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Individualism and Collectivism:
A Torah Perspective

A central theme of political and social philosophy is the existence of two
distinct and often conflicting concepts, individualism and collectivism.
The individualist attitude as advanced by Thomas Hobbes, perhaps the
most analytic of all contractarian theorists, sees the individual as
temporally and logically prior to the sovereign or state. Hence, at least
theoretically, Hobbes recognizes a time when no such collectivity existed;
a time which he refers to as the “state of nature.”!

In contrast to John Locke’s relatively peaceful and calm state of
nature,? Hobbes pictures this era as a state of war in which individuals,
essentially antisocial, are motivated purely by self interest. Because of this
human condition, it becomes necessary for individuals to collectively
enter into a type of agreement commonly referred to as a “social con-
tract.” Accordingly, the collectivity is merely a conglomerate or partner-
ship binding those who choose to become a part of it.3

Other philosophic schools of thought, particularly theorists of the
general will, are often quite critical of individualism. In his classic
formulation of the general will, Jean Jacques Rousseau sees the relation
of the individual to the collectivity as a matter of will, not merely as one
of agreement. The collectivity possesses its own identity, distinct from
that of its individual members.* Hence, Rousseau argues that, “each
individual can have as a man a private will that is contrary or different
from the general will he has as a citizen.””S For Rousseau, the general will
is endowed with a transcendent quality which supercedes individual aims
and needs, and, as a result, an individual can be forced to obey the

N



Yonason Sacks 71

general will. Accordingly, he paradoxically asserts that by pursuing the
general will man is being “forced to be free.”¢

Jewish tradition, in a quite different framework, acknowledges both
individualism and collectivism. From its perspective, however, the issue is
not one of a socio-economic nature but rather of an existential and
metaphysical one. The question, as formulated by Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik, becomes, “was the human charisma, the imago dei,
bestowed upon solitary, lonely man or upon man within a social frame of
reference? In retreat or in togetherness—where does man find his true
self?”7

Elsewhere Rabbi Soloveitchik asserts that the dialectical nature of
man, who is both individual and community oriented, stems from the
two accounts of his creation.8 In the first account of the creation of man,
Adam and Eve emerge as independent personalities lacking a sense of
community. 1ap31 27 IMX X172 DPOK 09¥2 MY OIRT NX ODPOK K131
DX X712 (Gen. 1:27). Accordingly, Rabbi Soloveitchik argues that, “the
whole theory of the social contract brought to perfection by the philoso-
phers of the Age of Reason, reflects the thinking of Adam the first,
identifying man with his intellectual nature and creative technological
will and finding in human existence coherence, legitimacy and reason-
ableness exclusively.””?

In the second chapter of Bereshit, however, a sense of coexistence and
community emerges. 17313 MY 12 MWYK 1125 0K M1 210 RS (Gen. 2:18).
In fact, comments Rabbi Soloveitchik, both aspects are true. “The great-
ness of man manifests itself in his inner contradiction, in his dialectical
nature, in his being single and unrelated to anyone, as well as in his being
thou-related and belonging to a community structure.’”10

The inherent and infinite worth of the individual is perhaps best
expressed in the Mishnah (Sanbhedrin IV:5):

21N ¥oy 5yn SxAwm Nnx wol 1At Yow 7mSY o otk X131 35
07 197K3 2N POV YN PRAwm nnx woa opnn Yo .XOn o5y 13K 1Ko
02w K21 9mwa et 3 TR R 50 b L L xDn o

Central to this doctrine is the belief that the life of the individual
cannot be sacrificed for the sake of the community. The Rambam, basing
himself on the Mishnah and the Talmud Yerushalmi (Terumot VIIL:4),
writes:

,00512 2713 1KY DX WA OO0 TR 15 120 01510 21y 039 116K DR
1155w NNAX wo1 oY 1on? K1 0510 na

Although the Torah confirms several elements of individualist philoso-
phy, it would be incorrect to equate the concept of individualism from a
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Torah perspective with its counterpart in secular philosophy. Whereas
secular individualists are largely concerned with personal rights and
liberties, the Torah stresses individualism as a foundation of self-worth
and sanctity.12

