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Introduction to 
Bishul Akum 

The prohibition 
According to Biblical law, food that is 

completely kosher and cooked by a non-
Jew is permitted. However, our Sages 
decreed that such food, even when cooked 
in kosher utensils, is prohibited for con-
sumption. This prohibition is known as 
bishul akum. In the coming weeks we 
will discuss the parameters of this rab-
binic prohibition, including the reasons 
behind the decree, when it applies, and 
the practical halacha for modern indus-
trial kashrut.

Food is a very connecting element in 
every society. That is the basis behind the 
decree of bishul akum. Our Sages were very 
concerned about close relationships with 
non-Jews since intermarriage is a very 
severe transgression. The prohibition effec-
tively limits Jews and gentiles dining with 
each other, although there is no specific 
prohibition against dining with a non-Jew 
per se. (See Rashi on Avodah Zara 31:b.) 
Forbidding the non-Jew’s cooking would 
be enough to create an emotional distance 
such that families wouldn’t marry into 
each other. 

Rabbeinu Tam (Tosfot Avodah Zara 38:a) 
and Rambam (Ma’achalot Asurot 17:9) 

maintain that the decree is based on this 
issue of closeness to non-Jews that could 
lead to intermarriage; this is the opinion of 
most early authorities. However, Rashi and 
others attribute a different reasoning to the 
prohibition of bishul akum, which is that 
non-Jews might mix non-kosher ingredi-
ents into the kosher food. In future articles 
we will discuss whether the parameters of 
bishul akum are based on both of these rea-
sons or just one. However, it is clear from 
numerous sources that the danger of inter-
marriage is the main reason behind the 
prohibition (See Torat Habayit 3:7).

The decree is binding regardless of the 
reason 

Since the transgression of intermar-
riage was the primary concern behind our 
Sages’ decree, their goal was to powerfully 
discourage the possibility of developing 
emotional connections to non-Jews that 
could lead to intermarriage either in 
that generation or the next. Accordingly, 
early authorities discuss whether the 
prohibition of bishul akum still applies 
even in situations where intermarriage 
is not technically possible. For example, 
Rashba, in his responsa (1:248), examines 
the case of food cooked by a priest. Being 
that Catholic priests do not marry nor do 
they have children with whom to inter-
marry, is it permitted to eat food cooked 
by a priest even though the reason for 
bishul akum seemingly does not apply to 
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him? Rashba answers that we have a rule 
regarding rabbinic decrees:  even when 
the reason does not apply, the prohibition 
still stands. This is a necessary element 
in every rabbinic prohibition. Otherwise, 
Rashba explains, people could rationalize 
and find reasons why any decree should 
not apply in their particular situation. 
Accordingly, Rashba concludes that even 
food cooked by a Catholic priest has the 
prohibition of bishul akum. A similar 
ruling is made by Ramban (Avodah Zara 
35:a) regarding non-Jewish royalty who, 
because of their stature, are prohibited 
from marrying Jews. He maintains that 
the fact that the non-Jews are royalty is 
irrelevant, and that the decree of bishul 
akum stands regardless of the reason 
behind it. Taz (YD 112:1) , Shach (YD 
112:4) and Pri Megadim (YD 112:1) cite 
these rulings as axioms of the laws of 
bishul akum.

Other examples
Later authorities discuss similar cases 

where the logic behind bishul akum may 
not apply. Responsa Shevet Kehati (6:273) 
rules that even food cooked by a non-Jew-
ish child is considered bishul akum, despite 
the fact that the chances of marriage seem 
remote. The same is true for food cooked 
in a faraway country where Jews cannot 
travel -- bishul akum still applies.      

In summary:
Our Sages prohibited food cooked by 

gentiles, even if the ingredients and uten-
sils are kosher.

The reason cited by most authorities is 
the risk of intermarriage.

Even in cases with virtually no risk of 
intermarriage, the food is still prohibited, 
including non-Jewish royalty, priests, 
young children, and non-Jews from distant 
lands. 
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Our Sages prohibited the consumption of 
kosher food cooked by non-Jews, a decree 
known as Bishul Akum. In previous articles, 
we examined the conditions that determine 
whether this prohibition applies. One of these 
conditions is whether a food is commonly 
eaten raw. The rationale behind the prohibi-
tion is to discourage excessive social interac-
tion with non-Jews, which could potentially 
lead to intermarriage.

The halachic ruling is clear: if a food is 
typically eaten raw, it is not subject to Bishul 
Akum. This is because such food is not con-
sidered significant or unique in a way that 
fosters close social bonding. Since raw-edible 
foods lack this unique culinary aspect, our 
Sages did not include them in the prohibition.

