


The story of Bilam’s donkey who 
talked back to him always arouses 
the astonishment of the reader. 
This remarkable donkey one would 
have thought would be preserved as 
a curio or at least as a tremendous 
witness to a Kiddush Hashem. 

What happened to it? The Torah 
does not tell us but Rashi does.

Rashi in Bamidbar 22:33 refers to a 
Midrash which says that because 
Bilam was reproved by the donkey 
and could not answer him, Bilam’s 
dignity was offended. Therefore the 
donkey was destroyed. 

This is truly amazing. Bilam who 
was a rasha - an evil man, has been 
insulted by the donkey. Why is G-d 
concerned with Bilam’s dignity?

Nevertheless the Midrash concludes, 
‘since we learn from this lesson 
how careful G-d is over the human 
dignity of a rasha, how much more 
so one must be careful to preserve 
the human dignity of one who is not 
a rasha.

Similarly, the Midrash quotes another 
source for this principle. The Torah 
says in Vayikra 20:16 that a woman 
who approached an animal for it to 
mate with her (bestiality) ‘you shall 

kill the woman and the 
animal.’

W hy do we k i l l  the 
animal? So that people 
shall not be able to point 
to the animal and say 
‘this is the animal that 
caused this woman to be 
killed!’ again her dignity 
and reputation would be 

damaged posthumously even though 
she committed this terrible sin.

The importance of Kavod Habriyot - 
human dignity cannot be overstated. 
The Gemara says in Berachot 19b and 
in Shabbat 81b that the importance of 
human dignity is such that it overrides 
a prohibition in the Torah.

As an example the Torah forbids 
one who comes across a lost object 
(assuming it belongs to a Jew) from 
ignoring it and walking by without 
picking it up. Nevertheless if it is an 
object that would be embarrassing 
for the finder to pick up and deal 
with it he is not required to forgo his 
dignity and pick it up (even though 
he transgresses this prohibition). 
These are the words of the Gemara. 
There is dispute among the later 
commentators if this is the Halacha.

Tosafot in Shevuos 30b differentiates 
between the degree of offence to 
human dignity and says this only 
applies if the transgression has been 
done by remaining passive and then 
only if it is a major embarrassment. The 
Rashba in Berachot19b reduces this 
heter - permission to a transgression in 
question which is Rabbinical. It appears 
from the later Poskin - authorities that 
it applies even on a Torah level. 

How far does the issue of human 
dignity go? There is a fascinating 
dispute between two of the greatest 
Halachic authorities in the last two 
centuries. The Noda Biyehuda (Rabbi 
Yechezkel Landau of Prague, mid 18th 
century) and the Divrei Chaim (Rabbi 
Chaim Halberstam of Sanz, mid 19th 
century) on the following question.

A  m a n  c o m m i t t e d  a d u l t e r y 
surreptitiously with a marr ied 
woman. He subsequently got 
engaged to her daughter and his 
conscience began to bother him 
about his past indiscretion. He 
knew that according to Jewish law 
if his future father-in-law would 

become aware that his wife had 
been unfaithful he would have no 
choice but to divorce her and being a 
religious man would do so. However, 
it would become a public scandal and 
the whole family would suffer major 
embarrassment. Did the imperative 
of Kavod Habriyot - human dignity 
override the prohibition of living 
with an adulterous wife and so 
should he keep quiet or was he 
obligated to tell his father-in-law?

The Noda Biyehuda ruled (Orach 
Chaim vol. 1 chap 35) that since his 
father-in-law would be continuously 
living in sin he was required to 
inform his father-in-law. 

The Divrei Chaim differed. In a far 

reaching response (Orach Chaim 
35) the Divrei Chaim exhaustively 
investigates the rule of human 
dignity. He concludes that the public 
embarrassment argument is so 
strong that he forbids the paramour 
to say anything to the husband or to 
inform the wife that she is forbidden 
to her husband and finishes by 
saying that this is the practice of the 
greatest authorities who have had 
this sha’aleh – to order the parties 
to remain quiet.

There is another example of human 
dignity which applies even after 
death. According to the Maharam 
Shick (Yoreh Deah 347) who was 

one of the foremost 
students of the Chasam 
Sofer, the prohibition of 
performing an autopsy 
is related to the rule of 
Kavod Habriyot.

The Maharam Shik was 
asked if for medical reasons (i.e. 
to determine the source of death, 
in order to prevent contamination 
etc.) even where a person has given 
permission for an autopsy to be 
performed on himself after death 
was permitted. He rules that this is 
forbidden unless there is currently 
a sick person that will benefit from 
the autopsy such as in the case of a 
transplant.

These are just a few of the examples 
of the importance of preserving 
human dignity. Man was created 
in the image of G-d and it is a 
fundamental basis of Judaism 
to treat human dignity with the 
reverence it deserves.
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