The Scientific Revolution and Modern
Bedikat Tola’im Trends
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By: STEVEN ADAMS
As I was preparing this essay on Chol HaMoed Sukkot 2015, I learned of
the murder of Eitam and Na’ama Henkin, HY”D. R’ Eitam Henkin
authored Lechem Yehiyeh LeAchla1 defending a lenient approach to the laws
of bedikat tola’im using technical halachic argumentation. This essay similarly argues for leniency in bedikat tola’im, but from the historical perspective.
I dedicate my essay to their blessed memory.

Introduction
Many people today assume that leafy vegetables must be thoroughly
washed and inspected before eating to ascertain that tiny insects such as
aphids, spider mites and thrips are not present. Rabbi Moshe Vaye, in his
encyclopedic Bedikat HaMazon KaHalacha,2 has educated the public to the
fact that minuscule insects are common in nearly all greens and finds legal
support for their prohibition from respected poskim from centuries ago to
modern times. On the other hand, Rabbi Eitam Henkin’s Lechem Yehiyeh
L’achla provides reasoning for a more lenient attitude. Using technical halachic argumentation, Henkin makes an excellent case for a more relaxed
approach to bedikat tola’im. Perhaps the route to reaching the halachic
truth is to step back and take a broad historical assessment of this topic.
I argue that the rabbis of the Mishna, Talmud, and medieval era ignored
these tiny insects and ate the greens without careful rinsing or inspection.
This lenient halacha continued until the 17th century when some rabbis
wrote of the existence of very small bugs in salad greens. I posit that this
new trend in halacha was due not to a new phenomenon in nature but to
new discoveries in science:
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The Scientific Revolution of the 16th – 18th centuries, which produced
the compound microscope and improved magnifiers, the discovery of life
at the micro-level, the study of entomology and biological pest control,
made rabbis more alert for smaller creatures crawling on their food.
I will demonstrate that though many rabbis of the recent centuries
clearly forbade even tiny lettuce bugs, many and perhaps most observant
Jews ignored these warnings and continued to eat garden greens with no
concern for the presence of small insects. This lenient practice was all but
dropped only in the last several decades.
***
Single lens magnifiers and “burning glasses” existed since ancient times.
However, multiple lens optics which produce much greater magnification
were a relatively recent innovation of the late 16th century. Originally used
in telescopes and microscopes, the new technology was soon incorporated into handheld magnifying glasses and the textile merchant’s and jeweler’s loupe. This advance in optics led to many breakthroughs in the biological sciences. Most notable are the accomplishments of English scientist Robert Hooke (1635–1703), and Dutch textile merchant Anton van
Leeuwenhoek (1632–1723). Hooke’s Micrographia (1665) documented his
observations through lenses of parts of insects and plants. This book
caused a tremendous sensation throughout Europe.3
Using the microscope as well as improved single-lens magnifiers to
discover bacteria and other microorganisms (1674), Leeuwenhoek became known as the “father of microbiology.” The microscope became a
popular diversion among the upper classes throughout Europe. It was
common to see it featured in the parlors of esteemed households during
the 18th century.4 Entomology, the study of insects, emerged as a branch
of scientific endeavor in the 17th century.
It is also significant that aphids, the common infestation culprits, were
given much attention by scientists in the 17th and 18th centuries.
Italian biologist Francesco Redi (1668) and van Leeuwenhoek (1700) described the phenomenon of parasitoidism in aphids. Leeuwenhoek drew
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