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Overview of June 20 class 
Review 

Onward! 
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Two models of philosophy 

Proof 

• There is only one right answer. The rest are wrong. 

• Arguments prove one side is right or the other is wrong. 

• The goal: discover the right answer. 

Explanation 

• Usually, there are many acceptable answers. Some may 
be better than others.   

• Explanation shows how an answer could be true, despite 
a point that initially appears to conflict with the answer. 

• The goal: understand the full set of acceptable answers. 
This includes knowing each answer’s strongest possible 
form and its strengths and weaknesses. 
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Three keys 

Key #1: 20th-
Century 

philosophy 

Explain how View P can 
be true in view of X 

Flesh out the best 
possible version of View P, 
identifying its strengths 

and weaknesses 

Do the same with  Views 
Q, R, S, etc., to 

understand the set of 
minimally acceptable 

views 

Key #2: 
Empirical 
science 

All questions are 
interesting, and relevance 

is irrelevant 

Theories must be adjusted 
to fit the data, which 
include Biblical and 
rabbinic statements 

Experiments (including 
thought experiments) are 
always specific and often 

weird 

Key #3: 
Baseball 

Trivia 

Insiders speak tersely. 
They understand each 
other without spelling 

everything out. 

Outsiders often can’t 
make sense of insiders’ 
terse speech. A lot of 

explanation is required. 
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Rabbeinu Hannanel often on 

the margins 
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A view from tradition: 
• On Shabbat, one may not carry objects between a private 

domain (like a house) and a public domain (like the 

street). 

• When many houses share an alley, the Torah views the 

alley as a shared private space, even if one side opens 

onto the street. 

• To prevent people from mistakenly carrying something 

between a private alley and the public street, the rabbis 

of the Mishna required a beam to be placed at the end of 

the alley, reminding people that they were leaving a 

private space and moving into a public one.  

 

Over there in tractate Eruvin, the 

Mishna says, “When an alley has a beam 

that is more than 20 cubits high, it is 

lowered. Rabbi Yehuda says that’s not 

necessary.”   
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The obligation of a Sukka comes 

from the Torah, so the Mishna 

says, “Unfit.” 

 

The obligation of an alley 

comes from the rabbis, so that 

Mishna says to fix it.  
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that with an obligation that comes from 

the Torah, you can also say to fix it.  

However, the Sukka obligation has many 

things, so it definitely says, “unfit.”  An 

alley doesn’t have many things, so it 

says to fix it. 



Back to Hypothesis #1: Torah law 

vs. rabbinic enactment 
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Rashi 
From the Torah. Before the Mishna was taught, the measure [of a kosher 

sukka] was from Mt. Sinai. 

 

The Mishna says, “Unfit.” The term “unfit” pertains to this teaching. It 

says, in effect, “This wasn’t made according to the Torah and the 

Halacha.” 

 

Alley.  Everything involving the alley comes from the rabbis. According to 

the Torah, it’s enough to have three walls. You don’t need a wooden beam, 

except for the rabbis. 

 

The Mishna says to fix it. The term “unfit” does not pertain to this 

teaching. Who made [the alley] invalid before this was taught in the 

Mishna? Look, this was the first time it was shown and commanded. 

Gemara 
The obligation of a Sukka comes 

from the Torah, so the Mishna 

says, “Unfit.” 

 

The obligation of an alley comes 

from the rabbis, so that Mishna 

says to fix it.  



Now let’s hear from the 

grandkids: A tripartite 

Tosafot 
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Pesachim 3a 



14 

Part 1: When in 

doubt, euphemize!  



Part 2: Language of before and after 

  

• “At first” or “ideally” 

• It’s better to send a 
handwritten note 
accepting a party 
invitation 

  

• “As it happens” or “after 
the fact” 

• It you didn’t send a 
handwritten note, it’s OK 
to send an email message 
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 ודיעבד לכתחילה



Part 3: What Tosafot says 
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Tosafot 

From the Torah. If the Mishnah had said, “it is lowered,” we would 

worry. A person could make a mistake of thinking that  

lowering it is  

 -- ideally, what one should do, but that  

-- or after the fact -- it’s kosher [as is, unlowered]. That’s why the 

Mishna is precise in its wording, because maybe someone could be 

led to violate a prohibition of the Torah! So it uses the word, 

“invalid,” even though it’s not a euphemism like, “it is lowered.” 

