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OLIVER LEAMAN

1 Introduction to the study
of medieval Jewish philosophy

Philosophers sometimes arguc that there are particular expressions
that are so frequently fought over that they are best characterized as
negsentially contested concepts.” The concept of Jewish philosophy
is just such a concept. There has always been a lot of controversy
about what it is, and whether it is anything at all. This is not a prob-
lem for Jewish philosophy alone, of course, but affects all philoso-
phies that are described in religious and ethnic terms, and familiar
issues of definition then enter the discussion. Is Jewish philosophy
philosophy by Jews? That is not such a simple question cither, since
the whole issue of who is a Jew is complex, and although at the time
of the Third Reich the Nazis thought they had a ncat definition of
the Jewish race, we would probably hesitate to call Catholic priests
Jewish thinkers merely on the basis of the fact that they had one
Jewish grandparent. On the other hand, it would be wrong to define
as a Jewish philosopher only those Jews who had a commitment to
Judaism itself, since we know that many people feel themselves to be
Jewish and are ethnically Jewish without sharing any religious beliefs
at all with their more observant coreligionists. Yet they may have
interesting views on religion and philosophy and it scems wrong to
disqualify their work as potentially being Jewish philosophy. On the
other hand, perfectly observant Jews may write on topics in philos-
ophy that have nothing to do with Judaism, and it would be strange
to classify what they do as Jewish philosophy. We seem to be getting
back to the idea of Jewish science, a doctrine popular with racists
but without much to be said for it otherwise. There is also a good
deal of Jewish thought that is close to philosophy (theology, law, dis-
cussions of ritual) which is not philosophy, although it is capable of
philosophical interest. One would not want to draw the boundarics
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4 Mecdicval Jewish philosophy

of Jewish philosophy too restrictively, yet a wide definition that al-
lowed in all sorts of linked but distinct disciplines is not likely to be
productive.

In fact, when we look at the different traditions of philosophi.
cal activity that have been called Jewish philosophy, we sce much
debate over the nature of Jewish philosophy, but not much disagree-
ment about who the Jewish philosophers were. The main characters
form a distinct group ranging from Philo right up to contemporary
figures such as Levinas, What makes them all Jewish philosophers?
One explanation is the nature of the issues they considered, issues
that arc both philosophical and that treat scriously the view of the
world that can be extracted from the Jewish texts. (Actually, on such
an account we can justify calling the carly work of Levinas philos-
ophy, and his later work Jewish philosophy.) This is reasonable as a
starting position, and avoids the suggestion that Jewish philosophy
has to accept what might be taken to be the principles of Judaism
itsclf. '

What is wrong with this presupposition? There are at least two
problems with it. One is the issuc as to whether there aie princi-
ples of Judaism at all, something that has been very controversial
in Jewish history. Some thinkers do argue for a set of basic princi-
ples, although there is then much discussion about what this sct
actually contains, but others argue that there is no such set -at all,
that Judaism is quite open when it comes to basic principles. This

is not the more important problem, though. That is the difficulty of
combining the universality of philosophy with the particularity of a
religious faith. If it is the case that a philosopher was restricted in her
work due to the imposition of a religious Straitjacket, as it were, then
we should hardly call what she did philosophy. Much of the schol-
arship that has taken place in the field suggests that this is in fact
the precise model we should accept of Jewish philosophy. Individual
thinkers are committed both to general philosophical principles of
one kind or another (depending on where they live, what is in fash-
ion at the time) and also to Judaism, and then they have to reconcile
what might scem to be inconsistencies between these two sorts of
commitment.

The medieval period is one in which the debate between philos-
ophy and religion is regarded as having dominated the cultural at-
mosphere of the times. The main arcna of intellectual life was the
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insula, and especially al-Andalus, the Islamic tt‘-:rritnrics
pcm‘]m-l b ith its large and well-integrated Jewish com-
e pcm'ns'ula’f w1]1 rcfcrrc‘d to as a Golden Period in which the
R TI'HS N {fj ghrit;tianity Islam, and Judaism flourished and
thrce rdlgmm);cr wi£11 mmu’al toleration, but this is a wide exag-
ion of thl;‘( reality, In fact the Middle Ages i.n ‘thc Ihcriap‘pcn:}l-
gerat o » marked by constant strife and interreligious clnnflu,t, with
sule e ' sriods of relative peace, and intellectual life was diffi-
oecislond p'L-]nin \cach religious community, let alone between the
e Lunitics. For example, one of the main problems for
sk C;“-'n‘l}tcrnccinc conflicts within the Islamic world, and the
b t[-“-J'!:inu: in al-Andalus had an impact on the lives of the
i :t};}itics even the kitabi (monotheistic) ones. The con-
ot.lwl' cmn‘n*lllthc Cilristians and the Muslims led to the Jews some-
ﬂlCt th~V'vuv‘1courtcd as uscful allies, but sometimes being persecuted
tlmlcstll)luslilﬁcé as dubious elements in the state. One also assum;s
?lfat)(t)hcn as now large numbers of ']cws were t:{)lwcrctilad.l :c]{;eotl(:xerreﬁti
gions, and assimilated th()r(;uéz,h}y 1nt(:l Itll;chl]a;gsi ?tnis :zhe dgbate o
communitics that surrounded them, : A s
:cn the religions that was much more important :
flzvcticicval period rather tl;an the delbatc ‘ﬁ:[?llent(l)ezvrlzﬁ tlz};;ll?f:ll;l?ﬁ
After all, Jewish philosophy was only avab i e
part of the community, those who wcr((; ?]tolwere AP
to participate in intellectual del?ateg an] ;/v R
particular sort of issues tha't arise in phi oslop ythe e e
the other theoretical pursuits of Jews, such as an, atmud,
and so on. On the other hand, from the .fact thatds)o nAl b};c f
tions were made into Hebrew from' Arabic and IL.I co-Ara lc during
the medieval period, and well after 111‘t0 the R§11a1s§flllce,lw s
conclude that there was a fairly wide 111t§re§t in phl.osop by phina
cWi cxt, and many individuals within the wider Jewis 1)c
{;Klllsll'clycﬁ?gst liave felt the 1lle§d 1'co belzware of the sorts of debates
2 i ¢c philosophical world. .
e W‘mt 013 . tl} leligilll(zls n}:)t fall into is that of treating 11'1ed1e.val
I Onl: 1?1?3322}3%?7 as though it was regarded at the time as just like
e i ¢ at the time
a subdivision of philosophy itself. It was not, becgus.u ft e
the concept of philosophy as a discrete academic discip ullc‘l "
X1 ic the word hikma was used far more .for philosophy
tl)l(éllilt t{i }s\lr)il::;fic term falsafa, and similarly in Jewish philosophy
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6 Medicval Jewish philosophy

the subject was more identificd with “wisdom” in its widest senge
than with something more specialized. While the educated indivig.
ual might have wished to know something about philosophy, ke
would also have wanted to know about science (the first book of
Aristotle to be translated into Hebrew is his Meteorology) and aboyg¢
a range of other secular types of knowledge. He would have been
interested in ideas, the sort of ideas he did not find explicitly men-
tioned in Jewish works like the Bible and Talmud, and he would
have wished to show his sophistication by displaying this interest
and a degree of competence at operating with these ideas. It is within
this cultural context that Jewish philosophy features in the medieval
period.

What are the chief contributions of medieval Jewish philosophy
to philosophy itself? Historically there are two important contribu-
tions that should be mentioned here. One is that Jewish philosophy
played the role of intermediary between Islamic philosophy, and the
Greek philosophy it incorporated, and the Christian world. The Jews
were the intellectual intermediaries, and often the translators, who
made the cultural transmission that played such an important role in
the creation of the Renaissance and eventually the Enlightenment
possible. Ethnic groups that are international often play this role,
since they have the linguistic skills and the transnational links that
make it feasible.

The other contribution is not to philosophy as a whole, but to
Jewish thought. Due to the influence of Maimonides (d. 1204) phi-
losophy really did enter the Jewish intellectual world in a firm man-
ner, and although many Jews determinedly turned their back on this
cuckoo in the nest, the status of Maimonides as a legal thinker
imported philosophical ideas into Judaism, albeit rather surrepti-
tiously, through the form of his legal ideas. And although the Jewish
community throughout the world has never been large, it has had
a large effect on the development of culture in general, through the
overrepresentation (in relation to absolute population numbers) of
Jews in public and intellectual life, so medieval Jewish philosophy
has been significant in the history of ideas.

From a philosophical point of view medicval Jewish philosophy
is based on two main principles. Neither principle is original to it,
but became definitive. The first principle is that one should pay a
lot of attention to the different ways of speaking and of expressing
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That is, the rules of theology are differ.t:nt from the 1‘11.lcslt‘1f
| speech, and the rules of prophecy are .tllffcl'(.'l'lt frf!m tl]t', r.u Lls
hy. The implication of this thesis Ls‘tl.wt the u.icq of n.ut 1
re complex than might appear superficially. This is qut an
7 mUI' covery of Jewish philosophy but comes from al-Farabi,
origival “S'lo sed this thesis after thinking about Aristotle. Yet it is
and-;f;i?;i wl'as turned into a major theme by Maimonides and by
g o ish thinkers.
iy O(t;jt]l‘;zrhl::;ﬂ: tpoint shared by most medieval Jewish philoso-
Thtis the issue of theological realism, an issue they felt had to
l)hujdrcssecl and in the case of Maimonides quite decisively so.
:;aimmidcs ’argucd against realism, intcrp’reFing {smm.: wuuld‘ tlmy
reinterpreting) Scripture so that it w()ulcl fl.t in with lTus 11a‘tura I?t
tic understanding of the character of t'hc universe and I1ts cr.L?for.l ‘
is often said that we should distingu.lsh bgtwccn Mallll()l.llt est ;(i
phih)snphcr and Maimonides the ]cwmhl thinker, b.ut qoth.mg c‘olLT 1(
be further from the truth. His philosnp’incal attention is .dlI‘CCtt( cll
most exclusively on the texts of Judaism, and his religious ‘V;r.()‘r (T
are replete with his philosophical views. The challenge of mec 1c1ve‘1
Jewish philosophy is whether a role can be f()Lll'ld for God that ma <«:s
a real difference or whether the name ”God.” is mcr‘ely a way of ru-‘
ferring to a range of natural cvents and t1.101r. o.rgamzatlon that has
no place for the autonomy of a particular individual. ‘ ‘
Linked to this issue, and often less directly addrcgscd, is the sig-
nificance of being a member of a particular religi.on, in this case the
Jewish religion. Doces being Jewish make a real difference, or is %t as
Christians and Muslims claim stubbornly resisting later rcx./cl.atlons
that incorporate Judaism and make Judaism redundant? This is are-
lated topic since it might be argued that if there were no real dllffcr-
ence between the Jewish understanding of the facts t.hat Lllndcrllc re-
ality and the interpretation of other faiths, sin(.:c rcahsl.n in th.co'logy
is ruled out, then the point of adhering to a particular faith is difficult
to grasp. After all, it is not as though that fa'ith reprcscnts the facts
accurately, as compared with other competing faltlhs. On the con-
trary, we are told that the facts themselves are not important, .wha‘t
is important is what is made of them. This was taken up cnt.husu?st\l-‘
cally by Maimonides’ opponents, who suggested that, if Malm()mdus
were right in his interpretation of the Bible, icn one 'nnght as well
change from being Jewish when this became inconvenient. After all,
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8 Medicval Jewish philosophy

being Jewish is just seeing the world from a particular point of View,
and if that point of view is not solidly based on fact, more solidly
based than other points of view, then one might as well abandon
Judaism if being Jewish is no longer propitious. As we know, Mmany
Jews then and indeed today follow the logic of this to abandon their
religion, although they find it much harder to change their ethnicity,
This argument for conversion is certainly not one Maimonides him-
self adopted; on the contrary he argued for the preservation of one's
faith regardless of the political and personal consequences. But it ig
an implication of much of his metaphysical system that this is at the
very least a question that demands to be asked. What distinguishes
being Jewish from adhering to a different religion is the character of
Judaism, its many excellences, and its important role in the history
of the world, but not for Maimonides a particularly close connection
with the truth. This rather subtle argument for a faith, based on its
internal rather than external features, did not find universal favor in
the Jewish intellectual community, but again it set an agenda, and
the question of the grounds of faith had to be discussed and defended
in one way or another.

Perhaps a more minor offshoot of this theme was the discussion
as to whether there are principles of Judaism, something that came
to be energetically argued since the Middle Ages. Given his orien-
tation towards the coherence of Judaism it is hardly surprising that
Maimonides stressed the significance of what he took to be the cen-
tral principles of the faith (and indeed thesc have entered the liturgy
of the synagogue through the hymn “Yigdal elohim hai”). Although
this issue is certainly mentioned in carlier rabbinic literature, it was
possibly the frenetic marketplace in conversions that led to the need
to define the bases of Judaism, so that potential waverers would know
what the principles of their faith were and thus how they could
defend the faith more efficiently.

This brings out a feature of philosophy of which we should re-
main constantly aware, and that is how different its pursuit was in
the Middle Ages than is the case today. Philosophy was not an aca-
demic discipline alongside other disciplines to be chosen or not by a
variety of students. It was a set of doctrines, and most importantly
techniques, that were intimately tied in with natural science, theol-
ogy, law, medicine, and intellectual life in general. Thinkers could
reject philosophy, but to reject it they had to use it to show why it
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Introduction
aside, something with which we are familiar in Islamic
Loy ' i ‘vva Phi
should be s¢ ;thc cases of al-Ghazali and Ibn Taymiyya. Philosophy
phimsuphy 1]] parcel of the increasingly desperate attempts of Islam
e i poratce the Jewi ‘mnant
g ianity to overwhelm and incorporate the Jewish remn
and Ches” ks, and became a part of the resistance also. After all,
i elr ran « g 1 2 P o - AQ
o eh shy represents at its purest the rules of argument, and ;hcsc
ilosO s ) o X il N
e 'lal in the conversion process. (One might be cynical anc slug,
ik Tl ¢ most conversions had nothing to do with argumcnt,f )lut
’ 18 1 Y 2 Y Jfog A e
e ither due to compulsion or to the perceived sclf mturc,.st of t
= roup itself. On the other hand, from historical reports it scems
targttrg at attention was paid to producing strong arguments f()lr ()ml
| ' C.. I o 2y P Ry
th‘lf s nd against others, so one must assume that argument p ayec
ith a 4 . . ) : s
. than just a cosmetic part in the process.) Argument rem 1.1113
ore tha St _ N L
b Jificant for any individual who is aware of a variety of pns;m e
'1 ) a el 2% * W o
.Sli rpretations of the facts and the texts that represent th()SLI acts,
ll C ; . . . " - . - c
l d the increasing sophistication of the Jewish community led to its
. ‘ i > principle interpreta-
inevitable involvement in the study of the principles oflmtc 111 et
; i >vidence ven i > rabbinic
tion themselves. There is a lot of evidence that,'wcn in the "
literature of the Talmud and Mishnah, Greek philosophy plays a role.
C [4 ) X
Ii is hardly surprising in the Middle Ages, when philosophy came ;()
take on such a large role in intellectual life as a whole, that Gr.ccl<-
: > an i ant place again in
inspired thought should come to have an important j g
> Jewi ity.
the Jewish communi ' o ‘
Let us now consider some of the strategies that were unfpl(l)yLd
i i > key issue > implications of those
in dealing with these key issues, and the imj

ph

strategics.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TECHNIQUE

When philosophy first entered the Islamic wo.rld in thg: ‘11111.1th :;;i]d
tury, a debate arose about the rcs.pc.ctllvc merits of Grucl (-mii]c()l_
thought versus the local Arabic d1301p111.103 of grammalr,1 1aw, v
ogy, and the other Islamic sciences. This debate would have o
familiar to Plato, who saw himself as part of a struggle ag?mstlt ?c
sophists in the Greek world. The sophists a.lso thought t.1‘at thﬁ
had available to themselves a range of techniques tl.lat were applro
priate for settling any theoretical and indeed p.ractlcal issues Elé‘lt
might arise. And the advantage of these techniques, lof c;)ursl:,u;i
that they were local, they were part and parcel of the local cu
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and so embodied the view of that culture on any problems that arose,
Now, there is a great temptation within any culture to come to such
a view, and the temptation certainly arose within Jewish Culture,
which also had an extensive and rich tradition of religious scienceg
and techniques to resolve any and every problem as it arose. In fact,
when one looks at the Talmud one sees discussions of problems thag
reflect issues of relevance when the Temple was operating! So the
idea that the local theological sources of understanding how to be.
have and act, and generally how to understand the world around us,
are insufficient for the tasks at hand seemed wrong to many Jews, ag
it had to many Muslims, and no doubt to many Greeks also.

