The Voice of a Woman is Nakedness...

Source sheet to accompany podcast

1. Berachos 24a

Rav Yitzchak said: A tefach of a woman is
nakedness (‘ervah).

For what? If you say for looking at it, Rav
Sheshes said: Why did the Torah count outer
ornaments with inner ornaments? To tell you that
anyone who looks at the small finger of a woman
is as if he looked at the obscene place. Rather,
[Rav Yitzchak is talking about] one's wife and
saying the kriat shema.

Rav Chisda said: The thigh of a woman is
nakedness as it says (Isaiah 47:2) "expose a thigh
to cross a river" and it says (ibid. 3) "your
nakedness will be exposed and your
embarrassment will be seen."

Shmuel said: The voice of a woman is nakedness
as it says (Song of Songs 2:14) "for your voice is
sweet and your countenance comely."

Rav Sheshes said: The hair of a woman is
nakedness as it says (ibid. 4:1) "you hair is like a
flock of goats."
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Jerusalem Talmud Halla 2:1

Shemuel said, “a woman’s voice is erva”. What is the reason? It shall be that from the voice of her

whoring, the land will be polluted. Jeremiah 3:9

...And he who looks at even the little
finger of a woman to take pleasure in it
is like one who looks at her private parts,
and even to hear a voice of an erva or to
see her hair is forbidden.
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2. Kiddushin 70a

Rav Nachman: Let my daughter serve us drinks.
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Rav Yehudah: Shmuel taught, one may not use a
woman among men, even a minor.

Rav Nahman said; But she is a child!

R. Yehuda replied: Shmuel said explicitly: one
may not make use of a woman at all, whether
adult or child.

Rav Nachman: Would you like to send regards to
my wife Yalta?

Rav Yehudah: Shmuel said: A woman’s voice is
erval

Rav Nachman: You can send regards through an
emissary!

Rav Yehudah: Shmuel said that we do not ask
about the welfare of a married woman.

R. Nahman said: Not even via her husband?

Rav Yehuda said: This is what Shmeul said: One
may not ask about the welfare of a married
woman at all.

His wife (Yalta) sent word: Conclude your
business with him, so that he doesn’t equate you
with an Am Haaretz (boor).
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Kiddushin 81a

The Gemara relates: Rav Aha bar Abba
arrived at the house of Rav Hisda, his son-in-
law. He took his daughter’s daughter and
placed her on his lap.Rav Hisda said to him:
Doesn’t the Master think that she might
already be betrothed? Rav Aha said to him: If
that is true, you have transgressed the

ruling of Rav, as Rav Yehuda says that Rav
says, and some say it was said by Rabbi
Elazar: It is prohibited for a man to betroth

his daughter when she is a minor, until she
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grows up and says: I want to marry so-and-
so, as otherwise she might reject the
designated husband and ultimately sin by
committing adultery. Rav Hisda replied: The
Master has likewise transgressed the words of
Shmuel. As Shmuel says: One may not make
use of a woman,so how can you hold her on
your lap? He said to him: I hold in
accordance with another statement of
Shmuel, as Shmuel says: All such

actions are permitted for the sake of

Heaven. In other words, if one is acting out of
familial affection, without any element of

licentiousness, they are permitted.

Mishna Sotah 9:11

When the Sanhedrin [highest court, charged
with deciding cases and appeals that had
national significance. It was comprised of 71
scholars who had received the full traditional
rabbinical ordination, and its decisions fixed
Jewish practice for subsequent generations.]
ceased, song ceased from the places of
feasting, as it is said, “They drink their wine
without song” (Isaiah 24:9)

Talmud 48a

Rav Huna said: the song of sailors and farmers is
permitted, [and the song] of the weavers [which,
according to Rashi, is only for laughter] is
forbidden... Rav Yosef said: men singing with
women answering [constitutes] immodesty;
women singing with men answering is like
[setting] fi re to sawdust. What is the practical
distinction [between the two]? The abolishment of
the [latter] should precede the [former]. Rav
Yohanan said: Anyone who drinks accompanied
by four musical instruments — brings upon the
world five punishments, as it is written (Isaiah
5:11): “Woe to those who rise early in the
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morning, pursuers of strong drinks, who stay up
late into the night; wine will inflame them, and it
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will be that the fiddle and the harp, the drum and Ik
the pipe, and wine at their parties, and they will

not behold the actions of God’...

Gittin 7a 1T

They sent the following question to Mar
Ukva: From where do we derive

that song is forbidden in the present,
following the destruction of the Temple? He
scored parchment and wrote to them:
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“Rejoice not, O Israel, to exultation,
like the peoples” (Hosea 9:1).

