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The RiffRaff1 

 

 

OED Definition 

• Disreputable or undesirable people. 
‘I saw the sort of riff-raff that had been invited’ 
Origin	

 
1 Robert Alter, although translating “motley throng” in the main text (and thus ignoring the sound-effect of the doubling), accepts 
the reduplicative interpretation in his gloss, explaining that such reduplication is “a Hebrew formation for pejoratives.” He further 
notes in parentheses that “The English “riffraff” comes close.”[11] Everett Fox also uses the word “riffraff” in his commentary, to 
highlight the reduplicative aspect of the term, which works for both ʿerev rav/ʿaravrav and ʾasafsuf, and ties them together 
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Late 15th century (as riff and raff): from Old French rif et raf ‘one and all, every bit’, of 
Germanic origin. 

 

The ʿErev Rav and the ʾAsafsuf 

Reading ʿerev rav as reduplicative strengthens the traditional argument that this group is the same 
one that is referenced in our parsha. 

ה:אי  הגָדָּהַ תאֶ וּנרְכַזָ .רשָׂבָּ וּנלֵכִאֲיַ ימִ וּרמְאֹיּוַ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְּ םגַּ וּכּבְיִּוַ וּבשֻׁיָּוַ הוָאֲתַּ וּוּאַתְהִ וֹ  בּרְקִבְּ רשֶׁאֲ ףסֻפְסַאהָוְ ד:אי רבדמב 

...םנָּחִ םיִרַצְמִבְּ לכַאֹנ רשֶׁאֲ  

Num 11:4 

The ʾasafsuf in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and then the Israelites wept and said, “If only 
we had meat to eat! 11:5 We remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt…” 

The story tells of how the Israelites, spurred on by an obscure group called the ʾasafsuf, complain 
about the lack of meat, which leads to God bringing quail, and eventually to the deaths of many of 
the complainants. The term ʾasafsuf is reduplicative; it comes from the root ף.ס.א , meaning 
“gather.” The impulse to equate ʾasafsuf with ʿerev rav is easy to understand, as these are the only 
references in the Torah to a group of outsiders accompanying the Israelites in the wilderness. 

The difficulty with linking the two terms ʿerev rav/ʿaravrav and ʾasafsuf is that each appears only 
once in the Bible, hence it is a case of using one obscure term to interpret another, assuming from 
context that they refer to the same thing. In fact, even if the term ʿerev rav is reduplicative, this 
does not prove that the two groups are one and the same, though it is suggestive.[7] 

The identification of the two groups with each other goes back to the Second Temple period, since 
the Greek LXX translation renders both ʿerev and ʾasafsuf with the term ἐπίμικτος (epimiktos), 
“mixed crowd.”  

Similarly, traditional commentators such as Midrash Tanchuma (Buber ed., Num 11:16), Midrash 
Aggada (Buber ed., Num 11:4), Numbers Rabbah (15:24) and Abraham ibn Ezra (Exod 12:38) all 
connect the two groups. 

All of these traditional commentators (as well as LXX) follow the MT in understanding the 
word rav as a separate term, meaning “many.”  
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ֹיּוַ לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣בְּ םגַּ֚ וּכּ֗בְיִּוַ וּבשֻׁ֣יָּוַ הוָ֑אֲתַּ וּוּ֖אַתְהִ וֹבּ֔רְקִבְּ רשֶׁ֣אֲ ף֙סֻפְסַאהָֽוְ   ׃רשָֽׂבָּ וּנלֵ֖כִאֲיַ ימִ֥ וּר֔מְא֣

 

The riffraff in their midst felt a gluttonous craving; and then the Israelites wept and said, “If only 
we had meat to eat! 

Num 11:4 
 
RASHI 
 

 לאו 'וכו יל השוע תא הככ םאו 'וכו תוערה המל רבדל השקהש ןינעו .'וכו תוירעה לע ל"ז י"שר שריפ
וכו תרמא התאו 'וכו ילגר ףלא תואמ שש וירבדו .יתערב הארא '.  

