the educational challenge that might find attentive ears
and a willing heart in the religious-kibbutz community and among its teachers and
students.
Continuing education
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Kula (2000), Rozenberg (2006).
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The religious kibbutz established the ‘The Woman’s Committee' in the Herzog Center
as a response to those calling for the establishment of a women’s institute for the study
of Judaism on a high level. From the description of one of the committee participants
(Lau, 1995), it seems that the study program includes intense study in various religious
subjects: the Bible, Aggadah, and Midrash. The involvement with Gemara is minimal
and secondary to the subject being taught. Some might claim that the lack of an
institution that allows women to study Gemara at a high level gives the girls in kibbutz
society the hidden psychological message that girls do not have to develop and delve
more deeply in this field.
Indeed, the interviews show that not one respondent reported having intentions to
continue higher education in the field of Gemara. This finding is very important as
Super and Crites (1969) point out that high-school age is the period when the students
are busy looking for a profession, and Surer and Bohm (1970) point out that Grivons &
Lohans revealed that clear tendencies toward a profession that surface during the
adolescent years tend to continue in the future. From the research of Levi, Sh &
Gutman, A. (1974), it was learned that most youths learning in Israel (about 75%)
testify that they are occupied by the problem of choosing a profession. The reasons
given by the young interviewees of 1990 for their lack of interest in continuing to learn
and develop in the above-mentioned field, hint at the fact that in their opinion, the study
of Gemara has no advantage from the point of view of values– it is perceived by them
as a subject like any other subject, and they feel tired of it, with the sensation of having
had enough of it, just as they feel towards other subjects. Among the woman-soldiers, a
different trend was prominent: in their view, removal of Gemara from future
continuing-education study programs stems from economic concerns. One-third
claimed that the problem of finding an interesting profession that can provide a living
by having an academic degree in Talmud is what keeps them from that direction. There
were some who claimed that this is specifically a problem of woman. Even though the
girls learned Gemara from a young age as equals to the boys, they understand (either
personally or from taking in a social message) that the teaching of Gemara by women is
not to be taken for granted since, in their opinion, it is more likely that a man will be
chosen to teach Gemara. This, despite the sampling of Rozner, M. (1973) that
determined: "Education is one of the fields that can be defined as a ‘woman's field' ". It
is important to mention that in the elementary and intermediate schools of the religious
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kibbutzim in the south, the teachers are mostly women. In high school, the picture is
different: most of the teachers are men. The sociological trend revealed by Smilansky &
Parnas (1960), i.e., it is the culture that transfers the basic values in areas of
employment and other status figures tied to it, should be considered. Indeed, the
religious kibbutz is an advocate of equality, including equality in the learning of
Gemara, but it seems in what emerges from the interviews that in the practical sense,
the objects of culture mentioned above pick up the message that the intense form of
studying Gemara belongs to the other sex.
In summarizing the responses of the interviewees on the subject of continuing Gemara
education, it emerges that they exhibited an individual view about work – a finding that
is compatible with the research of Palgy (1986), which included adolescents of both
sexes, and according to which in the case of work, the personal perspective is especially
prominent in the girls sampling. It also emerges that among the girls, the main predictor
of work satisfaction is self-fulfillment, this despite the boys' sampling in which the
dominant factor was the degree to which work was appreciated and important to the
kibbutz. This finding is in line with the research of Buchner (1979), who found that in
the rating of the professions among people living on kibbutzim, teaching was not
included in the professions with a high rating (this in contrast to city residents, who
rated teaching among the preferred professions). It can be assumed that on the kibbutz,
teaching is considered a "white-collar" profession, and therefore, it does not belong
with professions such as agriculturist, dairy farmer, machinist, etc. The change in the
perception of the teaching profession is also expressed in the research of Adar (1988),
who distinguished between the opinions of those she investigated according to sex. If in
the past, despite the kibbutz infrastructure based on values and rulings for equality
between the sexes, separation between men’s and women’s occupations developed,
today there is a decrease in the number of women specializing in education on a higher
level, and the percentage of hired teachers and child caregivers on the kibbutzim is
steadily growing. All of this occurs as a result of the approach that women should
"integrate into the system as earning a living in professions that suit the ambitions and
skills of each one of them (ibid, p. 65).
A summary of the opinions of the interviewees can be found in the confessions of one
of the girls who loved to learn Gemara: "I wouldn't have gone to learn it because I don't
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see it as a field in which I can continue to develop in the future and acquire a serious
profession with it" . Ronen (1978) analyzes the system of values on the subject of work,
and points out in his research that "Kibbutz members have values of self-fulfillment to
a greater degree than their city counterparts". This finding is supported by the
interviewees: "If that is what she wants …" , and also "If she really wants to be a teacher

