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DIGEST 

Berdyczewski and Ahad ha-Am both were interested in the 

problem of the survival of the Jews. Each approaches the 

problem differently. Bel ... dyczewski is convinced that the 

survival of the Jews only can be accomplished by means of the 

salvation of the individual through his own efforts. Ahad 

ha-A:m, on the ethel" hand, believes that the salvation of the 

individual Jew can be found only through the salvation of the 

nation. 

Ahad ha-Am assumed ·that the individual is established 

for the sake of the connnun:tty and the nation. 'I'he. nation, 

however, is not established for the sake of the individual 

alone. It is developed in order that it be a spiritual 

center from which would emanate the cultural and moral 

patterns of the people. His concept of "spiritual Zionism" 

is buil·b around the notion that the land would be a 11model 

for imitationn for the people of Jewish stock in all the 

lands of the Diaspora. The individual is not justified in 

interfering with the work of the conununity or the nation 

because it; is responsible for the maintenance and development 

of "Judaism11 • 

Micha Josef Berdyczewski was the rebel. He was defiant 

of the past, of its ·braditions and its author:tty. Using the 

philosophy of Nietzsche as a guide he arrived at an attitude 

concerning the individual and society. He feared tha.t the 
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individual would be stifled by the group. In order to argue 

conclusively against the notion of the dominance of the past 

or the society he questioned the.validity of the former and 

the very existence of the latter. He believed that the 

individual has ultimate freedom, that f1Judaism 11 is not a 

definitive term and that the religion which is known as 

"Judaismu is totally individual in nature. One may speak of 

a 11 group feelingn, but this is developed for the sake of 

convenience and is not real. 

I'l'i is our contention that the general '·benor of 11 Reform 

Judaismn is more in consonance with the above thinking of 

Berdyczewski, than with tha·c of Ahad ha-Am. 



-, 
' 

---- --------------------

INTRODUCTION 

Men are most influential by virtue of the ideas they 

express. Often these ideas appear to be radical and so are 

opposed by similarly radical views of the opposite nature. 

In any discussion there are many positions possible within 

a variety of degrees of interpretation. Rarely are those 

views which we would call the t1fundamental 11 position and 

the 1'liberal 11 position lacking. Approaching these two 

extreme positions are the views of the two authors being 

examined in this work with reference to the relative 

importance of the society and the individual. Ahad ha-Am, 

th~ traditionalist, confronts Micha Josef Berdyczewski, the 

cold liberal, the rebel. Ahad ha-Am wages his battle with 

both heart and mind. Berdyczewski stretches reason to 

its farthest limits, declaring the heart to be an invalid 

instrument for logic and argumentation. The position of 

each has left its mark on the ·thinking of Jews of later 

ages. The serious student must take a stand on the question 

of the relation between the society and the individual. 

Some insights may be found through an examination of the 

positions of Ahad ha-Am and Berdyczewski. 

This, basically, is the scope of the work - an examina

tion of the philosophies of Ahad ha-Am and Micha Josef 

Berdyczewski with regard to their views on the importance 
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of the lndividual and/or the society. This stated scope 

needs some explanation. An examination of the philosophies 

of each is not possible in the sense that one migh·t; 

examine the philosophic system of Aristotle, or any other 

systematic philosopher. Ahad ha-Am does approach systemati

zation, but Berdyczewski cannot be called a systema·tic 

philosopher. We can examine the works of each to cull 

from them their• attitudes with regard to the stated 

subject matter. We can systematize this selection, but no 

such order can be attributed to these writers themselves 

which they did not develop. For that reason it may appeal~ 

at times that there are contradictions within the thinking 

of one or the other writer. If it is remembered that 

we are examining philosophies and not philosophic systems 

we will realize tr1a t neither writer conmli ts hj.mself to 

logj.cal consistency. Thus, we cannot expect that ·there 

might not be contradiction. This work will show such 

contradictions, but any attempt at resolution is not 

necessary. 

The method of the work, then, will be to examine 

portions of ·the writings of each author, showing important 

themes which bear on the stated scope of the paper. We 

have attempted to read the major contributions of each 

author in order to gain a general understanding of his 

approach. The development herein is based on this selected 

examination of the works of Ahad ha-Am and Berdyczewski. 

Bo·th Aha d. ha-Am and Berdyczewski were concerned with 

-------------- ----
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the same problem, the survival of Jews. The i.r methodology 

and conclusions were very different. They complemented 

each other in the sense that they offered to their age two 

extreme positions. Pairs of ·this type are not uncommon in 

history. 

In every age pairs such as these were found, 
Housseau and Voltaire, Goethe and Schiller, Turgenev 
and Dostoyevsky - these pairs complement each 
other, the one being easy-going and ·the other 
intense, the one being the defense attorney and 
the other the prosecuting attorney. Ahad ha-Am 
is the former and Berdyczewski the latter.l 

Ahad ha-Am believes that the salvation of the individual 

Jew can be found only through the salvation of the nation. 

Berdyczewski finds the opposite to be the case. The 

salvation of the individual occurs through the efforts 

of the individual alone. 

We can only guess at the events, conditions, ideas and 

environmental factors which would influence such thinkers 

as these. Certainly conditions of boyhood play an impor

tant role. The ideas which come from study and personal 

meetings must inevitable leave their mark. Any event might 

be of import. We can only diseuss certain conditions which 

obviously must have been of significance. 

From early childhood Ahad ha-Am was taught the 

importance of tradition and its thinkj.ng. The fact that 

his father was a wealthy Hasid brought into his life a 

deep contact with a most fundamental ~nd emotional type of 

Judaism. The fact that he was reared in Russia in 1856 

during a period of turmoil in Jewry of western Europe,2 
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forced him to develop attitudes toward a liberalization 

of Judaism. His contacts with the Hovevei ~ in Odessa 

solidified in him a great love for the J.Jand of Israel and 

the ideal that it represented. His burning desire to 

develop the attitude of the Hovevei Zion in all the 

Diaspora is expressed in his writings., 

We should not be unduly impatient in our 
attempt to achieve, through appeal to self
interest7 things which have not reached their 
proper t~me for achievement by strength of the 
ideal itself, for so long as the 1Hibbat Zion' 
has not become a living and burning feeling in 
the heart of the people we lack the only founda
tion upon which the land migh·t be built. There
fore we must strive, with all our s·trength, to 
increase our love for our people and our esteem 
for the land of our fa·thers. 3 

The love that was developed in his childhood grew into 

a burning passion. 

That love could not understand the liberalism of 

man Jews in the ~est and elsewhere. It could not accept 

the premise that the tradition and its emphases were 

invalid. It could not accept the philosophic notions 

which were running rampant. It could not agree that 

popmlar philosophic notions necessarily opposed Judaism 

and fostered destruction. 

Ahad ha-.Am was fully aware of the influences of those 

rebels who tried to make of Judaism a completely individual 

religion. There was no doubt in his mind that these ttyouthsn 

(Berdyczewski and his followers) were misguided, that they 
~ 

misunderstood their master, Nietzsche. 
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If our 11Nietzscheanstt would have done so 
§.nalyziJ they would have found the teachings 
of ·their master contains in truth 'two differ
ent points•, one universally humanistic and 
one Aryan only, and that the former not only 
does not oppose Judaism bu.t adds to its s't;rength. 4 

These ''Nietzscheans" have talten the wrong element out 

5 

~f his(Nietzsche's) philosophy. They have not dwelled on 

the aspect which allows for the freedom of the superior 

type from the suppression of the masses. On the contrary, 

they have dwelt on the freedom of the physical life from 

the limitations of the spirit. This type of notion could 

never be in consonance with Judaism, which for so many 

years has protested against the use of force in fa~r 

of the rights of the spi:d.t. This people would not 

possj.bly accept a notion which "muld debase it to idolatry 

w~en it spent so much time building the temple and the 

ideals w.hich it represented.5 

The rights of the spirit were important to Ahad ha-Am, 

that aspect being carried over into his emphasis on 

spiritual Zionism. A connection may be found between 

the spiritual approach of other writers, particularly 

Hess and Smolenskin, and this approach. 

His "spiritual11 approach to Zj_onism had been 
anticipated by other nineteenth-cnetury Jews, and 
most notably by Moses Hess in his • • • Home and 
Jerusale~, ••• published in 1862, and ~et*el? 
Smolenskin in his articles in his monthly Ha-Shah§r. 
and in his • • • book !m ~' ~ Eternal Pegple 
(1873) and other works. Both Hess and &'molenskin 
wrote before the ~mergence of any kind of organized 
Zionist activity. · 

His Hasidic family life, his attitude toward trad:l.tion 
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and Bible, his involvement ·with the "Hibbath Zion" and 

his view of the world as influenced by other writers, all 

contributed to his reverence for the group.. His Hasidia 

background gave to him a warmth which was dependent on the 

group. The tradition and the Bible contributed the idea 

of the ''mission" of the people. The ''Hibbath Zion" fostered 

his budding love of Zion. His anti-wes·tern feeling caused 

him to be repelled by the philosophy which influenced 

the rebels of the west. Such writers as Hess and Smolenskin 

influenced him, as they did so many others, because he 

found in them an emphasis on the spirit rather than on 

·the material. We will see that this spiritualism pervades 

his thought in every aspect. 

The spirit: ual was not; so strong in the writing of 

Micha Josef Berdyczewski.. He has been considered a rebel, 

openly de.fiant of the tradition of the past, openly 

rebellious against authority. On the surface it might 

appear that the enviornmental cond.i tions of his boyhood 

were sl.milar to those of Ahad ha"Am., He too was born in 

Russia, but nine years la·ter. His father too was a Hasid. 

His family life might have been much like ·that of his 

antagonist except for the fact that his writings do not 

indica ·te that st1ch was the case. It is evident to even 

an amateur psychologist that any given event in the 

life of an individual may have either a pbsitive or 

negative effect. The authoritarian system w.hich Berdyczewski 

knew in his home was not pleasant to him. He viewed it 

,, 
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more as a yoke than an emotional experience. He wished 

that this yoke be removed., The personifaction of that 

burden was his father, 

Then I imagined to myself ·that my father 
too had died, that I was freed from the yoke 
of the Cheder, and that I was learning to swing 
the hammer upon the heated iron erb the black
smith's, whithe:t• I u~ed to steal away to watch 
h:i.m at his work ••• 

We might conjecttlre tha·t this is wish-fulfillment. The 

strong feeling against his father may have caused him to 

rebel against any father figure, God being the projection 

of that image onto the world. His rebellion against the 

authority of ·the tradition and of God very well could have 

been caused by such feelings from his youth. 

This hatred for authority would lead to his attitude 

toward the Bible. For him it could not be a book which in 

any way described the best of all possible worlds. The 

life of the ancient Hebrews before the time of Scripture 

was to be considered worthy as well as life after it. The 

authority wh:tch the Bible held for man~ necessa!•ily was 

rejected because of his rejection of authority in general. 

This attitude of rebellion undoub·tedly led him to 

search for a new form of expression for his radicalism • 

This form could be found in the thought of Nietzsche. 

Ahad ha-Am gives an adequate review of that philosophy.8 

He LNietzsche7 said that the purpose of the 
species of man, like all the rest of the species 
of creattlres, is: to nurture and expand incessantly 
the powel''S which nature gave to hlm, in order 
that ·the specific type might develop to the high
est level to which it is capable of attaining. 
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Since the perfection of a specific type is possible 
only by means of ·bhe ''struggle for existence" 
between individuals of the species, so that the 
strong becomes stronger and advances higher and 
h:tgher and does not pay atte:r~tion if for this he 
must step on the heads of the weak and crush them 
underfoot, it follows that it is with great 
error that we are mired in the moral law in order 
to support the premise that it is the 11good 11 

which contributes to the welfare of men in general 
and lessens suffering in the world, and that it is 
the "evil" which introduces and increases suffering 
amongst men.9 

The perfec·tion of the individual is to be the goal in 

life. Continuing in his explanation of the Nietzschean 

philosophy, Ahad ha-Am shows how th:i.s individual becomes 

the ''superman''• 

Good is the strong man who has the power 
to expand and complete his life, and also has 
the will to be a ruler in ·the world without 

:, considering at all the loss which wfll result 
from this to the great mass of weak and lesser 
·men. Accordingly it is only he, this ''superman 11 , 

who is the essence and goal of the human race, 
and the rest wei•e only created to serve him and 
to be his laddrer on which he 'vould go up and 
climb to the level which is proper to him • • • 
The moral and cultural V&lue of any age is not 
dependent then, as customarily is thought, on 
the level of happiness and culture of the 
majority of men of the age but rather, on 
·the contrary, on the exten~ of the exaltation 
of the specific type in one or more individuals 
above the general level of the great majority.lO 

8 

Here Berdyczewski found a type of individualism which 

kne11v no compromise.. The world was created for the sake 

of the ''superman". No group interest could interfere with 

the maturation of the person. Berdyczewski constantly 

expressed the feal~ that the individual would be stifled 

by the group. Both his mention of Nietzsche and his 

. -
I I 



I 
I 

I 
I 

I 
t· 
t 
lc~ 

j 

i 
l 

'j 

.~~~--------~----~~~~============~==~~--~~----------~ .. ~~~.~. 
·\'-~t 

9 

emphasis on a philosophic attitude which was in consonance 

w:i:th the "superman 11 philosophy would lead to the conclusion 

that the influence was very direct. It would appear that 

Berdyczewski did not go as far as Nietzsche in his develop

ment. His thought retained a place for group ''feeling''• 

It is in emphasis that the two greatly resemble each o·cher,. 

