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DIGEST 

The goal• of thi• •tudy were to isolate a body of literature 

dealing vith a group of people and to examine the attitudes present 

in that literature. The literature cons i sted of all the Tannaitic 

sources , including thoae paasagea found i n the Talmud . The group 

to be s tudied vaa the blind . 

The material waa divided into tvo broad headings . On the one 

hand, all the legal material waa grouped together . It vaa found that, 

although there vas at leaat one Rabbi. R. Judah, who argued that the 

blind s hould not be held to be legally reaponaible , the general 

tendency was that the blind were indeed legally capable and responsible. 

It was clear from thoae instances where the blind person was exempted 

from the performance of a mitzvah' that only in certain defined in

atancea were the blind to be considered ouuide the bound• of halakah. 

On the other hand, thoae agadic statement• vhich reflected the 

aocial situation of the. blind were exaiined. Aa expected this presented 

a more complex picturr. Note v .. made of the atated causes of blind

neaa. These fell into two categories : natural cauaes and punishment 

for ain. There was also a special category wherein G-d , directly or 

through an intermediary, intervene• to blind someone for a ain. In 

other caaea G-d intervene• t o heal blindness. 

Three broad categor ies of attitudes toward the blind were preaerved 

i n the literature . The firat, and moat negative, compare• the blind 

with the dead . The second, a more neutral poeiti on, merely atatea that 

i n the deaert the blind were also under the protection of t he cloud of 
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the Lord, and therefore received the aame protection H any other 

Iaraelit,. The last position would seem to treat the blind peraon 

with a degree of honor. 

Thoae pusagea that reflected actual living conditions of the 

blind were alao liated. In these passages ve learned of the aida 

used by the blind in order to move about. In addition, mention was 

made o f thoae blind people who served in prominent positions at 

the time. 

Although the material provides ua with, at beat, a sketchy 

picture, certain generalizations were made concerning the lot of 

the blind person in Tannaitic times. It is clear from the material 

that the blind were not forced out of society. They were able to 

fill reaponaible poaitiona and were generally expected to fulfill 

the mitzvoth. 

stigmatized. 

Thi• is not to aay, however , that the blind were not 

The material unfortunately suggests that the blind may 

well have suffered socially because of their handicap. 



INTRODUCTION 

In recent y~ars the potential of the handicapped worker has 

increasing ly been r ecognized . The attitudes of the past, where in a 

handicapped i>erson was shunted off to a poo r ly equipped i nst i tution, 

have been re pudiated and lat e l ed as ' medieval.' I n ligh t of this new

found i r.terest t oward the handicapped generally , it is of inter est t o 

examine the attltudes of a different t ime t oward a certain handicap. 

It can be said, without fear of contradiction, that there ar e mor e 

handicaps t oday t han there were in anci ent times . Our more exact 

ruethods of measurement and diagnosis have allowed us to detect and to 

treat ma ny handicaps which would have gone unnoticed in earlier times. 

We a r e, t he n, limited when we turn t o Rabbinic literature as to which 

handicaps may profitably be studied. <Al r f ocus in this study will be 

on t he blind in early rabbinic, o r Tannaitic, literat ure . 

Mentions of the blind ar e scattered throughout Tannai t ic literature. 

As we examine these var ious passages we will strive t o develop some con

ception of what life was like for a bl ind person in those times. In 

doing t his there are certain pr obleulS with which we mus t gr oiJe. 

The most basic pr oblem is t o determi ne how serious the handicap of 

blindness was considered . It will be of interes t to note if there is 

a difference between partial blindness and complet e blindness. We will 

look t o the attitudes expressed in the various lega l statements as one 

gua&e for developing an answer t o thi s prob lem. Further , we will note 

distinctions ~ade within ~arious agadot. 



It will be impor tant also t o note what limitations ar e suffered by 

the blind. There are certain limitations, of course, which a re innate. 

We must clarify t o what extent the rabbis were aware that such limi-

tations were i nnat e, and t o what extent that awareness motivated t he limi

tat i ons imposes by t he rabbi s . Beyond t his , t he re are ot her limitations , 

both social and legal, t hat a re impos ed by the rabbis. We will want to 

decide how these additional l i mitations developed. 

Finally , there i s t he question of how tota l a picture can be recon-

s tructed . The limits of the materia l dictate t hat, a t best , only a 

partial pict ure can be deve l oped. I t will be our goal to di scern what 

gene ra lizations can be made f r om t he material at hand . 

Pas s ages re ferring t o the blind , as we have said above, are s pread 

t hr oughout fannaitic lit erature. The initial location of t he individual 

passages was made possible t hrough the use of t he concordances t o t he 

1 2 3 4 5 
Mishoah, 1osephta, Talmud, !iekilta and Siphra . by consulting Bib le 

passages which refer t o the b lind and comparing the refer ences found 
6 

in Toldot Aharon and Torah Ra-ICetubah Vebameeurah ldditional paaaagea 

were located . Still othe r assages were l ocated by t he use of Maaoret 

Ha~ Shass , and the simi,,lar apparatuses i nc luded in the editions of Mi drash . 
7 u 

Fi na l l y , the indices of the Soucino Talmud and Midraah were consulted. 

Having once loca t ed t he passages it was necessary to determine 

which passages were r elevant t o this study . As has been i ndicated, t his 

study focuses on Tannaitic material. By definition, t hen, all the 

material found in the Mishnah, Tosephta and t he Tannaitic Midrash 

was relevant. An attempt was made concerning passages found in t he 



Talmud to separate the Tanuaitic material from the Arnoraie mat erial . 

At certain points i t was found necessary to utilize Amoraic material . 

Where the Amoraim explained the Tannaitic passage in question it was 

considered appropriate, and relevant, to quote the Amor&ic understanding 

of the text. Adcitionally , where there was a gap in the Tannaitic litera-

ture which could be filled by Arnorai.c material without doing an injus t ice, 

Amoraic material was included. 

After the Tannaitic passages were identifi ed, similar passabes we re 

compared to det ermine their relationships. The passages were separated, 

compared and categorized until they finally constituted two major head-

i~gs: lega l aspects and social aspects. Within each grouping the passages 

were further contrasted and categorized. 

An att empt was then made to determine the Biblical sources of the various 

legal and agadic references. Where a Biblical source was found an attempt 

was made to determine how faithful the passage in question was to t he 

intent of the Biblical passage. 

Finally, an examination was made of the major secondary sources. 

The commentators found in the _ditions of Talmud, Mishnah , or Midraeh 

we re considered as the prime commentators. In addition in questions of 

~ 
Mishnah , reference was made to Al beck 's commentary. The major conm1en-

tat or utilized in understanding passages from the Tosephta was Lieberman. lO 

Other coltl1llentaries were occassionally consulted, and may be found listed 

in the bibliography. 

As was i ndicated above the material was arranged under two main 

headings: legal aspects and social aspects. Under legal aspects were 

discussed all sources referring to a blind person's liability and res pon-
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sibility under Tannaitic nalachah. Although there is a large amount of 

material dealing with compensation for having been blinded, or fo r 

blinding one's fellow, this was not dealt with in this study. There is also 

a body of material that is concerned with sacrificial animals which are 

blind . This, t oo, was not included. 

Under tnc heading of s ocial aspects were discussed all sources refer

ring to the llind and reasons for blindness. Instances where the use of 

a blind person in the particular agadah was merely exemplary were not 

included. Whac was important in these passages was tbe lesson t o be 

learned from t~e passage as a whole. The passages, therefore, tell us 

nothing of the actual attitudes toward the b l i nd. 

A study such as this depends on the amount of material preserved in 

the literatu:-e. In our case there was only a limited amount of materia l 

available. : n many areas, if there were di vergent opinions, there is no 

longer any trace of them. Similarly, because of the limited amount of 

material it is possible that conclusions may have been drawn that wou ld 

ha.ve not been drawn had more material been availab:e. 

We expect to find a mix. ire of opinions in Rabbinic literaturP. 

The give-and-take which forms the essence of the material naturally. 

produces a variety of opinions. In our case, also, there is a general 

mix of opinions. This is both good and bad . Good in that we have a 

wider variety of opinions preserved than other literatures may have 

preserved . We can, therefore, examine a larger number of positions 

than might ordinarily be expected. Bad in that the wider range of 

opinions tend to blur any clear tendency that might actually have existed 

toward one option or the other. 
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This is certainly not the case, however, concerning the question 

of a blind person's liability under the law . We find two b road opinions 

expressed as t o whether t he b lind person is liable or not. R, Judah, 

through a se ?: ies of midrashic interpretations, concludes that the blind 

are not liable. He extenos his exemption to include "all the commandments 

stated in the Torah. 111 1 The rabbis hold the second view that a blind 

person is generally liable to perform the mitzvoth. 

The tendency throughout the material at nand is toward the position 

of the rabbis . In those c~aee where the rabbis do exempt t he blind from 

performance of a given l aw they base themselves either on the BiLle, 

directly or indirectly, or on their concept of what the physical limi

tations ot the b lind are. Furt her, in a numuer ot instances the rabLis 

make r. point to mention that the b lind are required to per form a given 

mitzvah, even though we might otherwise have thought him exempt . 

~ith the exception of t hese two major positions it was imposs ible 

to determine the opinions of any sing.le person or school. A ~aJority of 

the material was anonymous. When a person or school was quoted there was 

not enough material a t ributed t o t ha ..: person to discern a recognizab le 

position . 

Looking at the social aspect we find a wide spectrum of opinions 

concerning the blind. It should be noted tha~ many of these opinions are at 

variance with the lehal reality . If we would have h ad to fonn an opinion 

of how the b lind person were treated on the basis of this agadic material. 

we would, in all probability, not form an impression similar to that 

which is evident in the legal material. 
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This i s , t o a certa i n extent , expected , A l egal position , after al l , 

shou ld be cons i stent chroughout. There is no need for an agadic position 

t o be cousis tent. We are still surprised, howeve r , to s ee dive r gences 

as "7ide as t hose which actually exi s t . 
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cUPr1a l - LIGAL srATus 

The moat b .. ic •ueation concerning legal atatua, whether the blind 

peraon 1• even liable for the mit&voth , waa debated by the rabbi•, The 

iaaue waa raiaed by a. Judah (b. Ilai), one of the atudenta of a. Akiva 
1 2 

who waa ordained by a. Judah b. Baba. In Baba ic...a ve find a aerie• 

of baraitot taught by a. Judah in which be diaqualifi•• the blind peraon 

frOlll the c~dllenta between man and man leading finally to "all the 

c~ndMnta atated in the Torah." At each atep of the way we vill ••• 

that the labbia oppoae a. Judah'• view and, therefore, hold that the 

blind peraon i• indeed liable for the mitavoth. Aa they atate in anaver 

to a. Judah: 3 ''Behold, he i• Uk• the aighted in all mat ten . " 

The Torah atate• the law in the caae of an accidental killing a• 

follova: ''When you croaa the Jordan into the land of Canaan, you ahall 

provide youraelvea with placea to aerve you aa citiea of refuge to which 
4 

a aanalayer who baa killed a peraon unintentionally aay flee . " The 

Torah then deflnH an unintentional killing tbualy: "But if he thruat 

bia auddenly without enmity, or hurled upon him any thing without lying 

in wait, or with any atone whereby a aan die, aeelng him not, and c .. t 

it upon him, ao that he died , and he waa not hi• enemy, neither aought he 

h 
.. s 

an ••• Thia i• the 1 .. of exile. 

Jl. Judah U88pted the blind penon "fr• the liability of being 

6 
exiled . " Aa in each of the aucceHlve caea, thia i• a alngle opinion 

7 
and the labbia oppoH it. In Siphre ve are pruented with a. Judah'• 

reuoning. 



Or with any stone, whereby a man dies, 
seeing him not" : (the words 'seeing 
him not' imply) to include the blind 
and he wno throws (stone) at night. 
R. Judah says "seeing. iim not" (implies) 
to exclude the blind. 

9 

The gemara i n Makkot explains how the same phrase, seeing him not , is 

understood in these two contradictory ways: 

On what (textual) ground does R. Judah 
adopt his interpretation? The wording, 
"as when (a ma~) goe§b into the wood 
with his neighbor... (he argues) 
implies (anybody), even a blind person; 
but then comes (elsewhere) the qualifi· 
cation "seeing him not'' and thereby ~ 
t he wider application. And R. Meir? -
Since "seeing him not" (he argues) is a 
limiting expression, any1"(vhoaoever killeth 
his neighbor) v ,nawares 11

• is another, the 
effect of limitation after limitation 
(logically) only amounts to amplification. 
And R. Judah? - He takes "unnares" to 
exclude intentional injury. 

By a different understanding, and use of the Biblical text, R. Judah 

and the Rabbia(R. Me.tr) a rrive at opposite opit1ions as to whet her the 

blind person goes into e : i le. 

Had R. Judah's view been adopted, the blind would have been exempted 

from a central element of Biblical criminal law. 

R. Judah, however, did not stop at this point. The same series of 

baraitot teache.a that, according to R. Judah, the blind pereon is also 

13 
exempt from the liability of l ashes and f rom the liability of "being 

put to death
14 

by a court of law. 1115 As the gemara goes on to explain 

in this passage, R. Judah's reasoning in each of these instances ls by 
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meana of a hekkesh. In the case of "death by a court of law" the 
16 

gemara notes the use of the term "murderer" both for capitnl punishment 

for exile. 
17 

the logic of the and By hekkesh we see that since the bh.nd 

person is exempt from exile. so be is exempt from capital punishment. 

