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Editorial

This Yearbook presents some results of the research done at the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies – Jewish Scepticism in its second academic year 2016-17. The contributions collected in this volume show the broad scope of the Centre’s main topic, that is, scepticism. First and foremost, scepticism is a philosophical tradition beginning in antiquity and persisting into the present. Sceptical elements, concepts, methodologies and strategies are present also in philology, political thought, religion, and, generally, in culture and language. This variety and abundance of sceptical topics and methods are mirrored in the present Yearbook.

The aim of the Yearbook is to document the research, activities, and events that were accomplished at the Maimonides Centre. It is divided into three parts: articles, lectures, and reports.

The section of articles, subject to a double-blind peer review, offers a broad range of topics and approaches and follows a chronological order. They reflect the interests of the fellows, which range from classical sceptic topics such as the suspension of judgment, Sextus Empiricus’ logic, the principle of non-contradiction, and critiques of dogmatism to new insights in specialized areas of the history of philosophy and religion such as sceptical strategies in anti-Kabbalistic tendencies, sceptical references in Petrarch, the Italian academies, and Luzzatto’s Socrates.

One of the main features of the Maimonides Centre is the many lectures given not only by the fellows but also by other distinguished scholars from all over the world. The second part of our Yearbook displays a few of these inspiring moments. We are very happy to publish the opening lecture held by Josef Stern in October 2015. We also highlight the papers presented at the workshop ‘Jewish-Christian Polemics in the Middle Ages and in the Early Modern Period’ and two lectures given by Jonathan Garb and Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann as part of our ongoing lecture series on scepticism.

The last part of the Yearbook consists of reports including an annotated listing of the Centre’s activities and events, a summary of two Sceptical Ateliers, and, finally, a bibliographical report of the Centre’s librarian. The Centre’s new event series, introduced for the first time in 2017, takes the form of the Sceptical Atelier. The Sceptical Atelier is designed as a discussion forum, in which specialists from diverse fields contribute to the understanding of a certain topic or historical phenomenon. Thus, the participants will not have prepared a particular talk or paper, but will rather have studied the object of common enquiry in advance so as to share their notes and thoughts about it in the joint discussion. Detailed reports on the ateliers on Salomon Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte and on Simone Luzzatto’s Socrates are presented in the third section.

We owe many thanks for the excellent language editing by Katharine Handel. In addition, we are thankful to Rachel Aumiller who also revised parts of this volume. We would also like to acknowledge the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft for the generous financial support that made the creation of the Centre possible, to the Board of Trustees for their supervisory role, the advisory board for their help and assistance in selecting the fellows, and the President of the Universität Hamburg, Dieter Lenzen, the Chancellor, Martin Hecht, the Dean of the faculty, Oliver Huck, and the head of the Philosophy department, Benjamin Schnieder for their active presence in maintaining an international centre to its high standard.


	Hamburg, August 2017
	Giuseppe Veltri (Chief Editor)


	
	Bill Rebiger (Volume Editor)
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Part I:Articles



Rachel Aumiller

Epoché as the Erotic Conversion of One into Two

This philosophical essay interprets the epoché of ancient scepticism as the perpetual conversion of the love of one into the love of two. The process of one becoming two is represented in Plato’s Symposium by Diotima’s description of the second rung of ‘the ladder,’ by which one ascends to the highest form of philosophical devotion (Pl. Sym. 209e-210e). Diotima’s ladder offers a vision of philosophy as a total conversion of both the lover and the object of love (or philosopher and object of knowledge). I suggest that scepticism, however, is found in the frustration of Platonic ascension, which results in a partial conversion. Because the process of conversion (from the love of one to the love of One) remains suspended midway, the sceptic’s transformation is erotic—this is to say, driven by a desire that is characterised by a split (which may be identified between subject and object, between incompatible objects of desire or knowledge, or within the subject herself).

In contrast to the understanding of conversion as the transition from one (spiritual/intellectual/political/sexual) orientation to another, I consider how conversion operates as an epoché by splitting the timeline of an individual or community into two irresolvable, conflicting orientations. In an effort to achieve peace and unity, we may try to completely abandon the old for the new. However, remnants of our ‘former’ life tend to resurface disrupting our vision of a life that is unified by our professed beliefs. I suggest that the sceptic is one who embraces the failure of conversion to achieve unity. What would the life and philosophy of one who openly embraces such contradiction look like? I consider how both the content and form of Diogenes Laertius’ specific depiction of Pyrrho offers us a picture of both a life and a text of a sceptic as a enactment of epoché as the erotic space of the in-between.

To further explore the paradox as epoché as a kind of transformation that occurs through suspension, I identify two kinds of Platonic conversion narratives: one dogmatic and one sceptical. The first model, represented by Augustine’s Confessions, is the familiar portrayal of conversion as a transformative event in which one abandons a former way of being-in-the-world for a worthier pursuit. The exchange of objects of love/knowledge at first seems to result in a new ontological stance: the apparent death of the old gives birth to the new. However, Augustine’s own struggles to adhere to his ‘new being’ call this dogmatic model of conversion into question. The second model of conversion, as depicted in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, is a tale of partial conversion, which leaves one suspended between two incompatible ways of being in the world. Both experiences introduce a crisis that conversion fails to overcome. And yet the sceptic’s acceptance of her repeated failure to ascend results in the transformation of the crisis itself into something that is experienced with pleasure.

Overturning Diotima’s Ladder

Conversion begins with a moment of crisis when my unquestioned devotion to one (philosophical/theological/political/ethical framework) is threatened by my unanticipated attraction to a second. My fundamental understanding of my relationship to the world is disrupted by a competitor in the form of an equally appealing framework that throws my relationship with my current beliefs into conflict. Crisis is overcome when my split attraction for two is mastered by a return to my devotion to one. Two becomes one either when I reject the temptation of the second or when I abandon my first (intellectual, spiritual, carnal) love, giving myself over to a second beauty so old and so new.

In the first movement of conversion one becomes two in the crisis of being-in-between. The moment of crisis splices an autobiographical narrative, introducing an alternative timeline. The splice between the first and second timeline becomes the crack that both holds together and separates two incompatible ways of grasping the world. I could once identify myself positively in my belief, but in the ec-static moment of the crisis I am nothing more than the crack between two. I become the negative space of indeterminacy.

In the last instance, the exhaustion of indecision or the exhaustion of resisting the seduction of the new drives me to make a decision. Two returns to one in the resolution of choosing one over the other. I destroy one side of conflict in the name of truth. The final decision, an arbitrary act for which I later provide myself many reasonable accounts, dissolves the tension of contradiction. I am of one mind again, standing firmly in my conviction.

Each rung of Diotima’s ladder—leading from one love to another, from the love of many bodies to the love of many activities and customs, from the articulation of many ideas to One ineffable form—itself represents a kind of conversion. With each shift both the lover/philosopher and beloved/object of knowledge undergo transformation. Platonic ascent transforms one’s childish and stubborn devotion to this particular one into the philosophical love of the One.

While other seekers of beauty or truth scramble to the top of the ladder, sceptics are content to dwell in the middle with a far-reaching view of many bodies, activities, customs and ideas. A peculiar trait of Pyrrho’s sceptics, however, is their place at the second rung of Diotima’s ladder. At the second rung, the sceptic is still in touch with the myth of an original one and thus the fantasy of an ultimate One. Other varieties of sceptics—such as the academics and their contemporary postmodern counterparts —no longer themselves experience the devastating dissolution of one or the tension between two, each of which claim to be the one. At the second rung, however, where one is still a possibility that is constantly overturned, the sceptic is touched by the perpetual conversion of conviction into crisis.

From the humble vantage point of the second rung, the sceptic has the impression that those who claim to gaze upon the One have perhaps never progressed past their love for their first one. It is possible that the dogmatist appears to confuse the first rung for the top rung, declaring this particular one to be his One (and only). Perhaps he has never properly allowed himself to be seduced by another. Observing the comic effort of the dogmatist, who repeatedly seems to confuse his first one for the One, the sceptic contemplates how One is no more top than bottom, no more up than down. She considers the possibility of throwing away the ladder altogether (Sext. Emp. M. 8.481).

Epoché—the sceptic’s mode of suspension at the second rung—may be grasped as the perpetual conversion of one into two. With the introduction of ‘the second’—be it in the form of a tempting new companion or a tempting counter-proposal—desire itself is split into two. Desire is divided by the multiplication of its object. When desire is split into two its drive becomes erotic. The experience of the erotic space of the in-between disrupts the relatively good thing I had going on with ‘my first.’ The crisis of one becoming two is far from what most would identify as the good life. The second introduces complications.

There are various philosophical modes of resistance that shut down the second before it can cause any serious disturbance to my commitments to my first. The stoic, for example, may say ‘no’ to the second, dismissing it as a potential waste of his time. The epicurean might say ‘no’ based on his speculation that the complications of the second are likely to bring more headache than pleasure. The cynic says ‘no’ dismissing the strangeness of the new as pretentious or absurd. Ironically, the sceptic, who is marked by her refusal to assent to anything absolutely, is the most likely to say ‘yes’ to this other (at least for the sake of experimentation). Her refusal to commit to anything in particular allows her to be open to the equal consideration of everything that happens to come her way.

In her pedagogical role of the lover, the sceptic may be identified as the one who initiates crises in the lives of her interlocutors through her questions, refutations, and counter-proposals. Her dialectics introduces a seductive alternative both to her companion’s deepest commitments and to his seemingly simple observations. One becomes two either when the sceptic presents an equally compelling but competing account to what seems certain to her interlocutor or by guiding her interlocutor to the contradiction within his own accounts, showing that one was already two (continuity is constituted by paradox). In the active position of the lover, the sceptic may be seen either as the one who causes crisis or as the one who brings visibility to a crisis that certainty concealed.

In her involuntary role of the beloved, however, the sceptic undergoes her own conversion. She experiences herself as the site of crisis. But conversion for the sceptic is very different from the conversion of the dogmatist who abandons one path to happiness, virtue, or truth for an alternate timeline, which promises the same if the traveler abandons his original path. A dogmatic account of conversion is a relationship of simple negation in which one must renounce the gods of one’s childhood to serve a new god (in whatever form these gods may take). The sceptic however neither renounces nor declares devotion to any god in particular. She instead becomes the daimonic space in-between what some call sacred or profane (Pl. Sym. 202b-203a).

While traditional conversion involves the rejection of the old in the affirmation of the new, conversion as epoché is no more a ‘yes’ than a ‘no.’ Conversion is traditionally understood as the story of a moment of decision. Crisis is overcome when one is chosen over another and two returns to one. In taking up a new position, transformation occurs as one way of being-in-the-world is forsaken for a new ontological orientation. While traditional conversion narratives are about a transformation that occurs through a decisive turning point by which crisis is overcome, the sceptic’s transformation occurs through the sustained tension between two. Crisis itself is not overcome but transformed in the refusal to allow two to resolve back into one. Epoché is a mode of yea-saying: a saying yes to the new, for the sake of experimentation. However, epoché is also a mode of resistance: the resistance of giving oneself over to any one absolutely.

Diotima offers a picture of philosophy as the transformative movement of ascension: by fully assenting to a new object of desire, which appears more worthy than my former pursuits, I myself am transformed into a higher being. Scepticism, in contrast, pictures philosophy as the transformative practice of ‘stuckness.’ Transformation occurs through the suspension of movement in the paralysis of choice.


Being In-Between Two Ways of Being

Ancient scepticism is often described as a way of being in the world rather than a philosophical doctrine or theory. But perhaps we could further suggest that scepticism is not a way of being but instead the experience of being-stuck-in-between (at least) two ways of being in the world. To live a life in-between ways of being might be to live a life committing to nothing in particular but partaking in a bit of everything as it comes. This entails not only observing the appearance of contradiction in others’ experiences and accounts of the world, but also living a life that actively enacts such contradiction. Perhaps it is appropriate that nothing more remains of Pyrrho himself other than inconsistent second hand accounts. While Sextus’ effort to present a comprehensive philosophical account of Pyrrhonean scepticism is often treated as definitive, it is worth considering how ‘less coherent’ or ‘philosophical’ presentations of scepticism perhaps better lend themselves to depicting the life and philosophy of a sceptic as an enactment of contradiction. For example, Diogenes Laertius’ genre of historical fragments offers a depiction of scepticism through a playful collection of hearsay. Diogenes suggests that although everyone had something to say about Pyrrho, none of these things were consistent. To name a few of these inconsistencies:

According to Ascanius of Abdera, Pyrrho led a life consistent with his philosophical doctrine, while Aenesidemus insists that Pyrrho applied his sceptical method only to his philosophy without extending his theory to his own life (Diog. Laert. 62).

Antigonus of Carystus tells us that Pyrrho went out of his way for nothing, taking no precautions, but walked directly into any danger that came his way. His friends had to constantly rescue him from trouble (62). Still others say that the sceptic does not fail to take precautions when it comes to his everyday life. A sceptic avoids trouble (106). This is evident from the fact that Pyrrho lived nearly to the age of ninety (62).

As Antigonus also tell us, Pyrrho withdrew from the world, committing himself to a life of solitude, showing himself only on rare occasion to a family member. He delivered his speeches in front empty audiences and was often caught talking to himself. But the same account presents a very different picture. The gregarious philosopher spent his time in the city and would find a walking companion in whomever he met by chance. He would engage his interlocutors in tireless debate and lecture at great length, attracting prestigious admirers such as the young Nausiphanes and Epicurus. He was a hero of the people who declared him not only a citizen of Athens and but also a high priest. (63)

Anaxarchus praises Pyrrho for his indifference toward society and the everyday life of others, even if this made him a rather odd fellow. He walked around talking to himself oblivious of everything. He neglected even his friends when they were in obvious need of help (for example, when Anaxarchus himself fell into a ditch) (63). And yet we often are told that the sceptic behaves according to what is customary (105).

Posidonius claims that Pyrrho was a man of great composure. He tells the tale of traveling with Pyrrho on a ship during a great storm. While the other travelers worried for their safety, Pyrrho modeled himself after the pig, who unperturbed by the storm, continued to calmly eat his slop. The wise person should mimic the unperturbed state of the little pig (69). And yet it is said that Pyrrho admitted that no person is above human weakness. Other accounts suggest that Pyrrho was easily raddled, as seen in his terrified response to a dog that chased after him (66). Likewise, his closest students miserably failed to keep their composure. His student Eurylochus, for example, when asked a tricky question in response to his lecture, allegedly panicked, stripped naked, and jumped into a river to swim away (68).

All of the small discrepancies in the fragmented accounts of Pyrrho’s life add up to the underlying paradox of scepticism. Since Pyrrho did not put forth a doctrine one cannot be called a Pyrrhonean sceptic according to one’s philosophical positions. As Theodosius puts it, ‘If the movement of the mind in either direction is unattainable by us, we shall never know for certain what Pyrrho really intended, and without knowing that, we cannot be called Pyrrhoneans.’ Thus, since Pyrrho did not hold any positive tenets, a ‘Pyrrhonian’ can only be said to be the one whose manners and life resembled Pyrrho (70). And yet Diogenes’ account, which is packed full of opposing anecdotes of Pyrrho’s manners and life, indicates that modeling oneself after Pyrrho would be quite the impossible task, since his ‘way of life’ is as unattainable as his mindset.

On one level, Diogenes’ text depicts Pyrrho’s life as the enactment of contradiction. On another level, the text itself seems to self-consciously perform contradiction in every statement. Diogenes offers some explanation about this method. Many say that a sceptic refrains altogether from saying anything positive about the world; and yet others point to the impossibility of staying silence, suggesting that the sceptic’s philosophical speech must enact the failure of philosophical speech to grasp the world. As Diogenes explains in a passage that captures the playfulness at the core of scepticism:

The sceptics, then, were constantly engaged in overthrowing the dogma of all schools, but enunciated none themselves; and though they would go so far as to bring forward and expound the dogmas of the others, they themselves laid down nothing, not even the laying down of nothing. So much so they even refuted their laying down of nothing. (74)

In saying, ‘we determine nothing,’ the sceptic openly confesses to self-contradiction, since in professing to refrain from determining anything, one makes a positive statement about determining nothing. Scepticism testifies to the impossibility of remaining neutral, since even claims to neutrality fall into contradiction. The agnostic who claims allegiance to nothing, commits herself to nothing, and therefore exposes her positive allegiance to the nothing itself.

Even this statement (implying the negative of all determinations) contains its own antithesis, so that after destroying others it turns round and destroys itself, like a purge which drives the substance out and then in its turn is itself eliminated and destroyed. (76)

Sometimes the sceptic speaks to the impossibility of self-consistency by remaining silent. Other times she speaks in such a way that her words openly turn on themselves, demonstrating the way each concept already seems to contain its contrary. One is always already two. Epoché as the suspension of judgment does not pretend to remain impartial or neutral, offering a pure description of the phenomenal world. It instead is an act of constant self-defeat, a repeated grasp upon the world that slips through one’s fingers. To borrow Sextus’ famous imagery, the fire after consuming the wood turns around to consume itself. Silence can disguise itself as neutrality, but a sceptic’s philosophy is a text that openly exposes its own inconsistencies— throwing itself and the reader into crisis. As Aenesidemus describes it in his introduction to Pyrrhonics, the sceptic’s account ‘is but a report on phenomena or on any kind of judgment, a report in which all things are brought to bear on one another and in the comparison are found to present much anomaly and confusion’ (Diog. Laert. 78).

There seems to be a metaphysical stirring within the sceptic’s professed attempt to avoid metaphysics. We find this metaphysical tickle within the suggestion that the content of all things—whether in the form of our experience or theory, the world or the self—is no more one thing than the other—no more than contradiction itself. The sceptic witnesses the way the crack (of subjectivity? of existence?) continually rises to the surface of every appearance, while the dogmatist frantically tries to mend the crack, restoring the illusion of oneness. Many experience anguish at the experience of the reappearance of the crack (within themselves or within their accounts of the world). What allows the sceptic to experience the repeated crisis of one becoming two with a spirit of tranquility?


Conversion as Tragedy and Comedy

I turn to two conversion narratives of (late) antiquity, both products of the development of Platonism in Roman Africa: Apuleius’ second-century Metamorphoses or The Golden Ass and Augustine’s fourth-century Confessions. Although the former presents itself as a fictional account of conversion, many readers have noted suspicious similarities between the author and his protagonist; and although the latter presents itself as autobiographical, many readers have noted the suspicious similarities between the author’s account of his real life with the epic tales of fictitious characters (such as Aeneas). The sceptical reader might concede that neither conversion tale can be declared more fictional or autobiographical than the other. Both narratives begin with a protagonist who recklessly partakes in the messy delights of a little bit of everything the world has to offer. At the climax of each narrative the protagonist discovers ‘the light’ and dramatically turns from his love of the many to his love of the One. In other words, both tales are explicitly about the conversion of the sceptic into the dogmatist. And yet, the overall structure of Apuleius’ narrative may nevertheless be read sceptically.

Both narrators of the two conversion stories recall the ‘misplaced’ desire of their younger selves who partake in many varieties of carnal and spiritual pleasures. Both figures move from venture to venture until their journeys lead them to a point of crisis. Their crisis is resolved when they undergo a conversion, committing themselves to a life-long religious vocation (Augustine turns to Christianity and Apuleius’ narrator, Lucius, to the cult of the goddess Isis). Yet, despite these similarities, the attitude of the narrator of Apuleius’ conversion story and that of Augustine’s narrative are dramatically different. Augustine’s conversion narrative takes the form of a confession, whereas Apuleius’ narrative takes the form of a comedy. Augustine weeps over lingering remnants of his past life that do not fully die in his conversion. Lucius laughs over his own experience of self-contradiction. What is experienced as a crisis for the dogmatist is the pleasure of the sceptic.

The dramatic structure of comedy shares a close connection with the sceptic’s transformation (which occurs without movement), while the dogmatist’ conversion follows the structure of ancient tragedy. Both tragedy and comedy are composed of two sides, which are equally right according to their own logic but equally wrong according to the logic of the other. Tragic resolution aims to overcome its conflict between two incompatible positions through a return oneness. The side that is identified as introducing conflict must be destroyed in order for two to return to one. The myth of an original unity is momentarily restored until the same conflict resurfaces in the next generation. In the case of a dogmatic conversion story, an old way of life must die in order for a new life to be born. And yet, despite the appearance of the victory of the new, remnants of the old inevitably resurface, reintroducing the struggle between two ways of being, which conversion had promised to overcome.

Structurally, tragedy and comedy may be said to be the same. However, while tragedy can only grasp itself from the perspective of one of the sides of its conflict, the comic perspective grasps itself from the (non)perspective of the crack itself. In the perpetual repetition of the same formal stage, an imperceptible shift in contents takes place. The anguish of tragedy is transformed into the laughter of comedy: the hiss between two positions that logically cannot coexist and yet nevertheless persist in contradiction. Likewise a conversion narrative—a story of two incompatible ways of being—is most often told from the perspective of one side of the transformative turning point (nearly always from the new self). The sceptic’s story of conversion, however, is comic in the way it tells its narrative from the perspective of the splice between two ontological orientations that persist within the experience of a single subject.

The values that Augustine holds as a Christian bishop dominate the narration of the events that took place before his conversion. His post-conversion self hovers over his pre-conversion self as he laments what he wished he had known earlier. In this way, the narrator recalls his journey while self-consciously distancing himself from his former actions that are out of line with his current commitments. Augustine’s post-conversion self attempts to suppress the sceptical appetite of his younger self, but is not always successful. This failure is most thematic in Augustine’s early Soliloquies, an inner dialogue between Augustine’s ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ sides, which discuss the tension between his pre-conversion and post-conversion selves: the tragedy of the desire for unity told from the perspective of a fractured subject. Augustine repeatedly professes fidelity to his new object of devotion in an effort to convince himself, rather than his God, of his singular devotion to one: ‘Now I love only you, I follow only you, I seek only you!’ (Aug. sol. 1.5). While Augustine insists that he has entirely abandoned his former way of being, his lingering desire for his first loves (his longing for a wife, for example) puncture his current convictions. In the middle of trying to convince himself of his singular devotion to One, he drifts to sleep. His dreams about the companionship of a woman betray him (1.11.18). Augustine is split once again between his wakeful declarations and his unconscious fantasies. Augustine’s rational voice is quick to catch him in his inconsistencies. He pushes himself on the issue of his split desire until the dogmatic side of himself—the side that desires fidelity, unity, truth—cracks: ‘Silence, I beg you, silence! Why do you cause me so much trouble; why do you challenge me? Now I weep uncontrollably!’ (1.14.25-26).

The final conclusion of the Soliloquies has a sceptical ring: reason exposes the quest for a unified way of being in the world—a unity that comes through a devotion to one true object of love/knowledge—as an irrational desire. The only thing reason has to offer is to point to the contradictions within itself. The text enacts a number of failures and contractions: the failure of reason to provide an adequate account of the self and the world, the failure to the dogmatist to honour that which he declares true, the failure of self to correspond to itself (both over a lifetime and within the same moment). On a performative level, the text fails in that Augustine abandoned the work, which was never finished, testifying to the genuine frustration of the author’s inability to transcend contradiction. Augustine’s former interest in scepticism clearly peeks through this early work, and yet the dialogue—between his two selves—lacks the ease of a sceptic who takes strange delight in his own failure.

The tragic-comedy of the dogmatist’s ascension to truth is that the resolution of his conversion comes full circle leading him back to the partial conversion of being stuck in-between.

In contrast to Augustine, who painfully revisits the events of his youth through the lens of his current failed commitments, Apuleius’ narrator, Lucius, delights in retelling old events as if he is experiencing the thrill of each old flame for the first time. Lucius seems to take genuine pleasure in recalling his life before his conversion and does not spare the reader a single seductive detail of his ‘folly.’ He admits that he is grateful for his curious nature that (literally) made an ass out of him (Apul. Met. 9.15). Augustine too expresses gratitude for the detours of his youth because he sees them as leading him to his current position in divine truth; Lucius, however, seems to find his youthful adventures valuable, or at least entertaining, for their own sake.

Apuleius himself was a devote follower of Plutarch, who might be attributed for making Eros thematic in his sceptical reading of the Theaetetus. Beyond his schooling in ‘erotic scepticism,’ Apuleius’ own life resembles that of a sceptic in that he openly took up many opposing positions and participated in many opposing activities, devoting himself to the study of philosophy, poetry, geometry, and rhetoric. When accused of seducing his friend’s widowed mother by means of dark magic, Apuleius does not exactly deny the charges. Instead, in the fashion of a true sceptic, he defends his commitment to nothing in particular by confessing his openness to everything: as he tells his accusers, if he had dabbled in things related to magic it was in relation to his many other pursuits: his interest in bodily hygiene (Apul. Apol. 7), his experiments with medical practice (27, 51), his investigation of natural science (27), his participation in religious rituals (26-27). (A defense, which evades guilt by confessing to more and more, running along the lines of: ‘Well yes, it’s true that I slept with your wife, but I also slept with your daughter and sister.’)

Although Apuleius’ diverse life and texts speak to his schooling in philosophical scepticism, he does not declare himself so. Likewise, his Metamorphoses makes no commitment to any one philosophical school, but instead takes the form of a comedy: an invitation for the reader to doubt what she believes to be certain and reconsider what strikes her as incredible. The protagonist espouses contrasting views and values at different points in the narrative. Up until his religious conversion in the final eleventh book of the novel, Lucius proudly declares himself to be one who is curious about everything (curiousus alioquin) (Apul. Met. 2.6). The narrator beckons the reader to follow him along a string of extraordinary tales ranging from romantic and silly to sexually graphic and grotesque to philosophical and religious. A reader who lacks a hearty appetite for curious matters has little motivation to commit herself to an ass’ episodic tales about magical transformations, adulterous scandal, and sensational goddesses and witches. The Metamorphoses has a bit of something for every kind of reader but is ideal for someone who, like Lucius (not to mention Apuleius himself), takes interest in a little bit of everything.

One can read Apuleius’ entire narrative from the pious perspective of Lucius at the end of the novel. In this case the rest of the novel’s tantalizing adventures must be taken as a moralistic warning. Indeed many scholars of Apuleius choose this ‘high road,’ but a sceptic continues to question the indeterminacy between such moral highs and lows. A sceptical reading treats the prologue with equal weight as the conclusion, just as she treats the fantastic with equal weight as what appears realistic. While Apuleius’ tale concludes dogmatically, it opens with an invitation to read the text sceptically, letting one’s resistance to anything absolutely be an openness to a bit of everything.

The prologue opens with a direct debate of the merits of saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the seduction of a second. The narrator on his way to Thessaly eavesdrops on two quibbling travelers. He recounts:

I saw two men trudging along together a short distance ahead of me, deep in conversation. I walked a little faster, curious to know what they were talking about, and just as I drew abreast one of them burst into a loud laugh and said to the other: ‘Stop, stop! Not another word! I can’t bear to hear any more of your absurd and monstrous lies.’ (Apul. Met. 1.2)

The cynical travelers’ protest against what he takes to be his friend’s outrageous story immediately spikes Lucius’ interest. He interrupts the conversation, encouraging the first traveler to retell his story from the beginning. Lucius promises not only to enjoy the tale but also to give every word serious consideration no matter how ridiculous it may initially seem. The sceptic overturns the cynic’s ‘no’ with his insistent ‘yes.’ The prologue can be read as Apuleius’ way of encouraging the reader to embrace the forthcoming series of stories, which will surely strike the reader as fantastical and obscene. Lucius’ eagerness to hear the storyteller’s tale precisely because it has been forbidden lures the reader into indulging in Apuleius’ novel even when the presented values are contrary to the traditional values of its age. Apuleius invites his readers to go precisely where his contemporaries advise their readers not to go.

Lucius as the protagonist of Metamorphoses is divided between the sceptical persona in the introduction and the dogmatic persona of the conclusion. However, Lucius as the narrator of events experienced by ‘both selves’ seems to find equal value in both sides of a life split by radical conversion. Although the dogmatic commitments of ‘post-conversion’ Lucius would deny any legitimate value in his former lifestyle, the narrator continues to take equal pleasure in recounting all of his experiences. Conversion narratives, like tragedy and comedy, attempt to grapple with conflicting objects of desire, ethical frameworks and metaphysical systems held by one individual or community over a lifetime or within the same moment. A sceptical conversion (of the experience of conversion) is in the insight that when one is unable to achieve unity, which perhaps no honest person can, one can wade in the pleasure of opposing attractions.

The content of scepticism appears empty both in terms of establishing any philosophical positions and in terms of offering us practical advice for our daily life. It turns out that scepticism is no more a way of life than it is a philosophical framework. Perhaps the only insight that we can take away from the contradictory lives and philosophical positions of figures like Socrates, Pyrrho, Apuleius, and even the young Augustine, is that the lives of sceptics are the very enactment of the contraction they identify in every philosophical statement. Both their texts and lives are nothing more than an enactment of the nothing more. The sceptic is not only one who identifies discrepancies in others’ account of the world and therefore remains above such contradiction; by assenting to no position absolutely she instead commits herself to dwelling in the tension of contradiction. Scepticism is a resistance to a kind of dramatic resolution that comes too easily in the superficial reduction of two to One. The sceptic dwells in the space of crisis—in perpetual partial conversion—until the indecision that throws others into panic is transformed into something that she experiences as serene.




Emidio Spinelli

Some Blunt Instruments of Dogmatic Logic: Sextus Empiricus’ Sceptical Attack


1The Feeble Power of Dogmatic Logic

Even without delving into the abundant historiographical and doxographical details to be found in the treatment offered by Sextus Empiricus in the parallel passages of his Against the Mathematicians (Adversus Mathematicos = M VII and VIII), it must be acknowledged that the more succinct and introductory analysis he presents in the second book of his Outlines of Pyrrhonism (= PH) may already satisfy the reader wishing to investigate questions of truth and falsehood, in relation to both dogmatic philosophies and the objections raised by the sceptics.

The underlying argument of Sextus’ book systematically addresses a series of topics familiar to anyone seeking to establish the truth of those key epistemological tools exploited by currents of thought purporting to state ‘how things really stand’: an easy target for Pyrrhonian criticism.

Following a few introductory sections (PH II 1–12) of crucial importance for understanding—and especially justifying, against all sterile dogmatist polemics—a genuine form of sceptical zetein,1Sextus examines (and attempts to demolish) some central concepts in dogmatic ‘logic.’ The semantic field covered by ‘logic’ here is far broader than the one usually attributed to it, insofar as it extends to questions that may be seen to fall under the labels of epistemology, semiotics, the philosophy of language, and so on.

From first to last, Sextus pays special attention to the following notions:


–criterion (PH II 14–79; cf. M VII 25–37 and 46–445);2

–the true and truth (PH II 80 –96; cf. M VII 38–45; VIII 1–140);3

–sign (PH II 97–133; cf. M VIII 141–299);4

–demonstration (PH II 134–192; cf. M VIII 300 –481);5

–syllogism (PH II 193–203);

–induction and definition (PH II 204 and 205–212);6

–division, whole/parts, genus/species, and accidents (PH II 213–228), examined in this contribution;

–sophisms (PH II 229–259).7



Within this conceptually homogeneous logical-epistemological arsenal that reflects a perspective marked by the dichotomy of true/false, I would like to focus on one of the ‘logical’ sections. These are unique in Sextus’ work and hence find no parallels in the more meticulous analysis provided in M VII and VIII. This uniqueness does not merely concern the dogmatic theories pertaining to the notions of syllogism, induction/definition, and sophism, but extends to a range of points made with regard to logical-demonstrative argumentation, and which appear to play a leading role in the doctrines that Sextus seeks to refute.


2Logical Division and Its Four Aspects

Sextus’ first target is the concept of division. Before discussing its more questionable aspects, in PH II 213 Sextus invokes the authority of ‘some dogmatists’ who considered dialectic ‘the science of deduction, induction, definition and division,’ apparently in an attempt to apply the same scheme to his own exposition. Sextus states that, in addition to his previous analysis of the notions of criterion, sign, and demonstrative logoi, he has already discussed syllogisms, inductions, and definitions. He now deems it appropriate to also examine, however briefly (brachea), the last section of dialectic: that pertaining to division (PH II 213–228), whose specific weight within the philosophical tradition embodied by Platonic and Peripatetic philosophers is undeniable.8

Presumably relying once again on the authority of the dogmatists mentioned at the beginning (phasi), Sextus presents—and sets out to criticise, what in his view seems to be easily (rhadion isos)—a distinction between four modes of diairesis, namely the division:



	 of the name into its relative meanings;

	 of the whole into its parts;

	 of the genus into its species;

	 of the species into individuals.9





If we start from the division of the name into its meanings, we will immediately notice an underlying feature of Sextus’ argumentative strategy. The premise on which it rests in PH II 214 (= fr. 65 Hülser) is the acceptance—and perhaps not just disserendi causa, as the formula kai eikotos might be taken to suggest—of a widely accepted thesis in the dogmatist milieu (phasin): true knowledge, namely ‘science’ or episteme, is something firm and immutable. As such, it falls within the realm of physei entities and not of conventional products that are likely to undergo sudden changes and are subject to our judgement, which is to say—as Sextus points out—that it falls within the sphere of what is eph’hemin. May this thesis be traced back, first of all, to a Platonic Academic philosophical background, one also shared by Aristotle (see especially An. post. I 33)? The way in which it is presented, particularly the emphasis on the characteristic of immutability (ametaptotos, which like the following eumetaptotos is a hapax in Sextus), does not seem to suggest a Platonic echo and polemical target,10but perhaps allows a further speculation. One might suppose that Sextus here has a Stoic thesis in mind, a ‘heterodox’ thesis, possibly because it was still too Socratic in its distinctive traits (see in particular SVF I 413). It might be the radical thesis upheld by Herillus, who identified telos with a form of science intended as ‘constant disposition.’11

Leaving aside the question of the origin of this doctrine, the mentioning of it allows Sextus to strategically highlight the unscientific nature, or, if we like, the incapacity, of operating on the firm and incontrovertible level of truth of diairetic activity, which some scholars have taken to amount to a merely lexicographical exercise in the clarification of homonyms.12The semantic function of names is presented as a merely conventional product by means of arguments that also occur, albeit in relation to different polemical aims, in other sections of Sextus’ corpus: what we have is, on the one hand, the reciprocal linguistic incomprehension between Greeks and barbarians, and, on the other, the arbitrary and ever-changing connection between names and the things they signify.13

On the doxographical level too this passage from Sextus offers some interesting insights: the final demolition of the definition of dialectic as the science of signifiers and things signified—here recorded in an anonymous form (hos oiontai tines)—can, and indeed must, be seen to find its remote yet certain origin in Chrysippus (see DL VII 62).


3Splitting the Whole into Its Parts

After having demolished the notion of division in a terse and schematic way, in PH II 215–218 Sextus turns his attention to the issue of the relation between the whole and its parts. In these sections, leaving open the question of the existence or non-existence of the whole and its parts, Sextus exclusively directs his criticism ‘against the possibility of dividing a whole into its parts, a topic with which he does not deal at all in M 9.331–358.’14It is undeniable that this general question was very dear to the philosopher, since he repeatedly examines it, not merely occasionally in different sections of his works,15but also under more specific ‘rubrics,’ such as, for instance:



	 in the sections devoted to ‘physics,’ as he himself mentions at the beginning of PH II 215;16

	 in the technical context of the ‘grammatical’ partition of a logos into its parts (see M I 132–141; cf. also M I 162–168);17

	 in the context of a more specifically ‘arithmetical’ discussion (see M IV 23–33).





In the passage under scrutiny, Sextus embarks on a general investigation of one of the possible aspects of diairesis without ever losing sight of his aim: to disprove the logical devices commonly employed by the dogmatists so as to undermine their truth claims. Sextus resorts to a numerical example, the number 10 and its parts,18in keeping with a mode of arguing that—as he himself consciously notes— is typical of the sceptics.19

The criticism unfolds along two distinct lines:


(a)the impossibility of dividing 10 into its parts;

(b)the impossibility of conceiving the parts within 10 in a non-contradictory way.

a.Let us suppose that we divide 10 into the following parts—1+2+3+4—and, clearly stretching the argument to some extent, let us consider division to be almost a synonym of subtraction.20The first of the divided parts, 1, will then be subtracted from 10, which will become 9 and hence lose its peculiarity as a whole, and the same applies to the other elements in the division/subtraction.

b.Given any division of the whole, moreover, its parts must necessarily be encompassed by the whole itself.21However, taking once again our chosen numerical example, if 10 is divided into 9+1 and then into 8+2, 7+3, and so on, it must be admitted that 10 encompasses, in addition to itself, the full sum of its parts (9+8+7+6+5+4+3+2+1=45). We must therefore grant that ‘10 encompasses 45.’



These absurd conclusions—which also apply on the ‘geometric level,’ which is to say in the case of magnitudes, to be intended however as continuous and not discrete quantities—22ought to show that it is impossible to divide a whole into parts. Faced with this unlikely claim, which seems to run against the most basic rules of common sense, one could raise some substantial doubts and objections, so as to highlight its ‘sophistic’ character, so to speak.23Sextus himself seems to be aware of this, since he introduces his polemical logoi with the kind of cautious language that distinguishes Pyrrhonian formulations: he ‘qualifies’ them using semantically restrictive phonai (such as tacha, PH II 216, or isos, PH II 218) that are far removed from the dogmatist exposition of logical and linguistic statements as absolute, incontrovertible truths.


4Genera and Species:

Mental Concepts or Substantial Entities?

Sextus shifts the focus of his attack to a web of notions that carries even greater implications in terms of the claim of possessing the truth in the sections which he devotes to an examination of the dogmatist use of genera/species as a pair of terms (PH II 219–227).24

At the very beginning, in § 219, we find a sort of cross-reference, a crucial element for anyone wishing to further investigate and better understand Sextus’ overall argument, as well as the connections which might be seen to lend coherence to his polemical exposition. Sextus writes that he will be returning to the question of the relationship between genera/species in greater detail elsewhere (platyteron men en allois). However, the philosopher does not keep this important promise, at any rate judging from his surviving writings.25We must make do, then, with the succinct analysis he offers in his Outlines, an analysis that from the very beginning is marked by the explicit identification of two polemical targets:


(a)A first group of dogmatists maintains that genera and species are merely conceptual products. Sextus regards the position of these thinkers—in all likelihood, Stoics—to have already been refuted through the aporias raised against the governing part (of the soul, the hegemonikon) and the notion of ‘representation’ (phantasia).26

(b)A second group of philosophers instead grants genera and species self-subsistence (idia hypostasis). Based on cross-references with texts by Seneca, Alcinous, and Clement of Alexandria, it has been reasonably suggested that this ‘second group consists of Middle Platonists (that is to say, inclusive of the Middle Platonist Plato and the Aristoteles interpretatus).’27



The theses upheld by this second group of opponents may have struck Sextus as being more challenging or better argued, since he does not limit himself to providing a swift, terse refutation, but examines them in greater detail in PH II 220 –222. Given the actual existence of genera (disserendi causa, of course), it thus seems as though those wishing to highlight their limits are faced with two possibilities:


(a)there are as many genera as species;

(b)there is only one genus, common to all the species that fall under it.



The first alternative forces us to deny the very possibility of a diairesis of the genus, i. e., of that process enabling us to acknowledge a multiplicity of species to be subsumed under the single and same genos. The second alternative, instead, entails a series of contradictions; in fact, it presupposes the creation of some real fictions (eidolopoieseis, PH II 222: a noun that constitutes a hapax in Sextus). In order to expose these contradictions, Sextus sets out to reveal certain dogmatic incongruities through a range of objections that carry considerable weight within the Pyrrhonian polemical arsenal and whose presence in this section of the corpus is certainly noteworthy.28At this point, one might also speculate: can Sextus’ formulation find an authoritative precedent in Plato’s Parmenides (see especially Parm. 131a ff.)? Or, at least, may it constitute a conscious counterpart to some sort of Middle Platonist reading of these Platonic pages?29

The richness of the possible philosophical background of Sextus’ objections and the objective strength they display in their attempt to demolish two cornerstones of the much-flaunted dogmatist ability to build cogent arguments, as far as the identification of the truth is concerned, suggest that we should examine the development of Sextus’ polemic more closely. Sextus’ criticism revolves around two key points:



	 Not every species can participate in the whole genus, because otherwise it would exhaust that genus in itself, so to speak, and hence it could not be ‘participated’ in by any other species.

	 Not every species can participate even in a part of the genus, for at least for two reasons:



a.Because if it did, we would not find the whole genus in the species and would have to say, for example, that man is only substance, and not the other parts of the ‘animal’ genus (for example, animated or endowed with sensation);

b.Because not every species participates in the same part of the genus (for this would give rise to the same difficulties encountered under point 1), nor do different species participate in different parts. In the latter case, ‘they will either be generically different, which conflicts with the notion of a common genus, or each genus will become infinite, being divided not only into entirely different species but also into entirely different empirical individuals.’30



With no scruples about doxographical homogeneity, and with little concern about switching from one dogmatist family to another in his polemic, Sextus seems to shift from a remote Platonist or Middle Platonist terrain31to one of his favourite targets. From PH II 223 (= fr. 718 Hülser), his polemical focus is yet another doctrine typical of the Stoics. The latter identify (phasin) ‘something’ (ti) as the supreme genus (see PH II 86). Purely by way of hypothesis and for the sake of argumentative completeness (logou eneken), Sextus puts forward three alternatives. This supreme category, the ti, is:


(a)all things;

(b)only some things;

(c)no things.



Alternative (c) is immediately discarded, since it is tantamount to positing that the supreme genus is nothing at all. Hypothesis (a) also raises some glaring contradictions,32for if the supreme genus is both corporeal/incorporeal, true/false, white/black, and so on, then the species and individuals ‘in which it is found’ also ought to be such,33a conclusion obviously in contrast with reality. Finally, alternative (b) suggests that we can only identify the ti with, for example, the body or with rationality, which automatically implies the non-existence of ‘something’ incorporeal or non-rational (conclusions that openly conflict with established Stoic theses).

Faithful to his ‘diabolically ecumenical’ intention to spare no possible commentator who makes a dogmatic claim of possessing the truth, Sextus takes a sort of exegetical turn at the end of PH II 225 by focusing on the further dogmatist attempt to describe the genus as something that is all things in potency (dynamei) but not in act: an attempt that has a Peripatetic ‘flavour’ to it and carries markedly polemical implications.34Once again, this dogmatist suggestion, anchored in the dialectical relation between potency and act, proves fruitless in Sextus’ eyes. He plays with basic concepts that are well established in the philosophies he attacks, since he ‘jumps from the relative to the absolute sense of “not being.”’35For Sextus, the dogmatist (or possibly Peripatetic) is first of all forced to define what the genus itself is in act; yet as soon as he does so, he finds himself caught in the aporias already examined with regard to the aforementioned alternative (a), and hence is forced to abandon his hypothetical yet fragile way out.

In this progressive accumulation of polemical targets, attacked in relation to the alleged explicative or heuristic strength of the genos, there is another dogmatist short-cut which does not escape Sextus’ attention: the thesis that the genus coincides with some things in act and others only in potency. For example, if the ti is ‘actually’ (energeia) corporeal, it cannot be dynamei incorporeal. Sextus’ argument here proves particularly effective, insofar as it denies that the genus encompasses, at least potentially, the different qualities, or even opposite or contradictory qualities (white/black, true/false, etc.), of its species. The argument can apparently be applied to any opponent seeking to uphold this thesis.36

Sextus’ last objection, put forward in PH II 227, concerns a well-known example that was no doubt widely used in dogmatist milieus. It revolves around the impossibility of regarding the word ‘man’ as being truly and unqualifiedly common to all the particular entities that ought to fall within it. Let us grant that statements such as ‘Alexander is taking a walk’ and ‘Paris is taking a walk’ are both either true or false, since the proper nouns used are absolutely homonymous. This is not the case when the subject of a statement is a common noun, as this would give a linguistic character to its genus. In his example, Sextus seems to be mocking the discussions and dialectical arguments typical of his opponents’ schools. If we say ‘a man is taking a walk,’ we must grant that this proposition is not always true or always false, but rather true in the case of Theon, who is indeed taking a walk, and false in the case of Dion, who is seated.

In this case too, then, Sextus’ polemic combines notions more specifically related to the field of logic with what characterises the linguistic expressions exploited by the various dogmatist schools. The latter—judging at least from Sextus’ cumulative and far from neutral reconstruction—all share an obstinate desire to assign our assertions an ontologically cogent value on the semantic level.


5Common Accidents or Private Properties?

The set of criticisms advanced against the background of this complex logical, linguistic, and conceptual network culminates in PH II 228 with an attempt to disprove the notion of common accidents. Moving directly on from the objections examined in the previous sections, Sextus extends his criticism to those qualifications that seem to be transversally ‘promiscuous,’ which is to say common to several entities, when in fact in each case they turn out to apply only to one subject (the adjective used here, idion, may be an allusion to Stoic doctrine)—or, to be more precise, to a particular condition or situation in which the entity in question finds itself, as though these qualifications were an integral part of a sort of metaphysical principium individuationis.37The examples of symbebekota chosen by Sextus (sight and breathing) show that the apparently common predicability with respect to Dion or Theon, for instance, no longer applies the moment one of the two subjects radically changes his status. Sight and breathing ‘perish,’ so to speak, with the death of the subject in relation to whom they were enunciated; nor is it reasonable to suppose that they endure as self-subsistent entities.


6Beyond Theory, but Towards Life …

Retracing the steps of Sextus’ attack on the various notions examined in certain sections of the second book of the Outlines of Pyrrhonism—often schematic or even inadequate steps, at times compelling or cogent ones—has proven to be a rather useful exercise in two respects. On the one hand, the analysis of Sextus carried out in these pages and the sharp pars destruens they deliver have enabled us—with obvious benefits on the doxographical level—to highlight some of the argumentative tools, or at any rate some of the main points of reference, in the reasoning developed by individual dogmatist currents. Each of these currents sought to consolidate its solid knowledge, its established episteme, as the unquestionable province of truth. On the other hand, behind Sextus’ persistent arguments it has been possible to grasp a fully and distinctly Pyrrhonian pars construens: the progressive demolition of the cornerstones of the logical structure of dogmatism enables the true sceptic to fully exercise his most genuine dynamis. In PH I 8, this is praised as a crucial sceptical

ability to set out oppositions among things which appear and are thought of in any way at all, an ability by which, because of the equipollence in the opposed objects and accounts, we come first to suspension of judgement and afterwards to tranquillity.38

This intellectual effort does away with all truth claims and, ultimately, probably rejects even the alleged primacy of the bios theoretikos.39In his critical enquiry, the Pyrrhonian philosopher does not investigate conflicting dogmatist theses on the level of the strict rules of Aristotelian logic, i. e., in the light of the alleged mutually exclusive contradictory status between what is absolutely true and what is absolutely false.40Rather, he bases the assessment of these theses on their credibility, which is psychologically experienced as being equipollent and hence capable of leading to a morally fruitful suspension of judgement.41With this comes something capable of providing guidance in the complexity of everyday life, namely the acceptance of a series of apparent values and phenomena that prove pragmatically effective insofar as they are governed by the non-dogmatic four-fold rule for directing one’s mind. Sextus sums it up as follows (PH I 23):

Thus, attending to what is apparent, we live in accordance with everyday observances, without holding opinions—for we are not able to be utterly inactive. These everyday observances seem to be fourfold, and to consist in guidance by nature, necessitation by feelings, handing down of laws and customs, and teaching of kinds of expertise.42

In other words, if it is true that we can do without the truth, it will be useful to gaze at reality with different eyes, with a less presumptuously definitive or absolute perspective. We can then shape our being in the world in the light of different criteria, criteria that may be weaker and less appealing perhaps, but are no less fruitful: primum vivere, deinde philosophari […].43






Teresa Caligiure

In antiquam litem relabimur. Sceptical Hints in Petrarch’s Secretum44

Cum enim neque melius quaeri veritas possit,

quam interrogando et respondendo.

(Augustine, Soliloquium, II:7,14)

Introduction

Francesco Petrarch’s Secretum45is a Latin dialogue in three books composed between 1347 and 1353.46The aim of this paper is to investigate certain sceptical hints emerging from the dialogue which underpinned the conception of Francesco’s character and his relationship with the quest for Christian truth.

It would be proper to begin with the Proem, as it anticipates the ideological cores of the Secretum by delineating Francesco’s moral character, that of a man prone to anxious brooding about the human condition: ‘Not long ago, while I was yet again meditating with astonishment on how I had come into this life and how I would depart from it.’47Next, Truth48appears in the shape of a woman whose presence plays a specific role, as she herself explains:

Taking pity on your errors I have come down from afar to help you in your hour of need. Until now you have often all to often gazed upon the earth with clouded eyes; if so far you have found mortal things delightful, how much more can you not hope for if you look up to things eternal? […] So I gazed, eager to look at her, but my mortal eyes could not bear the celestial light, and I lowered them again. Seeing this, she was silent for a moment, and then, repeatedly breaking into speech, she forced me with brief and almost insignificant questions to respond and to discuss a multitude of things. I recognised that this was doubly to my advantage: I became a little wiser, and at the same time, feeling more confident as a result of our discussion, I began to be able to look more openly at the face.49

Francesco dwells in error because his interests aim solely at mundane goods. Truth, whom he described in his Latin poem Africa50and with whom he is therefore well acquainted, comes to his rescue. After a brief silent pause,51during which Francesco shivers in awe, unable to bear the gaze of such celestial splendour, Truth, through minutae interrogatiunculae,52initiates a conversation intended to bring about the moral elevation of her interlocutor. Nonetheless, the task of reaching deep into the depths of Francesco’s soul and diverting his desires from earthly vanities is entrusted to Augustine, because ‘it is the human voice that penetrates the ear of mortal man.’53Francesco recognises the saint at once because of his posture, his African outfit and Roman eloquence, and his eagerness to question him;54however, Truth addresses Augustine first. Truth asks Augustine to come out of his silent brooding (‘taciturna meditatio’), since Francesco is moribund because of his own sin and, furthermore, is dangerously far from understanding the nature of his own sickness: that is why he needs a physician who is an expert in mundane passions.55Augustine,56to whom Francesco is devoted as he views him as the intellectual closest to his own sensitivity, is an example to follow, since he also wandered in error before reaching a path of truth-seeking.57In fact, Petrarch considered Augustine his own master. The saint accepts the task, initiating a three-day exchange with the disciple in the silent presence of Truth.58


‘Sola virtus animum felicitat’

The structure of the work, as the auctor highlights, draws from the model of Platonic and Ciceronian dialogues.59Its constant and crucial references are Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy and Augustine’s Confessions, together with the moral writings of Seneca.60From the prologue on, Petrarch refers to Augustine’s Soliloquium61as well. As has already been pointed out,62the Cassiciaco dialogues were, among Augustine’s works, one of the major influences on the character of Francesco in the Secretum.63Without forgetting the substantial differences between them, these similarities show the importance of assent in the quest for truth and also how, in the Secretum, Francesco lacks the final assent that would allow him to take on a new moral path. Further evidence of the influence of the Soliloquium on the Secretum are the facts that the inner dialogue between Augustine and Ratio also lasts for three days and that Ratio advises Augustine to ask for God’s help against the infirmities of sin (‘ora salutem et auxilium’). In the Soliloquium, the author ‘undertakes, and in turn discusses, the difficult path of philosophical reflection, which is aimed at investigating, through reason and evidence, those truths that matter to man and to which he refers to live.’64Nevertheless, Augustine, unlike Francesco, recites a long prayer before the actual opening of the dialogue. In the prayer, he turns desire and voluntas65towards God and begs to be able to reach God’s knowledge and that of the soul.66Furthermore, he demonstrates his gradual moral elevation, showing his progress67and his willing spiritual growth.

In the Proem, Francesco lies in a situation of error and inner closure; however, at the end of the dialogue, after a long analysis of his conscience, he still wishes—as at the beginning—to take care of his mundane commitments (‘mortalia negotia’ III:214). Indeed, he does not display a thoroughly manifest will towards the virtuous life, and his master Augustine rebukes him accordingly. In the Secretum, Petrarch, through an introspective analysis in the presence of Truth, delineates the project of a virtuous life to be put into practice in Augustine’s replies; still, the disciple defers his master’s proposals. Francesco’s moral progress and the awareness he acquires of his own sin should allow him to shed the phantasmata (‘imagines rerum visibilium’; ‘pestis illa fantasmatum’)68that make one’s spirit numb and paralyses one’s actions. Nevertheless, he does not reach an immediate practical goal, but rather a deferred action. This is testified by the master’s closing line, where he resignedly joins in with a prayer: ‘But so be it, since it cannot be otherwise. I pray to God and beg Him to accompany you on your way, and to grant that your errant footsteps will nonetheless lead you to a place of safety.’69Besides, while in the Soliloquium Augustine’s deferral of an answer opens up the possibility of a broader argumentation, meant to show the moral progress he has achieved,70in the Secretum Francesco’s stalling in heeding his master’s call, and so Truth’s own call, is due to sloth and to his unwillingness to face the matter and admit his error, or to his persistent dwelling in error itself.

In the first book of the Secretum, Augustine bestows upon his disciple the duty of acknowledging his own negligent voluntas towards good, impaired by his mundane passions. The saint at once introduces the matters he cherishes the most: the rediscovery of one’s self (nosce te ipsum), the awareness of error, the meditatio mortis,71and the search for happiness through virtue; he then moves on to analysing Francesco’s past experiences and his state of spiritual misery. Firstly—in the second book— the saint pressingly questions Francesco about the seven deadly sins, greatly elaborating on sloth, the sin by which Francesco is most tormented. Then, in the third book, Augustine probes the two passions that, for his disciple, are the hardest to get rid of: his love for Laura and his longing for glory.

Augustine’s words in Book I echo the strict principles of Stoic morality,72which binds together notions of virtue and truth, preaching abstention from passions—thus from richness, earthly love, and the desire for glory—and the primacy of will.

A: For if virtue alone makes the mind happy, as has been frequently proved with the most convincing arguments by Cicero and many others, then it follows absolutely that nothing removes the mind from happiness unless it is the opposite of virtue […].

F: Of course I remember: you are directing me back to the teaching of the Stoics, which are contrary to popular opinion and closer to the truth than to general practice. […] I […] don’t doubt that the maxims of the Stoics are preferable to the errors of the common people […]. For that reason, even allowing for the Stoic maxim, one can accept that many are unhappy against their will, while grieving and wishing that the contrary were true. […]

A: I had set about showing you that in order to escape the confines of our mortal condition and to lift ourselves to higher things, the first step, so to speak, consists of meditation on death and human misery; the second is the ardent desire and determination to rise above them.

F: I wouldn’t dare to admit that I had set my mind against it. For my esteem for you has so grown since my youth that if my opinion were in any way different from yours, I’d recognize that I was mistaken.73

Francesco complains about the impracticability of the Stoic tenets and confirms the sternness of his will: indeed, despite wanting to, he has not managed to detach himself from human passions. The harsh and abstract dimension of Stoic morality is then mitigated in the second book by the master and disciple’s shared proposals, favouring a ‘peripatetic moderation’74that considers material necessities and the control of passions less severely. Augustine’s recommendations and rebukes rest on the fundamental topics of the book: a lack of virtue is the cause of man’s unhappiness, and the sole remedy is a sincere and thorough meditation on death. Such a meditation is not merely contemplative, but should be able to drag the mind towards certain spirit-changing thoughts, so that, assisted by the action of a powerful will, they can elevate man from his state of misery and moral anguish. A stern will can hold passions in check and manage the fluctuationes and moral inadequacies that cause the breaks, toils, and contradictions that drive man away from happiness and truth. The issue of the opinionum perversitas—that is, self-deception as the root of all evil, a Stoic topic tracing back to Seneca and Cicero—is also crucial, and is acknowledged from the beginning of the saint’s discourse. 75

From this first part of the dialogue, one can already grasp how the whole discourse will unravel and how the inner dialectic is driven by the two characters.76Francesco is the kind of disciple who objects and answers back to his master, but who is also able to admit his own error, albeit standing by his own beliefs. Augustine is the pater optime, redeemed sinner and doctor of the soul, who guides spiritual reflection, examines the disciple, grasps argumentative inspirations from his replies, and points out his inconsistencies and contradictions, compelling him to better define his concepts, words, and possible justifications. The discourse about voluntas is a fitting example:

A: We agreed to set aside the snares of deceit and to devote ourselves with absolute candor to thesearch for truth. […].

F: There’ll be no end to this, for I will never say that. For I know, and you are my witness, howoften I wanted to, but couldn’t, and how many tears I shed to no avail.

A: I can bear witness to your many tears, but by no means to your will.77

Truth is sought by digging deep into the soul, thus laying bare Francesco’s miseries, faults, and desires. He tries, sometimes, to escape his own responsibilities through answers meant to defend his literary activity and the two chains that bind him to sin: his love for Laura and his desire for poetic glory. The whole dialogue appears as a critical debate about human behaviour, or more specifically about the vices of Francesco as a man,78in a crescendo full of harsh accusations. According to Augustine, voluntas manages the very possibility of choice at the Pythagorean crossroads between good and evil. Therefore, he distinguishes between ‘one wanting to…’ and ‘one being able to…’ based on a resolve that, for Francesco, is not a longing but a feeble wish (Secretum, I:44). This awareness helps to clear the mind from the danger of self-deception and the justification of vice (Secretum, I:28). The whole work, indeed, is based on the Augustinian topic of finding oneself,79of dedicating oneself to otium,80understood as an inner quest aimed at perfecting one’s morality in a Christian dimension.


A Failing Adhesion

From the first, the dialogue is rich in argumentations pertaining to the foundational question81of all the discourse that Francesco addresses to the master: ‘What holds me back?’82The question is repeated in order to complain that the meditatio mortis has not achieved the desired effect (Secretum, I:62). There is a further reference to Augustine’s Soliloquium: ‘Why then did I still stay in suspense and will I defer with an astonishing sorrow?’83Still, in the Augustinian passage, the author exhibits the longing for knowledge that determines the very meaning of life.84This expectation cannot be found in the words of Francesco, for whom vain mortal cares overwhelm the quest for truth and the possibility of living a virtuous life.85

Augustine’s continuous pleas for the meditatio mortis—a pivotal matter for the whole dialogue—which allows us to grasp the value of eternity and to tell what is ephemeral and useless from what is worthy of being pursued, arouse in Francesco, even on the third day of the dialogue, fears pertaining to the time86he ought to dedicate to his activities as a poet and historian. First of all, the impossibility of completing the epic poem Africa, aimed at praising Scipio Africanus’ heroic deeds and therefore the great history of Rome, a work fiercely reproved by Augustine as a waste of time for the sole scope of mundane glory:

A: Thus you have dedicated the whole of your life to these two projects (not to mention the many others with which they have been interspersed) wasting your most precious and irreplaceable gift, for as you write about others, you forget yourself. […] Oh unhappy man, if what you say is true.87

Francesco wasted the best years of his life as a historian and poet in dedicating himself to works—Africa and De viris—which please his friends and will win him immortal glory among the living and in posterity.88Human ambition is not worthy of being called ‘glory,’ and so Augustine warns his disciple that he should rather cultivate virtue: ‘virtutem cole, gloriam neglige’ (Secretum, III:206). For happiness to be long-lasting, it must relate to something permanent and not to something transient and changing, and therefore, real happiness can only be found in God, who is eternal: in fact, the sole hope of permanence is ‘in Him who never moves and whose sun never sets.’89Happy, hence, is he who finds God. Conversely, Francesco addresses his happiness and his main interests towards what is uncertain: to poetry and the poetic glory he will be granted by the Africa that he repeatedly mentions in the third book. When the disciple expresses his worry that he might not be able to complete it and argues that he could hardly forsake a work that has cost him so much labour halfway through, Augustine retorts: ‘I know which way you are stumbling. You’d rather abandon yourself than your little books.’90

The moral bind between will and time, on which is measured the wisdom of men, resonates in Augustine’s accusing appeals to eternal goods, to which Francesco responds, foreshadowing the end of the dialogue: ‘I am not abandoning them, but it may be that I’m putting them off.’91The consequences of such a statement are dire, inasmuch as it means that he has placed his trust in the incertum92with the final result of forsaking himself.93To the master’s stern and well-constructed criticism, the disciple responds with an attempt to invert the order of things, as he states his preference to commit first to mortal things and then to the eternal ones, because the former will naturally be followed by the latter, and, when the latter occur, they will definitively oust the former. His effort to justify his passions concerning writing and his love for Laura, yet still within a journey between mortalia and eterna, is clear.94By aiming his interest towards what he knows to be transient, Francesco postpones and suspends his acceptance of undertaking a path towards the virtuous life. Indeed, there are several passages of the dialogue in which Augustine rebukes Francesco because of how he continually defers, and rather pursues what is uncertain.95

As for the passages of the Secretum where Augustine reprimands Francesco for the time committed to poetry, the quest for glory, and his literary curiositas, suggesting to him a philosophical journey of meditatio mortis, soul searching, and contemplation of the divine things, Francisco Rico suggested as a source of inspiration—together with other references that he fittingly signals in his commentary—a few Augustinian passages from De ordine96and from Contra Academicos,97the first dialogue that Augustine wrote after he converted. Rico highlights how the Cassiciaco dialogues influenced the composition of the Secretum:

Pero tengo por evidente que la figura de Licencio contribuyó aun más a modelar la situación en que ahora se halla Francesco. Descubrir el paralelismo con el caso de Licencio, así, desvanece cualquier duda que aún pudiera albergar el lector sobre el sentido de la contestación del Santo.98

Licentius burns with love for his own poetry and for that of Virgil, and Augustine attempts to draw him closer to the study of wisdom by suggesting that he reads Cicero’s Hortensius.99If the character of Licentius has somehow helped to mould the figure of Francesco and the situation that the Secretum describes, it may be useful to point out the passages which, in the Contra Academicos,100pertain to the diatribe against the Academics and the sceptics. Augustine first scolds Licentius, who favours the Academics, because of the latter’s excessive interest in writing poetry and reading the Aeneid—the same Aeneid that Francesco has been mentioning at crucial points in the Secretum from the Proem (I:22) onwards—and then resumes the discourse on Academics and the value of philosophy (Acad., II:IV,10). Immediately afterwards, the discussion moves on to the notion of philosophy upheld by both the ancient and the new Academics beginning from Carneades’ definitions, through an argument connecting the search for truth, assent, and what is likely to be (Acad., II:IV,11 ff.). Yet again, in the third book, Augustine, after pointing out that Licentius has composed some verses and is consumed by the love of poetry (‘quorum amore ita perculsus est’), returns to the existential importance of philosophy as a necessary and most noble occupation for searching for the truth, compared to poetry and all other activities: ‘Negotium nostrum non leve aut superfluum, sed necessarium ac summum esse arbitror: magnopere quaerere veritatem’ (Acad., III:1,1). In the last passage individuated by Rico, Augustine finds Licentius toiling to compose his verses and so, to address him a more effective rebuke, he says:

I hope that someday you will gain mastery of poetics as you desire. Not that this accomplishment pleases me very much! I see that you are so infatuated that you can’t escape this love except through tiring of it, however, and it’s customary for this to happen readily after one becomes accomplished.101

He then calls him back to fruitful philosophy.

In the Augustinian works, the discourse about scepticism begins with Cicero as the unique Latin source, through whom Augustine becomes acquainted with the scepticism born into the Platonic Academy with Arcesilaus and developed by Carneades and Philo. Augustine’s polemic against the Academics concerns philosophical research and includes its relationship with Christian religion.102Through a critical examination of several sceptical theses, Augustine defends scepsis,103exhorting Licentius and his disciples to dedicate themselves to philosophy, enriching the plea with autobiographical elements about his former acquaintance with the Academics’ arguments.104It is those arguments that had distracted him from seeking the truth in the past, and that is why he now defends the usefulness of philosophising (Acad., III:20,43).105The strictly interwoven Cassiciaco dialogues, including the Soliloquium, were written by Augustine right after his conversion in order to confront the problem of certainty in the possibility of knowing the truth following his adhesion to the Manichean doctrines and his proximity to the scepticism of the New Academy. Sceptical doubt was an intellectual obstacle to be tackled, and Augustine felt that he had to justify the value of knowledge and to show it to his disciples. Here, the issue of the certainty of truth is bound to that of happiness:106if we want to be happy, we have to search for truth.

In the final passage of Contra Academicos, Augustine shares his last appeal about the positions of the Academics in an attempt to persuade Licentius and the other bystanders and declares that, while accepting that he is not yet wise and rather thinking of himself as a fool,107he is confident about his possibility of reaching the truth;108however, in order to do this, which is what the Academics would prevent him from doing, he has to detach himself from those things that mortals deem to be good and rely on the authority of the Christ:

I’ve renounced all the other things that mortal men think to be good and proposed to devote myself to searching for wisdom. The arguments of the Academicians seriously deterred me from this undertaking. Now, however, I am sufficiently protected against them by this discussion of ours. Furthermore, no one doubts that we’re prompted to learn by the twin forces of authority and reason. Therefore, I’m resolved not to depart from the authority of Christ on any score whatsoever.109

It is a goal to be achieved in due time,110and one that Augustine connects with the figure of Christ, proclaiming the urgency of forsaking mortal things. His final message is radical, inasmuch as he expresses his confidence in the search for truth based on Christian auctoritas, and stresses the need to turn away from mortal things. Francesco, instead, when Augustine calls on him to answer for himself, declares his commitment to the res humanae. Augustine has just begged him not to make his words vain:

‘The whole life of a philosopher is nothing more than a preparation for death.’111It is indeed this thought that will teach to scorn mortal deeds […]. I’ll reply that you do not need lengthy instructions […]. There’s no need to think about it at length. […] You must not hesitate a moment longer. […] For the rest, since our discussion has ranged so widely, if you liked anything I said, I’d ask you not to let it whiter away through idleness and neglect; if there was anything you found harder to swallow, then do not take it amiss.112

Francesco replies as follows:

I shall attend to myself as best I can and will gather together the scattered fragments of my soul and will dwell diligently upon myself. But as we speak there are definitely many important matters awaiting my attention, even if they are still mortal ones.113

After the master’s broad argumentations—accusing the disciple of loving mundane things for their own sake and not as works of God, and of sinning out of weakness of will—Francesco, even while accepting the truth of Christian principles, avoids a completely moral resolve. He suspends his moral choice and does not give that assent which, in Augustinian terms, would allow him to set off on a completely Christian path, notwithstanding the fact that he has conceived of and somehow made this assent his own. The argumentations present in the works dating back to the Cassiciaco period, still considering the complexity of the Augustinian works and the substantial differences between them, seem to have left a mark on Petrarch’s dialogue and also in the debated ending. The time and zeal that Licentius devotes to poetry in Augustine’s Contra Academicos closely resonate with the character of Francesco; some of the arguments in favour of philosophy from the Cassiciaco dialogues are the same ones that Augustine employs to persuade Francesco to abandon poetical and historical works and the pursuit of that inanis gloria that sways him from what is true and eternal; thus Francesco’s final answer emerges in stern opposition to Augustine’s conclusive message in Contra Academicos. Many of Augustine’s arguments in the Secretum attempt to dissuade Francesco from his desire to dedicate the precious span of his life to poetry and the quest for poetic glory, connecting to the main topics of the work, such as the ruit hora, the meaning of life, and the meditatio mortis, the ultimate goal of philosophy.

In the Secretum, the ‘sceptical’ aspect (if it can be called this) consists in not choosing correctly and in not adhering to moral pagan teachings and to the Christian truth proposed by Augustine in the present time. Francesco’s attitude is therefore sceptical, given his suspension and the deferral of a choice after the many convincing and heartfelt pleas coming from Augustine that should seem to elicit a clear answer. Instead, even if the success of the dialogue lies in the future promise that can be assumed from the words ‘Adero michi […] sedulo,’ at the practical level, the answer is a different one.114

Francesco does not consider the master’s teachings as urgent as Augustine suggests several times that they are, and he accepts them only to delay them; in other words, he does not ‘accept’ them in the totality of the meaning that also includes the category of time: the teachings are true, but to be applied in the future, after attending to what he actually cherishes more. What is still lacking is a strong motivation, an aware resolve to put the precepts into action.

