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Honor and Its Meaning
Among Ottoman Jews

Yaron Ben-Naeh

Shlomo Ashkenazi wrote a will in which he instructed “that
his children and his children’s children who inherit their
share shall neither be able nor permitted to lease their share of the
houses to any living soul in the world [whether] a Jew, or a Gentile, or
an Ishmaelite.” Some 60 years later, some of the houses he bequeathed
to them were abandoned or served as the scene of “innumerable
crimes” committed by one of the heirs. Members of the family claimed
this heir was “an evil doer who committed transgressions in public . . .
and this brings upon us and our entire family disgrace and shame to
the state of ignominy when it becomes public knowledge.™
They were concerned that, apart from the damage to family honor,
serious acts of crime might be committed that would endanger them.
In view of the circumstances, they asked for permission to lease out the
houses to strangers despite the oaths and vows in the will. Rabbi
Yehoshua Benbenesht (1590-1668), one of the prominentsagesin the
capital, adjudicated the matter and scrutinized the wording of the will.
Since the main intent of the testator was family honor, and yet uphold-
_ ing the will might cause “shame and disgrace” to the family, he permit-
ted the requested change. Rabbi Benbenesht referred to the testator
as someone whom

O n his deathbed in Istanbul at the end of the sixteenth century,

we knew for his good name and fame, we found him prodigious in honor
and virtues, we heard that all of his intentions were to attain honor, to in-
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crease the honor of his household and his excellent family . . . that all of
his being and intent was for the honor and esteem of his name . . . that
neither his sons nor descendants would be allowed to be known as multe-
zim [a renter or a tax lessee; one who leases a tax collection concession],
nor any of his servants because of the danger and because of the disgrace,
that he not be disgraced in the eyes of the public to be the slaves of siaves.?

The honor of the deceased and family was therefore a sufficiently im-
portant value for the adjudicator (Heb.: posek) to overturn an explicit
will and annul the strict sanctions that the testator had set down.

My objective in this article is to analyze the role of honor in the con-
sciousness of Ottoman Jews, reconstruct what it meant to different
strata of Ottoman Jewish society, and clarify its role as a component in
the shaping of their mentality. I will study the cultural context of the
Jewish-Iberian heritage, on the one hand, and the circumstances of
life in an Ottoman urban environment, on the other.

Ottoman Jewry was an urban society in which, from the middle of
the sixteenth century onward, the numerical and cultural dominance
of Jews coming from the Iberian Peninsula was noticeable, particularly
in the provinces of western Anatolia and the southern Balkans. Tens of
thousands of Jews lived in the large urban centers such as Istanbul and
Salonica. The population of medium-sized communities such as Izmir
(Smyrna), Aleppo, Cairo, and sometimes Jerusalem numbered be-
tween one and five thousand, whereas in hundreds of small communi-
ties there were at most several dozen families. The economic pursuits
of the Jews were diverse, constituting part of the fabric of urban life, a
fact that influenced both their social structure (stratification, class)
and their culture. They generally lived within an organizational frame-
work known as a kahal (congregation), the Jewish community in every
city comprising several congregations. The congregation was a social
framework centered around the synagogue. It was governed by an
elected oligarchic leadership that filled many roles, among them ne-
gotiating with the authorities and the provision of various services such
as Jewish law court, education, poor relief, kosher food, a synagogue,
and a cemetery.

The subject of the current study is 2 group composed mainly of Jews
of Spanish and Portuguese origin and their descendants, a group that
in itself was highly diversified. Lack of sources keeps us from discussing
or even relating to the other ethnic communities—the Ashkenazim,
Romaniotes, and others. Furthermore, considering the mobility and
strong ties between the communities, drawing regional distinctions is
an almost impossible task. This discussion relates to the totality of Jew-
ish communities in the Ottoman cities, with emphasis on the large

urban centers in western Anatolia and the Balkans, from which most
of our sources emanate.

The period I deal with here extends from the sixteenth century to
the first half of the nineteenth century. This length of time is certainly
a longue durée, justified both in relation to the history of the Ottoman
Empire and that of Ottoman-Jewish society, which were stable and tra-
ditional societies. Although there were probably some changes in the
second half of the eighteenth century, I think the more significant de-
velopmentsin the outlook of Ottoman Jews occurred only in the nine-
teenth century—changes that influenced and transformed their way
of life, behavior, and values. One may not rule out the possibility that
further research may indicate additional developments, such as the ex-
tent of preoccupation with personal or national honor. New economic
circumstances may have led to a modified attitude to the place and
role of women in the family circle ahd in society, and would in any case
also have implications for the social norms that govern their behavior
and, especially, their mobility. Change in this sphere could also be re-
lated to the enhanced importance of the individual, accompanied by
a decline in the importance of the group and of ethnic solidarity, a
process that continued throughout the entire period, becoming more
marked in the eighteenth century.

The preliminary sources on which this study is based are Hebrew
works of two categories: rabbinic literature (responsa, sermons, exege-
sis, and works of ethics), and folk literature, particularly proverbs that
are known for their importance as a means of ascertaining the con-
cepts of any given society.? The proverbs used in this article were taken
from printed anthologies originating in Turkey and._the Balkans.*

Most studies on the subject of honor, many of which have been con-
ducted by anthropologists, deal with European societies. Mediterra-
nean societies have been the focus of several such studies, but these
deal only with its western extremities—the Italian city-states and the
Iberian Peninsula, the region of origin of many Jews in the Ottoman
Empire. Research on the Muslim world in this context has concen-
trated primarily on the study of contemporary Arab societies.? To date,
no analysis of the concept of honor in the Ottoman Empire—certainly
not among its Jewish population—has been conducted.

Culture and Cultural Systems

Honor (Heb.: kavod; Judeo-Spanish: onor)® is culture-dependent. It is
interpreted differently and has different components in every culture,
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being one expression of its value system. In Hebrew, as in other lan-
guages, the term “kavod” has several meanings, and in the Hebrew
sources I examined one may discern two basic meanings: (1) Honor as
an internal value, quality, or personal virtue dependent on one’s be-
havior; it is closely linked with family and public honor. (2) Honor as
a gesture of esteem and as social behavior toward an individual or a
group deemed worthy of it. Hebrew and Ladino do not reflect the as-
pect of gender that exists in Arabic and Turkish with regard to per-
sonal honor. In fact, Islamic civilization recognized two kinds of
honor: male honor (Arabic: sheref), which can be earned by what soci-
ety sees as masculine behavior (e.g., courage, generosity), and female
honor (Arabic: #rd), which refers to sexual behavior, particularly mod-
esty and limited presence in the company of men.

As dhimmi (protected subjects) of an Islamic state, in which being
Muslim was a prerequisite for honor (the legal language termed a con-
vert to Islam a person “who was honored with the honor of Islam”), Jews
were forced to seek esteem and honor among their own people. As is
the case with values and norms, the meaning of honor and how to pro-
tect, enhance, or rehabilitate it was part of the informal apprenticeship
or socialization process undergone by every child through constant ob-
servation of family members and others and daily encounters with
them. A son learns the essentials of honorable male behavior at home,
in the market place, and in the synagogue, where he aiso becomes
aware of the congregational mechanism and social hierarchy. A daugh-
ter learns from her mother and her female relatives, especially at home.
Each individual Jew learns to respect everything that symbolizes and
preserves stability and order—parents, rabbis, and public leaders.

