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Chapter X: Mikeitz (Gen. 41:1–44:17) 
 
Essay 2. The custom of women not to work on Chanukah 
 

On the 25th of Kislev (start) the eight days of Chanukah, and they are 
prohibited for eulogizing and fasting, but are permitted for doing work. The women 
have made it a custom not to do work while the candles are burning. And there is 
[an opinion] that says that we may not be lenient for them. 

- Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 670:1 
 

כָּה יֵשׁ לְפָרֵשׁ הַפָּסוּק "תְּנוּ־לָהּ מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ" וְכוּ', דְּקָשֶׁה שֶׁהֲרֵי פְּרִי יָדֶיהָ כְּבָר וּסּוּר מְלָאכָה שֶׁנּוֹהֲגוֹת הַנָּשִׁים בַּחֲנ יאִ וּבְעִנְיָן  

וְעוֹד לָמָּה דַּוְקָא בַּשְּׁעָרִים    .לָּם וּוְעוֹד מַהוּ "מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ" דְּמַשְׁמָע מִקְּצָת מֵהֵם וְלאֹ כּ  . לוֹמַר שֶׁיִּתְּנוּהָ לָהּיוּמַה שַׁיָּ   ,שֶׁלָּהּהֵם  
    יִהַלְלוּהָ וְלאֹ בִּשְׁאַר מְקוֹמוֹת.

 
With regard to the prohibition of work that women practice on Chanukah, we need 

to interpret the verse from Eshet Chayil [“A Woman of Valor’], Proverb 31, “Give her from the 
fruit of her hands; and let her be praised at the gates by her works.”1  

A difficulty is that the fruit of her hand are already hers, so why is it relevant to say 
that [the fruit] should be given to her? 

Also, what is the meaning of “from the fruit of her hands,” for the meaning is a part 
of them and not all of them. 

Also, why does the verse say specifically that she should be praised at the gates, and 
not at any other place? 

  
 ֹ א לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה כָּל הַלַּיְלָה,  וּמִלְּבַד מַה שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ לְעֵיל רֵישׁ פָּרָשַׁת חַיֵּי שָׂרָה, עוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁכְּבָר נוֹדַע שֶׁיֵּשׁ נוֹהֲגוֹת שֶׁלּ

    .וְיֵשׁ מַחְמִּירוֹת יוֹתֵר, וּפְּלִיגִי הָאַחֲרוֹנִים אִם מִנְהָגָן מִנַּהָג וְאִם יֵשׁ לְהָקֵל לָהֶן. וְיֵשׁ מַחְמִּירוֹת אַף בְּיוֹם רִאשׁוֹן וְיוֹם שְׁמִינִי
 

Apart from what we wrote above in the beginning of Chapter V, parashat Chayei 
Sarah, in essay 1, it can also be said that it’s already known that there are women who are 
accustomed not to do work the entire night of Chanukah while the candles are burning, and 
there are those who are strict even during the day, on the first day and the eighth day of 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Prov. 31:31. 
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Chanukah. There are those who are even stricter and don’t work at all during Chanukah, and 
the Acharonim, the later rabbinic authorities, disagree whether their custom is indeed a proper 
custom, and if we can be lenient with them and tell them they can work.2  

 
יָכוֹל לְכוּפָהּ יִרְצֶה  שֶׁהַבַּעַל אִם  סְבַרָא לוֹמַר  צָד  וְאֵינָהּ    לַעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה,  וְהָיָה  יָדֶיהָ שֶׁלּוֹ  מַעֲשֶׂה  מְזוֹנוֹת  כְּשֶׁנּוֹתֵן לָהּ  שֶׁהֲרֵי 

