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1. Eva Illouz, “What is Angering Michael Kolhaas?” Haaretz Mar. 15, 2012
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The disturbing, ungainly dance of anger with morality appears in Heinrich von Kleist's strange
story “Michael Kohlhaas,” written in 1811. The story is set in sixteenth-century Germany. The
horse trader Michael Kohlhaas is taking his horses to Saxony when a representative of the Junker
Wenzel von Tronka demands that he produce a transit permit — despite the fact that Kohlhaas
has been required to show any such document when making this journey in the past. He has no
permit, so the agent demands that he leave two horses behind as collateral. Not long after,
Kohlhaas discovers that the demand for collateral was arbitrary, and continues on his way to
reclaim his horses. He arrives at the Junker’s castle to find that they have been worked to
exhaustion, mistreated, and that the servant in whose care he had left them has been beaten.
Kohlhaas sues the Junker and demands compensation for his servant’s medical expenses and for
the rehabilitation of the horses. A year later he learns that the suit has been dismissed, thanks to
the political influence of the Junker’s relatives. Kohlhaas persists in asserting his rights. Even with
the support of a sympathetic politician, he fails. While attempting to deliver a petition to the
governor of Saxony, his wife is struck by one of the guards and gravely wounded. On her

deathbed she asks him to forgive his enemies, but his anger cannot be appeased. In fact, after her



death it only intensifies, and his struggle becomes more implacable. Kohlhaas and the reader both
come to understand that legal channels will yield nothing, because the judge and the Junker know
one another and cover for one another. Despairing of lawful means, Kohlhaas takes refuge in
criminal ones. He wages a private war, burns the Junker’s castle to the ground, and advances on
Wittenberg, where the Junker has fled. He fails to capture him and wreaks destruction on the city.
He is subsequently arrested and sentenced to death. Before his execution, he learns that he has
won his suit against the Junker — he is entitled to compensation for his servant’s injury, and his
horses are returned to him, healthy and well-fed. Satisfied that justice has been done, he goes to

the gallows gladly. ...
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Anger, in most cases, is a self-contained episode that passes on its own. Only rarely — as in this
novel — does it persist. When it endures, anger becomes something more than a feeling; it
becomes an emotional narrative, a story driven by feeling. In this way it maps the life and
disposition of Kohlhaas, generates the turning points of the plot and the reversals of his fortune.

And in its transformations over time, anger becomes an enigmatic emotion. ...
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Anger does not subside with time — it intensifies, as though it possesses some internal
mechanism for amplification rather than attenuation. Few emotions share this feature with anger:
the tendency to grow stronger over time rather than weaker. This is because the moment we begin
to fight the world and its injustices, the world invariably fights back by furnishing new evidence
of wrongdoing and corruption. Fifth enigma: like a great passion, anger becomes obsessive

toward its object. Yet in that very obsession it loses sight of the object, and — remarkably —



ultimately detaches from the person who sought justice in the first place; in our case, from
Kohlhaas himself. His pursuit of justice sets in motion an impersonal, rigid mechanism of
activation in which his own will is no longer really involved. This is why the story is narrated
with a strikingly modern existential detachment. The novella’s strange ending points to the
strangeness of anger itself: Kohlhaas walks to the scaffold, but when he sees that his horses have
been returned to him, and when he “discovered that the judgment included a clause sentencing
the Junker Wenzel von Tronka to two years’ imprisonment, his feelings overcame him... he
assured the Arch-Chancellor with joy that his dearest wish in the world had been fulfilled.” ...
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The final enigma of anger is this: the very emotion that lends Kohlhaas his vitality and force —
that makes him the powerful leader of a militia capable of terrorizing all of Saxony — gradually
empties him of psychological content and depth, and dispossesses him of what makes literary
characters, and human beings, genuinely interesting: the capacity for self-reflection, for irony, for
self-doubt, for hesitation and second thoughts. Anger does not permit self-irony. An angry
character is therefore a challenge for any writer, because an angry person is almost always one-

dimensional — flattened by the very stability and intensity of his emotion...

2. Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 30b-31a
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The Gemara related: There was an incident involving two people who wagered with each other
and said: Anyone who will go and aggravate Hillel to the point that he reprimands him, will
take four-hundred zuz. One of them said: I will aggravate him. That day that he chose to bother
Hillel was Shabbat eve, and Hillel was washing the hair on his head.

