I am grateful to Rabbi Blau for sharing his insights and comments on my article about the Torah perspective on coeducation. I know Rabbi Blau to be an outstanding educator, and a sincere and honest person who undoubtedly writes l’sheim shamayim. In the spirit of “es va’heiv b’sufah”, as well as “lo taguru m’pnei ish,” that occasionally demands taking bold and perhaps unpopular positions particularly to uphold what one believes reflects traditional Torah values, I would like to respond to the many points raised in Rabbi Blau’s letter. For the sake of clarity, I will respond to the points in the order that they were raised, and not in their order of importance.
It should be clear to the reader that circumstances in communities differ from one another and can easily lead to variant conclusions. As I noted in the article, one Rosh HaYeshiva remarked that “there is a different Shulchan Aruch” for New York than there is for schools in smaller Jewish communities. The present discussion is limited to the specific issue of whether coeducation, isolating all other communal, personal, and educational concerns, can be viewed as an ideal in Jewish education.
A. Rabbi Blau argues that the early sources that discourage mingling of the genders cannot be applied specifically to a contemporary educational setting. While I agree that none of these specific sources ought to be applied to prohibit coeducation categorically, they do form a definitive indicator in understanding the attitudes of chazal toward unnecessary mingling of the genders in different contexts. As I pointed out in the article, all of these sources were cited by leading poskim to provide perspective on the traditional Torah view of coeducation

.

B. Rabbi Blau cites the halacha in Shulchan Aruch prohibiting walking behind a woman as an example of how societal changes render the approach of chazal and rishonim toward issues relating to women antiquated. 

In fact, leading poskim have dealt with the specific issue of walking behind women and have explained why it is no longer practiced in its original sense. The Leket Yosher (authored by a student of R’ Yisroel Isserlin, the Terumat HaDeshen) writes that “one may certainly walk behind the wife of a torah scholar or his mother because nowadays we are not too careful about walking behind women”. Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Responsa Minchat Shlomo I:91:23) explains that the halacha not to walk behind a woman addresses a society where it is rare to find a woman walking in the street. Indeed, the precise language employed by the gemara and Shulchan Aruch (Even Haezer 21:1) is that if one “encounters” a woman (“paga”), implying that it would not be the norm. The logic for the halacha is that when one is next to or in front of a woman he will be embarrassed to look at her because she will notice his gaze. When he is behind her, though, he will not be embarrassed to stare at her because she will not realize what he is doing. Considering the amount of women in the streets today, Rabbi Auerbach argues, this halacha is totally inapplicable. When one is in a street with many women, moving from behind one woman will only succeed in placing you behind another.
Societal changes, the futility of “crossing the street” for example, do not abrogate the halakhic principle but adjust its practical application.  While many poskim seek to justify the common practice of walking behind women, in all of my research I was unable to find a single posek who ruled in a similarly broad fashion in the realm of coeducation.

C. Rabbi Blau compares coeducational schools to supermarkets and busses. This comparison is puzzling. Obviously, there is a difference between seeing a person in the street as opposed to a context where extended and meaningful relationships develop. Do people commonly develop an ongoing relationship with random strangers who happen to be with them on the subway or in the supermarket line? How often does somebody send a text message to the man in the produce aisle? By contrast, students who attend classes together each and every day naturally develop close relationships.
One may argue that the student who interacts with members of the opposite gender is better able to develop positive social interactions and is thus less likely to engage in inappropriate behavior. Chazal, however, reached the opposite conclusion. While the gemara in Kiddushin (81a) permits one to be alone with a married woman when her husband is in the city, such permission is not extended to one who is accustomed to being with that particular woman (“gas bah”). Apparently, the danger of sexual impropriety increases with familiarity and inhibitions are more easily overcome, when people are already acquainted.

While in the workplace one is obliged to interact with the opposite gender, one can assume that an adult is better prepared to uphold standards of halakhic conduct than a teenager.