 
Rashi comments z'l "on account of the family affairs..." And the notion that [Moshe] spoke 
strongly "Why have You dealt ill with Your servant... If You would deal thus with me, kill me 
rather, I beg You, and let me see no more of my wretchedness!” 
 
 

 
 
 
Rashi Num 21:5 
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Gittin 56b : the gnat 
 

  הל תיל אנקפמו הל תיא אנלעמד הלק הירב הל ירק יאמא
The Gemara interjects: Why is it called a lowly creature? It is called this because it has 

an entrance for taking in food, but it does not have an exit for excretion. 
 
 
 

 
 
Yoma 75 
 
 

( ו ,אי רבדמב  השא דולי שי םולכ םהיעמב חפיתש הז ןמ דיתע ורמא לכ ןיא השבי ונשפנ התעו (
איצומ וניאו סינכמש  

Furthermore, with regard to the manna, the verse states Israel’s complaint: 
 

--לֹכּ ןיאֵ ,השָׁבְֵי וּנשֵׁפְַנ התָּעְַו  ו
.וּניֵניעֵ ןמָּהַ-לאֶ ,יתִּלְבִּ  

6 but now our soul is dried away; there is nothing at all; we 
have nought save this manna to look to.'-- 

 
 “But now our soul is dry, there is nothing at all; we have nothing beside this manna to look to” 
(Numbers 11:6).  
 
They said: This manna will eventually swell in our stomachs and kill us; is there anyone born 
of a woman who ingests food but does not expel waste? This supports the Gemara’s claim that 
the manna did not create waste.  

 
 םיתאמב עלבנש רבד םירביא אלא םיריבא ירקת לא םהל רמא לאעמשי 'ר ינפל םירבד ורמאנשכו
 תנידממ םהל ןיאבש םירבדב ךינזא לע ךל היהת דתיו םייקמ ינא המ אלא םירביא הנומשו םיעבראו

  םיה
When these words were said before Rabbi Yishmael, he said to them: Do not read it as 
abirim. Rather, read it as eivarim, limbs. The manna was something that was absorbed by 248 
limbs. But, how do I establish “And you shall have a spade among your weapons”? From the 
food items that came to them from overseas lands.  
 
Rabbi Yishmael disagrees with Rabbi Elazar ben Perata with regard to the effect the manna had 
on the digestion of other foods. 
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Sifre Bamidbar 84 

 
 איצומ ןיאש השא דולי ךל שי !ונגרהל וניסירכ ךותב חפתל דיתע :ורמא .לכ ןיא השבי ונישפנ התעו

םייקמ התא המו :ןועמש 'רל ול ורמא ?לכואש המ  ( גכ םירבד  םהל רמא ?ךינזא לע ךל היהת דתיו (
רמאנש .םלועל םהמ אצוי ןיא – ןמה לבא ,םהמ אצוי – םהל םירכומ םלועה תומוא ירגתש המ  

( חע םילהת  המ לכ רובס תא .וניניע ןמה לא יתלב לכ ןיא .םירביאב עלבומב .שיא לכא םיריבא םחל (
 ,"וניניע ןמה לא יתלב" םירמוא לארשי :הז רמא אל הז רמא אלש המ אלא ,הז רמא הז רמאש
דג ערזכ ןמהו !ילע םימערתמ ולא המ לע וארו ואוב :םהל רמואו םלועה יאב לכ תא סייפמ םוקמהו ) 

) .חלודבה םש בוט אוהה ץראה בהזו ו״כ:ח״ל תישארב רכיו ( .  
 

--לֹכּ ןיאֵ ,השָׁבְֵי וּנשֵׁפְַנ התָּעְַו  ו
.וּניֵניעֵ ןמָּהַ-לאֶ ,יתִּלְבִּ  

6 but now our soul is dried away; there is nothing at all; we 
have nought save this manna to look to.'-- 

 
Bamidbar 11:6 

"And now, our souls are dry. There is nothing": R. Shimon said: They said: It (the manna) will 
burst our bowels.  
 