Ottoman-Jewish culture included a Jewish component, mainly of
Iberian provenance, and an Ottoman urban component. One may dis-
cern three contemporaneous cultural systems: of the rabbinic elite; of
the Jewish lay or popular culture; and of the Muslim-Ottoman system.
Even though they were distinct, there were no clear borders delin-
eated between them, and even those were permeable borders. A con-
tinuous, multifaceted linkage between the Ottoman and the Jewish
cultures enabled the larger, powerful culture to influence that of the
minority. Rabbis seem to have been attentive to their flock, and their
works show response and interaction. Some of them understood that
honor and shame were embedded in a certain cultural context. A
growing sensitivity to honor obliged them to rule accordingly. R.
Shmuel de Medina writes in the late sixteenth century that, indeed,

oy

notall the times are equal and not all men are equal to ostracize, and due
to our sins the hearts have changed and the era is bad and it is impossible
to execute the commandments of Torah, especially in these matters, for a
person may call his friend [a slave] but we assume he may not know what
is the exact meaning of slave . . . in these days even in use of that very same
name [mentioned in the law] it is proper to mitigate . . . and in my view it
is detestable that a person might ostracize another for quarrels between
them and perhaps the other said worse things, for 2 man can hardly con-
trol himself and is not judged in his moment of grief.”

In another case, De Medina ruled in favor of the slanderer, accusing
the woman’s husband and her vengeful father of having personal mo-
tives, and wrote the following:

And now I say to those judges, had_ this Shimon [the slanderer] uttered an
apostasy, God forbid, would they punish him more severely? It is obvious
they would not have done the half. If they did so for the honor of a per-
son, then for the desecration of God, they should do many times more.?

Diffusion of norms and values from “below” is also evident, for ex-
ample, in burial customs: Rambam rules that simple shrouds should
be used for all dead, but his sixteenth-century commentator R. David
ibn Zimra, who lived in Ottoman Egypt and Palestine, says that in his
time people are accustomed to using expensive shrouds, and he adds
that all depends on the (local) custom.® Changing norms thus caused
a change in halakhah. Obviously, this subject calls for further research.

Personal Honor

In Mediterranean Muslim civilization, one’s social milieu, relation-
ships, and obligations constructed one’s status and greatly determined
the course of one’s life. Like its Muslim counterpart, Ottoman-Jewish
society was traditional, patriarchal, and hierarchical. These character-
istics to a large extent dictated its values and the maintenance of social
distinctions that assigned importance to status, honor, and preroga-
tive. Personal honor was the outcome of a combination of diverse and
sometimes correlating factors that, to a great extent, reflected the
character and values of Jewish society as well as the wider Muslim Otto~
man society.

One may distinguish between the broad and the narrow meanings
of personal honor, both of which are abstract. It is a quality based on
what one senses or feels personally, on criteria that vary from one
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place to another and from one era to another, and, no less important,
that vary by reference group—for male society is unlike female society,
an elite group is unlike a marginal one, slaves differ from freemen, an
urban population is different from a rural population, and the like.
Thus, honor is absolutely linked to social structures and dependent on
specific circuunstances. The fact that honor and shame are relative is
aptly demonstrated in a query that relates to the imprisonment of a
sage and wealthy member of one of the most important congregations
in the capital because of his debt. By order of the tax collector, the
man was publicly seized and brought by a soldier to the Muslim court
of law, “something that had never been done even to any ne’er-do-
well .. . because the main intent was to humiliate their honor, the
spirit of the father and the spirit of the son as well, both together, to
humiliate them and lower them down to the ground.”? The rabbi that
was asked about the matter found the tax collector guilty of mortifying
arespected man, and he stipulated

that the measure of shame is measured according to the one who causes
shame and the one who is shamed, and since a person like him was humili-
ated to be seized in that way on the streets of the city, the [communal
leader] should be punished for that....Since the aforementioned
hakham Rabbi Jacob Uziel and his son are among the city’s most promi-
nent personages, and for them to have a tax inspector [Turkish: bakekulu]
appointed over them and to be sent off to prison must be considered a
grave shame and a serious affront, because all is gauged according to the
one giving shame and the one who is shamed.!!

Honor constitutes one of the elements of an individual’s social status.
In the broadest sense, the word is also a synonym for a good reputation
and respectability, and in the narrow sense (which will be discussed at

length below) it stands for superiority, excellence in some merit that-

surpasses others—age, wisdom, or wealth.

Let us first examine personal honor in the broad sense: how it is at-
tained, and what it signifies. Above we have seen elite members con-
cerned with their image and respectability. Petitions to the Jewish or
the Muslim courts by common people in suits involving honor, libel,
and the like indicate that they, too, were concerned with personal
honor. The way to attain it was through respectable behavior, which
meant first and foremost conformity—observing social norms and the
accepted rules of behavior. Honorable behavior endows a person with
honor, and even a person of humble origin and modest means could at-
tain it. He keeps it as long as he continues to behave properly. A Judeo-
Spanish proverb that places honor above wealth is indicative of the im-

portance attributed to a respectable image for members of the lower
class: “Mas vale tener [honor] en placa ke para en casha,” namely, “Tt is
better to have honor among people in the marketplace than moneyin a
chest.”? Components of honorable behavior in Ottoman-Jewish soci-
ety are morality, religious piety, honesty, and a quiet and unostenta-
tious lifestyle. Thus, for example, a humble family was praised in the
early nineteenth century: “The father and mother of the girl as well as
all the members of their household are extremely honorable, modest
people, and they speak pleasantly and their actions are moderate so
that no one else knows their business at all.”?

- Contemporary mentality also precludes exposing family secrets and
complaining to others about marital and familial troubles. All of these
are important in a society that attributes supreme importance to tradi-
tion and preservation of the delimitafions of social order. The important
elements in masculine honor were independence as a breadwinner
and being a father of sons, nobility of spirit, generosity, kindliness, and
mercy toward inferiors. Honor was primarily the province of indepen-
dent adult males capable of protecting themselves, their property,
their reputation, and their family. Everyone was subject to constant ap-
praisal and surveillance by the society of which he was a part, and who-
ever was found wanting forfeited his honor, at times irretrievably. A
visual sign for a male adult was his beard. Beards were a key and almost
essential component of male honor in the Muslim Orient, their ab-
sence being characteristic of a slave or eunuch. The beard appears in
proverbs as a symbol of masculinity and dignity; hence, any damage to
one’s beard was interpreted as an insult to his masculine honor (dis-
cussed further below). On the correlation between the beard and mas-
culine honor, see, for example, the proverb: “Ben barbas vee barves
onra,” or, “As the beard is measured, so is honor meted out, "¢

It was never taken for granted that a woman was entitled to honor
unless she belonged to a wealthy or prestigious family. Some thought
otherwise—as is evident from a late-seventeen th-century sermon (note
the patronizing tone):

Although it might seem that the status of women is lesser and lower [than
that of men], since they are not involved in Torah study, whereas the
whole substance and existence of the world is for the Torah, therefore, it
would seem that she is not worthy of honor. Yet after some research and
study we have found that women are worthy of honor. . . . It would seem
from this that it is a fitting and decent thing to present an eulogy for a vir-
tuous woman, because in terms of honor, the woman is equal to the
honor of a Torah scholar. . . . Looking at it more carefully, it is proper to
give honor to virtuous women . . . especially since denying her honor is
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an offense to the family and her honor is of all its members. . . . Thus, for
the sake of the honor of the entire family, she is worthy of honor and even
more so is she worthy in respect of her own good deeds."

