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INTRODUCTION

STEVEN NADLER AND T.M. RUDAVSKY

This volume of The Cambridge History of Jewish Philosophy covers the period from
Jewish philosophy’s beginnings in the Hellenistic era with the Greek writings of
Philo of Alexandria to its culmination in the seventeenth century with the radical
thought of Baruch Spinoza. Because of the noticeable gap in the philosophical
literature between Philo in the first century c.E. and Saadia ben Joseph in the tenth
century, most of the studies in this volume are devoted to Jewish philosophy in
the medieval period; Philo and Spinoza serve as extraordinary (and very different)
bookends to the unprecedented and unsurpassed flourishing of Jewish philosophy
in this period.

Any history of Jewish philosophy must deal with two essential questions, often
posed as challenges to the whole enterprise of identifying certain writings as
instances of something called Jewish philosophy. The first question is: What is
Jewish philosophy? That is, what distinguishes Jewish philosophy from the variety of
other kinds of Jewish literature — Torah and Bible commentaries, halakhic (legal) and
aggadic (homiletic) midrashim or exegeses, rabbinic responsa, and so on. Sometimes,
the line between philosophy and some other genre is not particularly clear, and
probably not worth insisting upon. The poetry of Judah Halevi, for example, is
undeniably philosophical in content; and it would be a great mistake to disregard
Maimonides’ halakhic works when studying his philosophy. Moreover, the rabbis
of the Talmud and the midrashim were, in many respects, profoundly good philoso-
phers. Their recorded discussions range over a host of metaphysical, ethical, and
epistemological issues, and they apparently excelled as logicians; nobody knew how
to use a reductio ad absurdum or a fortoriori reasoning better than the ancient sages.

Yet despite the wealth of material of great philosophic interest to be found
in many rabbinic works, the primary aim of these texts is not philosophical but
religious. Their authors and the figures appearing in them were concerned not
with addressing philosophical questions per se but with putting their admittedly
considerable analytical skills to use in resolving the legal, social, theological, exeget-
ical, and liturgical issues of Judaism. Their aim is not so much truth, but faith and

obedience. Normativity is a matter not of what is reasonable, however that is to be
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gauged, but of what is alleged to be God’s command. By contrast, Jewish philoso-
phers, for the most part, want to know what it is rational to believe — about God,
the world, and human beings — and what reason can discover about what is right
to do and good to pursue in our lives. Their interest, for the most part, is in
metaphysical, epistemological, logical, moral, and political questions that we now
regard as “philosophical”; in the case of ancient and medieval thinkers, attention
was also given to questions of natural philosophy that now fall under the particular
sciences.

It is also relevant to note that the interlocutors and intellectual colleagues (if not
contemporaries) of the figures discussed in this volume constitute the larger philo-
sophical community represented by ancient Greek and Latin thinkers — Plato, Aris-
totle, Stoics, Epicureans, and Neoplatonists — as well as medieval Arabic and scholas-
tic philosophers. The Jewish philosophers are engaged by the same sorts of issues
that consumed their non-Jewish philosophical peers and use the tools and forms of
argumentation common to other traditions, sometimes even for the same purposes.

Of course, in the case of Jewish philosophy, all of these philosophical issues
were pursued within the context of a certain religious (doxological and textual)
tradition. This brings us to the second, perhaps more difficult, question: What is
Jewish philosophy? One answer to this question can be quickly dismissed. Being
Jewish is neither necessary nor sufficient for participating in the Jewish philosophical
enterprise. Many philosophers who happen to be Jewish (for example, Karl Marx,
Jacques Derrida, or Saul Kripke) could only very problematically count as engaged
in Jewish philosophy, and why should not certain writings by non-Jewish thinkers
be included in the canon of Jewish philosophy?

Being a Jewish philosopher cannot be simply a question of influences on one’s
thought. Spinoza, for example, was strongly influenced by much philosophical
thinking that is unarguably Jewish: not just Maimonides and Gersonides, but other
important figures as well, such as Ibn Ezra. Then again, Thomas Aquinas was
also deeply influenced by what he read in Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed,
and nobody, on that account, sees fit to argue that Saint Thomas was a Jewish
philosopher.

A more plausible answer to the question might take into account a philosophy’s
content, perhaps the types of questions that are of most concern to a thinker or the
substantive way in which those questions are answered. Thus, Steven Schwarzschild
argued that there is a “Jewish way of doing philosophy . ..it is not so much a
matter of doing Jewish philosophy as doing philosophy Jewishly,” and insisted that
the defining characteristic of Jewish philosophy is “the primacy of ethics over
nature.”" Alternatively, one might insist that Jewish philosophy is philosophy that
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addresses specific questions pertaining to central claims of Judaism — for example,
the meaning of the “election” of Israel or the validity of the Law of Moses in the
contemporary world — or that attempts rationally to articulate and justify Jewish
doctrine or practice.

To be sure, some skeptics have suggested that there is and can be no such thing
as Jewish philosophy. They argue that philosophy is, by definition a nondenomina-
tional enterprise, the rational approach to universal questions, and it makes no more
sense to speak of Jewish philosophy than it does to speak of, say, Jewish physics.
Thus, Julius Guttmann argued that rather than Jewish philosophy we should speak
of the philosophy of Judaism: philosophy in which Judaism — its beliefs, ceremonies,
and history — is the object of philosophizing, perhaps making it a subfield of the
philosophy of religion.> Similarly, Isaac Husik, in his History of Mediaeval Jewish
Philosophy, famously insisted that “there are Jews now and there are philosophers,
but there are no Jewish philosophers and no Jewish philosophy.”3

There is a certain truth to these kinds of claim. Whatever Jewish philosophy may
be, there is (pace Schwarzschild) no specifically Jewish way of doing philosophy, no
more than there is a Jewish way of engaging in physics, mathematics, or history.
Moreover, as one recent writer notes, the notion of “Jewish philosophy” is an
academic label invented by nineteenth-century historians of philosophy; neither
Maimonides nor any other thinker in the medieval Jewish tradition would have
identified himself as a “Jewish philosopher.”* Still, to reject wholly the utility of
such a category is rather extreme and unnecessary. One of the assumptions behind
this volume is that there is indeed a particular intellectual tradition that can mean-
ingfully be called “Jewish philosophy.” Although it may be difficult to give precise
criteria for identifying the members of this tradition, a general, fairly practical
approach can be taken. It is all a matter of the kinds of questions one is asking, the
texts to which one is responding, and the thinkers with whom one is in dialogue
(which, it should be stressed, is different from the issue as to the thinkers by whom
one is influenced). Being a Jewish philosopher need mean only that an individual —
perhaps necessarily of Jewish descent, perhaps not — is in his or her philosophical
thinking engaged in an honest dialogue with a particular philosophical and religious
tradition and wrestling with a certain set of questions and responding to a certain
coterie of thinkers. Even if one’s answers to those questions differ radically from
those provided by other, perhaps more orthodox thinkers, still, one is addressing
the same questions. He or she is also referencing (for the most part) the same
religious and philosophical textual canon and engaged in an extensive conversa-
tion across time with the same figures (e.g., Saadia ben Joseph, Ibn Gabirol, and

Maimonides).
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Such a flexible, possibly circular, but nonetheless workable definition of what is
Jewish about Jewish philosophy and what distinguishes it as philosophy from other
genres of Jewish writing — what one recent writer has called a “hermeneutic”
or “pragmatic” criterion — does not look for the presence of any single essential
factor (or set of such factors). Rather, it looks for a type of practice that approaches
questions that are of central importance to Judaism with the rational tools and
methods of philosophy as these have been adopted from different philosophical
traditions (Greek, Arabic, scholastic, and so on). Conversely, Jewish philosophy
may approach traditional questions of philosophy on the background of, and with
theological assumptions embedded in, Judaism. Jewish philosophy is, on this view,
“whatever is the outcome of a multifaceted engagement between, on the one hand,
thinking about issues relevant to understanding the Jewish condition or the meaning
of Judaism and Jewish life, and, on the other hand. .. thinking that is indebted to
and responds to the tradition of . . . philosophy.”? It is philosophizing with and about
the Jewish tradition, asking questions about Judaism as well as using Jewish texts
and doctrines to engage in general philosophical speculation about classic problems
(freedom of the will, happiness, the nature of time, epistemological problems about
prophecy, and so on).

What distinguishes this volume from other “guides” or “companions” to Jewish
philosophy is its thematic orientation. Rather than being organized chronologically
or by individual thinkers — something that has been done well many times over — the
essays in this volume have been conceived broadly along the lines of recognizable
philosophical categories: metaphysics, epistemology, philosophy of logic and lan-
guage, moral philosophy, natural philosophy, and political philosophy. Some fields
that, over time, split off from what we now think of as “philosophy” (e.g., physics
or astronomy) were, in the period under consideration, still regarded as proper
philosophical topics; it would be highly anachronistic not to include in a history of
Jewish philosophy in the classical, medieval, and early modern worlds chapters on
cosmology or meteorology because they now belong to “the natural sciences.”
Because the thought of a Jewish philosopher in this extended period was often
so strongly a product of the immediate intellectual, social, linguistic, religious,
and political culture within which he lived, it was also essential to include in this
volume some studies of the various contexts of Jewish philosophy in antiquity and
the Middle Ages. Philo was essentially a Greek thinker, strongly influenced by
Plato. Saadia and Maimonides flourished in the Arabic world, and their philosophy
was, in many respects, a product of Muslim philosophical theology. It is hard to
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read Gersonides and his later medieval colleagues without thinking of the European
scholastic milieu by which they were surrounded.

We could not include everyone, and a number of Jewish philosophers between
the first and seventeenth centuries do not get their proper due in this history; there
are also some gaps in the topics covered (aesthetics, for example). Nonetheless, we
hope to provide the reader with a good sense of the rich and important philosophical
contributions made by ancient, medieval, and early modern Jewish thinkers in a

number of central areas of philosophy.

The volume begins with a look at the various contexts within which Jewish
philosophy flourished in this extended period of history. Kenneth Seeskin, in
“The Greek Background,” examines how three non-Jewish philosophers from
antiquity conceived of God and how their philosophies influenced subsequent
Jewish thought. The conceptions of God proposed by Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus
are, respectively, as Demiurge, Prime Mover, and ineffable First Principle. As a
result of their encounters with these thinkers, Jewish philosophers changed forever
the way Judaism understood itself. No longer could one read sacred texts without
inquiring about their metaphysical implications. No longer could one pretend
that Judaism has nothing to learn from science and metaphysics. No longer could
one ignore the intellectual contributions of gentiles. The relationship also worked
the other way. Greek philosophy focused on the question of essence: How is the
world ordered? By introducing the idea that everything has a single (divine) source,
Judaism asked a new question: Why is there a world at all? There is little doubt that
each tradition both influenced and was influenced by the other, and each tradition
benefited as a result of this interaction.

In “The Muslim Context,” Sarah Stroumsa examines the emergence of Jewish
philosophy during the heyday of Islamic philosophy, between the ninth and the
twelfth centuries, and looks at the implications of the appearance and development
of Jewish thought in a Muslim cultural and intellectual milieu. While providing
some observations on the unique character of this context, Stroumsa analyzes the
impact of various Muslim schools of thought on Jewish thinkers, both Karaites
and Rabbanites, and considers methodological questions pertaining to the study
of Jewish philosophy, in particular, to the study of medieval Jewish philosophy
in its Muslim context. The result is a clear view of the close interdependence
between Jewish thought and the surrounding world of Islamic thought, one that
highlights the dynamic and multifaceted nature of the interchange of philosophical

ideas.
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Mauro Zonta’s chapter, “Textual Traditions,” considers the transmission of
Judeo—Arabic and Hebrew philosophical texts written in Iraq, Egypt, Spain,
Provence, and Italy between 800 and 1500. His study incorporates a number of
questions about the handwritten tradition of their originals, their translations into
Hebrew and even into Latin, the presence of authors’ variant readings in many
manuscripts, and the identification of their Arabic and Latin philosophical sources.
The chapter provides a number of case studies about the textual tradition of these
texts, in particular those pertaining to the works of Daud al-Mugammas (Iraq, ca.
850), Ya'qiib al-Qirqisani (Iraq, first half of the tenth century), Isaac Israeli (Egypt
and Tunisia, ca. 900), Solomon ibn Gabirol and Bahya ibn Paquda (Muslim Spain,
ca. 1050 or after). Other Jewish scholars coming from Andalusia and working in
the first half of the eleventh century include Judah Halevi, Joseph ibn Tzaddiq,
Abraham bar Hiyya, Moses ibn Ezra, and Abraham ibn Ezra. Finally, Zonta exam-
ines the textual tradition of a number of Aristotelian Jewish philosophers, including
Abraham ibn Daud (Christian Spain, second half of the twelfth century), Mai-
monides (Egypt, end of the twelfth century), Gersonides (Provence, first half of
the fourteenth century), Hasdai Crescas (Aragon, second half of the fourteenth
century), and some minor authors active in thirteenth-, fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century Spain, Provence, and Italy.

In “Philosophical Interpretations of the Bible,” Howard Kreisel traces the funda-
mental changes that took place in Jewish biblical exegesis in the medieval period in
comparison to the rabbinic period. The sages in the talmudic era treated the Bible
as an open text, at least in regard to nonlegal matters. Already in the commentaries
of Saadia we find a shift of focus toward understanding the literal or plain sense
of the text. This shift was balanced by a commitment to reason, which rejected
the truth of rationally impossible readings, most prominently the anthropomorphic
descriptions of God, which it replaced with figurative interpretations. The exeget-
ical approach focusing on the literal meaning of the text finds its fullest expression
in the commentaries of Ibn Ezra, although he, too, on rare occasions, resorted to
philosophical allegory to highlight the hidden wisdom of the biblical text. The
philosophical allegorical approach dominates the way in which Maimonides and
his followers treated passages of the Bible, especially those they regarded as having
a secret meaning. This approach brought in its wake a strong reaction, as some
came to view it as undermining Judaism. Kreisel’s chapter culminates in Spinoza’s
account of biblical hermeneutic, in which the tradition seems to come full circle.
Spinoza’s approach combines a literal meaning of the text and a commitment to
reason. In this case, however, reason is not used to bolster the truth of the divine

text but to undermine its authority.
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Concentrating on another intellectual context, Michah Gottlieb looks at two
paradigms of the relationship between mysticism and philosophy in his chapter
“Mysticism and Philosophy.” The first paradigm, exemplified by Judah Halevi,
considers mysticism an alternative to rationalist attempts to grasp the divine. For
Halevi, the prophet is able to visualize divine forms through an “inner eye.” Gottlieb
calls this “revelatory” mysticism, whereby revelation provides crucial data akin to
sense perception from which reason can then infer truths about the divine. The
second paradigm, exemplified by Maimonides, knows of no direct perception of
divine forms. Rather, reason plays the central role in metaphysical knowledge. Mai-
monides insists that, at its highest level, reason recognizes its inability to know very
much about God. This, however, leads not to despair but to a profound sense of awe
and love for God as the philosopher is overwhelmed by the immensity of God’s per-
fection, which overflows human understanding. Gottlieb calls this “apophatic mys-
ticism.” In this case, mysticism is the culmination of rational attempts to grasp the
divine. These two different views of the relationship between mysticism and philos-
ophy result in two very different pictures of God. For Halevi, God is a personal being
who cares deeply for humans and seeks relationships with them, whereas for Mai-
monides God is an ineftable, unknowable other with whom a reciprocal relationship
is impossible, but whose perfection leads the true philosopher to a state of rapture.

The second section of the volume is devoted to an area of philosophy that
flourished in medieval thought generally: logic and the philosophy of language. In
“Propositions and Propositional Inference,” Charles H. Manekin shows that the
doctrines of the proposition familiar to medieval Jewish intellectuals were those of
the Aristotelians (or the “Neoaristotelians,” because the doctrines contained stoic
and Neoplatonic elements), as transmitted and transformed during late antiquity
and the early Middle Ages, in the Greek, Arabic, and, later, Latin traditions. These
doctrines were so fundamental to the study of philosophy that elements of them
are contained in some of the earliest philosophical writing among the Jews, even
among thinkers who themselves did not write works in logic or who are not
considered by historians of philosophers as “Aristotelian.” Manekin’s chapter deals
with Jewish discussions of the proposition, conceived within the Aristotelian tra-
dition as a truth-bearing statement. Although much less space is devoted in Jewish
logical manuals and commentaries on propositional semantics than in those of their
scholastic counterparts, there are still disagreements: for example, whether propo-
sitions have an implicit temporal signification. The chapter also discusses Jewish
treatments of the various forms of propositional inference: conversion, obversion,
inferences underlying the square of opposition, and so forth. Because medieval

logic in Hebrew is written under the influence of two Aristotelian traditions, first
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the Arabic and then the Latin, Manekin also considers the impact of these traditions
on Jewish theories of propositional inference. Although most of the Jewish treat-
ments of the proposition are rather conventional, Manekin shows that Gersonides’
treatment is notable for its originality and Judah Messer Leon’s for its appropriation
of scholastic logic.

In “Reasoning and Demonstration,” Norbert M. Samuelson, after placing the
subject of logic in medieval Jewish philosophy in its historical setting, examines
the distinctive role of argumentation in the writings of the rabbis who lived after the
codification of the Hebrew scriptures and before the political emancipation of the
Jewish people in Europe. The subject of his chapter is not formal logic in rabbinic
Judaism, but rather an examination of the way that logical thinking of a variety
of types shaped the thought of sophisticated medieval rabbis about philosophical
topics. Samuelson provides eight examples intended to highlight how in very
different ways the logic of an argument in itself shapes the content discussed and
how the forms of an argument used have their own special history within Jewish
philosophy.

In his chapter “Meaning and Language,” Josef Stern addresses three general top-
ics concerning meaning and language. The first topic centers on the classic question
of whether language, or meaning or signification, is natural or conventional; the
different ways in which that distinction was understood by various thinkers; and
the significance that the question held for them. He considers Saadia, Judah Halevi,
Maimonides, and Efodi (Profiat Duran) in depth, although he takes some brief
glances at some other figures. The second topic is the nature and mechanism of
signification. By and large, the predominant model for medieval Jewish thinkers was
the Aristotelian description-like conception of reference, although Halevi hints at
a theory of names that is based on perceptual, causal, and contextual relations. The
third topic concerns various theories of multiple meaning and polysemy (ambigu-
ity, amphiboly, metaphor, equivocality, etc.) and the role that these notions play
in theories of divine attributes and religious language. As might be expected, the
central figure in all these discussions is Maimonides, although a major contribu-
tion of this chapter is its detailed analysis of Duran’s Ma'aseh Efod, a remarkably
original speculative grammar that was the first real departure from the dominant
Maimonidean model of language.

With the third section, the volume turns to issues of natural philosophy. In
“Matter, Form, and the Corporeal World,” Sarah Pessin draws on a range of
thinkers from the first through the seventeenth centuries to explore views on the
corporeal world. She primarily analyzes three categories of representative attitudes
toward matter: negative, neutral, and positive. In addition to serving as a useful

organizing tool for a range of views within the Jewish philosophical tradition, this



Introduction 9

tripartite structure actually complicates the correlation between corporeality and
sin/evil, a theme that often stands out in the history of ideas. Although Jewish
texts do sometimes see the materiality of bodies in a decidedly negative light, it
is important to contrast and consider such texts side by side with discussions of
matter in neutral scientific and cosmogonic contexts, and even with decidedly
positive evaluations of materiality. Pessin highlights the negative role of matter in
Platonic (and Neoplatonic) themes at play in Maimonides, Gersonides, and Philo;
the neutral role of matter in the creation accounts and Aristotelian metaphysics in
Nahmanides, Gersonides, Abraham ibn Ezra, Maimonides, and Crescas; and the
positive role of matter in Ibn Gabirol’s and Isaac Israeli’s commitment to a supernal
grade of matter, in Simha of Troyes’ stoic-inspired divinization of matter, and in
Spinoza’s vision of God-as-nature.

Gad Freudenthal’s chapter, “Cosmology: The Heavenly Bodies,” looks at the
paramount role that the heavenly bodies played in medieval thought. They were
construed as God’s instruments in exercising His providence over the sublunar
world, so that the latter’s order and stability were ascribed to their “influences.”
This was a generally accepted notion, held by even staunch opponents of astrology.
Freudenthal studies the views of Jewish thinkers about the role of the heavenly bod-
ies in the economy of the physical world. After sketching the disciplinary traditions
on this topic in Greek philosophy (primarily Aristotle, Ptolemy, and Alexander of
Aphrodisias) and Arabic thought (al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Averroes), Freudenthal dis-
cusses successively the heavenly bodies in the thought of Jewish thinkers who had
access to writings in Arabic (Saadia, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Abraham Bar Hiyya,
Abraham ibn Ezra, and Maimonides) and of those who depended exclusively on
writings in Hebrew (Gersonides).

In “Miracles,” Ari Ackerman focuses on four of the most extensive and influ-
ential treatments of the topic in medieval Jewish philosophy: those of Saadia,
Judah Halevi, Maimonides, and Gersonides. Each of these philosophers forges
a unique balance between the Jewish and philosophical traditions on miracles.
Ackerman begins with a brief examination of the differing conceptions of miracles
in the biblical-rabbinic and the Greek—Islamic philosophical traditions, which lays
the groundwork for the medieval Jewish analyses of the issue. He then proceeds to
extensive treatments of those Jewish philosophers’ views of miracles, underscoring
their attempts to integrate elements of the contrasting approaches of the Jewish and
philosophical traditions.

Tamar Rudavsky, in her chapter “Time, Space, and Infinity,” examines the inter-
relationship among time, place, and the continuum in medieval Jewish philosophy,
particularly in light of existing theological constraints. Although the early biblical
and rabbinic works did not contain an ontology of time or place, the theological
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assumptions and constraints underlying these works reverberated throughout the
medieval Jewish literature. Whereas in some cases these theological constraints were
challenged, as reflected in the works of Maimonides and Gersonides, in other cases
(such as Spinoza) these constraints were rejected altogether. Rudavsky notes that
the development of the concepts of time, place, and the continuum involves three
sets of issues. The first issue has to do with divine omniscience from the perspective
of the apparent discontinuity between past and future. Clearly the past appears to
be fixed in a way that the future is not. More bluntly, the past is actual whereas the
future is possible. From the divine perspective there is no ontological difference
between past and future: All events exist in an “eternal now” for God, and so what
is possible from the human perspective is actual from God’s eternal gaze. A second
issue is related to the notion of creation. Traditionally, God the Creator is said to
be eternal, or outside of time, whereas creatures are construed as being in time or
subject to the flow of time. By understanding the notion of creation and how an
eternal, timeless Creator created a temporal universe, we may begin to see how the
notions of eternity and time function. A third issue, having to do with infinity and
the continuum, leads to consideration of the notion of space (or place). Through-
out the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the problem of creation continued
to occupy both Jewish and scholastic philosophers and theologians. These issues
are drawn to their logical culmination in Spinoza’s discussions of time, eternity,
and infinity.

In “Exhalations and Other Meteorological Themes,” Resianne Fontaine consid-
ers how meteorological theories in medieval Jewish literature emerged in difterent
contexts and in various genres. A key text is ‘Otot ha-Shamayim (The Signs of
Heaven), Samuel ibn Tibbon’s expanded Hebrew version of the Arabic adaptation
of Aristotle’s Meteorology, completed in 1210. The most important doctrine in the
Aristotelian treatise is that of the dual exhalations, a cold and moist one and a hot
and dry one, that explain the occurrence of diverse meteorological phenomena.
Aristotle’s treatise lies at the basis of surveys of meteorology in various Hebrew
encyclopedias of science and philosophy within the framework of the orderly study
of Aristotle’s philosophy, of Hebrew translations of Averroes’ commentaries on
Aristotle, and of supercommentaries on them. Moreover, Aristotle’s views were
studied in Jewish exegetical literature, especially with regard to the question of how
they relate to the biblical account of creation and to certain miracles. Meteorolog-
ical theories are also found in popular works, such as books of fables, sometimes
in a moralistic context. A major problem for all medieval Jewish scholars interested
in meteorology, however, was the fact that Ibn Tibbon’s Arabic model presented

great textual difficulties, which Fontaine examines.
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The volume’s fourth section is devoted to topics in epistemology and psychology.
Idit Dobbs-Weinstein, in “Belief, Knowledge, and Certainty,” focuses on theories
of cognition in the works of Saadia, Maimonides, Gersonides, and Spinoza. She
examines the evolution and transformation in the Jewish philosophers’ understand-
ing of distinct species of cognition in relation to certainty and authority, arguing
that medieval philosophers’ inquiries into knowledge take the form of epistemic
and moral psychology. As species of cognition, both belief and knowledge are held
to be certain; what is in question, then, is not certainty but its source and its affective
manifestations.

In “Understanding Prophecy: Four Traditions,” Barry S. Kogan seeks to expli-
cate the views of Isaac Israeli, Saadia, Judah Halevi, and Maimonides and the
intellectual traditions they came to exemplify regarding prophecy, and he con-
cludes with an examination of Spinoza’s reactions to their accounts following the
revolution in philosophy that cast all of those traditions into serious doubt. Kogan
focuses in all cases on questions concerning the nature of prophecy in general
and the circumstances under which it occurs, the specific character of Mosaic
prophecy and the theophany at Sinai, and the truth-value of prophetic claims gen-
erally. Thus, he highlights Isaac Israeli’s recurring references to the Neoplatonic
hierarchy to explain both the similarities and the differences between philosophical
and prophetic aspiration, insight, and discourse and the various domains to which
their truth-claims apply. He also shows how Saadia uses the methods of scholastic
theology to turn increasingly questioned religious beliefs into reasoned convic-
tions by establishing the need for verifying the occurrence of prophecy. Moreover,
he argues that a close reading of Halevi’s defense of traditional Jewish belief and
practice reveals not only his opposition to Neoplatonic Aristotelianism, but also
his artful appropriation of many of its claims to prove the superiority of Judaism
and the limitations of philosophy. A careful analysis of Maimonides’ parable of the
lightning flashes, Kogan claims, casts new light on his formal discussions of divinity,
idolatry, and both general prophecy and Mosaic prophecy, at Sinai and beyond.
Finally, Kogan’s analysis of Spinoza’s discussion of prophecy yields numerous exam-
ples of both agreement with and repudiation of his medieval forebears’ views, but
now linked to a radically new agenda — one designed, in part, to deny prophecy
and religion in general any credible claim to teach truth at all.

The subject of James T. Robinson’s chapter, “Soul and Intellect” is the way in
which during the Middle Ages biblical and rabbinic discussions of the soul com-
bined with Greek, Arabic—Islamic, and scholastic philosophy to produce a complex
and dynamic tradition of philosophical-theological psychology. This begins already

with Saadia — “the first to speak about every discipline of wisdom” — and continues
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into the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when Jewish thinkers were especially
focused on the soul and intellect in the midst of contemporary debates about
action versus contemplation and the possibility of attaining “salvation.” Robin-
son surveys the medieval tradition of Jewish philosophical-theological psychology,
concentrating on the period from the ninth to the fifteenth century. His chapter is
divided into two parts: Judeo—Arabic philosophy in the Islamic—Arabic world (9oo—
1200); and Hebrew philosophy in Christian Europe (1150—1500). He first presents
the philosophical background, identifying the main philosophical sources and tra-
ditions that influenced the Jewish thinkers; he then details the Jewish responses to
the non-Jewish traditions and challenges.

The fifth section, “Metaphysics and Philosophical Theology,” begins with Carlos
Fraenkels essay “God’s Existence and Attributes.” The question whether God exists
and what his attributes are is not a philosophical concern in either the Hebrew Bible
or in classical rabbinical literature. Rather, it arises at those intellectual intersections
where natural theology encounters the representations of God contained in the
Jewish sources. Although for many Jewish thinkers philosophical and religious
perfection coincide in the intellectual love of God, the issues they were interested
in and how they worked them out to some extent can be usefully related to
their Jewish background — for example, when they respond to the charge that
the philosophical conception of God lacks fundamental features of the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. As philosophers, they usually creatively contribute to
the philosophical debates of their time, whether it be attempts to systematize Plato’s
metaphysics or problems arising from Descartes’ ontological dualism. Most proofs
adduced for God’s existence take observable features of the universe as their starting
point and establish God as a first cause that is numerically and internally one. As a
consequence, no feature of objects that are caused and partake in multiplicity can
be predicated of God. On the other hand, the order of the universe caused by God
leads to positing a number of things that God must have and do to account for that
order. Much philosophical work in the period consists in resolving tensions that
arise between these two lines of reasoning. Fraenkel focuses on four representative
contributors to Jewish philosophical discussions of God from antiquity to the early
modern era: Philo, Saadia, Maimonides, and Spinoza.

Considering another aspect of God’s relationship to the universe, Lenn E. Good-
man, in “Creation and Emanation,” contrasts creation, a core idea in monotheism,
with the Neoplatonic idea of emanation, the eternal flow of being from its timeless
Source. Philo, a progenitor of the emanation idea and a fountainhead of philosoph-
ical synthesis, unites the Hebraic and Greek themes, setting the Logos, God’s word,

between His ultimacy and nature. Nature’s pattern is the intelligible expression
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of God’s wisdom. Saadia, defending creation against doubters, affirms God’s tran-
scendence: Causal ultimacy is not found by the senses. So according to Goodman,
it is a grave blunder to try to reduce the Ultimate discovered by reason back to
the phenomena that point to it. Ibn Gabirol accommodates emanation to creation
by finding freedom in God’s emanative act. Bahya soft-pedals the controversy, but
Maimonides judges creation probable cosmologically and preferable theologically
to the world’s eternity. Goodman notes that the idea of creation preserves God’s
freedom and leaves room for contingency in nature and an open future. The idea
of God’s authorship of nature is severely attenuated without reference to creation,
and Neoplatonists will have grave difficulties explaining how the world’s multiplic-
ity arises in God’s simplicity if they lose the idea of divine volition, vouched for
in the idea of creation. Gersonides and Crescas frame emanation as God’s means
of creation. Spinoza will reject temporal creation. Yet natura naturata for him, as
Goodman reminds us, remains the infinite expression of God’s infinite reality.

In “Theodicy and Providence,” Steven Nadler turns to Jewish philosophical
approaches to the problem of evil, or the question of why there should be any
imperfections (physical defects, suffering, or sin) in a world created by an omnipo-
tent, omniscient, perfectly good God. Although the problem is, of course, first
raised in the Bible by Job, and later receives substantial treatment by Philo, both of
which Nadler discusses, the main focus of this chapter is on the approaches taken by
medieval Jewish rationalists — primarily Saadia, Maimonides, and Gersonides — and
the culmination of this tradition in the radical thought of Spinoza. A philosopher’s
solution to the problem of evil is closely bound up with his account of divine prov-
idence; figuring out why bad things happen to good people requires one to explain
how God governs the world He created. Thus, in this chapter Nadler also looks
closely at a certain intellectualist tendency extending from Maimonides to Spinoza,
one which departs from a vulgar (and anthropomorphic) conception of God as a
willful agent dispensing rewards and punishments and regards human well-being
(and divine “protection”) more as the causal result of the human being’s perfection
of his cognitive faculties — that is, as the natural effect of the pursuit of virtue.

Although Nadler considers God’s goodness and justice, Seymour Feldman
addresses other attributes of God and their implications for human liberty in
“Divine Omnipotence, Omniscience, and Human Freedom.” Medieval discus-
sions of divine omnipotence and omniscience were generally framed in terms of
two of Aristotle’s laws of thought: the law of noncontradiction and the law of the
excluded middle. The former was the boundary condition of divine omnipotence;
the latter the criterion of whether divine foreknowledge of future contingencies

is possible. All the medieval Jewish philosophers were firmly committed to the
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principle that power, including divine power, is defined in terms of logical possibil-
ity. In determining the scope of divine power, in particular the power to perform
miracles, they placed logical limits on what kinds of states of affairs can fall within
the boundaries of divine omnipotence. Accordingly, they affirmed the irrevoca-
bility and immutability of the past: “not even God can undo the past,” and if a
proposition is true, it is true for evermore. There were, however, some disagree-
ments over specific miracles, such as the sun’s cessation of motion for Joshua. Some
thinkers (e.g., Gersonides) deemed it logically impossible, whereas some believed it
to be logically possible (e.g., Isaac Abravanel). The question of divine omniscience
proved to be more difficult, and diverse solutions were proposed to show that
divine foreknowledge of future contingencies is possible without annulling human
choice. Feldman investigates several of the standard solutions as these are repre-
sented by medieval Jewish thinkers: Knowing the future does not imply causing it
(Saadia); we do not know how God’s knowledge works (Maimonides); and God
knows the future timelessly, whereas the contingency of the future is preserved
(Hasdai Crescas). The most interesting proposal, he argues, was in fact offered by
Gersonides, who, although trying to provide a “compatibilist” solution, concluded
that divine omniscience should be construed as God’s knowing what is logically
knowable, that is, the laws of nature. For Gersonides, future contingencies by virtue
of their very logic are not knowable to anyone, including God. Human choice is
thus preserved at the price of “limiting” divine omniscience.

Practical philosophy constitutes the subject of the volume’ final part. In “Virtue
and Happiness,” Hava Tirosh-Samuelson traces the development of Jewish reflec-
tions on virtue and happiness from Philo to Spinoza. She argues that, although the
number of Jewish texts devoted exclusively to virtue and happiness is relatively small,
reflections on virtue and happiness loom large in premodern Jewish philosophy.
Aristotle’s Ethics, the major philosophical text that analyzed the interdependence
of virtue and happiness, provided the conceptual vocabulary for reflections on
virtue and happiness in the matrix of the Jewish religion. Tirosh-Samuelson then
clarifies the metaphysical, cosmological, psychological, epistemological, political,
and theological dimensions of the discourse on happiness and its contribution to
Jewish culture. Jewish reflections on happiness evolved over time, reflecting their
cultural context, be it Greco—-R oman, Muslim, or Christian. Identifying Torah and
wisdom, Jewish philosophers considered the happy life to consist of Torah study,
the cultivation of moral virtues through observance of the commandments, and
the acquisition of intellectual perfection through the pursuit of wisdom broadly
defined to include the sciences. The happy life on earth culminates in the bliss of

immortality of the individual soul in the afterlife. This outlook reached closure with
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Spinoza, who negated the identification of Torah and wisdom, oftering a vision of
human happiness in which the Torah plays no role whatsoever.

Abraham Melamed’s chapter, “Politics and the State,” examines the way in
which medieval and early modern Jewish political philosophy is the outcome
of the great encounter between Jewish tradition, as it evolved in biblical and
rabbinic literature, and the heritage of Greek science and philosophy, as the latter
is transmitted to medieval culture through the great Arabic translation enterprise
in the earlier Middle Ages. Like Jewish philosophy as a whole, Jewish political
philosophy strived to cope with this loaded encounter in varied ways. Due to the
circumstances of their constituting myths, Jewish and Muslim political theology
were essentially holistic, viewing the law as encompassing all aspects of human
life — material and spiritual alike. Christian political theology, by contrast, was
essentially different, separating the material and the spiritual. It left material issues
to the earthly government and emphasized spiritual life. This difference in political
theology is reflected in the Greek political tradition to which Muslim and Jewish
political thought were indebted. Although Christian political philosophy followed
Aristotle’s Politics, Muslim and Jewish political philosophy followed the Platonic
tradition. Both viewed the law as encompassing all aspects of human life. In the
eyes of medieval Jewish scholars, the Platonic philosopher—king resembled the
Hebrew prophet, who is also a philosopher and political leader, and the Platonic
ideal state was identified with the Messianic state. Jewish thinkers, from Saadia to
Abrabanel, followed this tradition.

Finally, in Daniel H. Frank’s “Divine Law and Human Practices,” the focus is
on Maimonides and Spinoza, as representatives of the rabbinic and antirabbinic tra-
ditions, respectively. A fine irony emerges, however, as one notices the considerable
overlap in these antagonists’ views. The topic of law has ramifications over a large
set of issues in morals, politics, moral psychology, and even physics and cosmol-
ogy. For both Maimonides and Spinoza, law has both political and suprapolitical
aspects and is grounded in human nature and the propensity for idolatrous wor-
ship and superstition. For Maimonides, the (eternal) divine law is a beneficence
given to all for the possibility of realizing the origin and trajectory of creation and
ordering one’s life accordingly. By contrast, for Spinoza divine law is the eternal,
exceptionless laws of nature, the understanding of which allows one to achieve the
blessedness of a life unencumbered by contingency and the vagaries of fortune.
Both Maimonides and Spinoza ground human well-being (happiness and salvation)
in more than mere obedience to the civil laws, and this latter point drives Spinoza to
a pessimism deeper than Maimonides’ about the possibility of true happiness for the
mass of humankind. The communal and political roles that the divine law plays for
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Maimonides are countered by Spinoza in his condemnation of the “particularism”
of the divine religious laws. Spinoza offers a universal (catholic) religion that must
be subscribed to by all for purposes of civil order; however, because of this, a
deep cleavage emerges between the secular and the sacred for Spinoza. In sum, as
Frank shows, for both Maimonides and Spinoza an understanding of the place of
human beings in the world order is prerequisite for salvation and an overcoming of
idolatrous superstition. For this reason Maimonides understands the revealed law as
the tool for all to achieve a modicum of well-being, whereas Spinoza looks instead
to science and in so doing condemns the mass of humankind to a life rendered

vulnerable by a nonscientific outlook.

NOTES

1 See Schwarzschild 1987.

2 Guttmann 1964.

3 Husik 1916, p. 432.

4 Daniel Frank, in Frank and Leaman 1997, pp. 1—5.
5 Morgan and Gordon 2007, p. 5.
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THE GREEK BACKGROUND

KENNETH SEESKIN

Loosely speaking, every culture has a philosophy, worldview, or outlook on life.
What distinguishes Greek philosophy from others is the systematic way in which
it is expressed. The phenomena we observe are orderly and can be understood
by identifying causes or principles from which they follow. These principles are
universal and invariant. If rain results from condensation, the same explanation
applies whether there is a flood or a sprinkle, a catastrophe or a welcome relief from
drought. In this context, the job of the philosopher is not just to make interesting
remarks about the meaning of life but to identify principles and subject them
to critique.

In the hands of the Greek philosophers, systematization aftected everything
from the way people view the weather to the way they conceive of divinity. If all of
reality can be explained in terms of basic principles, then God is subject to them,
the source of them, or a principle himself. The Greek philosophers challenged
the gods and goddesses of mythology not by instituting a commandment against
idol worship but by making anthropomorphism look ridiculous. For Jews this
presents a problem. The Bible describes a world in which other nations might have
stronger armies or larger economies than Israel, but these advantages are offset by
the fact that their views of divinity are grossly inferior. The same could be said of
ancient Greece if we stick to popular religion. Suppose, however, that we ignore
popular religion and focus on the theology of the philosophers. It is one thing to
proclaim Zeus, Ba’al, or Asherah figments of the imagination, but another to say
the same thing about Aristotle’s Prime Mover. Granted that the Prime Mover does
not answer prayers or reveal his will to prophets, neither does he have material
form. What is more, if Aristotle is right, his existence is not just a fact of life but a
metaphysical necessity. How can one recognize this necessity and remain a Jew?

This is the famous question of Athens versus Jerusalem. The simple answer is
that Jewish thinkers who wished to take up the challenge posed by Greek phi-
losophy had to reinterpret biblical passages that imply anthropomorphism and ask
themselves about the principles that underlie the first and second commandments.

In their hands, Judaism came to be seen less as a national heritage or set of practices
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intended to please God and more as a theory that could hold its own in the mar-
ketplace of ideas. Maimonides went so far as to say that the patriarchs and Moses
were accomplished philosophers in their own right but that, owing to centuries
of exile and persecution, their teachings were lost or ignored." What the Greek
philosophers taught under the aegis of physics and metaphysics, Maimonides insists,
their Jewish counterparts taught under the aegis ma‘aseh bereshit (the account of the
creation) and ma'aseh merkaba (the account of [Ezekiel’s] chariot).> According to
Deuteronomy 6:5, love of God is a sacred commandment. Because it is impossible
to love something in ignorance, Maimonides concludes that every Jew is obliged to
study the world God created and as much of the metaphysical world as his under-
standing will allow. In sum, philosophy is thoroughly Jewish and, in Maimonides’
opinion, must again become the center of Jewish life.

It is hard to say whether a medieval thinker would have reached this conclusion
if he had never been exposed to Greek sources. The fact is, however, that Greek
philosophy did not just affect Judaism’s understanding of itself; in the case of Mai-
monides and others, it became an essential part of that understanding. Obviously,
Greek philosophy is too broad a subject to be covered in one chapter. It is possible,
however, to examine how three philosophers conceived of God and how their
philosophies influenced subsequent Jewish thought. The thinkers are Plato (427—
347 B.C.E), Aristotle (384—322 B.C.E), and Plotinus (205—27 C.E.); the conceptions
of God they propose are as Demiurge, Prime Mover, and ineffable First Principle.?
From a Jewish perspective, they are paradigm cases of people who perfected their
intellects but were not given the gift of prophetic insight.

I. PLATO: GOD AS DEMIURGE

Plato’s direct influence on medieval philosophy came mainly by way of the Timaeus.
According to a literal reading of the dialogue, the world was produced by a cosmic
artisan or Demiurge who is good and has no tint of jealousy. He therefore desired
that all things be as much like him as possible. Judging that order is better than
disorder, he looked to the eternal forms as a model and imposed order on the
chaotic motion he confronted. It is important to recognize that the Timaeus is not
committed to monotheism as Jewish tradition came to understand it. Instead of an
all-powerful being who brings the world into existence, the Demiurge makes the
world “as excellent and perfect as possible.”* In other words, the materials he has
at his disposal impose limits. Although there are passages in the Hebrew Bible that
also imply God had to struggle with unruly forces during creation, the opening

lines of Genesis indicate otherwise: God creates simply by issuing commands.’
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Even if there is no struggle, the idea of a Demiurge raises the question of whether
Judaism is committed to a full-blown creation ex nihilo or a creation from preexisting
materials. A literal reading of Genesis 1:1 suggests that, when God created heaven
and earth, the earth was (or had been) unformed and void (tohu va vohu). According
to Rashi, the heavens and the earth were not the first things other than God to
exist because the passage goes on to say that during creation, the spirit of God
hovered over the face of the waters.® Following rabbinic tradition, he maintains
that the heavens (shamayim) were made from water (mayim) and fire (esh).

Although there is no mention of Plato, Rashi’s interpretation of these verses calls
to mind a God who creates by bringing order out of chaos. Along similar lines,
Abraham ibn Ezra and Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides) both argue that creation
involves a material substrate upon which God imposes order.” That is not all. The
idea of looking to an eternal model to bring order out of chaos may have influenced
the rabbinic notion that God looked to the Torah as a model when creating the
world.?

Still the idea of a preexisting material substrate creates problems. Why does an
all-powerful God need tools or materials to create something? To what do these
materials owe their existence? In response to an unnamed philosopher who objected
that God needed the assistance of tohu and vohu, darkness, water, wind, and the
deep to create the world, Rabbi Gamaliel maintains that everything was created.® If
everything was created, then God is the only force or principle involved in creation,
which is the essence of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo."® This view of creation
found its way into Saadia and, according to some interpretations, Maimonides as
well."!

Like the opening verses of Genesis, the creation story in the Timaeus raises
questions about how literally it should be taken. It is well known that Plato qualified
his remarks by claiming that, when dealing with the origin of the world, it is
impossible to render an account “entirely consistent and exact” so that all we can
hope for is a likely story (eikos muthos)."* The issue is important because depending
on how we interpret the phrase “maker and father of all things,” we will get a
different conception of what the Demiurge is."”® Is Plato talking about a Creator
analogous to God in Genesis 1 or using a literary narrative to express the fact that
the world can be explained by invoking two principles: reason (order) and necessity
(disorder)?™ If the former, then even though the Demiurge is not omnipotent, the
Timaeus is committed to creation de novo or the creation of the world in time." If
the latter, then, like Aristotle, it is committed to an eternal world.

Creation in time implies the world is the product of a free choice and that having

made the world, God can change it when it suits Him. Thus creation in time allows
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for spontaneous acts like the parting of the Red Sea and the giving of the Torah
at Sinai. By contrast, if the world exists for all time, it is reasonable to conclude it
has to exist.'® This notion was generally taken to mean that the world has always
existed in the form in which we now have it, a conclusion that rules out spontaneous
acts of any kind.

One way to approach the question of how to read the Timaeus is to look at
how it introduces the Demiurge.'” According to the narrator, that which always is
and has no beginning must be distinguished from that which is always becoming
and never real. The former is apprehended by thought, the latter by belief together
with sensation. Everything that comes to be must do so as a result of some cause.
Sensible things are always coming to be. Therefore sensible things have to have a
Creator. For different reasons Aristotle and Philoponus believe that this argument
commits Plato to creation in time: Aristotle because he attacked it, Philoponus
because he defended it. By the Middle Ages, the inference from the fact of creation
to the existence of a Creator became a standard way for Kalam thinkers to prove
the existence of God, and several versions of it can be found in Saadia."®

On the other hand, Neoplatonists from the Academy down through Plotinus
and Proclus argue that by becoming ( genesis) Plato is not talking about the temporal
origin of the world but a state of eternal flux. By the same token, when the
dialogue says that something is generated or comes to be, he simply means that it is
dependent on something else. Thus the moon can be said to possess generated light
from the sun even if both have existed for all time. As we will see later, Plotinus
talks about the generation of the world from the First Principle by which he means
that the world, although eternal, is not self-sufficient.

Beyond the question of creation is that of the relation between forms and
sensibles. In the Phaedo, Socrates maintains that what makes something beautiful
is not a particular color or shape but the presence of or participation in beauty
itself." If we say that something is beautiful because of a particular color, sooner or
later we will find ourselves saying that something else 1s ugly for the same reason.
The question is, “What do color, shape, and other things share that allows us to
classify them as beautiful.” Socrates uses the word aifia (cause) as well as the Greek
causal dative to say that beauty makes things beautiful or that they are beautiful
because of beauty. He obviously does not mean that the form of beauty is capable
of manufacturing instances of itself. Rather the form of beauty is constitutive of
beautiful things in the sense that it is their essence or defining factor.

Similar language occurs in the famous passage in the Republic, in which Socrates

says that the form of goodness is to the intelligible world what the sun is to the
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sensible.>® Thus goodness is the cause of all that is right and good in the intelligible
world and both produces and controls truth and intelligence. Does this mean that
the form of goodness is divine? To Plato’s original audience, the answer would be
yes, although a Platonic form cannot be an object of worship as we understand it.

The puzzling nature of this reply points out the peculiarities of the Greek
conception of divinity. In a nutshell, they regarded divinity mainly as a predicate.?’
Rather than a supreme being with all possible perfections, they saw it as a class of
things that are uncreated and undying. In the Apology, for example, Socrates affirms
that the sun and moon are gods.?* In the Phaedo, he says repeatedly that the forms
are pure, everlasting, undying, and either godlike or divine themselves.*? Similar
language occurs throughout the Republic** In the Timaeus, the Demiurge is good,
desires that all things be like himself, and is called a god.*’

There is no question that Plato had deep religious sensibilities. In place of
popular religion with its superstitions and fickle deities, he offered the quest for
knowledge and a realm of pure, unchanging essences that serve as the objects of that
knowledge. In the Seventh Letter, he describes the true lover of wisdom as one who:

with the divine quality of wisdom that makes him akin to it and worthy of pursuing it, thinks
that he has heard of a marvelous quest that he must at once enter upon with all earnestness,
or life is not worth living; and from that time forth he pushes himself and urges on his leader
without ceasing, until he has reached the end of the journey or has become capable of doing

without a guide and finding the way himself.*®
Upon reaching the end of the journey “suddenly, like light flashing forth when a
fire is kindled, it [knowledge] is born in the soul and straightaway nourishes it.” It
is hardly surprising then that he often compares the acquisition of knowledge to
initiation into a religious cult or entry into a holy shrine.?” Nor is it surprising that
he develops a doctrine of imitatio dei. By contemplating objects that are divine and
orderly, the philosopher will become as divine and orderly as possible.*®

Although these passages have inspired the imaginations of poets and painters for
centuries, we are still a long way from worship as normally understood. Not only
is there a multiplicity of forms in Plato’s heaven, but they lack any vestige of life,
soul, or personality. Even if we focus on the supremacy of one form like beauty or
goodness, we still do not have an analogue to creation, revelation, or redemption.
We may conclude that far from espousing a traditional notion of monotheism, Plato
did not take up the question. That is why it is difficult to ascribe to him anything
like a systematic theology.”® We will revisit Platonism in Section 3, when we get to
Plotinus. For the present, we must turn to Aristotle for a god who lives and thinks.
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II. ARISTOTLE: GOD AS PRIME MOVER

Aristotle’s influence on medieval Jewish philosophy is more direct. In the first
place, many of the categories that medieval philosophers took for granted — for
example, substance, attribute, cause, change, intellect, demonstration, actuality, and
potentiality — derive from Aristotle. In the second place, Aristotle’s works were
more widely disseminated. Although some of the writings attributed to Aristotle
were in fact summaries of works written by Plotinus or Proclus, there is no question
that when Jewish philosophers considered the Greek legacy, they thought about
Aristotle first and foremost. It is no accident that Maimonides refers to him as
“chief of the philosophers.”3°

Although Aristotle had many criticisms of the theory of forms, the most telling
is that because Platonic forms are inactive, they do not explain phenomena like
growth, change, or motion. In Aristotle’s opinion, they amount to nothing more
than an unnecessary duplication of the sensible world. This is another way of saying
that for Aristotle, Plato’s effort to explain essential causality did not succeed.

Rather than start with the imposition of order on chaos, Aristotle seeks God by
looking at a phenomenon in which there was no disorder at all: the motion of the
heavenly bodies. If such motion is eternal, it must be necessary; if it is necessary,
there must be a principle that enables us to explain why. Whatever explains eternal
motion cannot be in motion itself because then it too would require a cause of its
motion, and we would be on our way to an infinite regress. It cannot be static or
inert, however. Aristotle’s argument is that the Prime Mover must be active but not
in a way that requires motion from place to place. How can this be?

The solution is to say that the Prime Mover thinks, and by virtue of thinking
is perfect. As perfect, he is the object of desire. In this way, the Prime Mover is
responsible for all motion in the universe: he is the efficient cause by virtue of
being the final cause.’’ He exists by necessity, and therefore his manner of existing
is good.3? In an obvious way, he is that without which good would be impossible.
From this Aristotle concludes that the Prime Mover enjoys an eternal life such as
the best that we enjoy for short periods of time: a life of contemplation. Unlike a
Platonic form, the Prime Mover is both active and alive. It should be noted however
that the contemplation Aristotle is talking about is metaphysical: The Prime Mover
is neither interested nor concerned with the actions of individual people.

The key premise in this argument is that thinking is the most perfect activity.
According to Aristotle, it is thinking that rules and guides us and gives us our con-
ception of nobility and divinity.?? So intelligence is the most valuable possession we
have, and intelligence about theoretical matters is the highest form of intelligence.
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Aristotle goes on to say that theoretical contemplation is final in the sense that
it is pursued for its own sake and self sufficient in the sense that it presupposes
little beyond the basic necessities of life. Most important for our purposes, it is that
activity in which we come closest to the divine. He concludes that happiness or
the human good is impossible without contemplation: The more contemplation
we have, the happier we are.’*

Needless to say, Jewish tradition put similar emphasis on the study of Torah.
According to Hillel, “He who does not increase his knowledge decreases it; he
who does not study deserves to die.”35 Along similar lines, Rava claims that when
a person is brought before the throne of justice, he will be asked, “Did you
reason wisely? Did you infer one thing from another?”3® Maimonides argues that
every Israelite is under a sacred obligation to set aside a specific time during the
day and night to study the Torah.3” Although the Torah may seem to deal more
with practical than with theoretical matters and to command love of a personal
God, we saw that, under the influence of Greek philosophy, Maimonides argues
otherwise: Properly understood, the Torah is concerned chiefly with physics and
metaphysics. When it comes to human perfection, he is equally explicit, “His
ultimate perfection is to become rational in actu; this would consist in his knowing
everything concerning all the beings that it is within the capacity of man to know
in accordance with his ultimate perfection.”?®

If thought is the most perfect activity, God must be pure thought, which means
that God is immaterial, does not feel passion or emotion, does not undergo change,
and cannot be influenced by prayer or entreaty. It is here that we encounter
what is usually called “the God of the philosophers,” which means a God devoid
of personality. For better or worse, this conception of God dominated Jewish
philosophy for 1,500 years. It is this God that Judah Halevi questions and that
rationalists such as Bahya, Maimonides, Gersonides, and Crescas defend.

For the rationalists, the challenge is to show that, despite its use of anthropomor-
phic terms, the Bible is really committed to an immaterial, emotionless, unchanging
deity resembling the one described by Aristotle. Although anthropomorphism may
be necessary to appeal to a wide audience, in their view Judaism demands that one
become sophisticated enough to see that such descriptions cannot be interpreted
literally. The goal of human life is the pursuit of wisdom, which culminates in the
intellectual love of God. This love, which asks for nothing in the way of material
rewards, directs the soul to eternal truths and thus prepares it for eternal life.

Although he did not follow Plato in espousing personal immortality, Aristotle
also argues that we should try to become immortal as far as our natures allow
by which he means that we should emulate the gods and pursue a life guided by



26 Kenneth Seeskin

wisdom.?” In time the idea that immortality is achieved by perfecting the intellect
became so deeply rooted in Jewish self~understanding that even with the advent of
the scientific revolution, Spinoza devoted the last book of his Ethics to immortality
and the intellectual love of God.

It is well known that Aristotle argues that the world is eternal. For the most part,
his arguments are based on principles derived from physics. For Aristotle change
or motion involves the actualization of what was previously potential — as when
a flammable object is set on fire or a movable object is set in motion. In all such
cases, there is an agent, the instigator of the change, and a patient, the subject of the
change. When the agent acts on the patient, the agent is actually what the patient is
potentially. Thus a match that is already burning is needed to set a flammable object
on fire; a thing that is already in motion is needed to impart motion to something
else.

If this analysis is correct, Aristotle reasons, it is impossible for there to be a first
motion because before that motion could occur, there would have to be something
capable of moving but not already doing s0.*° Because an agent would be needed
to actualize this potential, and that agent must already be in motion, there would
have to be motion prior to the first motion, from which it follows that the idea of
a first motion is absurd.

A second argument begins by observing that change always proceeds from some-
thing fo something else — as when a sculptor carves a statue out of marble or an
acorn grows into an oak tree. This is another way of saying that change involves
a material cause, that out of which or from which a thing comes to be. If mat-
ter were itself created, there would be no way to explain from what it comes to
be, which means it would have to derive from nothing at all, which is absurd.*'
For Aristotle matter is a given, a feature of the world whose existence is ulti-
mate and unexplained. It is not subject to generation or destruction because
it 1s that out of which or into which generation or destruction proceed. Like
“necessity” in the Timaeus, it is opposed to form or structure but not dependent
on it.

A third argument begins by observing that coming to be and passing away
involve a substratum and contrary qualities: an iron bar plus cold and hot, a piece of
land plus wet and dry.#* Observation also confirms that the heavenly bodies move
in circular orbits for which there is no contrary, thus no increase or decrease in
speed, no change of quality, no movement to or from the center of the earth. If
there is no evidence of change other than motion around a circle, there is no reason
to think that such motion has a beginning or end.

Together these arguments seek to establish that God could not have brought the
world into being in the way suggested by Genesis T so that the only way to describe
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the relation between God and the world is to say that the latter presupposes or
depends on the former. Keeping in mind that eternity implies necessity, we get
a world in which everything proceeds according to known causal laws, and the
purpose of life is to understand the principles that explain their operation, the
ultimate principle being God. This picture led to centuries of debate on whether
the world is as tightly structured as Aristotle seemed to think. If so, there should
be scientific explanations for everything we observe and no room for a God who
intervenes in the world or exercises free choice.

Opponents of Aristotle pointed out there are many features of the world for
which there is no explanation and no reasonable hope of finding one.*3 Why are
there parts of the heavens in which there are comparatively few stars and other
parts in which there are comparatively many? Why do the heavens revolve on
one axis rather than another? Why do the planets sometimes appear to change
speed and reverse direction? To Aristotle’s opponents, our inability to explain these
phenomena indicates that some features of the world are contingent and exist as a
result of divine choice rather than necessity. As Maimonides puts it, “What exists, its
causes, and its effects, could be different from what they are.”** If there is evidence
of choice, we have reason to believe in a God who exercises free will and is not
bound by the laws of physics, in particular the laws which say that a first motion is
impossible.

Aristotle’s supporters reply that just because we have no satisfactory explanation
for these phenomena at present, it does not follow that no explanation will ever
be found.* In other words, the fact that science is incomplete does not prove
the existence of phenomena whose explanation lies outside the purview of natural
science. Which side is Judaism on? Like their Islamic and Christian counterparts,
Jewish thinkers were divided. For those who were influenced by Averroes, the
answer was to side with Aristotle and natural science; for those who were influenced
by the Kalam, it was to side with contingency and free will.

Still the main problem Aristotle poses for monotheism is the limited role he
assigns to God. Recall that although the Prime Mover is responsible for the eternal
motion of the heavens, he is not responsible for their existence. They are kept in
motion by their desire for his perfection; however, Aristotle never addresses the
question of why they are there in the first place. For Aristotle the fact that something
exists is an accident and therefore outside the scope of scientific explanation.*® If
creation is God’s decision to confer existence on the world, there is no place for
it in Aristotle’s philosophy. One way of coping with creation is to return to the
Neoplatonic interpretation of the Timaeus and say that the world depends on God
even though both have always existed. For that way of looking at things we turn
to Plotinus.
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III. PLOTINUS: GOD AS FIRST PRINCIPLE

‘With Plotinus, philosophy took a giant step in the direction of monotheism. Plato’s
Demiurge confronts unruly materials he did not create and does the best job he
can of imposing order on them. Aristotle’s Prime Mover accounts for the motion
of the heavenly bodies but not their origin. For both thinkers the world contains
features for which no philosophic explanation is sought. The key word is features.
Instead of a single principle responsible for everything, Plato and Aristotle offer us
a world in which there are a plurality of principles set against each other: reason
and necessity, in one case, form and matter, in the other.

All that changes with Plotinus, who argues that everything derives from a single
principle (arché), which is the ultimate source of value and existence. In his words,
this principle is the good of everything “because all things have their being directed
towards it and depend on it.”#7 Simply put: Plotinus abandoned the idea that one
principle is needed to explain form or structure and another to explain matter or
extension. Instead, all of reality is an outgrowth of an infinite and transcendent
power.

Plotinus goes on to assert that such power cannot be characterized in the normal

way.

There must be something simple before all things, and this must be other than all the things
which come after it, existing by itself, not mixed with the things which derive from it, and
all the same able to be present in a different way to these other things, being really one, and
not a different being and then one; it is false even to say of it that it is one, and there is “no
concept or knowledge” of it; it is indeed also said to be “beyond being.”*

The idea of a simple, unmixed source “beyond being” paved the way for a long
tradition of theologians who would say the same thing about God. Not only is it
the goal toward which existence strives but the source from which it proceeds, in
Aristotelian terms, both the efficient and the final cause.

To understand the origin of Plotinus’ view, we need look no further than
Republic V11, in which Plato says that the form of goodness is superior to and
beyond being in dignity and power.** In the famous comparison between goodness
and the sun, he goes on to say: “The sun not only gives to the objects of sight the
capacity to be seen but provides for their generation, increase, and nurture.” Later
he enlarges on this insight by claiming that goodness is the cause (aitia) of all that is
right and beautiful and both produces and controls truth and intelligence.’® What
was a brilliant insight expressed in colorful language for Plato became a central
doctrine for Plotinus: the theory of emanation.
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The crux of this theory is that it is a universal feature of reality that things
produce copies or offspring of themselves according to their degree of perfection.

As Plotinus describes it:

All things which exist, as long as they remain in being, necessarily produce from their own
substances [ousias|, in dependence on their present power, a surrounding reality directed
to what is outside them, a kind of image of the archetypes from which it was produced:
fire produces the heat which comes from it, snow does not only keep its cold inside itself.
Perfumed things show this particularly clearly. As long as they exist, something is diffused
from themselves around them, and what is near them enjoys their existence. And all things
when they come to perfection produce; the One is always perfect and therefore produces
everlastingly.**

The generality of the passage implies that the ability to produce a surrounding
reality or image is not the result of choice, but a necessary feature of all things. If
fire, snow, and perfume generate traces of themselves, it would be absurd for the
most perfect thing in the universe to be inert.

In short, perfection is not self-contained. Unlike Aristotle’s Prime Mover who is
complete in himself and produces nothing outside himself, Plotinus’ First Principle
resembles the sun in Republic VII to the degree that it generates and nurtures
other things. Plotinus admits that emanation is a metaphor and subject to all the
limitations one encounters in comparing a metaphysical relationship to a physical
one.>* Heat and light radiate from a particular point in space, whereas emanation in
Plotinus’ sense is obviously not a spatial relationship. The radiation of heat or light
run out as the source exhausts itself; emanation from the First Principle is infinite
and inexhaustible.

Most important, emanation is necessary and eternal. To say that Y emanates
from X is to say that X is prior to Y so that without X, Y would not exist.
The kind of priority involved here is analogous to that between the essence of
triangularity and a particular triangle one draws on a blackboard. It is not that
triangularity overflows into physical things but that its perfection is constitutive
of them: Without triangularity there could be no individual triangles. One could
say therefore that although the essence of triangularity is present in every triangle,
it is not dispersed or diffused in the sense that drawing another triangle will take
something away from it. The cause is simultaneous with the effect but more perfect
than the effect because whatever reality we attribute to the effect must come from
the cause.

Plotinus’ recognition of a single principle responsible for all things raises the
question of his treatment of matter. Throughout the Enneads he presents several
arguments for why matter too is generated and owes its existence to the First
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Principle.’? The first argument maintains that if matter were ungenerated, the First
Principles of the world would be multiplex and related by chance.’* Suppose there
are two ultimate principles. How could we explain their interaction? The only way
would be to say that they are dependent on a more inclusive principle that accounts
for how they relate to one another; however, if they are ultimate, no such principle
exists. Therefore, the supposed interaction would be incoherent. It follows that if,
per impossible, there were such interaction, it would be left to chance, which in
this context is another name for absurdity. A similar argument can be found in the
treatise against the Gnostics.’® Matter is evil. Therefore, if matter were ungenerated,
one of the First Principles would be evil.

The obvious conclusion is that if matter has any reality, it must derive it from
something else — eventually from the First Principle because all of reality derives
from the First Principle. I say if it has any reality because its ontological status is
problematic. Sometimes Plotinus describes it as nothing, sometimes as a kind of
something, sometimes as evil, sometimes as a phantasm, sometimes as comparable
to darkness.’® However we describe it, matter is necessary to account for the world
as we know it. If we stress that it is evil, we will be led to think that it has no reality
and is not generated by anything. On this reading, it is the point at which the light
that emanates from the First Principle runs out. This would not give it the status
of a separate principle but rather that which is opposed to principle. If, however,
we stress that the existence of the first item in a series implies the existence of a
last, the generation of matter by the First Principle is inescapable.

To be sure, matter, at least sensible matter, cannot be generated immediately.
From the First Principle we get intelligence, and from intelligence, soul. By some
accounts, sensible matter is generated by a “partial” or vegetative soul. The impor-
tant point is that it is generated at all and does not exist in its own right. Unlike
Plato’s Demiurge, the First Principle does not shape it, confront it, or exist along-
side it. Unlike Aristotle’s prime matter, it is not something whose existence defies
explanation. If matter existed in its own right, the First Principle would be limited,
or, to use Plotinus’ expression, “walled oft from matter.”37 Again we reach absurdity
because nothing can limit the First Principle, especially a thing that is completely
lacking in perfection. This insight is supported by the image of a light that becomes
darkness as it falls away from the source rather than a light that is surrounded by
darkness that exists independently of the light.® So instead of a Demiurge who
imposes form on matter, the First Principle is just that: a principle to which all of
reality, including matter, owes its existence.

As applied to reality as a whole, this means that, although everything depends

on the First Principle, it does not follow that the world comes into existence in the
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manner suggested by a literal reading of Genesis 1. Again from Plotinus, “When
we are discussing eternal realities we must not let coming into being in time be
an obstacle to our thought.”’® As we saw earlier, the generation Plotinus is talking
about is eternal: Although the world has always existed, its existence is dependent
or derivative.

Beyond the question of temporality, there is also the question of personality.
Although Plotinus sometimes talks about the will of the First Principle, he does so
in a context in which he admits to reduced standards of rigor.%® Strictly speaking,
the world emanates from the First Principle not because of anything the First
Principle does but simply because of what it is. Given infinite perfection, it is
impossible for images or offspring not to follow.

In the same way, it is a mistake to suppose that the First Principle is engaged
in thought. Strictly speaking, it does not think but is that from which thought
proceeds.®" There is no question of deliberation or of producing only a portion
of what can be produced. Emanation from the First Principle is a metaphysi-
cal necessity, not the product of thought or reflection. To an Aristotelian, this
makes no sense: If the First Principle does not think, it is inactive and relinquishes
all claim to perfection or self-sufficiency. Generations of medieval philosophers
tried to affect a synthesis between Aristotle and Plotinus by arguing that God
thinks and by thinking generates the rest of reality; however, that is a later inter-
pretation and not Plotinus’ own view. Plotinus did not believe that emanation
proceeds from God to the first intelligence and then to a string of intelligences
and heavenly spheres; rather it proceeds from the First Principle to mind and then
to soul.

It is clear then that, although Plotinus took a giant step in the direction of
monotheism, he did not subscribe to anything like the biblical conception of God.
The First Principle is free to the extent that it is not subject to external constraint.
It is not free to the extent that it can start, stop, or reflect on the production of
offspring. It does not feel love and cannot be reached by prayer or supplication.
Rather than worship the First Principle, Plotinus suggests a process by which
one comes to lose his own sense of personality and achieve union with the First
Principle. As he describes it, “it is as if he had become someone else and he is not
himself and does not count as his own . . . but has come to belong to that and so is
one, having joined, as it were, center to center.”®* If emanation is the process by
which things fall away from the First Principle, what Plotinus has in mind here is
one by which they return to it. He also claims that the return is motivated by love
and culminates in an ecstatic state in which the soul becomes “filled with God,”
which is both its beginning and its end (telos).%
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The idea of achieving union or adhesion (devekut) with God plays a central role
in both philosophical and mystical literature. To the philosophers, knowledge means
union of the intellect, the act of apprehension, and the object apprehended.® In
this way, the intellect becomes one with the thing apprehended, not in the sense
that a mind becomes a tree or a house but in the sense that the intelligible form of
the tree or house is the same as the form that activates the mind. The mind then
becomes the object of its own apprehension. This raises questions about the relation
between an individual mind and God. Traditional Judaism maintains a fundamental
distinction between Creator and creation. Although humans are asked to worship
God and do everything possible to become like God, they must also respect the
infinite difterence between God and them.

Maimonides dealt with the problem by saying that, strictly speaking, one does
not achieve union with God but with the Active Intellect, the tenth or lowest of
the heavenly intelligences.®S Even then, union is a goal that can be achieved briefly,
if at all. Although the mystical tradition was not always this precise, it has been
argued that, even in moments of ecstasy, Jewish mystics generally did not claim
complete submersion into God.*

If there is a problem with return to God in moments of ecstasy, there is also a
problem with emanation or the process by which things fall away from God. It is
one thing to say that the world was created by God, another to say that it emerges
from God. The problem with the latter is that if one is not careful, it will seem
as if the world is a manifestation of God, or worse, that the world is God, which
amounts to pantheism. No doubt there are passages in Plotinus that lend themselves
to a pantheistic interpretation.”” The truth is, however, that Plotinus is committed
to the claim that if the First Principle is the source of all things, it must be distinct
from all things. This is what enables Plotinus to say that the First Principle is prior
to thought, beyond being, and “unmixed” with everything else, all of which imply
some form of separation.

The problem is that as we normally understand causality, the cause gives some-
thing of itself to the effect. It follows that if the effect is hot, the cause must possess
heat as well; if the effect has life and intelligence, the cause must also have them.
If that is how Plotinus understands the causality of the First Principle, the world
would be a manifestation of God, and the pantheist objection would be difficult to
answer. Plotinus’ understanding is quite different, however. As he conceives it, the

cause is prior to the effect and therefore different from the effect.

Since the substance which is generated [from the First Principle| is form. .. and not the
form of some one thing but of everything, so that no other form is left outside it, the First
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Principle must be without form . . . If all things are in that which is generated [from the First
Principle], which of the things in it are you going to say the First Principle is? Since it is
none of them, it can only be said to be beyond them.**

According to this passage, the world proceeds from the First Principle but bears no
resemblance to it because if there were a resemblance, the First Principle would be
mixed and no longer simple. If that were the case, the First Principle would have
to proceed from something more fundamental, which is absurd. Because the First
Principle does not resemble the things that proceed from it, it is separate from those
things, rendering the pantheist objection false.

There is a price to pay. To reject the pantheist interpretation, Plotinus has to
insist that the First Principle is beyond description or characterization. How then
can he talk about it? In a passage that refers to Plato’s Seventh Letter, he replies that
he is not really talking about it in a normal way but pointing the mind in the right
direction and allowing those who want to see the ability to complete the path.® To
a thinker like Maimonides, who argues that God has no attributes and can only be
appreciated in moments of silent reflection, this conclusion is inevitable. Although
he did not read Plotinus, he too finds it natural to talk about pointing the mind in
the direction of an ineffable reality.”® To someone who prefers the idea of a personal
God who speaks to people and displays emotion, Plotinus’ conclusion amounts to
a reductio ad absurdum of the philosophical tradition.

Either way, there is no getting around the fact that emanation became the
dominant way in which medieval thinkers conceived of metaphysical causation.
The basic insight on which it rests is that God has enough perfection not only to
sustain himself to eternity but to share some of that perfection with other things.
Unlike a physical thing whose perfection is diminished when some of it is shared
with another, God’s perfection is infinite and unaffected. Not only did emanation
describe the way that God brings the world into existence, in many cases it was
used to describe the way God shares ideas with the mind of a prophet. According
to Maimonides:

it has been said that the world derives from the overflow of God and that He has caused
to overflow to it everything in it that is produced in time. In the same way it is said that
He caused His knowledge to overflow to the prophets. The meaning of all this is that these
actions are the action of one who is not a body. And it is His action that is called overflow.”"

For some Jewish philosophers, the challenge was to accept emanation as a form of
causality but reject the determinism that often goes with it. This led to theories in
which God could start or stop the process of emanation at will. If the process can
be started, creation is a possibility once again.
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IV. CONCLUSION: GOD AND PERSONALITY

I have already mentioned that Greek philosophy forced Jewish thinkers to be more
systematic and to present their religion as a theory that could hold its own in
the marketplace of ideas. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that as a result of
their encounter with Greek philosophy, they changed the way Judaism saw itself.
No longer could one read sacred texts without inquiring about their metaphysical
implications, pretend that Judaism has nothing to learn from science and meta-
physics, or ignore the intellectual contributions of gentiles.

If philosophy influenced Jewish self-understanding, the relationship also went
the other way. Recall that from a Jewish perspective, Greek philosophy did not
have the benefit of prophecy. With prophecy and the idea of a single origin of all
of existence, Jewish thinkers came to see the world in terms of the conferring of
existence rather than the embodiment of essence.

The distinction between existence and essence is easy to state: The latter tells
us what a thing is, the former tell us that it is. The simplicity of the distinction
should not, however, prevent us from recognizing that it took centuries for peo-
ple to appreciate its full significance. Aristotle discusses the distinction between
essence and existence in a methodological context dealing with definition and
demonstration.”” The existence of the heavenly bodies or, more generally, the exis-
tence of the world as a whole, is not a problem for him. His question has to do
with the structure of the world, not its origin.

The same is true for Plato if we follow the Neoplatonic interpretation of the
Timaeus. Although the case of Plotinus is more complicated, to the degree that
the world owes its existence to a form of essential causality, it may be said that
essence takes precedence over existence. As we saw, generation for Plotinus is not
an account of temporal origin but of ontological dependence.

Textbooks in medieval philosophy attribute the distinction between existence
and essence to Avicenna; however, there are grounds for saying it is implied by the
opening lines of Genesis, where we learn that the existence of the world follows
from the will of a benevolent God.”

Although there were Jewish thinkers who argued for the eternity of the world,
the dominant trend was to find a way to defend creation and thus to preserve the
biblical view of existence. If the world comes into existence by an act of will, it
makes sense to express gratitude for its creation and to look forward to its eventual
redemption.

It is difficult to mention creation and redemption without being led to the
issue of personality. What does it mean to describe God as a person? Minimally it
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means that God acts as a result of free choice rather than from some inner necessity.
Beyond that, it could mean that God feels compassion, grants forgiveness, or is
outraged at the sight of innocent suffering. It is agreed by all hands that God is
perfect, in Anselm’s words, a being than which no greater can be or be thought.
The question is: How should one conceive of perfection?

For the Neoplatonic tradition, perfection is defined in terms of richness of
essence. Because God’s essence is infinitely rich, it is impossible for God to lack
or desire something outside himself. In the words of Plotinus, the First Principle
“seeks nothing, has nothing, needs nothing.””* Its perfection is established not by
the purity of its motives but by its radical simplicity and the fact that it is the
source of everything else. With certain modifications, this conception of divinity
finds its natural expression in Spinoza, whose God acts by the same necessity with
which he exists. As long as this is true, the idea that God acted for a purpose or
chose to do one thing rather than another is absurd. So, far from enhancing God’s
perfection, the ascription of personality to God would diminish it by bringing in
human limitations.

Although intellectual love of God is an important part of the philosophical
tradition, some would protest that it is impossible to love something that cannot
do otherwise. To them perfection involves the ability to make choices and act for a
purpose. To act for a purpose is not the same as to act from emotion. Based on his
explicit remarks, Maimonides maintains that although God’s existence is necessary
and does not serve a purpose, the act of creation does.”> Nonetheless he steadfastly
denies that God experiences emotion and thinks it is essential that everyone come
to see this.” In that sense God does not have what we normally associate with per-
sonality. Maimonides’ conception of divinity finds its natural expression in Leibniz,
whose God chooses one among an infinite number of possible worlds to create.

Finally, there are those who find both of the previous conceptions of divinity
inadequate and insist that a God who lacks personality lacks one of the primary
features needed for perfection. A God who is nothing more than the source of
existence is too abstract to motivate the passion and commitment Judaism demands.
What is needed is something closer to the biblical God, which is to say a God who
is passionately involved with his creation. According to Judah Halevi, had Socrates
been confronted with this God, he would have replied that he does not contest
it; he simply does not understand it.”7 This conception of divinity finds its natural
expression in Pascal, Kierkegaard, and eventually Buber and R osenzweig.

It is not the purpose of this essay to determine which conception is right.
My only point is that the debate has infused the spirit of Western philosophy for

centuries and is a result of the influence of Greek philosophy and Judaism on each
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other. There is little doubt that both Judaism and philosophy were changed by their

encounter and both improved as a result.
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THE MUSLIM CONTEXT

SARAH STROUMSA

The period with which this chapter is concerned is the heyday of Islamic phi-
losophy, between the ninth and the twelfth centuries, in the area dominated by
Islam and stretching between Persia in the east and the Iberian peninsula in the
west and as far south as Yemen. Islamic political hegemony over these vast ter-
rains, combined with the ubiquitous presence of the ruling Muslim religion, and
the adoption of Arabic as a lingua franca for all walks of life and in all cultural
milieus, had a unifying cultural effect and created the reality that we call “Islamic
medieval culture.” In medieval terms, this was a world-culture, encompassing both
Muslim and non-Muslim communities, and expressed in Arabic as well as in other
languages.’

Jews living in these times and areas were part and parcel of the greater Islamic
culture, and their belonging to it was a decisive factor in shaping medieval Jew-
ish thought. We know very little about the Jewish communities during the first
two centuries of Islamic rule, but from the beginning of the third Islamic century
(which corresponds to the middle of the ninth century CE) a vigorous Jewish culture
surfaces. The old learning centers — the yeshivot — of Iraq (Baghdad) continued to
play a leading role for world Jewry, but other competing centers also flourished: in
Palestine and Syria (Jerusalem and Aleppo), North Africa (such as Cairo, Alexan-
dria, and Qayrawan), and in the Iberian peninsula (such as Cordoba and Toledo).
Only the language of liturgical poetry remained what it had been before the rise of
Islam, that is, Hebrew (a peculiarity that was later extended to include the newly
introduced genre of secular poetry). In all other intellectual endeavors — religious
law and legal responsa, Hebrew linguistics and Bible exegesis, homiletic literature
and ethics, science and philosophy, religious polemics and mysticism — Arabic came
to replace Aramaic as the language in which Jews normally expressed themselves.
More often than not, the Arabic used by Jews (called Judeo—Arabic) was written in
Hebrew characters, laced with Hebrew words and interspersed with references to
Jewish religious texts. Judeo—Arabic is spoken to this day by oriental Jews, remnants
of the communities that lived in Arab countries, but from the ninth to the twelfth
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century, this was the main language of the majority of the Jewish world, used in
everyday life as well as in learned compositions. Most of the seminal texts of Jewish
thought written in this period were thus written in Arabic.

That early medieval Jewish thought should be studied in its Muslim context
seems to be widely recognized in modern scholarship. This recognition is usually
reflected in what appears to be a commonly held assumption, namely, that to under-
stand the terminology and the concerns of early medieval Jewish philosophy, one
must be familiar with Islamic philosophy of the same period. In an article entitled
“The Islamic context of Jewish philosophy,” Joel Kraemer ofters a broad analytical
survey of the Islamic background to Jewish philosophy. Kraemer summarizes the
legacy of Plato and Neoplatonism, Aristotle and Aristotelianism, and the responses
that these legacies found in Islam, as well as the theological and esoteric tradi-
tions that developed in the Islamic world. Methodologically, after examining the
Islamic context of Jewish philosophy (namely, its Islamic background), one should
continue to analyze medieval Jewish philosophy in this context (that is to say, the
way Jewish philosophy was integrated into the Islamic world). Indeed, many major
digests of Jewish philosophy adopt this approach.? This is usually done by setting
Jewish philosophy against the background of Islamic philosophy: After presenting
a brief description of the history of each philosophical school in Islam, its ideas
and main figures, these works discuss in some detail the Jewish philosophers sup-
posedly belonging to that particular school. Saadia Gaon (d. 942) is thus studied
on the background of Islamic scholastic theology or Kalam, and in particular the
school of the Mu‘tazilah; Isaac Israeli (d. 955) and Solomon ibn Gabirol (d.1058) —
on the background of Neoplatonism; Bahya ibn Paquda (first half of the eleventh
century) — on the background of Sufism, and Abraham ibn Daud (d. ca. 1180) and
Maimonides (d. 1204) — on the background of Aristotelian philosophy.

