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Samuel David Luzzatto as an Italian and a Zionist

Jewish Icon

Asher Salah

Bezalel Academy of Arts, Hebrew University of Jerusalem

asrslh@post.bezalel.ac.il

Abstract

This essay explores how after his death, the figure of Samuel David Luzzatto quickly

emerged as an icon of Jewish modernity, both in Italy and beyond. It focuses on the

differing perceptions of his legacy among Italian Jews following the country’s unific-

ation, as well as within twentieth-century Zionist circles. The first part of this art-

icle highlights key moments that contributed to Luzzatto’s image as an Italian pat-

riot who was supportive of Jewish emancipation—an image that has often overshad-

owed his loyalty to the Habsburg rule in Northern Italy and his conservative stance

on the risks of modernity. The second part examines how he was later embraced as

a Zionist hero, both by the labour movement and by religious nationalist scholars in

Israel.

Keywords

Samuel David Luzzatto – Zionism – Italian Judaism – Wissenschaft des Judentums –

Risorgimento

1 Introduction

In the eyes of his contemporaries and subsequent generations, Samuel David

Luzzatto (1800–1865), also known by his Hebrew acronym Sha.Da.L. (hence-

forth Shadal), achieved such extensive fame that he became widely acknow-

ledged by Jews, both within and beyond Italy, as a quintessential “icon” of Jew-

ish modernity. However, Luzzatto’s enduring intellectual legacy among inter-

national scholars was significantly surpassed by his pivotal role in the ima-

ginary of Italian Jews, reminiscent in many ways of the prominence of Moses

Mendelssohn (1729–1786) in the context of German-speaking Jewish communi-

ties. The term “archetypal Jew,” which was coined by Alexander Altmann to

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:asrslh@post.bezalel.ac.il
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describe Mendelssohn, also aptly applies to Luzzatto.1 Indeed, similarly to

Mendelssohn’s stature in Germany, in Italy Luzzatto’s name has been used as a

banner symbolising the first modern Jew, the prototype of Jewishness.

This sentiment is exemplified—and by nomeans uniquely—in thewords of

the chief rabbi of Padua Gustavo Castelbolognesi (1884–1947), who, represent-

ing a generation no longer directly connected with the master, but in the city

most imbued with Shadal’s memories, wrote:

Samuel David Luzzatto embodies the Jew, the Man with a capital M, the

scientist, the friend of truth, the ṣaddiq, the God-fearer, the compassion-

ate father of the poor, the protector of orphans, the Rabbi, a teacher in the

truest sense of the word […]. He was the greatest Jew in an era of great

Jews.2

It is not surprising, therefore, that Shadal’s renown as the leading figure of

Italian Judaism, well beyond the nineteenth century, has ultimately eclipsed

a substantive understanding of his work, or at the very least subordinated it

to the desire to appropriate his image for different ideological purposes. The

more than two centuries of commentary since Shadal’s first entrance onto the

scene of Jewish studies with his Italian translation of the Ashkenazi Siddur

in 1821 have presented him in varied, often mutually contradictory roles: as

an uncompromising Orthodox, such as in the portrait by Rabbi Sabato Morais

(1823–1897),3 or conversely as a liberal,4 and even as an agnostic, at least accord-

1 Mendelssohn is described in these terms in Alexander Altmann, “Moses Mendelssohn: The

ArchetypalGerman Jew,” inThe JewishResponse toGermanCulture: From the Enlightenment to

the SecondWorld War, ed. Jehuda Reinharz andWalter Schatzberg (Hanover, NH: University

Press of New England, 1991), 17–30. On the image of Mendelssohn, see also Moshe Pelli, “The

Image of Moses Mendelssohn as Reflected in the Hebrew ‘Haskalah’ Literature in Germany”

[Hebrew], in Proceedings of the FifthWorld Congress of Jewish Studies, vol. 3, div. C (Jerusalem:

Academic Press of Jerusalem, 1972), 269.

2 Taken from Castelbolognesi’s lecture given at the S.D. Luzzatto Cultural Circle in Padua,

entitled “Samuel David Luzzatto maestro di esegesi biblica,” La rassegna mensile di Israel 8

(1934): 416.

3 Sabato Morais, in his introduction to Shadal’s Autobiografia di S.D. Luzzatto preceduta da

alcune notizie storico letterarie sulla famiglia Luzzatto (Padua, 1882), writes that “in all hiswrit-

ings, Luzzatto, the believer, appears with a sharp sword to defend historical Judaism; piercing

the enemies of the traditions with his right hand, repelling the heretics who philosophise

with his left.”

4 Peter Slymovics, “Romantic and Jewish Orthodox Influences in the Political Philosophy of

S.D. Luzzatto,” Italia 1, no. 4 (1985): 94–126, coined the term “liberal orthodox” to define the

particular blend of Enlightenment values and Jewish traditional beliefs.
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ing to the philosophical profile of him written by Nathan Rotenstreich (1914–

1993), a prominent figure of contemporary Israeli philosophy.5 Luzzatto was

certainly a scholar split between traditional Judaism and the adherence to the

potentially corrosive values of historicism and the newmethods of textual cri-

ticism.6 While indefectibly opposing the mystical trends in Jewish philosophy

as represented in Kabbalah,7 throughout his oeuvre he was simultaneously a

strenuous enemy of the rationalistic stances of Maimonides and Ibn Ezra.

Certain critiques of Luzzatto’s work have underscored these perceived con-

tradictions as a result of the flaws in his philosophical education and his relat-

ively peripheral place within the networks of theWissenschaft des Judentums.

Rotenstreich considered Luzzatto’s philosophical contributions to be deficient

in originality. In his book concerning the attempts of Jewish thinkers and

historians from the eighteenth century onwards to reconcile Jewish tradition

with modernity, he disparagingly writes that Luzzatto “lacked the metaphys-

ical vigor to marshal the evidence […] the lack of clarity in the elaboration

of these questions stems from Luzzatto’s ignorance in the philosophy of his

time.”8 And indeed, Luzzatto’s training was essentially that of an autodidact,

severely limited by his inadequate knowledge of German, Greek, and Latin.

These gaps significantly restricted the theoretical breadth of his textual criti-

cism of the Bible and the Septuagint. Moreover, he relied heavily on Italian

and French Catholic thinkers who were notably lagging behind and resist-

ant to post-Kantian European philosophy.9 According to Shmuel Feiner, in

a perspective now widely accepted in most recent scholarship, Shadal was

a representative of what Isaiah Berlin termed the Counter-Enlightenment, a

5 See Nathan Rotenstreich, Jewish Philosophy in Modern Times: From Mendelssohn to Rosenz-

weig, 2nd rev. ed. (Detroit:Wayne State University Press, 1994; 1st ed. NewYork: Holt, Rinehart

&Winston, 1968), 32: “The agnostic tinge in Luzzatto’s religious conception is clearly appar-

ent. Religion does not prescribe faith or belief because there is no need for such a command-

ment.” Curiously, Rotenstreich appears to be unaware of Luzzatto’s deep aversion towards

both Mendelssohn and Kant when describing him as a disciple of these two philosophers.

6 This is how Luzzatto is portrayed in Morris Margolies, Samuel David Luzzatto: Traditional-

ist Scholar (New York: Ktav, 1979); Shmuel Vargon, S.D. Luzzatto: Moderate Criticism in Bib-

lical Exegesis [Hebrew] (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2013); and Ephraim Chamiel,

The Middle Way: The Emergence of Modern Religious Trends in Nineteenth-Century Judaism.

Responses to Modernity in the Philosophy of Z.H. Chajes, S.R. Hirsch and S.D. Luzzatto, 2 vols.

(Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2021).

7 Exemplified in hisWiqquaḥ ʿal Ḥokhmat ha-Qabbalah (Jerusalem: Carmel, 2013).

8 Rotenstreich, Jewish Philosophy in Modern Times, 33.

9 Irene Kajon, “L’influenza di Francesco Soave sul concetto di ebraismo di Samuel David

Luzzatto,” in Samuel David Luzzatto: The Bi-Centennial of His Birth, ed. Roberto Bonfil, Isaac

Gottlieb, and Hannah Kasher (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2004), 55–77.
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tradition of anti-rationalist, vitalist, and organic thinkers stemming largely

from eighteenth-century philosophers, such as Giambattista Vico and Jean-

Jacques Rousseau.10 And last, despite the fact that the seminary in Paduawhere

Luzzatto spent his entire career teaching was the first modern rabbinical sem-

inary in Europe, it remained a minor institution with little impact upon the

primary centres of Jewish scholarship in the nineteenth century.11 During the

thirty-two years of its activity, from 1829 to 1871, it employed only three teachers

aside from Shadal, and only thirty of its students were ordained as rabbis.

Despite—or perhaps because of—these inherent shortcomings and ambi-

valences in his work, Luzzatto attained a prominence unparalleled among

other contemporary figures who contributed no less significantly to Jewish

studies in Italy, such as his colleague at the rabbinical seminary in Padua, Rabbi

Hillel Della Torre (1805–1871),12 or scholars at the forefront of literary and his-

torical research, such as the mystical rabbi of Livorno Elia Benamozegh (1823–

1900),13 the Florentine educator David Castelli (1836–1901),14 or even Graziadio

Isaia Ascoli (1829–1907), the father of modern comparative linguistics and a

relative of the Luzzatto family.15

Unlikemany of his contemporaries who either embraced the trends of secu-

lar positivism or remained attached to conservative standpoints, Shadal swiftly

became the paradigmatic persona of the successful synthesis between stead-

fast adherence to Jewish tradition and receptiveness to the imperatives of mod-

ern science. This allegedly felicitous symbiosis particularly resonated with the

emancipated Jews of unified Italy, who were beginning to view the religious

observance of their fathers with a sense of nostalgia, yet wished to accommod-

ate to the standards of secularism required by what were deemed to be the

progressive stances of liberal societies.

10 Shmuel Feiner, “A Critique of Modernity: S.D. Luzzatto and the Anti-Haskalah” [Hebrew],

in Bonfil, Gottlieb, and Kasher, Samuel David Luzzatto, 145–165; Isaiah Berlin, Against the

Current: Essays in the History of Ideas (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013).

11 Nikolaus Vielmetti, “Die Gründungsgeschichte des Collegio Rabbinico in Padua,” Kairos

12 (1970): 1–30; 13 (1971): 36–66. The most comprehensive work on this institution is

Maddalena Del Bianco Cotrozzi, Il collegio rabbinico di Padova. Un’istituzione religiosa

dell’ebraismo sulla via dell’emancipazione (Florence: Olschki, 1995).

12 RiccardoDi Segni, “Lelio dellaTorre,”Dizionario biografico degli italiani 37 (1989): 587–589.

13 Clémence Boulouque, Another Modernity: Elia Benamozegh’s Jewish Universalism (Stan-

ford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2020).

14 Cristiana Facchini, David Castelli. Ebraismo e scienze delle religioni tra Otto e Novecento

(Brescia: Morcelliana, 2005).

15 Tristano Bolelli, “Graziadio Isaia Ascoli,”Dizionario biografico degli italiani 4 (1962): 380–

384; Guido Lucchini, “Ascoli: Appunti per una biografia. Dalla linguistica comparata alla

storia della lingua italiana,” inGraziadio Isaia Ascoli, Scritti sulla questione della lingua, ed.

Corrado Grassi (Turin: Einaudi, 2008), vii–lx.
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It is not within the scope of this essay to examine the full range of Luzzatto’s

intellectual contributions, a subject already amply covered in the existing

scholarship, nor to explore the various facets of his biography and his literary

persona.16 My aim is different and twofold: on the one hand, to highlight the

pivotal stages that shaped Luzzatto’s portrayal as an Italian patriot sympathetic

to the cause of Jewish emancipation, overshadowing his acknowledged allegi-

ance to Habsburg sovereignty in Lombardo-Veneto and his conservative views

on the dangers of modernity; on the other, to examine how he was reclaimed

as a Zionist hero both within the labour movement and by national religious

scholars in Israel.

Before addressing these questions, it is crucial to consider the effort that

Shadal dedicated to shaping his image among his contemporaries in his life-

time and his deep concern with how his memory should be preserved for

future generations.17 From a young age, he signed his letters with the acronym

Sha.Da.L and occasionally as Ra.Sh.DaL, despite not holding an official rab-

binical title, as if he had already been recognised among the esteemed Torah

giants of the past known by their acronyms. An instance of Luzzatto’s charac-

teristic self-consciousness can be found in a letter written on 17 June 1857 to the

Austrian rabbi and Orientalist Saul Isaac Kämpf (1818–1892):18 “I desire future

generations to knowmy deeds […]. I do not seek the judgement of my contem-

poraries, for in most cases, their blessing is a curse in my eyes, their praise is

disgraceful, and their worship humiliates me.”19

In a similar spirit, he confessed to the JewishhistorianHeinrichGraetz (1817–

1891) on 25 January 1856:

I hope thatmywordswill benefit future generations, for I have neverwrit-

ten for the benefit of the moment, but all my efforts and labours are for

the generations to come. Rashi and theGeonimhavebeen forgotten, and I

amnot afraid thatmywordswill be forgotten too in ahundredor twohun-

dred years, but after my death (when envy and hatred will cease), Israel

will know who Shadal was and what he accomplished.20

16 Claudia Milani, “Samuel David Luzzatto,” in Oxford Bibliographies in Jewish Studies, ed.

Naomi Seidman (New York: Oxford University Press, forthcoming), online resource.

17 Shmuel Werses, “Samuel David Luzzatto be-ʿEney ʿAṣmo: ʿIyyun be-ʾIggerotaw ha-ʿIvriy-

yot,” Meʾassef 5–6 (1965): 703–715, also available in Italian translation: Werses, “Come

Samuel David Luzzatto considerava se stesso,” in “Nel primo centenario della scomparsa

di Samuel David Luzzatto,” special issue, La rassegna mensile di Israel 32 (1966): 42–63.

18 Meyer Keyserling and Isidore Singer, “Kaempf, Saul Isaac,” in The Jewish Encyclopedia,

vol. 7, ed. Isidore Singer (London: Funk &Wagnells, 1904), 407–408.

19 Samuel David Luzzatto, Iggerot Shadal, vol. 9 (Przemyśl, 1894), 1302.

20 Luzzatto, Iggerot Shadal, 1272–1273.
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While it is certain that Shadal possessed foresight regarding his future fame, he

could hardly have anticipated the intricate paths his ideas would take or the

distortions his image would undergo in contexts far removed from Trieste, his

birthplace, and Padua, where he spentmost of his adult life, on the fringe of an

already declining multicultural Austrian Empire.

2 Shadal as a Jewish Icon in Italy

After his death, Shadal’s spiritual legacy in Italy was entrusted to his colleagues,

followers, and family members who contributed to his becoming a legend and

symbol for many generations of Jews in Italy. Among Samuel David Luzzatto’s

sons, Isaia (1836–1898) was the most faithful and affectionate to preserving

his father’s memory.21 In addition to his profession as a notary, Isaia devoted

himself throughout his life to organising his father’s vast manuscript and book

collection. Hemeticulously catalogued theworks,22 undertook the publication

of unpublished or difficult-to-find writings,23 and diligently gathered papers,

testimonies, and surviving correspondence from individuals who had known

or been associated with his father on an international scale.24

Giuseppe, the thirdof SamuelDavidLuzzatto’s four children fromhis second

marriage to Elena Lea Segre (1809–1879), also dedicated decades of assiduous

effort to publishingworks and letters that Luzzatto hadnotmanaged to publish

during his lifetime.25 He undertook the task of editing his father’s correspond-

21 Isaia was the youngest of the three children born to Samuel David Luzzatto and his first

wife, Bella (Bilha) Bersabea Segre, whom he married in 1826 and who passed away in

1841. For a comprehensive family tree of the Luzzatto lineage, consult Markus Brann’s

work, “Die Familie Luzzatto,” in Samuel David Luzzatto: Ein Gedenkbuch zumHundertsten

Geburtstage, ed. Verband der Vereine für Jüdische Geschichte und Literatur in Deutsch-

land (Berlin: Albert Katz, 1900), 48.

22 Isaia Luzzatto, Catalogue des ouvrages édites et inédites [sic] de feu Samuel David Luzzatto

(Padua, 1877), followed by Luzzatto, Catalogo ragionato degli scritti sparsi di Samuele Dav-

ide Luzzatto con riferimenti agli altri suoi scritti editi ed inediti (Padua, 1881).

23 Isaia took charge of reprinting and annotating his father’s autobiography (Luzzatto, Auto-

biografia di S.D. Luzzatto). He supplemented it with additional testimonies from those

who knew him or his students, such as Samuel Vita Zelman and Sabato Morais. Similarly,

he compiled a new edition of his father’s scattered poems found in Kinnor Naʿim—Poesie

ed epitaffi, opera postuma (Padua, 1879), as well as a collection of writings entitled Scelta

di scritti sparsi ebraici [Hebrew], ed. Eisig Gräber (Przemyśl, 1888).

24 Under Isaia’s editorship, Samuel David Luzzatto’s Iggerot Shadal were published in Heb-

rew in Krakow and Przemysl by Eisig Graeber between 1882 and 1894.

25 On Giuseppe Luzzatto, see Asher Salah and Clotilde Pontecorvo, eds., Diari risorgimentali
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ence in languages other than Hebrew.26 Additionally, he compiled and pub-

lished the catalogue of his father’s library in French, targeting overseas scholars

of Jewish studies as potential buyers.27

Shadal’s death prompted extensive celebrative discourses from leading fig-

ures of the Italian Jewish community, as well as from prominent Christian

personalities, such as the priest Stefano Kocjancic (1818–1883) of Gorizia and

Giuseppe De Leva (1821–1895), a professor at the University of Padua.28 Since

then, public conferences and printed texts have regularly commemorated vari-

ous anniversaries associated with Luzzatto’s birth and death,29 featuring con-

tributions from foremost scholars of the time.30 Additionally, besides his chil-

dren, several specialists have worked diligently to publish previously unre-

leased texts from Luzzatto’s extensive Nachlass.31

This frantic celebratory activity paved the way for a cult around the person-

ality of Shadal that reached its heightwith the establishment of amonument in

di due giovani ebrei, Libro delle Cronache di Giuseppe Luzzatto e Giornale Ebdomadario

di Amalia Cantoni (Livorno: Belforte, 2017).

26 While the endeavour is attributed only to “Luzzatto’s son,” without specifying the name,

it is clear from the preface that Giuseppe was the [main driver/instigator] of the project:

see Samuel David Luzzatto, Epistolario italiano francese latino (Padua, 1890).

27 Joseph Luzzatto, ed., Catalogue de la bibliothèque de littérature hébraïque et orientale de

feu Samuel David Luzzatto de Trieste (Padua, 1868).

28 Discorsi ed elegie in morte di Samuel David Luzzatto da Trieste, professore nell’Istituto

convitto rabbinico in Padova (Padua, 1865), with discourses by Lelio della Torre, Marco

Tedeschi, Leone Osimo, and several disciples such as Abraham Lattes of Venice, Abramo

Mainster of Rovigo, Isacco Pardo of Verona, andMarcoMortara of Mantua. See alsoMarco

Tedeschi, Due discorsi in morte del professore Samuel David Luzzatto detti uno a Padova

e l’altro a Trieste (Trieste, 1866). On Luzzatto’s relationship with Kocjancic, see Marco

Grusovin, “Il carteggio ebraico tra Stefano Kocjancic e Samuel David Luzzatto,”Materia

giudaica 7 (2002): 385–395; Giuseppe De Leva, “Commemorazione fatta da Giuseppe De

Leva allaAccademiadi Padova,” in “Nel primocentenariodella scomparsadi SamuelDavid

Luzzatto,” 277–286.

29 Oneof the recent events tookplace at the Italian Synagogue in Jerusalem, organised under

the auspices of the Dahar Center at Bar-Ilan University in Ramat Gan on 27 and 28March

2017.

30 Verband der Vereine für Jüdische Geschichte und Literatur in Deutschland, Samuel David

Luzzatto, with essays by Simon Bernfeld,Markus Brann,W. Bacher, AbrahamBerliner, and

Meyer Kayserling; Eude Lolli, Un’eco della commemorazione tenuta a Berlino il 22 agosto

1900 pel centenario della nascita di S.D. Luzzatto (Padua:Tip.Dei Fratelli Gallina, 1902); “Nel

primo centenario della scomparsa di Samuel David Luzzatto,” which contains articles by

Elio Toaff, Ariel Toaff, Josef Klausner, and Dante Lattes; Alfredo Ravenna, “Alcune osser-

vazioni sulla personalità di S.D. Luzzatto,” Annuario di studi ebraici (1964–1965): 131–134;

Bonfil, Gottlieb, and Kasher, Samuel David Luzzatto.

31 Such as Samuel David Luzzatto,Discorsi storico-religiosi agli studenti israeliti (Padua, 1870;

repr. Parma: Unione Tipografica Parmense, 1912).
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hismemory at the Jewish cemetery in Padua in 1895.32 Alongside the canonisa-

tion of Shadal’s oeuvre—which, however, never resulted in a complete edition

of his collected works, highlighting a structural weakness in Italian Jewry in

implementing a cohesive and comprehensive cultural policy—there was also

a corresponding trend towards hagiographical depictions of his personality.

This tendency extended well beyond Italy, with translations of Luzzatto’s

writings into the main European languages and his inclusion among the most

notable Italian Jews of the century. In the introductory text to Shadal’s Hebrew

letters, David Kaufmann (1852–1899), a prominent figure of the Central Euro-

pean Wissenschaft des Judentums, compares Shadal to no less a person than

Dante: “In all of Italy, there has not been a mind as great and powerful since

Dante’s time as that of Shadal, whose spirit was as vast as his heart, which was

as wide as the entrance of the Temple.”33 In the initial biographical accounts

of Shadal, emphasis predominantly fell on his “Jewish” virtues, including his

dignified acceptance of poverty, his steadfast compassion matching his moral

teachings, and his staunch advocacy of the use of the Hebrew language.34

However, subsequent portraits began to explore a political dimension to his

work in alignment with the values of Italian Risorgimento and Jewish eman-

cipation.

Shadal’s personal stances on both issues remained somewhat ambiguous

throughout his lifetime, and they never occupied a central position in his

intellectual pursuits.35 His apprehension regarding the assimilation risks that

could result from the dissolution of the legal barriers separating Jews from

the surrounding society led him to employ strong language against the bur-

32 The funds for the erection of this monument had already started to be raised via sub-

scriptions for the publication of the Discorsi ed elegie in morte di Samuele David Luzzatto.

The event was commemorated with a seventy-seven-page booklet edited by Vittorio Cas-

tiglioni titled Scidali monumentum, quo libro continentur historia monumenti in tumulo

Professoris S.D. Luzzatto (Krakow, 1895).

33 Luzzatto, Iggerot Shadal, 10.

34 Luzzatto’s Hebrew grammar,Grammatica della lingua ebraica (Padua, 1853), is considered

one of the earliest, if not the earliest, works to recognise Rabbinic Hebrew as a separ-

ate field of study, and his Prolegomeni ad una grammatica ragionata della lingua ebraica

(Padua, 1836) is an important early work on the history of Hebrew scholarship that has

been translated as Luzzatto, Prolegomena to a Grammar of the Hebrew Language, trans.

Aaron D. Rubin (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2005).

35 The strong reservations towards emancipation are examined by Salo W. Baron, “The

Revolution of 1848 and Jewish Scholarship,”Proceedings of the American Academy for Jew-

ish Research 18 (1948–1949): 1–66, and Baron, “Shadal and the 1848 Revolution” [Hebrew],

in Sefer Assaf: Jubilee Volume for Prof. ŚimḥaAssaf, ed. Umberto Cassutto, JosephKlausner,

and Yehoshua Gutman (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1953), 40–63.
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geoning emancipatory efforts on behalf of the Jews in Europe. In a poem

dated 1837, Luzzatto vehemently criticised what he called “the excrements of

emancipation,” which, in his view, undermined “the not-yet-fully extinguished

national sentiments of Italian Jews” [i sentimenti nazionali degli ebrei italiani

non ancora del tutto spenti].36 By “national sentiments,” he meant the attach-

ment of Jews to their traditions, adherence to the Torah, and their identity as

a people, rather than their alignment with the values of the Italian national

cause.

Marco Tedeschi (1817–1869), the chief rabbi of Trieste and a fervent sup-

porter of Italian unification, which earned him the title of “Cavour’s Rabbi,”

acknowledged that “Luzzatto never openly appeared an active and enthusi-

astic advocate of emancipation.” However, in his funeral eulogy, Tedeschi was

driven to emphasise the exact contrary: “There is no doubt that deep in his soul,

he desired that longed-for emancipation that would end centuries of unjust

oppression and grant equal status to all Israelites as citizens alongside others.”37

In considering a potential but unproven divergence between Luzzatto’s public

declarations and his private convictions, Tedeschi may have been suggesting

that his master had pragmatic political considerations. He implicitly hinted at

Luzzatto’s prudence-driven avoidance, of confronting the Austrian authorit-

ies and their harsh censorship of any expression of support of Italy’s allegedly

more liberal policy towards the Jews. If this is correct, however, then Tedeschi

downplayed the fact, acknowledged by Luzzatto himself,38 that Austriawas the

most outspoken champion of Jewish emancipation, at least since the Patent of

Toleration issued by Joseph ii in 1781 that granted religious freedom to non-

Catholics living in the crown lands of the Habsburg monarchy. This contrasted

starkly with the discrimination imposed on Jews in other Italian states includ-

ing the Kingdom of Savoy, which withheld the Jews’ civil and political rights

until 1848.

Nevertheless, in the eyes of many of Luzzatto’s disciples and of most of the

Italian Jews of the time, the quest for Italian independence was intricately

linked with the pursuit of Jewish emancipation. Luzzatto’s intellectual open-

ness to the standards of modern scientific methods had to be mirrored in his

36 ןויצאפיצנמיאוילולגשעיו . These verses were cited in a letter from Shadal to his disciple

Vita Zelman dated 5 December 1837 in Luzzatto, Epistolario, 239. Dedicated to Giuseppe

Almanzi, they were reprinted in the second part of Luzzatto’s Kinnor Naʿim (Padua, 1879),

241.

37 Tedeschi, Due discorsi, 78.

38 Luzzatto, Autobiografia, 30: he writes of the Jews of his ancestral community in San

Daniele del Friuli that “they are always grateful to the lofty House of Austria, who granted

them asylum [after their expulsion from the Venetian territories in 1777].”
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viewsof modernity tout court in order to transformandelevatehimas a flawless

symbol of successful Italian-Jewish integration, showing that the attachment to

Jewishheritage could coexistwith the requirements of citizenship in the Italian

nation. For instance, in line with this narrative, Giuseppe Luzzatto stressed

the dual aspect of his father’s legacy in the preface written for his edition of

Shadal’s correspondence: “All of Shadal’s efforts were always directed toward

these two interwoven goals: the sake of enhancing Judaism and that of glorify-

ing the Italian name.”39

In the diary of the young Giuseppe, penned during the momentous years

of the Italian independence wars in 1860 and 1861, one can discern the sym-

pathy for the ItalianRisorgimento cause that pervaded theLuzzattohousehold.

Nevertheless, this sentiment did not contradict his father’s loyalty towards the

Habsburg monarchy, a stance that Shadal both publicly and privately reaf-

firmed to all his correspondents. His allegiance is further underscored by a

collection of celebratory poems he composed in honour of various members

of the Habsburg royal family.40 This proclivity towards the “House of Austria”

embarrassed one of his strongest admirers, Sabato Morais, a rabbi born in

Livorno who was a Freemason and a political exile in the United States, where

hewas among the founders of the Jewish Theological Seminary in NewYork. In

a footnote in the 1882 edition of Shadal’s autobiography, Morais attempted to

justify his political views, linking them to the particular freedom Jews enjoyed

in Trieste under the Habsburgs.41

Even in the letter that is most frequently cited in support of Shadal’s Italian

patriotism—the one written in Hebrew to his friend David Schwarz in Bud-

apest on 13 April 1848, where he enthusiastically describes the successes of the

Piedmontese army—he takes care to underscore that “I have always been a

faithful lover of the Austrian kings.”42 However, it is precisely on the basis of

39 See Giuseppe Luzzatto’s preface to Luzzatto, Epistolario, iv.

40 The earliest known literary work by Shadal to receive the honour of publication was a

poem dated 24 August 1819, written to commemorate Crown Prince Ferdinand’s visit to

the synagogue in Trieste.

41 Note by Sabato Morais in Luzzatto, Autobiografia, 40.

42 “The Piedmontese army has already arrived to help us and there is hope that in a day or

two they will enter Verona and expel the Germans [Ashkenazim, meaning the Austrians]

therefrom. I am sending you a poem in Latin that was printed here yesterday, from which

you will see that all of Italy, united to a man, is imbued with the divine spirit to shake off

the foreign yoke. To you,men of Hungary to whomGod gave hearts appreciative of liberty

and nationality, as well as to all Germans who are now arising to strengthen their own

national bonds, it is fitting to refuse the despots your help, if they should insist upon send-

ing an army of Vandals to convert a beautiful land into a desert. For certainly no strangers

will rule over Italy anymore, unless they exterminate all her inhabitants”: Luzzatto, Iggerot

Shadal, 1051.
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this letter that the image of Shadal coagulated into that of “a genuine Italian

patriot” with “deep-seated Italian loyalties,” in the words of SaloW. Baron, who

was instrumental in introducing this portrait into the historiographical main-

stream of the last century.43 Only recently, mindful of the ambivalences in

Luzzatto’s posture, hasAlessandroGrazi sought to correct this overly one-sided

image of his Italian patriotism by emphasising the importance of distinguish-

ing between his pride in his Italian cultural identity and his scepticism and

disillusionment with the revolutionary goals of the Risorgimento after 1848.44

This did not prevent the overemphasis of Luzzatto’s support of emancipat-

ory trends within unified Italy. The fact that Massimo D’Azeglio (1798–1866)

mentioned Luzzatto in his work Dell’emancipazione degli israeliti (Florence,

1848) was seen by many as evidence of his influence on the Risorgimento

leaders advocating for Jewish emancipation.45 In line with this position, the

German scholar and rabbi Ismar Elbogen (1874–1943), teacher at the Rabbin-

ical College in Florence, wrote of Luzzatto that “his moral theology benefited

the Jews of Italy by securing their civil emancipation.”46 This image became

so deeply ingrained in the imagination of Italian Jews that in a writing com-

posed for the centenary of his birth, the then rabbi of TriesteVittorioCastiglioni

(1840–1911) portrayed Luzzatto as aman “who did not hesitate for a moment to

align himself with those who fought for study, progress, freedom; in a word, for

truth.” Castiglioni described Luzzatto to future generations as “the epitome of

the truemodel Israelite, the perfect Jewwho could be presented to the civilised

world as the most absolute and sincere embodiment of pure Judaism.”47

Adorned with a semblance of civic sanctity, it should come as no surprise

that Samuel David Luzzatto became the subject of numerous biographical

sketches in works dedicated to highlighting the Jewish contribution to Italian

and European civilisation. Among the eight Italian Jews out of thirty people

who “contributedwith all the power of their intellect to the development of sci-

43 Baron, “The Revolution of 1848,” 56 and 58. The letter to Schwarz is also quoted in Gadi

LuzzattoVoghera, “Primavera dei popoli ed emancipazione ebraica: Due lettere dell’aprile

1848,”La rassegna mensile di Israel 64 (1998): 83–86, and in Monica Miniati, Italian Jewish

Women in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 18.

44 Alessandro Grazi, “Divergent Jewish Approaches to Italian Nationalism and Nation-Buil-

ding,”Annali d’italianistica 36 (2018): 261–282.

45 For example,GiuseppeDeLeva, inhis commemorationof Shadal at theAcademyof Padua

in April 1866.

46 Ismar Elbogen, “S.D. Luzzatto. Commemorazione,” in Relazione sul biennio 1899–1900 del

Collegio rabbinico italiano (Florence: Galletti & Cassuto, 1901), xx–xxi.

47 Vittorio Castiglioni, “L’ideale di Samuel David Luzzatto,” in “Nel primo centenario della

scomparsa di Samuel David Luzzatto,” 292.
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ences, letters, and arts,” Flaminio Servi (1841–1904), editor of the foremost Jew-

ish newspaper in the Kingdom of Italy, the Vessillo Israelitico, named Samuel

David Luzzatto and his son Filosseno (1829–1854) as the finest examples of

“patriotic virtue and religious commitment,” who should serve as inspirational

figures for the “young Israelites of the now liberated beautiful country.”48 In

the gallery of one hundred “eminent Israelites” compiled by Henry Samuel

Morais (1860–1935), the sonof the aforementionedRabbi Sabato, SamuelDavid

Luzzatto and Filosseno stand out once again among the nine Italians men-

tioned.49 And finally, in his volume aimed at “the Israelite youth,” Guglielmo

Lattes (1857–1928) expresses the hope that “all of Italy would come together in

a solemnmanner to honour Samuel David Luzzatto and Elia Benamozegh.”50

However, once Samuel David Luzzatto had ascended to the ranks of the

greatest Italian Jews by the turn of the century, his fame in Italy began to wane

rapidly. The demise of that “little ancient world,” as it was called by Antonio

Fogazzaro in his novel set during the Italian independence wars,51 a world

where Luzzatto had been a revered figure, was definitively sealed by the First

World War. Italian Jews increasingly assimilated into broader society, embra-

cing ideologies such as Zionism, socialism, and fascism, which were entirely

foreign to Luzzatto’s political background. Umberto Saba (1883–1957), a poet

and writer who descended from Luzzatto on his mother’s side, captured the

spirit of this cultural shift in a short story written in 1919. Saba depicted his

ancestor with affection and admiration, yet also with a touch of irony, reminis-

cent of characters from a vanished Trieste ghetto, out of step with the evolving

world around it:

Samuel David Luzzatto, whomhis students later called “the great Shadal,”

pondered this anagram tohimself, withwhichhe already envisioned sign-

ing his future works that would surely change the face of Judaism. These

works, with God’s help, would restore Judaism to its original dominion in

the religious world.52

48 Flaminio Servi,Gli Israeliti d’Europanella civiltà:Memorie storiche, biografiche, e statistiche

dal 1789 al 1870 (Turin, 1872), 218–224.

49 Henry SamuelMorais, Eminent Israelites of theNineteenthCentury: A Series of Biographical

Sketches (Philadelphia, 1880), 211–220.

50 Guglielmo Lattes, Cuore d’Israele. Libro di lettura per i ragazzi israeliti (Casale: Tip. Rossi e

Lavagno, 1908), 96.

51 Antonio Fogazzaro, Piccolo mondo antico (Milan, 1895).

52 “Samuele Davide Luzzatto, quello che fu detto poi dai suoi scolari ‘il grande Sciadal,’

vagliava fra sé e sé questo anagramma, col quale pensava già allora di firmare le sue future

opere, che avrebbero certo cangiata la faccia del giudaismo; lo avrebbero—con l’aiuto di
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In the notes accompanying Saba’s 1952 reissue of the text, the tone has grown

sharply sarcastic and merciless. To introduce Shadal to a new generation of

readers of his stories, Saba mentions that he had two wives, which is cor-

rect, but completely invents that one of them tragically met her death after

throwing herself out of a window due to her husband’s “extreme devotion to

the virtue of thriftiness” [estremo amore alla virtù del risparmio]. Regarding

Shadal’s sons, he describes Filosseno as being “destined—as everyone said—

to become another luminary of Judaism.” But here too, Saba felt the need to

add a detail from his own imagination: that Filosseno died of a venereal dis-

ease contracted in Paris. The world that still appeared to Saba as “marvellous”

[meraviglioso] in 1919 had turned “frightening” [spaventoso] in the immedi-

ate post-WorldWar ii years.53 There was no reaction to what would have been

considered a crime of lèse majesté against Luzzatto half a century earlier. Not

even the official journal of Jewish studies in Italy, La rassegna mensile di Israel,

despite the fact that the daughter of its director and founder, Dante Lattes

(1876–1965), hadmarried one of Shadal’s grandsons, dedicated the slightest ref-

erence to the 150th anniversary of his birth, which was instead celebrated in

the Israeli press. From this moment onward in Italy, the figure of Shadal would

primarily attract academic interest, and no public tribute would be held to his

memory.

3 Shadal as a Zionist Icon

Concomitantly with the waning of his renown among Italian Jews, however,

from the early twentieth century onward, Shadal began to enjoy a new wave

of popularity within Zionist circles. This may explain why he is the only nine-

teenth-century Italian Jew to have streets named after him in at least eight

Israeli cities, an honour not bestowed on any of his contemporaries such as his

mentor Isaac Samuel Reggio (1784–1855), his pupil Marco Mortara (1815–1894),

or his opponent Elia Benamozegh, whose names are not remembered in any

public space in the Jewish state.

The first modern Hebrew writer to cite Shadal as a model for the new gen-

erations of Hebrew authors was Micha Josef Berdyczewski (1865–1921). In his

Dio—restituito al suo primitivo dominio del mondo religioso”: Umberto Saba, “Un letter-

ato ebreo,” in Saba, Opere, ed. Linuccia Saba (Milan: Mondadori, 1964), 31–43.

53 Saba, “Un letterato ebreo,” 43. For Saba’s complex relationship with Judaism, one can refer

to Gianna Gardenal, “L’ebraismo in Umberto Saba,” Studi novecenteschi 35, no. 76 (2008):

401–412.
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brief publication “On the Books of Shadal,” Berdyczewski ascribes to Shadal the

following merits:

Shadal, the first and only among the sages of Israel in recent times (after

Ranaq) [Rabbi Nahman Krochmal (1785–1840)], who in all his investiga-

tions and teachings sought to find the root of the soul of Israel. […]despite

all his mastery of every aspect of the written and oral Torah, he never for-

got that the soul, the spirit that animates all these stones, is Israel, the

foundation of all of them.54

In other words, in Berdyczewski’s eyes, Shadal’s greatness rested precisely on

his placing the people of Israel at the centre of his philosophy, subordinating

the Torah itself to Israel’s national vocation.

The greatest contributor to the establishment of the perception of Shadal as

the harbinger of the national Jewish Renaissance in the land of the forefathers

was undoubtedly Joseph Klausner (1874–1958), a Lithuanian-born Israeli his-

torian and professor of Hebrew literature in Jerusalem. This is what he writes

in his collected essays Judaism and Humanity, which forms the basis for all he

subsequently wrote on Shadal in his monumental work A History of Modern

Hebrew Literature (1785–1930), published in London in 1932: “A great national

Jew like Shadal could not not be a ‘Zionist.’ Someone who loved the people of

Israel, the Torah of Israel, and the language of Israel like Shadal could not fail to

also love the land of Israel […]. He loved the land of Israel with all his heart.”55

Of course, within Israeli society, Shadal did not enjoy the same level of

popularity in every circle, certainly not amongst the ultra-Orthodox, who con-

sideredhimnothing less thanaheretic for hismaskilic connections and forhav-

ing dared to submit the Torah itself to textual criticism. Answering a question

as towhether Shadal’swriting could be readbyGod-fearing Jews, RabbiAharon

Yehoshua Stern (1952–2024), a prominent figure at the Ponevezh yeshiva in

BneiBrak,wrote in theultra-Orthodox journalNezer ha-Torah that Shadalwas a

“completeMaskil” [maskil gamur] and therefore his works “should not be read,

especially by young studentswhomaynot be aware of the context of their com-

position.”56

In contrast, he was greatly appreciated across the Israeli political spectrum,

from the right to the left. Thanks to the database available on the National

54 Micha Yosef Berdyczewski, Yisra eʾl we-ʾOrayta be-Sifrey Shadal (Krakow, 1892), 4.

55 Joseph Klausner, Yahadut we-ʾEnošiyyut—Judentum und Menschtum (Warsaw: Tuschia,

1910), 90.

56 Nezer ha-Torah (2009–2010), 367.
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Library’s Historical Jewish Press website,57 it is possible to analyse both the

frequency of citations of Samuel David Luzzatto’s name and the specific news-

papers in which he is most recurrently mentioned, along with the context of

these citations. A search for Shadal’s name in the two most common spellings

( וטאצולדודלאומש and וטצולדודלאומש , the latter being much less frequent)

within the Hebrew press before and after the founding of the state of Israel

yields the following data.

Out of 156 mentions between 1893 and 1992, two notable peaks coincide

with major anniversaries related to Luzzatto: eight mentions in 1950 for the

150th anniversary of his birth and fifteen in 1965 for the centenary of his death.

Excluding the years with reviews of his newly reprintedworks, the annual aver-

age number of citations of his name is approximately three to four mentions.

There is a noticeable increase in frequency between the two world wars and

from 1945 to 1965, followed by a substantial and rapid decline.

Excluding brief mentions of Shadal in repetitive lists of prominent figures

in nineteenth-century Jewish studies and concise bibliographical references,

approximately one-third of the total references to him, major Israeli newspa-

pers like Haʾaretz, Davar, or Maʿariv,58 highlight his Zionist sentiments and

his deep affinity for the Hebrew language. Israel Zmora (1899–1983), a dis-

tinguished Israeli literary critic, writer, and translator, succinctly encapsulates

Shadal’s contribution to Hebrew culture:

What was Shadal’s main goal in all his life? Undoubtedly, it was Hebrew

literature; this was his greatest spiritual pleasure above any other, it was

his priority and his primary moral obligation; because Shadal was sensit-

ive to the harbingers of the imminent revival of the Israeli nation [ha-

ʾummah ha-yisre eʾlit], and this feeling arose from his awareness, which

was obvious to him and because of which he was not connected to the

Jews of Italy, just as all the sages of the nation in the past were not con-

nected to a small group of Jews, but to Judaism in general.59

Zmora therefore obliterates Shadal’s Italianbackground inorder to includehim

among the forefathers of the Israeli nation.

In another instance, there is an attempt to erase Shadal’s strong Orthodox

commitment and to stress instead his courage in dismantling the authority of

57 https://www.nli.org.il/en/discover/newspapers/jpress.

58 Haʾaretz, founded in 1918, is the longest-running newspaper currently in print in Israel.

Davar was a daily newspaper published between 1925 and 1996; the still-running Maʿariv

was founded in 1948.

59 Israel Zmora, “Samuel David Luzzatto (150 šanah),”Haʾaretz (10 November 1950), 5.

https://www.nli.org.il/en/discover/newspapers/jpress
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the Bible through textual criticism, making him a sort of harbinger of Jewish

secularism. In a presentation on the impact of the discovery of the Dead Sea

Scrolls on biblical scholarship, which was written for a non-specialist audience

and published in Ha-Boqer, the newspaper of the General Zionist party prin-

ted inTel Aviv between 1935 and 1965, thewriter and translator BarukhKrupnik

(1889–1972) writes: “The moderate critics, such as Samuel David Luzzatto, who

dared tomake some slight corrections where the text of the Bible is clearly cor-

rupted, were right. In contrast, the ultra-conservativeswho forbid the changing

of a single letter are wrong.”60 Meanwhile, David Zakkai (1886–1978), one of

themost significant figures in Jewish journalism of his time, did not hesitate to

amplify Shadal’s boldness in his relationship to the Bible, completely ignoring

his role as a man of faith and a sharp opponent of the biblical criticism that

developed in Germany in the nineteenth century: “Samuel David Luzzatto is

one of the pioneers of biblical criticism in the Hebrew language. He identified

the flaws and inconsistencies in the text of the Bible and was very skilled in

correcting them. He did not hesitate to allow any correction.”61

With these premises, the foundations were laid for reappropriating the fig-

ure of Shadal within the context of socialist Zionism. The newspaper Davar,

as the official organ of the Histadrut—Israel’s largest and foremost workers’

union—served as the principal advocate of thismovement.With twenty-seven

occurrences, Davar features Shadal’s name more frequently than any other

publication in the Jewish press of the twentieth century. Among themost expli-

cit efforts to transform him into a pioneer of Labour Zionism is the work of

Alexander Ziskind Rabinovitz (known as Azar) (1854–1945), a Hebrew writer

and a pioneer of Hebrew socialist literature:

As a great scholar in the fields of Hebrew linguistics, biblical hermeneut-

ics, and Hebrew poetry, Samuel David Luzzatto knew and recognised the

greatness of labour and the feelings of theworker, onwhose toil thewhole

world subsists, although sometimes he does not have even a carob to eat

from one Sabbath to the other. And this is nothing new. Wasn’t Shadal’s

father a poor carpenter, and did he not see him struggling to support his

family and educate his sons in hardship? This was Shadal’s good fortune,

that despite his father’s poor condition, he rose to become a professor in

Padua.62

60 BarukhKrupnik, “WhatHave theDead-Sea Scrolls Revealed” [Hebrew],Ha-Boqer (14April

1950).

61 David Zakkai, “OldWine in a New Bottle” [Hebrew], Davar (10 April 1970).

62 Alexander Ziskind Rabinovitz, “The Song of the Workers for Shadal” [Hebrew], Davar

(1 February 1929).
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However, alongside this portrayal of Shadal as a labour advocate sensitive to the

workers’ cause, another contrasting version emerged, depicting him as a pre-

cursor of religious Zionism. With twenty-four occurrences, only slightly fewer

thanDavar, the newspaper that dedicated themost attention to Shadal, featur-

ing twenty-two editorials, is Ha-Ṣofeh [The Observer], which was founded by

Rabbi Meir Bar-Ilan (1880–1949), one of the leaders of the Mizraḥi, a religious

Zionist movement.63 Shadal is presented as “a man who integrated the science

of his time into his hot heart, which beat in the rhythmof the hearts of the Jews

in every time and never bent over the Haskalah.”64 In his view, Luzzatto “used

all his intelligence to defend the purest faith against hostile investigations, with

the philosophy of the heart against the philosophy of the mind.”65 All of these

descriptions emphasise that Shadal was a man of science and faith, a modern

scholar as well as a guardian of tradition, in the spirit of the national religious

commitment to engaging with the challenges of modernity without making

concessions to secularism.

The best example of the predominant attitude towards Shadal’s reception

within national religious groups is provided by the Talmudist and Hebrew lit-

erature scholar Zvi Meir Rabinovitch (1908–1991):

Shadal’s ways, imbued with the love of truth and with the adherence to

the faith and to the Torah, always fill the reader with a spirit of eleva-

tion. Although his works were written over a hundred years ago, they are

relevant even today and reflect the spirit of the great Jewish vision that

once was in the heart of this Jewish people. He foresaw the collapse of

European culture and the decline due to Jewish assimilation and to the

oblivion of Torah […]. It would be worth making Shadal’s oeuvre known

among the youth of our time. The teachings of this national-religious

genius have the power to encourage and strengthen the weak.66

Rabinovich’s hopes were answered, because Shadal’s commentaries on the

Torah were published shortly thereafter in Israel by Pinchas Schlesinger, a

national-religious rabbi, and many of his other Hebrew works were reprinted

in modern editions.67 The enduring interest in Shadal’s work is currently evi-

63 Mikael Tossavainen, “Heroism, History, and the Holocaust: The Religious Israeli Press

between Judaism and Zionism,” inTheHolocaust on Post-War Battlefields: Genocide as His-

torical Culture, ed. Klas-Göran Karlsson and Ulf Zander (Malmö: Sekel, 2006), 75–102.

64 Ha-Ṣofeh (19 April 1946).

65 Ha-Ṣofeh (12 December 1952).

66 Zvi Meir Rabinovich, “Talpiyyot,”Ha-Ṣofeh (4 May 1951) (my emphasis).

67 Samuel David Luzzatto, Peruš Shadal: ʿal Ḥamišah Ḥummešey Torah (Padua, 1871; repr.
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dent in Israel through the efforts of Jonathan Bassi, himself a descendant of

Luzzatto, who has reissued his most significant exegetical and philosophical

works in refined critical editions, often incorporating previously unpublished

manuscripts.68

Despite the various political appropriations of Shadal’s image in the main

Jewish press outlets, the common denominator across these perspectives re-

mains the Zionist interpretation of his work. While his 1848 letter to David

Schwarz served the purpose of demonstrating his infallible support for Italian

independence among Italian Jews, in the Israeli context, there are two letters

that are primarily cited as proof texts in support of his proto-Zionist senti-

ments, whose significance is such that the originals were displayed in an exhib-

ition devoted to him at the Jewish National Library in commemoration of the

centenary of his death. In the catalogue, Baruch Yaron, the curator, explained

this choice, referring to Luzzatto’s warnings “against the relinquishment of an

independent Jewish culture, a sign of which would be neglect of the Hebrew

language” and express and expressed his opinion that “Jews should settle in the

land of Israel and labour with their hands.”69

The first of these documents is Shadal’s letter to Moritz Steinschneider of

18 June 1847, where he defended the Jews’ right to exist as a people, although

not in terms of a Jewish national independence, but rather as the particular

mission that the Jewish people is expected to fulfil among the nations, while

the secondwas translated intoEnglishdue to its importance inprovinghis sym-

pathy towards the Jews’ return to their ancestral land. This letter was addressed

to Nachman Nathan Coronel (1810–1890), a Jerusalemite Sephardi scholar, on

26 October 1849 and reads:

And the second thing to cause Israel to return to the work of their fathers,

and to live by the labor of their hands and especially by work on the land

which was a glory to all the nations, and if they will undertake this work

Jerusalem: Ḥorev, 1993); Luzzatto, Perušey Shadal ʿal Yirmeyah, Yeḥezqel, Mišley we-ʾIyyov

(Lemberg, 1876; repr. Jerusalem: Hoṣaʾat Maqor, 1969); Luzzatto, Peruš Shadal ʿal Sefer

Yešaʿyah (Padua, 1855; repr. Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1970); Luzzatto, Sefer Yesodey ha-Torah (Lem-

berg, 1880; repr. Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1957); Luzzatto, Ohev Ger (Vienna, 1830;

repr. Jerusalem: Maqor, 1974; Jerusalem: Bassi, 2022).

68 Among the works of Luzzatto that have been edited and republished by Jonathan Bassi

are Wiqquaḥ ʿal Ḥokhmat ha-Qabbalah (Jerusalem: Karmel, 2013); Peruš Shadal la-Torah

(Jerusalem:Carmel, 2015); andOhevGer. It should benoted that these editions are tailored

for a religious Zionist audience.

69 Baruch Yaron, ed., Exhibition on the Occasion of the 100th Anniversary of Samuel David

Luzzatto’s Death: Catalogue [Hebrew and English] (Jerusalem: Heb. and Eng., 1966), iii–iv.
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it too will gradually give its strength to them and it will again be as in days

of yore a land flowing with milk and honey. And if the land will give of

its yield, then also your other labors will succeed, and will enrich those

engaged in them. But this is a long story.70

This could be read as a premonitory vision of the Zionist project of the redemp-

tion of the land through labour in linewith the later ideology of “Hebrewwork”

developed by Aaron David Gordon (1856–1922), the founder of the Ha-Poʿel ha-

Ṣaʿir, to promote physical labour and agriculture as a means of uplifting Jews

spiritually. However, it also contained a messianic afflatus that could please

the supporters of the national religious movement. Unsurprisingly, the letter

to Coronel would be much quoted by subsequent Zionist leaders and intellec-

tuals, such as the American scholar and fervent Zionist Richard J.H. Gottheil

(1862–1936)71 and Joseph Klausner, together with two other letters Shadal sent

one toMarkus Jost and the other to Albert Cohn, in support of his sympathy for

theproject of establishing a Jewish state in theHolyLand.72 Luzzatto’s notionof

the Jews as a nation has led somemodern scholars to interpret him as a proto-

Zionist.73

Nevertheless, it can easily be contended that Shadal did not see the Jews’

return to the Land of Israel as a political project, but rather as the natural fulfil-

ment of the spiritual promises of the holy writs. He insisted on dissipating any

doubts about this in his book Il giudaismo illustrato nella sua teorica, nella sua

storia e nella sua letteratura [Judaism, Illustrated in Its Theory, History, and Lit-

erature], which was published in the fateful year 1848, but composed a decade

earlier:

The hopes of the Jews are not political hopes, but religious ones […]. And

the establishment of a Jewish kingdom in the land of Israel under the aus-

pices of thenationswouldnot constitute the fulfillment of the prophecies

and the realisation of their hopes for the Jews […]. And in any case, the

Jews have no other homeland but the one in which they were born, or the

one in which they have established a permanent home.74

70 Yaron, Exhibition, vi.

71 Richard J.H. Gottheil, Zionism (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1914),

52.

72 Also reviewed in “Zionistisches von Samuel David Luzzatto,”DieWelt 22 (31May 1901): 4–5.

73 Israel Abrahams, “Samuel David Luzzatto as Exegete (Continued),” Jewish Quarterly Re-

view 57 (1967): 195–196.

74 Samuel David Luzzatto, Il giudaismo illustrato nella sua teorica, nella sua storia e nella sua

letteratura (Padua, 1848), 25.
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Luzzatto was therefore very careful not to use the term “state” when discussing

the national character of the Jewish people. In his Lezioni di teologia morale,

he explicitly rejected the claim that the Jews constituted a “state within a state”

[uno stato entro lo stato], their aim being solely to preserve their condition as

a “religious corporation” [corporazione religiosa], nothing more than a small

family within the larger social bond uniting all citizens of the same state.75

To conclude this brief survey of the reception of Shadal’s image among

Italian Jews and within the various Zionist movements in the twentieth cen-

tury, it is clear that the renown he achieved in Jewish studies ultimately en-

dowedhimwith a high symbolic value.This value has been contested andocca-

sionally instrumentalised in defence of concepts and political interests that

either had not yet been articulated during Shadal’s time or had substantially

different meanings from those acquired in the century following his death.

This overview does not aim to establish which interpretation of Shadal’s

life and work is the most accurate and credible. His thought, which is char-

acterised by inherent ambiguity and a clear lack of systematisation—both of

which were influenced by his decision to rely, like Pascal, on the intuitions of

the heart rather than the truths of reason—likely allowed for and even invited

an open and flexible hermeneutic approach. Furthermore, we should not dis-

miss Ephraim Chamiel’s assertion that Luzzatto’s worldview was based on the

assumption of a double truth.76 Nonetheless, it now seems timely to address

a fracture that has emerged in studies devoted to Luzzatto’s intellectual out-

put, which stems from the fact that his thought is predominantly conveyed in

two languages, Italian and Hebrew. Approaching the study of Shadal without

proficiency in both languages hinders one’s ability to piece together the vari-

ous elements that comprise the complexity of his legacy. This legacy draws its

strength precisely from his continuous dialogue with Italian culture and the

sources of Jewish tradition.
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Abstract

The issue of principles of faith has been extensively discussed within Jewish thought

over the centuries, and significant academic scholarship has been devoted to the

subject. This study seeks to expand the academic discourse to the North African

diaspora—a region that has received onlyminimal attention in this context—by focus-

ing on the writings of Rabbi Raphael Berdugo (1747–1821). A close reading reveals

Berdugo’s dialectical approach to Maimonides’s thirteen principles of faith. While he

adoptedMaimonides’s basic doctrine, he unhesitatingly proceeded to propose a differ-

ent order to the principles, to offer different interpretations, and even to challenge the

status of some. In pinpointing and framingBerdugo’s powerful affinity toMaimonides’s

Guide of the Perplexed, I suggest that his reading of it represents a direct continuation

of the medieval and post-Spanish-expulsion discourse, in contrast to the European

Enlightenment’s concurrently developing modern reading of the Guide.

Keywords

Raphael Berdugo – principles of faith – Maimonides – Morocco – Guide of the Per-

plexed – early modern period

1 Introduction

The principles of faith were a topic of extensive discussion in Jewish thought

from theMiddle Ages, through the earlymodern period, and into the latemod-

ern era.1 A great deal of academic scholarship has been dedicated to clarifying

1 For a discussion of the approach that the fundamental principles of Jewish faith can already

be found in biblical and post-biblical literature, see David Neumark, The History of Dogmas

in Israel [Hebrew] (Odessa: Moriah, 1913).
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diverse approaches to them and to exploring various disputes.2 In the follow-

ing, I will seek to expand the academic discourse to the North African diaspora,

a region that has thus far received only incidental andminimal attention in this

context, with a particular focus on the discussions of R. Raphael Berdugo (1747–

1821).

Berdugo, a prominent North African rabbi of his era, was also known by his

epithet “The Angel Raphael.”3 Serving as a dayyan inMeknes,Morocco, he con-

tributed to the establishment of numerous ordinances for the community.4 In

the course of his career, Berdugo authored works in a variety of fields: Mey

Menuḥot—sermons on the Torah (two parts: Jerusalem, 1910; Djerba, 1942);

Rav Peninim—sermons for special occasions and eulogies (Casablanca, 1970);

Mesammeḥei Lev—a brief and comprehensive commentary on the twenty-

four books of the Bible (Jerusalem, 1990);5 Šarviṭ ha-Zahav—novellae on the

Talmud (two parts, Jerusalem, 1975 and 1978);6 Roqeaḥ Merqaḥat—a compre-

hensive and critical discussion of rabbinic Aggadah (Paris, 2007);7 Mišpaṭim

2 This is not the place to detail the extensive research literature on the subject; relevant studies

will be mentioned in context.

3 For a brief overview, see Amos Frisch, “Berdugo, Raphael ben Mordecai,” in Encyclopedia of

the Bible and Its Reception, Volume 3: Athena–Birkat ha-Minim, ed. Constance M. Furey et al.

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 894–895.

4 On the internal legislation of the Meknes Jewish community and Berdugo’s part in it, see

Moshe Amar, “On the ‘Meknes Regulations’ in the 18th–19th Centuries” [Hebrew], in Society

and Community, ed. Avraham Ḥaim (Jerusalem: Misgav Yerushalayim Institute for Research

on the Sephardi and Oriental Jewish Heritage, 1991), 35–45; Amar, “The Meknes Regulations

and Their Connection to the Fez Regulations” [Hebrew], Miqqedem Umiyyam 9 (2006): 109–

185; Mori Amar, ed., The Regulations of Meknes [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Ḥevrat Ahavat Shalom,

1995), 27–72.

5 Michael Avioz, “Rabbi Raphael Berdugo’s Approach to Resolving Contradictions in the Bible

in His Book Meśammeḥei Lev” [Hebrew], in Fes and Other Moroccan Cities: A Thousand

Years of Creativity, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher, Moshe Amar, and Shimon Sharvit (Ramat Gan:

Bar-Ilan University Press, 2013), 205–213; Avioz, “Biblical Text Criticism in Rabbi Raphael Ber-

dugo’s Commentaries” [Hebrew], inMeḥqerey Maʿarav Umizraḥ: Collected Papers, ed. Moshe

Bar-Asher, Elimelekh Westreich, and Shimon Sharvit (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press,

2018), 41–54; Amos Frisch, “On the Interpretive Method of R. Raphael Berdugo (Based on His

Exegesis of the Former Prophets),”Revue des études juives 163 (2004): 445–462; Frisch, “Rabbi

Raphael Berdugo’s Explanation of the First Two Verses of the Book of Ruth” [Hebrew], Sinai

150 (2018): 83–92.

6 Ḥaim Bentov, “Rabbi Rephael Berdugo: His Contribution and Approach to Talmudic and

Halakhic Research” [Hebrew], in North African Jewry in the 19th–20th Centuries: Studies in

Its History, Culture and Society, ed. Michael Avitbol (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1980), 141–

149.

7 Michal Aziza Ohana, “Roqeaḥ Merqaḥat by Rabbi Raphael Berdugo on Rabbinic Aggadot,

Commentary and Authority” [Hebrew], Tarbiṣ 90, no. 2 (2024): 305–333.
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Yešarim—responsa (Crakow, 1891);8 Torat Emet—novellae on the four parts of

the Šulḥan ʿArukh (Meknes, 1939); and Lešon Limmudim—a short comment-

ary inMughrabi Jewish Arabic on twenty books of the Bible (Jerusalem, 2002).

Based mostly on the study of the first five items in this list, scholars have con-

cluded that he tended towards pešaṭ interpretation and rationalism.9

Berdugo’s composition Rav Peninim is, as mentioned, a collection of ser-

mons for special occasions such as a Šabbat Kallah,10 Šabbat ha-Gadol,11 Šab-

bat Zakhor,12 Šabbat Tešuvah,13 charity events, Šabbat Eikhah,14 eulogies, bar

mitzvahs, and weddings.15 The final discourse in this book, which is dedicated

to the thirteen principles of faith, will be the focus of the current study, thus

expanding the current academic discourse on the acceptance of Maimonides’s

tenets of faith.Moreover, focusing on this textwill also enrich our knowledge of

North African scholars’ affinity to the Guide of the Perplexed in the final stages

of the early modern period and on the cusp of the late modern period.

Academic scholarship on the non-kabbalistic thought that developed in

Morocco (andNorth Africa in general) from the sixteenth to the twentieth cen-

turies is only in its early stages. I propose that this aforementioned lengthy

period be divided into three sub-periods. The first spans from the early six-

teenth century, with the settlement of the Sephardic exiles in the Maghreb,

8 On his audacity in halakic rulings, see Moshe Bar-Asher, “Bold and Innovative Figures

among the Sages of the West” [Hebrew], in Progress and Tradition: Creativity, Leadership

andAcculturation Processes among the Jews of North Africa, ed.Moises Orfali and Ephraim

Hazan (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 2005), 3–15, especially 5–7.

9 Eliša Naḥmani, “R. Raphael Berdugo and His Torah Commentaries” [Hebrew] (ma thesis,

Bar-Ilan University, 1988); Dan Manor, “R. Raphael Berdugo: His Attitude towards the

Philosophy and Rationalism of His Time” [Hebrew], Miqqedem Umiyyam 4 (1991): 127–

143; Henry Toledano, “The Centrality of Reason and Common Sense in the Biblical and

Talmudic Exegesis of Rabbi Raphael Berdugo (1747–1821),” in Between History and Literat-

ure: Studies in Honor of Isaac Barzilay, ed. Stanley Nash (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad,

1997), 171–205; David Asulin, “Rabbi Raphael Berdugo: Philosophical Aspects” [Hebrew]

(PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2017).

10 The Sabbath following a wedding, when the two families celebrate the bride and groom.

11 The Sabbath before Passover, when it is customary for the rabbi to sermonise about the

upcoming festival.

12 The Sabbath before Purim, when it is customary to read the Torah passage about remem-

bering ʿAmaleq (Deut 25:17–19).

13 The Sabbath between Rosh Hashanah and YomKippur, when it is customary for the rabbi

to sermonise about repentance.

14 The Sabbath before Tishʿah be-Av.

15 On the place of sermons in the North African space, see Michal Aziza Ohana, “ ‘To Preach

on the Order of the Day’: Oral andWritten Sermons in the North African Diaspora in the

Early Modern Period” [Hebrew], Peʿamim (forthcoming).
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until the mid-seventeenth century with the arrival of Lurianic Kabbalah and

the Sabbatean movement. The second spans from the mid-seventeenth to the

mid-nineteenth century, coinciding with the onset of French colonialism, the

penetration of the Haskalah movement, and the growing influence of Jewish

Orientalism in the region.16 The third spans from the mid-nineteenth to the

mid-twentieth century, at which point these communities ceased to exist. The

little existing scholarship on non-kabbalistic Jewish thought in North Africa

focuses on the first period. This scholarship emphasises that the descendants

of the Spanish exiles who resettled in North Africa continued to reference and

cite the Guide (along with other medieval thinkers) in their writings, which

primarily took the form of biblical commentaries, commentaries on rabbinic

Aggadah, and homiletic discourses on theweekly Torah portions and other sig-

nificant events. Key themes addressed include, inter alia, creation, providence,

prophecy, and human perfection.17 The scholarship devoted to the second

period—inwhichBerdugo is situated—is even sparser, and the prevailing view

is one in which only a handful of figures, Berdugo among them, sustained

the affinity with the Sephardic philosophical tradition.18 Berdugo frequently

invoked works such as Baḥya ibn Paquda’s Ḥovot ha-Levavot, Judah Halevi’s

Kuzari, Maimonides’s Guide, Joseph Albo’s Sefer ha-ʿIqqarim, Gersonides’sMil-

ḥamot Adonay, Hasdai Crescas’s Or Adonay, Isaac Arama’s ʿAqedat Yiṣḥaq, and

others. He also referenced Greek philosophers (whom he knew secondhand),

primarily Aristotle, alternately endorsing and disagreeing with them. A close

reading of the final discourse in his Rav Peninim reveals the manner of his

interpretation of Maimonides’s thought in general, and in particular illumin-

ates his dialectical relationship with Maimonides’s doctrine of the principles

of faith.

16 The newperiodisation in the historiography of Jewish communities in North Africa began

at different points in time for each community throughout the nineteenth century.

17 Michal Aziza Ohana, “Jewish Thought in Fez in the Generations Following the Spanish

Expulsion: Characteristics, Style, and Content,” Jewish Quarterly Review 111 (2021): 605–

621.

18 Alongside him, we can alsomentionMoses ben Isaac Edrehi (who at some pointmigrated

to Amsterdam and later to the land of Israel) and Šmuʾel ben Zaken, on whom see Dan

Manor, “Humanity in Rabbi Shmuel ben Zaken’s Thought” [Hebrew], in Studies in the Cul-

ture of North African Jews, ed. Issachar Ben-Ami (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1991), 133–144;

Michal Aziza Ohana, “ ‘Let No One Suspect My Words of Contradicting the Ari’: Tradi-

tional, Zoharic, and Lurianic Conceptions in Rabbi Samuel ben-Zaken of Fez’s Thought,”

Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy (forthcoming).
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2 Principles of Faith in Early Modern North Africa

According toMenachemKellner, after the fifteenth century, “engagement with

the principles of faith almost entirely disappeared from the agenda of Jew-

ish intellectuals, only to resurface in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries.”19 Eli Gurfinkel, however, has recently contended that there is an

unbroken literary tradition concerning the principles of faith, though he ac-

knowledges the fluctuations in the intensity of engagement with the subject

over various periods. He asserts that the issue continued to be addressed in the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and into the first half of the eighteenth

century.20

An analysis of the writings of the descendants of the Sephardi exiles who

resettled in Fez indicates that while they did not extensively discuss the prin-

ciples of faith, theydid engagewith the topic intermittently. It appears that they

adopted an approach in linewith that of JosephAlbo, Yosef Yaʿaveṣ, and others,

distillingMaimonides’s thirteen principles to three core tenets. Moreover, they

likely identified with the criticism directed against the Maimonidean formula-

tion due to its omission of such key doctrines as creation anddivine providence

and re-emphasised these doctrines, positioning them among the three funda-

mental principles of faith.21 For example, ŠmuʾelḤagiz (d. 1633) inhis collection

of sermons on the weekly Torah portion, Mevaqqeš ha-Šem, and his comment-

ary on Deuteronomy Rabbah, Devar Šemuel, mentioned the three principles of

Judaism several times: “The greatest principles number three [in all]: His real-

ity, His providence, and His omnipotence.”22 Similarly, Saul Serero (1566–1655)

adopted Yaʿaveṣ’s approach in one of his sermons for Šabbat ha-Gadol:23

The pious scholar Rabbi Yaʿaveṣ, in his book Yesod ha-Emunah, wrote

that in order to inherit the world to come, the perfected individual must

believe with complete faith in three fundamental principles, which en-

19 Menachem Kellner, Dogma in Medieval Jewish Thought: From Maimonides to Abravanel

(Liverpool: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1986), 1.

20 Eli Gurfinkel, “The Engagement with the Principles after Maimonides: Between Continu-

ity and Change” [Hebrew], ʿAley Sefer 22 (2012): 5–17.

21 Many fifteenth-century thinkers (such as Rashbaṣ [Simon ben Ṣemaḥ Duran], Abraham

Shalom, Isaac Arama, Yosef Yaʿaveṣ, Abraham Bibago, and Isaac Abravanel) emphasised

the dogmatic centrality of the belief in creation; see Kellner, Dogma, 213–216.

22 Šmuʾel Ḥagiz, Mevaqqeš ha-Šem [Seeker of God] (Venice, 1666), 211a–b. See also ibid., 141b,

149b; Ḥagiz, Dvar Šmuel [Samuel’s Statement] (Venice, 1666), 4a–b, 41a.

23 Yosef Yaʿaveṣ, Kol Sifrey R. Yosef Yaʿaveṣ [All the Books of Rabbi Yosef Yaʿaveṣ] (Bnei Brak:

Yitzḥak Fuchs, 1985), 3–6. On Yaʿaveṣ’s doctrine of principles, see Kellner, Dogma, 161–164.
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compass the thirteen principles laid down by Maimonides, of blessed

memory. These are [firstly] the creation of the world. The second is His

general and particular providence and His care for the human species,

His interest in their deeds, and His recompense to each person according

to his actions. The third is divine unity, that He, may he be blessed, was,

is, and will be forever and ever.24

In the generations after the Spanish expulsion, a limited discourse on the prin-

ciples of faith also took place in other cities across North Africa. For example,

in his Sefer ha-Tappuaḥ, Josef al-Ashqar of Talmasan (b. end of the fifteenth

century) explained a rabbinic statement as constituting an allusion to the prin-

ciples of the faith:

Know that this article contains thirteenprinciples […] one thatGod exists

[…]. Furthermore, that of faith that God is not corporeal […]. Further-

more, that God is one […]. And furthermore the belief in prophecy.25

Moreover, in his book Ṣofnat Paʿneaḥ, al-Ashqar compared these principles

with the thirteen attributes of divine mercy.26 Šlomo Duran from Algiers (sec-

ond half of the sixteenth century) determined that divine providence is among

the principles of faith, but without specifying the other principles:

It is known that the foundation of the Torah commanded to us byMoses,

peace be upon him, is to believe with complete faith that the people

chosen by God, blessed be He, are governed by His providence, blessed

be He.27

If so, partial discussions of credal beliefs did occur in the North African Jew-

ish diaspora in the generations following the Spanish expulsion (i.e., the first

period mentioned above). However, in the subsequent (i.e., second) period,

even these limited discussions dwindled to almost nothing. Kellner’s sugges-

24 Saul Serero, Derušey Maharšaš Siriro [Sermons of Rabbi Saul Serero], vol. 1 (Jerusalem,

1989), 425. I should note that Serero latermentionedYaʿaveṣ’s assertion that “the first prin-

ciple, namely the creation of the world, is the main principle and everything depends on

it.” Thus, the trend of the dogmatic centrality of the belief in creation highlighted by Kell-

ner continued even in the generations following the expulsion.

25 Josef al-Ashqar, Sefer ha-Tappuaḥ [The Book of the Apple] (Lod, 1997), 46–47.

26 Eli Gurfinkel, “The Thirteen Principles of Faith and the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy”

[Hebrew], Daʿat 84 (2018): 35–82, primarily 64–69.

27 Šlomo Duran, Tif eʾret Yiśra eʾl [The Glory of Israel] (Jerusalem, 2005), 15.
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tion that the post-expulsion neglect of philosophy led to a decline in engage-

ment with credal matters may serve to elucidate the shift that transpired in

the Maghreb.28 In the initial post-expulsion generations, a moderated version

of the philosophical tradition persisted in North Africa,29 thereby sustaining

engagementwith theprinciples of faith, as briefly surveyed above. From the lat-

ter half of the seventeenth century onward, affinity to this Sephardic tradition

weakened significantly in the Maghreb, with the rise in influence of kabbal-

istic, particularly Lurianic, perspectives. Likely as a result, this period also saw

adecrease in engagementwith creed. In this context, Berdugo’s comprehensive

discussion of the principles of faith in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-

turies stands out as distinctly anomalous for his time and place, while perfectly

reflectinghis rationalist orientation andhis affinity to the Sephardic philosoph-

ical tradition.

Before analysing Berdugo’s work, it is worth taking into account the broader

context. The discourse about principles of faith was very vibrant in North

AfricanMuslim thought in the earlymodernperiod, asKhaledEl-Rouayhebhas

demonstrated.30 The fifteenth-century North African theologian Muhammad

b.Yusuf al-Sanusi argued that it is the individual duty of everyMuslim tomaster

the essentials of Ashʿari theology, and he accordinglywrote concise and access-

ible credal works for the general populace, alongside longer and more sophist-

icated works for scholarly circles. Sanusi emphasised that the believer should

not rest content with firmness of conviction, for such firmness of conviction

may be found in equalmeasure among non-Muslims. Rather, one should famil-

iarise oneself with each tenet of the creed alongside at least one demonstration

of it. A nominal Muslim entirely ignorant of Kalam, Sanusi declared, is at best

a sinner who neglects a religious duty and at worst not strictly a believer at

28 Kellner, Dogma, 217. I should note that Kellner proposes another possibility, attributing

the intensive fifteenth-century engagement with the issue of principles to the vigorous

Jewish-Christian polemic of the time and the pressures exerted by theChurch.He likewise

attributes the minimal post-expulsion engagement with the issue to the absence of this

context. For more on the connection between the Jewish-Christian polemic and the dis-

cussion of fundamental beliefs, see Daniel J. Lasker, “Fundamentals of Religion, Interfaith

Polemic and Community Leadership in Fifteenth-Century Spain” [Hebrew], in Studies of

Leadership Phenomenon in JewishCommunities during theMiddleAges: A Jubilee Festschrift

on the Occasion of the Seventieth Birthday of Prof. Menachem Ben-Sasson, ed. Nahem Ilan,

Hagai Ben-Shammai, and Miriam Frenkel (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2024), 329–342.

29 Ohana, “Jewish Thought in Fez.”

30 Khaled El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History in the Seventeenth Century: Scholarly Cur-

rents in the Ottoman Empire and the Maghreb (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

2015), 173–203; Caitlyn Olson, “Beyond the Avicennian Turn: The Creed of Muhammad b.

Yusuf al-Sanusi (d. 895/1490),” Studia Islamica 115 (2020): 101–140.
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all. Since theological reasoning is the individual duty of every legally compet-

ent Muslim, he concluded, theologians are consequently duty-bound to offer

theological instruction to the community.

Sanusi’s view inspired a distinctive North African genre of theological liter-

ature in subsequent periods. One of the more influential of these credal works

was a didactic poemby theMoroccan scholar ʿAbd al-Wāḥid ibn ʿĀshir (d. 1631),

which elicited a number of interpretations over the centuries. Sanusi’s radical

stance precipitated two theological disputes in southern Morocco in the latter

half of the seventeenth century, as documented by Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī

(1631–1691), the eminent Moroccan theologian and logician. The first dispute

concerned the status of the “imitator,” one who is unable to provide a theolo-

gically satisfying account of the creed and its rational grounding. The second

concerned the proper understanding of the initial part of the Islamic profes-

sion of faith, “There is no God but Allah,” requiring a grasp of both what is

denied and what is affirmed by this statement.31

3 Berdugo’s Purpose, Target Audience, and Literary Framework

An examination of Berdugo’s opening remarks on the subject of the thirteen

principles reveals his alignment with the medieval discourse on the limits of

human inquiry and the minimal obligations imposed upon individuals within

this framework. As is well known, this issue engendered extensive discussion

and heated debates in the Middle Ages. This discourse continued in post-

expulsion North Africa, throughout the sixteenth century and the first half of

the seventeenth,32 but it significantly waned thereafter. Berdugo commenced

his remarkswith a particularly lengthy admonition thatwhile the virtue of wis-

dom is indeed great, a person should not excessively indulge in intellectual

inquiry:

Despite the great virtue and splendour of wisdom […], one should be

careful not to overly indulge in it. […] And if one cleverly challenges and

questions endlessly, then the answer will be hidden from his eyes […].

Do not presume to investigate where investigation is forbidden, for it

will avail you nothing, but will leave you confused and bewildered […].

31 El-Rouayheb, Islamic Intellectual History, 204–231.

32 Michal Aziza Ohana, “The Polemic of External Wisdom and Intellectual Inquiry in the

Sephardic Diaspora in North Africa in the Generations Following the Expulsion” [Heb-

rew], Jerusalem Studies in Jewish Thought 26 (2021): 333–365.
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And that is what King Solomon, peace be upon him, said, “Have you

found honey? Eat only as much as you need, lest you be filled with it and

vomit” (Prov 25:16) […], as our Rabbi [Maimonides] elaborated on this in

chapter 32 of the first part [of the Guide].33

Notwithstanding thiswarning, he added that “everyonewhopossesses an intel-

lect is obligated to know the fundamentals of his existence and the core of his

[divine] service and religion.”34 In Berdugo’s opinion, knowledge of the prin-

ciples of faith lies outside the realm of forbidden inquiry; it is permissible,

and even obligated. The delicate balance between forbidden inquiry and that

which is allowed, and indeed desirable also emerges from his other writings.35

In this context, it is noteworthy that Berdugo suggested that one should only

engage in the study of external wisdom and philosophy after reaching the age

of twenty-five—per the ban enacted by the Rashba (R. Solomon ibn Aderet

[1235–1310])—at which point it is good and appropriate to do so:

Formanwasnot forbidden theTree of Knowledge except at the beginning

of his days. The matter should be properly directed towards the advice

of our teacher, the Rashba, of blessed memory, that a person should not

study that wisdom until they reach the age of twenty-five. […]. Then, of

course, after his heart is filled and his kidneys are overflowing with the

wisdom of the Torah, it is fine and fitting to study it, and it is an obliga-

tion to study it, as the eloquent Rabbi elaborated on itsmany benefits […]

in his apology to the Rashba.36

He reinforced his argument by asserting that the path of human inquiry into

the fundamental principles of faith had already been paved by his predecessors

who established the thirteen principles. Therefore, he concluded, “to fulfil the

will of my Creator and to instil in my heart His pure beliefs, my heart has

told me to expound and clarify them.” In other words, Berdugo engaged in

an interpretation and elucidation of the thirteen principles of faith, which he

accepted as integral to the Jewish tradition. He deemed it essential to explain

33 Raphael Berdugo, Rav Peninim (Casablanca, 1970), 407–408.

34 Berdugo, 408.

35 Raphael Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1910; Djerba, 1942), 1:13b.

36 Berdugo, 1:9b. On the Rashba’s ban and his exchange with Yedayah ha-Penini, see Moshe

Halbertal, Between Torah and Wisdom: Rabbi Menaḥem ha-Meiri and the Maimonidean

Halakhists in Provence [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2000), 152–180; Ram Ben-

Shalom, Jews of Provence and Languedoc: Renaissance in the Shadow of the Church [Heb-

rew] (Raʿanana: Open University, 2017), 538–554.
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these principles because of the duty incumbent upon every rational being to

acquire knowledge of them. Berdugo justified his endeavour of explaining the

principles anew, notwithstanding his predecessors’ extensive treatment of the

matter, by stating that “there is no interpretation without innovation.” Within

this pithy statement may lie a hint as to his intention to offer certain uncon-

ventional interpretations.

It is significant that when describing his purposes in the introduction, Ber-

dugo employs the first person singular, “to instil inmyheart,” suggesting that his

target audiencewas intellectuals like himself. Similarly, his demand that “every

intelligent person” must grasp the principles of his religion is directed towards

himself and his scholarly peers, rather than the general public. It is clear that

Berdugo recognised varying levels of intellectual achievement among individu-

als. In his book Mey Menuḥot, he proposed that “the great God, mighty and

awesome” (Deut 10:17; the first blessing of the Amidah prayer) alludes to the

three principles of faith—God’s existence, omnipotence, and providence—

which are concepts that are understood and internalised in different ways by

different individuals, as he states:

Every one of Israel believes in them, but not all are equal in their faith, as

the Rabbi, in the Guide of blessed memory [Maimonides], wrote. Some

believe in them through tradition, and some believe in them through

demonstration, which is greater than tradition, and greatest of all is he

who sees with his own eyes, like our assembly, the assembly of Israel,

whose eyes saw it all.37

Berdugo based his discussion on the thirteen principles of faith on a short

poem:

His existence and His unity, and [He has] no body, and He is eternal, He

[alone] is to be worshipped, and He knew His prophets / He gave Moses

[the Torah], and the Torah will not be altered; [He grants] recompense,

and salvation, and will resurrect His hosts.38

These brief lines serve as a summary of theMaimonidean thirteen principles of

faith, as described in the introduction to his Pereq Ḥeleq.39 Over the centuries,

37 Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2:92b. On the distinctions between the different types of proof,

see below, note 54.

38 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 408.

39 For a systematic examination of Maimonides’s thirteen principles of faith, see Dror Ehr-
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Maimonides’s erudite discussion has been transformed into dogmatic creeds,

folk songs, and liturgical poems that have been incorporated into daily prayers.

A fierce debate was waged over the Maimonidean text, and these reworkings

often censored, adjusted, or reinterpreted the original text with amore conser-

vative slant.40 The best known among the approximately two hundred hymns

and liturgical poems inspired by Maimonides’s thirteen principles of faith is

Yigdal Elohim Ḥay by Daniel Ben Yehuda ha-Dayyan (thirteenth century).41

Liturgical poems on the principles of faith were also composed in Morocco;

those from Berdugo’s era included works such as IWill Come into Your House to

the Camp of the Shekhinah by R. Saadia ibnDanān the Third (d. 1819) of Fez and

I Will Thank God with a Pleasant Voice, I Will Declare My Knowledge with You,

and Songs and Thanksgivings, Come and Tell by R. David Ḥassin (1722–1792) of

Meknes, who was Berdugo’s brother-in-law.42

Berdugo’s explanation of the principles of faith defied the prevailing trend

of reducing Maimonides’s discussion to a brief dogmatic text; instead, he re-

expanded it into a detailed and comprehensive discourse. At the beginning

of his treatment of each principle of faith, Berdugo cited the relevant word

from the poem. He explained that he chose this particular poem as his basis

lich, Maimonides on the Foundations of Jewish Faith [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2019).

Maimonides’s discussion of the principles of faith is mirrored in his list of heretics (her-

esiography), also consisting of thirteen items, which is presented in the Laws of Repent-

ance (3.6–8). This list of thirteen types of heretics is a sub-category within a group of

twenty-four types of peoplewho do not have a portion in theworld to come, despite being

classified under the title of “Israel.” See Hannah Kasher, Heretics in Maimonides’s Teach-

ings [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2011), primarily 96–181.

40 AbrahamMelamed, “Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles: From Elite to Popular Culture,” in

The Cultures of Maimonideanism, ed. James. T. Robinson (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 171–190.

41 Hannah Kasher and Uri Melamed, “The Origins of the Piyyut ‘Yigdal Elohim Ḥay’ ” [Heb-

rew], in Prayer in Israel: New Aspects, ed. Uri Ehrlich (Beʿer-Sheva: Ben-Gurion University

Press, 2016), 155–183. Kasher and Melamed are in the process of preparing a book that

will include an annotated edition of the liturgical poems about the principles of faith. For

now, see Israel Davidson, Thesaurus of Medieval Hebrew Poetry, vol. 4 (New York: Jewish

Theological Seminary of America, 1933), 493a.

42 Regarding the poets mentioned who incorporate a connection to Aristotelian philosophy

and the Maimonidean approach alongside kabbalistic motifs in their liturgical poems,

see Hannah Kasher and Uri Melamed, “Maimonides’s Thirteen Principles in Kabbalistic

Garb” [Hebrew], in Ḥallamish Lemaʿeyeno Mayim: Studies in Kabbalah, Halakha, Custom

and Thought Presented to Prof. Moshe Hallamish, ed. Avi Elqayam and Haviva Pedaya (Jer-

usalem: Carmel, 2016), 256–302, especially 263–264. According to EphraimHazan, Ḥassin

was influenced by the poet R. Moše Adhan (d. 1736), who also wrote a poem on the prin-

ciples of faith: see Hazan, Hebrew Poetry in North Africa [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes

Press, 1995), 262. Samuel Elbaz (1790–1844) of Sefrou also wrote a piyyut on the thirteen

principles of faith; see ibid., 329.
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because it was “the shortest of them all” (and therefore, presumably, the most

convenient).43 Aswill be clarified below,while Berdugo generally adoptedMai-

monides’s thirteen principles of faith,44 he did alter their order, supplementing

themwith content fromMaimonides’s other writings, primarily theGuide, and

imbuing them with a different meaning from their original intent.45

4 Reordering the Thirteen Principles of Faith

As noted previously, Berdugo’s discussion is organised around the words of

the short poem mentioned above, which determine the order of the discus-

sion of the principles. His choice of this poem may, as mentioned, have been

for reasons of convenience due to its brevity; however, it is also a significant

and interesting choice in that it moves the position of Maimonides’s tenth

principle—that of divine knowledge—into sixth place. If we accept the tri-

partite structure of the thirteen principles suggested by Rashbaṣ (Simon ben

Ṣemaḥ Duran) and others,46 then this shift involves moving the principle of

divine knowledge from the third and final grouping—relating to reward and

punishment—to the first group of principles, which pertain to God. Berdugo

was under no obligation to base his discussion on this particular poem; he

could have directly engaged with the Maimonidean text and adhered to the

original order.Thus, he almost certainly chose itwith intention and careful con-

sideration. As will become apparent later, Berdugo not only altered the order,

but also deviated from Maimonides’s original meaning in this context and in

his discussion of other principles. For him, the principle of divine knowledge

of human behaviour forms the basis of religion, and therefore all religions sub-

scribe to it, though philosophers might not:

43 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 408.

44 On the positive attitude of some of Moroccan rabbis, including Berdugo, towards Mai-

monides, see Dan Manor, “Maimonides in the Writings of Moroccan Scholars of the

16th–19th Centuries” [Hebrew], in Fez and Other Cities in Morocco: A Thousand Years of

Creativity, ed. Moshe Bar-Asher, Moshe Amar, and Shimon Sharvit (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan

University Press, 2013), 215–245.

