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Mishloach Manot and 
the Canaanite Slave

dr. samuel silverberg

1. Yoreh Deah 267:3–5.
2. If a convert declared during his immersion the he was immersing to convert to Judaism, he would become a 

Jewish convert rather than a Canaanite slave (Yoreh Deah 267:9).
3. Chagigah 4a.
4. Rambam, the Laws of Prayer, 1:2.
5. Yoreh Deah 267:27, see also Rashi on Shemot 21:20.
6. Yoreh Deah 267:82.
7. Ibid 80.

iT STandS To reason that many of you have spent sleepless nights pondering the following 
question: Is there an obligation on Purim to send a gift of mishloach manot to a Canaanite 
slave? This essay is meant to put an end to your insomnia by answering that question.

First and foremost, this essay requires a definition of a Canaanite slave. A Jew was 
halachically forbidden to own a non-Jewish slave unless he or she voluntarily 1 agreed to 
undergo a process of “conversion” to the status of a Canaanite slave. The process required 
circumcision and immersion in a mikvah for the purpose of slavery. 2 He was then obligated 
to observe all the negative commandments in the Torah, 3 including those of Shabbat, kashrut 
and prayer, 4 and was therefore privileged to experience the same day of rest as his Jewish 
owner. You might bump into him davening in shul (although without a talis or tefillin), eating 
in a kosher restaurant, or taking his new suit to a shatnez laboratory for testing. Jewish law 
protected the Canaanite slave from physical abuse including murder, 5 and the Canaanite 
slave could claim his freedom if his Jewish master tried to remove him from the Land of 
Israel 6 or sell him to a non-Jew. 7 Although the letter of the law allowed the Jewish slave 
owner to inflict severe working conditions on his slave, the Shulchan Aruch strongly recom-
mends that the owner treat his slave respectfully and provide him with physical sustenance 
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and a humane work load. 8 It is clear that “slavery” in the Jewish world was very different 
from slavery in the non-Jewish world, and certainly different from the concept of slavery 
in North America that was finally abolished in the nineteenth century. I will nevertheless 
continue to use the term “slave” to refer to the Canaanite slave. The Gemara documents 
that the rabbis of that era owned slaves, but the institution disappeared from the Jewish 
community coincident with the Jewish exile more than 1500 years ago. 9 

Despite the strong adherence to Torah law by the Canaanite slave, there was a major 
social gap between the Jewish community and the community of Canaanite slaves. The 
Canaanite slave was subject to a less rigid standard of marriage than an ordinary Jew or 
Jewess. Rabbi Meir in Gittin (13a) testifies that a Canaanite slave was satisfied with the lower 
standard, which created concern among the rabbis that social mingling would negatively 
influence the moral standards of the Jewish community. 

In summary, the Canaanite slave could be labeled “half-Jewish,” and in fact automatically 
became a fully converted Jew when freed by his owner. However, the rabbis were eager to 
limit close social interaction between the Jewish and Canaanite slave communities.

The strong but strained relationship between master and slave prompted the Pri Megad-
im, 10 to assert that a Canaanite slave is included in the obligation of sending gifts (mishloach 
manot) to one’s “friends” on Purim (Eshel Avraham, 695–11). His reasoning was simple. The 
Megillah frames the Purim obligation as “משלוח מנות איש לרעהו” – the sending of gifts from 
one man to “his friend.” In the Gemara Baba Kammah (68a), the Rabbis refer to the Canaanite 
slave inclusively, as our “brother in the performance of mitzvot” – what greater friend can 
a Jew have?

The Beit Yitzchak 11 takes the opposite viewpoint, that a Canaanite slave is not subject to the 
gift-giving of Purim 12 for the social reasons mentioned above. He suggests that gift giving 
on Purim was instituted to implant the characteristics of unity and love within the Nation 
of Israel. The concept of “love your friend” would therefore not apply to a Canaanite slave, 
who has the liberty to function at a lower standard of marital morality.

Rabbi A.A. Price 13 zt”l takes issue with the reasoning of Rabbi Yitzchak Shmelkes zt”l, posing 
the following question: is there any evidence that disunity existed among the Jewish people 
in the Purim era that would necessitate a decree to repair divisions within Jewish society?

