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Particularism and Universalism 
  
A few days ago my teacher and friend Rabbi Manes Kogan sent me an article about the epistolary 

exchange between Hannah Arendt and Gershom Scholem. Both scholars were part of my studies. 

Hannah Arendt was part of my academic studies in Political Science while Gershom Scholem and 

his study of Jewish mysticism was part of my curricula in the rabbinic Seminary.  I love both 

thinkers. The main topic of this article I just mentioned was the reason why these two scholars 

broke their friendship: their perspectives about particularism and universalism. Each one of these 

thinkers, based in their vast knowledge and their Jewish experience, reach opposite conclusions. 

Gershom Scholem who made Alyah in the twenties was an active Zionist and he believed in Jewish 

nationalism as an answer to anti-Semitism. But Hannah Arendt, writing from the U.S.A, hated any 

kind of “ism”. She thought that any kind of nationalism is dangerous. Scholem criticized her as 

being a Jew without Ahavat Israel, without empathy and love towards the Jewish people. In 

response to this critique she answered: “How right you are that I have no such love. I have never in my life 

‘loved’ some nation or collective.” For her the nationalistic movements in Europe proved that any kind of 

“ism” is dangerous. She was a “universalist”. 

  

As an observant Jew after being able to appreciate the value of the two arguments I did what every 

Jew has done for the last 3000 years: turn to the Torah in search of more wisdom. Does God want 

us to be “more universalistic” or more “particularistic”? Supporters of the two sides will find many 

verses and ideas in the Bible to support their own thinking. 

  

 On the one hand, the universalists will say that Abraham was commanded by God to be the father 

of a multitude of nations, and not only the forefather of the Jewish nation. They’d go on to say 

that the Torah starts with the creation of Adam and Eve, not Jews but humans, and then that the 

prophets once an again affirm that God is the God of all the nations, and that God wants his house 

to become “a house of prayer for all the peoples.” On the other hand the particularists will point to the 

special bond between Hashem and the Jewish people, the covenant at Mount Sinai, the many special 

laws commanded upon the Jews, and of course the famous verses that support the notion of the 

Jewish people being the chosen people. 

  



Now let us focus in a key verse about this issue in our Torah portion: “When you lend money to My 

people, to the poor person [who is] with you, you shall not behave toward him as a lender; you shall not impose 

interest upon him.” (22:24) We know this famous law: you can´t lend money with interest to a fellow 

Jew. What about towards a non-Israelite? This verse and a parallel verse in Leviticus (25:37) remain 

silent on this issue. The main instruction in both verses is about how we should treat and help our 

extended family, our people. But in the book of Deuteronomy the law appears for the third time but 

with an addition: “You may charge a foreigner interest, but you may not charge your brother interest” (23:20). The 

verse continue: “that the Lord your God may bless you in all that you undertake in the land that 

you are entering to take possession of it.” Pay attention to the context. The book of 

Deuteronomy according to the traditional and academic perspective is in many ways a rephrasing of 

laws specially intended for the Israelites that live (or will live) in the promise land. When stating the 

law about interest for the Jews living in the land of Israel a more nationalistic approach emerges.  

 

Using this example I would like to argue the threat that Hannah Arendt found in every kind of 

nationalism: treating others in a different (and many times unfair) way. Marking distinctions between 

your fellow brothers and others. This sympathy and love toward your “own people” will inevitably 

make you see other people as an outsider, not treating them in the same way you will treat your own 

brother or sister. I think she makes a fair point, as she was a great political theorist but she wasn´t a 

good anthropologist. In theory a world without particularisms will be the answer to every kind of 

conflict (remember the song Imagine by the Beatles) that  arise from putting the self-interest of your 

people over that of other people, but in this world as humans we will always need families,  and a 

sense of peoplehood.  And Hashem knows that. We cannot be human without being part of a 

people, a nation, a family. There will always be “isms” in the world because; that is part of our 

human nature. We are citizens of the world but we are all born in a culture, with a particular mother 

tongue. And our Torah is a Torah for this world not a Torah for some ideal world. 

 

There cannot be universalism without particularism. And this is what our Torah portion, in my 

humble opinion, is saying. It is true that because of your proximity you will put first your own over 

others and that if somebody needs a loan you are naturally more willing to lend to your own people, 

and more so to a member of your family over that of another family, and the poor of your town 

over the poor of another city (see Baba Metzia 71a) but the love towards your people and your 

family shouldn´t be transform in hate towards others or in not understanding the suffering of 



others, or in believing that your “blood is redder than the blood of the other”. Twice in our Torah 

portion we are reminded, “Not to oppress the stranger” (Ex. 22:21; Ex. 23:9). Like Hannah Arendt, 

Hashem too understands the threat of the “isms” about which, over and over again throughout the 

Torah, He warns us about the treatment we should give to the other. Our traumatic story as a 

people could have lead the Torah to teach us, like Rabbi Shai Held argues, that because during our 

slavery nobody helped us now we shouldn´t care about other people, that we should secure our 

power degrading other people to a second category like they did to us in Egypt, but once again the 

Torah argues that there should be only one law for the native and the stranger, for the local and the 

alien. Yes, says the Torah, you will always be more incline to help your people first but this doesn’t 

mean that you should mistreat others.  

 

In this discussion I am in favor of the position of Gershom Scholem but I take the considerations 

and criticisms of Hannah Arendt seriously. Love for our people cannot blind us to the pain of 

others. It is true that we should have as, Scholem said, “Ahavat Israel” but we should also have 

“Ahavat Olam” (love for the world). At the same time that we affirm our particularism we must 

remember that the Bible did not begin with Moses, nor with Abraham but with Adam. Behind our 

“isms” we are all human. And when our particularism is preventing us from seeing the other as a 

brother, we should remember that he is also a very distant cousin. 

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Rabbi Uri. 

 


