PAGE  
1

Salomon Maimon and the Failure of Modern Jewish Philosophy (012.13.09) 

Yitzhak Y. Melamed (Johns Hopkins University)


Introduction 


Until quite recently it was rather uncommon to find the name of Salomon Maimon (1753-1800) in introductory books on modern Jewish philosophy.
 It is indeed true that treatments of “Modern Jewish Philosophy” or “Modern Jewish Thought” often reveal striking omissions. Figures such as R. Yoel Teitelbaum, R. Welwale Soloveitchik, R. Meir Simcha ha-Kohen of Dewinsk, the Steipeler, R. Aharon Kotler, and R. Shimon Shkop, would very rarely figure prominently (if at all) in studies of modern Jewish religious thought,
 making one (at least one who knows something about Yiddishkeit) wonder whether these figures were deemed not religious, not Jewish, or perhaps just not “thinking” enough to qualify for inclusion in these textbooks. In the case of Maimon, however, textbook-writers cannot even rely on the pretext that he was not a “thinker” (i.e., not one of the Aufklärer); for none but the divine Kant described him as the sharpest of his critics.
 To be sure, Maimon’s command of the “Heilge Schprache” of Mendelssohn and Goethe was far from perfect; still, given such praises from the Vater of German philosophy, one might expect that an exception could be made to accommodate even this rude Ostjude. It is admittedly also true that Maimon was not engaged with deep and serious questions concerning the difference between Athens and Jerusalem, Reason and Revelation, or the possibility of reconciling universal reason with Jewish particularism. The issues Maimon dealt with – the sustainability of Kant’s defense of transcendental idealism, the nature of finite and infinite intellects, the political structure of traditional Jewish society, the reality of finite things, the possibility of reducing temporal relations to purely conceptual relations, pantheism, the moral value of knowledge – were perhaps not as difficult and intellectually demanding as Rosenzweig’s (tribalism-free) view of the Jews as an eternal people that are beyond history, or even Buber’s highly original (owing nothing to Fichte or Hegel) and profound insight that the Ich depends on the Du.  Yet, one would still expect some respect to be paid to that philosophical beggar, at least in recognition of his chutzpa in confronting the Vater of German philosophy, disregarding difference of rank and the Enlightened hierarchy of cultures.


In this paper, I will outline a rather bold claim: that Maimon is the only modern Jewish philosopher worth of the title. Unlike many others, I do not take a Jewish philosopher to be someone who is (a) Jewish and (b) a philosopher, but rather suggest that Jewish philosophy is the attempt to provide a well-argued and informed account of Jewish religious and cultural beliefs and practices. The demand for an informed account will play a central role in this paper. It would seem that just as a philosopher of mathematics needs to have a good grasp of mathematics, a scholar of Jewish philosophy needs to have a good grasp of the Jewish literary world. To the best of my knowledge, this has not been the case with the majority of modern Jewish philosophers; arguably, the majority of modern authors who wrote about the Wesen des Judentums were largely ignorant of this literary tradition. But before we can address this radical and combative claim, we will need to discuss two other characteristics of modern Jewish philosophy: (1) its internalization of the anti-Semitic view of Jewish culture as a particularism that is opposed to Christian universalism, and (2) its biblicalism, i.e., the attempt to construct a Protestant version of Judaism that imitates German Lutheranism, and hence justify the inclusion of the Jew into noble German society.


Part I: Die Pharisæertumsangst, or How to be a Jew and (Yet!) a Human Being.

With the destruction of an independent Jewish state and the emergence of the cosmopolitan imperial cultures in which the key figures of classical and medieval Jewish philosophy typically wrote, a central question motivating many Jewish philosophers well versed in the philosophical canon of the cosmopolitan culture was this: how can learned and reasoning people embrace the claims that Jewish texts seem to make? A tension was all but inevitable between views rooted in Jewish history and tradition and what non-Jewish philosophers typically saw and presented as universal truths. Are Jewish claims about humankind-in-the-world compatible with, even deducible from, the principles and claims of universal reason, as articulated, say, in the Graeco-Roman philosophical tradition?...