Similarly, with flogging, a hekkesh is made with the term• wicked. " 

It is used once for flogging18 and once for capital punishment. 19 Just 

as the blind person is exempt from capital punishment, so he is exempt 

from lashes . 

By extension from exile. to flogging and capital punishment, 

R. Judah has excluded the bl i nd from liability for criminal punishment. 

His opinions would still be opposed by the Rabbis. and R. Meir, since 

t hey reject his initial understanding of the Torah in the matter of exile. 

'"r passage continues. R. Judah also exempts the blind person " from 

20 
all the judgments of the Torah. " ~. the Hebrew word trans lated 

21 
here as judgments, can also aiean a lawsuit or a c l aim, and it is in 

that sense that the word is used here. A blind perton is exempt from all 

legal claims. theft, loss, etc. , that a person may bring against his 

fellow. 

Here again we see that R. Judah continues to utilize the law of exile 

to prove his point. Torah states, " then (in the case of unintentional 

Killing) the congregation shall judge between the smiter and the avenger 

of blood according to these ordinances!~2 Since he who is l i able for 

exile is s ub ject t o j udgments as we see here, the blind person, who is 

not sub j ect to exile, should not be subject to judgments . 23 
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Raving now exempted t he blind per son f r om both criminal and civil 

liability under the law R. Judah goes one step farther. R. Judah also 

exempted the b lina person "f rom all cotm1andments s t a t ed in t he Torah. "24 

The ~emara in Br-oa .t<amma states that R. Judah bases his r easoning on 

the Tor ah . Script ur e says : 

Now this is the co~ndment, the statutes 
and t he ordinances; he who is subject to 
the'ordinances' is subject t o 1 COUIJ\andments 1 

and ' statutes ', but he who is not s ubj ect to 
' ordinances ' is not suLject to •commandments ' 
and 'statutes . 126 

We see that R. Judah is consistent thr oughout, and we wil l see 

l ater when we survey i ndividua l laauea that he continue• to hold to 

position . Liefore we go on to examine various i ndividua l issues we 

must as!c =wo questions o f t he mater ial Lefore us. Fi rst, t o what degree 

can we say that R. Juoah , or t he Rabbis , correctly under s t ood the b i bli cal 

passage on exile? Second, what br iefly ar e the implications both f r om 

toe point of view of R. J udah and f rom t he point of v iew o f the Rabbi s ? 

I r we look again at t hat critical ver se, Number s 35 : 23, we mus t 

asK ourselves what it means in context. Two comments should be sufficient 

t o demonstrate that R. Judah has forced hi s opinion on the text. First, 

Ras hi , in his coumient t o t hi s verse, strives to explain i ts litera l 

sense. He writes : "Seeing him not " - i.e., that he (the slayer) did 

not see him. " And in translat ion by Rosenbaum and Silbermann the note is 

added: "Not: without anyone havi ng seen him; i .e., t her e wer e no 

27 
wi t nesses. " Here we see cl early t hat one ' s abi l ity to see i s not 

questioned, Lut t he actual fact of whether one saw t he victim or not. 
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Thi• would follov R. Heir'• reaaoning that thi• i• one of aeveral limit• 

ing phr .. ea. The effect of th••• limiting phra•••, .. R. Meir •C•t .. , 
28 

i• an e11plification. 

We •• even clearer in the new Torah tranalation from J.P.S. In 

tranalating thi• vene they .. ke no .. nuon of eight. We quote va. 22-23: 

"But if he pu•hed him without .. lice aforethought or hurled any object 

at him unintentionally. or inadvertently dropped upon him any deadly 

object of •tone, and death re•ulted • •• 1129 Here ve ••• •o•t clearly the 

intent of the ver•e. R. Judah clearly did not react to the literal 

•eaning of the text. 

Ve mu•t ex .. ine now the broad implicationa of thi• di•cu••ion upon 

the blind peraon. R. Judah excluded the blind peraon from the puni•h-

menu of exll•. flogging. and death at the hand• of the bet din. ThH• 

three puni•hment• conatitute the only .. thoda of phyaical puniabment 

eurciaed by Biblical and (not counting the Sotah ritual) Talmudic lft. 

labbi Judah haa, in effe~t. placed the blind peraon outaide the limit• 

of Talmudic criainal law. 

Further, by excluding the blind peraon from "all the judpenu of 

the Torah" R. Judah r-.ovea the blind peraon from civil l.&v aa well. 

Aa ve aaid before, no one could bring a claia or auit againat a blind 

peraon were thi• opinion of R. Judah'• accepted. Taken together . thi• 

excluaion from criainal and civU law remove• the blind peraon from Ua-

bllity for tboae aitzvotb characterised .. ''aitavotb between aan and aan." 

There reaa.ina I . Judah'• exemption of the blind fr011 "all the aitnotb 
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stated in the Torah. " Having noted the systematic progression, steadily 

excluding the blind from those mitzvoth which are between man and man, 

we can only accept this statement literally. The blind person is hereby 

exempted from t hose remaining commandments, those between man and God. 

The blin4 person no longer nas any responsibility under Talmudic law, 

according to R. Judah's opinion. It can only be mentioned i n passing 

here that later commentators took note of t he harshness of this position 

30 and tried to understand it in more lenient ways . 

As opposed to this harsh view of R. J udah we have seen that at 

each step hi s interpretation was rejected by the Rabbis. The basic 

position of the Rabbis was stated early in the discussion, when they 

responded to R. Judah's exemption of the blind from the law of exile . 

The posi tion of the Rabbis was stated there that the blind is "like t he 
31 

sighted i n all matters . " The Rabbis, then , will strive to apply the 

halachah to the blind in accordance with the realistic limitations of 

what it is to be blind. 

We will examine now those Tannaitic passages which deal with the 

legal status and respom t.bility of the blind person. There are three 

major groups of laws. The first we will examine deals with situations 

i n which the b l i nd person is disqualified from some area. The second 

will deal with disputes concerning his status. The last will deal with 

those areas where the rabbis made special mention that no limitation 

is placed on the blind person in these areas. 
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In each instance we will be interested in two issues. First, if 

it ls known, what was the basis for this particular statementl Second, 

to what degree does t his r epresent an actual physical limitation of 

the blind personi 

Let us l ook fi rst to those areas where the blind person is disquali-

tied . We f i nd t hree major subdivisions. Those laws that base themselves 

directly on t he Torah, those that are midrashically deri ved from t he 

Torah, and t hose that do not have Biblical support. 

We read in Leviticus, "The Lord spoke further to Moses: 

Speak to Aaron and say: No man of 
your offspring throughout the ages 
who has a defect shall be qualified 
t o offer the food of his God; no one 
at all who has a defect shall be 
qualified: no man who is blind or lame, 
or has a l~b too short or too long; •• • 
he shall not enter behind the curtain or 
coi;ne near the alter, for he has a defect. 
He shall not profane these places sacred 32 to Me, for I the Lord have sanctified them. 

The Torah states in this passage that a priest who has sorne bodily defect 

111.!'Y not perform any of the 9riestly functions in the Temple. 

In the Siphra the Rabbis comnent merely to clarify what they under-

stood by the use of the word "blind" in this instance . ''The text, 'blind 1 

means blind in both eyes or in one eye. Whence do we derive the case of 

which spots (on the cornea) and eye dripping with w~ter, (both defects 

being) of a permanent character? There is a scriptural text : 1 (a blind) 
33 

man." Here we see that several forms of blindne1s are included within 

34 
the definition of blind, even any permanent blemish on the eye is included. 
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Raahi, however, understands the use of ' blind' in thia passage 

differently. He co111Dents on the word 'blind': "the meaning is that his 

eye was removed and he has nothing at au. 1135 
He adds to the meani ng 

of blind so that it now refers to a visible defect, i.e., somet hing 

that would be seen by t he people. 

Supporting Rashi's argument we find the following statement concerning 

the priestly benedi ction. "A Tanna stated: "The deformities which were 

36 laid down (a.a disqualifying) are on the face, the hands and the feet." 

What is the reason for these particular defects being disqualifying? The 

Mishnah here ~ives the reasoning concerning the disqualification of a 

priest whose hands are deformed as he "should not lift up his hands, 
37 

because (tnis makes) the congregation look at him" ; and Rashi notes 

that it is forbidden to look at the priests during the recitation of 

38 
t he blessing . What we aee here is that it is not merely the ability 

to see that is required to perform the ceremony, but that t here is some• 

t hing ~bout the b lind person himself that would cause the people to look 

at hi m. Perhaps the fact, as Rashi mentioned above, that his eyes have 

been removed. 

At any rate, the understanding of blind here could be included in 

a category of visible defects. We have the blind included in such a 
39 

category concerning both liabilit y for blinding a slave and the suitability 

of animals for sacrifice.40 

The cot11Dent of the Rabbis, then , can be seen on an expansion o f the• 

Biblical text. They have emphasized the phrase "he who has a defect." 
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The labi>la underatood that phraH to refer to a vilible defect that would 

detract the people'• attention from the prie•tly aervice of Cod. Th• 

incluaioo of 'blind' in thia liat of defect• would not, at firat glance , 

fall into a category of vieible defect• that would ao dietract the 

people. Hence, aa ve have aeen, they reinterpreted the phr .. • to include 

one whoee eye h .. been r•oved, or who otherviH h .. a viaible defect. 

We read in the Torah concerning akin r .. hea that a peraon ao afflicted 

41 muat be examined b7 the prieate. In deacribing that exmnination the 

Torah tella ua: ''But if the eruption apreada out over the akin eo that it 

coven all tht akin of the affected pereon fTom head to foot, yberever the 

h hal h ff ed 1 .. 42 priett c19 •!!··· • • 1 pronounce tea ect peraon a ien... , 
43 

The rabbi• underatood the phrue "wherever the prieat can aee" aa 

referring to the prieat'• ability to eee the affliction. We read in 

the Miahnah. "A prieat that ia blind in one eye or the light of vhoH 

eye ia di• may not inapect leproay aigna, for it i• written, 'Aa far •• 

appeareth in the e1H of the priut.' They .. ,. not open up windOW9 in a 

dark houae to inapect the leproa1 algae thereof, ,,44 Similarly, we read 

in the Midruh, "Aa far &f appeareth in the e,ea of the prieat • excepting 

the prieat for whom the light of hi• eye• baa darkened. Froe here they 

a aid: A prieat for whom the light of hi• eyee bu darkened, and ooe who 

i• blind in one eye, or one for vhOll the light of hi• e7ea baa dillmed 
4S 

•hall not inapect leproay aigna . " 
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We would expect to find the blind excluded in this instance. The 

Torah clearly states that the leprosy must be seen by the priest. What 

in unexpected is to iind that any impairment of the sight would disqualify 

one from examining the leprosy. After all, a priest with one eye can 

still see wel l enough to examine the person, as could a priest whose 

eyesight is somehow lessened. 

In this instance the rabbis understood the phrase "as far as appeareth 

to t he eyes of t he priest" to demand extra strictness on the qualifications 

of t he pr iest. The verse says, after all, not "before the eyes of the 

priest", but (reading with the rabbis) "before all the sight of t he eyes 

of the priest." We see, therefore, that they require that the priest 

have full sibht in. both eyes. 

Concerni ng a person who comes as a witness, the Bible says : "And if 

any one sin, i n that he beareth the voice of adj uration, he being a 

witness, whether he hath seen or known, if be do not utter it, then he 

shall bear his iniquity ••• 1146 Here we see various qualifi cations as to 

who is a witness . A person is a witness after having seen or heard 

something . 

In the Tose phta we see how the Rabbis undorstood t his ver se . "And 

he is a witness who is qualified to bear witness. 'And he hearethl • to 

e~clude the deaf; 'whether he hath seen' - to eKclude the blind; 'or 

known ' - to exclude the insane person; 'if he do not utter it, then he 

shall bear his iniquity' - to exclude the dumb; these are the words of the 

Rishonim, Rabbi Akiva says: 'then shalt thou inquire and make search , 

d k d · 1 · 1 , 47 ao as l. i.gent y ••• There are those who inquire of the deaf and 



18 

48 
there are those who inqui re of the insane. The Torah teaches: 'Ye 

shall have one manner of law.••49 We see, then, that the rabbis have under-

stood each phrase of this verse as adding additional qualifications. 

They have not considered the other option of emphasizing the 'or' or a 

disjunctive. A witness, then, must be aLle to see, hear, speak and must 

be sane. 

The r abbis raise an additional question concerning the qualifications 

of a witness . We know t hat we require a wi tness to be sighted, or 

hearing, etc., but what if one was sighted, but ~linded before he gave 

testimony. Or perhaps, a person was sighted and later blinded, but 

recovered his sight before he gave testimony. Can a person in either of 

t hese instances bear witness? 

The answer of t he Rabbis is mos t clearly stated in the Tosephta. "This 

is the genera l rule: whoever's beginning is proper (for witnessing) 

and h is end i s proper (for witnessing) in a proper (witness). If his 

beginninL and his end ar e i mproper , or his beginni ng i s i mproper and his 

end is proper• then he is an i mproper (witness). 1150 

Her e we see a bit clear r the intention of tbe Rabbis. A witness is 

required to be able to see, hear, etc •• the ori~inal action so that he 

oiay describe for the court e::actly what transpired. He must also have 

all his senses at the time he testifies in order to identify e ither the 
51 

people involved, or t be oi, j ect ion in question . 

