slavery and Western Sensibilities
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(6)Rav S.R. Hirsch, Shemot 12;44- The consideration of certain circumstances is necessary,
correctly to understand the fact that the Torah presupposes and allows the possession and
purchase of slaves from abroad to a nation itself just released from slavery. No Jew could

make any other human being into a slave. He could only acquire by purchase people who,
by then universally accepted international law, were already slaves. But this tra nsference

into the property of a Jew was the one and only salvation for anybody who, according to

the prevailing laws of the nations, was stamped as a slave. The terribly sad experiences of
even the last century (Union, Jamaica 1865) teach us how completely unprotected and

liable to the most inhuman treatment was the slave who in accordance with the national

law was not emancipated, and even when emancipated, wherever he was, looked upon as
still belonging to the slave class, or as a freed slave.

(7)R. Ben-Zion Meir Hai Uziel, Mikhmannei Uziel {Tel Aviv, 1939), 263- But were those
mockers to think carefully, they would understand that this acquisition was not permitted
other than regarding those who were already sold to their brothers under the same
conditions. And even so, it was not permitted to exploit their bodies. Rather, even if one
should damage a major human limb, this slave goes free, even for a tooth oran eye. . ..
From here you see that the acquisition of a Canaanite slave that the Torah permits is for the
good of the slave himself, to save him from his Canaanite brothers so that he should not be
enslaved cruelly and physically exploited to the point of death
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{13)Gamliel Shmalo, Torah u-Madda Journal 16/2012-13- The modern moralist accepts
personal autonomy and liberty as sacrosanct. In the conception of Neziv, however, the
imposition of moral standards and monotheism is far more impertant, since only through
moral practice and monotheist belief can any person fulfill his purpose on earth and return
his soul to its divine source. Morality and monotheism accepted autonomously may be the
ideal, but for a corrupt Ham and his descendants—both figurative and literal—a regulated
and merciful system of slavery is a clear second best. One who views slavery only as a social
institution may certainly find it terrible, and a Bible that supports it immoral; but Neziv,
who sees slavery as a vehicle through which the pagan may participate to some degree in

the covenant and commandments of Israel, justifies the sacrifice of personal liberty as
worthwhile.
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(19)R. Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler, Mikhtav me-Eliyahu (Jerusalem, 1987), 4:247 -R. Dessler,
indicates that the institution of slavery was intended to enable a “small” person to perfect
himself by becoming a “vessel for a great” person. Nevertheless, R. Dessler disavows the
practical utility of slavery in his contemporary world. He explains that over the course of
history, the originally constructive relationship between slave and master changed for the
worse, so that the relationship became defined less by moral superiority and more by
inequalities of power in which the weak became the slaves of the strong. The powerful

tried to justify their exploitation by taking on the external trappings of moral superiority—
gentility and superficial manners—but these gestures were empty and often hypocritical

(20)R. Avraham Yizhak Ha-Kohen Kook, Iggerot ha-Rayah (Jerusalem, 1985), vol. 1, {letter #89}

R. Kook’s acceptance of slavery is based on the premise that human beings are naturally
and inevitably unequal—not in moral terms, as in the conception of Neziv, but rather in
physical and economic terms. R. Kook argues that in order to prevent the strong from
exploiting the weak, employers should be given an economic interest in the welfare of their
workers, and this is best achieved when the latter are treated as property... In a messianic
world, the laws of slavery would be unnecessary... In a perfected world, not only will
slavery of humans be proscribed, but even the human domination of beasts—described by
R. Kook as “ugly slavery”—will pass from the earth as humans return to the vegetarian state
of Adam. On the other hand, in an overly corrupt world, the laws of slavery that should
protect the worker from exploitation are themselves abused and used to exploit the worker

to a monstrous degree and must therefore be abandoned.

(21)R. Nahum Eliezer Rabinovich, Darkah shel Torah—Perakim be-Mah .ashevet
haHalakhah u-ba-Aktualiyyah (Jerusalem, 1999), 11-19. This essay has been printed in
English as “The Way of Torah” in The Edah Journal 3:1 (Tevet, 5763)- In giving the Torah
to Israel, God recognized that this young nation was living in a world in which slavery was a
normative institution. For reasons both social and economic, the Jews would have been
unable, at that point in history, to give up the institution of slavery completely. The Bible
therefore chose to regulate and improve the existing institution until the time came when
humanity would grow out of it. Like animal sacrifice, slavery was permitted as an
accommodation; but unlike animal sacrifice—and in applying Maimonides’ principle to
slavery, this seems to be R. Rabinovich’s subtle innovation—slavery could ultimately vanish
completall. cinca thara ie ma mme i im bal® oo ade o o = i, o Sl
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(25)See httg:[{www.chiefrabbi.org[thoughts/ behar5767.html, based on Jonathan Sacks,

Dignity of Difference: How to Avoid the Clash of Civilizations {(New York, 2003), 69-70-
God changes nature but never human nature. Were He to do so, the entire project of the
Torah—the free worship of free human beings— would have been rendered null and void...
God wanted mankind to abolish slavery but by their own choice, and that takes time.
Ancient economies were dependent on slavery... Slavery as such was not abolished in
Britain and America until the nineteenth century, and in America not without a civil war.
The challenge to which Torah legislation was an answer is: how can one create a social
structure in which, of their own accord, people will eventually come to see slavery as wrong
and freely choose to abandon it.

(26)Rav Kook : Selected letters by R. Tzvi Feldman, published 1986 Maaleh Adumim,
Letter to R. Moshe Seidel 1905- And if a question arises about some law of the Torah,
which ethical notions indicate should be understood in a different way, then truly, if the
Great Court decides that this law pertains only to conditions which no longer exist, a source
in the Torah will certainly be found for it.




