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Korach the Demagogue
Source Sheet by Rabbi Carl Perkins
Parashat Korach, June 24, 2017, Temple Aliyah, Needham, MA
(with thanks to Rabbi Josh Feigelson)

Numbers 16:1-3

(1) Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath
son of Levi, took ... (2) and arose against
Moses, ... (3) They combined against
Moses and Aaron and said to them, “You
have gone too far! For all the community
are holy, all of them, and the LORD is in
their midst. Why then do you raise
yourselves above the LORD’s
congregation?”

Bemidbar Rabbah 18:1-4

1. And Korach ben Yitzhar ben Kehat
took... 2. He took soft (smooth,
persuasive) words, by means of which
the leaders of Isracl were drawn after him.
... "And he took" means that with soft
words he drew their minds and hearts
[toward him].

3. And Korah took ... What is written right
before this matter? "And they shall make
for themselves fringes (tzitzit).” (Numbers
15) Korah jumped on this and said to
Moses: Consider a tallit that is made
entirely of tekhelet (i.e., purple threads) --
Is it exempt from zzitzit?

Moses said to him: No. It requires #zitzit.
Korach said to him: A tallit that is made
entirely of tekhelet is not exempt - but four
threads of tekhelet exempt it?!

Consider a house full of sacred books -
Does it need a mezuzah?! Moses said to
him: It needs a mezuzah. Korah said to
him: The entire Torah, consisting of 275
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sections, does not exempt a house, but one 72511 3P0 NM0XI RY 19K 00127 9
section does?! Korach continued: You < IRTI DR
were not commanded concerning these

matters; you made these rulings up

yourself!

dem-a-gogue
‘demo gdg/
noun

1. a political leader who seeks support by appealing to popular desires and

prejudices rather than by using rational argument.

synonyms: rabble-rouser, agitator, political agitator, soapbox orator, firebrand,
fomenter, provocateur
"he was drawn into a circle of campus demagogues"

u (in ancient Greece and Rome) a leader or orator who espoused the cause
of the common people.
(Google Search)

A demagogue /'demogpg/ (from Greek onpaywyog, a popular leader, a leader of a
mob, from dfjpog, people, populace, the commons + dywyog leading, leader) or
rabble-rouser is a leader in a democracy who gains popularity by exploiting
prejudice and ignorance among the common people, whipping up the passions of the
crowd and shutting down reasoned deliberation. Demagogues overturn established
customs of political conduct, or promise or threaten to do so.

Demagogues have appeared in democracies since ancient Athens. They exploit a
fundamental weakness in democracy: because ultimate power is held by the people,
it is possible for the people to give that power to someone who appeals to the lowest
common denominator of a large segment of the population. Demagogues have
usually advocated immediate, forceful action to address a national crisis while
accusing moderate and thoughtful opponents of weakness or disloyalty.

(Wikipedia)
Pirkei Avot 5:17 T MAN MR
(17)fvery 'argumen"[ tha‘zlis [fordthe sal:ie 7930 ,0onY ow XY nm’pﬂ@ ’7; (™)
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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.

Tosafot Yom Tov on Pirkei Avot 5:17:2
(2) Korach, etc. : The text does not not
mention the second side [that opposed
Korach], namely Moses and Aaron, as it
mentioned the two sides (Hillel and
Shammai) in the first disagreement. This
is because they [the two disagreements]
are not equivalent. For Moses and Aharon,
their intention was for the sake of heaven.
And they did not have any aspect within
them that was not for the sake of heaven.
Rather, [their intentions were entirely] for
the sake of peace.

Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 5:17:1

(1) "Every controversy that is for the sake
of Heaven's name, it is destined to
endure." That is to say that the people of
controversy are destined to endure and
not be destroyed, as with the controversy
between Hillel and Shammai, for neither
they (Hillel and Shammai) nor their
students were destroyed. But Korach and
his party perished.