To naturalize philosophy a number of approaches may be adopted.
One is to claim that philosophy is in fact the descendant of religion,
and there were stories to that effect, although it is difficult to know
how seriously they were expected to be taken. The more plausible
approach is to show how valuable philosophy is when applied to reli-
gious and other issues, since philosophy is capable of distinguishing
clearly between different ways of looking at an issue and adjudicat-
ing between those ways. Now, when one looks at religious texts this
is far from the case. When one looks at the Talmud, for instance, it
is often very difficult to tell what view is the view one should ac-
cept or that has the greater plausibility. That is one of the delights
of Talmud, that one may construct a wildly unlikely argument out
of the sources available in the text, and other sources one may ar-
gue are linked to the text, and construct a thesis that at the same
time looks as though it should be accepted while obviously being
unacceptable. It is just this sort of approach that philosophy will
attack, since it will link texts to each other not in terms of weak
connectors such as allusion, analogy, and propinquity between pas-
sages, but between the logical relationships between terms. It was
this conceptual strength of philosophy that made it so significant in
various cultures despite its apparent foreignness and the potential
danger of allowing rationality to peer into areas that might be bet-
ter left in the dark, in the view of many. Like Pandora’s box, once
the ideas are out in the open, it is difficult if not impossible to put
them back again, and this happened with philosophy. Once the ideas
are out, the only way of getting them back is to use other ideas
to carry out the operation, which defcats the whole purpose of tlk
excrcisc.

| I1
Introduct1on

. ation that there are many different kinds of writing, a.nd
e reallzaf“l Ziques need to be applied to assess them, is of major
so different o ::nlilics that there is a range of ways of expressing
i Iit ¢hat it is only if one understands the range that one
a}]:f 11at‘ure of the different forms of expression. This pOil.lt
will grask .d by Aristotle, and taken up with alacrity in Islamic
ye2 Gripises l-Firabi wht};;c works were much admired by Jewish
philnsnpl'l)’ lTy -aui ‘cspééially by Maimonides. When the latter goces
philosnphcmx ‘Tms in the Torah that he finds problematic and then
fhrough t]l]10= I;: in accordance with his theory of naturalism, he has to
analy‘zcﬁ t[ l’]th{: T:nrah uses words that imply that God is a person and
Sl - 11_)‘ srally an agent. He suggests that these different forms of
e . ":].l;'t. there to represent truths vividly to an audience that
cxpwswsi.\ru::uic is not able to recognize those truths unless they are
?é:;:stuued imaginatively and figurativcly. There is notlnlng vivsr(iﬁi
with presenting the truths in this way; ()n.the contfreﬁy, tntshat 7
right way to present them to a general audience. It. 0 o;v? bl
Janguage in the prayer book, and by cnmmcntatorsf 1{1 t.]? 1r e
literature, replicates this sort of langua.gc, glthough 0‘ ttn\wu 1 g:rCiates
sophistication, and the more one s.tudles it the more o.nc) appl:c Jaces
the variety one finds within it. Thls. enables the 111tclhgu;t reac u
ask questions about what is not s.al‘d a§ w‘eu as ab()ut. w }atlls slau f
For example, Maimonides thinks it is 31g111.flcant 'that in t\lC 100\( (-)S
Job, Job himself is never called “wise,” which Maunons{dcs lar.gurcsrll
a signal to readers that he is not takgn to bc‘ wise, an §()1lls c;h}i
complaints arc to be scen as a reflection of his lack. of w1lsc 01;'1;1 1 ;
question then arises: If Job is to be seen as 1.10t wise, why di 11( :
the text make this clear? Perhaps because his words are 119'( tq be
seen as so obviously foolish that they are not wort.h c0ns1d.cr1ng.
Indeed, they are worth thinking about like everythmg.clse .111‘th§
Bible, but the more alert reader will understand that .thc 111te111gcn)cc
of Job’s critique of divine justice masks the undcﬂymg shallowncsi
of his presupposition, that God’s justice must rephcat? our 1]()t1()11.()
justice. This approach to the text, whatever one t.h]nl(.S al.)out f1ts
credibility in this particular instance, has radical 111‘1pl1cat10n.s '0{
how to look at texts as a whole. It was not .prcsent in any def1\n1t{c
way before Maimonides, but it became a firm part of the ag(;n(a;
of Jewish philosophy ever since his works became well known anc

importal
¢he truth,
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12 Medieval Jewish philosophy

THE SCOPE OF THEOLOGICAL REALISM

Maimonides also played a decisive role in placing the topic of theg.
logical realism firmly on the philosophical and rabbinic agenda. Thig
is because he was the first Jewish philosopher to grasp completely
the implication of philosophy as part of an understanding of relj.
gion. The idea that religion is true because it represents the truth
is not aceeptable in that form once it is analyzed philosophically,
although of course it may be accepted once it is examined by the
appropriate philosophical conceptual machinery. The point is that
the appropriate understanding of such claims is not one that can be
ignored or regarded as unproblematic, but as one that must be in-
vestigated and resolved in some way. Yet the Torah itself docs not
display much doubt about the truth of the claim of realism. On the
contrary, it constantly reiterates the literal truth of what it describes.
It is first of all the rabbinic commentaries and then the philosophers
who start to investigate what these claims actually mean, who point
to apparent inconsistencies and who ask for explanations of the pre-
cise formulation of the religious texts. This is obviously linked to
the first item on the philosophical agenda, the discussion of differ-
ent kinds of literary expression in the Torah, but the realism issue
was much discussed even before Maimonides took such control of
the discipline. One tends to link the issue with him because it was
only his Guide and other related works that provided Jewish philos-
ophy with the technical resources to deal with the issue in a decisive
sort of way. Maimonides did set off the debate in a new and far more
nuanced manner, and it has remained ever since firmly part of the
Jewish intellectual curriculum. (One might even say that it is not
mere chance that such a large proportion of the protagonists of post-
modernism and deconstructionism are Jewish!)

THE “WHY BE JEWISH?” DEBATE

This was the issue that really resonated with the lives of all Jews dur-
ing the Middle Ages. They were under sustained pressure to convert,
by both Muslims and Christians, and even in Spain this was hardly
a Golden Age. Even after conversion their loyalty to their new faith
remained suspect for some time in Christian Europe. Most Jews prob$
ably made their decision on what to do on purely prudential reasons

[ntroduction ;
converted) or in order to remain within the faith wi_th whic!j_

re familiar (if they did not). Argument played little part
e decis yn, but argument was undoubtedly important for the
el demist‘jlit’ﬂ in the community who were troubled not only by
intellectua h of competing faiths, but also by the apparent concep-
L Slfeﬂfl%t l]ties of traditional religion when it comes into apparent
i {!lfﬂu}th ';wdﬂmity, with science, and philosophy. (This was a
conflict W}-llat of course was also felt by Christians and Muslims, but
pressure Fscs without the additional pressure to convert.) The attack
in mnsf 5‘11 by Maimonides makes the conversion question harder to
o ?Cal;insmne ways, given that the only things to be said in favor
:]Tcs‘tf‘t‘: religion are internal features, W‘lﬁch migl}.t fh(': lt hought to be a
rather unrobust response to the enemies of one’s faith.

(if they

HOW NOT TO ARGUE FOR THE DISTINCTIVENESS
OF MEDIEVAL JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

A good example of the sort of argument in support f’f the distinc-

tiveness of medieval Jewish philosophy is the dilscussmn of the p(.q;-

ularity in Jewish philosophy of Plato’s Republic, as compared with

Aristotle’s Politics. Despite the (late) encroachment of Scholz{stlc‘

philosophy into the Jewish world, there seems to have been little

enthusiasm for works on political philosophy that made a sharp' de-

marcation between the theological and the political, as charactcr}z.cd
in the Christian tradition by the enthusiasm for Aristotle’s I?o]uzcs
and by works such as Dante’s On Monarchy, Hobbes’ Le.vmthun,
and Machiavelli’s Prince. It is sometimes argued that the difference
between Christianity, on the one hand, and Judaism and Islam on
the other, is that the former made a separation bctwcull %aw an.d
religion, between the state and God, while the other rchgllons (.hd
not. However, Christianity also sees the state as an approprlgtc site
for religious influence, and in that sense is not less holistic than
Judaism and Islam. It is certainly true, though, tl}at the concept .of
political revelation, so important in the latter pair, is largely abs.cnt in
Christianity, which accordingly developed a rather secular notion of
the state. Christian thinkers went on to present accounts of the state
that are discussions and descriptions of actual states divorced from
any particular theological background, while Judaism and Islam saw
political philosophy as very much part of jurisprudence, as part and
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parcel of the explanation of why and how religious law structures
the everyday lives of its participants. One effect of this distinction
is that the Christian world got on very well without the Republic
until the carly Renaissance, while the Jewish and Islamic world
ignored Aristotle’s Politics. By contrast, the Nicomachean Ethics
found a rcady home in the Jewish and Islamic world, which often
saw it as the prelude to the Republic, standing in as it did for the
missing Politics. Christianity, it is argued, saw the temporal state
as merely a prelude to the next life, and so the arrangements in this
world are of no great salvific significance. For Judaism and Islam,
though, the actual state is the site of God’s influence in the world,
and it is incumbent on the believer to work within that state and try
to bring it close to divine law. As there are no priests in {post-Temple)
Judaism to embody spiritual purity, such purity becomes part of the
community and part of the task of the community. In this way po-
litical and religious life form a seamless web, and there is nothing
in principle to prevent the spiritual leader from being the political
leader, and in fact it is highly desirable that he is! The emphasis on
practice in Judaism meant that God could not be worshiped merely
as an idea or concept abstracted from cveryday life. There has to be
some route to understanding him if we are to imitate him, and that
route comes through political life.

One impact of the Republic in early Jewish philosophy could be
the construction of the persona of the “king” as both the intellectual
and political head of the state, a concept we find in both Saadya Gaon
(d. 942) and Halevi (d. 1141). The latter argues that such a king would
choose Judaism as the best religion since it combines most accept-
ably the theoretical and the political, and contrasts markedly with
other religions such as Christianity that only address themselves
to a limited part of our lives as human beings. This is very much
taken up by Maimonides himself who compared nomos (custom)
and Shari‘a/Torah (religious law) by claiming that the former is di-
rected exclusively to our physical being, while the latter is directed
both at this and at our spiritual being. One might contrast this with
theories that would regard the spiritual as the only important part of
us. One of the reasons why this law can do both is because of the way
it has been devised, namely, to appeal both to our everyday interests
and to guide and extend them until we are well on the route to self¥
perfection. The ruler has a vital role as educator here, something that
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course is part of the Republic, and one of the lcading.rms;n.ts ft.n-
ity to move people emotionally and physically is his
capacity to anderstand how to talk to them, how to inspire them,
.‘ | make them feel that, although they only undersgnd part of Flw
an]{nic there is a whole that their actions are working to cstablish
:;:l t};at is ultimately in their best interests, even though they may
:mt understand why or how. Yet we should observe tl.mt the argu-
ments for Judaism here as elsewhere are not based on its trut%l, htft
on its internal characteristics, and it could be argued that‘ this ori-
entation of medieval Jewish philosophy came to charz.xctcr.lzc much
Jewish philosophy that followed, and indeed had a wider influence
in philosophy and theology also.

of

the ruler’s abil




DAVID SHATZ

2. The biblical and rabbinic
background to medieval
Jewish philosophy*

Mcdieval Jewish philosophy is in large measure an interpretation
in philosophical terms of beliefs, concepts, and texts bequeathed to
medicval Jews by the Bible and by rabbinic literature. Thus, much of
the agenda of medieval Jewish philosophy is set by ideas featured in
the Bible, Talmud, and midrash: God, creation, prophecy, providence,
miracles, commandments, and more. For this reason, although there
is a need here to present the biblical and rabbinic background to
medieval Jewish philosophy, the discussion will largely be an expo-
sition of one aspect of medieval Jewish philosophy itself: namely,
its ambition to provide an exegesis of biblical and rabbinic texts,
along with explications of their concepts, that would demonstrate
the value of philosophy in carlier Judaism and would uncarth rigor-
ous philosophical propositions contained in the ancient works.
Examples abound. Saadya Gaon (882-942), head of the academy
in Babylonia and the father of medieval Jewish philosophy, and Levi
ben Gershom (Gersonides) (1288-1344), an cminent philosopher,
logician, and scientist, authored biblical commentaries - Gersonides’
cover a very substantial part of the Bible - that are controlled by
a view of the book as shot through with philosophical truth and
as standing in agreement with the conclusions of human reason.
While the less illustrious rationalist Joseph ibn Kaspi {1279-1340)
authored a commentary on the Bible that is controlled not by the
assumption of an underlying philosophical truth, but instcad by a
historicist view, he is an exception among medicval rationalists.’
Exegesis, furthermore, is found not only in formal commentaries

* 1 thank David Berger, Shalom Carmy, and Warren Zcv Harvey for connncnting on
an carlier draft of ¢his chapter.
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put also in works that aim to develop philosophical positions.
Moses Maimonides (1138-1204), the greatest of the medieval Jewish
thinkers, describes the aim of his Guide of the Perplexed as the
interpretation of problematic biblical terms and parables, and he
supplies in the book’s first part a philosophical lexicon of biblical
terms. He also informs us in the work's introduction that he consid-
cred authoring a commentary on problematic rabbinic texts. Like-
wise, works by the Neoplatonist Solomon ibn Gabirol, Abraham
ibn Daud, Abraham bar Hiyya, Bahya ibn Paquda, and Joseph Albo
weave together exegesis and philosophy; and commentators like
David Kimhi, Moses Nahmanides, and Isaac Abravanel incorporate
clements of philosophy (reflecting in particular knowledge of the
Maimonidean matrix), even while refusing to accord it supremacy
as a method for acquiring truc knowledge. Medieval Jewish philoso-
phers also adduce and interpret a substantial number of rabbinic
texts.

In brief, had there been no Bible and rabbinic literature to supply
core concepts and to serve as a focus for exegetical activity, medieval
Jewish philosophy would either not have existed at all or would
have been dramatically different in character from what it actually
was. Notwithstanding this dependency, a frequently noted feature
of medieval Jewish philosophy is its prima facie lack of continuity
with biblical and rabbinic Judaism; its closest analogues, it seems,
are works produced by Jews in Hellenistic cultures of the first and
sccond centuries. The medieval philosophers, as mentioned, under-
stood both the Bible and the rabbinic corpus as a repository of philo-
sophical and scientific truths. But the philosophical views advocated
by the medieval philosophers entered Judaism via contact between
Jews and other cultures: from the early tenth through late twelfth
centuries, contact with Islamic civilization in Spain; from the late
twelfth through carly sixteenth centuries, contact with Christian
culture by Jews in Christian Spain, Provence, and Italy. After their ex-
tended conquests beginning with the seventh century, the Muslims
translated works of Greek philosophy, composed commentaries on
them, and developed their own philosophical-theological systems
with categories and principles that originated with the Greeks. (Some
works of Plotinus were mistakenly attributed to Aristotle, leading
to a hybrid known as Neoplatonized Aristotelianism.) Jews familiar
with Islamic thought admired and appropriated many of these
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categories and principles. The resultant views, however, do not scem
to be characteristic of cither biblical or rabbinic thought.