…Jewish life and thought, Mendelssohn argued, are compatible with universal reason… 

These two quotes, taken from the entry on “Contemporary Jewish Philosophy” in the authoritative Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, exemplify one of the central topoi of modern Jewish philosophy: how can Judaism meet the demands of universal reason, or in the words of the authors quoted above: “how can learned and reasoning people embrace the claims that Jewish texts seem to make?”  It is not difficult to detect in these lines strong apologetic undertones, but to my mind what is at stake is much more than traditional religious apologetics. According to the authors, reason demands explanation not from religion or revelation, as such, but rather particularly from those who believe Jewish texts. But why single out Jewish texts in this context? Are traditional Jewish beliefs more irrational than, say the equivalent Christian, or Islamic beliefs? And why should “Jewish life and thought” be any less compatible with reason? That is to say: what is the “hava amina” of the last question?


Readers of Kant, Hegel, and other eighteenth and nineteenth century Protestant writers should be well acquainted with the view of Judaism as stubbornly insisting on particularism, against the universality of Christianity.
 I am hesitant to call this view anti-Semitic, because in a sense it is legitimate for one to see one’s own religion (or morality) as the most universal (and indeed, with the exception of Yehuda Ha-Levi, Jewish authors never rescinded their claim for universality). Yet when Jewish writers adopt this Christian view of themselves as being a stubborn particularity whose very existence demands an explanation, we are dealing with something very different.


Let us approach the same issue from a slightly different angle. The imperative, “Be a Jew in your tent, and a human being in the street,” is occasionally ascribed to Moses Mendelssohn, though it actually came from the pen of the nineteenth century East-European Maskil, Yehuda Leib Gordon (YALAG).
 The simple implication of this saying is that a Jew is not a human being. It is as if one has two personalities: at home you take your coat off, put the yarmulka on, and, lo and behold: you are a Jew. Then, once you go on the street, transubstantiation occurs: the Jew takes his yarmulka off, puts a decent coat on himself, and, hocus pocus, he turns into a full-fledged human being. (How did anyone dare to criticize the Enlightened for their rejection of miracles? Indeed, what an amazing counter-example to ex nihilo nihil fit!)


Of course, one could accept an alternative view, according to which being a Jew is one way (out of many other ways) of being a human being. In this case, a Jew - at home or in the street – is, eo ipso, a human being. But this was not the logic of the Haskalah, or of modern Jewish philosophy. The internalization of the Protestant scheme of Jewish particularism against the religion of universal reason, i.e., Christianity, became one of the main features of two hundred years of discourse in modern Jewish philosophy. But this false problematic attests more to the struggle of modern “Jewish” thinkers to provide a decent bourgeois burial ceremony for Judaism,
 than anything having to do with either reason or religion as such.


The anxiety of being caught as a quintessential Jew – a Pharisee who rejects the revelation of the universal redeemer of all humanity – seems to have followed the modern Maskil wherever he went; hence the need to explain how Judaism can be compatible with universal “reason”. Only we, the enlightened Jews -- the attitude went -- may justly deny the culpa of rejecting the Logos, but as for the Pharisees, with their dirty beards and side-locks –these non-human particularists – well, keep them in the East!
 We enlightened Jews cannot and should not have to explain their bizarre minds, filled with Talmudic trifles.


Part II: Biblical Fixation sive odium talmudicum.


 In the twenty-fifth Mishna of the Fifth Chapter of Tractate Avot, the Tana, Yehuda ben Tema, posits certain benchmarks that define the appropriate development of a Jewish person:

He [Yehuda ben Tema] used to say: A five-year-old for Scripture; a ten-year old for Mishna..” 

Indeed, in traditional Jewish schooling, boys acquired knowledge of Hebrew at a rather early age. After learning the Alef-Beis, they began reading Chumash with Rashi around the age of five or six. An average child in today’s Bney Brak is likely to begin studying Mishna around the age of eight, and a year or two later he will be introduced to the Talmud, usually beginning with “Elu Metzioth,” the second chapter of Baba Metzia. Once he reaches Bar-Mitzva age, most of the child’s curriculum will be dedicated to the study of Talmud with the canonic commentaries of Rashi and Tosfoth.