The indecisions and the ambiguities of this failure to make a practical choice clearly show through at the end of the dialogue, which it is important to quote:

I’m really very grateful to you for this threeday conversation as well as for many other things, for you have wiped the mist from my eyes and have dispelled the thick surrounding cloud of error. But how I can thank the lady who as sat through our long discussion to the end without becoming bored by them? If she had turned her face away from us we would have been wrapped in darkness, wandering down sidetracks, and you would have had nothing concrete to say, nor I anything concrete to learn. But now, since your home is in heaven and my stay on earth is not yet at an end I don’t know how long it will last (indeed as you can see I am in a state of suspended anxiety about this), I beg you both not to abandon me, even if I am far distant from you. Without you, dear Father, my life would be unpleasant, but without her it would be nothing.115

Francesco’s final praise of Truth and of the saint whose advice he has declined to follow seem to belittle the long arguments for the necessity of a strong will which had extended over the three-day dialogue. For Augustine, the seat of Truth is unintelligible, to be found in God and the eternal; the res humanae are transient, and therefore the time of man becomes meaningful only if it becomes the time of God. Still, in order to do this, one has to avoid the wastage caused by human miseries, and must neither love the creatures more than their Creator nor prefer the quest for glory to the quest for virtue.

Notwithstanding the master’s timely and persuasive argumentations, and even after Francesco has admitted his limits and his sin, if there is a final prayer, it is not by Francesco, as one could expect, but by Augustine himself, who prays to God that He may save his disciple during his journey.

Francesco never questions the truthfulness of Christian principles, nor the teaching of Augustine, in which he firmly believes. He often repeats how fundamental the master’s works were for him. Moreover, Francesco often calls on Truth as a witness to his moral commitment116and to his wish to transcend his spiritual misery. He is eager to talk to his master and to listen to his arguments, thanks to which he becomes aware of the temptation of self-deception, the moral value of time, the necessity of a complete voluntas, and the potential rewards of an ‘acerrima meditatio mortis.’117Francesco seems quite often to shake out of his numbness,118and acknowledges the benefits he received from his encounter with Truth, who, since the beginning, has already made him a little wiser (‘doctior factus sum,’ Proem, 24) and without whose help both he and Augustine would have wandered aimlessly in the dark (III:212). Nonetheless, the conversion does not take place.119

Rather, a subtle strategy emerges from Francesco’s words, delineating the wish to postpone the moral project and the attempt to justify the possibility of combining his actual negotia with the concern for eternity. In this case, the function of doubt, understood within the Augustinian heritage as the origin of the dialogue between man and truth, despite leading Francesco to some self-awareness, does not trigger the clear acceptance of taking on a journey to rediscover his interiority and the presence of Christ in his soul.

Francesco, despite acknowledging the truthfulness of the Scriptural message and his own human weaknesses, escapes a full moral decision, still bound—even as he dialogues with the master—to his moral and literal cares. This aspect widens the gap between contingency and immanence, increasing the inner turmoil, existential doubt, and unease of the ego.120But what are thoughts and good intentions good for, if they are not put in action? This passage is crucial to understand the movements of one who adheres, but defers. After all, Augustine had already pointed this out about the literary curiositas: ‘What use was all that reading? How much of the many things that you have read has remained implanted in your mind, has taken root, has borne timely fruits?’121


‘In antiquam lite relabimur’

In the end, after his pressing exhortations (III:212), the saint abstains from adding further theoretical elements to his discourse (‘respondebo tibi longis monitionibus non egere’), expecting a practical answer from his disciple. Francesco’s final response recalls his initial situation, when he still dwelled in error and Truth urged him to open his soul and lift his gaze from mortal things to follow the eternal ones. The following lines mirror the alternating voices of conscience, the impulses of the soul (‘impetum animi’), which can be either contemptible or beautiful and which, in the latter case, lead to the good (‘ad honesta pulcerrimus est’):

I agree. And the only reason why I’m now so eager to hurry up and attend to the others is so that I can have done with them and come back to these, even if aware that—as you said a short while ago—it would be much safer for me to concentrate on this single line of study and, without deviating, to set off on the road that leads straight to salvation. But I haven’t got the strength to curb my desire.122

And the master’s answer highlights this return123to the initial situation—‘We are back where we started our argument’124—calling out the main ‘default’ of the disciple: ‘You describe your will as weakness.’125Francesco, as we have seen, does not follow the Augustinian principle of divine time, but rather a mundane one that favours his mortal occupations. The dialectical match reaches an apparently unexpected conclusion, but, as Enrico Fenzi126explained, it is the only one which fits the discourse of the whole book. This conclusion, which Bortolo Martinelli deemed as insignificant,127has provoked different interpretations. Nicolae Iliescu128comments on it by referring to a passage of the Confessions (III:2,21) where Monica, to avert her son from the Manichean doctrines, addresses a bishop who, knowing Augustine’s stubbornness and his intelligence, tells her to pray, because Augustine will discover his error on his own precisely by reading those Manichean books (‘Tantum roga pro eo Dominum; ipse legendo reperiet, quis ille sit error et quanta impietas’). According to Illiescu, the Secretum repeats the same message of trust displayed by the prayer through which Francesco is entrusted into God’s care. But Fenzi rightly objects that ‘the suggestion is attractive, and certainly enriches our reading of this conclusion. But it is not conclusive, if only because the bishop’s words are not found at the end of the Confessions, but at the beginning.’129In the view of Francesco Tateo, ‘the return to history and literature is not a relapse, if it is indeed conceived as a transition. […] Perhaps we should not seek any coherence in the character, or give too much weight to his incoherence. He does not represent the actual Petrarch.’130Rico stresses the previous passage and Francesco’s adhering answer (‘adero michi…sedulo’), which represent the acceptance of the saint’s invitation to ‘live for one’s own sake’ as is proper for a philosopher (‘ut philosophum decet’).131He comments that Francesco is hence eager to realise the programme of the Soliloquium and of De vera religione, namely to seek for the truth inside of himself, and that he has learned the correct order of the hierarchy of values and a clear awareness of the ‘inanis gloria’: this is—he argues— the last and perhaps the greatest of Augustine’s triumphs.132According to Ugo Dotti: ‘Such self-analysis does not lead to any concrete resolution and this is, in the end, the most important result, the one that does not reveal so much the writer’s incapacity to choose between two equally true paths, but rather his resolve in escaping the choice itself.’133According to Oscar Giuliani, Francesco refuses to adhere to the saint’s invitation, but accepts the essential guidelines in his proposals to delay them as far as his writings are concerned.134

Before ending our discourse, it should be remembered that the ending of the Secretum is somewhat anticipated in Parthenias,135in the first eclogue of the Bucolicum carmen composed in 1347 after Petrarch had visited his brother Gherardo, who was a monk at the Chartreuse de Montrieux. In this composition, Silvio (that is, Petrarch), and Monico (his brother Gherardo) represent the contrast between the classical and profane poetry of Homer and Virgil, revered by Silvio, and sacred poetry, the Psalms of David, praised by Gherardo. The eclogue, too, begins with the matter of unhappiness caused by one’s own will. When Silvio describes himself as unhappy and wandering among thorny hills and woods, Monico answers him that there is no one forcing him, but that Silvio himself is the cause of his own ill (‘cunctorum vera laborum / ipse tibi causa es. Quis te per devia cogit?’ 6–7). Monico proposes the possibility of a monastic life to his brother and a poetical ideal inspired by David’s psalms. Silvio’s answer is elusive, as he is now busy with things he cannot defer: ‘Experiar, si fata volent; nunc ire necesse est’ (110). And, as Monico questions him as to what hurries him so much and where (‘Quo precor? Aut quis te stimulus, que cura perurget?’ 111), Silvio answers that what urges him is the love of poetry (‘urget amor muse,’ 112) and the wish to sing the great story of Rome and of humanity; that is, to dedicate himself to the Africa. In the Secretum, unlike in the eclogue, the contrast between pagan and classical culture is absent. Francesco, indeed, does not contrast his cultivated literary activity with the possibility of writing holy texts: as claimed by Umberto Bosco, ‘his intimate estrangement is conceived within Christianity.’136

Hence, the reason for the return to the initial situation, stressed in the words of the saint, and the coherence of the conclusion with the rest of the dialogue, are to be sought, following Fenzi’s reading—highlighting the strict bond between the dialogue and Petrarch’s other works—in the literary and practical necessities Petrarch was experiencing at that time. According to Fenzi, in the Secretum Petrarch exhibits the idea of stopping work on the Africa, which was taking too much time away at a historical moment when many things had changed for him.137

A series of radical changes had altered his vision of history, personal and universal, and affected the conception, evolution, and drafting of his later works: the death of Laura and many friends from the plague of 1348, his decision to distance himself from Cola di Rienzo’s endeavour, his final break-up with the Colonna family, and the ever-shrinking possibility of remaining in Avignon. As Fenzi explains, these are vital needs transposed into the literary dimension, but they manifest a crisis and a need for change. In the Secretum, the author, approaching old age, sheds light on the moral inadequacy of old poetical and cultural commitments and the want of a ‘change of life and values’ mirroring the need to save himself, to ‘go back to himself.’138In this sense, the adhesion to the words of the saint is present, but it will take place in the future, while for the moment Francesco will provisionally return to the old commitments that will not last for long. This interpretation partially follows Baron’s interpretation of the Secretum, as he reads it as an autobiographical testimony referring to the problems and the dynamics that authors were really experiencing in those years.

The figure of Francesco, therefore, fits a precise literary design, modelled on the Augustinian example of the truth-questing sinner, which will appear in the later works in which Petrarch portrays himself as finally free from the adamantine chains described in the Secretum, committed to the writing of new works. Therefore, the conclusion and the entire book should be read as the expression of a crisis and of an ‘intimate evolution of the author,’139who transforms facts into an idealised biography140to be handed down to posterity.

The deferral of the master’s project will in fact find a later development in the ‘sparse rhymes’ of the RVF and in other great moral works, until the more mature De suis ipsius et multorum ignorantia,141in which Petrarch, in a later period of his life, presents himself as a moral philosopher, considering his previous words, and hence his previous works, as outdated: ‘recedant vetera de ore meo’ (II:35–36).

Therefore, the Secretum hands us the moral and intellectual portrait of a man experiencing a growing conflict, a phase he eventually transcended in later works. So, in 1360 Petrarch writes to Francesco Nelli:

I have loved Cicero, I admit, and I have loved Virgil; I was taken by their style and genius more than by anything else […]. Nor am I just beginning, and from my graying hair I can see that I began none too soon. Now my orators shall be Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, and Gregory, my philosopher shall be Paul and my poet David, whom, as you know, many years ago in the first eclogue of my Bucolicum carmen I compared to Homer and Virgil so as to leave the victory undecided. Until the present the old power of deeply rooted habit has stood in the way, yet personal experience and the glowing revelation of truth allow no room for doubt.142


Conclusion

Petrarch has indeed presented a phase of his life in the Secretum, examining some of his literary and moral projects through the dialogue. The dialogic fictio sets out the different positions of Augustine and Francesco and offers a piece of the idealised autobiography that Petrarch builds across his writings. The references to the Cassiciaco dialogues and to the character of Licentius allow us to understand how Augustine’s early Christian writings influenced some aspects of the development of the figure of Francesco, his final deferral, and his failure to assent to the dedication of his life to otium. Petrarch will further develop the topic of inner recollection, delineated in the Secretum and modelled in the tradition of Plato, Seneca, Cicero, and Augustine, in later works, always in relation to the issue of the quest for happiness through the practice of virtue, in a line of thought which, beginning with the Secretum and unravelling through other works, arrives at De ignorantia, the most comprehensive manifesto of his understanding of philosophy, written between 1367 and 1371, almost a decade after the 1358 final rereading of the Secretum.143In De ignorantia, Petrarch challenges the authority principle, against scholastic Aristotelianism that tends to reduce human culture to the limits of physical and logical problems.144The quarrel is indeed recalled in the Secretum (I:42; I:52), where it concerns the garrulity of the dialectics (‘dyaleticorum garrulitas’), that is of the terminist logicians of the Ockhamian tradition whose ideas, rooted in Oxford and Paris, would reach Italy in the middle of the fourteenth century.145Rather than being against Averroism, Petrarch’s blows are aimed at Aristotelism,146at the dogmatism of the ipse dixit stalwarts147and of those who reject the multiplicity of perspectives and doctrines with respect to the method of attaining the truth.148As Eugenio Garin explains, ‘here, the attitude is radical, and it displays, in the clear critical orientation, the teaching of the Cicero scepticus, that is, the questioning not only of an encyclopaedia, but of an epistemology.’149Petrarch, who owned Cicero’s Academica,150would rely on several sceptical strategies as he argued against Scholasticism, especially in De Ignorantia.151He urges paying more attention to the principle of ratio than to that of auctoritas: ‘I believe that Aristotle was a great man and a polymath. But he was still human and could therefore have been ignorant of some things, or even of many things.’152In many passages of the treatise, Petrarch openly states that Aristotle, an unquestioned authority for many ‘stultos aristotelicos’ and for an ‘insanum et clamosum scolasticarum vulgus,’153did not grasp the principles on which knowledge should be based.

Petrarch argues in a polemic against four Venetian Aristotelians who accuse him of being a good man, but an ignorant one.154His discourse attacks the Nicomachean Ethics, which completely fails in its claim of teaching how to reach happiness; in fact, after having read it, we understand what happiness is, but not how to reach it. The Aristotelian treatise, therefore, lacks a practical goal inasmuch as, after having read Aristotle, we may know something more about virtue, but we will not have improved ourselves. This polemical work, linked to a complex series of matters relating both to the historical and cultural context of the time and to the author’s biographical issues,155represents—together with other works—a closing of the circle. In De ignorantia, Petrarch, relying on the richness of a soul inclined towards otium, proposes himself as a master and a philosophus who, investigating his own self, has the duty of teaching the love of truth rather than its knowledge: a thoroughly Augustinian lesson. Opposing a cold and list-like science and openly arguing against Aristotle’s supporters, Petrarch presents himself not as a cultivated man, but rather as a good man who teaches us how to be virtuous.156

Such a perspective shows a different portrait of the author to that depicted in the Secretum, characterised by an ethical scepticism that would prevent Francesco from practising virtue. After a few pages dedicated to Petrarch’s scepticism157and prudent interest in the Academics,158with respect to De ignorantia and the Petrarchan conception of philosophy, Pietro Paolo Gerosa writes: ‘the profession of true philosophy cannot therefore be divided from the Christian practice, because it is such only when to the knowledge of God, one also adds his worship. […] Did [Petrarch] always do this? Alas no; and he is forced to confess this in the conclusion of the Secretum.’159

Therefore, in the treatise, philosophy becomes for Petrarch a positive and practical lifestyle, and the search for truth finds its foundation in an intimate reconnection with Christ (Ign. IV:147). The tenets of Christian morality, which in the Latin dialogue were defended and proposed by Augustine, are now the reasons that Petrarch defends160in order to rediscover himself and to be an example for others.







Bill Rebiger

Sceptical Strategies in Simone Luzzatto’s Presentation of the Kabbalists in his Discorso161

Introduction

In the sixteenth consideration of his Discorso circa il stato degli Hebrei (‘Discourse on the State of the Jews’)162entitled Circa l’applicatione de studii, e varie classi di dottori appresso gli Hebrei (‘Regarding the Jews’ Application to Their Studies and the Various Classes of Sages’), the Venetian Rabbi Simone Luzzatto (?1583–1663) included a rather long section focusing on the kabbalists as the third group of Jewish sages. The other two groups presented in the sixteenth consideration are the rabbis or talmudists and the philosophising theologians.163According to Luzzatto’s view, these three groups were literarily active ‘during the long period of the Nation’s captivity, when not every spark (of knowledge) was completely extinguished.’164While the kabbalists are characterised more specifically as those who ‘profess mysteries,’165they, together with the other two groups, also belong to the realm of literature and knowledge. However, only the other two groups are explicitly acknowledged from a Jewish perspective. Concerning the first group, the passage describing them ends as follows:

To these sages, all the Jews in every place and at all times assented, strictly following their instruction as to the fulfilment of rites and precepts, and especially ceremonials. […] In fact, the Jews believe the rabbis to be the trustworthy and sincere reporters of the rites and ceremonies executed in ancient times.166

The passage on the second group, the philosophising theologians, ends with:

The Jews are respectful to the above-mentioned [learned men] as far as opinions and dogmas pertaining to the articles of their religion are concerned. [They also rely on them] as far as morality and ways of conversing and behaving in society and civil life, with whatever people or nation, are concerned.167

I would like to emphasise that the third group, the kabbalists, is, in contrast, excluded from this kind of appreciation at the end of the passage which describes them. Thus, from the very beginning, Luzzatto degrades the rank of the kabbalists. The subsequent passage concerning them was brought back to scholarly attention by François Secret, who produced an edition of the Italian text with some annotations.168However, it has only been analysed by Giuseppe Veltri.169In contrast to the few lines on Simone Luzzatto written by Moshe Idel, where he came to the conclusion that Luzzatto ‘is not to be considered either as a Kabbalist or as an opponent of this lore,’170I would like to emphasise in the following that Luzzatto was indeed an opponent of the Kabbalah–certainly less strikingly than, e. g., his Venetian colleague Rabbi Leon Modena (1571–1648),171but in a more elegant and subtle manner.172This can be seen in Luzzatto’s use of what I call sceptical strategies in the passage on the kabbalists, which I want to present and discuss in the following.

In contrast to ancient scepticism, topics such as knowledge, certainty, and doubt are essential in early modern scepticism.173In particularly, questioning the certainty of traditional sources of knowledge and doubting the established authorities became more and more common in early modern times, even in discourses outside the philosophical school tradition. In this non-philosophical context, the posing of questions of certainty and the casting of doubt on authorities were realised by means of sceptical strategies in a broader sense, as will be defined now. In short, sceptical strategies are a set of literary or rhetorical means intended to induce doubts, questions, and intellectual uneasiness. Eventually, when successful, the use of these sceptical strategies will result in undermining the reliability or trustworthiness of (any) authority as a source of knowledge. In contrast to argumentation based mainly on formal logic, these strategies are more content-related insofar the foundations and presuppositions of various claims are questioned. Hence, the application of sceptical strategies, as understood here, has to be distinguished from the ancient philosophical tradition of scepticism in the strict sense of the term—either in the Pyrrhonian or in the Academic school—and we can call it ‘subversive scepticism.’ Of course, philosophical scepticism uses these (and other)174sceptical strategies as well, but it goes, at least in Pyrrhonian scepticism, one step further, finally leading to equipollence (isostheneia) concerning the validity of different and contradicting statements and therefore to suspension of judgement (epoché) and possibly even tranquillity (ataraxia). Sceptical strategies, in the sense defined here, are especially fruitful when the participants do not share the same discourse and/or logic of argumentation and proofs, as is expressed in the Latin maxim contra principia negantem non est disputandum. In the present case, the argumentation against certain claims is less important than the strategy of undermining the certainty, authority, or legitimacy of a text, person, or institution as a source of knowledge. In this way, there is at least a chance that a certain person approached by sceptical strategies will lose their certainty and confidence, cast doubts in the future, and not continue to follow their teachers or leaders and the claims they make.175

Simone Luzzatto employs these sceptical strategies—in the sense defined above —in the framework of his general philosophical scepticism, which aims at questioning authority (auctoritas) on two levels. Firstly, on an epistemological level, he targets our confidence in sources of knowledge (e. g. reason or revelation); secondly, on a social level, Luzzatto’s doubts address people (e. g. prophets or sages). Both levels of his scepticism have already been dealt with elsewhere.176In the case of the Discorso, it is rather difficult to detect Luzzatto’s personal position, because the book is primarily addressed—at least apparently—to a Christian audience and, even more importantly, because it is an apologetic text.177However, his general philosophical scepticism is obvious throughout his writings. So, e. g., in the passage on kabbalists, Luzzatto explicitly acknowledges the epistemological scepticism of Sextus Empiricus (c. 160 – c. 210):

This is what Sextus Empiricus demonstrated, i.e. that every phenomenon and object is mixed and involved in five kinds of relations. Proceeding in his examination, he even demonstrated that it is almost impossible to grasp anything about objects other than their relation.178

Furthermore, I would like to stress the point that a text is not only read by its addressees, but also by readers not explicitly envisaged by its author. Therefore, these sceptical strategies sometimes only deploy their effectiveness in their later reception history.

In this article, I want to present and discuss five particular sceptical strategies used by Luzzatto in the passage concerning the kabbalists. These strategies are, to a certain degree, intertwined, and include 1) relativisation, 2) objectification, 3) historicisation, 4) indictment of heresy, and finally, 5) delegitimation.

1Relativisation

Relativisation as a sceptical strategy refutes the claim of the uniqueness and essential importance of a certain statement or idea in contrast to others. Through this strategy, the claim will become only one among others, thus losing its original entitlement.179Another case would be the marginalisation of a claim formerly acknowledged as central. Here, the strategy of relativisation is interpreted only in a synchronic perspective, in contrast to the diachronic perspective of the strategy of historicisation presented below. In fact, relativity constitutes the highest category in the tropes described by Sextus Empiricus in his Outlines of Pyrrhonism.180Accordingly, a specific result of this strategy would be the well-known sceptical state of equipollence in the face of contradicting statements. However, the Pyrrhonian trope of relativity is not used by Luzzatto in this passage, but only relativisation, as described in the following examples.

According to Luzzatto’s first sentence in the present passage, the Kabbalah was only approved by some Jews, especially Jews from the Levant and Poland.181It is very likely that Luzzatto is alluding here to Sephardic Jews expelled from Spain and to Ashkenazic Jews stemming from Polish centres such as Cracow and Lublin. Thus, he suggests that Kabbalah is not only a minor phenomenon, but also one that is somewhat foreign or even alien from an Italian perspective.182Regarding the dissemination of Kabbalah in Italy, especially as a centre for printing kabbalistic books, and its deep influence on the thinking of numerous Italian Jews (and also non-Jews), this suggestion can easily be disproved from a historical perspective.183This is important insofar as Luzzatto wrote his Discorso in Italian addressing first and foremost a non-Jewish readership but probably not intending to exclude Jewish readers at all.184However, the borderline he defines at this point is not between Jews and non-Jews, but between Italians and non-Italians, in terms of linguistic abilities. Furthermore, Luzzatto does not acknowledge Kabbalah as a central and essential concept or system of Jewish tradition or even as a secret Jewish lore at all. In line with this strategy of relativisation and marginalisation, he emphasises that the acceptance of Kabbalah is not mandatory for Jews.


2Objectification

The sceptical strategy of objectification consists in objectifying a certain phenomenon that is originally related to insiders, that is, believers, adepts, or followers—as marking their identity—but not to scholars. That is, in our case, Kabbalah is not presented as an auratic tradition of which the author is a part, but as the usual topic of a scholarly endeavour from a distant outsider perspective. In short, kabbalists depict their own statements in the literary mode of scriptural exegesis or as a narration, e. g., a Midrash or a vision, referring to scriptural verses as proofs. In contrast, the strategy of objectification presents kabbalistic claims in a purely descriptive way, without rhetorical embellishment or Scriptural reasoning.185Thus, the change in the mode of presentation and the outsider perspective as given by the strategy of objectification can already lead to sceptical questions concerning the validity and certainty of kabbalistic truth claims.

This strategy describes Luzzatto’s general approach throughout his treatise very well, and in the following I would like to present various examples of it. He begins his presentation of the Kabbalah with a rather modern scientific approach that discusses terminology and etymology. Thus, he reduces the widespread fascination of this phenomenon to the literal meaning of the term ‘Kabbalah’ which is simply ‘reception’ in the sense of a tradition which the student receives from his master. Regarding the ‘secrets’ alleged by many, not only followers but also enthusiasts, to belong to the Kabbalah, the sceptical strategy of objectification also results in demystifying the phenomenon because it focuses only on the reduced essence of pure statements. However, in the early stage of the scholarly discussion of Kabbalah presented by Luzzatto, the kabbalistic use of a symbolic language that tries to express what is beyond the sphere of expression was not acknowledged as such.

After his terminological clarifications, Luzzato gives a systematic description of Kabbalah: the well-established division of Kabbalah into two parts, the first practical and the second theoretical and scientific, i. e. the theosophical Kabbalah.186The practical Kabbalah, i. e. qabbalah maʽaśit in Hebrew, he characterises as follows:

It deals with some odd combinations of letters, calculations of numbers and certain forms of the Hebrew characters. For even the crown of a letter is considered by them with wonderful explanation. They mainly devote themselves to the names of God.187

In fact, the afore-mentioned hermeneutical techniques were already present in rabbinic literature in Late Antiquity. However, in medieval Judaism, these techniques were used obsessively and became a hallmark of various mystical and magical trends, e. g., in the writings of the German Pietists (Ḥasidei Ashkenaz) and of the ecstatic kabbalist Abraham Abulafia (1240 – after 1291) as well as in the Jewish magical traditions.188

Luzzatto introduces the theoretical Kabbalah by showing that he was quite familiar with its basic kabbalistic concepts and ideas. Besides the kabbalistic adaptation of the Neoplatonic concept of emanation, Luzzatto deals especially with the kabbalistic concept of the ten Sefirot, but without mentioning this specific term. He defines the Sefirot as ‘ten fundamental principles,’189adopting the typical kabbalistic images of the Sefirot as described in classical kabbalistic texts,190when he writes:

It [i. e. the theoretical Kabbalah] considers the dependence of this corporeal world on the spiritual one, disembodied and archetypal. They [i. e. the kabbalists] believe that there are some principles and origins that are the seeds of all perceptual things. They are like ever-flowing fountains, which, like aqueducts and canals, can receive the influx of divine power and energy directed at this corporeal world of ours.191

This passage continues as follows:

They [i. e. the kabbalists] count ten fundamental principles assigned to the performance of this task—like also the Pythagoreans happened to set the number ten when they had to decide on the number of their own principles—but [according to the kabbalists], they [i. e. the principles] are to be duplicated according to the distinguishing principle of good and evil.192

Due to the ambiguous syntactical structure used by Luzzatto here, it is difficult to understand the real intention of this passage. In particular, it is unclear whether the Pythagoreans or the kabbalists duplicate the ten principles with regard to the distinction between good and evil.193In fact, the Italian used here allows both interpretations in terms of the language. According to Aristotle,194the Pythagoreans are ascribed a ‘table of ten opposites’ including ten pairs such as odd/even, right/left, male/female, light/darkness, good/evil, and others.195However, this kind of doubling of the ten principles does not follow an overall partition between good and evil as Luzzatto describes it. Therefore, the English translation presented here instead prefers the other possible interpretation196that Luzzatto is very likely alluding to the specific kabbalistic doctrine that indeed duplicates the system of ten Sefirot when it comes to the question of the existence of evil. This doctrine can already be found in the Sefer ha-Zohar, where the evil side is called Siṭra Aḥra in Aramaic.197The Christian kabbalist Johannes Reuchlin (1455–1522) generally identified Kabbalah with Pythagoreanism in his magnum opus De arte cabalistica (Hagenau, 1517), and he considered himself a Pythagoras redivivus.198However, Luzzatto’s comparison of kabbalistic concepts with those of the Pythagoreans also refers at the same moment to the sceptical strategy of historicisation, as will be discussed below.

Another kabbalistic concept is described as follows:

But the kabbalists […] observed that all mundane things share a close and proximate gradation of short, distinct intervals. […] All the other things are differentiated subordinately without admitting peculiar lapses. Instead, they are linked and joined together in a very gradual manner. In the same way, in the transition from the infinite, the One, immutable and incorporeal, to the finite, composite, mutable, and corporeal, we should similarly interpose some other essences. These essences are supposed to have a partial correspondence with the eminent infinity of God by means of their spirituality and excellence, and [on the other hand] they are also supposed to bear similarity and sympathy with mundane creatures because of their being dependent and created.199

This concept is based on Plato’s doctrine of the necessary plenitude of the world as well as on the Aristotelian principle of continuity or infinitesimal gradation in nature. Both ideas were combined in Neoplatonism and reinterpreted as the conception of the universe as a ‘Great Chain of Being’ throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance until the eighteenth century.200The Neoplatonic idea of emanation from the divine sphere down to earthly matters was also accepted by many Jewish and Christian kabbalists.201

In the following passage, Luzzatto again shows his detailed knowledge of the kabbalistic system of the Sefirot:

Some of them adhere to the severity of justice, others to mercy, and others to a tempered clemency. They differ from the angels, whose function is to contemplate and carry out the voluntary commandments of God, sometimes by assuming corporeal form in order to appear to men.202

In this sentence, Luzzatto is apparently referring to the fourth to sixth Sefirot, ḥesed (‘mercy’), din (‘judgment’), and raḥamim (‘compassion’). Furthermore, he emphasises the fundamental difference between the Sefirot and the angels. In the continuation, Luzzatto mentions another kabbalistic concept:

[The kabbalists] believe that these ideas exist in four distinct ways: the worthiest are emanated or inspired, the second created, the third shaped, the fourth and last made and completed. Each is subordinate to the other in a regulated hierarchy.203

In this passage, Luzzatto summarizes a kabbalistic concept known as early as the Tiqqunei Zohar or the writings of Isaac of Acre in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century, namely, the concept of four worlds: aṣilut (‘emanation’), beriʼah (‘creation’), yeṣirah (‘formation’), and ʽaśiyyah (‘making’). From the sixteenth century onwards, this fourfold concept became quite widespread in the kabbalistic tradition.204

To quote one last example in this line, Luzzatto writes:

Moreover, the kabbalists placed an essence between the soul and the body, by means of which the soul becomes capable of passions and sentiments, and this they supposed to be the spirit of a most subtle body, similar to the vehicles asserted by Platonists. They maintain that it accompanies the soul after its departure from the body, by means of which it suffers tormenting punishments on account of the sins committed.205

In this passage, Luzzatto is very likely alluding to the Neoplatonic and kabbalistic concept of an astral body that was identified with the divine image (ṣelem in Hebrew) in some kabbalistic texts such as the Sefer ha-Zohar.206


3Historicisation

Historicisation is deeply interwoven with the afore-mentioned sceptical strategies of relativisation and objectification. On the one hand, historicisation as a sceptical strategy refutes the claim of the uniqueness and essential importance of a certain statement or institution, and on the other, it presents the typical scholarly manner of objectifying a certain phenomenon. In a more specific sense, the sceptical strategy of historicisation focuses diachronically on terms denoting time in reconstructing the genealogy and interdependence of certain ideas and concepts, thus dismantling categories such as revelation or secret wisdom.207To historicise a phenomenon means to explain it by reconstructing its development from its origin throughout history. This results in simultaneously dissolving mythical and theological categories such as ‘divine creation’, ‘history of decay’ or ‘Last Judgment’. In general, the temporal concept of historicisation does not make any ontological difference between past, present, and future.208Thus, with regard to the acceptance of sources of knowledge, categories such as ‘ancient revelation’ or ‘old secret wisdom’ are denounced as simply metaphysical by this strategy.

Historicisation is probably the most effective of Luzzatto’s sceptical strategies in the passage dealing with the kabbalists. After the systematic presentation of the two different types of Kabbalah, Luzzatto focuses on the broader historical context of kabbalistic concepts and ideas, including Greek, Latin, and Arabic authors. It is very striking that Luzzatto devotes two-thirds of the passage on kabbalists to the presentation of non-Jewish philosophers and their ideas. By doing this, he not only compares Kabbalah with the philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, Sextus Empiricus, Philo, Avicenna, Dante, and others, but he also places it as one of the many extant ideas in the history of philosophy. Therein Luzzatto mirrors the characteristics of Italian Kabbalah, which generally shows a positive attitude towards philosophy, including various syntheses of both traditions.209It is worth mentioning that the promulgator of Lurianic Kabbalah, Israel Saruq,210who was active in Venice in the years after 1590, also interpreted Kabbalah as a kind of philosophy for his Italian audience.211However, Christian kabbalists such as Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463–94) or Francesco Giorgio Veneto (also known as Zorzi, 1466–1540) also depicted Kabbalah in a philosophical way.212By presenting Kabbalah as philosophy, the often-alleged mystical and visionary aspect of it would be neglected. Very similarly to Leon Modena,213Luzzatto goes an important step further when he implicitly suggests by his strategy of historicisation that Kabbalah has no Jewish origin. Thus, historicisation is related to the sceptical strategies of indictment of heresy and delegitimation which will be discussed below.

In the same way, he mentions the Pythagoreans again—see above—when dealing with the topic of transmigration of the soul:

The said kabbalists believed in the Pythagorean transmigration [of the soul], which the talmudists did not.214

Again, according to Luzzatto, the kabbalists follow non-Jewish sources, such as the Pythagoreans, and not the presupposed genuine Jewish tradition as alluded to by the talmudists. Probably the first Jewish scholar to explicitly connect Pythagoras with kabbalists with regard to the transmigration of the soul (metempsychosis) was the Aristotelian philosopher Moses ben Samuel ha-Cohen Ashkenazi (second half of the fifteenth century).215Accordingly, Luzzatto’s colleague Leon Modena also attributed this idea to Pythagoras.216Both Venetian rabbis were involved in the debate on this topic in Amsterdam in 1635–6, where Modena’s former student, Rabbi Saul Levi Morteira (1596–1660), preached against the concept of the transmigration of the soul (and the Kabbalah as well).217


4Indictment of heresy

The strategy of indicting an idea or concept as heretical is well known, especially in polemics. Luzzatto uses indictment of heresy as a sceptical strategy in a way that is embedded in the broader framework of his sceptical strategy of historicisation. The evidence of Jewish kabbalistic texts which were already translated into Latin by Christian kabbalists—he mentions Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and his main work in this regard, the Conclusiones,218in the beginning of the passage dealing with Kabbalah219—is, for Luzzatto, of double importance. Firstly, it is directed to his Christian audience and their supposed familiarity with this topic, especially when they are also sceptical towards Kabbalah. Secondly, it is an admonition regarding the dangers to Jewish people inherent in this fact, even when they are kabbalists themselves. Indeed, the very existence of Christian Kabbalah evoked a heavy discussion among Jewish scholars at that time.220In general, Luzzatto tends to play down the differences between Christians and Jews throughout his Discorso, where he presents both of them as equally useful citizens of the Serenissima.

By relating kabbalists to ‘the Valentinians and the gnostics and other ancient heretics,’221Luzzatto decries the former and also indicts Kabbalah as heresy. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa of Nettesheim (1486–1535) was probably the first to emphasise the gnostics’ assumed dependence on Kabbalah.222However, Luzzatto was seemingly influenced by Sixtus of Siena (also know as Senensis, 1520 –69), who also wrote about this relationship in his Bibliotheca sancta.223

However, gnosticism was not only a topic of Late Antiquity, but also a contemporary phenomenon in Luzzatto’s time in some trends of the Kabbalah. Regarding gnostic features in Kabbalah, one may acknowledge the dissemination of Lurianic Kabbalah in Italy by Israel Saruq in the last decades of the sixteenth century as a probable evoking factor, because many mythical and gnostic elements can be detected in Isaac Luria’s (1534–72) cosmogony.224However, Luzzatto’s silence concerning Luria’s ideas is striking here because they were accepted by several Italian kabbalists in his lifetime, especially by the most important one: Rabbi Menaḥem Azariah da Fano (1548–1620).225However, selectivity and neglect are in fact rhetorical strategies, but not stringently sceptical strategies as defined here.226


5Delegitimation

As we have already seen above, Luzzatto denounces the Kabbalah by suggesting its non-Jewish origin and heretical character. The sceptical strategies presented so far culminate in the one that I would like to call ‘delegitimation.’ This strategy is extremely important in the case of refuting kabbalistic statements because the Kabbalah first and foremost consists of a tradition that relies on genealogy, filiation, and authority. Thus, the legitimacy of Kabbalah will be undermined by arguing that the chain of genealogy is broken somewhere and that the venerated authorities are somehow not trustworthy. Accordingly, Luzzatto clearly emphasised the pseudepigraphic character of the alleged authorship of the Sefer ha-Zohar by calling it an attribution: he did not explicitly mention the name of the fictitious author, Shimon bar Yoḥai, and therefore did not acknowledge him, but instead marginalised him by use of the phrase ‘one of the ancient rabbis.’227Despite the fact that the Sefer ha-Zohar was printed for the first time in Italy, the Italian kabbalists themselves were quite indifferent to this central text of the Spanish trend of theosophical Kabbalah. 228In contrast, Christian kabbalists were much more interested in the Zohar, as can be seen by the efforts made by Guillaume Postel (1510–81) to translate large portions of it into Latin.229

Luzzatto includes another reference to the printed edition of the Sefer ha-Zohar (‘The Book of Splendour’) when he writes that there is an ‘extremely large volume on the five books of Moses called the Splendour.’230The designation of this book as an ‘extremely large volume’ very probably refers231to the edition published in one large-format volume by Christians and converted Jews in Cremona in 1558–60, whereas the almost contemporaneous Mantua edition was printed by several Jews in a smaller format in three volumes.232Accordingly, only those parts of the multipartite Sefer ha-Zohar are referred to here, i. e. those parts which were arranged in the Cremona edition within the literary framework of a commentary on the weekly portions of the Torah. Thus, other parts of zoharic literature, including the Tiqqunei Zohar (editio princeps Mantua, 1558) and the Zohar Ḥadash (editio princeps Salonica, 1597), are not considered by Luzzatto despite the fact that they were already easily accessible in printed editions.

However, Luzzatto does not use the sceptical strategy of delegitimation concerning all relevant matters. For instance, he did not explicitly reject the alleged old age of the Sefer ha-Zohar as others had done before him.233In addition, Luzzatto acknowledges the Hebrew Sefer Yeṣirah (‘Book of Creation’) as the most important kabbalistic book.234Thus, he apparently shared the self-image of the kabbalistic tradition regarding this text. In fact, and despite the pre-kabbalistic origin of this book, many basic features and terms, such as the Sefirot and the concept of the creation of the world through God’s use of the Hebrew letters, are provided for the development of Kabbalah. Furthermore, there are dozens of kabbalistic commentaries on the Sefer Yeṣirah. This work was printed for the first time in two versions together with four commentaries (Mantua, 1562).235The first Latin translation, prepared by Guillaume Postel, had already been printed ten years earlier (Paris, 1552), later followed by two other Latin translations, one by Johannes Pistorius (Basle, 1587) and one by Johann Stephan Rittangel (Amsterdam, 1642).236Thus, when Luzzatto wrote his Discorso, the Sefer Yeṣirah was already well known and studied by Jewish and Christian audiences. Since Luzzatto mentions the title as De Creatione, he is very likely referring to Pistorius’ Latin edition of it included in his collection Ars Cabalistica from 1587.

The only kabbalist Luzzatto mentions by name is Moses Gerondi, i. e. Naḥmanides (1197–1270), to whom he attributes a ‘very sharp mind.’237The reason why Luzzatto only refers to Naḥmanides is probably because the Geronese kabbalist was widely acknowledged, especially in Italy238and also by Christians, as a halakhic and exegetical authority who restricted the dissemination of Kabbalah either to personal instruction in a small circle of students or by alluding only with caution and rather rarely to kabbalistic lore in his writings. If this was indeed the reason why Luzzatto praised Naḥmanides, then it would be an elegant critique of the rather widespread printing and reception of kabbalistic books, particularly in Italy.239Likewise, it must be emphasised that Luzzatto ignored or neglected contemporary phenomena of Kabbalah, such as, e. g., the Italian kabbalists of his time, the prevailing influence of Moses Cordovero’s (1522–70) writings on kabbalists in Italy,240or, as already mentioned above, the emergence of Lurianic Kabbalah and its fiery adept Israel Saruq, who was active in Venice before 1600.



Summary

To sum up, the main characteristic of Luzzatto’s subversive scepticism in the passage on kabbalists is the perpetual inquiry into various topics in a distancing, scholarly way, striving for the final goal of undermining their authority and tradition as a source of knowledge. However, in contrast to Pyrrhonian scepticism, Luzzatto does not want to evoke equipollence of contradicting statements in order to suspend judgment and reach a state of tranquillity. He does not want to judge whether Kabbalah in general or kabbalistic statements in particular are true or not. He does not look for counter-arguments or contradicting statements at all. Instead of this, he uses various sceptical strategies—as defined above—in order to induce doubts, questions, and intellectual uneasiness. The sceptical strategies discussed here, such as relativisation, objectification, historicisation, indictment of heresy, and, finally, delegitimation, are tightly intertwined and could eventually result in crushing the backbones of adherents of the Kabbalah. The subversive character of these sceptical strategies can be seen in the way that the reader is not immediately aware that he is attacked because Luzzatto’s presentation of the Kabbalah is written in an erudite and objective way without any kind of direct attack or polemic.

Luzzatto is probably the first Jewish non-kabbalist to present the Kabbalah in this way. The innovative and likewise early modern approach of Luzzatto can be seen in the lack of either explicit polemic against the Kabbalah or sharp attack on it typical of its earlier opponents.241This becomes even more obvious if Luzzatto’s presentation of Kabbalah is compared with another example written by a contemporary Jew. In 1639, only one year after the publication of the Discorso, his above-mentioned Venetian colleague, Leon Modena, wrote the first full-fledged critique of Kabbalah in his Ari Nohem (‘Roaring Lion’), which is devoted exclusively to this topic.242It is very likely that Luzzatto was alluding to his colleague’s work-in-progress when he ended his passage on Kabbalah with the following sentence:

At the moment, I have nothing else to say about the kabbalists, since to explain their doctrines properly would require a volume in itself.243

Modena collected and quoted all the authors and arguments against the Kabbalah with which he was familiar. While Modena’s presentation of the Kabbalah is actually intended as a harsh attack against it, Luzzatto’s strategy is completely different.244Instead of evaluating the Kabbalah from a personal perspective, he decided to present a rather systematic and historical survey of these pages without any explicit polemical tone. Although the style of his presentation is elegant and subtle, the effect of his sceptical strategies in undermining a kabbalist’s self-confidence is probably even more destructive.

The systematic presentation of several main topics of Kabbalah clearly shows Luzzatto’s familiarity with these matters. The sources of his kabbalistic knowledge have not been completely identified thus far, but according to Secret it seems that he mainly relied on texts by Christian kabbalists. The Christian perspective can also be seen in another point. Thus, Luzzatto’s presentation of Kabbalah as a kind of philosophy is in line with the view of Italian kabbalists as well as Christian kabbalists. However, the Italian kabbalists were usually quite indifferent towards the theosophical-theurgical branch of the Kabbalah as presented first and foremost by Sephardic kabbalists and their central source—the Sefer ha-Zohar—because of its mythical and anthropomorphic orientation. In contrast, the zoharic Kabbalah was only interpreted as a kind of philosophy by the Christian kabbalists—and Luzzatto.

The mode of Luzzatto’s presentation evokes an almost scientific distance between the scholar and his topic. The strategy of soberly and systematically describing the basic features of Kabbalah results in disenchanting its fascinating character of supposed secret wisdom. According to Luzzatto, fascination is generally suspect because it plays with emotions, passions, and illusions, but not with reason.245The printing of kabbalistic books provided every potential reader with kabbalistic claims even when he or she was otherwise without any access to kabbalistic teachers and circles. In other words, Kabbalah no longer correlates with its etymological meaning as a ‘tradition’ or ‘reception.’ Instead of being an esoteric lore taught only to close disciples, in this way Kabbalah could become a rather accessible topic of scholarly study. Thus, Kabbalah is only one set of ideas among many others without any superiority or uniqueness.

Luzzatto’s main aim in employing the sceptical strategy of historicising the Kabbalah is twofold: on the one hand, he seeks to avoid a debate about the truth and certainty of kabbalistic claims, and, on the other, he aims at disenchanting the fascination of the Kabbalah as a genuine revealed wisdom by presenting the genealogy of certain kabbalistic ideas and their subsumption into learned Christian and non-Christian (Egyptian, Greek, Roman, Hellenistic etc.) traditions. Thus, against the kabbalistic self-confidence, he denounces Kabbalah as non-Jewish in its very origin. In contrast to the kabbalistic concept of eternal and absolute truths—similar to the Renaissance and Baroque concepts of a prisca theologia or a philosophia perennis246— which are revealed only to dignified adepts, the historicisation of Kabbalah emphasises the dynamics and innovations of claims and ideas throughout history and their entanglement with other intellectual trends.247For the Christian audience, Luzzatto emphasises the heretical implications of the kabbalistic tradition with regard to gnosticism. Historicisation of the Kabbalah by means of asserting a dependency on already disqualified historical phenomena such as gnosticism can serve as a subversive strategy of undermining the legitimacy and credibility of kabbalistic authorities and sources. Eventually, this leads to a devastating delegitimation of kabbalistic claims, at least in later generations. However, the reception history of Luzzatto’s passage on kabbalists in his Discorso is still a scholarly desideratum.





Michela Torbidoni

The Italian Academies and Rabbi Simone Luzzatto’s Socrate: the Freedom of the Ingenium and the Soul


1Introduction

Simone Luzzatto, chief rabbi of the Jewish community of Venice, a highly talented classicist conversant with Latin and Greek literature as well as a passionate reader of medieval Italian culture, was the author of the well-known apologetic treatise Discorso circa il stato degli Hebrei et in particular dimoranti nell’inclita città di Venetia (‘Discourse Concerning the Condition of the Jews, and in Particular Those Living in the Fair City of Venice’), published in Venice in 1638, and also of Socrate overo dell’humano sapere (‘Socrates or on Human Knowledge’), which appeared in Venice in 1651. The scope and purpose of this latter work are indicated in the book’s extended title: Esercitio seriogiocoso di Simone Luzzatto hebreo venetiano. Opera nella quale si dimostra quanto sia imbecile l’humano intendimento, mentre non è diretto dalla divina rivelatione (‘The Serious-Playful Exercise of Simone Luzzatto, Venetian Jew. A Book That Shows How Incapable Human Intelligence Can Be When It Is Not Led by Divine Revelation’). Thus, the work is meant as a demonstration of the limits and weaknesses of the human capacity to acquire knowledge without being guided by revelation. Luzzatto achieved this goal by offering an overview of the various and contradictory gnosiological opinions disseminated since ancient times: he analyses the human faculties, namely the functioning of the external (five) senses, the internal senses (common sense, imagination, memory, and the estimative faculty), the intellect, and also their mutual relation.248In his work, Luzzatto gave an accurate analysis of all these issues by getting to the heart of the ancient epistemological theories. The divergence of views, to which he addressed the most attention, prevented him from giving a fixed definition of the nature of the cognitive process. This obliged him to come to the audacious conclusion of neither affirming nor denying anything concerning human knowledge, and finally of suspending his judgement altogether. Luzzatto’s intention contains the promise of a genuinely sceptical investigation into the validity of human certainties, to which he opposed the solidity of the divine truth.

This work unfortunately had little success in Luzzatto’s lifetime, and was subsequently almost forgotten. Only a few copies existed before it was republished in 2013,249for the first time since 1651. The absence of evidence from Luzzatto’s contemporaries and that of his epistolary have thus increased the difficulty of tracing not only its legacy in the history of philosophical thought, but also of understanding the circumstances surrounding the writing of his Socrate.250

The present contribution is a preliminary study aiming to shed some light on the still-obscure intellectual context of Luzzatto’s philosophical commitment. Therefore, it will point out some traces which may strengthen the hypothesis that Luzzatto’s work may be read in line with the literature of the Italian Academies,251and, more precisely, with the innovative and bizarre compositions of the Accademia degli Incogniti founded by the Venetian aristocrat Giovan Francesco Loredan (1607–1661), the author of several playful and provocative writings as well as the editor of the collective works of his Academy.252

In order to achieve this goal, I intend to proceed by giving first a brief overview of the main features of the Incogniti’s writings by stressing the pivotal role of their antidogmatism and their celebration of the free exercise of reason and then discussing how this tendency was displayed in a new literary genre, that of the imprese. Secondly, I will present some evidence gathered from both the frontispiece and the content of Luzzatto’s Socrate recalling the unique literature produced by the Academicians. Thirdly, I will present how the issue of free inquiry cannot be detached from that of the soul both in the framework of the mission of the Academies and in Luzzatto’s Socrate. Finally, I will explain why the free and sceptical inquiry carried out by Luzzatto must be considered to be in continuity with God’s revelation.


2The Accademia degli Incogniti and the Freedom of Ingenium against Dogmatism

The fall of gnosiological certainties during the seventeenth century motivated a new interest in free investigation and literary experiments. The freedom of the ingenium became a new means for the intellect to inquire and penetrate into the inner and changeable nature of things in this time. From the sixteenth to the seventeenth century, learned Academies253became the epicentre of a very lively culture in Italy; they promoted discussions in a wide range of disciplines from literature and philosophy to astronomy or medicine. As an alternative institution to the official universities, they attracted the attention of a different kind of scholar and promoted an intellectual exchange among them that stands out in terms of topics and issues. They were associations or groups of learned people motivated by the desire to freely advance their innovative scholarly arguments and to perform poetry and plays which were sometimes marked by ludicrous, bizarre, and libertine traits.254

Among them, the Incogniti, which included important Venetian and foreign intellectuals, future senators, and even some members of the Church, played the role of an unofficial seat of political power in Venice for almost thirty years. Thanks to their wide range of publications, including moral essays, novels, and opera librettos,255the Incogniti deeply influenced the cultural and political affairs of the Venetian Republic. From a philosophical point of view, the Academy was influenced by the teachings of Cesare Cremonini (1550 –1631),256professor of philosophy at the University of Padua, well known for his rigorous interpretation of Aristotle’s philosophy and, at the same time, for his heterodoxy in religion. He was therefore suspected of heresy and often denounced to the Inquisition. Many future members of the Accademia degli Incogniti were his students. He taught them the necessity of questioning all accepted dogma by promoting Aristotelian arguments and a sceptical approach concerning the immortality of the soul in favour of a materialistic conception of life. The members of the Academy were thus used to debating several topics in their meetings, from very serious philosophical topics such as what kind of relation, if any, exists between body and soul, the connection between being and not-being, and nothingness,257to ludicrous treatments of everyday and even meaningless things. Any topic, even the less important and serious ones, became subject to debate in order to sharpen and demonstrate their rhetorical skills, which needed to be performed for pro and contra arguments independently of the position held by the speaker. The discourses of the Incogniti are mainly directed towards the search for originality in order to extend the borders of knowledge. The only way to attain this goal was to create the conditions for complete freedom of thought and expression. As already highlighted by many scholars,258the institution of the Academy was initially intended to be free of any restrictions, as testified by the Academician Luigi Manzini (1604–1657), a former Benedictine monk and prelate in the Roman Curia,259in his commendation of nothingness,260where freedom is assumed as an essential condition of the discourses in the Accademia. This enabled them to open a wider perspective above any dogmatic assertion:

Your excellent Lords, it will be novel, but it will be true, if I say that the glorious abundance of wits, which felt nauseated by the most common maxims, is now wandering among innovative schools in freedom.261

Thanks to their discourses, the members of the Accademia degli Incogniti seemed to incline towards a genre based only on pure rhetoric to the detriment of any philosophical and scholarly assumptions, since, as noted by Loredan—who considered them as ‘veils which cast a shadow over the truth’—262they offer only illusions and uncertainties. Together with Loredan, Manzini defined philosophy as ‘hoary and rank,’263and, against the authority of science, he also aimed to free the mind from any dogmatic restriction. He accused dogmatic intellects of being betrayers of reason, as of one’s own wife:

That libidinous wit, which repudiated its wife—which is Reason—and loves the concubine— which is Authority—, must be condemned for adultery.264

It is also known that the discourses or discussions generally held by the members of the Italian Academies were usually called imprese (literally ‘endeavours’), devices or exercises that must be considered a proper literary genre of the time. According to several authors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who wrote compendiums (also called ‘teatri,’ literally ‘theatres’) on this issue, an Academician’s choice of a specific image together with a motto qualified a literary work as an impresa.

To mention some of the many among both the clergy and laypeople who wrote anthologies about this genre, we may refer to Monsignor Paolo Giovio, whose Dialogo dell’imprese militari e amorose (1559), which was held in high esteem by all subsequent authors of this kind of work, delivered some rules for shaping a perfect impresa. According to him, it should fulfil five conditions:

Firstly, to respect the correct correlation between soul and body. Secondly, not to be unclear concerning its goal; it must not need a Sybil’s interpretation in order to be understood, nor it must be so clear as to be understood by any plebeian. Thirdly, it must look good and appear very cheerful by involving stars, suns, moons, fire, water, green trees, mechanical instruments, bizarre animals, and fabulous birds. Fourthly, it must not select any human shape. Fifthly, it needs a motto, which is the soul of the body and must commonly be in a language different from that of the person undertaking the impresa […]. It must be brief, but not so much that it becomes doubtful; if made of merely two or three words, it would be very good […].265

A similar description is also given by Abbot Giovanni Ferro in his Teatro d’imprese, published in 1623, which is a wonderfully detailed encyclopaedia of all the imprese of the time with their symbols and mottos respectively.266

One may gather from this short description that the symbol and the motto must anticipate at least part of the content of the book, and also that the motto must be written in a different language from that spoken by the author of the impresa.267


3The Oracle of Delphi and the Frontispiece of Socrate as Revelatory of Luzzatto’s impresa

This brief overview of the Accademia’s world provides us with significant details with which to initiate a comparison with the genre of and the issues featuring in Luzzatto’s Socrate. The hypothesis of placing Luzzatto’s philosophical work alongside the mission of the Italian Academies, and more precisely the most well-known Academy, the Accademia degli Incogniti, may be strengthened by the many exchanges of the noble Venetian Giovan Francesco Loredan and the members of the Accademia with some Jews.268This interaction between Christians and Jews within the framework of the Academy is proved, for instance, by the connection of Sara Copio Sullam with both Ansaldo Cebà and Baldassarre Bonifacio269and by Rabbi Leon Modena’s correspondence with Count Maiolino Bisaccioni, Giovanni Argoli, and many other non-Academicians, who were in contact either with the Incogniti or with Leon Modena.270Furthermore, we should not neglect to mention a letter from Loredan, which recommended Rabbi Salomon Vita Serravale to Signor Andrea Bradadino in Udine,271thus a persuasive demonstration of his attempt to protect a Jew. In the specific case of Rabbi Simone Luzzatto, since we have not yet found documents or correspondence enabling us to prove this exchange directly,272most of what we may put forward is suggested by his writings, predominantly by his book Socrate overo de l’humano sapere.

Before coming to the issue of the frontispiece of Socrate, it would be useful to reflect on the many pieces of information collected in the book’s hermetic prose, which might also illuminate Luzzatto’s intellectual environment. To mention only some of them, in the opening pages, Luzzatto portrays the fictional image of the foundation of a new Academy in Delphi intended to reform human knowledge. He specifies that the meeting of the Academicians took place in the temple of Apollo and became a pole of attraction for many people coming from many different locations:

The establishment of an Academy in Delphos was intended to reform human knowledge. In the temple of Apollo,273where the assembly [of the Academy] was held, the claim made by Reason that she was imprisoned and oppressed by human Authority could be found in writing.274

And a few pages later, Luzzatto repeated:

Many people from diverse countries came to Delphi for the occasion of the opening of the new Academy, which had the purpose of reforming human knowledge. Some of them were interested in being part of such a noble company, others intended to emend doctrines considered to be absurd. Many of them came just to watch the development and the success of such a useful project. […].275

The choice of Apollo’s temple in Delphi as a starting point of Socrate seems to be consistent with Luzzatto’s decision to perform both a Socratic and a sceptical investigation. The temple was indeed the place where the Pythia stated that none was wiser than Socrates (Plato, Apology 21a), who, by following one of the famous phrases carved into the entrance of the temple, ‘know yourself,’ came to the conclusion that the wisest person is the one who becomes aware of not knowing anything. The Delphic exhortation to know himself and the attainment of it as an acknowledgement of human ignorance take on the meaning of a commitment to a persistent inquiry and search for answers. It reproduces in society the ritual manner in which people would deal with the oracle. According to Plutarch’s dialogue On the ‘E’ of Delphi, among the famous inscriptions appearing at the entrance of the temple was an enigmatic ‘E.’ Among the three interpretations that he gave was one which suggested identifying the letter with εἰ (‘if’) as a fundamental part of the ritual phrase with which one consulted the oracle. Apollo, according to Plutarch, solves the problems of our practical lives on the one hand and on the other is the god who raises intellectual doubts and offers them to whomsoever is naturally a philosopher by inspiring his soul to search for the truth.

The long legacy of the Delphic Oracle over the centuries is also demonstrated by the existence of the Delphic Academy, or Gussonia, in seventeenth-century Venice, founded in 1647 by Francesco Gussonio.276It is noteworthy that the little surviving information concerning this Academy suggests that we should consider it as an affiliation of the Academy of Incogniti.277The latest edition of the book Cento novelle amorose de Signori Accademici Incogniti, edited by Maiolino Bisaccioni (1582–1663), a poet and professor of rhetoric at the University of Ferrara and secretary of the Academy at that time, demonstrates that this collection of poems was dedicated to the Delphic Academy, of which many of the Incogniti were also members.278Furthermore, to confirm that Apollo’s temple became a topos among the Venetian Academies, and more precisely for the Incogniti, there is evidence left in Le glorie degli Incogniti (1647)279written by Giovan Francesco Loredan. This work, intended to celebrate the results of the collective work of the Academy, also contains a treasury of information for an entire reconstruction of the scene of the Academy itself, namely characters, topics, and even meeting places. Indeed, when Loredan referred, among others, to the poet, jurist, and co-founder of the Incogniti Guido Casoni di Serravalle (1561–1642),280he did not neglect to mention his house, because it was a lively meeting point for many intellectuals and scholars. What is surprising is that Casoni’s house was described by Loredan as being like a new temple of Apollo:

[…] in order to appease his spirit, he [i. e. Guido Casoni] came to Venice. Here, his house became a new Temple of Apollo and of the Muses, which every day gathered all the greatest intellects who were in this marvellous city at that time.281

This reference may resolve many doubts concerning the fictional place chosen by Luzzatto as the opening scene of his book. It is revealed indeed to have been inspired by an event that was perhaps known or even directly experienced by Luzzatto himself. In addition to this, the hypothesis that he was related to an Academy is strengthened by the image and motto appearing on the frontispiece of Socrate, namely the image of a silkworm emerging from its cocoon accompanied by the motto L’ordito lacero, which in the vernacular282means either ‘I lacerate the weft’ or ‘the lacerated weft’ (even if the first solution is more plausible, as it also accords with the image of the silkworm in the action of emerging from the cocoon and thus lacerating something originally unbroken).

In the encyclopaedia published by the aforementioned Giovanni Ferro, among the many images and symbols adopted by the Academicians we also find that of the silkworm. Ferro described it as a small worm, the maker of a very fine weft in which it remains rashly imprisoned. Ferro specified that only after many days of captivity does the silkworm emerge from it and that this act of freeing itself might either be seen as a ‘rising again’ or as a ‘rebirth,’ depending on the way in which one interprets the cocoon, either as a grave or as a cradle. According to Ferro, the fact that the silkworm’s new form is that of a butterfly makes this insect a most suitable metaphor for the human soul, compelled to remain within the body and then, after its death, becoming free to fly up to the sky thanks to the Platonic wings of truth and good, formerly lost within the body. 283Marsilio Ficino’s account of the Platonic myth reverberates in Ferro’s description. In Ficino’s account, on leaving the body, the soul aimed to reach truth and good thanks to its wings, intellect, and will.284The two wings of the soul were a recurring topic in the discourses of the Incogniti, animated by the longing to catch the truth of things by means of their debunking spirit. Marin Dall’Angelo, in the Discorsi academici de’ Signori Incogniti, wrote that:

According to the Platonists, it [i. e. the soul] always maintains the image of its knowledge, to which it is aroused by a continuous longing for the highest good, to understand the truth of things. From this, the Academicians will be persuaded to lift both wings: the desire for the truth and the natural inclination to the good.285

The silkworm leaving the cocoon therefore became an allegory of the soul, which, according to Ferro, expressed a different meaning depending on how the silkworm was represented, either as leaving its cocoon, being enclosed in it, or even remaining on the mulberry286(Morus) tree. To each of those possibilities, there is an alternative corresponding motto, each with a specific meaning.287Among these examples, there is also the allusion to some well-known scholars of the time, such as Giovan Battista Della Porta (c. 1535–1615) and Scipione Bargagli (1540 –1612), who adopted the image of the silkworm in connection with a motto that seems to be similar to that of Luzzatto: the former wrote et feci, et fregi (‘I made it and I destroyed it’), and the latter wrote construxi destruxi (‘I constructed it and I destroyed it’).

Even if the images and mottos of Della Porta and Bargagli have different goals, as explained by Ferro’s encyclopaedia,288they certainly help us by delimiting the range of interpretation of Socrate’s frontispiece message. This discovery seems to harmonise elements that have until now appeared disparate, preventing us from having a plausible overview of the meaning and intention of Luzzatto’s book.


4The Soul

Giovanni Ferro’s guidelines suggest that the frontispiece is responding to a rhetorical motif, that of the silkworm emerging from its cocoon depicting the soul leaving the prison of the body after death, after which it is finally free to attend again to truth and good. The corresponding motto adopted by Luzzatto, L’ordito lacero (‘I lacerate the weft’), clearly plays with the image of the silkworm lacerating its cocoon. Luzzatto’s symbol and motto reflect his impresa, his commitment to sceptically deconstructing any assumed knowledge and dogmatic belief built up by the human intellect, like the weft made by the silkworm. Human intellect, like a silkworm, is imprisoned in its own construction and aims to destroy it in order to search for the truth. The idea of the intellect and the will as the two wings of the soul may explain why the issue of the soul cannot, in the literature of the Incogniti or in Luzzatto’s Socrate, be detached from that of the free investigation of reason in the search for the truth above any dogma. Throughout the entire work, Luzzatto plays with the metaphor of a mind entangled in the ropes of human doctrines. In the very first lines of Socrate, Luzzatto clarified that:

[…] the ambition to release the human mind from the ropes in which it was entangled by the arrogant and too-pretentious knowledge must not be seen as a purpose too daring for a man of my status, as Aesop’s mouse managed to free the generous and ferocious lion with its mere gnawing.289

Being ensnared in mistakes while being unaware of them is considered by the author as the highest level of ignorance,290but likewise, those who persistently inquire anddebate in search of the truth end up in unsolvable difficulties, like ropes winding around their minds.291A human being’s intended state is that of being entangled in the ensemble of the alleged human knowledges and not being able to overcome them because of other insurmountable issues, according to Luzzatto, as they are the infinite, the indivisible minimum, the eternal motion, the time (which consumes everything), and the vacuum.292
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Figure 1. Simone Luzzatto, Socrate overo Dell’humano sapere (Venice: Tomasini, 1651): frontispiece. Courtesy of the Ministero dei Beni e delle Attività Culturali e del Turismo—Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana (copyrights)
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Figure 2. Giovanni Ferro, Teatro d’Imprese (Venice: Sarzina, 1623), 118.

Socrate must be thus conceived as a sapiential path of the mind or the soul, also confirmed by the variety of characters, such as the philosophers, poets, and politicians of ancient Greece who appear during Socrates’ wandering and questioning in his report to the judges; this Dantesque atmosphere is also emphasised by the decision of someone like Theaetetus, who is persuaded by Socrates’s arguments to follow him in his inquiry293even though he then disappears without officially taking leave of Socrates. What Socrates reports is indeed an itinerarium mentis; it is a tale that covers his entire life. In the beginning, he presents himself at a very young age (alla mia età alquanto giovanile)294and then, in the middle of the book, he defines himself as ‘old aged’ (della mia senile età).295This thesis is also consolidated by the occurrence of the expression ‘my mental journey’ (mio mental viaggio)296or ‘mental path’ (mentale cammino),297through which Socrates describes his commitment to investigating knowledge throughout his life. Just as the soul, by leaving the prison of the body, can finally attain the truth, so too Socrates’ free investigation, as an exercise of his scepsis, must be understood as a process of deconstructing human doctrines in favour of the only truth, that of God. Together with an evident Platonic dualism of mind and body, one may also acknowledge in Luzzatto’s work traces of the Aristotelian tradition, in which ‘mind’ (nous) is also rendered as ‘intellect’ or ‘reason’ and thus as the part of the soul by which it knows and understands.298Luzzatto indeed identified the issue of the intellect with that of the soul by bringing the debate towards the question of its immortality on a purely gnosiological level. This is confirmed by the fact that the terms ‘mind,’ ‘intellect,’ ‘reason,’ ‘animus’ and ‘anima’ are used interchangeably for the same intellectual faculty. Once he comes to the examination of the intellect, Socrates proposed proceeding in the following way:

Firstly, to investigate what the intellect is.

Secondly, whether there is one being or many beings at the helm of our government.

Thirdly, what its actions and functions are.

Fourthly, to what it addresses its operations.

Fifthly, in which part of us it resides and dwells.

Sixthly, how much time it requires for its ordinary actions.

Seventhly, by what means it carries out its actions.

Eighthly, by which order it rules and practices its discourses.

Ninthly, in which way it carries out its decisions.