45 Regarding the partial acceptance of Maimonides’s thirteen principles of faith, see Marc

B. Shapiro, The Limits of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles Reappraised

(Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2004); Joshua Berman, “Orthodox Rab-

binic Exception to the Thirteen Principles of Faith: The Dynamics of Boundary Permeab-

ility,”Modern Judaism 39 (2019): 161–183, especially 162–164.

46 Kellner, Dogma, 24–25; Eli Gurfinkel, “Order and Structure in the Maimonidean List of

Principles” [Hebrew], Maddʿey ha-Yahadut 55 (2021): 115–182, especially 118–138.



38 ohana

“And He knew.” This important principle is the foundation of all religions

in general, at which all religions aim in their actions to fulfil thewill of the

Creator of this reality, for they believe that the Lord knows their actions

and secrets […], and indeed all religious people are equal in this except

for the philosopher [= Aristotle] and his associates.47

Berdugo held that God’s knowledge encompasses every detail, down to an indi-

vidual’s thoughts, for there is no place devoid of God, as clarified in the third

branch of the first principle (see below). Yet God’s comprehensive knowledge

does not include foreknowledge of future events, as Berdugo explains else-

where. Berdugo’s stance appears to stem from the need to refrain frompresent-

ing any contradiction to human free will, in an acceptance of Gersonides’s rad-

ical view on the matter.48 He made it clear, however, that this denial of divine

foreknowledge does not constitute the rejection of a principle of faith, since

Maimonides himself did not include this type of knowledge in the principles—

though we do find that he attributed foreknowledge to God in his other writ-

ings.49

5 Insertion of New Content and Shifting Emphases in the Principles

of Faith

Not only did Berdugo deviate from the order of Maimonides’s principles, but he

also changed their content. The following sectionwill be dedicated to elaborat-

ing howandwhyhedid this. For ease of reading, I have indicated eachprinciple

under discussion with a Roman numeral.

i

Berdugo’s independence from the Maimonidean approach is already evident

in his discussion of the first principle regarding the existence of God. He states

that this is the “root of all beliefs […] and the foundation of all religions.”

47 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 414.

48 See Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 1:30a–b, and Israel Nathaniel Rubin, “What God Cannot Do:

The Problemof God’s Subservience to the Laws of Logic andMathematics in Jewish Philo-

sophy andTheology” [Hebrew] (PhDdiss., HebrewUniversity of Jerusalem, 2013), 147–148.

49 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 414. On the absence of this concept from Maimonides’s thirteen

principles of faith, see Kellner, Dogma, 48–55. In contrast, in his discussion in the Laws of

Repentance, Maimonides established this belief as a “great principle” and a “pillar of the

Torah”—see Kasher, Heretics, 186–190.
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According to him, every rational personmust accept this principle, as “its oblig-

ation is not only religious, but also intellectual.”50 However, rather than direct-

ing his readers, as one might expect, to Maimonides’s proof of God’s existence

(Guide 2.1), he turns to that of Baḥya ibn Paquda (Duties of the Heart 1:4–6),

though without citing this work explicitly.

Berdugo proceeds to elaborate on the content of this principle, which he

states includes three “branches.” This claim echoes the dogmatic ranked and

hierarchical approach of Crescas and Albo,51 though Berdugo did not offer a

methodological explanation for his distinction between roots and branches,

making it difficult to reconstruct his position on thematter. The three branches

of the principle of the existence of God are:

1. God is a necessary existence, in contrast to all other beings, which are pos-

sible existences: as is well known, this distinction originates in Ibn Sina,

and Maimonides mentions it in his third proof of God’s existence (Guide

2.1).

2. The existence of God is independent of the existence of other beings, but they

are dependent on it: Berdugo clarified that not only is the creation of all

beings dependent on God, but also their ongoing existence. This follows

Maimonides’s dual characterisation of the principle of God’s existence as

not only a precondition for all other entities, but also an active cause of

their being.

3. God’s existence differs from that of all other beings inasmuch as while they

occupy a finite space, no place is devoid of God.

ii

In his understanding of the second principle of the unity of God, Berdugo fol-

lowedMaimonides, writing: “He is one, it is impossible for there to be another,

neither equivalent to Him nor second in rank or that you should say a second

in degree.” Hismeaning is that divine existence is one and nomore. The second

branch of this principle asserts that God is “utterly simple” by virtue of His

eternal nature, in contrast to all other existences, which are contingent upon

cause and effect. Divine existence lacks internal multiplicity. Berdugo goes on

to add, however, in a manner significantly diverging from Maimonides’s ori-

ginal discussion and intent, that “it is part of the belief in His unity to believe

that He is One in His governance, One in His omnipotence, One in His great-

ness.” Thus, the knowledge of uniqueness also implies a recognition that there

50 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 408.

51 Kellner, Dogma, 108–109, 120–125, 140–149.
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is no ruler, governor, or leader in the world other than God. According to Ber-

dugo, the emphasis thus extends beyond the static and non-personal aspects

of divinity to encompass God’s exclusive control over the world.

Berdugo argues that the vast chasm separating celestial and terrestrial entit-

ies may lead some to erroneously presume that each has its own ruler and that

one is superior to the other. However, the miracles performed by God both in

heaven and on earth prove that He rules over both. “In His performance, may

He be blessed, of miracles in heaven and on earth […] lies proof and demon-

stration that He is the ruler in heaven and on earth.” Berdugo notes that, per

Maimonides, it is not sufficient for aperson tobelieve in the existence andunity

of God solely on the basis of tradition; rather, this belief must be supported

through rational demonstration. However, he posits that the Jewish people’s

knowledge of this truth surpasses the degree required byMaimonides, for they

experienced themiracles of God directly, and he notes that according to Judah

Halevi, knowledge of God based on historical experience is more reliable than

that based on science (notably, Maimonides espoused precisely the opposite

view, deeming knowledge of God based on science to be superior to that based

on historical experience):52

Our Rabbi wrote in the Guide of the Perplexed that it is not sufficient for

a person to merely accept the existence and unity of God. Rather, the

essence of knowledge is to know them throughaproof thatwill instil their

truth in one’s heart. And Israel knew them better than [it could via] the

knowledge by proof, for their eyes saw and not [those of] a stranger. And

to this end, “and you shall know this day” (Deut 4:39) that through the

miracles and wonders I have performed for you, you will easily know all

thatwhich all thephilosophers have struggledwith […].Andas theKuzari

said, the accepted truths in Israel are far superior witnesses to knowledge

by rational demonstration.53

52 Warren Zev Harvey, “The First Commandment and the God of History: Halevi and Cres-

cas vs. Ibn Ezra andMaimonides” [Hebrew],Tarbiṣ 97 (1988): 203–216. Berdugowas aware

of the differences of opinion between Halevi and Maimonides on this matter, as can be

inferred from his words elsewhere: “And since we have written that all the eagerness and

astonishment to recount the exodus from Egypt is to believe in a tangible way what the

philosophers believed and knew through proof, and behold, the sun has not yet set in

its fullness, for even knowledge by a miracle would be very fine if we were to attain it.

Although the Rabbi, great in his wisdom, told his friend the Khazar king that it is better

not to seek a miracle, those who followed, like RabbenuMoshe, did not say so.” (Berdugo,

Rav Peninim, 77).

53 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 411.
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In other words, while Maimonides sought to establish knowledge about the

existence of God through metaphysical proofs, Berdugo gave precedence to

proofs based on historical experience. Surprisingly, he primarily situated this

discussion in his writing about the second principle, the unity of God, and not

in the discussion of God’s existence.54

v

In his discussion of the fifth principle, which states that God is the sole being

worthy of worship, Berdugo once again deviated from Maimonides’s original

intent. He questioned the rationale behind Maimonides’s decision to categor-

ise this as a principle, arguing that according to the latter’s own interpretation,

this principle is a commandment, not a belief. Consequently, Berdugo ascribes

newmeaning to his predecessor’s original formulation:

“He [alone] is to be worshipped.” This principle requires clarification, as it

is not something that directly involves Him,may He be blessed. AndMai-

monides, of blessedmemory, wrote […] that He,mayHe be blessed, is the

one who is worthy of our service and so on […]. And I cannot understand

the words of our teacher, of blessed memory, for if so, this should not be

called a principle, but a commandment, as all principles are beliefs, not

actions, and according to the words of our teacher, this is an action, not a

belief. But let us expand on the words of our teacher.55

According to Berdugo, Maimonides articulated this as a principle in order to

refute thephilosophers’ erroneous view thatGoddoes not oversee the sublunar

realm.56 In contrast, according to traditional Jewish belief, God actively super-

vises human affairs (as Berdugo notes that he will later explain), and therefore

also desires their service: “Moreover, we must believe in this principle that the

Lord, may He be blessed, desires the service of this lowly human and cares

about his deeds.”57 While acknowledging the struggle inherent in attributing

54 I will note that in his other writings, Berdugo expressed inconsistent appreciation for the

two types of proof under discussion. For instance, in one case, he established the fol-

lowing hierarchy (from low to high): faith, intellectual proof, historical experience (see

above, note 37) (Berdugo, MeyMenuḥot, 2:92b). Elsewhere, he claimed that philosophical

proof and proof from historical experience regarding the existence of God are of identical

weight; the hierarchyhe established there (MeyMenuḥot, 1:44b) is (from low tohigh): faith,

philosophical proof/proof from historical experience, and prophetic knowledge.

55 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 412–413.

56 Berdugo, 413.

57 Berdugo, 413.
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desire to God, Berdugo avers that since God created the world throughHis will,

we are obliged to believe that He desires us to serve Him.

At this juncture, it is important to point out that Berdugo, like Maimonides

in his commentary on Pereq Ḥeleq,58 omitted to dedicate a principle of faith

to creation. In fact, from the first four principles—the existence of God, His

unity, the denial of physicality, and His eternity—it does not necessarily fol-

low that God created the world ex nihilo by His will, for these principles could

plausibly be rooted in anAristotelian interpretation of God as the PrimeMover,

the Unmoved Mover. Thus, Berdugo’s attitude to creation is only indirectly

implied in the discussion above, while in his other writings, in contrast, he

explicitly expressed the belief that God created the world through His will.59

We might suggest two possible explanations for the omission of the belief

in creation from Berdugo’s list of principles: the first, that this is a deliber-

ate choice because he did not perceive it as a fundamental religious prin-

ciple, and the second, that it is due to this notion’s absence from the short

poem around which he structured his work. This latter explanation is flawed,

however, forwe canpresume that hadBerdugo strongly objected to the absence

of this belief in the poem, he would have refrained from utilising it alto-

gether.

To sum up, in his discussion of the fifth principle, Berdugo substituted the

belief in divine desire for human service for Maimonides’s principle that God

is the sole being worthy of worship. In his words: “Ultimately, the content of

this principle is to believe that the Lord desires our service of Him and our

observance of His commandments.”60 While Maimonides sought to limit the

attribution of will or desire to divinity, Berdugo actually expanded the scope of

the divine will and applied it to the divine desire for human service.

vii

Berdugo’s discussion of the seventh principle, prophecy, likewise reveals his

complex relationship with Maimonides. At the beginning of his discussion, he

writes, “It is incumbent upon us to believe that the Lord, may He be blessed,

will speak with the worthy man who is perfect in his opinions and actions.”61

58 Only in a later addition, unavailable to Jewish thinkers over the centuries, didMaimonides

add in the fourth principle: “And know that the great foundation of theTorah of Moses our

teacher is creation.” See Yosef Qafiḥ, Mishnah with Maimonides’s Commentary [Hebrew]

(Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1968), vol. 3 142.

59 See Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 1:93a; 2:13b–14a.

60 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 414.

61 Berdugo, 414.
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From this statement, it is clear that Berdugo accepted Maimonides’s critique

(Guide 2.32) of the opinion that God grants prophecy to whomever He wills,

even to a fool. He adopted the view (in line with the second and third opin-

ions mentioned in the discussion in the Guide) that prophecy is only pos-

sible for those who have perfected themselves in both opinions and actions.

However, immediately after this passage, he added: “However, the essence of

prophecy and its nature are not known to us because it is not natural but mira-

culous, like all other miracles.” These words imply that Berdugo did not fully

embraceMaimonides’s view that prophecy is an entirely natural phenomenon

attained after self-perfection (unless God prevents this achievement).62 By

leaving room for the perception of prophecy as a supernatural phenomenon,

he allows for the idea that a natural preparation process entailing perfection

of beliefs and actions does not suffice and that divine emanation upon the

individual is additionally required. I should note that this dialectical concep-

tion of the phenomenon of prophecy—the obligation of human preparation

alongside the active influence of God—was very prevalent among the scholars

and rabbis of Fez in the sixteenth and the first half of the seventeenth cen-

tury.63

xi

In his discussion of the eleventh principle, Berdugo, like Maimonides before

him, emphasised that the primary reward for the righteous and punishment

for the wicked does not occur in this world:

“Recompense.” […]What we are obligated to believe beyond what is expli-

citly stated in the Torah [in the blessings and curses that appear in Lev 26

andDeut 28] is that Godwill punish the sinners in the nextworld andwill

also reward thosewho doHiswill. And that good and evil in this world are

not the sole reward or punishment for a person’s actions, but rather they

are [only] part of the reward or punishment, and that the primary reward

or punishment comes after death; and this is the “cutting off” mentioned

in the Torah.64

62 Many studies deal withMaimonides’s conception of prophecy, and this is not the place to

mention them all. See Howard Kreisel’s comprehensive book Prophecy: The History of an

Idea in Medieval Jewish Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001), 148–315.

63 Michal Aziza Ohana, “Between the Natural and the Supernatural: The Theory of Proph-

ecy in Jewish Thought in Morocco in the Generations after the Expulsion from Spain”

[Hebrew], Daʿat 83 (2017): 175–198.

64 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 422.
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However, it is evident from the above quotation that Berdugo did not adopt

Maimonides’s view that the reward in the next world refers to the immortal-

ity of intellect; that is, the consequence of intellectual achievement. Rather,

he adhered to the traditional notion that heavenly reward results from the

performance of the commandments. It is worth noting that nowhere in his

writings does Berdugo express identification with the Maimonidean ideal of

intellectual perfection as conjunction with the Active Intellect; whenever he

refers to human happiness, he ties it to the notion of submitting one’s will to

that of heaven.65 Likewise, he parted companywithMaimonides regarding the

fate of the wicked in the world to come. For Maimonides, the intellect is the

only part of the human soul that survives death, and hence there can be no

otherworldly punishment for evildoers.66 In contrast, Berdugo admitted that it

is indeed difficult to understand how punishment after death or reward in the

absence of the body can occur, and he directed his readers to his clarification of

this topic at the close of his discussion of the thirteen principles. Nevertheless,

he says, we must believe “that punishment will come to the wicked, more bit-

ter than any bitterness we can comprehend in this world. And the righteous

will receive goodness and pleasure, far greater than all the pleasures of this

world.” Thus, in contrast to Maimonides, who posited that the punishment of

the wicked amounts to the destruction of the soul—this being his understand-

ing of the punishment of karet [cutting off]—Berdugo emphasised that the

wicked are destined for a punishment in which they will endure terrible suf-

fering, without the soul’s destruction—indeed, the very suffering is that of the

soul itself.

Berdugo’s explanation at the end of his discussion of the thirteen principles

reinforces this impression, as he posits there that before the soul assumes a

corporeal form, it has no interest in physical needs. However, upon entering

the body, a “new nature is formed in it,” and it becomes interested in bodily

needs and pleasures, such that the soul bears responsibility for the body’s sins.

At death, with the separation of the soul from the body, the nature formedwith

the latter’s entry into the body endureswithin it, and it receives punishment for

65 Michal Aziza Ohana, “ ‘To Do the Will of Their Creator […] for in This Matter Happiness

Will Be Achieved’: Halakhic Religiosity of Obedience and Submission in Jewish Com-

munities in North Africa in the EarlyModern Period” [Hebrew],Maḥševet Yiśra eʾl 5 (2014):

96–112.

66 Scholars have offered various explanations forMaimonides’s decision to compose his thir-

teen principles of faith and to treat them as incumbent upon every Jew in order to earn

a portion in the world to come (and to be considered part of the Jewish community). For

a comprehensive overview of the various suggestions, see Howard Kreisel, “Back to Mai-

monides’ Sources: The Thirteen Principles Revisited,” Jewish Thought 1 (2019): 53–88.
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its sins. Berdugo cautions against underestimating the pain of this punishment,

even if it does not physically affect the body, just as a person may suffer from a

nightmare even while sleeping between silk sheets.67

After addressing reward andpunishment in thenextworld, Berdugodevoted

an even more extensive discussion to the question of divine providence and

reward in this one, which once again illustrates his departure and independ-

ence from Maimonides’s thought. He recognised that the goods and evils of

this world provoke “a very great perplexity.”While he believed that the issue of

the sufferings of the righteous is beyond the scope of human inquiry, he argued

that there is room to “somewhat alleviate the difficulty without hoping to settle

it entirely,” with the benefit of this investigation being vindication of the divine

judgement (theodicy). He began his remarks on the subject with a description

of Aristotle’s view, a denial of divine providence over the particulars of the sub-

lunar world. In contradiction to this, he citedMaimonides’s claim in Guide 3.17

as follows:

Everything that happens to a person is under individual providence, and

all the evils and goods that befall him are all just, fair, and upright, and

there is no injustice in them, to the extent that even if a thorn enters a

person’s hand and he removes it immediately, it was only for the sake of

punishment.68

Maimonides’s conception of providence has been the subject of consider-

able engagement among Jewish thinkers and interpreters down the centur-

ies. Extreme rationalists—such as Samuel ibn Tibbon, Zeraḥiah b. Isaac b.

Shealtiel Ḥen, and others—posited that he linked divine providence with

intellectual attainment and even equated it to human intellect; in their view,

individual divine providence has no external expression. However, moderate

rationalists—such as Isaac ibn Latif, Shem Tov Falaquera, Abraham Shalom,

and others—argued that forMaimonides, the basis of divine providence is not

exclusively intellectual and includes the observance of the commandments.

They also believed that individual providence has a clear practical dimen-

sion.69 We see from Berdugo’s quotation above that he aligns with the latter

approach, ascribing to Maimonides a traditional conception of divine reward

and punishment, according to which there is a clear pragmatic element to

67 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 436–437.

68 Berdugo, 423.

69 Dov Schwartz, Contradiction and Concealment in Jewish Medieval Thought [Hebrew] (Ra-

mat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 2002), 126–143.
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divine providence, and that he does not mention that in Maimonides’s opin-

ion, divine providence is contingent upon intellectual attainment.

Indeed, Berdugo explicitly stated that he was only partially in accordance

with Maimonides’s position: “In regard to what our Rabbi concluded, I par-

tially endorse it and partially query it.” He accepted the assertion that divine

providence does not pertain to animals, yet expressed reservations about Mai-

monides’s conception of divine providence in relation to humans. Berdugo

observed that while Maimonides believed that several talmudic statements

support the notion that humanity is subject to divine providence—for ex-

ample, “A person does notmove his finger below unless they proclaim it above”

(b. Ḥul. 7b)—other talmudic statements suggest the opposite, such as “Chil-

dren, life, and sustenance depend not on merit but on fortune” (b. Moᵓed Qaṭ.

28a). Since the words of the Sages can be subject to varying interpretations,

we are entitled to decide based on our own reasoning.70 According to Berdugo,

while nothing is impossible for God, His wisdomdecreed that theworld should

operate according to the laws of nature, and this includes chance and luck.

Hence, the majority of events in a person’s life are determined by these factors

and not by divine providence:

It is an article of complete faith that the Lord,mayHe be blessed, oversees

details and minutiae; nothing can escape Him, and nothing can escape

His notice to do as He wills in heaven and on earth. Yet He entrusted His

world to humanity and His wisdom decreed that the world should oper-

ate according to nature and chance, and according to one’s effort, one

achieves what one can of good and evil. Most of the misfortunes that

befall humans are purely coincidental, most depend on fate, and some

details are random.71

In this passage, it is evident that Berdugo opposed the moderate position he

attributed to Maimonides regarding divine providence and adopted a more

radical view. However, he did not completely deny the possibility of divine

providence over particulars, leaving room for its occasional exercise according

to heavenly will and intervention, as miraculous acts that deviate from nature:

Yet despite all this […] sometimes His simple will may be to harm or

benefit a person according to His wisdom, like all the miracles He per-

70 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 423.

71 Berdugo, 424.
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forms that defy nature. […] In a way this suggests that divine providence

regarding particulars is akin to miracles. That is to say, just as miracles

are not common, so sometimes for the sake of a matter according to His

supreme wisdom, He will benefit the righteous and save them from the

evil destined for them according to nature, or harm the wicked for whom

good was naturally prepared.72

In other words, Berdugo believed that humans are generally subject to

chance and that they are only governed by divine providence in exceptional

cases. Having said this, there are two categories for which providence, rather

than chance, is the default: the first is the case of a large collective, and the

second is that of a wholly righteous individual.73

Berdugo summarised his position by noting that according to this principle

of faith, it is incumbent upon a person to believe in heavenly reward in the

world to come, which serves as the primary locus of divine reward and punish-

ment. Worldly good and evil represent only a portion of a person’s desserts, as

determined by the divine will.

xii

The subject of the twelfth principle in Maimonides’s commentary on Pereq

Ḥeleq is the messiah.74 In Berdugo’s version, apparently under the influence of

72 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 425; Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2:86a. I should note that according to

Berdugo, even in the act of performing miracles, God seeks to preserve the natural aspect

as much as possible and to minimise the miraculous aspect. In the spirit of Gersonides’s

interpretation of the verse “And the Lord drove the sea back by a strong east wind” (Exod

14:21), Berdugo too argued, “For He, blessed be He, prefers nature, and anything that He

can do naturally, even a fraction of a thousandth, Hewill do through nature, and only then

will He act through a miracle” (Mey Menuḥot, 1:84a; see also Rav Peninim, 242).

73 Berdugo reiterated his main views in his other writings: “Even though our teacher of

blessed memory, in the Guide of the Perplexed, when he brought the opinion of Aris-

totle on providence and disagreed with him, he of blessed memory raised the idea that

all matters of a speaking living creature are under providence […]. However, as an addi-

tion to his words, may his memory be a blessing, I say that human affairs are sometimes

entirely coincidental, and sometimes providential, depending upon human actions, and

the more one’s actions are rectified, the more providence will increase for him” (Berdugo,

Mey Menuḥot, 2:86a).

74 On the face of it, there seems to be a gap between the title of this principle in Pereq

Ḥeleq, “The Days of the Messiah,” and its content, focusing on the personal character of

the messiah. Ehrlich suggests that while the overt message of this principle deals with

the messianic figure, a close reading of its content reveals a message hidden between the

lines that pertains specifically to the political changes that will characterise themessianic

era. This principle serves as an example of esoteric writing: in the external layer of the
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the literary framework, the focus is on the future redemption as a whole, with

the coming of the messiah mentioned only once, in passing. Berdugo omits a

detail greatly emphasisedbyMaimonides—that themessiahwill descend from

the royal lineage of the House of David. He writes:

“Salvation.” We must believe that the Lord will elevate the status of this

nation, and even though it has fallen to the dust more than any other

nation on the face of the earth […] the day will come when it will rise

above all the nations of the world.75

A significant part of Berdugo’s discussion of this principle revolves around

the idea that this belief in redemption has the power to reinforce a different

belief, while undermining a contrary and erroneous idea, as follows. He starts

by lamenting the lowly state of Israel’s exile as absurd. How is it possible that

the chosen people of God, to whomHe gave the Torah, should suffer under the

harsh rule of nationswho did notmerit this distinction? In light of this existen-

tial absurdity, some might deny the unique status of Israel. But here, the belief

in the future redemption comes into play, bolstering the belief in the great-

ness of Israel by offering an understanding of the terrible current reality as an

affliction to atone for sins (and thus purifying them in preparation for their

redeemed future).

As is well known, Maimonides did not incorporate a principle concerning

the uniqueness of the Jewish people into his thirteen principles of faith, an

omission that prompted inquiries within the general debate that ensued over

them. Some have contended that the uniqueness of the Jewish people is impli-

citly foundational to Maimonides’s creed, while others have added it to the

alternative lists of principles they proposed.76 From Berdugo’s discussion, it

emerges that he attributed a unique status to the people of Israel, founded

in their being chosen by God and given the Torah. However, he did not con-

fer upon this belief the status of a fundamental principle, possibly due to its

absence from the short poem that served as the literary framework for his treat-

ment. Yet it is likely that he attributed great significance to it, as is evident from

his claim that future redemption is a principle of faith specifically because it

reinforces the unique status of Israel.77

text, Maimonides emphasised the concrete belief in the figure of the messiah, while the

hidden layer deals with the messianic era itself. See Ehrlich, Maimonides, 182–183.

75 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 430.

76 Eli Gurfinkel, “The Uniqueness of the Jewish People as a Principle of Faith” [Hebrew],

Daʿat 81 (2016): 207–235.

77 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 430.
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The challenge with which Berdugo primarily grappled was apparently not

the theologicalmatter of theodicy, but rather that of thedoubt cast by theongo-

ing historical experience of exile on the belief in the chosenness and unique-

ness of Israel. It is possible that the severe disturbances that affected the Jews

of Morocco, including the Jews of Meknes, under the rule of Mawlay al-Yazid b.

Mohammed (r. 1790–1792) lie in the background of these issues, since Berdugo

referred to them on several occasions in his other writings.

A second reason Berdugo proposed to explain why the belief in future

redemption is a principle of faith is that its realisation will enable renewed ful-

filment of commandments that are currently inapplicable; thus, the eternity of

the Torah is substantiated.78

xiii

Finally, we have Maimonides’s thirteenth and final principle: the belief in the

resurrection of the dead. Berdugo, likeMaimonides, did not necessarily link the

resurrection of the dead with the messianic era:

“Will resurrect His hosts.” We must believe that the bodies that are of the

children of Israel […] even though theymay be lost and buried in the dust

[…] the Holy One, blessed be He, will by His supreme will […] return the

souls to those bodies.79

It is well established that despite its inclusion in his list of principles, Mai-

monides came under suspicion of not believing in the resurrection of the dead

in its literal and plain sense during his lifetime. Therefore, in his Epistle on the

Resurrection of the Dead, he took pains to explicitly clarify that the possibility

of the resurrection of the dead follows from the concepts of creation and the

possibility of miracles—such that one who denies the former must also deny

these latter notions and thus also the Torah’s status as divine revelation.80 Ber-

dugo, however, did not regard the focus of this belief to be the possibility (or

impossibility) of miraculous resurrection, but rather, at its core, the restoration

of life in a corporeal form similar to the original and capable of remembering

its previous life. In this context, he suggests that resurrection may not be the

revival of a person’s original body, but rather the creation of a new one:

78 Berdugo, 431.

79 Berdugo, 432.

80 Albert D. Friedberg, “Maimonides’ Reinterpretation on the Thirteenth Article of Faith:

Another Look at the Essay on Resurrection,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 10.3 (2003): 244–255.
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Our belief is fundamentally established that God, may He be exalted, will

return the soul to the body, similar to the [original] body in its stature and

form,whether it be fromtheperson’s [original] bodyor another place […].

Thus, when the dead rise, they will remember everything that happened

to them in this world […] and they will recognise each other and draw

near to each other, the son to his father and the father to his sons, the

man to his wife and the woman to her husband. And for this, there is no

concern about whether the new body is built from the person’s [original]

body or other dust.81

Maimonides also posits that after a certain period, those righteous individuals

who merited resurrection will die (again), but Berdugo’s position on whether

resurrection is of limited duration or whether it will last forever is unclear. Fur-

thermore, while Maimonides claimed that the resurrection of the dead would

be selectively applied only to the righteous, Berdugo brought up the possib-

ility, based on rabbinic sources, “that even the babies of Israel will be resur-

rected.” He concluded thus: “And in what is beyond us we will not inquire,

and the God who kills and gives life knows who will live and who will not

live.”82

I should note here thatMaimonides’s radical interpreters allege that he com-

pletely rejected the concept of the resurrection of the dead and only included

it in his list of principles for social and political reasons. They point out that

physical resurrection does not align in any way withMaimonides’s naturalistic

view, nor is it compatible with his understanding of the intellect’s survival in

the world to come.83 While some identification with the former rationale can

be attributed to Berdugo, given his approach that seeks tominimise the breach

81 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 433. See also what he writes afterwards: “And however it may be,

there is no concern about the body, whether it remains intact or not, for God will create

a new body on earth similar to the original body, and it will remember all the events that

happened to it, and itwill be comforted over its death and rejoice in its resurrection” (ibid.,

433). In contrast, in other writings, Berdugo links the belief in the resurrection of the dead

to other beliefs, including creation: “And it seems thatwhat themenof theGreatAssembly

ordained to remember the resurrection of the dead at the beginning of the prayer [the

Amidah] is because it is a belief that strengthens all the beliefs that every son of Israel is

obligated to believe in, the existence of God, His providence, and His omnipotence. Fur-

ther derived from this is the belief in creation, as he who believes in the resurrection will

believe in creation” (Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2:94a).

82 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 433.

83 For an overview of the radical interpretation of Maimonides, see Ehrlich, Maimonides,

195–199.
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of natural laws,84 he clearly did not identify with the latter rationale. As men-

tioned above, I have found no evidence in either the volume under discussion

here or any of his other writings that he accepted the notion of intellectual

survival that occupied such a central place in Maimonides’s approach.

In his discussion of this principle, Berdugo also put forth the “advantages

of resurrection.” He first mentioned Isaac Abravanel’s idea that this miracu-

lous event would cause all nations of the world to recognise God and band

together in His service.85 Subsequently, he detailed the benefits that resurrec-

tionwill offer to the field of halakah: it will enable the clarification of corrupted

texts by both early and later halakic authorities and a renewed examination of

rabbinic enactments that are no longer relevant due to the passage of time or

human error.86 The resurrection of the dead will also ultimately allow recon-

ciliation between those who were offended and those who offended them.87

Berdugo added that the resurrection of the dead is a fundamental principle of

faith because, embodying as it does divine judgement of the human body, it

will foster diligence in the service of God.88

In conclusion, it emerges from the current discussion that while Berdugo

demonstrated a strong affinity with Maimonides’s works—both his thirteen

principles of faith and his Guide—he did not hesitate to diverge from his view

in some instances, to adopt a more radical view than the one he attributed to

him, or to proffer his own original interpretation of the principles of faith in

Jewish thought.

6 Questioning the Number of Principles

In the two previous sections, I presented selected discussions of Berdugo’s

reordering of Maimonides’s thirteen principles of faith and the new content

he infused into them. Now, I will address the possibility that he also questioned

the fixed number of these principles.

Commentators and philosophers who have dealt with Maimonides’s prin-

ciples have wondered why he specifically enumerated thirteen principles, no

less and no more. Was this number the result of his intellectual inquiry, or did

84 See above, note 72.

85 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 433. Abravanel’s idea appears in his introduction to his comment-

ary on the book of Isaiah, twelfth purpose.

86 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 433–435.

87 Berdugo, 435–436.

88 Berdugo, 436.
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he aim to arrive at this specific figure for some reason? Advocates of the first

view argue that it is inconceivable thatMaimonides would establish principles

of faith based on external considerations, thereby compromising the content of

his list. Proponents of the second view, on the other hand, argue that he chose

the number in question for its typological significance, as it frequently recurs in

the Bible and rabbinic literature (thirteen tribes of Israel, the age of obligation

for commandments, thirteenhermeneutical principles of Torah interpretation,

and more).89

From Berdugo’s introduction to his discussion of the principles, it emerges

that he aligned with the latter opinion. He noted that Maimonides’s enumer-

ation of the thirteen principles of faith was without precedent in rabbinic

literature and that itmust, ipso facto, be a product of his own reasoning, uncon-

strained by prior tradition. However, he (mistakenly) emphasised that it was

“an accepted tradition” that the liturgical poem Yigdal Elohim Ḥay [Exalted Be

the LivingGod],which also enumerates thirteenprinciples of faith,waswritten

by Rashi, who preceded Maimonides, therefore concluding that “this number

[thirteen] is ancient in our nation”90 and that it was thus a typological number

towhichMaimonideswas obligated in establishing the fundamental principles

of the Jewish faith.

Berdugo explained the typological significance of the number thirteen in

several ways. In the introduction to his discussion of principles of faith, he sug-

gested that the high priest’s breastplate and the twelve stones embedded in

it taken together allude to the thirteen principles of faith,91 while in his con-

clusion, he noted that the thirteen principles equal the number of the tribes of

Israel (includingManasseh and Ephraim).92 He further added that the arrange-

ment of these principles in a numerical order signifies the vitality of each

principle within the system of principles and that “their total number is EḤ”D”

(meaning “one,” where the numerological value of the three letters E, Ḥ, and D

totals thirteen), intimating that even though they are thirteen in number, they

are a unity, all one: “If one of them, God forbid, collapses, it is as if they all have

collapsed.”93

However, in the body of the discussion, Berdugo raised the possibility that

two of the beliefs are not fundamental principles of faith, but rather two

branches of a particular principle. (Thiswould imply that there are not thirteen

89 Gurfinkel, “The Thirteen Principles of Faith,” 36–39.

90 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 408.

91 Berdugo, 408.

92 Berdugo, 436.

93 Berdugo, 436.
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principles, but eleven, though Berdugo did not explicitly state this conclusion,

nor did he explore the implications of this possibility.) The two beliefs in ques-

tion are in the uniqueness of Moses’s prophecy and in the immutability of the

Torah. While belief in Torah from Heaven is indeed a fundamental principle

of faith, Berdugo does not consider these two aforementioned beliefs to be so;

they are simply offshoots of the former.

At the outset of his discussion of the eighth principle of faith, the prophecy

of Moses, Berdugo queried why this belief is considered a fundamental prin-

ciple of faith.What great harmwould ensue if wewere to equateMoses’s proph-

ecy with that of other prophets, such that this would be considered apostasy?

“In any case,” Berdugo argues, “this should not be called a fundamental prin-

ciple, as it is derived from the principle of Torah fromHeaven.”94Maimonides’s

particular emphasis on the superiority of Moses as a prophet is widely under-

stood as stemming from his polemical stance against the Islamic conception of

Muhammad as the final prophet and its claim that the Torah has been abrog-

ated (al-Nasḫ). Denying the uniqueness and supremacy of Moses’s prophecy

could open the door to the assertion that some other past or future prophet

might amend theTorah of Israel, thus undermining its eternal validity, which is

Maimonides’s eighth principle.95 Berdugo, however, apparently did not share

the same sense of urgency that had compelled his predecessor to safeguard

this theological point. His opening words in discussing Torah fromHeaven, the

ninth principle, illustrate this:

“And Torah.” Following the fundamental belief in prophecy, we believe

that this is theTorah thatMoses placed before all of Israel, from the begin-

ning of Genesis to “before the eyes of all Israel,” all of it transcribed from

the mouth of the Almighty.96

It should be noted that Berdugo situates the principle of Torah from Heaven

after the principle of belief in prophecy, and not after the principle of belief

in Moses as one might expect. This presumably reflects his claim that belief in

Moses’s prophecy is a branch of the principle of Torah fromHeaven. His stance

is also evident in his use of the words “this too” at the beginning of his discus-

sion of the next principle, the tenth, concerning the immutability of the Torah.

Hewrites: “Itwill not change.This too is a branchof the other principle, and it is

94 Berdugo, 416.

95 See Kasher, Heretics, 138–145, 165–167; Ehrlich, Maimonides, 128.

96 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 420.



54 ohana

called a principle in its own right.”97 In short, according toBerdugo, after affirm-

ing the fundamental belief in the existence of prophecy, onemust embrace the

principle of Torah fromHeaven, a principle with two branches: the uniqueness

of Moses’s prophecy and the immutability of the Torah. And it is specifically

here, in his discussion of the tenth principle, that Berdugo chooses to propose

an answer to his previously posed question regarding the significance of the

belief in the uniqueness of Moses’s prophetic stature—because for him, the

two beliefs are mutually reinforcing. The belief in Moses’s unique prophetic

role necessitates the belief that the Torah can never be altered, and, conversely,

the immutability of the Torah affirms the unique value of its moral teachings:

For this reason, one must believe in the superiority of Moses our teacher

over all other prophets. This belief prevents one from ever considering

nullifying any commandment based on the words of any prophet: in con-

sidering Moses our master to be greater than all other prophets, one will

not believe any prophet who contradicts the words of Moses our teacher.

This is similar to not relying on a less experienced doctor over a highly

skilled and renowned physician. Connected to what we have said is the

magnificationof the value of theTorah: since it is established for all gener-

ations, its transmissionmust be throughonewho is honoured and exalted

above the entire world.98

As mentioned, Maimonides had already established a correlation between

the denial of the Torah’s eternity and the denial of the supremacy of Moses’s

prophecy. Berdugo also recognised this connection; he argued, however, that

these two beliefs are not fundamental tenets of faith, but rather branches of

another principle. It is worth noting that he was not alone in opposing the

Maimonidean viewpoint: many have proposed, contra Maimonides, that the

commandments will be nullified in the future and/or that a prophet of Moses’s

stature will emerge at the end of days.99

Nevertheless, in his commentary on Parashat Qoraḥ, Berdugo ascribed a

much more severe consequence to the denial of Moses’s superiority:

97 Berdugo attributed great importance to this belief in the immutability of the Torah, for

change only occurs in something deficient. Should change in the Torah be possible, it

would imply a deficiency inGod, as itwouldmean thatHewas unable to perfect theTorah.

Therefore, Berdugo emphasised that “one for whom this principle is uncertain, it is as if

he has denied fundamental belief, God forbid” (Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 421).

98 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 421.

99 Shapiro, Limits, 122–131.
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For contradicting the greatness of our teacher Moses is contradicting the

entire Torah, and contradicting the Torah is contradicting all true beliefs,

foremost among which is the belief in creation, from which it is known

that the world has a Creator and that “the earth is the Lord’s and all that

is in it.”100

It is conceivable that the context contributed here; attributing such signific-

ance to the superiority of Moses’s prophecy serves to amplify the severity of

Qoraḥ’s transgression.

Berdugo does make a clear distinction between the prophecy of Moses and

the prophecies of the other prophets. However, it is not a difference in the

“essence of prophecy,” asMaimonideswould have it;101 rather,Moses is the only

one who introduced the “law and judgement” that endures for all time, while

all other prophets could only rebuke the people regarding those laws, not pro-

claimnewones. Berdugo goes on todescribe the four distinctions delineatedby

Maimonides between theprophecy of Moses and that of others, but argues that

only the first distinction withstands scrutiny and the other three do not: “The

four distinctions mentioned by our teacher are not necessary barring one, and

that is the first.”102 Surprisingly, he then continues: “Indeed,we accept the other

three from our Rabbi [Maimonides], and he is the strong pillar upon which we

rely for them, and after his words, there is no response.” It is unclear whether

this acceptance of Maimonides’s opinion—which certainly seems to contra-

dict Berdugo’s earlier explicit refutation of it—is genuine, ormerely lip service.

In addition to relegating two principles to the status of mere offshoots, as

we have shown, thereby reducing the total to eleven, elsewhere Berdugo aligns

himself with a trend initiated by Albo that is primarily characterised by boiling

down the thirteen principles to only three. Berdugo asserts that “the principles

of the principles” are the existence of God, His omnipotence, and His provid-

ence.103 The special status of these three principles is evident in his repeated

references to them in his other writings.104 It is interesting to note that among

these threeprinciples,we finddivineprovidence, forwhich, as discussed above,

Berdugo proposed a minimalist interpretation.

100 Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2:61a.

101 Maimonides clearly distinguished between the prophecy of Moses and that of other

prophets, understanding their prophecy to be merely homonymous with that of Moses

(Guide 2.35 and other places in his writings).

102 Berdugo, Rav Peninim, 420.

103 Berdugo, 66.

104 Berdugo, Mey Menuḥot, 2:77b; 2:146a; 2:148a.
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In conclusion, this discussion has, in line with those above, served to high-

light Berdugo’s independent and original stance on the issue of the principles

of faith in Jewish thought.While he attached great importance toMaimonides’s

thirteen principles, he maintained intellectual autonomy and did not view

himself as inextricably bound to them.

7 Conclusions: The Late Eighteenth-Century European versus North

African Study of the Guide

As demonstrated, Berdugo’s discussion of the thirteen principles of faith re-

veals his strong affinity with Maimonides’s Guide. In the opening sections

of this study, I briefly mentioned the scholarly findings regarding the pre-

dilection of sixteenth-century through mid-nineteenth-century North African

scholars for the medieval Sephardic philosophical tradition (covering the first

and second periods of the three sub-periods I outlined). In the closing section

of this study, I would like to offer some initial thoughts about Berdugo’s affinity

with the Guide compared with that of his European counterparts.

The Europe of this time was witnessing a reawakening of interest in Mai-

monides’s Guide, which became the object of study and controversy to a far

greater degree than at any time in the previous two centuries. It is well known

that the Guide was rediscovered by German Jewry in the late eighteenth cen-

tury, or more precisely, commencing in 1742 with the publication of a new edi-

tion, arranged by David Fraenkel, almost two hundred years after its previous

printing. Moses Mendelssohn, who published a commentary onMaimonides’s

Treatise on Logic in 1763, is said to have claimed that his hunched back derived

from hours bent over the Guide as an adolescent. Isaac Euchel produced a new

edition of the Guide in 1791 and encouraged Solomon Maimon to compose

a commentary on the work (Giv’at ha-Moreh), which was later completed by

Isaac Satanov, while Mendel Lefin paraphrased the Guide into philosophically

loose maskilic Hebrew, and so on.

These writers and other members of the Haskalah movement looked to

Maimonides for justification for their novel social and educational agenda.105

Wishing to cultivate a Jewish Bildung as a way of approaching greater particip-

ation in European cultural and social life, they turned to Maimonides’s works

with great enthusiasm. For them, he symbolised the possibility of accepting

105 Shmuel Feiner, The Jewish Enlightenment, trans. Chaya Naor (Philadelphia: University of

Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 47–48, 249, 325, and more.
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the authority of Reason and of affirming the compatibility of Reason and the

Torah. In response, traditionalist opponents penned attacks on Maimonides,

to the extent that possession of the Guide (and similar books) marked one as

an intellectual or radical, whether one had read themor not. SolomonMaimon

testified that one of the reasons he was refused entry to Berlin in themid-1770s

was his intention to publish a new edition of the Guide with a commentary.

Thus, by the final decades of the eighteenth century, Maimonides and his writ-

ings had become integral parts of the culture war [Kulturkampf] between pro-

ponents of the Haskalah and their traditionalist opponents. (In the context of

the present study, it is alsoworth noting thatMendelssohn argued that Judaism

had no articles of faith [Glaubenslehren], but only legislation [geoffenbartes

Gesetz].106)

The current sparse scholarship on the intellectual history of the North Afri-

can diaspora indicates that the situation there was different. As mentioned

above, it has been pointed out that while the descendants of the Spanish

exiles who resettled in the Maghreb (during the first sub-period) continued to

refer to the Guide—alongside the works of other medieval thinkers—in their

writings, only a few North African scholars from the mid-seventeenth century

onwards (the second sub-period), Berdugo among them,maintained anaffinity

with the Sephardic philosophical tradition, including the Guide. In my opin-

ion, the limited scope of the scholarship on this period precludes the drawing

of definitive conclusions. It is highly probable that further research, especially

on manuscripts, will reveal additional figures who maintained this affinity.

However, if we restrict ourselves to current findings, it seems that Maghrebi

engagement with the Guide significantly decreased after the mid-seventeenth

century, though it did not completely disappear.

At any rate, the present study of Berdugo’s principles of faith reveals that his

reading of theGuide is a direct continuation of themedieval discourse and that

of the post-expulsion generations. In contrast to his contemporaries from the

European Haskalah, Berdugo did not interpret, confront, or challenge the Jew-

ish tradition in light of Kantian philosophy or Newtonian physics. He formu-

lated his positions on topics such as the existence of God or divine providence

106 Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem, or On Religious Power and Judaism, trans. Allan Arkush,

introduction and commentary byAlexanderAltmann (Waltham,MA:BrandeisUniversity

Press, 1983), 90. See Warren Zev Harvey, “Hasdai Crescas and Moses Mendelssohn on

Beliefs and Commandments,” in Moses Mendelssohn: Enlightenment, Religion, Politics,

Nationalism, ed. Michah Gottlieb and Charles H. Manekin (Bethesda, MD: University

Press of Maryland, 2015), 79–89. Later reformers reintroduced dogmas into Judaism: see

George Y. Kohler, “Is There Room for Belief in Judaism? Two German Jewish Thinkers

Debate Dogma in 1834,” Jewish Thought 1 (2019): 89–114.
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in the medieval style, in response to the Greek philosophers and their Muslim

interpreters. Moreover, his reading of the text was not oriented to the promo-

tion of modern values or agendas. For instance, while the maskilim invoked

Maimonidean authority in their Enlightenment-based efforts to reform the tra-

ditional education system to include secular studies, Berdugo’s opinion of the

appropriate approach to secular studies—an issue absent from the agenda of

North African Jewry during the period in question—was formulated within

the framework of the compromise laid out in the Rashba’s ban, as mentioned

above. In otherwords,while theEuropeanmaskilim found their primary inspir-

ation in theEnlightenment andmobilised themedieval philosophical tradition

as the authority in order to implement their programme, for Berdugo, the latter

was the source of both inspiration and authority.

We know of no opposition to Berdugo’s or others’ study of the Guide or of

any attempt on his part to justify it. Apparently, such engagement was not per-

ceived as radical or in need of legitimisation, probably due to the continuous

tradition of such engagement in North Africa, involving numerous scholars

in the post-expulsion generations and subsequently a small number of indi-

viduals (at least as far as is currently known). For more comprehensive and

grounded conclusions, further research is required in order to locate additional

scholars in the Maghreb from the second sub-period who continued to peruse

the Guide and other medieval philosophical works and to analyse how they

interpreted these works. This research will also contribute to a deeper under-

standing of the North African scholars of the third sub-period (mid-nineteenth

century onwards) who expressed a strong affinity to the philosophical tradi-

tion of theMiddle Ages in their writings, such as Šmuel Ṭayeb,Maklouf Abitan,

and Avraham Zarbiv, whose contributions are also gradually being brought to

light.107
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Abstract

It has long since been convincingly demonstrated that Judaism does not impose an all-

out banonpictures, as the biblical prohibition only applies to their idolatrous (mis)use.

But how can a picture be used as an idol? In other words: How does pictorial idol-

atry arise? To answer this question, it is first necessary to investigate what a picture

is, what functions it fulfils, and what visual attitudes (also called “gazes”) underlie

them. Through an analysis developed onmultiple levels—particularly the level of pic-

ture pragmatics—this essay will show how both pictorial idolatry and its overcoming

depend on the different gazes that can be cast on pictures. A form of internalised criti-

cism will ultimately emerge as an essential component of any gaze that manages to go

beyond idolatry.

Keywords

Cassirer – gaze – idolatry – pictures – pragmatics – presentification – representation

1 Introduction1

At first glance, the text of the Torah seems to leave no room for interpreta-

tion in resolutely forbidding all kinds of pictures:2 the passage reads, “You shall

1 I would like to thank this journal’s anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments, from

which I have greatly profited for improving the quality of this essay. All translations of non-

English texts are by the author.

2 Throughout this essay, the term “picture” will be used instead of “image.” This terminological

choice is consistent with ThomasW.J. Mitchell’s observations in his book Iconology (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1986), 10, where he defines “image” as a kind of general concept

that includes, among other things, linguistic metaphors, mental imagery, visual perceptions,

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:bfortis@philsem.uni-kiel.de


gaze matters 65

not make for yourself a sculptured picture or any likeness.”3 At the same time,

however, this strictness seems to be contradicted by other verses in which the

production of pictures is directly ordered by God. The two cherubim for the

cover of the ark of the covenant4 or the copper serpent endowed with heal-

ing properties5—to name but two famous examples—make the idea that the

Torah prescribes a radical form of aniconism untenable. This apparent contra-

diction can be resolved if one considers that the prohibition of pictures usually

appears in the context of the condemnation of idolatry, so that the conclu-

sion can be drawn that only idols, not pictures in general, are forbidden.6 At

this juncture, however, more questions arise than are answered. In fact, this

solution implies that pictures and idols are different, but their difference is left

unclarified. Provided that not every picture is eo ipso an idol, one may now ask

what it takes for a picture to become an idol.

Froma theoretical point of view, the problemcanbe approachedby dividing

the two notions into two distinct categories.While pictures belong to the realm

of entities—sui generis entities, of course, but entities nonetheless—idols have

rather to do with the ways in which entities are considered. “A picture” is a pos-

sible answer to the question “What is this?”, whereas “as an idol” would only be

an appropriate reply to questions such as “How is this regarded?” Although still

implicit in the Torah, this distinction finds explicit support in rabbinic literat-

ure. For example, in the Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Rabbi Hananiah ben Anti-

gonus says that an idol is “anything at all that you declare to be ruling over you,

even if it be a chip of wood or a piece of potsherd.”7 The last words of Rabban

Gamliel’s reply to Proclus in a well-known passage from the Mishnah tractate

Avodah Zarah offer an incisive summary of the same view, stating that “what is

treated as a god is prohibited, what is not treated as a deity is permitted.”8

and also “pictures,” or the artefacts of painting and sculpture. According to this terminology,

“picture” is more specific than “image” for rendering this essay’s object of study.

3 Exod 20:4.

4 Exod 25:18.

5 Num 21:8–9.

6 The still unsettled question of the relationship between idols and pictures has produced a

vast literature over time. It is worthmentioning here at least the now classic works byMoshe

Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry, trans. Naomi Goldblum (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press, 1992); Kalman P. Bland, The Artless Jew: Medieval and Modern Affirma-

tions and Denials of the Visual (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000); and Melissa

Raphael, Judaism and theVisual Image: A JewishTheology of Art (London: Continuum, 2009).

Moreover, new insights on the topic of idolatry can be found in the recent collected volumes

by Beniamino Fortis, ed., Bild und Idol. Perspektiven aus Philosophie und jüdischem Denken

(Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2022) and Alon Goshen-Gottstein, ed., Idolatry: A Contemporary

Jewish Conversation (Boston, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2023).

7 Mek. R. Ish., Baḥodesh 6:12.

8 m. ʿAbod. Zar. 3:4.
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Based on these and other similar examples, it is safe to say that the decis-

ive element for pictorial idolatry is not the picture per se, but rather the way in

which it is viewed. This conception,moreover, constitutes a theoretical preced-

ent for modern scholars to declare, for instance, that “the idol is not an object,

but a function,”9 “to be an idolater is a state of mind,”10 or “idolatry is essentially

awayof relating tootherness.”11This change in emphasis from thepicture as the

material target of worship to the way it is experienced—from the “what” to the

“how,” so to speak—allows introducing two notions borrowed from the field of

picture theory that can be fruitfully employed in the study of idolatry: the first

is the notion of “pictorial function,” while the second is that of “visual attitude.”

Both indicate modalities—that is, ways of being—but while a pictorial func-

tion is definable as “the way a picture is thought to relate to its object,” a visual

attitude is “the way of looking at pictures that determines their functions.”

Pictorial functions concern the relation a picture is thought to establishwith

its non-pictorial object. Every picture, by definition, relates to something non-

pictorial—namely, its object—but the nature of this relation can vary consid-

erably. For example, a picture can be seen as housing its object and merging

with it, but it is also possible that it is thought to refer to its object, to indicate

and stand for it, while remaining distinct and separate from it. In these cases,

it is legitimate to speak of different functions being ascribed to the picture.

However, the question then arises as to who or what is in a position to ascribe

functions to pictures. This leads to the second notion: visual attitude. This per-

tains to the relation between a picture and its beholder and affects pictorial

functions by informing the manner in which the picture-object relationship is

conceived. In short: the way the beholder relates to a picture (the visual atti-

tude) determines how a picture is thought to relate to its object (the pictorial

function).

Once outlined these two key notions, the idea lying at the roots of this essay

can be clearly articulated: when considered in the context of the production

and reception of pictures, idolatry is the result of a pictorial function, which,

in turn, is derived from a visual attitude. The first part of this essay is dedicated

to the two pictorial functions that are relevant to pictorial idolatry: presenti-

fication, in which a picture embodies its object, and representation, in which a

9 StéphaneMosès, “Le pointe d’Énoch. L’art et l’idole selon les sources juives,” in Idoles. Don-

nées et débats. Actes du xxive Colloque des intellectuels juifs de langue française, ed. Jeanne

Halpérin and Georges Lévitte (Paris: Denoël, 1985), 138.

10 Lionel Kochan, Beyond the Graven Image: A Jewish View (London: MacMillan, 1997), 14.

11 Raffaella Di Castro, Il divieto di idolatria tra monoteismo e iconoclastia. Una lettura attra-

verso Emmanuel Levinas (Milan: Guerini Studio, 2012), 37.
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picture refers to its object. It will show how both can lead to idolatry, but each

under different conditions. The transition from the first to the second part of

this essay may suggest a sort of backward movement, from the pictorial func-

tions to the visual attitudes that underpin them. Visual attitudes are also called

“gazes” and indicate the dynamics through which the visible is organised for

the formation of meaning. They can be considered formae visionis, which—

as Ernst Cassirer’s studies reveal—are inextricably linked to corresponding

formae mentis. More precisely, two visual attitudes are at issue here: one is

conducive to idolatry, whereas the other prevents idolatry by undermining the

conditions that make it possible. Finally, in the last part of this essay, concep-

tual tools from the pragmatics of pictures12 will allow recognising amoment of

critical distance as a crucial aspect of the visual attitude that manages to avoid

pictorial idolatry.

2 Pictorial Functions

Different pictorial functions correspond to the different types of relationships

a picture is thought to establish with its object. In this regard, scholars from

disciplines as diverse as anthropology, theology, and visual studies agree on

distinguishing between pictures that are thought to host their objects by way

of embodiment and pictures that are conceived as indicating their objects

through dynamics of reference.

The anthropologist Christoph Wulf, for example, talks about the picture as

a magical presence, which “through its very existence ensures the divine pres-

ence in the world,”13 and as a mimetic representation that “displays, expresses,

refers to something.”14 The same dichotomy is noticeable in Karl-Heinz Bern-

hardt’s theological reflections on the pictorial practices surrounding the Israel-

ites in the Ancient Near East: “In the environment of the Old Testament—he

says–‑, the picture of a god [Götterbild] is not a ‘representation’ [Abbildung]

of the deity in the sense of a faithful replica of a heavenly archetype. It is

rather a body animated by the divine spirit.”15 Summarising anthropological

and theological views in the interdisciplinary perspective of visual studies, the

12 The study of how contextual factors contribute to the overall meaning of pictures.

13 Christoph Wulf, Anthropologie. Geschichte—Kultur—Philosophie (Hamburg: Rowohlt,

2004), 234.

14 Wulf, Anthropologie, 236.

15 Karl-Heinz Bernhardt, Gott und Bild. Ein Beitrag zur Begründung und Deutung des Bilder-

verbotes im Alten Testament (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1956), 67.
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mediologist16 Régis Debray separates the two pictorial functions by arranging

them into different structures that he calls “regimes”: the “regime of the idol”

and the “regime of art,” the first being governed by the “principle of presence”

and the second by that of “representation.”17

Apart from slight terminological discrepancies—which come with the ter-

ritory when different scholars are involved—in this essay, the following terms

will be used: the first function will be called “presentification” and the actual

pictures fulfilling it “presentifications,” while the second functionwill be called

“representation” and, by extension, its corresponding pictures will be called

“representations.” In the first case, the conditions are provided for a deity to

be present in the hic et nunc: through presentification, a deity “takes on resid-

ence in the picture” [nimmtAufenthalt imBilde],18 which thus becomes a locus

for its object. In the second case, the picture makes reference to its object: it

aims at it, but remains detached from it through an irreducible gap. It should

also be pointed out that the main sources for outlining the difference between

presentification and representation are literary works rather than archaeolo-

gical relics, because theway a picture relates to its object—namely, its pictorial

function—can be best inferred from textual descriptions of the situations in

which the picture is involved.

2.1 Presentification

Examples of presentification can be found in numerous sources, from which

it emerges that a deity and its statue tend to be conflated within a single

dimension. InMesopotamian texts, for example, it is not unusual that themere

presence of a statue of a god equates to that of the god themselves—with

the underlying implication that deity and picture are considered equivalent

to each other. A passage from the Akītu Chronicles is particularly illustrative of

this point: “For eight years (during the reign of) Sennacherib, for twelve years

(during the reign of) of Esarhaddon—twenty years (altogether)—Bel stayed in

Baltil.”19 Although this passage states that Bel (an honorary title for the Baby-

lonian god Marduk) himself stayed in the city of Baltil, in fact, the chronicles

16 As the founder of mediology, Régis Debray understands it as an interdisciplinary method

for investigating the dynamics of cultural transmission. Particular attention is paid to the

technological evolution of media and the role it plays in transferring culture. See Debray,

Transmettre (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1997).

17 Debray schematically outlines his thinking in two overview tables: see Régis Debray, Vie

et mort de l’image. Une histoire du regard en Occident (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), 226–227.

18 See Bernhardt, Gott und Bild, 28.

19 Chr 14, 31–32, and Chr 16, 1–3, in Albert Kirk Grayson, ed., Assyrian and Babylonian Chron-

icles (Locust Valley, NY: J.J. Augustin, 1975), 127 and 131.
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report his statue being physically transported to and left in Baltil. The word-

ing of the text indicates that the deity and his statue are not conceived of as

separate entities, but rather as a unity, so much so that abducting the statue of

Marduk is tantamount to exiling Marduk himself.20

Inher studydedicated topictorial practices inAssyria andBabylonia, Zainab

Bahrani deals with the notion of ṣalmu,21 which is the Akkadian term for

“image” in general and “statue” in particular. Shemaintains that the ṣalmu “was

not considered to resemble an original reality that was present elsewhere but

to contain that reality in itself. Therefore, instead of being ameans of signifying

anoriginal real thing, itwas seen as ontologically equivalent to it, existing in the

same register of reality.”22This descriptionof how theAssyro-Babylonian ṣalmu

relates to its object—with the use of the verb “to contain” and the emphasis on

ontological equivalence—sheds light on the example above, clarifying the rela-

tionship between Marduk and his statue: in this view, the godmust follow the

statue’s peregrinations because he is contained in it and they are conjoined in

the same level of reality. Ultimately, it is easy to see how Bahrani’s words, once

adjusted to the terminology of this essay, allow the conclusion that a ṣalmu is

essentially a presentification.

If the setting changes from the Ancient Near East to Ancient Greece, this

conception remains valid, and a Greek counterpart of the Babylonian episode

can be found, for example, in Homer’s Iliad. The scene is set in a temple, in

front of a statue of the goddess Athena. The text reads: “With sacred cries they

all lifted up their hands to Athena; and […] took the robe and laid it upon the

knees of fair-haired Athena, and with vows made prayer to the daughter of

great Zeus.”23 As in the Akītu Chronicles, in the Iliad too, the statue is the only

thing that is materially present. Thus, the worshippers reach out their hands

toward the statue of Athena. The knees of the fair-haired Athena are actually

themarble knees of the statue of Athena. However, the statue is never referred

to as an independent being, and it is completely equated with the goddess.

Following the French specialist in Ancient Greece Jean-Pierre Vernant, who

identifies Plato’s philosophy as the watershed between the modes of presenti-

20 “The god moved with the image when the latter was carried off” (Leo A. Oppenheim,

AncientMesopotamia: Portrait of aDeadCivilization [Chicago:University of ChicagoPress,

1964], 184).

21 The etymological connection to the Hebrew םלֶצֶ֥ [ṣélem]—one of the terms for “pic-

ture”—is evident.

22 Zainab Bahrani,TheGraven Image: Representation in Babylonia andAssyria (Philadelphia:

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 127.

23 Homer, Il. 6.301–304.
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fication and representation,24 theHomeric conception of pictures falls entirely

within the scope of presentification. In his investigations into the status of the

picture before representation, Vernant summarises the function of presentific-

ation in the following words:

The problem is […]: by means of localisation in an exact form and a

well-determined place, how is it possible to give visual presence to those

powers that come from the invisible and do not belong to the space here

below on earth? The task is to make the invisible visible, to assign a place

in ourworld to entities from the other world. […]The ambition is tomake

this power present hic et nunc, to make it available to human beings […]:

the idea is to establish real contact with the world beyond, to actualise it,

to make it present.25

2.2 Representation

While the pictorial function of presentification aims at the closest possible

connection between picture and object in order to make the latter available

in the former, representation is instead structured around an irreducible gap

between them: the picture is no longer a container for its object, but rather a

sign for it. This change in perspective, with the opening of a gap between pic-

ture and object, is attested in several textual sources from both Jewish thought

and Greek philosophy. In the book of Isaiah, for example, the prophet’s irony

against the idolaters only makes sense in a context in which that gap is pre-

supposed, and the author arguably already conceives of pictures in terms of

representation. The same gap is then explicitly thematised through ontological

categories in Plato’s philosophy, in some passages from the Cratylus, and, more

extensively, in the Sophist.

In the book of Isaiah, the practices of idol-making and worshipping are

ridiculed by emphasising the idol’s materiality:

The carpenter [lit. ם֮יצִעֵשׁרַ֣חָ (ḥaraš ʿeṣym), “craftsman inwood”] […] takes

some [wood] to warm himself, // And he builds a fire and bakes bread. //

He also makes a god of it and worships it, // Fashions an idol and bows

down to it! // Part of it he burns in a fire: // On that part he roasts meat,

// He eats the roast and is sated; // He also warms himself and cries, “Ah,

24 See Jean-Pierre Vernant, “De la présentification de l’invisible à l’imitation de l’apparence”

(1983), in Vernant,Œuvres. Religions, rationalités, politique (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2007),

1:546–558.

25 Vernant, “De la présentification de l’invisible à l’imitation de l’apparence,” 548–549.
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// I amwarm! I can feel the heat!” // Of the rest he makes a god—his own

carving! // He bows down to it, worships it; // He prays to it and cries, //

“Save me, for you are my god!”26

In the view expressed in this passage, the fundamental foolishness of idolatry

consists in failing to realise that it is always the samepiece of wood that is partly

used for domestic purposes and partly worshipped as a deity. The absurdity

of the same matter being simultaneously profane and sacred denounces idol-

atry’s essential inconsistency.To be fair, various aspects of Isaiah’s position lend

themselves to criticism because of what can be read as a tendency to present

a strawman caricature of its polemical target.27 But beyond this, the prophetic

book is still a valuable testimony to a new separation that is now perceived in

the idols’ internal structure: they can bemocked as lifeless matter, because the

deities they were supposed to house are now considered to be separate from

their material support. From the point of view of picture theory, this implies a

radical change in pictorial function, as the gap between matter and deity cor-

responds to that between picture and object that characterises representations

as opposed to presentifications.

The pictorial function of representation, which can be read between the

lines as a necessary, but implicit presupposition in Isaiah’s anti-idol polemics,

becomes an object of ontological investigation in Plato’s Cratylus and Soph-

ist. In the first of these two dialogues, names [ὄνοματα, onómata] and pictures

26 Isa 44:13–17.

27 “Strawman fallacy” refers to a form of incorrect reasoning through which criticism is lev-

elled against a distorted, trivialised version of the real argument under discussion, as

committing this fallacy is like fighting a strawman. In Isaiah’s case, the prophet is criti-

cising an idea of idolatry that probably never existed. It is highly unlikely that a piece of

wood was believed to have divine essence in itself, as the link between the deity and its

picture had to be forged through extremely elaborate rituals. The so-calledmis pî [wash-

ing of the mouth], for example, is a multiple-stage ceremony whose purpose is to turn

a newly manufactured statue into a vessel for the divine essence. See, on this topic, the

classic study by David Freedberg,The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of

Response (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), especially chapter 5, 82–98. It is safe

to say that the idolaters Isaiahmockedwere probably less naive thanhe thought.However,

for the sake of intellectual honesty, it is worth reporting Joachim Schaper’s words in favour

of Isaiah’s view: “Of course [Isaiah’s] intentionwas a polemical one […]. However, hemust

have had considerable knowledge of those cult practices and of the assumptions that

informed them […] i.e., the belief that the images were alive with the powers of the deity.

By polemicising against that belief, he posited that human beings, however much they

try, are unable to induce life into the ‘idols’ they produce” (Schaper, Media and Monothe-

ism: Presence, Representation, and Abstraction in Ancient Judah [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,

2019], 89).
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[ζωγραφήματα, zôgraphêmata] are explicitly thematised as imitations [μιμή-

ματα,mimêmata] of reality:

socrates Let’s see, Cratylus, if we can somehow come to terms with

one another. You agree, don’t you, that it’s one thing to be a

name and another to be the thing it names?

cratylus Yes, I do.

socrates And you also agree that a name is an imitation of a thing?

cratylus Absolutely.

socrates And that a painting is a different sort of imitation of a thing?

cratylus Yes.

socrates Well, perhaps what you’re saying is correct and I’m misun-

derstanding you, but can both of these imitations—both

paintings andnames—beassigned andapplied to the things

of which they are imitations, or not?

cratylus They can.28

In this exchange, a conception of appearance as a different dimension from

reality comes to the fore. Names and pictures, as verbal and visual imitations

respectively, are the two main modes of appearance. They enjoy a peculiar

intermediate position that enables them to resemble reality—that is, estab-

lish amimetic reference to it—without, however, being it. This divide between

being and imitating, reality and appearance, is further developed in genuinely

ontological terms in the dialogue Sophist, inwhich, asGernot Böhmeonce said,

“somethingquite astonishing canbe found, something that, as far as I know, has

never been attempted again in history; namely, a definition of ‘picture’ ”:29

stranger That which is like [read: picture], then, you say does not

really exist, as you say it is not true.

theaetetus But it does exist, in a way.

stranger But not truly, you mean.

theaetetus No, except that it is really a picture.

stranger Then what we call a picture, though not really existing,

really does exist?

theaetetus Not-being does seem to have got into some such entan-

glement [συμπλοκή, symploke] with being.30

28 Plato, Crat. 430a–b.

29 Gernot Böhme, Theorie des Bildes (Munich: Fink, 2004), 18.

30 Plato, Soph. 240b–c.
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What Böhme calls a definition of “picture” is, more precisely, a definition of

“representation.” In fact, the picture Plato describes, with its complex relations

to reality, is certainly not a presentification aimed at embodying its objects.

Rather, the pictorial function emerging from the passage from the Sophist is

that of representation: the picture is definitely something other than the real-

ity it imitates, but at the same time, it is still connected to that reality by way

of mimetic reference. In ontological terms, the Platonic picture can be con-

sidered a form of not-being, because it is not its object. But on the other hand,

as a picture, it is still something: to wit, the appearance of its object. It is not

pure nothingness, and therefore it falls within the purview of being. Elaborat-

ing on Plato’s conception, Böhme suggests the chiastic formulation “is what it

is not and is not what it is,”31 which brilliantly captures the nature of represent-

ation by conjuring up the idea of an oscillation between being and not-being.

This exact ontological oscillation lies at the core of another study on repres-

entation. In his essay “Rappresentazione. La parola, l’idea, la cosa,” the Italian

historian Carlo Ginzburg provides an alternative definition, which is based on

the notions of absence and presence rather than on being and not-being:

On one hand a “representation” stands in for the reality that is represen-

ted, and so evokes absence; on the other, it makes that reality visible, and

thus suggests presence. Moreover, this opposition can easily be reversed:

the representation is present in the former case, even if only as a surrog-

ate; in the latter case it ends up recalling, in contrast to itself, the absent

reality that it is intended to represent.32

While presentifications tend to identifywith their objects, providing themwith

full presence, representations are instead characterised by a constant swinging

between presence and absence, for Ginzburg, or an entanglement of being and

not-being, for Plato. Presence is the very essence of presentifications, exhaust-

ing them completely, but it is only one component of representations, whose

internal structure also includes a dimension of absence. Every representation

is constitutively based on a fundamental gap between the representation itself,

which is present, and the referred-to object, which is absent. Amoment of pres-

31 The expression is Sartre’s definition of the human being (see Jean-Paul Sartre, L’être et le

néant. Essai d’ontologie phénoménologique [Paris: Gallimard, 1943]), which Böhme con-

siders applicable to pictures: “The human being is what it is not and is not what it is. The

same goes for the picture” (Böhme, Theorie des Bildes, 7–8).

32 Carlo Ginzburg, “Rappresentazione. La parola, l’idea, la cosa,” in Ginzburg, Occhiacci di

legno. Dieci riflessioni sulla distanza (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2019), 89.
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ence is thus always involved, but in addition, it is also in relation to amoment of

absence. As Ginzburg vividly expresses, moreover, the interplay between them

evokes a movement of oscillation that can be considered the distinguishing

trait of representation.

To sum up, the structural features of the pictorial functions considered thus

far lend themselves to being schematised as follows: presentification emerges

as a static one-pole structure consisting of amoment of presence only, whereas

representation relies on a dynamic two-pole structure that exists by means of

an interplay between its two poles of presence and absence. Finally, it is worth

recalling that presentifications and representations do not indicate different

types of pictures; rather, they indicate different pictorial functions, which, in

principle, can be even fulfilled by the same picture. Understandably enough,

this latter remark prompts the question: What determines whether a picture

functions as a presentification of its object or rather as a representation of it?

The following section, which is dedicated to the study of different visual atti-

tudes, aims to find an answer to this question.

3 Visual Attitudes

The modes of presentification or representation are not inherent features of

a picture, as they are ascribed to it based on the various approaches that can

be adopted towards it. The notion of “visual attitude” precisely accounts for

the particular way in which a picture can be considered, indicating a conven-

tionally coded, culturallymediated, andhistorically characterised approach.To

be more precise, the conceptual relationship between pictorial functions and

visual attitudes can be described as “a way of relating to a way of relating.” As

convoluted as it may seem at first glance, this formula can be easily explained

in two steps: 1) a pictorial function indicates the variable relation between a

picture and its object, and 2) a visual attitude indicates the variable relation

between the beholder and the “picture-object” pair. In other words, a visual

attitude is a way of relating to a pictorial function, which, in turn, is also a way

of relating; to wit, the way a picture relates to its object. Thus, in order to go

deeper into the matter, the study of different pictorial functions needs to turn

into the studyof thedifferent visual attitudes inwhich they are rooted and from

which they are derived.

The notion of visual attitude rests on the shared assumption that vision

cannot be reduced to a merely passive recording of visual data. Rather, it is

a far more complex operation that presupposes a set of conventions for act-

ively organising the visible and whose validity is not established once and for
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all, but changes in accordance with temporal transformations. Visual attitudes

are historical in nature, and the course of their evolution can accordingly be

divided into different historical epochs. In this regard, scholars from various

orientations may have divergent positions on several aspects, but agree on

visual attitudeshaving ahistorical character that allows eachattitude tobe con-

ventionally paired with a phase of human history. Beyond Ernst Cassirer, Jean-

Pierre Vernant, Jan Assman, and Régis Debray, who are expressly dealt with in

this essay, several thinkers as diverse asWalter Benjamin, OdoMarquard, Hans

Belting, Jacques Rancière, andmany others elaborate their own interpretations

regarding the historical sequence of visual attitudes—often intertwining their

discourses on pictures with their reflections on art.33

While all of the aforementioned authors converge on the idea of visual

attitudes being subject to historical development, chronological discrepancies

emerge when it comes to marking the exact boundaries and turning points

between different epochs. In particular, two moments in history are usually

pinpointed as crucial for the epochal change leading from the visual attitude

that determines the pictorial function of presentification to the visual atti-

tude that determines the pictorial function of representation. The biblical ban

on idolatrous pictures is the first of the abovementioned moments; Platonic

philosophy, with its condemnation of mimetic pictures, is the second. Sound

arguments can be adduced in support of both, but beyond the tedious task

of establishing primacy, the point should be made that the same conceptual

dynamics are at work in both the scriptural passages and Plato’s dialogues.

More precisely, a shift from “immanence” to “transcendence” can be recognised

in both contexts, giving rise to monotheism on the one hand and metaphysics

on the other.

33 Benjamin, for example, distinguishes pictures (and artworks in general) that are “in the

service of rituals—first magical, then religious” from those related to “the most pro-

fane forms of the cult of beauty” (Walter Benjamin, “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner

technischen Reproduzierbarkeit” [1936], in Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 1,2:

Abhandlungen, ed. Rolf Tiedemann andHermann Schweppenhauser [Frankfurt amMain:

Suhrkamp, 1991], 480). Odo Marquard also speaks of “artistic religion or religious art”

[Kunstreligion oder Religionskunst] as opposed to aestheticised art (see Marquard, Aes-

thetica und Anaesthetica. Philosophische Überlegungen [Paderborn: Schöningh, 1989], 12).

Moreover, his view shows striking analogies with Hans Belting’s separation between an

“era of pictures” and an “era of art” (see Belting, Bild und Kult. Eine Geschichte des Bildes

vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst [Munich: Beck, 1990]). For a comparison betweenMarquard’s

and Belting’s perspectives, see Luca Vargiu, “Hans Belting, l’estetica della compensazione

e la Riforma,” Aisthema 5 (2018): 19–35. Finally, Jacques Rancière, to name just one last

example, divides the evolution of the concepts of picture and art into different regimes

(see Rancière, Le partage du sensible. Esthétique et politique [Paris: La Fabrique, 2000], 27).
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The perplexity that this comparison inevitably arouses can perhaps be mit-

igated through some clarifications. In dealing with this problem, Cassirer, for

example, states that “the religious consciousness achieves its intrinsic and

peculiar ideality, and at the same time it approaches a fundamental ideawhich

philosophical thinking progressively works out via entirely different methods

and on the basis of other presuppositions.”34 Based on this and other similar

passages, it is arguable that he understands religious consciousness and philo-

sophical thinking as different ways of overcoming mythical thinking. In his

view, religion and philosophy are both bearers of a form of transcendence,

but each “by its own methods and on its own presuppositions.” They can be

seen as two different ways of opposing immanence and thus as two different

developments beyondmythical thinking. In other words, Cassirer focuses on a

transition, or an evolution, from immanence to transcendence, which leads to

the affirmation of monotheismwhen inflected by Jewish accents, but gives rise

to metaphysics when inflected by aspects of Greek philosophy.35

3.1 Cassirer’s View

Thepassage quoted above is only a brief excerpt fromCassirer’s thorough study

dedicated to the various aspects of the transition at issue here. In the second

volume of his Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, he not only reads the shift

from presentification to representation through the categories of immanence

and transcendence, but also acknowledges the inextricable link between visual

attitudes and ways of thinking—that is, the implication between what, to use

Latin phrases, could be referred to as formae visionis and formae mentis.

In the part dedicated to myth as a form of thought,36 Cassirer develops his

own position in the wake of Kant’s critical philosophy, extending its purview

from the “theoretical, intellectual sphere” to every sphere in which some sort

of order is imposed over chaos: “wherever a cosmos, a characteristic and typ-

ical world view, takes form out of the chaos of impressions.”37 In a Kantian

34 Ernst Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen. Zweiter Teil. Das mythische Denken

(1925), ed. Claus Rosenkranz (Hamburg: Meiner, 2010), 295.

35 About this parallel betweenmonotheism andGreek philosophy, Schaperwrites: “[It] does

not imply any assumption of any form of dependence. Rather, our comparison illustrates

that the problem of the conceptualisation of the deity and its representation occurred

in very different ancient cultures; it was not tied to any one tradition in particular. [It

is about] a shift from immanence to transcendence, from presence to representation, in

short, a shift which, in Israel, took the shape of monotheism […] while elsewhere it did, in

principle, have the same result (as in Greece)” (Schaper,Media andMonotheism, 160–161).

36 See Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, 35–86.

37 Cassirer, 35.
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manner, Cassirer conceives of the notion of “world view” as a combination of

what can be called material and formal principles. Unorganised impressions

(the material principle) are given an order (the formal principle) by the cat-

egories through which they are filtered, so that Kant’s famous sentence from

the Kritik der reinen Vernunft can be adapted and repeated here: “Categories

without impressions are empty; impressions without categories are blind.”38

Unlike Kant, however, who sees the a priori apparatus as the ahistorical struc-

ture of transcendental subjectivity, Cassirer historicises it, acknowledging that

“all such world views aremade possible only by specific acts of objectivization,

[and that] the direction andmeans of this process of objectivization change.”39

“Objectivation” is Cassirer’s term for the process through which the categor-

ies give shape to the “rawmaterial” of impressions, and several acts of objectiv-

ation together constitute a “world view.” However, the categories, and more

precisely, their ways of relating to the impressions—namely, the “direction and

means” of objectivation—are not permanent and vary over time. This means

that several world views have succeeded each other in the course of human

history, and mythical thinking, with its specific categories and its specific way

of applying them to the chaos of impressions, is one world view among oth-

ers. As an overall approach to reality, the mythical world view covers various

domains, which particularly affect the spheres of thought and vision—that is,

the way of thinking and the way of seeing, the forma mentis and the forma

visionis. From Cassirer’s study, these emerge as two different inflections of the

same fundamental mode, which is characterised by such distinctive traits as a

primacy given to presence, a lack of differentiation between layers of reality, a

lack of depth, and a general one-dimensionality.

Dealing with the sphere of thought in the context of myth, Cassirer writes:

The nuances of significance and value […] which enable it to distinguish

different spheres of objects and to draw a line between the world of truth

and theworld of appearance are utterly lacking.Myth lives entirely by the

presence of its object. […] All “truth” and reality dissolve into the mere

presence of the content, all phenomena are situated on a single plane.

Here there are no different degrees of reality.40

38 The original sentence from the Kritik der reinen Vernunft reads: “Gedanken ohne Inhalt

sind leer, Anschauungen ohne Begriffe sind blind” (Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Ver-

nunft [1781–1787], vols. 3 and 4 of Kant,Werkausgabe, ed. WilhelmWeischedel [Frankfurt

am Main: Suhrkamp, 1974], 3:98). The English translation is “Thoughts without content

are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind.”

39 Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, 35.

40 Cassirer, 43–44.
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However, these features of the mythical way of thinking are also mirrored in a

corresponding way of seeing:

If we examinemyth itself, what it is and what it knows itself to be, we see

that this separation of the ideal from the real, this distinction between

a world of immediate reality and a world of mediate signification, this

opposition of “image” and “object,” is alien to it. […] The “image” does not

represent the “thing”; it is the thing; it does notmerely stand for the object,

but has the same actuality, so that it replaces the thing’s immediate pres-

ence.41

It is clear that in both thought and vision, the mythical world view is based

on a fundamental one-dimensionality, which, however, starts to waver when a

new world view takes root; that is, when the mythical consciousness develops

into religious consciousness. This transition is crucial for Cassirer, who reads

it, among other things, as an evolution from an immanence-based conception

to a transcendence-based conception. Even when myth and religion share the

same content, theirways of approaching it are completely different, as religious

consciousness sees reality through the lens of a new dichotomy that is ignored

by mythical consciousness. Meaning and existence, thing and image, signified

and signifier, and being and appearance are all pairs of notions that express

relations of transcendence and can thus render various aspects of the new view

introduced by religion. When considered in the context of vision, moreover,

this dichotomous conception reveals pictures, and signs in general, as merely

forms of reference, which as such are irremediably detached from and essen-

tially inadequate to express the reality they mean to address.

This momentous turning point frommyth to religion is explicitly described

as an evolution from immanence to transcendence—as can be gathered, for

example, from this passage:

The naive indifference of image and thing, the immanence of both as

we find it in mythical thinking, begins to give way: in its place there

develops more and more clearly that form of transcendence—to speak

in ontological terms—in which is expressed the new division which the

religious consciousness has now experienced in itself. Things and events

do not now simply signify themselves but have become an indication of

something “other,” something “transcendent.”42

41 Cassirer, 47.

42 Cassirer, 295. The transition from myth to religion is one of the major conceptual junc-



gaze matters 79

In conclusion, while Cassirer’s inquiry can certainly be praised for the thor-

oughness of its approach, which has the merit of tackling the topic from mul-

tiple perspectives, at the same time, theoverlappingof various levels of analysis

is precisely what makes the discourse particularly intricate. However, a thread

to be followed through the intricacies of Cassirer’s thought can be found in

the dichotomous structure that can be recognised at every level as a sort of

common denominator, despite taking on different forms. A series of corres-

pondences can thus be obtained: on the one hand, the immanence that is

typical of mythical consciousness manifests itself in a fundamental incapab-

ility to distinguish appearance from reality and truth at the level of thought,

or to separate a picture from its object at the level of vision. On the other, the

transcendence associated with religious consciousness allows the recognition

of an ontological gap, because of which reality transcends an appearance that

can never exhaust it, in the same way that a picture (in this case, a representa-

tion) always falls short of thoroughly accounting for its object.

3.2 IdolatrousWays

Beyond terminological and chronological differences, all the authors consid-

ered thus far refer to an epochal transition involvingworld views,ways of think-

ing, visual attitudes, and pictorial functions. Focusing on these latter alone,

two functions stand out as the most significant for the problem of idolatry:

presentification and representation. It has been shown that the pictures that

are explicitly prohibited in the Decalogue are presentifications,43 but the texts

tures in Cassirer’s thought and has been extensively dealt with in the secondary literat-

ure. In-depth treatments of this issue can be found in Oswald Schwemmer, “Die sym-

bolische Existenz des Göttlichen. Mythos und Religion bei Ernst Cassirer,” in Religion-

Metaphysik(kritik)-Theologie im Kontext der Moderne/Postmoderne, ed. Markus Knapp

and Theo Kobusch (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2001), 56–84; Michael Bongardt, “Must Religion

Be Overthrown? Myth, Religion and Liberation in the Thought of Ernst Cassirer,” Svensk

Teologisk Kvartalskrift 82 (2006): 5–15; Bongardt, “Wider die Sprachlosigkeit. Zur Bedeu-

tung der Religion in Ernst Cassirers Kulturphilosophie,” in Philosophie der Kultur—Kultur

des Philosophierens. Ernst Cassirer im 20. und 21. Jahrhundert, ed. Birgit Recki (Hamburg:

Meiner 2012), 457–481; Ursula Renz, “From Philosophy to Criticism of Myth: Cassirer’s

Concept of Myth,” Synthese 179 (2011): 135–152.

43 See Beniamino Fortis, “From Representation to Power: The Bilderverbot Reconsidered,”

International Journal of Philosophy and Theology 84 (2023): 275–293. Arguments support-

ing a connection between the notions of presentification and idolatry have also been

made in various areas of the secondary literature on this topic. In addition to the afore-

mentioned texts byBernhardt (Gott undBild), Debray (Vie etmort de l’image), and Schaper

(Media and Monotheism), consider also Moshe Barasch, Icon: Studies in the History of an

Idea (New York: New York University Press, 1992); Alain Besançon, L’image interdite. Une

histoire intellectuelle de l’iconoclasme (Paris: Fayard, 1994); Gottfried Boehm, “Die Bilder-
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in which the new function of representation can be recognised in nuce are also

parts of theTorah44 and enforce the same strict counter-idolatrous prohibition.

It is thus necessary to clarify how the two pictorial functions establish different

relationships with idolatry, because given their differences, it is conceivable

that each has its own way of being idolatrous. Simply put, the following two

questions can be raised: What does it mean to be idolatrous for presentifica-

tions? And what for representations?

In regard to the first question, it can be observed that the relation between

presentification and idolatry is one of identity: presentifications are idols.With

reference to the first two commandments, the Egyptologist Jan Assmann

confirms this equivalence by stating that “having ‘other gods’ means making

pictures, and vice versa.”45 The phrase “other gods” is a clear reference to the

םירִ֖֜חֵאֲםיהִ֥֨לֹאֱ [elohim aḥerym] in Exod 20:3, which in Assmann’s view can only

exist byway of embodiment in a presentification: they require amaterial vessel

to occupy, for example, a ל֙סֶפֶ֣֙ [pesel, graven picture] or a הכָסֵּמַ [massekha, mol-

ten picture]. In this view, pictures are the specific mode of existence of other

gods. Or, reformulating the same sentence using the terminology of the Torah:

psalim and/ormassekhot are the specific mode of existence of elohim aḥerym.

But the reverse is also true: “And vice versa,” says Assmann, who, in another

text, writes: “Worship is the only raison d’être for the production of pictures.”46

The sole purpose of pictures in the Ancient Near East is to provide deities

with a place in the world so that they can be properly worshipped. Given the

double implication between the employment of psalim ormassekhot [presen-

tifications] and the worship of elohim aḥerym [idolatry], the conclusion can be

drawn that presentifications are per se idolatrous.

When themode of presentification yields to that of representation, the rela-

tionship between pictures and idolatry changes accordingly. Unlike presenti-

fications, representations are not inherently idolatrous, but this does notmean

that they are completely immune to idolatry. For them, idolatry undergoes a

frage,” inWas ist ein Bild?, ed. Gottfried Boehm (Munich: Fink 1994), 325–343; Jean-Jacques

Wunenburger, “L’idole au regard de la philosophie des images,”Protée 29, no. 3 (2001): 7–16;

Jean-Luc Nancy, “La répresentation interdite” (2001), in Nancy, Au fond des images (Paris:

Galilée, 2003), 57–99; Silvano Petrosino, L’idolo. Teoria di una tentazione dalla Bibbia a

Lacan (Milan: Mimesis, 2015).

