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Review Sheet for Maleches Tochain (Siman 321)

The Av Melacha

The Melacha of Tochain in the Mishkan was the grinding of the dye producing plants according to Rashi and the kernels of wheat for the showbreads according to Rav Hai Gaon.

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 8:15): He explains that the Av Melacha is grinding grains in a grindstone or crushing dyes or spices with a mortar and pestle. Any other specially designed kli for achieving the result of breaking these substances down into a granular texture is also the Av Melacha.

The Toldos

Chopping Vegetables and Wood

Gemara (Shabbos 74b): The Gemara brings 2 examples of the Toldos of Tochain. The first example is “Paris Silka”. That means someone who chops up vegetables. 


Rashi (ibid): He holds that the definition of the case is cutting into small pieces.

Rach (ibid): He holds that it is only assur if the vegetables are chopped so fine that the resulting product resembles the texture of a crushed granular substance. In this context that would mean that there are no longer any pieces but rather more of a mush.

Gemara (ibid): The next case in the Gemara there is “Salis Silti”. The Rishonim argue what the case is referring to.

Rashi (ibid): He learns that it is referring to chopping wood into small pieces. (These small pieces are then used to kindle a fire)

Rach (ibid): He learns that it is referring to pulling apart the base of a palm tree so that the granular powder packed at the base of the branches comes pouring out. In essence you have manufactured a granular substance by pulling apart the base of the tree.

There is a common theme between the way Rashi explained both cases and the way the Rach explained both cases.

a) Rashi holds that the Toldah of Tochain is defined as the act of breaking down or reducing the size of a large item into smaller parts so that it can serve a new function. The reason this is a Toldah is because it does not resemble the Melacha in the Mishkan entirely. Rashi understood that the main element of the Av Melacha was not the size of the particles in the resulting substance but rather the nature of the substances as well as the method implored to break them down. He holds that the Av Melacha is only chaiv for items that are normally ground with grinders, crushers and the like since they lend themselves to this method of crushing. Any other item that doesn’t lend itself to this method is a Toldah when it is broken down into smaller pieces in order to serve a new function.  

b) The Rach holds that the main element of the Av Melacha is the production of a granular product. As a result he says that a person is not chaiv the Toldah unless that level of breakdown is achieved. The reason that chopping vegetables and breaking the tree is a Toldah at all is merely because the method of how to achieve it is not similar to the Mishkan.

Shulchan Aruch (321:12): He says that someone who chops up vegetables into small parts is chaiv for the Toldah of Tochain. From this use of language it implies that he holds like the Rashi in terms of how to define the Toldah.


Cutting a Reed Into Thin Strips

Gemara (Shabbos 74b): Someone who cuts a reed into thin strips in order to make a basket is transgressing a Toldah of Tochain.

Sawing Wood for Sawdust or Filing Metal for the Shavings

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 8:15): The Rambam brings down two cases that he was able to identify as Toldos of Tochain based on the principles that are given in the Gemara. Sawing wood in order to make sawdust would be a Toldah of Tochain. Similarly it would be a Toldah of Tochain to file metal.

Grinding Clods of Dirt for Clay

Rashi (based on the Gemara in Shabbos 74b): Grinding up clods of dirt in order to make a powder for clay would be a Toldah of Tochain.

Yerushalmi Shabbos 50b: The Yerushalmi adds that grinding up shards of pottery in order to make powder for clay would be a Toldah of Tochain.

Gemara (Beitzah 7b): Someone who jabs a knife into the soil on Shabbos or Yom Tov in order to soften up the soil is chaiv for Tochain.

Tochain With Edible Food Items:

The Rambam mentions an interesting subtlety when he brings down the Toldah of chopping vegetables into small pieces.

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 7:5, 21:18): He adds that you are cutting the vegetable up into small pieces in order to cook it. The question is why the Rambam added this additional phrase since it is not mentioned in the Gemara.

Ramach (quoted in the Kesef Mishnah): He implies that the meaning of the Rambam is that he holds that the entire Melacha of Tochain only applies to items that are not edible as they are right now. Any time you are dealing with an item that is edible right now we only view the cutting into small pieces as an early stage of eating. 

Tosafos/ Rosh: They agree that in fact the Melacha of Tochain only applies to items that are not edible right now.  

Sefer Yeraim/ Rashba/ Rashbam/ Rashi: They disagree and say that the Melacha of Tochain applies even to edible food items.

Aruch Hashulchan (321:15): He says that the Rambam himself really holds like the Sefer Yeraim. The only reason the Rambam added that you are cutting small pieces in order to cook is because he wanted to emphasize that the cuts have to be small like the size you would cut something in order to cook it.

Shulchan Aruch/ Mishnah Brurah (321:12): They bring down that there is no distinction whether the fruit or vegetable you are cutting is edible or not it is assur to cu it into small pieces.

In Summary: There is a machlokes Rishonim whether the Melacha of Tochain applies to edible foods or not. The Shulchan Aruch and the Mishnah Brurah hold that there is.

Based on the above discussion we have what would seem to be an open contradiction.


Cutting Cooked or Roasted Meat

Shulchan Aruch (321:9): He says that it is mutar to cut cooked or roasted meat into very small pieces. This would seem to imply that the Shulchan Aruch holds that there is no Tochain by edible foods.

