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Angel for Shabbat, Parashat Beshallah

by Rabbi Marc D. Angel

 

After the Israelites crossed the sea and were miraculously saved from their
Egyptian oppressors, they broke out in a song of praise to the Almighty. “Then
sang Moshe and the children of Israel.” Yet, the actual words of the song are in
the singular…”I will sing to God….God is my strength and song…” Although the
people sang as a vast crowd, each voice was individual. 

In his memoir, The Torch in My Ear, the Sephardic Jewish writer Elias Canetti (who
won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1981) reflects on an insight that came to him
as a young man: “I realized that there is such a thing as a crowd instinct, which is
always in conflict with the personality instinct, and that the struggle between the
two of them can explain the course of human history.” (The Memoirs of Elias
Canetti, p. 387).This idea became central to Canetti’s life, ultimately resulting in
his classic book Crowds and Power.

What is the “crowd instinct?” It is the desire to blend into a crowd, to dissolve
one’s personality into a large mass of people. The crowd instinct can be
witnessed in sports’ arenas, where fans become one with each other and with the
players on the field. It can be experienced in mass rallies where fiery orators fire
up the crowd, or at rock concerts where fans lose themselves in their wild
admiration of the singers and their music. People have a deep desire to be part of
such crowds.
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Yet, crowds can become dangerous. When individuals succumb to crowds,
demagogues can control them, can drive them to do terrible things, can turn
them into lynch mobs or murderous gangs, can push them into terrorism and war.

And so there is also a “personality instinct,” a deep desire to retain our own ideas
and values, to resist the mesmerizing power of crowds.  Although we at times
want to share in the enthusiasms and griefs of crowds, we simultaneously want to
maintain our inner freedom from the crowds. We want to blend in…but not to
blend in.

In the Song at the Sea, we can detect both the crowd instinct and the personality
instinct. The Israelites were in the early stage of developing into a nation. Nation-
building entails working with crowds, striving to create consensus among various
factions.  Nations demand patriotism, national symbols that inspire citizens to feel
united with each other. But nations can become dangerous crowds. Demagogues
can manipulate the crowd’s emotions and can control information that they share
with the masses. Crowds can become dangerous; crowds can be turned into
murdering, war-mongering and hateful entities.

How can one resist the power of crowds? For this we need the personality instinct.
Each person needs to understand the crowd, but keep enough independence not
to totally succumb to the power of the crowd. Each person literally has to be a
hero, has to be willing to stand up and stand out…and possibly take terrible risks
in order to maintain personal integrity. So the throngs on Israelites sang
together…but separately. They had to learn to keep a balance.

Throughout human history, there has been an ongoing tension between the
crowd instinct and the personality instinct.  Too often, the crowd instinct has
prevailed. Masses of people have been whipped up to commit the worst
atrocities, to murder innocents, to vent hatred. Too seldom have the masses
acted like stars who can and do resist the power of dangerous crowds.



In our time, like throughout history, there are those who seek to manipulate
crowds in dangerous, murderous and hateful ways. There are those who play on
the fears and gullibility of the masses, who dissolve individuality and turn people
into frenzied sheep.

But there are also those who refuse to become part of such crowds, who resist
the crowd instinct and maintain the personality instinct. 

 
“Then sang Moshe and the children of Israel…I will sing to God…” A crowd, a
nation, with each individual voice singing its own song…together and apart.

 


