Torah in Motion
What We Wear and What It Signals: Clothing, Halakha and Jewish Identity
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Biblical Sources

Deuteronomy 23:15 21 0NaT

The Lord your God walks in the midst of your camp...

therefore shall your camp be holy; that He see no matter NNl NN 2P 70NN PR NI
of nakedness (12T NINY) in you and turn away from you. AW 12T NNY 72 R N21 YITR 700
110xN

Berakhot 24a-b: Ervah as a Deterrent to Prayer and Blessing

Berachot 24a Tanma

R. Yitzhak said: A tefah (handsbreadth)! in a woman ) ,
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enumerate the ornaments worn outside the clothes with

little finger of a woman, it is as if he gazed at her secret
place!

No, he was referring to one's own wife, and only when
he recites the Shema.

Rav Hisda said: A thigh in a woman is ervah, as it is . UDY NNNPY! INYND RPN

written (Isaiah 47:2), "Bare your shok, wade through the

! A tefah is a standard unit of measurement found in the Talmud, equal to 7-9 centimeters.

% This statement is referring to a verse in Numbers 31:50: “So we have brought as an offering to the LORD such articles of gold as each of us
came upon: armlets, bracelets, signet rings, errings, and pendants, that expiation may be made for our persons before the LORD.” The last
ornament in Hebrew is called 112 or gold ornament according to Biblical dictionaries. However, the midrash interprets it to mean an internal

piercing of the pudendum, reflecting on the sensitivity of male desire which can be equally inflamed by ornaments both external and internal.



rivers,” and it is written (ibid., v. 3), “Your ervah shall be
uncovered and your shame shall be exposed.”

Shmuel said: A woman's voice is ervah, as it is written
(Song of Songs 2:14) “For your voice is sweet and your
appearance is comely.”

Rav Sheshet said: Hair in a woman is ervah, as it is

written (ibid. 4:1), “Your hair is like a flock of goats.”
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Post-Talmudic Discussion of the Berachot text

And so Rabbeinu Hai wrote that the law prohibits a man
to say Shema in front of a woman who uncovers a
handsbreadth that is normally covered, for a tefah of a
woman is ervah. And additionally, he should not recite
Shema when she is singing, for the voice of a woman is
ervah, but opposite her face or opposite an area of her
body normally covered or while she is talking normally it
is permitted and even when she is singing, it is permitted
if he can concentrate on his prayer ....and does not pay
attention to her song, and .... (even) when a
handsbreadth is uncovered, it is not prohibited (to say
Shema) unless he gazes at it but casual looking is

permitted.
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Laws of Prohibited Sexual Relations 21:2

One who engages in these behaviors is suspected of
committing Arayos. And it's forbidden for a person to

intimate with his hands or feet or to hint with his eyes to
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any woman forbidden to him (arayot) or to laugh with
her or to engage in light-headedness. And even to smell
her perfume or to gaze at her beauty is forbidden. And
one who engages in this deliberately receives lashes of
rebelliousness. And one who gazes even at the little
finger of a woman intending to derive sexual pleasure is
comparable to one who looks at her genitalia. And even
to hear the voice of an ervah or to look at her hair is

forbidden.
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Commentary of Rashba on Berakhot 24a

Rav Hisda said the shok of a woman is ervah. And
specifically for others and for men and because of sexual
thoughts but not for herself, since it is taught a woman
can sit and take the dough portion while naked.

And what Rav Yitzhak said, that a handsbreadth in a
woman is nakedness, and established with regard to his
wife and Shema, Raavad interpreted that it is specifically
the handsbreadth from a normally covered part of her
body.

And on this Rav Hisda stated that the shok (thigh) of a
woman is a hidden place and it is ervah and even with
regard to her husband, even though the same place is not
hidden for the man.

However, her face, hands, feet and her speaking voice
that is not a singing voice and her hair outside of her veil
which is not covered causes no concern (for sexual
thoughts) because he is accustomed to them and is not
distracted, and in another woman it is prohibited to look
at any area of her, including her little finger and her hair
and it is prohibited to hear her speaking voice as it is
written in Kiddushin “let master send regards to Yalta”
and he replied “Samuel said the voice of a woman is
nakedness” and from this it seems that specifically the
voice of sending or receiving regard for this arouses
feelings of familiarity.
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Ritva Kiddushin 82a

All is dependent on wisdom and the sake of heaven: This
is the normative rule of Jewish law, that all is dependent
on what a person sees in himself. If he needs to distance
himself more, he must do so, even such that he not gaze
upon women’s undergarments when they are being
washed. So too, if he sees in himself that his desires are
subdued and under control and do not give rise to any
impure thoughts, he may look at and speak to a woman
with whom he is prohibited to engage in a sexual
relationship and ask a married woman how she is doing.
This explains the conduct of Rav Yohanan who looked at
the women as they were immersing, without any erotic

intent
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Shulchan Aruch Even Haezer 21:1