The Torah descrihes a heave offering , which is to be gi ven to t he 

priests, as ; "are the best of t he oil, and all t he best 0£ the wi11e, and 

of t he cor n , t he f irst: part of t i1em which t hey give unto t he Lord, t o 

thee have I given t hem ••• u 52 
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We see, c:hen, c:hac: the requirement of c:his oi:fer ing is that it be biven 

f rom the choice of c:he produce . 

The t'lishnah lists C:hose who may not give heave off erint S a s : 11He t ha t 

i s dumb or tlaked or b lind or who has suf fered a pollution . " It ~oes on 

to note that " i f t hey do (give a heave offerinE,) , t heir heave offerint. i s 

valia . 1153 The. Tosep: ta as ·s why t hese specific classes of people should 

not ue allowed to give t his offer ing . '";lhy di d t hey s ay t hat a l l i nd 

person should not give a heave offer ing? Because he is not able to choose 

the fi t tin& f rom the unfitting. 1154 Her e we see t hat because the b lind 

person ca nnot chvose t he choicest produce, as r equired by the Torah, he 

should not make this offering . 

In these. fou r cases , pr iestly service, inspecting leprosies, bearinr 

witness and ~ iving , t he heave offering the rabbis base t hemse lves directly 

on t he Torah . In 3 cases we have seen t hat the r abbis added t o t he simple 

meaning of t ne Bibl ica l text, uaually to expand and extend the diaqualifi-

cation of t he Biblical text beyond what would be necessary for context. 

An additional question remains as to whether ~ blind per son is 

physically able to pe r form t ese actions , or if t hese are r ealistic qualifi-

cations i n light of a blind per son's disabi l ities. In the case of 

performing pr ies t l y f~nctions there i s a clearly stated disqualification 
55 

f r om the Torah . If this is based, as noted in the Hishnah, oa the 

dis traction it would cause the people , causing t hem to look at t he priest, 

56 t hen the not e o f Rashi t hat this re fers t o one whose eye: was removed 

may ue valid. 
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In the case of examining lepr osy, we are surprised t o find the 

disqualification ext ended to t hose whose eyesight is less than 100 per-

ce ut. Certainly a person who has only one eye can see t o examine t he 

leprosy. And , in al l probabilit y, one who has only partial sight could 

also fulfill this function . 

The case of bearing wi t ness is the hardest t o understand. A 

blind person cannot claim to be an eye witness , but ther e are other matters 

to which he may witness. Indeed this fact seems to be recognized i n the 

57 
BiLlical t ext when it states, • whether he hat h seen ~ known ." The 

disqualification .1ere seems to be baaed on a preconception of t he tannaitic 

rabbi s and not on the reality of the situation as acknowled~ed Ly t he 
58 

Torah , as wel l as the later Amoraim. 

The clearest case is that of a Llind person \.. r inging a heave offerine . 

While a blind per son could choose between good and bad pr oduce, he could 

not choose which was t he best, which had t he fewest physica l defects . In 

t his case , t hen, the limi tation of the Torah is in line with t he physical 

capabi lities of the bli nd person . 

I n the following cases v • will look at various disqualifications which 

are based on Biblical exegesis, midrAsh. We will be interested to see 

if t he midrashic interpretation i• in the line with the Biblical ael18e of the 

verse. 

When a person b r i ngs a bur nt offering of the herd to the temple, 

or tabernacle, "he shall lay his hand upon the head of the burnt offering, 

59 t hat it may be acceptable in his behalf, in expiation for him." The 

Torah preaeata this as part of the normative ceremony that one goes through 

~n bringing a burnt offering to the priests . There are no qualificat iona as 
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to who may or may not perform this cere.mony. 

We learn, however, in t he mishnah that t here are limitations as to 

who may perfonn this semik.ah• "All may perform the laying on of hands 

excepting a deaf-mute , an imbecile, a minor, a bl ind man, a gentile, 

a slave, an agent, or a woman. 1160 We are then t old various parti culars 

about this ceremony. In the Tosephta the blind are not included in 

61 
the list of those who do not per form semicah. 

We must ask, on what basis is t he b lind man disqualified: 
62 

The gemara 

offers two reuone,one in the name of R. Hisda and one in t he name of 

R.lssac B. Abdine. Let us e.xamine each of t hese explanations. 

According t o the first re .. ona the laying on of hands in all instances 

is like the layi ng on of hand~· performed by the elder• of the congregation. 

We read in the Torah that when the entire congregation sins that "the 

congeegation shall offer a bull of the herd as a sin offering '' and that 

"the elders of the congregation shall lay their hands upon the head of the 
63 

bull. " These elders of the congregation are, accordinl to Berti_~ro, 

the great Sanhedrin.64 

We learn further in the tr tctate Sanhedrin: "As R. Joseph learned: 

Just as the Beth DtJl must be pure in righteousness , so they must be free 

from ever y blemish. Amemar said: What verse (prove.a this): - Thou art 
65 

ell fair, my love, and there is no blemish in t hem. But perhaps a 

literal defect (blemish) i& meant?" 
66 

If, then, the blind man is not qualified to be among the elders, and 

we base our qualifications as to whom may perform semi.l!!h on the elders 

of the congregation, then the blind person may not perform semicah. 
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The second line of reasoning presented in our gemara bases itself on the 
67 

semil§ah performed during . the three pilgrimages. Since a bl ind man is 

68 
not required t o go up t o the Temple for these pi l~ri~ges, he is like-

wise not required to perform semikah. 

While either of these compari sons would accomplish the pur pose of 

exc l uding the blind man from performing s emi. ah, i t must be objected that 

ther e is no compelling reason why a compar ison should be made to either 

of these cases. 

One feels forced t o say that the Amor~m, •• Bi•cla and a. leaac b . Abdi• 

constructed Biblical r easonings for a Tannaitic decree which seemingly 

had no other basis. Further , it must be said t hat their r easoning, while 

i nt e rnal ly valid, does not seem to be in any way supported by the text in 

Leviticus. 

The norma l procedure in the case of a suspected adulteress is 

that she is br ought before the priest and goes through an elaborate 

69 
ceremony. As a part of that ceremony she is made t o drin!c the"water 

of bitterness . " The Torah describes the crime of the wife: " If any man 's 

wife go aside • •• and a man lies with iler carnally, and it be hid from t he 

eyes of her husband •• • and there be no witness against ber. 1170 

We learn in a midraah that the phrase "And it be hid from the eyes 

of her husband" comes to exclude the blin4. 71 Further, the pbrue later 

in the Torah, ''When a wife, being under her husband, goetb aside" comes 

"to compare a husband with a wife and a wife with a huaband. 1172 The 

import of this comparison, as explained by a. Sh .. bet, aa it ia written 
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"And it be hid from the eyea of her huaband," ao ahe doea not drink if ahe 
73 

la blind." 

Ve ... that the rabbi• have taken the phraae and it be hid from the 

eyea of her huaband" u a qualification of her tranagreaaion. Thie quali• 

flcation deaanda, for the rabbia, that it be poaaible that the matter not 

be bid fl'Oll the eyea of her buaband; i.e., that he could be able to aee 

what wu happening. Therefore, if the huaband were blind be would be 

diaquallfied from charging hi• wife u a a~pected adultereaa. They can 

arrive at thia fo191Ulation by reinterpreting the context and meaning of th• 

Biblical text. 

We read in Deuteron•y: " If a .. n have a atubborn and rebellioua 

aon, that will not hearken to the voice of bia father, or that of hi• 

mother, and though they chaaten hill, he will not hearken unto them; then 

ahall hia father and hia 110ther lay hold on him, and bring him out unto 

the eldera of hia city, and unto the gatea of hi• place; and they ahall 

aay unto the eldera of bla city: 'Thia our aon i• atubborn and rebel-

lioua, he doth not hearken to our voice; he i• a glutton, and a drunkard.' 
74 

And all the Mn of the city thall atone bill with atonea, that he die; •• • " 

Th.e rabbi•, aa ve have seen thea do before, underatand each phraa• of 

thia deacription u an additional qualification. So we read in the 

Miahnah: "If either of them vaa maimed in the hand, or 1 ... or dumb 

or blind or deaf, be cannot be condemned aa a atubborn and nbellioua 

aon, for it ia written, Then aball hi.a father fDd bll mother lax bold 

og him - •o they were not maimed in th• band; and bring bia out -

ao they were not lw; .w - ao they were not dU11b; thia our •on - ao 

they were not blind; he !fill not obex gur voice • ao they were not deaf ..... 7s 
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Here again ve •ee that though it i• d .. anded neither by the Biblical 

ver•e, or by the phy•lcal limitationa of the blind per•on, neverthel•••· 

the Rabbi• i•po•e a qualification. 

The ability of a per•on to act .. a judge depended on vhat the matter• 

were to be judged and one'• peraonal qualificatioD8. It vu accepted 

that a per.on vho vu blind could not be a judge in capital cuea. The 

que•tion of hi• 8Uitability to judge in cue• of a le•• •eriou• nature va• 

di•cu••ed. 

From 81110ng the general category of i•turia the rabbi• di•cu••ed only 

a blind man'• •uitability to be a judge in a c .. e of halit&ah. The Mi•hnah 

• tatH that "the c..,..erument of h!Utyh at•t be performed in the preaence 
76 

of three judge. , even though all three are laymen." The Tosephta to 

thi• Mbhnah cites the opinion of ll. Judah who holcl8 that five judgH are 
11 

required . The g ... ra, trying to explain the•e two opinion• , uk8 for the 
78 

proof of each. Explaining the phrue ''Before the eyH of (the elder•):" • 

We leam that •ince ve are talking of a caH where laymen can judge it 

muat be explicitly •tated that a blind per•on •y not judge. ''Whence, then, 

doe• ll. Judah deduce the eligibility of l.,..n" - Be deduce• it fr• 

''Before the eye• of"; a Maatei having •aid: "Before the eye• of", exclude• 

blind .en. How, •ince the expreaaion that even la,.en (are eligible). 

For ahould it be •uggeated (that only .-bera of) the Sanhedrin are required• 

79 what need vu there to exclude blind •n •• • " 

In thia cue the di•qualification of one totally blind i• certainly 

warranted, •ince the judge mu•t be able to '" the widow •pit in the face 
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case of_iaaut!Jiiwhich may be judged by laymen, a blind person would be 

considered qualified t c judge unless it is specifically r uled otherwise. 

In more serious rJatters, the b lind person was disqualified from 

j udging, even if he were b lind only in one eye. 80 Referring to the 

case of a rebellious son we read: "Just as we require (these conditions) 

with his father and with his mothe r so we require (them) with the elders 
81 

o f the Beth Dini as it is written, 'They shall &o out - to exclude the 

lame; 'and say' - to exclude the dumb; 'Our hands have not shed (the 

blood)' - t o exclude those maimed in the hands; 'neither have our eyes 

seen it ' - to exclude the b lind. The text teaches that just as t he 

elders of the de th Dim are perfect in righteousness, so t hey must 'be 

82 
perfect in their limbs.' 

Similarly we read: "Rabbi Meir used t o say: what is meant by the 

verse, ''According to their word shal l every controversy and eve ry leprosy 
83 

be? Now, what connection have controver sies with leprosies ? - But 

controversies are ass imilated to leprosies: just as leprosies (must be 

examined) by day, since it is written, "And in the day when (raw flesh) 

appeareth in him, " so controversies (must be tried) Ly day; and JUSt as 

l eprosies cannot (Le examined) by the blind, for it is wri tten, "Wherever 

84 
the pr i est loo.<eth . 11 s c. controversies t oo may not be tried by the b lind. 11 

We have seen in these l ast cases instances where the rabbis have 

i mposed limitations on t he blind through the use of various midrashic 

devices. I n some instances, such as that of the rebellious son, t hey have 
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used this midrashic appr oach to ext end or create a r est r i c t i on . I n others, 

s uch as semicah , t hey have used t he ir1id r ashic approach to c lar ify a:i 

ot herwise amLi<;uous law . 

In the exan1ples that fo llow the r e is neithe r a hi.Llical nor a 

mi dr ashically de r ived Lasis tor the r es triction. 

Accord in[. t o the Tor ah A . Ge t , a writ of divorce can only Le gr ant ed 

. ES by t he husband to the WLfe . Ther e is no ni Llical discussion of whet her 

' o man may be ! or ced t o di vorce his wi f e. Speci f±cally, t he M~shnah not es : 

"If de i ects ar ose i n the husband , t hey may not compel him to put away his 

wi fe . R. Simeon b. Gama liel said : This applies only to t he lesse r de-

feces, but fo r t he gr eate r defec t s t hey can compe l h~11 t o put away hi s 

. f ,,86 WL e . In the Tosephta R. Simeon b. Gamaliel defines t hese greater 

de fects as :- ' If he were l ame i n one foot or i f he were blind in one eye ••• 1187 

We see , t hen , that t he rabbi s assumed t hat t here were circumstances i n 

which a husband shou l d be forced to grant h is wife a divo rce . One of 

those cases was wher e a man became s o maimed that his wife may not want 

co live with him any longer. I n such a case the community was empower ed to 

fo r ce him t o gr ant a divorce. 