Tenthly, the goal of so much work, and what it is attempting to achieve and obtain.299

As soon as Socrates begins his inquiry, he encounters the same difficulty experienced in any field of knowledge, namely the existence of different and conflicting opinions. The investigation into the essence of the intellect becomes, of course, an examination of the many views expressed in the history of ancient philosophy about the soul. Luzzatto therefore provides an overview that ranges from ancient theories, as reported in Aristotle’s On the Soul, to modern positions, such as that of the soul as the pilot of a ship, put forward by Giordano Bruno in his Cause, Principle and Unity (1584) through the words of Teofilo:

[…] while I was searching for the essence of the intellect, on which all its other conditions depend, I encountered the same difficulties that had already arisen when dealing with the ancient principles of things. I found opposing and discordant opinions as much towards the former [i. e. the intellect] as the latter [i. e. the principles of things]: indeed, the authors asserted the soul to be like their asserted principles of things. Rather, there were those who considered it [i. e. the soul] as a feeble and very thin spirit, namely a compound of blood mixed with air;300others [considered it] as a fragment of world’s universal soul,301a source of life for it [i. e. the world] […]. Others [considered it] as simple power borne by an internal material organ.302Others, in general, uttered that this illustrious faculty called the soul was perfectly placed in a part of the body. Yet others spread around that it was like a coachman in a chariot,303or like the helmsman of a ship,304who assists and leads his mobile abode and portable dwelling. Others said that it had originated from a certain agent intellect; [the soul is] not separated from it, but also not identical to it.305Others declared that it is nothing other than a portion of the excellent magnet,306induced to say this by the correspondence of aversions and inclinations between the mind and the magnet. But I would be too prolix if I wanted to meticulously refer to all [the opinions]. And, in conclusion, there was also someone who, with daring recklessness, declared that the intellect was a name without a subject and merely a simple activity produced by the combination and separation of the already-perceived relics of sensations. Yet others considered, with more grounded reason, that it was an immortal essence dwelling in the body.307

It must be pointed out that to present such a variety of opinions is part of Luzzatto’s sceptical strategy for showing that there is no certain and unquestionable knowledge even concerning the soul. Although he qualified the position of those who defended the immortality of the soul and its transitory dwelling in the body as ‘more reasonable,’ he nevertheless specified his intention in the following way:

I have collected and presented all these opinions not because I am inclined to assent to them, but in order to demonstrate the scale of the incapacity of our understanding in acknowledging its own and essential nature, while on the contrary it dares to discover the most hidden and remote causes of the universe.308

Even if Socrates allows the reader to briefly believe that he inclines to the opinion of those who profess the immortality of the soul, Luzzatto comes to undermine what he has previously affirmed and does so by means of the ‘serious-playfulness.’ Indeed, he begins to mock the same theory through which Plato supported the thesis of the immortality of the soul, namely that of the anamnesis developed in the dialogues Meno, Phaedo, and partially in Phaedrus. In his book, Luzzatto recalls, in a humorous way, the famous scene from Meno in which Socrates employs maieutics to demonstrate that even a slave boy who knows nothing about geometry can solve a geometrical issue only by remembering what he has merely forgotten. The theory of anamnesis is presented ironically by Socrates as a simple figure of speech which he once playfully expressed but which was then taken seriously by the majority of the people and subsequently spread and was accepted by many learned men.309Luzzatto continues playing with the metaphors of the soul offered by Plato’s dialogues: he recalls, for example, the tripartite human soul presented in the dialogue Phaedrus, in which the soul is represented allegorically as a chariot driven by a charioteer, which is the rational part, and pulled by two horses, which represent respectively the irascible and concupiscent parts of the soul.310Furthermore, he also provides us with another classical image, that of the oyster bound to its shell, as a symbol of the soul’s relation to the body, originally adopted by Plato in his Phaedrus311and then taken up, with some variations, among Stoic, Neoplatonic, and early Christian thinkers.312Luzzatto focuses on a specific aspect of this metaphor, namely the static nature of the mollusc, with its shell permanently attached to the stone. Through this image, he clearly summarised the position of those who believe in the passivity of our intellect and claimed that the activity of knowing must be reduced to that of receiving the influences of the external senses:

For this reason, the author of such a dogma considers the intellect similar to an oyster, which, remaining fixed on a stone, is endowed only with the faculty of opening and closing itself.313

It cannot be overlooked that the soul represents a very significant and sensitive topic in the philosophical and theological debates of the seventeenth century, in which ecclesiastical and university authorities did not tolerate those who denied its immortality or even those who put forward ideas leading to such a conclusion. This topic had been widely discussed since the Fifth Lateran Council (1512–1517), especially after the publication of the treatise by Pietro Pomponazzi (1462–1525) entitled On the Immortality of the Soul in 1516, in which he dealt for the first time (following the methods of Aristotelian philosophy) with an issue that up until that time had belonged only to the theological sphere. The questions that Pomponazzi raised on this topic were certainly decisive for the ensuing debate concerning human free will and the dialectic between the intellect and the will, which was the origin of a lively discussion and investigation in the Italian Academies from the second half of the sixteenth century.

The Jewish commitment to this topic must be considered symptomatic of a response to—or an attempt at dialogue with—the Christian world. Indeed, Jews did not spontaneously engage in any controversy on this issue, nor did they directly write on the immortality of the soul, but when they did, they did so either in Latin or in their vernacular language and not in Hebrew,314and only because of the need to defend themselves, as in the well-known case of Sara Copio Sullam and Baldassare Bonifaccio, or to look for support among the Christian side, as was the case for Menasseh ben Israel.315

Thus, Luzzatto too, probably under the influence of tendencies dominating the Accademia degli Incogniti where the discussion on the soul was very lively, seems to pursue this issue to the extent that it does not end up in a new dogmatic position. He built the entire framework of his Socrate on the grounds of a traditional outline, that of the soul imprisoned in the body, but only as a metaphor of both the contemporary condition of the human mind and the necessity of breaking down the prison in which that same mind had trapped itself over the centuries. The exercise of doubt in Socrate indeed does not come to a halt even before this crucial topic, and it continues further up until the suspension of judgement. Luzzatto took shelter from any criticism thanks to the title of his work, in which is clearly stated not only his aim of showing the ‘incapability of human intelligence when it is not led by divine revelation,’ but also that he will play with the ambiguous borderline between what is permitted and what is not, thanks to the expression ‘serious-playful exercise.’ Through the ‘serious-playfulness,’ he invites the readership not to take what he intends to present entirely seriously. In this way, Luzzatto enables himself to freely investigate and bring into question all human knowledge traditionally accepted as true.


5Free Inquiry and Revelation in Luzzatto’s Socrate

In accordance with these tendencies, philosophy, as a collection of alleged truths, is described throughout Socrate as an abyss, which, instead of increasing and motivating the advancement of learning, has blinded Socrates’ reasoning:

I think that you well know, Lord Judges, that in my youth I devoted myself to the exercise of philosophy with much diligence and solicitude, without of course disregarding those arts such as painting, sculpture, arithmetic, music, and the like, which are held in high regard and esteem by us Greeks. But while I was advancing in the latter, I obtained different, rather contrary success in the former. The more I entered into the above-mentioned arts, the more I profited from them, but the deeper I delved into philosophy, the more I encountered inextricable difficulties which made my mind so confused and upset that the vertigo produced by the irreconcilable altercations and opposed and balanced opinions blinded the light of my reason, and almost extinguished it.316

The development of Luzzatto’s entire inquiry is thus a result of an ‘exercise of the free intellect,’ namely a demonstration of the wandering of the mind when it is not restricted by the limits imposed by the authority of what is traditionally and dogmatically accepted as the truth. Throughout the work, Socrates reproaches himself repeatedly for having held the authority of ancient wisdom, which was at the origin of the consolidation of errors, in too high an esteem. An example can be seen in a passage in which Socrates is debating with Gorgias concerning ens:

Now, therefore, persuaded by your instances, I would judge that it is possible to obtain cognition as much of being as of non-ens, since apprehensibility is common to both of them. Thus, our apprehension will turn out to be our internal affection rather than the image of an external object. This is a thought very different from the one that I so rashly had before, while I held the authority of the ancient wise men in too much veneration: indeed, I uttered that ens was the only object that correctly matched the wide content of the mind.317

The opinions coming from the past, which established our traditional knowledge, represent the limit which Luzzatto, with his sceptical inquiry, aims to overcome. For this reason, his free intelligence and deconstructive power now celebrate the freedom of thought and inquiry. The text is rich in praise for any performances produced by the free exercise of the wit. It is no coincidence that Socrate’s incipit was found in a letter which was supposed to have been written by Reason, who claimed that she had been oppressed by her daughter Authority with the help of Fame and Custom and then hidden in a prison by Felony. Reason describes the behaviour of Authority and begs the Academicians to free her from her isolation:

Hence since this dishonest one [i. e. Felony] began to take despotic control of human matters, mankind has stopped investigating and discussing the purpose towards which men must proceed and the goal towards which it is worthwhile to address their actions, but instead only takes care that a numerous crowd moves in this direction; indeed, Authority established that it was not the weight of opinions, but only a large number of supporters that was the wisest demonstration of the truth. Furthermore, Felony also ungratefully attempted to deny her lineage from me [i. e. Reason], pretending to have been derived from some other external principles and foreign origins. Yet what really offended me most was her arbitrary manipulation and upheaval of everything, even though she is not even armed with mediocre virtues, nor even decorated with powerful weapons, nor provided with other instruments; indeed, she has only illusory appearances and false arts. Indeed, she put forward her position only by means of sumptuous dresses, authoritative postures, wrinkled foreheads, intimidating glances, narrowed eyes, concise and ambiguous words, brief and reluctant conversations, contemptuous and delusory manners, obstinate and inflexible assertions, shameless boasting, and affected acclaim from a vulgar and impudent group of indolent satellites, and every other thing attributed to her by deceitful Fame and confirmed by obstinate Custom, both of them promoters of her acclaim and commendation. In this way, she has continued to oppress mankind. Since then, an infinite number of mad people have followed her, and a smaller number of wise men are destined to succumb to those who are more powerful and numerous. Hence, her violence is so tyrannical that I ask and implore Your magnanimous and generous virtues to take immediate charge of restraining such an inhuman traitor. If the perfidious one is defeated by Your great merit and I am restored to my original position, I promise that I will grant the doctrines their former glory so that mankind can retrieve its lost decorum.318

According to this narrative fiction, the new Academicians define this letter as the ‘product of ingenuity, which is free and without limit’319and, after a long discussion, they agree to free her and to pull Authority down from her conquered throne.

Only at this moment is Socrates, charged with having attempted to subvert traditional knowledge, called to defend himself. His defence cannot be conceived otherwise than as an expression of free thought and speech beyond the limit of what one is officially allowed to say. Socrates and all his interlocutors in this long inquiry are aware that they are in a highly sensitive field, namely that of questioning and doubting, which has the potential to destroy what is defined as the ‘admirable framework of human knowledge’ or even to dismantle its very foundations. Nevertheless, the fictional deposition of Authority from her office creates the perfect scene for the free expression of Socrates, who claimed to have devoted his whole life to free reasoning, which is the sole foundation on which his charge can be based.320All the characters who demonstrated the courage to speak out against any dogmatic knowledge during Socrates’ questioning are commended for this freedom: to mention only one of them, we see Theophrastus, presented by Luzzatto as a critic of the syllogism of Aristotle:

‘I consider that this was Aristotle’s approach to human knowledge. Since he was completely informed of the incapability and weakness of human knowledge and fruitlessly devoted so much study to finding the truth, he proposed this syllogism, full of so many difficulties and arduous circumstances that one could never solve it. Hence, some intelligent men simply attributed the difficulty to their own ineptitude and not to the impossibility of the matter, and held undamaged the esteem they had for the author of this syllogism. A most evident sign of this was that he [i. e. Aristotle] has never formed a syllogism that could fulfil all the numbers and the many conditions he put forth through so much speculation. Similarly, a clue to this was that he exemplified his syllogism by appealing to our Greek alphabet. Therefore, he did not represent his syllogisms using appropriate examples, because if he had represented them in real terms, we would have immediately recognised the invalidity of such a structure.’ Here ended Theophrastus’ examination. I commended him for being an untangled and free intellect, and, despite the familiarity he had with Aristotle, for not having acquired that obstinacy which is peculiar to his [i. e. Aristotle] followers.321

Another one is Timon, the renowned misanthrope of ancient Greece who entertained Socrates with his argumentations, which bravely despised the supposed wisdom of mankind. In this case, Socrates also takes his leave by expressing his appreciation for Timon’s free speech.322

Yet in order to acquire an overview of this very complex work, it will be necessary first to explain a potential solution to the problem of combining the two facets of Luzzatto’s commitment, namely that of the religious thinker and that of the natural philosopher,323highly praised by Rabbi Josef Delmedigo in his Sefer Elim for his great expertise in natural sciences such as mathematics and astronomy.324In this regard, it will be useful to view the relationship between God’s omnipotence and human freedom of inquiry in Luzzatto’s work.

Even if the references to God throughout the text are few, and although the majority of them invoke his name in order to express hopes and wishes, nevertheless, the few remaining mentions are very significant, because they strengthen the position of God as an essential concept of Socrate. God, as divine revelation, appears in the title of the book as a leader of human intelligence. He is also identified as a harbour of truth325and as the one who, together with providence, persists in our minds against the ravages of time;326he dispenses wisdom to humans,327and finally, Luzzatto writes, he finds his true temple in the mind or soul of the wise man.328God must thus be considered as the author of the whole architecture of this theatre, namely the load-bearing component of all the inquiry performed by Luzzatto in his work. Nevertheless, the presence of God does not impede Luzzatto from developing his reckless investigation by stressing the capacity of reason through the sceptical method: the expression ‘serious-playful’ appearing in the title helps him to repel criticism coming from outside, from hasty readers, as a result of misunderstanding some passages of Socrate, but with God, Luzzatto does not need any stratagem.

Luzzatto, whom we might even consider as a precursor of the Jewish Haskalah, in agreement with Isaac Barzilay’s study,329does not doubt his faith by questioning traditional knowledge, the so-called ‘truth’; he knows that this right belongs to him and that it was granted by the same God. What might only be supposed by reading Socrate is rather confirmed by one of the author’s earlier writings, a brief introduction composed for the Ṣafnat Pa‘neaḥ (‘Revealing Enigmas’) in 1640 written by Samuel ha-Cohen of Pisa and published in 1656 in Venice at the Martinelli printing house. In a few pages of text, written in Hebrew, Luzzatto developed the defence of Job, accused of having denied resurrection after death. Thanks to rhetorical strategies, Luzzatto argued for clemency for Job throughout the introduction and concluded by saying:

It is also part of God’s mercy and goodness toward His creatures that He has permitted them to inquire into and examine the way in which the world is governed and [the way in which] His ways are balanced (hashva’at middotav) in his glorious order […]. And just as choice flows from the will [so that] a man may incline it toward whatever he turns and decides, so the intellect is free, according to each and every man’s level, to consider and explore any subject he wishes.330

In addition to this, he also clarifies another relevant aspect, namely that if our will is free, then our intellect will be even more so, and that it will push its exploring, wandering, and searching far beyond the limits of what is necessary, according to its own capacities.331Luzzatto adopts Hebrew verbs such as lehaśkil (‘to intelligise’) and latur (‘to explore,’ ‘wandering in search’) in order to define this specific freedom granted by God to human beings. Although we are still in the sphere of what is permitted by God, nevertheless Luzzatto does not fail to point out that the human being who intelligises and explores strengthens a specific freedom—human curiosity—which, as is known, is limitless and thus it cannot be foreseen how far it may go. Luzzatto seems to share here not only the Aristotelian statement according to which the desire to know is an innate characteristic of human beings,332but also, and especially, the spirit of an entire age; the Baroque, in which the literary work is an innovative and provocative product of the mind. It is meant as an exercise of the intelligence in connecting images from different semantic levels as expressions of a new concept of time and space dominated by the awareness of the caducity of life and the constant changes of nature. This new perspective, as a consequence of scientific discoveries which on the one hand had enlarged the human horizons of nature and on the other had thrown into crisis what was once an unquestionable system of knowledge, is reflected in Luzzatto’s work in the sense of confusion and uncertainty concerning the human ability to know:

Yet if human intellect must apply itself to the cognition of natural things, at all times it remains embroiled, among the other torments, in five cruel and constantly tormenting objects: the infinity, which distracts it [i. e. the intellect]; the divisible minimum, which compresses it; motion, which agitates it; time, which consumes it; and space or the vacuum, which reduce it to nothing. They are such thorny matters that the one who presumes to finally intelligise them will be certainly unhappy, if he is entangled in them. And what is even worse is that another disaster also occurs to us, namely that just as the sea is commanded and beaten by contrary winds and does not know which one it should obey, so the mind, distracted many times by contrary evidence and differently influenced by opposite instances, does not know how to decide which of them to believe or to accept.333


6Conclusion

It is not surprising that Luzzatto chose Socrates as the leader of his inquiry: this legendary figure perfectly embodies the human desire for knowledge, and, since the earliest theological controversies, has symbolised the first authentic free thinker as well as a victim of intolerance.334Luzzatto’s aim is to demonstrate the limits of the human capacity to know without the guidance of divine revelation as the only source of truth; nevertheless, he does not renounce the right to investigate, and sets his desire to know free to operate against dogmatism as a sign of free thought and expression. The whole book must be conceived as an ‘exercise in free thinking’ against previously established knowledge. Socrates maintains that he was pushed to put forward what he defines as his inquiry towards knowledge by ‘the curiosity and restlessness of his wit.’ His goal is to appease the human soul by freeing it from false opinions, which are, according to Luzzatto, those unquestionable doctrines delivered by tradition. His subversive aim, of which his Socrate is strong evidence, may be better understood only by placing it alongside the Academic mission.

From this contribution, it follows that Luzzatto shared many traits with the Academic world and, more particularly, with the Incogniti. First of all, the frontispiece of the book reveals his adherence to the genre of the imprese: Luzzatto, according to the aforementioned rules laid down by some of his contemporaries, chose an image and a motto for his work, namely that of the silkworm emerging from the cocoon and the motto of L’ordito lacero, written in the vernacular. Secondly, the modes of playful expression, parody, and ambiguity through which he treated some extremely crucial issues of his time, such as the topic of the immortality of the soul, is another fundamental clue framing Luzzatto’s work in a specific context. The expression seriogiocoso (‘serious-playful’) announced in the title indeed demonstrates that Luzzatto’s work should be viewed as participating in the tradition of serio ludere (‘to play seriously’), very popular in the Renaissance and early modern period.335Thirdly, Luzzatto seems to share the anti-authoritarian tendency of the Incogniti. He criticises the authority of established and traditional knowledge, of which philosophy is a part, in favour of freedom of thought and expression, and he achieves this goal through a specific sceptical rhetoric formed by the alternation of questions and answers and an eclectic adoption of an Aristotelian epistemological language, as well as through metaphors gathered from Plato’s dialogues together with his dualistic metaphysics. The entire book may be considered a wise defence and celebration of the free production of ingenuity beyond any dogmatic restriction.






Guido Bartolucci

Jewish Thought vs. Lutheran Aristotelism: Johann Frischmuth (1619–1687) and Jewish Scepticism336

The history of Jewish scepticism is articulated within a series of definitions and principles that are often not easily distinguishable. If scepticism has, in fact, been part of the history of Jewish tradition, the central issue has to be whether this phenomenon was due to the fact that it was influenced by ancient scepticism or whether this philosophical and strategic ability was already part of the history of Jewish thought.337

Some scholars, for example, in reading the works written by Jewish intellectuals who lived between the second half of the sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth century, have noticed a particular Jewish interest in classical sceptical philosophy. The Venetian rabbi Simone Luzzatto was one of the main figures of Jewish scepticism. Between 1638 and 1651, he published two works in Venice which collected important references to classical scepticism.338Luzzatto’s use of this particular philosophy can be interpreted in different ways. On the one hand, we can argue that Luzzatto was imitating the Christian apologetics (such as Giovan Francesco Pico della Mirandola) who used sceptical tools to delegitimise classical philosophical knowledge. On the other hand, a second possible interpretation is that the Jewish rabbi wanted to show a relationship between scepticism and Jewish tradition, particularly with the Talmud, which used doubt as one of its main strategies of argumentation.339

The study of Jewish tradition, however, is not the only useful way to analyse the link between Judaism and scepticism. An interesting point of view is the Christian interpretation of Judaism, particularly from the sixteenth century onward. In fact, at the beginning of this period, the combination of philological knowledge of the sources (first promoted by Lorenzo Valla and then by Erasmus of Rotterdam) and the Lutheran sola scriptura stimulated the study of Hebrew and spread it throughout Europe.340This new field of research became one of the main areas in which different religious confessions and political ideas began to challenge one another. Biblical and post-biblical literature became, therefore, one of the tools used by different Christian confessions in theological, political, and philosophical struggles, especially in the seventeenth century. One of the strategies for legitimising the use of these sources was to interpret them through the classical tradition, namely by finding political models comparable to Aristotle’s philosophy within the history of the Jewish people.341During the English Revolution, for example, political references to Jewish tradition were more common than references to Aristotle, Plato, or Roman republicanism in legitimising the main turning points of the struggle between the monarchy and Parliament, including the beheading of King Charles I.342The European debate on Oliver Cromwell’s victory and the reaction to the killing of the king were thus partly focused on the role played by Jewish history in justifying the parliamentary victory. The theological, philosophical, and political debates on Judaism and its political use also deeply transformed the traditional image of Judaism itself among Christians, and it is in this context that a new idea of Jewish scepticism emerged.

The German Lutheran world, strongly grounded in Aristotelian philosophy, reacted against the use of Judaism made by the Calvinist tradition in England and the Netherlands. The study of Jewish tradition within the Lutheran academies and universities ended up, as we will see, weakening its affinity with classical thought, and in particular with Aristotelian philosophy, by ascribing some features to it that had previously been acknowledged as belonging to sceptical strategies. In accordance with this tendency, series of short treatises were published which investigated the Jewish tradition in depth: the dissertationes.

The dissertatio is an important document for understanding the teaching activity within the Lutheran academies and universities. During the second half of the seventeenth century, the dissertatio changed its form, shifting from the two-page work of the sixteenth century to a short treatise of twenty to thirty pages. Because of this transformation, the dissertatio became an important but simple tool for the circulation of ideas, as well as for showing the university’s academic orientation. The formal structure of the dissertationes consists of a praeses, a professor who had the role of presenting the work, and a respondens, usually a student, who defended the thesis in public and theoretically had to be the author of the work. Usually, however, the author of the dissertatio was the professor himself, while the student had the role of assisting him.343The authors of the dissertationes were not always Hebraists or theologians, but were also philosophers and jurists: the target of these writings, thus, was not scholarly knowledge of Jewish antiquities, or exclusive religious controversies (against the Jews or other confessions), but also, and perhaps above all, the political use of Judaism.344Yet the professors of holy languages did not remain indifferent to this controversy, and they put their extensive knowledge of Hebrew and rabbinic literature at the service of Lutheran political debate. In the second half of the seventeenth century, one of the most important figures attempting to think about Judaism in a new way was Johann Frischmuth (1619–1687).

Frischmuth was born in Wertheim in 1619 and grew up in a bourgeois Lutheran family.345In 1636, he moved to the University of Altdorf, where he became particularly interested in religious matters and began to study oriental languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, and Arabic. At this time, his professor was Theodoricus Hackspan, one of the great Hebraists of the period, who in 1649 published the Jewish edition of Sefer Niṣṣaḥon, an anti-Christian treatise written by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann ben Solomon Muehlhausen at the end of the fourteenth century.346Frischmuth, under the guidance of his professor, focused mainly on the study of rabbinic literature, in which he became a specialist. In 1645, he was called to the University of Jena, where he taught holy languages until his death in 1687. During his life, he published remarkable works devoted to investigating the relationship between the Bible and the Jewish exegetical interpretations, particularly the rabbinic interpretations. As his contemporaries have emphasised, Frischmuth’s main task was to point out the dangers of rabbinic interpretation, especially for those scholars who considered it a faithful analysis.347However, as we will see, his work did not only have a theoretical or theological purpose, but also, and especially, a political agenda. In these years, he published several treatises on different topics and decided to spread his work using the model of the dissertatio. Frischmuth had already discussed two dissertationes with Hackspan when he still was a student in Altdorf: one on the names of angels and demons and the other on the interpretation of Psalm 110.348He then moved to Jena, where he began his production of dissertationes with two works on the seven precepts of Noah.349In these early works, Frischmuth developed his idea of studying— and, above all, understanding—Jewish tradition. First of all, he chose a subject: the Noachide laws, which at that time were at the centre of the debate on natural right, especially after John Selden’s publication of De iure naturali in 1640.350The use of Jewish sources made by some authors, mostly Calvinists, was the reason for Frischmuth’s critique of the rabbinic tradition in these early works. Such a strategy is manifest, for example, in what he claims in the introduction to the second dissertatio on Noah’s laws. He explicitly rejects any usefulness of rabbinical literature for political or juridical purposes by contesting authors such as Joseph Scaliger and Isaac Casaubon, who, on the other hand, had supported the utility of their study.351In this introduction, Frischmuth shows his attitude to Jewish tradition, which was far from the interests of Calvinist Hebraists whose works were published in the Netherlands and England. Frischmuth employed a controversial religious strategy inherited from the medieval and Lutheran anti-Jewish tradition, and he indeed used his knowledge of Jewish language and rabbinic tradition as an instrument against the Jews in order to demonstrate the truth of the Christian religion. Yet the interpretation of Judaism also played an important role in the religious dispute against Calvinism and Catholicism: the Lutheran theologians recognised, particularly in the latter, the main defects of Judaism, such as the formal observance of ceremonies.352

Frischmuth, however, did not focus his attacks on Judaism, only within the narrow fence of theology. In 1653, he published a treatise of over 180 pages in which he analysed the right of kings in accordance with chapter 17 of Deuteronomy.353This work could be confused with a scholarly study of Jewish sources on monarchy. Yet from the very beginning, the analysis of the sources on the Jewish king became part of the huge debate on the monarchical institution, which began in 1649 after the beheading of Charles I at the end of the English Revolution.354Frischmuth’s main purpose was to show that Jewish sources could not legitimise the superiority of the other institutions, such as the Sanhedrin, over the king’s authority. He harshly criticised the work of Schickard, Selden, and Milton, who had supported the supremacy of assemblies and magistrates over the sovereign by using rabbinic sources. Frischmuth employs a very peculiar strategy to demonstrate the inconsistency of Jewish interpretation; in fact, he contrasts the sources adopted by his opponents by quoting another Jewish author, Isaac Abravanel.355The starting point of the discussion is Deuteronomy 17:14, in which God has given the people of Israel the opportunity to establish a king.356The main political problem was the interpretation of the first verses on the meaning of the establishment of a king. According to some scholars, such as Schickard and Cunaeus, the passage referred to the people’s opportunity to elect the king. The two authors, in order to confirm their statement, argued that the famous episode described in the First Book of Samuel, which presented a violent criticism of monarchy, was evidence that the people had violated God’s law by asking for a king (as all the other nations had) and not by electing one.357This idea was the result of a series of interpretations that Christian authors summarised from rabbinical literature, above all from Maimonides. Frischmuth responded to his opponents by presenting the authority of Abravanel, who, on the contrary, interpreted Samuel’s passage by maintaining the interpretation of an unelected king. Frischmuth’s use of Jewish sources is always instrumental: even an author such as Abravanel, who had shown an open position against the monarchical institution in his writings, becomes in Frischmuth’s treatise a faithful ally against the enemies of monarchical absolutism.358In counterpoising various Jewish interpretations, Frischmuth seems to present the Jewish tradition as a realm in which opposing views could coexist together within the same passage, a hermeneutical method that cannot catch the real truth. This implicit critique of Judaism in Frischmuth’s work is linked to a much more general discussion on the role of Jewish political tradition in comparison with that of classical thought.

Frischmuth often quotes Hermann Conring’s De republica Hebraeorum, which was published as a dissertatio in 1648.359Conring, a German jurist and historian, wrote this work together with his student Martin Müller in order to criticise the Calvinist treatises on the Jewish political institutions. He maintained that the Jewish tradition was unrelated to Aristotelian political thought because the Jewish constitutional model could not be included among the definitions Aristotle gave in his Politics (monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy), but was rather a theocracy. Political power, Conring continued, was not managed by human beings, but directly by God, and therefore the Jewish model could not be discussed within the framework of the current political debate.360

Frischmuth probably had this idea of Jewish tradition in mind when he published the dissertatio De loco Deuteronomio XVII v. 8 et seqq. et quae ad illum moveri solet questione: An Ebraei statuant, idem simul posse esse et non esse in 1658, combining it with the idea that different and contradictory interpretations could coexist within the rabbinical tradition.361The treatise is different from all his other works, which are focused on political or theological issues; indeed, here he deals directly with a philosophical question, more precisely with one of the main statements of Aristotelian philosophy, namely the principle of non-contradiction. The dissertatio begins with the assertion that the Jews used to pull the false out from the true, a statement that Frischmuth employs to demonstrate the untrustworthiness of rabbinic biblical exegesis.362At the heart of his reasoning is a passage from Deuteronomy 17 which discusses a judge’s conduct when he is uncertain about the sentence. According to Deuteronomy, in fact, the judge had to appeal to a higher authority chosen by God who would suggest the verdict to him and from whose decision the judge could not depart.363Starting from this passage, Frischmuth develops an articulated discussion on the principle of authority in Jewish tradition by dividing his examination into two distinct parts, one mainly linked to religious dispute, the other connected to philosophical speculation. The starting point of his analysis is the assertion that Jews hold the authority of their rabbis in such high reverence that they are inclined to disregard the principle of non-contradiction even when faced with a clear and obvious reason to adopt it.364

To confirm his assumption, he quotes the works of two Lutheran scholars, the Helmstedt theologian Konrad Hornejus and the Jena philosopher Daniel Stahl, who stated that Jewish authority was founded on absurd principles.365Frischmuth made use of the works of these two German scholars, especially of Stahl’s treatise, to link his analysis to the authorities of Johannes Buxtorf and Martin Luther. The first author, Buxtorf (1564–1629), was one of the most important Hebraists of the sixteenth century. He wrote several works on Judaism, but he was best known for his anti-Jewish work entitled Synagoga Judaica, published in German in 1603 and then in Latin in 1604. In the first chapter of this work, the Christian Hebraist wrote:

If two rabbis contend amongst themselves and struggle, issuing contradictory sentences, it is nevertheless to be believed that both of them obtained their doctrine from Moses, each sentence being the word of the living God—which is a supreme blasphemy.366

Frischmuth, then, introduces the words of Luther, who argued in his work on the Hebrew name of God, Shem ha-mephorash, that the Jews blindly believed in the authority of their rabbis even beyond the rationality of their words.367

By quoting Luther and Buxtorf, Frischmuth inserts his treatise into the Lutheran tradition of polemical writings against the Jews. The first part of his treatise is a development of Luther’s (and Buxtorf’s) claim about the authority of rabbis within Jewish communities. Frischmuth’s analysis thus has the purpose of confirming the Lutheran position by adding a number of Jewish sources such as the Talmud, Maimonides, Abravanel, and Lipmann’s Sefer Niṣṣaḥon, which, as we have seen, was edited some years before by Hackspan.368In this first part, he repeats the same scheme used in the previous works: he reproduces a dialogue between the various Jewish sources and he often ascribes a superior authority to Abravanel compared to the Talmud and Maimonides.369

Frischmuth’s first effort was to neutralise the Catholic interpretation of the passage from Deuteronomy. The Church of Rome had indeed legitimised the Pope’s infallibility in judging religious matters precisely through the interpretation of the role of the Sanhedrin.370The German Hebraist, on the other hand, maintained that Moses wanted to invest the Senate (that is, the Sanhedrin) with the role of resolving those cases which were particularly difficult to judge.371

After presenting some sources, particularly Abravanel’s commentary, to illustrate his statement, Frischmuth begins to discuss the problem at the centre of his analysis, namely the issue of obedience. As soon as the lower judges have to follow the judgment of the Sanhedrin literally, he acknowledges that all the Jews can do is obey the authority of the rabbis (who are the Sanhedrin’s heirs) without having the opportunity to question their judgment, even if it seems to be unreasonable.372And at the conclusion of the first part of the treatise, he maintains:

We think that they [i. e. the Jews], after the prophets ceased to appear and the oral tradition finally took up space, said that for this reason the opinions of the masters found greater truth among the people and their authority grew immensely, since their opinions, even if they departed from the judgment of reason and senses, were nevertheless to be received as holy. The same blind obedience […] is demanded by the Church of Rome, which in many respects is similar to Judaism, like an egg is the same as another egg.373

Frischmuth thus attacked both Judaism and Catholicism. Yet while the latter was condemned, above all because of Pontifical primacy, as we have already seen, the former was subjected to a more radical criticism, which he developed in the second part of the treatise.

Frischmuth shifts his analysis from a controversial religious point of view to a philosophical one: he compared the principle of authority in the rabbinical tradition directly with Aristotelian thought by reaching far more extreme results. In doing so, he makes explicit what was still hidden in his other works, namely that Judaism was grounded on anti-Aristotelian principles of reasoning. This interpretation brings Jewish tradition further from classical philosophy and closer to sceptical strategy, and thus turns it into a threat to Christian society.374




Giuseppe Veltri

Negotiating the Principle of (Non)-Contradiction: Johann Frischmuth on the Rabbinic Dialectic Discussion

The principle of contradiction (αρχή τῆς ἀντιφάσεως) first appears in Aristotle’s Metaphysics IV. Perhaps no other passage of Aristotelian philosophy is as controversially debated as the fundamental binary logical incompatibility between true and false, the foundation of the principle of contradiction (commonly called the principle or law of non-contradiction, PNC). Three formulations of it are given in the fourth chapter of the Metaphysics:375

1. It is impossible for the same attribute at once to belong and not to belong to the same thing and in the same relation (τὸ γὰρ αὐτὸ ἅμα ὑπάρχειν τε καὶ μὴ ὑπάρχειν ἀδύνατον τῷ αὐτῷ καὶ κατὰ τὸ αὐτό); 376

2. It is impossible to hold (suppose) the same thing to be and not to be (ἀδύνατον γὰρ ὁντινοῦν ταὐτὸν ὑπολαμβάνειν εἶναι καὶ μὴ εἶναι);377

3. Opposite assertions cannot be true at the same time (ἀδύνατον καὶ τἀναντία ὑπάρχειν ἅμα).378

The intention of Aristotle’s formulations is to offer a fundamental proposition of ontological, psychological, and logical craft379in order to avoid an infinite recourse to the proof (apodeixis). Discussions of Aristotle’s different formulations and their origin and logical consistency have been the object of many commentaries from antiquity until recent times.380It is not my intention to repeat, reformulate, or reinforce the valid and probable objections to the PNC or even to defend it against its opponents or detractors.381My purpose is only to introduce the reader to a seventeenth-century debate which originated in the Protestant University of Jena in Germany. The apparent intention of this debate was to present Jewish thought as an anti-Aristotelian tradition; its real purpose was to undermine the principle of the reception of the Dual Torah.

This discussion is imperative for the modern scholar not only because of its author’s attempt to qualify a religion as illogical and as pretending to be true while contradicting the principle of non-contradiction, but also, and perhaps much more intriguingly, because of his attempt to judge Jewish scholars as blasphemous in their real or alleged attribution of logical contradictions to the first principle, i. e. God. We will first examine the cause of the discussion. Then, we will follow the attempts to resolve the question from a rabbinic point of view. Finally, we will attempt to discuss the diverse hypothesis of a fruitful discussion of or inquiry into the question of whether the truth can be negotiable in a system of thought that defines it.

Casus disputandus: elu we-elu divre elohim ḥayyim

In 1658, Johann Frischmuth (1619–1687), professor of ‘holy language’ at the University of Jena in Germany, together with his student Johannes Leonart Will, presented and defended a dissertatio382 on An Hebraei statuant idem posse esse et non esse (‘Whether the Jews Can Claim That the Same Thing Both Can and Cannot Exist [at the Same Time]’).383The booklet presents two arguments with the strategy of disavowing any connection between Judaism and Aristotelianism: the foundation of rabbinical authority384and the Jewish ‘principle’ of contradiction. In both cases, the rabbis— according to Frischmuth are so impertinent and sacrilegious as to derive their own authority from God and supreme blasphemy to attribute the origin of two contradictory positions to him, or in his own words:

If two rabbis contend amongst themselves and struggle, issuing contradictory sentences, it is nevertheless to be believed that both of them obtained their doctrine from Moses, each sentence being the word of the living God which is a supreme blasphemy.385

The reader of Frischmuth’s dissertation may be deceived by this formulation, believing that he is approaching a controversy of philosophical importance. On the contrary: Frischmuth is abusing a philosophical topic of Aristotelian logic to combat rabbinic authority based on Oral Torah. Therefore, he begins with Deuteronomy 17:8, already quoted in the title of the dissertatio, where the main problem is the foundation of the Sanhedrin and the Torah as the supreme constitutional authorities (a court system and a religious and political document) of the Jewish way of life,386interpreted in the light of Exodus 23:2 (according to which the Halakhah follows the majority).387

Yet let us begin at the beginning. The blasphemy against God consists of attributing internally contradictory assertions because they are controversially disputing (contendant & pugnent) to the doctrine of Moses and hence basing their opposing authority on God himself (credendum esse […] utram sententiam verbum dei viventis esse). This rabbinic position indeed occurs in some texts, of which the most famous is a quotation from the Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 13b, to which Frischmuth expressly and directly refers. It must be stated at the outset that his rendition does not come from the text of the Babylonian Talmud, but is a direct quotation from the anti-Christian Sefer Niṣṣaḥon (‘Book of the Triumph’)388by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Muehlhausen (fourteenth-fifteenth century), a philosopher and controversialist:

For three years, the House of Hillel and the House of Shammay debated. One said: ‘The Halakhah is in accordance with our opinion.’ The other objected: ‘The Halakhah is in accordance with our opinion.’ The voice of God rang out (and entered into the discussion), saying: ‘Both the one and the other are the word of the living God. The Halakhah, however, follows the words of the House of Hillel.’389

Also, another text from the Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah 3b, is, according to Frischmuth who follows also here Yom Tov Lipmann, relevant to the question because it describes a ‘rabbinic discussion’ as a perennially controversial status:

‘The masters of assemblies[image: ]these are the disciples of the wise, who sit in manifold assemblies and occupy themselves with the Torah, some pronouncing unclean and others pronouncing clean, some prohibiting and others permitting, some disqualifying and others declaring fit.390

The Talmud gives a commentary on Qohelet 12:1, where the words of the wise are explained as goads, firmly fixed like ‘nails by the masters of assemblies.’ Frischmuth also adds the talmudic comments that ‘they have been transmitted by one shepherd and one shepherd received them, one leader.’ He did not directly quote the version of the talmudic discussion, which, according to the current version, reads:

Should a man say: ‘How in these circumstances shall I learn Torah?’ Therefore, the text says: ‘All of them are given from one Shepherd.’ One God gave them [the interpretations of the words/opinion]; one leader uttered them from the mouth of the Lord of all creation, blessed be He; for it is written: And God spoke all these words (Exodus 20:1).391

This is a rendition of the Sefer Niṣṣaḥon by Rabbi Yom Tov Lipmann Muehlhausen, who substituted el (‘God’) with ‘Shepherd’ in the sentence ‘All of them are given from one Shepherd. One Shepherd gave them,’ omitting ‘from the mouth of the Lord of all creation, blessed be He; for it is written: And God spoke all these words.’

Lippmann adds his comment:

That is a thing which is difficult to understand: the House of Shammay declared it as pure, the House of Hillel declared it as impure. How can it be possible that they are both the word of God? And how could Moses, freedom be upon him, receive both of them from the Almighty? If he received it pure, he could not receive it impure. If he received it impure, he could not receive it pure.392

With this quotation, the Protestant theologian wanted to emphasise that Jewish scholarship was conscious of the problem and made efforts to resolve the contradiction (ad tollendam contradictionem) because the principle of truth is of universal validity.

The whole discussion is tactically interesting because Frischmuth and his student present the reader with a melange of rabbinic texts in the original language with Latin translations interspersed with short commentaries, most of which are summaries of the rabbinic texts or insults to the Jews: liars, blasphemers, defenders of absurdities, etc. The tactic behind it is rhetorical, focussed on formulating, verifying with rabbinic texts, and then disseminating the idea that rabbinic and Jewish tradition is nothing but contradiction itself. Seen from the rabbinic point of view, with the message of the quoted texts, it is almost clear that the entire dissertation is based on a clear syllogism: if two rabbinic schools have different and contradictory conclusions of capital importance, and if they have based their argumentation on the Torah of Moses, then their conclusions should be considered to have originated with the divine authority even when they are contradictory. I will now present the tactics and logic of rabbinic debate and the (ab)use that Frischmuth made of them.


Frischmuth’s Tactics of Argumentation

Frischmuth analyses what a controversy (maḥloqet) is, the value and persistence of this controversy, and the divine origin of the results of the contradictory debates. All of these points are introduced and presented after some rabbinic texts, primarily taken from the treatise entitled Pirqei Avot and its later commentaries. Pirqei Avot is a rabbinic treatise (probably composed between the second century BCE and the second century CE)393which is unique in its genre, because although it belongs to the Mishnah (the first main legal collection of the body of rabbinic literature, constitutive of that which is called the Oral Torah), it mirrors a wisdom text with religious, sapiential, and philosophical ideas rather than a typical Mishnaic halakhic composition. Yet this text is fundamental for rabbinic identity, because it presents the chain of tradition from Moses to the rabbinic period.


Maḥloqet le-shem shamayim

Maḥloqet is a postbiblical term for division, controversy, contradictory dispute, or dissent. The reader of talmudic passages would immediately acknowledge that the word was tantamount to ominous disunion. Because of the lack of a central authority capable of settling a dispute, maḥloqet was not synonymous with a peaceful dialectic discussion. Over the course of the centuries, it became a warning reminder of a violent episode in talmudic times, in which the students of the House of Shammay killed those of Hillel. This terrible anecdote is important for us because of the importance of both schools and their debates. According to the Babylonian Talmud:

They [House of Shammay] thrust a sword into the study house and declared: ‘Whoever wants to enter may enter, but no one may leave!’ And on that day Hillel sat in submission before Sham-may, like one of the disciples, and it was as wretched for Israel as the day on which the [golden] calf was made.394

More precisely, the Jerusalem Talmud reported:

It was taught in the name of Rabbi Yehoshua Oniya: The students of the House of Shammay stood below them and they were killing the students of the House of Hillel. It was taught: Six of them ascended and the others stood over them with swords and lances.395

The historical frame of this episode is not clear; however, it is certain that the serious discussion could have led to a violent altercation because of the vital topic they were discussing. As a contrast, we can recall a passage of the Jerusalem Talmud that reports a nostalgic time in which there had been no diversity of opinion, no maḥloqet, because of the existence of the Sanhedrin, which settled them.396Although the local Sanhedrin could be places of peaceful discussion and judgement, the passionate temperament and vital necessity of debating were and remain characteristic of Jewish religion and life.

The debates between the Houses or Schools of Hillel and Shammay were of a particular nature. Rabbinic literature considers them a kind of maḥloqet, described as le-shem shamayim, that is, ‘for the sake of heaven’; this dispute ends with an aporia, i. e. culminating in endless contradiction. The dispute between the Houses of Hillel and Shammay is endless because it is ‘for the sake of Heaven’ (le-shem shamayim), as stated in Mishnah, Avot 5:17:

All controversies (maḥloqet) which are for the sake of Heaven will never cease to exist [image: ][image: ]but one that is not in the name of Heaven will cease to exist. What [kind of] controversy is for the sake of Heaven? Such as was the controversy between Hillel and Shammay. What was an argument that was not for the sake of heaven? That of Korach and his congregation.

What is a maḥloqet? Frischmuth quotes the Sefardic philosopher Isaac Abravanel, who wrote a commentary on the treatise Avot in the fifteenth to sixteenth century.397According to him, a maḥloqet is not a play of dialectical value in order to overcome one’s counterpart, but a negotiation as the premise of how the truth comes to light and secret things are revealed,398according to his own words:

(The maḥloqet is meant) for people to discuss, but not to prevail one against the other, although it is for the sake of Heaven, i. e. to let the truth come to light and to reveal the secret of the things which become known through the negotiation which is in the discussion.399

Frischmuth did not understand the texts and translated [image: ][image: ]as id quod fiat interventu deliberationis in disceptatione (‘to facilitate the decision in the discussion’). It is absolutely true that discussion can contribute to resolving the question, but he missed the point of how this is reached. He misunderstood the important reference to negotiation, which produces explanations or revelations of the secrets of the words. I actually do not know whether Abravanel was the first to compare the dialectic of discussion to a negotiation. However, Saadiah Gaon had already compared the search for the truth of the senses to a test of genuine and counterfeit coins.400

However, the idea of negotiation is a typical attitude of rabbinic Halakhah, similar to every legal system. Also, according to the Tosefta, Sanhedrin 13:3, the dead will be judged on every act of their lives: there will be the fully righteous, the fully evil, and those in-between, the benonim or shequlim (‘equivalent’ or ‘equipollent’). Hence, a situation of equipollence of evil/good and true/false can also exist and its result, if any, will be negotiated.

Yet the idea of a negotiation of the truth is also present in Islamic philosophy, according to the work of Dominique Raynaud published in 2013.401He writes: ‘During the course of a controversy, truth is temporarily suspended and replaced by an exchange of arguments of uncertain statute.’402His point of departure is the Persian savant Shams al-Dīn Al-Samarqandī (c. 1250 to c. 1302). He wrote some books on logic, mathematics, and astronomy and four treatises on the rules to be followed in the conduct of a scholarly controversy, of which only three are extant: Risāla fī adāb al-baḥth (‘Epistle on the Rules and Etiquettes of Debate’), Qustās al-afkār (‘The Weighing of Ideas’), and al-Mu‘taqadāt (‘The Convictions’), composed between 1291 and 1302. This is not the right place to explain the rules of rhetoric and dialectic debate which he settled and developed out of his knowledge of law and jurisprudence (uṣūl al-fiqh and furū‘). Yet Al-Samarqandī’s contribution to the dialectic and rhetoric of the debate is the careful analysis of the settlement of controversies, introducing the innovation of the ‘signs of defeat’ (dalā’il al-inqitā‘), the indication of the moment when one ‘of the parties to the debate has […] emerged as the victor or the vanquished.’403The signs are: inconsistency (the conclusion is not proportional to the premises or is self-contradictory); reductio ad absurdum; silence; distinction (necessary for the chain of reasoning); incapacity (to respond to a question); digression (a break in the continuity of reasoning); commensurability (non-conformity to the case); deviation (a response to a different question); appeal to the crowd (appealing to the listeners signifying a lack of arguments); or stubbornness (refutation of objections).

The expression ‘sign of defeat’ is a rhetorical tool for referring to a negotiation which ends in a result, expected at a certain point when the adversary shows signs of weakness. We have a similar situation in a chess game, which, according to the seventeenth-century philosopher Simone Luzzatto, is a symbol or metaphor of controversy, and fundamental to the understanding of philosophical (sceptical) debates:

Some idle men promulgated other absurdities concerning this [i. e. the original principles of the world], but it would be too inopportune now to attempt to summarise them. Yet by observing these arguments and controversies about the ancient principles of things, I began to have suspicions about the imbecility of human knowledge. According to the probable, I therefore argued that if the disagreements concerning the principles are so complex and numerous, then the difficulties in the development of the discourse will be even more inexplicable. Just like lines that go from the centre to the circumference, when they [i. e. lines] are close to their origin, there is only a little distance between them, but as soon as they advance, they increasingly shift in different directions.

Hence, I likewise started to suspect that as human beings we are indeed not endowed with sufficient organs and faculties to apprehend and acknowledge the truth. Besides, the early bases and foundations from which the edifice of human knowledge rises are indeed not fixed and stable, but arbitrary and laid at our whim, as is usually the case with games, especially with chess, where similarly, while deductions and consequences are necessary, the first positions are indeed contingent and voluntary.404

The game is over when the ‘signs of defeat’ are visible, unchallengeable as a consequence of the debate. According to Al-Samarqandī, they are valid only for controversies concerning philosophy, logic, astronomy, and mathematics. However, what is the purpose of controversies of vital religious importance? Is ‘silence’ a sufficient reason to end the discussion, for example? Or a controversial point of view? The thesis of a legal negotiation cannot obscure the fact that this Islamic philosophical movement is affected by the same tendency present in the debate on the first principle of contradiction: to demonstrate the validity of a principle which cannot be invalidated. That is the reason why the contradiction of the Halakhah disputation will be settled in the end. However, what is the end?


End or Persistence of a Controversy (sofah lehitqayyem)?

The negotiability is not the end of the controversy, and that is the problem. Frischmuth quotes the Jewish exegete Obadiah of Bertinoro, who stated that ‘he who can discuss exists and has not perished.’ This is a reference to Korach’s debate in the Bible, also quoted from Pirqei Avot, because it was not le-shem shamayim (‘for the sake of Heaven’). The biblical personage of Korach was the leader of a rebellion against Moses in Numbers 16, along with 249 co-conspirators. He and his congregation were punished by fire from heaven. According to the rabbinic exegesis, Korach had a maḥloqet with Moses for private reasons; therefore, he was destroyed, according to both the Bible and Obadiah.

Obadiah also transmits the tradition according to which sofah (‘her/its end’) is not the end but the ‘intended purpose’ (takhlit) of the discussion, namely to reach the truth via debate (maḥloqet). The word sof (finis) became the ‘purpose’ of finding the truth, which is for the sake of Heaven, as in the case of Hillel and Shammay.405The maḥloqet in the case of Korach was not le-shem shamayim, but rather an intention to dominate (serarah), being a desire to overcome (ahavat ha-niṣṣaḥon).


Word of the Living God?

The question remains unsolved, according to Frischmuth, because the statement of why true and false should go back to the living God (elu we-elu divre elohim hayyim) is unsolved. Frischmuth’s quoting of Abravanel on Pirqei Avot 5:17 confirms that only by debating can one establish which is the true opinion and which is the false. The truth can be established only by analysing the positions of the negotiations of both houses, and therefore the words of both houses are the word of the living God.

Here Frischmuth quotes Lipmann, who quotes407the anonymous Sefer Ḥayyim, which states that intention is the decisive argument for qualifying the schools of both Hillel and Shammay as acting for the sake of Heaven (le-shem shamayim). However, Frischmuth objected to putting the question of whether a good will (bona intentio) is sufficient reason to qualify them with such a splendid title (Ecquid vero bona intentio conferre postet ad id, ut illa tam splendido titulo insigniantur?). Of course not: only conformity to the truth accords with the divine will. Nobody affirms, so Frischmuth says, that God’s will is the contradiction of licit and illicit, pure and impure, unless he convinces himself that there is a known authority figure, like the Jews, who state such ‘absurdity.’ Yet Lipmann, the author most quoted by Frischmuth, stated that the controversial point is to be found in the explanation and not in the body of the commandment. And so we have the real enemy of the Protestant theologian: the Oral Torah, the explanation of the written text, and hence the authority of the rabbinic schools.

This is not the right place to discuss the Oral Torah as an unwritten teaching (like Plato’s?) in contrast to or in consonance with the written text (or the dogmas of Greek philosophy). Frischmuth stigmatises the arch-enemy of the Protestant Reformation, the oral authoritative tradition, as the source of every evil in (the Church’s) history. False and true, the dichotomy cannot be in the Written Torah and cannot be in God, but can only be among the alleged authority of the Jews with their absurd commentaries.


The Jewish Sceptical Attitude

There are many contradictory statements in the Jewish tradition, beginning with the book of Qohelet and continuing throughout rabbinic literature. Frischmuth quotes abundant material from the Talmud, the Midrash, and contemporary scholarly literature, such as the much-quoted Ashkenazic Lipmann Muehlhausen and Sephardic Isaac Abravanel. Yet the interesting aspect of such a position against Judaism is that he only quotes from authors and works that confirm his thesis of sceptical Judaism, leaving out the considerable number of treatises on Aristotelian logic quoted, translated, and commented on by medieval Jewish authors. A century later, in 1766, the scholar Johann Jakob Baur published an examination of the Jewish concern with philosophy, Strictura quaedam ex philosophia Hebraeorum (‘A Stricture of Jewish Philosophy’), a chapter of which is devoted to logic (Strictura quaedam ex logica).408He sustains that nothing is extant from the ancient Jewish preoccupation with logic and that what rabbinic academies used were rules of hermeneutics which were based on logic such as argumentum a maiore ad minus, analogia, etc. Against Frischmuth’s position, he quoted Maimonides,409who stated that impossible things are excluded from the power of God (Res impossibiles sive contradictoria ab ipsa potentia Dei O.M. excludi monet), or, according to Friedlander’s translation of this passage:

We have thus shown that according to each one of the different theories there are things which are impossible, whose existence cannot be admitted, and whose creation is excluded from the power of God, and the assumption that God does not change their nature does not imply weakness in God, or a limit to His power. Consequently, things impossible remain impossible, and do not depend on the action of an agent. It is now clear that a difference of opinion exists only as to the question to which of the two classes a thing belongs; whether to the class of the impossible, or to that of the possible.410

Frischmuth claims that the negation of principle is not only a philosophical position, but also a typical characteristic attributed to the Jewish temperament (Sed nunc alia adhuc adducenda sunt, ex quibus patescet, hactenus Iudaeis nihil nos tribuisse, quod ab illorum indole sit alienum).411The reader cannot avoid inferring that the Protestant theologian is looking for an argument for disqualifying Jewish philosophy, as such making it appear to be a ‘natural attitude’ to contradiction. In attributing a sceptical attitude to Jews, he is carrying on Protestant theology’s policy of negating any relationship of the Jewish tradition to philosophy, a project initiated with the Reformation and developed throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

To the already known attempt I have presented elsewhere,412I would like to add another here. Some years later, in 1704,413an anonymous article was published in issue VIII of Observationes selectae in Halle, with the title An Salomon fuerit Scepticus (‘Could It Be That Solomon Was a Sceptic?’). As Martin Mulsow proved, the author of this text was the Lutheran theologian and philosopher Jakob Friedrich Reimann,414who, protected by the anonymity of the Halle journal, experimented with ‘unorthodox ideas,’ as Mulsow stated. His intention is clear: to deny the philosophical characterisation of a biblical figure, or, in his own words: ‘It is ridiculous to make philosophers of all the Hebrew Patriarchs’ (ridiculum est ex omnibus Patriarchi Hebraeorum facere philosophos). ‘Philosophers,’ for Reimann, means being ‘dogmatic.’ He treated the book and the figure of Job as prototypes of scepticism because of Job’s enquiries into the origin of evil, whether God is to be considered good, his negation of the presence of wisdom and knowledge on earth (very similar to nil sciri), etc. He concentrated his attention on Solomon, considering him an Ephectic (ἐφεκτικός, from ἐπέχειν). According to him, Solomon (of Proverbs, the Song of Songs, and of course Qohelet) is by no means a philosopher of the universalia (that is, a dogmatic), but of particular things, basing all things on experience and not on logical deductions and inferences. Reimann’s real intention is not primarily to characterise the biblical tradition of Solomon as sceptical, but to justify or support scepticism on the basis of biblical exempla. Scepticism is not only the foundation of the modern sciences, but also originates from a new conception of the divinity, which is much more preoccupied with human life than with celestial dogmas. Furthermore, according to him, Judaism is not a philosophy, but it is sceptical in the main.


Conclusion

The logic of rabbinic discussion is based on a dogma, like the dogma of PNC: the Principle of the Reception of Torah (PRT):


	PNC: either false or true
	PRT: either received or not




Neither is demonstrable. The debate on the plausibility of PNC or PRT is not proof of the validity of either of them. The discussion will last forever, according to the rabbinic mind, because nobody can claim to resolve the aporia of a Written and Oral Torah that is on earth and no longer in Heaven.

God (G) gave the Written and the Oral Torah (OT & WT), i. e. the text and its logical/interpretational rules and tradition at Sinai (legislative moment). He therefore gave every tool for solving every problem. If Rabbi Hillel (RH) and Rabbi Shammay (RS) reached opposite conclusions (C1 and -C1) on the same problem (P), then there are three possible explanations for the opposition, the first two of which were developed by Saadiah Gaon in another context.415


–The opposition is because of RH and RS: this is excluded because they are not acting for themselves, but le-shem shamayim (‘for the sake of Heaven’). They do not have any personal reason for a conflict of interest.

–They are incapable of deciding on or are ignorant of OT & WT: this is also excluded because, according to the rabbinic mind, both the schools of RH and RS and the fundament of rabbinic authority are excellent.

–The contradiction is to be included in OT & WT, i. e. in the work of the lawgivers.



The everlasting debate is, therefore, to be interpreted as an everlasting aporia, the impossibility of finding a definitive solution to the problem. The Jewish scholars made a great effort to find a solution to the aporia of the everlasting debating between the rabbinic schools. Obadiah of Bertinoro interpreted sofah lehitqayyem as ‘the purpose of the truth will be reached,’ in contrast to the philological and philosophical arguments. However, sofah lehitqayyem really means ‘at its end (the discussion) will persist.’ The discussion is not a premise of a veritable conclusion, of which there can only be one—the truth—, but it will still exist at its end. The negotiation is only a temporary pause in the process of human life. This would at least explain why both contradictory positions are ‘words of the living God.’ The God of the Jews vividly interferes in the debate, but only the majority can offer a temporary solution to the everyday dilemmas, and ‘temporary’ means that the debate will also be everlasting.





Libera Pisano

Silence, Translation, and Grammatical Therapy: Some Features of Linguistic Scepticism in the Thought of Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein

In this essay, I will attempt to investigate the different approaches of Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein as two manifestations of the constellation of Sprachskepsis, which—despite their apparent divergences—can be seen as the common thread linking these two very different authors. I will try to show how the importance of the apophatic moment, reflection about the limits of language, a critical attitude towards dogmatism and essentialism, and the concept of philosophy as therapy—features that we can find in the thought of both Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein—stem from a sprachskeptische Horizontbildung present in the cultural debate of that time.

Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein: a Forgotten Dialogue

The link between these authors has almost been forgotten, and in fact, with the exception of Hilary Putnam—who does not consider the linguistic matter—and an important article written by Paul Franks,416there is no critical study which gives a thorough investigation of the theoretical connection between Franz Rosenzweig (1886–1929) and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951). This is also due to the inadequate attention paid to the Sprachskepsis, which has always been considered a poetic and literary phenomenon.417However, it also has a pivotal role in philosophical debate—starting from Fritz Mauthner418—because it reveals the break between word and world by turning language into one of the main topics discussed in philosophy.

The dialogue between these two authors illuminates Rosenzweig’s connection with the so-called Sprachkrise at the turn of the last century;419if Wittgenstein’s relationship with the specific constellation of Sprachkrise, which developed in Vienna, has already been stressed by different scholars,420critical study of Rosenzweig has not paid due attention to his connection with this phenomenon.

It is undeniable that Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein were two of the most important philosophers of language of the last century, with two distinct approaches. It is worth saying that their books, namely Rosenzweig’s The Star of Redemption and Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, are somehow a product of war, because they were written at the front during World War I. Without any doubt, Rosenzweig’s theological and transcendental thread is completely different from the linguistic immanence of Wittgenstein’s approach.421Their philosophies manifest two opposite movements: a vertical transcendence and a horizontal commonality. However, even if the former’s theological aura could have been considered the opposite of Wittgenstein’s critique of linguistic enchantments, there are some elements that allow us to develop an original and serious opposition between them. In my view, both attempts can be interpreted within the wider phenomenon of Sprachskepsis, which entails a denial of an absolute foundation of knowledge, a delimitation of human understanding, and a re-thinking of the philosophical task.

By trying not to oversimplify the complexity of these authors, let me make some methodological remarks. My essay is a hermeneutical attempt to shed light on the affinity between these two authors in order to analyse some elements of linguistic scepticism. In doing so, it is not my purpose to follow the critical debate between the different readings of Wittgenstein scepticism422or to reduce Rosenzweig’s religious (and perhaps dogmatic) depth. Furthermore, I will not go into the debate about the different phases of Wittgenstein’s thought.423In the analysis of his philosophy, I based my research on the work of Cora Diamond, David Stern, and Pierre Hadot;424in particular, the reading of the latter, who considers philosophy as a way of life, is the hermeneutic ground for my interpretation of scepticism. It is worth noting that Hadot’s interpretation of Wittgenstein is a nonconformist reading; in fact, it was neglected and overlooked by the critics, even if his account of ancient philosophy as an ethical praxis contributed to opening up new readings of Wittgenstein.425

Moreover, I will point out some features of linguistic scepticism in the Tractatus and in the Philosophical Investigations, particularly—as we will see—the issue of silence and the sceptical metaphor in the former and the problem of translation alongside grammatical therapy in the latter. As is well known, the most striking difference between the early and later phases of Wittgenstein’s philosophy concerns his conception of language: if, in the Tractatus, Wittgenstein deals with a quest for the general form of propositions, an a priori order of the world shared by word and thought and a logical definition of language, in the later Philosophical Investigations, he points out a variety of language uses or language games. In my view, the passage from the explanation to the description—from a strict theory of meaning to the impossibility of formulating a definition by referring to family resemblances—is the meaningful change in Wittgenstein’s thought. One can say that the passage from the Tractatus to the Philosophical Investigations is a shift in focus from reductio ad unum to the plurality of the games.

On the other hand, regarding Rosenzweig’s philosophy, I will attempt to give an account of some elements of his linguistic scepticism by analysing The Star of Redemption, the New Thinking, his preface to his translation of Jehuda Halevi’s poems, and his short book Understanding the Sick and the Healthy.

Sprachkrise as Hermeneutic Horizon

The sceptical atmosphere in which I will situate Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein is the Sprachkrise; that is, radical scepticism towards the language’s capability to grasp reality and disclose the truth at the turn of the twentieth century. This constellation of crises was the premise for a renewed interest in the philosophy of language in many different approaches; on the other hand, it is also the tool which allows us to understand the connection between these authors.

Even if this binomial is not so common in the history of thought, linguistic scepticism can be broadly defined as philosophical doubts about the communicative, epistemological, and ontological value of language, which constitutes one of the most extensively discussed problems in Western philosophy. Certainly, at the beginning of the twentieth century with the so-called Sprachkrise—a complex phenomenon of language critique diffused in the philosophical and literary debate among poets and intellectuals before World War I—language attracted special attention, especially among German-Jewish thinkers.

Considering the boundaries of language was the specific trait of the theoretical constellation of Sprachkrise that was characterised by a general distrust of words and a struggle against the linguistic cage. Many writers, poets, and thinkers—for instance von Hofmannsthal, Schnitzler, Mombert, Rilke, Zweig, Kafka, Kraus, and many others—dealt with the crisis of a whole set of values, with the failure of the teleological concept of history, and with the collapse of language as a epistemological, logical, and ontological tool.426This phenomenon was interpreted as more literary than philosophical, but—in my view—its role is crucial for at least two reasons: firstly, the Sprachkrise helps us to better understand how the critique of language became the focus of philosophical thought at the beginning of the last century long before the linguistic turn; secondly, this phenomenon acquired special attention, especially among German-Jewish thinkers. In fact, since all these authors have a double mother tongue in common, or better, a double belonging both to Jewish tradition and to German philosophy, their sceptical attitudes or critical distance towards language also have their premises in autobiographical factors.

Thanks to the mediation of Mauthner, whose work was the trait d’union between literature and critical thought, the phenomenon of Sprachskepsis spread throughout the milieu of German-Jewish philosophy; in fact, it involves the whole generation of thinkers whose elective affinities were analysed by Löwy, i. e. Landauer, Benjamin, Buber, Scholem, Bloch, and others, who linked together language, messianism, libertarian utopias, and Romanticism.427Among these authors, it is worth mentioning Eugen Rosenstock, who had a strong influence on Rosenzweig’s philosophy thanks to the elaboration of his ‘grammatical approach’ according to which language is a bridge between men.428

The Sprachkrise had a wide variety of aspects and was the epiphenomenon of a deep crisis of meaning, starting from Nietzsche’s philosophy and a Zeitgeist characterised by the collapse of classical reason. One feature of this phenomenon was a kind of ‘apophatic crisis,’429namely a paradoxical apophatic koine which combined the Neo-Platonic and mystic traditions with Jewish thought. In fact, it is not by chance that the Sprachkrise is also connected with the reinterpretation of mysticism, namely the Neue Mystik that was developed in Germany at the turn of the twentieth century by poets and writers such as Julius and Heinrich Hart, Wilhelm Bölsche, Willy Pastor, Rainer Maria Rilke, Alfred Mombert, Bruno Wille, etc.430This new kind of mysticism does not deal with the traditional idea of a mystic union between God and the soul, but rather with an awareness of a connection between the individual and the community, the present and the past. This kind of secularised mysticism combines aesthetical-linguistic aspects—it is not by chance that most of these authors were writers and poets—with a political and social idea of the regeneration of humankind.431The act of doubting our knowledge, our language, our representations of the world, and our political institutions is not a mere theoretical exercise, but rather is connected to a political purpose.

The Sprachkrise is not a mere refusal of language tout court, but rather a questioning of some uses of language through a permanent linguistic critique which becomes the task of philosophy itself. The critical consideration of language in its political, epistemological, and aesthetical role is at the heart of this new way of thinking. Many aspects are involved, such as the relationship between ordinary language and philosophical vocabulary, the role of silence, and the theoretical conjunction between community and linguistic practice. Therefore, the comparison between Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein will be structured into four deeply connected paths: the apophatic thought of Rosenzweig’s The Star of Redemption and the mysticism at the end of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus; the question of translation and the problem of understanding; the grammatical therapy for philosophical illness which also concerns a critique of essentialism; and the sceptical metaphors for a redefinition of philosophy.

IBoundaries of Language: Apophatic Grammar and Mystic Silence

Rosenzweig’s and Wittgenstein’s philosophies wrestle with the boundaries of language. If, according to the former, speaking means staying in touch with the unsay-able otherness, in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, silence is the ethical boundary of language. Both authors consider the religious element within a linguistic perspective by dealing with its modality of expressions. However, Wittgenstein does not consider the positive content of religious revelation as an articulation of the inexpressible, as Rosenzweig does.432

In The Star of Redemption, Rosenzweig stated that:

[…] there is nothing more deeply Jewish than a final suspicion of the power of the word [‘Misstrauen gegen die Macht des Wortes’] and a heart-felt confidence in the power of silence [‘Zutrauen zur Macht des Schweigens’].433

The apophatic gesture of Rosenzweig consists of a deep reconsideration of human existence on the basis of the negativity of knowledge as constitutive of human discourse. It could seem paradoxical to speak of an apophatic tendency in Rosenzweig’s thought; however, in The Star of Redemption, not only do silence and gesture play a crucial role, but there is also a kind of linguistic scepticism towards knowledge which crosses human experience.

In the first part of the Star, Rosenzweig deals with the issue of how we can speak of the pre-world, seen as an amorphous magma in which God, Man, and World cannot be distinguished and thence, named. In fact, these three elements—God, World, and Man, connected through creation, revelation, and redemption—are articulated in relation to one another, but in themselves, they remain pure enigmas and ineffable mysteries. Through the unspoken original words ‘Yes,’ ‘No,’ and ‘And,’ the edifice of logos is built. In the transition from creation to revelation, from the night of these proto-words to the day of words, Rosenzweig wrote precious pages on his philosophy of language, or better his philosophy of the name that ‘is not sound and smoke, but word and fire.’434According to Rosenzweig, language is the dynamic bridge between men, but it always copes with the border of the unsayable and with a nothingness that cannot be grasped, even if it constitutes the ground, or rather background, of our discourses. From beyond all manner of verbal determinations, which constitute human experience, language can recall the unsayable abyss of nothing.435

The third part of the Star deals with divine ineffability and the fact that—in Rosenzweig’s view—redemption is both beyond names and beyond language:

[…] the progress of Redemption in the world happens in the Name and for the sake of the Name. But the end is nameless, above all name. The sanctification of the Name itself happens so that the Name one day may become silent. Beyond the word—and what is the name other than the completely concentrated word?—beyond the word the silence gives light.436

The word, even the word of God, is always penultimate because it is a permanent anticipation of everything that follows; therefore, the final redemption must be silent:

[…] in eternity the word ceases to exist in the silence of the harmonious gathering—for we are united only in silence; the word unites, but those who are united grow silent.437

However, the silence of redemption is opposed to the silence of creation, or better, it is its fulfilment.438In the Star, one can distinguish at least two different forms of silence: in the first part of the book, the silence of the tragic hero corresponds to the isolated gesture of one who is separated from his community; on the other hand, at the end of the book, there is the ‘full’ silence of liturgy, rites, and prayers, which is the shared silence of redemption where every single man acknowledges himself in his silent community. If the first is an abstract silence which belongs not only to the hero but also to the mathematic symbols, the second is an ultra-linguistic silence, beyond all possible misunderstandings and varieties of languages.

In his Tractatus, written while he was a soldier, Wittgenstein connects world and word through a kind of axiomatic logic based on a picture theory of meaning, according to which human thoughts or mental representations are expressed in propositions whose content is the truth condition of their correspondence to reality. In the first years after its publication, the Tractatus was usually seen as a work of logic and as a contribution to the Vienna Circle’s439verificationists, especially regarding his attempt to put end to nonsensical language and metaphysical speculation. However, as is well known, Wittgenstein refused to be part of this philosophical circle, and when he was invited to explain his cryptic theory of meaning and representation, he preferred to read Tagore’s poems instead of answering their questions. In the 1950s, scholars interpreted the metaphysical aspects of the Tractatus that the positivists had not taken into account; for instance, the distinction between Sagen und Zeigen, namely what we can say in words and what we can only show.

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein’s attempt to axiomatise knowledge, to communicate the truth, and to achieve a correct analysis of language is based on an isomorphism between world and language. According to his view, propositions—the elementary propositions which correspond to some atomic facts440—are a sort of picture of reality; in fact, both share a logical form with the thing they represent, and they are not false or true a priori, but rather their falsity or truth can only be verified by their comparison with facts in the world.