A person must stay very far from women. He is forbidden
to signal with his hands or his feet, or to hint with his
eyes, to one of the arayos. He is forbidden to be playful
with her, to be frivolous in front of her, or to look upon

her beauty. Even to smell the perfume upon her is
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forbidden. He is forbidden to gaze at women doing
laundry. He is forbidden to gaze at the colorful garments
of a woman whom he recognizes, even if she is not
wearing them, lest he come to have [forbidden] thoughts
about her. If one encounters a woman in the
marketplace, he is forbidden to walk behind her, but
rather [must] run so that she is beside or behind him.
One may not pass by the door of a promiscuous woman
[or: a prostitute], even four cubits [around 6-8 ft or 2—2.5
m] distant. If one gazes even at the little finger of a
woman with the intent to have pleasure from it, it is as
though he gazed at her shameful place. It is forbidden to
listen to the voice of an erva or to look at her hair. If one
intentionally does one of these things, we give him lashes
of rebellion. These things are also forbidden in the case of

ordinary Biblical prohibitions.
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The Prohibition Against Women Wearing Men’s Apparel

Deuteronomy 22:5

A woman must not put on man’s apparel nor shall a man
wear women'’s clothing, for whoever does these things is
a toevah (translated as abhorrence or abomination) to
the LORD your God.”
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Sifrei Devarim Piska 226

“A woman must not put on man’s apparel.”

Could this be teaching that a woman should not wear
white garments nor should a man wear colored ones?
Rather the verse concludes, “whoever does these things
is toevah to the LORD your God.”

Only practices leading to toevah are forbidden. As a
rule, a woman should not put on male garb and
circulate among men, nor should a man adorn himself
in a feminine way and circulate among women.

R. Eliezer Ben Yaakov says: Whence do we know that a
woman should not wear weaponry and go off to war? It
says: “A woman must not put on man’s apparel.” A man
shall not adorn himself in women’s ornaments, as it

says: “nor shall a man wear women’s clothing.”
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Maimonides Sefer HaMitzvot, Lo Taaseh 40:

That He prohibited also men to adorn themselves with
women's ornaments. And that is His saying, “nor shall a
man wear women'’s clothing.”

And any man who adorns himself like this or wears
what is well-known in that city to be an ornament
specific to women - is lashed. And you should know that
this procedure - meaning that the women adorn
themselves with men's ornaments and the men adorn
themselves with women's ornaments - is done to
arouse the drive for promiscuity, as is explained in the
books written about this. And it is often placed in the
stipulations for the making of some talismans and said,

"If a man is occupied with it, he should wear women's
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garments and adorn himself with gold and pearls and
that which is similar to them; but if it was a woman, she
should wear armor and arm herself with swords." And

this is very famous among those of this opinion.
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Sefer HaHinukh, Mitzvah 542

Among the roots of the commandment to distance our
holy nation from matters of sexual immorality ... And
there is no doubt that if the clothes of men and women
were the same, they would constantly mix - these with
those — “and the world would be filled with
promiscuity.”

And they also said in explaining this commandment that
it is to distance all matters of idolatry, as the way of the
worshipers of idolatry was with this.

And | found these two reasons in the books of Rambam

after | wrote them.
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Tur Yoreh Deah 182

A woman may not wear clothing which local
custom deems to be exclusively male nor may

she cut her hair like a man.
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Bayyit Hadash on Tur Yoreh Deah 182

The words of the Tur are unclear for it seems that
in any situation it would be prohibited [for a
woman to wear men’s apparel] and this is not the
case for the law is lenient in two respects. First of
all, no prohibition applies, even against wearing
something that makes one more attractive unless
one does so to resemble the opposite sex.
Clothing worn as protection against the summer
sun or winter rain presents no prohibition...
Second, there is no prohibition even to resemble
the opposite sex unless they are items that are
meant for beauty and adornment...

Therefore, male garments that are known as a
waistcoat etc and other male garments that
women customarily wear when they go to
market and sit in shops violate no prohibition.
They are made only as clothing to cover the body,
not for beautification or adornment. Moreover,
women wear them only as a protection from

exposure to the elements not to resemble men.
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What Happens When Pants for Women Arrive on the Scene?

Avnei Tzedek Yoreh Deah 72 (translation Raphael
Blumberg?)

During the winter, are women allowed to wear
trousers under their clothing as protection

against the cold?
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Answer: One may rely upon the view of Bah and

Taz that even an outright male garment is

permissible if worn as protection against the cold.

