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EATIG FISH AN MET TOGETHER:
Is THRE A DANGER?

INTRODUCTION

Since Talmudic times, traditionally observant Jews have not eaten
fish and meat together because that is alleged to be dangerous.
Fish and meat are not cooked in the same pot. In fact, many Jews

either rinse their mouth out or drink a little wine or whiskey after con-
suming fish before eating meat. Some Jews wash their hands between
fish and meat consumption. What is the danger, if any? Where did ths
custom originate? What are the sources in classic Jewish writings upon
which this custom is based? Should this practice stil be adhered to
nowadays? This essay attempts to answer these questions.

THE AVOIDANCE OF DANGER IN JUDAISM

The Torah commands us not to intentionally endanger our lives when it
states: "Take heed to thyself and take care o/thy life" (Deuteronomy 4:9)
and "Take good care o/your lives" (ibid. 4:15). The avoidance of danger
is exemplified in the precept of making a parapet for one's flat roof so
that no person fall therefrom (ibid. 22:8). Moses Maimonides (1138-
1204) enumerates a variety of prohibited acts all based on the consider-
ation that they may be dangerous to life (Mishne Torah) Rotseah 11:4).

Similar prohibitions against endangering one's life are found in most
later codes of Jewish law including Joseph Karo's (1488-1575) Shulhan
Arukh. The latter devotes an entire chapter to "the positive command-
ment of removing any object or obstacle which constitutes a danger to
life" (Hoshen Mishpat427).
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Rabbi Moses Isserles known as Rema, in his gloss on Karo's code,
concludes:

. . . one should avoid all things that might lead to danger because a
danger to life is stricter than a prohibition. One should be more con-
cerned about a possible danger to life than a possible prohibition.
Therefore, the sages prohibited one to walk in a place of danger, such
as near a leaning wall (for fear of collapse), or alone at night (for fear of
robbers J. They also prohibited drinking water from rivers at night . . .
because these things may lead to danger . . . and he who is concerned
with his health (lit. watches his soul) avoids them. And it is prohibited
to rely on a miracle or to put one's life in danger by any of the afore-

mentioned or the like. (Toreh De)a 116:5).

Elsewhere I have written about the dangers of cigarette smoking.l
In view of the overwhelming medical evidence about the harmfulness of
smoking, it is heartening that more and more rabbis are prohibiting
smoking on halakhic grounds since it constitutes an immediate threat to
one's health and long term endangerment of one's life.2

EATING FISH AND MEAT TOGETHER-
TALMUDIC SOURCES

The Talmud prohibits the consumption of fish roasted (or baked)
together with meat because it is liable to cause "(bad) aroma and/or
leprosy" (Pesahim 76b). The question relates to whether or not the
aroma of one is absorbed into the other. The Talmudic word for fish is
bin ita. It is not clear from the Talmud whether or not the prohibition is
limited to one particular species of fish or applies to all fish. The word
bisra for meat is a generic term for meat. Later rabbinic sources discuss
whether or not the term also includes poultry such as chicken.

Elsewhere, the Talmud discusses whether or not it is permissible to
eat hot fish that was served on a meat plate with milk sauce (Hulin
11Ib). The question there relates to whether or not taste or flavor from
the meat plate is imparted to the milk sauce thereby violating the

dietary laws which prohibit the consumption of milk and meat products
together. The Talmud takes it for granted that without the milk sauce
there is no problem with eating hot fish on a meat plate, seemingly con-
tradicting the earlier cited talmudic passage (Pesahim 76b).
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In Mishne Torah, Maimonides rules that fish roasted with meat may
not be consumed with mil products. However, fish cooked on a meat
plate may be eaten with a mil-containing-food caled kutah (MaJakhalot
Asurot 9:23). Maimonides is silent about the consumption of meat and
fish together without milk, although the r(esel Mishne commentary on
ths paragraph in the Mishne Torah assumes that Maimonides agrees with

the talmudic dictum that it is prohibited to eat fish roasted together with
meat because of the aroma and/or leprosy (Pesahim 76b).

Rabbi Moses Schreiber (1763-1839), known as Hatam Soler, dis-
agrees. He states that Maimonides does not quote this talmudic passage
because the Talmud only prohibits the eating of the binita fish together
with meat because of danger, but no other fish is prohibited with meat.
The binita fish is no longer extant and, therefore, there is no danger
nowadays to consume fish and meat together. Even if the bin ita fish

were still available, continues Hatam Soler, Maimonides in his great
wisdom and with his outstanding medical knowledge, knew that nature
changed and there was no danger in consuming fish and meat together
in his era. Hatam Soler concludes that nowadays people are lenient in
this matter.

