Grappling with Aristotelianism in Medieval Jewish Philosophy”

Ruth Birnbaum, University of Massachusetts

Every generation generates its own rational resources to plumb the depths of the
Bible—“turning it and turning it again” to extract its infinite meanings. Following the
polemics and rapprochement in attempting to reconcile the truth of religion and the truth of
philosophy, this paper will examine the probing process of Jewish thinkers that contributed
to the growth and development of medieval Jewish philosophy.

From the time that Arabic translations of Greek culture were made available to Jewish
inhabitants of Moslem countries, philosophy became a challenge and a goad to show that
Judaism was compatible with the teachings of philosophy. To justify their pursuits, some
scholars were quick to point out that the provenance of philosophical teachings rightfully
belongs to the ancient Hebrews but that it was subsequently lost or stolen.' It was sufficient
for them to examine Scripture to see that it contained many statements on Creation, on the
nature of God, on His attributes, and on the freedom of will to indicate a direct stimulus to
speculative investigation.” In the hands of these rationalists, the teachings of the Bible were
kneaded, pummeled, and shaped into whole systems of thought, but, like the Scriptural law
of hallah, the result presupposed a prior disposition of holiness.” Although God was referred
to as the First Cause, the First Essence, the Final Cause, the First Mover, the Unmoved
Mover, the Agens Intelligens, the First Concept, the Form of Forms, etc., these philosophical
designations took for granted an underlying existential relationship. God as a religious reality
was presumed in the analytic process and was invariably followed by such pious formulas as;
“May He be blessed,” or “May He be exalted.”™

For every synthesizer, however, there were many detractors. Those devout believers
who found no need to harmonize religion with philosophy kept a watchful eye on the
growing speculations of their co-religionists lest they remove their neighbot’s boundary line
of naive faith.” Jewish rationalists for their part claimed that they wrote for the edification of
their kinsmen, considering their philosophical works as a guide for the perplexed of their
generation.’

Beginning with the tenth century, Saadia dealt with the problem of reconciling the
secularity of philosophy with traditional religious beliefs in his comprehensive work Sefer ha-
"Emunot we-ha-Déot (The Book of Beliefs and Opinions). But it was not until the twelfth century,

“'This paper is an adaptation from a chapter which appears in her book, An Exposition of
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published by Mellen Press, 2001, and used with the permission of the publisher.
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when Abraham ibn Daud wrote his Sefer ba-"Enunab ha-Ramah (The Book of the Exalted Faith),
that any systematic harmonization took place between Aristotelianism and Judaism.’
Although Isaac Israeli, whom Maimonides pejoratively refers to as a mere physician,® had
carlier compiled works on Aristotle, Israeli did not ventilate them in relation to Judaism. At
that time, to be sure, the Aristotelian corpus which reached Jewish philosophers had already
contained the accretions of such Greek interpreters as Alexander of Aphrodisias and
Themistius, as well as the Neoplatonic colorations of such Moslem commentators as
Alfarabi and Avicenna.” Among Jewish philosophers, Solomon ibn Gabirol’s work, Megor
Hayyim (The Fountain of 1ifé), remains unique in its Neoplatonic essence.” Generally, however
these systems of philosophy were not neatly distinguishable in the reticulation of ideas which
resulted from the mediation of Greek thought through Christian and Moslem thinkers. In
fact, the relationship of Aristotelianism to Neoplatonism was such that Averroes, the twelfth
century major Arabic exponent of Aristotle, assuming an indissoluble tie between the two
systems, wrote a commentary on Plato’s Republic to express Aristotle’s position on politics.''
It is therefore not unusual to find Isaac Isracli described as both the first Jewish
Neoplatonist and an Aristotelian.'

With Abraham ibn Daud, however, Neoplatonism receded in importance and, except
for the subsequent critique of Crescas, Aristotelianism thereafter dominated the Jewish
philosophic scene. The innovation of ibn Daud’s synthesis was to establish the existence of
God not from the Kalamic position of creation which demands a creator, as his predecessors
Saadia and Bahya had done, but from the Aristotelian principles of motion which demand a
prime mover."” In so doing, ibn Daud circumvented the problem of the eternity of motion
and time and consequently of the eternity of the world, and it was left to his preeminent
successor Maimonides to clarify the inadequacy of his position."*