Traditionally, it was quite rare for Jews to study the Bible. Portions of the bible are read as the weekly Parsha and Haftora, and certain biblical excerpts (mostly from Psalms) are incorporated into the regular prayers. But these practices were not considered a “limud” (study). And indeed, traditionally, most Jews have hardly ever read biblical books like Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemia, and Daniel. One could easily be a Talmid Chochom without knowing the order of the Kings, Priests, or even Prophets of Israel.


A quick look at the contemporary Jewish bookshelf easily attests to the revolution Judaism has passed through in the past two hundred years. The very title, “Jewish Study Bible,” would appear completely ridiculous in a traditional setting, but alas, the Jewish Study Bible is published by the very prestigious Press of Oxford University.
 Traditionally, a person with limited intellectual capacities would be credited with performing the commandment of studying the Torah through reading or reciting the Bible.
 But was this indeed the intention of the editors of OUP’s “Jewish Study Bible”? Is it indeed a text for challenged Jewish adults?


Obviously, this state of affairs reflects a much deeper and more disturbing historical process, in which the internalization of the Christian view of Judaism as particularism converged with the hatred of the ultimate text of the Pharisee: the Talmud. While the Bible was completely transparent to the non-Jewish reader, the Talmud was a text that very few people who did not belong to its traditional circle of learners were able to decipher. The pile of curses and condemnations brought against the Talmud by the Aufklärer – Jews and Gentiles alike – is quite impressive. In most cases, it was rooted in complete ignorance about the Talmud.


The modern German Jew had little place and respect for the Talmud. In a memorable passage, Heine crowns Mendelssohn with the title of a “Jewish Luther”:

Mendelssohn destroyed the authority of Talmudism and founded pure Mosaism… As Luther had overthrown the Papacy, so Mendelssohn overthrew the Talmud, and in the very same way, namely by repudiating tradition, by declaring the Bible to be the source of religion, and by translating the most important part of it. By so doing he destroyed Judaic Catholicism, as Luther has destroyed Christian Catholicism.
 

I doubt very much that Mendelssohn would have been happy to hear these praises. Mendelssohn was still committed to traditional Judaism, which was clearly centered upon the Talmud, and he had clearly some substantial acquaintance with the Talmudic literature. Yet, Heine’s claims are not groundless, and if they fail to provide a nuanced account of Mendelssohn’s relation to the Talmud, they would definitely fit the views of his immediate followers. 


The German Jew rejected the Talmud for a very concrete reason. This rejection was not based on any intellectual or moral considerations; anyone who has studied both the Bible and the Talmud can attest that the challenges are incomparable. Nor was it because of the “teachings” of the Talmud (if there are such, in this hugely chaotic textual sea), which in many cases were much more progressive than the views of the Aufklärer themselves (consider, for example, Kant’s enthusiastic support of capital punishment in comparison with the views of the Talmudists). The modern German Jew exchanged the Talmud for the Bible because this was the manner by which one could become a respected citizen. The bizarre text of the Pharisees could not stand at the center of Jewish Protestantism. In order to imitate his Lutheran neighbor, the German Jew had to adopt his neighbor’s texts. If my neighbor studies the Bible, why can I not do the same? 


Indeed, this ridiculous process came to its strangest culmination when Jewish philosophers attempted to introduce Calvinist divine command morality (the view that God arbitrarily dictates what is good and evil) into Jewish thought. There are many morally unpleasant views within the Jewish canon (e.g., the mainstream Halachik attitude toward gentiles), but the cruelty of divine command morality was very rarely accepted among Jewish writers.
 Yet here, as part of the heritage of the enlightened Jew, this so called “Micha’s view”, a common Calvinist fanaticism, is introduced and presented as a respectable Jewish position.
 