The availability of these excellent studies allows us to dispense with the need to
repeat here the same schema, or to update it in different terms and with slightly
different emphasis. Instead, I will attempt to highlight the implications of the emer-
gence and development of Jewish thought in the Muslim milieu and in the same
cultural climate, and to offer some observations pertaining to the unique character
of this context. Needless to say, in such a vast area and over a period of several cen-
turies, there are also vast cultural differences: The religious and intellectual climate
of Sunni, Abbasid Baghdad in the early ninth century is in many ways unlike that of
Fatimide, Isma‘ili Cairo in the tenth century, or of Almohad Cordoba in the twelfth
century. The following pages will attempt mainly to offer general observations that

in some manner are relevant to this milieu as a whole.
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I. THE EMERGENCE OF JEWISH MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY

This seemingly straightforward title calls for some clarifications, as almost each
word in it lends itself to more than one understanding.

Emergence

Perhaps the clearest acknowledgment of the significance of the Muslim context
for medieval Jewish philosophy is presented by an envious outsider, the “father of
the translators” Judah ibn Tibbon (d. 1190). In his Introduction to the Hebrew
translation of Bahya ibn Paquda’s Guide to the Duties of the Heart, Judah ibn Tibbon
marvels at the richness and diversity of the literary output of the Jews in Islamic
lands: commentaries on the Bible and on the Talmud, original compositions, and
responsa. Most of these compositions, he says “were written in the Arabic language
in all matters, both in the science of the Torah and in other sciences.” This practice,
according to Judah ibn Tibbon, was typical for the Jews living under Islam, whereas
the Jews of Christendom, although great scholars in rabbinic matters, “were not
concerned with other sciences, because they made the Torah their sole occupation,
and also because they had no access to books in other sciences.” Ibn Tibbon thus
highlights the pivotal role of the linguistic context for the dissemination of sciences
and philosophy among the Jews of Arab lands: Jews of these countries, he says, were
all fluent in Arabic, a language that he describes as both rich and supple, amenable
to the use in sciences and philosophy, in a way that Hebrew in his time was not.?

Ibn Tibbon is undoubtedly correct in presenting the spread of the Arabic lan-
guage as a major factor in the development of Judeo—Arabic culture. Jewish com-
munities scattered over a vast area now found themselves in an empire where the
same language and the same religion dominated the cultural scene of Jews and non-
Jews alike. One cannot overemphasize the earth-shaking impact of this unifying
factor for the creation and shaping of Judeo—Arabic culture.

Implicit in Ibn Tibbon’s words is another judicious observation, namely, that,
except for a “few grains” of philosophical wisdom that are to be found in the
Mishnah and the Talmud, Jewish writing on science and philosophy as Ibn Tibbon
understands it was not merely shaped or changed, but actually emerged under
Islam. Although Ibn Tibbon refrains from stating this observation too forcefully,
his acute awareness of it underlies his analysis.

A similar view is expressed, with a slightly more apologetic twist, by Moses
Maimonides. In his Guide of the Perplexed (I. 71) Maimonides argues that the

components of his own philosophy are all to be found in the Jewish heritage,
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both biblical and talmudic. Being aware of the scarcity of evidence available to
substantiate this claim, however, he opens the chapter with the following rueful
statement:

Know that the many sciences devoted to establishing the truth in these matters that have
existed in our religious community, have perished.

Although Maimonides insists on the past existence of philosophical knowledge in
ancient Judaism, he admits the absence of any systematic philosophical writings in
the ancient period. Like Ibn Tibbon, he mentions the “few grains” of metaphysical
and physical wisdom in talmudic literature. The “many sciences,” however, were
handed down only orally, and, with the dispersion of the Jews among “the ignorant
nations” have consequently perished.* Maimonides’ own philosophy is, therefore,
from his own viewpoint, not a continuation but a rediscovery, a re-creation of that
ancient lore. Although Maimonides states that this philosophical lore was part and
parcel of the ancient Jewish oral legacy, he is aware of the fact that hardly any trace
of it remained before the rise of Islam. Maimonides thus implicitly admits that, for
all practical purposes, it was under Islam that philosophy was introduced into the
Jewish world.

Yet another, more blatant testimony to this effect can be found in the words of
the ninth-century Muslim littérateur and theologian al-Jahiz (d. 868), who says in
his Refutation of Christianity.

The Jews consider philosophical contemplation heresy, and theology reprehensible innova-
tion. [They think that] it introduces every false idea, and that there is no science except in
the Torah and in the books of the prophets; that the belief in medicine and giving credence
to the astronomers is among the causes of disbelief; that it leads to materialism and to diver-
gence from the ways of the forefathers and the people who should serve as model. So much
so, that they allow shedding the blood of those famous for this [philosophical occupation]
with impunity, and they censor the writings of those who follow this road.’

The implication of al-Jahizs words is that the absence of Jewish philosophical
literature is not an accident of history, as it is for Maimonides. Like Ibn Tibbon,
al-Jahiz believes that the Jews opted for an exclusive study of the Torah and assumed
that an interest in science and philosophy would be incompatible with it. In al-
Jahiz’s description, however, this choice is said to reflect an active Jewish hostility
to the sciences, which, he says, continues to his own day.

The observations of these three authors — Judah ibn Tibbon, Maimonides,
and al-Jahiz — speaking each from his own perspective, thus lead to the same
conclusion; namely, that there were no Jewish philosophical writings before the
rise of Islam, and therefore, the Islamic culture provides not only the context
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in which Jewish philosophy must be read, but also the background for its first
appearance as philosophy.

Medieval

The combined testimony of Ibn Tibbon, Maimonides, and al-Jahiz highlights the
problematic nature of the term “Medieval Jewish Philosophy.” Normally, the term
“medieval” implies an intermediate place in a threefold periodization between the
classical and the modern. It would, however, be misleading to establish an unqual-
ified use of the term “classical Jewish philosophy.” To be sure, the Talmud and
the Mishnah include many statements that reflect a philosophical understanding, or
rather an interest in problems upon which there existed already a long tradition of
philosophical reflection in Greek. We may recognize in these statements the “few
grains” referred to by Ibn Tibbon and Maimonides and attempt to uncover their
underlying worldview and beliefs.® The rabbis themselves, however, did not bother
to develop these reflections to a systematic philosophy. In their thought, philosoph-
ical notions took a secondary place and were fitted into a nonphilosophical system.

The one exception to this prephilosophical expression of Jewish thought is of
course Philo, in whose writings Hellenized Alexandrian Judaism of the first century
C.E. seems to be reflected at its acme. With the destruction of the Hellenized Jewish
communities and the disappearance of Greek as a major Jewish language, however,
Philo’s world was wiped out, and his Greek writings remained inaccessible for the
remaining Jewish communities. Philo’s principles of exegesis were absorbed by the
Christians but had no impact on Jewish thought in the subsequent few centuries.
With all due appreciation of Philo himself, this sole author does not entitle us to
speak of “classical Jewish philosophy.” With the next Jewish philosopher appearing
only under the rule of Islam, some 700 years after Philo, what we called “the
emergence of medieval Jewish philosophy under Islam” turns out to be, for all
practical purposes, the emergence of Jewish philosophy tout court. We may call this
philosophy “medieval” only insofar as it is contemporaneous with what is called
“medieval Islamic philosophy” (also a problematic term, for similar reasons), or that
Jewish philosophy that coincides chronologically with the European Middle Ages.

When the first medieval Jewish philosophical writings appear, they already have
the full attire of Aristotelian logic, Platonic political thought, and Neoplatonist
understanding of God’s attributes. Maimonides, who, despite his previously men-
tioned reluctance, cannot ignore the fact that there were, prior to him, several Jewish
thinkers, attributes this pre-Maimonidean Jewish philosophy to the encounter of
Jews (the Geonim and the Karaites) with Muslim theology (Kalam). Because he

regards this theology as a distortion of philosophy, resulting from the encounter
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of the Muslim theologians with the (already manipulated and distorted) version
of Greek philosophy developed by Christian theologians, he discards them as not
worthy of the title “philosophers.”

As has been argued by Shlomo Pines, Maimonides is indebted to the Muslim
philosopher al-Farab1 (d. 942) in his reconstruction of the emergence of Muslim
scholastic theology (Kalam).” Maimonides develops al-Farabi’s brief sketch and
includes in it Jewish thought as another link in the same transmission chain: The
encounter of Christianity with Greek philosophy generated the theology of the
Church Fathers; the encounter of Islam with Christianity engendered Muslim
Kalam; and the encounter of the Jews (Rabbanite Geonim and the Karaites) with
Muslim Kalam fathered Jewish Kalam. Maimonides’ outline, however, is skewed in
that it ignores the multicultural nature of early Islamic society. Contacts in such a
society are never neatly arranged in pairs, and influences do not travel in a single
linear track. There is no reason to assume, a priori, that, while Muslims met with
Christians and were exposed to their theology, their Jewish contemporaries waited
patiently on the side until Muslims developed their own theology, and then met
with Muslims alone. A more reasonable working hypothesis would be that, once
the gates of communication were open, due to the unifying political and linguistic
setting, Jews entered the arena along with everybody else.

The available evidence indeed corroborates this working hypothesis. The first
Jewish medieval thinker known to us, Daud al-Muqammas, had studied with the
Christians in Nisibis (probably with Nonnus of Nisibis, who flourished in the
middle of the ninth century). At some point in his life, al-Mugammas had even
been a convert to Christianity but then returned to Judaism. The fruits of his long
years of Christian education are the first Jewish exegetical works in Arabic, which he
translated and adapted from similar works in Syriac;® the first dated Jewish polemical
works (mostly against Christianity); ¢ and the first Jewish theological summa, known
as Tiventy Chapters."® These works reflect his position as a Jew in the contemporary
crossroads, absorbing both Christian and Muslim cultural heritage. Unlike most
of his Jewish successors, al-Muqammas writes Arabic in Arabic characters and has
little recourse to proof-texts from Jewish sources. Christian literary models and
theologumena appear in his work in an Arabic garb, using Arabic formulae and
technical terminology and transformed in ways that already bear the stamp of
Muslim thought. His borrowed material occasionally betrays its origin in Christian
or Muslim texts (as, for instance, where his terminology and his argumentation
echo Trinitarian or Christological themes). It is nevertheless clear that he made a
conscious attempt to fashion these borrowed ingredients to fit a Jewish theology,

and as far as we know;, he is the first medieval Jew to do so. Indeed, it is precisely



The Muslim Context 45

the occasional awkwardness of his attempts that most clearly reflect his pioneering
place in the formative period of Jewish philosophy, navigating his way in what was,
apparently, a yet uncharted terrain.

At about the same time as al-Mugammas, or shortly thereafter, the same marks of
the formative period appear in the works of the Karaite Daniel al-Qumisi. Writing
in Hebrew, al-Qumisi’s works echo the influence of Muslim Kalam: His Hebrew
terminology includes Arabic calques, and his theology struggles with ideas that are
prevalent in Muslim theology."!

Saadia Gaon, coming at least one generation after these two trail blazers, reaps
the fruits of their efforts, and his work demonstrates a rather more mature Jewish
thought. His theological summa, The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, has the same
structure as al-Mugammas’ work. Saadia’s theology, however, constantly relates
to the Jewish tradition, and his arguments have already been honed to serve as
appropriate building blocks for a distinctly Jewish thought. His voice is much more
confident than that of his predecessors, and the task he takes upon himself is both
more ambitious and more nuanced than theirs: the task of a “culture planner,”"* a
mission that befits the intellectual and spiritual leader of his community."? Saadia
broadens the scope of intellectual endeavor, expanding the exegetical project to
include all biblical material, venturing into new fields, like linguistics and law,
and introducing new literary genres. Having attained the position of Gaon, or
head of the rabbinic school in Baghdad, and with the authority that this position
entailed, Saadia manages to introduce philosophical, rational discourse into the
world of the rabbanite establishment. From that point on, there seems to be no
question whatsoever as to the legitimacy of debating theological questions and of
having recourse to rational argumentation, or to rationalized interpretation of the
sacred tradition. Moreover, Saadia’s example seems to have set the tone for future
generations, in which Jewish philosophers were often also the leaders of their
community, universally recognized as authorities in Jewish law and learning, and
sometimes (as in the case of Maimonides and his descendants) also representatives
of the community toward the Muslim authorities. Their interest in philosophical
questions was perceived as concomitant to their high education, and the various
branches of their scholarship, both religious and secular, were often (although not
always) seen as both compatible and mutually complementing.

A similar phenomenon appears in the Karaite Jewish community, where Saadia’s
contemporary Ya'qib al-Qirqisani combines biblical hermeneutic and theological
concerns, to fashion what can be seen as Karaite theology. The full naturalization
of rational discourse in Judeo—Arabic thought is noteworthy, in particular, when

compared with the situation in the Muslim society, where the legitimacy of such
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endeavors never stopped to be questioned, and where those who initiated them

were criticized and even persecuted.

Jewish

In medieval Islamic society there are actually two different kinds of Jewish com-
munities: Rabbanites, who follow talmudic tradition and regard it as the divinely
sanctioned Oral Law and the only authoritative interpretation of the Bible; and
Karaites, who reject this tradition. The origin and development of the schism lie
beyond the scope of the present chapter. For our purpose, suffice it to say that
toward the end of the ninth century this schism is already an established fact. Dur-
ing the late ninth and the tenth centuries, the heated arguments between these two
interpretations of Judaism shook the Jewish world. Thereafter, however, the two
communities usually lived side by side, cooperating despite their differences. It is
particularly noteworthy that, in their religious self-perception and set against the
non-Jewish world, thinkers of both communities most commonly identify simply as
Jews. Moreover, as Jews within the Muslim context, their receptivity and response
to its intellectual challenges followed similar patterns.

Philosophy

In the medieval Islamic world “philosophy” ( falsafa) has more than one meaning.
Although the term is sometimes loosely used to describe speculative thought in
general and the search for wisdom, more frequent is its use in a narrower technical
sense, denoting Aristotelian philosophy. Between the eighth and tenth centuries,
the “translation movement,” a concentrated scholarly effort, supported and subsi-
dized by Muslim rulers, led to a massive translation of scientific and philosophical
works, mostly from Greek. A philosopher ( faylasiif, pl. falasifa) in the narrow techni-
cal sense would be a person schooled in the Aristotelian tradition on the basis of the
translated works of Aristotle, his Greek commentators (Themistius and Alexander
of Aphrodisias), and their Muslim followers (like al-Farabr in the east or Averroes
in the west). Neoplatonist thinkers were also sometimes called philosophers (like
the ninth-century al-Kindi, “The Philosopher of the Arabs”), but more often were
referred to by other names, such as “the Wise.” Muslim Neoplatonism also devel-
oped on the basis of translated texts, but its scholarly tradition was less rigorously
monitored. Neoplatonist works of late antiquity circulated in paraphrases rather
than in translations, and their authorship was often rather hazy. A partial paraphrase
of Plotinus’s Enneads came to be known as The Theology of Aristotle, and a paraphrase
of Proclus’s Elements of Theology circulated as the Book on the Pure Good, attributed

to a variety of authors.
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‘Whereas both these philosophical traditions relied heavily on translated texts,
Muslim scholastic theology (Kalam) appeared before the full-fledged inception of
the translation movement. Already the eighth century sees the emergence of the
Mu'tazilah, a rationalist school that cultivated speculative thought and attempted to
reconcile it with the teaching of Islam. Alongside a highly technical vocabulary and
a rigorously structured system of argumentation, the Mutazilites developed rational
hermeneutics of the Qur'an, and these traits are also found in other schools of Kalam.
In modern scholarship, the followers of Kalam (Mutakallimiin) are usually called
“theologians” because of their preoccupation with the religious scriptures. Medieval
Aristotelian philosophers like al-Farabi accuse the Mutakallimiin of molding their
thought to fit their religion, but there is no reason to doubt their sincerity in
their quest for the truth. Moreover, Aristotelian philosophers like Maimonides or
Averroes also attempt to offer rationalistic interpretations for problematic scriptural
passages, and they too struggle to reconcile their religion with the results of their
speculation. Both groups can thus be called “philosophical theologians.” Rather
than defining each philosopher by attaching him to a certain school, it is often
more accurate to name the particular activity in which he engages. A speculative
work that does not refer to the revealed scriptures will herein be referred to as
philosophical, as distinct from the scripture-oriented theology. More often than
not, however, these terms must be used in a relative sense, and the same person
may thus write one work that is, on balance, more philosophical (like Maimonides’
Guide or Saadia’s Commentary on the Book of Creation) and another that is, on balance,
more theological (like the speculative parts of Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah or Saadia’s
The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs).

II. ADAPTATIONS OF THE JEWISH TRADITION IN A
MULTICULTURAL SETTING

When attempting to follow the itinerary of ideas, one can often rely on manuscripts,
books, and texts in general to provide physical, solid evidence. From the late eighth
to the tenth century an impressive number of classical scientific and philosophical
Greek texts were translated (via Syriac or Pahlavi) to Arabic. The concerted effort
to transmit major parts of the classical library to the Arabic speaking world involved
not only intellectuals but also large segments of the ruling classes in the Abbasid
Empire. Due to this translation movement, we can follow the route made by books
as they traveled from one religious community to the other, and the way ideas
were interpreted and transformed in the process. Books, whether bought, copied,

or borrowed, changed hands frequently, and around the study of books, in public
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or private libraries or in the book market, old ideas were adopted and new ones
fermented.

The spread of ideas, however, is often an oral process, and although oral trans-
mission is not as well documented as the written one and is much harder to prove
in individual cases, its ubiquitous existence must always be borne in mind. In the
multireligious, linguistically uniform setting, everyday-life occurrences such as sim-
ple business transactions provided ample opportunities for interreligious encounters
and allowed ideas to circulate. In addition to such daily encounters, however, intel-
lectuals had their own, more structured venues for mutual fertilization. It was a
common practice for men of letters of all religious backgrounds — scientists, lin-
guists, poets, philosophers, religious scholars, and educated professionals — to get
together to discuss and debate ideas. Such sessions (called majalis [sing. majlis])
were often sponsored by rulers or other prominent public figures, as an intellectual
divertissement of sorts. Debates and discussions in the majlis had a set structure and
were strictly regulated. From numerous preserved records of such sessions it tran-
spires that the discussions covered an impressive array of topics, and allowed for the
expositions of diverse ideas. At times, the majlis focused on interreligious debate;
at others, it examined a philosophical question that cut across religious divides (as,
for instance, the relative virtue of logic and linguistics).'*

In addition to such sessions, intellectuals’ paths crossed in other, less structured
contexts. Many philosophers in this period earned their living as physicians, and
a few of the more famous physicians were Jews or Christians. The abundant bio-
bibliographical literature on the physicians lists Jews and Christians alongside their
Muslim colleagues and bears witness to the fact that members of the various reli-
gions worked side by side in the practice of the medical profession. Another popular
profession among scholars was bookselling, and the shop of the bookseller (warraq)
was a natural focal point, where ideas could be discussed and exchanged.

Whether in writing or by word of mouth, Jews were thus abundantly exposed to
traditions of thought of non-Jewish origin and were engulfed in the discussion and
elaboration of these traditions. As opposed to Jewish receptivity, however, which is
evident in all Judeo—Arabic philosophical works, the active role played by Jews in
this process is very difficult to gauge. Occasionally, we find explicit references to
Jewish material in a Muslim philosophical text: the work of the first Muslim thinker
of al-Andalus, the mystical philosopher Muhammad ibn Masarra (d. 931), reveals
his fascination with Jews and Judaism and strongly suggests familiarity with the
Book of Creation (Sefer Yetzirah)."'S The eleventh century Isma'ili author al-Kirmani

uses Hebrew quotations in Arabic characters.'® Such explicit references, however,



The Muslim Context 49

are both rare and anecdotal. The overwhelming presence of the majority culture
usually dominates the final literary outcome.

A rare example of Jewish involvement in the making of Islamic philosophy
relates to one of the most important texts of Islamic Neoplatonism, the Long
Version of the so-called The Theology of Aristotle. This paraphrase of Plotinus’ first
four Enneads introduces major conceptual changes into Plotinus’ original text,
changes that render it more compatible with a monotheistic system. Perhaps the
most conspicuous of such changes is the introduction of Divine Will into the flow
of emanation from the One, transforming the ineluctable nature of emanation so
that it can conform to the biblical and Qur'anic narrative of creation. This major
text of Islamic Neoplatonism was of paramount importance to the Isma'ilis. These
Shi'ite Muslims adopted Neoplatonism as their theology, and it is in their circles,
as argued by Shlomo Pines, that the paraphrastic Long Version of The Theology
must have been composed.’” Scholars have long noticed the intriguing fact that
all existing manuscripts of the Arabic Long Version are in Judeo—Arabic (that is
to say, Arabic written in Hebrew characters). It has been suggested that the circle
of Jewish scholars around Isaac Israeli, who served as the court physician to the
first Isma‘ili Fatimid Caliphs in Qayrawan, may have been instrumental in adapting
Plotinus’ philosophy to the world of Islamic thought.'® Be that as it may, the
manuscript evidence mirrors the intense Jewish interest and involvement in Islamic
Neoplatonist tradition during its formative period.

III. MUSLIM SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT, JEWISH
INTERPRETATIONS

The realization of the intensity of Jewish interest in the philosophical developments
in the Islamic world lies behind the prevalent scholarly approach mentioned pre-
viously, to wit: the taxonomy of medieval Jewish philosophy according to Islamic
schools of thought. This taxonomy, however, is known to be problematic also
beyond Judaism, in the study of Islamic philosophy itself. For instance, as demon-
strated by the case of the Theology of Aristotle, Neoplatonist books circulated in
Arabic under the name of Aristotle, and Neoplatonist elements are thus promi-
nent in the thought of the so-called Aristotelians. The schematic taxonomy, how-
ever, is kept in use, as a convenient device for the categorization of thinkers. We
thus distinguish between mystical thought, or Sufism, philosophy itself divided
between the Aristotelian and the Neoplatonist schools, and dialectical theology or
Kalam.
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The problematic nature of this categorization seems even more pronounced
regarding the Jewish philosophers. A closer examination of each Jewish thinker
forces us to qualify whatever affiliation we ascribe to him. The writings of Saadia
Gaon, a Mutakallim, include many Aristotelian and Neoplatonic components; and
in the writings of the Neoplatonist Isaac Israeli, there is clear evidence of Kalam
influence. Bahya ibn Paquda is sometimes classified as a Neoplatonist, but the
first chapter of his book is strongly influenced by Kalam, and the impact of the
mystical—ascetic tradition of Sufism is evident throughout his work.

A case in point is Maimonides, who undoubtedly regarded himself as an Aris-
totelian philosopher. In his correspondence with his student Joseph ibn Shimon (d.
1226) and with his translator Samuel ibn Tibbon (d. 1230), Maimonides instructs
them to follow the time-honored school curriculum and indicates to them the
authoritative texts of Aristotle and his Alexandrian commentators.' In another
instance he takes pain, almost pedantically, to note his personal connection to the
school: He read texts under the guidance of a pupil of one of the contemporary
masters, Ibn Bajja, and met the son of another, the astronomer Ibn al-Aflahi.*® Yet,
even Maimonides, a self~declared Aristotelian, exhibits both Kalam and Neoplatonic
tendencies.”" It is also noteworthy that, although both Muslim and Christian Aris-
totelians compose commentaries on works of Aristotle and of his followers, Mai-
monides chooses to comment only on the Mishnah. In this context, it is interesting
to note that Maimonides’ Aristotelian predecessor, Abraham ibn Daud, did write
a commentary on Aristotle’s Physics.** The few extant lines of this unique Judeo—
Arabic commentary demonstrate that Jews were conversant with the school tradi-
tion and able to participate in its discussion. At the same time, the fact that Jewish
philosophical tradition did not see fit to preserve this text by copying it, despite the
fact that it has no parallel in the Judeo—Arabic tradition, may also be significant.
The conspicuous absence of commentaries on Aristotle from the preserved Judeo—
Arabic philosophical output may indicate that, rejecting the distinctive genre of the
school, Judeo—Arabic philosophers opted out of actually belonging to the school. As
recipients, they were assiduous students who wholeheartedly absorbed the school’s
teachings. As authors, however, they addressed their teaching to the educated elites
of the Jewish community, and the audience dictated different forms of writing.

Another example of the relative literary independence of Jewish authors can be
seen in the works of Jewish Kalam. Al-Muqammas and Saadia each wrote a full
theological summa, which in many ways follows Muslim Kalam: Both works are
written in the same formulaic language as Muslim Kalam, use a similar terminology,
discuss identical topics, and often propound the same ideas. Yet, although the

structural similarity of these works to Christian summae was noted by Shlomo
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Pines,* one is hard put to find an exact Muslim antecedent to them, and the
closest Muslim parallel — the Book of Unity by the tenth century al-Maturidi —
is much less rigorously structured than either of these two Jewish works. The
independence is not only literary: both works exhibit familiarity with nonkalamic
material, both Aristotelian and Neoplatonist. In the case of al-Mugammas, this
peculiar combination can be attributed to the education he received in the Christian
academies, where Aristotelian logic was integrated into theological teaching in the
school curriculum, but it is noteworthy that Saadia displays a similar admixture.
One may argue that al-Mugammas set the example in this respect for Saadia. This
may well be the case, but as the case of the Jewish Aristotelians shows, we seem to
have here a phenomenon that goes beyond the Mutakallimiin and may apply to all
Judeo—Arabic thinkers.

Indeed, although each one of the emblematic writings of Jewish philosophers
reveals its author’s proximity to a certain school in Islamic philosophy, none of
them duplicate that school’s typical literary genre. In one way or another, they
are all theological works, aimed at demonstrating the compatibility of the Jewish
canon with the prevalent philosophy. They develop their own version of whatever
genre they use and are relatively flexible in adopting ideas from other schools.
The applicability and usefulness of the concept “philosophical schools” in medieval
Judeo—Arabic thought remains, therefore, highly questionable.

One conspicuous exception to the rule is the case of the Karaite Jews, who
wholeheartedly adopted Mutazilite Kalam. Both their theology and their biblical
exegesis are built on Mutazilite principles, couched in the unmistakable Mutazilite
technical language. Furthermore, Karaites studied the works of their Muslim col-
leagues and participated in Mutazilite scholarly sessions. As in the case of the
Theology of Aristotle, here too it is the material manuscript evidence that most strik-
ingly demonstrates this connection. The Mu'tazilah played a decisive role in shaping
Muslim theology in its formative period, and during the ninth century parts of it
were even included in the “state theology.” After the eleventh century, however,
the Mu'tazilah became marginalized and in fact, ostracized in Muslim circles, and
Mutazilite works were actively shunned by Muslims (with the exception of the
Zaydi Shi'ites). Karaite Jews, on the other hand, continued to study Mutazilite
works and to copy them assiduously. As a result, much of the massive Mutazilite
literary output is preserved in Judeo—Arabic manuscripts. In particular, the now
available Firkovich manuscript collection in St. Petersburg contains a large quantity
of Mutazilite texts, many of which were until recently considered lost.

Even in this case, however, one should note the peculiar position of Karaites vis-

a-vis “their” school. Whereas Muslim Mutazilites refer to the school’s authorities
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as “our masters,” Karaites refrain from using this honorific title and refer to them
by name. Karaites also do not belong to the school in the sense that the school does
not count them as members: In the biobibliographical literature of the Mu‘tazilah’s
“generations,” Jews are never listed. The proximity of their theology was, of course,
noted by Muslims, and the historian al-MasTdi (d. 957) can say that the Karaites
are like the Mu'tazilah. In Islam as in late antiquity, however, philosophical schools
had also a social function. As a school, the Mu‘tazilah was a Muslim school, with

legal as well as theological concerns, and Jews did not belong there.

IV. THE MUSLIM CONTEXT

That the Mutazilah preserved a strong religious identity, to which Jews remained
outsiders, should not come as a surprise. It should be emphasized that although
medieval Islamic culture encompassed both Muslim and non-Muslim communities,
the place of Islam in this culture was not on a par with the religions of other
communities. As underlined by Shlomo Dov Goitein, the society of the medieval
Islamic world was a religious society.* Social boundaries between the communities
were respected, and the minority status of the Jews was rarely forgotten even among
philosophers. Moreover, the fact that Islam was the religion of the majority naturally
favored the dissemination of ideas associated with Islam. In our attempts to do justice
to the multicultural character of medieval Islamic society, the consequences of the
fact that Islam was the dominant religion should not be underestimated.

The difficulty of isolating distinct Muslim influences (that is to say, influences
that are specifically tied to the Muslim religion) in the work of Jewish philosophers
is a tribute to the literary achievements of these philosophers. Their integration of
Muslim material is often artfully realized, and the resulting work does not always
reveal the borrowed elements that went into its making. Nevertheless, our working
hypothesis must be that Jews in general had frequent contacts with their Muslim
neighbors and that Jewish thinkers, motivated by intellectual curiosity, sought out
such contacts. If we bear this in mind as we approach the texts, then we may
become more sensitive to the existences of such borrowed elements and more
likely to uncover them, and the result may be very instructive.

The polemical milieu, which provided a fertile ground for an exchange of ideas,
also provides us with clues to identify specifically Muslim elements. In espousing a
beliefin a sole God, Islam had no argument with either Christianity or Judaism. The
disagreement with the other two monotheistic religions focused on Muhammad’s
prophecy, a belief central to Islam and rejected by both Jews and Christians. The
veracity of Muhammad’s prophecy, the characteristic traits that prove his prophecy,
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and in general the role and characteristic traits of a prophet (e.g., moral integrity,
intellectual superiority, and a record of performing miracles) thus became essential
to Muslim thought, apparent in all its expressions. In the attempts to prove the
veracity of Muhammad’s prophecy, Muslim theologians developed a literary genre
of “signs of prophecy.” Muslim philosophers identified the Prophet with Plato’s
philosopher—king, and developed a political philosophy in which the philosopher
ruled the virtuous city. Muslim mystics and pietists modeled the saints on the figure
of Muhammad, creating a cult of the Prophet and his family. The centrality of
prophetology can thus be regarded as an identifying shibboleth, a characteristic trait
of Muslim thought and its specific contribution to the multireligious discussion.

Jewish thinkers adopted the centrality of prophecy quickly and wholly, adapt-
ing it, of course, to their own religion, and replacing Muhammad with the biblical
prophets and in particular with Moses. Jewish theologians thus ofter lengthy discus-
sions of the proofs of prophecy, aimed to uphold the veracity of Moses’ prophecy
and its finality. Jewish philosophers discuss political philosophy, depicting Moses
as the model philosopher—king, and Jews writing in the mystical vein (whether
pietists or Neoplatonists) dwell on the revelation on Mt. Sinai as an emblematic
mystical experience. The significance of this Jewish whole-hearted adaptation of
Muslim prophetology can be better appreciated if we compare it with the almost
complete absence of prophetology from Christian—Arabic literature. For the Chris-
tian Arabs, the model figure was that of Jesus, the son of God, and there was
no reason to downgrade him to the rank of a prophet. Consequently, instead of
“signs of prophecy,” Christian—Arab theologians, like the ninth-century ‘Ammar
al-Basri or the tenth-century Theodore abti Qurra, develop lists of signs for the
true religions;* and political philosophy is hardly represented in the writings of
Christian—Arab philosophers such as the tenth-century Yahya ibn ‘Adi.

The impact of Islam is not only apparent in the common interest and com-
mon topics; it is also attested by the Jewish adoption of typically Muslim language.
Instances of terminological borrowings are many and varied. Perhaps the most strik-
ing example of the adoption of Muslim terminology is the usage of the term Qur'an
to denote the Hebrew Bible. Such borrowings were so frequent that they must
have been done unconsciously, and can be said to have become an integral part of
Judeo—Arabic thought. The integration of Muslim religious material — Qur'an and
prophetic traditions (hadith) — into Jewish texts is less frequent, and their significance
is more difficult to assess. When Maimonides or Saadia, for instance, use Qur'anic
verses or locutions,*® one suspects that they were conscious of their source and used
it for a purpose. Such borrowings may also reflect a high level of familiarity with

Muslim texts. Philosophers such as Maimonides or like Ibn Gabirol, who belonged
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to a minute intellectual elite, were avid readers. They were curious about other
cultures, and (as explicitly stated by Maimonides)*” did not apply self-censorship
to their readings. Ibn Gabirol may thus use in his religious poem the Royal Crown
a Hebrew calque that depends on Avicenna’s Commentary on a chapter of the
Qur'an;*® Maimonides may integrate Almohad theology, which treats anthropo-
morphism as heresy, into his Thirteen Principles, thus fashioning a Jewish Credo

on the basis of a Muslim catechism.?®

V. METAPHORS AND METHODOLOGY

As already mentioned, the relevance of the Muslim context is commonly admitted
by scholars of medieval Jewish philosophy. This in itself is not self-evident: In
studying Jewish philosophy in other periods, scholarly methods vary, and scholars
disagree in the evaluation of the relevance of the non-Jewish context. Whereas
Shlomo Pines emphasizes the cultural circles that nurture Jewish philosophy, Eliezer
Schweid views the development of Jewish philosophy as mainly an internal process,
in which Jewish thinkers carry on a dialogue with previous generations of Jewish
scholars. Regarding the early medieval period, however, Schweid too accepts the
existence of direct influences of the immediate non-Jewish environment on Jewish
thought. What remains in dispute are subtler nuances regarding the scope and
nature of this influence. For Schweid, the Islamic world (and the non-Jewish world
in general) provides the background to Jewish philosophy, within which we can
distinguish “a continuous Jewish speculative literature, with a fair amount of internal
influence.” Pines, on the other hand, states that in this period, “in the sphere of
philosophical literature . . . Jewish thinkers had recourse primarily to the books of
their Muslim counterparts,” whereas “rare and of secondary significance is that
relationship to the teaching of their Jewish predecessors.”3° Rather than admitting
occasional influences, this last approach assumes medieval Jewish philosophy to
be shaped and impregnated by the surrounding culture. It would be impossible,
according to this view, to correctly understand medieval Jewish philosophers outside
the Islamic context, just as it would be impossible to understand them correctly if
we ignored their Jewish identity.

In the attempts to fathom, in a more subtle and nuanced way, the complex rela-
tions between Jewish thinkers and their surrounding culture, scholars often revert to
metaphors. Contemporary scholarship on Judeo—Arabic culture often resorts to the
term “symbiosis.” The usage of this term became widespread following Goitein,
who borrowed the term from the field of biology to characterize the nature of con-

tacts between Jews and the Muslim world in all matters. This term illustrates the
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separate identity that Jews managed to preserve within the dominant culture, while
being full participants in it.>" As the previous discussion of Jewish participation in
the philosophical schools shows, in social terms the notion of symbiosis is indeed
correct. Regarding the contents of Jewish philosophy, however, the involvement
of Jews in the Muslim surrounding world often extends beyond a symbiosis, and
participation becomes full integration. An extreme example is found in the case
of several Jewish philosophers, whose writings betray no sign of their Judaism:
Solomon ibn Gabirol, whose Fons Vitae was long mistakenly thought to be written
by a Muslim Avicebron, or Abai al-Barakat al-Baghdadi (d. after 1165), whose work
was studied by Muslims but had little impact on Jewish thought.

The term “context” used in the title of the present chapter is also a metaphor,
borrowed from the world of textiles. It recalls the fabric (that is to say, the material
of the textile), and the harmonious texture created by the mutual dependence
of the warp and weft of the woven cloth. This metaphor thus aptly depicts the
multiple directions of contact between Jewish and Muslim, or Jewish and Christian,
philosophers and the mutual dependency between them. This is clearly the case in
Jewish philosophy as well as in the sciences, although the contact is not necessarily
harmonious in all domains. A philosopher such as Maimonides, who may adopt the
ideas of his Muslim colleagues and speak about them in laudatory terms, may also
polemicize fiercely with Islam and denigrate it. Both expressions accurately reflect
different ways in which Jews experienced their contact with the Islamic society,
different threads in the same context. The textile imagery of the word “context”
remains, however, two-dimensional and rather static, whereas the interchange of
philosophical ideas was highly dynamic and multifaceted. Ideas, their elaborations
and their interpretations, were swiftly exchanged between intellectuals, and more
or less adapted to the overall system into which they were grafted.

In the domains of theology and of polemics, this dynamism has been depicted
by the metaphor of a marketplace, where the same coins change hands. This
metaphor is also misleading because in the fiscal transaction the coins remain intact
and unchanging (except for the usual wear by continuous use). In the medieval
intellectual marketplace, on the other hand, ideas and motifs moved from one reli-
gious or theological system to another, slightly modifying the system into which
they were adopted, and, in the process, undergoing some transformation them-
selves. Like colored drops falling into a whirlpool, new ideas were immediately
carried away by the stream, coloring the whole body of water while changing their
own color in the process. In the swift low of ideas that characterized the Islamic
world, it is rarely possible to follow neat trajectories of “influences” or “impacts”

that allow us to isolate the source of the influence and to accurately measure the
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force of its impact. Moreover, when such trajectories are occasionally traced, this is
sure to satisfy our detective curiosity, but it does not necessarily reveal the balance
of the full picture. To give just one example: Medieval Jewish discussions of the
divine attributes bear the marks of medieval Muslim thought. They struggle with
the same questions (such as the issues summarized by Harry Austryn Wolfson as
“the antinomies of free will”3? or the relations between God’s essence and His
attributes), expressed in the same Arabic formulae. A correct analysis of the evi-
dence, however, will necessarily take into account the direct influence of pre-Islamic
Christian thought, as well as the indirect influence of this same Christian thought,
which, filtered through Muslim thought, reached Jewish thinkers through Muslim
channels. The inherent complexity of the picture cannot be overemphasized, and
it would be a mistake to simplify it.

An interesting and important new methodology was introduced into the dis-
cussion by Rina Drori. Drori points out the limitations of both the historical
philological and the comparative literary approaches for a fruitful discussion of the
contacts between the Jewish and Arabic cultures. Instead, she offers the poly-system
theory as a conceptual framework for the study of the Judeo—Arabic heterogeneous
literary corpus.’? Drori examines what she calls “The Jewish Literary System” at
the beginning of the tenth century, and she characterizes the Rabbanite system
as both canonized and stagnant, and therefore impermeable to outside influences.
The emerging Karaite system, on the other hand, was yet noncanonized, and there-
fore more receptive to the new literary models of the Arabic world. “The models
appropriated from Arabic entered Jewish literature mainly through noncanonized
sections, such as Karaite literature,” Drori argues. In her view, it was Karaite Judaism
that adopted the Arabic model of a cultural system centered on the holy book, as
well as the specific genres of philosophy, exegesis, and linguistics. It then remained
to Saadia Gaon, who rose up to the Karaite challenge, to reshape Jewish Rabbanite
culture by creating a new repertoire of literary models, adopted from the Arabic.3

Drori’s general approach offers a fruitful methodology for the analysis of cultural
changes. By focusing on the question of newly introduced literary genres, she
presents an excellent criterion to recognize major shifts in cultural trends and
to follow their itinerary. If examined in the realm of philosophy in particular,
her approach allows us to see the emergence and early development of Jewish
philosophy in the wider context of the development of Judeo—Arabic culture. Some
of her particular suggestions regarding the speculative domain cannot, however, be
accepted. One should first of all note the lack of evidence for the claim that
Karaites preceded Rabbanites in writing philosophy or systematic exegesis or that

they were more receptive to the cultural novelties offered in Arabic. In fact, the
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available evidence suggests the contrary: Although the exact dates of the first
Jewish philosopher, Daud al-Mugammas, are not known to us, there is nothing in
his writings to suggest any awareness of the Karaite—Rabbanite schism, a schism
that he probably predates. Furthermore, and somewhat paradoxically, Drori’s broad
and ambitious theory unduly narrows the parameters of the discussion. Her analysis
focuses on the developments within the Jewish world, comparing them with what
had happened previously in the Muslim world. This approach underestimates the
effect, both immediate and enduring, of Jewish exposure in real time to the powerful
cultural storms that shook the world of intellectuals outside Judaism. To assume
that Judaism — Rabbanite Judaism — could have remained untouched by these
storms until the first half of the tenth century is to assume a completely isolated
Jewish society within the Islamic world: a society that, despite everyday contacts, a
common language, and a unifying politicoreligious dominant system, could remain
impermeable to revolutionary intellectual torrents outside it. Such a presentation
not only counters common sense but also contradicts the evidence at our disposal.

Philosophy was indeed a genre that, until the rise of Islam, remained foreign
to the canonical Rabbanite literary corpus. Its emergence, however, predates the
Rabbanite—Karaite schism. Although it first appears outside the center of the Jewish
establishment (to which al-Mugammas, like the Karaites, did not belong), it emerges
in Judaism in the same way that it emerged in Islam, and in the same place: gradually,
through contacts with Christians, and in the interface between the Arabic and
Syriac cultures in the Christian centers. Saadia follows al-Mugammas’ example
and refines it, further adopting the theological—philosophical literary model of the
summa to Jewish readership, interlacing it with proof-texts from the Jewish canon
and imprinting it with a specifically Jewish character. One must, however, take full
cognizance of the gradual absorption of new ideas, where isolated texts allow us to

draw the chart of continuously growing expressions of previously heard ideas.

VI. CONCLUSION

As far as we know, Jews played a very minor role in the first, oriental “translation
movement,” in which scientific and philosophical texts passed from Greek into
Arabic. By contrast, they played a decisive role in the second, western “translation
movement,” which, beginning in the eleventh century, transmitted Arabic texts
(both translations and original compositions) to Latin, often via Hebrew and the
vernaculars. The two translation movements mark two crossroads of paramount
importance in the relay race that produced our civilization. Bracketed between

these two is the heyday of Islamic science and philosophy. The discrepancy between
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the Jewish role in the first and second brackets demonstrates the radical change in
Jewish involvement in philosophy. From the middle of the third Islamic century,
Jews came to be full participants in the culture ensuing from the first translation
movement, part and parcel of the adaptation and appropriation process of the Greek
philosophical and scientific legacy.

Several centuries later, along with the vicissitudes of political power, the linguistic
scene also changes. Abraham ibn Ezra (d. 1167) and Abraham bar Hiyya (d. 11306),
although steeped in Arabic culture, write their works in Hebrew, inventing a suitable
Hebrew vocabulary as they go. European Jews such as Judah ibn Tibbon, humbled
by the achievements of their oriental coreligionists, use translations into Hebrew
to absorb the Judeo—Arabic cultural heritage and make it their own. Subsequent
luminaries of medieval Jewish philosophy, such as Nahmanides and Gersonides,
thus became heirs to the Islamic philosophical tradition. Arguably, they too must
be studied in the Islamic context. In their case, however, the context is indeed only
the background.
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TEXTUAL TRADITIONS

MAURO ZONTA

The history of the textual traditions of the philosophical works written down in
two different languages (either in Judeo—Arabic or in Hebrew) by medieval Jewish
authors active in the near east (mainly in Iraq and Egypt) and in the Mediterranean
area (mainly in Spain, Provence, and Italy) during the Middle Ages, from circa 800
to 1500, appears to have been much complicated by various factors, and different
aspects of it have to be considered.

Obviously, a detailed study of the handwritten tradition of the original texts of
these works is very relevant for a correct philological reconstruction of those texts.
Among the most important problems to be solved by scholars of medieval Jewish
philosophy, in particular if they are planning a critical edition or a faithful modern
translation of one of these texts, is the existence of a lesser or greater number of
manuscripts, or at least handwritten fragments, of the original of that text. The
language chosen by the authors of the texts was of some importance for their
tradition and further diftusion, in particular in Europe during the late Middle Ages
(thirteenth—fifteenth centuries) — the period when most of the extant manuscripts
were copied, read, and preserved. Some of these texts were originally written in
Judeo—Arabic — in reality, a form of Arabic, whose grammatical and syntactical
rules, and most of its technical terms, are not substantially different from those of
medieval Arabo—Islamic philosophical works. Because of this, the originals of such
texts had a scanty diffusion among Jewish communities, especially in Europe, so
that only few of their manuscripts are extant, and sometimes even none of them is
yet found; their subjects were diffused and known mainly through translations.

Things are different for a number of medieval Jewish philosophical texts written
in Hebrew. Apart from some single previous cases, the first of them was probably
written in northern Spain (Aragon or Catalonia) circa 1125, when Abraham bar
Hiyya wrote down his encyclopedia The Foundations in Reason and the Tower of Faith
in medieval Hebrew. This form of Hebrew was enriched by a new lexicon based
upon, or at least inspired by Arabic, and was adopted as the “official” language
of Jewish philosophers working in Provence and in western Europe from 1200
onward. In this period, mostly in the last decades of the Middle Ages, medieval
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Hebrew was more and more enlarged by a growing list of new philosophical terms,
derived from the language of contemporary Latin scholasticism. This fact stimulated
the diffusion of these texts among European Jewish communities, so that, in the
fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries, their copyists produced a number
of manuscripts in which such Hebrew philosophical works were reproduced. In
some of these manuscripts, the presence of more or less textual annotations suggests
that most of such texts were not simply “copied”: they were also attentively read
and, possibly, even commented on and discussed in some of the Jewish academies
(yeshivof) that, especially in the fifteenth century, were devoted to philosophy, rather
than to Jewish religious studies (those by Abraham Bibago in Aragon, and by Judah
Messer Leon in northern Italy).!

Moreover, it should be noticed that a number of manuscripts of medieval Jewish
philosophical works in Hebrew are found in some libraries of eastern Europe — in
particular, in the Library of the Saint Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental
Studies of the Russian Academy of Science, in the Russian National Library in
Saint Petersburg, and in the Russian State Library in Moscow, where the well-
known Giinzburg collection of Hebrew manuscripts (including also Judeo—Arabic
ones) is preserved. Many of these manuscripts have been there for years, but have
been identified and studied in detail only from 1990 onward, and some of them
contain unique works pertaining to this field of study.

A similar case is that of the Hebrew manuscripts preserved in the Biblioteca
Nazionale Universitaria in Turin, which were almost totally destroyed or seriously
damaged by fire during the burning of the library in 1904: A number of them, which
have been restored during the twentieth century and are now readable, preserve
the original texts of medieval Hebrew works, some of which concern philosophy
proper (among them, for example, there is the unique copy of a thirteenth-century
anonymous Arabic—Hebrew philosophical dictionary, mostly related to the key
terms of the introduction to book 2 of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed).?
Finally, some formerly unknown fifteenth-century scholastical works written in
Hebrew by Jewish scholars have been discovered in various manuscripts: Among
them, there is one of the biggest medieval Jewish philosophical texts, Judah Messer
Leon’s commentary on Aristotle’s Physics.?

As noted previously, the complete or partial translations of a number of these
texts, especially those of Judeo—Arabic philosophical works into Hebrew, played an
important role in their textual tradition and in their transmission as well. This fact
is relevant in the case of medieval translations — that is to say, translations made in
different times and in different geographical areas in the twelfth—fifteenth centuries.

Most of them, of course, are Arabic into Hebrew translations: They were made
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between 1160 and 1400 in northern Spain or in Provence, where the knowledge
of the original language of these works among some learned Jews continued after
the end of the Arabic rule over most of Spain. Some important cases of Arabic into
Latin translations of medieval Jewish philosophical works should also be added to
them: For example, Solomon ibn Gabirol’s Source of Life was translated into Latin in
the second half of the twelfth century but was never totally translated into Hebrew,
and Maimonides’ Guide was the object of two partial remakings and one complete
translation into Latin in the first half of the thirteenth century. These translations are
still very important for the reconstruction of the original texts, because they give
better variant readings of some words and expressions, or they offer a text partially
different from that found in the Judeo—Arabic tradition (and this difference might
be due to alterations of the text by the author himself), or they preserve the whole
work, whose original has been lost. (The last case is true both for the textual
tradition of the Source of Life and for that of Abraham ibn Daud’s The Exalted Faith,
whose Judeo—Arabic texts are no more extant.) The results of a first, compendious
study of the relevance of Hebrew translations of the main Judeo—Arabic works by
medieval Jewish philosophers for their textual tradition and history are found in
Moritz Steinschneider’s Die hebracischen Ubersetzungen des Mittelalters und die Juden
als Dolmetscher.* Steinschneider’s work, which is still fundamental for understanding
the importance of such tradition and for a deeper knowledge of some aspects of
it, paved the way, during the twentieth century, to a more detailed analysis of the
Hebrew tradition of some works by those philosophers: This analysis has resulted in
new conclusions about their textual history and, in some cases, even in important
discoveries about the writings of those authors.

As a matter of fact, an important object of research about the textual tradition
of medieval Jewish philosophical works is given by the so-called “author’s variant
readings” — that is to say, minor or major alterations of their own texts made by
the authors themselves. This fact, which is much studied by medieval Romance
philologers, is not so deeply studied by scholars of Jewish philosophy. In reality,
the comparison of a number of manuscripts including the original text of the same
work shows the existence of many variant readings in each of them. In some cases,
these variant readings are very few and very short, and concern mostly one word
or one expression: Of course, they can be ascribed either to the author or to the
copyist of the manuscript who, by this way, might have tried to make the text
more understandable to the readers. In some other cases, such variant readings are
more numerous or more extensive (the so-called “macroscopic variants”): They
cannot usually be ascribed to a mere copyist, but seem to be the result of a radical

revision of some parts of his text by the author. Finally, there are some cases in
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which the author appears to have “remade” his own main work (or even many of
his works), in different versions, during his life. Sometimes, these different texts
having the same title were copied many times, and their different parts were mixed
together, so that it has been difticult for modern scholars to distinguish their various
versions. In medieval Jewish philosophy there were at least three authors who more
or less apparently submitted their own works to such remakings: Abraham ibn Ezra,
Gersonides, and Hasdai Crescas. In doing so, these authors, who lived and worked
in various places in western Europe between 1140 and 1410, probably followed the
way of a number of their Christian colleagues, that is to say, of some philosophers
writing in Latin in the same period and in the same places. A more detailed study
of the textual tradition of medieval Jewish philosophical works might increase the
number of these cases.’

A fourth field of study concerning the history of textual tradition is given by
the identification of philosophical sources and the research about their origin and
their use: They are very useful for clarifying the exact meaning of a number of
points of these texts, as well as for correcting or even reconstructing some passages
of the texts themselves. This field of study is important in the case of medieval
Jewish philosophy, especially as far as the works of late-medieval philosophers
are concerned. In fact, these works often make use of a number of Greek, Arabo—
Islamic, and Latin scholastic sources, either in an indirect way (without any reference
to the authors of some doctrines or some affirmations), or through direct and
explicit long quotations in Hebrew, as it happens in the case of Arabic texts in
fourteenth-century Provence, and in the case of Latin texts in fifteenth-century
Spain and Italy. The major source of medieval Jewish philosophy from 1200 onward
is, of course, Aristotle; however, he is not usually quoted directly, but mostly
through the medieval Arabo—Islamic interpreters of his works, in particular through
Averroes’ epitomes and commentaries (“middle” and “long” ones) on them. As
far as one can infer from the extant manuscripts, medieval Jewish philosophers
used among their Arabic sources also al-Farab1 (mostly as a logician) and Avicenna
(often not directly, but through al-Ghazalt’s interpretation of him); more rarely, they
referred to Ibn Bajja. As for Latin sources, there are proofs of the fact that Jewish
philosophers working in Italy from 1250 onward did know well, and used as sources
contemporary Latin scholastic authors, such as Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas,
and Giles of Rome. In the period 1450-1500, 2 number of Jewish philosophers
quoted or exploited later authors, such as Walter Burley, William Ockham, John of
Jandun, Paul of Venice, and their followers and opponents (Averroists, Thomists,
Scotists, and Nominalists). Of course, most of these references and quotations

might have been, and in some cases surely were, taken from the medieval Hebrew
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complete or partial translations of the previously mentioned texts, written from
circa 1200 to 1350. Those translations, most of which are still extant, were first
listed and studied by Steinschneider in the second half of the nineteenth century,
and have been the object of new and detailed research from the end of the twentieth
century onward.®

‘What follows is a cursory glance at the most interesting cases of textual tradition
concerning medieval Jewish philosophy, also including, in some instances, science
(as far as such sciences as mathematics, astronomy, or astrology are concerned) — a
field that has seldom been studied by scholars as a whole.” They will be examined
in chronological order, and particular attention will be paid to those few texts that
have already been the object of critical editions, of philological studies concerning
their textual history, or of detailed research about their sources. Of course, this
historical overview will be particularly devoted to the results of the most recent
work, and I will try to suggest new areas for research.

It should be noticed that the first traces of Jewish philosophical thought in the
Middle Ages occur in the ninth and tenth centuries. Apparently, in this period there
are only very few examples of the existence of a “Jewish philosophy” in the strict
sense of the words: Apart from the important case of Isaac Israeli, it is known that in
933 two Jewish philosophers, Ibn Ab1 Sa’id al-Mausili and Bisr ibn Samn ibn ‘Irs,
worked in Baghdad in cooperation with Yahya ibn ‘Adi, al-Farabt’s major disciple;
however, the extant traces of their Judeo—Arabic philosophical works (there are only
short references by Ibn ‘Adi himself) are really very scarce and very feeble.® There
are, however, relevant cases of theological or exegetical Jewish works written in
Judeo—Arabic during this period, which have been discovered or seriously studied
from the last two decades of the twentieth century onwards. They can be ascribed
to a sort of “Jewish apologetic theology (Kalam),” but include some sections of
philosophical interest too. According to the extant data, the authors pertaining to
this period and writing such works were active in the geographical area between
Palestine and Iraq. The works of two of them, in particular, show interesting traces
of an intricate textual history.

The first of them i1s Daud al-Muqammas. He was active in ninth-century Syria
and northern Iraq, probably between circa 825 and 850, and wrote a series of
works, some of which are at least partially of philosophical relevance. The most
important of them is also the most ancient Jewish summa theologica, the Tiventy
Chapters (in Judeo—Arabic, ISriin magala). Treatises 1—15 and part of treatise 16,
devoted not only to theology and eschatology, but also to such philosophical themes
as epistemology, cosmology, anthropology, and ethics, were published in 1989. This

is an accurate critical edition based mostly upon the most important example of
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the extant handwritten tradition (a codex found in the Russian National Library
in Saint Petersburg).” Notwithstanding this, this edition appears to be incomplete:
From a further analysis of the textual history of this work, it appears that this history
is more intricate than even the editor realized.' In particular, it has been observed
that a comparison of the fragments of the Tiventy Chapters once found in the
Cairo Genizah and now preserved in the Cambridge University Library shows that
there existed a second version of the Judeo—Arabic original of the work, partially
different from that found in the critical edition. These fragments suggest that, very
probably, the author himself revised his work after having diffused the first version
of it — as is usual in medieval literature. Moreover, some traces of another work by
al-Mugammas, whose Judeo—Arabic original is lost, has been found in an Oxford
manuscript, in the form of marginal quotations in Hebrew:"" They might be the
only extant fragments of his philosophical work The Scope of the Categories According
to Logic (in Judeo—Arabic, ‘Ard al-magiilat‘ala I-mantiq), whose existence is otherwise
known from this title only. In fact, such a text is listed among al-Mugammas’ works
by some medieval Arabic bibliographers.

A second and wider case of the importance of the study of textual tradition for
reconstructing the philosophical thought of some early medieval Jewish authors
is that of Ya‘qub al-Qirgisani. Until 1990 this Karaite author, active in Iraq in
the first half of the tenth century, was known mostly through his major work,
Book of Lights and Watching Towers (in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-anwar wa-I-maragqib),
which is a commentary on the juridical sections of the Pentateuch. In 1990, the
almost complete text of another major work by al-Qirqisani, the Book of Gardens
(in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-riyad), a commentary on the nonjuridical, narrative
sections of the Pentateuch, was found in two manuscripts, preserved in the Russian
National Library in Saint Petersburg.’ (As a matter of fact, before this discovery
such commentary was thought to have been almost completely lost, apart from some
fragments.) The Book of Gardens appears to be full of passages concerning scientific
and philosophical themes, where some doctrines of ancient Greek and medieval
Arabo—Islamic philosophy and science, known to the author, are mentioned and
discussed. Brief hints of the existence of these passages and their subjects have
appeared in some studies.”> A complete analysis of the real extension of al-Qirqisani’s
textual dependence on philosophical and scientific sources should result from the
projected critical edition of the Book of Gardens, the preparation of which was first
announced in 1992."4

The real beginning of medieval Jewish philosophy as a new discipline, completely
independent from the theology of Kalam, should be put in Egypt and Tunisia, circa

900—930. In this period and milieu, the Jewish scholar Isaac Israeli was active not
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only as a physician but also as a philosopher — and these facts appear both from
the data about him given by the medieval Arabic bibliographers and from his
extant philosophical works. Unfortunately, the textual traditions of these works
have been much complicated by the many “black holes” found in them. All of
these works were originally written in Judeo—Arabic, and some fragments of these
originals have been identified in the twentieth century; however, in most cases
their complete texts are still found in medieval Hebrew and Latin translations only.
The best studies about it were made around the middle of the twentieth century:
these studies, whose conclusions appeared in 1958 (together with annotated English
translations of most of Israeli’s philosophical works),"* are still regarded by scholars
as definitive about Israeli as a philosopher. Further studies show that at least one
new discovery about Israeli’s textual tradition has been made; moreover, complete
critical editions of some of these works are still needed, and new hypotheses about
the textual tradition of Israeli’s philosophy might be raised.

As a matter of fact, Israeli’s philosophical work having the most intricate textual
tradition is the Book of Definitions (in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-hudiid). There are a
large number of medieval translations of this work. Approximately two-thirds of
the Judeo—Arabic original, discovered in the Cairo Genizah, were published in a
noncritical edition in 1903."® There is a complete Latin translation of the Judeo—
Arabic text, made by Gerard of Cremona around 1175, which was first published in
1515, and an accurate critical edition was published in 1938."7 There is a complete
Hebrew translation made by one Nissim ben Solomon, which was written in
an unknown period and milieu and published in a noncritical edition in 1896
(Stern’s long-promised critical edition' has not yet been published); it appears to
have been based on the Judeo—Arabic original as well as on the Latin translation
(possibly, it was made in the same time and place as Gerard’s translation).>® There
is also another, fragmentary and anonymous Hebrew translation, discovered and

published in a critical edition in 1957,*'

which appears to be better than that of
Nissim, and might have been written in the thirteenth century by some member of
Ibn Tibbon’s family. It should be noticed that some other fragments of the Judeo—
Arabic original are quoted by Moses ibn Ezra in his Treatise of the Garden.** Finally,
according to a scholarly hypothesis, a still extant Latin compendium of the work,
edited together with Gerard’s translation,?} might have been written circa 1150 by
Domingo Gundisalvi, the well-known Spanish translator of Arabic philosophical
texts, on the basis of the Judeo—Arabic original — although this hypothesis has
yet to be proven.** A comparison of these four major texts suggests that each of
them includes some author’s variant readings.?® Apparently, Israeli wrote a first
draft of his work and diffused it, then corrected it several times and diftused each of
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these corrected versions; these corrected versions were used by Latin and Hebrew
translators, and should be compared in the light of a critical edition of the whole
text.

Another very interesting case of textual tradition is that of Israeli’s Book of
Elements (in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-ustuqusar). Here the Judeo—Arabic original has
been almost totally lost: Only three short fragments of it have been found among
the sources quoted by Moses ibn Ezra in his Treatise of the Garden, and they were
published in 1976.2° There are at least three medieval translations of the Tieatise,
which appear to have been based on the same original text, but in difterent ways:
Gerard’s Latin translation, first printed in the sixteenth century, which has not yet
been published in a critical edition; the first Hebrew translation, made by Abraham
ibn Hasdai of Barcelona for David Qimbhi, in the period 1210-1230, which was
published in 1900 in a good, although not really critical edition;*” and the second,
anonymous Hebrew translation, which is found in only one manuscript (in the
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich), and was probably made by Moses ibn
Tibbon circa 1250 and is still unpublished.?® In this case, a critical edition of the
Book of Elements should first study and compare all the evidence of its textual
history, which has not yet been subjected to a deep philological examination.* A
similar case is that of Israeli’s Book on Spirit and Soul (in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-rith
wa-I-nafs). Of its Judeo—Arabic original, only a short fragment is extant;3° this work
is known mostly through an anonymous thirteenth-century Hebrew translation,
published in a noncritical edition in 1872.3" This translation was probably written
by Abraham ibn Hasdai and based not on a previous Latin translation’? (of which
no trace has been found), but on the original text — as it appears from the traces
of this work found in Abraham ibn Hasdai’s The Son of the King and the Hermit (in
Hebrew, Ben ha-Melekh ve-ha-Nazir).33

The medieval Jewish tradition of Israeli’s works includes two other philosophical
texts, which are not mentioned by medieval Arabic bibliographers. The most
relevant of them is the Book of Substances (in Judeo—Arabic, Kitab al-gawahir), whose
extant Judeo—Arabic fragments (eight as a whole), found in two manuscripts (in
Saint Petersburg and in London), were published in 1957 in a critical edition:3*
Here, part of fragment seven has been identified with a passage found in Abraham
ibn Hasdai’s work, and this has enabled the reconstruction of a lost section of
Israeli’s text. This identification is of the utmost importance because there are no
other traces of this work in the medieval Hebrew and Latin traditions. A different
case is that of another, shorter work, very probably by Israeli, which bears the title
Chapter on Elements (in Hebrew, Pereq ha-Yesodof). This work, published in a critical

edition in 1957, has been found in a Hebrew version preserved in a manuscript of
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the Biblioteca Comunale in Mantua, where it is falsely ascribed to Aristotle,?’ but
no trace of its Judeo—Arabic original (if any) is extant; also the hypothesis that it was
translated into Latin, and was quoted by Petrus Alfonsi (ca. 1062—1110),3® has not
been proved. In any case, the fact that neither of these works is ever mentioned by
other sources, and both of them concern metaphysics and treat it in a similar way,
suggests some hypotheses about a possible common origin. They might be two
different versions, a minor one (the Chapter on Elements) and a major one (the Book
of Substances), of the same metaphysical treatise; in its turn, this treatise might be
part of a collection of philosophical texts by Israeli, possibly identical to the Garden
of the Wise (in Judeo—Arabic, Bustan al-Hakim), listed among Israeli’s works by
medieval Arabic bibliographers. It is even possible that the Book on Spirit and Soul —
whose subjects are not totally different from those of the above works — was a part
of this collection. Of course, here too only a deeper philological comparison of all
the extant sources could solve the question of the history of the textual tradition of
these works.

Another case of a rather intricate textual tradition concerns one of the most
well-known works of medieval Jewish philosophy: Solomon ibn Gabirol’s Source
of Life (in Judeo—Arabic, Yanbii'al-Hayat). This work was written in Judeo—Arabic,
maybe in Zaragoza (Aragon) or in Granada (Andalusia) — two places in Spain which,
in those days, were under Arabic rule, and where the author stayed for a period
of his life between circa 1040 and 1050. Unfortunately, as in the case of some of
Israeli’s works, only a few fragments of the Judeo—Arabic original are still extant.
These are the twenty-six shorter or longer quotations inserted by Moses ibn Ezra
into his Tieatise of the Garden: Twenty of them were discovered and published in
195737 and the critical edition of all of them appeared in 1997.3* No other traces
of the Judeo—Arabic text (not in the form of whole manuscripts or in the form of
fragments or separate pages or even in the form of quotations) have been found after
this important discovery. As a matter of fact, the textual tradition of this work still
almost exclusively consists in two different and independent medieval versions of it,
both of which raise some questions about their origin. The first of them is the Latin
translation, Fons Vitae, written by two Spanish authors, Domingo Gundisalvi and
Johannes Hispanus (the latter being probably different from the many other Spanish
translators named “Johannes” and working in the twelfth century),?® possibly in
Toledo circa 1150: A first critical edition of it was published at the end of the
nineteenth century,*® but the editor was not able to take advantage of five other
extant manuscripts of the work, whose existence was not yet known.*' The second
medieval version of the Source of Life was written in Hebrew by Shem Tov ibn

Falaquera, a well-known Spanish Jewish philosopher and translator active between
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1250 and 1290, probably in northern Spain. A first, not yet critical edition of it,
accompanied by a French translation, was published in 1859, according to a unique
manuscript found in the Bibliotheque Nationale;** a critical edition of it appeared
only at the beginning of the twenty-first century, according to a comparison of
the other manuscript of the work, found in the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma,
which seems to be more ancient and substantially more faithful to the original text
than the Paris one.#* (Unfortunately, this otherwise accurate edition, accompanied
by an Italian translation, omits almost all of Book Three of the work, probably
because it is not found in the Parma manuscript.) A textual comparison of the
two versions of the Source of Life shows that they are close in their subjects, but
partially different in their form.** There is no doubt that Falaquera’s version is
not a complete translation of the original text: As is clear from the title of his
version, Falaquera rather wrote a compendium of the Source of Life, as he describes
it as a series of “extracts” (in Hebrew, ligquttim) taken from this work. Yet, if
compared to the extant quotations of the original, most of these “extracts” seem
to be substantially identical to them, both in their subjects and in their form — as
is clear from the notes to the critical edition of the latter.*S On the other hand,
things are different when these “extracts” are compared with the corresponding
passages of the Latin translation in their literary form. The most evident difference
between them is that, whereas Falaquera’s “extracts” appear as parts of a continuous
philosophical treatise (the same form found in the Judeo—Arabic fragments), the
Latin translation appears as a sort of “Platonic dialogue” between a teacher (who is
expounding his doctrines) and his disciple (who is simply asking him questions, and
in some cases only is completing his affirmations). Gundisalvi and Hispanus have
usually been regarded as the most faithful translators of the Judeo—Arabic original of
Ibn Gabirol’s work; however, because no trace of this “dialogical” scheme is found
either in Hebrew or in Judeo—Arabic, an important question concerning the history
of the textual tradition of the Source of Life arises. Was a first Judeo—Arabic original
text of this work, after having been diffused among Jewish readers, reworked in its
form by the author himself| so that a second, partially different original was diftused
and then translated into Latin or was the unique Judeo—Arabic original reworked,
and possibly even expanded by Gundisalvi when he, together with Hispanus, wrote
his own Latin translation? The second hypothesis might be more credible because
Gundisalvi used to do such remakings and amplifications of the Arabic texts he
“translated” into Latin: For example, in his De Scientiis he introduced many and deep
alterations to the Arabic original of its source, al-Farabt’s Classification of Sciences (in
Arabic, Ihsa al-‘uliim), as it appears from its twentieth-century critical edition*® —and

the alterations are not found in the very literal Latin translation of the Arabic text
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by Gerard of Cremona. Probably, a new critical edition, or at least a new modern
translation of the whole work, should be based on a radical comparison of all the
extant witnesses in Judeo—Arabic, Hebrew, and Latin to allow an expert to perform
an exact reconstruction of both the subjects and the form of the lost original text.

Other Judeo—Arabic philosophical or, better, “philosophical-religious” works
written in the eleventh and twelfth centuries appear to have had a textual history
that probably reflects their character of “life-works.” This is true in the case of
the Book of Guide to the Duties of the Heart (in Arabic, Kitab al-hidaya ila fara’id
al-qulith) by a famous Spanish Jewish “theologian” and philosopher, Bahya ibn
Paquda. The Judeo—Arabic original of this work was written during the second
half of the eleventh century, probably circa 1080; only a few manuscripts of it
survive, and only three of them were used for the first, noncritical edition of this
text, published in 1912.47 Unfortunately, the other edition of it, which appeared
in 1973, was a noncritical one because it was not based on a detailed examination
of the entire textual tradition.*® As a matter of fact, the medieval and most of
the modern tradition of the Duties of the Heart was based on the second Hebrew
translation of the work: that made by Judah ibn Tibbon in 1160-1161 in Lunel
(Provence). This translation appears to be substantially literal, according to Ibn
Tibbon’s usual translation technique. In some cases, the form of the original text was
adapted to the requirements of the non—Arabic-speaking Jewish readers, assuring
its diffusion among the Jews of the whole of Europe: Of it, there exist many
scores of manuscripts, some medieval compendia, more than twenty-five printed
editions (the first one going back to 1489), and a number of translations into
modern European languages.*® Ibn Tibbon’s translation was probably made soon
after another Hebrew translation: that by Joseph Qimhi, written in Narbonne surely
before 1170 (and very probably before 1160). Qimhi’s translation was apparently
more elegant, but less literal than that by Ibn Tibbon and it was easily submerged
by the latter. In all likelihood, its text ceased to be copied very early, so that the only
extant section of it is, as it seems, a passage of chapter 7 of the work, published in
1846.5° Therefore, the current knowledge of the subjects and the text of the Duties
of the Heart is substantially still entrusted to Ibn Tibbon’s translation; there is not a
true critical edition of the Judeo—Arabic original, which should be based not only
on the Arabic tradition, but also on a detailed textual comparison of both medieval
Hebrew translations to reconstruct the text as it was first written and diffused, and
then corrected by the author himself and copied various times — as happened in
most medieval literatures.

The case of another Judeo—Arabic “philosophical-religious” work written only

some decades after this appears to be very similar. The well-known Book of the
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Khazar, or Kuzari (in Hebrew, Sefer Kuzari) by Judah Halevi has an intricate
textual history, as is apparent even from the very title of the work. The Judeo—
Arabic original title of its definitive version, finished in Egypt in 1141 (the so-called
“oriental version”), was the Book of Reply and Proof in Favour of the Despised Religion
(in Arabic, Kitab al-Radd wadl-Dalil f'l Din al-dhalil) — or a title very similar to this.
From the author’s letters once found in the Cairo Genizah, it seems that the first
version of the work was written in Spain circa 1120-1125, as a reply to religious
questions put to him by a local Karaite; probably, this first version included the
subjects of treatise 3 of the final work.’" The widest version of the work written
before the author left Egypt in 1140 (the so-called “occidental version”) consisted
in the whole text of its five treatises and might have had the title Book of the Khazar,
which was adopted by the Hebrew tradition. The “oriental version,” exemplified
by a very limited Judeo—Arabic textual tradition (only one manuscript, in the
Bodleian Library in Oxford, and twelve fragments), was published in 1977, the
critical edition of the last, definitive version of the work, as revised by the author
himself.’* (A first edition of the Judeo—Arabic text was published in 1887, but was
full of mistakes.)’3 As a matter of fact, before the twentienth century Judah Halevi’s
work was known only in its “occidental version,” which is no longer found in
its Judeo—Arabic original, but through its medieval Hebrew translation made by
Judah ibn Tibbon in Lunel in 1167. As in the case of the Duties of the Heart,
Ibn Tibbon’s literal translation was copied in many manuscripts, was commented
on many times during the Middle Ages, was published in many editions from
1506 onward, and was translated into many European languages. In reality, a first
Hebrew translation of the work had been made before this, in Spain, by Judah ibn
Cardinal: however, it seems not to have been as literal as that of Ibn Tibbon and
was diffused only among some religious men and kabbalists,’* so that the whole
text is lost, and only the translator’s introduction and some brief fragments are still
extant.$

Unfortunately, as in the case of Ibn Gabirol’s Source of Life, some of the most
well-known Jewish philosophical works written in twelfth-century Spain are now
lost in their Judeo—Arabic originals, so that it is impossible to read and publish them
in the very same way they were written by their authors. To read and interpret
them, both philologists and historians of philosophy have to rely upon the extant
medieval Hebrew translations. Unfortunately, these translations occasionally show
some evident alterations or obvious mistakes with respect to their probable originals
so that only the tentative reconstruction of the original text of the relevant passages
(or even of the original variant readings of single words) can help modern scholars

to understand their real meaning.
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There are at least two cases of this. Joseph ibn Tzaddiq’s Book on the Microcosm
(in Arabic, Kitab al-‘alam al-saghir) was written in Cordoba between circa 1130
(probably after Moses ibn Ezra’s Treatise of the Garden, which might have been
among its sources) and 1149 (when the author died). Here, the textual tradition
consists in only one anonymous Hebrew translation, possibly written in Spain
during the thirteenth century. This translation was published two times: first in a
noncritical edition, around the middle of the nineteenth century,’® and then in a
critical edition, based on the five extant manuscripts of the complete text, at the
beginning of the twentieth century.’” Finally, it has been accurately translated into
English.’® However, not all the difficulties of its text (some of whose points are not
yet fully intelligible) have yet been solved.

Another relevant case is that of Abraham ibn Daud’s The Exalted Faith (in Arabic,
Kitab al-‘agida al-rafi‘a). The Judeo—Arabic original, one of the first examples of
medieval Jewish Aristotelianism, was written in Toledo in 1160-1161, but it was
lost, probably shortly after the fourteenth century. Only two Hebrew translations of
it are still extant: one by the Aragonese philosopher Solomon ibn Labi, a member of
Hasdai Crescas’ team, written circa 1370; the other one by the Castilian philosopher
and kabbalist Samuel ibn Motot, dating back to 1391-1392. The former, which is
more faithful to the usual technique and lexicon found in late-medieval Hebrew
translations of philosophical texts, is found in a number of manuscripts. It was
first published in 1852% and had a new edition, together with a literal English
translation, in 1986,% but has not yet been published in a critical edition. The
latter, which has a more characteristic vocabulary, is witnessed by one codex only,
found in the Biblioteca Comunale in Mantua, and is still unpublished.®* Evidently,
the two Hebrew translations have some textual differences: In a critical edition of
the work, such differences would cause some problems, which could not be easily
solved. Only in some particular cases have scholars found a solution for them.
For example, in a 1964 article Shlomo Pines suggested a solution for a textual
difference between Ibn Labi’s and Ibn Motot’s translations.®* According to the one
by Ibn Labi, Ibn Daud accused his predecessor Salomon ibn Gabirol of having
“spoken very ill of (or: with) the (Jewish) people” (in Hebrew, sarah gedolah ‘al
ha-"ummah); however, according to the translation by Ibn Motot, he accused him
of having “led astray the (Jewish) people through a great sophism” (in Hebrew,
hitah “et ha-"ummah hat'aah gedolah). As suggested by Pines, the original text of this
passage probably included a form 3 or 4 of the Arabic verb galita: Probably, Ibn
Motot correctly read it as galita or aglita, “to deceive” or “to commit a mistake”
(in the sense of “to lead astray”), whereas Ibn Labi incorrectly read it as if it were

written galiza or agliza, “to treat harshly” or “to speak rudely with (somebody).”
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Of course, only an accurate and comparative study of the textual tradition of the
complete work would allow scholars to publish a really critical edition of it.% It
should be noted that, according to a quotation in Hebrew found in the work of a
medieval Jewish author, Ibn Daud also wrote another philosophical work, probably
in Judeo—Arabic: a commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, which appears to have been
lost.5

By contrast, the major philosophical or scientific works of other twelfth-century
Spanish Jewish authors are transmitted in their originals better than in their trans-
lations. The most important example of a Judeo—Arabic work at least partially
devoted to philosophy, written in this period and milieu, and mostly preserved in
its original language is Moses ibn Ezra’s Tieatise of the Garden About the Metaphorical
and Proper Senses (of the Bible) (in Arabic, Magala al-hadiga fi ma'na l-magaz wa-I-
hagiqa). As a matter of fact, only the first section of this work is devoted to the
subjects of Jewish theology (inspired by Arabo—Islamic Mu'tazilism) and philosophy
(inspired by Arabic Neoplatonism), whereas the second section is a lexicographical
exposition of the various terms concerning the human body. The Judeo—Arabic
original was probably written while the author was in Christian Spain, maybe
between circa 1120 and 1130. Paul Fenton, who has published a book about the
subjects, sources, and influences of this work,% has shown that the original is still
preserved by some exemplars: one almost complete manuscript (now in the Jewish
National and University Library in Jerusalem), another manuscript including the
text of the first half of the work (in the Russian National Library in Saint Peters-
burg), and six fragments (found in various places not only in Saint Peterburg, but
also in the Cambridge University Library, and in the Bodleian Library in Oxford).
Fenton has used the first of them for quoting in his book a number of the work’s
passages, translated into English. On the other hand, medieval Hebrew transla-
tion, made in Lunel (Provence) circa 1170 by a certain “Judah” (very probably,
he was Judah al-Harizi, although somebody has identified him with Judah ibn
Tibbon),% appears to be not as useful for the reconstruction of the original text
as the Hebrew translations by Ibn Tibbon’s family are for some of these works.
First of all, if compared with the Judeo—Arabic text, this translation appears to be
not always a literal rendering of the original wording of this book. Second, it is
not yet certain whether it also covered the second section of the work because the
preserved parts of this translation concern some chapters of the first section only —
although three short Hebrew quotations of the second section have been found
in a fourteenth-century Jewish lexicographer, who also quoted some passages of
al-Harizi’s translation of the first section.®’ Third, the four Hebrew manuscripts of

al-Harizi’s translation are not really good exemplars: The Rome manuscript, found
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in the Biblioteca Vaticana, is marred by a number of textual mistakes; the folios of
the main Oxford manuscript, although their text is better than that of the Rome
manuscript, are in disorder and have many lacunas; and the other two manuscripts,
found in the Stadtbibliothek in Hamburg and in the Bodleian Library, are mere
“patchworks of quotations,” taken here and there from different passages of the
Hebrew translation of the work. There are, however, some medieval quotations
of al-Harizi’s translation, mainly found in some Hebrew mystical works,*® which
might be useful for the textual reconstruction. Of course, the much desired critical
edition of the Treatise of the Garden should first of all be based on the Judeo—Arabic
original, and only in second place on al-Harizi’s translation.®

In the same period, while Moses ibn Ezra, Joseph ibn Tzaddiq, and Abraham
ibn Daud wrote their philosophical works in Judeo—Arabic, first in northern Spain
(Aragon and Catalonia) and then in western Europe (northern Italy, France, even
England), two well-known Jewish scholars wrote the original texts of their scientific
and philosophical—scientific works in Hebrew, and even rendered some of them
into Latin. They lived in countries where Judeo—Arabic was not read, and where
Christian scholars writing in Latin could cooperate with them in translating their
works into that language, sometimes in a revised form. A number of the various
versions of their original texts and of their Latin translations or remakings have
been identified and studied.

