
Laws of Mutzeh – the Theoretical and Practical 

Muktzeh is a system of laws restricting movement and handling of various categories of objects. The general concept is 
that an item is muktzeh in that it is “unprepared” for use on Shabbos.  

As Rabbi Ribiat says, “it is perhaps the most protective Rabbinic ordinance of the numerous innovative measures that 
Chazal in their great wisdom implemented to protect the sanctity of Shabbos.” 

There are 3 different viewpoints regarding the reason for this ordinance: 

1. To prevent one from inadvertently doing melacha (e.g. if one touches a pen, one may come to write. If one may 
move a hammer, one may use it to quickly adjust a nail) 

2. To protect the melacha of Hotza’ah (transferring or carrying), in that one will be cognizant of what she is moving 
and handling, and will thereby be more careful not to mistakenly carry an item outdoors. 

3. To preserve the character of the day, as a day when all work is viewed as “completed,” rather than a day to work 
on household projects and activities. 

One is prohibited to move or handle any item defined as muktzeh. One is not prohibited from touching a muktzeh item, 
unless the muktzeh item is so light that touching it will cause it to move (e.g. a dollar bill or a crystal on a light fixture) 

There are 2 permitted methods of moving a muktzeh item: 

1. Tiltul Min HaTzad (indirect movement) 
2. Tiltul Kilachar Yad (backhanded movement) 

Indirect movement refers to the movement of a muktzeh item by means of another non-muktzeh item. For example, if a 
coin falls onto a plate of cookies and one passes the cookies around the table, then one is indirectly moving a muktzeh 
item (the coin) via a non-muktzeh item (the plate). 

This is only permitted (1) for the benefit of the non-muktzeh item, and is not permitted for the benefit of the muktzeh 
item.  

Therefore, in our example, one may move the plate of cookies in order to take a cookie, but not in order to move the 
money to a safer place.  

(2) It is also only permitted, in a situation where the muktzeh item cannot be shaken off from where it is. This “shaking 
off” is called Niur and is preferable to the indirect movement of muktzeh.i

It is also permitted for the sake of “Kavod Shabbos.” For example, although dirt is muktzeh, one may use a broom 
(indirect movement) to clean dirt off the floor, in order to clean the room for Shabbos. Additionally, one may use a knife 
to move shells off a table to clean a table likavod Shabbos. 

 If the muktzeh item will be damaged through 
Niur, or if the non-muktzeh item will be damaged if the muktzeh item is shaken off, then one is not required to do Niur 
(shake the item off).  

In our example, the money cannot be shaken off the plate of cookies without ruining the cookies, so one may leave it 
there while one passes the plate around. However, if it was a bowl of oranges, then one should shake off the oranges and 
money and then replace the oranges, since no damage will occur to the food. 

Example 2: if one left an expensive electric item on a bed (e.g. an i-pod) and now wishes to go to sleep, one can lift up the 
blanket in order to deposit the i-pod elsewhere, since by shaking it onto the floor (Niur) it will likely be damaged. 



Backhanded Movement refers to moving muktzeh with any part of the body other than the hand. Contrary to the title, 
one is also not permitted to use the back of the hand. According to most poskim, this type of movement is permitted for 
any reason, and even for the sake of the muktzeh item.  

For example, one may use one’s body (sitting on a log), teeth (picking up wallet with teeth), foot (kicking coins or a 
marker to a corner), elbow (pushing a rock off a couch) or breath (blowing a dollar bill). HOWEVER, since some poskim 
disagree regarding the permissibility of this type of movement, one should refrain from moving muktzeh in this manner, 
unless there is a pressing need to do so. 

 

Categories of Muktzeh 

There are various categories of muktzeh, in each of which the item is seen as “unprepared” for use. 

1. Muktzeh Machmas Gufo (inherently muktzeh) 
2. Muktzeh Machmas Chesron Kis (due to fragility or great value) 
3. Muktzeh Machmas Mius (Muktzeh due to repulsiveness) 
4. Muktzeh Machmas Mitzvah (due to a mitzvah) 
5. Muktzeh Machmas Issur Atzmo (due to a prohibition) 
6. Kli Shemelachto Li’Issur (due to prohibited use) 

Items which are “inherently muktzeh” includes any items that have no use, such as rocks, sand, sticks, soil, broken glass, 
fruit peels, shells, debris, detached windows or doors, broken appliances.  

