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There are value issues which social workers face in daily practice. The dilemmas are not 
easily resolved. They often take on greater complexity when the conflicts are not only 
professional but Jewish and Halachic in nature. 

Introduct ion 

One of the most widely held values in 
social work is concern with and care of the 
individual . But the profess ion has a lso 
placed equal importance u p o n the inter
dependence beteween the individual and 
society. Both are g iven equal weight 1 and 
tensions often emerge. The revised C o d e of 
Ethics states that the professional worker 
should "serve clients with devot ion and 
loyal ty ." 2 Often there are two client systems 
and quest ions of client priorities are raised. 
Lucas has referred to this tens ion being 
between "the g o o d of the individual and the 
g o o d of the the group or c o m m u n i t y of 
which he is a part ." 3 These strains have 
often focused on quest ions of policy. For 
e x a m p l e the quest ion of cure or care is one 
such d i l emma. Gurin e leborates on this 
subject. 

The humanitarian motivations that should 
underly the human services argue for maxi
mizing the ability of all people to realize their 
potentialities and to overcome the handicaps 
that may stand in their way. Other cultural 
attitudes impede the easy acceptance of a 
burden for social care unless there is con
vincing proof that "cure" is not attainable. The 

1 National Association of Social Workers, "Work
ing Definition of Social Work Practice, "Social Work 
3, (April 1958), pp 5-9. 

2 "N.A.S.W. Code of Ethics," Passed by the 1979 
Delegate Assembly in Elizabeth Howe, Public Pro

fessions and the Private Model of Professionalism, 
Social Work, Vol. 25, No. 3 (May 1980), p. 185. 

3 Alan Keith-Lucas. "Ethics in Social Work," 
Encyclopedia of Social Work. Washington: National 
Association of Social Workers 1977, pp 350-355. 

dilemma is hard to resolve but it cannot be 

avoided. 4 

A n o t h e r i s sue dea l s w i th the p o l i c y 
ques t ion o f efficiency and equity. The 
former refers to the m a x i m u m use of 
resources , reality of costs , and their impact 
o n o ther s ec tor s o f the e c o n o m y a n d 
society as a whole . 

Equity refers to the distribution of g o o d s 
and services. The d i l emma is put in the 
fo l lowing terms: 

The major concern of social policy has been 
equity, especially for the least advantaged . . . 
However there has been growing pressure 
upon the human services to take account of 
efficiency as well. 5 

These ques t ions have not been l imited t o 
areas of pol icy. Practice issues have a lso 
been raised. For e x a m p l e the quest ion of 
i n d i v i d u a l n e e d s vs . g r o u p interest or 
sacrificing the welfare of the individual for 
the welfare of the group. Self-determination 
and the client's right to freedom of choice 
and what the profess ion or society thinks is 
good for him are another area of exploration. 

There have been various suggest ions 
proposed in deal ing with these d i l emmas . 
S o m e writers argue that such conflicts 
cannot be so lved and any at tempts to d o so 
are only "half truths ." 6 The C o d e of Ethics 
proposes that the practitioner may want to 

4 Arnold Gurin, "Conceptual and Technical Issues 
in the Management of Human Services" In R.C. Sarri 
& Y. Hasenfeld, The Management of Human Services. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1978, pp 
292-293. 

5 Ibid., p. 294. 
k Lucas op. cit., p. 352. 
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"avoid relat ionships or c o m m i t m e n t s that 
confl ict with the interest of c l ients ." 7 There 
is a third v iew which this writer is more 
incl ined to adopt and that is recognizing 
fully the c o m p l e x i t y of the issue, whi le 
searching for poss ible interventive guide
lines. 