The sweeping Protestantization of Judaism demands an extensive discussion, far beyond the limits of this paper.
 To my mind, the Protestantization of Judaism is the single most important feature of contemporary Jewish writing and society. Modern Jewish philosophy played a central part in this process.


With the exception of two or three figures (primarily, Leibovich, Soloveitchik, and Levinas), modern Jewish philosophers took the Bible as the constitutive text of Judaism. Just like their Protestant peers, they developed a genre of philosophical rumination about the Bible. Unlike their Protestant peers, modern Jewish philosophers limited their ruminations to the Old Testament, but apart from this one choice of focus there was very little difference between the concerns of the two camps. Indeed, it is not a coincidence that (after and as a result of the Holocaust) Protestant philosophers and theologians could readily embrace writers like Rosenzweig and Buber, for indeed what they found there was actually very familiar: it was nothing but the same old German Protestantism.


Part III: Die Philosophie des Am Aratzut 


One can of course present various counter-examples to the claim that modern Jewish philosophers were essentially engaged in a monkish imitation of their Protestant peers. Buber, one may argue, engaged seriously with Hasidic texts (a far from precise claim since Buber worked mostly on the folkloristic popular tales of Hasidism, rather than on its Kabbalistic and theoretical aspects). Hermann Cohen occasionally quotes Talmudic proverbs from one or another Masechta in his Religion der Vernuft aus der Quellen des Judentums (1919).  But this is all beside the point. The simple and quite astonishing fact is that an average ten year old boy in today’s Bney Brak is far more capable of studying a random page of Talmud than were virtually all the “great” modern Jewish philosophers: Spinoza,
 Cohen, Buber, Rosenzweig, Leo Strauss, Fackenheim, and even Levinas.
 The cases of Strauss, Fackeheim, and Rosenzweig are particularly acute, since for all one can tell they were literal Am ha-Aratzim. Indeed, modern Jewish philosophy proved the possibility of writing extensively on das Wesen des Judentums without even having access to most of the Jewish literary corpus.


If one accepts the factual claim that up until the nineteenth century (and in fact until this very day) the vast majority of Jewish texts is comprised of the Talmud, its commentaries, and the Rabbinic literature, and if indeed my claim that the kings of modern Jewish philosophy were as naked as at the moment of their birth, in terms of their knowledge of Talmud and Rabbinics, one can appreciate the measure of charlatanism that was required in order to pursue the modern Jewish philosophical project.


Let me clarify one point. The argument I am advancing here is not an argument from authority. By no means do I claim that one needs to be rabbi, hold any religious position, or even be – or identify oneself as - a Jew, in order to pursue a philosophical study of Judaism. What I do suggest is that there is a basic requirement to have knowledge of some subject matter, X, before one claims to be the philosophical expert on X.


Now, one can claim that knowledge of Talmudic learning cannot be measured in any significant way, and thus there is no justifiable way to condemn figures like Buber and Cohen as ignoramuses and charlatans.  After all, these two scholars had at least some knowledge of Aggadic sources and of some of the Talmud’s moral teachings. So let me suggest a simple litmus test. If the modern philosopher of Judaism had ever encountered the question, “What is YA’AL KAGAM?” what would have been his answer? My impression is that all of the figures mentioned above would be clueless as to the meaning of this notion. They might suspect that YA’AL KAGAM is a certain kind of animal  -- perhaps a non-kosher deer? A 4th century Assyrian word for a hippopotamus or a lion?  Essentially, I suspect, they would not recognize these words.


The most common Talmudic practice is disputation. There are several pairs of Talmudic scholars that appear throughout the Talmud disputing one point after the other. Perhaps the most famous pair is the Babylonian Amoraim: Abaye and Rava. In almost all the disputes between Abaye and Rava, the Hallacha follows the opinion of Rava. There are only six exceptions to this rule, and YA’AL KAGAM is the mnemonic for the six disputes throughout the Talmud in which the Hallacha follows the opinion of Abaye.
 This is basic knowledge for an average child growing up in Bney Brak.



