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Chapter One: Exploring “Honor Your Father and Mother” in Rabbinic texts. 

Brief Word Study 

In this chapter, I will briefly explore how the commandment to "Honor your father 

and mother" evolved from the Tanakh to the modern era. It first appears in Exodus 

20:12, as one of the ten commandments. It reappears in a similar form during the 

retelling in Deuteronomy 19:16, and in another, slightly different form in Leviticus 19:3.  I 

will start with a brief word-study. Below are the commandments’ first two appearances, 

including my translations. 

Exodus 20:12 

ל   יָך עַַּ֚ ןַ֙ יַּאֲרִכּ֣ון יָמֶֶ֔ עַּ ַ֙ ָך לְמַּ יָך וְאֶת־אִמֶֶּ֑ ד אֶת־אָבִִ֖ ֵּ֤ ב  כַּ
ך ן לָָֽ ֵּ֤ יָך נֹת  ה אֲשֶר־יְהֹוָהֵּ֤ אֱֹלהִֶ֖  ׃ְהָאֲדָמֶָ֔

 

Honor your father and your mother, so 
that your days will be long-numbered 
upon the land that Adonai, your God, is 
giving you. 

 
Deuteronomy 19:16 

יָך   ר צִּוְָךִ֖ יְהֹוָה֣ אֱֹלהֶֶּ֑ אֲשֵֶּ֤ ָך כַּ יָךַ֙ וְאֶת־אִמֶֶ֔ ד אֶת־אָבִַ֙ ֵּ֤ כַּב 
ן  עַּ ֣ ה  ׀לְמַּ אֲדָמֶָ֔ ל הָָֽ ְך עַַּ֚ ב לֶָ֔ יטַּ ןַ֙ יִ֣ עַּ ַ֙ יָך ּולְמַּ ֣ן יָמֶֶ֗ יַּאֲרִיכ 

ך ן לָָֽ ֵּ֤ יָך נֹת   ׃ ְאֲשֶר־יְהֹוָהֵּ֤ אֱֹלהִֶ֖
 

Honor your father and your mother, as 
Adonai, your God, commanded you, so 
that your days will be long-numbered, and 
so that you will do well upon the land that 
Adonai, your God, is giving you. 

 
Per Brown, Driver, and Briggs (BDB), ד  ,”or “kaved” stems from the meaning “heavy כ�ב .

or to “be heavy”. For example, kaved appears in the Passover narrative, describing one 

of the ways in which Pharaoh reneges. Specifically, kaved is applied to Pharaoh’s heart, 

as an idiom to describe how Pharaoh stubbornly refuses to follow through on his 

promises to the Israelites. For example, in Exodus 7:14: 

ח  ל�ֵּ֥ ן לְש� א � ה מ  רְעֶֹּ֑ ב פ� ֣ ד ל  ה כָב � אמֶר יְהֹוָה� אֶל־מֹשֶ� ֵֹּ֤ ו�י
ם  ׃ הָעָ�

Adonai said to Moses, “Pharaoh’s heart is 
heavy; he refuses to send off the people” 
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When applied to a person, kaved connotes a sense of honor. One can imagine the 

sense of kaved et expanding from “to be heavy with someone” to “honor someone. 

 The other time the formal commandment appears, outside the giving of the ten 

commandments in Leviticus 19:3, there are two notable differences. 

Leviticus 19:3 

או  וֹ וְאָבִיו� תִירָ� יש אִמֵּ֤  ּאִ֣
 

You shall, every man/person, revere your 
mother and your father 

 
First, and as will be discussed in more detail later, the order of father and mother 

reverses, with mother occurring first. The other difference is the use of the verb  או  ,ּתִירָ�

stemming from the root:  א -ר  -י , or א  yareh”, meaning to revere. Per BDB, the“ ,יָר 

primary sense of yareh is to fear, although it can also mean “to stand in awe of” or “to 

revere”, as it does here. Thus, as a starting point, the commandment can be 

summarized as: honor and revere (kibbud and yirah) your father and your mother. Let 

us continue by examining the commandment’s treatment in the Mishnah. 

Mishnah 

 The commandment appears to be directly referenced three times, most 

substantively in Mishnah Peah 1:1: 

בִכוּרִים,   אָה, וְה� פ  ין לָהֶם שִעוּר. ה� לוּ דְבָרִים שֶא  א 
לְמוּד תוֹרָה.  אָי�ן, וּגְמִילוּת חֲסָדִים, וְת�  וְהָר 

 
 
 

זֶה  יהֶן בָעוֹלָם ה� ר�ת  לוּ דְבָרִים שֶאָדָם אוֹכ ל פ  א 
בָא.  יֶמֶת לוֹ לָעוֹלָם ה� קֶרֶן ק� םוְה�  ,כִבוּד אָב וָא 

ר�,   חֲב  ין אָדָם ל� ת שָלוֹם ב  וּגְמִילוּת חֲסָדִים, ו�הֲבָא�
לְמוּד תוֹרָה כְנֶגֶד כ לָם  :וְת�

 

These things are unquantifiable: the peah 
[the corner], the first fruits, the 
pilgrimages, g’milut chasadim [acts of 
generosity beyond the call of duty], and 
studying Torah. 
These are the things that a person 
consumes as interest in this world, and 
the principal as established in the world to 
come: honoring one’s father and mother, 
g’milut chasadim, and bringing peace 
between a person and his friend, and 
studying Torah, is equal to them all. 
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The Mishnah situates the commandment amidst a discussion of actions that are 

unquantifiable or entail the bulk of their reward via time-delayed gratification. Honoring 

one’s father and mother is grouped within the latter. The commandment is phrased 

solely with kibbud without yireh, perhaps because kibbud is the phrasing from the ten 

commandments, and thus a more popular reference. The specific metaphor describing 

the reward from kibbud Av v’ Em is that of principal, the  קֶרֶן, and interest, רוֹת  The .פ 

latter is consumed while one is alive, and the former is reserved for after one passes on, 

in the world to come. At a minimum, this framing suggests the Mishnah views the 

commandment pragmatically: while there is ongoing ”reward” for honoring one’s parents 

while they live, the core of the reward occurs in the world to come. Furthermore, it 

suggests the Rabbis of the Tannaitic era conceived of honoring parents as an unselfish 

act, insofar as the tangible benefits primarily accrued to others. In this sense, observing 

the commandment is paired aptly with g’milut chasadim, acts of generosity beyond the 

call of duty. Meanwhile, the commandment is also compared to studying Torah, which 

while unselfish, is better construed as an act of service, toward oneself, toward God, 

etc. Said another way, the Mishnah portrays studying Torah as akin to “virtue is its own 

reward”, and it presents honoring one's parents in the same frame. All told, it frames 

honoring one's parents as unselfish and virtuous. 

The commandment also appears in Mishnah Keritot 6:9, where it features among 

a discussion of paired-items that arise in scripture: 

ר, כְבָשִים קוֹדְמִין לָעִזִים בְכָל   בִי שִמְע�ן אוֹמ  ר�
ר   לְמוּד לוֹמ� הֶן. ת� בְחָרִין מ  ן מ  מָקוֹם. יָכוֹל מִפְנ י שֶה 
ד  טָאת, מְל�מ  )ויקרא ד(, וְאִם כֶבֶש יָבִיא קָרְבָנוֹ לְח�

 .שֶשְנ יהֶם שְקוּלִין
 

 

Rabbi Shimon says, sheep precede goats 
in every place [in the Torah]. Might it be 
because they are more chosen than 
them. The verse states: “and if one brings 
a sheep as his sin-offering”; it teaches 
that the two of them are equal. 
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ן    תוֹרִין קוֹדְמִין לִבְנ י יוֹנָה בְכָל מָקוֹם. יָכוֹל מִפְנ י שֶה 

ר )שם יב(, וּבֶן יוֹנָה אוֹ   לְמוּד לוֹמ� הֶן. ת� בְחָרִים מ  מ 
ד שֶשְנ יהֶן שְקוּלִין טָאת, מְל�מ    .תֹר לְח�

 
 
 

ף   ם בְכָל מָקוֹם. יָכוֹל שֶכְבוֹד הָאָב עוֹד  ם לָא  הָאָב קוֹד 
ר )שם יט(, אִיש אִמוֹ  לְמוּד לוֹמ� ם, ת� ע�ל כְבוֹד הָא 

ד שֶשְנ יהֶם שְקוּלִים   .וְאָבִיו תִירָאוּ, מְל�מ 
 
 
 
 

ם בְכָל  ם לָא  מָקוֹם,  אֲבָל אָמְרוּ חֲכָמִים, הָאָב קוֹד 
לְמוּד   יָבִין בִכְב�ד אָבִיו. וְכ ן בְת� מִפְנ י שֶהוּא וְאִמ� ח�

ם אֶת הָאָב בְכָל  ב, קוֹד  ן לִפְנ י הָר� ב  תוֹרָה, אִם זָכָה ה�
בו  יָבִין בִכְב�ד ר�    :ֹמָק�ם, מִפְנ י שֶהוּא וְאָבִיו ח�

 
Doves precede pigeons in every place. 
Might it be because they are more chosen 
than them. The verse states: “a pigeon or 
a dove as a sin-offering; it teaches that 
the two of them are equal. 
 
The father precedes the mother in every 
place. Might it be that the father’s honor is 
better than the mother’s honor. The verse 
states “Every man, his mother and his 
father, you shall revere”; it teaches that 
the two of them are equal. 
 
However, the sages said, the father 
precedes the mother in every place, 
because he and his mother are obligated 
in honoring his father. And [it is] thusly 
with regards to studying Torah; if the son 
was privileged before the master, [the 
master] precedes the father in every 
place, because he and his father are 
obligated in honoring his master. 

 
This Mishnah occurs after an extended discussion of sin-offerings, featuring sheep, 

goats, doves, and pigeons. The discussion repeatedly returns to the theme that an 

offering should be commensurate with a person’s means. However, the Mishnah 

concludes the conversation by specifying that both types of animals or birds these 

varying pairs are, in and of themselves, of equal value as offerings. One hypothesis is 

that the Mishnah is seeking to be sensitive regarding Jews’ financial status: to indirectly 

reinforce that a less expensive sin-offering does not make it better or worse than a more 

expensive one. In addition, Rabbi Shimon claims that “doves precede pigeons” and 

“father precedes mother” in every place. However, his source texts conclusively prove 

these claims are false. Putting forth the patently false starting point as a claim, opposed 

to a supposition, is surprising. The Mishnah continues by establishing the relative 
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priority of fathers amongst the trios of father/mother/child and father/child/child’s-

teacher. Father precedes mother and child since the latter two are both commanded to 

honor the former. But a child’s teacher precedes a child and the child’s father, since the 

latter two are commanded to honor the former. 

 The third location is Mishnah Nedarim 9:1, where the commandment comes up in 

reference to keeping vows. The Mishnah decides that a vow concerning one’s parents 

could potentially be retracted, should the vow impact one’s ability to honor them: 

ר, פוֹתְחִין לָאָדָם בִכְב�ד אָבִיו וְאִמ�.   בִי אֱלִיעֶזֶר אוֹמ  ר�
 ו�חֲכָמִים א�סְרִין.  

 
 
 

ד שֶפוֹתְחִין לוֹ בִכְב�ד אָבִיו וְאִמ�,   בִי צָדוֹק, ע� ר ר� אָמ�
מָקוֹם,    יִפְתְחוּ לוֹ בִכְבוֹד ה�

 
 
 
 
 

ין נְדָרִים.   אִם כ ן א 
 

ין   ינוֹ לְב  בִי אֱלִיעֶזֶר בְדָבָר שֶב  וּמוֹדִים חֲכָמִים לְר�
 ֹאָבִיו וְאִמ�, שֶפוֹתְחִין לוֹ בִכְב�ד אָבִיו וְאִמו 

Rabbi Eliezer says, they offer a person an 
opening to retract a vow, by [considering] 
honoring his father and mother. But, the 
sages prohibit [this approach]. 
 
Rabbi Tzadok says, in lieu of offering him 
an opening to retract a vow in 
[comparison to] honoring one’s father and 
mother, they will offer him an opening to 
retract a vow by [considering] honoring 
God.  
 
If thus, there are no vows.  
 
The sages agree with Rabbi Eliezer, in a 
matter between him and his father and 
mother, that they offer an opening to 
retract a vow by [considering] honoring 
his father and mother. 

 
The Mishnah initially explores Rabbi Eliezer’s perspective that any vow could be 

retracted, should it impact one’s ability to kibbud Av v’Em. The Mishnah decides this is 

invalid, because it is too broad. Their proof occurs by extending this logic to the 

foremost commandment, as phrased by Rabbi Tzadok: that any vow could be retracted 

if it impacted a person’s ability to honor God. The Mishnah concludes that if this criteria 

were implemented, then there would be no vows at all, since virtually every vow could 
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be construed as impacting one’s ability to honor God. Thus, the Mishnah narrows the 

scope of Rabbi Eliezer’s perspective, indicating that only a vow specific to one’s parents 

might entail a path to retracting it, should it impact one’s ability to honor them. The 

Mishnah prioritizes this commandment and is sensitive to its diminishment. 

 All told, the Mishnah does not address how to implement kibbud Av v’Em. It 

teaches that carrying it out is similar to talmud Torah, studying Torah, because although 

it is rewarding to do, the bulk of the reward is in the world to come. The Mishnah also 

reinforces the priority of kibbud Av v’Em as not quite the same priority as 

commandments regarding Avodah, serving God. By contrast, the Gemara does concern 

itself with how kibbud Av v’Em is put into practice.  

Gemara 

 Like the Gemara itself, its references to kibbud Av v’Em are extensive. In this 

brief study, I will analyze some examples where the Gemara directly addresses kibbud 

Av v’Em, focusing on Kiddushin 30b-31a in the Babylonian Talmud, which features a 

multi-faceted discussion of honoring one’s father and mother, honoring God, and how 

they relate to one another. As we will see, ultimately the Gemara reaches similar 

conclusions to those in Mishnah Keritot 6:9: honoring and revering one’s father and 

mother are of equal merit, bounded by specific situations, such as when a woman is 

bound by someone else’s authority. The preceding conversation outlines the 

responsibilities a father has toward his son, and it almost incidentally bridges into kibbud 

Av v’Em as a means of discerning whether a mother is similarly obligated as father 

toward their son: 

אי כ�ל  ן וְכוּ׳. מ� ב  כ�ל מִצְ�ת הָאָב ע�ל ה�
ימָא כֹל  ן? אִיל  ב  מִצְ�ת הָאָב ע�ל ה�

[quoting the Mishnah] “all mitzvot of a father toward 
his son, etc.” What is meant by “all mitzvot of a father 
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ד מִצְוָ  בָא לְמִיעְב� י�יב א� תָא דְמִיח�
יָיבוֹת  יהּ נָשִים ח� נְיָא: הָאָב   –לִבְר  וְהָת�

יָיב בִבְנוֹ לְמוּלוֹ וְלִפְדוֹת�. אָבִיו    –ח�
ין, אִמוֹ  לאֹ – א   

 
 

ר: כ�ל  ב יְהוּדָה, הָכִי קָאָמ� ר ר� אָמ�
ן ל�  ב  מוּטָלֹת ע�ל ה� עֲשוֹת  מִצְ�ת הָאָב ה�

לְאָבִיו, אֶחָד אֲנָשִים וְאֶחָד נָשִים 
בָנ�ן:   יָיבִין. תְנ ינָא לְהָא דְתָנוּ ר� ח�

ין לִי אֶלָא אִיש, אִשָה   –״אִיש״  א 
ר ״תִירָאוּ״  י   –מִנ�יִן? כְשֶהוּא אוֹמ  הֲר 

 .כָאן שְנ�יִם
 

ר ״אִיש״?  לְמוּד לוֹמ�   –אִם כ ן מָה ת�
ין   עֲשוֹת, אִשָה א  ק בְיָדוֹ ל� אִיש סִיפ 

ק בְיָדָהּ  עֲשוֹת, מִפְנ י שֶרְשוּת סִיפ  ל�
ר אָבִין   ב אִידִי ב� ר ר� רִים עָלֶיהָ. אָמ� אֲח 

ב: נִתְגָרְשָה, שְנ יהֶם שָוִים ר ר�  אָמ�

toward his son”? If we say, all mitzvot that a father is 
obligated to do for his sons, women are obligated? 
But it is taught [in a baraita] the father is obligated for 
his son, to circumcise him, and to redeem him. His 
father - Yes! His mother - no! 
 