In some cases, the textual tradition of these works is really very scanty. For
example, of Abraham bar Hiyya’s The Foundations in Reason and the Towers of Faith
(in Hebrew, Yesodei ha-Tévunah u-Migdal ha-Emunah) there is only a score of pages,
in four manuscripts preserved in different libraries (the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek
in Munich, the Bodleian Library in Oxford, the Staatsbibliothek—Preussischer Kul-
turbesitz in Berlin, and the Biblioteca Vaticana in Rome), which were used for the
critical edition of this work.”® These pages include only the author’s introduction
and the first two chapters of the work about arithmetic and geometry. From the
introduction, it seems that bar Hiyya wrote, or at least intended to write, a much
wider work, the first medieval Hebrew encyclopedia of science and philosophy,
including not only mathematics and the medieval quadrivium, but also physics and
natural sciences, ethics, and metaphysics. The textual tradition is so limited, how-
ever, that many doubts have been raised about the real existence of such a longer
work. Was it really composed as a whole, and then almost completely lost, as it
was replaced by the new thirteenth-century Hebrew encyclopedias or was it only
begun, but never finished by the author? Both these hypotheses have been sug-
gested by an examination of the subjects of the work and by its textual tradition;”"

however, no sure conclusion about this question has yet been reached.
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In other cases, twelfth-century scientific and philosophical—scientific works in
Hebrew were surely rewritten and totally revised one or more times by the author
himself: This fact complicates their handwritten tradition, so that it has been
seriously examined only from the end of the twentieth century onward. This
happened to a number of works by Abraham ibn Ezra, the well-known Spanish
Jewish polymath, who worked in various regions of western Europe (Rome and
Tuscany, north-eastern Italy, Provence, Normandy, and England) between circa
1140 and 1160. He first wrote, or let one of his pupils write, his texts, and spread
them among his public — sometimes in two different versions, in Hebrew and
(probably helped by a dragoman) in Latin; then, he revised some of them and
diffused these revisions. In some cases, the texts of such revisions might have been
confused and mixed with the already existing ones.”” As a matter of fact, from a
general overview of the textual history and tradition of Abraham ibn Ezra’s prose
works, both published and unpublished, be they about astronomy and astrology,
mathematics, Hebrew grammar, Jewish religion, or the Bible, with the exclusion
of mere translations (four in all), it appears that there were thirty-nine at least.
Among them, seven appear to have been subjected to two revisions, and in the case
of four of them, the second revision appears only in Latin; in any case, eighteen of
them surely underwent one revision by the author.” The very intricate question
of the textual history of Abraham ibn Ezra’s works, which has just been faced in
detail, is still waiting for more accurate studies, which should lead to more certain
conclusions about what has been tentatively suggested at the beginning of the
twenty-first century.

Even in the case of the textual tradition of the most important and well-known
work of medieval Jewish philosophy, Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed (in Arabic,
Dalalat al-Hairin), there are a number of much discussed, still-open questions. As
is well known, this work was written in Judeo—Arabic, between circa 1180 (maybe
from 1185, when Maimonides’ pupil to whom it is dedicated, Joseph ben Judah,
went from Cairo to Aleppo) and 1191 (when, from one of Maimonides’ works,
the Tieatise on the Resurrection of the Dead, appears to have been already finished).
It would be justified to suppose that the original text was first written down
in a provisional form, and then rewritten, revised, and possibly widened one or
more times, maybe after 1191, thus being a sort of “life-work,” just like other of
Maimonides’ works: his Commentary on the Mishnah and his Aphorisms of Moses;
however, no evidence of this has yet been found. The original text of the Guide of
the Perplexed is still read, reproduced, and translated as it was published by Salomon
Munk after the middle of the nineteenth century, in a good but noncritical edition

based on only a few manuscripts (those preserved in the Bibliothéque Nationale



76 Mauro Zonta

in Paris, in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, and in the Bibliotheek der Rijks
Universiteit in Leiden).”* Some variant readings, found in various manuscripts and
printed editions of the book, were added in a short appendix to a 1931 republication
of Munk’s edition;”* others, found in manuscripts from Yemen and from Turkey,
were used in two editions of the text and appeared in the 1970s, for correcting
some points of Munk’s edition.”® In any case, the Judeo—Arabic text of Maimonides’
main philosophical work has not yet been the object of a critical edition, and even
a preliminary, systematic collection and study of the whole handwritten tradition
(which is much more extensive than the one already examined) was begun in 1990,
chiefly (but not solely)?” by Colette Sirat and her team.”®

The Guide of the Perplexed was diftused through some medieval translations as
well, which should be taken into serious consideration in the preparation of a critical
edition. This is due to the fact that at least three of these translations go back to
the first half of the thirteenth century, thus being very close to the time when the
work was written, and two of them were directly based on a critical examination
and interpretation of the Judeo—Arabic original. Of the two Hebrew translations of
the whole work, the former (a more literal one) was made by Samuel ibn Tibbon,
under Maimonides’ “blessing,” and was finished in 1204; the latter (a more free
one) was made by Judah al-Harizi between 1205 and 1213. It should be observed
that, although the former was copied and is still extant in many manuscripts, the
latter had a very tiny diffusion, so that it is now found in three codices only. Both
translations have been published a number of times (the former from the fifteenth
century onward, the latter mostly in the second half of the nineteenth century),
but no critical edition of them has yet been published. Moreover, at the end of
the twentieth century scholarly research has pointed out the importance of a third
fragmentary Hebrew translation of the Judeo—Arabic original by Shem Tov ibn
Falaquera, whose text, first published in 1837, had not yet been studied in detail.
This “translation” consists in Falaquera’s quotations of a number of passages and
terms of Maimonides’ work, found in an appendix (Marvellous Commentary, in
Hebrew Be'ur Nifla') to his commentary on it, Guide to the Guide: These quotations
are very useful for clarifying some point of the textual reconstruction and the history
of the textual tradition of the Guide.”” The medieval Latin tradition of the work
has been examined, and some of its textual problems have been tentatively solved.
This tradition has been studied by a number of scholars, from the second half of
the nineteenth century onward, and a number of different hypotheses about it have
been suggested. In reality, as shown by the most accurate study of the Latin textual
tradition of Maimonides’ Guide,* of the three anonymous Latin “translations”

of it, the first one, written in Rome in 1224, and the second one, written in
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an unknown place (maybe in France) circa 1240, were not real translations, but
rather “remakings” of some chosen sections of the text (the introduction to book
2, chapters 26—49 of book 3). These remakings were apparently based upon Ibn
Tibbon’s translation, so that their usefulness for the textual reconstruction of the
original is very limited. The only complete and literal Latin translation playing a
key role in the textual tradition of Maimonides’ work is the Dux Neutrorum, whose

exact date and place of composition is still discussed by scholars;®!

surely, it was
based on al-Harizi’s translation, thus serving as an important foundation for the
reconstruction of the latter. Although this translation appeared in an editio princeps
in 1520, it should still be published in a critical edition, on the grounds not only of
this early-sixteenth-century edition, but also of the thirteen extant manuscripts of it
(the most ancient of them goes back to the same period as that edition). Therefore,
in the case of Maimonides’ Guide, just as in the case of Isaac Israeli’s philosophical
works and Solomon ibn Gabirol’s Source of Life, a complete and detailed examination
of its textual tradition both in Judeo—Arabic and in Hebrew and Latin should be
made, in consideration of a future critical edition of this work.

The philosophical and scientific works of some major Jewish authors of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries had an even more intricate textual tradition. They
were not translated as a whole into other medieval literary languages: All of them
were directly written in Hebrew, as their authors lived and worked in European
countries after 1300, when Judeo—Arabic was no longer the main language of
philosophy and science among Jews. They were not the object of a complete
medieval Latin translation, as Maimonides’ Guide had been. Some of them were
real “life-works,” as their writing out took up many years of the authors’ life, and
included many remakings and extensions; in some cases, their authors wrote and
diffused different versions of them, just as some of their Christian colleagues did.
Obviously, this fact has complicated the production of critical editions, so that
some of these texts are still read in their old sixteenth-century editiones principes. In
particular, this happens to two major philosophical masterpieces: Gersonides” Wars
of the Lord, and Crescas’ Light of the Lord.

The textual tradition of Gersonides’ philosophical and scientific works had been
occasionally studied before the last decade of the twentieth century, but it has
become the object of a number of serious and detailed examinations only from
1990 onward. Some of the first important studies about it have appeared in a volume
on Gersonides as a “philosopher—scientist,” published in 1992;% they have paved
the way to accurate studies on the subjects and sources of Gersonides’ works and,
in some cases, to critical editions of them. In 1992 an annotated English translation

of the main pillar of Gersonides’ logic, the Book on Correct Syllogism (in Hebrew,
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Sefer ha-Heqqesh ha-Yashar), based on a critical edition of the text according to its
two versions, was published.® In the following years, some unknown works by
him have been discovered: In 1993, the unique copy of his supercommentary on
Averroes’ Middle Commentary on Aristotle’s De Caelo was found in a manuscript
in the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma,’* and in 1998 the extant traces of his lost
supercommentary on the first books of Averroes’ Long Commentary on Aristotle’s
Metaphysics were identified and analyzed;®S in 2000, the second revised version
(unknown until then) of his Book of the Art of Calculation (in Hebrew, Sefer Ma'aseh
Hoshev), which was first written in 1321 and rewritten with some additions one year
later, was identified, and part of the whole text has been translated into English.%
However, Gersonides’ philosophical “life-work™ was Wars of the Lord (in Hebrew,
Milhamot Adonai), which was probably begun in 1317, was certainly completed in
1329, and was probably revised by the author until his death in 1344. Very likely,
it was written while the author was in Avignon or near it, maybe at the court of
Robert of Anjou King of Naples (1319-1324),%7 and certainly at the Papal court
(from 1334 to his death, Gersonides was the astronomer and astrologer of two popes:
Benedict XII and Clemens VI). As shown by detailed study,®® the textual genesis and
history of this work appear to be rather intricate. Probably, in the years 1317—1321
Gersonides wrote only book five, parts two and three, and book six of the whole
work: He could have intended them as a monograph about the question of word’s
eternity. In the following years (1321-1325), while writing his supercommentaries
on Averroes, he changed his mind, and added books one through four, about some
key questions of Jewish religion and medieval philosophy: the soul’s immortality,
prophecy, divine omniscience, and providence. He then revised the work and,
before ending it, inserted part one of book five, about astronomy. This very long
section, which includes 136 chapters, was very early separated from the other parts
of the work, as shown by the handwritten tradition. (Only one manuscript of the
complete text of Wars, once preserved in the Biblioteca Nazionale Universitaria in
Turin and destroyed in 1904, included this section of the work.)* This section of the
work only was almost completely translated into Latin by the Italian Augustinian
Peter of Alessandria, in the last years of the author’s life.”® Of course, a critical
edition of Wars is much desired: Its first, noncritical edition, in which the section
on astronomy is lacking, appeared in 1560, and the Berlin edition, published in
1866, was based on it;°" only a critical edition would solve all the questions raised
by the complex history of this text. Many questions concern the textual tradition
of other Gersonides’ works too. It has been suggested that Gersonides might have
revised at least some of his own supercommentaries on Averroes’ commentaries on

Aristotle.”? There are also traces of the fact that Gersonides, like other contemporary
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Hebrew commentators, consulted and compared difterent texts of Averroes’ works.
Moreover, it has been shown that Gersonides was probably able to read Arabic,
but was not able to translate Arabic texts into Hebrew.”* Did he know Latin too?
It has been suggested that the Latin translations of some of Gersonides’ scientific
works were made by Peter of Alessandria upon an immediate oral translation
into Provencal by the author himself;** but the manuscript evidence might rather
suggest that Gersonides directly dictated an oral Latin translation to Peter, who
made linguistic and stylistic revisions of it into better Latin (just as a Christian pupil
for Abraham ibn Ezra, and Domingo Gundisalvi for Abraham ibn Daud might have
done).”* Surely, there is some evidence that Gersonides’ Provencal versions of some
of his own works were not simply “intermediate” translations between the Hebrew
originals and their Latin translations, but independent texts, to be attributed to the
author himself.9®

The textual tradition of another well-known late medieval Jewish philosophical
work, Hasdai Crescas’ Light of the Lord (in Hebrew, *Or ha-Shem), appears to have
been similar to that of Gersonides’ Wars — although it has not yet been the object
of a detailed study. Crescas’ work was probably the result of a long remaking: It was
probably begun after the Jewish pogrom in Barcelona (1391) and was concluded
in 1410, two years before the author’s death. The most important manuscript of
what is usually regarded to be the final version of the work is found in the Bib-
lioteca Mediceo-Laurenziana in Florence; however, some “author’s variant read-
ings,” which are probably more recent than this “final” version, have been found
in other manuscripts.®” Of course, in this case too a critical edition of the work is
much desired: It should be substituted for the only existing one, first published in
Ferrara in 1555, which is full of mistakes and omissions — probably, even more than
those found in that of Gersonides.

Some late-medieval Jewish minor authors who worked in western Europe and
wrote mainly in Hebrew have been the object of detailed studies about the tex-
tual traditions of their philosophical works; these studies have concluded that a
number of those works had an intricate textual history. New discoveries have been
made about the sources and use of sources of three thirteenth-century Hebrew
philosophical—scientific encyclopedias: Judah ha-Cohen ibn Matqah’s The Study of
the Science (in Hebrew, Midrash ha-Hokhmah), Shem Tov ibn Falaquera’s The Opin-
ions of the Philosophers (in Hebrew, De‘ot ha-Filosofim), and Gershom ben Shelomoh
of Arles’ The Gate of Heavens (in Hebrew, Sha‘ar ha-Shamayim).

The Study of the Science, first written in Judeo—Arabic circa 1235, while the
author was still in his homeland (Spain), was translated by the author himself into

Hebrew in 1247, while he was in Italy at the court of the emperor Frederick
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II, where he possibly worked as an astrologer. The Hebrew text only, hitherto
unpublished, is preserved in a number of manuscripts, and the Judeo—Arabic text
appears to have been lost; the first part of it deals with Aristotelian philosophy (logic,
physics and natural science, and metaphysics) and includes both literal quotations
and shorter syntheses of Averroes’ commentaries on it, which have been studied in

view of a critical edition of this work.?®

The Opinions of the Philosophers, written in
Hebrew, probably in northern Spain, circa 1270, and dealing with physics, natural
science, and metaphysics, is still preserved in two almost complete manuscripts; it is
unpublished (apart from some short sections of it, e.g., its philosophical dictionary)®?
and shows no signs of having been altered by the author. It is full of explicit and
implicit references to Arabic philosophical and scientific sources, some of which
have been already identified,"*® whereas many others are still in need of a deeper
study. The Gate of Heavens, written in Hebrew, probably in Provence, circa 1300, was
the most diffused of them: Not only was it copied in a number of manuscripts, it
was also published several times, from 1547 onward. It deals mostly with the natural
sciences (mineralogy, botany, and zoology), anthropology, and astronomy, according
to the order of creation; its Arabic and Jewish sources have been identified,"" but
its textual tradition might be more intricate than that of the other two, and is
still in need of further investigation. Of course, there are other thirteenth- and
fourteenth-century Hebrew philosophical—scientific encyclopedias, whose textual
tradition has not yet been examined in detail; in other cases, such examination
has just begun. This is true, in particular, for Levi ben Abraham of Villefranche’s
Chaplet of Grace (in Hebrew, Livyat Hen), written in Provence circa 1300 in six

192 and whose sections of book 6,

books, of which only some parts are still extant,
about creation and about prophecy and the secrets of Law, have been published in
a critical edition."®

The textual histories of some philosophical works of three Jewish minor authors,
active in Spain, Provence, or Italy between circa 1250 and 1350, have been the object
of detailed examinations. In chronological order, the first of them is Falaquera’s
Guide to the Guide (in Hebrew, Moreh ha-Moreh), a commentary on Maimonides’
Guide of the Perplexed written in 1280, whose critical edition appeared in 2001."%*
What is relevant here is the huge number of Falaquera’s references to Arabic
philosophical sources; in many cases, they consist in literal quotations, part of
which have not been identified by the editor. Some of their sources are not used
in Falaquera’s other works; some of these quotations are ignored by other previous
or contemporary Jewish authors and can be useful for the textual reconstruction of

those works;"® some others might even be taken from lost passages or lost works,
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and can be found only here.™® Some years after Falaquera’s book, another Hebrew
philosophical work appeared: Hillel ben Samuel of Verona’s Book on the Rewards of
Souls (in Hebrew, Sefer Tagmulei ha-Nefesh), completed in Forli (northern Italy) in
1291. It had some diffusion in Italy in the late Middle Ages, and was first published
in 1874 in a noncritical edition based on only one manuscript, which was full
of omissions and mistakes; a very accurate critical edition, based on a complete
examination of all the handwritten tradition, was published only one century later
in 1981."7 Such an edition leads to two important conclusions about the textual
tradition of this work. First, the first part of this work, about the nature of human
soul, is full of implicit, often literal quotations of Latin sources — Avendauth’s (Ibn
Daud’s?) Latin translation of Avicenna’s On Soul (a section of his encyclopedia The
Cure; in Arabic, al-Svy‘d’), Domingo Gundisalvi’s De Anima, and Thomas Aquinas’
De Unitate Intellectus contra Averroim — so that it proves the existence, before 1300,
of a sort of Italian “Hebrew Thomism.” Second, it is evident that the author
wrote and diffused at least two different versions of the whole work. It has been
supposed that Hillel of Verona was involved in the writing of another philosophical
work: the Latin treatise De Beatitudine Animae, first published in 1501, which has
some striking similarities to a part of Book on the Rewards of Souls; according to some
scholars, before being translated into Latin, it could have been composed in Hebrew

either by some pupil of Hillel*®

or even by Hillel himself.'® A later representative
of this “Hebrew Thomism,” Judah ben Moses ben Daniel of Rome (known as
Giuda Romano), living in Rome and Naples in the period 1310-1330, wrote a
number of Hebrew philosophical works based on Latin scholastic sources. The
textual tradition and sources of some of these works have been examined in detail.
Studies about the handwritten tradition of Giuda Romano’s Philosophical Anthology
(in Hebrew, Md'amarim), as well as about his commentaries on pseudo-Aristotle’s
De Causis, on Averroes’ De Substantia Orbis and on chapters 1—2 of Genesis (in
Hebrew, Be’ur Ma‘aseh Bereshif), have suggested that these works were the object
of remakings by the author, who used to insert into the versions of his own works
literal quotations from scholastic texts by Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Giles
of Rome, as well as minor Italian scholars such as Alexander of Alessandria and
Angel of Camerino.""® Also an original philosophical work by Moses Narboni, a
Jewish philosopher living in Provence in the first half of the fourteenth century, and
his commentaries on some medieval Arabic texts (which he might have personally
translated into Hebrew or allowed to be translated by a still anonymous member
of his team) has been published in critical editions, so that their textual traditions

have been the object of more attentive study.'"'
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Some minor Jewish philosophers lived, worked, and wrote in Hebrew in Spain
(Castilia and Aragon) and in northern Italy during the second half of the fifteenth
century. They appear to have reproduced and sometimes even mixed up the doc-
trines of different philosophical schools; some of their works, as shown by textual
analysis, reflect the trends of contemporary Latin scholasticism, although in a sort
of eclectic way. Some studies have come to new, sometimes important discoveries
about such works, their sources, and their use of sources. Some of these philoso-
phers, especially in Spain, appear to have belonged to a Jewish Averroism, but
they did know Thomism well: This is evident in most of the philosophers of the
Ibn Shem Tov family, active in Castilia in the period 1440—1480. The philosopher
Joseph ibn Shem Tov (active ca. 1442—1455) used among the sources of his com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics a Hebrew supercommentary on Averroes’
Middle Commentary on this work, written in Spain circa 1400, which was in turn
partially inspired by Thomas Aquinas’ own commentary on Aristotle;'"* also in his
philosophical-theological work The Glory of God (in Hebrew, Kevod *Elohim) he
used as sources both Aquinas’ commentary on book X of the Nicomachean Ethics and
his Summa Theologica.""? As for Joseph’s two sons, Isaac ibn Shem Tov wrote differ-
ent supercommentaries on Averroes’ Middle Commentary on Physics, as is clear from
the study of their textual histories,'™* whereas Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov inserted
into his commentaries on Averroes’ Middle Commentaries on Aristotle’s Physics, De
Generatione, and De Anima (1478—1480) references to Aquinas’ commentaries on
Aristotle.""3 A similar brand of Jewish Averroism mixed together with references to
contemporary Latin scholasticism is found in the Italian Jewish philosopher Elijah
del Medigo (1460-1493). In this case, the textual tradition is complicated by a
new fact: Del Medigo’s extant scholastic works in Hebrew, the commentary on
Averroes’ De Substantia Orbis and the Tivo Questions on Soul, were originally written
in Latin and later translated into Hebrew by the author himself. Del Medigo’s still
unpublished Hebrew versions of these philosophical works appear to differ from
their Latin originals only in some passages, concerning autobiographical data and
references to religious questions.™"%

As a matter of fact, in addition to Averroism, other trends appeared among
Jewish philosophers in late fifteenth-century Spain and Italy; some of these trends
constitute a real “Hebrew scholasticism,” whose textual tradition has been first
studied in detail only from the end of the twentieth century onward. There was
a “Hebrew Thomism” in Baruch ibn Ya'ish, a Jewish schoolman active either in
Castile or in southern Italy (this is still an open question) circa 1485: Three Hebrew
manuscripts in the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris preserve a sort of reportatio (that

is to say, a literal report of a philosopher’s teachings, written down by one of his
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pupils) of his long and detailed commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, in which
Aquinas is quoted on many points and used as an implicit source in others."'” Ibn
Yaish also wrote a “Hebrew scholastic” commentary on the De Anima, discovered
in a Moscow manuscript, which has not yet been analyzed as a whole, although
its dependence on Aquinas’ commentary on the same book appears to be very
probable.’*® There was a “Hebrew Scotism” in Eli Habillo, active in the period circa
1465—1480 in Aragon, where he worked both as a philosopher and as a translator
of scholastic works from Latin into Hebrew. (According to Jean-Pierre Rothschild,
he might have been connected to the Ibn Shem Tovs’ circle.)'” Although his
philosophical work appears to have been rather limited (until now, only some of his
philosophical questions, found in a manuscript in the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma,

have been studied in detail),"*

the translating work was really quite wide, and
ranged from Thomism (in particular, fifteenth-century Thomism as represented by
the Parisian Latin philosopher Jean Letourneur) to Scotism. It included a Hebrew
translation of Antonius Andreas’ questions on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, found in two
manuscripts (one in the Biblioteca Nazionale Universitaria in Turin, and the other —
an apparent copy of the former — in the Biblioteca Palatina in Parma), where, in
a long introduction, there is an attempt to spread among Jewish philosophers an
interest in the works and doctrines of fourteenth-century Scotist authors (not only
Antonius Andreas, but also Francis of Meyronnes and John the Canon). Another,
more original attempt to create a “Hebrew Scotism” is found in some works by
Abraham Bibago, a well-known Jewish philosopher and theologian active in Aragon
between 1446 and 1489, as has been shown by a study about the textual tradition and
the subjects of some of his major philosophical works — in particular, of his Treatise
on the Plurality of Forms (in Hebrew, Ma’amar be-ribbui ha-Tzurof), where, together
with Thomas Aquinas and various scholastic texts, John Duns Scot and Scotist Latin
scholars are often quoted or used as sources.”*' Of course, Bibago too appears to
have been an eclectic philosopher, and his “Hebrew Scotism™ did not exclude other
interests, as shown by his quotations from Averroes’ Long Commentary on the De
Anima, found in a manuscript in the Biblioteca Estense in Modena."** Finally, the
case of the Italian Jewish schoolman, Judah Messer Leon, who studied and worked
as a philosopher in some places in northern Italy (Padua, Bologna, Mantua) in the
period circa 1450-1475, should be mentioned: His philosophical works appear to
have been partially based on contemporary Paduan Latin Averroism and had an
important textual tradition, which has begun to be studied only at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. In particular, Messer Leon’s huge commentary on books
1—3 of Aristotle’s Physics (covering more than 1000 pages) has been discovered in

three manuscripts;'3 a summary account of its subjects and a list of its numerous
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explicit quotations of some Latin schoolmen (Messer Leon mentions many times
Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Giles of Rome, William Ockham, John of
Jandun, Walter Burley, as well as — without naming them — Paul of Venice and
Gaetano de’ Thiene), together with the discovery of two other manuscripts of it,
was published in 2006."** These works are still waiting for critical editions, or at
least for a complete study and detailed analysis of their scholastic sources, which

should show their textual relationship to them.
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PHILOSOPHICAL INTERPRETATIONS
OF THE BIBLE

HOWARD KREISEL

I. INTRODUCTION!

In both introductions to his two commentaries on Genesis, written in Hebrew
for his non-Arabic speaking Jewish readers living in western Europe, the twelfth-
century Spanish Jewish exegete Abraham ibn Ezra outlines five different approaches
to interpreting the Torah.” Using the analogy of a circle, he indicates, in rhymed
prose, how far each approach is from the center. The one that is furthest, in his view,
is that of the Christian scholars, who treat the Torah in its entirety as allegory —
whether the stories in Genesis or the laws given by Moses. Although Ibn Ezra
agrees that “it is proper that these matters have secrets,”3 he stresses that not only is
the esoteric level true but also the literal one (peshat). In denying the truth of the
plain meaning of the Torah, the approach of the Christians is placed by Ibn Ezra
outside the circle entirely. The authority of the Torah is clearly undermined once
its legal pronouncements are treated as allegorical in nature. Moreover, the allegor-
ical method enables Christian exegetes to read into the Torah their fundamental
religious beliefs.

The second approach he presents is that of the Karaites, who although accepting
the literal truth of the Torah, deny the authenticity of the oral tradition presented by
the Sages of the Talmud. According to Ibn Ezra, at times their interpretations “are
at the center [of the circle], at times close by and at times outside its boundaries.”*
Rejecting the tradition of the Sages, the Karaites rely on their own understanding
of the literal meaning of the text of the Torah. This often results in their misinter-
preting the intent of the Torah, particularly in legal matters, although at times their
interpretations find the mark and hit on the true meaning of the text.

The third approach Ibn Ezra discusses is that of the Geonim, the heads of the
rabbinic academies in Babylon after the period of the Talmud, such as Saadia Gaon
and Samuel ben Hofni Gaon. Their interpretations “run to and fro the center while
at other times they go around the circumference.”® Ibn Ezra attacks the verbosity of
their commentaries, which tend to include lengthy excurses into scientific matters,

such as a discussion of astronomy when dealing with the creation of the planets
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in the first chapter of Genesis or a digression into the meaning of dreams while
interpreting the story of Jacob’s ladder. All these matters he finds extraneous to an
understanding of the true meaning of the text.

The fourth approach is that of the Sages of the Talmud, which is “at the center

and also around it.”°

Ibn Ezra refers here to the exegetical homilies, the midrashim
found both in the Talmud and in classic compilations such as Genesis Rabbah.
Although he displays a positive attitude to the great authorities of Jewish tradition,
as is to be expected, he hints to his disapproval of this approach by criticizing as
superfluous the creation of new homilies in the lands of Christendom during the
medieval period, such as the compilation Leqah Tov. Moreover, to “rescue,” from
a rationalistic perspective, the classic rabbinic homilies, he treats the more fanciful
ones — such as “seven things were created prior to the world”” or that the Torah
preceded the world by 2000 years® — as allusions to profound truths presented by
the Sages in parable form. In the words of Ibn Ezra, “There is a homily (derash) that
is opposite of a homily. It has a secret that is not explicit.”® The Sages, according
to Ibn Ezra, at times explained by means of parables the parables they discerned
in the Bible. The rabbinic homilies are certainly not to be understood literally as
some are wont to do. Ibn Ezra treats the homilies of the Sages as serving additional
purposes as well, such as imparting moral lessons, supporting legal opinions, or even
as intellectual entertainment. He maintains that in every instance in which there is
a contradiction between scripture, tradition, and reason, these three sources must
be brought into harmony by various methods of interpretation. Ibn Ezra goes on to
decipher some of the deep philosophical secrets he finds in a number of midrashim.

At the end of both introductions he turns to his own approach, “to explain scrip-
ture in accordance with its correct interpretation, its grammar and plain meaning.”*°
Ibn Ezra realizes that his approach may lead to interpretations that are at odds with
the understanding of the precepts of the Torah in rabbinic tradition. To avoid this
problem, he indicates that he will rely on the rulings of the Sages in legal matters
and frame his grammatical explanations accordingly. In other matters he defers to
no one in his quest to determine the true interpretation.

Ibn Ezra’s commentaries reflect a quiet revolution that took place in the Jewish
approach to biblical exegesis. The main goal of this exegetical approach is to
ascertain the true interpretation of the text or its original intent — the “plain
meaning of scripture (peshuto shel migra).” This can be done only by a proper
understanding of Hebrew grammar and linguistic usage in determining the exact
meaning of each term. Also underlying Ibn Ezra’s approach is the notion that the
fruits of human reason — the proven conclusions of philosophy and science — must

be accepted in making this determination. In short, for Ibn Ezra there are true
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interpretations and false ones, and linguistic study coupled with reason hold the
key to determining which is which.

How far is this view from the one that underlies rabbinic midrash, which treats the
Torah as an open text to be deconstructed by the reader. The countless possibilities
of interpretation are limited only by the level of creativity of the homilist, at least
when legal issues are not involved. Verses are interpreted out of context, connected
on the basis of some slight linguistic similarity with other verses that deal with
entirely different matters, and lessons are drawn from them that have little, if
any, relationship to the plain sense of the text. The Sages bring many homiletical
interpretations to verses, but in no case do they attempt to harmonize between
them or to determine which one is correct. There are no true or false midrashim.
It is as though each product of human creativity in finding different meanings of
the text reflects divine intention. The Sages do not deny that scripture possesses a
literal or plain meaning; they even maintain that “a verse never forgoes its simple
meaning.”"" This level, however, does not concern them. Yet it is precisely this
level that becomes the object of Ibn Ezra’s commentary, with the aim of reaching
objective truth on what is the real — that is to say, intended — meaning of the verse.
Ibn Ezra agrees that the “Torah has seventy faces,”"* but a clear distinction is to
be made between the meanings that reflect divine intent and those that are the
product of human creativity. That there is a multiplicity of meanings that belong to
linguistic terms is hardly denied by Ibn Ezra, but a careful study of the context in
which the term appears will reveal its true meaning (or level of meanings) in each
case. At times, particularly in regard to the scriptural corporeal descriptions of God,
it is philosophy that shows that a secondary meaning of the term is the intended one
and the plain meaning is to be dismissed altogether. Although Hellenistic cultural
influences certainly left their mark on many of the rabbinic midrashim, one can
discern few attempts on the part of the Sages to understand the biblical text in
light of ideas borrowed from Greek philosophy. After Philo, it is only in medieval
biblical exegesis that Greek philosophical ideas play a dominant role.

Ibn Ezra’s efforts in ascertaining the true meaning of the text rest on the foun-
dations built by the pioneering works on biblical grammar written in Andalusia
by Judah ibn Hayyuj and Jonah ibn Jannah, among others, as well as on the Ara-
bic commentaries on the Torah written by the Babylonian academy heads, fore-
most among them Saadia Gaon, by Karaite exegetes (despite his critique of their
approaches), and by Ibn Ezra’s predecessors among the Spanish commentators, who
were guided by philosophical considerations as well.”* He brought the fruits of this
tradition to his Hebrew readers in the Christian lands of western Europe where

he wrote his various commentaries. In a crucial sense the soil there was ripe for
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Ibn Ezra’s approach because the greatest of the French exegetes, R. Solomon ben
Isaac (Rashi), already in the eleventh century turned his attention to the quest of
determining the literal meaning of verses, although he continued to rely heavily
on rabbinic midrash in his biblical commentaries. The effort to uncover the plain
meaning of the text continued in the following generation in northern France, with
such figures as R.. Joseph Qara, and culminated in the Torah commentary of Rashi’s
grandson, R. Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam), an older contemporary of Ibn Ezra.'
This is not to say that in the attempt to understand the plain meaning of the Torah
the commentators shared an identical set of assumptions about biblical language.
Any perusal of the commentaries of Rashbam and Ibn Ezra reveals not only how
often they disagree in their interpretations but also on the principles underlying
them."” For example, does the Torah at times convey the same exact notion by
using synonymous terms as human beings are apt to do (Ibn Ezra), or does every
change in terminology point to a different notion as befitting the preciseness of
divine speech (Rashbam)? Furthermore, to what degree do philosophical conclu-
sions dictate how the Torah is to be understood? Should one reject the corporeal
descriptions of God by arguing that the “the Torah speaks in a manner similar to
human beings” (Ibn Ezra),'® or dismiss the literal interpretation of the Garden of
Eden and treat it solely as a parable because of the natural impossibilities it presents
(a question at least raised by Ibn Ezra)? Both commentators well understood how
difficult it is to reach their goal of understanding the plain meaning of the text,
yet neither doubted that this goal was in principle attainable. Rashbam lacked Ibn
Ezra’s philosophical training, leaving him unaware of some of the theological prob-
lems raised by a literal understanding of the text. Moreover, he did not have at his
disposal the works of the great Andalusian Hebrew grammarians that Ibn Ezra was
able to utilize and that contributed much to his critical-linguistic approach. Ibn
Ezra’s Torah commentary quickly assumed the status of being the Jewish rationalist
commentary par excellence and in the following centuries became the object of
numerous supercommentaries.'’

One of the main factors that brought about this change of approach in biblical
exegesis in the Christian world is the Jewish—Christian polemic.'® Because Chris-
tianity sought to prove the truth of its creed by way of figurative interpretations of
the Bible, the Jewish response was to undermine these efforts by stressing the literal
meaning of the text. Even in Muslim lands this factor played an important role in
Jewish biblical exegesis as can be seen in Saadia’s polemic against Christian attempts
to uncover the doctrine of the Trinity in the Bible."® Other cultural factors also
contributed, including the growing interest shown in the Islamic and Christian

worlds on the critical literary—grammatical study of sacred texts in an attempt to
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properly understand their external meaning (zahir in Arabic), as well as the growing
interest in speculative theology and philosophy to show when the external meaning
is to be rejected and a figurative meaning is to be substituted (ta’wil) or to ascer-
tain the internal, esoteric meaning (batin).>° As much as Jewish exegesis reflects a
reaction to the interpretations of competing religions, it reflects the assimilation of

the cultural-intellectual trends taking place in the surrounding cultures.

II. THE BEGINNING OF JEWISH PHILOSOPHICAL
INTERPRETATIONS OF THE BIBLE IN THE MIDDLE AGES

A momentous change in the exegesis of the Torah is already evident in pioneer-
ing works of the first of the medieval Jewish theologians, Saadia Gaon (882—942).
Saadia, who rose to the position of head of the Babylonian academy in Sura,
translated the Bible into Arabic and wrote lengthy commentaries in Arabic on
the Torah and many of the books of the Bible.?' He also wrote the first major
treatise in medieval Jewish theology, The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs. In this work,
heavily influenced by the Mutazilite School of speculative Muslim theology,** he
clarifies many of the principles upon which his biblical exegesis is based. Saadia is
convinced that sense perception and reason, both intuitive first principles and the
conclusions of demonstrative proofs, are sources for attaining the truth. Otherwise
God would not have bestowed these gifts upon humanity. He maintains a corre-
spondence theory of truth — namely, truth is when a person’s opinion corresponds
to objective reality. Reliable tradition, particularly the writings of the prophets and
the Sages of the Talmud, also provides true and certain knowledge. Because all these
sources are valid in his view, there cannot be any real contradictions between them
(or between different verses, or between scripture and the oral tradition). Saadia is
aware that these assumptions lead to a host of problems, for there are many apparent
contradictions between what the Bible informs us and what we ascertain by way
of our senses or by rational analysis. This is particularly true of the doctrine of
the incorporeality of God, which is proven by reason, whereas scripture frequently
describes the Deity in corporeal terms. Saadia’s solution to this difficulty is to main-
tain that in those cases in which such contradictions arise, and only in those cases, one
must interpret scripture metaphorically, and even our metaphorical interpretations
must be in accordance with Hebrew linguistic usage.>® The metaphorical meaning
is treated in these instances as the intended meaning. For example, “hand” and
“mouth” when they appear in the Bible do not always refer to an actual hand and
mouth, such as when the Bible speaks of the “hand of the river” (Daniel 10:4)

or “the earth opened her mouth” (Numbers 16:32). So too a figurative meaning
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must be substituted when these terms are applied to God — the hand of God refers
to divine actions, the mouth of God to the divine word.?* In Saadia’s view, not
only are various limbs to be negated of God but also all the Aristotelian categories
pertaining to material objects — for example, quality, quantity, place, and time.?’ In
this manner he attempts to avoid both the danger of making the Bible an object of
ridicule from the perspective of reason — thereby undermining its authority among
the educated, as certain heretics had attempted to do®® — and the danger of allowing
all passages to be interpreted figuratively, thereby abandoning the plain meaning
and true intent of the text as the Christians had done in his view.

Apparent contradictions that arise between the sources of truth pose for Saadia a
theological as well as an epistemological problem, for they raise doubts as to God’s
wisdom. God is the source of reliable tradition and is also the Creator of human
beings endowed with reason for discovering truth. In the case of the corporeal
descriptions of God, tradition itself appears to be the source of error. The problem
of the many misleading corporeal descriptions of the incorporeal Deity is resolved
by Saadia not only by pointing out secondary meanings of the various terms used,
but also by arguing the pedagogical need for such descriptions, as otherwise almost
nothing could be said of God in educating the people.*”

It is important to keep in mind that reason, in Saadia’s view, proves that God
created the world in its entirety ex nihilo. Hence he sees no difticulty in accepting
the traditional notion that God is cognizant of all creatures, exercises individual
providence, including the performance of miracles, legislates the divine Law, speaks
to chosen individuals, either directly or by way of angels, and rewards and punishes
individuals in accordance with their actions. In short, Saadia’s God is an incorporeal
deity as maintained by the philosophers but at the same time remains a personal
deity as taught by tradition. In his desire to uphold the literal meaning of the
Bible as much as possible, Saadia sees many of the prophetic visions consisting of
actual sights created by God that the prophets beheld with their eyes, while the
speech heard by them were words that God created in the air. When the prophets
report seeing God and bring a description of the sights they beheld, they are not
speaking allegorically. They are referring to a special luminous being created by
God, the Created Glory, whose task is to confirm to the prophet the divine origin
of the message they hear.?® Saadia’s theory of prophecy has crucial ramifications
for his biblical exegesis. In addition to limiting the need to resort to allegorical
interpretations to resolve theologically problematic passages, it provides a basis for
tracing all prophetic speech, and not just the Torah, directly to God.

In his commentary on the Torah, written prior to his theological treatise, Saadia

shows concern for both the contents and form of the divine text.?® He pays careful
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attention to linguistic rules, which he lists in his introduction, to understand the
Torah properly.’® He does not content himself, however, solely with presenting
this level of the text. As a theologian he is concerned also with problems the text
raises from the standpoint of reason. For example, in Saadia’s view the three main
components of the Torah are (1) the commandments; (2) reward and punishment
(the ultimate purpose of the commandments); and (3) exemplary tales (moral
lessons) — all three which he describes in detail. The Torah, however, does not
present its three main components in an ordered manner, but as intertwined with
each other. The lack of a rational order, as perceived in accordance with the
standards of the period, is a theological problem for Saadia, inasmuch as it casts
aspersions on the wisdom of the divine author. He resolves this difficulty by arguing
that the intended purpose of this apparent lack of order is to prod the reader to
make greater efforts to understand the divine text, thereby earning added reward
for his endeavors.?" Saadia continuously raises questions and apparent problems that
emerge from the narrative of the Torah — some of them undoubtedly originating
with heretics who rejected the divinity of the text — to resolve them and point
out the great wisdom and lovingkindness reflected by everything that is reported
in the Torah, as is true of all divine actions. Insofar as Saadia views the Torah
as the product of perfect wisdom and knowledge, he also attempts to complete
the knowledge to which the Torah alludes by lengthy excursions into scientific
matters — all in accordance with the subject matter of the story — for which he
earned the criticism of Ibn Ezra, as we have seen. Given his view of God as the
Creator of the world, as proven by reason, Saadia sees no difficulty in accepting
the literal truth of the creation story (substituting divine will for speech), or even
the Garden of Eden story, which he rejects treating allegorically as he knows
some are wont to do. Even the talking serpent he treats as a miraculous creation
of God.*

Saadia, whose foremost consideration in his literary activities is to defend the
received Jewish tradition and not to transform it, nevertheless lays down principles
of interpretation that lead to a new understanding of the tradition and of the sacred
texts that stand at its core. He is committed to the idea that reason, independent of
scripture and religious tradition, provides a source of absolute truth and, moreover,
scripture must be interpreted in harmony with the dictates of reason. Although his
view of the dictates of reason is derived primarily from the Muslim theologians,
and not from the philosophers in the Neoplatonic—Aristotelian tradition — hence
narrowing the gap between reason and tradition — the notion that there is a body
of truth discovered independently of the accepted religious tradition provides the

foundation for the philosophical interpretation of scripture.
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II1. THE PHILOSOPHICAL-ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATION
OF THE TORAH: ABRAHAM IBN EZRA AND MAIMONIDES

Other problems with a literal understanding of scripture, even when it does not
stand in contradiction to reason, concerned later Jewish thinkers, particularly those
who were attracted to the Neoplatonic—Aristotelian philosophical tradition. The
truths uncovered by the plain meaning of the Bible were not the profound truths
of philosophy. How can the Torah and the prophets, who impart divine wisdom,
generally deal with matters —legal and historical — that are not the ones illuminated
by philosophical thought? Even when profound subjects are presented in the Bible,
such as the Account of Creation at the beginning of Genesis or the Account of the
Chariot at the beginning of Ezekiel, the descriptions are sketchy at best and bear
little if any relation to the conceptions elucidated by the philosophers, particularly
Plato, Aristotle, and their followers. The concern to wed the philosophical tradition
to the Bible, thereby attempting to remain loyal to both and to bring to light the
inherent speculative wisdom in the Bible, leads to the allegorical interpretation of
certain biblical narratives on the part of Jewish philosophical exegetes.?3

Ibn Ezra alludes to a deeper level embodied in the text when he talks of the secret
matters found in the Torah. In his biblical commentaries, Ibn Ezra rarely delves
into these secrets, although he occasionally refers to a certain matter as a secret,
and in several places enters into a philosophical excursus focusing on God, the
structure of the world, the nature of the soul, and divine providence.?* The brevity
of most of his remarks on these secrets gave rise to a genre of supercommentaries
devoted to the attempt to elucidate them.?* Most of these secrets were interpreted
as referring to philosophical (predominantly Neoplatonic) and scientific (including
astrological) ideas, many of them suggesting a naturalistic explanation for miraculous
events depicted in the Torah.3¢ Others appear to hint to the view that certain verses
were written long after the time of Moses and later inserted into the Torah.37 Ibn
Ezra appears to accept the philosophical conception that human perfection lies
in the perfection of the intellect by mastering all the sciences, and this leads to
immortality.3® His approach to some of the rabbinic midrashim, using philosophy
as a means to uncover what he regards as their true meaning, essentially treats the
Sages as philosophers who present their views in an allegorical manner, although
he does not expand upon this view.

The most important Jewish philosopher for the subsequent development of the
philosophical interpretation of the Bible, Maimonides (1138—1204), never wrote
a biblical commentary at all, at least not in the conventional sense. Yet his philo-
sophical magnum opus, the Guide of the Perplexed, is in a crucial sense primarily a
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commentary on the Torah, or, in Maimonides’ words: “the science of the Law
in its true sense.”?” Unlike Ibn Ezra, Maimonides was not primarily interested
in uncovering the literal meaning of scripture, but solely its deeper meaning in
respect to the weightier topics with which it deals, such as God, divine governance
of the world, creation, prophecy, and providence.*> Much of the first part of the
treatise is devoted to elucidating the meaning of biblical terms that entail, from an
Aristotelian perspective, the corporeality of God, in an attempt to point out the
true interpretation of these terms when applied to the Deity. Maimonides goes
into much more detail in this matter than his predecessors. He also discusses the
meaning of the attributes used in describing God, viewing all of them as either
attributes of action or negative attributes, as well as the philosophical notions that
are conveyed by the various divine names mentioned in the Bible.*' Moreover,
he is convinced that the Aristotelian natural sciences, particularly the Meteorology,
hold the key to understanding the biblical creation story, which he discusses in an
obscure manner in part two of his treatise (chapter 30), and Aristotelian metaphysics
(in its Neoplatonic garb) unlocks the meaning of the Account of the Chariot found
at the beginning of the book of Ezekiel, the topic that opens the third part of the
Guide. Maimonides’ discussion alludes to the view that the creation story essentially
deals with the earth and its inhabitants and the natural processes governing them,
not the creation of the cosmos. Described are the climactic conditions that make
the appearance of life possible on earth. The Garden of Eden story is treated as a
philosophical parable focusing on the ideal human condition, the manner in which
intellectual perfection is attained, and the obstacles to achieving it. The persona of
the story, Adam, Eve, and the serpent, all represent different aspects or faculties of
the individual — the intellect, the body together with the corporeal faculties of the
soul, and the imaginative faculty.*> The Account of the Chariot is seen as an alle-
gorical description of the world of the Separate Intellects, the spheres they govern,
and the manner that the spheres influence the behavior of the four basic sublunar
elements: fire, air, water, and earth. Maimonides’ view of the divine governance
of the world follows the dominant Islamic Aristotelian view of the order of nature,
particularly as it finds expression in the philosophy of al-Farabi and its emanationist
cosmogony. Maimonides approaches many of the midrashim of the talmudic Sages
as presenting philosophical—scientific ideas in the form of parable, often serving to
elucidate the philosophical—scientific ideas found in the biblical text, also presented
in parable form. For the most part he hints at the ideas contained in the prophetic
and rabbinic parables without elucidating them. For example, he points to the
midrash that Samael was the rider of the serpent in the Garden of Eden story, who

is also called Satan, and it was he who was the tempted Eve. Maimonides, however,
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does not spell out what these two figures represent,*} leaving his commentators
to decipher his meaning. Most concluded that Maimonides hints that when the
appetitive faculty, represented by the figure of the serpent, is driven by the imag-
ination, represented as Samael, this causes the individual to stray from the path to
perfection. By adding the figure of Samael to the story, the midrash in this manner
expounds on the biblical story in which only the serpent is mentioned.

Maimonides’ insistence in seeing a naturalistic worldview as underlying much
of Jewish tradition is poignantly demonstrated by the following polemical remark
in Guide I1.6:

All these texts state plainly that all this — including the various parts of that which exists and
even the creation of the limbs of the animals as they are — has been brought about through
the intermediation of angels. For all forces are angels. How great is the blindness of ignorance
and how harmful! If you told a man who is one of those who deem themselves the Sages of
Israel that the Deity sends an angel, who enters the womb of a woman and forms the fetus
there, he would be pleased with this assertion and would accept it and would regard it as a
manifestation of greatness and power on the part of the Deity, and also of His wisdom, may
He be exalted. Nevertheless he would also believe at the same time that the angel is a body
formed of burning fire and that his size is equal to that of a third part of the whole world.
He would regard all this as possible with respect to God. But if you tell him that God has
placed in the sperm a formative force shaping the limbs and giving them their configuration
and that this force is the angel, or that all the forms derive from the act of the Active Intellect
and that the latter is the angel and the prince of the world constantly mentioned by the
Sages, the man would shrink from this opinion. For he does not understand the notion of
the true greatness and power that consists in the bringing into existence of forces active in a
thing, forces that cannot be apprehended by any sense.*

Maimonides goes on to explain, albeit in a cryptic manner, how the naturalistic
view of angels underlies various biblical and rabbinic statements concerning them.
His comments in Guide I1.10 suggest, for example, that the angels descending and
ascending Jacob’s ladder are a parable for the elements of the sublunar world, all
possessing a common first matter. The Sages allude to this view (and elucidate on
it) by indicating that there were four steps on the ladder, each angel occupying
a different one, with two of them ascending — an image apparently referring to
the motion of air and fire — and two descending, a reference to water and earth.+’
According to Maimonides, all existent beings and forces are termed “angels” (Guide
I1.7),% with the notable exception of the angels themselves — that is, winged
creatures that fly between heaven and earth on divine errands — for such creatures
he does not regard as existing at all.

Maimonides’ theory of prophecy provides the foundation for his allegorical
approach. Unlike Saadia, who sees the sights described by the prophets and the
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words heard by them as being creations of God, Maimonides views prophecy
as a natural phenomenon that results from an emanation from the Active Intel-
lect to the perfect individual’s rational and imaginative faculties.*” Prophecy is in
essence an intellectual illumination that takes the form of images and speech due
to the activity of the prophet’s own imagination, and they do not exist outside
of the prophet’s mind. This conception entails that prophetic visions by their very
nature are allegorical and should be treated accordingly. For Maimonides, all biblical
narratives in which God or an angel appears occurred in a prophetic vision even
if it is not indicated in the text explicitly.#® Although Maimonides maintains that
all prophetic visions, as opposed to ordinary dreams, are true — that is to say, they
reveal truths about the world to one who understands their underlying message —
his theory of revelation introduces an important human dimension into the divine
text. The biblical exegete must look to deciphering the underlying message and
not treat the images or words themselves as divine. The Sages of the Talmud chose
to elucidate the prophetic visions in the same idiom used by the prophets them-
selves, which entails utilizing a similar exegetical strategy in approaching midrash.*®
Maimonides understands that this approach to prophecy creates a major problem
in the interpretation of the Torah, for it opens the door to treating it too as an
extended allegory, and moreover, not absolutely divine but the product of Moses’
own rational and imaginative faculties. For this reason, he posits the unique nature
of Mosaic prophecy that did not involve the imagination at all, only the rational
faculty. Moreover, he treats God as the immediate author of the prophetic speech
heard by Moses. Whether this is Maimonides’ private belief on the subject is a
matter of dispute among scholars, but it undoubtedly serves to uphold the Jewish
people’s faith in the divinity of the Torah and the literal meaning of its commands.’°

Maimonides devoted himself to the twin pursuit of guiding his coreligionists to
the truth at the same time that he attempted to strengthen their commitment to
Jewish tradition. This dictated his own writing strategy as well as how he understood
the strategies adopted by the prophets and the Sages who held in his opinion the
same worldview and the same objectives. In a famous passage in the introduction
to Guide Maimonides depicts King Solomon as revealing the true manner in which

to understand scripture when it deals with subtle speculative matters:

The Sage has said: A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings [maskiyyoth] of silver
(Prov. 25:11). The term maskiyyoth denotes filigree traceries; I mean to say traceries in
which there are apertures with very small eyelets, like the handiwork of silversmiths . . . The
Sage accordingly said that a saying uttered with a view to two meanings is like an apple of
gold overlaid with silver filigree-work having very small holes. Now see how marvelously
this dictum describes a well constructed parable. For he says that in a saying that has two
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meanings — he means an external and an internal one — the external meaning ought to be as
beautiful as silver, while its internal meaning ought to be more beautiful than the external
one, the former being in comparison to the latter as gold to silver. Its external meaning also
ought to contain in it something that indicates to someone considering it what is to be found
in its internal meaning. .. The parables of the prophets, peace be upon them are similar.
The external meaning contains wisdom that is useful in many respects, among which is the
welfare of human societies . . . Their internal meaning, on the other hand, contains wisdom
that is useful for beliefs concerned with the truth as it is.%'

Maimonides follows the Platonic tradition in viewing parables of philosophical
truths as the manner in which these truths are communicated to the masses in
accordance with their limited understanding. In this way they attain some inkling
of the truth, or at least are prodded to moral behavior, while their allegiance to the
tradition is preserved. At the same time the parables are constructed in a manner
that guides the wise to an understanding of the deeper truths that underlie them.3?
From Maimonides’ perspective, those who interpret everything in scripture and
in rabbinic literature literally, and as a result reject tradition as false, are worse
than the masses of Jews who interpret everything literally, and accept tradition
in accordance with their false literalist interpretation. Those who attain some
understanding of the true nature of reality but who do not understand that tradition,
when dealing with profound topics, is meant to be interpreted figuratively commit
the ultimate folly by severing their allegiance to tradition and the guidance it
provides. The challenge, as seen by Maimonides, is how to guide the wise individual
to a true understanding of the world, leading at the same time to the correct
understanding of the Bible and Jewish tradition, while avoiding the twin dangers
of the pious literalists and the heretical literalists. By making more explicit the
allegorical reading of scripture and midrash, Maimonides seeks to meet the challenge
posed by the heretical literalist. Yet the elucidation of the philosophical secrets
alluded to in these sources is presented by Maimonides in an enigmatic manner
in the Guide of the Perplexed in an effort to hide their meaning from the ordinary
reader, the pious literalist, whose commitment to Judaism might be harmed if
these secrets were made too explicit. The major exception he makes to this rule
is in regard to the corporeal descriptions of God whose true nonliteral meaning
he feels must be revealed explicitly to the masses. In the past, while Israel was still
subject to the influence of the pagan religions, these descriptions were important
in preserving the masses’ belief in God’s existence. Historical changes no longer
make it necessary to obscure the fundamental truth of God’s incorporeality.*3
Although the allegorical interpretation of the Bible provides a crucial tool for
harmonizing the sacred texts of Judaism with the philosophical tradition, the
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question remains open to what degree Maimonides, as well as Ibn Ezra, accept
the teachings of the philosophers (and in cases of conflicting views among the
philosophers, which view they accept) and interpret scripture accordingly. The
worldview of the Islamic Aristotelian philosophers of God being the first cause
of a world without beginning and from whom the world eternally emanates in a
hierarchical order, who governs the world solely through the laws of nature, who
does not know individuals qua individuals and who can exercise no volitional acts
that violate the fixed order is diametrically opposed to the conception characteriz-
ing the religious tradition of a miracle-working Creator-God who is cognizant of
all individuals, can act in a direct manner in history, who personally legislated and
revealed the Torah, and rewards and punishes in accordance with one’s obedience
to the divine Law. Maimonides and Ibn Ezra embrace much of the philosophical
approach, but many of their comments suggest that they continue to uphold the
dominant features of the traditional religious view. The conception of the God
of nature in their opinion better reflects divine power and wisdom than the con-
ception of a miracle-working deity, yet both thinkers appear to view God as the
Creator capable of performing miracles when deemed necessary. The philosophical
conception leaves no room for viewing God as the immediate legislator of the
divine Law, yet both thinkers ascribe the Law directly to God. This leads to the
question of how to interpret the interpreters. Some of the comments and biblical
interpretations of Maimonides and Ibn Ezra can be understood as alluding to an
esoteric position that is in essential agreement with the conception of the philoso-
phers who posit a world eternally emanating from God and whose order never
undergoes any change. This issue assumes cardinal significance for the subsequent
history of Jewish philosophical exegesis.

IV. JEWISH PHILOSOPHICAL EXEGESIS IN PROVENCE

The following generations of Maimonides’ philosophical disciples, particularly
those in Provence, took upon themselves the task of writing commentaries on
the books of the Bible and on rabbinic midrash that build upon Maimonides’
approach. At the same time they also tend to utilize many of Ibn Ezra’s interpre-
tations, including his astrological ones,’* despite Maimonides’ denouncement of
this subject.’® The biblical commentary for most of them is the genre of choice in
expressing speculative philosophical ideas as well as social and moral ones. In a sense
they set out to complete Maimonides’ program of showing the agreement between
the religious and philosophical traditions, the former lending divine authority to
the latter and the latter providing the key to understanding the true meaning of the
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former. Commentaries on biblical texts also provide an excellent means for dissem-
inating philosophical ideas among educated Jews and winning more adherents to
the philosophical approach in the face of conflicting approaches within the Jewish
world. The philosophical commentators were not of one mind, however, whether
to understand Maimonides and Jewish tradition as being in complete agreement
with the philosophical tradition or whether a crucial gap remains between the two.
Nonetheless, one can detect in their writings a general tendency to discern in the
writings of Maimonides and Ibn Ezra esoteric teachings that were in conformity
with the philosophers’ views. It should be noted that Islamic philosophy underwent
a major transformation in the period of Ibn Ezra and Maimonides in the wake of
the commentaries and treatises written by Averroes (1126—1198). Averroes posits an
eternal a parte ante world, but essentially rejects the earlier Neoplatonic emanation-
ist cosmogony maintained by his philosophical predecessors. Although the Jewish
exegetes in Provence are much indebted to Averroes’ commentaries on Aristotle,
they tend to uphold the doctrine of emanation that underlies both Maimonides’
and Ibn Ezra’s worldview.

Already in the beginning of the thirteenth century the Hebrew translator of the
Guide of the Perplexed, Samuel ibn Tibbon, writes a philosophical commentary on
Ecclesiastes based on Maimonides’ approach,’® as well as a commentary on sections
of the Bible dealing with the Account of Creation and the Account of the Chariot,
entitled Tieatise on the Gathering of the Waters.’” Ibn Tibbon plays a crucial role in
the development of the school of interpretation that reads Maimonides’ Guide in
an esoteric manner.5® Against the spirit of the Guide, however, ibn Tibbon is of the
opinion that the time is ripe to reveal the philosophical secrets openly given the
more philosophically enlightened climate of Christian society in western Europe®
(just as Maimonides felt that it was time to insist that all be educated in the belief
in God’s incorporeality given the change in historical conditions). Although some
of the Jewish philosophers following Ibn Tibbon maintain that certain teachings
should continue to be expressed in an esoteric manner, many choose to express
even their more radical views in an exoteric manner in their commentaries.

Samuel ibn Tibbon’s contemporary, R. David Kimhi (Radak) by and large
follows in Ibn Ezra’s footsteps by elucidating on the literal meaning of the text in
his biblical commentaries,® but he wrote at least two commentaries on the esoteric
meaning of the text — one an allegorical commentary on the Garden of Eden story
and the other on the beginning of Ezekiel (the Account of the Chariot) — both
in the spirit of Maimonides’ approach.®® Samuel ibn Tibbon’s son, Moses ibn
Tibbon, continues this exegetical trend by writing philosophical commentaries on

Song of Songs, which he treats as a philosophical allegory pertaining to the soul and its
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perfection, the creation story (Tieatise on the Taninim; only a portion of this work has
survived), and on rabbinic midrash (Book of Peah), among other works.®> R. Samuel
ibn Tibbon’s son-in-law, R. Jacob Anatoli, is responsible for the first book of
philosophical sermons, Malmad ha-Talmidim. This treatise is arranged in accordance
with the weekly Torah reading and presents numerous allegorical interpretations.®3

In the latter half of the thirteenth century, a number of scholars in Provence,
Spain, and Italy continue to develop the allegorical-philosophical interpretation of
the Bible. In Provence this trend reaches its zenith at the end of the century in the
encyclopedia Livyat Hen by Levi ben Abraham.®* Levi was very much influenced by
the members of the Ibn Tibbon family in his biblical exegesis. He became the main
victim of the attacks of the opponents of philosophical allegory and of philosophical
naturalism in the controversy that erupted in Provence at the beginning of the
fourteenth century.% Levi devotes the second part of his encyclopedic work to
a discussion of Judaism (the first part provides a detailed compendium of the
sciences). He includes sections on the secrets of the Torah (dealing with prophecy,
the Revelation at Sinai, the reasons for the Commandments, and the stories of the
Patriarchs and of Moses and Israel in the desert), the secrets of the Faith (dealing
with the names and attributes of God, prayer, Creation, miracles, providence, and
reward and punishment), the Account of Creation, the Account of the Chariot, and
rabbinic lore (aggadah).®® Much of his discussion assumes the form of a philosophic
commentary on biblical passages. In keeping with the encyclopedic nature of the
work, Levi rarely rests content with one explanation of any matter on which
he comments. He also continuously interweaves into his commentary rabbinic
homilies, showing how they too are to be interpreted in a philosophic manner.
Philosophical—-allegorical and naturalistic (including astrological) explanations are
offered for many of the commandments, such as the laws of the Temple service
and the dietary laws. The allegorical explanations do not come as a substitute for a
literal understanding of the actions to be performed but to enhance their meaning.

The most openly radical of the Provencal philosophical exegetes is Nissim of
Marseilles, whose early-fourteenth-century treatise, Ma'ase Nissim, is written to
provide a naturalistic interpretation of all supernatural matters presented in the
Torah.%7 Nissim arranges the main part of his treatise in accordance with the
sections of the Torah, singling out for comment only those items that suggest
violations of the natural order. He sees himself as a disciple of Maimonides, cites
Ibn Ezra frequently, and is very much influenced by the members of the Ibn Tibbon
family and by Levi ben Abraham in his interpretations of biblical events. In effect,
Nissim presents the most explicit expression of what we may characterize as the

Tibbonide school of exegesis, and so it is instructive to expand on his approach.
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All the miracles recorded in the Torah are treated by Nissim either as exceptional
events that the prophet was able to perform on the basis of his superior under-
standing of reality attained in the state of illumination or as unusual events he was
able to foretell as a result of this state. Other miracles were not actual events at all
but occurred only in the prophetic vision and hence should be treated allegorically.
Nissim denies neither divine will nor creation. God’s unchanging will is thought
to give continuous existence to a world that always has been. Nature is perfectly
planned by God, who does not intervene in nature or in history. One should not
deduce, however, that history is “blind,” with everything left to chance. Values and
purpose are built into nature. The Torah in all its details is perfect, in Nissim’s view,
although he does not view God as personally and directly communicating it. It is
the immediate product of Moses’ supreme perfection and the intellectual illumina-
tion he experienced, allowing him to lay down an ideal law guiding its adherents
to perfection in accordance with each person’s capacity. This does not make the
Torah any less divine to one with proper understanding, because what is ideal is
divine. Still, its true origin must remain hidden from the general populace. The
biblical prophets and the Sages of the Talmud attempted to educate the masses of
Jews in accord with their limited intelligence. The general populace can appreciate
only the corporeal as real and are cowed into obedience only by belief in a personal
deity who commands and watches one’s every move. They are not prepared to
perform the good for its own sake or to view reward and punishment as natural
consequences of the manner in which one leads one’s life.

The Torah’s Account of Creation is interpreted by Nissim as a description of
the stages of change taking place on earth, with “day” referring to each stage in
the process rather than a twenty-four-hour period. Moreover, the “stages” should
be viewed as logical ones, not temporal, for the world is without beginning. The
account of the planets on the fourth day does not deal with the creation of the
heavenly world but with their relation to the manifestation of higher life forms.
Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden is treated by Nissim solely as a philosophical
parable, and not as an event that actually occurred. The same is true of the story
of Cain and Abel, who represent different powers of the intellect. Even the story
of the binding of Isaac is regarded by Nissim as occurring in a vision of prophecy,
rather than in external reality, as is the case with the burning bush and Balaam’s
talking ass.®® The vision follows the concerns of the dreamer in images taken from
his environment. Abraham’s custom was to practice hospitality, so his vision took
the form of travelers he ran to welcome and who imparted to him knowledge of
the future. The view that some of the accounts in the Torah are allegorical, without

being historical, does not make them less truthful in Nissim’s eyes. The lessons they
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are designed to impart are far more important than the question of their historical
veracity. The recordings of the long lives of the ancients, however, have a historical
basis: They perhaps represent the span of the dynasties of these founding fathers.%
Nissim also does not question the historicity of the Patriarchs, but understands
the miracles associated with them in a naturalistic manner. The destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah resulted from an earthquake. Abraham, who foresaw it in a
prophetic vision, sent word to Lot to escape, or Lot himself had an intuition that
he should leave. Lot’s wife turned back and returned to Sodom, becoming a victim
of the destruction. As for the plagues in Egypt — all of them were natural events
predicted by Moses and Aaron, or they were brought about by them by means
of their knowledge of the workings of nature. The killing of the first born, for
example, was a special type of pestilence that affected only these individuals. Moses
was able to predict its appearance and to ward it off from the Israelite households by
commanding the burning of the paschal lamb, while remaining enclosed in one’s
dwelling, thereby purifying the surrounding air. The parting of the Sea of Reeds
was in essence a very low tide caused by strong winds — an event also predicted
by Moses and utilized by him to save Israel from the Egyptians by bringing about
their drowning. The heavenly voice heard at Sinai was the amplification of Moses’
own voice that was made possible by the use of a natural instrument he found on
the mountain.

The seemingly supernaturalistic characteristics of some of the commandments,
such as the purity laws (particularly the law of the red heifer), are explained in a
naturalistic manner by pointing out the special properties of the ingredients used in
these rituals. Even the rewards and punishments promised in the Bible are treated
to naturalistic explanations in R. Nissim’s commentary. They inevitably follow
from one’s actions and the type of life one lives. One who helps the needy and
treats others fairly promotes social harmony and increases prosperity. Observing the
agricultural laws is beneficial to the land and increases its productivity. The laws
of forbidden foods prevent one from eating unhealthy foods and thereby preserve
one’s health. Nissim’s main message, repeated in a variety of forms is: live a life of
intellect and all that such a life entails — pursuit of the moral virtues — in a well-
ordered, just society following the dictates of the Torah, and you will experience
the avoidance of many evils and attain many goods in a natural manner.

Many of these ideas Nissim sees as alluded to in the midrash. Even Moses’ author-

ship of the Torah he attempts to show is revealed by the Sages in a veiled manner.

Another citation (Leviticus Rabbah 1:7) commenting on the first verse: And He [God] called
to Moses (Leviticus 1:1) — It is written above in the section on the Tabernacle: As the Lord
commanded Moses. This is analogous to a king who commanded his servant: “Build me a
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palace.” On each item the servant built, he would write the name of the king — on the walls,
pillars and ceilings. Similarly, when the Lord said to Moses: Build me a tabernacle — on each
item that he built he would write: As the Lord had commanded Moses. God said: Moses paid
me the highest honor and here I am inside and he is on the outside. Call him to enter before
Me inside. For this reason it is said: And He called to Moses.”™

Nissim goes on to explain:

The Sages alluded to a great secret that is related to what we hinted in this chapter — namely,
that the command in general was to the intellect of Moses. God communicated the matters
in general — namely, all the commands of the Torah — to the rational faculty in order to
govern the corporeal part, directing it always to the salutary, and to abolish what is harmful
to the body and to the soul. And Moses would write by each detail: As the Lord commanded
Moses in order to honor God, and to increase the significance of these matters in the eyes of
the Israelites in order that they fear God and refrain from sin.”"

Nissim, as is true of his philosophical predecessors in Provence, does not write his
commentary to discredit the Torah and Jewish tradition. Underlying the personal,
miracle-working Deity found on the surface of scripture, and intended for the
masses whose obedience depends on this view, is the impersonal God of the world
order as seen by the enlightened interpreter of scripture. That Moses “received”
the Torah in a state of prophetic illumination, rather than by means of a created
voice that dictated to him each letter of the Torah, makes the Torah no less divine
or its commandments any less meaningful or obligatory. The wise person who
understands this truth and actively pursues intellectual and moral perfection by way
of observance of the Torah is the type of individual the Torah ultimately seeks to
mold.

Another noteworthy Provencal philosophical exegete of the early fourteenth
century who belongs to the Maimonidean circle is R. Joseph Kaspi. Kaspi wrote
numerous works, including two commentaries on the Torah, short commentaries
on a host of biblical books, a supercommentary on Ibn Ezra, and commentaries on
biblical passages according to topic, such as the Account of the Chariot.”> He too
appears to have accepted a completely naturalistic approach, although in a slightly
more veiled manner than did Nissim.”?

The most original of the Bible commentaries emerging from Provence in the
first half of the fourteenth century appropriately belongs to the most original of
the Jewish philosophers of this period, if not of the entire Middle Ages, Gersonides
(1288—1344). Gersonides wrote a lengthy commentary on the Torah (1329-1338),
as well as on many other biblical books.”* In many crucial respects he continues
the Maimonidean tradition of his predecessors but in some respects breaks with it.

Gersonides wrote his Torah commentary after completing his philosophical
magnum opus, Wars of the Lord.”3 Although his philosophy grew from Maimonidean
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and Islamic Aristotelian roots, Gersonides adopts novel positions on a number
of central issues ranging from human immortality to creation and miracles.”® He
accepts the Aristotelian position that God cannot know particulars as particulars,
and hence God can act only in an impersonal manner, but he does not confine
God’s activity to the natural order as conceived by the Aristotelian philosophers.
Gersonides accepts the principles of astrology as a true science and posits that God,
as Creator of the order (and Gersonides believes in creation from eternal matter),
knows all the affects of all the heavenly bodies on all individuals in accordance
with their time and place of birth without knowing the individuals themselves —
that is to say, who actually is born at any given time and place. The detailed
knowledge possessed by God emanates to the Separate Intellects and from them
to the Active Intellect, which stands in immediate relation to the sublunar world.
This view becomes the basis for Gersonides’ approach to prophecy, providence,
and miracles.”” The Active Intellect, according to Gersonides, has an ability not
only to confer knowledge of how the order will affect certain individuals without
knowing the individual receiving this information or the one the information
pertains to — the process of “particularizing” the knowledge takes place in the mind
of the prophet or soothsayer who receives the knowledge on the basis of a natural
preparedness — but also has the ability to suspend the evil effects of the order on the
person attaining conjunction without knowing the individual involved. The person
attaining conjunction in essence is automatically governed by a different level of
order in which he or she, and even those close to this individual, are protected from
harm. In this manner Gersonides explains the miracles recorded in the Bible and
other acts of individual providence. In short, although Gersonides sees the order
as being completely impersonal, his theory allows him to accept the occurrence of
supernatural events without ascribing to God or to the Active Intellect knowledge of
historical individuals. Gersonides absolutely denies that God or the Active Intellect
can possess any knowledge of any historical individual for that would necessitate a
deterministic universe and negate human free will. Astrology shows the influences
exerted on human beings by the heavenly bodies but human beings possess the
ability to act in accordance with reason and contrary to these influences. God can
neither know what human beings actually choose in their free will, which is in
principle unknowable, or what they already chose, because this would entail changes
in divine knowledge. God and the Active Intellect can only know how individuals
are destined to behave if they act solely in accordance with the astral influences.”®
Given his acceptance of creation, Gersonides in his Torah commentary accepts
the historicity of Adam and Eve, and the Torah’s description of the early generations.

In light of his philosophical approach to providence, he sees no need to resort
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to the type of naturalistic explanations used by his philosophical predecessors to
explain many of the miracles. He stretches his theory of providence to include even
the miraculous voice heard at Sinai and God’s legislation of the Torah, although
God has no personal knowledge of Moses or of Israel. This is not to say that
Gersonides acknowledges the literal truth of all of the biblical miracles. He agrees
with Maimonides’ view that all appearances of an angel occur in a dream or vision,
not in waking life (unless the term “angel” refers to a prophet), hence the miracle
of Balaam’s talking ass never really occurred. Although he accepts the existence of
the Garden of Eden, he follows Maimonides and his circle in understanding the
story itself as a philosophical parable. Gersonides, however, makes sparing use of
allegorical explanations in his interpretation. Only biblical books that are allegorical
by their very nature in his view, such as Job and Song of Songs,” are explained
accordingly. Verses dealing with divine knowledge are interpreted by Gersonides in
light of his theory of the conditional manner in which God knows human beings
and their actions.

Gersonides often adopts a more pious stance in his commentary than in his
philosophical treatise, ascribing to God actions that he sees the Active Intellect
immediately responsible for, and not going into detail as to the impersonal manner
of divine governance. Yet he continuously refers his readers to the appropriate
sections in the Wars of the Lord where they can study these matters, and at times
even allows himself some bold philosophical remarks on the subject at hand. In
summing up one of the lessons learned from the story of Sodom and Gomorrah,

for example, Gersonides writes in his commentary on Genesis.

We are taught something exceptionally remarkable about God’s knowledge, which has
eluded all our predecessors whose writings have reached us — namely, what God knows of
the activities taking place on earth is other than what people actually do. God knows the
human actions that ought to take place in accordance with what the astral bodies, placed
by God to exercise general providence over the individuals of the human race, prearranged
for them on the day of their birth. Yet human free will prevails over the ordering of their
activities on the part of the astral bodies. Therefore it is possible that what people actually do
differs from what God knows of the ordering of their activities. God knows their activities
from the aspect that knowledge is possible — namely the aspect in which they are ordered and
determinate. He cannot, however, have any knowledge of them from the aspect in which
they are contingent. If we assume that such knowledge is possible — they would not be
contingent. For this reason Scripture says, for example, that God will see if the inhabitants
of Sodom and Gomorrah performed the evils in accordance of His knowledge of them. It is
possible that what they did was other than what God knew of them. We already explained
this matter pertaining to divine knowledge of particulars in the third treatise of Wars of the
Lord. We explained there, in a manner beyond any doubt, that this type of knowledge is
necessitated from the viewpoint of Torah and the viewpoint of philosophy.®
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In this comment Gersonides reveals his view of the conditional nature of divine
knowledge — clearly a problematic doctrine from a religious perspective. At the
same time, he hides the even more problematic doctrine that what God does not
know in advance, He also does not know after the fact. His comment leaves the
readers with the false impression that God attains this knowledge. Only one who
studies his philosophical treatise understands the full implication of his comments
in his biblical commentary.

In the introduction to his commentary Gersonides indicates that the Torah is
concerned with three areas: commandments, political (and moral) wisdom, theo-
retical knowledge (natural science and metaphysics). He adopts Maimonides’ view
that the Torah is concerned with the well-being of the body politic and with
the inculcation of true beliefs. The true perfection of the individual lies in the
acquisition of theoretical knowledge and that the goal of the commandments and
the moral virtues is to aid the individual in the attainment of this perfection.
Gersonides stresses the pedagogical value of the speculative views imparted by the
Torah, arguing that without its guidance it would be exceptionally hard to attain this
knowledge on the basis of philosophy alone. He goes even further than Maimonides
in showing how the Torah aids philosophic inquiry both by the views it imparts
and the actions it commands, many serving to stimulate contemplation. He does
not consider the Torah to be a substitute for philosophic inquiry, for true knowl-
edge lies in the apprehension of an object together with its causes. Moreover, he
ascribes no inherent superiority to the prophet over the philosopher in the domain
of theoretical knowledge. He even presents the view that underlying the vision may
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be a false conception held by the prophet which his prophecy does not set right.

Similarly, you will find that Ezekiel saw during his prophecy that the spheres have voices
since he believed this to be the case, as Maimonides had indicated. It is not necessary that
the prophet possess true opinions regarding the secrets of reality.*

The view that the spheres have voices is based on the false conception that the
planets move and the spheres remain stationary. Maimonides, Gersonides maintains,
already alluded to Ezekiel’s false view.** Gersonides makes this point explicitly, in a
crucial sense foreshadowing Spinoza’s understanding of the biblical visions.

The bulk of Gersonides’ commentary is not concerned with theoretical knowl-
edge but with the commandments and the moral lessons imparted by the Torah.
Gersonides, following Ibn Ezra, devotes much attention in his commentary to
an understanding of the Torah’s literal meaning. Alone among the philosophical
exegetes, he devotes much of his commentary to an attempt to derive the Oral
Law from the text of the Torah based on nine logical principles that differ from the
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thirteen rabbinic principles of legal exegesis. The very structure of his commentary
is unique in that each section, which is generally smaller than the weekly Torah
reading, is divided into three parts: a literal commentary on the verses; a gen-
eral interpretation of the matters mentioned in the section; and a list of “lessons”
(to‘aliyof) that summarizes what we learn in regard to the commandments, moral
virtues, and speculative truths in each section.

At the root of the philosophical interpretation of the Bible developed by Mai-
monides and his school is the notion that philosophy and science, for all their
shortcomings, essentially provide one with a true understanding of God and of the
structure of the world. Hence the “secrets” of the Bible are interpreted in accor-
dance with a worldview that was developed independent of the Jewish tradition.
The rationale for this move is clear. There cannot be conflicting truths. Thus if
one is convinced in the truth of the philosophers’ view, the Bible must be alluding
to the same view, but dressed in images to appeal to the understanding of the
common person. Although the authority of the Bible is upheld in this manner,
from a practical standpoint the teachings of the philosopher essentially replace it as
a source of truth. If one wishes to understand the secrets of creation or the account
of the chariot presented by Isaiah and Ezekiel, then one does not find them spelled
out in the Bible itself or even in rabbinic tradition but in the Aristotelian sciences.
It is easy to see why conservative Jews would find such an approach an anathema.
The allegorical approach to the Torah was seen as particularly problematic insofar
as it serves to undermine its literal truth and essentially follows the path of the
Christians, who applied it also to the commandments, no longer treating them
as physical actions that are commanded or prohibited. No less problematic from
a conservative perspective were the naturalistic explanations offered for many of
the miracles that run counter to the notion of God’s ability to exercise His power
in history in a manner not confined to the workings of nature. These perceived
dangers led to the eruption of a number of controversies in the thirteenth and first
decade of the fourteenth centuries in Provence surrounding the study of philos-
ophy, the use of philosophical allegory in the interpretation of the Bible and the
naturalistic explanations of miracles. As can be seen in the case of Nissim, Kaspi,
and Gersonides — who flourished after the ban proclaimed in 1305 forbidding the
study of sciences by anyone under the age of twenty-five and the public teaching
of philosophical allegorical interpretations of the Torah — these controversies hardly
curtailed the philosophical enterprise.®+

Two further points are worthy of note. Despite the fact that the Provencal
philosophical exegetes flourished in a Christian environment, their philosophies

were shaped mainly by Islamic Aristotelian philosophy, both through the mediation
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of Maimonides and directly. Scholastic ideas played at best a marginal role in their
approach. Few, if any, of them knew Latin so any exchange of ideas with Christian
thinkers would have been in face-to-face encounters in the vernacular. In short,
book culture, which in large part consisted of Hebrew translations of Arabic works,
served as the dominant influence on their thought and exegesis. Yet encounters
with Christian scholars did take place and also played an important role in Jewish
biblical exegesis in the period. In addition to polemical reactions to Christian

85 we find Jewish philosophical exegetes who borrow

interpretations of scripture,
interpretations from their Christian acquaintances and report this fact explicitly,
such as Jacob Anatoli who cites his Christian colleague, Michael Scot.’ In some
cases, particularly that of Gersonides who had extensive dealings with Christian
scholars, we can detect influences on the very structure of the commentary and its
components.®

The second point concerns the relation between Jewish philosophy and the
other principal intellectual-spiritual movement that developed in Provence in the
same period, that of the nascent Kabbalah. Many of the kabbalists also made use
of allegorical interpretations, and some of these interpretations are based on philo-
sophical ideas. As for the philosophers, some of them, such as Levi ben Abraham,
show an awareness of the kabbalistic approach and utilize the early kabbalistic—
midrashic text, Sefer ha-Bahir in their own exegesis. For both groups of exegetes
the allegorical method allowed them to expand significantly the number of inter-
pretations that can be given to the biblical narratives, reminiscent of the classical
midrash as well as of Christian exegesis. The same biblical story can be understood
as referring simultaneously to many different levels of truth and even to many
different esoteric truths belonging to the same level. For both groups there also
existed an external point of reference that provided a conceptual model on which
their interpretations were built — the Aristotelian worldview for the Jewish philoso-
phers and the world of the sefirot and the sitra ahra (the “other” or evil side) for
the kabbalists.®*

V. LATE-MEDIEVAL AND RENAISSANCE
PHILOSOPHICAL EXEGESIS

The center of Jewish philosophical creativity in the second half of the fourteenth
century moved to Spain. Even prior to this period the influence of Ibn Ezra
and Maimonides are clearly discernable in thirteenth-century Spanish commen-
taries. These include those written by opponents of the philosophical worldview,

most notably Nahmanides, who often grappled with the comments of both these
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thinkers. The extent to which the allegorical and naturalistic approach of the
philosophers infiltrated Spanish Jewish thought is probably best exemplified by the
Torah commentary of the kabbalist Bahya ben Asher (1291). In the introduction to
his commentary, Bahya outlines four different exegetical approaches to the Torah:
literal, homiletical, the way of the intellect (philosophy), and that of Kabbalah.
Although most of his commentary is based on the first two approaches, he fre-
quently brings interpretations based on the latter two. He sees the philosophical
approach as existing in harmony with the kabbalistic approach, although casting
light on less profound truths. In general, he cites approvingly philosophical allegori-
cal interpretations and even naturalistic interpretations, only on occasion dismissing
them as false. As he explains: “The third way, the way of the intellect, I will offer in
places, in order to show that our Torah comprises all of the sciences. All the other
sciences are her handmaidens, presented by way of reason and speculation, while
our Torah is from God and is primary.”