While Nietzsche and Berdyczewski are .smilar in 

emphasis Ahad ha-Am and Berdyczewski appear to be funda

mentally opposed one to another. Before we can make any 

definitive statement the evidence must be examined, however. 

We must attempt; to understand the nature of their differences 

whether they involve content or merely emphasi.s and 

approach. The true na·cure of their differences will become 

apparent after we have made our examination. It is not 

our pr:i.mary concern, however, to discover the essence of 

their differences from any other than a philosophic 

point of view, and that only with respect to Heform 

Judaism. We are primarily in·terested in the question: 

What can the group-consc:i.ous :phiileJSoi@hy of AhHd ha-.Am anc1 

the individual-conscious thinking of Berdyczewski contribute 

to the development of Heform Judaism? Incidentally we will 

be interested to see which philosophy has come closest to 

realization in world Jewry and to discover the place of 

the State of Israel in ·the thought of each. Our primary 

question concerning Heform Judaism can be answered only 

after our examination of selected ·w·ri tings of Ahad ha-Am 

and Berdyczewski respectively is completed. 
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CHAPTER I 

The view of Ahad ha-Am that the individual is and must 

be subordinate to the society is derived from premises. 

There can be developed from his work a coherent and 

cohesive system. His position my be discovered as a con

clusion rather than a presupposition. That conclusion 

rests on his view of Judaism in the past and the role that 

the individual played. in the development of ·the Jewish people. 

For Ahad ha-Am there is a tension between the people and the 

individual, a tension which is resolved best by the strength

ening of the people. This tension is found in the past. 

He s,ees the Jewish problem arising out of thj.s tension. 

The basic conflict is caused by the struggle of the 

individual against certain factors inherent in Judaism 

itself. These factors, according·j:ro Ahad ha-Am, are 

necessary to the survival of Judaism as a people. The con

tinuance of these factors \dll i11sure the survival of the 

people.. Because their continuance is impol~tant Ahad ha-Am 

takes time to point out these factors at length and to 

describe their merit. 

The prophets .gave to Ahad ha.-Am a Biblical and thus 
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traditional basis for his contention that the group is of 

utmost importance. This traditional proof was important for 

him inasmuch as his Hasidic upbringing engraved upon his 

thinking the importance of tradition and its literature. 

This thinking, which is discussed above,l required that he 

connect his arguments to the past. This he was able to do 

partially through the prophets. 

As regards historic Judaism, Ahad ha-Am 
found its loftiest expression in the teachings 
of the prophets; but to endow these teachings 
with vitality there is a need for a human colmnu
nity as a living protagonist of the idea of 
absolute justice. The Jewish people have long 
cherished this mission and they cling to the 
hope of its fulfillment.2 

The ideal was given by the prophets. The practical applica

tion of that ideal could be found in the community of Israel. 

)~.had ha-Am shows the rigor of logic working here. An 

ideal, that of absolute justice, cannot work without a 

people to carry it out. Whether this ideal "su.bsisted11 in 

the Platonic sense or 'vVhether i·b did not even 11 exist" with-

out the mind of man, it needed man for its implementation. 

The ideal he could find in the prophets. 

The fundrunental ideal of the Hebrew Prophets 
was the universal dominion of absolute justice., 
In heaven it rules through the eternal Righteous 
"who holds in His right hand the attribute of 
judgement, 11 and righteously judges all His crea
tures; and on earth through man, on whom, created 
in Godts image, lies his duty of cherishing the 
attribute of his lVIakel", and helping Him, to the 
best of his meagre power, to guide His work in 
the path of Righteousness. This Idea, with all 
i·bs religious and moral corollaries~ was the 
breath of life to the Hebrew Prophets.3 
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The Idea can only be carried out by man, to the best of his 

ability. In this way does man help God in His work on 

earth. 

Though Ahad ha-Am is able to find the ideal in the 

prophets he finds its necessary implementation only in the 

nation. 

These Prophe·cs of Righteousness transcended 
in spirit political and national boundaries, and 
preached the gospel of justice and charity for 
the whole human race. Yet they remained t;rue to 
their people Israel; they too see in it the 
chosen people; and from their words it might 
appear that Israel is their whole world. But 
their devotion to the universal ideal had its 
effect;s on their national feeling. Their 
nationalism became a kind of corollary to 
their fundamental feeling. • • They knew, 
also, that such work.as this could not be done 
by scattered individuals, approaching it 
sporadically, each man for himself, at differ
ent times and in different places; but that it 
needed a whole cormnunity, which should be con
tinuously, throughou·b all genera·t ions, the 
standard-bearer of the force of Righteousness 
agains1t all the other forces that rule the 
world.'+ 

Against this argumen·b, that the prophetic ideal can 

be best carried out by a people or a cormnunity Ahad ha-Am 

had to contend with the argument that a people or a nation 

in a loose sense of the term might be able to remain 

scattered and still remain a people. The notion of 

7~1W' 77J might be used as an argument against the 

development of any state or country for the Jewish people. 

Ahad ha-Am was able to deal with the argwnent on practical 

grounds, just as he had est;ablished the argument that the 

ideal only could survive in a communi·by. 

·,-~--,, l 
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The ideal of the Prophets is to influence 
practical life in the direction of absolute 
Righteousness - an ideal for which there can 
never be a complete victory. • • This influence, 
a thing practical and not theoretical, demands, 
as a necessary cond:i.tion of its existence, not 
the complete disper~ion of Israel among the 
nations, bu·t, on the contrary, a union and con
centration, at least partial, of all its forces, 
in the place where it will be possible for 
the nation to direct ita life in accordance 
wi·bh its own character.,!) 

The last sentence of this argument is the key to any argu-

ment for a nation being concentra.t;ed in one area. One may 

13 

argue that dispersion would cause a weakening of the ideal 

which is found in the prophets. It would become diluted by 

association with other peoples of different; ideals. In 

order to implement this ideal best, - and this is Ahad ha-Am's 

only hope, for he realized that i'b could not be implemented 

in a;ry complete sense - ·the community had to seek pa1~tial 

concentration. This concentration, then, becomes an inher-

ent factor in Judaism as a means of carrying out the prophe

tic ideal, which in itself is inherent to it. The prophets 

continued, throughout generations, to give to the nation 

its basis. 

Other nations have at various times had their 
Prophets, men whose life was the life of an embodied 
Idea; who had their effect, smaller or greater, on 
their people's h:i.story, and left the results of 
their work in charge of the Priests till the end 
of time. But it is pre-eminently among the 
ancient Hebrews that Prophecy is found, not as an 
accidental or temporary phenomenon, but contin
uously through many generations. Prophecy is, 
as it wgre, the hall-mark of the Hebrew national 
spirit. 
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A second factor inherent in Judaism is group cohesion. 

This is a corollary of the prophetic ideal, but is not the 

same.. It may be a development from the ideal but it is 

more than the ideal. It is that 11 something 11 which is 

intangible, which is a feeling amongst people. Because it 

is a feeling reasons can be given for its development, 

argmnents can be used against it, but no one can point to 

it and no one can disprove its existence. 

This feeling often has been used as an argument to 

prove that Judaism is more than a religion. Judaism is a 

religion plus, that plus· being sometimes a nation, some·l;imes 

a race, some·times a civilization. Ahad ha-Am felt that 

plus, to be a feeling which is intuitive to its people. 

Why are we so different; from any other nation 
or language group? Are those of our brothers 
right who say that we already have ceased being 
a nation and that we are not connected one to 
another except by the bonds of' religion alone? 
But those who say this are only able to speak 
for themselves, for surely there is nothing 
conooon between us except a religious bond and 
the hatred of our enemies; but we, who feel 
in our hearts our Jewish nationality, right-
fully rebuke all who come to destroy, by means 
of reason, our feeling which to us is intui
tive.' 

This feeling, being the consequence of the spiritual 

ideal, is in all people of Israel wherever they may be 

found. 

For now that the religious ideal had con
quered the national (in exile), the nation could 
no longer be satisfied with little, or be content 
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to see in the return to Zion merely its own salva
tion. 11 The land of Israel must be spread over 
all ·the lands, n in order 11 to se·l; the world right 
by the kingdom of the Eternal, 11 in o:r>der that 
"all that have breath in their nostrils might 
say, The Lord God of Israel is King. 11 And so, 
hoping for more than it could possibly achieve, 
the nation ceased gradually to do even what it 
could achieve; and the idea of' the rett1rn to 
Zion, wrapped in a cloud of phantasies and visions, 
withdrew from the world of action, and could no 
longer be a direct stimulus to practical actions. 
Yet even so, it never ceased to live and to exert 
a spiri'l:mal influence; and hence it had sometimes 
an effect even on practigal life, although in
sensibly and indirectly. 

The notion that Israel attempted to become a world-wide 

influence as a people because it could not become a simple 

nation within national boundaries gives to Ahad ha-Am a 

crucial argumen·t for the continuance of the feeling that 

Israel is in some way a special people, that as a group 

it had ~ mission in some sense. Here he becomes a quasi-

psychologist, examining the group mind and seeing that it 

created for itself a world of fantasy to sublimate that 

which it could not have. It could not have its land so 

it made believe that it could have much more than that -

the world. They built cas·tles in the sand, thinking that 

the sand was theirs and that the castles were real and 

eternal. 

The fact that the idea of the election of Israel, 

commonly called 11 ·the Chosen People concepttt, could last for 

so ~ong in spite of the pitiable state of the Jews through

out the ages may be explained by just such a fantasy. The 

notion certainly did not develop as such, having its roots 
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in Biblical literature.. lvJ:ore amazing than its inception is 

its development. Ahad ha-Am however, does not place the 

notion in the fantasy world.. He believes it to be an 

inherent part of Judaism .. He, indeed,.believes that the 

notion of "mission" is inherent to ifudaism, and that Jews 

are people whose mission it is to serve ·their God. 

Israel was chosen for moral development by God. The 

awareness of this election has been preserved throughout 

history by the Jews. The Jews never have tried to convert, 

because it is a characteristic of a superior person to be 

exclusive.. The Jew is distinguished from the rest of the 

world by the fact that he has stricter obligations. Only 

since the French revolution, when.the idea of eque.litybe

came so important, did the idea of "mission 11 arise in the 

sense that the Jews' goodness and ethical standard should be 

spread throughout the world. This lE.l'l:iter interpretation is 

v.rrong, for the Jewish "mission'' always has been interpreted 

as being within the group.. If the rest o:r the world bene

fits it is because they choose to benefit, not because the 

Jews acitively attemp·t to bring the message to the world. In 

this sense Judaism migh·t be considered to be a. supernation. 9 

The Jews, then, consider themselves to be an exclusive 

group. They do not actively attempt to expand this group 

nor do they actiyely try to spread its ideals to the rest 

of' the world. There is a group cohesion which the J"ew will 

not give up even for the sake of spreading those values to 

the rest of the world.. This is due to the fact that the 
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group was chosen by God and every individual in the group was 

chosen by God. Under those circumstances it would be impossi

ble for man to expand the group"' 

Every individual in the group carries with him the 

obligations set upon him by the fact of his "chosenness" .. 

'l'he individual is destined to carry with him any stigma (as 

well as any praise) which the group may place upon h:tm"' He 

is part of the group and cannot escape that fact.. He carries 

the group around with him wherever he goes. If the group is 

accused of being of a certain character then every individual 

in the group carries that stigma with him. If the Jews were 

accused of being liars, or of using the blood of the Gentiles 

for Passover, ·bhen every Jew in the group is accused of that 

by mere fact of his association with the group.lO 

This interesting sociological notion would force every 

Jew to be a member of the group whether to his liking or not. 