44 For example: Deut 4, Isa 44, Ps. 115, and others.

45 Jan Assmann, “Du sollst dir keine Bilder machen. Bedeutung und Kontext des Zweiten

Gebots,” in Bilder-Verbot und Verlangen in Kunst und Musik, ed. Christian Scheib and

Sabine Sanio (Saarbrücken: pfau, 2000), 16.

46 JanAssmann, “What’sWrongwith Images?”, in IdolAnxiety, ed. JoshEllenbogenandAaron

Tugendhaft (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011), 20.
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sort of change in status and transforms from a necessity into a possibility, a

risk—more precisely, the risk of a relapse into the oldmode of presentification.

To put it another way, idolatrous outcomes are still possible, even with repres-

entations, if they are mistakenly taken for presentifications; if their essential

swinging between presence and absence (see the quotation from Carlo Gin-

zburg above) is erroneously reduced to the fixity of pure presence. Idolatry, for

representations, consists in disregarding their internal, essential gap. As Emil

Fackenheim once noted in an essay dedicated to this topic: “There is […] no

idolatry where this gap both exists and is known to exist.”47 More precisely,

“when the gap exists” refers to situations where representations are at issue;

“when the gap is known to exist” indicates the acknowledgement of a relation

of reference between picture and object, which always implies a separation

between them.

As a final remark, it is worth recalling that the difference between presen-

tification and representation is but a particular aspect of a radical break that

goes far beyond the two pictorial functions, also involving visual attitudes and

ways of thinking. But however radical this breakmaybe, asDebray points out in

his study of the evolutions of visual culture, “there is nothing after a cesura that

couldnot alreadybe foundbefore it.”48This quotationprovides a basis for inter-

preting representation as a broader dimension that includes presentification as

one of its fundamental elements, rather than excluding it as its antithesis.More

precisely, presentification lives on in representation as its pole of presence,

which enters into relation with the opposite pole of absence and generates

the movement of constant oscillationmentioned above. In this regard, Debray

even evokes the Hegelian process of Aufhebung for the relationship between

presentification and representation—the former being overcome by, but also

conserved in, the latter. “We can only half-jokingly make ‘moments’ of them in

the Hegelian sense,”49 he says, meaning that the “moment” of presentification

is comprised within, but also surpassed by, representation.

4 Gaze

In the field of visual studies, there is a technical term that is often employed for

what has thus far been called “visual attitude”: “gaze.” David Morgan, though

47 Emil L. Fackenheim, “Idolatry as aModernPossibility,” in Fackenheim, Encounters between

Judaism andModern Philosophy: A Preface to Future Jewish Thought (Philadelphia: Jewish

Publication Society of America, 1973), 188.

48 Debray, Vie et mort de l’image, 222.

49 Debray, 231.
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focusing on a particular type of gaze (namely, the religious one), seeks first to

provide a general definition,which serves as an introduction for his subsequent

reflections. He says, for example, that a gaze “is the manner in which a way of

seeing invests an image, a viewer, or an act of viewing with […] significance.”50

And, with a more extensive description:

A gaze is a projection of conventions that enables certain possibilities

of meaning, certain forms of experience, and certain relations among

participants. Although in standard English the word gazemeans a partic-

ular kind of looking—a steady, intense or absorbed form of vision—the

term is used here in a technical sense. Gaze designates the visual field that

relates seer, seen, the conventions of seeing, and the physical, ritual, and

historical contexts of seeing.51

Beyond Morgan, whose definition touches on every key feature of the notion

of the gaze, other scholars have addressed it from different perspectives, de-

pending on their (inter)disciplinary interests. Thus, for example, Régis Debray

writes a theoretically informed “history of the gaze in the West”;52 Hans Belt-

ing stresses the inseparability of picture and gaze in his iconological view;53

ThomasMitchell acknowledges the fundamental role of the gaze in the forma-

tion of vision as a social construct;54 and the political implications of the gaze

as a means of control have been thoroughly investigated in works by Jonathan

Crary55 andMartin Jay.56 In this variety of viewpoints andmethods, however, all

authors converge on outlining the notion of “gaze” in terms of a “field” or “con-

text,” inwhich the practice of shaping the visible takes place. This entails a shift

in focus that is simultaneously also a broadening of perspective: the picture is

50 David Morgan, The Sacred Gaze: Religious Visual Culture in Theory and Practice (Berkeley:

University of California Press, 2005), 3.

51 Morgan, Sacred Gaze, 4.

52 “Une histoire du regard en Occident” [A History of the Gaze in theWest] is the subtitle of

Debray’s book, Vie et mort de l’image.

53 Hans Belting, “The Gaze in the Image: A Contribution to an Iconology of the Gaze,” in

Dynamics and Performativity of Imagination: The Image between the Visible and the Invis-

ible, ed. Bernd Huppauf and ChristophWulf (New York: Routledge, 2009), 93–115.

54 Thomas J.T.Mitchell,What Do PicturesWant? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 2005).

55 JonathanCrary,Techniques of the Observer: OnVision andModernity in the Nineteenth Cen-

tury (Cambridge, MA: mit Press, 1990).

56 Martin Jay, “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” in Vision and Visuality, ed. Hal Foster (Seattle:

Bay Press, 1988), 3–23.
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now regarded asmerely the final product of complex dynamics and operations

that precede it and determine its meaning.57

The introduction of the notion of the gaze prompts a more comprehensive

approach to visual culture and visual phenomena. The relationship between a

picture and its object—be it understood as a presentification or a representa-

tion—is now consideredwithin a broader context in which it is only one of the

elements involved, along with many others. The overall meaning of a picture

is not exhausted in the relation it establishes with its object (i.e., the pictorial

function), but is also informed through the contextual dynamics in which it

is involved (i.e., the visual attitude or gaze). In the terminology of modern

semiotics, this new attention to context can be interpreted as an acknowledge-

ment that the semanticdimension is always embedded in the pragmatic one, as

semantics is concernedwith the relation between picture and object, but prag-

matics also considers the context of cultural practices on which that relation

depends and from which it draws its meaning.

This point is plainly expressed, for example, by Klaus Sachs-Hombach, who

in his comprehensive inquiry into the communicative value of pictures writes

that “picture semantics [Bildsemantik] can only partially account for meaning

and comprehension of pictures and needs to be supplemented with picture

pragmatics [Bildpragmatik].”58 In general, the line that, for the sake of thor-

ough comprehension, leads from semantics to pragmatics runs parallel to that

leading from the picture-object relationship to the gaze that is cast on it—or,

in the terms used in this essay, from the pictorial functions of presentifica-

tion and representation to the visual attitudes on which these latter depend.

This means, finally, that the various meanings of pictures, their being seen as

embodiments or references, and therefore their idolatrous or non-idolatrous

significance, must be investigated on the level of picture pragmatics.

4.1 Picture Pragmatics

The first attempts to delineate a theory of picture pragmatics take cues from

the fields of linguistics and the philosophy of language, in which the prag-

matic value of so-called speech acts was first conceptualised—starting from

57 “The study of images should take a broader look at how images are actually part of ways of

seeing. […] Seeing is aboutmore than its product. […] Seeing is an operation that relies on

an apparatus of assumptions and inclinations, habits and routines, historical associations

and cultural practices” (Morgan, Sacred Gaze, 3).

58 Klaus Sachs-Hombach, Das Bild als kommunikatives Medium. Elemente einer allgemeinen

Bildwissenschaft (Cologne: Herbert von Halem, 2013), 152.
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theWittgenstein of the Philosophische Untersuchungen59—by John L. Austin60

and John R. Searle.61 The idea is to introduce the new notion of the “pictorial

act” into the field of visual studies and to think of it in analogy with that

of the “speech act.” In this regard, two groundbreaking articles by the Dan-

ish scholar Søren Kjørup bear titles that themselves speak volumes: the first

essay, “Doing Things with Pictures,”62 explicitly recalls Austin’s book How to

Do Things with Words, conveying Kjørup’s intention to substitute words with

pictures and investigate their pragmatic significance. The second essay’s title

is “Pictorial Speech Acts,”63 and it places even more emphasis on the ana-

logy between pictorial and linguistic pragmatics. This quote clarifies Kjørup’s

point:

J.L. Austin has coined a term for the act of making a statement with a

string of words as vehicle; he calls it performing an illocutionary act, doing

something with words. And since the parallel between making a state-

mentwith a sentence andmaking a statementwith a picture is so striking,

we may say that also with the picture do we “do a thing,” we perform an

illocutionary act, although a pictorial and not a verbal one.64

As Kjørup says, Austin coined the phrase “illocutionary act,” but the concept

was further developed by Searle, who distinguished two components of a

speech act: the propositional element and the illocutionary element. Searle

writes:

The expression of a proposition is a propositional act, not an illocution-

ary act. And aswe saw, propositional acts cannot occur alone. One cannot

just express a proposition while doing nothing else and have thereby per-

59 LudwigWittgenstein, Philosophische Untersuchungen (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953).

60 John L. Austin, How to Do Things withWords (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962).

61 John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1969).

62 Søren Kjørup, “George Inness and the Battle of Hastings, or Doing Things with Pictures,”

The Monist 58 (1974): 216–233.

63 Søren Kjørup, “Pictorial Speech Acts,”Erkenntnis 12 (1978): 55–71. Studies of picture prag-

matics have flourished over the years. Some of the most significant are Horst Bredekamp,

Theorie des Bildakts (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2010); Klaus Sachs-Hombach, “Bildakttheorie.

Antworten auf die Differenz von Präsenz und Entzug,” in Präsenz im Entzug, ed. Philipp

Stoellger and Thomas Klie (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 57–82; and Dirk Westerkamp,

Schrift, Bild, Handlung (Hamburg: Meiner, 2022).

64 Kjørup, “Doing Things with Pictures,” 219.
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formed a complete speech act. […] When a proposition is expressed it is

always expressed in the performance of an illocutionary act.65

The propositional element corresponds to the semantic content—that is,what

is said—while the illocutionary element is the act that always accompanies

that content. A corollary to this twofold structure is the recognition of the lim-

itations of semantics, which is necessary but not sufficient for a speech act. It

is obviously necessary to know to what this latter refers—namely, its semantic

content—but this is not enough to properly understand the speech act, as its

overall meaning depends also, and mainly, on the pragmatic context in which

the semantic element is embedded. This leads to the conclusion that the basic

unit of linguistic communication is not the sentence, let alone the word, but

rather the speech act, with both its semantic and pragmatic dimensions. Like-

wise, following Kjørup’s parallel, the same conclusion can also be drawn about

visual communication, whose basic unit, then, is not the picture, but rather the

pictorial act.

As they have the same twofold structure, both types of act need to be sim-

ultaneously considered from a semantic and a pragmatic point of view. Focus-

ing on the pictorial act, semantic considerations reveal which object a picture

relates to, but pragmatic conventions are responsible for defining the nature

of that relation by including it within a given context of visual meaning—or,

in short, a gaze. By applying these general observations to the particular prob-

lemof pictorial idolatry, it follows that semantics has the task of identifying the

particular deity intended by a picture—that is, its object—but only pragmat-

ics can tell if that deity is to be understood as being embodied in the picture

or rather as being referred to by the picture. More precisely: the deciphering

process through which a picture is regarded as a presentification, with all of its

idolatrous consequences, or as a representation, which is capable of going bey-

ond idolatry, only takes place on the level of pragmatics. It has been already

shown that the two pictorial functions are crucial for establishing whether a

picture is to be viewed as idolatrous or non-idolatrous, but now their differ-

ence turns out to be derived from pragmatic dynamics: pictorial idolatry, in

other words, is a matter of pragmatics.

Given the affinity between speech and pictorial acts, the pragmatic mean-

ings of presentifications and representations can be expressed in words. In

both cases, the semantic element establishes a connection with the picture’s

object, which here can be conventionally denoted by the letter “x.” However,

65 Searle, Speech Acts, 29.
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presentifications and representations are differentiated by their illocutionary

element, which provides the contextual—that is, pragmatic—meaning of “x,”

based on the gaze that is cast on it. Thus, when articulated in words, the illocu-

tionary element of a presentification can be rendered as “x is here and now.”

The propositional-semantic element indicates which “x,” among all possible

“x”s, is meant, while the illocutionary-pragmatic element is responsible for the

context in which “x” is embedded and the overall meaning projected onto it—

which, in this case, is an affirmation of presence.

If the same operation is repeated with representations, their structural dif-

ference from presentifications clearly emerges. As shown above, presentific-

ations have a one-pole structure, while representations consist of two poles.

Accordingly, the pragmatics of presentifications can be expressed through a

single sentence, while representations require two sentences to be thoroughly

accounted for on a pragmatic level. As previously pointed out, representations

presuppose the reality-appearance divide, but they are also characterised by an

internal swinging betweenpresence and absence. By combining the twodicho-

tomies of “presence-absence” and “reality-appearance,” the pragmaticmeaning

of representations now takes shape as an absence of reality paired with a pres-

ence of appearance. If “x” is the object of representation, then it is understood

that “x” is not really present in the picture, while only the appearance of “x” is

visually reproduced. In other words: the reality of “x” is absent, but its appear-

ance is present. When translated into words, this twofoldness, which consti-

tutes the illocutionary element of representations, results in two sentences to

be taken together, towit: “x is not here andnow” (absence of reality) and “x looks

like this” (presence of appearance).

To summarise this complex section, it can be said that depending on the

gaze—that is, a visual pragmatic field—a picture of “x” can be ascribed dif-

ferent communicative meanings, leading to opposite—that is, idolatrous and

non-idolatrous—consequences. A first gaze comprises rules and conventions

through which a picture of “x” is immediately seen as a presentification of “x”

and is thus associated with an affirmation of its presence—in words, “x is here

andnow.” In contrast, a second gaze enforces a different set of visual regulations

and codes, which make the beholder recognise a representation in the same

picture of “x.”66 The pragmatic meaning, in this case, is twofold: a negation of

reality in conjunction with an affirmation of appearance, which articulated in

words reads “x is not here andnow” and “x looks like this.” In conclusion, itmust

66 “The same picture can therefore have or receive a different communicative meaning

depending on the context in which it is used” (Sachs-Hombach, Das Bild als kommunika-

tives Medium, 155).
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be remarked that pictorial idolatry occurs only in the first case, when the first

gaze is in force. In contrast, the second gaze is able to leave idolatry behind and

is only still exposed to the risk of idolatrous relapses in the form of a regression

to the first gaze—that is, when representations are incorrectly interpreted as

presentifications.

At this juncture, after outlining the pragmatic differences between the two

gazes, it seems that only one final question remains unanswered:What makes

the second gaze able to overcome pictorial idolatry?

4.2 Idolatrous vs. Critical Gaze

Pictorial idolatry depends on the different gazes that can be cast on pictures.

A picture receives an idolatrous meaning as a result of a gaze that makes it

appear as a presentification embodying its object, whereas idolatry is overcome

by a gaze through which pictures are regarded as representations referring to

their objects without merging with them. But what kind of gaze is required in

this latter case?What exactly is it about this gaze that allows pictures to be seen

as representations instead of presentifications?

The transition from the first to the second gaze can be conceived as an

evolutionary step in human thought. In this view, the ability to look at pic-

tures and see them as representations rather than presentifications is not

inborn, but has to be construed and achieved through cultural development.

Analysing this transition, Vernant states: “The notion of figurative represent-

ation is not self-evident; neither univocal nor permanent, it constitutes what

might be called a historical category. It is a construction that is elaborated,

and elaborated with difficulty, through very different voices, in different civil-

isations.”67 Unlike presentification, then, representation requires the notion

of appearance to have become detached and autonomous from that of real-

ity. It is, in other words, necessary for such concepts as “imitation,” “likeness,”

“simulation,” and so forth to have been enucleated and clearly delineated, in

their mutual relationships and, above all, in their common opposition to real-

ity.68

A significant precedent for Vernant’s conception can be found—once

again—in Cassirer’s Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, precisely in the

chapter called “Der Grundgegensatz,” where the underlying formae mentis of

the two gazes are presented side by side to be compared:

67 Vernant, “De la présentification de l’invisible à l’imitation de l’apparence,” 547.

68 See Jean-Pierre Vernant, “Figuration et image” (1990), in Vernant,Œuvres, 2:2019–2031.
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The theoretical structure of the world view begins at the point where

consciousness first makes a clear distinction between appearance and

truth, betweenwhat ismerelyperceivedor representedandwhat truly “is”

[…]. Such differentiation and stratification are totally alien to the myth-

ical consciousness. This consciousness lives in the immediate impression,

which it accepts without measuring it by something else. [The impres-

sion]manifests and confirms itself by the simple intensity of its presence,

by the irresistible force with which it imposes itself upon consciousness.

Whereas thought takes an enquiring and questioning, doubting and scru-

tinising attitude toward its “object” […], myth knows no such opposi-

tion.69

The basic opposition that gives Cassirer’s chapter its title is the divide between

reality and appearance,which alsomanifests itself between the thing and apic-

ture now conceived of as a representation. In this new conception, the picture

is obviously not the thing, but access to the thing can be gained through the pic-

ture, ismediated by the picture. However, the very nature of mediation always

involves the possibility of deception. The gap between thing and picture—that

is, between represented and representation—is a space of potential decep-

tion, discrepancy, distortion, or deviation. The difference between thing and

picture, the missing coincidence between them, goes along with a critical atti-

tude as an essential feature of the gaze that is able to grasp it. According to

the visual conventions that comprise the new gaze, picture and thing can no

longer be uncritically equated to each other, as they used to be with presenti-

fication. But this rejection of an equivalence hitherto taken for granted results

precisely from that critical attitude that is now an integrated part of the new

gaze.

The two opposite attitudes—one still ignoring the basic opposition and one

recognising it—emerge clearly from the quotation from Cassirer. The uncrit-

ical acceptance of appearance is presented as the main feature of the mythical

consciousness. To prove his point, Cassirer mentions the fact that impressions

(i.e., the basic units of appearance) are simply assumed, without relating and

comparing them to anything else. But this lack of a real criterion for judging

impressions is the direct consequence of reality and appearance being seen as

fused together. It is impossible to measure appearance to something else—in

Cassirer’s ownwords—for the simple reason that in this view, “something else”

is not even conceivable: reality and appearance are not yet other to each other,

69 Cassirer, Philosophie der symbolischen Formen, 87–88.
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but are still conflated in one indistinct dimension. Moreover, the naivety70 of

this way of thinking also affects its corresponding way of seeing, which leads

to the pictorial function of presentification, and with it, to pictorial idolatry.

The phrase “enquiring and questioning, doubting and scrutinising attitude,”

throughwhichCassirer indicates theopposite of mythical consciousness, could

just as well be used to define critical thought—which, when visually inflected,

takes shape as an attitude of critical distrust towards pictures, in the aware-

ness of their constitutive difference from their objects. Precisely this awareness

lies at the roots of a new, more advanced gaze, which provides the conditions

for seeing pictures as representations and thus prevents the idolatrous relapse

into the mode of presentification. If, as Fackenheim says,71 preventing idolatry

requires an awareness of the gap between reality and appearance, it is safe to

say that an underlying critical attitudeplays a crucial role in keeping that aware-

ness alive within the gaze. In other words, avoiding idolatry, in the context

of pictures, means being able to see representations instead of presentifica-

tions. However, this capability requires the gaze through which pictures are

approached to have assimilated and internalised an “enquiring, questioning,

doubting, scrutinising”; in a word, a critical attitude towards the picture-object

relationship.72

In the last analysis, the dichotomy in the title of this section—idolatrous

versus critical—becomes clear if one considers the features of the gazes at

issue here. The first gaze is blind to the gap between picture and thing, and,

more generally, between appearance and reality. The inability to appreciate

the “basic opposition”—asCassirer calls it—makes this gaze the visual attitude

that fosters the pictorial function of presentification. However, given the close

connection between this latter and idolatry, it is probably not inappropriate to

talk about an “idolatrous gaze” in this case. In contrast, the second gaze is based

on a clear distinction between the dimensions of reality and appearance. The

awareness of this gap, once assimilated in a forma visionis, translates into a crit-

ical approach to the presumed identity of picture and thing and leads one to see

representations where previously only presentifications were recognised. The

70 In other passages, Cassirer qualifies the inability to see the basic opposition as “naïve.” See

§3.1, footnote 42.

71 See §3.2, footnote 47.

72 It is possible to perceive a certain affinity between the critical attitude mentioned here

and the notion of “iconic literacy” that Assmannmentions in one of his essays and which

consists in the human capacity to escape the charm of pictures; i.e., what he calls their

“magic claim” (see Assmann, “What’sWrongwith Images?”, 31). However, while Assmann’s

conception remains in the form of an undeveloped intuition, that proposed here rests on

the theoretical basis provided by pictorial pragmatics (see §4.1).
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anti-idolatrous meaning of this shift makes the term “anti-idolatrous gaze” a

fitting choice, but the central role that the critical attitude plays in it makes it

equally legitimate to qualify this second gaze with the adjective “critical.”73

5 Conclusion

When considered in the context of pictorial production and reception, idol-

atry is not an intrinsic feature of pictures, but just one of the possible ways in

which they are regarded and treated. No picture is inherently idolatrous, while

any picture is exposed to the risk of idolatry, depending on the specific function

it fulfils. But again, pictorial functions are not linked to pictures by an essential

bond. Rather, they are projected onto pictures as a result of the contextual rules

and conventionswhich, in different ages, determine thedifferentways inwhich

pictures are considered in relation to their objects.

More precisely, “presentification” stands for a relationship in which pictures

are thought to contain their objects, whereas “representation” implies that pic-

tures refer to their objects. Presentification is the pictorial function of idols,

whereas representation is connected to the overcomingof idolatry.Their differ-

ence, however, depends on the different contexts from which pictures can be

approached.Thephrase “visual attitude”—or, synonymously, the term “gaze”—

has been used precisely to indicate the context of meaning that determines

which functions are ascribed to pictures.

The path followed in investigating pictorial idolatry can thus be seen as

a backward movement and a progressive widening of perspective: from pic-

tures to pictorial functions to visual attitudes, an ever-larger framework is

considered. The meaning of pictures—that is, whether they are or are not

idolatrous—requires looking at their pictorial functions, but these, in turn, are

derived from the visual attitudes adopted in each historical context. The idolat-

rous or non-idolatrous value of a picture is the outcome of complex dynamics

that donot dependon thepicture itself, nor on its pictorial functions, but rather

originate deeper at the level of visual attitudes.

A visual attitude (or gaze) can be interpreted as a network of assumptions,

habits, inclinations, and tacit rules that together constitute and govern the act

of seeing as a cultural practice. Such a network is always embedded in a his-

73 The adjective “critical” is derived from the Greek verb κρίvω [krīńō], whichmeans “to sep-

arate,” “to distinguish.” Considering that the anti-idolatrous gaze is such precisely because

of its ability to distinguish between reality and appearance, this word choice appears par-

ticularly appropriate in this context.
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torical context, and from within that context, it allows for a certain range of

meanings. In other words, a visual attitude (or gaze) provides the conditions

from which the pictorial functions derive their sense. Broadening the scope of

analysis from the picture-object relationship (pictorial function) to the context

that includes it (visual attitude or gaze) corresponds, from the point of view of

semiotics, to a shift from the field of semantics to that of pragmatics.

In a semiotic perspective, visual attitudes (or gazes) are the pragmatic back-

grounds that enable various meanings to be attributed to pictures—including

idolatrous meaning. Thus, saying that pictorial idolatry has its roots in visual

attitudes (or gazes)—as previously stated—turns out to be tantamount to say-

ing that pictorial idolatry is amatter of pragmatics. And it is precisely in this dir-

ection that potential for genuine scholarly progress in the study of idolatry can

be recognised: the already established interdisciplinary alliance between Jew-

ish thought and anthropological studies is extended to also include pictorial

pragmatics.

Jewish and anthropological studies—especially Cassirer’s philosophical

anthropology—showthat the formaementis and implicit conventionsdefining

the practices of seeing in a given epoch can be conducive to pictorial idolatry,

while different codes and mentalities, in other epochs, can have the opposite

effect and, through an underlying distrust of appearance and internalised cri-

ticism,74 come to prevent idolatrous outcomes. The phrase “idolatrous gaze”

can thus be used in the first case, while it is possible to talk about an “anti-

idolatrous” or “critical gaze” in the second.

Beyond Jewish and anthropological studies, however, reflections from the

point of view of pictorial pragmatics seem to be able to take the discussion

a step further, for in addition to noting an opposition between idolatrous and

anti-idolatrous gazes, they alsomanage to specify the nature of that opposition

in terms of different performative meanings. The introduction of a pragmatic

perspective in the study of pictorial idolatry can thus orient research towards

a deeper understanding of the dynamics underlying idolatrous processes. This

finally opens up a research path that is still little trodden andprobably deserves

to be pursued even beyond the scope of this essay.
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Abstract

In the 1771 edition of Moses Mendelssohn’s Philosophische Gespräche, the third dia-

logue from the 1755 edition was almost completely rewritten: instead of featuring

Pierre Bayle as a leading character and praising his critical approach to (Leibniz-

ian) metaphysics, Mendelssohn instead decided to mount a defence of Leibnizian

metaphysics against Voltaire’s Candide (1759). The goal of this paper is to explain

Mendelssohn’s move by arguing (i) that his rewriting of the third dialogue was spe-

cifically intended to strengthen his defence of Leibnizian metaphysics against the cri-

ticism of it in Voltaire’s Candide and (ii) that this move must not be understood as

a dismissal of sceptical approaches to philosophy, but rather as an attempt to give

a better account of Leibnizian metaphysics and its importance for morals without

incidentally denying its theoretical problems. The paper will therefore consist of the

following four parts: an introduction to the subject matter; a section on Mendels-

sohn’s intellectual development and the sense in which Voltaire’s Candide challenged

his views; an account of Mendelssohn’s 1771 refutation of Voltaire; and a final over-

view.1
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1 Introduction: Did Mendelssohn’s Views on Leibniz Change from

the 1755 Edition to the 1771 Edition of Philosophische Gespräche?2

As has been argued in a recent article on the philosophical relationship be-

tweenMosesMendelssohnandPierreBayle,3 the first versionof Mendelssohn’s

Philosophische Gespräche (1755) features a peculiar dialogue with Bayle’s Dic-

tionnaire historique et critique (1697). The Gespräche consist of four dialogues

that can be divided into twoparts: the first and seconddialogues are centred on

the philosophical relationship between Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Bene-

dictus de Spinoza, while the third and fourth dialogues are devoted to discuss-

ing some fundamental principles of Leibnizian metaphysics. Bayle turns out

to be relevant for Mendelssohn both in his addressing of the links between

Spinoza and Leibniz and in his consideration of the ontological grounds of

Leibniz’s philosophy.Mendelssohn had decided to deal with Spinoza and Leib-

niz in a delicate context inwhich Spinoza’s philosophyhadbecomeanobject of

scorn due to the religiously biased belief that his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus

(1670) undermines the sacredness of Scripture and leads to atheism.4 In expli-

cit opposition to this stigmatizing approach to Spinoza, Mendelssohn makes a

rather singular defence of his philosophy in the first dialogue of theGespräche:

he grants him the unexpected merit of being Leibniz’s forerunner, based on

the consideration that his Ethics contains an almost complete prefiguration of

Leibniz’s pre-established harmony.5 Neophil and Philopon, the fictional char-

acters whom Mendelssohn brings into conversation, come to this conclusion

by the end of the first dialogue:

2 I would like to express my sincere thanks to the following people: to Martí Bridgewater for

his incredibly careful reading of the text and his great number of illuminating comments and

amendments; to Caterina Marinelli and Caterina Diotto for their precise suggestions regard-

ing the introduction to the article; and to Chiara Rover for her (always very useful) insights in

interpreting some Greek fragments appearing in Mendelssohn’s work.

3 GuillemSalesVilalta, “Scepticismagainst Intolerance?MosesMendelssohn andPierre Bayle’s

‘Dialogue’ on Spinoza in Mendelssohn’s Philosophische Gespräche (1755),”Religions 15 (2024):

49, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15010049.

4 For an exhaustive survey of the reception of theTractatus and how Spinozawas subsequently

stigmatised, see Rüdiger Otto, Studien zur Spinozarezeption in Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert

(Frankfurt amMain: Lang, 1994). For amore general viewof the complex reception of Spinoza

throughout the German Enlightenment, see Maria Jimena Solé, Spinoza en Alemania (1670–

1789), historia de la santificación de un filósofo maldito (Córdoba: Brujas, 2011).

5 Regarding Mendelssohn’s peculiar position with respect to the earlier, stigmatised reception

of Spinoza’s philosophy inGermany, see CoreyW.Dyck, “The Spinozian-Wolffian Philosophy?

Mendelssohn’s Philosophical Dialogues of 1755,”Kant-Studien 109 (2018): 251–269.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15010049
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neophil In the seventh proposition of the second part of his Eth-

ics, Spinoza says: “The order and connection of concepts is

one and the same with the order and connection of things.”

Remembernowwhat Leibniz brings to his defense against Bayle

when the latter objects that, without the effect of another sub-

stance upon the soul, it would be inconceivable how the soul is

frequently able to pass over immediately from pleasure to dis-

pleasure and from sadness to joy. Did he not also assert that

changes in the soul can be explained by the same reason or

ground through which changes in the visible world can be

understood?Did he not assert that everything in the soul suc-

ceeds something else just as it does in the context of things?

What else does this mean but what Spinoza says in the words

cited: “The order and connection of concepts is one and the

same with the order and connection of things”?6

As the quotation suggests, Bayle plays a subtle, yet crucial role in rehabilitat-

ing Spinoza. Neophil eventually succeeds in persuading his friend that Spinoza

devised the harmony specifically by bringing Bayle’s criticism of it to the stage.

By doing so, he can show that Leibniz and Spinoza overcame Bayle’s criti-

cism by resorting to the same thesis; that is, the parallelism between the realm

of physical phenomena and the realm of thoughts, which is precisely con-

sidered the ontological core of pre-established harmony.7 However, as I have

said, Bayle’s importance for the PhilosophischeGespräche is not restricted to the

comparison of Spinoza and Leibniz. The third dialogue in the 1755 Gespräche

argues in favour of adopting Bayle’s critical ethos when approaching the sort

of complex metaphysical questions that were tackled by Leibniz. Very early

6 Moses Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, trans. Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1997), 103 ( JubA 1:9–10); my emphasis.

7 At the beginning of the first dialogue, Philopon defines Leibnizian harmony as being con-

stituted by the following three interconnected claims: (i) the changes occurring to a soul

(thoughts)must be caused by the soul itself, through the representative force that is essential

to it; (ii) the changes that bodies undergo (movements) must be caused by bodies (whether

the bodies themselves or others), through their constitutive motive force; and (iii) God has

set an absolute harmony between souls and bodies, so that each thought has a specific, cor-

relative body movement and vice versa (cf. JubA 1:4). Mendelssohn’s surprising point in the

first dialogue is, then, that Spinoza’s claim that “the order and connection of concepts is one

and the same with the order and connection of things” prefigures both Leibniz’s differenti-

ation between the realm of physical movements and the realm of thoughts and his further

assumption of a perfect parallelism between them.
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on in the dialogue, Neophil and Philopon conclude that even Leibniz, who is

said to be the greatest German philosopher, committed mistakes that must be

addressed in the manner of Bayle. Neophil praises Bayle’s sceptical attitude as

something that allows us to grasp both the strengths and the deficiencies of a

philosophical doctrine like that of the best of all possible worlds, so as to sub-

sequently subscribe to it in a more proper and just way:

philopon You leave me in doubt: Will you ultimately destroy the doc-

trine to which I thought I had adhered with good reasons?

neophil I have already told you: the doctrine of the best of

the worlds is directly implied by God’s properties, and even

Bayle, when considering the issue from this viewpoint, had to

admit it [the doctrine]. Moreover, it is the only one that can

provide uswith happiness, so it is necessary for us to cherish

it if we wish to gain peace of mind. The remarks against it

that I have just disclosed to you are only useful because they

help us to realise that as far as this doctrine is concerned, we

are far from a perfect certainty, and that much prudence is

required to arrive at reliable conclusions in our philosoph-

ical speculations about the world.8

Although it has not gone entirely unnoticed, a remarkable detail has largely

escaped deeper inquiry up until now. In the 1771 edition of the Gespräche, the

third dialogue from the 1755 edition was almost completely rewritten: instead

of featuring Bayle as a leading character and praising his sceptical approach

to metaphysics (both Leibniz’s and in general), Mendelssohn instead decided

to mount a defence of Leibnizian harmony against Voltaire’s Candide (1759).9

Compared to the sceptical tones of the 1755 dialogue, Mendelssohn’s new ver-

sion conveys much more resolve and less doubt:

Civil wars, the bloody wedding, persecution by dragoons, Law’s system,

Ravaillac, Clement and so forth. What does this matter to our system?

[…] It [Leibniz’s harmony] follows so naturally and so unforced from the

8 JubA 1:26–27; my translation and emphasis.

9 Very interestingly, Mendelssohn had already introduced some changes in the 1761 edition of

the Gespräche (that is, the one published as a part of the anthology of texts entitled Philo-

sophische Schriften, whose second edition, published in 1771, contains the new Gespräch on

Voltaire’s Candide). Nevertheless, we cannot say that Mendelssohn rewrote the dialogue in

1761; rather, he enlarged it with some curious and interesting reflections on Leibniz and New-

ton, which are also included (in an abridged formulation) at the end of the 1771 version. Cf.

JubA 1:565–569.
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concept of an infinite wisdom that I do not comprehend at all how the

proposition can be doubted: Supreme wisdom will prefer what is best to

what is less good.10

Thismove raisesmanyquestions.WhydidMendelssohn feel that itwas import-

ant to temper the sceptical tones of the editio princeps and to now make a

stronger defence of Leibniz against Candide? And,more relevantly: Should this

gesture be construed as a shift from the sceptical affinities of 1755 to amoredog-

matic attitude? The goal of this article is to provide answers to such questions

by arguing for the following theses, namely: (i) that Mendelssohn’s rewriting

of the third dialogue is specifically intended to strengthen his defence of Leib-

nizian metaphysics against its discrediting by Voltaire’s Candide and (ii) that

this move must not be understood as a dismissal of sceptical approaches to

philosophy, but rather as an attempt to give a better account of Leibniz’s meta-

physics and its importance for morals without incidentally denying its theor-

etical problems. To do so, let us begin by focusing on Mendelssohn’s trajectory

until 1759, in order to understand in what sense Voltaire’s Candide challenged

his philosophical views.

2 Rival Enlightenments: Mendelssohn’s Vindication of German

Metaphysics against French Thought

By the time that the Gespräche was published, Mendelssohn had been living

in Berlin for about a dozen years, where he had complemented the Torahic

and Talmudic knowledge he had acquired at the Bet ha-Midrash in his native

Dessau with a progressive immersion in modern Christian philosophy.11 The

10 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 110–111 ( JubA 1:361); Mendelssohn’s emphasis.

11 Those many years of progressive learning were of crucial importance in the shaping of

Mendelssohn’s philosophical personality. Guided by enlightened friends such as Solomon

Gumpertz, Friedrich Nicolai, and Lessing, he soon became one of the main represent-

atives of the so-called Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy. From the publication of his very

first works in 1755 onwards, Mendelssohn can be seen as simultaneously displaying two

great facets that were to make him a totemic figure of the German Enlightenment: that

of a learned scholar within the Jewish tradition on the one hand, and that of a skilful

Leibnizian-Wolffian philosopher on the other. For the details and importance of this form-

ative period in Berlin, see Alexander Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study

(Tuscaloosa:University of AlabamaPress, 1973), 15–49, andShmuel Feiner,MosesMendels-

sohn: Sage of Modernity, trans. Anthony Berris (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

2010), 17–34 and 35–55. For the twofold dimension of Mendelssohn’s intellectual person-

ality, see especially Michah Gottlieb’s considerations of his theological-political thought:

Gottlieb, Faith and Freedom: Moses Mendelssohn’s Theological-Political Thought (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2011), 13–30.
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first tangible results of this twelve-year process came in 1755, not only with

the Gespräche, but also with the appearance of his Briefe über die Empfindun-

gen and Pope ein Metaphysiker!, which was co-authored with Gotthold Eph-

raim Lessing and published anonymously. In fact, Lessing’s collaboration with

Mendelssohn was also crucial for the Gespräche, since he was responsible for

reviewing the text and finally delivering it to the editor in February 1755.12 His

careful intervention is no coincidence. Mendelssohn met Lessing for the first

time in early 1754, when Solomon Gumpertz invited him to a chess game in

which Lessing was also taking part. From then on, their friendship seems to

have solidified very quickly due to an element that is clearly connected with

the Gespräche; namely, their shared interest in Spinoza’s Ethics. As Alexander

Altmann has argued, the fact that Mendelssohn and Lessing spent a large part

of 1754 reading anddiscussing Spinozamakes it possible to regard the dialogues

betweenNeophil and Philopon as reproducing Lessing andMendelssohn’s real

conversations, to some extent.13 In this respect, Lessing’s decision to revise the

text and deliver it to the editor himself can be seen as a sign of personal interest

in the content of the work, which supports Altmann’s point.

Pope ein Metaphysiker!, which, alongside the Gespräche, is the other great

result of the initial collaboration between the two friends, is particularly use-

ful to understanding the development of Mendelssohn’s philosophical profile.

This essay resulted from the annual philosophical contests organised by the

Prussian Academy of Sciences of Berlin. In 1754, the Academy issued a call

for papers to uncover the philosophical system contained in the proposition

“whatever is, is right” from Alexander Pope’s 1733 Essay on Man and to dis-

cuss its relationship to the (so-called) metaphysical doctrine of optimism.14

As Mendelssohn and Lessing highlight in their initial reference to the call for

papers, “systemof optimism” [SystemdesOptimismus] is taken tobe synonym-

ous with “system of the choice of the best” [System derWahl des Besten]. His-

torically speaking, this technical, metaphysical sense of the word “optimism”

can be traced to a 1737 review of Leibniz’s Theodicée in the Journal de Trévoux,

in which the term was used rather critically to underscore Leibniz’s geomet-

rical (i.e., rational) approach to theological issues. From then on, it began to

be frequently deployed not only to describe Leibniz’s metaphysics, but also to

refer to other philosophers, such as Nicolas Malebranche.15 The term “optim-

ism” came to be applied to those metaphysical systems asserting that since the

12 See Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn, 37.

13 See Altmann, 37–38.

14 Cf. JubA 2:46.

15 Cf. Yvon Belaval and Horst Günther, “Optimismus,” in Historisches Wörterbuch der
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world created by God is the best of all possible worlds, it is essentially good.

What this statement fundamentally implies is that in ontological terms, evil is

not really something (a thing created by God), but only an absence of good. In

Mendelssohn and Lessing’s time, the notion of optimism must be thus under-

stood as specifically describing the world’s optimal ontological status, a status

granted by God’s absolute benevolence and in virtue of which evil does not

really exist.16

Lessing and Mendelssohn, who inherited this technical sense of the word,

decided to firmly side with Leibniz’s optimism, and in a rather peculiar way.

In their view, poetry may be beautiful and pleasant, but it lacks the precision

and systematicity inherent in proper, rationally arguedmetaphysics. The vague

and lyrical language of the Essay on Man contains only scattered instances

of some of the philosophical claims constituting metaphysical optimism, and

thus it falls very short (philosophically speaking) of Leibniz’s articulation of

this view.17 Stricto sensu, the comparison between Pope and Leibniz can be

traced to the first and second sections of the work, while the third and last part

is specifically aimed at offering refined rational proofs for some of Pope’s core

statements. In the first section, Mendelssohn and Lessing strive to reconstruct

the system of optimism that could be said to underlie Pope’s Essay. Based on

this reconstruction, the second part of Pope ein Metaphysiker! details how the

propositions attributed to Pope tend to be unsatisfactory and states that Leib-

niz’s formulations are much more precise. To give just one example:

In the best system, everythingmust be interconnected.Wehave already seen

what it is that Pope understands by this interconnection [Zusammen-

hang]: namely, the constitution of the world being such that all degrees

of perfection, from the lowest to God, are filled with beings.

Leibniz, on the other hand, turns this interconnection into the claim

that all things in the world can be intelligibly explained one from the

Philosophie, Bd. 6: Mo–O, ed. Joachim Ritter, Karlfried Gründer, and Gabriel Gottfried

(Basel: Schwabe, 1984), 1240.

16 With regard to the question of metaphysical optimism that motivated the Prussian Aca-

demy’s 1754 competition and its philosophical relevance at the time, it isworth noting that

Kant had also planned to write something for the contest, but his notes remained incom-

plete and he did notmanage to take part. Regarding Kant’s initial reflections on optimism

and its connection to his posterior (critical) approach to theodicy, see Pablo Genazzano,

“Teodicea y destinación humana en el joven Kant,” Con-Textos Kantianos 10 (2019): 102–

120 and Salvi Turró, “Kant y el orden del mundo,” Cuadernos salmantinos de filosofía 51

(2024): 169–196.

17 Cf. JubA 2:61–67.
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other […]. These different things together could notmake up a [intercon-

nected] whole if they were not all, like the wheels of a machine, united

with each other.18

This flattering comparison between Leibniz and Pope is by no means coincid-

ental. The Prussian Academy of Sciences, which organised the competition,

had contained a remarkably pro-French and anti-Leibnizian faction since its

refoundation in 1746, and it was led by none other than its director, Pierre

Louis Maupertius, who had been appointed by King Frederick ii himself.19

Thus, the act of siding with Leibniz in Pope ein Metaphysiker! can arguably be

seen as a response to the Academy’s anti-Leibnizian drift and its rather anti-

metaphysical agenda. Incidentally, Mendelssohn and Lessing likely saw their

adversaries as all too powerful: seemingly aware of the adverse reception that

a praise of Leibniz’s metaphysics might have provoked in the Academy under

Maupertius, they ultimately chose not to enter the competition, instead pub-

lishing the text anonymously the following year.20

Be that as it may, Lessing andMendelssohn’s early work outlines an enlight-

ened project in explicit opposition to the anti-metaphysical faction in the

Academy. First and foremost, they vindicate the great achievements of Leibniz

and ChristianWolff, who is unanimously taken to be Leibniz’s most important

disciple (whether by supporters or detractors) and also the person respons-

ible for definitively articulating the so-called Leibnizian-Wolffian system.21

18 JubA 2:62; my translation.

19 Regarding Maupertius’s faction in the Academy and its relation to both contemporary

Leibnizianism and its further reception, see CatherineWilson, “The Reception of Leibniz

in the Eighteenth Century,” in The Cambridge Companion to Leibniz, ed. Nicholas Jolley

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 442–476. For a more general overview of the

scientific culture prevailing in the Berlin Academy after Frederick’s refoundation of it, see

Mary Terrall, “The Culture of Science in Frederick the Great’s Berlin,”History of Science 28

(1990): 333–364.

20 Mendelssohn and Lessing’s criticism of the Academy even led them to question the very

formulationof the advertisement for the contest. In thepreliminary remarks to theirwork,

they point out that the core question is not accurate enough. As they saw it, the Academy

shouldnot haveposed a vaguequestion about unveiling the system “contained in” [enthal-

ten] the sentence “everything is right”: instead, the question should have been phrased

more precisely in order to ask the participants to reconstruct the system by means of

which one could eventually conclude the proposition “everything is right” (Cf. JubA 2:47–

49). Thus, their defence of Leibniz even prompted them to question the anti-Leibnizian

Academy’s capacity for philosophical precision.

21 By Mendelssohn’s time, the idea thatWolff had systematised Leibniz had clearly become

commonplace. In hisDilucidationes philosophicae deDeo, anima humana etmundo (1725),

Georg B. Bilfinger is said to have coined the expression “Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy”
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However, this does not prevent them from dialoguing with other figures out-

sideGermanmetaphysics, such as Pierre Bayle in theGespräche. In this respect,

the introduction to the second dialogue of the Gespräche sketches an interest-

ing duality between an allegedly superficial, Francophile thinking (which was

becoming increasingly fashionable in Germany) and the profound metaphys-

ical doctrines of Leibniz and his followers:

philopon People at the present time must have completely forgotten

to consider metaphysics […]. God, in what disdain it lan-

guishes, this former queen of the sciences! Because it was

somuch loved, somuch exalted by the Germans in the past,

I am flabbergasted and cannot find the reasons why it has

sunk so low in the present day.

neophil […] You have undoubtedly overlooked a source from which

we, unfortunately, must derive several evils. I have in mind

our slavish imitation of a people that appears, as it were,

made to seduceus.This people,whichdoes not have a single

metaphysical mind to show for it since P. Malebranche, saw

that rigorous and fundamental matters are not its expertise.

Hence, it made the stylishness of manners its sole concern

and made a practice of heaping the most biting sarcasm

on those who indulged in profound meditations and did

not know how to live in the society according to a certain

exaggerated tenderness of taste. […] Germans derided right

along with them. And how could they do otherwise? […].

philopon Will the Germans, then, never recognize their own worth?

Will they forever prefer to exchange their gold for the fool’s

gold of their neighbors? […].

for the first time. The works written by Wolffians such as Georg V. Hartmann (Anleitung

zur Historie der Leibnitzisch-Wolffischen Philosophie, 1737) and Carl G. Ludovici (Neueste

Merckwürdigkeiten der Leibnitzisch-Wolffischen Weltweisheit, 1738) further reinforced the

category, to the extent that Wolff ’s philosophy came to be regarded as a systematisation

of Leibniz’s brilliant (though scattered) ideas. Cf. Sonia Carboncini, “Christian August

Crusius und die Leibniz-Wolffische Philosophie,” in Beiträge zur Wirkungs- und Rezep-

tionsgeschichte von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, ed. Albert Heinekamp (Stuttgart: Steiner,

1986), 110–125. For our present purposes, I will refer to Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy

in this sense (as it was a popular understanding of the term at that time), without fur-

ther inquiring into the philosophical problems of considering Wolff a mere systematiser

of Leibniz. Regarding the historiographical inaccuracies of the concept of Leibnizian-

Wolffian philosophy, see especially Charles A. Corr, “ChristianWolff and Leibniz,” Journal

of the History of Ideas 36 (1975): 241–262.
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neophil Certainly! Leibniz, Wolff, and their various successors, to

what a level of perfection and completeness they have

brought philosophy!22

In light of this, it is clear that both the first version of the Gespräche and Pope

ein Metaphysiker! were predominantly aimed at vindicating Leibniz andWolff

in order to counter Francophile trends like that of the Academy.23 Though

not as explicitly as these two works, some of Mendelssohn’s most important

writings before the publication of Candide continued to promote and defend

the so-called Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy and its metaphysical optimism.

The singular extent of this defence is worthy of attention. Mendelssohn can

arguably be seen as broadening the scope of this philosophy by merging it

with other sources (such as Shaftesbury in his Briefe über die Empfindun-

gen) and by using it when approaching themes that had not truly been dir-

ectly addressed by either Leibniz or Wolff (such as the experience of beauti-

ful objects in the 1757 Betrachtungen über die Quellen und die Verbindungen

der schönen Künste undWissenschaften). Very interestingly, then,Mendelssohn

can be regarded as responding to the cultural richness of Berlin by adopt-

ing its philosophical diversity and articulating it from a Leibnizian point of

view.24

22 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 106–107 ( JubA 1:13–14). For a historical overview of

this sort of philosophical and cultural rivalry between national Enlightenments, see Gior-

gio Tonelli, “The ‘Weakness’ of Reason in the Age of Enlightenment,” Diderot Studies 14

(1971): 217–244 (especially 217–228).

23 Within theAcademy, theMendelssohniandualismbetween “Germanmetaphysics” on the

one hand and “French stylistic thought” on the other was more diffuse and complex than

suggested here. Nevertheless, itmust be conceded toMendelssohn thatVoltaire’s criticism

of German (i.e., Leibnizian-Wolffian) metaphysical thinking (which we will discuss at the

end of this section) had a considerable influence on the Academy’s more anti-speculative

and pro-Newtonian faction. Thus, Mendelssohn’s factions could be said to exist in the fol-

lowing, specified sense: within the Academy, some thinkers had a more metaphysically

oriented agenda (such as the Wolffian Samuel Formey, who incidentally was secretary of

the Academy), while some others tended to be suspicious of (German) metaphysics and

were much more likely to develop a Newtonian-inspired scientific programme (like the

director, Maupertius, or the well-known mathematician Leonard Euler). Regarding the

interplay of these currents, see Ronald S. Calinger, “The Newtonian-Wolffian Controversy:

1740–1759,” Journal of the History of Ideas 30 (1969): 319–330.

24 His emphatic remarks on his formative years in the Briefe über die Empfindungen clearly

attest to this. The English empiricist John Locke and the Germanmetaphysician Christian

Wolff are jointly praised and are portrayed as being almost as genial as Leibniz: “Thanks

be to those true guides who have guidedme back to true knowledge and to virtue. Thanks

to you, Locke and Wolff! To you, immortal Leibniz! […] Without your help I would have
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A quick glance at the 1755 Briefe will help us to better understand Mendels-

sohn’s peculiarmodulationof the Leibniz-Wolff philosophical tandem.As their

title suggests, the Briefe take the form of epistolary literature, consisting of a

total of fifteen letters exchanged between the fictional characters Palemon and

Euphranor.25 Through them, Mendelssohn offers an autonomous treatment of

a highly restricted area within Wolffian psychology; namely, that of the senti-

ments of pleasure, which Wolff had simply included as the initial part of his

treatment of volition.26 Mendelssohn enlarges Wolff ’s account by distinguish-

ing three kinds of pleasure: (i) those resulting from strictly physiological pro-

cesses; (ii) those produced by the contemplation of beautiful objects; and (iii)

thepleasant sentiments inherent to knowledge. BasedonWolff ’smodulationof

Leibnizian epistemological concepts,27 each kind of pleasure is distinguished

by its mental representation [Vorstellung] and by the object for which the rep-

resentation stands. Sensory pleasure is produced by an indistinct yet vivid rep-

resentation [undeutliche aber lebhafte Vorstellung] of a perfection occurring

in our own body; namely, a state of gratification that emerges in a limb and

is further transmitted to the whole body. Pleasure caused by beauty relies on

an extensively clear representation [ausgebreitet klareVorstellung] of a perfec-

tion relative to the aspect of physical bodies, which occurs when we succeed

in visualising an external object as a neat, harmonic unit. Pleasure caused by

knowing needs a clear representation of the “highest perfection”; that is, the

harmony relative both to each created being and to the universe that they col-

lectively compose. Though also influenced by Shaftesbury (particularly from a

been lost forever […]. Your immortal writings […] steered me on the sure path to genu-

ine philosophy, to knowledge of my very self and my origin”: Mendelssohn, Philosophical

Writings, 106–107 ( JubA 1:64).

25 In the first 1755 edition of the Briefe, Euphranor’s friend is called Palemon. However, he is

given the name Theocles from the 1761 edition onwards.

26 Cf. ChristianWolff,GesammelteWerke. ii Abteilung, Band 5. Psychologia empirica, ed. Jean

École (Hildesheim: Olms, 1968), 387–440 (§§509–578).

27 The criteria used to formally characterise thoughts, which Wolff introduces for the first

time in his 1713 German Logic, are unquestionably taken from Leibniz’s 1684 Meditationes

de cognitione, veritate et ideis; see Hans Werner Arndt, “Einführung,” in Wolff, Gesam-

melteWerke. i. Abteilung, Band 1. Vernünftige Gedanken von den Kräfften des menschlichen

Verstandes und ihrem richtigen Gebrauche in Erkäntnis der Wahrheit, ed. Hans Werner

Arndt (Hildesheim: Olms, 1965), 55–74, and Charles Leduc, “Les Meditationes de Leib-

niz dans la tradition wolffienne,” Archives de Philosophie 76 (2013): 295–317. For Wolff,

representations (still called “concepts” [Begriffe] in German Logic) can be: (i) clear/dark

[klar/dunkel]; (ii) distinct/indistinct [deutlich/undeutlich]; (iii) complete/incomplete

[vollständige/unvollständige]; and (iv) adequate/inadequate [ausführlichen/unausführ-

lichen]: seeWolff, Vernünftige Gedanken, 132–138 (c. 1, §§19–28).
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formal point of view28), Mendelssohn’s vindication of the harmony presiding

over creation by his resort to the principle of sufficient reason is unquestion-

ably linked to Leibniz:

Since, now, it is certain that God can permit nothing without sufficient

reason, God, too, enjoys representations grounded in one another, that

is to say, God, too, enjoys perfection. Nature continues to be my witness.

The ugliest shapes cloaked by human skin, the innermost, tiniest parts of

creation, where no eye penetrates, do not cease to be perfect in the sense

of being complete; in their reciprocal harmony with one another, they

do not cease to contribute as much to the general final purpose as they

can, they endure without fail neither excess nor deficiency. Everything in

nature aims at one purpose, everything is grounded in it, everything is

complete.29

The Briefe, which were apparently devoted to explaining the nature of pleas-

ant sentiments, became concerned with great metaphysical themes like that

of universal harmony. In this regard, it is noteworthy that letters 7 and 8 are

focused on considering relevant objections to the notion of providence, which

are largely addressed throughout the last three letters of the fifteen that con-

stitute the Briefe. Thus, even beforeVoltaire’s Candide appeared, the grounds of

Leibniz’s optimism (i.e., pre-established harmony and providence) had already

been challenged by some critics and had received substantial treatment from

Mendelssohn.

After the Briefe and in the late 1750s, Mendelssohn’s interest in metaphysics

became slightly toned down. During this time, he seemedmore centred on aes-

thetic issues, due to the influence of his friends Lessing and Friedrich Nicolai.

Their aesthetic concerns were initially articulated through the Bibliothek der

schönen Wissenschaften und der freyen Künste, a review that had been edited

by Nicolai since 1757, throughwhichmanyworks by foreign authors came to be

known in Berlin and for which Mendelssohn wrote a great number of articles

and reviews.30 Nonetheless, this did not precludemetaphysical principles from

featuring relevantly in Mendelssohn’s aesthetical works. The opening words of

the 1757 Betrachtungen, his first andmost programmatic work on beauty, show

how he approached aesthetic issues by taking some (Wolffian) metaphysical

principles as indispensable:

28 Cf. Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn, 44–45.

29 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 24 ( JubA 1:61).

30 Cf. Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn, 65–74.
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The profoundest secrets of our soul lie hidden in the rules of beauty. […]

Each rule of beauty is at the same time a psychological discovery. For,

since it contains a prescription of the conditions under which a beautiful

object can have the best effect on our mind, it must be possible for the

rule to be derived from the nature of the human spirit.31

By the end of that decade, however, things had become unexpectedly bad

for Leibniz’s optimistic metaphysics. In 1759, Voltaire published Candide, ou

l’optimisme. Far frombeing amere divertissement, Candide and Pangloss’s com-

ical adventures concealed a harsh critique of Leibniz and Wolff.32 In other

words: Voltaire’s main goal in the work was to counter optimism in its afore-

mentioned technical sense (that is, as the metaphysical belief that the actual

world is the best of all possible worlds and contains no real evil at all) by show-

ing that the world is actually full of evil andmisfortune. The extent of Voltaire’s

“refutation” of optimism deserves attention. First and foremost, Candidemust

be regarded as a piece of satirical literature. Of course, this does not prevent

it from containing many relevant philosophical insights. However, the ethos

underlying this approach to optimism places Voltaire in a very different sphere

to that of (rationally argued) metaphysics. In this respect, he should be seen as

countering the optimists’ metaphysical perspective by vindicating a mode of

thinking that is much more reliant on everyday experience. AsWilliam Barber

puts it:

In Candide, […] Voltaire shows little disposition to argue. In the face of

human suffering, the niceties of philosophical discussion now merely

arouse his indignation. […] His weapon is not argument, but irony: it is

enough to confront the optimist with the brute facts of human misery,

to dwell upon some of the less agreeable aspects of life in the best of all

possible worlds, in order to demonstrate his folly.33

31 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 169 ( JubA 1:167).

32 The evolution of Voltaire’s acquaintance with Leibnizian-Wolffian metaphysics is very

interesting. Voltaire had some preliminary contact with Leibnizian philosophy during

his time in England in the 1720s. Nevertheless, it was Frederick the Great (who at that

time was still a prince) who properly introduced him to Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophy

in 1736. At first, Voltaire showed himself to be moderately critical of Leibniz and Wolff,

but his antipathy towards them increased during the following few years and resulted in

LaMetáphysique de Newton (1741), his most systematic and complete criticism of Leibniz-

ian philosophy. SeeWilliam H. Barber, Leibniz in France, from Arnauld to Voltaire: A Study

in French Reactions to Leibnizianism, 1670–1760 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955), 176–196.

From thenon,Voltairewould remain severely critical of Leibniz’s andWolff ’smetaphysics.

33 Barber, Leibniz in France, 231.
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Voltaire’s irony and wit were undeniably a crucial factor in Candide’s wide-

spread circulation across Europe from very early on: by the end of 1759, for

instance, it had been the object of no less than twelve pirate editions.34 The

sudden appearance of a popular, fiercely anti-Leibnizian piece of literaturewas

per se a valid cause for concern among Leibnizian-Wolffian philosophers. Yet

the reason for Candide’s appearance made the matter even worse. As is well

known,Voltaire’smotivation forwritingCandidewas the tragic earthquake that

struck Lisbon in 1755.35 In other words: Nature had raised serious questions

about Leibniz’s optimism, both by causing amonstrous earthquake andby con-

sequently launching Voltaire as its most fervent propagandist. In light of all

this, it is clear that by the end of the 1750s and the beginning of the 1760s, Leib-

niz’s metaphysics was far from being at its best. The discredit brought about by

both the earthquake and Candide called for a renewed and firm defence of it.

In this regard, the fact that Mendelssohn waited for a decade before taking up

the challenge might seem a little surprising. However, as we shall now see, it

was precisely in 1771 that he made a fundamental philosophical discovery that

would greatly reinforce his defence of optimism.

3 Criticising the Critic: Mendelssohn’s Refutation of Voltaire’s

“Refutation” of Optimism

Mendelssohn’s rewriting of the third Gespräche in order to counter Voltaire’s

anti-optimistic Candide is curious. I say “curious” because, though they are

formally very different, both versions of the dialogue deal with the same main

topics; namely, the claim that God created the world at the best possible

moment in time and the claim that the actual world is the best of all possible

worlds. However, this relevant connection did not prevent the dialogue from

undergoing an almost total transformation: in the 1771 edition, Mendelssohn

completely rewrote the introduction, discussed the topics in a different order,

substantially expandedandamended thepart on thebest of all possibleworlds,

and, in addition, renamed the characters, so that Neophil becameKallisten and

Philopon became Numesian. Let us begin with an overview of the 1755 ver-

sion in order to properly understand Mendelssohn’s further changes in 1771.

34 See Philip Stewart, “Candide,” inThe Cambridge Companion toVoltaire, ed. Nicholas Cronk

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 125–138.

35 Regarding Voltaire’s critical approach to metaphysical optimism in Candide and the reas-

ons behind it, see HaydnMason, Candide: Optimism Demolished (New York: Twayne Pub-

lishers, 1992).
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As indicated earlier, the introduction to the 1755 version is completely different

from that of the 1771 version. Before addressing God’s act of creation, Neophil

and Philopon make some preliminary remarks on the importance of having a

critical attitude when doing philosophy. This is indispensable because, as Neo-

phil puts it, every philosopher has been mistaken at some point, and Leibniz

is no exception, despite his being considered the greatest among philosophers.

Neophil’s intervention in this respect is worth noticing:

To understand Leibniz successfully, it is necessary to become a good Leib-

nizian first. One must be familiar with his fundamental theses and defin-

itions, just like a diligent student who only aims to focus strictly on his

words. At this point, the difficulties will not have to be sought, but will

eventually emerge on their own. […] Anyone who reaches the end of the

roadwill eventually encounter them. It will only be necessary not to close

one’s eyes to what appears there at sight.36

The difficulties and equivocations entailed by Leibniz’s philosophy are un-

veiled immediately afterwards. The discussion of the claim that divine creation

occurred in time begins with a basic, yet challenging question: Why did God

not create the world just a little before the precise moment in time at which

his creation occurred? To further inquire into this, Neophil takes the series b-c-

d-e as representing the set of elements thatmake up theworld (so that b causes

and explains the existence of c; c causes and explains the existence of d, and

so forth37). Given this series, it is possible to imagine a new element (a) that

could be added at the beginning of the chain, so that bwould become an effect

caused by a. And here is precisely the troubling point. To hold that the world

was created in time involves assuming that it is constituted by a finite series of

36 JubA 1:21; my translation.

37 This conception of the world as essentially consisting of a series of connected elements

comes fromWolff ’s cosmology, which is first discussed in his German Metaphysics (1720).

In the chapter of the work devoted to cosmology, Wolff defines the world as a series

[Reihe] of coexisting and successive things that are completely interconnected [ver-

knüpft]. This multiplicity of interconnected things is a whole or unity [Eines], an entity

constituted by other entities (its parts), and is thus a composite thing. AsWolff had poin-

ted out in the ontological chapter of GermanMetaphysics, the essence of something com-

posite is its structure (the specific way in which its parts are arranged). Therefore, the

essence of a world corresponds to the specific arrangement of the many elements that

constitute it. SeeWolff, GesammelteWerke. i. Abteilung, Band 2. Vernünftige Gedanken von

Gott, der Welt und der Seele des Menschen, ed. Charles A. Corr (Hildesheim: Olms, 1983),

329–338 (§540–560).
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elements. The first element of this series is only first de facto, but nothing pre-

vents us from thinkingde iureof another, prior element that could be explained

in turn by reference to another, evenmore prior element, and so on indefinitely.

Therefore, the possibility that God may have created the world a little earlier

in time has not yet been refuted, since Leibnizian philosophers have not really

found a sufficient reason to exclude this possibility de iure.38

The problems attributed to the doctrine of the best of all possible worlds are

not minor either. Some critics of Leibniz’s Theodicée claim that it is impossible

to classify a world as the best, based on the consideration that there is no per-

fect creature stricto sensu. These critics seem to suggest that to be categorised

as perfect, a creature must not be improvable by any other creature, which is

never the casebecause, assuming that all creatures are finite (i.e., endowedwith

a limited number of properties and perfections), a better one can always be

conceived by simply adding one more perfection to it. Leibniz responded to

these critics by asserting that predicates applied to particular substances can-

not be applied to theworld. In otherwords: aworld is something infinite [etwas

undendliches], so it is impossible to compare two worlds in the same way that

two finite things are compared. This answer is unconvincing, as it relies on our

cognitive incapacity to compare different worlds, and Wolff is credited with

having amended it in his 1737 refutation of Spinoza.39 InWolff ’s view, two infin-

ite series of perfections, A and B, are perfectly comparable: in particular, if B

results precisely from adding a new perfection to a prior series A, then B can be

clearly considered to be better than A. From the Wolffian perspective, then,

it should be possible for God to grasp the infinite series of perfections that

constitute every possible world and to create the world containing the most

perfect one. However, Leibniz’s words as adduced by Neophil do not seem to

agree with Wolff. In his view, the series of perfections that make up a possible

world cannot be regarded all together because their display is eternal: the series

cannot be grasped as a whole because it is (let us say) a never-ending pro-

cess and will be never completed. It is at this final stage that Neophil’s doubts

receive Philopon’s final and Baylean-inspired consolation quoted in our intro-

duction.40

38 Cf. JubA 1:20–24. From a Leibnizian-Wolffian point of view, our comprehension of God’s

creation is incomplete, in that the series of reasons that explain it remains open (other

reason[s] could still be added). In Leibnizian-Wolffian terms, this makes our reason for

God’s creation “insufficient” (i.e., not conclusive and still open to completion).

39 For Wolff ’s “refutation” of Spinoza within the 1737 Theologia rationalis, see Solé, Spinoza

en Alemania, 132–151.

40 Cf. JubA 1:28.



voltaire, a metaphysician! 111

Neophil’s sceptically toned remarks at the end of the 1755 edition had been

seemingly reinforced by Voltaire’s satire of Leibniz’s optimism. It is no coin-

cidence, then, that the now-renamed Numesian and Kallisten begin the 1771

dialogue precisely by reflecting on the extent to which true ideas can be the

subject of satire. In their view,Candide deserves to be regarded as “themost bit-

ing satire on our German doctrine of the best of the worlds.”41 In this respect,

Kallisthen, who is described as being German and metaphysically minded,42

confesses to his colleague that he enjoyed reading Candide. This leads Nume-

sian to ask himwhether he has come to adoptVoltaire’s views,whichKallisthen

immediately denies. To justify his position on Leibniz’s side, he suggests that

laughing at something (in this case, the doctrine of the best of all possible

worlds) does not preclude it from being true. These remarks bring Shaftes-

bury into the scene, as Numesian thinks that his reflections on risible things

are opposed to the ones held by Kallisten.43

The subsequent discussion of Shaftesbury’s views is a little prolix, but it con-

tains an important clarification that helps us to further understand the first

step of Mendelssohn’s criticism of Voltaire. Kallisten immediately refutes the

way in which h Numesian interprets Shaftesbury’s use of a fragment attrib-

uted to Gorgias. According to this fragment, Gorgias advises that we should

“tackle another’s jesting by earnestness and earnestness by jesting.”44 As Kal-

listen notes, it is reasonable to think that Gorgias’s point was essentially rhetor-

ical: his aim was seemingly to teach how to articulate proper discourses by the

alternation of serious and comical statements. Based on this remark, Kallisten

takes Shaftesbury to give amore restrictedly epistemological sense to Gorgias’s

words: in particular, he is taken to be saying that every truthmust be transform-

able into something risible and, vice versa, that every joke must be transform-

able into a serious, truthful proposition. Numesian expresses some concerns

about (what he sees as) this paradoxical interconnection between joking and

truth-telling. To temper his doubts, Kallisten observes that it is important to

distinguish between (i) being really risible (i.e., absurd and nonsensical) and

(ii) appearing to be risible. In the light of this distinction, Shaftesbury has to

be understood as specifically defending the claim that truths can (and even

should) be made to appear risible and comical without truly being so.45

41 JubA 1:356.

42 It is interesting to see that in this new version of the dialogue, Mendelssohn is more

emphatic regarding the duality between the Germans and the French presented at the

beginning of the second Gespräch. Cf. JubA 1, 13–14.

43 Cf. JubA 1:357–358.

44 “ἔφη Γοργίας τὴν μὲν σπουδὴν διαφθείρειν τῶν ἐναντίων γέλωτι τὸν δὲ γέλωτα σπουδῇ.” This

fragment is extracted from Aristotle’s Rhetoric 3.18 (1419b 4–5).

45 Cf. JubA 1:358–359.
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This somewhat abstruse reflection leads the dialogue to a fundamental

point. Following Shaftesbury, Voltaire’s presentation of Leibniz’s optimism as

something apparently risible is absolutely compatiblewith Leibniz’s view actu-

ally being true. In fact, Kallisten’s subsequent goal is to show that Voltaire

entirely failed to describe the world as it really is (and, eo ipso, to properly

assess its ontological status). He is accused of lacking objectiveness for one

main reason: he describes a situation in which an exaggerated series of tra-

gedies occurs in a very small amount of time, without anything really good (not

even the slightest) happening in parallel. What is Voltaire trying to achieve by

depicting such a hyperbolic number of tragedies? For Kallisten, if Voltaire is

seeking to claim that the actual world is not the best of all possible worlds,

then his reasoning is entirelymisleading, as he is attempting to refute a general

metaphysical doctrine by making recourse to particular human experiences.

Very interestingly, Kallisten refers once again to the cultural rivalry between

the Germans and the French in order to reveal Voltaire’s great confusion:

One must simply not know what is at issue if, as another French writer

has done to repudiate the German system, one drafts a portrait of the his-

tory of France and analyzes the chain of evils out of which this country’s

affairs of state are composed. Civil wars, the bloody wedding, persecu-

tion by dragoons, Law’s system, Ravaillac, Clement, and so forth. What

does this matter to our system, what do even a thousand other ridicu-

lous or lamentable things which have so often turned the political world

of France on its head matter? With utter composure Pangloss can wrap

himself in his mantle and say: The world is still the best!46

With this, the attack on Voltaire’s anti-optimistic stance reaches a first, relev-

antmilestone. Bymeans of his new introduction to the dialogue,Mendelssohn

argues that Voltaire’s fundamental problem is one of perspective. Based on our

everyday experience of evil and suffering, Voltaire adduces counterexamples

that do not really apply to the metaphysical thesis of the best of all possible

worlds. The fact that humans have experiences of something that is catalogued

as evil does not entail that evil actually exists in theworld, as something created

by God. These experiences are specifically restricted to humans and their finite

mode of existing. Mendelssohn’s underlying point is that the act of judging the

ontological status of the world requires us to place ourselves above the finite

perspective that is proper to humans. In other words, the nature of creation

depends on the nature of its creator, God, who is an infinite being with infinite

46 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 115 ( JubA 1:360); Mendelssohn’s emphasis.
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perfections. Accordingly, it is absolutely inappropriate to question God’s cre-

ation based on our imperfect access to the world: it relies on the mistaken

assumption that the conditions proper to our finite existence also apply to

God’s infinite nature.

The discrediting of Voltaire’s general approach to optimism alone could

be regarded per se as a sufficient refutation of Candide. However, Mendels-

sohn’s 1771 defence of Leibniz’s optimism goes a little further. After dismissing

Voltaire’s general approach to the matter, he proceeds in the remainder of the

dialogue to readdress his 1755 doubts on the doctrine of the best of all possible

worlds. Andhehas good reason to do so. By 1771,Mendelssohnwas ready to face

these doubts by using a new conceptual tool; namely, the notion of strength

[Stärke], which, incidentally, would also play a crucial role in the 1771 rewrit-

ing of his Betrachtungen on the sublime. The problem attributed to Leibniz in

the 1755 edition was not minor at all. As seen at the beginning of this section,

Leibniz’s own words led to the troubling conclusion that an infinite multipli-

city of perfections cannot be collectively regarded as a whole [Ganzes], which

dangerously implies the impossibility of understanding how God could have

compared possible worlds (each constituted by a specific series of perfections)

and subsequently create the best of them. In short: the 1755 version of the third

dialogue left us with no sufficient reason to account for God’s creation of the

actual world as the best of all possible worlds.

Kallisten then manages to find a sufficient reason by specifying that the

world’s eternal and everlasting nature does not prevent God from grasping it

as a peculiar kind of whole. Prima facie, there is good reason to think that the

world cannot be defined as a whole (i.e., a delimited, closed totality). After all,

creation is eternal, so theworld shouldbe conceived as an infinite, dynamicdis-

play of creatures and perfections rather than as a static and delimited totality.

However, if we cannot say that this dynamic series of creatures and perfec-

tions constitutes a whole, then the problem in the 1755 dialogue emerges once

again: How could God completely grasp and compare different possible worlds

in order to opt for the best one? Kallisten’s new response involves a very subtle

clarification. As he puts it, the infinite number of perfections that constitute a

world are extensively infinite, but intensively determined:

If, however, this universe, in spite of its infinity and eternal duration,

must present itself as a whole to the divine intellect, then a definite

degree of perfection will also have to be ascribed to it, regarded as a

whole. Of course, it will be a limited, not an infinite degree. Contrary to

Spinoza, it has been proven very successfully that an infinite number of

finite perfections, taken together, constitutes amerely finite perfection of
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the whole. By heaping up many parts or taking them together, one sus-

tains an extended magnitude [ausgedehnte Größe], but no unextended

magnitude [unausgedehnte Größe], no strength [Stärke]. Thus, too, when

infinitely many limited perfections are taken together, they constitute an

infinite perfection in terms of extension, but not of strength.47

The notion of strength allows Mendelssohn to finally account for God’s cre-

ation of the best of all possible worlds. An infinite series of perfections can

appear to God as an unextended whole; that is, as a determined strength. This

allows him to grasp each world as being endowed with a specific degree of

strength, so that the magnitude of this strength becomes a measure of per-

fection. In other words: each world has a degree of perfection corresponding

to its degree of strength. It is in the light of this crucial interconnection that

God’s reason for creating the best of all possible worlds comes to be compre-

hensible. In the instant prior to creation, God grasps a multiplicity of possible

worlds: since each of them is endowed with a specific degree of strength and

perfection, he can rationally take the one containing the greatest perfection

and make it real. At this point, the reader might expect this discovery to cause

great joy among the Leibnizian characters. However, instead of this, Kallisten

immediately observes that this new solution to the 1755 version’s doubts in

turn requires further inquiry. Very interestingly, his rather critical interven-

tion recalls that version’s sceptical invitation to never stop looking for possible

objections to great metaphysical theories:

If, however, the perfection of every universe, however infinite in number

and duration it may be, is still limited, then it is difficult to understand

why another universe is not possible which, considered as a whole, pos-

sesses a higher degree of perfection. […]To be sure, the Leibnizian always

wins when he infers from the result. This universe has been produced by

God, hence theremust be nomore perfect system of theworld. […]These

reasons are patent. If something better were possible, then the supreme

goodness could only choose what is better. But we would still like to see

more distinctly how the perfection of the whole, without being infinite,

can nevertheless not be greater than it actually is.48

In fact, this sort of critical mood persists until the end of the dialogue. Nume-

sian and Kallisten conclude their discussion by briefly approaching a second

47 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 118 ( JubA 1:363); my emphasis.

48 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 118–119 ( JubA 1:364).



voltaire, a metaphysician! 115

major theme (namely, the thesis that the best of all possibleworldswas created

in time). As for the first great topic of the dialogue, both friends nowmanage to

find that sufficient reason that could not be grasped in 1755. As in the 1755 edi-

tion, holding that ourworldwas created in time is taken to entail that thisworld

is constituted by a finite series of elements. According to Kallisten, this series is

not arbitrary at all: following Leibniz, God must have conformed the world to

the specific series of elements leading to the greatest possible perfection via the

shortest path. Thus, a sufficient reason has apparently been found to explain

the actual series of created elements. However, once again, Kallisten observes

that this does not really explain why the actual chain of elements could not be

endowedwith further exogenous elements: “This answer is not completely sat-

isfying, and Iwish to see clarifiedmore distinctly how the first condition, which

actually came to be, could involve an earlier conditionwithout this earlier con-

dition having belonged to the choice of the best.”49

This kind of bittersweet taste at the end suggests that although he has made

some relevant changes to his account of Leibniz’s optimism, Mendelssohn has

by no means become a dogmatic defender of it. Voltaire’s inaccurate critique

of Leibniz’s optimism called for a proper refutation. And the one Mendels-

sohn offers is by no means vain. As well as entirely dismantling Voltaire’s dia-

lectical strategy, he has reinforced some relevant aspects of his first, much

weaker account of Leibnizian optimism. However, metaphysics is not espe-

cially straightforward. As Mendelssohn’s attitude suggests, this is an area in

which it is very difficult (if not impossible) to reach. However, some doctrines

are truly worthy of further inquiry, on the one hand, because of their global

strength, even in spite of having some particular problems, and on the other,

because of their great benefit for our moral life:

I have already said to you that the doctrine of the best world flows imme-

diately from the properties of God, and Bayle himself had to acknowledge

as much, considered from this point of view. Since, therefore, it has its

proven certainty, objections and difficulties cannot keep us fromagreeing

with it. They can capture our attention and provide us with an occasion

for reflection. However, the once proven truth stands fast as long as the

foundations on which it rests are not shaken. For my own peace of mind, I

would not like to do without this doctrine since it is the only one that is able

to satisfy me. Through the consideration that the slightest objects around

me are parts of the most perfect world, they acquire a sublimity that makes

them worth revering.50

49 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 119 ( JubA 1:365).

50 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 120 ( JubA 1:366); my emphasis.
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4 Conclusion: The Importance of Being Earnest (and Optimistic)

Let us end our inquiry by considering the extent to which the two main theses

of this article have been argued. As pointed out at the beginning, the theses that

I aimed to defendwere (i) thatMendelssohn’s rewriting of the third dialogue is

specifically intended to strengthenhis defence of Leibniz’smetaphysics against

the criticismof it inVoltaire’sCandide and (ii) thatMendelssohn is not dismiss-

ing sceptical approaches to philosophy, but rather attempting to give a better

account of Leibniz’s metaphysics and its moral importance, without denying

its theoretical problems.

In a fundamental (and even trivial) sense, it is quite beyond doubt that the

1771 version of the thirdGespräch is directly addressed toVoltaire’sCandide: the

first half of the dialogue is nothing less than an explicit commentary on (and

refutationof)Voltaire’swork.However, besides this basic detail, the second sec-

tion of this article aimed to illuminate in what sense that refutation was philo-

sophically significant for Mendelssohn. From the beginning of his trajectory,

Mendelssohn showed a great affinitywith Leibnizianmetaphysics. As has been

argued, this affinity must be construed in a context that was marked by a clash

between opposing intellectual factions. In this regard, Mendelssohn’s siding

with Leibnizian metaphysics is not trivial: the pro-French and anti-Leibnizian

(or, even more precisely, “anti-Leibnizian-Wolffian”) current prevailing at the

time had gone far enough to dominate the Prussian Academy of Sciences in

Berlin and thus occupied a privileged space in the German cultural sphere.

Mendelssohn and Lessing’s Pope ein Metaphysiker! emerged as an ironic and

provocative defence of Leibniz’s optimism against the Academy, the source of

the very contest that hadmotivated its composition. Afterwards, Mendelssohn

conceived some metaphysical works, like the Gespräche or the Briefe, in order

to further argue for Leibnizian-Wolffian views, which he continued to do even

in the aesthetical works of the late 1750s. The radically anti-Leibnizian Candide

was intended todestroyMendelssohn’smetaphysicalworldview.Mendelssohn,

whoquite unsurprisingly couldnotpermit this by anymeans, decided in turn to

destroy Voltaire’s view, to the point of showing both (i) that Voltaire’s approach

was fundamentally mistaken and (ii) that Leibnizian optimism was now even

stronger than it was in Mendelssohn’s first account of it.

Yet, in connection tomy second thesis for the present article,Mendelssohn’s

renewed defence of Leibniz’s optimism was far from dogmatic. The rewrit-

ing of the third Gespräche against Candide gave Mendelssohn the opportunity

to reconsider some complex issues of the doctrine of the best of all possible

worlds that constitutes Leibnizian optimism. This reconsideration was par-

tially successful, in that it allowed Mendelssohn to finally find an explanation
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for that which he had notmanaged to explain in 1755. Nevertheless, and in con-

nection to theBaylean spirit of the 1755Gespräche,Mendelssohn conceded that

his answers to those doubts were not conclusive, thus suggesting once again

that reliablemetaphysical conclusions are not that easy to attain.Metaphysical

issues like the ones featured in the Gespräche require a critical spirit: dogmatic

assent is therefore out of their reach. However, this does not mean that one

should not subscribe to the doctrine of the best of all possible worlds. Even

though some of its aspects remain unclear, it is worth cherishing such a well-

proven doctrine, especially, as Mendelssohn concludes, if we also consider its

great benefit for our moral praxis. In short: for Mendelssohn, subscribing to

such a well-grounded metaphysical doctrine seems a good decision to make

our moral life happier.

I think that Mendelssohn’s final emphasis on the moral benefits inherent in

metaphysical optimism might become especially comprehensible if we link it

to his opusmagnum, Phaedon. This 1767work argues in a literarymanner for the

intimate interaction between metaphysics and morals. In this regard, it might

be seen to be making a crucial modulation of Wolffian metaphysics (or, more

precisely still, whatMendelssohn took to be Leibnizian-Wolffianmetaphysics).

InWolff, psychology, which is the third branch of hismetaphysics, is conceived

as being literally fundamental for moral philosophy: moral philosophy relies

on psychological contents like the descriptions of the functioning of volition

and action, or, even more basically for Wolff, the demonstration that the soul

is free. Very interestingly, Mendelssohn’s Phaedon offers an inversion of the

Wolffian structure and turns morality into the horizon of psychology. In short:

knowledge of the nature of the human soul is granted amoral significance that

constitutes its main and primarymotivation.What this fundamentally implies

is as remarkable as it is fascinating: the horizon of metaphysical doctrines like

that of immortality becomes, after all, a moral one. Thus, metaphysical optim-

ism should also reasonably be seen as having this crucial moral orientation.

For Mendelssohn, the belief that the world is essentially good leaves us with

a charm and a hope that, it seems to me, is not that distinct from the one

expressed rather lyrically at the very end of Phaedon:

From all these proofs, […] the most reliable assurance of a future life

awakens, which can completely satisfy our mind. The ability to feel is not

anattributeof thebodyand its fine structure, buthas its existence in itself.

The essence of this existence is simple and consequently imperishable.

Also, the perfection which these simple substances acquired, must be of

unceasing consequences in regard to themselves, and makes them […]

efficient to fulfil the purposes of God in nature. […] Further, the spirits
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have, as moral beings, a system of duties and rights, which would be full

of absurdities and contradictions, if they were inhibited on the path to

perfection and turned back.51
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Abstract

AsCarloRovelli observed, physicists andphilosophers cannot stop looking for the truth

even if they know that this is an asymptotic activity; that although the ultimate truth

may not be found, philosophy and science will continue to look for it. This article,

inspired by Rovelli’s reflections on themeaning of science and philosophy and the rela-

tionship between them, contributes to the understanding of one of the most contro-

versial philosophers of the twentieth century: Leo Strauss. It aims to show how Strauss

conceives of philosophy as a rigorous science, much like Edmund Husserl did in his

manifesto of phenomenology, and attempts to demonstrate, through a brief analysis

of his key contemporary and modern sources—Husserl, Hermann Cohen, and Got-

thold Ephraim Lessing—that Strauss’s stance is anti-sceptical in the sense of opposing

philosophical scepticism, which questions the very possibility of discovering the truth.

However, it is sceptical in the sense that it views philosophy as an ongoing inquiry

and a questioning of everything in reality—an inquiry that can potentially be infin-

ite. Strauss was influenced by Husserl’s conception of philosophy as a rigorous science,

Cohen’s critical idealism, andLessing’s notion of truthwhenhewas developinghis own

understanding of the philosophical enterprise. This, in turn, led him to the view that

it is possible to learn from ancient philosophers, such as Socrates, how to navigate the

challenges inherent in this difficult endeavour.
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…
In the thirteenth century, the great philosopherMaimonides writes:

“Time is composed of atoms, that is to say of many parts that can-

not be further subdivided, on account of their short duration.” The

idea probably dates back even further: the loss of the original texts

of Democritus prevents us from knowing whether it was already

present in classical Greek atomism. Abstract thought can anticip-

ate by centuries hypotheses that find a use—or confirmation—in

scientific inquiry.

carlo rovelli, The Order of Time.1

∵

1 Introduction

For several decades, Leo Strauss was exclusively considered in scholarship as

the political philosopher who claimed that political philosophy in modern

times was undergoing a fatal crisis, which he attributed to radical historicism

in contemporary philosophy or toWeber’s idea of science as “value-free.”2 This

was thanks to his contemporaries’ initial and very partial study of the influence

of his philosophical sources on his work as a whole. More recently, scholars

have also considered him as the pessimistic alter-ego of Hannah Arendt, who,

thoughdisillusionedwith themodernWesternphilosophical tradition,was still

convinced that philosophy and politics are irreconcilable, unless the latter is

seen as a necessary framework for the former (since the philosopher cannot be

completely free within the polis).

Furthermore, Strauss has also been seen as an elitist and exoteric philo-

sopherwhoparalysed both Jewish andnon-Jewish interpreters of Maimonides,

1 Carlo Rovelli, The Order of Time, trans. Erica Segre and Simon Carnell (New York: Riverhead

Books, 2018), 55.

2 According to Strauss, classical political philosophy had not survived the rise of political sci-

ence andof MaxWeber’s ideal of the ethical neutrality of social sciences andhad thusbecome

incapable of dealingwith ethical values, of discerning the bad from the good, for example. See

Strauss, Natural Right andHistory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), published in a

newGerman translation in Strauss,Gesammelte Schriften, Band 4: Naturrecht und Geschichte,

ed. Heinrich Meier (Hamburg: Meiner, 2022), 332.
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convincing them to read him only in terms of the dichotomy between Jeru-

salem and Athens, revelation and reason, a dichotomy that is impossible to

overcome if not by means of a complex interpretation of the so-called secrets

of the Bible.3 Interpreters of hiswork have resisted defining his philosophy, as it

is frequently expressed in ambiguous propositions. Many of them have stated

that his most famous writings—such as Die Religionskritik Spinozas (1930),

Philosophie und Gesetz (1935),4 Hobbes’ politische Wissenschaft (1936), and Per-

secution and the Art of Writing (1952)—contain no original thoughts, but are

merelymore or less philologically accurate studies in the history of philosophy

that at best can guide us to a careful reading of the philosophers of the past.

Finally, many of Strauss’s contemporary interpreters today understand that

none of these positions describes the core of his thought and therefore define

his philosophical method as a zetetic scepticism.5 What this means is still

unclear, and amore profound analysis of his philosophical or sceptical sources

is required. Looking for an authentic rationalism—a rationalism capable of

including irrational aspectswithout fearing or refusing them—Strauss attemp-

ted,with thehelp of Maimonides andhis Islamic sources aswell as that of other

philosophers from the past, to understand it and its Greek origins. A central

topic during Strauss’s epoch (similar toEricDodd’s 1951 thesis about the crisis of

rationalism during the Hellenic period),6 his thesis of the crisis of rationalism

during the modern period focuses on the tendency among modern thinkers

to expel irrational elements without considering that, once expelled, these

elements could become stronger and more dangerous to reason itself. In the

earliest period of his university education, Strauss read philosophers such as

HermannCohen and EdmundHusserl, the founders of the neo-Kantian school

of Marburg and the phenomenological school, who were seminal to his sub-

sequent work. Always critical of the philosophical attitude of the neo-Kantian

philosophers—who, according to him, began their reflections “from the roof”

(that is, from the scientific view of the world and reality), while phenomeno-

logy begins “from the foundation” (that is, “from our common understanding

3 Warren Zev Harvey, “How to Begin to Study Strauss’s ‘How to Begin to Study the Guide of the

Perplexed,’ ” in Interpreting Maimonides: Critical Essays, ed. Charles. H. Manekin and Daniel

Davies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 228–246.