…". These indicate that the girls themselves (even though they don't see continuing
education in Gemara as suiting their desires), they still understand their friends' desire
for self-fulfillment. In a situation in which choice of continuing studies and a profession
rest on giving great importance to self-fulfillment, it is hard for kibbutz society to
predict the professional objectives of its students. This inability to predict makes it
difficult for the educational system to direct students.
It should be pointed out that one-third of the interviewees emphatically noted that lack
of interest in studying Gemara is behind their plan not to continue to learn it. A similar
approach is in line with the findings of Meir & Karmon (1970), who found a direct link
between the enjoyment in learning a subject and the choice of a subject for continuing
education and professional aspirations.
In summary: the study of Gemara (at least as it takes place today) has no significant
value in designing their religious image. Learning Gemara is not perceived as
something with independent value (beyond the "matriculation points" ). The subject also
did not attract the girls as educational content that fits into their future plans. To
determine the reasons for this, a similar survey should be conducted among the boys in
order to examine if the feminine aspect is what holds back the connection to Gemara or
if there are other reasons. Along with this, the changes of recent years also influenced
the interviewees: some of the older girls from 2006 pointed out that they took a "break"
of 1-2 years in order to learn in the women's religious study halls. Development of the
norm of higher learning in the girls' religious frameworks deserves more research and a
respectable platform for presenting its findings and their analysis.
Learning and the significance in terms of values
The view of learning Gemara as a subject equal to any other subject taught in school,
without any preference because of its values, has been reinforced by the reaction of the
interviewees about the possibility presented to them: that learning Gemara should not
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be compulsory for the girls. In referring to this, there was a division by age among the
respondents. A higher percentage of high-school girls agreed that girls should not have
to learn Gemara, while among those who disagreed, there was a larger number of
women-soldiers. The claim interwoven in their responses leaned on the view that

"…

the girls should be obligated to learn it only as long as the boys are!" . Also, in referring to
the idea that the girls learn Mishnah

143

instead of Gemara, a clear division by age was

found. Among the women-soldiers, there were those who were indifferent to this
suggestion, while among the high-school girls, there were more who agreed with it.
This division of age can be understood in light of the fact that the high-school girls are
found in an atmosphere of pressure to succeed in the matriculation exams, and they
seek to find a way to lighten the load and reduce the challenge, while the womensoldiers, who already finished their required studies, are free from the pressure and they
exhibit indifference about the possibility of the change. This indicates the possibility
that the opposition of the high-school girls is only temporary and will eventually pass.
These things led to deeper probing into the attitude towards the subject of Gemara in
the interviews that followed. This question also reflected a division by age among the
interviewees. It was found that the high-school girls expressed the sense of its
importance more than the women-soldiers. This can testify that some kind of change
occurred in the perception of the school (as something that will be expressed in
educational yield in the future) as in the wake of these calls, the religious kibbutz held
general councils in the years around the 1990s, from which emerged a call for change.
About half of the interviewees emphatically stated that they indeed felt that the study of
Gemara added to their personal consciousness. However, a precise examination of the
responses showed that this addition was in the area of their knowledge and study skills,
and not in the area of religious awareness or building of their personality. It should be
mentioned that this conclusion, which emerges from analysis of the responses, sounds
decisive since no comments about religious consciousness was mentioned by the
interviewees. This determination demands more research of its own, because the area of
religious consciousness is more difficult to determine and define and that might be the
reason that the girls did not express anything about this. Approximately one-third of the
interviewees claimed that they did not feel any change in themselves as a result of
learning Gemara. A review of this group revealed that a subgroup includes all the high143