אִי נָמֵי שֶׁאִם תִּרְצֶה לְהַחְמִּיר עַל עַצְמָהּ שֶׁהַבַּעַל לאֹ יִתֵּן לָהּ מְזוֹנוֹת כִּדְאִיתָא   .רַשָּׁאָה לְהַחְמִּיר עַל עַצְמָהּ כְּדֵי לְהַפְסִיד לְבַעַל
בֶת לַעֲשׂוֹתָן כּוֹפִין י כָּל אִשָּׁה שֶׁתִּמְנַע מִלַּעֲשׂוֹת מְלָאכָה מִמְּלָאכוֹת שֶׁהִיא חַיֶּ   סְעִיף ט"ו),  []בְּשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּ אֶבֶן הָעֵזֶר (סִימָן פ

וּבְדִין    כָּה לְדִין ראֹשׁ חֹדֶשׁ,וּמָּה דִּין חֲנ יאֲבָל הַטַ"ז אֹרַח חַיִּים (סִימָן תר"ע) דִּ   .עַד שֶׁתַּעֲשֶׂה עכ"ל  הּנָ וְאֵינוֹ זָ   .אוֹתָהּ לַעֲשׂוֹת
סּוּר הוּא עַל בַּעֲלֵיהֶן שֶׁאֵינָם  י מִנְהָג אֲבָל הָאִ   אֵינָם אֲסוּרוֹת בִּמְלָאכָה אֶלָּא מֵחֲמַת  שֶׁהַנָּשִׁים  ראֹשׁ חֹדֶשׁ כָּתַב הַבָ"ח (סִימָן תי"ז)

 ף אוֹתָן לַמְּלָאכָה וְעי"ש.יְכוֹלִין לָכוֹ
 
There is a well-known opinion that her husband, if he should wish, is able to compel 

her to work, for when he gives her bread, i.e. provides her with marital support, then the work 
of her hands belongs to him, and she does not have permission to be strict upon herself and 
abstain from work when the result would be to cause her husband a loss.  

Alternatively, if she should wish to be strict upon herself, such that her husband not 
give her bread, as is brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer, siman 80, se’if 15, [the 
law is that] every women who will prevent herself from work that she is obligated to do, is 
compelled to do it [by the court]. [The husband] does not give her food until she does so.  

But the Taz, Orach Chaim, siman 670, se’if katan 2, equated the law of Chanukah to 
the law of Rosh Chodesh,3 and for the law of Rosh Chodesh, the Bach wrote that the women 
are not forbidden from work except because of custom, but the prohibition is on their 
husbands, that they are not able to force them to work, and see there.4  

   
תָּרִים וְכוּ', וְלָכֵן אָמַר  וּגּוּפִיָּה שֶׁאֵין לְהָקֵל לָהֶן מִטַּעַם דְּבָרִים הַמּ  שֶׁכֵּן לִסְבַרָת הַבָּ"חכָּה, וּמִכָּל  וּוְאִם כֵּן הוּא הַדִּין אַף בַּחֲנ 

לְפִי שֶׁמַּעֲשֶׂיהָ הֵם מְהַלְּלִים אוֹתָהּ בִּשְׁעָרִים,    הַכָּתוּב "תְּנוּ־לָהּ מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ", תְּנוּ לָהּ מְזוֹנוֹת אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינָהּ עוֹשָׂה מְלָאכָה,
תֵּן לָהּ מְזוֹנוֹת יקָּר הַנֵּס נַעֲשֶׂה עַל יְדֵי אִשָּׁה, וּלְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ יֵרַע בְּעֵינֵי הַבַּעַל לִ יוְעִ   .שֶׁמִּצְוָתָהּ בַּטֶּפַח הַסָּמוּ לְפֶתַחכָּה  וּנוּ נֵר חֲנ ידְּהַיְ 

   חִנָּם, מִשּׁוּם הֲכִי אָמַר "מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ".
 

