
Self defense and its limits

`
The fundamental human law of self-defense finds its articulation in the Bible in Exodus:

x©M §n¦p §e Fl oi ¥̀  m ¦̀  m¥N ©W§i  m¥N ©W Fl mi ¦nC̈  eïlr̈  W ¤n ¤X ©d  dg̈ §xf̈  m ¦̀  :mi ¦nC̈  Fl  oi ¥̀  z ¥në  dM̈ ªd §e aP̈©B ©d ̀ ¥vÖ¦i z¤x ¤Y §g ©O©A  m ¦̀
Fzä¥p §b ¦A:)a-`:ak wxt zeny(

“If the robber is found while tunneling and is beaten and dies, there is no bloodguilt for his
death.  But if daylight shines on him there is bloodguilt in this case.  The robber shall pay for the
goods, and if he can not afford to do so, he is sold to pay for his robbery.” (Exodus 22:1-2)

Rashi1  commenting on this verse, and basing himself on the talmudic discussion, makes the
connection to self-defense explicit:

 ` weqt ak wxt zeny i"yx
d`xe envr cinrn mc` oi`y ,`ed rcei ixdy `a jbxdl dfe ,ebxdl mkyd ,jbxdl `a m` dxez jzcnl o`k

epbxdi ecbpk oennd lra cenri m`y ,`a ok zpn lr jkitl ,wzeye eipta epenn oilhepy
Here the Torah has taught:  if someone comes to kill you, rise up and kill him.  This person came
to kill you, for he knows that a person will not simply stand aside, watch himself be robbed and
keep quiet; therefore he comes with the intent that if the owner resists giving up his possessions,
he will kill him.

What allows us to take the law into our own hands?
What limits does the Torah itself place on the justification of self-defense?
What difference does daylight make?
Is there a broader principle at work here?
What limits would you place on self-defense?

The talmud argues about the limits of the argument of self defense. Thus it quotes a tanaitic
teaching interpreting the biblical verses we have just quoted:

 ` cenr ar sc oixcdpq zkqn ilaa cenlz
oi`y ynyk xacd jl xexa m` `l` dgxf cala eilr ynyd ike "eilr ynyd dgxf m` ,minc el oi`" :opax epz

 edbxdz l` e`l m`e edbxd jnr mely el
Our Rabbis taught: “There is no bloodguilt, but if the daylight shines on him...” does the sun
shine on him alone, rather the verse is to be understood metaphorically: if the matter is as clear to
you as the sun that he has not come in peace but rather intends to kill you then you may kill him,
but if not, do not kill him.

What is the import of this teaching?
How does it limit the argument of self-defense?

1. Rashi:  Acronym of Rabbi Solomon the son of Isaac (Shlomo Yitzchaqi) , 1040-1105, France.  The most
frequently consulted Jewish medieval Bible and Talmud commentator.



The Talmud also quotes an opposite tanaitic teaching:

` cenr ar sc oixcdpq zkqn ilaa cenlz
mely el yiy ynyk jl xexa m` `l` dgxf cala eilr ynyd ike "el minc eilr ynyd dgxf m`" jci` `ipz

 edbxd e`l m`e edbxdz l` jnr
Another tannaitic source teaches:  “If the sun shines on him, there is bloodguilt in this case.”
Does the sun shine only on him?  Rather, if it is as clear to you as daylight that he comes in
peace, then don’t kill him, but if not, kill him.

Note how these two positions play off different readings of the biblical verse.
What is the presumption here?
Which of the two positions do you think we should follow?

(In typical fashion the later talmudic exposition attempts to minimize the disagreement among
the sources and resolves the difference by arguing that they ultimately maintain the same
position, and are talking about two different circumstances.  Thus the former mishanah concerns
the case of someone you know well and are fairly sure won’t kill you -- in such a case you have
permission to kill the person only when you are sure that your assumption is wrong, but the latter
teaching concerns the more usual case where we can presume the robber will kill you if you
resist.)