As Diamond stated, the main difficulty in this work consists in Wittgenstein’s understanding of the limits of the expression of thoughts and nonsense.441In Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, if a proposition does not conform to the general conditions that are met by a meaningful discourse, it is taken to be nonsensical; namely, a proposition that cannot be verified by comparison with reality.442However, according to Wittgenstein, there are some cases in which we do not need to look at the state of things to say whether a proposition is true or false; for instance, this is the case for logical propositions, namely tautologies, which are always true, and contradictions, which are always false. These logical propositions do not correspond to the facts of the world, but show the logical form of a reality that is nonsensical because it cannot be true or false. Even if these propositions are nonsensical, Wittgenstein defines logic as a ‘mirror-image of the world,’443because it shows the possibility of language itself. In the last pages of his work, logic and ethics are defined as transcendent and therefore nonsensical, because a meaningful ‘proposition can express nothing that is higher.’444

Wittgenstein’s adjective ‘nonsensical’ must be interpreted as that which exceeds the ordinary logic of correspondence on which a meaningful proposition is based. What is ‘Unaussprechliches’—which could be logical or ethical—lies beyond any language, but shows itself in language. Thence, there are some things that cannot be said but can only be shown. Wittgenstein connects this manifestation to the realm of mysticism and the unsayable: ‘There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.’445Among what cannot be said are the fields of aesthetics, religion, art, culture, and the meaning of life, and in the face of these, logical sense collapses. If the ‘sense of the word must lie outside the word,’446it must be outside the limits of our language.

As Russell stated in his introduction to Wittgenstein’s book, language considered as a whole is nonsensical, because it cannot express itself.447Furthermore, there are some ethical truths that exceed the logical space and that cannot be said because ‘they make themselves manifest.’448In this impossibility lies the philosophical paradox of the Tractatus, which deals not only with the communication of the truth, but also with what escapes our linguistic understanding.

The apophatic feature of the Tractatus was emphasised by Wittgenstein not only in a letter to Russell of 1919—in which he writes

The main point is the theory on what can be said by propositions […] and what cannot be expressed by propositions, but only shown, which I believe is the cardinal problem of philosophy.449

–, but also in the famous letter to the editor Ludwig von Ficker, in which he explains the way his book is to be interpreted by stressing the ethical point and the question of silence:

My work consists of two parts: the one presented here plus all that I have not written. And it is precisely this second part that it is the important one […]. In short, I believe that where many others today are just babbling, I have managed in my book to put everything firmly in place by being silent about it.450

This interpretation based on the relevance of silence in Wittgenstein’s work leads to an ethical-religious reading; in fact, even later in his Lecture on Ethics, he described the tendency to speak or write on ethics or religion as a hopeless experience of ‘running against the walls of our cage,’451i. e. the boundaries of our language. The Lecture on Ethics help us to clarify his interpretation of ethics seen as nonsensical utterances based on a misuse of language, but on the other hand as a human tendency to extend the boundaries of our linguistic faculties.

My whole tendency and I believe the tendency of all men who ever tried to write or talk Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries of language. This running against the walls of our cage is perfectly, absolutely hopeless. Ethics so far as it springs from the desire to say something about the ultimate meaning of life, the absolute good, the absolute valuable, can be no science. What it says does not add to our knowledge in any sense. But it is a document of a tendency in the human mind which I personally cannot help respecting deeply and I would not for my life ridicule it.452

The most important part of the Tractatus—which remains one of the most enigmatic works in the history of philosophy—is a remnant that resists assimilation: the realm of the unsayable, which are the fields of aesthetics, religion, art, culture, and the meaning of life. In the face of these, logical sense collapses: ‘There are, indeed, things which cannot be put into words.’453In fact, these spheres cannot exist within logical space and cannot be expressed within logical language, which is composed of logical propositions as mere expressions of facts. However, far from refuting this unsayability, Wittgenstein claims that some nonsense could illuminate those truths which cannot be said. In this desperate attempt to say what cannot be said, he speaks of a mystically illuminating experience which can reveal the unsayable. As Hadot stated, the word ‘mystic’ is used by Wittgenstein in at least three ways that reflect the same impossibility of giving meaning to the world seen as a whole: the feeling of human existence, the idea of delimited totality, and the experience of the ‘unsayable,’ which wrestles with the boundaries of language.454The utterance at the end of the Tractatus—‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence’455—could be interpreted as a mystic call for silence.456Following Hadot, I would like to give an account of the ethical silence in the Tractatus within the framework of sceptical tradition, i. e. an interior epoché of any value judgments.457The link between ethics and silence is a form of sceptical exercise which deals with a redefinition of philosophy itself.

I suggest that the importance of silence—in both thinkers—is connected to the religious and ethical boundaries of language and should be interpreted as a feature of their linguistic scepticism. As we have seen, this phenomenon was deeply connected to a new form of mysticism in which silence is linked to a religious, ethical, and aesthetical experience.458


IILimits of Translation. Limits of Understanding

The second path of this study concerns the issue of translation, which plays an important role in the context of Sprachkrise459and—albeit with some variations—also concerns the boundaries of human language and the limits of our understanding in the thought of Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein. Although this issue was discussed by philosophers for the first time in German Romanticism (Schleiermacher, Humboldt, and Hamann) and the diversity of languages was considered as a set of different articulations of the word, one can say that the crucial contributions on this matter came from the philosophy of the last century.

Despite a coincidence between speaking and translating in line with the Romantic tradition, Rosenzweig admits that true translation is impossible; Wittgenstein states that translation, as an interruption of the continuum of language games, is a border experience which elucidates human understanding. For both authors, translation is a hermeneutic operation which characterises the inter- and intra-linguistic process.460

As one of the major figures of Jewish hermeneutics, Rosenzweig deals with both an interlinguistic theological translation and an intralinguistic practical one: if the former is a dialogue between the holy tongue and other languages, the latter is at the core of the process of speaking and understanding.461If the first form has an eschatological and messianic value connected to the exile of the Jewish language that coincides with the exile of the Jewish people, the second form deals with speech, in which there is always a kind of estrangement.

The interstitial space between holy languages and the other tongues turns translation into a theological question in line with the original vocation of the Torah, which—according to Rosenzweig—has to be translated. Referring to the gap between holy and profane tongues, he defines Hebrew as a treasure whose traces of brightness are to be found in other languages.462Therefore, far from being a substitution of label words, translation has an eschatological and messianic value because it is responsible for a silent dialogue between different languages which forces the mother tongue to rethink itself.

However, there is also an intra-linguistic translation that coincides with the mechanism of linguistic practice; in fact, Rosenzweig agrees with Hamann by stating that speaking is translating and translation is connected to every communicative act. Seen as a mode of linguistic operation, translation becomes the precondition for the dialogue and, therefore, for human understanding.463This intra-linguistic movement of translation is at the root of every language and allows openness to the dialogical dimension. However, this turns translation into an impossible attempt: there is a radical difference between the speakers and human understanding is always a paradoxical bet;464in fact, we cannot be sure of the commonality of the meaning of our words or of certain comprehension. The possibility of misunderstanding crosses all human discourse: language is face to face with the unsayable; the otherness that cannot be truly translated and, thence, said.

Concerning Wittgenstein’s interpretation of translation, one can say that this issue has received very little attention from critics because we are lacking a deep analysis of translation in his work and there are only a few remarks on it. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein briefly mentions the issue of translation by stating that it does not involve the whole proposition, but the constitutive part of it,465while in his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein gives many examples of linguistic activities in order to describe language games, among which he mentions the act of ‘translating from one language into another.’466He radicalises the conventionality of language by admitting that between all speakers there is a kind of deal which consists of a pre-comprehension. However, when understanding is suspended, we are forced to interpret, namely to ‘see as,’ and—according to Wittgenstein—this interpretation is an inter-linguistic translation of signs.

This border experience reveals the operating principle of language and sheds light on the ongoing process of understanding connected to what Wittgenstein called ‘perspicuous representation,’467namely a method of understanding a particular phenomenon through a network of similarities with other phenomena. It is not a logical procedure based on means-end or on causal links, but instead it is analogical, based on family resemblance (‘Familienähnlichkeit’), or better, the specific features that one can recognise in some members of the same family. If we do not understand a sign, we translate it into another one or we look for other connections, and this movement of translation crosses language itself. Misunderstanding is the premise for translation, but, at the same time, it discloses the web of signs on which human understanding, which cannot do without this ongoing game of references, is based. However, if translation is an interruption of language, it is an extra-linguistic movement; in fact, it recalls gesture and the unsayable. Thence, since interpretation stems from misunderstanding, translation is an experience of alienation that shows the limit of our linguistic understanding.

In addition to this, it is worth saying that the issue of translation seems to me paradoxical from the perspective of the Philosophical Investigations, according to which Wittgenstein reads ceremonies as a form of language and a form of life based on shared habits and common rules.468Wittgenstein’s later interpretation of language as a concrete praxis similar to a rite and a habit469calls into question the idea of translation itself. If the act of speaking is similar to the understanding of a ritual and is impossible to found theoretically, if ‘the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life,’470if it is merely something that we cannot explain, think, or define, if it is only something shared and lived, how then is it possible to translate it, aside from the correct pronunciations of the sounds and following the grammatical rules? Is it possible to translate a Lebensform?


IIIGrammatical Therapies for Philosophical Illness

The third path concerns the similarities between Rosenzweig’s criticism of philosophy and Wittgenstein’s later approach, particularly in the Philosophical Investigations, concerning their use of grammatical thought against the metaphysicians’ quest and the Socratic quest for essence. In his later book, Wittgenstein admits that ‘the philosopher treats a question like an illness,’471and his therapy aims to dissolve the philosophers’ puzzles and consists of attention to ordinary language, while Rosenzweig, in his Understanding the Sick and the Healthy, stresses the relevance of common sense,472interpreted as an everyday use of language against abstractions. In both attempts, there is a grammatical therapy at work aiming to save us from philosophical illness.

In his Büchlein, Rosenzweig described the traditional quest for essence that must go beyond experience, the reductionism of philosophy, and the nature of illness that causes it to be distanced from ordinary life.473He wrote this little book—which was published posthumously—in July 1921, in order to make his position expressed in The Star of Redemption more understandable. In these pages, he uses medical metaphors about paralysis of philosophy and sickness of reason, which is quite odd because the first symptoms of his muscular degenerative disease appeared in 1922. According to Rosenzweig, the dissolution of experience, the abstraction of the subject, and the disappearance of the world, which are the main features of philosophy, are symptoms of a sickness of the understanding. The philosopher should be cured through a correct understanding of language as a bridge which connects creation, revelation, and redemption. In the new thinking, language, seen in its concrete practices, is the horizon in which human lives are understood.

In direct opposition to the abstractions, common sense is a healthy understanding that deals with ordinary life, individual existences, and concrete practices. Even if the philosopher renounces common sense, he cannot ignore it in practice. As Rotenstreich stated, Rosenzweig considers ‘the common sense approach intrinsically superior to all others since it is not an abstraction of man’s essential features but an acknowledgment of his actual existence.’474By criticising the permanent quest for essence, Rosenzweig stated:

‘Essential’ [eigentlich]—no one but a philosopher asks this question or gives this answer. In life the question is invalid. He is scarcely interested in knowing what half a pound of butter costs ‘essentially.’ The terms of life are not ‘essential’ but ‘real;’ they concern not ‘essence’ but ‘fact.’475

The later phase of Wittgenstein’s thought could be interpreted as a grammatical therapy.476In fact, Wittgenstein renounced a logical systematisation of language by re-thinking the role of philosophy itself as a permanent linguistic critique. The vagueness of ordinary speech does not have to be eliminated, but is rather a sceptical strategy towards philosophical abstractions. The relevance of everyday language could be interpreted as a strategy for converting philosophy into a praxis, or better, a form of life. In the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein claims that his task is to bring the words back from metaphysics to their everyday use. Since philosophical problems arise ‘when language goes on holiday,’477namely from a confusion induced by language, the only way to resolve them is—paradoxically—to use ordinary language as a tool to unmask abstract superstitions.

Like Mauthner, Wittgenstein speaks of a permanent linguistic critique,478and the therapeutic point of his thought is in line with a redefinition of the task of philosophy as a ‘battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.’479His injunction—‘Don’t think, but look’480—is the sign of a sceptical strategy to resist the idea of inner or private language and, thence, of private understanding that is a contradictio in adjecto because the words are always products of shared uses. Through a radical scepticism towards interior privacy, Wittgenstein turns the grammar of inner feelings into a public grammar.

In a conversation with Waismann in 1929, Wittgenstein distances himself from a separation of a primary phenomenological language from a secondary everyday language, which he distinguished as two different systems:

I think that essentially we have only one language, and that is our everyday language. We need to invent a new language or construct a new symbolism, but our ordinary language already is the language, provided we rid it of the obscurities that lie hidden in it.481

In fact, philosophy should not deal with a meta-language or a meta-world, but rather with everyday life and phenomena. In a Hegelian wake—according to which the familiar is not understood precisely because it is familiar482—in his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein stated that ‘we must stick to the subjects of our every-day thinking, and not go astray and image that we have to describe extreme subtleties.’483

In this sense, the task of his philosophy is to liberate our language from bewitchment, confusions, and traps.484However, it is worth noting that Wittgenstein’s account of philosophy in the Philosophical Investigations is twofold:485on the one hand, it is a product of a distorted use of language and philosophical issues are pseudo-problems; on the other, philosophy is a grammatical therapy for our language.

This two-sided account of philosophy reflects the role of language as pharmakon, in its ancient double meaning of cure and poison. In the second phase of Wittgenstein’s thought, there is a kind of permanent auto-therapy of the philosophy which can heal him from his disease. Whether this therapy, described in the Philosophical Investigations, is the aim of philosophy or just another articulation of philosophy itself is a much-debated question. As a medical treatment, Wittgenstein writes prescriptions to save us from metaphysical essentialism through a return to everyday language. However, the tension between philosophy as permanent therapy and philosophy as a theory, between pars construens and pars destruens, is at the heart of scepticism itself and is also to be found in the Philosophical Investigations, where ‘examples of how “ending philosophy” and “doing philosophy” are interwoven.’486

In the therapeutic redefinition of philosophy—which is to be found in both Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein—there is a strong critique of philosophical essentialism. One can say that a topos that these two thinkers have in common is an anti-Socratic approach and a refusal of the ti esti question. They criticise the way in which philosophical problems have been raised; in fact, Rosenzweig speaks of the timeless artificiality of the question regarding essence, while Wittgenstein is critical not only of philosophical answers, but also of philosophical questions.487

In his Büchlein, Rosenzweig affirms that:

What is it? What is it in essence? is inevitably raised. And so once again the question is repeated. The answer to this question is always the same: whatever it is, it is not what it appears to be.488

According to Rosenzweig, the desperate search for essence denies particular experience and paralyses the act of thinking. If common sense is a healthy understanding, the philosophy that goes beyond it and ventures to criticise it is the sick one. This metaphor, as well as his grammatical therapy to cure the sick philosophical essenti-alism, are the sceptical features in Rosenzweig’s philosophy. Ordinary life and common sense are seen as the horizons where the theoretical abstractions end up.

The Socratic approach sealed the catastrophic fate of Western philosophy, from Ionia to Jena, with its reductionist approach that was distant from real life. This path from essence to factuality, from theory to praxis, is the therapy that Rosenzweig prescribes in his short book. Far from being a theoretical object, language is a relationship, a concrete bridge between men that deals with time and otherness, but the philosopher—according to Rosenzweig—gives up common sense the instant he believes that philosophising is necessary. Common sense does not care about the essence of things and places its trust in the power of existence.

In order to stress the difference between the first and second phases of his thought, Wittgenstein—in a conversation in 1931 that was noted by Waismann— spoke out against two dangerous philosophical mistakes which he made in the Tractatus, namely dogmatism and the subordination of philosophy to natural science, according to which there is a logical clarification of thought based on a correspondence between answers and questions.489He described dogmatisms as the ‘craving for generality’490and as attempts to reach the essence, seen as an ideality beyond time and space. Since Socrates, the illness of essentialism characterised the history of philosophy and also affected Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. In fact, there is a parallelism between the answer to the ti esti question and Wittgenstein’s first attempt to define the essence of language. The strategy Wittgenstein later uses in order to reject essentialism is the refusal of a definition of language itself through games; in fact, instead of one precise characteristic that strictly defines them, the games have many resemblances to one another in common.

There is no single essence, but only crisscrossing and interwoven patterns of similarities and dissimilarities, like in a family or in the case of games. While Rosenzweig condemned the philosophical quest for essence that makes the philosopher sick, Wittgenstein writes that instead of searching for thorough explanations, it would be useful to settle for a description. His therapy moves from metaphysical explanation to a description of language games and he argues that there are some phenomena—for instance, a musical theme or the smell of coffee—that do not need any further explanation.

As is well known, in his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein does not explain or define, but rather describes by stating similarities between phenomena:

Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games.’ I mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic Games, and so on. What is common to them all?—Don’t say: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called “games”’—but look and see whether there is anything common to all.—For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that.491

One can say that—according to Wittgenstein—it is necessary to remove one’s Socratic glasses; in fact, beyond general definitions and explanations, there are many different elements that escape this generalisation. Thence, there is no such thing as the definition, the explanation, the theoretical fundament, but a variegated set of different language games.


IVConclusion: Sceptical Metaphors for a Lebensphilosophie

The last path concerns the transformation of the theoretical approach towards language into a practical one. Their anti-theoretical approach is clear in the primacy of praxis.492Both thinkers propose two practical linguistic ways to go beyond metaphysics and philosophical abstractions. Quoting Goethe, Wittgenstein claimed that ‘language is a refinement, “in the beginning was the deed.”’493Rosenzweig’s and Wittgenstein’s reflections on language turn the ordinary use of words into a critical path towards a new redefinition of philosophy as a way of life, which is at the core of ancient scepticism.494

To avoid the risk of turning their thought in dogmatism, they use sceptical strategies.495Going beyond the book, this is the main trait of their scepticism, which is deeply connected to their critique of philosophy. This transition from theory to a linguistic praxis could be seen as a sceptical movement, due also to some metaphors that may be found in the works of both authors. Most of all, the famous image of the ladder that Wittgenstein took from Sextus thanks to the mediation of Mauthner, one of the few authors quoted in his Tractatus. As is well known, the first person to use the ladder metaphor was Sextus, together with the images of fire and the purgative by describing the sceptical strategy used to prevent the risk of dogmatic arguments.496

The ‘final solution of the philosophical problems’497that arises out of a misunderstanding of the logic of our sentences is nothing but the drawing of a boundary to language and philosophy; in this attempt lies the ‘anti-philosophical aim’498of Wittgenstein’s book. The Tractatus should not be used as a ladder that must be climbed and then discarded,499but rather—as Hadot stated—every discourse on this book will be a useless ladder, an ancient sceptical purgative that aims at silence.

However, the ladder offers different meanings and, not least, develops an idea of progress that is misleading and was later rejected by Wittgenstein himself.500The act of climbing a ladder is much closer to an old philosophical approach, which seeks a clear view of the word from one’s special standpoint. This idea of a privileged perspective is strongly rejected by the later Wittgenstein in order to show how philosophies are nothing but peculiar language games based on our ordinary position in the word. Furthermore, the symbol of the ladder refers to the idea of progress and to a teleological idea of history that Wittgenstein denied.501

In order to define the sceptical strategy against dogmatism, I find the last passages of The Star of Redemption more interesting, in which Rosenzweig stresses the necessity of going beyond the book and beyond his own work. His active engagement in turning theological problems into lived philosophy and human terms could be accomplished only by an overcoming of theory itself. This is at the core of his new thinking that is distant from theory and develops an epochal change between logical and grammatical thinking:

In the old philosophy, ‘thinking’ means thinking for no one else and speaking to no one else (and here, if you prefer, you may substitute ‘everyone’ or the well-known ‘all the world’ for ‘no one’). But ‘speaking’ means speaking to some one and thinking for some one. And this some one is always a quite definite some one, and he has not merely ears, like ‘all the world,’ but also a mouth.502

Instead of abstractions, Rosenzweig’s grammatical thought is based on pronouns and the concrete practice of speech. The ‘speaking thinking’ (‘das sprechende Denken’) is directly opposed to ‘thinking thinking’ (‘das denkende Denken’); whereas the latter knows its own thought before its expression, the former does not know in advance where it will end up and is touched by time and otherness.

As we have seen in the first path of this study, in The Star of Redemption, Rosenzweig suggests a kind of sacrifice of the word in order to reach the shared gesture and silence of community. His word could be seen as a ladder that has to be climbed in order to reach the silence of redemption:

For where a man expresses himself entirely in his gesture, there, the space that separates man from man sinks away in a ‘wondrously quiet’ emotion; there the word evaporates that had thrown itself headfirst into the dividing space in between in order to fill it in with its own body and thus become through this heroic self-sacrifice a bridge between man and man.503

I believe that this gesture summarises his scepticism towards language; moreover, as language in this redemption must evaporate into silence, the Star has to go beyond itself. In fact, the conclusion of the Star is an invitation to go through the gate on which the following words are written:

[…] the words are above the gate, the gate that leads out from the mysterious, wonderful illumination of the divine sanctuary where no man can remain alive. But whither do the wings of the gate open? You do not know? INTO LIFE.504

Therefore, since language—as scepticism—is a concrete praxis and a form of life which allows us to make the changeover from a philosophy of essence to an erfahrende Philosophie, the return to a healthy understanding is a sceptical strategy towards traditional dogmatism, which acquired a performative role for philosophy itself. One can say that—according to Rosenzweig—the promise of the success of his linguistic therapy deals with the sceptical jump beyond the book, word, and theory in order to reach a form of life that could save us from the sick abstractions of thought.

Against the essentialism of philosophical traditions, in my view, Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein offer two different strategies in order to recall the importance of life and everyday speech through which they worked for a (dis)solution of previous philosophies. As we have already seen, language is the pharmakon for doing or undoing philosophy, namely the danger and the salvation of thought. The grammatical therapy of both authors leads to a philosophical path which deals with life (Rosenzweig) or with a form of life (Wittgenstein). The rehabilitation of everyday linguistic praxis as the hermeneutic horizon is—following Hadot’s vision—the space of the conversion/transformation of philosophy, which characterised ancient thinkers and scepticism as well. I believe that this form of ‘philosophical exercise’ is also to be found in Rosenzweig and Wittgenstein. If there is an aim in their attempt, it is not to advance abstract theories, but rather to work out of philosophical abstractions and linguistic misuses. However, far from being an anti-philosophical approach, this kind of Lebensphilosophie is based on a sceptical rejection of essentialism, a critique of dogmatism, and a necessary quest for a living form of thought by coping at the same time with the boundaries of language and, thence, with the finiteness of the human being.






Harald Bluhm

Was Leo Strauss a Zetetic Political Philosopher?

I

In recent years, the ideas of Leo Strauss have received a great deal of attention. They have also been a source of controversy. Strauss’s concept of political philosophy and his interpretation of canonical philosophical texts gained influence in the 1950s with the emergence of the Straussian school and spread over the following decade as former students took teaching jobs at major American universities. Several years after Strauss’s death in 1973, the academic writings of his disciples triggered the first wave of Straussianism. The wave’s swell was amplified by the entry of Straussians into top-level government circles during the first Reagan administration, where they served as political advisors, particularly in the State Department. In 1987, Straussianism became known to the wider public through The Closing of the American Mind, the best-selling work by Allan Bloom, Strauss’s most illustrious student.505As surprising as this public resonance was, Strauss’s teachings would rise to even greater prominence two decades later during the heated debate about the pivotal role Straussians were alleged to have played in George W. Bush’s decision to invade Iraq.

Amid the ongoing disputes between Straussians, their opponents, and some more measured voices, contemporary scholars have begun to take a closer look at Strauss’s political philosophy. Volumes such as The Cambridge Companion to Leo Strauss (2009) and Brill’s Companion to Leo Strauss’ Writings on Classical Political Thought (2015) have since secured Strauss a place in the academic pantheon. ‘Among the great philosophers of the twentieth century,’ Heinrich Meier, a leading interpreter and the editor of Strauss’s collected works in German, wrote in 2014, ‘political philosophy had only one advocate.’506Whether this assessment of Strauss is justified—and whether his political philosophy is a mere product of idiosyncratic readings of other philosophers—will not be discussed here. Rather, I am interested in a specific vein among the great variety of interpretations of Strauss:507the view that he is a sceptic, or, in Grecophile terms, a zetetic, philosopher. Stephen B. Smith, Catherine and Michael Zuckert, Daniel Tanguay, Thomas Pangle, Leora Batnitzky, Laurence Lampert, and other scholars have sought to define exactly what constitutes scepticism and zeteticism in Strauss’s thought.508Moreover, they have used the label ‘zetetic’ label to distinguish him from the Straussians in the reception history of his work.

In examining the aptness of this label, I will primarily consider On Tyranny (first published in 1948) and Strauss’s correspondence with Alexandre Kojève, because these sources contain the few passages in which Strauss addresses zeteticism directly.509I will argue that Strauss’s zeteticism is an insufficiently elaborated form of scepticism that builds on ancient models but whose philosophical jumping-off point lies in the philosophy of Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Husserl. The enduring motifs of those philosophers are for the most part hidden in Strauss’s work, and as such can only be staked out, not systematically investigated.510Like Nietzsche and Heidegger, Strauss was sceptical of modern philosophy and the philosophical tradition, which he thought sclerotic and stale.511

I will begin by describing the meaning of ‘zetetic’ in antiquity and its use in latter-day approaches (II). After taking an interlude to sketch out some of Strauss’s key ideas (III), I will turn to the role of the ‘zetetic’ in his interpretation of Xenophon (IV). I will then discuss several passages in which Strauss uses the terms ‘zetetic’ and ‘sceptic’ in order to better understand Straussian scepticism and its limits (V) before drawing some conclusions about the kind of philosopher Strauss was (VI).


II

Zétesis (ζἠτηsις) is an ancient Greek word meaning ‘open inquiry.’ Its most precise definition can be found in Sextus Empiricus’ Outlines of Pyrrhonism, in which four variants of scepticism are distinguished:

The Sceptic School, then, is also called ‘zetetic’ from its activity in investigation and inquiry, and ‘ephectic’ or suspensive from the state of mind produced in the inquirer after his search, and ‘aporetic’ or dubitative either from its habit of doubting and seeking, […] and ‘Pyrrhonian’ from the fact that Pyrrho appears to us to have applied himself to scepticism more thoroughly and more conspicuously than his predecessors.512

Sextus Empiricus describes scepticism as:

An ability, or mental attitude, which opposes appearances to judgements in any way whatsoever, with the result that, owing to the equipollence of the objects and reasons thus opposed, we are brought firstly to a state of mental suspense and next to a state of ‘unperturbedness’ or quietude.513

Two features of the ancient understanding of scepticism are striking from today’s perspective. For one, it is primarily practical, not epistemological, and hence strongly associated with a way of life.514For another, many thinkers of antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the early modern era understood Socrates as a sceptic without much differentiation between his statements in the early aporetic dialogues and the later ones containing Platonic doctrines. ‘Zetetic’ was a known term in modern bourgeois philosophy—Kant, for instance, would occasionally use it in his lecture announcements515—but over time, it became obsolete. It was not until the late twentieth century that scholars took a renewed interest in the idea. In his 1990 monograph Zetetic Skepticism, Stewart Umphrey provides a broader account of the term and argues that in the Meno Socrates was a zetetic but not a sceptical philosopher.516In 2014 the ‘Zetesis Research Group’ was founded,517made up mostly of Italian philosophers devoted to the study of zetetic sceptical philosophy in antiquity and the modern era.

The interpretation of Strauss as a zetetic philosopher is part of this revival, but it is also a special case, for it simultaneously harkens back to the term’s classical roots while seeing in it a key to understanding Strauss’s ideas. To date, interpreters have sought to define Strauss’s scepticism in three different ways.518The first view locates his scepticism in his anti-utopianism and in his principled distrust of opinions in favour of an unending search for truth. The second sees his scepticism in his criticism of revealed religion. The third is formulated by Leora Batnizky: ‘Strauss’s kind of skepticism also is skeptical of itself.’519It is important to note that none of these definitions comes off the back of a systematic review of all passages related to zeteticism in Strauss’s writings.


III

In sketching out the scepticism attributed to Strauss—and assessing whether it can be called zetetic—I first want to recall several of the basic ideas of Strauss’s middle and late periods. It is well known that Strauss argues for antique political philosophy as the authoritative way of doing philosophy. For Strauss, philosophising is a radical, stubborn interrogation of limits, a search for wisdom that is not itself described as wisdom. Scholars—among whom Strauss counted himself—dwell in a cave deeper than the one that Plato famously describes, where they can do no more than rearrange the discussions of great philosophers.520True philosophy only begins in the first cave, but reaching it is improbable given the dominant opinions of the day. As a result, religion must provide the orientation that the masses are unable to achieve through philosophy, lacking as they do the mindset for a philosophical form of life. In his 1953 book Natural Right and History, Strauss writes:

No alternative is more fundamental than this: human guidance or divine guidance. The first possibility is characteristic of philosophy […] the second is presented in the Bible.521

In addition to his return to ancient philosophy, two other areas are useful in approaching Strauss’s scepticism: his interpretations of the ancient sceptics—Socrates, Plato, and Xenophon—and his notion of political philosophy. Strauss’s scepticism can be characterised as an existential scepticism that examines fundamental philosophical questions. In the 1950s, Strauss published several essays tying his sceptical viewpoint to the political. Almost all of those essays have been collected in the influential volume What Is Political Philosophy? And Other Studies (1959).522There, Strauss describes political philosophy primarily by stating what it is not: it is not the history of political philosophy, though it itself is philosophical; it is not political thought, for that also includes political opinions; it is not political theory, which contains ideas about the political order with the goal of policymaking; it is not modern political science, which Strauss associates with positivism and relativism; and it is not political theology, which seeks to link politics with divine revelation. Instead, he locates political philosophy in the attempt to safeguard the possibility of philosophy through a tenacious search for truth. This branch of philosophy results from the necessity of taking the conflict between politics and philosophy seriously, and doing this means safeguarding philosophy as the Socratic enterprise of searching for truth and ascertaining the best way of life. Strauss describes ancient political philosophy as classical because it inquires into the natural attitude of the political order unadulterated by previous tradition.

A crucial part of Strauss’s understanding of philosophy is its dual mode of presentation: a manifest, exoteric message directed at the public and a hidden, esoteric message directed at true philosophers. This dual mode of presentation is necessary, Strauss maintains, because the masses are unable to absorb the truths of philosophy. The distinction between the masses and the philosophers is one that Plato made after the death of Socrates, which is reflected in the staged drama of the dialogues. By pitching their ideas on two different levels, Plato and other philosophers can dilute ideas that call the existing system into question while allowing the sceptical search for truth to continue. Strauss’s rhetoricisation of philosophy places the philosopher in a privileged position, an author who codes his text in different ways for different readers. This not only has consequences for how the philosopher lives, but also highlights his opposition to non-philosophers.523

An idea related to this dual mode of communication is Strauss’s rarely scrutinised idea of teaching. Shaped by Heidegger’s own rhetoricisation of philosophy in his lecture on Aristotle, especially in the summer semester of 1923, Strauss uses the term in a variety of ways to describe a theory’s concealed meaning, that part of it that goes unsaid.524Teaching, too, is an effort to dilute philosophical ideas that transform systematic constructions into problems of philosophical inquiry. But unlike Heidegger, who reinterprets philosophies and thinks largely in terms of language, Strauss assigns the philosopher an emphatic role as an author who consciously encrypts his writing with multiple meanings. The work of interpretation consists in understanding the philosopher’s texts in the way he understood them himself.

In What Is Political Philosophy, ‘zetetic’ appears only in the “Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero,” Strauss’s response to Kojève’s critique entitled “Tyranny and Wisdom.” Strauss does not use the word in an active sense, but as a casual self-description. He laid the groundwork for this zetetic inquiry in the manuscript of his 1932 lecture “The Intellectual Situation of the Present,” in which he writes:

Our freedom is the freedom of radical ignorance. The intellectual situation of the present is characterized by our knowing nothing anymore, by our knowing nothing. Out of this ignorance grows the necessity of questioning, questioning about right and good. And here the following Paradox presents itself: while the present is compelled to question as any age, it is less capable of questioning than any age. We must question without being capable of questioning.525

Based on this briefest of sketches, I now want to describe the path to Strauss’s scepticism in more detail.


IV

Strauss’s novel method of interpretation is closely linked to his scepticism in his understanding of political philosophy. The obvious assumption—that Strauss encountered the idea of the zetetic in his work on Plato and Socrates and developed his scepticism from there—is partly correct, but it is not the entire story. Strauss’s understanding of the zetetic is initially informed by the ideas of Xenophon, whose rhetoric, he argues, is simpler than that of Plato and, as such, provides a springboard for understanding more complicated Socratic dialogues.526Strauss employs his new method of interpretation in his first essay on Xenophon, “The Spirit of Sparta and the Taste of Xenophon.”527In this now-famous text, he reads Xenophon’s comments on the “Constitution of the Lacedaemonians” as a satire, though they are often understood as a panegyric. Some remarks by Laurence Lampert help us to understand the role of Xenophon in Strauss’s thinking:

Over two months pass before Strauss again mentions his work in his letter, but the letter in which he does [February 6, 1939] is the most explosive of them all. He announces his intention to write the essay that appeared nine months later as “The Spirit of Sparta or the Taste of Xenophon”: ‘I plan to prove in it that his apparent praise of Sparta is in truth a satire on Sparta and on Athenian Laconism.’ ‘Xenophon is my special Liebling,’ he says, ‘because he had the courage to clothe himself as an idiot and go through the millennia that way—he’s the greatest con man I know.’ The clothing, the con that so endears Xenophon to Strauss, leads him to conclude that what Xenophon does, his teacher did: ‘I believe that he does in his writing exactly what Socrates did in his life.’ […] Strauss here elaborates the most radical aspects […] of his recovery of esotericism, and he revels in it: ‘In any case with [Xenophon] too morality is purely exoteric, and just about every second word has a double meaning.’ Socrates and his circle stand beyond good and evil.528

Arguably, by 1939, Strauss had, for the most part, worked out his idea of political philosophy. Even if there is no talk of political philosophy per se in his Xenophon essay, Strauss’s remark that classical political science is based on foundations laid by Socrates while modern political science follows Machiavelli makes his meaning apparent.529

In “Exoteric Teaching,” an essay from the same year, Strauss develops a specific understanding of scepticism that significantly broadens its scope to include morality, religion, political life, and even philosophy. Though Strauss considers philosophy to be an important search for truth, it is not wisdom itself, and cannot and should not provide direct guidance to politicians, scholars, and the masses. As Lampert correctly stresses, philosophers are not moral role models like the prophets. Rather, they are, in Nietzsche’s sense, beyond good and evil. Anticipating a possible objection here, Strauss states that ‘the distinction between exoteric and esoteric speech has then so little to do with ‘mysticism’ of any sort that it is an outcome of prudence.’530

Strauss puts special emphasis on the definition of philosophy as a search for wisdom, and from there draws consequences for the sceptical treatment of politics. He places wisdom in relation to the virtue of moderation, which comes to bear primarily in one’s public activity. Here, he uses Machiavelli to argue indirectly against Nietzsche and Heidegger.531Like them, Strauss thinks radically, but he does not try to dissolve the tensions between politics and philosophy. For him, political and philosophical life exists in permanent opposition, and it is precisely because the opposition is unavoidable that philosophers must practice moderation. Their scepticism about political opinions and the gods can confuse the body politic and destabilise its order; it is imperative, therefore, that philosophers conceal their radicalism and atheism. For Strauss, radicalism in thought and moderation in politics operate in entirely different spheres.

The point of Strauss’s nuanced study is to reconstruct Xenophon’s original intentions, not to analyse his arguments. The distinction between form and representations puts Strauss on the path that leads him to discover scepticism, the dialogue form, and the difference between what is said and what is alluded to. Recently, Xenophon scholars have raised a number of objections to Strauss’s interpretation of “Constitution of the Lacedaemonians” as satire.532Thanks to Strauss’s surprising interpretative reversal—returning Xenophon to the status of rousing, accomplished thinker that he enjoyed before the eighteenth century—he manages to remain in the spotlight of current scholarship.533

Strauss originally published his second study on Xenophon dealing with the dialogue Hiero in 1948. Besides being an extraordinary contribution to the totalitarianism debate and exemplifying his position that big questions demand alternative answers, it is also methodologically interesting, because in it he develops his understanding of political philosophy.534Strauss’s interpretation of Hiero has been commented on by many. I am only interested in looking more closely at his ideas on scepticism and their two-pronged attack against the mostly positivist, value-judgment-eschewing discipline of political science. In its place, Strauss favours a normative practice of political science that resists historicism, which, besides being relativist, is shaped by a hubristic claim to understanding past authors better than they understood themselves.535The starting point for Strauss’s interpretation of Hiero and the normative philosophy of Xenophon is his understanding of the Socratic dialogues. Like Plato in his dialogues, Xenophon hides his true meaning in Hiero. Understanding it involves accessing his original intention. Strauss begins with a brief structural analysis of the two-part dialogue. Simonides, who plays the active role, visits the tyrant Hiero and strikes up a conversation. His intent—Strauss calls Simonides a wise man—is not to give Hiero advice, but to develop an active discussion. Simonides wants to show what is wrong with the tyrannis over which Hiero rules (its pathology) and how to make things right (its therapeutics), but he can only do this if he proceeds indirectly. The idea is to make Hiero at least partially aware of the problems of tyrannical rule by letting him become caught in his own contradictions. In this way, Strauss argues, the tyrant can be turned into the benevolent despot.536Whether Simonides achieves this is unclear, but he does manage to show that Hiero’s way of life is questionable and could change were he to give more consideration to the polis. By moving the dialogue from way of life to the question of virtue, Xenophon puts tyranny and its problem into stronger relief. But in doing so, he also, according to Strauss, employs a radical scepticism, one buried beneath the surface in an esoteric layer that is only revealed by what is not said: the silences, Xenophon’s concealments, and Simonides’ omissions.

Strauss first mentions the concept of the zetetic in his debate with Kojève—despite his strongly opposed viewpoint, he was one of the few people by whom Strauss felt understood—and only in his “Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero” (1950). Kojève, who was influenced by Heidegger in his early life, not only defends Hegel, but, as his own breed of Marxist, even indirectly defends Stalinism.537Kojève takes this position because he assumes that the utopia of benevolent despotism described by Xenophon was achieved in the modern era using different means. A Frenchman by choice, Kojéve uses historical arguments to claim that the expanding authoritarian regime, the coming world-state, is a good, the highest form a state can achieve. Furthermore, he believes that tyrants are particularly open to the advice of philosophers, although their recommendations must first be adapted to the circumstances by intellectuals, in whose company he places Simonides. Strauss rejects these extreme views, but he agrees with Kojève on one point: that the understanding of totalitarianism demands a return not to Machiavelli, as many contemporaries believed, but to Xeno-phon’s Hiero. Machiavelli, who intentionally avoids the term tyranny in Il Principe, would presumably dismiss a ruler like Hiero. But to Strauss, an ethically rich understanding of tyranny unfettered by a restrictive theory of power is the basic prerequisite for understanding modern tyranny.

The crucial part of the dispute between Strauss and Kojève for our purposes concerns their respective concepts of philosophy. Kojève’s historical speculation is fundamentally at odds with what Strauss, in the following passage, calls ‘zetetic philosophy’:

What Pascal said with antiphilosophic intent about the impotence of both dogmatism and skepticism, is the only possible justification of philosophy which as such is neither dogmatic nor skeptic, and still less ‘decisionist,’ but zetetic (or skeptic in the original sense of the term). Philosophy as such is nothing but the awareness of problems, i. e., of the fundamental and comprehensive problems. […] Yet as long as there is no wisdom but only the quest for wisdom, the evidence of all solutions is necessarily smaller than the evidence of the problems.538

To Strauss, Kojève verges on sectarianism because he, like the Hegel of the Phenomenology of Spirit, decides for only one solution. Strauss believes his own position is open (though this might confuse readers given his conservative return to virtues, antiquity, and moderation). His “Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero” marks a definitive switch from political science to philosophy, to philosophical politics and the political actions of philosophers.539By the time of his debate with Kojève, Strauss had come to understand political philosophy as prima philosophia, grounded in the irrevocability of the human problem and the unavoidable conflict between philosophy and the polis.540Strauss continues his interrogation of these basic problems throughout On Tyranny, both in his interpretation of Xenophon and in his debate and later correspondence with Kojéve.541As I will argue in the next section, Strauss’s use of zetetic to explain his own approach is at once a revival of an ancient Greek idea and an act of appropriation to alter its original meaning.


V

The interpreters of Strauss I mentioned at the beginning of this paper characterise his philosophy as zetetic. I will now discuss this claim using passages from Strauss’s writings, especially from statements in letters in which he expresses himself freely.542I will confine myself to those passages in which Strauss uses the term ‘zetetic’ or ‘sceptic’ to show what he means by this, which are rarely considered collectively.543My take on those passages shows that they provide a number of explanations but no systematic justification of zeteticism. Firstly, I want to recall the polemical context: since the late 1920s, Strauss fought against relativism, historicism, and positivism.544Notably, these are all movements associated with modern scepticism. As the following passage from 1931 shows, it is no surprise that the young Strauss distanced himself from this kind of scepticism:

There is no teaching of Socrates. Socrates could not teach; he could only question and through this questioning help others to gain understanding. First, he helped them realize that what they believed they knew, in reality they did not know. Not that he himself knew what others did not know. Instead his wisdom—the famous wisdom of Socrates—meant that he knew that he did not know anything. Even this knowledge of knowing nothing is not a teaching. Socrates is also not a skeptic. A teaching, at least a philosophical teaching, is an answer to a question. But Socrates did not answer anything. The answer that he appears to give (the knowledge of knowing nothing) is only the most poignant expression of the question. Socratic philosophizing means to question […]. Why, however, does Socrates persist in questioning? […] How can he persist in questioning despite his knowledge? The answer is that he wants to persist in questioning [in der Frage bleiben], namely because questioning is what matters, because a life without questioning is not a life worthy of man.545

I will put aside for a moment the issue of a worthy life to stress again that Strauss expressly does not call Socrates a sceptic; his terminology would not undergo a semantic shift until his later period. The passage also shows Heidegger’s influence on Strauss.546Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that ‘to persist in questioning’—in der Frage bleiben—is downright Heideggerian in formulation. What is also interesting about this passage is Strauss’s multilayered remark that Socrates has no teaching. The Greek dialogical philosopher does not have a doctrine; he questions. Strauss’s later distinction between the esoteric and the exoteric for philosophers like Plato who rely on the written word does not apply to such a thinker. Nevertheless, while the early Strauss may have wanted to return to Socrates, his starting point was a modern one. He follows Nietzsche (apart from his criticism of Socrates) and is taken with Löwith, who reads Nietzsche as an author who ‘repeats antiquity at the peak of modernity.’ In his 1931 review article on Julius Ebbinghaus, Strauss defines the purpose that Socrates and his specific form of scepticism should serve:

The not-knowing [Nichtwissen] that is real in the present day is not at all the natural not-knowing [Nichtwissen] with which philosophy must begin; then a long detour and a great effort are first needed in order even to return to the state of natural ignorance [Unwissenheit].547

The emphasis on ‘natural’ in ‘natural ignorance’ should not be overlooked. In the seldom-remarked-on third chapter of his Natural Right and History, Strauss alludes to a kind of epistemological explanation of his position: philosophical scepticism develops from ‘pre-philosophical experience’ with hearsay and appearance. Drawing on Husserl’s idea of a natural, pre-philosophical attitude, Strauss defines a normative concept of nature—one opposed to the diversity of gods and mores—that establishes a framework for doing philosophy.

An important aspect of Strauss’s concept of philosophy can be found in the 1945 “Farabi’s Plato,” an essay often assigned special significance in his work. There, he writes:

It is the way leading to that science rather than that science itself: the investigation rather than the result. Philosophy thus understood is identical with the scientific spirit ‘in action,’ with σκέψις in the original sense of the term.548

The term ‘political philosophy’ does not appear here—Strauss speaks only of political science—but the phrase ‘scepticism in the original sense’ is one he will later use when talking about the sceptical character of his philosophy.

A peculiar feature of Strauss’s scepticism is its preoccupation with alternatives. In Thoughts on Machiavelli (1958), Strauss writes:

We did assume that there are fundamental alternatives, alternatives which are permanent or coeval with man. This assumption is frequently denied today.549

Similar anthropological claims can be found in Natural Right and History: the permanent problems are not only coeval with man; they are always the same, independent of time and context.550Strauss frequently claims that all fundamental problems have the character of an alternative. This is more than a preference for a dual code; it recalls Carl Schmitt’s notorious distinction between ‘friend and foe.’ But Strauss does not provide a single argument why, for a sceptic, all problems must assume the form of an alternative. Why should there not be three, four, or five possibilities? Why should unresolvable problems not be trilemmas or pentalemmas? Strauss’s fixation on alternatives significantly restricts the scope of his scepticism, though he does concede in his debate with Kojève that multiple philosophical solutions can exist.551At any rate, it is a strange turn for someone who expressly rejects problem histories in the neo-Kantian mould and who argues against Hans-Georg Gadamer that the content of problems and their solutions can change.552Despite tying the understanding of a problem to the philosophising subject, Strauss remains tethered to the belief in eternal problems as such.

Several passages from Strauss’s correspondence with Karl Löwith shed more light on his conception of scepticism. In a letter from July 19, 1951, he responds to an essay by Löwith:553

It is excellently written and compared with the madmen who dominate the world stage, I agree with you 1,000 percent. But compared with the real σκέψις, the Socratic-Platonic? You read Plato with Montaignean or Christian eyes. Socrates is no skeptic in a vulgar sense, because he knows that he knows nothing. To start, he knows what knowledge is—and that’s not nothing. Moreover, he knows that the problems are, the problems, the important problems—that is, what is important. In other words, he knows that philosophizing is a unum necessarium.554

Strauss goes on to make a distinction between Socratic scepticism and the vulgar scepticism of Pyrrho. In Strauss’s eyes, Pyrrho’s scepticism boils down to ataraxia, a state of philosophical equanimity which is both apolitical and individualistic. Socrates, by contrast, knew that he knew nothing, but he also knew that this was a special form of knowledge. Socratic philosophising is a political act because it seeks, through the interrogation of prevailing opinion, a renewal of the polis based on sound principles. The philosophy that Strauss talks about—the unum necessarium —is not compatible with stringent scepticism.555It would be naïve to assume that Strauss is unaware of the paradox in his position; as an expert in ancient philosophy, he was no doubt familiar with Cicero’s maxim that we cannot even be certain that everything is uncertain. Strauss concludes his letter to Löwith by pointing to a particular source of his scepticism:

To be quite frank, your article helps strengthen the sympathy for Heidegger that recently awoke in me, who remained loyal to himself by making no concessions to belief.556

Sixteen years earlier, Strauss wrote the following to Löwith:

But these late antique philosophies are far too dogmatic, even the skeptics, for someone like you to remain with them and not go back to their forefather, Socrates, who was not dogmatic.557

Around a month later, he wrote to Löwith again:

Why did I not respond to ‘The doctrine of the mean?’ Because I know who you mean, namely people like Burckhardt. I would like to believe you that B. was the ideal representative of the moderation of antiquity in the nineteenth century. But the subjects of his philosophizing are only possible on the basis of modern ‘immoderation’: no ancient philosopher was ever a historian […] No, dear Löwith, Burckhardt—that really won’t do.558

Burckhardt, whom Löwith revered, did not figure similarly for Strauss. He associated Burckhardt, a historian, with relativism and saw no philosophical radicalism in his doctrine of the mean, despite the aristocratic remove from his contemporaries. To Strauss, Burckhardt’s moderation was nothing more than a theory of the juste milieu. But while Strauss disagreed with Löwith about Burckhardt, they both rejected the decisionism of Heidegger and Schmitt.


VI

Strauss redefines scepticism, or zeteticism, in contradistinction to modern relativism with recourse to Xenophon and Socrates. It is embedded in his political philosophy and in his notion of exoteric and esoteric writing. His rhetoricisation of philosophy, its reduction to zetetic questions, is meant to facilitate and protect political philosophy. Its critical value is primarily polemical; compared with other forms of current political philosophy, it is unable to provide a detailed diagnosis of the present situation beyond a mirroring of theory in antiquity and assuring itself of its impact in the modern era through self-reflection. Instead of being a mere sub-discipline—a ‘branch,’ as Strauss calls it—political philosophy rises to first philosophy. In this capacity, it is the ceaseless, normative interrogation of fundamental human problems and of the political order. For Strauss, philosophy is the only framework in which this can meaningfully occur.

As I suggested at the beginning, several levels of zetetic questioning can be found in Strauss’s writings. He is sceptical of modern philosophy and tradition—including social sciences, political theory, political science, and revealed religion—for being neither radical nor normative enough. The philosopher’s scepticism is directed at opinions in general and at the political in particular. Strauss argues again and again for moderation in politics and accuses other radical philosophers such as Nietzsche and Heidegger not only of self-instrumentalisation, but also of not doing enough to prevent misunderstandings by disciples, intellectuals, and the poorly educated. Of course, it is doubtful whether Strauss did enough to prevent such misunderstandings himself, given the later success of some Straussians. His central topos—the warning not to separate wisdom and moderation in On Tyranny and in other places—can hardly be ignored, yet he remains vague.

Strauss’s implicit set of anthropological assumptions, his concept of political philosophy, and his belief in the insufficiency of reason form the basis of his conservative approach, which was noted by his disciples, political sympathisers, and opponents alike. Yet one must admit that his zetetic approach, while producing innovative interpretations of canonical political philosophers, yields few substantive guidelines.

Strauss’s attempt to ground scepticism anthropologically may be interesting, but he can hardly conceal its limited scope, the lovely line about scepticism being a form of wisdom notwithstanding. Methodically, his philosophising is tied to the distinction between exoteric and esoteric writing, with all its illuminating and surprising insights. According to Strauss’s interpretative hermeneutics, the hidden meanings in philosophical texts enable radical questioning while shielding the public from its ramifications. His political philosophy does not aim at specific solutions; rather, it is meant to have humanising side-effects on the city, on the political community, and on gentlemen. Strauss believes that philosophical scepticism, correctly understood, refuses instrumentalisation and, despite its radicalism in theory, is moderate in questions affecting the political order more narrowly.

Nevertheless, the limited scope of his scepticism means that his thinking can be called zetetic only in part. That limited scope grows out of Strauss’s commitments to antiquity—to Socratic questioning, to persisting in questioning, and to understanding philosophy as a way of life. At the same time, Strauss wanted to elude criticism of the foundations of modern political philosophy and theory. His insufficiently elaborated existential scepticism can problematise relativism, historicism, and positivism—the spectres, in his mind, responsible for the crisis of modernity—but he cannot shake them systematically. His entire critique of modernism and liberalism stands on feet of clay. Interpreting Strauss’s philosophy as sceptical does not do enough to address this or its scant epistemological underpinnings.






Roi Benbassat

Jewish Faith and Scepticism— The Example of Yeshayahu Leibowitz559

Introduction

Religious faith is generally perceived as being in contrast with sceptical approaches, even though some advocates of faith may present doubt as an important feature of religious development. The more you confront and overcome greater doubts, these advocates of faith say, the stronger and firmer your faith. It is quite easy to note, though, that even from this broad-minded religious viewpoint, scepticism is considered an obstacle that should eventually be overcome, and that the ideal of faith still remains the termination of scepticism. Here, however, I would like to discuss a rather different religious approach: one in which scepticism can and should be constantly maintained alongside faith. It is a religious approach that not only accepts scepticism as an essential feature of religious development, but also regards a lack of scepticism as corruptive for a genuinely faithful position. This unusual religious approach is exemplified by the Jewish thinker Yeshayahu Leibowitz (1903–1994).

The term ‘scepticism’ should first be elucidated here. Usually, it refers to the characteristic of being doubtful in regard to the beliefs and opinions that one confronts. However, the more rigorous meaning of the term, which stems from the ancient Greek sceptical schools of philosophy, is a constant and deliberate aim to detach oneself from one’s own judgments, which determine the truth value of views, opinions, and beliefs. The ancient sceptics conceived of epoché—the state of mind in which one neither denies nor affirms any belief or knowledge—as leading to the most perfect tranquillity of the mind (ataraxia).560In the context of our investigation here, scepticism would indeed be considered in the sense of epoché, though not as a means of achieving ataraxia, but of achieving purified, genuine religious faith. In Leibowitz’s religious conception, scepticism is specifically used towards traditional Jewish beliefs, with the aim of achieving the highest form of Jewish faith: [image: ]‘ faith for its own sake,’ henceforth lishmah).

Of course, the term ‘faith’ must be explicated here too, especially since Leibowitz’s understanding of religious faith is certainly not a usual one. In this regard, we must stress Leibowitz’s distinction between ‘faith’ and ‘belief.’ Whereas ‘belief,’ in his terms, is a cognitive determination of our minds, ‘faith,’ he claims, is a conative determination:

[R]eligious faith […] is rather a value decision that one makes, and, like all value determinations, it does not result from any information one has acquired, but is a commitment to which one binds himself. In other words, faith is not a form of cognition; it is a conative element of consciousness.561

‘Cognitive determinations’ refer to our judgments of whether what we think of as reflecting a state of affairs in reality is true or false. This category generally includes our opinions, beliefs, and knowledge regarding the world that we perceive and its objects. ‘Conative determinations,’ by contrast, are determinations of our willpower rather than our intellect. These determinations include our desires and aversions, our tastes, our intentions, and also our values. Faith, according to Leibowitz, belongs to the second category, and as such, in principle, it does not rely on what we know or believe.

According to Leibowitz, religious faith is specifically a value determination, and any value, in his view (including moral values), is the product of one’s will rather than one’s cognitive capacities. In other words, religious faith, like value determinations in general, does not reflect one’s knowledge or beliefs, but what one wishes to realise and fulfil in reality. In a Kantian fashion (which Leibowitz frequently adopted), we may say that faith does not refer to what is, but to what ought to be.

The philosophical foundation of Leibowitz’s concept of faith may be disputable. Our contemporary philosophers of morals, for example, would consider Leibowitz a non-realist and a non-cognitivist, and challenge him in the ways in which these moral positions are usually challenged. However, it is not our concern here to support or dispute this philosophical viewpoint. We only wish to elucidate Leibowitz’s concept of faith in a way that would allow us to understand how scepticism could be integrated into it and even become essential to it. I would only note that the fact that these two realms—our intellect and our willpower—usually interact did not escape Leibowitz’s mind. It may be true that our desires are often influenced by our opinions and vice versa; nonetheless, this does not exclude the possibility that certain conative determinations are indeed independent of what we know or believe in, just as certain cognitive determinations (for example, mathematical truths) are indeed indifferent to what we want and desire.

Jewish faith specifically, in Leibowitz’s conception, is absolutely independent of one’s beliefs. It is defined as one’s binding decision to live under the restraints imposed by the Halakhah (the Jewish system of laws), and this practical decision— analogous to one’s determination to abide by moral principles—does not necessarily rely on any belief that one might have. It may only express what a person desires to realise in his or her life as a superior value. This definition of faith, we may observe, enables, in principle, the integration of scepticism in Leibowitz’s religious conception.

Despite presenting quite an unusual concept of faith, Leibowitz is not the only thinker who conceives of religious faith in this manner. The Protestant Christian thinker Søren Kierkegaard, for example, had a very similar notion of faith. He too understood faith as a passionate, existential choice rather than a belief or set of beliefs, and like Leibowitz he found proofs, evidence, and demonstrations to be senseless in the realm of religion. I have already elaborately discussed the analogy between these two religious thinkers elsewhere.562My interest here, however, is to show how this particular concept of religious faith renders possible the incorporation of scepticism into a religious framework, and especially into the framework of Judaism.

Leibowitz’s definition of faith as a pure conative determination, independent of all cognitive determinations, lays the ground for the integration of scepticism within the Jewish religion. Belief, from this perspective, becomes a superfluous element of the Jewish religion that may be—or, should better be—suspended. This is certainly a radical and uncommon religious position, and one would want to enquire whether an Orthodox Jewish practitioner may really be sceptical in regard to well-rooted traditional Jewish beliefs while still maintaining his or her faith in Judaism. Could it really be possible, for example, to be sceptical of whether the reception of the Torah on Mount Sinai actually took place, or about the very existence of God, without losing faith in Judaism? This is what we are about to find out by reviewing Leibowitz’s approach to some central Jewish beliefs.

1The Belief in God’s Existence

The existence of God is a fundamental matter of belief for religious practices, individuals, and schools of thought, especially within the scope of the monotheistic religions. To others (mainly philosophers), God’s existence may be a matter of strict knowledge. In Leibowitz’s religious conception, however, the existence of God—specifically the God to which the biblical text refers—is neither a matter of belief nor of knowledge, but of practical decision: the decision to adhere to the halakhic system of duties as absolutely binding, which is essentially what constitutes faith in Judaism.

According to Leibowitz, the belief in or the presumed knowledge of the existence of God has no religious significance whatsoever, since one may very well acknowledge the existence of God and yet rebel against Him, or ignore His demands. The biblical story of the revelation on Mount Sinai—and the making of the golden calf right after it—teaches us, according to Leibowitz, this simple lesson: ‘even if one cites a notarised approval of God’s revelation to the people of Israel on Mount Sinai and of the granting of the Torah from the heavens, one may still refuse to worship the lord.’563Therefore, the crucial thing that the Jewish religion demands is not knowing or believing in God, but obeying God’s commands in practice.

But isn’t obeying God’s commands dependent on prior acknowledgment of God’s existence? No, claims Leibowitz: religious practice is ‘prior to any cognitive and emotional aspect of Jewish religiosity.’564In Judaism, one is obliged to undertake the halakhic duties regardless of what one believes, even in regard to the existence of God. This peculiar claim is central in Leibowitz’s religious thought. For him, acknowledging the existence of God is the consequence of undertaking the religious practice, not the reason for this undertaking. It is not that ‘I believe, and therefore I observe my religious duties,’ but rather, ‘I observe the halakhic duties and therefore I believe in the God of Israel.’ In Leibowitz’s words: ‘I have been privileged to recognize the giver of the Torah as a result of having accepted the yoke of the Torah and its Mitzvoth.’565

Hence the importance of distinguishing between ‘faith’ and ‘belief’ in Leibowitz’s thought. Whereas a ‘belief’ in God is normally conceived of as a reason for engaging with religious practice, ‘faith,’ according to Leibowitz, is this very engagement itself —one’s commitment to live under the constraints of religious practice. We cannot understand the uniqueness of Judaism, Leibowitz claims, unless we consider the Torah as ‘data preceding recognition of the giver of the Torah “to whom there is no analogy whatsoever.”’566

Note that the concept of ‘God’ remains here, in itself, quite empty and uncharacterised. God is nothing but ‘the giver of the Torah,’ whose nature is inscrutable. Following Maimonides’ theory of negation of divine attributes (‘to whom there is no analogy whatsoever’ is a reference to Maimonides), Leibowitz does not claim to know God’s nature or works in the world.567The only essential assumption of Jewish faith, in Leibowitz’s view, is that He is ‘the giver of the Torah.’ Thus, he claims, ‘the assumption of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven is nothing other than the assumption of the yoke of Torah and its Mitzvoth.’568I will discuss later, separately, this specific assumption (which does not appear to be sceptical at all), however, we may already note at this point that the assumption of God as ‘the giver of the Torah’ must not be understood as a cognitive statement (a statement with regard to what is), but rather as a normative one, which concerns the absolute validity of the halakhic laws.

Now, specifically regarding the assumption of God’s existence, let us be clear about Leibowitz’s notion here. He claims that faith does not rely on the cognitive determination (belief or knowledge) of God’s existence. This means that a religious practitioner is allowed (in Judaism) to be sceptical with regard to God’s existence —that is, neither to affirm nor to deny it—as long as it is a matter of mere cognition. We simply do not know enough about what ‘existing’ means in reference to God. Nevertheless, the affirmation of God’s existence is derived from one’s observance of the Halakhah as an absolute duty. The law itself is a given fact, and—although it may have been prescribed by human beings—it determines the exclusive manner of worshipping the divine entity called ‘God.’ Therefore, one who decides to accept the law as absolutely valid and absolutely binding thereby accepts God as ‘the giver of the Torah.’ Thus, in Leibowitz’s view, it is the Halakhah that posits God as its source and not vice versa, just as the Halakhah determines the holy status of the Bible, and not vice versa.569

In this radical sense, the Halakhah has a constitutive role in Judaism, according to Leibowitz. The law is prior to any belief, knowledge, need, or desire that Jewish practitioners may have. It is even prior to faith. As Leibowitz puts it: ‘faith is a superstructure rising above the Mitzvoth; the Mitzvoth do not subserve faith […] Judaism as a historic entity was not constituted by its sets of beliefs.’570Thus, faith in Judaism (unlike Christian faith or any other religious form) cannot be separated from halakhic practice: it consists of nothing but the commitment to this practice. And it is the commitment to this practice that affirms God’s existence, rather than it being the affirmation of God’s existence that leads to this commitment.

One may observe, then, that although a Jewish practitioner does have to assume the existence of God as ‘the giver of the Torah,’ this assumption does not belong to the category of beliefs. It is not the type of assumption that could be verified by evidence or by any reasonable procedure of attaining knowledge. The assumption of God’s existence is understood here as the product of a pure determination of the will, as a value determination, which, according to Leibowitz, is the nature of faith. By being defined as pertaining to a category distinctive from that of cognition, faith does not contradict scepticism, nor is it undermined by it in the framework of the Jewish religion. From this perspective, as we shall see, a Jewish practitioner would be allowed not only to avoid affirming or denying the belief in the existence of God (as a matter of cognition), but also other diverse assumptions with regard to God’s nature and deeds, which may be claimed by the Bible. This extraordinary viewpoint has led some of Leibowitz’s Orthodox Jewish colleagues to regard him as ‘an observant heretic.’571


2The Belief in God’s Creation of the World

The belief in God’s creation of the world as told by the Bible often seems to separate religious people (in the context of monotheism) from those who consider themselves secular, atheistic, or agnostic. It is commonly thought that one cannot possibly be both religious and an advocate of the theory of evolution, for example, or of the Big Bang theory. This might simply reflect a common misunderstanding of the nature of religiousness, which may not be reduced to a set of beliefs with regard to reality. From ancient to modern times, we have examples of religious figures who disprove this common view, thinkers for whom religion and science do not contradict one another. Leibowitz—himself a scientist and an Orthodox Jew—is not a unique figure in this respect.

Leibowitz was able to reconcile his religious and scientific commitments by separating the realm of cognition from that of values. As we have seen, he proclaimed the absolute independence of these two realms from one another. Scientific claims may affect religious faith only when the latter is conceived as relying on knowledge or belief, but faith, conceived as a value determination—a pure determination of the will—is, according to Leibowitz, indifferent to science.572

However, the Bible does not seem to correspond easily to such a Leibowitzian notion of faith, as it opens with a cosmological, metaphysical, and theological description of the formation of the world that seems to be very much a matter of cognition, and which was actually a matter of belief for many individuals during centuries and millennia:

[image: ]

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty.573

The fact that the biblical text opens with statements about the origin and formation of the universe may suggest that this issue is fundamental for the Jewish religion, and the other monotheistic religions to follow. We would therefore want to enquire how Leibowitz deals with this section of the Bible, which appears to undermine his particular concept of Judaism, according to which cognitive claims about reality are irrelevant. Let us begin by looking at one of Leibowitz’s direct statements on this subject:

The first verse of the Torah does not communicate information concerning what came to pass, since the reader is unable to derive from it any factual data which his mind is capable of grasping. If the reader were to try to impute on it a meaning, he would willy-nilly become involved in the ancient metaphysical problem of the beginning of time, a problem fraught with antinomies and paralogisms. The second word, as well [bara], cannot be rendered by any term which might indicate an act, or an event, or a process which the reader is capable of cognizing. What I learn from these verses is [only] the great principle of faith, that the world is not God—the negation of atheism and pantheism.574

The weight of the hundreds of years during which human civilisation reviewed and quarrelled over this biblical section is marked in these words from Leibowitz. As a modern thinker, familiar with the achievements of modern science in expanding our knowledge of the physical world as well as with the persistent philosophical difficulties regarding the question of the origin of the world, Leibowitz finds it inapt to defend the biblical text in terms of cosmology. Instead, he employs a sceptical strategy to confront the matter. We simply cannot understand the meaning of the first section of the Bible by using our cognitive capacities, he claims. Therefore, as a matter of cognition, there is nothing to affirm or to deny here.

In order to establish our ignorance regarding the matter, Leibowitz points out the philosophical difficulties that prevent us from understanding what ‘in the beginning God created the world’ means. These difficulties do not mean that the biblical message is false, but they do render it obscure and incomprehensible.

We cannot understand the first act of ‘creation’ described in the Bible as analogous to any event in history that we know of. It involves abstract notions such as ‘time,’ ‘first cause,’ and ‘God,’ which in this context are not historical or cosmological, but rather metaphysical. These notions therefore require philosophical elucidation, but the philosophical enquiry into these notions reveals irresolvable problems. Firstly, the Bible does not explain what ‘God’ is in this context, except for being ‘the creator’ of the world. Secondly, the act of ‘creation’ has no clear meaning here either. If we assume that we are told that the world came into existence at a certain point in time—the ‘starting point’ of time—we then encounter the familiar philosophical difficulties concerning the concept of time. I would hardly be able to review these difficulties properly here, but let me note them very briefly.

We generally conceive of ‘time’ as being infinite—without a beginning or an end —similar to a line drawn to represent the infinite series of real numbers, for example. Any starting point or ending point that one wishes to mark on this line would naturally be artificial and arbitrary, since the line, in principle, continues before the starting point and beyond the end point. Similarly, positing a starting point for time would always raise the persistent question regarding what is (or was) before this point: a before that one wishes to deny by the idea of a ‘starting point.’

By the notion of the beginning of time (and this applies to the Big Bang theory just as much), we wish to deny the infinity of time, but at the same time we cannot but assume this infinity (just as we do with regard to the series of real numbers). Any limit imposed on time raises in our minds the notion—from which we cannot escape —of that which is beyond the limit. On the other hand, if we wish to hold on exclusively to our concept of time as infinity, then we are prevented (by the logical form of our thinking) from positing any distinctive points and sections within time, since these divisions produce a multiplicity of infinite sections within time which renders the concept of time paradoxical. For this reason, some philosophers concluded that any infinite whole would be, in principle, indivisible.575Nonetheless, in practice, we do have to assume points and sections within time and space if we want to consider everything that we perceive around us (all finite things) as real. This, at a glimpse, is the difficulty that pertains to the notion of ‘the beginning of time,’ and to the concept of time in general.

With regard to the word ברא   used in the biblical text (translated as ‘created’), similar difficulties arise. The common way of understanding it would be in the sense of God’s ‘doing’; an action of some sort. However, the way in which we understand the meaning of ‘to do,’ ‘to create,’ ‘to act,’ ‘to build,’ ‘to design,’ etc. is based on our experience of the world of human activity (or, generally, that of finite beings), whereas here it refers to ‘God,’ and specifically to the creation of the world as a whole. Therefore, it seems that ברא  is a sui generis type of action, just as ‘the creator’ would be an essentially different being from any finite being. But since we may hardly know anything about the nature of God (note again Leibowitz’s acceptance of Maimonides’ negative theology), what then can we possibly know of His act of creation?

