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Tradition and Revolution: The Story

of the Founding of the Bais Yaakov
Movement
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Part A
Women and the Study of Torah

1) Rabbi Dr. Jacob ]. Schacter, “Facing the Truths of History,” Torah U-Madda Journal,
Vol. 8, (RIETS, 1998-1999), p. 217

e Sefer Mekor Barukb, the memoirs of R. Barukh Halevi Epstein,
most well known as the author of the Torah Temimah commentary on
the Torah, contains a great deal of information about Jewish life in
Eastern Europe in the second half of the nineteenth century. Particu-
larly valuable are his descriptions of the leading gedolei Yisrael of the
time, especially that of his uncle, R. Naphtali Zevi Yehudah Berlin (the
Neziv) and the members of his family. This book contains an entire
chapter on Mrs. Rayna Batya, daughter of R. Izele Volozhiner, grand-
daughter of R. Hayyim Volozhiner and first wife of the Neziv.®' At the
beginning of his presentation, R. Epstein describes the books that she
read:
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An English “rendering” of this volume appeared in 1988 which con-
tains the following version of this statement: “It was her habit to sit by
the oven in the kitchen—even in the summertime—next to a table
piled high with seforim. These included a Tanach, Ein Yaacov, vari-
ous midrashim, Menoras HaMaor, Kav HaYashar, Tzemach Dovid,
Shevet Yebudah, and many other books of this nature.” Conspicuous
by their absence are the references to Mishnayot and sifrei Aggadabh.
While the subject of women studying Torah she-be‘al peb is still a con-
troversial one in the Orthodox community, there is no doubt that this
great woman—wife, daughter and granddaughter of the most illustri-
ous rashei yeshiva of the greatest yeshiva in nineteenth century Eu-
rope—at least read, if not studied, that literature.®




The Halachic Discussion
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The Gemara asks: And from where do we
derive that she is not obligated to teach
herself? The Gemara answers: As it is written:
“And you shall teach [velimadtem],” which can
be read as: And you shall study [ulmadtem],
which indicates that whoever others are
commanded to teach is commanded to teach
himself, and whoever others are not
commanded to teach is not commanded to
teach himself. And from where is it derived that
others are not commanded to teach a woman?
As the verse states: “And you shall teach them
to your sons” (Deuteronomy 11:19), which
emphasizes: Your sons and not your daughters.
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The mishna limits the scope of the previous
statement: If she has merit, it delays
punishment for her and she does not die
immediately. There is a merit that delays
punishment for one year, there is a larger merit
that delays punishment for two years, and
there is a merit that delays punishment for
three years. From here Ben Azzai states: A
person is obligated to teach his daughter Torah,
so that if she drinks and does not die
immediately, she will know that some merit she
has delayed punishment for her. Rabbi Eliezer
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says: Anyone who teaches his daughter Torah is
teaching her promiscuity [tiflut].
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The “Heter” of the Chafetz Chaim
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'R. Joshua ben Alexander HaCohen Falk (1555-1614) was a Polish Halakhist and Talmudist
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(Published in 1921?%)
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Rabbi Eliezer says, “Whoever teaches his daughter Torah teachers her tiflut.” You thought [actual] tiflut?
Rather [it is] as if he teaches her tiflut. R. Abbahu says, “What is R. Eliezer’s reason? It is written, ‘I, wisdom,
dwell with cunning,** When wisdom enters a person, cunning enters with it.” And how do the Rabbis
understand “I, wisdom”? The verse is needed for [the interpretation] of R. Yossi b. Rabbi Haninah, for R.
Yossi b. R"H says, “The words of Torah stand permanently only for the person who makes himself naked for
them, as it is written, ‘I, wisdom, dwell with nakedness.” In any event, the reasoning of R. Eliezer is not
thereby rejected, and the halakha is according to his statement. [Later] rabbis said that “Torah” here
refers davka to the Oral Torah. But even though the Written Torah should not be taught to one’s
daughter ab initio,*** [teaching her Written Law] is not as if one teachers her tiflut. And women are
obligated to learn from the Oral Torah the laws that pertain to them.

