Note: You are encouraged to read these texts alongside “The Living Wage: A
Jewish Approach” by Rabbi Jill Jacobs (Conservative Judaism, Spring 2003), also
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I Jewish text sources

Note that Jewish text distinguishes between two classes of workers—the po’el, who does unskilled work
and 1s paid by the day; and the kablan, an artisan who does contract work and is paid by the product.
The texts below deal with the po’el, who is most similar to today’s low-wage workers, who are paid by

the hour.

1) Deuteronomy 24:14-15

The Talmud is the
primary work of the
Jewish oral law. It
consists of two layers:
Mishnah (codified
around 200 CE), a
compendium of case
law with little
discussion; and
Gemara (codified
around the 7t or 8th
century CE), which
includes discussion of
the Mishnah, law,
stories, folk wisdom,
and much more. The
Talmud is the basis for
later Jewish law.

Jonah Gerondi
(Catalonia d. 1263) is
best known for his
moral and ethical
writings, including
Sefer HaYirah

NDY 110V NN 1P (0) SPIYWA TYIND IWUN TN N PAND AN MY POV PYyn N
NON T2 MM D OX TOY RIP> XD W) NN XY NI POXY NI %Y 1D vnown POy XN

Do not oppress the hired laborer who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your
people or one of the sojourners in your land within your gates. Give him his wages in
the daytime, and do not let the sun set on them, for he is poor, and his life depends
on them, lest he cry out to God about you, for this will be counted as a sin for you.

2) Talmud, Bava Metzia 112a

N0Y DY KD - NINY MNY NN DM IDNI ADNN WAL Y NYY DN NN
"NNN WA DV IPND POV DY YAON DO - WA NN NI NN PHNY NN DT

Why does he climb a ladder or hang from a tree or risk death? Is it not for his wages?
Another interpretation-- “His life depends on them” indicates that anyone who denies
a hired laborer his wages, it is as though he takes his life from him

3) Jonah Gerondi, Sefer HaYirah (Spain d. 1263)

DN .DWPNN DDN2 MY NINY DTR XD XDV W'Y My 0 NNN2 JD N'Ya IY8ON nvn
TOT IR DX MAN OX TR ,TI2 2 OMY PP DMY NRYD DO MOVO NN NN
,OOVUNn DYDY DOwm ,0NY MINN ad

Be careful not to afflict a living creature, whether animal or fowl, and even more so
not to afflict a human being, who is created in God's image. If you want to hire
workers and you find that they are poor, they should become like poor members of
your household. You should not disgrace them, for you shall command them
respectfully, and should pay their salaries.
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4) Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban/Nachmanides, Spain 1194-1270) on Deut. 24:14

LAV NPNND PID 1 IIPOY W) RV NI D IOWN DNY ,DMDOWIN YD NN MY D
NI N P2 TY AN YIDY ARYN MY IO N TN INONINND INNSD NYION ND DRV
92 Ay

Ramban (aka
Nachmanides,
Spain 1194-
1270) was one

For he is poor--like the majority of hired laborers, and he depends on the wages to buy | of the most
food by which to live. . . if he does not collect the wages right away as he is leaving work, | influential
he will go home, and his wages will remain with you until the morning, and he will die of | biblical

hunger that night. commentators,

aswellas a

How do these four texts describe the obligation to one’s workers? What are some thftiC azd
elements of this obligation? How might some of conditions that these text mention phiiosopher

apply to contemporary workers/employers?
5) Mishnah Bava Metzia 7:1:

IYND NOWY DOVND NIOY NMY DIPN IYNDY DOIWND DNY NN DO NN 1D
NYYN NPTHN HND DN PAD NPPNINI PADY PV IND DMV DIPN 19DY XY ION
DNN NIVDY MIRN OND PO TON DO N MDY XY NI INIXY NONHD 12 PNY 1191
TNIN T AR XD YYD NNOY NTIYOD DND NYIY INN OX IDON M2 1Y N PAN
™MN DY DNY NI RS NININI DN NOV TY NOX APy PNy DNIIN M JY NNy
TN PN XD N ONDN) )2 PYHY 12T T MV N NON DY DD PRV
DTN IMND DN I

One who hires workers and instructs them to begin work early and to stay late—in a place in which
it is not the custom to begin work early and to stay late, the employer may not force them to do so.
In a place in which it is the custom to feed the workers, he must do so. In a place in which it is the
custom to distribute sweets, he must do so. Everything goes according to the custom of the land.

