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The story of the rape of Dina and the subsequent massacre of the inhabitants of Shechem is 
one of the most distressing in Tanach. Yaakov appears to be paralyzed by fear making no 
attempt to rescue his daughter Dina from the hands of her rapist. It falls to her brothers, 
Shimon and Levi to defend her honour. They kill every male inhabitant of the city and rescue 
Dina.   The conclusion of this episode is unsettling. Jacobs's reaction to the brothers’ 
slaughtering the men of Shechem, is a pragmatic one.  

And Jacob said to Simeon and Levi: 'You have troubled me, making me odious among the 
inhabitants of the land, among the Canaanites and the Perizzites; I am few in number and 
should they band together and attack me; I will be annihilated -I and my household.' (Genesis 
34:30) 

Yaakov is worried about the consequences of their actions and the possibility of retaliation. 

Far from being cowered by this rebuke their stinging response " Shall our sister be treated as 
a harlot?! "(34:31) is in stark contrast to Yaakov’s apparent meekness. 

We are left with their proud declaration ringing in our ears and with Yaakov’s resounding 
silence -and with the dilemma of how the Torah judges their actions.  

That the brothers have the last word seems to indicate that the Torah supports their actions 
and in the next chapter their actions are vindicated by events. Contrary to Yaakov 's fears 
the inhabitants of the surrounding cities are too frightened "so they did not pursue Yaakov’s 
sons" (35:5)  It is not Yaakov but his sons that provoke fear in the indigenous population. 

Apparently, not only did Shimon and Levi act correctly in rescuing their sister and wreaking 
revenge for her rape and kidnapping, but Yaakov was mistaken as to the consequences of 
their actions and the possible repercussions.  

However, years later, on his deathbed as Yaakov blesses his children, it becomes clear that 
he hasn’t forgotten this episode and is scathing in his condemnation of Shimon and Levi’s 
actions. Yaakov curses them-  

v5: Simeon and Levi are brethren; weapons of violence their kinship. v6: Let my soul not 
come into their council; unto their assembly let my glory not be united; for in their anger 
they slew men, and in their self-will they maimed oxen. v7: Cursed be their anger, for it was 
fierce, and their wrath, for it was cruel; I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel. 
(49:5-7) 

This curse is fulfilled in Levi’s case by their cities being scattered throughout Israel; and in 
Shimon’s case, in their failure to conquer a portion in Israel so they lived amongst the tribe 
of Yehudah.  

 

The obvious question is if the brother’s actions are morally reprehensible why does Yaakov 
wait so long to voice his anger? 

One way to deal with this is to understand the perspective from which these two stances 
arise. (Based on an article by R T Granot “Power of Judgement” – Shimon and Levi in Shechem VBM).    

The supportive judgment of the brothers’ actions in the text is the internal evaluation within 
the story arising from the development of the story and the emotional, existential positions 
of those involved. That Yaakov should stay silent whilst his daughter is in such danger is 
unthinkable. The brothers’ take responsibility for their sister’s welfare and deter any 
reoccurrence of such an act. They are motivated by worry and anger on behalf of their 
sister’s honour and Yaakov’s paralysis. 

The negative judgment is from the more distant perspective of Yaakov’s deathbed; the 
objective moral view point, from a general rather than personal context. Even if the 
brothers are justified in their zealousness, there are limitations on revenge and their actions 
must be proportionate. The brothers may be justified in harming the guilty parties to save 
their sister and avenge her mistreatment but did they have to kill every male in the city? 
(According to the Ramban the men of Shechem deserved to die because they didn’t fulfil the Noachide 
Law of establishing courts of law where Yaakov could have claimed redress) 

Their inability to curb their emotions into a morally justified course of action caused their 
father to curse them – but only at the end of his life.  Because at the time, the Torah held 
Yaakov responsible as well. If he had taken the lead, if he had acted, the outcome would 
have been different.   Yaakov failed in not acting immediately to remedy the situation and 
the brothers failed in their zealousness. They both failed and they were both right but 
ultimately the brother’s failure was the greater one. 

At a time when R. Riskin faced criticism for is modern approach to Jewish education he met 
the gadol R Yaakov Kaminetzky z’l.  R Kaminetzky referred to this episode and asked if 
Yaakov is cursing them, why does the Midrash emphasise that the descendants of Levi are 
the Cohanim and the descendants of Shimon are the teachers responsible for religiously 
guiding the people? 

 The brothers were defending Dina and all Jewish women’s honour but Yaakov feared that 
anyone interpreting their actions could justify becoming a Jewish terrorist. Yaakov raised his 
voice to be heard through the generations. R. Kaminetzky concluded-  

“Shimon and Levi had to carry out their act, and Yaakov had to scream. You must do what 
you do and they must scream.” 