In addition, individualism from a Torah perspective can hardly be
characterized as a state of war in which everyone pursues his or her own
self interest. The principle of ‘arevut or collective responsibility requires,
both philosophically as well as halakhically, that each individual concern
himself with the aims and needs of others. This biblical imperative
demands that one view the obligations of his fellow man as an extension
of his own.13 Accordingly, one is even required to perform a mizvab a
second time in order to insure that one’s fellow man fulfills his personal
obligation. The principle of ‘arevut with respect to mizvot is most suc-
cinctly formulated by the Ritva who writes:

LETI03 713792 FIND 270 91T RWIW 1AM 0K Sy a1 oow mionan 9o
MY iy P Sow mh oy myy RV 20w 97YK 1NN YT IRY
1439705 XYM T 005 37 WYY XI 199K RET TR AT 1wl

Furthermore, in a different context, the Ritva formulates the principle
of communal responsibility in a collective sense: M Py Sxw? 53 ™
TR M0 09 Y. ‘Arevut implies a singular collective unit of Knesset
Yisra’el of which each individual is responsible to be a part.1$

The need for the individual to associate and concern himself with other
members of the community is clearly evident in the obligation of prayer.
Even when one engages in private prayer, he is required to incorporate
the needs of others into his personal supplication. The Talmud (Berakhot
12b) states:

WX 1A Sy oM wpa® % waxw 93,277 imawn X3 KIrm N3 720 0K
oy 55005 S1ima 1% xunm 9 a55n DIK D) MKW KD Xp) wpan

Furthermore, the Talmud (ibid., 8a) emphasizes the effectiveness of
public prayer: mXiw 0731 Sw IN970N2 DX 7P PRY 71 WK JR3 120
OX1? X721 71720 5p .

Public prayer, however, does not simply refer to individual prayer in a
group setting, but rather to a singularly collective prayer on behalf of the
community as a whole. Whereas the former is called tefillah bi-zibbur or
prayer within a community framework, the Rambam terms the latter
tefillat ha-zibbur, the prayer of the community.16 Hence, even those who
already engaged in private prayer together with the group are obligated
to remain standing for the reader’s repetition of the ‘@midab which is the
collective prayer of the community.1”7 Accordingly, the Rambam does
not speak of congregational prayer as a categorical obligation, but rather
as a qualitatively superior form of prayer: Tmn nynwa a7 nSon,
“The communal prayer is always heard.”18



Yonason Sacks 73

The notion of halakhic collectivism is not unique to prayer but is
evident throughout the Torah. The Torah ascribes added significance to a
migvah by virtue of its collective nature. Hence, should an individual lose
a close relative during a festival, his personal obligation to mourn is
suspended until the conclusion of that festival in order to allow him to
fulfill the obligation of simbab or rejoicing during that yom tov. In
explaining the priority given to the obligation of that simbah, the Talmud
(Mo‘ed Kattan 14b) states: 711 nwy 111 07277 7wy "nX. The Rambam
maintains that both of these obligations, mourning the loss of a relative
and rejoicing on a festival, are biblical commandments.*® Hence, even
from a biblical perspective, preference is shown to a collective obligation.
Furthermore, basing themselves on an incident involving Rabbi Eliezer
who freed his slave in order to insure tefillah bi-zibbur, Tosafot asserts
that even a collective rabbinic obligation can override a personal biblical
prohibition.20

The distinction between individual and collective obligations is often
evident in the Torah’s formulation of the commandment itself. Whereas
individual obligations are often stated in the plural, collective imperatives
are formulated in the singular, thus emphasizing the collectivity as a
whole. An example of the latter is the obligation of counting the years of
the Jubilee cycle. Unlike the mizvah of taking a lulav on Sukkot which is
formulated in the plural, 3% onmp1 (Lev. 23:40),21 here the Torah
states, 72 n1o01 (Lev. 25:8). For this reason, the Sifre (ibid.) comments
71 n™3 75 noo, limiting the obligation of counting the Jubilee years to
the highest court which represents the people of Israel as a whole.

