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1. Constructive Conflict
In contemporary conflict resolution, the popularization of the term “constructive
conflict” can be attributed to the “mother of conflict resolution,” Mary Parker Follet
(1868–1933). From 1924 to 1933, Follet, whose specialization was in
organizational psychology, had become a featured speaker at some of the most
important business conferences of that period. In January 1925, at one of these
conferences, she presented a paper entitled “Constructive Conflict,” in which she
developed the idea of what is today referred to as an “integrative problem-solving
approach,” which basically means a mutual-gains approach that seeks win-win
solutions. Follet’s theories were enormously influential and over the course of
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time would come to be adopted by an overwhelming percentage of conflict
resolution theorists and practitioners.2
Over the next half-century, the concept of “constructive conflict” and the factors
that contribute to it were extensively researched and underwent considerable
development. In 1973, Morton Deutsch, who for over half a century has been one
of the leading figures in the field of conflict resolution, published his now classic
Resolution of Conflict: Constructive and Destructive Processes, in which he
summarized research and presented his theories on the topic. Among the main
features of constructive conflict that Deutsch outlines are such things as having
an appropriate level of motivation to solve the problem at hand, open and honest
communication, recognizing the legitimacy of and being responsive to the needs
and interests of the other party, maintaining trusting and friendly attitudes,
possessing a certain requisite level of intelligence and applying it to the problem
at hand, and being open-minded and flexible.3
Taking into consideration the diversity of theories and approaches that exist in
the field, it is somewhat difficult to make any type of ironclad generalization
regarding what are considered the essential elements of constructive conflict
according to contemporary conflict resolution theory and practice. However,
Follet’s integrative problem-solving approach and Deutsch’s features of
constructive conflict serve as good examples of the sort of elements of
constructive conflict that are constantly being discussed and promoted in the
massive, and ever-expanding, modern conflict resolution literature.
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2. Machloket L‘shem Shamayim
By the third century CE, we find that the Jewish sages, the tannaim (mishnaic
scholars), in the fifth chapter of Pirkei Avot (5:17) had already established a basic,
and somewhat cryptic, typology of constructive and destructive conflicts:
Any dispute that is “for the sake of Heaven” will in its end endure [it will have
enduring value], but one that is “not for the sake of Heaven” will in its end not
endure. What is a dispute that is for the sake of Heaven? This is a dispute of
Hillel and Shammai. And one that is not for the sake of Heaven? This is the
dispute of Korah and his group.

This rudimentary tannaic system of conflict classification and its defining criteria
were expounded upon by literally hundreds of rabbinic scholars and
commentators over a period of approximately nine hundred years (eleventh
century–present). 4 When one studies the commentaries to this Mishnah, one
discovers

an

array

of

what

are

essentially

rabbinic

perspectives

on

constructive/destructive conflict. I would like to share a number of these that I
personally consider to be extremely noteworthy.

3. The Attributes of Hillel and Shammai and a Dispute for the Sake of
Heaven
In developing their views on the essential features of a dispute for the sake of
Heaven, or—in modern terminology—constructive conflict, the commentators
focused upon the Mishnah’s exemplars, Hillel and Shammai, and the
characteristics that are attributed to them and their disputes in earlier rabbinic
sources. One such source is found in the beginning of tractate Eduyyot, where
after discussing three different disputes that took place between Hillel and
Shammai (Eduyyot 1:1–3) the Mishnah recounts how both Hillel and Shammai in
one of the cases ultimately retracted their opinions in favor of a third opinion. The
Mishnah then goes on to state that it was important to record this in order “to
teach future generations that a person should not [stubbornly] adhere to his
4
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words” (Eduyyot 1:4). Based upon this source, some commentators include the
receptivity to alternative opinions as an essential feature of a dispute for the sake
of Heaven.5 In a similar vein, but working with the assumption that the proper
nouns “Hillel” and “Shammai” in this Mishnah are not referring to the actual
personages of Hillel and Shammai themselves, but rather are idiomatically
referring to Beit Hillel (the “School of Hillel”) and Beit Shammai (the “School of
Shammai”), a significant number of commentators6 cite cases in which one of the
schools retracts its opinion in favor of the opinion of the other school (e.g.,
Eduyyot 1:12–4 and Y. Terumah 5:2). Thus, for these commentators, the
inclination to readily admit that one is wrong, which is seen as being indicative of
an adherence to principles of intellectual integrity and a devotion to truth, is a
primary characteristic of a dispute for the sake of Heaven.
Other commentators and rabbinic scholars7 focus upon the positive relationships
the two schools were able to maintain while in the throes of their most critical and
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intense debates. Even when grappling over the weightiest of issues, for example,
laws regarding marriage and personal status (i.e., questions of mamzerut,
bastardism), the Talmud states that the schools of Shammai and Hillel “treated
each other with love and friendship” (Yevamot 14b). 8 Rabbi Yechezkel Sarna
(1889–1969, Lithuania/Israel) eloquently sums up this approach when he writes
that the clearest indication that their arguments were for the sake of Heaven was
in the fact that these arguments never became personal; rather, they always
remained simple differences of opinion.9
It is noteworthy that some rabbinic scholars cite in connection with our Mishnah
the Gemara in Eruvin (13b) that teaches that Beit Hillel was “gentle and
[forbearing when] insulted” and would “study their opinion and the opinion of Beit
Shammai,” and “put the words of Beit Shammai before their own words.” 10
According to Rashi,11 the last two of these attributes should be understood as
saying that Beit Hillel made a point of taking into serious consideration and fully
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addressing the arguments of Beit Shammai, and Beit Hillel showed deference to
the opinion of Beit Shammai by mentioning it first.12