First and foremost among the ostensible differences is the presence
of anthropomorphic and anthropopathic language in biblical and rab-
binic texts. The texts ascribe bodily characteristics, emotions, and
personality to God; he has physical form, affect, and personality.? Yet
philosophers held that God cannot have a body and that having emo-
tions would be inconsistent with his changeless and self-sufficient
nature. Next, traditional Judaism taught that the world was created
ex nihilo; the Greeks denied that: Aristotle held the world was cter-
nal, Plato that it was made by the demiurge from preexistent matter.
Again, in the Bible and rabbinic literature divine intervention in the
world is frequent, but philosophers believed in a mostly or totally
naturalistic system. Prophecy in the Bible would seem to be a direct
communication from God to a human being; philosophers thought
that prophecy is a natural result of perfecting the intellect and imag-
ination. The human ideal in the traditional texts would seem to be
a life of right action, as in Jeremiah 9:22-23; for the philosophers,
the summum bonum is intellectual contemplation of scientific and
metaphysical truths, and Jeremiah 9:22-23 is invoked to support this
claim.3 Rabbinic Judaism puts forth a doctrine of bodily resurrection;
philosophers, owing to their devaluation of the body and their reluc-
tance to posit miracles, endorse the immortality of the soul, while
often remaining ambiguous at best about resurrection of the body.
The philosopher’s emphasis on critical rational inquiry, finally, re-
flects a method of acquiring truth that is quite different from an
appeal to revelation and authority. Given these conflicts, medieval
attempts at harmony seem strained.

Notwithstanding this ostensible absence of continuity, medieval
Jewish philosophers vigorously affirmed its existence. They ex-
plained that the original philosophical content of Torah was lost
through centuries of persecution. Maimonides maintains that the
tradition’s having been passed down only orally made it vulnerable
to such loss, and this scems to propel him to write the truth down —
just as the Talmud relates that Rabbi Judah the Prince (in 200 CE)
compiled the body of teaching known as the Mishnah because in
his time the oral legal tradition was in danger of being forgotten
(Guide 1:71, 2:11). Some Jews, such as Shem Tov ibn Falaquera (I!oo](
of Degrees, introduction), went so far as to say that the non-Jewish
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world learned or even stole philosuphy l'm.m the Jews, nccc:“.situt—
ing now Jewish reliance upon nun-]ewlieih [‘lh‘ll(JS(ﬁ}pi.‘lU:‘S.d Il'!vukmg an
ancient tradition was a means of legitimating philosophical study.
Even Judah Halevi (d. 1141), W‘h(‘lSC Kuzari is an extended .polcmlc
against grounding a Jewish religious outlook in Grcck phflosuphy
rather than tradition, states that the Greeks received philosophy
from the Persians, who took it from the Chaldeans (Kuzari 1:63).
viewing them as authentic components of Jewish belief, he endorses
numerous of the claims and assumptions of the philosophers’ meta-
physical schemes. In short, the medieval Jewish philosophers present
themselves as champions, continuators, or one might cven say res-
urrecters of the true biblical and rabbinic traditions.

Such claims of continuity have scemed implausible to modern
scholars, so much so that, in contrast to medieval interpreters, some
even doubt Maimonides’ sincerity in putting them forth.> Arguably
these modern scholars have underestimated the degree to which
Maimonides and, even more cvidently, Saadya and Gersonides pur-
sued their projects out of a conviction of Torah’s truth. Scholars
have not doubted the sincerity of the latter two, which implics
that it was possible for an interpreter not to be conscious of a gap.
Medieval philosophers could not help appreciating the general rich-
ness of Islamic culture, and because they regarded the philosophers’
systems as true, they understandably wanted to sec their religion
embrace these truths.® It is precisely their fidelity to the truth of
Torah, not their disloyalty, that propelled the medievals’ project,
inducing them to interpret Torah in a way that would make its
claims always emerge as true, an extreme illustration of what an-
alytic philosophers such as W. V. O. Quine and Donald Davidson to-
day call the Principle of Interpretive Charity.” Modern writers tend to
share Spinoza’s view in the Theologico-Political Treatise (ch. 2) that
the prophets were neither scientists nor philosophers, and they im-
pute that view anachronistically to Spinoza’s predecessors. We can
appreciate the gap whose existence propels the charge of insincer-
ity, but ultimately the assumptions of earlier interpreters cannot be
judged by the premises of readers a millennium later. In fact, ours is
an age that is more conscious and more approving than any other of
the role that background beliefs play in the hermeneutical enterprise,
and to that extent the cited criticism itself is out of tenor with today’s
times.
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Perhaps more critically, the notion of sitrei Torah (hidden aspects
of Torah that should not be publicized) was promulgated by the rab.
bis themselves (Mishnah Hagigah 2:1); and they comment on the

value of riddles and parables (for example, “Great is the power of the

prophets because they compare a created thing to its creator,” i.c,
they describe God in anthropomorphic terms [Genesis Rabbah 26,
cited by Maimonides, Guide, 1:46]). Finally, it should be noted that
a philosophically laden reading of a text may well have its roots in
rabbinic midrashim, and Maimonides not infrequently cites such a
source.® In what follows I shall elaborate on the general approach
to biblical and rabbinic literature on the part of the medievals, note
some attitudes toward the continuity problem, and give a sampling,
hopefully not random, of how they interpreted key texts of the tra-
dition, Due to limitations of space I shall deal exclusively with me-
dieval rationalism, leaving aside, save for brief references, exegetical
approaches of Ncoplatonists like Gabirol as well as of kabbalists
like Nahmanides who, for example, interpret the creation narrative
in Genesis 1 in accordance with their own metaphysical opinions,
Insofar as Maimonides bestrides the medieval world like a colossus,
his approach to interpretation is the one to which I will refer most
often.

PHILOSOPHIC EXEGESIS OF THE BIBLE

The key to the medieval philosophical approach to biblical and rab-
binic texts is the notion of a two-layered text: one outer, exoteric,
geared to the multitude; the other inner, hidden, esoteric, aimed at
the philosopher. The task of the philosophical exegete is to picrce
through the exoteric layer, whose truth is either unacceptable or
inferior, and get at the rich esoteric truth. So, while resisting total
allegorization of the stories and laws in the Bible, medieval Jewish
philosophers understand the vision of the wheels, angels, and chari-
ots in Ezekiel 1 and ro to present an Aristotelian-cum-Neoplatonic
cosmology. Similarly, Maimonides and Gersonides find the charac-
ters in Job to be espousing positions held by the great philogophical
schools like those of Epicurus and Aristotle. The love between a man
and a woman depicted in Song of Songs, construed by the sages and,
in more systematic fashion, Rashi and Ibn Ezra, as a mashal (parable)
for the mutual love between God (anthropopathically depicted) and
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[srael, becomes for Maimonides a model for the individual’s intel-
jectual love of God (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 10:6), and
for Gersonides a dialogue between the passive and active intellects.
1God created man in His image [tzelem]” (Genesis 1:27) becomes
a way of saying that the form or essence of the human being is,
like God’s essence, intellect; the elemcnts_ described in Genesis 1:2
are none other than the four elements of Greek cosmology; King
Solomon’s proverbs about a seductress become a depiction of the
harm matter wreaks upon the intellect, while Proverbs 31 is taken
to express how rare it is for a person to find the “woman of valor” —
matter that will not corrupt him. Adam’s sinning at Eve’s suggestion
represents form’s being brought down by the seductive attractions
of matter; Jacob’s dream of angels ascending and descending a ladder
and God speaking to him represents the prophets and the separate
intellects (Guide 1:15). Gersonides read into the Agedah (the bind-
ing of Isaac, Genesis 22) his controversial denial that God knows
future contingents. Figures like Abraham and Moscs are represented
by medieval philosophical exegetes as philosopher-scientists. “You
shall love the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and “You should
know this day and commit to your heart that the Lord is God...”
(Deuteronomy 4:39) are construed as calls to study philosophy and
science.

The simplicity of the idea of a two-layered text is seductive and
masks significant ambiguities. Does the exoteric layer have value,
and if so, in what does that value consist? Why does the exoteric
layer exist at all? Our formulation also conceals the fact that almost
side by side with the notion of a two-laycred text we find the thesis
that in some cases there is but one layer, whose only true meaning in
the context is philosophical. T proceed to claborate on these issues,
beginning with the question of why the exoteric layer exists at all -

- why the Bible does not state philosophic truth directly and explicitly.

“The Torah Speaks in the Language of Humans”

Beginning with the geonim, Babylonian authorities of cighth-tenth-
century Babylonia, medicval Jewish philosophers are wont to cite the
talmudic dictum, “the Torah speaks in the language of benei adam,
human beings” (Sifre, Numbers 112; Babylonian Talmud, Yevamot
71a). They maintain that anthropomorphic and anthropopathic
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verses are used because the masses need concerete, visual images to
think about theology (Guide 1:26, 48). Picturcsque language makes
for good pedagogy. Further, the stories of God’s providence and the as-
cription to him of emotions like anger and love are politically useful:
they will induce the simpleminded masses to be obedient and will
promote social order (Guide 3:28). Finally, were the masses taught
the truth they would think it undermines Scripture and might re-
ject Scripture as a source of truth (Maimonides, Commentary to the
Mishnah, Hagigah 2:1). Maimonides adopts a more precise under-
standing of “the Torah speaks in the language of man” when he de-
clares that the term “adam” (man or human), in onc of its meanings,
refers to the multitude, the philosophically ignorant (Guide 1:14).
The Torah, the great teacher, is addressed to the community and
must serve even its lowest intellectual rung.®

Interestingly, the rationalists’ use of the phrase “the Torah speaks
in the language of human beings” to guide philosophic reinterpre-
tation of Scripture, is itself an example of their highly creative de-
ployment of texts. In the original talmudic context of “the Torah
speaks in the language of human beings,” Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi
Ishmacl (second century ce) are debating a point about legal contexts
in the Bible. At issue is whether in such contexts the Bible’s repeti-
tion of a term — a doubling of a verb, for example - should be used
to derive a new legal conclusion that is not explicit in the biblical
text. Whereas Rabbi Akiva regularly derives laws in this way, Rabbi
Ishmacl, following his teacher Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, states, “the
Torah speaks in the language of human beings” — meaning (roughly),
do not make such inferences, for the Torah merely uses the device of
repetition for stylistic emphasis or ornamentation. When medicval
rationalists apply Rabbi Ishmael’s phrase to theological expressions
rather than legal ones, or perhaps more accurately, in addition to
them, and to features of verses other than repetition, they are ex-
tending it beyond its original scope. Notice, moreover, that Rabbi
Ishmael is prescribing a conservative approach to exegesis, limit-
ing our right to derive ideas that are not explicit in the text; in the
hands of Saadya Gaon or Maimonides the phrase becomes the oppo-
site (albeit without an implication this was the original meaning); a
license for creating new interpretations of the Bible’s anthropomor-
phic and anthropopathic descriptions.® Interpretations that deviate
from the plain meanings of verses are common among the rabbis of
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the Talmud, and it is interesting that medieval Jewish philosophers
saw their own method of reinterpretation as duplicating the s’agcs’,
even as the latter’s use of figurative language emulates the Bible's.
Notably, some philosophers regarded at least some of the sages’
midreshei halakhah, interpretations that carry legal cunse'qucnccs,
45 ornamental props or supports rather than actual meanings, hl_.]t
their philosophical readings of the Bible were not qualified in this

way. ) .
The Bible’s communicative strategy as seen by the rationalists

should be understood in terms of a theory of prophecy formulated by
the Islamic philosopher al-Farabi (d. 950}, an important influence on
Maimonides.’* Al-Farabi maintained that philosophy precedes reli-
gion temporally. The prophet is someone who has passed thmugb the
stage of philosophy and now exercises his faculty of imagination -
the faculty that receives visual images and creates mental pictures
and symbols — in order to translate these truths from abstract to con-
crete terms, from philosophical propositions to metaphors and para-
bles. Prophecy is thus the apprehension and imaginative translation
of philosophical truth, and the formulations of the prophets in the
Bible express the scientific and philosophic truths the latter have at-
tained. Maimonides appropriated al-Farabi’s views on prophecy, and
it is this concept of prophecy that guides his understanding of bib-
lical texts. (Some interpreters believe that the symbols are needed
not only for communication to the masses but for the prophet’s own
apprchension.)

By appraising the exoteric layer as a sop to the masses, the
“language of humans” model gives little credit to that exoteric layer
as a source of truth, except to the extent that it implies general ideas
like the existence of God and the operation of providence. There is,
however, another model of the multiple layers to consider, one fea-
tured in Maimonides’ introduction to The Guide of the Perplexed:
“apples of gold in filigrees of silver is a word fitly spoken” (Proverbs
25:11). Maimonides has in mind parables, of the kind King Solomon
presents in the biblical book of Proverbs. A saying uttered with two
meanings — an exoteric and an esoteric — is like an apple of gold
overlaid with small holes, as in filigree work, through which one
can glimpse the inner deeper meaning. In this imagery the external
meaning of a figure of speech or parable is valuable like silver, and
is not a mere concession to the multitude, devoid of intrinsic merit.
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Still, this is not to say that the outer layer conveys truth. Rather,
Maimonides implies that the outer meaning contains wisdom that
is politically useful, conducing to an ordered society; the inner mean-
ing, in contrast, contains “wisdom that is useful for beliefs concerned
with the truth as it is.”*?

Besides the “language of humans” and “filigrees of silver” assess-
ments of the exoteric layer, there is yet a third approach to the text,
one that at least implicitly denics that we always have two layers
in texts that trouble the philosopher. In the early chapters of the
Guide, the lexicographic chapters, Maimonides shows that specific
terms which people tend to construe as anthropomorphic or anthro-
popathic in truth have multiple meanings that vary according to
context. And here is the rub: the correct, literal meaning of such sup-
posedly anthropomorphic and anthropopathic expressions is in their
context, that is, given the subject of which those terms are predi-
cated, non-anthropomorphic and non-anthropopathic. The term ap-
plied to God is “borrowed” from another context, in this case the
human one, but its meaning is adjusted in accordance with the dif-
ference in the subject of predication. For example, when predicated of
God, “standing” means “permanent” and enduring, “sitting” means
changeless (when God is said to “sit for all eternity”). (This method
is known in Hebrew as hashalah, borrowing a term, in contrast
to mashal or parable.’?) Maimonides uses this type of interpreta-
tion when he depicts the activity of the Targumim, to be discussed
shortly: he hints that their (allegedly) anti-anthropomorphic rendi-
tions are simply the result of a good understanding of Hebrew.

In most cases of mashal, according to Maimonides, the mashal is
not fully allegorical, that is, not every word is to be assigned either a
figurative or a “borrowed” meaning. Rather, in most cases, many of
the terms in the parable serve only to embellish the mashal. When
Solomon describes at length a married harlot who is supposed to rep-
resent matter (Proverbs 7), most of the specifics supplied are simply
descriptions of a harlot rather than figurative allusions to specific
features of matter. And in the book of Job many details are needed
just to flesh out the plot line. Departing from the usual interpgeta-
tion of Song of Songs, Maimonides did not think that the details had
to be interpreted figuratively; it was enough for the book to depict a
man and woman in love in the ways characteristic of wooing,

The biblical and rabbinic background 25

Allegorization carries dangers. If not held in chcck,.lt can Il.?;l(l to
radical assertions, even hcrcsit}cs. Fm: thi.s reason 11*.1ud|cvul pl)}lusu-
hers usually cautioned that figurative interpretations of Scripture
are not to be adopted unless a specific reason exists to depart from
the literal meaning of a verse. Saadya Gaon identifies four sych cases:
the literal reading yields a thesis contrary to reason, which means
its falsehood is subject to demonstration; it contradicts human ex-
perience; it contravenes accepted tradition; or it contradicts other
verses (Book of Doctrines and Beliefs, 7:2). Maimonides furnishes
2 nuanced example of how conflict between Scripture and reason
should be approached. He presents three possible views of the origin
of the world: creation ex nihilo (the Torah view); made from preex-
istent eternal matter (Plato); cternal (Aristotle). The scriptural text,
he says, could be read either literally as creation ex nihilo or figura-
tively to accord with a Platonic or Aristotelian view — the “gates of
figurative interpretation” are not “shut in our faces.” But, unlike the
case of anthropomorphic language, there is no adequate philosoph-
ical reason to depart from literalism, no demonstration of a differ-
ent side; if there were, a figurative interpretation could be accepted.
Maimonides imposes a further restriction: any interpretation that
would deny the possibility of miracles must be rejected — and that
means that Aristotle’s view could never supply the proper interpre-
tation.

