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Who Called Whom What?

Dani Epstein

In the beginning of  שמותwe read the following:
ֵ שׁר
ִ שׁם ָהאַַחת
ֵ ְ שְׁפָרה ו
ֵ שׁם ַה
שּׁנִית פּוָּעה
ֶ ו ַיּ ֹאֶמר ֶמֶל ִמְצַרי ִם ַלְמיְַלּד ֹת ָהִעְבִריּ ֹת ֲא

The King of Egypt said to the midwives of the Ivrim of which one was
called Shifroh and the other Puah.
The question is: who called the midwives Shifra and Puah?
Rashi comments as follows:
 זו יוכבד על שם שמשפרת את הולד:שפרה
 זו מרים שפועה ומדברת והוגה לולד כדרך הנשים המפייסות תינוק:פועה
הבוכה
Shifra: this was Yocheved since she made the children look nice
Puah: This is Miriam, who would coo and talk to the babies in the way
women do who are calming a crying child
So it seems quite straightforward, Shifra refers to Yocheved, and Puah
to Miriam. Or does it?
The  מדרש רבהrecords the following argument:
ויאמר מלך מצרים למילדות וגו' מה היו המילדות רב אמר כלה וחמותה
 רבי שמואל בר נחמן אמר אשה ובתה יוכבד,יוכבד ואלישבע בת עמינדב
ומרים
The King of Egypt said to the midwives etc. Who were the midwives?
Rav says “A daughter-in-law and a mother-in-law, i.e. Yocheved and
Elisheva the daughter of Aminodov”. Rav Shmuel Bar Nachmon says: “A
woman and her daughter; Yocheved and Miriam.”
So, clearly Rashi is not quoting from this midrash, since he does not
mention the argument. Furthermore, the midrash provides a long list of
explanations for the name Shifra, but the explanation Rashi provides for
Puah is not listed there.
Nonetheless, the conventional reading of Rashi is that these names were
assigned to Yocheved and Miriam by the Torah, perhaps as a comment
on their incredible daring in the face of Pharaoh's orders. Certainly he
appears to stand by his contention that Shifra and Puah refer to
Yocheved and Miriam, since further on Rashi writes this:
. בתי כהונה ולויה ומלכות שקרויין בתים- :ויעש להם בתים
He made houses for them: Houses of Priesthood, Levites and Royalty
which are referred to as “houses”.
I'm very grateful to Simon Grant for bringing the following explanation to
my attention. In his work “Shaarei Simcha”, Rav Simcha Bunim Sofer –
commonly know as the Shevet Sofer - has quite a different take on this.
Pharaoh did not want to get rid of the Ivrim by mass-murder because
that was something which the Egyptian hoi-polloi would never allow
without some considerable convincing. (The Ivrim were not unpopular
with the indigenous Egyptians, since they had been accorded great
honour by the previous Pharaoh, and the incredible blessing that
Ya'akov had brought down with him was probably still extant in the
cultural memory). He therefore decided to get rid of them by plot.
Now, Pharaoh couldn't simply tell the midwives to go and kill off all the
baby boys, because a sudden sharp rise in the mortality rate of male
newborns would point the finger of suspicion at Pharaoh. So he got
really smart and called in Yocheved and Miriam and appointed them to
the job of Senior Baby Beautician and Chief Baby Comforter

- Issue 26

respectively, and did so publicly and by Royal Fiat, officially naming
them Shifra and Puah. They were also put in charge of all the midwives
(who were not Ivrim, but Egyptian). What's more, they had to provide
their services at no cost! An ancient world socialist health system.
The verses appear to support this, since  ַלְמיְַלּד ֹת ָהִעְבִריּ ֹתcan be read
to mean “the midwives of the Ivrim” as opposed to “the midwives who
are Ivri”.
He was now able to tell the Egyptian midwives to go and kill all the Ivri
baby boys, because no-one would suspect the sudden high mortality
rate of Ivri boys as a plot from Pharaoh. After all, he was the one who
created a national health service and had put two Ivri women in charge
of it all.
As always, Rav Meir Leibush Malbim has an analytical approach that
demands a rigorous fidelity to the text. Initially he takes much the same
view as the Shevet Sofer.
Firstly, as Rav Avrohom Ibn Ezra notes, a population with the combined
size of Goshen and Egypt could simply not survive with two midwives.
So they – Yocheved and Miriam – were put in charge of all the
midwives. The Malbim argues that there were two specialities: those
midwives who dealt with the mothers and baby during birth and they
were known as “Shifra”, and the midwives who dealt with the health of
the babies, known as a “Puah”.
He goes on to note the strange repetition of the word “ “ ו ַיּ ֹאֶמרas in:
ֵ שׁר
ִ שׁם ָהאַַחת
ֵ ְ שְׁפָרה ו
ֵ שׁם ַה
שּׁנִית פּוָּעה
ֶ ו ַיּ ֹאֶמר ֶמֶל ִמְצַרי ִם ַלְמיְַלּד ֹת ָהִעְבִריּ ֹת ֲא
ו ַיּ ֹאֶמר ְבּיֶַלְּדֶכן ֶאת ָהִעְבִריּוֹת וְּרִאיֶתן ַעל ָהאְָבנָי ִם ִאם ֵבּן הוּא וֲַהִמֶתּן א ֹתוֹ וְִאם
ַבּת ִהוא וָָחי ָה