The Torah specifi es that a Get must be written specifically for that 
88 

part i cular woman a t t hat part i cular time . I1. a Get ia not written in 

the presence of the wife, it must be done s o t hat it may be certain that 

it was written speci fica lly fo r her , The r abbis decreed t hat a deaf mute, 

en i mbeci l e, a minor , a bl ind person or a gentile may not Le trusted to 

89 
bring a Get. Thi s was explained by the Amora , R. Joae~h, t o refer only 

90 
to a Ge t b rought f rom outside t he l and of Israe l. In that case, and 
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not in the caae of a Get delivered within the land of lerael, it ... 

required that the .. aaenger be able to eay: ''Before me it vaa written, 

91 
Before• it va• sealed." Here, then, becauae of hi• inability to 

teatify, the blind peraon ia disqualified. 

The Toaephta note• that a blind man ehould not go out on a holiday 
92 

vith hi• staff. The staff i• declared to be tllktzeh, forbidden for 

uee or handling on Shabbat. The aaaumption ia made that the blind person 
93 

used the ataff aa an aid to hi• walking. Since it i• not eeaential 

for walking, and aince it i• the way one cus t omarily goea about on a 

week.day, it •~ considered a cheapening of the holiday to go out vitb 

the etaff. 

In all the caaee that have been previou•ly diecueeed there have 

been no dieputee. In those that follow there vill be a di•pute aa to 

v hether a blind person i• liable in th••• caaea, and to what extent. 

Ve reed in the Toaephta that: ''He that ia blind may recite the 

Sheaa and tranalate." l. Judah uya: 'Whoever haa never seen the 

light may not recite the Sh .... ' They aaid to b l •: 'Many have discoursed 
94 

on the Heavenly Chariot an• they have never aeen it.' 

There are aeveral terms here that require elaboration. When our 

puaage •pealta of "tranalate," it refers to traa.lating the Torah into 

the vernacular . It vu accepted that a blind peraoo could not read froai 

the Torah itself eince it i• forbidden to recite the Written Torah by 

heart. A tranelation into the vernacular which vaa recited by heart 

vu not forbidden. 
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When our puaage refer• to "recite the Shema"it refers to the 

peraon who lead9 the congregation in the Shema. Levy not .. that the 

tera refer• apecifically to a cue "when 10 (or 7) people cOIDe to 

the aynagogue after the congregation baa already recited the Sbesaa 

with it1 Benediction." Be note• further that "the paragraph• of the 

Shema it1elf were probably well known by the congregation and recited 

in unilon. 119S It i• clear that thil ii within the context of a public 

aervice and that the benediction• are recited by 1omeone leading the 

1ervice. 

The Ht1boah would allow a blind peraon to fill thia role in the 

congregation, but R. Judah object• that a blind per1on vho ha1 never 1een 

light aay not recite the benediction•. Thia objection i i baaed on the 

principle that one recit .. a ble1aing only when one recei••• enjoyment 

from the object ble1aed. Since the benediction• of the Shena include a 

bles1ing over light, a blind peraon vho baa never aeen light should not 

recite thi8 bleHing, according to ll. Judah. 

Further, aince a peraon Who i• not liable for a comnandment cannot 

exempt others from their reapnnaibility to perform that coU111andment, a 

blind per1on who bu never aeen the light cannot fill tbi1 public role in 

the congregation. 

the Rabbi• answered R. Judah by atating. that thia caae i• different. 

Ju1t aa people have diacoursed on the Heavenly Chariot without 1eeing it, 

they would aay , •o here a blind peraon may diacourae on the benefit• of 

light without having seen it. Further, they vould aay that the blind 
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person does receive a Lenefit from the light. This would be i n a r.ase 

wher e s ight ed people s ee the blind person and prevent him from coming 
96 

into danger . 

The Torah speaks of a requirement of all males to make t hr ee pil-

gri mages a year to t he Temple in Jerusalem. "Three times i n the year 

97 
shall all t hy males appear before the Lord God , the God of Israel. 11 

In refe rence to t his we read: "Three t i mes - this applies only to such 

as can trave l on ,foo.t. Shall be seen - this excludes t he b lind . Thy 

males - this excludes women. All thy males - this means to exclude t he 

stranger. the tumtum, and t he hermaphrodite •• • In this connection the 

sages said all are under obligation to appear i n the Temple excel't t.he 

deaf and dumb , the ins ane, t he mi nor, t he tumtum, the hermaphrodite, 

t he lame . the u lind, the sick and t he a ged. 11 98 

That the t otally blind person is exempt f r om appearing at the Temple 

all agree. 

I f a person is blind i n one eye only, it is disputed whet her he is 

r equi red to appear or not. "For it i s taught: Johanan b. Dahabai said 

i n the name of R. Judah: A roan who is b lind in one eye99 is exempt f rom 

appear ing (at the Temple) as it is said : Y ir 'eh (he will see) Yera 'eh 

(he will be seen) • 11100 

As we saw above t he opinion as expressed in t he Mitkilta would not disqualify 

the bl ind i n one eye . 

101 The Talmud explains that these two opinions depend on principle 

known as 'Eim lemiqra, that the letters of the word are significant and 
I 

not the tradit ional vocalizat ion . The key word in our text may legi timately 
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be read. then, "ytr'eh" or "yera'eh . '' 

The difference in these opinions rests on the implications of this 

word, yir'eh - yera'eh. In the opinion of the Mekilta one can say only 

that one who ia blind in both eyes ls exempt, as we have seen. Yohanan 

n. Dahabai in t he name of R. Judah goes farther stating: "As he comes 

to see with l' oth eyes• so also to be seen with ~ eyes. 11102 

Upon m£.rria(;e the woman received from her husband a KetuLah which 

was worth 20 ) dinars . If she were no t a vir &in, the Ketubah was worth 

100 dinars. A husband could lodge a vir ginity suit against his wife 

after the first night if she were found not t o be a virgin . R. Meir 

held that there were certain cases where. due to an accident. the woman 

did not have her hymen intact and that no virginity suit could be broui:,ht 
103 

against sue~ a woman . The Sages disagreed. 

We learn in the Tosephta: "A virginity suit may be lodged against 

a blind woman or a barren woman. S}'lllll&chus says in the name of R. Meir. 

"No virginity suit may Le lodged against a blind woman. 11104 

The sages hold. as stated above, that if the hymen were not intact, 

even though it were lost tr -ough an accident , the Ketubah is 100 dinars. 

The fact that one is blind, and may easily have lost her hymen through 

an accident, is no f actor. The normal Ketubah, then, is 200 dinars and 

a virginity suit may be lodged against her. 

R. Meir classified the blind woman as one of those who may be 

presumed to have lost their hymen through an accident, and therefore. no 

virginity suit may be brought against her, Re seems t o assume that when 
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a blind woman does lose her hymen acci dentally she wou ld not necessarily 
105 

notice the flow of b lood. It would not, then, be known t hat this 

were an accidental loss . According to R. }~ir's opinion this would 

make a difference in the worth of the Ketubah. In or der to prevent 

an injustice, R. lleir classified all blind women in a category with 

those who had l ost their hymen through an accident, thereby assuring the 

value of the Ketubah. 

The Mishnah states that "if a man wounded his fellow he thereby 

becomes liable on five counts: fo r injury, for pain , for healing , for 

loss of time, and for indignity inflicted. 11 106 The Mishnah and the 

Tosephta then pr oceed to enumerate various exceptional cases. The 

Tosephta notes a dispute between R. Judah and the Sages concerning t he 

stat us of a blind person. "A blind person~' R. Judah contends, "is not 

subject t o (tie lav of) degradation. -The Sages say that he is subject 

(the law of ) 
107 

to degradation. " 

R. Judah's intention, according to the commentators, is t o say 

that if a blind person inflicts indignity upon someone else, he i s 

not liable. If, conversely, someone else inflicts indignity upon a 

108 
blind person, that person would be liable . The Sages would assert, 

then, that a bl ind person who inflicted indignity on someone else 

would be liable . 

We must not e here, as we did in our earlier discussion of k. 

Judah, that R. Judah intends to exempt the bl ind person from all the 

mitzvoth of the Torah. Here, also, he holds that t he blind person 

should not be liable for his actions. The Sages, oy denying this initial 



32 

assumption, hold that a blind person is a responsible person, and 

l iab le under t he law. 

Unti l t his point we have ~een examining cases where t he blind 

person was disqualifie~ from performing various mi tzvoth . We now turn 

our attention to t hose area.s where i t is specifically s tated t hat the 

l. l i nd are liable co a certain mitzvoth . It will be important to not e 

wby a specific oention was deemed necessary in these cases. 

It is a coomand f r om t he Tor ah to wear finge s on t he corners of 
10; 

y our garments. The reason stated for this mit zvoh is t hat you will see 

the finbes and remember and do the commandments . If seeing the f ringes is 

a condition of t his mitzvah , t hen it is rightly as ked of this mitzvah applies 

to a blind man 1
E garment. 

The rabbis resolve the issue by positing two possible meanings t o the 

phr ase "that ye may look u pon it . " The one possib le meaninr; , as we have 

stat ed, is tha t it refers t o a bl i nd man's garment. The ot her possible 

meaning is t ha t i t refers t o a night garment. We read : 11 'That ye may 

look upon it' : this excludes a night garment. You say it excludes a 

nigh t garment , but perhaps it is not so, but it excludes rathe r a blind 

man 's gannent ? The verse says, ''Wherewit h thou covereat thyself,' c lear ly 

includes a b lind man 's garment; how t hen must I explain t he verse, 'That 

ve may look upon it' ? As excluding a night garment. And why do you 

choose to include a blind man 's garment and t o exclude a ni ght garment? 

I i nclude a b lind man 's garment since it is l ooked upon by others, whils t 

I exclude a night garment since i t cannot be looked upon by ot he rs. " llO 

The choice of t he Rabbis, to exclude a b lind man' s garment , is 

clear. 



There can, a lso , be no doub t as to why this case had t o be explici t ly 

stated. The uroblem, as we saw, arises di rect ly from the Biblical t ext, 

and, without some clarifying statement, one would naturally assume t hat 

a blind per son 1 s garment wou ld be exc l uded . We 'mow ot her,.,,i se only 

because of t he Rabbi 's comment . 

As we saw earlie r a bl i nd :>riest is pr ohilited from approacnin~ t he 

a l ter . This does not i mply, however , that a t lind pr i est is exempt f r on• 

all che priest l> or ivi l eges. So we r ead i n t ne Si phr e : 11 'The pries ts , 

c:he Levites, even a l l the tribe of Levi, shall hav~ nc portion no r 
• 

i nheritance with I sr --e l . 1 This is i mplied since i t says: ' t hen he s 1\all 

mi ni s t er i !", the na.oe .:Jf t he Lord his God •• • ' I know t his only o f chose 

without a Llemis. ; i f they have a Llemisb , f r om whence do i t <uow chis : 
lL 

Scri .1cu:-• t eaches : ' even all the t riLe of Levi. ' 

iJe- see, t he1 , cnat ·with t he e>:Ce?tion of pul lie acts ac the alt er 

a bl ind priest :Jay exe ::cise a ll t he r i ghts and privile~es of t he prieschood . 

Tne. mishnat s peat<s of now one should couduct himself when re ci tint, 

che tefillah , c:he ei5 hteen benedictions. No te is a l s o made of how one should 

comport hims elf i n certain excep i ona l situations . The Tosephta notes : 

"A b l ind per s on , and one w!10 i s not al•le to discer n t he cardi nal points 

should ci i r ect hi s heart t oward his Fathe r in heaven and pray, as i t 

112 113 
s a ys , and tney pray unto t he Lo rd . Unde r normal circumstances one 

i s expected t o pray toward Jerusalem and the Temple . In this exceptional 

case it is suffic i ent that he direct his heart di r ectly toward "his 

114 
Fat her in heaven." 

115 
As the eewara notes normally one should dir-ect his thoughts toward 

Jerusalem and t he Temple. The c loser one comes t o t he Temple the mo re 
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exactly one should direct: hims c. lf t oward the Holy of Holies, and throut h 

t hat holy spot toward God . Rere, wher e it is iMpossible t o know which 

way one is facing , special mention is made to instruct one how to hehave 

in this situation . 

The Torah prescrLbes the ceremony of halitzah in a case where the 

urothe r- in- law will not marry his hrother ' s childless widow. The ce~emony 

requires that she ' loose hi s shoe from off his foot, and spit i :t his 
ll6 

face • •• " There i s a question whether it is required that the br other• 

in· law see t he spit, or of it is sufficient t hat t he JUdges see it . 

I t was decided that it is sufficient that only t he judges see it . 

We read i n the Tosephta: " If she perfor med hali t zah with a b lind 
117 

t1an , ne r ha litzah -_ s valid. " Here we see the application of the argument 

described above. Lieberman has noted that among the Rishonim it is 

preferred t hat the halitzah be performed with a sighted male, but if it 

we r e already performed, or if t her e: is no other br ot her, t he hali tzah 
118 

is valid . 