Can a mortal ingest and not expel! They said to R. Shimon: And how do you explain  
 

 ;Iֶנזֵאֲ-לעַ ,Iלְ הֶיהְתִּ דתֵָיְו  די
 התָּרְפַחְָו ,ץוּח Iתְּבְשִׁבְּ ,הָיהְָו
.Iתֶאָצֵ-תאֶ תָיסִּכְִו תָּבְשְַׁו ,הּבָ  

14 And thou shalt have a paddle among thy weapons; and it 
shall be, when thou sittest down abroad, thou shalt dig 
therewith, and shalt turn back and cover that which cometh 
from thee. 

 
Devarim 23:14 

 
"And you shall have a spade along with your other implements" (to cover your excrement)?  
 
He answered: What the Canaanite merchants sold them they expelled, but the manna, never. 
As it is written 
 

 הדָיצֵ    ;שׁיאִ לכַאָ ,םירִיבִּאַ םחֶלֶ  הכ
.עבַֹשׂלָ םהֶלָ חלַשָׁ  

25 Man did eat the bread of the mighty; He sent 
them provisions to the full. 

 
 

 Psalms 78:25 
 

"Man ate the bread of abirim" — (bread) which was absorbed in the eivarim (the limbs).  
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"Only to the manna is our eyes. (7) The manna was (round) like coriander seed, and it looked 
like crystal.": You think that he who said this ("Only to the manna, etc.") said that ("The manna 
was round, etc."?) This is not so. Israel said "Only to the manna is our eyes," and the L-rd 
"pacified" all future generations and said to them:  
 
Come and see what they are grumbling to Me about — "The manna was like coriander seed — 
it looked like crystal!" viz. (Bereshit 2:12) "And the gold of that land is good. There is the crystal 
and the onyx stone."  
 
The Magicians: The Zohar’s Mystical Reading 
 
The Zohar, which blames many evils on the intermixing of Israelites with the ʿerev rav, argues 
that the term cannot refer to a mass of peoples who joined the Israelites but instead refers to a 
specific shift of Egyptian magicians who worked from midday to early afternoon ברע ונייהד 

אברבר , “which is called ‘the great evening’ (erev ravrava).” These magicians have a change of 
heart : 
 

 יבגל ורדהא םירצמב השמ דבעד ןאילפו ןיסנ ומחד ןויכ ,אוה ךירב אשדוקד ןאילפ לבקל םקימל ועבד
 ךליד אתרובג ומחד ןויכ אמלעד היראמ השמ רמא ,ןול לבקת אל השמל אוה ךירב אשדוק ל"א ,השמ
השמ ןול לבקו ,ךנמ רב אהלא תילד ןועדניו אמוי לכב ךתרובג ןומחי ,ארייגתאל ןאעב , 

 
 
They tried [at first] to stand against the Holy One’s wonders. Once they saw the miracles and 
wonders that Moses performed in Egypt, they turned to join Moses. The Holy One said to Moses: 
“Don’t accept them.” Moses said: “Master of the world, now that they have seen your power, 
they wish to convert. They will see your power manifest daily and they will know that there is no 
God but you.” And Moses accepted them. 
 
          Zohar II:191a 
 
 
 
Pri Ha’aretz Behaalotcha  
 
 

 עודי הנה ,'וכו תזרכמו ברוח רהמ תאצוי לוק תב םוי לכב תובאב ל"ז םרמא ךרד לע אוה ןינעהו
 ,דח אלוכ לארשיו ה"בקו אתיירואש עודיכ הרותה תויתוא ןכ ומכ ,לארשי תומשנ אוביר םישש
 רבד ךל ןיאו ,תויתוא ןהש אמלע אוה ךירב אשדוק ארב אתיירואב עודיו ,הרותה יפוג ןה ןה לארשיו

 ,םירכינ םניאו םלעהב םה תויתואה םאו ה"בקה לש ורמאמ םהש ותוא 'ייחמה תויתוא יתלב םלועב
 אללכ ,םירכינ םניאו חכב םה תויתואהו רובידה ירה המ רבד רבדמש םדוק רבדמה םדאה הנה
 תויחה םהש תויתואה סינכמ ו"ח אטוח םדאה םאו .וכותבש תויתואה םה רבד לכ תויחש אתלימד
 יתאטח ורמואב םירבד יודיו ןתונ ןכלו ,עודי תמאה רשב יניעב הארנ וניאש םגה ערב חכ ןתונו ערב
 יתלב ערה ראשנו ערה ןמ היחמה תויתוא איצומ ירה ,'ה תבהא ףתושו 'ה תארי תמחמ בל תורירמב