If this fact is inherent in Judaism then the fact of margin

ality also would be inherent.· Marginality would lead to that 

notion called 11 sel;f' hatred11 which too would be inherent. 

Judaism, then would be a closed society of positive and 

negative Jews, all of whom would be inherent to the group. 

Though .Ahad ha-Am does not carry his notion of the stigma of 

the chosen people that far, this could be an extension of 

this thought. He did think that such stigma was possible and 

the individual could do nothing to escape. 

The idea of the chosen people, then, is part and parcel 

of Judaism, whether it be taken negatively or positively. 
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For Ahad ha-Am it is inherent and thus is permanent. 

Individual Ego 

The fact that Judaism j.s made up of individuals allows 

for a third inherent f'actor in Judaism. This is the individual 

Ego.. It is defined by Shalom Spiegel as, "the sum of 

memory plus will, the inner union of impression in the past 

with wishes for the future - an organized, spiritual form 

which grows and develops simultaneously with the body.nll 

This Ego is important to our discussion because i'h is a 

combination of the past and the future. 

When a man says ni'', he is not thinking of 
his hair and his nails, w:hich ar•e here today and 
tossea on the dust-heap tomorrow; nor of his hands 
and feet or the o·~her parts of his anatomy of 
flesh anJ blood, '\lll:lich are constantly changing. 
He is thinl{ing of that inner spj.ri t, ol" force, 
which in some hidden manner uni·tes all the im
pressions and memories of the past with all his 
desires and hopes for the future, and makes of 
the whole one single, comple·he, organic entity.l2 

That part of the Ego which looks to the future of~en is 

called "will". It is this will of the individual which is 

cause for great concern, for it can go against the will of the 

group or the society.,l3 This individual will concerns 

Ahad ha-Am in hj_s quest for a nation consisting of j,ndivi

duals but not superseded by them. When the individual will 

comes into confliet with the group will great difficulty 

can arise. Ahad ha-Am sees the normal periods of history 

as those in which the group w:tll j_s dominant. 
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In normal periods - that is, when society is 
pl"'oceeding in all matters along ·bhe path mal"'ked 
out by the preceding generations - past and present 
join forces in a single task: they repeat the 
tale of soc:ial commands to the individual in the 
same language and the same words. At such a time, 
therefore, the individual is able to live in peace 
and quiet in his condition of hypnotic slumber; 
he can move all his life long in the narrow cil"'cle 
described around him by ·the past and the present 
and yet consider himself a free man, knowing and l 
feeling nothing of the iron chains which bind him.,l-1. 

19 

It is in times when the socj_ety does not so domlnate, 

when the past and the present are not made so relevant, that 

conflict arises. Then the individual Ego is allowed to 

dominate. This Ego may be free and may be able to follow its 

own choice, and so it often tries to dominate the national 

will with its freedom. 

Far more dangerous, therefore, is that other 
section which seeks salvation in a Fu·l:iure not 

.connected with our Past, and believes that after 
a history extending over thousands of years a 
people can begin all over again, as though it were 
a newborn child, and create for itself a new 
national land, a new national life and aims. 
This section forgets that; it is the nation - that 
is, the national Ego in the form given it by 
history - that desires to live: not some o·l:iher 
nation, but just this one, with all its essentials, 
and all its memories, and all its hopes. If this 
nation could have become another, it would long 
since have found many ways to its salvation. 
There is, indeed, anothel"' Ego~ the particular 
temporary Ego of each individual Jew. The in
dividual whose existence is endangered is cer
tainly at liberty to seek and escape by an~ means, 
and to find a refuge in any place; ••• 1/ 

The individual Ego, then, is natural in the individual, 

but it only remains natural if it remains subserviant to the 

national or follr Ego. The Ego of society, then, becomes so 

much a part of the individual that it nearly replaces the 
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individual Ego. This process is so unconscious that what the 

individual considers to be his own private Ego is in essence 

a collection of external Egos which have become his. This is 

the natural process wit;h the individual Ego. 

Society, however, which influences the in
dividual, is not a thing apart, external to the 
indj.vidual. Its whole existence and act;ivit:;y are 
in and through individuals, who transmit its 
command one to another, and influence one another, 
by word and deed, in ways determined by the 
spirit of society. It may, therefore be said 
with justice that every individual member of 
society carries in his own being thousands of 
hidden hypnotic agents~ whose commands are stern 
and peremptory. • • The individual obeys, 
unconsciously. • • He is not conscious that it 
is the spirit of other men that thinks in his 
brain and actuates his hand, while his own 
essential spirit, his inner Ego, is sometimes 
utterly at variance with the resulting ideas 
and ac·bions, but canno'i:i make its voice heard 
because ~g the thousand tongues of the ex·ternal 
Ego ••• 

'The inner Ego or the individual Ego remains natural to 

the individual and thus remains an inherent part of Judaism. 

Its subjugation also is an inl1.e.rent part of Judaism. The 

individual Ego is subserviant to the national Ego, the 

external Ego of society. 

National Ego 

The national Ego or folk Ego is that which gives the 

group its inner character and unity and at the same time.is 

that which develops from the aggregate of individuals in the 

group. It, essentially, is the character of the group. It 

may be defined as "a spiritual structmre, an amalgam of · 

past and future, pervading the individual units of the group 
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with a common her•itage of memories and aspirations 11 .17 The 

difference between this Ego and the individual Ego is that 

this is common to all members of the group. 

· The national self also, has been made the 
subject of subtle inquiry and profound reasoning. 
But here, too, some philosophers ••• have come 
to recognize 'tihat in essence and principle this 
idea is nothing but a combination of past and 
future - a combination, that is, of memories 
and impressions with hopes and desires, all close
ly interwoven, and compgn to all the individual 
members of the nation. 

This national Ego is fed by the people themselves. 

Because it is a combination of the past and the future 

specific types of individuals are able to make i'li grow and 

develop. The individuals responsible for the preservation 

of the past are the sages, those men who keep alive the 

memories of past ages. The men responsible for looking to 

the future are the Prophets who bring what they believe to 

be the work of God to the people. 

By all means let ·the sages strengthen the 
Past and at the expense of the Puture. The 
11 Prophets 11 will follow, and will build a strong 
Future on the foundations of the Past. From 
this combination the national Ego will derive 
fulness and strength.l9 

21 

It is mainly by looking to ·the future that the na.·t;ional 

Ego manages to stay alive. Through hopes and desires, ex

pressions of will and striving is ·the common Ego of a people 

kept alive. The future is concerned with the continued exis-

tence of the people. The past only studies that existence. 

Study was no·t enough to keep 'lihe people alive. The Pl"Ophets, 

who were able to talk about future hope, were responsible for 
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the continued existence of the group. 

But, fortunately for itself, the nation did 
not look to the wise men for a solution of the 
question of its e:x:is tience, but to the Prophets; 
and the Prophets gave the solution requ.i:red. rrhey 
made the future live again and so completed tb.e 
self.20 

In Babylon, then, when the nation was begin
ning, under the stress of sudden disaster, to 
despair of the future, the wise men saved what 
they co1.1ld o:t' the national Ego, and the Prophets 
completed ·bheir work, and saved the whole people .21 

The salvation of the national Ego meant the salvat:i.on 

22 

of the rla·l:iion. Ahad ha-Am never doub·bed that the two were so 

closely allied. He never doubted that this I~go was inhel"ent 

in Judaism. This Ego may be made analogous then t~Lthe 

·individual Ego in that it grows and develops, floul"ishes and 

dles in much the same manner. In the you.th of a nation the 

Ego h~s no past, no memories. It has only the future with 

hopes and aspirations. Then it grows and reaches maturity. 

It is here that the amalgam of the past a.nd the future takes 

place. It is in this adult stage that the past is used to 

further the fu·bure, that a nation goes forth wit.h the w:tsdom 

of the ages. Then the strength of the nation dwindles. It 

grows old and degenera·bes. It is during this period tha·t; the 

nation has only the past, that it looks back and not forward, 

that the sages become more important than the prophets. 

There is the possibili·by that the nation will regain some of 

its lost strength by means of faith. This faith sustains tbs 

nat:tonal Ego.22 

The continuance of this Ego is for Aha.d ha.-Am tantamount 
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to the continuance of the nation. Withou·t it the nation 

becomes merely a. group of individuals and dies as a nation. 

The death of the nation would ring the death knoll of 

Judaism for Ahad ha-Am. Such disaster could come about 

given certain necessary conditions. 

23 

The problems which arise in Judaism, as we might assume, 

are due to the inherent factors themselves. When, in the 

·course of time, these inherent. factors become weakened for 

one reason or another, Judaism is in danger of extinction, 

since each one of these factors is vital. Of the four 

inherent factors mentioned above (Prophecy, Group Cohension, 

Individual Ego and National Ego) only three are important 

for our purposes. It may be true that the voice of ·tihe 

prophets is an important part of Judaism. The fact the:t it 

plays an ideal rather than a practical role necessarily 

leaves it out of consideration here, for Ahad ha-Am is more 

concerned with the pr~ctical establisl~ent of the nation 

than with the ideal which may be its base. 

It might happen in the course of time that 
the Jewish people will no longer be one people, 
but, .as at the beginning of its national exis
tence, be split up into many single tribes. 
There would then be not one, b ut many Jewries, 
each with a different character and different 
tendencies according to the land of domicile. 
In the inner and outer e~trangement of the 
unrelated· cornmunit:tes, the oneness of ·bhe people 
would gradually be lost.23 

\ ' 



24 

The oneness of the people depends upon the national existence. 

This national existence as well as this oneness is threatened 

when the Jews are forced to live amongst the non-Jewish 

world.. :Et is easier to keep alive the national spirit when 

the Jews are livj_ng together .. 

One peri.od in Jewish history which so threa;te:Jied the 

oneness of Judaism was the ·time when the Jews were emancipated 

from the Ghetto. Ahad ha-Am feels ·that Judaism departed 

from the ghetto along with the Jew. r.rhis emancipation 

ca.u.sed the division of characte:r- of Judaism which endangered 

its very existence. 

It is not only the Jews who have left the 
ghetto, but also Judaism.. The Jews were exiled 
irrto certain countries only, due to ·t;heir national 
·t;olerance.. But Judaism has done this (or is doing 
it) of itself in every place wherein it comes 
. into contact wj_th the new· culture. The stream 
of this culture, when it comes into proximity, 
overturns the defenses from within, so that it 
no longer is able to be closed and to live a 
life separate unto itself., This spiri.t of our 
people yearns to develop to assimilate the 
bases of the general cul~ure which comes to it 
from outside, to consume them and to regurgj_ tate 
them as part of its essence, as it already has 
done in various ages. Bu"t the conditions of life 
in the Diaspora are not suitable for this. In 
our time the culture is dressed in every place 
in the national spirit of the people of the 
land, and any stranger who would approach it 
must suspend his essence and be consumed by the 
ruling spirit. Therefor, Judaism in ·the Diaspora 
is not able to develop itself in its own way, and 
when i't leaves the walls of the ghetto it is in 
danger of destroying its essential life, or more 
important - its national unity: to be split into 
many kinds of Judaism, to each there being a 
different character and a different life, accord
ing to the number of lands in vThich Je1>TS are 
dispersed. 

The Jews, when they become dispersed among the nations, tend 
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to become similar to the dominant culture. This causes loss 

of identity which Ahad ha-Am fears. 

He does not fear this loss of identi·by so much in the 

form of assimilation as he does in the form of division of 

the people. He believes it possible that t;he people, engag

ing in competition in foreign lands, will become divided in 

character due to the character of the lands in which they live. 

Our nation does not need to fear assimilation, 
either now or in the future, but it most certainly 
needs to fear being divided. For the potential 
of the individuals of our people to perfect their 
national existence depends in every place upon the 
quality of the foreign spiritual forces which pre ... 
vail in that place and which arouse them to com
petitive imitation. There is cause to fear lest 
this potential breaks u~ into various directions, 
according to the variety of spiritual strengths 
in the various lands, so tha:b in the future 
Israel will no longer be one nation but many2 ~ separate tribes, as it was at its inception. ? 

The most crushing blow which Ahad ha·Am sees this 

emancipation bringing to the Jewish people is through the 

intellectual trick of rationalization. The Jews have been 

emancipated and they must learn to cope with the develop

ments of the world. They must learn to reconcile their 

beliefs with the cormnon notions of the world around them. 

