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Jewish Congregations, Communitiesand Communal Organization in
Sixteenth Century Ottoman Empire

Yaron Ben-Naeh

During the second and third decades of the sixteeentury the congregation
(kahal) appears as the organizational frame inahhprivate and communal life
in ottoman cities (less in the Arab provinces) tptdce. The state did not forbid
or care about the separatist tendency, and acknibydd them. In this first
phase, during the sixteenth century, the congregatinited people originating
from the same city, province or country, who entigglao the Ottoman east. It is
only natural that we soon discern Iberian instituis and forms in this social
unit. The synagogue (in ladino: kal) was the cdremmmunal life, place of wor-
ship according to a specific custom, and also thty site for large political
gatherings. Its members usually dwelled in itsnitgi

A set ofordinanceshaskamot, takanptregulated most aspects of communal life:
the election of its leaders, the taxation, itsateln with other congregations in
the city etc., under pain of ban for those who mlid abide. The elected leaders
were in charge of the whole negotiation processceamng the taxation, the
management of communal assets, and the arrangeofemarious services
which the congregation offered: the synagogue, tcdaasic education and torah
learning, kosher food, burial etc.

As from the late sixteenth century, there appeatsralency for splitting into
smaller congregational groups, but at the same @inpeocess of creating supra-
congregational, city-wide frames. The origin as laic criterion lost its impor-
tance, and from now on, local or even professiadahtity was the common
base for congregational linkage. The old congremyzai frame survived until the
last days of the empire, but only as a meaninglessnon-relevant name.
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