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The 
Economics  
of Liberty

The most surprising best-selling book in 
2014 was French economist Thomas Piketty’s 
Capital in the Twenty-First Century1 – a dense 
700-page-long treatise on economic theory 
backed by massive statistical research - not 
the usual stuff of runaway literary successes.

Much of its appeal was the way it docu-
mented the phenomenon that is reshaping 
societies throughout the world: in the current 
global economy, inequalities are growing 
apace. In the United States between 1979 and 
2013, the top one per cent saw their incomes 

1  Thomas Picketty, Capital in the Twen-
ty-First Century, translation:Arthur 
Goldhammer, Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2014.

grow by more than 240 per cent, while the 
lowest fifth experienced a rise of only 10 per 
cent.2 More striking still is the difference in 
capital income from assets such as housing, 
stocks and bonds, where the top one per cent 
have seen a growth of 300 per cent, and the 
bottom fifth have suffered a fall of 60 per 
cent. In global terms, the combined wealth of 
the richest 85 individuals is equal to the total 
of the poorest 3.5 billion – half the population 
of the world.3 

Picketty’s contribution was in showing why 
this has happened. The market economy, 
he argues, tends to make us more and less 
equal at the same time: more equal because 
it spreads education, knowledge and skills 
more widely than in the past, but less equal 
because over time, especially in mature econ-
omies, the rate of return on capital tends to 
outpace the rate of growth of income and 
output. Those who own capital assets grow 
richer, faster than those who rely entirely on 
income from their labour. The increase in 

2  http://www.theatlantic.com/business/
archive/2012/12/a-giant-statistical-round-
up-of-the-income-inequality-crisis-in-16-
charts/266074.
3  h t t p : / / w w w . t h e g u a r d -
i a n . c o m / b u s i n e s s / 2 0 1 4 / j a n / 2 0 /
oxfam-85-richest-people-half-of-the-world.
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inequality is, he says, “potentially threatening 
to democratic societies and to the values of 
social justice on which they are based.”

This is the latest chapter in a very old 
story indeed. Isaiah Berlin made the point 
that not all values can co-exist – in this case, 
freedom and equality.4 You can have one or 
the other but not both: the more economic 
freedom, the less equality; the more equality, 
the less freedom. That was the key conflict 
of the Cold War era, between capitalism and 
communism. Communism lost the battle. In 
the 1980s, under Ronald Reagan in America, 
Margaret Thatcher in Britain, markets were 
liberalized, and by the end of the decade the 
Soviet Union had collapsed. But unfettered 
economic freedom produces its own discon-
tents, and Picketty’s book is one of several 
warning signs.

All of this makes the social legislation of 
parshat Behar a text for our time, because the 
Torah is profoundly concerned, not just with 
economics, but with the more fundamental 
moral and human issues. What kind of soci-
ety do we seek? What social order best does 
justice to human dignity and the delicate 
bonds linking us to one another and to God?

What makes Judaism distinctive is its 
commitment to both freedom and equality, 
while at the same time recognising the ten-
sion between them. The opening chapters of 
Genesis describe the consequences of God’s 
gift to humans of individual freedom. But 
since we are social animals, we need also 
collective freedom. Hence the significance of 
the opening chapters of Shemot, with their 

4  Isaiah Berlin, ‘Two concepts of liberty,’ 
in Four Essays on Liberty, Oxford University 
Press, 1969.
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and our next step will be to plant a fruit 
tree. I never thought of myself as being the 
agricultural type, but the feeling of settling 
and planting a portion of Eretz Yisrael, has 
been truly euphoric. Iy”H, when we plant 
our tree, and eat the fruits that will grow 
one day, I think we will be able to truly 
appreciate that unique Kedusha found in 
the fruit of Eretz Yisrael!

To conclude, when you buy your Tu B'shvat 
fruit this year, don’t search for those dried 
apricots and banana chips imported from 
Turkey. Rather, head over to the fresh 
produce and buy yourself some nice juicy 
Kedusha-filled Jaffa oranges and thank 
Hashem for bringing you to this land in 
order to be able to לאכול מפריה ולשבע מטובה, 
imbibing that Kedusha in every bite that 
you take!! 
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characterisation of Egypt as an example 
of a society that deprives people of liberty, 
enslaving populations and making the many 
subject to the will of the few. Time and again 
the Torah explains its laws as ways of pre-
serving freedom, remembering what it was 
like, in Egypt, to be deprived of liberty.

The Torah is also committed to the equal 
dignity of human beings in the image, and 
under the sovereignty, of God. That quest for 
equality was not fully realised in the bibli-
cal era. There were hierarchies in biblical 
Israel. Not everyone could be a king; not 
everyone was a priest. But Judaism had no 
class system. It had no equivalent of Plato’s 
division of society into men of gold, silver 
and bronze, or Aristotle’s belief that some 
are born to rule, others to be ruled. In the 
community of the covenant envisaged by 
the Torah, we are all God’s children, all pre-
cious in His sight, each with a contribution 
to make to the common good.

The fundamental insight of parshat Behar 
is precisely that restated by Piketty, namely 
that economic inequalities have a ten-
dency to increase over time, and the result 
may be a loss of freedom as well. People 
can become enslaved by a burden of debt. 
In biblical times this might involve selling 
yourself literally into slavery as the only way 

of guaranteeing food and shelter. Families 
might be forced into selling their land: their 
ancestral inheritance from the days of Moses. 
The result would be a society in which, in the 
course of time, a few would become substan-
tial landowners while many became landless 
and impoverished.