4. The Attributes of Korah and a Dispute Not for the Sake of Heaven
Similar to their approach in explaining a dispute for the sake of Heaven by
analyzing the characteristics that are attributed to Hillel and Shammai, the
commentators developed the concept of a dispute that is not for the sake of
Heaven by analyzing the biblical narrative (Num. 16:1–17:15) and earlier rabbinic
sources that relate to Korah.
A number of commentators focus on the perceptible display of ill will and
acrimony on the part of Korah and his group, which is viewed as being a
manifestation of a dispute that is not for the sake of Heaven. According to Rabbi
Menachem Meiri (1249–1316, France), this occurs in the biblical narrative when
Korah and his group come with a sweeping and total condemnation of Moses. 13
Rabbi Joseph Hayyun (d. 1497, Portugal) is of the opinion that this occurs when
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“they present themselves before Moses in an insolent manner and insult him.”14
And Rabbi Jonathan Eybeschuetz (c. 1690–1764, Bohemia-Germany) focuses
on “the animosity and hatred” exhibited by Korah and his group towards Moses
and (based upon a midrashic source) how they were “on the verge of stoning
him.”15
Other rabbinic scholars16 view Korah’s reluctance to engage in dialogue as a sure
sign of a dispute not for the sake of Heaven. A cursory examination of the biblical
account of the “dispute” that took place between Korah and Moses reveals that it
was conspicuously one-sided. We find that Moses responded to the accusations
brought against him (Num. 16:8–11) and attempted to convene with his accusers
(Num. 16:12). This is in stark contrast to those who opposed him, who throughout
the story never responded to what Moses had to say and at one point adamantly
refused to meet with him (Num. 16:12b). This facet of the narrative is clearly
picked up on by a number of midrashim17 that focus upon Korah’s reticence and
his rejection of Moses’s conciliatory overtures:
With all these words Moses attempted to appease Korah, and you do not find
that he responded in any way. This is because he was prudent in his
wickedness. He said, “If I respond to him, I know that he is exceptionally wise
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and he will hereupon overwhelm me with his words…it is best that I do not
engage him [in conversation].”18

5. Conclusion
Based upon the aggregate of the qualities that the commentators attribute to
Hillel and Shammai and Korah and his group, and their interpretations of a
dispute for the sake of Heaven, we may assert that they would attest to the
following:
Constructive conflict requires that one engage in dialogue, carefully
consider the opinions of the other party, and be amenable to retract
one’s opinion. Such conflict also entails that it not be conducted in a
hostile atmosphere 19 and that it not in any way negatively affect the
personal relationships of the parties involved.
It should be self-evident that in elaborating upon the concept of a dispute for the
sake of Heaven the Rabbis were not merely attempting to define it only on a
theoretical level. Rather, they were intent upon prescribing practical standards of
comparison to be used in testing and evaluating the true nature of real-life
conflicts that one either encounters or engages in. That means to say, if one is
involved in a conflict and finds that his or her attitude and actions conform to the
Hillel and Shammai paradigm—that one is doing such things as engaging in
dialogue, being receptive to the other party’s opinion, maintaining benevolent
feelings, and exhibiting goodwill towards the other—then one can be confident
that one is promoting constructive conflict. If, on the other hand, one’s attitude
18
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and actions correspond to the Korah paradigm—namely, that one is resistant to
dialogue, is unable to even consider opposing views, experiences feelings of
malevolence, and exhibits ill will—one may be assured that one is contributing
towards a dispute that is not for the sake of Heaven and is promoting destructive
conflict. And in such a case, one should take the appropriate steps of trying to
alter one’s attitude and actions so as to rectify the situation.

9

