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Author's Introduction

IN RECENT GENERATIONS the posekim have disagreed about the electric shaver: does it fall
under the prohibition of shaving with a razor (zz'ar), or does it have only the status of
scissors (misparayim)? Many of the Aharonim have already written on this at length, yet I
decided to look into the matter as well, as far as my limited understanding allows, and to
clarify the essential law from the words of the Talmud and the posekim. With the help of
Hashem, blessed be He, I begin.
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CHAPTER ONE

What Hashhatah Means
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“A shaving that involves destruction: that is a razor.”

— Makkot 21a

THE TORAH STATES (Vayikra 19:27):

You shall not round off the corner of your head,

and you shall not destroy the corner of your
beard.

And regarding the kohanim it states (Vayikra 21:5):

And they shall not shave the corner of their beard.

The Gemara in Makkot (21a) teaches:

The Rabbis taught: One might think that even if
he shaved it with scissors he would be liable;
therefore the Torah says, ‘you shall not destroy.’
If it had said only ‘you shall not destroy,” one
might think that even if he removed it with
tweezers or a plane he would be liable; therefore
the Torah says, ‘they shall not shave.” How so? A

shaving that involves destruction: that is a razor.

N1 DOWNT NX2 19PN K7
T3R1 NRD DX nPnwn

M237 N? DIPT NNDI

1M1 177X 2127 1327 1N

m> TN 271 KT’ 019012
2127 ,n°Nwn X7 °K .N°nwn X
21077171 BPYNA WY 19°DN

M0 XD 15 TN ,2%n KT

LINAWN 12 oW M2 ,78%0 Ri
ayn At NN i
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We see, then, that one is liable for shaving the beard only with a shaving that involves

destruction (bashhatah), that is, with a razor; one who shaves with scissors is not liable, since

shaving with them involves no hashhatah.

Shaves - n1% Destroys - nnnUn

071201 s pleamilchrire

Scissors Tweezers, plane

Not liable Not liable

Liable only when both are present: a normal shaving tool that also destroys.

FIGURE 1. The Gemara's test (Makkot 21a). Scissors shave but do not destroy; tweezers and a plane
destroy but are not a normal way of shaving. Only a tool that does both — a razor — carries
liability.

The Rivan explains there:

‘And they shall not shave the corner of their 0°171 23 1M23° KD DIPT NRD
beard’ is said of the kohanim, and ‘you shall not 1P NND NX N°Mwn 891,271

destroy the corner of your beard’ of Israelites; we J5 11°a5" 203 X2

MNBT N7 "NiT My 797132
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learn each from the other through a gezerah
shavab, from the word pe‘ab that appears in

both, etc.
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And there (s.v. Lo tashhit) he explains the difference between shaving with scissors and

shaving with a razor:

Scissors do not destroy, since they do not cut the PNW 0°N°Nwn 11°K 0°720101
hair at its base, as a razor does. YNNI PPy T8 YW PN

Tosafot in Nazir (40b, s.v. Detanya) write likewise:

With scissors there is no hashhatah, since they do 1°RW INAWN 822 0719012
not remove the hair from its base and its root. WA 1PPYN YW 53

See also Rabbenu Peretz on Makkot (20a), who writes regarding rounding the head:

From here there is proof that rounding the head is MR WNRAT NOPAT 1PN 1RIN
forbidden only with a razor but permitted with 59X YN KoK T1INK

scissors, since it teaches, ‘one who evens his TWnA NPT > 01D0na
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temples’: with scissors one cannot make them

even, but a razor leaves none of the hair at all.

The words of the Rishonim make the essential difference between a razor and scissors clear: a
razor cuts the hair close to its base and root and leaves nothing of it, while scissors do not cut
the hair from its base but leave some of it. Therefore, whenever the hair is removed from its

base until the skin is completely smooth, that is hashhatah.

There is no hint in the words of Hazal that the essential difference between a razor and
scissors depends on how the implement works, whether the hair is cut by one blade or by
two. The whole difference is whether or not the shaving involves hashbatah. Accordingly,
even an implement that works the way scissors do, if it cuts the hair from its base until

nothing of it remains, should be considered a shaving that involves hashhatah.
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Know that a razor does not pull out the root of the hair, which lies hidden beneath the skin;
it only cuts the hair close to the surface of the skin. Even when one stretches the skin while
shaving, so that the hair is cut slightly below the surface, the rootis not pulled out but stays in

its place beneath the skin.

So when the Rishonim wrote that a razor cuts the hair from its base and root, they must have
meant not the root hidden within the skin but the base of the hair near the surface, which
cannot be seen after shaving. The hashhatab the Torah speaks of, then, does not depend on
actually pulling out the root of the hair, but on cutting the hair so close to the skin that

nothing of it is left standing out and visible to the eye.

See also the commentary of the Rosh on Nazir (59a), who explains the difference between a

razor and scissors:

And he knew that with scissors it is impossible to 11237 WAN °N 0°7190727 YT
shave them so close to the skin. w35 7m0 70 9o

He means that scissors differ from a razor in that, because of the way they work, they cannot
cut the hair right at the skin as a razor does: their two blades cut against each other and one of
them inevitably comes between the hair and the skin, so some of the hair remains after

shaving.

A razor is different: its blade cuts the hair right at the skin, leaving nothing that can be seen.
According to the Rosh, then, the essential difference between a razor and scissors is how
close to the skin the cut is made: a razor cuts the hair right at its base, while scissors leave some

of it.

~
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Direction of stroke

_—>

Razor blade

One edge does

Cut flush with the skin & the cutting

Skin surface

FIGURE 2. A4 razor. A single edyge glides along the skin and cuts the hair at the skin line; nothing
holds the bair but its root. Not to scale.

4 N
1. Blades open 2 - Blades close
The hair stands between the two edges The edges pass, shearing the hair
Upper blade
4—
Lower blade -

FIGURE 3. Scissors. The hair is trapped between two edges and sheared where they pass; the lower
blade stands between the hair and the skin and leaves a stub as tall as itself. Not to scale.
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Rabbenu Yehonatan of Lunel writes similarly in his commentary on Makkot (Mishnah 7):

‘And he is not liable until he removes it with a ,yN2a 1120°W TV 27717 11°K)
razor’ — that is, some of the root of the hair WD NP IRWIW 1193

remains within the flesh, but it does not protrude YK AN WA TN A

1212w 113 YN 12
0°>719013

outside, as it protrudes with scissors.

