The Multi-Dimensional History of nxaix!

The Gemara describes ona’at mammon as overcharging (or underpaying) for portable items.
This seems far afield from the description of ona’ah in the Torah (Vayikra 25). What does the
discrepancy between the two tell us about the various dimensions of ona’at mammon?

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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Fraud [overreaching] is an overcharge of four pieces of silver out of twenty-four pieces of silver
to the sela—(one-sixth of the purchase price). For how long is it permitted to retract [in the case
of fraud]? So long as it takes to show [the article] to a merchant or a relative." R. Tarfon gave
instructions in Lud: "Fraud is an overcharge of eight pieces of sil ver to a sela—"one-third of the
purchase price." So the merchants of Lud rejoiced. He said to them, "All day long it is permitted
to retract." They said to him, "Let R. Tarfon leave us where we were." And they reverted to
conduct themselves in accord with the ruling of sages.
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When you sell property to your neighbor, or buy any from your neighbor, you shall not wrong
one another.

77020 NRIANTIY 12002 AN'AY XN NIPR 721D 1NN DY 19003
In buying from your neighbor, you shall deduct only for the number of years since the jubilee;
and in selling to you, that person shall charge you only for the remaining crop years:
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the more such years, the higher the price you pay; the fewer such years, the lower the price; for
what is being sold to you is a number of harvests.
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Do not wrong one another, but fear your God; for | 0’ am your God.
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These are matters which are not subject to a claim of fraud [on account of overcharge]: slaves,
bills of indebtedness [which are discounted and sold], real estate, and that which has been
consecrated... R. Judah says, "Also: He who sells a scroll of the Torah, a beast, or a pearl...



"they are not subject to a claim of fraud by reason of overcharge." They said to him, "They have
specified only these."
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R. Judah says, "Also: He who sells a scroll of the Torah, a beast, or a pearl—they are not
subject to a claim of fraud by reason of overcharge [m.[m. B. Mesi'a 4:9]—"A scroll of the Torah,
because it is beyond price; "a beast or a pearl, because a person wants to buy them for a match
with their counterpart [and therefore there is no limit to what he is going to be wilUing to pay]."
They said to him, "But is it not so that every sort of object a man wants to match up with its
pair?" R. Judah b. Petera says, "A horse, a battle-ax, and a good sword in time of war are not
subject to a claim of fraud by reason of overcharge."
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The difference in positions may be explained as arising from a difference in historical
circumstances. The Biblical position arose within a tribal and conservative society, where
personal real estate was the property of an individual, but considered as part of the possessions
of the family or tribe. This meant that steps were taken to ensure that the land would remain in
this framework, and would not be sold. Consequently, the sale of land was less widespread, and
its value was likely to be more stable. The Bible also pins its price to jubilee, and the number of
expected harvests of the field to be sold, on the understanding that the sale of land is not
permanent; the land is to be returned to the original owners at the jubilee. This idea is the
product of the tribal determination to preserve tribal possessions, as one of the means by which
the tribal-agricultural society maintained internal stability.

The sages, on the other hand, were active in an entirely different period in which tribalism did
not feature. They lived within the structure of the Roman Empire, whose communications and



commercial methods were far more advanced than those of previous societies24 In a world
where commerce was relatively freer and more developed, the individual in Palestine was much
less dependent on a restrictive tribal society. For this reason, the sale of land was far more
widespread.

For this reason, it seems, the sages treated land as a unique item just like a pearl and a Torah
scroll, having no fixed worth, and whose price varies in each specific case. The world of the
sages was agricultural, and land was a central possession in the Jewish economy in Palestine
in the Roman period, just as it was in the broader Roman society.2 Accordingly, sages assumed
that someone about to sell his land would examine the transaction carefully, and would not be
defrauded.
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You shall not wrong or oppress a stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.
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if he has wronged no one at all; if he has returned the debtor’s pledge to him and has taken
nothing by robbery; if he has given bread to the hungry and clothed the naked;
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