The Tor ah r equi r es that a man leave cert ain par ts o i his crop fo r 
119 

the poor. Among these are t he '' fo . ~otten sheaf." The Mishnah states 

that this law is binding on a blind man as we l l, even t hough he cannot 

see what he: is leaving behind. "If a man r eaped by night and tied up 

sheaves, or if t he r eaper was blind, the law of the For gotten Sheaf (still) 

applies . If he pu rposed to take away the l ar ge r sheave s only, t he law 

of the For gotten Sheaf does not apply . If he said , "l am reaping on the 

c ond:tion t hat what I fo r i;et l will t ake away (afterward) " , the law of 
' 20 

the lor gotten Sheaf still applies . 11 1 
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It is the contrast of the fi r st t~o cases that is of interest t o us. 

We see that if one intended to take only certain of the sheaves it is 

permissable for him to return and collect others later. If one intended, 

however , to reap his field as a whole , then, regardless of other circum-

stances, as soon as he has fo r gotten a sheaf in the fie ld the law of the 

Forgotten Sheaf applies to it. A blind person who takes it upon himself 

t o reap the field is , then 1 still liabl e for the law o f t he Fo r gotten 

Sheaf. 

We saw above that a Llind person was disqualified f rom delivering a 

Get in certain ci rcumstances. He may, however, write the Ge t if he is so 

sk.illed. "All are qualified to write a Get, even a deaf-mute, an imbecile 
121 

or a minor." In this case , since it is required t hat t he Get be writ-

ten specifically fo r the woman, and t hat t here be witnesses who can attest 

to the validity of t he document, any one who has the ability to write 

a valid Ge t is allowed. 

In discussing t he slaughter o f animals wh ich will be used for food 

the mishnah states: "All may slaughter and what t hey slaughter is valid, 

save only a deaf- mu t e, an imbecile, and a minor, lest they impair what 

t hey slaughter; bu t if any among thes~ slaughtered while others beheld 

them, what they slaughter is valid ••• I f a man slaughte- ed by n i ght (so, 

122 
too , if a blind man slaught ered) what he slaughters is valid . ' ' 

It is unclear from the mishnah whether a priori permission is given 

to the blind person to slaughter , or if the slaughter is valid only 
123 

ex-post-facto. The gemara, as well as the commentors, note the pr oblem 

124 and adopt the position that a priori permission is not given. The Tosephta 

se.ems to adopt the opposite opinion. 



Whichever side is accepted, we can understand why special mention 

was necessary to permit the bl ind to slaughter. There are a number of 

requirements which must be me t for the slaughter of an animal to be 

valid and the meat kosher. There is a measure of doubt in t he case of a 

blind man as to whether he has cut sufficiently through the proper organs, 

as explained by Rashi in the gernara. If a blind slaughterer js to be 

allo..,ed to slaughter, then special mention must be made. 

A person who stands i n a ritually unclean place, or who passes 

t hrough an unclean pl ace, is required to purify himsel f. In certain 

instances, where a persc n is not competent to as k , or does not have the 

125 knowledge to ask, the rabbis ruled that he is ritually clean, even 

though someone competent would be declared ritually i mpure . In the case 

of the blind they did not make this stipulation. "A blind person ••• is 
126 

doubtfully clean sir.ce he has the ability to ask." One colllltlent ato r 

explains: 127 "This (matter) depends on competence and these have competence." 

Despite his inability to see, the blind person is presumed to have the 

knowledge to be able t o as k and to avoid unclean places. 

I Le . i 128 l l . f h n v1t cus t 1e aws concer,ing a menstruant woman are set . ort • 

As part of the ritual of cleaning after her flow stops a woman must go 

and illlllerse herself in a ritual bath. At the bath she must again inspect 

herse l f before immersion . A b lind woman obviously cannot make all these 

inspections. This impure state in which she would be has implications 

beyond the marriage bedroom also. Were she a Cohen she would be able to 

eat from the heave offering when she was ritua lly pure. 
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The rabbis recognized the problem. involved for a blind woman, and 

other• in a slmllar situation. We read: ' 'The hand that oftentimes male.ea 

examinations i•, lllDODg women, praiaevorthy •• • If a woman waa a deaf-mute 

or an iabecile, or blind, or with unaound mind, and there were at hand 

women of 1ound aenaea, these may do for her vhat ia needful, and then 

129 ahe may eat of the heave offering." Under the auperviaion o f othera 

then, a blind woman may purify herself after menstruation. 

We read in the Torah: "If a man find a woman that ia a virgin, 

that ia not betrothed, and lay hold on her, and lie with her, and they 

be found; then t~e man that lay with her ahall give unto the woman'• 

father fifty shekel• of ailver, and ahe ahall be hia wife, becauae he 
130 

hath humbled her; he .. , not put her •ay all hia daya •11 

Thia 1.., require8 that the VOll&D be a virgin. If ahe is not a 

virgin, she does not beccme hi• wife. 

In thi1 regard the labbia diacu1aed the 1tatu1 of a blind voman. 

We read in the To1epbta: "Be who come• upon ••• a blind voman ••• ia aubject 

lll 
to a fine." The eapbaail of thil peaaage ia to enumerate those women 

lllho are not protected by thi1 fine: the deaf woman, the in1ane woman, 

etc. Since special .. ntion ia made to include the blind woman under the 

protection of the fine, ve muat aaaume that we would otherviae have 

thought that 1he, too, vaa not protected by the fine. 

We aee from the explanation• of the c011mentatora, and the c.iiara, 

that only a woman vho may be subject to a virginity ault la protected by 
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this fine against the violator. Since t here is a question, as we saw 

earlier, as t o whether the blind woman is subj ect to a virginity suit, 

here specific mention must be made . 

This explains the position of the b lind woman i n relation to the 

pr otection offered i.n these verses. The rabbis, howeve r, no ted also 

the punishment to be meted out to the violator. Among the different iations 

noted between the violator and t he seducer we read: "The violator mus t 

drink out of the earthen pot, but if t he seducer is minded to put l1e r 

11132 If away he may put her away . The mislmah then asks: How does he drink 

out of his earthen pot?" and res ponds: "(He must marry her) even if 

she were lame, even if she were blind, and even if she were afflicted 

with boils . But if she were found ~nchaste or was not fit to be taken 

in marriage by an Israelite he may not continue (his union) with her, for 

it is written, 'And she shall be to him for a wife' - a wife that is fit 
133 

for him." 

We can infer from the mishnah that one might thihk that a blind 

woman, or a lame woman, or a woman afflicted with boils would be unfit 

for marriage. We lear n f rom this mishnah that that is not t he case, 

We have see n, then, that in order to prevent some misconceptions, 

based either on t he Torah itself or on other hal&ehic puaagu, the Rabbis 

made special mention of the blind . In certain c:,ases by including the 

blind person within the scope of the law they granted them priv!-leges 

which they may otherwise not en joyed. In other cases, however, the blind 

are subj ect to responsibilities from which one would normally assume them 

to be exempt. 
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Chapter 2 - SOCIAL STATUS 

Blindness was considered as punishment for sin and aa a form of 
1 

degradation by the ancient nations. The rabbis, including such an 

important figure as R. Judah Ba•Nasi, attempted to remove this atigma. 

In the Tannaitic literature ve aee indications of both attitudes present. 

We read, for example, that "four are considered like the dead: 
2 

the poor, the blind, the leprous, and the child le••. 11 A. we wi 11 a ee 

later each of these groups are derived from the Torah. Opposed to this 

derogatory viev ve learn of a visit made by Rabbi and R. Riyya to a 

blind rat.bi. R. Ri~a, intending to protect the honor of Rabbis' position, 

protested that Rabbi should not go to greet this blind rabbi. After 

receiving a blesaing from the blind rabbi, Rabbi rebukes R. Hiyya, for 
3 

had he followed his advice he would have been deprived of the bleasing. 

We see, then, that both attitudes are found in the literature. 

Before we ex.amine the various passages to cry and determine the social 

role into which the blind person was placed, we must first examine the · 

termino~ogy which is used in reference to the blind. It is axioa~ric 

to say that a wo:.·d in any given language has it• own connotationa, and 

that these connotations may vary from languege to language. We will 

want to see, if possible, what connotations there are in the words refer-

ring to the blind. 

The word for blind in the Bible is J.!!11, and thia ie alao uaed 

in later literature. It may . refer to one who is blind in one eye or 
4 

in both eyes. It is quoted from the Bi ble and used symbolically. 

The normal word which is used i n Tannaitic l iterature is .Iii&• 

It is used throughout the literature from Taonaitic t11De8 forward. It 
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s 
la ,...,_ worth •atlODiaa tbat .Jutnw not•• that in it• wrbal fom 

till• root cu alao -- to blad up. a.a. could then hnotheai.. to NJ 

that thia la the coacepe a,_ whicb tbe7 baaed tlleir vi• of bliMNH. 

a.a. who la bliD4 baa .... bl•.,.. bouD4 up. la the literatan iuelf. 

llwin•r. there u nothiag to CClll(llel oae to edopt that poeitioa. 

Io additioa to tbeH two ter. then an two •pbemi•tic pbruu 

UHd to refer to die bliD4: wr •iD!Jia• light of the .,.. • and 

ay' aabor • deb of light. Ben w ... tbat tlae laaguap apru ... 

aa attitude tomn the bllad. A eupbel•. u aplat....t bJ V.bater, 1a 

ua .. "to avoid the direct .eaniaa of aa upleuaat. painful. or frightening 
6 

realitJ." Ve..,. ...... then. that the bliad pen• wa aucb a 

frlgbteniag or unpluunt nalit7. Ve will lane to note if tbi• ua~ 

tioa l• borne out bJ the literature at bad. 

It i• aot unuaual to find the labbi• giviag •vice u to ta. oae 

aboald can for oouelf. 1hi• advice_, be a moral dictum. u w 

often ... in ftrke Awot. or it .. , be Mvice of a Mdical nature. ~ 

tbi• -'1cel Mvice w f1D4 aneral cwnta nferrlag to natural c•w 

of blia4Naa. 

We r.M. for ample. in hNcbm: "Obr labbia taapt: three tbiap 

wn aald of the lab1lonian IWtah: It cloa• up the hurt. blina the 

.,.. • and -.ciatu the bodJ. It cloau up the hurt. OD accaant of the 

whe7 of aillt. and it bUna th• .,.. •• an account of the •alt; and it 
1 

-ciatH the bod7, on account of the atale cruau." Thia labfloalan 

' 9 IWtab i•, apparentl7, ..... aort of .pur• or nllab. St.Uarl7, w 

r.M: "Clar labbi• t•pt: three thins• increase one'• motloa. bend the 

stature. and ta• ...., a 500th part of a ...... •JHigbt. ftue are th91: 
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coarse olack ur ead, oew beer , and raw vegetables. " 

59 

Without co:nmentiug a~ t o whet her t here i s, i u fact, any medical 

tcnefit to t his advice, we can clearly ~o ~c the intent and understandin~ 

o f the Rabbis. The Rah1is have .1oted, or a tradi tion has taugnt, that 

certain foodo W:L.ll cause damage to the body. These f indings, on tra-

ditions, have been passed on t o t he public, perhaps in much t he same 

spirit as the Food and Drug Administration today keeps the public informed 

of its f indings. This advice was, in t ur n, preserved fo r us by the 

Talmud . 

In these. exa:npl es we see that certain foods were known as l:einb 

harmful to t he eyesight . Since the Babylonian ;~utah was mentioned i n 

t he mishna, t he Set'1ara takes the time to pass on its advice concerning 

this food . 

This advice of the Rabbis took not only the form of a warninb , 

uut we also f i1 .d recommendations. For er.ample, it has been taught: 

A scaol.'.lr s hould not reside i n a city 
where the followinc ten t hings are no t 
found: a court of j ustice t hat imposes 
flagellation and decr2es pe na lties, a 
charity fund collectt: by two and dis 
tributed by three; a synagogue; public 
baths; a convenience; a cir cumciser; a 
surgeon; a no tary; a slaughterer and a 
sc!100 l . ,aster. 

R. Akiva is quoted (as includin~) also several ki nds of fruit (in the 

11 
list), because these are 1:-eneficial to the eyesight. " This, then, is 

tite converse of the previous case. Not only are we warned of hannful 

food, but healthful food is reco1I1111ended by the Rabbis. 
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In addition t o this advice t he Rabbis warn a~ainst other practices 

that might be hannful to one's health, particularly one ' s eyesight . 

110ur Rabbis taught: One should not drink water i n t he nir,ht; if he does 

drink his bl ood is on bis head, for it is dange r ous . What danger is 

12 
t her e? The danger of Sbabiri. But if he be t hirsty , how can he put 

things right : - If ther e is ano t her per son with him, he should wake him 

a nd say: I am a t hirst for water.' If no t, let him knock with the lid 

on t he j ug and say to hi mself: "Thou (giving his name) t he son of 

(naming his ~ other), thy mot her hath warned t hee to guar d thyself against 

13 
Shabr i ri , br l.ri, riri, iri, ri , which prevai ls in blind vesse l s. 11 

Her e we see chat t his demon, as Rashi calls i t , is known which acts on 

peo ple who ar ink at night , but that an incantation wil l protec t one from 

danger. 

In a s imilar ve i n we read in Ta'anit that Joseph warns his brothers 

against t a!;ing big steps, for that will take avay a 500t h part of a man' s 

eyesight . 14 Here, as above , this is a warning against an unhealthy practice. 

