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Is There Room for LeftWing Politics in a Right-Wing Religion? -
Is There a Jewish Political Identity@ B 4
R’ Mordechai Torczyner — torczyner@torontotorah.com T e

What are Left-Wing and Right-Wing?

1. Neil Irwin, The Pandemic Is Showing Us How Capitalism Is Amazing, and Inadequate, NY Times 11/14/20

After Pfizer announced highly successful preliminary results for its coronavirus vaccine, Trump administration officials
said the good news reflected the success of their Operation Warp Speed program to accelerate vaccine development.
Pfizer executives stressed the opposite, noting the company had developed the vaccine with its own resources, not
government grants.

That was true, but not the whole story. Over the summer, Pfizer had reached a $1.95 billion “advance purchase”
agreement with the United States government, ensuring it would be well compensated for eventually delivering 100
million doses of vaccine. In other words, though the government did not directly fund the drug development, it created
the groundwork in which the pharmaceutical company could spend research dollars with abandon, knowing that success
would be financially rewarded.

It may seem like a trivial case of a company and an administration each claiming credit for some happy news. But it
speaks to a deeper reality the pandemic has revealed — both what is amazing about capitalism, and how the free
market alone comes up short in solving enormous problems.

The nine months of the pandemic have shown that in a modern state, capitalism can save the day — but only when the
government exercises its power to guide the economy and act as the ultimate absorber of risk. The lesson of Covid
capitalism is that big business needs big government, and vice versa...
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2. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Liberalism ([emphasis added)

[Cllassical liberals treat the leveling of wealth and income as outside the purview of legitimate aims of government
coercion...

What has come to be known as ‘new’, ‘revisionist’, ‘welfare state’, or perhaps best, ‘social justice’, liberalism challenges
this intimate connection between personal liberty and a private property based market order (Freeden, 1978; Gaus,
1983b; Paul, Miller and Paul, 2007). Three factors help explain the rise of this revisionist theory. First, the new liberalism
arose in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a period in which the ability of a free market to sustain what
Lord Beveridge (1944: 96) called a ‘prosperous equilibrium’ was being questioned. Believing that a private property
based market tended to be unstable, or could, as Keynes argued (1973 [1936]), get stuck in an equilibrium with high
unemployment, new liberals came to doubt, initially in empirical grounds, that classical liberalism was an adequate
foundation for a stable, free society. Here the second factor comes into play: just as the new liberals were losing faith
in the market, their faith in government as a means of supervising economic life was increasing. This was partly due to
the experiences of the First World War, in which government attempts at economic planning seemed to succeed (Dewey,
1929: 551-60); more importantly, this reevaluation of the state was spurred by the democratization of western states,
and the conviction that, for the first time, elected officials could truly be, in J.A. Hobson's phrase ‘representatives of the
community’ (1922: 49)...

The third factor underlying the currency of the new liberalism was probably the most fundamental: a growing conviction
that, so far from being ‘the guardian of every other right’ (Ely, 1992: 26), property rights foster an unjust inequality of
power. They entrench a merely formal equality that in actual practice systematically fails to secure the kind of equal
positive liberty that matters on the ground for the working class. ..

3. Prof. Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics (1962)

To be conservative, then, is to prefer the familiar to the unknown, to prefer the tried to the untried, fact to mystery, the
actual to the possible, the limited to the unbounded, the near to the distant, the sufficient to the superabundant, the
convenient fo the perfect, present laughter to utopian bliss...

4. Prof. Jeanne Kirkpatrick, Defining a Conservative Foreign Policy
The conservative brings to reflection about policy - foreign and domestic - an irreducible respect for individual freedom,
a suspicion of government that distinguishes him (or her) from liberals, and an irreducible commitment to citizenship that



distinguishes him from libertarians. The conservative understands that the tensions between individualism and patriotism,
between self-love and love of country, between realism and idealism, are permanent.

5. A (helpful?) table

Left-Wing Right-Wing

Gov't fighting climate change Yes; believe in progress Suspicious; intervention is limited
Redistribute wealth to aid needy Yes; believe in progress Suspicious; intervention is limited

War against L .- . T
aragain , Yes; believe in progress Suspicious; intervention is limited

non-threatening fascist countries
Taxation to support a -
PP Yes No; gov't should be limited

government agenda

No; protect the established

Freer immigration Yes; promote freedom and rights ,
community

Suspicious; religion may be an
establishment opposing progress
Suspicious; controlling trade may

Freedom of religion Yes; trust established institutions

Free trade . . .. Yes; intervention is limited
help with progressive policies
. . . . Yes;
Subsidize public education Yes; promote freedom and rights . ,
but also enable private education
Criminal justice reform Yes; promote freedom and rights Yes; reduce government

Why might one think of Judaism as right-wing?

6. Talmud, Shabbat 112b
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If the early ones were sons of malachim, we are human beings. And if the early ones were people, we are as donkeys

— and not the donkey of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa or of Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair, but as other donkeys.

