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7) Killing Lice on Shabbat
Talmud Bavli Shab 12a

It was taught: R. Shimon b. Elazar states: One may not kill a
louse on Shabbat - this is the position of Beit Shammai; but
Beit Hillel permit it.

Talmud Bavli Shabbat 107b

It was taught: R. Eliezer states: Killing a louse on Shabbat is
equivalent to killing a camel on Shabbat [and therefore
prohibited]. R. Yosef [explained]: The sages disagree with R.
Eliezer only regarding a louse, since it does not reproduce, but
with regard to other creatures, which do reproduce, they do
not disagree...

Rashi Shabbat 12a s.v. "matirin"

... A louse does not reproduce but rather is generated from
human flesh.

Maimonides Laws of Shabbat 11:2-3

One who Kkills creeping things that reproduce sexually or
develop from the dirt - such as fleas - is liable like one who
kills a beast or an animal. But one who kills creeping things
that develop from dung or from rotten produce and the like -
such as meat worms and worms in legumes - is exempt.

One who delouses his clothes on Shabbat may crush the lice
and throw them away. And it is permissible to Kkill lice because
they [come] from sweat.

Pahad Yitzhak, "tzeidah asurah"

R. Isaac Lampronti (Italy, 1679-1756)

...In [Laws of Shabbat] 11:2 there is a distinction between fleas
and lice, that one is prohibited [for us] to Kill and the other is
permitted, and this derives from the distinction between those
creatures which reproduce sexually or develop from the dirt
vs. those which develop from dung or rotten produce and the
like... But], the humble author, were I not afraid [to contradict
Maimonides], would say that in our times that scientists have
observed and seen and understood and written that all living
creatures of any kind develops from eggs - and this they have
proven decisively, if so, a scrupulous individual should be
circumspect and Kill neither fleas nor lice lest he possibly
become liable for a sin offering [for unwitting violation of
Shabbat]. And regarding this I would say that if the Sages of
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Israel would have heard the proofs of the nations of the world,
they would have retracted and ruled according to their
words... However, | asked my teacher, R. Yehudah Brill of
Mantua, and he maintained the leniency [of killing lice on
Shabbat]...

Mikhtav me-Eliyahu, vol. 4, p. 355, n. 4
R. Eliyahu Dessler (England, 1892-1953)

[Editor:] I see fit to record here what I heard explicitly from the

holy mouth of our teacher [i.e., R. Dessler] zt"l regarding a few
laws where the rationales given for them are incorrect
according to the reality revealed by scientific research of
recent generations, such that they are now in the bounds of
what the Talmud asks in a number of places, "But we see that
it is not so!" Three [such] issues were addressed:... 3) that
which it is permissible to kill a louse on Shabbat since lice do
not reproduce (Shabbat 107b). Our teacher zt"l said that in
these and in similar cases the law never changes even though
the rationale, it seems, is incomprehensible to us; rather hold
fast to the law whether it be a stringency or a leniency (and not
like the statement of R. Isaac Lampronti...) And the reason,
said our teacher zt"], is that the Sages knew the law based on
the age-old received tradition... But regarding scientific
explanations, the explanation does not determine the law, but
rather the opposite - the law determines the explanation, and
the rationale mentioned in the Talmud is not the only possible
rationale for the matter. And if, at times, [the rabbis] offered
explanations in accordance with the knowledge of nature of
their day, it is our obligation to seek other explanations by
means of which the law will remain steadfast in its place in
accordance with the knowledge of nature of our day.

Torah Sheleimah Genesis 1 §706

R. Menachem Mendel Kasher (Israel, 1895-1983)

..In my humble opinion it seems that [R. Brill's] position is
correct. And regarding [R. Lampronti's] objection that he is
only being stringent [rather than innovating a leniency], one
may respond that in such cases... where the practice has been
implemented, if we are stringent about this then we have
effectively impugned earlier generations, hence in such cases
one may not be stringent...
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