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TZA’AR BAALEI CHAIM
Is It Permitted to Watch a Bullfight?

A Responsum of Harav Ovadiah Yosef, zt”|
based on Yechaveh Da’at 3:61

On 3 Marcheshvan, 5774 (October 7, 2013), 850,000 people attended the largest
funeral in Israel’s history, mourning the loss of the beloved Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef, zt”l.
He was a larger than life figure: brilliant, revolutionary, controversial, misunderstood,
saintly, and, most of all, beloved.

“Rav Ovadiah” (as most referred to him)’s influence was most felt in the realm

of halachah, by great scholars and by simple folk alike. The social and religious
revolution he brought about almost single-handedly focused primarily on raising
halachic consciousness among Sefardic Jewry. He left behind an oral and written
halachic legacy that includes hundreds - maybe thousands - of public lectures to
the masses, together with classic works of responsa, engaging the greatest scholars
of the Jewish world.

One of those volumes - perhaps unique in the history of the responsa literature -
preserves in writing the contents of his very popular weekly radio show, “Asei Lecha
Rav” (“Make for Yourself a Rav”), where he addressed halachic topics in a way
accessible to a broad audience. This Ner LeElef Thinking Gemara shiur is based on
one of the chapters in the third volume of this work, Yechaveh Da’at.

In this shiur we will follow Rav Ovadiah’s teshuvah (responsum) about a slightly
offbeat topic - bullfighting. Through his response to an inquiry about whether it

is permissible to watch a bullfight, he relates, in general, to how people should
properly relate to animals. From this source, we can get a feel for his straightforward
style and a taste of the broad range of sources he drew upon (Rav Ovadiah was
known to have a photographic memory, and also had immediate access the contents
of thousands of volumes in his massive library).

THE
ANATOMY
OF THIS

Section L. Question: Is It Halachically Permitted to Go to a Stadium and
Watch a Bullfight?

RESPONSUM Section Il. Foundations: Cruelty and Sensitivity to Animals

Section lll. Related Issue: Is hunting permissible?

Section IV. The Answer: What do rabbinic sources teach us about
attending a bullfight?

Section V. The Contrast: Should a Jew visit a zoo?

Note: This shiur is not intended as a source of practical halachic (legal) rulings.
For matters of halachah, please consult a qualified posek (rabbi).
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The full text of this responsum as it appears in the standard edition of Yechaveh
Da’at Volume 3:
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SECTION 1 The Question: Is It Halachically Permitted to Go to a Stadium and

Watch a Bullfight?

Source 1. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61

Is it halachically permitted to go to a stadium and

watch bullfighting?
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SECTION Il Foundations: Cruelty and Sensitivity to Animals

Source 2. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 207

There is no doubt that the very concept of
bullfighting is totally contrary to the spirit of

our holy Torah. For [bullfighting] is the culture
of sinners and cruel people, which is not the
portion that God has given to Jacob, as our Sages
say (Yevamot 79a), “There are three prominent
character traits common to Jews: Jews are modest,
compassionate, and act with kindness.”
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Source 3. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 207-208

It is well-known that the prohibition against
cruelty to living beings is of biblical level. This

is why the Torah commanded removing the

load from a friend’s donkey if it is lying under

its burden. The Gemara (Bava Metzia 31a-32b)
derived from here that causing pain to animals is a

biblical level prohibition.

TDIY 129V .77IRT 1 RN
Pyn RWHD PIIDY 77IPD
XITWD 37720 PW 91900
3971 .IRW®H Nop 70
RY*ZD RJI) RIDI2 IR2D
JIBRY (27 2771 7Y R”D
.RD™IIRTN 070 V7va Ty

Source 4. Shemot 24:5

If you see your enemy’s donkey lying under its burden
would you refrain from helping him? You shall surely

help along with him.
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Source 5. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 207-208

In Tractate Shabbat (128b) they (the Sages

of the Talmud) said that if an animal fell on
Shabbat into a water canal, and the water is too
deep to feed it while still there, it is permitted
to place cushions and covers underneath its
feet to raise the animal up so they can feed

it. Even though this transgresses one of the
Shabbat laws in rendering a “vessel” (a usable
object, in this case meaning the cushions and
covers) unusable — which is a derivative of

the prohibition against destroying, as Rashi
explained (in the passage in Shabbat 128,

and on 154b), and see the Tosafot in Shabbat
(43a) — still they permitted this, because the
prohibition against rendering a vessel unusable
is only a rabbinic prohibition, whereas causing
pain to animals is biblically prohibited. The
biblical prohibition here takes precedence over
the rabbinic one. Thus ruled the Rambam
(Shabbat 25:26), the Tur and the Shulchan
Aruch (Orach Chaim 305:19).
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Source 6. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 208