He went and passed the entrance to Hillel’s house and in a demeaning manner said: Who here
is Hillel, who here is Hillel? Hillel wrapped himself in a dignified garment and went out to
greet him. He said to him: My son, what do you seek? He said to him: I have a question to ask.
Hillel said to him: Ask, my son, ask. The man asked him: Why are the heads of Babylonians
oval? He was alluding to and attempting to insult Hillel, who was Babylonian. He said to him:
My son, you have asked a significant question. The reason is because they do not have clever
midwives. They do not know how to shape the child’s head at birth.

That man went and waited one hour, a short while, returned to look for Hillel, and said: Who
here is Hillel, who here is Hillel? Again, Hillel wrapped himself and went out to greet him.
Hillel said to him: My son, what do you seek? The man said to him: I have a question to ask.
He said to him: Ask, my son, ask. The man asked: Why are the eyes of the residents of Tadmor
bleary [terutot]? Hillel said to him: My son, you have asked a significant question. The reason

is because they live among the sands and the sand gets into their eyes.

Once again the man went, waited one hour, returned, and said: Who here is Hillel, who here is
Hillel? Again, he, Hillel, wrapped himself and went out to greet him. He said to him: My son,
what do you seek? He said to him: I have a question to ask. He said to him: Ask, my son, ask.
The man asked: Why do Africans have wide feet? Hillel said to him: You have asked a
significant question. The reason is because they live in marshlands and their feet widened to

enable them to walk through those swampy areas.

That man said to him: I have many more questions to ask, but I am afraid lest you get angry.
Hillel wrapped himself and sat before him, and he said to him: All of the questions that you
have to ask, ask them. The man got angry and said to him: Are you Hillel whom they call the
Nasi of Israel? He said to him: Yes. He said to him: If it is you, then may there not be many like
you in Israel. Hillel said to him: My son, for what reason do you say this? The man said to him:
Because I lost four hundred zuz because of you. Hillel said to him: Be vigilant of your spirit



and avoid situations of this sort. Hillel is worthy of having you lose four hundred zuz and

another four hundred zuz on his account, and Hillel will not get upset.
3. Genesis 49:5-7

DN Y3 ¥TAD TNRDN DINPA YY) NINDIN OTDA Y : DPNIIN DNN 123 DINN NP )IvnY N
DYON) APY2 DPPNN NNYR 7D DNIIY) W 2D DIX MIN T :7IYIIPY DINID WN NN
:oNTY2

5 Simeon and Levi are a pair; Their weapons are tools of lawlessness. 6 Let not my person be
included in their council, Let not my being be counted in their assembly. For when angry they
slay a man, And when pleased they maim an ox. 7 Cursed be their anger so fierce, And their

wrath so relentless. I will divide them in Jacob, Scatter them in Israel.
4, Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Character Traits 1:4

NONY NYTD NN .OTNZ 19 VYW MIYTD 5210 NYT NYT 222V M2 NTH NN NIV 717D
DMIYNID 0NN NY TPAY 519 N9 19 N9 N2P APNY MY PINY NHYPD Den Nping
913 02V RIPY XTI IOYSHNND 7772 ONIN 1IN DNIN IWYNI THRH PNIYT DY DTN NY
927 DY NN DY) ND 102 NIN V)0 1RV NI NI) DYI7 N1 1NN S¥a XD NI T
VT NN T ODIVT INY 12) ... NINN DY 12 XY NYY? NIY 1T 1P2Y OYIH MINIY 21T)

.D2N NP MYNNN [N1221°32] (1M)1°2) MYT PNIVTY DTN 92 .0NINND

The straight path: This involves discovering the midpoint temperament of each and every trait
that man possesses within his personality. This refers to the trait which is equidistant from either
of the extremes, without being close to either of them. Therefore, the early Sages instructed a man
to evaluate his traits, to calculate them and to direct them along the middle path, so that he will
be sound of body. For example: he should not be wrathful, easily angered; nor be like the dead,
without feeling, rather he should adopt an intermediate course; i.e., he should display anger only
when the matter is serious enough to warrant it, in order to prevent the matter from recurring. ...
The same applies with regard to his other traits. This path is the path of the wise. Every man

whose traits are intermediate and equally balanced can be called a “wise man.”



5. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Character Traits 2:3
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There are temperaments with regard to which a man is forbidden to follow the middle path. He
should move away from one extreme and adopt the other. ... Anger is also an exceptionally bad
quality. It is fitting and proper that one move away from it and adopt the opposite extreme. He
should school himself not to become angry even when it is fitting to be angry. If he should wish
to arouse fear in his children and household - or within the community, if he is a communal leader
- and wishes to be angry at them to motivate them to return to the proper path, he should present
an angry front to them to punish them, but he should be inwardly calm. He should be like one
who acts out the part of an angry man in his wrath, but is not himself angry. The early Sages said:
Anyone who becomes angry is like one who worships idols. They also said: Whenever one
becomes angry, if he is a wise man, his wisdom leaves him; if he is a prophet, his prophecy leaves
him. The life of the irate is not true life. Therefore, they have directed that one distance himself
from anger and accustom himself not to feel any reaction, even to things which provoke anger.
This is the good path. This is the way of the righteous: They accept humiliation, but do not
humiliate others; they listen when they are shamed, but they do not answer; they do this with
love and are joyous in their sufferings. Of them, Judges 5:31 states: “And those who love Him are

like the sun when it comes out in its strength.”



6. Nahman of Bratslav, Likkutei Moharan I 18:2
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Because this that the tzaddik flees from positions of authority and honor, and doesn’t want to
lead the <generation>, is [based on] a thought which comes to them from the concept of the
concealment of God’s countenance. It is due to the Jewish people’s lack of faith. This is because
commensurate with the extent of heresy, heaven forfend, is the concealment of God’s

countenance. He [the tzaddik] <therefore> does not want to lead them.

This concealment is synonymous with His anger and wrath. It is the result of idolatry. As in the
teaching (Sifri 13:18): As long as there is idolatry in the world, there is charon af (burning anger)
in the world. And even when there is no <real> idolatry, but faith is not as complete as it should

be, then there is also burning anger and His concealment is commensurate with this lack of faith.

However, because the burning of His anger is short-lived —as is written (Psalms 30:6), “For His
anger endures but a moment” —it is not felt except when there is <real> idolatry in the world. But
when there is no idolatry, only a lack of complete faith, then the small degree of burning anger,
<because it is so infinitesimally small and [lasts but] a moment>, certainly cannot be felt. The

concealment of His countenance also goes unrecognized.



Even so, when the evolution of the burning anger reaches the tzaddikim, they then hide their
faces from the world, and refuse to lead the world. And because the burning anger is only an
infinitesimally small fraction of a moment, they do not attribute the concealment of their faces to
the wrath. Rather, they attribute the concealment of their faces to their own inconsequentiality.
They make themselves as “remnants” and maintain that they are unfit to lead the world. In truth,

they too are unaware of and don’t feel the burning anger, it being so infinitesimally small.

7. Exodus 3:10-4:16
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3:10 Come, therefore, I will send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, the Israelites,
from Egypt.” 11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and free the
Israelites from Egypt?” 12 “I will be with you; that shall be your sign that it was I who sent you.
And when you have freed the people from Egypt, you shall worship God at this mountain.” 13
Moses said to God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your fathers has
sent me to you,” and they ask me, ‘By which name?” what shall I say to them?” 14 And God said
to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh,” continuing, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites, “Ehyeh sent
me to you.”” 15 And God said further to Moses, “Thus shall you speak to the Israelites: God, the
God of your fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob—has sent me
to you: This shall be My name forever, This My appellation for all eternity. 16 “Go and assemble
the elders of Israel and say to them: The Lord, the God of your fathers—the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob—has appeared to me and said, ‘I have taken note of you and of what is being
done to you in Egypt, 17 and I have declared: I will take you out of the misery of Egypt to the
land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, to
a land flowing with milk and honey.” 18 They will listen to you; then you shall go with the elders
of Israel to the king of Egypt and you shall say to him, “The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, became
manifest to us. Now therefore, let us go a distance of three days into the wilderness to sacrifice to
the Lord our God.” 19 Yet I know that the king of Egypt will let you go only because of a greater
might. 20 So I will stretch out My hand and smite Egypt with various wonders that I will work
upon them; after that he shall let you go. 21 And I will dispose the Egyptians favorably toward
this people, so that when you go, you will not go away empty-handed. 22 Each woman shall
borrow from her neighbor and the lodger in her house objects of silver and gold, and clothing,

and you shall put these on your sons and daughters, thus stripping the Egyptians.”