One part of the oral Torah whose study is less complex and, therefore, easier .
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school girls from the older kibbutz. In a certain way, this finding corresponds to the
additional perspectives that characterize this group –perspectives that attempt to accent
the egalitarian side in general, as well the areas of study between the sexes, and
therefore, refusal to perceive Gemara as a unique subject is observed. It is possible that
this view of the girls of the older kibbutz is what does not allow them to see the
uniqueness of studying Gemara as an expression of a certain lifestyle interwoven with
Halacha. This picture of the situation can be explained by leaning on the assumption
that these girls identify with the struggle for equality in which the women-founders of
their kibbutz were involved (some of them, probably, but the second or third generation
of these founders). On this kibbutz, which was established during the first days of the
kibbutz movement, the spirit of equality permeated daily life and the atmosphere of
education more than on the young kibbutz. Also, in the responses to the question on
enjoyment and the unique attitude towards the study of Gemara, it emerges that the
Gemara is not perceived as a "religious subject" that must be intensively studied and
"pronounced day and night". An extreme expression of this view can be found in the
remarks of one of the girls who said: "O

n the religious kibbutz, there is a stigma that

someone who is attracted to the study of Gemara is a sucker"

. This remark reflects an

attitude to Gemara that, on the one hand, it has no practical use and the learning
investment in is 'for the sake of G-d' but, on the other hand, there is a nonsupportive
attitude towards the person who does invest in it. The spirit of this response indicates
that a message has been absorbed that this is a unique subject without reward, but the
message has not sunk in that involvement in this subject is important and is part of the
educational value of deepening Jewish consciousness.
Authority and education
The interviews attempted to examine the approach of the interviewees to Halacha and
its authority – as part of the educational fabric of the religious kibbutz. None of the
participants expressed readiness to accept Halachic authority and its spokesmen
unconditionally. In referring to the Halachic sages, there was more than a critical tone.
Different modes of reservations were heard, beginning with

...”the reason for the

prohibition is not clear to me. I don’t see any point to it” through “… I disagree with them
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and do not understand the logic of this ruling” , until “The approach of the sages of blessed
memory … is primitive and not suitable”.
Since the main part of the discussion is about questions related to the status of women,
even an opinion like this was heard (in relation to the limitation of Torah study for
women): “Maybe they did not want girls to know their chauvinistic approach”

. Even the

moderate ones among them did not hold back their opinion. They distinguished
between lack of agreement with a certain ruling, and their basic principles – which
honor the Halacha and its adjudicators. “I do not think that a Bat-Mitzvah party is a

