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Question: It is a rule for the Jewish Religion that, on the Sabbath day, no

fire may kindled. The observant Jews obey this law very strictly and

abstain from any act which directly or indirectly can cause the production
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of fire or the consumption of anything by fire. The following acts, for
instance, are abstained from: - Touching fire, lighting or extinguishing
fires; striking matches or turning up or down gas lamps, oil lamps or
candles, when alight, putting anything into the fire or taking anything out.

Would a man be transgressing these rules of conduct by switching off or

on electric glow lamps?”!
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ANSWER. — The words "fire" and "flame" have in all ages and countries
been associated with the idea of what we now term "combustion". That is,
the rapid union of the atmosphere oxygen with combustible material, which
in the majority of cases would be compounds of carbon and hydrogen. The
carbon burns to carbonic acid and the hydrogen to water, both going off into
the atmosphere in an invisible form. Historical research shows the
"sacredness" of fire and flame in the old Eastern religious was intimately

connected with combustion and consequent purification.”
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I see no parallelism whatever between the chemical operations going on in

ordinary combustion, as instanced above, and the physical and molecular

movements to which the light of an electric glow lamps is due. The two
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things are totally distinct, and no arguments derived from the one would

seem to apply to the other.”*
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Those concepts were not intended for application to any possible world, but only
to the world as the scientist saw it. Their use is one index of his commitment to a

larger body of law and theory.
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Let us carry our pile into the dark closet, shut every thing carefully as to be in

complete darkness. I unite and separate several times the two poles of the pile.

You can see at each contact a small, very small, spark appears[...] When the

sparks are made to pass between two points of carbon they produce the marvelous

and splendid electric light, which is now used to light up our great cities.
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Potential, in electrical science, has the same relation to Electricity that Pressure, in Hydrostatics, has to
Fluid, or that Temperature, in Thermodynamics, has to Heat. Electricity, Fluids, and Heat all tend to pass
from one place to another, if the Potential, Pressure, or Temperature is greater in the first place than in the
second. A fluid is certainly a substance, heat is as certainly not a substance, so that though we may find
assistance from analogies of this kind in forming clear ideas of formal electrical relations, we must be
careful not to let the one or the other analogy suggest to us that electricity is either a substance like water,
.or a state of agitation like heat
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These responsa are, in general, marked by a greater restraint than those of
previous generations. They have, therefore, given the impression that the

halakhah does not keep up with the time.
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An overview of the attitudes towards technology in the Halakhic writing on electricity revealed
different attitudes: On one side we can find an automatic objection to all kinds of new
technology, and on the other hand enthusiasm for the "electrical sublime" (quoting D. Nye's
term) and the use of religious terms and metaphors to describe it. The mainstream of rabbis lay
between these two attitudes: They do not automatically reject using electricity, but have some
hesitations in adopting it to the field of ritual. For example, even though most of the rabbis ruled
that electricity is fire, they did not allow its use as a Hanukkah candle or Shabbat candle. This
attitude is typical of most of the rabbis, who had a meta-halakhic attitude which sees technology
and electricity as a tool which could make Jewish life better, yet prefer to restrain the Halakhic

approach towards it.



concerning fire to decide how to rule. For example, they ruled that turning on an electric light on
Yom Tov is permitted because the fire (electricity) is not created by the action of switching on the

light, as it is already exist in the power plant. The ones who saw electricity as the unison of

opposing forces chose analogies from other phenomena in the natural world, which they saw as

analogous, and ruled accordingly: Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein compared electricity to the
action of blowing on a burning coal (an action combining two opposing forces — wind and fire)
,which is permitted on Yom Tov. Other rabbis saw the uniting of opposing powers as a creation

of something new, and therefore forbade it. Some rabbis saw electricity as a flow of water, so

they made different analogies. For example, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach stated that the
electric current is like oil in a candle, and therefore ruled that increasing the current is forbidden
like adding oil to the candle.

The third chapter deals with the judicial sources of the Halakhic rulings on electricity. I
examined the role of the common custom in the Halakhic literature, and showed that there were
rabbis who saw common custom as an important legislative power in regard to Halakhic
conclusions. Some rabbis took into consideration the choice of the public to use or to avoid using
electric appliances prior to formal rabbinical decrees. Likewise, the public’s ability to accept or
to disobey specific rulings was a very important factor in the ruling process itself. The second
part of the chapter deals with the question of the legitimacy of studying new Halakhot directly
from the Bible, and the roll of biblical interpretation in the Halakhic process. In some cases,
rabbis tried to infer from the biblical prohibition of lighting a fire implications concerning
electricity.