I n all of these cases we see that the rabbis assume t hat these foods 

or practices will , f r om na~urai causes, affect one 's eyesiµh t. One cause 

of blindness, t hen, is from neglect of those things which will protect 

one ' s eyes i ght. 

One may lose their eyesight, however , as punishment f or sin, or 

even, i n certain cases, for thei r parent's sins. As a r esult of some 

s in that a per son does he Lecomes blind and bl i ndness i s , as we shall 

see, the appropriat e pun ishment fo r that given sin. 
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For example, the Mishnah atatea: "If a man is not lame or blind e r 

halting, yet makes himself like one of them, he shall not die in old 

.l ge before he becomes like to one of them, as it is said , ' But he that 

searcheth after mischief it shall come to him.' And aga i n it is 
15 

written, 'That which is altogether j ust thou s ha l t fol l ow.' This 

same thought is expr essed in the Tosephta: " (A beggar) who blinds his eye 

or feigns a swollen belly or causes his foreleg to swell, s hall no t 

16 
depart this world until he becomes s ick like that." 

For falsely mal<ing oneself blind in order t o receive charity, one 

will, in t ur n , act11ally become blind; or , in more conceptual terms, a !Tian will 

be punished by that with which he sins. 

The Torah states that one should not accept a gift "fo r a gift doth 

17 lJ lind the eyes of the wise . 0 The Siphre understood this literally . 

11Another i nteroretation: 'for a gift doth blind the eyes of the wise ' : 
18 

he shal l not depart this world except with blind eyes . " Here also we 

see t hat as punishment fo r his sins he will be b linded . 

In the gemara an opinion is expressed, in the name of R. Johanan , 

t hat it is forbidden t o gaze a ~ the form of the countenance of a wic~ed 
19 

man. In response to this, R. Eleazar says: "His eyes become dim" as a 

punis hment and cites the case of Issac. The Torah tells us that when Issac 

20 
was old "his eyes were dim, so that he could no t see" • The reason, 

according to R. Eleazar, is "because he used to gaze at the wicked 

21 
t:sau. " 

Issac, i n this instance, is exemplary of all men who gaze knowingly 
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at a wicked person. J us t as Issac's eyesight was wea kened, so wil l that 

of any man who gazes as a wicked person. 

These are all cases of a person being bl'i.nded for his own sins. It 

is possible , however, t o le b linded as a result of one 's parents' sins. 

We read i n Nedarin: "R. Johanan B. Dahabai said: The Hinisterini; 

Angels to ld me four things: People are born lame because t hey (se. t heir 

parents) overturnec the table (i.e., practiced unnatural cohabitation); 

dumb, because they kiss 'that place'; deaf because they converse duri~g 
22 

cohabitation; blind, because they look at ' that place' . " In this case 

t he sin of t he parects is such that they do not receive the punishment , 

but t hat the punishnent is passed on to the offspring . 

There is also a concept t hat the parents' merit, or lack of merit , 

wi 11 stand for the child. We read in Toaephta: "Rabbi A.<iva used to 

expound five things as Aggadah: A man transmits to his son five things. 

The sages said: up to the age of ma j ority t he fa t her 's merit stands by 

him, after t hat he lives on his own mer its. R. Akiva said: where did 

we find that they were lame until the age o f ma j ority and when the 

reached the age of majority they became straight; that they were deaf 

until t he age of majority and when they reached the age of majority t hey 

became hearing that they we.re blind until the age o~ majority and when 

they reached t he age of majority t hey became sighted. How did his merit 

stand by him until that hour ? They said to hi m: For we see that ••• there 

were people who wer e sighted until the age of majori ty and when they 

reached the age of majority t hey uecatt1e b lind. Behold, his merit stands 
23 

by him only until that time. " 
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The majority opinion see~~ to nold that t he father influences t he son 

only through his merit and only until t he age of ma j ority. Akiva, howevar, 

secas to hold that even a parentl• lack of merit could affect the child. 

Why else would he ask if there were a person who was b lind until the age 

of majority and become normal thereaf t er ? Akiva 's position is t hat "neit her 

pi e t y .!l2.! prudence can r eally change man's destiny on earth as it i s 

for eordained by Providence, working through the i mmuta ble forces of heredity 
24 

and che laws of reward and punishment." 

The actions of the parents, then, can rebound t hrou8hout t heir 

generations . As a result of their actions , as we have s een, a parent may 

benefit his childr en, or bring punis hment, possibly b lindness, upon t hem. 

Related t o t his concept of one being punis hed either for t heir own 

s ins or fo r t heir parents' sins we find instances where God intervenes 

directly t o blind someone, or to heal b lindness. Whereas in t he previous 

category the per son became blind as a consequence t o his action , i n this 

category some. event, or happening, wil l prompt direct i ntervention. Also, 

•fhile in the earlier category we were investigating only causes of blind-

oess, here we see that God may i ntervene either to bl ind or to heal. 

In Exodus we read that a f ter f-loses slew t he Egyptian tas!tmaster 
25 

Pharoah "sought to slay }los es. " Noses, afraid for his life , fled Egypt. 

Later, when God ca l ls l·loses to return to Egypt and confront Pharoah, God 

assures Moses saying , "Go, return to Egypt; for all the men are dead that 

s ought thy life. 1126 

In the Mekilta we read : 11R. Elezer says: God turned the people who 

set out to capture Moses into different gr oups. Some of them He made 

dumb, s ome He made deaf and some He made blind. They as ked t he dumb. ones: 
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Where is Moses? and t hey could not answer. They asked the deaf ones, 

a nd they could not hear; the blind oues, and they could not see, just as 

it is said : 'And the Lord said unto hi m: who hath made a man 's mouth? 

I 27 I or who maket h a man du:nb .. . Referring to this it is said: 'For 

the God of my fathe:: was my help . 11 
28 

We read a s imilar story in the Nekil ta of Simeon hen ~hai. "Moses 

responded and said before t he Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of all t he 

w0rld, you have said to me, ' Go down to Egypt and bring t he children of 

Israel f rom Egypt . ' I am afraid of the men who sought me . He said to 

him~ ' Do not be afraid of them, for they ar e all dead, as it says: 1 

For all t he men are dead that sought thy life.' The Holy One, Blessed be 

He, said further to Moses: The men whom Pharoah sent to seize you, Who 

made them dumb, deaf or blind if not I, as it says: ' And the Lor d said 
29 

to l1oses: who hath made a man ' s mouth? etc. '' 

According to both versions of the story God deliber ately blinds the 

Egyptian pursuers in or der to safeguard Moses . The intervention in this 

case is to confuse t he plans of the E~ptians and to preven t t hem from 

carryini:; out their dut y. I n t he following cases t he motivation is dif-

ferent. 

We learn that when t he people of Sodom att~cked Lot ' s home while t he 

visito::s wer e inside the visitors "struck t he men that were at the door 

of the house with blindness . 1130 The visitors were , of course, ange ls . 

Th i s is, then, a ?arallel case to God intervening to cause b lindness . 

It muat be noted that the Ili ble does not i mply t he normal term for 

blindness in this iustance. The medieval Biblical coll'.ltlentator s note this 
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31 
unu•ual word and describe it, with variationa, a a stroke of blindneH. 

Orlkeloe translate• the word with the term Shabriri, the aame term we noted 

above in our diacus•ion of water being a cause of blindneaa. 

The tendency of these traditional c011111entators ia supported by a 

more modern coanentator, Ephraim Speiser. He note• that the word implies 

"not just 'total blindnes•,' u the vord before ua is generally rendered, 

but a eudden stroke. And that ia juet what the term suggests: a blinding 

flub emanating from angeb ••• which would induce immediate, if temporary 

lo•• of •ight ••• Thu• the very work evoke• a numinou• i~e. It ia a 

32 
m:atter of magic •• oppo•ed to myopia." 

Thia unusual word, aa well aa the circumatances were noted by the 

Rabbi•. 'The children of Sodom began to •in fir•t, •• it say•: 'Before 

they lay down (the men of the city ••• C0111pa•••d the hou•e around, both 

33 
young and old).' They .. re puniahed firat and thereat did not eacape, 

aa it aays: and the men who were at the door of the houae they amote with 
34 

blindneaa. 11 

The people of Sodom are puniahed for their ain. The punishment i• 

a audden blinding and it strlkna firat, aa our paa•age tells ua, those vbo 

sinned first. 

In the following two caaea we see that God acting through intermedia-

rie• cau•e• Samson and Zedekiah to be blinded becau•e they rebelled against 

llim. Concerning Samson we read: "~r Rabbis have taugbt: Sa•on rebelled 

(again•t God) through his eye•, u it i• •aid, 'And Samson •aid to hia 

father, Get her for me becau•e ahe i• plea•ing in my eyi •• •35 Therefore, 

the Phili•tines put out hi• eye•, as it i• said, 'And the Philiatine• 

36 
laid hold of him and put out hie eyes.' Here ve aee that Samaan, by 

-
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chaaing after gentile vomen, rebelled against Goel. The organ by which 

he rebelled waa bia eyea, and it ia i n this organ that h~ i• puniahed. 

Ve read concerning Zedeki ah: "Olr Rabbi• have taught: Five were 

created after the image of Rim who ia above, and all of them incurred 

puniahment on account of (th• feature which di•tingui ahed) them •• • 

Zedekiah in hia eyea, u it ia written, ''They put out the eyea of Zede-
37 

kiah." 

We aee that 1.edekiah then, baa 1inned and ia puniahed by blindneaa. 

We do not yet underatand wherein lay hi• ain. 

In Leviticu1 we read the cryptic paaaage that aaya: "And I will 

bring a nord upon you, that aball execute the vengeance of the covenant; 

and ye aha1:1 be gathered together within your citiea; and I will aend 

the pestilence aiong you; and ye ahall be delivered into the hand of 

38 
the enemy." Th• Sipbra ccanenu on thi• verse phrue by phrue. On 

the fir•t phrue it note•: 'There i• a vengeance that i• of the covenant 

and there i• a vengeance which 11 not of the covenant. What 1• a 

vengeance that ia not of the covenant: for ex.ample , blinding of the eyea; 

.. 39 for they blinded the eyea of Zedekiah, th• king of Judah • • • 

The parallel puaage in Vayyikra Rabbe explain• vhy 1Aclekiah deserved 

thi• puniahment, and vhy it 1• not of the covenant. "Which vaa the requital 

not in respect of the covenant? ll. Aaariah and ll. Aha aaid in the n-. of 

a. Johanan: that vaa the blind of the e,e• of the king of Judah, ae 

it aaid, 'Therefore thu• aaith the Lord God: ~ 1 live, eurely Mine oath 

that be both deapiaed , and My covenant that he hath broken, I wlll bring 
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40 
upon ht. own head.' 'SUrely Mine oath' - That ia the oath he <1.edekiah) 

had norn to Nebucluldnezzar; 'And My covenant that he hath broken' - that 1a 

the coven.ant of Mt. Sinai; 'And I vill bring it upon hie head.' And vaa 

the rHt of the body not affected? - ll. S.Uel B. Nahman aaid in the 

n..e of i. Jonathan: (The retribution for the breach of the covenant vaa) 
41 

the blinding of the eyea, vbicb le •~thing affecting the head . " 

Rebuch..Snezzar had caused 1.edekiah to take an oath by God. Zedekiah 

42 later rebelled against Nebuchadne&zar, thereby breaking hil oath to the 

Ung of Babylon and to God. For tbia he Vd punished , in accordance with 

the verse, by being blinded. 

While punlahllent for ain la unaolved in these cdea, aa in the previoua 

cnea, it ia iaportant to note that in each of theae r.oc1 acta directly on 

through aome intermediary. Blinding in thia way ia highly exceptional, 

prompted only by the moat extraordinary clrcumataocea . 

Aa ve aaid above, inatancea are cited in the literature where God heals 

the blind. The moat outstanding cde ia that all the blind of Israel, 

•• well aa the deaf, the dwab, the l_. and the inaane, were healed at 

Mt . Sinai . 

We read in the Mekilta: "Another interpretation: Thia ia to proclaim 

the excellence of the Iaraelit ea . for when they all stood before Mt. 

Sinai to receive the Torah there vere - ao Scripture telb ua - no blind 

onea among ua. ¥or it ia aaid: 'And all the people aaw.• It alao tell• 

that there vere no dumb onea .-ong them. For it ia aaid: 'And all the 

people an8Vered together.' And it alao tella that there were no deaf 

onea ..,ng them. For it ia said: 'All that the Lord hath apoken wll 
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we do and linen to.' And it alao teache• that there were no laae one• 

_,ng them. For it i• •aid, 'And they •tood at the nether part of the 

mount.' jiMI it aho teache• that there were no foot. among the1s. For 

43 
it h aaid: 'Thou but been •hawn to under•tand.' 

Si.ailarly we real: "What h •ant by: 'Thou an all fair ray love. ' 

a. Si.eon R. Yohai taught: when X.rael •tood before Mt. Sinai and •aid, 

'All that the Lord bath apokan ve vill do and obey, ' at that .,..nt there 

were 11110ng them neither per•on• with iaaue, nor leper•, nor lame, nor 

bliad, no dumb and no deaf, no lunatic• and no i.abecilea, no dullard.a 

and no doubters . With reference to that mcment it aay•, ' Thou an all 

falr wy love.' After they dnned not many daya paHed before there were 

aiong them per.on• with Hue and lepen, laM and blind, dumb and deaf, 

lunatic• and dullard•. Then the order wu given: 'Let them put out of 

44 
the c•p every leper, and every one that bath an i••ue." 