7. Devarim 17:14-20 (JPS 1985 edition, courtesy Sefaria.org)
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If, after you have entered the land that the Lord your Gd has assigned to you, and taken possession of it and settled in
it, you decide, “I will set a king over me, as do all the nations about me,” you shall be free to set a king over yourself,
one chosen by the Lord your Gd. Be sure to set as king over yourself one of your own people; you must not set a
foreigner over you, one who is not your kinsman. Moreover, he shall not keep many horses or send people back to
Egypt to add to his horses, since the Lord has warned you, “You must not go back that way again.” And he shall not
have many wives, lest his heart go astray; nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess.
When he is seated on his royal throne, he shall have a copy of this Teaching written for him on a scroll by the levitical
priests. Let it remain with him and let him read in it all his life, so that he may learn to revere the Lord his G-d, to observe
faithfully every word of this Teaching as well as these laws. Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellows or deviate
from the Instruction to the right or to the left, to the end that he and his descendants may reign long in the midst of Israel.



8. Rambam (12t century Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 2:6
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Just as the Torah assigned great honour to the king, and all are obligated to honour him, so the Torah instructed him to
keep his heart humble and low within himself, as was written [by King David], “And my heart is low within me.” He
may not act with undue arrogance toward the nation, as it is written, “lest his heart become elevated above his brothers.”
He must be generous and merciful for small and great, he must exit and enter at their desire and for their good, and he
must care for the honour of the smallest of the small. When he speaks to the community at large he must speak gently...
He must always act with a surfeit of humility. We have none greater than Moshe Rabbeinu, and he said, “And what
are we? Your complaint is not upon us.” He should bear their labours, burdens, complaints and anger as a nursemaid
bears a nursling. The Torah calls him a shepherd, “To herd his nation Jacob,” and the shepherd’s way is explained by
tradition as, “As a shepherd herds his flock, directing them with his arm, gathering in the ewes, carrying them in his
arm, etc.”

9. Rambam (12 century Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 11:4
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And if a king were to arise from the house of David, speaking Torah and involved in mitzvot like his ancestor David,
following the written and spoken Torah, and he would compel all Israel to follow it and strengthen it, and he would fight
the wars of Gd, he would be presumed to be Mashiach. If he were to act and be successful and defeat all of the nations
around him and build the Temple in its place and gather the scattered of Israel, then he would definitely be Mashiach.
And if he would not succeed to that extent, or he would be killed, it would be known that he was not the one promised
by the Torah. He was like all other kosher and complete Davidic kings, who died.

10. Rambam (12th century Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Sanhedrin 1:1
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There is a biblical command to appoint judges and officers in every land and areaq, as it is written... Shoftim are the
judges who are fixed in court, with litigants coming before them. Shofrim are the wielders of the staff and lash. They
stand before the judges, [and] they circulate in the markets and streets and stores to fix the prices and measures, and to
strike all who are corrupt. All of their deeds are at the word of the judges, and when they see impropriety in a person
then they bring him to court, and judge him according to his wickedness.

11. Rabbeinu Nisim (14 century Spain) to Nedarim 28a
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And Tosafot wrote that it is specifically regarding non-Jewish kings that we recognize the law of the empire, because

the land belongs to him, and he can say, “If you do not follow my laws, | will evict you from the land.” But Jewish kings

cannot do this, for all Israel are partners in the Land of Israel.

12.Rabbi Asher Weiss (215! century Israel), Minchat Asher 1:101:2
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It seems that [despite the limitations on competition in halachah], anything which is normal business and natural
development of the economy cannot be prevented. There are many examples of this in practical life. Would anyone say
that if we were asked if one may open convenience stores and supermarkets, because of the concern that the owners of
groceries and small stores would lose their livelihood, we should forbid it2 Would we forbid creating cars because
wagon drivers who ride horses would lose their livelihood2 Would we forbid the development of computers because it
would cause many typists to lose their livelihood, as they would no longer be needed?! And the same is true for every
invention — should we forbid its development because through it we will fulfill, “And you shall clear out the old to make
room for the new” and damage the livelihood of many?!

Why might one think of Judaism as leftwing?

13. Menachem Begin, Basic Outlines of our Life-Worldview and National Outlook (1951)

Israel's prophets and seers, from whom we have inherited the aspiration for justice that guide our repose, elevated
visions that are very difficult to realize. There were those that introduced the vision of social justice, to "repair the world
in the Kingdom of G-d" and those that highlighted the vision of world government: "and everyone will make one
association". That gave mankind the vision of world peace: "and nation will not raise sword against nation". However,
they did not delude their generation or the coming generations; they admitted that the realization will be difficult and
saw it only "af the end of days". They made their vision a sort of "guiding star" by whose light man wandering in
darkness will proceed and find his path and even reach his objective.

