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TRIBE AND FAMILY

I.

We picture Jewish history as beginning with the emergence of
the patriarchs and matrarchs and their families. The great family
of Israel seems to develop out of these "fathers" and "mothers,"
but careful study proves otherwise.

Side by side with the family, we see the tribe, an important
institution which at times overshadows the family. A v (a father)
and ach (a brother) are not only a physical father or brother. They
are often a tribal father or brother. The Hebrew language is not
rich in the designation of blood relationships. The family did not,
as such, seem to demand much attention. It was absorbed into the
tribe.

The famiy and tribal institutions did not always co-exist in
peace. The story of the daughters of Zelaphchad reveals a struggle
between them. As women, family values dominated their thinking,
and they demanded the patrimony of their father as a filial in-
heritance. But they were opposed by the elders, who looked upon
the tribe ás the unit for possession and feared that feminine in-
heritance would transfer land from one tribe to another. The rulers
"of tens, of fifties, of hundreds of thousands," whom Moses had
appointed to judge the people, were unable to decide this matter.
The litigation was brought before Moses, and he had to take the
matter under advisement and seek divine guidance.

Land tenure was one of the difcult problems in the struggle
between the family and the tribe. We find this in the dI-ffculty faced

15



TRAITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

by the Talmudic sages in describing the division of Canaan among
the children of Israel who came into the land. The process is a com-
plex of compromises. The land was divided according to the num-
ber of tribes, a portion for each tribe. The size of the portions,
however, was commensurate with the number of families and
individuals in the tribe as counted at the time of the Exodus, not
at the time of the entry into Canaan.

As long as the tribe as an institution was strong, tribal jealousies
were prevalent. When the tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Man-
asseh gave up their.claim to Canaan in preference to land in trans-
Jordan, Moses found it necessary to stipulate that they accompany
their brethren in the battle for the conquest of Canaan. But in the
days of Joshua and the judges, the tribal concept is dominant
again. Each tribe goes out to conquer its own territory. Treaties
and alliances have to be contracted between tribes for temporary
cooperation. This tribal spirit forms a background throughout the
period of the monarchies. Eventually, it serves as the critical point
upon which the monarchy breaks and divides into two.

It was only after the exile of the kingdom of Israel, when Judah
remained alone and dominant, that the struggle between tribal
institutions and the family as a basic unit was gradually resolved
in favor of the family. -r

By this time the family was a dominant factor, the people were
ready to face exile and diaspora and exist in the face of it. The
family gave the people its strength.

II.

What we witness today in the social development of humanity
is a reversal of the family-integrating process through which the
Jewish people has passed. Western civilizations have absorbed the
Jewish institution of the family to a large extent. But things are
changing, and the changes are basic. The family image is one of
the continuity of life from infancy to the very end. The seven ages
into which Shakespeare divides life pass one into the other without
perceptible break, without our being aware of boundaries.

However, this image of life which the family presents is not
that of the tribe. The demand of Pharoah that the children remain

. 16



Tribe and Family

in Egypt while the elders of Israel went to worship in the desert
was not a vague statement of generalities or a personal whim.
Dealing with a people in whom the trbe was still a strong force,
he spoke of very specific arrangements. A study of tribal sociology
reveals age as a very definite factor in group classification. Tribal
groups divide on age levels, each enjoying a different mode of
life and each conducting its affairs on its own. It is not unusual
for a tribe to have separate dwellings for its various age groups.
Passage from one age group to another often involves complicated
ritual; it presents a social and emotional crisis of major propor-
tion. Family relationships are unimportant. Parents are secondary
to tribal loyalties. A brother is anyone of the tribe. Possession and
culture are transmitted by the tribe to, and through, its age group
structures. So Pharoah requested that the children of Israel follow
their normal procedure. Let the youth groups remain behind since
it is not part of their procedure to participate in divine service.

This is the fundamental difference between the tribe-oriented
and the family-oriented psychology, and what we see today is a
reversion to the primitive tribal view of life.

We see its extreme forms in the dictatorial ideologies of recent
years. "Naziism did not have to go far back to resume its tribal
psychology. It only had to step back into the Black Forest to re-
sume primitive modes of thought. Women were relegated to the
kitchen and the" bedroom. Men were divided into age groups:
"Hitler Jugend," S.S. elite, the army. The famiy was of no import-
ance in the social structure. Chidren did not need its security.
They found all they needed in the nation-tribe.

The same is true of Russia, where every effort is made to under-
mine the family. The emotional energy required to carry the
burden of the communist politico-economic system demands tribal
support. All communists are brothers; all non-communists are
strangers. Since its culture must prevail, the state must become
the agency for the transmission of culture as well as wealth. In-
doctrination is by age-group. The family must not interfere with
the State. Where parents are disloyal, it is the duty of chidren to

- inform the state. Parents must be sacrifced on the tribal altar.
It is not surprising that neither N azIism nor Communsm could

tolerate Jews. It is not that Jews are economically or religiously
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dangerous.. They are dangerous to these dictatorships because of
a life picture which confcts basically with tribal ideologies. Jews
are famiy-oriented.