Maimonides in his codification of Jewish law, the Mishnah Torah follows the conclusion of the
the talmud and writes  (h wxt daipb zekld):

lkl yi zeyxe ,oixeht mc`d x`y e` ziad lra ebxd m` `l` minc el oi` dlila oia meia oia zxzgna `ad
.minc el oi` +'` a"k zeny+ 'py ,ezindl oilekiy dzin lka zaya oia lega oia ebxdlf dkld

Someone who tunnels into a house, whether by day or night, there is no blood guilt, rather if the
owner or someone else kills the robber they are innocent.  Indeed everyone has permission to kill
the person, whether on Shabbat or weekday, in whatever manner at their disposal by which they
can kill him, as it is written, “there is no bloodguilt.”

ebxd m`e ,ebxdl xeq` oenn iwqr lr `l` `a `le ebxed epi` eilr `a apbd dfy ziad lral xexa xacd did
l` jnr mely el yiy ynyk xacd jl xexa m` ,eilr ynyd dgxf m` +'a a"k zeny+ 'py ,ytp bxed df ixd

.dlila oia ,edbxdzi dkld

But if it was clear to the owner that the robber did not come with the intention to kill him but
only came for money then it is not permitted to kill the person, as it is written, “If the sun rises
on him,” that is if it is as clear to you as daylight that this person intends you no harm then do not
kill him, even if it is at night.

Note that Maimonides, following the talmudic argument, has entirely turned the image used in
the biblical verse into a metaphor.
Do you think that this reading of  Maimonides is the intent of the biblical verse?



Other medieval authorities want to limit the use of force more than Maimonides does.  Rabbi
Abraham Ibn Daud (1125-1198, known by the acronym Ravad), an older contemporary of
Maimonides living in Provence, immediately comments on this passage of Maimonides:

xacd jl xexa m` lyn jxc eilr ynyd dgxf m` minkg eyxcy t"r` l"py izrc z` aezkln rpnp ipi` `"`
meia `a apb oi`y ebxdl i`yx epi` meia eheyt icin `vei `xwn oi` k"tr` 'eke zeytp iwqr lr `a `ly ynyk

iptn dlila apb `l` ebxdl eilra lr cenrle lecb oenn aepbl akrzn epi`e cin gxeae hney dhnydl `l`
dhenye eziaa ievn ziad lra oi` mei apb la` bxdil e` bexdl `a e` ziaa ziad lray rcei dlil apby

 .dfa el ic oian lk iy`x iige `ed `nlra
Abraham says: I can not resist writing my own opinion for it seems to me that even though the
sages of the talmud interpreted the verse, “If the sun rises on him,” metaphorically i.e. if you are
certain that the person has not come to kill you, nevertheless, the biblical verse can not be
separated from its simple meaning for there is a presumption that a robber would only come
during the day to grab something and immediately run away but would not linger to engage in a
major robbery, staying to kill the owners.  It is only at night, when the robber comes knowing
that the owner is at home that the robber comes with the intent to kill or be killed.  But one who
comes during the day assumes that the owner is not at home only comes to grab something.  By
my life, anyone who has understanding should find this explanation sufficient.

What is the presumption the Ravad makes?
How would you formulate the difference between Maimonides and Ravad?

Similarly the Shulchan Aruch2 addresses the problem of the amount of force that one can use in
self-defense.

leki did m` cne` jixv edine ,envr livdl ick ea leagl ipyl zeyx el yiy xeht ipyd ,cg`d ligzd m`
 .aiig daxd ea lage zhren dlaga envr livdl[bi:`"kz n"g r"y]

If someone attacks another, the second is innocent of any responsibility for injury caused to the
first, since he has a right to defend himself, but if he was able to use less force but caused greater
injury then he is guilty.

Which opinion(s) seems closest to this last code?
How might these texts apply to a situation of war?

2. Shulchan Aruch is the authoritative code of law written by Rabbi Joseph Caro, Safed, Israel, 1488-1575.



a
The Talmud extends the law of self-defense to the case of defending others who are being

pursued.
The talmud quotes a tanaitic teaching which allows others to kill a robber who is

presumed to be willing to resort to violence:
ezindl leki dz`y dzin lka--zne ,mc` lka--dkede

“And is beaten”-- anyone can do so; “And he dies”-- any means you can employ to kill him is
permissible.

How much force is permitted to be used here?
Are there any limits?

bxdp Î livd ̀ le eixa`n cg`a elivdl lekie ,ebxedl exiag xg` scex didy scex :xne` le`y oa ozpei iax ,`ipzc
 .eilr

There is a tanaitic teaching:  Rabbi Jonathan ben Saul says:  If someone was pursuing another
attempting to kill him, and were it possible to stop him by injuring one of his extremities but
instead killed him, that person is subject to a capital case.

How does this teaching differ with the first?
Which ought to be followed?