Mishnah Brurah (321:31): He says that this is not a contradiction. The heter to cut the meat into small pieces is really sourced all the way back to the Rishonim. The Trumas Hadeshen says that the reason this is mutar is because the Melacha of Tochain only applies to things that grow from the ground. An animal does not grow from the ground and therefore the Melacha of Tochain doesn’t apply to it or its by-products.

The Mishnah Brurah adds that there are some poskim who say that “gidulei karkah” is defined in a broader sense by Hilchos Shabbos. They say that it means items that are sustained from the ground. This definition would include the meat of all animals cows, chicken, etc. and their by-products like cheese, eggs, and the like If so the question on the Shulchan Aruch would come back.

He says that even according to the poskim who would say that the Melacha of Tochain applies to meat and poultry etc. it would still be mutar according to the Shulchan Aruch to cut meat into little pieces. The reason is that we can join together the fact that some poskim say that Boreir doesn’t apply to edible food items and the fact that some poskim say that “gidulei karkah” means literally things that grow from the ground.

Cutting Carobs or Dates Into Small Pieces

Rema (321:12): The Rema says that it is also assur to cut up carobs into small pieces for old people to eat.

Magen Avraham: He understood that the Rema holds that Tochain doesn’t apply to edible foods. Therefore it is only assur to cut up the carobs for old people since to them it is very difficult to eat them otherwise. For a younger person with stronger teeth it would be mutar to cut up into small pieces since to them it is already considered edible without cutting it up.

Mishnah Brurah (321:39): He understood that the Rema holds that there is Tochain by edible foods. Really it would be assur to cut up the carobs for any person. The reason the Rema emphasized old people was just speaking of the normal case. In fact the reason the Rema even mentioned anything at all is merely because he wanted to stress that we only hold the kulah of saying that Tochain doesn’t apply to edible foods by items that don’t grow from the ground directly. Carobs do grow from the ground and therefore even though most people can eat them as is Tochain still applies to them.

In Summary: There are 3 basic categories of food items regarding the Melacha of Tochain. 

a) Food items that grow from the ground- The Melacha of Tochain definitely applies to these items. As a result we are machmir to keep the issur Tochain even by the edible forms of these items. All forms of fruits and vegetables that are edible without further preparation would be in this category.

b) Food items that don’t grow from the ground but are sustained from the ground- It is a machlokes whether the Melacha of Tochain applies to these items. As a result we can join another leniency that Tochain doesn’t apply to the edible forms of these items. Meat or poultry would be part of this category since the animal itself is sustained form the ground. Similarly the by-products of animals like cheese and eggs would also be included in this category. 

c) Food items that don’t grow from the ground and are not sustained from the ground- According to the principles laid out by the poskim this category would not have the Melacha of Tochain m’dorysa associated with it at all. If we hold that animals and their by-products are not “gidulei karkah” then they would be part of this category but if we are machmir to say that they are “gidulei karkah then it is difficult to think of an example of this case.

Tochain With Non-Food Items:

Another significant point to notice regarding the application of the Melacha of Tochain is that although the cases of the Av Melacha were only dealing with food items, nevertheless Tochain applies at least as a Toldah to non-food items as well.

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 8:15): He brings down that chopping wood into small pieces is Tochain as we saw above. In addition he says that someone who files down a piece of metal is also transgressing a Toldah of Tochain. The mepharshim on the Rambam point out that there is no Gemara regarding the grinding of metal but the Rambam was able to add it based on his understanding of the principles of Tochain.

There are other sources that imply that there is Maleches Tochain by non-food items. 

Gemara (Shabbos 74b): Someone who makes a clay pot on Shabbos is chaiv 7 sin offerings. One of the steps is grinding up clods of dirt in order to use the granulated powder for the clay. This is the Melacha of Tochain.

Gemara (Beitzah 7b): Someone who jabs a knife into the soil on Shabbos or Yom Tov in order to soften up the soil is chaiv for Tochain.

The Four Exceptions to Tochain:
The poskim bring down that there are 4 potential exceptions to the Melacha of Tochain.

a) Tochain only applies to items that grow from the ground

b) Tochain no longer applies to an item once it has already been ground.

c) Tochain is permitted for immediate use

d) Tochain is permitted with a shinui

Each of these exceptions must be explored in greater depth in order to understand how and when to apply it.

Exception 1 - Gidulei Karka

Trumas Hadeshen: He was asked whether it is mutar to cut up a steak into very small pieces for a person who is not able to chew the meat otherwise. He answered that it is mutar since we see in the Gemara that by the Melacha of Meamair there is an opinion that the Meamair only to things that grow from the ground, so too by Tochain we can say that it only applies to items that grow from the ground. He alludes to the fact that even though there is a machlokes Amoraim by Meamair whether it even applies to items that aren’t gidulei karkah, nevertheless by Tochain everyone would agree that it only applies to items that grow from the ground if you are dealing with edible food items. The rationale is that since we can say that it is questionable whether Tochain applies to food items at all, therefore all the Amoraim would agree that we should limit the Melacha of Tochain to gidulei karkah. As a result it is mutar to cut up a steak into small pieces since it is an edible food item that doesn’t grow from the ground. (There are some poskim who say that animals and their by-products are considered gidulei karkah see the Mishnah Brurah above on pg. 4 for a detailed explanation of this approach)

Based on what we learned above this Trumas Hadeshen is extremely difficult to understand.

