Women and Shechita

The mishnah on Zevachim 32a clearly permits women to perform ritual slaughter even ab initio
(lechatchila). And yet, this practice is rare if not impossible to find today. What happened, and
can it be reversed? In this shiur, we will examine debates about this issue.

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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With regard to all those who are unfit for Temple service who slaughtered an offering, their
slaughter is valid, as the slaughter of an offering is valid ab initio when performed even by
non-priests, by women, by Canaanite slaves, and by ritually impure individuals. And this is the
halakha even with regard to offerings of the most sacred order, provided that the ritually impure
will not touch the flesh of the slaughtered animal, thereby rendering it impure...
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The Gemara infers from the use of the past tense in the mishna: With regard to all those who
are unfit for Temple service who slaughtered, that after the fact, yes, the slaughter is valid. But

ab initio, no, those who are unfit may not slaughter an offering.
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And the Gemara raises a contradiction from what was taught in the halakhic midrash Torat
Kohanim: The verse states with regard to a burnt offering: “And he shall slaughter the bull
before the Lord” (Leviticus 1:5). The fact that the verse does not stipulate that a priest must
slaughter the offering teaches that slaughter is valid if performed by a non-priest, as stated in
the mishna: As the sacrificial rite of slaughter is valid when performed by non-priests, by
women, by Canaanite slaves, and by ritually impure individuals, and even with regard to
offerings of the most sacred order. Or perhaps the term “and he shall slaughter” in the verse is
referring only to slaughter by priests?
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You can say in response: From where did you come to the idea that the verse is referring only to
a priest? It is from the fact that it is stated to Aaron: “And you and your sons with you shall keep
your priesthood in everything that pertains to the altar” (Numbers 18:7).
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One might have thought that this is the halakha even with regard to slaughter, that only priests
are fit to slaughter an offering. Therefore, the verse states: “And he shall slaughter the bull
before the Lord, and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall present [vehikrivu] the blood” (Leviticus
1:5), from which it is inferred that specifically from the collection of the blood and onward it is a
mitzva exclusively of the priesthood. This teaches about the rite of slaughter that it is valid ab
initio if performed by any person.
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The same is true that even ab initio as well it is permitted for those unfit for Temple service to
slaughter an offering, but because the mishna wants to teach with regard to the ritually impure
that they may not slaughter an offering ab initio due to a rabbinic decree lest they touch the flesh
and render it ritually impure, therefore the mishna taught this halakha with the expression in the
past tense: Who slaughtered, i.e., after the fact.

NN "N mwn 3
- INUNYL 177792! XY ,|VR1 ,NYIY ,WINA YIN ,NW2 NUNYH '0NIY 730
Everyone slaughters an animal, i.e., can perform halakhically valid slaughter, and their slaughter
is valid, except for a deaf-mute, one who is non compos mentis, and a minor, lest they ruin their
slaughter because they lack competence...
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And a woman who discovers a blood stain on her body or her garment may attribute its
existence to any matter to which she can attribute it: If she slaughtered a domesticated animal,
a wild animal, or a bird; or if she was occupied with the removal of blood stains from the
garments of other women or from her own garment, from any source, such as blood that
originated from a wound elsewhere on her body or even her own menstrual blood from a prior
menstrual cycle; or if she sat alongside others who were occupied with removing blood stains;
or if she killed a louse; in all of these cases, that woman may attribute the blood stain to it...
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When one knows the laws of ritual slaughter and slaughters in the presence of a wise man until
he becomes familiar with ritual slaughter, he is called an expert. Any expert may slaughter in
private as an initial and preferred option. Even women and servants may slaughter as an initial