As a rule, when there are two occurrences of the word ו ַיּ ֹאֶמרin what
appears to be the same part of the narrative, this implies that two
distinct conversations were held. So, why did Pharaoh have two
conversations with Yocheved and Miriam? Or did he?
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Well, what Pharaoh wanted to achieve was the death of all the male
children, but he had a dilemma. If he publicly announced the execution
of all male babies this would be a politically dangerous step for him. But
how was he to carry out such a complex plan all on his own? Surely the
best way to deal with this “problem” was to tackle it at source.
So after appointing the two Ivrim women, Pharaoh had a quiet word
with the Egyptian midwives on the side to deal with the Ivri baby boys.
Of course he did not give them direct instructions to murder the boys,
and we know this because had they violated an explicit order they
would have been killed rather then be invited to the palace for an
interview post facto by Pharaoh, as we see later on: וַיְִּקָרא ֶמֶל ִמְצַרי ִם
ִ ַלְמיְַלּד ֹת ו ַיּ ֹאֶמר ָלֶהן ַמדּוַּע ֲע
ָ שׂיֶתן ַהָדָּבר ַהֶזּה וְַתַּחיֶּין
-  ֶאת ַהיְָלִדיםSo the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to
them, "Why have you done this thing, that you have enabled the boys to
live?" Had he issued a direct order, what he should have said was “Why
did you disobey me?”
Now we can understand that the first instance of the occurrence of
 ו ַיּ ֹאֶמרis referring to the appointment of Yocheved and Miriam, with
second  ו ַיּ ֹאֶמרbeing the quiet suggestion he made to the Egyptian
midwives. Since it was only a suggestion the word –  ו ַיּ ֹאֶמרhe said – is
used to denote this, as opposed to using –  וַיְַצוhe commanded.
The Egyptian midwives realised that if the King was not giving them an
order but merely making a suggestion on how they could deal with the
“Ivri problem”, the moral responsibility of the deaths of the children
ִ ַ
they killed would be on their heads. However, “ותּיֶראן ּ ַָהְמיְַלּד ֹת ֶאת
,” ֱא קיםthey feared Elo-him and decided not to follow the royal
“suggestion”. Not only that, they did exactly the opposite and
provided everything the child would require in order to survive:
resuscitation, water and food.
What really got Pharaoh's goat was that not only did they deliver the
boys, but they provided them with food everything they needed to
give them a good start to life. This is why he yelled at them “וְַתַּחיֶּין ֶָאת
” ַהיְָלִדיםas opposed to yelling at them for not killing the babies. It's one
thing being unwilling to actually kill the babies. It's quite another to go
and actively help the boys survive, and for that there was no excuse.
The Egyptian midwives were in hot water now, but they were prepared
and answered very wisely.
ִ ִָכּי א ַכנּ
שׁים ַהִמְּצִריּ ֹת ָהִעְבִריּ ֹת ִכּי ָחיוֹת ֵהנָּה ְבֶּטֶרם ָתּבוֹא ֲאֵלֶהן ַהְמיֶַלֶּדת
וְיָָלדוּ
Unlike the Egyptian women are the Ivrim, because they are skilled in
midwifery. By the time the [Egyptian] midwife arrives, they have given
birth.
The midwives explained to Pharaoh that not only were the the Ivri
women were able to perform themselves all the jobs the Shifra
midwives would do, they were also capable of doing the jobs of the
Puah midwives as well. So imagine if only the Shifra midwives turn up, or
the Puahs would attended as well but just hang around and not bother
to do anything; all the Ivri'im would become suspicious of their sudden
lack of attendance or inactivity and that suspicion would fall on Pharaoh.
So the Egyptian midwives claimed that by carrying out both Shifra and
Puah midwifery they were in fact protecting Pharaoh!
Game, set, but not quite match. Pharaoh had one more trick up his royal
sleeve.
Since he realised that his plot failed miserably, and that the midwives all
feared Elo-him, he decided to out his plan and publicly announced his
intentions. The problem was implementing them. Who exactly was
going to kill the male babies? Certainly not the midwives, whom as he
had just discovered he was unable to coerce en-masse and were quite
unwilling to do so.
Pharaoh therefore decided to enlist his entire nation to do the job, and
ran a propaganda campaign against the Ivrim. But how would they
know when an Ivri woman was about to have a child? They would
hardly hang around Goshen to read the “wails, bells and knells” column
in the local Goshen press.