The Gemara asks: And let him send

them a response from here: “They do not
drink wine with a song; strong drink is
bitter to them who drink it”’(Isaiah
24:9), indicating that song is no longer
allowed. The Gemara answers:If he had
answered by citing that verse, I would

say that this matter applies only

to instrumental music, in accordance with
the previous verse: “The mirth of tabrets
ceases, the noise of them who rejoice ends,
the joy of the harp ceases” (Isaiah

24:8); however, vocal song

is permitted. Therefore, Mar Ukvateaches
us that all types of song are forbidden.
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Raaviah Berachot 24A:

her voice [to one who is accustomed to it].

“And | say that the reason [for the prohibition] is that, even though the voice is not perceived by the
eye, it nevertheless causes sexual thoughts. And all of the things [mentioned above relating] to erva
specifically apply to what is not normally revealed, but [regarding] a maiden who normally reveals

her hair — we are not concerned, since it lacks [the causing of] sexual thoughts, and so too regarding

The Ritva, Rav Yom Tov ben Avraham
Alshvi’li (1250-1320)

“and so is the law that everything is according to
what a person knows about himself, if it is
appropriate for him to maintain a distance (from
women) because of his sexual urges, he should do
so, and even to look at women’s colorful clothing
is forbidden...while if he knows that his sexual
urges submit to him and are under his control...he
is permitted to look and to speak with a woman
who is forbidden to him and to ask the well being
of another man’s wife and that was the situation
with Rabbi Yochanan who sat near the gates of
the mikva and was not concerned about his evil
inclination and with Rabbi Ami in front of whom
the king’s maidservants went out to sing and with
several of the sages who conversed with those
ladies and with Rav Ada bar Ahava of whom it is
said in Ketubot that he lifted a bride on his
shoulders and danced with her and did not
concern himself with unseemly thoughts...
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Maimonides Hilchot Issurei Biah: 21:1-2

Anyone cohabiting with one of the arayot by way
of the limbs, or if he hugs and kisses in a lustful
manner and benefi ts from the proximity of skin —
he is subject to lashes from the Torah, as it states
(Leviticus 18:30): ‘to avoid acting in the
abominable customs’ and so forth. And it states
(ibid., v. 6): ‘do not come close to uncover [their]

nakedness’ — namely, do not come close to the
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things that lead to the uncovering of nakedness...
And it is forbidden for a person to signal with his
hands or feet or to wink with his eyes at one of
the arayot, or to laugh with her or act frivolously,
and even to smell the perfume that is upon her
or to look at her beauty - is forbidden. And we
strike one who intends to do these things with
[rabbinic] lashes of rebellion. And one who looks
even at the little finger of a woman and intends
to derive benefit, is as if he gazes at her private
parts. And even to hear the voice of an erva or

to see her hair is forbidden.”
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Shulchan Aruch Ishut 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 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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Aish Hatorah site: http://www.aish.com/atr/Kol Isha.html

You could argue that on one level, we've lost a sensitivity to the sensuality of a woman's voice.
But I think any honest man would admit that on another level, it's still very much there.

For this reason, a woman over the age of 12 is not permitted to sing in front of men who are not
her close relatives. Men should not listen to women singing, because it can lead to impure
thoughts. (Mishnah Berurah 75:17) The source is from the Talmud (Brachot 24a): "A woman's
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voice can be erotic, as it is written, 'For sweet is thy voice and thy countenance is comely."
(Song of Songs 2:14)

In Greek mythology, the Sirens were female seductresses who lured sailors with their
enchanting voices. Now that we are "enlightened" is there no need for these safeguards? | wish
that were true. But we see the media influence has created an atmosphere where sexualization
and objectification of women is stronger than ever before.

Women, on the other hand, who are stronger then men in this area, are not prohibited from
hearing men sing.

But, you ask: Why should women suffer restrictions simply because men can't control
themselves? The answer is that we are all in this together. We all have to do our share and help
each other out. Believe me, it is ultimately to women's advantage to keep things from getting out
of control. It serves both men and women to avoid things that lead to promiscuity.

Rav Moshe Lichtenstein

"What is stated about human existence in general is also true regarding the relationship between man and
woman. On the one hand, a biological relationship exists between male and female as creatures of nature,
including instinctive physical intimacy, sexual desire, and the drive to conquer and suppress, to engender
and procreate. With that, a spiritual and emotional relationship exists between man and woman, one that
is unique to the human race. Deep love, the sharing of fate and destiny, mutual responsibility, and joint
dreams characterize the relations between a couple and coronate the union with the crown of sanctity.