vain pleasure … I do not think you can just act like nothing happened when a girl becomes
12 and accepts the yoke of the commandments, but if these Halachic adjudicators have other
ideas – I’ll be happy to hear them” . Another added: “In my opinion, the approach of the
sages of blessed memory was apparently appropriate for that period and for the status of
women at that time; and in my opinion, things should be examined in relation to the reality
today and the status of women today”. In other words: “I respect their opinion but every girl
today can open the sources and decide for herself…”.
The opinions of the girls can generally be seen as representing a position of distance
from Halachic authority. Their approach to Halacha is not made up of an element of
non-dependent loyalty and they tend to accept it when it suits their way of life, their
mode of thought, and the social norms of their environment. With some of them, even
respect for Halacha was dependent on this question. It is possible that the generation
gap, which was mentioned in relation to the study of Gemara (through thinking and
terminology), also has mental repercussions and can influence in other areas as well.
Seeing Gemara – its content and approaches as belonging to other periods of time,
characterizes a certain alienation towards the general tradition of the generations (and
perhaps also towards socially belonging to the religious-traditional community). Out of
this sense of alienation, the girls’ statements contain a tone of objection to Rabbinic and
Halachic authority within in the network of their private lives. As a rule, from the tones
of speech and the attitude towards the questions asked in the interviews, it seems that
the central line in their lives leans on the idea that free thought, critical thinking, and
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cultural preferences are what are identified, without paying attention, with the ‘secular’
part of the personality.
The lack of willingess ‘to fall in line’ with the religious stand, which calls for
acceptance of Halachic authority, has two additional foundations: place and time. The
religious kibbutz – as founding a complex view of the world, and the age of the
interviewees – who do not lean towards adopting simple authoritative formulas.
One of the practical questions, that the educational echelon of the religious kibbutz
attempts to cope with in recent years, is the problem of some of the older girls leaving
the path of observance of the commandments. Among those involved in clarification of
this issue, there is agreement that the ideological positions of the religious kibbutz and
its public declarations on questions of society-culture-religion, often lean towards the
secular approach as opposed to the prevailing religious position (enlistment of girls into
the army, the question of public observance of the Shabbat, etc.) (Shapiro, 1991). These
stands caused among the youth a sense of alienation from the other religious streams
and sometimes from religion and its representatives. Because of this, the possibility is
raised to minimize the unique code of the religious kibbutz in order to integrate its
children into the general religious stream. Achituv (1991) opposed this; he admits that
in educating religious-kibbutz youth, there was a humanistic leaning without a
satisfactory accent on the values of religion and its unique claims. However, he calls for
strengthening the unique religious code of the religious kibbutz by segregating it from
the others. He sees the approach that accepts the views of the Halachic sages without
criticism as an unacceptable “fundamentalist approach, despite the danger to the
continuation of accepted religious loyalty”.
From this it appears that the complexity of the perspectives of the interviewees is not a
deviation from the educational line but rather a loyalty to it. The intricate commitment
to the State of Israel, modern society, humanism, and other moral claims, create erosion
of the authority of Halacha and its spokesmen.
The new research said this clearly. Against the background of the post-modern era,
Roccas and Brewer (2002) formulated the concept of ‘social identity complexity’.
According to their approach, the social identity is made up of multiple sub-identities.
The structure of the identity is dependent on how the individual perceives the
connections and the possibility of overlapping among these multiple social identities. If
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there is much overlap is high, the individual will create a relatively simple identity
structure. If there is no or little overlapping, a more complex identity structure will be
created. A conflict is created when multiple identities are perceived as important to a
similar degree or when the values transmitted by the identities are perceived as
contradictory.
The religious Zionists (the religious kibbutz is one of its branches) live in parallel in
two social groups. On the one hand, they belong to a minority group – religious society,
and on the other hand, to the general, secular Israeli society. Double social standing
often creates tension and conflict between the holy and secular. It seems that religiouskibbutz people can be categorized as belonging to a group whose level of conflict from
belonging to different social groups is particularly high. This is because of the
structured balance between the identities. The religious kibbutz is coping with the
question of the location of the movement on the axis of the different streams in Israeli
society: Is it a society whose first loyalty is to religion, to the idea of equality, or to the
modern State of Israel? 144
Along with this, there is room to broaden the circle of observation. Research of
behavioral patterns of the young generation in the U.S. (Keniston, 1970) pointed to the
age of adolescence as “a new phase” in the lives of the young that is characterized by
refusal of socialization and lack of commitment to adult society, to social roles, and to
the lifestyle of the parents. In his opinion, what makes the youths unique is that they are
still not dealing with the questions that adults address. They are at a stage of crossroads
and conflict between the development of their personal identity and the demands of
social order – things that are of great ‘weight’ in a society that is both kibbutz and
religious. With the years, Keniston’s (ibid) research was perceived not as unique to the
time and place where it was conducted, but as a phenomenon that applies to most of the
young of the Western world (Kadosh, 1998).
Adolescents in the moratorium stage take a break from crystallizing their identity. They
are aware of this break, which also includes the absence of dealing with subjects about
which they are undecided. In contrast to the undecided adolescent who invests much
energy in searching and inner struggles, it also emerges in the research that the
144