4 Leo Strauss, “Philosophie und Gesetz” (1935), in Strauss, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 2: Philo-

sophie und Gesetz—Frühe Schriften, ed. Heinrich Meier (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1997), 9–27.

5 Carlo Altini, Una filosofia in esilio. Vita e pensiero di Leo Strauss (Rome: Carocci, 2021), 366;

Mauro Bonazzi, “Sul platonismo di Leo Strauss. A proposito di uno studio recente,”Rivista di

storia della filosofia 4 (2015): 817–827; Alessandra Fussi, La città nell’anima. Leo Strauss lettore

di Platone e Senofonte (Pisa: ets, 2012).

6 See Eric Dodds, The Greek and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951).
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of the world, from our understanding of the world as sensibly perceived prior

to all theorising”)—Husserl in particular influenced Strauss’s concept of philo-

sophy more than is usually believed by Strauss scholars.7

2 Is Philosophy a Rigorous Science? Leo Strauss, Hermann Cohen,

and Edmund Husserl

For the physicist Carlo Rovelli, scepticism seems to be themethod that enables

us to rethink reality again and again and induces us to continuously renew the

language inwhichwe speak of it (even if the abstract thinking of ancient philo-

sophers like Maimonides was able to anticipate the results of future scientific

discoveries).8More than a century beforeRovelli, Leo Strauss—oneof themost

important German-Jewish philosophers of the epoch of the [so-called crisis of

the] Weimar Republic—described scientific scepticism as the basis of philo-

sophy as a rigorous science and as a method that had already been used by the

“classic” figure of Jewishmedieval rationalism during the twelfth century: Mai-

monides.9 Strauss first published “Philosophy as Rigorous Science and Political

Philosophy” around 1961, in a festschrift for his friend Shlomo Pines in Jerus-

alem, but he had attended Husserl’s courses as a student in Freiburg as early as

1922. Husserl’s phenomenology is Strauss’s contemporary philosophical hori-

zon, and he writes: “Phenomenology is essentially the study of essences and in

no way of existence. In accordance with this the study of the life of the mind

as practiced by the thoughtful historians offers to the philosophers a more ori-

ginal and therefore more fundamental material of enquiry than the study of

nature.”10

For Strauss, what Cohen and Husserl have in common is that they are both

interested in the study of the mind or consciousness, and they are both philo-

7 Leo Strauss, “Philosophy as Rigorous Science and Political Philosophy,” Interpretation 2

(1971): 1–9.

8 See Carlo Rovelli, Buchi bianchi (Milan: Adelphi 2023).

9 There is a consensus that Hermann Cohen (the founder of the Marburg school of Neo-

Kantianism and a predecessor of Strauss in studying Spinoza and Maimonides) and

Strauss’s Doktorvater Ernst Cassirer (the author of a long history of knowledge and an

essay onEinstein’s theory of relativity) did not havemuchof an influence on their younger

reader and student Leo Strauss. For a different interpretation, see Chiara Adorisio, Leo

Strauss lettore di Hermann Cohen. Dalla filosofia moderna al ritorno agli antichi (Florence:

Giuntina, 2007), 260.

10 Leo Strauss, “Philosophy as Rigorous Science,” 7.
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sophers in the Kantian horizon, even if they diverge in their interpretations of

his philosophy. In his essay, he states that Husserl’s most important contribu-

tion to philosophy is that he conceives of it as a rigorous science, as opposed

to aWeltanschauung. According to Strauss, Husserl almost reaches the point of

understanding that the philosopher, while conceiving of a rigorous scientific

philosophy (which is a potentially infinite task), must assure peace in society,

carefully and consciously dealing with the conflict between philosophy and

Weltanschauung:

No one in our century has raised the call for philosophy as a rigorous sci-

ence with such clarity, purity, vigor, and breadth as Husserl. “From its first

beginnings philosophy has raised the claim to be a rigorous science;more

precisely, it has raised the claim to be the science that would satisfy the

highest theoretical needs and, in regard to ethics and religion render pos-

sible a life regulated by pure rational norms. This claim… has never been

completely abandoned. [Yet] in no epoch of its development has philo-

sophy been capable of satisfying the claim to be a rigorous science …

Philosophy as science has not yet begun … In philosophy [in contradis-

tinction to the sciences] everything is controversial.”11

Strauss seems to take Husserl’s idea so seriously that he seeks to develop it

in a more consequent way. In his interpretation, this means underscoring

the underestimated problem of the conflict between philosophy and Weltan-

schauung. Had Husserl done this, he would have regardedWeltanschauung as

necessary for society, but at the same time as something from which philo-

sophy, as a rigorous science, should remain separated. The conflict between

Weltanschauung and philosophy is unavoidable, but if the philosopher is aware

of this unavoidable conflict, he can still practice philosophy as a rigorous sci-

ence:

“Already in the beginnings of philosophy persecution sets in. The men

who live toward those ideas [of philosophy] are outlawed. And yet: ideas

are stronger than all empirical powers.” In order to see the relation be-

tween philosophy as rigorous science and the alternative to it clearly, one

must look at the political conflict between the two antagonists, i.e. at the

essential character of that conflict. If one fails to do so, one cannot reach

11 Strauss, 6.
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clarity on the essential character of what Husserl calls “philosophy as rig-

orous science.”12

As Rovelli observed, physicists and philosophers cannot stop looking for the

truth even if they know that this is an asymptotic activity; that although the

ultimate truth may not be found, philosophy and science will continue to look

for it and to transform the language that should help this enquiry. There is

something anti-sceptical in Strauss’s thought, in the sense of a polemic against

the philosophical scepsis that questions the very possibility of finding the

truth.

3 Zetetic Scepticism or Exotericism? Leo Strauss’s Response to the

Crisis of Rationalism

As Jeffrey Bernstein has stated regarding Strauss’s philosophy:

As a zetetic activity (i.e., one that proceeds by means of inquiry), Strauss

holds that philosophy is concerned with articulating the fundamental

questions, problems, and responses to such problems (which responses

exceed the purview of ultimate practical resolutions). […] The philo-

sopher cannot, in principle, take those provisional responses to be des-

tinations without transforming his way of life into a sect.13

While someof these interpreters,who are themselves scholars of ancient philo-

sophy, have studied the influence of ancient zḗtēsis in Strauss’s writings—

especially on his reinterpretation of Plato’s philosophy, his lessons on Socratic

sources, or his writings on Greek literature and history—these same interpret-

ers have not devoted the same attention to the Jewish sources of his scepticism.

It is in his reading of some of themost important Jewish philosophical sources

that Strauss becomes aware of the crisis of modern rationalism and of some

alternatives to it. He begins to read Spinoza, who in both his Short Treatise on

God,Man, andHisWell-Being and theTreatise on the Emendation of the Intellect

criticises the sceptics among the philosophers (that is, those philosophers who

deny that human beings can find any truth at all and whose position ends in a

12 Strauss, 9.

13 Jeffrey Bernstein, Leo Strauss on the Borders of Judaism, Philosophy, and History (Albany,

NY: suny Press, 2015), 228.
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sort of aphasia).14 It was on Spinoza’s critique of religion and on Cohen’s essays

on Spinoza’s biblical exegesis that Strauss wrote his first works, particularly his

1930 book Die Religionskritik Spinozas als Grundlage seiner Bibelwissenschaft.

Untersuchungen zu Spinozas Theologisch-politischem Traktat,15 in which he

examined the confutation of orthodoxy contained in the Theological-Political

Treatise. According to Strauss himself, his realisation that the philosophers of

the past used techniques for concealing truths, or a kind of writing strategy,

in order to face the above-mentioned conflict between philosophy as a rigor-

ous science and a Weltanschauung began from his examination of Spinoza’s

rationalism (which was at the same timemodern andmedieval, as Henry Aus-

trynWolfson had noted).16 After a careful analysis of the relationships between

the doctrine contained in the Ethics, Demonstrated in Geometrical Order and

the Theological-Political Treatise, Strauss began to see Spinoza as a philosopher

concerned not only with the theoretical issues of philosophy, but also with

the practical issues. Far from being detached from a political dimension and

frompolitical themes, an understanding of the Ethics requires the introduction

contained in the Treatise as an essential complementary. As Strauss wrote in a

letter to his friend Jacob Klein, the historian of mathematics and interpreter of

Plato:

Philosophy is the attempt to replace opinion with knowledge; now, opin-

ion is the proper element of the polis; consequently, philosophy is sub-

versive […]. In other words, while the proper character of the philo-

sopher’s thinking is a kind of mania [madness], the philosopher’s public

discourse is sophrosyne [moderation].17

14 During the seventeenth century, this was the position within so-called academic scepti-

cism. On the other side, Spinoza, in hisTheological-Political Treatise, likewise criticises the

religious scepsis within Judaism, represented by the attitude of Judah Alfakar, who denies

every certainty to reason and relies only on faith.

15 Leo Strauss, Die Religionskritik Spinozas als Grundlage seiner Bibelwissenschaft. Unter-

suchungen zu Spinozas Theologisch-politischem Traktat (1930), in Strauss, Gesammelte

Schriften, Band 1: Die Religionskritik Spinozas und zugehörige Schriften, ed. HeinrichMeier,

2nd ed. (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2001), 1–355. The volume also contains other essays Strauss

wrote about Spinoza, such as “CohensAnalyse der Bibelwisseschaft Spinozas” (1924) (363–

388), “Zur Bibelwissesnchaft Spinozas und seiner Vorläufer” (1926) (389–414), and “Das

Testament Spinozas” (1932) (415–422).

16 Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of Spinoza: Unfolding the Latent Processes of His

Reasoning, repr. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983).

17 Leo Strauss and Jacob Klein, “A Giving of Accounts,” The College 22 (1970): 4.
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Strauss’s ideas finally found systematic form in his Persecution and the Art of

Writing (1952),18 in which he interprets Spinoza and Hobbes, as well as Mai-

monides (whomhehad already studiedduring the 1930s in his bookonSpinoza

and in Philosophie und Gesetz) and the Arabic and Jewish philosophers of the

Middle Ages, as careful writers of philosophical treatises that reveal nothing at

first sight, but carefully address their respective audiences. The historian Carlo

Ginzburg, in his essay “Virtue, Justice, Strength. On Machiavelli and Some of

His Readers,” quotes Strauss when describing the relationship between writing

and persecution and stresses that the influence of persecution on literature

consists precisely in pushing all those writers, who think heterodoxically to

develop a very precise literary technique: that technique to which we allude

when we speak of “writing between the lines.” His claim seems to condense

the value of Ginzburg’s research, as he in fact comments on Strauss’s words by

observing that research also consists of the attempt to grasp something that is

written between the lines, “in invisible ink, on the fragmentary evidence of the

past.”19

In Persecution and the Art of Writing, Strauss focuses on the distinction

between the esoteric aspect of philosophy (that is, the part that pertains to

philosophy as a rigorous science in Husserlian terms) and its exoteric aspect.

The discovery of this distinction, which, according to Strauss, was recognised

by ancient and medieval philosophers as well as by Spinoza, should be con-

sidered a modern discovery. In his view, this can be attributed to the German

and Spinozist philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the author of Nathan

der Weise and other seminal works (who, as Strauss himself writes, inspired a

change of orientation in him regarding his way of reading past philosophers).

In 1939, when Strauss was writing about Lessing, he was about to face the most

terrible years of his life: he was to lose his entire family to the Nazis’ persecu-

tion, and later also his brother-in-law, Paul Kraus, whowas found dead in Cairo

in 1944 (and with whom he conducted a fruitful collaboration, as the footnotes

of their unpublished studies reveal).20

18 Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe: The Free Press, 1952).

19 In these lectures, in which Ginzburg focuses on the value and importance of philology

for the work of the historian and in everyday life, he quotes Strauss frequently: see Gin-

zburg, Occhiacci di legno. Dieci riflessioni sulla distanza (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2019), 296;

Ginzburg, La lettera uccide (Milan: Adelphi, 2021) xi–xii, 55, 103, 174, 228. On Ginzburg’s

reading of Strauss’s interpretation of Machiavelli, see also Cristina Basili, “Leer entre lín-

eas: Carlo Ginzburg, Leo Strauss y el problema teológico-político,” in Arcana del pensami-

ento del siglo xx, ed. José L. Villacañas, Roberto Navarrete, and Cristina Basili (Barcelona:

Herder, 2021), 299–328.

20 For more on this relationship, see Giovanni Licata, “Leo Strauss, Paul Kraus e la riscoperta
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In fact, starting from the rediscovery of the figure of al-Fārābi, who is under-

stood as the thinker who traced the development of Arab-Islamic and Jewish

philosophy up toAverroes andMaimonides, Strausswas able to arrive at a com-

plete understanding of the falāsifah and a new interpretation of the Platonism

of the Arabic philosophers. In recent years, various essays and monographs

have been published that recognise the value and originality of Strauss’s inter-

pretation of medieval Islamic philosophy. Indeed, it is significant that both

the contributions dedicated to Strauss’s relationship with Arab-Islamic philo-

sophy and the works that deal with his life and thought in general sideline

or completely omit, with few exceptions, Kraus’s importance for his intellec-

tual evolution, as if it were important to downplay his philological skills or his

seriousness in order to advance instead an image of a philosopher whomanip-

ulates ancient texts to demonstrate a controversial theory based on suspicion

and elitism.

Although al-Fārābi and Maimonides were the philosophers through whom

Strauss seems to have discovered the problem of esotericism in premodern

philosophy, it is in fact a modern philosopher, Lessing, who, as mentioned

above, probably represents the most important initial source of his ideas. As

Hannes Kerber pointed out,21 it is in his 1939 essay “Exoteric Teaching” that

Strauss makes his first attempt to explain the concept of esotericism in general

terms. Moreover, compared to essays published at the end of the 1940s collec-

ted in Persecution and the Art of Writing, Strauss, in discussing the question

of esotericism, does not focus on the medieval world, but rather presents the

issue from a “Western” perspective. In fact, “Exoteric Teaching” focuses mainly

on Lessing, a non-Jewish German philosopher, and on the Protestant theolo-

gian Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (especially on his interpretation of

Plato). Other big names in European philosophy are alsomentioned in the text,

including Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Heinrich Jac-

obi, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

Now, why is it that this essay, which is Strauss’s first essay devoted entirely

to the question of esotericism, lacks anymention not only of the falāsifah, but

also of Maimonides? If his intention was to circumscribe the esotericism of

medieval Islamic and Jewish thinkers as a phenomenon of little importance on

di Al-Farabi nella prima metà del xx secolo,” in Costruzione e distruzione di memorie. Rif-

lessioni storiche e filosofiche, ed. Irene Kajon and Giuseppe Trotta (Rome: Lithos, 2023),

225–247.

21 Hannes Kerber, “Strauss and Schleiermacher on How to Read Plato: An Introduction to

‘Exoteric Teaching,’ ” in Reorientation: Leo Strauss in the 1930s, ed. Martin D. Yaffe and

Richard S. Ruderman (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 203–204.
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the world stage, then his own writings devoted to the Guide from 1941 onwards

would be no more than “minor” texts. However, as Kerber explains, things are

more complicated:

Evenmore perplexing is the fact that, while Maimonides is left out of the

typescript, he is mentioned in an early handwritten plan of the essay. In

this plan, the title for the penultimate section of the essay’s first part is:

“Lessing—Leibniz—Hobbes (vera-pia dogmata)—Spinoza—RMbM–‑.”

In the corresponding section of themanuscript, whichwaswritten before

the typescript, Strauss […] does mention Maimonides at the end of the

sequence of exoteric writers.22

As if this were not enough, writes Kerber, in another version of the typescript,

Hobbes has been replacedbyDescartes, butMaimonides does not appear at all.

Furthermore, in the last version of the essay, the title of the passage in question

is slightly altered, though this change does not solve the problem: “Lessing—

Leibniz—Spinoza(—RMbM).” What do the brackets mean? Did Strauss drop

the reference to Maimonides after completing the manuscript, or did he want

to emphasize the implicit presence of Maimonides in a section ostensibly

devoted only to Western thinkers? This question leads to two hypotheses. The

first is that it is possible to trace a history of Western esotericismwithout men-

tioning the falāsifah. The second, which is perhaps even more important, is

that althoughMaimonides’s name was excluded from the actual text, this does

not necessarily mean that it should also be excluded from a deeper reading

of this plan. The differences between these hypotheses become secondary if

one reads Strauss’s entire work on medieval Arabic philosophy as a step on

the path backwards from modern philosophy and the radical Enlightenment

(which Lessing also critiques) and towards a more authentic Enlightenment.23

In fact, Lessing attributed the distinction between exoteric and esoteric

truths to all past philosophers. He did so as someone who does not simply

accept this distinction as a strange fact of the past, but rather sees it as an intel-

ligible necessity of all times and therefore as a principle guiding his own literary

activity against the ideas of his contemporaries. Lessing did indeed break with

22 Kerber, “Strauss and Schleiermacher,” 203. For an analysis of the importance of Lessing

for Strauss’s writings, see also Michah Gottlieb, “Leo Strauss on Lessing’s Spinozism,” in

German Jewish Thought between Religion and Politics (Festschrift in Honor of Paul Mendes-

Flohr on the Occasion of His Seventeenth Birthday), ed. ChristianWiese andMartinaUrban

(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 291–317.

23 Kerber, “Strauss and Schleiermacher,” 204.
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the ideals of the Enlightenment. Strauss thought that Lessing’s intransigent

classicism, his considered view that a close study of the classics is the only way

in which a diligent and thinking man can become a philosopher, led him first

to notice the esotericism of some ancient philosophers and later to understand

the esotericism of all premodern philosophers. As a critic of the Enlighten-

ment from within the horizon of the Enlightenment itself, Lessing disclosed

to Strauss something that Strauss himself had already learned from Jewish

sources like Spinoza and Maimonides, and, in another way, from his contem-

poraries such as Cohen and Husserl. For Cohen, it was important to consider

Maimonides as the classic figure of rationalism in Judaism, to see himself as an

enlightened thinker, and to confirm that the replacement of myth by science is

also a Jewish need. However, he seemed not to fully grasp the political problem

inherent in this replacement. As Strauss remarked during a conference dedic-

ated to Cohen and Maimonides:

Socrates knows a lot … then how it is that he remains with the ques-

tion? The answer is that he wants to remain with the question … because

questioning matters. A life without questioning is not a worthy life. […]

Questioning about life itself …. […] There is no doctrine of Socrates. […]

Even this knowing about not knowing is no doctrine: Socrates is also

not a sceptic. A doctrine, a philosophical doctrine at least, is an answer

to a question. Socrates, however, answers nothing. The apparent answer

that he gives (knowing about not knowing) is only the most penetrat-

ing expression of the question. Socratic philosophising means: question-

ing.24

4 Conclusion

If ancient philosophers like Socrates viewed their philosophical activity as

questioning, as Cohen explains, then Husserl’s conception of philosophy as a

rigorous science and an asymptotic inquiry towards truth can be seen as having

been inspired by ancient philosophy, particularly Socrates. The most striking

feature of Husserl’s and Socrates’s philosophy is their consciousness of method.

As Michael Landmann put it in 1941:

24 Leo Strauss, “Cohen undMaimuni” (1931), in Strauss, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 2: Philo-

sophie und Gesetz— Frühe Schriften, ed. Heinrich Meier (Stuttgart: Metzler Verlag, 1997),

413; my translation.
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The new direction which he gave to investigation through his peculiar

method of questioning constitutes the real—and the influential—dis-

covery of Socrates, much more than do the concrete answers he even

denied receiving. In a similar way, while phenomenology is an investig-

ation of the phenomenon, it is almost no less an exposition and defense

of the method of this investigation, by the application of which “a new

realm of being” shall be disclosed “which has never before been marked

out in all its peculiarity.”25

Besides the influence of Socrates, also “the Skeptics’ epoché is revitalized by

Husserl as a permanent way of challenging the dogmatic naiveté of life in

the natural attitude”26 and can therefore be considered the first step in the

philosophical method that phenomenologists were attempting to articulate.

Strauss sees Husserl as a contemporary philosopher who, unlike others, does

not view ancient philosophy through a historicist lens, instead learning from

the ancients.While consciousness of method, the opening of unexpected hori-

zons, and the will to be scientific are common to both Socratism and phe-

nomenology, they are not peculiar to these two movements. Husserl himself,

in a 1911 text titled “Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft,” which Strauss read,

placed the revolution of Socrates and Plato alongside those of Descartes and

Kant, seeing them as attempts to return to the true beginnings and to clarity

about the conditions of the proper method, and generally as akin to his own

revolution in purpose.27 According to Strauss, Husserl could have been more

radical in what Strauss once called das lesende Lernen [learning from the texts

of the ancients]. In fact, he does not explicitly recognise the importance of a

25 Michael Landmann, “Socrates as a Precursor of Phenomenology,” Philosophy and Phe-

nomenological Research 2, no. 1 (1941): 15.

26 See Dermot Moran, “Husserl and the Greeks,” The Journal for the British Society for Phe-

nomenology 52 (2021): 98–117. Husserl would remain fascinated by the figure of Socrates

as an ethical reformer until the [late 1910s and early 1920s/late nineteenth and early twen-

tieth century], especially in his “Introduction to Philosophy” (1916–1920) and his “First

Philosophy” lecture series. He also presents the Platonic and Socratic effort as an attempt

to defend scientific philosophy against the relativism and scepticism of the Sophists.

Later still, in the 1930s, Husserl read Helmut Kuhn’s study of Socrates (Kuhn, Sokrates: Ein

Versuch über den Ursprung der Metaphysik [Berlin: Die Runde, 1934]), which he acknow-

ledged as the first philosophy book in a long time that he had read from cover to cover.

Strauss himself had a dialoguewith Kuhn on ancient philosophical dogmatisms and scep-

ticism: see Strauss, Naturrecht und Geschichte, 333–340.

27 Edmund Husserl, “Philosophie als strengeWissenschaft,” Logos. Internationale Zeitschrift

für Philosophie der Kultur 1 (1911): 292; recently republished in Husserl, Philosophie als

strengeWissenschaft, ed. Eduard Marbach (Hamburg: Meiner, 2009), 87.
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political philosophy that reflects on the relationship between philosophy as a

rigorous science and aWeltanschauung (i.e., opinions or beliefs), as an ancient

philosopher like Socrates or other premodern philosophers would have done.

Even though the way in which Husserl describes philosophy as a rigorous sci-

ence should imply a reflection on the inevitable conflict in which philosophy

finds itself—caught betweenWeltanschauungen, or the different views of the

world, ideologies, and opinions in which politics and societies are rooted. Sim-

ilarly, the neo-Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen,28 one of Strauss’s most

significant contemporary sources, also engaged in a peer-to-peer dialoguewith

ancient philosophers, although according to Strauss, he failed to recognise that

ancient philosophers were much more aware of the constitutional and there-

fore unavoidable conflict between politics (or religion) and philosophy than

modern thinkers.

Strauss’s scepticism is at the same time an anti-scepticism; that is, a non-

dogmatic scepticism, which consisted of an attitude that treats philosophy as

an infinite inquiry and questioning about the truth—one that nevertheless

cannot be grasped as a definitive truth. It was influenced and/or inspired by

Husserl’s distinction between philosophy as a rigorous science and a Weltan-

schauung, as well as by Cohen’s original interpretation of critical idealism. If

we are correct, we may conclude that from these two very different contem-

porary philosophers, Strauss learned to engage with ancient and premodern

thinkers who better understood the first and fundamental problem of philo-

sophy: freedom, or, as Spinoza would have put it, the lack of freedom within

various societies.
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1 Introduction

One of the main disputes that Gershom Scholem regarded as crucial to under-

standing the history of Jewish mysticism was the so-called pantheism contro-

versy.1 This dispute beganduring the height of the Enlightenmentmovement in

Germany and involved the most eminent thinkers of that time, and its implic-

ations reached until Leo Strauss’s revival of Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi’s argu-

ment against Moses Mendelssohn in the 1920s.2 The connection to Kabbalah,

however, draws in the earlier history of metaphysics, whose interaction with

Jewish mysticism Scholem had attempted to reconstruct time and again since

publishing his dissertation on the book Bahir, although this arguably does not

show any sign of such a phenomenological or comparative historical-religious

approach.3 This article aims to illustrate Scholem’s engagement with the issue

1 Gershom Scholem, “Die Wachtersche Kontroverse über den Spinozismus und ihre Folgen,”

in Spinoza in der Frühzeit seiner religiösen Wirkung, ed. Karlfried Gründer and Wilhelm

Schmidt-Biggemann (Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider, 1984), 15–25; Scholem, Lurianic Kabba-

lah: Collected Studies byGershomScholem [Hebrew], ed. Daniel Abrams (Los Angeles: Cherub

Press, 2008). Gerold Necker presented a preliminary version of this article at the conference

on “Heretical Religiosity and Nihilism” organised by Elke Morlok and David Ohana at the

Nietzsche-Haus in Sils Maria, Austria, from 4 to 7 October 2021; the appendix is based on a

transcriptionbyVladislav Slepoy. It goeswithout saying that the present article is the respons-

ibility of both authors.

2 Frederick C. Beiser, The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 44–126; Brian A. Chance and Lawrence Pasternack,

“Rational Faith and the Pantheism Controversy,” in Kant and His German Contemporaries,

Volume 2: Aesthetics, History, Politics, and Religion, ed. Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2018), 195–214; David Janssens, “The Problem of the Enlightenment:

Strauss, Jacobi, and the Pantheism Controversy,” The Review of Metaphysics 56 (2003): 605–

631.

3 The term “gnosis” is not even mentioned in the published part of his dissertation: see Scho-

lem,Das Buch Bahir. Ein Schriftdenkmal aus der Frühzeit der Kabbala auf Grund der Kritischen

Neuausgabe von Gerhard Scholem (Leipzig: Drugulin, 1923). Considering Scholem’s preoccu-

pation with this issue in later times, the missing connection to other religious phenomena in

his dissertation is highly conspicuous, as Moshe Idel recently noted in his talk at the confer-

ence on “Innovations in Kabbalah Research, in Commemoration of the Fortieth Anniversary

of Gershom Scholem’s Death” [Hebrew] in Jerusalem on 23 February 2022. One could guess

that the lost introduction that accompanied Scholem’s translation in his dissertation—and

which he later cut out—was based on a phenomenological approach: see his letter to Robert

Eisler from the mid-1920s published in Lou H. Silberman, “Scholem to Eisler on the Public-

ation of ‘Das Buch Bahir,’ ” Studies in Bibliography and Booklore 16 (1986): 5–12. Silberman

suggests that themain part of the “missing introduction” was channelled into Scholem’s Ger-

man entry on “Bahir,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Jakob Klatzkin and Ismar Elbogen, 10 vols.

(Berlin: Eschkol, 1928–1934), vol. 3 (1928), cols. 969–979, but this does not explain why he

broke his promise that “die fehlende Einleitung [to his already printed translation] u.s.w. wird
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of pantheism from his early years until his celebrated Hilda Strook lectures

delivered at the Jewish Institute of Religion inNewYork in 1938 andhis classical

entries for Encyclopaedia Judaica (1971–1972), as well as some reverberations in

his later publications. To this end, it will reconstruct his understanding of pan-

theism and its implications for Judaism.Themain topic of this article, however,

is an examination of Scholem’s unpublished German notes from the Scholem

Archive, which are edited in the appendix, in order to illustrate how, when, and

on the basis of which sources he threw the relation between Lurianic Kabbalah

and pantheism into sharp relief. An overview or comprehensive description of

the role of pantheism in the history of Kabbalah would not only go far beyond

the scope of this article,4 but would also require us to scrutinise the not incon-

siderable number of scholarly discussions, essays, and studies on this topic.

We do not aim to explore the concepts in terms of the Historical Dictionary

of Philosophy or the companion piece for Kabbalah that we might desire, but

rather to contextualise the way in which pantheismwas a key driving factor for

(the young) Gershom Scholem. Ultimately, our contribution invites the reader

to reconsider Scholem’s approach to Lurianic Kabbalah based on our findings,

which we present with due modesty.

When it comes to the issue of pantheism, two names are inevitably bound to

the history of philosophy on the one hand and to German cultural history on

the other. One might expect that Scholem would have focused on the works

of both in his years of study before leaving for Jerusalem in 1923. However,

in March 1918, Scholem, then twenty years old, noted in his diary: “There are

exceedingly important things I still don’t know, nor will I anytime soon. Among

these are Goethe and Spinoza.” About ten days later, he changed his mind,

thanks to Grete Brauer, the sister of his friend Erich, and wrote: “Today a mir-

acle happened. For the first time inmy life, I longed to readGoethe. This too is a

consequence of Grete’s letters. Now Iwant to readGoethe’s letters.” Apparently,

selbstverständlich gedruckt bei uns” (Scholem’s emphasis) andmade sure that no copy of this

early analysis would remain (Silberman, “Scholem to Eisler,” 10–11).

4 Among the studies that could be mentioned in this context (though they are not discussed

in the present article) are Mark Verman, “Pantheism and Acosmism in the Kabbalah,” Stu-

dia Mystica 10 (1987): 25–37, and Moshe Idel, “Deus sive natura—The Metamorphosis of a

Dictum from Maimonides to Spinoza,” in Maimonides and the Sciences, ed. Robert S. Cohen

and Hillel Levine (Dordrecht: Springer, 2000), 87–110; see also Cristina Ciucu, “Kabbalistic

Pan(en)theism: Neoplatonic Philosophy and Mystical Practice,” in The Oxford Handbook of

Jewish Philosophy, ed. Yitzhak Melamed and Paul Franks (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

forthcoming) and Elliot R. Wolfson, Open Secret: Postmessianic Messianism and the Mystical

Revision of Menahem Mendel Schneerson (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 66–

129 and 338.
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thismiracle didnot last long,5 since the only statement that he considered valu-

able during these yearswasGoethe’smaxim that one should “not searchbehind

the phenomena, for the phenomena themselves are the teaching [Lehre],” on

which he commented: “Very good. Science, however, they are not. The Teach-

ing is a religious phenomenon. […] Goethe’s statement is true mysticism.”6 It

took Scholem even longer to find his way to Spinoza. In fact, he appreciated

Leo Strauss’s approach in his Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, which appeared

in German in 1930. However, Scholem himself turned late to “the old heretic”

[dem alten Ketzer], as he called Spinoza in a letter to Strauss,7 only doing so

in 1974, in his introduction to Friedrich Häussermann’s German translation of

Christian Knorr von Rosenroth’s Latin paraphrase of Isaac Aboab’s Šaʿar ha-

Šamayim, a Hebrew rendering of AbrahamCohen deHerrera’s Spanish treatise

Puerta del cielo.8 Four years later, in 1978, Scholem’s slightly extended Hebrew

version of this introduction was published as a separate book by the Bialik

Institute in Jerusalem.9 The relationship between Herrera and Spinoza still

formed the core of Scholem’s explanation of how Lurianic Kabbalah came to

attract the attention of German idealist philosophers. In particular, he noted

the impact of Johann Georg Wachter’s Janus-faced elaboration of Herrera’s

5 Diary, 26 March 1918: “Goethe spielt in meinem Leben keine Rolle, auch nicht in dem Sinne,

denGoethemeinte, als er zu Eckermann sagte, Kant habe auf ihn (Eckermann) gewirkt, auch

ohne daß er ihn läse” (see Gershom Scholem, Tagebücher nebst Aufsätzen und Entwürfen bis

1923. 2. Halbband: 1917–1923, ed. Karlfried Gründer and Friedrich Niewöhner [Frankfurt am

Main: Jüdischer Verlag, 2000], 162).

6 Diary, 19 June 1919: “Sehr gut. Aber nicht sind sie dieWissenschaft. Die Lehre ist ein religiöses

Phänomen. […] Goethes Satz ist wahreMystik” (see Scholem, Tagebücher, 457). Goethe: “Das

Höchste wäre: zu begreifen, dass alles Faktische schon Theorie ist. Die Bläue des Himmels

offenbart uns das Grundgesetz der Chromatik. Man suche nur nichts hinter den Phäno-

menen: sie selbst sind die Lehre. In denWissenschaften ist viel Gewisses, sobaldman sich von

der Ausnahmenicht irremachen läßt und die Probleme zu ehrenweiß” (see JohannWolfgang

von Goethe,Maximen und Reflexionen: Text der Ausgabe von 1907, ed. Max Hecker [Frankfurt

amMain: Insel, 2003], 116 [Nº 575]; see also Goethe, Sprüche in Prosa: SämtlicheMaximen und

Reflexionen, ed. Harald Fricke [Frankfurt amMain: Insel, 2005], 57 [Nº 1.308]).

7 Gershom Scholem, Briefe 2: 1948–1970, ed. Thomas Sparr (Munich: Beck, 1995), 86 (Nº 57,

13.12.1962); cf. also Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion, trans. Elsa Sinclair (New York:

Schocken, 1965) (and see the foreword about the difficult times for writers in Germany in the

years 1925 to 1928). For the English translation, see Gershom Scholem, A Life in Letters: 1914–

1982, ed. and trans. AnthonyD. Skinner (Cambridge,MA:HarvardUniversity Press, 2002), 388.

8 Gershom Scholem, “Abraham Cohen Herrera—Leben, Werk und Wirkung,” in Abraham

CohenHerrera,Das Buch םיימשהרעש oder Pforte des Himmels, trans. FriedrichHäußermann

(Frankfurt amMain: Suhrkamp, 1974), 7–67.

9 Gershom Scholem, Avraham Cohen Herrera: Baʿal ‘Šaʿar ha-Šamayim’: Ḥayyaw, Yeṣirato we-

Hašpaʿato (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1978).
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work, firstly his Der Spinozismus im Jüdenthumb, oder die von dem heutigen

Jüdenthumbund dessenGeheimenKabbalaVergötterteWelt (Amsterdam, 1699),

and secondly, performing a volte-face, in his Elucidarius Cabalisticus (Halle an

der Saale [allegedly Rome], 1706), which confirms Kabbalah’s consistency with

Spinozawithout the accusation of pantheism, but rather applauds the fact that

both drew a distinction between the infinite divine substance and its creation,

the world. In the 1978 Hebrew version, Scholem added Johann Gottlieb Buhle’s

negative judgement of Herrera in Geschichte der neuern Philosophie (Göttin-

gen, 1800), following the philosophical historiographies of Jacob Brucker and

Dietrich Tiedemann. All three of them had been studied by the era’s geniuses,

gedoley ha-dor, as Scholem notes, including Goethe, who read Buhle’s book in

March 1809.10

It comes as no surprise that Scholem, despite his unsuccessful attempt

to read Spinoza, had already discussed the significance of pantheism in his

early notes. When Gerda Goldberg, the later wife of Ḥayyim Arlosoroff, who

described herself as an atheist,11 asked Scholem to explore his philosophy in

July 1917, he merely offered his understanding of Torah. Scholem identified

Torah with Teaching [Lehre] and saw it as “the epitome [Inbegriff] of reli-

gious traditions of Jewry,”12 “the principle upon which the orders of things are

arranged,”13 which is ultimately “the language of God.”14 In addition, he con-

fessed to Gerda that his relationship to Godwas not based on “belief” [Glaube]

in the Christian sense of the word. On the contrary, he declared: “I have no

taste for pantheism, which goes completely against my principles—indeed, I

reject it absolutely. Requirement15 as well as self-denial vanish in a world that

is divine, and the intense (a-zionist) life is precisely in line with the sphere of

10 In a footnote, he refers to volume 9 of Erich Trunz’s new edition of Goethe’s collected

works (Goethe, Werke. Hamburger Ausgabe. Band 9: Autobiographische Schriften i, ed.

Erich Trunz [Hamburg: ChristianWegner, 1955], 719 [sic, corr.: 159]). Goethe borrowed the

book from the ducal library on 25 March: see Karin Schutjer, “Goethe’s Kabbalistic Cos-

mology,” Colloquia Germanica 39 (2006): 22.

11 Goldberg only affirmed “the lawof things,” regarding theTorah as “a book of laws that gives

state and private norms of behavior to the people” (quoted in Marina Cavarocchi Arbib,

“Gershom Scholem: Judaism and Philosophy. Stages in a Bildungsprozeß,” Jewish Studies

Quarterly 8 [2001]: 171).

12 “Inbegriff der religiösenÜberlieferungen der Judenheit” (Gershom Scholem, Briefe 1: 1914–

1947, ed. Itta Shedletzky [Munich: Beck, 1994], 89).

13 “Das Prinzip, nach dem die Ordnungen der Dinge gestaltet sind” (Scholem, Briefe 1, 89).

14 “Nach der Ansicht des Judentums nun ist dies[es] Prinzip als Sprache Gottes auch, und

sogar in besonderer Weise, in den Überlieferungen der Menschen erkennbar” (Scholem,

Briefe 1, 89).

15 “Dass esmir vielmehr darauf ankommt, obdieThora bejahtwird, also einGesetz, eine For-

derung als metaphysisch begründet in unser Leben aufgenommenwird” (Scholem, Briefe

1, 89).
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pantheism.”16 The crucial question, therefore, was not the supposed denial or

affirmation of God, but rather how to recognise the “spiritual essence of things”

[das geistigeWesenderDinge], towhich Scholemapplies the category of “order

of creation.” Accordingly, it is imperative not to believe in God, but rather to

accept the idea that being is centrally structured; in other words, to accept the

Torah, or at least Scholem’s vision of it. To be sure, no-one knows the centre

of this order, which he considers to be only the starting point of a possible

approach to God. However, he makes it very clear that for him, that centre is

Zion.17

Hence, we can record firstly that Scholem’s view of “the order of creation” is

incommensurable with pantheism, the possibility of recognising God in terms

of his relationship to the world notwithstanding, and secondly that Scholem’s

ethical concept, which he defines in relation to the biblical requirement of

holiness,18 excludes living out freedom in a peripheral, non-Zionist way. Before

analysing Scholem’s approach to Kabbalah in relation to pantheism—which

has already been discussed in an article by his disciple Joseph Ben-Shlomo,19

butwhichwill nowbepresented in the light of unpublished lecturenotes found

in the Scholem Archive—it will first be appropriate to clarify the meaning of

the philosophical terminology in question, as far as Scholem may have under-

stood it in his youth.

The Latin term pantheismus emerged at the end of the seventeenth cen-

tury in De spatio reali seu ente infinito, which was written by Joseph Raphson

(1648–1715), a fellow countryman of Isaac Newton, in the wake of the early

reception of Christian Knorr von Rosenroth’s Kabbala denudata in England.20

16 Scholem, Briefe 1, 90 (Brief 32 [6 August 1917]): “Mir liegt meiner ganzen Auffassung nach

der Pantheismus gar nicht, ich verwerfe ihn sogar absolut. Mit der Göttlichkeit der Welt

schwinden Forderung und Verzicht, und eben das intensive (unzionistische) Leben ents-

pricht ganz der Sphäre des Pantheismus.” Cavarocchi Arbib, “Gershom Scholem,” trans-

lates only the second sentence: “With the world being divine, [moral] requirement and

renunciation vanish and just the intense [anti-Zionist] life completely corresponds to the

sphere of pantheism” (185).

17 Scholem, Briefe 1, 90.

18 Cf. Scholem’s letter to Aharon Heller, Scholem, Briefe 1, 71 (Brief 26 [9 July 1917]): realising

Zionismmeans realising Torah according to Exod 19:6 (“And you shall be unto me a king-

dom of priests, and a holy nation”).

19 Joseph Ben-Shlomo, “Gershom Scholem on Pantheism in the Kabbala,” in Gershom Scho-

lem: The Man and HisWork, ed. Paul Mendes-Flohr (Albany, NY: suny Press, 1994), 56–72,

and cf. the longer but not substantially different Hebrew version, Ben-Shlomo, “On Pan-

theism in Jewish Mysticism According to Gershom Scholem and His Critics” [Hebrew],

Daʿat 50/52 (2003): 461–481.

20 See Stephen H. Daniel, “Toland’s Semantic Pantheism,” in John Toland’s Christianity Not

Mysterious: Text, Associated Works and Critical Essays, ed. Philip McGuinness, Alan Har-

rison, and Richard Kearney (Dublin: Lilliput, 1997), 312. See also Gary Suttle, “Raphson,
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It was soon adapted by John Toland, who was the person first to call himself a

pantheist and whose definition in Origines Judaicae (Den Haag, 1709) determ-

ined the term’s later usage: “There is no divine entity separate frommatter and

thisworld, andnature itself, that is, the entirety of things, is theonly andhighest

God.”21 In the course of the eighteenth century, the new term was growing in

popularity, and it either replaced or supplemented what was previously called

“Spinozism.” As a matter of fact, Spinoza’s concept of “substance” comes as

close to the coinage of “pantheism” as his adversaries could have wished, for

it actually signifies a divine being; namely, “what is in itself and is conceived

through itself,”22 as Spinoza defines the self-causing activity of nature (known

by the scholastic term natura naturans, in distinction to all themodes of God’s

attributes, or natura naturata). Of course, Spinoza’s most popular phrase, Deus

sive natura, has beenunderstood as abattle cry against themonotheistic creatio

ex nihilo. Given that the reception of Spinoza’s work was mainly polemical in

nature, pantheism became synonymous with atheism—presumably implying

thatwhen allowing for an exclusively immanent understanding, the transcend-

ent God dissolves, horribile dictu, into nothingness. This is the reason why the

so-called Spinozism controversy after Lessing’s deathwas followed by the athe-

ism controversy after Mendelssohn’s death, which found its somewhat tragic

hero in Johann Gottlob Fichte, the self-appointed “first” philosopher of “free-

dom,”whowas forced to resignhis professorial position at JenaUniversity.23His

opponent, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi—whose affiliation with Jewish mystical

concepts Scholemnever tired of recalling24—introduced the term “nihilism” to

Joseph,” in Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, ed. Bron Taylor (London: Continuum,

2008), 2:1341–1342; Martin Bollacher, “Pantheismus,” in Online Encyclopedia Philosophy of

Nature/Online Lexikon Naturphilosophie, ed. Thomas Kirchhoff (2020), https://doi.org/10​

.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960. Raphson distinguishes between two forms: 1) “panhylists,” who

believe that God comprises matter and that everything derives from matter, the ultimate

reality; and, 2) “pantheists,” who believe that God comprises space as the ultimate real-

ity (“a certain universal substance, material as well as intelligent, that fashions all things

that exist out of its own essence”; Raphson, De spatio reali, translated in Suttle, “Raphson,”

1342). Cf. also Christoph Schulte, Zimzum:Gott undWeltursprung (Berlin: JüdischerVerlag,

2014), 166–168.

21 Quoted in Benjamin Lazier, God Interrupted: Heresy and the European Imagination be-

tween theWorldWars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010), 73–74.

22 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics, trans. Robert H.M. Elwes (New York: Dover, 1955), 45.

23 Fichte described his philosophy as “the first system of freedom”; cf. Allen W. Wood, The

Free Development of Each: Studies on Freedom, Right, and Ethics in Classical German Philo-

sophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 165.

24 See David Biale, “Gershom Scholem on Nihilism and Anarchism,” Rethinking History 19

(2015): 61–71.

https://doi.org/10.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960
https://doi.org/10.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960
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oppose Fichte’s subjective idealism,25 which in his eyes was nothing but “inver-

ted Spinozism,”26 garnished with amoral egoism.27 Eventually, the philosopher

Karl Friedrich Krause, who based himself on Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von

Schelling’s Philosophy of Nature as well as on his Philosophical Inquiries into the

Essence of Human Freedom, coined the term “panentheism” in his lectures on

“The System of Philosophy” in 1828.28 Thus, a new concept was born, maintain-

ing, by its very etymology, a distinction between an all-inclusive essence and

the universe contained therein, where, according to Krause, humankind and

the world itself constitute a single organism.29 This understanding naturally

filled the definitional gap resulting from deifying nature instead of presuming

a divine unity of nature. Hence, the door was open to an affiliation between

neo-Platonic and mystic thought, an approach taken by Wilhelm Dilthey, one

of Scholem’s early favourites.30 In his Introduction to the Humanities, he stated

that the so-called speculative theology evolved from mysticism.31 This, in his

view, was due to the continuous influence of panentheism, which played a

25 Cf. Jacobi’s letter of 6 March 1799 in Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Brief über den Nihilismus,

ed. Ives Radrizzani, trans. Perihan Göcergi (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 2018); cf. also

Walter Jaeschke, ed., Transzendentalphilosophie und Spekulation: Der Streit um die Gestalt

einer Ersten Philosophie (1799–1807). Quellenband (Hamburg: Meiner, 1993), 3–43 (Jacobi

an Fichte [Sendschreiben] [1799]).

26 Cf. George di Giovanni and Paolo Livieri, “Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi,” in The Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, https://plato​

.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/friedrich‑jacobi/.

27 In 1811, accusing both Schelling and Hegel, Jacobi, who called for a belief in a living,

external God, initiated the third stage of the pantheism controversy with his “Of Divine

Things and Their Revelation.”

28 However, Novalis wrote as early as 1798: “The time will come when political entheism

and pantheism are bound together inmutual interaction”; see Ulrich Dierse andWinfried

Schröder, “Panentheismus,” inHistorischesWörterbuch der Philosophie, ed. JoachimRitter,

Karlfried Gründer, and Gottfried Gabriel (Basel: Schwabe, 1989), 59–63, https://doi.org/10​

.24894/HWPh.2922.

29 Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, Das Urbild der Menschheit: Ein Versuch (Dresden, 1811),

287: “Die Menschheit des Weltalls ist ein organisches Wesen in Gott, als das eine Verein-

wesen der Vernunft und der Natur, von Gott ewig geschaffen.”

30 Scholem held him in high esteem: see “Amtliches Lehrgedicht der Philosophischen Fak-

ultät der Haupt- u. Saats-Universität Muri,” in Scholem, Tagebücher, 307 (“nur Diltheys

Name rettet D / er ist dessenDeo-Dizee”), and cf. themotto in Scholem’s Sabbatai Sevi: The

Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676, trans. Raphael J. Zwi Werblowsky (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1973), which is quoted from the correspondence of Count Paul Yorck von

Wartenburg and Wilhelm Dilthey (“Paradox is a characteristic of truth. What communis

opinio has of truth is surely no more than an elementary deposit of generalizing partial

understanding, related to truth even as sulphurous fumes are to lightning”).

31 Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 2: Weltanschauung und Analyse des Men-

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/friedrich-jacobi/
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/friedrich-jacobi/
https://doi.org/10.24894/HWPh.2922
https://doi.org/10.24894/HWPh.2922
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key role in understanding religious concepts such as revelation, inspiration, or

grace long before the modern “pantheism” appeared on the European stage in

Giordano Bruno’s time, stimulated by new knowledge about the universe.32 Of

course, this general sketch could be illustrated in more detail; in the present

context, however, it is sufficient to refer to the second volume of Franz Joseph

Molitor’s Philosophie der Geschichte oder über die Tradition, another favourite

of the young Scholem, which expounds, preceding an explanation of theo-

sophical concepts on the basis of kabbalistic principles, a sharp demarcation

between materialism and pantheism.

2 Scholem’s Unpublished Notes on Isaac Luria Concerning “The

Question of Pantheism”

Among Scholem’s unpublished material from the Scholem Archive are twelve

handwritten pages entitled “Die Pantheismusfrage bei Lurja—Vital” [The

Question of Pantheism in (the Thought of) Luria (and) Vital] (see appendix),33

written in the German Kurrent script. Although there is no indication of when

or where this manuscript was written, the handwriting and, as will be shown,

the content of the paper allow us to date it to the 1930s. Scholem numbered

the first ten pages of the manuscript. Half of the text is divided into eight

paragraphs followed by a collection of additional findings, and both parts are

written in a rather loose, elliptical style.

At first sight, itmaybe surprising that Scholemconnectedpantheism toLuri-

anic Kabbalah at all, since he himself frequently stressed that the teaching of

God’s self-contraction (ṣimṣum) in order to leave space for the creation of the

world was a highly theistic concept, and, in fact, the only serious attempt to

allow for the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo.34 It is worth considering, however,

schen seit Renaissance und Reformation, 11th ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,

1991), 77.

32 Dilthey, Gesammelte Schriften 2, 326, 330, 331.

33 Jerusalem,National Library of Israel, GershomScholemArchive arc. 4* 1599 / 03 / 105. For

a list of unpublished material from the Scholem Archive concerning Lurianic Kabbalah,

see Daniel Abrams, “Introduction” [Hebrew], in Scholem, Lurianic Kabbalah, 15–16.

34 As “the quintessential expression of God’s absolute freedom in the act of creation”; see

Ben-Shlomo, “Gershom Scholem,” 65. Cf. also Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysti-

cism (New York: Schocken, 1961), 261–262: “This paradox of Tsimtsum—as Jacob Emden

said—is the only serious attempt ever made to give substance to the idea of Creation out

of Nothing […]. The theory of Tsimtsum also acted as a counterpoise to the pantheism

which some scholars think is implied by the theory of emanation.” See also Scholem,Über
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that some trends in Lurianic Kabbalah may have inspired the pantheistic-

sounding statementsmade byHasidic thinkers, though their “acosmic” tenden-

cies are not synonymous with old-school pantheism.35 Scholem even regarded

some radical formulations, in particular those of the Maggid of Mezeritch, the

Beshṭ’s disciple Dov Baer, to come close to the concept of unio mystica, but not

without absolving the Maggid from adhering to a pantheistic worldview.

In the following, we offer an English translation of selected passages from

Scholem’s Pantheismusfrage, followed by an explanation. The first paragraph

reads:

In my opinion, Vital’s statements are completely clear and accurate in

themselves, if one interprets them from the correct vantage point and

alsodoesnotdisregard the testimonyof IbnTabul,who transmits L[uria’s]

authentic doctrine in accordance with V[ital]. It is, however, unquestion-

able that in numerous places in ʿEṣ Hayyim, Vital chose formulations that

come closer to Cordovero’s point of view, especially if interpreted vaguely

or from the wrong point of view. As a result, Luria’s teaching fell between

the two extremes, both based on Vital!36

Scholem considers the difficulty of reconstructing Luria’s own view, since his

disciples offered different interpretations of his oral teaching.37 Apparently,

einige Grundbegriffe des Judentums (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1970), 87: “Die Mög-

lichkeit einer theistischen Konzeption von Schöpfung” (regarding the continuous act of

ṣimṣum).

35 Cf. Gershom Scholem, TheMessianic Idea in Judaism and Other Essays on Jewish Spiritual-

ity (NewYork: Schocken, 1971), 224, regarding the “veil of Maya” as denial of “real existence,”

and further: “For if one looks closely into the context of such [apparently pantheistic] pas-

sages, all that remains of the high-flown formulas is always the omnipresence of the divine

influxus, shefa, and hiyut, the vitalizing power, instead of that of the divine substance.” For

this passage, see Ben-Shlomo, “Gershom Scholem,” 67.

36 “§1 Die Äußerungen Vitals sind zwar m.E. an sich völlig klar und genau, wenn man sie

vom richtigenPunkt her interpretiert, und auchdie Bezeugung IbnTabuls, der die authen-

tische Lehre L’smitV. übereinstimmendwiedergibt, nicht außerAcht läßt. Aber zweifellos

hatVital anmehreren Stellen des EzChajimFormulierungen gewählt, die den Standpunkt

Cordoveros näherkommen, besonderswenn sie unscharf oder vom falschenOrt aus inter-

pretiert werden. So ist dann in der Folge wirklich die Lehre Lurias zwischen die beiden

Extreme gekommen, die sich beide auf Vital berufen!” (appendix, 1 [the page numbers

refer to the manuscript]).

37 Scholem’s article “The Authentic Kabbalistic Writings of R. Isaac Luria” [Hebrew], in

Scholem, Lurianic Kabbalah, 240–261, summarises that the evidence for kabbalistic texts

written by Luria himself is mainly found in his so-to-speak “pre-Lurianic” zoharic com-

mentaries,whichbetray the strong influenceof Cordovero. For a comprehensive overview,

see Joseph Avivi, Kabbala Luriana (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2008), 3:1109–1129.
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Ḥayyim Vital and Josef ibn Tabul converge at times on what Scholem recon-

structedasLuria’s authentic view,whichdiffered fromthat of Cordovero,whom

he classified as the “most systematic exponent of pantheistic tendencies.”38

Cordovero’s position culminated, however, in the panentheistic statement that

“God is all that exists, but not all that exists is God,” which Scholem quoted in

his subchapter “Theologie der Kabbala und Pantheismus” in the German edi-

tion of Encyclopaedia Judaica.39

In the following, Scholem explains the two extremes. The first is a “radical

theistic” view as found in Immanuel Hai Ricchi’s Yošer Levav,40 according to

which after ṣimṣum, there is an unbridgeable gap separating creation and “the

very personally conceived En Sof ” [dem ganz persönlich gedachten En Sof ].41

In fact, the uppermost divine manifestation within Adam Qadmon is closer

to the “lowliest worm than to En Sof ” [der oberste iggul steht dem untersten

Wurm im Prozeß näher als jener dem En Sof ].42 Scholem adapted this telling

comparison once again in his entry on “The Kabbalah and Pantheism” in the

English Encyclopaedia Judaica in 1971.43 The second view that Scholem men-

tions is the “radical pantheistic teaching” found in the writings of the Chabad

movement, which wholeheartedly followed the Cordoverean theory of the all-

encompassing substance.44

38 Scholem, “Cordovero, Moses,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica ed. Klatzkin and Elbogen, vol. 9

(1932), col. 701. See also Scholem, “Vulliauds Übersetzung des Sifra Di-Zeniutha aus dem

Sohar und andere neuere Literatur zur Geschichte der Kabbala,” Monatsschrift für Ge-

schichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 75 (1931): 347–362, 444–455, esp. 452–455. See

also Scholem, “Zu Mose Cordovero,” Monatsschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des

Judentums 76 (1932): 167–171 (answering SamuelHorodezky’s critical remarks onpage 167–

168. against Scholem’s review of Horodezky’s book on Cordovero). Here, Scholem adds a

reference to a possible influence fromSufismonCordovero (170). Cf. Scholem, “Isaac Luria

and His School” [Hebrew], in Scholem, Lurianic Kabbalah, 210–211.

39 Cf. Ada Rapoport-Albert, “Gershom Scholem,” The American Scholar 54 (1985): 544. See

also Ben-Shlomo, “Gershom Scholem,” 62 (“most consistent expression of the pantheistic

tendency”).

40 See appendix, 1, referring to the 1742 Amsterdam edition, fol. 11b.

41 See appendix, 1.

42 Concerning the linear revelation of God’s light, qaw (ha-yašar), see Scholem’s footnote on

Ricchi ’s Yošer Levav, fol. 11b: “qaw is part of the creation [erfährt die Schöpfung], but does

not create it!” (appendix, 1).

43 “Even the highest circle of the Sefirot of the Adam Kadmon, they argued, was closer to

the lowliest worm than to En-Sof ” (Gershom Scholem, “The Kabbalah and Pantheism,”

in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Cecil Roth and Geoffrey Wigoder, 16 vols. [New York: Mac-

millan, 1971–1972], vol. 10 (1971), col. 606; cf. Scholem, “The Kabbalah and Pantheism,” in

Encyclopaedia Judaica: Second Edition, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik [Detroit:

Macmillan Reference USA, 2007], 11:651).

44 The notion of Chabad does not appear in Scholem’s entries on pantheism, but rather in

the German subchapter on the Lurianic theory of creation (Scholem, “Cordovero, Moses,”
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Next, Scholem provides a detailed analysis of Vital’s Gate of the FourWorlds.

Thisworkoffers ahighly developedexpositionof the emanationprocess,which

is blocked by a “curtain” [masakh] that causes a “sliding back” [Rückgleiten] of

thedivine substance to one side of it, but a radiation into the lower threeworlds

as “sparks of power” [Kraftfunken], “lights” [orot] emitted from the divine sub-

stance, to the other.45Hence, the purpose of the curtain is separation.The same

applies to Ibn Tabul’s definition of the light of the “garments” of En Sof in the

World of Emanation, Aṣilut, as well as toVital’s quotation from a text addressed

to his brother-in-law, Gedalyah ha-Levi.46 Scholem is convinced that these

three arguments represent Luria’s original idea. Nevertheless, he detects pos-

sible pantheistic implications, in particular concerning the first divine impulse,

the ray of light, and the concept of Adam Qadmon:

a) In a certain sense, the emission of the ray, the וק , overrides the

kenoma47 generated through ṣimṣum. This resembles תדמףתש

ןידה]׳תד[מםע]׳םי[מחרה in the Midrash,48 as all kabbalists have also

noted. The positive side of the cosmogonical process harks back to

the וק [the ray of En Sof ], the negative to the םוצמצ . This creates an

atmosphere that eases the way for pantheistic tendencies.

b) The question is: Is the Adam Qadmon God or not? הלגתמלא [the

expression “manifest God”] is acceptable—but God? Is there not

strong evidence for this? (the ostensible תוימשג [corporeality]; the

gematria of ם״דא = ה״יוה , etc.)49 Vital considers him to be [God].50

col. 694). Scholem refers there to IsaacMisses, who based his book on Jewish esotericism,

Darstellung und kritische Beleuchtung der jüdischen Geheimlehre (Cracow, 1862), on the

writings of Chabad.

45 Appendix, 2.

46 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim 47:6 (ed. Yehuda Ṣvi Brandwein [Jerusalem, 1987/1988], 367). Scholemused the

Warsaw edition: see appendix, footnote 5.

47 Greek term for “emptiness,” the phenomena of the lower world, in contrast to the pleroma

[fullness], corresponding to the Platonic world of ideas (following Valentinius’s gnostic

system).

48 E.g., Gen. Rab. 12:15 (“he joined the attribute of mercy with the attribute of judgment and

created the world”) or Pesiq. Rab. 40, quoted, e.g., in Yehuda Ḥayyaṭ’s commentary on

Maʿarekhet ha-Elohut, chapter 8; and cf. Pardes Rimmonim 12:2.

49 The divine name of forty-five according to milluy (counting the numerical value of each

letter of the Tetragrammaton written in the “filled out” form; see Lawrence Fine, Physi-

cian of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria andHis Kabbalistic Fellowship [Stanford,

CA: Stanford University Press, 2003], 170 and 276), when filling out the letters with Alefs,

corresponds to the numerical value of Adam.

50 Appendix, 3:

“§6 Nun gibt es natürlich auch noch andere Gesichtspunkte.
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As an additional third argument, Scholem notes the ambiguity of the term

hitlabbešut [clothing], exemplified by a sharpened phrasing in Vital’s Šaʿar ha-

Haqdamot [The Gate of Principles], which—after the text refrains from dis-

tinguishing between the essence of Aṣilut and the other three worlds, beriʾah,

yeṣirah, and ʿasiyyah—reads as follows:51

[And when the illuminated (kabbalist) opens the eyes of his intellect,

he understands] how all of the worlds share a single mode of being as

garments of En Sof, so that En Sof clothes itself in them and surrounds

[sovev] them and nothing goes beyond it. Everything can be seen under

one aspect and all the worlds are bound to the Emanator. And this shall

suffice, since [which means: although caution decrees that] it would be

inadvisable to reveal more of this matter (Haqdama 4).

This quotation appears again, in English translation, in Scholem’s entry onKab-

balah and pantheism in the first edition of Encyclopaedia Judaica.52 However,

in his German notes, he added:

In my opinion, this mysterious ending actually points to a different Vital,

onewho has not yet forgotten that he is Cordovero’s disciple and onewho

secretly cherishes his [former teacher’s] conception of God. The other

theory is not his theory, but Luria’s. These lines, however, could not have

been written verbatim by L[uria], but only by Cordovero.53

a) In gewissem Sinne ist die Aussendung des Strahls, des וק , ja eine Aufhebung des

im Zimzum erzeugten Kenoma. Es ist hier etwas von ןידה׳]תדמ[םע׳מחרהתדמףתש des

Midrasch,wie auchalleKabbalisten gemerkt haben.Diepositive Seite derWeltentstehung

geht auf den וק zurück, die negative auf den םוצמצ . Das erleichtert pantheist. Neigungen

stimmungsmäßig denWeg.

b) Die Frage: Ist der Adam Kadmon Gott oder nicht? הלגתמלא meinetwegen—aber

doch Gott? Spricht nicht ungeheuer viel dafür? (d. scheinbare תוימשג ; die Gematrie ם״דא
= ה״יוה usw.) Vital hält ihn dafür (Scholem’s emphasis).”

51 Ḥayyim Vital, Šaʿar ha-Haqdamot (Jerusalem, 1850; repr. 1909), fol. 7a (cf. Vital, Šaʿar ha-

Haqdamot: Kol Kitvey ha-Ari, vol. 5, ed. Yehuda Ṣvi Brandwein [Jerusalem, 1987], 17):

היחמוםהילעבבוסםגוםכותבשבלתמףוסןיאהוס״אה׳שובלתחאהניחבתומלועהלכךיא
ןיאיכהזבידוליצאמבםירשקנתומלועהלכותחאהניחבלכהוונממאצוירבדןיאוםלכתא
.הזשורדןינעברתויתולגליואר

52 Scholem, “The Kabbalah,” col. 606.

53 Appendix, 4: “Dieser so mysteriöse Schluss deutet m.E. wirklich auf einen anderen Vital,

einen der noch nicht vergessen hat, daß er Schüler Cordoveros ist, und der dessen Gotte-

sauffassung [noch] im Geheimen mit sich trägt. Die andere Theorie ist nicht seine, son-

dern die Lurias, aber diese Zeilen hätte wörtlich nicht L. sondern Cordovero schreiben

können.”



148 necker and slepoy

In Scholem’s eyes, therefore, this phrasing is not in line with Luria, but could

have been written word-for-word by Cordovero. In contrast to this, Scholem

concludes from a thorough analysis of the third chapter of Vital’s Šaʿarey

Qedušah [Gates of Holiness], which was intended for a wider audience—in

Scholem’s words, “for simple-minded people” [für einfache Gemüter]—that

Vital had had to change the suspiciously ambiguous terminology that he had

used in ʿEṣ Ḥayyim in order to present what Scholem calls a “theistic theology.”

Scholem revealed how ambiguous formulations in ʿEṣ Ḥayyim even influenced

the text’s transmission. At first, he summarisedVital’s “basic panentheistic feel-

ing”54 [das ‘panentheistische’ Grundgefühl] by noting that “God is not just to

be identified with En Sof, but also with the illumination, haʾarah, as an all-

pervasive effect of the [divine] substance” [auch jene הראה , jener Reflex der

Substanz, der überall hindringt, ist Gottheit]. In the appendix to the second

volumeof Molitor’s Philosophie derGeschichte, Scholem found a quotation that

he suspected to have originated from a Munich manuscript that Molitor had

used.55 He contrasted the idea of a divine substance being immanent in the

emanated worlds with this text: “Precisely the illumination from En Sof, but

not its substance. And this corresponds to ‘He [the Holy One blessed be He] is

the place of the world but the world is not His place’ [Gen. Rab. 68:9], because

his substance does not go forth, only his light.”56

Scholem assumed that this distinction between En Sof and the light of En

Sof was an annotation to Vital’s text.While this can be proved to be correct, his

suspicion that the text belonged to a Munich manuscript of ʿEṣ Ḥayyim can-

not be confirmed. We do not know which manuscript of ʿEṣ Ḥayyim Molitor

used, although almost fifty quotations are listed under this title in Kathar-

ina Koch’s book about him.57 Nevertheless, at least concerning the real source

of this short remark, the riddle can be solved. Scholem identified Molitor’s

introductory German sentence as referring to gate 1, chapter 2 of Vital’s ʿEṣ

Ḥayyim.58 However, it in fact paraphrases a statement found in Jacob Ṣemaḥ’s

54 Emphasis ours.

55 Franz Joseph Molitor, Philosophie der Geschichte oder über die Tradition. Zweiter Theil

(Münster, 1834), 256–257.

56 ומצעיכומוקמםלועהןיאוםלועלשומוקמאוהוהזו.ותומצעאללבאס״אה]מ[הראהאקוד
.ורואקרטשפתמוניא

57 Forty-seven quotations are listed under the title ʿEṣ Hayyim in Katharina Koch, Franz Josef

Molitor und die jüdische Tradition (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2006), 211–212. Molitor notes that

this quotation belongs to “Etz haChaiim Fol. 13.”

58 Molitorwrites: “So heißt es in Etz haChaiim […] bei der Stelle: Es zog sich ausAinsopf (sic)

eine grade, feine Linie nach der Art eines Canals, darunter ist zu verstehen,” and Scholem

comments: “[Molitor] found the following in his (Munich?) ʿEṣ Ḥayyim text regarding רוא
קדרוניצב׳אוקךרדךשמנס״א .”
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Oṣrot Ḥayyim and is drawn from an annotation made to this work by Moses

Zacuto (ca. 1610–1697)!59This indicates that a strong case against latent panthe-

istic ambiguities became part and parcel of the spread of Lurianic Kabbalah.

In his additional remarks under the heading “Luria’s ‘Pantheism’—Pure

Nonsense!” [“Pantheismus” Lurjas—reiner Unsinn!], Scholem denies any pan-

theistic trace in Luria’s thought and concludes that he had a clear conception of

God’s transcendent relationship to all the worlds.60 However, the way in which

his teaching was transmitted by Ḥayyim Vital’s reframing of the term “illumin-

ation” caused it to be interpreted panentheistically. Ibn Tabul also played a role

in obfuscating Luria’s view, as he is the one who can be credited with introdu-

cing the concept of a “comprehensive light” [ha-or ha-meqif ]. Although both

lights are essentially divine, this second light seeps down through the “cur-

tain” rather than returning, just as the “inner light” [ha-or ha-penimi] does.

Despite these extreme expressions, a powerful theistic interpretation accom-

panied Luria’s reception history before the rise of Hasidism and its new per-

spectives.61

59 Curiously, in ms Budapest, Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Kaufmann

A 197, we find this precise quotation on page 13 (fol. 2a in the additional Hebrew pagin-

ation), and Zacuto’s notes are not found in the margin, but are rather incorporated (in

brackets) into the text; unfortunately, this is the only coincidence, and Molitor’s other

references are not in line with the pages of the manuscript. The text according to this

manuscript reads as follows:

ומישרםשראשניכללחאקודואל(םיתנבללחראשנוןידדצהותוביבסהלאומצעםצמצםשו
םוקמבהליחתבהיהה״בס״אל״רםלועלשומוקמאוההזוללח׳קנס״אהיבגללבארואהןמ
י״עורואטשפתהלרזוחשי״פעאיכומוקמםלועהןיאלבא,ללחהלכאלממהיהאוהשםלועה
…)ןמקלדכורואקרטשפתמוניאותומצעיכומוקמוניאוקה

אללבאס״אהןמהראהאקוד(הזהלוגעהללחהןמ׳אדצךרדזאומצעםצמצרשאכהנהו
רוא׳ארונצןיעכקדרשידחאוקךרד)הטמלריאהדבלבורואמל״רךישמהוהזוה״בותומצעמ
.יונפםוקמראשנלבאותואאלממוללחהךותלאס״אהןמךשמנה

Apparently, Molitor combined the two glosses (which is quite understandable, since in

the first gloss Zacuto himself refers to the next remark). Annotations by Moses Zacuto,

themain kabbalistic authority in Italy in the second half of the seventeenth century, along

with thoseof other kabbalists,were first printedbyYiṣḥaqṢabaʿ inMeqomBinah (Saloniki,

1713) (where the quotations appear on fol. 1a).

60 These remarks were apparently written at a later date and appear on a separate sheet of

paper.

61 With special emphasis presented by Ramḥal, who burned all bridges between the divine

Aṣilut as God’s manifestation and the other three worlds that God created by his free will.
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3 Conclusion

How do Scholem’s undated notes fit into the chronology of his writings? It is

evident that his entry on Kabbalah and pantheism in the German edition of

Encyclopaedia Judaica lacks the specific information regarding Lurianic con-

texts. On the other hand, obvious adaptions from these notes appear in the

seventh lecture inMajorTrends in JewishMysticism, whichdiscusses IsaacLuria

and his school; for example, Vital’s deliberate implementation of theistic ter-

minology in his popular treatise Šaʿarey Qedušah. It took Scholem thirty years

to provide comprehensive information on this subject, including literal quota-

tions of his notes for his entry on Kabbalah in the English Encyclopaedia Juda-

ica. It is noteworthy that he described the panentheistic Cordoverean tenden-

cies that he detected in the Lurianic writings as somewhat resistant “germs”

that “nourished” latermovements. Scholem’s personal discomfortwith panthe-

ism, which he first expressed in his letter to Gerda Goldberg, resurfaced in his

analysis of Lurianic texts. This was the background for his impassioned plea

in the seventh of his Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms on the Kabbalah, published in

1958:62

The doctrine of emanation is perhaps the true tragedy of Kabbalah (shar-

ing with many forms of mysticism the fate of failing to metamorphise

62 First published in 1958 (Gershom Scholem, “Zehn unhistorische Sätze über Kabbala,” in

Geist undWerk: Aus derWerkstatt unserer Autoren zum 75. Geburtstag von Dr. Daniel Brody

[Zürich: Rhein-Verlag, 1958], 209–215); republished in the third volume of his collected

essays (Scholem, Judaica 3: Studien zur jüdischen Mystik [Frankfurt amMain: Suhrkamp,

1981]). In 1985, David Biale republished the “Ten Aphorisms” together with an English

commentary: see Biale, “Gershom Scholem’s Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms on Kabbalah:

Text and Commentary,”Modern Judaism 5 (1985): 67–93; the revised version, published

in Biale, Jewish Culture between Canon and Heresy (Stanford, CA: Stanford University

Press, 2023): 178–203, includes an English translation (p. 194) that differs from ours, which

is at times paraphrasical: “Als das eigentliche Unglück der Kabbala darf man vielleicht

(wie bei vielen nicht nach Hause gekommenen Formen der Mystik) die Emanationslehre

betrachten. Die Einsichten der Kabbalisten betrafen Strukturen des Seienden. Nichts ist

verhängnisvoller, als den Zusammenhang dieser Strukturen mit der Emanationslehre zu

konfundieren. Diese Konfusion pervertiert ihre aussichtsreichstenAnsätze zugunsten der

bequemsten und denkfaulsten aller Theorien. Cordovero wäre als Phänomenologe eher

nach Haus gekommen denn als Schüler Plotins. Der Versuch, das Denken der Kabbal-

isten ohne Benutzung der Emanationslehre aufzubauen (und zu Ende zu denken), wäre

die Begleichung der Schuld, die ein echter Schüler Cordoveros auf sich zu nehmen hätte,

wenn es einmal einen geben sollte” (83). Cf. Scholem, “Zu Mose Cordovero,” 169: “Es wäre

eine der fruchtbarsten Aufgaben, der systematisch so interessanten und eindrucksvollen

Deduktion Cordoveros bis zu ihrenWurzeln nachzugehen.”
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into a shape fitting to its roots).63 The kabbalists’ profound insights apply

to the structures of being. Nothing is more detrimental than confusing

the relationship between these structures and the doctrine of emana-

tion. This confusion perverts the most promising kabbalistic approaches

in favour of themost easygoing and laziest way of thinking through a the-

ory. Instead of staying among the students of Plotinus, Cordovero could

indeed have found his way back home, if he had taken the road of phe-

nomenology.The attempt to conceive (and intellectually to complete) the

thinking of the kabbalistswithout using the doctrine of emanationwould

be the debt that a true disciple of Cordovero64 would have to pay off, if

such a disciple were to finally appear.

It is obvious that Scholem had himself in mind when looking for someone to

fulfil this task,65 whose goal would be “to raise the philosophical antitheses

to pantheism to a higher level” [zu einer höheren Ordnung aufzuheben],66

as he wrote in his famous birthday letter to Zalman Schocken in 1937.67 This

relationship, in addition to the palaeographical dating and the quotations and

references he used in his later publications—first and foremost in the Hilda

Strook lectures, which began in 1938—make a strong case for the view that this

was the exact same time when he wrote his remarks on the issue of pantheism

in Lurianic Kabbalah.

63 Scholemoften used theGerman idiom “nachHause kommen,” implying here that the doc-

trine of emanation indicates theunredeemedconditionof Kabbalah, left in a state of tohu,

as it were.

64 Cf. Scholem’s remark about Vital, who “has not yet forgotten that he is Cordovero’s dis-

ciple” (see above, footnote 49).

65 Later, he set his hopes on Joseph Ben-Shlomo, whom he asked to contribute the entry on

Cordovero in Roth and Wigoder, Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5 (1971), cols. 967–970 (cf.

Joseph Ben-Shlomo, “Cordovero, Moses ben Jacob,” in Skolnik and Berenbaum, Encyc-

lopaedia Judaica: Second Edition, 5:220–221), although his disciple had proposed a doc-

toral thesis “contrary to his regarding pantheism.” However, in his assessment, Scholem

remarked that all arguments could also “support the opposing view” (cf. Ben-Shlomo,

“GershomScholem,” 64n25: “I wish only to add that I have become convinced in themean-

time that he was right”).

66 Apparently, this means taking a dialectical approach into consideration, because the kab-

balistic relationship between God and the world implicates “a continual equivocation

between two inherently conflicting views.” A radical solution would be to apply the idea

of creatio ex nihilo to the three lower worlds and to maintain that Aṣilut is not a “world”

at all (as did Moses Ḥayyim Luzzatto; cf. Scholem, “The Kabbalah,” col. 606).

67 Cf. David Biale, Gershom Scholem: Kabbalah and Counter-History, 2nd ed. (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 155.
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figure 1 Page 4 from Scholem’s notes

photo courtesy of the national library of israel, jerusalem, pub-

lished with kind permission of the suhrkamp verlag, berlin
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Appendix68

Jerusalem, National Library of Israel, Gershom Scholem Archive arc. 4* 1599 /

03 / 105.69

Editorial remarks

The transcription follows the orthography, emphasis (underlining), and punc-

tuationof the original. A slight adjustment of thepunctuationhas been applied

only to the long Hebrew quotations in order to adapt it to right-aligned writ-

ing. Hyphenation at the end of lines will not be retained; editorial hyphenation

applied as needed.

⟨aaa⟩ Scholem’s additions

{aaa} Scholem’s deletions

??? doubtful reading

[…] editors’ additions (if not stated otherwise)

All footnotes are editorial. The only note by Scholem is marked as note 1) and

appears on pages 151–152.

Die Pantheismusfrage bei Lurja-Vital70 1

§1Die ÄußerungenVitals sind zwarm.E. an sich völlig klar und genau, wenn

man sie vom richtigen Punkt her interpretiert, und auch die Bezeugung Ibn

Tabuls, der offenbar die authentische Lehre L’s [Lurja’s] mit V. [Vital] überein-

stimmendwiedergibt, nicht außer Acht läßt. Aber zweifellos hatVital anmehr-

eren Stellen des Ez Chajim Formulierungen gewählt, die dem Standpunkt Cor-

doveros näherkommen, besonders wenn sie unscharf {und} oder vom falschen

Ort aus interpretiert werden. So ist dann in der Folge wirklich die Lehre Lurjas

zwischen die beiden Extreme gekommen, die sich beide auf Vital berufen!

a) radikal theistische These des בבלרשוי 1): Alles nach dem Zimzum ist Cre-

atur, eine echte Wesenseinheit mit dem ganz persönlich gedachten En Sof

besteht für nichts nach demZ. [Zimzum]mehr, und der oberste לוגע steht dem

unterstenWurm im Prozeß näher als jener dem En Sof. Hier d. [das] Moment

68 We wish to thank Michela Torbidoni for her ongoing advice and support in editing and

formatting this paper.

69 Thewatermarks of themanuscript show the following text: “extra strongmade infin-

land.” The paper was produced in the second half of the 1920s, cf. the watermark dated

1928 at https://www.huuto.net/kohteet/kolme‑tyotodistusta‑v1926‑1928‑ja‑1930/60784797

9, and see China Filatelie (Bulletin of the Studiegroep China Filatelie, https://www.chinafil

atelie.nl/pages/bulletins.html) 3, no. 1 (1971): 18–19.

70 The first page of the manuscript is not numbered.

https://www.huuto.net/kohteet/kolme-tyotodistusta-v1926-1928-ja-1930/607847979
https://www.huuto.net/kohteet/kolme-tyotodistusta-v1926-1928-ja-1930/607847979
https://www.chinafilatelie.nl/pages/bulletins.html
https://www.chinafilatelie.nl/pages/bulletins.html
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der Schwierigkeit, in den unendlichen ⟩םיפוצרפ⟨תוניחב etc. nicht den lebendi-

gen Gott zu verlieren. Dieser Knoten wird hier eben durchhauen!

b) radikal pantheistische These der Chabad[-]Schriften, die ganz zu Cor-

doveros Theorie von der allumfassenden Substanz zurückkehren, wenn auch

unter ganz neuen Voraussetzungen.

§2 Die Wahrheit liegt in der Mitte. Die These der alten Kabbalisten vom

הלגתמלא der Aziluth ist hier in einem Sinn beibehalten (En Sof waltet in der

Aziluth untrennbar), in einem anderen aber durch den den Alten ja unbekan-

nten Abgrund gestört, der doch nun zwischen dem ליצאמ und das, was hier

nun תוליצאהםלוע heißt, {???} gelegt ist. Sie sind doch ganz anders auseinander-

gerückt. Aber da eben steht Lurja. Lurja ist kein Pantheist: sowohl die Zimzum-

lehre als eben die von der Ausbreitung der Aziluth bis zu{m}⟨r⟩ Aziluthwelt

allein entfernen ihn vom P. [Pantheismus] sehr nachdrücklich, ohne daß sie

natürlich vermocht hätten, sein System vor Umdeutungen, wie sie allem Kan-

onisch gewordenen widerfahren, zu schützen. Lurjas Lehre bei Tabul ist sogar

noch vorsichtiger und einschränkender als die Hauptstelle Vitals in dem רעש

ע״יבא Cap. 1.

1) Ed. Amsterdam 11b.71 Der וק hält die Schöpfung, schafft sie aber nicht! Diese ist

aus Nichts geschaffen.

§3 Ibn Tabul sagt gleich zu Anfang seiner םישורד §1:722

םלועלכןיבלודגשרפהשיו.הזמהלעמלהזולםישובלמםלוכשומשםיארקנתומלועהלכ

.׳וכוןוהבדחיומרגואוהםינוקיתברמאשדעותומצעםששבלתמתוליצאהירהשםלועו

ויתוגרדמברואהתוליצאבוליפאו…םלועלםלועןיבשךסמי״עםילבקמםלוכהטמלוםשמו

.אבאבטחמלשהדוחכוךיראבאלאטשפתמוניאתומצעהיכהושוניא

Diese Theorie Tabuls ist als „dritte Meinung“, ohne ihn zu nennen, von Vital

angeführt in ע״יבארעש §2, sicher aus T’s [Tabul’s] Schrift entnommen! ⟨Siehe

aber §8⟩

§4 Vitals Hauptstelle ist ganz klar, m.E.: sie geht etwas weiter als Tabul,

bezieht die ganze תוליצאהםלוע in die תומצע ein, konstatiert von da an einen

klaren und mutigen Einschnitt. Die Stelle steht als §1 der ע״יבארדסרעש im Ez

Chajim und ist in klarem Zusammenhang mit Cordoveros Pardes geschrieben.

71 Immanuel Hai Ricchi, Mišnat Ḥasidim, Yošer Levav (Amsterdam, 1742) (Sefer Yošer Levav

has a separate title page). See Scholem,Major Trends in JewishMysticism, 273 and footnote

90.

72 Apparently, Scholemknew the text of the oldest version (dated 1618),msBudapest, Library

of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Kaufmann A 201 [F14693], fol. 130a, but he relied

(as he did below, see §8) on the second oldest version (beginning of the seventeenth cen-

tury),msParma,BibliotecaPalatina, cod. Parm. 3466 [F34177, F13974], fol. 1a (without quot-

ing the additions in brackets). However, he misread the preposition in ״תוליצאבירהש״
and replaced it with the definite article.
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(Aber ein großer Unterschied des Sprachgebrauchs: תוטשפתה bedeutet bei

Cord. [Cordovero] gerade nicht Abschwächung, sondern völlig unverminderte

Substanzausbreitung gerade imGegensatz zur Aziluth, hier73 aber ist תוטשפתה

grade ⟩היהשהממ⟨רתוירואהתובעתה ). Das Kapitel ist völlig klar und exakt ge-

schrieben, so daß irgend eine Dunkelheit nicht besteht. Die האכה der תוטשפתה

gegen den ךסמ am Ende der תוליצאםלוע bewirkt ein Doppeltes: a) Rückgleiten

der Substanz nach oben als רזוחרוא . b) Weiterklingen einer Schwingung nach

unten, indemzwar nichtmehr die Substanz, aber Kraftfunken תורוא , die aus ihr

ausstrahlen, den Filter des ךסמ passieren. Das ist dann die „Substanz“ der םלוע

האירבה usw. Hauptsatz, der hier nicht nur Aperçu ist:74 רואיכתוליצאהםלועארקנ

קרטשפתמומצעףוסןיאןיאהטמלוםשמםנמאוךסמיתלבולוכבטשפתנומצעףוסןיאה

ךסמךרדונממתאצויההראה . Auch unten gibt es noch תומצעתוריפס׳י und תוריפס׳י

םילכ , aber das ist eben nur mehr Residuum der echten Substanz, es ist תומצע

jener Welt, nicht תומצע des En Sof. (Der Ansatzpunkt für pantheistische Deu-

tung hier klar!) Er sagt dort75 תוליצאשאוהתומלוע׳גלתוליצאןיבשישקוליחהםנמא

ךסמשיהטמלוםשמךאללכךסמםושיתלבתוליצאהףוסדעוברבועובקונףוסןיאהרואה

לדבהו . ⟨Terminus בקונ ganz ~ Cordov. [Cordovero]⟩ Es gibt, wie er dann dort,

besonders in §2, weiter klar erörtert, ein Einstrahlen הראה des Ensof in alle

Welten, auch in הישע , aber kein substanzielles Präsentsein in ihnen.

Pantheismusfrage 3

§5 genau so ist die ganz klare Formulierung, die Vital dort §6 aus dem Ms.

des Gedalja Halewi gibt76 (Satzbau schlecht!) רשאכהאירבלתוליצאהןיבשךסמה

ותואועקבאלהלאהנההאירבדס״יןדגנכתושעלתוליצאדתורואהלכתומדוכותבורבע

אוההךסמהךרדםהלשרואוברבע}רואה{קרובורבעוךסמ . Aus diesen drei Zeugen

dürfte Lurjas authentische Lehre ganz eindeutig gesichert sein.

§6 Nun gibt es natürlich auch noch andere Gesichtspunkte.

a) In gewissem Sinne ist die Aussendung des Strahls, des וק , ja eine Auf-

hebung des im Zimzum erzeugten Kenoma. Es ist hier etwas von תדמףתש

ןידה׳מל׳מחרה des Midrasch, wie auch alle Kabbalisten gemerkt haben. Die

positive Seite der Weltentstehung geht auf den וק zurück, die negative auf

den םוצמצ . Das erleichtert pantheist. [pantheistischen]Neigungen stimmungs-

mäßig denWeg.

73 Scholemused theWarsaw edition, ʿEṣ Ḥayyim (Warsaw, 1890/1891), vol. 2, fol. 104d (p. 208);

see below, §6 c).

74 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 104d (p. 208).

75 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 104d (p. 208).

76 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 108a (p. 215).
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b) Die Frage: Ist der Adam Kadmon Gott oder nicht? הלגתמלא meinetwe-

gen—aber doch Gott? Spricht nicht ungeheuer viel dafür? (d. [die] scheinbare

תוימשג ; die Gematrie ם״דא = ה״יוה usw.77) Vital hält ihn dafür.

c) Der Begriff der תושבלתה , auf dem das ganze lurjanischeWeltbild ruht, ist

zweideutig. Sind die םישובלמ nun alle78 אצמקןידהכ wie etwa die תוליצאדםילכ ,

von denen V. [Vital] das ausdrücklich sagt (Ed. Warschau ii fol. 106a Zeile 1),79

oder sind nicht die späteren immerhin von dem sie belebenden Zentrum ent-

fernt. Anders ausgedrückt: Muß man gehen, um vom שובל bis zum Inneren

vorzudringen, oder genügt es etwa einfach, wie die Pantheisten unter den Kab-

balisten tun, die םישובל aufzuheben, und am selben Ort der הישע erscheinen in

Wahrheit alleWelten bis zum Ensof!?