Halakhah regulates the relationship between man and woman, and it strives to transform it from a natural-
biological relationship into one of love and human intimacy. This goal is achieved by channeling physical
relations into the framework of marriage and by limiting contact between the sexes not in the context of
marriage. One of these limitations is the prohibition of hearing a woman’s voice.

The halakhic significance of this is that the extension of the prohibition of kol isha, on the basis of
concern for sexual thoughts, to a context where it is not justified to do so, is not just unhelpful — it is
harmful. It brings about an emphasis on natural existence, and paints the human condition as one of
sexual existence alone.

In this sense, out of place stringency in the laws of kol isha, based on far reaching concern for sexual
thoughts, is not an ordinary halakhic stringency and enhancement but rather a leniency and disparagement
regarding the nature of man. Therefore, we should rule stringently only where necessary and we should
not favor a policy of stringent pesak.



Conclusion of Rav Moshe

Under circumstances in which the song does not arouse sexual desire, does not emphasize femininity in a
sensual manner, and the listener estimates that he will not come to have sexual thoughts — we should not
forbid listening to a woman’s voice, whether in speech or in song. This conclusion not only relies upon
the explicit stance of the greatest of the Rishonim — Rambam, Rashba and Ra’aviah; it appears in the
literature of the Aharonim as a recognized opinion, and it has been applied in our generation by an
eminent posek. This opinion takes into account the present societal reality together with its needs and
constraints, while at the same time rules stringently regarding the obligation to preserve man’s dignity and
embolden his image as a spiritual creature who is not controlled by biological drives alone.

In terms of day-to-day life, this means that we may permit women’s singing of Shabbat zemirot,
participation in official ceremonies of a serious and formal nature, listening to random radio commercials,
and the like. It is both possible and appropriate within the framework of Halakhah to permit these
scenarios, and one who does so rules faithfully and legitimately.

Excerpted from a Responsa of Rabbi David Bigman, head of the Maale Gilboa Hesder
Yeshiva:

A) Everything here refers only to a lone voice and not to song in a group, as "'two voices are not
heard."

This distinction is widely accepted among different groups within the community, and
it is therefore the custom to permit women's singing in a choir. This dispensation is
extremely strained, alien to the character of the subject, and transferred from an
altogether different context - hearing the sound of a shofar on Rosh Hashanah.[22]
Rabbi Yehiel Weinberg has already raised a serious difficulty on this avenue: "With
regard to what is written that two voices are not heard, is it not explicit in the Talmud
that because it is pleasant to listen to, one would pay more attention? And nothing is
more pleasant to listen to than what our sages attested to, that the voice of a woman is
erva, from the verse "For your voice is sweet and your face is comely," see Berakhot
24."[23]

B) The prohibition applies only to listening in a manner similar to looking at a woman for sexual
pleasure.

This distinction can be taken from a simple reading of all the material related to the
subject, from the language of the Rishonim and the ruling of the Beit Yosef about
them, although it is not stated specifically. According to this approach, my teacher,
Rabbi Aaron Soloveitchik, ruled that there was no problem in public song when we, his
young male students, were participating in the singing. Rabbi Aaron did not permit
listening to women by themselves, even in a group, but at the heart of his position was
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the equation to the prohibition of looking, and the distinction between staring for
sexual pleasure and general, innocent sight - and the difference is clear.

C) There is no prohibition whatsoever of innocent singing; rather, only forbidden is singing
intended for sexual stimulation, or flirtatious singing.

Although this distinction is not explicit in the early rabbinic sources, it closely fits the
character of the prohibition as described in different contexts in the Talmud and the
Rishonim, and it is supported by the language of the Rambam, the Tur, and the
Shulhan Arukh: "it is forbidden to hear a voice of erva" as opposed to language
forbidding song generally.[24] (Even according to the most correct reading of the text
of the Rambam - "to hear the voice of a forbidden woman or to see her hair," the word
erva referring to the woman herself - the distinction is still supported by the context
and the Rambam's general sense.)

The two latter distinctions are necessary, for they solve a difficulty in the language of
the Beit Yosef: "And with regard to the halakha, it seems that we side with the
Rambam, but it is, in any event, good to be cautious before the fact not to see hair and
hear the voice of a woman singing during the recitation of Shema."[25]

This language is strange. If a general prohibition already exists on hearing a woman
singing, the soft language "but it is in any event good to be cautious before the fact"
with regard to the recitation of the Shema is inappropriate. However, if we interpret
this position in accordance with the Tur (Even HaEzer, Siman 21) that this is with
regard to problematic listening and problematic singing, we can understand the
language of Rav Karo that during the recitation of the Shema one should "be cautious
before the fact not to...hear the voice of a woman singing." It is appropriate to be
careful during the recitation of Shema not to hear any singing of a woman, even that
which is not problematic from the perspective of modesty.