The fourth chapter deals with the characteristics of the Halakhic discourse concerning Halakha
and Technology, and especially the Halakhic discourse on electricity. I examine the approach of
the rabbis towards new technologies like the first printing machines, Matza baking machines,
new transportation technologies and more. I pointed to some aspects common to their responsa:
the demand for technical knowledge in order to rule; techniques of stringency, like hiding the
Halakhic reasoning from the public, and artificial stringency ("Ha'alat Ha-Isur"); comparison
and differentiation between technologies in order to distinguish between old and new
technologies, and the complicated issue concerning the roll of technology in religious ritual, as a
tool for Kiyum Mitzvot. In the chapter I dealt with the attitudes towards technology and progress

as reflected in the Halakhic discussions.



discussed another subject with them — the prohibition to close an electrical circuit on Shabbat. In
these correspondences, Rabbi Auerbach tended towards a more lenient approach (e.g. it is

permitted), but he never formalized this attitude to a final decree.

In the Second Part of the work I wish to offer a thematic analysis of the Halakhic discussions
found in the first part, and to clarify some issues concerning the Philosophy of Halakhca as
expressed in these discussions.

The first chapter deals with the relevancy and legitimacy of scientific research for Halakhic
implications, in regard to the use of electricity. As we see from the various responsa in the first
part of the work, scientific language often exists in the Halakhic discourse. For example, in some
discussions, the rabbis describe the mechanism of the appliance they deal with in terms taken
from scientific descriptions; the scientific theory behind the technology serves as an important
factor in the Halakhic interpretation; many rabbis consult with scientists and electricians in order
to understand the physics of electricity; in many disputes rabbinical decrees are overruled under
the claim that the specific rabbi didn't understand the scientific reality correctly. In conclusion,
the scientific point of view is often taken into consideration in Halakhic literature when it deals
with electricity. In this chapter I wish to examine the variety of attitude towards science in the
Halakhic literature in general and its special place in the Halakhic discussions on electricity in
particular.

In the second chapter I discuss the essence of the scientific theories on which the Halakhic
rulings were based. In regard to electricity, the Halakhic analogy, the heart of the ruling process,
is based decisively on the scientific perception which the Posek Halakha had in mind. I wish to
point out this scientific perception and its implications on the rulings concerning electricity. I use
methods taken from the discipline of scientific education, which examines the “mental models”
of various scientific phenomena, and maps the mental models held by children, students and
physicists. Research has shown that, in regard to the electric circuit, there are several models
people use to understand and describe it: Electricity as a flow; Electricity as opposing currents;
Electricity as moving charges and Electricity as a field phenomenon. Other aspects found in this
research are anthropomorphic metaphors for electricity, and a tendency to focus on the
functionality of the circuit. In this chapter I show the different models rabbis chose to describe

electricity. Those who saw electricity as fire chose Halakhic analogies derived from the laws
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of Berlin, published in the late 1920’s, were unique in the sense that they regarded electricity as a
resource to be utilized for Halakhic purposes to prevent Sabbath desecration, rather than a
Halakhic problem, laying the path for the future development of the widely used Shabbat Hot
Plate. He criticized his predecessors, and said they knew nothing about the physics of electricity
(“ein lahem yedi’a betorat ha’electrof”). Rabbi Frankfurter’s distinctive suggestion initiated a
debate among many rabbis. One of them, Rabbi Yitzchak Yehuda Trunk, wrote “Kuntres Gerem
Ha’Maalot”, a book dedicated to Grama and electricity, as a response to Rabbi Frankfurter’s
suggestion.

The fourth chapter deals with discussions from the 1930’s. Rabbi Tzvi Pesach Frank, who was
later the chief rabbi of Jerusalem, published a series of articles in the “Kol Torah” periodical, and
reached some lenient conclusions. Rabbi Chaim Ozer Grodzinski of Vilna, one of the most
important rabbis in the 20™ century, who thought that a public discourse on the subject is
dangerous, almost reluctantly published a long responsum, in which he decreed that all use of
electric appliances on Shabbat is totally forbidden. Two Sephardic rabbis published their
responsa in the 1930’s. The first is Rabbi Yosef Mashash, who had a very enthusiastic attitude
towards the idea of progress and technology. As a result of this attitude, he stated that enjoying
the electric light on Yom Tov is an important need (‘7zorech Gadol’) and considered a great
Mitzva. The second is Rabbi Ben Zion Meir Chai Uziel, who discussed the main issues
concerning electricity. His conclusions were unique: While he permitted turning on and off the
electric light on Yom Tov, he thought that on Shabbat any use of an electric appliance (even if it
does not contain any light) is forbidden.

The fifth chapter is dedicated to Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and his book “Me orei Esh”.
Rabbi Auerbach stressed the fact that he studied the physical aspects of the topic, knowledge
which is deeply embedded in his book in ways which were unique at the time: He cited an
opinion from “a famous expert in science,” described a scientific experiment he made by
himself, and cited, for the first time in the Halakhic literature, a scientific book. In ‘Me ‘orei Esh’
there is a deep tension between his profound thinking and brilliant arguments on one hand, and
fear of reaching an actual conclusion on the other hand. Thrice in the book, he reaches the
conclusion that turning on an electric light on Yom Tov is permitted, only to withdraw this
conclusion in accordance to the common stringent rulings. A few years later, Rabbi Auerbach

had several correspondences with other rabbis, like Rabbi Uziel, the Chazon Ish and others, and
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value-oriented interpretation over the formalistic one, and therefore chooses the stringent option,
even when it does not naturally rise from the Talmudic sources.