The Straussian brand of Am ha-Aratzut deserves special consideration, since it exemplifies in a very neat way the price of ignorance:  as long as one is ignorant about the content of Jewish texts, one can make the most essentialist and groundless claims, since no recognized facts can refute it. Only one who knows nothing about the Talmud can oppose Athens to Jerusalem (Why Jerusalem? What great intellectual enterprises took place in Jerusalem?), and only one who does not know a figure like R. Yirmya (the Talmudist whose consistent practice was to position his two legs on the two opposite sides of a Talmudic distinction and ask his disputants where he belonged)
 can essentialize Judaism as a religion of “revelation”. 


Unfortunately, the essentializing of Judaism is a common feature of modern Jewish philosophy, and the extensive ignorance regarding the Talmud and Rabbinic literature among modern Jewish philosophers allowed – in fact, invited – such groundless essentialism. 


Part V: The Alternative 


Let me return now to the absence of Maimon in most works on modern Jewish philosophy. In an article published a few years ago, Eli Schweid suggested that Maimon  had “an empirical a-posteriori conception of Judaism.”
 It is not clear to me what could be the meaning of an a priori conception of Judaism. (Would it mean that the Torah and the commandments were given prior to any experience? or are they analytically true or valid?) Be that as it may, I do think that part of Maimon’s importance for Jewish philosophy is his freedom from essentialist and a priori conceptions of Judaism. Instead of providing a priori ruminations on the essence of Judaism, Maimon attempts to give a careful and sensitive account of Jewish culture that is highly informed by Rabbinic and Talmudic literature. 


Having been raised in an East-European Jewish surrounding, Maimon was influenced by the major intellectual movements in this arena. Talmud, Kabbalah, contemporary Hassidism and medieval Jewish philosophy played a crucial role in the formation of Maimon's philosophy as well as his commentaristic writing style. The strongest influence was that of Maimonides, whose unbiased and strict rationalism Maimon took as a guiding example throughout his life (while no longer adhering to Maimonidean metaphysics). Following Maimonides, Maimon held intellectual perfection to be the ultimate human end, and saw moral perfection merely as means for achieving this end. Like Maimonides, Maimon argued that God's image in humanity is the intellect and that to the extent that we activate and develop our intellectual capacities we become closer and more similar to God.


Maimon's relation to the Kabbalah was a bit more ambivalent. While he had no sympathy for the anthropomorphic teachings of some of the major Kabbalistic works,
 Maimon attempted to disclose the rationalistic core of the Kabbala, which he identified with Spinoza's pantheistic teachings.
 In his early Hebrew writings Maimon develops the view that God is also the material cause of the world (i.e., that all things are merely predicates of God, who is their substratum). Since Maimon conceives God to be a pure intellect, the result is a genuine form of radical — and pantheistic — idealism. This form of idealism plays a significant role in Maimon's thought in the 1790s, and possibly also in the development of German Idealism in general.


Maimon also seems to borrow from Kabbalistic and contemporary Hassidic writings the idea of an infinite process through which one “strives to turn matter into form,” though he will interpret this formula in metaphysical rather than ethical terms in order to use it as an alternative to Kant’s unbridgeable distinction between understanding and sensibility.


After his migration from Lithuania to Germany, Maimon entered the circles of the Haskala (the Jewish Enlightenment movement) in Berlin. Maimon shared with this circle the idea that there is a need to propagate the Enlightenment and scientific education among traditional Jews; yet, he seemed to have a very different understanding of what Enlightenment was. While for the Berlin Haskala, ‘Enlightenment’ was primarily the attempt to acculturate the Jewish masses in order to allow their acceptance into modern German society, Maimon's idea of Enlightenment was that of propagating science and philosophy. This understanding of Enlightenment was deeply imbedded in Maimon's inheritance of Maimonidean philosophy, which took philosophy and the sciences to be the highest stages of religious work, through which one comes to know God in the deepest sense. This attitude is clearly demonstrated in Maimon's 1791 commentary on the Guide of the Perplexed — Giva'ath ha-Moreh (Hebrew: The Hill of the Guide). In this work Maimon frequently interprets the claims of Maimonides according to 18th century science and philosophy (especially that of Kant). While this form of deliberate anachronism reveals Maimon's view of philosophy as a perennial discourse, it was also designed to promote modern science and thought among Maimon’s readers (Maimon himself sees the latter impulse in Maimonides' decision to open his legal codex, the Mishne Torah, with a summary of Aristotelian first philosophy).