§7 Mehrfach läßt zudem Vital jene Exaktheit der Begriffsfassung, die seine

Lösung des Problems enthält, vermissen und es entsteht dann eben ein Ein-

druck, der die weitergehenden {pant} Interpretationen rechtfertigt. In diesen

Stellen ist Vital ganz im Bannkreis Cordoveros, z.B.:

תומדקההרעש (1850)80 fol. 6d ( ׳דהמדקה ):

hier ist keine Differenz von Aziluth und ע״יב , sondern in allen gibt es

הזרבדוםתויחהלוםריאהלםכותבףוסןיאהןמטשפתמהתורואתומצע}??{תניחב

ץראהאוהשםלכבשהנותחתההדוקנהדע…הנושארההדוקנהןמתומלועהלכבךשמנ

.םדאינבהבםינכושרשאהנותחתה

Und weiterhin dort vor allem die zugespitzte Formulierung: Der Mystiker

verstehe,81

םהילעבבוסםגוםכותבשבלתמףוסןיאהוס״אהישובלתחאהניחבתומלועהלכךיא

4ידוליצאמבםירשקנתומלועהלכו|תחאהניחבלכהוונממאצוירבדןיאוםלכתאהיחמו

.הזשורדןינעברתויתולגליוארןיאיכהזב

Dieser so mysteriöse Schluß deutet m.E. wirklich auf einen anderen Vital,

einen der noch nicht vergessen hat, daß er Schüler Cordoveros ist, und der

dessen Gottesauffassung {noch} im Geheimen mit sich trägt. Die andere The-

orie ist nicht seine, sondern die Lurjas, aber diese Zeilen hätte wörtlich nicht

L. [Luria] sondern nur Cordovero schreiben können. Der ךסמ etc. sind wegge-

fallen, die {Ein} geheime Einheit von En Sof und allen Welten steht noch in

ihrem dunklen Glanz ⟨da⟩ als das wahre Geheimnis, das der Mystiker hütet.

77 The numerical value of םדא (45) equals the numerical value of the Tetragrammaton

spelled with Alef ( אהואואהדוי = 20+6 + 13+6).

78 Cf. ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 1, fol. 51d (p. 102); the phrase is taken from Gen. Rab. 21:5.

79 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 106a (p. 211).

80 First edition: Jerusalem, 1850 (actually 1865).

81 Šaʿar ha-Haqdamot (Jerusalem, 1850), fol. 6d.
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§8 Etwas ganz Unerwartetes findet sich dann aber doch in den םישורד des

Ibn Tabul (Hs. Parma fol. 5b).82 Hier erörtert er dieselbe ךסמ -Lehre wie Vital in

ע״יבארעש §2, aber fügt Folgendes Neue hinzu, das freilich eine ganz wesent-

liche Einschränkung mit sich bringt:

הזלכוםלוכןכוהאירבלריאמורבועווהכמוייריפסךסמבהכמרואהשךסמי״עםלוכ…

.ללכךסמןיאףיקמרואללבאימינפרואל

Da nun aber der ףיקמרוא grade der תומצעהרקיע ist, wären wir mit diesem

kleinen Sätzchen völlig auf Cordoveros Stufe wieder angelangt! Es ist nun

die Frage: Hat er das von Lurja oder selbst erspekuliert?? ⟨Weiß denn⟩ Vital

{scheint} davon nichts? {zu wissen}!! Und die Sache ist doch eigentlich so

wichtig, daß er sie hätte erwähnen müssen. * {Hier scheint mir ein charak-

teristischer Fall vorzuliegen, wo Vitals Beschwerde, dass die םירבח oft auch

Eigenes aberMißverständliches zugefügt hätten, berechtigt seinwird.}Doch—

erweiß es auch und in derTat sindwir also hier auf echtem lurjanischen Boden

und die Sachemußmit Benutzung dieser zweiten wesentlichen Äußerung neu

formuliert werden! Vital sagt im 3. Kapitel )גלפומרוצקבתוליצאהרדס( §1 gleich

am Anfang die entscheidenden Sätze:83

דעםכותבשבלתמוםהמףקומאוהםגותומלועהלכתאףיקמאוהךורבףוסןיאהנושאר

הטמלוםשמןכלוע״יבבאלודבלתוליצאהםלועבותלוזקובדועגונוניאותוליצאהםלועףוס

.ע״יבאהעבראהלכבעגונוקובדףיקמהתניחבךא.ע״יבארקיוםתוהמהנתשי

Dieser Satz in Verbindung mit dem Tabul muß also in seiner Bedeutung

interpretiert werden.

Pantheismus 5

Das Resultat ist also: Das Lurjanische System ist auch in dieser Frage der

Immanenz der göttlichen Substanz in der Welt, wenn auch nicht nur in ihr,

dem Cordoveros näher als es den Anschein hat. Freilich scheint L. keine volle

Klarheit gewonnen zu haben, und seine beiden wichtigsten Äußerungen (§§4

und8oben!)widersprecheneinandermindestensdurchAuslassungen. Immer-

hin läßt sich folgendes sicher sagen: Die spätere pantheistische Deutung des

Systems hat gute Stützpunkte in einer grundsätzlichen Haltung. Was bei Cor-

dovero die תומצעהתוטשפתה war, ist hier die der םיפיקמ ! Es gibt also einen

doppelten Stand: Einerseits gibt es eine Linie der Aziluth, die im Fortschreiten

des וק schließlich nur תושבלתה der Substanz in eine in sich nichtmehr von göt-

tlicher Substanz erfüllte Weltenreihe sich entfaltet. Andererseits gibt es aber

eine Linie des ףיקמרוא die in der Tat alles durchdringt bis ins Unterste hin! Der

82 ms Parma, Biblioteca Palatina, cod. Parm. 3466 [F34177, F13974].

83 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 1, fol. 16b (p. 31).
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]ףיקמרוא[מ״א kann entweder das des {f?} Ensof überhaupt sein, oder die ver-

schiedenen םיפיקמ , die sich ineinanderschachteln ( םישבלתמ ) und aus dem רוא

ימינפ hervorgehen. Wenn der Mensch also das ףיקמרוא ergreift, steht er poten-

ziell in der Substanz! Der Zimzum existiert hier nicht, ebensowenig ⟩םיכסמ⟨

ידוגרפ}ידוגרפ{ ! Die Welt ist weltlich, an sich selbst betrachtet, aber göttlich,

wenn man das sie durchdringende ףיקמרוא de{s}⟨r⟩ {Ensof} ⟨ תוליצא ⟩ in ihr

sieht!Das ist aberwirklich schon ganzdie chassidischePosition, nur nochnicht

mit dieser Deutlichkeit wie sie hier formuliert ist, herausgestellt. Das was in

den irdischen םילכ an ימינפרוא ist, ist nicht mehr die Gottheit, aber unfaßbar

darüber oder darin ist auch sie zu finden. Die Realität desWirklichen als einer

nichtmit derGottheit substanzeinenSchicht ist auch | hier gesichert, nurbleibt6

das „panentheistische“ Grundgefühl doch trotz des Zimzum, der ihm eigent-

lich widerstreitet, demAutor des Ez Chaim nahe. All jene Sefiroth allerWelten,

inclusive der Assija, sind רומגתודחאתוהלאםהםלוכ alle Gottheit—so sagt Vital

ausdrücklich in תומשהרעש (Cap. 45) §1.84 Also Vital bekräftigt wirklich ganz

unmißverständlich jene Auffassung, die der Autor des בבלרשוי׳ס mit allenMit-

teln zu vermeiden sucht! Das ist ganz gnostisch-theosophisch gedacht, musste

aber eben problematischwerden. Für Vital ist also Gott nicht einfach identisch

mit En Sof, sondern auch jene הראה , jener Reflex der Substanz, der überall

hindringt, ist Gottheit!

Bemerkenswert ist schließlich auch die Stelle des תומדקהרעש [sic] (ange-

führt in םכחתרות 149b),85 wo es von den Füßen des Adam Kadmon heißt, sie

durchdrängen alle Welten ילוגעלכםיעקובוקיתעילוגעתיתחתדעםיעיגמק״אילגר

םכותבםירבועוע״יבא ! In der Tat heißt es auch in םייחץע Cap. iii §2 םדאתמוקילגר

ע״יבאתומלועהלכםויסדעחירבמ,ס״אהתאשיבלמהןומדק !!86

Ganz anders wieder ist die Stellung, die die Notiz ausdrückt, welcheMolitor

ii p. 256 in seinem (Münchener?) Ez Chajim Text fand zu ךרדךשמנס״ארוא

קדרוניצב׳אוק .87 Es heißt dort: אוהוהזוותומצעאללבאס"אה]מ[88הראהאקוד}?{

ורואקרטשפתמוניאומצעיכומוקמםלועהןיאוםלועלשומוקמ . Hier ist also von einem

Annotator schon die ganze Scheidung von ףוסןיא und ףוסןיארוא vorweggenom-

men, die nachher das Problem so kompliziert.

Neben der Lösung der ע״יב Welten–Frage durch die Konzeption des ךסמ ,

durch den die תומצע gesiebt wird, gibt es aber noch eine andere die Vital als

84 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 96c (p. 192).

85 Ḥayyim de la Rosa, Torat Ḥakham (Saloniki, 1848): the quotation is found at the bottom of

fol. 149a.

86 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 1, fol. 17a (p. 33).

87 Molitor, Philosophie der Geschichte, Zweiter Theil, 256.

88 Scholem’s addition.
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mögliche Erklärung vorträgt (im םייחץע , Cap. 40 §8, ii 82a)89 daß in den Wel-

ten ע״יב ja תומצע und םילכ , die in תוליצא nicht verwandelt werden, in einander

sich verwandeln:

}ןכלש{לודגהדוסההזןבהוע״יבלהמשנהשענתוליצאדםילכהטמלו]תוליצאמ[םשמיכ

ךא;תורואאלותוליצאדדבלםילכםהםתמשנוליפאןעירומגתוהלאארקנע״יבןיאךכלש

ןמע״יבתולדבנהמכלודגםעטכ״גוהזוםשרשא]םילכל[תוהלאארקנתוליצאהןמןתויהל

לעשרשפאודבלתוליצאבםייתסמוםלשנהטמלמךשמנהתומצעהרואיכאוהותוליצאה

90.היישעלאהריצימוהריצילאהאירבמ]רבעמה[היהיהזךרד

Also hier die Beziehung auf das Pantheismusproblem und seine theistische

Lösung besonders deutlich!

Zur Pantheismusfrage bei Vital 7

Die Frage ist völlig eindeutig zu Gunsten einer rein theistischen Theolo-

gie (also wirklich in einem gewissen Sinn wie bei Rikki) und gegen panth.

[pantheistische] Deutung entschieden durch die an Deutlichkeit weit über

alle םייחץע —RezensionenherausgehendenAusführungenVitals in השודקירעש

Teil iii, 2.91 Hier wird das kosmologische System am deutlichsten gegeben: Es

gibt folgende Bereiche dort, unter dem ףוסןיארוא !!

1. תוריפסהבצחמ oder ס״יהםלוע ist רומגתוהלא

2. תומשנהבצחמ die „Seelensubstanz“

3. םיכאלמהבצחמ

4. תופילקהבצחמ oder ךושחרוא

5. die םיעיקר jeder Welt, die ףוג der betr. [betreffenden] Welt heißen, aus

ihnen erst stammen die אוההםלועהתודלות .

1 bis 4 sind jedes ein Licht (sogar die תופלק !!) םדאתרוצב .

5 steht außerhalb von allen diesen Lichtern.

1 bis 4 haben die genau gleiche Struktur! Sie sind immer eine innerlicher

als die andere, aber nicht etwa identisch. Also ist das geheime Leben Gottes

das 1 beschreibt, zwar paradigmatisch ⟨seiner Struktur nach⟩ mit dem des

Menschen identisch, aber nicht essentiell!!

Im Ez Chajim ist diese Lehre theosophisch verfeinert, vor allem in Cap 281.92

1 und 2 sind zwei Aspekte derselbenWelt:

1) תומלוע ist תוינוציחתניחב aus ihr dieWelten

2) תומשנ ist תוימינפתניחב aus ihr die Menschenseelen

89 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 82b (p. 163) (Scholem quotes ʿEṣ Ḥayyim not according to the

columns, but by recto and verso alone).

90 The square brackets in this quotation are Scholem’s (referring to the context).

91 Ḥayyim Vital, Šaʿarey Qedušah (Jerusalem, 1926) (first edition).

92 Gate 28, chapter 1: ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 18b (p. 35): תוימינפותומלועהתאיצמםהתוינוציחה
תומשנה׳יחבםה .
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Hat er also etwa gar in השודקירעש für einfache Gemüter sein System einfacher

und theistischer gestellt als er es für die Adepten in םייחץע hielt?! Daswäre sehr

möglich.

Vitals Schwanken im תומצע –Begriff ist am besten aus םייחץע Cap, 40 ( רעש

׳נוציחותוימינפ ) §14 zu ersehen!93 Hier ist die Verbindung zu der השודקירעש

Stelle handgreiflich—und doch ist von deutlicher Fernhaltung pantheistischer

Deutungsmöglichkeiten keine Spur zu finden!

Wir haben also das wichtige Ergebnis, daß das lurjanische System in pop-8

uläreren Darstellungen Vitals selbst eine theistische Theologie ist, während

grade die dort so deutlichen Grenzlinien zu pantheistischen Möglichkeiten in

den nicht esoterischenDarlegungenwieder verwischt werden. Das Schwanken

ist hier also in denTexten selbst begründet.Was dort in םייחץע zwei תוניחב sind:

Welten und Seelen, das sind in השודקירעש nun zwei verschiedene תורוא ! Natür-

lich läßt sich dann die תוניחב –Aussage auch so deuten, und ⟨alle⟩ תוניחב sind

ja in der Tat für Vital Lichter für sich—aber dennoch ist da ein Unterschied!

In ]השודקירעש[ ק״ש spricht er darüber ganz anders, als ob diese תורוא nach

außen über den תומלוע der Sefiroth liegen, während sie in םייחץע grade das

nun wirklich nicht tun, sondern grade immer nach innen zu lokalisiert wer-

den. Und da sind wirklich dieselben Dinge gemeint: die Bereiche aus denen

die Menschenseelen stammen! Cf. [confer] aber p. [pagina] 9!

Sehr bemerkenswert ist dazu die הבושת in םילעפברת״וש des ןבםייחףסוי׳ר

והילא in Bagdad (Jerus[alem] 1901) Vol. i fol. 3 c/d, wo die theistischeWendung

besonders {???giert ist} hervortritt. Dort ist einfach ע״יב = תומשנבצחמ !! und

תוליצא = תוריפסבצחמ , wie in der Schule Scharabis.

Ausgezeichnet ist das Problem dieser השודקירעש Stelle, die ja anscheinend9

einen שודח darstellt, von dem in den andernWerkenVitals niemals die Rede ist

(der Begriff der םיבצחמ ), schon von R. Josef Chajim b. Elija aus Bagdad gesehen

worden, der darüber vor allem in seinem (posthum gedruckten) הנובתותעד׳ס

Cap. 19 eingehendgehandelt hat.94 Er erklärt die Stelle so, daßVital in ירעש[ק״ש

]השודק dieTerminologie geändert habe, aber die Sache in den andern Schriften

klar behandelt sei, nämlich die drei תוניחב des Ez Chajim seien mit den drei

םיבצחמ identisch:

Es gibt im םייחץע ja in jederWelt

1) תומצע]תניחב[׳יחב oder תורוא im Gegensatz zu םילכ]תוניחב[׳יחב

Dies nennt ]השודקירעש[ ק״ש allein תוריפסהבצחמ , undhiervon gilt, daß

die תומצע nicht von den םירוריב berührt wird, wofür er fol. 68a eine sehr

schlagende Stelle aus dem תונווכהרעש anführt ( תוליפתיונישןינעשורד )95

93 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 85d–86a (p. 170–171).

94 Yosef Ḥayyim ben Elijah al-Hakam, Sefer Daʿat u-Tevunah (Jerusalem, 1911).

95 Yosef Ḥayyim ben Elijah al-Hakam, Sefer Daʿat u-Tevunah (Jerusalem, 1911), chapter 19. Cf.
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2) םילכבתוימינפ]תנינחב[׳יחב תומשנהבצחמ

Dies aber sind einfach die:

3) םילכבתוינוציח]תנינחב[׳חב םיכאלמהבצחמ

Diese Erklärung ist wohl in der Tat die richtige, wobei aber die Tatsache, daß

Vital in ]השודקירעש[ ק״ש sich gröber und theistischer ausdrückt als in [ םייח

ץע ] "ח ע bestehen bleibt. Der wirklich schlagende Beweis ist ⟨(wie der Autor

dort (fol. 67d–68) ausführt)⟩, daß die Verse die im ]השודקירעש[ ק״ש auf diese

םיבצחמ gedeutet werden ( וקעצםילאראןה ), in den םירעשהנומש in der Tat eben

auf diese 2 תוניחב der םילכ bezogen sind!

Ferner ist eine Stelle in Lurjas Idra sutta Kommentar über diese 2 תוניחב

sehr einleuchtend und zeigt schon die oben p. [pagina] {7} 8 erwähnte Para-

doxie.

Die Rede Vitals vom רוא , das die Seelenheimat ist, und über dem ]תוריפסה[

׳וריפסהרוא liegt, usf. ist also wirklich zu verstehen—aber schwierig bleibt, wie

er dann die תופילק und םיעקר direkt anschließt! Und auch die hier gegebene

Identifikation hat ihre | Theologischen und spekulativen Konsequenzen!! Sind 10

also nur wie ]השודקירעש[ ק״ש es betont, die תורוא oder die תומצע Gott schlech-

thin, die םילכ aber nicht, gut—so habenwir theistischeMystik.Was aber, wenn

alles, inklusive der םילכ in den םיפוצרפ als zur Einheit Gottes gehörig erklärt

wird!! Stammt doch die Seele der Gerechten aus dem גווז der םיימינפםילכ in Seïr

Anpin (unter Assistenz der םיינוצח )!

Cf. [Confer] zudieser Frage:was ist in derAziluth תוהלא undwaswird תוהלא ?

Auch Scharabi in םולשרהנ fol. 35a–37a:96 die תוליצאדםילכ sind תודחאותוהלא

םהלשהישעדתוכלמףוסדעתוליצאדס״יהתליחתמרומג im Unterschied zum Ort

der Ofanim und Chajoth, der in den ע״יבדםילכ ist.

Diese Theologie führt vor allen dazu, dass dann R. Josef Chajim in der Tat

(ebenso wie seine Kollege Elia Mani) die Meinung vertreten hat, die einiger-

maßen sensationeller Natur ist, daß die הריבש nur im תומשנבצחמ , jedenfalls

nicht im יתימאהתוריפסהבצחמ passiert sei (weiter sein Responsum in םירשידוס

§6 am Ende von םילעופבר ii fol. 125)

Hierzu ist weiter der große שורד im םיטוקלהרפס Jerus. [Jerusalem] 1913

fol. 62d zu vergleichen, wo es heißt: תוהלאאוהובשחורהדוסדעהאירבהםלועיכעד

תוהלאוניאאוה]ן״רנב[97םהבשםילכהלבא}?{…)!!(תומלועאוההטמלוחורהמלבא

תוהלאןניאשן״רנשיהלאםילכבםגו . Unten 63a nochmehr dazu. Klare, wenn auch

sehr abstrakte Scheidungen! Cf. [Confer] auch in םייחץע Cap. 43

Vital, Šaʿarey Qedušah, fol. 47a (gloss) and the end of the (unpaged), introduction by Zeev

Wolf Ashkenazi.

96 Shalom Sharʿabi, Nehar Šalom (Jerusalem: Heilprin, Voldokh, 1910).

97 Scholem’s abbreviation in brackets reads: המשנחורשפנב .
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דוריפםהבןיאודחאתוהלאותחאהשודקםהלכהםינוילעהתומלועהלכשורדהלהמדקה

ךליאוחורמךאתוהלאארקנהםהםהבשתומשנהתוניחב]ע״יב[98ולאתומלוע׳גךאו״ח

םינפואותויחוםיפרשארקנאלאתוהלאםניא}א{ולאתומלוע׳גלכבששובלוףוגושפנחור

.אצויכו99אסכו

„Pantheismus“ Lurjas—reiner Unsinn!10011

Ganzklar und eindeutig ist vor allemdie authentischeÄußerungnichtVitals

(wie in den anderen hier interpretierten Stellen), sondern Lurjas selbst in dem

von ihm schriftlich fixiertenKommentar zum אתועינצדארפס (und in ירמאמרעש

י״בשר ) fol. 23c:101 Hier heißt es in einer für einenPantheisten ganzunmöglichen

Distanzformulierung von ןוילערתכ , die Idra rabba sage selbst von ihm רבדאאל

אפוגאלבאדחאשיררב , weil

םילצאנלןיאוקוחירהתילכתונממקוחראוהיכודילעהזםלועתאגיהנהלרשפאיאיכ

אמייקלןקתתאותויחםהלןיאותלוזיכ…ודי102לעונהתישומעתוקיבדוסחיםיארבנלאלו

.א״ואי״עותאירבוםלועהתגהנהלבאובםישרשנםתויהלאלוכ

Deutlicher kann dasTranszendenzverhältnis nicht ausgedrücktwerden. Die

Theorie ist übrigens durchaus nicht die des םייחץע , sondern ganz „vorlurjan-

isch“!!

Daß durch die Annahme eines ךסמ zwischen der Aziluth-Welt und den fol-

genden Welten, durch den alle von oben kommenden in die unteren geschaf-

fenen Stufen gehenden Wirkungen den Charakter des Creatürlichen annäh-

men—die Kabbalisten „dem Pantheismus völlig entgangen zu sein glaubten“

hat auchMolitor i2 p. 482 erkannt,103 der diesmit Recht eine durchausmechan-

ische Erklärung nennt, die aber jedenfalls beweise, wie sehr es denKabbalisten

98 Scholem’s abbreviation in brackets reads: הישעהריציהאירב .

99 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 95a (p. 189).

100 This page and the following page are not numbered. For convenience, they are consecut-

ively numbered in our edition.

101 Ḥayyim Vital, Šaʿar Ma’amerey Rašbi (Jerusalem, 1898); Luria’s commentary is found on

fols. 22a–30c.

102 The source reads: וידי .

103 Franz Joseph Molitor, Philosophie der Geschichte, oder, über die Tradition, vol. 1, 2nd

enhanced ed. (Münster, 1857), 482: “Von diesem ihrem äußerlichen Standpunkte aus

glaubten die Kabbalisten dem Pantheismus völlig entgangen zu sein durch die Annahme

einer Decke (oder Scheidewand), die zwischen der göttlichen Welt Aziluth und den

unteren Welten bestehe, durch welche alle von Oben kommende in die untern geschaf-

fenen Stufen gehendenWirkungen den Charakter des Creatürlichen annähmen. Obwohl

dieses nun eine durchaus mechanische Erklärung ist, so führen wir dieselbe doch an um

zu zeigen, wie sehr es den Kabbalisten darum zu thun gewesen, nicht dem Pantheismus

zu verfallen.”
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darum zu tun gewesen, nicht dem Pantheismus zu verfallen! (Das ist vollkom-

men richtig!)

Andererseits ist bemerkenswert, daß auch hier der Autor des ךלמהקמע ( רעש

האירבה §1 fol. 167d)104 eine Relation gibt, die umgekehrt ganz ins Panthe-

istische schlagen würde, von תומצע gar nichts weiß und einfach nur meint יכ

האירבארקנותוליצאותארקלרשפאיאשדערואההבעתנתוליצאהףוסב [also sozus-

agen bloße Namenssache!!] ׳פתוליצאדתוכלמהדריהזךסמךרדו…בערתויאוהש

האירבדס״עםילעושלשארהתיהוהבשתוינותחת . Natürlich ist das nicht eben Lurja

selbst in die Schuhe zu schieben.

Hauptstellen über die תוהלא der Aziluth, und die Creation von האירב im aus- 12

drücklichen Unterschied dazu sind:

1) םייחץע Cap. 42 ( ע״יבאישורדרעש ) §5 und 13/14, wo das Problem direkt

behandelt wird! הנהו…תוהלאשממ]הבש[105םילכהיכרומגתוהלאאוהתוליצאהלכ

תוהלאםניאןכלוםירומגםילכםלוכע״יבתומלוע׳ג .106 Die hier amEnde zusammenge-

setzte Theorie ist anders als die dann in R. Gedaljas Namen im Cap. 47 §2

gegeben!!107

Bibliography

Primary Sources

al-Hakam, Yosef Ḥayyim ben Elijah. Sefer Daʿat u-Tevunah. Jerusalem: Ḥazan, 1911.

Bacharach, Naftali. ʿEmeq ha-Melekh. Amsterdam, 1648.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Maximen und Reflexionen: Text der Ausgabe von 1907.

Edited by Max Hecker. Frankfurt amMain: Insel, 2003.

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Sprüche in Prosa: Sämtliche Maximen und Reflexionen.

Edited by Harald Fricke. Frankfurt amMain: Insel, 2005.

Goethe, JohannWolfgang von.Werke. Hamburger Ausgabe. Band 9: Autobiographische

Schriften i. Edited by Erich Trunz. Hamburg: ChristianWegner, 1955.

Ḥayyim de la Rosa. Torat Ḥakham. Saloniki, 1848.

Jacobi, Friedrich Heinrich. Brief über den Nihilismus. Edited by Ives Radrizzani. Trans-

lated by Perihan Göcergi. Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 2018.

Krause, Karl Christian Friedrich. Das Urbild der Menschheit: Ein Versuch. Dresden, 1811.

Misses, Isaac.Darstellung und kritische Beleuchtung der jüdischenGeheimlehre. Cracow,

1862.

104 Naftali Bacharach, ʿEmeq ha-Melekh (Amsterdam, 1648).

105 Scholem’s addition.

106 ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, vol. 2, fol. 91c (p. 182).

107 See above, footnote 8.



164 necker and slepoy

Molitor, Franz Joseph. Philosophie der Geschichte oder über die Tradition. Erster Theil.

2nd enhanced ed. Münster, 1857.

Molitor, Franz Joseph. Philosophie der Geschichte oder über die Tradition. Zweiter Theil.

Münster, 1834.

Ricchi, Immanuel Hai. Mišnat Ḥasidim, Yošer Levav. Amsterdam, 1742.

Sharʿabi, Shalom. Nehar Šalom. Jerusalem: Heilprin, Voldokh, 1910.

Ṣabaʿ, Yiṣḥaq. Meqom Binah. Saloniki, 1713.

Vital, Ḥayyim. ʿEṣ Ḥayyim, Nehar Šalom. Edited by Menachem Menchin Halperin. 3

vols. Warsaw: Yaʿaqov Zeʾev Unterhendler, 1890/91, vols. 1 and 2.

Vital,Ḥayyim. ʿEṣḤayyim. EditedbyYehudaṢvi Brandwein. 2 vols. Jerusalem, 1987/1988.

Vital, Ḥayyim. Šaʿar ha-Haqdamot. Edited byMenachemMenchinHalperin. Jerusalem,

1850; repr. Jerusalem: Zuckermann, 1909.

Vital, Ḥayyim. Šaʿar ha-Haqdamot. Edited by Yehuda Ṣvi Brandwein. Jerusalem,

1987/88.

Vital, Ḥayyim. Šaʿar Maʾamerey Rašbi. Jerusalem: Levi, 1898.

Vital, Ḥayyim. Šaʿarey Qedušah. With introduction and comments by Zeʾev Wolf Ash-

kenazi. Jerusalem:Weiss, 1926.

SecondaryWorks

Abrams, Daniel. “Introduction” [Hebrew]. In Gershom Scholem, Lurianic Kabbalah:

Collected Studies by Gershom Scholem, edited by Daniel Abrams, 7–19. Los Angeles:

Cherub Press, 2008.

Avivi, Joseph. Kabbala Luriana. [Hebrew] 3 vols. Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2008.

Beiser, Frederick C. The Fate of Reason: German Philosophy from Kant to Fichte. Cam-

bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993.

Ben-Shlomo, Joseph. “Cordovero, Moses ben Jacob.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5,

edited by Cecil Roth and Geoffrey Wigoder, cols. 967–970. New York: Macmillan,

1971.

Ben-Shlomo, Joseph. “Cordovero, Moses ben Jacob.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, Second

Edition, edited by Fred Skolnik andMichael Berenbaum, 5:220–221. Detroit:Macmil-

lan Reference USA, 2007.

Ben-Shlomo, Joseph. “Gershom Scholem on Pantheism in the Kabbala.” In Gershom

Scholem: The Man and His Work, edited by Paul Mendes-Flohr, 56–72. Albany, NY:

suny Press, 1994.

Ben-Shlomo, Joseph. “On Pantheism in JewishMysticism According to Gershom Scho-

lem and His Critics” [Hebrew]. Daʿat 50/52 (2003): 461–481.

Biale, David.GershomScholem: Kabbalah andCounter-History. 2nd ed. Cambridge,MA:

Harvard University Press, 1982.

Biale, David. “Gershom Scholem on Nihilism and Anarchism.” Rethinking History 19

(2015): 61–71.



gershom scholem’s unpublished notes on isaac luria 165

Biale, David. “Gershom Scholem’s Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms on Kabbalah: Text and

Commentary.”Modern Judaism 5 (1985): 67–94.

Biale, David. “Gershom Scholem’s Ten Unhistorical Aphorisms on Kabbalah: Text and

Commentary.” In David Biale, Jewish Culture between Canon and Heresy, 178–203.

Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2023.

Bollacher, Martin, “Pantheismus.” In Online Encyclopedia Philosophy of Nature/Online

Lexikon Naturphilosophie, edited by Thomas Kirchhoff (2020). https://doi.org/10​

.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960.

Cavarocchi Arbib, Marina. “Gershom Scholem: Judaism and Philosophy. Stages in a

Bildungsprozeß.” Jewish Studies Quarterly 8 (2001): 167–189.

Chance, BrianA., and Lawrence Pasternack. “Rational Faith and the PantheismContro-

versy.” InKant andHisGermanContemporaries,Volume 2: Aesthetics, History, Politics,

and Religion, edited by Daniel O. Dahlstrom, 195–214. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2018.

China Filatelie (Bulletin of the Studiegroep China Filatelie, https://www.chinafilatelie​

.nl/pages/bulletins.html) 3, no. 1 (1971): 18–19.

Ciucu, Cristina. “Kabbalistic Pan(en)theism: Neoplatonic Philosophy and Mystical

Practice.” In The Oxford Handbook of Jewish Philosophy, edited by Yitzhak Melamed

and Paul Franks. Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming.

Daniel, Stephen H. “Toland’s Semantic Pantheism.” In John Toland’s Christianity Not

Mysterious:Text, AssociatedWorks and Critical Essays, edited by PhilipMcGuinness,

Alan Harrison, and Richard Kearney, 303–312. Dublin: Lilliput, 1997.

Di Giovanni, George, and Paolo Livieri. “Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi.” In The Stanford

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2020 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta.

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/friedrich‑jacobi/.

Dierse, Ulrich, andWinfried Schröder. “Panentheismus.” InHistorischesWörterbuch der

Philosophie, edited by Joachim Ritter, Karlfried Gründer, and Gottfried Gabriel, 59–

63. Basel: Schwabe, 1989. https://doi.org/10.24894/HWPh.2922.

Dilthey, Wilhelm. Gesammelte Schriften, Band 2: Weltanschauung und Analyse des

Menschen seit Renaissance und Reformation. 11th ed. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &

Ruprecht, 1991.

Fine, Lawrence. Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: Isaac Luria and His Kabbal-

istic Fellowship. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003.

Idel, Moshe. “Deus sive natura—TheMetamorphosis of a Dictum fromMaimonides to

Spinoza.” InMaimonides and the Sciences, edited byRobert Cohen andHillel Levine,

87–110. Dordrecht: Springer, 2000.

Jaeschke, Walter, ed. Transzendentalphilosophie und Spekulation: Der Streit um die

Gestalt einer Ersten Philosophie (1799–1807), Quellenband. Hamburg: Meiner, 1993.

Janssens, David. “The Problem of the Enlightenment: Strauss, Jacobi, and the Panthe-

ism Controversy.” The Review of Metaphysics 56 (2003): 605–632.

https://doi.org/10.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960
https://doi.org/10.11588/oepn.2020.0.75960
https://www.chinafilatelie.nl/pages/bulletins.html
https://www.chinafilatelie.nl/pages/bulletins.html
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/friedrich-jacobi/
https://doi.org/10.24894/HWPh.2922


166 necker and slepoy

Koch, Katharina. Franz Josef Molitor und die jüdische Tradition. Berlin: De Gruyter,

2006.

Lazier, Benjamin. God Interrupted: Heresy and the European Imagination between the

WorldWars. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010.

Rapoport-Albert, Ada. “Gershom Scholem.” The American Scholar 54 (1985): 541–548.

Scholem, Gershom. “Bahir.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 3, edited by Jakob Klatzkin

and Ismar Elbogen, cols. 969–979. Berlin: Eschkol, 1928.

Scholem, Gershom. “Abraham Cohen Herrera—Leben, Werk und Wirkung,” in Abra-

ham Cohen Herrera, Das Buch םיימשהרעש oder Pforte des Himmels, trans. Friedrich

Häußermann, 7–67. Frankfurt amMain: Suhrkamp, 1974.

Scholem, Gershom. Avraham Cohen Herrera: Baʿal ‘Šaʿar ha-Šamayim’: Ḥayyaw, Yeṣir-

ato we-Hašpaʿato. Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1978.

Scholem, Gershom. Briefe 1: 1914–1947. Edited by Itta Shedletzky. Munich: Beck, 1994.

Scholem, Gershom. Briefe 2: 1948–1970. Edited by Thomas Sparr. Munich: Beck, 1995.

Scholem, Gershom. Das Buch Bahir. Ein Schriftdenkmal aus der Frühzeit der Kab-

bala auf Grund der Kritischen Neuausgabe von Gerhard Scholem. Leipzig: Drugulin,

1923.

Scholem, Gershom. “Cordovero, Mose ben Jakob.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5,

edited by Jakob Klatzkin and Ismar Elbogen, cols. 662–664. Berlin: Eschkol, 1932.

Scholem, Gershom. Judaica 3: Studien zur jüdischen Mystik. Frankfurt am Main: Suhr-

kamp, 1981.

Scholem, Gershom, “The Kabbalah and Pantheism.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 10,

edited by Cecil Roth andGeoffreyWigoder, col. 601–606. NewYork:Macmillan, 1971.

Scholem, Gershom. “The Kabbalah and Pantheism.” In Encyclopaedia Judaica, Second

Edition, edited by Fred Skolnik and Michael Berenbaum, 11:648–651. Detroit: Mac-

millan Reference USA, 2007.

Scholem, Gershom. A Life in Letters: 1914–1982. Edited and translated by Anthony

D. Skinner. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002.

Scholem, Gershom. Lurianic Kabbalah: Collected Studies by Gershom Scholem [Heb-

rew]. Edited by Daniel Abrams. Los Angeles: Cherub Press, 2008.

Scholem, Gershom. Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism. New York: Schocken, 1961.

Scholem, Gershom. The Messianic Idea in Judaism and Other Essays on Jewish Spiritu-

ality. New York: Schocken, 1971.

Scholem, Gershom. Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676. Translated by

Raphael J. ZwiWerblowsky. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973.

Scholem, Gershom. Tagebücher nebst Aufsätzen und Entwürfen bis 1923. 2. Halbband:

1917–1923. Edited byKarlfriedGründer and FriedrichNiewöhner. Frankfurt amMain:

Jüdischer Verlag, 2000.

Scholem, Gershom.Über einige Grundbegriffe des Judentums. Frankfurt amMain: Suhr-

kamp, 1970.



gershom scholem’s unpublished notes on isaac luria 167

Scholem, Gershom, “Vulliauds Übersetzung des Sifra Di-Zeniutha aus dem Sohar und

andere neuere Literatur zur Geschichte der Kabbala.”Monatsschrift für Geschichte

undWissenschaft des Judentums 75 (1931): 347–362, 444–455.

Scholem, Gershom. “Die Wachtersche Kontroverse über den Spinozismus und ihre

Folgen.” In Spinoza in der Frühzeit seiner religiösen Wirkung, edited by Karlfried

Gründer andWilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, 15–25. Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider,

1984.

Scholem,Gershom. “Zehnunhistorische SätzeüberKabbala.” InGeist undWerk:Ausder

Werkstatt unserer Autoren zum 75. Geburtstag von Dr. Daniel Brody, 209–215. Zürich:

Rhein-Verlag, 1958.

Scholem, Gershom. “Zu Mose Cordovero.” Monatsschrift für Geschichte und Wissen-

schaft des Judentums 76 (1932): 167–172.

Schulte, Christoph. Zimzum: Gott undWeltursprung. Berlin: Jüdischer Verlag, 2014.

Schutjer, Karin. “Goethe’s Kabbalistic Cosmology.” Colloquia Germanica 39 (2006): 21–

30.

Silberman, Lou H. “Scholem to Eisler on the Publication of ‘Das Buch Bahir.’ ” Studies in

Bibliography and Booklore 16 (1986): 5–12.

Spinoza, Baruch. Ethics. Translated by Robert H.M. Elwes. New York: Dover, 1955.

Strauss, Leo. Spinoza’s Critique of Religion. Translated by Elsa Sinclair. New York:

Schocken, 1965.

Suttle, Gary. “Raphson, Joseph.” In Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, edited by Bron

Taylor, 2:1341–1342. London: Continuum, 2008,

Verman, Mark. “Pantheism and Acosmism in the Kabbalah.” Studia Mystica 10 (1987):

25–37.

Wolfson, Elliot R. Open Secret: Postmessianic Messianism and the Mystical Revision of

MenahemMendel Schneerson. New York: Columbia University Press, 2009.

Wood, AllenW. The Free Development of Each: Studies on Freedom, Right, and Ethics in

Classical German Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014.



© José María Sánchez de León Serrano, 2025 | doi:10.1163/9789004508699_008

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc by-nc 4.0 license.

God without Signs
Spinoza’s Critique of the Miraculous

José María Sánchez de León Serrano

Serra Húnter Fellow, Universitat de Barcelona, Department of Philosophy

j.sanchezdeleon@ub.edu

Abstract

This article examines Spinoza’s critique of miracles through the lens of the interac-

tion between our perception of reality and our preconceptions. I argue that Spinoza’s

rejection of miracles is not primarily based on their incompatibility with his monism,

but rather on how believers in miracles interpret anomalous events to fit their precon-

ceptions, thereby turning their ignorance into a limitation of nature’s power. In stark

contrast to this approach, Spinoza posits that an adequate notion of the divine nature

ensures our cognitive access to reality as it truly is. Thus, the divine cannot reveal itself

through themysterious and anomalous, but rather through the intelligibility and trans-

parency of reality to the human mind. I further show that Spinoza sees our cognitive

power to grasp reality as the true divine revelation. Unlike traditional revelation, this

intellectual revelation is self-validating and does not require external signs—such as

miracles—to prove its truth and divine origin. Ultimately, Spinoza’s rejection of mir-

acles is a rejection of heteronomous religiosity.
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1 Introduction

Among all the doctrines that scandalized the early readers of the Theological-

PoliticalTreatise, surely nonewas as shocking as the critiqueof miracles presen-

ted in chapter 6.1 In a letter to Spinoza dated 1675 (Ep. 71), Henry Oldenburg

declares:

1 I am following Edwin Curley’s translations of Spinoza’s works from Spinoza, The Collected

Works of Spinoza, 2 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985–2016). References

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:j.sanchezdeleon@ub.edu
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I can only approve your intention to clarify and soften the things in the

Theological-Political Treatise which caused trouble to your Readers […].

Many think you deny the authority and value of miracles, the only pos-

sible support for the certainty of Divine Revelation, as almost all Christi-

ans are convinced.

As Oldenburg points out, miracles play a crucial role for Christians—and,

it could be added, for all followers of a revealed religion—in validating and

certifying their creed. Indeed, the miracles performed by prophets and those

worked by Jesus Christ serve—among other functions—to corroborate and

confirm that the message they convey is genuinely of divine origin, and not

merely human.2 Without these “certificates of authenticity” that miracles

provide, the revealedmessagewould lack certainty andwouldbe indistinguish-

able from any other discourse. Consequently, by questioning the “authority

and value” of miracles, Spinoza appears, in Oldenburg’s view, to be question-

ing divine revelation itself, as he deprives it of its essential foundation.

Yet Spinoza’s audacity does not stop at questioning the value and author-

ity of miracles. In the seventeenth century, it was common for proponents of

natural religion and advocates of the new science to dismiss miracles as proof

of the divine.3 Hugo Grotius, for example, argues that miracles may have been

useful at one time—that is, in less “enlightened” eras—to generate certainty

about God, but today such proofs are unnecessary and of lesser dignity com-

pared to natural regularity itself, which manifests the divine sovereignty over

are to Spinoza, Opera, ed. Carl Gebhardt, 4 vols. (Heidelberg: Winter, 1925) = G. I have used

the following conventional abbreviations to refer to Spinoza’s writings: tie = Treatise of the

Emendation of the Intellect [Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione]; kv = Short Treatise on God,

Man, and HisWell-Being [Korte Verhandeling van God, de Mensch en deszelvsWelstand]; Ep. =

Letters; ttp =Theological-Political Treatise [Tractatus Theologico-Politicus].When referring to

the Ethics, I have used the following abbreviations: a = axiom, c = corollary, D = definition, d

= demonstration, p = proposition, s = scholium, app = appendix, l = lemma. Therefore, E1p10

refers to proposition 10 of part 1 of the Ethics and E2p40s2 to scholium 2 of proposition 40 of

part 2 of the Ethics.

2 Regarding the different roles of miracles and how their probative or evidential role becomes

the dominant one inmodern times, see Peter Harrison, “Miracles, EarlyModern Science, and

Rational Religion,” Church History 75 (2006): 493–510.

3 See Jacqueline Lagrée, La raison ardente. Religion naturelle et raison au xviie siècle (Paris:Vrin,

1991), 75–77. For an overview of the discussions around miracles in the seventeenth century,

see Georges Gusdorf, Les sciences humaines et la pensée occidental, Tome iii: La révolution

galiléenne (Paris: Payot, 1969), 1:199–281; also Winfried Schröder, “Wunder,” in Historisches

Wörterbuch der Philosophie. Band 12:W–Z (Basel: Schwabe, 2004), cols. 1058–1061. For the dis-

cussion in seventeenth-century British philosophy, see Robert M. Burns, The Great Debate on

Miracles: From JosephGlanvill to DavidHume (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 1981).
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creation in amore convincingmanner and in accordancewith thehuman intel-

lect.4 Yet dismissing something and declaring it obsolete does not equate to

rejection: the “datedness” of miracles as proof of religion does not imply that

they are impossible, or that they cannot serve this evidentiary role in other cir-

cumstances. From this point of view, God still retains the power to alter or

contravene the natural order he instituted, even if this method is unworthy

of divine wisdom. Spinoza’s stance is clearly distinct from this approach and

much more drastic: the occurrence of miracles—understood as God’s viola-

tions of the laws of nature—is absolutely impossible, for the power of nature

does not differ from divine power (which is the very essence of God!). Con-

sequently, if God were to contravene the laws of nature, then he would con-

tradict his very essence.5 Thus, in Spinoza’s view, the miraculous ceases to be a

proof of divinity and becomes its exact opposite: if miracles truly existed, then

theywouldbe evidenceof thenonexistenceof Godand theprevalenceof chaos

(anomy, lawlessness). Due to its radicalism, Spinoza’s position onmiracles was

unique and unparalleled in “the great debate”6 of the seventeenth century, but

precisely for this reason, it constituted the central stimulus of the discussion

and shaped its tone.7

Spinoza’s position onmiracles has been the subject of numerous studies, yet

the issue is far from being exhausted.8 In the reflections that follow, I intend

4 See Lagrée, La raison ardente, 76–77.

5 ttp, chapter 6, G 3:83: “Therefore, if anything were to happen in nature which was contrary

to its universal laws, it would also necessarily be contrary to the divine decree, intellect and

nature. Or if someone were to maintain that God does something contrary to the laws of

nature, he would be compelled to maintain at the same time also that God acts in a way con-

trary to his own nature. Nothing would be more absurd than that.”

6 A reference to Roger M. Burns’s classic monograph The Great Debate on Miracles.

7 See Schröder, “Wunder,” 1059–1060.

8 Among the abundant literature, I would like to highlight the following references: George

Henry Radcliffe Parkinson, “Spinoza on Miracles and Natural Law,” Revue internationale de

philosophie 8 (1977): 35–55; Manfred Walther, “Spinoza’s Critique of Miracles: A Miracle of

Criticism?”, in Spinoza: The Enduring Questions, ed. Graeme Hunter (Toronto: University of

Toronto Press, 1994), 100–112; Lee C. Rice, “Spinoza’s Account of Miracles,” in Piety, Peace and

the Freedom to Philosophize, ed. Paul J. Bagley (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1999), 25–44; Leora Bat-

nitzky, “Spinoza’s Critique of Miracles,”Cardozo LawReview 25 (2003/2004): 507–518; Graeme

Hunter, “Spinoza on Miracles,” International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion 56 (2004):

41–51; Steven Nadler, A Book Forged in Hell: Spinoza’s Scandalous Treatise and the Birth of the

Secular Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), chapter 5; Susan James, Spinoza

on Philosophy, Religion and Politics: The Theologico-Political Treatise (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2012), 130–136; Carlos Fraenkel, “Spinoza onMiracles and theTruth of the Bible,”

Journal of theHistory of Ideas 74 (2013): 643–658;WarrenZevHarvey, “Spinoza onBiblicalMir-

acles,” Journal of the History of Ideas 74 (2013): 659–675.
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to reconstruct Spinoza’s stance from a particular angle: that of the complex

interaction between our perception of reality and our preconceptions. As I will

argue, Spinoza does not primarily reject the miraculous because of its incom-

patibility with his so-called monism or his equation Deus sive natura; this is

rather a corollary of a more fundamental criticism. As evidenced in his cor-

respondence with Oldenburg, Spinoza criticises the way in which the believer

in miracles “interprets” anomalous and inexplicable events and accommod-

ates them to his preconceptions about God and nature. For the believer in

miracles, anything that contradicts his ordinary understanding of nature (ex

consuetudine) is due to the action of an unknowable cause rather than to a

defective conception of reality on his part. Belief in miracles thus surrepti-

tiously turns a subjective limitation—namely, ignorance of the causes—into

an objective one—namely, limitation of the power of nature—exempting the

believer from revising his familiar conceptions and assumptions. Insofar as

it reinforces our preconceptions and stifles rational inquiry, the miraculous

manifests our ignorance rather than the divine nature. In sharp contrast to

this approach, Spinoza assigns the notion of God the role of breaking our cog-

nitive alienation and ensuring our cognitive access to reality ut in se est. For

this very reason, the divine cannot possibly reveal itself in the anomalous and

mysterious, but does so rather in the intelligibility and transparency of reality

to the human mind. Insofar as the human mind understands reality through

an adequate intellectual grasp of the divine nature, its cognitive power can

be considered the true divine revelation. In contrast to traditional revelation,

this intellectual revelation is endowedwith certainty and does not need to rely

on a sign to corroborate its truth and divine origin—it is self-validating and

self-contained.9 At its core, Spinoza’s rejection of miracles is the rejection of

heteronomous, externally determined religiosity.

To substantiate these statements, I will proceed as follows. In the next sec-

tion, I will examine Oldenburg and Spinoza’s discussion of the issue of mir-

acles in their letters. After outlining their respective positions, I will show that

the root of their disagreement lies in their diverging assessments of our cog-

nitive limitations. Additionally, I will argue that Spinoza’s position—unlike

9 It is important to acknowledge the prevalent distinction among scholars between the epi-

stemic and social functions of miracles as signs in Spinoza’s philosophy. In this paper, I will

focus exclusively on the epistemic dimension of miracles as signs and on Spinoza’s treatment

of this aspect. For an in-depth discussion of their social role, see Mogens Lærke’s insight-

ful reflections in his recent monograph Spinoza and the Freedom of Philosophizing (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2021). I am grateful to an anonymous referee for highlighting this

distinction.
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Oldenburg’s—is marked by an acute awareness of the perspectival nature of

human knowledge. In the subsequent section, I will show that Spinoza’s rem-

edy for our epistemic isolation coincideswith knowledge of the divine and also

how his equation Deus sive natura follows from this. Finally, I will explain how

Spinoza’s critical examination of miracles impacts his understanding of rev-

elation, a notion that he does not reject per se, but subjects to an essential

modification.

2 Miracles and the Observer’s Idea of God10

In what follows, I will examine Oldenburg and Spinoza’s epistolary exchange

regarding miracles. The discussion will revolve around Spinoza’s equation of

miracles with ignorance, an assertion that Oldenburg found startling. Adher-

ing to the traditional viewpoint, Oldenburg regardsmiracles as the cornerstone

of the certainty of divine revelation. He argues that miracles reveal our ignor-

ance of divine power, as they are phenomena that cannot be brought about

by nature alone. Consequently, in his view, miracles substantiate God’s exist-

ence as a power external to nature. Spinoza, however, contends that miracles

are mere ignorance, a cognitive void, incapable of serving as the basis of any

certainty. Both thinkers perceive intellectual arrogance in the other’s position:

Oldenburg believes that Spinoza unjustly restricts God’s power by dismissing

miracles, while Spinoza argues that Oldenburg unjustly confines the power of

nature. The essence of their debate hinges on the interpretation of the inexplic-

able. Spinoza shows that Oldenburg’s reverence for the mysterious conceals a

form of dogmatism. In contrast, Spinoza’s repudiation of the enigmatic, along

with his affirmation of the intelligibility of reality, emerges as themoremodest

and non-dogmatic approach. Let us delve deeper into this examination.

Oldenburg initiates the discussion (Ep. 71; G 4:304) by highlighting the issues

that have caused dismay among readers of the ttp. The first is the ambiguous

way inwhich Spinoza talks aboutGod andnature, as he seems to confuse them,

and the second is his seeming denial of the authority and value of miracles.

In his reply (Ep. 73; G 4:306–309), Spinoza clarifies that his identification of

10 I have taken the expression “the observer’s idea of God” from G.F. Woods, who aptly

observes: “Very probably, there is a complex interplay between observing what are taken

to be miracles and the observer’s idea of God. Experience and theology have a mutual

influence upon one another.” See Woods, “The Evidential Value of the Biblical Miracles,”

in Miracles: Cambridge Studies in their Philosophy and History, ed. Charles Francis Digby

Moule (London: A.R. Mowbray & Co., 1965), 24–25.
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God and nature should be understood as asserting that God is the immanent

cause of all things and that—as Paul preached at the Areopagus—“all things

are in God and move in God” (Acts 17:22–31). The identification is mistaken,

however, if it reduces nature to a certain mass or corporeal matter. As to mir-

acles, Spinoza argues that the certainty of divine revelation should be based

only on the wisdom of revealed doctrine, not on miracles, which he equates

with ignorance.11

Oldenburg’s reply (Ep. 74; G 4:309–311) rejects the identification of mir-

acles with “culpable ignorance,” for miracles such as “the raising of Lazarus

from the dead […] seem to surpass the whole power of created Nature, and

to belong only to the divine power,” which “necessarily exceeds the limits of

a finite intelligence, bound within certain constraints.” Spinoza responds (Ep.

75; G 4:313) that basing religion and the existence of God on miracles is like

revealing “something obscure through something more obscure.” In this way,

he acknowledges with Oldenburg the limitation of our knowledge (“human

weakness,” imbecillitas), yet argues that it is preferable to suspend our judge-

ment regarding the incomprehensible and to base religion solely on the wis-

dom of doctrine (Ep. 75; G 4:315). In his response (Ep. 77; G 4:325), Oldenburg

objects to Spinoza’s claim that miracles are merely a product of human ignor-

ance, arguing that this perspective seems to confine divine power and human

understanding within the same limits—as if God’s power were restricted by

what human beings can comprehend. Spinoza rejects this interpretation in his

reply (Ep. 78; G 4:328), insisting that equatingmiracles with ignorance does not

imply a parity between divine power and human knowledge. Yet Oldenburg

remains unconvinced. In his subsequent letter (Ep. 79; G 4:330), he maintains

that Spinoza’s position stems from the misguided assumption that a created

being can and must have a clear grasp of the infinite power and wisdom of its

creator. For Oldenburg, this assumption is patently mistaken, as it erodes the

necessary distinction between the finite and the infinite, between what can be

known and what is inherently beyond human comprehension.

11 Spinoza also declares in this letter (G 4:307a–308a): “Here I add only this, that I under-

stand this to be the chief difference between Religion and Superstition, that the latter has

ignorance as its foundation, and the former, wisdom.” In light of this statement, onemight

ask what the actual distinction between superstition and miracle is, given that both are

rooted in ignorance in Spinoza’s view. While a more thorough exploration of this issue is

necessary, I concur with Vinciguerra’s characterisation of superstition—originating as an

individual behaviour—as a fully developed “régime” and a “système de représentation,”

within which the miraculous plays an integral role. See Lorenzo Vinciguerra, Spinoza et le

signe: La genèse de l’imagination (Paris: Vrin, 2005), 250–253. I am grateful to an anonym-

ous referee for bringing this issue to my attention.
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The underlying disagreement betweenOldenburg and Spinoza stems froma

fundamental divergence in their assumptions. Oldenburg, adhering to the tra-

ditional and most widespread view, postulates an unbridgeable gap between

natural power and divine power—a divide that Spinoza categorically rejects.

Thus, Oldenburg contends that certain phenomena—such as the resurrection

of the dead—lie entirely beyond the scope of natural explanation and there-

fore serve as undeniable evidence of a superior power. In his view, such events

are the effects of unknown causes, which are not merely unknown to us—in

which case they could still have natural causes—but unknown simpliciter; that

is, absolutely inaccessible to any form of scientia naturalis.12 In this dichotomy,

the “natural” encompasses all that is intelligible through the lumen naturale, as

opposed to the “supernatural.” For Oldenburg, denying the existence of events

that are inherently inexplicable would amount to diminishing God’s power,

implying that it does not surpass the power of nature and that, in principle,

everything could be accounted for through natural causes, even if not always

in practice. This explains why, in his view, Spinoza’s identification of miracles

with ignorance unavoidably leads to the scandalous identification between

the human and the divine intellects. By reducing miracles to mere ignorance,

Spinoza is seen as committing an act of intellectual hubris, arrogantly asserting

that no mystery or enigma lies beyond the reach of scientia naturalis and the

human intellect.

For Spinoza, however, the true perpetrator of intellectual hubris is Olden-

burg (and believers in miracles in general). In response to the accusation that

he is identifying the human and the divine intellects, Spinoza sharply coun-

ters (Ep. 75; G 4:315) that attributing certain events to a power that is distinct

from thenatural powermeans arbitrarily limiting the latter andpresuming that

our finite intellect can determine the limits of nature’s capabilities. Indeed,

once we acknowledge our finitude and our imbecillitas, nothing authorises us

to assert the actual extent of nature’s power. An honest believer in miracles

must admit that what he calls a “miracle” is simply an event whose causes he

does not know. If such an event appears to violate the laws of nature, it is

only because it conflicts with his usual, customary [ex consuetudine] under-

standing of nature, not with nature ut in se est.13 Therefore, by deeming certain

12 I take the distinction between what is unknown to us and what is unknown simpli-

citer from Thomas Aquinas, who in the Summa contra gentiles (3, cap. 101) characterises

God—understood as the agency behind miraculous interventions in the natural order—

as “causa simpliciter occulta omni homini.”

13 See ttp, chapter 6, G 3:81: “For the common people think God’s power and providence

are established most clearly when they see something unusual happen in nature, which

is contrary to the opinion they have of nature from custom [ex consuetudine].”
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anomalous events miraculous, the believer in miracles is turning a subject-

ive limitation—his ignorance—into an objective limitation of nature’s power.

Thus, belief in miracles stems from a surreptitious projection of our partial

perspective into objective reality, resulting in an illegitimate “objectivation” or

“reification” of our intellectual weakness.

This “surreptitious projection” reveals several traits that are characteristic of

worldviews that accept the “miraculous.”14 The believer in miracles “imagines”

nature as a power that is subordinated to divine authority, yet endowed with

efficiency and ontological self-sufficiency.15 Thus, he envisions it as a kind of

secondary divinity or “viceregent” of God, even though his belief in miracles

is grounded in the certainty of God’s absolute sovereignty over everything cre-

ated.16 This leads to the paradoxical view that when nature operates, God is

idle, and conversely, when God “intervenes” in the natural causal system, the

14 We should pay heed to the fact that the notion of miracles has changed considerably

over time. The modern understanding of miracles as violations of the laws of nature is

the outcome of a long and complex historical development and cannot be uncritically

projected into previous contexts, such as the Bible or pagan antiquity. For a panoramic

overview of the philosophical discussions around miracles throughout history, see Sch-

röder, “Wunder,” 1052–1071. Regarding miracles in classical and late antiquity, see Robert

M. Grant, Miracle and Natural Law in Graeco-Roman and Early Christian Thought (Ams-

terdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1952). For the development of the notion

in Jewish thought, see Kenneth Seeskin, “Miracles in Jewish Philosophy,” in The Cam-

bridge Companion to Miracles, ed. Graham H. Twelftree (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2011), 254–270.More specifically, a comprehensive survey of medieval Jewish

discussions of miracles can be found in Howard Kreisel, “Miracles in Medieval Jewish

Philosophy,” Jewish Quarterly Review 75 (1984): 99–133. Regarding the connection between

Spinoza and medieval Jewish thought on this issue, see Nadler, A Book Forged in Hell,

chapter 5.

15 ttp, chapter 6, G 3:81: “So they imagine twopowers numerically distinct fromone another,

the power of God and the power of natural things. Nevertheless, they think the power of

natural things is determined by God in a certain way—or (as most think today instead)

created.”

16 The expression “ ‘viceregent’ of God” is taken from Robert Boyle, who, in his Free Inquiry

into theVulgarly ReceivedNotion of Nature, ed. Edward B. Davis andMichael Hunter (Cam-

bridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 1996), denounces the lingeringpaganelementswithin

the scholastic view of nature, which he sees as attributing it a semi-divine status and a

collaborative role with God in the administration and governance of the world. As for

the crucial changes in the view of nature that take place in the transition from scholasti-

cism to modern thought, see Dennis Des Chene, Physiologia: Natural Philosophy in Late

Aristotelian and Cartesian Thought (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996). Regarding

some aspects of this change in Spinoza, see my article “The Death of the Heavens: Cres-

cas and Spinoza on the Uniformity of the World,” Anales del Seminario de Historia de la

Filosofia 41 (2024): 183–194.
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system is temporarily “suspended.”17 This conceptualisation of the relationship

between God and nature clearly mirrors the civil order: it is a hierarchy where

nature is the subject andGod the lawgiver, yet they remain twodistinct entities,

and therefore their relationship is accidental and dissolvable.18 God, as a sover-

eign, is not bound by the laws he has established and can override or suspend

them at will.

Besides being heavily anthropomorphic, this conception resists critical in-

quiry. By interpreting anomalies as divine interventions in anatural system that

is presumed to be already understood, the believer inmiracles exempts himself

from revising his preconceptions. Belief in miracles, therefore, stifles critical

examination.19 Instead of expanding the mind and opening it to otherness,

such abelief confines itwithin its prior assumptions, reinforcing epistemic isol-

ation. Miracles validate a pre-fashioned deity: in events that seemingly surpass

the power of nature and reveal the absolutely unknown, a believer in miracles

actually encounters—without realising it—his own idea of God.Thus, thedeus

absconditus—the inscrutable deity of the believer in miracles—is paradoxic-

ally a fabricated, human-like divinity.

In contrast to this dogmatic and reifying conception, Spinoza’s approach is

marked by its scrupulousness and its resistance to projecting our subjective

view onto reality as it is in itself. When we are confronted with an anomal-

ous event that appears unexplainable through natural causes, Spinoza warns

against inferring anything beyond our own ignorance (Ep. 75; G 4:315). There-

fore, wemust, as Spinoza himself suggests, suspend our judgement.We cannot

17 ttp, chapter 6, G 3:81: “For they think that God does nothing so long as nature acts accord-

ing to its usual order. Conversely, they think the power of nature and natural causes are

inactive so long as God acts.”

18 This “legislative” understanding of the relationship between God and the world has been

aptly characterised by David R. Lachterman in the following terms: “In the next place,

however, and even more crucially, the translated (and thereby rectified) concept of laws

must be shorn of all apparent reference to a legislator at liberty to institute such-and-

such laws or to substitute others for them. Thus, Spinoza emphasizes that talk of God as a

‘lawgiver or prince’ ismerely talk ex captu vulgi, accommodating itself to the ‘deficiency of

cognition’ characteristic of themultitude in all ages. Consequently, optionality disappears

from both sides of the ‘legislative’ relation, from the authors as well as from the recipients

of law; this disappearance leaves behind as the core of the law ‘taken absolutely’ the inter-

twined notions of necessity, comprehensiveness, and precision or adequacy.” See David

R. Lachterman, “LayingDown the Law:TheTheological-PoliticalMatrix of Spinoza’s Phys-

ics,” in Leo Strauss’s Thought: Toward a Critical Engagement, ed. Alan Udoff (Boulder, CO:

Lynne Rienner, 1991), 132.

19 ttp, chapter 6, G 3:81: “Partly from devotion, partly from a desire to oppose those who

cultivate the natural sciences, they don’t want to know the natural causes of things.”
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conclude, for instance, that a divine intervention is temporarily suspending the

laws of nature. Instead, we should infer that such an event is governed by nat-

ural laws that are currently unknown to us, but potentially discoverable in the

future.20 Unlike the absolutely hidden cause of a miraculous event, these laws

are not unknown simpliciter, but only to us and ad interim. Observe the curi-

ous reversal: the suspension of judgement, rather than obstructing knowledge,

makes the entirety of nature accessible to the lumen naturale.

Thus, the perceived disruptions of the natural order, the alleged violations

of the laws of nature invoked by the advocate of miracles, are merely illusions

stemming from our cognitive limitation. If we witness inexplicable prodigies

andwonders, then this is due toour finitude and imbecillitas. Only a finitemind,

viewing things from a limited perspective, can perceive reality as incoherent,

fragmented, and dislocated. It is reasonable to suppose that such discontinuit-

ies do not exist in the natural order itself; rather, the appearance of fragment-

ariness, which leads to belief in miracles, is a consequence of our being part

of that order. It is precisely because we are situated and embedded in nature

that it appears to us as a limited power, sporadically overruled by an unknown

deity. The very fact that “we live and move and are” (Acts 17:28) within nature

prevents us from perceiving its limitless uniformity and inviolable order.

Let us take stock.ThedisagreementbetweenOldenburg andSpinoza centres

on how to interpret the inexplicable. According to Spinoza’s analysis, Olden-

burg’s assumption that there are events in nature whose causes are absolutely

unknowable—hence outside of the natural order—reflects a dogmatic mind-

set that is unaware of its situatedness within nature. In contrast, Spinoza’s

assumption of the integral intelligibility of natural phenomena—even of those

that seem utterly inexplicable to us—and of the inviolability of the natural

order emerges as the logical and non-dogmatic approach of amind that clearly

perceives its own imbecillitas.21 An important aspect of Spinoza’s rejection of

miracles—namely, the invulnerability of natural legality—thus receives its jus-

tification. However, what about the other doctrine that caused dismay among

20 Regarding Spinoza’s multifaceted conception of law and the laws of nature, see Lachter-

man, “Laying Down the Law,” 123–153; Jon Miller, “Spinoza and the Concept of a Law of

Nature,”History of Philosophy Quarterly 20 (2003): 257–276; Donald Rutherford, “Spinoza’s

Conception of Law: Metaphysics and Ethics,” in Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise: A

Critical Guide, ed. Yitzhak Y. Melamed andMichael A. Rosenthal (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2010), 143–167.

21 Pierre-François Moreau has convincingly shown how Spinoza’s bold denial of incompre-

hensible facts that surpass the reach of the human mind’s cognitive power derives from

the human mind’s consciousness of its own finitude: see Moreau, Spinoza: L’expérience et

l’éternité (Paris: puf, 1994), 539–549.
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the readers of the ttp; namely, Spinoza’s identification of natural and divine

power? What authorises us to make the crucial step from affirming the inviol-

ability of nature to asserting its identity with the divine itself? This issue will

be examined in the next section.

3 God and the Overcoming of Situatedness

We have seen how belief in the miraculous reinforces our epistemic isolation,

whereas the acknowledgement of our imbecillitas opens up the entirety of

nature to rational inspection. Yet a crucial issue remains to be clarified: How

does a humanmind, aware of its situatedness, transcend its subjective confine-

ment and grasp the order of nature in away that is not affected by its partiality?

In other words: How can the human mind go beyond itself without relapsing

into the reifications and subjective projections that Spinoza denounces? Cla-

rifying this issue will provide the key to Spinoza’s identification of natural and

divine power, as well as his equating of belief in miracles with atheism and

uncertainty. To this end, we will focus on chapter 6 of the ttp, specifically on

an abstruse—and quite neglected—passage contained in G 3:84–85.

The world-picture of the believer in miracles features divides and discon-

tinuities, which—as has been shown—are the effect of an unacknowledged

situatedness within nature. It is reasonable to suppose that such discontinuit-

ies do not exist in the natural order itself and that this order is, in fact, abso-

lutely inviolable. Therefore, if this order is to be adequately grasped, it must

be through notions that express absolute inviolability and immutability. In

other words, the notions that provide us with cognitive access to reality as it

truly is, devoid of perspectival contamination, must be absolute notions; that

is, unquestionable and immune to relativisation or qualification. Only through

such absolute notions can the human mind reasonably expect to transcend

its partial standpoint, characterised by its relativity and dubitability. From the

absoluteness of these notions, other defining features are derived. Suchnotions

must be fundamental or basic, underivable from prior notions, for otherwise

they would be relative to something else. They must also express infinity, as

anything finite or particular could be questioned or relativised by something

external to it.22 In sum, the mind transcends its partiality through concepts

that embody absolute and all-embracing limitlessness.

22 I explore these two senses of absoluteness in Spinoza in my article “ ‘Verum index sui et

falsi’: Certidumbre y duda escéptica en Spinoza,” Ideas y Valores 72, no. 10 (2023): 72–92.
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If genuine knowledge can only be had of a self-sufficient reality existing

“independently of that knowledge,”23 then only a mind in possession of the

aforementioned absolutenotions canbe said to know in theproper sense of the

word. Amind imprisoned in its situatedness grasps only fleeting and fragment-

ary contents, which are subject to doubt andmirror its subjectivity rather than

the objective order of things. Yet at the same time, the features of the aforemen-

tioned absolute notions coincide with properties traditionally ascribed to the

divine. Indeed, infinity and absolute self-sufficiency, strictly speaking, belong

only to God. Therefore, the notions that allow the mind to transcend its situ-

atedness and grasp reality are the same ones through which it apprehends

the divine nature. The antithesis of situatedness and relativity is not merely

objectivity, but absoluteness and unrestricted infinity. God is not a tertium quid

above the self and the objective world, but the absolute reality that encom-

passes the self and provides solid anchorage to its perceptions: “in eo vivimus

et movemur et sumus.” Thus, we see how the equation Deus sive natura, rather

than representing adogmaticmindset on Spinoza’s part, in fact expresses a pro-

found caution regarding our cognitive powers. The identification betweenGod

and nature results from the acute awareness of the perspectival and situated

character of our knowledge.

All the elements are now in place to make sense of the following passage,

which, although somewhat cryptic, is crucial for understanding Spinoza’s crit-

ical approach to the miraculous (ttp, chapter 6; G 3:84–85):

Since God’s existence is not known through itself, it must necessarily be

inferred from notions whose truth is so firm and steady that no power

can be or be conceived by which they could be changed. At least, so they

must appear to us when we infer God’s existence from them, if we want

to infer it beyond any chance of doubt. For if we could conceive that the

notions themselves could be changedby somepower,whatever in the end

it was, we would doubt their truth, and consequently also doubt our con-

clusion, viz.God’s existence, so thatwecouldnever be certainof anything.

Next, we know that nothing agreeswith nature (or is contrary to it) except

23 Cf. Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry (Harmondsworth: Penguin,

1978), 48: “Knowledge does have a problematical character, and does have something in it

which offers a standing invitation to scepticism. […] This starts from a very basic thought,

that if knowledge is what it claims to be, then it is knowledge of a reality which exists

independently of that knowledge, and indeed (except for the special case where the real-

ity known happens itself to be some psychological item) independently of any thought or

experience. Knowledge is of what is there anyway.”
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what we have shown to agree with those principles (or to be contrary to

them). So if we could conceive that by some power (whatever in the end

it was) something could happen in nature which was contrary to nature,

that would be contrary to those first notions, and we would have to reject

it as absurd—either that, or we would have to doubt the first notions (as

wehave just shown) and consequently, doubtGod and all things, however

they might have been perceived.

Note that the passage equates certainty about Godwith certainty as such: if we

were to doubt the notions through which we form an adequate idea of God—

and from which God’s existence necessarily follows—then we would have to

doubt all things. Now, this is not due to an arbitrary identification between

God and the entirety of reality on Spinoza’s part, but is rather because the

notions that provide indubitable knowledge as such necessarily possess the

same characteristics as those that express the divine nature; namely, absolute-

ness and inviolability. The fundamental elements of human cognition and the

divine attributes necessarily coincide; we cannot grasp them separately, as if

they belong to different spheres, precisely because they both convey the same

steadiness and self-sufficiency that are lacked by the fragmentary perceptions

of a situated mind. The very cognitive act through which the finite mind tran-

scends its situatedness and grasps something real—that is, uncontaminated by

its partiality—is the same one through which it apprehends the divine nature.

Yet what exactly makes such notions absolutely indubitable and unsuscept-

ible to relativisation?The passage gives a clear answer: becausewe cannot con-

ceive of any power external to them that could “override” them. Doubt about

a given content arises when we can conceive of another content that could

cancel or refute it. However, this is not possible when the content under con-

sideration is limitless and all-encompassing, because in that case, no otherness,

no externality, can be conceived with respect to it.24 This exclusion of any pos-

sible otherness is precisely what constitutes the absoluteness of the notions

under discussion: because of it, there is no conceivable superior power that

could modify them. In other words, these notions absolutely exclude the pos-

sibility of divine intervention coming from the outside, viz. amiraculous event.

If such an external intervention were conceivable, then these notions would

immediately cease to be absolute and indubitable, leaving the mind devoid of

any firm anchorage in reality. Since the basic elements of cognition coincide

24 Here, I am drawing on my previous analyses of Spinoza’s approach to doubt, as presen-

ted in my articles “The Place of Skepticism in Spinoza’s Thought,” History of Philosophy

Quarterly 35 (2018): 1–19, and “ ‘Verum index sui et falsi.’ ”
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with divine attributes, for the reasons just given, the admission of miracles that

could alter the essential outlook of reality would eo ipso entail the denial of

the divine itself. That is why, in the end, Spinoza must necessarily reject the

miraculous, not just as something superfluous and dismissible, but as a notion

utterly opposed to the divine itself and to solid cognition. Miracles are thus

tantamount to atheism and universal uncertainty.

Finally, which notions are these? The passage under consideration does not

specify, but we can reasonably assume that Spinoza is referring to thought

[cogitatio] and extension [extensio], which, as iswell known, Spinoza considers

both basic elements of reality and divine attributes (see especially E1p10, E2p1,

E2p2). It is a fundamental tenet of Spinoza’s philosophy that each of these real-

ities is infinite and self-contained, and, as such, uncaused and unsusceptible

to external alteration or modification. Furthermore, these notions fundament-

ally express power [potentia]: far from being mere latent realities, thought

and extension are active principles, generating sources from which everything

derives and in which everything subsists (E2p3s). Thus, the cognitive power

through which the human mind grasps absolute realities—such as thought

and extension—is God’s very essence as unlimited knowing power (see Ep.

32; G 4:174a). As I will show in the next section, this sameness at the core of

the human mind and the divine nature has far-reaching implications, not just

for the notion of miracles, but for the traditional understanding of revelation

itself.

4 Signs vs. Self-Manifestation

With this bold operation, Spinoza has effectively severed the traditional link

between miracles and religious certainty, transforming miracles into proofs of

atheism and universal uncertainty. After his thorough critique of the assump-

tions underlying the belief in miracles, religious consciousness can no longer

naively rely on their probative value. Consequently, divine revelation, asOlden-

burg understands it, loses its foundation and its “certificate of authenticity.”

What, then, becomes of the concept of revelation once its certifying founda-

tion is removed? As the ensuing reflections show, Spinoza does not abandon

the notion of revelation, but instead subjects it to a profound transformation.

As discussed in the introduction, Oldenburg—in conformity with the tra-

ditional view—perceives miracles as the necessary complement of revelation:

they validate the revealed message and certify its divine origin. This implies

that revelation—which Spinoza defines as “the certain knowledge of some

matter which God has revealed to men” (ttp, chapter 1; G 3:15)—is inher-
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ently devoid of certainty.25 Indeed, God’s revelations to the prophets always

occur through themedium of imagination—that is, through words and/or vis-

ible forms—and “imagination does not, by its nature, involve certainty” (ttp,

chapter 2; G 3:30). As shown in the previous section, certainty belongs only

to absolute notions that express infinity and exclude the possibility of any

external force or agency that could deny them. Due to its particular and frag-

mentary nature, imagination lacks this privilege. Therefore, nothing prevents

the revealedmessage frombeing false, amerehallucination, or a delusion. Con-

sequently, the prophet requests supplementary signs to convince both himself

and others of the certainty of the message he has received, and this supple-

mentary sign takes the form of the miracle: “So the Prophets were not cer-

tain about God’s revelation by the revelation itself, but by some sign” (ttp,

chapter 2; G 3:30).

The revealed message also lacks certainty because its origin is external

and alien to the prophet’s mind. This paradoxically means that despite being

externally received, or precisely because of this, it neither provides cognitive

access to an external reality nor allows us to transcend our epistemic isola-

tion. The source of revelation, as it is an irreducible otherness inscrutable to our

mind, prevents us from going beyond ourselves. Spinoza repeatedly emphas-

ises this point: revelation does not broaden our knowledge and leaves our

preconceptions and prejudices unchallenged. “So Prophecy never made the

Prophets more learned” (ttp, chapter 2; G 3:30). As a result, God’s revelations

to the prophets are tailored to their preconceptions, biases, and idiosyncrasies

(ttp, chapter 2; G 3:30). In other words, revelationmanifests an already-known

God, a deity crafted by ourselves and conforming to our standards. The accom-

panying miracle, as discussed in the second section, underscores this “fash-

ioned” character of the deity. Therefore, what is revealed in both the revelation

and its accompanyingmiracle is not divinity as such [quoad se], but in relation

to us [quoad nos].

Nevertheless, Spinoza does not reject the concept of revelation; he explicitly

asserts that God manifests himself and makes himself known to man (see, for

instance, kv 2, chapter 24; G 1:106–107). However, if true revelation makes God

known to man quoad se, rather than in a way relative to us [quoad nos], then

this manifestation cannot occur as a received message, extrinsically transmit-

ted and symbolically mediated through signs and words. Its origin cannot be

25 Regarding Spinoza’s approach to prophecy and revelation in connection to the medieval

Jewish tradition, see Howard Kreisel, Prophecy: The History of an Idea in Medieval Jewish

Philosophy (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2001).
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external; its “cause” must reside within the human mind itself. Consider the

following passage (ttp, chapter 1; G 3:16; italics mine):

Therefore, since our mind—simply from the fact that it contains God’s

Nature objectively in itself, and participates in it—has the power to form

certain notions which explain the nature of things and teach us how to

conduct our lives, we can rightly maintain that the nature of the mind,

insofar as it is conceived in this way, is the first cause of divine revelation.

For whatever we clearly and distinctly understand, the idea and nature of

God dictates to us (as we have just indicated), not indeed in words, but in

a far more excellent way, which agrees best with the nature of the mind.

In this passage, we find the same identification between knowledge of the

divine and knowledge as such discussed in the previous section: the notions

“which explain the nature of things” also reveal the divine itself. However, the

aspect to be underscored is that according to the passage, divine revelation—

that is, manifestations of the divine nature—must be sought in the nature of

the mind itself, in its cognitive power, which it possesses precisely because

it “participates” in God’s nature (which consists in unrestricted knowledge).

Thus, true revelation does not unveil anything alien or beyond the mind’s own

powers and resources. Instead, it reveals that God is intimately connected to

the human mind, as the very core of its being.

Onemight argue that this conception of revelation imprisons us in our sub-

jectivity more decisively than received revelation corroborated by signs. Is it

not utterly incompatible with the notion of divine self-manifestation quoad se

that it is self-generated by themind? This is not the case if we assume that God

is not alien to the humanmind, but the very substance of its being. This connat-

urality with the divine is a necessary corollary of the awareness of our finitude,

compelling us to acknowledge that we are part of a greater reality that exceeds

us and at the same time constitutes us. Otherwise, in supposing that God is alien

to our nature—namely, a force that is external to nature itself—wewould dog-

matically assume the limits of nature, taking our fragmentary perception of

nature as nature itself. As shown in the second section, this supposition would

reinforce our cognitive isolation.

One of Spinoza’s well-known dictums asserts that the truth is the index

both of itself and of the false (“verum index sui et falsi”; Ep. 76; G 4:320a). In

other words, truth manifests itself directly, without intermediaries or signs of

any kind.26 Otherwise—as Spinoza’s Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect

26 Regarding the difference between “index” and “signum” in Spinoza, seeVinciguerra, Spino-
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clearly shows—the truthwould require a sign to validate it, and this signwould

need another sign, leading to an infinite regress. This endless mediation would

prevent us from ever accessing the genuine truth. The same applies to revel-

ation, understood as a disclosure of truth. The absolute notions discussed in

the previous section possess this self-validating and self-certifying character,

as they do not derive from prior notions and contain their own justification.

They reveal the divine nature directly: verum index sui thus amounts todivinum

index sui.

5 Conclusion

In the great debate about miracles in the seventeenth century, Spinoza’s ap-

proach stands out for its radicality and audacity. While some thinkers declare

miracles superfluous and dispensable for genuine religion, Spinoza goes fur-

ther by directly declaring them contrary to religion. Yet the most innovative

aspect of his treatment of miracles, as the preceding reflections have shown, is

his elucidationof the “complex interplaybetweenwhat are taken tobemiracles

and the observer’s idea of God.”27 The believer inmiracles holds a prior concep-

tionof Godandhis relationship to theworld,whichheprojects onto events that

he cannot explain through available natural explanations. A key aspect of this

conception is the belief that God’s essence is unknowable and that His inter-

ventions in the natural order are recognisable precisely for their inexplicability

in purely natural terms. Spinoza points out the difficulties of identifying inex-

plicable phenomena with divine interventions and critiques the questionable

assumptions underlying this claim. The outcome of his critical examination

is implacable: the deus absconditus is in fact a deity fashioned according to

human standards, an anthropomorphism.

Amos Funkenstein coined the expression “transparency of the divine” to

describe the transformation in early modern thought from viewing God as a

deus absconditus, inscrutable to the human mind, to conceiving the divine

za et le signe, 283–286. Vinciguerra convincingly demonstrates that a sign—unlike an

index—necessarily refers to something other than itself, so that no sign can be signum

sui. Due to this inherent heterogeneity, any divine manifestation through signs inevitably

conceals God’s essence, rendering it unknowable. In contrast, Spinoza holds that God’s

manifestation within the mind is actually a self-manifestation, and therefore that God’s

essence is adequately knowable, a claim that—as Vinciguerra aptly notes—constitutes

“le scandale et la véritable originalité du spinozisme” (284).

27 SeeWoods, “The Evidential Value of the Biblical Miracles,” 24.
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nature as an intelligible reality that can be precisely known.28 With certain

qualifications, this “transparency of the divine” can be observed in the works

of Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche, and Leibniz.29 Among these thinkers,

Spinoza stands out as the most prominent exemplar of this shift. The pre-

ceding reflections shed light on the true meaning of this transparency. Rather

than representing an arrogant claim by an overtly self-confidentmind, it indic-

ates an acute awareness of our situatedness and limitations. Precisely because

genuine cognition cannot be taken for granted, and because our natural state

is one of blindness and unreality, we cannot legitimately expect to find the

divine in our cognitive voids and explanatory gaps. The divine becomes mani-

fest not when the human mind fails—as the believer in miracles pretends—

but when it transcends the darkness and confusion of its subjective confine-

ment.
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Abstract

Focusing on the German Late Enlightenment and the Haskalah in Berlin and Bre-

slau, this essay describes dialogical learning and Socratic conversations as a teach-

ing method with inherent sceptical elements. In terms of educational philosophy, the

enlighteners exploited this cultural scepticism both for epistemological purposes and

as a subversive strategy against dogmatic doctrines. The focus is on Moses Mendels-

sohn’s influential dialogical treatise Phaedon, or On the Immortality of the Soul (1767),

aswell as on thedialogue theories developedby thepopular philosophers Johann Jacob

Engel in Berlin and Christian Garve in Breslau. On the one hand, this article describes

the significance attributed to the introduction of the Socratic method in the general

practice of school teaching, while on the other, it analyses the subversive significance

of scepticism as a teachingmethod specifically formaskilim in their efforts tomodern-

ise Judaism.

Keywords

Dialogical learning – Socratic teachingmethod –German Enlightenment –Haskalah –

Moses Mendelssohn – Johann Jakob Engel – Christian Garve – Joel Bril Löwe

1 Introduction: The Attitude towards the Socratic Teaching Method

in the Nineteenth Century

In 1818, a small brochure appeared in Breslau in which G.R. Freund published

his thoughts on the education of Jewish girls (Ueber die Bildung der Mäd-

chen mosaischer Religion). According to Freund, this “tender sex” cannot “by

its nature” bear abstract ideas, which is why “everything that is presented to

a girl” must be “easy, pleasant, and comprehensible.” He therefore recommen-

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:uta.lohmann@uni-hamburg.de
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ded the Socraticmethodof teaching: “This causes the youthfulmind to explore,

reveals all the folds of the young heart through plausible and appropriate ques-

tions, and leads it to the point of view it wishes to have.”1With this assessment

of femininity, Freund revealed a misogynistic attitude that can be traced back

to Plato’s gendering of the Logos as masculine. However, unlike Freund, Plato

did not describe the dialogues of his teacher Socrates as a suitable method

for teaching supposedly less intellectually gifted people, nor would he have

seen Socrates’s intention as being directed by asking his—exclusively male—

students specific questions in order to obtainpredeterminedanswers. InPlato’s

description, Socrates rather supported his young dialogue partners in devel-

oping their own theses by asking questions and verifying their conclusiveness

in conversation. He did not present ready-made answers in his dialogues; the

discussions often ended unresolved and in aporia. Plato was not concerned

with results or with the presentation of his own knowledge, but rather with

demonstrating argumentation strategies andquestioning techniques thatwere

suitable for challenging knowledge in a sceptical way and thus approaching

knowledge of deeper truth by means of reason. In the epistemological sense,

Socrates’s questions were tools for developing one’s own views in a communic-

ative debatewith other points of view. The dialogue partners, whose characters

and positions differed, had the important task of making people aware of the

existence of different ways of thinking for the first time and thereby activating

movements of reflection. This resulted in a sceptical attitude towards the idea

of a sole possibility and exclusivity of inherited and traditional ways of percep-

tion.2

The fact that there were rather negative evaluations of the Socratic teach-

ing method in the nineteenth century, of which Freund is just one example,

was due to the criticisms of leading educationalists such as August Hermann

Niemeyer, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, and Johann Gottlieb Fichte. As a res-

ult, Socratic learning was removed from the didactic agenda.3 For the popu-

lar philosophers and reform pedagogues of the German Late Enlightenment,

1 G.R. Freund, Ueber die Bildung der Mädchen mosaischer Religion. Ein kleiner Beitrag zur Päd-

agogik (Breslau, 1818), 7–8. The author’s first name appears abbreviated on the title page.

Unfortunately, his identity could not be confirmed.

2 See Ruprecht Mattig, “Bildung aus kulturanthropologischer Perspektive,” in Qualitative Bil-

dungsforschung und Bildungstheorie, ed. Ingrid Miethe and Hans-Rüdiger Müller (Opladen:

Budrich, 2012), 85.

3 See Dietmar Till, “Sokratische Lehrart. Das gelungene Gespräch als pädagogische Kommuni-

kationsform im 18. Jahrhundert,” inGelungeneGespräche als Praxis derGemeinschaftsbildung,

ed. Angela Schrott and Christoph Strosetzki (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 109, https://doi.org/10​

.1515/9783110592580.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110592580
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110592580
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however, the Socratic way of teaching was highly valued. It was regarded as a

pedagogical approachbywhich “the growthof understanding and reason flour-

ishes best,” as the philanthropist Ernst ChristianTrapp (1745–1818) emphasised,

which had “only to do with the culture of the common sense of humankind”

and taught “thinking, not knowing.”4

This paper’s core thesis is that the method of a cognitive process carried

out via questioning dialogue was a sophisticated educational concept whose

inherent scepticism was undogmatically and subversively used by some rep-

resentatives of the (Jewish) Enlightenment as a guiding principle for their

Enlightenment goals. In the following, I will describe how some Berlin and Bre-

slau Enlightenment philosophers drew on Socrates’s method and introduced

it in a modernised form into both literature and school teaching. I will also

point out that this was particularly illustrated by Moses Mendelssohn’s pop-

ular philosophical work Phädon, oder über die Unsterblichkeit der Seele in drey

Gesprächen [Phaedon, or On the Immortality of the Soul in Three Dialogues],

which not only provided philosophical evidence for the doctrine of immortal-

ity, but also presented examples of dialogical scepticismas a culturalmethodof

acquiring knowledge.5 Popular philosophers such as Johann JacobEngel in Ber-

lin and Christian Garve in Breslau developed their theories of dialogue based

on Mendelssohn’s dialogical work, which were subsequently put into practice

in some Berlin and Breslau schools. The aim of school teaching according to

the Socratic method, as will be shown, was to educate self-thinking individuals

who were able to sceptically reflect on traditional customs and doctrines. The

fact that dialogue-based learning could be made “easy, pleasant, and compre-

hensible,” as Freund put it, was awelcome side effect for Jewish and non-Jewish

teachers alike, also in lessons intended solely for boys.