Tosafos Shabbos (Acharonim): He asks a very powerful kasha on the Trumas Hadeshen. He says how can it be that the Melacha of Tochain only applies to items that grow from the ground when we see that the Gemara says that there is Tochain by clods of dirt, jabbing knives in the dirt, and filing metal. This itself seems to be proof that the Trumas Hadeshen is wrong. Not only that but certainly the Trumas Hadeshen was aware of this basic problem and had some explanation. The Tosafos Shabbos leaves this question as a Tzorich Iyun.

He asks a second kasha based on a Rivash who say that it is assur to grate cheese on Shabbos. How could this be true since cheese is an edible food item that doesn’t grow from the ground? (even if you want to say we treat it like “gidulei karkah” why should it be different than the case of cutting up meat)

There are various approaches in the later Achronim as to how to explain this gaping hole in our understanding in the Melacha of Tochain. 

Iglay Tal: He says that in fact there is a machlokes Rishonim whether we say that the Melacha of Tochain applies only to gidulei karkah or not. However in fact there is no kasha from dirt and metal. Any item that is itself considered “karka” is included in the Melacha of Tochain because some of the dyes in the Mishkan were actually attained by grounding up the dirt itself. As a result we can say that the grinding of dirt, metal or any other natural element from the ground would be included in the Melacha of Tochain since it directly resembles the case in the Mishkan.

In terms of understanding the issur of the Rivash to grate cheese he says that there are 2 types of categories in the 39 melachos. One is where the Melacha causes a significant change in the physical composition of the item, the other is where the Melacha causes a significant change in the situation of the object. In the first category (for example Bishul) it doesn’t matter whether the item grows form the ground or not. In the second category (for example Meamair) it matters whether the item grows form the ground or not. (This needs a greater depth of explanation that is beyond the scope for now). With regards to cheese if you are grating it the change is considered like Bishul and it doesn’t matter whether the item is “gidulei karkah” or not. When you just cut cheese with a knife it is more like Meamair and since it is not gidulei karkah it is patur.  

Tehilah Ledavid (321:12)/ Pri Megadim (321:10)/ Mishnah Brurah (321:36): They hold that the Trumas Hadeshen never meant that the Melacha of Tochain doesn’t apply in its entirety to items that don’t grow from the ground. In fact the opposite is true. Tochain certainly applies to items like dirt and metal etc. since Tochain is the normal way to make these items usable. He only meant to say that within the category of edible food items, where there is a machlokes Rishonim whether Tochain applies at all, we can say that if an item doesn’t grow from the ground we can use that as a second factor of leniency to join together and therefore say that it is mutar to cut these things up into very small pieces. 

The Pri Megadim asks according to this it should be mutar to grate cheese since it is an edible food item that doesn’t grow from the ground. The Mishnah Brurah answers that it is only assur to grate cheese with a grater because of Uvdin Dechol but it is mutar to cut it into very small pieces. In other words we say that yes in fact it is essentially mutar to grate up cheese on Shabbos but just not in a weekday fashion.

Chayeh Adam (Nishmas Adam -Tochain:2)/ Chazon Ish (Hilchos Shabbos 57): They say a third explanation. The Trumas Hadeshen’s rule of “Ain Tochain Elah B’Gidulei Karkah” only applies to cases where you are not doing an act of grinding that is directly similar to what was done in the Mishkan. If however you are doing an act of grinding that directly resembles the act in the Mishkan (i.e. you are producing a granulated substance in the normal way that this is done) then we say that the Melacha of Tochain certainly applies no matter what. This explains why grinding metal or dirt is the Melacha of Tochain. 

They also use this principle to explain a contradiction in Shulchan Aruch regarding the grating of cheese on Shabbos. The issur of grinding cheese only applies to using a case where you are achieving the result of a ground substance like in the Mishkan. In such a case we say that it doesn’t matter whether the item is gidulei karkah or not. Therefore even though cheese is not considered gidulei karkah the Melacha of Tochain still applies to it when you use a grater.

Lemaseh: In terms of non-food items there seems to be no difference whether the item grows from the ground or not. 

a) If it grows from the ground- it is assur to grind it or chop it. An example of this would be chopping wood in to small pieces for kindling a fire.

b) If it doesn’t grow from the ground- According to 2 out of 3 major Achronim the Melacha of Tochain m’dorysa applies to these types of non-gidulei karkah. According to the Iglay Tal it is a machlokes Rishonim but the dissenting opinion agrees that it is assur m’derabanan. An example of this would be filing metal or grinding clods of dirt into a granular substance.

In terms of food items we follow the Mishnah Brurah and Tehilah L’David approach. As a result the halacha is as follows: 

a) Edible food items that are not gidulei karkah are mutar to grind. Examples of this category would be animals and their by-products according to most poskim. (according to those poskim that say that animals and their by-products are “gidulei karkah” it is difficult to think of an example of this category) Even though it is mutar to grind these things nevertheless it is assur to do so with a kli meyuchad since that would be considered “Uvdin Dechol”.

b) Edible food items that are gidulei karkah are assur to grind or even cut up into small pieces. Examples of this category would be many types of vegetables as well animals and their by-products according to some poskim.

c) All non-edible food items are assur to grind whether they are gidulei karkah or not. Examples of this would be certain types of vegetables, grains, raw meat, etc.