The following two centuries witnessed a good number of philosophical com-
mentaries on the Bible, many written in the form of supercommentaries on Ibn

Ezra.°

Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah achieved near-canonical status for the
rationalist camp. The exegetes generally interpret Ibn Ezra in light of Maimonides’
philosophy — the former’s commentary and the latter’s philosophical opus seen as
complementing one another. One can detect a number of conflicting currents in the
direction of the commentaries, whether on Ibn Ezra or directly on the Torah and
other biblical texts. Many promote the philosophical naturalism, in its Neoplatonic
garb (including astrology), characterizing the earlier Proven¢al commentaries. This
is evident, for example, in the late-fourteenth-century commentary on the Torah
and supercommentary on Ibn Ezra, Meqqor Hayyim by Samuel Tzartza. Tzartza also
follows Ibn Ezra and Maimonides in veiling his belief in the eternity of the world —
assuming that this indeed is the doctrine held by the latter two thinkers — although
his comments clearly allude to this doctrine.”" Other exegetes react against the
trend of philosophical naturalism and attempt to uphold the idea of divine volition,
thereby restoring an immediate personal dimension to God’s activity in the world
while still making use of philosophical ideas. This approach, for example, charac-
terizes the late-fifteenth- early-sixteenth-century Iberian philosopher and exegete,
Don Isaac Abrabanel.”

Abrabanel was a prolific author, writing lengthy commentaries on most books
of the Bible. He undertook the writing of a commentary on the Torah in 1505
while living in Venice, having already written his other biblical commentaries. His
exceptionally verbose commentary reflects both the medieval tradition and some

of the trends charactering the Renaissance. Much of his Torah commentary, in
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addition to presenting his own views, reads as a compendium of the interpretations
of earlier exegetes — principally, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Maimonides, Nahmanides, Ger-
sonides, and Nissim Gerondi — in which he analyzes and critiques them. He also
brings rabbinic midrashim, which he feels add to the discussion at hand, interpret-
ing them figuratively. His concern is to ascertain the literal meaning of the divine
text as well as the philosophical-theological truths underlying it. Unlike Ibn Ezra,
Abrabanel does not concentrate on grammatical points in his interpretations. He
is much more sensitive to literary issues, such as resumptive repetition in bibli-
cal narrative and rhetorical speech, reminiscent of Nahmanides’ approach. On a
theological level he grapples mainly with the views of the philosophers but he is
influenced also by kabbalistic ideas. The acceptance of God’s creation of the world
and performance of miracles leads Abrabanel to break with those philosophers who
reject the literal meaning of the text when it reports supernatural events. He deeply
respects Maimonides and continuously wrestles with his thought, interpreting him
in what he regards as the best possible light — that is to say, as less of a radical Aris-
totelian philosopher than many of his predecessors interpret him — although still
often criticizing him for going too far in the direction of Aristotelian philosophy.
A good example of Abrabanel’s approach can be found in his interpretation of
the Garden of Eden story. Against Ibn Ezra, Maimonides, and Gersonides — who
treat much of the story, if not all of it, solely as a philosophical parable — Abrabanel
accepts its historical reality. The Garden of Eden is a real place beneath the equator
where Adam and Eve lived a life of intellect without experiencing any physical
passion. The Tree of Life is a medicinal tree and the Tree of Knowledge of Good
and Evil is aphrodisiac in nature stimulating the sexual appetite. For a number of
reasons Abrabanel rejects the notion that the serpent in the story actually talked, not
even by way of miracle — although he has no trouble in accepting such miracles in
principle, for example, the miracle of Balaam’s talking ass. He sees the conversation
between the serpent and Eve as one occurring in Eve’s mind as she viewed the
serpent eating from the Tree of Knowledge without experiencing any negative
effects. As against the Maimonidean view that only the intellectually and morally
perfect can attain prophecy, Abrabanel maintains that God’s speech comes to Adam
and Eve despite their sin. Interestingly, his reading of the Torah’s account leads
him to single out astrological factors associated with the time and place involved
as aiding them in the reception of prophecy. In other places in his commentary,
however, he has no trouble in conceiving God granting prophecy even to the
unworthy to serve His end, as in the case of Balaam. In the case of Adam and
Eve prophecy assumes the form of created speech — a view reminiscent of Saadia’s

approach. In a later discussion of Abraham’s vision at Elone Mamre, Abrabanel
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enters into a discussion of the different forms prophecy assumes, including the
form of created images of the angels that are impressed upon the prophet’s sense
of sight, and not just images received by the prophet’s imagination as a result of a
divine emanation.”? In each instance of prophecy God is depicted as being directly
involved. Abrabanel interprets the punishments meted out to the serpent, Eve, and
Adam in a literal manner. The cherubs with the revolving sword placed by God to
guard the entrance to the Garden, on the other hand, are interpreted figuratively to
signify the young children of Adam and Eve and all the sorrows they bring to their
parents that prevent their return to the Garden. It is at this stage of his interpretation
that Abrabanel turns to other levels of the story — first as presaging later biblical
history and then as a philosophical allegory — dealing at length with the approach
of Maimonides to the story.*

Although Abrabanel’s commentary is anchored mainly in the medieval tradition
it is heavily influenced also by Renaissance humanism. Abrabanel was well versed
in Latin literature, and more than a few ideas of classical and Christian thinkers,
early and contemporary ones, find their way into his biblical commentaries. For
example, Abrabanels “return to nature” ideal, favoring a simple noncentralized
and nonmonarchical society, is reminiscent of the ideal of the Cynics and some of
the Church Fathers, and was shared by a number of contemporary humanists.”’
The very form in which Abrabanel presents his commentary points to Christian
influences. Although Jewish precedents may be discerned for the formats of his
introductions, often analyzing the book in question according to Aristotle’s four
causes, his subdivisions of the biblical texts, and his introduction of each subsection
by a series of problems, are more reminiscent of Christian exegetical approaches.?®
Christian humanist influence is most pervasive in Abrabanel’s commentaries on the
books belonging to the Early Prophets and on Chronicles in which he engages
in questions of their authorship and critically questions traditional attributions — a
stance he would not think of adopting in respect to the Torah. He sees them written
by later prophets based on compilations of earlier material and on divine inspira-
tion — Jeremiah composed the Book of Samuel and Ezra Chronicles — although at
times, in his view, they misunderstood certain points in their sources.®’

Renaissance trends influenced subsequent Italian Jewish thinkers as well, Azariah
de Rossi being the most notable example of how the new spirit of textual criticism
and critical historiography makes a deep impression on Jewish scholarship. Jewish
authors in this period generally were well versed in Latin literature unlike those
in the previous centuries. Yet the biblical commentaries written in the sixteenth
century tend to remain anchored primarily in medieval Jewish thought while

absorbing a number of ideas from their cultural environment. This is true, for
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example, of the Torah commentary of Obadiah Sforno, the most popular of the

sixteenth-century commentaries.®®

VI. SPINOZA

In Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise,® published in 1670, we find an emphasis on
the literal reading of the Bible, while denying the very existence of an underlying
deeper layer."*® As opposed to Jewish philosophical predecessors, his aim in adopt-
ing this approach is to eliminate the authority of the Bible as a source of truth.™’
Ibn Ezra focuses on a literal reading to uncover God’s intent and preserve the divine
truth, at the same time that he saw figurative meanings as reflecting God’s intent
when reason rejects the literal interpretation. Maimonides and his disciples concen-
trate on what they regarded as the deeper level of the Bible, essentially treating it
as conveying philosophical truths belonging to the Aristotelian tradition. One may
judge their activity as a way of rescuing the Bible in the face of their commitment
to human reason by attempting to bring it into harmony with philosophy. The
Torah is seen by them as the ideal legislation for leading individuals to moral and
intellectual perfection as posited in the philosophical tradition. Spinoza sets out to
show that the reading of philosophical truths into the Bible is the product of the
vain imaginings of the philosophical exegetes. In short, the Bible is not designed to
convey any sort of philosophical truths and hence cannot be regarded as a source
of authority for understanding the deeper secrets of reality. The prophets were not
philosophers who attained the profound truths of existence or a true understand-
ing of ethics. They were simple individuals possessing commonsense notions of
morality and addressing simple people like themselves in a manner that could be
understood. They shared with their coreligionists the same false views of reality.
They possessed a highly developed imagination, as reflected by their visions, but
not intellect. If they described God in corporeal terms it is because they themselves
conceived of God in corporeal terms. Moreover, the Torah is nothing more than a
state law designed to produce the social welfare of the recently freed Hebrews at the
expense of freedom of thought. Moses was hardly the ultimate philosopher-king as
depicted by Maimonides and his followers. Even much of the Torah was not pro-
duced by Moses but by later figures, most prominent among them Ezra. Precisely
the literal reading of the Torah without religious preconceptions, but with a solid
grounding in the Hebrew language, according to Spinoza, will show this to be the
case. Spinoza’s treatise thus became a milestone in the development of biblical criti-
cism. Yet as in the case of the medieval philosophical exegetical tradition, Spinoza’s

interpretation is very much molded by his philosophical conclusions. Because for
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Spinoza there can be no expressions of divine activity outside the order of nature in
his view, all the biblical miracles reported in the Bible must have existed only in the
minds of their beholders. In other words, they were natural events that were not
properly understood and treated in an exaggerated supernatural manner. Spinoza’s
God does not communicate in audible created words, thus, all such communications
recorded in the Bible must refer to the vain product of the prophet’s imagination.
It is not simply a literal reading of the Bible that leads to these interpretations
but a reading that is guided by what Spinoza regards as a true understanding of
reality.

No less than Maimonides and his followers, Spinoza was motivated by
philosophical—political concerns in his biblical exegesis. Writing in a period of
political upheaval in Holland, his criticism of the Jewish readings of the Bible is a
way of combating those Protestants who feel that the State should be subservient
to the Church, particularly those who espoused establishing a theocracy based on
the Old Testament model. If the Bible in general and the Torah in particular can
be shown to be devoid of divine wisdom, which for Spinoza is attained only by
human reason, then all church claims to possessing truth on the basis of a correct
understanding of the divine revelation found in the Bible is without basis. Human
reason, free from religious strictures, is the sole source for understanding divine
truth. Biblical exegesis may be important for an understanding of history but not
for attaining the Word of the Living God. Whereas some of the medieval thinkers,
as we have seen, viewed the Torah as a product of the union between the divine and
the human — Moses attaining a level of divine illumination that resulted in his laying
down a perfect legislation — Spinoza sees the Torah as a completely outmoded and
nonbinding legislation that was the product of the human imagination alone, as
is true of the rest of the Bible. With this conclusion and the challenge it poses to

subsequent Jewish philosophical exegetes we enter into the modern era.
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MYSTICISM AND PHILOSOPHY

MICHAH GOTTLIEB

Kabbalah is the formal term designating the Jewish mystical tradition.” How one
defines Kabbalah is a matter of dispute. Kabbalah literally means “tradition,” but
scholars note that Kabbalah involves an application of individual mystical insight
to revealed texts that results in an esoteric interpretation of the revealed texts.
Major texts in the kabbalistic corpus include the Heikhalot literature (first—eighth
centuries); Book of Creation (first—eighth centuries);’ Book of Bahir (edited in the
twelfth century); the literature of the medieval German Pietists twelfth—thirteenth
centuries); works emerging from the mystical centers in Provence and Spain whose
most famous product was the Zohar (thirteenth century); literature of the sixteenth-
century Safed circle; and the works of modern Hasidism eighteenth century—
present).

Gershom Scholem draws a sharp distinction between Kabbalah and Jewish phi-
losophy, noting five contrasts between them. First, philosophers use allegory, which
involves assigning definite metaphysical referents to biblical terms. Kabbalists, how-
ever, interpret the Bible as a series of symbols, that is, poetic ways of representing
truths that can neither be clearly understood nor precisely articulated using rational,
discursive thought.* Second, whereas for philosophers the practice of Jewish law
(Halakha) has no intrinsic significance, for kabbalists Halakha is of supreme impor-
tance as a theurgic instrument to effect changes in the Godhead that help preserve
the cosmos.® Third, whereas philosophers denigrate rabbinic fantasies (‘aggadot)
as stumbling blocks to truth, kabbalists embrace ‘aggada, seeing it as continuous
with their mystical experience and containing esoteric wisdom.® Fourth, whereas
philosophers devalue prayer, kabbalists infuse it with meaning by assigning prayer
theurgic functions.” Finally, whereas philosophers deny the reality of evil, seeing it
as a mere privation of being, kabbalists affirm the ontological reality of evil.®

Recent scholars have rightly criticized Scholem’s sharp dichotomy between
mysticism and philosophy.” In the context of this chapter, however, it is neither
possible nor desirable to undertake a systematic analysis of Scholem. Rather, I
will outline two approaches to the relationship between philosophy and mysticism

in medieval Jewish philosophy. Before I begin, a word on the term “mysticism.”
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Although the definition of mysticism is a matter of dispute,’® I find Idel’s broad
definition of mysticism as “contact with the Divine, differing from the common
religious experience cultivated in a certain religion both in intensity and spiritual
impact” to be useful, and this chapter will proceed on the basis of this expansive

understanding of mysticism.""

I[. TWO TYPES OF MYSTICISM

In his classic study of vision and imagination in medieval Jewish mysticism, Elliot
Wolfson makes a trenchant distinction between two forms of mysticism. “Cog-
nitive” mysticism (which I will call “revelatory” mysticism) affirms that spiritual
knowledge “comes by way of revelation, intuition, or illumination.”" For the
revelatory mystic, God is perceived “within the parameters of phenomenal human
experience” in sensible images through the imagination. Imagination is superior to
reason for imagination is “the divine element of the soul that enables one to gain
access to the realm of incorporeality . . . through a process of understanding that
transcends sensory data and rational understanding.”"® In contrast, “introvertive”
mysticism (which T will call “apophatic” mysticism) rejects the idea that images
are adequate to mystical insight. The apophatic mystic believes that God is beyond
all representation whether through the imagination or through the intellect and is
most accurately conceived via negativa. Images are only appropriate as educational
vehicles to inculcate recognition of God’s existence to those for whom mystical
insight, “an intellectual vision devoid of percept or concept” is unavailable.'*

Now the Bible abounds with accounts of revelatory visions of God such as
Isaiah 6:

In the year that King Uzziah died, I beheld my Lord seated on high on a lofty throne and
the skirts of His robe filled the Temple. Seraphs stood in attendance on Him. Each of them
had six wings: with two he covered his face, with two he covered his legs and with two
he would fly. And one would call to the other, “Holy, holy, holy! The Lord of Hosts His
presence fills all the earth.” The doorposts would shake at the sound of the one who called,
and the House kept filling with smoke."S

These mystical visions likewise occur in the earliest texts of the Kabbalah. Con-

sider the following text from Shi'ur Qomah:

How much is the measure of the stature of the Holy One, blessed be He, who is concealed
from all creatures? . . . The circumference of His head ( ‘igul rosho) is three hundred thousand
and thirty three and a third [parasangs] something which the mouth cannot speak nor the
ear hear. . . The appearance of His face and the appearance of His cheeks are like the image
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of the spirit and the form of the soul, for no creature can recognize Him. His body is like
beryl (ketarshish), His splendor is luminous and glows from within the darkness, and cloud

and thick darkness surround Him . .. There is no measurement in our hands but only the

names are revealed to us."®

This text presents a remarkably anthropomorphic revelatory vision of God.
‘What is striking, however, is that although it presents a visual image of God, which
includes precise measurements of God, it likewise recoils from this image remarking
that “God is concealed from all creatures,” and that “there is no measurement in our
hands.” This tension between visualization of God and the sense that visualization
is impossible is implicit in the Bible itself where visions of God such as Isaiah 6
are counterbalanced by passages like Isaiah 40:18, “To whom will you liken God?
What likeness [demut] will you compare Him to?”

Elliot Wolfson shows that the tension between the desire to visualize God and
the sense that God cannot be visualized lies at the heart of Jewish mysticism.
Indeed, he goes so far as to claim, “in great measure the history of theosophical
speculation and mystical practice in Judaism has been driven by a hermeneutical
effort to resolve this fundamental tension.”'” A number of questions thus emerge
from revelatory mysticism: Does mystical vision occur by means of the outer eye
or by means of some other sense? If the latter, what is this sense and how does
it operate? Does the mystic see something real or is what is visualized a construct
of the mystic’s imagination? If it is a construct, is there any correlation between
the object of vision and the image constructed in the mystic’s imagination? Does
the mystic visualize God or some other created divine being? If the mystic sees a
created divine being, what is the relationship between this being and God? How
do mystical visions of God relate to rational approaches to knowing God?"®

Turning to apophatic mysticism, scholars trace the impact of the via negativa on
medieval Jewish mysticism to a number of sources. One of the most important
of these sources is Neoplatonism. Plotinus, whose work was known to medieval
Jewish and Muslim thinkers in a number of forms," provides a classic formulation

of negative theology:

The beyond-being does not refer to a some-thing since it does not posit any-thing nor does
it “speak its name.” It merely indicates that it is not that. No attempt is made to circumscribe
it. It would be absurd to circumscribe that immense nature. To wish to do so is to cut oneself
off from its slightest trace.*

Medieval Jewish philosophers such as Isaac Israeli, Solomon ibn Gabirol, Bahya
ibn Paquda, and Maimonides were important mediating sources transmitting
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Neoplatonic negative theology to kabbalists.>" The apophatic view of God is rep-
resented by the concept of ein-sof (literally “infinite”), the aspect of deus absconditus
first described by kabbalists in the thirteenth century.?* Azriel of Gerona (1160—
1238) expresses the convergence of philosophical negative theology with Kabbalah
in his statement that “the philosophers [hakhmei ha-mehqar] agree with us that our
comprehension [of God] is solely via negativa [ki‘im ‘al derekh lo”].”*3

Alongside ein-sof, central to kabbalistic theosophy are the sefirof, the divine
potencies that emanate from ein-sof. Although there are different kabbalistic under-
standings of the precise nature of the sefirof, they are clearly linked with the pos-
itive attributes of God found in biblical and rabbinic texts, and so represent deus
revelatus.** A tension therefore emerges between ein-sof, which is described apophat-
ically, and the sefirot, which are described kataphatically. How do these two accounts
of the deity cohere? More philosophically, if kataphatic descriptions of God involve
positing distinction and differentiation in the deity whereas apophatic descrip-
tions assume a unique deity beyond all differentiation, how do we resolve this
contradiction? Can one have any relationship with God conceived apophatically?
What is the connection among philosophical ratiocination, apophasis, and mystical
experience?*’

We therefore have two sets of problems emerging from revelatory and apophatic
mysticism, respectively. In what follows, I will sketch two influential approaches to
these problems. For problems emerging from revelatory mysticism I choose Judah
Halevi (1085—1141), whereas for problems emerging from apophatic mysticism I
26 Other thinkers could have been selected,
but I have chosen to focus on Halevi and Maimonides for two reasons. First,

choose Moses Maimonides (1138—1204).

each provides a perspicuous theoretical discussion of the problems mentioned,
especially as regards the relationship between mystical experience and philosophical
ratiocination, which forms the main subject of this chapter. Second, although
Halevi and Maimonides are philosophers,?? they also had mystical inclinations,*®
and their approaches to the relationship between mysticism and philosophy proved

very influential for later kabbalists and philosophers alike.*

II. HALEVI’S REVELATORY MYSTICISM

Halevi’s only philosophical work, Kuzari, considers a range of challenges to Judaism,
including Christianity, Islam, Karaism, and Kalam. As Leo Strauss points out, “one is
entitled to consider Kuzari primarily as a defense of Judaism against philosophy.”3°
The confrontation between the philosophical approach to truth and a mystical

alternative grounded in a revelatory experience of the divine is the major theme of
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the work. I divide Halevi’s defense of a mystical alternative to philosophy into three
parts: (1) a reformulation and analysis of philosophy; (2) criticisms of philosophy;

and (3) a defense of revelatory mysticism.

Apnalysis of Philosophy

Although philosophers pride themselves on their critical faculties, they too often
take the project of philosophy for granted, simply assuming its value and capacity to
attain truth. Philosophers think that human beings have a divine faculty, which they
call “intellect” (‘aql).?" By using the proper philosophical method, human beings can
know objective truth through this faculty. Halevi asks us to consider the structural
features of the philosophical mindset. Philosophers prize theoretical knowledge
above all else. Truth is reached through a dispassionate application of one’s mind
to the object contemplated. Philosophers try to exclude all nontheoretical interest
from this study for they are concerned that such interest will lead to subjective
distortion. Because they seek knowledge of a fixed truth, the object being studied
is conceived as inert.>*> Hence philosophers focus on understanding being, and it is
not incidental that the most fundamental of Aristotle’s ten categories is substance.

Although God is the highest object of knowledge, philosophers are moved to
seek knowledge of God from the same curiosity that moves them to inquire into
any truth. So, for example, knowing God is on par with knowing the place of the
earth in the planetary economy.’?® As such, knowledge of God is not momentous
or dramatic. It is cold, safe knowledge, for which one would not risk one’s life.3*
Philosophers train their intellectual gaze toward the object they seek to grasp. Being
finite human beings, they must use discursive reason,*’ and as such, the process of
philosophizing is time-bound. For this reason, Halevi describes philosophizing as
akin to “narrating” (ka-al-hadith).3®

Following Aristotle, Halevi divides philosophy into theoretical philosophy and
practical philosophy.3” The aim of philosophers is to achieve perfection, which
involves activity and at its best is constituted by doing theoretical philosophy.3® In
doing philosophy one’s aim is to achieve a state in which one’s mind accurately
mirrors external reality.?® To better understand this, it is useful to set out Halevi’s
account of the philosophers’ theory of knowledge, which he presents in part
five, chapter twelve of Kuzari. Halevi’s account is drawn from an early treatise of
Avicenna entitled Treatise on the Soul (Risala fi al-nafs).*°

Knowledge is attained through a complex interplay of different faculties. The
philosophers distinguish between outer (al-zahira) and inner (al-batina) senses. The
outer senses are the five senses. The inner senses include common sense (al-

mushtarika), which is identified with retentive imagination, productive imagination
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(al-gitwa al-mutakhayyila), memory (al-qitwwa al-mutadhakira al-hafiza), and the fac-
ulty of estimation (al-qitwa al-mutawahhima).*' Knowledge of the external world
begins with our five senses. To transform sense perception into knowledge, sense
perceptions must be analyzed. Here common sense plays a central role: Its function
is to coordinate data originating from different senses. Through common sense the
“common sensibles” are known, which include notions such as figure, number,
size, motion, and rest.**> The faculty of estimation instinctually judges whether the
object perceived should be pursued or avoided. So, for example, the faculty of
estimation signals that one should flee from a hungry lion.*3

To attain knowledge of external objects, we must store perceptions so that we
can compare perceptions recorded at different times with one another. The faculty
of memory stores perceptions as well as the judgments of the faculty of estimation.
Now while the outer senses passively receive sensations, the productive imagination
is active, accessing perceptions stored in memory and combining them. Hence the
productive imagination is also called the “combining faculty” (qiwat al-tarkib).
If the productive imagination combines images and compares them according
to the dictates of the intellect, then it generates true knowledge. The intellect
includes self-evident, primary truths, which are known intuitively such as the
law of noncontradiction or the axiom that the whole is greater than the part. It
attains truth by telling the productive imagination how to combine perceptions
received through the five senses and stored in memory so that the intellect can
form syllogisms and demonstrative proofs. In this way, we derive philosophical
knowledge of ontology, physics, cosmology, and metaphysics.*#

Practical philosophy includes both moral and political philosophy. It is grounded
in optimism about the human capacity to control/organize society and individual
desires. At the center of practical philosophy is law. “Rational laws” (al-shara’i al-
‘aqliyya) (also called “political laws” (al-sharai® al-siyasiyya)) include laws of justice,
which are necessary for any society to function.*’ Religious laws instill “humility,
worship of God, and moral virtue,” which help the individual “purify his heart”
and so prepare him to contemplate God.#5 In light of this, it is not surprising that
philosophers consider all law, including religious law, to be of instrumental value.
The philosopher tells the Khazar king not to “worry about which religious law
you adhere to”#7 for the king can “create his own religion” or “ground his religion

in the rational laws of the philosophers.”#3

Critique of Philosophy

Philosophers commonly critique popular religious beliefs for being anthropomor-

phic and anthropopathic. They invoke metaphor as a way of explaining biblical
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texts that seem to ascribe all-too-human characteristics to God such as limbs and
emotions.*” Now philosophers think that reason provides a way of grasping God
in God’s otherness. Halevi charges that philosophers themselves anthropomorphize
God. The difference is that, rather than conceiving God through the lens of the
imagination, they conceive God through the lens of the intellect. The intellect is
not, however, a clear glass through which one perceives truth — it is itself a filter
that gives the percept a particular coloration.

The philosophers’ God is “elevated above all desire (munazzah ‘an al-iradat).”>°
Will is denied of God, for having a will to do something would imply a lack in
God.’" Using intellect, philosophers seek fixed truth. This leads them to focus on
God’s being, and it is not incidental that they describe God as a substance whose
existence is identical with His essence.’® This is reflected in the philosophical
interpretation of the Tetragrammaton, the most sublime biblical name of God,
which philosophers take to refer to God’s necessary existence.*3 Furthermore, God
is the most perfect being whose pertection is constituted by God always knowing
the most perfect object in the most perfect way. Because God is the most perfect
being, God is always in the process of contemplating Himself, and what follows
from His nature, that is, the cosmos. As true knowledge is eternal and unchanging,
God cannot know particulars. For particulars change with time, and although God
could know all future events eternally there would be a change in God’s knowledge
when an event went from being potential to being actual.’*

Halevi notes that the philosophers’ God is remarkably similar to the perfect
philosopher. Like the perfect philosopher, God is dispassionate and focused on
contemplating eternal truth. Like the philosopher, God’s perfection rests in God’s
relation to Himself rather than in God’s relation to others.’ God’s governance of
the world flows incidentally from God’s being and is not the primary aim of God’s
activity.’® Halevi’s critique calls to mind Spinoza who remarks that “if a triangle
could speak it would say that God is eminently triangular.”57

Now philosophers are skeptical by nature — they do not wish to believe anything
not confirmed by sense perception and rational understanding.’® Although for
philosophers all knowledge begins with sense perception,* they do not believe that
sense perception of God is possible.®® Hence, philosophers hold that knowledge of
God is deduced cosmologically from our understanding of nature.%!

The philosophers’ understanding of nature is determined by their intellectual
orientation. Nature is approached as an object to be grasped by the intellect. The way
of the intellect is to seek rational order, so it is no accident that philosophers conceive
of nature as a totality whose constituent parts are eternal and which operates in

a determined way.®> In particular, they observe finite physical causes and effects
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in the universe, and seek to transform their ad hoc observations into universal,
inexorable laws.% As they only perceive natural causes and effects, they (unjustly)
assert the absolute principle of ex nihilo nihil fit (nothing comes from nothing), and
so conclude that the world is eternal, and that miracles are impossible.* Although
the world is eternal according to philosophers, they still need to explain the cause
of the entire infinite series of causes. Once again they intellectually overreach for not
only do they assume that the principle ex nihilo nihil fit applies absolutely to events
within the world, they likewise assume that the entire series of events is subject to this
principle and so conclude that the cosmos as a whole is metaphysically necessary.
Now given that the cosmos is eternal and that an actual infinite series of events is
impossible, the philosophers require a self-caused starting point for the whole series.
They therefore posit an eternal, necessarily existent God whom they call the “first
cause” (al-sabab al-awwal).®s As God is eternal, God’s nature must be defined by
something eternal. Furthermore, as a perfectly ordered cosmos proceeds from God,
God must be an ordering principle.®® From the philosophers’ own experiences,
however, it is intellect which systematizes, and intellect is the only faculty that
operates outside of time.®” Hence they conclude that God must be an intellect and
the world must proceed from God’s eternal thought. Given that the cosmos exists
necessarily, God cannot have a will.

Despite the impressive rhetoric of philosophers,*® Halevi thinks that they enjoy
prestige that they do not deserve. Echoing a theme found in his older Muslim
contemporary Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Halevi claims that because philosophers
achieve a high degree of certainty in mathematics and logic, people unjustly assume
that they achieve the same certainty in physics and metaphysics. When one
examines the state of cosmology and metaphysics, one finds endless disagreements.”°
In cosmology, Halevi echoes some of al-Ghazalis critiques of the philosophical
view,”" and there are even more serious problems in metaphysics.

First, although philosophers ascribe knowledge, will, and power to God, they
acknowledge that God’s knowledge, will, and power are structurally different from
human beings’. Human beings represent truth through three different capacities,
which following Book of Creation (Sefer Yetzirah) Halevi calls “calculation” (sefar),
“speech” (sippur), and “writing” (sefer). One represents truths mentally through
intellect, one communicates truths orally through speech, and one transmits them
in written form through writing. Human knowledge is receptive and involves accom-
modating our mind to truth. In contrast, God’s knowledge is creative. God’s capacity
for calculation (sefar), speech (sippur), and writing (sefer) is a unity through which
God brings the world into existence. God’s ability to calculate is His thought,

which comprises the mathematical relations between objects. God’s speech is His
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will through which things are created (as in Genesis where God creates through
speech), and God’s writing is His action, which expresses His power and is coexten-
sive with His will. Now for Halevi philosophical ratiocination must use language.””
Given that we use the same words to describe God’s attributes as to describe our
own, philosophical ratiocinations concerning God’s nature are necessarily mislead-
ing and imprecise.”? Along similar lines, Halevi notes that philosophers agree that
God is a timeless unity.”* Given that, as finite creatures, human beings use discursive
reason and so must represent God’s attributes separately over time, we can never
properly grasp God’s nature.”> Halevi’s critique of the human ability to grasp God
is ontological as well as epistemological. Given the discrepancy between God’s infi-
nite essence and human beings’ finite intellect, any being grasped by human beings
could not be God.”

Halevi likewise notes an inconsistency in the philosophers’ claim not to accept
anything not derived through rational analysis. His criticism is related to a criticism
mounted by al-Ghazali, and so it is worth beginning with al-Ghazali. At the
beginning of his great autobiography, The Deliverance From Error (al-Mungidh min al-
Dalal), al-Ghazali notes the inability of reason and the senses to ground themselves.
Al-Ghazali recounts his youthful confusion over the many theological disputes
among Muslims. To escape this confusion, he resolves only to accept ideas about
which he cannot entertain the slightest doubt.”” He begins with two apparently
infallible sources of knowledge, sense perception (al-hissiyat) and self-evident truths
(al-daritriyyat) such as the law of noncontradiction. Al-Ghazali begins by noting that
sense perception is not always infallible. For example, a star appears to the senses
as a small dot, whereas reason judges it to be much larger than the earth. Reason
likewise can be doubted, for although the self-evident truths seem certain, who is
not to say that what seems certain in light of reason might not be doubtful in light
of a higher faculty? Just as reason is able to correct sense perception, so a higher
faculty may be able to correct reason. Al-Ghazali reinforces this idea by appealing
to the state of dreaming. We are often certain in dreaming that what we perceive
is true, but when we awaken it becomes clear that what we dreamed was false. If
reason can be doubted, however, there seems to be no hope of ever escaping the
skeptical predicament for it is then impossible to ever formulate an argument with
certainty. Al-Ghazali notes that this realization made him a complete skeptic for

two months. He describes his overcoming his skepticism as follows:

At length God most high cured me of that sickness [i.e. skepticism|. My soul regained its
health and equilibrium. The necessary truths of intellect became once more accepted as I
regained confidence in their certain and trustworthy character. But this was not achieved by
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constructing a proof or putting together an argument. On the contrary, it was the eftect of
a light, which God most high cast into my breast. And that light is the key to most knowledge
(emphasis mine).”®

Because we can never perceive reality as it is in se, we can never be certain that
reason accurately represents reality. This realization brings al-Ghazali to a critical
insight — all trust in reason presupposes ungrounded faith in God, for only God can
guarantee the correspondence between reason and external reality. As skeptical as
philosophers may seem, their trust in reason belies an implicit, ungrounded faith
in God.”

Halevi offers a similar critique of philosophy. Philosophers think that human
knowledge of external reality must begin with sense perception. What characterizes
the senses is that they perceive accidental properties of things rather than essences.
Essences are known by intellect rendering judgments on sense perceptions. Halevi
gives the example of perceiving a king. One sees a person one day waging war,
another day adjudicating a case, and another day giving a speech to his people. One
sees the person as a child, in middle age, and on his deathbed. Intellect judges that
all these representations are of a single individual who is the king. As soon as the
person on his deathbed dies, however, intellect judges that what one perceives is
no longer a king, but rather a corpse.*® What guarantee do we have that our sense
perceptions give us accurate data about external reality? Perhaps our senses so distort
what they perceive as to make knowledge of external reality impossible. Because
philosophers hold that we have no way of knowing external reality independently
of our senses, there is no way that we can verify that our senses give us reliable data.

How then can we attain certainty? Halevi’s response is reminiscent of al-Ghazali’s:

But our intellect. . . cannot penetrate into the true nature of things except through God’s
grace, which implanted powers in our senses, which correctly mirror the sensible accidents
(emphasis mine).""

The myth of philosophy is that we can know based on our native powers alone,
and that God is a conclusion only reached at the end of inquiry. In reality, belief in
God is a necessary presupposition for the very project of philosophy. For philoso-
phers’ trust in their ability to attain truth presupposes ungrounded faith in God
who ordains a correspondence between sense perceptions and external reality.®

The philosophical mindset likewise has deleterious moral consequences. The
philosopher claims that he is the most moral individual. For as he only cares for
intellectual perfection and regards religious norms as arbitrary, he is supremely
tolerant.®* Halevi notes, however, that given that intellectual perfection is the
supreme value for the philosopher, morality is only of instrumental importance in
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achieving intellectual perfection, and God, having no will, is unconcerned with
moral obedience. As such, in cases in which the philosopher’s perfection can be
furthered by compromising ethics, there is nothing to restrain the philosopher from
deviating from moral norms.* Indeed, it was this perception of Halakha as of merely
instrumental value, which led the great rabbinic sage Elisha ben Abuya to sin.s
Furthermore, philosophers seek to fill their minds with knowledge of eter-
nal, unchanging things, thinking that such knowledge will bring them peace and
tranquility. As we have seen, through reason philosophers are unable to achieve
certainty in cosmology and metaphysics.® Given their inability to achieve their
aims through intellect alone, philosophers often assume dogmatic, tyrannical dis-
positions. Although they are fond of critiquing adherents of positive religion for
servile conformism [faglid], any agreement found among philosophers is “not the
result of research and investigation which established their views decisively, but
because they belong to the same philosophical sect which they conform to such
as the schools of Pythagoras, Empedocles, Aristotle, Plato, or others.”8” Devoid of
certainty, philosophers become zealous partisans who seek to impose their views on
others through force of personality and prestige rather than through demonstrative
argument.® Interestingly, Halevi thinks that this approach to philosophical truth has
its counterpart in religious groups. Lacking the certainty, which derives from true
revelation and authentic tradition, the Karaites, Christians, and Muslims invent reli-
gious systems based on arbitrary interpretations of scripture. Given their arbitrary
interpretations of scripture, these religious sects have no certainty that their religious
views are correct and, feeling insecure, they seek to impose their views on others
through rhetoric and/or force.* For this reason, Halevi calls adherents of these

religious groups those who “philosophize in relation to God (emphasis mine).”%°

Halevi’s Mystical Alternative

Philosophy is seductive. It dangles before us the possibility of escaping this world
of suffering and passion, and becoming godlike beings who know neither pain nor
desire and blissfully contemplate eternal truth. Philosophers are by nature distrust-
ful — they do not wish to rely on others whom they fear may deceive or disappoint
them. So they clutch at the illusion that they can attain this peace and tranquility
through their native powers. Honest analysis, however, shows the futility and con-
tradictions in the philosophers’ approach. Philosophers, who pride themselves on
being so critical, should know this and perhaps do at some level; however, wishful
thinking is very powerful, and it is only because of the philosophers’ need to deaden
their suffering that they can delude themselves into having faith in their Sisyphean

project.
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Clearing away philosophical illusion opens an alternative approach. Although
philosophers seek to curb passion,®" which they see as an impediment to knowing
truth, Halevi sees passion as the very condition of truth. Philosophers claim that
all knowledge must originate in sense perception, and God must be deduced from
our perception of the cosmos. Halevi accepts the principle that sense perception
is the foundation of knowledge, but he thinks that the only adequate way to
know God is through mystical sense perception. The people who sensibly perceive
divine forms are the prophets. It is important to note, however, that for Halevi,
prophecy is not just a remote event in the past. Any authentic mystical vision is
prophecy for the prophet is a visionary mystic, albeit a perfect type.”* If God has
no physical form, how can He be sensed??? Halevis approach to this problem
is best understood against the background of one of his most important Jewish
philosophical predecessors, Saadia Gaon (882—942).

Saadia assumes four sources of knowledge: sense perception; self-evident
truths;** logical inference;* and authentic, revealed tradition. Now if one is in
possession of revealed truth, one must accept it in its literal meaning as the basis

of all of one’s knowledge.®®

This does not mean rejecting the other sources of
knowledge, for the paradigmatic example of authentic, revealed truth, the Torah,
corroborates the validity of the other sources of knowledge.”” What then hap-
pens if revealed truth contradicts the other sources of knowledge such as when we
read corporeal descriptions of God while reason and tradition confirm that God
cannot have a body?® Saadia offers two ways of resolving this contradiction. As
regards texts that incidentally seem to describe God in corporeal terms such as the
ascription of eyes to God in Deuteronomy 11:12,% Saadia argues that such texts
must be interpreted figuratively.’®® In the case of Deut. 11:12, Saadia notes other
places where the Torah uses the term “eye” (‘Ayin) metaphorically such as Genesis
44:21"°
Deuteronomy 11:12 to refer to divine providence.'*

' where “eye” is a metaphor for watchfulness and Saadia therefore takes

Although Saadia thinks that metaphorical interpretations are appropriate for
individual terms that seem to ascribe corporeality to God, he thinks that in cases of
elaborate visions of God such as Isaiah 6, it is impossible to appeal to metaphor, for
the prophet is clearly describing something perceived through sense perception and
what is perceived through sense perception is true.'® How could one perceive God
sensibly? Saadia squares this circle by accepting that the prophets report real visions,
but claiming that these visions are of a created light, which he identifies with the
biblical divine glory'®* or the feminine presence of God, the shekhina.'** In his
commentary on the Book of Creation, Saadia presents an expanded explanation of

the nature of this created glory. He distinguishes between two “airs,” a first air,
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which permeates all beings and a second air (avir sheni) into which God creates
light and forms into visible images, which God then reveals to His prophets.’® So
prophetic visions are real visions of divine forms seen with one’s eyes, but they are
not of God Himself."*”

Turning to Halevi, in his discussion of divine attributes the Khazar king asks
how the Torah could use terms, which imply corporeality and change in God when
both reason and the Torah itself reject these ideas.’®® In response, the Rabbi replies
that the attributes of God found in the Torah form three classes, none of which
describe the divine essence.’® Relative attributes include terms such as “blessed”
(barukh), “holy” (qadosh), and “praised” (mehulal), and are simply designations that
people use to exalt God. Negative attributes are terms that are phrased positively,
but whose sole purpose is to negate their opposites. For example, God is described
as “living” (hai),"** but finite human beings only comprehend life by means of
our senses when we sense something that moves. God, however, is incorporeal
and immutable, so the sole meaning of the attribute “living” is to negate from
God the attributes of being inanimate and dead.""" In truth, it would be correct
to likewise negate “living” from God because “living” does not apply to God in
the way that we generally understand the term (i.e., connected with corporeality
and movement). Because there is a sense in which God lives that we do not fully
understand (as it is unconnected with corporeality and movement), the Torah does
not deny life of God.""* Attributes of action are names that people give to God on
the basis of their experiencing God’s actions in the world, and they form two classes.
The first class includes attributes, which people ascribe to God in virtue of good
and evil, which befall them. Hence when people experience good fortune they
call God “merciful” (rahum),"® whereas when they sufter they call God “vengeful”
(qan’a)."** In truth, God is an unchanging, just judge and these attributes are simply
human projections.'™ The second class includes attributes, which describe God in
anthropomorphic ways such as “seeing” (ro’eh). Halevi interprets such attributes as
metaphors so, for example, God’s “seeing” refers to divine omniscience.'*®

Like Saadia, Halevi does not think that metaphor can explain elaborate prophetic
visions, and Halevi agrees that God, being incorporeal, cannot be perceived
sensibly.''7 He therefore offers two interpretations of prophetic visions. The first
interpretation follows Saadia as Halevi suggests that the prophet may see a created
glory, which God fashions into particular images out of a fine substance, which
Halevi calls the “holy spirit” (ruah ha-qodesh).*'3 God creates these forms by shining a
ray of divine light into the fine substance. But Halevi is careful to make clear that this
light is created and hence the spiritual form seen by the prophet is not identical with
God’s essence in any respect.””® The second possibility is that the glory seen by the
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prophet includes an array of spiritual beings including all the angels, the firmament,
and the divine throne, chariot, and wheels, which the prophet sees in the form of
a luminous anthropos.”° This anthropos is a created being, which is eternal a parte
poste. Alexander Altmann has pointed out that this is a Karaite doctrine, although
Elliot Wolfson has suggested that Halevi may also have been influenced by the
chariot-mysticism of the Jewish tradition.""

Halevi goes beyond Saadia in an important respect, however. Given that the
created glory is a fine spiritual substance, there seems to be no way that our physi-
cal eye could perceive it. Halevi carves epistemological space for such a perception
by adding a fifth inner sense to the four inner senses of the philosophers. This
so-called “inner” (al-batina) eye, which Halevi sometimes links with a special oper-
ation of the imagination,'** parallels the operations of the outer eye.”*? Just as the
outer eye provides the raw data concerning sensible things, which is then analyzed,
synthesized, and interpreted by intellect, so the inner eye provides the raw data con-
cerning the spiritual forms, which must be analyzed, synthesized, and interpreted
by the intellect.”** The imagination plays a special role here for what the inner eye
“sees” has no visible corporeal form. The images “seen” by the prophet are, in fact,
supplied by the imagination."*’ This is not, however, a product of the independent,
free play of the prophet’s imagination. For God creates spiritual forms in such a
way that when perceived by the inner eye, the prophet’s imagination is stimulated
to “clothe” these spiritual perceptions in particular forms. The perceptions of the
inner eye are therefore the product of the direct, specific will of God. Further-
more, God wills prophecy to Jews alone,”® and only in the land of Israel.”*” The
preparation needed to achieve prophecy is not the observance of “rational” moral
and political laws, but only obedience to the law (Halakha) revealed to the Jews."?*

If prophetic perceptions are not of God Himself, what is their purpose and why
is God often perceived as a human being? As we have seen, sense perception and
intellect work in tandem. In the example of the king mentioned above, the intellect
judges various sense perceptions to be of a king."*® In a similar manner, while the
inner eye perceives spiritual forms, the intellect links these perceptions with the
divine referent. So, for example, Halevi interprets Isaiah’s seeing God seated on a
throne as a visual, poetic metaphor for God’s being exalted above all beings."3° If
this is the case, what is the advantage to the perception of these spiritual forms?
Why not just deduce God’s existence from the world as the philosophers do? And
is it not very misleading to represent God in corporeal form as a human being?™3’

In response, Halevi distinguishes between the perception of the world through
the outer eye and the perception of the spiritual forms through the inner eye. In

perceiving the world through the outer eye, we set ourselves against the world
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and seek to distinguish and categorize material objects and determine the eter-
nal, unchanging principles underlying the natural order. The mode of cognition,
however, conditions the substance of the cognition. As we have seen, by rigorously
subjecting physical reality to the principle of ex nihilo nihil fit, the philosopher views
the world as an eternal necessary order, and the God deduced from this order is a
static God of being whose most important attribute is intellect and who possesses
no will. In such a world miracles are impossible, God has no chosen people, and
there is no divinely revealed Halakha.

God, however, cannot be placed in neat categories. By perceiving the spiritual
forms as an anthropos, the prophet encounters God as one who calls to him as a lover,
a friend, a father, and a king. The prophet encounters God as one who expresses
love and demands that he reciprocate. God thus encountered is not an object of
knowledge but is a dynamic subject, with whom the prophet forms a personal
relationship and for whom he is willing to die.”3* Passion is not an impediment
to knowledge of truth, but rather is its very condition. The prophet’s God, the
so-called “God of Abraham” is thus very different from the philosopher’s God, the
so-called “God of Aristotle.”"3?* The prophet encounters a God of becoming whose
most important attribute is will. As a result, the prophet understands creation to
occur ex nihilo as the result of God’s spontaneous free will, and nature is subject to
God’s unexpected, miraculous intervention at any time. God has a chosen people
to whom He reveals His divine Law."** The difference between the philosopher
and the prophet is expressed in Halevi’s account of the Tetragrammaton. Unlike
the philosopher for whom the Tetragrammaton is an impersonal noun expressing
necessary existence, for the prophet Tetragrammaton is a personal name, which
signifies creation without intermediaries."S In line with this, Halevi tells us that
“the matter of the Tetragrammaton cannot be comprehended through logic, and
there is no proof of it except through prophetic vision.”"3%

Visualizing the divine anthropos is thus critical to knowing God, for it is one
thing to say that God knows and cares for us, but it is entirely another thing to be
led to this notion through the sense perception of a king who is lovingly looking
down upon us from His throne. The distinction between one who encounters
divine forms directly and one who learns discursively about God’s traits is like the
difference between one who lives in a country and one who reads about it. What
is represented discursively is a pale shadow of what is experienced immediately,
and one can never fully capture in discursive language all that one experiences in a
single moment."37

There are other reasons why the prophetic way of knowing God is vastly superior

to the philosophical way. As we have mentioned, because philosophy uses discursive
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reasoning, it requires a long process to unpack and “narrate” God’s attributes, and
as such it is unable to represent adequately God’s unity. The prophet who grasps the
divine anthropos “in the blink of an eye” through a sudden, immediate experience
is, however, better able to apprehend God’s unity.'3® Indeed, Halevi thinks that
suddenness and spontaneity are marks of divinity."3® Whereas according to the
natural order individuals develop gradually over time as they strive to actualize

their essences,'*°

God can miraculously effect radical changes at any time. This
then marks the difference between human and divine religions. Human religions
develop slowly over time appearing “among single individuals who support one
another in upholding the faith which it pleased God they should promulgate. Their
number increases continually, they grow more powerful or a king arises and assists
them and also compels his subjects to adopt the same creed.”™" In contrast, a divine
religion “arises suddenly. It is bidden to arise and it is there like the creation of
the world.”'** Judaism is such a religion for it begins with Israelite slaves being
miraculously taken out from Egypt and revealed the Torah on Mount Sinai.'#

The prophetic approach to metaphysical truth is likewise superior to the philo-
sophical approach from an ethical standpoint. As we have seen, for the philosopher
the moral law is of merely instrumental value and God, having no will, neither
rewards obedience nor punishes disobedience. This then admits the possibility of
exceptions to the moral law. In contrast, for the prophet God ordains religious
law, which includes the moral law, and its full purpose is beyond human scrutiny.
The omniscient, omnipotent God rewards obedience and punishes disobedience;
hence, the moral law is always binding and allows no exceptions.'#*

Furthermore, unlike the philosopher the prophet recognizes that through his
own powers he is unable to know metaphysical truth. This, however, leads him
to be more confident and peaceful, for the prophet has certain faith in his self-
confirming divine illumination. Whereas the philosopher is filled with self-doubt
and arrogantly seeks to impose his opinions on others, the prophet is secure in his
faith and is thus more allowing and peaceful. Halevi therefore concludes that those
who have the exalted virtue of “faith” (al-tman) that comes “naturally” (bi-al-tabi a)
are much more fortunate than skeptics who, tormented by doubt, must rely on

uncertain philosophical reasoning to grope for a truth that they may never attain.'#

I1I. MAIMONIDES’ APOPHATIC MYSTICISM

Maimonides has often been cast as a harsh critic of mysticism. In his History of the
Jews, Heinrich Graetz contrasts Maimonides with the kabbalist Nahmanides:
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If Judaism for Maimonides was a cult of the intellect, for Nahmanides it was a religion
of feeling. According to the former, there was no secret in Judaism, which could not be

disclosed to thought; according to the latter, the mystical and unknown were the holiest
146

elements of Judaism, and were not to be profaned by reflection.

Although scholars generally agree that Maimonides’ thought bears little imprint
of Kabbalah,"*” some recent scholars have seen intimations of mysticism in Mai-
monides’ account of passionate love of God [Arabic: ‘ishq, Hebrew: hesheq| and in his

apophatic (negative) theology.'*3

These mystical impulses, which are deeply bound
with philosophical ratiocination, can only be understood against the background
of Maimonides’ discussion of biblical and rabbinic kataphatic descriptions of God.
In this section, I will sketch the relationship between apophatic and kataphatic

expression in Maimonides’ dialectical philosophical mysticism.

Love and Fear of God

Maimonides offers two accounts of the relationship between love and fear of God.
In a number of places, he describes a developmental relationship between the two.
One begins by worshipping God out of fear of punishment [yirah] or hope for
reward. This is the method of worship of “ignoramuses, women, and children.” '
Training in this method of worship can lead one to a state in which one worships
through love and, “believes in the truth for its own sake.”*3° In his “Laws of the
Foundations of the Torah,” however, Maimonides offers this famous account of
the relationship between love and fear of God.

And by what means is one to attain to this love and fear of Him [le’ahavato veyir’ato]? When
a person meditates on His wondrous, majestic works and creatures and beholds in them His
transcendent, boundless wisdom, he will straightaway love, praise, glorify, and passionately
desire [umit’aveh ta’avah gedolah] to know the Great Name, as David said: “My soul thirsts
for God, for the living God (Ps. 42: 3).” But on contemplating [besha’a sheyitbonen)] these
very things, he will straightaway recoil, in fear and dread, knowing that he is but a petty
creature, ignoble and opaque, standing with paltry, trifling knowledge, before the Perfect in
knowledge, as David said: “When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your fingers . . . what
is man that You are mindful of him [and the son of man that You care for him] (Ps. 8:
s

Here love and fear are simultaneous reactions to contemplating God’s work.
Although Maimonides uses the same word for “fear” (yir'ah) in this passage as
he does in the “Laws of Repentance,” here yir'ah is more akin to awe at God’s
sublime wisdom, rather than the fear of punishment described in the “Laws of
Repentance.” These two types of yir'‘ah correspond to two ways of worshipping
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God, one bordering on idolatry and the other being the proper method of worship.
Maimonides sees the main task of the Torah as guiding individuals from idolatry

52 What characterizes idolatry in its many forms

to correct apprehension of God.
is that while it seems to involve pious reverence for the deity, it is really a type of
egoism, in which one looks to God to satisfy one’s desires, or in which one projects
one’s desired perfections on to God with which one then falls in love. To move
individuals to a proper relationship to God, the Torah initiates individuals into a
dialectical process of affirmation and denial in which one rises from infantile wish-
fulfillment to openness to God who is paradoxically both a mysterious, ungraspable
Otbher, and an overwhelming presence who inspires passionate love, and sublime
awe, fear, and respect.

As we have seen, from the passage just quoted in the “Laws of the Foundations
of the Torah,” love of God involves the desire to know His great name, that is,
love derives from seeking knowledge of God. In the “Laws of Repentance” 10:6,
Maimonides writes that, “a person only loves God according to the knowledge
with which he knows Him. Love is proportionate to apprehension — if there is
little apprehension there will be little love, if there is much apprehension there will
be much love.”"3? So here love follows possessing knowledge of God."* On my
interpretation, there is a complex interplay between love and awe and knowledge
and ignorance that illustrates a crucial Neoplatonic current in Maimonides’ thought.
Love of God flows from knowledge in the sense that true knowledge involves
recognizing our inability to comprehend God’s essence, which fills us with awe and
passionate love for God.

Idolatry

Maimonides identifies at least two types of idolatry. In his famous discussion of
the origins of idolatry, Maimonides notes that idolatry began as star worship. The
ancients believed that the stars were living beings whose movements impacted
events on earth. The stars were seen as God’s regents whom God deemed worthy
of worship. Although the stars were originally worshipped as a way of honoring
God, they came to be worshipped as substitutes for God.">* For false prophets arose
who claimed that God or the stars had spoken to them and commanded them to
create physical representations so that the stars could be worshipped more easily."s®
These idols were said to be able to “do good and evil thus it was worthwhile to
worship and fear them.”"37 The people became so preoccupied with the worship of
these physical idols that they forgot about God completely.'s® This type of idolatry
is deeply tied to belief in astrology and magic. For false prophets and priests told the
people that by worshipping the stars through the performance of ritual acts, they
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could bring about propitious events such as rainfall, fertility, the prolongation of
life, and protection from calamity.’>® For example, pagan priests commanded their
faithful to have a beautiful girl graft the bough of one tree to a tree of a different
species while a man had intercourse with her to increase the trees’ fertility.'*

In sum, this type of idolatry is ultimately a means to fulfill human desires.
People were drawn to it because they felt weak and sought the means to control
their fates.'®" Priests and prophets took advantage of the people and induced them
to follow the priests’ and prophets’ dictates through fear of punishment and hope
for reward, which was said to accompany the performance of (or failure to perform)
pagan rituals. Now in general the pagan prophets’ warnings would not materialize —
there was no connection between performing pagan rituals and receiving good
things. On occasion, due to pure chance, the prophets’ warnings would be borne
out, and the performance of a pagan ritual would be followed by a beneficial
event or the failure to perform a pagan ritual would be followed by a calamity.
The people, being very prone to superstition, would latch on to these chance
occurrences and completely ignore the majority of cases in which the prophetic
promises and warnings did not come to pass. In this way, people came to believe
that performing pagan rituals allowed them to control nature.'®?

In addition to the first type of idolatry, Maimonides identifies a second type that
is both more pervasive and insidious. Although the worship of stars and physical
idols involves worshipping substitutes for God, there is also a form of idolatry that
involves misconceiving God Himself. This is the idolatry of anthropomorphism
and anthropopathism in which one projects imaginative conceptions of human
perfection onto God. For example, one assumes on the basis of one’s limited
imaginative experience that everything that exists must have a body."®> God, being
the most perfect being, must therefore have the most perfect body, a body “bigger
and more resplendent than ours, the matter of which is not composed of flesh
and blood.”*®* Similarly, the most exalted human beings such as kings and princes
rightly expect to be adored and get angry with those who do not show them proper
respect. God, being the most exalted and honored of all beings, must therefore feel
extreme anger toward those who do not worship Him properly." Ascribing anger
and indignation to a disrespected deity in turn reinforces the idea that feeling anger
is an appropriate response to not receiving the honor one is due.

Now Maimonides makes clear that idolaters can love their deities."*® What unites
the two species of idolatrous love is their being grounded in imperfect imagination,
intemperate desire, and narcissistic inwardness.’®” For although the first type of
idolatry involves imagining God as a means to satisfy one’s bodily needs, the second

type involves hypostasizing one’s imagined perfections, which are then deified and



140 Michah Gottlieb

deemed worthy of reverence and imitation. So idolatrous love is, in all cases, rooted

in self-love.

The Torah As Corrective

The Torah is an educational tool par excellence whose aim is that everyone should
be perfect, that is, to wean individuals from childish, imaginative views of God
to mature, intellectual apprehension of God.'®® Given the power of imagination,
accomplishing this is no mean task, for not everyone is able to free themselves
from inadequate conceptions of God.'® The Torah’s brilliance lies in its ability to
address individuals at different stages of intellectual maturity and move them each
according to their capacity to more adequate ways of conceiving God. For there
are many levels of apprehension of God.'”°

The key to the Torah’s method of education is the doctrine of accommodation
whose basic principle is, “a sudden transition from one opposite to another is
impossible, and therefore man, according to his nature [tabi‘at al-insan], is not
capable of abandoning suddenly all to which he was accustomed.”'”" If the Torah
were written as a recondite philosophical work, it would be useless to most people.
So given the Torah’s interest in the perfection of the Jewish nation as a whole, it
must address individuals at their particular level of understanding. Now, as we have
seen, the root cause of idolatry is that individuals are under the sway of imagination,
and the way to proper worship God is through intellect. It is therefore worthwhile
noting some of the differences between the imaginative and rational faculties for
Maimonides.'7?

The imaginative faculty (al-qitwa al-mutakhayyila) is bound to matter and to the
use of sensible images.'7? It includes two powers. First, imagination “apprehends
what is individual and composite as a whole.”'7* This apparently corresponds to the
operations of common sense and the retentive imagination, which coordinate and
preserve different perceptions.'”> Second, it has a productive function, combining
images that are separate to represent objects that have never been perceived by the
senses before."”® The rational faculty (al-giiwa al-natqah) comprises practical (‘amal)
and theoretical (nazari) reason. Practical reason includes a productive (mihni) part
through which one acquires skills such as carpentry and agriculture, and a reflective
(fikrr) part through which one considers which acts are to be done and which are
not to be done. Reflective practical reason includes political and ethical thinking
(what Maimonides calls reflection on “noble (al-jamil/al-hasan) and base (al-qabih)
actions”)."”7 Theoretical reason includes the intellect, which knows the essences of

things, that is, the intelligibles (al- ulitm).'”s
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Now Maimonides calls intellect “the contrary” of the imagination.'” As an
Aristotelian, Maimonides thinks that knowledge must begin with the senses.'*
Nevertheless, intellect treats sense data very differently than imagination. Whereas
imagination is tied to sensible representations, intellect abstracts from sensible rep-
resentations conceiving objects not according to how they present themselves to the
senses, but rather according to their rationally apprehended causes. Once intellect
abstracts from the sensible objects, it can form syllogisms that allow it to know
independently of the senses. Whereas the imagination perceives multiplicity in the
world by focusing on individual phenomenal representations, the intellect appre-
hends unity by seeking the single, universal, unchanging essence underlying diverse
phenomena. Whereas the productive imagination unites representations arbitrarily,
intellect divides and abstracts essences according to the strict rules of demonstration
found in logic and mathematics.""

For Maimonides, the difference between the operations of the imagination and
the intellect is the difference between accurate and inaccurate measures of necessity,
possibility, and impossibility. Imagination represents many things to itself as possible,
which are impossible, and it represents many things to itself as impossible, which
are possible. For example, imagination conceives of God as having a body. On the
other hand, imagination cannot conceive of the asymptote, that is, two lines, one
curved and one straight, which begin at a certain distance from one another where
the distance between the two diminishes without the lines ever meeting. Intellect,
however, demonstrates that it is impossible for God to have a body and that it is
possible for two lines to approach one another without ever meeting.'®?

Recognizing intellect as the proper measure of necessity, possibility, and impos-
sibility plays a crucial role in how one conceives the world. Because imagination
represents things arbitrarily and not according to fixed rules, the imaginative con-
ception of the world is grounded in seeing truth as conventional.™* As Maimonides
puts it, “there can be no critical examination in the imagination.”"® It is thus not
surprising that the Mutakallimiin, Islamic dialectical theologians who took the imag-
ination as the measure of truth, were occasionalists who did not believe in fixed laws
of nature and who thought that God arbitrarily creates the world anew at every
moment.”™ In contrast, philosophers who consider the strict rules of logic and
mathematics as the measure of truth conceive of the world as operating according
to fixed, natural laws."8°

Now the belief in magic is an imaginative belief for it implies that through
performing ritual acts in service of pagan deities human beings can cause effects

to follow from causes that violate the natural laws of physics.'®” Undermining the
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belief in magic is a central aim of the Torah,'® and using the principle of accom-
modation the Torah prescribes rituals and teaches opinions, which are designed
to gradually wean people away from this idolatrous belief."®® So, for example,
because of the pagan belief that through a sex-ritual involving grafting trees of
different species the trees could be made fertile, the Torah forbids grafting trees of

two different species.”

Similarly, whereas pagans claim that worshipping certain
deities will bring good fortune, the Torah teaches that worshipping these gods will
bring calamity, whereas if one worships God alone and performs proper rituals in
His service, one will receive benefits such as rainfall, fertile land, and peace and
security."’

Although all this applies to counteracting belief in substitutes for God, the harder
and more important task of education involves curing people of anthropomorphic
and anthropopathic conceptions of God. Anthropomorphism/anthropopathism
originates either from a dearth of thought or from an excess of it. Recall that
imagination is necessarily bound to sense perception. A simple person conceiving
God according to the imagination will imagine God in a familiar way as the most
perfect, powerful human being they can conceive of, frequently as the perfect father
who will protect, reward, and punish people and who is on this account to be feared
and loved. It is not only simple people who hold imaginative beliefs about God,
even sophisticated thinkers can fall prey to imagination. For reasons that we will see
later, Maimonides thinks that it is impossible to grasp God’s essence intellectually.
Although true philosophers embrace this, emotionally immature thinkers seek clear
knowledge of God’s essence. Given the impossibility of such knowledge, they end
up retreating to the only way of giving a clear description of God — through the
imagination — and God becomes the hypostasis of imagined perfections. Indeed
according to Maimonides it was the failure to accept the impossibility of grasping
the divine nature that led to the great rabbinic sage Elisha ben Abuya to sin.'?

Yirah (fear/awe) has a crucial prophylactic function: It helps prevent individuals
from seeking what is beyond their grasp. Whereas Elisha ben Abuya is a model of
one who overreached his ability and so ended up in error, Moses is an example
of one who correctly recognized the bounds of what he could understand. So
Maimonides explains the verse “And Moses hid his face because he was afraid
(yareh) to look upon God” (Exod. 3:6) as referring to the fact that Moses felt awe
(yistahiyyu) at God’s sublimity and so held back from seeking to understand what
was beyond his capacity. On account of this intellectual humility, Moses was able
to grasp more than any other human being."3

The Torah addresses individuals at different stages of intellectual development.

It does so through the use of parables (al-mathal). Unlike philosophical discourse,
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which is abstract and appeals to the intellect alone, parables use images, which make
them an appropriate educational vehicle for people under the sway of imagination.
Furthermore, unlike philosophical discourse, which is precise and in which a single
intention is conveyed, parables are open to multiple interpretations and so can
convey numerous intentions. At one level the parable may convey an imaginative
understanding of truth, but at a deeper level it can point to a rational conception
of the same truth. Finally, parables are ambiguous and their meaning is obscure and
elusive. This obscurity mirrors the obscurity of metaphysics itself so the form of
instruction is appropriate to its content.

Now parables are constructs of the imagination; however, given the deceptive-
ness of the imagination, how can parables ever be used? In Guide of the Perplexed
Maimonides claims that one of the characteristics of the prophet is a perfected
imagination.’?5 The imagination is a bodily function tied to desire.’ If a person is
ruled by intemperate desire, his imagination will reflect this and he will conceive
reality according to his desires. By achieving rational and moral virtue, however,
the imagination can be trained to be obedient to intellect. To be a prophet, one
must have acquired all the rational virtues, most of the moral virtues, and have
perfected one’s imagination.'’ Despite the emphasis on the role of human activity
in prophecy, Maimonides still seeks to preserve a measure of divine voluntarism
by noting that, even after a person has acquired all of these perfections, God can
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still withhold prophecy."® But while God could potentially withhold prophecy
from one who is worthy, He never actually does so."” The prophet’s perfected
imagination serves an important political function enabling the prophet to com-
municate metaphysical truths grasped rationally to the majority of people who
are under the sway of the imagination. This occurs by the prophet’s metaphysical
knowledge known through his intellect “overflowing” to his imaginative faculty so
that he communicates his intellectual apprehension in parables.** It is the task of
the sage to instruct individuals in the figurative meaning of these parables, thereby
guiding individuals from imaginative conceptions of God to rational ones through

a dialectical process of affirmation and negation.

The Dialectical Process in Action: Maimonides on Divine Knowledge

The first task of the Torah is to direct people to the existence of a perfect being.
This is especially important because if people were never taught about the exis-
tence of God, even the most brilliant minds might never attain this knowledge.**"
Indeed, it took the great philosopher Abraham until he was forty years old to
discover the existence of a unique deity who governs the universe.>*> The Torah

therefore seeks to instill proper beliefs as a way of preparing people to attain
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philosophical understanding of God. Maimonides calls the acquisition of these
beliefs the “welfare of the soul” [Arabic: salah al-nafs, Hebrew: tigqun ha-nefesh].>*?
Given that at the outset people only conceive things according to their imagina-
tions, the Torah introduces beliefin a perfect deity through imaginative descriptions
of God, which accord with what the imagination deems perfection.”** One of the
ideas that the Torah seeks to instill is the idea of God as the perfect knower.
At an early developmental stage, people realize that their eyes play a central role
in how they know the world, so the Torah describes God as having eyes.>** To
prove that the Torah actually uses the principle of accommodation, Maimonides
makes the interesting observation that the Torah only ascribes certain sensible fac-
ulties to God and not others. Although God is described as seeing, hearing, and
occasionally as smelling, God is never described as tasting or touching. The reason
is that people generally conceive the senses of sight, hearing, and smell, which do
not involve direct physical contact with objects as more perfect ways of perceiving
than the senses of touch and taste, which require direct contact with the object
perceived.>*

Given God’s incorporeality, however, ascribing eyes and sight to God “abolishe[s]
belief in the existence of the deity.”**7 For in order for a person to hold a belief,
the belief must refer to something outside the mind.>*® Saying that God has eyes
and sees, however, is like saying that an elephant has one leg, three wings, swims in
the sea, and talks. For the person with this understanding of the term “elephant,”
the term does not refer incorrectly — it does not refer at all.>** To remedy this
problem, Maimonides claims that once the idea of the existence of God is firmly
implanted in people’s minds they must be commanded to believe that God does
not have eyes and sight whether they can understand this or not.*'°® Now as people
become habituated to the idea that God does not have eyes or sight, they will
become perplexed over traditional biblical texts, which seem to ascribe these things
to God. At this point, perplexed individuals must be initiated into the subtleties of
biblical interpretation. The terms “eye” (ayin) and “sight” (ra’oh) have, in addition
to their literal sense, a figurative sense according to which they mean intellectual
apprehension. Whenever it is said that God sees something through His eyes, this
in fact means that God apprehends something intellectually.''

Most people never get beyond this level of understanding. More philosophi-
cally inclined individuals are taught that ascribing knowledge to God is likewise
a distortion, for it compromises divine unity by conceiving of God as a subject
with attributes superadded to His essence.*'* In reality, God’s knowledge is identi-
cal to His essence.*'? We only imagine knowledge as an attribute added to God’s
essence because knowledge is an accidental quality in relation to our essence. Now

given that God’s knowledge is not an attribute that is distinguished from God’s
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essence, it is problematic to say that God is knowing. An alternative suggested
by the Kalam thinker Nazzam is to gloss “God is knowing” as “God is knowing
but not through knowledge because knowledge is his essence and his essence is
knowledge.”?'* Although this formulation is an improvement on the proposition
“God is knowing” simpliciter, it is still misleading. Although Nazzam’s proposi-
tion states that God’s knowledge is nothing other than God’s essence, the logical
structure of this proposition is a third adjacent with a subject linked to a predi-
cate through a copula that implies that the subject (God) has a quality added to
His essence.?’S Furthermore, the proposition is misleading because it uses the term
“knowing,” which suggests that God’s knowledge is like human knowledge only of
a greater degree. In reality, God’s knowledge is completely unlike ours for at least six
reasons. First, if God is all-knowing, God must know many things; however, given
God’s absolute unity, God knows many things with a single knowledge. According
to our concept of knowledge, however, one who knows many things must have
multiple numerous insights, which would compromise divine unity.>'¢ Second, if
God is all-knowing, God must know all events future and past. According to our
conception of knowledge this contradicts God’s immutability for if God knows
the future His knowledge must change when He knows that future events actually
come to pass.>'” Third, it is impossible for us to conceive how a being could know
infinitely many things, but God knows infinitely many things.*'® Fourth, there are
three elements of knowledge: the potentially intellectually cognizing subject, the
potentially intellectually cognized object, and the potential intellect itself. When
human beings’ intellects are actual, these three elements become one, but given our
finitude, these three elements are often separate. God’s intellect, however, is always
actual, and these three elements are always one in Him.>" Fifth, given that we are
finite beings, our knowledge of finite particulars depends on our sense perceptions
of the world. In a word, our knowledge is receptive. God’s knowledge, however, is
spontaneous and creative, for God knows all things before they come into existence
and causes them to come into existence.?*® Sixth, although God knows all future
events, God’s knowledge does not compromise human free will. This is impossible
according to our conception of knowledge.?*" These differences between God’s
knowledge and ours show that it is impossible for us to ever adequately under-
stand God’s knowledge.?** The only way we could ever understand it would be to
become God.*** The term “knowledge” as applied to God’s knowledge and ours is
therefore purely equivocal as there is absolutely no relation between our knowledge
and God’s.>**

To what then do the descriptions of God’s knowledge in the Torah amount?
Here Maimonides introduces his famous doctrine of negative attributes. Given

the enormous differences between our knowledge and God’s, if knowledge is to
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be predicated of God’s essence it must be glossed negatively as a negation of a
privation. “God is knowing” should therefore be understood to mean that God is
not ignorant. Now there are two ways that privation can be negated. Privation can
be negated in the sense that it implies that the subject possesses a particular habit.
So, for example, saying that Adam is not blind means that Adam sees because sight
and blindness are applicable to Adam and there is no intermediary between having
sight and being blind. Privation, however, can also be negated in the sense that
the whole category to which the privation belongs is inapplicable to the subject.
Thus, when one says that the wall is not blind this does not imply that the wall
sees, but rather that blindness/sight does not apply to the wall. For Maimonides,
negative attributes are of the second kind. When “God has knowledge” is glossed
as “God is not ignorant,” this implies that the category of knowledge/ignorance as
we typically understand it is inapplicable to God. Given this meaning of negative
attributes, negative attributes can only “conduct the mind towards the utmost reach
that man may attain in apprehension of Him, may He be exalted.”**3

What then is referred to in the proposition “God is not ignorant”? The only
positive content we can give to this is that it refers to God’s existence, which is
inseparable from God’s essence. For all that we can understand in the proposition
“God is not ignorant” is that God apprehends in the most basic sense that appre-
hension involves living, that is, that God exists.*® Hence attributing knowledge to
God is just a way of affirming that God is. Indeed, Maimonides repeats many times
that we can only apprehend the fact that God is and not his quiddity. Beyond this
we only have silence.?”” Why then do we gloss “God is knowing” as “God is not
ignorant” and not as “God is not knowing”’? Strictly speaking, it would be proper
to gloss “God is knowing” as “God is not knowing” given that in the usual sense
of the term, “knowing” refers to human knowledge. The Torah, however, seeks
to lead us to conceive of God as the most perfect being, and because knowledge is
deemed a perfection by us to say that “God is not knowing” implies that God is
imperfect.??*

Still, there remains a sense in which the via negativa is misleading because it
uses discursive language to represent God who is a pure unity.>* Therefore, Mai-
monides claims that there is a higher form of apprehending God than the via
negativa. Although he is quite brief on this point, Maimonides speaks of a power
of “intuition” (shu‘tir/hads) through which “the mind goes over premises and con-
clusion in the shortest time so that it is thought to happen in no time at all.”?3°
Through this power truth “flashes” to the knower such that she is able to grasp
speculative matters intuitively without recourse to discursive reasoning.?3" This way

of immediate knowing, which we might call intellectual intuition is a much more
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adequate way of representing God’s timeless unity. This intuition can, however,
only be grasped at particular instants, and for most people it is impossible to sustain

this insight over extended periods of time.*3?

Apophasis and Mysticism

Does the via negativa constitute knowledge of God? What is the difference between
the philosopher who speaks via negativa and the simple person who on authority
says that he understands nothing of God? The difference could not be greater.
Maimonides distinguishes among three levels of understanding. The first level is
where one voices opinions, but has no understanding of what these opinions
actually signify. The second level is where one is able to give reasons for one’s
opinions, although not demonstrative reasons. The third and highest level is where
one is able to give demonstrative reasons for one’s beliefs such that “a different
belief'is in no way possible.”?33

There is a huge gulf separating the individual who simply utters the claim that he
knows nothing about God and the individual who can give demonstrative reasons
why he has no knowledge of God. The difference is akin to that between one
who cannot see because of an absence of light and one who cannot see because
of overpowering light. For the person who expresses ignorance without reasons,
God’s existence is an empty word. God is absent. For the philosopher who has
gone through the dialectical process of affirmation and negation, God’s being
is understood to be so transcendent and perfect, that it overwhelms his under-

standing and stuns him into silence.

Thus, all the philosophers say: We are dazzled by His beauty, and He is hidden from us
because of the intensity with which He becomes manifest, just as the sun is hidden to
eyes that are too weak to apprehend it. .. The most apt phrase concerning this subject is
the dictum occurring in Psalms, “Silence is Praise to Thee” (Ps. 65: 2), which interpreted
signifies: silence with regard to You is praise.**

Whereas the person who uncomprehendingly says that he knows nothing of
God is left cold by his utterance, the philosopher who understands that God is
unknowable is filled with love and awe. Like a person madly in love with a beloved
who coquettishly appears only to withdraw, the philosopher is consumed with

passion for God who is ungraspable in His overwhelming presence.

What is the proper love of God? It is that one should love God with a great, powerful love
until his soul is entwined with the love of God and he is madly obsessed [shogeh] as if he
is sick with love. [It is like the love of a woman] where one’s thoughts are never free from
loving this woman and one is madly obsessed with her when he sits, when he rises, when
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he eats and when he drinks. The love of God in the hearts of those who are madly obsessed
with God is stronger than this.>3

Just as a lover will do anything to come closer to his elusive beloved, so the
philosopher seeks to link his entire being, body and soul, to God. At the highest
level, he will be preoccupied with God in all of his activities and will experience
great pleasure in this love:

And there may be a human individual who, through his apprehension of the true realities
[al-haqa’iq] and his joy [al-ghibta] in what he has apprehended, achieves a state in which he
talks with people and is occupied with his bodily necessities while his intellect is turned
wholly towards Him, may He be exalted, while outwardly he is with people in the sort of

way described by the poetical parables that have been invented for these notions: “I sleep
236

but my heart waketh: the voice of my beloved knocketh” (Song of Songs s:2).

The person who enjoys this passionate love of God is said to be experiencing
a divine “kiss” [neshiga].?37 Unlike Sufi thinkers, however, Maimonides does not
think that union with God is possible.® Love and awe come from recognizing
God’s overwhelming presence, which is inaccessible to reason. Whereas the imma-
ture person, guided by imagination, loves and fears God by assimilating God to her
own categories of thought, the mature thinker loves God and is in awe of Him
by recognizing God’s supreme otherness, which breaks through all categories of
human thought and fills her with erotic desire to know Him. This divine “kiss,”
which involves continually, obsessively contemplating God in silence constitutes
the mystical culmination of Maimonides’ philosophy.

IV. CONCLUSION

I began by distinguishing between two types of muysticism, “revelatory” and
“apophatic” mysticism. To clarify problems emerging from each type, I presented
close readings of Judah Halevi and Moses Maimonides. I will conclude by briefly
summarizing some of the main differences between Halevi’s and Maimonides’
accounts of the relationship of mysticism to philosophy.

For Halevi, the prophet is a revelatory mystic who passively receives visions of
divine forms through his inner eye and the imagination. In contrast to philosophers
who are tormented by doubt and so must resort to discursive rational inquiry to
seek a religious truth, which they may never attain, the prophet enjoys “peace of
the soul” in his self-confirming divine visions. Love of God comes from the passion
of engagement. The prophet passively encounters God through a supernatural act
of divine grace. God reveals the divine forms to the prophet’s inner spiritual eye
and causes the prophet’s imagination to clothe these inner perceptions with specific
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images. These forms then serve as sensible metaphors for God, inculcating proper
knowledge, love, and fear of God. God chooses with whom He will communicate.
He has chosen the Jewish people and, among the Jewish people, He chooses the
prophets with whom He only communicates in the Land of Israel. God ordains
commandments to the Jew as a prerequisite for achieving mystical vision, but
fulfilling these commandments is no guarantee of achieving mystical vision. The
prophets are not philosophers, but rather pious individuals who contemplate God
imaginatively.

In contrast, Maimonides derogates opinion/faith (itigad) without rational under-
standing as vastly inferior to philosophical knowledge. One who approaches God
through the imagination alone risks worshipping his own projected fantasy, which
constitutes the essence of idolatry. Maimonides acknowledges that attaining correct
apprehension of God is hard work and requires active, spontaneous effort. One
cannot know God directly, but must rise in understanding slowly, first learning
logic and mathematics, then physics and cosmology, and finally metaphysics. Fur-
thermore, one must perfect one’s moral traits and one’s imagination. Prophetic
knowledge is rational — the imagination is the vehicle through which the prophet
communicates his insights to the people for their gradual education. Prophecy is
the culmination of an active, natural process involving acquiring moral, intellectual,
and imaginative perfection. The pinnacle of knowledge involves recognizing one’s
inability to know God positively, which fills one with awe and passionate love for
God. This constitutes true worship of God and is the mystical peak of Maimonides’
philosophical-religious system. Although the path to knowing God is open to all
human beings, the numerous obstacles along this path mean that the majority of
people will never enjoy the divine “kiss.” So Maimonides would certainly agree

with Spinoza’s famous dictum that “all things excellent are as difficult as they are
rare.”?3924¢

NOTES

I See Scholem 1974, p. 3. Scholem distinguishes between a “wider” sense of the term
Kabbalah that refers to Jewish mysticism from the Second Temple period onward and a
narrower sense that refers to specific forms of Jewish mysticism from the twelfth century
onward. Throughout this essay, I use Kabbalah in the wider sense.