He states explicitly that after a razor shave the base of the hair remains hidden within the flesh
and nothing of it protrudes, whereas with scissors some of the hair remains protruding above

the skin.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Electric Shaver
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“With scissors it is permitted, since they involve no hashbatab, for the

hair can still be seen there.”
— Nimukei Yosef, Makkot 3b

ELECTRIC SHAVERS, as is well known, do not work exactly as a razor does. A razor cuts the
hair with its edge, which touches the skin itself with nothing in between, and it cuts the hair
level with the surface of the skin (though it does not uproot it from the inner root). An
electric shaver, by contrast, has a thin metal screen that separates the blades from the skin: the
screen is what touches the skin, the hairs enter through its holes, and the blades set inside it

cut them.

Some shavers boast of a method called “Lift and Cut,” as if one blade lifts the hair and
another cuts it. In truth, however, it has become clear that almost all these shavers work in
the same basic way. When the shaver is pressed, the screen pushes the soft skin slightly down;
the hair then stands out further and enters the holes of the screen, where it is cut by the blades

moving rapidly beneath it.

When the pressure is released and the skin returns to its natural place, the hair turns out to be
cut close and to look truly level with the surface of the skin, so that it can be detected neither

by sight nor by touch.
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One head, seen from above Cross-section through the slots

Cutter (spins)
.

The cutter cuts
the hair here

Hairs poke through the slots.
A cutter spins just behind
them.

Screen pressed
on the skin

Skin domes
up into each
slot

FIGURE 4. A4 rotary shaver. The bairs enter the slots of the screen, and the cutter spinning just
bebind it cuts them there, close to the skin. Not to scale.

Shaver lifted

Cut at the Cut end level
hole ~ with the skin
Skin pushed
down
1+ Pressing down 2 - The blade cuts it 3+ The skin returns
The skin is pushed slightly down, The blade moving just behind the The skin goes back to its place,
so the hair stands out further and screen cuts the hair at the hole. and the cut end is level with it.

enters a hole.

FIGURE 5. How most shavers cut. Pressed against the face, the screen pushes the skin slightly down;
the bair stands out further, enters a bole and is cut there by the moving blade. When the skin

returns to its place, the cut end looks level with it. Not to scale.

In practice, then, the result is very similar whether one shaves with a razor or with a shaver:
the hair is cut down to the surface of the skin. The essential difference between them lies in
how they work: the razor touches the skin, while in the shaver a screen stands in between. Yet

the shavers too shave the hair close to the skin, completely smooth.

11
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We already explained above that scissors normally leave some of the hair protruding above

the skin and cannot shave as close to the skin as a razor does.

I tested this myself. I shaved a small area of my neck with scissors and found that the blades
cannot be brought that close to the skin: when I tried to press them right against it, the skin
was cut and bled. Moreover, because of the thickness of the lower blade, the hair cannot be
cut any closer to the skin than that thickness, since this blade stands between the place of the
cut and the skin. Some of the hair must therefore remain protruding, even when the scissors
are brought as close to the skin as possible. From what I saw, the hair that remains is about
one or two millimeters long, though there is no fixed measure; it all depends on the thickness

of the blades, the thickness of the hair and how one shaves.

We must therefore ask: do these shavers have the status of a razor, because they cut the hair

right at the skin, or the status of scissors, because of the way they work?

One cannot dismiss this by arguing that since a shaver's shave is not always as smooth as that
of an actual razor, it involves no hashhatah. Even with a razor itself, how close the cut comes
to the skin is not the same in every shave; it depends on the sharpness of the razor, how hard it

is pressed, how the skin is stretched and how many times it passes over the same spot.

Sometimes, even after a razor shave, some hair remains that was not cut right at the skin, yet
the razor does not cease to be a razor because of this. In recent generations, too, razors with
several blades have been made, to bring the cut even closer to the skin. So a razor's hashhatah
does notdepend on every shave actually being completely smooth, but on its way of shaving:

it cuts the hair close to its base.

With shavers, too, there are people, especially those whose beard hair is soft and fine, for
whom the shave is so smooth that no difference at all can be seen between it and an actual

razor shave.

Nor do we find in the words of Hazal any exact measure of how much of the hair must
remain above the skin for the shave not to count as hashhatah. From the words of the

Nimukei Yosef, who wrote that scissors involve no hashhatah “for the hair can still be

12
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seen there,” one may infer that whenever the hair cannot be seen after shaving, there is room

to judge it as hashbatah, even if some tiny amount of it remains that the eye cannot see.

In my humble opinion, in how close it cuts to the skin and in the result of the shave, the
shaver resembles a razor more than scissors. It is made to cut the hair very close to its base,
until nothing of it remains that can be seen, whereas with ordinary scissors the blade cuts the

hair only where the opposite blade meets it, and so some of the hair remains.

And although the shaver has a thin metal screen separating the blades from the skin, this
separation alone does not prove that there is no hashbatah here, since in the end the hair may
be cut so close to its base that nothing of it can be seen. In how close it cuts and in the result

of the shave, then, the shaver resembles a razor more than ordinary scissors.

Now, the main reasoning of those who permit the shaver, comparing it to scissors, is that its
blades do not cut the hair by their sharpness alone, as a razor does, but press it against the
edges of the holes in the screen until it is cut. They therefore held that the screen acts like the
second blade of a pair of scissors: the hair is cut by two parts working against each other, and

this is not a shaving that involves hashhatah.

It seems, however, that there is a fundamental difference between them, for two reasons.
First, with ordinary scissors the lower blade stands between the place of the cut and the skin,
so the hair is not cut right at its base; in a shaver, by contrast, the screen is extremely thin and
cannot keep the blade from cutting the hair close to its base, so that the result of the shave is
like that of a razor. This is especially so when the shaver is pressed firmly against the skin: the
screen is then pressed onto the flesh, and the inner blades can come very close to the surface
of the skin and cut the hair right at its base, until almost no remaining hair can be seen on the

skin.

Second, they differ even in the act of cutting itself. With scissors the two blades cut against
each other, and both take part in the cutting. In a shaver, by contrast, the screen is not made
like a knife and has no edge that cuts the hair; all it does is hold the hair and keep it in place

against the inner blade, and the blade cuts it as it passes over the screen. The cut, then, is not
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made by two blades, as with scissors, but by a single blade alone, and the screen merely helps

hold the hair in place while it is cut.

