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The Jewish Communities in Algeria between the

years 1300 - 1830

Abstraet of a Dissertation

____________—_.——_nﬂl—————_m'————-'——__-__u

The Jewish population in Algeria dates back to the ancient
settlements that existed for centuries before the outbreak of the
ALMORAVIDES and ALMOHADESoppressions in the 11th and 12th centuries,
These Oppressions caused the decline of the Jewish communities,

In spite of the Jewish suffering,they succeeded in maintaining their
identity and their gpiritual and cpmmunal life up to the time of the
revival, when refugees from Spain and Majorca arrived in the wake of

the 1391 Persecutions,

The wave of refugees from Spain and Majorca, which was headed
by the Hakhamim Rabbi Isaac bar Sheshet Perfet (Ribash) and Rabbi
Simon ben Zemah Duran (Rashbatz)., brought about the establishment of
new communities alongside already-existing communities in some cities,
whereas in other cities, it led to the establishment of joint, united

communities,

These changes produced a flourishing new spiritual centre for
Jewry which soon made its presence felt in most of the Mediterranean

countries.

The first chapter of the dissertation deals with the social-

secular leadership of the community which - in the ancient kehillote-
was in the hands of the SHEIKH (ZAKEN) who was nominated by the

authorities on the strength of his social and familial status,
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The refugees brought with them a more democratic form

of leadership from Spain, as well as the custom of appointing leaders
elected by the public,

The head of this board of leaders was the "NASI"  the
"NAGGID" or"MUKKADAM",Its functions were manifold, since there was

a shortage of rabbimical scholars, especially in the smaller communities,

The second chapter deals with the courts of law and their composition,
At first, with the arrival of the exiles, a dispute broke out
between the "RIBASH" and the "RASHBATZ"about the appointment to the
post of DAYAN (rabbinical judge) which had been conferred upon the
RIBASH by the authorities. At that time most courts of law in the
big kehillot were composed of 2 single expert DAYAN . The scarcity
of DAYANIM resulted in the establishment of courts, whose DAYANIM
were elected by the kehilla, . They dealt mainly with cases of
civil law (DINEI MAMONOT), The courts usually sat in the local
synagogues and the hearings were held publicly. The main instrument
of law enforcement at the disposal of the DAYANIM was the ban or
excommunication, Our sources indicate additional forms of
punishinent, such as flogging and - in exireme cases = even capital
punishment, Whenever the need arose, the courts were assisted by the
authorities in enforcing the law upon those Who refused to accept

thelr rule.

The third chapter deals with the spiritual and religious

E

1ife of the community, primarily based on the education of the children in

schools and the teaching of TORAH by teachers and tutors, who also

performed other religious duties in the community.
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Older pupils went' to the "YESHIVOT™ (rabbinical colleges)
in Algiers and other Jewish centres, The most important YESHIVAH
was in the city of Algiers, and its students went forth to teach

Torah (the Law) in smaller and more remote congregations,

The congregation at large learned TORAH, especially by

listening to the sermons preached on Sabbath and on holidays.,

The HAKHAMIM in Algeria were influenced by the main
spiritual trends of the medieval Jewish world: philosophy and
kabbalah - their attitude towards these trends, however, was

not uniform, It can be stated that the further away in time that

the Spanish exodus became, the more the HAKIAMIM departed Trom
rationalism and philosophy and approached the Kabbalah and

mysticism,

The spiritual creation of the Algerian Jews was prolific,
touching on all spheres of Jewish religion and culture: Halakhic
judgements and Responsa, interpretation of the Bible and its Commen-

taries , sermons , philosophy, kabbalah and "Piyut (religious

poetry),

The second part of this chapter deals with the history of
the HAKHAMIM during the 16th and 17th centuries which - owing to
the paucity of printed source material = is rather an unknown era
in the history of the Algerian Jews, In this part of the chapter
we have, therefore, for the first time, a consecutive history of
the Algerian HAKHAMIM during the 16th and 17th centuries.

Much space is given Rabbi Abraham Ibn Tawwah whose  personality
and contacts are described on the basis of the book "NOFEKH", &




www.daat.ac.il * nini niTa N7 AN
1830-1300 nawn 2 n"M1"a78a N TIN'D NNaNn

manuscript containing one hundred and fifty responsa and
PIYUTIM, Another personality to whom much attention is given
is Rabbi SHLOMOH BEN ZEMAH DURAN, author of part I of the
responsa "HOUT HAMESHOULASH", His letters are to be found in

a collection of letters of the Canssino family, a manuscript in

the Bodleiana library.

Chapters four teo six deal with the spiritual ties between the
Jewish Communities in and beyond Algeria and the spiritual

centre in Algiers. After the destruction of the centre in

Spain during the 1391 riots, Algiers had become one of the most
important spiritual centres of the'Diaspnra; in fact, it replaced
the Spanish centre., In addition to the centre of Algiers there
were centres of seccndary importance in the large kehillot such

as Constantine, Bejaia, Mostaganem,Tlemcen and Honain. In these
places the rabbinical scholars and teachers answered questions put
before them by members of their own congregations and those
nearby. More difficult problems were forwarded to the HAKHAMIM

of Algiers, There were, moreover, a great number of smaller
kehilot and congregations without residentfﬁAKHAMIM and HALAKHIC
teachers or with teachers whose standards were lower. That is why
they were in constant need of guidance by the ﬁAKHAMIM of Algiers,

in major as well as in minox problemws.

The fame of the Algerian HAKHAMIM in the 15th century spread
far beyond the boundaries of the country, and kehilot of Spain,

Morocco, Tunisia, Tripolitania and Egypt dispatched to them questions
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on FALAKHIC matters. The establishment of new centres

oithin the Ottoman Empire after the expulsion from Spain
reduced the influence of the Algiers centre on all these
countries - nevertheless they continued to submii HALAKHIC
judgements to the Algiers' scholars for expertise. A special
place in the sixth chapter is assigned to the relations with

ERETZ ISRAEL; +the Aliyah there, the communications via letters

and the many donations for the Jewish population in ERETZ ISRAEL.,
These ties were maintained and strengthened in particular by the

SHADARIM (emissaries) from ERETZ ISRAEL who were always well

received in Algeria.

The seventh and last chapter deals with the period of spiritual

and social decline, the symptoms of which are present already in

the 17th century. The strengthening of the SHABTAIC movement was

one of them,

During the 18th century this crisis caused the outstanding
Hakhamim to depart from Algeria. It also caused the Dayanim and

secular leaders to commit wrongdoings and miscarriages of justice.

This internal crisis, followed by the French conquest 1in
1830, brought to an end a very important period in the history

of the Algerian Jewso.

0f the two addenda to the thesis, the first deals with the
spiritual centre of Honain and with the personality of Rabbi
Joseph Sasportas and his relations with his contemporaries. It
is based mainly upon the book of responsa of Rabbi Joseph

Sagportas, a book that exists only in manuscript form.

The purpose of the second addendum is to illustrate the
full extent of the spirituél creation of the Algerian HAKHAMIM
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during the era with which the dissertation ig. concerned,
This addendum includes a list of sixty-four books and

essays in all fields of Jewish creation, written by Algerian
scholars. Some of these writing still exist only in

manuscript form,

To sum up ~ it can be said that the dissertatien contains
much material on the Jewish society from the time of its
revival as a result of the 1391 persecutions in Spain up to

the beginning of its decline on the eve of the French

conquest in 1830,