[The asterisks refer to footnotes on this passage]

ISP 1aamtr JEB 15) DIOM £Ap WIE PED 3T P B> ALY oY Taln o1 Bp £7o 1ol mwn (ov
G q7 PIMmD) PID P £ AN B3 NN DWIBD 1INPAL DHSPD BWDD3 Apd B3 M o
WPE 3703 1UPD 17T 1D DMH ME3 1oy 179Y pEds af p7azds mDp O oF P 1A

7061 706 52 35H AP DID DD MHD PIIPY OIS DIPN3 37 DD TR d3E wuks oumrs APIT M 337 A (e
Teom owp Tndn A2 amd o 1D Br3 J7am 9h 36E 05D Wbpn vANA 1ITE 1IN 3nnd)
B> vpidh 0P 97 WC WD o MR MBn qorIey PAD PIPE D7D Kpd> Y36 BeED Dk Y namems

2D VIDIN DA3INSY O D3 EPID DM D37 DN AN DMWY IEN I0D TN Inip JUMINE 1M DD
1376 0% 10 3p 90367 Bpd s Jup BXSH PNBME 11> aMIN NBRD PR WY MdH HoDD PO
£ p1d vy B Yo v 7

**According to this, one should be even more careful not to teach boys and girls flippant writings and
romances, which consume their heart and soul. One who reads them regularly is in the category of one who
reads external books, who was treated with great severity by our sages, as is in the beginning of Helek
(Sanhedrin 90). It makes no difference whether they are published in the Holy Tongue or the vernacular.
See S. A. Orah Hayyim.307:16, and in the Mishnah Berurah ad loc.

% The date of this publication is debated. Benjamin Brown, dating the statement to 1911, suggests that it was
instrumental in the founding of the first Bait Yaakov school in 1917 by Sarah Schenirer in Krakéw. Haym
Soloveitchik, dating the text to 1918. However, most recently, Rachel Menakin argues it was published in
1921-1922, after Bais Yaakov was already a fact on the ground. See Rachel Manekin and Charles (Bezalel)
Manekin, “The Hafetz Hayyim’s Statement on Teaching Torah to Girls in Likutei Halakhot: Literary and
Historical Context,” The Seforim Blog (May 27, 2020).



8) The Footnote

It would seem to me that this (prohibition)
is only at those times of history when
everyone lived in the place of his ancestors
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and the ancestral tradition was very strong
for each individual, and this motivated him
to act in the manner of his forefathers as it
is written, “Ask your father and he will tell
you.” In this situation we can say that
women may not study Torah and she will
learn how to conduct herself by emulating
her righteous parents. However, nowadays,
when ancestral tradition has become
exceptionally weak...surely it is a great
mitzvah to teach [women] Chumash,
Nevi'im and Ketuvim, and the ethical
teachings of our sages such as Pirkei Avot,
Menorat haMaor, and the like so that they
will internalize our sacred faith because [if
we do not adopt this educational course]
they are prone to abandon the path of God,
Heaven forbid.
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9) Shut Divrei Yatziv, Yoreh Deah, no. 140
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10) R. Yoel Tittelbaum, VaYoel Moshe p. 452
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11) Rebbetzin Danielle S. Leibowitz with Devora Gliksman, Rebbetzin Vichna Kaplan:
The Founder of the Bais Yaakov Movement in America (2016), p. 92-93

in Cracow had been es-

bhshed the Brisker Rav wrote
garah Schenirer asking that she

d a Bais Yaakov teacher to
ank Two of the early students
were his own daughters, Lifsha

and Gittel.
| was privileged to speak with some

members of Rebbetzin Lifsha (Soloveit-
chik) Feinstein’s family. They told me the

following story:
Lifsha once accompanied her father Ba.isﬂ:’aakov of Brisk at their colonia (retreat),
. e equivalent to summer camp, often
to Krenitz, @ popular retreat for the organized by the Bais Yaakov teachers.

rabbanim and Admorim of Poland. One
evening, while Lifsha and her friend Temma Sorotzkin were in the
salon, they recognized Sarah Schenirer, who was clearly there to
collect money for Bais Yaakov.

“Let’s help her,” the two girls decided, and they tried to come
up with ideas of how to solicit funds. Then Rav Meir Shapiro,
the Lubliner Rav, entered the room. Lifsha knew that he was a
big advocate of Bais Yaakov and she decided to ask him for a
donation. As the young girls approached him, Lifsha detected
flicker of recognition in the Rav’s eyes. “He knows who | am!’ she
thought excitedly. This was not surprising, as many of the rab-
banim sought out her father during his stay in Krenitz, and she
was usually near him.