Rav Yehuda said, this is what it [the Mishnah] says: 
all mitzvot of the father incumbent upon the son to do 
for his father, both men and women are obligated. We 
already learned this, as our sages taught “man” [from 
Leviticus 19.3], I have only derived “man”, from where 
is “woman” derived”? When it says “ ּתִירָאו” behold, 
here two [are obligated; man and woman] 
 
If thus, what [does it mean] when the verse says 
“man”? A man, it is in his power to do; a woman, it is 
not in her power to do, because others’ authority is 
upon her. Rav Idi son of Avin said in the name of Rav: 
If she is divorced, the two of them are equal.  

 
As mentioned above, the thrust of this discussion revolves around a father’s obligations 

toward his son. The Gemara segues into the question of whether a mother is similarly 

obligated, signals, via the technical term “ימָא  that the conclusion might erroneously ,”אִיל 

be “not so”, then brings in yirat Av v’Em as a proof text. I.e., it cites the plural verb,  

 to conclude that both men and women are obligated. Interestingly, the Gemara תִּירָאו

concludes with a similar codicil as Mishnah Keritot 6:9, noting that a man and a woman 

are technically equally obligated when a woman is divorced, since in that scenario, she 

would not be under her husband’s authority and could use her time and resources to 

honor her parents. 

 The Gemara immediately proceeds to a discussion of how honoring one’s 

Parents compares to honoring God. 

ד אֶת אָבִיךָ  ר: ״כ�ב  בָנ�ן: נֶאֱמ� תָנוּ ר�
ד אֶת ה׳  ר: ״כ�ב  וְאֶת אִמֶךָ״, וְנֶאֱמ�

ם  כָתוּב כִבוּד אָב וָא  הוֹנֶ�״, הִשְוָה ה� מ 

Our sages taught [in a Bariata], it is stated “honor 
your father and your mother” [Exodus 20:11], and it is 
stated “honor Adonai, from your wealth” [Mishlei 3:9]. 
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מָקוֹם  .לִכְבוֹד ה�
 
 

ר: ״אִיש אִמוֹ וְאָבִיו תִירָאוּ״,   נֶאֱמ�
ר: ״אֶת ה׳ אֱלֹהֶיךָ תִירָא וְאֹתוֹ  וְנֶאֱמ�

כָתוּב מ� עֲבֹד״, הִשְוָה ה� ת אָב  ת� רָא�
מָקוֹם ת ה� ם לְמוֹרָא�  .וָא 

 
 

ל אָבִיו וְאִמוֹ מ�ת יוּמָת״,   ל  ר: ״מְק� נֶאֱמ�
ל אֱלֹהָיו  ל  ר: ״אִיש אִיש כִי יְק� וְנֶאֱמ�

כָתוּב בִרְכ�ת  וְנָשָא חֶטְא�״, הִשְוָה ה�
מָקוֹם. אֲבָל  ם לְבִרְכ�ת ה� אָב וָא 

אי אִי אֶפְשָר כָאָה ו�ד�  .בְה�
 
 

וְכ ן בְדִין, שֶשְלָשְתָן שוּתָפִין בוֹ. תָנוּ  
ן בָאָדָם:   בָנ�ן: שְ�שָה שוּתָפִין ה  ר�

ן   קָד�ש בָרוּךְ הוּא, וְאָבִיו, וְאִמוֹ. בִזְמ� ה�
ד אֶת אָבִיו וְאֶת אִמוֹ  שֶאָדָם מְכ�ב 

עֲלֶה אֲנִי  קָד�ש בָרוּךְ הוּא: מ� ר ה� אָמ�
ינ יהֶם, וְכִבְדוּנִי רְתִי ב  יהֶם כְאִילוּ ד�  .עֲל 

It equates the honor of honoring one’s father and 
mother to honoring God 
 
It is stated “every man shall revere his mother and 
father” [Leviticus 19:3], and it is stated “You shall 
revere Adonai, your God, and you shall serve Him” 
[Deuteronomy 6:13]. It equates the honor of revering 
one’s father and mother to revering God. 
 
It is stated “One who curses his father and mother 
shall be put to death” [Exodus 21:17], and it is stated, 
“every man who curses his God, will bear his sin” 
[Leviticus 24:15]. It equates the honor of blessing 
one’s father and mother to blessing God [note: 
‘blessing’ is a euphemism for cursing] 
 
And this is logical, because the three of them are 
partners in [creating] him. Our sages taught [in a 
Baraita]: there are three partners in a human: the 
Holy One blessed is He, his father, and his mother. At 
the time that a human is honoring his father and 
mother, the Holy One blessed is He said, “I praise 
them as if I dwelt among them and they honored me” 

 
Before segueing into a broader argument, the Gemara implicitly recognizes that 

honoring one’s father and mother is something that a person does “הוֹנֶך  from your ,”ָמ 

wealth. While we have not yet addressed the Gemara’s perspective on what kibbud Av 

v’Em entails, this suggests it is something that a person should do using one’s own 

funds. 

 The Gemara proceeds into a three-pronged argument in favor of construing 

kibbud Av v’Em as similar in importance to kibbud Adonai. It presents three pairs of 

verses where a commandment is phrased using a specific verb: one half of the pair 

where the object of the verb is one’s Parents, and the other half where the object is 

God. The Gemara concludes that “ ֹשֶשְלָשְתָן שוּתָפִין בו”: that the three of them, God, a 

person’s father, and person’s mother, are partners in him, the child. The Gemara’s 
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conclusion is a slightly rephrased conclusion from baraita: an emphatic stance elevating 

the prestige of honoring one’s father and mother.  

The conversation then turns to a tricky question: between honoring one’s father 

and mother, which one takes precedence? 

Kiddushin 30b/31a 
ר: גָלוּי וְיָדוּע� לִפְנ י מִי   בִי אוֹמ  נְיָא ר� ת�
ד אֶת  ן מְכ�ב  ר וְהָיָה הָעוֹלָם שֶב  שֶאָמ�

אָבִיו, מִפְנ י  ר מ   אִמוֹ יוֹת 
[start of page 31a] 

לְתוֹ בִדְבָרִים, לְפִיכָךְ הִקְדִים   ד� שֶמְש�
קָד�ש בָרוּךְ הוּא כִיבוּד אָב לְכִיבוּד   ה�

ם  א 
  

ר וְהָיָה  וְגָלוּי וְיָדוּע� לִפְנ י מִי שֶאָמ�
אָבִיו  א מ  ן מִתְיָיר  ב  ר  הָעוֹלָם שֶה� יוֹת 

אִמוֹ, מִפְנ י שֶמְל�מְדוֹ תוֹרָה, לְפִיכָךְ   מ 
קָד�ש בָרוּךְ הוּא מוֹרָא  הִקְדִים ה�

ם לְמוֹרָא הָאָב   הָא 
 

[...] 
 

בִי  ת אֶת ר� ח� לְמָנָה א� ל בֶן א� שָא�
יִם״   ינִי מ� שְק  ר: ״ה� בָא אוֹמ  אֱלִיעֶזֶר: א�

יזֶה   יִם״, א  ינִי מ� שְק  וְאִימָא אוֹמֶרֶת: ״ה�
נ�ח כְב�ד   יהּ: ה� ר ל  ם? אֲמ� הֶם קוֹד  מ 

תָה  ה כְב�ד אָבִיךָ, שֶא� אִמְךָ ו�עֲש 
יָיבִים בִכְבוֹד אָבִיךָ. בָא לִפְנ י  וְאִמְ� ח�

ר לוֹ כָך  , אָמ� ע� בִי יְה�ש   ְר�
 

ר  הוּ? אֲמ� בִי, נִתְגָרְשָה מ� ר ל�: ר� אָמ�
ינֶיךָ נִיכָר שֶבֶן  י ע  ין רִיס  יהּ: מִב  ל 

פֶל  יִם בְס  ל לָהֶן מ� ט  תָה. ה� לְמָנָה א� א�
רְנְגוֹלִין ע� לָהֶן כְת� עְק   .וְק�

It is taught [in a Baraita] that Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi] 
said: “it is made clear and known before the One who 
spoke and the world was, that a son honors his 
mother more than his father,  
because she persuades him with words, therefore the 
Holy One blessed is He, preceded honoring one’s 
father before honoring one’s mother. 
 
And it is revealed and known before the One who 
speaks and the world was, that a son reveres his 
father more than his mother, because he teaches him 
Torah, therefore the Holy One blessed is He, 
preceded revering the mother before revering the 
father 
[…] 
 
The son of a widow asked Rabbi Eliezer: If my father 
says, “give me water to drink”, and my mother says, 
“give me water to drink”, which of them comes first? 
He said to him, set aside your mother’s honor, and 
perform your father’s honor, because you and your 
mother are obligated in honoring your father. He 
came before Rabbi Y’hoshua, he said to him thus. 
 
He said to him, Rabbi, if she is divorced, what then? 
He said to him, from the lashes of your eyes, it is 
known you are the son of a widow. Lift up water in a 
bowl for them, and cackle at them like a rooster. 

 
The Gemara addresses this question through the perspectives of three Tannaim. First is 

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi’s Baraita, commenting on the sequence of father and mother 

from kibbud and yireh. Simply put, Rabbi Yehuda sums up the so-called ‘common 

wisdom’ that a child tends to revere their father and be inclined more favorably to his 
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mother. Thus, God reversed their order in the respective commandments: father comes 

first in kibbud since a child is more favorably inclined to his mother, while mother comes 

first in yirah, since a child is initially inclined to revere his father. So, Rabbi Yehuda 

appears to give weight toward equal treatment of the two. 

However, the Gemara then brings in Rabbis Eliezer and Y’hoshua to underscore 

the observation discussed previously: when push comes to shove, father precedes 

mother unless they are divorced, in which case they are equal. Rabbi Eliezer’s example 

is pragmatic and matter-of-fact, while Rabbi Y’hoshua’s appears to be somewhat 

irreverent. The anecdote regarding cackling like a rooster appears to be in response to 

the questioner’s appearance, which marks him as a widow. Rabbi Y’hoshua offers a 

sarcastic response, suggesting that the questioner is merely acting provocative. 

Indirectly Rabbi Eliezer’s comment implicitly recognizes that bringing one parents water 

to drink is within the scope of kibbud.  

 Further on in the sugya, the Gemara opens a conversation with a litany of 

anecdotes that addresses the scope of kibbud and yirah. In the middle of this 

conversation, the Gemara answers the question directly and succinctly: 

Kiddushin 31b 
יזֶהוּ  יזֶהוּ מוֹרָא וְא  בָנ�ן: א  תָנוּ ר�

ד בִמְקוֹמ�,   –כִיבוּד? מוֹרָא   לאֹ עוֹמ 
ר אֶת  ב בִמְקוֹמ�, וְלאֹ סוֹת  וְלאֹ י�ש 

כְרִיע�. כִיב�ד  אֲכִיל  – דְבָרָיו, וְלאֹ מ� מ�
כְנִיס  לְבִיש וּמְכ�סֶה, מ� שְקֶה, מ� וּמ�

 וּמוֹצִיא 

Our sages taught [in a Baraita]: what is reverence and 
what is honor? Reverence - do not stand in his place, 
and do not sit in his place, and do not contradict his 
words, and do not choose sides. Honor - feed him 
and give him drink, dress and cover him, help him 
enter and exit. 

 
These standards appear just as relevant now as they were in that era: do not take your 

parents’ place; follow their lead in matters of debate; feed, clothe, and shelter them; and 

help them get from place to place. Among the discussion of what kibbud and yirah 
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entail, the Gemara appears to be probing the boundaries of these commandments, 

searching to see if there are exceptions that delineate how far a person must go in 

these obligations. In general, the examples suggest the Gemara believes the 

commandments oblige children with a vast duty toward their parents:  

Kiddushin 31a 
יכָן   ב עוּלָא: ע�ד ה  ר� בְעוֹ מִינ יהּ מ 

ר לָהֶם: צְאוּ וּרְאוּ   ם? אָמ� כִיבוּד אָב וָא 
שְקְל�ן, וְדָמָא  מָה עָשָה נ�כְרִי אֶחָד בְא�

ת  ח� ם א� ע� בִקְשוּ בֶן נְתִינָה שְמ�. פ�
טְיָא בְשִשִים רִיבוֹא  קְמ� חֲכָמִים פְר�

ת  ח� ח� מוּנָח ת� פְת  שָכָר, וְהָיָה מ�
אֲשוֹתָיו שֶל אָבִיו, וְלאֹ צִיעֲרו   ֹמְר�

They asked of Rav Ulla: to what extent must one 
honor one’s father and mother? He said to them: go 
out and see what one foreigner did in Ashkelon, and 
his name is Dama Ben N’tinah. One time, the sages 
asked for goods for six-hundred thousand profit, and 
the key rested underneath his father’s headrest, and 
he did not disturb him. 

 
Kiddushin 31b 

יָא.  שְקְי�ין מ� יהּ: א� ר ל  ד אֲמ� יוֹמָא ח�
יהּ   י עֲל  ין קָא  יהּ נ�מְנ ם. גָח  יְיתִי ל  דְא� א�

ר  ד דְאִיתְע�  ע�

One day, he said to him, bring me water to drink, and 
before he brought it to him, he fell asleep. He bent 
over him until he awoke. 