Some interpreters of the Bible, in consideration of this philosophical difficulty, suggested that the word ברא specifically denotes a ‘formation of something out of nothing’: a unique act that only God, as a first cause beyond the world (beyond the succession of worldly causes), could perform. Nonetheless, here too we face difficulties in understanding an action of a transcendent cause. However, it is not necessary to become further involved with these difficulties here, as Leibowitz claims that even if we could supposedly comprehend a transcendent cause’s action, it would still be unlikely, and impossible to verify, that our particular notion of it is the true interpretation of the biblical term [image: ]576

Thus, the effort to make sense of the very first verse of the Bible leads, according to Leibowitz, to an awareness of our ignorance with regard to the biblical message; to an aporia, if you like. ‘Eventually,’ Leibowitz says, ‘we do not know the meaning of the concept ברא , and we do not recognise an act of creation [בריאה    ] in any category of human understanding.’577For this reason, there is no sense, literally, in believing that ‘God created the world.’

Nonetheless, in case someone decides to trust in the Bible and hold on to a belief in a cosmological or metaphysical interpretation of its first verses, this belief, according to Leibowitz, would have no religious significance within Judaism. That is to say, whether one believes in the cosmological meaning of the opening passage of the Bible or prefers scientific theories in this respect, the Jewish religion, in principle, tolerates both viewpoints. This tolerant characteristic with regard to cognitive assumptions is rendered possible by acknowledging that the only essential feature of the Jewish religion is the adherence to its practice, which, as stated, does not rely on any cognition. Thus, faith remains indifferent, and resistant, to any cognitive data.

Again, we have an example of how scepticism may be incorporated into Judaism. However, one may observe that Leibowitz does not seem to be entirely sceptical about the truth value of the first section of the Bible, as he writes at the end of the quotation above: ‘What I learn from these verses is…that the world is not God —the negation of atheism and pantheism.’ In this respect, it appears that Leibowitz does embrace a ‘cognitive’ content of the biblical message, though a negative one, namely that God is different from the world, or, in other words, God’s transcendence. Moreover, this assertion obviously has major importance for Leibowitz, as it forms, in his view, the distinction of Judaism from paganism, pantheism, and atheism.


3The Assumption of God’s Transcendence

The problem posed to Leibowitz’s religious conception by the affirmation that ‘God is not the world’ is that this affirmation appears to be a metaphysical assumption, which belongs to the category of cognition no less than that of cosmological assumptions. If this assumption is crucial for a Jewish religious standpoint, as Leibowitz seems to think, this appears to undermine his religious conception, in which faith is supposed to be a purely conative determination.

As a metaphysical assumption, the statement that ‘God is different from the world’ raises no simpler problems than those we observed regarding the cosmological message of the first verse of the Bible. Philosophically, it may be claimed against dualistic worldviews that the distinction between God and the world is self-contradictory. Spinoza had famously demonstrated that an infinite substance—be it God or Nature—does not ‘leave room’ for a second substance.578He thus made clear that the distinction between God and Nature leads to grave paralogisms, just as the notion of bereshit does. For what reason, then, is Leibowitz sceptical about the assumption of God’s creation, but willing to ‘learn’ the principle of God’s transcendence from the first biblical verses?

One might already be able to presume what Leibowitz’s reply to this question would be. Certainly, his reply would not consist of resolving the philosophical/metaphysical problems pertaining to the notion of God’s transcendence. Rather, it would focus on denying the ‘cognitive’ nature of this claim. Just as God’s existence, God’s nature, and God’s deeds are not matters of belief or knowledge for Leibowitz, as we have seen, so he would deny that God’s transcendence is a cognitive assumption.

‘When one realises that the world is not God,’ Leibowitz states, ‘one thereby recognizes that this world is not the value and the end, but rather the end is beyond the world.’579We may observe, therefore, that just as Leibowitz did not relate to the assumption of God’s existence as a cognitive one, but rather as a specific practical postulate, so also does he relate to the assumption of God’s transcendence within the practical realm, the realm of values, and not in the realm of cognition.

In a rather obscure statement, Leibowitz says that ‘God is not a metaphysical entity, but He is beyond metaphysics.’580What could ‘beyond metaphysics’ mean? In light of the quotation above, it is quite clear that God signifies a value, and values, as stated above, do not refer to ‘what is.’ Specifically, God denotes an end, which is posited ‘outside’ the world. That is, God’s transcendence must be understood as signifying an absolute value, which does not manifest itself in anything within this world.

In this sense, the affirmation of the faithful person that ‘God is different from the world’ means that he or she does not consider anything within this world as valuable in and by itself. Anything within the world can only have a relative value, derived from one’s relation to God as an absolute value. This is the demand of Judaism as Leibowitz understands it: it demands that one worships God through halakhic practice as an absolute, unconditional value. For the sake of this value, anything in the world might be renounced, for anything else is only relatively, conditionally valuable. Considering anything within the world as valuable in and by itself would be, from the perspective of Jewish faith, idolatry.581

The biblical figure of Abraham serves for Leibowitz as the best example of faith in Judaism as a value system. Abraham’s behaviour—leaving his family, his homeland, circumcising himself, and later, being willing to sacrifice his beloved son and all the promises related to him—manifests the ‘logic’ of God’s transcendence. For God’s transcendence is understood as the postulation of an absolute value, beyond this world. Proclaiming God’s transcendence in this sense therefore expresses one’s willingness to renounce everything in this world, or to consider anything in this world as lacking true value in and by itself. This is, in Leibowitz’s view, ‘the stance of Abraham on Mount Moriah, where all human values were annulled and overridden by fear and love of God.’582

This understanding of the assumption of God’s transcendence also explains Leibowitz’s conception of Judaism as an exclusive religion which is essentially in conflict with any other ethical or religious position. Christianity, for example, announces the divinity of a human being, whereas moral humanistic standpoints consider the existence of Man in general as an end in itself. From the Jewish perspective, both these positions are clearly forms of idolatry which annul the principle of God’s transcendence. For the same reason, in Leibowitz’s view, Judaism also condemns fascism (positing the state as a superior value), as well as nationalism and the sanctification of a land (phenomena that also appear within Judaism, and which Leibowitz denounced). All these are forms of idolatry that Judaism—by proclaiming God’s transcendence—denounces.

The rejection of atheism and pantheism by the principle of God’s transcendence can also be understood in normative rather than in cosmological and metaphysical terms. Atheistic and pantheistic worldviews may have various moral consequences, be they universal humanism, utilitarianism, or consequentialism. The principle of God’s transcendence, as it is understood here, is the negation of all these consequences. All value systems that posit a superior value within the world essentially contradict Judaism, if Judaism is understood as positing an absolute value outside and beyond the world.

Now, a reflection on the way in which the principle of God’s transcendence (understood in the realm of values) is manifested by a biblical model like Abraham makes us wonder whether such a religious position could still correspond with a sceptical approach. The decisiveness and pathos that characterise this position do not seem to resemble the nature of sceptical attitudes. However, I would suggest that the sceptical standpoint, as the Greeks conceived of it, was no less decisive and pathos-filled. It takes a great deal of decisiveness to maintain the Socratic position, for example, which stressed human all-encompassing ignorance. And one may recall that Socrates himself did not fail to sacrifice his life for the sake of his awareness of ignorance. Would it be wrong to suggest, then, that Socrates too may have been so decisive in regard to his own philosophical standpoint not because he believed it was true, but because he considered it an absolute value?


4The Assumption of the Halakhah as a Divine Command

This brings us to consider the question of whether Jewish faith, understood as such a decisive value determination, is necessarily a non-sceptical attitude. For even if one accepts Leibowitz’s exclusion of faith from the realm of cognition, we do know that scepticism may apply not only to our beliefs regarding reality, but also to moral certainties and values. This question becomes especially vital as we come to an inspection of Leibowitz’s acceptance of the Orthodox Jewish postulation of halakhic practice as the exclusive form of relating to God.

Earlier, during the discussion of Leibowitz’s approach to the assumption of God’s existence, I already noted this postulate, which determines the law as the only positive content of the concept of God. According to Leibowitz, Jewish faith does not attribute anything to God except that He is ‘the giver of the Torah.’583Therefore, as we have seen, ‘the assumption of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven is nothing other than the assumption of the yoke of Torah and its Mitzvoth.’ Now, can this assertion correspond with a sceptical attitude?

It is true, in my view, that if one ‘believes’ that the law (Torah) was given to the Israelites from God as described by the Bible, then one can hardly be considered sceptical. For if scepticism were an attitude in which one refrains from affirming or denying any opinion or belief as true, then the belief in the divinity of the Torah would be no exception. Leibowitz, however, did not hold that the holiness or divinity of the Torah is based on the belief in the reception of the law by the Israelites from God. His references to the biblical description of the events which took place on Mount Sinai make this clear: ‘The event on Mount Sinai was the greatest failure in the history of Judaism,’ he says, ‘for it did not bring the people of Israel to faith and worship of God.’584

It is not whether this event truly occurred or not that is in question here, but rather the connection between revelation and faith. In accordance with his general concept of faith, according to which faith ‘does not result from any information one has acquired,’ Leibowitz does not think that a testament of a revelation in the past (or even a revelation that one experiences in the present) can establish faith in Judaism. This is precisely the lesson that the Bible teaches us, in his view, by telling the story of the revelation experienced by the Israelites on Mount Sinai, after which the golden calf was made:

Ḥazal [i. e. the wise old Jewish rabbis] knew that it is possible to know the Lord and rebel against Him. Even if one proves that God created the world during six days, freed Israel from Egypt, opened the Red Sea, and gave them the Torah on Sinai, still one can say ‘but I do not undertake to worship the lord.’ Psychologically and logically, events do not have the power to establish faith […] to conclude, any knowledge we have or learn of God’s deeds cannot by itself bring a man to act for the sake of heaven.585

If these kinds of events cannot bring human beings to faith and worship of the lord, then what can? The answer to this question has already been given to us: only one’s value determination constitutes faith in Judaism, a determination of the will that is not dependent on any knowledge or belief one might have. This value determination is also the grounds for accepting the Halakhah as a divine command, and as forming the exclusive manner in which one may relate to God, that of worship in practice.

It is true that Leibowitz stressed that the Halakhah is the first and foremost pillar of the Jewish religion, prior even to faith, which is, as stated above, ‘a superstructure rising above the Mitzvoth.’ Nonetheless, in order to accept the Halakhah as an absolute authority, as a divine law, one ought either to believe in a story of its divinity or to have faith in the Leibowitzian sense. In any case, a subjective determination is required so that one adheres to the halakhic system of laws as an absolute authority.

Indeed, the Halakhah proclaims itself as a divine command. The first of the Ten Mitzvoth (which are fundamental to the Halakhah) announces the God who commands the Israelites. However, the truth value of this proclamation of the law may be challenged, of course, especially if one wishes to be sceptical. It is plausible, for example, that Moses (like the Egyptians before him and the Greeks after him) presented as divine commands laws that he himself established, for socio-political reasons, as a means of enforcement. However, whether this was indeed the case or not, it is a matter of belief. And as a matter of belief, Judaism, in Leibowitz’s view, can in principle tolerate various views on the origin of the law. Leibowitz himself often highlighted the fact that some halakhic rulings were obviously man-made and could often be modified by rabbinic rulings in view of the changing circumstances of the Jewish community. And yet Leibowitz, in consent with Orthodox Judaism, assumes the divinity of the law. The law, at its core, is not aimed to attain any human (personal or social) purpose, but expresses only the demand of God from His people. The sole purpose of fulfilling the law must therefore be the worship of God.

This purpose, however, for Leibowitz, is not determined by belief or knowledge, but by faith as a value determination: it is a product of one’s will. A faithful person views the Halakhah as a divine command regardless of the beliefs and opinions he or she might have about the origin of the law. The faithful accept the law’s proclamation of its own divinity as a demand to adhere to it as an absolute duty. It is a demand to obey the law unconditionally, despite one’s particular beliefs, views, needs, wishes, or requirements—as a ‘categorical imperative,’ if you will.586Accepting the divinity of the law, in this sense, is simply accepting the law as absolutely binding, in all circumstances and at any cost.

It is important to stress here, though, that the halakhic law cannot pass itself as having such absolute authority over human actions unless the individual person makes a subjective decision to regard it as such. In other words, only by virtue of faith, as a personal value determination, is the law rendered absolutely valid and unconditional.587Thus, only faith constitutes the acceptance of the divinity of the law. But faith, as understood in this context, is not belief, nor is it dependent on beliefs.

The truth value of the law’s proclamation of its divinity is therefore affirmed here, not as a fact (as a matter of cognition), however, but as a matter of the will. In a way, it might be correct to say that the law is rendered divine by one’s willingness to accept it as such. But this, in Leibowitz’s view, is not a unique feature of Judaism, but generally applies to the realm of moral imperatives and duties. Moral imperatives in general have absolute authority not by the force of any objective determination, but only by one’s subjective decision (with this claim, Leibowitz definitively rejects the Kantian concepts of ethics). To act with decency and refrain from deception and injustice, for example (an example that Leibowitz gives), is a rule that is not objectively valid: its validity is established only by one’s choice to posit decency as a value.588Hence, in the realm of values in general, according to Leibowitz, it is not appropriate to speak of ‘truth’ in the common sense of the term, as if we were in the realm of cognition, but rather of ‘truthfulness.’ And this is:

[T]ruth in a completely different sense, truth as a value, the value of truthfulness which is not imposed, which one can ignore, and by which one needs not abide. Such is truth in the relations between man and his fellows, between man and wife, between a man and the task he has undertaken […]. Here deceit is always possible […]. The truth of science is not a ‘value;’ it is datum within science. Values [by contrast] are not anchored in reality. They are what a man aspires to impose upon reality […]. The value of truthfulness is not a cognitive attribute, but rather a conative one, a matter of intention. A man intends to be truthful […].589

This statement may contribute significantly to our enquiry of whether Leibowitz’s assumption of the Halakhah as a divine command can correspond with scepticism. The answer implied here is positive. A man of faith can be sceptical with regard to the assumption of the Halakhah as a divine command, considered as a matter of cognition, but he can still affirm this assumption within the realm of values, in which assumptions do not determine whether something is objectively true, or whether something is ‘real,’ but rather reflect one’s subjective determination to impose his or her values upon reality. In the realm of values, the truth value of our assumptions does not refer to the state of affairs in reality, but to one’s will and intention. In this context, then, the assumption of the Halakhah as a divine command only reflects that, for the faithful Jew, the halakhic practice constitutes an absolute, unconditional value—a value that he or she strives to realise in reality.


5The Belief in Divine Providence

The theme of divine providence generally implies the belief that a godly entity somehow watches over us (as individuals or a collective), cares about our deeds and fate, and can, at will, reward those who please it and punish those who upset it. It may then naturally involve various proposed solutions to the problem of theodicy, which are usually also matters of knowledge or belief. In the specific context of Judaism, this notion may include numerous traditional beliefs, among which are the belief in God as the saviour of the Israelites, the belief in the Israelites (or the Jews) as a chosen people, the belief in miracles, and the belief in the arrival of the messiah. Being sceptical about the notion of divine providence would therefore imply scepticism towards quite a rich spectrum of beliefs.

In Leibowitz’s religious thought, however, the question of how one should relate to the notion of providence is of major importance, because it essentially involves the crucial distinction between faith lishmah (‘for its own sake,’ or ‘for the sake of God’) and not-lishmah (‘not for its own sake,’ faith as a means of achieving human ends). This distinction, for Leibowitz, is one between the genuine notion of Jewish faith, attainable (if at all) only to the very few, and the corrupted notion of faith, which is its common form.590

The idea of faith lishmah ‘was given its most eloquent expression, its most profound and sublime formulation,’ Leibowitz states, ‘in the doctrine of Maimonides, and especially in his conception of providence.’591Maimonides understood general providence simply as ‘the course of the world’; that is, as Leibowitz writes:

Whatever exists in reality, or is necessitated by the causal structure inherent in nature, falls under providence. In this respect the fate of human kind—as one type of natural beings—is no different from that of any other species, whose existence is secured by the general scheme of causality (final cause!). The individual too, of course, is subject by nature to this reality […]. The consequences of all human deeds are necessitated by the nature of men’s actions, the regulation of which is the manifestation of providence.592

One may observe that this interpretation of the notion of providence could just as well imply the absolute denial of the belief in providence, in its usual sense. For ‘providence’ is usually understood as being manifested by deviations from the normal course of nature, by divine interventions in the course of nature or in human history, which may render the impossible possible (miracles, or inexplicable events). Therefore, the Maimonidean notion of providence, understood as the necessary course of nature and of all its events, is the absolute opposite of the ordinary belief in providence. ‘The very existence of the world is God’s loving kindness,’ the powers implanted in all living things are His ‘righteousness,’ and ‘the sequence of events succeeding one another by the necessity inherent in the relations between them’ is His ‘judgment.’593

In this Maimonidean sense of the notion, as Leibowitz explains it, to have faith in God as providence means to cleave to God ‘with a strength which is proportionate to the extent of his [or her] knowledge (“according to the knowledge shall be the love”), and it is this knowledge and this cleaving to God that constitutes “individual providence.”’594That is to say, individual providence is never the lot of this or that agent (not even of the righteous), but rather is something that ‘each individual must achieve […] by his own endeavor […] through the perfection of his rational power […] and through a supreme effort in exercising his capacities for this purpose.’595

The point here is that providence is not conceived of as a result of one’s effort to develop his rational capacities and the other capacities of the mind related to it, but is established by this very effort itself. This is actually a typically Socratic interpretation of the notion of providence, equivalent to Socrates’ statement that the wisest man is also the happiest and most invulnerable of all.596The more one knows about the nature of things, according to Socratic-Platonic philosophy, the more one is protected from evil and disaster.

Now, this does not appear to be a sceptical approach, and at this point it is also important to recall again what seems to be an essential difference between Maimonides’ concept of Judaism and Leibowitz’s own. Maimonides posited דעות   (‘ knowledge,’ particularly knowledge of God) as the aim of the Jewish praxis and faith. Lei-bowitz, by contrast, as we have seen here, completely separated the realm of Judaism and faith from that of cognition. Jewish faith, in his conception, does not rely on knowledge, nor does it lead to more knowledge of the world and of God. Therefore, it seems that Leibowitz’s concept of Judaism corresponds much better, in principle, with sceptical attitudes. This difference, however, may be undermined, to some extent, when we go further into the Maimonidean conception of providence, in which knowledge and ignorance become one and the same, just as they do in Socratic philosophy.597

Maimonides’ interpretation of the book of Job stresses that individual providence is anchored in the human understanding, but this understanding consists not of positive knowledge of the world and its purposes, but of one’s own ignorance.598In his terrible situation, Job finds relief and comfort not by understanding the lord and His deeds, but by realising that his own severe reproaches of God were based on the illusion of understanding the purposes of things in the world, and particularly the essence of ‘good’ and ‘bad.’ It is the awareness of his own ignorance in regard to God and to the purposes of Nature that finally relieves Job’s resentment and allows him to establish a new life for himself. And it is this awareness of ignorance that renders Job ‘righteous’ for God.

Leibowitz connects the lesson taught by the book of Job with that of the story of the Aqedah (‘The Binding of Isaac’) in Genesis: ‘Both stories seek to teach the meaning of fear of God.’599The fear of God attributed to both Abraham and Job denotes their particular love of God600which is expressed by cleaving to God in all conditions and circumstances, especially in those in which the purposes of God are incomprehensible. The religious test (נסוין) presented to both Abraham and Job is set to verify whether their love of God depends on God’s fulfilment of their needs or whether it is unconditional. Both Abraham and Job pass the test, and in both cases it is shown that unconditional love towards God—which is the nature of faith lishmah—essentially involves acknowledging one’s own ignorance regarding God’s purposes, or in other words, the purpose of all that which occurs in Nature:

Abraham is put to the test when fulfillment of the divine demand requires that he renounce all human values; not only personal values such as those involved in the relationship of a father to his only son, but also promises bearing in his seed for all generations to come. He is expected to forgo the Covenant of the Pieces.

Job is put to the test when God appears to him not as the guardian of his fate who metes out reward and punishment, but in his sheer divinity […] Abraham and Job are tested to determine whether their faith is faith for its own sake, manifested in the worship of God for His sake, and unlike the religious faith of the mass of believers who conceive God as acting for their sake.601

Leibowitz highlights the unconditional nature of faith (lishmah) as it is expressed in the realm of values, where the contrast between religious values and human needs is exposed. But as he continues to analyse the figures of Job and Abraham as models of faith, he also reveals the cognitive element of faith lishmah, which consists precisely of knowledge of one’s own ignorance. Like Maimonides (in his interpretation of the book of Job), Leibowitz too stresses the role of human understanding and human judgment in the process of acquiring faith lishmah. This role consists precisely of detaching oneself from one’s own judgments and pretentions of knowledge. According to both Maimonides and Leibowitz, this is the central insight proposed by the book of Job (which is, again, analogous to the Socratic idea). Gradually, Leibowitz observes, during the development of the book of Job, we notice that:

Job’s suffering is no longer the focus of his protest; rather, it is his inability to comprehend the meaning of his suffering, which is but one detail within an incomprehensible world […] this lack of suffering oppresses and troubles him. But for this suffering there is no remedy. The creator of the world concealed from man its meaning, knowledge of which is the true ‘wisdom.’602

Job’s greatest accusation of God, Leibowitz states, is that God had concealed the meaning of His providence, and this protest is ‘ultimately answered by God, an answer that satisfies Job and makes him revoke his accusation.’603At first view, God’s answer, as described in the last three chapters of the book of Job, seems irrelevant:

It describes being as it is without judging it. It presents the cosmic and terrestrial world, from the inanimate to the living, from the splendid and wondrous to the awful and monstrous—especially the monstrous phenomena—without hinting at any purpose in this amazing creation, or any secret intention underlying the monstrosity. Such is the Creator’s providence, and this is what satisfies Job.604

Oddly, this seemingly hollow reply satisfies Job. Something is revealed to Job by these words from God, although there is nothing here but ‘a description of natural matters.’605Leibowitz adopts Maimonides’ notion of the message of the book, an interpretation that he considers to be ‘the most profound.’606Whatever exists in reality reflects God’s providence: this, as we have seen, is Maimonides’ concept of general providence, which is the case even though we have no understanding of God’s intentions and of the purposes of natural events. This is a real revelation for Job, as he now advances from the lower stage of faith—‘the way prevalent among the masses, who believe in God and undertake to serve Him because He—in their conception— acts for their benefit’—to the superior stage of faith lishmah, of those who undertake to worship God with no expectation, to worship a God ‘whose world, precisely as it is, is His providence.’607In Socratic terms, we could say, Job advances here from the state of ordinary men ‘who pretend to know what they really don’t,’ to that of the philosopher, the truly wise man, who is aware of his own ignorance.608



Conclusion

Through an exploration of Leibowitz’s treatment of various beliefs, which are central in the Jewish tradition, I believe I have established the possibility of a strong relation between Judaism and scepticism. This connection is already exposed in Maimonides’ concept of Judaism, as we have seen in the last discussion of the notion of providence, and it can be detected even in the book of Job itself. However, in Leibowitz’s thought, this connection is significantly reinforced by the stark distinction of the realm of Jewish faith from that of cognition. Leibowitz’s definition of faith as a value determination—and his philosophical account of values in general, understood as pure products of the will and intention—renders faith absolutely independent of any belief and knowledge. Consequently, scepticism is no longer considered the opponent of faith, but its natural companion.

I have pointed out Leibowitz’s sceptical approach to fundamental matters such as the existence of God, the belief in God’s creation of the world, God’s transcendence, the perception of the Torah as a divine command, and the notion of divine providence. All these assumptions, although being affirmed within the realm of values (by faith as a determination of the will), are suspended as matters of cognition in Leibowitz’s thought. They cannot, and should not, in Leibowitz’s view, be accepted as true by human understanding.

They cannot be accepted as true, because we simply do not recognise the necessity by which they could be perceived as true (knowledge) and because the attempt to understand them confronts us with paradoxes and paralogisms; and even if we wish to believe that these assumptions are true (without knowing this), we mostly do not even understand their meaning—such, as we have seen, is the notion of God’s existence, as well as the notion of creation and that of God’s transcendence. But also, a religious person should not accept them as true by his or her human understanding, because by doing so one generally renders religion a service to oneself and thereby annuls it as a genuine religion aimed at worshipping the lord. Such is especially the case with regard to the assumption of the Halakhah as a divine command and to the notion of providence. In general, Leibowitz claims, ‘faith that relies on information that explains the world to man, may be called not-lishmah [“not for its own sake”].’609

For this reason, scepticism towards beliefs—and especially towards prevalent beliefs within Jewish circles—is not only possible, but also crucial for the maintenance of a genuine religious position. This was rendered especially clear in the discussion of the notion of providence. One who believes in providence as being manifested in a particular way in the course of history—be it in miracles or merely in ordinary events that occur in one’s own favour—is one whose faith is corrupted. Thus,

the question of faith addressed to man is: do you have faith in God […] also when providence is not proven to you by the course of history? In other words, do you accept the yoke of the kingdom of heaven—the yoke of Torah and Mitzvoth—even if this kingdom is not revealed in certain events in history? The answer to this question differentiates between worship lishmah and not-lishmah.610

Clearly, then, it is not scepticism that jeopardises faith, but rather one’s judgments and beliefs. And this applies to a very rich spectrum of beliefs that may be accepted within wide Jewish circles—including beliefs in miracles, in the Israelites as a chosen people, in messianism, in the holiness of Zion, in kabbalistic notions, and more—all of which Leibowitz considered as idolatrous and as corrupting the essential notion of Jewish faith.

Of course, Leibowitz acknowledges that the majority of Jewish practitioners cannot refrain from grounding their faith on such beliefs. He also acknowledges that the Jewish religion generally tolerates this corrupted form of faith by insisting on halakhic practice regardless of its basis. However, as Maimonides emphasised, Judaism and its scriptures speak in a double language: one for the ordinary and one for the extraordinary man. And the highest model of faith—exemplified by Abraham and Job—is that of faith that is not grounded on belief. The sceptical feature of this model of faith, as I have stressed, goes hand in hand with the nature of faith lishmah, portrayed as unconditional love. For only the one who acknowledges his own ignorance with regard to God’s nature, God’s deeds, and generally to the occurrences in this world and their purposes, can relate to God as an absolute, unconditional, and transcendent value, posited beyond this world.

Finally, I have made an analogy between Maimonides’ and Leibowitz’s understanding of providence and that of Socrates. This must not be understood as if I am claiming that the two Jewish conceptions are analogous to the philosophical position of Socrates, which is the source of all sceptical schools. Whereas Socratic philosophy refers to an abstract idea of ‘the good’—which is indeed absolute and divine from its perspective, but which actually has no positive or concrete content—Judaism, by contrast, relates to a divinity that has definite, concrete, and positive content: the Torah. Judaism establishes its system of duties as the exclusive manner in which a Jew may relate to God in this world, by subordinating his or her life to it. This aspect is absolutely absent, in my view, from Socratic philosophy.611

My claim consisted mainly of showing that Maimonides’ and Leibowitz’s notion of providence presents a typical Socratic insight, according to which the ‘righteous’ one—the wise and the faithful alike—is not one who knows or understands the purposes of things in life, who knows what is ‘good’ and what is ‘bad’ or what brings favourable results or terrible ones, but is, on the contrary, one who acknowledges his own ignorance with regard to these issues and who therefore refrains from affirming or denying them. This typical sceptical feature, as I have demonstrated, is generally compatible with Leibowitz’s concept of Judaism.
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What is Jewish Philosophy? A View from the Middle Ages612
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My late teacher Professor Sidney Morgenbesser often taught his students the ‘laws’ of Jewish Philosophy or, more specifically, of Jewish logic, Jewish epistemology, Jewish metaphysics, and so on. For example, the laws of general logic are tautologies like ‘If p, then p’ or ‘If it is the case that if p, then q, then not-q, then not-p.’ The first law of Jewish Logic is: ‘If p, why not q (spoken with a Yiddish accent)?’613

The question—What is Jewish Philosophy?—is typically answered by describing Jewish philosophies, i.e, the books, theories, and doctrines of canonical Jewish philosophers, such as, Saadiah Gaon, Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides), Judah Halevi, Levi ben Gershon (Gersonides). Indeed the distinguished scholar of Jewish philosophy, Julius Guttmann, entitled his classic history, Philosophies of Judaism.614But Jewish philosophy is more than a sequence of doctrines or books. Like all philosophy, it is an activity, something one ‘does.’615For some it is an intellectual exercise that solves theoretical puzzles. For others these exercises are practices that constitute a way of life, practices that give central place to the intellect and reasoning but aim at a practical end, the achievement of happiness or a harmonious life in which one’s Judaism and intellect are in sync.616In either case, philosophy is a pursuit in which one engages, not only a subject matter or the results of the pursuit.

The name of the subject ‘Jewish Philosophy’ first emerged in Germany in the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century when we find the first histories of philosophy—and the very idea that philosophy has a history. The earliest histories are in the doxographical tradition, portraying certain historical figures as paradigms of what was then considered to be philosophical wisdom. Slightly later histories were developmental narratives that aimed to show that the past is at most of historical interest and of no contemporary philosophical value. It is in these histories that the category of Hebraic, Mosaic, scriptural, or prophetic and finally ‘Jüdische Philosophie’ (first coined by Brucker in the 1740’s) was introduced, and ironically in some of these books to specifically exclude the Jewish tradition (as well as ‘barbarian philosophy’) from the history of philosophy that traces its origins to Greece. Later in the nineteenth century, historians and philologists of Wissenschaft des Judentums appropriated the term ‘Jewish Philosophy’ in order to claim a field of scholarship of their own in order to legitimate their academic respectability.617In short, it is only relatively recent that engagement with ancient, medieval, and early modern philosophers became a historical discipline, creating the history of philosophy. Jewish philosophy is a special case or byproduct of this phenomenon. Unlike the physical world that exists independently of and prior to the scientific discipline ‘Physics,’ the domain ‘Jewish Philosophy’ was the creation of the academic discipline, the ‘History of Jewish Philosophy,’ an artifact made by an academic discipline as much as the discipline studies it.

What was it, then, that those thinkers and authors were doing—and I will concentrate now on the medieval case since that is what I know best—that we scholars nowadays refer to as ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy’? Well, the simple answer is: Philosophy! However, stating what philosophy is, say, in a definition, or through necessary and sufficient conditions, is no easier than spelling out what Jewish philosophy is. Instead I will sketch two examples of different conceptions of philosophy in which two seminal medieval Jewish philosophers were engaged, Saadiah Gaon and Maimonides. But, first, you might reasonably ask: ‘If it was simply philosophy they were doing, why label it Jewish philosophy?’

What Jewish Philosophy is Not

Let me first tell you what Jewish philosophy is not. It is not philosophy composed or studied in a Jewish language, say, Hebrew.618We do speak of medieval Arabic philosophy and medieval Latin philosophy, meaning medieval philosophy written in Arabic or in Latin, but we cannot describe the full gamut of medieval Jewish philosophy as medieval Hebrew philosophy.619Leaving aside Philo of Alexandra in the first century who wrote in Greek, works written in the Islamic empire (e.g., by Saadiah, Maimonides, Judah Halevi, and many others) were all composed in Arabic or Judeo-Arabic (Arabic in Hebrew characters). Only after 1148 do medieval Jewish philosophers in Christian Europe compose and read works in Hebrew. And, of course, for modern Jewish philosophy after the Enlightenment, the relevant languages include German, French, and English.

Moreover, it is not self-evident that everything philosophical written or read in Hebrew should necessarily count as Jewish philosophy. Many Aristotelian and Arabic philosophical texts were translated into Hebrew, and some only survive in their medieval Hebrew translations. Is this sufficient for them to count as Jewish philosophy? To complicate matters, many medieval Jewish thinkers composed supercommentaries in Hebrew on commentaries originally written in Arabic but then translated into Hebrew (say, Gersonides’ supercommentaries on Averroes’ Arabic commentaries) on Greek classics by Aristotle. If these supercommentaries are part of medieval Jewish philosophy—and why shouldn’t they be?—should the Hebrew-translated Arabic commentaries on which they are super-commentaries, or the original Greek texts translated into Hebrew, also cross the boundary? Maybe it would more accurate to say that there is no boundary. In any case, language alone cannot settle the question.

Second, you don’t have to be Jewish to do Jewish philosophy and, by the same token, not just any kind of philosophy composed by a Jew, i.e., someone of Jewish descent or confession, need be Jewish philosophy.620Some medieval Jewish philosophical texts were composed after their author’s conversion to Islam (e. g., Abu’l-Barakat al-Baghdadi) or Christianity (Profiat Duran, Joshua Lorki, Abner of Burgos [=Alfonso of Valladolid] who considered himself a Jewish philosopher even while he was a Christian bishop!). Likewise, whether one regards the medieval sectarian movement, the Karaites, as inside or outside Judaism, philosophy and theology written by Karaites is also generally considered part of the repertoire of medieval Jewish philosophy. And if one looks at modern figures, Henri Bergson, Ernest Nagel, and Saul Kripke are all Jewish (and identify as Jews) and they are all philosophers but their works are not Jewish philosophy. Once again, we cannot define Jewish philosophy using the religion or ethnic identity of the philosopher who composed it.

Is Jewish philosophy something like English, French, or American philosophy— something like a school or style of philosophy? Just as Early Modern empiricist or materialistic philosophy (Hobbes, Locke, Hume) is sometimes labeled ‘British empiricism’ or just as Early Modern rationalist philosophy (Descartes, Malebranche, Spinoza and Leibniz) is identified with France or the continent,621is there one philosophical orientation or movement or style that marks medieval Jewish philosophers or philosophy? Again, No. The standard histories of medieval Jewish philosophy identify Saadiah as a Mu‘tazilite dialectical theologian; Abraham ibn Daud, Maimonides, and Gersonides as Aristotelians, or Neo-Platonized Aristotelians; Baḥya ibn Paquda as a theologian and Neo-platonist; Ibn Gabirol and Judah Halevi as Neo-platonists. No one school or orientation characterizes medieval Jewish philosophy or philosophers.

A final suggestion is that Jewish Philosophy is the Philosophy of Judaism or, as we would say nowadays, the ‘Philosophical Foundations of Judaism.’622This idea is more promising but it immediately raises two thorny questions: ‘What is Judaism?’ and ‘How such a conception of Jewish philosophy differs from Jewish theology,’ i. e., the systematic study of the doctrines, practices, and culture of Judaism as a revealed religion, a question that generally makes contemporary scholars of Judaism anxious because of an acquired allergy to theology, perhaps in reaction to its sophisticated development in Christianity with its creedal core. But it has not always been that way, especially if we take theology to be natural theology, human reasoning about the nature of God and divinity. Thus one of the most influential texts on medieval Jewish thought was the Neo-platonic Theology of Aristotle, the Arabic annotated and expanded edition of central books of Plotinus’ Enneads. We shall return to philosophical theology, or theological philosophy, in our discussion of Saadiah, but rather than attempt to distinguish the two, let me simply stipulate for now what I mean by this conception of Jewish Philosophy. Understood as the Philosophy of Judaism, it takes Judaism, primarily manifest in its canonical texts, as the datum on which it analytically reflects—exploring its presuppositions, making distinctions, articulating its possible claims and concepts, exposing ambiguities and imprecise beliefs, laying out arguments and evaluating their truth and validity—no different from the philosophy, or what we nowadays call the philosophical foundations, of biology, physics, mathematics, or economics. Although Jewish philosophy of this kind may have originated in polemical contexts, its content does not adopt a stance defending or advocating Judaism. And while the philosopher may be committed to the claims he is philosophizing about, this commitment need be no more than the kind of authority the philosopher of biology or physics assigns to the biological or physical facts about which he is philosophizing. That is, the philosopher does not challenge the data—of either biology or a religion—when he does not understand them, not because they are metaphysically privileged but because they are the given about which he is philosophizing. As Maimonides says in the name of Themistius, he shapes his theory according to the world rather than makes the world fit his theory (Guide I:72). The aim of such a Jewish philosophy is to achieve a critical understanding of the foundational beliefs, assumptions, logical structure, and implications articulated in the data, thus taking the texts and practices of Judaism as given.623

Two caveats: First, we must be careful not to adopt an essentialist preconception of Judaism, taking Judaism to be pre-determined, ‘an invariable “given,” prior to and transcending changing philosophies.’624Historically, the Judaism that Jewish philosophy philosophizes about has in part been changed as a result of its philosophical scrutiny. Perhaps the best example is Maimonides’ conception of Judaism or, more precisely, his conception of Talmud Torah, or the study of Torah. Maimonides’ seminal code of rabbinic law, the Mishneh Torah, opens with four chapters that provide a streamlined exposition of Aristotelian metaphysics, cosmology, and physics, philosophy which Maimonides identifies with the subject matter of two classical rabbinic terms for esoteric knowledge, ‘the Account of the Beginning,’ i. e., the rabbinic interpretation of the first chapters of Genesis, and ‘the Account of the Chariot,’ the rabbinic interpretation of Ezekiel’s and Isaiah’s prophetic visions of a divine chariot. He then subsumes these two Accounts under another rabbinic heading, Pardes (alluding to a famous talmudic story) which he describes as the most noble and sublime part of Talmud, the classic rabbinic activity of interpreting the Torah. Through these identifications of Aristotelian physics and metaphysics with rabbinic categories, Maimonides radically rewrites our very conception of Torah, its study, and the core of Judaism. He makes the study of Aristotelian physics and metaphysics a subject of Talmud, hence, a religious obligation. Furthermore, philosophy is not just a subject of Torah, it is now the apex, the most noble subject in the study of Torah. Finally, Maimonides makes normative beliefs and knowledge (of Aristotelian physics and metaphysics) rather than pious performance of the practical commandments the most important part of Judaism. Here the Philosophy of Judaism radically recasts our very conception of Judaism.

My second caveat is that the religion of Judaism has never been the exclusive subject matter, or datum, of Jewish Philosophy. No different from ancient and medieval philosophy in general, medieval Jewish philosophy included both the subjects we call metaphysical, epistemological, and moral philosophy nowadays (including topics unrelated to classical Judaism, such as substance, matter and form, causation, the theory of intellects, the nature of motion) and natural philosophy: physics, biology, astronomy, cosmology, astrology, mineralogy, meteorology, mathematics, geography, the science of dreams and the physiology of sensation. Medieval Jewish philosophy was inseparable from the sciences regardless of their connection to Judaism.625Hence, any restriction of Jewish Philosophy to religious or theological topics will not cut the subject at the right joints.


Judaism before Philosophy

For the remainder of this paper, I want to illustrate through two examples what the thinkers engaged in what we now call ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy’ were doing. This approach takes our opening question ‘What is (Medieval) Jewish Philosophy?’ as an interpretive or explanatory question about an empirical phenomenon: how should we describe and explain the activity of certain canonical thinkers and the works they produced when they were engaged in what is now called ‘Medieval Jewish philosophy’? On my view, as I mentioned earlier, they were simply doing philosophy, although these episodes also exemplify two different conceptions of philosophy in its first encounters with Judaism. But what will also emerge from these two examples is a proposal concerning how we might be able after all to reconstruct a sense in which these thinkers were engaged not only in philosophy but also in Jewish philosophy, a sense that avoids the criteria we criticized in the previous section.

First, however, in order to appreciate the effect of its encounter with philosophy on Judaism, let me say a word about the religion of the Bible or Israel and of the Rabbis before its contact with philosophy and how it treated matters of belief or doctrine or reasoning.

The core of both Biblical and classical rabbinic Judaism is normative actions and practices, the correct performance of the Mosaic commandments as elaborated by the rabbis in Halakhah. These commandments primarily concern the Temple, sacrifice, agriculture, purity and impurity, and ‘holiness’ (whose original meaning is connected to separate and to be separated) practices that served to distinguish Israel or the Jews as a people from other nations, among others, dietary laws, dress codes, and the Shabbat. The rabbis expanded the range of practices to cover all aspects of ordinary life, actions that can be performed by any individual, not just priests, in any place, not only in the Temple. But for all their differences, both Israelite biblical religion and rabbinic Judaism are primarily focused on how to act.

To be sure, it was also assumed that there are general beliefs shared by all Israelites and Jews, e. g., that there is one God who created the world, who gave Israel the Torah and its homeland, who chose Israel and sends prophets, whom one must love and serve, and so on. However, these beliefs—especially compared to the commanded actions which are thick and dense in rabbinic detail—are thin. They are never systematically organized or justified like a science. Most often, they are mentioned only within narratives or non-legal Aggadah or as terse, epithet-like interpretations of scriptural verses in sermons or exegetical contexts. Unlike the prescribed actions, neither the Bible nor the rabbis attempt to legislate belief or demand explicit, official acceptance of a catechism, confession, or creed—although they do have their red lines, and exclude those who deny various beliefs (concerning God, the Torah and prophecy, or reward and punishment) as heretics and sectarians.626On the other hand, the rabbis celebrate sophisticated, abstract theoretical study of Torah, according to relatively well-defined rules of reasoning (or interpretation). This intellectual activity not only becomes a primary mode of religious worship for the rabbis. They are also clearly well aware that the body of law they are creating is the creative product of their own natural reason and reasoning—notwithstanding their repeated attempts to ground their autonomous human creativity on divine foundations. Yet what is almost exclusively studied is normative law, Halakhah, governing behavior, not philosophy, theology, or ethics. Rather than ask ‘What is the Good?’ the rabbis probe under exactly what circumstances must one perform one or another good act (e. g., saving a life, returning a lost article). Instead of asking ‘What is prayer and in what sense does God hear our prayers?,’ they ask ‘How many blessings should we make in our prayers and can and when should we interrupt our prayers?’ The absence of analysis and argument for theological and philosophical doctrines stands in sharp contrast to the detailed, subtle, abstract legal argumentation concerning normative behavior.627The heart of biblical and rabbinic Judaism is orthopraxis, right action, rather than orthodoxy, right belief.

We find traces of Hellenistic philosophical influence on the rabbis, e. g., in their conception of the soul, creation, or innate knowledge, and we assume that representatives of Hellenistic philosophical schools (e. g., Stoicism, Platonism, Epicureanism, and even scepticism) were present in Palestine and Asia Minor.628However, the little we actually possess are popular versions of philosophical positions, not sophisticated, advanced, nuanced expositions, no sustained or detailed argument for one side or another, or extended debate of a single theme. No doubt there must have also been polemical exchanges with non-Jews and heretics, also known as philosophers, and, like Christians against pagans, or Muslims against Christians, the rabbis would have employed philosophical arguments against their philosopher rivals. But when it came to recording these discussions, the rabbis eschew philosophical terminology and never engage with philosophical dialogue and interrogation. In short, the rabbis seem both uninterested in and simply not curious about philosophy—it is alien to them—not necessarily because they did not know what it was but probably because they did.629Indeed, we find suspicion of philosophy, theosophy, and theology. The rabbis prohibit public teaching of certain quasi-philosophical subjects, such as the ‘Accounts of the Beginning’ and ‘of the Chariot’ mentioned earlier. In the enigmatic talmudic story of Pardes, about four rabbis who entered a garden of theosophical speculation, we sense the dangers of philosophy—one rabbi dies, one goes mad, one becomes a heretic, and only one escapes in peace. We do not know exactly what the rabbis meant by any of these titles (the ‘Accounts of the Beginning’ and ‘Chariot’ or Pardes), but they do suggest caution toward, even anxiety about, speculation on God, nature, and metaphysics.630


The Encounter between Medieval Judaism and Philosophy

Philosophy entered early medieval Judaism through two main avenues, both during the Islamic period (roughly from 750 –1300) and both essentially involving Muslim thinkers. The first was through the kalam which literally means ‘speech’ or (like the Greek logos) ‘word,’ ‘argument,’ or ‘reason,’ and nowadays is translated as ‘Islamic dialectical or rational theology.’ (A practioner of kalam is a mutakallim, pl.: mutakallimun.) I will return to this description in a moment.

Kalam, according to our best sources, originated in two ways. First, disagreements over the interpretation of the normative beliefs of Islam led to systematic general accounts of theological doctrine based on reason as well as the Qur’an and oral tradition which were taken to complement rather than contradict each other. Thus Ibn Khaldun (fourteenth century) writes: ‘argumentation formed by the intellect (al-aql) began to be used in addition to the evidence derived from tradition, and in this way the science of kalam originated.’

Second—and here our source is Maimonides (Guide I:71.73–75) who left us one of our few systematic descriptions of kalam and its origins—early Muslims were forced to develop a rational theology to defend Islam against Syriac Christians, just as even earlier church fathers had been forced to turn to reason to justify and defend Christianity against pagan philosophers.

Thus kalam developed out of the impulse to use reason to systematize, conceptualize, and thereby understand the beliefs of Islam and to defend it against rationally based critiques. Among these beliefs, two topics were special foci: (1) the Unity of God which had to be reconciled with the existence of divine attributes and (2) God’s unlimited power which had to be reconciled with divine justice and human freedom. But, more generally and more important for us, throughout the ninth and tenth centuries, the ‘spirit’ of kalam, best represented by the dominant Mu‘tazila, was the view that reason is necessary in order to establish the basic tenets of Islam which otherwise would be based on imperfect grounds of authority and tradition. This conception of the role of reason in religious belief deeply influenced our first Jewish figure, Saadiah.

The second avenue through which Judaism encountered philosophy was via the falasifa (‘philosophers’) and falsafa (‘philosophy’), the Arabic terms reserved specifically for the movement that saw itself as the heir and continuation of Aristotle whose works were translated into Arabic and in many cases interpreted through Neo-platonic lenses.631In this sense of the term, philosophy began in Islam with the translation of the corpus of Greek philosophical and scientific works into Arabic (in the East) in the ninth and tenth centuries. This herculean task was one of the great achievements of Islamic civilization in the Middle Ages: it involved painstaking learning of Greek or Syriac, collection and establishment of manuscripts, and development of an Arabic style and philosophical terminology that combined accuracy with elegance. Works of all kinds were translated, from the natural sciences (mathematics, astronomy, physics, and biology) to metaphysics, logic, and ethics, including the entire Aristotelian corpus and its Hellenistic commentators. So, unlike the situation in the West, almost the whole of Aristotle and Greek science, grammar, and medicine were available to the Muslim philosophers and scientists—and if not for them, may not have survived. The falasifa in turn saw themselves continuing, commenting on, and expanding the Aristotelian or Greek heritage. In the case of metaphysics, this elaboration also involved a project to understand and interpret Islam as a philosophical religion in light of Aristotle. And this led to original philosophical works by figures such as Al-Farabi, Avicenna (Ibn Sina), and Averroes (Ibn Rushd)— and, I would add, our second Jewish figure, Maimonides.

In short, both kalam and falsafa used reason to construct sciences, or systematic bodies of belief and knowledge, either to justify and defend religion or, more generally, to understand nature and metaphysics. In a broad sense of the term, both falsafa and kalam can be called schools of ‘philosophy’—even though, as I mentioned earlier, kalam is often translated as ‘(dialectical) theology.’ But the term ‘theology’ for them did not have the exclusionary sense from ‘philosophy’ that it has for us—notwithstanding the hostile attitude of the falasifa to the mutakallimun whom the former depict as opportunistic defenders of their religion who will employ any means at their disposal to defend it, including distorting the empirical facts to fit their doctrines.632The main difference between them is that the falasifa saw themselves as (justifiably) importing a foreign Hellenistic perspective into Islam, and their allegiance was owed primarily to Aristotle, while kalam promoted a much more indigenous Islamic point of view, based on Arabic language (and grammar) and the Qur’an, hadith, and their interpretation as a religion. And kalam is ‘dialectical’ in that its logic or reasoning employs Stoic dilemmas rather than the Aristotelian syllogistic and its writing a dialogical style (‘if he says […], then he should be answered’) that reflects dialectical techniques employed in polemical exchanges.


Saadiah Gaon: Jewish Kalam

With this background, let’s turn to our first major Jewish thinker, Saadiah ben Joseph Gaon (b. 882, Fayyum, Egypt; d. 942, Sura, Iraq [Babylonia]) whom modern scholars often refer to as ‘the first medieval Jewish philosopher.’633This is a correct description insofar as Saadiah was a philosopher in the broad sense (just mentioned) who used reason to justify and understand his beliefs, including the revealed beliefs of Judaism. But he was not a falasif. Not that he was unaware of or entirely unfamiliar with the translated Aristotelian literature; sometimes he adopts Aristotelian and Platonic positions. The crucial point is that he did not see himself as someone continuing, commenting on, or expanding the Aristotelian or Greek heritage. Instead Saadiah’s conception of ‘philosophy’ was that of Mu‘tazilite kalam.634Although part of his motivation was apologetic and polemical, Saadiah’s deeper philosophical goal, and his view of the role of reason in religion, was to render revelation as rationally understandable as possible, to use reason to render revealed belief understood and thereby believed or known with certainty. He opens his theological summa, The Book on Beliefs and Opinions (932), with a description of his generation as people ‘sunk in a sea of doubt and covered by the waters of confusion.’ The aim of his treatise is to bring them to certainty, to make doubt vanish, and to turn ‘the believer who blindly relies on tradition’ into ‘one basing his belief on speculation and understanding.’

Beliefs and Opinions is organized along classic kalam lines, dealing first with universal questions of theology (creation and a proof of the existence of a divine creator, the unity of God and attributes, prophecy and revelation, command and prohibition and free will) followed by six chapters that address themes and problems more specific to Judaism: reward and punishment, the afterlife, and eschatology. In kalam fashion, for each topic he lists competing theories but he does not merely survey actual positions which he had to refute in practice; he considers every possible position on a given question, eliminating all but one, which not surprisingly turns out to be the doctrine of Judaism. This is a method of achieving knowledge through a process of argumentation modeled on the purification of metal through the elimination of impurities.

As a system builder, Saadiah sees human reason as a divinely-given instrument to enable humans to achieve both a true understanding of the world and a sound interpretation of Scripture. One must accept the Torah and believe its revealed truths on divine authority, but, as with the Christian philosopher Augustine, through reason one can transform mere acceptance on authority into understanding and thereby knowledge.635Thus Saadiah argues, using a design-like argument, that contemplation of the world reveals its created nature, hence, the existence of a creator. Reason, he also argues, can establish that the world was created ex nihilo. From the plurality and multiplicity in the world, reason demonstrates that its creator must be one. Following the Mu‘tazilites, Saadiah argues that God is benevolent and good—and in the same sense in which these moral evaluative terms apply to humans. And because these divine virtues are good in themselves, humans should also be benevolent, good, and grateful—the core moral traits identified by Saadiah. In each case, Saadiah uses reason, as a tool subordinate to revelation, as far as it can be pressed into service to justify, confirm, and thereby render understandable the revealed Torah. But Saadiah also recognizes limits to reason. In his seminal systematic explanation of the Mosaic commandments, he distinguishes two classes of laws: ‘rational’ commandments (sikhliyyot, aqli’at) that can be given intelligible, utilitarian, or moral reasons and ‘heard’ or ‘obeyed’ laws (shimi‘ot, sam’iat), that vary over and are conventionally adopted by societies and are not rationally necessary or universal but can be given ad hoc reasons given that they are commanded.

Saadiah was also the first to endow Jewish philosophy with a strong hermeneutical dimension. His commentaries on various books of the Hebrew Bible, which he was also the first to translate into Arabic, were the first to constrain the interpretation of Scripture to reason: in verses where Scripture contradicts what reason or science has established—e. g., where God is, contrary to reason, described in corporeal and anthropomorphic terms—reason trumps Scripture which we then re-interpret figuratively —though the particular figurative interpretation we adopt must also conform to our historical knowledge of the language and its metaphors at the time of the Bible.636

Saadiah’s Book of Theodicy, his commentary on the Book of Job, was also the first to treat a scriptural text as a work of philosophy. He identifies Job and his comforters as representatives of different schools of kalam. For each speech, Saadiah identifies a main thesis for which he constructs a kalam argument out of the highly elliptic verses. A general introduction gives a thematic unity to an apparently rambling set of speeches, transforming the core of Job into a philosophical dialogue, while recasting the supernatural, mythical frame in the spirit of naturalistic reason and science. Satan turns out to be, not an angelic divine rebel, but simply Job’s human adversary (philologically derived from the Hebrew word sitnah for ‘enmity’); the ‘children of God’ (benei elohim) are human nobles and judges, the mythical beasts Leviathan and Behemoth nothing more than frightening exotic animals, a hippopotamus and alligator. This naturalistic approach to the Bible is emblematic of Saadiah’s general use of reason, including our best scientific knowledge of nature, to understand and justify revealed texts. Moreover, according to Saadiah, the problem addressed by the Book of Job is not the metaphysical justification of evil—on this Saadiah has much to say in his Beliefs and Opinions, views that he repeats in the commentary on Job—but rather a phenomenological problem: it shows, through ‘the record of Job’s trials […] what is in the hearts of people when they reach the limits of endurance in a trial.’ That is, Saadiah reads Job as a phenomenology of suffering, what it feels like to endure the deepest suffering. This is a remarkably original conception both of the task of philosophy and of the kinds of genres of writing employed by philosophy—using a commentary on a biblical narrative whose surface looks nothing like philosophy!


What Medieval Jewish Philosophy Is

We said that Saadiah is often designated as ‘the first medieval Jewish philosopher.’ Chronologically, he was not first.637Nonetheless, there is an important sense in which Saadiah is truly the first figure in what I would call ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy.’ And now I want to say more about how we ought to understand that heading. I argued earlier that we should not characterize Jewish philosophy as a branch or domain of philosophy, distinguishing it by its language, the (ethnic and religious) identities of its authors, its subject matter, or approach or method. What Jewish philosophers do is nothing but philosophy—in one of its senses or forms but none of them specific to Judaism. However, what does make a set or series of individual philosophers into what we might call a philosophy, like Jewish philosophy, is their shared discourse, who they address and cite, who they support, criticize, or comment on, who influences whom or who is influenced by whom. That is, Jewish philosophy, in Myles Burnyeat’s words, ‘is a tradition, a succession of thinkers whose thought is conditioned in one way or another by a knowledge of their predecessors in the line,’ whose ‘conditioning’ can include both constructive development of thoughts at earlier stages and critical reactions to them.638These relations which are a matter of positive and negative ‘influence,’ have an important causal element, which it is possible to identify often only post facto. But where a group of individual philosophers are inter-connected in this way, they inhabit their own sphere of discourse—sharing certain assumptions, speaking a common language, living in one intellectual space. Thus, what marks off medieval Jewish philosophy from the rest of philosophy or from general medieval philosophy is that it is its own tradition. A tradition need not be exclusive, its boundaries can be permeable. The tradition of early medieval Jewish philosophy is embedded in and grows out of the tradition of Islamic philosophy and its Greek sources, while later medieval Jewish philosophy is rooted in a world of Christian, scholastic philosophy. It is not always clear how to distinguish when the Jewish philosophers are talking to Muslims or Christians or simply talking about them. (Likewise, it may not always be clear when a Christian author, like Aquinas, is simply talking about R. Moses and when he is talking to him; in the latter case, we may want to claim Aquinas for Jewish philosophy.)

In sum, where we find a continuous dialogue and a succession of exchanges of this sort, we might refer to a distinctive tradition of causally influencing and influenced thinkers as medieval Jewish philosophy—even though what the figures in the tradition are doing is simply philosophy! Without a common methodology and with no linguistic, ethnic, national, or religious conditions for citizenship, what makes the tradition ‘Jewish’? No one feature but causal relations to many: either Jewish texts or events that triggered philosophical questions, the Jewish identities or languages of its participants that somehow causally affect their philosophizing. So, although being Jewish or written in Hebrew (or in Hebrew characters) or being about Judaism are not individually essential, neither necessary nor sufficient conditions to count as Jewish philosophy, one could allow them as defeasible diagnostic tools, i. e., superficial identifiers of a Jewish philosophical tradition.639These causal impacts can also be extremely indirect. Thus a passing comment about meteorology in Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed while explaining the story of creation in Genesis led Samuel ibn Tibbon to translate Aristotle’s Meteorology; this was the first Hebrew translation of an Aristotelian work—a translation that played a central role in subsequent discussions of Genesis, providence, and prophecy, hence, arguably, an important text in medieval Jewish philosophy—even though it is a scientific work by Aristotle, not by a Jew, not originally in Hebrew, and not directly about Judaism.640

Some will see my proposal as a deflationary ‘definition’ of ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy.’ Others will object that really I am denying that there is such a thing as ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy.’ However, that conclusion underestimates the importance of particular discourses or traditions in the history of philosophy in general.

From the perspective of founding a tradition, Saadiah was the first medieval Jewish philosopher—because he initiated a discourse and conversation to which others added and responded, in which he was addressed by later parties, beginning with Baḥya ibn Paquda and Maimonides. As we turn to the second encounter, I will try to develop this theme in more depth.


Maimonides: Judaism and Falsafa

The second encounter between medieval rabbinic Judaism and philosophy began when Jewish thinkers met falsafa, Arabic Aristotelian philosophy. Unlike their exposure to kalam, which led to their appropriation of human reason and reasoning to justify, conceptually systematize, and understand revealed truths, the encounter with falsafa was more like a collision between two competing authorities, Moses and Aristotle, and two canonical texts, the Torah, and its rabbinic legal (halakhic) and non-legal (aggadic) interpretation (the so-called Oral Torah), on the one side, and the Aristotelian corpus including its Hellenistic and Arab commentators, on the other. This encounter was a confrontation between two different conceptions of human perfection: piety achieved through the performance of the commandments versus intellectual perfection achieved through science and knowledge; between a transcendent God who is the necessarily existent cause of the motion and being of the eternal cosmos and a voluntaristic personal God (often described anthropomorphically and anthropopathically) who created the world ex nihilo and who intervenes in history and changes nature miraculously; and between two ways of life, each with its own education or training leading to its own brand of happiness: a rabbinic education based on laws governing the Mosaic commandments and the Aristotelian curriculum that goes from logic through the natural sciences to metaphysics. The challenge in this encounter was not merely whether and how to use reason to understand and thereby render certain beliefs held on the authority of revelation. This was a confrontation between two rival authorities and two entirely different, and often opposed, intellectual cultures and conceptions of truth. Our best witness to this encounter is Moses Maimonides (b. 1138, Cordoba, Spain; d. Fustat, Egypt 1204), arguably the greatest rabbinic thinker of the Middle Ages, both in matters of law and philosophy, and there is no better description of the intense tension of the encounter than his description in his Guide of the Perplexed of perplexity as a mental tug-of-war between the ‘external sense’ of the Torah and the demands of the intellect, namely, philosophy.641

We first see the impact of this second encounter in Maimonides’ monumental halakhic compositions that integrate philosophy with classical rabbinic law; indeed Maimonides reconceives Judaism as a philosophical religion. Recall that classical rabbinic Judaism focused almost exclusively on how to act according to the Torah, with relatively little to say about what one should believe. Maimonides radically shifts this focus. He lays down thirteen foundational principles—about God, prophecy and the Torah, reward and punishment, the messiah and resurrection—that everyone in the community of Israel must believe regardless of how they act, beliefs that are both necessary and sufficient to belong to the community of Israel or, in classic rabbinic terms, to ‘have a share in the world to come.’ As we mentioned earlier, his Code opens with an exposition of Aristotelian metaphysics, cosmology, and natural science, whose study he makes a religious obligation and even the summit of the rabbinic curriculum.642And throughout his Code, Maimonides complements detailed legal discussions with philosophical rationales and conceptualization. This blending of philosophy and Halakhah, or law, created a new Judaism, a philosophical religion the core of whose worship of God is not through praxis but by correct belief and the acquisition of scientific and philosophical knowledge.

Maimonides’ philosophical masterpiece, the Guide of the Perplexed, set the agenda for all subsequent Jewish philosophy up to the present day. If we think of Jewish philosophy as a causally-intraconnected discourse, or conversation, what I called a ‘tradition’ within philosophy, then Maimonideanism is a sub-tradition within the medieval Jewish philosophical tradition. The Guide generated a tradition of commentaries and treatises that stretches over at least three centuries either elaborating and applying Maimonides’ program, interpreting his enigmatic, puzzle-like work, supporting his views by reference to Muslim or Greek authorities, or criticizing him.643In a letter to his Hebrew translator, Samuel ibn Tibbon, Maimonides directed him to his Arabic and Hellenistic sources—which in turn produced translations over the following centuries from Arabic into Hebrew that made the Aristotelian corpus and its commentaries accessible to Jews outside the Arabic-speaking world, and in turn produced a significant philosophical literature in Hebrew, including authors like Gersonides (Levi ben Gershon), Ḥasdai Crescas, and Joseph Albo, whose interests go beyond theology to logic, physics, astronomy, and the sciences, written either in the genre of commentaries or supercommentaries or in distinct treatises or encyclopedias. This full range of shared discourse and conversation, triggered by Maimonides’ Guide, comprises much of what we call ‘Medieval Jewish Philosophy.’

One of the central topics in this tradition, or conversation, is the very relation between philosophy, aka Aristotle, and the Torah, which, according to many, also shaped the way in which the Guide is composed. Maimonides tells us that he conceals his own beliefs from the popular reader by dividing and scattering topics to create an appearance of disorganization and by employing deliberate contradictions. Instead he hints at his own true beliefs for philosophers using ‘chapter headings’ and parables. Maimonides’ thirteenth and fourteenth-century disciples and commentators644and, in the past century, Leo Strauss picked up on this unique literary form of Maimonides’ treatise, producing the influential view that the Guide—and, by analogy, its predecessors in the tradition of writing to which it belongs, from the Torah itself through rabbinic writing as well as Plato—is written on multiple levels of meaning: with a revealed, exoteric meaning for the consumption of the community at large and a concealed, esoteric meaning addressed to a philosophical elite. The precise relation between these different levels is, however, a matter of endless controversy.

In the spirit of many medieval thinkers who, facing contradictions between competing authorities, tend to gloss their differences and harmonize the two rather than conclude that one is right and the other wrong—one view is that the Guide aims to harmonize, or synthesize, revelation and reason, the Torah with Aristotelian philosophy.645Thus Maimonides accepts both exoteric and esoteric meanings, and gives arguments in the latter that rationally support the revealed views of the former. A second group claims that the secret of the Guide, hidden by its literary form, is that reason and revelation, or Aristotle and the Torah, are insurmountably incompatible and that Maimonides’ own true beliefs are on the side of reason or philosophy as opposed to the Torah. Thus, Maimonides really believes in eternity rather than creation and in the God of the philosophers, not of Scripture. The Torah is at best a kind of popular philosophy by means of which the philosopher can found and control a community, and Maimonides (like the author of the Torah) wrote the Guide in his secretive way to control the dissemination of philosophical truth and prevent it from reaching the wrong ears.

Yet, a third class of medieval readers thinks that the secret of the Guide is that Aristotle is identical with the Torah according to its concealed, esoteric meaning. That is, the true but hidden meaning of the Torah is philosophical truth. The Torah describes God exoterically as a body, in anthropomorphic and corporeal terms, only in order to accommodate the general reader or multitude. But the true meaning of those descriptions is that God is a perfect immaterial, transcendent, necessarily existing intellect. This last approach led to a long tradition of Maimonidean philosophical scriptural exegesis, deepening the hermeneutic dimension introduced by Saadiah, but now decoding or translating scriptural terms and claims into Aristotelian categories and doctrines by establishing semantical equivalences between words or concepts: e. g. ‘woman’ is matter, ‘image’ is Aristotelian form. The point is to show that the true meaning of the Torah is nothing but Aristotle; hence, the one can be translated into the other. Its rich development of this genre of philosophical scriptural commentary, exegesis as a way of doing philosophy, is one of the great contributions of medieval Jewish philosophy to the history of philosophy.646

Underlying all these approaches is the assumption that the Torah, or Mosaic revelation, and Aristotle, or Aristotelian reason, are distinct insofar as they are the sorts of things that can be (or cannot be) harmonized, made mutually consistent, or identified. But there is a fourth way to read the Guide that aims to work out how Maimonides might have read the Torah as a unique work with its own unique philosophy. On this reading, the Torah and rabbinic literature are philosophical works, but not works of Aristotelian philosophy. Instead they emerged from what Maimonides sincerely believed was a rich indigenous ancient Israelite philosophical world containing competing schools, schools roughly parallel to all those he knew from his contemporary Arabic philosophical literature—including Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, Epicureans, sceptics, and various Islamic schools of kalam.647The philosophical arguments found in the Guide for and against Aristotle and the kalam are not borrowed to philosophically understand or legitimate the Law, nor are they a key to decipher Scripture. Rather they provide a context for original philosophical positions that Maimonides finds expressed, especially in parable form, in the Torah, the text he takes to be the exemplary philosophical work of all time. To be sure, the Torah and rabbinic literature do not ‘look like’ a typical philosophical text, and much of the challenge of reading scriptural literature (and the Guide) is seeing through its outer form to its inner philosophical wisdom. But rather than think of Torah and philosophy, Maimonides thinks of the two as one: Torah/philosophy. If there are tensions, they are not between two separate domains but within one body. And if the Torah is itself a distinctive philosophy, that in turn implies that Moses, the prophets, and the rabbis were themselves philosophers, the native philosophical sages of ancient Israel and Judaism. On this view, medieval Jewish philosophers were simply continuing, in part by re-discovering and reconstructing, the philosophical tradition of their ancestors.

What is the distinctive philosophy of ancient Israel that Maimonides finds in the Torah that he, in turn, elaborates in the Guide? The first three approaches we surveyed took Maimonides to be primarily concerned with a meta-philosophical problem: the problem of the relation between philosophy and Torah. On this last approach, the Guide is primarily addressed to a classical philosophical problem: In what does human perfection and true happiness consist? Is it material or intellectual or something else? Are perfection and happiness realizable by humans or unachievable ideals? And how does one negotiate the competing, conflicting demands of being a complex, composite, hylomorphic human being—composed of both intellect and body, form and matter?

The distinctive philosophy of ancient Israel—which Maimonides presents in the Guide—takes the ideal human perfection to be intellectual—the acquisition of all possible knowledge and constant, exclusive engagement in intellectual activity—but it also takes that ideal to be humanly unrealizable because of limitations on the intellect imposed by the human’s body and bodily faculties, like the imagination. It is neither possible for a human to achieve all knowledge and, in particular, knowledge of cosmology, metaphysics, and God and it is not possible for an embodied human to engage exclusively and constantly in intellectual apprehension and contemplation as if she were disembodied. Thus Maimonides takes a sceptical stance at least with respect to human scientific knowledge of metaphysics and God. Neither the author of the Torah, rabbis, nor Maimonides have the kind of understanding of metaphysics that could be expressed in the explicit, axiomatic form of a science; instead they employ semantically multi-leveled texts like parables that give us momentary glimpses or insights of the truth that reflect their own incomplete, partial understanding of metaphysics. Thus, on this view, the function of the parable is not to control the dissemination of truths fully grasped by the prophet, sage, or philosopher, but to express their merely partial knowledge and incomplete understanding. Finally, Maimonides shifts our focus away from fully demonstrated and intellectually known doctrines whose grasp is the stuff of the happy, perfected intellectual life to a way of life cultivated through exercises and practices—including scientific inquiry and other intellectual activities—that minimize our bodily impulses and train us to engage ourselves with as much concentration as is humanly possible in intellectual activity.648

In conclusion, we have now surveyed two ways in which philosophy and Judaism, or the Jews, first came into contact in the Middle Ages—through the use of reason to understand and justify beliefs and in a confrontation between two authoritative bodies of knowledge. In both cases, the individuals in question were simply doing philosophy—giving and evaluating arguments, exposing presuppositions, drawing distinctions—on classic philosophical problems. What united them under one umbrella, Jewish philosophy, was nothing more than a variety of causal relations among themselves of influence, positive and negative, somehow connected to Judaism or the experience of the Jews, by which they came to constitute a tradition. Being causal, this notion of a tradition is in part sociological but it proved extremely productive philosophically, not just for Judaism but also by yielding philosophical insight into classical problems of (or that ought to be of) interest to all philosophers: the ultimate cause of being, the nature of human happiness, the character and scope of human knowledge. This is why medieval Jewish philosophy is both philosophy, Jewish, and a rich and distinctive contribution to the traditions of philosophy.
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Polemics, Religion and Scepticism in Judah Halevi’s Book of Kuzari649

The present talk allows me to revisit some themes of the research I have been carrying out for the last four decades. Over the years, my interest in medieval Jewish philosophy has centered on a number of themes, one of which has been interreligious polemics, most specifically Jewish anti-Christian polemics, with a special attention to those debates in the Islamic realm; and another theme has been the philosophy of Rabbi Judah Halevi, especially his view of the opponents of Rabbinic Judaism, whether they be philosophers, members of other religions or Karaites. Two articles which I particularly enjoyed writing were “Proselyte Judaism, Christianity and Islam in the Thought of Judah Halevi,” which appeared in 1990;650and “The Jewish Critique of Christianity Under Islam in the Middle Ages,” which appeared in 1991.651Since it is now been a quarter century since these articles appeared, it is appropriate to consider them once again.

