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According to the criterias of academic criticism at least (which are
ultimately conventional), an interpretation should be judged on how well it
accounts for literary characteristics, analyzes conflicts, appreciates motifs
and themes in there cultural contexts, avoids anachronism... In the end the
measure of a good reading is whether it persuades the reader and advances

his or her understanding of the text...*’
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This includes Wiess' basic insight about the literariness of sugyof;
Halivni's understanding of the major transformative role of the stam;
Freidman's insight into the literary structure of sugyot, and the ways of
representing them; Fraenkel's stress on the close reading; Boyarin's
introduction of self-conciously theoretical, feminist analysis, and the

challenge of cultural poetics.3 8
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Cohen, Rereading, pg. 4 38
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The term dignity or dignitas has no counterpart either in ancient or in

modern Hebrew. We have to content ourselves — as our ancestors did — with

the word kavod, meaning honour, and this term, in biblical language also

bears the meaning of gloria, magnificentia, splendor, maiestas, praedicatio,

C. . .. 46
divitiae, opes, copia, dignitas.
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.Cohn, Meaning ; Peristiany, Honour ; Berger, Concept ; Rotenstriech, Dignity ; Stewart, Honor
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Cohn, Meaning, pg. 247 *¢
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The concept of honor implies that identity is essentialy, or at least
importantly, linked to institutional roles. The modern concept of dignity, by

contrast, implies that identity is essentialy independent of intitutional roles.”
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Berger, Concept, pg. 177 >
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conclude that the Sugya's understanding of the term 'honor' negates the modern
distinction between types of honor .

The second reading emphasizes the tension between Torah laws and rabbinic laws as a
major tension throughout the Sugya. Because of the predominence of the obligation to
respect the sages which is evident throughout the Sugya, 1 suggest a reading of the
distinction between Torah and Rabbinic law as parallel to the distinction between respect
for the divine and human dignity. I also note the affinity fashioned in the Sugya between
human dignity and the scholars' ability to neutralize Torah laws. Compromising respect
for the sages when in contrast with human dignity demonstrates to us a parallel
compromise of the respect for the divine as it is the sages who hold the authority over
interpretation of the Torah. Here we find the first step God takes in 'withdrawing',
providing man with his own respectable dominion.

The paper's Conclusion (Chapter 7) intertwines the various directions and thoughts raised
during the discussions regarding the Sugya and offers two key insights developed through
the confrontation of the two suggested readings — the first, emphasizes the bold and
revolutionary way in which the Sugya presents human dignity, and the importance of
merging the different concepts of honor and respect in order to link the modern
conception of honor and the traditional world. The second insight involves the connection
created in the Sugya between interpretation and human dignity, revealing the affinity
between ethics and hermeneutic. The unbound rabbinic interpretation underlying the Oral
Law is nothing but a reflection of the ethical dimension that provides a place for man

while maintaining respect for the divine.

1



whilst developing a unique obligation to respect scholars. At the conclusion of this review
I analyze several quotes of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, all of which make explicit use of
the phrase "greater is human dignity", and in a way they foretell the results of the
Talmudic Sugya .

The next chapter is a review of The Background for the Sugya in the Tractate and the
Chapter (Chapter 4). We discover that the Mishnah carries in itself a considerable
tension between 'Human Dignity' and the respect for the Divine, as it deals with a case of
conflict between the positive obligations to recite the Shema and to participate in a
funeral. The Mishnah's growing debate, extends to both the Palestinian and Babylonian
Talmud, in which, discussions dealing with the obligation to respect sages turns into a
general discussion regarding the relationship between 'Human Dignity' and Halacha.

The main part of this project deals with The Analysis of the Talmudic Sugya (Chapter
5) itself. Intensive review of the Sugya reflects the Sugya's tight editing, moving between
the two main extremes — on one hand: Quoting the verse in Proverbs, "There is neither
wisdom nor understanding against Hashem", Rav's opinion is that the law will always
have precedence over human dignity. On the other hand, the sages quote, "greater is
human dignity which takes precedence over the biblical law", which supposedly presents
human dignity as a stronger force even than Torah law. My main argument is that
although the Sugya rhetorically takes Rav's position, in fact, the Sugya's underlying vector
is aimed at mitigating its importance. The story of Rav Ada at the conclusion of the Sugya
also adds to the presentation of Rav's opinion as problematic .

The next chapter is devoted to The Structure and Editing of the Sugya (Chapter 6), and
it presents two possible readings of the Sugya, based on the two chiasmic structures in the
Sugya. The first reading emphasizes the mixture of different types of dignities and
respects. It portrays the honoring of the dead as mediating between the respect for the
divine and human dignity, as it is an expression of the concept that our commitment to

human dignity derives from the belief that every person was created in God's image. |

II



Abstract

The Preface (Chapter 1) defines the project — a review of Tractate Brachot of the
Babylonian Talmud page 19, on the subject "Human Dignity". The Talmud's main
concern is the tension between human dignity and obedience to Jewish law, around which
it weaves a Sugya including Halachic excerpts and stories. Research has thus far not dealt
extensively with this issue, and those who dealt with it did not do it on a multidisciplinary
level .