Another example is the obligation of counting the ‘omer which,
although initially rendered in the plural, 03% onaoo1 (Lev. 23:15), is later
repeated in the singular 7% 190N (Deut. 16:9). Accordingly, the Torah
requires each individual to count the ‘omer, thereby accounting for the
initial plural formulation of this commandment. However, basing him-
self on the second singular formulation, Rabbi Eliezer argues (Menahot
65b) that the counting must be 7*7 n™22 %N, dependent on the highest
court as well. Hence, this court, the collective representative of Israel,
must determine when the counting begins. The Sifre (Deut. 16:9) requires
that the ‘omer be counted twice, once individually and a second time
collectively, by the highest court.22

A further example of a Parshah which contains individual as well as
collective elements is the tokhahah, the portion of the Torah which
discusses divine retribution. The tokbahab, like the commandment to
count the ‘omer, is found twice in the Torah. In the book of Vayikra
(Chapter 26), it is formulated in the plural, addressing each individual
member of Bnei Yisra’el. In Devarim {Chapter 28), however, it is
repeated in the singular, which the Gaon of Vilna explains is directed to
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the collective unit of Kuesset Yisra’el.23 The collective quality of this
tokbahal is emphasized by the verses (Deut. 29:13-14) which follow it:

19 13w WK NK D DRI 9K NKT KT M2 DK D02 121K 03725 0onK K9
07177 1NY 715 12K WX DX 'lJ"PLJN 71185 0 Ty uny

Rashi explains that this phrase 0372% nanx x5 includes o™y M
n1Y, even generations that are destined to yet come into existence.24
Thus, the collective nature of the tokbabab in particular, and Knesset
Yisra’el in general, includes any future member of Buei Yisra’el as well.

Implicit in the concept of Knesset Yisra’el is a collective unity which
exceeds the sum of the individuals who make it up. This transcendent
quality is evident from the views of the Rambam and Tosafot regarding
the ownership of Erez Yisra’el. The Talmud {Baba Kamma 70a) states
that a lender who wishes to collect his debt through an agent must
formally transfer the power of attorney to him, otherwise the borrower
can maintain that the agent has no claim against him. In order for this
transfer to occur, a formal acquisition is necessary. One possible method
is a kinyan agav, whereby the lender transfers the loan to the agent via
property. The Geonim maintain that even an individual who lacks prop-
erty can nonetheless perform a kinyan agav utilizing yIXaw nmmx 3
5% w7, his share in the ownership of the Land of Israel.2S Both Tosafot
and the Rambam disagree, maintaining that only an individual that owns
private property in Erez Yisra’el can perform this kinyan.26 True, Erez
Yisra’el was given to Knesset Yisra’el, but this is to be understood
exclusively in a collective sense. Erez Yisra’el was God’s gift to the
independent collectivity of Knesset Yisra’el which in no way implies
individual rights of property.

Similarly, the Mishnah (Nedarim IV:5) states: . . . "9y nx1 79y 1m0
V¥DRIW MM MY DT 00 il . L. 933 9 Sw ot pamm omaw
7. Rabbi Yosef argues and maintains that, *13 71 PRw ™32 noadon na
m7 amon. Even a synagogue is considered as an entity which cannot be
divided27 and, as such, the Ramban claims should also not be subject to a
personal vow.28 Implicit in this Mishnah is the notion that Knesset
Yisra’el is not to be viewed merely as a conglomerate or partnership of
many individuals but rather as an independent collective unit. Hence, a
vow uttered by a single individual cannot affect the use of that which is
communally owned.

In summary, from the Torah’s existential and metaphysical perspec-
tive, individualism and collectivism are not mutually exclusive doctrines.
Both experiences, that of independence as well as that of togetherness,
are inseparable basic elements of man’s religious experience and aware-
ness. The Jew must recognize that having been created in God’s image, he
is personally endowed with infinite worth and sanctity. At the same time,
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however, he must see himself as part of a covenantal community, the
unique and indivisible collectivity of Knesset Yisra’el.
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