They, for example, face the challenge of science. Darwin 

confronts them with the theory of evolu'bion. This theory 

denies purpose and goal in the world. It speaks of a world 

which is neutral, which cares lit·tle abou·b the individual, 

but only speaks of the survival of the fittest. In this kind 

of a world is the Jew forced to live with his belief in the 

mission of Israel. Mission implies some sort of purpose 
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but the theory of evolution speaks of a world totally void of 

teleology& In order to avoid contradiction the emancipated 

Jews have s ·tagna ted or even regressed in their thinking. 

In all d)ther areas they are able to live in their own age, 

but in this one area they have looked to their ancestors 

for ideas. 

Thus this intellectual slavery also is a result 
of political freedom. If not for this freedom, 
en1ancipated Jews would not deny the existence of 
the Jewish nation; they would not have to climb 
to Heaven on an old and rickety ladder, to seek 
there what they might have found on earth. r·t 
might be maintained, indeed, that even then there 
would. have been ·t;hinkers who inclined to look 
for some mis sian • • • But the truth is ·that if 
western Jews were not slaves to their emancipation, 
it would never have entered their heads to con
secrate their people to spiritual missions or 
aims before it had fulfilled that physical, 
natural mission which belongs to every organism ... 
before it had created for itself conditions su1t
able to its character, in which it could devel.op its 
latent powers and aptitudes, its own particular 
form of life, in a normal manner, and in 
obedience to the demands of its nature.26 

The division of the character of Judaism, then, leads to 

notions which are false solutions to old problems. Because 

the emancipated Jew is unable to find group cohesion '\vhich 

leads to notions coherent with ·the group thj.nking, he must 

find notions coherent with his experience. His experience 

is divided, partly w'ithin the non-Jewish world, partly j_n 

the realm of tradition and religion. The conflicts which 

arise due to this dual existence lead either to denial of 

the one or the other aspect of his life. Ahad ha-Am feels 

that this denial would not be necessary if the individual 

were able to live as part of a group experience. 

I 

! : 

. I 
,· 
i 



= 
27 

Dis~_!;1.2R of National Ego 

The breakdown of group cohesion brings with it ·the down

fall of the national Ego. 

The kernel of ·the Jewish problem lies in the 
dangers to which this Jewish folk~Ego is exposed -
not in the economic distress of the Jewish masses, 
dangerous as that may be to the national group, 
and urgen·tly as relief is required; not even in 
the moral distress of the people, however seriously 
sections of it might be imperiled by anti-Semitism. 
The canker at the roots of the Jewish people is 
the meaace to the integrity of its spiritual l~!e, 
·bhe progressive dissolution of the Jewish Ego. '( 

Once the national Ego is disrupted the en·bire unified 

spiritual life of the people will be disrupted. There then 

will be no group spirit to which the individual might turn. 

He would only be able to turn within. The need to turn with-

in, rather than without, destroys the group. 

The degeneration of the national Ego can take place for 

two basic reasons. Either there is too much emphasis placed 

on t;he past without reference to the future, or else there 

is complete reference to the future with no looking back

ward to the past.28 The former method stultifies while the 

latter causes a complete break with anything familiar. The 

proper solution is a union of the two, having an eye on the 

past while striving toward the future. 

~ortancf2_ !2-.ace_£ £!.!. Individual 

The degeneration of the national Ego has a natural 

corallory. If there is no group cohesion leading to a 

breakdown of the group Ego ·then the individual has recourse 
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to one source, himself. The result of the breakdo~1 of the 

group is the strengtheming of the individual. This strength

ening leads to a further weakening of the group. In this 

manner a circular mo·tion is set up, the starting point of 

which becomes blurred in the passage of time" It may be that 

the emphasis on the indj.vidua.l completely causes the break

dow of the group or i·t may be that the breakdown of the 

group, caused by other factors, creates a situation in wh:l.ch 

the individual can rely upon himself alone and thus must be

come strong. Either extreme probably is not correct. The 

most likely process is the circular motion described above. 

In this case the emphasis on ·~he individual is a cause for 

the breakdown of the group. This Ahad ha-Am believed to be 

the case. 

At that time L.af'ter the dispersion? our 
people began to be more concerned about the fate 
of the rj.ghteous individual who perj.shes in spite 
of his r;Iigb.t.eousness • • • Many men who were not 
j_ntellectuall~ satisfied by all these answers 
Lin the Bible/ came to the conclusion that "it 
is vanity to-serve God 11 and ·that "to serve the 
Master '\vithout expectat:ton of reward"' is a deed 
whj.ch has no value. Only then, ~Then the welfare 
of the community could no longer inspire and 
exalt the hear·t, suddenly man remembered ·the 
individua1 7 remembering that besides the life of 
the commun~ ty there is another life \>rhich is 
unique l.imto itself', and that also this life has: 
wants of' pleasure and happiness, and if he Lt'he 
individuaJ} is a ~ighteous person then righteous
ness will be his. 9 

This concern with the righteous individual became more a 

spil~itua1 matter than a nationalistic feeling. This vras a 

religious feeling. The individual involved himself with the 

fate of his own soul rather than with the fate of any national 
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existence. They were not able to be satisfied tvi th the hope 

for a future which they would not see, a national redemption 

which would come long after their death. If that national 

redemption could save them then it would be satisfactory, 

but they were much more concerned with their own salvation 

than with national redemption. 

But since the political lifd grew weaker 
continually, the religious life grew correspond
ingly stronger. The individualistic element in 
the soul of the individual of the nation then 
prevailed more and more over the nationalistic 
element, driving the nation from its last national
istic stronghold ~ the hope of future redemption. 
This hope • • • in time stopped reaching the 
heart in its original form, which accordingly 
said that there is no "'tlj.fference between this 
work and the time of the Messiah except with 
respect to freedom Tram servitude." For the 
living people of the time no longer found comfort 
in all the goodness which would grace their 
nation in the end of days when their eyes no 
longer would see. Rather, each individual sought 
his own very personal share of the hoped for 
general happiness. Even this religion did not 
withhold satisfaction from them, making redemption 
of secondary importance as compared to the 
resurrection of the dead.30 

The Ego of the individual, strengthened by this 

search for individual salvation, interfered with any 

attempts at national feeling. In this stable condition 

the individual is unable to become part of a social 

movement which limits his individualism to even the 

slightest extent. 

The events which came afterward ••• helped 
further to weaken the national feeling, to limit 
the concentration of interest in the inner life 
and thereupon in the life of the congregatj_on 
(in which the needs of the individual fi.nd 
satisfaction). There hardly remained a national 
life for the whole people~ Even those individuals 
who were prepared to feel even an occassional 
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inclination toward worl{ for the nation are not 
able for the most part to rise above their indi
vidualism sufficiently, to subdue before the 
needs of the nation the love of self honor the 
desires of family or communi·~y. This devil, the 
"I" (Ego) of the individual of the community 
rears its head among us in all that we do for 
our people and it extinguishes the national love 
when it occassiona]y reveals itself.3l 

30 

In this sense the individual is not able to control the 

individual Ego, for it seems to interfere with the national 

feeling even when the individual consciously attempts to 

overcome it. 

Ahad ha-Am, by gi vj.ng reasons for the growth of in

dividualism, shows that the arguments of his opponents are 

wi·~hout foundation. They would claim that Judaism has 

destroyed the individual. Ahad ha•Am argues, rather, that 

it is individualism which pa:ttly is responsible for the 

destruction of Judaism, which he sees as interconnected with 

the nation. His adversaries would claim that the individual 

Jew has been subdued before the abstract motal law and that 

he has become unimportant before it.. Ahad ha-Am claims that 

even this is not true, though'the individual is meant to be 

of secondary importance. 

Throughout the history of Judaism, his claim is, the 

individual is important. The Tsadik is the example of the 

individual who is above all else. He is the ''superman'' of 

Nietzsche, the all-important individual of the individualists 

of the age. He is ~he living ~±sproof of the claim that 

Judaism never B.xalted the individual. 
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Judaism never has completely subordinated the 
individual to the masses. All .know the value of 
the "Tsadik" in our ethical literature. From the 
Talmud and Nidrash to the literature of 11Hasidism" 
we learn that the "Tsadik" is not created for 
the sake of others, but rather, on the contrary, 
"the whole world was only created for his sake, 
and he is an end in himseJ.r.32 

This Tsadik is an important person for Ahad ha-Am, for 
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he arms him with the necessary ammunity to show that 

Judaism is not a crass society caring not at all for the 

indivj_dual. It is not the individual which Ahad ha-Am 

abhors so much as it is self interest. Pure self interest 

can only lead to the disintegration of society. The 

importance of the individual alone is not an evil, but 

plac:Lng this importance above all else is fatal. This 

argument - that the individual is worthy but not at the 

expense of the total community - is central for Ahad 

ha-.Am. 
The "language of self interest", which is the 

language of the struggle for survival, speaks to 
each and every man in a style peculiar to him, in 
accordance with his position and ambi:tions, allow
ing no man to communicate with his neighbor. As 
for me, my understanding is too limited to discern 
how this language man remain for us in place of 
the general ~ppeal of the nationalistic feeling 
which united all hearts toward one objective and 
one desire ••• But all acknowledge that on the 
basis of' self.'-interes·t alone, there canno·t; be 
established any ld.nd Qf organized socj_ety or 
great general effott.j3 

The fact of pure self interest will disrupt the building of 

any kind of society. 

These are the reasons for the emphasis on the individual 

in .Ahad ha-.Am' s analysis. The problem of theodicy raj.sed 
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by the destruction of the temple caused the individual to 

question the merit of the group. IJ:'he subsequent weakening 

of the nation placed ·bhe individual in a position where he 

had little else to which he might turn except to himself. 
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His 

own Ego then grew strong and interfered with any attempts to 

rebuild some sort of national unity. Even with this, however 

the individual remained important in the form of the Tsadik. 

On a moral level man never los·b his impor·bance in Judaism., 

Yet on the level of self-interes·b he is abhored by organized 

social Judaism, which Ahad ha-Am advocates. 

Nationalism 

The solution to the breakdown of the inheren·b factors 

in J'udaism is found, for Ahad ha-Arn, in the revival of the 

nation. He sees this revival as being based on history as 

well as historical necessity. In ancient times the individual 

was subordinate to the nation. Then came a turning point :t.n 

Jewish history, the destruction. of 'l:;he Temple. After this 

time the individual grew stronger. IJ:'his fact may be seen 

by the rising emphasis on personal immortality and resurrec

tion of the dead, exemplified in the late Biblical books 

such as PJ!niel. Individual reward was now a common not;ion. 

In later history the nation was weakened and the individual 

strengthened. Thus the argument arose that the Jews all"eady 

had forsaken nationhood for religion. 



Truly there are those of our brothers who say 
that we already have stopped being a nation and 
that we have only a religious connection with each 
other. They feel nothing between u.'3 except a 
religion and common hatred. If that is so why is 
it that their feeling has not spurred us to great 
heights ?3L~ . 
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Ahad ha-Am recognizes the view of others but does not agree 

that theirs is the solution, due to the fact that it has not 

worked., 

This individualism has led the people to become like 

their surroundings for a very special reason. The Jews have 

a tendency to imitat;e and to imitate well. Before long the 

individual takes on the foreign spirit;ual powers which have 

made him subserviant. Thus, his genius for imitation leads 

to assimilation unless directed. He loses his uniqueness by 

means of his great genius.35 There is a solution to this 

problem, and that lies in a central place of common interest. 

But there is one salvation from this danger 
!loss of uniqueness via imitatio£7. Just as in 
~e position of stability the group was ~oldgd in
tq a cohesive whole, despite individual tendenc:Les, 

'by means of a central individual in its midst.-
thus also in the position of breakdown the nation 
will be able to attain the unification of its 
parts, in spite of its local interests, by means 
of a central place, which by its own right, not 
because of some accidental or temporal relation, 
will be a great force to draw to it all hearts, 
to gather all the dispersed people who are sub
serviant to some fixErd loyalty, in a manner that 
the results of the competitive imitation of all 
of them will produce for them through it a purify
ing fire and a unifying bond ••• therefor, all 
who desire the unity of the nation will bow down 
in the end before historical necessity and will 
lift their eyes to the East~6to the center of the 
pattern of our former days.~ 

It is a center which Ahad ha-Am is seeking, a center around 
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which the Jewish nation can be rebuilt. He looks to a specific 

center, to the east, to Palestine, not to any nation as Herzl. 

His hope was bound to the past in argument and in aspiration. 

His entire argument for the reestablishment of t;he 

nation is historically based, Biblically based. He sees in 

the Bible a group which is people centered, not individual 

centered. He sees any success which developed out; of this 

people a result of that peoplehood, not a result of pure 

individual effort. The people needed a central guide-post, 

but they never lost their cohesion. 