The focus is on the family, mainly the husband and not the person of
the woman. In late-sixteenth-century Salonica, people were trying to
persuade the widow of a famous rabbi not to remarry, saying “Why
should you marry? For you are a widow of a rabbi [Heb.: hakham] and
you will not find his equal.”*® They were obviously troubled by her des-
ecrating the deceased’s honor and his memory.

Family honor is the pretext for justifying honorable treatment of
women, but of course not of all women. To deserve it, a woman must
fulfill the expectations and requirements of society, and here one
must also differentiate between male and female society.

Modesty was an age-old paramount requirement in Judaism. Jewish
males in Ottoman lands adopted their Muslim neighbors’ norms, which
demanded removal of women from the public eye. They too saw the
male as being master and ruler of his own sexuality, and no less so of
those subordinate to him. The sexual behavior and modesty of the
women related to him either by blood or by marriage had direct impli-
cations for his honor, and any violation in this sphere was damaging
not only to their good name but also to his reputation and male honor.
In the early eighteenth century, a person is quoted reprimanding his
friend harshly: “I just saw your wife standing at the window of your
house, watching and seen by all passersby as a whore sitting on the
road. Why do you overlook and not put her to shame?”"’

Public opinion was almost obsessed with women'’s visibility. Restrict-
ing women’s dress and movement was designed to prevent the violation
of male honor and moral indiscretions within the male community. R.
Eliezer Papo (1785-1828) thus wrote:

And the man also has a responsibility to reprove his wife and daughters
and dependents with pleasing language and to keep them away from all
manner of harm, and that any king’s daughter’s honor shali be in her re-
maining indoors, modest, overseeing her own household, and in this
manner, a God-fearing woman is to be praised.'®

The citation from Psalms, “The king’s daughter is all glorious within”
(Psalms 45:14), is frequently used to describe preferred female behay-
ior from as early as childhood. Formal salutations in letters addressed
to women also emphasize modesty and piety as the main qualities of a
respected woman.!'® A popular saying sets forth a strict verdict—that
one may not trust a woman: “Mujer onorada, a la punta de la mon-

MRS L

tana,” or, Only a woman at the top of 2 mountain can be a respected
woman. Female honor is clearly synonymous with modesty.?’ In rab-
binical writings, especially sermons, the image of the respected woman
was portrayed in an idealized manner, such as the woman of valor in
Proverbs (31, 10-31).2 Women’s acts of charity made a positive contri-
bution to their image.

Women’s scale of priorities was different from that of men. They
considered qualities such as household skills, generosity, and benevo-
lence to be more important than impeccable moral behavior. Thus,
for example, the anthropologist Uni Wikan was surprised to discover
that Muslim women in Oman believe that the behavior of an adulter-
ous wife is the concern of her husband alone, and they accépt the fact
that there are women who do not care about their own honor. They
would not ostracize such a woman, nor would they condemn her to
her face for what she did. They believe that solidarity and friendship
between the neighborhood women to be a2 more important value than
morality.22 Having no possibility to conduct a field study, I must make
do with the indirect testimony provided by proverbs, stories, and espe-
cially romances that deal with love, intra-familial relationships, adul-
tery and extra-marital relations, loss of virginity, etc., and were orally
transmitted or sung by women among themselves. This gives the im-
pression that the opinions and attitudes of women on these subjects
were not identical to those of men. Folk sayings also indicate that, for
women, the status of a married woman and mother was a much cov-
eted ideal and a symbol of respectability.?

People also took steps to maintain their honor after death, first and
foremost by well-planned public funerals and elaborate burial ceremo-
nies. Many people of means took pains to leave detailed instructions
about what was to be done after their death, leaving sums of money for
the burial and alms, and so forth. For example, in the will drawn up in
Salonica in 1669 for Simha, the widow of Menahem Akuni, she re-
quested, among other things: “And they will provide for all of the
needs involved in my burial and honor and the stone on my grave.”*
Everyone who read it knew exactly what she meant by “my honor.” The
location of the burial plot, the quality of the headstone, and the in-
scription it bore were meant to indicate the social status of the de-
ceased, or at least that which he or she (or the relatives) wished to
exhibit. Funerary inscriptions are indicative of the difference in the so-
cietal perception of a gender-based division of roles, but this is a sub-
ject outside the scope of the present study. In one specific case, a
person asked for permission to replace the headstone on his mother’s
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grave with a more expensive one, more befitting her honor—which
obviously reflected on his own and that of the entire family.?®

Honor was not the province of the individual alone but also of the
collective. Individual behavior played an important role in preserving
collective honor because, in Ottoman-Jewish society as in Mediterra-
nean Muslim societies, it reflects on the entire group as part of mutual
and collective responsibility. The family, then, is a unit that either has
or does not have honor, similar to other larger social collectives—
benevolent societies and groups, congregations and communites,
cities, and even the entire Jewish populace (“the Israelite naton”).
Collective honor is also embodied in the personality of the group’s
leader—the father, head of the congregation, chief rabbi (hakham
bashi), and the like. Each group needs another one, close yet different,
to relate to. The following is an example of a bylaw enacted by mem-
bers of an elite group, probably some rich people, most likely con-
nected by family and business ties, to protect themselves, their
property, and their honor against others in the community:

Some wealthy members of a certain congregation drew up a document of
regulations among themselves, and this is its text: . . . And since we have
.. . established a union constituted of several people who intend to help
one another . . . whether in matters financial or in relation to one’s repu-
tation, henceforth we the undersigned have pledged and undertaken a
vow, upon our souls, . . . and for each one of us to respect his fellow’s
honor and all matters concerning the honor of his name, with our per-
sons and our property.®

As long as a group is managed and manages itself properly, its
honor is maintained. Disputes, controversies, and criminality within it
is detrimental to the honor of the collective. In more than a few com-
munal regulations, emphasis was placed on the obligation to obey
them “for the benefit and honor of the community,” the honor of the
congregation providing an excuse for insistence on undeviating com-
pliance to the rules.?’