Exception 2 - Ain Tochain Achar Tochain

Crumbling Bread

Rashbam: Many later Rishonim quote the Rashbam as saying that it is mutar to grind up bread on Shabbos since we never find a case in the Gemara where Tochain applies to something that has already been ground.

Gra: The Gra found an even earlier source from a Tosefta. The Tosefta in Shabbos 15:14 says openly that once something has been ground the Melacha of Tochain no longer applies to it.

Rema (321:12): He brings down lemaseh the Rashbam’s heter to grind bread on Shabbos. All the contemporary poskim from the Rema and down all accept this exception to the Melachah of Tochain.

In addition the Rema adds that granulated salt that has become clumped up through steam or cooking can be crushed again since we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”. Salt that is mined in rock form is assur to cut up or grind on Shabbos even if it is now in the form of coarse salt (i.e. it has been broken down somewhat to a usable size. The reasoning for this is simple since these forms of salt are still in their whole natural form the Melacha of Tochain still applies to them.

Pri Megadim: The Pri Megadim brings down that the same thing can be said about sugar. If it is granulated sugar that became clumpy through steam or cooking then it is mutar to crush it again since we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”.

On the other hand we see that there are some instances where we don’t say the rule of “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”. 

Rashi: Rashi on the Gemara in Shabbos 74b says that grinding up pottery shards to make powder for clay is Tochain. This needs explanation since the shards are made of clay which itself was once in the form of granulated powder. Why don’t we say “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”.

Rambam: The Rambam said that the Melacha of Tochain applies to filing metal. Metal was once in a liquid state before it was shaped into what it is now. Why don’t we say that it is mutar to file it since we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”.

Shulchan Aruch (302:7): He says that it is assur to crumble dried mud off of your garment since it is Tochain. Here it is not yet clear why we don’t say that this is mutar. We can easily say that the dried mud was once liquidy and was considered “Nitchan” how can it produce a chiuv of Tochain now that it is dry. We should just say “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”.

We are now at a loss to understand why sometimes we say the rule of “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain” and sometimes we don’t.

The Achronim ask a very fundamental question regarding this rule of “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain. How is it possible that there is such a rule that once an item has been ground the Melacha of Tochain no longer applies even if it becomes a solid again? We see by Maleches Bishul regarding liquids or items like metal that even if they have been cooked once it is possible to transgress Bishul on that same item again. The reason it is possible for Bishul to be transgressed again is because the effects of the first Bishul have gone away. Why don’t we say that even if an item was once ground or in a state of separation if the effects of that grinding or separation are gone than we say that the Melacha of Tochain once again applies to it. Granted that we say by the Melacha of Meamair that once an item has been gathered it is no longer possible to transgress the Melacha of Meamair on that item again even if the effects of the gathering go away (i.e. it becomes scattered again). The question is how we know to compare Tochain to Meamair and not to Bishul? The Achronim offer various explanations to this dilemma.

Pri Megadim (321:10 M.Z.): The Pri Megadim says that Tochain only applies to an item that was always a solid from its inception. As a result any item that becomes joined through human initiative or on its own is mutar to grind again since it is always viewed as if it is in its original state. This would explain why it is mutar to crumble bread or salt/ sugar that became clumpy. However this opinion is difficult to understand because we saw above that according to the Shulchan Aruch Tochain applies to dried mud and according to Rashi it applies to shards of pottery. These are items that became joined at a later time and yet Tochain still applies to them. 

Chazon Ish: He argues with the Pri Megadim and says that even if the item was not always one unified solid from its inception as long as bAing joined is a completely natural state for this substance than the Melacha of Tochain applies to it. If however the item was once separate particles and they only became joined through human initiative or by chance than that item is viewed as if it is still separate and therefore the Melacha of Tochain doesn’t apply to it. As a result we can understand why it is mutar to crumble bread since it became joined through human initiative. We can also understand why you can crumble salt/ sugar that became clumpy since they became joined as a matter of chance. In addition we understand why it is assur to crumble up dried mud, clods of dirt, and metal since bAing joined is a natural state for these substances to be in. In terms of the shards of pottery he might say that we are not chosheish for Rashi lehalacha.

Shvisas Hashabbos: He says that the rule of “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain” only applies to an item when the previous state of separateness is still visible in it. If however the item returns back to a state where it is no longer clear that it was ever separate particles in the first place then the issur Tochain comes back on to it. With this explanation we can understand both the case of the shards of pottery and the case of dried mud. Furthermore it is clear why bread, clumpy salt, or clumpy sugar is mutar to crumble up since it is clear that they came from separate particles. In addition we understand why it is assur to grind up shards of pottery, clods of dirt, and metal since it is no longer clear that they came from separate particles.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (33:4): He holds hat it is mutar to crush up a pill into powder on Shabbos. The rationale he gives is because we say “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”. This pesak implies that we hold like the Chazon Ish and not like the Shvisas Shabbos. This will suffice as the helacha lemaseh even though there were problems with their approaches. 


Grating Cheese on Shabbos

Rivash: The Rivash says that it is assur to grate cheese on Shabbos since it may classified as the Melacha of Tochain.


Shulchan Aruch (321:10): He brings down this Rivash as the halacha.

Pri Megadim (321:12 A.A.): He asks a kasha on the Rivash and Shulchan Aruch. How can they say that it is assur to grate cheese on Shabbos. Cheese is an item that was once liquid and then later became hardened. Since it was not one solid unified item from its inception Tochain should not apply to it.

