
Destructive & Constructive Conflict1 

(1) Mishnah Avot, 5:17 (2nd Century CE) 

Every constructive (le-shem shamayim) debate will be vindicated (sofah lehityitkayem); but a 

destructive debate won’t be vindicated.  What is an example of a constructive debate?  Those 

between Hillel and Shammai. 

(2) Magen Avot, 5:17 (R. Shimon Ben Zemach Doran, Algeria, 1361-1444 CE) 

What does the Mishnah mean when it says that “constructive debates will be vindicated?” It 

means that the disputants will concede defeat to the other side [when proven wrong], for they 

have no intentions of dominating those they disagree with, they only wish to clarify the issue.  

When the proofs of one side are persuasive, the other will concede, just as the School of Hillel 

did sometimes…2 It is also possible to explain the Mishnah differently: That the opinion of both 

will “be vindicated” i.e. be taught, both being the words of the living God.3 

(3) Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 13b (6th Century CE) 

Although the School of Shammai and the School of Hillel disagreed on many issues concerning 

marriage, the School of Shammai did not abstain from marrying women of the families of the 

School of Hillel, nor vice versa. This is to teach you that they showed love and friendship 

towards one another, thus putting into practice the scriptural text, “You should love [both] 

truth and peace.” (Zechariah 8:16) 

(4) Palestinian Talmud, Shabbat, 1:4 (3C) (4th Century CE) 

“When the rabbis came to visit Hananiah ben Hezekiah... They found that the disciples of 

Shammai were more numerous than those of Hillel, so they forced through eighteen decrees.”4 

Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai taught… “That day was as wretched for the Jews as the day the golden 

calf was made. It was taught in the name of Rabbi Joshua Oniya: The students of the School of 

Shammai stood below the attic and began to slaughter the students of the School of Hillel. 

Others said, six of the School of Shammai ascended to the attic and the others [forcibly kept 

out] those of the School of Hillel with swords and lances. 

Questions 

1. What makes a debate constructive? How can the “losing” side still be vindicated? 

2. How did the two opposing schools show love of both truth and peace in source (3)? 

3. Which represents a more accurate historical tradition, source (3) or source (4)? 

                                                           
1 This text study owes a tremendous debt to the teachings of Rabbi Dr. Daniel Roth of the Pardes Institute. 
2 See Babylonian Talmud, Gittin 41b. 
3 See Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 13b. 
4 Mishnah Shabbat 1:4 (2nd Century CE) 