לטב אליממו תויח .  
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This idea is in accordance with the saying of the Sages z'l in Ethics of our Fathers, "Each day a 
heavenly voice emerges from mount Horeb and declares..." For it is known that there are six 
hundred thousand souls in Israel, accordingly the same [number of] letters in the Torah; as is 
known the Torah, The Holy One, and Israel are all one, and Israel is the body of/for the Torah, and 
it is known that through the Torah The Holy One created the world which is letters. And there can 
be nothing in the world without the letters which bring life to it for they are the speech of The 
Holy One and if the letters disappeared and weren't perceptible, the speaker prior to his speaking 
what can be said of his speech(?) - that the letters are in potential and not perceptible - it is a 
general principle is that the life force of each thing are the letters within it.  
 
And if a man sins God Forbid, the letters which are the life-force enter Evil and give power to Evil, 
and also it doesn't appear in the eyes of the flesh that the truth is known. And thus he gives a 
confession of [these] things in saying 'I sinned' with bitterness of heart on account of his Awe of 
God combined with Love of God. And through this the letters which were providing life-force to 
Evil leave and the Evil is left without the life-force and is consequently nullified.  
 

 ארבנ םהבש הרותה תויתוא רבדמ אוה ךיא ,הרותה דומיל תעשב חיגשמו רכוז םדאה היה םא הנהו
 םלועה הזב הנתנש הרותה תויתוא ושרש לא ויתויתוא ירבדב קבדתמ היה ומצעב אוהו םלועה
 דחפהו האריה היה אליממו .'פב ראובמכ אטחי יתלבל וינפ לע 'ה תארי היהת ןעמל ,םיקרבו תולוקב
 .הנהב אוטחל ןינעה תורשפאה אוה ךיא יכ ,ו"ח אטחי אלש עיפוי וילע םיקרבו תולוקבו וילע לפונ
 ימו .םוי לכב ותוא זירכמו ריכזמ אוה םדא לכבש הרותה תויתוא םה 'וכו אצויש לוק תב ןינע והזו

 קסוע וניאש ימ לכ והזו וכותבש הרות לש הנובלעמ ול יוא זירכמ וניאש ונייהד לוק תב עמוש וניאש
 אקמוס לזא וינפ הנתשמש םדאב הפיזנה ןינע אוהו ףוזנ ארקנ הרותב םשור וניאש שוריפ הרותב
וכו '.  

 
And so a person [must] remember [this] and take care during his learning the Torah how he speaks 
the letters of the Torah, for with them was the world created, and by himself attach the letters to 
their root letters in the Torah, which was given like this to the world through 'thunder and 
lightening' in order that 'the fear of God should be upon you and you will be without sin', as 
explained. 
In any case, if 'awe' and 'fear' befall a person in 'thunder and lightening', its seems apparent that 
he would not sing, God forbid. For how could there be the possibility of sin with all that.  
 
And this is the idea of the 'heavenly voice which goes forth', they are the letter of the Torah inside 
every person who recalls and declares them daily. And he who doesn't not hear the heavenly voice 
[and for whom] it is as if he did not declare, 'woe unto him...for insulting the Torah' which is inside 
of him. And this is the meaning of 'for anyone who does not involve himself in the Torah' meaning 
- who is not inscribed in the Torah, "he is called "rebuked"'; for this is the idea of rebuke for a 
person which changes his 'face to redness'  
 