Accordingly, the shaver's action should not be compared to scissors; on the contrary, it is
more like a razor, where the cut is made by a single blade, especially since the result of the

shave is that the hair is cut right at its base.

If so, one must wonder why they chose to compare these shavers to scissors because of how
they cut, rather than to a razor because they destroy the hair, especially since these shavers are
designed from the start to shave the hair close to the skin, unlike ordinary scissors, which are
not normally used that way. One must therefore ask: just because the hair is cut against the
screen, should the shaver be regarded as scissors, even though the result of the shave is the
destruction of the hair, as with a razor? This is all the more so since, as explained, even the act

of cutting itself is not entirely like that of scissors.

14
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CHAPTER THREE

The Screen as a Second Blade
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“Scissors do not destroy, since they do not cut the hair at its base, as a

razgor does.”
— Rivan, Makkot 21a

I SAW THAT She'elot uTeshuvot Yoru Mishpatecha by Rav Gideon Ben Moshe (26) cites
his teacher, Rav Ben Tzion Abba Shaul, as permitting shavers whose blade does not cut the
hair by itself but only together with the screen, since in such a case they are like scissors ke ezn

taar.

He explained that the hair enters the holes of the screen and the blade presses it against the
edges of the holes until it is cut, as the two blades of a pair of scissors help each other. He also
wrote that certain shavers were tested and it was found that the blade does not cut without

the help of the screen.

With all due respect to his Torah stature, in my humble opinion this proof is not enough to
decide that the shaver has the status of scissors. Even if we accept that the blade cuts the hair
only with the help of the screen, it has still not been shown that its shave therefore involves

no hashhatah.

Hazal did not say that any cut made by two parts working against each other is permitted;
they said that one is liable only for a shaving that involves hashbatah. As for why scissors are
permitted, the Rishonim have already explained the reason: with them the hair is not
removed from its base. From where, then, could we learn from this a permission for the
shaver, which, even if it cuts the way scissors do, is capable of cutting the hair close to its base,

as a razor does?
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One should further note that even if we prove that the blade does not cut the hair without
the help of the screen, this is no proof that the screen counts as the second blade of a pair of
scissors in halachah. It may be that the screen only holds the hair in place against the blade so
that the blade can cut it, and not everything that helps a blade cut thereby becomes scissors.
Nor do we find in the words of Hazal that whenever the hair is cut against something else, it
is no longer shaving with a razor. Rather, one must determine whether there is an act of

shaving that involves hashhatab here; clarifying the manner of cutting alone is not enough.

Furthermore, the rav mentioned explains the Rivan's words in a forced way. The Rivan
wrote that scissors do not destroy “since they do not cut the hair at its base, as a razor
does.” He takes “base” (zkar) to mean not the base and root of the hair but the essential part
of the cut: scissors do not cut the hair by the force of a single blade, but by two blades
working against each other. According to his explanation, the difference between a razor and
scissors depends not on how far the hair is destroyed but on how the implement works. He
added that, since Maran ruled in the Shulhan Aruch that scissors are permitted even ke 'ein

ta ar, it is more reasonable to explain the Rivan this way.

In my humble opinion this explanation is difficult. The plain sense of the words is that the
tkar spoken of here is the base of the hair, not of the blade. This is also proven from Tosafot
in Nazir (40b), who wrote “since they do not remove the hair from its base and its
root”: these words cannot be explained as referring to the edge of the blade, only to the
actual base of the hair. Rabbenu Yehonatan of Lunel likewise explained that with a razor the
hair does not protrude outside the flesh, whereas with scissors it does. The words of these
three Rishonim thus agree: the difference depends on what remains of the hair after shaving,

and we do not find that they mentioned any distinction between one blade and two.

Proof of this can be brought even from the words of the Rosh cited above, who wrote that
scissors cannot shave as close to the skin as a razor does. If the permission depended on two
blades taking part in the cut, what difference would it make whether or not they can shave
close to the skin? Even if they cut right at the skin, they would still be permitted because of

the two blades.
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It therefore seems that there is reason for concern here under the rule that a doubtin a Torah
law is treated stringently (safek de'oraita lehumra). For by Torah law only a razor is
forbidden, not scissors, and it has not been settled which of the two the electric shaver should

be compared to.

In truth, the Torah did not forbid a razor as such; it wrote “you shall not destroy” and
“they shall not shave,” and Hazal derived from these verses that although scissors shave,
they do not perform hashhatah. This does not, however, exclude other implements from the
prohibition: anyone who shaves with an implement that both shaves and performs

hashhatah transgresses it.

17
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Shaving That Destroys
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“It was the practice of idolatrous priests to destroy their beards; therefore

the Torah forbade destroying the beard.”
— Rambam, Hilchot Avodah Zarah 12:7

ONE SHOULD FURTHER note the underlying reason for the prohibition of destroying the
beard, as the Rambam writes in Hilchot Avodah Zarah (12:7):

It was the practice of idolatrous priests to destroy
Torah forbade
destroying the beard. The beard has five corners:

their beards; therefore the
the upper cheek and the lower cheek on the right,
and likewise on the left, and the tip of the beard.
One receives lashes for each corner, and if he
removed them all at once, he receives five sets of
lashes. He is not liable until he shaves it with a
razor, as it says, ‘and you shall not destroy the
corner of your beard’ — a shaving that involves
destruction. Therefore, if he shaved his beard
with scissors, he is patur. The one being shaved
does not receive lashes unless he assists. A woman
may destroy her beard if she has hair on her chin,

and if she destroyed a man's beard, she is patur.
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The Rambam first gives the reason for the prohibition — that idolatrous priests used to
destroy their beards, and therefore the Torah forbade destroying the beard — and only
afterward explains that one is liable only with a razor, which is a shaving that involves
destruction. This implies that what matters is not the name “razor” alone but a manner of
shaving that involves hashhatah; indeed, he states the reason explicitly, for he is not content

with the word “razor” but adds “a shaving that involves destruction.”

Accordingly, one may say that any other implement that works by shaving the hair close to
its base, until nothing of it can be seen, falls under a shaving that involves bashbatah. The
shavers common today, designed from the start to shave the beard close to the skin as a razor
does, therefore bear a resemblance to the essential hashhatah the Torah forbade, even

though they do not cut in exactly the same way as a razor.

