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Among the many kashrut rules
in this week’s sedrais the
identification of kosher fish.
The Torah says ‘and this you may
eat from all that is in the water,
whatever has fins and scales
in the water, the seas and the
rivers, you may eat.” (Vayikra
11:9)

On the surface it seems rather
simple, if the fish has fins and
scales it is kosher. If not it is not
kosher. Actually in a practical
sense one only has to look for
scales and not fins because the
Mishnah (Niddah 51b) says if
there are scales on a fish there
are definitely fins. There is no
fish that has scales and no fins.
Tosfot (Chullin 66b) says there
was a tradition going back to

Moshe Rabbeinu (or some say
going back to Adam at the

outset of creation) that any fish

that has scales must have fins.

Whether this is an absolute rule
is a dispute amongst the latter
authorities. The Kreisi Upleisi( a
commentary on Shulchan Aruch

Yoreh Deah by Rav Yonoton
Eibeshutz early 18th century
Prague) writes that it is true
of the vast majority of fish
that have scales and no fins
(Yoreh Deah 83:3) but this is
vehemently disputed by the
Aruch Hashulchan (Yoreh Deah
83:5),who says it is always true.

But the essential question is do
all scales qualify as scales? The
Torah used the word kaskeses
and the Rambam explains
this as the shell ‘attached’ to
the complete body. (Hilchot
Ma’acholot Assurot 1:24) Rashi
in Chumash (Vayikra 11:9) quotes
the Mishnah (Chullin 59a) that
describeskaskesesas a scale
that is fixed to the body.

The Ramban in his commentary
on Chumash (Vayikra 11:9)
explains what is meant by fixed.
One should not think that the
scales are inflexibly fixed to the
body and attached to the skin
of the fish (so that they do not
come off at all). Rather they are
called fixed because they do not

move to and fro or quiver as the
fins. In fact, those scales that are
fixed to the fish and cannot come
off without tearing the skin are
not kaskeseat all and that is the
sign of a forbidden fish. Targum
Onkelos translateskaskesesas
a husk i.e. a shell that can be
removed like the bark of a tree
or the peel of a fruit.

As proof the Ramban refers
to the passukin Tenach that
describes the coat of mail of
Goliath as Shiryon Kaskasim

(Shmuel 1 17:5) a coat of Kaskasim

i.e. the coat was made of rings
and there were scales added
on to close up the openings

of the rings. And the Rema in
Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah
states quite categorically (83:1)
that the scales must be able to be
removed by hand or instrument

without tearing the skin. The

Noda B’Yehuda (Yoreh Deah 28)
writes that even if the scales

can be removed by hot or soapy
water as long as the skin does
not tear, this counts as kosher
scales. (Although the Piskei

Teshuva Yoreh Deah 83:1 refers
to other commentators that
dispute this.)

This rule that the skin must
remain whole when the scale is
removed is the identifying criteria
in determining kashrut. There are
some authorities who use the
scientific categorisation (e.g.
cycloid and stenoid vs. ganoid,
cosmoid or placoid scales) to try
to determine kashrut but this is
a mistale. It is only the physical
test that counts. Does the scale
come off without tearing? If it

does it is kosher otherwise not.

Another factor is found in the
halachic literature. Does the
scale have to have a circular
shape or is it kosher even if it is
just a pointy scale (Zemach Zedek
Yoreh Deah 61). The Ramban
in Chumash (ibid.) describes
the scale as a ‘round covering’
and therefore commentators
forbade a pointy scale.

One of the tests to determine if
the scale is a kosher scale is to
wrap the fish in a cloth or rub it
with a cloth against the direction
of the scale and if you find scales
that have come off leaving the
skin whole then you know you
have a kosher fish.
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