These two latter distinctions are brought in the Sedei Hemed in the name of the Divrei
Hefetz,[26] and were criticized by Rabbi A. D. Horowitz in a letter to Rabbi Yehiel
Weinberg:

And as for what the Sedei Hemed said in the name of the Divrei Hefetz - firstly, the
Sedei Hemed writes that is correct to act stringently, despite his opinion, and besides
this, did not the Sedei Hemed write explicitly: "only one who does not intend to gain
pleasure from her voice?" In that case, who can be responsible for monitoring such a
thing? And also, what he writes in a letter that in religious singing the young men do
not intend to benefit from the voice of the young women - it is a painful joke to say
this, and it is easy for his venerable learnedness to say this in his old age (may he live
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long) (see the Tosafot on Masekhet Sota 19a, s.v. "Vekhohen," referencing the Talmud
Yerushalmi, about an old priest). Does it not say in the Talmud, Masekhet Niddah, 13a,
to the effect that in fear and trembling there is no suspicion of sinful fantasy - and
even there the Beit Yosef wrote in Orah Haim, Siman 3, that the poskim left this out, as
they could not be sure, and all depends on one's personal character..."[27]

We should pay attention to the fact that although Rabbi Horowitz's criticism of our
latter distinctions (that the only prohibition is that of listening for pleasure, and that
we need not worry about religious singing) is quite strong, there is still no claim of a
formal prohibition on all song, rather a concern that these distinctions would be
difficult to implement in reality: There is no possibility, according to this approach,
that we will avoid all "exceptions", and that we will ensure that everyone will be
listening innocently, and we must assume that there will always be some of the
listening to women that will be problematic.

It seems to me that specifically these distinctions are the most appropriate to our
circumstances, and that it is relatively easy to implement them. | have been asked for
practical advice many times by students who have long been used to hearing female
singers, and only discovered the halakhic problems with this after they had acquired a
broader Torah knowledge. | always ask them how they react to the women's singing,
and without exception they claim that the song does not arouse them unless it is
intended to. Songs with this intention are characterized by their lyrics, melody, musical
style, dress and body language. In communities that have the practice of permitting
women's singing in serious ceremonies (even if this practice developed unintentionally)
even those who wish to change the practice do not claim that the music arouses them,
rather they think that there is a formal prohibition on all female singing. We are
therefore witnesses to the fact that there is problematic singing, and there is singing
that is entirely non-problematic.

It is likely that the stringent approach of Rabbi A. D. Horowitz can be explained by the
Raavya, who considers the matter dependent on acclimation, and if so, even if groups
within a certain community can be justifiably lenient, this possibility is not open to
every community:

It is ruled in Halakhot Gedolot that all that we say here, that a handbreadth of a woman
is erva, even if she is his wife, and with regard to another woman, even something
smaller than a handbreadth, and likewise the shin of a woman is erva, and likewise the
hair of a woman is erva [and likewise the voice of a woman is erva] - for all of these
things it is forbidden to recite the Shema in their presence, and so explains Rabbenu
Hananel. And | say that the reason for this is that even though the voice is not visible
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to the eye, there is nevertheless cause sexual fantasies. And all of the things [that we
have related above] as erva only refer to things that are not customarily exposed. But
we do not worry about an unmarried woman who regularly leaves her hair uncovered,
because this does not cause fantasies, and so too with her voice [that he is used
to].[28]

In light of the fundamental disagreement among the Rishonim and the interpretations
offered of the ruling of the Shulhan Aruch, we can summarize:

- It is permitted to be lenient with regard to listening to the voice of a woman singing
when there is a clear sense that the listening is innocent and the singing is innocent.

Such an assessment is dependent on five conditions:
1. Context and appropriate atmosphere

2. The lyrics of the song

3. The musical style

4. Dress

5. Body language

According to this approach, there is no problem with those among our daughters who
are modest and upstanding to develop a career in singing, even within the general
culture, as long as they do not make concessions of the refined foundations of Torah
culture, and do not cooperate with the vulgar, commercialized aspects of the culture
surrounding us. In an approach that is not accepted as halakha, the Sefer Hasidim held
that there is a parallel prohibition on women to listen to the voices of men.[29] Even
though this is not practiced halakha, it is ideal to pay attention to the five conditions |
have outlined even in the case of a man singing in the presence of women.

- The dispensation for two or more voices is far-fetched and should not be relied upon
alone.

In practice, when we rely upon this dispensation alone, there are many pitfalls. It
seems that we have found a simple, easy answer, and we need not worry about the
lyrics, or the melody, or the musical style, or the dress or body language, and in reality
this sometimes creates a culture unbefitting the spirit of the Torah.
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