According to the different Achronim mentioned before we can understand the answer to this dilemma.

Pri Megadim: We have seen that this is difficult to understand according to his approach.

Chazon Ish: This is also difficult to understand according to his approach since cheese was only joined through human initiative.

Shvisas Hashabbos: According to his approach we can easily understand why the Melacha of Tochain would apply since it is no longer visible that cheese was ever a bunch of separate particles.

Lemaseh: Regarding cheese the Mishnah Brurah in (321:36) says that it is only assur to grate cheese on Shabbos if you use a grater since it is Uvdin Dechol. He says that this is what the Rivash really meant. In other words he is saying that the Rivash himself meant that Tochain doesn’t really apply to cheese. The reason the Mishnah Brurah holds that way is because cheese is an edible food item that doesn’t grow form the ground. As a result Tochain doesn’t apply. Nevertheless it is assur to use a cheese grater since it is Uvdin Dechol.


Mashing a Cooked Vegetable

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 21:13): He says that it is mutar to mash up a cooked vegetable. They would put a pot of meat and beans on the fire from before Shabbos then on Shabbos morning they would take it off the fire and stir it until everything became mashed together as one entity.

Chazon Ish: He explains that the peshat in the Rambam is because the cooking makes the item so soft that the mashing is no longer a significant act. From this explanation it is clear that the cooking has accomplished the act of Tochain for all intents and purposes. As a result to mash it up at his point is mutar because we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain”. According to the Chazon Ish this heter only applies to items that were cooked etc. but not to an item that is soft merely because it is over-ripe.

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach: He extends the heter of the Rambam even to over-ripe items. For example if you pick up a peeled banana by one end and it is so soft that it breaks then it is mutar to mash it since we can apply the hater of the Rambam.

According to everyone this heter only applies to an item that requires a minimal amount of mashing to transform it into a mushy substance. If however you have an item that is fully cooked and has softened somewhat through the cooking process, but it requires more than just a slight mashing to become mush than it is assur according to everyone to do that.

Multiple Stages of Tochain in One Item

Shulchan Aruch (321:19): He brings down that even though we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain” nevertheless there are many items that are normally ground or chopped numerous times. Each stage of grinding or chopping represents a new stage of development in the usage of the substance. In such a case it would be assur to grind the item into the next stage even though a previous stage was already done before Shabbos. 

As a result it would be assur to grind coarse flour into fine flour. Similarly it would be assur to puree finely chopped vegetables since this makes them usable as a sauce when they weren’t previously usable for that purpose. If however an item has already been ground to a stage that is considered the final product of this item so then it is not assur to break it down even further.


Exception 3 - Tochain with a Shinui

Gemara: The Gemara in Shabbos 141a says that a person can crush peppercorns with the back of a knife. 


Rashi: He explains that since you are using a shinui therefore it is mutar to do this.

The Rishonim argue as to whether this Gemara is referring to Yom Tov where food preparation is mutar or even on Shabbos.


Rach/ Rav Achai Gaon: They say it is only referring to Yom Tov.


Tosafos/ Ramban/ Rambam: They say the Gemara is referring even to Shabbos.

Shulchan Aruch (321:7): He poskins like the opinion that it is mutar even on Shabbos. Therefore it is mutar to do Tochain with a shinui on Shabbos. 

Magen Avraham: He says that it is sufficient to change either the tool i.e. use a knife handle or the surface i.e. a bowl.

Taz/ Gra/ Rov Achronim: They bring down that even though the Gemara in Shabbos 141a seems to hold that using the handle of a knife is a sufficient shinui nevertheless it is not. We see proof from other sources that you must also do a shinui in what surface you grind on as well. As opposed to using the mortar designed for this purpose you have to use a regular cooking bowl or the table. We will see ahead what the significance of this machlokes is.

Mishnah Brurah (321:25): He poskins like the Taz and Rov Achronim that we need to change the tool and the surface. 


A Deeper Understanding of the Heter of Using a Shinui in Tochain

Before going any further in this topic we must realize that there is a fundamental problem with this heter to grind with a shinui on Shabbos. We find throughout the 39 Melachos that even if a person does a Melacha with a shinui it is still assur m’derabanan. Why all of a sudden do we find by Tochain that using a shinui is mutar?

Beis Yosef (Siman 321:7): He brings down this question from sources that date back as early as the Rishonim. He quotes the RabbAinu Yashiyah who answers that Tochain resembles the Melacha of Boreir. By Boreir we saw 3 categories of separating that are 1) kli meyuchad (which is assur m’dorysa) 2) a makeshift separating device (which is assur m’derabanan) 3) and the use of the hand (which is mutar) so to by Tochain we say that there are these same 3 categories. However by Tochain the 3 categories are 1) using a grinder, or a mortar/ pestle etc. 2) using a piece of wood as a pestle (this is a shinui from the normal pestle that is made from stone) 3) using the back of the knife as opposed to the wood pestle is the equivalent of using the hands by Boreir. 

He explains that the heter is based on the fact that the third category in both Boreir and in Tochain is not the normal form of shinui that we find in the 39 Melachos that is assur m’derabanan, but rather a shinui gamur or a complete change of the way the act is done. This type of shinui is mutar lechatchilah.