Indeed, we already find Aharonim who were stringent even about shaving with scissors,
where the hair is cut close to its base until nothing of it can be seen. See the words of the Beit
Hillel, cited in She'elot uTeshuvot Shemesh Tzedakah (Yoreh De'ah 61) and noted by Rabbi
Akiva Eiger in his glosses to the Shulhan Aruch (Yoreh De'ah 181):

In Ashkenaz it was the custom to cut hair with scissors using both points, and they
would uproot all the hairs so that no hair could be seen, as with a razor; this is a severe
prohibition. It is indeed a strong argument, and one should be concerned for it —
follow the reason: there is no greater hashbatahb than removing the hairs from their

base.

Likewise, Rav Shmuel Landau, son of the Noda BiYehuda, writes in She'elot uTeshuvot
Noda BiYehuda (Mahadura Tinyana, Yoreh De'ah 81) that it is forbidden to shave with a

stone whose sharp points cut the hair close to its base:

It is certainly an outright prohibition, and truly like a razor. For the sharp points of
the stone, the tziporen shamir, shave and cut the hairs from their base; this is a
shaving that involves destruction, and the stone performs the act of a razor, whose

sharpness cuts the hairs. What difference is there whether the hairs are cut with an

19
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iron razor or with any stone? In the end it cuts the hair close to the base, unlike
scissors; this is called a shaving that involves destruction, and it is the act of a razor and

forbidden by Torah law, etc.

See also She'elot uTeshuvot Maharsham (vol. 2, 243), who cites She'elot uTeshuvot Min
HaShamayim as stringent about scissors that leave no hair at all, and is himself stringent on

this as well.

Their words make clear that the matter depends not on the name of the implement alone but
on how close to the skin it cuts: whenever the hair is cut close to its base, as a razor cuts it, that
counts as a shaving that involves hashhatah. There is reason for concern, then, with today's
shavers as well, which normally shave the hair close to the skin until nothing of it can be seen;

the separating screen alone does not prove that they involve no hashhatah.

Therefore, even if the electric shaver is not literally a razor, it is still reasonable to regard its
action as a shaving that involves hashhatah, and there is concern that one who shaves with it
transgresses a Torah prohibition — all the more so since, as explained above, its shave is

closer to a razor's than to that of scissors.

Who, then, would dare to permit so severe a prohibition because of a thin screen between the
blades and the skin, when in the end the shaver performs the act of a razor, cutting the hair
close to its base until nothing of it can be seen? How can we be lenient where a Torah
prohibition may be involved, and rule leniently for the public in something people stumble
over every day — especially when one who destroys his beard with a razor incurs five sets of
lashes, one for each corner? It therefore seems that these shavers should not be permitted

without clear proof that their manner of shaving has the status of scissors and not of a razor.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Scissors “Like a Razor”
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“But Rav too said ‘with a razor’! — Like a razor.”
— Nazir S8b

SOME HAVE SOUGHT to be lenient on the basis of the Gemara in Nazir (58b):

Rav said: A person may remove the hair of his 1012 95 OTR Hpon ,27 NN
whole body with a razor. Rashi explains that this i) ]SNW U WD) jyn:

does not involve ‘a man shall not wear a woman's noRw 923 wabt XY O1wn
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garment.’ The Gemara objected from a baraita: One
who removes the hair of the armpit or the pubic
area receives lashes! It answered: This one is with a
razor, that one is with scissors. It objected: But Rav NiT 1% m -FIP1’? MmN mayn
too said ‘with a razor’! It answered: Like a razor. N Wpim .0°°790N2 NiT yN2a

1°¥2 ,1%¥7°M AnKPp 9yn1 °n1 29
an

We see that there is a way of shaving with scissors called “like a razor” (ke'ein ta'ar) —
shaving with them close to the skin as a razor does — and yet they do not have the status of an
actual razor. See Tosafot in Shevuot (2b, s.v. Hayav al harosh), who write that even the beard

may be shaved with scissors ke ein ta'ar; this is also the view of several Rishonim.

From this they sought to learn that even a shaver, although it shaves close to the skin as a razor

does, has only the status of scissors ke'ein ta ‘ar, which were permitted even for shaving the

beard.
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We must, however, examine the essential definition of the scissors ke ‘ez ta ‘ar mentioned in
the Gemara: does it mean shaving with them right at the skin until nothing of the hair
remains, or only a shave closer to the skin than with ordinary scissors, in which some of the

hair still remains? Rashi there (s.v. Ke'ein ta ar) explains:

That he cut with scissors close to the flesh, like a °yD wab 71102 0°100M12 AW
razor. Tyn

One may infer from his words that he did not write that one cuts the hair from its base and
root, like an actual razor, but “close to the flesh,” which implies that even with scissors
ke'ein ta'ar some of the hair remains, only itis very short. Accordingly, there is no proof from
here to permit a shaver that cuts the hair so close to its base that nothing visible of it remains,
since it may be that scissors ke'ein ta'ar were permitted only when their shave does not

involve complete hashhatabh.

Further support for this can be brought from the words of the Rambam in Hilchot Nezirut

(5:11):

A nazir who shaved a single hair receives lashes, 12,777 NAR 7w 02w 17
whether with a razor or with scissors, provided he AXXOW NI, N1 172 N2

cut it from its base, like a razor. Likewise, if he TWHN OX 191 .90 Y3 AN

TARY 230 TR P12 172
712y KD WWN? IR ,0RANN0

plucked it by hand, he receives lashes. This applies
both to the one who shaves and to the one being

shaved, as it says, ‘a razor shall not pass over his
head.’ But if he left enough of it to bend its tip to >7 1317 371 ORY R 99
its base, he does not receive lashes, for this is not ,.'lpf? 1PN ,TIPYR TR ’]1377

like a razor. YN YD MPRY

It is explicit here that whenever one leaves enough of the hair to bend its tip to its base, it is
notincluded in ke'ein ta ar. From this one may infer that the expression “ke’ein ta’ar” does

not necessarily denote a shaving that destroys the hair completely, like an actual razor; even
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when some of the hair remains, as long as it is less than enough to bend its tip to its base, it

may be included in ke'ein ta'ar. The Meiri (Nazir 34a) writes likewise.