This love (that is, the devotion of the 
individual to the welfare of the connnunity) is 
no stranger to our people ••• 
In all the commandments and the statutes, the 
blessings and the curses which the Law of Moses 
put before us there is one a prio~ eternal goal: 
the welfare of the nation as a whole in the land 
of. its inheritance. It does not pay attention 
to the happiness of the individual. Each individual 
of Israel is only the limb of the people of Israel, 
and the good to which the community will attain is 
the reward of the actions of the individual. One 
long chain joins together all the generations, 
from the time of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob un·bil 
the end of time; the covenant which God made wi·bh 
their fathers He keeps with their sons after them, 
and if the fathers will eat sour grapes the teeth 
of the children will be set on edge. For it is one 
people in all generation, the indi·vidua.ls who come and 
go in each generation are only as those small parts 
of a living body, which are renewed daily without 
significantly changing th~ character of the organic 
unity of the whole body.3r 

Since this national sentiment existed in the time of Moses it 

is reasonable to assume that this national sentiment can be 

revived in our time. The critics say that this national 

sentiment is not innate to the Jewish group. The Jews were 

bound to their tribe even if they were not bound to a nation. 
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This shows that they can be ·tied to something larger than 

themselves. Patri~tism is possible.38 

'rhe summary of his argument places the burden of 
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proof upon his adversaries.. He asks that all who would claim 

that no national feeling is found amongst the Jews bring mora 

definj.te proof for thej_r argument. Until that time he calls 

for an increase of devotion to the people and the land.39 

Sp:lritu~ Zionism 

In spite of the fact that Ahad ha-Arn worked for the 

building of the land he realized that it would be impossible 

for vast numbers of J·ews to migrate to Israel as soon as 

it would be built. 

1>1odern economic life is composed of so 
·many different principles, and the development 
of any one of its economic branches depends on 
so many conditions, that there is no·:;possibility 
for any nation 1 ~ven the strongest and the rich
est, to create1n such a short time in any land 
new sour·ees of income sufficient for myriads of 
men .... Thus only a fantasy close to insanity 
could believe that immediately upon the establish
ment of the state would there come ·to it millions 
of Jews, and that the land would provide for them 
adequate sustenance*40 

Because of the complexity of modern life it would be impossible 

to build a land which would be a place of refuge for all 

people. The land will be built, however. It will not be 

built as a place for all Jews as a homeland, but as a 

place from 1.vhich will amana te a spiri·~ vJhich all Jews will 

receive., It will be built by men who are not able to bear the 

surroundings of the Diaspora. They will influence others in 
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the Diaspora to ·~he point that they will want to participate 

in the spirit and perfection of ·the land. This land will 

bring together all those of one sp~rit. The national 

spirit will tben be renewed in the hearts of those both in 

the land and those far away. The feeling of national brother

hood will be strengthened by means of the influence of the 

center upon all the points of the circle .. 41 

The total migration to Palestine is not only impractical 

but also not necessary. The Jewish state as a spiritual 

and cultural center is the only necessary ty}':le of 

establj.shment.. Its spirit and culture would emanate to 

the Jews of the Diaspora~ Only a small settlement in the 

countvy itself would be necessary. In that settlement 

the ~ew would develop all the arts for the sake of the 

many.. By allowing only a small migration the rr.ews 

would make certain that their contribution to the gen-

eral culture would-be a success. Failure would face a 

mass movement .. 42 Any political ideas about the land 

would res·t on a national culture if to be successful. 

But a political idea which does not 
rest on the national culture is apt to turn 
back the heart of the people from the 
spiritual power which is in it and to bear 
in its midst a tendency to sedk "its own 
gloryn in the attainment of material 
power and political rule. Because of 
this the thread which binds us with the 
past will be broken and the historical 

4 basis will be pushed out. from under us. 3 

Pure political Zionism wou.ld be deadly for those:J in the 
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Jewish state. It would cause them ·t;o abandon their spiritual 

outlook, to abandon their culture in favor of a political 

dream. If this dream is shown to be fantasy then they would 

be left with nothing. In the East a cultural Zionism must be 

cultivated to ascertain a true love of Zion, for it is there 

that this love finds its last resting place. 

The land, then, will be .a spiritual and cultural center 

to which every Jew mu.st go, not necessarily to dwell but to 

be influenced. Every Jew will have a desire to see the land 

and will bring back its message to his brothers in the 

Diaspora. 

In this manner the center will grow slowly 
and its influence will increase. When the in
fluence of a thing increases it too will grow. 
In this manner there will be created in the Land 
of Israel a mini a t1.u•e replica of the people of 
Israel, as must necessarily be, until each Jew 
in the Diaspora would consider himself fortunate 
to see the Jewish center with his own eyes, and 
when he returns home he would say to his friend, 
''Do you wish to see the archetype of Jewish man 
in his archetypal image, whether :rabbi, scholar, 
scribe, farmer, artisan, or tnf3rchant'? G·o to the 
Land of Israel and see him. 1144 

This is the great dream of Ahad ha-Am concerning the practi

cal future as opposed to the ideal future of the people of 

Israel. The land will be established as a beacon to all 

those who search for its spirit and it;s culture, for what it 

has to offer. No mass political movement would take place. 

A mass spiritual movement would be the effect of ·the estab-

lismnent of the Land of Israel. All individuals would look 

to the land and the people for support and refuge, for 

guidance and inspiration. 
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I 
The breakdown of the inherent factors in Judaism cause 

the problem to which Ahad ha-Am speaks, the loss of the 

identity of the group. The breakdovvn of group cohesion, the 

weakening o.t' the national Ego and the result;ant stress placed 

on the indiv:i.dual cause this loss of group identity. The 

solution to the problem for Ahad ha.-Am is a. type of national-

ism, a spiritual Zionism. From the Jewish State there would 

emanate an influence to all Jews of the Diaspore.. The 

Diaspore. Jew would look to that State for spiritual and 

cultural guidance. 

In the development' of his philosophy Ahad ha-Am makes 

at least one assump·bion .. that there is some entity which we 

may call 11 Judaismn in which we oa.n find inherent factor•s. 

Tb.a·b assumption is not necessarily a self-evident truth. If 

one were to deny its validity the problem and the solutions 

would be very different. That difference is seen in the 

thinJdng of an opponent of Ahad ha-Am, Micha Josef 

Berdyzcewski. 
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CHAPTER II 

The fact that Berdyczewski does not have a consistently 

developed philosophic system makes any construction of 

such a sys·tem purely subjective. .As we will discover, 

Berdyczewski does have a consistent attitude concerning 

the place of' the individual within society. This attitude 

is found, however, only after piec:i.ng together bits and 

fragments from his thought. If this attitude appears, 

in any way, to be fully developed i·t is only because 

the devalopment is ours, not his. 

In spite of the fact that Berdyczewski does not 

construct a philosophic system, the following observation 

will allow us to advance in ·this examination. Berdyczewski 

held a basic attitude toward ''Judaism", as the word 

commonly is used, and toward the place of the ind:i.vi-

dual within th:i.s entity 11Judaismn. We might guess that 

his attitude toward the latter was based on his attitude 

toward the former, but this is only conjecture. That 

these attitudes do exist will be shown. That they a·e logic

ally connected is very likely, ·though this connection 

is not developed by Berdyczewski to any extent. 

"Judaism" and the indiv:Ldual, then, are the antagonists. 

If ''Judaism" refers to some whole which i.n any wa,y thwarts 
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the freedom and rights of the individual then we might label 

it an evil. If it refers to some abstraction which cannot be 

known directly, then we may not have to worry about it. 

n Judaism11 may be the opponent of the individual Jew. For 

that reason we will start our investigation with a discussion 

of it. 

The term "Judaism" is used loosely to refer to some form 

which many would claim exists in reality. Not only is such 

an entity thought to exist, but it is assumed that this 

entity is continuous throughout; the ages. Conunonly it is 

asstUned that there is a "stream of Jewish thoughtn which 

may be traced back to Biblical days. This stream would be 

used to show our common ground with the prophets, the rabbis, 

or a period in Jewish history. If this stream of Jewish 

thought can be seen to exist in any sense more tangible than 

purely emotional, then some entity called_ "Judaism", referring 

to a monolithic system, can be used and would be consistent 

with reality. Unfortunately, those who use the term rarely 

use it carefully and would not care to attempt to trace such 

a system or such a stream of thought. 

Berdyozewski d:ld think seriously about this term 

u Judaism". He violently disagreed that Jewish thought was 

a continuous uniform strerun.l He disagreed, not merely 

because this thought was to his disliking, but because the 

evidence at which he looked indicated that his position was 

so. 
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Judaism is not common to all generations. 
We recognize the begtn:ning of Israel and primi
tivism only from the book of the teachings and 
:tdeas_ which were perpetuated in Israel after a 
long drawn out battle. and these taught us to say 
that Israel sim:ned and its deeds \tfere evil; but 
we must trace for ourselves the life of the Jews 
who were complete rebels in their strength and 
natural feeling, and this life before the giving 
of the Vfri tinge, how beautifu+, how exalted it 
was, how exalted and how strong! How goodly are 
thy tents 0 Jacob. • • There is. no Judaism com
mon to all generations. The difference is great 
between the a-od of the s:ea and the God fat• whose 
exaltation one puts on tefi.llin. • • The God who 
cries and says: "Every soul will not be revived.''' 
This is not a merciful and compassionate God. 
The God of the Torah is not the God of the Prophets~ 
and the God of the Prophets is not the God of 
the Writings; and the G·od of Isaiah is not the 
God of Ecclesis,stes. It is necessary to say that 
the God of the Song o:f' Scmgs is not the God o:f' 
Ben EHrah and that the God of Deborah is not the 
God of Beruriah?2 

Berdyczewski recognized a development in the God concept. 

He sai"l that there were basic and radical differences during 

the ages in the God concept alone. Since this is so funda

mental to all other developments in any religion it must 

have occurred to him that other changes of a. basic nature 

would have taken place also. 

How can one use the term11 Judaism'' then if that term 
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does not refer to anythl.ng. We say that we follow "Judaism"'• 

Some say that they follow the laws of 11 Judaism
11 

and are 

influenced by the past in 11 Judaism11
• But what past and 

what 11 Judai:sm11 ? What God are those people hearing an.d what 

literature are they reading? Were they to read the litera

ture of the prophets surely they would not find the s~ne 

11 Judaism11 as they would discover in the rralmud. 
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I If we have a strong song whose voice is as the 

voice of God over the many waters, and if along with 
it we have a song whose beauty and nature are as the 
Song of Songs, then wh:l.ch influences us today'! What 
connection is there between~our forefathers and 
their sons 'i' What do we have now from the days of 
old? And also what is in the works of the Talmud 
and the Shulch.an Aruch which is in common with the 
Torah of the prophets'! Which one rules us and our 
generation, the seers and the visionaries or the 
priests and the scribesrr3 

The important question is asked. Which age is that which 

influences us today, which writer, which thought'! If the 

answer to the:b question is vague and ambiguous then one 

would have difficulty tracing a stream of thought through 

Jewish history. If all ages influence us then we must show 

how. Berdyczewski would argue that indeed all ages do in

fluence us, but differently. Certainly the prophets influence 

our thinking today, but so does the thought of Spinoza. They 

are worlds and genera·b ions apart, but both have left their 

imprint. Though both have played a part in our development 

it would appear that there are no essential similarities 

Tha·b natural order would be change rather than stagnation. 

He would al"gu.e that the 11 Jewish man" does not exist, because 

'l-;hat man is different in every age and may not be given 

limits by definition or deliniation of charac·ber and 
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personality. 

This fact leads to the contention that no definition of 

1tJudaism11 is possible. Due to the fact that it is different 

in every age and due to ·bhe fact that there is no continuum 

of essential thought or character either in concept or in 

persons no definition would be adequate. 

TheYt /Who would argue for a definition of 
tt Judaism 'Thave forgot·ben that t;he ancient Hebrews 
preceded-the revelation of Judaism and that their 
ways were diffeJ:•ent from Judaism. Also later 
Judaism does not stand exclusively on the fear 
of heaven ••• 

Judaism is only an abstract term. There 
is no basic Judaism; there are only Jewish 
men who think aod act in different times and 
different ages.5 

The argument that the only el amant continuous :i.n "Judaism" 

is the individual who happens to be born a Jew is here 

advanced. Tha·b individual cert;ainly is differen·b in every 

age with reference to thought and scope of outlook. That 

individual thinks and acts in each age, but his thoughts and 

act ions are different. Thus no abs·bract thought, no basic 

principle, no consistent philosophy or theology is common to 

all these individuals in all ages. Only the existence of 

individuals in each age is evident, not the existence of any 

notion common to all of them. 