It i• clear fro. both paa•agea that •• part of the aanctificatioo 
45 

that vu called for before the giving of the Torah God healed all the 

blind, aa well aa thoH with other affliction•. We alao learn from 

the •econcl midrub that aln v ta conddered aa a direct cau•e for all tho•e 

varioua afflictiona. 

In Avot de Rabbi Nathan we again learn that God can heal the blind, 

thia time in a very different context. "And •ome •ay: The ver•e in 

lccleaiute• (4: 14- 'For out of priaon be c- forth to be king') refera 

to Joaeph the righteoua. When that wicked woman ca.me along ahe upt 

outraging hill by her word•. She aald to him: I •hall abut thee up in 

prlaon. Be anavered: ' The Lord looHth the priaonen.' She •aid to hi.81: 

I •hall put out thine eyea. He an.vered: 'The IA>rd openath the eye• of 
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the blind.' She aaid: I ahall make thee to atoop. Be retorted: The 

lord raiaeth up them that are bowed down. She said: I shall fill thee 

with w:'.ckedneH. Be retorted: 'The Lord loveth the righteous.' She 

said to him: 1 shall make thee a pagan! Be ansvered: The Lord pre-

aervetb the atranger! Finally he aaid: Bav then can I do this great 
46 

wlckednesa?" 

In the flrat exaple, the people at Mount Sinai, ve •• that the 

singularity of the event de.anded that the people be purified of their 

sins. In accord with tbla , God ruioved tboae aigns of aln, like Mind-

neas, which the people tbemaelvea could not remove. In th• second 

caae, we aee Joseph claiaing that the Lord protects the righteous even 

to the extent of curing blindness, or other afflictlona, which they have 

suffered at the hand of the wicked. 

Before moving on, let ua briefly revt ... Aa,ve have seen, there are 

two aajor cauaea of blindness dlacuaaecl in the l iterature. On the one 

hand there are natural cauaea. If a person neglect• those things which 

protect hie eyea, either in diet or bablt , then be will beco.e blind. 

OQe may, however , become bllnd not through such natural cauaea , but 

a• a conaequence of ain. We have aeen that blindnaaa la at time• the 

normal punishment for a glven aln, at ti.Ila• a punlalmeot inflicted from 

God, either directly or through an intermediary. 

Let u• nav turn our attention to tboae attitudaa expraaaed by the 

midruh toward the blind. There ia, of course, a wide apectrum repreaented 

by theae midraahim, and were there a gnater amount of .. terlal, we would 

expect an even greater variety. 
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An early aource 1• cited •• 1aying: "Four (kinda of peraon1) may be 

regarded aa ~. they are: the poor, the blind, the leprou1 1 and the 

childlea1; the poor, for it i• aaid, 'for all the men are dead which 

1ought thy life' - now theae men• were Dathan and Abirmn. and they aurely 

were not then dead, they only bee- reduced la their material circua-

1tance1; the blind, aa it 11 aaid: 'Be hath made me to dwell' in dark-

neaa, 'a1 tho1e that have been long dead'; the leprou1, •• it ia •aid, 

'Let her (Miria) not, 1 pray thee, be a1 one who ia dead'; the childlua, 

.. it 11 aaid, 'Give me children, or el1e 1 die.• 47 

Death, in thi• in1tance 1 i• underatood figuratively. The per1on 

10 afflicted ii dead in the aenae that they do not ahare in the normal 

i ntercourae of daily life. .&a thil paHage concerna the blind it ii 

clear that the blind are outatde the pale of everyday life, perbapa even 

to be avoided. At beat an attitude of benign neglect 11 eapre1aed toward 

the blind. 

A 1illilar attitude 11 found ezpre11ed in the bleaaing which one 

recite• upon 1eeing a blind per1on. According to the Toeephta, if a 

per1on 1ee1 "a dwarf , a 1- per1on 1 a blind penon, or one afflicted 
48 

with bolla, he aay1: Ble11ed be the Truthful Judge. " It 1hould be 

noted that according to the later c0tmentator1 this bleHing abould be 

recited only over 1011eone who i1 blind fro• birth. If they were later 

blinded, the proper ble11ing 11: Ble11ed be Ba who ealte1 1trange 
49 

creaturea. 

The bludng, "Bleaaed be the Tnathful .Judge," ii the ame bleHiDI 

recited over the deed, or vben one bean bu tidinga.50 That the aame 
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bleaaing i• recited upon aeeing a blind peraon i• aignificant. Aa in 

the previou• exaple •t:he blind peraon ia aHociated with the dead. We 

can aaau.e that the feeling that the blind peraon 1• to be avoided i• 

illplicit in thi• atatement u in the previou• one. 

~e further detail ought to be noted in thi • generally - unfavorable 

portrayal of the blind peraon. Theae paaaagea do not go on to derogate 

the blind. Were t here a atrong feeling of diaguat OT repulaion toward 

the blind we would expect that to be expnaaed in a atatement auch u 

tbia. The attitude expreHed 1187 better be deacribed, then, u a fonn 

of benign neglect. 

A aOMVhat different attitude ia expreHed in the following. "And 

the cloud of the Lord vaa over them by day" • over the lame, the blind, 

those who 1uffered a fl• and the leprou1. 

'And the cloud of the 1.ord vu over th• by day' - from where do you 

aay that if one of the laraelitea wi thdrew from under my v i nga , the cloud 

atretched back with him until the time he returned? Scripture teachea: 

The cloud of the Lord vaa over them • •• 1151 

Thi• ia a deceiving paaaage. Due to the way the two parta are aeparated 

in the printed text one could read it two vaya. One could read it u two 

aeparate atatement1, and the implication• that could be derived are 

extremely negative. One could, and, in my opinion, ahould, read the 

two pa1aage1 aa connected, thereby implying a much more poaitive attitude. 

Either way that one read• the text it i• obvioua that a compari1on 

ia made between the 1 ... , the blind, thoae who have auffered a fl• and 

the leprou• . If one ••paratH the two paHage• one would automat~cally consider 
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the p .. aage: ''Co..and the children of I1rael, that they put out of the 

camp every leper. and every one that hath an iHue •• • ,.,52 Ry comparilon, 

then, one would think that the blind were alao unclean and forced from 

the C•P• 

The correct reading, however, would connect the tvo paaaage1. 

the .. four group• are C01nparable becauae they are all outai de the camp. 

The leprou• and thoae who have •uffered a flOir are outaide the c.., 
becau•• they are unclean, and therefore unfit to come into the ceiip. The 

i .... and the blind since their di•ability male.ea it difficult for them to 

keep pace with the main body , will often fall behind the re•t . Over all 

of theae people , ve are told, the protecting cloud of the Tord extend• 

itlelf. 

The attitude elq)rea•ed in this paaaQe is neutral . We learn, 

however. that de1pite their handicap the protection of the Tord extend• to 

the bliod. By implication thia puaage may •pe.ak againat any derogatory view 

of the blind. If , after all, the blind are protected the ....... any other 

Iaraelite, then any fora of deriaion toward the blind would be di•tinctly 

out of place . 

Aa we noted at the beginning ..,f the chapter, there were effort• made 

to remove the •tipa of the blind. The midruh refJecta thia change of 

attitude in aeveral paa1agea. 

For example: "'Rabbi and ll. Bf.yya wre once going on a journey. When 

they cmae to a certain town, they 1aid: If there ia a rabbinical acbolar 

here, we shall go and pay him our re1pect. They vere told: Then ia a 

rabbinical 1cholar here and he 1a blind. Said ll. B iJya to labbi: Stay 

(here)i thou 1m1at not lover thy prieatly diguityi 1 ab.all go and vialt 
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hill. But ("abbi) took hold of him and vent with him. Vhen they were 

taking leave from him (the blind scholar) , he said to them: You have 

visited one vho i• seen but does not see; may ye be gramted to vieit 

11111 who sees but is not aeen. Said (Rabbi to ll. Hi)'ya): If now (I had 

hearkened to you) you would have deprived ma of this bleHing •• • ,.SJ 

Both attitude• are expreaaed here. R. HiY)'a implie• that a blind 

pereon, even if he i1 a scholar, ia 1omehov l••• worthy of a viait from 

labbi than aomeone elae aigbt be. Rven stronger than thia be atatee 

that thla blind acholar will in aome unexplained manner aully the 

11prteatly dignity" of Rabbi. Thia reaction to the blind is more negative 

than any we have eeen. 

labbi, on the other hand, refuse• ll. Rtyya'a adviae. Be doea not 

yet correct ll. RiYJe'• thinking, but obvioualy doea reject the concept in 

practice. A.a the end of' thia tale we aee that Rabbi actually doea rebuke 

ll. Rt.yye for holding hi• position. Further• be implicitly pra.iaea the 

blind rabbi who beatoved the blesaing upon them. 

A alailar ~le: 11~ Babbie taught" Haw doe• one dance before 

the bride? Beth Shu.mat aay11 Tile bride aa ahe is. 1'eth Hillel aay: 

Beautiful and graceful bride! Beth Shaliaai aaid to Beth Hillel: If ahe 

vu lame or blind. doea one aay of her: Beautiful and graceful bride? 

Wbereaa the Torah said: Keep thee far fro. a falae matter. Said Jeth 

'Hillel to Beth mi-.i: According to your words , if one haa aade a bad 

purchaae i n the market, ahould one pralae it i n hie eyea or deprecate 

it? Surely one should praiae it in hi• eyea. Therefore, the Sagea aaid: 

• 
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Alwaya ahould the dhpoaltion of .an be pleuant vith people." 

The queationa involved in thia cue are alightly different from 

tboae in the previoua one . Here ve are diacuaaing a general caae, 

of vhicb the blind woman ta a apecial cue , vbereaa in the previoua 

ex.mple ve were diacuaaing the blind peraon d i rectly. 

Beth Sh .... i holcla that one ahould deacribe "the bride aa ahe i•," 

and bring• the example of a blind or a 1 ... wo.an aa a caae vhlch 

Beth Hillel .uat cope with. By i•pllcaUon Beth Sh.-ai itaelf 

would deacribe a blind bride aa juat that, a blind bride . In doing •o, 

Beth S~i would c.ertainly COiie to deprecate the bride before the 

gathered company. a• Beth Hillel c la1-. 

Beth Hillel, on the other hand, would app.arently atate of a 

blind bride, aa of any other bride, ''Beautiful and graceful bride . " 

The implication i• that at a ti.. auch u a wedding a bleaiah auch aa 

bllndneaa ahould not aake a difference. The bridegroom will , preauaably, 

alway• conaider the bride to be beautiful and graceful, and ao ahe 

ahould be deacribed. The blind bride, then, ie equal t o any other bride . 

Another aapect i• preaented . ~ the following tale: l. Joae •aid : 

I vaa long perplexed by thia verae, 'And thou 1balt grope at noonday 

.. the blind gropeth i n the darknea1 .' Mow what d i fference (I a1ked) 

doe1 it aake to a blind un whether it i• dark or light? (Nor did I 

find the anaver) until the following incident occurred . I v .. once 

walking on a pi tch black night when I aav a blind aan walking in the 

road with a torch in hie hand. I Hid to him: ltJ eon, why do you 
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carry thia torch? lie replied: Aa long a• I have thi• torch in my 

hand, people eee .. and eave .e fr011 the holea and the thorne and the 

55 
briar• . " 

R. Joee learna one i nterpretation of thie probl ... tic veree fro. 

the blind man in thia etory. In thia learning proceaa there ia a 

certain .-ount of reapect for the blind IND i.llplied on the part of 

ll. Joae. Bad I. Joae held an attitude toward the blind aiailar to 

that of benign neglect, which we 1av before, he very likely would not 

have heel the type of open attitude oeceaaary to learn from the blind 

man. Alao, had he not held a certain amount of reapect toward the 

blind man, he aay have aiaply di..t1aed the occurrence without a 

moment'• eerioua thought . 

There ia alao a degree of hope expreaaed in thia paaaage . lven 

on the darkeet night. when there 1eea1 to be the leaat chance of help. 

the blind aan h .. a method to protect hiaaelf. It ia true that the 

blind .. n ia , to a certain degree , alva7a dependent on hh aighted 

brother, but here we aee that be know• to utilise that dependence to 

increaae hi• ovn independence. 

We have aeen aeveral attitude• expreaaed and we would do well to 

contraat them yet again. At one end of the apectrua the blind peuoo 

ia conaidered to be like the dead . lie characterized thia aa an 

attitude of benign neglect, although •topping ehort of derieion. 'fb.e 

eecond attitude ve aav expreHed ... that of protection, and we n~ed 

that thia may of itaelf militate againat an atti tude of deriaion toward 

the blind. Finally, there vae an attitude of reapect , even honor, 

tovarda the blind. 
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As we stated at the beginning of this chapter. among the ancient 

nations blindne•a was cons i dered as a punishment or a form of degra-
56 

dation. Compared to that attitude the attitudes expreased here are 

rel atively more tolerant. Further , the gap between that position and 

the measure of respect accorded the olind person in our last example 

i• nearly immeasurable. 