Iberian Jews were known for their pride and sense of superiority.
Most post-expulsion testimonies on this matter are dated to the six-
teenth century, as the expellees were resettling. Very little is still known
about eastern Sephardim self-esteem in later generations. One may not
overlook a close group: the Spanish-Portuguese “nation” (nagdo), whose
sense of high status and distinguished lineage combined with ideologies
of “purity of blood” had taken root in seventeenth-century Iberia. Yosef
Kaplan demonstrated how the sense of honor and superiority led the
Amsterdam community to enact a series of regulations designed to fash-

ion and preserve its image vis-a-vis its upper-class Christian neighbors.
Kaplan also noted its differentiating attitude toward the poor: whereas
the poor among the “nation” continued to retain some of their inher-
ited honor and were worthy of the community’s protection, the Ash-
kenazi poor were totally devoid of honor.” The “isolationist” self-image
of distinguished lineage and greatness influenced the Jewish Orientalis-
tic discourse in nineteenthcentury central Europe. The concept of
honor (“grandeza”) and sense of superiority held by Jews of Spanish or-
igin were among the factors that shaped their individual and ethnic-
communal identity until the early twentieth century.?®

We have previously noted supervision as an element restricting and
regulating behavior. It was double dimensioned: the prohibitions set
down by the Jewish religion and its interpretation in halakhah and in
the congregational regulations; and the mores of life prevailing in an
Ottoman city. Among the important mechanisms of supervision we
may find a communal body such as “Memunei Averot,” an institution
that existed in the Iberian Peninsula and was reestablished by its ex-
pelled Jews. Its members were appointed to prevent religious and
moral transgressions. In addition to the intra-communal bodies, there
were officeholders appointed by the Ottoman authorities to supervise
public morality in the city. To these should be added unofficial yet
nonetheless influential—public opinion, most conspicuously applied
through rumors and gossip. Alongside there exists an element of self-
supervision or selfrestraint based on a sense of shame, and the fear of
a shameful and degrading predicament. The internalization of exter-
nal social supervision—the self-supervision, is in fact a social necessity,
since the individual is rewarded for overcoming his impulses and pun-
ished for transgressing norms.® The mechanism of shame is most ef-
fective in small groups and minority communities, in which the
interdependence maintains a rigorous set of rules of behavior to-
gether with discipline and obedience by means of constant mutual su-
pervision that gives rise to self-supervision, an effort to interpret the
actions of one’s fellow man, and an ethos of honor.

Loss of Honor

Just as one may attain honor by means of certain qualities and actions,
so can it be forfeited and lost. Shame (Judeo-Spanish: vergwensa)® is
often the partner of personal honor though not necessarily its oppo-
site. The slightest fear of the loss of personal or family honor was suffi-

cient to prevent certain actions. Thus, shame is an effective means for
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curbing the individual’s impulses, at times also servil?g as a.sanctiofnd'l?y
" 'the community. It may very well be that, among the inhabitants o : g
Middle East, it was shame and the fear of‘d1sgrace that. preocct.lpue
more people and to a greater extent than did bonor and its pursuit. An
affront to one’s honor was as severe as a physical offense'.

There are different ways in which a person can 1os§ his hon.or, such
as by committing an act that brings disgrace upon hlmself—‘—lmmoral
behavior,* chronic inebriation,® soliciting alms,* and the like. Other
acts also led to the same result. Thus, for example, a hasty and §ecret
marriage ceremony was considered disgraceful for a well-born girl:

It is inconceivable that a respectable and modest woman of a great and
well-bred family in the city would be married in secret, concealing hferself
without the consent of her father and mother and relatives, f?r thatis not
the way of even the most humble women of this city, certainly not of a
daughter of 2 noble family 3

Some people considered divorce a disgraceful matter that s‘hould be
avoided at all cost.* Certain crafts carried a stigma, there being a very
marked difference between popular sayings and proverbs maintaining
that “all labor honors he who performs it” and a reality that recognized
a hierarchy of occupations. At the top of the list stood commerce, con-
sidered an easy and honorable profession, and at the bottom were ig-
nominious professions with paltry compensation, great effort, and
other disadvantages.* .

Another possibility was that someone would impinge on the honor of
an individual by a physical act, such as an indece'nt gesture, a b'lo'w, or
pulling one’s beard,*® or through verbal insult dlrefcted at the injured
party or his ancestors. It was not rare that men hit women, and that
women attacked men. Wife-beating was considered disgraceful in cer-

tain circles, and Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575) recommended that men -

“display sensitivity and mercy for the honor of Jewish women. "% Attimes
it was sufficient just to call someone by his original name to r'nock and
humiliate him or her.*? An examination of the halakhic questions deal-
ing with the issue of insults indicates what values were h?Id to be impor-
tant by the people of that time: lineage, proper l?ehawor, and, fe‘male
modesty. An insult, even if only implied, regarding a woman'’s inno-
cence and modesty, especially a married woman, was considered a great
affront to the man in whose charge she was.*! Insulting the ancestors of a
family or cursing someone’s parents, especially if those ai.:tacked were re-
spectable people, was considered a particularly grave insult. prtheti
such as “convert,” “son of a slave woman,” “bastard,” or “son ofa whore”
were considered especially denigrating. Others, such as “impure,” “dog

or “a dog son of a dog,” and “uncircumcised son of an uncircumecised
father,” or an insinuation of religious or moral delinquency (“transgres-
sor,” “informer”), were held to be derogatory and disgraceful. 2

~ Even referring to a person’s poverty entailed some disgrace. Poverty
carried a clear connotation of dishonor because it was usually associ-
ated with a lowly social status, lack of a livelihood or an ignoble profes-
sion, filth, and ignorance. Thus we read in an appeal to arabbi relating
to a dispute over taxation:

Shimon answered Reuven in a contemptuous manner and said disdain-
fully: Did your father or your father’s father ever pay this tax? And Reuven
felt that his father’s honor had been violated because his father was the
teacher of Shimon, and he had spoken of him scornfully and derisively.
Letour rabbi now instruct us what to do with Shimon, and whether Reuven
is obligated to be concerned about his father’s honor.

However, poverty was not necessarily identical to dishonor (see
more on this below). The ambivalent attitude toward it is clearly seen
in proverbs having a double meaning—idealization, on the one hand,
and reflection of 3 life of need and humiliation, on the other, inevita-
bly connected with disgrace and dishonor. Thus there may be situa-
tions in which, paradoxically, it is the poor man who is honorable
while the rich man is devoid of honor.#

In his encyclopedic commentary on the Torah, Me-am loez, R. Jacob
Khuli devotes extensive attention to a discussion of shaming, empha-
sizing the gravity of the offense of humiliating someone in public. In-

cidental to relying on the words of the Shulhan Arukh on the subject

(Tur hoshen mishpat, 420-21), he cites many exampies of insults, both
direct and indirect (toward the father, wife, or others related to the
one being humiliated). The lively description he brings attests to the
frequency of these incidents and their relevance: :

There are those who sit in reserved seats in the synagogue; when someone
arrives late and finds someone in his seat, he yells at him and that person
is embarrassed. A quarrel then ensues where one person hits his fellow as
the ignorant folk do. . .. No one has the right to shame his fellowman,
and certainly not in the synagogue . . . particularly when he damages his
reputation, because there is never an atonement for that. . . . If someone
quarreled with his friend and said I am not a criminal, or I am not a bas-
tard, or I am not an apostate, even though he did not say more than that
it is as though he had stated explicitly that his fellow was a criminal, or a
bastard, or an apostate. One who calls his fellow a wicked man is consid-
ered to have damaged his reputation by calling him wicked, and as
though he called him a transgressor. If someone quarrels with his wife
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and calls her a prostitute, he should be punished according to the discre-
tion of the city leaders, and they should fine him and ostracize him even
though there is no witness. . . . A person who calls his fellow a pariah, ora
dog, or impure, or a thief, or an informer, or a leper and other such in-
sults and curses or calls him by an offensive name in order to shame him,
or says to him “cursed” or “son of a whore” or said that you look like a bas-
tard or a son conceived of an impure liaison—all of these and the like are

cases of damaging one’s reputation.*

A rare example of the manner in which a communal leader was pur-
posely humiliated is found in an incident that happened in Jerusalem
in the second quarter of the eighteenth century:

Every day several young fellows who were his enemies, greeted him with
curses and indignities, making rhymed curses and insults using his name
and his father’s name to sing at their feast. Then they would anger him
with indignities and curses and insults and write and throw the papers
where he had to pass. They humiliated him in ways that had not been

done to Haman and Amalek.*

The circumstances determined the gravity of the insult—whether it
took place in private or in public, such as in the synagogue or the street,
and the social status of the participants—the one giving affront, the one
who was affronted, and even those who witnessed the incident. The fol-
lowing case is instructive because it demonstrates the importance of not
losing face in public: in a deposition of an unworthy rabbi in one of the
Balkan communities ca. 1580, the rabbi pled to maintain his honor, a
matter that seerms to have troubled him more than his dismissal:

The rabbi came to them and said: What are you doing ? You should know
that this is a criminal sin for you offend my honor and you transgress the
oaths you gave me. And he swore to leave his office voluntarily but not in
disgrace . . . [and he said] Iwill notdo it [appeal to the rabbis of the city]
for it is a shame to me, and I only said so out of gm&:e and love to you, so
that you should not shame me and I do not wish to litigate with you about
the oaths because it is disgracing me and I forgive you all [the oaths you

have made].¥

The exchange of sarcastic remarks, insults, and verbal blows was not
uncommon among circles of rabbis but was never dealt with, appar-
ently because it occurred within the framework of their private corre-
spondence, not in public.

Another way to deprive someone of his honor was for the communal
leaders to impose sanctions on him.® The primary means of accom-

plishing this was through excommunication [Heb
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curbing the individual’s impulses, at times also serving as a sanction by
the community. It may very well be that, among the inhabitants of the
Middle East, it was shame and the fear of disgrace that preoccupied
more people and to a greater extent than did honor and its pursuit. An
affront to one’s honor was as severe as a physical offense.

There are different ways in which a person can lose his honor, such
as by committing an act that brings disgrace upon himself—immoral
behavior, chronic inebriation,*® soliciting alms,** and the like. Other
acts also led to the same result. Thus, for example, a hasty and secret
marriage ceremony was considered disgraceful for a well-born girl:

It is inconceivable that a respectable and modest woman of a great and
well-bred family in the city would be married in secret, concealing herself
without the consent of her father and mother-and relatives, for thatis not
the way of even the most humble women of this city, certainly not of a
daughter of a noble family*®

Some people considered divorce a disgraceful matter that should be
avoided at all cost.* Certain crafts carried a stigma, there being a very
marked difference between popular sayings and proverbs maintaining
that “all labor honors he who performsit” and a reality that recognized
a hierarchy of occupations. At the top of the list stood commerce, con-
sidered an easy and honorable profession, and at the bottom were ig-
nominious professions with paltry compensation, great effort, and
other disadvantages.”

Another possibility was that someone would impinge on the honor of
an individual by a physical act, such as an indecent gesture, a blow, or
pulling one’s beard,® or through verbal insult directed at the injured
party or his ancestors. It was not rare that men hit women, and that
women attacked men. Wife-beating was considered disgraceful in cer-

tain circles, and Rabbi Yosef Karo (1488-1575) recommended that men -

“display sensitivity and mercy for the honor of Jewish women.” At times
it was sufficient just to call someone by his original name to mock and
humiliate him or her.** An examination of the halakhic questions deal-
ing with the issue of insults indicates what values were held to be impor-
tant by the people of that time: lineage, proper behavior, and female
modesty. An insult, even if only implied, regarding a woman’s inno-
cence and modesty, especially a married woman, was considered a great
affront to the man in whose charge she was.*! Insulting the ancestors of a
family or cursing someone’s parents, especially if those attacked were re-

. spectable people, was considered a particularly grave insult. Epithets

such as “convert,” “son of a slave woman,” “bastard,” or “son of a whore”
were considered especially denigrating. Others, such as “impure,” “dog”

or “a dog son of a dog,” and “uncircumcised son of an uncircumcised
father,” or an insinuation of religious or moral delinquency (“transgres-
sor,” “informer™), were held to be derogatory and disgraceful.®?

Even referring to a person’s poverty entailed some disgrace. Poverty
carried a clear connotation of dishonor because it was usually associ-
ated with a lowly social status, lack of a livelihood or an ignoble profes-
sion, filth, and ignorance. Thus we read in an appeal to a rabbi relating
to a dispute over taxation:

Shimon answered Reuven in a contemptuous manner and said disdain-
fully: Did your father or your father’s father ever pay this tax? And Reuven
felt that his father’s honor had been violated because his father was the
teacher of Shimon, and he had spoken of him scornfully and derisively.
Let our rabbi now instruct us what to do with Shimon, and whether Reuven
is obligated to be concerned about his father’s honor.*#

However, poverty was not necessarily identical to dishonor (see
more on this below). The ambivalent attitude toward it is clearly seen
in proverbs having a double meaning—idealization, on the one hand,
and reflection of a life of need and humiliation, on the other, inevita-
bly connected with disgrace and dishonor. Thus there may be situa-
tions in which, paradoxically, it is the poor man who is honorable
while the rich man is devoid of honor.*

In his encyclopedic commentary on the Torah, Me-am loez, R. Jacob
Khuli devotes extensive attention to a discussion of shaming, empha-
sizing the gravity of the offense of humiliating someone in public. In-
cidental to relying on the words of the Shulhan Arukh on the subject

" (Tur hoshen mishpat, 420-21), he cites many examples of insults, both

direct and indirect (toward the father, wife, or others related to the
one being humiliated). The lively description he brings attests to the
frequency of these incidents and their relevance:

There are those who sit in reserved seats in the synagogue; when someone
arrives late and finds someone in his seat, he yells at him and that person
is embarrassed. A quarrel then ensues where one person hits his fellow as
the ignorant folk do. . . . No one has the right to shame his fellowman,
and certainly not in the synagogue . . . particularly when he damages his
reputation, because there is never an atonement for that. . . . If someone
quarreled with his friend and said I am not a criminal, or I am not a bas-
tard, or | am not an apostate, even though he did not say more than that
it is as though he had stated explicitly that his fellow was a criminal, ora
bastard, or an apostate. One who calls his fellow a wicked man is consid-
ered to have damaged his reputation by calling him wicked, and as
though he called him a transgressor. If someone quarrels with his wife
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and calls her a prostitute, he should be punished according to the discre-
tion of the city leaders, and they should fine him and ostracize him even
though there is no witness. .. . A person who calls his fellow a pariah,ora
dog, or impure, or a thief, or an informer, or a leper and other such in-
sults and curses or calls him by an offensive name in order to shame him,
or says to him “cursed” or “son of a whore” or said that you look like a bas-
tard or a son conceived of an impure liaison—all of these and the like are
cases of damaging one’s reputation.*’

Arare example of the manner in which a communal leader was pur-
posely humiliated is found in an incident that happened in Jerusalem
in the second quarter of the eighteenth century:

Every day several young fellows who were his enemies, greeted him with
curses and indignities, making rhymed curses and insults using his name
and his father’s name to sing at their feast. Then they would anger him
with indignities and curses and insults and write and throw the papers
where he had to pass. They humiliated him in ways that had not been
done to Haman and Amalek.*

The circumstances determined the gravity of the insult—whether it
took place in private or in public, such as in the synagogue or the street,
and the social status of the participants—the one giving affront, the one
who was affronted, and even those who witnessed the incident. The fol-
lowing case is instructive because it demonstrates the importance of not
losing face in public: in a deposition of an unworthy rabbi in one of the
Balkan communities ca. 1580, the rabbi pled to maintain his honor, a
matter that seems to have troubled him more than his dismissal:

The rabbi came to them and said: What are you doing ? You should know
that this is a criminal sin for you offend my honor and you transgress the
oaths you gave me. And he swore to leave his office voluntarily but not in
disgrace .. . [and he said] Iwill not do it [appeal to the rabbis of the city]
for it is a shame to me, and I only said so out of grace and love to you, so
that you should not shame me and I do not wish to litigate with you about
the oaths because it is disgracing me and I forgive you all [the oaths you
have made].¥

The exchange of sarcastic remarks, insults, and verbal blows was not
uncommon among circles of rabbis but was never dealt with, appar-
ently because it occurred within the framework of their private corre-
spondence, not in public.