D. Rabbi Blau notes that the context of mitzvot cannot be viewed more severely than other contexts, as the Levush permits mixed seating at sheva berachot. To clarify, I never intended to distinguish between settings of a mitzvah and other social settings.  My intention was merely to associate settings where a spirit of holiness and elevated spiritual sensitivity are necessary, such as the Simchat Beit Ha’shoeva and a yeshiva (see Tosafot Baba Batra 21a s.v. ki). Also, the Levush is not alone in allowing mixed seating in certain settings. Rav Moshe Feinstein (as well as many earlier poskim – see Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society XXXV) permitted mixed seating at weddings, and he marshals support for this position from passages in the Talmud (which he clearly does not consider to be antiquated).  Rav Feinstein does not address why he prohibits coeducation while permitting mixed seating at weddings because the distinction is obvious. A wedding does not afford the opportunity for constant contact between the sexes and relationships generally do not develop beyond cordial polite conversation. (Even then, my experience has been that the people at the table tend to spend the majority of the time conversing with either their own spouses or people of the same gender). In a school (or camp) setting, on the other hand, relationships develop, and frequently grow to a point that the halacha considers inappropriate (I am assuming that all would agree that negiah b’derech chibah - affectionate touching - and inappropriate gazing are halachot in the Shulchan Aruch which still apply in modern times. If we cannot agree on these points there is no common ground between us on which to debate.).
E. Rabbi Blau suggests that the Meiri who prohibits coeducation on the grounds that boys and girls will talk to each other too much, cannot be applied to modern times where frequent social interaction is to be encouraged. I don’t understand the premise. While there is no doubt that “many people who favor separate schools might find” preventing boys and girls from socializing to be “objectionable”, the halacha clearly and unequivocally has a different view. From the comment of the Mishnah to avoid speaking excessively to women, to the rulings of all contemporary poskim, the tone and content of rabbinic literature suggests to limit interaction between boys and girls. I do not believe that individuals with sensibilities that are not informed by a Torah perspective can alone impact educational decisions of this magnitude.

F. Rabbi Blau argues that the way in which men and women interact has changed for the better, and the halacha should therefore respond with a more permissive attitude toward such relationships. I do not know of any evidence to suggest that our society is less sexually charged than it had been in the past. It seems to me that women are more objectified in our culture than ever before. Therefore, if anything, the risks are greater in taking a too permissive attitude. To suggest that man’s sexual desires can be more easily controlled in our day and age than in the days of chazal seems to be an argument made from idealism rather than reality. 
G. Rabbi Blau argues that those sources who adjust certain halachot based on the peritzut we find in the street do not view the change in culture toward peritzut as a necessarily negative development. I simply have a different reading of the sources, and find it hard to believe that these societal changes were embraced by the poskim (see, for example, Aruch Hashulchan Orach Chaim 75:7 who states “and now let us scream about the indecency of our generation in our many sins, that it has been many years that daughters of Israel have breached the boundaries of this sin and go with exposed heads. All who have screamed about this have not helped… woe unto us that this has happened in our generation”).

H. Rabbi Blau suggests that it was “not intellectually honest” to cite poskim whose views on many other issues would not be accepted by many communities. Aside from the impossibility of writing a thorough halakhic article without quoting any chareidi rabbis, I found the implication that there are more modern poskim who would look favorably at coeducation to be highly inaccurate. One of the most remarkable points about this topic is that although they vary in the degree to which they discourage it, rabbis ranging in hashkafic outlook from Rav Aharon Kotler to Rav Aharon Lichtenstien, from Rav Shmuel Vosner to Rav Shlomo Aviner; all maintain similarly negative views on coeducation as an ideal. Indeed, I could not find a single recognized rabbinic authority who was willing to “go on record” endorsing coeducation as an ideal. Thus, the accusation of intellectual dishonesty seems to be pointing in the wrong direction.
I. Rabbi Blau argues that Rav Soloveitchik held the need for women to be educated at the highest possible levels to be paramount. Rabbi Blau correctly identifies one of the very few single gender schools who actually live up to Rav Soloveitchik’s high demands for women’s education. Rav Soloveitchik’s view of women’s education is something that he spoke and wrote about very publicly, leaving no doubt as to his personal position. Nevertheless, two critical points are in order: First, many of the single gender schools do not provide high level gemara classes for girls, not because they are unable to do so without coed classes, but because they do not want to. Rav Soloveitchik’s opinion, formidable as it is, was disputed by other authorities, many of whom are followed by these schools. It is unfair to suggest that the failure of girls schools to provide high level gemara education is owed to the fact that there are no boys in the gemara classes. Second, while coed schools may level the playing field between boys and girls gemara learning, this is often achieved through decreased standards for the boys rather than increased standards for the girls.  As Rav Lichtenstein notes “the aspiration for yirat shamayim and for lomdut - that is what a 14, 15 year old has to have on his mind. He’s got more of that on his mind in a non-coeducational school than in a coeducational school.”
Of course, as I wrote in the article, each community has to make their own decisions based on their unique set of circumstances. I would never, God forbid, criticize any institution where Torah is taught sincerely and decisions are made based on the guidance of competent rabbinic and educational leaders. One should also be wary of generalizing from perspective on an educational setting involving the development of our next generation to other business and community settings.
In closing, I would like to thank Rabbi Blau for reading my article and for providing his insights. I certainly appreciate the opportunity to clarify these issues. I hope that the unbiased reader will appreciate the views of major rabbinic leaders on this important issue. I wish Rabbi Blau continued hatzlacha in his efforts to be marbitz torah to Klal Yisroel.
Respectfully,

Aryeh Lebowitz