See Nazir (39b), where it says:

The Rabbis have established that in every seven P Avaw o 11217 1% oo
days the hair grows enough to bend its tip to its WK 719% 73 K> RONN
base. Yo

So the measure of enough to bend its tip to its base is the amount the hair grows in seven
days. It follows that even after six days, when the hair has already grown and is clearly visible,
itis still less than enough to bend its tip to its base, and so falls under ke'ein ta ‘ar with regard

to the laws of the nazir.

And as is known in reality, beard hair can grow about two or three millimeters in six days, an
amount anyone can see. So it is possible for the hair to be visible and protruding, and yet still

to fall under ke'ein ta ar.

It seems that the source of the Rambam's words here is the statement of Rav Hisda in Nazir
(40a): “For lashes, one [hair]; to invalidate [his final shaving], two; and to nullify [his
count], it is nullified only with most of his head, and with a razor.” The Gemara there
concludes: “Rather, say: like a razor.” The plain sense is that “with a razor” applies also to

the last clause, about nullifying the nazir's count, with which Rav Hisda ended his words.

Now, we learned there (39b) that a nazir whom bandits shaved, leaving enough to bend its
tip to its base, does not nullify his count; this implies that whenever they did not leave this
amount, it is nullified, even though he was not shaved from the base and root itself. If so,
were we to say that ke'ein ta'ar applies only when the hair is removed completely from its
base, it would be difficult: how could Rav Hisda say that the count is nullified only ke'ein
ta ar, when even if some of the hair remains, as long as it is less than enough to bend, the

count is nullified?
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On this point the Rishonim disagree. Tosafot in Nazir (40a, s.v. Uveta ar) write:

It seems that it refers to the first clause, that he HPf? 1NT RWINR NPT IR
receives lashes only with a razor; but he nullifies 53910 NI PR ,IYNa KON

[his count] even when it is not ke'ein ta'ar: with 2113 XOX YN PYI 11K )

12177 X9T XI°7 M0 WK
PYD 11 RDPT YR 7197 710
ayn

most of his head, he nullifies it wherever they did
not leave enough to bend, even though it is not

ke'ein ta'ar.

They thus distinguished between lashes and nullifying the count: for lashes, ke'ein ta'ar is
required, whereas to nullify the count it is enough that not enough was left to bend its tip to
its base, even though this is not ke ein ta ‘ar. According to them, then, one cannot prove from
the law of nullifying the count that anything less than enough to bend its tip to its base is

ke'ein ta ar.

As for the Rambam, however, one may say that he followed the plain sense of Rav Hisda's
words, that ke ein ta'ar applies also to nullifying the count, and he therefore explained that
the measure of ke 'ein ta'aris whenever one did not leave enough to bend its tip to its base. So
his view is explained by the Lehem Mishneh there, the Keren Orah on Nazir (40a, s.v. Amar
Rav Hisda), the Hazon Ish (Nazir 140:10) and Sefer Sha'ul Sha'al (Yoreh De'ah 132:1).
According to this, in the Rambam's view the definition of ke'ein ta'ar is not limited to
removing the hair from its very base; even when some of it remains, as long as it has not

reached enough to bend its tip to its base, it is ke'ezn ta ar.

Admittedly, we find that the Maharam Schick on the Mitzvot (mitzvah 374) and the Aruch
HaShulhan HeAtid (Hilchot Nezirut 15:8-9) explained the Rambam's view difterently: a
nazir receives lashes for “a razor shall not pass over his head” only when he cut the hair
from its very base. When the Rambam wrote that if he left enough to bend its tip to its base
he does not receive lashes, he did not mean that anything less makes him liable to lashes for a
razor, but that it involves another prohibition, “he shall be holy” or “he shall not profane

his word,” or rabbinic lashes.
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Nevertheless, the plain sense of the Rambam's language, “But if he left enough of it to
bend its tip to its base, he does not receive lashes, for this is not like a razor,” implies
that the measure of enough to bend is what takes it out of ke'ein ta ‘ar, and with less than this
itis still ke ezn ta'ar. This is especially so since the beginning of his words deals with lashes for
the nazir's shaving, and he made no mention here of another prohibition or of rabbinic

lashes. It therefore seems that the first explanation fits his language more comfortably.

But even according to Tosafot, for whom ke ein ta‘ar means complete hashhatah, there is no

proof from here to permit shavers. Tosafot in Nazir (40a, s.v. Uveta ar) wrote:

Like a razor, that uproots the hair and destroys it 1N AWM AYWT P VN YD
from its base. 1M P’VD

And they wrote there (39b, s.v. Kol shebu):

To include all means of removal, provided that it X{7°w 72521 1”722y 90 ML
is like a razor: from its base, from its root, MAID WAWN 1Y YN 17D
completely.

So their view is explained by the Minhat Hinuch (mitzvah 373:1) and the Hazon Ish (Nazir
140:10): for lashes it is not enough that one did not leave enough to bend its tip to its base;

the hair must be cut from its very base.

Nevertheless, Tosafot themselves in Nazir (40b, s.v. Detanya) wrote regarding destroying
the beard:

With scissors there is no hashbatabh, since they do 1PRW INNWH 8°P 0710077
not remove the hair from its base and its root. WA 1PN YW 5011

According to them, then, scissors do not destroy the hair from its base as a razor does, even

though we find scissors called ke 'ein ta'ar.
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It follows that, either way, there is no proof from this sugya to permit shavers. According to
the Rambam, as explained, the expression ke 'ein ta‘ar may include even a shave after which
some of the hair remains, so there is no proof that the scissors that were permitted destroy the
hair completely. And according to Tosafot, although they explained ke ¢in ta ‘ar for a nazir as
complete bashhatah, regarding the beard they wrote explicitly that scissors involve no

hashhatab because they do not remove the hair from its base and root.

One therefore cannot prove from the permission of scissors ke ein ta ‘ar that a shaver whose
result is like that of an actual razor is permitted; it must still be determined whether its shave

destroys the hair, as explained above.

In my humble opinion, there is no room to distinguish two levels in shaving the beard with
scissors: a mere shave that leaves some of the hair, and a shave very close to the skin, called
“ke’ein ta’ar,” that removes the hair from its base and root. If that were so, there would be a

difficulty either way.