This lack of any abstract continuum minimizes the 

importance of the group. What is the group? If there is no 

continuum then certainly there is no group which can exist 

through ·bhe ages. The only possible group then would be ·bha.t 

which would exis·b in one given age.. Even if one would allow 
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the existence of such a group one would have difficulty 

ascribing any raison d'~tre to it. Purpose would be lacking 

if one could not argue that the group continued to exist, 

at least theoretically, in the future as well as in the 

present. People have argued that the Jewish group existed 

to bring hope into the world. Berdyczewski rejects this 

notion, showing that Ecclesiastes is the contradiction of it.6 

He thus does away with even the slightest inkling ·t;ha.t the 

Jewish group could exist for any reason. It does not exist 

and it does not need to exist in an absolute form. 

The group then becomes of minimal importance. Basically 

the argument that the Jewish group is a myth, a fantasy which 

has no basis in reality, is the key argmnent for Berdyczewski. 

If there is no entity 11 Judaism11 then the only entity which 

can be of any importance is the individual Jew. The indi

vidual is important and is entitled to his rights. 

Berdyczewski battled for the rights of the individual Jew. 

Judaism tends to stifle this individual with the tradi'l:iions 

of dead generations.? Man is an individual who exists for 

himself. While it seems that the group exists all around him 

and while it seems that he exists in that group, basically 

he is concerned with his individuality alone. That is his 

very being, his very self.8 He is concerned with it rather 

than with anything else because he can only be concerned 

-w:Lth that which exists. I·t; is the individual alone which 

exists. 
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The idea of' the people and group is only a 
sterile and illusory concept;. I even argue and 
say: the truth is that there is nothing in ex
istence except individual people, people living 
only in the confinemen·t of their body and their 
spirit.9 

This concerned Berdyczewski because he believed that the 

illusion of the group vmuld be able to suppress the rights of 

the individual. Even though thj.s group does not exist in 

reality, still individuals fall prey to its myth. That is 

why he corrtend.ed so vehemently that there is no group - not 

merely because thj.s was consistent with his evidence, but 

because any claim to the contl"ary ·would stifl~ the indj_vidual. 

This is why he argued that no :fundamental principles of 

Judaism exist which may be held binding on every Jew. His 

view was that "Judaism" was different in every age, that the 

people of Israel is a living, chang:i.ng reality.. That is why 

he asked nWhich Judaism?u ·when confronted vdth the view that 

the group existed and dictat;ed to the individual. He feared 

tha·t ·the type of existence '\vhich many proposed was stifling 

to any creativity, to any development. ±t was too narrow .. 

It did not allow for any maturation of the individual in any 

but a fixed direction. He showed this by pointing to Greek 

culture. A basic difference between the Greeks and the Jews 

is not merely that the Jews contributed the ethical ideal to 

the world and the Greeks contributed an appreciation for the 

arts. There is a more significant difference which is not so 

evident., That difference lies in the fact that the .Jews "put 

all their eggs in one basket'', building only the ethical ldeal 
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and considering everything other than it vanity. The 

Greeks on the other hand searched all areas of life wherever 

it lead them. The Jews, in this way, missed many of the rich 

sides of life and became narrow. This narrow existence is 

stultifying.lO It is this type of existence agains·b which 

Berdyczewski fights. The spirit oi' any group, even if merely 

an abstrac·c feeling amongs·b individuals, would not be so 

narrow. Even in a country the national spirit, if to be 

creative, must grant full rights to the individual so that 

he might retain his creativity. 

The national spir•i t is the totality of the 
group, the totality of him who joins all the 
individual works of individual men into one 
culture including a special form; and therefor 
its first and essential principle, the principle 
of its unique existence, is to create the possi
bility to preserve all the dynamic potentials in 

. its egis and in its possessioh, to keep and to 
retain iD it wha·bever the ind.bridual makes and 
creates. 11 

Any person attempting to have any group of people work and 

develop to its fullest capability must allow the individual 

freedom to develop his own potential in whatever direction 

that potential might bring hi.m. This advice he gives to a 

group of people he accuses of not having done ·this. ~'he 

Jewish past, he would argue, is one of restriction rather 

than freedom. 

Th~t past cannot help the Jew of the present or the 

future to any appreciable degree if the Jew remains mired in 

it. The past is stultifying partly because of the character 

of the Jewish past as described above and partly because of 
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the principle that any past, if overemphasized, will hinder 

rather than help. For Berdyczewski the emphasis is on the 

present. The four thousand years of Jewish culture were for 

Berdyczewski a mere abstraction, a mental sum of many single 

centuries and generations, each of' which was as solid and as 

real as our own century and generation, but the latter, just 

because they are ours, have for us more meaning, more reality. 

It is as though Berdyczewski wishes to say: for each man the 

world in wh:tch he lives is - to speak with Leibniz - the best 

of all possible worlds simply because he himself lives in 

it.l2 That past is not important. Indeed it is dangerous. 

The great danger with the past is that it may be worshipped. 

Very ofi;en we tend to value highly that which is old merely 

because :tt is old. The ancient takes on a hint of sanctity .. 

rrhere is something sacred about an old book or an old ideal. 

In ·bhe same sense there seems to be something sacred about 

the Jewish past, the literature and the experience.. Such an 

attitude is dangerous because it does not allow the individual 

the freedom for :i.ndividual development. A break with that 

past is not only desirable but is necessary. 

The breaking of the yoke of the past is a 
necessary and prior condition for :tndividu.als to 
free themselves from ·tihe fetters of discipline and 
tradition, from the bonds of accented falsehoods 
and acceptable cu.stomary truths.,l.:; 

If the individual is to judge for himself, if he is to break 

with that which is believed simply because it is popular to 

do so then he must break with the past and live in the present, 

live within his own thoughts and notions. 
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Living in the past restricts our thoughts and our 

actions. It makes us mechanical men living by tradition and 

worn out modes rather than with any degree of creativity. 

It does not; allow us to build with any degree of individuality. 

We follow one another with no thought and no questioning. We 

may be compared to an army of ants, no·b thinking and not 

caring to think. 

We are some kind of ants, not men; some kind 
of creatures who hearken in every generation 'GO a 
singular command and to a religious statute which 
doesn't always touch upon life; all of us, in our 
youth and in our old age, in our manhood and in our 
womanhood, in our maturity and in our youth, all of 
us are slaves to the letter and to the writing, 
mostly to the letter. • • Do not look to heaven 
or earth, do not look at the world and its fullness, 
do not look at your souls and the conceptions of 
your spirit! took at the writing which was given 
to you, and there is said what you must do and 
what you must no·b do. 

All visions of the world, all dreams of life, 
all emotions of' the soul and of' the desires, 
every enrichment of man and his fulfillment is 
forbidden, is unfit, is rejected because a Jew 
is obligated to hearken ·bo the voice of the text. 

If some feeling comes to you, some desire, 
some inclination, some hope, drag yourself to the 
Beth Ha:midrash, if you value your life, go and 
bow your ear 'GO the scholars of the book and 
listen to their counsels and their words. 

We are oppressed, we need air; and so we 
learn in 'lihe book, we learn, we learn. • • 

We are ants or less than ants.l4 

He who is steeped in the past with no reference to the future 

or particularly the present is called an ant, or less. 

Bitter are the words which cry out against the past. Bitter 

is the denunciation of a life which seeks all answers in the 
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literature of the past with no reference to the present. 

Even those men who usually are considered sancta, the 

scholars, are not free from the biting sar•casm of the 

denunciation .. No one, no matter what his status or learning$ 

can remain with his head in the past ami live a full. and rich 

llfe in the present. We should hearken to that which has 

relevance, not tp the past merely because it is the past. 

We discover relevance by looking around, not by burying our 

head in li teratu:r•e which represents the past. Our world 

becomes and anthill and our li:f'er•.a constant march in :l.ts 

dark recesses. 

Berdyczewsk1 continues his sermonic style about the 

relationship of the indivldual to the present and the past: 

The past::·,eupencedes the present,; 1 t takes 
from us the treasures of the present and makes us 

·bearers of a burden ••• 

Wca must stop being Jews of abstract Judaism. 
We must be substantial Jews, a vital and estab
lished peopla.15 

It is for this reason that he so worries about the relation-

' ship of the past to the present. 'l'he indlvidual, by becom-

ing involved with the past rather than the present, tends 

to lose his nself11 in that past. It is the present which 

affords him the opportunity to express himself. I'he past 

oan only restrain. The efforts of the individual are 

restr~uned by those things which come to us from the past: 

All that is among Qa, that is pertinent to 
us through the enlightenment of our souls, is 
the present, that which is our reality 
and our eternality. Not so is that which 
is given us, which comes to us from the past, 
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that which we already have done and have heard; 
it is strange to us at the time when we begin 
renewing our works and our efforts ••• in the 
time when we attempt to go by ourselves, we see 
in the past, in everything which is ours from 
bygone days, something restraining us and our 
efforts. Allow us, we say, to go by ourselves, 
by ou1" own method. Give us a spirit to s·br:tve 
with our own breath, give us the first day of 
the week not the last. • • Allow us to attune 
our ears to our own Torah, to carve our path 
for life according to the vision of our ~~n 

·spirit and the yearning of our own soul.· 

The thought expressed here makes the transition from the 

concern with the past to the concern with the individual. 
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When we try to go on our own, when we attempt to be creative 

by virtue of our own talents, the res·brictions of the past 

come forth to prevent us from doing so. Berdyczewski pleads 

to allow the individual to start with himself, to s·bart where 

he may, rather than at the end of a long road which has been 

cal"ved before him. If the past is to be the guide then the 

individual must follow that same path - he can begin no new 

road of his own. That is the kind of cultt:tral determinism 

which he attempts to avoid. 

There are basically two different fears which 

Berdyczewski shows here. The first is a fear of idolatry, 

worshipping the past. We tend to be ruled by, and totally 

involved with, that wh:i.ch we worship. Many Jews, he would 

claim, have allowed themselves to be governed by the legal

istlc system which the traditional literature of Judaism 

would require. There is an acceptance of this system, a 

blind acceptance. The Jews tend to ascribe value to this 

system alone and to no other. Prom this unwillingness to 
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consider any path other than that which is narrow and 

restricting comes the illusion that there is no other 

correct path.. This illusion develops from rationalization. 

'rhe line of thought would be something like this - I have a 

literature and a systom which is old and thus is good. Yet 

there are other systems which are old which challenge mine. 

I am told to follow m~Lne, and only mine. It must be then that 

mine is better than any other system. If my system is the 

best, or the most correct, then it is nonsensical to examine 

any other system. I, thus,will live in my own world at all 

times. This is the type of reasoning, or lack of reasoning, 

which Berdyczewski fears will stifle any effort to develop. 

This first fear leads to his second consideration. If 

this monolithic system is thought; to be right and good then 

nothing right and good which contradicts it can ever develop 

again. This type of logic can only lead to the conclusion 

that any efforts in the present are superfluous and ludicrous. 

The individual can have little or no motivation to act at all, 

fOl"' nothing new of any ultimate worth is possible. This i.<:~ 

not natural, he would argue. Even the material objects of 

nature burn out eventually if not endowed with the capacity 

for self renewal. This is not; the natural way to survive. 

It is not; a means to any kind of survival. Thot.tgh there are 

e·bernal forms, i'b must be the privilege of rnan to adapt 

these forms to his age on ·che basis of his exis·bence. 

The Tablets are the work of God and are 
established for the generations; the letters 
which are written on the 'lt'ablets may not be 
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blot·bed out as long as the luminaries do not 
cease. But allow us to renew them, just as 
the luminaries renew themselves; allow us to 
sing by means of our own spirit the song of 
our life and to shape from our present our 
existence. Allow us also to stand at the base 
of the mountain and to cry out, nwe will do and 
we will listenu, according to that which is re
vealed to us. • • Allow us to envision wj,th 
our own eyes the vision of God Almi~~ty.li 

Again, a sermonic form expressed the deep hope of a man 

deeply concerned. 

The type of existence wb.ich many Jews have endured is 

not worthy of being called life. They are automatons, 

thinking and acting mechanically, predetermined by those 

for•mulae which have been built into their mechanism.. 1J.lhere 

is no originality, no creativity. Movement in any direction 

is no·b an act of a free agent, capable of changing that 

direc~ion if so desired. It is purposeless movement. This 

is not death, but neither is :i.t life. 

And it will be, if the people do not listen 
to the voice of the present, tha·b it will continue, 
as it is accustomed to do until now, to live in 
the past and to cultivabe only it; then1 ~t also 
will not live, even if it does not die. 