If so, the same is the case for Hanukkah, and even more so for opinion of the Bach 
himself, that one should not be lenient for them and allow them to work. This is because of 
permitted things that some treat as a prohibition, for which we should respect their beliefs, instead 
of being lenient and telling them that they are permitted to do these things.5 

Therefore, the verse said, “Give her from the fruit of her hands,” give her bread even 
though she isn’t doing work. This is because her actions praise her at the gates, meaning the 

 
2 Abraham Abele Gombiner (c. 1635–82), Magen Avraham, Orach chaim, siman 670, se’if katan 2. 
3 David ha-Levi Segal (“Taz”) (c. 1586–1667), Turei Zahav, Orach Chaim, siman 670, se’if katan 2. 
4 Joel ben Samuel Sirkis (“Bach”) (1561–1640), Bayit Chadash, Orach Chaim, siman 417. 
5 Pesachim 50b. 
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Chanukah lamp, for which the mitzvah is to place it within the handbreadth adjacent to the 
entrance. The essence of the miracle of Chanukah was done by a woman, as the daughter of 
Yochanan, the High Priest, fed cheese to the Greek general, making him thirsty. She then gave him 
wine, and when he fell asleep, she cut off his head, causing his soldiers to flee.6 Thus, Chanukah 
is considered a yom tov for women, and they should not be forced to work if they choose not to 
do so. In order that the husband not find it displeasing in his eyes to give her food freely, 
because of this, it is said, “give her from the fruit of her hands.” 

   
  . מִשְׁקַל חָמֵשׁ סְלָעִים בִּיהוּדָה וְכוּ'  ,מָה הִיא עוֹשָׂה לוֹ  וְדַוְקָא נָקַט "מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ" וְלאֹ מִמַּעֲשֶׂה יָדֶיהָ מִשּׁוּם דְּבִכְתוֹּבוֹת אָמְרִינַן

כְּגוֹן שֶׁעָשְׂתָה אַרְבַּע מְלָאכוֹת כְּבַת אַחַת אוֹ    וּבִגְמָרָא פְּלִיגִי רַבִּי עֲקִיבָא וַחֲכָמִים אִם דָּחֲקָה עַצְמָהּ וְעָשְׂתָה יוֹתֵר מֵהָרָאוּי לָהּ,
ן בְּשֻׁלְחָן יוְעַיֵּ   תָּר הוּא לְעַצְמָהּ אוֹ לְבַעַל, וְגַם הַפּוֹסְקִים חוֹלְקִים בְּזֶה, וּשֶׁעָשְׂתָה בַּלַּיְלָה בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁדֶּרֶ בְּנֵי אָדָם לִישֹׁן, אִם זֶה הַמּ

רוֹת  י לָהּ יִלָּקַח בָּהֶם קַרְקַע וְהַבַּעַל אוֹכֵל פֵּ ימַה שֶׁשַּׁיָּ   עָרוּ אֶבֶן הָעֵזֶר בְּבֵית שְׁמוּאֵל (סִימָן פ' ס"ק ב'), וּדְכוּלֵּי עָלְמָא מִיהָא
אֶרֶץ אֲבָל מַה  ה זֶה שֶׁעָשְׂתָה בַּדּוֹחַק לאֹ נִקְרָא מַעֲשֶׂה יָדֶיהָ, שֶׁהֲרֵי מַעֲשֶׂה הוּא מַה שֶׁעוֹשָׂה בַּטֶּבַע כְּדֶרֶ כָּל הָ וְהִנֵּ   וְעיי"ש.

וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "תְּנוּ־.  ת פְּרִישֶׁעוֹשָׂה מֵחֲמַת דְּחוּקָה זֶה נִקְרָא כְּמוֹ פְּרִי חָדָשׁ שֶׁהוּא מִגְּבוּרַת הַיָּדַיִם שֶׁלָּהּ שֶׁמּוֹצִיאוֹ
עוֹשָׂה מְלָאכָה בְּיָמִים אֵלֶּה, לְפִי  לָהּ מִפְּרִי יָדֶיהָ", כְּלוֹמַר אַל יֵרַע בְּעֵינֵי הַבַּעַל לִיתֵּן לָהּ לְאֵשֶׁת חַיִל מְזוֹנוֹת אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינָהּ  

   לִשְׁלוֹט בִּפְרִי יָדֶיהָ שֶׁעוֹשָׂה עַל יְדֵי הַדֹּחַק.שֶׁתַּחַת חִיּוּב זֶה יֵשׁ לוֹ זְכוּת 
 