The Torah’s solution, set out in Behar, is a 
periodic restoration of people’s fundamen-
tal liberties. Every seventh year, debts were 
to be released and Israelite slaves set free. 
After seven sabbatical cycles, the Jubilee 
year was to be a time when, with few excep-
tions, ancestral land returned to its original 
owners. The Liberty Bell in Philadelphia is 
engraved with the famous words of the Jubi-
lee command, in the King James translation:

“Proclaim liberty throughout all the land 
unto all the inhabitants thereof.” (Lev. 25:10)

So relevant does this vision remain that the 
international movement for debt relief for 
developing countries by the year 2000 was 
called Jubilee 2000, an explicit reference to 
the principles set out in our parsha.

Three things are worth noting about the 
Torah’s social and economic programme. 
First, it is more concerned with human free-
dom than with a narrow focus on economic 
equality. Losing your land or becom-
ing trapped by debt are real constraints 
on freedom.5 Fundamental to a Jewish 
understanding of the moral dimension of 
economics is the idea of independence, 
“each person under his own vine and fig 
tree” as the prophet Micah puts it (Mic. 4:4). 

5  This is the argument set out by Nobel 
Prize-winning economist Amartya Sen in 
his book, Development as Freedom, Oxford 
Paperbacks, 2001.
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We pray in the Grace after Meals, “Do not 
make us dependent on the gifts or loans of 
other people … so that we may suffer neither 
shame nor humiliation.” There is something 
profoundly degrading in losing your inde-
pendence and being forced to depend on 
the goodwill of others. Hence the provisions 
of Behar are directed not at equality but at 
restoring people’s capacity to earn their own 
livelihood as free and independent agents.

Next, it takes this entire system out of the 
hands of human legislators. It rests on two 
fundamental ideas about capital and labour. 
First, the land belongs to God:

“Since the land is Mine, no land shall be sold 
permanently. You are foreigners and resident 
aliens as far as I am concerned.” (Lev. 25:23)

Second, the same applies to people:
“Because the Israelites are My servants, 

whom I brought out of Egypt, they must not 
be sold as slaves.” (Lev. 25:42)

This means that personal and economic 
liberty are not open to political negotiation. 
They are inalienable, God-given rights. This 
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WE MUST CELEBRATE!
We the Neamans, Yehoshua & Shulamit 

and our family came on Aliyah to  
Eretz Yisrael on May 2, 1972  

(corresponding to Lag Laomer 5732)
Our ancestors would have walked to 

the Holy Land if they would have been 
permitted to enter and live here.

Today, when it is so easy to come,  
every Jew should be living here.  

Every Jew who does live here should 
celebrate their Aliyahanniversary 

annually.  
REMEMBER!
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A SHORT VORT BY RABBI CHANOCH YERES
Rav, Beit Knesset Beit Yisrael, Yemin Moshe

כי גרים ותושבים אתם עמד
“For you are strangers and settlers with Me.” (25:23)
The great Dubnow Magid (Rabbi Yaakov Kranz 1740-1804) in his work “Ohel Yaakov”, asks how this pasuk 

could describe our relationship to G-d using contradictory words. Are we to become “strangers” or “settlers” 
in our Land? You seemingly cannot be both.

The Magid responds that the verse does hint that the relationship between yourselves and Me is always 
that of “strangers” and “settlers”. If you will live in this Land like strangers, understanding that you are here 
only temporarily, carefully behaving as a guest, then, I G-d, will become a permanent settler amongst you. 
However, if you misconstrue this Land as your permanent property and live here as permanent settlers, doing 
whatever you want under false misconceptions that you are the owners, then My presence will be that of a 
stranger and negate from living in your midst.

If you, Israel, act the stranger, then I will be a permanent settler. However, act as permanent settlers, then 
I must be the stranger. Shabbat Shalom

Covenant and Conversation 5782 is kindly 
supported by the Maurice Wohl Charita-
ble Foundation in memory of Maurice and 
Vivienne Wohl z”l.These weekly teach-
ings from Rabbi Sacks  zt"l are part of 
the ‘Covenant & Conversation’ series on 
the weekly Torah reading. Read more on  
www.rabbisacks.org.

is what lay behind John F. Kennedy’s ref-
erence in his 1961 Presidential Inaugural, 
to the “revolutionary beliefs for which our 
forebears fought,” namely “the belief that the 
rights of man come not from the generosity 
of the state but from the hand of God.”

Third, it tells us that economics is, and 
must remain, a discipline that rests on moral 
foundations. What matters to the Torah is 
not simply technical indices such as the rate 
of growth or absolute standards of wealth 
but the quality and texture of relationships: 
people’s independence and sense of dignity, 
the ways in which the system allows people 
to recover from misfortune, and the extent 
to which it allows the members of a society 
to live the truth that “when you eat from the 
labour of your hands you will be happy and 
it will be well with you.” (Ps. 128:2)

In no other intellectual area have Jews 
been so dominant. They have won 41 per 
cent of Nobel prizes in economics.6 They 

6  See the Jewish Virtual Library’s list of 
Jewish Nobel laureates: http://www.jewish-
virtuallibrary.org/jsource/Judaism/nobels.
html 

developed some of the greatest ideas in the 
field: David Ricardo’s theory of compara-
tive advantage, John von Neumann’s Game 
Theory (a development of which gained 
Professor Robert Aumann a Nobel Prize), 
Milton Friedman’s monetary theory, Gary 
Becker’s extension of economic theory to 
family dynamics, Daniel Kahneman and 
Amos Tversky’s theory of behavioural eco-
nomics, and many others. Not always but 
often the moral dimension has been evi-
dent in their work. 

There is something impressive, even 
spiritual, in the fact that Jews have sought 
to create – down here on earth, not up in 
heaven in an afterlife – systems that seek 
to maximise human liberty and creativ-
ity. And the foundations lie in our parsha, 
whose ancient words are inspiring still. 