Like other members of the Jewish enlightenment, Maimon criticized traditional Jewish society, and primarily the Talmudists, for their prejudices and idleness. Yet, along with this straightforward criticism, Maimon also expressed a deep appreciation for the sharpness, devotion and moral character of the Talmudists. In his Autobiography, Maimon writes that he “would have to write a book, had I wished to answer all the unjust charges and ridicule brought against the Talmud by both Christian authors as well as wishing-to-be-enlightened Jews.”
 The Autobiography gives a detailed picture of various streams and aspects of the Jewish culture. In large part Maimon’s account is a masterpiece of thoughtful, thoroughly informed, and fair-minded exploration of one's own culture.


Maimon's reception by both traditional and enlightened Jews was quite poor. In a few texts Maimon is lumped together with Spinoza and Acosta to form “the great chain of Jewish heretics,” but mostly Maimon's writings and philosophy were ignored. The traditional community could not forgive him his infidelity and his desertion from their ranks. (A certain literary source tells us that at Maimon's funeral the children of the nearby Jewish community of Glogau ran after his coffin and threw stones at it. Maimon's corpse was buried in the outer margin of the Jewish cemetery in Glogau. When Maimon's friend, Graf Kalkreuth, asked why he was treated with such disrespect, he was told that “the edge of the cemetery is an honorary place designated traditionally for philosophers and their like.”) For the enlightened Jews of Germany, Maimon was an Ostjude who had too much sympathy for and affinity with the Talmudists. As I have already mentioned, Maimon never took part in the attempt to define the “essence” of Judaism and by this to provide a theology that would imitate and be able to compete with modern Protestant theology. Having a thorough appreciation of the variety of aspects and streams of Judaism, Maimon simply could not participate in this reductive project which was unfortunately quite central to modern Jewish philosophy. Thus, in spite of the fact that Maimon's Jewish learning was hardly equaled by any other modern Jewish thinker, Maimon's name is omitted in many if not most 20th century surveys of modern Jewish philosophy.



Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that the vast majority of modern Jewish philosophers did not have basic competence in classical Jewish literature. This unpleasant fact becomes even more disturbing if we raise the bar slightly and search for modern Jewish philosophers who were both well-informed in classical Jewish literature and good philosophers.
 The reality for modern Jewish philosophy was that most of its participants were either good philosophers (Spinoza and Cohen) or well informed in Jewish texts (Mendelssohn, Krochmal, Soloveitchik
), though unfortunately in many cases they were neither Jewishly informed nor good philosophers. Maimon’s case, however, provides some hope for a better future for modern Jewish philosophy.

ADDITIONS:

- Medieval Jewish philosophy as model.

- Apikorsut as essential.

- The modern Jewish philosophers used traditional philosophical understanding of the role of philosophy as uncovering the essential/universal within the variety of particulars, but they were not equipped with the knowledge to allow them to carry out this study.

- Add section on (another reason to reject existing modern Jewish philosophy) German Jewish philosophers and their systematic racist prejudices (cultural supremacy theories): Buber and Rosenzweig on Blood; Rosenzweig on Islam; Arendt on East-European and Eastern Jews (personal letter to Jaspers from Jerusalem, 1961); Husserl (see reference Ben-Habib, APA Proceedings, Nov. 2007, 7-8). Too much stench: No philosophy, no Judaism, just combination of German racism with Jewish schovenism.

- Response: Ibn Ezra (the least Talmudist among the medieval) was more knowledgeable about Talmud, than Levinas (the most modern Talmudists).