 
Kiddushin 31b 

בִי  יהּ הָהִיא אִמָא דְכֹל ר� רְפ�ן הֲוָה ל  ט�
ק לְפוּרְיָא   יס  הֲוָת בָעֲיָא לְמ  ת ד� ימ� א 
הוָת  ת ד  ימ� גָחִין וּסְלִיק ל��, וְכֹל א 

ת עֲלוּיָה. אֲתָא וְקָא  נָחִית, נֶחְת�
יהּ:  י ל  י מִדְרְשָא. אָמְר  ח ב  ב� מִשְת�

חֲצִי כִיבוּד. כְלוּם   עֲדָיִין לאֹ הִג�עְתָ ל�
יָם וְלאֹ  רְנָקִי בְפָנֶיךָ ל� זָרְקָה א�

 ּהִכְל�מְתָה

Rabbi Tarfon had a mother, that every time she was 
asking to go up into her bed, he bent over and cause 
her to go up, and always when she wanted to go 
down out [out of bed], she descended onto him. He 
came and he praised himself in the Beit Midrash. 
They said to him, you have still not reached half the 
honor. Has it happened that she threw a coin-purse 
into the water before you and you did not rebuke her? 

 
Interestingly, the example where someone meets with the Gemara’s full approval 

features a gentile. This may stem from how “the Rabbis teach that the exemplars of 

kibbud av are to be found in the gentile rather than Jewish world”, since gentiles are not 

commanded and do these actions of their own volition (Bildstein, 35). The theme that 

spans these examples is that acts of service require going above and beyond. 
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Moreover, nestled among these examples are two edge-cases which emphasizes that 

the commandment stretches very far, indeed: 

Kiddushin 32a 
בִי אֱלִיעֶזֶר ע�ד   ע: שָאֲלוּ אֶת ר� תָא שְמ�
י   ר לָהֶם: כְד  ם? אָמ� יכָן כִיבוּד אָב וָא  ה 
ינ�   יָם בְפָנָיו וְא  רְנָקִי וְיִזְרְקֶנוּ ל� שֶיִטוֹל א�

כְלִימו  ֹמ�

Come and hear: they asked Rabbi Eliezer, how far 
honoring one’s father and mother? He said to them: 
as though he takes a money-purse, and throws it into 
the water before him, and he does not rebuke him. 

 
We are not to rebuke our parents, even if they do the early 1st millennium equivalent to 

setting our money on fire. This example recalls the story of Rabbi Tarfon, whose Beit 

Midrash colleagues rhetorically asked him about this scenario involving his mother. 

Refraining from rebuke is a refrain that appears in another relevant example from the 

prior page: 

Kiddushin 31b 
ת  ח� ם א� ע� ר: פ� ב דִימִי אָמ� כִי אֲתָא ר�
הָיָה לָבוּש סִירְק�ן שֶל זָהָב, וְהָיָה 
י רוֹמִי. וּבָאתָה אִמוֹ  ין גְדוֹל  ב ב  י�ש 

וּקְרָע�תוּ מִמֶנוּ, וְטָפְחָה ל� ע�ל ראֹש�, 
 .ּוְיָרְקָה לוֹ בְפָנָיו, וְלאֹ הִכְלִימָה

As Rav Dimi came, he said: one time, he was wearing 
gold-embroidered silk, and was sitting among the 
great ones of Rome. And his mother came, and tore it 
from him, and struck him on the head, and spat in his 
face, and he did not rebuke her. 

 
The Gemara presents two examples of egregiously disrespectful behavior, each with 

the same conclusion that neither warrants a rebuke. Taken together, they appear to 

suggest that the limits of parental transgression know almost no bounds. However, 

there are parts of the conversation which affirm that a child’s duty does have limits. 

Nestled among the aforementioned examples is the curious case of Ravi Asi and his 

mother, which appears to simultaneously condone and caution against limits to kibbud 

and yirah:  

Kiddushin 31b 
ינָה.  יהּ הָהִיא אִמָא זְק  סִי הֲוָה ל  ב א� ר�

ד   כְשִיטִין. עֲב� יהּ: בָעֲיָנָא ת� רָה ל  אֲמ�
Rav Asi had an elderly mother. She said to him, “I 
desire jewelry.” He made [it] for her. “I desire a 
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י ין לָךְ. בָעֲיָנָא  ל�הּ. בָעֲיָנָא ג�בְרָא: נְיע�
הּ ו�אֲז�ל  בְק� פִיר כְוָתָ�, ש� ג�בְרָא דְש�

ל  רְעָא דְיִשְרָא   לְא�
 

יהּ. אֲתָא   בָתְר  ע דְקָא אָזְלָה א� שְמ�
הוּ  יהּ: מ� ר ל  בִי יוֹחָנָן, אֲמ� יהּ דְר� מ  לְק�
ר  אֶרֶץ לְחוּצָה לָאָרֶץ? אֲמ� לָצ את מ 

ר   הוּ? אֲמ� את אִמָא מ� יהּ: אָסוּר. לִקְר� ל 
ר  ח פוּרְתָא, הֲד� . אִתָר� ע� ינִי יוֹד  יהּ: א  ל 

יתָ לָצ את  צ  סִי, נִתְר� יהּ: א� ר ל  אֲתָא. אֲמ�
מָק�ם י�חֲזִירְךָ לְשָלוֹם – ה�  

 
 

ר  בִי אֶלְעָזָר. אֲמ� יהּ דְר� מ  אֲתָא לְק�
ס וְשָל�ם, דִלְמָא מִירְתָח  יהּ: ח� ל 

ר לָ�?  אי אֲמ� יהּ: מ� ר ל  ח? אֲמ� רָת�
מָק�ם י�חֲזִירְךָ לְשָלוֹם.  יהּ: ה� ר ל  אֲמ�

ח  יהּ: וְאִם אִיתָא דְרָת� ר ל  לָא  –אֲמ�
ע  דְהָכִי וְהָכִי שְמ� ךְ ל �. א� הֲוָה מְבָר 
עִי לָא   ר: אִי יְד� י. אָמ� ל�אֲרוֹנ�� דְקָאָת 

 נְפ�קִי

husband.” I will search for you. “I desire a man who is 
as handsome as you.” He left her and went to Eretz 
Israel. 
 
He heard that she was coming after him. He came 
before Rabbi Yochanan. He said to him “What about 
going out from Eretz [Israel] to outside Eretz [Israel]?” 
He said to him, it is prohibited. “What about [going to] 
greet one’s mother?” He said to him, I do not know. 
He waited a little, then he came and returned. He said 
to him, Asi, You wish to leave - may [God] return you 
in peace. 
 
He came before Rabbi Elazar. He said to him: God 
forbid, perhaps he is surely angry? He said to him: 
What did he say to you? He said to him, may [God] 
return you in peace. He said to him, if it is that he was 
angry, he would not have blessed you. In the 
meantime, he heard that her coffin was coming. He 
said, if I knew, I would not have left. 

 
The story revolves around multiple commandments. Insofar as kibbud and yirah are 

concerned, the example appears to condone Rav Asi’s departure. “ פִיר כְוָתָך  a”/”ְג�בְרָא דְש�

man as handsome as you” appears to signal some sort of signal that his mother is not 

well of mind, and it is clear this is his reason for leaving her. Yet the story’s conclusion 

renders this hypothesis unclear. In other words, it is possible that Rav Asi regrets 

leaving Eretz Israel to accompany his mother’s coffin or had he known she had died, he 

would not have had to leave Eretz Israel. However, it is equally if not more possible that 

Rav Asi regrets leaving Babylonia in the first place. That his mother passes away 

seems a strong suggestion that his regret reflects the latter. In which case, rather than 

endorsing limits on kibbud and yirah, it may well be the opposite: a forewarning to 

continue one’s duty even if one’s Parent exhibits signs of madness. 
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Shortly thereafter, the Gemara offers a straightforward principle that the duty is, 

in fact, subject to limits, at least in the sense that a parent can exempt their children 

from acts of honor that were previously routine, but might no longer be warranted. 

Kiddushin 32a 
ב  ר ר� ילָא אָמ� ר ש  ב יִצְחָק ב� ר ר� אָמ�

ל  ב חִסְדָא: הָאָב שֶמָח� ר ר� תְנָה אָמ� מ�
כְבוֹד� מָחוּל  –ע�ל כְבוֹדוֹ    

Rav Yitzchak bar Shayla said that Rav Matna said in 
the name of Rav Chisda: the father who forgoes 
honor due to him, his honor is forgone. 

 
Here the Gemara helpfully clarifies that parents can limit the scope of honoring them if 

circumstances warrant. If a father forgoes honor due to him, then a son does not 

transcend his duty by following his father’s direction. For example, one’s father might 

give permission for his son to refrain from rising when he enters the room. Per the 

Gemara, a son can follow this direction and maintain his obligation to kibbud and yirah. 

Later, we will see Maimonides elaborate on when a parent should forgo honors they 

may have previously been due. Meanwhile, the Gemara suggests caution when it 

outlines how a child should observe that one’s Parent is not following the Torah: 

Kiddushin 32a 
ב  ל לְר� יהּ שְמוּא  ר ל  יְהוּדָה: אֲמ�

אֲבוּךְ הָכִי.   יהּ ל� ימָא ל  שִינָנָא, לָא ת 
ר ע�ל   י שֶהָיָה אָבִיו עוֹב  נְיָא: הֲר  דְת�

בָא  ר ל� ״א� ל יאֹמ� י תוֹרָה, א� דִבְר 
ר  י תוֹרָה״, אֶלָא אוֹמ  רְתָ ע�ל דִבְר  עָב�

תוֹרָה״. ״כָךְ   בָא כָךְ כָתוּב ב� לוֹ: ״א�
תוֹרָה״  ר   –כָתוּב ב� י קָא מְצ�ע� צ�עוֹר 

בָא, מִקְרָא  ר לוֹ: ״א� יהּ! אֶלָא אוֹמ  ל 
תוֹרָה כָך  ״ְכָתוּב ב�

Shmuel said to Rav Yehuda: “Keen scholar, do not 
speak to your father thusly”. As it is taught [in a 
Baraita]: in a case where one’s father was 
transgressing matters of Torah, do not say to him 
“father, you transgressed matters of Torah”, rather 
say to him, “father, thus it is written in the Torah”. 
“thus it is written in the Torah” - this will surely cause 
him to suffer! Rather, say to him “father, this verse is 
written in the Torah” 

 
Correcting one’s parents when they are missing the mark should be done through a 

suggestion that enables them to save face. Point them toward the proof text, and let 

them reach their own conclusion that they transgressed. 
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 Taken together, the Gemara envisions kibbud and yirah as service and 

deference. It catalogs myriad examples illustrating that these commandments imply a 

far-reaching duty: one that would take most people to their metaphorical last straw. 

(Who hasn’t been tempted to rebuke our Parents when one of them embarrasses us in 

front of our version of the nobles of Rome?).  As we will soon see, Maimonides is more 

explicit, both about the scope and about the limitations of kibbud and yirah. 

Maimonides 

 Maimonides addresses kibbud and yirah in Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Mamrim 

(Laws of Rebels), Chapter Six, which he opens by reaffirming their importance: 

Mishnei Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Chapter 6 
ה גְדוֹלָה וְכ ן   ם מִצְו�ת עֲש  כִבוּד אָב וָא 
כָתוּב  ל אוֹתָן ה� ם. שָק� מוֹרָא אָב וָא 

  ֹבִכְבוֹד� וּבְמוֹרָאו 
ד אֶת אָבִיךָ   כָתוּב )שמות כ יב( "כ�ב 
ד  וְאֶת אִמֶ�" וְכָתוּב )משלי ג ט( "כ�ב 

הוֹנֶך  "ָאֶת ה' מ 

Honoring one’s father and mother is a great, positive 
mitzvah, as is revering one’s father and mother. It 
equates the honor and reverence of one’s Parents 
with the honor of God. It is written [Exodus 20:12] 
“honor your father and your mother”, and it is written 
[Proverbs 3.9] “honor Adonai from your wealth” 

 
Maimonides refers to the commandment as “גְדוֹלָה”, “great”, and cites as proof the same 

textual references as the Mishnah, Exodus 20:12 and Proverbs 3:9. Following this 

introduction, Maimonides proceeds to recount the same criteria outlined in the Mishnah 

and the additional detail from tractate Kiddushin in the Gemara: that Yirah means “do 

not stand in his place”, etc., and Kavod means “bringing them food”, etc. After this 

recapitulation, Maimonides reiterates the Gemara’s perspective on how parents should 

not be excessively demanding of honor from their children: 

Mishnei Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Chapter 6 
ף ע�ל פִי שֶבְכָךְ נִצְט�� ינוּ אָסוּר  א�

ק   קְד  לוֹ ע�ל בָנָיו וּלְד� כְבִיד ע  לְאָדָם לְה�
י   ם לִיד  בִכְבוֹדוֹ עִמָהֶם שֶלאֹ יְבִיא 

ם שֶהָאָב   מִכְשוֹל. אֶלָא יִמְחל וְיִתְע�ל 

Even though we are commanded thusly, a person is 
prohibited to put a heavy yoke upon his sons and to 
be strict with them in honoring him lest he cause them 
to stumble. Rather, he should cede [his honor] and 
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ל ע�ל כְבוֹדוֹ כְבוֹדוֹ מָח�ל  not pay attention [to any offense], because the father שֶמָח�
who cedes his honor, his honor is ceded. 

 
Specifically, he emphasizes the Gemara’s guidance regarding a father who father who 

י מִכְשוֹל“ ם לִיד  לוֹ ע�ל בָנָיו … יְבִיא  כְבִיד ע   puts a heavy yoke upon his sons”, such that he” /”לְה�

“will bring a stumbling block near” their efforts to honor him. I.e., parents should release 

their children from excessively burdensome acts of honor, and children do not violate 

the commandment in obeying such instruction from their parents. In his paraphrasing of 

the story of Rav Asi from the Gemara, however, Maimonides goes further:  

Mishnei Torah, Hilchot Mamrim, Chapter 6 
עְתוֹ שֶל אָבִיו אוֹ שֶל  מִי שֶנִטְרְפָה ד�

עְתָם   ל לִנְהֹג עִמָהֶם כְפִי ד� ד  אִמוֹ מִשְת�
יהֶן.   ם עֲל  ח� ד שֶיְר   ע�

 
 

עֲמֹד מִפְנ י  וְאִם אִי אֶפְשָר לוֹ ל�
ךְ לוֹ וִיצ�ֶ�ה   ם וְי ל  ר יְנִיח  טוּ בְיוֹת  שֶנִשְת�

נְהִיגָם כָרָאוּי לָהֶם רִים לְה�  אֲח 

When one’s mother or father has their knowledge torn 
away, one should make an effort to conduct oneself 
with them according to their capacity, until God has 
mercy upon them.  
 
And if it is not possible to bear it, because they are 
extremely demented, one may go and charge others 
with caring for them as is suitable for them. 