Notwithstanding Maimonides’ insistence on the unacceptability
of Aristotle’s view, medieval philosophers arguably did not treat sat-
isfactorily the question of just where the line should be drawn be-
tween admissible and inadmissible interpretations. Interpreters of
Maimonides have long suspected he secretly endorsed Aristotle’s
view, or, alternatively, that secretly he felt Aristotle’s view was com-
patible with Torah; these secret beliefs would be proof for some
that the figurative method is too liberal. There is a radical strain of
biblical interpretation in medieval philosophy. Gersonides claimed
that the Platonic view could be demonstrated, and that Genesis 1
was best read in line with this view, even on the literal level.
Other radical readers include Samuel ibn Tibbon, Rabbi Nissim of
Marseilles and Joseph ibn Kaspi. Against philosophical readings of
Scripture, Yitzhak Arama raised the criticism that the rationalists
do not learn anything from the biblical text itself. They accept only
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those propositions that accord with philosophy and interpret fig-
uratively those that do not, so what they knew after the revela-
tion is identical with what they knew before, and revelation teaches
nothing.

Worthy of mention as well is the question: If the Torah is alle-
gorical, why should Jews not allegorize the laws as well as the nar-
ratives? This antinomian argument was frequently brought up in
Jewish—-Christian polemics.

The Question of Precedent

The notion of a two-layered text and the use of allegorical interpre-
tation is found abundantly in Christian thought, most notably in
Augustine, and the idea of a two-layered text was championed by
Muslim thinkers as well, notably Averroes. But is there precedent in
premedieval Judaism for interpreting biblical texts as metaphors or
parables?

Various midrashim are fairly categorized as allegorical and thus af-
ford a precedent, as when “the earth was tohu va-vohu [unformed]”
in Genesis 1:2 is explained by the midrash as referring to foreign
powers and the deeds of the wicked. In addition, Aristobulus in
the second century BcE interpreted references to God’s body as re-
ferring to noncorporeal things (hand-power; standing-permanence;
descending-revelation; speech-establishing of things). Nevertheless,
the founding of a systematic Jewish figurative interpretation of Scrip-
ture based on philosophy is usually credited to Philo of Alexandria
{c. 20 BCE—50 cE). Philo understood the Bible, particularly Genesis,
as Greek philosophers troubled by Homer’s gods understood Homer:
as an allegory to be construed via the principles of Hellenistic
thought, in his case middle Platonic thought in particular. So, for ex-
ample, Philo’s reading of Genesis adapts Plato’s account of creation
in the Timaeus and states that God’s first creation was the Ideas
(Forms). Different biblical characters represent different personal
characteristics or faculties: Adam, spirituality; Eve, feeling; Noah,
righteousness. Places, animals, and plants likewise are symbols.
Philo stresses the need for human beings to break from mate-
riality and apprehend the intelligible world. Moses, for Philo, is
a great philosopher. Philo influenced Christianity far more than
Judaism and was not known to medieval thinkers; yet medieval
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]cwish philosophers accept Greek wisdom, holding many of the same
views about God and the value of reason as does Philo, owing perhaps
to his indirect influence. _

philo believed in the historical truth of some of the biblical
stories, but viewed others as purely allegorical and non-historical.
Jewish philosophers did not generally question the historicity of the
piblical narratives. Still, rationalists were accused of understand-
ing “Abraham and Sarah as matter and form, the twelve tribes as
the twelve constellations, the alliance of four and five kings in
Genesis 14 as the four elements and five senses, and Amalck as the
evil inclination.”’# Some statements of Maimonides struck his inter-
preters as denying historicity and thus using allegory objectionably.
specifically, one son of Adam, Cain, is said by Maimonides to repre-
sent the acquisitive instinet, the other, Seth, intellectual attainment
(Guide 2:30}; and, as in Philo, who draws from Plato’s identification
of reason (form) with man and matter with woman, Adam scems to
represent form (intellect), while Eve represents matter, which dis-
tracts Adam and leads to his sinning (Guide 1:17).

Turning now from Philo, two important figures in our context are
Onkelos “the proselyte” and Yonatan ben Uziel, whom Jewish tradi-
tion views as authors of the Aramaic translations of the Bible known
as Targumim. An Amoraic statement reads: “Onkelos the proselyte
said the [Aramaic| translation of the Torah [Pentateuch][comes] from
the mouth of R. Eliezer and R. Joshua; Yonatan ben Uziel said the
translation of the books of the prophets [comes] from the mouth
of [the prophets] Haggai, Zechariah, and Malakhi” (Megillah 3a).
(Modern scholars dispute this traditional view of the Targumim’s
authorship.) Now according to Maimonides,

Onkelos the proselyte was very perfect in the Hebrew and Syrian languages
and directed his effort toward the abolition of the belief in God’s corpore-
ality. Hence he interprets in accordance with its meaning every attribute
that Scripture predicates of God and that might lead toward the belief in
corporeality.

“The Lord will descend” is rendered as “the Lord will manifest him-
self”; “the Lord heard” as “it was heard before God and received”
(Guide 1:47). When motion is attributed to the deity, Onkelos —
according to Maimonides — attributes it to a created entity, the
Shekhinah (lit. indwelling) which medieval rationalists view not as
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a name of God but as a term denoting a created thing, cither a form
(Saadya, Doctrines and Beliefs 2) or a created light whose presencg
in a place is a mark of that place’s distinction (Maimonides, Guig,
1:a1).'s

The Targumim are important for the rationalists for several rey.
sons. First, as the quotation from Megillah 3a suggests, the authorg
of the Targumim studied with sages or even prophets. This implieg
that their work represents the views of the sages or prophets, ang
so the rationalists’” modes of interpretation are not radical breakg
with the past but on the contrary boast an ancient and authority.
tive pedigree. Second, the availability of the Targumim means thag
the average person from among the masses cannot justify or excuse
being an anthropomorphist. Consider in particular the argument of
Abraham ben David {Rabad) protesting Maimonides’ categorization
of an anthropomorphist as a herctic in Mishneh Torah, Laws of
Repentance 3:7: “People greater and better than he have followed
this opinion, based on what they saw in scriptural texts and in
the words of the Aggadah, which corrupt opinions.” Contrary to
Rabad’s gloss, Maimonides in the Guide claims that this excuse is not
valid because, inter alia, the Targumim exist to dispel false notions
(1:36). Finally, it is intcresting that Maimonides praises Onkelos’
knowledge of languages but not his knowledge of philosophy.
This suggests that when Onkelos translates phrases in a non-
anthropomorphic way, he is rejecting an alternative approach that
would translate terms anthropomorphically but understand them
non-anthropomorphically. In this formulation, even the “literal”
meaning of the relevant terms is non-anthropomorphic.

Maimonides’ portrait of Onkelos is energetically disputed by
Moses Nahmanides (1194-1270), a major kabbalist, legal scholar,
and biblical commentator. In his commentaries to Genesis 46:1 and
Exodus 20:16, Nahmanides argues that, while Onkelos may remove
the anthropomorphic flavor of words denoting motion and hear-
ing, he translates terms connoting divine speech with their literal
Aramaic equivalents (“God said,” “God spoke,” “God called”). Like-
wise Onkelos translates verbs connoting sight in a way that docs
not remove the anthropomorphism. Elsewhere Onkelos preserves
in his translation biblical references to the Lord’s hand and finger.
Nahmanides’ alternative account of Onkelos’ method is obscure in-
sofar as it is steeped in kabbalah, but his critique of Maimonides’
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. of Onkelos is powerful. In addition to being denied by
Jadin : ‘ '
rca;h Eni(lc-ﬂ, the notion that Shekhinah refers to a created thing

ahmanidcs aat Sae : ‘
}:._,5 been dispu ted by modern scholars such as Ephraim Urbach, who

. that the term does denote the presence or nearness of God.
argue the

TALMUDIC AND MIDRASHIC LITERATURE

When we turn to dicta of the sages of the Falmudic-midrashic era,
and more specifically to the non-legal sections of t'hc Talmud and
midrash known collectively as the Aggadah, we find on the one
hand numerous clements — or at least fragments — of a .theollogy,
enough to have gcncra'tc(l several lgllgtlly .sch()larly studlcs. (?f the
sages’ theology.'® T%‘IC impact (?f ph}l()S()pth:ll scl'l()()ls, specifically
Stoicism, on rabbinic thought is evident in teachings that the soul
fills and vitalizes the body as God fills the world, that all humans
have is borrowed from God, that God builds and destroys worlds,
and that the soul is estranged in this world. Parallels to Platonic
thought include the suggestion that there is knowledge prior to birth
(albeit this is knowledge of the Torah, not the Forms) and the notion
that God created the world by looking into the Torah.'” But on the
other hand we find no evidence of extensive involvement with phi-
losophy (the borrowings are from popular versions of Stoicism and
Platonism), and we even encounter statements that could be con-
strued as opposed to “Greek wisdom,” “the wisdom of the nations,”
and “logic.”™® Unlike the case with legal idioms, there are no bor-
rowings of philosophical vocabulary. Oddly, the rabbis record debates
with non-Jews and heretics over issues like creation without adduc-
ing philosophical arguments that were used by their side.”® As well,
according to an eminent scholar of the period, “none of [the rabbinic
sources| provides systematic treatment of the subject of beliefs and
conceptions, and there are almost no continuous discourses dealing
with a single theme.”2°

Were the rabbis not literate in philosophy? Not interested in phi-
losophy? Were they fearful of it? Did they engage in philosophi-
cal discussion at all? Warren Zev Harvey has argued that in all
likelihood when the rabbis engaged in disputes with non-Jews and
heretics, some of which we are told were quite protracted, they uti-
lized philosophical arguments. Nevertheless, in summarizing those
debates in a short space, they eschewed philosophical vocabulary
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and argumentation. Harvey maintains further that particular views
of the sages, for instance, that God builds and destroys worlds, reflect
knowledge of Stoic and Epicurcan views of cosmogony, cven while
(1) breaking from both Stoic determinism and Epicurean chance and
in addition (2} asserting, unlike cither of those schools, that this
world will not be destroyed. Such awareness of philosophical schools
was found in the land of Isracl, where Hellenism flourished, but not
in Babylon. Harvey suggests that the rabbis “considered philosophy
to be foreign to their concerns not because they did not know what
it was, but rather because they did know.”?!

Be that as it may, we must return to the challenge confronting
the medieval philosophers. For all the convergence in ideas about a
transcendent deity who exercises providence and gave the Torah, rab-
binic views and dicta were not infrequently contrary to philosophical
wisdom.

In the Aggadah, God wears phylacteries and dons a prayer shawl,
roars like a lion yet also sheds tears, studies Torah, and suffers over
the tribulations of Israel that he brought on, sharing in their exile (sce
Avodah Zarah 3b, Berakhot 9b, Sifre be-Midbar 84). At times a secm-
ingly anthropomorphic theology even influences law, or at least the
rabbis’ understanding of it. A person blind in one eye need not make
the festival pilgrimage, because just as the man who comes to the
holy place must be seen by God with two eyes, so must he see God
with two eyes (Hagigah 2a). Again, when the Bible prescribes that the
body of a criminal executed by hanging must be buried before sun-
set (Deuteronomy 22:21), the rabbis explain that the law’s purpose
is to prevent people from thinking that the king himself is hanging
instead of his twin (Sanhedrin 46b}). Philosophy seems not to be a
valuable objective: the statement “the holy one has nothing in his
world but the four ells of halakhah [Jewish law]” (Berakhot 8a) prima
facie cuts against the rationalist claim that non-legal disciplines
such as science and philosophy represent, as per Aristotle, the
highest human achievement. As a corollary, the motifs of Isracl’s
election and the need for mitzvot, salient in biblical and rabbinic
thought, are problematic for the philosopher who stresses scien-
tific and philosophical pursuits that cut across ethnic and religious
divisions.

Critics of rabbinic Judaism - from Karaites, to Christians and
Moslem polemicists, to skeptical thinkers from within - assailed
rabbinic thought as absurd and, as in the case of anthropomorphism,
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cven blasphemous.** The philosophical problems in the Aggadah led
the geonim to pioneer two distinct approaches vis-a-vis the rabbinic
statements: rejection and reinterpretation. The first was used by Hai
Gaon and Sherira Gaon on a limited basis,?3 and much later was
employed by Nahmanides when he needed to rebut allegations of
4 Christian interlocutor in a public disputation. Citing his father,
Abraham Maimonides endorses occasional rejection of Aggadot.
Rabbinic dicta are not the product of prophecy as biblical tcachings
are, and rejection is therefore more of an option.>*

That said, the second approach — reinterpreting problematic state-
ments to protect the view of the sages as wise men — seemed more
desirable. Like the Bible, the rabbis were said {Abraham bar Hiyya
being perhaps the first to claim this) to speak in the language of
human beings. They used symbols and stories in figurative fashion,
and at times anthropomorphic depictions of God were mere descrip-
tions of scenes and objects beheld in a vision. In his introduction to
his commentary to ch. 10 of Mishnah Sanhedrin, Maimonides al-
leges that scientifically knowledgeable people who take the sages’
problematic statements literally, and on that basis reject those state-
ments, lack an understanding of pedagogy. Teaching difficult matters
must proceed through parables and other figurative techniques. Al-
though Maimonides, as noted earlier, gave up on an earlier plan to
provide a decoding of rabbinic texts, his rereadings of rabbinic texts,
like his interpretations of biblical verses, constitute an exception-
ally rich achievement. Not only did he engage offending statements,
but he construed relatively benign ones in philosophical categorics.
While on occasion Maimonides ignored or even rejected problem-
atic rabbinic statements, the cumulative effect of his hermeneutic
achievements was an impression that the very project of the rabbis
was the same as his — to give cxpression to the metaphysical and
cthical assertions of Aristotelian philosophy.

What follows is a variety of examples of rabbinic texts to which
rationalists, especially Maimonides, gave a philosophical spin:

1. In the tractate Hagigah 2:1, the Mishnah places restrictions on
the study of “the work of creation” and “the work of the chariot.”
Probably these terms originally referred to certain mystical teach-
ings. Maimonides holds they convey a limitation on teaching the
esoteric subjects of natural science and metaphysics, and he uses the
Mishnah'’s restrictions on how esoteric material should be taught
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as a guideline for his own method of composition {introduction to
Guide of the Perplexed).

2. Angels mentioned in the Talmud are said to refer to the ten
separate intellects of medieval cosmology.

3. R. Haninah (Berakhot 33b) rebuked a prayer reader for aug-
menting established adjectives for God in the liturgy with additional
laudatory ones. This is not, Maimonides tells us, because the man
did not use enough adjectives. Rather, it is because no affirmative at-
tributes pertain to God at all. This position Maimonides holds on the
basis of various philosophical considerations such as the unity of the
divine being. The pivotal anti-Aristotelian Hasdai Crescas (author of
Light of the Lord) objected to this reading, and thought that the prob-
lem is that the list of positive laudatory attributes was too long.