If such shaving counts as hashhatah and is forbidden by Torah law, the Gemara in Makkot
should have distinguished between one kind of scissors and another, instead of stating

without qualification that scissors are excluded from “you shall not destroy.”

And if it is permitted, why do Tosafot themselves write further on (40b, s.v. Detanya) that
scissors are permitted because “there is no hashbatab, since they do not remove the
hair from its base and its root”? On this view, scissors ke ein ta ‘ar do remove the hair from
its base and are permitted nonetheless! Tosafot should then have stated explicitly that even
complete hashhatah is permitted with scissors, since that is the greater novelty and the one

that needed saying.

Rather, it must be that scissors have only one level: they never remove the hair from its base

and root, even when one shaves with them ke'ein ta ar.
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Moreover, the Sifra (Kedoshim 6:4) teaches:

‘And you shall not destroy the corner of your 7 ,73P1 NRD DX N°Iwn K9
beard’ — why does the Torah say this? Since it ANDY IANKIY °9° 901> TInon

says, ‘and they shall not shave the corner of their J91 15K H19° M3 XY DIpt

,2°°1 71°77° IYN20 010002
NND N mwn X727 9 Tnbn

beard,” one might think that even if he shaved it
with scissors as with a razor, he would be liable;
therefore the Torah says, ‘you shall not destroy
the corner of your beard.” One might think that LP?NI TLP? 127X 212 77PN
even if he removed them with tweezers or a plane 712 T\nN>N ,2%°1 71°7° *10°77
he would be liable; therefore the Torah says, ‘and ,T¥% KT .MmDr KD DIpN”

. b %)
their beard they shall not shave’” How so? A IR T AR 12 B M9

shaving that involves destruction: that is a razor.
ayn m

The Sifra, the source of the baraita in Makkot, states explicitly that the scissors the Torah
excluded with “you shall not destroy” are scissors used “as with a razor,” and it is plain

that this is the very same “ke’ein ta’ar” mentioned in the Gemara.

Rabbenu Hillel, in his commentary on the Sifra there, explains the reason:

The Torah says ‘you shall not destroy’ — to PIDNY "N nwn K?” 9N
exclude scissors, which are not capable of  xy9 A nAWH 931897 071000

hashbatab, because they leave the bases of the NIV 7Y N o

hairs.

We see that even scissors “as with a razor” involve no hashhatah, because they always leave

the bases of the hairs.

Now, everything the Rishonim explain in the sugya in Makkot about why scissors are
permitted — that they do not destroy, because they do not cut the hair at its base — applies
equally to scissors ke 'ein ta'ar; there is no distinction between them at all, for they are one

and the same.
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Accordingly, one cannot rely on the explanation of some Aharonim who took scissors
“ke'ein ta'ar” to mean cutting the hair at its base exactly like a razor, as the Perishah writes

(Yoreh De'ah 181, note 3):

With scissors like a razor — that is, to cut all the hair until it is smooth as if he had cut

it with a razor; it is forbidden, etc.

The Hayei Adam (89:16) writes similarly, and other Aharonim followed them. Presumably
the Sifra cited above was not before them. Even without the Sifra, their words require
further study, for we do not find a single one of the great Rishonim who explains it this way

in the sugya in Makkot, which is the main sugya on this law.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Rambam's Patur

711D 0210072 1Pt NP7 OX 7287

“Therefore, if be shaved his beard with scissors, be is patur.”
— Rambam, Hilchot Avodah Zarah 12:7

IT THEREFORE SEEMS clear that anything that brings about hashbatah through shaving
falls under the “razor” the Torah forbade; the matter does not depend on the name of the
implement. And the “scissors ke’ezn ta’ar” that were permitted must be ones thatstill leave
some of the hair near its base and root. So even if we were to judge the shaver as scissors, since

it cuts the hair right at the skin and destroys it from its base, it does not share the permission

of scissors and should be forbidden.

This is all the more so according to the Rambam, who measures ke ein ta ‘ar by the hair that
remains: if one left enough to bend its tip to its base, it is not ke'ein ta'ar, and if less, it is.
When the hair is cut right at the skin, then, until nothing of it can be seen, this is not merely

“ke’ein ta’ar” but like an actual razor.

This applies especially to us Sephardim, who should follow the Rambam wherever the other

Rishonim among the Sages of Sepharad do not disagree with him.
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Beyond this, there is a further point to examine in the Rambam's words cited above, where
he wrote: “Therefore, if he shaved his beard with scissors, he is patur,” which implies

exempt but forbidden. Maran, in the Kesef Mishneh, already addressed this there:

Nevertheless, there is a difficulty in what he wrote, ‘if he shaved his beard with
scissors, he is patur, which implies that there is a prohibition; he should have said
‘permitted,” as with rounding the head. It seems one can say that he followed the
wording of the Mishnah and was not being precise, for it is permitted even at the

outset.

And so Maran ruled in the Shulhan Aruch (Yoreh De'ah 181:10):

One is liable for destroying the corners of the beard only with a razor, but with

scissors it is permitted, even like a razor.

Others before Maran, however, understood the Rambam's words literally. So writes the

Sefer HaHinuch (mitzvah 252):

The Rambam wrote, ‘and if he shaved with 0°700M2 19°1 AN 072n77 2D

SCiSSOl‘S, he is patur’; it appears from his words mhlG)s} NP]T-[ 1°9270 1IN ,_HUD

that he is merely exempt, but that it is forbidden 19 MY TIOK DX K1

to do so.

Maran's words in the Kesef Mishneh seem to require further study. The Rambam wrote in
the introduction to the Mishneh Torah that he composed it so that a person could learn the
entire Oral Torah from it, with no need for another book to know the law. Yet according to
the Kesef Mishneh, no one could grasp the Rambam’s intent here without knowing the

wording of the Mishnah.

Furthermore, in many places the Rambam departs from the wording of the Mishnah and the

Gemara and puts things in his own words. Why, then, did he choose the word patur here,

W
(=]



ON SHAVING THE BEARD WITH AN ELECTRIC SHAVER

which implies exempt but forbidden, rather than write “permitted,” if he truly meant to

permit it at the outset?

I also saw that the Gaon who wrote the Ma'aseh Roke'ah comments on the Kesef Mishneh's

words:

It implies that he means exempt but forbidden. However, Maran of blessed memory
proved that it is exempt and permitted; see there. Nevertheless, one may question why
he did not write the word ‘permitted,’ as he wrote regarding the law of the mustache

further on.