Items which are muktzeh due to fragility or great value, are unprepared for use in that they are not handled except for 
specific non-permitted on Shabbos use. It is not necessarily an expensive item.  

1. Items not handled due to fragility such as delicate family pictures, gift items, non-food merchandise (linen, 
clothing, newly printed invitations, proofs, glassware) 

2. Items not used for anything except their specific non-permissible use and which are not left lying around, 
such as a shochet’s knife, a mohel knife, delicate cutting or measuring instruments, expensive camera or 
computer hardware 

3. It also includes any item not handled other for its designated use, such as blank paper, a birth certificate, 
driver’s license, passport or returnable items. 

Note: If an item is expensive, yet its use is permitted on Shabbos (e.g. fine china, expensive jewelry), it is not muktzeh, 
since it is available for use on Shabbos. 

Muktzeh Machmas Mius (due to repulsiveness) includes objects or substances that would not ordinarily be handled 
because they are found to be repulsive. This includes a dead rodent, badly spoiled food and a soiled diaper. HOWEVER, 
under a special exemption knows as Graf Shel Re’I these items may be moved if their presence is disturbing.  

Muktzeh Machmas Mitzvah (due to a mitzvah) refers to any item which is dedicated and exclusively reserved for a 
mitzvah purpose. It is muktzeh since it has no other use due to its special mitzvah status. Included in this category are 
schach, decorations and walks of a sukkah, and the arba’ah minim, leftover oil from a Chanuka menorah, and a shofar on 
Rosh HaShanah. Even if it falls off (e.g. schach from a sukkah), it remains muktzeh through Shabbos and Yom Tov. 

Muktzeh Machmas Issur Atzmo refers to items which are muktzeh since a transgression was performed on them and 
therefore they cannot be handled on Shabbos OR they are forbidden to be used at all. For example, a fish which was 



caught on Shabbos or fruit picked on Shabbos, or grape juice squeezed from grapes on Shabbos. It also includes a 
clothing garment with shatnez, and non-kosher food. 

Kli Shemelachto Li’Issurs is any item or utensil whose primary function is for a Shabbos prohibited use. For example, 
electric appliances, tefillin, empty pots and pans, pencils, pens, paint brushes, shoe brush, toothbrush, hammer, saw, 
screwdriver, etc. 

Whereas all the other categories of muktzeh have basically the same halachos, this category of muktzeh is 
fundamentally different. Since these items have some form of a permitted use on Shabbos, their laws are more 
lenient than other types of muktzeh. 

Specifically, one is permitted to move an item in this category for 2 reasons: 

1. Litzorech Gufo (for a personal need) 
2. Litzorech Mekomo (its space is needed) 

Litzorech Gufo means any situation where one needs the muktzeh item for a permissible use. For example, one needs a 
hammer to crack nuts, or a scissor to cut a string around a box of cake and no knife is available or one needs a pot to 
hold leftover food or one is bothered by a fan blowing on her and wants to move the fan to blow in a different direction 
(as long as it will not become unplugged). 

Litzorech Mekomo means that the individual needs the place that a muktzeh item (from category of Kli Shemelachto 
Li’Issur) is presently occupying. For example, one needs a chair that a hammer was left on, or the area that a vacuum 
cleaner is occupying to place an extra table. HOWEVER, if the item is merely an eyesore, it may not be moved (except as 
with other muktzeh items). 

NOTE: There are 2 types of Keilim Shemelachto Li’Issur: those that have a Shabbos use (e.g. scissors, hammer) and those 
that have no Shabbos use (e.g. blowdryer). Some poskim are stringent regarding those that have no Shabbos use and say 
they are actually in the category of Muktzeh Machmas Gufo (inherently muktzeh). Initially, one should be stringent, but 
in case of necessity, one may rely on the lenient opinion that considers the object a Kli Shemelachto Li’Issur. 

                                                             
i This is because with Niur one is only moving the muktzeh item once, whereas with indirect movement, the movement is on-going. 