2 The Dialogue Method in an Educational Context

The ideal form in which knowledge should be acquired and presented once

again became a much-discussed topic in the German Late Enlightenment.

It was above all the representatives of popular philosophy who drew on the

4 Ernst Christian Trapp, “Vom Unterricht überhaupt. Zweck und Gegenstände desselben für

verschiedene Stände. Ob und wie fern man ihn zu erleichtern und angenehm zu machen

suchen dürfe? Allgemeine Methoden und Grundsätze,” Allgemeine Revision des gesammten

Schul- und Erziehungswesens von einer Gesellschaft praktischer Erzieher 8 (1787): 189–190.

5 On this subject, see also Michela Torbidoni, “Socratic Impulse, Secular Tendency, and Jewish

Emancipation: A Comparison between Simone Luzzatto and Moses Mendelssohn,” in Year-

book of theMaimonides Centre for Advanced Studies 2019, ed. YoavMeyrav (Berlin: De Gruyter,

2020), 11–30.
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Socratic-Platonic method of academic scepticism.6 Of central importance to

themwas the comprehensibility of the thoughts or plot [Handlung]; that is, the

processual developments and changes in attitudeduring the conversation.This

is how the Berlin writer, popular philosopher, and educationalist Johann Jacob

Engel (1741–1802) described an ideal of knowledge transfer based on Socrates.

An instructive conversation is

full of true, present action; the protagonist does not doctrinate what he

has long since made out for himself; it is only now that he weaves the

thread of enquiry; it is only now, at this moment, that he brings the fabric

to fruition. To this development on the spot—which is so much lacking

in the dialogues of most modern [writers], because the gentlemen are

almost always dogmatists, who have their fixed system—to this develop-

ment, I say, no character is so suitable as that which Socrates had; a man

who nevermade a decision, and therefore, was always eager for new reas-

ons to make one, who always doubted, always sought, always wanted to

learn himself the truths that he propounded.7

To Engel, mutual exchange played a fundamental role in the dialogue, because

the interlocutors “arranged for this very matter to be investigated” and determ-

ined the entire course of the investigation “while the main interlocutor took

their particular opinions and attitudes into account.”8 Here, it becomes clear

that Engel was pursuing a concept of dialogue tailored to current needs, which

on the one hand understood the acquisition of knowledge as individual and

on the other linked the cognitive process to a counterpart, to the human com-

munity, because it is only in dialogue that reasoning is newly structured and

self-reflection is set in motion. Accordingly, the Enlightenment philosophers

made self-reflection a principle of thought and called for a critical examina-

tion of judgement.

Engel therefore introduced the Socratic teaching method at the Joachim-

sthal Gymnasium in Berlin, where he had been director since 1776.9 In 1780,

prompted by state demands for school reforms, Engel wrote the Versuch einer

6 On popular philosophy and its proponents, see Christoph Böhr, Philosophie für die Welt. Die

Popularphilosophie der deutschen Spätaufklärung im Zeitalter Kants (Stuttgart: Frommann-

Holzboog, 2003).

7 Johann Jakob Engel, “Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung,”Neue Bibliothek der schönen

Wissenschaften und der freyen Künste 16 (1774): 213 (emphasis in original).

8 Engel, “Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung,” 214.

9 See Alexander Košenina, “Johann Jakob Engels sokratische Lehrmethode am Joachimsthal-
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MethodedieVernunftlehre ausPlatonischenDialogen zu entwickeln [AnAttempt

at a Method for Developing the Theory of Reason from Platonic Dialogues],

which he presented in seven “lessons” based on Plato’s dialogueMeno. In it, he

criticises the authoritarian teaching methods commonly used in schools and

calls for equal dialogue between teachers and pupils in lessons:

If the light and luminous dialogues of Plato—and these are pretty much

all those that are moral in content—were introduced into schools and

read from a philosophical point of view, one would finally arrive at the

point of teaching the young not merely philosophy, but philosophising.

In almost all of our philosophical lessons, a profoundly learned man sits

down on the teacher’s chair, not like Socrates in the midst of his pupils,

but far above them; [he] explains, discusses, demonstrates, refutes; aston-

ishes the pupil with his omniscience and infallibility; fills his memory

with half-understood words; but does not enlighten his mind, does not

sharpen his ingenuity, does not teach him to think.10

While Engel emphasises the importance of learning to think logically

through school-based reasoning training, he fears that pupils at conventional

schools will be “forever deterred from thinking” as they are constantly made

aware of their inability, leading them to self-doubt.11 The opposite effect would

be achieved if the teacher were tomeet the pupils at eye level. Engel continues:

This was precisely the great art of teaching that Plato possessed. In the

person of his Socrates, he himself becomes so unknowing, equates him-

self so much with his pupil, wins his love and his confidence so well

through this equality; interweaves him so intimately, and yet so unno-

ticedly, into the interest of the enquiry; does not actually give him the

notions, but lets him seek them himself, by merely suggesting them to

him; lets him himself go through the operations of the intellect, through

which all philosophy arose, and grants him the sweet dream of having

invented the truths for himself. How much light must thereby dawn in

the intellect!12

schen Gymnasium zu Berlin (1776–1787),” in Johann Jakob Engel (1741–1802). Philosoph für

dieWelt, Ästhetiker undDichter, ed. Alexander Košenina (Hanover:Wehrhahn, 2005), 196–

197.

10 Johann Jakob Engel,Versuch einerMethode die Vernunftlehre aus Platonischen Dialogen zu

entwickeln (Berlin, 1780), 152.

11 Engel, Versuch einer Methode, 152.

12 Engel, 153–154.
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The fact that there was a need for reform in Prussian schools, but that the

recommended Socratic-Platonic teachingmethodwas an art that conventional

teachers were unable to master, was satirically illustrated by the writer and

pedagogue Johann Gottlieb Schummel (1748–1813) in a fictitious conversation

between a teacher named Socrates and some unnamed pupils. Through this

classroom dialogue, which Schummel integrated into his educational novel

Spitzbart (1779), he illustrates the teachers’ lack of knowledge of dialogical

learning. The Socraticmethod is absurdly turned into its dogmatic opposite, so

that the teacher, after an exemplary demonstration of a Socratic conversation

by the school director, comes to the conclusion that “there is no great difference

between catechising and Socratising”;13 in other words, merememorisation on

the basis of a fixed conversation (catechism) is erroneously equated with the

pupils acquiring new knowledge through thematically open and undogmatic

conversation (Socratism).

Schummel was appointed vice-rector and professor of history at the Prot-

estant Elisabeth-Gymnasium in Breslau in 1788. Thanks to this position and his

reputation as an enlightenedwriter andpedagogue, in 1790, the Silesianprovin-

cial government commissioned him to draw up a draft lesson plan for the first

modern Jewish school in Breslau.14 As a result, the KöniglicheWilhelmsschule

[Royal Wilhelm School] opened in March 1791, providing education exclus-

ively for Jewish boys. The inauguration ceremony took place in the presence of

many Breslau scholars and schoolmen, among them Schummel and the writer

and popular philosopher Christian Garve (1742–1798).15 According to the pro-

spectuses of theWilhelmsschule, which were used as invitations to the annual

public examinations, a number of pupils gave joint talks on these occasions,

some of which were explicitly described as “Socratic conversations.”16 Both the

conversations conducted in German and Polish and the wide range of topics

13 Johann Gottlieb Schummel, Spitzbart. Eine komi-tragische Geschichte für unser pädago-

gisches Jahrhundert (Leipzig, 1779); Schummel, Spitzbart. Eine komi-tragische Geschichte

für unser pädagogisches Jahrhundert, ed. Eberhard Haufe (Munich: Beck, 1983), 187.

14 §13 of the royal “Vorschrift, wie es mit dem Juden-Wesen in Breslau gehalten werden soll”

[Regulation on How the Jewish System in Breslau Should Be Maintained] of 21 May 1790

ordered that “a proper school consisting of several classes be established in Breslau”; see

Friedrich Albrecht Zimmermann, Geschichte und Verfassung der Juden im Herzogthum

Schlesien (Breslau, 1791), 48.

15 See Aron Heppner, “Aus unserem Gemeinde-Archiv,” Breslauer Jüdisches Gemeindeblatt

(16 May 1927): 71.

16 The rare early prospectuses of the Wilhelmsschule, which contain the timetables for the

respective examinations, are edited in Joel Bril Löwe in Breslau. Die Schulprogramme und

andere Schriften im Kontext (1790–1802), ed. Uta Lohmann and Kathrin Wittler (Münster:

Waxmann, 2025).
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covered in the talks prove that dialogue-based learning was a teachingmethod

practised across all subjects at the Wilhelmsschule. This is also evidenced by

a contemporary report by a visitor to the school, who emphasised that “Pro-

fessor Löwe’s Socratic method” gave the pupils “the best opportunity to show

and develop their talents.”17

Joel Löwe (also known as Joel Bril, 1761–1802), the first headteacher at the

Wilhelmsschule and the author of the early school prospectuses, brings us full

circle to the Jewish and Christian Berlin enlighteners and popular philosoph-

ers. Before Löwe came to Breslau, he was a private tutor of the sons of the

maskil and politician David Friedländer (1750–1834) and his wife Margarete

(née Itzig, also known as Blümchen, 1752–1814) in Berlin. During this time,

he was an eyewitness to the initial developments at Berlin’s Jüdische Freis-

chule [Jewish Free School], which Friedländer cofounded in 1778.18 At the time,

Löwe also had personal contact with Friedländer’s well-known friend Moses

Mendelssohn (1729–1786),19 whose educational philosophy exercised a strong

influence on his concept of education.20 Both Mendelssohn and Friedländer

17 Christian Weiss, Wanderungen in Sachsen, Schlesien, Glatz und Böhmen (Leipzig, 1796),

168–169.

18 See the fundamental essay on the Freischule by Ingrid Lohmann, “Die jüdische Freischule

in Berlin—Eine bildungstheoretische und schulhistorische Analyse. Zur Einführung in

die Quellensammlung,” in Chevrat Chinuch Nearim. Die jüdische Freischule in Berlin 1778–

1825 im Umfeld preußischer Bildungspolitik und jüdischer Kultusreform, ed. Ingrid Loh-

mann (Münster:Waxmann, 2001), 13–84. See also Shmuel Feiner, “Erziehungsprogramme

und gesellschaftliche Ideale im Wandel: Die Freischule in Berlin, 1778–1825,” in Jüdische

Erziehung und aufklärerische Schulreform. Analysen zum späten 18. und frühen 19. Jahrhun-

dert, ed. Britta L. Behm, Uta Lohmann, and Ingrid Lohmann (Münster: Waxmann, 2002),

69–105 (originally published as Feiner, “Educational Agendas and Social Ideals: ‘Jüdische

Freischule’ in Berlin, 1778–1825” [Hebrew], Zion 40 [1995]: 393–424); Feiner, “The Freis-

chule on the Crossroads of the Secularization Crisis in Jewish Society,” in Chevrat Chinuch

Nearim, ed. Ingrid Lohmann, 6–12; Uta Lohmann, Chevrat Chinuch Nearim:—The Berlin

Jüdische Freischule between Mascilic Aims, State Requirements and Bourgeois Demands

(Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University, 2006); Michael A. Meyer, “The Freischule as a Mirror of

Attitudes,” in I. Lohmann, Chevrat Chinuch Nearim, 1–5.

19 On Moses Mendelssohn, see the biographies by Alexander Altman, Moses Mendelssohn:

A Biographical Study (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1973); Dominique Bourel,

Moses Mendelssohn. La naissance du judaïsme moderne (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), and

Shmuel Feiner,MosesMendelssohn: Sage of Modernity, trans. Anthony Berris (NewHaven,

CT: Yale University Press, 2010), http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/j.ctt1np956.

20 This is particularly evident in his 1791 speech given at the opening of theWilhelmsschule;

see Löwe, “Rede, gehalten von Joel Löwe, Oberlehrer und Inspector derWilhelms-Schule,

und Mitglied des Direktions-Collegii,” in Lohmann and Wittler, Joel Bril Löwe in Breslau.

Die Schulprogramme und andere Schriften im Kontext (1790–1802), 70–74. See also Britta

L. Behm, “Moses Mendelssohns Beziehungen zur Berliner Freischule zwischen 1778 und

http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/j.ctt1np956
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were close friends of Johann Jacob Engel,21 who in turn was a very close friend

of Christian Garve.22

As it is not known how the dialogue lessons and Socratic dialogues were

conducted at the Wilhelmsschule, and possibly also at the Freischule, the

example of another Jewish school, the IsraelitischeHauptschule inPrague,may

serve as a substitute. Founded in 1782, the Israelitische Hauptschule was one

of the earliest modern German-Jewish schools of the Haskalah outside Prus-

sia.23 In 1791, a conversation “on the immortality of the soul” was presented

there as part of the public examinations.24 In this dialogue, the four debat-

ing pupils represented different characters with varying sentiments. Each of

them took an individual perspective on their topic of discussion, they failed

to reach a decision between the differing positions, and the dialogue ended in

aporia. The topic of the debate reveals that this was a response to probably

the best-known Platonic dialogue of the eighteenth century: Mendelssohn’s

successful philosophical work Phädon, oder über die Unsterblichkeit der Seele,

which first appeared in 1767 and was reprinted several times in the following

years.

1786. Eine exemplarische Analyse zu Mendelssohns Stellung in der Haskala,” in Behm,

Lohmann, andLohmann, Jüdische Erziehungundaufklärerische Schulreform, 107–135, and

Uta Lohmann, Haskala und allgemeine Menschenbildung. David Friedländer undWilhelm

vonHumboldt imGespräch: ZurWechselwirkung zwischen jüdischerAufklärungundneuhu-

manistischer Bildungstheorie (Münster: Waxmann, 2020), 29–87.

21 See Uta Lohmann, “David Friedländers Freundschaft mit dem Kreis der Berliner Mit-

twochsgesellschaft und seine ‘Aufklärung über Juden,’ ” in Berliner Aufklärung. Kulturwis-

senschaftliche Studien,Band4, ed.AlexanderKošenina andUrsulaGoldenbaum(Hanover:

Wehrhahn, 2011), 101–107.

22 The fact that Löwe was a recipient of Engel’s and Garve’s writings is evident from refer-

ences to their works in his school prospectuses: see Lohmann andWittler, Joel Bril Löwe

in Breslau, 476, 481–482, 501–502.

23 See Louise Hecht, “Die Prager deutsch-jüdische Schulanstalt 1782–1848,” in Behm, Loh-

mann, and Lohmann, Jüdische Erziehung und aufklärerische Schulreform, 213–252; Hecht,

Ein jüdischer Aufklärer in Böhmen. Der Pädagoge und Reformer Peter Beer (1758–1838)

(Cologne: Böhlau, 2008), 66–110. On the Jewish schools in the Habsburg Empire, see Dirk

Sadowski, Haskala und Lebenswelt. Herz Homberg und die jüdischen deutschen Schulen in

Galizien 1782–1806 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2010). For an overview of the

early Jewish schools, see Mordechai Eliav, Jewish Education in Germany in the Period of

Enlightenment and Emancipation [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Sivan Press, 1960); Eliav, Jüdis-

che Erziehung in Deutschland im Zeitalter der Aufklärung und Emanzipation, trans. Maike

Strobel (Münster: Waxmann, 2001).

24 Published by Moses Wiener, “Gespräch. Über die Unsterblichkeit der Seele,” Jüdisch-

deutsche Monatschrift 1 (Iyar 1802): 122–128.
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3 Moses Mendelssohn’s Phaedon and Dialogue-Based Scepticism as a

Method of Knowledge Acquisition

Mendelssohn used Plato’s Socratic dialogue Phaedo, updated for a contempor-

ary audience, as a model for his Phaedon. He admitted that his Socrates was

“not the Socrates of history,” because he had “put arguments in the mouth of

Socrates, which could not have been well known to him, in accordance with

the status of philosophy at his time.”25 Mendelssohn explains his motivation:

As I had to re-examine the immortality of the soul, and it causedme some

trouble to differentiate faith fromconviction, the thought occurred tome:

by which arguments would a Socrates be able to prove immortality in our

time to himself and to his friends? A friend of reason, as he was, would

most certainly have gratefully accepted from other philosophers, what in

their doctrine is founded on reason, regardless of what country, or reli-

gious party they might belong to.26

Mendelssohn was thus concerned with finding the truth through the use of

reason. He considered the dialogue form to be particularly suitable for meta-

physical investigations. He followed “the method of Plato” because in his opin-

ion, the subject “permits no other treatment” and he preferred “to be inventive,

than give up some of the rigor of the argument.”27With Phaedon, Mendelssohn

not only created a popular philosophical work in which he provided evidence

for fundamental religious principles, but also presented a successful example

of cognitive processes that develop from speech and contradiction and a con-

stant sceptical questioning of what is said.Without being a sceptic in a strictly

philosophical sense, Mendelssohn used scepticism as a means of finding the

truth by applying the Socratic method in order to question or verify conven-

tional theorems.

Excerpts from the seconddialogue of the Phaedonmay serve to illustrate this

cognitive process. It reports an exchange between Socrates and his students

Cebes and Simmias. Remarkably, after a pause in the conversation, Socrates,

in the interests of “perfect clarity,” invites his students to ask questions and

express objections and doubts about the matter under discussion so as to dis-

25 MosesMendelssohn, “Appendix to theThirdEditionof the Phädon, 1769,” inMendelssohn,

Phädon, or On the Immortality of the Soul, trans. Patricia Noble (NewYork: Lang, 2007), 152.

26 Mendelssohn, “Appendix to the Third Edition,” 153.

27 Mendelssohn, 152.
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cuss them jointly, either to remove their doubts or to share in their scepticism.28

Mendelssohn has Simmias be the first to fulfil Socrates’s request:

If I raise doubts about the immortality of the soul, it is not to contradict

the truth of this divine teaching, but rather to challenge the ability to

prove it rationally, or more so to contest the way which you have chosen,

oh Socrates!, to convince us of it through reason. […] I feel that I can-

not contradict the doctrine of immortality, or of God’s judgment after

this death, without raising infinite difficulties, without seeing everything,

which I regardedas true andgood, shaken to its foundation. […]But if that

path, which you, oh Socrates! pursue, leads us through a simple series of

irrefutable arguments to the truth: then we can hope to secure the proof

for ourselves and always remember it. A series of clear conclusions can be

recalledmore easily in thoughts, than that congruence of truths, which to

a certain extent demands its own state of mind. For this reason, I have no

misgivings to set all the doubts before you, which the most determined

opponent of immortality could assert.29

While Simmiashas his doubts about the conclusiveness of the argument, Cebes

is sceptical about the relevance of the knowledge gained:

Our friend Simmias, he said, seems only to want to possess with certainty

that which had been promised to him, but I, my dear Socrates!, would

like to have more than you promised to us. If your proofs are defended

against all objections, still nothingmore follows from them, than that our

soul continues after the death of our body and has ideas […]. Now if our

soul should sink into a kind of sleep or state of lethargy with its separa-

tion from the body, and never awake again, what would we have gained

by its continuation?30

In the discussion of the doctrine of immortality between Socrates and his dis-

ciples, Mendelssohn provides a concrete example of a dialogue that aims at

scepticismand leads to contemplation.The doubts raised are discussed collect-

ively and can only be resolved through a line of reasoning whose arguments

can be intellectually understood step by step. However, even if conviction is

28 Mendelssohn, 103.

29 Mendelssohn, 104–105 (emphasis in original).

30 Mendelssohn, 107 (emphasis in original).
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achieved in this way, its meaning remains uncertain, leading to an open, unre-

solved outcome. Even though Mendelssohn generally took a clear position in

his philosophical writings, he ends his account of the Socratic dialogue by

expressing scepticism towards a doctrine that had previously seemed convin-

cing to everyone. In essence, he offers a philosophical reflection on the uncer-

tainty surrounding the pursuit of true knowledge:

Not only this doctrine, but everything which we knew and believed,

seemed to us at that time to become uncertain and indecisive, since we

saw, that eitherwe didn’t have the capacity to distinguish truth from false-

hood, or that truth and falsehood couldn’t be distinguished from each

other.31

Despite all the uncertainty, it is preciselymaintaining scepticism that gives rise

to further, even perpetual and never-ending enquiries, to lifelong learning and

research.

In terms of scepticism fostered by dialogue, Friedländer emphasised in the

introduction to the fifth edition of the Phaedon (1814) that “doubt is the indis-

pensable requirement for all progress in knowledge, all progress of the intel-

lect, of education, of enlightenment,”32 thereby quoting his friend Engel, who

a few years earlier hadwritten in his popular philosophical essay collectionDer

Philosoph für dieWelt (1801) that the philosopher must know that “doubt is the

indispensable requirement for all progress in knowledge, all enlightenment.”33

To Engel and Friedländer, methodological doubt was the cause of reflexive

intellectual processes. Themaskil and philosopher SalomonMaimon (ca. 1753–

1800) derivedMendelssohn’s (and thus also Engel’s and Friedländer’s)method-

ological scepticism from Descartes. In his autobiographical Lebensgeschichte

(1793), he reported on Mendelssohn’s contemplative approach:

31 Mendelssohn, 108.

32 David Friedländer, “Einleitung des Herausgebers,” in Moses Mendelssohn, Phädon oder

über die Unsterblichkeit der Seele. Von Moses Mendelssohn, ed. David Friedländer, 5th ed.

(Berlin, 1814), x. See also Uta Lohmann, “ ‘Dem Wahrheitsforscher zur Belehrung.’ Die

Herausgaben von Moses Mendelssohns ha-Nefeš (1787) und Phädon (1814–1821) durch

DavidFriedländer:Kontexte,Adressaten, Intentionen,”Mendelssohn-Studien 19 (2015): 45–

77, and Lohmann, “David Friedländers Rede an den Skeptiker oderÜber den Bildungswert

der Religion in aufgeklärten Zeiten,” in Aspekte des Religiösen, ed. Rainer Kampling et al.

(Berlin: Hentrich & Hentrich, 2015), 29–45.

33 Johann Jakob Engel, “An Herrn S**. Über den Werth der Aufklärung,” in Engel, J.J. Engels

Schriften, Zweiter Band: Der Philosoph für die Welt, Zweiter Theil (Berlin, 1801), 322–323.
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Mendelssohn took a different sort of tack. He didn’t want to block my

drive to explore; in fact, he secretly rather liked it, and he said that even

though I was on the wrong path at the moment, I should not curtail my

thinking. For as Descartes correctly remarked, “doubt is the beginning of

all philosophizing.”34

In a very similar way, it was the scepticism of Mendelssohn’s young friend

Thomas Abbt (1738–1766) that inspired him to write Phaedon.35 In their con-

versation, they debated “the most important things to which all learning must

ultimately relate,” as Abbt expressed to Mendelssohn, asking him to share his

“thoughts and doubts about it.”36 Mendelssohn pointed out that Abbt’s doubts

were aimed at developing new insights that would lead to “the truth being

set in a brighter light.” Therefore, he elaborated the Socratic dialogues of his

Phaedon in order to develop “the principal theses” in a didactically compre-

hensible way,37 in a “series of clear conclusions,” as he has Simmias say. Due

to this pedagogical intention, Friedländer—who, not least as a cofounder of

the Berlin Freischule, was intensively engaged with educational issues—saw

Mendelssohn’s work as a textbook, thanks to the fact that it made the dialogue

participants’ thoughts and changes in opinion—that is, the epistemological

processes that unfolded in the dialogue—comprehensible.38

34 Solomon Maimon, The Autobiography of Solomon Maimon: The Complete Translation, ed.

Yitzhak Y. Melamed and Abraham P. Socher, trans. Paul Reitter (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 2018), 197, https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400890446. See the German ori-

ginal: Maimon, Salomon Maimon’s Lebengeschichte, ed. K.P. Moritz (Berlin, 1793), 2:167:

“Mendelssohn, der bloß lavirte, wollte sich meinem Untersuchungstrieb nicht wieder-

setzen, hatte sogar innerlich Gefallen daran, und sagte: ich sei zwar jetzt nicht auf dem

rechtenWeg,manmüsse aber denLauf meinerGedankendochnicht hemmen,weil—wie

Karthesius sehr richtig bemerkte—Zweifeln der Anfang des gründlichen Philosophierens

sei.” In his preface to Phaedon,Mendelssohnhimself refers toDescartes: seeMendelssohn,

Phädon, or On the Immortality of the Soul, trans. Patricia Noble (NewYork: Lang, 2007), 43.

35 On the history of the origin of Phaedon, see Avi Lifschitz, “Thomas Abbt and Moses

Mendelssohn: Private Correspondence and Public Exchange at the Origins of Phädon,”

in Jüdische und christliche Intellektuelle in Berlin um 1800, ed. Cord-Friedrich Berghahn,

Avi Lifschitz, and Conrad Wiedemann (Hanover: Wehrhahn, 2021), 51–64, and Altmann,

Moses Mendelssohn, 140–147.

36 Thomas Abbt to Moses Mendelssohn, 11 January 1764, quoted from Friedländer, “Einlei-

tung des Herausgebers,” x.

37 Mendelssohn, Phädon, or On the Immortality of the Soul, 41.

38 See Friedländer, “Einleitung des Herausgebers,” viii–xvi. See also Lohmann, “ ‘DemWahr-

heitsforscher zur Belehrung.’ Die Herausgaben,” 68–77.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400890446
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4 The Dialogue Theories of Christian Garve and Johann Jacob Engel

In his review of Mendelssohn’s Phaedon, Garve emphasised the work’s two-

fold significance.39 According to him, Phaedon is “an important fragment of

philosophy” in terms of content and “an exercise of the Socratic method” in

terms of literary form.40 He devoted almost all of the first part of his review to

the Socraticmethod, which he called “philosophical dialogue,” stating that this

method was hardly widespread and its rules were largely unknown, but that

it deserved more attention “because of all the methods that philosophy has

developed from one century to the other, dialogue is the best for teaching and

almost the only one for forming a philosophical genius.” A “systemof education

for good minds” should therefore be “built on this art of dialogue.”41 With this

method, “the philosophical ideas that have been regarded as certain and estab-

lished as principles of behaviour andmorals” would have to be re-examined. A

teacher who applied this “method of teaching” based on scepticism “would do

more for the enlightenment of his nation as awhole, and for the happiness and

virtue of the people among whom he lived, than the greatest dogmatists, and

even the most profound moralists.”42

Garve’s statement likely prompted Engel to introduce the Socratic teach-

ing method at the Joachimsthal Gymnasium, just as Joel Löwe was inspired

by Mendelssohn (and possibly also by the teaching method at the Berlin Fre-

ischule) in his didactic programme for the Wilhelmsschule. Löwe could fur-

thermore draw on Engel’s experience of the dialogue method. In Breslau, he

may also have been in direct exchange with Garve himself. In his speech at

the opening of theWilhelmsschule, Löwemade it clear that in addition to reli-

gious education, he saw the “development of the intellectual powers” as the

school’smain task. As part of this, he counted the “teaching of the national lan-

guage and other languages,” such as Hebrew and Polish, as well as the teaching

of “geography, natural history, history, geometry, and logic.”43 Löwe explicitly

formulated the goal of education to be self-reflection and the critical exam-

ination of conventional principles, the overcoming of superstition and errors,

39 On the theory of dialogue, see Christian Garve, “Ueber Gesellschaft und Einsamkeit,” in

Garve,Versucheüber verschiedeneGegenständeausderMoral, der Literaturunddemgesell-

schaftlichen Leben, Dritter Theil (Breslau, 1797), 17–25, 81–86, and 148–157.

40 Christian Garve, “Phädon, oder über die Unsterblichkeit der Seele, in drey Gesprächen, von

Moses Mendelssohn,”Neue Bibliothek der schönenWissenschaften und der freyen Künste 6

(1768): 81.

41 Garve, “Phädon,” 82.

42 Garve, 83.

43 Löwe, “Rede, gehalten von Joel Löwe,” 73.
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and development into an independent individual who is useful to society. This

ambition clearly corresponds with Garve’s idea of the education of “a philo-

sophical genius.”

In his review—which in terms of content goes far beyond a mere book

review, as it develops his own ideas regarding the theory of dialogue—Garve

combines practical educational considerations with literary theory. According

to him, philosophical dialogue unites the rules of drama and philosophical

investigation.44 As in drama, the writer must convincingly portray the char-

acters and describe an event as well as the time, place, and situation of the

plot in a “dialogue style.”45 For the purposes of philosophical investigation,

the dialogue requires “a development of ideas that proceeds through imme-

diate conclusions; but which thereby already prepares every answer through

the question.”46 In philosophical dialogue, no stereotypes appear on the stage

of action, but rather “real human beings,” whose different characters influence

their way of thinking and acting.47 Garve concludes that the dialogue contains

“not just ideas that are dissected, but also human beings” who are described.48

It is precisely this diversity of character, combined with different ideas and

ways of thinking, that he sees convincingly demonstrated in Mendelssohn’s

Phaedon:

In our Platonic conversation, besides Socrates, Simmias andCebes are the

real dialogue partners; and although they speak only seldom, although

they then onlymakemere interjections, […] one recognises that Simmias

reveals more imagination and Cebes more profundity; the former calms

himself quickly, and sooner doubts again, the other is more difficult to

convince, but maintains his conviction more firmly; Simmias looks like a

young hothead and Cebes like an older, thoughtful philosopher.49

Garve further emphasises Mendelssohn’s portrayal of Socrates’s character,50

using him to describe the ideal of a teacher with a deep capacity for reflection,

“who never seems to teach, but only to examine,” and who dedicates himself

to his inquisitive students with “modest wisdom.”51 He thus proves himself to

44 See Garve, “Phädon,” 102.

45 Garve, 88–89.

46 Garve, 89.

47 Garve, 90.

48 Garve, 96.

49 Garve, 91.

50 See Garve, 94–95.

51 Garve, 316.
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be a teacher who knows how to apply the dialogue-based teaching method

and so responds to the pupils’ needswithout appearing authoritarian. Teachers

and pupils are “joint friends of the truth who seek to enlighten each other.”52

They are in amutual educational process, which the teacher leads in away that

is unnoticed by the students, while—in a downright talmudic manner—also

being ready to learn from his students himself.

In the further course of his review, Garve refers in detail to the dialogical

method of philosophical conversations, which in his opinion are “truly differ-

ent from dialogues that are dogmatic.”53 Here, he most likely had catechisms

inmind, which were also based on dialogue, but were focused on the stubborn

memorisation of fixed lesson content, as Schummel had satirically illustrated.

To illustrate this, Garve gives the example of the inexperienced child from

Plato’s dialogue Meno, who is taught by Socrates. He thus illustrates a process

of cognition in which errors are indispensable in order to be able to unmask

those things that appear true, but are not:

Socrates lays the case before him [the child] and forces him to make his

judgement. Naturally, he says what seems most probable to the senses

after the first glance, without reflection. He puts his answer to the test; it

is found to be false. The other is already one step removed from sensuality.

He sees that the first glance cannot decide. So he begins anew, and even

the improvement of his first error prompts the second, but every error he

commits is always a step closer to the truth; so one finally finds the right

path by continuing on eachwrong path until one comes to the conclusion

that it is not the right one, and is nowmoved to turn back.54

Garve highlights two important characteristics of the dialogical teachingmeth-

od: firstly, the teacher’s withholding of judgement, which keeps the learner

both “in a kind of expectation and suspension” and also in a state of sharpened

attention,55 and secondly, the openness, open-endedness, and (apparent) pur-

poselessness of the conversations: the dialogue “seems to be nothing arranged,

nothing agreed upon; one merely takes one step at random before the next,

where the path leads; the present conclusion always seems to be the last inten-

tion, but it leads to a new one.”56 In this way, dogmatic doctrines, adherence to

52 Garve, 95.

53 Garve, 104.

54 Garve, 103–104.

55 Garve, 105.

56 Garve, 105.
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existing theorems, and the assumption of ultimate certainty are avoided. This

is precisely what characterises the Socratic scepticism shared byMendelssohn,

Garve, Engel, and Friedländer; namely, the doubt regarding the ability to be in

possession of the truth. In other words: “The conviction of not already possess-

ing the truth is the Socratic form of scepticism. However, this scepticism does

not coagulate into a dogmatic thesis about the unknowability of the existent,

but rather becomes a methodically fruitful motif for the joint search for truth”

between teachers and students or between interlocutors with different person-

alities and differing views.57

Garve’s presentation of the form of dialogical knowledge acquisition and

scepticism regarding knowledge was probably a large factor in Friedländer’s

extremely favourable evaluation of his review. In his view, Garve’s explanations

of the “rules of the art of dialogue” revealed “amaster and authorised critic” and

were surpassed “in fineness and fullness of observation” only by Engel’s 1774

Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung [On Activity, Conversation, and Nar-

rative].58 In this treatise, Engel, in accordance with Garve, developed an open

concept of dialogue characterised by steps of knowledge acquisition that are

intellectually comprehensible and open to constant questioning:

The philosophical discourse does not merely provide us, like the para-

graphof a compendium,with the final result of the investigation, butwith

the whole investigation itself; not only the common-sense truth, but also

all the steps that have been taken to find it, all the efforts to work through

opposing doubts and objections.59

The Socrates of Mendelssohn’s Phaedon served as a model for Engel’s dialogue

theory. Engel was probably influenced by the Haskalah to no small extent,

as he corresponded intensively with Mendelssohn and Friedländer in partic-

ular. Both also contributed to the first editions of his popular philosophical

magazine Der Philosoph für dieWelt [The Philosopher for theWorld] (1775 and

1777, 2nd edition 1787). Engel even dedicated the “increased and improved” 1801

complete edition to his “noble friend” Friedländer.60

57 WolfgangH. Pleger,DieVorsokratiker (Stuttgart:Metzler, 1991), 167, https://doi.org/10.1007/​

978‑3‑476‑03966‑8.

58 Friedländer, “Einleitung des Herausgebers,” xix–xx.

59 Engel, “Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung,” 207.

60 The interrelationship between the Jewish Enlightenment and popular philosophy is par-

ticularly evident in Der Philosoph für dieWelt. It would be good to investigate whether the

Haskalah, with its clear practical approach, was a significant contributory factor to the

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-476-03966-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-476-03966-8
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Despite all his appreciation of the Platonic dialogues, in Ueber Handlung,

Gespräch und Erzehlung, Engel distanced himself from the Socratic works,

which he felt were no longer appropriate for the times, as opinions and prin-

ciples had “changed so infinitely” since their inception.61 Like Mendelssohn

before him, Engel, in the introduction to his Versuch einer Methode die Ver-

nunftlehre aus Platonischen Dialogen zu entwickeln, wondered “how Socrates

should perhaps also have responded.”62 In fact, Mendelssohn’s Phaedon had

significantly upgraded the Socratic dialogue in the Enlightenment discourse

of the late eighteenth century, not least because of the sentiments expressed

by his characters. Plato’s ancient dialogues lacked the expressions of emotions

that were considered necessary by the Enlightenment philosophers in order

to describe reflection and scepticism, processes of knowledge, and success-

ive changes of mind in a credible and comprehensible way.63 Thus, Engel also

demanded that the dialogue include the “analysis of the development of the

inner states of the soul; i.e., the representation of feelings and passions.”64 In

doing so, he was picking up on Mendelssohn, who had already attributed cog-

nitive powers to the emotions in his 1755 Briefe über die Empfindungen [Letters

on the Sentiments]. Engel emphasises that humans are “created more for feel-

ing than for understanding.”65 Consequently, he considers “the thinking and

feeling soul” to be the “real arena of all activity.”66

In his dialogue theory, Engel emphasised another important aspect of scep-

tical epistemology: self-reflection. Sometimes, the “philosophical narrative”

represents “nothing but the efficacy of a single reflective soul.”67 This is the case

development of popular philosophical trends within the Berlin and Breslau Enlighten-

ment. Hypothetically, it can be said that Christian Enlightenment thinkers, such as Grave

and Engel, adopted theories on the practice of oral teaching that had been common in

Judaism since ancient times. At this point, it is worth remembering that the original Juda-

ism demanded the oral transmission of doctrine, which only needed to be written down

under the difficult conditions of exile. It was only with this process of writing down, or

rather codification, that a gradual dogmatisation of doctrines took place. The preference

for oral instruction continued in talmudic dialectics and later also in dialogical forms of

presentation found in Hebrew literature.

61 Engel, “Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung,” 211.

62 Engel, Versuch einer Methode die Vernunftlehre aus Platonischen Dialogen zu entwickeln,

22.

63 On the cognitive role of sensations, see Sieglinde Grimm, “Johann Jakob Engel: Dichtung

und Popularphilosophie,” in Košenina, Johann Jakob Engel (1741–1802), 120.

64 Grimm, “Johann Jakob Engel: Dichtung und Popularphilosophie,” 106.

65 Engel, “Ueber Handlung, Gespräch und Erzehlung,” 191.

66 Engel, 201.

67 Engel, 207.
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when the intended change lies “in the philosophisingmind itself,” whichwants

to teach itself

not for others, but for its own use, to correct, develop, refute, or con-

firm a thought. This gives rise to a new kind of work, distinct both from

philosophical history and philosophical dialogues, which nevertheless

assumes to some extent the nature of the latter, in that the philosopher

divides himself into several persons, sometimes playing his own part,

sometimes the part of others, and, speaking thus, makes interjections

from the other’s soul, which he then answers from his own.68

Engel regarded the presentation of “philosophical soliloquies” as a higher and

nobler kind of dialogue treatise, as it does not offer the results without first cla-

rifying the cause of the investigation, the changes to the preliminary results,

and the reasons behind them. But even if the author pretends “as if he knew of

no listeners and had not yet decided for himself what he wanted to say” at the

beginning of a philosophical soliloquy, but is only beginning to think aloud,

the reader, who listens as if unnoticed, can be “better and more thoroughly

informed about the subject of the enquiry.”69 In this respect, with regard to

the literary forms of philosophical soliloquy, Engel did not consider seemingly

absent or passive participants in the conversation to be superfluous, as it is also

possible to initiate self-reflection and to guide the course of the conversation

from outside the field of vision.70

5 Literary Forms of Sceptical Dialogue Culture

A few years before Engel’s discussions of philosophical soliloquy,Mendelssohn

had published his Hebrew commentary on Ecclesiastes [Megillat Qohelet],

probably themost sceptical book in theHebrewBible.71While hehadnot expli-

citly called Phaedon a textbook, he noted on the title page of his commentary,

68 Engel, 207–208.

69 Engel, 209.

70 See Engel, 214.

71 See Ze’ev Strauss, “ ‘Lernet sie und habet Acht sie zu erfüllen’: Jüdische Erziehung, Qohelet

und die Emanzipationsdebatte bei Moses Mendelssohn, David Friedländer und Samson

Raphael Hirsch,” in Grenzgänge wissenschaftlicher Reflexivität in Judentum, Christentum

und Islam, ed. Tugrul Kurt et al. (Darmstadt: wbg, 2023), 189–219. See also Abigail Gill-

man, A History of German Jewish Bible Translation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,

2018).
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which was described as “the exegetical counterpart” to Phaedon,72 that it was

written “for the benefit of the students” [ םידימלתה תלעותל ].73 In order to be able

to more clearly distinguish sections of meaning and trains of thought from

one another, Mendelssohn deviated from the traditional chapter division of

the text andmarked the beginning and end of speeches and counter-speeches,

thereby emphasising the dialogical character of the book. Joel Bril (Löwe), who

re-edited David Friedländer’s German translation of Qohelet with Mendels-

sohn’s commentary and his own philological notes, took the same approach as

Mendelssohn.74 Thismeasure can be interpreted as a strategy against dogmatic

determinations of the biblical text.

In his commentary, Mendelssohn explains that King Solomon was engaged

in a self-conversation in order to clarify important questions for himself. Not

everything in the book of Ecclesiastes is King Solomon’s true opinion:

Rather, he sometimes spoke as if deliberating a matter, posing questions,

and answering them as scholars do with syllogisms, searching for the

truth through reasoning. They attain their goal by sounding out counter-

arguments, proposing allmanner of doubt and,with honest scales and bal-

ances (Prov. 16:11), weighing a notion and its contrary, placing ideas next

to each other so that they can distinguish truth from falsehood and the

correct from the dubious. Seeing that the author of this book wrote using

a method of induction and deliberation, one should properly attribute

to him only the pronouncement that he made at the beginning—before

doubts and counter-arguments were raised—and what emerges in con-

clusion after the deliberation at the end of the inquiry.75

72 Daniel Krochmalnik, “Kommentar zum Buch des Predigers (Biur li-megillat Kohelet),”

in Moses Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften. Jubiläumsausgabe. Band 20,1: Hebräische

Schriften I/Deutsche Übertragung, ed. Michael Brocke et al. (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holz-

boog, 2004), lv.

73 Moses Mendelssohn, Sefer Megillat Qohelet (Berlin, 1770). It is noteworthy that Fried-

länder wrote a pedagogical treatise to accompany his translation of Qohelet, in which

he expounds Judaism’s non-dogmatic character: see Friedländer, “Ueber den besten Geb-

rauch der h[eiligen] Schrift in pädagogischer Rücksicht,” in Friendländer, Der Prediger

(Berlin, 1788), 3–78, edited in “Lerne Vernunft!” Jüdische Erziehungsprogramme zwischen

Tradition und Modernisierung. Quellentexte aus der Zeit der Haskala, 1760–1811, ed. Uta

Lohmann and Ingrid Lohmann (Münster: Waxmann, 2005), 61–81.

74 See Joel Bril, “Introduction” [Hebrew], in Megillat Qohelet, ed. Bril (Berlin 1788/89), unpa-

ginated, fifth page.

75 Moses Mendelssohn, “Commentator’s Introduction,” in Mendelssohn, Moses Mendels-

sohn’s Hebrew Writings, introduced and annotated by Edward Breuer and David Sorkin,

ed. Edward Breuer (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018), 132.
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Mendelssohn’s description of Solomon’s method of sceptical questioning is

strikingly like the philosophical soliloquy described by Engel. Its advantage can

be seen in the fact that the dialogical “role reversal in the adoption of potential

counter-arguments” offers the possibility of “breaking through the perspectiv-

ity of one’s own cognition and thus making one’s own positions the subject of

reflection.”76 As described in Engel’s dialogue theory, the interlocutor is absent

in Solomon’s philosophical soliloquy, but it is precisely in this “high and noble”

form that the dialogue is of great self-reflective and epistemological benefit to

all recipientswhoare eager to learn, especially pupils and students. Friedländer

comments on the content of the last section of his translation of Qohelet: “The

preacher says that his intention […]was to instruct people about truths that are

useful to them.”77With his desire to be useful to mankind and to spread know-

ledge generally, from the point of view of themaskilim, Solomon is a Philosoph

für dieWelt [Philosopher for theWorld], perhaps the first popular philosopher,

who,much earlier than Socrates, brought philosophy from heaven to earth and

among mankind in order to make it the touchstone of their attitudes and val-

ues.

King Solomon’s soliloquy in Qohelet presents various ideas, opinions, and

counter-opinions in speech and counter-speech or in debate with himself. In

this respect, Qohelet is a collector of differentways of thinking andworldviews,

which he brings into dialogue with one another without taking a position

himself or laying down dogmatic doctrines. Friedländer reflects on Qohelet’s

approach, who in his eyes was “not a cold dogmatic teacher, but a fiery, lively

investigator of the truth”:

The great author did not sketch out a precise plan for himself. He goes

through the whole of human life in his own way and throws his remarks

on various aspects. He contemplates, teaches, complains, comforts, gives

advice, contradicts, and improves.78

As he was a “wiseman,” Qohelet also allowed “opposing opinions” to be voiced:

“Regardless of his own system, he takes note of all the objections that can

be made to him.”79 By letting “two voices” talk to each other, he presented to

76 Gunhild Berg and Rainer Godel, “Engels Modell aufklärerischer Selbstbefragung. Selb-

streflexivität und Urteilsbildung in Der Philosoph für die Welt,” in Košenina, Johann Jakob

Engel (1741–1802), 65.

77 David Friedländer,Der Prediger. Aus demHebräischen vonDavid Friedländer (Berlin, 1788),

130.

78 David Friedländer, “Vorrede,” in Friedländer, Der Prediger, 84.

79 Friedländer, “Vorrede,” 84.
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the reader “everything that is going on inside him, without restraint, open-

heartedly.” In short: “He is not afraid to think out loud.”80

Like Qohelet, Engel’s Philosoph für die Welt gathers different viewpoints. It

brings together many dialogical pieces from different eras and authors that

engage in intercultural conversation in the broadest sense. Not least among

themareMendelssohn’s andFriedländer’s Proben rabbinischerWeisheit [Samp-

les of Rabbinic Wisdom], containing extracts from the Talmud and the Mi-

drash.81 Remarkably, the maskilim regarded these fundamental texts of Juda-

ism as a collection of the most diverse positions and interpretations.82 For

example, in his Jeschurun (1804), an apology for Judaism, Aaron Wolfssohn

(1756–1835), Joel Löwe’s successor as headteacher at theWilhelmsschule in Bre-

slau, explained that the Talmud contained, among other things,

laws andcustoms thatwere sanctionedonlyby tradition. But as these laws

and enactmentswere not transmitted from teacher to disciple inwritings,

but merely and solely by oral discourse and tradition, it was quite natural

that the rabbis should soon be divided in opinion about this law and that,

about this doctrine and that, depending on whether one disciple wanted

to understand or hear the teacher’s discourse in this way or in that. In

the Mishnah, these different opinions of the rabbis are cited and held

against each other wherever the difference is significant, but without the

collector of the Mishnah, R. Yehudah, always declaring himself in favour

of one opinion or the other, or passing a final judgement on them.83

In this book, Wolfssohn interestingly combines a particularly important char-

acteristic of sceptical dialogue culture with the Talmud: the withholding of

one’s own judgement.

80 Friedländer, 85.

81 Johann JakobEngel, J.J. Engels Schriften, Erster Band:Der Philosoph für dieWelt, ErsterTheil

(Berlin, 1801), 295–334.

82 In the dialogues of the Talmud, the relationship between hermeneutics and truth is the

object of an important discussion. Bava Metṣia 59a–b, which is well known as the story

of the oven of Akhnai, deals with the extreme openness to interpretations of the biblical

texts. David Friedländer published this passage in German translation: see Friendländer,

“Der Backofen des Achnai. Eine Rabbinische Parabel,” Berlinische Monatsschrift 17 (1791):

474–447. He comments that the discussion of the parable expresses a high estimation of

reason and doubts whether the sentence “which is peculiar to Judaism, namely: that mir-

acles and marvellous signs are not evidence for or against the truth” could be expressed

better or more vividly (ibid., 474).

83 AaronWolfssohn, Jeschurun, oder unparteyischeBeleuchtungder dem Judenthumeneuerd-

ings gemachten Vorwürfe (Breslau, 1804), 75–76.
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While the reference to Socrates is central to the Phaedon and the Philosoph

für die Welt, Mendelssohn’s commentary and Friedländer’s notes on Qohelet

naturally lack any reference to Socrates. Rather, here, Solomon’s contemplat-

ive approach is presented as a “well-known principle” and a proven method of

gainingknowledgealready in ancient Judaism,84 anddialogic learningwith stu-

dents gives the impressionof being an extensionof his contemplative-sceptical

approach of philosophical self-talk that was being practised centuries before

Socrates and Plato. Dialogue-based learning in Judaism can already be found in

pre-talmudic times andwas recorded in talmudic dialogues between the rabbis

and their students, whose discussions present opinions and counter-opinions

that often end in aporia.85 However, the dialogue form of presentation can

also be found in later periods of Jewish literature, such as in the Kuzari by the

Sephardic philosopher Judah Halevi (ca. 1074–1141)—which Johann Gottfried

Herder (1744–1803) explicitly used as a model for the discourse on Hebrew

poetry and language at the beginning of his well-known work Vom Geiste der

Ebräischen Poesie (1782)86—as well as in numerous publications by maskilim.

Mendelssohn’s dialogues in his early Philosophische Gespräche [Philosophical

Conversations] (1755), for example, areworthmentioning. Othermaskilim also

wrote numerous dialogues, which, for instance, can be found in another col-

lection: the Hebrew journal Ha-Meʾasef [The Collector]. This journal brings

together different ways of thinking, perspectives, and opinions, which are ex-

pressed in correspondence, amongother forms,whose authors sought to exam-

ine their own positions on various topics in a dialogical exchange. In the fic-

titious letters of Meshullam ben Uria Haeschtemoi (1789/90), Isaac Euchel

provides an educational insight into the way of life and worldview of Seph-

ardic Jews. In the Breslau edition of Ha-Meʾasef, Aaron Wolfssohn uses the

genre of “Dialogues of the Dead” in his Śikhah be-ʾErez ha-Ḥayim [Dialogue in

the Land of the Living] (1794–1797) to put Moses Mendelssohn, the Sephardic

philosopherMosesMaimonides (twelfth century), and anunnamed traditional

rabbi (presumably the chief rabbi of Prague, Ezechiel Landau, 1713–1793) into

dialogue.87 Last but not least, theHebrewBible itself contains dialogueswhose

84 Mendelssohn, “Commentator’s Introduction,” 132.

85 See Marc-Alain Ouaknin, The Burnt Book: Reading the Talmud, trans. Llewellyn Brown

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995), 82–99.

86 See Johann Gottfried Herder, Vom Geist der Ebräischen Poesie: Eine Anleitung für die

Liebhaber derselben, und der ältesten Geschichte des menschlichen Geistes, Erster Theil

(Dessau, 1782), xii.

87 SeeMoshe Pelli, “Literature of Haskalah in the Late 18th Century,”Zeitschrift für Religions-

und Geistesgeschichte 52 (2000): 342–343.
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sceptical and contemplative potential for the acquisition of knowledge was

developed by the maskilim in their German translations. David Friedländer,

for example, published a partial translation of the prophet Micah, which in

its form of presentation resembles a theatre play to which explanatory notes

and stage directions have been added in brackets. In his introduction, Fried-

länder refers to the “dialogue form” of the presentation, in which each “sub-

speaker is given the verses that belong to him.”88 Finally, he specifies the inter-

locutors: “God, the prophet, and the nation” enter a dialogue,89 during which

the people of the nation learn to sceptically question its traditional notions of

religion.

More than three decades after Mendelssohn’s death, Friedländer also pub-

lished his fragmentary memoirs Unterhaltung mit Mendelssohn [Conversation

with Mendelssohn] in the “religious and pedagogical” journal Jedidja, which

was edited by Jeremias Heinemann (1778–1855).90 These biographical mem-

oirs are particularly noteworthy in the context of the cultural scepticism of

the Haskalah, as they describe Mendelssohn’s method of instruction in detail.

They appeared in a distinctly educational context, as Heinemann also used the

journal to publish the prospectuses of his schools for boys and girls, which he

opened inBerlin in 1816 and 1818. Friedländer evidently intended to re-establish

the sceptical dialogue culture of the Haskalah as a teaching method in the

educational discourse of the nineteenth century. Jedidja—and with it Fried-

länder’s description of Mendelssohn’s culture of dialogue—was read in Breslau

by Freund, whose treatise Ueber die Bildung der Mädchen mosaischer Religion

was published there in the same year that Friedländer’s biographical fragments

appeared. In his treatise, Freund refers to the fact thatHeinemannhad “opened

a girls’ school in Berlin,” the prospectus of which could be seen “at the publisher

of the journal Jedidja.”91 Thus, it is obvious that Freund was inspired by Fried-

länder’s descriptionswhenhe suggestedusing the Socraticmethod for teaching

Jewish girls.

88 David Friedländer, “Briefe über das Lesen der heiligen Schriften,” Zeitschrift für die Wis-

senschaft des Judentums 1 (1822): 84.

89 Friedländer, “Briefe über das Lesen der heiligen Schriften,” 85.

90 David Friedländer, “Unterhaltungen mit Mendelssohn, aus der Erinnerung niederges-

chrieben (Fragment),” Jedidja 2, no. 1 (1818–1819): 14–21; Friedländer, “UeberMendelssohn,

seinen Charakter, seinenWirkungskreis und seine Verdienste um die Israeliten,” Jedidja 2,

no. 1 (1818–1819): 22–31; “Unterhaltung mit Mendelssohn, aus der Erinnerung niederges-

chrieben. Zweites Fragment,” Jedidja 2, no. 1 (1818–1819): 143–176.

91 Freund,Ueber die Bildung der Mädchen mosaischer Religion, 15. See Jeremias Heinemann,

“Plan und Einrichtung der Heinemannschen Unterrichts-Anstalt für Töchter gebildeter

Aeltern,” Jedidja 2, no. 2 (1818–1819): 125–136.
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In his memoirs of Mendelssohn, Friedländer not only establishes an ideo-

logical connection between Mendelssohn and Socrates,92 but also gives a Pla-

tonic description of the former’s character as an ideal. He points out that even

without holding an official teaching position, Mendelssohn had disciples of all

kinds, all of whom found conversations with him to be “pleasant, stimulating,

and instructive,” attributes that correspond to those chosen by Freund to char-

acterise the Socratic teaching method. Friedländer echoed Mendelssohn’s cri-

ticism of learning solely from books,93 which has a parallel in Plato’s sceptical

attitude towards written texts,94 and he gave a clear preference to oral instruc-

tion.95 Mendelssohn and younger maskilim who followed him opposed dog-

matic teaching based on the written word with oral teaching via dialogue. In

his memoirs, Friedländer recalled conversational situations in Mendelssohn’s

house that provide further insight into his oral teaching method. Friedländer’s

characterisation of Mendelssohn’s unobtrusive manner of conducting conver-

sations is strikingly similar to Socrates’smethod of instruction as handed down

92 See Uta Lohmann, “Sokrates und Mendelssohn—Zur Bedeutung der Zwillings-Metapher

im Bildungskonzept von David Friedländer und Jeremias Heinemann,” in Zwischen Ideal

und Ambivalenz. Geschwisterbeziehungen in ihren soziokulturellen Kontexten, ed. Ulrike

Schneider, Helga Völkening, and Daniel Vorpahl (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2015), 280–

301, https://doi.org/10.3726/978‑3‑653‑04175‑0. See also Miriam Leonard, Socrates and the

Jews: Hellenism and Hebraism from Moses Mendelssohn to Sigmund Freud (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 2012), 17–49.

93 It should be noted here that the textbooks written specifically for teaching at the Wil-

helmsschule and othermodern Jewish schoolswere expressly intended only for the teach-

ers’ use and not for pupils’ self-learning.

94 Plato addressed the problem of orality and literacy in Phaedo in particular, but also in

other dialogues. SeeMichael Erler, Der Sinn der Aporien in den Dialogen Platons. Übungss-

tücke zur Anleitung im philosophischen Denken (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1987), 21–59, http://​

www.degruyter.com/doi/book/10.1515/9783110868708.

95 See Moses Mendelssohn, Jerusalem oder religiöse Macht und Judentum (Berlin, 1783),

edited in Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften. Jubiläumsausgabe. Band 8: Schriften zum

Judentum ii, ed. Alexander Altmann (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1983), 169–171.

Friedländer quotes this passage from Jerusalem in his memoirs of Mendelssohn; see

“Unterhaltung mit Mendelssohn, aus der Erinnerung niedergeschrieben. Zweites Frag-

ment,” 145–146. For an English translation, seeMosesMendelssohn, Jerusalem, or On Reli-

gious Power and Judaism, trans. AllanArkush, introduction and commentary byAlexander

Altmann (Waltham,MA: Brandeis University Press, 1983), 103–104. See also Uta Lohmann,

“ ‘On Enlightenment in Religion’: Skepticism and Tolerance in Educational and Cultural

Concepts within the Berlin and Breslau Haskalah,” in “Skepticism and Tolerance: Moses

Mendelssohn, Salomon Maimon, and Jewish Enlightenment Thought,” ed. Ze’ev Strauss,

Libera Pisano, Michah Gottlieb, and José María Sánchez de León Serrano, special issue,

Religions 14, no. 3 (2023): 326, https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14030326.

https://doi.org/10.3726/978-3-653-04175-0
http://www.degruyter.com/doi/book/10.1515/9783110868708
http://www.degruyter.com/doi/book/10.1515/9783110868708
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14030326
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by Plato.96 The characteristics of the Platonic Socrates and the features of his

dialogue showclear parallelswith Friedländer’sMendelssohn.With their virtu-

ous qualities, both act as moral role models for young people, and both gather

around them a circle of younger and older friends who are eager to learn. In

their conversations, both Plato’s Socrates and Friedländer’s Mendelssohn are

sceptical about their interlocutors’ apparent knowledge, but they do not dog-

matically represent and express a different opinion. Rather, they bothwithhold

their own judgement and refrain from taking an instructive stance. For them,

doubting seemingly certain knowledge is a fundamental method of acquir-

ing new insights. Both of them are therefore greatly concerned with revealing

pseudo-knowledge to be incorrect, although they do not claim to be in posses-

sion of true knowledge themselves.

6 Conclusion

The descriptions of sceptical dialogue culture point to a method that is thou-

sands of years old, both for teaching students and for the individual educa-

tional and cognitive process: Qohelet reports on King Solomon as Plato reports

on Socrates and, much later, Friedländer reports on Mendelssohn. Despite all

the similarities that were emphasised between Socrates and Mendelssohn,

Friedländer referred to Mendelssohn’s uniqueness, stylising him into a lead-

ing figure, a “master,” as called for by Engel’s dialogue theory. In his memoirs,

Mendelssohn steers the dialogues and conversations between his disciples and

friends in an almost imperceptible way. He aids in the development of their

own ideas and understanding, whereby trains of thought and modes of action

become comprehensible, but also prove to be changeable and thus undog-

matic.

According to Maimon, Mendelssohn expanded the dialogical teaching

method of Socratic scepticismwith Descartes’s methodological doubt. He thus

established a sense of scepticism towards conventional theorems and weaken-

ed their acceptance. This weakening of traditional positions became a pre-

requisite for reflective knowledge and truthful realisation. The students taught

via this dialogical method subversively became self-thinking individuals who,

using reason, were able to adopt a sceptical attitude towards traditional doc-

trines. However, this scepticism should not be equated with a fundamental

rejection of religious principles.

96 See in detail Uta Lohmann, “ ‘Ein Bild von ihm … wird immer belehrend und erquickend

bleiben. Sein Leben lehrte.’ David Friedländers biographische Fragmente über Moses

Mendelssohn,”Aschkenas 33 (2023): 231–244, https://doi.org/10.1515/asch‑2023‑2010.

https://doi.org/10.1515/asch-2023-2010
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Socrates, the popular philosophers, and the maskilim each acted from a

comparable historical background. Socrates opposed the decline of Attic de-

mocracy, the crisis of the polis, and the rigid doctrines of the sophists. In a

similar way, the popular philosophers turned against the “school philosophy’s

doctrine of truth”97 in order to counteract its dogmatic tendencies and abstract

notions. Themaskilim acted against some of the rabbinical authorities of their

time, in particular against unquestioned dogmatic interpretations of Scripture

and negative attitudes towardsmodernisation efforts in Judaism. However, the

youth also had to be convinced by newpedagogicalmethods. Realising the par-

allels between Socrates and the maskilim, Isaac Euchel compared himself to

the Greek philosopher in a proposal to establish a Jewish school:

My previous endeavours for the youth of the Jewish nation have always

had something in common with the efforts of this sage, with the differ-

ence that hewas a Socrates, and I amonly a layman.To someyoungpeople

of mynation, I have […] called out, in a brotherly fashion: “Better stop, you

are not going the right way here!”98

Above all, it was Socrates’s conducting of dialogues that was held against him

and that brought him the accusation of corrupting the youth. Mendelssohn

and other maskilim were also heavily criticised by Jewish traditionalists. This

criticism was directed not least towards their German translations of biblical

Scriptures, which they used as textbooks in school lessons and for whose com-

mentaries they drew on explanations by non-Jewish exegetes in addition to

traditional rabbinical literature. Comparable to the dialogue between inter-

locutors with different ways of thinking, this process of examining scriptural

exegesis encouraged a different view of the subject under investigation and the

rethinking of established doctrines. This could lead either to the rejection of

the conventional or to a conviction of its correctness.

Maskilim andnon-Jewish Enlightenment thinkers built on the cultural scep-

ticism introduced into the Enlightenment discourse by Moses Mendelssohn

through his commentary on Qohelet and, above all, his well-received Phae-

don. Engel in Berlin and Löwe in Breslau practised the method of dialogue-

based teaching in their schools. In doing so, they relied on their pupils’ rational

97 Berg and Godel, “Engels Modell aufklärerischer Selbstbefragung,” 67.

98 Isaac Abraham Euchel, “Plan zur Errichtung eines jüdischen Erziehungs-Instituts in Kiel”

(letter to the Danish king dated 21 October 1784), in Chevrat Chinuch Nearim, ed. Ingrid

Lohmann, 237.
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cognitive ability. Their lessons addressed current topics and needs and aimed

to change attitudes towards established beliefs, sometimes in opposition to

traditional doctrines that were perceived as dogmatic. The sceptical dialogue

culture of the Berlin and Breslau (Jewish) Enlightenment aimed at an undog-

matic education of the youth and at the formation of (self‑)thinking indi-

viduals with their own free will. As free individuals, the students, and with

them the next generations, were to be enabled to liberate themselves from

(mental) dependency, mythical religious ideas, superstition, and prejudice. In

this respect, Socratic conversations and dialogue-based learning had tremend-

ous subversive power. For the Haskalah, the significance of cultural scepti-

cism lay particularly in this explosive power, which paved the way for future

generations—and thus for Judaism itself—into modernity.
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Abstract

Based on the works of Mendelssohn and Kant, this article defines the sublime as a

response to the experience of evil through the concept of aesthetic distance. After

providing a general definition of themain concepts discussed here—the sublime, evil,

and distance—I argue in the second section that the theory of the sublime embod-

ies a key aspect of theodicy; namely, distance from evil. In the third section, I turn to

Mendelssohn’s aesthetic reflections on the 1755 Lisbon earthquake. Section 4 delves

into Mendelssohn’s theory of mixed sentiments, thus providing a basis for examining

the role of distance in the experience of the sublime. In the fifth section, I argue that the

notion of distance comes to light inMendelssohn’s concept of Frohsein, which he takes

as the best translation for Burke’s concept of delight, and in section 6, I turn to Kant’s

reading of the concept of Frohsein in the Analytic of the Sublime, arguing that his theory

of the sublime is also an aesthetic response to the existence of evil. In the conclusion,

I outline two sceptical arguments regarding environmental aesthetics of the sublime,

questioning the inherent connectionbetween the sublime andmoral attitudes towards

nature and advocating for a redefinition of environmental aesthetics of the sublime as

the aesthetics of evil.

Keywords

Delight – distance – environment – evil – Frohsein – sublime – theodicy

1 Introduction: The Sublime, Evil, and Distance

According toKant’s Analytic of the Sublime, anobject ceases tobe evil as soonas

it is regarded from a certain distance. Natural phenomena such as hurricanes,

erupting volcanoes, and earthquakes are no longer a threat to the spectator if

she or he takes distance from them. This distance is a necessary mediation for

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:pabloadriangenazzano@gmail.com
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feeling pleasure, or, to be precise, for feeling the sublime. The sight of these

natural phenomena, says Kant, “becomes all themore attractive themore fear-

ful it is, as long as we find ourselves in safety, and we gladly call these objects

sublime because they elevate the strength of our soul above its usual level.”1

By examining the relationship between the sublime and the experience of evil,

particularly as it ismanifested in aesthetic judgements of natural disasters, this

article will argue that a safe distance from evil serves as amediating concept in

Moses Mendelssohn’s and Immanuel Kant’s theories of the sublime. In other

words, its objective is to articulate the concept of the sublime as a response

to the existence of evil through the notion of aesthetic distance. To begin my

argument, I would like to briefly outline (1) the connection between the cat-

egory of the sublime and the existence of evil and (2) why Mendelssohn’s and

Kant’s theories of the sublime require the concept of distance to explain the

pleasure found in such negative aesthetic objects.

(1) The category of the sublime began to gain philosophical significance

between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries due to the widespread

reception of Pseudo-Longinus’s treatise On the Sublime [Perì hýpsous].2 How-

ever, modern receptions from authors such as Nicolas Boileau orMendelssohn

quickly identified a significant deficiency in Longinus’s views. According to this

modern reception, although Longinus provided the rhetoricalmeans to evoke

the feeling of the sublime, hedidnot offer a clear anddistinct definitionof what

the sublime actually is.3 Nevertheless, this deficiency can be seen as one of the

1 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, ed. and trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Mat-

thews (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 144. I will also refer to the volume

and page of Immanuel Kant, Akademie Ausgabe von Kant’s gesammelte Schriften, vols. 1–

22 ed. Preussische Akademie der Wissenschaften, vol. 23 ed. Deutsche Akademie der Wis-

senschaften zu Berlin, vol. 24—ed. Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen (Berlin: De

Gruyter, 1900-‑) (henceforth aa); here Kant, ku, aa 05:261. I will quote Mendelssohn’s works

according to the Gesammelte Schriften. Jubiläumsausgabe (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog,

1971-‑) (henceforth JubA). I will use the English version of his Philosophical Writings, trans.

Daniel O. Dahlstrom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

2 See the excellent work by Martin Fritz, Vom Erhabenen. Der Traktat “Perì hýpsous” und seine

ästhetisch-religiöse Renaissance im 18 Jahrhundert (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011). For a brief

reconstruction of the development of the category of the sublime, see Werner Strube, “Der

Begriff des Erhabenen in der deutschsprachigenÄsthetik des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Aufklärung

und Skepsis. Studien zur Philosophie und Geistesgeschichte des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts. Fests-

chrift für Gunter Gawlick, ed. Lothar Kreimendahl, Hans-Ulrich Hoche, and Werner Strube

(Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1995), 272–302.

3 Mendelssohn especially highlights this aspect at the beginning of his 1758 treatiseOn the Sub-

lime ( JubA 1:193). He noticed this deficiency in Longinus’s theory thanks to Nicolas Boileau,

the first French translator of Longinus’s treatise, though he criticises Boileau’s interpretation.

See the letter to Lessing from 5 August 1757 ( JubA 11:143).
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favourable conditions that contributed to the great impact of Edmund Burke’s

Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful.4 Burke’s great

influence on the evolution of aesthetics was particularly significant due to his

redefinition of the sublime. He presented it as a source of complex sentiments,

wherein pleasure and delight arise from objects that elicit fear, terror, or awe.5

Thanks to Burke’s Enquiry, Mendelssohn substantially revised his theory

of the sublime. Although Mendelssohn initially developed his views on the

sublime under the influence of the Longinian tradition, his later writings on

the sublime reveal a significant paradigm shift.6 After reading the Enquiry,

Mendelssohn started to regard the sublime under the category of “mixed sen-

timents” [vermischte Empfindungen].7 Following Burke’s observations on sub-

limeobjects,Mendelssohnargues that “the imperfect, evil, anddeficient always

arouse a mixed sentiment.”8 The sublime becomes noticeably associated with

the idea of evil by increasingly being regarded as a source of mixed sentiments;

it shifted from being merely a rhetorical value to becoming an aesthetic mani-

festation of a terrifying nature.

(2) The great impact of Burke’s Enquiry onMendelssohn’s theory of the sub-

lime broadly delineates the way in which the sublime is manifested. Neverthe-

less, the question of why the sublime—as an object characterised by negative

aesthetic qualities—can elicit pleasure remains a separate and distinct issue.

In the context of this question, the concept of distance assumes paramount

importance.9 While Burke remains sceptical about the need for physical or

4 See Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and

Beautiful, ed. James T. Boulton (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 2005);Werner

Strube, “Schönes und Erhabenes: Zur Vorgeschichte und Etablierung der wichtigsten Ein-

teilung ästhetischer Qualitäten,”Archiv für Begriffsgeschichte 47 (2005): 25–59.

5 See Carsten Zelle, Angenehmes Grauen. Literaturhistorische Beiträge zur Ästhetik des Schreck-

lichen im achtzehnten Jahrhundert (Hamburg: Meiner, 1987), and Zelle, Die doppelte Ästhetik

der Moderne: Revisionen des Schönen von Boileau bis Nietzsche (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1995).

6 Anne Pollok, Facetten des Menschen. Zur Anthropologie Moses Mendelssohns (Hamburg:

Meiner, 2010), 228–240. The paradigm shift in Mendelssohn’s works that was motivated by

Burke’s writing becomes evident when comparing the 1758 edition of his On the Sublime and

Naïve in the Fine Scienceswith the 1771 edition. In both editions of the Rhapsody (1761/1771), he

recognises that whenwriting the lettersOn Sentiments, he had “a flimsy concept of the nature

of mixed sentiments. But I only saw a flickering of the astonishing andmyriad effects of them

until I had the opportunity to read the splendidEnglishwork on the sublime and thebeautiful

for the Library of Fine Sciences” (Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 146; JubA 1:400).

7 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 144; JubA 1:398.

8 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 134 (translation amended); JubA 1:386.

9 It is important to note that the concept of distance does not exhaust the reasonswhypleasure

canbederived from the sublime. InMendelssohn andKant, the source of pleasure in negative

aesthetic objects lies within the very nature of subjectivity—whether in the consciousness
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rational distance as amediating factor in the pleasurable dimension of the sub-

lime, both Mendelssohn and Kant regard it as a central component in explain-

ingwhy terrifying objects can elicit pleasure. For Burke, the aesthetic use of the

concept of distance is a “sophism.”10 SinceMendelssohnandKant assign a cent-

ral function to distance, this article will focus on their works, while partially

setting aside Burke’s contributions. Therefore, once the relationship between

the sublime and the experience of evil has been clarified, this article will argue

that the sentiment of pleasure in the sublime arises from an aesthetic distance

from evil.

These two points (1 and 2) outline the two main aspects that this article

will examine. However, it is important to remark that the intersection of the

sublime with the problem of evil extends beyond the domain of aesthetics,

prompting an examination of the sublimewithin an ostensibly different frame-

work; namely, that of theodicy. Mendelssohn’s and Kant’s theories of the sub-

lime vividly embody the justification of the divine order and regularity of the

cosmos. In my view, their theory of the sublime functions as an “aesthetic

theodicy”11 by converting the negative reality of evil into a source of pleasure

and delight. In other words, by transforming evil into an aesthetic experience,

Mendelssohn and Kant reframe its reality—not as a source of fear or terror,

but as a source of enjoyment, or, as Burke puts it, a source of delight. In this

sense, I intend not only to assert that the category of the sublime was shaped

in relation to the experience of evil, but also to show that the historical neces-

sity of this category stems from the need to validate, through aesthetic means,

the idea that this world is the best possible one.

To describe the theodical function of Mendelssohn’s and Kant’s theories of

the sublime, the second section of this article will explore the philosophical

domains of aesthetics and theodicy through the concept of distance, draw-

of the soul’s perfection (Mendelssohn) or in the moral purposiveness of our freedom

(Kant). Thus, in this article, I consider the concept of distance as merely a mediator of

pleasure, rather than its source or ground.

10 See Burke, Philosophical Enquiry, 48: “So it is certain that it is absolutely necessary my life

should be out of any imminent hazard, before I can take a delight in the sufferings of oth-

ers, real or imaginary, or indeed in anything else from any cause whatsoever. But then it

is a sophism to argue from thence that this immunity is the cause of my delight either on

these or on any occasions.”

11 For a historical approach to the relationship between aesthetics and theodicy, seeThomas

P. Saine, Die ästhetische Theodizee: Karl Philipp Moritz und die Philosophie des 18. Jahrhun-

derts (Munich: Fink, 1971); Wolfgang Braungart, “Die Geburt der modernen Ästhetik aus

dem Geist der Theodizee,” in Ästhetische und religiöse Erfahrungen der Jahrhundertwen-

den, ed. Wolfgang Braungart (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1997), 17–34; Ursula Franke, Baum-

gartens Erfindung der Ästhetik (Münster: Mentis, 2018).
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ing an analogy between the two. In this section, I will delineate the concept of

theodicy through the lens of Odo Marquard’s viewpoint, which posits that the

efficacy of theodicy is intrinsically linked to the notion of distance. This step

seeks to clarify the extent to which the modern theory of the sublime requires

the use of the concept of distance. As I will argue, the theory of the sublime

depends ondistance to transform the existence of evil into a source of pleasure.

In the third section, I will introduceMendelssohn’s reflections on the aesthetic

effects of the 1755 Lisbon earthquake. In light of this textual evidence connect-

ing the feeling of the sublime and the existence of evil, section 4 will analyse

Mendelssohn’s theory of mixed sentiments. In the fifth section, I will argue

that Mendelssohn’s aesthetic use of distance comes to light in the concept of

Frohsein, which he takes as the best German translation for Burke’s challen-

ging concept of delight. In the sixth section, I will explain Kant’s reading of the

concept of Frohsein in the Analytic of the Sublime section of the Critique of the

Power of Judgment. In the conclusion, I will attempt to outline the contempor-

ary development of the category of the sublime in light of the main thesis of

this article; namely, that the modern theory of the sublime can be understood

as a philosophical response to the problem of evil.

2 The Concept of Distance in Aesthetics and Theodicy

Before undertaking the historical analysis, I would like to briefly indicate some

systematic aspects of (1) the problem of the sublime and (2) the problem of

theodicy, in an attempt to outline an analogy between these philosophical

realms. In my argument, the synthesis of aesthetics and theodicy comes to the

fore in the concept of distance. The analogy can be expressed as follows: just

as theodicy takes distance from the reality of evil to justify the harmony and

order of the cosmos, so too does aesthetic subjectivity need to take distance

from evil to take pleasure in it. I would like to underscore that this argument

serves only as an analogy.While the distanceworking in theodicy is intellectual,

the distance in the sublime is fundamentally physical.12

12 This distinction does not, however, diminish the value of interpreting the sublime as an

aesthetic response to the existence of evil. As Iwill elucidate in subsequent sections of this

article (sections 2–5), there is a historical correlation between the concept of the sublime

and the existence of evil. Although I will basemy arguments on classical German aesthet-

ics, my use of the concept of distance aligns with one of its modern senses. According to

Edward Bullough’s essay on physical distance, the working of distance expresses a sort of

ambivalence: “It has a negative, inhibitory aspect—the cutting-out of the practical sides of
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(1) As indicated in the introduction, after Mendelssohn’s reading of Burke,

the category of the sublime came to be understood as a source of mixed senti-

ments. Since this reception, the significance of the sublime has been encapsu-

lated in a single question: Why do we derive pleasure from negative aesthetic

objects, such as the suffering, pain, or distress of others?When Lessing sent his

copy of the Enquiry toMendelssohn, he also included a series of notes intended

to assist him inwriting his review for the Bibliothek der schönenWissenschaften

und der freyen Künste. In one of these notes, Lessing expresses his perplexity

regarding Burke’s reflections on the mixed sentiment elicited by the misery of

others: “A disaster [Unglück] is imperfection—Can we also get pleasure from

imperfections? Is pleasure notmerely the intuitive cognition of perfection?—I

do not know what to think about this.”13

For both Mendelssohn and Lessing, pleasure being the intuitive cognition

of perfection is one of the keystones of aesthetics. However, this reduction

of pleasure to perfection surely rendered the pleasure derived from imper-

fect objects something extravagant. Indeed, if nature or art do not appear to

aim at producing pleasure, one might ask: From whence does the pleasure

derived from imperfect objects, such as the pain and distress of others, origin-

ate? This issue also drives Kant’s Analytic of the Sublime.14WhenKant attempts

to deduce the purposiveness of this sentiment, he asks: “How canwe designate

with an expression of approval that which is apprehended in itself as contra-

purposive?”15 It is worth noting that for Kant, the contra-purposive [zweck-

widrig] has the same philosophical function as the concept of imperfection

[Unvollkommenheit] for both Lessing andMendelssohn; namely, the negation

of the object.

In this article, Iwill not dwell on the reasonswhy the sublime, as amixed sen-

timent, was so problematic for classical German aesthetics. Instead, I will con-

centrate on one of the solutions that both Mendelssohn and Kant proposed to

things and of our practical attitude to them—and a positive side—the elaboration of the

experience on the new basis created by the inhibitory action of Distance”; see Bullough,

“ ‘Psychical Distance’ as a Factor in Art and an Aesthetic Principle,” in Aesthetics: A Com-

prehensive Anthology, ed. StevenM. Cahn, Stephanie Ross, and Sandra Shapshay (Malden,

MA: Blackwell, 2020), 314. In classical terms, one could say that this distance expresses the

mediation of a “mixed sentiment.” Here, the “negative, inhibitory aspect” of this distance

will be more significant than its “positive side.”

13 Lessing in JubA 3.1:257; my translation.

14 KaterinaDeligiorgi, “ThePleasures of Contra-Purposiveness: Kant, the Sublime, andBeing

Human,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 72 (2014): 25–35, doi: https://doi.org/​

10.1111/jaac.12060.

15 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 128; ku, aa 5:245.

https://doi.org/10.1111/jaac.12060
https://doi.org/10.1111/jaac.12060
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address this issue. One of these solutions can be expressed through the concept

of aesthetic distance. At the outset of this article, it was stated that accord-

ing to Kant, the sight of natural disasters “becomes all the more attractive the

more fearful it is, as long aswe find ourselves in safety.”16 Physical distance from

the object thus becomes a precondition for transmuting imperfect or contra-

purposive objects into objects of pleasure.However, this principle is not unique

to Kant. Already in his 1755 letters On Sentiments, Mendelssohn argued that

the pleasurable sentiment of sympathy is possible because “the danger never

threatens us ourselves but rather our fellow human being whom we pity.”17

(2) The aesthetic distance mediating the sentiment of pleasure seems to

express a key argument of any rational theodicy; namely, distance from the

reality of evil. AsOdoMarquard ingeniously states, “distance” from reality is the

conditionof any successful rational defence of God’swisdom, viz. theodicy. Fol-

lowing Marquard’s idea, the “pensum of theodicy becomes possible […] under

conditions of distance: therefore, it is representative of the age of distance, the

modern age.”18 Accordingly, the modern age is possible by means of theodicy;

that is, by a distant justification of the harmony, regularity, and order of the

cosmos.

To supportMarquard’s thesis, I would like to refer to some examples in Leib-

niz’s andKant’sworks.Thedistance thatMarquard stresses appears throughout

Leibniz’s famous Essays on Theodicy. According to him, “God wills order and

good; but it happens sometimes that what is disorder in the part is order in the

whole.”19 From the perspective of the whole, through intellectual abstraction,

we can perceive God’s goodness; each individual reality becomes something

good for the sake of thewhole: “Wisdomonly showsGod the best possible exer-

cise of his goodness: after that, the evil that occurs is an inevitable result of the

best. I will add something stronger: To permit the evil, as God permits it, is the

greatest goodness.”20

This intellectual distance from the particular existence of evil also had a

clear influence on Kant’s essay An Attempt at Some Reflections on Optimism

(1759). Here, Kant says: “the whole is the best, and everything is good for the sake

16 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 144; ku, aa 5:261.

17 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 74; JubA 1:110.

18 Odo Marquard, Apologie des Zufälligen (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1986), 15. See also Marquard,

“Schwierigkeiten beim Ja-Sagen,” in Theodizee—Gott vor Gericht?, ed. Willi Oelmüller

(Munich: Fink, 1990), 91; my translation.

19 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Essays on Theodicy, trans. E.M. Huggard (LaSalle, IL: Open

Court, 1996), 201. I will also refer to the part and § of Leibniz’s Theodicy. Here: Essais de

théodicée, part 2, §128.

20 Leibniz, Essays on Theodicy, 195; Essais de théodicée, part 2, §121.
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of the whole.”21 The intellectual distance from reality also comes to light in his

1764 Attempt to Introduce the Concept of Negative Magnitudes into Philosophy.

Kant formulates one of the propositions that define the concept of negative

magnitudes in ametaphysical sense as follows: “All the real grounds of the uni-

verse […] yields a result which is equal to zero.”22 By applying this universal

sum to the problem of theodicy, Kant arrives at the conclusion that the total

sum of evils and goods in the world is equal to zero; this sum gives, according

toMarquard, a “zero balance” [Nullbilanz] between goods and evils.23 Through

the intellectual distance from the particular existence of evils, the potential

threat that evil poses to God is nullified, thereby allowing God’s cause to suc-

ceed.

Taking Marquard’s thesis on the problem of theodicy in a broad sense, the

birth of the classical theory of the sublime can be seen as a symptom of the

modern age; that is, of the “age of distance.” In other words, the challenging

question of why it is possible to find pleasure in another’s misfortune without

adopting an immoral stance is resolved by means of distance. Considering the

analogy between aesthetics and theodicy, it is possible to conclude that the

modern theory of the sublime requires the concept of distance for the same

reason it is required in theodicy; namely, to diminish the ontological signific-

ance of evil. The physical distance through which the spectator can find pleas-

ure in negative aesthetic objects embodies the intellectual distance through

which theodicy downplays the ontological status of evil.

3 Mendelssohn on the Aesthetic Effects of the 1755 Lisbon

Earthquake

“Eternal lingering of useless pain! Come, ye philosophers, who cry, ‘All’s well.’ ”

With these words, Voltaire ridiculed optimism in his sceptical “Poem on the

Lisbon Disaster.” During the German Enlightenment, however, philosophical

reflections on this historical event took a radically different direction. For Kant,

for instance, the Lisbon earthquake did not lead him to cast doubt on God’s

wisdom. Instead, he saw it as a great opportunity to investigate the geological

nature of earthquakes. It has even been suggested that German geology and

21 Immanuel Kant, Theoretical Philosophy 1755–1770, ed. David Walford with Ralf Meerbote

(Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press: 1992), 35, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511840

180; vbo, aa 2:35. Kant’s emphasis.

22 Kant, Theoretical Philosophy, 234; ng, aa 2:197.

23 Marquard, “Schwierigkeiten beim Ja-Sagen,” 95.

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511840180
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511840180
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seismology began with Kant’s writings on the Lisbon earthquake.24 According

to this scientific approach, natural disasters have nonegative impact onhuman

dignity, for, in Kant’s view, it is not to be realised in this world: “Man is not born

to build eternal huts on this stage of vanity.”25

The discipline of aesthetics was drawn into this problemduring the German

Enlightenment. In Kant’s early writings, the role of sentiments in the analysis

of natural disasters is distinctly apparent: “Let us […] accustomour eye to these

frighteningupheavals as being theordinarywaysof providence andeven regard

themwith a kind of satisfaction [Wohlgefallen].”26 This reflection on the satis-

faction aroused by the great contemplation of the downfall of the cosmos is,

after all, a mere passing remark. Mendelssohn was indeed the first person to

systematically introduce the question of evil into the field of aesthetics. His

work Rhapsody or Additions to the Letters on Sentiments is significant for my

present considerations, as it is here that he employs the 1755 Lisbon earthquake

to exemplify his theory of mixed sentiments. In these additions, he makes the

following observation:

We disapprove of the evil that has occurred; we wish that it had not hap-

pened or that it stood in our power to make things right again. Once,

however, the evil has occurred, and if it has occurredwithout our being in

any way responsible for it and without our being able to prevent it, then

we are powerfully attracted to the representation of it and long to acquire

that representation. Lisbon’s demise in the earthquake attracted count-

less people to take in the sight of this terrible devastation with their own

eyes.27

This passage was undoubtedly inspired by Burke’s Enquiry, fromwhich I would

like to quote a rather similar passage:

We delight in seeing things, which so far from doing, our heartiest wishes

would be to see redressed. This noble capital, the pride of England and

24 Walter Benjamin, “Erdbeben in Lissabon,” in Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, Band 7,1:

Nachträge, ed. Rolf Tiedemann andHermann Schweppenhäser (Frankfurt amMain: Suhr-

kamp, 1989), 220–226.

25 Kant, gnve, aa 1:460.

26 Immanuel Kant, Natural Science, ed. Eric Watkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 2012), 270, doi: https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139014380; nth, aa 1:319. In his Eng-

lish edition, Olaf Reinhardt translates “Wohlgefallen” as “appreciaton.” Following Paul

Guyer’s and Eric Matthews’s edition of the third Critique, I prefer to translate “Wohlge-

fallen” as “satisfaction.” See Kant, Critique of Judgment, xlviii.

27 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 131–132; JubA 1:387.