2 See Idel 2002, pp. 1—25; Scholem 1995, p. 21; E. Wolfson 2005, pp. 1—45.

3 On the debate over the dating of Book of Creation, see Liebes 2000, pp. 229—37.

4 Scholem 1995, pp. 25-8; idem 1975, pp. 226—9; idem 1969, p. 36. Also see Dan 1986,
pp- 9-12; Tishby 1964, pp. 11—14. For a sophisticated philosophical rendering of the
concept of kabbalistic symbol, see E. Wolfson 2005, pp. 26—40. Yehuda Liebes attempts
to distinguish between kabbalistic myth and symbol. See Liebes 1993, p. 179 n. 116; idem
1995, p. 213. See Wolfson’s critique of Liebes in E. Wolfson 2005, pp. 36—45.



150 Michah Gottlieb

5 Scholem 1995, pp. 28—30; Altmann 1991, pp. 18—9; Matt 1986, pp. 370—400.

6 Scholem 1995, pp. 30—2.

7 Scholem 1995, pp. 33—4; idem 1981, pp. 162—80; Gottlieb 1976, pp. 38—55.

8 Scholem 1995, pp. 34—7; idem 1991, pp. 56—87; Tishby 1989, pp. 449—58.

9 Scholem’s dichotomy has been understood as stemming from his interest in reversing
what he perceived to be the unjust dismissal of Kabbalah by the nineteenth-century
bourgeois originators of modern Jewish studies (Wissenschaft des Judentums). According
to Scholem, these scholars tendentiously cast rationality as the essence of Judaism, which
resulted in a desiccated version of Judaism that could only be remedied by a retrieval
of the dynamic, mythical, and imaginative elements found in Kabbalah. See Scholem
1995, pp. 1-3; idem 1997, pp. 53—71; Schweid 1985, pp. 145—65. Compare Idel’s cri-
tique of Scholem’s reading of nineteenth-century scholarship on Kabbalah in Idel 1988a,
pp. 13—4. For critique of Scholem’s distinction between philosophical allegory and kab-
balistic symbol, see Idel 1988a, pp. 200—22; idem 2002, pp. 272—351; Schweid 1985,
pp. 126-8; Talmage 1987, pp. 343—4. For critique of Scholem’ account of kabbalistic
theurgy, see Idel 1988a, pp. 156—99; idem 1988b, p. viii; E. Wolfson 2005, pp. 36—7. Idel
and Wolfson question Scholem’s distinction between the kabbalists’ theurgic interpre-
tation of Halakha and the philosophers’ instrumental interpretation of Halakha, noting
nontheurgic kabbalistic interpretations of Halakha. See Idel 1994, pp. 127-30; idem
1988a, pp. 39—49; idem 1988c, pp. 137—45. E. Wolfson 2000, pp. 178—228; idem 2006,
pp. 188—90. Frank Talmage questions Scholem’s contention that the authority of Halakha
is lessened for Jewish philosophers. See Talmage 1987, pp. 337—44. For critique of
Scholem’s theurgical interpretation of kabbalistic prayer, see Idel 1988a, pp. 103-11.
For critique of Scholem’s account of the kabbalistic view of evil, see Tishby 1989, p. 449;
E. Wolfson 2006, pp. 212-2T.

10 Important discussions of the definition of mysticism include: James 1928, pp. 379—82;
Russell 1951, pp. 1—32; Baumgardt 1963, pp. 7—21; Jones 1993, p. I; Scholem 1995,
pp- 3-7-

11 Idel 1988a, p. xviii.

12 E. Wolfson 1994a, p. 60.

13 Ibid., p. 63.

14 Ibid., p. 59.

15 Isaiah 6: 1—5.

16 Schifer 1981, p. 294 (§948-949); Partially cited in E. Wolfson 1994a, p. 90.

17 E. Wolfson 1994a, p. 394.

18 E. Wolfson 1994a is a deep account of medieval Jewish attempts to conceptualize
the nature of mystical visionary experience. Pedaya 2002 is largely derivative of E.
Wolfson.

19 These sources include Theology of Aristotle, Long Theology, and Risala fil-Ilm al-Ilaht (mis-
takenly attributed to Farabi). See Ivry 1991a, p. 117, n. s.

20 Plotinus Enneads 5.5.6 11—17 cited in Sells 1994, p. 15. For discussion, see Sells 1994,
pp- 14-33.

21 See Matt 1995, pp. 73—5; Scholem 1983, pp. 25—6; idem 1987, pp. 422—3; Altmann 1966,
pp- 46—54; On Maimonides’ adoption of Neoplatonic negative theology, see Ivry 1991a,
pp. 127-8, 133; idem 1992, p. 138. Aside from Neoplatonism other sources of negative
theology that may have influenced Kabbalah include Pseudo-Dionysus as adapted by John
Scotus Erigena, Isma‘ili mysticism, and Mutazilite Kalam. For discussion, see Scholem
1970, pp. 70—5; idem 1983, pp. 25—6; idem 1987, pp. 422—4; Matt 1995, pp. 67—73;
Altmann 1966, pp. 41—5; H. Wolfson 1956; idem, 1959.
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According to Harry Wolfson, Philo is the first thinker to articulate negative theology,
which he derives from biblical sources rendered philosophically. The Church fathers, the
Gnostic Basilides, Plotinus, and Albinus adopt negative theology from Philo. On Philo’s
negative theology, see H. Wolfson 1947, pp. 94—164. On the negative theology of the
Church fathers, see H. Wolfson 1973e, pp. 131—9. On Basilides’ negative theology, see
H. Wolfson 1973e, pp. 139—42; Scholem 1970, pp. 68—9; Matt 1995, p. 69. On Albinus’
negative theology, see H. Wolfson 1947, pp. 158—60; H. Wolfson 1973b, pp. 119—22. On
Plotinus’ negative theology, see H. Wolfson 1973b, pp. 124—30; Sells 1994, pp. 14—33;
Bussanich 1996, pp. 38—42; Schroeder 1996. Wolfson’s thesis that the impetus for Philo’s
negative theology derives from the Bible has been challenged. David Winston notes
that Philo’s doctrine involves “the convergence of his Jewish inheritance with his Greek
philosophical antecedents” by which Winston refers to Middle Platonism and Neopy-
thagorean traditions, but Winston concludes that Philo’s “philosophical commitment. . .
(pace Wolfson) was clearly the decisive element.” See Winston 1992, esp. pp. 21—3.

On the concept of ein-sof and the emergence of apophasis in Kabbalah see Scholem 1970;
idem 1974, pp. 88—96; idem 1987, pp. 265—72, 420—44; idem 1987, pp. 28—35; E. Wolfson
1994b, pp. v—xi; Matt 1995. Idel has called into question the extent to which the early
kabbalistic account of ein-sof reflects Neoplatonic negative theology, noting that many
kabbalists hold negative theology to be an exoteric view while esoterically maintaining
that ein-sof can be described as a luminous anthropos comprising ten supernal sefirot.
Idel does concede, however, that this “esoteric” view was not put forward consistently
and that at times kabbalists reverted to a more rigorous account of the unknowability
of ‘ein-sof, which reflects the Neoplatonic view. See Idel 1980; idem 1982; idem 1992,
PP- 339—44; E. Wolfson 1994b, pp. xii—xxii.

See Azriel of Gerona 1850, p. 1a cited in E. Wolfson 1994b, p. vii; Matt 1995, p. 74. I
have altered the translation slightly.

On various kabbalistic interpretations of the sefirot see Scholem 1969, pp. 96-116; Idel
1988a, pp. 136—53.

See E. Wolfson 1994b, p. xii.

This is not to deny that there are apophatic themes in Halevi and revelatory themes in
Maimonides, but I think that Halevi provides the fullest discussion of problems emerging
from revelatory mysticism and Maimonides provides the fullest discussion of problems
emerging from apophatic mysticism.

Halevi’s being considered a philosopher has been called into question. See Strauss 1952,
pp- 98—104; Schwartz 2002. Although it is true that Halevi is sharply critical of philosophy,
in categorizing Halevi as a philosopher I follow Elliot Wolfson who emphasizes the fact
that Halevi’s “terms and modes of discourse [are] derived from philosophy proper.” See
E. Wolfson 1990a, p. 184 n. 15.

I will demonstrate this later.

For Halevi’s influence on later kabbalists see Scholem 1995, p. 24: “There is a direct
connection between Jehudah Halevi, the most Jewish of Jewish philosophers and the
Kabbalists”; ibid. p. 173; idem 1987, pp. 222—4, 410—11; Kaufmann 1877, pp. 166—7
n. 120; E. Wolfson 1994a, pp. 181, 184 n. 247, 294—96, 303. For a specific example
of the Zohar’s use of Halevi, see W. Harvey 1996, pp. 153—s. Scholars have noted the
influence of Maimonides’ negative theology on Kabbalah. See note 22. On the Zohar’s
dependence on Maimonides see Scholem 1974, pp. 156, 159, 224; idem 1995, pp. 173,
183—4, 240, 3901 n. 77, 395 n. 141; W. Harvey 1996, p. 155. On kabbalists’ appropriation
of Maimonides’ identification of God and nature, see Idel 2000. There is a burgeoning
literature on the influence of Maimonides’ esotericism and his notion of conjunction
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with God on kabbalists. See Scholem 1995, pp. 138—9, 383 n. 76; Idel, 1988b, pp. 1—38;
idem 1990, pp. $4—80; idem 2002, pp. 438—47; idem 2004; E. Wolson 2000 esp. pp.
52—93, 152—85, 197—204; E. Wolfson 2004. Maimonides’ centrality for subsequent Jewish
philosophers is well established. Consider Julius Guttmann’s judgment that “Maimonides
is not only the basis of all [Jewish] philosophical activity which follows him, but this
activity is always connected with him anew — at times continuing where he left off and
at times criticizing him. Therefore one can explicate the problems of medieval Jewish
philosophy as a whole in light of Maimonides’ system.” See Guttmann 1955, p. 86. Zeev
Harvey renders a similar judgment. See W. Harvey 2005, pp. 27—32. On Halevi’s influence
on later Jewish philosophy see Schwartz 2000; idem 200s; Schweid 1994; Shear 2003;
idem 2004. For Halevi’s influence on Rosenzweig in particular, see note 122.

30 See Strauss 1952, p. 103.

31 See Kuzari V.12, Halevi 1968, pp. 265—6. I will cite from the Hirschfeld translation (which
is badly out of date, but the only full English translation currently available) according
to part number, section number, and page number. In preparing this chapter, I have
consulted Yosef Qafih’s Hebrew-Arabic edition, Judah ibn Tibbon’s medieval Hebrew
translation, Yehuda Even-Shmuel’s modern Hebrew translation, and Charles Touati’s
French translation.

32 See Kuzari V. 12, Halevi 1964, pp. 265—6 where Halevi reports the philosophers’ view
that although reasoning operates in time the knowledge that it achieves is timeless.

33 See Kuzari IV. 13, Halevi 1964, pp. 217—9; Baneth 1981, p. 185.

34 See Kuzari IV. 17, Halevi 1964, pp. 223—4 where Halevi claims that Abraham began
knowing God as a philosopher through logic. It was only after God revealed Himself to
Abraham and told Abraham to leave aside his “philosophizing” that Abraham was willing
to suffer for God. Also see Kuzari IV. 5, Halevi 1964, pp. 213—4.

35 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 206—7.

36 See Kuzari IV. 6, Halevi 1964, p. 214; V. 12, pp. 265—0.

37 See Kuzari V. 12, Halevi 1996, pp. 265—6.

38 See Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, pp. 37—39.

39 Kuzari IV. 13, Halevi 1964, pp. 217-9.

40 Samuel Landauer published the complete Avicennian text with a partial German transla-
tion. See Landauer 1876. There is also an English translation of this work. See Avicenna
1906.

41 For a good discussion of the inner senses in ancient and medieval philosophy see H.
Wolfson 1973¢, especially pp. 267—94. I divide Halevi’s account of the inner senses
somewhat differently than does Wolfson. Also see Wolfson’s discussion of Maimonides’
account of the internal senses in H. Wolfson 1973d.

42 See H. Wolfson 1973f, p. 565.

43 For discussion of Avicenna’s account of the faculty of estimation, see Lobel 2006, pp.
71-0.

44 Although Avicenna claims to be able to know the first cause a priori through the
ontological proof, Wolfson points out that Halevi believes that philosophers can only
establish God’s existence through the a posteriori cosmological proof. See H. Wolfson
1973f, pp. $68—72. On Avicenna’s proofs for God’s existence, see Gutas 1988, pp. 261—5.

45 See Kuzari I1. 48, Halevi 1964, pp. 111—2.

46 Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, pp. 38-9.

47 Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, pp. 38-9.

48 Ibid. See Kuzari 1. 49, Halevi 1964, p. 112 where the Khazar king notes that according
to the philosophers it is irrelevant whether one approaches God through “Judaism,
Christianity, something else, or whatever religion you create for yourself.”
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49 For example, see The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, part VII, section 2, Saadia 1948, pp.
265—7. I cite from the Rosenblatt translation according to part number, section number,
and page number. In preparing this chapter, I have also consulted Yosef Qafih’s Hebrew—
Arabic edition.

50 Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 36.

51 Ibid.

52 See Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, p. 236. See Incoherence of the Philosophers second introduc-
tion, al-Ghazali 1997, p. s.

53 See Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, p. 236. The contrast between Halevis treatment of
the Tetragrammaton and Maimonides’ is especially perspicuous. For Maimonides, the
Tetragrammaton signifies, “there is no association between God, may He be exalted,
and what is other than He.” Maimonides likewise suggests that the name may indi-
cate necessary existence. As I will show later, for Halevi the Tetragrammaton is a
personal name that signifies God’s direct creation without intermediaries. For Mai-
monides’ interpretation of the Tetragrammaton, see Guide of the Perplexed, 1.61, Mai-
monides 1963, pp. 147-8. I have likewise consulted Yosef Qafah’s Arabic/Hebrew edition,
Samuel ibn Tibbon’s medieval Hebrew translation, and Michael Schwarz’s recent Hebrew
translation.

54 See Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 36.

55 See Kuzari IV. 19, Halevi 1964, pp. 224—5.

56 See Kuzari IV. 13, Halevi 1964, pp. 217-9.

57 Letter 56, Spinoza 1995. This line of criticism ultimately goes back to Xenophanes who
famously quipped that if horses and oxen had hands and could draw pictures, their gods
would look like horses and oxen.

58 Leo Strauss stresses the skeptical disposition of the philosopher by noting that the philoso-
pher’s speeches always begin with the philosopher stating what he does not believe in.
See Strauss 1952, p. 112; Kuzari I. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 36; L. 3, p. 39.

59 See Kuzari V. 12, Halevi 1964, p. 265. The only exception is the “primary intelligibles,”
which are known “by nature” and include axioms such as that the whole is greater than
its parts. See Kuzari V. 12, Halevi 1964, p. 263—8. Halevi’s view of whether mathematical
truths are known a priori or a posteriori is unclear to me.

60 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, p. 210; Kuzari V. 14, Halevi 1964, pp. 272—3. On philoso-
phers’ distrust of mystical experience see Strauss 1952, p. 105.

61 In the entire dialogue, Halevi never mentions the ontological argument for God. See H.
Wolfson 1973f, pp. 568—72.

62 See Kuzari V. 10, Halevi 1964, pp. 256—9.

63 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 210—1. Al-Ghazali makes a similar point. See, al-
Ghazali 2000, p. 74: “[The philosophers| conceived things to be in accord with their
own experience and comprehension, while presuming the impossibility of what was
unfamiliar to them.” For trenchant comparisons of Halevi and al-Ghazali see Baneth
1981; Kogan 2002.

64 See Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 36; IV. 3, pp. 210—1; V. 10, pp. 256—9; L. 65, pp. 53—4.

65 Kuzari 1. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 36; IV. 13, pp. 217—9.

66 Kuzari IV. 15, Halevi 1964, pp. 220-3.

67 Kuzari V. 12, Halevi 1964, p. 265.

68 Kuzari IV. 17, Halevi 1964, p. 224.

69 Kuzari V. 14, Halevi 1964, p. 268; al-Ghazali 2000, pp. 312, 34; Incoherence of the Philoso-
phers first introduction, al-Ghazali 1997, p. 4.

70 See Kuzari 1. 13, Halevi 1964, p. 45; IV. 25, p. 239; V. 14, p. 273. See Lobel 2000,
pp. 68—71.
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71 See Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, pp. 238—49; V. 14, p. 273. The philosophers’ cosmol-
ogy is based on the principle that from one only one follows. The philosophers (here
Halevi seems to refer to Farabi, Avicenna’s account is slightly more complex) assume
that from God thinking Himself the first intellect is emanated. From the first intellect
contemplating its cause the first intellect emanates a second intellect and from the first
intellect contemplating itself, it emanates the sphere of the fixed stars. From the second
intellect contemplating itself and its cause the second intellect emanates a third intellect
and the sphere of Saturn. All this continues until it terminates with the tenth intellect,
the agent intellect. Halevi raises a number of problems with this schema. First, why are
there only ten emanations? Why does not the agent intellect emanate more intellects and
spheres? Second, why does the third intellect only emanate two things? It should emanate
four things one from thinking itself, another from thinking the second intellect, a third
from thinking the first intellect, and a fourth from contemplating God. Third, why does
the intellect thinking itself emanate a sphere and thinking its cause emanate an intellect
and not vice versa? Fourth, why when Aristotle thinks himself does he not emanate a
sphere, and when he thinks of God not emanate a separate intellect? Fifth, does not the
fact that an intellect emanates two things violate the principle of from one only one
follows? Halevi’s criticisms seem to have been suggested by Ghazali. See Incoherence of the
Philosophers discussion 3, third aspect, al-Ghazall 1997, pp. 65—78. Maimonides likewise
mentions some of the Ghazalian critiques. See Guide of the Perplexed I1. 22, Maimonides
1963, pp. 317-8. For discussion of Halevi and Maimonides’ criticisms of the philosophers’
cosmology and their relation to al-Ghazali see H. Wolfson 1977e¢, pp. 8—15; Hyman 1992,
pp. 111—-35; Baneth 1981, p. 184.

72 Kuzari IV. s, Halevi 1964, pp. 213—4.

73 See Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, pp. 228—9.

74 See Kuzari I1. 2, Halevi 1964, p. 84.

75 Putting together Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, pp. 228—9; IV. 5, pp. 213—4; IV. 6,
p. 214.

76 See Halevi, Kuzari V. 21, p. 291. Guttmann points out that E H. Jacobi later makes the
same point. See Guttmann 19553, p. 67.

77 Al-Ghazali 2000, p. 20.

78 Ibid., p. 23.

79 Ibid., pp. 17—24.

80 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 205—8. The analogy is slightly imprecise since being
a king is an accidental attribute rather than an essential one for a human being, but the
point is still clear.

81 Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 206—7. The translation is my own.

82 This conclusion is similar, mutatis mutandi, to Descartes’ in Meditations.

83 Kuzari 1. 3, Halevi 1964, p. 39; IV.13, pp. 217-9.

84 See Kuzari IV. 19, Halevi 1964, pp. 224—5. Strauss emphasizes this point. See Strauss 1952,
pp. 113—4, 135-141; Guttmann 1955, p. 77. Howard Kreisel discusses the philosopher’s
possible response to this criticism. See Kreisel 1993.

85 Kuzari III. 65, Halevi 1964, p. 190.

86 See Kuzari V. 14, Halevi 1964, p. 268, and compare Incoherence of the Philosophers first
introduction, al-Ghazali 1997, p. 4. Halevi not only criticizes philosophical cosmology
and metaphysics, he likewise presents astute criticisms of philosophical physics. See Kuzari
V. 14, Halevi 1964, pp. 269—70.

87 Kuzari IV. 25, Halevi 1964, pp. 238—9. Compare Incoherence of the Philosophers religious
preface, al-Ghazali 1997, p. 2. See Lobel 2000, p. 71.



Mysticism and Philosophy 155

88 See al-Ghazali who claims that philosophers seek to impose their opinions by claiming
that metaphysics is a very subtle science, which requires special intelligence to under-
stand. By using highly abstract concepts, philosophers try to obscure their inability to
provide truly demonstrative proofs of their positions and account objections to their
positions as failure to understand them. See Incoherence of the Philosophers fourth intro-
duction, al-Ghazali 1997, pp. 8—9.

89 See KuzariIll. 37, Halevi 1964, pp. 168—9. Daniel Lasker and Diana Lobel both correctly
point out the connection between Halevis critique of Karaism and his critique of
philosophy. See Lasker 1989; Lobel 2000, pp. $5—78.

90 Kuzari IV. 11, Halevi 1964, p. 216. I have altered Hirschfeld’s translation.

91 See Kuzari IV. 19, Halevi 1964, pp. 224-5.

92 KuzariIll. 65, Halevi 1964, pp. 189—9. See E. Wolfson 1994a, p. 172: “For Halevi. . . the
mystical vision of the chariot approximates the prophetic experience . . . ’; idem 1990, p.
241. Wolfson likewise shows that this identification of prophecy and revelatory mysticism
is prevalent among medieval kabbalists. See E. Wolfson 1994a, p. 288: “the kabbalists
considered visionary gnosis of the sefirot phenomenologically on a par with prophetic
experience, which was understood to be a contemplative or mental vision.” Scholem
likewise makes this point. See Scholem 1987, p. 419.

93 See Kuzari 1. 89, Halevi 1964, pp. 62—3; IL. 1, p. 83; IV. 3, pp. 203—4. Halevi alludes to
the tension between the desire to visualize God and the idea that God cannot be sensed
in his poem “Your Glory Fills the World” (K’vodkha Male ‘Olam) translated as “God in
All.” See Halevi 1946, pp. 134—5.

94 See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, Intro, s, Saadia 1948, pp. 16-8. See Efros 1943,
pp- 138—49; Heschel 1943, pp. 274-86. Self-evident truths include, for example, the
principle of identity and the principle of noncontradiction. Scholars debate whether
this knowledge is innate or empirically derived. Efros favors the view that the knowl-
edge is innate, but that it is awakened through empirical experience. See Efros 1943,
PpP- 144-9.

95 Logical inference involves the denial of ideas, which contradict sense perceptions or
self-evident truths, and the affirmation of ideas the denial of which entail the denial of
sense perceptions or self-evident truths. See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs Intro, s,
Saadia 1948, pp. 16—7; Efros 1943, pp. 149—59.

96 See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs VIL. 2, Saadia 1948, p. 265; Saadia’s Commentary on
Genesis, Saadia 1984, p. 191.

97 See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs Intro, 5, Saadia 1948, pp. 18—9; Efros 1943,
pp. 162—4.

98 On reason’s affirming that God cannot have a body, see The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs
II. Exordium, Saadia 1948, p. 92; II. 8, pp. 111—2. Also see Saadia’s refutation of the
Trinity in II. 5, pp. 103—7; IL. 7, pp. 109—10. For discussion, see H. Wolfson 1977h.

99 “|Canaan] is a land which the Lord your God looks after, on which the Lord your God
always keeps his eyes (einei YHIVH ) from year’s beginning to year’s end.”

100 The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 11. 2, Saadia 1948, p. 100; II. 10, pp. 116—7; Saadia’s
Commentary on Genesis, Saadia 1984, pp. 191—2.

ro1 “Then you said to your servants, ‘Bring him down to me, that I may set my eyes [ ‘eini]
on him.””

102 The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs I1. 10, Saadia 1948, p. 118.

103 See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs Intro, 5, Saadia 1948, pp. 19—20. Saadia does allow
that sense perceptions may be mistaken, but true prophets are never deceived. Of course
this begs the question of who are true prophets. On Saadia’s criteria for determining
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true prophecy see The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 111. 5, Saadia 1948, p. 151. See Efros
1943, pp. 136, 155; Heschel 1943, p. 276.

104 The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, Saadia 1948, 1. 10, pp. 121—2; IL. 12, pp. 130-1. The
divine glory is mentioned in Exod. 24:16-17, Exod. 40:34-35, and Ezek. 1:27-28 among
other places.

105 The Book of Daniel Tianslated and Commentary by Saadia Gaon commentary to Daniel
7:9, Saadia 1981, pp. 132-6; See The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 1I. 10, Saadia 1948,
pp. 120—2: IL.12, pp. 130—1. Also see Saadia’s comments quoted in Bar-Barzilei 1885,
pp- 20—2.

106 Commentary on the Book of Creation commentary to 4:1, Saadia 1972b, pp. 105-8.

107 E. Wolfson 1994a, pp. 126—7; Altmann 1969c.

108 See Kuzari II. 1, Halevi 1964, pp. 83.

109 See KuzariIl. 2, Halevi 1964, p. 83—6. The one exception is the Tetragrammaton, which
is a proper name as I will discuss below.

110 See, for example, Joshua 3:10, Deuteronomy 5:22.

111 See Kuzari I1. 2, Halevi 1964, p. 84.

112 What exactly it means to understand that God is “living” given that our usual under-
standing of the term is inapplicable to God is unclear to me, and Halevi does not flesh
out this point.

113 E.g., Exodus 34:6.

114 E.g., Nahum 1:2.

115 See Kuzari I1. 2, Halevi 1964, p. 83.

116 See Kuzari I1. 2—4, Halevi 1964, pp. 86—7.

117 See W. Harvey 1996, p. 145.

118 See Kuzari I1. 2, Halevi 1964, p. 87.

119 See Kuzari II. 7-8, Halevi 1964, p. 88. For discussion see H. Wolfson 1977d, pp. 88—9.
Wolfson notes the possible influence of Neoplatonism on this doctrine.

120 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, p. 211. See H. Wolfson 1977d, pp. 86—95.

121 See Altmann 1969c, pp. 154—5; Idel 1986, pp. 15—9; Lasker 1989, p. 115; idem 1988,
pp- 487—9; W. Harvey 1996, pp. 148—9; E. Wolfson 1990b, pp. 194—235. Lasker points
out that there are three Karaite views on when the luminous anthropos was created.
Benjamin Nahwandi’s view is that it was the first thing created, Yefet ben-Ali holds that
it was created on the second day, and Sali ben-Matzliah holds that it was created on the
fourth day.

122 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 205—12; Lobel 2000, pp. 89—146. On the relationship
between the inner eye and the imagination see W. Harvey 1996, pp. 143—9. My reading
of Halevi is informed by what Alfred Ivry has called an “existentialist” interpretation of
Halevi. See Ivry 1983, pp. 29—31. Elliot Wolfson has provided an excellent reading of
Halevi in this vein. See E. Wolfson 1994a, pp. 163—87. Franz R osenzweig points to this
dimension of Halevi’s thought, which Rosenzweig sees as prefiguring his own philoso-
phy. Thus in a letter to his mother Rosenzweig describes himself as a reincarnation of
Halevi. See Glatzer 1961, p. 167. Similarly, Rosenzweig translated Halevis poems and
commented on them seeing his comments as an example of his “new thinking.” For
discussion, see Galli 1994; idem 1995; Schwarz 2006.

123 Scholars have pointed out that Halevi’s notion of the “inner eye” is probably drawn from
Ghazali and Sufism. See W. Harvey 1996, p. 145. Also see E. Wolfson 1994a, pp. 163—87.
W. Harvey points out that although Halevi’s discussion of the “inner eye” occurs within
the context of Aristotelian psychology (according to its Avicennian formulation), he
breaks sharply from Aristotelian psychology insofar as he allows the inner eye, qua inner
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sense to perceive external things directly, whereas according to Aristotelian psychology
inner senses can only process data received by the outer senses. See W. Harvey 1996,
p. 147.

124 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, pp. 205—12.

125 W. Harvey calls this a “synesthetic” process involving a coordination of senses similar to
when a mystic sees voices (cf. Exod. 19:14; 20:18). See W. Harvey 1996, pp. 147—51.

126 See Kuzari I. 115, Halevi 1964, pp. 79-81; L. 25-27, pp. 46—7. See H. Wolfson 1977e,
pp- 97-8. For an interesting discussion of Halevi’s attitude toward non-Jewish prophecy
see Eisen 1994.

127 See Kuzari II. 10-14, Halevi 1964, pp. 88—92; Altmann 1944a. Halevi notes that although
prophets living outside of the land of Israel record prophecies, these prophets still
prophesied for the sake of the land.

128 Kuzaril. 109, Halevi 1964, pp. 75—7; IL. 34, pp. 107-8; I1I. 7, pp. 141—2; IIL. 11, pp. 143—
s0; III. 23, pp. 161—4. For discussion, see H. Wolfson 1977d, pp. 97-8, 116—7; Lobel
2000, pp. 47-8. Guttmann points out that Halevis view that only specific practices
ordained by God bring about divine illumination is found in al-Ghazali. See Guttmann
1955, p- 24. On the similarities as well as crucial differences between Halevi’s theory of
prophecy and the Neoplatonic theory see W. Harvey 1996, pp. 149—51.

129 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, p. 206.

130 See Kuzari IV. 3, Halevi 1964, p. 203. On the role of metaphor in prophet vision for
Halevi, see W. Harvey 1996, pp. 152—3.

131 See Kuzari IV. 4, Halevi 1964, p. 212.

132 See Kuzari IV. 5, Halevi 1964, pp. 213—4. See Guttmann 1955, pp. 76—7.

133 Kuzari IV. 16, Halevi 1964, p. 223.

134 See Kuzari V. 21, Halevi 1964, pp. 290—2.

135 Kuzari IV. 1, Halevi 1964, p. 199; IL. 2, pp. 85—6.

136 Kuzari IV. 15, Halevi 1964, p. 222. Note that Hirschfeld’s translation mistakenly replaces
the Tetragrammaton with the name ‘adonai. Also see IV. 3, pp. 202—3. See E. Wolfson
1990a, pp. 237—40.

137 See Kuzari IV. s, Halevi 1964, pp. 213—4; IV. 6, p. 214; V. 16, pp. 274—5. See Guttmann
1955, pp- 66, 76.

138 Kuzari IV. s, Halevi 1964, pp. 213—4. Guttmann 1955, p. 76.

139 Kuzari 1. 81, Halevi 1964, p. 58.

140 See Kuzari I. 73—4, Halevi 1964, p. 55.

141 Kuzari 1. 80, Halevi 1964, pp. 57-8.

142 Kuzari 1. 81, Halevi 1964, p. s8.

143 Kuzari 1. 83, Halevi 1964, pp. $8—9. A problem stemming from Halevi’s account of
prophecy is that it seems that only the prophets are able to know and love God and
the other members of the Jewish religion must learn of prophetic visions secondhand.
Halevi’s response, although not completely developed, is that the pious who observe
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Eight Chapters, VIII, Maimonides 1975, p. 84. For a nice discussion of Maimonides’ view
of astrology, see Langermann 2000, pp. 148—52.
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recently Strauss espouses it. See Strauss 1987, p. 84. An alternative interpretation of Mai-
monides’ view is that although only people who have perfected themselves can achieve
prophecy, prophecy only occurs through a special act of divine will. The medieval
commentators Crescas and Albo adumbrate this interpretation and more recently Zvi
Diesendruck and Harry Wolfson defend it. See Diesendruck 1927; H. Wolfson 1977d.
See Guide of the Perplexed 111. 32 Maimonides 1963, p. 529; Kaplan 1977, pp. 254—6.
See Guide of the Perplexed 11I. 36 Maimonides 1963, pp. 369—73; II. 37, pp. 373—5;
Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei haTorah VII. 3, Maimonides 1989, p. 36. This applies
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Guide of the Perplexed 11. 39 Maimonides 1963, pp. 378—81; Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot
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his intellectual knowledge “overflowing” to his imaginative faculty. See Kaplan 1990;
Reines 1970, pp. 135—48, 353—8; Bland 1982b, pp. 61—6. Bland focuses on Moses’
legislation alone, but the point is the same. Strauss offers a similar, but slightly difterent
solution to this contradiction. See Strauss 1987, pp. 130—1.
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Perplexed 1. 31—34 Maimonides 1963, pp. 65—79.

See Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Avodat Kokhavim Umazalot I: 3, Maimonides 1989, pp.
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Abraham recognized the Creator at age three. Resh Laqish’s opinion is found in the
Talmud at Nedarim, 32a. Maimonides apparently adopts the opinion of R. Yohanan
although it is unclear why there is a discrepancy between Maimonides’ account of
Abraham being forty and R. Yohanan’s opinion that Abraham was forty-eight. R. Meir
ben Yuqutiel of Rothenberg author of the commentary Hagahot Maimoniyot thinks that
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Abraham was forty eight. R. Yosef Qaro author of the commentary Kesef Mishneh thinks
that Maimonides had a different version of the midrash, which read that Abraham was
forty. In the parallel passage in the Guide, Maimonides does not give an age for Abraham.
See Guide of the Perplexed I11. 29 Maimonides 1963, pp. $14—S.

See Guide of the Perplexed I11. 27 Maimonides 1963, pp. §10—2.
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See ibid, 1. 46, pp. 98—9; L. 44, p. 95; L. 4, pp. 27-8.

Ibid., I. 47, pp. 104—6.

Ibid., I. 60, p. 145.

Ibid., I. so, p. 111. For an excellent discussion of Maimonides’ concept of belief, see
Manekin 1990.

Guide of the Perplexed 1. 60, Maimonides 1963, pp. 146—7.
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constructed by the imagination without any sensible correlate. Maimonides consid-
ers Saadia/Halevi’s view that the prophets see a “created glory,” which Maimonides
attributes to Ongelos and to the Kalam. See Guide of the Perplexed 1. 27, Maimonides
1963, p. 57; L. 21, p. 51; L. 28, p. 60; L. 76, p. 229. In general, although Maimonides
says that there is “no harm in this view,” he does not seem to endorse this perspective.
See Guide of the Perplexed 1. 5, Maimonides 1963, p. 31; L. 18, p. 44—5; L. 19, p. 46;
L. 21, p. 51. But compare L. 10, p. 37; L. 25, p. 55; L. 64, p. 156; IIL. 7, p. 430 where
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(e.g Exod. 24:16-17; Exod. 40:34-35; Ezek. 1:27-28). For discussion, see H. Wolfson
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nor Platonic universalist. Maimonides rejects the Platonic view that universals can exist
separate from matter, but he also does not accept the nominalist view that universals are
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Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei haTorah IV:7, Maimonides 1989, p. 21; H. Wolfson 1977c,
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213 See Guide of the Perplexed 1. 53, Maimonides 1963, pp. 122—3; L. 57, pp. 132—3; Eight
Chapters, VIII, Maimonides 1975, p. 94; Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei haTorah II: 10,
Maimonides 1989, pp. 12—3.
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19778, pp- 199—200.
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pp. 134—5. Even if “knowing” is a description of God’s essence, it still implies that God
has causes anterior to his essence. See ibid, I. 52, pp. 114-s5.
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217 See ibid., 1.60, p. 144; III. 16, p. 463; IIL. 20, pp. 480-3.

218 Ibid., IIL. 20, p. 481.

219 Ibid., 1. 68, p. 165; Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei haTorah II: 10, Maimonides 1989,
pp. 12—3.

220 See Guide of the Perplexed 111. 16, Maimonides 1963, p. 463; IIL. 21, pp. 484—s; Mishneh
Torah, Hilkhot Yesodei haTorah II: 10, Maimonides 1989, pp. 12—3.

221 Guide of the Perplexed 111. 20, Maimonides 1963, p. 483; Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuva
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222 Guide of the Perplexed 1. 59, Maimonides 1963, p. 137; IIL. 20, pp. 482—4; IIL. 23, pp. 496—
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225 See ibid., I. 58, pp. 135—7. The literature on Maimonides treatment of negative attributes
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226 See Guide of the Perplexed 1. 42, Maimonides 1963, pp. 92—3; 1. 53, pp. 122—3; L. 58,
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understanding of the term. Similarly, the statement “God exists” is misleading because
the term “existence” as applied to God and us is equivocal.

227 Seeibid., L. 58, pp. 135, 137. See Harvey and Harvey 1989. Josef Stern ofters a fascinating
explanation of this claim. In Aristotelian and medieval logic there are different types of
demonstration. A demonstration propter quid proceeds from causes to effects (analytically)
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ative theology. See J. Stern 2005, pp. 120—2; J. Stern 2001, pp. $5—64, 71—2; J. Stern
2004, pp. 165—7. Stern is a major player in the debate over whether Maimonides was a
dogmatist or a skeptic. Shlomo Pines’ skeptical interpretation of Maimonides triggered
the debate. See Pines 1979a. Stern defends the skeptical interpretation of Maimonides
as does Kenneth Seeskin. See Seeskin 2000. Major defenders of the dogmatic interpre-
tation of Maimonides include Altmann 1987; Manekin 1990; H. Davidson 1992; Ivry
1998.

228 Guide of the Perplexed 1. 46, Maimonides 1963, pp. 98—102; I. 49, pp. 108—110; 1. 60,
p- 147.

229 Compare Stern 2000, pp. 215—7.

230 Guide of the Perplexed 11. 38, Maimonides 1963, p. 376.

231 Ibid., II. 38, p. 377.
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although the divine secrets are never “fully and completely known,” truth may “flash
out to us.” According to the intellectual hierarchy in the introduction to the Guide, the
highest degree of intuitive knowledge was attained by Moses for whom “the lightening
flashes time and time again, so that he is always, as it were, in unceasing light.” See Guide
of the Perplexed introduction, Maimonides 1963, pp. 7—-8. The source of Maimonides’
account of intuitive metaphysical knowledge seems to be Avicenna. For discussion, see
Strauss 1987, pp. 85, 94—5; Reines 1970, pp. 338—43; Abrahamov forthcoming. On
Maimonides’ differences with Avicenna, see Eran 1994, pp. 121—9.

233 See Guide of the Perplexed 1. 50, Maimonides 1963, pp. 111—2; Manekin 1990.

234 Guide of the Perplexed 1. 59, Maimonides 1963, p. 139. Compare III. 9, pp. 436—7; Eight
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237 Guide of the Perplexed 111. 51, Maimonides 1963, p. 628. Scholars have pointed to the
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See Scholem 1971, p. 205; idem 1987, p. 413; Scholem 1995, pp. 138—9, 383 n. 76;
Tishby 1989 vol. III, pp. 980—98; Idel 1988b, pp. 1—31; idem 1990, pp. 76—8; E. Wolfson
2004.

238 See Rawidowicz 1969, p. 330; Guttmann 1955, p. 96; Idel 1988b, p. 4; J. Stern 2001, p.
80. The one opening for an individual achieving union with God involves Maimonides’
acceptance of the Aristotelian epistemological schema according to which the knower
achieves union with the essence of the object known by acquiring demonstrative knowl-
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PROPOSITIONS AND PROPOSITIONAL
INFERENCE

CHARLES H. MANEKIN

The doctrines of the proposition familiar to medieval Jewish intellectuals were
those of the Aristotelians (or the “Neoaristotelians,” because the doctrines con-
tained Stoic and Neoplatonic elements), as transmitted and transformed during
late antiquity and the early Middle Ages, in the Greek, Arabic, and, later, Latin
traditions. The doctrines were so fundamental to the study of philosophy that ele-
ments of them are contained in some of the earliest philosophical writing among
the Jews, even among thinkers who themselves did not write works in logic, or
who are not considered by historians of philosophers as “Aristotelian.”" Although
traces of Aristotelian logical doctrines can be found in most of the literary gen-
res of medieval Jewish culture, such as biblical exegesis, sermons, legal codes and
commentaries, didactic poetry, and kabbalistic works, not to mention scientific,
medical, and philosophical writings, the clearest and most thorough expositions
appear in Jewish commentaries on logic proper.® For this reason we shall focus in
this chapter on sources devoted to logic, with an occasional foray into other works
that are relevant to our topic, such as encyclopedias or philosophical writings that
discuss logical doctrines.

A few words about these sources must be said. Although there is evidence
that many literate Jews of Arabic-speaking countries studied logic as part of their
education, and although specific Jews are named in contemporary Arab historical
accounts as having been proficient in logic, or as having written logical works, we
have extant in Arabic only one text devoted to logic written by a Jew, and that is
the Tieatise on the Art of Logic attributed to Maimonides. The work, which amounts
to little more than a dictionary of logical terms in fourteen short chapters, appears
to have had little or no influence in its Arabic version, although it has continually
enjoyed popularity in its Hebrew versions since it was first translated in 1254 by
Moses ibn Tibbon. The corpus of extant writings on logic by Jews in the Middle
Ages is essentially in Hebrew, and indeed, it is more accurate to speak of medieval
Hebrew logic, a rubric that includes translations from the Arabic and the Latin
traditions, than medieval Jewish logic.

167



168 Charles H. Manekin

The relatively large number of works on logic in Hebrew among the Jews of
Christian Europe, and the relative paucity of such works in Arabic among their
brethren in Islamic lands, is not difficult to explain. The acculturated Jews in those
lands were able to read philosophy with commentaries in Arabic, and so, there was
no need for them to transmit these works into Hebrew and to comment on them.
By contrast, Jewish intellectuals in Christian Europe generally did not read Arabic
or Latin and so had to appropriate the philosophical material through translation
and commentary in Hebrew. Once this appropriation was completed, there was
a corpus of “pure” philosophy in Hebrew that laid the foundations for a Hebraic
logical tradition that lasted well into the modern period. Yet with certain notable
exceptions, that tradition did not go much beyond the conventional doctrine found

in the compendia and elementary texts.

DECLARATIVE STATEMENTS, SENTENCES,
AND PROPOSITIONS

Hebrew logic begins with the translations of al-Farabi’s short treatises on the Aris-
totelian Organon into Hebrew in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries.? There we
find discussion of a species of “complete phrases” called a “declarative statement”
(qawl jazim/ma’amar hotekh), which is “true or false, being composed of a predicate
and a subject.”* Elsewhere the term used is “sentence” (qadiyya/gezerah or mishpat)
or “proposition” (muqadim/hakdamah), which also is used for “premise” (reflecting
the ambiguity of the Greek protasis). The early-thirteenth-century Hebrew texts
emphasize that these terms are to be taken as synonyms for declarative, truth-
bearing sentences. Thus Samuel ibn Tibbon, in his Explanation of the Foreign Terms
in the Guide of the Perplexed, states

We have used gezerah for a sentence that has two notions called ‘terms,” one the subject, the
other its predicate, as in ‘Reuven is wise,” ‘Every man is living’ and ‘Everything generated
is corrupted.” Each of these statements is called by the philosophers ‘sentence’ (gezerah)
because each sentences [the predicate of the subject]; in the first, ‘wisdom’ of ‘Reuven’; in
the second, ‘living’ of ‘every man’; in the third, ‘corrupted’ of ‘everything generated.” In
short, this is a ‘sentencing statement’ for everything . . . A gezerah is called elsewhere haqdamah
[when it servers as a premise in an inference].’

And in the Treatise on Logic attributed to Maimonides, and translated by Moses ibn
Tibbon (thirteenth century) into Hebrew as Logical Terms, we read

The entire expression, composed of the information and of that about which the information
is offered, whether in affirmation or negation, i.e., the subject and the predicate together, is
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called a sentence (qadiyya/mishpat). It is also called a declarative statement (al-qawl al-jazim/
ha-ma’amar ha-posek).®

The ultimate source for these distinctions is Aristotle’s De Inferpretatione via the Ara-
bic Aristotelian tradition, especially al-Farabi, whose logical writings were warmly
recommended by Maimonides. As in al-Farabi, the declarative statement comprises
not only straightforward predicative statements, but also conditional (If P then Q)
and disjunctive statements (P or Q), but excludes non-truth-functional statements
such as imperatives, entreaties, requests, and vocatives. So the mark of propositions
for medieval Jewish logicians, at least in their theories of inferences, is the for-
mal bearing of truth values. This feature also appears in three other works that in
their Hebrew translation became popular for the study of the logic of propositions
and propositional inference: Averroes’ Epitome of Aristotle’s Organon (translated in
1288—1289 by Jacob ben Machir and in 1329 by Samuel b. Judah of Marseilles),
his Paraphrase or Middle Commentary on the De Interpretatione (translated in 1232 by
Jacob Anatoli), and al-Ghazali’s Intentions of the Philosophers, translated into Hebrew
several times in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.” That is how proposition
is used in the present chapter.

Less attention in the Hebrew logical texts is given to other aspects of the seman-
tics of propositions, for example, their signification. It is commonplace in medieval
Hebrew logic that words signify (lit. “indicate”) notions (‘inyanin), which in turn
signify existing things. (Often, written words are said to signify spoken words.®)
There are differences of opinions as to how words signify existing things, and
there are slight differences in the understanding of notions, which may be mental
ideas or contents, or in some instances are synonymous with things. Propositions,
according to al-Farabi, are compound expressions that signify compound notions;
these notions, according to Averroes, are both mental and the same for all people.
So although the propositions we are dealing with signify mental entities, they do
not appear to be tokens of inner speech but rather contents or meanings that are
universal. This is certainly the case with propositions that signify universal truths
like, “Every man is living.” In any event, the question of the ontological status
of the ‘inyanim does not seem to be much discussed by medieval Jewish logicians,
until scholastic logic began to influence Hebrew logic. Although Jewish logicians
were aware that such a question existed, they considered it to belong to the realm
of metaphysics rather than to logic.

Of greater interest is the question of the temporal aspect of propositions. As com-
pound expressions, sentences are composed of simple expressions, that is, names,
verbs, and occasionally particles. Verbs can be copulative, in which case they link
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two names (as in ternary propositions, e.g., “Socrates exists wise”) or not (as in
binary ones, e.g., “Socrates exists”’), but in either case they are tensed. Even sen-
tences in which a pronoun does duty as a copula (Sokrates hu hakham, where hu
is the pronoun) contain implicitly the verb.® So, following the Arabic tradition,
which uses “exists” (maujiid) as an equivalent for the Greek copula esti(n), the

normal forms of propositions look like this:

(1) S exists (e.g., “Man is”);
ii) S exists P. (e.g., an is sentient”),
S P (eg, “M ,

which suggests that affirmations of this form carry with them existential import.
(Negations are a different story.) Because “exists” is taken verbally, and verbs are
said by the Arab Aristotelians to signify both a notion and the time of that notion,
this means that propositions are tensed, or temporal. How then, do they signify
notions that are eternal, such as the essences of things, or eternal truths?

Gersonides addresses this issue tangentially in his commentary on De Interpre-
tatione, according to Averroes’ paraphrase, and directly in his Wars of the Lord. In
the former, he suggests that true propositions whose subjects and predicates are
species/natural kinds, signify a compound notion at any arbitrary time (lit. “any time
that will be,” be-eizeh zeman she-yihyeh), where the predication is temporally indesig-
nate, and at a given time, where it is temporally designate. As an example of the first
sentence he gives,” “The angles of a triangle exist (are) equal to two right angles,”
“since that relationship to the triangle is not at a certain time, but at any time
that will be.” As an example of the second he gives, “Reuven will exist walking,”
“when we intend this in the future.”"® What distinguishes, then, the signification of
true propositions from that of words is, at least in part, their assertion of existence:
either the existence of the subject in an existential proposition, or the existence
of the predicate in the subject. This existence is either temporally indesignate or
designate, but temporal in either event.

This last point can be seen in Gersonides’ treatment of the eternal objects of
human knowledge, the “intelligibles,” in the Wars I.10. Intelligibles are first identi-
fied with conception (tziyyur) and assent (imuf), which are then identified with def-
inition and proposition, respectively. Although Gersonides sometimes treats them
equally, definitions take precedence over propositions, because a proposition’s con-
ceptual content is already contained within the definition. “Assent is nothing but a
a judgment about what is conceived; hence, conception precedes assent.”"" What
a universal proposition adds to the conceptual content inherent in a definition is
the temporally grounded context of the assent, “A universal proposition . . . does
signify some kind of plurality, in so far as it is a combination of the intellect and
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of sensation.”"* What Gersonides appears to be saying is that we learn through
our senses that men are living creatures, and at some point we grasp why this
must be so; at this point we acquire the intelligible. Our subsequent application
of the intelligible to the world of instantiated material particulars is through uni-
versal propositions such as “Every man is living.” If this interpretation is correct,
then, strictly speaking, only humans think propositions because propositions are
inevitably temporal and sensible.

Although propositions are temporal, universal and necessary propositions do not
signify determinate times. In the same chapter of the Wars Gersonides attempts to
explain how propositions such as “Every man is living” apply to the external world
of changing particulars. He goes to great lengths to show that neither does the term
“man” signify the genus man collectively nor does the proposition imply the actual
existence of all men that were, are, and will be; rather it implies that whenever an
arbitrary individual of the genus exists (i.e., is temporally instantiated) the predicate
exists in it. So the truth conditions of the proposition “Every Sis P” (where “S” and
“P” are replaced by species/genus terms) do not require all S to exist now, only
that when they exist, they will be P. This interpretation of a universal statement
with a general term for its subject has been interpreted as a medieval precursor of
the standard modern interpretation of universally quantified propositions, that is,
“For any x, if x is S then x is P.” There is, however, a considerable difference: The
modern interpretation is atemporal and conveys with it no existential import for the
subject; “Every Sis P” can be true even if no S exists. Gersonides’ interpretation,
by contrast, is temporal; “Every man is living” is true now, although there are men
who do not yet exist and who no longer exist. Although “Every man is living” does
not imply that all S exist, much less that they all exist simultaneously, it does imply
that there are men. It is not clear whether he feels that this is implied because of
the logical form “Every Sis P” or simply because the subject terms in his examples
signify species and genera, which are always existent.

The idea that propositions carry with them temporal import essentially is denied
by Gersonides’ slightly older contemporary, Joseph ibn Kaspi (ca. 1280-1340). In his
commentary on Maimonides’ Logical Terms, Ibn Kaspi disagrees with Maimonides’
remark that the copula introduces a temporal consideration, “since there is nothing
in the declarative sentence per se that defines time, but occasionally it is absolute.”
He notes that time is not mentioned in Averroes’ definition of the proposition as
“the attribution of one thing to another, or its removal,” and it should not be, for
any time that is associated with the proposition is accidental to it, as a result of the
copula being a verb. For this reason, there can be necessary predications that are

not in any particular time, such as “God is One,” in which the copula hu indicates
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unqualified existence.’ Ibn Kaspi’s insistence in this work and in his Bundle of
Silver,"* that propositions carry with them no temporal import may be a reaction to
Gersonides’ aforementioned treatment, but we have as yet no conclusive evidence
of Ibn Kaspi’s familiarity with Gersonides’ logical writings.

Still, even if one wishes to say that for Ibn Kaspi propositions do not signify time
per se, they still signify time by virtue of their containing verbs (or the copula hu
instead of a verb.) This points to a feature of the medieval proposition that many
have noted: They are often taken as occasion, rather than eternal, sentences; that is,
they refer implicitly to the occasion on which they are put forth. This is certainly
the case for a proposition such as “Socrates is sitting,” whose truth value differs,
depending upon when it is put forth. It is also arguably the case for propositions
like the aforementioned, “Every man is living,” which may be interpreted as, “For

all times (or: for any time), every man is living.”

THE DIVISION OF PROPOSITIONS

Short medieval works on logic often follow the definition of the proposition
with different ways of dividing them. The immensely popular work by al-Ghazali,
The Intentions of the Philosophers, in its various translations, divides propositions
according to (a) their simplicity/complexity (predicative, conditional, and disjunc-
tive); (b) their quality (“from the standpoint of their predicate”); (c) their quantity
(“from the standpoint of their subject”) and (d) “their modality (“from the stand-
point of the relation of its predicate to its subject”)."> This more or less sums up
the way propositions are treated in the Hebrew logical tradition based on Arabic
sources. By contrast, The Perfection of Beauty by the Italian rabbi Judah Messer Leon
(ca. T420-25—ca. 1498) gives seven types of divisions: (a) categorical and hypo-
thetical; (b) simple and complex terms; (c) affirmative and negative; (d) true and
false; (e) possible and impossible; (f) possible and necessary; and (g) quantity and
no quantity. Although there is naturally an overlap of the subject matter, Judah’s
treatment draws mainly from the scholastic logical tradition, much of it following
Paul of Venice’s Logica Parva. In what follows I will consider briefly the treatments
of the quantity, quality, and modality of propositions, from the perspectives of both
Arabic—Hebrew and of Latin—Hebrew logic.

Quantity of Propositions

Aristotle divides predicative propositions into universal, particular, and indefinite
(An. Pr. 1.1 234a 18—22), the latter usually understood by him as particular (e.g., “A

man runs,” “The living things there are hawks”), but occasionally as universal (“Man



Propositions and Propositional Inference 173

is living”); either way, he does not include it within his system of inference. Singular
propositions (“Socrates is living”) are likewise not included because syllogistic is
ancillary to scientific demonstration, and science does not treat of the singular
case but of the universal or particular. Hebrew logic accepted this division, with
some variations. Most Hebrew logical texts follow the tradition that the indefinite
proposition has the force of a particular proposition and hence can be assimilated to
that;'® Gersonides recognizes correctly that the indefinite can have either the force
of the particular or the universal, but either way, they are redundant in the system
of inference.’” At one point he also rejects singular propositions “because they are
generated and destroyed,” hence not true at all times and of no value for the art
of demonstration. This explanation allows him to accept singular propositions
in science when they refer to eternal objects, such as the heavenly bodies (strictly
speaking, he may not consider these to be singular propositions because the heavenly
bodies are considered to be species with unique members). He considers singular
premises such as “Reuven is rational” within his syllogistic.'®

Late-medieval scholastic logic divides propositions into those of some quantity
and those of none; the former includes the four previous categories, whereas the
latter includes exclusive propositions (“Only man runs”) and exceptive ones (e.g.,
“Every man except Socrates runs”). Judah Messer Leon, following Paul of Venice,
lists these two propositions, adding: “These are neither universal, nor particular,
nor indefinite, nor singular, since each of them has the force of two propositions
with differing quantities, as will be made manifest in the chapter on the proof of
propositions, so that we cannot attribute a single quantity to each of them.”"

‘We noted previously that al-Ghazali views a proposition’s quantity as pertaining
to its subject; in traditional Aristotelian logic, predicates are not quantified, and
the four standard forms of propositions used in inferences are the universal aftir-
mative (“Every A is B”), the universal negative (“No A is B”), the particular
affirmative (“Some A is B”), and the particular negative (“Not every A is B”).
Aristotle apparently rules out the universal quantification of the predicate at De
Interpretatione 17b12—16, and he dismisses forms such as “Every man is every ani-
mal” as “useless and impossible” in Prior Analytics 43b20, without explaining why,
a task left for his commentators. According to al-Farabi’s interpretation in his Long
Commentary on De Interpretatione, “every man is every animal” states that every-
thing we describe as man is every single animal, which is false. By contrast, “Every
man is some animal,” although true, is unnecessarily prolix because the “some” is
superfluous,® a claim repeated by Averroes.>' To this Ibn Kaspi adds the consid-
eration that, because the essence of the proposition is only to inform us that the

predicate exists in some subject, there is no further requirement that all or some
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of it exists in the subject, for that would be from the aspect of its converse.** He
seems to be saying that to raise questions about the quantity of the predicate is to
treat it as the subject of our inquiries, that is, to discuss the converse of the original
proposition.

The only medieval Jewish logician who criticizes Averroes’ discussion of the
quantification of the predicate is Gersonides. In his commentary on De Interpre-
tatione he dismisses the explanation that such predications are either “false” or
“superfluous,” by countering that there are quantified-predicate propositions that
are true (e.g., “Everything human is everything rational”) and quantified-subject
propositions that are superfluous (“Some animal is rational,” which could easily be
expressed as “An animal is rational”). Gersonides suggests that the real reason for
rejecting the quantification of the project is that it violates the linguistic convention
of using a single proposition to express a simple judgment: “Everything human
is everything rational” means “Everything human is a rational being and nothing
else is a rational being.” Moreover, in some cases the force of a proposition with a
quantified predication would be that of its converse. For example, when someone
says, “Bring me all the money changers (shulhaniyim) and physicians in the city,”
to which one replies, “All the money changers are all the physicians,” the latter
proposition has the same force as “All the physicians are money changers.”?? Still,
whereas Aristotle (according to Averroes) rejects the quantification of the predicate
in toto because of “every man is every animal,” Gersonides provides rules for the
quantification of the predicate in cases that do not produce falsehoods. These rules
enable him to transform sentences with quantified predicates into one of the four
standard forms without them, thereby allowing a certain flexibility in manipulating,
quantifying, and substituting subject and predicate terms in his rules of inference.

Gersonides’ chief critic in this and many other matters was Judah Messer Leon,
who devotes a long passage of his commentary on De Interpretatione, according to
Averroes’ paraphrase, to attacking Gersonides’ criticisms of Aristotle: “When the
‘wise in his own eyes’ said that a proposition with convertible terms like, ‘Every
man is is every rational’ or ‘Every man is every risible’ is true, he sank up to his
neck in mud.” Messer Leon claims that the correct interpretation of the proposition
renders it always false. More important, he takes aim at Gersonides’ claim that the
real reason for rejecting such propositions is that they violate linguistic convention

insofar as they are implicitly compound.

The reason [Gersonides| gave is quite awful; there is no doubt that the logicians will
find it defective, either because of what we mentioned concerning the interpretation of
the sentence, or because language allows the combination of two investigations together
[in one proposition]. What will he say of exceptive and exclusive propositions, both of
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which combine more than one judgment. . . like the proposition, ‘Only man is risible,” and
likewise with respect to the proposition, ‘Every animal except man is non-rational,” and
other examples of propositions that contain more than one judgment.

Now I know that somebody like him will run away from responding to these propositions
because he does not know their nature and their true signification. And if anyone says that
these propositions are new, that they have ‘come from nearby,” and that they are beyond
the bounds of proper language, we shall respond to him, Look at the verses of the Holy
Scripture, and see ‘where they are pasturing.” Then you will know that you ‘were made to
possess months of vanity.” Did he forget what our father Jacob said, “This is nothing but the
house of God, and this the gate of heaven’ (Gen. 28:17) ... and likewise, ‘This is nothing
but sorrow of heart’ (Neh. 2:2) ... and many of the same sort in scattered places.

We have written about this at length in order to refute the words of this savant, who dared
to speak with people who are greater and more wondrous than he. And I have established
these predicates (sippurim)** on solid foundations, whether those of the Philosopher, or
Averroes, without deviating from them a whit.*

Messer Leon knew full well that Gersonides was ignorant of the treatment of
exceptive and exclusive propositions found in Christian logical textbooks that
“come from nearby,” that is, from Christian neighbors. He was certainly aware of
the scriptural verses that exemplify these propositions. For Messer Leon, to suggest
that these propositions violated linguistic usage was clearly wrong, and, perhaps,
an affront to scripture. It is not likely that Gersonides, who rarely cites scriptural

verses in his logical commentaries, would have been swayed by that argument.

Quality of Propositions

Aristotle divides propositions into affirmations and negations, but he also recognizes
that both sorts can contain plain or indefinite names as subjects and/or predicates.
An indefinite name, such as “not-seeing,” is considered to be equivalent in most
instances with privative terms, such as “blind.” This leads him to work out the
logical relations between propositions with definite, indefinite, and privative names
in De Interpretatione 10. In the Arabic logic tradition a sentence with an indefinite
name is called “deviated” or “retracted” (ma'diil), and, when the predicate is indef-
inite, such statement is taken to be equivalent with a privative statement. The Arab
peripatetics noted that, strictly speaking, indefinite names are not used in Arabic
and so one has to construct an expression combining the particle “not” with the
term to be retracted. Because this could lead to confusion between an affirmation
with a retracted predicate (“Zayd is not-knowing”) and a plain negation (“Zayd
is not knowing”), both Arabic and Hebrew logicians had to figure out a way to
distinguish the placement of the particle of negation from that of the particle of
retraction. In fact, according to Averroes, the term “retracted name” was thought
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up by the Arab logicians to cope with this problem; the particle of retraction is a
term-forming operator on terms, whereas the particle of negation is a sentence-
forming operator on sentences. So the particle of negation should be connected
with the verb (including the copula), he argues, and the particle of retraction
with the noun. In any event, Arab and Jewish logicians now had a threefold divi-
sion of propositions into plain, retracted, and privative, each of which could be
either affirmative or negative, and whose relations were analyzed and presented in
tables.?

An important distinction between the plain negation and the predicate-retracted
affirmation is that the latter’s extension, and hence its truth-conditions, are more
restricted than the former’s. According to al-Farabi, “A wall is not seeing” is true
whereas “A wall is not-seeing” is not, because “not-seeing” is considered equivalent
with “blind,” which can only be affirmed of something whose way is to possess
the corresponding property, namely, a living thing possessing sight.*” Moreover,
predicate-retracted affirmations imply the existence of their subject, whereas plain
negations do not. Hence, a sentence such as, “The associate of God is not seeing”
is true, even though the associate of God does not exist, whereas “The associate of
God is not-seeing” is false.>® This is why, according to al-Farabi, one should describe
God and the heavens by indefinite names rather than by plain negations, a point
that appears to have influenced Maimonides, who writes in Guide of the Perplexed
I.58: “For this reason we cannot describe [the heavens] except by indefinite names
[al-isma al-ghayr muhassala), rather than by definite affirmations.”*®

Most Hebrew logical texts give short shrift to the logical relations between plain,
retracted, and privative propositions; at best one finds restatements of al-Farab1 and
Averroes.’® The most ambitious attempt to derive rules for the transformation of
such propositions is found in Gersonides’ Book of the Correct Syllogism (first edi-
tion, 1319). Gersonides first distinguishes between subject retraction and predicate
retraction by claiming that the former has the force of privation, whereas the latter
has the force of negation. This appears to be a divergence from al-Farabi, who, as
we just saw, claims that predicate-retracted affirmations imply the existence of their
subject, and hence do not follow from negations. Gersonides’ example, “A griffin
is not-man” differs from the example in al-Farabi in that the retracted term is an
existing thing, rather than a property, and so one cannot say for certain whether in
that case Gersonides would consider the predicate retraction to have the force of
simple negation. (When Gersonides uses a property term in these contexts, it usu-
ally refers existents of a certain type, e.g., “rational” is taken to refer to the rational
existing things.) In any event, because subject retraction has the force of privation,

a retracted subject implies the existence of members of the subject’s complement
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class. Thus, in the sentence, “Nothing is not-man is rational” the term “not-man”
refers to those existents that are not men and hence has existential import.

To display the logical relations among plain, retractive, and private propositions,
Gersonides first derives what we may call rules that yield “consequences by virtue
of the part and the whole” (hiyyuvim asher mi-tzad ha helek ve-ha-kol). Some exam-
ples of these rules are: (a) “If something is affirmed of all of the universal, then it
is affirmed of all of the particular,” or (b) “If a proposition pertains to all of the
particular, whether affirmatively or negatively, it does not follow that it pertains
to the all of the universal.” These rules are the engine that makes his system of
propositional and syllogistic inference work; with their aid he deduces infer alia the
laws of subalternation, conversion, obversion, contraposition, and so forth, with
plain and modal premises. This is an original approach to propositional and syllo-
gistic inference in medieval Hebrew logic, but it is not entirely without precedent.
For example, already Averroes in his paraphrase of De Interpretatione had justified
rules of inferences among plain, retractive, and privative propositions based on their

relative extensions:

The negative plain proposition is implied by the affirmative retracted proposition . . . because
the negative simple proposition has a more universal application than the affirmative retracted
proposition, since our sentence ‘man is not just’ is true of the unjust man, the man who is
neither unjust nor just-namely, the non-citizen — and the child. And our sentence ‘man is
not-just’ is only true of the unjust man.3'

This extensional approach (one may perhaps call it “set-theoretical”) to inference
is greatly expanded by Gersonides.

Gersonides first formalizes his metalinguistic rules that yield consequences by
virtue of the part and the whole, next, analyzes the whole—part relation between the
various terms, and finally substitutes them in his rules. For example, consider a rule
of subalternation: “Every A is B” implies “Some A is B.” One transforms “Every
A is B” to “B is predicated of every A” and since “Some A” is the “particular”
(i-e., subset) of “A,” one concludes, through an application of the first rule, that
“Some A is B.” This procedure is repeated throughout the Correct Syllogism.

Using this method, we arrive at a total of twenty valid patterns of inference
between the four standard propositions with terms that are plain or retracted;
two plain to plain (the laws of subalternation), four plain to retracted predicate,
four retracted predicate to plain, four subject retracted to “unqualifiedly” retracted
(i-e., both subject and predicate retracted), four unqualifiedly retracted to subject
retracted, and two plain to subject retracted, when some existence conditions are
placed on the subject and predicate. In addition, we are told why certain inference
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patterns are invalid. In effect, these inference patterns replace the traditional square
of opposition, expanded to include sentences with retracted terms. They are of
particular interest because they show some sensitivity to the question of existential
import required by the inferential relations of the traditional square of opposition.

For example, Gersonides’ contemporary, Jean Buridan, argued that contraposi-
tion and obversion are invalid unless one places conditions on the existence of the
terms.3? For if no conditions are stipulated, one may have a case in which a falsehood
is derived from a truth, for example, “Every non-being is a non-man” (which is
false because there are no non-beings) from “Every man is a being” (which is true).
Gersonides does not consider contraposition and obversion, but he does consider
inferences with subject-retracted sentences (i.e., sentences with indefinite names
as subject), and he stipulates that for them to yield simple and predicate-retracted
sentences, neither term can be empty, for example, “Nothing not-corporeal is a
vacuum is true” but “Something corporeal is a vacuum” is false.?3 By contrast,
Judah Messer Leon considers and approves of contrapositional conversion (which
he calls, a bit awkwardly, conversion of definite terms to indefinite terms), although
he points out examples in which a true sentence produces a false sentence, such as,
“A griftin is non-living” yields “Some non-living is not a non-griffin.”’3*

As for the traditional square of opposition, the relations posited between the
four standard forms are mentioned in most Hebrew logical texts, from Logical Terms
onward, along with the Hebrew equivalents of their classic names (e.g., opposites,
contraries, subcontraries, and contradictories), unless the names are unique to the
scholastic tradition, for example, subaltern, inversion, and obversion, in which case
one has to look for their equivalents in works that are either translations of scholastic
writings or show their influence. Some texts reproduce the diagrams of a square,
although it is not always easy to determine whether the diagrams are in the original

or were added by later students and scribes.

Modality

In the Aristotelian tradition, treatments of the square of opposition with nonmodal
propositions are generally followed by a discussion of the opposition of modal ones.
Because this assumes some knowledge of modes and modality, the commentators
often amplified the discussion with material borrowed from Prior Analytics and
Metaphysics. So in the Short Treatise on De Interpretatione, al-Farabi defines a mode
(jiha/tzad) as “ ‘an expression attached to the predicate of a statement to signify how
the predicate holds of the subject, like, ‘possible,” ‘necessary,” ‘admissible,” ‘impos-
sible,” ‘bad,” ‘good,” ‘ought’ ‘must,” ‘may,” and the like.””’3% (A virtually identical
description and list appears in the Logical Terms attributed to Maimonides.3®). He

then lists as the three primary modes the necessary, the possible, and the absolute,
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which is the fundamental division of modal propositions in the Prior Analytics. A
more apt tripartite division of propositions for the square of opposition would be
into the possible, the impossible, and the necessary, with the possible being divided
into what may or may not be (two-way possibility) or “what is not impossible”
(one-way possibility); this is how Arisotle divides the modalities in De Interpre-
tatione, a division found in al-Ghazali’s Intentions of the Philosophers. By contrast,
al-Farabi in the Long Commentary on De Interpretatione, speaks of two primary
modalities, the necessary and the possible, which are then further subdivided.?”
What is common to all these divisions, however, 1s the conviction that the mode
qualifies neither the subject nor the predicate, but rather the relation of predicate to
subject.

Another way this is put by the medieval commentators is that the modality of a
proposition relates to its form rather than to its content. Thus, Averroes writes:

Since in propositions having no mode [i.e., modal term] the existential word [in ternary
propositions] indicates the quality of the condition of the predicate with respect to the
subject, the relation of the existential word to the predicate in these propositions becomes
the relation of form to matter. And since this is the same as the relation of the mode to the
existential word — because it indicates how the predicate exists with respect to the subject —
its relation to the existential word is also that of form to matter.3*

Because the particle of negation, concludes Averroes, is placed with the verb in the
square of opposition with nonmodal propositions, it is placed with the modal term
here.

Yet there are some difficulties with the view that in modal propositions the
modal term qualifies the relationship of the predicate to the subject. For one thing,
it assumes that modal propositions always contain modal terms, an assumption
that is true, for much, but not all of Aristotle’s treatment of modal propositions.
Gersonides claims that Aristotle sometimes treats the modality of a proposition as
a function of the mode of the subject’s existence. By this criterion, a statement
is necessary if the subject exists necessarily; possible, if the subject exists possibly;
and assertoric, if it exists actually, but not necessarily.?* Also, Aristotle adds modal
operators like “necessarily” and “possibly” to his standard sentences with term-
variables such as “A is necessarily predicate of all B” but generally omits them
from sentences with concrete terms, such as “Living is predicated of every man.”
“Living” is predicated necessarily of “man” because man is essentially living. In
the shorter treatments of modal inference in the Arabic and Hebrew traditions,
one sometimes finds propositions serving as premises of the syllogisms in which no
explicit modal term appears. For example, in his treatment of the modal syllogism
in the Epitome Averroes lists the syllogistic rules for each figure and then illustrates
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their validity with concrete statements of necessity and possibility. The latter are
mostly empirical generalizations taken from the field of medicine, probabilities
that Averroes allows to serve as Aristotle’s examples of possible premises. Once a
conclusion of such syllogism is drawn, one inspects the modality not by any formal
procedure, but by examining the terms in questions. So even if one claims that the
modality qualifies the relation of the predicate to the subject, it is not clear whether
a proposition with concrete terms in which the modal qualifier is absent is to be
treated as a nonmodal proposition or a modal proposition, and if the latter, what
modality.

Second, even if the modal term pertains to the form rather than to the matter
of the proposition, specifically, to the quality of the predication, it is not entirely
clear what the mode qualifies. If it qualifies the predication de re, then a necessary
proposition expresses the (necessary) predication of an essential property of a subject,
for example, “Every walking thing is living,” where “walking thing” signifies
“living thing.” Now, according to the laws of conversion, this converts to “Some
living thing is walking,” the first proposition is assumed to be necessary; the second,
which does not express an essential predication, is not. Yet according to Aristotle,
propositions retain their particular modality when they convert, which appears to
rule out a de re reading. One could harmonize Aristotle’s views on conversion
with the view that the modal operator pertains to the quality of the predication,
by taking the scope of the modal operator to be the entire proposition, that is,
“Necessarily: Every A is B,” converts to “Necessarily: Some B is A.” This de dicto
interpretation notoriously, however, renders much of the modal syllogistic invalid.

Actually, the de dicto/de re distinction does not appear, at least not explicitly, in
Hebrew logical texts. Although the difference between the composite and divided
senses of a proposition such as, “The sitting Socrates is possibly standing” was
known, only Judah Messer Leon, following Paul of Venice, actually divides modal
propositions according to the composite and modal sense, after he distinguishes

between modal and nonmodal propositions.

Thereatter follows another division of propositions. . . those that possess the mode in the
divided sense, and those that possess the mode in the composite sense . . . [The former] . . . is
when the mode is situated between the subject and the predicate; [the latter] is when the
mode precedes or succeeds the proposition. An example of the former is: ‘A man is possibly
running.” An example of the latter when the mode precedes: ‘[It is] impossible [for] a man
to be an ass’; when the mode succeeds: [For] Reuven [to be| white is possible.*

Like Paul, Judah proceeds to give diagrams of three squares of opposition: the
first with nonmodal propositions; the second with modal propositions taken in
the divided sense; and the third with modal propositions taken in the composite
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sense. All these are followed by rules, but the mnemonic devices for the rules are
lacking or are simply translated without equivalent Hebrew mnemonic devices.
The same lack occurs with Peter’s mnemonic for the rules of equipollent modal
propositions.*'

One Hebrew translator who took great care in rendering such a mnemonic
was Judah Shalom, who lived in Italy in the mid-fifteenth century, and who trans-
lated into Hebrew Peter of Spain’s Tiactatus, a highly popular medieval textbook
of logic. In this Peter’s rendering of the mnemonic, the vowels A, E, I, and U
refer to the four ways that the subject and predicate of modal propositions can
be affirmed or negated: “Socrates’ running is possible,” “Socrates’ not running is
possible,” “Socrates’ running is not possible,” “Socrates’ not running is not pos-
sible,” respectively. Because there are four modal qualifications (possible, possible,
impossible, and necessary) there are four sets of four sentences arranged to form
a square of opposition; each of the Latin names provides information about one
of the sets. “AMABIMUS” (A-A-I-U), for example, signifies the set consisting of
“Socrates’ running is possible,” “Socrates running is possible,” “Socrates’ running
is not impossible,” and “Socrates’ not running is not necessary.” This mnemonic
is relatively easy to translate because Judah has only used Hebrew words or phrases
that possess the same vowel patterns:

Tractatus Judah Shalom’s Hebrew Translation

PURPUREA ‘UZU ‘EZAH (“Seek ye counsel”)
AMABIMUS  TA’AMINU (“Believe ye”)

ILIACE BIYDI'AT ZEH (“In the knowledge of this”)
EDENTULI SHELEIMUTI (“My perfection”).

In other words, the mnemonic reads in Hebrew, “Seek ye counsel [and] believe ye.
[For] in the knowledge of this [mnemonic] is my perfection.”*?

The third difficulty that deterred many logicians from a sustained treatment of
modal inference was the disagreement among Aristotle’s commentators over the
interpretation of the modalities themselves, and, as a result, modal propositions.
These disagreements were discussed in al-Farabi’s Long Commentaries and Aver-
roes” Middle Commentaries, especially on Prior Analytics. The Aristotelian model of
modality that was most influential for Arabic and Hebrew philosophy was the tem-
poral or “statistical” model, in which a thing is possible if it is sometimes the case,
and necessary if it is always the case. Possible propositions would be understood
on this model as propositions that are sometimes true and necessary propositions
as those that are always true.** Aristotle complicates matters when he relates the
necessary/possible distinction to other distinctions such as essence/accident, and to
actual/potential, and when he uses concrete examples to illustrate modal premises.
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Criticisms of Aristotle’s system of modal inference by al-Farabi and by Avicenna,
who left his own rather elaborate system of temporalized modalities,** brought
about several defenses of Aristotle by Averroes. The latter’s works were commented
on and criticized by Gersonides.

The interplay between time and modality in modal propositions can best be
seen in the various interpretations of the assertoric or plain proposition, whose
interpretation was hotly contested in antiquity. In his Commentary on the Prior

Analytics, Gersonides lists six different interpretations of the assertoric proposition:

1) the temporally restricted assertoric proposition, in which an accident is predicated of
an actually existing subject (e.g., ‘All men in Jerusalem are now writing’);

2) the nontemporally restricted assertoric proposition, which asserts (or denies) a nonnec-
essary predication at all times (no example is given, but it is rejected by Gersonides
on the grounds that whatever holds at all time is necessary);

3) the epistemological assertoric, ‘whose meaning leaves us in doubt as to whether it is
necessary or not’ (e.g., ‘Every raven is black’);

4) the incidentally necessary assertoric, in which the predicate applies necessarily of the
subject per accidens, that is, under a certain attribute (e.g., ‘Everything walking is
moving’);

5) the mostly possible assertoric proposition, in which the predicate applies to the
subject for the most part, and hence it appears without a modality (e.g., ‘Summers
are hot” and ‘Old men have gray hair’);

6) the nonmodal assertoric proposition, in which no explicit mention of the sentence
modality occurs (e.g., ‘Every man is living’)*

To these six, Gersonides adds a seventh in his Book of the Correct Syllogism:

the rhetorical assertoric, in which both terms apply actually and which is true for most of the
times, though it is assumed for rhetorical purposes to be true at all times (e.g., ‘He who
honors his father will be honored by his children’).

In the second edition of the Correct Syllogism, Gersonides accepts only (1) and
(5) as bona fide examples of the assertoric premises. He considers (4) necessary
along with essentially necessary sentences such as, “Every man is living.” Possible
premises are likewise divided into essential (“All wine is possibly vinegar”) and
incidental (“Every man is possibly a writer”).

In the second edition of the Correct Syllogism, Gersonides interprets the modality
of a proposition as a function of the modality of its subject and predicate terms.
Gersonides adopted this interpretation after reading of it in Averroes’ treatment
in his Logical Questions. According to Averroes, a necessary term is (or denotes)
an attribute that is one with its subject by virtue of itself. A possible term is
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(or denotes) an attribute that is one with its subject incidentally. In essentially nec-
essary propositions, both the subject and the predicate are required to be necessary
terms. This further requirement strengthens the de re reading mentioned previously,
because the predicate applies essentially to the subject, but the subject term is an
essential name or attribute of the subject. On this reading, essentially necessary
propositions convert, preserving their modalities. Similar treatments of possible and
assertoric propositions are offered by Averroes and expanded on by Gersonides in
his commentary.

Because Gersonides interprets modal sentences as sentences with modal terms,
he does not have to justify a new set of inferences. Rather, he investigates how
the modality of the premises affects the modality of the conclusion in the standard
syllogistic and nonsyllogistic patterns of inference. His procedure is as follows.
First, he catalogues modal sentences according to the modalities of their subject
and predicate terms. He then manipulates the modal term of the premise(s) via the
rules of inference with nonmodal premises to produce a conclusion whose modality
is determined according to the aformentioned categorization. Perhaps it is more
accurate to call Gersonides’ system in the Correct Syllogism a system of inferences
with modal terms rather than a system of modal inference.