The Lubliner Rav listened to her short speech and gave her @
generous donation: agotdwhwathﬂwmbiesmenhmm“‘
to the rabbanim ' sa w who this child




12) Lebowitz and Glicksman, Ibid., p. 109-110

i Lisha (Sol0VeNh) Feinstein often reminisce iy .
s lessons were Something specia; her performances were gy ;gh:em “Morah
¢ Yosef Hatzaddik, was pamcu:'ar!){ Popular. We were ol CErt.ai n; Musical pjqy,
u Schenirer was the author but, either way, it yqs captivatin " if Morah jsg,,
orF";ﬂ er Rav] did not allow his daughters to get yp o g !-‘:';a i h my father
;:;mducﬁon. The theTe song was so moving, the lyrics were 50 beau:z "‘:"""'Ed in
Soeop o o * ey hove
Rebbetzin Feinstein contmuefi smgmg' the song long after she became .
gelow are the lyrics translated into English; grandmothery
My dear son Yosef, sit next to me for g while,
From all of your brothers, | love you most, my child,
All that I've learned, and all that | know,
To you, my dear Yosef'ke, I will teach, bestow,
Take with you this sefer, a reminder in hand,
For with it you will be, wandering from land to land.
An almost prophetic refrain. Didn’t my own Rebbetzin Kaplan "wander from Jand to
land” with her mentor’s teachings in her hand?

fisen

Unlike most Bais Yaakov schools, Bais Yaakov of Brisk was a full-day
program with the Bais Yaakov teachers teaching limudei kodesh and limudei
thol. One day, a representative from the Polish board of education came to
inspect the school. His goal was to see that the secular subjects were up to
par, since they replaced attendance in a government school. He sat in on
the classes, observed the teachers and their interactions with their pupils,
andassessed the overall quality of the education.

In one of the classes, the girl called upon to come up in front of the
class and answer questions about Polish geography and hﬁmm'ﬂ'
¢Ptional poise and knowledge. She should be attending a presti e
" teinspector marveled to himself.
- Whatis her name?” the ir




in the school in any way, nor did he consider his move a sign of djgy
He even allowed Lifsha to continue to be involved with Bais Yaakgy . .-
outsider — helping Morah Eisen with her plays, discussing ideag with b,
and learning from her in the privacy of their home. Nonetheless, he cy.
not allow his daughter to be in a school where there was any sort of gy
side influence that might be a temptation. As long as he could not keep-_
inspectors out of Bais Yaakov,* his daughters WOtﬂjﬁgﬂg_—mmﬁﬁ
tend — even though the school was under his own auspices. 3
~ Vichna absorbed the lesson that no one said openly but that she .
nately understood. Without loud proclamations or undue fanfare, the
Brisker Rav acted swiftly when he felt that action was called for. While
the Rav had his detractors among those who considered him unne
zealous, Vichna was never one of them, even when it was her beloved Bais
Yaakov that was (indirectly) considered wanting. She had only increased
admiration: The Brisker Rav was taking his daughter out of the school he
had established because he felt that it was not the right thing for his family.
His pursuit of truth was not theoretical; it ruled his daym
Every situation had to be reevaluated to see if it was in keeping with what
was right and true. The Brisker Rav had opened Bais Yaakov in Brisk for
the benefit of Klal Yisrael. That decision was correct and true. When he
decided that his daughters would be better off at home, he pulled them out
softly, without impugning the school’s reputation. He continued to serve
as its guide, for he truly valued Bais Yaakov and its role in saving girls from
the temptations of the world around them. ) O it
- The Brisker Rav did not open Bais Yaakov ex emngsmhﬁm;
_ kol " o _.
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Part B

From Revolution To Institution

The Teacher Training Seminaries: The Second Arm of Bais Yaakov Movement

Ghetto Fighters' House

-

Students at the Krakow Seminary
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1928 marked the third year of the summer professionalization course for Bais Yaakov teachers, and
the first year at the resort town of Rabka.

Chutto Fightmrx' Bowsm 2 . —ry

1928 in Rabka
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14) Seidman, p. 93
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15) Seidman, 94
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16) Seidman, p. 105

15



Bais Yaakov Culture and the Bais Yaakov Productions
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