Profess ional Guidel ines for Intervention 

At the outset it is wise to clarify the 
practice issue at hand. There are m a n y 
issues which d o not necessarily present 
value strain. For e x a m p l e a person in his 
la te 80's w h o is ill a n d a l o n e a n d is 
determined to remain isolated, against the 
better judgement of family, should not 
present the worker with value confl ict . 
Awareness of the issue can mitigate situa
t ions w h o s e confl icts are more imaginary 
than real. But recogni t ion of the problem is 
only a beg inning step. We hope that the 
worker will at tempt to dist inguish between 
his personal and professional values and be 
certain there is clarity between the two . The 
worker will a l so want to share with clients 
the value premise that directs his decis ions . 
It is what K a l m a n has referred to as 
"Labell ing of va lues ." 8 

G o r d o n has a lso given us direction in 
c o p i n g with value d i l emmas by point ing to 
the need to dist inguish between knowledge 
and value. What is often accepted as values 
may be knowledge statements . The reverse 
is l ikewise true . 9 T o confuse one with the 
other can easily lead to faulty diagnosis . 
One shou ld a l so realize that not all social 
work values are terminal , s o m e are instru
mental , and to keep the two separate is 
important since it can aid in effective 
intervention. 

F o r e x a m p l e , if the individual can be 

7 Elizabeth Howe, op. cit., p. 185. 
8 Herbert C. Kelman, "Manipulation of Human 

Behavior: An Ethical Di lemma for the Social 
Scientist," Journal of Social Issues, XXI, No. 2 
(1965), pp 31-46. 

' William E. Gordon, "A Critique of the Working 
Definition," Social Work 1 (October 1962), pp 3-13. 

helped through group responsiblit iy via 
g r o u p process , then social work goals are 
reached. Group responsiblity is v iewed in 
the contex t of instrumental values . If the 
reverse is true, that is if independence of the 
i n d i v i d u a l is sacr i f iced t h r o u g h g r o u p 
cohes ion then the purposes of social work 
may be quest ionned. 

Levy proposes e x a m i n i n g value cate
gories which can act as guides for planning 
and act ion in social work. Levy proposes 
that we view social work values as pre
ferred concept ions of people , preferred 
o u t c o m e s and preferred instrumentalit ies . 
T h e s e v a l u e s " w o u l d b e c o m e in their 
ult imate stage of d e v e l o p m e n t . . . a basis 
for e x p e c t a t i o n — a basis for predicting or 
assuming what social workers wou ld d o 
under given c i rcumstances ." 1 0 It is these 
purposes that would guide the worker in 
the helping process. 

Soc ie ta l and individual strain should 
a lso be v iewed from another d imens ion . 
H e y m a n has noted that it is important for 
the worker to v iew these strains from a 
system perspective. It is the recognit ion 
that "a person, his subgroup and the larger 
society are all dynamical ly interrelated and 
interdependent , and that m o s t social prob
lems stem from a faulty and unproduct ive 
relationship between the individual and 
soc i e ty ." 1 1 The j o b of the social worker, as 
Schwartz points out, "is to represent the 
symbiot i c strivings, even where their essen
tial features are obscured from the indi
v i d u a l , f r o m s o c i e t y or f r o m b o t h . " 1 2 

Intervention is thus a funct ion of client or 
1 0 Charles S. Levy, "The Value Base of Social Work," 
Journal of Education of Social Work, Vol. 9 (Winter 
1973), p. 38. 

1 1 David Heymann, "A Function for the Social 
Worker in the Antipoverty Program" in William 
Schwartz and Serapio R. Zaba, (ed.) The Practice of 
Group Work. New York: Columlbia University Press 
1971, p. 163. 

1 2 William Schwartz, "The Social Worker in the 
Group" in New Perspectives on Services to Groups: 
Theory, Organization, Practice. New York: National 
Association of Social Workers 1961, p. 7. 
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group needs. 
The various pos i t ions put forth thus far 

have at tempted to seek s o m e resolut ion to 
value and ethical tension. It places respon
sibility u p o n the worker to cons ider his 
o w n value pos i t ion, that of the clients and 
group, and that of the profession. The 
knowledge and value dist inction are impor
tant e lements in resolut ion of conflict. The 
strains ment ioned above are often exacer
bated however when the Jewish social 
worker is faced with individual c o m m u n i t y 
preferences. This will be our focus of 
inquiry in the next section. 

Indiv idual -Community Tension: 
A Jewish View 

W h e n issues of individual and c o m 
munity choice are raised, the Jewish social 
worker is often confronted with a dual 
conflict. N o t only is his at tent ion focused 
on seeking so lut ions within the purview of 
social work, but he is l ikewise seeking 
answers within the Jewish Halachic frame
work. 