 
He officially condones Rav Asi’s departure from his mother, clarifying that dementia is 

the criteria that enables this, coupled with the caveat that one must arrange for a 

caregiver. i.e., his obligations remain; Maimonides grants him permission to arrange for 

someone else to fulfill them instead. Much like the Gemara’s explicit answer to the 

question of what kibbud and yirah mean, this perspective remains as pertinent now as it 

was then, given the prevalence of dementia in the modern era. Maimonides’ final 

comment of the chapter adds parameters to who counts as mother and father: 

ף   שֶת אָבִיו א� ד אֶת א  יָב אָדָם לְכ�ב  ח�
ן שֶאָבִיו  ינָהּ אִמוֹ כָל זְמ� ע�ל פִי שֶא 

יָם שֶזֶה בִכְל�ל כְב�ד אָבִיו. וְכ ן   ק�
יֶמֶת.   ן שֶאִמוֹ ק� ע�ל אִמוֹ כָל זְמ� ד ב� מְכ�ב 

יָב.  ינ� ח� ר מִיתָתָהּ א  ח� אֲבָל לְא�

A person is obligated to honor his father’s wife, even 
if she is not his mother, while his father lives, because 
this is part of honoring his father. And thus, he honors 
his mother’s husband, while his mother lives, but after 
she dies, he is not obligated. And, it is a Rabbinical 
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יָב   י ס�פְרִים שֶיִהְיֶה אָדָם ח� וּמִדִבְר 
גָדוֹל כִכְבוֹד אָבִיו  בִכְב�ד אָחִיו ה�

mandate that a person is obligated to honor his older 
brother like honoring his father. 

 
Explicitly, step-parents are in-scope, as long as one’s biological-parent is alive. 

However, whereas Maimonides notes that one’s obligation toward his step-father 

ceases if his mother passes away, he does not explicitly do the same for one’s father 

and step-mother, perhaps implying that there may be an obligation to caring for one’s 

father’s widow. Maimonides also reports that there is a Rabbinic judgement that an 

older brother must be honored akin to honoring one’s father. 

 Overall, Maimonides concisely recapitulates the Mishnah and Gemara with 

regards to kibbud and yirah. He affirms its prestige, calling it a “ה גְדוֹלָה  great“/”מִצְוַּת עֲש 

positive mitzvah”. He makes it explicit that a parent should release their children from 

excessively burdensome means of honoring them. He gives explicit permission to put 

others in charge of caring for Parents with dementia, and he includes step-parents and 

the oldest-brother in the category of Parents.  

Gerald Bildstein 

 As one might imagine, the Medieval codes, Responsa, and commentary since 

Maimonides contain an exponential increase in observations on kibbud and yirah. This 

brief examination will conclude by discussing some of modern scholar Dr. Gerald 

Bildstein’s perspectives from his book, Honor Thy Father And Mother. To begin, 

Bildstein contextualizes how the commandment’s deep import stems from factors 

outside the commandment itself: 

“the intensity of kibbud av must not be sought in biblical statements, 
declarative sentences simply considered. It lies elsewhere: in the 
patriarchal narratives that presuppose the graceful subordination and loyal 
service of children to parents; in the power and meaningfulness of God’s 
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self-description as “father” of his people Israel’ in the strategic location of 
filial piety in the Ten Commandments, where it is the first of the ‘social 
commands’ and indeed the only positive demand in the Decalogue made 
upon every man in society” (xi) 

 
Bildstein’s reasoning is threefold: first is the extensive tradition of prominent patriarchal 

themes that manifest in the biblical narratives. Second, within the same text, is the also-

prominent theme of analogizing God as a Father to Israel. The third speaks to the 

sequence and phrasing of the kibbud commandment within the Decalogue. Bildstein 

elaborates on the latter, saying: “The pivotal statement in the Ten Commandments, the 

one that moves man from contemplation of the divine to human society, is the fifth. But 

it is pivotal only because it dwells in both of these worlds, and celebrates the transient 

maker as a reflection of the Creator” (6). Bildstein’s perspectives seem apt, especially 

the notable exception that kibbud is the sole positive commandment concerning 

relationships among humans within the Ten Commandments. 

 Commenting on the Mishnah and Gemara’s exegesis, Bildstein recognizes that 

on the surface, “‘honor’ would seem to demand behavioral concretization, while 

‘reverence’ might primarily describe an inner feeling” (37), yet both sources provide at 

least some concrete behaviors for both. These examples underscore how both sources 

conceive of “personal service” as a “major component of ‘honor’” (50). They are further 

augmented by the myriad examples of filial service throughout the biblical narratives. 

Bildstein also observes that love is neither demanded nor suggested amidst the 

commentary on kibbud and yirah. “[t]he tradition is, in fact, concerned with guaranteeing 

the reverence and honor due parents; these are necessary whether the son loves his 

parents or not … the son is given the tools with which he may fashion a filial 

relationship … without forcing the flow of the relationship into the channel of filial love” 
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(56). Bildstein’s perspective is pragmatic while leaving room for optimism. On a practical 

level, most people can appreciate that love is not always a facet of filial relationships. 

Yet by not requiring love, the tradition enables it as an aspiration, something to strive 

for. 

Taken as a whole, all these sources cover a vast amount of ground yet offer a 

simple approach to implement what itself is a simple pair of commandments: to honor 

and revere your parents is to serve them and to follow their lead. Correcting them 

should be done indirectly, by referring to a scriptural source and letting them realize 

themselves that they missed the mark. The parents are the one who set the terms of 

what honor and reverence specifically entail, but they should release their children from 

obligations that become excessively burdensome. Implicit in this framework is that the 

commandment is relative to each person’s situation. What is a burden for some is not 

for others. What a parent asks of one person might be enough to make them leave like 

Rav Asi, and the same ask, to another person, might be trivial, akin to what Dama Ben 

N’tinah can shrug off without concern. Such simplicity combined with the complexity of 

the human condition produces rich layers of meaning that scholars and laypeople alike 

have contemplated over the millennia. 
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Chapter Two: Exploring Rabbinic Texts’ Perspectives on Children in Betrothal 
and Marriage. 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I will explore how the Mishnah, Gemara, and Maimonides view 

children within the context of marriage. The Tanakh and Rabbinic texts employ a variety 

of terms to refer to children. Before someone is an ish or isha, they could be: 

 A baby, or literally, suckling ע�ל 

ת   son, daughter בֶן ב�

 A child: a boy or a girl יֶלֶד, י�לְדָה 

 A lad or a damsel נ�ע�ר, נ�עֲרָה 
[less antiquatedly, a young man or young woman] 

 
Each of these except, ool/עוּל - a suckling, occurs in rapid succession during the 

narrative Abraham, Sarah, Hagar and Ishmael from Genesis 21. Initially, in verses 9, 

10, and 12, the text refers to Ishmael as ben: 

Verse Term(s) Translation 

ת־בֶן־הָגָ�ר  9  Hagar’s son אֶ�

ה  10  Her son ּוְאֶת־בְנֶָּ֑

ה  10  The son of the Handmaid בֶן־הָאָמָ֣

ו 11  His son ֹבְנ�

 
Then, in verses twelve and thirteen God refers to Ishmael using both ben and na-ar, 

and in later verses, when God hears’ Ishmael’s cry and rescues him and Hagar, “na-ar” 

is used exclusively in references to Ishmael: 

Verse Term(s) Translation 

נ�֣ע�ר 12  Over the Lad ע�ל־ה�

ה  13  The Son of the Handmaid אֶת־בֶן־הָאָמָ�
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ע�ר  17 נ�ַּ֒  ֒אֶת־ק֣�ל ה�
נ��ע�ר   אֶל־קֵּ֥�ל ה�

The Cry of the Lad (x2) 

ע�ר 20 ,19 ,18 נ��  The Lad (x3) אֶת־ה�

 
As Marcus Jastrow describes in his dictionary, in the Rabbinic era, the term na’arah has 

a legal connotation, referring to a girl who is twelve to twelve and a half years of age. 

Whereas in the Tanakh, the legal connotation is not yet present, hence: na’ar / na’arah 

means lad or lass / young man or young woman. Furthermore, amidst these verses, the 

biblical narrator refers to Ishmael using yet another term, yeled - boy or child: 

Verse Term(s) Translation 

יֶ�לֶד  16 ,15 ,14  וְאֶת־ה�
לֶד יֶָּ֑  ה�

The Boy (x3) 

 
Within the course of 11 verses, no fewer than three terms refer to the same, static 

person, which suggests that they are not necessarily indicators of age. Moreover, at 

least one of the terms, ben/bat son/daughter, isn’t limited to young people. After all, one 

never stops being someone’s ben or bat, no matter one’s age. Each mention of Ishmael 

reflects his standing through the eyes of the person encountering him: Abraham and 

Sarah who see Ishmael as a Son; God sees him as a Lad and as a Son; and, the 

biblical narrator, who refers to Ishmael as a boy. We will see that these terms’ 

connotations regarding the age of majority informs the perspectives of the Tannaim and 

Amoraim. 

Mishnah 

Since this exercise concerns the extent to which children arise in Rabbinic 

perspectives concerning betrothal and marriage, I will briefly summarize the main 

Tannaitic parameters in this area without delving deeply into the source texts. Perhaps 
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unsurprisingly, most of the Mishnaic perspectives on marriage emanate from Seder 

Nashim, Tractates Kiddushin and Ketubot, where Kiddushin refers to betrothal, and 

Ketubot refers to the marriage contract governing the relationship between spouses. 

Marriage itself is a two-stage process: betrothal followed by consummation, or nisuin. 

The first Mishnah in Kiddushin outlines how a man acquires a woman: via remuneration, 

via a contract, or via sexual intercourse. A married woman is released from marriage 

when her husband dies, or if she obtains a get, a writ of divorce. 

Mishnah Kiddushin 1.2, explains how indentured servants are liberated, and it 

reflects the Tannaitic perspective on agency for female servants: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 1:2 

ת עַצְמָּה … ּקֹונָה אֶׁ יְתֵרָה עָלָיו אָמָה הָעִבְרִיָה, שֶׁ
 … בְסִימָנִין

 

There is another for a handmaid than the 
Hebrew-slave, because she acquires 
herself via signs of puberty 

 
For a female indentured servant, servitude ends when she becomes shows signs of 

puberty, i.e., becomes a woman, although this does not apply to male servants/slaves. 

 Shortly thereafter, the Mishnah speaks to how betrothals are arranged. An Ish, a 

man, is the one who arranges betrothals, which he can do himself or via a third party: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 2:1 

הִיא נַעֲרָה, בֹו  … ת בִּתֹו כְשֶׁ הָאִיש מְקַדֵש אֶׁ
  … ּובִשְלּוחֹו

 

… a man betroths his daughter when she 
is a young woman, or via one whom he 
sends [a third-party] 

 
While a woman remains a נַעֲרָה / na’arah, her father can arrange for her betrothal. As 

referenced previously, in this context, na’arah, legally connotes a woman who is 12 to 

12.5 years old. We might imagine a father would remain involved in betrothing a woman 

older than a na’arah, but in legal terms, it is something he can no longer do 
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independently. Similarly, the Mishnah clarifies that it is, in fact, an adult man who 

betroths, and not a minor: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 2:6 

ת … שֶׁ ּקִדֵש  …אֵינָּה מְקֻדֶׁ  וְכֵן קָטָן שֶׁ
 

… she is not betrothed, … and thusly for 
a young man who betroths 

 
As with a na’arah, Jastrow highlights that in a legal sense, a  קָטָן / katan, is someone 

who has not reached the legal age of majority, i.e., a boy who is not yet thirteen years 

old. The Mishnah directly states that such a boy cannot betroth. The Mishnah also 

clarifies that in a situation where a man simultaneously attempts to betroth two women 

whom cannot both be his wife, neither betrothal is valid: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 2:7 

הַמְקַדֵש אִשָה ּובִּתָּה אֹו אִשָה וַאֲחֹותָּה, כְאַחַת, אֵינָן  
 מְקֻדָשֹות

One who betroths a woman and her 
daughter, or a woman and her sister at 
once, they are not betrothed. 

 
There is no workaround to the biblical prohibition to marrying women who are close 

relations. Were a man to attempt to betroth more than one related woman at a time, 

none of the betrothals are effective. E.g., he cannot seek to betroth a group of sisters, 

hoping that one will remain valid – all such attempts are void. 

 The Mishnah proceeds to outline a variety of scenarios where a betrothal does 

not take effect, because some precondition is not met. One such scenario concerns a 

man who makes a declaration of betrothal conditional on his father’s approval: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 3:6 

ת. וְאִם … שֶׁ ה אַבָא, רָצָה הָאָב, מְקֻדֶׁ יִרְצֶׁ עַל מְנָת שֶׁ
ת. מֵת   שֶׁ ת. מֵת הָאָב, הֲרֵי זֹו מְקֻדֶׁ שֶׁ לָאו אֵינָה מְקֻדֶׁ

ה הַבֵן, מְלַמְדִין הָאָב  אֵינֹו רֹוצֶׁ  לֹומַר שֶׁ

… on the condition that father wills it, if 
the father so wills, she is betrothed. And if 
not, she is not betrothed. If the father 
dies, in this case, she is betrothed. If the 
son dies, they instruct the father to say he 
does not will it.  
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In this example, the betrothal depends on the father’s approval. If the father passes 

away, the betrothal is valid. Furthermore, if the bridegroom, the son, passes away, the 

father is advised to exempt the woman from the obligation. The Mishnah proceeds to 

outline a few scenarios involving the betrothals of daughters, starting with one where a 

father’s memory fails him: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 3:7 

חָד  ת בִּתִי וְאֵינִי יֹודֵעַ לְמִי קִדַשְּתִיהָ, ּובָא אֶׁ קִדַשְּתִי אֶׁ
 וְאָמַר אֲנִי קִדַשְּתִיהָ, נֶׁאֱמָן.

 
 

זֶׁה אָמַר אֲנִי קִדַשְּתִיהָ וְזֶׁה אָמַר אֲנִי קִדַשְּתִיהָ, 
חָד   חָד נֹותֵן גֵט וְאֶׁ ם נֹותְנִים גֵט. וְאִם רָצּו, אֶׁ שְנֵיהֶׁ

 :כֹונֵס

I betrothed my daughter, and I do not 
know to whom I betrothed her, and one 
came and said, “I betrothed her”, it is 
deemed credible. 
One says, “I betrothed her”, and another 
says, “I betrothed her”, the two of them 
grant a get. If they wanted, one grants a 
get and one marries. 

 
Here the Mishnah appears pragmatic – if a suitor appears, he is believed, but if two 

suitors appear, the woman is granted a get from both suitors, although if the two reach 

consensus, then one can marry her. That the woman not only receives a get at all, but 

not only one but two gitim, speaks to how important it is to the Rabbis that she be able 

to marry without any cloud of uncertainty regarding whether she is legally divorced. The 

proceeding Mishnah is something of a catch-all for a variety of scenarios: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 3:8 

ת בִּתִי,  הִיא  קִדַשְּתִי אֶׁ קִדַשְּתִיהָ וְגֵרַשְּתִיהָ כְשֶׁ
 קְטַנָה, וַהֲרֵי הִיא קְטַנָה, נֶׁאֱמָן.

 
 

הִיא קְטַנָה, וַהֲרֵי הִיא   קִדַשְּתִיהָ וְגֵרַשְּתִיהָ כְשֶׁ
 גְדֹולָה, אֵינֹו נֶׁאֱמָן. 

 
הִיא גְדֹולָה,   הִיא קְטַנָה בֵין שֶׁ נִשְבֵית ּופְדִיתִיהָ, בֵין שֶׁ

 אֵינֹו נֶׁאֱמָן. 
 

