
Pirkei Avot 5:17
(17) Every argument that is [for the
sake of] heaven’s name, it is destined
to endure. But if it is not [for the sake
of] heaven’s name -- it is not destined
to endure. What [is an example of an
argument for the sake of] heaven’s
name? The argument of Hillel and
Shammai. What [is an example of an
argument not for the sake of] heaven’s
name? The argument of Korach and all
of his followers*.

משנה אבות ה׳:י״ז

 ָכּל ַמֲחלֹוֶקת ֶשִׁהיא ְלֵשׁם ָשַׁמִים, סֹוָפּה 
 ְלִהְתַקֵיּם. ְוֶשֵׁאיָנּה ְלֵשׁם ָשַׁמִים, ֵאין סֹוָפּה
 ְלִהְתַקֵיּם. ֵאיזֹו ִהיא ַמֲחלֹוֶקת ֶשִׁהיא ְלֵשׁם
 ָשַׁמִים, זֹו ַמֲחלֹוֶקת ִהֵלּל ְוַשַׁמּאי. ְוֶשֵׁאיָנּה
*ְלֵשׁם ָשַׁמִים, זֹו ַמֲחלֹוֶקת ֹקַרח ְוָכל ֲעָדתֹו

*From Bamidbar (The Book of Numbers) 16:1-33
Korach was the leader of the rebellion against Moses and Aaron while the Israelites
were in the desert after leaving Egypt. Miraculously, Korach and all of his followers
were “swallowed by the earth.”
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Learning to live with disagreement, 
moreover, is a way of learning to live 
with each other. Etymologically, the 
term machloket refers to separation and 
division, but the culture of machloket is 
not in itself separatist and divisive. This 
is in part because all the parties to any 
particular disagreement share certain 
metaphysical and historical assumptions 
about the foundations of their identity. But 
beyond those general axioms, the really 
remarkable feature of the Jewish tradition 
of machloket is that it is itself a basis for 
community. 

The community of contention, the 
contentious community, is not as 
paradoxical as it may seem. The parties 
to a disagreement are members of the 

disagreement; they belong to the group 
that wrestles together with the same 
perplexity, and they wrestle together for 
the sake of the larger community to which 
they all belong, the community that needs 
to know how Jews should behave and 
live.

A quarrel is evidence of coexistence. 
The rabbinical tradition is full of rival 
authorities and rival schools—it owes a 
lot of its excitement to those grand and 
even bitter altercations—but the rivalries 
play themselves out within the unified 
framework of the shared search. There 
is dissent without dissension, and yet 
things change. Intellectual discord, if it is 
practiced with methodological integrity, is 
compatible with social peace.

Note: Leon Wieseltier, a noted public intellectual, was accused by several former employees of 
sexual harassment and inappropriate advances. Wieseltier apologized to the women and admitted to 
“offenses against some of my colleagues in the past.”