A story about Rabbi Yochanan ben Matya, who told his son, "Go, hire us workers." His son went and
promised them food (without specifying what kind, or how much). When he returned, his father said
to him, "My son! Even if you gave them a feast like that of King Solomon, you would not have
fulfilled your obligation toward them, for they are the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.
However, as they have not yet begun to work, go back and say to them that their employment is
conditional on their not demanding more than bread and vegetables." Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel
said, "It is not necessary to make such a stipulation. Everything goes according to the custom of
the place."

What does the “custom of the place” (minhag hamedina) mean here? What are some of the
“customs” of American employment?

What does Rabbi Yochanan ben Matya assume to be the obligations of employers toward workers?
Why?
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6) Talmud, Bava Metzia 83a

WPRTPNRT NNYTNR- IDMNNN 12D ONAVT N 9N N NONT NN INNRX IND NIOVT NN ND
NNPAY RNTIAY 0 IPTIYT ROYIN - 2 NAVT ORD P YIIRT )0 YNvN Xp PRTNI INOVND

We need [the statement forbidding employers to force employees to start early or to work 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.”

Why does the Talmud explain the Mishnah in this way? Can you think of a contemporary case
that parallels this rabbinic one?

7) Talmud Tractate Bava Batra 8b-9a

YT2YTONAV AN OIMNN X NINXOP DY WONDY DO 1D S ,D2IYWN DY NITHN DY NNNNY YN 1A PRYIN
WP ,TPIANT NP TAY 1IN TN DIN .7POUVNYD MYIPI MIANT XDV TAYT 1NN DT O TTN 7T NIMY

ND 1ONNOP DY WONDY : NI NOIOY 92 997 27 MDIIN IMYYD NI NPIMN,NXIATVT MNPY INN ; Ownd
DTN NINT NI DAN ,2IWN DTN NODT NI DD )T 719D ATAN NDT T2Y P9V : NI 29 IIN . N2 DY TN
INNTINPNI DI INY - 1IN

The people of the city are permitted to stipulate weights and measures and to set workers” wages

and to establish penalties for breaking the rules. . . there were two butchers who made an agreement
with each other that if either one worked on the other’s day, [the one whose day it was] could tear
up the other’s hide. One of them went and worked on the other’s day, and [the one whose day it
was] tore up the other’s hide. They went before Rava, and Rava compelled [the one who did the
tearing] to pay compensation. Rav Yemar bar Shlamiya asked Rava, “but it says ‘they can establish
penalties for breaking the rules!” Rava did not answer him. Rav Papa said, “Rava was right not to
answer, for these words only apply when there is no adam hashuv (important person), but in this
case, when there is an adam hashuv, they cannot make a stipulation.

8) Rashba (Barcelona 1235-1310) She’elot u'Teshuvot 4: 185

,0MPYYI NPV 1393, NINIDN MYYD) NNIPN JPND NTHD DORYI NIV NI N2 12T
72521,011°2 19’507 TUKN 952 12IYN 93 YY) ONPO D510 .ANNN PTI DMP XIN I
3255, . YAV NNN NONDN 2 DD IO DN 1) .25Y10 PRI ,NDNN DD TO2 1IODWY
DNV, NN NDX DI 19Y 9K D127 HHIT ,NNNY 791 NN Y 73 0N N, NNN 172N
NNN PTI ROY WYY DNPOY ) YINYD mwyd

This is clear—the community is permitted to make rules, stipulations, and

The Rashba (Rabbi
Solomon ben Aderet,
Spain 1235-1310)
wrote thousands of
teshuvot (responses to
legal questions), as
well as a commentary
on the Talmud and
other legal works.

agreements according to their own needs, and these are given the weight of Torah laws. They can
enact fines and punishments for anyone who transgresses any of the laws to which the community
has agreed, as long as the whole community has agreed to these. Similarly, all of the members of
one trade in the city [may make a binding agreement among themselves]. . . for members of an
organization are, unto themselves, like the people of a city in regard to these things. Similarly,
every community is permitted to make enactments for itself and to establish fines and punishments
beyond those mandated by the Torah.
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How does the Rashba understand the Talmud passage that allows communities to set wages and

fines? What logical moves does he make?
establishing living wages, or about unions establishing a prevailing wage?