It follows that the Rambam's words need not be read as the Kesef Mishneh understood

them, and there is room to read them literally: exempt, but forbidden.

I also saw that Rav Ze'ev Wolf Turbowitz, in his book Ziv Mishneh, likewise disputes the

Kesef Mishneh, writing:

In my humble opinion, it would seem that this is not our master's view; rather, he
chose the word patur deliberately, to teach that it is forbidden. For he worded it
precisely, ‘if he shaved his beard,” meaning ke’ein ta'ar; therefore there is no liability

for it, but there is a prohibition.

Our master in fact drew this precision from the wording of the Mishnah in Makkot
20: ‘He is not liable until he removes it with a razor; Rabbi Eliezer says: even if he
removed it with tweezers or a plane, he is liable.” The Gemara there explains that
Rabbi Eliezer holds that these too perform shaving, that is, ke’ein ta'ar. The Tanna
Kamma chose the word ‘liable’ precisely — ‘he is not liable until he removes it with a
razor’ — to exclude tweezers and a plane, which are ke'ein ta'ar, for which he is
likewise not liable; this implies that there is no liability for it, but there is a

prohibition.

As for what the Kesef Mishneh wrote, ‘as with rounding the head,” where our master
did write ‘permitted’: there he did not use the word ‘shaving’ but ‘trimming,’ writing
in the preceding halachah, ‘it is permitted to trim the pe‘ot with scissors.” But as for

shaving ke'ein ta’ar, one can say that it is forbidden there too.
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Know that this is so, for in the next halachah our master wrote that the mustache may
be shaved, yet added, ‘although it is permitted, Israel did not practice destroying it,’
without mentioning a razor there. This implies that Israel did not practice destroying
it even with scissors ke'ein ta'ar. If so, for the beard and the pe’ot it is certainly
forbidden by law; but one is liable only with a razor, and it is permitted only with

scissors that are not ke'ein ta'ar. This requires further study; consider it carefully.

Like Rav Turbowitz, Rav Yosef Kafih reads the wording precisely in his commentary on the

Mishneh Torah, citing in support the Rambam's own words in his responsa:

Our master wrote in responsum 244: “The corners of the head are the two temples, and
the measure of hair one leaves there is the width of the temple, which is less than a
thumb. The corners of the beard are four: the upper cheek and the lower cheek on the
right side, and likewise the two cheeks on the left side. One may trim all the corners
with scissors. And so we always do — that is, we trim the corners of the head with
scissors — for only the destruction of a razor was forbidden. We were not commanded
to grow the [hair of the] temples, as the masses imagine; only the nazir was
commanded to grow his hair, and therefore if he shaved, he neglected a positive
commandment and transgressed a negative commandment. This is not so with the
corners; they involve only a negative commandment, and therefore there is no

obligation to grow them; only destruction was forbidden.’

Now, our master was very precise in his wording, as was always his way. For what is
permitted he wrote, both in the halachah and in the responsum, ‘to trim’ — in his
Arabic, bpn?"? — and for the Torah prohibition he used ‘destruction with a razor’;

and later, in halachah 7, he wrote, ‘if he shaved his beard with scissors, he is patur.

His words are perfectly clear: trimming, that is, with scissors not ke'ein ta'ar, is
entirely permitted; shaving with scissors, that is, ke'ein ta'ar, is patur, which implies
that it is forbidden by rabbinic law; destruction with a razor is forbidden by Torah

law and one is liable.

These are precious words, showing how precise the Rambam was in his language,
distinguishing between one word and another, both in his responsum and in the Mishneh

Torah.
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I saw, however, that some Aharonim (Olat Yitzhak vol. 1, 39; Yosef Kemah 44) drew the
opposite conclusion from the Rambam's responsum. But their words rest on a version that
does not follow the Arabic original; in their text it reads: “One may trim all the corners

with scissors.”

Rav Kafih addressed this and settled the matter:

The translator of our master's responsa in the Mekitzei Nirdamim edition was not
precise; despite our master's precision there — 0p? for trimming, P71 for shaving —
he translated everything as shaving, and thereby blurred our master's precision and

his position.

Rav Kafih further wrote there:

See She'elot uTeshuvot Hacham Tzvi, appendices, 26: ‘Regarding the corners of the
head our master wrote “permitted,” and regarding the beard “patur,” implying that it
is forbidden. The Kesef Mishneh already commented on this (below, halachah 7) and
holds that it is not precise. But that is forced, given that Rabbenu Moshe was precise
in his reading. What seems right to me is that our master holds that under the law of
destroying the corners there is no issue with scissors, since they do not destroy, but
under the law of women's adornment it should be forbidden. The Mishnah too is
precise, for it teaches only “he is not liable,” not “permitted,” and that is because of
adornment. Regarding the corners of the head, [women's adornment] does not apply;

on the contrary, growing them and their hair is a beauty for them.’

These words are astonishing: since he knew that Rabbenu Moshe was precise in his
reading, how did he fail to notice the precision of his language, ‘trim’ versus ‘shave’?

Clearly none of this is needed, and the correct view is as I wrote.

What emerges from all this is that according to the Rambam, only shaving with scissors that
are not ke'ein ta ‘aris permitted; shaving with scissors ke '‘ezn ta ‘ar is exempt but forbidden by
rabbinic law, and the measure of ke'ein ta'ar is leaving less than “enough to bend its tip to
its base.” But a shave that involves hashbatah, as is common with shavers, is forbidden by

Torah law, and one is liable for it.

[O5]
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CHAPTER SEVEN

What the Eye Sees
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“Some of the root of the hair remains within the flesh, but it does not

protrude outside, as it protrudes with scissors.”

— Rabbenu Yehonatan of Lunel, Makkot

AFTER ALL THIS, I was shown photographs taken through a microscope, along with images
of shaving with an actual razor, and they show clearly that even after a razor shave some of the

hair still protrudes from the skin; it simply cannot be seen without magnification.

If so, one should say that the Torah forbade only a shaving that destroys the hair until the
skin looks smooth to onlookers, even though in truth a tiny amount of hair still protrudes,

for the Torah is not concerned with what the eye cannot see.