As eating habits evolve over time, it is 
essential to assess whether historical and 

culinary developments affect which foods 
qualify for the Bishul Akum prohibition. 
Although halacha is rooted in tradition, 
it accounts for changes in societal norms, 
particularly in how food is prepared and 
consumed.

HISTORICAL CHANGES
An analysis of rulings by early and later 

halachic authorities reveals that what is con-
sidered "eaten raw" can change depending 
on the time period and food culture.

For example, the Shach (YD 113:2) ruled 
that mushrooms fall under the Bishul Akum 
prohibition, reflecting a time when raw 
mushrooms were not commonly eaten. 
Today, however, raw mushrooms are widely 
consumed, and therefore, they are no longer 
subject to the prohibition (Pitchei Halacha 
p.289).

On the stricter side, the Darchei Teshuva 
(113:6) presents the case of certain oils. The 
Gemara (Avodah Zara 38:b) mentions that 
some oils are exempt from Bishul Akum 
because they are eaten raw. However, many 
modern oils, such as canola or cottonseed, 
are not typically consumed raw. As such, 
the Darchei Teshuva holds that these oils do 
require Bishul Yisrael (see Pesakim U’teshu-
vot 113:8 for the accepted lenient opinion 
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regarding oil).
Other examples of foods that were once 

cooked exclusively but are now eaten raw 
include spinach, broccoli, and cauliflower. In 
the not-too-distant past, these were generally 
only eaten cooked, but today they are com-
monly consumed raw and are thus exempt 
from Bishul Akum (Otzar Halachot p.261).
GEOGRAPHICAL & CULINARY DIFFERENCES

A central question among the authorities 
is: What determines whether a food is con-
sidered "eaten raw"? The Pri Chadash (113:3) 
writes about this extensively.

He begins by citing the Rashbam (cited 
in Hagahot Oshri, Avodah Zara 2:38), who 
suggests that the rule of Ne’echal Chai (eaten 
raw) might be subjective—dependent on each 
individual's dietary preferences. According 
to this view, if someone personally never eats 
a certain food raw, then that food would be 
subject to Bishul Akum for that individual. 
The Bnei Chayai (113:2), a later authority, 
rules in accordance with this opinion. The 
rationale is that since the decree is based on 
the social intimacy created by shared meals, 
the halacha should reflect the individual's 
experience. If a person never eats a particular 
food raw, consuming it when cooked by a 
non-Jew could potentially lead to the type of 
social closeness our Sages sought to prevent. 

However, the Pri Chadash strongly rejects 
this position. He brings numerous proofs 
from the Gemara that halachic standards 
are determined by communal norms, not 
individual behavior. Therefore, even if an 

individual does not eat a food raw, if the 
general population does, that food is exempt 
from Bishul Akum for everyone.

Conversely, if a food is not typically eaten 
raw by the broader public—even if a small 
minority does consume it raw—it still falls 
under the prohibition (Pesakim U’tehuvot 
113:3).

REGIONAL DIFFERENCES
The discussion becomes more complex 

when considering differences between 
countries or communities in eating customs.

The Pri Chadash (ibid) appears to maintain 
that the standard for determining whether 
a food is eaten raw must be based on global 
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majority consumption. The Magen Avraham 
(OH 320:1) agrees with this view. However, 
the Aruch HaShulchan (YD 113:12) and Choch-
mat Adam (66:4) take a different stance: if a 
particular country or large community has 
a distinct culinary custom, then that local 
custom defines the halachic ruling for its 
residents, regardless of global trends.

Later authorities confirm that the prevail-
ing custom is to follow the Aruch HaShulchan 
and Chochmat Adam (Pesakim U’teshuvot, 
ibid). A practical example of this is found in 
the Far East, where vegetables such as car-
rots and peppers are consumed only when 
cooked. Accordingly, Jewish communities in 
those regions are required to adhere to Bishul 
Yisrael for such vegetables, even though in 
Western countries they are eaten raw and 
therefore exempt.

SUMMARY
• “Ne’echal Chai” (eaten raw) is deter-

mined by contemporary eating habits. 
Foods like spinach and broccoli, once 
only consumed cooked, are now eaten 
raw and are not subject to Bishul Akum.

• Halachic norms follow the majority: 
Even if an individual has personal pref-
erences, halacha is based on widespread 
societal behavior. 

• Local customs matter: In countries or 
communities where food consumption 
differs significantly, those local practices 
define the halachic requirements for 
Bishul Akum, even if they differ from 
global norms. 
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