The concept of changes in nature (hishtanut hateva) in Jewish law
and thought is discussed in detail elsewhere.3 Such alleged changes
include various changes in nature after the Flood (Bereshit Rabba
34: 13), the reduction of human intellect over the generations (Shabbat
112b; Eruvin 53a; Yòma 9:6; Bereshit Rabba 60:10), the development of
human ilnesses (Bava Metsia 87a), changes in fruit sizes (Sota 34a),
weakening of the generations (Megila 21a), reduction in lifespan
(Yèvamot 64b), changes in fertility in men (Sanhedrin 69b) and women
(Ramban and Ibn Ezra Commentaries on Bereshit 46:15), changes in
the fertility of the land (I(etubot 111 b), and many more.

CODES OF JE LAW

In his code known as Tur, Rabbi Jacob ben Asher (1269-1343) states
that one should be careful not to eat meat and fish together because

that might cause leprosy. Some people are stringent in this matter and
have separate utensils for fish (Yoreh DeJa 116:2). He also cites his
father known as Rosh (1250-1327) whose custom was to wash his
hands and eat some bread dipped in wine so as to cleanse his mouth
between meat and fish consumption (Yòreh DeJa 116:3).
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In his commentary Darkhei Moshe on R. ben Asher's Tur, Rabbi
Moses Isserles (1510-1572) states that the danger is only present if one
cooks meat and fish together and consumes them. However, if one eats
them consecutively, even without interruption, there is no danger
(Yoreh DeJa 116: 3 ). He quotes another source which concludes that a
priori one should not roast meat with fish because the aroma of one
might be absorbed by the other. Afer the fact, however, if one did so
there is no danger if one eats them together when one cooks them
together first. If the meat and fish are roasted adjacent to each other so
that the fat or oil of one is incorporated into the other, it is forbidden
to consume them together as stated in the Talmud (Pesahim 76b).

Joseph Karo's Shulhan Arukh rules identically to Tur in that one
should be careful not to eat meat and fish together because of the possi-
bility of causing leprosy (Yoreh DeJa 116:2). In his gloss on Karo's
Code, Moses Isserles, known here as Rema, adds: "Similarly, one
should not roast meat with fish because of the aroma. Nevertheless, if
one did so, it is not forbidden (to eat the meat and fish together J
(Yoreh DeJa 116:2). Karo also rules that one should wash one's hands
between eating meat and fish and should cleanse one's mouth in
between by eating soaked bread (ibid.). This ruling is obviously based
on the custom of Rosh cited by his son as mentioned above.

Rema, quoting other sources, disagrees, and rules that there is no
danger if one eats meat and fish consecutively when one cooks and eats
them together. He also states that it is not customary to cleanse the
mouth or wash one's hands between fish and meat although it is advis-
able to eat and/or drink something in between because that represents

a cleansing and rinsing (Yoreh DeJa 116:3). The commentary of Rabbi
Shabtai ben Meir Hakohen (1621-1662), known as Sifei ¡Cohen or
Shakh, quotes the talmudic commentator Rabbi Solomon Luria (1510-
1573), known as Maharshal, who writes that it is permissible to roast
fish and meat in the same oven, and there is no danger when one roasts
them when they are touching each other (Yoreh DeJa 116:1). Other
rabbis disagree and prohibit even the separation of meat and fish roast-
ing in the same oven because the aroma of one may be absorbed into
the other (ibid.).

Rabbi David ben Samuel Halevy (1586-1667), known as Turei
Zahav or Taz, prohibits the consumption of a fish stew if a piece of
meat falls into it or vice versa because of the danger. If it is a small piece
of meat that falls into a large pot of fish stew, the meat is nullfied and
the stew is permissible (Yoreh DeJa 116:1).
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Elsewhere in his Shulhan Arukh, R. Karo rules that it is an obliga-
tion to wash one's hands between meat and fish consumption because

otherwise one may develop leprosy, and danger to life is more stringent
that a biblical or rabbinic prohibition (Orah Hayyim 173:2). The com-
mentary of Rabbi Abraham Gumbiner (died 1683), known as Magen
Avraham, adds that nowadays the danger of eating fish and meat
together may not exist. Nowadays, it is apparent that many things cited
in the Talmud as being dangerous are not harmful at all because
"natures have changed" and all depends on the nature of the lands
where people live (Orah Hayyim 173:1).

Rabbi Abraham Zvi Hirsh Eisenstadt (1813-1868), known as
Pithei Teshuva, quotes a responsum of Rabbi Jacob Reischer (1670-
1733) who was asked about goose fat which was mixed into a fish dish
(Responsa Shevut Yaakov, part 2 #104). Reischer rules that the danger
and therefore prohibition of eating meat and fish together also applies
to poultry. However, if the goose fat is less than one sixtieth of the fish
dish, it is nullfied in the fish dish and the latter is permitted.