4. The Mishnah in Avot (5:6) states that God created certain mir-
acles on the twilight of the first Sabbath eve before the creation of
Adam and Eve. Maimonides construes this and other texts as saying
that miracles are part of the original creation. All events are located
in the natural order, reflecting the dominance of divine wisdom as
opposed to divine will (Commentary to Avot; Guide 2:29).

5. “Moses died with a kiss” (Bava Batra 17a). The Maimonidean
reading is that, with his sensory and imaginative faculties enfeebled
with age, Moses could focus on intellectual matters exclusively, and
he died with the pleasure of intellectual apprehension (Guide 3:51).

6. Hagigah 15a relates: “Four entered Pardes . ..” For Maimonides,
“Pardes” refers to wisdom - specifically, natural science plus meta-
physics (= work of the creation plus work of the chariot). The point
of the passage is that only R. Akiva emerged in peace because only
he had grasped the fact that the human intellect is limited and not
all truths can be demonstrated (Guide 1:32).

7. "Service of the heart,” a biblical idiom construed by the sages to
denote prayer (Taanit 2a) comes to refer, in Maimonides’ thought, to
a nonverbal intellectual contemplation, the highest form of prayer.
(The heart signifies mind in medieval writing.)

8. The rabbis at times denigrate “this world” and affirm the impor-
tance and value of “the world to come.” In rabbinic parlance, these
terms refer to stages in history; Maimonides used the terms to de-
note the contrast between existence in the physical world - in which
matter can wreak havoc upon human intellectual apprehension and
upon concentration on scientific and metaphysical subjects — and

The biblical and rabbinic background 33

a higher disembodicd existence in the afterlife. Now the sage Rav
declared (Berakhot 17a): “In the world to come there is no eating,
Jdrinking, or intercourse. Rather, the righteous sit with crowns on
¢heir heads.” The second sentence of the quotation suggests that
che afterlife in the rabbinic conception is corporeal, contrary to the
philosophcrs’ devaluation of embodied existence. Maimomdgs un-
derstands the “righteous sitting with crowns on their heads” figura-
tively, as connoting a state of knowledge that brings peace. The first
quoted statement, which denies the occurrence of corporeal activi-
ties in the afterlife, is used by Maimonides to argue that the future
existence will be bodiless. Critics pointed out that existence could
be embodied while the bodies could have needs different from those
in this world. In any event, as a result of his portrait of the afterlife
as discmbodied, Maimonides was accused of denying resurrection
of the body altogether, a charge he later denied in his Treatise on
Resurrection.

9. W have already noted the significance for Maimonides of the
Aramaic translations of the Bible.

ro. R. Haninah states (Hullin 7a): “A person does not bruise his
finger below unless it has been decreed from above.” Maimonides
holds that when the prophets speak of God doing x, what this mcans
is that x occurs according to the laws of nature that God willed.
Extending this to the rabbis, the statement now means that all
bruises are the result of natural law. (On this reading, it is unclear
what view the Hullin statement was designed to counter.)

A medieval critic considered such exegeses to be “like one who
makes for a great king a crown of clay,” and nonliteral interpre-
tations of Aggadah were a major flashpoint in the Maimonidean
controversy.*S But for rationalists, rabbinic texts would have been
an embarrassment to Jews if understood literally. Read figuratively,
they represent “apples of gold in filigrees of silver” (Proverbs 25:11).
In Guide 3:43, Maimonides suggests that such midrashim arc poeti-
cal conceits that do not need all their details interpreted.

A SAMPLE ISSUE: DIVINE PROVIDENCE

Notwithstanding the difficulties in Maimonides’ and other rational-
ists’ interpretations of rabbinic texts, rabbinic thought is reactive to
philosophical idcas and in some respects displays a surprising degree
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of convergence with medicval philosophy. By way of illustration let
us consider the subject of divine providence,

Medieval Jewish philosophers considered prophecy and provi-
dence to be natural phenomena dependent on the level of a person’s
intellectual development. In contrast to philosophical naturalism,
the world of the sages scems punctuated by frequent divine inter-
ventions. This is clear both from storics told and statements issucd:
for instance, the alrcady cited “a person does not bruise his finger
below unless it has been decreed from above...” and “all is in the
hands of heaven, save for the fear of heaven” (Berakhot 33b).

Closc examination reveals, however, that the rabbis were far from
oblivious of natural causation. In one talmudic story, a poor wid-
ower, unable to afford a wet-nurse, miraculously grows breasts to
nurture his child; whilc one sage takes this to signal the man’s great-
ness, another declares “on the contrary, how inferior is this man,
that the natural order was changed for him” (Shabbat 53b).2° More
strikingly, the Amora Rav declares that children, longevity, and sus-
tenance depend upon mazzal, or astrological flow, rather than on the
individual’s merits. Even the view in the Talmud that “Isracl is im-
munec from mazzal” means not that astrology does not affect Jews at
all, but rather that exceptional Jews like Abraham and R. Akiva can
counteract the mazzalot through their good deeds (Shabbat 156a-b).
When Abraham frets that the constellations augur that he will not
have an heir, God tells him that he can alter the position of the plan-
ets. Thus even the result that is contrary to the mazzal is achieved
by exploiting astrological laws, not canceling them. Ironically, the
rabbinic statement “the world follows its natural course” (Avoduh
Zaruh s54a), quoted by medieval philosophers to corroborate the ex-
istence of a natural order, actually suggests, in context, that God
directly shapes the human embryo. Thus statements that sound nat-
uralistic arc embedded in a non-naturalistic framework, and state-
ments that sound non-naturalistic reflect a naturalism. The idea that
nature by itself is wondrous occurs frequently.

A common misconception about rabbinic thought is that it sub-
scribes to a simple doctrine that suffering and death (or at least the
timing of a death) are always punishment for sin. Yet in the one
place in the Talmud where a sage (R. Ami) asserts this explicitly, his
view is rejected (for reasons, morceover, that are less than powerful),
suggesting that the Talmud is far from satisfiecd with such a
theodicy (Shabbat 5s5a). Yaakov Elman argues that Babylonian and
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[sracl-bascd sources evince differing approaches to theodicy. In con-
crast to sages of the Jerusalem Talmud, those in Babylon held that
adivine providence in the private lives of even the righteous is the
exception rather than the rule.” The Babylonian Talmud invokes
4 range of explanations of unmerited suffering: “a time of anger,”
ugufferings of love,” “vicarious atonement,” and others. In post-
ralmudic times such explanations were often ignored or minimized,
and other accounts developed.?” For example, to explain certain
anomalies, Gersonides developed an intriguing doctrine of inherited
pr()vidcncc.”"

NOTES

1. See L Twersky, “Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Medieval Jewish In-
tellectual,” in Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed.
I. Twersky (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979}, 231-57,
Csp. 238-42.

2. SeeY. Muffs, “Of Image and Imagination in the Bible,” in Biblical Paint-
ings, ed. J. Tisso (New York: The Jewish Museum, 1982), 8-10.

3. Sce A. Melamed, “Philosophical Commentaries to Jeremiah 9:22-23 in

~ Medicval and Renaissance Jewish Thought” [Hebrew], Jerusalem Stud-
ies in Jewish Thought 4 (1985), 31-82.

4. Sce N. Roth, “The ‘“Theft of Philosophy’ by the Greeks from the Jews,”
Classical Folia 22 (1978), 53-67. Moses Nahmanides held the same his-
torical thesis, but did not infer therefrom the legitimacy of studying
philosophy; see D. Berger, “Judaism and General Culture in Medieval
and Early Modern Times,” in G. Blidstein, D. Berger, S. Z. Leiman, and
A. Lichtenstein, Judaism’s Encounter with Other Cultures: Rejection
or Integration (Northvale N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1997), 79.

5., Noted by A. Ravitzky, “The Secrets of the Guide of the Perplexed:
Between the Thirteenth and the Twentieth Centuries,” in Studies in
Maimonides, ed. 1. Twersky (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1990), 177-82; see, for example, S. Pines, “Translator’s Introduc-
tion” to Guide of the Perplexed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1963), cxx; cf., however, S. Rosenberg, “On Biblical Interpretation in the
Guide of the Perplexed” [Hebrew|, Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought
1 (1981), 88-94.

6. Sec Berger, “Judaism and General Culture,” 61-84.

7. See M. Halbertal, Interpretative Revolutions in the Making [Hebrew)
{Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997}, ch. 8; M. Halbertal, People of the Book:
Canon, Meaning, and Authority (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1997), 27-32.




36

8.

I0.

IT.

I2.

I3.

14.
IS.

16.

7.

18.

19.

20.

Medieval Jewish philosophy

See J. Cohen, “Philosophical Exegesis in Historical Perspective: The
Case of the Binding of Isaac,” in Divine Omniscience and Omnipy,.
tence in Medieval Philosophy, ed. T. Rudavsky (Dordrecht: Reide],
1985), 135-42, esp. 136; W. Harvey, “On Maimonides’ Allegorical Reaq.
ings of Scripture,” in Interpretation and Allegory: Antiquity to th,
Modern Period, ed. J. Whitman (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 181-88; S. Klein.
Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation of the Story of Creation chhrcw]
(Jerusalem: Reuben Maas, 1987), chs, 1-2.

. For Ibn Kaspi’s distinctive reading, sce Twersky, “Joseph ibn Kaspi,”

38—42.

J. Stern, “Language,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought, eq.
A. Cohen and P. Mendes-Flohr (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1987}, S49-50.

See, inter alia, L. Berman, “Maimonides, The Disciple of Alfarabi,”
Isracl Oriental Studies 4 (1974), 154-78.

Guide, trans. Pines, introduction, 12; see also 2:47. See J. Stern, Prob-
lems and Parables of Law: Maimonides and Nahmanides on Reasons
for the Commandments (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1998), 7-13; cf. Klein-Braslavy, Maimonides’ Interpretation, 47-59.
See M. Cohen, “Radak’s Contribution to the Tradition of Figurative
Biblical Exegesis,” Ph.D. dissertation, Yeshiva University, 1994.
Berger, “Judaism and General Culture,” 1o2.

See G. E Moore, “Intermediaries in Jewish Theology,” Harvard
Theological Review [1922), 41-8; E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts
and Beliefs, trans. 1. Abrahams (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1987), 40-5.

For example: S. Schechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (New York:
Schocken Books, 1961); G. Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of
the Christian Era, 3 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1927-30); Urbach, The Sages.

See J. Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, trans. D. W. Silverman (New
York: Schocken Books, 1964), 45-6.

Analyzed by G. Blidstein, “Rabbinic Judaism and General Culture:
Normative Discussion and Attitudes,” in Blidstein, Berger, Leiman, and
Lichtenstein, judaisni’s Encounter, 9-26.

See S. Lieberman, “How Much Greck in Jewish Palestine?,” in Biblical
and Other Studies, ed. A. Altmann {Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1962); W. Harvey, “Rabbinic Attitudes toward Philosophy,”
in “Open Thou Mine Eyes”: Essays on Aggadah and Judaica Presented
to William G. Braude on his Eightieth Birthday and Dedicated to his
Memory, ed. H. Blumberg (Hoboken: Ktav, 1992), 83-101.

Urbach, The Sages, 4.

2l
22

23-

24

25.

26.
27.

2.8.

The biblical and rabbinic background 17

w “Rabbinic Attitudes,” 1o1.
?(;1:\;;).’;532““““1‘ Decoding the Rabhis: A Thirrccnrh-(?cnt:{ry Com-
mentary on the Aggadah (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1g80), ch. 1, which aided me in compiling the cxa?nplcs th'zlt follow.
1i_ Sherira Gaon, Sefer ha-Eshkol 2:47 and R. Hai Gaon, in Otzar ha-
Geonim: Yom Tov, Hagigah u-Mashkin 2:59. -
see Rosenberg, “On Biblical Interpretation,” 143-51, on the possibility
of prophets making errors. N
See B. Septimus, Hispano-Jewish Culture in Transition; T{w C{II(:(:I’ and
Controversies of Ramah (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1982}, 39-103.
But see Urbach, The Sages, 11o.
see Y. Elman, “The Contribution of Rabbinic Thought to a Thcc:lf)gy
of Misfortune,” in Jewish Perspectives on the Experience of Suffering,
ed. S. Carmy (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1999), 155-212, lan‘d
Elman’s other articles cited there; cf. R. Goldenberg, “Early Rabbunc
Explanations of the Destruction of Jerusalem,” Journal ’o[ ]gwmh Sllud-
ies 33 (1982), s17-26; D. Kraemer, Responses to Suffering in Classical
Rabbinic Literature (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995).
Sce R. Eisen, Gersonides on Providence, Covenant, and the Chosen
People: A Study in Medieval Jewish Philosophy and Biblical Commen-
tary |Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995).




JOEL L. KRAEMER

3  The Islamic context of medieval
Jewish philosophy

In memory of Franz Rosenthal

INTRODUCTION

Medieval Jewish thought flourished under the acgis of Islamic civ-
ilization from the ninth through the thirteenth centuries when the
venue shifted to the Christian West. Its language was Arabic, its con-
cerns determined by issues raised in the context of Islamic thought.
The same issues (c.g. the nature of the divine, creation, prophecy,
providence, human perfection, and immortality) were later pondered
by Jewish thinkers in the Christian milieu, and Hebrew scientific
terminology was modeled on Arabic.

For Islam, as for Judaism, the religious law is paramount, a com-
prchensive guide to life in all its aspects. Study of Quran, tradi-
tion (hadith), theology (kalam) and jurisprudence (figh) dominated
Muslim intellectual life. The ‘ulama’ (clerics) regarded “the ancient
sciences” as alien and useless, as an insidious threat to religious
faith.*

Ibn Rushd (Averroes) (d. 1198), a philosopher and jurist, justified
philosophy as a religious obligation, but his opinion had no effect on
the carcer of philosophy in Islam, which was emphatically rejected
by religious authorities. Even the Tunisian historian Ibn Khaldun
(d. 1406) felt the need to refute philosophy.

The medieval Islamic world had no universities as did Europe,
where philosophy was taught alongside theology. Muslim rulers
sponsored scientific rescarch, which was institutionalized in libra-
rics, hospitals, and observatories. Philosophers taught privately or
to circles that met in their homes or in other venues such as
bookstores.
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Philosophy and science were cultivated from the ninth through
the twelfth centuries in the heartlands of Islam, as well as in
Andalusia and the Maghreb. By the thirteenth century, however, an
intellectual decline had set in as the result of socio-economic and
military disasters (the Crusades, a “feudal” economy, the Mongol
invasion of Iraq, plagues and famine in Egypt). This decline deepened
in the later Middle Ages just as European intellectuals were awak-
cning to the new spirit of the Renaissance, the scientific revolution,
and the Enlightenment.?

Contrary to orthodox Islam, Christianity adopted philosophy at an
carly stage, making it a handmaiden to theology. Philosophy was a
vital component of the officially sanctioned and required training of
the student of sacra doctrina. Thomas Aquinas justifies the study of
theology before the bar of philosophy. It is necessary, he says, that be-
sides the philosophical sciences investigated by reason there should
be a sacred doctrine based on divine revelation (Summa Theologica,
First Part, 1:1).

The precarious status of philosophy in the Islamic milicu guar-
anteed its private, reclusive character and its freedom from state
or clerical control. When philosophy receives official sanction, as
in Christendom, it may serve ulterior purposes. Philosophy for
the Christian Aristotelianism of Albert the Great and Thomas
Aquinas was an ancilla theologiae. The reception of philosophy
in the Christian world meant its subscrvience to ccclesiastical
supervision.3 This supervision was gradually broken with Galileo
and the rise of modern science in the scventeenth century.

FROM GREEK INTO ARABIC

Classical culture, belonging to the Kulturkreis of the Mediterranean,
was not considered alien wisdom by Islamic philosophers, who felt
themselves affiliated with “the sciences of the ancients” — in the
widest sense, the Greeks, Indians, and Persians. They believed that
the Greeks derived their wisdom from the East (ex oriente lux),
so that the study of ancient thought was a renovation rather than
an innovation. Al-Farabi (Alfarabi) (d. 950) located the birthplace
of philosophy in Iraq, whence it was transmitted to Egypt, then to
Greece, and finally rendered into Syriac and Arabic. He envisioned
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a rcbirth of philosophy in its original home, ancient wisdom thug
coming full circle.