and preferred option.
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And a woman or indentured servant check the knife on their own and may slaughter ab initio
themselves like men. And within the “all may slaught” in the mishnah, there are included in
those who are not watched over by others, based on the qualification of “except for a deaf-mute,
a non compos mentis and a minor,” without mentioning women or indentured servants among
those exceptions.
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For slaughter is kosher when performed by women - In the Gemara it is proven that women may
slaughter even ab initio. The mishnah only used past tense of “who slaughtered” which is after
the fact, because it includes ritually impure people who do not slaughter ab initio - and it does
not say because it is to teach women which was taught at the outset. This is a response to that
which was written in “Hilkhot Eretz Yisrael’ that women should not slaughter because their
minds are light. And moreover, it is written in that compilation “one who slaughters and did not
recite the blessing, a naked person who slaughtered, the slaughter is invalid,” and it seems that
those are just strictures that the sage who wrote Hilkhot Eretz Yisrael would say.
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...Itis an everyday occurrence that we believe women regarding slaughter, the removal of the
hindquarters and the separation of the hallah dough position - this is because she has the ability
to these things before they are done - e.g., before the slaughter is done, she can slaughter...
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Rabbenu Baruch wrote: | saw written in the laws of slaughter that R. Eldad ben Machli of the ten
lost tribes brought: Joshua said from Moshe, who said from God...And if one slaughters without
reciting a benediction, it is invalid, and if one slaughters naked, it is invalid, if drunk, it is invalid,
if without a headcovering, it is invalid, if one was not washed of their seminal emission and
forgot and slaughtered, it is invalid, a mourner may not slaughter during their mourning period,
from a women, from a eunuch, from someone over 80, from a child who has not yet filled 18
years (all are invalid).
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(Mordechai comments:) And all of these things are mere stricture, and we do not follow him in
our practice.
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All may slaughter (shecht), at the outset, even women . Rema: {There are those that say that
women should not be permitted to shecht, as we have already established a custom that
(women) are not to shecht, and thus the tradition (holds) that women do not shecht.}
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(15th ¢ Germany; moved to Italy towards the end of his life)
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Itis clear that a women may slaughter even ab initio...And even thought Tosafot even wrote
clearly that women slaughter even ab initio, the practice in all of the Jewish diaspora is that
women do/should not slaughter. And | have never seen the practice of women slaughtering, and
therefore, one should not let them slaughter. For the custom overrides the strict law, and our
parents’ custom is Torah.
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...And the Agur wrote that even though all the decisions are such (that women may slaguther),
the custom in all of the Jewish diaspora is that they do/should not. And | have never seen the
practice of women slaughtering, and therefore, one should not let them slaughter. For the
custom overrides the strict law, and our parents’ custom is Torah - end quote. (R. Yosef Karo:)
And | say that if he would have said that they wanted to slaughter and they did not allow them,
he could have cited that as a proof, but a proof of “We have never seen” is not a proof.
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And the Kol Bo wrote that R. Yitzchak (“halavan” ben Yaakov, Bohemia, 12th c.) wrote that
women slaughter nxy4 (either by or for themselves) sounds like they don’t slaughter for others -
end quote. And this is surprising - what is the difference between slaughtering for oneself and
for others - for anything that needs to be kosher has to be kosher for each person. And what R.
Yitzchak wrote” for themselves” means that they can slaughter on their own and no one needs
to supervise them.
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And such is the custom: So wrote the Agur. And the Beit Yosef challenged him that “we have
not seen” is not a proof. In my humble opinion, it seems that the Agur held like the Maharik in
shoresh 172 that regarding customs and such “we haven’t seen” does constitute proof - and as
the rabbi wrote in Choshen Mishpat the end of chapter 37.

