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Jewish Sources on Human Rights and Violence:

An Introduction for educations

Rabbi Edward Feld, Rabbis for Human Rights North America
The political choices facing Americans and Israelis, especially those involving national security, are ones that involve central values.  This historical moment, when democracies battle terrorists and those who commit violence, confronts us with the need to make critical choices regarding self-defense and human rights.  How do we achieve a balance between the competing interests of individual rights and national security? How do we preserve our ideals while battling opponents who do not respect the same values we do?

Jewish law exhibits a central understanding of the need to work through priorities when values are in conflict.  No value commands single minded and absolute authority.  Historically, Talmudic argument became the device through which the boundaries and limits of values could be examined and the implications of choices examined.  Frequently these arguments remained undecided, the very discussion being an important educational device for explicating the implications and demands of specific values.  In many cases, over time, a definite perspective emerged and one side or the other of an argument gained ascendancy.  But interestingly, that occurred only after a careful weighing of arguments and justifications.

This study guide is premised on the idea that as educators the promotion of discussion of the issues of the hour will lead to better choices being made by the American and Israeli public.  Better than instinctual reactions are reasoned ones.  

The study guide is centered on the idea that we need to balance the need for survival and self-defense and the rights of others even those who would do us harm. Some of the questions to be considered:   How immediate does a threat have to be in order to justify killing someone?  How are we to behave toward those we suspect of capital crimes?  If we are sure that someone is a criminally responsible for the death of another, do they lose their claim to the human rights we normally grant average citizens? Do rights extend only to citizens or to outsiders as well?  (Note that this question, like many of the others, has become a central one for the American Supreme Court as it has come to grips with whether habeas corpus extends to non-citizens.)  

Until modern times, Jews as a people did not exercise the same power currently deployed by the Israeli government nor — for the most part – were they responsible for the decisions made by the governments in the countries in which they resided.  Thus Jewish law frequently developed from the victim’s perspective.  Perhaps, in our time, it can help us to stop and think precisely because of that history.

We are currently faced with choices regarding the treatment of others, and even of life and death.  We have the power to inflict suffering on many.  We have the need to survive and adequately defend ourselves.   It is only through discussion that intelligent decisions concerning the vexing choicest that face us can be made wisely.  This study guide is meant to help promote that discussion among teenagers and adults. 

This study guide is also available for download at http://www.rhr-na.org/resource/rhr-na-curriculum.
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