In any event, there is nothing like this in other treatments of modal inference
offered by the Jews. When Jewish writers did consider modal logic, they usually
limited themselves to a preliminary discussion of the various modes, sometimes
with an analysis of Aristotle’s “square of opposition” with modal statements and a
cursory restatement of the modal syllogism. Ibn Kaspi does summarize the more
ambitious project of Averroes in the latter’s Middle Commentary, but he leaves out
most of Averroes’ arguments and is content simply to give his conclusions. Only
occasionally, such as in the question of the necessity of the conclusion in syllogisms
whose major premise is necessary and whose minor premises are assertoric, does
he refer (via Averroes) to the ancient dispute over this. He states, “There is no
intention in this abridgement to elaborate, [as did Averroes did] in the commentary
that he composed. I will simply mention one of the arguments and one of Averroes’
replies.”*S This may seem surprising because Aristotle’s demonstrative syllogisms
require their premises to be necessary, and one might suppose that the proper
interpretation of necessary and possible premises would be rather important for the
theory of demonstration. Yet these summary logical texts generally do not devote
that much attention to the theory of demonstration, with certain exceptions, such
as al-Ghazalt’s Intentions of the Philosophers, Judah ha-Kohen ibn Matka’s Midrash
ha-Hokhmah, and Joseph ibn Kaspi’s Bundle of Silver. Their treatments are relatively

short and do not draw on any advanced problems in Aristotle’s theory of modality.
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One well-known question of modal propositions, however, is whether pairs of
contradictory opposites (e.g., “P or —P”’) “distribute truth and falsity” among them-
selves, and if so, in what way. Aristotle had famously claimed in De Interpretatione 1.9
that such disjunctions are necessarily true, and in most cases, one of the disjuncts
is true, whereas the other is false. The difticulty arises in propositions that describe
future possible states of affairs, for example, “Reuven will go to the store tomorrow.”
Aristotle argued that if every affirmation or negation is true and false, then such
propositions are either true or false before their states of affairs come to be, with the
false implication that “everything that will be, therefore, happens of necessity.” His
solution (on the traditional interpretation) is to say that whereas it is necessary for
“P or —=P” to be true, even when the states of affairs described are future possibles,
this does not mean that one is completely true, and the other completely false.

Aristotle’s conclusion seems to conflict with the principle of bivalence, which is
that every proposition is either true or false. This was actually noted by Gersonides,
who comments that in the case of future possible statements such as “Reuven will
go to a certain place” it is not proper to doubt the description of the declarative
sentence as either true or false, “for in any event that statement will be true or false
in the future, although it is neither true nor false at the time of its utterance.”*’
So, at least according to Gersonides, the principle of bivalence requires that a
proposition be either true or false at some time but not at all times. If the truth
or falsity is completely distinguished from each other at the time of its utterance,
it is determined to be true. If not, its truth is indeterminate then. The temporal
reading assumes that the same proposition can lack a truth value at a certain time
and receive one at a later time.

Gersonides follows the commentorial tradition that reads Aristotle as saying that
although pairs of contradictories about future possibles divide truth and falsity,
they do so incompletely at the time of their utterance. This is because they are
undetermined by the states of affairs at that time; hence “contradictories about
possibilities are unknown by nature” and not just unknown by us.*® It should be
pointed out that the unnecessitated nature of future possibles is taken for granted in
this discussion, as is the causal efficacy of deliberation. Aristotle’s arguments are not
directed so much against causal determinism as they are against “logical fatalism,”
that is, the claim that no matter what we do, the outcome is determined because
a proposition reporting it is considered to be determinately true. In fact, there is
nothing in De Interpretatione 1.9 that could not be squared, at least, technically,
with a strict causal determinism, and, indeed, Aristotle’s doctrine is accepted by a
determinist such as Avicenna.*’

Even for those who reject strict causal determinism, like Gersonides, it is pos-
sible to limit possibility/indeterminism to those things that depend on human will
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and choice. This appears to be how Gersonides reads Aristotle, who claims that if
everything happens by necessity, then nothing will come about by chance. Accord-
ing to Gersonides, something that comes about by chance comes about without a
complete cause; the example he gives is finding a treasure when digging a ditch,
because finding the treasure was both unintended and rare, it happened by chance.
All of Gersonides’ examples of chance are connected in some way to human choice
and will, and this is more restrictive than those given by Aristotle. Moreover, he
writes that if finding the treasure had been necessitated beforehand (by virtue of
“logical fatalism”), then “the causes that decree its coming about” (ha-sibbot ha-
gozerot hiddusho)>° would not be effective. This phrase suggests that Gersonides does
not believe that the discovery of the treasure is without a “decreeing” cause.

The upshot of Aristotle’s discussion, as understood by al-Farabi and Averroes, is
that future possibles cannot be known in advance because they are not determined
now. In the Long Commentary al-Farabi appears to polemicize against Muslim the-
ologians who deny future possibilities, and he digresses to discuss how future possi-
bles are known by God. The Long Commentary may have been known to Gersonides,
but few echoes of the theological implications are found in the Jewish commentaries
on De Interpretatione (they are indeed found in the theological writings). An excep-
tion, however, is Judah Messer Leon’s commentary on De Interpretatione. Averroes
had written that the implication that everything happens of necessity is both utterly
absurd and the opposite of our natural disposition, that is, we are naturally disposed
to believe that our actions are efficacious. Judah Messer Leon understands “natural
disposition” as “what we were created for,” “for we were not created to be com-
pelled in our actions, for that would entail the abolition of [Divine] reward (gemul)
and punishment.” The argument is a familiar one, but its placement in a commen-
tary on De Interpretatione is not. It is found, however, in al-Farab1’s Long Commentary.

A complete treatment of propositional inference in medieval Jewish logical texts
would include scholastic doctrines unknown to earlier medieval Jewish logicians,
such as consequences, obligations, and insolubles. Some of these are perhaps better
described as metalinguistic rules of inferences than propositional inferences. With
the editing and publishing of texts of Hebrew scholastic philosophy, especially logic,
one will be able to study this material and see wherein it differs, at all, from its

scholastic sources.

NOTES

I See, for example, Bahya 1928, p. 368; Ibn Gabirol in Bacumker 18921895, pp. 104—5.
2 For an overview, see Manekin forthcoming.

3 Zonta 1996, pp. 189-93.
4 Zimmermann 1981, p. 226.



186 Charles H. Manekin

5 Even-Shemuel 1987, p. 39.

6 Maimonides 1938, p. 35.

7 Averroes 1559, p. 9b; Averroes De Int., p. 39b; Averroes 1983, pp. 132—3. Chertoft 1952,
p. 40.

8 Averroes De Int., fol. 36a; Averroes 1983, p. 125.

9 Ibn Kaspi Bundle, fol. 231r.

10 Gersonides C. De Int., fol. 64b—65b.

11 Gersonides 1866, p. 64; cf. Gersonides 1984, p. 188.

12 Gersonides 1866, p. 68; ct. Gersonides 1984, p. 194.

13 Ibn Kaspi C. Logical Terms, fol. 123a.

14 Ibn Kaspi Bundle, tols. 231a-b.

15 Chertoft 1952, p. 48.

16 Maimonides 1938, p. 46; Chertoft 1952, p. 46.

17 Manekin 1992, p. 55.

18 Ibid., p. 98

19 Messer Leon Perfection, fol. 12b. “Only man runs” is expounded to “Man runs” and
“Nothing not-man runs”; “Every man excepts Socrates runs” is expounded to “Socrates
does not run,” and “Every man [who is] not-Socrates runs.” Cf. Paul of Venice 1984,
p. 200.

20 Zimmermann 1981, p. 64.

21 Averroes De Int., tol. 41v; Averroes 1983, pp. 138.

22 Ibn Kaspi Bundle, fol. 232r.

23 C. De Int., fol. 37a. (Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana N 105 Sup. This passage is not in
all the manuscripts.) For evidence that Gersonides himself served as a money-lender and
physician, see Shatzmiller 1991.

24 Cf. Averroes 1559, p. 9b.

25 Husik 1906, pp. 98—100.

26 Zimmermann 1981, pp. 97135, 234—40; Averroes De Int., fols. 46—50; Averroes 1983,
149—61; Averroes 1559, p. 11; Chertoff 1952, pp. 44—6.

27 Zimmermann 1981, p. 234.

28 The example is found in Chertoff 1952, p. 44.

29 Maimonides 1964, p. 93. I plan to write about the interpretation of al-isma al-ghayr
muhassala in this passage as “indefinite names” elsewhere. None the Guide’s translators
noticed that the Arabic phrase designates a technical term of logic.

30 See, for example, Ibn Kaspi Bundle, fol. 233.

31 Averroes De Int., fol. 47b; Averroes 1983, 152—3 (translation slightly altered).

32 Buridan 1985, p. 226.

33 Manekin 1992, p. 75.

34 Messer Leon Perfection, fol. 20b.

35 Zimmermann 1981, p. 240.

36 Maimonides 1938, p. 9.

37 Zimmermann 1981, p. 158.

38 Averroes De Int., fol. ssa; Averroes 1983, p. 170 (translation slightly altered).

39 Gersonides C. Prior Analytics, 119v—120r.

40 Messer Leon Petfection, fol. 18r.

41 Paul of Venice 1984, p. 120.

42 Judah Shalom Tiactatus, tol. 177b. See Manekin 1997b.

43 Knuuttilla 1993.

44 Street 2002.



Propositions and Propositional Inference 187

45 Gersonides C. Prior Analytics, 117bs—119b.

46 Tbn Kaspi Bundle, fol. 21b.

47 Gersonides C. De Int., fol. 70b.

48 Zimmermann 1981, p. 245.

49 Marmura 1985.

50 C. De Int., Vatican fol. 81b. I would like to thank Josef Stern for his valuable comments.



7

REASONING AND DEMONSTRATION

NORBERT M. SAMUELSON

INTRODUCTION

This chapter examines the distinctive role of argumentation in the writings of the
rabbis who lived after the codification of the Hebrew scriptures and before the
political emancipation of the Jewish people in Europe. The subject is not formal
logic in rabbinic Judaism. Rather, it is an examination of the way that logical
thinking of a variety of types shaped the thought of sophisticated medieval rabbis
about philosophical topics. The topic is extremely broad, so no attempt is made
to claim that this study is complete; rather, eight examples are given and analyzed.
Each example highlights how in very different ways the logic of an argument in
itself shapes the content discussed and how the forms of an argument used have
their own special history within Jewish philosophy. Before I turn to the examples
themselves, let me place the subject of logic in medieval Jewish philosophy in its
historical setting.

THE STUDY OF LOGIC IN PREMODERN
JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

The history of the development of the ancient schools of Hellenistic philosophy
through the medieval schools of the Christians, the Muslims, and the Jews has
been well documented, and our knowledge of that history continues to expand.
This is especially true in the case of medieval Jewish philosophy in which new
manuscripts are constantly being edited into critical editions and published with
modern western language translations and commentaries. By at least the Roman
periods there no longer were clear separations between schools of thought in the
different academies in which philosophy was studied. Hence, although Stoicism
may have become, by at the latest the third century c.E., the dominant school of
Hellenistic philosophy, it had no monopoly on philosophy and it incorporated into
its own teachings those of its competitors. Hence, from this time onward there

can no longer be a clear separation of the doctrines of the Stoics from those of
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the Platonists, the Aristotelians, and even the Epicureans (who were the dreaded
opposition of the Stoics)."

Nonetheless, it is reasonable to assume that the early rabbis were influenced by
Roman philosophy. That is one reason for beginning with a halachic example. I
could have chosen a rabbinic text instead.®> I chose, however, to use Maimonides
because of the simple clarity of his language and his style. I do not believe that
Maimonides was being creative in the way he presented the law. Rather, as he
professed, he was merely exhibiting what was already in the texts themselves.

Given that the rabbis knew at least some Hellenistic philosophy, how did they
learn logic and whose logic did they use? Let us consider sources first. Given
the importance of Stoicism for these rabbis, the most likely source would have
been Galen’s Introduction to Logic, which, if they did not read it directly through
Arabic translation, they knew it from more general texts on logic.? In any case,
it is quite clear that the Jewish philosophers considered the study of logic to be a
necessary step in their professional training as philosophers.* It is widely accepted
that Maimonides even wrote a book on logic.” There may be as well other original
works on logic yet to be discovered. It is quite clear that the topic of logic did not
interest the Jewish philosophers as much as it interested their Christian medieval
contemporaries.’

The question of sources is easier than the question of influence. For example,
given the informal way that Maimonides presented his truth tables and his division
of scientific assertions into simple and complex statements of univocal and equivocal
meaning, the source could be Aristotle’s works on logic and/or the Stoic distinctions
in “sayables” (lekta) between “assertibles” and “nonassertibles” that can be “simple”
or “nonsimple,” that can be combined by any number of logical connections
that include “conjunction,” “condition,” or “disjunction.” Furthermore, Stoic
logic, no less than Aristotelian, distinguished modal predicates such as “possible,”
“impossible,” “necessary,” and “nonnecessary.””’

One might think, given our emphasis on the Saadia text discussed, that the
rabbis were less interested in demonstrative logic (whose goal is discovery through
inference) than in rhetoric (whose goal is defense against opposition). To the
extent that the rabbis were influenced by Stoicism, no such clear-cut distinction
can be drawn. First, since at least Zeno, the linguistic unit of meaning was the
speech act (what we today would call the “sentence”), which intentionally was not
distinguished from the “assertible” (what we today would call the “proposition”).®
Hence, the activity of demonstration was clearly seen (as it was for Plato) to be a
function of dialectical speech. The centrality of dialectic in their thinking, however,
did not mean that they were any less committed than was Aristotle to the use of

reason to decide truth.
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THE USE OF LOGIC IN PREMODERN JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

Together what the eight cases discussed in this chapter demonstrate is that Jew-
ish philosophy is a distinctive form of philosophy over and above the generally
accepted judgments that Jewish philosophy is solely philosophy about Judaism
and/or by Jews. First, the earliest rabbis used the conceptual technique of truth
table distinctions to deduce positions in Jewish law. Second, from the earliest Muslim
theologians the rabbinic philosophers learned to judge assertions of the existence
of a definite particular to involve two distinct claims, namely, that both at least
and at most that kind of entity exists. Third, these Jewish philosophers recognized
that polemics between rabbinic Jews and their opponents — Karaites, Muslims, and
Christians — are based on a legal standard of witness reliability in which reliability 1s
dependent on judgments of continuity and on witness integrity. Fourth, questions
of the knowability of God are dependent on prior judgments about the nature of
semantics and modality. Fifth, questions about creation rest on judgments in the
physical sciences about the individuality of observed events. It is not the case that
singularities prove creation; rather, what they do is confirm the contingency of the
universe, which is a necessary condition for creation. Sixth, errors in understanding
the past are no less important than wise insights into that past in tracing the history
of that philosophy. Hence, a critical part of the history of Jewish philosophy is
the way that subsequent Jewish philosophers misunderstood Maimonides. If their
judgments about their history had been better, then the future of Jewish philosophy
would have been significantly different (and possibly not better or more interesting).
Seventh, what most distinguishes premodern Jewish philosophy from subsequent
Jewish philosophy is the transition from a model of thinking based on what we
today call the life sciences (especially psychology) to a model based on mathematics
(especially physics). In premodern science there is an intentional fudging of the
lines between clarity and unclarity precisely because reality was observed to be
something organic that as such is inherently imprecise. Jewish philosophy reflects
the modern move to emphasis on clarity in logic and language as a virtue precisely
because the reality comes to be seen as something inherently precise. Finally, this
demand that good thinking be precise thinking functions no less in Jewish law than
it does in the philosophy of Jews.?

CASE STUDIES IN RABBINIC PHILOSOPHY

Eight cases are presented to exhibit something distinctive about the way that
medieval rabbis practiced philosophy. The first and final cases deal with Jewish
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law, and the seventh case is not about a rabbi. The first case exhibits the ambiguity
of the term “philosophy,” and the seventh example exhibits the ambiguity of the
term “Jewish.” These two ambiguities deserve separate essays. For here it is enough
to say that the distinction between Jewish philosophy and Jewish law is a mod-
ern separation based on modern uses of the term “philosophy.” This usage does
not really fit premodern philosophy let alone premodern Jewish philosophy. In
any case, certainly Maimonides drew no substantive separation (contrary to Leo
Strauss) between what he was doing with so-called conceptual issues and with
issues of action. Furthermore, all Jewish intellectual activity was a practice of rabbis
because the society of rabbis was identical with the society of learned Jews. That
identity changed in the modern period, and Spinoza in this respect (as in many
others) is a transitional figure.

For the most part the progression of this essay is chronological. Saadia wrote
before Ibn Daud, who wrote before Maimonides, who wrote before Gersonides,
who wrote before Crescas, who wrote before Spinoza. This essay is not, however,
in any sense intended to be systematic. With the exception of the last case, each
example is discrete. One does not lead into the other; however, as the last example
makes explicit, no author here discussed is an island unto himself. How he argues no
less than what he argues is a reflection of his contemporary intellectual environment.
That connection, where relevant, will be mentioned, but it will not be emphasized.
Such connections are an important part of a full presentation of the history of
the way that philosopher—rabbis reasoned. Nevertheless, this broader historical
study lies beyond the parameter of this chapter. Here again the goal is simply
to exhibit in the foreground what functions in the rabbinic texts implicitly as
background. I begin with an example from Maimonides’ discussion of law (Halacha
[literally, “way”’]) because it is the simplest and clearest example of using logic in a
question of Jewish belief. I end with Spinoza and a final example from Maimonides’
legal work. They are in themselves the most complex cases, which function to
illustrate how discussion of a classical question of premodern rabbinic philosophy
laid the foundation for Jewish thinking to move beyond the classical into the

modern.

Case 1: Maimonides on Damages — Truth Tables

I begin with a simple direct use of formal logic to structure an argument. The use

is obvious even though nothing explicitly is said in the text about logic as such.

Thus, one can conclude: When an animal that is mu’ad kills intentionally, it should be stoned
to death, and the owners must pay the atonement fine. If it killed unintentionally, it is not
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liable to be executed, but the owners must pay the atonement fine. When [an animal that
is] tam kills unintentionally, it is not liable to be executed, nor must the owners pay the
atonement fine. If it intended to kill, it should be stoned to death. The owners, however,
are not liable for the atonement fine or for the fine paid for killing a servant.'®

The Mishneh Torah is Maimonides’ comprehensive code of Jewish laws. First
Maimonides presents a Book of Laws that constitutes an explication of the fun-
damental principle of rabbinic Judaism, that the Torah (the five books of Moses’
prophecy) contains 613 positive and negative commandments. Maimonides lists all
these commandments as positive commandments paired with negative command-
ments together with the Pentateuch texts in which they are asserted. Maimonides
then presents in a systematic, topical form his summary of how the rabbis have
determined the content of those laws. The first volume of the Mishneh Torah,
entitled the Book of Knowledge (Sefer Madah), consists of four books that deal explic-
itly with conceptual matters. They are the laws of (1) the foundational doctrines
of the Torah (Hilchot Yesodei ha-Torah), (2) regulating the acquisition of moral
virtues (de’of), (3) regulating the study of 1 and 2 that emphasize the centrality of
study (talmud ‘Torah), (4) regulating the avoidance of all forms of idolatry (avodat
kokhavim), and (s) repentance (teshuvah). These five books constitute Judaism as a
system of purportedly true belief. It is belief professed to be certain, and hence is
called madah, which means “knowledge” or, to use the term’s modern meaning,
“science.”"'" All of the remaining multiple volumes of the Mishneh Torah consist
of ways by which (a) the individual Jew may maximize his aptitude to learn this
science, and (b) a society can create an environment that will maximize the oppor-
tunity of its citizens to learn. The issue of what constitutes justice in disputes
over property and personal injuries is part of the context of creating the kind of
just society required for moral and intellectual improvement. Hence, books like
the Book of Damages belong to the category of what we would call political
ethics.

Maimonides discussed in detail a number of specific contexts in which a domestic
animal kills someone on the animal owner’s land. In our text Maimonides states a
single rule to govern each specific case. The law asserts almost explicitly a logical
form that we today would recognize as a truth table. Put precisely into truth table
form it reads as follows: If A [(p) the owner was warned that his animal is inclined
to gore' and (q) the act of the animal was intentional|, then B [(r) the owner must
pay an “atonement” fine and (s) the animal is stoned to death]. The consequent B
follows from the antecedent A by the following rules.
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Maimonides uses this implicit truth table technique to organize his statement of
the laws of the Torah throughout Mishneh Torah. As such the technique functions as
a kind of logical demonstration for deducing general laws from individual cases in
a manner that, in form, looks very much like the way that Isaac Newton deduced
his laws of light and color from experiments in The Optiks. At least in their form
of demonstration, Newton’s laws of physics are very much like Maimonides’ laws
of the Torah, and Newton’s “experiments” function in much (if not exactly) the
same way as the particular legal decisions function for Maimonides.

Case 2: Saadia on God — Rhetoric and Testing Limits

Therefore, O you who seek the truth, may God be gracious to you, if our discussion yield
to you any conclusion of such a nature as [for example] the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo,
do not hasten to reject it, since it is precisely something like this that you did look for from
the beginning of your quest, and [since] whoever else goes out in search of the truth does
likewise. Hear, rather, and realize that your proofs are stronger than those of the others and
that you are in possession of arguments by means of which you can refute any faction of
them. Furthermore you have over them the advantage of being in possession of miracles
and marvels that have been established for you [as trustworthy]. Therefore hold on to the
following three points in every chapter of this book: namely, (a) that your proofs are stronger
than those of the others, (b) that you are able to refute anyone that disagrees with you, and
(c) that the miracles of your prophets are part of your advantage."

This book is one of two major works that Saadia wrote on Jewish philosophy.
[The other is the Book of Creation (Sefer Yetzirah).] In at least this one the goal of
the reasoning is polemical. It is intended to help rabbinic Jews defend their faith
against two sets of contemporary opponents. One includes heretical Jews such as
the Karaites who accept the authority of the Torah but reject the authority of the
tradition of rabbis to interpret it. The other represents the spokesmen for other
religions, Muslim and Christian.

The book begins with a lengthy introduction about epistemology in which
Saadia defends a certain notion of argument from tradition as one of four mutually
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dependent sources of knowledge and true opinion. The other three are sensation,
intuitive insight into the sensation, and reasoning. The third source consists of valid
logical inferences from any of the other three sources. In this context prophetic
revelation is considered comparable to sensation (viz., both are direct means of
gaining true views), and tradition has the same status as logical reasoning (viz.,
both are indirect means to truth for they are mental tools for extending the true
judgments derived directly from [ordinary and prophetic] human experience). Note
that the premise that underlines this entire discussion is the truth of the claims he
intends to demonstrate in the book — that the Hebrew scriptures are a correct
transmission of the law that God communicated to the prophet Moses on Sinai.

The form of Saadia’s argument parallels the form by which early Muslim the-
ologians defended their understanding of the true tradition of Islam transmitted
through an appropriate line of Muslims from the words of the Koran that pur-
portedly were given to the prophet Mohammed. As in the early works of Muslim
philosophy, Saadia begins with a defense of the three-part theological claim — that
God exists, is one, and is incorporeal. The first set of proofs are, more accurately,
proofs that there is at least one God and there is at most one God, which together
constitute a proof that the one and only God exists. Still more accurately, the first
treatise deals with a collection of four “demonstrations”'# that the world came into
existence literally in the way that the Book of Genesis says that it did, which Saadia
understands to mean that creation is a temporal event in which God brings the
universe into existence “from nothing.”

It is obvious that if God creates the world then God exists. Furthermore, Saadia’s
four proofs all use quotes from the Hebrew scriptures about creation as if they could
function in an argument as premises. The question, therefore, is, why does Saadia
begin with creation and with the epistemic reliability of the scriptures? Do not
these assumptions beg the question? Those who come later in the tradition of
Jewish philosophy will raise these issues.'’

It seems clear from what Saadia says in our quoted text that Saadia’s intent is
not to present logical “proofs” in any formal (i.e., deductive) sense, but rather to
perform an exercise in rhetoric whose intention is to strengthen the convictions of
his reading audience, which is made up of fellow committed rabbinic Jews. That the
text is not meant to be an argument is clear from the opening of our quote, which
is written as a personal prayer by Saadia to God where his readers are permitted (so
to say, on the side) to listen in.

The passage ends with three lessons to the readers, which clearly are emotional
appeals to the faithful to remain firm in their faith. He tells the readers to remember

that, unlike human beings like us and our opponents, God (who is the author of
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the scriptures) knows creation in a way that we cannot — He was there and He
performed the act. So, in effect, we have God’s word for it that He created the world
and that word is better than any argument. Furthermore, whatever we can or cannot
succeed in doing, given our innate inadequacies as human beings, God can if He
so chooses present arguments that will convince our opponents. So, do not let the
responsibility to argue in defense of God overworry you readers. Success and failure
are ultimately in God’s hands and not in ours. Finally, with respect to both previous
points, what we claim can be supported, beyond reasoning, by direct interventions
into history by God. Hence, our advantages over our enemies are overwhelming.
I think no Jewish philosopher ever again after Saadia will have this much (naive)
confidence in his prospects for success in his (to paraphrase Gersonides) “wars for
the Lord.”

Case 3: Ibn Daud on Oral Law — Evidence and Testing Witnesses

Saadia’s demonstrations of the truth of rabbinic Judaism presuppose the validity for
premises of statements drawn from the Hebrew scriptures and from the rabbinic
tradition of interpretation of those scriptures. In his world he could make this
assumption about the scriptures themselves because the Muslims and Christians
shared with the Jews a firm belief in the words of the Hebrew scriptures as direct
communications from God. The same cannot be said for the rabbinic interpretations
of those words. In fact different traditions of biblical interpretation are at the concep-
tual heart of the conflicts between the Abrahamic faiths. Hence, near the beginning
of his defense of rabbinic orthodoxy in his The Exalted Faith, Ibn Daud presents a
detailed defense of the epistemic authority of the rabbinic chain of tradition.

Now the value of traditions has been explained. [That] people differ about [the veracity
of | traditions does not necessitate [the judgment]| that they are in themselves doubtful. On
the contrary, sometimes in themselves they are true, even though the way by which they
reach us may be faulty. There is doubt [about a tradition] mostly when it comes to us [as]
the report of one individual. But when it comes to us from the multitude of the nation
you should not say that [the traditions| reached [the multitude]. Rather, [you should say]
that all of them heard the tradition, so that when there were six hundred thousand or more
prophets on a single day, [then] the only doubt that could remain [about the veracity of the
tradition] would be if someone would say that this report is a fiction composed by an author.

I mention the solution to these and similar doubts in the second chapter.’

Ibn Daud assumes that rabbinic Judaism has what in Islam is defined as an
authentic, reliable tradition of interpretation of the Hebrew scriptures, and this

assumption enables him to use biblical and rabbinic texts as premises in philosophi-
cal demonstrations. No Jewish philosopher ever again argued that way. Gersonides,
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for example, argues theological claims both on philosophical grounds and on theo-
logical grounds, but he always keeps the two separate. He will give a chapter whose
intent is to prove a certain claim whose arguments refer back either to ordinary
human experience or to recognized philosophical texts. In these chapters the argu-
ments have no quotes from either the Hebrew scriptures or from rabbinic texts.
Afterward he will often give arguments for the same position based on reading bib-
lical texts and using rabbinic interpretations of these texts, but these arguments are
always about interpreting revealed scripture and not about philosophical argument.

The source for this significant change in the form of Jewish philosophy lies,
in my judgment, in our text. In this chapter Ibn Daud turns to his philosophical
defense of Judaism against the claims and objections of Islam and Christianity.
Before focusing specifically on their disagreements, however, he enumerates the
areas of agreement among these three religious communities. First and foremost,
they agree about the generally acknowledged or rational religious rules. In fact,
all people must accept these. Ibn Daud states and develops an example that Judah
Halevi used in the Kuzari (11.48) to make this same point (172b8—14). No society
is less committed to moral rules than a society of thieves. Yet even this society
presupposes a commitment to some form of justice without which it could not
survive as a society, and if this is the case with thieves, how much more so are the
fundamental, rational principles of civil morality accepted by all nations?

If the laws of reason unite all men so that they may live and do business together
in a city such as Toledo, the traditions of nations divide them (172b15—17326).
Although some of the claims made in any tradition may in fact be undeniable,
in general people distrust assertions based on the authority of tradition because
many traditional claims lack certainty. Furthermore, specific claims made in certain
traditions are mutually exclusive of the claims made by other traditions, so that
both religious peoples cannot be correct in their faith. The issue that Ibn Daud
specifically has in mind is the claim by both Christians and Muslims that the
tradition that Jews affirm has been altered.

Ibn Daud considers whether it is possible for God himself to alter His law. In
defense of this claim he presents an argument by some of the Jewish sages in which a
number of scriptural texts are cited to show that God may reverse what He once wills
(Gen 6:6, Ex 32:14, Num. 14:20, and T Sam 15:11), so that it is possible for God to
choose to alter His law (173a15-173b3). He then raises two claims by the Christians.
They are said to believe that the Torah that the Jewish people have now is truly the
word of God given to Moses at Mount Sinai, but first, the Jews have misinterpreted
it, and second, the original covenant has been replaced by a new covenant (176bg—

11). Ibn Daud then presents the more radical charge of the Muslims who are said
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to claim that, although the original Torah given to Moses at Mount Sinai is true
and 1is not subject to change, the Law that the Jewish people now claim to possess
is a distortion of the original covenant (178a2—4). Furthermore, the Muslims are
said to claim that what the Jews call scripture presents an anthropomorphic view
of God, the falsity of which shows that their Torah could not truly be the word
of God. This claim is focused on the twelfth chapter of the Book of Exodus in
which God tells the Israelites to place a sign on the door posts of their houses so
that when God sends his messenger to kill the firstborn of the Egyptians he will
spare the firstborn of the Hebrews (179a7-16). The charge is that this text assumes
that God’s knowledge is so limited that without such a sign he could not distinguish
between a Hebrew and an Egyptian. In summary, whereas some rabbis argue that
in principle the Torah is subject to change but in fact they make no such claim,
the Christians assert that the Torah in fact has been changed; and whereas the
Christians grant that the Torah possessed by the Jews is a true report of God’s word,
the Muslims claim that the Hebrew scriptures are a falsification of God’s word.

In reply to the two arguments of the Christians, Ibn Daud reasons that the
single, perfect, and unchanging God could not issue two different covenants and
that neither logic nor scripture provide any convincing evidence for the claim that
the covenant at Sinai is subject to change through a second covenant (176br1—
178a2). Ibn Daud’s response to the Muslim critics is more detailed.

The first Muslim argument challenges the authenticity of rabbinic tradition. The
validity of a tradition can be questioned in terms of its origin or its transmission.
Hence, there are two parts to Ibn Daud’s reply. The first is an argument for the
validity of the original report by Moses, and the second is an argument for the
reliability of the rabbinic transmission of Moses’ report.

In our text Ibn Daud lists two conditions under which no doubt can be raised
about the veracity of a first-person account of an event. One, the individual making
the report is a reliable witness — his honesty is beyond question, and he has sufticient
intelligence to distinguish between false and veridical impressions as well as between
justified and unjustified interpretations of experience. Two, the experience is public,
so that what the individual reports can be corroborated by other witnesses. In this
respect the more witnesses there are to corroborate a report the more certain is the
truth of what is reported.

Ibn Daud repeats these two conditions in chapter two and adds the following
four conditions (181a11—182a14). First, the individual’s report is accompanied by
acts performed by the reporter that confirm the report. Such acts are called moftim,
a term that can be translated into English as “demonstrations,” “wonders,” or

“miracles.” Whether such acts must be contrary to the general laws of nature
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need not concern us here. What primarily distinguishes them as moftim is that
they are acts that are performed in conjunction with the religious report, which
confirm what the report claims. Second, the wonders are publicly witnessed, that
is, as the primary report itself can be corroborated, so the secondary report of the
accompanying wonders can be corroborated. Third, what the report asserts has
practical significance for the corroborating witnesses.

What Ibn Daud has in mind in this case is the following: The importance of the
corroborating witnesses is that if the primary witness falsifies what he experienced,
the secondary witnesses will object to his description. It could happen, however,
that because the report in no way affects them, through indifference they might be
willing to remain silent and let an error pass unnoticed. If what is reported is not
indifferent to them, they will speak up. Hence, in a case in which the report is of
vital importance to the witnesses and none of the witnesses objects to the primary
account of the event, there can be no doubt about the reliability of the testimony.
Fourth, the primary witness himself does not alter his account.

Having established the criteria by which a first-person report may be treated
as incorrigible, Ibn Daud asserts that there can be no doubt about the veracity of
Moses’ report. The first chapter on prophecy attempted to establish the superiority
of Moses both in moral and intellectual virtue so that there could be no question
about his reliability as a witness. The claim is made that both Moses’ report and the
wonders that accompanied it were observed by 600,000 unimpeachable witnesses
(164a12—13) whose lives were vitally affected by that report, and Moses’ repetition
of his first report at the end of the Pentateuch agrees with the first report.

Ibn Daud’s argument is based on similar although less developed arguments by
Saadia (The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 3.6) and Judah Halevi (Kuzari 1.87). It is
worth noting that Maimonides would deny the claim that the entire nation of
Israel could have witnessed the actual report of the law of Moses (Guide of the
Perplexed 11.33—35). According to Maimonides, moral and intellectual perfection is
a prerequisite for prophecy. Only someone at the level of a prophet could witness
what Moses reported, and the children of Israel were not at this level. Ibn Daud
would accept the first two parts of Maimonides’ claim but deny the third; he would
claim that at least at the moment of the theophany at Sinai the entire nation of
Israel reached the level of prophets. Hence, he noted, as our text states, that at the
time of the theophany “there were six hundred thousand or more prophets.”"”

Having settled to his own satisfaction that there can be no rational doubts about
the veracity of what Moses reported, Ibn Daud turns to the doubt raised about
the transmission of that report in rabbinic traditions. Ibn Daud’s general claim is

that the original report of Moses has been transmitted through an uninterrupted
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chain of reliable reporters up to his own day, and the transmission of that report is
beyond question. Hence, what the report contains — the religious rules of rabbinic
Judaism — is beyond question.

During the period of the first commonwealth the Law was read in public every
seven years by the kings. If the monarchs had falsified the Law there would have
been some protest to that effect, but because there were no objections it can be
assumed that during the period of the first Jewish state the Torah was not altered
(179bg—13). Hence, if any falsification took place it would have had to happen
either during the Babylonian Exile or immediately afterward.

In fact, Ibn Daud contends, this is the charge that the Muslims bring against
rabbinic Judaism. They accept Moses as an unimpeachable witness and grant that
the Law was correctly transmitted up until the time of the Exile, but they contend
that at the end of the Exile the original Law was distorted by the high priest Ezra
(178b14—180a3). The charge is based on Nehemiah (8.1-8), in which it is said that
Ezra returned a copy of the Torah to Jerusalem and read it to all of the people
of Israel. In this connection it is of interest to note that many modern scholars
of the Hebrew scriptures claim that Ezra rather than Abraham is the “father of
Judaism,” or that the so-called legalism of Judaism has its source not in the Mosaic
covenant itself but in Ezra’s reading of that covenant. This nineteenth-century claim
of Christian academic biblical criticism is an echo of the twelfth-century polemics
against Judaism of which Ibn Daud is speaking.

Ibn Daud replies to this line of criticism as follows: The people of Israel went into
exile at different times, and they were not subject to any particular oppression by the
Babylonians in the Exile. Among the late exiles were such Jews of unimpeachable
intelligence and character possessing great influence in the gentile government as
Ezekiel, Mordecai, and Daniel. In the light of these data, the thesis that Ezra falsified
the Law is highly improbable. It is unlikely that none of the exiles brought with
them a copy of the Torah from Jerusalem. Certainly Daniel would have done so.
Thus, it is unlikely that no one would have objected to Ezra’s rendition of scripture
because there existed no copies of the original Torah either to direct or control
Ezra. That Israel was not oppressed in Babylonia argues against the hypothesis
that copies were destroyed. That the Exile included men of character and political
stature testifies in favor of the claim that not everyone would have quietly allowed
falsifications of the text to pass unchallenged (180a14—180b13). Furthermore, at
the time of Ezra the Jewish people were already dispersed throughout the civilized
world. Even if Ezra had the power to suppress any protest by Persian Jews, he had
no such power over Jews and Jewish communities outside of the Persian domain.

Yet, Ibn Daud continues, there is no discrepancy among any of the scrolls of the
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Torah anywhere. For example (181a4—11), there appear in the Pentateuch three
instances of the letter nun being written smaller than the other letters in the verse
(in Numbers 10:35, 10:36, and Exodus 34:7), and there appears to be no reason
why this is the case. Ibn Daud argues, if no Torah scrolls differ even on so minute
and trivial a detail as this, how much more unlikely it is that any other differences
can be found between what Ezra said the Law is and what all of the people of Israel
throughout the world agreed to be the content of Mosaic revelation. Hence, there
is no more legitimate doubt about the authenticity of the transmission of the Torah
than there is about the authenticity of Moses’” original witness to God’s word.

Next, Ibn Daud turns to defend the tradition against the interpretations that
unnamed Muslims gave to multiple scriptural texts that are claimed to testify against
rabbinic Judaism. Specifically in reply to the claim that the twelfth chapter of
Exodus shows that the rabbis’ scripture is anthropomorphic, Ibn Daud argues as
follows: God did not give the commandment that the Israelites should mark their
homes because God could not tell whether a given house was Israclite or Egyptian.
Rather, He gave Israel this one commandment to test its loyalty and obedience.
Those who obeyed this commandment, having demonstrated their faithfulness,
were saved, freed, and formed into God’s chosen people. All who have disobeyed
this commandment would have been put to death, because they would have been
disobedient and not because God could not have told the difference between the
homes of Israelites and Egyptians (179a7—179b2). (Ibn Daud does not tell us if, in
fact, any Israelites were disobedient and were put to death.)

In general Ibn Daud presents his replies to the rabbis (173a5—176b9) before he
responds to his Christian and Muslim opponents; however, the response to the
non-Jews is dealt with last here for a special reason, namely, that it raises the most
serious form of the objection to Ibn Daud’s thesis. Against the claim that scripture
itself shows that God can change what He wills, Ibn Daud argues that in principle
any law that is not qualified in scripture as being eternal in the sense of being
endless, whether or not a time condition is stated, is subject to change (173b3-8).
In all cases in which the law or act of divine volition is said to be eternal it is not
subject to change, as is the case with the commandments to observe the Sabbath in
Exodus 31:17 and to fast in Leviticus 16:20 (173b9g—14).

Ibn Daud notes as an objection that the fact that a law is said to be eternal does
not necessarily mean that it is eternal. For example, the House of Eli is said to be
eternal (1 Samuel 2:30) but it comes to an end with Eli’s death; and the reign of
David is said to be eternal (1 Samuel 7:16) but it, too, comes to an end (Ps 89) with
the Babylonian Exile (174b8—175a1). Saadia (in The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs I11.9)
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dealt with a similar argument by the Karaites who claimed that the term olam may
mean only “fifty years” or the “lifetime of the thing referred to.” Hence, even
though the Torah is said to be eternal, that does not mean it cannot be changed.

Ibn Daud’s responses to this objection are of particular interest because they are
so obviously inadequate. His first response (175a4—175b10) is that the promises to
David and Eli were conditional: If you and your descendants do such and such, then
your house will last forever. Because they did not do such and such, God did not
change his original judgment. Ibn Daud’s defense is hardly adequate. He preserves
the claim that God’s will cannot alter, but in no way does he preserve the claim
that the Torah cannot be altered. Just as God’s promise to Eli contains the hidden
conditional clause, “provided you and your descendents behave in a certain way,”
so God’s gift of the Torah could contain the same hidden condition. Ibn Daud,
like Saadia before him (in The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs 11.7), asserts that in the
case of the Torah there are no such hidden conditions, and he cites Leviticus 26:44
and Jeremiah 31:34—35 in support of his claim (175ar1—175b10). The distinction
however, appears to be ad hoc.

His second response (175b1o—176b9) is equally problematic. Based on Deuteron-
omy 4:30—31, Daniel 12:1, and Zechariah 14:16, Ibn Daud argues that in cases in
which, in fact, the Law is no longer applicable the change is due to the circum-
stances in which Israel is living, which have been altered because of Israel’s sin, but
the change is not due to an alteration in divine will. Hence, all those laws that can
be carried out only within a Jewish state in the land Israel today are no longer appli-
cable because Israel is in exile but that does not mean that God has altered His Law.
With repentance Israel will some day return to its land and its state to reinstitute
these laws, which in principle remain obligatory even in the exile. The obvious
objection to this argument is that, whatever the reasons at this particular time and
place certain religious rules are no longer valid, they remain nonetheless invalid.

The claim that eternal laws dictated by an unchanging God can nonetheless
change due to changes in circumstances would become an important line of argu-
ment with the rise of liberal religious Judaism in the modern world. One would
hardly expect Ibn Daud to be happy with such a development.

In light of the ultimate weakness of this line of defense by Ibn Daud, it is
interesting to note that Ibn Daud is the last major Jewish philosopher to defend
Jewish religious faith on the grounds that it is a product of an incorrigible chain of
tradition. Maimonides and those who come after him noticeably omit this line of
argument in spite of the fact that so much of what these later Jewish Aristotelians
say parallels Ibn Daud’s The Exalted Faith.
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Case 4: Maimonides on God — Semantics and Equivocality

In general, from Maimonides on, the rabbis separated arguments based on inferences
from empirical experience from arguments based on inferences from revealed and
rabbinic texts. The latter forms of argument were restricted to questions of ethics
and rabbinic law, whereas the former forms of argument were restricted to the
discussion of what we would today call “natural theology,” that is, defenses of
religious claims based exclusively on what came to be called “natural philosophy”
or “science.”™® The “science” in this case is Aristotelian, and the scientific topic
considered is metaphysical, namely, what it can mean to make intelligible statements
about God.

The subject of investigation and speculation is the question whether there is. .. between
Him, may He be exalted, and any of the substances created by Him a true relation of some
kind so that this relation might be predicated of Him. It is clear at the first glance that there
is no correlation between Him and the things created by Him. For one of the properties
of two correlated things is the possibility of inverting the statement concerning them while
preserving their respective relations.' Now He, may He be exalted, has a necessary existence
while that which is other than He has a possible existence, as we shall make clear. There
accordingly can be no correlation between them. As for the view that there is some relation
between them, it is deemed correct, but this is not correct. For it is impossible to think that*
a relation subsists between the intellect and color although, according to our school, both
of them are comprised by the same “existence.” How then can a relation be represented
between Him and what is other than He when there is no notion comprising in any respect
both of the two, inasmuch as existence is, in our opinion, attirmed of Him, may He be
exalted, and of what is other than He merely by way of absolute equivocation.*'

This discussion of the semantics of statements about God is the clearest example
of Maimonides functioning as a religious philosopher, because it is his only philo-
sophical text whose overt form is a discussion of recognized philosophical topics.
His other philosophical writings are formally incased in discussions of Jewish Law
(as in Mishneh Torah) or as biblical exegesis. Of all of his works, it is this one that
most influenced non-Jews — notably Christian Europeans — for it is acknowledged
by Thomas Aquinas in the Summa Theologica to be one of the two primary sources®
for his application of Aristotelian science to interpreting Christian doctrine. For
most rabbis in subsequent ages, the Mishneh Torah had more influence. For the seg-
ment of the rabbinate who was trained in western philosophy and science, however,
Guide was at least equal in importance to Maimonides’ other writings.

Maimonides dedicates the book to his student, Rabbi Joseph ben Rabbi Judah.
Joseph was forced to break oft his studies with Maimonides to assume a rabbinic
position. The intent of the book is to complete the training through a very long
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letter because it will no longer be possible to complete the training in the proper
way of face-to-face discussions.

Rabbi Joseph’s training with Maimonides focused on how a committed Jew
who was knowledgeable about the Hebrew scriptures and the rabbinic texts used
to interpret them (viz., a rabbi) can or should interpret the Bible when he has
gained a knowledge about and a respect for the claims of contemporary science
and philosophy, which in this case means Aristotelianism. The early chapters of the
book deal with the meaning of specific biblical terms, most of which are statements
involving God as the subject in linguistic contexts that usually involve human
beings. Some of the terms express physical actions such as sitting and standing as
well as coming and going, whereas other terms express body parts such as the foot,
the back, and the face. In general, what these chapters do is present a philosophy
of biblical semantics, in which the goal is to show the student how to interpret
overtly anthropomorphic biblical texts.

After showing his student how to read the Hebrew scriptures, Maimonides makes
explicit the philosophical assumptions underlying the exercises. That philosophy
constitutes Maimonides’ notorious negative theory of divine attributes. It is the
single most creative (and therefore controversial) position Maimonides ever put
forward, and it may very well be his single most significant contribution to the
history of western philosophy.*3

Maimonides’ theory of negative attributes is stated in the Guide 1.57—58.** The
kinds of sentences that make truth claims are declarative. Such statements are simple
or complex, and the complex statements are reducible to a conjunction of simple
declaratives. Simple declaratives are in the form of either positive (as in “S is P”)
or negative (as in “S is not P”), and what they mean is either univocal (in which
case there is one and only one thing that they can and do mean) or equivocal (in
which case there are a variety of things that they can and do mean). Chapter fifty-
seven deals with univocal God claims and chapter fifty-eight deals with equivocal
ones. Now, in principle, no positive univocal statement about God can be true.
Furthermore, all equivocal positive statements about God are on analysis reducible
to a conjunction of simple statements. They have the following form: Let “Fg” be
a sentence of the form “God is F” where F is an attribute whose opposite is “G”
such that some subject is G if and only if it is not E What the seemingly simple
sentence Fg is is a complex statement that makes the following four univocal claims:
God is not G, G is 2 human vice, F is 2 human virtue, and one ought to strive to
become E On this analysis, statements about God have both positive and negative
content. Only the negative content is literally about God; the positive content is

univocally about ethics. Furthermore, all statements about God are subject to the
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biblical imperative to imitate God, so that every declarative affirmation of God
should be understood as a generalized command that asserts how to imitate God,
so that what initially seems to be a declarative statement subject to truth values
turns out on final analysis to be an imperative that is subject to moral values.

Note that Maimonides is not unique in asserting that there is a fundamental
difference between God and all of his creation. To my knowledge there is no
medieval philosopher (Muslim, Jew, or Christian) who does not make this claim.
What is unique is the radical way that Maimonides understood the difference, and
the passage quoted goes to the heart of what the difference is. The issue turns out
to revolve around semantics no less than around ontology. The ontology is not
unique, but Maimonides’ understanding of the use of language in theology is.

In the passage presented, Maimonides says the following. (1) Two different
things can be compared if they share a common species. If they do not, then no
comparison is possible. Even if they share a common genus but not a specific
difference within the same genus, comparison is not possible. All the more so
is comparison impossible when there is not even a common genus. Hence, for
example, there is no way to compare intellect and color. (2) The broadest (meaning,
the most universal) possible shared genus is existence, for everything, irrespective
of how they differ, at least shares in common existence. Existence, however, never
stands alone without modality. Anything about which existence can be claimed is
either necessary (viz., something that exists simply in virtue of what it is so that the
affirmation of its existence is logically and causally necessary) or contingent (viz.,
something that when it exists exists in virtue of a cause other than itself so that the
affirmation of its existence is logically possible and causally contingent). (3) Only
God, in consequence of being the Creator, is a necessary being, and everything
else, in consequence of being a creature, is a contingent being. (4) Hence, God
does not share a common genus with anything. Therefore there can be no valid
comparison between God and anything else.

In an earlier chapter (Guide 1.52), Maimonides offered an alternate version of
what amounts to this same argument. There he argues as follows: Univocal positive
simple declarative sentences are of five possible kinds. They (1) state what is the
essence or definition of a thing, (2) state what is part of the definition, (3) affirm
some attribute of a thing that does not define it, (4) express a relationship between
the thing and something else, and (5) affirm some action that the thing performs.
Of these five Maimonides only affirms the fifth in God talk. Hence, although we
cannot say anything about who or what God is, we can say what God does. For
example, it is legitimate to say that God created the world. Note, however, that

within the restrictions that Maimonides imposes on action statements about God,
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no human can really know in any positive sense what those affirmations mean. For
example, if I make a table, it logically follows that I am something (viz., a craftsman)
and, because of what T am, I have a certain relation to the table (viz., as craftsman to
artifact). Although I know that God created the world, it does not follow from this
claim that He is a Creator (which would exemplify the excluded first and second
kinds of sentences) and that God is related to the world as Creators normally are
to their creations (which would exemplify the fourth kind of sentence).

Everything that Maimonides says in this chapter parallels a similar discussion in
Abraham ibn Daud’s The Exalted Faith (Book 2, Principle 2 on divine oneness) with
one notable difference. Whereas Maimonides admits only positive aftirmations of
actions to God, Ibn Daud admits both actions and relations, and in so doing avoids
all of the problems about God talk that plagued the discussion of Maimonides’
theology for the next 1000 years.*’

We will not go into detail here about the reasons why Ibn Daud affirmed divine
relations and Maimonides denied them. We shall turn instead to the (possibly)
definitive way that Gersonides settled the issue in his Wars of the Lord (Book 3,
chapter 3). At an even more general level than we have yet considered, the argu-
ment for Maimonides’ theory of divine attributes has the following form: Positive
statements about God that claim to have a truth value are univocal or equivocal;
they are not univocal; therefore, they are equivocal. Maimonides does not seem to
recognize that there is more than one kind of equivocality.>® He seems to think, as
the last sentence in our text highlights, that the only possibly relevant kind of equiv-
ocality is “absolute equivocation.” Clearly Maimonides is wrong, and Gersonides
grounds his critique of Maimonides’ theory of divine attributes on this error.

Aristotle in his Metaphysics (V.11, 1018bg—1019a14)>7 lists a number of kinds of
equivocal statements, of which the most radical is Maimonides’ absolute equivoca-
tion or (as Aristotle alternatively refers to it) equivocation by chance. In this case
two entirely different things are designated by the same term for no good reason.
Consider, for example,*® why an apple and a communist are both said to be “red.”
The apple is red because the adjective “red” names a certain color that the apple
exemplifies; however, the term “red” with reference to communists has nothing to
do with their color or with any other shared characteristics. Rather, it has to do
with an accident of history. In the early twentieth century what distinguished the
communists from all other revolutionary parties in Russia was that the communists
insisted that, in principle, for the revolution to be truly a revolution it must be
violent. A violent revolution requires the spilling of blood. As a symbol of this ide-
ological commitment the communists adopted a red flag. Hence, the term “red”

came to stand for communists.
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Clearly Maimonides wants to use this most radical Aristotelian category of
equivocality to describe how human language relates to statements about God;
however, this is not the only way to understand equivocality. Furthermore, as
Gersonides argues, it is not the most appropriate. The term of Greek philosophy
that eventually became associated with physical talk about God was ousia, which
means “being” or “entity.” It is Aristotle’s clearest example of an equivocal term.
In fact he wrote an entire book about it. It is called the Book of Theology (i.e., the
book about God) or the book that comes after the physics (i.e., the metaphysics).
In essence it is a book that analyzes the following statement: Being (ousia) is said in
many ways, which means that ousia is an equivocal term.

In this case a single term is used with reference to two very different kinds of
things based not on shared properties but on a shared relationship in which one
of the entities described is primary (pros in Greek) and the other participates in
the relationship in a derivative (hen in Greek) way. Aristotle’s own example has
to do with the term “medical,” which refers primarily to a “medical man” (i.e.,
a physician) and derivatively to a “medical instrument” (for example, a surgical
knife). Now to call the man “medical” means that he has mastered a certain art,
and to call a knife “medical” means that it is very hard and sharp. The adjective in
this case describes two entirely different states of affairs; however, the relationship
between the two is perfectly intelligible. The intelligibility has to do with how the
two subjects to whom the single adjective is applied are related rather than how
they share a common property.

Gersonides argues that statements about God are to be understood in the same
way. Gersonides builds on what he sees to be the important part of Maimonides’
analysis of divine predicates. What statements about God affirm is that God is
perfect, we human beings are not, and we should strive to become like God. In
every respect that God and human beings are comparable, the comparison is to be
understood pros hen equivocally. For example, God is a knower par excellence. What
God knows He creates. Hence, His knowledge is not (as it is for human beings) an
effect of the thing known; it is what creates the thing. Similarly, we humans know
an object through sense experience. What our senses report are a series of partial
impressions from different perspectives from which we construct a sense picture,
and ultimately a conception, of the thing perceived. Hence, our knowledge always
begins as a partial knowledge striving to become complete. Conversely, because
God knows His creation as its Creator, He knows it as its cause and not as an effect.
Hence, God’s knowledge of anything is always complete. In general, to call God
a “knower” means that He as the Creator of what is He knows perfectly. What it

means to say that humans are “knowers” is that they are striving to the best of their
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ability to achieve through their effects what God knows in a single act of creation.
Hence, God’s knowledge is not absolutely equivocal; it is pros hen equivocal. As
with knowledge, so with every other attribute affirmed by biblical and rabbinic
tradition of God.

Philosophically Gersonides’ interpretation of divine attributes was far more
elegant than Maimonides’. Minimally it avoided all of Maimonides’ problems.
Furthermore, the source of Maimonides’ conceptual difficulties in this case at least
go back concretely to a specific place in the Guide where Maimonides (presumably
consciously) decided to free himself from the precedence of Abraham ibn Daud.
What it suggests is that, at least with respect to divine attributes as seen from a
logical point of view, both Ibn Daud and Gersonides were better philosophers and
better theologians than was Maimonides. It is Maimonides’ position, however, that
became more influential in the course of Jewish philosophy (as well as in philosophy
in general).>®

Case 5: Gersonides on Cosmology — Singularity and Sufficient Reason

No Jewish philosopher was a better natural philosopher or scientist than Levi ben
Gershom, and no medieval natural philosopher was a better natural theologian.
What follows is, I believe, a unique form of logical argument that the astronomer
Gersonides constructs to demonstrate that God created the universe.

It can be demonstrated that since the heavenly bodies have the same nature, their nature
cannot account for the differences in color in the light of their rays; e.g., some of them emit
a red illumination, whereas others emit a white or another color of light, as is evident from
the facts of the matter. Now a difference [in the color of illumination] is easily explicable in
the case of terrestrial bodies because of their differences with respect to heat, cold, moisture,
and dryness, as has been pointed out in the natural sciences. But since the heavenly bodies
exhibit no [internal] diversity at all by virtue of their uniform nature, this nature cannot
account for the differences in the colors [of their illumination].

Analogously, because they have this uniform nature, this nature cannot explain the fact
that from one ray there emanates something difterent from what emanates from another ray.
For example, the nature of the heavenly bodies cannot explain the well-known fact that the
sun heats and dries terrestrial phenomena with a tempered dryness, whereas the moon cools
and moistens.

Similarly, although it is evident that because all the heavenly bodies have the same nature,
this nature cannot explain why some of them emit light whereas others only reflect light from
other heavenly bodies, as we see in the case of the sun and the moon, respectively. Moreover,
because this nature is uniform, its nature cannot explain why one part of a heavenly body
should be different from another part such that the moon, for example, receives light at one
of its parts but not at other parts. This is obvious from the shadows that are observed on it, as
we have explained in Book 5. Furthermore, because the heavenly domain is of one nature,
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its nature cannot explain why some spheres have many bodies whereas others have only one
or none. Finally, because these bodies have a uniform nature, this nature does not explain
the fact that some parts of the heavenly domain preserve their shape whereas others do not.
Such diversity one would expect in terrestrial bodies because of their differences in density
and rarity, which stem from their differences with respect to heat and cold and dryness and
moisture. This [kind of explanation], however, is impossible for the heavenly bodies because
their nature is uniform.’°

Gersonides’ Wars of the Lord is, in all probability, the most rigorous example of
philosophical and scientific thinking in the history of Jewish philosophy. In terms of
philosophical knowledge, intellectual talent, and scientific creativity, no one prior
to Spinoza is superior in any one of these respects, and no one at all is superior in all
three. Gersonides’ primary intellectual influences, based on the number of explicit
references in his published works, were the Hebrew scriptures, Maimonides, and the
Aristotelians, of whom the most important was Averroes (Ibn Rushd). In addition
to linear commentaries on many books of the Hebrew scriptures, Gersonides wrote
two topic-centered treatises. One was the Wars, and the other was a lengthy treatise
on astronomy. The Wars is prima facie about six critical topics in medieval Jewish
philosophy, but, at a slightly deeper level, it is a philosophical critique by a disciple
of Maimonides’ theology. The topics Gersonides chooses are all issues about which
he disagrees with Maimonides; however, he does not discuss the many topics about
which he agreed with Maimonides. In these cases Gersonides simply follows his
teacher without commentary.

The six books of the Wars are the six general philosophical issues with which
Gersonides significantly differed from Maimonides. Our text is from the sixth
book, whose subject matter is creation. It is divided into two parts. The first part
is a summary of Gersonides’ other major work, which is a detailed discussion
of astronomy, here understood as the geometry and the mechanics of space. The
second part uses the scientific conclusions of the first part to draw some conclusions
about the theological doctrine of creation.?"

Our text is taken from the first part. It consists of a number of statements about
empirical astronomy that play a critical role in Gersonides’ most unique form of
argument for the fundamental Jewish principle of creation. Gersonides notes the
following characteristics of the heavens: Space is uniform in nature throughout
the universe, and the objects that occupy all space above the sphere of the moon
are made of the same kind of material. Hence, one would expect, based on what
will come to be called “the principle of sufficient reason,” that all objects in
space would behave in precisely the same way, or (to be more precise) differences
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in the behavior of different celestial objects can or should be accounted for by
universal causal principles to which all celestial objects are subject. These principles
should constitute sufficient as well as necessary conditions of the concrete celestial
phenomena; however, that is not the case.

First, the rays of light emitted by different celestial objects have different colors.
Some are red; others are white; others are other colors of the spectrum, and there
is nothing about the objects that can account for these differences.?* Second, the
light emitted from some celestial objects (such as the sun) cause heat and they dry
what they heat, whereas the light emitted from other celestial objects (such as the
moon) cause coolness and they moisten what they touch. Third, some celestial
objects (such as stars) emit their own light, whereas others merely reflect light (such
as planets). Fourth, many celestial objects (such as the moon) exhibit phases of
periodic change in the appearance of their surfaces whereas others do not.3?

Fifth, between each of the spheres of the heavens there are regions devoid
of entities, and these regions are not subject to the astral laws that govern the
spheres. These voids, however, are not vacuums. Gersonides was, after all, a rigorous
Aristotelian who, as such, believed that nothing cannot be real (or, in positive terms,
whatever is real must be something). The space between and beyond the spheres
is occupied by an ultimate material that Gersonides called “body that does not

LEINT3

preserve its shape.” “Shape” here means Aristotelian form. This formless matter,
precisely because it has no definite nature, is unlike anything else in the universe
because everything else has some definite form. Yet, all matter as matter is the
same, that is, it is the stuft of reality that becomes something. Furthermore, again
according to the principle of sufficient reason, there is no reason why some stuff in
the heavens should be informed, whereas other stuff remains uninformed.

In general, Gersonides cites these events as what we would today call “singular-
ities.” They are phenomena that can only be known through experience, but they
can never be conceptually understood because they are in no sense lawful events.
Maimonides (in Guide II.19) called this kind of argument a use of “the method
of particularization.”3* Maimonides himself uses this method of demonstration in
his discussion of creation. The singularities that he lists are the following. (1) The
celestial spheres rotate from east to west rather than from west to east. (2) Different
spheres rotate at different rates of speed. (3) Each of the seven planets is the exclusive
occupant of a single, separate sphere, whereas the vast number of fixed stars at the
periphery of the cosmos occupies a single sphere. All three are examples of sin-
gular events in the universe for which there is no intelligible explanation precisely

because they are singular. In following this “method,” Gersonides is borrowing



210 Norbert M. Samuelson

from Maimonides. His use of the method is intended as a criticism of his teacher’s
pronouncements about creation.

Maimonides wants to argue, as he does in Guide I1.24, that the nature of the
universe in general lies beyond the limits of what can be known by a reason that is
uninformed by revelation. He cites Ptolemy’s use of epicycles and eccentric spheres
to make sense geometrically out of observed periods of celestial motion that are in
rational terms unintelligible. What reason would demand of these higher entities of
a uniform nature is that they would all move in the purest (meaning here simplest
and most excellent) way possible, which would be in a circle. Yet, sense observation
shows that this is not the case. Hence, these ad hoc devices were introduced into the
geometry of astronomy to save as much as is possible of the presumed claim that the
heavens are intelligible. As Maimonides points out, however, an ad hoc explanation
is not really an explanation. To explain something is to state the causes that necessi-
tate it, which no ad hoc device can do. Hence we have no knowledge of cosmology.
Furthermore, Maimonides claims, this is as it should be, because human knowledge
is limited to what validly can be deduced by reason from sense experience; this
domain is limited to creatures within the created world; but astronomy claims to
speak about the universe as a whole, which is beyond the domain of science.

This limitation on the domain of human knowledge is the critical step in Mai-
monides’ affirmation of the literal account of creation in the first chapter of Genesis.
Following in the footsteps of Saadia, Maimonides agreed that in principle there can
be no disagreement between true science and true religion.?’ True science consists
of valid inferences from correctly described sense experience. Similarly, true religion
consists of correct interpretations of genuine divinely revealed texts. The problem
is, however, that in the case of the most reliable revealed texts (namely, the Torah),
God speaks in a way that all human beings (regardless of their intellectual excel-
lence) can understand at their appropriate pedagogical level, so that in principle
each verse of the scriptures contains many levels of possible meaning. Hence, gram-
mar and semantics alone are insufficient to determine which of the many literally
valid interpretations of the scriptures is the “true” (better, the “truest”) meaning.3%

Philosophy as natural science plays a key role in interpreting the true meaning of
Mosaic prophecy. Maimonides’ stated rule (in Guide 1.26) is that one should always
affirm belief in the simplest meaning of the text unless you know that that meaning
is false, in which case you must search for a deeper meaning. Now, concerning the
creation of the universe, there is not in principle any human knowledge. Hence,
in this case the true meaning of the text is its simple meaning. Maimonides took
this meaning to be that God created everything out of absolutely nothing at some

point in time.3”
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It is within the context of this strategy of demonstration that Maimonides
invoked his method of particularization. Particularization in this case shows that
astronomy 1is not a science, namely, a field of study capable of demonstrating
the causes that necessitate its phenomena. Hence, because reason cannot yield
knowledge of the general nature of the universe as a whole (cosmology), it can
yield no knowledge of the origin of the cosmos (cosmogony). Thus, we must accept
the simple meaning of the scriptures as opposed to any of the alternate theories of
cosmogony, namely, that the universe exists eternally by chance, by necessity, or by
purpose.

“By chance” is the view attributed to the Epicureans, which Maimonides con-
sidered to be too obviously false to merit discussion. “By necessity” is the view
of the Aristotelians, which is the alternative to the proclaimed view of the Torah
on which Maimonides focused his discussion. “By purpose” is the view presented
in Plato’s Timaeus. Maimonides did not discuss it other than to note that, if cos-
mology fell within the domain of human knowledge, and reason supported this
view, it would be easy to interpret the scriptural account of creation in accord
with the Platonic view of an eternal creation where a deity imposes purpose upon
the mechanical necessity of space. In this connection Maimonides affirmed that
eternal creation is still creation. It shares with the Aristotelian view the claim that
the existence of the universe is beyond time. In the Aristotelian view the universe
exists by necessity rather than with purpose.

Gersonides took Maimonides’ method of reasoning about creation and turned
it on its head against Maimonides. What Maimonides’ concession to the legitimacy
of the Platonic view means is that the critical point about the doctrine of creation
is not whether it is a temporal act or whether the extent of cosmic time is finite
with respect to origin. The critical claim about creation is that its product, the
universe, exhibits purpose, and to have purpose it must be contingent rather than
necessary. Hence, the doctrine of creation is an affirmation of the modal character
of the universe and not a statement about time. Gersonides used the observational
data of astronomy, far more extensive in fourteenth-century Europe than it was
in the twelfth-century world of Maimonides, to prove just the opposite of what
Maimonides sought to prove, that it is the cosmogony of Plato’s Timaeus that is

truest both to observational astronomy and to the meaning of the Torah.

Case 6: Crescas on Scholastic Philosophy

The only medieval Jewish philosopher whose mastery of both logic and natu-
ral philosophy was as rigorous as the rationalist philosophy of Gersonides was

the antiphilosophical, seemingly antirationalist theologian, Hasdai Crescas. Crescas
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used the logic of the Aristotelians to demonstrate on their terms the unreliability of
Aristotelian science to exhibit why intelligent Jews should rely on the tradition of
rabbinic teachings over the pronouncements of Greek and Roman pagan philoso-
phers and their Jewish disciples. As Gersonides based his religious rationalism on an
affirmation of Maimonides’ Aristotelian philosophy, so Crescas rejected Gerson-
ides’ rationalist enterprise on the same Maimonidean literary foundation. Crescas

argued for his radically different option.

Inasmuch as Maimonides’ proofs are all based upon twenty-six propositions*® which he has
placed at the beginning of the second part of his work, our investigation of the subject
will have to deal with the following two questions: First, whether the propositions which
he has made use of in proving the principles are themselves established by demonstrative
reasoning,’” for if the propositions necessary for the proof of the principles have not been
established by demonstrative reasoning, the principles, too, will not have been conclusively
established. Second, granting those propositions to be true and to have been established
by demonstrative reasoning, whether the principles can be shown conclusively to follow
therefrom. In this twofold kind of investigation we shall reason from the opinion of the
affirmer.*°

In accordance with this plan it seems to us proper to divide Book I into three parts.

Part I. A commentary wherein the propositions are proved in accordance with the
arguments employed by the philosophers in their own writings, and also a restatement of the
Master’s (ha-rav) proofs [for the existence, unity and incorporeality of God], for intending as
we do to subject both the propositions and the proofs to a critical examination we must first
endeavor to understand them in a manner clear and thorough and free from any ambiguity,
even as the Master himself would have wished them to be understood.

Part IT. Wherein we shall inquire into some of the propositions and also into the Master’s
proofs with a view to determining whether they have been conclusively demonstrated.

Part III. An exposition of the same principles in accordance with the strict teachings
of the Scriptures and also a statement of the method by which we arrive at them. Therein
the main contention of Book I will be made clear, namely, that it is impossible*' to arrive
at a perfect understanding of these principles except by way of prophecy, in so far as the
teachings of prophecy are directly testified of in the Scripture and indirectly corroborated
in tradition, though it will also be shown that reason is not necessarily at variance with the
teachings thus arrived at.**

Crescas discussed, generally and briefly, all twenty-six premises that Maimonides
used to demonstrate that if the Aristotelian description of the physical universe is
correct then God exists, is immaterial, and is One.*> Maimonides had argued as
follows: The early Muslim rhetoricians (the Mutakallimiin) had presented a series
of demonstrations that God is the Creator (Guide 1.74), is One (Guide 1.75), and
is incorporeal (Guide 1.76) based on their atomist assumptions about the physical
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nature of the universe. Similarly, the Aristotelians offered proofs of the same the-
ological claims based on their significantly different claims in physics, astronomy,
and cosmology (Guide I1.1). The Kalam view presupposes a temporally created uni-
verse, whereas the Aristotelian view presupposes an eternally necessary universe,
and reason cannot settle between these two options. Hence, neither the Kalam nor
the Aristotelian arguments are valid proofs — inferences from premises that establish
the necessity of their conclusion — of God’s existence, oneness, and incorporeality.
They fail because no certain conclusion can be derived from an uncertain premise,
and the origin and most general nature of the cosmos cannot be demonstrated by
reason. What can be shown to be true necessarily is that the universe is either cre-
ated or eternal. Hence, Maimonides constructed an argument of the form that will
become known as “disjunctive syllogism,” namely, A or B; if A then C; if B then C;
Therefore, C. Either the universe was created or it exists eternally (Guide 1.71—72).
If we assume that the universe was created, then it can be demonstrated (as it is in
the proofs of Kalam) that God (Guide 1.73—76). If we assume that the universe is
eternal, then it can be demonstrated (as it is in the proofs of the Aristotelians) that
God (Guide 1L.introduction and 1). Hence, God. In Guide 1.73 Maimonides listed
twelve premises from Kalam physics that he would use in constructing seven proofs
of creation, five proofs of God’s unity, and three proofs of God’s incorporeality.
Then, in the introduction to Guide I, Maimonides listed twenty-five premises that
he would use to demonstrate God (in Guide I.1).

The twenty-five premises were intended by Maimonides to be simply what
they were — claims made in Aristotelian physics that Maimonides assumed to use
for his theological demonstrations. He made no claims about the logical status of
these claims within physics itself. By the time of Crescas these “propositions” or
“hypotheses” had come to be regarded as if they were axioms in an Aristotelian
physics that was more and more conceived on a Euclidean geometric model. Hence
it could be argued that if any one of these axioms was false, then (as in the denial
of an axiom in geometry) the entire “system” of Aristotelian physical science was
wrong. This is more or less the strategy of Crescas. He looked over the entire
Maimonidean list of twenty-five hypotheses to see if any of them could not be
demonstrated.

That any of them could not be demonstrated would not prove that they were
false. It only proves that they were not knowable solely on the basisof reason,and that
is precisely what Crescas wanted to show. He was not offering an alternative physics.
On the contrary, insofar as human beings could know the cosmos, Crescas agreed

with the entire Aristotelian Jewish tradition — from Ibn Daud to Gersonides — that
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Aristotelianism gave the most reasonable interpretation of the universe. Human
reason without the support of divine assistance (through the revelation of the
Hebrew scriptures and the divinely guided interpretations of their words by the
rabbis) was not capable of knowing metaphysical-theological topics such as the ori-
gin and end of the universe and the nature of God and His acts of creation,
revelation, and redemption.

From Crescas’ list of twenty-six premises, only fourteen of them are judged to
be problematic: (1) the first, which explicitly denies the existence of an infinite
magnitude, which also, as Crescas’ discussion makes clear, presupposes the impossi-
bility of a vacuum; (2) the second, which denies the existence of an infinite number
of magnitudes; (3) the third, which denies the existence of an infinitely long causal
chain; (4) the seventh, that asserts the ontologically mutual dependence of what is
changeable, divisible, movable, and physical; (s) the eighth, that whatever moves by
chance rather than by necessity must come to rest; (6) the ninth, that any body that
moves another body must itself be moved by some other mover; (7) the tenth, that
anything in a body either exists through a body or is itself something through which
another body exists; (8) the twelfth, which states that if any force that is distributed
through a body is finite then the host body itself is finite; (9) the thirteenth, that
the only form of change that can be continuous is circular locomotion; (10) the
fourteenth, that all forms of motion logically and causally presuppose locomotion
(change of place) (furthermore, as locomotion precedes alteration, alteration pre-
cedes generation and corruption, which precedes growth and diminution); (11)
the fifteenth, that time and motion are mutually dependent phenomena; (12) the
sixteenth, that whatever is not a body is not innumerable; (13) the twenty-second,
that every body is constituted by the elements form and matter and is subject to
accidents, and all physical accidents relate to the categories of quantity, figure, and
position; and (14) the twenty-third, that what contains potentiality need not exist
actually.

In general, the conceptual issues of Aristotelian physics over which Crescas
raises objections are the possibilities of infinity and empty space (propositions one—
three, twelve), as well as the nature of motion (propositions seven—nine, fourteen),
causation (propositions ten and thirteen), and time (proposition fifteen), as well as
the form—matter dichotomy (propositions sixteen, twenty-two, and twenty-three).
Briefly, Crescas’ theological defense of traditional rabbinic claims about God and
Torah are in content a specific discussion of the inherent problems in the way that
Aristotelian natural philosophers describe the domain of physics. What that critique

does is highlight in a fourteenth-century theological context the whole spectrum
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of issues that will lead in seventeenth-century natural philosophy to the modern
mechanical science of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Let us look here at
just one example.

The fifteenth proposition states that (1) time is an accident of motion, (2) the
existence of both is mutually dependent, (3) time is inconceivable without motion,
and (4) “whatsoever is not in motion does not fall under the category of time.”*+
Crescas rejects the demonstrability of all four claims. Concerning the first, Aristotle
offers a different definition of time as “the measure of motion.”*’ Now, what is only
a measure is not in the Aristotelian sense of the term an “accident” — something
whose existence is contingent. Hence the first proposition is wrong. Furthermore,
as such, time has no existence at all, whereas motion does exist. Hence, their
existence is not mutually dependent, and the second proposition is false.

Concerning the third proposition, Crescas argued that time is more accurately
characterized as a measure (shiur) of duration (hitdabquf) and that duration can be of
motion or of rest between two instants (itof). Hence, the third proposition also is
false, for time is conceivable without motion, that is, as a measure of the duration
of rest between intervals.

Concerning the fourth proposition, Crescas said the following: If the Aris-
totelians were correct in claiming that the universe is eternal, then the spheres,
their motions, and the intelligences that move them would all be eternal and there-
fore not subject to time. Hence, if the Aristotelians are correct about cosmogony,
then this fourth proposition is false; however, they are not correct about cosmogony
because the universe is created.

What Crescas said here, however, does not rule out the possibility that the
fourth proposition on some interpretation is true. The more basic problem is that
this proposition itself is not clearly stated. I think what it means is that because
time and motion are claimed to be mutually dependent (proposition 2), something
moves if and only if it is temporal; however, that is not literally what Crescas said.
He only claimed that if it is not movable then it is not temporal, and not that if it
is movable then it is temporal. The more limited claim is not affected by Crescas’
argument, because although celestial intelligences are movers and therefore subject
to motion (which seems to be an implicit, albeit deniable assumption of Crescas),
they do not seem to be subject to time (which also could, arguably, be denied).

None of this touches what is most interesting about Crescas’ critique of time.
So we could drop this fourth, very unclear proposition and focus solely on the first
three, of which the third is the most innovative, because it divorces the notion of

time from its medieval context as a measure of motion, and, by introducing the
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notions of duration and rest, opens the door to the modern Newtonian notion of

physics in which time is itself objective and independent.

Case 7: Spinoza on Mathematical Philosophy

If Crescas did in fact open the door in the fourteenth century to the kind of physics
that Newton would introduce in the seventeenth century, Newton’s contemporary,
Baruch Spinoza did not know it, and it was the Jewish philosopher Spinoza, not
the Christian scientist Newton, who had read Crescas. That is not to say that
Spinoza was not influenced by Crescas’ form of argumentation. He was, and we
will now look at an example of how he was. The subject matter of the reasoning
is about substance, not time, and the authoritative influence critiqued is Christian,
not Jewish. What Crescas did with Maimonides’ Guide, Spinoza did with René
Descartes’ Discourse on Method.

Hence, because he had laid bare this truth, he had at the same time also discovered the
foundation of all the sciences, and also the measure and rule of all other truths: Whatever is
perceived as clearly and distinctly as that is true.

That there can be no other foundation of the sciences than this, is more than sufficiently
evident from the preceding. For we can call all the rest in doubt with no difficulty, but we
can not doubt this in any way.

But what we must note here, above all else concerning this foundation, is that this
formula, I doubt, I think, therefore I am, is not a syllogism in which the major premise is
omitted. For if it were a syllogism, the premises would have to be clearer and better known
than the conclusion itself, therefore I am. And so, I am would not be the first foundation of
all knowledge. Moreover, it would not be a certain conclusion. For its truth would depend
on universal premises which the Author had previously put in doubt. So I think, therefore I
am is a single proposition which is equivalent to this, I am thinking.**

Descartes proposed that natural philosophy should be modeled on Euclidean geom-
etry in the sense that it would begin by listing a set of indubitable axioms, proceed
to define the key terms in those axioms in utterly clear terms, and deduce logi-
cally from those axioms a complete, coherent presentation of the entire content
of the subject matter, be it human psychology or the physical cosmos. Aristotelian
philosophy accepted as its foundational notion the concept of God as an ultimate
substance. Given that God is a most perfect being — where to be was understood
in accordance with Aristotelian, nonmathematical physics — the Aristotelians were
able to ground both their epistemology and their physics. Briefly, everything in
the physical universe is composed of form and matter, form is the principle that
actualizes the matter: From its state of potency, what enables the form to so act
is the movement of another form of another entity, which in turn is moved by
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another form of another entity, in a causal chain (both horizontally in terms of
mechanical causes and vertically in terms of teleological causes) that has its origin
in the creative action of God. Similarly, what a human intellect knows when it
knows something is the form of its object; the form known exists in the intellect
as a mental conception, whose causes include both the form existing in matter as
a physical substance, and a movement through a chain of cosmic intellects whose
origin is in the revelatory action of God. Furthermore, the consequence of God’s
unity is that God has one and only one act with which He is identical. Hence, God’s
action of creation (through which all things and events have their ultimate cause)
and God’s action of revelation (through which all knowers come to know what
they know) is a single act. Descartes rejected this Aristotelian view of the universe
and proposed to construct in its place a conception of absolutely everything based
solely on mechanical causes. As all mathematical truths are necessarily true and, in
virtue of their necessity they require no teleological principle,*” so all physical and
psychological truths are necessarily true and therefore have no purpose.

To construct his intellectual model for his new conception of the universe
Descartes had to find a starting point — an indubitable proposition that functions
for Cartesian physics in the same logical way that the definition of a straight line
functions for Euclidean geometry. What Descartes proposed was the Cogito, so
the young Spinoza’s revolution against Cartesianism in sympathy with a more
Aristotelian conception of the cosmos focuses on a critique of the Cogito.

Nor will it be less impossible for us to think that he is a deceiver, when we attend to the
idea of God (which we now suppose ourselves to have discovered), than it is for us to think
that the three angles of a Triangle do not equal two right angles, when we attend to the idea
of a Triangle. And just as we can form such an idea of a Triangle, even though we do not
know whether the author of our nature deceives us, so also we can make the idea of God
clear to ourselves and put it before our eyes, even though we still doubt whether the author
of our nature deceives us in all things. And provided we have it, however we have acquired
it, it will suffice to remove all doubt, as has just now been shown.

Therefore, from these premises we reply as follows to the difficulty raised. We can be
certain of nothing — not, indeed, so long as we are ignorant of God’s existence (for I have
not spoken of this) — but as long as we do not have a clear and distinct idea of him.

So if anyone wishes to argue against me, his objection will have to be this: we can be certain
of nothing before we have a clear and distinct idea of God; but we cannot have a clear and distinct idea
of God so long as we do not know whether the author of our nature deceives us; therefore, we can be
certain of nothing so long as we do not know whether the author of our nature deceives us, etc.

To this I reply by conceding the major and denying the minor. For we have a clear and
distinct idea of a Triangle, although we do not know whether the author of our nature
deceives us; and provided we have such an idea (as I have just shown abundantly), we will
be able to doubt neither his existence, nor any Mathematical truth.**



218 Norbert M. Samuelson

Descartes objects to making the existence of God a starting point for rational
thinking about reality because God, who purportedly is the Creator of our reason-
ing, may have endowed us with an unreliable tool. To do so would be to fool us,
and to intentionally fool His creatures would be to behave in a way that logically
is not good, which is inconsistent with the claim of divine perfection. This argu-
ment begs the question precisely because it is a rational, logical argument, and it
is the reliability of such thinking for making truth judgments about reality that is
in question. Descartes claims that the only way to break out of this skeptical bind
is to base our reasoning on some kind of proposition whose truth would not be
dependent on the moral integrity of the Creator, and Descartes claims that such
an idea would have to be thoroughly clear and coherent. Any clear and coherent
idea would be reliably true, irrespective of its origin, because its denial would be
incoherent and any contrary claim would be too unclear to be judged true.