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139014380
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of Europe, I believe no man is so strangely wicked as to desire to see des-

troyed by a conflagration or an earthquake, though he should be removed

himself to the greatest distance from the danger. But suppose such a fatal

accident to have happened, what numbers from all parts would crowd to

behold the ruins, and amongst themmanywhowould have been content

never to have seen London in its glory!28

Burke is surely alluding to the Lisbon earthquake here. Nevertheless, it is also

worth noting that London was shaken by two earthquakes on 8 February and

8 March 1750. This series of tremors gave rise to the prophecy that London

would finally be devastated on 8 April, and even triggered an exodus from

the city. Regardless of which earthquake Burke may have had in mind when

writing this provocative passage, the described situation hints at the geolo-

gical reason that led to the significant impact of Burke’s Enquiry in Europe: the

more Europe trembled, the more necessary was the theory of the sublime. Evil

urgently needed an aesthetic response.29

So far, I have presented enough textual evidence for the equation between

the problem of the sublime and the problem of evil. The role of earthquakes

in Burke’s and Mendelssohn’s reflections suggests that the concept of the sub-

lime emerged as an aesthetic response to the reality of evil. Furthermore,

in light of the criticisms that Leibniz’s theodicy faced during this decade—

note that the 1753 prize from the Prussian Academy of Sciences was awarded

to Adolf Friedrich Reinhard’s treatise against Leibniz’s and Alexander Pope’s

optimism—it can be inferred that the significance of sentiments grew in tan-

dem with reason’s declining capacity to uphold the divine order of the cos-

mos.30 The motto of aesthetic theodicy would be: “Evil ceases to be an evil

as soon as it is regarded as a source of pleasure.”31 In light of this connection

between the sublime—conceived as a mixed sentiment—and the problem

of evil, it will now be pertinent to examine the role of the concept of dis-

tance in Mendelssohn’s and Kant’s theories. However, before addressing this

28 Burke, Enquiry, 47–48.

29 For the context of the sublime in geological investigations in the eighteenth century, see

Niccolò Caramel and Davide Poggi, “Se non esistesse un luogo dove stare al sicuro? Ter-

remoto e sublime: Dagli scritti pre-critici alla Kritik der Urteilskraft,”Estudos Kantianos 4,

no. 1 (2016): 145–176, doi: https://doi.org/10.36311/2318‑0501.2016.v4n1.10.p145.

30 Braungart, “Die Geburt der modernen Ästhetik aus dem Geist der Theodizee,” 21–22.

31 Althoughmy analysis focuses on the concept of the sublime, I would like to point out that

Mendelssohn’s aesthetics was also considered a sort of theodicy by Alexander Altmann

inMoses Mendelssohns Frühschriften zur Metaphysik (Tübingen: Mohr, 1969), 105, 124. See

also Pollok, Die Facetten des Menschen, 499–574.

https://doi.org/10.36311/2318-0501.2016.v4n1.10.p145
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issue, I would like to delve further into Mendelssohn’s theory of mixed sen-

timents, thereby laying the groundwork for commenting on the concept of

distance.

4 Mendelssohn’s Theory of Mixed Sentiments

To begin with, it may be noteworthy that Mendelssohn’s thoughts on mixed

sentiments started before his reading of Burke. In relation to Abbé Dubos, he

suggests that obtaining pleasure from negative aesthetic objects conflicts with

his own aesthetic theory. In the letters On Sentiments, Mendelssohn rhetor-

ically asks: “It is no longer the beautiful nature; no, it is the fearful, the ter-

rifying nature. And you find it enjoyable? Should you not instead be down-

cast by the recollection that human beings are subjected to such unfortunate

events? How does this rhyme with your theory?”32 The most evident explan-

ation for this conflict lies in the early monism of his aesthetics. Influenced

by Descartes’s psychology, Mendelssohn states that the basic principle of aes-

thetics is that the “contemplation of perfection produces pleasure.”33 Then,

through this reduction of pleasure to perfection, it seems incomprehensible

that negative aesthetic objects can also produce pleasure. In the conclusion

of the letters On Sentiments, Mendelssohn recognises that mixed sentiments

contradict his theory “since they appear to attest to anything but knowledge

of a perfection.”34 That is to say, since the discipline of aesthetics is devoted

to perfection,35 there is no aesthetic basis for an explication of imperfec-

tions.

Be that as it may, Mendelssohn’s first solution to this problem is a differen-

tiation between the imitative world of art and the real world; that is, between

the stage and life. While misfortune in life would only produce agony and suf-

fering, it can arouse pleasure on the stage.36 This kind of rational distance from

artistic representation appears again in the 1771 version of Rhapsody:

Another means of rendering themost terrifying events pleasant to gentle

minds is the imitation by art, on the stage, on the canvas, and in marble,

32 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 37; JubA 1:72.

33 Mendelssohn, JubA 1:127.

34 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 71; JubA 1:108.

35 See Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, Aesthetica/Äesthetik, ed. and trans. DagmarMirbach

(Hamburg: Meiner, 2007), 18, §14.

36 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 71; JubA 1:111.
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since an inner consciousness thatwehave an imitation andnothing genu-

ine before our eyes moderates the strength of the objective disgust and,

as it were, elevates the subjective side of the representation.37

The “inner consciousness” that the object is not real, but a mere fiction—this

rational distance from the artistic imitation—is the reason why the subject is

able to elevate the subjective side of the representation; that is, to feel pleas-

ure. However, although Mendelssohn seemed to have come up with a solution

to the problem of mixed sentiments, his reading of Burke brought this prob-

lem back to life. As noted, Mendelssohn’s reception of Burke started thanks to

Lessing, who asked him for a review of the Enquiry. In the review,Mendelssohn

did not concern himself with establishing a critical analysis of the Enquiry;

instead, he merely confined himself to summarising its content. As is com-

monly argued in studies on Mendelssohn, the challenges posed by Burke were

one of the primary reasons why he reformulated his aesthetics, resulting in

a subjectivist explanation of feelings.38 In the first version of the Rhapsody,

Mendelssohn acknowledges his inability to provide a satisfactory explanation

of Burke’s observations:

In no way do I flatter myself with having provided the psychological basis

for all the experiences noted by the Englishman. Our sentiments have

such depths that pokingmy eye in their direction is all too fatuous [dahin

mein Auge zu dringen, viel zu blöde ist]. I wish rather, by my effort here,

to have encouraged a philosophical mind to undertake this worthwhile

investigation. My friend still owes the world a translation that he prom-

37 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 138; JubA 1:391.

38 See Fritz Bamberger, “Einleitung,” in JubA 1: xviii–xlviii. This view was challenged in Fre-

derick C. Beiser, Diotima’s Children: German Aesthetic Rationalism from Leibniz to Lessing

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 196–243. Aaron Koller follows this interpretation

in “Mendelssohn’s Response to Burke on the Sublime,” in Moses Mendelssohn’s Metaphys-

ics and Aesthetics, ed. Reinier Munk (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011), 329–350. Against Beiser,

see the critiques of Anne Pollok, “Beautiful Perception and Its Object: Mendelssohn’s

Theory of Mixed Sentiments Reconsidered,”Kant-Studien 109, no. 2 (2018): 270–285, doi:

https://doi.org/10.1515/kant‑2018‑2007; Pollok, “Gazing Upwards to the Stage: Mendels-

sohn’s Notion of Admiration and Its Consequences,” in The Moral Psychology of Admira-

tion, ed.AlfredArcher andAndréGrahle (London:Rowman&Littlefield, 2019), 92, note 27.

In my view, Mendelssohn’s subjectivist turn in his 1771 Rhapsody is indebted to Lessing’s

letter of 2 February 1757 ( JubA 11:105–108). However, as Pollok stresses in “Beautiful Per-

ception and Its Object” (276), Mendelssohn seems to have arrived at Lessing’s subjectivist

ideas before his 1757 letter; see his letter to Friedrich Gabriel Resewitz from 1756 ( JubA

11:48).

https://doi.org/10.1515/kant-2018-2007
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ised to give of the Englishwork alongwith emendations and notes. If only

he would fulfil my wish!39

The friend towhomMendelssohn refers is Lessing,whohad already promised a

translation of the Enquiry as early as January 1758.40 Given Abbé Dubos’s influ-

ence in the lettersOn Sentiments, it is reasonable to infer that Burke’s challenge

mainly stemmed from his theory of mixed sentiments. The challenge lies not

in the sublime object itself, but in the sentiment that it evokes; namely, the

mixed sentiment of delight. Following Burke, the sublime is “capable of produ-

cing delight; not pleasure, but a sort of delightful horror, a sort of tranquillity

tinged with terror.”41 In this article, I will not dwell on the reasons why Burke’s

concept of delight posed such a great challenge for Mendelssohn’s aesthetics.

For the sake of brevity,my focuswill be solely onMendelssohn’s solution. In the

following section, I will contend that his translation of the concept of delight

as Frohsein offers one of the key elements needed to understand the pleasure

experienced in negative aesthetic objects. Through the concept of Frohsein,

he introduces the notion of distance, which is the essential mediation to feel

pleasure in sublime objects.

5 Mendelssohn’s Translation of Burkean Delight as Frohsein

The translation of the term “delight” was one of the central challenges of

Burke’s book. It is important to note that Burke already considered this term

problematic, as he was giving it a newmeaning.42When Lessing sent his exem-

plar of the Enquiry toMendelssohn, he also emphasised thedifficult translation

of this term.43 In the review,Mendelssohn translates the term “delight” as Froh-

sein. He calls attention to this detail by adding a footnote: “A German could be

above this innovation, since our language has a word that expresses this sensa-

tion.We say: I am glad [ich bin froh] that it is over, etc. By this, we also express

the pleasure that arises from the liberation from a displeasure.”44

Mendelssohn bases this translation on Christian Wolff and Alexander Got-

tlieb Baumgarten. In his Empirical Psychology, Wolff defines the term hilaritas

39 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 147; JubA 1:401.

40 See Lessing’s letter to Mendelssohn from 21 January 1758 ( JubA 11:174–175).

41 Burke, Enquiry, 136.

42 Burke, Enquiry, 88–89.

43 Lessing’s letter to Mendelssohn from 2 April 1758 ( JubA 11:185).

44 JubA 4:218.
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as a joy that emerges fromapast, non-present evil: “Gaudiumortumex eo, quod

malum sit praeteritum, vel metus mali evanuerit, dicitur Hilaritas.”45 In the

Metaphysics, Baumgarten gives a somewhat similar definition: “Gaudium ex

malonon amplius imminente estHilaritas.”46Wolff translatedhilaritas as Fröh-

lichkeit. Against this translation, Mendelssohn, following Baumgarten’s Meta-

physics, proposes the term Frohsein, suggesting that this term better describes

the distance from evil [malum].

Regardless of Mendelssohn’s relationship to Wolff and Baumgarten, two

things are clear from this translation. First, Mendelssohn interprets the Bur-

kean concept of delight as an aesthetic response to the experience of evil. This

is clear from the quoted passages from Wolff and Baumgarten. Second, this

response is defined through a distance from the reality of evil, thus embodying

a theodical kind of reasoning. Evil ceases to be an evil as soon as it is regarded

from a distance; and through this distance, it can become a source of pleasure.

“Being glad because an evil is over” is the classical Germanmeaning of the term

“delight.” It might be helpful to once again quote Mendelssohn on the Lisbon

earthquake:

We disapprove of the evil that has occurred […]. Once, however, the evil

has occurred, […] then we are powerfully attracted to the representa-

tion of it and long to acquire that representation. Lisbon’s demise in the

earthquake attracted countless people to take in the sight of this terrible

devastation with their own eyes.47

In short, Mendelssohn’s aesthetic distance from the reality of evil acts as a

mediation of pleasure, thus giving some response to the epochal question of

why we can find pleasure in imperfection. In the next section, I will turn to

Kant’s Analytic of the Sublime. In this “mere appendix” to the Critique of Judg-

ment, Kant uses the concept of Frohsein in the same sense as Mendelssohn—

namely, as a mediation and condition of feeling pleasure in the experience of

negative aesthetic objects, which suggests that the Kantian theory of the sub-

lime also acts as an aesthetic response to the existence of evil; that is, as an

aesthetic theodicy.

45 Christian Wolff, Gesammelte Werke. ii Abteilung, Band 5. Psychologia empirica, ed. Jean

École (Hildesheim: Olms, 1968), 648, §855, (my emphasis).

46 Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, Metaphysics: A Critical Translation with Kant’s Elucida-

tions, Selected Notes, and Related Materials, ed. and trans. Courtney D. Fugate and John

Hymers (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 246, §682, (my emphasis).

47 Mendelssohn, Philosophical Writings, 131–132; JubA 1:387.
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6 Kant’s Reading of the Concept of Frohsein

The existing scholarship on Kant’s engagement with Mendelssohn’s theory of

the sublime is relatively sparse. In reconstructions of the Kantian sublime,

Burke’s Enquiry stands out,48 while Mendelssohn is barely mentioned. The

pause of the editing of Mendelssohn’s works between 1938 and 1971 might be

one reason for this gap. The importance of Mendelssohn for Kant’s Analytic of

the Sublimehas recently been highlighted by Paul Guyer49 andRobert Clewis.50

However, while Guyer and Clewis discuss the major problems of this recep-

tion, they overlook Kant’s reading of the technical term Frohsein. Given the

importance of this translation for this article, I will focus on Kant’s reading of

it.

In the last section, I concluded that the term Frohsein expresses an aesthetic

distance from the existence of evil, which allows the spectator to feel pleasure.

In the Analytic of the Sublime in the Critique of Judgment, Kant employs this

concept in the same sense:

Someone who is afraid can no more judge about the sublime in nature

than someone who is in the grip of inclination and appetite can judge

about the beautiful. The former flees from the sight of an object that

instils alarm in him, and it is impossible to find satisfaction in a terror

that is seriously intended. Hence the agreeableness in the cessation of

something troublesome is delight [Frohsein]. But this delight on account

of liberation from a danger is accompanied with the proviso that one

never again be exposed to that danger.51

48 See, for instance, Robert Doran, The Theory of the Sublime from Longinus to Kant (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

49 PaulGuyer, AHistory of ModernAesthetics (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 2014),

1:361–362; Guyer, Reason and Experience in Kant and Mendelssohn (Oxford: Oxford Uni-

versity Press, 2020).

50 Robert R. Clewis, “The Majesty of Cognition: The Sublime in Baumgarten, Mendelssohn,

andKant,” in Baumgarten’s Aesthetics: Historical and Philosophical Perspectives, ed. J. Colin

McQuillan (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 241–272; see also Clewis, The Ori-

gins of Kant’s Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023). It is worth noting

that Clewis has also addressed the relationship between evil and ugliness in Kant’s aes-

thetics and philosophy (The Origins of Kant’s Aesthetics, 190, 192, 199–201), yet the connec-

tion of the problem of evil with the sublime receivesminimal attention (174–175, note 82).

51 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 144; ku, aa 5:261. The English version of this

passage translates Frohsein as “joyfulness.” However, since Mendelssohn used Frohsein to

translate “delight,” I have decided to modify the English translation.
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It is important to point out that Christian Garve translated the term “delight”

as Beruhigung.52 Since Kant uses the term Frohsein and not Beruhigung, it may

seem that in this passage of the Analytic of the Sublime, he is basing his reflec-

tions onMendelssohn. In fact, Baumgarten had already translated the concept

of hilaritas as Frohsein in the Psychology of his Metaphysics, but he did not

use it in the context of mixed sentiments. Since Kant uses this term in the

Analytic of the Sublime, it is more likely that he has in mind Mendelssohn’s

translationof Burke’s concept of delight rather thanBaumgarten’sMetaphysics.

It is highly probable that Kant was familiar with 1758 Mendelssohn’s review of

Burke’s Enquiry. As has been recently argued, many of the examples that Kant

uses to define the sublime in his 1764Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful

and Sublime seem to come fromMendelssohn’s review of Burke’s Enquiry.53 In

any case, Mendelssohn later reuses the concept of Frohsein in the 1771 edition

of Rhapsody, a text that Kant undoubtedly knew.54 Therefore, it is reasonable

to think that Kant’s aesthetic use of Frohsein in the Analytic of the Sublime is

based on Mendelssohn’s philosophical writings.

Kantmakes the above-quoted reflection in §28 of the thirdCritique, which is

titled “OnNature as Power.” This section pertains to the second part of the Ana-

lytic of the Sublime (“On theDynamically Sublime in Nature”). As Kant explains

in the introduction of the Analytic, this second part is devoted to investigating

in what sense the pleasure of the sublime is based on freedom. I will now argue

that this “revelation of freedom,”55 which acts as the ground of the feeling of

pleasure in the sublime, is mediated by an aesthetic distance from the object.

At the beginning of §28, Kantmakes a nominal distinction between the con-

cepts of “power” [Macht] and “dominion” or “violence” [Gewalt].56 For Kant,

power is the “capacity that is superior to great obstacles.” A powerful object

of nature, in turn, can have “dominion” “if it is also superior to the resistance

of something that itself possesses power.” Therefore, natural objects that have

power but no dominion over the subject are sublime. The key aspect in this

nominal definition is distance from the object, for it is the ground for the can-

cellation of dominion. Kant argues for the cancellation of dominion through

his considerations on the concept of “fear” [Furcht]. It is important to point out

52 Edmund Burke, Philosophische Untersuchungen über den Ursprung unserer Begriffe vom

Erhabenen und Schönen, trans. Christian Garve (Riga, 1773), 45.

53 Lore Knapp, Empirismus und Ästhetik. Zur deutschsprachigen Rezeption von Hume, Hut-

cheson, Home und Burke im 18. Jahrhundert (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2022), 341.

54 See the letter to Kant fromMarcus Herz dated 7 June 1771 (Br, aa 10:121–124).

55 Robert R. Clewis, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2009).

56 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 143; ku, aa 5:260.
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that Kant, following theWolffian tradition, uses the concept of evil to describe

fearful objects or nature: “That which we strive to resist is an evil [Übel], and,

if we find our capacity to be no match for it, an object of fear.”57 Accordingly,

the object “must be represented as arousing fear”—that is, as an evil—to be

judged as sublime. However, the object must not actually be fearful to be sub-

lime. Some distance is needed: “We can, however, consider an object as fearful

without being afraid of it, if, namely, we judge it in such a way that we merely

think of the case in which we might wish to resist it and think that in that case

all resistance would be completely futile.”58

If actual resistance to the fearful objectwouldbe “completely futile,” then the

sublimemust be an object of nature that can kill the spectator. If the aesthetic

distance did not exist, then the sublime would not be a source of pleasure, but

a source of death and devastation; that is, a source of evil. Aesthetic distance

from the natural object is as necessary for Kant as it is for Mendelssohn. As

already quoted at the outset of this article, the aesthetic sight of these fearful

natures “becomes all themore attractive themore fearful it is, as long aswe find

ourselves in safety, and we gladly call these objects sublime because they elev-

ate the strength of our soul above its usual level.”59 In other words, evil ceases

to be an actual evil when regarded from a certain distance, and this distance

mediates the pleasure derived from it.

Although physical distance from the object is an existential condition for

feeling the sublime (otherwise, the spectator would be dead or perjured), the

pleasure that characterises this feeling is grounded in the spectator’s moral

dimension; namely, in its power to act according to freedom. In §29 of the Ana-

lytic of the Sublime, Kant argues that the feeling of the sublime “has its found-

ation in human nature, and indeed in that which can be required of everyone

and demanded of him along with healthy understanding, namely in the pre-

disposition to the feeling for (practical) ideas, i.e., to that which is moral.”60 For

this reason, the sublime is not merely an object of nature, but freedom itself:

“Sublimity is not contained in anything in nature, but only in our mind.”61 In

this article, I will not go into the details of how the aesthetic power of judge-

ment is able to produce the mixed sentiment of the sublime; for our purposes

here, this is an external issue. Here, the central goal was only to argue that the

sublime can be seen as an aesthetic response to the problem of evil, which,

57 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 144; ku, aa 5:260.

58 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 144; ku, aa 5:260, (emphasis in original).

59 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 144; ku, aa 5:261.

60 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 148; ku, aa 5:265.

61 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 147; ku, aa 5:264.
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I hope, has been successfully reasoned. Whether the mediation produced by

aesthetic distance is enough to judge the consistency of Kant’s Analytic of the

Sublime, or, to put it another way, whether a theory of the sublime is possible,62

will not be discussed in this article. We can therefore go straight to the conclu-

sion.

7 Conclusion: Two Sceptical Arguments on the Environmental

Sublime

In this article, the concept of distance has been the keystone of the analogy

between the aesthetics of the sublime and the problem of evil. According to

this analogy, I have contended that Mendelssohn’s and Kant’s theories of the

sublime transform the experience of evil into an aesthetic experience through

the concept of distance. As I have argued, these theories use aesthetic distance

to mitigate the ontological significance of evil in a manner akin to theodicy. In

this regard, the classical German theory of the sublime can be regarded as an

aesthetic theodicy in that it transforms the experience of evil into an aesthetic

experience of pleasure.

To conclude this article, I will briefly examine how my historical analysis

of Kant’s and Mendelssohn’s theories of the sublime might contribute to con-

temporary definitions of the sublime. Recently, the category of the sublime has

been introduced into the field of environmental aesthetics.63 Emily Brady, per-

haps the scholar who hasmost emphasised this aspect, has taken the sublime’s

moral quality as a central aspect to be considered within this new aesthetic

field. According to her, themodern concept of sublime “engenders a distinctive

type of aesthetic-moral relationship, and one that can contribute to our moral

attitudes toward natural environments.”64 Based on the results of the present

article, I would like to present two sceptical arguments against Brady’s environ-

mental reading of the sublime. First, I would like to express scepticism about

the argument that the sublime can improve human moral attitudes towards

62 Jane Forsey, “Is a Theory of the Sublime Possible?”, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criti-

cism 65 (2007): 381–389, doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540‑594X.2007.00271.x.

63 Emily Brady, “The Environmental Sublime,” in The Sublime: From Antiquity to the Present,

ed. Timothy M. Costelloe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 171–182; Brady,

The Sublime in Modern Philosophy: Aesthetics, Ethics, and Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2013); Sandra Shapshay, “Contemporary Environmental Aesthetics and

the Neglect of the Sublime,”British Journal of Aesthetics 53 (2013): 181–198, doi: https://doi​

.org/10.1093/aesthj/ays067.

64 Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy, 183.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-594X.2007.00271.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/aesthj/ays067
https://doi.org/10.1093/aesthj/ays067
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natural environments. Second, drawing on the historical relation between the

sublime and evil, I would like to rename Brady’s “environmental aesthetics of

the sublime” an “environmental aesthetics of evil.”

(1) In his review of Brady’s book on the sublime, Robert Clewis expresses

scepticism regarding the sublime’s potential to enhance moral attitudes to-

wards nature. In his view, Brady’s argument lacks “more concrete claims about

our actual duties toward nature, direct or indirect,” and he rhetorically asks:

“What ought admirers of nature do?”65 Nevertheless, Brady does hint at this

scepticism: the sublime can contribute to moral attitudes towards nature, but,

she recognises, “there is no necessary connection” between them.66 Although

both authors are aware that there is no necessary connection between the

moral dimension of the sublime and an improvement in our moral attitude

towards nature, they have overlooked the fact that Kant was also sceptical

about this connection. In the Analytic of the Sublime, Kant argues that “the

satisfaction [in the sublime] concerns only the vocation of our capacity as it

is revealed to us in such a case, just as the predisposition to it lies in our nature;

while the development and exercise of it is left to us and remains our respons-

ibility.”67

Kant seems to be aware that the “revelation of freedom” in the experience

of the sublime only demonstrates the subject’s moral vocation, but in no way

guarantees that the realisation of this vocation will be achieved. Therefore, no

matter how much the subject may take pleasure in sublime nature, it will not

necessarily make them morally better. With this, Kant delineates a substan-

tial distinction between aesthetics and ethics. Considering this distinction, it

is possible to conclude that his concept of the sublime offers little basis for

supporting themoral improvement that Brady seeks to develop in her environ-

mental theory of the sublime.

(2) In light of themain argument presented in this article—namely, that the

modern theory of the sublime can be understood as an aesthetic response to

the existence of evil—I would like to raise the following question: If, as I pro-

pose, the sublime can be conceptualised as the aesthetic experience of evil,

might we then reconceptualise Brady’s “environmental aesthetics of the sub-

lime” as an “environmental aesthetics of evil”? As noted above, Brady asserts

that the experience of the sublime, by showcasing both our natural vulnerab-

ility and moral significance, may lead to an improvement of moral attitudes

65 Robert R. Clewis, “What’s the Big Idea? On Emily Brady’s Sublime,” Journal of Aesthetic

Education 50, no. 2 (2016): 114, doi: https://doi.org/10.5406/jaesteduc.50.2.0104.

66 Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy, 200.

67 Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, 145; ku, aa 5:262.

https://doi.org/10.5406/jaesteduc.50.2.0104
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towards natural environments. However, what implications might arise from

her argument if the sublime is considered as an aesthetic response to the exist-

ence of evil? Can the sublime serve to reconcile humanity with nature?

Brady’s analysis indeed explores a range of examples and illustrations of

the sublime, including negative emotions such as displeasure, fear, and anxi-

ety, as well as depictions of natural disorders and vast, desolate landscapes.

However, the notion of evil is notably absent from her discussion.68 Consider-

ing the catastrophic consequences of the last pandemic and the evident effects

of climate change, I consider that introducing the concept of evil into envir-

onmental aesthetics is a contemporary imperative. If, as Brady suggests, the

sublime can influence our moral attitudes towards natural environments, it

follows that nature’s capacity to inspire awe, fear, and terror might enhance

our moral respect. If the sublime has such positive effects, do we need more

natural disasters? Brady’s argument deserves re-evaluation: Is it right to think

that we might improve our attitude towards natural environments through an

encounter with the reality of evil, as illustrated by disasters such as the 1755

Lisbon earthquake?

Inmy view, this questionwarrants serious consideration. Indeed, itwould be

immoral to wish for the destruction of nature. Nonetheless, as Hölderlin’s fam-

ous dictum states, “Wo aber Gefahr ist, wächst / Das Rettende auch.” In light

of these verses, Brady’s views on the sublime take on a different dimension. It

appears that if the sublime is to be integrated into environmental aesthetics, it

must be acknowledged in its full complexity. This entails not only considering

the moral dimension of the sublime, but also addressing the inherent negativ-

ity associated with it, including elements such as terror, destruction, and evil.

The sublime must be understood in its ambivalence.69 In this article, however,

I have not attempted to resolve the ambivalence of the sublime, as that extends

beyond the focus that has directed it. Instead, I haveprimarily exploredhow the

experience of evil influenced the articulation of the sublime in the aesthetic

68 In Brady’s analysis, the reality of evil tends to be reduced to the dimension of ugliness. See

Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy, 176.

69 It is important to note that this ambiguity appears to align the concept of the sublime

with the notion of the Anthropocene. See Rob Nixon, “The Anthropocene: The Prom-

ise and Pitfalls of an Epochal Idea,” in Future Remains: A Cabinet of Curiosities for the

Anthropocene, ed. Gregg Mitman, Marco Armiero, and Robert S. Emmet (Chicago: Uni-

versity of Chicago Press, 2018), 1–20. For the role of the sublime in the Anthropocene,

see Byron Williston, “The Sublime Anthropocene,” Environmental Philosophy 13 (2016):

155–174, doi: https://doi.org/10.5840/envirophil201610338, and Thomas Khurana, “Altera

Natura. Das Anthropozän als ästhetisches Problem,”Dritte Natur. Technik, Kapital, Umwelt

6 (2023): 171–184.

https://doi.org/10.5840/envirophil201610338
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theories of Mendelssohn and Kant. Additionally, I have argued that both philo-

sophers employed the concept of distance as a mediating factor to account for

the pleasure derived from negative aesthetic objects. Through the analysis of

the interplay between the sublime and the experience of evil, it has become

evident that their theories can be summarised as a form of aesthetic theodicy;

that is, a theory that downplays the ontological status of evil by reconfiguring

it as a source of pleasure.
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Abstract

Doubts about faith can be a potential threat to any institutionalised form of religion.

To counter this threat, religious authorities often develop strategies that adopt their

opponents’ positions and incorporate them into their master narrative as distinctly

negative examples. This traditionalist approach can manifest itself at a more abstract

level by equating the concept of doubt with a personification of evil. In other cases, it

can be more concrete, taking the form of a doubting fellow believer, sometimes por-

trayed as a sinner whose sinful behaviour needs to be overcome. This study examines

how the figure of the sceptic was used in early modern kabbalistic hagiography. It

focuses on anarrative inwhich Isaac LuriaAshkenazi (1534–1572)—the famous kabbal-

ist and eponymof one of themost influential kabbalisticmovements in Judaism—acts

as a “physician of the soul” and cures a sinner of his doubts about the existence of God

and divine agency in the world. In analysing two specific variants of this story, particu-

lar attention is paid to the literarymotifs drawn from biblical, rabbinic, and kabbalistic

sources and theway inwhich thesemotifswere chosen to create a powerful narrative of

the transformation of the rather nihilistic anti-hero into a repentant believer. Against

this background, it is argued that the motif of conversion is not only used to convey a

moral message, but also serves to establish the authority of a newly emerging religious

leadership.

Keywords

Doubt – hagiography – Kabbalah – Isaac Luria Ashkenazi – Amalek – early modern

Judaism

1 Satanic Doubts, or Evil as the Root of Scepticism

In an episodeof the acclaimedNetflix series Shtisel, thenewly engagedAkiva—

a young Hasidic free spirit with artistic aspirations—confides to his somewhat

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:patrick.benjamin.koch@uni-hamburg.de
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old-fashioned father Shulem that he has doubts about whether married life

is the right path for him.1 Shulem tries to reassure his son, maintaining that

second thoughts are nothing out of the ordinary during the liminal phase

between engagement and wedding. He tries to comfort Akiva, with little suc-

cess, by telling him: “But you knowwhat they say: ‘Doubt’ in gematria is ‘Satan,’

or something like this.”2 As the qualifier to his statement shows, Shulemhimself

seems to be not entirely sure that he is reproducing this truism correctly. And

indeed, the numerical values of the Hebrew terms for “doubt” and “Satan” do

not match.3 Yet the association of what may be called a cultural form of scep-

ticism with evil most likely refers to a common tradition among members of

the Hasidicmovement. Its origins are attributed to the dazzling founder of one

Hasidic court in particular: Naḥman of Bratslav (1772–1810).4 In a contempor-

ary compilation of his letters, responsa, discourses, and aphorisms, one can find

the statement that “it is prohibited to doubt anything, because ‘doubt’ [safeq]

in gematria [equals] ‘Amalek,’ and he [or it]5 weakens the mind6 and cools the

heart. And our rabbi once said to someone, ‘Whatever you do is good as long as

you do not do anything bad.’ ”7

1 This research was conducted in the framework of a senior fellowship at the Maimonides

Centre for Advanced Studies—Jewish Scepticism, which is funded by the German Research

Foundation (dfg). I am grateful to Prof. Giuseppe Veltri and the entire mcas team for this

unique opportunity and for providing ideal working conditions, as well as to my co-fellows

for creating a stimulating intellectual environment in which to reflect on questions of faith

and doubt. I would also like to expressmy appreciation for the anonymous reviewers for their

helpful suggestions.

2 Netflix, Shtisel, season 1, episode 5, 31.14: .ןטשהירטמגבקפס]…[?םירמואהמעדויהתאלבא
הזכוהשמוא .

3 “Satan” ( ןטש ) amounts to 359, whereas “doubt” ( קפס ) amounts to 240.

4 The study of Hasidism in general, and the study of Bratslav Hasidism in particular, has exper-

ienced an enormous increase in popularity over the last few years. It will suffice to mention

hereArthurGreen’s superb and still unmatched intellectual-spiritual biographyof Naḥmanof

Bratslav entitled Tormented Master: The Life and Spiritual Quest of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav

(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1979). Formore recent studies, see ZviMark,Mysti-

cismandMadness: The ReligiousThought of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav (London: Continuum;

Jerusalem: ShalomHartman Institute, 2009), as well asMark,The Scroll of Secrets: The Hidden

Messianic Vision of R. Nachman of Breslav, trans. Naftali Moses (Boston, MA: Academic Stud-

ies Press, 2010). For a comprehensive overview of the current state of research on Hasidism,

seeDavid Biale et al., eds.,Hasidism: ANewHistory (Princeton, NJ: PrincetonUniversity Press,

2018).

5 The personal pronoun אוה can refer to either “doubt” or “Amalek.” In the present case, the

alternative readings do not change the meaning of the sentence, since Amalek is presented

as the embodiment of doubt.

6 The use of the term daʿatmay also be read here as a terminus technicus for the Sefirah of Daʿat,

which constitutes an intermediate attribute located in the centre-line just below Ḥokhmah

and Binah and above Ḥesed and Din (or Gevurah).

7 Eliezer Shlomo Schick, ed., Sefer Ašer ba-Naḥal, part 11 (Jerusalem, 1995), 174: תויהלרוסאו
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This statement is by nomeans an exception.8 Quite the contrary: in the fam-

ous collection of Naḥman’s teachings entitled Liqquṭei Mohara“n, the notion

of teshuvah—namely, a conscious act of turning away from sins committed in

the past and attempting to make amends through repentance in the future—

is described as a “war against Amalek.”9 What is more, the idea of having

faith or trust in God [emunah] is presented as the appropriate antidote that

“weakens Amalek—that is, [secular] knowledge and [scientific] inquiry.”10 In

this regard, it is also pointed out that “truly, it is highly prohibited to be a

scholar, God forbid, and to study books of [non-Jewish] wisdoms, God for-

bid.”11

These few striking examples are an apt illustration of some of the element-

ary coping mechanisms of groups that advocate a traditionalist agenda. They

shed light on the strategies aimed at protecting and preserving what they con-

sider an integral part of their heritage. At the same time, they express how they

relate to developments that are not in line with their notion of tradition. Due

to their capacity to respond to “novel situations which take the form of refer-

וניברו.בלהתאררקמותעדהתאשיחלמאוהו׳קלמע׳הירטמגב׳קפס׳יכ,רבדםושבקפוסמ
הזםישועשךיא(סטכעלשןייקטשינטיטןעמאיבאטיגזיאטוטןעמיוו:דחאלםעפרמאל׳׳ז

ערםישועאלשרקיעה,בוט ). The term קפס amounts to 240 (60+80+100) and thus equals

the numerical value of קלמע (i.e., 70+40+30+100).

8 For further Hasidic examples that associate “doubt” with “Amalek,” see Jonathan Garb,

Does God Doubt? R. Gershon Henoch Leiner’s Thought in Its Contexts (Leiden: Brill, 2024),

115–116, 127, 196–198, 200, and 212.

9 See Naḥman of Bratslav, Liqquṭei Mohara“n (Jerusalem, 1936), part 2, §79, fol. 37a–b:

הבושתהזקלמעתמחלמ . Cf., however, Jonathan Garb, “Doubt and Certainty in EarlyMod-

ern Kabbalah,” in Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies 2017, ed. Bill

Rebiger (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2017), 239–246, esp. 240.

10 Naḥman of Bratslav, LiqquṭeiMohara“n, § 19, fol. 22a: קלמעתאשילחההנומא]ידילע[י״עיכ
ל״נהתוריקחהותומכחהונייהד . From the wider context, it is clear that Naḥman of Bratslav

is particularly referring to philosophy here, as he describes Amalek in the very same para-

graph as a “philosopher, scholar, and infidel” ( רפכורקחמוףוסוליפהיהקלמע ). In this

context, it also seems noteworthy that with reference to Exod 17:12, the Zohar interprets

Moses’s “steadfast” hand that fights the Amalekites hyper-literally as “faith” [emunah] (see

Zohar 2:66a).

11 Naḥman of Bratslav, Liqquṭei Mohara“n, § 19, fol. 22a: תויהלדאמלודגרוסיאאוהתמאבו
ו״חתומכחהירפסדומללוו״חרקחמ . It is possible that this attitude echoes the rab-

binic position of Rabbi Akiva; namely, that “one who reads ‘uncanonical’ works (sefarim

ḥiṣoniyyim)—identified in the Talmudic discussion (bt Sanhedrin 100b) as works written

by minim or schismatics—[…] is also liable to forfeit his share in the World to Come,”

as Jeffrey H. Chajes discussed in the context of the eternal punishment of those who are

not considered “Israel” (see Chajes, BetweenWorlds: Dybbuks, Exorcists, and Early Modern

Judaism [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003], 127).
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ence to old situations,”12 traditions are themselves subject to a dynamic process

of change. In this sense, they are both innovative and reactive, as they must

be constantly adapted to those challenges dictated by entities that lie outside

the boundaries of what is deemed controllable. The previously quoted state-

ment that it is forbidden to harbour any form of doubt is a particularly blatant

example that reveals how traditionalist groupsmake use of tactical arguments:

it negates one of the central aspects of Jewish intellectual history in favour of

encapsulating ideas and teachings that are perceived as a threat. Put differently,

it rejects an attitude that encourages one to pose questions and to challenge

general assumptions. In that sense, the traditionalist approach constitutes the

very antithesis of what has recently been termed “subversive scepticism” or

“sceptical strategies,” the latter being understood as “a set of literary or rhetor-

icalmeans intended to inducedoubts, questions, and intellectual uneasiness.”13

On a literary level, this type of deterrence and demonisation is achieved by

the identification of doubt with the biblical people of Amalek, who fought the

Israelites during their wanderings in the wilderness.14 In doing so, the authors

draw from the classical imagery of Amalekites as the personification of evil,

whichdeveloped into aparticularly rich trope inkabbalisticwritings.15 Further-

more, the association between doubt and scientific inquiry not only gives these

statements a salient modern tone, but also communicates an unambiguous

message to their readers: the study of non-Jewish literature is supposedly dan-

gerous as it is a breeding ground for a sceptical attitude that may de-authorise

12 Here, I am following the observations of Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Tradi-

tions,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 2013), 2. See also ibid., 1, where Hobsbawm defines “invented

tradition” as “a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tactically accepted rules

and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of

behaviours by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.”

13 See Bill Rebiger, “Sceptical Strategies in Simone Luzzatto’s Presentation of the Kabbalists,”

in Rebiger, Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre of Advanced Studies 2017, 53. Theoretically,

it would have been conceivable for the authors of kabbalistic works to apply sceptical

strategies such as relativisation or objectification. They did not, however, even bother

to discuss the validity of their opponent’s attitude. Their strategy is therefore charac-

terised by intentional ignorance rather than by a serious engagement with their oppon-

ents.

14 See Exod 17:8–16.

15 Thus, it can be found already in the earliest Provençal writings of Isaac the Blind (ca. 1160–

1235). See, e.g., Haviva Pedaya, Name and Sanctuary in the Teaching of R. Isaac the Blind: A

Comparative Study in theWritings of the Earliest Kabbalists [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Magnes

Press, 2001), 103–147, esp. 105–106 and 108. See also Elliot R. Wolfson, Venturing Beyond:

Law and Morality in Kabbalistic Mysticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 104–

105 and 143–144n59.



248 koch

the teachings of the Torah.16 Not only this, but doubt is also considered harm-

ful as it triggers a rigidity on an emotional-psychological level.17 Read against

the background of kabbalistic sources—and particularly those that conceive

the Jewish people as one organism, which may have inspired the authors of

these passages—doubt is ultimately equated with the eternal arch-enemy of

“the members of Israel”;18 that is, the nation of Amalek, which is believed to

reappear in different embodiments in each generation and which is regarded

as the force that prevents the unity of Israel and consequently its redemption.19

The use of imaginary stereotypes need not be as drastic as in these cases. It

can also manifest itself in a more identifiable, and thus arguably more relat-

16 In light of the previously quoted passages, here I am following Jeremy Dauber, who sug-

gests defining scepticism most broadly as “lack of belief” (see Dauber, In the Demon’s

Bedroom: Yiddish Literature and the Early Modern [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

2010], 11).

17 This idea can be found not only in Hasidic writings, but also in those of other modern

traditionalist groups. Consider, for example, AvrahamYoffen (1887–1970), a prominent fol-

lower of Israel Salanter’s Mussar movement and the founder of the Novardok Bais Yosef

yeshivah in Borough Park, who writes while elaborating on the natural and spiritual type

of the evil inclination that “Satan, who is known by the name ‘stone’ [even], […] hardens

a person’s heart and nape, his nature being like that of a stone” (Yoffen, Ha-Musar we-

ha-Daʿat [Jerusalem, 1973], vol. 2: Elul–Yom ha-Kippurim, 56: ‘ןבא’םשבהנוכירשאןטשה
ןבאכעבטבתויהלםדאהלשופרועוובלהשקמ]…[ ). On doubt being affective, see, however,

Avraham Rot, “Spinoza’s Affective Scepticism,” in Yearbook of the Maimonides Centre for

Advanced Studies 2019, ed. Yoav Meyrav (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2020), 145–172, esp. 147, 153,

165, and 166.

18 For the notion of Israel as one body, see, e.g., IsaiahHorowitz, Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit, volume 2

(Torah ŝe-bi–Khtav, Zoʾan Yosef ) (Jerusalem, 1963), fol. 25b: “Know that each [member of

the people of] Israel is called one soul [nefeš aḥat], and altogether they are called adam,

as it is written ‘[For] you, [My flock, flock that I tend,] are adam’ (Ezek 34:31), and thus it

is written ‘All the persons [kol ha-nefeš] belonging to Jacob [i.e., Israel],’ etc. (Gen 46:26),

are called one soul. And just as the 248 limbs of the body make one adam, thus also each

[member] of Israel constitutes one limb, and in the Zohar, they are called ‘member of the

body’ ” [see, e.g., Zohar 1:245a] [ םיארקנללכבםלוכותחאשפנםיארקנםהלארשילכיכעד
ירבאח׳׳מרשומכו.תחאשפנםארק׳וגובקעילהאבהשפנהלכביתכןכוםתאםדאש׳׳מכםדא

אפוגדאפיישרהוזבםיארקנודחארבאםהמדחאלכלארשיןכדחאםדאםהףוגה ]. On the

conception of an ontological difference between a non-Jewish organism and that of the

nations, seeWolfson, Venturing Beyond, 120–121.

19 These interpretations are conventionally based on Exod 17:16 (“The lord will be at

war with Amalek throughout the ages”). The author of Tiqqunei ha-Zohar, for example,

presents the destruction of Amalek as conditio sine qua non for redemption. See Zohar

1:25a–b (Tiqqunei ha-Zohar) and cf. Isaiah Tishby, The Wisdom of the Zohar: An Antho-

logy of Texts, trans. David Goldstein (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1989),

3:1473. For more contemporary examples that equate the Nazis or Saddam Hussein with

the forces of Amalek, seeWolfson, Venturing Beyond, 25–26n41.
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able, way—for example, in the form of a conventional mortal who questions

the probability of divine omnipotence or the consequentialist notion of divine

punishment; or as a fictional character who violates religious commandments

out of conviction. The appropriation of the figure of the sceptic and its integ-

ration into the master narrative as a decidedly negative example can thus be

seen as a means of underpinning existing power structures and reinforcing a

hegemonic claim to religious authority.

One such attenuated but still dramatic example can be found in the collec-

tions of hagiographical stories that tell us about the life and spiritual environ-

ment of Isaac Luria Ashkenazi (1534–1572). In one of these narratives, which

was probably first recorded towards the end of the sixteenth century and circu-

lated in various versions throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,

Luria is portrayed as a “physician of the soul” who cures a sinner of his doubts

about the existence of God and divine agency in the world.20 This study will

examine how these fantastic accounts carefully construct the literary figure of

the sceptic. In the analysis of two variants of the narrative, particular attention

will be paid to the literarymotifs drawn from biblical, rabbinic, and kabbalistic

sources and the way in which these motifs were used to create the sceptical

sinner who ultimately becomes a repentant believer. Against this background,

it will be argued that the motif of conversion from antihero to saint not only

serves the purpose of conveying a moral message; rather, and based on what

the scholar of Yiddish literature Jeremy Dauber characterises as the first and

second levels of “textual scepticism,” it will illustrate how stories of this kind

seek to establish and consolidate the authority of an emerging religious lead-

ership.21 Ultimately, and building on the opening discussion, it is this last point

that will show to what extent early modern kabbalistic hagiography not only

served as a model for creating legendary accounts around the movement’s

founding figures, but can also be understood as a template for validating the

model of Hasidic ṣaddiq or rebbe as a mediator between God and the com-

munity.

2 The Sinner from Constantinople

In his chronicle Divrei Yosef, completed in 1672, the seventeenth-century Egyp-

tian historian Josef ben Isaac Sambari (ca. 1640–1703) reproduced a collection

20 For a superb study of Luria, see Lawrence Fine, Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos:

Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003).

21 Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom.
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of fantastic stories known todayas the “History” or “Biography” of Luria [Toledot

ha-Ar“i].22 Among these legendary accounts, which stylise Luria as a miracle-

worker with paranormal abilities, there is one that particularly stands out. It

tells the story of a sinful man from Constantinople who travels to Safed to find

Luria and see for himself if he really does have the supernatural abilities he is

said to possess.23 On his arrival in Safed, the sinner confronts Luria with his

doubts, and Luria accepts the challenge, revealing every detail of the sinner’s

past life through retrocognition.24 Despite this rather lurid and merciless dis-

closure, Luria is portrayed as a responsible and discrete leader, as he reveals

these secrets not publicly, in front of his fellowship, but behind closed doors.25

This trait is further amplified by the excessive use of the anonymising phrases

“such-and-such” and “so-and-so” used with reference to the exact nature of

the sinner’s misdeeds, the persons involved, or the places where he commit-

ted his sinful acts. Apparently moved by the revelation of his deepest secrets,

the sceptic falls to his knees and begs Luria’s forgiveness. To make amends

for his wrongdoings, he expresses his willingness to accept any punishment,

even death by execution. Luria, however, only prescribes “many penitentials

(tiqqunim), including fasting, ritual immersion, and the wearing of sackcloth”

and requires him “to study ten folios of Sefer ha-Zohar every day.”26

22 Sambari’sDivrei Yosef was published in Sambari, Sefer DivreYosef byYosef Yiṣḥaq Sambari:

Eleven Hundred Years of Jewish History under Muslim Rule [Hebrew], ed. Shimon Shto-

ber (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1994). For a comprehensive discussion of the various

manuscript sources and prints of Toledot ha-Ar“i, see Meir Benayahu, The Toledoth ha-Ari

and Luria’s “Manner of Life” (Hanhagot) [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1967).

23 For the entire story, please see appendix 7.1. I intend to publish a comprehensive discus-

sion that will examine the story’s many variants elsewhere, including those (presumably

earlier versions) in which the thirteenth-century Castilian kabbalist and alleged author of

the Zohar Moses de León (ca. 1240–1305) acts as the main protagonist instead of Luria.

24 On retrocognition as reading the “face” of theother, seeElliot R.Wolfson, “Weeping,Death,

and Spiritual Ascent in Sixteenth-Century JewishMysticism,” in Death, Ecstasy, and Other

Worldly Journeys, ed. John J. Collins and Elliot R. Wolfson (Albany, NY: suny Press, 1995),

228–229, where he discusses the talmudic and Zoharic notions of the sins marked on

the face of the sinner. On Luria’s healing in general, see chapter 5 of Fine, Physician of

the Soul, 150–186, and see 96 and 160 for a reference to metoposcopy in de Vidas’s Rešit

Ḥokhmah. Formetoposcopy, see also Lawrence Fine, “The Art of Metoposcopy: A Study in

Isaac Luria’s Charismatic Knowledge,” ajs Review 11 (1986): 79–101 (reprinted in Fine, ed.,

Essential Papers on Kabbalah [New York: New York University Press, 1995], 315–338).

25 This considerate conduct also points to the fact that Luria fulfils the prohibition of slander

(lashon ha-ra). See, e.g., b. Soṭah 42a.

26 An English translation of the full story can be found in the appendix. On the ritual reading

of the Zohar, see Roni Weinstein, Juvenile Sexuality, Kabbalah, and Catholic Reformation

in Italy: Tiferet Bahurim by Pinhas Barukh Ben Pelatiyah Monselice (Leiden: Brill, 2009),
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The first half of the story alternates between the man’s journey to Safed and

Luria, who, by means of telesthesia or “remote viewing,” informs his fellowship

of the sinner’s whereabouts, his outward appearance, and his time of arrival.

Thus, already before the first personal encounter between hero and antihero,

the narrative attempts to convey the veracity of Luria’s extra-sensorial abilities.

Furthermore, by embedding these supernatural elements into the thoroughly

realistic setting of a travelogue, it attempts to increase the story’s plausibility.

Both devices ultimately serve as a means of invalidating the readers’ poten-

tial distrust, which Dauber’s study of Yiddish literature and the early modern

describes as “universal” and “particular” types of textual scepticism. According

to him, the former constitutes doubts about “the general existence of a particu-

lar supernatural phenomenon”27 (such as disbelief in the existence of psychic

abilities per se). The latter, on the other hand, constitutes a sceptical attitude

“about a specific claimwithin a generalized structure of belief.”28 It is primarily

the latter category that our example seeks to counteract. It aims at demonstrat-

ing the truthfulness of the claim “that the spirit of the Lord speaks through”29

Luria, which is achieved by utilising the figure of the sceptic, who provides a

projection surface for a potentially sceptical readership. To be sure, this read-

ing by no means suggests that one is or should be able to decide “what is real

and what is fictional within a text (or a life),” as the scholar of religion Jeffrey

J. Kripal has emphasised in his study on the paranormal.30 Quite the contrary: I

would argue that strategies that are intended to counteract textual scepticism

are essentially serving the purpose of neutralising the readership’s potential

uncertainties and doubts and that they present the fantastical as an integral

part of “a reality that is controlled by laws unknown to us,” to use the words

of the literary critic Tzvetan Todorov.31 In this light, the transformation of the

story’s negative role model into a positive one can serve to guide the audience

in the course of their reading experience towards a recognition of Luria as a

divinely inspired healer. In other words, the sinner’s conversion experience has

the potential to reduce the reader’s putative reservations. It therefore repres-

ents a central factor in the consolidation of charismatic authority figures.

279, as well as Boaz Huss, The Zohar: Reception and Impact, trans. Yudith Nave (Oxford:

Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2016), 221.

27 Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom, 11.

28 Dauber, 11.

29 See below, appendix 7.1.

30 See Jeffrey J. Kripal, Authors of the Impossible: The Paranormal and the Sacred (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2010), 34.

31 TzvetanTodorov,The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Ithaca, NY: Cor-

nell University Press, 1975), 25 (quoted in Kripal, Authors of the Impossible, 34).
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3 There Is No Judgement and There Is No Judge

Fantastic stories, especially those written in the vernacular, were formerly

primarily considered to be literature for an audience belonging to a less edu-

cated stratum of society. This assessment has been rightly challenged in more

recent studies.32 In the case of kabbalistic hagiography in particular, it would

be misleading to assume that the stories were intended only for the main-

stream. This is evident from the context in which they are found in their early

transmission phase—namely, as parts of technically demanding metaphys-

ical works such as Naftali Bakharakh’s ʿEmeq ha-Melekh, published in Amster-

dam in 1648, or as part of Sefer ha-Kawwanot, which was edited by Solomon

ben Mordekhai Gabbai and published in Constantinople in 1720.33 Further-

more, texts such as the story of the sinner from Constantinople were written

in Hebrew, and it is not uncommon for them to contain a few—albeit highly

effective—references to biblical characters, rabbinic aphorisms, and kabbal-

istic concepts, the deeper meaning of which can only be grasped through an

intimate knowledge of the traditional sources. From this point of view, many

of the kabbalistic-hagiographical narratives manage to walk the fine line of

providing intellectually stimulatingmaterial for a heteronomous groupof read-

erswith very different levels of education and genre awareness. In our example,

this means that at first glance, the story of the sceptical sinner tells a dramatic

tale of doubt and conversion. On a meta-textual level, however, a very differ-

ent narrative emerges, one that playfully teaches kabbalistic themes such as

32 See, e.g., Lucia Raspe, “On Men and Women Reading Yiddish: Between Manuscript and

Print,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 26 (2019): 199–202; Dauber, In the Demon’s Bedroom, 1–45.

See also Eli Yassif, The Legend of Safed: Life and Fantasy in the City of Kabbalah (Detroit:

Wayne State University Press, 2019). For a general study of the fantastic, with a particular

focus on its subversive dimension, see Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Sub-

version (London: Methuen, 1981).

33 Furthermore, given the fact that some of these themes can be found (at least rudiment-

arily) in the writings of Ḥayyim Vital, I would argue that at an early stage of dissemina-

tion, one can certainly speak of an élite-to-élite transmission—one, however, that quickly

evolved into an élite-to-non-élite transmission, while at the same time persisting in elitist

circles. On some early hagiographical traces in Ḥayyim Vital, see, e.g., his Šaʿar Ruaḥ ha-

Qodeš (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2017), 56. More detailed and flowery accounts of these

themes can be found in the letters sent by the Moravian-born kabbalist Shlomo Shlomel

Meinstral of Dresnitz (ca. 1547–1632?) from Safed to Eastern Europe at the beginning of

the seventeenth century. Shlomel himself canbe considered as belonging to the secondary

élites. For a more detailed discussion of Shlomel’s letters, see Patrick B. Koch, “Of Sting-

ing Nettles and Stones: The Use of Hagiography in Early Modern Kabbalah and Pietism,”

Jewish Quarterly Review 109 (2019): 534–566.
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the transmigration of souls, the importance of rectification [tiqqun], and the

power of psychic techniques.

The most notable intertextual reference that illustrates the interplay of the

two levels of meaning occurs relatively early in the story. While the sinner

expresses his intention to embark on his “pilgrimage” to Safed in order to test

Luria, he proclaims:

I will go to Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established speedily in our own

days, to meet the Rav and see whether he will be able to tell me about the

transgressions that I have committed. [If so], I will do penance with his

support and accept anything he will decree upon me. If not, then I will

know that there is no judgement and no judge, but that the world follows

its own principles.34

The sinner’s sober, scientific approach is striking in this passage. His delib-

eration is presented as being unbiased and open-ended, and he intends to

make his decision on the basis of empirical evidence. However, what makes

the demonstration of evidence so radical is that the proof of God’s existence

is ultimately measured solely by Luria’s success in convincing the sinner of his

supernatural abilities. In other words, the sceptic’s acknowledgement of divine

agency is reduced to a single factor, which is yet another effective means of

establishing Luria’s status as an authority figure.

On an intertextual level, the story anticipates that if Luria were to fail, then

the sinner would deduce that “there is no judgement and no judge.” The fact

that this dictum is rendered in Aramaic is a clear indication that it comes from

another source. And indeed, there are a number of instances in rabbinic liter-

ature where this statement can be found. In some cases, it is accompanied by

its positive counterpart; namely, that “there is a judgement and a judge.”35 At

times, it is contextualised in declarations such as “in every place where there

is no judgement, there is judgement,” a seemingly contradictory idea that was

34 ms Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Alliance Israélite 130, fols. 105a–b, in Sambari, Sefer Divre Yosef,

340: ודילעהבושתבבושא,יתישעשתוריבעהילדיגיםאהאראוברהינפלב״בותתפצלךלא
גהונוגהנמכםלועאלאןיידתילוןידתילדעדאואלםאו,ילערוזגישהמלכילעלבקאו .

35 Such as in the name of Rabbi Akiva in Gen. Rab. 26:6 (Jehuda Theodor and Chanoch

Albeck, eds., Berešit Rabbah [Jerusalem: Šalem Books, 1996], 1:252). There, it is part of a

larger discussion of Gen 6:3 (“The Lord said, ‘My breath shall not abide [yadon] in man

forever, since he too is flesh; let the days allowed him be one hundred and twenty years’ ”).

The Midrash interprets the term yadon as “to judge,” i.e., with reference to the interpret-

ation that God would cause a flood or carry out his judgement in 120 years (see James

L. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible as It Was at the Start of the Common
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resolved by interpreting the first part as a reference to the lack of earthly judge-

ment that consequently requires a subsequent divine judgement, as suggested

by the second part of the phrase.36 In the context of the previously quoted

passage, however, it is most probable that these words were chosen with the

ulterior motive of hinting at the adaptation of the saying found in Targum

Yerušalmi. There, it reads: “There is neither judgement nor judge, nor another

world; norwill good rewardbe given to the righteous, nor vengeancebe takenof

the wicked.”37 More importantly, the Targum puts these words into the mouth

of the biblical figure of Cain, who speaks them to his brother Abel just before

murdering him. Luria’s foremost student, Ḥayyim Vital (1542–1620), was most

certainly familiar with this tradition, as he writes in his Liqquṭei Torah that

“Cain denied the laws, saying ‘there is no judgement, and there is no judge.’ ”38

Not only this, but the portrayal of Cain as the epitome of the lawbreaker also

served as the basis forVital’s political agenda,whichwas imposed onhimbyhis

teacher. Identifying the origin of his soul as stemming from Cain, Vital writes

in his Šaʿar ha-Gilgulim [The Gate of Reincarnations] with reference to the

Iberian Jews who were forcibly converted to Christianity:39

Mymaster [Luria] toldme that I am obligated to facilitate merit for those

transgressorsmore thanother people.This is because all the transgressors

in this generation […] are mostly, or perhaps totally, from the [soul] root

Era [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998], 212–213). It is noteworthy that both

Berešit Rabbah and Targum Yerušalmi are considered Palestinian traditions rather than

Babylonian ones.

36 See Midr. Deut. Rab. 5:5 (Shaul Lieberman, ed., Midraš Devarim Rabbah [Jerusalem: Bam-

berger andWahrmann, 1940], 97): ןידןיאשםוקמבו,ןידןיאןידשישםוקמברמוארזעילאיבר
אלםאו,הלעמלהשענןידהןיא,הטמלןידההשענםא,רזעילאיבררמאאלא,ןכוהמו,ןידשי

הלעמלהשענןידההטמלןידההשענ .

37 Targum Yerušalmi on Gen 4:8: איקידצלבטרגאןתימלתילוןרחאםלעתילוןיידתילוןידתיל
איעישרןמאערפמלתילו . Cf. also Midraš Leqaḥ Ṭov on Gen 4:8: םלועןיאוןיידןיאוןידןיא

רחא . Thedate of TargumYerušalmi is disputed.MenaḥemRecanati (1250–1310) repeatedly

refers to it in his Peruš al ha-Torah, which may have been a source for subsequent gener-

ations of kabbalists. For a general summary of the midrashic materials on Cain’s sin, see

Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, Volume 1: Bible Times and Characters from the

Creation to Jacob (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1909), 109–113.

38 Ḥayyim Vital, Liqquṭei Torah (Vilna, 1879), fols. 61a–b, and ibid. (Jerusalem, 1995), 145: ןיק
ןיידתילוןידתילרמאוןינידברפכש]…[ . This passage is also quoted in Menaḥem Azaria of

Fano, Sefer Maʾamarei ha-Ram“a le-Rab einu Menaḥem Azariah mi-Fano, Tašlum le-Sefer

AserahMaʾamarot (Jerusalem: Yismaḥ Lev, 2018), 3:263. See also ms Oxford, Bodleian Lib-

rary, Mich. 109, fol. 317b.

39 On Vital’s soul-connection to Cain, see Fine, Physician of the Soul, 333–350, esp. 340–341.

On the exalted status of Cain’s soul in Lurianic Kabbalah, see Shaul Magid, From Meta-

physics to Midrash: Myth, History, and the Interpretation of Scripture in Lurianic Kabbala

(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 53–73.
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of Cain. They mixed his good sparks with evil ones, resulting in a major-

ity of evil sparks. Therefore, I am obligated to rectify them because they

share the source of my Soul.40

Against this background, it is safe to assume that the intertextual reference

“there is no judgement and no judge” was used to identify the sinner of the

story with the prototypical anti-heroic figure of Cain. In the wider context of

Lurianic kabbalistic concepts, it also points to the cosmic project of correct-

ing those soul sparks that originate from a single source and are the cause of a

person’s (or rather a group of people’s) wrongful behaviour.

4 All Faces Are Equal

The sinner’s initially sceptical attitude is a recurring motif in other versions of

the story. Its radicalism lies in the fact that it challenges not only the Jewish

legal system as such, but also the entire construct of a consequentialist ethics

based on the doctrine of punishment and reward. A highly interesting expres-

sion of this nihilistic attitude can be found in Sefer Kawwanot we-Maʿaseh Nis-

sim, which was printed in Constantinople in 1720.41 In addition to a seemingly

abridged version of the story already contained in Divrei Yosef, it provides a

muchmore dramatic account that portrays the anti-hero as awealthy person.42

This detail is important since the sinner’s economic status would have made it

easier for him to concentrate onTorah study. Following this logic, his sinsweigh

more heavily on him and he consequently faces a more severe punishment for

his transgressions.43 There is also a significant difference in the way in which

40 Ḥayyim Vital, Šaʿar ha-Gilgul (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2017), 192: ינאיכל״זירומילרמאו
ןיקשרשמםהםלכלבורקואםבור]…[רודבשםיעשרהינבראשמרתויאיבייחלתוכזלבייוחמ
שרשהןמםהלכשיפלםדאיכםנקתלבייוחמינאןכלוערובורוערבתובוטהויתוצוצנוברעתנש

ילש ; English translation in Magid, FromMetaphysics to Midrash, 81. This section is part of

the supplements referred to as introductions 38 and 39 of Shmuʾel Vital’s version of Šaʿar

ha-Gilgulim (Jerusalem, 1995), 172.

41 SolomonbenMordekhai Gabbai, ed., Sefer Kawwanot ve-MaʿasehNissim (Constantinople,

1720). This work is a combination of Sefer ha-Kawwanot published by Moshe Trinki in

Venice in 1620 and thehagiographicalmaterials that the compiler refers to as Šivḥei ha-Ar“i

in the main body of the book (see fols. 2a–13a). Gershom Scholem suggests that Solomon

ben Mordekhai Gabbai may have been the grandson of Solomon ben David Gabbai, the

compiler of Meʾirat Einayim (see Scholem, “Laqaṭot le-Bibliographiah šel ha-Kabbalah,”

Kiryat Sefer 30 [1955]: 415). The book was reprinted in Safed in 1876.

42 See below, appendix 7.2.

43 This argument was also brought forward by the eighteenth-century Italian kabbalist
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the sinner expresses his scepticism towards Luria; namely, he asks him directly,

using the following words:

“Are you the prophet who knows everything that a person does in secret?”

He [i.e., Luria] said: “That isme,” towhich [thewealthy sinner] responded:

“If you tell me what I have done, I will accept penance [teshuvah]. If not,

then ‘all faces are equal.’ ”44

Like the saying “there is no judgement and no judge,” the Aramaic statement

that “all faces are equal” has been carefully chosen. In the Palestinian Talmud,

it is attributed to King Manasseh, who is said to have recited Deut 40:30–31;

namely, the very samewords that his father let him read in the synagoguewhen

hewas a child to test whether Godwould answer his prayer when hewas about

to be killed.45 Repentance is amajor theme in thewider context of the talmudic

passage, and the discussion closes with Manasseh’s realisation that “there is

judgement and there is a judge”46—a recognition that constitutes the coun-

terpoint to the above-quoted saying from Targum Yerušalmi.47 The very same

legend about Manasseh is also included in the penitential section of the early

haggadic collection Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana,48 and it was adapted in additional

midrashic sources, some of which were quoted by the kabbalists of sixteenth-

century Safed in their moralistic ormusar treatises.49 Long before the Safedian

MosheḤayyim Luzzatto (1707–1746), who claimed that “onewho is in a state of prosperity

and neglects his obligations is judged much more harshly than one who is in a distressed

state and is prevented from living up to the standard by the pressures confronting him” [ יכ
וצחלבדרטנוקחדהבצמבאוהשימל,ותדובעמלשרתמוחורהבצמבאוהשימהמודוניאהנה

וקחתאםילשיאלו ]: see Luzzatto, Derech ha-Šem—The Way of God, trans. Aryeh Kaplan

(Jerusalem: Feldheim, 1981), 114–115.

44 Gabbai, Sefer Kawwanot ve-Maʿaseh Nissim, fol. 6a: השעישהמלכעדוישאיבנהאוההתא
אייפאלכואלםאהבושתלבקאיתישעשהמילדיגתםאולבישהינאל״אםירדחירדחבםדאה

ןיוש .

45 Deut 4:30–31: “When you are in distress because all these things have befallen you and, in

the end, return to the Lord your God and obey Him. For the Lord your God is a compas-

sionate God: Hewill not fail you nor will He let you perish; He will not forget the covenant

which Hemade on oath with your fathers.” Note the anachronism of Manasseh (709bce–

643bce) praying with his father in the synagogue.

46 ןיידתיאוןידתיאהשנמרמאהעשהתואב .

47 See y. Sanh. 51b. For an English translation, see HeinrichW. Guggenheimer, ed., trans., and

comm., The Jerusalem Talmud, Fourth Order: Neziqin, Tractates Sanhedrin, Makkot, and

Horaiot (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 357–358.

48 Salomon Buber, ed., Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana (Lyck, 1868; facsimile reprint Jerusalem, 1993),

fols. 162a–b. The discussion of Manasseh is part of a larger discussion of Hos 14:2: “Return,

O Israel, to the Lord your God, For you have fallen because of your sin.”

49 Thus, for example, in Elijah de Vidas, Rešit Ḥokhmah, ed. Ḥayyim Yosef Waldmann (Jer-
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kabbalists, however, this apparently egalitarian aphorism had already been a

subject of debate in thekabbalistic sources of theMiddleAges.TheZoharic cor-

pus includes a highly interesting discussion about the consequences of denying

God’s sublimity. Referring to the Israelites’ accusations against God andMoses

formaking them leave Egypt (Num 21:5),50 the Zohar interprets the plural form

of the verb heʿelitunu as an indication that they (i.e., the Israelites) “treated all

faces equally,” which is why “serpents came upon them, burning them like fire,

and fire entered their mouths and they dropped dead.”51 Similarly to the pas-

sage from the Palestinian Talmud, the Zohar’s concern with those who doubt

the existence of the divine powers and their effect on human behaviour and

vice versa appears to reflect awider debate on the relationship between repent-

ance and reward thatwasnegotiated in thirteenth-centuryCastile. In a recently

published study on Moses de León’s “Order of Penitents,” a thirteen-step pro-

gramme for pietistic living that is part of a larger unpublished “unnamed com-

position,” JeremyBrownhas shown that deLeónpromotes a kabbalistic pietism

with the idea of teshuvah at its centre.52 Strikingly, de León applies the very

same rationale, as well as the same proof-texts, in order to promote his idea of

a supererogatory ethics. Thus, hewould claim that those personswho “deny the

supernal world, saying: ‘there is neither judgment nor judge’ ”53 would have no

reward in the world to come.

It is instructive to see that de León integrates this sceptical attitude towards

the existence and omnipresence of God as a means of promoting his doc-

trine of the Sefirot. He also uses it to polemicise against those who reject

usalem, 1984), “Gate of Repentance,” chapter 1, §61 (1:700–701), Elijah de Vidas quoted a

similar version of the story from Midr. Ruth Rab. 5:6.

50 Num 21:5: “And the people spoke against God and against Moses, ‘Why did you make us

leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we have come

to loathe this miserable food.’ ”

51 Zohar 3:183b: אשאכןולןדקומדןייווחוהייבגלןמדזאכ״גבןיוושאייפאלכוושונותילעההמל
ןיתמןילפנווהייעמלאשאלייעו . Translation in Daniel Matt, trans., The Zohar: Pritzker Edi-

tion, Volume 9 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2016), 223. The Zoharic discussion

refers to the following verse in Num 21:6: “The Lord sent fiery serpents against the people.

They bit the people and many of the Israelites died.”

52 See Jeremy Phillip Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts: On the Appearance of Kabbalistic

Pietism in Thirteenth-Century Castile,”European Journal of Jewish Studies 14 (2020): 177–

214. See also Avishai Bar-Asher, “Penance and Fasting in the Writings of Rabbi Moses

de León and the Zoharic Polemic with Contemporary Christian Monasticism” [Hebrew],

Kabbalah 25 (2011): 293–319, as well as Hillel Ben-Sasson, “Transgressions and Punish-

ments: The Special Contribution of Rabbenu Yonah Gerondi’s Šaʿarei Tešuvah” [Hebrew],

Tarbiz 86 (2019): 106–163.

53 Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts,” 190, quoting frommsMunich, Bayerische Staatsbiblio-

thek 47, fol. 343a.
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the idea that divine revelation constitutes the source of kabbalistic know-

ledge and its ancient origins.54 Elsewhere, de León stresses the acceptance

of divine punishment as an expression of teshuvah. Thus, in his discussion

of the value of the thirteen middot for penitents, he refers to the twelfth

attribute of being ashamed of one’s misdeeds and regretting what one has

done as a way of indicating “that there is judgement [and that there is a

judge] and that there is a hereafter, a reward for the righteous, and pun-

ishment for the evildoers. And when one remembers all he has done with

the tears in his eyes, all his days and years, and constantly remembers his

sins and guilt.”55 If we compare this declaration with the story of the sin-

ner from Constantinople, we can see that both are based on the idea of a

causal link between (the absence of) tešuvah and the denial of divine juris-

diction.

These examples show that the urge to counteract sceptical attitudes towards

a certain system of beliefs is not limited to hagiography. Quite the contrary, the

employment of the literary figure of the sceptic surfaces as a common strategy

in different genres, and at times in highly popular writings.56 An audience with

a high level of reader competency would certainly have been able to discern

these multiple layers of intertextual subtlety, while the moral message would

nevertheless have remained accessible to an audience that did not possess such

specialised knowledge. Viewed in this light, hagiography thus also serves as a

medium throughwhich targumic,midrashic, and kabbalistic interpretations of

biblical figures and their actions and flaws are translated into a more contem-

porary format. Bymodelling the protagonists after biblical figures such as Cain

orManasseh on the one hand, and by replacing God in his function as a “judge”

with a divinely inspired human authority on the other, they establish a link to

54 Interestingly, de León describes the words of the ancient sages (i.e., kabbalistic lore) as

“sweeter than honeycomb when they are examined according to the matters of Torah by

way of truth” (ms Munich 47, fol. 343b [translation in Brown, “Gazing into Their Hearts,”

190]). This idea may be echoed in the story of the sinner from Constantinople, in which

the forgiveness of sins is induced by putting sweets into the sinner’s mouth rather than

executing him with boiling liquid lead.

55 Moses de León, Sefer Miškan ha-Edut, ed. Avishai Bar-Asher (Los Angeles: Cherub Press,

2013), 73: שנועשיוםיקידצלרכששיוןרחאםלעשיו]ןיידשיו[ןידשישובלבהזלעהרוייכ
דימתוימשאוויתאטחםישיוויתונשווימיוויניעתועמדבולכיהשעשהמלכלעםאוםיעשרל

ויניעדגנל .

56 Here, I am following Boaz Huss, who uses the term “canonical” to designate “an author-

itative corpus of texts.” See Huss, “Sefer ha-Zohar as a Canonical, Sacred and Holy Text:

Changing Perspectives of the Book of Splendor between the Thirteenth and Eighteenth

Centuries,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 7 (1998): 257–307, esp. 258. See also

Huss, The Zohar, esp. 67–111.
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the everyday realities of an earlymodern readership. The dialogue between the

individual and God in the rabbinic context switches to human interaction. In

other words, judgement becomes a this-worldly affair, and the judge becomes

flesh and blood.

The central role that these hagiographical narratives attribute to an indi-

vidual as a medium between the divine and the community was not imme-

diately accepted by the rabbinic authorities of the seventeenth century. Thus,

even works that were heavily influenced by the literature of the Safedian Kab-

balists, such as Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit by the famous Prague-born Rabbi Isaiah

Horowitz (1565–1630), still supported the idea of divine omniscience, arguing

that anyone who does not believe that the divine “knows, sees and protects at

all times […] denies the principle of God’s existence.”57 However, Luria’s func-

tion as a divine mediator who sees and (in a later phase of history) protects

the sinner at all times was to become particularly important for the forma-

tion and social organisation of later Jewish spiritual movements. It served as

a blueprint for Sabbatean hagiographical texts such as Zikkaron li-Vnei Yiśra eʾl

by Baruch ben Gershon of Arezzo, in which Nathan of Gaza (1643–1680), the

prophet of the messianic figure Šabbatai Ṣevi (1626–1676), was modelled on

Luria’s image of a divinemediator.58Moreover, it developedmuchmore power-

fully in the structural transformationof theHasidicmovement at the endof the

eighteenth century, with the establishment of the ṣaddiq qua divine agent—a

function that was to be inherited dynastically. For example, the founder of the

Komarno Hasidic dynasty, Isaac Eizik Judah Yehiel Safrin (1806–1874), urged

his readership to “make a tzaddiq and holy one as your rabbi, and through this,

remove yourself fromdoubt, the husk of Amalek, whose gematria is equivalent

to doubt and who arouses questions and heresy.”59

57 Isaiah Horowitz, Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit, volume 2 (Amsterdam, 1648–1649), fol. 57b: ןימאמםא
רקיעברפוכאוהאצמנןימאמוניאםאןימאמאלואעגרותעלכבחיגשמוהאורועדויי״שהש

םשהתואיצמב . This statement is part of his interpretation of the famous biblical verse “I

amverymindful of the Lord’s presence” (Ps. 16:8). See alsoYeḥielMikhel AvrahamEpstein,

Sefer Qiṣur Šnei Luḥot ha-Brit (Fürth, 1693), fol. 6b [my counting] and ibid. (Jerusalem,

1960), 17.

58 See Efrat Lederfein-Gilboa, “Revisiting Zikkaron liVne Yisrael: A Multifaceted Sabbatian

Monograph,”El Prezente 16/17 (2022/2023): 60–92, esp. 62, 76–81, and 88–89. On Zikkaron

li-Vnei Yiśra eʾl, see also Sabbatai Zevi: Testimonies to a Fallen Messiah, ed. and trans. David

J. Halperin (Oxford: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2007), 21–101.

59 Isaac Eizik Judah Yehiel Safrin, Noṣer Ḥesed ha-Mevuʾar (Jerusalem, 2016), 35; quoted and

translated in Garb, Does God Doubt?, 198.
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5 The Subversive Dimension of Kabbalistic Hagiography

So far, this article has emphasised how the figure of the sceptic in Lurianic

hagiography serves to consolidate an ideology that includes, on the one hand,

a strict adherence to the rules established by a specific community, and, on

the other, a set of practical instruments for censuring those who have broken

those rules. However, this programmatic orientation should also be read in

the light of its specific historical context; namely, the early formative phase of

what some scholars have defined as “Lurianism.”60 From this perspective, the

hagiographical mode also has a thoroughly subversive dimension, especially

when read against the background of sixteenth-century Ottoman society as a

whole. It seems no coincidence that the (wealthy) sinner is portrayed as a res-

ident of the cultural, religious, and political epicentre of the Ottoman Empire.

Moreover, he is also shown to be the one who takes on the hardship of travel-

ling to a peripheral place like Safed. Luria, whom he visits, is at best a marginal

figure, if not completely insignificant in the empire’s political and religious

landscape. In otherwords, the reference to Luria’s fame,which reached as far as

Constantinople, and the recognitionof his prophetic authority andparanormal

abilities can therefore also be read as an attempt to control one’s own histori-

ography and to create a counter-narrative to the conditions of the Jews in Safed,

who lived under relatively strictly administered and at times discriminatory

Ottoman rule in the late sixteenth century.61 As Heidi A. Ford has convincingly

argued in her study of Muslim miracle stories, the miraculous act as such is “a

symbolic representation of divine power.” Furthermore, she states that it has

the potential “to subvert the social reality in which it is grounded, because by

its very nature it is, to borrow [Michel de] Certeau’s terminology, ‘the eruption

of divine power.’ In other words, it claims as its source of power and authority

that which is both external to and above social reality: God.”62

60 See, e.g., Moshe Idel, “One from aTown, Two from a Clan—TheDiffusion of Lurianic Kab-

bala and Sabbateanism: A Re-Examination,” Jewish History 7, no. 2 (1993): 84. See also the

remarks in Gershom Scholem, Sabbatai Ṣevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626–1676 (Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 24.

61 See, e.g., Abraham David, To Come to the Land: Immigration and Settlement in Sixteenth-

Century Eretz-Israel (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), 48–53.

62 Heidi A. Ford, “Hierarchical Inversions, Divine Subversions: The Miracles of Râbi‘a al

‘Adawîya,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 15, no. 2 (1999): 10. Ford refers here to

Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History, trans. Tom Conley (New York: Columbia Uni-

versity Press, 1988), 278. For mockery and scepticism in early Christian hagiography, see,

e.g., Gerd Theissen, The Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition (Edinburgh: T & T

Clarke, 1983), 56.
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Narratives centred around miracles can therefore not only call the social

order into question; they can also reverse the existing power relations. These

dynamics clearly emerge in a relatively detailed account of the miracles per-

formed by Elʿazar Azikri (1533–1600), one of Luria’s contemporaries in Safed

and the author of the mystico-moral treatise Sefer Ḥaredim (first printed in

Venice in 1601).63 In the narrative, Azikri travels to Constantinople to consult

with the Sultan, imploring him to replace the current malevolent governor of

the city of Safed with one who will be more sympathetic to the Jews.64 On

the way to Constantinople, the ship on which Azikri is travelling is caught in a

heavy storm, and the prayers of those on board have no effect. At the captain’s

request, Azikri writes a divine name on a piece of paper and orders the captain

to attach this hastily made amulet to the ship’s mast. Immediately, the storm

calms, and the ship sails towards Constantinople at incredible speed, making

the entire journey from the Land of Israel to its destination on the northern

shore of the Mediterranean in only a few hours. On arrival, Azikri looks for a

place to stay. He contacts the local šamaš, who agrees to house him; however,

he tells Azikri that he can only sleep on the roof of his house because he does

not have enough room inside. So Azikri takes his books and goes onto the roof

of the building, where he studies by candlelight and keeps his midnight vigil

[tiqqun ḥaṣot]. That same night, the Sultan’s daughter falls ill, and her condi-

tion worsens as the night wears on. While the doctors are fighting for her life,

the Sultan goes out onto his balcony to relieve his grief and sees a great shining

light coming from one of the roofs of the city.65 Thinking it is a fire, he sends

63 Even though this storymay have been composed at amuch later point in time and no spe-

cifics are known about its provenance, it can still serve as an example that illustrates the

mechanisms of subversion. To the best of my knowledge, it was first published in Pinḥas

David Weberman, ed., Sefer Maʿaseh Nissim (Jerusalem: Defus ha-Teḥiah, 1966), 125–130.

It is also included in the anonymous collection Sefer Anaf Eṣ Avot (Jerusalem: Yeshivat

Qodesh Hilulim, 1972), 235–237. Both versions make reference to Ḥayyim Yosef David

Azulai’s famous Šem ha-Gedolim, stating in his name that “we have heard about his [i.e.,

Azikri’s] holiness and the wondrous deeds that he performed in Constantinople” [ ונעמשו
אניטנאטסוקולהשענשתואלפוותשודקמ ]. Even though this passage is in fact included

in some of the later prints of Azulai’s work (see, e.g., Azulai, Šem ha-Gedolim [Podgorze,

1905], fol. 15a [29], no. 212), it seems to be a later addition as it is absent from the editio

princeps (Azulai, Šemha-Gedolim [Livorno, 1774], fol. 8a, no. 38), as well as from the second

edition (Azulai, Šem ha-Gedolim [Livorno, 1786], fol. 5a, no. 40). I will only present those

parts of this very rich history that seemmost relevant to our context.

64 The story uses the name “Istanbul.”

65 The motif of the great shining light appears to be an allusion to the biblical theophany in

the formof a pillar of cloud and fire that led the Israelites out of Egypt (see, e.g., Exod 13:21).

This motif was also adopted in Lurianic hagiography, where it is stated, for example, that
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his subjects to extinguish it. When they discover that the source (or receiver)

of the light is not a fire, but Azikri, the Sultan understands that Azikri must

be a holy man. He therefore brings him to the palace and asks him to heal his

daughter. With the help of Azikri’s prayer, the Sultan’s daughter is completely

cured. Deeply in his debt, the Sultan offers Azikri the governorship of Safed.

Azikri refuses, but asks the Sultan to suspend the current governor and appoint

a replacement.66 He also demands that the new official consult him personally

on allmatters and decisions concerning the community. The Sultan agrees, giv-

ing him a letter to this effect, and on Azikri’s return, the malicious governor is

removed from office and the Jews of the city live in peace and quiet from that

day forth.

Although this story does not use the figure of the sceptic, it does revolve

around events that trigger a process of persuasion through the performance of

miracles. As the story progresses, this leads to a reversal of the balance of power.

Recognising Azikri’s supernatural abilities, the Sultan allows him to dictate

political decisions, not least those affecting the financial situation of his realm.

In doing so, he acknowledges him as a medium through which divine power

manifests itself on earth, thereby subordinating himself not to Azikri, but to

God. At the same time, however, the Sultan grants de facto power to Azikri, as

the story implies an effective reversal at the administrative level. The transfer

of authority to Azikri, formerly a subject with a subordinate status, gives him

enough power to neutralise his former oppressor. In Foucauldian terms, the

story tells of a victory over the “administrative machine” of the “zealous bur-

eaucracy […] with its inevitable effects of power.”67

6 Conclusion

Much like the examples from the Bratslav corpus cited at the beginning of

this article, the hagiographical texts analysed here represent a traditionalist

agenda. From a Jewish perspective, the portrayal of Luria as a charismatic

a pillar of clouds or fire (depending on the version) was moving in front of Cordovero’s

corpse on the procession to his burial site in Safed. See Yaʿaqov Moshe Hillel, ed., Šivḥei

ha-Ar“i ha-Šalem we-ha-Mevu’ar (Jerusalem: Ahavat Šalom, 2014), 11.

66 Themotif of the rejectionof amonetary reward canbe found in a Sufi hagiographical story

about Sahl b. ʿAbdallāh al-Tustarī: see Farid al-Din Attar, Muslim Saints and Mystics: Epis-

odes from the Tadhkirat al-Auliya’ (“Memorial of the Saints”), trans. A.J. Arberry (London:

Penguin/Arkana, 1990), 37–38.

67 Michel Foucault, Abnormal: Lectures at the Collège de France 1974–1975, trans. Graham

Burchell (London: Verso, 2003), 12.
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leader with paranormal powers can be interpreted as a demonstration of intel-

lectual and political superiority over his contemporaries, who weremore open

to the secular sciences and an intellectual exchange with Christian scholars.68

It is precisely in this context that a counter-narrative quality of hagiographical

literature emerges that has received little attention in Jewish studies. Similarly

to Einat Davidi’s assessment of the Spanish allegorical drama of the so-called

autos sacramentales as a typical Counter-Reformation play, kabbalistic hagio-

graphy constitutes a counter-strategy andadidactic (re‑)indoctrination “whose

purpose is to stand as a bulwark against reform.”69 As noted above, traditional-

ist aspirations are themselves innovative, and they are thus subject to potential

criticism from those currents they oppose. In order to conceal this fact, they

establish a continuity between old and well-established traditions. In the Luri-

anic context, this continuity is achieved through the presentation of its main

protagonist as someone who has “received divine wisdom in perfection,” like

the second-century Tannaitic figure and alleged author of the Zohar R. Shimon

bar Yoḥai. Luria himself is even considered to be a soul-spark of the former,70

and his source of knowledge is presented as the result of divine inspiration,

whose authority is difficult to dispute.71 Furthermore, his contemporary and

68 See Moshe Idel, “Italy in Safed, Safed in Italy: Toward an Interactive History of Sixteenth-

Century Kabbalah,” in Cultural Intermediaries: Jewish Intellectuals in Modern Italy, ed.

David B. Ruderman and Giuseppe Veltri (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,

2004), 239–269, esp. 243–244 and 248–249. More recently, see also Jonathan Garb, A His-

tory of Kabbalah: From the EarlyModern Period to the Present Day (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2020), 30–66, esp. 30–36 and 41–42. According to the little historical evid-

ence that we possess—namely, the few documents that are today housed in the Taylor-

Schechter Genizah Research Unit and the Ezra Gorodesky Collection at the National Lib-

rary of Israel—Luria was apparently very prosperous and was involved in domestic and

international trade, as well as in philanthropic activities. See, e.g., Abraham David, “Gen-

izat Yerushalayim: The National Library of Israel in Jerusalem,” in Books within Books: New

Discoveries in Old Bindings, ed. Andreas Lehnardt and Judith Olszowy-Schlanger (Leiden:

Brill, 2014), 303–306.

69 Einat Davidi, “The Corpus of Hebrew and Jewish ‘Autos Sacramentales’: Self-Deception

andConversion,”European Journal of Jewish Studies 13 (2019): 185. See also ibid., 189, where

Davidi stresses that a “major part in the theatre was written and presented in theWestern

Sephardic Diaspora, a community of ex-conversos, [where it] served as a powerful tool

for re-indoctrination, similar to the function of Spanish didactic theatre in service of the

Counter-Reformation.”

70 Hillel, Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 10–11.

71 In Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, Luria is presented as a figure who spent thirteen years in seclusion in

Egypt, on an island close toCairo,wherehe received the revelation fromElijah theprophet

(see ibid., 3–9, esp. 5). On the perception of Elijah’s revelation among kabbalists, see Fine,

Physician of the Soul, 103 and 296. On Luria’s prophetic authority, as well as the centrality

of the superiority of divinely revealed over intellectually acquired knowledge in mod-
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rival Moses Cordovero (1522–1570) is portrayed in Lurianic hagiography as a

follower of Lurianic teachings, proclaiming to his own disciples that they intro-

duce a level of kabbalistic wisdom that was inaccessible to him.72Most import-

antly, however, the author(s) of the story of the sinner from Constantinople

anticipate(s) the reader’s possible doubts and dispel(s) them by using the fig-

ure of the scepticwho is transformed into a zealous believer as a result of Luria’s

successful treatment.