The next chapters are divided to different historical periods: The second chapter deals with the
first decade of the 20™ century, when the first responsa on the subject were published. In some of
these responsa, one can recognize the limited scientific knowledge the rabbis had on the subject
at the time, and the gap of technical knowledge between the askers and the responders. Many
rabbis stated that turning on the electric light during Yom Tov (Jewish holidays, in which burning
a fire is permitted) is allowed: Rabbi Yechiel Michel Halevi Epstein of Novgorodok, Rabbi
Raphael Aharon Ben Shimon of Cairo and Rabbi Ephraim Zalman Sluzki of Vilna. Among their
arguments, they stated that turning on the light is just allowing the fire to fill the bulb, and that
no new fire is ignited. In addition, rabbis like Rabbi Mordecai Winkler and Rabbi Mordecai
Schwadron, disputed the notion that turning on an electric light on Shabbat is violating a biblical
prohibition because the electric process is not identical with the process of producing a
combustion fire. Interestingly, the debate over the prohibition of use of electricity on Shabbat
also focused on elements from the Aggadah regarding the discovery of the first fire by Adam,
which according to the interpretation of some rabbis (e.g. Rabbi Shimon Sofer) was actually an
electrical current, and therefore the whole prohibition of electric use on Shabbat is actually an
ancient one. Examples of other rabbis that published their opinions on electricity and Halakha
during this period were Rabbi Chaim Yehuda Litvin, who thought that using a telephone on
Shabbat is permitted, and Rabbi Simcha Bamberger, who said that using an electric appliance on
Shabbat is forbidden because of the sparks created when closing an electric circuit.

The third chapter deals with responses and discussions made till the mid 1930’s, a period when
the Halakhic discussion became broader due to the increasing popularity of electric appliances
and the increasing technical knowledge of the rabbis dealing with the subject. Among the
European scholars dealing with the topic are Rabbi Yakov Shorr, who ruled that closing an
electric circuit creates a cardinal change in the electric appliance, and therefore is prohibited due
to metaken kli, and Rabbi David Tzvi Hoffmann, who strengthened the stringent approach of his
predecessors. Two North American rabbis wrote on the subject, and reached some interesting
and different conclusions: Rabbi Yehudah Yudel Rosenberg from Canada stated that using an
electric light on Yom Tov is permitted, and Rabbi Chaim Hirschensohn of New Jersey who

permitted the use of the electric light even on Shabbat. The articles of Rabbi Shlomo Frankfurter
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Abstract

In this work, I wish to examine the approach of various rabbinical figures towards the
phenomenon of electricity, during 1875-1940, by examining the Halakhic responsa written
during this period.

In the Introduction, I examine the unique aspects of the Halakhic discourse concerning
electricity, and the main Halakhic questions dealt with during these years in the Halakhic
literature, in relation to previous research made into Orthodox Jewish Society in the 19™ and 20"

centuries. The main Halakhic questions concerning electricity were: 1. The use of an electric

light on Shabbat — Is the incandescent light considered fire? Is combustion needed to define the

prohibition of lighting a fire? 2. The use of electric light on Jewish Holidays (Yom Tov) — On

Jewish Holidays, kindling a fire is allowed, but there is a prohibition of creating new fire. What
are the exact definitions of this prohibition? And what are the implications for electricity? 3.The

use of electricity for Positive Commandments — can the electric light be used for religious ritual

use — Shabbat candles, Hanukkah candles, etc.

In the First Part, I provide a chronological, historical overview of the main responsa and
discussions concerning electricity.

The first chapter deals with one of the first rabbis who dealt with the subject: Rabbi Yitzhak
Schmelkes of Lvov, who ruled stringently on all the main questions he raised: He saw the
electric bulb light as a fire. Therefore, turning on an incandescent light on Shabbat violates a
biblical prohibition (mav’ir). But Rabbi Schmelkes also ruled that even if the electric appliance
does not involve heat or light, turning it on and off is forbidden. He stated that creating a current
is analogous to creating a new fragment scent in one’s clothes (molid reicha) by using a
problematic interpretation of the Talmudic source in Masechet Beitza. Rabbi Schmelkes dealt
with two main Halakhic questions concerning the subject: The lack of direct relation between
one’s action and its consequence (Grama), and the problem of identifying the incandescent light
with fire, even though there is no combustion during the process. Rabbi Schmelkes ruled in all
these issues unequivocally to the more stringent option, and even when he had some hesitations,
he rejected them quickly. According to the introduction he wrote to his Halakhic Responsa, Beit
Yitzchak, we can put these rulings in a broad philosophical context. He states that a Posek

Halakha should always interpret the law according to “the author’s intention”, preferring the

\
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