
                             

"You shall not oppress a hired laborer"

Jewish perspectives on the rights of workers

A Biblical basis for labor rights

1 .!"#$% %& :"''%–'''(

:!"#$%! Õ( )* !"Õ+Õ%,- Õ* %$( .- !"Õ%/0)1 2-  !"#$3,- /1 42#Õ5$- Õ6 #)7!  %#)8!9 : ;( . ,< - ;=

 > !#!>Õ6 '> =$- !"#$=!  - !%Õ: )# - ;=Õ6 2( Õ?,7 < $- - /9 ;7 -  > 6#!=/- Õ6 -  > #)7!  #)  ( $1$ ,> 6#!=!  - 25!< - ;=Õ6 2%!8Õ9 4/ )< 212#Õ*

:- Õ /3 !"Õ5

1. Deuteronomy 24:14-15

You shall not oppress a hired laborer who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your 

brothers, or one of the strangers who are in your land inside your gates; at his day you 

shall give him his wages, nor shall the sun go down upon it; for he is poor, and his life 

depends upon it; lest he cry against you to the Lord and it be a sin for you. 
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2. Leviticus 19:13

You shall not defraud your neighbor, nor rob him; the wages of he who is hired shall not 

remain with you all night until the morning.
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3. Jeremiah 22:13-17

Ha! He who builds his house with unfairness and his upper chambers with injustice, who makes 
his fellow man work without pay and does not give him his wages, who thinks: I will build me a 
vast palace with spacious upper chambers, provided with windows, paneled in cedar, painted 
with vermilion! Do you think you are more a king because you compete in cedar? Your father 
ate and drank and dispensed justice and equity -- then all went well with him. He upheld the 
rights of the poor and needy -- then all was well. That is truly heeding Me -- declares the LORD. 
But your eyes and your mind are only on ill-gotten gains, on shedding the blood of the innocent, 
on committing fraud and violence.

Medieval Exegesis on Deuteronomy 24
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4. Rashi's commentary on Deuteronomy 24:15

And he places his life in jeopardy [for his wages] — for these wages, he places himself in mortal

danger — he climbs a wall, or suspends himself from a tree. And it be a sin on you — regardless,

except that punishment is swiftly dispatched when someone cries out. 

Rabbi Shelomo ben Yitzhak (1040-1105, Northern France) is known as the premier interpreter 
both of the Hebrew Bible and Talmud.
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5. Nahmanides' commentary on Deuteronomy 24:15

For if you do not immediately pay him as he leaves from his task, and he goes to his home, and

his wage is with you until the morning... he will die from hunger during the night.

Rabbi Mosesben Nachman(Nachmanides,Ramban,1194-1205,Spain and Palestine)was a
medieval philosopher, Biblical interpreter and Kabbalist. 

Rabbinic Understanding of Labor rights
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6. Mishnah Bava Metzia 7:1

If one hired laborers and ordered them to work early and late- (in) a place where it is customary 

not to work early or not to work late, he has no right to compel them. (In) a place where it is 

customary to give (them) food; to provide relish, he must provide relish; everything (must be 

done) according to the local custom. It once happened that Rabbi Yochanan ben Massia said to 

his son: ‘Go out (and) hire laborers for us.’ He went, and agreed to give them food. When he 

came to his father, he said to him: ‘My son even if you prepare for them (a meal) like Solomon’s 

banquet in his time, you have not discharged your duty toward them, for they are children of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Rather, before they start work, go out and say to them: ‘On condition

that you have no claim upon me other than bread and beans.’ Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: 

He did not have to say (it); everything is according to the local custom. 
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7. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia, 83a

We need [this example in the Mishnah specifying that local custom undermines an employer’s 

stipulation that workers begin early and stay late] for the case in which the employer raises the 

workers’ wages. In the case in which he says to them, “I raised your wages in order that you 

would begin work early and stay late,” they may reply, “You raised our wages in order that we 

would do better work.”
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8. Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia, 112a

The verse (in Deuteronomy 24) states, “And for it, he risks his life” Why did this worker climb a 

high ramp to work or suspend himself on the tree to collect its fruits, placing himself in mortal 

danger? Was it not for his wage? Another explanation translates the verse as follows: “On it he 

stakes his life.” Whoever withholds the wages of an employee is considered as if he took his life 

from him.