אָמַר בִשְעַת מִיתָתֹו, יֶׁש לִי בָנִים, נֶׁאֱמָן.  מִי שֶׁ

I betrothed my daughter, I betrothed her 
and I obtained a get when she was a 
minor, and she is still a minor. It is 
credible. 
I betrothed her, and I obtained a get when 
she was a minor, and now she is grown. It 
is not credible. 
She was taken captive, and I redeemed 
her, whether she was a minor or whether 
she was grown, it is not credible. 
One who said at the time of his death, I 
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 יֶׁש לִי אַחִים, אֵינֹו נֶׁאֱמָן.  
 

ת בִּתֹו סְתָם, אֵין הַבֹוגְרֹות בִכְלָל   :הַמְקַדֵש אֶׁ

have sons, it is credible. I have brothers, 
it is not credible. 
One who betroths his daughter without 
naming her, the women of age are not 
included. 

 
The upshot of these scenarios is that a man is believed when he says he did something 

he has the power to do, but not believed when he claims to have done something that 

he can’t usually do. At the same time, these same scenarios indirectly affirm that the 

rights afforded to children remain in force. For example, a grown daughter cannot be 

betrothed without her consent, and this still cannot happen via a generic or anonymous 

betrothal. We see something similar in Mishnah 4.13, where it describes: 

Mishnah Kiddushin 4:13 

לאֹ יִלְמַד אָדָם רַּוָק סֹופְרִים, וְלאֹ תִלְמַד אִשָה  
 סֹופְרִים.  

A bachelor will not train as 
schoolteachers, and a woman will not 
train as schoolteachers. 

 
Single men should not be primary teachers, for fear that they would develop 

inappropriate relationships with their students’ mothers, and women should not be 

schoolteachers, lest they develop inappropriate relationships with their male students. 

 All told, Mishnah Kiddushin does not afford children agency, but it does afford 

them limited protection from potentially perilous scenarios. Simultaneous betrothal is not 

a way around the biblical prohibition for a daughter to be married to a man who is also 

married to her close relative. Daughters cannot be betrothed by a young man who has 

not reached the age of majority. When their betrothal happens, it must occur with the 

approval of their father. Betrothals cannot be indeterminate; an identifiable, named 

individual must be the one betrothed or must come forth to validate a betrothal. Legally, 
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a woman who reaches the age of majority cannot be betrothed without her consent, but 

her father still arranges the betrothal. 

We see similar themes in Mishnah Ketubot, where minors do not have agency, 

but they are afforded legal protection.  

Mishnah Ketubot 1:3 

בָא עַל הַגְדֹולָה,   בָא עַל הַּקְטַנָה, וְקָטָן שֶׁ הַגָדֹול שֶׁ
 ּומֻכַת עֵץ, כְתֻבָתָן מָאתַיִם,דִבְרֵי רַבִי מֵאִיר 

 
 
 
 

  :חֲכָמִים אֹומְרִים, מֻכַת עֵץ, כְתֻבָתָּה מָנֶׁה

The grown man who has sexual relations 
with a minor-girl, and the minor-boy who 
has sexual relations with a grown woman, 
or one who lost her hymen through an 
accidental lesion, their ketubahs are 200. 
These are the words of Rabbi Meir. 
And the sages say, one who lost her 
hymen through an accidental lesion, her 
ketubah is 100. 

 
Mishnah, 1.2., sets a baseline of 200 zuz in a Ketubah for a virgin bride. This payment 

occurs when a husband dies or seeks to divorce his wife. In Mishnah 1.3, the Tannaim 

describe situations where virginity is lost either due to underage sexual relations or 

rupture of a woman’s hymen. The first is when a k’tana / minor-girl loses her virginity to 

a man, and the second is when a grown woman has sexual relations with a minor-boy. 

For a woman whose hymen is ruptured without sexual intercourse, Rabbi Meir proposes 

payment equivalent to a virgin, while his contemporaries propose ½ such payment, 

equivalent to that of a widow. The relevance of virginal-status of young girls to marriage 

contracts arises again later in chapter one: 

Mishnah Ketubot 1:10 

יָרְדָה לְמַלאֹת   ת שֶׁ ה בְתִינֹוקֶׁ אָמַר רַבִי יֹוסֵי, מַעֲשֶׁ
 מַיִם מִן הָעַיִן, וְנֶׁאֱנְסָה. 

 
ן נּורִי, אִם רֹב אַנְשֵי הָעִיר מַשִיאִין   אָמַר רַבִי יֹוחָנָן בֶׁ

  :לַכְהֻנָה, הֲרֵי זֹו תִנָשֵא לַכְהֻנָה

Rabbi Yosi said, it happened that a young 
girl was going down to fill water from the 
spring, and she was violated. 
Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri said, if most of 
the people in the city marry into the 
priesthood, here she is married into the 
priesthood. 
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In the event a young woman is raped, Rabbi Yochanan ben Nuri says she is eligible to 

be married into the priesthood. Given the sensitivity regarding priestly lineage 

(Feinstein), it is an affirmation that Rabbi Yochanan states that the status of the person 

who violated her should be assumed to be the status equivalent to most men in the 

community, and this should not impact her eligibility to marry a priest. 

The Mishnah also delves into parameters regarding the status of the witnesses 

who sign a Ketubah. In the event someone acts as a witness before they have reached 

the age of majority, such an act is not valid: 

Mishnah Ketubot 2:3 

אָמְרּו כְתַב יָדֵינּו הּוא זֶׁה, אֲבָל אֲנּוסִים  הָעֵדִים שֶׁ
הָיִינּו, קְטַנִים הָיִינּו, פְסּולֵי עֵדּות הָיִינּו, הֲרֵי אֵלּו  

 נֶׁאֱמָנִים

The witnesses who say, “this is the writing 
of our hand”, but we were under threat of 
compulsion, we were not yet of the age of 
majority, or we were disqualified 
witnesses, this case these are deemed 
credible. 

 
In the second example, a child who acted as a witness, needs but say that they were a 

child when they witnessed, and they are to be believed. Since they were children when 

they signed the document, their witnessing is invalid. Later in the same chapter, the 

Mishnah expands upon what adults can credibly attest to something they observed 

while they were children: 

Mishnah Ketubot 2:10 

רָאּו בְקָטְנָן. נֶׁאֱמָן  וְאֵלּו נֶׁאֱמָנִין לְהָעִיד בְגָדְלָן מָה שֶׁ
ל  ל אַבָא, וְזֶׁה כְתַב יָדֹו שֶׁ אָדָם לֹומַר, זֶׁה כְתַב יָדֹו שֶׁ

ל אָחִי   רַבִי, וְזֶׁה כְתַב יָדֹו שֶׁ
 

And these are deemed credible to witness 
in adulthood what they saw in childhood. 
A person is deemed credible to say, this 
is the writing of my father’s hand, the is 
the writing of my teacher’s hand, and this 
is the writing of my brother’s hand. 
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As an adult, one can testify to their father’s, teacher’s, or brother’s handwriting that they 

saw as a child. While one cannot testify as a child, once the same person is an adult, he 

or she can say that they recognize the handwriting of the people they were close to as 

children. Memories from childhood can be trusted, but only through the lens of 

adulthood. In addition, the Rabbis appear to be moved by the fact that a document is 

often written in the hand of its author, since handwriting tends not to change over the 

course of one’s life. 

Mishnah Ketubot 3:1 

ת, וְעַל  רֶׁ ן קְנָס. הַבָא עַל הַמַמְזֶׁ יֵש לָהֶׁ אֵלּו נְעָרֹות שֶׁ
 הַנְתִינָה, וְעַל הַכּותִית

 

These are the young women who are 
owed a fine. One who has sexual 
relations with the mamzer, the n’tinah, 
and the kutit. 

 
Each of these types of young woman is someone whom Jewish are forbidden to marry: 

the mamzer, offspring from a couple who are forbidden to marry; the n’tinah, a 

Gibeonite; and the kutit, a Samaritan. Men who rape or seduce such women still owe 

them fines, even though they are halachically off-limits. 

 The following chapter, chapter four, speaks explicitly to a daughter’s agency 

while in her father’s household: 

Mishnah Ketubot 4:4 

ף בַשְטָר ּובַבִיאָה,  סֶׁ יהָ, בַכֶׁ הָאָב זַכַאי בְבִּתֹו בְקִדּושֶׁ
יהָ.   יהָ, ּובַהֲפָרַת נְדָרֶׁ וְזַכַאי בִמְצִיאָתָּה, ּובְמַעֲשֵה יָדֶׁ

ת גִטָּה, וְאֵינֹו אֹוכֵל פֵרֹות   …בְחַיֶׁיהָ ּומְקַבֵל אֶׁ

The Father has authority over his 
daughter in betrothal, via money, via a 
document, or via sexual relations, and 
authority over what she finds, and the 
fruits of her labor, and nullifying her vows, 
and in obtaining her writ-of-divorce, but 
he does not consume the usufruct during 
her lifetime. 

 
Mishnah Ketubot 4:5 

ּתִכָנֵס לִרְשּות  לְעֹולָם הִיא בִרְשּות הָאָב, עַד שֶׁ Forever she is under her father’s 
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  …הַבַעַל לַנִשּואִין
 

authority, until she enters her husband’s 
authority in marriage  

 
A father controls his daughter’s betrothal, owns the fruits of her labor, and can nullify her 

vows. He does not, however, consume the usufruct, the income from her property 

(which she may own from her family or via a previous divorce, etc.) while she lives. A 

father’s authority over his daughter transfers to a husband once she is married. 

A later chapter’s discussion of dowries reveals some exceptions to these standards: 

Mishnah Ketubot 6:5 

ת בִּתֹו סְתָם, לאֹ יִפְחֹת לָּה מֵחֲמִשִים  הַמַשִיא אֶׁ
 .  ..זּוז. 

ת הַיְתֹומָה, לאֹ יִפְחֹת לָּה מֵחֲמִשִים   וְכֵן הַמַשִיא אֶׁ
 זּוז. אִם יֵש בַכִיס, מְפַרְנְסִין אֹותָּה לְפִי כְבֹודָּה

One who marries his daughter undefined, 
he should give her no less than 50 zuz … 
And similarly, one who marries off the 
orphan should give her no less than 50 
zuz. If there is enough in the fund, they 
endow her according to her dignity. 

 
Any betrothed woman, even if she is an orphan, receives no less than 50 zuz, and if 

communal funds are sufficient, an orphan receives additional renumeration 

commensurate with her social status. 

Mishnah Ketubot 6:6 

יהָ מִדַעְּתָּה, וְכָתְבּו   הִשִיאַּתָה אִמָּה אֹו אַחֶׁ יְתֹומָה שֶׁ
ּתַגְדִיל  לָּה בְמֵאָה אֹו בַחֲמִשִים זּוז, יְכֹולָה הִיא מִשֶׁ

רָאּוי לְהִנָתֵן לָּה  … לְהֹוצִיא מִיָדָן מַה שֶׁ
 

An orphan who is married by her mother 
or her brothers with her consent, and they 
wrote for her 100 or 50 zuz, she  is able 
when she reaches the age of majority to 
extract from them what she was entitled 
to. 

 
If a young woman receives a lesser dowry, when she becomes an adult, she is to be 

made whole from either her mother or her brothers’ families, commensurate with what 

she would have deserved. What appears most striking is the phrase “מִדַעְּתָּה”, or “with 

her consent”. Moreover, only a father can legally betroth his minor daughter. Where her 

father is no longer present, the Tannaitic Rabbis factor a minor orphan girl’s consent is 
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something into their halachic framework. On a practical level, like other provisions, this 

serves as legal protection to young orphan women that their worth as a bride should be 

equivalent to other brides whose fathers were alive. 

 When it comes to funds that a father has earmarked for his daughter, the 

Mishnah does not appear to arrive at a conclusive answer: 

Mishnah Ketubot 6:7 

ת נֶׁאֱמָן בַעְלִי   רֶׁ הַמַשְלִיש מָעֹות לְבִּתֹו, וְהִיא אֹומֶׁ
ה הַשָלִיש מַה  הֻשְלַש בְיָדֹו, דִבְרֵי רַבִי  עָלָי, יַעֲשֶׁ שֶׁ

 מֵאִיר.
 
 

ה וְהִיא רֹוצָה   לָא שָדֶׁ רַבִי יֹוסֵי אֹומֵר, וְכִי אֵינָּה אֶׁ
ה דְבָרִים   לְמָכְרָּה, הֲרֵי הִיא מְכּורָה מֵעַכְשָיו. בַמֶׁ

אֲמּורִים, בִגְדֹולָה. אֲבָל בִקְטַנָה, אֵין מַעֲשֵה קְטַנָה 
 :כְלּום

One who appoints a third party to give 
money to his daughter, and she says “my 
husband is credible to me”, the trustee 
executes what has been paid into his 
hand; these are the words of Rabbi Meir 
Rabbi Yosi says, and if it were a field and 
she wanted to sell it, in this case it is sold 
immediately. For what is it said for these 
matters? For a grown woman. But for a 
minor-girl, none of her actions have legal 
force. 

 
This case concerns where a father appoints a third-party, a trustee, to oversee funds he 

intends for his daughter. Rabbi Meir indicates the trustee follows the father’s will, 

irrespective of what the daughter wants (even if daughter says she trusts her husband). 

On the other hand, Rabbi Yosi suggests that the grown daughter’s assessment impacts 

what happens with the entrusted funds. Even if the trustee follows the father’s wishes 

and purchases a field for the daughter, if the daughter wants the field sold, it is sold 

immediately, and she, then ultimately her husband, receives the proceeds. His logic 

may reflect the practical reality that still occurs in many estate-situations in the present. 

Parents can gift their homes or other assets to their children, but once those bequests 

occur, children can then do what they will with the same assets, including sell them. I.e., 

Rabbi Yosi’s perspective may be less about a daughter’s intent and more about what 

she and her husband have the legal right to do once assets belong to them. Rabbi Yosi 
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also appends that his perspective only applies to a grown woman, not a minor girl, 

although there is no disagreement between the two with regards to the minor girl – the 

trustee follow’s the father’s will. 

Later, the Mishnah outlines protocol in situations where a woman with a daughter 

marries, or marries, divorces, and remarries: 

Mishnah Ketubot 12:1 

ת בִּתָּה  יָזּון אֶׁ ת הָאִשָה ּופָסְקָה עִמֹו כְדֵי שֶׁ הַנֹושֵא אֶׁ
 חָמֵש שָנִים, חַיָב לְזּונָּה חָמֵש שָנִים.

 
 

ת בִּתָּה חָמֵש  יָזּון אֶׁ נִשֵאת לְאַחֵר ּופָסְקָה עִמֹו כְדֵי שֶׁ
 שָנִים, חַיָב לְזּונָּה חָמֵש שָנִים.