Spinoza accepted what is the most important aspect of Descartes’ analysis —
that the standard for truth judgments must be clarity and coherency (rather than
correspondence), anything sufficiently clear and coherent to be called true would
be necessarily true (rather than contingently true), and anything necessarily true
has no purpose. What he rejects is that the Cogito can provide such a basis.

His critique consists of one fundamental claim — that the “therefore” does not
mean that “I am” is a conclusion that can be logically inferred from either “I doubt”
or “I think.” Rather, it says that thinking must be done by a thinker. Hence, it
is a claim about substance, and the claim is Aristotelian, namely, there necessarily
exists one or more substances that are the source of all actions. Furthermore, as
he goes on to argue beyond this origin to his reflections, the existence of any
substance presupposes the existence of a pure substance who is (in the language of
the medievals) one and incorporeal, that is, who can be called (in the language of
the Jews and the Christians) “God.”

In general, Spinoza’s thought functions as a bridge between medieval and mod-
ern philosophy precisely because it shares major affinities with both, so much so that
it is legitimate to view his writings both as an origin for all subsequent philosophy
and as a conclusion to all medieval (especially Jewish) speculation. What Descartes’
Cogito does is radically change the way of doing philosophy from cosmology to
psychology. For medieval philosophy, including the Jewish, the foundation for all
rational speculation was the deity revealed in the opening verses of the sacred
scriptures as the Creator of the universe. Hence philosophy began with cosmology
and cosmogony. In contrast, for those who accepted the validity of the Cogito,
the new foundation for speculation became reflection on the epistemic authority

of private reflective experience. Hence philosophy begins with psychology and
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epistemology. At least that is how modern, western European Christian philosophy
begins. That is not the case, however, with Jewish philosophy. Following in line
with Spinoza’s persistent preservation of the medieval Jewish way of thinking, the
foundation of modern Jewish philosophy, like its medieval counterpart, continues
into the twentieth century to focus on a conception of deity drawn from the words

of the Hebrew scriptures.

Case 8: Gersonides on Rational Uncertainty

In conclusion I want to present one final case that demonstrates how considerations
of logic can provide a dramatic thematic line that runs through the history of
medieval Jewish philosophy, from at least Saadia to at least Spinoza. In this instance
I want to focus on questions of logical form in connection with claims of epistemic
certainty.

In general all of the Jewish medieval philosophers believed that philosophy is
about knowledge and that to know something is to know that it is necessarily
the case. There are, however, important exceptions to these generalizations, and
the exceptions play an important logical role in determining the content of their
philosophy.

Abraham ibn Daud and philosophical demonstration. Abraham ibn Daud’s
The Exalted Faith is the first work of Jewish philosophy to use a system of natural
philosophy that is predominantly Aristotelian. The work is polemical in a number of
respects, some of which are religious and others of which are philosophical. In terms
of religions Ibn Daud was writing a defense of the superiority of Judaism in which
the main opponents are supporters of Islam and Christianity. Similarly, in terms
of philosophies Ibn Daud was writing a defense of Aristotelianism. Maimonides
did the same thing in his Guide with certain significant differences, many of which
are attributable to the fact that Maimonides composed his Guide in Egypt whereas
Ibn Daud composed his major philosophical work in Andalusia. I think that this
spatial difference contributes significantly to explain why Maimonides identified
his primary philosophical opponents as atomists whereas Ibn Daud identified his
primary philosophical opponents as the Neoplatonists.

Ibn Daud focuses his critique of Neoplatonism on Solomon ibn Gabirol’s treatise,
Source of Life (Meqor Hayyim). In the course of a general argument in the introduction
to The Exalted Faith Ibn Daud argues for the need for a philosophical account of the
central beliefs of rabbinic Judaism, deplores the philosophical ignorance of almost
all his contemporaries in the rabbinate, cites Saadia’s The Book of Doctrines and Beliefs

as a model for how properly such a defense should be composed, and presents The
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Source of Life as a paradigm example of how not to do it. In general he condemns Ibn
Gabirol for simply being a poor philosopher. One major example of his ineptitude
is his verbosity.

After praising Saadia’s efforts, Ibn Daud continues:

We understood the treatise of Rabbi Solomon ibn Gabirol, may he be remembered for a
blessing, in which he aimed at bestowing benefit from philosophy for the same purpose (as
Saadia). He did not single out the nation (Israel) alone for benefit. Rather, all kinds of people
are associated together by him in this matter for benefit. But despite his (notable intention)
he introduced many words about one subject, so that (with regard to) his treatise to which
we alluded, which is called the Source of Life, perhaps if its content were refined, his words
could be included in (a treatise that is) less than one tenth of that treatise.

Furthermore, he made use of syllogisms without being meticulous (to discover whether
it is the case) that their premises are true. Whereas according to his view imaginary premises
in the forms of a true syllogism are satisfactory, certainly their content is doubtful.

Since he imagined that he could introduce a demonstration when (demonstrations) could
not be introduced, he multiplied demonstrations, thinking that many demonstrations that
are not true can stand in the place of one true demonstration.

Concerning what is like this, the sage (Kohelet) said, “Better is a handful of quietness
than two hands full of labor and striving after wind” (Eccles 4:6). And the sages, may they
be remembered for a blessing, said, “Better is one corn of popper than a basket full of
pumpkins” (B. Yoma 85b).*

Ibn Daud’s judgment of Ibn Gabirol’s philosophical incompetence contains three
accusations. First, his writing is inexcusably verbose. Where one sentence would do
he writes ten. Second, he presents formally correct syllogisms whose first premise is
false. Worse, third, he does so intentionally. He knows that his arguments stand on
uncertain principles and he recognizes that this weakens the strength of his claim;
however, he thinks that he can compensate for this weakness of any one of his
arguments by offering many of them, as if a multitude of bad arguments somehow
can add up to a sound argument.

For our purposes there are two features of Ibn Daud’s attack on Ibn Gabirol
worth highlighting. First, identical charges could be raised against Maimonides’
demonstrations of the existence, oneness, and incorporeality of God in his Guide.
Second, in effect Ibn Daud condemns Ibn Gabirol for using rhetoric while he

advocates the use of formal logic in rabbinic philosophical apologetics.

Maimonides’ proofs of God. As discussed previously, Maimonides constructs
an argument for “God”° that begins in the Guide I.71 and ends in II.1. In effect
the argument is a modus tollens.

(P1) Either the world is created or it is eternal. Neither claim can be demon-
strated, and there is no third rational claim that can be made about the origin of
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the universe. Maimonides defends this premise in I:71—72. Guide 1:71 is a survey
of the history of philosophy in Islam, Christianity, and Judaism that establishes the
asserted disjunction. Guide 1:72 is a discussion of problems with proving creation
that establishes his claim that neither view can be demonstrated.

(P2) If the world is created then “God.” This claim is the standard thesis
of the Mutakallimiin. Maimonides presents it and defends it in 1:73—76. Chapter
seventy-three lists the twelve creationist premises of the Kalam arguments. Chapter
seventy-four presents seven arguments based on these premises for God’s existence.
Chapter seventy-five presents five arguments based on these premises for God’s
unity. Chapter seventy-six presents three arguments based on these premises for
God’s incorporeality. Note that if these six chapters were to be read in isolation
they would constitute a clear example of Ibn Daud’s charge against Ibn Gabirol
that he constructed multiple bad arguments to compensate for the weakness of
one good argument, and what is wrong with each argument is that it rests on an
acknowledgedly false premise.

(P3) If the world is eternal then “God.” This claim is the standard thesis of
the Aristotelians. Maimonides presents it and defends it in II:Introduction and
I1:1. The introduction lists the twenty-five premises of the Aristotelian arguments.
Guide 1I:1 presents four proofs that God exists, one proof for God’s unity, and
two proofs for God’s incorporeality, all based on the twenty-five premises listed in
the introduction. Once again, note that if these two chapters were to be read in
isolation they would be subject to Ibn Daud’s critique of Ibn Gabirol. When seen
as components of a single, complex argument, however, then Maimonides escapes
Ibn Daud’s charge because for the argument as it stands is valid — either the universe
is created or eternal. If it is created (as the Mutakallimiin claim) then God exists. If
it is eternal (as the Aristotelians claim) then God exists. There are no other valid
options about cosmogony. Therefore God exists.

Gersonides and scientific probability. It is interesting to note that, although
Maimonides (who after all was not an expert logician) cannot be charged with
any of Ibn Daud’s logical claims against Ibn Gabirol, Gersonides (who was an
expert) does seem to be guilty of multiplying “demonstrations, thinking that many
demonstrations that are not true can stand in the place of one true demonstration.”
The charge can be raised against practically every set of arguments that Gersonides
sets forth in his Wars of the Lord. Let one example suffice.

Book I deals with God’s knowledge of contingent particulars. The prob-

lem it addresses is this: On one hand God’s knowledge is, like everything else
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about God, perfect. On the other hand human beings must exercise sufficient
self~determination for it to be just for them to receive reward and punishment
for their behavior. The latter claim presupposes that, when human beings make
choices, what they choose is contingent. Otherwise, how they chose would also
be determined, and it would be unjust of a perfect deity to punish people for
choices they had to make or to reward them for choices they could not avoid
making. Conversely, the former claim presupposes that in all significant respects
what occurs is through causal (as opposed to mere logical) necessity, because if it
occurred otherwise it could not be known.

There have been in the history of philosophy a number of solutions posed to this
problem, which Gersonides lists in chapter one. Chapters two and three examine
the arguments in support of each position. (Chapter three deals exclusively with
the arguments of Maimonides.) Chapters four and five use the preceding analysis
to present Gersonides’ own solution, and chapter six considers how best to read the
Hebrew scriptures in light of the preceding analysis. Basically, Gersonides follows
this same procedure in every book of the Wars, each of which concentrates on a
philosophical problem in Maimonides’ Guide.

Gersonides begins his discussion of God’s knowledge of contingent particulars
with the position of Aristotle. Gersonides says the following:

We say first of all that what the Philosopher thought — that God, may he be blessed, is
without knowledge of these contingent particulars — is thought to have many aspects of
plausibility.”'

Basically Aristotle’s claim is that, in consequence of God’s perfection, what He
knows cannot be subject to change. Hence, God can only know eternal truths, and
what is eternal cannot in principle be contingent. What Aristotle argues is, for our
purposes, unimportant. What does matter is that this argument, like all the others
considered in the book, has an “aspect of plausibility.” Literally it is one of the faces
or aspects (panin) of what demonstrates or shows (haheroat) what is the truth.
What Gersonides does here is not unique. It is the logical theme of every one of
his arguments, and as such, it is the opposite of what Ibn Daud thought constituted
a good argument. According to Ibn Daud the philosopher, for an argument to be
sound it must in itself prove what is the case. For Gersonides, the astronomer and
natural philosopher, no argument by itself can do that. Rather, every argument
examines some set of empirical data and from those data draws a conclusion.
The totality of empirical data, much of which is relevant to any claim of natural

philosophy, is far too great to be subsumed under any generalization in any single
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argument. Rather, each argument generalizes from some of the present data to
form a general thesis that will be part but not the whole of the truth. In the end
the philosopher takes all of these partial conclusions, that is, aspects or faces of what
is the truth, examines them, and from them concludes what is the nature of the
whole picture.

In so reasoning it is Gersonides, the late-thirteenth-, early-fourteenth-century
natural philosopher who is (at least in this respect) more modern than Spinoza,
his seventeenth-century counterpart. Both were involved with empirical astron-
omy, both made instruments for (what we would call) “scientific” use,’* and both
had a strong sense of the role of logic even in the aesthetic of constructing a
philosophical argument. They advocated very different kinds of science, however.
Spinoza’s science, reflective of the Enlightenment of the seventeenth century, mod-
eled his thinking on algebra (even though his method is called “geometric”) and
constructed arguments, no less than Ibn Daud, whose intent was to demonstrate
scientific necessity. In contrast, Gersonides, like Aristotle before him, assumed an
empirical model in which of necessity individual conclusions are less than certain
and always open to the possibility of refinement, in which the epistemic force
of a thesis is built up gradually as one specific argument is added to another to
complete or fill in a picture of the truth. In this respect Gersonides looks more
like a contemporary scientist than do any of his peers, past and present, in Jewish
philosophy.

Maimonides and legal uncertainty. Maimonides, no less than Ibn Daud,
thought that he could establish necessity in the domain of natural philosophy.
That was not the case, however, when he wore the hat of a scholar of Jew-
ish Law. Whatever Maimonides actually thought about the degree of likelihood
of his assertions in the Guide, he gives the impression that most of what he
says is certainly true. That 1s not always the case with his rulings in the Mish-
neh Torah. For example, whether or not one individual, A, is culpable both
morally and legally for killing another individual, B depends on a great num-
ber of factors including how A did the act and the context in which the act
was committed. Hence, if A pushes B oft of a rooftop and B dies, the height of
the fall is critical in determining culpability. In this instance Maimonides tells us
that:

It seems to me that in any place whose height is not ten handbreadths (or more), (the fall)
is insufficient to have caused the death, as (the sages explicitly) said concerning matters (of
responsibility) when an animal (falls) into a well.*?
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The expression “it seems to me” (vayera-eh li) indicates that Maimonides believes
but does not know that this is the case. He thinks that he is right, and his belief
is sufficiently strong that based on it he can condemn someone to death, but he
knows that he does not know that he is right. In at least legal judgments it is possible
to make strong moral claims that have serious moral consequences even when the
judgments are not certain.

How certain the law requires us to be in making judgments also depends on the
persons involved not only in the criminal act itself but in legal judgments about the
act. For example, if A has an object stolen from him, and B recovers it, whether
or not there is an obligation for B to return the object to A depends, among other
factors, on who or what A is. Maimonides tells us that if the thief was Jewish then
B may keep the object, but if the thief was not Jewish then the object must be
returned to A. The difference depends on A’s hope for the object’s recovery. If
A has a reasonable hope that the object will be found, then if it is found it must
be returned. If, however, A has given up all reasonable hope of its return (i.e., he
“despairs” [hitya-esh] of it), then B may keep the object. In effect, A has declared
what he owned to be ownerless. Hence, someone else is free to make it his own.

Maimonides feels a need to explain why the religious identity of the victim of
the theft matters in this case. Why if A is a Jew then B can keep the object, but if
A is a gentile, then B must return it? His answer is:

Because gentile (law enforcement authorities)** immediately return the stolen object even
though there are no witnesses (who can prove) that it was stolen. Rather, (gentile courts in
these cases are willing to settle) for “bad proofs and conjectures.”55°

On one hand Maimonides is claiming that Jewish courts operate with a higher
standard of evidence in criminal cases. A Jewish court will find someone guilty of
a crime only if there are two reliable eyewitnesses to the act, and gentile courts will
settle for a far lower standard. At least in this case the higher standard produces a
less just result. Even when a person’s stolen property has been recovered it is usually
not possible to return it to the victim because of the extremely high standard
for convictions in Jewish courts. Hence, from the sole perspective of equitable
distribution of property, gentile courts can render decisions that are more just.

Our interest in this case, however, has nothing to do with comparing Jewish
and gentile justice. Rather, it has to do with Maimonides’ recognition that truth
judgments are subject to a variety of degrees of certainty. In other words, informative
statements are not to be judged merely true or false. Rather, they vary in their degree
of likelihood. There are some claims that can be judged to be certain and others
that can with equal certainty be judged to be false, but in between there is a wide
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range of judgments that lack this certainty, which, in comparison to each other, are
more or less likely to be true. Such judgments are claims that are based on proofs
that do not strictly prove (what I translated as “bad proofs”) and claims that lack
no proof at all but are only reasonable guesses (what I translated as “conjectures”).
At least with respect to law, statements can reasonably be judged to be true or false

where the standard of evidence is significantly less than certainty.

CONCLUSION

The focus in this chapter has been on the use of reasoning in premodern Jewish
philosophy. The subject has been discussed in terms of eight specific cases that
highlight the role of argument by central Jewish philosophers in central philosoph-
ical texts that deal with critical premodern issues. What this chapter does is set in
the foreground what is usually in the background (viz., the logic) and moves to the
background what is usually in the foreground (viz., the conceptual content).

That these Jewish philosophers did not often explicitly quote categories of or
even works on logic does not mean that they did not know or that they did not
study logic. This essay minimally demonstrates that these claims are false. Maximally
it shows that logic in itself provides a major theme that runs through the breadth of
the history of medieval Jewish philosophy, and its contribution to logic is distinctive
and often creative.

NOTES

1 On the history of the Stoics in particular see Sedley 2003, pp. 7—32.

2 For example, Rabbi Yishamel’s list of thirteen rules for making legal inferences from the
words of the Torah. This list of what amounts to thirteen forms of rhetorical argument by
analogy is presented in the introduction to the Sifra, but every traditional Jew is familiar
with them from the opening morning prayers in the traditional prayer book.

3 With respect to our earlier assertion about the nonpurity of the Hellenistic schools of
philosophy, note the judgment of the Kneales that Galen mingled Aristotelianism with
Stoicism. Kneale and Kneale 1962, pp. 129—99.

4 See Sirat 1985. Look especially at her references to Ibn Daud’s contemporary Solomon
Ibn Gabirol (p. 71), to Maimonides (pp. 182—3), and to Joseph Caspi (p. 276).

s The Tieatise on Logic (Makalah Fi-Sina‘at al-Mantiq), which presumably Maimonides wrote
when he was only twenty-three years old. (There is some scholarly skepticism about this
tradition.) See Maimonides 1938.

6 For Jewish commentaries on works of logic in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
see Sirat 1985, pp. 276, 343, 351, and 397-8. With specific reference to Gersonides, see
Manekin 1985.

7 See Bobzien 2003, pp. 85—123.
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8 As William and Martha Kneale say, “what Stoics call ‘dialectic’ we call logic” (Kneale
and Kneale 1962, p. 139).

9 The prime example is the thinking of Hermann Cohen. He is the greatest and possibly
the last modern Jewish philosopher. What follows him is a consequence of general trends
in intellectual history that arise after the First World War, when western philosophy (at
least on the continent of Europe) and western art become more “romantic” in rebellion
against the mechanical, mathematical modes of demonstration in modern science. Jewish
philosophy after Cohen reflects this European move in philosophy. There is no comparable
move in Jewish Law, however, in which the tendency continues (at least with traditionalist
religious thinkers) to value ever-greater precision.

10 Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Nizkei Mammon (The Laws of Damage to Property) X.13,
Maimonides 1989, p. 100.

11 “Modern” in two senses: (I) as “knowledge” as something that is as certain as any
informative claim can be, and (2) as “science” as the set of disciplines that has exclusive
authority to proclaim what is and is not knowledge.

12 This is what mu'ad means. Its opposite is tam. Literally the two terms (in order) mean
“warned” and “innocent.”

13 Saadia 1948, Introductory Treatise, Section VIII, p. 40.

14 Ibn Tibbon translates this term into Hebrew as harayot, which literally means to cause
someone to see something.

15 In Maimonides’ case — namely, in Guide 1.71 — it is stated as a criticism of gaonim and
their Muslim counterparts.

16 Ibn Daud 1986, Book 2, Basic Principle 5, Abstract, 164a8—164b2, pg. 186.

17 It is also worth noting that Freud’s Moses and Monotheism can be read as a refutation
of this general argument by ibn Daud. Ibn Daud claimed that, if an experience is
shared by a multitude of reliable witnesses, then there can be no doubt of the valid-
ity of their testimony. Against this claim Freud argued that it is possible for a multi-
tude of honest, intelligent people to be wrong about what they experienced if what
they experienced was the result of a mass illusion and the theophany was such an
illusion.

18 See note 31I.

19 Pines notes that the Judeo—Arabic “more or less literally” means “inverting with
equipoise.” Ibn Tibbon translates the expression into Hebrew as hahithapech beshavui
(viz., reversal with equality). It seems fairly clear to me that what Maimonides wants to
assert is reciprocity. Hence, in our text he seems to be saying that only reciprocal relations
qualify properly as relations. This judgment about the meaning of the term “relationship”
plays a major role in our discussion of this text.

20 Ibn Tibbon translates this verb into Hebrew as metsuyyar, which means to picture, imagine,
or portray. Clearly Maimonides intends the verb to describe an act of conceptual judgment
and not an act of imagination. The Pines translation here says “to represent oneself,”
which clearly is a mistake of some kind. He probably intended “to present to oneself.”

21 Guide 1.52, Maimonides 1963, pp. 117-8.

22 The other was Averroes’ commentaries on the works of Aristotle.

23 Of course there is no simple way to prove this claim, and undoubtedly other intellectual
historians will put forward other candidates for this position. Let me here just mention
one example of the centrality of Maimonides’ theory of attributes in western (especially
but not exclusively Jewish) philosophy. The opening of Franz R osenzweig’s major work
of Jewish philosophy in the first quarter of the twentieth century, Star of Redemption,
presents an abbreviated history of western philosophy, which, in his judgment, is now

[3%)
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complete. He organizes the history around three major topics, each of which reaches
its highest moment when doubts are raised whose solutions require the transcendence
of philosophy as mere philosophy. The topics are God, the world, and the human. On
Rosenzweig’s reading, the purely philosophical discussion of the human (which means
“ethics”) is completed by Kant with his Categorical Imperative. The topic of the world
(which means “logic”) is completed by Descartes with his Cogito. The topic of God
(which means “physics”) is completed by Maimonides with his negative theology.

24 To make what Maimonides says succinct, I have formalized his claims in ways that fit

2

w

modern symbolic logic. This is not the way that Maimonides in fact makes these claims.
Still, despite the difference in style of presentation, I would claim that my formalized
summary captures what Maimonides does in fact say despite his logically nonformal style
of presentation.

The length of Maimonides’ discussion in Guide II.52 in justification of his exclusion
of relations suggests that he was aware how unorthodox his claim was. Although Mai-
monides does not mention him by name, it would be most reasonable to conclude that
Maimonides’ argument in this section is with Ibn Daud in his The Exalted Faith.

26 That Maimonides does seem to recognize any form of equivocality other than abso-

lute equivocality is in itself a problem. It is widely believed that Maimonides in his
youth wrote a book on logic in which he discusses (chapter twelve) the very form of
equivocality for which Gersonides opts in accounting for divine predication, namely,
pros hen equivocality (as explained later). If he knew about this in his youth and dis-
cussed it in a book on logic, why in his maturity does he not know about it? Of course
the easiest way out of seemingly unexplainable texts by Maimonides is to follow Leo
Strauss’ deus ex machina method where anything you cannot explain must be a hidden
agenda. (I flirt with this temptation in Samuelson 1991.) A more appealing way out of
the problem is to accept Herbert Davidson’s suggestion that there is no good reason
to believe that Maimonides really wrote his Tieatise on Logic. See H. Davidson 2005,

pp. 318—9.

27 For a more detailed discussion of the nature of what I call “pros hen equivocality,” see

Owens 1951, pp. 264—75.

28 The example is mine, not Aristotle’s.
29 As the morally good do not necessarily succeed in the affairs of the world, so the

philosophically astute do not necessarily succeed to have influence in the history of
philosophy.

30 Gersonides 1987, VI.1.8.
31 For Gersonides, as for most of the medieval and early modern Jewish philosophers, the

distinctions I am here drawing between intellectual disciplines are not given. I draw them
solely as a pedagogical device to help the reader. Distinctions between “philosophy”
and “science” are not clearly drawn until the end of the nineteenth century. Certainly
Gersonides would not have recognized a need for different terminology. I use the terms
in the modern sense in which a “science” is committed to thinking about empirical
data in mechanical and/or mathematical ways and “philosophy” deals with very general
questions about reality in technical, conceptual ways that still rely in a primary sense for
communication on discursive language. Similarly the lines between topics in the physical
sciences and topics in religious thought are not sharp. In the seventeenth century such
a discussion as the one we will look at here was called “natural philosophy,” in which
questions of religious belief are discussed independent of professed revealed scriptures. To
a large extent Gersonides’ philosophy is natural philosophy. He does refer to statements
in the Hebrew scriptures; however, such statements do not function within the logic of
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his arguments, as they did for earlier Jewish philosophers, as premises. We have already
discussed this issue in the case that deals with Abraham ibn Daud.

32 It is not clear just what are the experiential data to which Gersonides has referred. He
could be actually observing something like a red shift in the motion of stars, which would
be an amazing observation for someone who lacks an instrument such as a telescope to
enhance his vision, or he may have in mind something closer to the kinds of experiments
that Newton discusses in his Optiks, namely, careful observations of the shadows cast on
earth from the light of celestial objects.

33 An alternate interpretation of what Gersonides is here claiming is that some parts of
the surface of a celestial body reflect light whereas other parts of the surface are in the
dark despite the “fact” that the shape and make-up of the heavenly object is perfectly
spherical. It is also possible that Gersonides intended to make both claims.

34 The Judeo—Arabic term here is alkatkhasis, which Kapach translates into Hebrew as ha-
yichud. Note that the standard medieval translation of the text by Judah ibn Tibbon misses
the translation completely. What Ibn Tibbon says instead is “in order to introduce what
is clear (ha-biur).”

35 As with the term “science,” so with the term “religion.” It is not a word that pre-
Reformation thinkers, including Jewish philosophers, would have used in any recog-
nizable technical way. It refers here specifically to any set of beliefs based on divine
revelation.

36 In this case, as in many others, a philosophical text can be clear and ambiguous. It is clear
in the sense that it asserts what it asserts in the best way possible. What it so asserts has
many levels of meaning, some of which are “deeper” than others. Furthermore, because a
scientific use of language (“science” here is my term for language that is most appropriate
for making truth claims) accurately reflects reality (because all of these pre—seventeenth
century philosophers were committed to a correspondence theory of truth), reality itself,
and not just the language, must be comparably equivocal. Hence, there are many levels to
reality, some higher than others. The higher the level of reality the deeper the meaning
of the appropriately associated language. The simple meaning of the text (what the rabbis
call the peshat) reflects a fairly low, fairly superficial level of reality.

37 Or, at least that is what Maimonides sometimes says, notably in Guide I1.13—28. Mai-
monides, however, described some biblical texts whose literal meaning is that creation
is an eternal act and not something that occurred at any single time, namely, in Guide
II.25—26. Furthermore, Maimonides also asserted that the act of creation includes the
creation of time. If time is an object of creation, however, then it does not make sense
for Maimonides to claim that creation itself occurs in time. Note that Maimonides did
not raise this question, and therefore he did not discuss it.

38 The Hebrew is hakdamot. The singular is hakdamah. Hakdamah literally means “preface,” or
“foreword,” or, by extension, “premise” or even “hypothesis.” Given the context I would
think that the “hypothesis” would be a preferable translation to Wolfson’s “proposition.”
(Note that Crescas’ list of twenty-six premises does not correspond precisely to what
Maimonides presents in the Guide as twenty-five propositions.)

39 The Hebrew is biur mofti. “Biur” literally means “explanation.” The term mofet designates
speech that functions in a logically formal demonstration whose intent is to show that
some claim (the conclusion) is necessarily true.

40 The Hebrew is ma’amar ha-omer, which literally means the speech of the speaker. By
this expression Crescas indicated that the argument from the Scriptures in the third part
is rhetorical rather than (as it was in the first part) demonstrative. Wolfson called the
argument “dialectic” as opposed to “didactic” (H. Wolfson 1929a, p. 326 n. 14). He cited
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the specific form of argument used here as a example of argumentum ad hominem and
noted that it was used by Aristotle, and later by Averroes against al-Ghazali.

41 The Hebrew is she-ayn derekh, which literally means that there is no way (to achieve
perfect understanding).

42 Crescas, in H. Wolfson 1929a, Proposition 1.Introduction, pp. 133-5.

43 Henceforth referred to simply as “God.”

44 Crescas, in H. Wolfson 19292, p. 285

4s H. Wolfson (1929a, p. 644) cites the Intermediate Physics IV, iii, 1. “Consequently time is
the measure of motion.” The citation is to the Hebrew translation by Kalonymus ben
Kalonymus of Averroes’ middle commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, which would have
been Crescas’ source for reading Aristotle’s Physics.

46 Spinoza 1985, pp. 233—4.

47 For example, necessarily a triangle has three angles that are equal to 180 degrees, not for
any purpose, but simply because this mathematical fact is part of what it means to be a
triangle.

48 Spinoza 1985, pp. 237-8.

49 Ibn Daud 1986, Book 1, Abstract, 4b19—5b8, p. 40.

50 “God” here is a shorthand for three claims: that God exists, that God is one, and that
God is incorporeal. This triad constitutes the conventional formulation in Islamic and
consequently Jewish philosophy from at least the tenth century through at least the
seventeenth century for fundamental religious affirmations of faith in God.

51 Samuelson 1977a, pp. 104fF.

52 Gersonides designed a device, called “Jacob’s staff,” for measuring the relative distance of’
visible stars, and Spinoza ground lenses to improve scientists” use of the telescope to see
those objects.

$3 Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Rotze’ach uSh’mirat, 111.7.

54 The Hebrew is ‘ovdey kokhavim, which literally means star worshippers, which was a
standard term for idolaters. To call them non-Jews, that is “gentiles,” agrees with the
way all modern scholars interpret the term. Also, that the word means gentiles and not
idolaters makes better sense of the way Maimonides uses the term in this context and in
most contexts within the Mishneh Torah.

ss In Hebrew, birayot re'w’ot uv-omed hada’at, which literally means undermined proofs and
an estimate of the view. Eliyahu Tougar translates the terms as “circumstantial evidence
and probability.” The translation is not literal and probably not correct because it makes
the meaning more modern in terms of law than it probably was understood. It is still,
however, a reasonable translation.

56 Mishneh ‘Torah, Hilchot Gezelah va’Avedah, V1.3.



MEANING AND LANGUAGE

JOSEF STERN

It may be anachronistic to speak of the philosophy of language before Frege, but
philosophers have been concerned with questions of meaning and language since
Plato, and medieval Jewish philosophers were no exception. Nonetheless these
topics are part of the infrastructure of medieval Jewish philosophy rather than its
primary subject matter. Where medieval Jewish philosophers discuss questions of
language and the nature of meaning, it is generally piecemeal and subsidiary to larger
projects: in introductions to grammars and lexicons; in exegetical contexts such as
the interpretation of Gen. 2:20, “And the man gave names, and so on”; to explain
why the rabbis call Hebrew lashon ha-qodesh, the holy language; while addressing
metaphysical questions such as divine attributes; or, as translations are produced, in
introductions to or commentaries on the logical treatises of the Organon, especially
De Interpretatione. We do not find among the Jews the same rich literature on topics
such as significance, supposition, and the semantics of terms and propositions that
we find among the Latin scholastics.” To uncover and analyze the medieval Jewish
philosophers’ opinions on these issues, the scholar must extract them from other
discussions and texts, beginning with the Bible.?

According to scripture, the very first words ever uttered — “Let there be light” —
are God’s, announcing the creation of light and thereby bringing it into existence.
Each of the first three creations is also completed by an act of divine naming:
light is called “Day,” the firmaments “Heavens,” and so on. Thus, an opening
announcement by God and a final naming frame each of these acts of creation,
perhaps to suggest that the way the world presents itself, divided into objects and
structured according to kinds, is determined as well as represented by language. The
rabbis expand this role of divine speech to encompass all of creation: “With ten
utterances,” R. Yohanan states, “the world was created” and God is “He who spoke
and the world is created.”? Divine language preexists the created world. For some
it furnishes a blueprint for creation, for others the letters of the Hebrew alphabet
have supernatural creative power.* Thus, according to both the scriptural text and
one significant rabbinic tradition — a tradition which emerges full blown within
medieval Kabbalah — language is divine by nature and origin, supernatural rather
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than natural, and aligned with the Creator rather than with the created, and Hebrew,
among all languages, is distinguished as the holy, perfect language.’

Some medieval Jewish thinkers share this divine conception of language, but by
and large the philosophers adopt more naturalistic approaches informed by their
contact first with the Greek, then Arabic, and finally Latin scholastic philosophical
traditions. Consider the ancient philosophical controversy over whether languages,
and names (or nouns) in particular, are conventional or natural, a question whose sides
are debated throughout medieval philosophy.® Among classical authors, this con-
troversy is understood in a variety of ways.” Depending on the school and thinker,
the claim that language is conventional could mean either that it is contingent or
arbitrary, that the significations of its names are locally or nationally fixed, or that
it is artifactual, the product of deliberate, voluntary human choice. That language
is natural means either that words signify by expressing the natures or essences of
their referents or that the ability to use language is a natural (human) capacity,
either the product of a natural evolution from unarticulated noises and gestures or
an expression of the rational faculty. Given this classical dichotomy, how do the
medieval thinkers reconcile its alternatives with the scriptural and rabbinic view
that language is divine or divinely revealed?

One of the earliest reflections of this controversy among Jewish thinkers is
found in Philo who, commenting on Gen. 2:20, writes ‘“names proceed from
agreement and not from nature for a natural nomenclature is with peculiar fitness
assigned to each creature when a man of wisdom and preeminent wisdom appears.”®
Here Philo sides with the view that names are natural in that they signify their
bearers because they express their nature but he also seems to hold that names are
conventional insofar as they are instituted by a human name-giver, and reflect his
wisdom, and are not the articulation of a natural capacity to make sounds. The only
role of God in this story is that He enables Adam to give properly fitting names:
Adam is “wise with wisdom self-learned and self-taught, having been created by
the grace of God.”® Although humanity is created by God, language is a human
institution, albeit one that reflects an ideal condition in which the Adamic name-
giver knows the natures of all beings, knowledge that rivals God’s."

Philo’s own stance in the controversy over whether language is conventional or
natural had no direct influence on medieval Jewish philosophy, but the ways he
negotiates his stand parallel moves among later thinkers. The original question is
divided into two, one concerning the origin or genesis of language (even while a
language is sometimes conceptualized simply as a set of names), the other about
the character of signification and especially that of names. These questions lead to

further questions concerning the very nature of a language; how or with what kind
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of a science or method should language and meaning be investigated; and the
status of Hebrew: its superiority or (as the medieval reality more often testified)
inferiority to other languages, especially Arabic and Latin, and the sense in which
it is the “holy language (lashon ha-qodesh).” Part I of this chapter opens with the
question of the origin and nature of language within medieval Jewish philosophy
and leads to brief discussions of the singularity of Hebrew. In part II, we discuss
models of signification and the meanings of names. In part III, I turn to accounts of
polysemy — theories of ambiguity, amphiboly, equivocation, metaphor, extended or
secondary meaning, and analogy — and their implications for the analysis of divine

attributes and knowledge of God.""

I. LANGUAGE AND ITS ORIGIN
The Arabic—Islamic Context

The encounter with Arabic—Islamic culture gave rise to the earliest scientific and
philosophical investigations of language and meaning among medieval Jews. This
impact was due not only to the exposure to Greek philosophy in its Arabic recension
but also to Islamic theology, the advanced study of Arabic grammar, and the
realities of translation in the multilingual Islamic empire. Indeed these other forces
sometimes conflicted with the philosophical study of language.

For example, already during the Geonic period in the east, the Muslim study
of the Qur'an and its high veneration for Arabic inspired comparable interest
among Jews in the Hebrew language. Just as this led to the emergence of scientific,
systematic study of Arabic grammar and lexicography, so Jews were moved to study
scientifically Hebrew grammar and language, leading to the first Hebrew grammars
and lexicons and, in biblical exegesis, to the interpretive method known as peshat,
which focuses on grammar and the contextual meaning of words. Within Islam,
this also led to the entrenchment of an indigenous Arabic grammatical tradition,
aligned with the Kalam, that took semantics to fall in its purview, given the fine
nuances of meaning that turn on subtle differences of Arabic wording. This in turn
led to an inevitable confrontation with the arrival of Aristotelian logic that was
perceived to be a foreign, invasive heretical force opposed to the native Islamic
science of language.”” The question of which of the two should be regarded as
the “true custodian of sound discourse”"? quickly took on more than theoretical
significance given Muslim religious—nationalistic resistance to the foreign threat of
Hellenistic culture. The aspect of language most contested by the two sides was

semantics: Should meaning be studied by a philosophical science or by an “Islamic”
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or “Arabic” science? According to the philosophers, the division between these
two classes of “sciences” is grounded in a substantial epistemological difference.
Grammar is nation- or language-specific, and therefore conventional. The domain
of the philosophical sciences, on the other hand, is the universal, or natural, what
is knowable by unaided human reason. The question, then, is whether meaning,
which is sensitive to nuances of superficial grammatical form, should be assigned to
the Islamic sciences or to philosophical sciences (e.g., Aristotelian logic) that address
universal, language-invariant aspects of thought that can be studied independently
of the accidental features of particular languages. Although there was never the
same degree of conflict between grammarians and philosophers among the Jews as
there was among Muslims, we shall meet a similar tension in Maimonides’ rejection
of grammatical structures for logical ones in his Logic.

A second source of resistance to the philosophers’ language-invariant conception
of meaning was the reality of multilingual translation in the Arabic intellectual
world. The many obstacles to translating the texts of one language or tradition into
another made thinkers, Muslim and Jewish, suspicious of the very possibility of the
philosophers’ idea of a universal interlinguistically expressible meaning. As Judah
ibn Tibbon, the scion of the family dynasty of translators, writes, “When the words
are changed, the meaning changes, for every word carries [a specific meaning] and
every meaning is carried [by a specific word].” "

Notwithstanding these sometimes conflicting nonphilosophical concerns, by
the tenth-century Islamic thought about language was deeply influenced by the
Aristotelian heritage. Three themes were particularly influential: (1) the dominat-
ing role of (Aristotelian) logic in understanding meaning and language; (2) the
idea of an inner speech, or language of thought, in addition to external speech;
and (3) various versions of the doctrine that language is conventional which was
now taken to mean that terms signify conventionally because they originated in
a convention or agreement within the linguistic community. Furthermore, the
classical dichotomy between conventionalism and naturalism about language was
supplemented by (divine) revelationism. Depending on what one means by “con-
ventional” and “natural,” revelationism is sometimes opposed to conventionalism —
that is, language is revealed rather than humanly invented — and sometimes to nat-
uralism — that is, language is revealed rather than having naturally developed out of
unarticulated animal sounds. In this second case, revelationism replaces rather than
competes with conventionalism.

In light of this background, I now turn to four Jewish thinkers: Saadia Gaon,
Judah Halevi, Maimonides, and Profiat Duran (Efodi). Although each appropriates
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the conventional-natural distinction and situates his discussion under the rubric of
the origin of language, we shall see that their respective concerns with language are

each rather different.

Saadia Gaon (882—942)

Among his many seminal accomplishments, Saadia Gaon al-Fayyumi was a pioneer-
ing grammarian and lexicographer. His Book of the Roots of Hebrew Poesy (Ha-Egron)
was the first lexicography of the Hebrew language, and his Book of Elegance of
the Language of the Hebrews was the first systematic Hebrew grammar.”’ In one of
the earliest discussions of the conventional-natural controversy, he argues that we
should not seek explanations for the dagesh (dot) in certain letters — a sign that
marks off those consonants that are prolonged, double, or explosive — because, like
simple nouns, this was simply laid down arbitrarily by the original language-giver
whose ruling was accepted by the linguistic community. Here Saadia opts for the
conventionalist hypothesis concerning the origin of language that he takes to entail
two claims. First, that certain words signify certain essences, or that certain con-
sonants are prolonged and others not, simply reflects a voluntary and arbitrary act
of the language-founder. Therefore, there is no point for grammarians to seek an
explanation for something that was fixed for no reason. Second, despite its vol-
untaristic and arbitrary genesis, once the linguistic convention is accepted by the
community and acquires the authority of tradition, subsequent speakers are bound
to adhere to it and not entitled to change it at their will. Confirmation by tradition
and repeated usage according to the language-founder’s decision, albeit originally
arbitrary, constitutes a tacit agreement that confers normative status on the current
language that contemporary speakers cannot autonomously override."

How does Saadia know that the original language-giver arbitrarily willed names
to things? If a name signifies its bearer by nature, then its meaning necessitates that
it signify that thing, and if each nature or essence is also uniquely expressed by one
name, there should be only one name in all languages for each thing. That different
languages have different names for the same thing proves, Saadia argues, that names
signify only in virtue of local conventions. But if speakers only happened to have
so agreed to signify some thing by some name, then they could also have decided
on some other name for that same thing. Hence, the conventional choice of any
particular name is both socially determined and arbitrary."”

In arguing that the language-giver(s) was human, Saadia sides with the
Mutazilites against more conservative Mutakallimin, including Asharites, who
endorse the view that the ur-language was divinely revealed."® In light of Gen-

esis 2:20, it is striking that he does not explicitly identify the language-founder
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with Adam and instead refers to an anonymous figure in a primordial past. In
Elegance Saadia also does not explicitly identify the ur-language with Hebrew or
with any particular language; he discusses language in general and a general giver of
language. By obscuring the origins of language, Saadia shifts the burden of the nor-
mative authority of general linguistic conventions for contemporary speakers onto the
authority of fradition: the fact that linguistic rules and meanings, however arbitrarily
they were originally fixed, have become the accepted practice of the community
confirmed by time and usage. Saadia’s interest in the conventional-natural contro-
versy is due as much to its implications for the present normative status of language

as it 1s in the question of its origins.

Judah Halevi (ca. 1075-1141)

To defend the veracity of the Torah, Judah Halevi appeals to three human insti-
tutions whose universal practice cannot be explained unless we assume that the
account in Genesis of the Adamic origin of humankind is true. One of the three
institutions is language, by which he means not just the human ability to com-
municate but the articulated structure of language, the fact that all languages “are
composed of nouns, verbs, and particles, while these are derived [originally] from
letters which are taken from the articulated sounds of speech.”’ Halevi proposes
the Adamic hypothesis as a preferred alternative to both “eternalist,” or naturalis-
tic, and conventionalist accounts, the first of which is, curiously, attributed to the
Haver, the Jewish sage, the second to the Khazar king.>* Against the hypothesis
that “languages are eternal, having no beginning,” Halevi simply cites the fact that
language is structured, as if it were self-evident that design requires a designer.”'
On the other hand, Halevi objects to the hypothesis that languages “were created
entirely new by convention” on the grounds that no one has “seen or heard [of
anyone doing that].”?* It is not clear whether this is simply the objection that no
one has had experience of any such event — bearing in mind the decisive importance
of experience in Halevi’s thought — or whether the criticism is that the invention
of language is conceptually impossible or implausible, either because it is unlikely
that a whole people would arrive at an agreement (unless they were descendants
of one parent like Adam, the issue in question) or because any agreement among
individuals adopting an “entirely new” language would itself require a language
in which the group arrived at their agreement. In any case, Halevi concludes that
the universal features of language must be due to a common source: a “divine[ly]
created language, which God taught Adam and placed [both] on his tongue and
within his mind, and is undoubtedly the most perfect language and also the one that

corresponds most closely to the things named by it [as stated in Gen. 2, 20|, meaning
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that [the creature] deserves [just] that name, while [the name]| corresponds to it and
tells about its nature.”*? This ur-language is Hebrew, which is perfect “[both] with
regard to the essence of language and with regard to all that it embraces by way of
meanings” in virtue of which it is called “the Holy Language.”*#

This Adamic hypothesis captures the best of the naturalist and conventionalist
accounts of language. Language, in particular, Hebrew, is the creation of a purpose-
ful language-giver, not the manifestation of a natural human capacity or a system
that naturally evolved from brute sounds and noises. To avoid the problems that are
raised by the idea of a human founder, Halevi turns to God who teaches language to
humanity. Rather than name things arbitrarily, God assigns names “that correspond
most closely to the things named,” unlike the names of the post-Adamic languages
(including medieval Hebrew) that widely vary in their degree of fit, “some of
[whose]| names correspond very closely to the things named by them, while some
of them [correspond only] remotely.”*’ Thus, language is both conventional as an
expression of its divine founder’s choice and natural inasmuch as its names reflect
its founder’s perfect knowledge of the natures of their bearers. Through this res-
olution, Halevi establishes the superiority of Hebrew as the language of the Jews,
thereby serving the apologetic purpose of Kuzari.

Moses Maimonides (1138—1204)

Maimonides’ interest in language and meaning is shaped by his epistemol-
ogy. According to his Guide, “there is no belief except after a representation

726 that is, all cognition requires a representation, and to identify the

(tasawwur);
correct representation one is led to questions of language and meaning. Mai-
monides’ discussion is also deeply influenced by Aristotle and al-Farabi although,
as with other subjects of natural and divine science, he does not provide “a sum-
mary and epitomized description”?” of the Aristotelian and al-Farabian material
he appropriates. Three al-Farabian themes in particular run through Maimonides’
discussions: (1) the distinction between “external speech” and “inner speech,”
(2) the claim that language is conventional and not natural in specific senses taken
from al-Farabi, and (3) the methodological position that logic, as opposed to gram-
mar and as conceived in specifically al-Farabian terms, is the proper method by
which to investigate language and meaning.

Maimonides’ one explicit statement in the Guide on the origin and nature of
human language is found in his exposition of “the Account of the Beginning,”
which he identifies with natural science: “‘And the man [ha-adam] gave names, and
so on’ [Genesis 2:20] informs us that languages are conventional and not natural, as

has sometimes been thought.”*® Elsewhere Maimonides states that the biblical term
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ha-adam refers equivocally to either the species humanity, the multitude or com-
munity, or the first human, Adam.*® Hence, when he interprets the verse as saying
that languages are conventional, Maimonides means that they are artifacts of the
human species, or produced by “agreements” among the multitude or community,
or by the legislation of a ruler like Adam, or by some combination of these. By
the ‘natural’ Maimonides means all “material things, existing, not as products of

human will, but in nature.”’3°

He does not tell us which particular natural account
of the origin of language he rejects, but one account he is familiar with, and to
which he himself ascribes in his Medical Aphorisms, is a climatological explanation,
offered by al-Farabi, of speech articulation and pronunciation as a function of the
speaker’s speech physiology, which itself is shaped by climate.’" Admittedly, this is
an explanation of speech articulation rather than of syntactic and semantic features
of language, but others generalize the explanation to cover all linguistic aspects.?*
Maimonides distinguishes them, taking the faculty of speech, “speaking with the
tongue,” to be a species-specific property of a human being whereas particular
languages are “laid down” (wudi’af), that is, conventionally introduced.?3
Maimonides does not offer divine language, a language spoken by God which
He in turn reveals to humanity, as a third candidate to explain the origin of human
language although he was surely familiar with this idea from scriptural exegesis,
rabbinic Midrashim, and earlier medieval thinkers such as Halevi. Maimonides does
not mention this explanation because he absolutely rejects the very idea of speech or
language (Kalam) attributed to God. Given his Avicennian conception of the deity
as a necessarily existent, hence, absolutely simple, being who possesses no attributes,
there can be no “word,” in the Islamic sense of an uncreated word (like the Koran
or Torah), that exists as a real attribute in God or any other manner of divine
speech or language, either corporeal (presupposing a voice and sounds) or mental
(presupposing a soul into which notions are impressed).3* When scripture says that
God “speaks,” “says,” or “commands,” these speech acts are no different from any
other attribute of action attributed to God; they can only mean that God “willed”
(in a fully equivocal sense) a natural phenomenon for which He is the ultimate, or
first, cause in a chain of intermediate natural causes. In sum, no linguistic content
remains to “‘saying” or “speaking” when those terms are scripturally ascribed to
God. It follows, if God has no language, that the origin of human language cannot
be explained by a revelation of a divine language (as Halevi proposed), nor can
Hebrew be the “holy language” because it is God’s own tongue or because it is
a perfect language (as Halevi also argued). According to Maimonides, Hebrew is
“holy” only because it embodies a standard of moral perfection that expresses itself,

for example, in the fact that none of'its words explicitly refer to sexual organs or acts,
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open mention of which would be shameful.?’ In a similar vein, Maimonides also
rejects all popular religious and magical views, prevalent at his time, of the theurgic
and supernatural power of words, for example, in amulets and the mezuzah. If
his denial of language to God is driven by his radical conception of the deity as
absolutely one and simple, these superstitious beliefs about words are no less than
idolatry.3¢

Maimonides’ claim that languages are conventional and not natural is bound
up with two other distinctions he first discusses in his early work, Tieatise on the
Art of Logic: between what he calls, following al-Farabi, “external” and “inner”
speech and between the respective roles of grammar and logic. As background,
recall the tenth-century controversy over the proper method to study semantics
between the entrenched, indigenous Muslim grammatical tradition and the new,
foreign Aristotelian logical-philosophical movement. The tension between the
two schools can still be felt in the Logic where Maimonides repeatedly adopts the
logicians’ logical terminology and distinctions over the grammarians’.37

Although grammar and logic were in fact disjoint, competing disciplines, in
chapter fourteen of Logic Maimonides describes their relation in more subtle terms.
This chapter, which Maimonides largely “adapts” from al-Farabi, opens by distin-
guishing three meanings or notions (al-ma‘ani) meant by the equivocal term mantiq
(which translates the Greek logos and is used for logic): (1) the rational (theoretical
and practical) faculty; (2) the “intelligibles that one has already intellected and are
called inner speech,” and (3) the linguistic expression of the intelligibles “impressed

upon the soul,” which is called “external speech.”3®

Putting aside the first sense of a
taculty, Maimonides, following al-Farabi, distinguishes here two kinds of “speech,”
external and inner. The second in turn is identified with intelligibles, although it is
nowhere explained how the intellection, or presence in the soul, of an intelligible,
or form, can constitute a kind of speech or language. The problem is that intelli-
gibles, forms, or concepts, may be of the substances from which they are abstracted
but, unlike significant speech, they do not signify or represent them. It may be unclear
why the soul, or intellect, in which the intelligible is present does not become the
substance whose form is identical to that intelligible, but it remains even more
unclear why the intelligible should represent it. This difficulty remains unexplored
in the Logic; however, Maimonides’ discussion in the Guide of the Perplexed, as we
shall see, may be sensitive to it.3?

The range of Maimonides’ conception of logic includes not just inner speech,
or thought, but also external speech, the traditional domain of grammar. Logic,
however, is not concerned with external speech in the same way as a grammar,

namely, as well-formed strings of physical sounds that characterize a particular
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human language. Instead logic analyzes external speech as the articulated expression
in words of the intelligibles that constitute inner speech. Furthermore, it depends
on external speech as its only access to inner speech. Thus logic, the proper
philosophical study of language, studies both words in relation to the thoughts they
express and thoughts as expressed in words.*°

Inner and external speech are, then, two ontologically independent but epistem-
ically interdependent representational systems. Maimonides’ source for this idea of
two kinds of speech, external and internal, is al-Farabi’s interpretation of the begin-
ning of Aristotle’s De Interpretatione (Peri hermeneias) 16a3—8, a passage that shaped
almost all subsequent thinking about signification and meaning in the Middle
Ages. Aristotle distinguishes three relations that hold among three relata: Written
inscriptions are symbols of utterances, utterances are symbols of “traces in the soul”
(fon en te psyche pathematon; Ackrill: “affections in the soul”), and the traces “are
likenesses of 7 actual things, the extra mental beings about which we speak or think.
In al-Farabl’s hands, the overall structure of Aristotle’s picture remains the same,
but several changes significantly alter its content.

First, al-Farabi explains that what Aristotle means by the phrase “traces in the
soul” are “thoughts, pictures, and representations,” not just intelligibles but a full
range of mental images, simple sensory ones as well as composites constructed by
the imagination.*" Although he does not explicitly use the term “inner speech” in
the Commentary on De Interpretatione, al-Farabi clearly thinks of Aristotle’s mental
traces as language — or — speechlike representational items. His source in turn may
be Porphyry whom Boethius cites as his own source for an analogous distinction
between “three discourses [orationes] — one written in letters, another uttered in
speech, and a third put together in the mind.”#* For al-Farabi and Maimonides
as for Boethius, these three kinds of speech (written, spoken, and thought) are
full linguistic systems with exactly the same corresponding “parts of discourse,”
nouns and verbs. In words strikingly reminiscent of al-Farabi, Maimonides states
that the scriptural terms “speaking” and “saying” mean equivocally “utterance by
the tongue” and “notions represented by the intellect without being uttered.”*3
Both are kinds of speech, one external, the other inner, even though, as Aristotle
already says, they signify or represent in very different ways.

Al-Farabi makes a second shift in his Commentary on De Interpretatione that is
important for Maimonides. Where Aristotle writes that written inscriptions and
spoken sounds, unlike “traces in the soul” and actual referents, “are not the same
for all,” al-Farabi says that what he wished to say is that the former pair is “based on
convention,” and the latter pair “on nature.”** Thus, the natural is the community —

invariant and universal; the conventional is the community — relative. It follows
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that external speech is the language that is conventional, and inner speech, or
thought, is the natural language.

Taking off from an analogy first introduced by Plato in the Cratylus (389d), al-
Farabi sketches how external speech is conventionally introduced, comparing the
“legislation” of speech for a community to the prescription of its conduct by laws.*
Maimonides nowhere explicitly presents such an al-Farabi-like account about the
genesis of language, although it is openly adopted by later Maimonideans such
as Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (thirteenth century).*® These quasihistorical accounts
depict how, beginning with gestures and idiosyncratic sounds, individuals come
to repeat and reuse each other’s sounds to designate the same intended object in
intended conformity with each other. Under these circumstances of coordination,
multiple speakers “form a convention” and “reach an agreement” about the signi-
fication of their words, sharing mutual beliefs and expectations about each other’s
regular use of the same sounds. In contemporary terminology, this is to say that
two speakers X and Y participate in a conventional use of a sound S when X and
Y use one sound S to signify one notion N, and X uses S because he believes
that Y believes that it signifies N and because he believes that Y uses S because
he (Y) believes that X believes that it signifies N.#7 Only after this coordination is
in place, and a particular signification spreads through the whole community, does
the word-giver come on stage who systematically, explicitly, and deliberately —
that is, rationally — attempts to remedy gaps in the national vocabulary for prac-
tical and theoretical life. Because no explicit agreements or legislative meetings
are deliberately convened at the first stage, this picture avoids the classic objec-
tion to conventionalist theories, met earlier in Halevi, that deliberate legislation
or convention presupposes the existence of a language in which the conventions
are stated. In sum, al-Farab1s picture of contingent but nonarbitrary convention
is less a speculative history and more of an analysis of what it is to be a language,
that 1s, an account of how individual speakers’ first- and second-order communica-
tive intentions, by way of social coordination, are conventionally associated with
words.

In light of this al-Farabian background, we can now sharpen Maimonides’
exegesis of Genesis 2:20. The “languages” that he says are conventional are the
languages of external speech specific to communities, and the reason why they
are conventional, as the equivocal ha-adam suggests, is threefold: External speech
is instituted by humans, initially by coordinated use within the community, and
then by legislation by rulers. Not only do all three meanings of the biblical term
ha-adam come into play; this explanation of language, its origin, and functioning is

truly complex, involving at least three difterent factors.
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‘We saw earlier that in his Logic Maimonides’ states that logic is concerned with
external speech insofar as it is an expression of inner speech, whereas grammar is
concerned with external speech as distinct from inner speech. We are also now in a
position to explain that difference. Logic is concerned with those rules that govern
external speech that are “common to all languages” because all such universal
rules will concern the notions “impressed on the soul,” thought or inner speech;
grammar proper concerns those idiosyncratic aspects of external speech that are
specific to and vary with community. Which are the features of external speech
that are “common to all languages” and, hence, reflective of inner speech? In a
revealing statement borrowed from al-Farabi, Maimonides states that, according to
the ancients, “the relation of the art of logic with respect to the intellect is the same as
that of the art of grammar with respect to language.”*® That is, logic, like grammar,
is concerned with form or structure as opposed to content. Grammar is concerned
with the syntax of external speech, and logic with the syntax of inner speech. It has
been argued that al-Farabl may have been the first in the Aristotelian tradition to
articulate this conception of logic as the study of the form or structure [talif; tarkib;
lit: composition, combination] of a phrase as opposed to its content — the thing(s) or
state of affairs it is about or, as al-Farabi puts it, its matter [madda]. Given the further
idea that logic is concerned with inner speech, it follows that logic is concerned
with the syntax of inner speech, that is, the “logical form” of language insofar as
it reveals the syntax of thought. It also follows on this al-Farabian-Maimonidean
conception of logic that Aristotle’s intelligibles are now endowed with the full status
of a representational system articulated by its own syntax. Logic is a “grammar of
the mind” indeed because its rules are “common to all languages,” a universal
grammar.*

In sum, there emerges, first in al-Farab1 and then in Maimonides, the idea of two
full-blown representational systems, external speech and inner speech. The first is
conventional, and the second natural and universal to humanity. Both, however,
have the syntactic structure of a language, and logic is now primarily the study of
the syntax of inner speech, the syntax relevant to correct reasoning and science.
On all these points, Maimonides is, in the words of a recent scholar, the “faithful
disciple of al-Farabi.” We now turn to three ways in which Maimonides goes
beyond his teacher in the Guide.

First, Maimonides’ al-Farabian terminology in the Logic, “inner speech,”
corresponding to Aristotle’s “traces in the soul,” is absent from the Guide
where it is replaced by the Arabic logical-cognitive term fasawwur that can be
translated as (either the act or object of) “representation,” “conception,” or

“conceptualization.”?® Although there is considerable scholarly debate about the
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origin of this term, it refers in its basic case to the formation or grasp of sim-
ple concepts as wholes, typically essences, that is, what are given in definitions.’’
Its most distinctive feature arises from its contrast with a complementary term,
tasdiq (the act or object of) judging-true or assenting to an opinion (moved by
the force of demonstration, dialectic, or rhetoric). Tasawwur is any cognitive act
that does not involve the actual assignment of a truth value. In contemporary
terms, it is closer to what we think of as simply grasping a meaning or entertain-
ing a proposition. The notion is central to Maimonides’ epistemology. Describing
the actualization of the material intellect by abstraction of forms, or intelligibles,
from sensible images, Maimonides distinguishes (1) “abstraction” (fajrid) of the
(multiple) universal intelligible forms that can be “differentiated” in each compos-
ite particular sensible form; (2) “representation” (tasawwur) of those same forms
“with their causes,” that is, articulation of the intelligible factors that show how
they should be explained and understood; and (3) apprehension or thought of the
abstracted and represented intelligible forms.’* Maimonides does not make it clear
in this description how the representations differ from the forms, or intelligibles,
but the intelligible itself is now apprehended by way of its representation. What
is believed and known with certainty is the “notion (al-m'ani) represented in the
soul,” not “the notion (al-m‘ani) that is uttered”3 — thus distinguishing the inner
and external representations while underscoring their common representational
status.

This change addresses one problem raised by Maimonides’ earlier conception
in the Logic of inner speech that he identified with intellected intelligibles. Recall
that it was not clear how intellecting an intelligible, which simply consists in
the intelligible being “in” or “present to” the intellect, could also furnish the
representationality required of speech. It is not enough that the intelligible be the
intellect, it must also represent the thing of which it is the form for the intellect.
By explicitly shifting to the idea of tasawwur and distinguishing the conception or
representation itself from the intelligible, Maimonides can now distinguish between
inner speech as the representational vehicle and the intelligible as its content. It is in
virtue of its content that the representation signifies the external thing it is about,
although in the course of apprehension the intellect ultimately becomes identical
with the intelligible content of the representation.

Second, already in the Logic, chapter fourteen, Maimonides emphasizes the
superiority of inner speech over external speech. Only when the rules of logic
govern external speech is it “shown the way to what is correct and guarded from
error” — implying that left to itself, or to the rules of grammar alone, “what is

expressed by the tongue” would not “conform to what is in the mind.”%* To
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acquire scientific knowledge of external reality, the external grammatical form
of a sentence is a bad guide; instead one must uncover the logical form of the
thought or of inner speech. So, to give one notable example, the Guide undertakes
to translate systematically affirmative attributive statements about God in external
speech, statements that wrongly presuppose the existence of attributes either as part
of or in addition to the essence of the deity, into representations in inner speech that
have the logical form of negations of privations, thereby avoiding the problematic
presupposition.

This negative assessment of external speech becomes more pronounced in the
Guide. The “summary fashion [al-tajammul]”35 of the words of external speech is
now said to “hide” the true reality represented by the inner intelligible. Because
words are composed of matter as well as form, Maimonides argues that they are
the objects of the faculty of imagination with which there “can be no critical
examination.”’® The job of the logician is to translate the misleading constructions
of external speech into the logically more perspicuous representations in inner
speech. “Adamites” who seek the highest state of apprehension “only reflect on the
mental representation of an intelligible,” not on its embodiment in material words.>”

In the Guide the mental representations of inner speech constitute the true
language which, at least in one important case, functions independently of external
speech. When the Psalmist writes: “The heavens tell of the glory of God” (Psalms
19:2), his scriptural descriptions of the celestial spheres as “speaking” and “telling”
are not for Maimonides metaphorical figures, that is, projections onto the celestial
spheres of “language appropriate to the state of the speaker.” Instead they are to be
interpreted literally as spheric (inner) “speech,” for example, the spheric intellects’
representations of their respective separate intellects. Maimonides claims that it is
not just a contingent fact that the spheres, lacking the requisite organs, do not utter
what they think. The spheres’ “true praise,” the real expression of their content, is
expressed in the mental representation; “speech of lip and tongue” serves merely
to “instruct someone else” (Guide IL.5, p. 260; cf. 1.65). That is, external speech is
merely an externalization for communicative purposes of the true language, inner
speech. Humans may not be able to grasp mental representations except through
external language, but their existence and expressive power are independent of the
latter and, for purposes of theoretical inquiry, inner speech is the more perspicuous
and preferable system of representation than the words of external speech. As proof-
text, Maimonides cites Psalms 4:5 to advocate the superiority of “silent” internal
speech over “noisy” external speech.s®

The third way in which the Guide departs from the al-Farabi—shaped Logic is that

its mental representations of inner speech, notwithstanding their superiority over
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external speech, are also significantly limited with respect to the representation of
the subject matter of divine science and especially of God, the absolutely simple
being. As we have seen, inner speech, no less than external speech, is a full language,
or system of representations, whose internal logical syntax may be different from
the grammatical syntax of external speech, but it is no less of a syntax. Thus the
representations of inner speech are also not just simple intelligibles but sentence-
like propositions that involve structured relations between subjects and predicates,
expressions that are subordinate to one another, and lexically and syntactically
derived expressions. This kind of linguistic structure presupposes metaphysical dis-
tinctions (e.g., between essence, or substratum, and attribute) that in turn conflict
with the kind of simplicity required for representations of absolutely simple beings
(like God).*” In sum, inner speech may be better than external speech, and perfectly
adequate to guide correct reasoning in natural science, but even inner speech is not
up to the representation of the deity and related topics in metaphysics.

The Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries

In Spain and Provence during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries philosophers
continued to debate the question whether languages originated naturally or con-
ventionally. Their discussions, however, often no more than citations of or brief
comments on Maimonides’ single statement in Guide I1.30, in general do not go far
to illuminate the nature of language itself. Joseph ibn Kaspi,® Gersonides,’" Levi
ben Abraham,% and Nissim b. Moses (Massilitani) of Marseilles® all advocate the
conventional origins of language. Kaspi and Levi ben Abraham also acknowledge
climatalogical effects on pronunciation and language formation in general, whereas
Gersonides denies it, arguing that there can exist multiple languages within a single
climate and that climate and geography fail to explain semantic relations. One
exception to this rule is Hillel of Verona (ca. 1220-1295) who apparently holds
that not only a specific capacity for language is innate in the human psyche but the
Hebrew language itself.% His view is, however, thoroughly attacked by his con-
temporary Zerahiah ben Shealtiel Hen who argues, in a strikingly contemporary
form, that neither the Hebrew language nor a language-specific capacity is innate.
If Hebrew were innate, then “every man in the world, regardless of his actual lan-
guage, would always carry the Holy Tongue in his nature and would be able to speak
it. .. without hearing and learning,” which is obviously absurd. More interesting,
he argues, the capacity to speak a language is a function of no single in-borne faculty
but many, including the extralinguistic powers of perception and imagination.

A more sustained discussion of language is found in the various writings of

Joseph ibn Kaspi who shows, through repeated examples, how the language-giver
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of Hebrew carefully chose words signifying beings on the basis of his complete
scientific knowledge of their natures. Therefore, by close analysis of the philology of
names and expressions in scripture, one can decode the essence, causes, or accidents
of each being in virtue of which its name was chosen to signify it. Although
languages, he nonetheless emphasizes, are conventional rather than natural, Hebrew
in particular and the “holy books” composed in it, “contain every aspect of physics
and metaphysics” and, thereby, constitute an encyclopedic source of natural (both
physical and metaphysical) knowledge. In a somewhat similar vein, Moses of
Narbonne argues that there are deep parallels between the grammar of Hebrew and
logic, from which he infers that at least that one language originated from reason
and not by convention. Indeed its rationality is what makes Hebrew “the holy
language,” and close study of the meanings of Hebrew expressions can furnish one
with natural knowledge.%® In contrast to these explanations of the significance of the
conventional words of Hebrew, it should be noted that others, for example, Judah
ben Solomon ha-Kohen ibn Matqa (b. 1215 Toledo), author of the philosophical
and scientific encyclopedia Midrash ha-Hokhmah, turned to the letters of the Hebrew
alphabet to decode the wisdom of the language and its compositions. Although
the contents of the encoded wisdom turn out to be physics, mathematics, and
astronomy, this method, focusing on the forms of the letters and their symbolic
value, shows the strong influence of Kabbalah and the increasingly influential forces
of Jewish mysticism on philosophical thinkers.®

Profiat Duran (Efodi; d. ca. 1414)

The most important, and original, post-Maimonidean philosophical work on lan-
guage 1s the Ma'aseh Efod, a name based on Exodus 28:15, composed in 1403 by
the Catalonian Profiat Duran, Isaac ben Moses Halevi, also known as Honorato the
Bonafé and as Efodi.®® It is not known at present whether Duran drew from indige-
nous Jewish sources (such as Joseph ibn Kaspi) or studied scholastic Latin works,
but the Ma'aseh Efod is a speculative grammar in the style developed in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries by Latin Modist grammarians.® It is “speculative,”
meaning that its goal is not prescriptive — to teach correct use of the language — but
explanatory. It is “in the style of ” Modist grammars, meaning that, whether or not
there was actual influence, Duran’s approach to language is characterized by several
Modistic themes. With the recovery of the full Aristotelian corpus and in particular
Posterior Analytics, speculative grammarians were moved by Aristotle’s desiderata for
scientific theory to make the study of grammar into a science. In particular, they
construct general grammars focused on universal features of language, they give

causal explanations for linguistic universals like other subject matters of science,
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and they show how linguistic notions can be derived from logic and metaphysical
reality. Duran’s conception of language as a system of significant and consignificant
sounds, structured into word classes or categories; his semantic explanation of lin-
guistic data by means of metaphysical distinctions and notions; and his conception
of a universal grammar that is exemplified by Hebrew (in place of Latin) but applies
to all languages — all these themes fall under the broad Modist rubric. In addition,
reflecting his Jewish sources, Duran argues that language, although conventional,
was originated by God.

According to Duran, a complete “science of language” (hokhmat ha-lashon) will
cover grammar, rhetoric, and poetics, and “makes known general ways by which
language is properly spoken according to the [accepted] convention (hasqamat) of
that language.””® This theory of language, however, is a “science” only in a loose
sense because it is not based on true or verified first principles, intelligibles, or
premises established by reason or experience. Instead, he uses “science” for any
result of investigation and reasoning based on evidence, or proof drawn from prior
principles, whether the premises be genuine first principles or just conventional
truths, and this is the sense in which a theory of “proper speech” is a science or, as
he sometimes calls it (pace Guide 111.52), a “conventional science.””"

How should one engage in the scientific study of language? Assuming the
Aristotelian distinction between demonstrations propter quid, “from causes,” which
show both that and why a conclusion is true, and demonstrations quia, “from
effects,” which show only that, and not why, it is true, the ideal science of language
should take the form of a demonstration propter quid in which one deduces the
“proper speech” from first principles and conventions, inferences from causes that
not only establish what constitutes proper speech, but also explain why it is proper.
Duran argues that because we have lost knowledge of the first principles of the
Hebrew language, that method is closed to us. We can therefore do no better than
infer quia the principles of proper speech from the linguistic data we find in the
scriptural corpus.”?

With this conception of a science of language in hand, Duran opens the Ma'aseh
Efod, on the standard scholastic model, with the definition of a language: “a col-
lection of all the solely human sound units (ahadei ha-qolot ha-"enoshiyim levad) that,
according to the convention of each nation, signify the existing things.” Thus a
language is, first and foremost, not just isolable nouns or words but a system of
interrelated significant sounds. Duran then proceeds to explain each component
of this definition. Sounds are unifs because they fall in the Aristotelian category
of (discrete) quantity.”® “Human sounds” are those produced by the five human

vocal organs, i.e., the vocal sound specific to the faculty of hearing produced by
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the striking of throat, tongue, jaw, teeth, and lips, together with air.”7* The qual-
ification solely human sounds excludes human sounds produced with instruments
such as horns and the shofar that also conventionally signify but do not count as
“language.” By adding the qualification “by convention” (or “agreement,” Heb.:
hasgamah), Duran announces that he endorses the view that language is conven-
tional rather than natural — where “natural” means either that languages signify
existing things according to their natures or that humans possess language as part
their natural make-up. He immediately adds that the “convention” or “agreement”
in question is that of “the giver (meiniah) or givers of language, not of current speak-
ers; for convention/agreement presupposes a deliberate human choice and current
speakers do not choose to speak their language but speak it by custom and habit
(hergel ve-minhag).”7% Thus “convention” for Duran necessarily involves voluntary
choice, a meaning that will enable him to speak without contradiction of “divine
convention.” That the convention is “of each nation” allows for different languages
for different peoples, with all their variations. Finally, by the “existing things” that
the sounds signify, Duran says he means both things existing (only) in the soul and
things existing outside it, including mental entities such as genuses and species as
well as “false” and “deceptive” images that do not correspond to anything real.

Next, as a good Aristotelian, Duran proceeds to explain the existence and nature
of language by means of the standard schema of four causes.” The material cause
of language is sound; its formal cause, its significance. Thus the meaningful word —
in Duran’s Hebrew, qol moreh, corresponding to the Latin vox significandi — is a
hylomorphic substance composed of matter (sound) and form (significance). The
final cause of language is twofold: political and theoretical. Because humans, with
all their physical weaknesses, cannot survive without a society, and a society cannot
exist and its members cannot communicate without a language, language must
exist. Furthermore, a language is necessary for intellectual perfection. The human
requires a teacher to bring his intellect from potentiality to actuality, and no teacher,
not even God, can teach without linguistic communication. In sum, the final cause
of language is both communal welfare and individual human perfection, recalling
Maimonides’ two final ends for the Law in the Guide II1.27.

Turning to the efficient cause of language, we have already seen that, in his
opening definition, Duran states that languages are conventional and not natural.
They are not natural because humans do not know their respective languages by a
natural capacity and because words do not signify existent beings in virtue of their
natures or essences. Duran suggests that those who hold this second view may have
been misled by astrological theories according to which particular letters, and the

sounds signified by them, are empowered by specific stars or planets to astrologically
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influence existent beings. To be sure, this connection is not very clear and, in any
case, it 1s no objection unless one rejects astrology.”” It is also striking that Duran
seems not to know the Platonic sources of this doctrine, and instead assumes that any
such account of signification by nature falls under the talismanic, hermetic, magical
conception of language attacked by Maimonides (Guide II1.29).7® Furthermore, it
will turn out that Duran’s own view, despite its conventionalism, is very close to the
Platonic view. It should be noted, however, that Duran’s conception of the natural
includes the astrological because astrology locates the causal source of language
in the celestial bodies and “everything that proceeds from the celestial forces is
natural.”” At the end of the day, however, Duran does not really argue seriously
against naturalism about language; dismissingly he simply says, “everyone who
knows the truth knows that language does not signify naturally but by convention
and that we do not possess language by a natural capacity.”3°

Duran believes language originated conventionally, not because it is a human
artifact, but because its significance is “imposed” (hunah) on its material sound by
the voluntary and deliberate choice of an agent, whoever that may be. This notion
of the conventional opens up the possibility of an extrahuman efficient cause of
language. Thus Duran begins the chapter on the efficient cause of language by
professing “according to our belief, we who believe in the creation of the world,
it necessarily follows that the efficient cause of the conventional language that we
humans speak was either God . . . or Adam,” evidently seeing nothing incompatible
with an (efficient) cause being a Creator.’" It is clearly the voluntaristic character of
the causal agent that he wishes to single out. Against the view that the originator of
language was Adam, based on Genesis 2: 20, Duran argues that this verse can hardly
ground the conclusion that Adam thereby originated a language. For the animals are
only a small subset of all the substances (atzamim) named by linguistic substantives,
or nouns, and those terms are in any case only a small part of a language, which also
includes words for accidents, or adjectives, verbs, and particles, none of which are
said to have been named by Adam. Note that underlying Duran’s argument is the
(then not at all obvious) point that, despite the almost exclusive Aristotelian focus
on the noun, a language is a whole system of interrelated categories of expressions.

Instead, Duran argues, it is God who is the efficient cause of language, who
originated language as a providential act to enable human communal welfare and
individual perfection, the dual final causes of language. In support of his thesis
that language was originated by God through “absolute convention” (hasqgamah be-
muhlat), Duran cites Halevi and the Sefer ha- Yetzirah.** The picture of language that
emerges from Duran’s explanation is very different from theirs, however. Although

divinely originated, its purpose or final cause is the human good. God is the Creator
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of language only in that He voluntarily (hence, conventionally) imposes significance
on sounds. Because His act of imposition also reflects His knowledge of the natures
of the things named, it is also the case that the names could not be other than
they are (on pain of being false), hence, they are necessary. Names are, in Hebrew,
musqamim, not only because they originated in a voluntaristic act, but because
they agree with the natures of their referents. Indeed Duran argues that names are
lexically derived from predicates that characterize the natures of the things signified.
The reason God brought the animals to Adam was, not to give them names, but to
test whether he would use his intellect to call them by their proper names, that is,
the names God gave them that correspond to their natures. Genesis 2:20 is a trial
of human reason.®3

Duran concludes that the original divine language is (Adamic) Hebrew, but
what distinguishes it is not, as it is for Halevi, a function of its spiritual character, its
holiness, or its metaphysical or supernatural status. Instead, what is distinctive about
itis that it is a “pure” —in that sense “one” — language not mixed with or corrupted
by words from other languages. Because of its purity, Hebrew can transparently
exemplify those of its features that are invariant features of all languages. Other
languages, because of their idiosyncratic imperfections, do not openly manifest
their universal features, at least in their present condition. Hebrew is the model or
paradigm from which one can generalize to what holds universally in all languages,
especially insofar as its linguistic structure and categories correspond to categories
and distinctions in reality. So, although the Ma'aseh Efod is a grammar of Hebrew
(and all of its examples are taken from Hebrew, ignoring other languages), and
Duran explicitly tries to show the (relative) superiority of Hebrew (especially to
its rivals Arabic, Greek, and Latin), he also makes it clear that “from what he says
about Hebrew other languages will be understood and everything he says about
Hebrew includes them.”® What makes Hebrew special is not what differentiates
it from all other languages but that it unequivocally shows what is universal to all
languages. Duran’s Hebrew grammar is meant to be nothing less than a universal
grammar. This brings us to a final distinctive characteristic of Duran’s Ma'aseh Efod,
and one of its most interesting aspects.

If grammar is a science, it is concerned with reality or the world, not directly
but as it is reflected in language. Not all features of a language reflect the world;
those that are peculiar to one or another language and vary with community are not
objects of scientific grammar. Building on the concern of traditional grammars with
types or categories of words and of their constructions, scientific grammars focus
on those meaning-components of individual words that are constitutive of their

grammatical categories or of the word classes to which they belong, that is, their
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meaning insofar as they belong to a grammatical category. In Latin terminology,
these are called modi significandi, modes of significance, although Duran himself does
not use a technical term for these features.® Nonetheless these general meaning-
components are his concern in practice, and these are the linguistic features that
he explains in terms of metaphysically real distinctions in the world. Two examples
will suffice to show this.%

It is a linguistic universal, according to Duran, that there are exactly three parts of
speech, all three of which are found in all languages: nouns (shemot), verbs (po‘alim),
and particles (millot ha-ti‘amim, ha-ta‘am, or keilim).37 This linguistic universal is, he
argues, in turn based on metaphysical reality. As for Aristotle, a noun is a word that
(conventionally) signifies some notion (inyan) abstracted from, or independent of,
time, be it of a substance (‘etzem) or an accident (migreh). In contrast, a verb signifies
some notion with its time of occurrence (metziuto; lit: existence), be it past, present,
or future. Particles signify connections between substances (or names) and accidents
(or verbs) and modes of those connections. Now, the reason why there must be par-
ticles to connect the two is, Duran argues, because substances exist independently
of anything else and bear accidents, unlike accidents that have no independent exis-
tence and are borne by (or predicated of ) substances. Therefore, some sound in the
language was needed to signify their connection. Likewise, because accidents exist
in a subject only at a time, it was necessary to posit some linguistic particle to mark
this aspect, and a linguistic device was also necessary to express the mode (eikhut)
of predication of the accident in the substance. Unlike substances and accidents
that have extralinguistic reality, what particles signify are objects of the intellect that
have no extramental existence; in medieval Latin terminology, they are syncatego-
ramatic. Thus, the universal division of language into three basic parts corresponds
to a universal, and basic, metaphysical distinction between substance and accident
and the modes by which accidents inhere in substances. Duran acknowledges that
earlier Hebrew grammarians recognized these three basic parts of language, but
he argues that because they did not have a metaphysical explanation for the three
categories, and merely gave examples, they often erred, classifying pronouns with
particles and failing to realize that privative terms also fall under the category of
nouns (by a “second imposition” even though they do not signify a substance by
the “first imposition”). Thus the metaphysics not only explains but also clarifies
the linguistic facts.

This first explanation focuses on the metaphysics of sublunar substances and
accidents. Duran also offers a second explanation for the three parts of language
according to which they correspond to the totality of what exists.®® There are three

general kinds of beings: (1) the intelligible world that is completely independent of
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matter and, hence, motion; (2) the world of unchanging substances and eternally
moving spheres; and (3) the world of generated and corrupted substances (that lack
all true existence). Just so, there are three parts of language. The name corresponds
to the intelligible world that is independent of all motion (and, hence, time), the
verb to the eternal spheres that are continually in motion (hence, connected to
time), and the particles, which have no extralinguistic significance, to the world
of generation and corruption that lacks all reality independently of the sphere and
separate intellects. Furthermore, Duran argues that, corresponding to the order of
this metaphysical hierarchy, there is an analogous order of dependence among the
three parts of speech in Hebrew. The completely unchanging and unmodified name
in Hebrew was laid down (hunah) first, then the verb, and finally the particle. This
is not the case, he argues, in Latin and Greek in which the name also undergoes
modification depending on its use. Thus, although all languages have the three
parts of speech, only the linguistic facts in Hebrew exemplify the full metaphysical
reality that lies behind them.