Shakh forbade only a man’s so dressing up that
one cannot tell he is a man. His entire focus is on
the person, not his garb, such that if a man wears
only one female garment, and does not intend to
resemble the opposite sex, he violates no
prohibition. Surely trousers beneath a woman’s
clothing, or even over them are permissible, since
the woman will ultimately be recognized as such
by her other clothing and since she is only
wearing this garment as protection from the cold.
...Yet even without my answer, there is still no
problem, for after investigation, | have become
aware that women’s trousers can be
distinguished from men’s being that the two are
different. Thus there are two points in your favor:
There is no intent to resemble men and they are
different from a man’s. Both here and in Poland,
even pious modest women have long practiced
this, without a complaint being heard (Note:
Avnei Tzedek is talking about special loose-fitting
work trousers)

A greater problem is the new phenomenon of
women wearing men’s hats and suits...these
would seem to be forbidden and | have
previously made an uproar about this,
demanding that their forbidden status be

publicized. Unfortunately, many trespass in this
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regard as well by wearing non-Jewish fashions.

May God have mercy on us!

Minchat Yitzhak Part Il 108 (translation: Raphael
Blumberg?)

Answer: This question does not require elaborate
investigation, for an outright prohibition is
involved. Besides, ostentatious clothing such as
this is produced, a priori, for sin and is associated
with promiscuity. Even if they are not classed as
“male apparel” wearing them still constitutes an

“abominable act.”
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Is she allowed to wear trousers to go skiing, when
skiing without them is difficult and when, if she
falls, they actually provide an advantage? This
seems to depend on a debate among the rabbinic
authorities regarding whether a woman is
allowed to wear male garb as protection against
the elements. On close scrutiny however, it
appears that even wearing such garments is
forbidden according to all opinions. Even Shakh is
lenient only where exposure to the elements is
not a matter of choice. Yet who would allow her
to wear male garb to go skiing? Better she should
stay home and not dress this way...especially as a

Torah prohibition is involved.
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Yaskil Avdi Yoreh Deah Vol. 5 20: 6 (translation

Raphael Blumberg and author)

The prohibition of cross-dressing is not violated
unless a man or woman wears trousers distinctly
suited to the opposite sex. However, if they are
equal in form there is no room for a
prohibition...and especially if they are made
specifically for each of them it is certainly
permitted to wear them...only if the man wears
women’s pants that are different in form and are
made for a woman and he wears it and similarly,
a woman is prohibited to wear men’s pants that
are different in form from a woman’s and are
made for a man...

For a different reason, however, they should be
forbidden to women. Trousers are a wild,
promiscuous and immodest garment for women
since legs are separated from each other to the
pudendum and it leads to sexual thoughts in
those who see her and even to fornication....
Unfortunately, due to our sins there is no longer
any separation between young men and women.
All mingle together at work and school....a matter
that will lead to fornication with such clothing for
a young man, the fire burns in his loins and he
cannot control himself and there is guardian for
sexual prohibition and for this reason trousers
should be forbidden to women. Every man who
truly fears the word of God must keep his
daughters from going out in such garb, lest it lead

to real sexual offence...
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Bnei Banim Part Four Paragraph 28

In the Torah it is referred to as...and its meaning
is that a woman spreads her legs in order to
accept within her the male...and it is not modest
to reference this movement unnecessarily, but it
is permitted for a woman to spread her legs
when necessary for instance, to ride on a donkey
or horse.

And | read that there is one who prohibits a
woman from wearing pants because one thus
sees the split in her legs and cited Pesachim 3a
and this is incorrect and see the Meiri there.

If the woman is not spreading her legs but
walking normally, this is not the act described as
spreading the legs even if she wears pants, and if
she spreads her legs widely it is immodest even if

she is wearing a long dress.
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Yabia Omer Part 6 Yoreh Deah 14 (Raphael
Blumberg translation®)

Even so, | admit that a priori one should not allow
young women to wear trousers since they are an
arrogant form of dress that arouses the attention
of onlookers more than a normal skirt or dress
and provokes sinful thought. Fine Jewish girls
should not wear them at all especially those that

really cling to the body, for they cause men to
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5 Ellinson, Getsel, A Modest Way, p. 265-267.
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stare and to entertain especially sinful
thoughts.....

If girls do not heed their parents’ and teachers’
wishes that they avoid especially short skirts and
they go out in public with legs bared which
constitutes excessively immodest behavior, we
must choose the lesser of two evils and instruct
them as a temporary provision to wear
trousers...therefore where the girls will not listen
to us to wear skirts that cover the knee, trousers
are preferable until we influence them to wear

the modest dress of all fine Jewish girls.