(See also Mishnah Eduyyot 2:2) T1:a' n'nar mawn .14
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If any offerings of the most sacred order were disqualified prior to their flaying, their hides do not
go to the priests; rather, they are burned together with the flesh in the place of burning. If they
were disqualified after their flaying, their hides go to the priests. Rabbi Hanina, the deputy High
Priest, said: In all my days, | never saw a hide going out to the place of burning. Rabbi Akiva
said: From the statement of Rabbi Hanina, the deputy High Priest, we learned that in a case
where one flays the firstborn offering, and the animal is later discovered to have a wound that
would have caused it to die within twelve months [tereifa], the halakha is that the priests may
derive benefit [sheye’otu] from its hide. And the Rabbis say: The claim: We did not see, is no
proof; rather, if after flaying it is discovered that the animal was unfit before it was flayed, the
hide goes out to the place of burning.
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...And it is still necessary to explain that the Beit Yosef brought that which the Agur had written
in the name of R”I halavan - that women may slaughter for themselves - which means that they
may not slaughter for others. And he wrote about it that it is a surprising position. And he had to
explain the word “for themselves” as “by themselves.” And the language does not sound that
way, even though there is an example of that usage in the language of the mishnah. But it is not



regular among the language of the decisions. But it seems that it is according to its plain
meaning that they may slaughter for their own needs only, but not for the needs of others. And
all the more so, we do not make her one who is appointed for slaughter and checking for the
masses. And as we learned that we do not give them (=women) things that require toil - even for
rabbinic ? because their minds are light. But about things that are not such toil, she is credible,
as she is credible regarding all prohibitions - even regarding prohibitions that incur karet
(excision), such as blood and far. Therefore, if a women learned the laws of slaughter, she is
valid to slaughter a chicken or some other fowl for her own needs only. Or if a man checked the
knife and gave it to her and stood there, she may slaughter for others’ needs as well. But we do
not appoint her to slaughter for the masses at all...

Documented Italian Tradition of Women Ritual Slaughterers

1439 — Ariel Toaff quotes the regulations concerning Shehitah issued by the Italian rulers of
Perugia in 1439, which begin as follows: “No Jew or Jewess living in the city of Perugia may in

any way slaughter any beast... except in the said slaughterhouses of the Jews”.

1556 — Two Reshuyot [permissions] of Rabbi Yitzhak ben Immanuel de Lattes, one for a young
woman and one for a married woman. In the first it says: “And allow every Jew to eat from her
Shehitah” on condition that she slaughter two-three times before an expert to see if she faints,
and that she review over the course of an entire year the booklet of laws which she had learned
with him (see his Responsa, ed. Friedlander, Vienna, 1860, No. 139, pp. 139-140; a facsimile is
found in Ashkenazi, Dor Dor Uminhagav, pp. 255-256).

1576 — “| saw a Reshut [permission] on parchment from 5336 (1576) from the Rabbi of Mantua
Rabbi Avraham Shimshon Basila to a certain young woman” (testimony from the Hid"a, R.

Hayyim Yosef David Azulay, d. 1806, Shiyurei Berakhah to YD 1:1).


https://schechter.edu/is-it-permissible-for-women-to-serve-as-shohatot-ritual-slaughterers-responsa-in-a-moment-vol-12-no-1-december-2017/

1581 — A Kabbalah or permission to perform Shehitah for Mrs. Malkah the wife of the Rabbi
Hananiah Elyakim Rieti, Mantua, 1581. The examining rabbi was R. Shlomo b. Shimshon
Basilea, and he wrote to her: “I hereby permit her to slaughter beina I'vein atzma, by herself
(see above in paragraph I), and her Shehitah will be permissible to the entire Jewish people”. (It
was published by Mortara in 1886 and from there quoted by Roth and Simonsohn. After that,
the Kabbalah somehow ended up at the JTS library in New York where Haberman saw it; the

quotation is from the latter.)

1614 — A Harsha’ah [permission] for Shehitah for the maiden Isota daughter of R. Elhanan Yael
of Fano from the Mantua municipal Shohet Elya ben Yehosef of Forli and she even slaughtered
fowl in his presence many times. She therefore received “absolute permission to slaughter
beina I'vein atzma, by herself, like the other bekiot [proficient ones, in the plural feminine form!]
among our people, and whoever is called a Jew may eat from her Shehitah” (quoted briefly by
Marx; Assaf; Ashkenazi; Tzurieli, p. 172; the entire document was published by Duschinsky, p.