We have until this point dealt with the theoretical. Before ve 

end we must look toward the more practical. Does the literature tell 

us anyt hing of how the blind person managed in dai l y life? As a 

general rule, rabbini : literature does not provide us with such details 

o f everyday life. We vill present here those few details which do 

appear. 

Walking, getting about. is a major problem for a blind person. 

Be bas no natural way to avoid holes or steps or stumbling blocks . 

It is in recognition of this difficulty that the Torah imposes a 
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punishment upon one who sets a stumbling block before the blind. 

Similarly, the Torah states: "Cursed be he that maketh the blind 

i h ,.58 to go astray n t e way ••• Ir Tannaitic literature we find several 

mentions of the methods employed by the blind to aid them in walking 

about. 

We have seen before that, according to the Tosephta, a blind man 

should not go out at appointed times with his ataft.59 As was explained 

earlier, this was decreed because the use of a staff aa a walking aid 

vas customary during the week. and, therefore, a cheapening of the 
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holiday. A etaff, then, vaa ueed by the blind as aa aid for valking 

and finding a eafe route. 

Another aid for walking ~• mentioned in a tale told by the Mi.ahnah. 

We read: "If a man had fallen into the water, whether or not in sight 

of shore, his vife i• forbidden (to marry another). R. Meir eeya: Once 

a man fell into a large vell and cmne up again three daye later. But 

R. Joie saye: Once a blind man vent into a cave to ianeree himself and 

hie guide ve-nt with him; and they waited long enough for life to ~ecome 

d h i d h i i 
,,60 

extinct an ten pel'111 tte t er vives to marry aga n ••• 

Here we eee that at leaet some blind people hired a pereon to act ae a 

guide for the•. 

A third method for avoiding the daogera involved in walking vaa aeen 

above, in the incident with R. Joae. R. Jose aav a blind man walking on 

a pitch black night with a torch in hia hand. The purpose of the torch, 

according to the blind aan, vaa so that people would aee him and aave 
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him from the hole1, the thorns, and the briara. Though not as certain 

a method aa utilizing a staff or a guide, we see that a blind person 

could, to a degree, rely on sighted people to help him avoid dangera . 

Finally, ve aee that the Rabbia were also aware of the habits of 

the blind, and took care to maintain the safety of their path. "One may 

clear atones onto the public road, word• of R. Joshua. R. Akiva aaya: 

As one has no right to put dung on the public road, ao one muat not clear 

his field and deposit the atonea on the road ; and if he does clear it, 

he must carry the stones to the sea or to a river or to a quarry. The 

one vho clear• the atones from the middle (of the road) and places them 
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on the aide: if another come• and i• injured on them, behold thi• one 

i• liable. Therefore , they said that he la like one who clears atones 

from before animals and places them before men, from before the sighted 

and places them before the blLnd; for it is the custom of cattle to 

use the middle of the road and for men to use the side; it is the custom 
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for the sighted to use the middle and blind people to uae the aide ••• ' ' 

We aee that the blind , in order to avoid as many dangers as poa-

aible, would va lk along the side of the road. Rabbi Akiva r ecognized 

this and held one liable for putting an obst ruction in that path. 

tn Tann•itic literature ve have, with only a single exception, no 

record of a bli nd person serving any public function . The exception is the 
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blind rabbi who was vis ited by Rabbi and R. Hiyya. It ia , however , 

worthy of note that tvo Amoralc rabbis were blinded during their careers 

and yet served in highly prominent positions. 

&a.i . Sheshet vaa an Amara of the second and third generations in 

Babylonia. According to one •ource he blinded himself so that he could 
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follow the pi ety of RA1. Hia learning, however, vas renowned. Blessed 

by an extremely retentive memory , it ia said that he knew by heart the 

entire body of tannaitic tradition, r well as its Amoraic interpretations. 

Besides this great learning, he also founded an academy at Shile. 

the othet' blind ~ra of whom we h•ve a record v•s It.at. Joseph (ben 

Hiyya). He was an Amora of the third generation in ~abylonia. ~n"""°ed 

for his love and knowledge of Torah , he WAS described by hia colleagues •s 

"Sinai", meaning that hia l earning WAS so ordered it was aa i f it came 
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66 directly from Mt. Sinai. He decllned the honor of being Rosh Yeshiva at 

Pumpedita in favor of Rabbah . After Rabba's death he then filled that 

office. It was during his tenur e as Rosh Yeshiva that he fell seriously 

67 
ill , and, doubtless aa a resu l t of that illness, became blind. His 

blindness apparently did not affect his role as Rosh Yeshiva. 

From these examples it is clear that there was no impediment to a 

blind person attaining a position of respect and responsibility . Those 

problema which might block the way could be overc01De. We are told . for 

example, that although Rav. Sheshet could not read the Torah himself, he 

hired a scholar who was acquainted with the Mishnah and Baraita to read 
68 

them to him. Also , a t t liough these men are both Amoraa , there is no 

reason t o assume that a blind person could not have attained a similar 

position in Tannaitic time1. 
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CONCLUSION 

We can now propose some answers to those questions which ve raised 

at the beginning . We noted that the central problem before us was to 

discern hov serious a handicap blindness vas. 

From a legal point of view this question is easily answered. There 

are tvo perspectives as to vhether a b lind person is liable to perform 

the mitzvoth or not. R. Judah holds that the blind person is exempt 

l 
from "all the mitzvoth stated in the Torah . 11 Blindness is • then, an 

oppressive handicap. 

The Rabbis , however, di s pute R. Judah and hold that a blind person is 

generally bound by the lav. The blind person is, according to their 

position, a responsible and informed person capable of perfonning the 

mit 10th. It is clear that , in this view, the blind person should be 

considered mere ly as a person who cannot see, but is othetvlse like 

anyone else. The tendency throughout the materi al is toward this point 

of view. 

We have seen this borne out in the ca4 s where the Rabbis exempt 

the blind person from a given mitzvah . There are two instances wherein 

the Rabbis exempt t he blind. The first is where they understand the 

Torah , either directly or midraahically, as exempting the blind. The 

Torah ia authoritative and imnutable according to the Rabbis. If the 

Torah exempts the blind, the Rabbis are bound by that decision. The 

second instance wherein the Rabbis exempt the blind ia where blindness 

itself prevents the blind persor from perfoTIDing a given mitzvah. 
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In general, these legal categories apply equally to all gradations 

of blindnea•. The major exception is that, unleaa otherwise stated, 

a person blind in only one eye would al~ays be l iable to perform the 

mitzvoth . There are, however, occasional mentions of other gradations 

of blindness. These are mos t ly found in connection with the pTiests who 

cannot perform their functions in the Temple if they are blemished. 

In the agadic literature the references are almost entirely concerned 

with total blindness. The exception is when a certain food or action 

la cited as taking away a certain percentage of a man's eyesight. 

We saw that, broadly ap'!aking. there are tvo major causes of 

blindness: neg lect and s i n. If a case of blindness is caused by neglect, 

there seems to be no added stigma. If, however, the blindness ia a 

result of sin, the repercussions seem to be severe indeed. That Issac , 

one of the Patriarchs• could be stricken, and reprimanded in the literature, 

seems to imply that the burden of the sin would weigh very heavily on a 

lescer person . 

Another measure of the seriousness of the handicap is found wi thin 

the spectrum of social judgments. On t b? one hand, there was an a ttitude 

expressed which we labeled aa benign neglect. We speculated that this 

position could extend to a f orm of ostracism. The repercuaaiona of 

blindness , then, would be very severe. Not only would the blind person 

have to cope with the normal problems of the handicaps, but be would 

be marked as an outcast and have t o suffer that additional burden. 

The middle poaition overcomes many of these problems. By asaumlng 

that God's protection extend& t o everyone it would militate against any 

tendency toward ostracism. Similarly, ve noted that tbla position would 
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undercut any derogatory attitudes toward the blind. 

The moat positive attitude toward the blind, that of respect, 

places the leaat burden on the blind. By adopting an attitude like 

that of Beth Hillel, that the blind person is essentially the same as 

anyone else, those who hold this position place a minimal social burden 

on the blind person. The blind person is then freer to reach his 

full capacity. 

From a tegal point of view we saw that there were three types of 

limitations imposed upon t he blind. Biblical, midraahically derived, 

and those imposed by the rabbis. Io addition, there vaa a group of 

cues where the blind vere specifically mentioned as not being under 

any special limitation. 

Those limitations whl.Cb are imposed by the Torah had to be accepted by 

the rabbia. The major question with which we were concerned ia whether 

those Biblical limitations were merely accepted, or whether they were 

extended by the Rabbis. ln general, it was felt that the Rabbis tended 

to extend the limitations beyond what was necessary for the Torah's 

requirements. 

In light of this, it is not surprising to find that the rabbis 

midrashically imposed limits that may or may not have been ~ntended by 

the Torah •• In regards to the limitations imposed concerning a husb~nd 

bringing charges of unfaithfu lness against his wife (sotah) or parents 

charging their son as being a rebellious son. It may be that the rabbis 

saw a way to effectively nullify these laws by reading into them a wide 

variety of limitations . If that were the case , these limitations would 

not be against the blind as much as against the law per se. One could 
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explain this group of limitations as having developed as a fence about 

the law. Since such a limitation is conceivable, although not the 

simplest und~rstanding, perhaps the limitation should be imposed anyway to 

protect the law, There is no clear indication, however, that this is 

t he case. 

If neither of these explanations are true, one must simply say that 

this i s the way the rabbis understood the text of the Torah. Though we 

might say that another understanding of the text would be clearer and more 

suited to context, we have no choice, but to say that the rabbis accepted 

this as the context and meaning of the Torah. 

Those limitations which were imposed by the rabbis are clearly 

cases where the rabbis assumed it vas not physically possible for a blind 

person to perform them, This may be because there are requirements of 

the action which the blind person could not fulfill, as in t he c.u;e of 

delivering a Get, Conversely, it may be bec11use the blind person could 

not carry out the actions due to the actual limitations of blindness, 

Finally, there are the cases where specific mention is made that 

the blind do not suffer any limitAtion in a part.icular c11se. The rabbis 

clearly thought t .hat if mention weren't made in these cases one would 

have considered the blind as exempt in these cases. It was 'herefore, 

necessary that the rabbis make clear the status of the blind in these 

cases. 

All this havin~ been said, can any sort of overall picture be formed 

as to bow the blind fared in Tann.attic times. It would seem that in a 

certain, very broad way, a picture can be formed, but first certain 

problems must be explained. 
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There la, understandably, a danRer in making generalizations based on 

such a sparse amount of material. ~owever, we have felt justified since 

it ia in the nature of the material t c preaerve divergent opinions. In 

a broad aenae, then, certain generali zations may safely be made. Theae 

are the tendencies ve have striven to detail. 

Even in this effort there ~as a problem vi.th the material at hand. 

As a general rule ve do not have enough material vhich la attributed 

to one person or school to be able to clearly distinguish schools of 

thought, or broad changes of opinion. The single exception to this is 

t he opinion of R. Judah. 

Had ve been able to distinguish various opinions such as this, it 

might have been possible to de lineate certain historical charges of 

attitudes toward the blind. Without these sources ve are forced to 

treat all opinion as if they were contemporaneous. 

~e must also note the chance recovery, of course. First, on the 

part of the literature itself. We must aaaume that not all statements 

that were made in reference to the blind vere recorded in the literature. 

While the major differences in attitudes may all have been preserved , 

it ~ould have been both useful and ioteresti1.6 to note what variations 

may also have been expressed at the time. 

Se~ondly, there vaa an element of chance involved in recovery 

of the material on the part of the author. Aa is clear from the methodology 

explained above, references were mainly found with the aid of the con

cordances and various cross references. It may be asaumed, however, 

that a small nu•ber of sources were not found. Among these few sources 
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there ia a small possibility that a variant of one of our opinions may 

have appeared, and that this new variant may have been helpful. 

Given thf' material at hand certain very broad generalizations can 

be mede concerning the daily life of the blind. ~irst, it is clear 

that the blind were active within the society at large. We see this 

in nearly f'very aapect of our discussion. It ia moat clear in the examples 

of Rav. Sheshat and Rav. Jose ph, or in the example of the rabbi visited 

by Rabbi and R. Biyya. Were there any tendency to force the blind 

person out of the society, or to the perifery, these people could not 

have attained or maintained their position of leadership. It ia clear, 

then, that the blind were act i ve in society. 

We cao further asaert that , from a legal point of view, the Rabbis 

ex>nsidered the blind to be subject to the laws of the Torah, except i n 

instances where they were s pecifically exempted. Although there was 

certainly minority views on this position, in the main the blind were 

treated , in the words of the Rabbis , "as a sighted peraon in all mattera . '' 

We might go so far as to say that this attitude provided the means by 

which the blind person could be active in society. 

It would be wrong, however , to aaaume from this legal reality that 

t be blind were not stigmatized. From an attitudinal point of view there 

is a much wider spectrum of attitudes toward the blind . Some of these, 

of course, mesh well with the attitude implicit in the legal reality, 

Other opinions, however, clash strongly with that idea. Rad these 

opinions been dominant the burden borne by the blind would have been 

much greater. Even as minority opinions, though, one imagines that the 

blind were stigmatized by them to a certain extent. 
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