But here [bullfighting], they starve and pain
the animal before it gets into the arena in the
stadium. After that, they provoke it and prod
it with weapons, so it will go wild, jump, and
gore with its horns. Our rabbis, in contrast,
prohibited eating a meal before feeding one’s
animal, as is explained in Berachot 40a. They
based this on the verse (in the Shema) that first
says, “I will place grass in your field for your
animal,” then “You should eat and be satisfied”
(Devarim 11:15). This is a halachic ruling that
appears in Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 167.
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Source 7. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 407

In the Gemara in Bava Metzia (85a) the rabbis
said, in the anecdote about our Holy Rabbi

[as the Talmud refers to Rabbi Yehudah the
Prince], that one should have mercy even over
impure rodents, for it says (Tehillim 145:9),
“His mercy spreads over all of His works.”
Anyone, that story teaches, that has mercy over
God’s creatures is shown mercy from Heaven
and saved from suffering,
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Source 8. Bava Metzia 85a

There was a calf that was being led to slaughter. It
moved away and inclined its head towards Rebbi
[Rabbi Yehudah the Prince] and cried [as if to say,
“Please do not let them slaughter me!”]. He said to
the calf, “Go. That was what you were created for.”

They said [in Heaven],“Since he [Rebbi] did not

show mercy, let him experience suffering.”

Rebbi’s suffering went away through a different

episode. One day, his maid was sweeping the house.

There were some baby weasels on the floor and she
swept them out. Rebbi said to her,“Leave them. It
says (Tehillim 145:9),“His mercy spreads over all
of His works."They said [in Heaven],“Whoever is

merciful will receive mercy from Heaven.”
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SECTION lIl Related Issue: Is Hunting Permissible?

Source 9. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 208

Rabbi Chaim ben Atar, in his book Or Hachaim
(in his commentary on Parshat Acharei Mot

in Vayikra [Leviticus] 17:11), writes that

it is prohibited to kill or put to death any
domesticated or wild animal. For all that is
permitted to us is slaughtering for the sake

of eating meat, and the like. Even an ox that
gored and killed a man can only be put to death
through a ruling of a Sanhedrin court of twenty-
three judges.
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Source 10. Shemot 21:28-29

28. And if a bull gores a man or a woman and [that WX DX 79U 132 23 (112)
one] dies, the bull shall surely be stoned, and its flesh 210 NI TYX DX IR
shall not be eaten, and the owner of the bull is clear. NR 298 KDY 1w Ppo?
29. But if it is a [habitually] goring bull since °p3 MWD 7Y 12
yesterday and the day before yesterday, and its owner X7 133 790 ORI (09)
had been warned, but he did not guard it, and it -‘3—7“;‘? oow i7'?31;1?9
puts to death a man or a woman, the bull shall be 3391 K57 1"9Ya3
stoned, and even 'its owner §hall be put to death [See - m?x 'IN W".x nf’;: n ?
Rashi, who explains that this refers to a Heavenly ;PP PYY2 o) YpE

punishment that can be erased by means of the
payment noted in the next verses].

Source 11. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 208

The Noda Biyhudah (Part IT Yoreh Dei'ah 9 M) RPN A2 YT
10), he (Rabbi Yechezkel Landau of Prague, IR OR PRWI, (7 1970 YT
1713-1793) was asked if it is permissible to YUYWY nivn 7783 pioy?
hunt animals for sport and entertainment. He DN 177 ,790K7 A7V, P10
concludes that it is prohibited, both because 17,7120 Y %Y X020
the hunter endangers himself, and because it 9Y¥I NIPITIN 712 W DIwn
involves cruelty and causing pain to animals. n”wa pos 131 .0”n o%va
The author of Responsa Shemesh Tzedaka 17°0 YT 79 PYT) IRIY U
ruled likewise (Yoreh Dei'ah 18 and 57). See Y AR (17101
also the work Ikrei Hadat (by Rabbi Daniel ny7 M pom) v pYa
Tirani, Yoreh Dei’ah 1:20), and Responsa AT N7V ,(7O NIR VR 10D
Yehudah Yaaleh (Asad Yoreh Dei'ah 164). 172°0 Y7 799 PYM) TROR A7
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Source 12. Responsa Noda Biyhudah Part 2, Yoreh Dei’ah 10