CONTEMPORA JEWISH SOURCES

Rabbi Eliezer Yehuda Waldenberg briefly cites the controversy and
reviews the major sources dealing with the prohibition of eating meat
and fish together (Responsa Tsits Eliezer, VoL. 21 #8:2). He also quotes
Rabbi Abraham Danzig (Hokhmat Adam) who rules that only fish
cooked or roasted together with meat is prohibited. It is permitted,
however, to eat them together if they are raw.

Rabbi Ovadya Yosef rules that if fish falls into a pot of meat, one
should increase the meat contents in the pot to greater than sixty parts
of meat to one part of fish and the fish then becomes nullfied (Responsa
Yabia Omer, VoL. 1, Yoreh DeJa #8). A similar ruling is given by Rabbi
Malkiel Tanenbaum (Responsa Divrei Malkiel Part 2 #53) and by Rabbi
Sholom Mordekhai Schwadron (Responsa Maharsham, Part 3 #258).

Rabbi Samuel Di Modina states that the danger of eating fish
together with meat no longer exists since the fift milennium (Responsa
Maharshdam, Part 4 #124). Rabbi Yissakhar Eilenberg distinguishes
between talmudic times and the time of Maimonides and between vari-
ous types of fish (only the binita fish is prohibited) without invoking
the concept of changes in nature (Responsa Beer Sheva #35). Rabbi

Jacob Hayyim Sofer states that if nature has changed, it has done so for
the worse and is now inferior. Therefore, we should be even more care-
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ful about the possible danger of eating fish and meat together and avoid
it (I(al haHayyim, Orah Hayyim, 173:9). He also rules that one should
rinse one's mouth out between fish and meat consumption (I(al
HaJHayyim, Yoreh Deja 116:3).

Many rabbinic decisors permit the consumption of fish and meat
that were salted together (Taz, Yoreh De)a 70; Shakh) Yoreh Deja 70:16;

Hiddushei R. Akba Eger 116:3; Responsa Hut hashani 67; Yad Elraim
116). Some Rabbis rule that if fish and meat are salted together, they
may then be cooked and eaten together (Arugat Habosem 70:2;

Mishmeret Shalom 70:16). Similarly many rabbis allow the consumption
of fish and meat that were pickled together (Bet Yèhuda, Yoreh Deja 70;
Pithei Teshuva 70:1; Arugat habosem 70), particularly if the pickling
process lasts more than twenty-four hours (Yad Yèhuda 70:18). Appar-
ently, salting or pickling destroys the harmful substance and removes
the danger of eating fish and meat together.

Rabbinic opinion on this subject is summarized by Rabbi Yehiel
Mikhel Epstein (Arukh Hashulhan, Yoreh De)a 116:10 and Orah
Hayyim 173:1-3) and by Rabbi Joseph Isaac Lerner (Shemirat Hagul
vahaNefesh, VoL. 1, Jerusalem, 1988, pp 1-16) as follows:

One must be careful not to eat fish and meat together because it may
cause or aggravate leprosy. Meat also includes poultry. One should not
roast meat and fish in a small oven because of the aroma of one which
may be absorbed by the other. If the fat from one drips on the other, it
is surely forbidden to eat the latter. Most rabbis rule that fish which
falls into the meat pot or vice versa is nullfied in a proportion of one to
sixty. Only meat and fish cooked together is forbidden. They may be
eaten raw together.

It is customary to wash one's hands and rinse one's mouth between
fish and meat consumption or at least to drink or eat something in
between. The general custom is that people are lenient and cook meat in
fish utensils and vice versa unless vinegar or sharp spices are added which
might extract some fish or meat taste from the wall of the pot or utensiL.

Some rabbis rule that this rabbinic decree against eating fish and
meat together because of possible danger is not applicable today
because the nature of human beings has changed. Other rabbis state
that the prohibition was only enacted in regard to the binita fish as
cited in the Talmud but does not apply to any other fish. Nowadays,

that species of fish is not extant and therefore, the prohibition does not
apply. Yet other rabbis point out that the medically related recommen-
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dations and/or warnings in the Talmud do not apply nowadays, either

because the nature of man has changed or because the nature of med-
ical science has changed. For example, the Talmud states that fish is at
its best when it is about to turn putrid (Tosalot, Moed I(atan l1a s.v.

kevara). Nowadays, we know that the opposite is true. Some rabbis
state that the custom nowadays is not to eat fish after meat but there is
no restriction on eating meat after fish.

A few rabbis extend the warning about eating fish and meat togeth-
er even to eating fish with milk or cheese. The reason is that since fish
and milk both cause coolness, their consumption together is harmful
to the body (Pithei Teshuva, Yoreh DeJa 87:9). Another reason is that

fish and cheese cooked together produce an inclination to leprosy
(Darkhei Teshuva 116:43). Very few people, if any, nowadays, follow
this recommendation.