Iglay Tal /Chayeh Adam: They ask on the Beis Yosef that this is an erroneous rationale since by Boreir itself the reason it is mutar to select with the use of the hand is not because it is a shinui gamur but rather because you have the other 2 conditions of good from bad for immediate use. Since by Boreir itself the use of the hand is not enough on its own to make the selection permissible, how can a parallel act by Tochain make grinding permissible?


Although they agree on the question they disagree with how to answer the question.

Chayeh Adam: He answers that it is for this reason that we need to change the surface we grind on in addition to the tool. There is no precedent in the other Melachos for such a complete change in the manner of doing the Melacha.  

The problem with this answer is that the Mishnah Brurah and other Achronim bring down that the reason we need to change the surface we grind on has nothing to do with making a bigger shinui but rather that using the same surface would be Uvdin Dechol.

Iglay Tal: He explains that the reason it is mutar to use a shinui by Tochain is only because you plan to use the product for immediate consumption. The rationale for this heter is that since you are using a shinui by grinding with the knife handle it is only an issur derabanan, therefore since the Rabbis saw that keeping there issur in place would prevent you from eating they allowed the act lechatchilah. According to this approach we can say like the Mishnah Brurah that If not for the problem of Uvdin Dechol it would suffice merely to use the handle of a knife in the mortar itself since you are grinding for immediate use. Nevertheless due to the Uvdin Dechol problem we change the surface as well.

Mishnah Brurah (321:24): Based on the Pri Megadim he says that we can rely on the use of a shinui even for later use. This is not a proof that the Mishnah Brurah disagrees with the rationale of the Iglay Tal but rather it just shows that the heter of grinding with a shinui applies to all cases where you plan to eat the food on that Shabbos.

Based on the above principle we can understand an interesting halacha that is brought down in the Mishnah Brurah. 

Mishnah Brurah (321:36): He points out that it would be assur m’derabanan to chew something on Shabbos that you had no intent to eat or feed to anyone. The mere act of chewing something to break it down is a shinui from the normal way of grinding. The only reason you can’t do it lechatchilah is because you don’t plan to eat it right now. As a result the Rabbis don’t wave their issur. This fits very nicely with the Iglay Tal approach mentioned above. It should be noted that the Rabbis made a special heter to chew cumin for putting on a Bris Milah since it is a Tzorech Gadol. 

Therefore chewing something for no use is an issur d’rabanan of Tochain even though it is a shinui. 

It is important to note that when you are actually eating something there are many opinions that say that the act of eating is categorically different from grinding and it is mutar regardless of the fact that we say that chewing is a shinui.


Acceptable Shinui Techniques

Rav Moshe FAinstAin/ Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach: They hold that using the rounded part of a fork (not the teeth), a spoon, or the handle of a utensil in order to mash or crush is qualified as a shinui.

Chazon Ish: He implies that only the handle of a utensil will suffice like in the Gemara. 

The issue here seems to be one of awkwardness. Do we say that the shinui in the Gemara was meant to be awkward in which case using a rounded side of a fork or a spoon would not suffice or do we say that the shinui in the Gemara was merely a change from the way the act is normally done? Everyone would agree that using the teeth of a fork to mash something is not considered a shinui. 


Using Your Hands or Fingers to Grind 

Eliyah Rabbah: He says that using the hands to crumble rock salt is mutar since it is a shinui. 

Tehilah L’David: He says that this is very difficult to understand since we find by the case of dried mud that it is assur to crumble even if you use your hands. Furthermore we find by crumbling bread that if not for the fact that we hold “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain” it would be assur to crumble it even with the hands.

He answers that using the hands is a shinui only when it is not a normal way to grind that particular substance that you want to grind. That is why is mutar to crumble rock salt on Shabbos since that is not the normal way that you grind rock salt. By bread and dried mud using the hands to crumble it up is the normal way therefore it is assur. 

Mishnah Brurah (321:29): He concurs with the rationale explained in the Tehilah Ledavid. 


Exception 4 - Tochain for Immediate Consumption

Rashba: The Rashba says that the Melacha of Tochain is permissible if it is done for immediate consumption. The definition of immediate consumption would be the same here as it is by Boreir. The rationale for this comparison is that just like we find by Boreir that separating for immediate use is permissible so to Tochain is permissible for immediate use. The reason immediate use is a reason to permit these Melachos is because we view the act done for immediate use as an early stage of eating and not a distinct stage of pre-production.

Achronim: The Achronim are quick to point out that the Rashba doesn’t mean that you can use a kli meyuchad to grind with if it is for immediate use. The rationale for this is simple. Even by Boreir where we say that you can separate for immediate use nevertheless you may not use a kli meyuchad to do so. 


Rema (321:12): He poskins like the Rashba lemaseh.


There is a discussion regarding the parameters of this heter in the Rashba.

Gra/ Rivash/ Pri Megadim: They say that the Rashba meant not only cutting into small pieces but even mashing and crushing as long as you don’t use a kli meyuchad. All of these techniques are typically utilized in the course of eating and are therefore included in the heter of the Rashba of “derech achilah”. 

Chazon Ish: Since the basis for the heter of the Rashba is that immediate use makes the act a form of eating therefore the heter must be limited only to cutting an item into small pieces but not crushing or mashing. The reason for this is that crushing and mashing give an entirely new form to the item as opposed to just making it into smaller bite size pieces. This act is to significant to view as an early stage of eating.

