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Regarding The Body 
REFLECTING ON VACCINE MANDATES 
WITH SAINT PAUL  

Mary Nickel | Princeton University 

 Jacobson v. Massachusetts, a landmark 1905 Supreme 
Court case, upheld the state’s authority to compel 
citizens’ vaccination. 

 The relation of individuals’ rights and the common 
good 

 This paper: 1) individualism; 2) collectivism; 3) a 
Pauline third way 

INDIVIDUALISM 

 individualism prioritizes the value, freedom, and well-
being of the individual over other political 
considerations. 

 Locke is an early individualist. 

 Nozick is a more contemporary example. For Nozick, 
there simply “are only individual people, different 
individual people, with their own individual lives. 
Using one of these people for the benefit of others, 
uses him and benefits the others … To use a person 
in this way does not sufficiently respect and take 
account of the fact that he is a separate person, that 
his is the only life he has.” (Nozick, 32–33.) 

 Individualists also helpfully identify the invaluable 
worth of all humans, whether on theological or non-
theological grounds. 

 But individualism conceals the background 
conditions that make autonomy possible in the first 
place. Part of individuals’ integrity is sustained by 
social bonds. 

COLLECTIVISM 

 Collectivism normatively prioritizes the collective 
good over individual rights. 

 In 1630, Winthrop exhorted his fellow Puritans that 
“the care of the public must oversway all private 
respects.” 

 Collectivists are often concerned with common 
goods, including a defense force, traffic laws, the 
education of citizens, the mitigation of climate 
change. 

 For some communitarians, democratic society itself 
is one such common good. 

 However, we need to be vigilant about the limits of 
this logic; the same reasoning was used to justify 
eugenics. 

PAUL’S CORPORATE METAPHOR 

 Much contemporary political theory has been 
devoted to reflections about how to integrate the 
virtues of both views, and to resist their dangers. 

 Paul helpfully does not merely balance the 
considerations of the social and the individual, but 
shows how each is enriched by its relationship to the 
other. 

 Paul uses a bodily metaphor, which he borrows from 
Menenius Agrippa, who developed such a metaphor 
to justify the predominance of the wealthy. 

 Paul inverts the fable, to grant especial care to the 
least of these. He insists on both the interdependence 
and the indispensability of each of the members. 

 The bodily metaphor stresses the importance of 
diversity. No bodily parts are interchangeable: they 
are “members” (μέλος) rather than as “parts” (μέρος) 
of the community. 
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 Along the lines of what Dale Martin calls Paul’s 
notion of “identity through participation,” it is only 
in the context of κοινωνία that believers can be fully 
themselves. 

 For Paul, the individual and the community are no 
more mutually exclusive than the body can exist apart 
from, say, its heart—or than the heart can exist apart 
from its body. 

 A Pauline social ontology would both defend Carrie 
Buck’s bodily integrity and positively identify the 
social resources she ought to have had access to. The 
insight that we owe one another our care could be 
used to justify a national vaccine mandate today. 
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