In order to know when the Ivri women were about to give birth, he had
houses constructed for all the midwives where they were required to
sit in whilst on duty, and he had a supervisor sit there as well. When an
Ivri man came rushing in calling for a midwife, the supervisor would
instruct someone to go with and deal with the baby if it was a boy.
Hence the order of the verses:
וַיֵּיֶטב ֱא קים ַלְמיְַלּד ֹת וַיִֶּרב ָהָעם וַיַַּעְצמוּ ְמא ֹד
Hashem repaid the midwives for their good deeds by making the Ivri
population explode.
וַיְִהי ִכּי יְָראוּ ַהְמיְַלּד ֹת ֶאת ָהֱא קים וַיַַּעשׂ ָלֶהם ָבִּתּים
When Pharaoh saw that the Egyptian midwives feared Elo-him, Pharaoh
created houses for them to sit in.
שִׁליֻכהוּ וְָכל ַהַבּת ְתַּחיּוּן
ְ וַיְַצו ַפְּרע ֹה ְלָכל ַעמּוֹ ֵלאמ ֹר ָכּל ַהֵבּן ַהיִּלּוֹד ַהי ְאָֹרה ַתּ
The Pharaoh commanded his people to keep track of the births via the
supervisors in order to kill the male babies.
So who called the midwives Shifra and Puah? Which midwives were
called Shifra and Puah?
The conventional reading of Rashi appears to imply that the Torah calls
Yocheved and Miriam by the name Shifra and Puah in order to praise
them for the “extra mile” they went in their care for the babies. Rav
Simcha Bunim Sofer clearly states that this name was assigned to them
by Pharaoh, not the Torah. According to the Malbim, neither Yocheved
nor Miriam were called Shifra or Puah by anyone. These were the
professional terms of art employed by the population of Egypt and
Goshen to distinguish the two classes of practitioners of midwifery.
Perhaps Yocheved and Miriam were midwives as the midrash suggests,
or perhaps they were simply the directors of the Post-Natal division of
the Egyptian National Health Service, but either way they had no special
claim to the usage of the names Shifra and Puah.
Both these explanations illuminate the decision of Rashi not to quote the
midrash in its entirety, but to partially quote and paraphrase in order to
explain that those names referred to professional roles.
Addendum I
Don Yitzchak Abarbanel states quite clearly, inter alia, that the ְמיְַלּד ֹת
 ָהִעְבִריּ ֹתwere the Egyptian midwives, and broadly follows the
approach outlined above.
Addendum II
Chaim Green of Golders Green observed that that there is a precedent
for Pharaoh naming someone when they were appointed to a high
ֵ וַיְִּקָרא ַפְרע ֹה
post, that of , יוסףin which we read: -  ָצְפנַת ַפְּענֵַח,יוֵֹסף-שׁם
Pharaoh named Yosef “Tsofnas Panayach”, meaning the “revealer of
hidden things” (Rashi).
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I see a(nother) head! The Midrash Rabbah (1:8) says that in Egypt the
Bnei Yisrael gave birth to six babies at once (don’t worry - angels came
and looked after the kids throughout their youth until their teenage years
- so it was not a constant nappy-changing affair).
Now where is this hinted at in the Torah? The Midrash (and Ba’al
HaTurim) point out that the six phrases in 1:7 ‘and Bnei Yisrael multiplied,
swarmed, increased, strengthened, very much’ hint at these sextuplet
births. However, as the Mizrachi points out, it seems that Rashi did not
learn like this. For Rashi (1:7) points out that the women of Bnei Yisrael
had six babies in one go from the third phrase of the pasuk
(vayishretzu).
If Rashi held like the Ba’al HaTurim then he should have put this
observation on all the phrases of the pasuk - or at least on the last word.
As the Sifsei Chachamim say, it seems that Rashi is explaining the pasuk
according to one opinion brought in the Yalkut; that the hint to these
sextuplet births is from the interesting word vayishretzu alone.
How? For vayishretzu comes from the word sheretz (an
insect/creature), and apparently there are some sheratzim that give
birth to six children at once.
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