The salvation of individuals or any group of individuals 

cannot come through such lack of concern for the realization 

of the vast potential within men. 

Those who would argue for the supren1acy of the group 

over the individual would be figh·bing against human nature. 

It is the obligation of individuals to recognize and work 

with the nat11ral instincts of man, not ignore them. The 

salvation of any group, even Israel, will come not through 
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diplomats or through prophets, but through men working fol:" 

themselves, who would thereby be paving the way for the 
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whole people. In certain moments of exaltation, the indi

vidual will, it is true, ignore his private interests and 

concernhimseif with the public welfare; but daily life tends 

to run its natural course. Leaders and movements should 

reckon with human nature~ not fight against it. They should 

try to set the strivings of the individual within a general 

framework in such a way that what he does for his own good 

will redound also to the good of the community.l9 

The individual is not able to endure a dualism between 

himself and the group, between his strivings and the good of 

Phe gl:"oup as a whole. He sees his instincts as being con

sisten·b with nature.. He is frustrated if made to believe 

that his thoughts and acts, his hopes and strivings are not 

consistent with na:bure around him. There is not such dualism 

in nature. Why should there be such a dualism in society'? 

'Return to Nature' -he calls- 1retur·n to 
your mother, the mother of all life; remembel:" that 
there is no dualism here, the world and man, God 
and man, but rather all is one, without end.t20 

We should not deny that nature. Those who would make a 

fundamental distinction between the aspirations of the 

indi'lridual and those of the group attempt to posit such a 

dualism. This has been the custom of Jews in past generations. 

They have not paid enough attention to the basic nature of 

man, and indeed have fought against it. They have denied 

that such a nature existed, and where they found men w.ho 



affirmed their nature they forced them to deny it also. 

'Our generations, our Book, our life, all 
teach us that they have forced the mountain 
,LMt. Sinal:? lj.pon us, 'bha·t isi they have forced 
us to overturn our nature.'2 

The men of the past and the litel"'ature of the past both 
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preach the same message - overthrow that which is natural to 

you .. 

Th:J.s overthrow, this attitude, Berdyczewski finds to be 

unique to the ~rews. He argues that this is not the influence 

of any nations which might have been in contact with the Jews 

in any given age. This attitude is new and different. Upon 

analysis he finds that it stems from a certain type of com-

placency. Because the Jews seem to find some measure of 

secttrity in group unity they have not been interested in 

emphasizing the individual and his genius. In fact they 

probably would have feared to do so, for they might have 

disturbed the status quo. 

But also thls is true, "S:J.nce ·bhe Jews became 
happy as a nearly confimmed unity, they have never 
been en·tirely free; like all individuals who 
separate themselves from the general group; and 
by this criterion Israel is distinguished from 
those ancient nations which resemble it approx
imately.1122 

In order not to disturb that state of bliss the Jews have 

maintained the group unity at the expense of the individual. 

The hopes and desires of the individual have been 

suppressed by this group unity, by this emphasis on the many 

a11.d not the one. It is the one who has the potential. That 

potential is being inhibited by the oppressive nature of the 

many. 
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We must l~elease from servitude to freedom 
·the will and hopes, we must relate to the world 
and its fullness, to the spirit and its fullness 
by means of the uses of the will. 

Firs·b we must be men who behave toward the 
world and life in a proper manner.23 

The individual will 1nust be made free. I·b must be 
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freed so that the individual can better relate to the world. 

It is not; freed so that the individual can act my means of 

caprice. This is not the function or the result of freedom. 

The ethical note which Berdyczewski adds above, concerning 

proper conduct, is evidence that he is aware of the dangers 

of freedom. He knows that freedom can lead to chaos, that 

liberty can be misused. This is not the intent of his notion 

concerning the proper place of the individual. He places 

responsibilit;y upon the individual, respons:tbility for right 

conduct. He does not believe in any type of hedonistic 

individualism of which he might be accused. His is a 

responsible individualism. His ethics demand not something 

less from the indbridual, but something different and in 

reality something more - more earnestness, more wholeness, 

more honesty.,24 

Thus the individual does not act merely because he finds 

pleasure in his actions. The emphasis on his own merit gives 

him more worth and more real responsibility. He becomes 

totally responsible for his actions and his ideas. There is 

no group to which he can point to place blame. Neither is 

there a group which can remove from him his innate worth, the 

value of his thoughts and Cl"ea·bion~l. This is no·b hedonism. 
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This is wortihy in.dividuallsm. The value of the individual is 

great, so great that self sacrifice is deemed foolj.sh. Not 

only is it foolish but it is purposeless. The martyrdom 

Jews displayed was for the people as a whole. They found 

some mission in their actions, some purpose ·bo death on the 

stake. They would rather have died 'Ghan tl"ansgress the law, 

they would rather have destroyed the individual then b etl"EtY 

the group. 

We know that in the nllds·b of our long history 
our soul betrayed us and sacrificed our lives on 
the altar of the existence of our people. And 
while ·bhis vision yet would fill our he~rts with 
spiritual strength, our brothers in the west 
claimed to see in :t t only one single moral pur
pose, that it denoted the mission of Israel, or 
in ·bheir words, tithe Jewish missionn, that is, 
the people of Israel has come to 'l:;he world 
solely for the purpose of Ki..£9-u~h ~~ and ·bo 
bequeath to the people of the earth a strong 
foundation in the ethical doctrine - nBe 
killed but do not transgressn.25 

That spirit has betrayed the individual., He has sacrificed 

himself for the welfare of the group, when in fact the group 

does not in turn protect the individual. Martyrdom is a 

one .... way arrangement in these terms. The individual sacri

fices himself for the sake of the gl"OUp but has no guf!.U"antee 

prior to this that the group will not suppress his individual ... 

ism. Thus !i~~u~a Hash~ no longer is a noble concept. 

Indeed it is not even necessary, for the group is no·b 

worthy of such protection. Since it is the individual who 

is all-important, sacrifice of the individual would be 

tantamount to destruction of society as a whole. The 

individual must be protec·bed. .!f_!<:'!_dt;tsh £f.ashem is the 
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antithesis of the notion that the individual must be pro-

tected. Thus it is abhored by Berdyczewski. 

The group ethic for which men died i:s. an illusion any-

way. It is not real in the sense that the indi'ITidual e·bhic 

is real. It is only a construction, invented by men, with 

no basis in reality. 

But when I am for myself I don't know if 
this is ou~ national ethic which aroused us in 
ancien·b times to conquer for ourselves the land 
by force, or if this is the national ethic 
wh:i.ch comes into our hearts wi'bl-1 the confusion 
of our function. • • 
Tb~ matter of the national ethic is only a 
principle in'ITented by the heart, a principle 
a.s the rest of relig:tous princ~:gles, which 
come and go, come and go. • • 

r.rhat ethic is not l"eal. We are not even sure what it is, 

for we see on the one hand that the ethic would have us 

conqu~r a land by force, killing and ensla'ITing to do so, and 

on the other hand would tell us that we should not mul"der. 

TlJ.a t ethic seems to be different in different times, depend-

ing upon the convenience of the circums·tances. We are not 

at all sure what it is, if it exists at all. 

Yet we are forced to battle against that illusion. The 

individual constantly is fighting to establish himself as a 

unique personality within that ill us ion wh:tch many would 

refer to as a group personality. The evidence would not 

point to any body which might contain any group personali·by. 

Where is this entity called the group and where is its 

character? 
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Opposed to him LAhad ha-Am7 is Berdyczewski, 
the individualist, who sees the personality as a 
complete unity, whose established worth is en
cased in it, in its inner creative powers, and 
not in bodies which are outside of itself. The 
opinion of the group does not have a biological 
body, it is not a chemical compound, but rather 
a joining of individuals and the work of indi· 
viduals. • • There is nothing in ·bhe group which 
is not in the individual.27 
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This is an important comment by Ben-01"' - that there is 

nothing in the group that is not contained in the individual. 

The argument; here is advanced that the group :i.s not more 

tb.an the sum of the ind:i.viduals within it. I·b is equal to 

ths totality of individual personalities. The group does not 

have any identity of its own, a personality, an ego which is 

unique to it and is not included in the individuals within it. 

Many would like to think that the group has some power, 

abs~ract and unknowable, which makes the group more than the 

sum of the individuals in it. This is not so. 

Yet these people who try ·bo make the group more impor-

tant than the individual because it is said to contain within 

it something other than the sum of the people do not allow 

the people to recogn:i.ze themselves. They burden the indi

vidual with the inheritances of the past ages. 

We, the children of Is:r•ael, are an ancient 
people, burdened with many inheritances, thoughts, 
feelings and values which have been passed down 
from of old. • • We are no·b ourselves, our dreams 
are no·b ours, our thoughts are not OL1rs, our will 
is not that established within us ••• 

Everything is given in measures and weights, 
in particular statutes and in general principles, 
so that those of our people who want to recognize 
themselves are indecisive~ for they are not able 
to find their 'I' .IJZgo7.2o 
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The individual has lost the ability to find his own per

sonality because it has been hidden by the illusion of the 

group Ego. In reality that is not the method which we use. 

We do not recognize the method, which essentially is that 

wl1ich we use with respect to all our associations. 

In reality ·!;he individual allows the group to rule over 

him at times when it is convenient for him to do so. It is 

the individual who gives to the group the authority which the 

group then is able to exercise. The group, then, does not 

·take the rights away from the individual, the individual 

surrenders these rights. He gives the group the right to 

rule over him in order th::.1.t he might benefit from his associa

tion with the group. 

'I essentially work for myself, and on the 
alta1~ of my heart burns a grea·b subs·tiantial love, 
but over that altar the flames of love of the 
group will rise, and I will make the group rule 
over me, making myself subserviant to the group 
and forcing myself to surrender my due lot. I 
am bound to my family, to my people, and I place 
upon myself the burden of my fathers in ancient 
days and the troubles of the many as though my 
own' 29 

The conclusion that is seen, then, is a realistic one. 

The evidence points to the fact; that thel"e is a group and 

tl:J.a t the individual in some ways is subserviant to it. That 

evidence cannot be denied. Berdyczewski argues, in effect, 

that the group is a configuration of the minds of men and 

that these men then give up cer·bain of their freedoms for 

their mutual benefit. 

This conclusion, which admits the existence of a group, 
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would seem to be inconsistent with the beginning stages of 

this development which argued that the group in fact does not 

t · e:d.st. Though Berdyczewski does not worry about this 

problem it may be shown that there is no inconsistency here. 

There is no physical enti'l;y called the 11 group 11 ,. There is no 

consistent whole known as "Judaism11 • Yet men act as though 

such a. whole does in fact exist. They even surrender their 

freedoms to that illusory whole in order that they may benefit 

from each other. In reality ·che group is the sun1 total of 

·iihe individuals within it and nothing more than that. Yet 

men act as though that group did have soxne personality of 

its O\vn, some being outside of the individuals of which it 

is comprised. 

There is no particular danger in acting in the above 

manner unless one were to claim that there is such a being 

lmown as the group and t.hat that being does in fact have 

powers over the indiv:tdual., Those who would claim that the 

group is not illusory, that it ~Ls not a configuration of the 

minds of men are to be feared~ for they would restl"ain ·the 

potentials of the individual for '.self-development. We may 

speak of a group, but we must realize that we are speaking 

onlyin subjective terms, that there is no objective referend 

for our words,. If we realize that then all danger• is removed. 

Berdyczewski would seem to refer to the "group" or to 

"Judaism11 as such a subjective term, realizing that it has 

no objective reality. His quarrel is with those who would 

claim the opposite and then turn that reality against the 

'i' 
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freedom of individual expression. For him the individual is 

only subordinate if he chooses to be subordinate. The right 

to choose belongs to the individual. Some would remove 

not only his power to choose but also his right. Those 

would be the great enemies of mankind, the enemies of 

substantial freedom and development. 
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CONCLUSION 

We have examined the thought of two writers with regard 

to the relative importance of the individual and/or the 

society. Each has used arguments to counteract the position 

of the other, for indeed each knew the nature of the philosophy 

of his opponent. We now are able to draw conclt1sions, 

evaluate and look to the future. 

Ahad ha-Am assumed in his work that the individual is 

established for the sake of the community. In no way is the 

individual justified in interfering with the work of the 

community Ol" socie·ty. 

With what authori·cy do cer·ba.in private 
individuals, whoever they are, have the right 
to place simmbling .blocks in the path of the 
whole nation?l 

The individual is established for the sake of the nation, but 

not the nation for the sake of him alone. 