Up until now we have spoken from the vantage 7770 ¥R 11727 79 7Y
point of the letter of the law. However, in truth, I 773 DY 300 23X TR DINK)
am amazed at the matter itself. We only find the P T8 WOR I1¥H KDY .9277
title, “hunter” with regards to Nimrod (Bereishit 377 77 XY WY 79032
[Genesis] 10:9) and Esav (Bereishit 25:27). But . Y7 Y 0772X 12
this is not the way of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 07772 YPRIW? VIR N1 PRI
... And how can an Israelite actively kill an P73 77% 0 %3 0»n vova
animal motivated by no need other than enjoying POYNIY 93071 NI 19037

spending his time involved in hunting? 777783
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SECTION IV The Answer: What do Rabbinic Sources Teach us About Attending a

Bullfight?

Source 13. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 208

Based on the above it is clear that one who
enters a stadium to watch a bullfight, and pays
the entrance fee that they charge, is a “partner
to a destructive person” (paraphrasing Mishlei
[Ecclesiastes] 28:24). He is aiding and abetting
sinners, which is prohibited, based on the
Mishnah in Gittin (61a). See likewise Tractate
Avodah Zarah (55a), Responsa Binyan Tzion
(by Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger, Germany 1798-
1871, Part I, 15), Responsa Meishiv Davar (by
Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin, Lithuania,
1816-1893, Part 11, 31-32), Responsa Minchat
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Shmuel (Rabbi Shmuel Weiss of Tomashov,
Responsum 24), along with other later
authorities.
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Source 14. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 209

And in Tractate Avodah Zarah (18b) we learn,
“The Rabbis learned that one who goes to a stadium
or castra [a Roman arena] and sees the sorcerers
and enchanters is considered [as participating in] a
gathering of scoffers. Concerning them it is written
(Tehillim [Psalms] 1:1), ‘Fortunate is him who did
not walk in the counsel of the evildoers, did not
stand in the path of the sinners, and did not sit in
the gathering of scoffers. Rather, his entire desire is
God’s Torah.” Rashi explains that “one who goes

to a stadium” refers to the place that they incite an
ox to gore (a Roman amphitheater, where gladiators
were pitted against wild animals) as they said in Bava
Kamma (39a), “If a ‘stadium ox’ gored a person and
the person was killed, the ox does not receive the
death penalty. The source for this is that the Torah
says (when in Shemot 21:28 it talks about the ox
who gored and killed a man and then gets put to
death), "When an ox will gore a man,’ (implying that
the motivation to gore originates in the ox itself)
indicating that they do not incite the ox to gore (like
they do in the stadium).”
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Source 15. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 208

They similarly say there in Tractate Avodah
Zarah (18b), “Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi expounded:
‘Fortunate is one who did not walk into the
counsel of the evildoers’ — this refers to the
theaters and circuses of the gentiles, ‘did not stand
in the path of the sinners’ — he did not stand in
the contest of wild beasts.” Rashi explained that
kenigyon refers to dogs hunting wild beasts, which
was done exclusively for entertainment and sport.
Similarly, this expression appears in Chullin (60a,
discussing the variety of rare animals Moshe
taught the people about as he went through the
laws of kashrut), when it asks (thetorically), “Was
Moshe a hunter (that he had familiarity with

rare animals)?” In the Or Zarua Hagadol (Part

II, Laws of Shabbat, 83:17) the author writes,
“Anyone who hunts animals using dogs will not
merit the joy of the Leviathan [at the feast of the
righteous in the World to Come], as it is explained
in Midrash Rabbah (Vayikra 13:3). The Rema
quotes this in Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim
(316:2). See also the Responsa of the Mahari of
Bruna (71).
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SECTION V The Contrast: Should a Jew Visit a Zoo?