One should observe at the outset that 
within the Jewish Halachic framework 
c o m m u n a l o b l i g a t i o n s a n d i n d i v i d u a l 
responsibil ity have been finely balanced. 
T h i s p o s i t i o n is bes t re f l ec ted in the 
Talmudic d ic tum, Kol Yisroel Arevin Zeh 
Lazeh,*3—"All of Israel is responsible one 
for another ." The R a m b a m is very specific 
a b o u t this point when he states that the 
c o m m u n i t y is obl igated to support, c lothe 
and care for the d e s t i t u t e . 1 4 It is even 
required to fulfil the obl igat ion of finding a 
spouse for a single non-married person. 

The individual's obl igat ion to the c o m 
munity is characterized by giving charity to 
his brethren if he is in residence thirty days. 
By six m o n t h s he is required t o participate 
in c lothing his fe l low citizens. By nine 
m o n t h s his obl igat ions extend to partici
p a t i o n in e x p e n d i t u r e for burial . T h e 
R a m b a m n o t e s that if the i n d i v i d u a l 

1 3 Bavli Schevuot 39; Soteh 37. 
1 4 Rambam Hilchoi Malnol Aniyim Ch. 7:3. 

refuses to contr ibute , the c o m m u n i t y can 
force him to fulfil his ob l iga t ions . 1 5 

In regard to support and preferential 
treatment for m e m b e r s within Jewish 
society the R a m b a m presents us with s o m e 
insightful direct ions . The indigent w h o is 
one's relative is preferred above any other 
persons seeking a i d . 1 6 Furthermore the 
p o o r w h o visits frequently with a family is 
preferred over the p o o r of his city. Final ly 
the indigent w h o established residency in a 
city is preferred over inhabitants of another 
c i t y . 1 7 The accepted source for this ruling is 
found in the b o o k of Deuteronomy. The 
Torah states "If there be a m o n g y o u a 
needy man , one of thy brethren within any 
of thy g a t e s . . ." Rashi interprets this verse 
in the fo l l owing manner. A needy man: 
"who is most needy c o m e s first." One of thy 
brethren: "the brother of your father over 
the brother of your mother ." Thy gates: 
"the poor of your o w n city have precedence 
over the p o o r of another c i ty ." 1 8 Jewish law 
thus provided us with a framework of 
ac t ion when ques t ion of preferential treat
ment emerges. 

The rabbis however have not only given 
us insight into c o m m u n a l obl igat ion and 
precedence. They also deal with the c o m 
plex issue of individual and group survival. 
Within this c o n t e x t the Ta lmud raises the 
fo l lowing quest ion. If a group of w o m e n 
were threatened by heathens with physical 
v io lat ion such as rape unless they were 
ready to vo lunteer one of their members , 
what action should they take? The Talmudic 
response indicates that they should all 
submit since the sanctity of one life is of 
equal importance to a n o t h e r . 1 9 Shou ld the 
h e a t h e n s s ing le o u t an i n d i v i d u a l for 
e x e c u t i o n then the group is l ikewise pro
hibited from informing. The only reser
vat ion is the person w h o himself c o m -

1 5 Bavli Baba Kama 119:a. 
16 Mainot Aniyim Op. Cit. 9:12. 
1 7 Bavli Baba Metzia 71 :a. 
18 Deuteronomy 15:7. 
" Yerushalmi Terumot 8:4. 
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mitted a major cirme such as Sheba the son 
of Bichri.20 But even then the rabbis look 
with disfavor o n sacrificing the individual 
for group cont inuity . 

T h e excerpts above put into serious 
quest ion the propriety of subordinat ing the 
welfare of the individual to that of the 
g r o u p . J e w i s h n o r m a t i v e t h i n k i n g , as 
crystall ized in the Halacha, never assumed 
the pr imacy of the group or c o m m u n i t y as 
such. One h u m a n life has infinite value; it is 
the equivalent of the entire world. This 
v iew has wide impl icat ions for pol icy and 
in particular for Jewish c o m m u n i t y centers 
b o t h in Israel and abroad. As Wurzburger 
noted a number of years ago . 