 

However, with an alley, which is from the rabbis, the Mishna doesn’t 

worry. It says, “it is lowered,” which is a euphemism… 

 

Rashi didn’t explain it this way.  

Gemara 
The obligation of a Sukka comes 

from the Torah, so the Mishna 

says, “Unfit.” 

 

The obligation of an alley comes 

from the rabbis, so that Mishna 

says to fix it.  

 לכתחילה
 ודיעבד



Overview of June 20 class 
Review 

Onward! 
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Back to Hypothesis #2: Numerosity 
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Rashi 
If you wish, say that from the Torah… It’s fitting to say, “fix it.” 

 

The Sukka has many things The remedy for one thing isn’t the same 

as the remedy for another. You’d have to change the words you use 

for each individual correction. For example, it it’s too tall, you’d say, 

“Lower it.” If it’s too short, you’d say, “Raise it.” If it doesn’t have 

three walls, you’d say, “Make another wall.” If there’s more sun than 

shade, you’d say, “Add schak [vegetation on the Sukka’s roof].” 

Accordingly the Mishnah definitively uses the word, “Invalid,” since 

all of those things are included in that term.    

 

An alley doesn’t have many things.  In that particular Mishna. 

Gemara 
If you wish, say that with an 

obligation that comes from the 

Torah, you can also say to fix it.  

 

However, the Sukka obligation 

has many things, so it definitely 

says, “unfit.”  An alley doesn’t 

have many things, so it says to 

fix it. 

Mishnah Sukka 1:1 

In an alley, a crossbeam above 20 cubits high is 

made smaller. Rabbi Yehuda says that’s not 

required. If the entrance into the alley from the 

street alley is wider than 10 cubits, it is made 

smaller. But if it has the form of a doorway, it’s not 

required to make it smaller. Mishnah Eruvin 1:1 



Summary: Why does the Mishna say, “It is invalid,” with a 

Sukka, but say, “it is lowered” with a board in an alley? 

Theory #1: Torah 
obligation vs. Rabbinic 
obligation 

Rashi: when the Mishna talked about a too-high Sukka, it was already 
invalid, through previous Torah law. But the Mishna’s ruling about an 
excessively high alley board was brand new. The board wasn’t yet invalid, so 
the Mishna could only say, “Lower it.” 

Tosafot: It’s better to use a euphemism like, “it is lowered,” than a crude 
word like “invalid.” However, someone could be misled by the phrase, “it is 
lowered,” to think that, while ideally the Sukka roof should be lowered, it’s 
OK  to leave it as is. That would violate a Torah law! So there’s no choice but 
to use the crude word, “invalid.” 

With an alley, the obligation is only Rabbinic, so it’s not so terrible if 
someone mistakenly thinks it’s OK to leave the board as is. In such a case, it 
makes sense, on balance, to use the euphemism, “it is lowered.” 

Theory  #2: Numerosity  

Rashi: For a Sukka, the Mishna requires many things. It’s more parsimonious 
to use one word, “invalid,” than many (“lower a sukka that’s too big, raise 
one that’s too small, add a wall if there are <3,” etc.). With an alley, the 
Mishnah requires just a few things: height and width that are not excessive. 
That Mishnah can therefore say, “make it smaller.”  
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A new question,  

with three possible answers 
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Answer #1,  

from Rabba 

21 

Gen. 4:1 



Rashi’s comments 
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Rashi 
In order that they will know… Make a sukka so you 

recognize that you’re sitting in it, as it says, “They will 

know that I made them sit in sukkot.” I commanded 

them to sit like this.  