DISCUSSION

The Torah commands us to not intentionally endanger our lives. This
commandment is exemplified in the precept of making a parapet for one's
roof to avoid the danger of someone fallng off and as a result becoming
injured or killed. The Talmudic rabbis decreed that one should not eat
roasted fish together with meat because of the danger of "aroma" and/or

an inclination to leprosy. The assumption is that the aroma of fish
absorbed into meat or vice versa produces a harmful product when
ingested. Some authors substitute "bad breath" for "aroma" (4). In
either event, there is no medical evidence to support the suggestions that
eating roasted fish and meat together produces leprosy or bad breath or
that the aroma of fish absorbed into meat or vice versa is harmfuL.

A speculative secular suggestion for the avoidance of fish and meat
consumption together might be that fish have bones and people are
very careful when they eat fish not to swallow or choke on the bones.
Since meat is boneless, there is no such concern. Perhaps a person con-
suming a fish and meat dish may concentrate on the meat and pay less
attention to the bony fish and then choke on a fish bone. Even if that
were the case, the Talmud and all subsequent rabbinic writings do not
offer ths explanation.

Why then did the Talmudic rabbis prohibit the consumption of fish
roasted together with meat? Is there a real danger? Is this rabbinic decree
sti applicable nowadays? Some Rabbis state that the danger described in
the Talmud relates only to the bin ita fish and to no other fish. Since we
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cannot identify the binita fish, the prohibition still exists even though
the danger from eating binita fish roasted with meat is unexplained.

Also difficult to understand is the fact that only cooking or roasting
fish and meat together is associated with the danger. Raw fish and meat
may be consumed together without hesitation. Salting or pickling of
meat and fish together and then eating them is apparently not harmful
and is permitted. Does cooking or roasting induce certain chemical
reactions between the fish and the meat to produce a toxic product?

There is no medical or scientific evidence to support such a suggestion.
How does rinsing one's mouth or drinking a little whiskey or washing
one's hands in between fish and meat consumption mitigate the dan-
ger? Why is meat after fish permissible but not the reverse? These are all
seemingly unanswerable questions.

The vast majority of rabbinic sources on this topic seem to agree that
nowadays there is no danger in consuming roasted or cooked fish and
meat together because "nature has changed". Nevertheless, we still follow
the rabbinic decree of not eating them together because rabbis nowadays
are not empowered to nullfy decrees enacted by their predecessors. Some
rules are established for all times in spite of changes in nature.

Changes in nature can involve human beings, animals, plants, cli-
mate or other aspects of the physical world. If the conditions about
which the talmudic sages write are not clearly understood, one might
say that the facts have changed or that nature has changed or that we
nowadays know better. Perhaps nature has not changed at all and the
rabbis were speaking about a totally different situation.

Some rabbis write that one should not use the remedies described
by the sages in the Talmud because the nature of human beings has
changed and the talmudic remedies are not appropriate or beneficial
nowadays. In fact, they may be harmfuL. Putrid fish is said to be benefi-
cial (Moed I(atan lla) yet today the opposite is true. Did the talmudic
rabbis unknowingly describe an antibiotic such as penicilln in the
putrid fish? Most rabbinic authorities invoke the principle that nature
has changed. Bloodletting in ancient and medieval times was widely

practiced but is now known to be inappropriate and even dangerous in
most situations because the nature of human beings has changed (5).

The prohibition of the consumption of fish and meat together is a
rabbinic ordinance based on possible unexplained harm that may result.
The best medical and scientific knowledge nowadays fails to provide evi-
dence to support such possible harm. Although the facts may change,

the Torah never changes and rabbinic decrees and ordinances cannot
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easily be set aside. See elsewhere for a more in depth discussion of the
concept of nature has changed and the limitations of its applicability.3

In spite of the absence of recognizable danger in eating roasted or
cooked fish and meat together, many but not all traditional Jews con-
tinue to observe the rabbinic ban on this practice. Many Jews drink
whiskey or other beverage between fish and meat consumption. Very
few Jews wash their hands in between. Many other rabbinic decrees
prohibiting certain dietary practices because of possible danger are dis-
cussed in detail elsewhere.6

Our knowledge of nutrition nowadays is far from perfect. The inti-
mate chewing together of meat and fish may cause the mingling of cer-
tain fatty acids or amino acids or other substances which may be harm-
ful to the body. Until we have scientific evidence to the contrary
observant Jews will continue to abide by the rabbinic wisdom of old
which was based on personal observation or first hand knowledge. It is
also possible that the talmudic sages adopted this cautionary approach
to the eating of fish and meat together based on earlier medical sources
and information transmitted to them. A cursory search of the writings
of Galen and Hippocrates, however, fails to provide such a source.
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