Source 16. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 209

However, it seems clear that it is permitted to go
to a zoo to look at the creations of the Holy One,
blessed be He. For a person’s soul is very moved
by seeing the works of God'’s hands, as it says
(Tehillim 104:24), “How great are Your works,
God! All of them were made with wisdom. The
world is full of your possessions.” [I believe this
is permitted,] in spite of that which is stated by
Responsa Arugat Habosem (Orach Chaim 39,
by Rabbi Moshe Greenwald, Hungary 1853-
1910), who prohibits this practice, supporting
his approach with a quote from Shabbat 149a.
See also the Responsa Pri Hasadeh (3:173,
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by Rabbi Eliezer Deitch, Hungary 1850-
1916). Those two authors, however, did not
pay attention to the Tosafot's comments in
the passage in Shabbat they quoted — that the
images are only prohibited if they were made
for idolatrous purposes. It also makes sense to
distinguish between seeing mere pictures and
seeing God'’s actual creatures, “small and large
animals, crawling animals along with winged

birds (based on Tehillim 104:25).”
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Source 17. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 209

And in the book Leket Yosher, the author
testifies about his Rav, the great Gaon, our Rabbi
Yistrael Isserlein, the author of the Responsa
Terumat Hadeshen, to the effect that he walked
a great distance on Shabbat to see a pair of lions
that were brought to his city. And our Master
the Chida, in the book Midbar Kedeimot (II,
22), tells that when he was in London, he visited
a zoo and saw a variety of interesting and strange
animals, including an eagle that was reputedly
one-hundred years old. In his book Maagal Tov,
he expands upon this. Behold, we have powerful
halachic evidence that visiting a zoo is permitted,
because we know that a great rabbi did. We have
also heard likewise about a number of great and
wise men, men of great piety and good deeds,
that visited a zoo, and none objected.
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Source 18. Midbar Kedeimot Bet 22

And I, the young one, saw in the Tower of
London strange, scary, animals, almost more
powerful than lions, bound with iron cables. I
also saw there a very beautiful eagle that they
said was a hundred years old; this was even
written in their books. I also saw a crossbreed
from a lioness and a cat — it bore the form

of a beautiful cat, but had the strength of a
lion, and needed to be bound by a number of
iron cables in a dark and dreary place. There
were also a number of types of animals from
America.
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Source 19. Yechaveh Da’at 3:61, p. 209

1

However, the only thing that is permissible is

He be blessed. But God forbid that one should
go to the places where they play cruel games
with animals and cause them to implant within
a person the bad and corrupt trait of cruelty; he
will become one who destroys his soul with his

own hands (based on Mishlei 6:32). This is not

it is clear that it is a mitzvah to publicize that it
is prohibited to go to such places. To those who
listen it will be pleasant, and upon them will
come a blessing of goodness.

looking at the works of the Creator’s Hands, may

the portion that Jacob has been given. Therefore,
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ADDITIONAL Rav Ovadiah, zt”l, has an additional responsum about visiting a zoo in Yabia
RESOURCES Omer Part 4, Orach Chaim 20. It includes a more in-depth debate with the Arugat
Habosem and Pri Hasadeh.

“Ratzon Hatorah,” by Rabbi Asher Weiss, shlita, in Minchat Asher Devarim (Hebrew),
includes a list of eleven citations from Rishonim and Acharonim on why causing
pain to animals is a biblical law, even though the Torah does not directly state, “You
should not cause pain to animals.”

“Cruelty to Animals: Halachos of Tzaar Baalei Chayim,” by Rabbi Yehoshua Pfeffer,

is an in depth article that covers the foundations of this prohibition, along with a
number of areas of practical halachah, including animal experimentation, killing
annoying insects, killing animals to relieve them of their pain, along with some of the
topics dealt with here. It is available online at:

http:/www.dinonline.org/2011/09/13/cruelty-to-animals-halachos-of-tzaar-baalei-
chayim/

“Halachic Perspectives on Pets,” by Rabbi Chaim Jachter, deals with a whole range
of halachic issues that arise concerning pets: whether one should own a pet at all;
how Shabbat laws impact on having and caring for a pet; what implications Pesach
might have; neutering; and using guide dogs in the synagogue. It is available online
at: http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/english/halacha/jachter_1.htm

Rabbi Ari Enkin’s Shu”t Hashulchani includes three relevant articles in English on
pages 212-218: “Tza’ar Baalei Chaim;” “Hunting;” and “Going to the Zoo.” It presents
a straightforward, easy-to-read summary of these topics with clear citations.
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The International Debate Education Association has a section of its website devoted
to the pros and cons of banning bullfighting. It pits the following three arguments:

. “Bullfighting is an art-form and an important cultural tradition;”
. “Bullfighting is no more harmful than the alternatives for bulls and cows;” and
. “Bullfighting is economically important for some regions,”

Against these three:

. “Bullfighting is a form of animal torture;”
. “Harming animals for entertainment is immoral;” and
. “Bullfighting is too dangerous to humans to justify.

The material is available online at:

http://idebate.org/debatabase/debates/sport/house-believes-all-nations-should-
ban-bullfighting