Big picture — What is the philosophical basis for Jewish labor law?

9. Rabbi Moses Chaim Luzzatto, Mesilat Yesharim (Path of the Just), Chapter 21

Most people are not outright thieves, taking their neighbors’ property and putting it in their own 

premises. However, in their business dealing most of them get a taste of stealing whenever they 

permit themselves to make an unfair profit at the expense of someone else, claiming that such a 

profit has nothing to do with stealing. It is not merely the obvious and explicit theft with which 

we have to concern ourselves, but any unlawful transfer of wealth from one individual to another

that may occur in everyday economic activities.

Moses Luzzatto (1707-1746, Italy) is known as the father of the ethical mussar movement.

10. Rabbi Bachya Ibn Pakuda, Duties of the Heart, trans. Yaakov Feldman (Northvale, NJ:

Jason Aronson Inc., 1996), 177-178

One who trusts God is not hampered in his trust by great wealth because he does not rely on it. 

He sees it as a reserve he has been commanded to make use of under certain specific and tempo-

rary circumstances. He does not become arrogant if he remains wealthy, he never reminds any-

one he gave money to what he did for him and he never asks compliment for his gratitude. In-

stead he thanks his Creator for having made him an agent to His kindness.

Rabbi Bachya ibn Paquda (11th c. Spain) was a philosopher, known best for this work.

Jewish legal perspectives on Unions

11. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Quoted in Tzvi Yaron, Mishnato shel Harav Kook, 164, 

translation by Rabbi Jill Jacobs

"Within the workers' organization, which is formed for the purpose of guarding and protecting 

the work condition, there is an aspect of righteousness  and uprightness and tikkun olam... Un-

organized labor brings damage and loss of money to workers. For the unorganized worker works 

under worse conditions — both in regard to wages and in regard to working hours, etc. And this 

is likely to make working conditions worse in general.

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook (1865Ð1935) is known as the father of the "Religious Zionism" 
movement and was the Þrst Chief Rabbi of the British Mandate for Palestine.
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12. Mishpetei Uziel, Choshen Mishpat 52:6 Rabbi Ben-Tzion Meir Chai Uziel

The law allows [for the existence of unions] in order that the individual worker is not to be left 

on his own, to the point that he hires himself out for a low wage in order to satisfy his hunger and

that of his family with a bit of bread and water and with a dark and dingy home; in order that the 

worker may protect himself, the law gives him the legal right to organize, and to establish stipu-

lations that benefit the members of his profession regarding the fair distribution of work among 

the workers, and to achieve fair treatment and wage appropriate for the work and sufficient to 

sustain his household at the standard of living as the other residents of his city.... all of these 

things can only be fulfilled through a workers' union. Therefore, the Torah gave the Jewish peo-

ple the full and legal right to organize these, even though it is possible that [such unions] will 

result in a financial loss for employers. 

Rabbi Ben-Tzion Meir Chai Uziel was the Sephardic chief rabbi of Palestine, then Israel, from 
1939-1954. His legal discourse is written in a collection called Mishpetei Uziel.

The contemporary application:

13. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Insecurity of Freedom, 102-104

The teaching of Judaism is the theology of the common deed.  The Bible insists that God is 
concerned with everydayness, with the trivialities of life...in how we manage the commonplace.  
The prophetÕs Þeld of concern is not the mysteries of heaven...but the blights of society, the 
affairs of the marketplace.  He addresses himself to those who trample upon the needy, who 
increase the price of grain, use dishonest scales and sell the refuse of corn (Amos 8:4-6).  The 
predominant feature of the biblical pattern of life is unassuming, unheroic, inconspicuous 
piety...ÓThe wages of the hired servant shall not abide with thee...Ó (Lev 19:13)...When you 
build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roofÓ (Deut 22:8)...The challenge we face 
is a test of our integrity.   