Judaism revolves around the rights and 
duties the needs and wants of the individual 
Jew rather than such abstract notions as 
"communal needs" or "group values" . . . the 
function of the Jewish social agency would be 
to help the individual Jew meet his total 
existential needs as a Jew which include the 
need for a meaningful Jewish experience and 
commitment. 2 1 

T h e d e c i s i o n a b o u t i n d i v i d u a l a n d 
c o m m u n i t y survival appears sufficiently 
expl ic i t in Ta lmudic writings. The indi
v idual is sanctified and not to be sub
ordinated to the group . The issue h o w e v e r 
c a n b e c o m e m o r e c o m p l e x w h e n the 
d i l emma centers on limited resources and 
individual survival. The Tract of Baba 
Menzia addresses itself to this issue. 

If two are travelling on a journey (far from 
civilization) and one has a pitcher of water, if 
both drink they will both die, but if one only 
drinks he can reach civilization . . . the son of 
Patura taught: it is better that both should 
drink and die, rather than that one should 
behold his companion's death. Until R. Akiba 
came and taught that thy brother may live with 
thee: thy life takes precedence over his life. 2 2 

2 0 Samuel Chapter 2:20. Sheba rebelled against 
David thus committing a major crime. 

2 1 Walter S. Wurzburger, "The Meaning and Sig
nificance of Jewish Survival," Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service, Vol. XL, No. 3 (1964), pp 307-315. 
2 2 Baba Mezia 62:a. 

W h e n survival is at stake w h o is mortal 
m a n to s u g g e s t w h o shal l surv ive? In 
addi t ion , for Petura it is best to die than 
witness suffering of fel low man. But the 
more accepted view is that of Rabbi Akiba 
w h o places sanctity of life a b o v e all, even if 
man must sacrifice life of others. "He shall 
live by t h e m " 2 3 and thus perpetuate the 
glory o f G o d . 

While early Rabbinic writings provide 
direct ion for individual and c o m m u n a l 
responsibl i ty it is to one of the m o s t prolific 
contemporary scholars that we turn to gain 
insight into this ancient d i l emma. Rabbi 
So love i tch ik e x a m i n e s the problem from a 
s o m e w h a t different d imens ion . He does 
not focus o n the c o m p l e x issue of cho ice 
and w h o is to live and die. In his seminal 
paper on the "community," Rav Soloveitchik 
turns to the fundamenta l issue of c o m 
munity or individual precedence. Is it the 
"communi ty , the pair or m a n (or w o m a n ) 
a lone w h o takes precedence?" 2 4 

His response — 
The answer to the problem is rather a 

dialectical one, namely, man is both. His is a 
single lonely being, not belonging to any 
structured collectivity . . . He is also a thou-
related being, who co-exists in companionship 
with somebody else . . . In fact the greatness of 
man, manifests itself in his being single and 
unrelated to anyone, as well as in his being 
thou-related and belonging to a community 
structure. 2 5 

T o talk in terms of individual or c o m 
muni ty precedence is perhaps a contra
d ic t ion in terms. They are b o t h separate 
and equal , a metaphysical entity c o m p l e 
ment ing one another existential ly. The Rav 
proceeds to e x p a n d u p o n their c o m p l e 
mentary relat ionships and their mutual i ty . 
He points to the critical stance taken in 
Jewish thought of valuing both entities. 

For the practit ioner w h o m a y be faced 

2 3 Leviticus 18:5. 
2 4 Joseph B. Soloveitchik, "The Community," Tradi
tion Vol. 17, No. 2 Spring 1978, pp 8-9. 
25 Ibid., pp9-10. 
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with the man i fo ld d i l e m m a s of i n d i v i d u a l — 
c o m m u n i t y t ens ion b o t h t he Rav's o b s e r v a 
t ions a n d the T a l m u d i c ins ights p r e sen t ed 
a r e p r o v o c a t i v e . It p o i n t s o n t he o n e h a n d 
to t h e difficulty of t he issue bu t a l so t o 
s o m e d i r e c t i o n s t h a t a r e of fered f r o m 

R a b b i n i c t e a c h i n g s . It is t he J e w i s h social 
w o r k e r ' s o b l i g a t i o n t o c o n s i d e r b o t h the 
p ro fe s s iona l a n d the H a l a c h i c fac tors t h a t 
e n t e r i n to these c o m p l e x issues. T h r o u g h 
e n g a g i n g w i t h t h e p r o b l e m s o m e d i r ec t i ons 
for i n t e r v e n t i o n c a n be a r r ived a t . 
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