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Of Public Baths and Military Latrines:  
Public Health and Halakha 

As defined by the World Health Organization, “Public 
health refers to all organized measures to prevent disease, 
promote health, and prolong life among the population as 
a whole” [1]. Though the term “public health” was only 
coined in modernity, the concept is present in Biblical and 
Talmudic literature, proving that it has been around for 
quite a while. Halakhot that prevent and combat communal 
health risks are outlined in the written Torah itself, and 
were further developed and legislated in Mishnaic and 
Talmudic times. The halakhic principles on which most of 
these public health measures are based are clearly 
illustrated in the specific cases of military latrines and 
public baths. These examples illuminate the rabbinic 
perspective on the duty of a governing body to promote 
communal and national health.  

The unifying principle in these cases – and in fact, in much 
of modern halakhic medical discourse – is the duty to 
preserve life. In the context of self-preservation, this duty 
is rooted in the verse, “And you shall guard yourselves very 
well,” “Venishmartem meod lenafshoteichem” (Deuteronomy 
4:15). In the context of public health, the more pertinent 
duty is that of preservation or rescue of another, which is 
rooted in the verse, “You shall not stand by your fellow's 
blood,” “Lo taamod al dam reecha” (Leviticus 19:6). This 
principle is further emphasized by the Talmudic teaching, 
“Those who have the capacity to eliminate a wrong and do 
not do so bear the responsibility for its 
consequences” (Shabbat 54b) [2]. The Talmudic literature 
on public health issues is founded upon the assumption of 
the duty to preserve the lives of others.  

This is very apparent in the case of public baths, which are 
well-documented in Talmudic literature. There are also 
several instances of bathing recorded in Tanakh. For 
instance, David watches Batsheva bathing from his roof, 
though it is unclear if this is a private or public bath (II 
Samuel 11:2), and the woman in Song of Songs washes her 
feet before laying down to sleep (Song of Songs 5:3).  

With the proliferation of sophisticated Greek hot baths in 
the Tannaitic era, the practice of bathing was held in high 
esteem by Talmudists. The Midrash describes a dialogue 
between Hillel and his disciples in which they inquired why 
Hillel was leaving them on one particular occasion. “He 
replied: ‘To do a pious deed.’ They asked: ‘What may that 
be?’ He replied: ‘To take a bath.’ They asked: ‘Is that a 
pious deed?’ He replied: ‘Yes. If in the theaters and 
circuses, the images of the king must be kept clean by 
man… how much more is it a duty of man to care for the 
body, since man has been created in the divine image and 
likeness’” (Vayikra Rabbah 34:3). The Gemara also 

emphasizes the importance of bathing by forbidding 
scholars from living in a city that is without a public bath 
(Sanhedrin 17b). Despite rabbinic skepticism towards 
Roman practices, Rabbi Yehuda overtly praises them for 
their public baths: “How fine are the works of this people! 
They have made streets, they have built bridges, they have 
erected baths” (Shabbat 3b).  

Though no specific injunction to bathe is recorded in the 
written Torah, the rabbis adopted a strongly encouraging 
attitude towards bathing and facilitating the public’s 
accessibility to baths. Despite the absence of a direct 
Biblically written source regarding bathing for health 
purposes, the practice may have been promoted due to 
concern for the personal and communal duties of 
preservation. Today, bathing is known to prevent disease 
and infection, which in turn prevents communal sickness. 
Countries without access to proper sanitation and bathing 
facilities are most prone to nationwide epidemics and 
health crises [3]. Though the Talmudists may have been 
unaware of the exact health benefits of bathing, the 
Talmud cites a demon called Shibbeta that embodies the 
harm caused by filth. This indicates the Talmudists’ 
awareness of bathing’s general health purposes (Yoma 77b) 
[4]. 

The rabbinic authorities throughout the ages mandated 
public health infrastructure related to bathing and 
deliberated related halakhic issues that arose. The Midrash 
states that in Biblical times, the territory of each tribe had 
one public bath run by the local governing authority. In 
Talmudic times, privately owned baths designated for 
public use (for a fee) were more common than baths run 
by the state or town, and some public baths were 
segregated for the wealthy and poor. Water for baths, 
which were called batei merkhatz, was collected from 
cisterns managed by the local authorities. On the fifteenth 
of every Adar, the authorities would send workers to repair 
and dig cisternsAs defined by the World Health 
Organization, “Public health refers to all organized 
measures to prevent disease, promote health, and prolong 
life among the population as a whole” [1]. Though the 
term “public health” was only coined in modernity, the 
concept is present in Biblical and Talmudic literature, 
proving that it has been around for quite a while. Halakhot 
that prevent and combat communal health risks are 
outlined in the written Torah itself, and were further 
developed and legislated in Mishnaic and Talmudic times. 
The halakhic principles on which most of these public 
health measures are based are clearly illustrated in the 
specific cases of military latrines and public baths. These 
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examples illuminate the rabbinic perspective on the duty of 
a governing body to promote communal and national 
health.  