14. Rabbi Saul Berman, "Labor on the Bima" 

The rabbis are here teaching us a profound lesson. The most demeaning form of oppression of a 
laborer is to assign to him meaningless work. The most ruthless form of abuse of a laborer is to 
have him engage in an activity which serves no productive purpose and, therefore, prevents him 
from having any pride in his achievement. The measure of proper treatment of labor is not 
simply the physical rigors to which the employee is exposed. The employer has a responsibility 
to preserve the dignity of the employee through assuring that he or she can achieve a sense of 
meaning in the labor which she performs. There is an apocryphal tale told about Rabbi Israel 
Salanter, the founder of JudaismÕs Mussar [ethics] movement. Every year before Pesach, Rabbi 
Salanter would inspect matzah bakeries to check their kashrut. One conÞdent owner couldnÕt 
wait to show off how efÞcient his matzah production had become. When Rabbi Salanter Þnished 
the inspection, though, he declared that the bakery was in violation of the halakhic prohibition 
against blood in food. ÒYour sense of efÞciency, together with the unacceptable demands placed 
upon your workers, shows that their blood is mixed into the food produced in this bakery,Ó he 
said. Even though the blood was purely metaphoric, Rabbi Salanter would not certify the kashrut
of the matzah.
Rabbi Berman is a Jewish legal scholar, educator and leading Orthodox voice in America.



15. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, United Nations 1948

Article 23.

    * (1) Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable 
conditions of work and to protection against unemployment.
    * (2) Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal work.
    * (3) Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring for 
himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by
other means of social protection.
    * (4) Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection of his interests.

16. Kim Bobo, Wage Theft in America, (New York: The New Press, 2009),  xiv-7

Wage theft is all around us. If you talk with your friends, family and neighbors, you'll 
Þnd workers who haven't been paid what they are owed. If you talk with workers in your 
community's businesses, you will Þnd more workers who haven't been paid. As consumers, we 
all purchase goods and services from business that steal wages. Wage theft is not somewhere 
else. It is here Ñ in my community and yours. We are all surrounded by and connected with 
wage theft...

Wage theft occurs when workers are not paid all their wages, workers are denied 
overtime when they should be paid it or workers aren't paid at all for work they've performed. 
Wage theft is when an employer violates the law and deprives a worker of legally mandated 
wages.
Kim Bobo is the founder and executive director of Interfaith Worker Justice and a labor activist.

17. Rabbi Jill Jacobs, There Shall be no Needy, (New York: Jewish Lights, 2009), 131

Our tradition upholds an ideal in which the workplace offers dignity both to employers and to 

employees. But in our society, the workplace instead often becomes a degrading place that fails 

to acknowledge the humanity of either the workers or their bosses. Workers often have no way 

of voicing their concern, and may not even be able to provide their families with food, housing 

and medical care. Unfavorable conditions, in turn, prevent employees from doing their best 

work. An unregulated market further tempts even well-meaning employers to violate halakhah 
and basic principles of dignity in order to remain competitive with those who have no such scru-

ples. Unions may not be the sole means of ameliorating this situation, but for now, they are the 

most effective way of creating workplaces in which traditional halakhah can operate as intended.

Thus, demanding that Jewish employers hire union workers and permit their workers to unionize 

represents a first step in creating a system in which it will be possible to institute traditional 

halakhah (Jewish law) in such a way that these laws will protect both employer and employee.

Rabbi Jacobs is the Rabbi in Residence at Jewish Funds for Justice.

This source sheet was assembled with the aid of the new American Jewish World Service

database, on1foot.org and Rabbi Jill Jacobs' book, ThereShall be no Needy:PursuingSocial
Justice through Jewish Law and Tradition (New York: Jewish Lights, 2009).