Since Judah Halevi wrote the Kuzari in an Islamic country, and since it includes polemics against Christianity, let me begin with that topic, namely the nature of the Jewish debate with Christianity in those countries with Muslim governments.652When I began studying Jewish-Christian polemics, at the behest of my late, lamented Doktorvater, Prof. Alexander Altmann, I assumed like most Jews that these works were a reaction to Christian attempts to convert Jews to Christianity, resulting in the Jewish critique of Christianity. Now, it is true that my dissertation, which became my first book, included Jewish philosophical arguments from Islamic countries written in Ju-daeo-Arabic;653and the article I mentioned from 1991 was dedicated specifically to Judaeo-Arabic texts; and an article published in 1993 outlined the Andalusian Jewish origin of anti-Christian arguments used in Provence in the twelfth century;654and the book I edited with Sarah Stroumsa in 1996 presented all the texts associated with the highly influential Book of Nestor the Priest and demonstrated that it was written in the ninth century in the Islamic Middle East and not in sixth-century Byzantium as once believed;655and despite all this, I never addressed specifically the question: if Jewish anti-Christian polemics are a reaction to a Christian mission, why are there so many such polemical works in Islamic countries?

As I continued my research, I realized that there were other anomalies in the history of Jewish-Christian polemics, for instance, that in Ashkenaz (I refer to northern and eastern Europe as a collective), where there was much Christian pressure on Jews and active persecutions, forced baptisms, blood libels and expulsions, there were almost no Jewish polemical compositions, let alone the use of rationalist arguments.656I also started doubting whether Ashkenazi biblical commentaries were as chock full of anti-Christian polemic as claimed by some important students of the genre.657And I asked myself as well: why in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Italy, not a Garden of Eden for Jews but not a place with an oppressive anti-Jewish mission, there were dozens of Jewish anti-Christian works;658but in Eastern Europe, home of many more Jews and many unsympathetic Christians, there were almost no such treatises. It slowly dawned on me that the old narrative of Jewish criticism of Christianity as a reaction to Christian pressure was under need of revision.659

In searching for a new narrative concerning Jewish anti-Christian writings, I have come to the conclusion that the Jewish critique of Christianity is not necessarily tied intrinsically to a so-called Christian threat, even though sometimes they are connected.660When there was increased pressure on Jews to convert, there usually was a Jewish reaction.661But that does not mean that when there is no such pressure, there are no Jewish anti-Christian polemics. They still exist in the absence of any presumed need, without a specific stimulus.

Yet, not all Jewish thinkers engaged in polemic. Which Jews did write anti-Christian polemics in the Middle Ages? The answer is that Jewish anti-Christian argumentation was mainly a function of Jewish rationalist theology. Almost every Jewish author of a philosophical treatise was involved in one way or another with interreligious polemic, sometimes against Islam but usually against Christianity. If we start at the beginning of medieval Jewish philosophy, we see that Daoud al-Muqammas’s ninth-century pioneering Twenty Treatises is replete with anti-Christian polemic, and, in addition, he wrote two specifically anti-Christian treatises.662Saadiah Gaon takes on Christianity in his Beliefs and Opinions, as well as in his commentaries on the Torah and other writings.663The Karaite followers of kalam, such as Yaqub al-Qirqisani, Yefet ben Eli, and Yusuf al-Basir, all include anti-Christian argumentation in their legal code, biblical commentaries, and theological works respectively. In Andalusia, Judah Halevi’s predecessors, including Baḥya ibn Paquda, Abraham bar Ḥiyya, and Judah ben Barzilai of Barcelona, all have anti-Christian passages in their works.664After Judah Halevi, we can look to Maimonides, Ḥasdai Crescas, Isaac Abravanel, and many other Jewish rationalists as sources for anti-Christian polemic. In contrast, in Ashkenaz, where Jewish rationalism was suspect if not worse, Jewish authors rarely engaged in specific anti-Christian polemics, and those who did were not in the forefront of Ashkenazic Jewish intellectual activities. We do not even know the name of a number of these polemicists. The leading Ashkenazic rabbinic authorities, such as the tosafists, who were not inclined to philosophical investigation, never wrote anti-Christian treatises. When there was an eruption of anti-Christian polemics in late fourteenth-century Prague, it was executed by a small coterie of philosophically adept authors, which may be the reason they engaged in polemics.665Jewish anti-Christian polemic, therefore, is first and foremost a rationalist enterprise, even when specifically rationalist argumentation is not in use, not necessarily a defense mechanism against a real or perceived threat.

And Judah Halevi was a Jewish rationalist.666I know that he is often considered the anti-philosophical Jewish philosopher, and such a judgment can be reinforced by a number of statements in Kuzari, such as:

But we have been promised that we are to be attached to the divine order through prophecy and whatever approximates it and that this divine order will be attached to us through acts of providence, marvels, and miracles667[…]. [God said]: ‘The world will conduct its affairs according to the natural course of events, except for you, because simultaneously with the indwelling of the Divine Presence among you, you will see the fertility of your land and the regulation of your rainfall, the times of which will not exceed what is needed. You will conquer your enemies without preparation, by which you will understand that your affairs do not proceed according to a natural norm, but one that is willed […]. And then you will also know that your affairs are governed by an order that is higher than the natural order.’ All this has come to pass, and so the promises of this Law guaranteed.668

It would seem that Halevi’s denial of a central aspect of philosophy, namely that the laws of nature have a necessary and immutable status, and his positing of a special divine order which attaches itself solely to Israel, are hallmarks of anti-rationalism.

Nevertheless, I would argue, and indeed have argued, that Halevi is not an antirationalist but rather a critic of Aristotelian a priori rationalism in favor of a sort of empiricism.669His goal in the Kuzari is to present a defense of Jewish theology and to refute those who challenge it. Thus, it is only natural that one of the major targets in the book would be Christianity, even though he lived mostly in Jewish communities in Islamic lands which were not the target of Christian missionary activity. And so, even though Judah Halevi did not write a specifically anti-Christian polemical treatise, he can be added to a list of medieval Jewish anti-Christian polemicists.

All this leads me to consider how exactly Halevi’s arguments against Christianity fit into the tradition of anti-Christian polemics in Islamic countries and what is specific to the author of the Kuzari. In my articles outlining the Andalusian influence on Jewish anti-Christian polemics in Christian Europe, I identified six features of the Jewish criticism of Christianity as found in works written by Iberian Jews who were either Andalusian or influenced by Andalusian culture. These features are: 1) Christian interpretations of the Hebrew Bible are distorted; 2) a correct understanding of divine attributes precludes the doctrines of Trinity and incarnation; 3) Jesus was not the messiah; 4) Jesus was not as bad as Paul, the true founder of Christianity; 5) Christianity contradicts reason; and 6) even though Christianity is a poor imitation of Judaism, it does have a role to play in the divine scheme for salvation. Not all Iberian authors made all six points, but these form the general outline of their critique of Christianity.670

If we look specifically at Judah Halevi’s Kuzari, we see that he does not provide exegetical arguments against Christianity based on verses from the Hebrew Bible. He does interpret verses concerning the suffering servant of the Lord (Isaiah 52–53) as referring to Israel (2:44), and makes a number of other references to this verse as proof that Jewish temporal degradation is a sign of the truth of Judaism (4:22–23). Missing from the Kuzari, however, are most of the classical texts of the Jewish-Christian debate, such as Genesis 1:26 (‘Let us make man’); Genesis 18 (the three men who visit Abraham); Genesis 49:10 (scepter of Judah); Isaiah 7:14 (the almah who will give birth); Jeremiah 31 (new covenant); Psalm 110 (Melchizedek); and many more.

Halevi also does not make a connection between the correct interpretation of divine attributes and the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. As Harry A. Wolfson demonstrated, the medieval philosophical discussions of attributes have their original source in Christian-Muslim debates over the Trinity. Among Jewish philosophers writing in Arabic, including Daoud al-Muqammas, Saadiah Gaon, Yaqub al-Qirqisani, and Maimonides, the connection between attributes and Trinity is expressed clearly.671For Halevi, the technical discussion of attributes at the beginning of Book 2 of the Kuzari, and the longer discourse on divine names at the beginning of Book 4, both ignore any Christian aspect of the topic.

The third point, Jesus was not the messiah, is implicit in the refutation of Christianity, but there are none of the specific arguments based either on the unredeemed nature of the world, such as Saadiah’s arguments against the view that messianic promises were fulfilled in the past, or denigrations of Jesus, as found in Toledot Yeshu or the Account of the Disputation of the Priest, the Judaeo-Arabic original of Nestor the Priest. No mention is made as well of Paul and his founding of Christianity, as explicit in al-Muqammas’s work as cited by al-Qirqisani, and implicitly in Maimonides’s Epistle to Yemen. The Christian interlocutor with the King of the Khazars does say (in Kuzari 1:4) that Christianity follows the laws of Peter (perhaps under the influence of certain versions of Toledot Yeshu). He contrasts these laws with the statement of Jesus in Matthew 5:17, in Halevi’s rendering: ‘I have not come to remove even a single one of the Moses’ commandments. Rather, I have come to support them and to enlarge them.’ This verse is perhaps the one most cited by Jewish critics of Christianity and it is the only New Testament verse cited in the Talmud (Shabbat 116b); Halevi also cites Matthew 5:39–40 concerning turning the other cheek and giving up one’s cloak (1:113).

Halevi is closer to previous anti-Christian polemics concerning the fifth point, namely, Christianity is illogical, and this accusation is made at the beginning of his book. As is well known, the literary framework of the Kuzari is based on the story of the King of the Khazars who searches for a new religion to replace his Khazarian one, because he dreams repeatedly that an angel-like figure tells him his intentions are desirable but his act is not. He first calls upon a philosopher, whose Aristotelian views represent twelfth-century Andalusia and not eighth century Khazaria. This encounter is unsatisfying since Aristotelianism is incompatible with the dreams which stimulated the King’s search for the correct way of divine worship. After dismissing the philosopher, the King then calls upon a Christian who is the first representative of a revealed religion. The Christian begins his exposition of Christianity in Kuzari 1:4 with the assertion of a belief in the creator God who revealed Himself to the Jews, revelation which was pervasive among the Jews and cannot be denied because of its public nature and widespread exposure. Turning to specifically Christian doctrines, the King’s interlocutor states that at the time of the last of these things and closely following upon them, divinity became incarnate and turned into a fetus in the womb of a distinguished virgin. She gave birth to a person who was human in his external appearance, but divine internally; in his outer appearance, a prophet who was sent, but in his inner character, a God who sends. This is the messiah, Son of God. There is a triune divine unity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, a God whose divine order dwelt with Israel until they rebelled against Him and crucified the messiah. The followers of the messiah are now those who please God and are properly called Israel. All peoples are called upon to become Christians, whose laws, as I mentioned, follow those of Simon the apostle, namely Peter, since Jesus himself had stated that he had not come to abolish the law but to support it and to enlarge it.

This description of Christianity reflects not only a Jewish understanding of that religion, but also a literary device which is part of the strategy intended to force the King eventually to turn to a Jewish Sage. The Christian’s opening statement about creation, mirrored by the same initial comments by the Muslim, allows Halevi to portray both religions as political and conventional but not divine ones. The assertion that the divine order dwelt among the Israelites introduces this key term into the book and establishes Jewish temporal priority to Christianity. In addition, the unique Christian doctrines of Trinity, incarnation and virgin birth are presented to the pagan King who is likely to reject them. Ultimately, the pervasiveness of the references to Judaism by the Christian sage, and in turn by the Muslim sage in 1:5–9, is what leads the King to find out more about Judaism.

As noted, the King immediately objects to Christianity as illogical by saying: ‘there is no place here for logic (the Arabic is qiyās, a central term in the book); indeed, logic rejects most of these things.’ The King does say that if he had been brought up a Christian, he would have felt a need to manipulate his logic to justify these beliefs, a task not dissimilar to that of the Jewish Sage who explains Jewish doctrines and practices which at first glance might appear illogical. It is also of interest that the King does not indicate which of the Christian doctrines logic rejects, nor does he explain why. We can assume, however, on the basis of previous Jewish critiques of Christianity in Andalusia as well as from the East, that he was referring specifically to Trinity and incarnation. He may also have had in mind virgin birth, even though Halevi’s predecessors did not discuss the illogical aspects of that doctrine.672

In contrast to their views that Christianity is illogical, Jews under Islam did not generally consider the latter religion to be false because it is contradicted by reason. Instead, they argued that Muhammad’s status as a prophet is not amenable to historical verification, and the so-called inimitability of the Quran is a fabricated claim, also not subject to substantiation.673Thus, the King’s major objection to the Muslim’s speech was his inability to read the Quran in the original in order to verify its unique status.674

Before turning to the last point, the contribution of Christianity (and Islam) to the coming of the messiah, I would like to review a few more references to Christianity in the Kuzari, most of which consider Christianity and Islam as almost one unit. Adherents of both religions are called incomplete proselytes (4:11), since they adopt some of the beliefs of Judaism but continue to maintain pagan practices, such as their adoration of ‘the wood and the stone’ of Deuteronomy 28:36, namely the cross of Christianity and the black stone of the Kaaba of Islam. Followers of both religions once saw lack of worldly success as proof of their truth, although now they point to worldly success as such a proof (1:113 and 4:22). Both religions are fighting wars and promising their followers a reward in the afterlife (1:2), and both have a high regard for the Land of Israel (2:23); both try unsuccessfully to imitate Judaism (3:9). Ironically, it is a perceived closeness to Judaism which distances these two religions from their source, compared to philosophy which has no pretensions of superseding Judaism (4:12–13). Halevi also argues in 1:83 that the Law of Moses did not annul the commandments given to Adam and Noam, perhaps an allusion to the Christian and Muslim views that that God can replace previous laws with a new revelation. In a passage in 4:29, Halevi mentions only the Christians in the context of an argument concerning the Jewish calendar and its incompatibility with astronomical calculations.675

Returning to Jewish responses to Christianity in Iberia, the last point was the perception that Christianity is part of the redemptive process (along with Islam). In actuality, that was not part of the Judaeo-Arabic polemical tradition but rather Judah Halevi’s own innovation, which was later adopted by Maimonides. Using an imagery which I argue has its origins in Romans 11 (with perhaps a nod to I Corinthians 15:36), the Jewish Sage compares Judaism to a tree growing out of a seed which appears to decompose into the earth, water and manure which surround it. In reality, however, the seed transforms the earth and water into itself as it grows into a mature tree which casts off husks, leaves and other such things, leaving the pure kernel suitable to receive the divine order. This will be the case with the Christians and Muslims who had originally rejected the tree, but actually serve as ‘a preparation and prelude to the awaited messiah, who is the fruit of this process […]. The Christians and the Muslims will come to be [the messiah’s] fruit when they recognize him, and the tree will also become one. At that time, they will recognize the excellence of the root that they used to disdain.’

As I noted, Maimonides says similar things about these two religions at the end of the Mishneh Torah, and some Jewish thinkers to this very day have adopted the position that the other religions are part of salvation history, in an attempt to fashion a positive Jewish evaluation of Christianity and Islam. What remains unclear, however, was Judah Halevi’s motivation for such a positive evaluation of these two religions, in light of the many negative comments he makes about them in the rest of the Kuzari. I believe the answer has to do with Halevi’s view of theodicy and providence. Throughout the Kuzari, the point is made that temporal success is not a criterion for determining the truth of a religion. This assertion was part and parcel of Halevi’s defense of his despised religion, as the alternate title of the book has it. Christianity and Islam, with all their wars between them, had a great measure of temporal success; Judaism did not. How, then, can Jews claim to be God’s chosen, essentially different from their more successful competitors and subject to a non-naturalistic providence? And if temporal success is so unnecessary for a truth claim, why did Halevi choose the story of the conversion of the Khazars as the framework for his book; was not their success after conversion, as described at the beginning of Book 2, an indication of the truth of Judaism? Undoubtedly, Judah Halevi had to find some reason why Christianity and Islam prospered.

The answer to Halevi’s quandary is his assertion that Christianity and Islam are imitators of Judaism. They adopted Jewish beliefs, but not fully, since they misunderstood the place of Jesus and Muhammad. They adopted Jewish practices, but also not fully, since they distorted some rituals, such as the correct day of the Shabbat, while not fully jettisoning their old rituals, the idolatrous use of wood and stone. Nevertheless, they were successful enough imitators in order to prosper and grow strong; after all, they offered the same benefits of being a Jew but at a much lower price. Eventually, however, they and all mankind will take upon themselves the full burden of Judaism although, as proselytes, they will never be fully equal to native-born Jews.

I would say that Halevi hints at another positive aspect of Christianity and Islam. Throughout the book, references are made to belief systems which are human inventions based on the diligent exertion (idjtihād) of unapproved cognitive methodologies like logical analogy, arbitrary judgment, intellectual speculation, supposition, conjecture, or ingenuity (Halevi uses quite a number of terms, such as qiyās, tafarruḍ, taʿaqqul, and taḥakkum). These parallel human endeavors include philosophy, Karaism, astrology, the use of amulets, dualism, sun-worship, child sacrifices, alchemy, and golden calf worship. Christianity and Islam are not included in Halevi’s lists of mistaken intellectual systems. If anything, he hints to a certain divine help which was instrumental in the spread of Christianity and Islam (1:80 –81), a divine help which endows them with a role to play in salvation. Presumably in the messianic age, all of Rabbinic Judaism’s competitors will disappear: Karaites, philosophers, sun-worshippers, dualists, spiritualists, astrologers, purveyors of amulets, materialists and the like. Christianity and Islam will disappear as well but perhaps their former adherents will look back fondly on them as semi-inspired, incomplete forms of Judaism necessary to bring them to the truth, just as they were stepping stones on the King’s journey to the one true religion. This will not be the case of the other competitors, whose doctrines were fully human in origin.

If my analysis of Judah Halevi’s critique of Christianity is correct, then it is obvious that he was not a typical anti-Christian polemicist who used the standard arguments developed by Jews ever since the ninth century. He took on Christianity and Islam as the most successful of non-Jewish religions, just as he took on philosophy as the most successful of the non-religions, and Karaism as the most successful of non-rabbinic Judaisms. A Christian mission did not bring him to refute Christianity; rather, his rationalistic defense of Judaism required a reasoned rejection of that religion. This interpretation reinforces the point I made at the beginning of the talk: Jewish critiques of Christianity are not necessarily tied to a Christian threat. They can be, but they do not have to be. Even Jews not threatened by Christianity can find a good reason to polemicize against that religion.

I would like to add a comment about scepticism, the main raison d’être of this Centre. Without giving a second lecture about Judah Halevi, let me say that with all the self-assurance of the Jewish Sage’s defense of Judaism in the Kuzari, with the claim that empirical facts substantiate the Bible’s narrative, there remain many aspects of Jewish belief and practice which are beyond intellectual explanation. In 1:88, the King states that in light of the veracity of the theophany on Sinai, the Jews can be forgiven for believing that God is corporeal. The Sage denies divine corporeality and explains revelation in terms of a created glory which is not God Himself. Although the King says that that explanation is convincing, the Sage declares that that is only one possible explanation and he is not committed to it; there has to be some explanation of the corporeal aspects of revelation which do not imply a corporeal God, but one cannot know what they are with full confidence. When the King asks for the reasons for sacrifices, the Sage gives a detailed interpretation of the relation between the ritual and the functions of the human body and other aspects of the cosmos, again without a commitment to the details of his explanation. And at the beginning of Book 5, when the King asks for an account of Aristotelian philosophy and Kalam theology, he does so by admitting that he has not reached the level of acceptance of the tradition without question. The Sage responds that such reliance on tradition is the ultimate goal, but very few people can reach it. Thus, it is necessary to investigate other systems and refute them in the pursuit of truth. It would seem, then, that Judah Halevi understood that his defense of Judaism is not necessarily meant as a definitive statement of truth since absolute truth may be beyond human comprehension. I think that a full examination of the Kuzari will allow us a greater appreciation of Judah Halevi’s scepticism, but that will have to wait for some other opportunity.

Lawrence Kaplan


Response to Daniel J. Lasker’s “Polemics, Religion, and Scepticism in Judah Halevi’s Book of Kuzari”

As did Professor Lasker, I, too, would like to start out by thanking both Prof. Giuseppe Veltri, founder and director of the Maimonides Center, and my former doctoral student, current colleague, and co-director of the center, Dr. Racheli Haliva, who planned this workshop.

Above all, I am deeply honored to have been chosen to be the respondent to Professor Daniel Lasker’s paper, “Polemics, Religion, and Scepticism in Judah Halevi’s Book of Kuzari.” But this honor brings with it a daunting task. Lasker modestly notes. Over the years my interest in medieval Jewish philosophy has centered on a number of themes, one of which has been interreligious polemics, most specifically Jewish anti-Christian polemics, with a special attention to those debates in the Islamic realm; and another theme has been the philosophy of Rabbi Judah Halevi, especially his view of the opponents of Rabbinic Judaism, whether they be philosophers, members of other religions, or Karaites.’ In truth, Lasker is widely acknowledged as being as one of the world’s leading scholars in both these areas (and other areas as well). To have to respond, then, to a paper of Lasker that deals with both these areas of his expertise is no small challenge.

Lasker begins his paper with a thoroughly documented and entirely convincing critique of ‘the old narrative of Jewish criticism of Christianity as a reaction to Christian pressure.’ In its stead, he skillfully, learnedly, and, again, entirely convincingly argues in favor of a ‘new narrative’ that ‘Jewish anti-Christian argumentation was mainly a function of Jewish rationalist theology. Almost every Jewish author of a philosophical treatise was involved in one way or another with interreligious polemic, sometimes against Islam but usually against Christianity.’

Coming to the subject at hand, Judah Halevi’s Kuzari, Lasker argues that Halevi’s polemic against Christianity in the Kuzari fits, with certain variations, into this model, inasmuch as Halevi himself was a rationalist. To be sure, Lasker immediately notes that Halevi ‘is often considered the anti-philosophical Jewish philosopher,’ and even brings evidence that might be used to support that view. But he rejects this view, and, referring to his excellent and illuminating article, “Judah Halevi as a Philosopher–Some Preliminary Comments,”676he argues that ‘Halevi is not an anti-rationalist, but rather a critic of Aristotelian a priori rationalism in favor of a sort of empiricism. His goal in the Kuzari is to present a defense of Jewish theology and to refute those who challenge it.’

Here I must pose a question. I agree entirely with this characterization of both Halevi and his goal in the Kuzari, but, I do not see how this makes Halevi into a rationalist. What it makes him, as Lasker correctly notes, is an empiricist. To be sure, Halevi, as an empiricist, was not an anti-rationalist, but neither was he a rationalist. He was, to repeat, an empiricist.

To elaborate: As Lasker notes, the key claim of Jewish rationalists against Christianity is that it ‘contradicts reason,’ or, as I would put it to be more precise, that it, unlike Judaism, ‘contradicts reason.’ A bit later, Lasker reformulates this claim to read that ‘Christianity is illogical,’ or, again, as I would put it, that, unlike Judaism, which is logical, ‘Christianity is illogical.’ Since Lasker believes that Halevi was a rationalist, he sees him as leveling this accusation against Christianity at the beginning of his book. But is this the case?

The Christian scholar’s speech in Kuzari 1:4,677is, we may say, divided into two parts: a shorter ‘Jewish’ part, in which he sets forth the belief in the providential, creator God who revealed Himself to the Jews, followed by a longer ‘Christian’ part, in which he sets forth such specifically Christian doctrines as Jesus as the Messiah and son of God, as God incarnate, and as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The King objects to this presentation as illogical by saying: ‘there is no place here for logic (qiyās); indeed, logic rejects most of these things’ (1:5). Note my formulation, ‘The King objects to this presentation as illogical,’ as contrasted to Lasker’s formulation, ‘The King immediately objects to Christianity as illogical.’ Lasker insightfully observes that ‘It is also of interest that the King does not indicate which of the Christian doctrines logic rejects, nor does he explain why;’ but he does not pursue this insight, and immediately continues ‘We can assume, however, on the basis of previous Jewish critiques of Christianity in Andalusia as well as from the East, that he was referring specifically to Trinity and incarnation.’ But why, indeed, doesn’t the King spell out to which Christian doctrines he is objecting?

Moreover, since the Christian scholar’s speech includes as already noted, both a Jewish part and a Christian part, why should we assume that the King objects only to the speech’s specifically Christian doctrines? After all, the Christian, in the speech’s Jewish part, refers to such teachings as God’s ‘providential concern for creation, and contact with human beings [through expressions of] anger, satisfaction, mercy, speech, self-disclosure, and revelation to His prophets and pious friends’ (1:4). All these doctrines, which, as the Christian states, are contained in the ‘Torah and in the traditions of the children of Israel,’ were already dismissed by the philosopher in his lengthy opening speech to the King (1:1) on the basis of arguments that the king himself admitted were persuasive, even if not demonstrative (1:2). So why not assume that the King also had in mind these Jewish teachings as being illogical, as being rejected by qiyās?

But to return to the main question: Why doesn’t the King in his response to the Christian scholar’s speech specify to which doctrines set forth in that speech he is objecting?

Perhaps an examination of the exchange between the King and the Muslim scholar, immediately following upon the former’s exchange with the Christian scholar, will help us answer our question. Asked by the King about ‘his knowledge and actions’ (1:5), the Muslim scholar responds:

We affirm the unity and eternity of God, the complete innovation of the world, and [our common] descent from Adam and Noah. We deny the corporeality [of God] completely, and if something [implying corporeality] appears in speech, we interpret it and say that it is a metaphor and an approximation [of the truth]. At the same time, we affirm that our book [the Quran] is the word of God. It is in itself a miracle that we must accept because of its very nature, since no one can produce anything like it or even anything like one of its verses. Our prophet is the seal of the prophets, who abrogates every previous Law and summons all nations to accept Islam. The reward for one who obeys is the return of his soul to his body in a garden and [a state of] bliss, which does not lack for eating, drinking, sexual intercourse, and anything else he desires. The punishment for one who rebels is for him to be consigned to a fire from which the torment never ends. (1:5)

Let us note that the Muslim scholar in his presentation, unlike the Christian scholar, speaks about God in a philosophical manner, referring to His ‘unity and eternity.’ More important, as if he were directly responding to the Christian scholar,678he de-anthropomorphizes all the anthropomorphic expressions used by the latter in his presentation, explicitly stating ‘We deny the corporeality [of God] completely, and if something [implying corporeality] appears in speech, we interpret it and say that it is a metaphor and an approximation [of the truth].’

This philosophical, non-anthropomorphic description of God on the part of the Muslim scholar and his immediately following assertion that the Quran is the word of God, as evidenced by its miraculous inimitable nature, lend support to Lasker’s historical claim that ‘In contrast to their views about Christianity as illogical, Jews under Islam did not generally consider that religion to be false because it is contradicted by reason. Instead, they argued that Muhammed’s status as a prophet is not amenable to historical verification, and that the so-called inimitability of the Quran is a fabricated claim, not subject to substantiation.’

These general historical observations are certainly valid, though one would imagine that many Jewish rationalists—though certainly not all Jews—would also find the Muslim scholar’s highly corporeal description of the afterlife objectionable. But let us set that point to the side. What I find problematic in Lasker’s discussion is that he uses these generally unimpeachable historical observations to draw a conclusion about the nature of the King’s objections to Islam in his response to the Muslim scholar’s speech. Thus, Lasker concludes, ‘Thus’—that is, in accord with the immediately above mentioned historical observations—‘the King’s major objection to the Muslim was his [the King’s] inability to read the Quran in the original in order to verify its status.’ But is this the case? How does the King respond to the Muslim scholar’s speech, and what objections to it does he in fact raise?

Then the Khazar said to him: Someone who wishes to be rightly guided in connection with God’s command and also to have it confirmed that God speaks to flesh and blood, when he thinks that that is quite unlikely, ought to have it established in his mind by well-known facts that cannot be rejected. And [even then], it would hardly be verified for him that God has really spoken with a human being. Now if your book is a miracle, but the book is in Arabic, then a non-Arab like myself will not be able to recognize its miraculous and extraordinary character. Even if it is recited to me, I won’t be able to distinguish between it and anything else expressed in Arabic. (1:6)

In this response of the Khazar King, we, inmy view, arrive at the heart of Halevi’s view. As the King’s response indicates, his major objection to the Muslim scholar was not ‘his [the King’s] inability to read the Quran in the original in order to verify its status,’ but rather the Muslim scholar’s claim that God speaks to and comes into contact with man. The point the King makes about his inability to read the Quran in the original in order to verify its status, is that on account of his inability he is unable to judge whether the Muslim claim that the inimitability of the Quran shows that it is the word of God is sufficiently grounded to overcome his key objection to the Muslim scholar, which, to repeat, is the latter’s claim that God speaks to and comes into contact with man. That is, the King’s default position is that God does not speak to and come into contact with man. If someone claims otherwise, as does the Muslim scholar, it follows that the burden of proof is upon him—that is, it is incumbent upon him to bring proofs that are of sufficient weight to overcome the default position. And, in the King’s view, the Muslim scholar’s claim about the inimitability of the Quran does not possess that sufficient weight, or, at least, he is unable to judge whether it does so or not.679

That this, indeed, constitutes the King’s major objection is reinforced by the subsequent exchange between him and the Muslim scholar:

Therefore, the scholar said to him: Miracles have been performed by him, but they have not been offered as proof for accepting his Law. (1:7)

The Khazar said: Yes, of course. But people are not inclined to affirm that the deity enters into contact with human beings, unless it is by means of a miracle through which the essences [of things] are transformed. Then we know that only He who created things from nothing has the power to do that. Moreover, this should take place in the presence of multitudes which see it with their own eyes, and not come to them by means of a report and a chain of authorities transmitting it. It should be studied and tested time and again, so that it would not occur to anyone to think that imagining or magic were involved there. And [even then] people would hardly accept this grand thing, I mean, that the Creator of this world and the next, of the angels, the heavens, and the luminaries enters into contact with this dirty piece of filth—I mean man—speaks to him, and also fulfills his longing as well as his arbitrary whims. (1:8)

What we have in 1:8, I would suggest, is a variation of the objection set forth in 1:6. In 1:6 the King’s objection is directed against the claim that ‘God’s command’ can provide ‘right guidance’ for man, ‘that God speaks to flesh and blood,’ and ‘that God has really spoken with a human being.’ The background of this objection appears to be the philosopher’s speech in 1:1 denying that God can address men and reveal a Law to them, inasmuch as He, precisely on account of His divine perfection, is ‘beyond desires and aims,’ as well as ‘beyond the knowledge of particulars,’ as a consequence of which God is ‘not aware of [individuals] let alone of [their] intentions and [their] actions.’ In 1:8, the King’s objection is directed against the claim ‘that the deity enters into contact with human beings,’ and more elaborately, ‘that the Creator of this world and the next, of the angels, the heavens, and the luminaries enters into contact with this dirty piece of filth—I mean man,’ and the specific objection to the claim that God speaks to man is just a subsidiary point. As Ehud Krinis, developing an observation of Shlomo Pines,680notes,681the King here is expressing a ‘late Hellenistic pagan worldview’682that God is so spiritual, sublime, and pure that He cannot come into contact with corporeal, filthy, flesh and blood man.683

But, I believe, this key objection of the King to the Muslim scholar, namely the implausibility of the latter’s claim that God speaks to and comes into contact with man, whether that implausibility flows from philosophical or late Hellenistic pagan principles, is also his key objection to both Judaism and Christianity as revealed religions. And here, I would suggest, we may have an answer to our question as to why the King did not spell out his objections to the Christian scholar’s teachings. No doubt the King—and in this respect he faithfully reflects Halevi’s views—felt that many of the specific doctrines of the Christian scholar, such as Trinity and incarnation, are, indeed, illogical. But, in light of the King’s fundamental objection to the claim that God speaks to and comes into contact with man, espoused by all three Abrahamic religions, they are beside the point—and had Halevi had the King discuss them, it would have just muddied the waters. Unlike, however, the many problematic theological claims set forth in the Christian scholar’s speech, the only problematic theological claim set forth in the Muslim scholar’s speech is that God speaks to and comes into contact with man. Halevi, therefore, had the King wait until the latter’s speech in order to object to this claim, so that, thereby, this core issue would be, as it properly ought to be, at the center of discussion.

Here we return to the issue of Halevi’s ‘rationalism.’ For what I believe emerges from my discussion is that Halevi in the Kuzari confronts us with two conflicting claims: the claim that God neither speaks to nor comes into contact with man, whether based on the arguments of the philosopher that God’s perfection entails that He has no knowledge of human beings and their actions, much less is concerned about them and pleased or displeased by them, or on the principles of late Hellenistic paganism that God’s spirituality and sublimity preclude His coming into contact with corporeal man; and the common assertions of all three Abrahamic religions affirming the contrary. The King’s point—and Halevi’s point—is that the claim that God neither speaks to nor comes into contact with man, whether based on philosophical or late pagan principles, is intrinsically more reasonable than the common claim of the three Abrahamic religions affirming the contrary. In this respect one cannot call Halevi a rationalist.

What the King—and Halevi—maintain on the other side, however, is that since the claim that God neither speaks to nor comes into contact with man, while intrinsically reasonable and plausible, has not been established through demonstration, one can defeat this claim and vindicate the common Jewish-Christian-Muslim claim, even if it is intrinsically less reasonable and plausible than the contrary claim of the philosophers and the late pagans, by bringing empirical evidence indicating that God in fact did speak to and come into contact with men. In this respect, as Lasker correctly notes, Halevi is an empiricist.

Coming to the competing claims of all three religions to be the true revealed religion, positively, the Haver, the Jewish sage—who here is a faithful spokesman of Halevi—maintains that only the history of the Jewish people provides empirical evidence in the form of God’s performing ongoing and public miracles before the eyes of multitudes sufficient to both establish the veracity of Judaism as a revealed religion and to defeat the philosophical/late pagan claim.684Negatively, what emerges from the King’s discussions with both the Christian and the Muslim scholars is that neither has brought empirical evidence in the form of God’s performing ongoing and public miracles before the eyes of multitudes sufficient to establish its veracity as a revealed religion and to defeat the philosophical/late pagan claim. The empirical evidence the Christian scholar offers in support of the specific Christian part of his speech is the historical suffering of those Jews who rejected Jesus as the Messiah and the historical temporal success of those Gentiles who accepted him as the Messiah. The King does not respond to this point, but the Haver addresses it at length later in the Kuzari.685Lasker analyzes this issue with his customary learning and insight, and thus I need not discuss it.686The empirical evidence the Muslim scholar offers in support of the Quran being the word of God is its inimitability, and we saw why the King did not accept this argument.687The bottom line—the empirical bottom line—remains that only Judaism is supported by empirical evidence sufficient to establish its veracity as a revealed religion and to defeat the philosophical/late pagan claim God does not speak to and come into contact with men.

Regarding Lasker’s incisive and authoritative discussion regarding the nature of Christianity and Islam as semi-inspired imitations of Judaism and the role these religions will play in the coming of the Messiah, I have nothing to add.688

I certainly agree with Lasker that Halevi’s ‘defense of Judaism required a reasoned rejection of Christianity.’ But I do not agree with him, for reasons which I have tried to explain, that that defense was a ‘rationalistic defense.’

To conclude: In an article in which he took issue with certain theses of Gershom Scholem, Yehudah Liebes commented that it was only owing to Scholem’s towering scholarly accomplishments that he, Liebes, was able to take issue with him. And, Liebes concluded, this is the way that scholarship progresses.689In a similar vein, let me state that if I have expressed certain reservations regarding some of Lasker’s theses, I have been able to do so only thanks to his many learned, brilliant, and enduring contributions to both the fields of Jewish anti-Christian polemics and the philosophy of Rabbi Judah Halevi. And, let me close with the hope that here too this is the way that scholarship progresses.

Racheli Haliva


Abner’s Double Standard Approach towards the Jewish Rabbis

From Judah Halevi’s Kuzari who argues against Christianity while living under Muslim rule, now we turn to Abner of Burgos, a Jewish convert to Christianity who lived in Christian northern Spain between the second half of the thirteenth century and the first half of the fourteenth century.

In this article I focus on Abner’s approach towards the Rabbis as it appears in his Teshuvot la-Meḥaref (‘Response to the Blasphemer’), a long letter he addresses to Isaac Polqar, his former student, who defends the philosophical interpretation of the Jewish faith. On the one hand, in several places in his letter, Abner harshly criticizes the Jewish sages for creating the Oral Law in order to establish two different ethical systems, one for Jews and one for non-Jews; and for stubbornly rejecting Christianity as the true religion. On the other hand, however, it seems as if Abner puts a great effort in convincing his readers, most likely a Jewish audience whom he tried to convince to convert to Christianity, that the Jewish sages were, in fact, Christian believers who had to conceal their true belief for political reasons. In Teshuvot la-Meḥaref, Abner consistently uses Jewish sources in order to prove that the doctrines of the Christian faith are true from the Jewish sources themselves. He aims to show that although the Jews of his own time reject Christianity altogether, the talmudic sages, upon whom they rely, tacitly accepted Christianity’s fundamental beliefs.

First, I will cite a passage from the Teshuvot la-Meḥaref where Abner slanders the Jewish sages’ ethical behaviour, accusing them of teaching their adherents to behave immorally. Then, I shall focus on two Midrashim, which Abner interprets in such a way as to justify his claim that the Jewish sages embraced Christian doctrines but had to conceal this fact from the Jewish community. At the end of this article, I will offer several possible explanations regarding Abner’s motivation to ascribe two opposing views to the Jewish sages.

At the beginning of Teshuvot la-Meḥaref, Abner accuses the Jewish sages of behaving unethically, as a result of which others behave unethically towards them.690He writes:

In the Teacher of Righteousness (Moreh Ṣedeq), I have already described those ten evil commandments which were juxtaposed to the Ten Commandments. They are found in their Babylonian Talmud and include theft and swearing falsely in a deceitful manner. On account of them, it would be fitting for it to be designated darkness and gloom […]. This is the Babylonian Talmud. It is said after that, ‘That is the curse which goes out over the whole land. For everyone who has stolen, as is forbidden on one side [of the scroll], has gone unpunished; and everyone who has sworn [falsely], as is forbidden on the other side of it, has gone unpunished.’ That is their eifah and ‘measurement,’ through which they receive and give. As they say, ‘the degree to which a man measures, they measure him.’ Just as they made that Oral Law in order to injure others, it, in turn, was the reason for their being injured by others. On account of this, it [the Oral Law] was extended and spread among them, which is the opposite of (the verse) For out of Zion shall go forth the Law (Isaiah 2:3). This is the meaning of (the verse), what is this approaching? (There the angel) says, ‘This is the eifah which is approaching.’ He then gives a reason for why he called the scroll an eifah and the ‘measurement.’ He says, ‘This is their eye in all the land.’ It is the ‘eye,’ the ‘vision’ of reasoning they present to the world concerning their commentary on the Torah. According to this, they ‘were seen’ and judged ‘in all the land,’ that is, for themselves and by others. This is what happened to them: Just as they declared from the logic of the Talmud that it is permitted to steal and to swear falsely for such and such a reason, they were robbed and false testimony was given about them for those very reasons.691

Abner claims here two things: First, the Talmud, or more precisely, the rabbis of the Talmud changed the ten ‘good’ commandments of the Written Law to ten ‘evil’ commandments of the Oral Law. In the Moreh Ṣedeq (‘Teacher of Righteousness’) he spells out what these ten ‘evil’ commandments are: (1) to steal, (2) to rob, (3) to give false testimony, (4) to pervert justice, (5) to be proud, (6) to swear falsely, (7) to kill, (8) to be unchaste, (9) to loan at interest, and (10) to serve and worship idols.

His second claim is that since the talmudic rabbis replaced the original ‘good’ Ten Commandments with these ten ‘evil’ commandments, those who act in accordance with these ‘evil’ commandments, will find themselves mistreated in the same way by others. In other words, if they allow stealing from and killing gentiles, then they, in turn, will be subjected to the gentiles stealing from and killing them. This is the middah ke’neged middah, the degree to which one judges, he will be judged himself.

Contrary to this negative view of the rabbis, ascribing to them an unethical double standard, Abner also presents a positive view of them. According to him, the talmudic sages were esoterically Christians. Naturally, Abner claims, the sages could not openly teach their disciples to believe in the three persons of God or in the incarnation, for, were they to do so, they would be charged with heresy. But, this indeed was their true opinion, which they concealed and only obliquely alluded to.692By claiming this, Abner implies that the sages used the Maimonidean method of concealing true knowledge from the multitude because of the latter’s inability to understand it. However, while for Maimonides the knowledge that the sages concealed from the multitude was philosophical knowledge, for Abner the knowledge they concealed were the fundamental doctrines of Christianity.

Abner uses several examples to substantiate his argument. Here I shall focus on two Midrashim, which, according to Abner, clearly show that it was this Christian position that the Jewish sages genuinely espoused.

The first Midrash that Abner cites is from Genesis Rabbah; his reading of this Midrash focuses on the grammatical analysis of the plural name Elohim and the singular verb bara’ that follows it. Abner’s main purpose in this Midrash is to demonstrate that, in the sages’ view, Elohim alludes to the Trinity. The Midrash states:

The sectarians asked Rabbi Simlai: ‘How many deities created the world?’ ‘I and you must inquire of the first day,’ replied he, as it is written, For ask now of the first days (Deuteronomy 4:32) Not ‘since the days gods created man’ is written here, but ‘God created (bara’).’ Then they asked him a second time: ‘Why is it written in the beginning Elohim [plural] created?’ ‘In the beginning baru Elohim is not written here,’ answers he, ‘but bara’ Elohim.’ Rabbi Simlai said: ‘Wherever you find a point [apparently] supporting the sectarians, you find the refutation at its side.’693

The second Midrash Abner cites is from Exodus Rabbah, which elaborates on the first Midrash. The Midrash states:

Some sectarians once asked R. Simlai:694‘Are there not many deities in the world?’ He replied, ‘What makes you think so?’ ‘Because,’ they said, ‘it is written, Did ever a people hear the voice of God (Elohim in the plural form)? (Deuteronomy 4:33)’ To which he replied, ‘It does not say medabberim but medabber.’ Whereupon his disciples said to him: ‘O teacher, you have thrust those off with a broken reed, but what answer will you give to us?’ R. Levi then offered this explanation. It says, ‘Did ever a people hear the voice of God? What does this mean? Had it said, “The voice of God in His power,” the world would not have been able to survive, but it says instead, The voice of the Lord is with power (Psalm 29:4)—that is, according to the power of each individual [each one] according to the power of the young, the old, and the very small ones.’695

The name Elohim in the plural form appears to suggest, so the sectarians claim, that there are many gods, which raises troubling theological questions. Rabbi Simlai’s grammatical explanation, according to which the use of the form medabber in the singular form indicates that Elohim should be understood as referring to one God, is criticized by his disciples as being unsatisfactory.696Abner emphasizes that Rabbi Simlai’s students did not accept his simple reply as representing his true view. This is crucial, for it suggests that his genuine opinion differed from the answer he offered to the sectarians: Rabbi Simlai, then, must have believed that the true meaning of the biblical verse needed to be hidden from outsiders.

Abner suggests that for both Rabbi Simlai and Rabbi Levi, the plural form of Elohim indeed carries with it a plural meaning, but this plural meaning refers not to God’s ‘honor and exaltation,’ but to ‘relationships and actions.’

Abner first refers to the end of the Midrash in Exodus Rabbah and goes on to give his analysis:

Then Rabbi Levi came and explained it. He said: ‘If “the voice of the Lord (YHVH) in His power” had been written, the world could not have stood. Rather: The voice of God (Elohim) (is written in Deuteronomy 4:33). Each and every one according to his power, the young man according to his power and the old man according to his power.’ His answer was that the plural form of the name, Elohim, of the one God was not for honor and exaltation—just as it was not for the plurality of His substance, according to the opinion of us who believe in unity—for then the students would have required a different answer (for them) from the questioner, [the question being] why this plurality is mentioned in the name ‘God.’ Neither Rabbi Levi nor Rabbi Simlai answered that it was for honor and exaltation, rather it was because of the relationships and the actions (between the names). Our rabbi, Moses Maimonides, wrote in chapters 51 and 52 of the first part of the Guide of the Perplexed that it is possible to attach (a notion of) multiplicity of attributes to the Creator, since a change in relationships does not necessitate a change in His essence […]. Rather, Rabbi Levi interpreted the ‘voices’ as a metaphor to all the changing actions coming from the Holy One, blessed be He. So, since there is no multiplicity in His essence, the verse uses the singular form, ‘speaking out of a fire,’ and not ‘speaking’ in the plural form. Thus, ‘God created,’ ‘and God created,’ (are written) and not ‘Gods created,’ nor ‘and Gods created,’ and others besides these. Rather, because the power of the Holy One, blessed be He, is actually infinite, and the world—because it is created—is not actually infinite, it must be that the power of the Holy One, blessed be He—which is actually infinite must in actuality perform an infinite number of actions—one after the other—which are the details of existence. Thus, the world will be one, qua totality and purposive, appropriately coming from the One; and it [the world] will be [filled with] multiplicity by virtue of the many parts which deserve to exist because He is a power without end.697

Abner employs here Maimonides’ view of God’s attributes, which stresses that God’s unity is not diminished by ascribing these attributes, for they do not cause any change in Him. Rabbi Levi explains that the verse does not states ‘the voice of the Lord [YHVH],’ but rather ‘the voice of God [Elohim] is with power’ in order to affirm God’s unity and at the same time to allow for His multiple actions and relationships, which do not diminish His unity and perfection. The ‘voices,’ according to Rabbi Levi, are the sum of all the actions that occur in the world.698However, according to Abner, the only way we can explain the multiplicity of actions in the world is to accept the three aspects of Elohim. If we look carefully on Abner’s analysis of the two Midrashim, we arrive at Abner’s conclusion that the talmudic sages possessed the knowledge that Elohim in its plural form alludes to the three aspects in God. However, they had to conceal it from the people for social and political reasons, namely, that the people were not ready to accept these truths and consequently could believe that God is not only one, but also three.

Now, the main question remains: why would Abner introduce two contradictory opinions regarding the talmudic sages, namely, on the one hand claiming that they were esoterically Christians, and on the other, accusing them of creating a set of laws which educate their adherents to act in as an unethical manner?

Teshuvot la-Meḥaref should be seen, in my view, as an apologetic treatise whose main goal is to attack Jewish principles, while showing the superiority of Christianity. In this light I would like to suggest three possible answers to this question:

1. From an apologetical/political point of view—One of Abner’s main goals, writing his Teshuvot la-Meḥaref is to convince as many Jews as possible to convert to Christianity. That means that he mainly addresses his writings to a Jewish audience, which would explain his extensive use of rabbinic texts. His audience—Jews, who are familiar with rabbinic literature, biblical verses, and biblical commentaries, are more likely to understand the weak points of the Jewish Law pointed out by Abner.

2. From a theological point of view—Abner adopts the Christian method of interpreting the Bible, namely, on the one hand, it has been replaced by the New Testament. On the other, it alludes to Jesus. Here too, only true philosophical teaching of the Rabbis should be taken seriously, while the political/social laws must be disregarded. What is important is the inner meaning—the tokh, the internal meaning of their teaching, and the exoteric, the external meanings are useless and misleading. In other words, the Christian method is to disregard the exoteric message of the bible —for example the practical commandments—and to accept the internal/esoteric truth of the Old Testament, namely, the verses which allude to Jesus. Here too, the Oral Law conveys two different types of teaching; an exoteric one—the Jewish Law; and an esoteric one—accepting the Christian doctrines.

3. The last option, which in my view is unlikely to be true, would be to suggest that Abner truly believed that the talmudic sages were esoterically Christians and that the only reason they did not disclose their Christian belief to the Jewish community was their [the sages’] fear that the Jewish community would aggressively reject the sages’ new Christian view. The main reason I doubt this explanation is the correct one is because presenting the talmudic sages as esoterically Christians would serve Abner’s purpose perfectly; by presenting to the Jewish community the option that the talmudic rabbis accepted the Christian doctrines, would bring the desired result—more Jews would convert to Christianity. Why, then, does Abner spend so much time and effort attacking the rabbis? It is difficult, then, to accept that the rabbis were esoterically Christians. Abner understood that this argument does not hold water from the point of view of the Jewish community.

This paper does not aim to provide a decisive conclusion to the question: what was Abner’s motivation in presenting two contradictory opinions about the Jewish sages. I merely wish to point out to the way Abner employs the Maimonidean method—conveying two different messages to different audiences—and to suggest few options of reading his treatise Teshuvot la-Meḥaref.

Michael Engel


Response to Racheli Haliva’s “Abner’s Double Standard Approach towards the Jewish Rabbis”

At the heart of Haliva’s thought-provoking reading of Abner, one finds two conflicting approaches towards Judaism and Jewish sources. Haliva finds these approaches at the heart of Abner’s reply to Isaac Polqar, and the crux of her argument is an attempt to contextualize and harmonize the two seemingly conflicting attitudes. My reply is concerned less with Haliva’s attempts at reconciliation and regards more fundamentally the aforementioned tension she locates in Abner’s reply. On the one hand, Abner is explicitly critical towards Jews and Jewish sources. On the other, Abner is sympathetic towards the early sages of Judaism, whom he perceives as esoteric Christians. As I will argue, in viewing these sages as Christians, Abner, himself a converted Christian, is interpreting the Jewish sources too broadly. The Midrashim cited by Abner, which concern a certain plurality within God’s essence, do not necessarily indicate a Trinitarian position. In fact, a certain tension between God’s unity on the one hand and some aspects of Divine plurality on the other was also acknowledged by a host of Jewish thinkers, first and foremost by Maimonides. This last point, in fact, was acknowledged by Abner himself.

Haliva begins by illustrating Abner’s critical stance towards Judaism. She presents a powerful accusation made by Abner against the Jewish sages, formulated in particularly harsh language. Abner refers to the ‘ten evil commandments’ that are ‘juxtaposed to the ten commandments.’ The Oral Law, he argues, was made ‘to injure others,’ and he concludes with the following assertion: ‘This is what happened to them: just as they declared that from the logic of the Talmud it is permitted to steal and to bear false witness for such and such a reason, they were robbed and false testimony was given about them for those very reasons.’699These are undoubtedly harsh criticisms, directed at the moral code (and core) of the Jews as manifestly expressed in the ultimate source of Jewish law, the Babylonian Talmud.

Yet in addition to this highly critical stance and derogatory depiction of the Jewish moral position, Haliva cites another view expressed by Abner concerning the teaching of the Jewish sages, a view less explicit, yet far more favorable. According to this view, the sages of the Talmud were in fact secretly Christians. Haliva correctly notes that both Rabbi Simlai and Rabbi Levi, in the Midrashim cited by Abner, appear to conceal a secret concerning God’s plurality and the plural form Elohim. Furthermore, in these Midrashim, she observes that ‘Abner interprets [this] in such a way as to justify his claim that the Jewish sages embraced Christian doctrines but had to conceal this fact from the Jewish community.’ Yet it should be noted that in the passages cited by Abner, there is no reference to Christianity, but to a certain tension concerning Divine unity, which is not to be equated with an allusion to the Christian Trinity. In other words, a Trinitarian Christian model is not the only model which can resolve the tension between God’s unity and certain aspects of plurality associated with God. We find one such example in Maimonides. As Abner himself acknowledges, Maimonides offered a model for reconciling unity and plurality with regard to the Divine in his Guide:

Every attribute that is found in the books of the deity, may He be exalted, is therefore an attribute of His action and not an attribute of His essence […]. There accordingly is not, as these people believe, an essence composed of diverse notions. […]

Thus it has become clear to you that these attributes too are not to be considered in reference to His essence, but in reference to the things that are created. (Guide, I:53; Pines’ translation)

Maimonides does not see a concession to Trinitarian ideas in this, and in one of the preceding chapters he says explicitly:

If, however, someone believes that He is one, but possesses a certain number of essential attributes, he says in his words that He is one, but believes Him in his thought to be many. This resembles what the Christians say: namely, that He is one but also three, and that the three are one. (Guide I:50; Pines’ translation)

What is relevant here is the general structure of Maimonides’ reasoning. Maimonides does not reject the idea of God’s attributes altogether, but only the idea of essential plurality. In other words, he interprets—and thus implicitly accepts—certain authoritative passages which seem to jeopardize God’s unity, but without succumbing to a Trinitarian model or any similar model which relies on essential differentiation in God.

In sum, this reply seeks to highlight that the tension in Abner’s response, which Haliva attempts to resolve, is to a large extent an artificial one. The presence of an esoteric Christian position, embraced by the Jewish scholars and hinted at Abner, is highly contentious, and is not based on solid textual grounds—at least not in the Midrashim cited above. This is not to undermine the value of Abner’s general direction nor Haliva’s interpretation. The reply does, however, point to the strong ideological undercurrent in Abner’s response to Polqar, of the kind that one may indeed expect in a medieval treatise which bears, to a very large extent, a polemical nature.

Paolo L. Bernardini


Fighting For the Truth? Some Remarks on the Real Meaning of the Early Modern Jewish-Christian Controversies and the Briel-Pinamonti Polemics (1694–1702)

This paper aims to shed some light on the ‘real meaning’—or rather the nature—of the Jewish-Christian polemics in the early modern age. While I have most recently been working on Jacob ben Amram’s Porta Veritatis (1634–40), providing an edition of one of its codices, I will refer in this paper to another polemic, the Briel-Pinamonti controversy, which took place between the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century. Father Giuseppe Pinamonti (1622–1703), a rather prolific author and ‘ghost writer’ for the much more famous Paolo Segneri, wrote a great number of theological works. La sinagoga disingannata (Bologna and Rome, 1694) met with a certain success (the second edition was produced in 1754 and it was reprinted in 1911), but also with a fierce attack from the Mantuan Rabbi Leone ben Eliezer Briel (1643–1722), who wrote a confutation of Pinamonti’s work in 1702. Never published, Briel’s work, La sinagoga disingannata dagli inganni di P. Pinamonti, circulated widely in manuscript and is probably the most important of his works. Before addressing Judah Briel’s replies to Giuseppe Pinamonti, however, I will briefly reflect on the nature of theological controversies in general. This preliminary reflection will allow me to approach Briel’s work and the entire controversy, attempting to offer some new ideas in order to approach both it and the general spiritual environment in which the controversy took place.700

If there is a spiritual domain where ‘truth’ must be absolute, it is religion. Truth derives from a single source, the word of God, which, by definition and per se, cannot and may not be questioned. From a certain point of view, we find the same dogmatic truth in classical Aristotelian philosophy, where the principle of contradiction, A=A, is as dogmatic as the theological truth of the word of God. It cannot be denied, ‘cannot be outraged;’ it is an absolute, dogmatic truth whose stability is both at the theoretical and at the moral level. Interpreters are asked to identify the ‘real meaning’ of the word of God when it is subject to obscurity and contradiction. They cannot alter the meaning when it is clear, as it often is. Even when, in the Renaissance, the truth was often conceived as a product (daughter) of time—veritas filia temporis—it lost its immediacy, but not its content; the same truth that was hidden becomes evident over time.701

It has not changed, it is only ‘revealed.’ ‘Revelation’ is a key word, and not only in the domain of theology. There is a lay form of revelation ‘by arguments’ and a correct usage of it, even within a purely speculative and non-theological context. In the Middle Ages, the Jewish-Christian controversies were deeply philosophical, for their authors used logical along with theological arguments. From renewed research on the ‘history of emotions,’ it is clear that there was a strong ‘emotional adherence’ to the arguments by both contenders. Emotions also play an important role in the early modern controversies, where, occasionally, references to the current philosophical debates emerge, although there are strong similarities, in the construction of the arguments as well as of the controversial treatises themselves, with their antecedents from the Middle Ages.702The line of continuity is stronger than the breaks, and quite often contemporary authors are not even mentioned in the controversies, or are only marginally cited, as if their relevance to the arguments could be easily dismissed or is quite remote.

The Jewish authors often reacted to Christian provocations, although occasionally they stood up to defend their own faith without any particular reason or casus belli. The dimension of public controversy was also progressively lost. If a public controversy, as a contest for the truth, had quite a lot to do with a theatrical conception of life, where dialectic fights with arguments and the final victory is often left in the hands of the public, a merely ‘bookish’ controversy was, in a way, blind and most often completely devoid of an audience. The reason for this is that in many cases Jewish books against Christianity remained in manuscript, and even as manuscripts, they had a very limited circulation. Occasionally, they did not circulate at all. With no stage, or even a public, a Jewish anti-Christian work remained a ‘dead letter,’ although possibly it had a real benefit as a sort of ‘stream of consciousness’ for the author who wrote it. It was a personal and intellectual as well as, once again, an ‘emotional benefit.’703So, both Pinamonti’s and Briel’s works are aimed at Christians and Jews alike; they are not simple apologetic works, but aim to convince all their readers of the truth of their statements. Briel denounces the surge of ‘atheism’ as a threat to both religions.

In many ways, the genre of the anti-Christian treatise or pamphlet was a mere exercise of logic and erudition, with an extremely limited circulation. If written by a rabbi, he demonstrated to his community that he was indeed able ‘to defend Judaism’ and to oppose counter-arguments, possibly solid and grounded in the Holy Scripture, against those who attacked Judaism and the Jews. This was probably enough within the Jewish community and was what the Jews required from him. It was not necessary, therefore, to publish the work. Furthermore, it could be extremely difficult to find a publisher prepared to accept the risk.

The speculative dimension of those works is normally inferior to their practical aim. They could be written in cold blood, as exercises of a speculative and erudite mind, or, more often, because there was an immediate threat to the community (more than a generic intellectual threat to the tenets and the very essence of Judaism). Contrary to the controversial literature of the Catholics and Protestants, of extreme importance from Luther’s time up until the end of the seventeenth century, there were no major events or upheavals at stake. However, every apologetic work was normally meant as a weapon of defence against immediate threats, particularly when the force of a Catholic preacher’s arguments was able to convert, or bring close to conversion, a large number of Jews. Acute heirs to a long medieval tradition, the Jesuits, this new, vibrant, brilliant, and incisive cohort of soldiers of Christ, were a major threat for the Jews. During the difficult period of the last half—and particularly the last quarter—of the seventeenth century, the Jesuits actively pursued a conversionist policy in Italy and all over the world. Clearly, the Jews were their main target, at least where they were present.

In those polemics, when Jewish authors defended their faith, the immediate needs—to prevent mass conversions, even occasionally expulsion, and so on—were stronger than the merely theoretical needs, to provide readers with absolute genuine and incontestable arguments based on the purest doctrine and speculation. The issue was not to demonstrate the veritatem religionis Christianae or the veritatem religionis Judaicae, but to demonstrate that some legends, held to be ‘true,’ were not such. All the theoretical content of merely speculative disputes—such as those which involved philosophers such as Leibniz, Malebranche, Spinoza etc.—were either lost or not present at all in the Jewish apologetic works. The matters at stake were much more concrete and contingent. Some arguments were merely historical and deprived of any theoretical side. Some arguments were more logical, but never went so far as to deny the entire ‘truth’ of the opposite religion and to reduce the adversary to nihil. Masters of rhetoric, the Jesuits had to be opposed by authors who had the same skills in rhetoric and eloquence. The adherence to one or to the other, opposite thesis was often—or rather could often be—more ‘emotional’ than ‘rational,’ instinctive rather than theoretical. The Catholics aimed to convert the Jews. The contrary was not true. In a way, this hampered the ability of Jewish authors, often confined to the Ghetto and unable to obtain all the works they needed to write sound apologetic texts, to provide solid counter-arguments. But in general, counter-arguments were solid and ‘passionate’—once again, we enter the realm of the history of emotions—enough to give substance to lengthy and profound works. Unfortunately, in most cases those works remained unpublished and unnoticed even by those whom they aimed to attack and debunk. The game was not a fair one.

Rabbi vs. Jesuit, however, was a battle of titans. The new religious company and the heirs of the oldest revealed religion—the ‘tragic couple’ with much shared history and occasionally a common destiny of ‘expulsion’ in the eighteenth century—shared a passion for offering and constructing their arguments, reviving the passion that had been alive and well in the Middle Ages, during the public controversies. In polemical works, and in most of the Christian-Jewish polemics in general, the space reserved for ‘passion’ is almost equal to that reserved for ‘reason.’ A false argument, prone to be debunked by the adversary, is usually based on the intention to lie, on bad faith, and on the writer’s sheer hatred of the Jews and their religion. For Briel, the misinterpretation of the biblical and talmudic texts is derived from the fact that the Christian interpreters are often driven by the most anti-rational force, the power of hatred; ‘la forza dell’odio’ in Italian. This goes well beyond any logical and dialectical reasoning.704

Let us analyse some of the passages where the word ‘odio’ (‘hatred,’ ‘hate’), is present in the lengthy apologetic work by Briel:

It is a matter of pain for a wise man, when the opposite sect tries to completely alter his own reasonings, turning them into the most blasphemous and erroneous things, when, in reality, it is clear that those arguments and the relevant way of reasoning are entirely metaphorical and allegorical. They had much more fortune with the Heathens and the Christians, by the way, all peoples who borrowed from the Jews whatever beauty and goodness is in their own doctrines. There are so many allegories and metaphors in the classical authors, Aesop and Ovid, and they all praise those works, although they are all metaphorical and often filled with impious and blasphemous phrases, but they do not want to accept that there are also metaphors and allegories in Hebrew works, and they take everything according to the literal sense, which is not the appropriate one. So did Aristotle, a bad pupil, with his Master Plato in his work on Ideas. Oh, how mighty is the power of Hatred that shades the light of reason and forces us to see poorly those things that are enlightened by the purest divine Truth.705

Here, Briel defends the metaphorical and allegorical interpretation of the Jewish texts, which is as legitimate for them as it was and is legitimate for the classical texts, for example, Ovid and Aesop. Only the ‘power of hate’ forces the Christian interpreters to see only the literal meaning and base their attacks of Judaism on it. Furthermore, it also legitimates a degree of ‘error’ in the writings of a talmudic author. There are also quite a few errors in Christian authors. Hatred, an irrational element, prevents the correct reading of the text. The force of hatred not only prevents a correct understanding of the metaphors and allegories in the sacred text, but also forces misreading where the correct sense is literal, such as in the case of Leviticus, with references to the obligation of marriage of the brother’s widow:

It is laughable to state that the Talmud suggests marriage to your own sister or daughter, as if the doctors of the law wanted to destroy the same Law they were meant to preserve; it is all but slander, invented by Hatred, as if it was legitimate for a man to marry the daughter of his own sister. It is all based on false translations, for the translator did not know Hebrew, even very simple Hebrew, for the real meaning of that passage is clear even to children.706

Finally, the Christian authors, imbued with hatred towards the Jews, attribute to them the same hatred they personally feel by a typical psychological reversal of the arguments:

As for what the Author [Pinamonti] says about the hatred felt by the Jews towards the Christians and Christ, he offers the cases of children allegedly killed by Jews, and he says that those killings actually happened, for the Jews were condemned for them. As a matter of fact, every religion says evil things about the other religions and hates them, but the cases he brings forth are but inventions, and the depositions against the Jews were all false, dictated by hatred. It is not the fault of the judges, for they judged according to the depositions, iuxta allegata et probata, and they did not possess divine inspiration so as to be able to know hell on earth and enter therefore in the righteous Truth.707

If we go looking for merely rational arguments and reasoning, the references to logic, as well as those to reason, are few. The example of an irrational argument par excellence is the incarnation of God in Christ, an argument shared by the whole Jewish apologetic tradition:

The author [Pinamonti] admits that he cannot understand through reason how God could become a man. The Jew does not believe that, and he is not obliged to this belief by reason or by authority. On the contrary, he deems that the humanisation of God is impossible; it is a contradiction for what is indivisible to be divided, and this is just one of the arguments that prove its impossibility.708

At the very end of the long confutation, Briel makes another interesting appeal to ‘reason’:

When a Jew appears in front of the Divine Tribunal, he will be able to defend his own faith, for he will say to God that he followed the law that God himself has given in a solemn way, so that there was never in history a more abundant people, all contemplating the same God, as it is said in Deuteronomy 4, that law will never be repealed, a law that God declared to be the most perfect, and as in the Psalms (18; 19 for us), perfectly adhering to reason; the Jew will say to God that in spite of all the persecutions, difficulties, and miseries, he always lived in that faith and never wanted to listen to things that are against reason and against the authority of the Prophets.709

In order to prove his arguments, therefore, Briel attributes a good deal of ‘irrationality’ to the adversary. Hatred plays a fundamental role in Pinamonti’s argument, but so too does the goal to convince in order to convert, not to convince for the sake of a pure truth. The combination of ‘reason’ and ‘revelation’—in an age in which free thinkers were questioning the same ratio of revelation, considered as a myth— seals Briel’s argument in a strong and unbeatable mechanism. He is rather diffident towards a merely philosophical argumentation. This is made clear by the references to philosophy in the text, which are normally negative:

He [Pinamonti] says that the Law of Moses does not teach that much on the perfections of God; it merely teaches that God is One, who cares about everything, gives rewards and punishments, and is holy and perfect, completely; I do not know what more a philosopher might add to this with his own sophisms. On the contrary, a philosopher can meet with heresies, an occurrence not present for the believer, who stays with God and does not engage himself with human speculations.710

As has been noted by Mancuso, Brielli’s rigid defence of Jewish orthodoxy counted among its targets not only Pinamonti, but also all the Jews who, devoted to mysticism, Kabbalah, and messianic views, were potential ‘Trojan horses’ within those same Jewish communities. Here, the key concept of this polemical skirmish, the ‘inganno’—‘deceit,’ but also ‘deception,’ ‘trick,’ or, as Professor Horbury suggests, ‘enchantment’—plays another major role. ‘Inganno’ can be everywhere, not only in the literal interpretation of some talmudic passages, not only in texts and arguments, but also in souls and hearts. And here the controversy appears to be well rooted in the Baroque sensibility, where ‘inganno’ and ‘simulation’ as well ‘dissimulation’ played a major role.

If we analyse the use of the word ‘verità,’ truth, we see it on many occasions with different meanings, ranging from the moral to the theological, from the theoretical to the practical. As I have said, my paper is merely an attempt to invite scholars to reflect on the ‘hidden meaning(s)’ of a controversy, or, in general, of Jewish-Christian polemics.

Also, the structure of the polemics is not systematic. As a matter of fact, Briel does not confute a large number of points in Pinamonti’s work. Why? Does he agree with Pinamonti’s point, or does he simply not deem that those criticisms and attacks are worth a reply? This is difficult to establish. Perhaps there were points of contact in the two ‘enemies’ about some ‘errors’ in Judaism, not so much in orthodoxy, but certainly in post-talmudic reading and interpretations.