The unifying principle in these cases – and in fact, in much 
of modern halakhic medical discourse – is the duty to 
preserve life. In the context of self-preservation, this duty is 
rooted in the verse, “And you shall guard yourselves very 
well,” “Venishmartem meod 
lenafshoteichem” (Deuteronomy 4:15). In the context of 
public health, the more pertinent duty is that of 
preservation or rescue of another, which is rooted in the 
verse, “You shall not stand by your fellow's blood,” “Lo 
taamod al dam reecha” (Leviticus 19:6). This principle is 
further emphasized by the Talmudic teaching, “Those who 
have the capacity to eliminate a wrong and do not do so 
bear the responsibility for its consequences” (Shabbat 54b) 
[2]. The Talmudic literature on public health issues is 
founded upon the assumption of the duty to preserve the 
lives of others.  

This is very apparent in the case of public baths, which are 
well-documented in Talmudic literature. There are also 
several instances of bathing recorded in Tanakh. For 
instance, David watches Batsheva bathing from his roof, 
though it is unclear if this is a private or public bath (II 
Samuel 11:2), and the woman in Song of Songs washes her 
feet before laying down to sleep (Song of Songs 5:3).  

With the proliferation of sophisticated Greek hot baths in 
the Tannaitic era, the practice of bathing was held in high 
esteem by Talmudists. The Midrash describes a dialogue 
between Hillel and his disciples in which they inquired why 
Hillel was leaving them on one particular occasion. “He 
replied: ‘To do a pious deed.’ They asked: ‘What may that 
be?’ He replied: ‘To take a bath.’ They asked: ‘Is that a 
pious deed?’ He replied: ‘Yes. If in the theaters and 
circuses, the images of the king must be kept clean by 
man… how much more is it a duty of man to care for the 
body, since man has been created in the divine image and 
likeness’” (Vayikra Rabbah 34:3). The Gemara also 
emphasizes the importance of bathing by forbidding 
scholars from living in a city that is without a public bath 
(Sanhedrin 17b). Despite rabbinic skepticism towards 
Roman practices, Rabbi Yehuda overtly praises them for 
their public baths: “How fine are the works of this people! 
They have made streets, they have built bridges, they have 
erected baths” (Shabbat 3b).  

Though no specific injunction to bathe is recorded in the 
written Torah, the rabbis adopted a strongly encouraging 
attitude towards bathing and facilitating the public’s 
accessibility to baths. Despite the absence of a direct 
Biblically written source regarding bathing for health 
purposes, the practice may have been promoted due to 
concern for the personal and communal duties of 
preservation. Today, bathing is known to prevent disease 
and infection, which in turn prevents communal sickness. 
Countries without access to proper sanitation and bathing 

facilities are most prone to nationwide epidemics and 
health crises [3]. Though the Talmudists may have been 
unaware of the exact health benefits of bathing, the Talmud 
cites a demon called Shibbeta that embodies the harm 
caused by filth. This indicates the Talmudists’ awareness of 
bathing’s general health purposes (Yoma 77b) [4]. 

The rabbinic authorities throughout the ages mandated 
public health infrastructure related to bathing and 
deliberated related halakhic issues that arose. The Midrash 
states that in Biblical times, the territory of each tribe had 
one public bath run by the local governing authority. In 
Talmudic times, privately owned baths designated for 
public use (for a fee) were more common than baths run by 
the state or town, and some public baths were segregated 
for the wealthy and poor. Water for baths, which were 
called batei merkhatz, was collected from cisterns managed 
by the local authorities. On the fifteenth of every Adar, the 
authorities would send workers to repair and dig cisterns, 
wells and pools (Shekalim 1:1) [5].  

The Talmudists also allow bathing with gentiles 
(Makhshirin 2:5), which enabled Jews to bathe in the hot 
water of gentile-maintained baths immediately after the 
Sabbath. These baths were very hot and thus somewhat 
dangerous; bathers could be burned by the water or the fire 
warming it from beneath, faint from the extreme 
temperature (Shabbat 9b), or suffer from “oblivion and 
amnesia” [6]. Hot bathing was practiced universally and 
frequently enough that special blessings were written for 
recital on entering the bath: “Let the Almighty protect me 
from being burned by the fire, from being injured by hot 
water and from falling down….” On exiting, one would 
recite, “I thank you – O Lord – for having saved me from 
the fire” (Jerusalem Talmud, Berakhot 9:4) [6]. The Sages’ 
clear facilitation and regulation of bathing would have 
contributed to the health of their communities, and sets a 
precedent for the meticulousness with which we must care 
for our bodies and communal health today.  