YN 1INAY WL, NINNAa XY NN

....0'0121 w1277 nUW NKIIND |07 NNINYILIDIVNA

Tzitz Eliezer Vol. Xl, 62 (translation Raphael
Blumberg®)

Regarding the prohibition of “a woman must not

IM

put on men’s appare
| was astonished to hear of any possibility of
permitting this arrogant clothing called pants
which has spread due to our many sins among
many of the girls in our generation...

Our greatest legal authorities have raised their
voices against those who by seeing a pretext for
leniency regarding women’s trousers have made
themselves “scoundrels with Torah approval.”
They have ruled that the Torah simply forbids

such trousers with these words “A woman shall

not wear male articles” (Deut. 22:5).
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6 Tbid., pp. 259-260.

13




Clearly, none of the halakhic differentiations
presented by the poskim apply to shameful
garments such as these. By their very nature,
their abominable arrogance is evident for all to
see, as are the lustful thoughts of those who
wear them. By exposing the shape of the leg and
by accentuating the figure, they are the living
fulfillment of “They make a tinkling with their
feet” (Isaiah 3:16). It goes without saying that
they are forbidden in terms of kli gever.

Such trousers lay a wicked trap to ensnare young
Jewish males in the net of promiscuity. They are
almost certainly to be considered accessories of
fornication. Hidden in their very shape and form
is a poisonous incitement to sexually forbidden

acts.
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Tzitz Eliezer continued (author’s translation)

And in truth, wearing pants causes drawing close
to abomination, even worse than the wearing of
a mini-skirt for according to what is told, the
promiscuous males stand in the middle of the
street or at the side with the promiscuous
females, the type who wear pants and they draw
near to one another and rub against one another
through the pants, something that can be

avoided when wearing a dress.
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Benei Banim | Article 1:38 (translation: Deracheha)

| asked him [my grandfather Rav Yosef Eliyahu
Henkin] if it is permitted for a woman to wear
pants. He answered me that if the pants are loose
and do not cling to the body, he does not see any
prohibition in that. On the contrary, such clothing
can have a quality of modesty. But if they are tight
and cling to the body, one should not wear them.
[And to my sorrow, | did not ask him specifically
whether he thought that outright
prohibited to wear such pants or whether it was
something that should not be done.]

it was
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Si'ach Nachum 109 (translation Deracheha)

Therefore, women’s pants that are modest, if
the matter is accepted in the community in
which you live, are permissible. Regarding a
tunic over pants, if it covers most of the thigh
(the area between the pelvis and the knee),
then the legs are covered, and the upper part of
the leg is also covered as with a skirt, and this is
modest dress...However, if you go to a place
where this is not accepted, as when you travel
to visit a community where women do not go
about thus, it is fitting to respect the manner of
dress in that place...In matters of clothing, there
are matters that are halachot, and there are
matters that are customs that are set by social
mores of that time and place...In all matters

of modesty of clothing, a person should not
have his path depend only on the technicalities
of the law, but rather it is fitting to respect local
customs of the society of those who observe
Torah and mitzvot with which one wishes to

affiliate.
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Female Respectability

Rabbi J. David Bleich

A number of years ago, the question of the propriety of slacks was presented to a number of
prominent scholars by Rabbi Yom Tov Lippa Deutsch... All of the Rabbis whose views on this matter are
published in Taharat Yom Tov replied in the negative...

...While there is little doubt that in many instances the type of slacks currently in vogue do not
conform with halakhic norms of modest dress, it is difficult to agree that this must necessarily always
be the case. For example, an ensemble including slacks designed to be worn under a long modestly cut
tunic does not appear to be inherently immodest... The governing concern is that those viewed as
exemplars of Torah study, whether male or female, comport themselves in a way which enhances
rather than detracts from the honor and esteem in which Torah is held. Hence, it would seem that as
long as slacks are viewed as improper attire by significant segments of the Jewish community, the

wearing of such garb by those charged with bearing the banner of Torah should not be sanctioned.

Rabbi Getsel Ellinson

Another factor that must be taken into account, however, is the existence of a community of modest
Jewish girls with their own standard. The fact that they are careful to wear only skirts affords
significant weight to this structure. By wearing a skirt, a Jewish girl identifies with this group and
separates herself from other permissive circles.

To a certain extent, in the last few decades the skirt has become a sort of “yarmulka” for the
scrupulously observant girl who strives to follow our Sages’ ethical guidelines as reflected in their
halakhic rulings. By her refusal to wear trousers, she demonstrably declares that she is unwilling to
resign herself to the dictates of modern style and that she takes exception to the immorality so
rampant these days in society at large.

For the modest young woman who comes into contact with that society in the context of her daily
work or study, this last factor has special import. Such girls need a constant reminder that they do not
identify with the values and lifestyle of their surroundings. My daughter once scored this point
saying, “Even if it could be proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that there is nothing wrong with

wearing trousers, | would still continue to avoid them.”
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