 
 

לָא   צְלִי אֲזּונָּה, אֶׁ ּתָבאֹ אֶׁ לאֹ יאֹמַר הָרִאשֹון לִכְשֶׁ
יהָ לִמְקֹום אִמָּה.   מֹולִיְך לָּה מְזֹונֹותֶׁ

 
 

חָד,   ם הֲרֵי אָנּו זָנִין אֹותָּה כְאֶׁ ְכֵן לאֹ יאֹמְרּו שְנֵיהֶׁ
חָד נֹותֵן לָּה דְמֵי מְזֹונֹות חָד זָנָּה וְאֶׁ לָא אֶׁ   :אֶׁ

One who marries a woman, and she 
stipulated with him that he will sustain her 
daughter for five years, he is obligated to 
sustain her for five years. 
If she marries another, and she stipulated 
with the second man that he will sustain 
her daughter for five years, he is 
obligated to sustain her for five years. 
The first cannot say, when she comes to 
me, I will sustain her; rather, he goes to 
her and he gives sustenance to her in the 
her mother’s place. 
Also, the two of them cannot say, we will 
sustain her together; rather one sustains 
her, and the other gives her 
compensation for sustainment. 

 
The upshot of this Mishnah is that in the case of multiple marriages containing 

stipulations for providing for daughters, the stipulations are additive, rather than 

substituting for one another. A daughter who is owed sustenance from two stepfathers, 

one current and one from a previous marriage, is entitled to sustenance from both. Be it 

because of a vow or because of a contract (i.e., the ketubah) or otherwise, the Tannaim 

insist that what a wife and daughter are promised, they shall receive. The theme of 

protecting a daughter’s right to sustenance continues when the Mishnah discusses 

cases of estates: 

Mishnah Ketubot 13:3 
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 אַדְמֹון אֹומֵר שִבְעָה. 
 
 
 

הַנְכָסִים מְרֻבִין,  מֵת וְהִנִיחַ בָנִים ּובָנֹות, בִזְמַן שֶׁ מִי שֶׁ
הַבָנִים יֹורְשִים וְהַבָנֹות נִּזֹונֹות. ּובִנְכָסִים מֻעָטִים,  

 וְהַבָנִים יְחַּזְרּו עַל הַפְתָחִים. הַבָנֹות יִּזֹונּו 
 
 
 

אֲנִי זָכָר הִפְסָדְּתִי. אָמַר רַבָן   אַדְמֹון אֹומֵר, בִשְבִיל שֶׁ
ת דִבְרֵי אַדְמֹון ה אֲנִי אֶׁ   :גַמְלִיאֵל, רֹואֶׁ

Admon says seven. [Note: this is a 
reference to a prior Mishnah, which 
explains Admon issued seven 
dissentions, of which this is one] 
One who dies and leaves sons and 
daughters, when the estate is large, the 
sons inherit and the daughters are 
sustained. And with a small estate, the 
daughters will be sustained and the sons 
will go around upon the doors. 
Admon says, because I am male, I was 
disadvantaged? Raban Gamliel says, I 
see Admon’s point.  

 
Admon’s dissention implies the halacha is that the maintenance owed to daughters 

takes precedence over their brothers’ right to inherit; in the event that a man leaves a 

small estate, it is sons who have to make their own way. The Sages appear to reflect 

the practicality of their surrounding reality. Sons have the legal ability and the practical 

means to pursue their own path: to lift themselves up by their bootstraps, so to speak, 

whereas daughters do not. Even in scenarios where daughters gain agency, such as by 

becoming divorced or a widow, in practical terms, such women could not realistically 

pursue a trade or otherwise accumulate wealth on their own terms. Even still, Admon 

calls this judgment into question, pointing out that this puts sons at a disadvantage. 

Moreover, Admon may be suggesting that the halacha should be the reverse: sons 

should inherit be counted upon to sustain their sisters. 

 Like Mishnah Kiddushin, Mishnah Ketubot articulates legal protections for 

daughters and minor daughters, emphasizing they are provided with assets sufficient to 

sustain themselves. Notably, we also catch a glimpse of agency for an orphan girl, less 

in a legal sense, and more in a practical sense that perhaps her consent is sought when 

her mother or brothers seek to marry her.  
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 We also find, in Tractate Niddah, a single Mishnah that discusses how a child’s 

age affects the credibility of their vows. 

Mishnah Niddah 5:6 

יהָ נִבְדָקִין. בַת  חָד, נְדָרֶׁ שְרֵה שָנָה וְיֹום אֶׁ בַת אַחַת עֶׁ
יהָ קַיָמִין. ּובֹודְקִין   חָד, נְדָרֶׁ שְרֵה שָנָה וְיֹום אֶׁ שְּתֵים עֶׁ

שְרֵה.  כָל שְּתֵים עֶׁ
 
 

ן   חָד, נְדָרָיו נִבְדָקִים. בֶׁ שְרֵה שָנָה וְיֹום אֶׁ ן שְּתֵים עֶׁ בֶׁ
חָד, נְדָרָיו קַיָמִין. ּובֹודְקִין   שְרֵה שָנָה וְיֹום אֶׁ שְלש עֶׁ

שְרֵה.   כָל שְלש עֶׁ
 
 

אָמְרּו יֹודְעִין אָנּו לְשֵם   ה, אַף עַל פִי שֶׁ ם לַּזְמַן הַּזֶׁ קֹדֶׁ
ר וְאֵין   דֶׁ ם נֶׁ מִי נָדָרְנּו, לְשֵם מִי הִקְדָשְנּו, אֵין נִדְרֵיהֶׁ

קְדֵש.  קְדֵשָן הֶׁ  הֶׁ
 
 

אָמְרּו אֵין אָנּו יֹודְעִין   ה, אַף עַל פִי שֶׁ לְאַחַר הַּזְמַן הַּזֶׁ
ר   דֶׁ ם מִי הִקְדָשְנּו, נִדְרָן נֶׁ ם מִי נָדָרְנּו, לְשֶׁ לְשֶׁ

קְדֵש קְדֵשָן הֶׁ  וְהֶׁ

A girl who is 11 years and one day old, 
her vows are examined. A girl who is 
twelve years old and one day, her vows 
are confirmed. And they examine the 
whole twelfth year. 
A son who is twelve years and one day 
old, his vows are examined. A son who is 
thirteen years and one day old, his vows 
are confirmed. And they examine the 
whole thirteenth year. 
Preceding this time, even though they 
said they know in whose name we vowed, 
in whose name we consecrated, their 
vows are not a vow, and their 
consecrations are not a consecration. 
After this time, even if they said I do not 
know in whose name I vow, in whose 
name I consecrate, their vows are a vow, 
and their consecrations are a 
consecration. 

 
A girl reaches the age of majority at 12 and a day, and for a boy it is 13 and a day. 

Despite being an adult, whatever vows they take the year after that are still examined 

for validity, i.e., presumably: whether they understand what they are vowing and the 

consequences involved were they not to follow through. This ancient analogy to 

“coaching” begins the year prior, which in theory, gives them time to prepare for the 

responsibilities of the commitments they will soon make. 

 In the final chapter of Pirkei Avot, Yehuda Ben Tema, a 4th generation Tannaim, 

speaks to the appropriate age for marriage for men: 

Mishnah Pirkei Avot 5:21 

ר   שֶׁ ן עֶׁ ן חָמֵש שָנִים לַמִקְרָא, בֶׁ הּוא הָיָה אֹומֵר, בֶׁ
שְרֵה   ן חֲמֵש עֶׁ שְרֵה לַמִצְֹות, בֶׁ ן שְלש עֶׁ לַמִשְנָה, בֶׁ

He used to say: five years old, scripture; 
ten years old, Mishnah; thirteen years old, 
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שְרֵה לַחֻפָה ן שְמֹנֶׁה עֶׁ  ;mitzvot; fifteen years old, Talmud … לַּתַלְמּוד, בֶׁ
eighteen years old, the chuppah … 

 
“Chuppah”, wedding canopy, implies that ideally marriage – for males - waits until five 

years past the rabbinic age of majority - near the outside range of the modern 

conception of childhood, but well past the conception of childhood in the Rabbinic eras. 

It is notable, that Yehuda Ben Tema suggests that a child (i.e., a boy) should start 

studying scripture, because this parallels the same age in the modern era that children 

start learning to read. Presumably, most of what a boy studies would be the oral 

tradition (across the Tanakh, Mishnah, Mitzvot, and Gemara); even then, this sequence 

was likely aspirational. But for the Tanakh, at least some of his studies would involve 

reading. Ben Tama also appears to portray this learning sequence as a ladder, leading 

up to marriage. It implicitly reflects how the Tannaitic ideal of a husband is one who is 

both learned and practiced. 

Gemara 

In analyzing the Gemara’s perspective on these Mishnayot, I will focus on 

perspectives that substantially differ or offer additional perspectives relevant to 

children’s agency. For example, the Babylonian Talmud tractate on Ketubot offers 

additional context related to Yehuda Ben Tema’s opinion, indirectly revealing an avenue 

wherein sons can exert their preferences related to studying: 

Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot, 50a 

יְהֵא אָדָם  אָמַר רַב יִצְחָק, בְאּושָא הִתְקִינּו שֶׁ
שְרֵה שָנָה. מִכָאן  מִתְגַלְגֵל עִם בְנֹו, עַד שְּתֵים עֶׁ

 וְאֵילְָך, יֹורֵד עִמֹו לְחַיָיו. אִינִי?! 
 
 

וְהָא אֲמַר לֵיּה רַב לְרַב שְמּואֵל בַר שִילַת: בְצִיר 
קַבֵיל ּוסְפִי   —לָא ּתְקַבֵיל. בַר שֵית  —מִבַר שֵית 

Rav Yitzchak said, in Usha, they enacted 
that a person encourages his son, until he 
is twelve years old. From here afterward, 
he administers his life for him. Is it so? 
 
But Rav said to Rav Shmuel Bar Shilat, 
less than six, you will not receive him; six 
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 !לֵיּה כְתֹורָא
 

אִין, סָפֵי לֵיּה כְתֹורָא, מִיהּו אֵינֹו יֹורֵד עִמֹו לְחַיָיו עַד  
שְרֵה שָנָה.   לְאַחַר שְּתֵים עֶׁ

 
 

 וְאִיבָעֵית אֵימָא, לָא קַשְיָא: הָא לְמִקְרָא, הָא לְמִשְנָה 

years old, receive and feed him like an ox 
 
Yes, feed him like an ox. However, do not 
administer his life until he is older than 
twelve years old. 
 
But if you want, say, there is no difficulty. 
This is per scripture and that is per the 
Mishnah. 

 
Given the contrasting perspectives, it is not conclusive, but one of the two perspectives 

suggests a child could resist Torah before until he is twelve years old without incurring 

serious punishment. At the same time, I could imagine this perspective is less intended 

to speak to a son’s preferences, and more intended to speak to a parent’s assessment 

of their son’s readiness to learn. Furthermore, it is useful to remember that these 

exhortations are what the Rabbis aspired to, not what fathers necessarily carried out. 

As another example, the Babylonian Talmud tractate on Kiddushin refines and 

expands upon a father’s ability to betroth his young daughter: 

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin, 41a 

הִיא נַעֲרָה. ת בִּתֹו כְשֶׁ  הָאִיש מְקַדֵש אֶׁ
 

הִיא נַעֲרָה   אִין,  –כְשֶׁ
הִיא קְטַנָה   לָא.  –כְשֶׁ

 יְהּודָה אָמַר רַבמְסַיַיע לֵיּה לְרַב, דְאָמַר רַב 
 

לְעָזָר:   וְאִיּתֵימָא רַבִי אֶׁ
הִיא קְטַנָה, עַד   ת בִּתֹו כְשֶׁ יְקַדֵש אֶׁ אָסּור לְאָדָם שֶׁ

ּתִגְדַל וְתאֹמַר: ״בִפְלֹונִי אֲנִי רֹוצָה״  .שֶׁ

“a man betroths his daughter when she is 
a young woman” 
When she is a young woman – yes. 
When she is a minor – no. 
This supports the opinion of Rav, as Rav 
Yehuda says in the name of Rav: 
And some say Rabbi Elazar: 
It is prohibited for a man to betroth his 
daughter when she is a minor, until she 
grows and says, “with so-and-so, I want” 

 
As we saw earlier, Mishnah Kiddushin 2.1 explicitly says a father can betroth a na-arah, 

and 3.8 does not explicitly say but strongly implies that a Father can betroth a k’tanah. 

The Gemara opposes this implication, citing Rav, a first-generation Amora, and as 

others say, Rabbi Elazar a fifth generation Tanna: a father does not betroth his daughter 
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while she is a minor. Moreover, Rabbi Elazar says a daughter’s consent should be 

reflected in her father’s choice of betrothal, which she can only legally do once she is no 

longer a minor. It may still be the father who chooses the daughter’s husband, but 

marriage requires consent, lest, as Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz says, 

 .”she is married to a man she does not like“ ,”נמצאת נשואה לאדם שאינו כלבבה“

The Gemara perceives and addresses a similar uncertainty regarding Mishnah 

3.6, which discusses a betrothal that is conditional on a Father’s approval: 

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin, 63a 

ה אַבָא״ יִרְצֶׁ  ?מַאי ״עַל מְנָת שֶׁ
 

What does it mean, “Upon the condition 
that my father wants” 

 
As discussed earlier, the Mishnah in question specifies that the betrothal be dissolved 

should the father pass away. The Gemara correctly perceives that it’s unclear what the 

condition implies, because if a father approves a betrothal, then it should occur whether 

he lives or dies. I.e., given the conclusion on the event of death, it cannot be the case 

that “my father wants” means: “my father explicitly said he wanted this”. Rather, the 

Gemara concludes that the condition means “my father doesn’t object”: 

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin, 63b 

רַב יֹוסֵף בַר אַמֵי אָמַר: לְעֹולָם חַד טַעְמָא הּוא,  
ה אַבָא״  יִרְצֶׁ  – ּומַאי ״עַל מְנָת שֶׁ

 
ה אַבָא מִכָאן וְעַד שְֹלשִים יֹום  לאֹ יְמַחֶׁ  עַל מְנָת שֶׁ

Rav Yosef bar Amay said, the entire is 
one reason, and what does it mean, 
“Upon the condition that my father wants” 
“Upon the condition that my father does 
not protest from here until thirty days” 

 
This may be sophisticated legal reasoning that applies to an unusual “edge case” 

scenario, but it serves to solidify the commitment that a father’s will is carried out. A 

father’s lack of protest is taken as acceptance. 
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The Mishnah made its stance clear that unmarried people are prohibited from 

being schoolteachers. The Gemara asks a clarifying question – what about a male 

teacher whose wife doesn’t reside with him? 

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin, 82a 

אֵין לֹו אִשָה כְלָל, אֹו דִלְמָא  …  אִיבַעְיָא לְהּו: מִי שֶׁ
צְלֹו? אֵינָּה שְרּויָה אֶׁ  בְשֶׁ

 
צְלֹו לאֹ ּתָא שְמַע: אַף מִי  יֵש לֹו וְאֵינָּה שְרּויָה אֶׁ שֶׁ

 יְלַמֵד סֹופְרִים 

A dilemma was asked of them: one who 
does not have wife at all, or perhaps 
when she is not dwelling with him? 
Come and hear: if one who has, and she 
is not dwelling with him, he will not train 
as a schoolteacher. 

