
The-וקטנהקטן Evolution of a Category

Is the age of adulthood 12 (for girls) and 13 (for boys) in every realm of halakhah? The

answer might surprise you. In rabbinic literature, the age of adulthood originally ranged

depending on the issue and the person, but at some stage it was established as a uniform

12 for girls and 13 for boys. This shiur describes this evolution.

This shiur is based on an article by Rabbi Dr. Yitzchak Gilat, found here:

https://lib.cet.ac.il/pages/item.asp?item=17138&rel=1

This shiur is the third in a series on the halakhic classification of וקטנ.השוטהחרש.ת .

Questions? Comments? Email Dr. Elana Stein Hain at dinanddaf@gmail.com

ה:כאאבותמשנה.1

Uniform age for males?

לַמִּצְוֹת…עֶשְׂרֵהשְׁלשׁבֶּןלַמִּשְׁנהָ,עֶשֶׂרבֶּןלַמִּקְרָא,שָׁניִםחָמֵשׁבֶּןאוֹמֵר,הָיהָתימא(בן)=יהודההוּא

He would say: at the age of five, one is ripe for Bible, at ten, for Mishnah, at thirteen, for

mitzvot…

א:אחגיגהמשנה.2

(Physical) capability as deciding variable?

ולעלותאביושלכתפיועללרכוביכולשאינוכל–קטן?איזהווקטן...שוטהמחרשחוץבראיה,חייביםהכל

להרמירושליםולעלותאביושלבידולאחוזיכולשאינוכלאומרים:הללוביתשמאי,ביתדבריהבית,להרמירושלים

רגלים.שלששנאמרהבית,

All are obligated in re’iyah (appearing at pilgrimage festival at the mikdash with a

korban) except one who deaf and cannot speak, one gripped by psychosis or delusion

and a minor….Whos considered a minor? One who cannot ride on his fathers shoulders

from the entrance of Jerusalem to the Temple Mount, per Beit Shammai. Beit Hillel say:

(a minor is) whoever cannot walk from the entrance of Jerusalem to the Temple Mount

holding his father’s hand, as is said, “three pilgrimages (lit. feet)”

https://lib.cet.ac.il/pages/item.asp?item=17138&rel=1
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ב:חסוכהמשנה.3

(Physical) capability as deciding variable?

שמאישלכלתווילדהמעשהבסוכה.חיבלאמו,צריךשאינוקטןהסוכה.מןפטוריםוקטניםועבדיםנשים
הקטן.בשבילהמטהגביעלוסכךהמעזיבהאתופחתהזקן,

Women, slaves and minors are exempt from the requirement of dwelling in the sukkah.
A minor who is not dependent on his mother (to take care of him constantly) is
obligated to dwell in a sukkah. There was a case where Shammai’s daughter-in-law gave
birth, and he removed some of the ceiling plaster and put sekhakh on top of his
daughter-in-law’s bed for the minor.

.68עמ'הורוביץ-רבין,מהדורתיז,פרשהבא,ישמעאל,דר'ובמכילתא,41עמ'דרשב"י,מכילתא.4

Executive Functioning as deciding variable?

מצותותפליןעשה,מצותומזוזההואילנותן,והדיןבמשמע,הקטניםאףאנישומעידך,עללאותלךוהיהשנאמרלפי
לומרתלמודכגדולים.בקטניםינהגותפליןאף)יכול(כבגדולים,בקטניםנוהגתשהיאמזוזהעללמדתאםעשה,

אתלשמורהיודעקטןחכמיםאמרומכאןתפליו.אתלשמורשיודעבמיאלאאמרתילאהזאת,החוקהאתושמרת
בתפלין(.חייבדרשב"י:)במכילתאתפליןלועושההואהריתפליו,

Because it is said, “And it shall be a sign on your arm,” I might think that minors are
included. And it is logical a fortiori: as both mezuzah and tefillin are positive
commandments, if you learned that mezuzah applies to minors as to adults, perhaps the
same should be the case regarding tefillin. Therefore, the verse says, “And you shall
guard this law” - I only said that one who can safeguard tefillin (is obligated in it). From
here the sages said: a minor who knows how to safeguard their tefillin, he should make
him tefillin (Mekhilta of R. Shimon bar Yohai: is obligated to wear tefillin).

א:א-ג:שקליםמשנה.5
Public adulthood?

במקדש.ישבווחמשהבעשריםבמדינה.יושביןהיושלחנותבועשרבחמשההשקלים...עלמשמיעיןבאדרבאחד
ועבדיםנשיםלאאבלמשוחררים,ועבדיםגריםוישראלים,לוייםממשכנין?מיאתלמשכן.התחילובמקדשמשישבו
וקטנים...



On the first day of Adar, they announce the requirement to give half a shekel (to purchase
the communal sacrifices starting from 1 Nissan)…On the fifteenth of Adar, money
changers would sit in the province (to exchange currencies for shekalim). On the 25th of
Adar, they sat in the Temple. From the time they sat in the Temple, they began to seize
collateral (from those who had not given their half shekel yet). From whom did they
collect collateral? From Levites and Israelites, converts and freed slaves, but not from
women, slaves or minors (=under age 20, per Shemot 30:14).

ו:יאנידהמשנה.6

Physical maturity for fe/males?

שערותשתישהביאתינוקוכןבתורה.האמורותהמצותבכלוחייבתמתיבמתאוחולצתשערותשתישהביאהתינוקת

בתורה…האמורותהמצוותבכלחייב

A girl who produced two pubic hairs may either perform halitzah or be married through

yibum and is obligated in all commandments of the Torah. Likewise a boy who produced

two pubic hairs is obligated in all commandments in the Torah…

ה:ונידהמשנה.7

Mental capacity or age?

שתיםכלובודקיןקיימין,נדריהאחדויוםעשרהשתיםבתנבדקין.נדריהאחדויוםשנהעשרהאחתבת
כלובודקיןקיימין,נדריואחדויוםשנהעשרהשלשבןנבדקין.נדריואחדויוםשנהעשרהשתיםבןעשרה.
נדריהםאיןהקדשנו".מילשםנדרנו,מילשםאנו"יודעיםשאמרו:פיעלאףהזה,לזמןקודםעשרה.שלש
הקדשנו"מילשםנדרנו,מילשםיודעיםאנו"איןשאמרו:פיעלאףהזה,הזמןלאחרהקדש.הקדשןואיןנדר,
הקדש.והקדשןנדר,נדרן–

A girl who is 11 years and 1 day old, her vows are examined (i.e., if she knows to whose
name she vowed, her vow is valid). A girl who is 12 years and one day old her vows are
effective. And throughout the twelfth year, they examine (whether she knows to whom
she has vowed). A boy who is 12 years and 1 day old, his vows are examined (i.e., if he
knows to whose name he vowed, his vow is valid). A boy who is 13 years and 1 day old,
his vows are valid. And through the thirteenth year, they examine (whether he knows to
whom he has vowed). Before this time, even if they said: “We know to whom we have
vowed and to whom we have consecrated,” their vow is null as is their consecration.
After this time, even if they said, “We do not know to whom we have vowed, to whom
we have consecrated,” their vow and their consecration are still valid.