 לא תויתואה םהש הרותה תא ולבקו יניסב ודמע םלוכ חישמ דע לארשי תושפנ לכש ל"זר ורמא
 אובר םישש םהש לארשי לכ לש תעדה היה השמ יכ עודי נהו .םכל ימד לא םתוא םיריכזמה םשרש
 לכ ,דבל םעט ינחור אוהש םימשה ןמ םחלב לארשי תא תויחהל השמ תוכזב היה ןמה הנהו .תומשנ
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 אוהש השאה ןמ שורפ היה השמש ינפמ םשג םוש ילב דבל תויחה אוהש ,םועטל וצריש המ
 תויחה אוהש ,ןמה ילכואל םא יכ הרות הנתנ אל והזו ,לארשי לכל ונוזמ תעפשה התיה ןכ ,תוימשגה
 לש בל לוכאל ריהזהש ומכ .ףולא דירפמ ןגרנ אוהש תוימשג הליכאב ןכ ןיאש המ תויתוא םהש
 ורשקתנו ווהתנ אלו ןתמהוז הקספ ,ןמ ולכאש לארשי הנהו .הב יולת המהב שפנ תויה ינפמ המהב
ודבל 'הל יתלב תוימשג הבהאו הואת םושל .  

 
 
Our Rabbis of holy memory said that all the souls of Israel until Moshiach stood at Sinai and 
received the Torah, which are the letters of their roots whose 'remembrancers take no rest'.  
 
It is known that Moshe is the Knowledge of all of Israel who are the six hundred thousand souls. 
And the Manna was on account of Moshe's merit in order to enliven Israel with bread from Heaven 
which since it was spiritually flavored, any desired taste, which is the life-force itself without any 
rain because Moshe was separated from his wife which is the aspect of physicality, so thus Israel 
was provided sustenance - and this is 'the Torah wasn't given except to those who ate Manna' for 
it is the life-force which are the letters which is not the case in regards to physical eating which is 
a "whisperer [which] separateth familiar friends".  
 
This is why we must be careful in regards to eating the heart of an animal on account of the soul 
which depends on it. And so upon Israel eating the Manna, the shed their [physical] filth and did 
not desire a single [animalistic] urge or love of physicality only for God himself.  
 

 
 כ"פעא רבד םושל תוואתהל אלש ןמה תליכאב וככדזנש םגה ,המה לארשי ינבמ אל רשא ףוספסאה לבא
 םהל רשפא יאו ,המה לארשי ינבמ אל יכ ,תיימשג הבהא םהל היהיש וואתהש שוריפ ,הואת וואתה
תוצמ אלב םניח והזו ,רשב ומל לכוא ושקב ןכלו ,תעדה ןמ םתויח לכ תויהל .  

 
But the 'Rabble-rousers' who were not of Israel, but who also were refined upon eating the Manna 
and ought not have desired any physicality, nonetheless they had such urges. Meaning, that they 
desired to love of physicality [again], because they were not of Israel, and it was impossible for 
them to exist entirely with their life-force being Knowledge, and thus they asked to eat meat.  
 

 אובר םישש לכו ,תעדה אוהש דאמ השמל ערה ןכל .תוירע יקסע לע ויתוחפשמל אחינ הזב םג
 תויחהו תויתואה םהש תעדה וסינכיו תומשנב םלוכ ורשקתה אלש םיפנע םהש העד רוד ויה תומשנ
 לארשי ישרש אובר םישש םהש 'יפ ,םעה ילגר ףלא תואמ שש והזו ,יתערב הארא לאו והזו ,ו"ח ערב
 אוה יכ ,'וכו גורה אנ ינגרה הזו הפוסב היהי המו ,םהל ןתא רשב תרמא התאו תעדה אוהש הרותה
ר"יכא לכשהו העיד וננחי כ"ע רהוזב ראובמכ ,הגירהו התימ יורק אגרד תוחנו 'א לכה ןהו . 

 
————————————————– 

 

Tshuos Chen 
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In the middle to late 18th century, during the controversy over the messianic claims of Jacob 
Frank (1726–1791), the Frankists denounced their opponents as descendants of the ʿerev rav; 
those who regarded the Frankist movement as apostasy labeled it as descendants of that very 
group.[22] Here we see that the sobriquet ʿerev rav became a weapon or slur that some Jews 
used to delegitimize other Jews with different views, or to accuse them of being disloyal.2 
 

 
 

 
2 Pawel Maciejko, The Mixed Multitude: Jacob Frank and the Frankist Movement, 1755-1816 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), Introduction, 4-6 [1-10]. 
 