4:1 But Moses spoke up and said, “What if they do not believe me and do not listen to me, but
say: God did not appear to you?” 2 God said to him, “What is that in your hand?” “A rod.” 3
“Cast it on the ground.” He cast it on the ground and it became a snake; and Moses recoiled from
it. 4 Then God said to Moses, “Put out your hand and grasp it by the tail” —he put out his hand
and seized it, and it became a rod in his hand— 5 “that they may believe that the Lord, the God
of their ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, did appear to
you.” 6 God said to him further, “Put your hand into your bosom.” He put his hand into his
bosom; and when he took it out, his hand was encrusted with snowy scales! 7 And [God] said,
“Put your hand back into your bosom.” —He put his hand back into his bosom; and when he took
it out of his bosom, there it was again like the rest of his body.— 8 “And if they do not believe
you or pay heed to the first sign, they will believe the second. 9 And if they are not convinced by
both these signs and still do not heed you, take some water from the Nile and pour it on the dry



ground, and it—the water that you take from the Nile —will turn to blood on the dry ground.” 10
But Moses said to God, “Please, O my Sovereign, I have never been a man of words, either in
times past or now that You have spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”
11 And God said to him, “Who gives humans speech? Who makes them dumb or deaf, seeing or
blind? Is it not I, God? 12 Now go, and I will be with you as you speak and will instruct you what
to say.” 13 But he said, “Please, O my Sovereign, make someone else Your agent.” 14 God became
angry with Moses and said, “There is your brother Aaron the Levite. He, I know, speaks readily.
Even now he is setting out to meet you, and he will be happy to see you. 15 You shall speak to
him and put the words in his mouth—I will be with you and with him as you speak, and tell both
of you what to do— 16 and he shall speak for you to the people. Thus he shall serve as your
spokesman, with you playing the role of God to him.

8. Eva Illouz, “What is Angering Michael Kolhaas?” Haaretz Mar. 15, 2012
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Anger thus raises a troubling moral question: when should we stop defending our sense of
justice? Anger raises the possibility that a world of Kohlhaases — a world of people obsessed
with retribution and justice — would become a world drained of grace and humanity. But it also
raises the more alarming possibility: that our present world is destined for the “last man” whom
Nietzsche so often mocked — the man who “makes it work,” who cuts corners, the operator
perpetually looking to reach a compromise with the world in order to secure his own comfort.
The question is not what kind of world Kohlhaas was fighting for, or whether such a world exists

at all, but whether a world without Kohlhaases is worth living in.
9. Hannah Arendt, On Violence (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1969), 63

Rage is by no means an automatic reaction to misery and suffering as such; no one reacts with
rage to an incurable disease or to an earthquake or, for that matter, to social conditions that seem
to be unchangeable. Only where there is reason to suspect that conditions could be changed and

are not does rage arise. Only when our sense of justice is offended do we react with rage.
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10. Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Prophets (1962), 364

There is an evil which most of us condone and are even guilty of: indifference to evil. We remain
neutral, impartial, and not easily moved by the wrongs done unto other people. Indifference to
evil is more insidious than evil itself; it is more universal, more contagious, more dangerous. A
silent justification, it makes possible an evil erupting as an exception becoming the rule and being

in turn accepted.

11. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Character Traits 2:3
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There are temperaments with regard to which a man is forbidden to follow the middle path. He
should move away from one extreme and adopt the other. ... Anger is also an exceptionally bad
quality. It is fitting and proper that one move away from it and adopt the opposite extreme. He
should school himself not to become angry even when it is fitting to be angry. If he should wish
to arouse fear in his children and household - or within the community, if he is a communal leader
- and wishes to be angry at them to motivate them to return to the proper path, he should present
an angry front to them to punish them, but he should be inwardly calm. He should be like one
who acts out the part of an angry man in his wrath, but is not himself angry. The early Sages said:
Anyone who becomes angry is like one who worships idols. They also said: Whenever one
becomes angry, if he is a wise man, his wisdom leaves him; if he is a prophet, his prophecy leaves
him. The life of the irate is not true life. Therefore, they have directed that one distance himself
from anger and accustom himself not to feel any reaction, even to things which provoke anger.
This is the good path. This is the way of the righteous: They accept humiliation, but do not
humiliate others; they listen when they are shamed, but they do not answer; they do this with
love and are joyous in their sufferings. Of them, Judges 5:31 states: “And those who love Him are

like the sun when it comes out in its strength.”
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12. Nahman of Bratslav, Likkutei Moharan 1 18:2
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Nevertheless, when the wrath and burning anger are mitigated through mercy, then the mercy
also mitigates the burning anger which is in the tzaddikim. They are then overcome with [feelings
of] mercy and take pity on the world. They are reconciled to its supervision and take upon
themselves the authority of leadership. And with this mercy they lead the world, as in (Isaiah
49:10), “For he that has mercy on them shall lead them.” From this we can conclude that this

mercy is their crown—it ennobles them with the quality of dominion and leadership.

And this is: this basket into which jewels and pearls had been set — Basket, as Rashi explains, is
an argaz (a chest). [The word] aRGaZ corresponds to the RoGeZ (wrath) mentioned earlier.

“Jewels” corresponds to the crown/mercy mentioned above.
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