The means of proving the ‘truth’ are twofold and only very occasionally based on reason. In most cases, authorities play a leading role in the construction of the truth, not only religious authorities and the Old Testament, in Hebrew, but often lay political authorities: Charles V, denying the blood libel accusation, certainly not a ‘thing of the past,’ or felt as such, at the end of the seventeenth century.
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I would like to open with a homage to a great German writer, Herman Hesse, whose books are pervaded with mysticism. In his magnum opus, The Glass Bead Game (Magister Ludi), we find the following dialogue between the young student Joseph Knecht, the future master of the glass bead game, and his mentor, the old music master:

‘Oh, if it were only possible to find understanding’ Joseph exclaimed. ‘If only there were a dogma to believe in. Everything is contradictory […] there are no certainties anywhere. Everything can be interpreted one way and then again interpreted in the opposite sense […] isn’t there any truth?’ […] The Master, after a short silence replies thus: ‘There is truth, my boy. But the doctrine you desire, absolute, perfect dogma […] does not exist. Nor should you long for a perfect doctrine, my friend. Rather, you should long for the perfection of yourself. The deity is within you, not in ideas and books.’711

Joseph’s outcry is shared by textual scholars, bewildered by the endless contradictions of possible interpretations. As we shall see today, the Master’s response, as is fitting for a book that prominently mentions German Pietism, follows the path of the Ḥasidim, who internalised theosophy, thus enabling them to embrace doubt. Or, as Hesse describes Knecht’s more mature understanding:

For even as he was familiarizing himself with the ever more recondite mysteries […] his doubts had by no means been silenced. He had already learned by experience that faith and doubt belong together, that they govern each other like inhaling and exhaling.712

The studies of Giuseppe Veltri, and more generally recent discussions here at the Maimonides Centre, have alerted us to the pivotal role of scepticism in the formation of modern Jewish discourse. Veltri and others (such as Richard Popkin, Yossi Chajes, and Allison Coudert) have pointed out the role of conversos such as Uriel da Costa, who experienced the relativity of religious identity and contributed to the proliferation of sceptical approaches. One should also mention here the intriguing connections which were already being made between Kabbalah and atheism in the seventeenth century, as discussed by Yossi Schwartz. To these should be joined Yaakov Dweck’s forthcoming discussion of the role of scepticism in resistance to the spread of the Sabbatean movement. However, as we shall see, I wish to consider the presence of this theme in even earlier stages of modernisation.

The different ratios of doubt and certainty clearly distinguish pre-modern Kabbalah from that of the last few centuries. As Elliot R. Wolfson has shown, the use of the term vadday (‘for sure’ in colloquial English) marks zoharic rhetoric and exegesis. In tandem, one should note the recurrence of the phrase bli safeq (‘without doubt’) in influential texts such as the pseudo-Rabad commentary on Sefer Yeṣirah, actually penned by R. Joseph ben Shalom Ashkenazi, who may well have taken part in the formation of the Sefer ha-Zohar. This is not to say that this locution is absent in major texts in modern Kabbalah, Sefer ha-Tanya by R. Shneur Zalman of Liadi being one striking instance. Nonetheless, it is doubt, rather than its absence, that one encounters in some of the better-known modern literatures.

Three examples should suffice. One, discussed quite recently as part of a wider study by Shaul Magid, is found in the nineteenth-century Liqquṭei Moharan by R. Nahman of Bratzlav: in an oft-discussed passage in Torah 64, he differentiates between the questions and quandaries—mevukhot—arising from the primordial rupture of the breaking of the vessels, which can be resolved, and those stemming from the seeming absence of divinity created by the ṣimṣum, or contraction, and the resultant ‘empty space.’ The correct response to the latter qushiot, or difficulties, is silent faith, rather than any discursive effort. It is true that this passage does not employ the term ‘doubt,’ yet sfeqot, or doubts, appear, alongside confusion, in a parallel discussion (which is not the parallel that Magid cites from the same section) of the seeming absence of God in the second part of Liqquṭei Moharan (Torah 12). Nahman’s references to eppiqorsut, translatable here as ‘heresy,’ clearly disclose the historical background of this teaching, and many of his other teachings, in contending with the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment.

Our second example is that of the radical ḥasidic teacher R. Mordekhai Joseph Leiner of Izbica. As I have written briefly elsewhere,713in Leiner’s psychological typology of religious characters (which predates Jung by several decades), he grants both prominence and legitimation to the religious personality characterised by constant doubt. I have selected a discussion that I did not cite in my book: this homily is blatantly national (and should be read in light of Elliot Wolfson’s foundational studies of the attitude towards Gentiles in Kabbalah). Although, as a rule, one who encounters doubts and successfully clarifies them ‘for the good’ is greater than one who avoids doubt, this is only true of the ‘seed of Jacob,’ for God only ‘clarifies Israel for the good’ so that even converts are forbidden to experience doubt.714In other words, the national divide is established partly as a bulwark against the increasing encroachment of doubt. More generally, it should be stressed that Leiner’s positive assessment of doubt echoes similar statements in other schools branching off from the Seer of Lublin, R. Jacob Isaac Horowitz.

A final late modern instance is located in Orot ha-Qodesh, a compilation of mystical reflections by the twentieth-century author R. Abraham Isaac Ha-Kohen Kook. In texts assembled in the first volume, Kook writes of the relativity of certainty, of the ascending and increasing degree of certainty in each world and each individual. Typically for such a unitary thinker, Kook (reworking a text from Tiqqunei Zohar) stresses the unification of the nahar ulay (‘river of maybe’) with the river flowing from Eden, from the Yesod, or foundation of certainty; in kabbalistic terms, the phallic aspect of the higher feminine, Binah. For him, the source, higher up in the layers of Binah, is that of both certainty and doubt. In other words, Kook aspires, in an almost Zen-like fashion, to transcend the differentiation between doubt and certainty. At this source, doubts are transformed into joyful positivity, which reveals their true interiority. Yet in his dialectical poetics, when a certain level aspires to a level of certainty that is inappropriate for it, this necessitates a fall, a rupture, and an explosion (in other words, the breaking of the vessels that begins below Binah) until it can reascend to the source in a resurrection-like process.715While R. Nahman contended with the beginnings of secularisation, Kook repeatedly explicitly engaged with its full-fledged form.

Yet I would like to move away from these more obvious cases and interrogate the first stirrings of doubt in early modern Kabbalah. In this phase, doubt is less a psychological experience or cognitive event, as it is for the ḥasidic writers and R. Kook, and rather pertains to ontology. I believe that the point of transition can be found around the time of Kant’s sharp differentiation between the ontological and epistemological realms, namely in the eighteenth century. Clear formulations of the embedded doubt in the very pattern of divine revelation can be found in the circle of R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto, one of a set of fellowships whose writings became foundational for subsequent schools of modern Kabbalah. He also belonged to the same family as the seventeenth-century author R. Simone Luzzatto, whose sceptical stance was addressed in one of Veltri’s above-mentioned studies.

In his most important kabbalistic treatise, Adir ba-Marom, Luzzatto discusses the highly exalted divine aspect known in the Idrot section of the Zohar (and its canonical sixteenth-century Lurianic interpretation) as reisha de lo ityada (acronym: radla), the ‘unknown head.’ For Luzzatto, who reads such mythical, anthropomorphic terms as metaphors for historiosophical dialectic, radla signifies the nexus between the temporal hanhagah, or divine guidance of the world, and eternity. Thus, when we learn of the doubts in radla in Lurianic Kabbalah, this does not mean that it is possible that these aspects have no being. Rather, ha-kol yesh (‘all is’). However, they currently shine ‘by way of doubt,’ while in the eschaton they will ‘shine by way of certainty.’ Elaborating on this terse, axiomatic statement, Luzzatto writes that in the present the vision of the divine lights ‘always comes in a doubtful manner’ due to their constant movement and complex re-combination. In this constant flux (echoing Judah Muscato’s image of steam, as discussed by Veltri), certainty is unavailable, and this is why they transcend human apprehension. In sum, epistemological doubt is a product of the present deep structure of the divine realm, with the promise of its transformation into certainty being part of the Messianic horizon.716In other words, Moses Hayyim Luzzatto goes beyond his relative Simone in relocating doubt from human knowledge to the divine realm. Our text echoes an earlier (1730) epistle by Luzzatto, demonstrating ‘a small part of the way of the Idra’ (addressed to R. Isaiah Basaan, one of his early teachers), where he confides that radla is seen differently from moment to moment, and thus ‘gives birth to doubt.’717However, this is nonetheless a source of pleasure, as this is how the radla shine, given that they are unknown lights. In this earlier version of the commentary, composed around 1731–2, it appears that this is the nature of the light rather than being a problem.

Luzzatto’s approach is fleshed out in an influential text, the so-called Qelaḥ Pitḥei Ḥokhmah (‘138 Gates of Wisdom’), based on his writings but probably edited and expanded in ḥasidic circles towards the end of the century. Before reading this text, one should note the introduction to the text of 138 Gates as found in one version (Ma’amar ha-Wikkuaḥ) of the larger work in which it is embedded, a debate between a kabbalist and a ‘researcher,’ or philosopher. Here, the author asks why we should know the list of doubts related to radla (as we shall see anon), and goes on to say that ‘there must be a great root in this matter, which was mentioned for a very great secret.’718Now let us turn to our main text (influenced by formulations by the sixteenth-century kabbalist R. Meir Ibn Gabbay):

The head that is not known is one light, where all the connections stand […] however, it is a light which is not perceived or grasped at all. And whoever looks at it will have several unresolved doubts, for it does not appear that all the connections are found in it, but rather that it is a kind of light that cannot be grasped. And indeed, one cannot see its content, for sometimes it seems that there is one connection in it and sometimes it seems that there is another or even an opposite connection.

So we find that even though we know that all the connections are found in it, the light itself stands in a manner that cannot be grasped and seems to be in another manner. And its power is that we do not know the guidance [of radla], because if we follow any given matter that is below in [the world of] emanation to locate its source in this head, we cannot find our hands and feet because we cannot discuss it at all. Rather, sometimes it appears thus, sometimes otherwise, in a manner that we cannot grasp, and thus it is called the head that is not known.719

In the core text, which may be have been penned by Luzzatto, radla is a site of radical doubt, which manifests in a confusing and contradictory manner. Already here, we find a move away from temporality and messianism towards a version of the epistemological problematic, coupled with the limitations of language: ‘is not perceived and grasped at all,’ ‘whoever looks at,’ ‘one cannot see,’ or ‘we cannot discuss it.’ This trend is strengthened in the commentary, which is almost certainly later and Eastern European, perhaps ḥasidic:

It seems difficult that we should not say that it has doubts, because, on the contrary, we said that it has all the connections, but the matter is that we are speaking about perception, that one who perceives its light cannot stand its light.720

This ḥasidic weakening of the radical ontological implications of radla can be found in a recently published testimony (Early Years by Boruch Oberlander and Elkanah Shmotkin) by the last Lubavitcher Rebbe, R. Menahem Mendel Schneerson, in the name of his father, the renowned kabbalist R. Levi Isaac Schneerson. According to the son, his father rejected the possibility of doubt in the divine structure and read the Lurianic formulations that we shall soon encounter as referring merely to the limits of human understanding.

It is now high time to turn to the Lurianic sources, which, as in many other matters, are formative and authoritative for most of modern kabbalistic writing. As noted above, as in many cases Luria’s teachings take the form of creative exegesis of the mythical-anthropomorphic layer of the Zohar, the Idrot, or gatherings. One should recall here the important discussions by Susan Schreiner and Stefano Tutino, addressing at length the tension between certainty and doubt in mysticism and religious thought in general that was already present in the earlier parts of the sixteenth century.

The twelfth gate (concerning ‘atiq, the aspect of the ‘ancient of days’) of Derekh ‘Eṣ Ḥayyim, the most widespread formulation of Luria’s teachings, as transmitted by his main student R. Hayyim Vital and edited in Europe by R. Meir Poppers in the middle of the seventeenth century, discusses the connections (alluded to in the text that we just saw) that emend the primal trauma of the breaking of the vessels. At the end of the first chapter of the gate, the aspect of radla is discussed, and the term ‘unknown’ is interpreted as follows: its existence is known, but not its content. In listing the numerous doubts and tmihot (‘wonders’) that follow from this general question, the text (chapter four) gives mnemonic ‘signs’ for each one of them. The gate concludes (chapter five) thus: ‘Here we have explained all the doubts that I heard from my teacher [Luria], and there are also innumerable and endless doubts, and I have not merited [hearing] them. And also, just like these doubts in ‘atiq, there are similar doubts in the rest of the order of emanation.’721In other words, doubt is both pervasive and infinite. Perhaps it is also built in, for Vital writes ‘doubts in ‘atiq,’ not ‘about ‘atiq.’ The entire gate is edited from Oṣrot Ḥayyim by Poppers’ teacher, R. Jacob ben Hayyim Zemah, who was of converso origin. If one turns to Zemah’s own conclusive rendition, in his Mevo Sheʽarim (Gate 3, part 1, chapter 1), we read as follows:

And ‘atiq is known [in the Zohar] as the supreme head, which does not know and it is not known what is in this head […] and it says ‘does not know,’ that is to say that this head, which is ‘atiq itself, cannot know and apprehend the ein sof (‘infinite’), which is in this head. And relative to us it is said, ‘and it is not known what is in this head.’ And it is difficult, for it is obvious, if he himself does not know, all the more so that it is not known to us, but this means that we already know the reality of this head, what it is, that it is ‘Atiq, but what is inside this head is not known.722

Zemah’s locution seems to be the source for Luzzatto’s formulation, as we have seen, according to which doubt here has two layers. The deep level is that of the lack of divine autognosis. The lower level is relative to human comprehension and parallels the discussion in Oṣrot Ḥayyim. In a sense, Zemah, who assumes a lack of self-knowledge in the divine, is more radical than Luzzatto, who only goes so far as to embed doubt in the structure of divine revelation. In view of these sources, it is interesting that R. Joseph Ergas, an Italian kabbalist from the same milieu as Luzzatto, described Lurianic Kabbalah as putting an end to all doubts.

One should recall that Zemah’s writings (Oṣrot Ḥayyim and Mevo She‘arim) were interpreted by R. Moses Zacuto, who corresponded with him, and his student R. Benjamin Kohen. In addition, Kohen’s own student R. Moses Hayyim Luzzatto also wrote glosses on Oṣrot Ḥayyim. If this lineage is upheld, we can trace a central vein of the modern kabbalistic discourse on doubt to a writer of converso origin. However, once the Sha‘ar ha-Haqdamot (‘Gate of Introductions’) in the original manuscript of ‘Eṣ Ḥayyim is published later this year, joining the greater part of the manuscript’s eight gates which have already been published, then we will be able to determine whether this text also appears in Vital’s own writing and thus to uphold or refute this hypothesis.

I would like to cite one more textual source, in which radla is associated with silence as an epistemological stance in a Maimonidean manner. R. Kook’s teacher and/or study partner R. Shlomo Elyashiv writes as follows on radla in his Leshem Shvo ve-Aḥlama: Haqdamot u-She‘arim, published in 1909 (not long after the period in which the two kabbalists studied together):

But [of] radla there is no grasp (tfisa) […] for it is totally removed [alluding here, based on an earlier discussion, to ‘atiq] and negated from apprehension, for it has no place and revelation […] and to him silence is praise [based on Psalm 65:2].723

This, of course, is the famous proof-text for Maimonidean negative theology, and, as I have shown elsewhere, the Zohar gives this verse a negative slant, as belonging to the fallen state of exile, although the verse refers to Zion! Indeed, the Guide for the Perplexed is a central source, particularly for this book, but also elsewhere in Elyashiv’s writing.

These texts call for further comparative, theoretical, and interdisciplinary examination (see, e. g., Rig Veda X, 129: ‘Only he knows—or perhaps he does not know’).724One tool which can be of value is psychoanalysis. Michael Feldman has written about patients who attempt to fill the analyst with doubt in the process of psychoanalysis. One goal here is to remove the discrepancy between analysand and analyst by acknowledging that they share a disturbing state of mind. From this point of view, statements about God’s self-doubt could be an attempt to mitigate the discrepancy between an omniscient deity and an increasingly doubtful religious subject.

A concluding historical comment: the gradual prominence of doubt as a theme of modern kabbalistic discourse parallels similar developments in the field of Halakhah, especially around the eighteenth century. Here one should note especially Qunṭres ha-Sfeqot (‘Treatise on Doubt’) by R. Judah Kahana Heller (1750 –1819), brother of the more famous Aryeh Leib ha-Kohen Heller (1745–1812), who devoted a large part of his early work Shev Shmaʽtata to the question of doubt and doubt of doubt (sfeq sfeiqa) and had familial connections with Prague. Actually, the treatise on doubt responds to an earlier discussion by R. Shabbetai Kohen in his Taqfo Kohen. Kohen also authored ‘the rules of sfeq sfeiqa’ within his Siftei Kohen supercommentary on the Code of Law (Shulkhan ‘Arukh). These set the stage for the extremely prominent place given to the question of doubt in an early twentieth-century classic of Talmudic analytics, Sha‘arei Yosher by R. Shimon Shkop, head of the Telz Yeshivah where Elyashiv studied. These mostly unstudied discussions should be placed alongside recent explorations of the origins of reasonable doubt (as in the writing of James Q. Whitman).

I would like to conclude with two comments pertaining to the history of Kabbalah scholarship and the role of German Jewry in this history. One is the need for closer attention to kabbalistic rhetoric, as recently exemplified in Roee Goldschmidt’s work. The other relates to the reception of Gershom Scholem’s Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. Seemingly, the 1941 publication of this series of lectures marks the transition of the centre of Kabbalah scholarship, besides Jerusalem, from Germany to America. However, Scholem was disappointed by the published reviews and asked a colleague who shared his German background to respond to his book. This review was published in an abbreviated form in The Jewish Frontier, and in full in Scholem’s correspondence with Hannah Arendt (now also translated into Hebrew). Arendt claims in her review that Scholem has clarified, for the first time, the role of the Jews in the formation of modern man. Inter alia, she notes the connection between the modern cogito and the mystical subject, as well as the affinity between the scientific experimental approach and mystical experience. Following on from Arendt’s observations, one should stress the contribution of Kabbalah to the interplay of doubt and certainty that characterises the evolution of modern subjectivity.
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1Introduction: The Origin of Language and the Shift of Credibility

The lingua Adamica seems, at first glance, to be a strange and merely academic subject.726However, one has to consider that the idea of the divine origin of language was the common theory in the Western tradition from the first century CE until the first half of the eighteenth century. So, for 1700 years, the theory of the lingua Adamica was a remarkably stable view of the notion of language and of its origin and potential. Yet from 1740/50 onwards, the question of how languages had emerged was discussed anew. Discussions of the genealogy of language led into a set of complicated arguments. In particular, the question of whether logic—which is evidently dependent on language and syntax—has a temporal index provoked unsolvable paradoxes. It is obvious that the question of whether there was a time when logic was not valid does not make any sense. Sensualist accounts of the origin of languages may perhaps have been capable of explaining the origin and etymology of single words, but they were unable to deliver a plausible account of how syntax and logic emerged. That is why, just at the apex of the discussions about the natural origin of language, the Berlin pastor Johann Peter Süßmilch (whose work on demographic statistics anticipated that of Malthus) wrote a booklet in 1766 entitled Essay on a Proof That the First Language Had Its Origin Not from Mankind, But from the Creator.727His argument was precisely this: that there is no plausible argument that can explain how logic could develop naturally. And indeed, the discussion on the origin of languages ended without a result: in 1832, the ‘Société Linguistique’ in Paris declared in its statutes that it would not permit any discussion of the origin of language.

Any discussion of the subject of the lingua Adamica inevitably leads to a second, even more intriguing question: how is it possible that philosophical and theological truths may lose their believability? In what way are they true? Is it plausible to say that Kant’s transcendental philosophy, Hegel’s objective idealism, or Wittgenstein’s theory of Sprachspiele (‘language games’) is true? Or is it more convenient to say that they are plausible? But what can that mean? Plausibility does not mean anything more than meeting with approval. Is approval sufficient for the claim of philosophical truth, which arguments had in the past? The question that is most intriguing within the subject of the lingua Adamica can thus be phrased: how did the idea of the divine origin of language achieve and lose its credibility? Here I present the first part of this history of truth claims: the rise of concessions to the truth in philosophers from Philo to Reuchlin.


2The Rise of Credibility: from Philo to Reuchlin

2.1Philo’s Cosmic and Earthly Adam

Few books have been provided with so many commentaries as the Book of Genesis; I think it is by far the most discussed book in the world. The reason for this astonishing fact is possibly that Genesis contains an account of the becoming of the world, of the creation of men, of the beginning of human wisdom, and of the origin of evil. All this is told in a brief, concise story, without any philosophical pretensions. Yet no other story has provoked so many philosophical interpretations. One of them is the subject of this paper, viz. the idea of the lingua Adamica: can such a discussion can be classified as philosophical at all, or is it merely a vain speculation?

The Book of Genesis has two accounts of man’s creation. The first is:

‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’ So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:26 f.)

The second account contains Adam’s creation from dust and Eve’s creation from Adam’s rib:

Then the Lord God formed a man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. (Genesis 2:7) […]

So the Lord caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man he formed into a woman and brought her to the man. The man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.’728(Genesis 2:21–23)

In between stands the passage concerning the lingua Adamica in Genesis 2:18–20:

And the Lord God said, it is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a help meet for him.

And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air;and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof.

And Adam gave names to the cattle, and to the fowl of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was not found a help to meet for him.

Philo of Alexandria conceived the first (and, moreover, a very long lasting) interpretation of these passages. In his commentary on the Book of Genesis, he interprets Adam in a twofold way. The Adam created in God’s image is identified with the Platonic cosmic man, the androgynous macro-cosmos who is the archetype of the word; the spiritual Adam, ‘he that was after the image was an idea or type or seal, an object of thought, incorporeal, neither male nor female, by nature incorruptible.’729In opposition to this pure, spiritual, supra-individual, androgynous Adam, the individual Adam is composed of soul and body. His body was created, though Philo does not say from where. The Adam who was made from dust and whose wife was formed from his rib is composed of bodily and spiritual parts, and this bodily Adam is the one who fell into sin. His soul, however, partakes of the eternal Father and Ruler of all:

For that which He breathed in was nothing else than a Divine breath that migrated hither from that blissful and happy existence for the benefit of our race, to that end that, even if it is mortal in respects of its visible part, it may be in respect of the part which is invisible be rendered immortal.730

The earthly Adam was created by the hand of God. Because of this immediate creation, he is ‘a born ruler and master’731of all beings, and, before his fall, he named all things, thanks to divine grace. In the process of naming, Adam had insight into the inner essence of things. His names denote the signatures of the things and indicate the archetypes of creation before they were called into extra-mental existence. Their power can be evoked again by their Adamic names:

For the native reasoning power of the soul being still unalloyed, and no infirmity or disease or evil affection having intruded itself, he received the impressions made by bodies and objects in their sheer reality, and the titles he gave were fully apposite, for right well did he divine the character of the creatures he was describing, with the result that their natures were apprehended as soon as their names were uttered.732


2.2Dénis Pétau on Philo and Chrysostomus

Before the nineteenth century, Philo was not accepted as part of the Jewish tradition. Instead, from the time of St. Jerome onwards, he was counted as one of the Church Fathers, because he taught a logos theology that was close to the Gospel of St. John and to the spirituality of St. Paul. He was part of the Christian tradition, before the Hamburg philologist Johann Albert Fabricius destroyed the pious myth,733and so it is obvious why the Jesuit Dénis Pétau (1583–1652), one of the great important theologians, philologists, chronologists, and intellectual historians of the seventeenth century, summarised Philo’s theory in his Dogmata Theologica (1644). However, his interpretation gave Philo a new slant: it was not so much the participation in the divine wisdom that he attributed to Adam, but rather the more rational interpretation that Adam had command over the animals.

Philo Judaeus says in his De mundi opificio: God let Adam give perfect names to all the animals. These names encompassed wisdom and the dignity to rule. Adam was wise because he learned by himself and was not taught by anyone, only accompanied by an act of divine grace, and that was the reason why he was king. It is the task of leaders and princes to give proper names to all their subjects.734

Pétau also quotes the Church Father John Chrysostom, who shares Philo’s (and Pétau’s) interpretation of the lingua Adamica as wisdom and command over the animals. He combines Genesis 1:26 (‘let man and woman have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’) with the account of the divine origin of Adam’s language, and therefore emphasises that man was the ruler over all species of animal. For him, Adam was like an owner and master of slaves who changes the names of his servants after he buys them. Chrysostom emphasises the force of the lingua Adamica to command, whereas the idea of participation in the divine logos evidently does not play an important role for him. Of course, as a consequence of the fall, Adam’s dominating power over the animals was lost for all mankind.735

In any case, the quotations in Pétau clearly prove that Philo was still counted as an authority of Christian Dogmatic until the seventeenth century.


2.3Reuchlin: De Arte Cabalistica


a Logos Theology

In the early modern era, it was Reuchlin who renewed the Church Fathers’ theories and made the idea of the lingua Adamica a key concept of the Christian Kabbalah. Reuchlin shared Giovanni Pico’s conviction that no art ‘makes us more certain of the divinity of Christ than magic and the Kabbalah.’ The divinity of Christ includes the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, the incarnation of the logos in Jesus Christ, and his resurrection.736To prove this theory, Reuchlin used the topos of the wonderworking word, verbum mirificum: an intertwinement of logos theology, magic of the word, and Christological prophecy. He merged all this in the Ars Cabalistica, and this Christian Kabbalah had the aim of reconstructing the paradisiacal lingua Adamica lost with the fall.

The real wonderworking word was the divine word, which created the world from nothing. The wonderworking word encompassed two elements: the first was the essence of all things, which were preconceived in the divine mind (the divine Sophia); the second was the force to make these ideas of the divine Sophia extra-mentally real (fiat, vehementia essendi). The lingua Adamica revealed insight into the divine Sophia, i. e. into the essential concepts of things, and Adam’s command over them was the shadow of God’s power to call things from mental into extra-mental material existence. God’s primordial intellect and the might of His word were united in the divine logos in which Adam participated when he was granted the right to name God’s creatures.

This is how—according to Philo of Alexandria—the prologue to the Gospel of St. John could and should be read. Obviously, the prologue begins as an allusion to the first words of the Hebrew Book of Genesis: bereshit bara elohim (‘In the beginning God created’). The beginning of St. John’s Gospel is analogous: ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος. The complete verse reads as follows: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and God was the Word. The same was in the beginning with God.’ For Christians, this text could only, in the first instance, be read as a hint towards the Holy Trinity: Christ is God’s Word, by which God becomes aware and cognizant of himself, and this reciprocity was considered as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Therefore, the ‘Word’ was intertwined with the inner-Trinitarian concept of the Deity. Secondly, the Word’s power became obvious in the creation of the world through the Word: ‘All things were made by Him (i. e. the Word); and without Him was not anything made that was made.’ On the one hand, this verse shows the process of creation through the word, and this creating word was communicated to Adam when God revealed the names of the animals to him (Genesis 2:19 ff.). On the other hand, it is obvious that this logos is also the inner-Trinitarian one and therefore the logos of the Father. The prologue to St. John’s Gospel has a third interpretation of the logos: ὁ λόγος ένσαρκóς: ‘And the Word was made flesh, and dwelled among us, and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.’ (John 1:14) St. Paul, in his letter to the Philippians, corroborated this interpretation and concentrated the whole process of logos theology in the name of Jesus: ‘Wherefore God also hath highly exalted him, and given him a name which is above every name. That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth. And that every tongue should confess, that Jesus Christ is the Lord, to the glory of God the Father.’ (Philippians 2:9–11)

So, it was obvious for Christian theologians how the ‘Word’ was intertwined with the Divine Trinitarian essence, with the process of the conceiving and becoming real of the creation, with Jesus as the Christ, and Adam participated in this process when God revealed the divine language to him.


b Kabbalah as symbolica receptio: JHSWH

Reuchlin takes the consequences of the theology of logos even further; he alludes to St. Paul’s typology of Christ and Adam737and quotes Genesis 3:22, where God says: ‘Ecce, Adam sicut unus ex nobis.’ This verse corroborates a typological correspondence between Christ and Adam. For Reuchlin, Adam therefore has both a cosmic and a Christological meaning, and he quotes the appropriate passage from Onqelos, the Aramaic (Chaldaic) paraphrase of the Book of Genesis: ‘Behold, Adam was my only begotten Son, the only one and in eternity from me.’738In other words, prelapsarian Adam, too, participated in this inner divine logos of God. Human paradisiacal knowledge culminated in the lingua Adamica, with which Adam, the ‘protoplast,’ named the animals (Genesis 2:18–20). ‘And it was incidentally this singular and astute insight with which the protoplast himself, who already was master of the world, gave a name to each and every thing that presented itself to him.’739

This human insight into the will and knowledge of God was lost with Adam’s fall. With the fall, the analogy between the Christological cosmic and the earthly Adam takes on a new meaning. Christ, the cosmic Adam, sicut unus ex nobis, who was preferred to the angels, now has to be newly revealed as the coming redeemer to the fallen human souls by the angels:

After this unhappy fall of the race of man, God taught his angels about redemption, ‘the coming salvation, and through whom it would come.’ Of course, he only taught them as much as the angels, with their status, could comprehend. He showed them the presence of the one who would redeem the human race, for man’s salvation was completely predestined. And so he said: ‘Behold, here is that Adam who not only existed in essence after you and the world came into existence, but who also was one of us in eternity before all creation and before time began.’740

Restoring the knowledge of the redeemer is part of the divine project of the salvation of mankind after the fall. This knowledge has its magical focus in the saviour’s name, which is the core of the lingua Adamica; it is the divine name in which all wisdom and might was united, and the aim of all the attempts of the Christian Kabbalah. It is participation in the logos, who is part of the life of the Holy Trinity, who created the word, and who became flesh.741

It is for this reason that the messianic Christological aspect is the dominant theme of Reuchlin’s Kabbalah, and he has a key narrative for his access to the core of the lingua Adamica, the name of Christ. In the terms of his Kabbalah, this means that the Kabbalah of the name of God is based on the shin in the tetragrammaton, which thereby becomes a pentagrammaton.

Reuchlin begins the story of these kabbalistic revelations with the promise of the Messiah, imparted to the fallen Adam by the angel Raziel. This is the key story of his messianic Kabbalah:742

And so the angel Raziel was sent to fallen Adam, who was filled with grief, in order to comfort him. The angel said: Do not succumb to excessive pain and grief, because under your guidance the human race was plunged into the worst perdition. Original sin will be atoned for like this: from your descendants will be born a just and peaceable man, a man of peace, a hero whose name exists in mercy and in the four letters i.h.u.h. He will extend his hand for the true faith and a sacrifice agreeable to God and take from the wood of life, and the fruit of that wood will be the salvation of all who hope.743

This is the messianic hope, fulfilled for the Christians in the wood of the cross, but still to come for the Jews.

The following passage is proof of Reuchlin’s philology as well of his speculative kabbalistic abilities. It is a little complicated; however, it makes clear that Kabbalah, too, is philology, and that it is also the summit of speculation. It is speculative philology.

Genesis 4:26 reports that Adam’s clan began calling on God’s name  שם   (shem) beginning with the birth of Adam’s grandson Enosh. ‘God’ is written as a tetragrammaton (יהוה) here. The key words are shem and the tetragrammaton: שם יהוה    . Reuchlin now highlights the special meaning of the shin in the word shem, which is spelt with the Hebrew letters shin and mem. He combines notaricon and gematria, the kabbalistic methods of interpretation. (Notaricon means that the letters of a word are read as the first letters of other words. Gematria is the interpretation of letters as numbers.744) According to the notaricon method, the Hebrew letters ש (shin) and מ (mem) of the word שם  (shem, ‘name’) stand for the spelled-out letter שין ( shin) and מתךו  ( mitokh, ‘in the middle’). Thus, following the notaricon method, Genesis 4:26, שם יהו    can be read: ‘Shin is in the middle of the tetragrammaton.’ So much for the notaricon explanation of the word שם . According to gematria, the letter ש shin has a numerical value of 300. This is also the numerical value of ברחמי    ( be-raḥamim, ‘in mercy’).745The prophecy the angel Raziel revealed to Adam was: ‘A hero whose name exists in mercy and in the four letters i.h.u.h.’ So, when the shin ש is introduced into the tetragrammaton, you have the solution to the riddle. With the shin in the middle of the tetragrammaton, which means ‘in mercy,’ the tetragrammaton can be pronounced as Jehoshua; Jesus. So the shin makes the tetragrammaton pronounceable, which means that the shin, the symbol of Jesus Christ, when positioned in the middle of the divine name יהשהו   , reveals the divine mercy and grace, because through the shin God’s name is pronounceable. The sensus anagogicus thus is: Jesus is the way to the otherwise unpronounceable God.

Divine might and wisdom are focused in the name of God, thus the newly invented pentagrammaton יהשהו   is the kernel and centre of the magic of the lingua Adamica; this is the name before which ‘every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth.’ (Philippians 2:9–11) Reuchlin was convinced here that he had found the key to universal wisdom and magic. So if one tries to find a combination of lingua Adamica and philology—viz. speculative philology— one has it here with Reuchlin, and on a remarkable level.

What truths does Reuchlin tell? What kind of philological proofs does he present? He transferred Philo’s concept of lingua Adamica into Christian Kabbalah. Reuchlin does not copy Philo’s interpretation at all. He has his own much more comprehensive approach to explain the lingua Adamica. His theology of language elevates speculative philology into the only truth that matters, the name of God himself, of which everything else is a derivative, such as the naming of the animals which Adam then does. Reuchlin is a believer in the truth of the Bible as well as in the truth of the divine ideas directly communicated to human minds. His theological speculations and his philological skills laid the ground for the credibility of kabbalistic exegesis in the early modern era. With this exegesis, he set the standards of anagogical interpretations, which founded the fruitful development of Christian Kabbalah for 200 years. It took until the eighteenth century for critical philology to murder her speculative sister. But that is another story.



3The Destruction of the Lingua Adamica. The Process of Discrediting Theories

Discrediting something is in many cases a silent, but very effective process; it works like calumny.746Such a decrease in credibility and credit can also be observed in theories and in varieties of speculation. However, it is difficult to understand this process. It constitutes something like a miracle in the histories of philosophy, philology, and the humanities that certain theories lose their credibility, although it cannot be said that their arguments become explicitly wrong; however, they look increasingly aged, no longer seem up to date, become dull and finally are considered absurd. This was also the case with the lingua Adamica, and the process of its discrediting is rather long. I shall try to sketch some of the stages of this process of disillusionment.

For the Jewish tradition, Philo was no authority, and for good reason. His theology of logos was too close to Christian Trinitarian theology and Christology, and this was of course unacceptable for the Jewish rabbis. Even though the Jewish theology of creation highlighted the word through which the world was made, Jewish theologians (if one can speak of ‘logians’ at all) did not follow the Greek speculations on logos. The platonic interpretation of the lingua Adamica which Philo, a Greek Jew, offered them, was too close to Trinitarian and Christological trains of thought. Consequently, the idea of the lingua Adamica became a Christian rather than a Jewish doctrine. So it is hardly astonishing that competing interpretations of the passage Genesis 2:18–23 which proved the idea of the lingua Adamica first came from Jewish exegetical traditions.

Just to recall: the passage which Philo first interpreted as an account of the lingua Adamica began with God’s deliberation in Genesis 2:18–20: ‘And the Lord God said, it is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a help meet for him.’ The following verse is the passage which triggered the interpretation of the lingua Adamica:

And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature that was the name thereof. And Adam gave names to the cattle and to the fowl of the air and to every beast of the field; but for Adam there was not found a help to meet for him.

So much for the account of Adam’s naming of the animals. The biblical text continues:

So the Lord caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man he formed into a woman and brought her to the man. The man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.’ (Genesis 2:21–23).

3.1Naḥmanides (1195–1270) and Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508): No Help for Adam Which He Would Be Able to Call ‘a Living Soul’ Like His Own Name

It was Naḥmanides (aka Ramban) who took into consideration that Adam’s naming of the animals had nothing to do either with the divine creating word or with the philosophical speculations of human insight into the divine logos embracing the essence of things. In his commentary on Genesis 2:19, Naḥmanides writes:

It is possible that the phrase be explained in connection with the matter of ‘the help’ that God gave to Adam, and the meaning is the ha’adam nefesh ḥayyah (‘the man is a living soul’), as is said, And man became a living soul [Genesis 7], and it is as I have explained it there: ‘And He brought before him all species so that every one of them unto which Adam would give a name and say it is a living soul like himself, that would remain its name and be a help to him. So Adam gave names to all, but as for himself he found no help which he would be able to call ‘a living soul’ like his own name.747

The interpretation is obvious: nefesh (‘soul’) and shem (‘name’) are connected, and the name is the expression of the soul. Therefore, the meaning of the biblical passage is that Adam did not find a living being that had a soul like his own. Since Adam had no help and companion who had the same kind of soul as him, Eve was to be made from Adam’s substance. Consequently, the story of Eve continues with her creation from Adam’s rib. The whole account receives its meaning without any mention of the lingua Adamica with all its Platonic implications. This is not a lengthy and elaborated interpretation like Philo’s or Reuchlin’s, but it concisely makes sense of the whole difficult account of Eve’s creation.

Precisely this exegesis could be found about three hundred years later in Isaac Abravanel’s (1437–1508) Commentary on the Book of Genesis (c. 1505)—that is, just to recall, exactly the time when Reuchlin conceived his ideas of the lingua Adamica and the wonderworking word. Abravanel writes:

Comme il est dit ensuite: ‘Et l’homme ne trouva point d’aide qui lui corresponde’. Il n’a pas trouvé parmi les animaux, en face et devant lui, une femelle capable de lui être une aide qui le serve alors que tel était le but de ce rassemblement. En effet, D. n’a pas volu lui donner une femme avant qu’il en ressente la nécessité, qu’il la recherché, et qu’il ne trouve pas de femelle qui lui convienne parmi toutes les espèces animals. C’est alos qu’Il la lui a faite, de sa chair et de sa substance.748

So here, at least for more prosaic philological and hermeneutical minds with no interest in logos theology, it became obvious that the lingua Adamica was mainly a Christian speculation or—in Jewish eyes—rather a phantasm.


3.2Marin Mersenne

Marin Mersenne, a French Franciscan monk, astronomer, philologist, and mathematician and one of the best and busiest networkers in the seventeenth century, a friend of Gassendi and Descartes and an avid anti-kabbalist, wrote a huge commentary on the Book of Genesis with the title Quaestiones celeberrimae in Genesim, which was printed in 1623. The book has a chapter entitled “De scientia Adami, & intellectus ornamentis.”749Mersenne comments on Genesis 20:2, which in Latin reads: ‘Appellavit Adam nominibus suis cuncta animantia, & universa volatilia coeli, & omnes bestias terrae. Adae verò non enveniabatur adiutor similis eius.’750


a Quotation of Naḥmanides

It is important that Mersenne cites the last verse of this famous biblical passage, since it is here that the germ of the destruction of the concept of the lingua Adamica lies hidden. Mersenne does not openly draw the hermeneutical conclusions of the last sentence. However, he quotes Naḥmanides as the best commentary on this passage: Adam did not find any animal to whom he could have given a name corresponding to his own as ish (‘man’) until he saw a woman, whom he called isha (‘woman’), because she was obviously suited to him.751He evidently knew the sceptical and dry elimination of the lingua Adamica by the Jewish exegete, but that did not prevent him from giving an explicit explanation of how Adamic wisdom could be imagined and explained in terms of the Aristotelian theory of knowledge.


b Philosophical Considerations about the Adamic Language


1The Limits of Adam’s Knowledge: Hebrew Grammar Sufficient for the Explanation of the Holy Scriptures

Firstly, he deals with the philosophical question of whether the names of the things are imposed on those things or whether they derive ab ipsa natura. Evidently, he believes that Adam was given insight into the essence of the things by God. It is remarkable that the sceptical Mersenne concludes: ‘It is not dangerous if we concede to Adam the knowledge of all things corporeal and elementary, as well as the knowledge of the stars and the sciences.’752His proof is biblical; he quotes Ecclesiasticus (Jesus Sirach) 17:3.4.6:

He gave him the number of his days and gave him power over all things, that are upon the earth. He put fear of him upon all flesh, and he had dominion over beasts and fowls. […] He created in them (scil. Adam and Eve) the science of the spirit, he filled their heart with wisdom, and showed them both good and evil.753

It seems that one has to conclude from this that the first parents omni decore, virtute atque scientia ornatos fuisse.

Mersenne offers some critical objections; it is, however, not completely clear whether he does so in order to destroy or to corroborate the biblical passage. On the one hand, he argues that Adam only had sufficient knowledge to explain the Holy Scriptures and the veneration of the godhead. It was not a knowledge of all particulars, but a form of wisdom which derived from optimum ingenium & maximam aetatem.754Here Mersenne again draws on evidence from Jesus Sirach 17:11: ‘And their eyes saw the majesty of his glory, and their ears heard his glorious voice, and he gave them a heart to understand.’ These were practical abilities which mostly concerned voluptas animi—the ‘joy of the soul.’ This knowledge did not deal with theoretical subjects such as mathematics and the liberal arts. On the other hand, he seems convinced that Adam was able to answer questions about astronomy and grammar, particularly the latter as he gave names to the animals. God gave him the Hebrew language which he handed down perfectly to Eve and their descendants. Moreover, when the discussion turns to these encyclopaedic questions, Mersenne seems to lose his sceptical attitude completely. He is sure that Adam mastered the problems of metaphysics, angelic knowledge, and all the secret sciences of the wise men from the Orient before the fall: ‘Indorum Gymnosophistae, Sacerdotes Aegyptorum, Prophetarum Cabalistae, Chaldaei Babyloniorum […] Adamus omnibus Philosophis hic enumeratis doctior.’ Additionally, he had a perfect knowledge of natural magic.

It is hard to decide whether Mersenne is being ironic with this list from a secret Adamic encyclopaedia. It is precisely the list of magic sciences he rejects in his acrid polemics against Robert Fludd which feature in this very same volume on the Book of Genesis.


2Philosophical Theory of Knowledge: Species Infusa (How is it possible to know what a species is without having sense perception of an individual of this species? God presented the individual animal to Adam in the moment when he infused him with the knowledge of the species.)

Be that as it may with the encyclopaedia of magic and secret sciences, Mersenne’s substantial considerations concerning the concept of the lingua Adamica are philosophical. His question is: what kind of knowledge could Adam have had? How can infused empirical knowledge be possible?755

Mersenne’s first rather sceptical question is: is it possible to know particular things without having achieved a habitus that administrates the species deriving from sensual experience with the extra-mental things? Knowledge of extra-mental things is always knowledge of species, and therefore abstract. It is abstracted from the extra-mental things, represented spiritually by an abstract phantasma which is given a name. A phantasma, viz. a species or scheme, can be given a name, and with the combination of scheme and name one can communicate knowledge and identify an individual extra-mental thing. This is the Aristotelian theory of science: giving a species a name is creating a concept of an individual, extra-mental being.

The second question is how an intra-mental species can correspond to an extra-mental object without previous experience and without a mental habitus of episteme. It is not at all clear how it is possible that infused knowledge of species, prior to any experience, can meet the external individual object. In order to produce empirical knowledge, one must always compare external individual things and mental species. But this was precisely not the case for the names Adam gave the animals.

Mersenne solves this difficulty as follows: he suggests that God conceded his peculiar knowledge of things, namely the lingua Adamica, to Adam in this way: at the very moment when God infused the cognition of all things into Adam’s mind, he showed the animals to him physically. Therefore, the divinely infused species perfectly corresponded to the things presented to him.756Through this construction, the correspondence between the species infusa and empirical knowledge was granted.

Adam therefore knew the essential divine language, since the knowledge of the species infusa which God conceded to Adam entailed more than the empirical knowledge of species achieved by the habitus of abstraction.757He was given the verbum mentis mediante specie intelligibili (‘the mental word through the medium of the intelligible species’). The essential word which corresponded to the divine logos of the creation entailed the knowledge of the proprietates rerum and their substance. This language was the original divine Hebrew, lost with the fall. But before this misfortune, Adam taught the original Hebrew, his lingua Adamica, to Eve in paradise.


3.3Samuel Bochart (1599–1667): Hierozoicon

Samuel Bochart was one of the outstanding Calvinistic philologists of the seventeenth century; his Hierozoicon, an encyclopaedia of all known animals compared with those mentioned in the Bible, was the reference dictionary of seventeenth-and eighteenth-century biblical exegesis.758Bochart, a model Calvinist, was a dry philological positivist. He asks three questions concerning the lingua Adamica: 1. What is a species of animal? According to the biblical account, were animals also presented to Adam that derived from mixtures of species, like mules or amphibious creatures? And what about the species of animals in the waters,759which do not feature in the biblical account? 2. The second question is even more positivistic: how could one reconstruct the situation when God presented the train of animals to Adam? To Bochart, it is a wonder that the crowd of animals proceeded peacefully in a line before Adam, just as all animals lived peacefully together in Noah’s ark. 3. A further question is how so many animals could come to a place where Adam could impose names on them. Was this possible through the might of angels or arcano Dei impulsu?36Bochart leaves these questions open and flees into exegetical obedience: it is sufficient that we know that God, who has absolute mastery over the creatures, has means by which he can arbitrarily realise whatever he decided needed to be done.760Qui movent quaestiones tam superfluas should recall that nobody knows why storks and cranes fly to Egypt in the autumn and return to Europe in spring.

Facing all these problems of biblical realism, Bochart only allows one interpretation of the lingua Adamica: ‘Itaque in servitutis notam Adam illis omnibus nomina imposuit, nempe ut domni servis solent.’761Before the fall, the animals were obedient to Adam and Eve; after the fall, most of the animals became wild and disobedient, although there were traces of the original obedience in dogs and horses.

As a philologist, Bochart is interested in the history of the Hebrew names Adam gave to the animals. He also argues that Adam transmitted the animals’ names to later generations, which gives him the opportunity to list a vast number of animal names that can etymologically be traced back to their Hebrew origin.


3.4Hermann von der Hardt and Johann Albert Fabricius

Johann Albert Fabricius was the chief lexicographer of Latin and Greek philology of the late seventeenth and the early eighteenth centuries. His Bibliotheca Graeca, Bibliotheca Latina and Bibliotheca Mediae et Infimae Latinitatis were the key reference works/dictionaries/encyclopaedias of classical philology through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, until the Realenzyklopädie für klassische Philologie und Altertum, the so-called Pauly-Wissowa, replaced them. Fabricus’ philology also included theological philology. Therefore, he collected dates and texts concerning the pseudepigraphy of the New and Old Testaments.762Important for the subject of the lingua Adamica is his Codex pseudepigraphicus Veteris Testamenti;763here, under the lemma ‘Adam,’ he discusses: 1. ‘Adamus Litterarum Inventor’; 2. ‘Adami Commentarius de Nominibus Animantium’; and 3. ‘Adamus edoctis ab angelis.’

Fabricius, like Bochart, was a dry character. In most cases, he only cites others’ opinions; however, concerning the first section, the invention of the script and peculiarly the revelation of the Hebrew letters and their punctuation, he is ironic and shows clear judgement.764He quotes the Calvinistic polyhistor Johann Heinrich Alsted and the Imperial librarian Peter Lambeck, who were convinced that Adam handed over the complete knowledge of the Hebrew language including its punctuation. As a philologist who knew the state of the art, he was of course convinced that the punctuation of the Hebrew letters was a rabbinic invention. Therefore, he ridicules all attempts to elaborate this thesis and denotes it as ‘nugae’ (‘cloudy’). Although he insists that he wants to save money and time since otherwise he would have to report too many ridiculous opinions, he nevertheless quotes a lot of literature concerning this subject.765

The second section comes to the heart of the problem, viz. Adam’s naming of the animals; this is the famous locus Genesis 2:19. In fact, Fabricius quotes works by some very well-known authors who argued in favour of the lingua Adamica: Petavius’ Theologia dogmatica,766Johann Heinrich Heidegger’s Historia patriarcharum,767and Samuel Bochart’s Hierozoicon.768But his most important source is the Helmstedt polyhistor Hermann von der Hardt, who doubted the whole theory concerning the lingua Adamica. In a letter to Paul Martin Nolte, printed in Helmstedt in 1705, von der Hardt states that he shares Isaac Abravanel’s opinion769that Moses did not intend to say anything about Adam giving names to the animals, but that he merely wanted to express that Adam did not find a being among the animals that was suitable to become his wife. The story in Genesis 2:19 was also told, as Abravanel explains, as an allegorical example for the Jews that they should guard against the infamy of the heathens who, like beasts, often violate their contracts.770In his letter to Paul Martin Nolte, von der Hardt states:

Adam carefully examined all living beings, says Moses, of whatever name, for he should judge himself in God’s mandate whether there was one among them who could become his desired partner, who could nourish him and establish a family with him.771

However, he did not find any, and this was the reason why God made Eve from Adam’s rib ‘flesh from my flesh and bone from my bone’ as his companion and helper: the isha for the ish, the fe-male as the partner of the male. Fabricius confesses that he finds this opinion the only plausible interpretation of the biblical passage.772With this statement from a leading philologist in the first decade of the eighteenth century, it finally became obvious that the idea of the lingua Adamica had lost its credibility.


3.5Zedler’s Universallexikon/Pierre Bayle/Hermann Samuel Reimarus: “Adam”

A couple of years later, this opinion shared by the philological elite had become common. In the article entitled “Adam,” which was printed in Johann Heinrich Zedler’s Universallexikon in 1732, all the elements of the spiritual tradition are still mentioned; however, they are all rejected. Only the post-paradisiacal biblical story of Adam remained accepted as historical truth. Zedler—or whoever the author of the article was—writes:

Adam, the first man, whom God has created after His image. […] His age amounted to 930 years, and he begot Cain, Abel, Seth, and additional sons and daughters whom we do not know by name. One honestly cannot relate anything else about him on the basis of scripture. All other stories about him are based on conjectures which are at best likely or evidently fabulous and absurd, e.g. one knows so much about Adam’s peculiar physical beauty and his magnificent knowledge. Some say that the angel Raziel was his teacher. They attribute to Adam different books, one on the names of the animals, an apocalypse, Psalm 92 and other psalms, the kabbalistic book Raziel, the book Yeṣirah, likewise one on alchemy, and others. Among the Jews, there are many who pretend that Adam was a being of a gigantic size, also that he was created circumcised. And it is also a product of absurd fantasy if some, and especially the well-known Lady Bourignon, believed that Adam was bisexual and that, before the fall, he could procreate the human race without woman.773

Although the article in Zedler’s book widely depends on Pierre Bayle’s Dictionnaire Historique et Critique, it is also much more sceptical than it. Whereas Bayle still accepts Adam’s vast knowledge as legitimate biblical exegesis according to the analogy of faith,774the article in Zedler doubts this. It looks as though it had been written by Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Fabricius’s unbelieving son-in-law. The credibility of Adam’s universal knowledge is completely abandoned here. The doctrine of the divine origin of the human language and its implication that the divine logos opens an insight into the essence of the things created is drawn into serious doubt. The terrain is paved for new naturalistic theories of the origin of languages which, from the 1750s on, grew like mushrooms from the earth.

In the 1730s, the same decade in which “Adam” appeared in Zedlers Universallexikon, Hermann Samuel Reimarus wrote his Schutzschrift für die vernünftigen Verehrer Gottes (‘Apology for God’s Reasonable Venerators’), an acrid criticism of the Old and New Testaments which remained unpublished until 1972. Lessing knew the manuscript and published parts of it in the 1770s.

Reimarus was a brilliant Hebraist, virtuoso student of Johann Albert Fabricius and Johann Christoph Wolff, the author of the famous Bibliotheca Hebraea. During his working life, he was a professor of Oriental languages at the Hamburg Gymnasium Johanneum. In the 1730s, he conceived his clandestine magnum opus, the aforementioned Schutzschrift für die vernünftigen Verehrer Gottes, and here the historicity of the whole paradisiacal story, and with it the historical Adam, were taken apart.

Reimarus still seems to believe that Adam was a historical figure; however, the only Adam he accepts is the one after the fall and the expulsion from paradise.775For him, the whole paradisiacal story is dubious. His doubts especially concern the question of original sin and its relationship to Adam and Eve’s knowledge and wisdom. His crucial question is: if Adam was created in God’s image and was so wise by God’s instruction, and if he taught the divine language and wisdom to Eve, how could one imagine that this wisdom did not include the distinction between good and evil? Why did Eve trust the serpent rather than God’s wise command? And how was it possible that the wise Adam was seduced by Eve in the ridiculous manner of eating an apple? And a little later, the scripture says that ‘the eyes of the first parents were opened’ with this act of the disobedient eating of an apple— what was this new kind of wisdom? Reimarus comments sarcastically: ‘Nobody is so foolish that he thinks he can become a doctor by consuming fruits.’776

Here, the paradisiacal Adam, and with him the lingua Adamica, was dissolved into vapour. Adam became a mythic figure, and the question of the origin of languages was henceforth discussed naturalistically, without any reference to divine intervention. From the 1750s on, naturalistic theories of the origin of languages sprang up like mushrooms. But that is another story.
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Part III: Reports




Activities and Events

Opening of the 2nd Academic Year on 8 November, 2016

Giuseppe Veltri: The Limits of Scepticism and Tolerance

Sceptical thinking has often been regarded as being dangerous to social and political stability; or, as the Enlightenment philosopher Christian Wolff stated: ‘The sceptic is dangerous for religion because the sceptic does not consider anything without doubting it.’ Almost every heresy has sprung from an answer to a question about the validity of norms, customs, and dogmatic patrimony. While past scholarship was interested in emphasising the role of sceptical groups or individuals and their impact on society, as well as their alleged danger to the social order, recently researchers have increasingly directed their attention towards sceptical challenges to hegemonic power structures and to (state) religion (which was a topic already discussed in the eighteenth century by Moses Mendelssohn). Here, Stuart Sim is worth mentioning for his emphasis on ‘why we need more scepticism and doubt in the twenty-first century.’ Sim envisages the problem of the entanglement between politics, dominant culture, and (political) belief and the need for a sceptical attitude as a privileged form of attacking authoritarianism in daily life. Although scepticism is commonly considered a negative attitude, it becomes a positive and necessary resistance to excessive power and to the suppression of dissent. Hence, a possible impact of scepticism on modern society could be the generation of tolerance.

In this lecture, Veltri discussed three fundamental and debatable points. The first question is whether a sceptical attitude can be considered a danger or a profit to society. The second is the origins and nature of tolerance, namely, what are the paradigms which enable a tolerant approach to controversial aspects of social and political life. The third and more complicated question is the relationship between tolerance and scepticism, or what limits are implied by a sceptical and/or tolerant vision of society.




Regular Events


Dialectical Evenings

The Dialectical Evening is an informal meeting every four weeks (in fortnightly rotation with the Reading Evening) for discussions and readings, which is designed to promote dialectical culture and sceptical thought within the research unit. Members of the Maimonides Centre and occasional guests convene to challenge, doubt, and explore theses in various subject areas.

[DE09] 29 August, 2016

Asher Salah: Scepticism and Dogmatism in the Religious Debate in 19th Century Jewish Italy

In the early days of Jewish Studies, the so-called Science of Judaism (‘Wissenschaft des Judentums’), along with its scholarly pursuits, implemented an extensive process of revision of the religious foundations of Judaism. Reform and Wissenschaft are believed to have concomitantly arisen in the first decades of the nineteenth century in the German cultural area, later to spread their influence east and west to other parts of Europe and to the United States. Recent scholarship has challenged the germanocentric interpretation of the origins of these movements. As far as Italy is concerned it is still generally assumed that ‘the question of reform was never seriously considered’ (Cecil Roth), albeit the flourishing of the Science of Judaism there.

But was it really so? Not in the eyes of Moritz Steinschneider, an observer wellacquainted with Jewish life in Italy. In his review of a sermon by Rabbi Marco Mortara, Steinschneider could not refrain from expressing his surprise at the strength of the Italian reform movement: ‘dass in Italien die hier bekämpfte extreme Partei so bedeutend sei, haetten wir kaum geglaubt.’ Indeed, Italy had numerous Jewish reformers, from Aron Fernandez of Leghorn to the school teacher Moisè Soave of Venice and the Rabbi Daniel Pergola of Turin. They promoted radical reform programs in their writings concerning liturgy, education and Halakhah. Some even implemented significant reforms in their own communities.

Where they isolated figures or did they give voice to significant trends inside an otherwise conservative Italian Judaism? Which models of reform did they refer to and how did they interact with the orthodox camp? And first and foremost, did reformers recur to sceptical tools to attack the dogmatic foundations of Judaism?

[DE10] 20 September, 2016

Almut-Barbara Renger: Confronting Sceptical Authorities

Sextus Empiricus, the main authority of Pyrrhonian scepticism, showed that we cannot develop a universally valid art of living because we are unable to determine the supreme good without reference to interests that are always shaped by our belonging to a community. However, Sextus’ scepticism does hold out the promise of arriving at a beneficial state of mind, by pointing towards an attitude that can be maintained only performatively. If one abandons the search for the good by itself, tranquillity can be attained without putting forth a general argument against the possibility thereof, thus freeing oneself from the burden of dogma.

At this dialectical evening, Renger explored the potentials and limitations of comparison by juxtaposing this attitude with other stances and ways of life that have been labelled sceptical, such as the teachings of Nāgārjuna, the first historically significant authority in the context of Mahāyāna Buddhism, which contain a comparable promise. The ‘Middle Way’ (Mādhyamaka) of this Indian philosopher puts forth the view that one can calm or still one’s thinking by refraining from taking up any position, holding instead to an inconceivable middle among all extremes.

What happens when famous authorities that are seen as sceptics, like Sextus and Nāgārjuna, along with their modern ‘descendants’ (in the sense of a Wittgensteinian family resemblance), are brought into dialogue with one another in a sceptical fashion?

[DE11] 28 November, 2016

Stephan Schmid: History of Philosophy and Scepticism about Philosophy: Three (Alleged) Routes from History to Scepticism

Some are sceptical about the possibility of ahistorical or timeless philosophical knowledge on the grounds that philosophy itself has a history (and is perhaps more closely related to its history than many other academic disciplines). Three arguments for this kind of scepticism concerning philosophical knowledge were discussed during the Evening. Schmid concluded that all these arguments are quite problematic. Thus, there are good reasons to be sceptical about historical scepticism about philosophy.

[DE12] 12 December, 2016

Roi Benbassat: Thesis—Religious Faith and Scepticism do Not Contradict One Another

Scepticism is normally considered to be an attitude opposed to religious faith, even though some advocates of faith present doubt as an important feature of religious development. The more you confront and overcome greater doubts, these advocates of faith say, the stronger and firmer your faith will be. However, it is evident that even from this ‘tolerant’ religious viewpoint, scepticism is viewed as something that should eventually be overcome, and that the ideal of faith is still the termination of scepticism. However, Benbassat discussed a different religious approach here: one in which scepticism can and should be constantly maintained alongside faith. This is a religious approach that not only regards scepticism towards religious beliefs as essential for maintaining one’s faith, but also considers any form of faith that does not incorporate a sceptical element to be mostly corrupted. This unusual religious approach is exhibited by the Jewish thinker Yeshayahu Leibowitz (1903–1994), whose fusion of faith and scepticism will be called into question in our discussion.

[DE13] 23 January, 2017

Charles E. Snyder: Anti-Political Animals

Anti-Political Animals: On more the one occasion, Aristotle defended the view that the human being is by nature a political animal (Nicomachean Ethics, I 1097b, Politics, I 1253a). Such a view does not entail for Aristotle that the human is the only political animal, since he also believes that certain non-human animals–bees, wasps, cranes–are political (History of Animals, 487b33, 488a9–10). And yet critics and loyalists of Aristotle continue to ascribe to him the view that what distinguishes the human from other animals is this natural propensity for politics. Both camps obscure the real issue and let Aristotle off easy, it seems to me. Snyder opposed Aristotle’s old commonplace about the human from a different direction. In this opposing view, the human is according to nature the anti-political animal; if not the most sociopathic animal; and it is this anti-political element that distinguishes the human from other animals. This view is one that Aristotle should have developed given his own metaphysical commitments. His reticence is unfortunate and revealing. To register this reticence, Snyder refrained from any presupposition of a modern perspective or theory in opposing Aristotle and from appeals to the recent U.S. congressional and presidential elections, the ongoing threat of nuclear war, and the accelerating destruction of human-fueled climate change as evidence for the rising tide of antipolitical power were kept to a minimum. Instead, Snyder opposed Aristotle according to the very same metaphysical presuppositions he used to support inter alia his view of the human being. If this opposing view is correct, this need not mean that Aristotle’s commonplace was entirely false, or that the annihilation of life on earth is inevitable. Nor does it entail that we should abandon Aristotle’s metaphysics or immunise political thought from metaphysics, generally. It could mean however that his metaphysical and political commitments combine to conceal the shadowy truth of the anti-political human, a view that he was apparently unfit to theorise.

[DE14] 14 March, 2017

Teresa Caligiure: The Sceptical Approach in Petrarch’s Secretum

The purpose is to discuss the suspension of judgment proposed by Petrarch in his work entitled Secretum regarding the lack of a definitive choice regarding his search for Truth; in the literary fictio, a dialectic meeting takes place just in her presence between the teacher Augustine and his disciple Francesco, which is one of the greatest manifestations of a sceptical thought strategy that refuses to embrace a univocal moral position in the dialogic genre. The author’s ethical scepticism reflects man’s inability to pursue and apply the teachings of Christianity, despite wanting to, which is why the writer moves away from the rigid morality of stoicism. In the dialogue, based on the Augustinian motif of rediscovering oneself, the moral project, suggested by the beloved praeceptor, is without any doubts definitely postponed by Francesco at the end of the work and substituted for a literary otium dedicated to the celebration of Laura and to classical scholarship. The sceptical approach in Petrarch’s Secretum is also intended as a continuous question from the disciple Francesco, who doubts the dimension proposed by his teacher Augustine and continuously contests the principle of authority.

[DE15] 18 July, 2017

Thomas Meyer and Bill Rebiger: The Use of Sceptical Strategies to Undermine Authority

Although they do not appear in ancient scepticism, topics such as knowledge, certainty, and doubt are essential in early modern scepticism. In particular, questioning the certainty of traditional sources of knowledge and doubting the established authorities became more and more common in early modern times, even in discourses outside the traditional philosophical schools. In this non-philosophical context, the posing of questions of certainty and the casting of doubt on authorities were realised by means of sceptical strategies in a broader sense, as Rebiger defined during this dialectical evening. In short, sceptical strategies are a set of literary or rhetorical means intended to induce doubts, questions, and intellectual uneasiness. Eventually, when successful, the use of these sceptical strategies will result in undermining the reliability or trustworthiness of (any) authority as a source of knowledge.

From a modern, i.e. post-1945, point of view, for many Jewish philosophers and intellectuals the (old) difference between ‘the ancients and the moderns’ (known since the eighteenth century as the ‘Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes’) became a starting point for revaluating the sceptical tradition from Pascal to Kierkegaard on the one side and Jewish sceptical traditions since Maimonides on the other. For example, Hannah Arendt, Karl Löwith, and Leo Strauss addressed and answered the problems of ‘1) relativisation, 2) historicisation, 3) indictment of heresy, 4) delegitimation, 5) ridiculisation, and, finally, 6) objectification’ (Rebiger) in different ways: their ‘solution’ was the ancient way of understanding ‘political things’ (Aristotle’s Πολιτικά). Their observations could work as a basis to systematise the understanding of ‘Jewish scepticism.’

[DE16] 22 August, 2017

Giuseppe Veltri and Dirk Westerkamp: Quaestio sceptica disputata de philosophia judaeorum: Is there a Jewish Philosophy?

Leon Roth’s (in)famous question ‘is there a Jewish philosophy?’ has been the subject of an ongoing and controversial debate. What may seem a mere argument of nomenclature among philosophers and historians of philosophy in fact raises important questions concerning the particularistic (‘-ish’) or universalistic (‘philosophy’) status of systems of philosophical thought that are intertwined with religious ‘truth claims.’

At the Dialectical Evening, both the basic arguments in favour of the ‘existence’ (not in the quantificational sense) of a Jewish philosophy and their counter-arguments were presented and controversially discussed. The form of the dispute was reminiscent of a mediaeval scholastic questio in order to provide a lively and fruitful discussion.


Reading Evening

The Reading Evening is an informal meeting every four weeks (in fortnightly rotation with the Dialectical Evening). Fellows and researchers read and discuss primary texts that are specifically relevant to their respective projects. Each meeting, one fellow or research team member selects and presents a text of particular importance for her research. In reading together, the group benefits from the expertise of the individual researcher.

[RE09] 9 August, 2016

Marietta Horster, Christiane Thompson and James Thompson: Ludwig Wittgenstein —On Certainty

Wittgenstein certainly belongs to the most challenging and puzzling philosophers of the twentieth century. Even though he has been regarded as an important figure for positivism and analytic philosophy, it has been incredibly difficult to situate his philosophical work. The Tractatus logico-philosophical, published in 1921, is nearly the only work published during Wittgenstein’s life time and its reception has been rather one-sided. One important theme of Wittgenstein’s work is the critique of philosophy as the bewilderment of language. Wittgenstein’s works strongly portray a therapeutic notion of philosophy. The text collection, On Certainty, goes back to notes written by Wittgenstein shortly before his death in 1951. The notes have been published posthumously in a collection by Anscombe and Wright in 1969. According to the editors, Wittgenstein’s notes deserved to be published separately under the heading of ‘certainty.’ A central theme of these notes is that propositions—once uttered—can be conceived as ‘certain’ without being scrutinized in their validity claim (see, e. g., the statement ‘This is my hand’). Here, Wittgenstein engages with George Edward Moore, who had published contributions about ‘common sense’ and the ‘proof of the outside world’ (cf. Moore 1969). Wittgenstein criticizes Moore for treating certainty as a form of knowledge. The experience of certainty cannot, according to Wittgenstein, be taken as a foundation of knowledge. The goal of this reading evening is to discuss the possibilities and limits of scepticism following Wittgenstein’s reflections on certainty. How are belief/certainty/conviction and knowledge related? How does Wittgenstein treat scepticism and doubt? Under which circumstances is the sceptical attitude warranted? These questions were tackled with a selection of text passages from On Certainty.

[RE10] 6 September, 2016

Cedric Cohen-Skalli: Isaac Abravanel’s Preface to his Commentary on Former Prophets (1483–1484): Scepticism and New Rhetorical and Philological Attitudes Toward the Biblical Text in the Renaissance

In his ground-breaking 1937 article “Don Isaac Abravanel and His Relationship to Historical and Political Questions,” Baer bluntly states: ‘Abravanel was the first Jew to combine Renaissance ideas with the Torah of Israel. He was the first to study tradition in the light of the new historical and humanistic method.’ Baer’s affirmation, although exaggerated, relied greatly on the reading and interpretation of Abravanel’s preface to his Commentary on the Former Prophets (on Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings) written in Castile in the years 1483–4, and especially of its discussion of the question: who wrote the books of the Former Prophets. In the discussion, Abravanel develops a new historical sensitivity toward the texts’ history and composition. Moreover, he describes the making of the books of the Former Prophets as a multilayered process entailing firstly the sources written by the historical redactors and later the work of compilation and edition made by the editors. This view opened new pathways for later biblical criticism, but also for a new scepticism about the transmission of the divine message within the biblical text itself. Far from Baer’s celebration of Isaac Abravanel as the Jewish ‘father’ of biblical criticism, Cohen-Skalli proposed a new reading and interpretation of this important preface, also taking other parts of it, such as Isaac Abravanel’s autobiographical narrative and his discussions on the rhetorical and historical finality of the books of the Former Prophets and on prophecy into account. The reading tried to present the link that unites biographical narrative, historical narrative, biblical narrative, and prophecy in Abravanel’s preface.