Threre is an echo of this question in several articales written on educational issu, however
their
main
point is the question of the man or boy on the kibbutz street: Is it not like any secular kibbutz except
for ?addition of the Torah See: Achituv (1991, p. 41).
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transition period of kibbutz youth into maturity is characterized by non-materialistic
individualism, passion for freedom, and avoidance of long-term commitment towards
both kibbutz society and the family. According to Dar (1993), these leanings stem from
the aspiration for autonomy and privacy in a collective society. Why is this feature less
prominent outside the kibbutz? It seems that fulfillment of this leaning also becomes
possible because of conditions supplied by the kibbutz (such as providing a certain
status and economic security, which free them from material burdens). Dar & Gilad
(1992) remark that because the kibbutz today is found in an era of uncertainty, it is
harder for the youth to crystallize their identity, and this leads to the extension of the
intermediate situation and postponement of entry into the adult world. It is possible and
might be concluded that the variety of experiences of the above-mentioned youth
contributes to crystallization of their personal identity but at the same time, the support
that the kibbutz provides them contributes to the extension of this moratorium period. A
research study on this subject will shed more light on this aspect.
These phenomena and processes of kibbutz youth have parallels among religious youth
(Fisherman, 1999). During adolescence, formal thinking develops. One can think of
abstract subjects, “the moral level develops from heteronomous morality towards
autonomous morality, characterized by subjective judgment and the examination of
moral values” (ibid, p. 10). The adolescent boy struggles with questions of faith, and
tests the declarations of his teachers and parents according to his understanding and
experiences. He does not accept slogans on faith on a simple level and especially –
when there is a conflict of values – he is interested in crystallizing his own identity of
beliefs with as little influence of parents and teachers as possible.
The raising of doubts is related to cognitive and emotional aspects: the adolescent
wants autonomy and when he feels that in behavioral subjects (such as the way to
observe the commandments and customs), he is not getting enough autonomy, then he
is pushed towards rebellious behavior. In other words, he conducts ‘a war of
independence related to faith’. Sometimes the adolescent does not behave according to
the norms accepted in society, “out of the desire to examine himself, if he is ready to
adopt these behaviors as part of his personality. Sometimes these behaviors are of a
social nature and afterwards he feels cognitive dissonance” (ibid, p. 11). This
perspective is in line with “To answer you as I am now or as a kibbutz girl?... “ or “You
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pushed me with my back against the wall” – (these are reactions of older girls capable of
metacognition) and on the other hand, it is in line with those who claimed that “It was

my parents’ party” , they did not know any of the outside guests and they complained
about reading a prepared homily.
The expected conclusion is that alienation from the authority of the Halachic sages is
part of opposition to the general authority found in the period and in the liberal spirit of
religious-kibbutz education that goes hand-in-hand with the age of the girls in a period
characterized mainly by the demand for personal autonomy, rejection of authority, and
moving away from the acceptance of commitment.
The expected conclusion of this analysis comes from the whole gamut of impressions
from the interviews. In order to instill an education of values, it has to include
maximum listening to the students and not to merely see them as ‘carriers of values’. In
an open society and at a time when the use of authority is not possible and certainly not
efficient, ways should be found to the students hearts based on showing empathy for
their world, while having a dialogue with them and out of cooperation between the
educators and the students in determining goals and the ways to achieve them. A
distinguished educator 145 already determined at the beginning of the 20

th

century that:

“It is not enough to only teach the boy that he is obligated to listen to the teacher and
that’s it, because this will not help and in the end he will see his rabbi as someone who
is against him, like a foreign dictator. The main thing is to teach him that he, the boy
himself, is the main teacher…”.
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Rabbi Shapira Klomenus (1889-1943), the quote is from his book The Obligation of the Students,
Warsaw, 1932, p. 6.
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Summary
The kibbutz was designated by its founders as a social ideological framework directed
toward a purpose. For this reason, it was closed for ideological and technical reasons.
The ideological reasons focused on the personal side, according to which anyone
joining had to adopt the kibbutz lifestyle and ideology. However, today it is acceptable
to define it from an organizational point of view as an ‘open system’ – open to its
environment and conducting reciprocal relations
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. This change creates new social