9) Rabbi Shillem Warhaftig Dinei Avodah b’Mishpat ha’lvri vol. 1, p. 2

The purpose [of Jewish labor laws] is to protect the weaker side in these
relationships—the worker who is exposed to injustice and exploitation by the
stronger party—the employer. We can say that the labor laws attempt to correct
the socio-economic discrimination that exists in society against workers by
instituting a legal discrimination against employers.”

10) Rabbi Chaim David Halevy Aseh L’cha Rav 2:64
The sages of Israel and their courts always knew to side with the worker.

Do you agree with Warhaftig’s and Halevy’s summaries of Jewish labor law (from
what you've seen on these pages)? Why or why not?

11) Rambam Mishneh Torah Shekalim 4:7

POVLN DYV PITIN DX PITY PIT ,NOWIN NNINN 11DV POV DOVIPIY D10 1N
YYD JND IPPADN KD ONXY MY D32 NN DXYWN DOV 1PN NN ,NOWIN NMINN IOV
12932 DMNIY DPYWI DN 1IN YT 1D PODIN INT ROV O DY 9N D

The correctors of books in Jerusalem would take their salaries from [funds collected
primarily to cover the cost of sacrifices]. The judges who judged cases of theft in
Jerusalem would take their salary from these funds. And how much would they
take? Ninety maneh per year; and if this was not enough for them, [those
responsible for distributing the money] would increase the amount. Even if [these
communal workers] did not want to take more, they would increase the amount
according to the needs of the workers, their wives and their families.

12) Rabbi Chaim David HalLevy Aseh L'’cha Rav 5:23 comment on Rambam
(above)

What might these texts say about communities

Shillem Warhaftig
is a contemporary
Israeli rabbi and the
leading scholar on
Jewish labor law.

Rambam (aka
Maimonides,
Spain/north Africa,
1134-1204) is one of
the most significant
thinkers of Jewish
history. His primary
books were the
Mishneh Torah, a
compendium of law,
and Moreh
Nevukhim (Guide of
the Perplexed), a
work of philosophy.

Rabbi Chaim David
HaLevi
(Palestine/Israel
1924-1998) was the
Sephardic chief
rabbi of Tel Aviv
from 1973 until his
death. He is known
for his often creative
legal writings.

In order for [these workers] to devote their full energies to their important tasks and in order that
they will be able to focus on fulfilling their duties, without concerns about the needs of their

families weighing on them

Do you think that this discussion of the salaries of judges and book collectors should serve as

precedent for a contemporary living wage? Why or why not?
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II Contemporary economic issues

1) What is a “living wage?” from Jill Jacobs, “Work, Workers and Jewish Owners

4

(unpublished teshuvah submitted to the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the
Conservative Movement)

In metropolitan areas that have adopted a living wage, employers who are not
required by law to adhere to this standard may anyway choose to pay workers the
area living wage. Employers should note that “official” living wages are sometimes
determined for political reasons and do not always reflect the real cost of living in the
area.

Employers may rely on the “housing wage,” established by the National Low Income
Housing Coalition. This wage reflects the amount that a person would need to earn
in order to spend 30% of his/her salary to rent a two-bedroom apartment at the fair
market rate in a given area. (the official definition of affordable housing is housing
that costs 30% of one’s income) The “housing wage” for various metropolitan areas is
available at www.nlihc.org

Employers may base the definition of a “living wage” on the self-sufficiency standard
for an average sized family. An employer may decide, for instance, that all workers
should be able to support one dependent child (assuming that an “average” sized
family” has two children and two working parents.) Self-sufficiency wages for most
U.S. counties are available at www.wowonline.org or www.epinet.org

Some living wage laws guarantee wages that will bring workers” incomes to 130% of
the poverty line (The 2006 poverty guidelines $16,600 for a family of three and
$20,000 for a family of four) as those earning more than 130% of the poverty line are
not eligible for food stamps. Individual employers may also adopt this 130%
guideline; however, we should acknowledge the problematic nature of calling a wage
at which people are still dependent on food stamps a “living wage.”
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2) Who are the minimum wage workers?