In the case of military latrines, health standards for military 
camps are explicitly outlined in the Torah. The Torah states 
that latrines must be demarcated beyond the camp’s 
bounds: “And you shall have a designated place outside the 
camp, so that you can go out there [to use it as a 
privy]” (Deuteronomy 23:13). Presumably, this would 
contribute to keeping the camp environment sanitary. 
Exposure to, and contact with, excrement can lead to 
various infections, such as Hepatitis A, salmonella, 
gastroenteritis, and various parasitic infections [7]. These 
infections can further spread through human contact or 
through consumption of contaminated water or provisions. 
According to UN Water, “Cross-country studies show that 
the method of disposing of excreta is one of the strongest 
determinants of child survival: the transition from 
unimproved to improved sanitation reduces overall child 
mortality by about a third” [8]. This demonstrates its critical 
function in determining the level of public health. 
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Establishing latrines outside the camp bounds mitigates 
the risk of communal infection. Beyond this measure, the 
Torah states that each soldier must be supplied with a 
stake with which to dig holes and conceal their 
excrement: “And you shall keep a stake in addition to 
your weapons; and it shall be, when you sit down outside 
[to relieve yourself], you shall dig with it, and you shall 
return and cover your excrement” (Deuteronomy 23:14). 
During war, the governing body is not only responsible 
for initiating communal hygiene, but it also must equip 
each of its people with personal tools to facilitate it. 

The Mishnaic era’s closest conceptual equivalent to the 
military latrine is the beit ha’kisay, a permanent or 
temporary latrine area or vessel used in domestic or public 
spaces. These latrines are considered to be beyond the 
bounds of the “holy camp,” the clean space in which 
recitation of prayers is permitted. The Mishna regards the 
beit ha’kisay with respect, referring to the one in the Beit 
Hamikdash with the word “honor,” “beit ha’kisay shel 
kavod” (Tamid 1:1). In the times of the Beit Hamikdash, 
the idea of facilitating communal health in a public space 
by establishing latrines persisted. The importance of the 
beit ha’kisay is reinforced in the Talmud, which suggests 
that when Psalms 32:6 notes a “time of finding” God, it 
might mean finding a Torah, finding a wife, or according 
to the Talmudist Mar Zutra, finding a beit ha’kisay. The 
Talmud states that “This interpretation of Mar Zutra is 
the best of all” (Berakhot 8a). 

The justification for military latrines is that “Your camp 
shall be holy (kadosh), so that He (Hashem) should not 
see anything unseemly among you and would turn away 
from you” (Deuteronomy 23:15). This closing statement 
raises the interesting question of whether commandments 
that seem to be mandated for a public health purpose may 
actually be mandated for a spiritual health purpose. After 
all, recitation of prayer is forbidden in the presence of 
tzo’ah (excrement) and foul odors, and latrines must be 
outside the “holy camp” in order to enable prayer within 
it [9]. Is spiritual health actually the matter of concern 

behind the halakhot of military latrines, public baths, or 
other public health measures?  

As contemporary scholar Rabbi Avraham Greenbaum 
articulates, “We keep the Torah not only because it is the 
means to protect our health but more essentially because 
this is what God has commanded us. Yet the true Torah 
life is the proven golden path to health of soul and body 
as God promises.” After crossing the Red Sea, the Jewish 
nation is told that if they keep the commandments they 
will be guaranteed public health. "There He laid down for 
him a statute and a judgment. And He said: If you will 
surely listen to the voice of Hashem your God and do 
what is right in His eyes and attend to His 
commandments and guard all His statutes, all the diseases 
that I have put upon the Egyptians, I will not put upon 
you, for I Hashem am your Healer" (Exodus 15:26) [10].  

Throughout the evolution of the halakhic system, it has 
always been a religious medical priority to maintain public 
health. The duty to preserve the physical health of both 
the individual and community drove the development of 
infrastructure, customs, and halakhot related to public 
health. It is also apparent that our corporeal health and 
fulfillment of the statutes related to maintaining it may be 
related to our spiritual health as well. Today’s rabbinic 
scholars can draw from the Talmudists’ commitment to 
public health, as demonstrated in the specific cases of 
public baths and military latrines. When confronted with 
modern public health concerns and potential solutions 
(e.g. the risk of infectious disease and the halakhic 
permissibility of immunizations; the risk of genetic disease 
and the halakhic permissibility of genetic screening), we 
can learn from the pragmatic and sensitive approach of 
our predecessors. 
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