challenges for kibbutz continuity. Religious Zionists live in parallel in two social
groups. On the one hand, they belong to a minority group – religious society, and on the
other hand, to general and secular Israeli society. Double social standing creates
conflict between holy and secular, between traditional and novel, and between religious
and secular. It seems that religious-kibbutz people can be categorized as belonging to a
group whose level of conflict between different social standings is particularly high.
Throughout the years, kibbutz education focused its trends to build an identity around
the designation of the role of the kibbutz member, so that the kibbutz framework would
be a natural one for its children. However, the modern era is characterized by lack of
uniformity and by a rise of the individual dimension.
In a basic way and in specific areas, the research sharpens the dilemma of the existence
or absence of appropriate and healthy balance between religious-kibbutz education,
which strives for continuity, and a different aspect of it, which includes the concern for
the personal, intellectual, and emotional development of its children. In the aspects
investigated in this study, different patterns of perception and thought among the
interviewees was found, along with a common array of consciousness. This raised the
possibility of examining the controlling forces that shape this age during this period, as
well as the measure of their influence for the future.
By focusing on isolated points, the research exposes the complexity of coping with the
preservation of values and life norms in a changing society, the central role of
education in the process, while pointing out the nature of the education needed for these
times. The research explains the theoretical and realistic background of the basic issues
standing at the heart of the conflict: society, religion, woman, and the axis of time.
Religious-kibbutz ideology is investigated as a revolutionary movement in social and
146
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religious areas, a movement desiring to bring about reform in the life of man, in the life
of a Jew, in Jewish life, and in the order of religious life. Within this revolution, the big
change of the 20 th century – the status of women – takes an important place. Some of
these revolutions passed their peak and, to a certain degree, the research examines the
ability of a revolutionary group to adjust to the new conflict brought about by this
change. The trend of the research is to study the place of education and the educators in
the intricate surroundings described.
In order to focus the clarification, in-depth interviews were conducted with young
women, all of them graduates of kibbutz education. These interviews exposed the
influences of kibbutz education on the girls, and also the degree to which they
identified with its ‘baggage’ of values. Along with this, ‘fountains of youth’ of selfsearching, desire for freedom, and embarrassments typical of the age, were also
revealed in them. Exposure of the opinions of the interviewees was examined in
comparison to the forecast emerging from research studies on this age group in general
and kibbutz youth in particular. In these interviews, criticism of the kibbutz and
educational system was exposed. A future forecast relating to the possible fate of
instilling the religious-kibbutz values to the next generation, can be drawn from it, as
well as possibilities of improving the various educational systems, and even leading the
way to additional qualitative and statistical researches.
The research focused on two phenomena that, in the past, were considered unique for
religious-kibbutz girls. The first is the Jewish initiation ceremony marking the
transition from childhood to adulthood. In the past, the ceremony was considered boys’
territory only. The kibbutz values of equality brought about the need to propose a
similar ceremony for the girls. Kibbutz customs stand at the intersection between the
need to modernize the custom and, on the other hand, to remain faithful to Halachic
tradition, which limits the possibility of ceremonial equality between boys and girls.
Studying the nature of the ceremony (“Bat Mitzvah”), its components, its partners, as
well as examination of its objectives and their success, exposes that the current
ceremonial structure does not achieve its purposes. Even the comparison itself between
boys and girls is limited to areas in which the family-social foundation is the main thing
and the ideological-socialization foundation is of secondary importance. Incidentally,
not enough emphasis has been put on assimilation of the values in the process of
building the ‘Bat-Mitzvah year’. The research opens a horizon for coping with this
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phenomenon outside the domain of the religious kibbutz and suggests ways to improve
the educational process that envelopes the "rite of passage" ceremony.
The second area that was studied was the learning of Gemara. Throughout most of
Jewish history, Gemara learning was the territory of men only. The religious-kibbutz
schools have been pioneers in including the girls in the learning of Gemara on an equal
basis. This was done from the same value-based considerations that were mentioned
and out of the thought that such learning will act as an important component in the
education of the girls for religious consciousness. Did the experiment succeed? Here,
too, the answer is mostly negative. True, for most of the interviewees a barrier or taboo
was broken and Gemara is not a foreign book to them, but most of them could not point
to the importance of this learning in their religious and Jewish consciousness. Most of
them did not see themselves continuing to learn Gemara after completing high school.
The interviews were in line with many research studies that revealed that there is great
difficulty in incorporating the learning of Gemara in general in religious high schools in
Israel. The joint problems were raised in this research, and a variety of ways was
proposed to improve the learning and make it more accessible, friendly, and significant
for both boy and girl students. Questions were also considered on the suitability of the
girls to learn Gemara in comparison to the boys. Although the research was mainly
qualitative, for the question of success in the Gemara matriculation exam, a statistical
research was conducted that found that the girls’ grades were as good as those of the
boys, and for one type of exam, even better. This revelation led to some secondary
questions about distinguishing between the nature of the girls’ study to that of the boys,
and mainly left an expanse of possibilities for further research.
It is impossible not to emphasize the revolution that took place in the area of Torah
study for women in the last 15 years. This revolution challenges the religious world and
its leaders, and plants hope for religious refreshening that will come from the ranks of
the new female students 147. Education for this challenge might find an appropriate arena
in the religious-kibbutz community and its schools. In the areas that were investigated,
the question of picking up educational messages from the kibbutz schools and society,
was also examined. The value of equality was examined against the accepted religious
norms and against its partial fulfillment in the girls’ lives. It turns out that the kibbutz
system achieved educational success in instilling the value of equality to the girls who
147
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now demand it as an existential right. Along with this, it can be found that they are
more determined to fulfill it in the areas that are accepted in the arena of their lives
(learning Gemara, a Bat-Mitzvah party just like that of the boys). However, in areas in
which the social network is not egalitarian, in actions (such as an aliyah l’Torah for
girls) or consciousness (male or female Gemara teacher) – it emerges that some of them
internalized the limitations of equality and surrendered to what is accepted, and they
accept its absence. However, as mentioned, the prevailing opinion among them reveals
a high level of kibbutz-egalitarian awareness and usually the norm that rules in society
is accepted as the best choice.
The research is based on open interviews during two periods. The first ones were
conducted in the year 1990, in the framework of MSc-degree requirements. Reading the
interviews 15 years later and the recognition of the changes that had occurred during
that period, set into motion the deeper probing into the subject and the second wave of
interviews that took place in 2006. In this range of time, profound changes occurred in
kibbutz and religious society, and also in the religious kibbutz. The changes include
reduction in the values of equality and a rise in the status of the private person on the
kibbutz, as well as intensification of Torah study for women (including the study of
Gemara) and expansion of their inclusion in religious positions. These changes,
reflected in the different statements of the interviewees, lead to a situation in which the
religious kibbutz finds itself in areas in which it was at the frontline of social-religious
innovation, but this time as being led, not as a leader
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. From the variety of statements