- Find quite: it’s easier for us to read philosophy in Green than Hebrew.
� I am greatly indebted to Zachary Gartenberg, Michah Gottlieb, Zeev Harvey, David Nirenberg, Oded Schechter, Abe Socher, Neta Stahl, and Nicolas Weill, for their very helpful criticisms and comments on earlier versions of this paper. 


� Several influential studies and anthologies of Jewish philosophy that completely ignore Maimon include Julius Gutmmann’, Die Philosophie des Judentums (München: E. Reinhardt, 1933); Simon Bernfeld, Daat Elohim (Warsaw: Achiasaf, 1899); Daniel Frank, Oliver Leaman, and Charles H. Manekin (eds.), The Jewish philosophy Reader (London: Routledge, 2000). Even as careful a scholar as Shlomo Pines suggests that Maimon (just like Bergson, Husserl, and Shestov) does not belong to the history of Jewish philosophy, since including him “would certainly not be with [Maimon’s] intentions, and his views would be taken out of their natural context” (Shlomo Pines, Studies in the History of Jewish Thought, W.Z. Harvey and M. Idel eds. (Jerusalem: Magness, 1997), 39). Pines provides no textual support for the last claim. Since Maimon’s knowledge and engagement with Jewish texts is incomparably deeper and broader than the other three figures Pines mentions, it is hard to understand what brought Pines to rather absurdly group Maimon with them.


� See, for example, Arthur C. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr (eds.), Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought (New York: Scribner, 1987). This extensive compendium (1160 page long, with almost 140 entries) completely ignores all of the figures mentioned above.


� Kant an Herz, 26th May, 1789 (Ak. 11: 49). 


� Henry S. Levinson and Jonathan W. Malino, “Contemporary Jewish Philosophy” in The Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Routledge: London and New York, 1998). Italics mine.


�  See Kant, Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernuft (Ak. 6:127); Hegel, Vorlesungen: Ausgewählte Nachschriften und Manuskripte, ed. Walter Jaeschke (Haburg, 1985), vol. 4, 335


� The sentence appears in Gordon’s 1863 poem “Hakitza Ami [Wake up, My Nation]”.


�  Many contemporary Jewish writers criticize Kant for his talk about the “Euthanasia of Judaism” (Streit der Fakultäten (Ak. 7:53), and Schleiermacher for describing Judaism as a dead religion whose adherents “are actually sitting and mourning beside the undecaying mummy” (On Religion, tr. Richard Crouter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 113-14). Yet, see Joseph W. Pickle’s quite convincing article, in which he argues that these views were just restatement of similar claims advanced by the Berlin Jewish Enlightenment in its critique of traditional Judaism (“Schleiermacher on Judaism,” Journal of Religion 60 (1980), 115-37). Schleiermacher was close friends with with members of the Berlin Haskalah.


� The role of the Enlightenment in the creation of cultural-supremacy attitudes is an important issue that cannot be adequately treated here. For a recent illustration of such an attitude see Pamela Vermes, Buber on God and the Perfect Man (London: Littman Library, 1994), p. 8: “The materials [Buber] and his friends collected and published at that time now seems rather poor stuff, but it was primarily as a result of their efforts that the intellectually unsophisticated Jewishness of eastern Europe was introduced to the intellectually advanced Jews of German and Austria” (Italics mine). One is left to wonder how Vermes measured the intellectual advancement of the Ostjuden, given the fact that it is highly unlikely she could study or access the works that were written, studied, and discussed in the east-European Yeshivas.


� Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler (eds.), The Jewish Study Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).


� Recitation of the weekly Parsha together with the Aramaic translation by Onkelos was probably the most common Jewish engagement with the biblical text. Young boys were also expected to study Rashi’s commentary on the weekly Parsha.


� Heine, History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany, in The Romantic School and Other Essays, eds. Jost Hermand and Robert C.  Holub (New York: Continuum, 1985), 193. My italics.


�  If one would like to suggest that modernity opened the possibility of a plurality of Judaisms, I would not at all object to this (though I doubt very much whether this would be an innovation). All I would ask for is an alternative explanation of the German Jewish rejection of the Talmud.