Along with that notion goes his concept of "spiritual 

Zionism".. Basically, as we have seen, 11 spiritua.l Zionism" 

allows for the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine 

but does not hope that this coun·try will become a homeland 

for all Jews. It will serve as a spiri tue.l center, a beacon 

for Jews in the Diaspore.. It would not be practical to hope 

that all Jews would be able to live within the national 

boundaries of Palestine. The land would be set in the center 

of Jewish life so that it might serve as a "model for 

62 

i .. 



imitation" for the people of Jewish stock in all the lands 

of the Diaspora. This common focus of all the people will 

transform them from an amorphous mass into a circmnferential 

group looking to the homela.nd-cen·ter. 2 This center will be a 

homeland for the few rather than the many but from it will 

emana·be the cultural and moral patterns of the people. 

Neither of these goals can be accomplished by exalting 

the individual over the society. Chaos, immorality, material

ism and all evils which Judaism has at·tempted to eliminate 

would rule. In a bitter indictment of the position of. 

Berdyczewski Ahad ha-Am resta·bes his view. 

For throughout all those generations Judaism 
has exalted the spiritual ideal, the abstract, 
above the material force, the real, the nbook11 over 
the sword. By means of this it estranged from the 
heart of the Jew the yearning ·bo strengthen the . 
power of the individual, it has subdued life 
itself before the shadow of life and the actual 
Jew has become like an appendage to an abstract 
moral law. In this state our people are no 
longer able to live amongst the na:tions, how 
much the more so to restore a national l:tfe in 
their land. • • we need, therefor, first of all, 
to change ·tihe moral laws which rule over us, to 
destroy without mercy all at once the entire 
historical structure which we have inherited 
from our fathers which wt:ts bull t on the bas is of 
this dangerous idea of ·the superiority of ·tihe 
value of the spirit above matter and of the sub
ordination Qf the individual life to abstract 
moral laws.3 

The sarcasm of the passage is obvious. The view is s:i.gnifi

cant. It makes of an individualist a materialist who places 

immorali·by above morality and reality over spirituality. His 

position becomes ignoble and base. 

The establis!~ent of a Jewish state was predicated in 
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part at least en such a philosophy. Palestine was to be a 

spiritual center as well as a refuge for the persecuted. It 

was to place the value of the state above the value of the 

individual.. It was to be a beacon to the Jews of the Diaspo:r•a.~ 
It was to place value in the spiritual, in the abstract, in 

the "book". This goal partly has been achieved. By means of 

self sacrifice and self subordination was the State of Israel 

founded. The collective system, of which the 11 Kibbutz" is an 

example, enabled the country to survive economically. The 

exultation of the land and the group enabled growth and develop

ment to take place. 

In the realization of Israel as a living and ·thriving 

country part of the vision of the thought of Ahad ha-Am has 

been brought to fruition. The fact that there is some culture 

of a unique fashion emana·liing from Israel is proof of the fact 

that in some way it is a center for J"udaism. The interest 

which individual Jews have shewn in Israel as a cultural 

center, if not as a spiritual center, is proof of the fact 

that it is having its effect upon Jews in the Diaspora. It 

is a center of sorts. 

But what type of center is it? Can we say with any 

degree of certainty that Israel is the spiritual-religious 

center which Ahad ha-Am envisioned? Is there any beacon of 

religion which calls to the Jews of the Diaspore. from its 

source? Is it not true that the magnetic attraction which 

Israel holds is only quasi-religious, religious in 'Ghe sense 

of some nostalgia for the past? Religion within Israel 
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itself has lost its fervor. In its place a nationalism is 

arising which threatens to make extinct and unneeded the type 

of Judaism which the countl"Y itself ostensibly was formed to 

preserve. This nationalism is the political devil against 

which Ahad ha-Am warned. When the country would become 

secular and political in natUl"'e and lose its spiritual valu~ 

then it would lose its raison d'~tre for Ahad ha-Ara. This 

is happening in Israel. The wal"'ning which was given 'bo the 

political Zionists of his day is not being heeded. Rather 

than becoming a spiritual beacon to all Jews in the world 

Israel is becoming another political entity in this secular 

system of national governments. Even the religious element 

I 

5.s represented by a political party which in e:f.'i'ect is 

secularizing that section of ·bhe society. Secularization in 

a political sub-division is causing the loss of spiritllalism, 

just as Ahad ha-Am warned. 

This nationalism which is felt so s·brongly in Israel is 

not felt; in the Diaspora except by some Zionists who believe 

that Israel should be the homeland for all Jews - indeed they 

might argue that it is their rightful homeland in spite of 

the citizenship which they now happen to carry. The fact that 

the Jews of the Dia.spot•a do not feel the national allegiance 

to Israel would be a partial fulfillment of the goal of Ahad 

ha-Am,. This also would be somewhat consistent with 

Berdyczewski's thinking in light of his notion that the 

individual in the Diaspora is to be encouraged to develop 

his own potential,. If Israel, by any indil"ect means, would 
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help the individual to 'Ghat goal then it ;would receive his 

support. He would view Israel as a center to encourage the 
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indlvidual to fulfill himself and to lend his support to the 

nation only insofar as it aided that cause. The individual 

would give up his rights to the country in order to improve 

his own lot. 

In the Diaspore. the followers of Ahad ha-Am would lend 

support to the notion of 11 K'lal Yisrael 11 • The adherants to 

this concep·b believe that there is some unifying force which 

binds Jew 'GO Jew no matter what his nationality or station in 

life. That unity would be enhanced. by the spiritual center 

which would give to it meaning and purpose. That unifying 

force takes many forms~ such as peoplehood or civilization. 

Whatever its definition, it causes a number of individuals 

to find tha'G "so:mething 11 which makes a group. That nsome-

thing" is the plus which the group conta:i.ns in the thought 

of' Ahad ha-Am. 

Against th:l.s notion Berdyczewski would argue that there 

is not any cohesive conten:l:i or fundamental principle which 

one could find to exist. When he would be charged by Ahad 

ha-Am that this thinking is foreign to Judaism he would 

answer: What Judaism? There is no common Judaism for all 

time. One is not able to define Judaism and then bind 

individuals to that definition, for such delineation does not 

exist. He would seriously question the notion of 11 K'lal 

Yisrae1 11
, asking what that binding force is in'Germs of 

reality. He probably would deny the existence of such a 
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concept were it not definable. 

'I'he above conclusions can be drawn and evaluations can 

be made. What is of more significance, perhaps, is ·bhe 

importance of the foregoing analysis of ~he thinking of Ahad 

ha-.Am and Berdyczewski to Reform Judaism, since tha·b movement 

is our major interest. The question we might• ask is this: 

Can our examination of either or both of these authors help 

Hefonn Judaism in its ques·t for meaning and vitality? To 

find the answer 'bo that; question we must discover something 

~bout the tenor of the movement as i'l:i presently exists. 

It is difficult to use the term 11 Reform Judaism" in 

terms of theology. We know what it means in terms of its 

institutions and its members, bu·b not so clear is its meaning 

with reference to its "system of belief". Upon cursory glance 

it would appear tha·b 11 Refor.mu has no one theciogy and no one 

system of beliefs. Most likely it has as many beliefs as it 

has members. F'or this reason we used the term "tenor" for 

it might be possible to arrive at conclusions through obser ... 

vation without making any committments about systematic 

belief. 

It would appear that the individual in Reform has 

ultimate freedom. There is no authority which governs the 

individual, no set of rules or regulations which is binding 

upon him. He is the source of his own freedom. There are 

guides, such as the rabbinical structure, bu·b ultimately 

there is no authority external to the individual. For the 

sake of convenience and guidance the individual surrenders 
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his sovereignty to the group and to the rabbinical structure. 

He is free, however, to disassociate himself from these at 

any time.. No amount of coercion or dogmatism is able to deny 

him that freedom .. 

One reason that the ind±-\idual is able to declare his 

freedom is based upol'l an analysis of' the pas·t., He sees in 

the his·tory of' 11 Judaism 11 many different views expressed. It 

is eviden·c tha·t there have been many brands of 11 Judaism" 

throughout the ages.. Any one of' these seems as valid as any 

other for the Reform Jew since he has denied ·the revelatory 

character of the Bible and the Talmud., The entity tt Judaism" 

may not exist.. The word may be used as an emotive term 

without any objective reference. All one may say in way of 

definition may be that n Judaismn is that religion to which 

Jews ·adhere., 

In these terms there would be only a religion 11 Judaism11 , 

not a nation or a civilization.. This reltgion would be the 

aggl"egate system of beliefs of its adherents.. One could not 

point to nJudaism11 nor define it. All one might say about 

"Judaism" is that the individual bears his own religion and 

so bears his own 11 Judaism. 11 It is different for each indi-

vidual and each individual has the ultimate freedom 'Go decide 

for himself' about his 11 Judaism. 11 

The religion of n Judaism 11 then is tot ally individual in 

nature. Its theology does not depend upon any central group, 

society or nation f'or Reform. Some may argue that Reform 

must depend upon tradition and a cultural center if :tt is to 

I 
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re·bain the character' of be:Lng 11 Jewish11
• Since He form could 

not recognize the validity of that term as any other than 

subjective or emotive it would not know what being ''Jewish11 

means, unless it meant the actions and ideas of a Jew. If 

it meant that then it once again would be characterized by 

the individual and not by the nature of any group or society. 

There is nothing "'--:L~ the tenor of Heform Judaism which we 

could not find in our presentation of the thinking of 

Berdyczewski. We thus would argue that the present and future 

of Reform Judaism lies with Berdyczewski more so than with 

Ahad ha-Am. IUs beliefs that the individual has ultimate 

freedom, that nJudaism11 is not a definitive term, and that 

Judaism is a religion only which is to·bally individual in 

nature agree fundamen·bally with the tenor of Reform Judaism. 

There are qualificat:i.ons, however. It is true that the 

individual has and must have ultimate fl"eedom in a liberal 

system. This freedom cannot be equated with chaos. A danger 

inherent in any liberalism is a result of freedom - lack of 

unity, lack of system. The individual who uses his liberty 

in a manner destructive to other individuals might cause 

impassioned chaos. To prevent; this type of existence the 

individual surrenders his authority to the group, a fictitious 

concept which is formed for the convenience of the individuals. 

The concept of the group which Ahad ha-A.m finds to be all 

important takes on a fictitious character of its own. The 

result is, on a purely conceptual level, the group, which 

Ahad ha-Ara envisioned on the level of reality. 
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To this group Ahad ha~Am assigned a mission. From the 

spiri·tual center there would emanate to the individuals in 

the Diaspora a sense of this mission, though the mission 

would be effected not through their efforts but by virtue 

of the existence of the country.. Ber•dyczewsld could not 

assign such a mission to the group for it did not exist, 

except on a convenient, conceptual level.. If there was any 

mission to b~ cal"l"ied out it would have to be through the 

individuals themselves. Even 11 K'lal Yisrael 11 could not be 

responsible for carrying out the mission, for it too would 

be difficult to define. 

Reform Jews have varied attitudes toward the idea of 

mission and 11 K'lal Yisrael 11 • That many Reform Jews would 

argue that 11 K'lal Yisraeln (probably meaning a comm\J,nity of 

Is~ael in this context) is a reality with a mission is 

undeniable. Many too would deny its existence. This fact 

would lead us to believe that the notions of mission and 

11 JP lal Yisra.eltt have a place within Reform Judaism since 

they have meaning for Reform Jews. On the other hand they 

are not necessary. The only necessary element in Reform is 

that Jews who would affilia·te with Reform temples grant to 

every individual so affiliated complete autonomy. 'They 

must recognize tha·t the individual is ruled by the fictitious 

group only to the ex.tent which he allows h:i.mself to be 

governed. Beyond that point no authority can be granted. 

The notions of mission and 11 K'lal Yisrael 11 then can have a 

place in Reform Judaism but any argument about them is 

i; 
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irrelevan·t, for such an argument does not recognize the 

fundamental issue, that of individualism. 

It is with reference to this femdamental issue that 

Reform finds a friend in MicbaJosef Berdyczewski. His 
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views are most consistent with the basic philosophy of Reform 

Jews~ On this one issue Ahad ha-Am would not suffice. The 

group is not allow·ed to dominate the individual to the poin.·t 

of suppression for that would be allowing a creation of the 

individual to turn upon him. Reform Jews can look to 

Berdyczewski for sympatl?Y·with that philosophy.. The question 

~ of the group versus the individual finds no real resolut:ton 

here. A total synthesis is not possible. Some secondary 

issues in the thinking of Ahad ha-Am and Berdyczewski can 

be reconciled in Heform. But the individualism of Berdy·czewski 

reigns supreme in the final analysis. 
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