Rav Lebowitz’s article on coeducation brings a rather important issue to the forefront and strives to be nuanced and balanced. While he states clearly before his section of the halachic issues that the classical sources do not deal explicitly with the issue of coeducation, I feel like they are still being somewhat taken out of context for them to be applied to the specific issue. While they do make it clear that Hazal saw a value in not having the sexes mingle too much, they paint a very broad picture that, of one just takes them at face value, would have much wider implications. They seem to suggest a general society where the sexes are constantly being separated as an ideal, an ideal to which I very much doubt Rav Lebowitz would subscribe. The same shulchan aruch that he quoted continues that if one sees a woman in the street, one should run to the side. I imagine that few readers of this journal would think that this is a practice that is orrect for the society in which we live. The famous gemara in sukka about simchat beit hasho’eva could just as well be used to suggest that buses or supermarkets should be separated, an idea that some segments of orthodoxy embrace, but many others would consider unhealthy. Rav Lebowitz tries to deal with this point in footnote 13, by limiting this application of separating sexes to situations involving mitzvot. However, if we were to apply this ideal of separation to all mitzvoth, why does the Levush permit sheva brachot in a mixed setting? Even the Meiri (80b) which does deal with schools, gives the reason that we want to prevent boys and girls talking to each other. This would suggest that we curtail all mingling of the sexes, not just schools, an idea that even many people who favor separate schools might find objectionable in our society. Basically, we live in a different society than the one being described then and the way in which men and women interact has changed. This being the case, one can not just apply these mekorot to specific situations, while admitting that in others their application needs to be modified.
I know that Rav Lebowitz raises the idea of being mekal because of the peritzut in the street (for many more sources, see the discussion about habituation in Tradition fall 2000), but I think this is an unnecessarily negative spin. Those sources are saying that society has changed (at least the Levush is) and not that in a perfect world we would live as they did in the “good old days”, but rather that the way the sexes interact has changed, in many ways in a healthy way, and we need to apply halacha to our society accordingly.

I would also caution against equating all of the poskim that are quoted. While they are all Torah giants and need to be taken seriously, many would advocate for much broader separating of the sexes than just having separate schools. As such, if one does not agree with them in the broader sense, it is not intellectually honest to simply quote them in a narrow sense.

Finally, in terms of the Rav, I certainly understand why one would be cautious about getting involved in the varying oral reports of his position. However, the Rav’s view of what would be considered an inferior education needs to be taken into account. In his letter about teaching women gemara (published in “Community, Covenant, and Commitment” p. 83), the Rav clearly advocates a policy of serious gemara education fro women. The only separate school that I know of in America that does give women the same gemara opportunities as afforded to women in vo-ed schools is Ma’ayanot in Teaneck, a model that has, sadly, yet to be copied. Given that reality, the Rav’s argument for allowing co-education to prevent an inferior education still holds true.

In general, I would think that this is an issue much better dealt with as a question of Torah values and, as Rav Lebowitz said, knowing your community, than as a halachic issue which can be read out of the shulchan aruch.
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