Eruvin 13b

Rabbi Abba said in the name of Shmuel: For
three years, the House of Hillel and the
House of Shammai argued. One said, "The
halakha is like us,' and the other said, 'The
halakha is like us.' A heavenly voice

spoke: ;These and these are the words of the
living God, and the halakha is like the House
of Hillel." A question was raised: Since the
heavenly voice declared: "Both these and
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those are the words of the Living God," why
was the halacha established to follow the
opinion of Hillel? It is because the students
of Hillel were kind and gracious. They
taught their own ideas as well as the ideas
from the students of Shammai. Not only for
this reason, but they went so far as to teach
Shammai's opinions first.

Leonard Bernstein
April 6, 1962

Carnegie Hall

Don't be frightened. Mr. Gould is here. He will appear in a moment. I'm not, um, as
you know, in the habit of speaking on any concert except the Thursday night
previews, but a curious situation has arisen, which merits, I think, a word or two.
You are about to hear a rather, shall we say, unorthodox performance of the Brahms
D Minor Concerto, a performance distinctly different from any I've ever heard, or
even dreamt of for that matter, in its remarkably broad tempi and its frequent
departures from Brahms' dynamic indications. I cannot say I am in total agreement
with Mr. Gould's conception and this raises the interesting question: "What am |
doing conducting it?" I'm conducting it because Mr. Gould is so valid and serious an
artist that I must take seriously anything he conceives in good faith and his
conception is interesting enough so that I feel you should hear it, too.

But the age old question still remains: "In a concerto, who is the boss; the soloist or
the conductor?" The answer is, of course, sometimes one, sometimes the other,
depending on the people involved. But almost always, the two manage to get
together by persuasion or charm or even threats to achieve a unified performance. |
have only once before in my life had to submit to a soloist's wholly new and
incompatible concept and that was the last time I accompanied Mr. Gould. But, but
this time the discrepancies between our views are so great that I feel I must make
this small disclaimer. Then why, to repeat the question, am I conducting it? Why do |
not make a minor scandal — get a substitute soloist, or let an assistant conduct?
Because I am fascinated, glad to have the chance for a new look at this much-played
work; Because, what's more, there are moments in Mr. Gould's performance that
emerge with astonishing freshness and conviction. Thirdly, because we can all learn
something from this extraordinary artist, who is a thinking performer, and finally
because there is in music what Dimitri Mitropoulos used to call "the sportive
element", that factor of curiosity, adventure, experiment, and I can assure you that it
has been an adventure this week collaborating with Mr. Gould on this Brahms
concerto and it's in this spirit of adventure that we now present it to you.

Danielle S. Allen, Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v.
Board of Education (University of Chicago Press, 2004)
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Of all the rituals relevant to democracy, sacrifice is preeminent. No democratic
citizen, adult or child, escapes the necessity of losing out at some point in a public
decision. “It is our fate as human beings,” [Ralph] Ellison writes, “always to give up
some good things for other good things, to throw off certain bad circumstances only
to create others.” But sacrifice is a special sort of problem in a democracy.
Democracies are supposed to rest on consent and open access to happiness for their
citizens. In the dreamscape of democracy, for instance a la Rousseau, every citizen
consents to every policy with glad enthusiasm. No one ever leaves the public arena
at odds with the communal choice; no one must accept political loss or suffer the
imposition of laws to which she has not consented. But that is a dream. An honest
account of collective democratic action must begin by acknowledging that
communal decisions inevitably benefit some citizens at the expense of others, even
when the whole community generally benefits. Since democracy claims to secure the
good of all citizens, those people who benefit less than others from particular
political decisions, but nonetheless accede to those decisions, preserve the stability
of political institutions. Their sacrifice makes collective democratic action possible.
Democracy is not a static end state that achieves the common good by assuring the
same benefits or the same level of benefits to everyone, but rather a political practice
by which the diverse negative effects of collective political action, and even of just
decisions, can be distributed equally, and constantly redistributed over time, on the
basis of consensual interactions. The hard truth of democracy is that some citizens
are always giving things up for others. Only vigorous forms of citizenship an give a
polity the resources to deal with the inevitable problem of sacrifice. (28-29)
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