� See Avi Sagi and Daniel Statman, “Divine Command Morality and Jewish Tradition”, Journal of Religious Ethics 23 (1995), 39-67.


� Henry S. Levinson and Jonathan W. Malino, “Contemporary Jewish Philosophy”, §3. Cf. Emil Fackenheim (Encounters Between Judaism and Modern Philosophy, (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 69: “The intrinsic value of human personality, which is for Kant the possession of common reason, is in Judaism the gift of divine Grace.” “Grace” is capitalized in the original.


�  For the notion of the “Protestantization of Modern Judaism” I am indebted to Oded Schechter’s yet unpublished manuscript, “Critique of Secularism.”


� Spinoza quotes the Talmud quite rarely (see Theological-Political Treatise, Ch. 2 (Geb. III/41), Ch. 8 (III/138-9), Ch. 10 (III/144, 146, 150), yet, many of his claims in the TTP about Hebrew and the Pharisees seem to rely on Talmudic sources, and attest to some broader knowledge of the Talmud. This being said, I do not think that Spinoza was in any sense an accomplished Talmudist. The complex role of the TTP in the formation of modern Jewish biblicalism deserves a detailed discussion that cannot be pursued here.  


� Levinas was one of the very few modern Jewish philosophers to recognize the central role of the Talmud in Jewish culture, and he was mostly free from the Protestant characteristic of modern Jewish philosophy. Yet, his Talmudic Readings do not attest to any knowledge beyond the basic level.


�  Zeev Harvey rightly pointed out to me that not all medieval Jewish philosophers were accomplished Talmudists. While I do not dispute this claim, I do believe that there is a huge difference in terms of Jewish and Talmudic erudition between medieval and modern Jewish philosophers (even when we consider the non-Talmudists among the medievals, such as Ibn Ezra and Abarbanel). I would be very much surprised to find a medieval Jewish philosopher with the same lack of knowledge of Talmud and Rabbinics as Strauss or Rosenzweig.


� Of course, Judaism, as a historical phenomenon, is subject to change. It is definitely possible that in three or four hundred years the vast majority of Jewish texts will not be constituted by Talmudic and Rabbinic literature. It may perhaps be the case that Protestant Judaism will grab the center of this culture. In order to be a Jewish philosopher in such a scenario one would need to know the (rather ignorant) writings of Strauss and Rosenzweig.


�  Babylonian Talmud, Qiddushin, 52a; cf. Bava Metzia, 21b.


� See, for example, Babylonian Talmud, Bava Bathra 23b and Zevahim 15a.


�  What would Strauss do with a figure like R. Levi-Yitzchok of Berdichev? Obviously, since R. Levi-Yitzchok had a beard and peies (ear-locks), he belonged to “Jerusalem.” Yet, anyone who is acquainted with the Kaddish of R. Levi Yitzchok could see how he attempts to cheat: “Riboino shel Olam [The Master of the World],“You’ll give me life, children, and nourishment, and in exchange, I’ll give you… sins, iniquities, and wickedness.” Is this consistent with the “awe” of revelation?


�  Eliezer Schweid, “Is Judaism a Religion or Political Constitution? Kant’s View of Judaism and Maimon’s Critique of Kant” [Heb.] Da’at 43 (1999), 79. 


�  See Maimon, Ma’ase Livnat ha-Spair, in Hesheq Shelomo [Solomon’s Desire] (MS. 8o6426 at the National and University Library in Jerusalem), 129-30.


� See my article, “Salomon Maimon and the Rise of Spinozism in German Idealism,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 42 (2004), 82-3.


�  Maimon, Gesammelte Werke, ed. Valeio Verra (Hildsheim: Olms, 1965-76), vol. I, 172.


�  By which I mean philosophers who suggest original and precise analysis of fundamental concepts and phenomena.


� I do not include Heschel in the latter list since, as far as I know, he never aspired, nor pretended, to be a philosopher. 