The Introductions (Chapter 2) present the background for the project on several levels:
The Methodological Introduction deals with the basic background needed for a
multidisciplinary study. The main argument is that a review of a Talmudic Sugya must
include different readings and different means of analysis, the combination of which
reveals the layers of the Sugya's infrastructure. The Conceptual Introduction reviews
the history of the concept of 'human dignity'. It points to the ambiguity of the concept of
'honor' in general, and the changes that the concept of 'honor' underwent through the
transition from the olden times to the modern era. With these changes in mind, the
concept's place in contemporary Israeli law and culture was examined.

As I begin to deal with the Talmudic Sugya, I first examine The Biblical Background
the Talmudists dealt with (Chapter 3). My assumption is that the conceptual system that
evolved first in the Bible and later, in the Tannaic works, is the direct backdrop for the
Talmudic Sugya. We observed the complexity of the status of human dignity in the Bible,
which is clearly a Theo-centric book, and still — man has a very central place in the Bible.
In the Tannaic works — 'Human Dignity' is a major consideration in the forming of
various laws, particularly those concerning the human body, its inherent weaknesses and
the more vulnerable sectors of society. Furthermore, the works of the Tannaim already

present considerable tension between 'Human Dignity' and the respect of the Divine,



Table of Contents

B ) N 1
1.1 The Talmudic Sugya Regarding Human Dignity..................cooooiiiinn. 1
1.2 Status of Research..........coooiiiiiii 2
2. INtroductionsS..c.cceveeeiiereieieieieeieintieieeeiecaciecacsesecsesecscsscacsssacsssscacsssasnes 5
2.1 The Methodological Introduction...............cooeiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnen, 5
2.2 The Conceptual Introduction............c..ccouiiiiiiiniiniiiiiiiiieeeen 13
3. Human Dignity — The Biblical and Tannaic Background...........ccceveeiinarenecnns 23
3.1 Human Dignity — The Biblical Background...................cooooiiiiinne. 23
3.2 Human Dignity in the Tannaic WoOrks............coviiiiiiiiiiiiniiinien. 27
4. The Background for the Sugya in Tractate Brachot...........ccccvieiiniiiiiainnnen. 40
4.1 The Context in the Chapter and Tractate.............cocveviiiiiiiinnninnn 40
4.2 Human Dignity in the Palestinian Talmud.....................coo 45
5. Analysis of the Talmudic SUZYaA....ccoevveeiiuiiiiiiiniiiiiiiieriiiieiieriereesinsercensnss 51
5.1 Wording of the SUgya.........cooiuiniiiiii i 51
5.2 Defining the Boundaries of the Sugya.................ocoooiiii, 54
5.3 The Progression of the Sugya............ccooiiiiiiiiiiiii 55
6. The Structure and Editing of the Sugya........cccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiicinionanes 72
6.1 The Hidden Backdrop for the Sugya...............cooooiiiiiiiiiiiii, 72
6.2 Chiastic Structures in the SUgya...........ccoviiiiiiii i, 73
6.3 Structure I — Types of Dignities. ........o.ovieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeen 74
6.4 Structure II — Torah Law Vs, Rabbinic Law................ooooiiiiiiii i, 82
8 13 1T 11 ) TN 95
Appendix I — A Synopsis for the 'Human Dignity Sugya' .............cooooiiiiiiii. 99
Appendix II — The 'Human Dignity Sugya', Palestinian Talmud............................ 105

Bibliography and List of Abbreviations............c.ceoeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniinienens 108



BEN- GURION UNIVERSITY OF THE NEGEV
FACULTY OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

GOLDSTEIN-GOREN DEPARTMENT OF JEWISH THOUGHT

HUMAN DIGNITY - A MULTIDISCIPLINARY STUDY OF

A TALMUDIC SUGYA

THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS

FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS

NOAM SAMET

UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF DR. RAMI REINER

Signature of student: Date:

Signature of supervisor: Date:

Signature of chairperson

Of the committee for graduate studies: Date:

JUNE 2010



BEN- GURION UNIVERSITY OF THE NEGEV
FACULTY OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

GOLDSTEIN-GOREN DEPARTMENT OF JEWISH THOUGHT

HUMAN DIGNITY - A MULTIDISCIPLINARY STUDY OF

A TALMUDIC SUGYA

THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS

FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS

NOAM SAMET

UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF DR. RAMI REINER

JUNE 2010



