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(19) When you besiege a city for many days to make war upon it to capture it, do not destroy its
trees to set an axe upon it, rather you may eat from it, but you may not destroy it, for is a tree man
such that it could flee from you into the besieged [city]?
(20) Only trees which you know not to be food baring trees, those may be destroyed, and you
may cut down to build a siege upon the city which makes war with you, until its downfall.

The Torah permits destruction and use of non fruit-bearing trees for use in besieging a city.
Although the verse as translated here does not make the rationale clear, the idea seems to be to
not waste the valuable tree. Note that some (for instance the midrash in Sire) translatethe
phrase "is a tree a man" as "a tree is man" - i.e. trees are essential to human survival, and
therefore may not be destroyed.

Note that the tree in question will, presumably, soon be the property of this conquering army,
and yet they are not permitted to destroy it. This verse is used by the rabbis as a jumping-off
point to the Jewish law (halacha) of m°nvn 52 (ba'al tashchit), the prohibition of destroying even
ones' OWn possessions.
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Halacha 8: We do not cut down fruit trees outside the [besieged] city, nor do we take away from
them the water channel so that they may dry up, as it says, "do not destroy its trees," and anyone
who cuts down [such a tree] gets lashes.! And [this rule is] not only during a siege, but at all
places, anyone who cuts down a fruit tree in a manner of destruction is lashed. But we may cut it
(a tree) if it damages other trees, or because it damages another field, or because of its great
value?, [because] the Torah only forbade [cutting down trees] by way of destruction.?
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Halacha 9: Any barren tree may be cut down, even if he does not need it,* and so too a fruit tree
that is damaged and only produces a little which is not worth the effort, one may cutt it down.
And how much should the olives [produced by a tree] be so that one may not cut it down? One
quarter kab.> And a palm-tree that produces a kab of dates may not be cut down.
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Halacha 10: And it is not only trees, but anyone who breaks vessels, tears clothing, tears down a
a building, plugs a spring, or wastes food in a manner of destruction, transgresses "do not
destroy," but [such a person] does not get lashes [for violating the Torah commandment], but
rather lashes for rebelling against their (the Rabbi's) words.®

The Rabbis expanded the restriction on destruction beyond the destruction of fruit-bearing trees.
Any destruction for its own sake is forbidden by the Rabbis. If the destruction has a positive
purpose (for instance, tearing down one building in order to build another), the destruction is

permitted. Note that it is generally accepted that Jewish law also forbids destruction of one's
own body (cf Shulchan Aruch Choshen Mishpat 420:31).7

I Lashes are a common form of punishment for having violated a Torah commandment

2 Le. if the wood is valuable when sold.

3 Le. if there is any constructive purpose to cutting down the tree, doing so is not forbidden.

4 Le. if the person has no need for the wood.

5 A kab is a measure of volume.

6 Violations of rabbinic law does not result in the corporal punishment prescribed by the Torah.
However, they are punishable by lashes meted out by a rabbinic court for ones' rebelling from
rabbinic law.

7 There are notable exceptions. Generally, we do not object to body piercings, presumably
because of the decorative effect (i.e. such piercings are more than just destructive).
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Sefer Hachinuch Commandment 529 VOPN MEN 7NN 190
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[The 529th commandment of the Torah is] not to destroy food trees during a siege, and all matter
of destruction is within this prohibition.
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We are restricted from cutting down trees when we besiege a city [which one would do] in order
to trouble the inhabitants of the town and to afflict their hearts . . . And similarly, falling into this
same prohibition is not to make any manner of loss, for instance to burn or tear clothing, or to
break vessels wastefully, and with regards to all this, and all like it where there is destruction, the
sages of blessed memory said consistently in the Gemara (=Talmud), "but he has transgressed
"do not destroy." However, we only give lashes for one who cuts down a fruit tree which is
explicit in the scripture, but for other destruction we lash him (the transgressor) with lashes of
rebelliousness.
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The root of this commandment is known [to be] so that it teaches our souls to love the good and
beneficial and cleave to it, and through this good will cleave to us and we will distance from all
evil and from all manner of destruction. And this is the manner of the pious and of deed who
love shalom and rejoice in the benefit of creatures (i.e. people) and drawing them close to Torah
and they do not waste so much as a mustard seed in the world and any waste or destruction that
they see troubles them and if they can preserve [an item] the would preserve it from destruction
with all their power. Not so the evildoers their brothers of damage, who rejoice in the
destruction of the world and they destroy . . .

Sefer Hachinuch discusses how cutting down trees for beneficial purpose is permitted. See
Maimonides discussed above.
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And in generally, [the sages] of blessed memory forbade doing any manner of destruction, and
one who destroys any item out of anger, they say regarding him that he is like an idolater, which
means to say that every person much struggle with his [negative] inclinations and to conquer his
desires until the wise soul overpowers the desirous soul until it [the wise soul] becomes as a
master and she [the desirous soul becomes] his maidservant forever and ever. . . . and the rest of
the specifications of this commandment are found in [in the Talmud in tractate] Bava batra. . . .