 
Such a person cannot be a schoolteacher either. The Gemara affirms that it’s not just 

having a spouse that is necessary to prevent inappropriate relationships between 

teachers and the mothers of their students, the physical proximity of one’s spouse is 

also necessary. 

 Regarding the case of a young girl’s eligibility to marry into the priesthood after 

she was violated, the Gemara appears to be uncomfortable with this conclusion. In the 

midst of an extended search for proof, the Gemara offers an observation from Rabbi 

Zera, a fourth generation amora who studied in Babylon then moved to Eretz Israel: 

Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot, 15a 

ל קָבּועַ  חֱצָה עַל   —גּופָא, אָמַר רַבִי זֵירָא: כׇּ כְמֶׁ
חֱצָה דָמֵי, בֵין לְקּולָא בֵין לְחּומְרָא  .מֶׁ

Returning to our subject, Rabbi Zeira 
said, anything fixed, as half and half 
compared, between leniency and 
between restrictiveness 

 
I.e., Rabbi Zeira suggests that in a fifty/fifty scenario (a.k.a., chetzi/chetzi, or half and 

half), evaluating the ritual purity of any given item about which we’re uncertain should 

be balanced between a lenient judgement and a restrictive judgement. So, if half the 

men in a community have lineages that allow their female relatives to marry priests, it is 

acceptable to assume that one who rapes a minor girl comes from this half of the 
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community. Thus, she, the victim, remains eligible to marry into the priesthood. Given 

how sensitive the Rabbis are to preserving the purity of priestly lineage, it came as a 

surprise to this author to see this conclusion. Although, it is important to note that this 

criteria (going with leniency when it’s 50/50) applies only in situations where the 

probability is “ ַקָבּוע”/”fixed”, a.k.a., concretely known. The other scenarios that the 

Gemara discusses involve some degree of uncertainty regarding the population from 

which the perpetrator comes from and thus, this principle does not apply (e.g., what if 

the victim was traveling, or there were a group of travelers visiting at the time of her 

violation). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Gemara appears to be concerned with Mishnah 

Ketubot 2.10, indicating that adults can testify to certain handwriting that they witnessed 

as minors: 

Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot, 28a 

יֵש גָדֹול   אָמַר רַב הּונָא בְרֵיּה דְרַב יְהֹושֻעַ: וְהּוא שֶׁ
 .עִמֹו

Rav Huna son of Rav Y’hosua: and it is 
when a grown person is with him 

 
In other words, Rav Huna clarifies that the Mishnah is speaking about how a minor is 

only confirming the testimony of someone who was already an adult. I.e., when the 

Mishnah says a minor’s father, teacher, or brother, each of these would have been 

someone who was already an adult doing their own witnessing or testimony via their 

own handwriting. Thus, when an adult speaks to what they saw as a minor, they are 

merely re-confirming the already presumably valid testimony from an adult. So, while 

the Gemara emphasizes this technicality, it still allows that the confirmation of what 

someone saw as a child can carry some weight. 
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Concerning the case from Mishnah Ketubot where a father transfers money to 

his daughter, the Gemara presents two slightly different perspectives from two fifth 

generation Tannaim, Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Yosi: 

Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot, 69b 

ה   ן שָדֶׁ ּתָנּו רַבָנַן: הַמַשְלִיש מָעֹות לַחֲתָנֹו לִיּקַח מֵהֶׁ
ת: יִנָתְנּו לְבַעְלִי,   רֶׁ  לְבִּתֹו, וְהִיא אֹומֶׁ

 
 
 

  — הָרְשּות בְיָדָּה, מִן הָאֵירּוסִין  —מִן הַנִשּואִין 
הּושְלַש בְיָדֹו, דִבְרֵי רַבִי מֵאִיר.   ה הַשָלִיש מַה שֶׁ  יַעֲשֶׁ

 
 
 

רַבִי יֹוסֵי אֹומֵר: הַגְדֹולָה, בֵין מִן הַנִשּואִין ּובֵין מִן  
קְטַנָה, בֵין מִן הַנִשּואִין   הָרְשּות בְיָדָּה.  —הָאֵירּוסִין 

ה הַשָלִיש מַה  —בֵין מִן הָאֵירּוסִין  הּושְלַש  יַעֲשֶׁ שֶׁ
  .בְיָדֹו

Our sages taught [in a Baraita]: one who 
pays money to his son-in-law, to 
purchase a field for his daughter, and she 
says: it will be given to my husband 
 
From the marriage, the authority is in her 
hand, from the betrothal, the trustee does 
what he was instructed to do, this is the 
statement of Rabbi Meir. 
 
Rabbi Yosi says: the adult woman, from 
the marriage or the betrothal, the 
authority is in her hand. A minor girl, from 
the marriage or the betrothal the trustee 
does what he was instructed to do. 

 
Rabbi Yosi affords an adult daughter the power to execute the purchase from the 

betrothal onward, whereas Rabbi Meir confers this power starting at the marriage. 

Rabbi Yosi’s perspective implies that a father’s intention for bequeathed-funds is 

reflected in his choice of betrothed, whereas Rabbi Meir sees the same intent as 

beginning once the marriage occurs. 

Maimonides 

The initial portion of Maimonides’ Laws of Marriage reads like a legal contract, 

which devotes a great deal of effort defining terms. In fact, he concludes the second 

chapter by saying:  

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 2:27 

בֵאַרְנּו עִנְיָנָם בִשְנֵי פְרָקִיםנִמְצְאּו כָל הַשֵמֹות    … שֶׁ
 

שִים כָל הַשֵמֹות הָאֵלּו לְעֻמָתְָך ּתָמִיד וְאַל יָלֹוזּו  

All the names we brought to light are 
found as subjects in the two chapters .... 
Mind each of them closely always, and do 
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לאֹ נִהְיֶׁה צְרִיכִין לְבָאֵר כָל  ם כְדֵי שֶׁ יָך כָל עִנְיְנֵיהֶׁ מֵעֵינֶׁ
נַזְכִיר אֹותֹו ן בְכָל מָקֹום שֶׁ  שֵם מֵהֶׁ

 

not turn your eyes from any of the 
subjects, in order that it’s not needed to 
make clear any name from them in any 
place where they are mentioned 

 
Notably for our purposes, Maimonides draws explicit boundaries around the terms 

Tinok, Katan, and the definition of the age of majority: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 2:1 

ּתִהְיֶׁה בַת י"ב שָנָה גְמּורֹות  הַבַת מִיֹום לֵדָתָּה עַד שֶׁ
תהִיא הַנִקְרֵאת   קְטַנָה וְנִקְרֵאת ּתִינֹקֶׁ

The daughter from the day of her birth 
until she finishes twelve years old is 
called a “k’tanah” or called a “tinoket”. 

 
Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 2:10 

שְרֵה שָנָה נִקְרָא   ן שְֹלש עֶׁ יִהְיֶׁה בֶׁ ּוָלֵד עַד שֶׁ יִ הַבֵן מִשֶׁ
 קָטָן וְנִקְרָא ּתִינֹוק 

The son from when he is born until he is 
thirteen years old is called a “katan” or 
called a “tinok”. 

 
It is not germane to this examination, but Maimonides surrounds these definitions with 

copious criteria, summarized from the Mishnah and Gemara, that indicate whether a girl 

or a boy has reached puberty. Like the Mishnah, Maimonides affirms that a father can 

betroth his daughter, adding that a father can do so even when she is between 12 and 

12 and a half. 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 3:11 

הִיא  לאֹ לְדַעְּתָּה כָל זְמַן שֶׁ ת בִּתֹו שֶׁ הָאָב מְקַדֵש אֶׁ
נֶׁאֱמַר הִיא נַעֲרָה רְשּותָּה בְיָדֹו שֶׁ  קְטַנָה. וְכֵן כְשֶׁ

ה לְאִשָה" ת בִּתִי נָתַּתִי לָאִיש הַּזֶׁ  "אֶׁ

The father betroths his daughter without 
her consent at all times while she is a 
minor. And likewise when she is a na-
arah, he still has this power, as it is 
written (Deuteronomy 22:16), “I gave my 
daughter to this man” 

 
We will see in a moment that Maimonides is uncomfortable with betrothals before a 

woman reaches the age of majority and can give her consent, but he allows that it is 
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legally permissible. He also makes explicit that a father’s ability to legally betroth his 

daughter independent of her consent ceases once she’s an adult: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 3:12 

לְאָבִיהָ בָּה רְשּות וַהֲרֵי הִיא כִשְאָר בָגְרָה הַבַת אֵין 
לָא לְדַעְּתָן אֵינָם מִתְקַדְשֹות אֶׁ  כָל הַנָשִים שֶׁ

For a daughter of age, her father does not 
have authority, and indeed, she is like all 
women, who are not betrothed without 
their consent. 

 
Above and beyond the halacha, Maimonides echoes Rabbi Elazar, suggesting that 

fathers shouldn’t betroth their daughters without their consent, and nor should potential 

suitors betroth minors, or women with whom they aren’t familiar. 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 3:19 

הִיא  … יֵש רְשּות לָאָב לְקַדֵש בִּתֹו כְשֶׁ וְאַף עַל פִי שֶׁ
ה אֵין רָאּוי   יִרְצֶׁ הִיא נַעֲרָה לְכָל מִי שֶׁ קְטַנָה ּוכְשֶׁ

 לַעֲשֹות כֵן
 

הִיא  לאֹ יְקַדֵש אָדָם בִּתֹו כְשֶׁ לָא מִצְוַת חֲכָמִים שֶׁ אֶׁ
ּתַגְדִיל וְתאֹמַר   לִפְלֹונִי אֲנִי רֹוצָה. קְטַנָה עַד שֶׁ

 
 

וְכֵן הָאִיש אֵין רָאּוי לְקַדֵש קְטַנָה. וְלאֹ יְקַדֵש אִשָה  
מָא לאֹ ּתִמְצָא  נָה וְתִהְיֶׁה כְשֵרָה בְעֵינָיו שֶׁ יִרְאֶׁ עַד שֶׁ

חֵן בְעֵינָיו וְנִמְצָא מְגָרְשָּה אֹו שֹוכֵב עִמָּה וְהּוא  
 …שֹונְאָה

…Even if the father has authority to 
betroth his daughter when she is a minor 
or a na’arah, to any person he wishes, it 
is not worthy to do thus; 
rather, it is a command of the sages for a 
man to not consecrate his minor 
daughter, until she grows and says “I 
want so-and-so” 
And thus, it is not worthy for a man to 
betroth a minor. And a woman should not 
be consecrated until he sees her and she 
is fitting in his eyes, lest she not find 
grace in his eyes, and he is divorced from 
her, or lies down with her and he hates 
her. … 

 
Maimonides’ rationale is quite practical: neither a father nor a suitor should betroth a 

woman until they assess whether they are compatible, lest they break up, or perhaps 

worse – grow to hate each other! Consent is required, but betrothal remains in the 

father’s power. I.e., here, consent should be taken less as a sign of agency, and more 

as a sign of partnership: a father should find someone fitting for his daughter, and his 

daughter should consent to a fitting spouse.  
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 Maimonides also delves into cases where an adult man betroths a minor girl who 

is not under a father’s authority, indicating that whether such a betrothal is valid 

depends on the girl’s maturity: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 4:7 

ּקִדֵש  ּקִדֵש אֵין קִדּושָיו קִדּושִין. אֲבָל גָדֹול שֶׁ קָטָן שֶׁ
יָצְאָה מֵרְשּות   ת הַּקְטַנָה הַיְתֹומָה. אֹו קְטַנָה שֶׁ אֶׁ

 אָבִיהָ.
 
 

הִיא  אִם הָיְתָה פְחּותָה מִבַת שֵש אַף עַל פִי שֶׁ
נֶׁת אֵין כָאן שֵם  ת ּומַבְחֶׁ רֶׁ נְבֹונַת לַחַש בְיֹותֵר ּומַכֶׁ

 קִדּושִין וְאֵינָּה צְרִיכָה לְמָאֵן.
 
 

ר שָנִים ּולְמַעְלָה אַף עַל פִי   שֶׁ וְאִם הָיְתָה מִבַת עֶׁ
הִיא סְכָלָה בְיֹותֵר הֹואִיל וְנִתְקַדְשָה לְדַעְּתָּה הֲרֵי  שֶׁ

ת לְמֵאּון. שֶׁ  זֹו מְקֻדֶׁ
 
 

ת יְפִי   ר בֹודְקִין אֶׁ שֶׁ הָיְתָה מִבַת שֵש וְעַד סֹוף עֶׁ
נֶׁת עִסְקֵי הַנִשּואִין וְהַּקִדּושִין   ת ּומַבְחֶׁ רֶׁ דַעְּתָּה אִם מַכֶׁ

 צְרִיכָה לְמָאֵן.
 
 
 

ת לְמֵאּון וְאֵינָּה צְרִיכָה לְמָאֵן:   שֶׁ  וְאִם לָאו אֵינָּה מְקֻדֶׁ

A minor who betroths, his betrothal is not 
a betrothal. However, an adult who 
betroths the minor orphan girl, or a minor 
girl who is no longer under her father’s 
authority: 
If she is younger than age six, even if she 
shows understanding and apprehension 
in excess, and can decide and can 
distinguish, there is no betrothal here, and 
it is not necessary to annul the marriage. 
And if she is older than 10 years, even if 
she is excessively foolish, since she 
became betrothed with her consent, 
indeed she is betrothed, and to annul the 
marriage. 
If she is from six to 10 years old, they 
check the elaborateness of her 
knowledge, if she decides, and if she 
distinguishes engaging in marriage and 
betrothal, it is necessary to annul the 
marriage. 
If not, she is not betrothed, and she does 
not need to annul the marriage. 

 
While she does not have rights, a minor girl who has been betrothed only remains 

betrothed if she is over age 10, or if she between 6 and 10 and she comprehends what 

betrothal signifies. This appears to be a compromise, where Maimonides strives to hold 

with the law, while reflecting his principles on the matter at hand. I.e., as noted above, 

Maimonides deems it “fitting” for betrothals to occur once a woman can consent, but a 

father remains legally empowered to betroth his daughter while she is a minor. Thus, for 

a minor girl without a father, “ת יְפִי דַעְּתָּה  they check the elaborateness of her ”בֹודְקִין אֶׁ

knowledge, to ascertain whether she understands what she is getting into. 
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Later in chapter 7, Maimonides addresses a scenario where a man seeks to 

betroth a friend’s child who is still in utero, assuming the child is a girl. 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 7:16 

הָאֹומֵר לַחֲבֵרֹו אִם יָלְדָה אִשְּתְָך נְקֵבָה הֲרֵי הִיא 
ת לִי בָזֶׁה לאֹ אָמַר כְלּום. שֶׁ  מְקֻדֶׁ

 
 
 

ת וְהֻכַר הָעֵבָר הֲרֵי זֹו   רֶׁ ת חֲבֵרֹו מְעֻבֶׁ וְאִם הָיְתָה אֵשֶׁ
ת. שֶׁ  מְקֻדֶׁ

 
צָרִיְך  ה לִי שֶׁ ּתֵלֵד  ְיֵרָאֶׁ לַחֲזֹר ּולְקַדֵש אֹותָּה אַחַר שֶׁ

ן   אֵין בָהֶׁ יַכְנִיס אֹותָּה בְקִדּושִין שֶׁ עַל יְדֵי אָבִיהָ כְדֵי שֶׁ
  :דֹפִי

The one who says to his friend, if your 
wife gives birth to a girl, behold, she is 
betrothed to me with this; he didn’t say 
anything [i.e., his statement has no legal 
force] 
But if his friend’s wife is pregnant, and the 
pregnancy is visible, behold she [the 
unborn child] is betrothed. 
It appears to me that he needs to return 
and to betroth her after she is born, via 
her father’s power, so that she will enter 
into an untainted betrothal. 

