


The sedra of Pinchas introduces 
the law of Inheritance (Bamidbar 
27:8-11) from which, according to 
halacha, no-one may depart when 
drawing up a will. The order of 
inheritance is clearly set out, ranking 
sons, daughters, grandchildren, 
brothers, uncles etc., a principle (if 
not precisely the categories) that 
has been followed in legal systems 
around the world, including that 
enshrined in the English Law of 
Succession on Intestacy. 

The most ‘radical’ of these laws 
permits a daughter to inherit her 
father’s estate in circumstances 
where he has no sons. Until these 
halachot, only a son could inherit. 
But the sedra recounts the episode 
of the daughters of Zelophchad, 
who had no brothers, and therefore 
petitioned Moshe: ‘The daughters 
of Zelophchad…drew near and 
they stood before Moshe…saying: 
‘Our father died in the wilderness…
and he had no sons. Why should 
the name of our father be omitted 
from among his family because he 
had no son? Give us a possession 
among our father’s brothers.’’ 
(27:1-4) The reason that this petition 
is so significant is not because 
of anything inherently sexist in 
the laws that existed before the 

daughters’ appeal, but because 
of the dramatic circumstances in 
which this law was revealed. 

Firstly, because Moshe had not 
previously been aware of, or, if 
aware, had not communicated 
these laws to Bnei Yisrael. Our 
sages comment (Bava Batra 119b) 
‘The daughters of Zelophchad 
were clever, knew how to interpret 
and were r ighteous. Clever, in 
that they spoke out at the proper 
t ime.’  According to tradit ion, 
Moshe was discussing levirate 
marr iage (yibbum) within their 
hearing, which obliges a brother 
to marry the widow of his childless 
deceased brother, their firstborn 
child being treated as that of the 
deceased brother. They saw the 
injustice that would arise if the 
name of an honourable man could 
be perpetuated by a male ‘heir’ 
through yibbum, but not by his 
natural daughters.

Secondly, imagine how radical it was 
for the daughters of Zelophchad to 
have petitioned Moshe at all, let 
alone on so significant an issue. Their 
courage and selflessness, combined 
with the modest, respectful and 
learned manner and timing of their 
petition, found favour in the eyes of 
Moshe and Hashem. The daughters 

are credited with the rare honour 
of having been responsible for one 
of 613 mitzvot that had - until their 
intervention - remained unrevealed 
by Hashem.

But thirdly, and most significantly, 
they petitioned not for themselves 
and their own private inheritance, 
but as a means of perpetuating 
their father’s link to the Land of 
Israel that had been divided up 
among the tribes. 

The Torah traces the daughters’ 
ancestry back to Yosef. According 
to Rashi, this occurs in order to 
compare Yosef’s love for the Land 
of Israel (through his wish for his 
bones to be reburied there) with 
the love and connection that the 
daughters of Zelophchad held for 
the Land, a connection that would 
have been lost had it not been 
for the change in halacha that 
they brought about as a means of 
honouring and perpetuating their 
father’s name. 

Furthermore, the daughters were 
descendents of Machir, a family 
of the tribe of Menashe. They had 
asked permission to settle on the 
east bank of the Jordan and had 
been granted that permission. 
This was something to which the 
daughters of Zelophchad would 
also have been entitled, because 
it was not allocated according to 

Hashem’s word but instead by 
Moshe personally. The daughters 
were not satisfied with this. In 
order to demonstrate their love 
for Israel, they wanted land on the 
west bank, in Eretz Yisrael proper, 
that could perpetuate their father’s 
name. (Ironically, some time later 
other members of the tr ibe of 
Menashe complained to Moshe 
that, as a result of the change in 
halacha enabling the daughters 
of Zelophchad to inherit, if they 

married outside their tribe, that 
inheritance would ‘transfer’ with 
them, reducing the tribe’s land. As 
this flew in the face of the spirit 
of the new law giving daughters 
an inheritance, Moshe amended 
the law so that daughters had to 
marry within their father’s tribe in 
order to retain the inherited land. 
(36:8)

Finally, Rav Shlomo Riskin contrasts 
what he describes as a ‘maelstrom 
of cynical disillusionment’ - the sin 
of the spies, the rebellions against 
Moshe by Kor ach,  Dat an and 
Aviram, and the insolence of Zimri, 
Pr ince of the tr ibe of Shimon, 
who taunted Moshe by publicly 
cohabiting with a Midianite woman 
-  with the moral  courage and 
leadership of five young women, 
daughters of Zelophchad, who 
fought for their family’s eventual 
rights to the Land of Israel.

In order to demonstrate their love for Israel, they wanted 
land on the west bank, in Eretz Yisrael proper
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