Another way to deprive someone of his honor was for the communal
leaders to impose sanctions on him.*® The primary means of accom-

plishing this was through excommunication [Heb.: herem], which also
entails an element of humiliation because being socially isolated and ig-
nored makes the usual, accepted expressions of respect impossible.
Other city officials also had the authority and means to punish some-
one in a humiliating manner—making him ride backward on a donkey,
cutting off his beard, making him carry a sign bearing a humiliating text,
or condemning him to a shameful death—by hanging or decapitation—
in contrast to the dignified death by strangling reserved for the well
connected.

Just as with the living, the honor of the dead could also be violated
by certain acts. Thus, for example, speaking ill of the dead was consid-
ered impinging on their honor.* Many rabbinical judges avoided
handing down certain rulings lest this reflect badly on their predeces-
sors who had ruled differently. .

The importance that Muslim society attributed to personal honor is
evident when the religious law and the sultan’s law are examined in re-
lation to the punishments they imposed on the guilty party and the un-
derstanding shown for acts of retaliation committed by the injured
party. Ottoman law meted out severe punishments for slandering or
disgracing a person—even a non-Muslim—in public. The Muslim court
records [Sijillat] of Jerusalem contain instances in which Jews were sen-
tenced to flogging because they humiliated other Jews in public.%

There were some strategies to rehabilitate. One way was cursing or
hitting the aggressor back in order to insult him. Another was using
the court: either suing the aggressor and asking for punishment, or
obtaining a certificate of innocence or some confirmation that refuted
the accusations. )

In a case that happened in sixteenth-century Egypt, the adjudicator

" exonerated a person who had ostracized someone who insuited him

and his family: “No doubt they may ostracize him either because they
were cursed or because of his father’s honor and his family’s honor,
for who would care more about it than them.™' Appeals to the courts
and litigation on matters of honor evinces that men and women saw it
as a means to defend or restore one’s lost honor. Jewish communal
regulations also related to this subject, setting punishments for anyone
who had insulted his fellow using embarrassing epithets.5? The adjudi-
cators wrote forcefully on this matter, though without the ability to en-
force most of the sanctions they felt were fitting. There is indeed scant
testimony of violent acts of retaliation for such humiliation; at any rate,
there is no information about the influence of the dueling culture that
was prevalent in Europe. As for women, as already noted, a woman’s
immodesty was likely to violate the honor of the man in whose charge
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"cept this as a normative solution.

she was. This could be rectified by divorce, but occasionally the deed
was so grave that only murder could purge the family of the taint and
restore its honor. Murder resulting from violation of family honor was
not rare in Muslim society, and it may be that some Jews tended to ac-

58
Honor as Social Behavior

The concept of honor embodies a second meaning: a sense of superi-
ority and privilege, or an attitude of respect. Many aspired to attain

honor, but the teacher of ethical behavior mockingly admonishes

those who pursue it:

For he who pursues honor, all his life is passed in pain, since all his
thoughts, desires, and wishes are that others will honor him, and he toils
to become wealthy and spends much in the matter of honor. And if any
time such a man is not honored ... his very body will ache, and if he is
able, he willinstigate a fightand quarrel. . . . As for anyone who is disdain-
ful of his honor and does not heed him, he is vindictive and vengeful as a
serpent.®*

Anyone who seemed to be treating his fellow with to0 much respect was
suspected of having the opposite intention.>

A person was honored not just for being a human being but be-
cause of certain qualities he had or earned. Displays of honor and
respect—here in the sense of manners, certain actions, extra privi-
leges, gestures, or social behavior that Ottoman-Jewish society was able
to offer—were limited to certain groups of people who in any case
were respected. The criteria for eligibility, which reflected the values
of Jewish society, were in fact similar to those of the wider society: lead-
ership positions, wealth, pedigree, age, and a high religious education.
The obligation to show respect is not necessarily grounded in the law;
in general, it is more of a social dictate. The poor do not dispute or ap-
peal the demand of the rich and wise to be honored. Among the teach-
ers of ethical behavior, there were some who recommended an
attitude of mutual respect.® Women and children do not bear honor
of their own, usually partaking of the status and honor of those who
are responsible for them. One acquired eligibility to be treated with
honor in various ways, as I will outline below.

Family lineage. One’s family is a factor over which the individual has
no control. Joseph Hacker has commented briefly on the importance
of family lineage among Jews of the Iberian Peninsula, as it emerged

from the writings of the expellees and their descendants.’” Proverbs,
too, demonstrate the importance of a good pedigree as evidence of a
positive character and of a status that is not necessarily dependent on
wealth: “La limpieza es media rikeza” (Family lineage is half richness) 58
and “Si vistes un ombre pregunta por su nombre” (If you see a person
ask for his name [thus assuming that the family name is indicative of a
person’s character] ). There is another well-known proverb: “Basta ke
yo soy de Abravanel” (Itis enough thatI am descended from Abravanel
[one of the most noble Sephardi families]), or, in another version,
“Basta ke mi nombre es Abravanel” (Itis enough that my name is Abra-
vanel).® Nonetheless, one may postulate that this quality was consid-
ered more highly by the financial and economic elite in Jewish society,
and its importance is noted prominently in the written appeals to
people of prominence that emphasize the family connections of the ad-
dressees.® References to honor and family lineage appear regularly
only from the mid-1580s and continue to be an important element in
wording funerary epitaphs in the succeeding centuries. Pedigree was
also an important component of a woman’s honor, and it obliged an at-
titude of consideration and respect toward her.% Pride in the family
pedigree is what lies behind the cultivation of family sagas and narra-
tives, such as those of the Meyuhas family in Jerusalem. Family stories
emphasize its seniority, greatness, and the miraculous events that hap-
pened to its forefathers, thus enhancing the honor of the family vis-d-vis
other families vying for prestige and honor.*

Elders and parents. Esteem and respect toward elders, especially
older members of the family, is an old and well-known basic value that
was valid until the early twentieth century. These, for €xample, were
the instructions of R. Eliezer Papo to the readers of his book in the
early nineteenth century:

Anditis a supreme obligation to treat elders with respect . . . and itis also
proper to treat them with respect by asking their advice in every
matter. . .. The elderly person too will defend his own honor and will not
let himself come to disgrace, nor do anything that is unbecoming to the
elderly, nor should he speak in a place where he knows that he will not be
heeded, and in this way his honor will be intact.** ’

Old age thus calls for appropriate, dignified behavior, and thus the
image reinforces itself. A popular saying connects old age with dignity:
“Vyejo por onor, mansevo por dolor” (The old man, for honor; the
young man, for pain).®® Showing respect toward the elderly also in-
cludes the obligation of children to honor their parents, and a wife her
husband. The obligation toward parents includes the recital of the
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kaddish after their death, as well as other acts. The respect a woman
owes her husband is discussed in the rabbinic literature and is aiso a
motif in popular literary works.®® Disobedience and disrespect toward
the husband or his parents might even cause him to sue for divorce.