105)

1624 — After her marriage, Isota received a Harsha’ah for Nikkur “to porge hindquarters and
loins... that she is bekiah [proficient] in the skill of the Nikkur of meat in all its details... and |
hereby allow her completely to do Nikkur bifnei atzma, by herself as she sees fit, both loins and
thighs and kidneys...” from Refael Vigura the Menaker [Porger] of the Kehillah of Mantua with
the agreement of the Bet Din of Mantua (ibid.). It should be stressed that only the most

proficient Shohatim were allowed to do Nikkur.

Before 1679 — “The Rabbi Peri Hadash testified that he saw women slaughtering”. Peri Hadash
to Yoreh Deah was written by R. Hizkiyah de Silva, who made Aliyah from Livorno to Jerusalem
in 1679. | assume that he saw women slaughtering in Livorno. (quoted by the Hid"a, Birkei

Yosefto YD 1:4).

1684 — A Harsha’ah of R. David Cittoni to Bella Donna Galicci in the city of Sienna (Document
A, Tzurieli, p. 173).



Before 1697 — “And so he wrote in Sefer Gur Aryeh (by Rabbi David Gur Aryeh Halevi who lived
in Mantua, Glosses to YD 1:2, Mantua, 1721-1723) in his Glosses as follows: ‘And in these

regions | saw women slaughtering with permission and no one protests...” ” (quoted by the

Hid"a, ibid.; Sperber, Part 4, pp. 10-11; and Pahad Yitzhak, Part 8, fol. 142b).

Before 1749 — Testimony of R. Yitzhak Lampronti who lived in Ferrara: “And | saw some women
who obtained permission to slaughter from elderly Sages and slaughtered before the fact, and
one of them is still alive... and she is Mrs. Susana the second wife of the Haver R. Yehudah
Cohen Firano the Scribe of the Ferrara Yeshivah. And now she does not slaughter because she

has reached the age of 60 or even 70” (Pahad Yitzhak, ibid.).

1870 — A Reshut from Yonatan Camirini to Elvira Finzi in the city of Cento “to slaughter every
pure type of fowl, both for her and for the members of her household”. He apparently adopted
the limitation of “I'atzman” [for her own use] that we have seen above (Document 2, Tzurieli, p.

173).

1909 — A Reshut from R. Guido Sonino in Italian to Mrs. Gina Fano in the city of Sorenia “for

slaughtering fowl... for the use of her and her family” (Document 3, Tzurieli, p. 174).

1931 — Testimony from Prof. Dessau of Perugia about very religious women who received a

Reshut to slaughter fowl for their own private use (Duschinsy, p. 102).

1933 — A Reshut from R. Gustavo Castel Bolognesi in Italian to Mrs. Amelia Morpurgo (d. 1963)
in Padua for slaughtering fowl (Document 4, Tzurieli, p. 174; there is a photograph of the

document in Asulin’s article).

1938 — Testimony by Dr. Kalman Freidman, formerly the Rabbi of Florence, who knew two
women who were taught to slaughter fowl for their households (Berman quoted by Tzurieli, p.

175).



After 1930 — Testimony about two teachers who served as Shohatot; one from Florence
received permission from Rabbi Prof. Artom and the second from Ferrara received permission

from Rabbi Margaliot (Tzurieli, p. 175).

Ca. 1930 — Permission from Rabbi Prof. Artom to Mrs. Sinigalia; she died in Israel and the

document is in the possession of her son Jacob in Ramat Gan (Tzurieli, ibid.).

1983 — Testimony from Prof. Alexander Rofe in Jerusalem about an elderly woman in Jerusalem

who served as a Shohetet in Italy (Gruber).

1984 — Testimony from Prof. Reuven Bonfil that there are still women Shohatot in Italy today

(Bonfil, 1984, p. 73).



