
4. A Modern Conception of Selfhood 
It is in this capacity of the self to evade any necessary identification with any particular contingent 
state of affairs that some modern philosophers, both analytical and existentialist, have seen the 
essence of moral agency. To be a moral agent is, on this view, precisely to be able to stand back 
from any and every situation in which one is involved, from any and every characteristic that one 
may possess, and to pass judgement on it from a purely universal and abstract point of view that is 
detached from all social particularity. 
Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (London: Duckworth, 1980) 31 
 
The point here is not, as utilitarians may hasten to say, that if the project or attitude is that central to 
his life, then to abandon it will be very disagreeable to him and great loss of utility will be involved. I 
have already argued ... that it is not like that; on the contrary, once he is prepared to look at it like 
that, the argument in any serious case is over anyway. The point is that he is identified with his 
actions as flowing from projects and attitudes which in some cases he takes seriously at the deepest 
level, as what his life is about (or, in some cases, this section of his life – seriousness is not 
necessarily the same as persistence). It is absurd to demand of such a man, when the sums come in 
from the utility network which the projects of others have in part determined, that he should just 
step aside from his own project and decision and acknowledge the decision which utilitarian 
calculation requires. It is to alienate him in a real sense from his actions and the source of his action 
in his own convictions. It is to make him into a channel between the input of everyone’s projects, 
including his own, and an output of optimific decision; but this is to neglect the extent to which his 
actions and his decisions have to be seen as the actions and decisions which flow from the projects 
and attitudes with which he is most closely identified. It is thus, in the most literal sense, an attack 
on his integrity. (Williams, Utilitarianism, 101). 
 
 

5. The Jewish Self 
Jewish identity commits what is modern moral thinking is seen as a fallacy: it fuses fact with value, 
‘is’ with ‘ought’. A Jew is a Jew by virtue of birth. But this fact carries with it certain duties and 
obligations. Membership of the Jewish community is thus simultaneously a biological and ethical 
proposition. Jews do not choose the commands by which they are bound.  
Sacks, One People (London: Litman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1993), 156 
 
I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question, ‘Of what story 
or stories do I find myself a part?’ We enter human society, that is, with one or more imputed 
characters - roles into which we have been drafted - and we have to learn what they are in order to 
be able to understand how others respond to us and how our responses are to be construed. It is 
through hearing stories … that children learn or mislearn both what a child and what a parent is, 
what the cast of characters may be in the drama into which they have been born and what the ways 
of the world are. Deprive children of stories and you leave them unscripted, anxious stutterers in 
their actions as in their words. (MacIntyre, After Virtue, 201). 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 39b 
ללמדו תורה: מנלן דכתיב (דברים יא, יט) ולמדתם אותם את בניכם והיכא דלא אגמריה אבוה מיחייב 

 איהו למיגמר נפשיה דכתיב ולמדתם 
[The baraita teaches that a father is obligated to teach his son Torah]. From where do we derive this 
requirement? As it is written: “And you shall teach them [velimadtem] to your sons” (Deuteronomy 



11:19). And in a case where his father did not teach him he is obligated to teach himself, as it is 
written: And you shall study [ulmadtem] 
 
Joseph Soloveitchik, Kol Dodi Dofek (Excerpts from “The Covenant of Sinai and Egypt” & 
“The Covenant of Destiny”) 
The Torah relates that the Holy One concluded two Covenants with Israel. One Covenant was 
made in Egypt. “And I shall take you unto Me for a people, and I will be to you a God” (Exodus 
6:7). The second Covenant was at Mount Sinai. “And he [Moses] took the book of the covenant … 
and he said: ‘Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord made with you in agreement with all 
these words’” (Exodus 24:7-8)... 
 
What is the Covenant of Fate? Fate signifies in the life of the nation, as it does in the life of the 
individual, an existence of compulsion. A strange force merges all individuals into one unit. The 
individual is subject and subjugated against his will to the national fate/existence, and it is impossible 
for him to avoid it and be absorbed into a different reality. The environment expels the Jew who 
flees from the presence of God, so that he is awakened from his slumber, like Jonah the prophet, 
who awoke to the voice of the ship’s captain demanding to know his personal national- religious 
identity... 

……………….………... 

What is the Covenant of Destiny? In the life of a people (as in the life of an individual), destiny 
signifies an existence that it has chosen of its own free will and in which it finds the full realization 
of its historical existence. Instead of a passive, inexorable existence into which a nation is thrust, an 
Existence of Destiny manifests itself as an active experience full of purposeful, movement, 
ascension, aspirations, and fulfillment. The nation is enmeshed in its destiny because of its longing 
for an enhanced state of being, an existence replete with substance and direction... 

While the Covenant of Egypt was concluded without the consent of the people of Israel (the Holy 
One took them unto Him before He consulted with them: “And I will take you unto Me as a 
people” (Exodus 6:7), the Covenant of Sinai was offered to them before it was promulgated. The 
Holy One sent Moses to tell them His message, and Moses returned to the Holy One with the 
people’s answer. The halakhah perceives the Covenant of Sinai as a contract which is valid if written 
with the consent of the obligated party, in this case, the community of Israel. The proclamation that 
“We shall do and we shall hear” (Exodus 24:7) is the foundation of the Torah. 

What is the content of the Covenant of Sinai? It is a special way of life that directs the individual to 
the fulfilment of an end beyond the reach of the man of fate — the striving of man to resemble his 
Creator via selftranscendence. The creative activity that fulfills the Covenant of Destiny flows from 
a totally different source, from man’s rebellion against an “as is,” factual existence, and from the 
longing that impels him to more enhanced and sublime forms of existence. Acts of lovingkindness 
and fraternity, which are integrated into the framework of the Covenant of Sinai, are motivated not 
by the strange sense of loneliness of the Jew, but by the sense of unity experienced by a nation 
forever betrothed to the one God. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.6.7
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https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.24.7-8


6. Conclusion 
[Judaism] is not a way of understanding or accepting or being reconciled to the world. To the 
contrary, it is a protest against the world that is, in the name of the world that ought to be. From this 
refusal-to-accept eventually emerged the most sustained of all man’s attempts to create a social order 
based on individual freedom and collective grace, a society of equal access to dignity and hope. 
(Sacks, Radical Then, Radical Now, 95) 
 
I have been arguing in these chapters for an ecological approach to politics, not one that denigrates 
the significance of the individual and the state, but one that maintains that these are not all there is, 
or all we need, for political health or even individual happiness. The third domain of the polis - the 
families, communities, and voluntary networks that make up so much of our lives - has been unduly 
neglected, philosophically for several centuries, practically for the last 50 years. Now the balance 
needs to be restored. (Sacks, The Politics of Hope, 225) 
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