Religion and rabbis. This category includes respect for the Jewish law
and commandments, for the synagogue and the ritual objects within it,
a topic outside the scope of the present article. Respect for the rabbisis
the one relevant to us. The Code of Jewish Law [Shulhan Arukh], in the
laws relating to the study of Torah, includes an extensive chapter de-
voted to “the laws pertaining to honoring his rabbi and a Torah
scholar.” Disrespecting a Torah scholar was an offense punishable by
excommunication.® One was expected to behave with special manners
and gestures with respect to those who served in rabbinical positions.
The honors due to presiding rabbis were stipulated in their writs of ap-
pointment, and emerge in passing from the responsa literature.*®® The
talmudic privilege allowing rabbis to excommunicate on grounds of an
affront to their honor (or the honor of “Torah”) was widely accepted,
though communal leaders wished to control it.™

Scholars who devoted their lives to Torah study were also treated
with honor by virtue of their being representatives of the Torah. Special
deference was granted to those who came from the Land of Israel.” Itis
nonetheless clear that the true state of affairs was far from being ideal
and that disrespect to Torah scholars (at least from the latter’s view-
point) was widespread. Their complaints about “disgracing the honor
of Torah and its scholars” had been voiced frequently since the late six-
teenth century, leading one to believe that this argument was exploited

‘whenever the rabbis were offended by the attitude of the public or the

actions of the leadership.”™ Rabbis’ insistence on a respectful behavior
toward them was mocked and criticized; at times this was interpreted
unfavorably, even among rabbinic circles.” The rabbis themselves were
asked to maintain their honor, and that included a neat and agreeable
appearance. R. Eliyah haCohen of Izmir (d. 1729), repeated what had
been written in earlier sources and recommended that the rabbi

make sure that at all times his clothes are white, that he pray in clean gar-
ments . .. and that he conduct his debates with purity of language and
pleasant ways and provide answers to the heretics and apostates . . . that
he anoint himself with aromatic oil and perfumes to remove the odor of
sweat and the like which cause people not to draw near him when he

speaks but rather to keep at a distance, and then despise his words of ad- . ...

monishment and his words of Torah and moral teachings.74

Additional advice is found in the letter of response written by R.
Abraham Palaggi (Izmir, 1810-99), who advised-R. Moshe haCohen-
Neher: “When you sit among the elders of the land who have acquired
wisdom and engage in a halakhic debate, guard your tongue and lips
from speaking deceit and let whatever you write in a book be with
honor and not with disrespect, calmly and not troubled.”

Wealth. As in many other urban societies whose members’ principal
occupations were crafts and commerce, wealth was an ideal, and the
rich man a symbol of success. Honor was closely connected to money
and property, a linkage expressed quite cogently by a popular saying:
“Ay paras ay onor” (Where there is money, there is honor).” This can
also be attributed to a woman (who cannot be considered for public
office or as possessing Torah knowledge), especially when she uses her
wealth for philanthropic purposes. The wealthy could be identified
from afar because of their appearance, especially their elegant and ex-
pensive dress, often sufficient to inspire a respectful attitude.”” Con-
sumption of luxuries was used as a means to display wealth and rank.
The importance of clothing as a status symbol is quite apparent in the
admonishment by the poet Rabbi Menahem de Lonzano (1550-
1624), who laments of his contemporaries: “And all honor is given to
those who wear fine linen and embroidered cloth. . .. According to
my clothing and shirt, according to my gown and my turban so is my
honor and splendor. Woe to a generation that honors clothing.””®
Poor people were naturally devoid of this sort of honor because of
their lifestyle and ignorance.” They were thought to be unable to lead
a moral life and were exposed to constant supervision. Self-image was
a different matter—though they accepted their social inferiority,
many poor resisted the disdaining, belittding, and patronizing stand,
and defended their dignity and respectability as much as possible.

Rank or position in communal organizations. The obligation to show re-
spect for public leaders, who were usually of the upper strata of the
congregation, was part of the social order. In contrast to the previous
categories, where showing respect was based largely on age-old norms,
it was necessary to firmly anchor gestures of respect, privilege, and au-
thority in communal regulations, under threat of imposing sanctions
against offenders.® Nevertheless, it seems that acceptance of authority
was not the strong point among Jews, for it was necessary to repeatedly
reinforce this by means of bylaws, sermons, and moral advice.?' I as-

sume that aspiration for honor was one of the main motives for seek- .

ing leadership positions.
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Manifestations of Honor

Respect toward those deserving it was manifested in many ways. The
first was by obeying orders, instructions, and wishes. Special impor-

tance was accorded to obedience to the communal leaders and rabbis,

an obligation grounded in their writs of appointment and in commu-
nal regulations.

Physical gestures of subordination and submission, including stand-
ing in the person’s presence, or kissing his hand or beard, were another
manifestation common to Muslim and Jewish society. Among the Jews
there were additional symbolic acts of respect whose significance was
known to all. These usually took place in the synagogue, the sole locale
in which the whole congregation gathered: allocating a seat of honor,
calling the person up to the Torah, prayers and blessings recited in a
person’s honor, and so forth. The rabbi (called “Marbits torah”) would
be called to the Torah in rabbinic titles, have his hand kissed, and given
the honor of walking after the Torah scroll.? At times the group dis-
played its esteem and respect for an individual by generous donations
of money in his honor for charitable purposes on various festive occa-
sions.® The individuals themselves used the synagogue to demonstrate
and increase their status and honor by wearing expensive clothing, giv-
ing generous donations in public, inviting many relatives and friends to
family celebrations in their congregational synagogue, and using the
religious ritual articles that they themselves had donated.®

The importance of these privileges and honors in the synagogue
was so great that, at times, disputes and quarrels broke out over who
was eligible to receive them. Sabbaths on which there were family
celebrations—particularly when there was more than one—were likely
to be marked by disputes and quarrels over the dispensing of the hon-
ors. In order to prevent this, insofar as possible, rules were set down
regulating priorities in honors.® »

A third way—indeed the most common——in which a person was
honored was the manner in which he was addressed, whether orally or
in writing. Naturally, we have almost no evidence of the oral saluta-
tions. Pioneer scholars such as David Benvenisti, Michael Molcho, and
Moshe David Gaon described family life on the weekday, Sabbath, and
holidays. They referred to the respect shown by members of the house-
hold toward the father of the family, who was called “sefior,” and the
special status enjoyed by family elders and Torah scholars, but they did
not elaborate on this point, nor were they critical.® An Ottoman doc-
ument dated A.H. 990 (1582) shows that Jews who filled offices of some
authority (such as customs lessees) insisted on respectful forms of ad-

dress toward them and sought the honorific titles common in Otto-
man society, such as “Chelebi.” This aroused the wrath of Muslims who
felt that they were being humiliated by their inferiors.%