Accordingly, it is hard to understand the reasoning of those who are lenient with electric
shavers because a screen separates the blades from the skin, and who hold that the shaver
therefore has the status of scissors rather than of a razor. Even if we grant that the hair is cut
between the blades and the edges of the holes in the screen, like the two blades of scissors, the
screen is extremely thin and cannot hold the cut away from the skin as the lower blade of

scissors does; the hair is therefore cut right at the skin.

Furthermore, as explained above, what matters is not the name of the implement alone buta
shaving that involves hashhatah: cutting the hair close to its base until nothing of it can be
seen. This is found in electric shavers, whose whole design and purpose is to shave the hair as
close to the skin as possible, until the skin looks smooth, close to a razor shave. What

difference, then, does a different manner of cutting make, when in the end the very

hashbatab the Torah forbade is done with them?
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I'am therefore astonished at the many who are lenient with themselves in this matter. Many
people are strict with themselves about things that are mere stringencies, yet here, where a
severe Torah prohibition may be involved — one who destroys the five corners of his beard
with a razor incurs five sets of lashes — they are lenient in something they do several times a

week.

Surely, where a Torah prohibition may be involved, especially in something one can stumble
over constantly, it is proper to be stringent and to take into account those who forbid, rather

than enter into a doubtful prohibition for the sake of a smooth face.
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The Ruling

WHAT EMERGES FROM all of the above is that the “scissors ke'ein ta’ar” that Hazal
permitted mean only shaving with them as close to the skin as possible, while some of the hair
still stands out, visible to the onlooker. As the Nimukei Yosef wrote, scissors involve no
hashhatab “for the hair can still be seen there”; and as Rabbenu Yehonatan of Lunel

wrote, with a razor the hair “does not protrude outside, as it protrudes with scissors.”

But whenever the hair is cut so close to the skin that the onlooker can see nothing of it, that is
complete bashhatah: not ke'ein ta'ar, but the act of a razor. And although very close
inspection, or touch, may still detect a little, this does not matter, since even after a razor
shave a tiny amount of hair remains, and the Torah is concerned only with what people's

€ycs can sce.

Now, scissors can never shave as close to the skin as shavers do, since their two blades cut
against each other and one of them inevitably comes between the hair and the skin. As the
Rosh wrote, “with scissors it is impossible to shave them so close to the skin”; and as I
found when I tested it myself, one who presses them right against the skin cuts himself.
Shavers, by contrast, were designed from the start to shave close to the skin, and their shave

sometimes comes so close to a razor's that no difference can be seen, as explained above.

It therefore seems, in my humble opinion, that one should forbid a shaver that shaves the
hair so close to the skin that nothing of it can be seen, since there is concern that it falls under
ashaving that involves hashhatah. At the very least it is a doubtin a Torah prohibition, and a

doubtin a Torah law is treated stringently.

Even according to the Shulhan Aruch, who permitted scissors even ke 'ein ta ‘ar, there is no
g : |y
proof from this to permit a shaver that destroys the hair as a razor does, since it has not been

established that it is included among the scissors he permitted.
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Glossary

MEANING

The later halachic authorities, from about the sixteenth century

on

A teaching from the time of the Mishnah that was not included

in it
A title of honor for an outstanding Torah scholar

A rule of interpretation that links two verses through a shared

word
Jewish law; also a single numbered law of the Mishneh Torah

“Destruction” of the beard, which the Torah forbids (Vayikra
19:27)

The Sages of the Mishnah and the Talmud
“The laws of”: the title of each section of the Mishneh Torah
Base, root; also, the main or essential part of a thing

“Like a razor”: cutting with scissors close to the skin, as a razor

does
The priests, descendants of Aharon

“Our master”: Rabbi Yosef Karo, author of the Shulhan Aruch
and the Kesef Mishneh

The Rambam's code of Jewish law
Scissors: two blades that cut the hair between them

One who has taken the nazirite vow, which among other things

forbids cutting his hair

Exempt from punishment (the opposite of hayav, liable).

Whether it also means permitted is the subject of Chapter Six
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TERM
Peab, peot
Posekim
Responsum

Rishonim

S.V.

Safek de'oraita lebumra
She'elot uTeshuvot

Shulhan Aruch

Sugya
Taar
Tanna Kamma

Yoreh De'ah

MEANING

Corner, corners: of the head (the temples) and of the beard
Halachic decisors: the authorities who rule on practical law

A written answer to a question of Jewish law (Hebrew teshuva)

The early halachic authorities, from about the eleventh to the

fifteenth century

“Under the heading”: the opening words of the comment cited

(dibbur hamathil)
A doubt in a Torah law is treated stringently
“Questions and answers”: a collection of responsa

Maran's code of Jewish law, the standard work of practical

halachah

A Talmudic discussion of a topic

Razor

The first, unattributed opinion in a Mishnah or baraita

The second of the four parts of the Shulhan Aruch; section 181

covers shaving the corners of the head and beard
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Numbers refer to chapters.

TORAH

Vayikra 19:27 — 1, 3,4, 5
Vayikra 21:5—1, 3,5
Bamidbar 6:5 — 5
Bamidbar 30:3 — 5
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Nazir 58b — 5
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Rabbenu Peretz, Makkot 20a — 1
Rabbenu Yehonatan of Lunel, Makkot (Mishnah 7) — 1, 3, 7, Ruling
Rambam
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Rosh, Nazir 59a — 1, 3, Ruling
Sefer HaHinuch, mitzvah 252 — 6
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Tosafot
Nazir 39b, s.v. Kol shehu — 5
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Shevuot 2b, s.v. Hayav al harosh — 5
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Hacham Tzvi, appendices 26 — 6

Hayei Adam 89:16 — 5

Hazon Ish, Nazir 140:10 — 5

Keren Orah, Nazir 402 — S

Kesef Mishneh, Hilchot Avodah Zarah 12:7 — 6

Lehem Mishneh, Hilchot Nezirut 5:11 — 5

Ma'aseh Roke'ah — 6

Maharam Schick on the Mitzvot, mitzvah 374 — S

Maharsham 2:243 — 4

Minhat Hinuch 373:1 — 5

Noda BiYehuda, Mahadura Tinyana, Yoreh De'ah 81 (Rav Shmuel Landau) — 4
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Rabbi Akiva Eiger, glosses to Yoreh De'ah 181 — 4

Rav Yosef Kafih, commentary on the Mishneh Torah — 6

Sha'ul Sha'al, Yoreh De'ah 132:1 — S
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