Admittedly, there is a midrashic quality to this cosmic explanation of the parts
of speech, and it also recalls kabbalistic explanations of language, although the
concepts are all Aristotelian.® The measure of Duran’s innovativeness emerges,
however, when we compare him with al-Farabi and Maimonides. For all three,
what is universal in human language corresponds to what is natural. For the two
earlier figures, what is natural is expressed perspicuously only in the thoughts or rep-
resentations of inner speech as opposed to obscure and obfuscating external speech,
which itself is conventional as opposed to natural. For al-Farabi and Maimonides, it
is also because the syntax of inner speech “resembles” or, like a picture, represents
what is natural, namely, the extralinguistic world, that inner speech serves as a
reliable guide to truth in the sciences. Duran draws no distinction between inner
and external speech; hence, the universal features are simply features of external
speech or language. Rather than picturing or resembling the extralinguistic world,
they are explained by its general metaphysical features. Hence, for Duran, although
grammar is still an instrument for the other sciences, it can also claim to be a science
in its own right.

A second example of Duran’s Modist-like approach to the explanation of lin-
guistic data in terms of extralinguistic facts is his semantic account of four linguistic
differences that Abraham ibn Ezra had drawn between the (particular) substanti-
val noun (shem ‘etzem), or what we would nowadays call a proper name, and the
accident-word or adjective (shem to’ar), using the metaphysical distinction between
substances and accidents.”® Duran first explains ibn Ezra’s linguistic differences

and then corrects or qualifies them in light of the metaphysics. The linguistic
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differences Ibn Ezra notes are that (1) a substantival name, unlike an adjective,
cannot be made into a verb; (2) substantival nouns, unlike adjectives, cannot be
pluralized (for example, we cannot make the plural “Abrahamim” [“Abrahams”]
from “Abraham”); (3) grammatical constructs (semikhah) cannot be formed from
substantival nouns (e.g, “Abraham of the peoples”) unlike adjectives (e.g., “great
of the peoples” [Psalms 47:7]); and (4) a definite description cannot be constructed
from a substantival noun, unlike an adjective, by prefixing a determiner, for exam-
ple, Ha-Avraham (“The Abraham”).

In each case, Duran explains the linguistic fact by means of the metaphysical
difference between a substance — whose existence is independent of all else — and
an accident — whose existence is entirely dependent on the things of which it
holds. For example, a substantival name cannot be pluralized because the nature
in virtue of which it signifies is unique to it; an adjective has a plural because
accidents can hold of multiple subjects. Similarly, substantival nouns do not take
the determiner because they are already maximally determined, and they cannot
enter into constructs because a substance is never predicated of anything else, unlike
adjectives that signify accidents that must be predicated of substances.

After explaining Ibn Ezra’s linguistic observations using this metaphysics, Duran
next refines, or corrects them, by drawing a further distinction among nouns
between those that signify “first(-order)” substances (e.g., “man” in “Jack is a
man”) and those that signify “second(-order)” substances such as genuses and
species (e.g., “man” in “Man is a rational animal”), a distinction that corresponds
to the scholastic distinction between first and second “impositions” of names.”"
For example, Duran reformulates ibn Ezra’s claim that substantival nouns cannot
be pluralized so that it holds only for primary substantival names; secondary names
of second-order substances (e.g., species and genuses) do have plural forms because
their specific and generic forms can be shared. Similarly, like adjectives, definite
descriptions can be constructed from secondary substantival nouns because genera
and species, like accidents, admit further determination.®?

Duran’s metaphysical explanation of these linguistic features is remarkable on
several counts. First, it is not the specific meanings of individual words but the
general meaning, or significance, of a word class or syntactic category that does
the explanatory work, for example, the semantic fact that substantival nouns or
names signify substances: adjectives and verbs, accidents. Second, by examining
the interaction among syntactic features of one word or the features of different
categories, Duran focuses on the semantics of consignification, the semantics that
determines which words can grammatically co-occur and which changes of mean-

ing are induced by different grammatical features. Although he does not make this
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explicit, Duran’s analysis comes close, like the Modists, to viewing words as bundles
or complexes of features that determine which words can combine with others and
establish dependencies among co-occurring elements. Finally, Duran focuses, not
on what must be or in fact is meant by words, but on what cannot be meant by
them, that is, on configurations or word complexes that cannot occur significantly
in language. That rules of language constrain what cannot be said, rather than

determine what is said, is a very modern understanding of semantics.

II. SIGNIFICATION

The mechanism of signification, the question how names and descriptions refer to
objects in the external world, was of special importance for medieval Jewish thinkers
because of its implications for names and descriptions of God. With respect to this
issue as well, some hold that signification is natural, others that it is conventional.
With one exception, the dominant model of singular signification was Aristotle’s,
sketched in the opening passage of De Interpretatione 16a 3—8. This section will
discuss Maimonides’ appropriation of the Aristotelian conception that, again, was
strongly influenced by al-Farabi. At the end of our discussion, we turn to an
alternative account found in Halevi.

Recall that Aristotle distinguishes three simple relations among four relata:
(1) written inscriptions “symbolize” spoken utterances, (2) spoken utterances “sym-
bolize” and are also “in the first place signs of” “traces in the soul,” and (3) the
traces are “likenesses” of extramental entities in the external world. Yet, although
utterances signify thoughts and thoughts signify objects, Aristotle does not infer that
utterances thereby signify objects. Now, Aristotle’s own intention in this passage
is a subject of debate, but al-Farabi shaped its interpretation in three ways.%? First,
he takes the “traces in the soul” to be “thoughts, pictures, and representations.”*
Second, Aristotle uses different Greek words for “symbols” (symbola) and “‘signs”
(semeia), but Ishaq ibn Hunayn translated both by one active participle dallun ‘ala —
“is indicative of,” “refers to,” or “is an indication of.”%% As a result of this transla-
tion, the single term dall suggests the possibility of compound signification relations
(assuming transitivity) in addition to the three simple relations enumerated by Aris-
totle. In this vein, al-Farabl interprets Aristotle’s phrase that X signifies Y “in the
first place” to mean “without anything in between” X and Y, implying that there
can also be signification relations in the second place, that is indirectly, through the

96 Thus, he concludes that utterances

mediation of an intervening representation Z.
signify (in the second place) the objects signified (in the first place) by their inter-

vening thoughts — a relation like the contemporary semantic notion of reference.
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Notwithstanding the common term dall, al-Farabl emphasizes that the various
signification mechanisms are entirely different. On the one hand, the thoughts
“convey the sense-object’s essence or some other aspect that can be conveyed”;
hence, their signification is by nature. On the other hand, inscriptions and utterances
signify their respective mental representations “by virtue of being common signs,”
signals that, as a result of psychological conditioning and association, “remind” or
“bring to mind” the signified thought. This counts for al-Farabi as signification
by convention.®” His idea that the thought signifies by “conveying” the essence or
some other aspect of the external object is evidently meant to capture Aristotle’s
talk of “likeness.” Aristotle himself never explains how “likeness” can explain or
underwrite a thought’s representational status.®® Al-Farabi seems to hold that, if the
thought “conveys the sense-object’s essence” or some other uniquely identifying
feature, then the object is signified in virtue of being the unique bearer of that
essence or because it is uniquely identified by the aspect.®” In Maimonides’ termi-
nology, Aristotle’s traces and al-Farab1’s thoughts are mental representations whose
content expresses the essence or a uniquely identifying aspect of the extramental
referent that is signified in virtue of satisfying that content. It should be emphasized
that, for both al-Farabr and Maimonides, what signifies the object by expressing its
essence or nature (or by “imitating” it, as in onomatopoeia) is always the mental
notion, never the written inscription or spoken utterance.'® For Maimonides the
view that words themselves express or bear essences may be what lies behind the
magical, superstitious, even idolatrous conceptions of words and letters that he
repeatedly attacks.

This last point contrasts with the third al-Farabian theme about signification
that is important for Maimonides. Although simple words do not resemble their
extralinguistic significanda, “the composition (ta’lif ) of sentences follows the com-
position of affairs, and what is imitated by sentences is compound affairs.”'®" That
is, the composition, or structure, of the worldly state of affairs signified by a sen-
tence, or at least that there is some such composition, can somehow be read oft the
composition, or syntax, of the sentence. What about the logical syntax of thoughts?
Recall that al-Farabi is concerned with external speech (only) insofar as it is an
expression of inner speech: that “expressions are considered as imitating thoughts,
as though they were put in their place, and substituted for them.” At the same time,
al-Farabi also states that sentence/affairs imitation is asymmetrical and conventional,
unlike the thought/affairs imitation that he says is symmetrical and natural.’®> These
claims are not jointly consistent. The important moral for Maimonides, however,
is that there is some imitation, or correspondence, between the composition, or

syntax, of our external and inner representations and the composition, or structure,
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of extralinguistic states of affairs. If a representation is composite, then so is the state
of affairs. This is enough, we shall see, to make trouble for our representations of
and about the deity.

That Maimonides assumes this Aristotelian—al-Farabian conception of signifi-
cation emerges very clearly in one passage in the Guide that describes a failure
of linguistic signification. He argues that one who affirms that God has positive
attributes does not have a false belief about God; rather “he has abolished his belief
in the existence of the deity without being aware of it.”'®? He knows nothing
about God “except the mere term ‘God’,” and applies the aftirmative attribute, not
to God (despite his use of the name “God”), but to some other nonexistent object,
“an invention that is false; for he has, as it were, applied this term to a notion
(ma'na) lacking existence, as nothing in existence is like that notion.”"** Like al-
Farabi, Maimonides assumes that what determines the referent of a speaker’s use
of a linguistic expression is the notion, or mental representation “applied to,” or
signified by, the external expression. These notions or representations are composed
of attributes — essential or identifying — that determine the referent, namely, the
thing, whatever it is, existent or imaginary, that possesses the attributes — regardless
of the speaker’ referential intention. Suppose, for example, a speaker uses a given
name intending to designate a particular object. If the representation associated
with the name and imagined by the speaker to designate the object, in reality does
not — because the intended referent does not possess the attributes expressed in the
representation or, in general, is not “like” the way it is so represented — the name
fails to designate the referent.

What does the name designate? Maimonides distinguishes two cases. In one,
in which the speaker “apprehends part of the [true reality of some matter| and
is ignorant of another part,” his apprehension “is different from what that thing
really is,” that is, his apprehension “falls short” of being true, but he nonetheless
signifies the intended referent.'® In the second case, in which the individual has
either a false categorial belief about the intended referent — he believes taste is a
quantity — or a set of radically incoherent beliefs with which he represents the
purported referent — an elephant “possessing one leg and three wings, inhabiting
the depths of the sea, having a transparent body and a broad face like that of man
in its form and shape, talking like a man, and sometimes flying in the air, while at
other times swimming like a fish” — then Maimonides writes: “I will not say that
this representation of the elephant differs from what the latter really is, nor that
the man in question falls short in his apprehension of the elephant. .. [the term
designates] a thing lacking existence to which a term signifying an existent thing
has been applied.”™® The individual does not have a false belief about taste or
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elephants but no belief about them, period. The mental representation, despite its
associated name, signifies something else, which, at least in this case, also happens
to be an “invention.”

Similarly, Maimonides argues, if we believe that the deity — the necessary existent
and absolutely simple being — possesses affirmative attributes. Despite our use of
the name “God,” “we apply this term ‘God’ to absolute nonexistence.”"®” We do
not have a false belief about God but no belief, true or false, about God, period.
For the entity signified by the name is that which possesses the properties expressed
by the mental representation associated with the name, and because the properties
in question are demonstrably false of God, the signified entity cannot be God but
must be some other imagined being.

This argument assumes the Aristotelian—al-Farabian account that a name signi-
fies its external referent only by way of an intermediate mental representation or
notion that it directly signifies. Rather than speak of “likeness,” Maimonides takes
the attributes to be the descriptive content of the representation that determines the
referent. This account raises two difficulties. The first problem, which is analogous
to an objection raised against contemporary description theories of names, is that if
a speaker’s use of a name signifies the object that possesses the essence or uniquely
identifying features expressed in the notion or representation the speaker associates
with the name, then he must be close to omniscient to signify as many objects as he
does. As we saw in part I, many medieval Jewish thinkers assume that Adam or the
name-giver (or God) is in fact omniscient. Whether or not one finds this plausible,
signification of God raises the opposite problem. For it is, to say the least, contro-
versial whether any human being possesses knowledge of His essence or identifying
attributes. Lacking that knowledge, however, how can humans signify God?

The problem is exacerbated for Maimonides by his Avicennian conception of
God as the being who is necessarily existent in virtue of itself, absolutely one,
incomposite, incomparable, and uncaused. Among the names of God, Maimonides
distinguishes the Tetragrammaton (YHVH) from all other terms that signify Him,
such as “Elohim” or “The Merciful.” The Tetragrammaton is “the name that has
been originated without derivation” and “gives a clear unequivocal indication of
His essence,” which Maimonides, hesitatingly, proposes is, “perhaps. . . the notion
of a necessary existence, according to the [Hebrew] language of which we today
know only a very scant portion.”'®® This last remark suggests that, if we only
knew more about the Hebrew language, we would have a better understanding of
the Tetragrammaton. The real problem is not our deficient knowledge of Hebrew
but our incomplete understanding of necessary existence. When Maimonides says

that this name is “underived” and “unequivocally indicates” God’s essence, he



Meaning and Language 257

is claiming that two features of the name resist human understanding. First, that the
term “is unequivocal” means that it applies exclusively to God (via His essence) and,
being unequivocal, is also not lexically derived from any other term as a secondary
use or by transfer — unlike “merciful” that signifies God by way of His analogically
understood divine actions. Maimonides emphasizes that even “existence” as it
occurs in “necessary existence” (applied to God) is not an attribute, hence, not the
same expression as the apparent homonym that applies to other beings."® Second,
the Tetragrammaton, as opposed to the other names, is “underived” in a logical
syntactic sense.''® Following al-Farabi, Maimonides holds that the logical forms of
terms such as “The merciful” are “derivative,” or paronyms (derived from names
of properties such as “mercy”), and thereby “indicate a notion and a substratum
that is not clearly stated and with which the notion in question is connected.”""!
In contemporary logical terms, “The merciful” has the logical form of a definite
description: “The (unique thing) x such that x is merciful,” in which the paronymic
predicate ‘is merciful’ “indicates” an “unstated substratum” in the position marked
by the variable x. The Tetragrammaton, on the other hand, is underived,; its logical
syntax indicates no attribute and unstated substratum. Absent all internal structure,
it is a pure and logically simple name.

Furthermore, recall that according to al-Farabi, syntactically composite expres-
sions, and their corresponding mental representations, “imitate” their referents,
implying that they are metaphysically composite (even if their exact structure is
different). In the case of the deity, such internal structure implied by the logical
syntactic structure of a singular term would conflict with His simplicity. Thus, all
descriptions of God such as “The merciful,” given their internal syntax, are strictly
speaking falsely of God inasmuch as they make the presupposition that He is com-
posite, “not an essence alone, but an essence possessing attributes” and thereby
“produce in one’s fantasy the conception of multiplicity.”'"* Although we may
not know what the unequivocal and lexically underived Tetragrammaton signifies,
unlike descriptions of God, at least its simple form does not misrepresent the deity
as something composite.

In sum, Maimonides’ theory of signification leaves him with a name for God
for which it is unclear how, on its own terms, it signifies the deity and with other
descriptions that cannot signify without misrepresenting Him. The ultimate source
of these problems is the Aristotelian—al-Farabian framework in which he is working.
An alternative to that conception of signification, or naming, is alluded to by Halevi
in Kuzari. Although Halevi also holds something like the Aristotelian theory for
names of created beings — whose names were divinely bestowed by God in light

of His knowledge of the natures of their bearers — he proposes a different account
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for the name of God, the Tetragrammaton “YHVH,” which he contrasts with the
name “Elohim,” the general term for a ruler and authority. According to the Sage,
the Tetragrammaton is “particular,” a proper name like “Reuben” or “Simeon”
whose “respective personalities” one can understand from “what is meant by their
names.”""3 The Khazar then appropriately asks: “how do [we] identify someone
[that is, God] as a distinct individual who cannot even be referred to?”"'# The Sage

replies:

But surely one can refer to Him by means of prophetic vision and [spiritual]
insight. . . Someone who has heard His direct address, His order, and His prohibition,
[and experienced] His reward for obedience and His punishment for disobedience, desig-

nates Him by means of a proper name, which stands for that [Being] who directly addressed
115

him.

Here Halevi proposes that, even lacking all descriptive knowledge of something,
one can refer to it in virtue of one’s perceptual, causal, and contextual relations.
‘What grounds signification or, more correctly, reference to God is not some inter-
mediate representation that expresses the essence or distinguishing properties of a
being, knowledge of which enables the speaker to signify that being. Rather, Halevi
distinguishes two cases. First, what directly fixes the reference is an individual’s —
paradigmatically, a prophet’s — experience of God, be it perceptual or causal, for
example, as the patient or beneficiary of His acts. Halevi describes all these rela-
tions as instances of being “being addressed,” that is, as standing in a second-person
relation to the addresser, here God. In virtue of being “directly addressed,” the
human addressee is able to refer back directly to God, the one who addresses him.
Second, those humans who are not directly addressed are in turn able to refer to
God “after [first] accepting on faith the tradition of their father [who received it]
by means of prophetic vision.”''¢ According to Halevi, Adam was the first to be so
addressed by God and, in virtue of his second-person relation, directly referred to
Him. Next Cain, Abel, Noah, and the Patriarchs, accepting that tradition, “called
Him YHVH in their visions as well.” Finally, “the people who accepted their
authority by accepting [their] tradition on faith also called Him YHVH.”""7 Halevi
does not explain what it means to “accept a tradition on faith,” but it is clear
enough that a speaker who is not himself directly addressed by God can refer to
Him with the Tetragrammaton because he takes himself to be so authorized by
the speaker from whom he acquired the name in virtue of accepting his authority
and belonging to one tradition. If one is not directly addressed by God, he can
nonetheless refer to Him, with the Tetragrammaton, in virtue of belonging to
the same community, and sharing beliefs and presuppositions that ground shared
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references. For Halevi, experience — the second-person experience of address — is

primary but, where it is not available, the social picks up the slack.

III. VARIETIES OF POLYSEMY

According to the author of the thirteenth-century Provencal popular encyclopedia,
Ruah Hen (Spirit of Grace), “One who does not know to distinguish among different
kinds of words will never completely understand the books of wisdom with their
many hidden meanings, because behind these words in general are the secret truths
of wisdom.”"® The different kinds of words to which he is referring are those
Maimonides enumerates in the Introduction to the Guide whose first purpose,
he says, is to explain the multiple meanings of scriptural terms that are either
equivocal (Ar: mushtarika, Heb: meshuttafim, lit: shared), metaphorical (Ar: musta‘ara,
Heb: mush’alim; lit: borrowed), or amphibolous (Ar. mushakkika, Heb: mesuppaqim).
Ordinary readers, Maimonides says, assume that corporeal or anthropomorphic
terms in scripture applied to God have only that one — demonstrably — false
sense, leaving them in a state of anxious, confused perplexity. To relieve that
tension, Maimonides “ambiguates” each such term, showing that it has multiple
meanings, and then disambiguates the term by selecting at least one meaning that
is unproblematically applicable to the deity. Even if one cannot always identify the
unique intended meaning, it is enough for Maimonides’ purposes to know that
there is some noncorporeal nonanthropomorphic sense in which the word can be
meaningfully applied to God.""?

Maimonides’ method led to a cottage industry among medieval Jewish philoso-
phers engaged in explicating the varieties of polysemy and multiple meanings of
words, often in the context of scriptural exegesis and with particular reference to
accounts of divine attributes.'*® Maimonides’ source for his division of polyse-
mous terms is Categories, chap. 1, 1a 1—-15 where Aristotle distinguishes homonyms,
synonyms, and paronyms."*" Putting aside paronymy, Aristotle takes the first two
to mark a distinction between things, not words. Things that have only a name
in common but different “definitions of being” (or meaning) are homonyms; for
example, a river-side and money-depository are homonymously banks. Things
that share a name and definition are synonyms, e.g., humans and oxen are syn-
onymously animals. Already, however, in al-Farabi’s Short Tieatise, an important
influence on Maimonides as well as later scholastic figures, these distinctions shift
from things to words."** In his Logic, chapter 13, Maimonides undertakes a system-
atization of polysemy, beginning with a threefold distinction between words that

are (1) distinct (nivdalim; that is, different words each with a different meaning);
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(2) synonyms (nirdafim, that is, different words with the same meaning); and
(3) equivocals (meshutafim, that 1s, one word with different meanings), which he

then follows with a second sixfold classification:'*?

1. Purely equivocal terms (meshutafim shittuf gamur), or homonyms, that is, words that
“have only the name in common and nothing else.”"**

2. Univocal terms (muskamin), that is, words that apply to multiple things with one
meaning, such as, ‘living’ as it applies to cows, humans, and snakes.

3. Amphibolous terms (mesuppaqim). These words seem to have been originally
intended to be intermediate between univocal and equivocal terms. In his Logic,
Maimonides takes the amphibolous to be terms that apply to things that differ
essentially and share an accidental similarity, for example, ‘human’ applied to a live
person and to a statue. Al-Ghazali gives as an example ‘exists’ applied to substances
and accidents. Others (e.g., Narbonne) focus on applications, one of which is
logically prior to the other, or applications to multiple things related to one cause
or end, or analogies based on resemblance. Over time this category comes closest
to the class of terms that share a focal meaning.'*

4. Metaphorical terms (mush’alim), that is, terms transferred on an occasion of use from
a home domain to a foreign domain of application, based on some resemblance
between the two domains.

5. Frozen-metaphorical terms or terms with a secondary sense (Ar. al-ism al-mangqul,
Heb. ha-shem ha-ne'etaq; lit: a transferred term), that is, terms transferred like
metaphor but whose transferred application over time has become fixed, dead, or
literalized or terms that were introduced as specialized extensions of ordinary uses,
especially in science in which a term from ordinary discourse is appropriated for a
technical use, for example, ‘binding’ in its ordinary and chemical senses. '

6. Terms used with wider and narrower senses, such as ‘kleenex’ applied to the name
brand and to all tissues.

Maimonides’ distinctions and terminology were refined and developed by later
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century thinkers. One question of controversy con-
cerned whether amphibolous and metaphorical meanings are grounded on linguis-
tic or ontological factors. Samuel ibn Tibbon explains Maimonides’ distinctions in
linguistic terms, arguing, for example, that the direction of metaphorical transfer
always goes from the human to nonhuman, from the higher to the lower species,
and from the natural to artificial, because it is the human who conventionally gives
names — and, he seems to assume, humans are anthropocentric by nature.””” To
cite another example, the primary meaning of the word “foot” was the human
limb, which is in the lower part of the body and bears the weight of the torso and
was borrowed to refer to the lower part of a table that also bears the weight of the
object. With words like “foot,” Ibn Tibbon also notes that transfer is forced in one
direction: We can transfer a term from a primary application to an independently
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distinguishable element (the human limb) to something not independently differ-
entiated (the foot of a mountain) but not vice versa. Likewise, the term hashgahah,
or “providence,” must have originally applied to the human activity of oversight —
literally, watching over (with one’s eyes) and saving from danger — and only after-
wards was transferred to the divine application. Had the original application been
to God, there is no respect in which the human activity resembles it. If the human
attribution was primary, however, there is a sense in which God, who does not
literally see, nonetheless watches over things. In short, Ibn Tibbon’s explanations
of metaphorical transfer rest entirely on linguistic grounds.

Ontological issues are at the heart of Gersonides’ explanation of meaning exten-
sion and modulation. Although he does not use the term mesupak, he is clearly
in search of an analogous intermediate category that avoids the problematic con-
sequences of univocality and equivocality for terms that apply both to God and
creatures. If the applications are univocal, one violates the incomparability of God.
If the applications are purely equivocal, then all inferences from creatures to the
deity are fallacious. Gersonides therefore proposes that terms that apply both to
God and creatures are “equivocal in the sense of prior and posterior predication,”
for example, “knowledge” is predicated of God primarily and of all other things
secondarily."*® Gersonides argues that the predication to God is the prior one
because His knowledge is identical to His essence; it is the cause of creatures’
knowledge, and it is the most perfect knowledge. That is, what is ontologically
prior determines what is linguistically prior.

All of these thinkers beginning from Maimonides take polysemy to be a virtue of
language that enables humans to express more meanings than there are word forms.
Only in Duran’s Ma‘aseh Efod do we find a dissenting view.'* Recall that Duran
argues that God was the efficient cause, or originator, of language. He begins by
arguing that metaphor and secondary extensions of meaning must have been created
by humans after the divine origination of language because God surely would not
have provided insufficient words for all the meanings humanity needs to express.
Dissatisfied with their given lot of words, humans were driven by their desires
to express more meanings, and to meet the inexhaustible needs of the sciences,
to invent metaphors and amphibolous, and equivocal terms. Thus polysemy is a
symptom of a human moral failure to contain one’s semantic desires. Duran also
entertains the rabbinic idea that the Torah, and therefore scriptural Hebrew, pre-
existed creation and humanity, in which case its metaphors and secondary meanings
must have been originated by God Himself. Duran objects, saying that surely such a
divine language would have been more “proper” (na‘uf) and perfect if it furnished a

distinct word type (gezerah) for each meaning (kavvanah)! Therefore, he replies, “the
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most important of grammarians” argue that what appear to be multiple meanings
are in reality only one meaning, or at the very least they minimize the degree
of polysemy. Like some contemporary philosophers, Duran takes polysemy, or
ambiguity, to be a defect of natural languages to be eliminated from a perfect and

divine language.'3°
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1 With the exception of Judah Messer Leon’s unpublished Sefer Mikhlal Yofi (The Book of the
Perfection of Beauty), there is no work of scholastic logic (including topics in the philosophy
of language such as supposition) by a Jew in Hebrew. As Manekin 1999 observes, medieval
Jewish philosophers almost entirely focused on the topics of the logica antiqua rather than
modernorum.

2 The only monograph-length studies of language in medieval Jewish philosophy are Zwiep
1997 and, as part of the history of medieval Jewish logic, Rosenberg 1975. See also
Schreiner 1983, p. 224; L. Goodman 1992a; J. Stern 1986.

3 Babylonian Talmud, Rosh Hashanah 32a; Sanhedrin 19a.

4 See Zwiep 1997, pp. 113—114, Midrash Tehillim ha-mevo‘ar 762/2001—2002, chap. 90, 391;
Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer 1970, p. 3; Scholem 1972.

5 Scholem 1972.

6 The Arabic term ism for name and likewise the Hebrew shem are used to refer to both
nouns and verbs, loosely to all words, not only names in the narrow sense.

7 H. Wolfson 1961.

8 Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis I, 20, cited in H. Wolfson 1961, p. 226; cf. Philo,
De Opificio Mundi 52, 149, cited ibid.

9 Philo, ibid. 52, 148, cited ibid.

10 On the similarity of Philo’s view to rabbinic and Stoic views, see Zwiep 1997, pp. T18—19.

11 For reasons of space, I will not discuss allegorical interpretation, the meanings of parables
in biblical exegesis, or rhetorical issues of meaning.

12 Margoulioth 1905; Mahdi 1970, 1975; al-Farabl 1981, p. cxxiiff.; Kraemer 1986a,
pp. 104—16; Kraemer 1986b, pp. 14—165; Gyekye 1989.

13 Sabra 1980, p. 747.

14 Introduction to his Hebrew translation Sefer Ha-rigmah of ibn Ganah’s Kitab al-Luma’,
cited in Ziep 1997, p. 73.

15 Saadia 1969c; cf. Brody 2006, p. 98.

16 Ibid., chap. 4, 20b:28—212:53, pp. 396—99.

17 Ibid., chap. 7, 42b:275—432:295, pp. 508—sII.

18 Similarly, Saadia argues, against the Kalam view of the uncreated and preexistent Koran,
that the Torah is created, albeit before the creation of the world. See Saadia 19701971,
IL.s, pp. 103—7; H. Wolfson 1979, pp. 87—93. Cf. Saadia 1969, 156, 1. pp. 1—6; Menahem
ben Saruq 1986, fol. 1.

19 Halevi forthcoming, I: s4.

20 On Halevi’s argument, see Jospe 1989, p. 128; Zwiep 1997, pp. 138—42; Stern 1986.

21 Halevi forthcoming, I: 53

22 Ibid,, I: 53, I: 56; cf. L: §5.

23 Ibid., IV 25. Cf. Nahmanides 1959—1963, Comm. on Gen. 2, 20.

24 Ibid., II: 68.



Meaning and Language 263

25 Ibid., IV: 25.

26 Guide 1.50, Maimonides 1963, p. II1.

27 Guide II: 2, Maimonides 1963, p. 253.

28 Guide I1.30, Maimonides 1963, pp. 357-8.

29 Guide 1.14, Maimonides 1963, p. 40.

30 Maimonides 1938, p. 107. Cf. al-Farabi 1957.

31 Al-Farabi 1970—2005: 2005, p. 6, II: xxi, par. 122; Maimonides 1987, chap. 25, par. 568,
pp. 360—2.

32 See Zwiep 1997, pp. 192—212 on Kaspi.

33 Guide 111.8, Maimonides 1963, p. 435.

34 Guide 1.65, Maimonides 1963, p. I58.

35 Guide 11.8, Maimonides 1963, p. 435.

36 On amulets, see Guide 1.61, Maimonides 1963, p. 149; on the mezuzah, see Mishneh
Torah, “Laws of the Mezuzah,” 5.4; Kellner 2004; J. Stern 1998, pp. 122—7.

37 See, e.g., Maimonides 1938, pp. 34—5.

38 Ibid., pp. 61—2; for al-Farabi, see al-Farabi 1957. The term al-nutq translated as “speech”
can also mean “reason.”

39 Cf. King 2007 on the theory of mental representation in Latin scholasticism.

40 See al-Farabi 1931, pp. 17-18; Sabra 1980, p. 762; al-Farab1 1981, p. 10, 1l. 24.5—7.

41 al-Farabi 1981, p. 10, 1. 24.4,17-21.

42 See Boethius’ second commentary on De Infer. in Boethius 1877-1980, vol. 2, pp. 29,
30, 36, 42; cited in Kretzmann 1974, p. 21, n. 26 and in Kretzmann 1967, p. 367; cf.
Nuchelmans 1973.

43 Guide 1.65, Maimonides 1963, p. 158.

44 al-Farabi 1981, p. 11, 1. 25.10.

45 al-Farabi 1981, p. 12, Il. 27.12—15. On al-Farabi’s Arabic text of the Cratylus, see ibid.
p- 42, n. 1.

46 See al-Farabi 1970/2005, 2005, pp. 4-15; Ibn Falaquera 1902, 1.2 p. 21ff. Cf. Zwiep
1997, pp. 125—30; Rosenberg and Manekin 1989.

47 Cf. Lewis 1969.

48 Maimonides 1938, p. 62; al-Farab1 1931, 54.2, p. 23; Dunlop 1937, p. 226, n. 3, al-Farabi
1981, pp. xxxiv—xlviii, esp. xliii; Black 1992; Elamrani-Jamal 1983, pp. 98—101. It is not
entirely clear that al-Farabi takes logic to be syntax or takes syntax to be part of logic.

49 al-Farabi 1981, p. xliii; Sabra 1980, p. 748.

50 See Rosenberg 1975, p. 172 on Judah Messer Leon’s identification of the traces in the
soul (Heb: inyan) with tasawwur (tziur) in his Com. on De Inter 130b.

51 On the origins of the distinction, see H. Wolfson 1973a, pp. 478—92; Sabra 1980; and Black
1990. On possible sources in Averroes and ibn Bajja for the representational character
of tasawwur, see Blaustein 1984, 1986. On Maimonides’ use of the distinction in his
epistemology, see Manekin 1990; J. Stern 1989, 2000, 2005.

52 Guide 1.68, Maimonides 1963, pp. 163—4; Guide 1.73, Maimonides 1963, p. 209; on this
passage, see Altmann 1987, p. 73.

53 Guide I: 50, Maimonides 1963, p. I11.

54 Maimonides 1938, p. 62.

55 Guide 1.57, Maimonides 1963, p. 133

56 Guide 1.73, Maimonides 1963, pp. 209—10.

57 Guide I11.8, Maimonides 1963, p. 432; cf. I1.29, p. 347.

58 Guide 1.59, Maimonides 1963, pp. 139—40.



264 Josef Stern

59 On the skeptical implications of this argument, see J. Stern 1989, 2000, 2005. Note
that this problem arises only with respect to representations of God and other topics of
metaphysics, not natural science or sublunar physics.

60 Ibn Kaspi 19051906, p. 70.

61 Wars of the Lord 111.6.1, Gersonides 1987, pp. 314—7.

62 Levi ben Avraham 2004, pp. 89—90.

63 Nissim of Marseilles 2000, p. 257.

64 “Apparently” because Hillel’s view is preserved only in the correspondence written by
Zerahiah attacking him. The latter is preserved in Kirchheim 1857, cited and translated
in Zwiep 1997, pp. 171-6; the following quotation is on pp. 173—4.

65 Ibn Kaspi 1905—1906, p. 4, Comment on ha-aretz. Cf. Ibn Kaspi 1907, pp. 656—7, entry
on “egoz,” where he writes: “We have forgotten our language and do not know the sig-
nificance of this root, but it is absolutely necessary that the convention [governing] every
composition of letters was [made| in order to signify something.” See also Mesch 1975;
Rosenberg 1981; Zwiep 1997, pp. 90—4. Note (contra Zwiep 1997, p. 93) that, contra
Aristotle in De Inter. and Maimonides, Kaspi here locates the “encoded” knowledge in
language, that is, external speech, not in inner speech.

66 Moses of Narbonne, Commi. on Averroes” Middle Commentary on De Inter., cited in Rosen-
berg 1975, p. 169.

67 See Scholem 1972.

68 Duran 1865.

69 On Modist logic and grammar, see Pinborg 1967, 1982; Bursill-Hall 1972. On Duran’s
biography, see now Kozodoy 2006 and on his grammar, Gronemann 1869. On Modist
parallels with Duran, see Zwiep 1997, pp. 3ff., 12f,, 49—52 (but see n. 112 for qualifica-
tions), and 97—101. For criticism, Freudenthal 2001. See also Aslanoft 1996, p. 8, who is
skeptical of Modist influence on Duran, although he finds such influence on Abraham
de Balmes’ Migneh Avram (Peculium Abrae) (1522). Cf. also Steiner 2000. Duran does not
mention any Latin Christian scholastics, although he cites Avicenna and many Hebrew
grammarians by name (e.g., ibn Ezra, David Kimhi, Menahem b. Saruq, Dunash ibn
Labrat, Hayyuj, David Benveneste, and Jonah ibn Janah), Maimonides, Nachmanides,
and Rashi, as well as higayoniyim (logicians), baalei ha-mehqar (lit: those who engage
in inquiry; philosophers), tiviyiim (natural philosophers or scientists) and medakdagim
(grammarians), but not, interestingly, Joseph ibn Kaspi with whom it is known he had
contact.

70 Duran 1863, p. 42.

71 Ibid.

72 Ibid., pp. 42—4.

73 On Duran’s divergence here from Aristotle and Saadianic influence, see Zwiep 1997,
pp- 54-8.

74 On Duran’s Avicennean sources, see Zwiep 1997, p. 60.

75 Duran 1865, p. 28

76 Ibid., pp. 28—9. As Freudenthal 2001, p. 234 points out, this is standard Aristotelianism,
widespread among earlier medieval Jewish philosophers, but this may be the earliest
attempt to apply the model of explanation to language, that is, to treat language no
different from the subject of any science.

77 Duran’s negative comments here about astrology, or at least its role in language, are
surprising given his service as court astrologer in Perpignon from roughly 1391-1403
(during which he presumably worked on Ma‘aseh Efod).



Meaning and Language 265

78 Cf. J. Stern 1998; Kellner 2004.

79 Duran 1865, p. 28; Zwiep 1997 pp. 77—84.

80 Duran 1865, p. 28.

81 Ibid., pp. 229—30.

82 Ibid., p. 30.

83 Ibid., p. 30.

84 Ibid., p. 32, 6o.

85 Pinborg 1967, 1982; Bursill-Hall 1972.

86 Cf. also Duran 1865, pp. 54, 60.

87 Ibid., pp. 31-3.

88 Ibid., p. 33.

89 See Aslanoft 1996 on the possible influence on Duran here by Joseph Giqatilla, Ginnat
Egoz.

90 Duran 1865, pp. 47-8.

o1 Ibid., p. 47f.

92 Ibid., p. 48.

03 See Kretzmann 1974.

94 al-Farabi 1981, pp. 10, Il. 24.4.

95 Kretzmann 1974, p. 5, n. 6, who notes that Boethius’ Latin translation also uses ‘notae’
for both Greek words, thus [mis]guiding almost all subsequent interpretation of the
passage.

96 al-Farabi 1981, p. 10, 1. 24.15—25.

o7 Ibid., p. 11, l. 25.5—11.

98 On this question in scholastic philosophy, see King 2007.

09 al-Farabi 1981, pp. 42, 1l. 28.6—9.

100 Ibid., Il. s0.1—15.

o1 Ibid,, p. 43, 1I: 50, pp. 16—22.

102 Ibid., p. 13, ll. 28. 21-3; J. Stern 2000, pp. 195—7 and n. 61.

103 Guide I:60, Maimonides 1963, p. 145.

104 Ibid., p. 146.

105 Ibid., my emphasis.

106 Ibid.

107 Ibid., p. 145.

108 Guide I: 61, Maimonides 1963, pp. 147-38.

109 On the association with the Hebrew word HYH (generally translated as “to be” or “to
exist”) and the Tetragrammaton, see Halevi forthcoming IV, 3; Ibn Ezra 2002, pp. 50-5,
161—2. 178-83, 198—9; W. Harvey 2007.

110 Guide 1:61, Maimonides 1963, p. 148.

111 Ibid.

112 Ibid. Cf. Duran’s comment in his commentary (Efodi) ad. loc., in Maimonides
1904—1960, p. 92. On Maimonides’ explanation of the “name” “‘Ehyeh ‘asher ‘Ehyeh”
(“I shall be that I shall be”), see J. Stern 1989, 2000. On the epistemological implications,
see J. Stern 2005.

113 Halevi forthcoming, 4:1.

114 Ibid., 4:2.

115 Ibid., 4:3.

116 Ibid.

117 Ibid.



266 Josef Stern

118 Rosenberg 1976-1977, p. 105.

119 See, e.g., Guide: I: 21, Maimonides 1963 p. 31; ibid., I: 5, p. 31; ibid., I: 19, p. 46.

120 Classic studies of this topic are H. Wolfson 1938, 1953; Rosenberg 1976-1977, and now
M. Cohen 2003. In the Introduction to Guide, Maimonides also contrasts the varieties
of word-meaning with the allegorical or parabolic interpretation of texts.

121 Cf. Aristotle, Sophistical Refutations 169a22 and Metaphysics for many examples; Hintikka
1959, 1971, 1973.

122 Al-Farabi 1981, pp. 227-31, 1. 48.3—54.2.

123 Maimonides 1938, pp. s9—61.

124 Guide I: §6, Maimonides 1963 p. 131.

125 On focal meaning, see Owen 1965. Cf. Aquinas 1964, vol. 3 Q13, As-7, pp. 61—70. On
al-Ghazali and Narbonne, see Rosenberg 1976-1977, pp. 116—9.

126 M. Cohen 2003, p. 110f. argues that Maimonides’ examples of metaphors in Guide are
all instances of (s) frozen metaphors rather than (6) live metaphors.

127 Ibn Tibbon 1987, entry for shem.

128 Gersonides 1987, pp. 107—15, pp. 107-8; cf. Crescas 1990, p. 83b.

129 Duran 1865, p. 140.

130 I wish to thank C. Aslanoff and C. Manekin for helpful discussions of this material and
the American Council of Learned Societies for fellowship support during 2007—-2008
while this chapter was completed.



PART III

NATURAL PHILOSOPHY






9

MATTER, FORM, AND THE
CORPOREAL WORLD

SARAH PESSIN

I. INTRODUCTION

Following variously on Pythagorean, Platonic, and Aristotelian traditions, together
with biblical, rabbinic, and mystical insights, Jewish philosophies have envisioned
matter and form as the necessary play of opposites, at once comprising the very
fabric of reality, and signifying a deep cosmic struggle between corporeality and
spirit. In Jewish as in Greek philosophical sources, matter marks a kind of not-yet-
being moment in the metaphysical analysis of things," and in this sense, inspires
three very difterent kinds of discourses.

In the first place, as mark of not-yet-being, matter emerges in various contexts
in a decidedly negative light — as secondary and inferior to form (the mark of
being), it 1s the mark of privation and failure and even the source of evil itself. We
will address this kind of discourse with examples from Maimonides, Gersonides,
and Philo.

In the second place, matter, as mark of not-yet-being, is addressed in a neutral
light, without any negative (or positive) connotations, in various COSMOZONIC,
metaphysical, and scientific contexts. Two good examples are discussions of creation
on the one hand, and discussions of Aristotelian matter and prime matter, on the
other. Seen by some Jewish theorists alternatively as the something first created by
God or as the something (itself eternal and uncreated) out of which God creates all
else, matter emerges in a neutral light when it signals the mysteries of [pre-]creation,
standing as a cosmic building block in need of description. We find that matter
emerges in neutral terms too in analyses of Aristotelian physics and metaphysics, and
in particular, in discussions that are part of larger Greek-into-Islamic philosophical
interpretations of Aristotle’s notion of prime matter. We will sample these “neutral”
matter discourses in the respective creation accounts of Nahmanides, Gersonides,
and Abraham ibn Ezra, and in hylomorphic and prime matter analyses found in
Maimonides and Crescas.

In the third place, matter is discussed in a range of positive lights within Jewish
thought. We will address a range of positive treatments, including the notion of
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celestial (vs. terrestrial) matter, Ibn Gabirol’s identification and exaltation of a super-
nal grade of matter (with a decided sense of not-yet-being’s superiority to being),
Simha of Troyes’ Stoic-inspired divinization of matter, and Spinoza’s pantheistic

vision of God-as-nature.

II. NEGATIVE MATTER DISCOURSES: THEMES OF FALLING,
FAILING, AND DESICCATION IN MAIMONIDES,
GERSONIDES, AND PHILO

[And God cast upon Adam a deep sleep, and he slept; and He took one of his ribs, and he
enclosed it with flesh from below (Gen. 2:21)]. The essence and meaning of this remark is
that one of his ribs tends towards matter. There are two aspects to the soul: an aspect that tends
towards matter, and another that tends towards form. The aspect that tends towards matter
is that of which it was said, and He enclosed it with flesh from below. That is to say, it acts only
by means of the bodily devices. Understand this very well.

— Midrash ha-Hefetz*

The association of materiality with ontological, epistemological, and moral
shortcoming is commonplace in the history of philosophy, and Jewish tradition is
here no exception. We may root this negative idea about matter loosely in Plato,
more loosely still in Aristotle, and rather firmly in Plotinus and the Neoplatonic
tradition that he inspires. Turning to Plato’s Timaues we uncover a chaotic nothing-
ness reigned in finally by the principles of reason. Although not talking of matter
per se, the Timaeus” description of a recalcitrant, unreasonable chaos marks a not-
yet-being that stands in decided contrast to the order of true being.? In this way, the
Timaean chaos may be conceptually aligned with the Platonic transitory (because
steeped in this not-yet-being) Realm of Becoming, a realm markedly opposed to
the true Realm of Being — a Realm of Forms that is a reality more real than the
sensory, corporeal world in which we live. For Plato, only the Forms — the Ideas
or intelligible essences of things — are real, with things in this world emerging as
mere shadows: where the formal stands in for the true, the bright, the original, and
the real; the objects in our everyday world emerge as the mere shadow images of
the real. On this picture, the only truly real substances are pure forms, the mark-
ers of intellect standing in contrast to the chaotic not-yet-being of the Timaean
receptacle-of-becoming.

Turning to Jewish philosophical sources, we find this sort of Platonic privileging
of formal reality as early as Philo. Where Plato speaks of a Realm of Forms (or,
as in the Timaeus, of an intelligible paradigm external to the Creator Demiurge),

Philo substitutes a Divine Mind containing within itself the eternal and unchanging
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intelligibles. Manifesting themselves from within God’s mind in the form of divine
speech (Logos), these intelligibles make their way into the world, enforming all
of reality with divine order. So focused is Philo on the intelligible realm that he
interprets the entire seven days of creation in Genesis as referring to the unfolding of
the archetypal ideas within God’s mind:* Clearly the corporeal realm is, as for Plato,
secondary. This devaluation of corporeality and sensory existence is further seen in
Philo’s epistemological focus on intellect as the human’s crowning perfection (in
fact, that in virtue of which humans mirror God’s own Logos):’ Knowing intelligible
truths is the hallmark of perfected human being, superior in every way to sensory
and passional human endeavors.® Although passions and sensation are necessary on
our path toward knowledge, it is ultimately knowledge — an entry into the realm
of forms — that defines our truest being.

Although Aristotle rejects the Platonic other-worldly privileging of forms over
regular everyday substances, there remains in his metaphysics a privileging of form
over matter. Officially introducing us to a principle of matter in contrast to a prin-
ciple of form, Aristotle weaves a complex hylomorphic ontology (an account that
describes all substances — except minds — as matter (hyle)+form (morphe) compos-
ites), treating form and matter as mutually necessary and interdependent philo-
sophical principles. In this way, Aristotle is able in turn to treat the matter4form
objects in this world as real (and, as in fact, the most real) substances. Even with this
metaphysical turn, Aristotle’s philosophical vocabulary still privileges — albeit with
different implications than in Plato — form over matter. In addition to championing
matter+-form composites as examples of true substances, Aristotle speaks too in his
Metaphysics of form (or essence) as the best candidate for substance. After speaking
of each of matter, matter+form, and form alone as candidates for substance (see
Metaphysics VIL.3 and XII.3), Aristotle concludes that matter alone cannot be sub-
stance (Metaphysics VI1.3, 1029a26-30), and that we ought to focus our attentions

on form alone; as Aristotle notes,

[T]he substance, then, which consists of both — I mean of matter and form — may be
dismissed, since it is posterior and obvious. .. We must consider the third type [i.e. form],
for this is the most perplexing.”

To be sure, the precise meaning of the analysis in Metaphysics VII that follows this
remark is extremely difficult to pin down; suftice it to say that, in spite of Aristotle’s
hylomorphic and non-Platonic sensitivities, one can certainly imagine later inter-
preters finding (rightly or wrongly) textual support for anti-matter sentiments in

Aristotle’s above claims, and in such additional seemingly form-centric reminders
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as, “a particular thing is considered to be nothing other than its own substance, and
the essence |[to ti ein einai] is called the substance [ousia] of the thing.”®

We have thus seen how both Platonic and Aristotelian theory — in spite of
their important differences, in spite of Plato’s not actually speaking of matter per
se, and even in spite of Aristotle’s hylomorphism — may be seen as encouraging
anti-matter sentiments on the part of later interpreters. In thinking in this way of
sources, we must not, of course, leave out the influence of Plotinus. At the heart of
a trajectory of Neoplatonic ideas that influence many centuries of medieval Jewish
thinkers, Plotinus treats matter as the source of evil in the cosmos.” Reflecting on
the not-yet-being of matter as the mark of privation, Plotinus denigrates matter —
the ultimate receiver — as in itself a nothing that lacks all form, and that, as such, in
itself lacks both being and goodness. Of the nature of this lack, we learn that,

That which has nothing because it is in want, or rather is want, must necessarily be evil. For

this thing is not want of wealth but want of thought, want of virtue, of beauty, of strength,
210

shape, form, quality. Must it not then be ugly? Must it not be utterly vile, utterly evil
Although this set of reflections on matter—evil is not part of the Arabic Plotinian
materials that we know to have directly influenced medieval Islamic and Jewish

thinkers,""

we can certainly speak in general of a Neoplatonic influence on the
Jewish philosophical denigration of matter. Looking to some of the actual Arabic
Plotinian materials, we can, for example, see a theological alignment of God with
principles of form and intellect, an at least indirect way of supporting (in line with
Timaean sentiments addressed previously) the further denigration of the material
and corporeal.’

Rehearsing the sorts of Platonic, Aristotelian, and Neoplatonic impulses we have
outlined previously, we can understand the decidedly negative outlook on matter
and corporeality in such Jewish sources as the Yemenite quote from the Midrash
ha-Hefetz with which we started this section and the Maimonidean tradition in
which that quote is itself directly rooted. Reading the Midrash ha-Hefetz quote
in conversation with Maimonides’ own treatment of Genesis in his Guide of the
Perplexed, what we are being asked to “understand well” is that the fall of Adam
(itself a symbolic expression of the fall of all humankind) is rooted in the materiality
of body, itself coded as the weakness of human flesh. As Maimonides makes clear at
the very outset of the Guide, it is the gift of intellect that is our human proprium,
marking our unique essence and that in virtue of which we are said (at Genesis
1:27) to have been created “in the image” of God."? Intellect links us to God in
an essential way, as God too is an intellect (albeit of a much purer grade). On this
picture, the fall of human beings — allegorically captured in the Genesis account of
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the fall of Adam — is found in neglecting this gift of intellect and instead turning
toward “desires of the imagination and the pleasures of the corporeal senses.”"*

In his laments over the victory of desire, imagination, and corporeal sensuality
over intellect, Maimonides identifies matter as the culprit. Ontologically inferior,
matter exerts negative epistemological and moral impacts, contributing to human
ignorance and, as such, to unfulfilled human lives. Maimonides sees the threat:
Drawn into matter’s web and pulled away from the paths of intellectual perfection,
humans will on their own fail to perfect their souls and will, as such, need a great
deal of help if they are to have even a shot at their own human potential for
true human happiness. So filthy is the role of materiality in this picture of human
struggle that Maimonides likens it to the sexual temptress about whom we are
warned at Proverbs 6:25, “Do not lust after her beauty in your heart, and do not
let her take you captive with her eyelids.” It is in this spirit that we can appreciate
Maimonides’ description of matter as a married harlot:

She never ceases to seek for another man to substitute for her husband, and she deceives and
draws him on in every way until he obtains from her what her husband used to obtain. This
is the state of matter.'’

Through the image of sexual exploits that defile the sacred bond of marriage,
Maimonides highlights — and casts aspersion on — matter’s ontological role as the
taker-on of many and changing forms. As we will see later, this fact about matter
(viz. that it is a taker-on of changing forms) is actually treated by Maimonides
elsewhere in fairly neutral terms: After all, matter in this role enables the world
to properly function — it is the principle that accounts for the natural course of
generation and corruption in our sublunar world, including such basic natural
processes as elemental change. In the philosophical trajectory with which we are
currently concerned, though, Maimonides maligns matter’s complicity in the flux
of change to which this world is subject, seeing, as he does, the extent to which
it is the fleeting nature of sensory reality that wreaks havoc on the human soul’s
capacity to attain true happiness. To fully appreciate the nature of Maimonides’
concern with matter in this regard, we are well served to pause and consider
Maimonides’ decision to treat matter not simply as a harlot, but as a married harlot.
The key to understanding Maimonides’ concern with matter is found when we
follow his lead and think of matter as a “marriage-breaker” in particular — namely,
a force that stands in the way of the proper union between two sacredly joined
partners.'® For the careful reader, this image of matter as the breaker of sacred union
is alive with special resonance; for, within Maimonides’ Neoplatonized Aristotelian
epistemology — itself following on an Arabic philosophical tradition in al-Farabi
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and Avicenna — the goal of the human being is understood as the attainment of
truths, a state described in particular in that tradition as the “conjunction” (itfisal)
or “union” with the Active Intellect, a cosmic source of illumination with which
the human intellect must join to reach ultimate perfection.'”” Here, the image of
a marriage-breaker is poignantly apt, pointing us to the real problem with matter:
As the site of privation and change, matter threatens to block our access to that
which does not change, namely, the eternal, unchanging truths — the forms that
are housed in the Active Intellect. It is in this sense that matter threatens to stand
in the way of the human intellect’s final nuptial, its union with its one true mate,
namely, the Active Intellect (and in this sense, its union with forms). It is certainly

in this very same regard that Maimonides likens matter to an epistemological veil:

Matter is a strong veil preventing the apprehension of that which is separate from matter as
it truly is."®

This Maimonidean denigration of materiality — on the epistemological and moral
grounds that it keeps the human soul from actualizing her truest nature and coming
best to live “in the image” of God — is indeed the underpinning for the midrash
ha-Hefetz remarks above, and can be seen at the root of many later texts in the
history of Jewish thought.

It is precisely in this spirit that we may approach Gersonides’ allegorical ren-
dering of the Song of Songs. Along with the idea of matter as an epistemological
stumbling block, Gersonides’ philosophical commentary reflects on the shortcom-
ings of the material intellect, that as-of-yet unenlightened, pre-knowledge stage
of the human which is part of the Greek-into-Islamic tradition of Aristotelian
psychology. Treating the Song of Songs as an allegory, Gersonides interprets this
biblical poem between a lover and his beloved as, on the one hand, a dialogue
between the parts of the human soul, and on the other, a dialogue in particular
between the human material intellect and that cosmic principle of enlightenment
that we have already seen at play in Maimonides, namely, the Active Intellect.
Commenting on verse 2:2 of Song of Songs (“As a lily among thorns, so is my
love among the daughters”), Gersonides turns to Genesis 8:21°s claim about the

evil inclination of man’s heart and explains:

One who wishes to progress toward the intelligibles must subordinate all the faculties of
his soul to the service of his intellect. This will happen when he discards and abandons his
material desires and takes from them only what he needs for the maintenance of his body."”

Here Gersonides allegorically interprets the biblical Song of Songs narrative as
subtly laying bare the truths of a Neoplatonized Aristotelian universe in which the
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not-yet of materiality — here in the dynamics of the material intellect — is always
a mark of failure, a mark of potency whose fruition is seen only and always in the
attainment of knowledge — itself seen in the attainment of intelligible forms. Here,
deeply subordinate to the fruits of formal being, the not-yet of materiality waits

for the perfections of form.

In fact, describing formal being as a kind of fruition is a helpful image to bear in
mind. In the contexts we have been examining, we may think of form as the moist,
verdant, ripened life force — the waters of life that manifest in lush foliage and
fruit, with matter, on the contrary, as the withered site of desiccation in desperate
need of watering. On this score, consider Gersonides’ description of the joining
of soul’s lower faculties with the material intellect, itself as the first step toward
soul’s connecting to Active Intellect. Focusing on themes of foliage, Gersonides
comments on Song of Songs 1:14 “My beloved is unto me as a cluster of henna in
the vineyards of Ein-Gedi”:

The material intellect is similar to a cluster of henna, which is an imperfect existent, that is,
it is the beginning stage of the making of the fruit.*®

Playing explicitly with a “desiccation versus moisture” theme, he goes on, in
expositing the Song of Songs 1:16 verse “Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea,

pleasant; also our couch is fresh”:

[The lower faculty of soul, such as imagination, which is like the matter to the material
intellect] desires the intellect and yearns to unite with it and provide it with what it needs
to progress toward perfection. She [i.e., imagination and/or any other lower faculty of soul]
said that her beloved, along with being fair and handsome, is also good and pleasant and that
the couch on which they will be joined together is fresh and their pleasure will be enhanced
upon it. By saying is fresh he [i.e., the author of Song of Songs| also referred to the fact that
their joining together is fruitful, because freshness and moistness are together the cause of
the tree’s giving fruit, whereas dryness is the cause of its not giving fruit; this is true of both
plants and animals. Thus, her [i.e., the lower part of the soul’s] desire for him [i.e. material
intellect] grows because of his handsomeness and pleasantness and because of the good end
achieved through her being joined together with him.*'

Although to be sure, here it is the material intellect that marks the watery spring of
life, there is here nonetheless a decided link between matter and desiccation; for, as
Gersonides makes clear, imagination (or any other lower part of soul) is desiccated in
relation to material intellect precisely in its being a “faculty of soul which stands in
relation to it [i.e., material intellect] in the relation of matter.”** Here, the lower part
of soulis coded as “matter” in relation to the material intellect, and as such, the lower



276 Sarah Pessin

part of soul is the mark of desiccation, the not-yet that waits for its fruition — here
literally on the image of getting greater ontological-epistemological perfection as
the process of growing a juicy fruit. Once again, matter is the dry hope (here, we
may imagine a seed) that is perfected in the vibrant fruits of knowledge brought to
pass through the moist and fresh waters of form.

In fact, Gersonides uses this ‘matter-as-desiccation versus form-as-water-of-life’
theme not only to explore the relation of the lower part of soul (as matter) to
soul’s intellectual capacity (the home of form), but also to describe explicitly the
ontologically desiccated status of prime matter in relation to the perfections of
intellect (found, of course, in its intelligible forms). Commenting on Song of
Songs 2:3 “As an apple-tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among

the sons,” Gersonides, again focusing on foliage and fruit, notes that:

In truth, fruit is ascribed to the intellect alone . . . because it alone can achieve the condition
of eternity in an individual. This is the entire fruit of these sublunary existents and the final
perfection with respect to which the first matter exists in potential.*3

Once again, the metaphysical principle of matter-as-potency is seen as a not-yet
state of desiccation that waits for fruition through the intelligibility of form.
Although in no way textually linked, this “desiccation versus verdant foliage”
theme in Gersonides finds an interesting parallel in Philo’s own allegorical rendering
of a tree-themed verse in Genesis. In his allegorical analysis of Genesis, commenting
on what he takes to be the true meaning of the rivalry between Jacob and Laban,
Philo speaks of “hiding from God,” and adverts to the Genesis 3:8 passage in
which Adam and Eve — mindful of having inspired God’s wrath — hide “amidst
the tree of the garden.” The word for tree here is the Hebrew efz, and this
term appears in Philo as the Greek ksulon, a word that, like hyle (Arisotle’s term
for matter), can mean “cut down wood, firewood, timber.” Philo takes note of
Adam’s and Eve’s hiding “amidst the tree” of the garden — a hiding that, according
to the rendering of the Hebrew efz (tree) with the Greek ksulon (timber), is
arguably better translated as a hiding “amidst the desiccated, lifeless timberwood”
of the garden (Whittaker and Colson translate “amidst the wood”). Reflecting on
timber — and precisely struck, it would seem, by this image of timber as dead and
dried, hollow, and lifeless — Philo allegorically correlates their hiding “amidst the
desiccated, lifeless timberwood” with the human tendency to stray from God, taking
refuge in one’s own mind devoid of God instead of taking refuge in the Mind of

God:

“In the midst,” it says, “of the wood (ksulon) of the garden” (Gen. 1ii.8), that is in the centre
of the mind, which in its turn is the centre of what we may call the garden of the whole
soul: for he that runs away from God takes refuge in himself. There are two minds, that of
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the universe, which is God, and the individual mind. He that flees from his own mind flees
for refuge to the Mind of all things. For he that abandons his own mind acknowledges all
that makes the human mind its standard to be naught, and he refers all things to God. On
the other hand he that runs away from God declares Him to be the cause of nothing, and
himself to be the cause of all things that come into being. But thou perceivest, O my soul,
the difference of the two opinions; for the one turns its back on the particular being, created
and mortal mind, and whole-heartedly puts itself under the patronage of the universal Mind,
uncreated and immortal; the other opinion on the contrary, rejects God, and by a grievous
error calls in to share its warfare the mind that is insufficient even to help itself.*

Here, timber represents the empty shell of the human being when absent a con-
nection to the life force of the Divine source. Interestingly paralleling the matter-
versus-form discourse we have seen in Gersonides, Philo’s timber-themed distinc-
tion between the dried-out state of the godless mind versus the flowing, vibrant
state of mind in its divine sojourn contrasts the image of a lifeless-desiccated-
receiver, on the one hand, and a life-giving-flow-which-must-be-received, on the
other. The resonance with matter-versus-form discourse is especially strong given
the particular imagery of the receiver compared with the received, a common
description of matter and form in a host of trajectories in the history of philosophy.

In closing, we might note that although Aristotle nowhere develops so poetic a
rendering of the contrast between matter and form, he does choose to inaugurate
the word “hyle,” the ordinary Greek word for “firewood” or “timber,” to serve
as his new technical philosophical term for “matter.” In setting out to understand
the negative implications of materiality in Jewish philosophical theory, it is worth
pausing to think about the imagery of “hyle-as-timber” at play in this Aristotelian
terminology. Although one can imagine the idea of “matter-as-timber” as empha-
sizing a kind of “stuff out of which things are made” (and so, just as wooden boards
are used to make a ship, so too matter is that which makes up things), it is more
useful for our purposes to focus on timber less in its relationship to things that
it makes and more in its relationship to the thing of which it is made, namely, a
living tree. What is important in Aristotle’s imagery of timber for our purposes is
that it is dead wood; what was once filled with life is now dead and dry — com-
pletely drained of its living essence. It is this image that helps draw out the contrast
between matter — as a kind of drained and lifeless stuft — and form — as a kind of
living essence that must permeate the matter to yield a viable substance (a living
tree branch, or any other substance). This imagery of matter as the hollowed out,
“drained-of-life” stuff helps foster an image of form as the water of life that flows
throughout all substance.

Regardless of Aristotle’s own metaphysical intentions (we have already stressed
his own anti-Platonic hylomorphic vision of reality), thinking through this image of
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a hollowed-out stick in contrast to the vital force that flows through it helps clarify
the conceptual denigration of materiality at play in many Jewish philosophers.
Although Philo himself is not a direct textual source for most later Jewish thinkers,
and, as we have seen, his own account about godlessness versus mindfulness arises
from his commentary on a different Greek word for timber (i.e., ksulon, not hyle),
we might nonetheless return to Philo’s conclusions about desiccation versus life to
help us appreciate the treatment of matter and form in a host of Jewish philosophical
texts. Reflecting on this image of matter as a dried-out hollow also helps emphasize
why one might be tempted to conceptually correlate Aristotle’s idea of matter with
Plato’s Timaeus idea of a Receptacle, a hollowed-out empty bowl that waits to be
filled with the Demiurge’s gifts of order — its downpourings of reason, as it were.
This imagery of the dry hollow links well too with the Neoplatonic likening of
form not only to light, but to water, a move that can be found in Ibn Gabirol’s
description of God’s enforming relationship to the world as the “Fountain of Life”
(an image rooted in Psalms 36:10). In this spirit, one might additionally speculate on
the Hebrew term geshem; this technical Hebrew metaphysical term for “substance”
is the Hebrew word for “rain,” a terminological turn that itself conjures up images
of the real as suffused with waters.

III. NEUTRAL MATTER DISCOURSES:
CREATION CONTEXTS

In the first part of our study, we have seen matter emerge in negative ontological,
epistemological, and moral lights. In addition to these decidedly negative trajecto-
ries, though, we also find a variety of neutral discussions of matter in Jewish sources
as well, as for example in analyses of creation and in treatments of Aristotelian
prime matter. We turn first to creation accounts.

Reflecting on beishit, the opening word of Genesis meaning “in the begin-
ning,” Jewish philosophical insights on the biblical Genesis have tended to fall
into one of four groups of interpretation: (I) creation ex nihilo (lit. creation from
nothing) — on this view, God creates reality out of a complete state of nothingness;
(2) creation ex aliquo (lit. creation from something, a view that is associated with
Plato’s Timaeus account) — on this view, God creates reality out of some already exis-
tent bit of “stuff,” usually identified as matter; (3) eternity (a view associated with
Aristotle’s cosmology) — on this view God is either denied the activity of creation,
or, alternatively, God’s “act of creation” is taken to refer to an ontologically eternal
fact about God’s being, namely, the fact that He has eternally sustained an eter-

nally existing world; and (4) emanation (a view associated with the Neoplatonism
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of Plotinus, and, in a somewhat different way, with Jewish Kabbalah) — on this view,
God’s “act of creation” is, as in the eternity scenario, an act of eternal sustenance,
but one described in particular as an eternal overflowing of sorts.

The first thing to note after delineating these categories is that they are not
necessarily discrete: A brief consideration of these ideas in various textual traditions
reveals significant (sometimes overt, sometimes tacit) overlap between these cate-
gories of creation accounts. Consider the case of creation ex aliquo. Drawing upon
the Timaeus image of a Craftsman God molding the universe by imposing order
onto an already existing, chaotic Receptacle, Jewish readings of “in the beginning”
through the creation ex aliquo lens speak of the Creator’s ultimate creative act as His
imposition of forms upon a primal first matter. First, it ought to be noted that this
is not necessarily faithful to Plato’s account; as we have tried to be sensitive to in
our earlier treatment of the Timaeus, it is not obvious that it is best to understand
Plato’s Receptacle in the Timaeus as “matter.” More importantly, the creation ex
aliquo account in our sources is a multiply ambiguous doctrine, easily blending,
for example, into a creation ex nihilo account: Although a creation ex aliquo view
might posit a material substrate that is coeternal with God, it may claim instead
that even this material substrate is itself created by God ex nihilo. Here we might
add that even the explicit language of “creation ex nihilo” can be read on its surface
as referring to “creation out of matter,” in that the nihil (“nothing”) of creation
ex nihilo — referring as it does to “nothingness” — might easily be understood as
referring to “matter” — itself commonly identified as the cosmological “nothing-
ness.” Although eternity and emanation might seem far removed from creation ex
nihilo, it is certainly conceptually plausible to blend the notions by envisioning a
divine creative act that is an eternal emanation of “something” from “nothing,”
where “nothing” is now taken either as referring to an eternal material substrate
that overflows, or as referring — as it does, as for example in the Kabbalah and other
mystical traditions — to God Himself as the creative outflowing cipher.?3

The possibilities of conceptual overlap in these discussions make it very difficult
to know for certain what view a given thinker is putting forth. For example,
just because thinker X talks about his belief in “creation,” we still know nothing
about which, if any, of the previous four views (or combinations thereof) he holds.
Scholars move too quickly when, for example, they take (as they frequently have in
the case of Ibn Gabirol)*® the language of “divine will” and “creation” to rule out
obviously and clearly ideas of eternity and emanation in a given doctrine. Pinning
down a particular thinker’s view on the topic of cosmogeny is tricky. With that in
mind, we will consider as best we can a variety of Jewish voices on the Genesis

event, with a particular focus on the role of matter in their cosmogenic theories.
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Ex Nihilo Creation via Matter: Nahmanides

Commenting on the first three words of Genesis, breishit bara elohim (“In the
beginning God created”), Nahmanides (1194—1270) notes:

God created (bara) all the creations from absolute void (afisah muhletet). There is no Hebrew
term for “drawing out something from nothing” other than the term “created” (bara) [or:
there is no meaning in Hebrew to “created” if not “drawing out something from nothing”].
Note that the things below or above the sun were not themselves created out of nothing
(ha-ayin); rather, He drew out of the absolute complete nothing (ha-efes ha-gamur ha-muhlat)
a foundation (yesod), very thin without any actuality to it (ayn bo mamash), but itself a
generating potency (koah mamtzi) ready to receive form and to go from potency to act.
And this is the Prime Matter (ha-homer ha-rishon) called “hyle” by the Greeks. And after
the creation of “hyle,” God did not create anything else [from nothing]; rather, He formed
(yatzar) and made [things| from it. For from it, He brought forth everything, and dressed [it
with?] the forms, and fixed them. And know that the heavens and all that is in them is one
matter (homer), and the earth and all that is in it is another matter. God created these two
[matters] from nothing; these are the only two “creations [from nothing]” — everything else
is made up of them.*”

Here, creation ex nihilo yields only two products: a prime celestial matter and
a prime terrestrial matter (undoubtedly Nahmanides’ gloss on the dual-creation
Genesis 1:1 claim that “In the beginning, God created heaven and earth . . . ). All else
is then forged by God in and through these two initial creations. Interesting further
in this regard is that Nahmanides does not identify matter with “nothingness.”
“Nothingness” 1s rather the primordial state before matter from which God creates

the two matters (or “out from which” God pulls forth the first two creations):

In the beginning God created the heavens, in that He brought forth their matter from
nothingness (ayin), and the earth, in that He brought forth its matter from nothingness

(ayin).?®

Nahmanides, in this same commentary on Genesis 1:1, also exposits the Genesis
1:2 terms fohu and bohu (generally translated as “void and nothingness”), as follows:
Tohu, he says, refers to the created matter in its pristine, preformed state, whereas
bohu refers to the matter once it has been adorned with forms. This is reminiscent
of what we see later to be the Simplicius-inspired medieval Arabic idea (found in
Avicenna, Averroes, et al.) of an Aristotelian prime matter coupled with corporeal
form to yield a “second matter,” itself the seat for other forms.
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Ex Aliquo Creation from Matter

In contrast to Nahmanides, Gersonides (1288—1344) and Abraham ibn Ezra (1089—
1164) both envision God’s creation as His molding of an eternally coexistent mate-
rial substrate. Gersonides speaks of God’s enforming an already existent substrate —

729 jtself formless (and

a “[primordial] body from which the world was created,
without definite shape), some of which goes into making the heavens, and some
of which goes into making the earth — by way, that is, of God’s formation of prime
matter, which Gersonides understands as the primordial body once it has been
bestowed with a God-given capacity to receive all forms.3°

In his Bible commentary, Abraham ibn Ezra, although not laying out his ideas
in the philosophical style used by Gersonides, also supports the notion of substrates

coexistent with God:

Most of the commentaries have said that “creation” entails bringing forth something from
nothing (ayin) . . . But alas, they seem to have forgotten about the verse “And God created
(bara) the taninim (sea creatures)” (1:21) and three [uses of the term bara] in one verse:’" “And
God created (bara) man” (1:27; the verb occurs three times there in reference to creating
human life) . . . There are two meanings to the verb “bara”; this is the first, and the second is
[as it occurs in the verse] “he did not divide (bara) bread with them” [II Samuel 12:17]. In
this second case, the word is spelled with the letter heh [as the final letter] instead of the letter

T

aleph |as the final letter] . . . And its meaning is “to divide,” “to put up a dividing boundary.”

The enlightened reader will understand.’*

Urging a retranslation of the Genesis 1:1 bara from “[God] created [from nothing]”
to “[God] divided [already existing stuff],” Ibn Ezra has no problem making of
God’s primary act of creation a kind of demiurgic creation ex aliqguo. Reading
Ibn Ezra’s Biblical commentaries alongside his Foundation of Awe and the Secret of
the Torah,33 we learn further of God’s existing coeternally with the intellects, the
eternal spheres, and the four elements. On this picture, God cuts up the world of
generation and corruption out of the already existing elements and does so through
the activity of the cosmic spheres moved by the cosmic intellects. Although not
committing himself to a prime material substrate existing on its own, Ibn Ezra’s
vision of a divine act of division entails the coeternity with God not only of other
intellects but also of various bits of enformed matter. We might suggest reading
Ibn Ezra’s notion of the “divine division” as God’s imbuing elemental substances —
bits of already enformed matters — with more and more limits, that is to say, with
more and more forms, thus resulting in all the thises and thats of the world as we

know it.
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IV. NEUTRAL MATTER DISCOURSES
Aristotelian hylomorphism

In addition to the neutral valence given to matter in various accounts of creation, we
find that matter is treated in neutral terms too where thinkers are simply rehearing
the Aristotelian hylomorphic idea that substances (other than intellects) are made
up of matter and form. So, we find in Maimonides’ enumeration of twenty-five
premises “needed for establishing the existence of the deity,”3 the neutral treatment

of matter in his hylomorphic reminder (in his twenty-second proposition) that,

Every body is necessarily composed of two things. .. The two things constituting it are its
matter and its form.*’

Neutral matter discourses: Aristotelian prime matter and corporeal form

Another neutral set of matter claims can be found in discussions of Aristotelian
prime matter. Following on a Greek commentary tradition — seen, for example,
in Simplicius’ commentary on Aristotle’s Physics’® — many medieval Islamic and
Jewish Aristotelians read in Aristotle’s science’” a commitment not simply to matter,
but to a “prime matter” — a material substrate underlying any particular material
this or that. On this picture, prime matter is seen as itself coupled with a form
called “corporeal form” (or “corporeity,” and sometimes even “quantity”) to yield
“second matter,” or “[absolute] body,” and it is this body that is itself seen to
serve as the common matter for the elements. Leaving aside whether Aristotle
himself had this sort of “prime matter/second matter” idea in mind (the details of
which were themselves subject to debate, as for example, between the schools of
Avicenna and Averroes),3® two underlying material substrates emerge for various
interpreters of Aristotle: The second matter, or body, serves as the solution to the
phenomenon of elemental change, accounting for how one element can change
into another, and the prime matter serves as the solution to how matter can both
be continuous and divided, as it is seen as the substrate for continuity, on the one
hand, and for division, on the other. Even those committed to the reality of prime
and second matter, though, are not necessarily committed to their per se existence,
removed from any forms. For example, although neither Maimonides nor Crescas
envision any sort of matter existing on its own without form (both see the four
elements as the most basic ontological units of actually existing substance in the
sublunar realm), Maimonides, here in accordance with both Avicenna and Averroes,
theorizes a prime matter (and so an element is seen as a tripart constitution of prime

matter4-corporeal form-a specific elemental form), whereas Crescas argues against
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the very notion of a prime matter. Referencing Averroes’ argument against the

existence of a “first matter” material substrate for celestial bodies, Crescas writes:

As the [eternal] celestial sphere does not come under the law of generation and corruption,
there is no reason why we should conceive it to be composed of matter [homer] and form
[tzurah].?®

Then, drawing on Averroes’ conclusion about celestial bodies, Crescas concludes:

In view of Averroes’ theory, however, would that I knew what prevents us from maintaining
the same with regard to the elements that are subject to generation and corruption, namely,
that their matter be corporeality, and their form be the proper form of every one of the
elements.*°

For Crescas, there is no need to posit a prime material substrate for celestial or for
terrestrial bodies.*'

On the contrary, Maimonides’ own commitment to a prime matter can be
seen, for example, in his reflections on the Ezekiel 1:1-28 “Account of the Char-

iot,” a challenging and central Jewish text that, generally read in quite mystical
terms, is naturalistically treated by Maimonides as merely adverting to Aristotelian

philosophical truths about the cosmos.

Ezekiel 1:4 And I looked, and, behold, a stormy wind came out of the north, a great cloud,
with a fire flashing up, so that a brightness was round about it; and out of the midst thereof
as the colour of electrum, out of the midst of the fire.

1:5 And out of the midst thereof came the likeness of four living creatures. And this was
their appearance: they had the likeness of a man.

1:6 And every one had four faces, and every one of them had four wings.

1:26 And above the firmament that was over their heads was the likeness of a throne, as the
appearance of a sapphire stone; and upon the likeness of the throne was a likeness as the
appearance of a man upon it above.

1:28 This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord. And when I saw it, I
fell upon my face.*

Fighting against esoteric readings of biblical texts — including various esoteric ren-
derings of this Ezekiel text in particular, Maimonides stresses that the real teaching
of the “Account of the Chariot” (in Hebrew referred to as the Ma‘aseh ha-Merkavah)
has to do not with mystical theosophies, but with truths of Aristotelian natural sci-
ence, namely, that there is a prime matter underlying all corporeal forms. Expositing
the Ezekiel Throne image alongside the Exodus 24:10 account of “the whiteness
of sapphire stone” beneath God’s feet, and including in his analysis consideration of
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The Chapters of Rabbi Eliezer®3 (ca. seventh — ninth century c.E.), as well as Ongelos’
Aramaic commentary translation of the Bible (second century c.E.), Maimonides
equates the Throne with the heaven that divides sublunar from supralunar exis-
tence, and goes on to equate (a) the underside of the Throne, (b) the underside of
God’s feet, (c) references to snow and whiteness beneath the Throne, and (d) ref-
erences to “the whiteness of sapphire stone” beneath God’s feet, seeing in all of
these images an allegorical reference to Aristotelian prime matter, “the true reality
of first matter”#* that is “the first among the things He has created that necessitates

generation and corruption.”#’

V. POSITIVE MATTER DISCOURSES

Having seen various shades of negative and neutral discourses on matter, we turn
in our final section to four contexts in which matter emerges in a positive light: (1)
celestial matter in Aristotelian tradition; (2) spiritual matter in Israeli, Ibn Gabirol,
and the “Empedoclean” tradition; (3) God-as-matter in the Stoic-inspired writings
of Rabbi Simha of Troyes; and (4) the very different God-as-matter sensibility in
Spinoza.

Celestial matter in the Jewish Aristotelian tradition

In the tradition of Aristotelian metaphysics and cosmology, we have already seen
the role of prime matter in accounts of physical generation and corruption, and
elemental change. In these senses, Aristotelian prime matter emerges as the hallmark
of sublunar, terrestrial being, together, of course, with myriad forms. In addition
to terrestrial matter and outside of the four sublunar elements (earth, air, fire,
and water), there is a celestial material substrate (conceived by Maimonides in an
Avicennian tradition as itself further composed of a more primal matter together
with a corresponding form but by Crescas in an Averroean fashion as devoid of
any further material substrate)*® that houses the separate intellects of the supralunar
realms. Spoken of as a “quintessence” (literally, a fifth reality over and above the
ordinary four elements of the terrestrial sphere), and theorized in various ways
throughout the ages as a completely new element or as an exalted variety of fire,*’
the celestial matter is completely different from and superior to terrestrial matter.
Theorized in contrast to the “rectilinear” motions of the terrestrial matter, the
celestial quintessence is described in terms of pure circular motions, not subject to
change. Compared to terrestrial matter, this grade of celestial matter is pure and

exalted and is in this sense described in very positive terms.
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Turning back to Maimonides’ treatment of the Ezekiel account, addressed pri-
marily at Guide I11.1-8, as well as at Guide 1.28 and II.26, Maimonides sees in
the elaborate Ezekiel account of a celestial throne an allegory about the crucial
ontological division between sublunar corporeality and the celestial realm of the
separate intellects — intellects that are, in his al-Farabian Aristotelian (that is to say,
Neoplatonized Aristotelian) system, the intellectual realities that move each of the
respective celestial spheres (with the lowest of these separate intellects the “Active
Intellect,” governing the motion of the sublunar realm in which we live, as well
as playing a crucial role in such wide-ranging human phenomena as epist