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May Doctors, Teachers, and other Essential Workers go on Strike to

improve their working conditions?

1) The Rambam writes that a worker must work efficiently and faithfully, not to cause any loss or
lag in the labor of his employer; Rambam cites Yaakov Avinu as a proof.

2) The Gemara tells us that a worker is not a slave; hence, he has the right to break his contract
even in the middle of his job. He is compensated commensurate with what he worked. However
the worker may not back out if it will cause the employer a loss, and if he does, the employer
may withhold the wages in order to higher new workers even at a higher rate.

3) It would seem that there is no basis for ‘strike’ in halacha- either work, or quit.

4) The gemara records a story that the bakers and incense makers of the beis hamikdash went on
strike, however the Sages frowned upon this.

5) The Gemara in Bava Basra states that workers may form a ‘union’ to establish trade standards,
such as not infringing on one another, and not working on the others day.

6) Rav Aharon Kotler 2’| entertains the notion that worker might be able to strike based on the
principal of the law of the land. Even if a loss will incur, the custom establishes that the workers
have the right to do it. Rav Moshe Feinstein z”| likewise cites the gemara in bava basra as a
possible source to enable workers to strike and not allow others to take their place.

7) Teachers and Rebbeim going on strike is fraught with halachic problems, because it is
considered causing a irretrievable loss, and cannot be permitted even on the basis of the law of
the land, since non-monetary Torah prohibitions are involved.

8) Rav Moshe further points out that anyway the Rebbe in required to teach, since he is only paid
based on compensating him for not working, and he is still free to teach.

9) Rav Moshe acknowledges that sometimes the only effective course of action would be for the
Rebbeim to Strike, for the temporary interruption of Torah will lead to greater study later on.

10) Doctors are also bound by the Torah to heal. It is halachic problematic for them to strike-
however if they must, Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach z”l required that at least enough doctors are
left to avoid situations of pikuach nefesh.

11) There is a tosefta requiring essential workers to stay at their posts during public need, such as
barbers, bath attendants, grocers, and the like.



