Economics and Social Justice in Jewish Law
Part 1: Jewish Ethics of the Free Market

I. The Utility of Incentives / Greed is Good

1. Adam Smith — The Wealth of Nations

Every individual necessarily labors to render the annual revenue of the society as
great as he can. He generally indeed neither intends to promote the public
interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. He intends only his own gain,
and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an
end which was no part of his intention. By pursuing his own interest he
frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really
intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected
to trade for the public good.

It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we
expect our dinner, but from their regard to their self-love, and never talk to them
of our own necessities but of their advantages.
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evil inclination for immorality will also PONUN K91 YN IR
be subdued." They requested this of
God and it the inclination was delivered
to them. The Evil Inclination said to
them, "see if you kill him (i.e. me), you
will destroy the entire world." They
imprisoned it for three days and they
sought a freshly laid egg in all of Israel
and they could not find one."
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eat and be satisfied. Be careful, or you
will be enticed to turn away and
worship other gods and bow down to
them. Then the LORD's anger will burn
against you, and he will shut the
heavens so that it will not rain and the
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ground will yield no produce, and you
will soon perish from the good land the
LORD is giving you.

II. Free to Choose

4. Devarim 30:19

This day I call heaven and earth as
witnesses against you that I have set
before you life and death, blessings and
curses. Now choose life, so that you and
your children may live
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5. B. Bava Metzia 51a

R. 'Anan said: I was told on Samuel's
authority: If one says to his neighbor.
'[T agree to this sale] on condition that
you have no claim of overreaching
against me,' then he can prefer no
claim of overreaching against him. [But
if he stipulates,] 'on condition that
there is no overreaching therein', then
[in case of deceit] a charge of
imposition can be preferred.

An objection is raised: If one trades on
trust, or if one says to his neighbor.
'[This sale is] on condition that you
have no claim of overreaching against
me,' then he has no claim of
overreaching against him. Now,
according to Rav, who maintained, 'My
ruling agrees even with R. Judah." who
is the authority for this? — Said Abaye:
It is clear [therefore] that Rav's ruling
agrees with R. Meir [only], and
Samuel's with R. Judah. Rava said:
There is no difficulty; one refers to a
general [condition]; the other to a
particular [stipulation]. As it has been
taught: When is this said? Of a general
[condition]. But if one explicitly states
[that he is overcharging], [e.g.,] if the
vendor said to the vendee, 'T know that
this article, which I sell you for two
hundred zuz, is only worth one
hundred, but I sell it to you on
condition that you have no claim of
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overreaching against me,' then he has
no claim of overreaching. And likewise,
if the Purchaser said to the seller, '
know that this article which I buy from
you for one hundred [zuz] is worth two
hundred, [yet I do so] on condition that
you have no claim of overreaching
against me,' then he has no claim of
overreaching against him.

6. M. Bava Batra 5:1

He who sells a ship sells [implicitly] its
mast, sail, anchor and all the
implements needed for directing it, but
he does not sell the crew, nor the
packing-bags, nor the stores. If,
however, he said to him:'it and all that
it contains', then all these are included
in the sale. He who sold a waggon has
not sold the mules, he who sold the
mules has not sold the waggon. he who
sold the yoke has not sold the oxen. he
who sold the oxen has not sold the
yoke. R. Judah says: the price indicates
[what is to be included in the sale].
How? — [if] he said unto him: sell me
your yoke for two hundred zuz; it is
obvious that a yoke [alone] is not [sold]
for two hundred zuz. But the sages say:
The price is no proof.
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III. Market Conditions — Supply and Demand

7. B. Ta'anit 19a-b

What is the nature of the plague of
drought? RavJudah said in the name of
Rav: A plague which leads to scarcity.
R. Nahman said: When [grain] has to
be transported by river [from one city
to another] it is drought, but when it
has to be brought [overland] from one
province to another it is famine. R.
Hanina said: If a se'ah of grain costs
one sela’ and is obtainable it is drought;
but if four se'ahs cost a sela’ but are not
easily obtainable, then it is a famine. R.
Johanan added: This holds good only
when money is cheap and food dear,
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but if money is dear and food cheap
then the alarm is sounded at once. For
R. Johanan said: I remember well [the
time] when four se'ahs cost one sela’
and yet there were many in Tiberias
swollen from hunger because there was
not a coin to be had.

IV. Free Entry and Competition

8. M. Bava Metzia 4:12

R. Judah said: A shopkeeper must not
distribute parched corn or nuts to
children, because he thereby accustoms
them to come to him; the sages permit
it. Nor may he reduce the price; but the
sages say, he is to be remembered for
good.
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9. B. Bava Batra 21b

An objection was raised [against
RavHuna's ruling (that one cannot
interfere with another's livelihood)
from the following:] ‘A man may open a
shop next to another man's shop or a
bath next to another man's bath, and
the latter cannot object. because he can
say to him, I do what I like in my
property and you do what you like in
yours?” — On this point there is a
difference of opinion among Tannaim,
as appears from the following Baraitha:
‘The residents of an alley can prevent
one another from bringing in a tailor or
a tanner or a teacher or any other
craftsman, but one cannot prevent
another [from setting up in
opposition].” Ravban Simeon b.
Gamaliel, however, says that one may
prevent another.
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