Rabbi Price offers his own rationale for the mitzvah of sending gifts to friends on Purim, 
starting with an examination of trust within the Jewish community on religious matters. 

8. Ibid 17.
9. A Canaanite slave was declared free if his master removed him from Israel.
10. Rabbi Joseph ben Meir zt”l (1727–1792), a super commentator on the Shulchan Aruch.
11. Rabbi Yitzchak Shmelkes zt”l (1828–1905).
12. Beit Yitzchak, Yoreh De’ah 144–4.
13. Rabbi A.A. Price zt”l (1900–1994) established the first public yeshivah in Toronto in the 1930s. He is the author 

of eleven sefarim, most recently his fourth volume of commentary on the Smag, from which this essay was 
adapted. The author had the privilege of studying with Rabbi Price in the 1960s. This essay was adapted from 
the Mishnat Avraham, Rabbi Price’s recently published 4th volume of commentary on the Smag, page 172.
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The Torah judicial system is based on the pillar of the credibility of two witnesses testify-
ing to the same event. Except for some unusual circumstances, one witness is discouraged 
from testifying in court because his sole testimony has no legal weight. However, in the 
matter of prohibitions, we digress from that rule and rely almost entirely on the credibility 
of one witness. A mashgiach in a restaurant or butcher shop is the sole determinant of the 
authenticity of the kashrut in that establishment. Sitting down to eat a meal in a neigh-
bour’s home requires reliance on the assurance of the host that the food is kosher. Rashi 
in Yevamot (88a) provides a practical source for this reliance on one witness in matters of 
kashrut: if not for that allowance, how could one eat in one’s own home, let alone in the 
home of others? Sitting down to the dinner table at home requires trust in the testimony 
of a spouse or parent that the food is kosher. Rashi is arguing that the social fabric of the 
Jewish community depends on the reliance on one witness for kashrut, and anything else 
would be an anathema to a practical Torah way of life. Rashi actually turns the question 
around: the question is not how can we rely on one witness in these matters, but how can 
we not do so? 14 

Kashrut was a major factor in the story of Purim. As related in the Gemara Megillah (12a), 
the Jewish people were placed in mortal danger at the hands of Haman because they partici-
pated in the feast of Achashverosh. Their attendance was universal and there was not a 
hint of kashrut in the food served. Now imagine that the head of the COR, your shul Rabbi, 
your shul Assistant Rabbi, your spouse and the gentleman who sits six feet away from you 
at minyan every morning were all seen participating in a non-kosher celebratory feast. You 
would be unable to trust anyone in matters of kashrut, not the mashgiach in a butcher shop 
nor your neighbour for a Shabbat meal. Rabbi Price contends that this state of affairs led 
to a complete disintegration of the system of community kashrut in Shushan, leading up to 
the wicked decree of Haman and Achashverosh.

Rabbi Price therefore reasons that the purpose of Esther’s call for three days of prayer 
and fasting was to mobilise the Jewish people to repent and beg forgiveness for the sin 
that caused the whole mess in the first place – the violation of the laws of kashrut. And so 
it was, that after the Jewish people sincerely repented from their kashrut violation, Haman 
and his family were destroyed and the Jewish community once more achieved individual 
reliability in the matter of kashrut. Rabbi Price concludes that Esther and Mordechai decreed 
that a measure of meat should be included in mishloach manot on Purim (Megillah 7a) as a 
proclamation of a renewed trust in community kashrut.

On the basis of the above analysis, Rabbi Price zt”l provides his own solution to the question 
of the Pri Megadim and Beit Yitzchak. The Shulchan Aruch 15 rules that a Cananite slave has the 
same reliability as any other Jew to serve as a shochet, which means that he has credibility 
as a single witness for kashrut. Given his inclusion as a trustworthy observer in the kashrut 

14. For a more detailed discussion of this issue, please refer to the original article in Mishnat Avraham cited above.
15. Yoreh De’ah 1–1.
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domain, there is no question that the Canaanite slave should be a full participant in the 
mitzvah of gift giving on Purim.

Aside from imposing a burden on the sisterhood to lengthen its mishloach manot list, the 
above discussion of the social status of the Canaanite slave raises a question in the wider 
sphere. Should inclusion in Jewish society be based on social mores or the common obli-
gation to perform mitzvot?