of the interviewees and their general approach, the need arises for the development of
listening skills and empathy and their integration into the honest desire to understand
the young generation and its different life experience. It is possible that at first there
will be a sense of loss in the wake of the change of order, but it will lead to
understandings and greater returns in the historical account of connection and
continuity. In this context, it should be mentioned that, for a significant number of the
girls, the open-interview method was like embarking on a journey to get to know
148

Evidence for this is the frustration of one of the leading teachers of the school that was studied,
when she said that the girls from the current generation forgot the revolution. Zruya (2000): “I am not
sure that we are succeeding to bequeath to our children the religious complexity that we chose … in the
years of my education in school, I learned Talmud and felt the uniqueness in that. I felt the revolution, I
was educated on the value of an equal education for boys and girls … and even so, we did not make
enough progress all those years … we were revolutionaries on the subject of education for girls but we
forgot the revolution”. Similarly, responsibility for this point cannot be placed on the girls – the
revolution simply moved on from them …
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themselves in relation to the subjects that came up in the interview. The conversations
and discussions that developed allowed them to be partners in the process of selfevaluation of the premise and ways of thinking to which they were accustomed. The
interview was a kind of window of opportunities for a journey to get to know
themselves and their perception of the surrounding society.
Education is meant to develop respect in the student towards the old tradition, to
preserve it in his consciousness and system of values, but he is also obligated to be
sensitive towards the present and open to the changes being woven towards the future.
Since the general society and the religious society that this research specifically studied
are different societies regarding the things they emphasize, their concepts, and their
lifestyle, this obligates educational and cultural discourse in which objectives will be
redefined and webs untangled, at least for the sake of the children/students.
In conclusion, a word should be added about religious-kibbutz society. Whereas today,
doubts are cast upon values and they are replaced by narratives; in times when
economic, capitalistic and private perspectives rule victorious, societies such as the
religious kibbutz can give hope to a world that is moving further away (Sacks, 1997).
The partial success of the value-based education of this community, as described in the
research, does not come to discourage but rather to adopt the hope that the kibbutz
community will still have something to say in the 21 st century and it will be able to be a
true bridge between the global world and the individual, who feels alone and alienated
against the world. Education will play a central role in this mission.
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