80% Adults twenty and older
50% Ages 25-54
26% Parents

7.3 million children live in households in which at least one parent works a minimum wage job
46% of families with one minimum wage worker rely solely on this worker's wages
On average, the minimum wage worker’s salary constitutes 59% of his/her family’s income

In a ten-year study of minimum wage workers (1992-2003):

24.2% became unemployed
36.6% stayed in low-wage jobs
39.2% transitioned into higher paying jobs

Of the women in the study:

26% became unemployed
41% stayed in low-wage jobs
32.5% transitioned into higher paying jobs

Of the foreign-born workers in the study:

23.4% became unemployed
47.3% stayed in low-wage jobs
29.4% transitioned into higher paying jobs

Of the people in the study who did not have high school diplomas:

30.9% became unemployed
48.8% stayed in low-wage jobs
20.3% transitioned into higher paying jobs

Sources: Liana Fox, “Minimum Wage Trends: Understanding Past and Contemporary Research.” Economic Policy
Institute Briefing paper, October 25, 2006 (www.epinet.org); J. Chapman and M. Ettlinger. The who and why of the
minimum wage: Raising the wage .floor is an essential part of a strategy to support working families. (Washington, DC:
Economic Policy Institute, 2004) Heather Boushey, “No Way Out: How Prime-Age Workers Get Trapped in Minimum-Wage
Jobs.” (WorkingUSA: The Journal of Labor and Society Volume 8, December 2005) 659-670.
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3) Real value of the minimum wage 1950-2006

Real value of the minimum wage, 1950-2006"
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4) Christopher Niedt et al, “The Effects of the Living Wage in Baltimore” (Johns Hopkins
University/the Economic Policy Institute, 1999)

The aggregate cost increase to the city amounted to 1.2%, less than the rate of inflation. The real
cost to the city of these contracts, then, actually declined slightly despite the increase in wage rates

5) David Fairris et al, “Examining the Evidence: The Impact of the Los Angeles Living Wage
ordinance on Workers and Businesses” (UC Riverside, 2005)

Labor turnover has declined as a result of the ordinance. Current rates of turnover at living wage
firms average 32 percent, compared to 49 percent at comparable non-living wage firms. These
turnover reductions represent a cost savings for the average firm that is 16 percent of the cost of
the wage increase, based on various estimates of the cost of replacing a low-wage worker.

6) Richard Freeman, “What will a 10%. . .50%. . .100% Increase in the Minimum Wage
Do?” Industrial and Labor Relations Review 48:4 (1995) 830-834

The debate is over whether modest minimum wage increases have “no” employment effect, modest
positive effects, or small negative effects. It is not about whether or not there are large negative

effects.
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7) David Reynolds and Jean Vortkamp, Impact of Detroit’s Living Wage Law on Non-Profit
Organizations (Center for Urban Studies & Labor Studies Center College of Urban, Labor and
Metropolitan Affairs, 2000) 2

The financial impact on most non-profits is minor. . . At most only one out of four non-profits face
significant financial problems in implementing the living wage requirements. . .[Of the non-profits
that faced more significant financial challenges] in terms of their overall budgets, the costs ran from
well under 1% to a maximum of 6% of their total annual budget. Generally, the financial problems in
implementing the living wage come not from the actual amount in relation to the organization’s
overall budget, but the fact that much of the funds used by non-profits are allocated for specific
purposes and can not be easily moved. Non-profit fund seekers also have a difficult time in
obtaining funds specifically for salaries, especially if the request is for mid-budget supplemental
funds. Overall, the living wage law has not led to drastic cuts in either employment or services
provided. The more serious adjustments involved mainly reduction in staff hours among a small
proportion of employees, cuts in supplies for client events, or other measures to trim program
budgets.

What have you learned from these economic discussions? What surprised you? What confirmed
your earlier ideas about these issues?

How might the Jewish texts that you have seen respond to these contemporary economic
realities?
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