The Islamic philosophers  (falasifu), reflecting ancient and
Hellenistic lore, believed that the Presocratic philosophers acquired
their wisdom from the Orient. Thales, they claimed, received in-
struction in Egypt, and Empedocles studied with Lugman the sage at
the time of the prophet David. Pythagoras studied physics and meta.
physics with Solomon’s disciples in Egypt. He learned geometry from
the Egyptians, receiving the sciences from the “niche of prophecy”
(mishkat al-nubuwwa).* Solomon transferred the sciences to Greece,
Scientific knowledge was thus legitimized as an indigenous growth,
as Hellenistic and medieval Jewish thinkers also portrayed Abraham,
Solomon, and Moses as philosophers from whom Greek wisdom was
derived.

The Islamic philosophers were heirs to a late Hellenistic syl-
labus of Greek learning.s They integrated Aristotelian logic, physics,
and cthics, Neoplatonic metaphysics, Platonic political philosophy,
Ptolemaic astronomy, Euclidian gecometry, and Galenic medicine
into a cohesive structure, thereby transforming the celectic diver-
sity of late Hellenistic thought into a coherent system of cumu-
lative knowledge within the broad framework of a Neoplatonic
Aristotelianism.

Truc doctrine was associated with antiquity, and philosophy was
pursucd mainly by exegesis of ancient texts, by questioning them
and by progressing to knowledge beyond them.

The cultural adaptation of the Greek heritage was not a passive
reception of a foreign legacy but an act of creative appropriation.®
The prominence of critical works (e.g. Abu “Ali ibn al-Haytham'’s
[d. 1039] Doubts on Ptolemy and Abu Bakr al-Razi’s [d. 925 Doubts
on Galen) underscores the ingenuity of Islamic science. Even
Aristotle, a towering authority, was studied critically by readers
attentive to obscurities and puzzles in his works. Islamic learning -
with original contributions in astronomy, mathematics, medicine,
and optics —~ was not merely a transitional link between Greek an-
tiquity and medieval Europe but a dramatic chapter in the progress
of human knowledge. '

The transmission of learning from Greek into Arabic, and then
from Arabic into Hebrew, Latin, and other European languages,
was a momentous achievement of human civilization, and it was
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ative of the “Western” consciousness. Mcdicva! European in-
: jals, Christian and Jewish, studied Muslim thinkers such as
(d. c. 866), al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna) (d. 1037), all~Glmzal|
i) (d. r111), and Ibn Rushd (Averroes), and early (ninth- anq
wnth«ccntm'y} scientists such as Masha‘alla’h, A_hg Ma‘shar al-Balkhi
and Abu ‘Abdallah al-Battani. Translators in Sicily and Tnled.u ren-
Jered Arabic works into Latin, French, Spam.sh, and Hc.hrcw w1F11(;111t
a substantial loss of meaning, thereby c.rce.ltmg a tf’llc mtcrnatm_na -
EW of sciences. Medieval thinkers - .Clmstmn,. Jewish, and Mus%zm =
confronted identical philosophical issues, rf:tractcd thmuglll daffel-
ent linguistic prisms, their methods and basic puf;tulatcg l*fcn'ug sim-
ilar. Without the intense Greco-Arabic tranglatmn activity in tlhe
[slamic world and transmission of these texts into Hch'rcw andILatm,
medicval Jewish thought and Latin Scholasticism are mcunccw'ahlp.

The extent of texts translated from Greek into Arabic is
breathtaking in scope: the Presocratics, Plato, Aristotle, E.uc.hd,
Ptolemy, Galen, Plotinus, Porphyry, Proclus, Alexander, Themistius,
Nicomachus of Gerasa, and others.”

The Greco-Arabic translation movement began in full vigor un-
der the caliph al-Ma’mun (813-33), and was centered at the Bayt
al-Hikma (House of Wisdom) in Baghdad. This was a library con-
taining writings on philosophy and science, including manuscripts
brought from the Byzantine empire. It seived as a place for schol-
ars to convene, and had an astronomical observatory. Here the
Nestorian Hunayn b. Ishaq and his colleagues translated Greek
philosophy and science, particularly medicine, into Syriac and
Arabic, using sound philological method, hunting down and col-
lating Greek manuscripts. The philosopher Abu Yusuf Ya‘qub gl-
Kindi helped foster this enterprise. The Nestorian medical school in
Persian Gondeshapur produced physicians and translators who con-
tributed to the rise of scientific and intellectual pursuits in Islamic
civilization.

A sccond wave of translation activity, mainly from Syriac ver-
sions, took place in the tenth century, with the Nestorian Matta b.
Yunus and the Jacobite Yahya b. <Adi in the forefront. These scholars,
along with other Christian and Muslim philosophers in Baghdad,
wrote commentaries on Aristotelian works. The Alexandrian tra-
dition of Aristotle studiecs was transferred by Syriac-speaking
Christians to intellectual centers in Antioch and Baghdad.

form
gellectt
a]-Kindi
[Alghaza
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The accommodation to Christian belicfs in the Neoplatonic
school of Alexandria served as a model for Islamic philosophers,
Christian philosophers (such as the sixth-century John Philoponus)
presented Aristotle in a light favorable to Christianity. Philoponus’
rejection of Aristotelian cosmology provided Islamic theologians
with cffective arguments. Greek and Syriac Christian theological
inquiry is considered to have been a main source of Islamic kalam.

The school tradition of the (pagan) Platonic Academy in Athens
(Plutarch, Syrianus, Iamblichus, Proclus, Damascius, Simplicius)
was also transmitted to the Islamic milicu. The Athenian school
had been hostile to Christianity and rejected Alexandrian conces-
sions to it. The philosophical interpretation of pagan mythology
by Iamblichus and Proclus, like the philosophical hermencutics of
Plotinus and Porphyry, served as a model for monotheistic demythol-
ogizing of sacred texts. The Athenian school was more disposed than
its Alexandrian counterpart to admit revealed knowledge and super-
natural insight. Along these lines, the Muslim philosopher al-Kindi
believed that prophetic revelation is superior to human knowledge.

Arabic translators rendered Greek terms by functionally equiva-
lent idioms, recontextualizing them and making them rhetorically
effective in their new socio-cultural context. Translation is not a
mere transference of lexical items from source to target language
but a communicative process of adaptation, a cultural transfer from
source to target culture, a transmission from one language and cul-
tural context to another.

The translators accommodated Greek locutions to an Islamic sct-
ting by using Arabic expressions with a religious nuance and a con-
genial semantic load. They rendered Greek nomos (“[civil] law,”
“custom”) by the Islamic terms Shari‘a (“religious law”) and sunna
(“custom,” “tradition”), although the word namus was also used.
Greek nomothetes (“lawgiver,” “legislator”) was regularly translated
by wadi< al-Shari‘a or al-Sunna - “one who posits the religious
law.”® The translators purged pagan vestiges from ancient texts by
substituting “God” or “angels” for “gods.” The Aristotelian First
Mover was expediently equated with “Allah.” Greek enthousiasmos
was translated by religious terms for inspiration and prophecy like
ilham, wahy, and nubuwwa, referring to the ultimate human knowl-
edge. The Platonic philosopher-king became “Imam” (the head of
the Islamic community). The struggle to convert the world to the
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rule of philosophy and the sovercignty of reason is called jihad. This
communication of Greek philosophical concepts in Islamic terms
comports with the view of the falasifa that religious symbols arc a
mimesis of philosophical truths.

PLATO ARABUS

As the Platonic dialogues were not translated intact, the dialogue
form and dramatic setting were lost. Plato’s Republic, Timaeus, and
Laws were accessible, and select passages from the Crito, Phaedo,
and Symposium survive in Arabic. Socrates was viewed as a model
of the philosophical way of life, his death cited as paradigmatic of the
conflict between philosophy and the city. Passages from commen-
taries on Plato {e.g. Olympiodorus, Proclus) were available, as were
Galen’s synopses of the Timaeus, Republic, and Laws.

Plato’s Republic was the basic text for theorizing about politics. It
induced an understanding of the prophet as a guide of society along
the lines of a philosopher-king. The Islamic philosophers understood
political science to be an examination of the best polity, ideal rule,
types of regime, justice, and human happiness. The study of prophecy
and the law was subsumed under this science.

Plato’s Republic is a model for al-Farabi’s Opinions of the Inhabi-
tants of the Virtuous City and is decisive for all his political writings.
He wrote a commentary on the Republic, known from Averroes’ cita-
tions in his own commentary.® Averroes appealed to the Republic for
thinking about politics because, he says, he could not find an Arabic
version of Aristotle’s Politics, which he heard was available in the
Muslim East. In his commentary, Averrocs envisions the transfor-
mation of the Muslim state into Plato’s ideal regime through a series
of enlightened rulers who would gradually reform their socicties.

Al-Farabi’s summary of Plato’s philosophy presented the dialogues
in thematic sequence, stressing their political aspect and excluding
Neoplatonic doctrines. It was the centerpiece of a trilogy beginning
with the Attainment of Happiness and ending with the Philosophy of
Aristotle.*® In the Attainment al-Farabi gives his (and ancient) views
on philosophy and religion. Philosophy is prior to religion in time,
and religion is a mimesis of philosophy. The perfect philosopher, like
the supreme ruler, teaches the populace and forms their character so
they may reach the happiness they are capable of attaining. In the
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next two parts he expounds the ideas of Plato and Aristotle, only
rarcly trying to harmonize them, which he does elsewhere.

Leo Strauss viewed the Philosophy of Plato as the key for unlock-
ing al-Farabi’s thought, on the assumption that he taught his own
most personal views chiefly under the camouflage of interpreter. By
omitting distinctive Platonic themes (theory of ideas, immortality)
in a summary of Plato’s entirc philosophy, Strauss argued, he was
intimating a veiled teaching. The editors of the Philosophy of Plato
rather traced this politically oriented portrait of Plato to a presumed
Middle Platonic source.'

In another interpretive work, the summary of Plato’s Laws,
al-Farabi shows how the Greek notion of divine law helps one
understand divine laws in general. Plato’s Laws represents the
authoritative philosophic teaching on prophecy and the revealed
laws.’> Al-Farabi subsumed the study of religion, jurisprudence
(figh), and theology (kalam) under the heading of political science.’3
Avicenna followed suit by making practical philosophy, including
Plato’s Laws, the starting point for the study of prophecy and the
religious law.4

The falasifa also read Plato through the prism of a Neoplatonic
tradition, that is, as interpreted by Plotinus, Porphyry, and Proclus.
Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi and the Islamic Illuminationist philoso-
phers (Ishragiyyun) stressed the mystical aspects of Neoplatonism
and revered Plato {“the divine”) as the greatest of ancient sages,
the imam and ra’is (chief) of wisdom. Reviving an ancient philo-
sophical tradition, as he claimed, al-Suhrawardi established an intel-
lectual affiliation with Hermes (who preceded Plato) and with the
great sages, “the pillars of wisdom,” like Pythagoras, Empedocles,
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, along with sages of ancient Persia and
India, and a number of Sufis in the same silsila (chain of spiritual
descent).

NEOPLATONISM

The Legacy

Plotinus was transmitted to the Islamic milieu in the guise of the
Theology of Aristotle, a paraphrase of parts of Books 4-6 of the
Enneads, as well as in texts ascribed to “the Greek Sage,” and in
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2 work entitled the Divine Science.'s The Theology of Aristotle ex-
ists in a short recension ascribed to al-Kindi and in a long version,
cevidently an expansion of it.

The aim of the al-Kindi circle, in which the Plotiniana Arabica
cmerged, was to disseminate a natural theology transcending sec-
carian doctrine by using Islamic concepts to convey a philosophical
monotheism appealing to intellectuals.*¢

The long version of the Theology was translated into Hebrew and
Jtalian by Moses Arovas, a Cypriot Jewish physician, who was also
influential in having it rendered into Latin. This version is intrigu-
ing, as it introduces a logos doctrine — “the word,” also called God’s
“powet” and “will” — between the Plotinian One and the First Intel-
ligence. It also depicts one who creates the world ex nihilo (la min
shay’)."””

The supersensible substances in the Arabic Plotinus, as in the
Enneads, are the One, Intelligence (Mind), Soul, and Nature. Ploti-
nus regarded the One as “beyond being,” as Plato’s Good is beyond
being (Republic 6:509b). The Arabic Plotinus, like Porphyry, portrays
the One as pure being, being itsclf, or absolute being, not a limited,
determinate being.

Proclus’ Elements of Theology was reworked in Arabic with
monotheistic modifications as Kitab al-Idah (Kalam) [i mahd al-
khayr (Discourse on the Pure Good), known in the West as Liber de
Causis, and generally taken to be by Aristotle.'® It comes from the
same al-Kindi milieu as the Theology of Aristotle. Neoplatonic em-
anation is presented as an act of origination {ibda‘). The First Causc
is the Pure Good and the Originator of Intelligence and of all other
things in the world through its mediation. The Pure Good causes
good things to permeate throughout the world, cach existent entity
receiving in accordance with its potentiality. Since “cverything is in
everything but in a manner appropriate to cach,”™ the observable
horizons in the world reflect invisible levels of being.

Proclus’ system substitutes for Plotinus’ Intelligence a triad of
Being-Life-Intelligence. He bridges the gap between the One and Be-
ing with a scries of principles of individuality called henads (“ones”).
These are derivative unitics, identified by Proclus with the Hellenic
gods. They mediate between the One and lower realities and exer-
cise providence in the world. The Arabic version displaces the many
divine henads with the First Good. It is pure being (anniyya faqat),
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the One, the Real 2 and it is above cternity, without qualification,
name, or form.,

Ncoplatonism is combined with monotheistic creationism in
texts ascribed to Presocratic philosophers in Arabic doxographic and
gnomological collections. Thales is said to have held a doctrine of
creatio ex nihilo. That is, originally only the creator (mubdi) existed,
and he created without the presence of a form along with him. Be-
fore creation he alone existed, and all attributes were contained in his
unique self-identity, “he is he” (huwa huwa).*' Pscudo-Ammonius’
Ara’ al-falasifa defines creation, or origination {ibda‘), as making
something exist that had not existed before (ta’yyis shay’ mimma
lam yakun).*> Empedocles is said to have held that only God’s being
has always existed as cternally his own essence (huwiyyatuhu). He
is pure knowledge, pure will, bounty, power, justice, goodness, and
truth, all these powers belonging to his essence. This Empedoclean
doctrine of divine attributes influenced the carly Mu‘tazili theolo-
gian, Abu l-Hudhayl al-Allaf. The first simple intelligible entity pro-
duced by the Creator (al-mubdif) is the primordial clement or first
matter (al- unsur al-awwal ).*3 Empedocles states that worldly beings
have only possible existence (al-wujud al-imkani) insofar as they are
produced, whercas God’s essence is unique in having necessary ex-
istence (wajib al-wujud) independent of production.#

The ancient sciences that came to the Islamic milicu in Neopla-
tonic guise were bound up with the religious and pscudo-scientific
heritage of late antiquity — alchemy, astrology, magic, and theurgy.
Theurgic praxis, as followed by Proclus and Iamblichus, blended
with Egyptian and Hermetic themes. The Sabians of Harran, in the
Islamic period, heirs of the Platonic school of Athens, many of them
outstanding astronomers and mathematicians, were astrolators who
aspired to reach the spiritual beings (ruhaniyyat) by means of the
planets, the celestial temples.

