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The Talmud in Avodah Zarah 10b addresses the character of Esau through a discussion of the Roman Empire’s moral 

hypocrisy. The sages interpret the Roman pursuit of conquest and civilization not as altruistic or civil, but as a disguise 

for exploitation. Rabbi Yossi bar Chanina states that Rome claims to build marketplaces, bridges, and bathhouses for the 

benefit of the populace, but in truth, they serve their own licentiousness and fiscal greed. This comment reflects the same 

symbolic association drawn by the Midrash between Esau, Rome, and the pig—each presents an outer image of virtue 

while concealing moral corruption. The pig's outward display of split hooves mimics kosher status, just as Rome's civic 

achievements mask their ethical depravity. 

 

The Zohar (I:146a) provides a kabbalistic framework for this duplicity, identifying Esau with the kelipah, the "husks" 

that conceal divine sparks. According to the Zohar, Esau represents the outer shell of reality—seemingly powerful, 

culturally refined, and morally complex—but ultimately void of holiness. The pig, in this context, becomes a symbol not 

only of hypocrisy but of tum'ah (ritual impurity) masquerading as taharah (purity). Esau’s inner spiritual deficiency is 

cloaked in the language of honor and tradition, as he poses theological questions to his father Isaac while simultaneously 

transgressing divine ethics. The Zohar emphasizes that this false front is precisely what makes Esau and his progeny so 

dangerous—they distort holiness into a tool for personal gain, which is a deeper form of sitra achra, the Other Side. 

 

A further elaboration appears in Midrash Tanchuma (Tazria 5), where the sages discuss why the Torah distinguishes 

between animals with only one kosher sign. They explain that these animals are metaphors for nations that display partial 

righteousness but lack full spiritual integrity. The pig is singled out as the most insidious example, for its visible kosher 

sign misleads the observer. This midrashic parallel to the Kli Yakar’s commentary reinforces the ethical dimension of 

purity laws—namely, that external conformity without internal moral substance is not merely insufficient but actively 

corruptive. The nation of Esau, and by extension Rome, is seen as the embodiment of this spiritual danger: a power 

structure that mimics righteousness to legitimize violence and injustice. 

 

The Sifre on Deuteronomy 33 further contrasts Jacob and Esau, interpreting Jacob’s voice as one of prayer and Torah, 

while Esau’s hands symbolize coercion and warfare. This dichotomy is not merely descriptive but polemical: Esau 

represents a mode of power that is antithetical to the divine covenant. Even when Esau seeks reconciliation, as in Genesis 

33, the Rabbis are skeptical. As noted in Bereishit Rabbah 78:9, Esau’s kiss to Jacob is traditionally read with 

suspicion—“he kissed him” is marked with unusual dots in the Torah scroll, prompting the midrashic view that Esau bit 

him rather than embraced him. This underscores the idea that Esau’s gestures of peace are superficial, masking hostile 

intent—again reinforcing the motif of deceptive externality. 

 

In a striking passage from Vayikra Rabbah 13:5, the sages address the messianic future by noting that just as the pig is 

currently non-kosher but will one day be permitted (according to some opinions), so too the nations represented by the 

pig will undergo transformation. Some midrashim interpret this as a veiled reference to Rome’s eventual submission to 

divine truth at the end of days. The metaphor of the pig is thus eschatological as well: not only does it signify present-

day deception, but it also points to the ultimate rectification of even the most corrupt forces. However, until that 

redemptive moment, the pig—like Esau and Rome—remains a symbol of spiritual distortion. 

 

Furthermore, Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer (ch. 38) presents Esau as embodying the traits of sheker (falsehood) and chitzoniyut 

(superficiality). While Jacob is associated with the inner world of emet (truth) and covenant, Esau is linked with outer 

appearance and immediate gratification. This dichotomy is dramatized in Esau’s impulsive sale of his birthright in 

exchange for lentil stew—a transaction that epitomizes the rejection of long-term spiritual commitment in favor of 

fleeting material desire. Just as the pig’s external features suggest permissibility, Esau’s identity appears noble and 

powerful, but upon closer examination, it is hollow. 

 

In sum, the association of Esau with the pig in Midrash, Talmud, and Zohar reflects a broader theological and ethical 

critique. The danger of Esau, like that of Rome and the pig, lies not in overt wickedness but in the ability to disguise 

impurity in the language of virtue. This symbolic alignment challenges readers to look beyond appearances and discern 

the moral and spiritual essence of individuals, societies, and systems. The Torah’s dietary laws, when read through the 

lens of rabbinic interpretation, thus emerge as a profound allegory for ethical vigilance and spiritual discernment.m. 