Now that we understand what the Rashba is saying we can see whether we poskin like him or not. Even though we saw that the Rema poskins like the Rashba we see that many poskim cautioned against this. 

Mishnah Brurah (321:45): He brings down from the Beis Yosef and even earlier sources that we should not rely on the Rashba lechatchilah. These early sources claim that there never was such a comparison between Tochain and Boreir and therefore there is no basis to allow Tochain for immediate use. 

Lemaseh: Since it is very possible that there is no heter to grind for immediate use a person should always be careful to cut his vegetables etc. into pieces that are slightly bigger than he is accustomed during the week. The contemporary poskim have all taken on to follow the stringency of the Mishnah Brurah.

Rabbinical Fences

There are a number of Rabbinical Fences regarding the Melacha of Tochain. 

Crushing With a Wood Pestle

Beis Yosef (321:7): We learned above that he gave an explanation based on the Rabbeinu Yashayah of why the use of a shinui in Tochain is permissible. Even though we didn’t accept his comparison from Boreir nevertheless it is clear from his essential argument that using a wood pestle to crush with is considered a shinui and therefore is only assur m’derabanan. The Ramban in Beitzah agrees with this principle. The reason it is a shinui is because it is not capable of producing the same level of fineness in the grinding. The Iglay Tal points out that it may be that in a situation where wood is considered capable of producing the required level of fineness for your needs, and therefore there is no real difference whether it is made form wood or stone, then to use the wood tool would also be an issur d’orysa. 

Grabbing a Handful of Fragrant Leaves for Your Animal

Gemara (Shabbos 128a): the Gemara brings a Braisah that says if someone brought in (before Shabbos) assorted grasses and leafy branches for his animal to eat then he may only take from them to chew or smell if he takes what fits in the tips of his fingers. He can then rub them to extract the fragrance or to soften them to eat. A person should not grab a handful of these grasses or leaves and rub them since we are worried that with that amount he will be tempted to get out his mortar and pestle in order to pulverize them. This is a gezeirah to prevent you from coming to grind.

Grinding An Item By Chewing It

Magen Avraham (321:12): We saw above that according to him it is assur m’derabanan to chew something in order to break it down into smaller pieces if you have no intention to eat it or give it to someone else to eat. This is a shinui but since it is not for use as a Shabbos need than the Rabbanan didn’t wave their issur on it.

Grinding Vegetation for Animals

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 21:18): He brings down a halacha from the Gemara that it is assur m’derabanan to chop up young grain stalks or carobs for an animal to eat since it resembles Tochain. It is mutar however to cut up a piece of hard meat or gourds for an animal in order so that it can eat. This needs explanation. Why is it assur by carobs and young grain stalks but mutar by hard meat and gourds? 

Iglay Tal: He explains the concept in the following manner. The difference between the different cases is that by carobs and young grain stalks the animal simply can’t eat these items without them bAing chopped up to some degree. However by the gourds and hard meat the animal could eat them without bAing cut if it was really hungry. The cutting by gourds and hard meat therefore is merely a matter of greater convenience. By the case of carobs and young grain stalks the act of chopping them is making the m edible to the animal. This is a significant change in the item that resembles Tochain. The reason that the cutting of carobs and young grain stalks is not a d’orysa issur of Tochain is because the Melacha of Tochain is limited to cases where the grinding changes the very nature and function of the food itself. Here the nature and function of the carobs and meat are the same after they are chopped as before but what has changed is that now the animal is able to swallow them whereas before it was not. 

Taking Medicine on Shabbos

Gemara: The Gemara in Shabbos 53b says that the Rabbis made a gezeirah that it is assur to engage in any type of healing (i.e. taking medicine, applying medical techniques, etc.) on Shabbos because if a person will get involved in the idea of healing on Shabbos he will get so involved init that he will forget that it is assur to do Tochain and he will get out his mortar and pestle and start grinding items for the sake of making more medicine.

There are many categories of sickness and pain that people suffer from. In some of these levels the Rabbis made their gezeirah and in some they didn’t. Truthfully the sugyah of Refuah on Shabbos is a topic that deserves to be researched on its own. As a result we will deal with it in a different stage of this work.

Halacha Lemaseh

Now that we have explored and explained the basic principles of Tochain we can now apply them to everyday situations.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (6:1): As an introductory remark he reminds us that even though the name of the Melacha is grinding nevertheless the scope of this prohibition extends to all forms of breaking down an item into smaller parts. Therefore it is assur to utilize any of the following techniques on Shabbos with food items that are within the prohibition of Tochain.

a) Cutting an item into small pieces

b) Crushing

c) Mashing

d) Shredding

e) Spreading or Smearing

f) Pulverizing

g) Grating

h) Or any other similar technique

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (6:2): With the exception of a few items that we will mention ahead the Melacha of Tochain applies to all food items and non-food items. Some examples would be the following.

a) Fruits, Vegetables, and Grains

b) Spices, Roots, or Natural dye producing substances

c) Dirt, Wood, Metal


Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (6:5): There are two basic categories of items that are exempt from the prohibition of Tochain. The two categories are edible food items that grow form the ground, and items that are not naturally one solid unified mass. 