[Scripture] particularly took the language “from the fruit of her hands,” and not “from 
the actions of her hands,” because as in tractate Ketubot 59a, “What [is the fixed amount that] 
she [must] earn for him? [She must spin the] weight [of] five sela [of threads of the] warp in 
Judea.” In the Gemara, Rabbi Akiva and the rabbis disagree as to the law if she pushed 
herself and did more than was appropriate for herself, such as if she did four tasks at once, 
or she worked in the night at an hour when it was customary for people to sleep. They 
disagreed if this excess belongs to herself or to her husband, and also the decisors disagreed 
on this. See in the Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer, in the Beit Shmuel (siman 80, se’if katan 2), 
and the entire world agrees that with what money belongs to her, she acquires land with it, 
and the husband consumes the produce [of the land] while the principal remains hers.7 

  Here, what she did under pressure is not called the “work of her hands,” for work is 
what is done normally. But what is done because of pressure she places upon herself is 
considered like a new fruit, which is the strength of her hands that bear fruit. That is why 
Scripture said, “Give her from the fruit of her hands.” That is, it should not be bad in the 
eyes of the husband to give food to the woman of valor, even though she does not do any work 
these days of Chanukah. This is because of the fact that instead of her obligation to work during 
Chanukah, which she declines to do, he has the right to control the fruit of her hands which 
she produces under self-applied pressure. 

   

 
6 Rashi to Shabbos 23a. 
7 This is a Mishnah, Ketubot 8:3. 
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פַּת י"י, וּתְחִלַּת תִּגְבֹּרֶת קְלִ מַ לְ תֵּבוֹת שֶׁל "תְּ'נוּ־לָ'הּ מִ'פְּרִי יָ'דֶיהָ", הוּא תַ כָּה שֶׁהֲרֵי רָאשֵׁי  וּוְעוֹד יֵשׁ רֶמֶז בְּפָסוּק זֶה בָּעִנְיָן שֶׁל חֲנ 
מְאַת וּשֶׁאָז הָיָה חֹשֶׁ בָּעוֹלָם שְׁלוֹשָׁה יָמִים, וּמִשָּׁם נִתְאַמֵּץ כֹּחַ ט  כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל  יְוָנִיםהַיְּוָנִים הָיָה כְּשֶׁהֶעְתִּיקוּ הַתּוֹרָה לִלְשׁוֹן  

אַנְטְיוֹכוּס בֵּן תִּשְׁעִים שָׁנָה, הָיָה בֵּן   הַיְּוָנִים עַד שֶׁבָּאוּ בְּנֵי חַשְׁמוֹנַאי וְנִצְּחוּם, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב הַצֶּמַח דָּוִד שֶׁאֶלְעָזָר שֶׁהוּמַת עַל יְדֵי
   שָׁנָה כְּשֶׁהֶעְתִּיקוּ הַתּוֹרָה לְתַלְמַי. עֶשְׂרִים

 
Also, there is a hint in this verse regarding Hanukkah, since the initial letters of the 

words “Give her for the fruit of her hands” is “Ptolemy” [תַלְמַי]. The beginning of the increase 
of the klipah, the husk of spiritual impurity, related to the Greeks was when, under Ptolemy’s 
orders, [the rabbis] copied the Torah into the language of the Greeks. As [the rabbis] of 
blessed memory said,8 there was darkness in the world for three days, and from this the 
strength of the impurity of the Greeks grew stronger, until the Hasmoneans came and 
conquered them. This is as the Tzemach David wrote,9 that Elazar, who was killed by 
Antiochus, was 90 years old, and he had been 20 years old when the Torah was copied into 
Greek for Ptolemy.   

 
* * * 

 
8 Megillah 9a. See the Tur and the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, siman 580. 
9 Rabbi David Gans (1541–1613), Tzemach David (Prague 1592), a chronicle of Jewish and world history. 