Astrology was widely accepted by intellectuals in the Islamic en-
vironment. It required sound knowledge of astronomy for making
calculations of the positions of the various planets in the twelve
constellations of the zodiac. Judicial astrology, which assesses the
astral influences on human destiny, includes conjecture on dynas-
tic fates and the advent of the Mahdi. These predictions were based
on conjunctions of the planets Saturn and Jupiter in cycles of 20,
240 or 260, and 960 years. The forecasts gave rise to malahim

The Islamic context 47

(o hidthan) works — books of oracles of an eschatological nature.
These were popular among scctarian groups, such as Shi‘i Muslims
and Jews, who envisioned the end of Sunni Muslim domination, as
they were also among Sunnis.

Alchemy was often treated allegorically in mystical speculation,
where transmutation of base to precious metals was interpreted as a
symbol of human transformation into a divine nature.

Responses to Neoplatonism

Neoplatonism is a religious movement and a doctrine of salvation as
well as a philosophical system. As such, its basic postulates conflict
with the monotheistic faiths: an impersonal One and necessary ecma-
nation rather than voluntary creation, mystical illumination instead
of revelation, a soteriology (including metempsychosis) submerging
the individual soul in the universal soul.

These barricrs were not, however, insurmountable. The method
of figurative interpretation, cultivated by ancient Neoplatonists (as
by Pythagorcans and Stoics) to identify pagan myths with rational
concepts (as Proclus identified the henads with the gods of mythol-
ogy), was used by the fulasifa to apply a philosophical hermencutics
to Scripture. We have seen how creation became a metaphor for cter-
nal procession. Prophecy and supernatural knowledge are presented
in terms akin to illumination and vision in Enneads §:3.17 and 5:5.8.
The celebrated passage on ecstasy in the Theology of Aristotle, based
on Enneads 4:8.1, is frequently cited: “Often have I been alone with
my soul and have doffed my body and laid it aside and become as
if I were naked substance without body, so as to be inside myself,
outside all other things.”’?s

Neoplatonism was congenial to religious sentiment. Assimilation
to the divine (homoiosis theoi) was a goal of philosophy in the Neo-
platonic introductions to Aristotle (“assimilation to God as far as at-
tainable for man”), traccable to a famous passage in Plato’s Theaete-
tus (176a). The intensc spirituality of Neoplatonism inspired the kind
of synthesis with religious feeling that we find in the intellectual
mysticism of Avicenna, Ibn Tufayl, and al-Suhrawardi. Thinkers in-
fluenced by Neoplatonism and Sufism regarded human reason as
limited and viewed mystical experience as a way to a higher aware-
ness. Experience rather than reason is the path to the mysterious
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Onc beyond being and intelligibility. Unlike these mystically in-
clined sages, falasifa like al-Farabi and Averroes regarded prophecy
as contact between the supreme human intelligence and a cosmic,
divine intelligence beyond it, the Agent Intellect (al-‘aql al-fa<al/
nous poietikos).

Neoplatonism has a dual aspect: a downward way of emanation
from the One and an upward way by the soul’s ascent to Intelligence
and through love to ultimate union with the One. The soul’s return
to a blissful union with the divine is realized consummately in the
afterlife.

None of the Muslim falusifa, except perhaps al-Kindi, accepted
the doctrine of creation from nothing. Most presented emanation-
ist doctrine in creationist language. The Platonic idea of a demiurge
bringing the visible world from disorder to order (min la nizam ila
nizam/eis taxin ek tes ataxias) (Timaeus 30a) — a formatio mundi -
was appcealing to the falasifa and agreeable to religious sentiment
as a divine transformation of chaos into the order of creation.2¢
The Arabic version of Galen’s compendium of the Timaeus uses the
language of creation, with Plato’s demiurge becoming “Allah” and
al-khaliq (the creator). The Platonic model, having the demiurge as
efficient cause, was fused with Neoplatonic emanation, giving rise
to a theory of cternal creation. This idea conformed with Quranic
verses depicting Allah as the Creator who does not cease to create
(al-khallaq) (10:4, 34; 30:11; 36:81).

When the philosophers spoke of creation, they usually meant
some mode of dependence of the world on God, its cternal sus-
tainer. Spoken figuratively it was temporal creation, but in the
real sense it was an eternal process. The term ibda (creation, in-
novation, origination), introduced into the philosophical lexicon
by Pseudo-Ammonius in Ara’ al-falasifa, means bringing into ex-
istence of the supernal simple substances, or the first innovated
(al-mubda‘ al-awwal), by “an eternal, timeless existentiation.”??
Ibda“is conveniently reminiscent of Quranic badi, “creator” (2:117;
6:10T1).

For Ibn “Arabi and other mystical thinkers influenced by Neo-
platonism, creation is a manifestation (tajalli) of God, as existent
entitics mirror the divine essence. The metaphor of light in Neopla-
tonist and Sufi texts was evocative of Quranic references to God as
“Light upon Light” (24:35).
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Islamic philosophers spoke of creation a nihilo, where by “noth-
ing’ they meant the One beyond b{-,iul.g and attribu l.'L‘:S.. (.}nd is cgllcd
upothing”/“no thing” because of his incomprehensibility and inef-
fability. The world is created from the essence of God (creatio ex
gssentia Dei) as for Dionysius the Arecopagite and John Scotus
Eriugena. Porphyry had expressed this by saying that God gener-
ates things from himself, and Plotinus spoke of being coming from
the One. By “nothing” (al-‘adam) the falasifa occasionally intended
matter, which for Plotinus is non-being (me on).

Islamic Neoplatonism was multifaceted, as Neoplatonism was
not simply an amplification of Plato. Plotinus had alrcady adopted
into his system aspects of Aristotelianism, Pythagoreanism, and
stoicism. Porphyry received Aristotle’s corpus within the Neopla-
tonic curriculum. The school of Alexandria devoted much effort to
commentaries on Aristotle. And while Neoplatonism combined phi-
losophy with mysticism, it was also concerned with logical and se-
mantic method, mathematics, epistemology, theories of space and
time, and ethics.?®

The Neoplatonic harmonization (by Ammonius Saccas, Plotinus,
Porphyry, and Simplicius) of Plato and Aristotle influenced the
course of Neoplatonism in the Islamic milicu. Al-Farabi’s Harmo-
nization of the Opinions of the Two Wise Men: Plato, the Divine
and Aristotle scts out to prove this. In a deeper sense, however, it
is a defense of philosophy against criticism that philosophers con-
tradict one another and undermine philosophy’s validity. Al-Farabi
asserts that the two sages concur on the main issues, such as creation
and immortality, and that their ideas do not conflict with religious
beliefs.?9

In the Harmonization, al-Farabi presents Aristotle as believing in
creation. He argues that Aristotle does not affirm eternity in the De
Cuaelo as is commonly believed. What Aristotle meant there was that
the universe has no temporal beginning because time results from
the movement of the sphere.3° The creator creates the sphere in a
single instant of time without temporal duration, and time results
from the sphere’s movement. Al-Farabi ostensibly accepts Aristotle’s
authorship of the Theology of Aristotle as proving the existence of
an artisan who creates the world by his will. Accordingly, God is the
efficient cause, the One, the Real, creator of everything. This, says
al-Farabi, accords with Plato’s teaching in the Timaeus and Republic.
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Al-Farabi shows, following a late Hellenistic motif, that the diver.
gent literary styles of Plato and Aristotle have the same aim.3" Plag
refrained from inscribing the sciences in books, favoring pure heartg
and congenial minds (sce Phaedrus 275ff.). When he was old ang
afraid of forgetting (Seventh Letter 344¢), he wrote things down, byt
used parables (rumuz) and enigmas (alghaz) so that only the deserving
would understand.?* Aristotle, however, communicated in writing
by elucidation and cxhaustive discussion, thereby making philoso-
phy accessible, to which Plato allegedly objected. Tt is explained that
Aristotle’s style was nevertheless abstruse, obscure, and complicated
despite its apparent clarity.??

Alexandrian introductions to Aristotle, which were known in the
Islamic environment, clucidated that the aim of Aristotle’s obscurity
was to exclude the unworthy, like curtains in temples. The writ-
ings of the “pillars of wisdom” (Empedocles, Pythagoras, Socrates,
Plato) are filled with symbols and enigmas. They employed this
style because (1) they were averse to having the unworthy delve
into the secrets of wisdom and come to harm; (2) so that the lover
of wisdom spare no cffort to acquire it, however difficult, and so
that the lazy shun it because of its abstruseness; (3} to discipline
nature by taxing the mind, so that the student not be lax and com-
placent, and so that he strives to understand what is complex and
intricate.34

ARISTOTELES ARABUS

The Legacy

Aristotle is called in Arabic philosophical texts “the philosopher,”
“the first teacher” (al-Farabi being the second), and is considered the
ultimate in human perfection.3s The Arabic Aristotle is not a dog-
matic authority, as heis often portrayed later in the West, but a secker
of truth, tentatively promulgating plausible theories. Aristotle held
that philosophy begins with problems and puzzles, and thrives by
unraveling difficulties. Following this line, the masters of arts in
thirteenth-century Paris found in Aristotle a model scientist and
researcher who poses questions qua hunter (Prior Analytics 1:30,
a6a11), discovercr (Nicomachean Ethics 3:3, 1112b19), and investi-
gator (Metaphysics 1:2, 983a23).3
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The Arab translators rendered into Arabic the bulk of the Aris-
cotelian corpus, except for the Politics, the Eudemian Ethics, Magna
Moralia, and the dialogues. They translated the entire Organon and
porphyry’s Isagoge, which was used as an introduction to it. The
Rhetoric and Poetics were included in the logical works, so that
rhetorical and poetical statements were treated alongside demonstra-
vive and dialectical propositions.’” The Arabic Physics was transmit-
ced intact with citations from classical commentators and glosses by
members of the tenth-century Baghdad school of Aristotle studies.
The Islamic philosophers also had access to the De Caelo, De Gen-
eratione et Corruptione, Meteorology, De Partibus Animalium, De
Anima, De Sensu, Metaphysics, and Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle
was studied along with his commentators, in particular Alexander
of Aphrodisias, Porphyry, John Philoponus, and Themistius. Some of
their writings not extant in Greek are preserved in Arabic.

Averroes wrote many commentarics on Aristotle, including a mid-
dle commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics and long commen-
tarics on the Metaphysics and the De Anima (the last extant only
in Latin). Averroes’commentaries were done in three possible recen-
sions, known as short, middle, and great, serving as a gradual ini-
tiation into Peripatetic thought. In the great commentaries (called
tafsir), he comments on the text by paragraph and by citing lemmata
in extenso, and using commentaries by predecessors like Alexander.

Responses to Aristotelianism

Aristotle’s system contradicts the monotheistic revealed religions on
the issues of creation, divine providence, and the hereafter. God is
for Aristotle intelligence knowing intellection itself, noesis noseos.
He is simultancously thought (‘agl), thinking (‘aqgil) and object of
thought (ma‘qul). Aristotle’s God is the final cause of the universe,
not the efficient cause of its existence (although commentators dis-
agreed on this last point). The Aristotelian idea of an eternal universe
and permanent world order — his belief that the universe is static,
with no beginning or end — conflicts with the Islamic doctrine of
God as Creator of the world by a free act of will (Qurian 2:117, 3:47,
16:40, ctc.).3?

Averrocs, a devoted Aristotelian, affirmed the existence of an eter-
nal world order, and was convinced that creatio ex nihilo undermines
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natural causation and thereby precludes natural science. Yet he too
used the language of creation or innovation. The world is cocternal
with God as eternally moved by God (a non-temporally prior cause)
in a process of eternal innovation. Existent beings are innovated as
brought from potentiality to actuality. Averroes can describe this
cternal process in the language of creation because God is the cause
of the continuous motion of the heavenly spheres and thereby the
cause of the existence of all other beings. God is an intclligent, cre-
ative agent which cternally brings the world from the non-heing of
potentiality to the being of actual existence.?® This realization of
being Averrocs calls “creation.”

Averroes’ Tahafut al-Tuhafut, directed against al-Ghazali’s critique
of the Aristotelian tradition (Tahafut al-falasifa), was at the same
time aimed against Avicenna’s Neoplatonic emanationism. Averroces
carefully pruned Neoplatonic branches from his Aristotelian tree,
discarding emanationism as crypto-creationism, and propounding a
more naturalistic Aristotelianism.4° '

Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan regards arguments for creation and
cternity as cquivalent truth claims. Both the assumption of the
universe’s eternity and its innovation entail anomalies of reason.
However, it is argued, the implications of both arguments are the
same, for a created world must have an agent, and an eternal world
having cternal motion implies a First Mover. As proofs for creation
and cternity are equivalent, one’s commitment to one over the other
results from a decision of the will.

Averroes believed that arguments for the eternity of the universe
arc dialectical, and that Aristotle himself regarded them as no more
than plausible. When Aristotle says that the question whether the
universe is eternal or not is too vast for us to solve with convincing
arguments (Topics 1:11, 104b1-105a9), al-Farabi understands this to
mean that the issue whether the world is cternal or not is dialec-
tical, and that no solution based upon a demonstrative syllogism
exists. The physician Galen, al-Farabi observes, could not find his
way to demonstrating eternity, for all the demonstrations are of equal
value. 4!

The falasifa did not rest their proofs for God’s existence on the
premise of creation as did the mutakallimun. In Avicenna’s clas-
sic formulation — which reverberated through the centuries, and
appealed to Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza - God is the Neccessary
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Being whose essence implies existence. For God, essence and exis-
tence are identical, whereas for all other beings, essence and exis-
tence are distinct, such that existence is an accident that may or
may not accrue to cssence.®? God is self-caused, whereas existent
beings always have the possibility of not being.43

Avicenna’s cosmological proof for God’s existence starts with our
certainty that something exists.4+ This major premise, “something
cxists,” is a simple postulate acceptable to everyone. Now this entity
doces not exist by necessity but is contingent, that is, there is no
contradiction in its non-cexistence. It must therefore have a cause
that actualizes its being. This cause may be necessary or contingent.
If contingent, we must seck a prior cause and follow a series of causes
until we come to a Necessary Being, for there cannot be an infinite
serics of causes bringing about an effect. There must therefore exist a
Necessary Being (cf. Metaphysics 12:7, 1072bro~13). The existence
of the Necessary Being is logically necessary such that its denial
would involve a contradiction. Avicenna goes on to assert that this
Necessary Being is ecquivalent to God. 4

The Necessary Being produces a single Intelligence (following the
Neoplatonic principle that “from the One can come only one”),
which is the first innovated being, From Intelligence, by a process
of emanation, a series of intelligences, celestial souls, and celes-
tial spheres proceed until the tenth intelligence, the agent intellect,
which presides over the terrestrial world.4¢ In his description of God,
Avicenna espoused the doctrine of negative attributes, that essential
attributes ascribed to God (existing, one, wise, powerful) do not have
a positive sense but must be understood as denials of their opposites.

Avicenna rejected the Aristotelian proof from motion because it
does not establish the One, the Real, the ultimate principle of all
existence, but only the principle of the motion of the celestial sphere,
not the principle of its existence.4” Averroes favored the proof from
motion and opposed Avicenna’s argument for a Necessary Being and
its presumption that existence is an attribute superadded to essence.
Averroes regarded the Aristotelian proof for a First Mover as the only
convincing argument. The First Mover can be proven to exist only
by reference to physics, its starting point being physical data like
Motion. The arguments of Avicenna and Averroes have in common
that they are cosmological arguments and postulate the impossibility
of an infinite regress of causes.
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For Avicenna, the Necessary Being is proven to exist in the
metaphysical realm, beyond nature. Avicenna’s Necessary Being is
transcendent, outside the cosmos and distinct from the intellect of
the outer sphere. Averroes’ deity is proven to exist in nature, and
is identical with the intellect of the outer sphere, enmeshed in the
workings of nature.

The world, for Islamic Aristotelians, is governed proximately by
the Agent Intellect, the tenth intelligence, of the lowest celestial
sphere (of the moon), which gives particular forms to sublunar phys.
ical objects and universal forms to the human soul. The falasifa
identify the Agent Intellect with the angel of revelation, or Gabricl,
malakut, “the spirit of holiness,” and “the trustworthy spirit.”