 
Here Maimonides seems to try to have his cake and eat it, too. He concludes that an 

unborn girl can be betrothed, but her suitor needs to repeat the betrothal after the child 

is born, so that there is no “דֹפִי”/”reproach”.  “Returning to the topic of betrothing minor 

girls, Maimonides appears to offer the girl or her father the option to change their minds: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 10:16 

ת בִּתֹו קְטַנָה ּותְבָעָּה הַבַעַל לְנִשּואִין.  הַמְאָרֵס אֶׁ
 
 

לאֹ ּתִנָשֵא עַד  בֵין הִיא בֵין אָבִיהָ יְכֹולִין לְעַכֵב שֶׁ
ה נַעֲרָה וְאִם רָצָה לְכָנְסָּה כֹונֵס. וְאֵין  ּתַגְדִיל וְתֵעָשֶׁ שֶׁ

  :רָאּוי לַעֲשֹות כֵן

The one who betroths his minor daughter 
and the husband requests the marriage 
[take place while she is still a minor]. 
Either she or her father can prevent the 
wedding until she grows up and becomes 
a na-arah, and if he [still] wants to marry 
her, he marries her. It is not suitable to do 
thus. 

 
Her suitor can still proceed with the wedding. We have already seen how Maimonides 

looks down upon betrothing minors, even though he recognizes that it doing so is legal. 

So, he reiterates that while it is “רָאּוי”/”unfitting”, it is legally permissible. 
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Commensurate with his penchant for detail, Maimonides outlines detailed 

halacha for inheritance rights, conjugal rights, and while doing so, he comments on a 

man’s responsibility to provide for his children: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 12:14 

אָדָם חַיָב בִמְזֹונֹות אִשְּתֹו כְָך הּוא חַיָב   כְשֵם שֶׁ
יִהְיּו בְנֵי שֵש  בִמְזֹונֹות בָנָיו ּובְנֹותָיו הַּקְטַנִים עַד שֶׁ

 שָנִים. 
 

יִגְדְלּו כְתַּקָנַת חֲכָמִים.  מִכָאן וְאֵילְָך מַאֲכִילָן עַד שֶׁ
 
 

גֹועֲרִין בֹו ּומַכְלִימִין אֹותֹו ּופֹוצְרִין בֹו.  וְאִם לאֹ רָצָה 
וְאִם לאֹ רָצָה מַכְרִיזִין עָלָיו בַצִבּור וְאֹומְרִים פְלֹונִי  
ה לָזּון בָנָיו וַהֲרֵי פָחּות הּוא   אַכְזָרִי הּוא וְאֵינֹו רֹוצֶׁ

פְרֹוחָיו. וְאֵין כֹופִין אֹותֹו   ת אֶׁ הּוא זָן אֶׁ מֵעֹוף טָמֵא שֶׁ
  :לְזּונָם אַחַר שֵש

Just as a person is obligated to sustain 
his wife, so he is obligated to sustain his 
minor sons and daughters, until they are 
six years old. 
From here and afterward, he provides 
them with sustenance until they grow, as 
the sages established. 
And if he didn’t want to, they rebuke him 
and they shame him, and they urge him. 
And if he didn’t want to, they announce 
about him in public, and they say, “so-
and-so is cruel; he does not want to 
sustain his sons, indeed he is less than 
an impure bird, which feeds its fledglings”. 
They do not force him to sustain them 
after six. 

 
Here, we see a parallel toward Maimonides’ attitude toward conducting a wedding 

before a girl reaches the age of majority. While it is a great moral failing deserving of 

grand public rebuke, a man is not legally obligated or forced to sustain his sons or 

daughters after they are six years old. Clearly Maimonides is confident that the 

escalating degrees of rebuke will be sufficient to coerce a father to fulfill not just his 

legal, but his moral obligation. 

Shortly afterward, Maimonides elaborates on precisely what “sustaining” entails: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 13:6 

לָא בָנָיו ּובְנֹותָיו הַּקְטַנִים בְנֵי   וְלאֹ הָאִשָה בִלְבַד אֶׁ
ם   ת לָהֶׁ קֶׁ ם כְסּות הַמַסְפֶׁ שֵש אֹו פָחֹות חַיָב לִּתֵן לָהֶׁ

 ּוכְלֵי ּתַשְמִיש ּומָדֹור לִשְכֹן בֹו. 
 
 

לָא כְפִי צָרְכָן בִלְבַד. זֶׁה   ם לְפִי עָשְרֹו אֶׁ וְאֵינֹו נֹותֵן לָהֶׁ

Not only for his wife, rather, his minor 
sons and daughters, ages 6 or less, he is 
obligated to give to them sufficient 
clothing, and household utensils, and 
lodging to dwell in. 
He does not give them according to his 
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יֵש לֹו עָלָיו מְזֹונֹות בֵין בְחַיָיו בֵין אַחַר   הַכְלָל כָל מִי שֶׁ
 מֹותֹו יֵש לֹו כְסּות ּוכְלֵי בֵית ּומָדֹור

riches, rather, according to their needs 
alone. This is the general rule, any who 
have to sustain, whether he is alive or 
deceased, he has to: clothing, utensils, 
and a dwelling. 

 
“Sustaining” is not just comestible sustenance; it is the trifecta of food, clothing, and 

shelter. Interestingly, what a father owes is proportionate to his children’s needs 

 his own riches”. Presumably, children of higher“/”עָשְרֹו“ alone”, opposed to”/”בִלְבַד“

station may have greater needs than those of lower social status, but irrespective, the 

lens is what the children need, not how wealthy the father himself is. 

The Mishnah addressed how to handle small estates involving sons and 

daughters, and Maimonides expands the halacha to address such an estate with a 

widow and a daughter: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 19:21 

ת וְאֵין  רֶׁ נָה אֹו מֵאִשָה אַחֶׁ הִנִיחַ אַלְמָנָה ּובַת מִמֶׁ
ן הָאַלְמָנָה נִּזֹונֶׁת וְהַבַת   יִּזֹונּו שְּתֵיהֶׁ בַנְכָסִים כְדֵי שֶׁ

  … ּתִשְאַל עַל הַפְתָחִים

He left a widow and a daughter from her 
or from another wife, and the estate 
cannot sustain the two of them. The 
widow is sustained, and the daughter 
begs at doors. 

 
The daughter is the one with the primary obligation to beg for sustenance, while the 

widow reaps what the estate can offer. The Ketubah serves as a creditor on the estate, 

one that takes precedence to the daughter’s inheritance. This is a striking parallel to the 

modern era, where many children, sons and daughters alike, see their inheritances 

reduced based on prenuptial agreements, their parents’ debts, or any other creditor with 

a legitimate claim on the estate. 



48 

Maimonides also addresses a variety of inheritance scenarios involving sons and 

daughters, each of which appears to be aligned with the halacha of the Mishnah. While 

doing so, he addresses the obligations of a suitor to a poor man’s daughter: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 20:2 

אֵין לָּה  נָה עֲרֻמָה פֵירֵש עַל הַבַעַל שֶׁ יַכְנִיסֶׁ כְלּום וְשֶׁ
ּתָבֹוא לְבֵיתִי  אֵין לָּה כְלּום. וְלאֹ יאֹמַר הַבַעַל כְשֶׁ

נָה וְהִיא בְבֵית לָא מְכַסֶׁ נָה אֶׁ  אָבִיהָ  אֲכַסֶׁ
…  

[The father] explicitly says to the husband 
that she has nothing, and he will marry 
her ”naked”, she has nothing. The 
husband will not say, when she comes to 
my house, I will clothe her, rather, he 
clothes her while she is in her father’s 
house. 

 
The suitor of the bride without a dowry clothes her while she remains in her father’s 

house, before the marriage. This protects the bride from shame at the time of the 

marriage; she can go to her wedding with proper clothing and ornaments.  

 Custody is a common issue that arises from divorce, and Maimonides’ halacha 

reiterates the primary theme we have seen thus far: articulating rights for children, 

without envisioning them playing a role in decision-making: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 21:18 

נּו הָרָאּוי לֹו  … הָיָה הָאָב רָאּוי לִצְדָקָה מֹוצִיאִין מִמֶׁ
ל אִמָּה    בְעַל כָרְחֹו וְזָנִין אֹותָּה וְהִיא אֵצֶׁ

 
 

צְלָּה וְאָבִיהָ זָן  וַאֲפִלּו נִשֵאת הָאֵם לְאַחֵר בִּתָּה אֶׁ
יָמּות  הָאָב  אֹותָּה מִשּום צְדָקָה עַד שֶׁ

 
 

ל  וְתִּזֹון מִנְכָסָיו אַחַר מֹותֹו בִתְנָאֵי כְתֻבָה וְהִיא אֵצֶׁ
 אִמָּה. 

 
צְלָּה אַחַר  יהָ אֶׁ יִהְיּו בָנֶׁ וְאִם לאֹ רָצְתָה הָאֵם שֶׁ

חָד נְקֵבֹות הָרְשּות בְיָדָּה  חָד זְכָרִים וְאֶׁ גְמָלָתָן אֶׁ שֶׁ
כֶׁת אֹותָן לַּקָהָל   ן אֹו מַשְלֶׁ נֶׁת אֹותָן לַאֲבִיהֶׁ  וְנֹותֶׁ

 
 
 

… The father was suitable for tzadakah, 
they collect from him what is suitable from 
him, even against his will, and they 
sustain her at her mother’s place. 
Even if the mother is married to another, 
and her daughter [stays] with her, her 
father sustains her because it is 
tzedakah, until the father dies. 
She will be fed from his estate after his 
death as via a stipulation of the ketubah, 
even though she is with her mother. 
And if the mother does not want her 
children to be with her after they are 
weaned, males or females, it is her right 
to choose, and she can give them to their 
father, or she casts them off to the 
community. 
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ןאִם  ן אָב וְהֵן מְטַפְלִין בָהֶׁ  If they do not have a father, then they [the :אֵין לָהֶׁ
Kahal] attend to them. 

 
The children themselves don’t decide whose care they wind up in; that is their mother’s 

prerogative. But like in the Mishnah, a girl’s father is obligated to sustain her even if her 

mother remarries. Rabbi Steinsaltz clarifies that “הָיָה הָאָב רָאּוי לִצְדָקָה“ “the father was 

suitable for Tzedakah” refers to: “בעל ממון שיכול לתת מכספו לצדקה” / “a husband of wealth 

who can give from his funds to Tzedakah”, i.e., a wealthy man. For such a person of 

means, they collect what is suitable for his daughter’s sustenance, even if she remains 

in her mother’s custody.   

Following this, Maimonides describes how the special status of a bride or groom 

to be obviates the need for witnesses to contracts involving them: 

Mishnei Torah, Ishut, 23:13-14 

פָסַק עַל יְדֵי בְנֹו  ּובִּתֹו   וְכֵן הָאָב שֶׁ
 

 כַמָה אַּתָה נֹותֵן לְבִנְָך כְָך וְכְָך וְכַמָה אַּתָה נֹותֵן
  לְבִּתְָך כְָך וְכְָך

 
 וְעָמְדּו וְקִדְשּו קָנּו אֹותָן  הַדְבָרִים 

 
ן  קִנְיָן .וְאֵּלּו הֵן ּלאֹ הָיָה בֵינֵיהֶׁ  וְאַף עַל פִי שֶׁ

 :הַדְבָרִים הַנִקְנִים בַאֲמִירָה
 

… Similarly, a father negotiates for his 
son or his daughter. 
How much would you give to your son? 
Such and such; How much would you 
give to your daughter? Such and such 
They stand and they are betrothed. These 
matters are contracted. 
And even if there is not a contract 
between them. And these matters are 
established through speech [without a 
written agreement]. 

פָסַק הָאָב לְבִּתֹו בֵין ה דְבָרִים אֲמּורִים בְשֶׁ  בַמֶׁ
 קְטַנָה ּובֵין גְדֹולָה ּופָסַק הָאָב לִבְנֹו ]ב [.ּובְנִּׂשּואִין

 רִאשֹונִים
 

ל בְנֹו ּומֵרֹב שִמְחָתֹו ל אָדָם קְרֹובָה אֵצֶׁ דַעְּתֹו שֶׁ  שֶׁ
 בַנִּׂשּואִין הָרִאשֹונִים גָמַר ּומַקְנֶׁה לֹו בַאֲמִירָה

In what case is this true? When the father 
promises for his minor or grown daughter, 
or the father promises for his son and for 
a first marriage 
Because a person is close to his son, and 
from an abundance of his happiness in 
the first wedding, he concludes and 
makes a contract orally. 

 
Betrothal not something children play a part in, but in a first marriage, 
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“ בַאֲמִירָה הַנִקְנִים הַדְבָרִים ” “these matters are established through speech”. I.e., a Father 

can make a betrothal via an oral contracts. It is interesting to examine what elevates a 

father’s ability to do so: “ל בְנֹו ּומֵרֹב שִמְחָתֹו בַנִשּואִין הָרִאשֹונִים ל אָדָם קְרֹובָה אֵצֶׁ דַעְּתֹו שֶׁ  / ”שֶׁ

“because of a man’s close knowledge of his son, and from an abundance of his 

happiness in the first wedding”. There is something special about a father and his son, 

and his son’s first wedding that so moves the father, his words are sufficient to 

constitute a contract. There is an earnestness in this situation ensures a father’s 

integrity when betrothing his son. 

Conclusion 

The overwhelming theme across the Rabbinic perspective from the Tannaim 

through Maimonides is that children have rights in betrothal and marriage, but not 

agency. It is fitting to solicit a minor daughter’s consent for her marriage, but her 

consent is not required. The Mishnah indicates that adults can claim that they recognize 

handwriting of close relatives from childhood, but the Gemara clarifies this is only in 

circumstances where they are affirming the testimony of someone who witnessed the 

same handwriting while an adult. Otherwise, children – daughters, in particular – have 

rights regarding betrothals and marriage, intended to ensure that they receive the legal 

baseline for dowry or marriage settlement, and that divorce or other extenuating 

circumstances did not leave them trapped in a relationship or without sustenance. The 

Gemara and Maimonides go beyond the Mishnah, in the sense that they extend the 

same principles to additional cases of law. In addition, Maimonides confirms the 

halacha concerning obtaining a woman’s consent for betrothal, and how a father is not 
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obligated to sustain his children past the age of six, but he adds rationale for how going 

beyond the letter of the law is the moral thing to do. 
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