[RE11] 15 November, 2016

Oren Hanner: Sceptical Arguments against a Mind-Independent World in Vasubandhu’s Twenty Verses

The Twenty Verses (Sanskrit: Viṃśikā-kārikā) is one of the central works of the Buddhist ‘Consciousness Only’ (Vijñapti-mātra) School. It is ascribed to the Indian Buddhist philosopher Vasubandhu and is dated to the end of the fourth century or the beginning of the fifth century CE. This work is dedicated to defending the school’s idealist claim, according to which our experiences do not originate from external objects outside the mind (or at least, we cannot be certain that this is the case), while questioning and refuting realist assumptions concerning an objective external reality. Consisting of a polemical dialogue between the author and a hypothetical opponent, the text raises various objections to the idealist stance and then addresses them, relying to a large extent on various Buddhist doctrines and principles.

Modern scholarship has offered different readings of the Twenty Verses, with some interpreters suggesting that it articulates a form of ontological idealism, others claiming that it maintains a form of epistemological idealism, and still others seeing it as making principally phenomenological claims. During the reading evening, a recent interpretation by Birgit Kellner and John Taber (2014) was followed, who argue for an idealist interpretation of the Twenty Verses and suggest that Vasubandhu’s strategy of argumentation in the work is based on an extended argumentum ad ignorantiam, where the absence of external objects is derived from the absence of evidence for their existence.

[RE12] 28 February, 2017

Harald Bluhm and Bill Rebiger: The Function of Experience in Montaigne’s Scepticism

The focus of the reading evening was a specific aspect of Montaigne’s scepticism. This was not the well-known, long, and sophisticated Apology for Raymond Sebond (II.12), but the essay On experience (III.13), the concluding part of Les Essais.

Montaigne’s existence-philosophical approach forms the basis of his scepticism, his criticism of de-contextualized thinking and ethnocentrism. Some interesting topics in this framework are different elements of scepticism regarding reason and experience, such as the function of experience in critiquing endless conceptual distinctions, in critiquing incorrect ideas of certainty (e. g. interpretations of law, texts, and norms), and in critiquing ‘incorrect’ ascriptions of relevance.

A starting point for the second text of this Reading Evening, written by Marie de Gournay, was Montaigne’s revised view of friendship after his experience of intellectual friendship with her. With this text, a shift of the perspective took place to the experience of a contemporary female author who wanted to become a member of the male-dominated ‘république des lettres.’ This perspective will open up a new field of insights into scepticism.

[RE13] 21 March, 2017

Josef Stern: Maimonidean Scepticism

Two short selections from the Guide of the Perplexed were read in order to give a taste of Maimonides’ brand of scepticism. Unfortunately, the way Maimonides wrote the Guide makes it impossible to understand one passage in isolation; ‘you must connect its chapters one with another’ (Introduction, Pines 15). So, in addition to the two selections, related chapters were given as background.

The first selection and background chapters (Selection: III: 9: Pines 436–437; Background: III: 24: Pines, 500, paragraph in brackets, II: 33: pp. 363–366, II: 24: pp. 326–7, material within brackets, Introduction, pp. 11–12, material in brackets) is one of Maimonides’ clearest sceptical statements about the impossibility of knowledge of immaterial beings by hylomorphic substances (like us) as part of a parabolic interpretation of the scriptural descriptions of the divine ‘revelation’ at Mt. Sinai. The second selection and background chapters (Selection: I: 32: Pines, pp. 68–70; Background: Mishneh Torah, ‘Laws of the Foundation of the Torah,’ iv, §§10 –13, pp. 152–153) describes the kind of perfection that can be achieved by a human who recognizes the limitations of his intellect with respect to knowledge of metaphysics. Again, this is in the context of a parabolic interpretation of a text (here: the rabbinic text about Pardes).

[RE14] 25 April, 2017

Emidio Spinelli: Ancient Scepticism and Its Philosophical Self-Justification (Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Pyrrhonism, I 1–30)

Against the background of a new complete commentary on Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism, this lecture aims to offer a first analysis dedicated to a general introduction to Sextus’s work and his Pyrrhonian philosophy. Accordingly, after some preliminary considerations of the (non-‘linear’) history of ancient scepticism in its Pyrrhonian form, it will present a global picture of the self-justification of this ‘movement’ (which Sextus particularly sets forth in the first book of his Outlines of Pyrrhonism, §§ 1–30). After examining the structure of the main reference points at the roots of ancient Pyrrhonism, there was space to offer some reflections on the role of a specifically sceptical use of rationality as well as for underlining (and hopefully clarifying) some general difficulties usually linked to the ethical proposal of ancient Pyrrhonism.

[RE15] 13 June, 2017

Guido Bartolucci: Political Scepticism and Grotius’ Theory of Natural Law

The Protestant Reform contributed to the formation of a rift in European ethical and religious unity, which for centuries had formed the basis of collective security. This historical transformation was a factor in determining a conflict between different ideas of what was true, holy, and right.

Montaigne and Charron were witnesses to and the greatest interpreters of this period and they used sceptical philosophy to provide interpretive keys to this transformation. One target of their analysis was the traditional idea of natural law, which they criticised using the tools of scepticism. In 1625, Hugo Grotius published his work The Rights of War and Peace. In this book, the Dutch jurist reacted against Montaigne’s and Charron’s ideas of natural law by proposing a new theory that on the one hand was linked to sceptical critique and on the other attempted to go beyond it. The purpose of this Evening was to read the passages in which Grotius discussed this issue and to frame them within the broader transformation of the political thought of this period.


Occasional Events

Lecture Series 2016/2017: Scepticism and Anti-Scepticism in Medieval Jewish Philosophy and Thought

Convenor: Racheli Haliva

The tension between reason and revelation has for centuries occupied Jewish philosophers who were committed, on the one hand, to defending Judaism, and, on the other hand, to remaining loyal to philosophical principles.

Maimonides is considered the most prominent Jewish religious philosopher, whose aim was to reconcile philosophy, in particular Aristotelian philosophy, with the fundamental principles of Judaism. But many other Jewish thinkers, before and after him, also struggled with this task, raising the question whether it is possible to attain this reconciliation.

The connection between philosophy and religion was often not an obvious one. As a consequence, it could serve in some cases as grounds for supporting Maimonides’ project, while in others it could lead to rejection.

The lecture series ‘Scepticism and Anti-Scepticism in Medieval Jewish Thought’ focuses on sceptical questions, methods, strategies, and approaches raised by Jewish thinkers in the Middle Ages. In the series of lectures, the variety of attitudes presented by these thinkers, and the latest readings of contemporary scholars concerning those attitudes were examined.

29 November, 2016

Charles Manekin, University of Maryland, College Park/USA

On the Role of Certain and Near-Certain Knowledge in Maimonides’ Religious Philosophy

In his famous parable of the palace in the Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides claims that one who has achieved demonstration to the extent possible of everything demonstrable, and who has come close to certainty in those matters in which one can only come close to it—draws near to ‘the ruler,’ i. e. God (Guide, 3.51). Yet why should the psychological state of certainty be relevant for approaching God? Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to emphasize the attainment of knowledge? And why would anything less than demonstrated truths affect this process? These questions were considered in light of the importance Maimonides’ accords towards the possession of well-established truths in the rational soul. This importance was discussed with special reference to his views on the education of the multitude, the indubitability of the prophetic message, and the necessity of putting deviant philosophers to death. Manekin argued that the possession of well-established or well-grounded truths in the rational soul lies at the heart of his project, and that the achievement of rational certainty and near-certainty are among the means for achieving this goal.

13 December, 2016

Warren Zev Harvey, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel

Ḥasdai Crescas’ Sceptical Critique of Maimonides

In his Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides (1138–1204) sought to anchor the Jewish religion in the principles of Aristotelian science and philosophy. Rabbi Ḥasdai Crescas (c. 1340 –1410 or 1411), in his Light of the Lord, presented a radical critique of Aristotelian physics and metaphysics, and on the basis of this critique he rejected Maimonides’ approach. According to Crescas, human reason can prove the existence of a first cause, but cannot prove God‘s unity or goodness, that is, it cannot prove the God of the Bible. Religion, he argues, is based on prophecy not philosophy.

20 December, 2016

Yehuda Halper, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat-Gan/Israel

The Sex Life of a Metaphysical Sceptic: Platonic Themes in Gersonides’ Commentary on Song of Songs

Gersonides’ Commentary on the Song of Songs transforms the celebration of the erotic courtship between Solomon and a young woman into a tale of longing between the material intellect and the acquired intellect. On the whole, the presentation of the Commentary is Aristotelian: longing is connected to actualising potential, and the active intellect is acquired through the orderly study of the sciences—beginning with logic, then continuing on to mathematics, physics, astronomy, and metaphysics. Yet, at the same time, many main themes of the Commentary are Platonic. Like Diotima’s description of eros in Plato’s Symposium, the object of desire is never reached in the Commentary. Indeed, this kind of eros comes from Song of Songs itself, where the erotic courtship is never consummated in the work. In Gersonides’ reading, metaphysics is not grasped by the intellect in the way that mathematics and physics are, since it is not grounded in sensory perception, but in common opinions. Moreover, Gersonides’ tale of the material intellect’s journey to scientific knowledge is similar in a number of ways to the account of Plato’s search for scientific knowledge—and ultimately Plato’s lack of solid metaphysical knowledge—in Al-Farabi’s Philosophy of Plato. Gersonides probably did not read Arabic, but could have read Falaquera’s paraphrase of Al-Farabi’s work in Reshit Ḥokhmah, or else Falaquera’s own account of a similar journey to philosophy in Sefer ha-Mevaqqesh. According to Al-Farabi and thus Falaquera, Plato’s intellectual journey ends with the formation of a city that uses the myth of creation presented in the Timaeus as the basis of opinions on which a metaphysics can be built. For Gersonides the Bible, when properly understood, can provide a similar basis of common opinions for grounding metaphysics. Nevertheless, Gersonides himself preferred to study mathematics, physics, and astronomy—sciences he viewed as properly grounded in sensory observation.

10 January, 2017

Howard Kreisel, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Beer-Sheva/Israel

Between Philosophic Optimism and Fideistic Scepticism: An Overview of Medieval Jewish Philosophy

In this talk Kreisel showed that the philosophic tradition that penetrated Jewish thought was essentially an optimistic one grounded primarily in the Arabic translations of the writings of Plato, Aristotle and the Neoplatonic philosophy of Plotinus. The Jewish thinkers, following in the footsteps of the Islamic ones, essentially believed that the intellect was capable of apprehending the most fundamental truths regarding God and the structure of the world, whether these truths are attained by way of logical syllogism in the tradition of Aristotle or by way of the illumination of the intellect in the tradition of Plotinus. This optimism can already be detected among the Islamic theologians (Kalām) and it also influenced R. Saadiah Gaon (tenth century). Philosophic optimism also characterises the Islamic philosophers, beginning with Al-Kindi (ninth century), and in the Jewish world, beginning with Isaac Israeli, Saadiah’s older contemporary. Subsequently, the Jewish philosophic tradition in Andalusia, particularly the philosophy of Solomon Ibn Gabirol, gives expression to this optimism. In later periods, philosophic optimism characterises the Jewish philosophers of Provence (thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries), whose most important exponent was Gersonides, as well as most of the Jewish philosophers of Spain up to the expulsion.

The most blatant example of philosophic scepticism in medieval Jewish philosophy can be found in the thought of Judah Halevi (twelfth century), who on this issue may have been inspired by Al-Ghazzali. Yet in his case, as in the case of Al-Ghazzali, the use of scepticism came in order to defend religious doctrines and the truths of revelation (what some scholars have termed ‘fideistic scepticism’). In later periods, the use of scepticism was often tied to the defence of religion, and did not come to question all forms of knowledge, most notably knowledge attained through revelation.

The Evening was concluded with the problem of how to interpret Maimonides on this issue. Maimonides’ approach to the ability of philosophy to discover fundamental truths, while at times stressing its severe limitations in the area of metaphysics and even natural philosophy, has led to widely divergent interpretations of his thought. Kreisel argued that Maimonides was a qualified optimist in his philosophic approach, and that some of his more radical sceptical statements regarding the limitations of philosophic knowledge may have served a religious purpose.

17 January, 2017

David Lemler, Université de Strasbourg/France

Halakhic Dogmatism, Aggadic Scepticism: a Duality of Medieval Philosophical Exegesis

As regards the legal aspects of the Jewish tradition, Maimonides might be described as a dogmatic. In his Mishneh Torah, he proposes a final and exhaustive codification of the law, without mentioning the diverging views expressed in his talmudic sources. He also proposes a dogmatic list of compulsory beliefs. When one turns to the non-legal aspects of the biblical and rabbinical tradition, Maimonides appears far lesser assertive. He proposes philosophical allegorical interpretations of prophetic parables, but often stresses the fact that other interpretations are possible and sometimes offers several interpretations of one and the same passage. Maimonides’ abandoned project of writing a treatise dedicated to deciphering rabbinical aggadot was taken over by post-Maimonidean philosophers especially in Provence. In their philosophical exegeses of aggadot, authors such as Moses Ibn Tibbon or Levi ben Abraham of Villefranche show the same doubts as regards the possibility of offering a ‘true’ and final interpretation. What is at stake in this dual epistemic attitude of these philosopher-exegetes? Lemler argued that it reflects an essential aspect of their philosophical practice understood as a Foucaldian ‘spirituality.’

24 January, 2017

Lawrence J. Kaplan, McGill University, Montreal/Canada

Does Maimonides’ Theory of Parables in the Guide of the Perplexed Support a Sceptical Reading of the Work?

On the face of it there would seem to be little or no connection between Maimonides’ theory of parables in the Guide of the Perplexed and a sceptical reading of the work. But is this the case?

Maimonides characterises parables as possessing either an external meaning (Arabic ẓāhir) or an internal meaning (Arabic bāṭin). In the introduction to the Guide however, Maimonides seems to contradict himself regarding the value of a parable’s external meaning. On the one hand, he states that the parable’s ẓāhir, per se, is worth nothing—except that the ẓāhir serves the paradoxical dual function of first concealing the bāṭin, but then pointing to the bāṭin, once, that is, one has succeeded in, as it were, ‘decoding’ the ẓāhir. On the other hand, he states that the parable’s ẓāhir does possess intrinsic value, since it ‘contains wisdom that is useful in many respects, among which is the welfare of human societies.’

How are we to resolve this contradiction? Might a sceptical reading of the Guide provide us with a solution to this problem? Or should we seek to resolve this contradiction in light of the more traditional view of the Guide as a bibliocentric work, concerned primarily with the meta-philosophical problem of showing how those parts of the Bible that appear to lack wisdom, do, in fact, if read and understood properly, contain it, if in different ways. The talk was devoted to an exploration of these alternative approaches.

7 February, 2017

Ariel Malachi, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat-Gan/Israel

Scepticism at the Service of Revelation: Logic and epistemology in Judah Halevi’s Kuzari

Many scholars have acknowledged the importance of Judah Halevi’s criticism of philosophy. Some of them even indicated Halevi’s use of philosophical tools to establish his criticism, in a way that might be regarded as a sceptical approach to philosophy. Nevertheless, the general impression from scholarly studies is that the criticism of philosophy is merely a secondary assisting goal for the main goal of the Kuzari, namely proposing revelation as an alternative to philosophy, and accepting revelation in a very unsceptical manner. Maybe that is the reason those scholars did not tend to analyse Halevi’s criticism of philosophy systematically. In the talk, Malachi tried to identify the principles of Halevi’s criticism of philosophy. In this regard, he argued: (a) that the criticism of philosophy represents a sceptical approach based on logical and epistemological principles of Aristotelian logic; (b) that this sceptical approach is used not only to criticise philosophy, but also to establish revelation. Consequently, he suggested that for Halevi, the same sceptic approach can propose revelation not only as a philosophically legitimate option, but also more persuasive and therefore preferable.

14 February, 2017

Racheli Haliva, University of Hamburg

Anti-Scepticism within the Jewish Averroist School

Numerous attempts were made in the Middle Ages by philosophers and theologians to explain the origin of the world. Positioning themselves with regard to this crucial issue was particularly important for medieval thinkers of all religions, since it indicated their relation to one of the fundamental principles of their faith. The present lecture presents the anti-sceptical approach, offered by Yitzhak Albalag and Yitzhak Polqar—two Jewish Averroists of the fourteenth century who lived in northern Spain, to one of the most fundamental questions every religious philosopher has to address: is the world created by God ex nihilo, that is from absolute non-existence, as suggested by religious tradition, or, is the world eternal, as argued by Aristotle?

Albalag and Polqar adopted the philosophy of Ibn Rushd and considered him to be the best commentator of Aristotle. Their interpretation of Judaism, in light of Averroes’ Aristotelianism, was based on the assumption that Judaism and true philosophy must always coincide. These two thinkers, then, explain the origin of the world, from a philosophical point of view which clearly rejects the traditional belief.



8–11 May, 2017

Conference: Scepticism from Antiquity to Modern Times

The First International Conference on Scepticism at the University of Hamburg, organised by the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies in close co-operation with the Department of Philosophy at La Sapienza University of Rome, addresses the main elements, strategies, and definitions of scepticism with a focus on ancient, medieval, and early modern philosophy. A group of established professors and young scholars working on PhDs and post-docs lectured on the main questions of sceptical philosophy, such as the criteria for defining and distinguishing ancient scepticism from modern scepticism and the debates on the existence and meaning of a Jewish (anti‐) scepticism.

Lectures


Antiquity

Emidio Spinelli, Sapienza Università di Roma/Italien

‘Dialectic and Sophisms: the Sceptical Dissolution of Dogmatic Logic’

Katja Vogt, Columbia University New York/USA (via web conferencing)

‘Ancient Scepticism and its Interlocutors’

Charles Snyder, University of Hamburg/Germany

‘Academic Scepticism and the Teachability of Practical Ethics’

Stéphane Marchand, ENS de Lyon/France

‘Sextus Εmpiricus’ Use of δύναμις’

Diego Machuca, CONICET Buenos Aires/Argentina

‘Agrippan Pyrrhonism, Questionable Assumptions, and the Epistemic Challenge of Disagreement’

Jan Opsomer, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven/Belgium

‘Plotinus and Scepticism’

Charlos Lévy, Université Paris-Sorbonne/France

‘Scepticism and Monotheism: A Specific Relation?’

Gisela Striker, Harvard University/USA

‘Ancient vs. Early Modern Scepticism: Was There a Cartesian Revolution?’


Middle Ages

Josef Stern, University of Chicago/USA

‘What is Maimonidean Scepticism?’

Zev Harvey, Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel

‘The Problem of Many Gods in Al-Ghazali, Averroes, Maimonides, and Crescas’

Henrik Lagerlund, University of Western Ontario/Canada

‘The Sources of Medieval Scepticism and the Origin of Divine Deception’

Heidrun Eichner, University Tübingen/Germany

‘Reason and Revelation: Fighting Scepticism in the Context of Islamic Theological Manuals’


(Early) Modern Times I

Sébastien Charles, Université du Quebec à Trois-Rivières/Canada

‘Scepticism in Modern Times’

Stephan Schmid, University of Hamburg/Germany

‘Varieties of Early Modern Scepticism’

Yitzhak Melamed, Johns Hopkins University/USA

‘The Road not Taken: Why was Spinoza not a Sceptic?’

Gideon Freudenthal, Tel Aviv University/Israel

‘Salomon Maimon: Scepticism of the First and Second Order’


Keynote Speech

Giuseppe Veltri, University of Hamburg/Germany

‘Enquiring into (Jewish) Scepticism’


Roundtables of Early Career Researchers

Benjamin Wilck, Humboldt-University Berlin/Germany

‘Sextus Empiricus’ Criticism of the Foundations of Ancient Mathematics’

Máté Veres, University of Hamburg/Germany

‘Lapsarian Scepticism in Cicero’s De Natura Deorum’

Ariel Malachi, Bar-Ilan University Ramat-Gan/Israel

‘When Scepticism Turns Against the Sceptic: The Use of Scepticism by Medieval

Religious Thinkers—The Case of Al-Ghazali, Halevi and Maimonides’

José María Sánchez de León Serrano, Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel

‘The Role of Sceptical Doubt in Spinoza’s Naturalism’

Ville Paukkonen, University of Helsinki/Finland; Boğaziçi University Istanbul/Turkey

‘Scepticism Concerning Self-Knowledge in Early Modern Philosophy: the Case of George Berkeley’

Nancy Abigail Nuñez, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México/Mexico

‘Narrowing Process and the Context-Sensitivity of Knowledge Attribution Sentences’



Maimonides Lectures on Scepticism

The Maimonides lectures were established to invite international researchers to give a talk within the field of scepticism. The lectures are recorded and published on the webpage of the Centre in order to make them available to a larger audience.

8 February, 2017

Moshe Idel, Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel

From Mysticism to Scepticism

The lecture dealt first with an early passage by Maimonides, found in his Commentary on the Mishnah, Sanhedrin, dealing with the post-mortem union of the human intellect with the angelic world, which reflects the impact of the rational mysticism of Avicenna. This passage was accurately translated from Arabic into Hebrew by Naḥmanides, which puts into relief aspects that correspond with his understanding of Kabbalah.

Then, following the lead of Leo Strauss and Shlomo Pines, there was a brief discussion of the sceptical aspects of the late Maimonides, in the Guide for the Perplexed, concerning his attitude to the Hebrew language and the limits of human speculation, and, finally, a discussion of a passage from the Guide dealing with the manner in which the secrets of the Torah should be extracted from the biblical text, and compare it to Abraham Abulafia’s ecstatic Kabbalah.

1 March, 2017

Nuccio Ordine, L’Università della Calabria/Italy

The Search for Truth in Giordano Bruno’s Work

For Giordano Bruno, we do not possess the truth, but we search for it. His philosophy begins with Copernican heliocentrism and approaches an endless view of the universe: in an infinite universe, in fact, there can be no absolute centre; the centre of the universe is the one who observes the universe. Bruno therefore criticises two rigid and opposing but complementary positions: dogmatism (which posits that there is one truth), and some radical currents of scepticism (which deny the existence of truth). Bruno praises a point of view that encompasses doubt, uncertainty, and relativity, interwoven with typical arguments of scepticism, but places them in a perspective in which the search for truth is essential to give meaning to life.

3 May, 2017

Jonathan Garb, Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel

Doubt and Certainty in Early Modern Kabbalah

This lecture contrasted the rhetoric of certainty in medieval Kabbalah with the increased recurrence of doubt in modern Kabbalah, tracing the development of the ontological discourse on doubt and stressing the radical possibility that doubt is not limited to human perception of the divine, but could also limit divine self-knowledge. Then the lecture turned to psychological discussions of doubt and certainty of the Hasidim and R. Kook. Finally, Garb considered the broader historical context of this development: the rise of scepticism in the seventeenth century, Jewish enlightenment in the nineteenth century, and full-fledged secularisation in R. Kook’s time.

16 May, 2017

Jani Hakkarainen, University of Tampere/Finland

Hume on Possible Duration without Possible Temporal Parts—A Sceptical Solution

In A Treatise of Human Nature Book 1, Part 2, Section 5, Paragraph 29 (1739), David Hume (1711‒76) seems to put forward the view that an atemporal, steadfast, and unchanging object has the capacity to endure. This is deeply puzzling, for Hume believes that any enduring object divides into temporal parts. However, this is not possible for an atemporal object, that is, for temporal nothingness, so temporal nothingness cannot endure.

Hakkarainen argued that Hume should be read as claiming that in such cases it merely appears to us that temporal nothingness has the capacity to endure, and that it is causally possible that reality is different from appearance: really, there is a duration and composition of temporal parts. Therefore, the lecture draws on a distinction which Hume himself employs at the end of Treatise 1.2.5: the traditional sceptical distinction, familiar from the work of the ancient sceptic Sextus Empiricus, between appearance and reality in the sense of perceptions being distinguished from their real causes.

6 June, 2017

Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, Free University Berlin/Germany

Lingua Adamica and Philological Scepticism—Rise and Fall in Kabbalistic Key-Concepts

God spoke and the world became real; and the pre-lapsarian Adam was given insight into the essence and the power of the divine language. It was one of the aims of both Jewish and Christian Kabbalah to regain this paradisiacal knowledge, which was lost with the fall of the first human beings. The idea of the lingua Adamica stems from Philo; it was later shared by the Christian Church Fathers as well as Jewish rabbis, and it was fully developed by the Christian Kabbalists Pico and Reuchlin. The concept was harshly criticised in the High Middle Ages by Naḥmanides (Ramban), and in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, biblical criticism following these traces made it obvious that Philo’s allegorical exegesis of Genesis 2:19 f. could not provide the philological basis for those far-reaching pious speculative and mystical consequences. However, the idea remained vivid, in spite of acid criticism in the age of Enlightenment, and it finally survived in Benjamin’s theory of language.

20 June, 2017

Omri Boehm, The New School for Social Research, New York/USA

Maimonides, Spinoza and Kant on Enlightenment and Prophecy

It is common to understand Kant’s notion of enlightenment as having the courage to ‘think for oneself.’ While not contesting this definition, the assumption that ‘selbst denken’ in Kant consists in refusing the guidance of another over our own thinking was rejected. Paradoxical though it may seem, following another’s guidance—in the strong sense of following without understanding—emerges in Kant as a necessary condition for thinking for oneself. In this light, the relationship between enlightenment (thinking for oneself) and religion (prophecy/revelation) must be reconsidered. Far from depending on the rejection of the prophets’ authority—as it is in Spinoza’s concept of enlightenment—Kantian enlightenment is impossible without it.

11 July, 2017

Carlos Fraenkel, McGill University, Montreal/Canada

Metaphysical Scepticism and Sufi Alternative: Al-Ghazali, Maimonides, and Abraham ben Maimonides

In the talk, Fraenkel offered a solution to the puzzle of why Abraham ben Maimonides staunchly defends his father’s intellectual legacy against critics in the West and the East and presents himself as his intellectual heir while at the same time strikingly departing from this legacy: whereas Maimonides interprets Judaism as a philosophical religion, Abraham proposes a Sufi interpretation. Al-Ghazali’s account of the relationship between falsafa and Sufism was used as a model to explain the relationship between father and son. Both al-Ghazali and Maimonides are metaphysical sceptics—i. e., they hold that reason cannot conclusively settle metaphysical questions. However, in contrast to al-Ghazali and Abraham, Maimonides does not try to overcome scepticism through the Sufi path to God. Therefore, Abraham’s departure from Maimonides turns out to be (at least in part) an attempt to solve a specific epistemological problem.



Sceptical Ateliers

A Sceptical Atelier is required whenever we are faced with a multifaceted phenomenon which can only be understood in an interdisciplinary way by combining various disciplinary perspectives into a unified understanding which can account for how and why these facets are united in the phenomenon in question. The Sceptical Atelier is designed as a discussion forum, in which specialists in their fields contribute to the understanding of a certain topic or phenomenon. Thus, the participants will not have prepared a particular talk or paper, but will rather have studied the object of common inquiry in advance so as to share their notes and thoughts about it in the joint discussion.

6–9 February, 2017

Sceptical Atelier: Salomon Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte: Reading a New English Translation

Convenors: Yitzhak Melamed (Johns Hopkins University/USA) and Stephan Schmid (University of Hamburg/Germany)

Participants:

Leora Batnitzky (Princeton University/USA)

Florian Ehrensperger (University of British Columbia/Canada)

Warren Zev Harvey (Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel)

Moshe Idel (Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel)

Ada Rapoport-Albert (University College London/UK)

Paul Reitter (Ohio State University/USA)

Oded Schechter (HSE Moscow/Russia)

Abraham Socher (Oberlin College/USA)

Shaul Stampfer (Hebrew University of Jerusalem/Israel)

Salomon Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte has fascinated readers ever since its first publication in 1792/3. In light of Maimon’s exceptionally vivid description of his life as a Talmudic prodigy from—as he puts it—‘the woods of Lithuania,’ a preadolescent husband, an aspiring kabbalist-magician, an earnest young philosopher, a bedraggled beggar, an urbane Berlin pleasure-seeker, a Hamburg gymnasiast, and, eventually, the philosopher of whom Kant would speak in highest terms, the widely shared fascination with and admiration of his Lebensgeschichte should not come as a surprise.

At the same time, fascination with Maimon’s vivid prose led later editors of this text to omit the philosophical passages found in his original version, which they found anathematic or even obstructive to the narrative of Maimon’s thrilling life story, or to banish them to appendices. In fact, there is no modern edition of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte (whether in German, Hebrew, or English) which preserves the original order of the text. Given that it was via his Lebensgeschichte that Maimon publicly introduced himself (under his newly adopted pseudonym ‘Maimon’) into the philosophical scene of the German Enlightenment, the omission of Maimon’s philosophical ‘digressions’ constitutes a fatal distortion of the original text: it prevents modern readers from seeing the extent to which Maimon conceived of himself as picking up the Jewish rationalist tradition founded by his medieval namesake Moshe ben Maimon (or Maimonides) so as to transpose it into transcendental philosophical terms inspired by Kant.

The Sceptical Atelier on Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte consisted of an intense close-reading workshop in which a new English translation of this text was discussed. This translation was prepared by Paul Reitter and edited by Yitzhak Y. Melamed and Abraham P. Socher. It is acually the first modern edition of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte to preserve its original order. The collaborative study of this text promises to foster a deeper and better understanding not only of Maimon’s intellectual biography, but also of his philosophical thinking in general. The Atelier is a pre-read event devoted to a chapter by chapter discussion of the book (devoting roughly one hour to each chapter).

22–24 May, 2017

Sceptical Atelier: Simone Luzzatto’s Socrates: Reading the Forthcoming First English Translation

Convenors: Michela Torbidoni and Giuseppe Veltri

Participants:

Guido Bartolucci (University of Calabria/Italy)

Paolo Bernardini (University of Insubria/Italy)

Antonella del Prete (Tuscia University of Viterbo/Italy)

Cristiana Facchini (University of Bologna/Italy)

Fabrizio Lelli (Salento University of Lecce/Italy)

Anna Lissa (University Paris 8/France)

Luciana Pepi (University of Palermo/Italy)

Emidio Spinelli (La Sapienza University of Rome/Italy)

Josef Stern (University of Chicago/USA)

Syros Vasileios (University of Jyväskylä/Finland

The Sceptical Atelier is a pre-read event devoted to the discussion of the forthcoming bilingual (Italian/English) edition of Simone Luzzatto’s Socrate overo dell’humano sapere (1651) prepared by Giuseppe Veltri and Michela Torbidoni. It is an important but overlooked work, which provides a critical perspective on the place of Jewish scepticism within the seventeenth century.

Simone Luzzatto (ca. 1583–1663) was the chief rabbi of the Jewish community of Venice as well as a highly talented classicist and a passionate reader of medieval Italian literature.




Stephan Schmid and Yitzhak Melamed

Report on the Sceptical Atelier on Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte (6–9 February, 2017)

Salomon Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte

Salomon Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte is an exceptional book which has fascinated readers ever since its first publication in 1792/3. In light of Maimon’s vivid description of his life as a talmudic prodigy from—as he puts it—‘the woods of Lithuania,’ a preadolescent husband, an aspiring kabbalist magician, an earnest young philosopher, a bedraggled beggar, an urbane Berlin pleasure-seeker, a Hamburg gymnasiast, and, eventually, the philosopher of whom Kant would speak in highest terms, the widely shared fascination with and admiration of this book should not come as a surprise.

Apart from this, Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte is a unique historical source of Jewish life and culture in eighteenth-century Eastern Europe and an important document about both the emergence of the (New) Hasidism founded by Israel Ben Eliezer (also known as Baal Shem Tov or Besht) and the social status of Jews in Western Europe, comprising such different groups as the enlightened Jewish circle around Moses Mendelssohn in Berlin and Jewish salesmen in Amsterdam. It also testifies to the huge impact of Jewish Enlightenment on late eighteenth-century German philosophy in general.

Moreover, the Lebensgeschichte is particularly key for understanding Maimon’s philosophy, as it meticulously describes the development and formation of his thought: his early talmudic studies, his teenage digressions into kabbalist magic, his fascination with Maimonides, and his encounter with Enlightenment philosophy in Berlin and its empiricist and rationalist forerunners such as Locke, Hume, Spinoza, and Leibniz, which eventually led him to synthesise their views in a ‘Coalitionsystem’ that he self-consciously opposed to Kant’s transcendental philosophy.

In fact, the Lebensgeschichte was Maimon’s first published book. Despite being often unknown (or at least unmentioned), this is a highly significant fact, as it reveals an altogether new facet of this book. The Lebensgeschichte is far more than a mere collection of autobiographical memories. It is his official introduction to the German Enlightenment under his newly adopted pseudonym of ‘Maimon’—derived from his philosophical hero Maimonides—and also, at the same time, the constitution of his public philosophical persona. It is an integral part of Maimon’s public presentation as a Jewish philosopher.777

That Maimon’s purpose in the publication of his Lebensgeschichte was partially also to introduce himself to the philosophical community of his days as a Jewish thinker adopting the legacy of Maimonides helps to explain the otherwise startling fact that he opens the second part of his book with ten chapters (comprising 135 pages in the original German edition published in 1793) of a summary and vast excerpts of Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed.778Maimon prefaces his digression into Maimonides’ philosophy by confessing that his intellectual development was highly influenced by Maimonides’ writings and his wish to ‘familiarise the reader, at least to some extent, with the spirit of these writings’ in order ‘to enable the reader to assess the influence this great man’s writings had on me.’779

Now, Maimon was well aware of the fact that not all of his readers would be interested in his digression about Maimonides’ philosophy, writing that ‘[r]eaders looking for mere incidents or a novelistic story can skim these pages, which will not, however, be unimportant for intelligent readers.’780What is striking, however, is that none of the editors of modern editions of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte (whether in German, Hebrew, or English) seem to belong to these ‘intelligent readers’ addressed by Maimon, since they all omit the first ten chapters of the second part of his Lebensgeschichte or banish them to appendices. In light of the significance of these chapters, this ‘emendation’ of the original text seems to be fatal: it prevents modern readers from seeing the extent to which Maimon conceived of himself as picking up the Jewish rationalist tradition founded by his medieval namesake Moshe ben Maimon (or Maimonides) so as to transpose it into transcendental philosophical terms inspired by Kant.

For this reason, a new edition of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte which preserves the original order of the text is urgently required. Precisely such an edition has been prepared by Abraham Socher and Yitzhak Y. Melamed, which is presented in a widely accessible English translation by Paul Reitter. It was to the discussion of this text that we devoted the Maimonides Centre’s first Sceptical Atelier.


The New Format of the Sceptical Atelier

But what is a Sceptical Atelier and why do we need this new format? Unlike familiar event formats such as conferences or workshops, in which participants speak about their research and findings by giving talks or papers, the Sceptical Atelier is designed as a discussion forum, in which specialists in their fields contribute to the understanding of a certain topic or phenomenon. Thus, participants in a Sceptical Atelier will not have prepared a particular talk or paper, but will rather have studied the object of common inquiry in advance—in our case, the new edition and translation of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte prepared by A. Socher, Y. Melamed, and P. Reitter—so as to share their notes and thoughts about it in the joint discussion.

A Sceptical Atelier is, by nature and design, ‘sceptical’ in the original sense of the term: it is an open and unbiased investigation of a certain topic in which arguments from different perspectives are weighed and compared.781Being concerned with Salomon Maimon, our Sceptical Atelier was also sceptical with respect to its particular subject: given that we have only a finite capacity for understanding, Maimon held that we are never able to acquire infallible (and thus true) knowledge about empirical matters and are thus doomed to empirical scepticism.782

So much for the new format of the Sceptical Atelier. What is the advantage of this format, and why is it needed? The format of the Sceptical Atelier is particularly apt when it comes to understanding a multifaceted phenomenon or object of study whose full appreciation requires a combination of a whole gamut of disciplinary perspectives. It is a format that makes interdisciplinary research extremely fruitful and rewarding: by being devoted to a single yet multifaceted subject of study, the format of the Sceptical Atelier guarantees a focused and unified discussion. It ensures that the contributions from different disciplinary perspectives are indeed concerned with the same subject and will therefore lead to a comprehensive understanding of one topic, as opposed to a collection of various views about different things (as unfortunately happens all too often in interdisciplinary discussions). By developing the single disciplinary perspectives in real time, as it were, and in the presence of experts from other disciplines, the format of the Sceptical Atelier ensures that the different perspectives do in fact complement and inform one another. In this way, a Sceptical Atelier is not only likely to provide us with a better grasp of one multifaceted subject of study, but rather with a unified understanding of this subject: an understanding that does not only yield knowledge that the subject in question exhibits various facets, but an understanding that also reveals how and why these multiple facets are unified in the subject in question. To make a long story short, then, a Sceptical Atelier is required whenever we are faced with a multifaceted phenomenon which can only be understood in an interdisciplinary way by combining various disciplinary perspectives into a unified understanding which can account for how and why these facets are united in the phenomenon in question.

As has become plain in the section above, Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte is precisely this kind of multifaceted phenomenon. Touching upon such diverse topics as the history of Eastern European Jews in the eighteenth century, the various traditions and manifestations of Jewish life, faith, and scholarship, the emergence of Hassidism, and the German philosophy of the Enlightenment, an adequate treatment of the Lebensgeschichte calls for an interdisciplinary approach in which the single disciplinary perspectives are integrated into a unified understanding of this exceptional book.


Participants and Programme

The Sceptical Atelier on Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte was organised by Stephan Schmid and Yitzhak Y. Melamed. Schmid is professor of the history of philosophy at the University of Hamburg and one of the co-directors of the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies—Jewish Scepticism, who is particularly interested in the philosophy of Spinoza and the way it was developed and transformed by Salomon Maimon. Melamed is Charlotte Bloomberg Professor of Philosophy at the Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, USA. He is a world-leading scholar of Spinoza and Maimon with a particular interest in how they shaped or even initiated the development of German Idealism. Particular relevant to the Sceptical Atelier is the fact that Melamed is one of the editors of the new annotated English translation of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte.

Fortunately, we managed to attract not only Abraham P. Socher, professor of Jewish studies and religion at Oberlin College (Ohio, USA) and the other editor of the new edition of the Lebensgeschichte, but also an excellent group of scholars specialising in Jewish thought, the history of Hassidism, East European Jewry, and the philosophy of Salomon Maimon. Aside from this, we were also able to arrange a Skype conference with Paul Reitter, professor at the Department of Germanic Languages and Literatures at The Ohio State University (Columbus, USA), who translated the document discussed in our Sceptical Atelier.

The participants invited to this Sceptical Atelier were:

Leora Batnitzky, Ronald O. Perelman Professor of Jewish Studies and professor of religion at Princeton University, USA. She is a specialist on (the emergence of) modern Jewish thought and the development of the idea of Judaism as a religion in the sense in which German Protestants coined this term.

Florian Ehrensperger, who works at the School of Library, Archival and Information Studies at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, Canada. He has published on “The Problem of Individuality and Subjectivity in the Philosophy of Salomon Maimon” and has edited a German critical edition of Maimon’s Essay on Transcendental Philosophy (Versuch über die Transzendentalphilosophie).

Warren Zev Harvey, professor emeritus of Jewish thought at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Israel). He is an expert on medieval Jewish philosophy with a particular focus on Maimonides and Ḥasdai Crescas, and he is also famous for his work on Spinoza and Mendelssohn.

Moshe Idel, Emeritus Max Cooper Professor of Jewish Thought at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Israel) and a world-famous specialist in Jewish mysticism and Kabbalah studies.

Ada Rapoport-Albert, professor emerita of Jewish history at the Department of Hebrew and Jewish Studies at University College London (England). She has done ground-breaking work on the emergence and dissemination of Hasidism in eighteenth-century Poland and on gender issues in the history of Judaism.

Oded Schechter, professor at the School of Philosophy of the National Research University, Higher School of Economics in Moscow (Russia). He is an expert on rabbinic hermeneutics and the philosophy of Spinoza and Salomon Maimon.

Shaul Stampfer, professor of Soviet and East European Jewry at the Hebrew University, who specialises in Lithuanian yeshivas as well as Jewish demography, migration, and education.

Apart from these, many members and (prospective) fellows of the MCAS, as well as graduate and doctoral students—some even travelling from other German cities— attended our discussions. Among them were Giuseppe Veltri, Racheli Haliva, Patrick Benjamin Koch, Josef Stern, Máté Veres, and Dirk Westerkamp.

The Sceptical Atelier on Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte lasted for three and a half days. During these days, we discussed the whole book page by page. Furthermore, our discussions were complemented by a satellite talk on “Maimonides: From Mysticism to Scepticism” held by Moshe Idel on Wednesday evening. Idel argued that Abraham Abulafia’s ecstatic Kabbalah was (at least in part) inspired by his reading of Maimonides’ recommendations on how to extract secrets from the Torah in his Guide for the Perplexed.

The combination of distinguished specialists in various disciplines, each of whom could illuminate certain aspects of the Lebensgeschichte, and a generous time schedule led to a unique atmosphere for an exceptionally fruitful discussion. This discussion not only resulted in intellectual satisfaction for our participants, but also in major improvements to the discussed manuscript.


Results

The Atelier proved to be an unparalleled event in the study of Maimon’s philosophy and thought and made an immense contribution to the development and success of the new edition of his Lebensgeschichte. The rare opportunity to bring together the very best world scholars in various sub-fields of Jewish studies and to have them give a close study of this key text enabled the editors to solve numerous scholarly problems, test their conjectures, and overall to develop an extraordinarily rich overview of Salomon Maimon, the person and his philosophy.

For Socher and Melamed, the Atelier proved to be a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and they hope and strive to share the fruits of the event in the forthcoming book. The input we received from other participants was equally enthusiastic, to the extent that many suggested using this kind of intellectual forum for the study of other works and thinkers as well. In fact, we already held a second Sceptical Atelier on Simone Luzzatto’s Socrate in May 2017, and we have planned another for 2018.

The new edition and translation of Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte, discussed at the Sceptical Atelier, is expected to be published in spring 2018 with Princeton University Press.





Michela Torbidoni

Report on the Sceptical Atelier on Simone Luzzatto’s Socrates: Reading the Forthcoming First English Translation (22–24 May, 2017)

The second Sceptical Atelier took place from 22 to 24 May 2017 at the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies in Hamburg. It successfully accomplished the aim of gathering a group of ten experts together with the editors of the volume (Giuseppe Veltri and Michela Torbidoni) to discuss the philosophical and historical questions raised by Simone Luzzatto’s Socrates or on Human Knowledge (1651) and the adequacy of the English translation.

In order to make the most of the available time, a number of key topics were defined, such as authority, imagination, and memory, the soul and the intellect, and the enigmatic final part of the book, with a corresponding number of pages being selected from the Socrates. The guest scholars were provided with these selections along with the entire book in the original language and a list of recommended literature one month before the beginning of the Atelier. They were then asked to focus more specifically on one of the key topics according to their areas of expertise and to be able to lead a debate on different crucial issues within those contexts. The different contributions followed a pre-determined programme scheduled according to the key topics, which was intended not only to give exhaustive room to each of the Atelier’s guest scholars, but also to advance progressively into the heart of Socrates’ main topics.

The topic of authority in the frame of Luzzatto’s work and thinking was explored in an intense debate promoted by the significant inputs given by the invited scholars Vasileios Syros, Cristiana Facchini, and Anna Lissa.

Vasileios Syros, professor at the Academy of Finland whose work deals with the political thought of Simone Luzzatto, pointed out the importance of the reason of state in early modern Jewish thought and especially the influence of the Jesuit Giovanni Botero on Luzzatto’s political thinking. He also highlighted some common ideas shared by many French libertines, such as Gabriel Naudé, and Luzzatto’s philosophical work. He also stressed the attempt of Luzzatto’s political and philosophical reflection to conciliate neo-Stoicism and scepticism in order to shape new arguments in favour of tolerance, cosmopolitanism, and the coexistence of different groups in the same city.

Cristiana Facchini, professor at the University of Bologna, emphasised the role played by the Inquisition and censorship and the actual circulation of the books in seventeenth-century Venice. She also invited us to overcome the usual categories of ‘traditionalist’ and ‘anti-traditionalist’ for defining Luzzatto’s work and to focus more on the complex Baroque atmosphere of his time. The facts that many of Luzzatto’s biblical quotations were also widely used in public sermons and that the trial, which is a significant pattern in the framework of Socrates, was also a recurrent metaphor in the literature of the time suggest that we should read Luzzatto’s evidence as an element of urban history and of a policy in favour of tolerance within communities.

Anna Lissa, maître de conférences at the University of Paris 8, focused on the image of the trial as a linking pattern between Luzzatto’s two Italian books: Discourse on the State of the Jews (1638) and Socrates or on Human Knowledge (1651). The first is an apologetic treatise and the second a fictional trial in which Socrates is to be sentenced because he promoted and spread a suspension of judgement, namely the suspension of judgement concerning what is fair and unfair in a society. She stressed the fact that the authority against which Luzzatto was arguing is political and that he acknowledged a state of political and cultural decay that must be solved not through violence, but rather through the tools offered by wisdom.

The topic of imagination and memory was investigated by the ideas presented by the guest scholars Paolo Bernardini, Antonella Del Prete, and Luciana Pepi.

Paolo Bernardini, professor at the University of Insubria, pointed out that Luzzatto approaches the issue of the imagination differently from Descartes. According to Luzzatto, imagination is like a ‘referendary,’ namely like those officials charged with the duty of examining and reporting on petitions or requests. Thus, he invited us to interpret Luzzatto’s concept of imagination within the framework of Aristotelian philosophy, especially On the Soul, of which Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola was the mediator. The many quotations from Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things, a book that was on the list of prohibited books, as well as from Dante’s Comedy reveal the nature of an eclectic thinker influenced by Epicurean tendencies as well as the teaching of the well-known Aristotelian Cesare Cremonini at the University of Padua.

Antonella Del Prete, professor at the Tuscia University of Viterbo, also stressed the Aristotelian origin of Luzzatto’s psychology. She pointed out that most of the information transmitted by the Aristotelian medieval tradition cannot be found in On the Soul itself, but rather in the works of Averroes and Thomas Aquinas, and that these same commentaries on Aristotle’s works were drastically reduced and simplified during the early modern period. By offering an interesting overview of the development of the concept of the imagination throughout the epochs, she underlined that there are no traces of Renaissance tradition, which had highlighted the internal and external effects of imagination, in Luzzatto’s Socrates. Luzzatto, on the contrary, seems to have focused more on the epistemological value and on the physiological and bodily nature of imagination: this aspect revealed his work to be mostly influenced by medical studies and thus its entirely materialistic approach to that issue.

Luciana Pepi, researcher at the University of Palermo, explored the meaning of the enigmatic absence of Maimonides in Luzzatto’s Socrates. She furthermore underlined that the passages on imagination and memory seem not to have been updated with the philosophical tendencies of his time, and that this was responding to a common attitude among the Jews of reviving more ancient texts, probably also with the aim of holding back any trend that could then turn out to have dangerous effects on the Jewish community’s survival.

The third session of the Atelier was devoted to the role of the soul and intellect in Luzzatto’s speculation and was debated by Fabrizio Lelli and Emidio Spinelli.

Fabrizio Lelli, professor at Salento University of Lecce, focused on the significant elements which reveal the possible readership of Luzzatto’s book: like the case of Judah Leon Abravanel’s Dialogues of Love, the use of the vernacular and the lack of sources from the Jewish tradition are evidence of the Christian readership for which the book was intended. The recurring quotations from Dante’s Comedy strengthen the awareness of the double identity: to be Jewish and Italian also means to be intimately familiar with the Italian culture and to adopt it for themselves. He emphasised that the circulation of works composed by Jewish and Christian authors on the topic of the soul in this period in Venice was intense and that they all displayed a rhetoric very similar to that of Luzzatto’s Socrates. Some examples are offered by the critical response of Sara Copio Sullam’s Manifesto to the discourse on the immortality of the soul addressed to her in 1621 by Baldassarre Bonifacio, by Daniel Arón Afia’s treatise on ancient philosophers’ opinions on the soul published in 1568, or by Troilo Lancetti’s compendium of Platonic and Neo-Platonic theories also focused on the soul published in 1643.

Emidio Spinelli, professor at Sapienza University of Rome, highlighted the Pyrrhonian methodology adopted by Luzzatto’s arguments and thus the possible sceptical sources of his work. Socrates’ doxographical style agrees with the Pyrrhonian strategy of achieving a diaphonia, which automatically leads to the suspension of judgement. Thanks also to the reference to Sextus Empiricus, mentioned in the Discourse (1638), one might suppose that Luzzatto owned the Renaissance edition of Sextus’ works or that he adopted Pyrrhonian arguments by reading Montaigne’s Essays. Yet the passages on the soul or the intellect show that Luzzatto’s philosophy cannot be entirely defined as Pyrrhonian: he weakened a specific idea of the intellect by using sceptical strategies, but he still seems to accept that it is enlightened by divine revelation. This aspect also seems to clarify Luzzatto’s evident inclination towards Platonic positions demonstrated by the abundant indirect quotations as well as by the clear appreciation of Platonic theses. Spinelli underlined Luzzatto’s positive view of the Platonic logos together with a preference for an Averroistic nous poietikos, which appears to be the only one able to promise any kind of knowledge.

From the session on the soul and the intellect, the Atelier moved on to the final topic, namely that of the closing pages of Luzzatto’s Socrates. Guido Bartolucci and Josef Stern expounded their interpretations of the philosophical and religious dimensions of the final part.

Guido Bartolucci, researcher at the University of Calabria, explored the nature of Luzzatto’s political position by opposing the discourses held by Ippias and Timon, the two final interlocutors of Socrates. Ippias’ refusal to trust in the perfection of human nature and the Socratic inclination of Timon’s view reveal much more than a mere confirmation of Luzzatto’s sceptical approach. In these two discourses, crucial issues are summarised: an idea of nature’s perfection coherent with the practice of the probable that seems to strengthen the hypothesis of a Stoic tendency in Luzzatto’s philosophy, and also the pivotal role played by religion. Luzzatto seems to exempt the religion of the city as well as the religion of the wise man, the so called ‘true religion,’ from the sceptical inquiry. Bartolucci underlined the existence of a dichotomy in Luzzatto’s thought: on the one hand, the human sphere being threatened by the fallacies of human intellect, the actual realm of the probable, and on the other hand, the religious sphere enlightened by divine revelation being relieved by sceptical doubt. This also reflects the relationship between philosophers and rabbis as presented by Luzzatto in his previous work, the Discourse. The obedience due to religious authority was indeed a crucial concept in the framework of the religious and political crisis during the early modern period as well as for sceptical thinkers such as Montaigne himself. For this reason, he stressed that Luzzatto must be considered a refined voice of the so-called political scepticism of the time, which has nothing to do with the idea of sovereignty endorsed by Jean Boden and with the issue of the reason of state.

Josef Stern, professor emeritus of the University of Chicago, suggested not interpreting Socrates’ inclination towards Timon’s view as Socrates’/Luzzatto’s full agreement with his motion. Rather, he underlined the existence of a separation between the theoretical and the practical in Luzzatto’s work that must be applied to the final epochè itself and thus limit it to the realm of theory, while the probable is a term for the domain of action without an epistemic commitment once the attempt to achieve the truth has been excluded. The way Luzzatto talks about nature and the fact that the probable is instilled in us by nature seem to be problematic and to contradict his sceptical premise. This opens up the possibility of suspecting that there is a kind of reverence for the first cause, and thus for a dogmatic position, in Luzzatto’s thinking. Despite the coherency between the suspension of judgement promoted by Socrates and the suspension of decision finally supported by the judges, as well as the appropriate use Luzzatto made of Pyrrhonian sources, nevertheless, as soon as he starts adopting expressions of praise for nature as ‘the best cause,’ the hermeneutic of his scepticism becomes problematic and even contradictory.

This short overview of the issues raised and the enthusiastic participation of the Atelier’s guest scholars clarifies the importance of promoting events such as this, in which the rich intellectual exchange achieves not only the goal of increasing and extending the knowledge of an author and his work, but also of enhancing the certainty of the significance of a scholarly project, and so in this case the philosophical and historical value of a translation of Luzzatto’s Socrates. The English edition will indeed provide the readership with the opportunity to access this work that, thanks to the experience of the Atelier, has already the potential to set out different options for further reflection on the cultural dynamism and admirable modernity of Venetian Jewish culture in the ghetto. Thanks to the guidelines of our new edition, we hope to help the reader in comprehending this immensely complicated work and in grasping some aspects of the composite cultural framework behind it.



Silke Schaeper

Report on the Library of Jewish Scepticism

Electronic Resources

This year, we have been purchasing more electronic books with campus licence, which will benefit all members of the University of Hamburg. E-books can be accessed on and off campus. A few E-books were bought with an institutional license, for use at the Centre.

In the course of the last months, the librarian has negotiated the purchase of several important electronic resources. These will become available in the upcoming academic year.


–Arabic-Hebrew Dictionary of Modern Arabic (Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2006 ff.), one-year subscription to this electronic dictionary, with updates. Access via IP-range of the Centre.

–Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart = Religion Past and Present (Brill, 2015 ff.), German and English versions of this important reference work with annual updates. Campus-licence, bought in cooperation with the Faculty of Humanities.

–Encyclopaedia of Jews in the Islamic World Online (Brill, 2010 ff.). Campus-licence, bought in cooperation with the Faculty of Humanities.




Subject Information Service in Jewish Studies

Since November 2016, the ‘Fachinformationsdienst Jüdische Studien’ (FID Jewish Studies), funded by the German Research Foundation, provides national access to aggregated periodical content in Jewish Studies (JSTOR) and to databases with original content in Hebrew. The FID Jewish Studies is managed by Dr. Rachel Heuberger and her team at the University Library Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main.

At present, the following databases can be accessed via the FID web platform:

Index to Hebrew Periodicals

JSTOR Complete Jewish Studies Collection (incl. Hebrew Journals)

Otsar ha-Hokhmah

Rav-Milim Dictionary Online

We have discontinued our institutional subscription to Otsar ha-Hokhmah, because this resource is now available via the FID Jewish Studies.

German Institutions of Higher Learning in Jewish Studies are licensed to grant FID access to their members (http://juedische-studien.fid-lizenzen.de/nutzerkreis). Independent researchers can apply individually to the FID.

FID subscriptions at our Centre in the academic year 2016/2017:


	Staff
	12


	Fellows
	4





Periodicals

In the field of research into Jewish mysticism, we continue to purchase the journal Kabbalah, as well as all monographs published in the series ‘Sources and Studies in the Literature of Jewish Mysticism.’ These are both issued by Cherub Press.

In the coming academic year, we are planning to subscribe to the following periodicals:

Jüdische Allgemeine, German weekly

Haaretz Online Edition, in Hebrew, with institutional license, including remote access.


Student Assistants

Student assistants continue to contribute to the daily running of the library. We thank our assistant, Femke Isermann, who gave up her position in June 2017 in order to prepare for her theological exam. She provided invaluable independent background support to the librarian and the administration team, and her calm sense of humour will be greatly missed. Julius Mann has worked in tandem with Ms Isermann and will take over some library duties until October 2017.


Faculty Library Committee

Library managers and academics from every department in the Faculty of Humanities of the University of Hamburg have formed a library committee, which meets regularly in order to make budget and library policy decisions. Between these formal meetings, the library managers hold regular Jours Fixes in order to discuss budgets and other administrative and bibliographic matters. Special library collections at the University of Hamburg are represented by the manager of the larger library they are attached to. The Maimonides Centre collection is represented at the departmental Jours Fixes by the manager of the Central Library for Philosophy, History and Classics.

From October 2015 until May 2017, the librarian attended Faculty Library Committee meetings on behalf of the Institute for Jewish Philosophy and Religion, in lieu of Professor Giuseppe Veltri. The Institute has now formally become part of the Department of Philosophy, which has an academic representative on the committee.


German Association of Jewish Studies

The association was founded in 1976 in Cologne. The annual meetings organized by its members are a valuable forum for the informal exchange of professional information for professionals working in public and private collections, libraries and institutions in Germany, Switzerland, and Austria in the field of Jewish Studies and Jewish Culture.

At the fortieth annual meeting of the association in Berlin, the librarian gave a presentation about the library of the Centre (September 8, 2016). The association in Würzburg takes place in September 2017.


Book Donations

The library wishes to thank Michael Studemund-Halévy (Eduard-Duckesz Fellow, IGdJ, Hamburg) and Susanne Küther (IGdJ, Hamburg) for their generous book donations. Further book gifts were kindly made by Giuseppe Veltri (University of Hamburg), Karin Hörner (Africa-Asia Institute, University of Hamburg), Josef Stern (University of Chicago), Libera Pisano (University of Hamburg), Jan Wiebers (University of Hamburg), Meir Buzaglo (Hebrew University of Jerusalem), Evelien Chayes (CNRS, Paris), Rico Gutschmidt (Technical University, Dresden), Mr Repsold (Hamburg), and Asher Salah (Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem).


Statistics


Institute for Jewish Philosophy and Religion

July 2016 to June 2017


	Bibliographic units (editions)
	281


	Of which: Donations (editions)
	209


	Of which: E-Books
	1


	Periodicals (larger runs)
	1


	Physical volumes
	351





Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies

July 2016 to June 2017


	Bibliographic units (editions)
	236


	Of which: Donations (editions)
	21


	Of which: E-Books
	18


	Periodicals (larger runs)
	2


	Physical volumes
	245





Newsletter

The librarian publishes an occasional newsletter entitled Library News containing information about important acquisitions (databases, reference works) and guidance about the library system of the University of Hamburg (retrieval, interlibrary loan, document delivery). The newsletter is distributed by email to Fellows, Research Associates, members of staff, colleagues, and affiliates of the Institute and the Centre.
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622 See Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, 9–10; Alexander Altmann, “Judaism and World Philosophy,” in History of Philosophy Eastern and Western, vol. 1, ed. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (London: Allen & Unwin, 1952): 76; Leon Roth, “Is there a Jewish Philosophy?,” in Jewish Philosophy and Philosophers, ed. Raymond Goldwater (London: Hillel Foundation, 1962): 10–11; Eliezer Berkovits, “What is Jewish Philosophy?,” Tradition 3.2 (1961): 120–122.

623 An excellent example of a contemporary work on the philosophical foundations of Judaism of the sort I have in mind is Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998). See also Steiner, “Rabbi Yisrael Salanter;” Moshe Halbertal, On Sacrifice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012); and David Shatz, Jewish Thought in Dialogue: Essays on Thinkers, Theologies and Moral Theories (Brighton, Mass.: Academic Studies Press, 2009).

624 Jospe, “What is Jewish Philosophy?”

625 For example, Maimonides wrote a treatise on mathematics, Gersonides was an original creative astronomer, and many more were active in astrology, medicine, and logic. Of course, one might object that this simply shows that Jewish philosophers were also scientists. However, this misrepresents the way the medieval figures themselves viewed the sciences as integral to their philosophy, instead projecting backwards a historically anachronistic modern view of their relation.
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630 Perhaps the best example of the differences between the ideas and thought of pre-philosophical biblical and rabbinic Judaism and philosophy—and no other beliefs conflict as much with philosophical wisdom—is their respective conceptions of God. The Bible repeatedly describes God in anthropomorphic and anthropopathic language: God has a physical form, body, emotions, affect, and personality. The philosophers, in contrast, teach that God cannot have a body on pain of being divisible, hence not a unity or one simple God. He cannot have emotions because He cannot be affected in any way. But it is not merely that their two doctrinal stances are contradictory. Even while the Rabbis are aware that God must be transcendent to be Creator, Providential Governor, and the absolutely authoritative giver of the Torah, they also believe that their God wears phylacteries and dons a prayer shawl, that He studies Torah and that He must in order to master it, that He sheds tears when His people suffer even when He also causes that suffering, and that He is exiled when they are. Likewise, He is intertwined with His own law. The rabbis teach that a person blind in one eye need not make a pilgrimage to the Temple because just as the pilgrim must be seen by God with His two eyes, so must the pilgrim be able to see God with two eyes—presupposing that God is no less of a pilgrim bound by His own laws! In other words, the rabbis’ God is not only a rabbinic Jew, He is one of us, the rabbis, a member of the rabbinic community of Israel, not just a personal god but a person in the fellowship. Like Homer’s Greek gods, God is a god, i. e., a rabbinic hero. This is a radically different stance toward the deity in which He serves a certain function for the community. The challenge for the philosophers will be to create a God that satisfies their own desiderata—necessary existence, unity, omnipotence, omniscience, perfection—but also meets these communal and personal demands.
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654 “Judeo-Christian Polemics and Their Origins in Muslim Countries” [in Hebrew], Pe’amim 57 (1993): 4–16; for a shortened English version, see “The Jewish-Christian Debate in Transition: From the Lands of Ishmael to the Lands of Edom,” in Judaism and Islam: Boundaries, Interaction, and Communication, eds. Benjamin H. Hary, John L. Hayes, and Fred Astren (Leiden: Brill, 2000): 53–65.

655 Daniel J. Lasker and Sarah Stroumsa, The Polemic of Nestor the Priest, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1996).
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770 Fabricius, Codex pseudepigraphicus Veteris Testamenti, 3: ‘Nuper tamen Vir acutissimus Hermannus ab Hardt universum hoc vocavit in dubium, Epistola ad Paulum Martinum Noltenium Helmstadii 1705.8 edita, & cum Arbabanele sentit Moysen nihil eo loco dicere de animantibus ab Adamo nomine donatis, sed tantum voluisse docere quod Adamus considerata quorumcunque animantium natura, nullum offenderit aptum ad vitae & coniugii consuetudinem, ut adeo Adami exemplo Judaei monerentur cavere sibi ab Ethnicorum turpidine, qui brutis bestiis quandoque foede sunt abusi.’

771 Hermann von der Hardt, Ad Clarissimum virum Paulum Martinum Noltenium … in Mosis Gen. II, 18.19.20, in Bochartum Epistola (Helmstedt, 1705): 25: ‘scopus erat, Adamo divinitus destinatam fuisse sociam;’ 29: ‘Omnia, inquit Moses, viva animantia, quocunque veniant nomine, attente consideravit et expendit sedulo, pro divino nutu & instinctu ipsemet ingénue judicaturus, an aliquod illorum essset, quod ad auxilium desideratum societatemque ineundam, alendam, remque familiarem conservandam facere posset.’ But he did not find any, and this was reason why God made Eve from Adam’s rib, ‘flesh from my flesh and bone from my bone,’ as his companion and helper: isha.

772 Fabricius, Codex pseudepigraphicus Veteris Testamenti, 3: ‘Fateor non destitui ingenio quae à Viro praestantissimo disputantur & communi sententiae objiciuntur, sed ab tota antiquitate cui ratio & verba Moysis aperte vidnetur favere, ideo neutiquam recesserim.’

773 Zedlers Universallexikon, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1732): s.v. Adam: ‘Adam, der erste Mensch, welchen Gott nach seinem Ebenbilde erschaffen. […] Er hat sein Alter auf 930 Jahre gebracht, und ausser Cain, Abel und Seth, noch andere ungenannte Söhne und Töchter gezeuget. Ein mehreres lässet sich von ihm mit Wahrheits-Grunde und nach der heiligen Schrifft nicht melden. Denn was man sonsten von ihm erzehlet, beruhet entweder auf lauter Muthmassungen, die auf eine Wahrscheinlichkeit gegründet sind, oder ist offenbarlich fabelhaft und ungereimt. Also weiß man viel von seiner sonderbaren Leibes-Schönheit und grosser Wissenschaft zu sagen, wobey einige den Engel Raziel vor seinen Lehrmeister ausgeben, ihm auch ein und andere Schrifften, als ein Buch von denen Namen der Thiere, eine Apokalypsin, den 92. und andere Psalmen, das cabbalistische Buch Raziel, das Buch Jezira, imgleichen eines von der Alchemie, und noch andere mehr andichten. Unter denen Jüden werden viele gefunden, welche vorgeben, er sei von ungeheurer Riesen-Grösse gewesen, auch beschnitten erschaffen worden. So sind auch ungereimte Phantaseyen, wann einige, und sonderlich die bekannte Bourignon, gemeinet, daß in Adam beyderley Geschlecht vereinigt gewesen, und daß er bis auf seinen Fall das menschliche Geschlecht allein, und ohne Weib hätte fortpflanzen können.’

774 Pierre Bayle, Dictionnaire, s.v. Adam: Bayle first tells the biblical facts about Adam; this is then taken over by the Zedler article. Bayle continues: ‘Voilà tout ce que nous savons de certain sur son Chapitre. Une infinité d’autres choses, que l’on a dites de lui, sont, ou très fausses, ou très incertaines: il est vrai qu’on peut juger de quelques-unes, qu’elles ne sont point contraires à l’analogie de la foi, ni à la probabilité. Je mets en ce dernier rang ce que l’on dit de sa vaste science.’ This positive judgement is not taken up by the Zedler article.

775 Hermann Samuel Reimarus, Apologie oder Schutzschrift für die vernünftigen Verehrer Gottes, ed. Gerhard Alexander, vol. 1 (Frankfurt: Insel 1972): 193–195.

776 Ibidem, 758: ‘Dann aber sieht Eva den Baum an, daß gut davon zu wäre, weil er klug mache. […] Sollte die Klugheit im Apfel stecken, und als eine Quintessenz durch die Verdauung des Magens herausgezogen werden, damit sie so ins Geblüt treten, und in die Seele übergehen könnte? Welche Vorstellung! So albern denkt jetzt niemand, daß er sich im Obst zum Doktor fressen könnte.’

777 For a rigorous defence of Salomon Maimon as ‘the only modern Jewish philosopher worthy of the name,’ see Yitzhak Y. Melamed, “Salomon Maimon et l’échec de la philosophie juive modern,” Revue germanique international 9 (2009): 175–187.

778 As Warren Zev Harvey reported during the Sceptical Atelier on Maimon’s Lebensgeschichte, some scholars have explained Maimon’s vast digression by the (alleged) fact that Maimon was paid by the page and was trying to augment his salary by filling some of them—135 in total!—with excerpts from Maimonides’ Guide. This explanation could neither be confirmed nor refuted by the participants of the Sceptical Atelier.

779 Salomon Maimon, Lebensgeschichte von ihm selbst geschrieben und herausgegeben von K. P. Moritz, Zweiter und letzter Theil (Berlin: Friedrich Vieweg dem älteren, 1793): 4; MS 230.

780 Ibidem.

781 The Greek word ‘skepsis’ means ‘search’ or ‘investigation.’ In line with this, Sextus Empiricus wrote: ‘Those who are called Dogmatists in the proper sense of the word think that they have discovered the truth […]. […] Academics have asserted that things cannot be apprehended. And the Sceptics are still investigating.’ See idem, Outlines of Scepticism, ed. and transl. by Julia Annas and Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1994): 3 (I.i.3).

782 As Maimon explains in his Lebensgeschichte, ch. 16 (original edition: 254; MS 381), his empirical scepticism is part of his philosophical ‘coalition system,’ which ‘takes up the problem that Kant’s Critique tries to solve—namely the, quid juris?—but […] leaves room for Humean skepticism in all its force.’ For more on Maimon’s empirical scepticism, see the “Concluding Note” of his Essay on Transcendental Philosophy, eds. and trans. Nick Midgley et alii (London: Continuum, 2019): 220–227, and as a commentary the essays collected in Gideon Freudenthal, ed., Salomon Maimon: Rational Dogmatist, Empirical Skeptic; Critical Assessments (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2003).
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