Here are some examples of edible food items that don’t grow from the ground.

a) Meat, Poultry, and Fish

b) Cheese

c) Eggs

Here are some examples of items that are not naturally one solid mass.

a) Bread, Cookies, Biscuits, and Crackers

b) Lumpy Sugar, Salt, Porridge, Farina, Oatmeal, or Rice

Within the second category of exceptions, i.e. items that are not naturally one solid mass, there is a machlokes as to how far to extend this principle.

Shmiras Shabbos (6:11): He says that it is mutar to mash, crush, crumble, or cut chocolate into very small pieces. This is because it is made of a substance that was once ground. 

Orchos Shabbos: Based on the Shvisas Shabbos he is machmir on chocolate not to do any of the above techniques since it has reformed to such a state of unity that it is no longer recognizable that it came from a substance that was once ground.

There are other items that would be included in this machlokes between the Shmiras Shabbs and the Orchos Shabbos. For example crushing a hard candy or candied sugar would also fit into this machlokes.      

The Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa follows the opinion of the Chazon Ish entirely. As a result he also holds that it is mutar to crush a pill (medicine or the like) into a powder.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (33:64): He says that a person can crush or pulverize a pill on Shabbos provided he doesn’t use a kli meyuchad.

Orchos Shabbos: Strangely enough he agrees with the Shmiras Shabbos on this halacha. This is difficult to understand since there is no difference between chocolate and a pill. The explanation must be that he feels that a pill even though it appears to be a completely unified solid is nevertheless not so. If you suck on a pill and the shiny coating begins to wear away then underneath you can see that the pill is really made up of powder. Chocolate is in a unique category since it is entirely reformed to a unified solid.

We have learned that it is always assur to use a kli meyuchad for grinding or the like on Shabbos. However the reason varies depending on the situation.

Contemporary Poskim: They point out that when you are dealing with an item that is in the category of exceptions mentioned above like cheese, eggs, meat, or cookies, bread etc then the reason you can’t use a kli meyuchad is only because of Uvdin Dechol.

If however you are dealing with a substance that is included in the scope of the prohibition then it is assur as a d’orysa form of Tochain.

There are numerous types of implements that need to be analyzed to determine whether they are in fact considered a kli meyuchad or not.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (6:3): He points out that a chopping device with many blades that is on a spring or swivel that you push or turn and it chops or slices the item is a kli meyuchad.

However a cheese slicer, egg slicer, meat slicer, or a bread-cutting device (even to slice an entire loaf) is viewed as a series of regular knives or blades that are attached to one another. A normal knife is not considered a kli meyuchad therefore neither are these items.

Mishnah Brurah (321:45): He says that a clever (a large chopping blade designed for dicing) is a suffeik kli meyuchad therefore a person should not use it to cut items into small pieces with even in a situation where it is not an issur of Tochain to do so.

We saw above that cutting fruits and vegetables into very small pieces is assur as a Toldah of Tochain. Similarly it follows that crushing, slicing, shredding or the like is also assur.

Rav Moshe FAinstAin (Orach Chaim 1 Res. 74): He says that cutting a vegetable into thin strips is mutar. 

Orchos Shabbos: He brings down that some poskim say that a person should be machmir even with regards to cutting strips.

We saw above that mashing is included in the issur of Tochain. There is an extensive discussion regarding the mashing of bananas. 

Rav Moshe FAinstAin (ibid): He says a very big kulah regarding the mashing of bananas. We know that there are some poskim who hold that a very ripe banana is mutar to mash since it is as if it has already been ground. However Rav Moshe says that even a regular banana that is not that soft is mutar to mash. This would be mutar even with the teeth of a fork. He holds that the technique of mashing is only included in the Melacha of Tochain if it causes a substance to break up into pieces. If however the substance is naturally pliable and has enough moisture in it that when you mash it the entire item just transforms into another shape but remains one solid mass then that is not defined as the Melacha of Tochain. As far as he indicates this heter only applies to bananas. Potatoes are definitely not included in this heter and avocadoes are very questionable.

Chazon Ish: He holds that the concept of mashing even applies to bananas therefore it is preferable to only mash bananas with a shinui.

According to the poskim that we saw above who apply “Ain Tochain Achar Tochain” to over-ripe fruits it would be mutar to mash them even without a shinui. If the banana isn’t at that stage of ripeness then everyone (except Rav Moshe) agrees that it is assur to use the teeth of the fork to mash it.


In Summary: There are a few guidelines with regards to mashing bananas.

a) Rav Moshe permits mashing bananas with the teeth of a fork even if it is not over-ripe.

b) Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and Shmiras Shabbos say that if the banana or any other fruit for that matter is so soft that it literally falls apart as you try to hold it or move it then you may use the teeth of a fork to mash it.

c) The Chazon Ish says that even a fruit that is that ripe and all the more so a fruit that is not that ripe can only be mashed with a shinui. 

We saw above that it is mutar to mash items that have become very soft through the cooking.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (6:10): He says that in order to mash cooked vegetables you need two conditions.

a) The item must have become partly crushed out of shape either before or during the cooking 

b) The item must be so soft that they are easy to mash.

Orchos Shabbos: He says that you only need the second condition that the item must be so soft that it is easy to mash.

The poskim point out that it is mutar to spread jam, jelly, or marmalade on Shabbos.

Shmiras Shabbos/ Orchos Shabbos: They bring down that since jam and the like are made from fruits that have been cooked to this point of softness it is mutar to spread them.