14.Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, Rav Soloveitchik's Approach To Zionism (2002)
In the Rav's essay "Ma Dodekh Mi-Dod," a eulogy for his uncle Rav Yitzchak Zev (Velvel) Soloveitchik, he explains that
what was generally understood as R. Velvel's anti-Zionism was not so much opposition to Zionism, as an inability to
place it within a halakhic category. He contrasts his uncle's view with that of "some who say," and the latter position
seems to represent the Rav's own. Note that the Rav does not present a political doctrine to oppose his uncle's position;
rather, he presents a different view of the relationship of the Halakha to the world:
Indeed, there are some who say that the Halakha — which is all-inclusive and allencompassing and all-
penetrating, which is concerned with every detail of existence... — does not remove itself from the [concrefe]
event, and even rebels against it. Halakha is courageous and full of strength. It knows nothing of disappointment,
nor does it accept the mastery of the event. It storms it time and again, and will not cease until it succeeds in
establishing the superiority of the Divine ideal over it... Even if the kingdom of secularity is iron-hard and of
awesome strength, Halakha does not tremble or despair, but rather besieges it with a mighty flow of volcanic
spirit, alive and giving life, until it is subdved...

15. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, Rav Soloveitchik's Approach To Zionism (2002)

The Rav had no patience for philosophies that glorified passivity and reliance on miracles. At the beginning of the
1960's, a few years after the launch of Sputnik, | had occasion to talk with the Rav about those people who claimed
that man should not reach out for the heavens, for "the heavens are the heavens of G-d," and only "the earth is given
to human beings." The Rav heaped scorn upon them. One of those present jumped up to protest: "But Rabbi, the Ramban
in Bechukotai (Vayikra 27:11) speaks about how a person should have faith in the Holy One, and not to delve into
matters that are too wondrous for him." The Rav replied, "I heard from my father, in the name of my grandfather, that
the Ramban never uttered that statement!"

16. Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook, Orot haTeshuvah 5:3
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The world is guaranteed to come to complete repentance. The world does not remain in one place; it perpetually evolves.

17.Talmud, Sanhedrin 2b-3a
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We do not require experts, because of Rabbi Chanina's principle: Biblically, both financial and capital matters should
require extensive interrogation of witnesses. Why did they say that financial matters do not require extensive
inferrogation? To avoid locking the door before borrowers.

18. Rabbi Avraham Gombiner (17 century Poland), Magen Avraham 242:1
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Should the non-Jews elevate the price of fish, it would be good to enact that they not purchase fish [for Shabbat]...

19.Rambam (12 century Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Laws of Gifts to the Needy 9:3
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Never have we seen or heard of a Jewish community which lacked a tzedakah fund!

20. Rashi to Sotah 45b
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“He did not come to our hands and we sent him away” - The Talmud explains: Without food. Meaning, our hands did

not spill it, he was not killed due to us, that we sent him away without food and he needed to attack people and was

thereby killed.

21.Rabbi Eliezer Waldenberg (20th century Israel), Tzitz Eliezer 15:40:6-7
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It was so obvious to halachic authorities that there is such a duty [to pay for an ill person’s treatment] upon all of those
around the ill person, to the point that they debated the case in which the community had spent for this without asking
the ill person — is the ill person obligated to repay them for their expenditures, since they were obligated to do this...
Based on what has been said, it is clear and simple that the government, which must have the health of society as its
top concern, must also allocate funds to help prevent the development of this disease of nearsightedness, by providing
the necessary treatment via expert doctors. ..

22.Rabbi Moshe Isserles (16t century Poland), Choshen Mishpat 369:11
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We do not recognize government law other than in matters that benefit the king, or that benefit the citizenry, but not to

judge by the laws of idolaters; that would cancel all of the laws of Israel.

A Jewish Political Identity?
23.Rabbeinu Nisim, Derashot haRan 11
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In my opinion it is this: They wanted basic justice between parties to come from the throne, as in Shemuel | 8:4-5, which
| take to mean that they thought that national order would function best when it flowed from the throne, as opposed to
from the Shofeit. Therefore they said, “You have aged and you can no longer judge,” and your children are not suited




to cause Divine benefit to be manifest upon us for they do not follow your ways. Therefore, it would be appropriate for
us to have a king, and for our judgment to happen through him. Thus they said, “Place a king upon us to judge us, like
all of the nations”...

Had they asked for a king in general, saying, “Place a king upon us,” or had they asked for the sake of battle, there
would have been neither guilt nor sin in this, but a mitzvah. Their sin was only in saying, “Place a king upon us to judge
us, like all of the nations,” wanting their judgment to flow from the throne, not from judges of Torah. We see this in 8:6,
in which it did not say, “As they said: Place a king upon us” alone... And therefore Gd said to Shemuel, “They did not
reject you, but they rejected Me from reigning over them,” for they chose natural running of their affairs, as opposed to
Divine control.