However, much written testimony has been preserved—both in let-
ters sent to individuals, rabbis, and functionaries and in collections
containing drafts of letters and promissory notes. The salutations show
the social register—the hierarchy within the class of rabbis and other
notables—and are also indicative of a growing tendency for exagger-
ated use of honorific titles.®

Whereas showing respect was the equivalent of good order, the op-
posite case was a clear sign of a lack of social order and of instability,
which also constituted a threat to normal life. Lack of respect for
rabbis and appointed officers was perceived as a sign of the times and
as one of the more serious evils that was spreading in Jewish society. Al-
ready a motif in the poems of R. Menahem de Lonzano at the turn of
the seventeenth century, this concept is repeated with increasing fre-
quency in works throughout that century and in communal regula-
tions of the eighteenth century, all connected with growing social
tensions within Jewish society. The outbreak of Sabbatianism was ac-
companied by an upheaval in all customary modes of behavior; in a
query coming from Izmir in 1667, we read: “For two years now the
world has been thrown into confusion by those well-known distur-
bances, the youth are disrespectful to the elders, the young behave in-
solently to the old, everyone does as he pleases, and there isno law and
no judge.” R. Yosef Almosnino (1642-88) was asked a question deal-
ing with insolent behavior toward the rabbi and violation of the honor
of prominent embers of the community “because in this generation
our people are unruly, and they have no respect for the honor of a
Torah scholar. My own eyes have seen ignorant people insulting and
shaming the God-fearing and those who honor His name.™?

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, R. Eliyah haCohen la-
ments the disregard for Torah scholars and the rabbis’ low social
standing: “And if there is a Torah scholar, the jesters of the generation
mock him because he is ugly or has a defect, and they disparage his
honor.” In another book he writes: “Furthermore, permission that has
been given nowadays to call a great sage by the title of rabbi or by the title
‘shalem’ [perfect] is because the generation is insolent and the honor of
the Torah is debased, therefore in order to enhance the honor of the
Torah and to have the public feel awe that they may heed their words,
we call them by the titles ‘rabbi’ and ‘shalem.’” Things did not im-
prove. On the contrary: a regulation of one of the butchers’ guilds in
Istanbul in 1732 states that “Everyone acts according to his own desires,
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and whoever is most violent, prevails. The youth disrespect the elders,
and they have no pretext of shame whatsoever.™?

Honor and Wealth

Not only was there a strong, though not absolute, linkage between
honor and money, but honor also had practical significance as a social
and economic asset. By virtue of 2 man'’s good reputation, the word of
an honorable man wasa “palavra de onor” (aword of honor) that could
be relied on. An honorable person was accepted as a trustworthy wit-
ness. He was considered innocent in a case of charges against him, in
absence of sufficient proof. He was qualified to give testimony and to
act as guarantor of various transactions, and he was a worthy candidate
for various public offices. These included guardianship of orphans, re-
sponsibility for the community’s charitable funds and endowments,
and the like, all prestigious and lucrative. Honorable status had a calcu-
lable monetary value. This was most clearly expressed in the procedures
of the customary prearranged marriages. The bride’s family honor was
scrupulously assessed so as to set a suitable dowry and arrange for a be-
fitting wedding celebration. The groom or his father would give gifts
and jewelry according to his social status.”® The dowry and gifts were
ceremoniously and publicly displayed prior to the wedding, thus dem-
onstrating to all the worthiness of the families being joined together.*
Like dowries, the exchange of gifts and food parcels on Purim and
other holidays was planned and calculated exactingly, to give everyone
aclear indication of the economic and social standing of the parties in-
volved. Such importance was attached to large dowries that in the eigh-
teenth century many people were impoverished when trying to make a
good match for their daughters. Up until 1900, Ottoman Jewish com-
munities enacted bylaws against extravagant expenditures and sumptu-
ous consumption whose main reason was display of wealth on family
festive occasions.

One’s social status was the main criterion for payments and reve-
nues of various kinds, and it is clear that contemporaries knew how to
evaluate it: for the loss of honor—say, as the result of an insult—an ap-
propriate cash compensation could be imposed. When a woman was
divorced, she received her weekly expenses in accordance with her
honor and social status.® One of the communal regulations in Izmir
required the individual to make a donation to the synagogue, its size
determined by an appraisal of his honor.% The registers of the burial
society of Izmir stressed that all efforts made to show respect and es-

teem for the individual (“las kozas del kavod™), such as giving gifts at
family celebrations, should befit his social standing, “to the great ac-
cording to his greatness and to the lowly, according to his lowliness.™’

Conclusion

Ottoman Jewry was an urban, class-hierarchical society that valued
pedigree and wealth. Tremendous importance was attributed to the
social order and social distinctions in the public sphere and individual
lives of both Jews and non-Jews. As shown above, the concept of honor
was one of the central codes of Ottoman-Jewish society during the pe-
riod from the sixteenth through the early nineteenth centuries. Otto-
man Jewry’s perception of honor was shaped by Ibero-Jewish values
and by urban Ottoman culture. The desire to attain, preserve, and en-
hance honor dictated various behavioral and social norms whose liter-
ary documentation and the discourse relating to them enable us to
understand what contemporaries considered to be honorable or, in
contrast, insulting, disrespectful, and humiliating.

We identified two types of honor. The first was honor in the broad
sense of the word—namely, respectability and a good reputation,
which was attainable by anyone who followed the conventional norms

of behavior, avoided shameful deeds, and abided by both the congre-’

gation’s regulations and the laws of the land. Since honor is culture-
dependent, its meaning has changed not only in different periods and
places but also in relation to a person’s social status and gender. For
good or ill, the honor of an individual was projected onto his family
and all mempbers of his group or ethnic community, even surviving his
death. Collective honor played a central role in shaping the self-
identity of the Jewish community and drawing a boundary between it
and other ethnic communities. One could lose individual honor in
various ways, whether by his own action or that of others; and it was not
always possible to regain it.

Honor in the second, narrower sense was mainly the province of the
elite. In contrast to the first category of honor, this one could not be
lost. Only the rich and the very learned were entitled to be honored by
society. Ottoman society scrupulously maintained the social hierarchy
and the external distinctions between members of different religions
and socia] classes. Class distinctions by means of clothing and lifestyle
made it easier to identify a person’s status, enabling one to honor
those deserving of it with proper gestures of respect.
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Honor was an important component in the conceptual framework.
Much use was made of these concepts with respect to relationships and
personal character in everyday life, and they were reflected in the
choice of families with whom to marry, of business parters, and even of
neighbors. Rabbis took these concepts into consideration in their rul-
ings: fear of shame was a constant and powerful factor in the life of the
individual, particularly among those of the middle and lower classes—
much more so than the pursuit of honor, which was attributed mainly
to those higher up the social scale. It seems that, under constant soci-
etal supervision, the threat of shame, disgrace, and ignominy was the
major factor in the self-restraint of deviant behavior and criminality.

Analysis of the issue of honor and shame elucidates aspects of the
value system and mentality of Ottoman-Jewish society and sheds light
on its everyday life as well as on the ideals it set for itself. As in other
areas of culture, the value of honor bears similar weight both in the
Oriental Jewish and in the Ottoman and Arab Muslim societies. The
encounter aroused no conflict; on the contrary, it frequently rein-
forced long-standing Jewish values.
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