“Stories and histories and other narrative or descriptive accounts help us

to escape boredom and indifference—ours as well as that of other people,”

writes Paul Hernadi.73 As the previous discussion has shown, hagiographical

exempla do exactly this by evoking an emotional response and providing an

impetus to improve one’s personal observance. Equally important, however, is

their purpose of defining communal power structures.Thus, one of theprimary

goals of the sinnerwho challenges Luria is to distinguish the charismatic leader

from the ordinary person and to show that his (or, very rarely, her) abilities

are exceptional and beyond emulation. In this sense, hagiography establishes

a clear hierarchy between religious authority and those subordinated to it.

The combination of edification and glorification conveys not only an ideal of

how one should behave, but also to whom one should listen. Thus, although

the term shevaḥ literally means “praise,” these stories serve to induce not only

the veneration of a saint, but also participation through obedience and loy-

alty.

According to the targumic tradition, Cain proclaimed that “there is no judge-

ment and there is no judge” right before he killed his brother. However, doubt

about God’s omnipotence is not the only parallel between Cain and the pen-

itent from Constantinople who attempts to challenge Luria with these very

words. In the biblical narrative, Cain was not killed for his wrongdoing, and in

our context, the sinner is also spared death. Seen in this light, the real “punish-

ment” is that Cain and the sinner have to go on living and learning to live with

their guilt. The conversion of a sceptic into a believer is, therefore, as trans-

formative as it is traumatic. Ultimately, it is the beginning of a life marked by a

permanent state of being in debt to God.

ern Kabbalah, see, e.g., Jonathan Garb, Modern Kabbalah as an Autonomous Domain of

Research [Hebrew] (Los Angeles: Cherub Press, 2016), 20, 26–27 (for an English summary,

see iii–iv).

72 Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 11.

73 Paul Hernadi, “On the How,What, andWhy of Narrative,” Critical Inquiry 7 (1980): 203.
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Appendices

1 The Sinner from Constantinople

And on the day this deed happened [i.e., Luria preventing a locust infestation

in the Upper Galilee], there was a rich person from Constantinople, may God

protect her, in Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established, who came to celeb-

rate Passover, and he had heard about that incident andwas greatly astonished

by the Rav’s abilities. And they told him that this was just one of the many

things that the Rav was able to do. Upon his return to Constantinople, he told

people there about the Rav’s deeds and how he was able to reveal to an indi-

vidual the sins that he had committed since his adolescence. There was one

manwho had committed virtually every sinful act. He said to himself, “I will go

to Safed, may it be rebuilt and re-established speedily in our own days, to meet

the Rav and see whether he will be able to tell me about the transgressions

that I have committed. [If so], I will do penance with his support and accept

anything hewill decree uponme. If not, then I will know that there is no judge-

ment and no judge, but that the world follows its own principles.” Thus, he left

Constantinople. Having made it halfway, he took a break at a place next to a

river, and he drank and lay down and took a glass of wine in his hands and said:

“Wise R. Isaac, I drink this glass to yourwellbeing and thewellbeing of your dis-

ciples.”While [the sinner] was still there, the Rav said to his disciples: “Friends,

you must know that a few days ago, an evil person from Constantinople set

out to come to me in order to try me. Right now, he is in such-and-such place,

and he is eating and drinking a glass of wine for your and my well-being. On

such-and-such a day, he will arrive here, and his appearance and character is

such-and-such. Thus, when he comes and asks for me, bring him before me,

because he is a great soul, a spark of Aḥab, the king of Israel, and through me,

it will be restored.” Eventually, this man came and asked for the Rav, and the

disciples brought him before him, and it happened that when he came before

the Rav, he was terrified, because he was looking at the countenance of the

Šekhinah. He approached him and said: “Are you the man who sees, and who

tells people their sins?” He responded, “It is I, and the divine wisdom is the one

that guides the individual in the cycles of uprightness and righteousness.” [The

sinner] then said to the Rav: “You should know that I am a very evil person and

that if you tell me what I have done, then I will faithfully acknowledge that

the spirit of the Lord speaks through you.” Thus, the Rav told all his disciples

to leave as he did not want to embarrass [the sinner] in front of the others,

and they all left. Then, the Rav told him: “Your name is so-and-so son of so-

and-so, and on such-and-such a day in such-and-such a place, you committed

such-and-such a transgression; and on such-and-such a day you did such and
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such.” And he continued to tell him everything he had done from the day of his

birth to that very day; he even told him about a trivial conversation that he had

had with his wife. And so it happened that when he heard him, he fell on the

Rav’s feet and said: “It is as you said, I have intentionally sinned, I have sinned

out of lust and emotion, and I have sinned unintentionally. Now, give me the

tiqqun for my transgressions, and as the Lord lives, if you tell me that there will

be no tiqqun for me without [my being executed by means of] decapitation or

strangulation, I will accept it for the expiation of my sins.” Then the Rav gave

himmany tiqqunim, including fasts, ritual immersions, and thewearing of sack-

cloth around his waist, and told him to study ten folios of Sefer ha-Zohar every

day, even without any [deeper] understanding [of its contents]. And from this

day on, he was a complete penitent (baʿal tešuvah) and he died in penance.74

2 TheWealthy Sinner

There is yet another exemplum about a wealthy person who came before the

Rav, asking him: “Are you the prophetwho knows everything that a person does

in secret?” He said: “It is I,” to which he [the wealthy man] responded: “If you

tell me what I have done, I will accept tešuvah. If not, then ‘all faces are equal.’ ”

74 ms Paris 130, fols. 105a–b, published in Sambari, Sefer Divre Yosef, 340–341: עריארשאםויבו
עמשותוצמהגחתאגוחלאברשאא״עיהנידנטשוקמדחארישעו״תתפצבםשהיההזהשעמ
ורמאיוולורפסיו,ברההשעדבלבוזאלו,ולורמאיו.ברהתעידילעדאמהמתואוההרבדה
תונועהםדאלהלגמאוהךיאוברהלשםישעמהםשרפיסהנידנטשוקלותרזחבו.המכוהמכ
תפצלךלאובלברמאיו.האשעאלשהריבעחינהאלשדחאםדאםשהיהו.וירוענמהשערשא
המלכילעלבקאוודילעהבושתבבושא,יתישעשתוריבעהילדיגיםאהאראוברהינפלב״בות
,הנידנטשוקמולאציזא.גהונוגהנמכםלועאלאןיידתילוןידתילדעדאואלםאו,ילערוזגיש
:רמאיוןיילשדחאסוכודיבחקיו,תשיולכאיורהנםשהיהרשאםוקמבךרדהעצמאבולבשיו
,םירבח:םירבחלברהרמאםשודועב.ךלשםירבחהייחלוךייחלהזסוכהתושינאקחצי׳רםכח
םוקמבהתעונהויתואתוסנלילאאבו,הנידנטשוקמעשרםדאאציםימיהמכהזשםכלועד
ןכל.ותומדווראותךכוךכ,הנהאביינולפםויבו.ייחלוםכייחלןיילשסוכהתושולכואינולפ
.ןקותיידילעו,לארשיךלמבאחאמץוצינ,הלודגהמשנאוהיכ,ינפלוהואיבהילעלאשיואובישכ
ארייכלהבנברהינפלואובביהיו,וינפלםירבחהוהואיביו,ברהלעלאשיואוההשיאהאבםימיל
,ינארמאיו.ויתונועםדאינבלדיגמההאורהשיאההתאה:רמאיווילאשגיו,הניכשהינפבטיבהמ
םאולודגעשרינאשךלעדת:ברלרמאזא.קדצורשויילגעמבםדאהגיהנהלאיהםיקלאתמכחו
אלשםלוכואצישםירבחלברהרמאזא.ךברבד׳החוריכהנמאנעדאיתישעשהמילדיגת
ינולפםוקמבינולפםויבוינולפןבינולפארקנהתאברהולרמאזא.םלוכואציו,םהינפלשייבתי
,אוההםויהדעותיהםוימהשעשהמלכולדיגהדע,ךכוךכינולפםויבותינולפהריבעתישע
,תרבדךכרמאיו,ברהילגרללופיוועמשכיהיו.ולדיגהותשאןיבלוניבהיהשהלקהחישוליפאו
ואגרהיתלבןוקתילןיאשילרמאתםא׳היחו,יתונועלןוקתילןתהתעו.יתעשפויתיועיתאטחו
לעקשתשיבלותוליבטתוינעתב,הברהםינוקתברהולןתנזא.יתונועתרפכלילעלבקאקנח
האלהואוההםויהןמו.הנבהםושיתלבדבלןושלהרהוזהןמםיפדהרשעםוילכבדומללו,וינתמ

ותבושתבתמוהרומגהבושתלעבהיה . See also Benayahu, Toledoth ha-Ari, 173–174, and cf.

Hillel, Šivḥei ha-Ar“i, 50–51.
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And the Rav came closer to himand told himall of the things he had done since

the day he was born. Also, he told him that he had had sexual relations with his

female servant, and he admitted everything, except for the [exposure related

to] his female servant, which he denied. The Rav said: “If I made her appear to

you right now,whatwould you say?” Promptly, the Rav put his hand onhimand

hepulledher out [of thewealthyman’s body].When [thewealthyman] sawher

and recognised her, he almost passed away. He fell down before the Rav’s feet

and said: “I have sinned, and perverted that which was right” (Job 33:27). And

theRav, peace be uponhim, restored his soul to him.Themanwas screaming in

a bitter voice, crying and begging the Rav, saying, “If you could only remove this

death fromme,” to which he responded: “This is to let you know that what the

sages of blessedmemory said is true: ‘Hewhohas intercoursewith anon-Jewish

woman will be attached to her like a dog until the world to come.’ Thus, she is

bound to you and she will not leave unless you [perform] great [acts of] pen-

ance and tiqqunim.” The man responded: “I am here and even [ready to accept

the] four modes of capital punishment.” So the Rav told him that his tiqqun

would be by means of burning. Promptly, [the wealthy man] took coins out of

his pocket to buy wood in order to burn himself. But the Rav told him: “Our law

is not like the law of the nations, but lead is required according to the law.” And

the man replied, “Whatever will be shall be, I am going to die [in any case].”

The Rav then commanded them to buy lead, and so they did and they put it on

the fire. And the Rav told him to recite the šekhiv me-raʿ confession, and thus

he did. And he told him: “Lie down on the ground,” and he lay down. He told

him: “Spread out your hands,” and he spread themout. “Close your eyes,” and he

closed them. “Open your mouth,” and he opened it. And he threw down some

sweets that he hadwith himwhile saying, “Thine iniquity is taken away, and thy

sin expiated” (Isa 6:7), “Thou shalt not die” (2Sam 12:13). And he helped him to

get up from the ground, prescribing him tiqqunim, and the general principle of

the tiqqun was to read five folios of the Zohar every day, even without under-

standing it, and he reached out to his wife and children, and died in Safed in

complete penance.75

75 Gabbai, ed., Sefer Kawwanot ve-Maʿaseh Nissim, fol. 6a–b (and ibid. [Safed, 1876]), fols. 8b–

9b: םדאההשעישהמלכעדוישאיבנהאוההתאולרמאיברהינפלאבשרישע׳אבהשעמבוש
ןיושאייפאלכואלםאהבושתלבקאיתישעשהמילדיגתםאולבישהינאל״אםירדחירדחב
ולהדוהלכבוותחפשלעאבשרמאכ״גודלונשםוימהשעשהמלכולדיגהוברהוילאברקיו
ודיברהןתנדימרמאתהמךלהתואהארמינאהתעםאברהל״אולשחיכשהחפשהמץוח
יתאטחרמאיוברהילגרינפללפנוותמשנ׳חרפשטעמכ׳ריכהוהתוא]ה[׳ארשכוהאיצוהווילע
הריסישברהלןנחתמוהכוברמלוקבקעוצשיאהווילאותמשנבישהוברהרזחויתועהרשיהו
הרושקאיההזלוב״העל׳יפאבלככהמערשקתמהיוגהלעאבהל״זחאשעדתולרמאיווילעמ
ל״אזאד״בתותימ׳דל׳יפאיננהשיאהבישהםינוקיתבוהלודגהבושתבםאיכהאצויהניאוךמע
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Abstract

This contribution aims to examine Cicero’s tricky attitude towards religion by con-

trasting it with the stance of Gaius Aurelius Cotta, the spokesman for the “sceptical”

Academy in De natura deorum. Particular attention will be given to the historical con-

text:Who was Cotta historically, and what sets him apart from the homo novus Cicero?

What does it mean for Cotta to be a “sceptic”? Is he merely simulating disserendi causa

(i.e., for the sake of discussion, as the Stoic Balbus suggests)? Or should we interpret

his multiple personae (Cotta as a philosopher, a pontifex, and a man) in light of Sextus

Empiricus’s inquiry aboutGod (περὶ θεοῦ)? Finally, canwe assert that Cicero, while con-

sidering the Stoic view asmore closely aligned with truth (cf. ad veritatis similitudinem

[…] propensior [nd 3.40.95])—a view that fits perfectly with his political project—still

employs sceptical “weapons” to refute those aspects of Stoic theology he cannot accept,

as seen in De divinatione and De fato?

Keywords

Academic scepticism – ancient religion – Ancient Rome – Cicero – divination – scep-

ticism – simulatio – Stoicism

1 Introduction and Objectives1

Inside this augur-philosopher’s distinguished head there is no system, but

a self-conscious and accepted incoherence, with successive standpoints

1 This research was conducted during my junior fellowship at the Maimonides Centre for

Advanced Studies at Universität Hamburg (October 2022–March 2023). I would like to ex-

press my sincere gratitude to Carlos Lévy, Giuseppe Veltri, and Francesco Verde for their

careful reading of the following pages and their invaluable feedback and suggestions. I am

also deeply grateful to Stephan Schmid and Kirill Chepurin for their helpful comments on

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:chiara.rover@uni-hamburg.de
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and spare attitudes depending on the audience or the confidant, yet all

sincere, thanks to the uncertainty of each.

With these words, Georges Dumézil, in his famous Archaic Roman Religion,2

describes Cicero’s attitude towards the multiple aspects of the religious phe-

nomenon. However, claiming that Cicero is “at ease in his self-contradictions,

inwhich, perhaps, he experiencedwealth and freedom, the two great and intel-

lectual pleasures,”3 is, inmyopinion, anoversimplification.Most importantly, it

does not preclude us from attempting to shed some light—as far as possible—

on Cicero’s “kaleidoscopic” stance on religion. To this end, I have found it valu-

able to compare Cicero’s position in De natura deorum (nd) with that ascribed

in the same dialogue toGaius Aurelius Cotta—the spokesman for the so-called

sceptical Academy.While this is a widely investigated topic,4 the perspective I

shall adopt in this contribution remains underexplored. Specifically, the focus

of myanalysiswill be the complex relationshipbetween the “sceptical”5 stances

of Cicero and Cotta, considering their respective historical contexts, roles, and

positions. I will address the following critical questions in detail:

an earlier draft of this paper, which I presented during one of mcas’s Internal Workshops.

Finally, I would like to thankMichela Torbidoni, the editor of this volume, for her meticulous

care during the editing process.

2 Georges Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion:With an Appendix on the Religion of the Etruscans,

trans. Philip Krapp (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 2:549.

3 Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion, 2:550.

4 See, e.g., the recent volume by John P.F. Wynne, Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion: On the

Nature of theGods andOnDivination (Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 2019), aswell

as Carlos Lévy, Cicero academicus. Recherches sur les Académiques et sur la philosophie cicér-

onienne (Rome: Collection de l’École française de Rome, 1992), 557–588, Joseph G. DeFilippo,

“Cicero vs. Cotta in De natura deorum,” Ancient Philosophy 20 (2000): 169–187, and Raphael

Woolf, Cicero: The Philosophy of a Roman Sceptic (New York: Routledge, 2015). Further biblio-

graphical references will be mentioned and discussed in the following pages.

5 The reason why I have consistently used quotation marks around the terms “sceptical” and

“scepticism” when referring to the Academy or its members is that the Greek word σκεπτι-

κός is applied in a distinctly anachronistic manner in this context. The term, in fact, only

acquires a specific philosophical connotation—characterising a particular school of thought

with well-defined attributes—with the later neopyrrhonianmovement. This technical usage

is not found in the works of Timon or Aenesidemus. For a discussion of the presence of σκε-

πτικός as a technical term in Philo of Alexandria’s works, see Carlos Lévy, “La conversion du

scepticisme chez Philon d’Alexandrie,” in Philo of Alexandria and Post-Aristotelian Philosophy,

ed. Francesca Alesse (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 103–120. As for the Latin term scepticus, it first

appears only during the Renaissance, in Ambrogio Traversari’s 1430 translation of Diogenes

Laertius’s Life of Pyrrho. For more on “scepticism” in the Roman world, see Carlos Lévy, “Itin-

éraires du scepticisme romain, d’Aulu-Gelle à saint Augustin,” Comptes rendus des séances de

l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres 23 (2020): 557–578.
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1) Who was Gaius Aurelius Cotta, historically? What does it mean for him

to be a “sceptic,” and how should his attitude towards the religious phe-

nomenon be understood accordingly?

2) Conversely, what does itmean to beCicero?Why can he not afford to fully

endorse the view of the Academician Cotta? While Cicero agrees with

Cotta’s epistemological perspective,6 he considers Balbus’s Stoic theology

“more inclined towards a likeness of truth” [ad veritatis similitudinem […]

propensior];7 see also De divinatione (Div.) 1.5.9. Should we doubt Cicero’s

“sincerity”? Furthermore, how can his preference for Stoic theology be

reconciled with his vehement attack on divination in Div. 2?

2 A “Sceptical” Aristocrat: Gaius Aurelius Cotta

Who was Gaius Aurelius Cotta (124–174bce)? The brother of Aurelia Cotta

(Julius Caesar’s mother), he was one of the most distinguished Roman aristo-

6 “To those again who are surprised at my choice of a system to which to give my allegiance,

I think that a sufficient answer has been given in the four books of my Academica” [Qui

autem admirantur nos hanc potissimum disciplinam secutos, his quattuor Academicis libris

satis responsumvidetur] (nd 1.5.11; translation fromMarcusTulliusCicero,On theNature of the

Gods. Academics, trans.Harris Rackham [Cambridge,MA:HarvardUniversity Press, 1933], 13).

Concerning the controversial issue of Cicero’s epistemology (and for further references), see

particularly Lévy, Cicero academicus, 207–331 (esp. 276–300);HaraldThorsrud, “CiceroonHis

Academic Predecessors: The Fallibilismof Arcesilaus andCarneades,” Journal of theHistory of

Philosophy 40 (2002): 1–18; Tobias Reinhardt “Pithana and probabilia,” in Dialectic after Plato

and Aristotle, ed. Thomas Bénatouïl and Katerina Ierodiakonou (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2018), 218–253; Reinhardt, Cicero’sAcademici libri and Lucullus: A Commentary

with Introduction and Translations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), cxlii–clvii, lxxx–

cvii (for Reinhardt’s stance, see infra, 294, n. 96); and StefanoMaso,Cicero’s Philosophy (Berlin:

De Gruyter, 2022), 53–60.

7 nd 3.40.95; On the Nature of the Gods, 383, slightly modified. This contrasts with the view

of Velleius (the Epicurean interlocutor), who prefers Cotta’s view because it seems “truer”

[verior […] videretur] (nd 3.40.95). Focusing on the adjective propensior, Wynne (Cicero on

the Philosophy of Religion, 268–272) has suggested reading the closing lines of the dialogue (=

nd 3.40.95) together with nd 1.5.10, in which Cicero urges his reader to always search for the

weight of reason [rationis momenta] in debates, not authority [auctoritatis]. Consequently,

according to him, the ending of the dialogue reinforces the hypothesis of Cicero’s being a

“radical Academic skepticism” (ibid., 35–46): by acting as he does, Cicero is striving to make

his scepticism truly such, avoiding any trace of dogmatism and thus turning out to be more

sceptical than Cotta himself. Endorsing the stance of the Academician nomatter whatwould

involve a dogmatic choice based on the principle of authority and not on the real weight of

reason.While I considerWynne’s exegesis quite interesting, I believe that Cicero’s stance has

a different purpose.
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crats and a pivotal figure in the Sullan establishment. His strong relationship

with Sulla is evidenced by the fact that it was precisely at his behest that Cotta,

exiled in 90bce—due to the Lex Varia de maiestate—could return to Rome in

82bce. He took office as consul with Lucius Octavius in 75bce. According to

Sallust, Cottawas, “thanks tohis greed for advancement, both abriber bynature

anddesirous of the goodwill of individuals” (Sallust,Hist. 2, fr. 38Ramsey). As ex

factionemedia consul (which, in Sallust’s words, means a “consul right from the

core of the nobilitas”),8 he sponsored the Lex Aurelia de tribunicia potestate—

which partly abolished Sulla’s provisions against the tribunate—for no other

motive than fear (Hist. 3, fr. 15 Ramsey). In Sallust’s cynical view, Cotta was well

aware that a partial restoration of power to the tribunes of the plebs (who could

now once again continue their cursus honorum) would have been welcomed

by young aristocrats,9 whose favour he would thus gain. Moreover, although it

is undoubted that the Lex Aurelia met with opposition from some nobles (cf.

Ascon. 67, 78 Clark), Cottamust have carried amajority of the Senate with him

(otherwise, he would hardly have put forward a bill to the assembly without

a senatus consultum behind him).10 We can therefore consider Cotta a “blue

blood,” whose main aspiration was to continue benefiting from his privileged

position, with no desire to “correct” the current situation and, above all (and

unlike Cicero), without any broader political plan in mind.

In Cicero’s works, Cotta appears not only as the spokesman for the “scep-

tical” Academy in De natura deorum, but also as a secondary character, along-

side his peer Publius Sulpicius Rufus, in De oratore (De or.), which, accord-

ing to Giuseppe Norcio’s convincing remarks,11 was begun between May and

June 56bce. It was Cotta who informed Cicero of the contents of the discus-

sion, later reported in the dialogue (De or. 3.4.16). From De oratore, we learn

that Cotta was introduced to the ideas of the “sceptical” Academy through

a speech by Lucius Licinius Crassus, who identified the philosophy of the

“more recent Academy” [recentior Academia]12—namely, the school of Philo

8 See esp. Gerhard Perl, “Die Rede Cottas in Sallusts Historien,” Philologus 109 (1965): 75–

82.

9 For whom the tribunate constituted a stepping-stone to positions of greater prestige.

10 See Erich S. Gruen, The Last Generation of the Roman Republic, 2nd ed., with new intro-

duction (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 26–27.

11 Giuseppe Norcio, “Introduzione,” in Marcus Tullius Cicero, Opere retoriche, Volume 1: De

oratore, Brutus, Orator, ed. Giuseppe Norcio (Turin: utet, 1970), 15, and, more generally,

9–16.

12 De or. 3.17.64–19.73ff., esp. 17.67–68. It is worth noticing that according toCrassus, both the

Academicians and the Peripatetics fall under the name of the Academy, since “from Plato

himself sprang Aristotle and Xenocrates, on one of whom was bestowed the name of the
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of Larissa (apud Philonem, 3.28.110)13—as “the most fully akin to the orator”

[quae oratori coniuncta maxime]:

Peripatetic School and on the other that of the Academy” [ab ipso Platone Aristoteles et

Xenocrates, quorum alter Peripateticorum, alter Academiae nomen obtinuit] (De or. 3.17.62;

trans. in Marcus Tullius Cicero, On the Orator: Book 3. On Fate. Stoic Paradoxes. Divisions

of Oratory, trans. H. Rackham [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1942], 51). In

fact, Plato’s early pupils “did not seriously disagree on any point of opinion fromAristotle,

their fellow-pupil under Plato, although possibly they were not his equals in fullness and

variety of style” [nihil ab Aristotele, qui una audierat Platonem, magnopere dissenserunt,

copia fortasse et varietate dicendi pares non fuerunt] (De or. 3.18.67; On the Orator, 55).

Unlike both Lucullus and Varro (the spokesmen for Antiochus of Ascalon and his vetus

Academia) in the Academici libri (cf. Luc. 5.15 andVarro 8.33–9.35), however, Crassus rules

out the Stoics as part of thisAcademic–Peripatetic system.According toCrassus, the Stoics

stemmed from Antisthenes (“who in the Socratic discourse had been captivated chiefly

by the ideal of endurance and hardness” [qui patientiam et duritiam in Socratico sermone

maxime adamarat]), from whom the Cynics were also (and previously) derived (De or.

3.17.62;On theOrator, 51).When examining the complex relationship betweenAntiochus’s

Old Academy and the Stoics, it is crucial to also consider the often-overlooked yet poin-

ted critique of Stoic doctrines provided byAntiochus froma vetero-academic perspective,

as presented in books 4 and 5 of Cicero’s De finibus. See, also for additional bibliography

on this topic, Georgia Tsouni, Antiochus and Peripatetic Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2019), esp. 69–74. Furthermore, Crassus also distances himself from the

two spokespeople for Antiochus in the Academici libri because of his appraisal of the Epi-

curean school, to which he states “no wrong will be done […] by us” [nec ulla tamen ei

philosophiae fiet iniuria a nobis] (De or. 3.17.63;On the Orator, 51), for the Epicurean appeal

“to abandon the platform and the courts and parliament” [a rostris, a iudiciis, a curia] (De

or. 3.17.64; On the Orator, 53) could turn out to be “perhaps a wise invitation [cf. fortasse

sapienter], particularly in the present state of public affairs” [hac praesertim republica]

(ibid.).

13 And not “the truest” [verum ego non quaero nunc, quae sit philosophia verissima] (De or.

3.17.64; On the Orator, 53). The philosophy Crassus is looking for is one more suitable for

the kind of “manwhomwe are seeking andwhomwewish to be the political leader of the

nation, guiding the government and pre-eminent for wisdom and eloquence in the Sen-

ate, in the assembly of the people and in public causes” [eo viro quem quaerimus et quem

auctorem publici consilii et regendae civitatis ducem et sententiae atque eloquentiae prin-

cipem in senatu, in populo, in causis publicis esse volumus] (De or. 3.17.63; On the Orator,

51). In fact, says Crassus, “if […] you chose to follow the famous Pericles of old, or even

our friend Demosthenes, […] and if you have grown to love that glorious and supreme

ideal, that thing of beauty, the perfect orator, you are bound to accept either the modern

dialectic of Carneades or the earlier method of Aristotle” [Sin veterem illum Periclem aut

hunc etiam, qui familiarior nobis propter scriptorummultitudinem est, Demosthenem sequi

vultis et si illam praeclaram et eximiam speciem oratoris perfecti et pulchritudinem adam-

astis, aut vobis haec Carneadia aut illa Aristotelia vis compre hendenda est] (De or. 3.19.71;

On the Orator, 57–59), whose philosophoi politici (cf. 3.28.109) are “i veri eredi dell’antica

saggezza che sapeva tenere uniti pensiero, azione ed espressione verbale” (Emanuele Nar-

ducci, Cicerone. La parole e la politica [Rome: Laterza, 2010], 70).
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I do not know how you succeeded with our friends, in my own case any-

way you forced me to come over entirely to the side of the Academy.

[…] Unquestionably I shall never come to a standstill or give up from

exhaustion before I have a full grasp of the school’s twofold method and

its system of arguing both pro and contra about every proposition.14

Cotta’s adherence to the ideas of the “sceptical” Academy also emerges when

arguing de natura deorum, upon which he says he is “more ready to say what is

not true than what is” [quid non sit, citius, quam quid sit, dixerim].15 This “scep-

tical” stance does not, however, tell the whole story concerning Cotta’s attitude

towards religion:

In an inquiry de natura deorum, the first question that we ask is, do the

gods exist or do they not? “It is difficult to deny their existence.” No doubt

it would be if the question were to be asked in a public assembly [in con-

tione], but in private conversation and in a company like the present it is

perfectly easy. This being so, I, who am a high priest [pontifex], and who

hold it to be a duty most solemnly to maintain the rights and doctrines

of the established religion, should be glad to be convinced [persuaded

mihi] of this fundamental tenet of the divine existence, not as an opin-

ion merely [non opinione solum] but as an ascertained fact [ad veritatem

plane velim].16

14 “Apud hos quid profeceris nescio, me quidem in Academiam totum compulisti. […] Sed

etiam si est aliquando spissius aut si ego sum tardior, profecto numquam conquiescam

neque defatigabor ante, quam illorum ancipitis vias rationesque et pro omnibus et con-

tra omnia disputandi percepero” (De or. 3.36.145; On the Orator, 115). Cf. also nd 2.67.168,

where Balbus, at the end of his speech, reminding Cotta that he is “a leading citizen and

a pontiff” [et principem civem et pontificem], urges him to devote to the defence of the

Stoic stance “those powers of eloquence which your rhetorical exercises have bestowed

upon you and which the Academy has fostered” [eamque facultatem disserendi, quam tibi

a rhetoricis exercitationibus acceptam amplificavit Academia, potius huc conferas] (Nature

of the Gods, 283–285).

15 nd 1.21.60; Nature of the Gods, 59.

16 “Quaeritur primum in ea quaestione, quae est de natura deorum, sintne dei necne sint.

‘Difficile est negare.’ Credo, si in contione quaeratur, sed in huius modi sermone et in

consessu [familiari] facillimum. Itaque ego ipse pontifex, qui caerimonias religionesque

publicas sanctissime tuendas arbitror, is hoc, quod primum est, esse deos persuaderi mihi

non opinione solum, sed etiam ad veritatem plane velim” (nd 1.22.61; Nature of the Gods,

59–61). Cf. also Cicero’s own character in Div. 2.12, 28.
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The Stoic Balbus explains this sort of “splitting” occurring within Cotta’s char-

acter (cf. also nd 2.1.2) as an instance of simulatio, reminding the Academician

how mala and impia is the habit of arguing contra deos, “whether it be done

from conviction [ex animo] or in pretence [simulate].”17 However, are we really

allowed to speak of simulatio with regard to Cotta’s behaviour? In De natura

deorum, those charged with simulatio are primarily Velleius and the Epicurean

school, who “really abolished the gods, but nominally retained them in order

not to offend the people of Athens” [ne in offensionem Atheniensium caderet,

verbis reliquisse deos, re sustulisse].18 As Cicero emphatically points out in the

opening lines of the dialogue, “pietas however, like the rest of the virtues, can-

not exist in mere outward show and pretence;19 and, with pietas, sanctitas and

religiomust likewise disappear. And when these are gone, life soon becomes a

welter of disorder and confusion.”20

For Cicero, simularemeans to feign behaviour or thoughts that are not genu-

inely one’s own. A person who simulates is someone who, like Brutus, can

cleverly conceal “great wisdomunder the guise of stupidity” [summampruden-

tiam simulatione stultitiae texerit].21 However, according to Cicero, even a good

17 nd 2.67.168; Nature of the Gods, 285.

18 nd 1.30.85; Nature of the Gods, 83. Cf. also nd 1.44.123 and 3.1.3.

19 Cf. also Luc. 46.140: “For virtue which is driven to appropriate action by pleasure as if by

somekindof remuneration it receives is not virtue, but a deceptive imitation andpretence

of it” [Namquae voluptate quasimercede aliqua ad officium impellitur, ea non est virtus, sed

fallax imitatio simulatioque virtutis] (Reinhardt, Cicero’sAcademici libri and Lucullus, 73).

20 “In specie autem fictae simulationis sicut reliquae virtutes item pietas inesse non potest;

cum qua simul sanctitatem et religionem tolli necesse est, quibus sublatis perturbatio

vitae sequitur et magna confusio; atque haut scio, an pietate adversus deos sublata fides

etiam et societas generis humani et una excellentissuma virtus iustitia tollatur” (nd 1.2.3–

4; Nature of the Gods, 7). On this crucial passage, see alsoWoolf, Cicero, 43–62.

21 Brut. 14.53. The concept of simulatio (and the corresponding verb) plays a key role in

De amicitia, where “yet in friendship there is nothing false, nothing pretended; whatever

there is is genuine and comes of its own accord” [in amicitia autem nihil fictum est, nihil

simulatum et, quidquid est, id est verum et voluntarium] (Amic. 8.26;MarcusTullius Cicero,

On Old Age. On Friendship. On Divination, trans. William A. Falconer [Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press, 1923], 139). Indeed, one of the main requirements in friendship

is to “let there be no feigning or hypocrisy; for it is more befitting a candid man to hate

openly than tomask his real thoughts with a lying face” [ne quid fictum sit neve simulatum;

aperte enim vel odissemagis ingenui est quam fronte occultare sententiam] (Amic. 18.65;On

Friendship, 177). Cf. also Amic. 25.92 and 25.95. Regarding the distinction between simula-

tio and the related concept of dissimulatio, it is useful to first refer to a succinct definition

provided by the fourteenth-century scholar Francesco da Buti, as quoted in the Italian

dictionary edited by Nicolò Tommaseo and Bernardo Bellini: “Simulazione è fingere vero

quello che non è vero, e dissimulazione è negar quello ch’è vero” [Simulation is pretending

that something false is true, and dissimulation is denying what is true]. In the context of
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orator engages in simulatio; in fact, “of allmen an orator should not be irascible,

but to feign to be so is not unbecoming.”22 Now, Epicurus and the Epicureans

are guilty of simulatio, as they hide under false piety23 (even fulfilling all the

religious duties of their cities)24 the denial tout court of the existence of the

divine. For there to be simulatio, there must be an actual, firm, and clearly

identifiable position, which in Cotta’s case, neither occurs nor, one might add,

could occur. Furthermore, that Cotta is not merely simulating or pretending

also emerges from his insistence on declaring to believe [credere] in the exist-

ence of the gods. We will return shortly to the importance of belief in Cotta’s

speech.

book 1 of De inventione, the term dissimulatio and the verb dissimulare appear three times

(20, 24, and 27), conveying themeaning of “tomask” or “to conceal.” For a discussion of the

role of dissimulatio in Cicero’s De inventione and in rhetoric more broadly, see Giuseppe

La Bua. “Obscuritas e dissimulatio nella pro Tullio di Cicerone,”Rhetorica: A Journal of the

History of Rhetoric 23 (2005): 261–280.

22 “Irasci minime decet, simulare non dedecet” (Tusc. 4.25.55; Marcus Tullius Cicero, Tus-

culan Disputations, trans. John E. King [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927],

389). On this issue, see also the different perspective of the orator Marcus Antonius, who,

inDe or. 2 (45.189–46.191), declares the impossibility of arousing indignation, hatred, or ill-

will, “unless all those emotions, which the oratorwould inspire in the arbitrator, are visibly

stamped or rather branded on the advocate himself” [nisi omnes illi motus, quos orator

adhibere volet iudici, in ipso oratore impressi esse atque inusti videbuntur], adding that “I

never tried, by means of a speech, to arouse either indignation or compassion, either ill-

will or hatred, in the minds of a tribunal, without being really stirred myself, as I worked

upon their minds, by the very feelings to which I was seeking to prompt them” [unquam

apud iudices, aut dolorem, autmisericordiamaut invidiamaut odiumdicendo excitare volui,

quin ipse in commovendis iudicibus eis ipsis sensibus, ad quos illos adducere vellem, per-

moverer] (On the Orator, 333–335). Concerning this aspect, it is highly probable that Cotta

agreedwithMarcus Antonius, for he generally favoured his conception of oratory; see esp.

Norcio, “Introduzione,” 26–28.

23 Cf. Dom. 51.131, where Cicero accuses Publius Clodius Pulcher of erecting a statue of Free-

dom “by way not so much of making a hypocritical pretence of religion, as of laughing

in your sleeve at your own” [magis ad ludibrium impudentiae, quam ad simulationem reli-

gionis] (Marcus Tullius Cicero, Pro Archia. Post reditum in senatu. Post reditum ad quirites.

De domo sua. De haruspicum responsis. Pro Plancio, trans. Neville H. Watts [Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1923], 289). On the polemic between Cicero and Clodius,

see esp. Luciano Canfora, Giulio Cesare. Il dittatore democratico (Rome: Laterza, 2006),

93–98.

24 That the Epicureans continued to pray and participate in the city’s cults and ceremonies

emerges from several sources, e.g., dl 10.10; Philod. Piet. coll. 28, ll. 790–810; 30, l. 865–831,

l. 877; 36, ll. 1020–1043; 62, ll. 1785–1791; 64, l. 1848–1865, l. 1867 Obbink; Diog. Oen. fr. 19

Smith. On that topic and the meaning that the Epicureans ascribed to the worship of the

gods, see esp. Enrico Piergiacomi, Storia delle antiche teologie atomiste (Rome: Sapienza

Università Editrice, 2017), 266–285.
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If it is not about simulatio, are we then supposed to consider the “double

track” on which Cotta’s arguments proceed as evidence of an irreconcilable

dichotomy between religion and philosophy?25 Or, as suggested by Carlos Lévy

in his Cicero academicus,26 would we do better to read the “surprising” position

Cotta holds in the light of Plato’sTimaeus, a dialoguewhich is “antidogmatique

dans son principe même”?27 And finally, although it is undeniable, as John

Wynne recently emphasised, that “Cotta looks at the question from a specific-

ally Roman perspective,”28 canwe truly consider his unique stance solely as the

result of his Roman viewpoint?

To fully understand the “paradoxical” conduct deployed by Cotta (but also

by Cicero himself in Div. 2), I think it might be very fruitful to look at the

stance that Sextus ascribes to the Pyrrhonian sceptic in matters of theology

in his Pyrrhoniae hypotyposes (= ph) 3.2 ff.29 As is well known, Sextus presents

the (Pyrrhonian) sceptic as someonewho, while being committed to assiduous

and continuous research through his “disenchantment”30 regarding the advoc-

ates of the various sciences and disciplines, is still able to avoid the charge of

ἀπραξία through recourse to a “non-dogmatic” criterion; namely, τὰ φαινόμενα

(or, better, our φαντασία of τὰ φαινόμενα; cf. ph 1.16–17). By adhering to this cri-

terion, he can “live in accordancewith everyday observances [κατὰ τὴν βιωτικὴν

τήρησιν], without holding opinions [ἀδοξάστως].”31 Within this framework, “by

the handing down of customs and laws [ἐθῶν δὲ καὶ νόμων], we accept, from an

everyday point of view, that piety (cf. εὐσεβεῖν) is good and impiety (cf. ἀσεβεῖν)

bad.”32 Let us now consider, for example, the question of the existence of the

25 Adrianus J. Kleywegt,CicerosArbeitsweise imzweitenunddrittenBuchder SchriftDenatura

deorum (Groningen: J.B. Wolters, 1961).

26 Lévy, Cicero academicus, esp. 567–588.

27 Lévy, 570.

28 Wynne, Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion, 178, and, more generally, 165–181.

29 See also John P.F. Wynne, “Learned and Wise: Cotta the Sceptic in Cicero’s De natura

deorum,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 47 (2015): 245–273, esp. 255.

30 See Emidio Spinelli, “Una vita disincantata: Bios e philosophia nello scetticismo antico,” in

Il bios dei filosofi. Dialogo a più voci sul tipo di vita preferibile, ed. Fulvia De Luise (Trento:

Editrice Università degli Studi di Trento, 2009), 107–131.

31 ph 1.23; Sextus Empiricus, Outlines of Scepticism, ed. and trans. Julia Annas and Jonathan

Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 9. See Emidio Spinelli, Questioni

scettiche. Letture introduttive al pirronismo antico (Roma: Lithos, 2005), esp. chap. 6.

32 ἐθῶν δὲ καὶ νόμων παραδόσει καθ’ ἣν τὸ μὲν εὐσεβεῖν παραλαμβάνομεν βιωτικῶς ὡς ἀγαθὸν τὸ δὲ

ἀσεβεῖν ὡςφαῦλον (ph 1.24;Outlines of Scepticism, 9). Cf. ph 1.231 and 1.237, togetherwith 3.2

and Adversus mathematicos (=M) 9.49: κατὰ μὲν τὰ πάτρια ἔθη καὶ τοὺς νόμους λέγων εἶναι

θεούς [in line with his ancestral customs and laws, he [sc. the Pyrrhonian sceptic] says

that there are gods]. See esp. Emidio Spinelli, “ ‘Le dieu est la cause la plus active’: Sextus
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gods. As we read in ph 3.2, this assumption is one of the bases of the “théolo-

gie élémentaire de l’habitude”33 upheld by the Pyrrhonian sceptic (rigorously

ἀδοξάστως).34 The trouble arises when the dogmatists “firmly” (διαβεβαιωτικῶς,

cf. ph 3.12) state the existence of the gods, giving rise to a severe difference of

opinion (διαφωνία, 3.3; dissensio in nd 1.1.2). In Cicero, likewise, the problem

arises when Balbus asks for “a firm and definite concept” [stabilem certamque

sententiam]35 of the immortal gods (de dis inmortalibus, nd 2.1.2). Cotta does

not hesitate to declare his belief in the existence of the gods, yet with regard to

this belief, “of which I am convinced on the authority of our forefathers” [quod

mihi persuasum est auctoritate maiorum], he states, “You teach me no reason

why it should be true” [cur ita sit, nihil tumedoces],36 and also, “As yet therefore,

Balbus, so far as it depends on you, I do not understand the divine existence; I

believe in it, but the Stoics do not in the least explain it.”37

Furthermore, for both Sextus Empiricus and Cotta, those who dogmatically

affirm and attempt to demonstrate the gods’ existence and nature ultimately

end up committing the sin of impiety. In Sextus, this emerges especially clearly

in ph 3.9–12 (which has no parallel in M 9).38 Here, by outlining what will go

down inhistory as “Epicurus’s tetralemma,”39 Sextus showshow thosewhopos-

itively affirm god’s existence are compelled to employ impious language (cf.

ἀσεβούντων), declaring either that god is the cause of what is evil or that god

is either malignant or weak. Similarly, in nd 3.8.20, Cotta reminds Balbus that

while aiming “to show what the gods are like” [cum ostendere velles quales di

essent], he “showed them to be non-existent” [ostenderes nullos esse].40 In fact,

Empiricus contre la théologie dogmatique,” in Scepticisme et religion. Constantes et évolu-

tions, de la philosophie hellénistique à la philosophie médiévale, ed. Anne-Isabelle Bouton-

Touboulic and Carlos Lévy (Turnhout: Brepols, 2016), 89–102, together with Richard Bett,

“God (M ix 13–194),” in Sextus Empiricus and Ancient Physics, ed. Keimpe Algra and Kater-

ina Ierodiakonou (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 33–73, and Stéphane

Marchand, “Religion et piété sceptique selon Sextus Empiricus,” in Bouton Touboulic and

Lévy, Scepticisme et religion, 103–118.

33 Spinelli, “ ‘Le dieu est la cause la plus active,’ ” 94.

34 The other features of this elementary theology of habit outlined in ph 3.2 are the rever-

ence we owe to the gods [σέβομεν θεούς] and their providence [προνοεῖν αὐτούς]. Cf. alsoM

9.49.

35 Note the proximity between the adjective stabile in Balbus’s speech and Sextus Empiri-

cus’s διαβεβαιωτικῶς in ph 3.12.

36 nd 3.3.7; Nature of the Gods, 293.

37 “Non igitur adhuc, quantum quidem in te est, Balbe, intellego deos esse; quos equidem

credo esse, sed nil docent Stoici” (nd 3.7.15; Nature of the Gods, 301).

38 On ph 3.9–12, see esp. Spinelli, “ ‘Le dieu est la cause la plus active,’ ” 100–101.

39 Cf. Lactantius, Ira 13.20–21 = 374 Usener; cf. also Lucr. 5.195ff.

40 nd 3.8.20; Nature of the Gods, 305.
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Balbus’s argument (based on the “famous old syllogismbyZeno” [illa vetus Zen-

onis […] conclusio])41 proves to be toomuch, forcing us to admit that the world

(and accordingly, the god, withwhich, according to Zeno’s argument, theworld

coincides) is not only rational and wise, but also literate, an orator, a mathem-

atician, a musician, and a philosopher (nd 3.9.23). And it goes without saying

that assertions like this are derogatory to the gods’ dignity (cf. also nd 3.25.64).

Based on the above, and although much caution is advised, I would suggest

considering the role of Cotta’smaiores (and of the opiniones quas a maioribus

accepimus de dis inmortalibus, nd 3.2.5) to be comparable to that of τὰ πάτρια

ἔθη and οἱ νόμοι for the Pyrrhonian sceptic. It is indeed true, as one of the

anonymous reviewers of this article has pointed out, that this comparison

should not lead us to overlook the crucial element preventing a complete over-

lap between the two perspectives. I am referring to Cotta’s attachment to the

maiores, which stands in marked contrast to Pyrrhonian ἀδιαφορία [indiffer-

ence].42 However, it is important to recognise that the ἀδιαφορία ascribed to

Pyrrho—reflecting the objective indifference of things that he upheld—does

not find a parallel in Sextus Empiricus, who instead advocates for μετριοπά-

θεια (cf. ph 1.25, 1.30; 3.235; M 11.161), a moderate emotional involvement and

response. According to Sextus, traditional norms and national laws, “integran-

dosi con altri fattori, costituiscono un sistema complesso di valori dati, che

precede e condiziona tutto il comportamento dello scettico,”43 thereby exclud-

ing an attitude of total indifference towards external circumstances.

Finally, it should be noted that the comparison betweenCotta’s position and

the Pyrrhonian stance does not preclude the hypothesis that by referring to

the maiores, Cotta—or more accurately, Carneades, from whom Cicero/Cotta

likely borrows most of his arguments, possibly through a work by Clitom-

achus44—might also be considering Timaeus’s reliance on the authority of

certain “men of wisdom” [φρόνιμοι ἄνδρες (Plato, Tim. 29e)], as suggested by

Lévy.45 However, I contend that their respective roles remain fundamentally

different.While in Plato’s dialogue, the reference to the φρόνιμοι ἄνδρες is made

in a “positive” context, in Cotta’s speech, the appeal to themaiores is all he has

left in the absence of any certainty. Now, let us turn our attention to Cicero.

41 nd 3.9.22–23; Nature of the Gods, 307. On Zeno’s “old syllogism,” see also M 9.108.

42 Cf. esp. Antig. ap. dl 9.63 = Pyrrho part. T10 Decleva Caizzi, and Eratosth. ap. dl 9.66 =

fgh 241 F 23 = Pyrrho T14 Decleva Caizzi.

43 Emidio Spinelli, “L’esperienza scettica: Sesto Empirico fra metodologia scientifica e scelte

etiche,” Quaestio 4 (2004): 25–43, esp. 38.

44 Cf. M 9.182.

45 Lévy, Cicero academicus, esp. 573.
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3 An Ambitious homo novus: Marcus Tullius Cicero

Cicero, a son of a knight from Arpinum, was a homo novus.46 Like every “new-

comer,” he was constantly threatened by both overt and covert hostility from

the nobiles, and as a result, he was always careful to tread cautiously and to

avoid inimicitia as much as possible.47 Unlike Cotta, Cicero had a well-defined

political project in mind, which required a proactive approach that Cotta

entirely lacked. Cotta’s adherence to and respect for συνήθεια/consuetudowere

neither constructive nor productive. He viewed the various roles he played,

both civil and not—whether as a philosopher, a pontifex, or a private man (cf.

nd 2.1.2)—as mere “professions” [Berufe], without the need for a consistent

line of conduct to unify them.

Cicero, on the other hand, could not be content with such an apparent lack

of coherence and “vocation.”48 Except in rare and exceptional circumstances,

he never ceased to understand his role in Rome as a true “calling” [Berufung],

one he pursued with deep involvement and conviction and aimed primarily at

the realisation of what he called the concordia ordinum (later widened to a con-

sensus omniumbonorum; cf.Har. resp. 21.45 and Sest. 16.36)—a fruitful coalition

between the two Roman orders of the Senate and equites (cf. esp. Att. 1.17.9).49

One could almost say that Cicero’s calling was a calling to mediation,50 and he

consistently sought to mediate in every situation. For example, consider the

effort he invested in trying to reconcile Caesar and Pompey (Gnaeus Pompeius

46 A homo novus is the first member of an equestrian family to achieve the consulate and

secure the consequent ennoblement.

47 See Ronald Syme, The Roman Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1960), 12–13.

48 Nor could the Stoic Balbus be satisfied with this (nd 2.1.2).

49 The shift/evolution from concordia to consensus is directly tied to Cicero’s recall fromexile

(by the intercession of Pompey in September 57bce), which he considers as the result of

consensus; see P. red. ad Quir. 8.18: “Hac auctoritate senatus, tanta consensione Italiae,

tanto studio bonorum omnium.” See Jonathan Zarecki, Cicero’s Ideal Statesman in Theory

and Practice (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 48–61.

50 I say “almost” because the conclusion of the Civil War and the death of Tullia in February

45bce—preceded by his divorce from Terentia at the end of summer 46bce—certainly

had a profound impact onCicero. The defeat of the Pompeians at Thapsus in April 46bce,

and later atMunda inMarch 45bce, definitivelymarked the collapse of his political aspir-

ations. As his family’s situation grew increasingly complicated and worrisome, loneliness

and discouragement weighed heavily upon him. These were extremely difficult years for

Cicero, during which he struggled to find comfort and solace. He himself notes this in

Att. 12.14.3: “I have done something which I imagine no one has ever done before, con-

soled myself in a literary composition” [ feci quod profecto ante me nemo, ut ipse me per

litteras consolarer] (Marcus Tullius Cicero, Letters to Atticus, Volume i, ed. and trans. David

R. Shackleton Bailey [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999], 281–283).
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Magnus) until the very end (in late 50bce). Although he sided with Pompey

(“The only bark for me will be the one that has Pompey at the helm” [mihi σκά-

φος unum erit quod a Pompeio gubernabitur]), Cicero was aware that a fight

between them—essentially a battle for personal power [de sua potentia]—

would pose a severe risk to the community [civitas] and that it was therefore

necessary to move “heaven and earth against decision by war, the results of

which are always unpredictable” (Att. 7.3.4–5): “I agree with Pompey. Pompey

himself however I shall privately urge to concord.”51

Cicero’s commitment to mediation also emerged in the events immediately

following Caesar’s assassination. At the senatemeeting convened byMark Ant-

ony (Marcus Antonius) in the temple of Tellus on 17 March 44bce, Cicero

proposed a compromise (later approved as a senatus consultum) between the

Caesaricides and the Caesarians, a compromise that was violated a few days

later during Caesar’s funeral on 20 March, when Antonius, through his lauda-

tio funebris, incited the Roman people to seek revenge, putting himself forward

as the only one capable of enacting it, despite the ambiguity of Caesar’s testa-

mentary instructions.52

In the context of this Ciceronian vocation, which was still alive in the sum-

mer of 45bce (when De natura deorum was likely composed),53 the Stoic per-

spective put forward by Balbus was decidedly more constructive to him than

Cotta’s Neoacademic viewpoint was.54 The Stoic notions of συμπάθεια (“sym-

pathy,” defined as quasi consensus naturae)55 and πρόνοια,56 along with the

intrinsic rationality and balance of the world they implied, was ideally suited

to Cicero’s political outlook. Nevertheless, he could not fully accept the Stoic

theological perspective, which posed at least two significant challenges.

51 “ ‘Cn. Pompeio adsentior.’ ipsum tamen Pompeium separatim ad concordiam hortabor”

(Att. 7.3.5; Letters to Atticus, 195). See Syme, The Roman Revolution, 137–138, and Roberto

Cristofolini, Alessandro Galimberti, and Francesca Rohr Vio, Dalla repubblica al princip-

ato. Politica e potere in Roma antica (Rome: Carocci, 2014), 76–77.

52 See esp. Cristofolini, Galimberti, and Rohr Vio, Dalla repubblica al principato, 102–104, but

also Syme, The Roman Revolution, 139.

53 See CesareMarco Calcante, “Introduzione,” inMarcus Tullius Cicero, La natura divina, ed.

Cesare Marco Calcante, 2nd ed. (Milan: bur, 2000), 35–36.

54 See Maso, Cicero’s Philosophy, 36.

55 nd 3.11.28; “continuatio coniunctioque naturae” (Div. 2.69.142); “contagio naturae” (Div.

2.43.92 and Fat. 3.5; 4.7). Note the lexical connection with the “consensus omnium bono-

rum.” On the Stoic notion of συμπάθεια (i.e., the interrelation and influence of all things

in the universe), see esp. Suzanne Bobzien, Determinism and Freedom in Stoic Philosophy

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 41, 169, 295–296, and Carlos Lévy, “De la critique de la

sympathie à la volonté. Cicéron, De fato 9–11,”Lexis 25 (2007): 17–34, esp. 21–25.

56 Lit. “forethought,” “foresight,” here in the sense of “providence”; cf. esp. nd 2.29.73–61.153.
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The first concerns the superstition and excessive fear of the gods connected

to the Stoic conception of divination, within the firm conviction that religio

and superstitio do not overlap (“the suppression of superstition does not mean

the suppression of religion”).57 While it is undeniably true that “the beauty of

the universe and the celestial order”58 compel us to acknowledge the existence

of “some power possessing transcendent intelligence bywhom these things are

ruled,”59 it is also true that

it is a duty toweedout every root of superstition. For superstition is ever at

your heels to urge you on; it follows you at every turn. It is with you when

you listen to a prophet, or an omen; when you offer sacrifices or watch

the flight of birds; when you consult an astrologer or a soothsayer; when

it thunders or lightens […]. And since necessarily some of these signs are

nearly always being given, it will never be possible to remain in a tranquil

state of mind.60

In addition, it is worth noting that while in book 2 of his De legibus (= Leg.),

Cicero limited himself to denouncing the contemporary neglect of the art of

augury (cf. 2.13.33),61 in Div. 2, he goes so far as to deny that this art has ever

57 “Nec vero […] superstitione tollenda religio tollitur” (Div. 2.72.148; translation from On

Divination, 537, slightly modified); contra Lucretius, in whose poem religio and supersti-

tio do overlap. See Manuel Galzerano, “Reversing the Invention of religio: Lucretius’ First

Eulogy of Epicurus (drn 1.62–79) and the Sisyphus Fragment (D.-K. 88b25),”Lexicon Philo-

sophicum 9 (2022): 53–68, and Chiara Rover, “Sfuggire agli dèi, sfuggire agli uomini. Religio

e giustizia in Lucrezio,”Archivio di Filosofia 91, no. 1 (2024): 65–76.

58 “Pulchritudo mundi ordoque rerum caelestium” (Div. 2.72.148; On Divination, 537).

59 “Aliquodnumenpraestantissimaementis quohaec regantur” (nd 2.2.4;Nature of theGods,

125; cf. also Har. resp. 9.19).

60 “Superstitionis stirpes omnes eligendae. Instat enim et urget et, quo te cumque verteris,

persequitur, sive tu vatem sive tu omen audieris, sive immolaris sive avem adspexeris, si

Chaldaeum, si haruspicem videris, si fulserit, si tonuerit […]; quorum necesse est pler-

umque aliquid eveniat, ut numquam liceat quieta mente consistere” (Div. 2.72.149; On

Divination, 537–539). That Cicero is expressing his own mind here is suggested by the

phrase vere loquamur he mentions a few lines earlier (Div. 2.72.148).

61 Leg. 2.13.33: “But there is no doubt that this art and science of the augurs has by now faded

out of existence on account of the passage of time and men’s neglect” [sed dubium non

est, quin haec disciplina et ars augurum evanuerit iam et vetustate et neglegentia] (Mar-

cus Tullius Cicero,On the Republic. On the Laws, trans. ClintonW. Keyes [Cambridge, MA:

HarvardUniversity Press, 1928], 413). OnCicero’s attitude towards divination inDe legibus,

seeValentinaArena, “Cicero, the Augures, and theCommonwealth inDe legibus,” inCicero

and Roman Religion: Eight Studies, ed. Claudia Beltrao da Rosa and Federico Santangelo

(Stuttgart: Steiner, 2020), 23–44.
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genuinely made knowledge of the future possible. In Div. 2, Cicero essentially

agrees with the thesis put forward by Marcus Claudius Marcellus in Leg. 2,

which posits that auspices “were invented to be of practical use to the State.”62

Moreover, regarding Romulus, who founded the city of Rome by taking the

auspices and probably genuinely believed in the existence of an augural sci-

ence, Cicero does not hesitate to state that “the ancients had erroneous views

on many subjects.”63 Thus, divination’s overly superstitious nature was seen as

being inherently linked to its demonstrated ineffectiveness, a fact that became

especially evident during the civil war between Caesar and Pompey (which

occurred between the writing of De legibus and De divinatione),64 when “the

result was nearly always contrary to the prophecy.”65

Furthermore, it is perhaps worth remembering that the climate of confu-

sion created by the civil wars facilitated the rise of figures such as Nigidius

Figulus, Aulus Cecina of Volterra, and Tarquitius Priscus66 (the first two were

Cicero’s friends, while the latter two were of Etruscan origin).67 As experts in

the Etrusca disciplina, they introduced pseudo-scientific theories and instru-

ments intoRome (such asNigidius Figulus’s “brontoscopic calendar”68 orAulus

62 “Auspicia ista ad utilitatem esse rei publicae composita” (Leg. 2.13.32; On the Laws 411; cf.

Div. 2.35.75).

63 “Errabat enimmultis in rebus antiquitas” (Div. 2.33.70; On Divination, 451).

64 According to the prevailing opinion, a quick andprovisional draft of thewhole of De divin-

atione was written prior to Caesar’s assassination. After this event, and before writing

De fato (which was almost certainly conceived and composed after the middle of May

44bce, cf. infra, 293, n. 91), Cicero revised the text, adding all the interpolations that pre-

suppose Caesar’s death and entirely rewriting the proem to book 2. See René Durand, “La

date du De divinatione,” inMélanges Boissier: Recueil demémoires concernant la littérature

et les antiquités romaines dédié à Gaston Boissier (Paris: Fontemoing, 1903), 173–183, and,

for a recent presentation and discussion of Durand’s remarks, see Sebastiano Timpanaro,

“Introduzione,” inMarcusTullius Cicero,Della divinazione, ed. SebastianoTimpanaro, 2nd

ed. (Milan: Garzanti, 1998), lxvi–lxxiv.

65 “Omnia fere contra ac dicta sint evenisse” (Div. 2.24.53; On Divination, 431). On the role

played by the recent civil war between Caesar and Pompey in Cicero’s attack on divina-

tion, see also the remarks in Lévy, Cicero academicus, 584–587.

66 See Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion, 2:550.

67 On Nigidius Figulus, Tarquitius Priscus, and Aulus Caecina of Volterra (and for all the rel-

evant bibliographical references regarding them), see Dumézil, Archaic Roman Religion,

2:634–638, 660, 670, and Timpanaro, “Introduzione,” esp. xli–xlii.

68 Preserved in John Lydus’s De ostentis (27–38). Nigidius Figulus also promoted the practice

of “private augurs,” writing a work titled De augurio private (see Aulus Gellius, Noct. att.

7.6.10). Specifically on Nigidius, see André Piganiol, “Sur le calendrier brontoscopique de

Nigidius Figulus,” in Studies in Roman Economic and History in Honour of Allen Chester

Johnson, ed. Paul R. Coleman-Norton (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1951), 79–

87 (reprinted in André Piganiol, Scripta varia, 2: Les origines de Rome et la République, ed.
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Caecina of Volterra’s theory of thunderbolts)69 that were aimed at detecting

and interpreting the will of the gods, with the sole effect of exponentially

increasing themetus towards the divine.

Divination, therefore, must be understood as an integral part of the harmo-

nious balance that characterises human society, a balance believed to reflect

the cosmic order evident in the contemplation of the heavens.70 Conversely, it

must be condemned when it claims to be an autonomous science capable of

ensuring communication betweenman and the gods, which is achievable only

through the State or philosophy.71 After all, if the existence of “some natural

connexion” [cognatio naturalis] between objects that are apparently unrelated

[distantium rerum] is undeniable, what natural connection, “or what ‘sym-

phony,’ so to speak, or association” [qua ex coniunctione naturae et quasi con-

centu atque consensu], or “what συμπάθεια […] can there be between a cleft in a

liver and a petty addition tomy purse?” [quam συμπάθειαν […] convenire potest

aut fissum iecoris cum lucello meo].72

The second challenge related (albeit somewhat indirectly) to Stoic theology

concerns εἱμαρμένη [ fatum], a key concept underpinning the Stoic defence of

divination. The Stoic εἱμαρμένη, described as “an orderly succession of causes

wherein cause is linked to cause and each cause of itself produces an effect”

[ordinem seriemque causarum, cum causae causa nexa rem ex se gignat],73

involved a strict determinism, according to which “nothing has happened

RaymondBloch,AndréChastagnol, R. Chevallier, andM.Renard [Brussels: Latomus, 1973],

48–55), Nigidius Figulus, Astrologo e mago. Testimonianze e frammenti, trans. Dora Liuzzi

(Lecce: Milella, 1983), and Nuccio D’Anna, Publio Nigidio Figulo. Un pitagorico a Roma nel

i secolo a.C. (Milano: Archè-Edizioni PiZeta, 2008).

69 Cf. John Lydus’s De ostentis (47–52).

70 Supra, 293, n. 91.

71 In this regard, Lévy (Cicero academicus, 587) speaks of “ambiguïté du statut de la divina-

tion.”

72 Div. 2.14.34; On Divination, 407–409. Cf. also Div. 2.69.142: “Is there some such natural

connecting link (continuatio coniunctioque naturae), which, as I said before, the Greeks

call συμπάθεια, that the finding of a treasure must be deduced from dreaming of an egg?”

[Etenim […] quae est continuatio coniunctioque naturae, quam, ut dixi, vocant συμπάθεια,

eius modi, ut thesaurus ex ovo intellegi debeat?] and “what natural bond of union (natur-

ali cognatione) is there between dreams, on the one hand, and treasures, legacies, public

office, victory and many other things of the same kind, on the other” [Thesaurus vero et

hereditas et honos et victoria etmulta generis eiusdem qua cum somniis naturali cognatione

iunguntur?] (On Divination, 529).

73 “That is an immortal truth having its source in all eternity” [Ea est ex omni aeternitate flu-

ens veritas sempiterna] (Div. 1.55.125;OnDivination, 361). According to this view, “all things

‘are,’ though, from the standpoint of ‘time,’ they are not present” [sunt enim omnia, sed

tempore absunt] (Div. 1.51.128; On Divination, 363).
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which was not bound to happen, and, likewise, nothing is going to happen

which will not find in nature every efficient cause of its happening” [nihil est

factum, quod non futurum fuerit, eodemque modo nihil est futurum, cuius non

causas id ipsum efficientes natura contineat].74 However, for Cicero, asserting

that “all things come about through Fate” [cum fato omnia fiant]75 wouldmean

depriving man of any autonomy and freedom.

Without delving into details, I would just like to point out that the argu-

mentative strategies of the “sceptical” Academy are crucial to both issuesmen-

tioned. In his critique of both artificial and natural divination, Cicero extens-

ively employs Carneadean arguments,76 which allow him to reply to Quintus’s

speech “in such a way as to affirm nothing and question everything. For if I

should assume anything that I said to be certain I should myself be playing the

diviner while saying that no such thing as divination exists!”77

Following Carneades, for example, Cicero begins his discussion by ques-

tioning whether there is such a thing as divination and, more specifically, by

showing the impossibility of identifying which things are within its scope (Div.

2.3.9–12). If, as Quintus claimed, “divination is the foreknowledge [praesensio]

of such things as depend upon chance [quae in fortuna positae sunt],” then

“how can anything be foreseen that has no cause and no distinguishingmark of

its happening”?78 And in any case, since the existence of chance is unavoidably

74 Div. 1.55.126; On Divination, 361. Precisely for this reason, as Quintus explains, “it may be

known by observation what effect will in most instances follow any cause, even if it is

not known in all; for it would be too much to say that it is known in every case. And it is

probable that these causes of coming events are perceived by those who see them during

frenzy or in sleep” [observatione notari possit, quae res quamque causam plerumque con-

sequatur, etiamsi non semper (nam id quidemaffirmare difficile est), easdemque causas veri

simile est rerum futurarum cerni ab eis, qui aut per furorem eas aut in quiete videant] (Div.

1.55.126; On Divination, 361).

75 Div. 1.56.127; On Divination, 361.

76 See especially AnnaMaria Ioppolo, “La critique de Carnéade sur la divination,” in Bouton-

Touboulic and Lévy, Scepticisme et religion, 41–56, Giuseppe Ciafardone, “Il De divina-

tione ciceroniano e la polemica di Carneade contro la divinazione,” Annali della Facoltà

di Studi Umanistici dell’Università degli Studi di Milano 71, no. 2 (2018): 65–82, David

N. Sedley, “Carneades’ Theological Arguments,” in Plato’s Academy: Its Workings and Its

History, ed. Paul Kalligas, Chloe Balla, Effie Baziotopoulou-Valavani, and Vassilis Karas-

manis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 220–245, and Luciana Repici, Pre-

dire il futuro. I filosofi antichi e la divinazione (Pisa: Edizioni della Normale, 2022), 269–

297.

77 “Ita nihil ut adfirmem, quaeramomnia, dubitans plerumque etmihi ipse diffidens. Si enim

aliquid certi haberemquoddicerem, ego ipsedivinarem,qui essedivinationemnego” (Div.

2.3.8; On Divination, 379).

78 Div. 2.5.14; On Divination, 386; Div. 2.6.17; On Divination, 389. According to Cicero/Carne-
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ruled out by the Stoic conception of fate,79 “What room is there for divina-

tion?”80 Most importantly, in drawing upon Carneades, Cicero knew that he

could count on the support (and legitimacy) of some eminent Stoics, who,

in different ways, had also questioned the validity of the μαντικὴ τέχνη. I am

referring to Diogenes of Babylon (also known as Diogenes of Seleucia, 230–

150/140bce), Boethus of Sidon (second century bce),81 and Panaetius (180–

109bce); namely, to the very same philosophers who, as Philo of Alexandria

reported, abandoned “the conflagrations and regenerations [τὰς ἐκπυρώσεις

καὶ παλιγγενεσίας] and deserted to the more religious doctrine [πρὸς ὁσιώτερον

δόγμα] that the whole world was indestructible [τὸ τῆς ἀφθαρσίας τοῦ κόσμου

παντὸς].”82 As for Diogenes of Babylon, a native of the same region in which

ades, “we do not apply the words ‘chance’ [ fors], ‘luck’ [ fortuna], ‘accident’ [casus], or

‘casualty’ [eventus] except to an event which has so occurred or happened that it either

might not have occurred at all, or might have occurred in any other way” [Quid est enim

aliud fors, quid fortuna, quid casus, quid eventus, nisi cum sic aliquid cecidit, sic evenit, ut

vel non cadere atque evenire, ut vel aliter cadere atque evenire potuerit?] (Div. 2.6.15; On

Divination, 387).

79 Supra, 288–289.

80 Div. 2.7.19; On Divination, 391.

81 Not to be confused with the homonymous Peripatetic philosopher from the first cen-

tury bce.

82 Aet. 76[=T 131 Alesse]–77; Philo of Alexandria, Every GoodMan Is Free. On the Contemplat-

ive Life. On the Eternity of the World. Against Flaccus. Apology for the Jews. On Providence,

trans. F.H. Colson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1941), 239. Cf. also Stobaeus,

Ecl. 1.20.5–7 = T 133 Alesse, from which we learn that Panaetius judged [νομίζει] the thesis

of the world’s eternity [ἡ ἀιδιότης τοῦ κόσμου] to be more persuasive [πιθανωτέρα]; Tusc.

1.32.79 = T 120 Alesse; Aet. 78, where we read that οἱ περὶ τὸν Βοηθόν stated [φασί] that if the

world were γενητός and φθαρτός, something would have sprung ἐκ τοῦ μὴ ὄντος, which was

utterly absurd to the Stoics [ὅπερ καὶ τοῖς Στωικοῖς ἀτοπώτατον εἶναι δοκεῖ]; for the exegesis

of this passage, see Carlos Lévy, “Lucrèce et les Stoïciens,” in Présence de Lucrèce, Actes

du Colloque de Tours, 3–5 décembre 1998, ed. Rémy Poignault (Tours: Centre de Recherche

A. Piganiol, 1999), 89. Just in passing, I would like to draw attention, as suggested inAndrea

Falcon, Aristotelismo (Turin: Einaudi, 2017), 23–25, to the possible influence of the Peri-

patetic Critolaus of Phaselis on the rejection of the Stoic dogma of world-conflagration

by Diogenes, Boetus, and Panaetius. In those years, Critolaus (a member of the Athenian

embassy to Rome in 156/155bce along with Diogenes of Babylon and Carneades; see, e.g.,

De or. 2.38.160) was, in fact, a strenuous advocate of the Aristotelian thesis of the eternity

of theworld (see, e.g., Aet. 55 = 13Wehrli, and Aet. 70 = 12Wehrli; on Critolaus’s physics, see

esp. David E. Hahm, “Critolaus and LateHellenistic Peripatetic Philosophy,” in Pyrrhonists,

Patricians, Platonizers: Hellenistic Philosophy in the Period 155–186b.c., Tenth Symposium

Hellenisticum, ed. Anna Maria Ioppolo and David N. Sedley [Naples: Bibliopolis, 2007],

81 ff.). It would then be interesting to wonder whether Critolaus (and, more generally, the

Peripatetic philosophers, especially Dicaearchus, followed by Cratippus in the first cen-

tury bce) could also have played some role in the attitude towards divination deployed
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themonstra Chaldeorum (Div. 2.42.87) developed, we know that he limited the

power of prophecy of the Chaldeans’ art (namely, astrology) “to the extent of

being able to tell the disposition of any child and the calling for which he is

best fitted” (Div. 2.43.90), denying its capability to forecast a man’s future.83

Boethus of Sidon, Diogenes’s pupil, is remembered by Cicero for his attempt

to explain “the phenomena of sea and sky” without recourse to the “supernat-

ural,” thus boiling divination down to science, while simultaneously depriving

divination of any religious feature.84 Finally, Panaetius. Venturing well bey-

ond Diogenes, he “was the only one of the Stoics to reject the astrologorum

praedicta.”85 He denied “that divination [μαντική] has any real existence” (ἀνυ-

πόστατον, “unsubstantial,” “without sure foundation”),86 considering it more

convenient to restrain himself from assent [seque ab adsensu sustineat] on

the truth of “the responses of entrail-diviners, auspices, oracles, dreams, and

prophecies.”87 Consequently,

since the Stoics—much against their will I grant you—permitted this

famous Stoic to doubt on one point will they not grant to us Academi-

cians the right to do the same on all other points, especially since that

by the three Stoic philosophers or whether their stances might depend on Carneades’s

attack on the μαντικὴ τέχνη. OnDicaearchus’s and Cratippus’s position on (natural) divin-

ation, whosemain source isDe divinatione (1.3.5; 1.32.70–71; 2.52.107–109), see esp. (also for

further bibliographical references) the recent study by Francesco Verde, Peripatetic Philo-

sophy in Context: Knowledge, Time, and Soul from Theophrastus to Cratippus (Berlin: De

Gruyter, 2022), esp. 160–168.

83 On Cicero’s assessment of this “concession” to astrology by Diogenes of Babylon, see Div.

2.43.90–91, together with Repici, Predire il futuro, 324–325.

84 OnBoethius’s stance regarding divination, seeTimpanaro, “Introduzione,” xxxiv, lxiii–lxvi.

85 Div. 2.42.88 = part. T 140 Alesse; On Diviniation, 471. There has been much debate over

the question as to whether the criticism of astrology in Div. 2.42.87–47.99 can be traced

back to Carneades—see Anna Maria Ioppolo, “L’astrologia nello Stoicismo antico,” in La

scienza ellenistica. Atti delle giornate di studio (Pavia, 14–16 aprile 1982), ed. Gabriele Gian-

nantoni and Mario Vegetti (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1984), 83–84—or whether it depends on

Panaetius: see Francesca Alesse, Panezio di Rodi e la tradizione stoica (Naples: Bibliopolis,

1994), 239–254, and Panaetius, Testimonianze, ed. Francesca Alesse (Naples: Bibliopolis,

1997), 270–272. I would like to point out that many of the arguments recorded by Cicero

also appear in Sextus Empiricus’s Adversus astrologos [=M 5]; see esp. Sextus Empiricus,

Contro gli astrologi, ed. Emidio Spinelli (Naples: Bibliopolis, 2000), and Repici, Predire il

futuro, 332–339.

86 dl 7.149 = T 139 Alesse; Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Volume ii: Books

6–10, trans. R.D. Hicks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1925), 253.

87 Luc. 33.107 = T 136 Alesse; Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Academic Scepticism, trans. Charles

Brittain (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2006), 122.
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about which Panaetius is not clear is clearer than the light of day to the

other members of the Stoic school?88

Similarly, in De fato (= Fat.), Cicero resorts to Carneadean arguments in order

to preserve freedom of action (by separating physical from logical determin-

ism) without relapsing into the ridiculous Epicurean atomic swerve (cf. “sine

hac commenticia declinatione defendere,”Fat. 10.22–11.23):

In fact, by explaining [scil. Carneades] that it is possible for a certain

voluntary movement of the soul to occur, it would have been better to

defend this rather than introduce the deviation, for which they cannot

even find the cause; having defended this point, they could have easily

resisted Chrysippus. Indeed, even if they conceded that nomotion occurs

without a cause, they would not allow that everything that happens does

so due to preceding causes; for our will, there are no external and preced-

ing causes.89

According to Carneades, in fact, “if all things come about through antecedent

causes” [si omnia antecedentibus causis fiunt], then “all things are brought

88 “Quod illi in aliqua re invitissumis Stoicis Stoico facere licuit, nos ut in reliquis rebus

faciamus a Stoicis non concedetur? praesertim cum id, de quo Panaetio non liquet,

reliquis eiusdem disciplinae solis luce videatur clarius” (Div. 1.3.6 = T 137 Alesse; On Divin-

ation, 231). Cf. also Div. 1.7.12 = T 138 Alesse.

89 “Nam cumdoceret esse posse quendam animimotum voluntarium, id fuit defendimelius

quam introducere declinationem, cuius praesertim causam reperire non possunt; quo

defenso facile Chrysippo possent resistere. Cum enim concessissent motum nullum esse

sine causa, non concederent omnia quae fierent fieri causis antecedentibus; voluntatis

enim nostrae non esse causas externas et antecedentis” (Fat. 11.23, my translation, based

on the manuscript reading [doceret]). I explain and justify my decision to retain the sin-

gular doceret (rather than emending it to the plural docere⟨n⟩t, as most scholars do) and

to attribute it to Carneades in Chiara Rover, “Carneade e il moto volontario dell’animo.

Osservazioni su Cic. Fat. 11, 23,” Historia philosophica 23 (2025), forthcoming. For a dis-

cussion of this passage, see also Carlo Natali, “Carneades’ Argument in Cicero’s De fato

23b–25,”Lexis 25 (2007): 69–82. Regarding Carneades’s position, see Fat. 10.22–12.28; 14.31–

15.34; 16.38 (for bibliographical references, consult Stefano Maso’s commentary on these

three paragraphs inMarcusTullius Cicero, Il fato, ed. StefanoMaso [Rome: Carocci, 2014]).

On the Stoic conception of the antecedent cause, see AnnaMaria Ioppolo, “Le cause ante-

cedenti in Cic. De fato 40,” in Matter and Metaphysics, Fourth Symposium Hellenisticum,

ed. JonathanBarnes andMarioMignucci (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1988), 397–424 (reprinted in

Ioppolo,Dibattiti filosofici ellenistici: Dottrinadelle cause, Stoicismo,Accademia scettica, ed.

Bruno Centrone, Diana Quarantotto, Emidio Spinelli, and Riccardo Chiaradonna [Sankt

Augustin: Academia Verlag, 2013], 69–84).
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about by necessity” [omnia necessitas efficit], and if that is true, then nothing is

in our power [nihil est in nostra potestate]. However, “there is something in our

power” [est autem aliquid in nostra potestate], therefore, “it is not the case that

whatever comes about does so through fate” [non igitur fato fiunt quaecumque

fiunt].90 Only then could Cicero awaken in his readers (and fellow citizens) a

sense of moral responsibility and the duty of civic engagement.91

4 Some Conclusions: Two DifferentWays of Being a “Sceptic”

Although many questions are doomed to remain unanswered, it is now time

to try and draw some conclusions. For Cicero and Cotta, Academic “scepti-

cism” takes on two profoundly different meanings. For Cotta, Academic “scep-

ticism” essentially becomes a way of life, allowing his multiple personae to

coexist by approving [adprobatio] all of them without any dogmatic com-

mitment [adsensus/συγκατάθεσις].92 In this regard, it would be interesting to

question and investigate the relationship between Cotta’s philosophical reflec-

tions93 (which lead him to suspend judgment about truth) and Carneades’s

90 Fat. 14.31. On this Carneadean criticism—developed according to the modus tollendo

tollens—against both the so-called “Lazy Argument” (ignava ratio/ἀργὸς λόγος; see Fat.

12.28–13.29) and Chrysippus’s refutation of it (see Fat. 13.30), see esp. AnnaMaria Ioppolo,

“La critica di Carneade al concetto stoico di causa in Cic. De fato 31–37,” Lexis 25 (2007):

103–119 (reprinted in Ioppolo, Dibatti filosofici ellenistici, 85–98).

91 Conceived in April/May 44bce, De fato was composed in a short time (twenty days at

most) at the beginning of June 44, as soon as Cicero was back in Tusculum (see Maso

in Cicero, Il fato, 91–94). This was a crucial time in Cicero’s life and career: after many

unhappy and inglorious years under Caesar’s dictatorship, there were renewed hopes for

an ordered government. However, his absence fromRome and the Senate during the sum-

mer of 44bce cameat a price, and in the autumn, itwas too late (see esp. Syme,TheRoman

Revolution, 138–139).

92 On the distinction between adsensus and adprobatio, see Luc. 32.104 (together with

RichardBett, “Carneades’DistinctionbetweenAssent andApproval,”TheMonist 73 [1990]:

3–20). Thanks to this distinction, Carneades gave the “sceptic” the possibility of affirming

or denying something, without the need to adsentire [adsensus/συγκατάθεσις] to the cata-

leptic impression (as required by the Stoics), but simply by granting his adprobatio to the

persuasive impression; see Anna Maria Ioppolo, Opinione e scienza. Il dibattito tra Stoici

e Accademici nel iii e nel ii secolo a.C. (Naples: Bibliopolis, 1986), 193–198, and Ioppolo,

“L’assenso nella filosofia di Clitomaco: Un problema di linguaggio?”, in Ioppolo and Sed-

ley, Pyrrhonists, Patricians, Platonizers, 225–267.

93 Contra DeFilippo, “Cicero vs. Cotta,” according to whom Cotta strives to keep religion out

of the realmof philosophical evaluation altogether. A valuable critical discussion of DeFil-

ippo’s conclusions is offered inWynne, Cicero on the Philosophy of Religion, 166–167.
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πιθανότης [persuasiveness].94 However, that would exceed the specific purpose

of the present study, and I shall postpone it for further publications. For now,

what needs to be borne in mind is that Cotta, whose rank and family prestige

were enough to secure his privileged position, wealth, and prosperity, was far

removed from Cicero’s aspiration for consensus omnium bonorum, primarily

aimed at opposing any force of dissolution (Sest. 45.97ff.). Cotta remained a

noble, and like every noble, he continued to claimpredominance for his class.95

Moreover, it should not be forgotten that he was strongly attached to Sulla,

the fiercest enemy of the homus novus Gaius Marius. Moreover, Cotta died in

74bce, long beforeCaesar’s dictatorship and the deep confusion preceding and

following his assassination.

ForCicero, on theother hand,Academic “scepticism” (à laCarneades)96 can-

not be the “rule,” and the philosopher, so to speak, must surrender to the politi-

cian (cf. Div. 2.2.7) and adapt to him. However, “scepticism” is still a valuable

94 OnCarneades’s πιθανότης, see esp. Richard Bett, “Carneades’Pithanon: A Reappraisal of Its

Role and Status,”Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 7 (1989): 59–94, SuzanneObdrzalek,

“Living inDoubt: Carneades’PithanonReconsidered,”Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy

31 (2006): 243–280, and the recent studies by Reinhardt, “Pithana and probabilia,” and

Cicero’s Academici Libri and Lucullus, esp. lxiii–cvii.

95 See esp. Leonhard A. Burckhardt, “The Political Elite of the Roman Republic: Comments

on Recent Discussion of the Concepts ‘Nobilitas and Homo Novus,’ ”Historia: Zeitschrift für

Alte Geschichte 39 (1990): 77–99.

96 It would therefore be appropriate to ask which Carneades we are talking about. Rein-

hardt, inhis recent studydevoted to the Academica (Cicero’sAcademici Libriand Lucullus,

esp. cxlii–clvii, xli–xliv), contends that theCarneades,whose epistemologyCicero follows,

is the Clitomachean one and that Cicero is consequently a “radical” sceptic. Reinhardt

primarily draws attention to Inv. 2.3.9–10: “Therefore without affirming anything posit-

ively, I shall proceed with an inquiring mind and make each statement with a degree of

hesitation, lest in gaining the small point of havingwritten an apparently useful book, I fall

short of the chief goal, not tobe rash andhasty in givingmyapproval to any item.This prin-

ciple I shall of course pursue both now and in all my life as zealously as possible” [Quare

nos quidem sine ulla affirmatione simul quaerentes dubitanter unum quidque dicemus, ne,

dum parvulum hoc consequamur, ut satis haec commode perscripsisse videamur, illud amit-

tamus quod maximum est ut ne cui rei temere atque arroganter assenserimus. Verum hoc

quidem nos et in hoc tempore et in omni vita studiose, quoad facultas feret, consequemur]

(MarcusTullis Cicero,On Invention.TheBest Kind of Orator.Topics, trans.HarryM.Hubbell

[Cambridge,MA: Harvard University Press, 1949], 175); cf. also Luc. 20.66; Fin. 1.2.6; nd 1.1–

5.12; Div. 2.3.8 and 2.12.28. I find Reinhardt’s hypothesis fairly intriguing, but at the same

time quite problematic. On the one hand, it is undeniable that Cicero himself declares

that he is drawing upon Clitomachus, as we read in Luc. 31.98: “To make sure that no one

suspects that I’mmaking upwhat I’m going to say, I will use citations fromClitomachus—

since he worked with Carneades right up to his old age, and he was a clever man, as you’d

expect from a Carthaginian, as well as a serious and diligent scholar” [nec vero quicquam
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weapon for stemming andmitigating the “hardlines” of Stoic theology; namely,

those aspects of the Stoic doctrine that would eventually undermine Cicero’s

political plan just as much as Cotta’s (passive) approach towards religion. I am

referring to the Stoic defence of divination well beyond its political and social

purposes on the one hand and to the “paralysing” conception of fate promoted

by the Stoics, together with their reduction of all causes to antecedent causes,

on the other. It is precisely for this reason that, as Cicero himself declared, De

natura deorum, De divinatione, and De fatowere conceived as a trilogy and that

they therefore need to be assessed together (Div. 2.1.3; cf. also nd 3.8.19).

In light of this, I believe that Cicero’s position towards religion, rather than

disclosing his “titubanza […] nell’affrontare di petto l’argomento,” as suggested

by Emanuele Narducci,97 should be readwhile taking into account his political

purposes and frame. After all, as emerges from his portraits (at least from those

dating back tohis own time), Cicero representedhimself—andwantedhis con-

temporaries to see him—as a politician, not a philosopher.98 His life was one

with his political project. Ultimately, this cost him dearly, and he succumbed to

talent and ambition, for, as Ronald Syme remarked, “there was no Ciceronian

party. The Romanpolitician had to be the leader of a faction. Cicero fell short of

that eminencebothwhena consul andwhena consular, or senior statesman.”99

He “lacked the full equipment”; namely, family connexions and clientela.

ita dicam ut quisquam id fingi suspicetur; a Clitomacho sumam, qui usque ad senectutem

cum Carneade fuit, homo et acutus ut Poenus et valde studiosus ac diligens; et quattuor eius

libri sunt de sustinendis adsensionibus, haec autem quae iam dicam [quae] sunt sumpta de

primo] (On Academic Scepticism, 57–58). On the other hand, passages such as Luc. 2.6–3.8

strongly testify to a “sceptical” (mitigated) stance that couldhardlybe juxtaposedwith that

of Clitomachus. We might say that in Cicero, Carneades’s πιθανὴ φαντασία carries some

kind of “virtuous” δόξα, endowed with positive value not only within the practical sphere,

but also within the epistemological one. That would also explain why, in the Academica,

Cicero appears to employ probabile and veri simile as interchangeable and synonymous

translations for τὸ πιθανόν (cf. esp. Luc. 31.100–33.105; 41.127–128, togetherwith Lévy, Cicero

academicus, 283–290, and JohnGlucker, “Probabile, veri simile and related terms,” inCicero

the Philosopher: Twelve Papers, ed. Jonathan G.F. Powell [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995],

125–135). In this sense, Cicero’s stance would be more consistent with the “scepticism” of

Metrodorus of Stratonicea or Philo of Larissa (see at least Simone Vezzoli, “L’esistenza di

un criterio di verità nella filosofia di Filone di Larissa,” Annali della Facoltà di Lettere e

Filosofia dell’Università degli Studi di Milano 64 [2011]: 247–263).

97 Narducci, Cicerone, 435–436.

98 See Paul Zanker, “I ritratti di Marco Tullio Cicerone: Visione, autorappresentazione, inter-

pretazione,” in Cicerone Prospettiva 2000. Atti del i Symposium Ciceronianum Arpinas.

Arpino, 5 maggio 2000, ed. Emanuele Narducci (Florence: Le Monnier, 2001), 16–58.

99 Syme, The Roman Revolution, 13–16.
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