 

Their eye does not catch sight. The person doesn’t see 

the schack (vegetation on the sukka’s roof), and a 

Sukka is essentially the schack, as you can tell from the 

name.   

 

Gemara 
Rabba said that it is derived from 

the verse, “So that your future 

generations will know that I 

caused the children of Israel to 

dwell in sukkot when I took them 

out of the land of Egypt.”  

 

In a sukka up to 20 cubits high, a 

person is aware that they are 

sitting in a sukka. However, in a 

sukka that is more than 20 cubits 

high, a person is not aware that 

they are sitting in a sukka, 

because their eye does not 

involuntarily catch sight of the 

roof. 



Answer #2, from 

Rabbi Zeira 

23 

Isaiah 4:5-6 



Rashi’s comments 
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Rashi 
And the sukka will be for shade… This implies it’s not 

schack unless it makes shade.  

 

But rather in the shade of the walls. The shadows reach 

from one to the other because of the walls’ height, and 

there’s no need for the schack.  

 

Gemara 
Rabbi Zeira said it comes from 

here: “And the sukka will be for 

shade in the daytime from the 

heat” (Isaiah 4:6). In a sukka up 

to twenty cubits high, a person 

is sitting in the shade of the 

sukka; in a sukka that is more 

than twenty cubits high, a 

person is not sitting in the shade 

of the sukka but rather in the 

shade of the walls 

  



Abaye objects, and Rabbi Zeira replies 

25 

He [Rabbi Zeira] said to 

him [Abaye], in that 

case, if you remove the 

mountains of Ashtarot 

Karnayim, there is 

Sukkah shade. In this 

case, if you remove the 

walls, there is no 

Sukkah shade.  



Rabbeinu Hannanel’s paraphrase and explanation 
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Rabbi Zeira says, a sukkah is unfit if it’s more than 20 cubits high because you’re sitting in 

the shade of the walls, not the shade of the sukkah.  

 

Abaye objects, saying that implies that in a place where the sun never shines, such as as 

Ashtarnot Karnayim, if you make a sukkah there, it’s not a sukkah, because there’s no shade 

from the sun. 

 

However, that’s a different case. If you remove the mountains of Astharnot Karnahyim, which 

restrain the sunshine, you’ll find the shade of the sukkah. In this case, if you take away the 

walls, you’ll find the shade of the schack in a different place, far from the spot underneath 

the schack.  



Answer #3, from Rava 
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Rashi 
Seven days… A sukka of seven days, and no more. In other words, it’s temporary. Light 

walls are enough. 

 

Above 20 cubits. Its foundations and walls need to be fixed             so they don’t fall. 

 



Abaye objects, and Rava replies   
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Gemara 
Abaye said to him: But that implies that if it’s made 

with walls of iron and schack is on top – this too isn’t a 

sukka! 

Rashi 
Up to 20 cubits, a person makes, etc. It must be that the Torah doesn’t insist on the 

[sukka being] temporary, except for the sake of measurement. [It] gives you a 

measure of height [namely,] that it has to be able to stand with temporary poles. 

 



The dialectic of Talmudic argument 

R. Zeira: Shade! >20 cubits, 
shade of wall, not shade of 

schack  

Abaye: You’re invalidating a sukka 
that’s always shaded because it’s 
in a valley between mountains! 

R. Zeira: >20 cubits, if you 
imagined the walls gone, the 

schack would not provide shade 

Rava: Temporary! >20 cubits, 
its permanent, not temporary  

Abaye: You’re invalidating a small 
sukka made with metal walls and 

schack on top! 

Rava: Impermanence matters only 
as a measure of height, based on 

customary building patterns 
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Our three explanations for the 20 cubit height limit 

Rava 

• Knowledge. You 
should know 
you’re in a 
sukkah, under 
the schack 

 

R. Zeira 

• Shade. You 
should sit in 
shade cast by 
the schack  

Rabba 

• Impermanence. 
You should sit in 
a sukka small 
enough to be a 
temporary 
dwelling 
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