Essences, or forms, exist as paradigms in the Agent Intellect, ab-
stractly in the human mind and concretely in objects. The truth is
therefore defined by a correspondence theory, the intelligible forms
in the mind conforming to forms in sensible objects. The correspon-
dence between mind and the world order is thus both noetic and
ontological. The universe is rational and can be understood by the
human mind. There is a commensurability and reciprocal linkage
between human beings and the universe.

The Agent Intellect is based upon an obscure passage in De Anima
35, 430a13-15, where Aristotle refers to a nous that becomes all
things and a nous that makes all things, as light makes poten-
tial colors into actual colors. The commentators Alexander (and
pseudo-Alexander), Themistius, and (pseudo-|Philoponus, with some
variation of details, account for human cognition by distinguishing
different stages. On its own the mind attains sensation and imagina-
tion. Understanding the intelligible, however, involves the following
dynamism: (1) There is a potential intellect, called also “material
intellect”, a pure potentiality for intellection. The potential intel-
lect comprehends all forms, receives all ideas and, like Aristgtlc‘s
prime matter, is a universal potentiality that can become all th_m'gs.

(2) There is an Agent Intellect, which makes all things by giving
forms to objects and to the human intellect. It enters the soul from
outside, actualizes, or illumines, the potential intellect, and gh-
stracts forms from their matter, making them known and producing
thought. (3) When the Agent Intellect enters the human mind and
creates a habitus (hexis) of intelligible thinking, it becomes the
acquired intellect (al-‘aql al-mustafad/nous epiktetos), capable of
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3pprchcnding intelligibles even when corresponding sensibles are
absent. (4) When the acquired intellect performs its competence to
intelligize it is said to be in actu (bil-fil/kat’ energeian)*®

we humans think by means of the same (Agent) Intellect, as
though our minds were our personal computers tapping into a main-
frame computer, the cosmic mind, or Agent Intellect. How else could
we comprehend reality if we did not access the mind of the universe?
The universc has a mind and we think with it. The universe is ratio-
nal and knowable because the same cosmic mind that determines its
order (the laws of nature) illumines human intelligence. The cosmos
is mind-like, and so human beings can understand it and find in it a
source of delight. Humans find meaning and order in life and nature
because in the closed world of medieval astronomy everything had
its natural place and purpose. The universe is not only intelligible
but intelligent.

The Agent Intellect is separate, pure, and impassive, and it
thinks incessantly (De Anima 3:5, 430a22). Alexander of Aphrodisias
identified it with the divine intelligence itself, the First Cause of
Metaphysics 12. Others (Themistius and Philoponus) did not equatc
the Agent Intellect with God. The Agent Intellect is akin to the
Neoplatonic Intelligence, which emanates from the One, and they
have similar noetic functions as actualizing thought. The Neopla-
tonic nous, however, is hypercosmic, whereas the Agent Intellect is
encosmic as belonging to the lowest celestial sphere.

Averroes held that the faculty of intellection — the passive, or ma-
terial, intellect — is universal and the same for all humankind, par-
ticipated in by the individual person. This faculty is permanently
actualized in the totality of humankind, so that humans are never
without it. The human species is eternal, and immortality is col-
lective and relates to this one human intellect.#® The unity of the
intellect (what Leibniz later calls “monopsychism”) implies a denial
of individual immortality. This thesis and others of Averroes and
Aristotle were condemned in Paris in 1270 and in 1277.5°

Immortality for the falasifa is the survival of the rational part
of a human being, a boon for the happy few. Intellect when iso-
lated as its true self is immortal and eternal (De Anima 430a23;
cf. De Generatione Animalium 736b27). It is the point of contact
betwccn the human and divine. The falasifa regarded the religious
idea of personal immortality and the belief in physical resurrection as
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socially beneficial myths. For philosophers and mystics immortal.
ity is a spiritual ascension and return to God rather than a continued
existence in a quasi-physical paradise as depicted in the Quran. Con-
tact, or “conjunction” (ittisal), between the individual intellect and
the divine intellect is a blissful enlightenment leading to immor-
tality. It is the philosophical counterpart of the Sufi unio mysticq
(ittihad) where the union is with God.5*!

The Islamic philosophers, following Aristotle, saw the summum
bonum as consisting in theoretical contemplation. They depicted
supreme perfection as the conjoining of the human intellect with
the cosmic intellect, or the realm of spiritual forms. Aristotle sug-
gests a kinship between the divine and the human intellect by
saying that during intcllection the subject becomes one with its ob-
ject, intellect becoming its intelligible, like the Unmoved Mover
(Metaphysics 12:9, 1074b34), which is self-intelligized intelligence.

Ibn Bajja (Avempace) and Ibn Tufayl present the ideal philosoph-
ical life as withdrawal {emigration) from imperfect cities and iso-
lation from humankind in pure contemplation of the intelligible.
This individualistic ethos differs from the ethical systems of other
falasifa (al-Farabi, Miskawayh, Averroes) which stressed the human
need for society and political order and the importance of love
and friendship. Aristotle’s well-known dictum, often cited by the
falasifa, “Man is by nature a political animal” (Nicomachean Ethics
1:7, 1097b12 and Politics 1:2, 1253a2), defined human nature for
them.

Islamic ethical theory, like its classical forbear, is virtue based, as
it was concerned with moral education, character, goodness, and no-
bility, the whole of life and its purpose.5* The falasifa saw supreme
happiness, following Aristotle, as being activity in accordance with
reason. Theoretical reason is the divine element in humankind, and
it above all else is what we as humans are (Nicomachean Ethics
10:7, 1177a12-28, 1178a6-7). Supreme happiness does not reside in
the exercise of ethical virtue, justice, courage, liberality, or temper-
ance; for the most felicitous human activity and that most akin to
the divine is contemplation (Nicomachean Ethics 10:8, 1178b7-23).
The object of the deity’s contemplation is necessarily himself, the
most prefect being (Metaphysics 12:9, 1074b33-35). The life of this
First Mover is the best we enjoy, but for a brief time (Metaphysics
12:7, 1072b14-15). This clitist and intellectualist formulation of the

The Islamic context 57

finis ultimus as a life of pure contemplation contrasts with another
'Arjstnlclian formulation that defines the aim of human existence
as the organization of the broad range of human activity in a well-
ordered and comprehensively planned life in accordance with ethical
girtue and practical wisdom (phronesis). Both formulations are rep-
rcscntcd in Islamic ethical thought.

PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY

philosophy had its starting point in rescarch and theory, whereas
theology (kalam) began with principles of religious belief. Its aim
was defensive, its energies directed against non-believers, heretics,
and free-thinkers such as the Mazdceans, Manichceans, and Dahriyya.
The theologians wanted to prove creation and infer therefrom the
existence of a creator, whilst the philosophers denied that a proof
could be adduced for creation.s3

The falasifa rejected the theologians’attempt to defend religious
belicf with rational arguments. The philosophers claimed that the
theologians were ultimately apologists, disputatious and eristic, and
they condemned the attempt by the theologians to enlighten the
many, to publicly debate fundamental articles of faith, like creation
and the existence of God and his attributes. The philosophers favored
the certainty of science over the uncertainty of theology.

The theologians, for their part, regarded philosophy as threaten-
ing to religious belief. They considered the philosophers heretics,
thereby obliterating the distinction between philosophers who sus-
tained religious faith and real heretics.

The heretics, or free spirits, such as Abu Bakr al-Razi and Ibn
al-Rawandi, advocated a rational enlightenment devoid of revealed
religion.s* Al-Razi accepted the Stoic principle that all human
beings are capable of reasoning, not just a sclect few. They can dis-
pense with religion, which is based on blind adherence to author-
ity and blighted by internal contradiction, ignorance, and falsehood.
Religion incites fanatic hatred, divisions among humankind, and
warfare. The prophets Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad are “the three
great imposters” (tres impostoribus). Al-Razi’s direct Epicurcan de-
tiance of religion was a path that few of his fellow intellectuals were
ready to take, however, and most shunned this brand of candid ex-
pression. But al-Razi was not alone. Free thinkers called Dahriyya




e

58 Medieval Jewish philosophy

(cternalists or materialists) werce said to believe in the cternity of the
world, and to deny creation, resurrection, and a future life.

Kalam - cspecially the Mu‘tazili school — was rationalist in itg
approach. The Mu‘tazilis believed that human beings have the ca.
pacity to apprchend God, his nature, and justice through rcasopn
independently of revelation. They affirmed a pristine monotheism
(tawhid) and divine transcendence, negating by tanzih {vid remotio-
nis) God’s likencss to created entititics (cf. Quran 23:91, 42:11). They
ascribed to God only attributes of action, and considered attributeg
such as knowledge, power, and speech as identical with the divine
cssence. They consequently used symbolic interpretation {ta’wil)
to explain metaphorically Qurianic anthropomorphisms (face, cycs,
hands, movement, sittingona throne). A sccond principle was God’s
justice [ ‘adl). The Mu‘tazilis held the objectivist view that good and
evil (hasan, qabih) inhere in the nature of reality, arc discerned by
reason, and are revealed in the religious law. God wills the good and
wants to realize what is for the better. This means that humans have
free will and are responsible for their actions.

The Ashari school of kalam refused to imposc separate rational
criteria upon God’s actions. His will is inscrutable, and whatever God
determines is good and just. This theistic subjectivism in ethics went
along with a theory of atomism and occasionalism in physics. God’s
sovereign will is the true cause of all occurrences. The particular
natural causes we sce are merely occasional or incidental. There
exists no permanent world order, no laws of nature, no limitation
of divine freedom.

The Ash¢ariyya rejected Mu‘tazili tanzih as emptying the notion of
God of meaning (tatil) and thus being tantamount to atheism. They
claimed that anthropomorphisms could be ascribed to God “without
asking how and without comparison” (bi-la kayfa wu-lu Lushbih.).
In due course, however, even Asheari theologians relaxed their
hermeneutic fundamentalism and interpreted Qurianic anthropo-
morphisms metaphorically. The Ash®ari theory ultimately prevailed
in the Islamic environment.

With al-Ghazali the Asharites delved more into the tcachings (.)f
the philosophers, though at a critical distance. Al-Ghazali’s Muq‘a:S‘I
al-falasifa (Intentions of the Philosophers), an analytical exposition
of the systems of al-Farabi and Avicenna, was widely read (in Arahl_?;
Hebrew, and Latin) as an introduction to philosophy. Al-Ghazali's
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writings had the (unintended) effect of initiating philosophy into a
gunni milicu. In his Tuhafut al-falasifa al-Ghazali dwells on the in-
consistencics of the falasifa and argues that they do not suceced in
supplying demonstrative arguments for their metaphysical claims. 53
He accuses them of unbelief for upholding the world’s eternity, for
denying God’s omniscience (his knowledge of particulars), and for
rejecting resurrection.

REASON AND REVELATION

[n a remarkable conspectus of humankind’s intellectual history, al-
Farabi traces the historical evolution of modes of discourse, showing
how human socicties have progressed from a primitive level of poetry
and rhetoric, myth and fable (Homer?), to a stage of dialectic (Plato?)
and sophistical reasoning (Sophists?). Finally humans advance to the
stage of science and philosophy, the peak of human development
(Aristotle?). Not all humans, however, can evolve to this pinnacle.
Hence, the founders of national religions portray the truths of philos-
ophy in parabolic form. In the perfect religion the instrumentalism
of rhetoric, poetry, sophistry, and dialectic will be laid bare. Insofar
as proponents of jurisprudence and theology reason from religious
premises that imitate philosophical verities, they are thereby twice
removed from the truth. If, as in the case of Islam, a national religion
comes to a national community (umma), like the Arab nation, before
the appearance of philosophy, it may occur that the religion, though
a parabolic version of philosophy, will discard the philosophy from
which it evolves.

Realizing that this religion is a parabolic version of philosophy,
the philosophers will not oppose it. But, alas, the theologians and
other religionists will resist the philosophers and try to exclude them
from their governing and educating role. Religion will then not re-
ceive much support from philosophy, while great harm may accrue
to philosophy and philosophers from the religion and its followers. In
the face of this threat philosophers may be forced to combat theolo-
glans and religionists, though not the religion itself. From al-Farabi’s
perspective, religion was a great achievement of the human spirit.s®

Al-Farabi and his successors identify the supreme philosopher
with the supreme lawgiver, Imam, and ruler, thereby making Plato’s
philosopher-king the head of the Muslim community. The best
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polis, or political community (al-madina al-fadila) {scc Republic
462d; Laws 710d) is ruled by a supreme ruler whom God inspires
through the medium of the Agent Intellect. When the supreme ruler’s
intellect is activated by the Agent Intellect, he becomes a philoso.
pher. If the emanation reaches his imagination, he becomes in ad.
dition “a prophet and warner.” In al-Farabi’s theory of prophecy,
the prophets receive theoretical truths from the emanation of the
Agent Intellect upon their rational faculty.’” This emanation, ac-
tuating their faculty of imagination, gives rise to parables (rumuz),
enigmas (ulghaz), substitutions (ibdalat), and similes (tashbihat) -
symbolic representations of the truth.s® The symbols convey the
identical knowledge displayed in demonstrative or discursive lan-
guage used by philosophers. The ancient quarrel between poetry and
philosophy is thus resolved in favor of philosophy but not by ban-
ishing poetry. Logos is imparted by mythos. As Aristotle said, “cven
the lover of myth is in a sense a lover of Wisdom” (Metaphysics 1,
982b18). Elsewhere, Aristotle speaks (Metaphysics 12:8, 1074b1-5) of
a tradition conveyed in mythic form “with a view to the persuasion
of the multitude and to its legal and utilitarian expediency.”s?

When the emanation reaches the imagination solely, this person
becomes a politician capable of addressing the people with rhetorical
effectiveness. He is incapable of directing them to true human per-
fection, for he himself has not attained this perfection, nor was this
ever his aim. The philosopher-king is capable of leading humans to
a knowledge of true happiness and the way of attaining it.

The falasifa wanted a peaceful coexistence between philosophy
and religion. They urged the freedom to philosophize by portraying
religion itself as having summoned human beings to contemplate
the universe. Averroes contends in his Decisive Treatise that the
religious law commands us to philosophize, citing Qurianic verses
(c.g. 59:2 and 7:184) inviting humankind to reflect on creation, invok-
ing Abraham as a philosopher who probed the heavens. Philosophy
and religion are not at cross-purposes in this respect but identical
in their intent. There is no need to enlighten the masses. They are
abandoned to the plain meaning of the scriptural text. Philosophers,
however, must be free to go beyond the surface meaning of Scripture
and explain it in a tropic sense (ta’wil).®°

The philosophers distinguished between zahir and batin, the ex-
ternal and the internal (deep structure) sense of texts and the inner
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cruth and outer aspect of the religious law. This zahir-batin di-
chotomy was prominent in the milicu of Shi‘ism and Sufism. It
was not simply a hermencutic mode but a total mentalité, a way
of observing the world and of constructing it. Ibn “Arabi and fellow
gufis visualized the entire cosmos as an array of symbols, similar to
the verbal symbols of revelation, requiring hermencutic exposition.
gome humans can comprehend the deep meaning of these cosmic
symbols by unveiling mysteries (kashf, mukashafa), while others
perceive only surface meaning. The cosmos cascades with signs and
meanings, with numerical and verbal symbols and divine names.
Everything in the world is a figure and a sign of an inner reality. The
world is a speculum of God.

Intcllectuals in the Islamic milicu had a “symbolist mentality.”¢!
They were convinced that natural and historical reality signified
something beyond plain actuality, and that a symbolic dimension
of that reality was discernible by the human mind. The meaning of
historical events is revealed in prophecy. Sacred texts have a hid-
den, figurative, mysterious sense lifting them from their historical
parameters to an eternal significance. The modern conception of
a universe blind and indifferent to human life, history, ideals, and
strivings — a vastness of darkness and terror — was remote from their
consciousness.
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