But, aside from the ideologic dictatorship, the tribe-family
confct is spreading to the West where individual democracy in

opposition to state democracy was up to now the basic sociologic
concept. Parents were a prevailing infuence. It was a civilzation '\
which had adopted the hard-won mores of the Bible: "Honor thy
father and mother." However, even in this part of the world where
Judaic infuences were strongest, deep deterioration has set in.

III

A striing development in our generation, even in Western

society, is the cleavage of age groups into separate entities, each
with special problems and specialized solutions. Their differences
are not only distinct, but they are stressed and accentuated by the
special corps of experts who deal with them.

The geriatric group has become the concern of the social scien-
tist, the prey of the commercial and political demagogue, the tool
of the professional politician. Each in his own way deals with and
appeals to what we euphemistically call the "senior citizen." Medi-
cine, social security, special tax provisions are fields in which old
age is specially differentiated. But psychologically the most sig-
nificant differentiation occurs in housing. Retirement colonies,
senior citizen hotels and simiar institutions originated in warm
climates. These have spread throughout the United States, and
have reached even to the State of IsraeL. Even the government
sponsors public housing with special provisions for the senior
citizen.

This social development has built-in problems. How should the
active part of society support the non-productive geriatric element
which will grow and live longer under improved conditions? How
will the retirement colonies be re-populated when their inhabitants
die before the heirs are ready to retire? How can we provide for the
growing demands of the geriatric political forces? These questions
are only secondary to the main question: Can we aOord to degrade
old age to a non-productive, non-influential position and create
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an age group beyond social need and respect?
Our juvenile problem is even more complex. Youth and age

have always been at odds. The struggle, however, was that of
individual youth against an old individuaL. Where it broke into
the open in spite of the awe of experience and respect for age and
authority, it was a personal rebellon. It was a pittig of the quali-
ties which make youth distinctive - energy, courage, brashness,
inexperience or special talent - against the experience, wisdom
or guile, perseverance or infexibilty, steadiness or lack of
imagination of a particular old man. The old theme is that of
David and Goliath.

The new phenomenon is completely different. It is not a young
man or woman competing with an old man for position. It is a self-
conscious youth~group seeking an outlet for energies chained by
enforced uselessness and frstration. It is a mass problem not lim-
ited to any social or economic class. Its roots are both economic
and social in nature.

We live in an afuent capitalist society in which the distribution
of surplus wealth represents the foremost problem. We refuse to
accept the communist solution.-We do not want to make the state
the repository of all surplus goods and cultural wealth - a re-

version to a state~tribe psychology. We have also refused to accept
limitation of production, such as is indicated in the Biblical
Sabbatical year, as a solùtion. As a substitute, we have found a
make-shift, camouflage solution, by cutting off the extremities of
life, old age and youth, from the labor market. The problems of
old age are many, but not explosive. It can find make-believe oc-
cupation to fill empty years. Youth with its ambition, energy and
drive is a much more dificult problem.

We have tried to meet this problem of youth by lengthened
school years. Ths would have been a parial solution if school
education were a normal process. Unfortunately, mass school
education is a recent and novel phenomenon. It requires not only
a high I.Q. but a special temperament, which is not as prevalent
as we would lie to believe. The great scholars, artists, literateurs
and creative spirits of the past were not necessarily the products
of the schooL. They were molded by life. It is not surprising, then,
that even children with brilliant minds and good educational mo-
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tivation may not succeed in schooL. Youth has developed a sense
of bitter rebellon, society has created its age-group experts, age
divisions march apace to break up the creative social unit, the
family.

This situation confronts us with the break-up of the family as an
agency for the transmission of culture. The experience and wis-
dom of age is siphoned off to special communities; Youth on the
other hand, because of the special position in which it has been
placed, rebels against cultural infuence. It will accept practical
education on a pragmatic basis, but it is temperamentally averse
to the type of family infuence typified in the "honor thy father
and mother" dictum.

While this is a serious enough problem to our society in general,
it is doubly difcult to the Jews. As a mobile minority in an un-
friendly world, the Jewish people had only one method of keeping
their cultural and religious entity alive: the way of family accul-
turation. The father was responsible for the training of his child.
His very standing in the community depended in a large measure
on the way he fulflled this obligation. We are, therefore, faced
with a problem which touches the very base of Jewish life and
over which our control is very limited: how to maintain family
cultural unity and infuence in the face of changing conditions.

The solution to this problem has not been achieved even theo-
retically. We must fist delve and comprehend its magnitude, im-
portance, and ramifications. Then we shall be able to begin to
seek a solution.
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