In this as in many of his other ideas, ibn Daud anticipated Maimonides." Although
Maimonides developed ibn Daud’s ideas with greater Aristotelian precision, it was ibn
Daud who first signaled a change in equilibrium between philosophy and religion,
placing greater emphasis on science and theory.'® Nevertheless, it was Maimonides who
succeeded in bringing about the greatest synthesis between Aristotelianism and the
tradition of rabbinic Judaism. His Guide of the Perplexed is an intricate, interlaced
exposition of Biblical exegesis and speculative application, one which leads Maimonides
to identify the esoteric science of the account of Creation with Aristotle’s Physics, and
Ezekiel’s vision of the chariot with Aristotle’s Metaphysics.'” Thus his method was not
merely to superimpose a scientific structure on a religious intuitional order, but
Maimonides essentially believed in the correspondence of the truth of philosophy and the
truth of faith. In his attempt to safeguard both, however, he maintained a precarious
balance straining the proofs sometimes at the expense of reason and at times at the
expense of religious certitude. In view of Maimonides’ undisputed influence on medieval
Jewish philosophy, it would be expedient to consider some of these issues.
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Influenced by the Aristotelian summum bonum of man, Maimonides asserts that
the highest worship of God lies in man’s intellectual apprehension of the divine. Man’s
love of God is proportionate with his knowledge of Him." Thus in his hierarchy of
values, although the intellect does not supersede traditional practices, these practices
nevertheless remain in an adjuvant position in order to attain to the intellectual good. In
the Guide, the laws of the Torah serve as means to promote the common welfare of the
people. Morality is judged in terms of its social effects and is a subordinate and
preparatory discipline for the development of the intellect."”

The superiority of reason to moral directives is further undeniably adduced from
Maimonides' explanation of the fall of man.”” Adam in his pristine state was endowed with
perfect and complete intellect, distinguishing between the true and the false. After his
disobedience, he lost part of his rational faculty and was charged with the knowledge of
good and evil. The moral laws are not laws of reason but belong to the domain of universal
consent. Maimonides thus indicates that the truth of the rational virtues is prior and anterior
to the truth of tradition.

On the other hand, the dictates of religion buttressed by reason compel Maimonides
to oppose the Aristotelian position of the eternity of the universe in favor of creation. The
Mutakallimun method of proving creation ex nzhilo, and its corollary, the existence of God,
were most objectionable to Maimonides on grounds of specious speculation. “The utmost
power of one who has acquired knowledge of true reality consists, in my opinion, in his
refuting the proofs of the philosophers bearing on the eternity of the world.”* Although the
methods of logic are insufficient to establish the truth of Scripture, they can be applied with
rational rigor to invalidate the proofs for the eternity of the universe. Maimonides then
proceeds to disprove Aristotle’s theory of necessity in the superlunary world--a theory in
which Aristotle himself found weaknesses. Maimonides maintains that since the cause of the
variety in the motion of the heavenly bodies could not be explained, it gave evidence of a
voluntary determination and consequently of a being who designed it, thus leading to the
possibility of creation and miracles.”” After demolishing Aristotle’s theory of the eternity of
the universe on grounds of logical insufficiency, Maimonides asserts that since either
position is untenable, he will opt for creation on the testimony of religious authority.” Here
reason defaults in favor of the truth of revelation.

Maimonides’ theory of negative attributes similarly militates against both reason and
religion. Stating that every positive attribute destroys the divine unity, he avoids exegetical
discussion concerning unity in favor of speculative proofs that God’s essence is absolutely
simple, unknowable, and that any attributes said of God are descriptions of his actions.”
Elsewhere,” Maimonides argues, as does Aristotle in Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, for the
similarity of man’s intellect to God’s intellect in the threefold identity of subject, object, and
the act of intellection. With this comparison, Maimonides seems to be in conflict with his
own theory of negative attributes, namely, that God’s knowledge is of a completely different

genre from man’s knowledge.% The theory, moreover, is wanting not only on rational
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grounds but from religious considerations as well since it renders man’s worship of God
superfluous. To accord with his theory of negative attributes, Maimonides prefers silence to
supplication, declaring that assertions about God should not go beyond those which the
men of the Great Assembly have inserted in the prayers and benedictions.”” The attempt
here to show that Aristotelianism and Judaism are reducible components seems to fall short
in both camps, both as to reason and as to religion.

In the matter of the immortality of the soul, philosophic evidence impinges on
traditional beliefs,” and Maimonides maintains a discreet silence on the subject in the Guide
reminiscent of Aristotle’s own indeterminateness. (Of course, Aristotle’s opinion on life after
death would in no way be muted by religious considerations.) Yet the inescapable inference
to be drawn from Maimonides’ nontreatment of the problem in the Guidé” is that
immortality is consequent upon the perfection of the intellect. Maimonides describes™ the
intensification of the acquired intellect at the separation of the soul from the body regarding
the deaths of Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, and to a lesser degree other prophets and pious
men. This intellect which is immaterial reaches an “enduring permanence” and returns to the
wortld of intelligible things. The part which survives therefore is the actualization of the
intellect which dovetails with his belief in the Aristotelian swmmum bonum of man.’' In
addition, it is clear from his plcoofs32 that what is immaterial cannot have individuation, thus
ruling out personal immortality. Maimonides shares this doctrine of the unity of the intellect
with ibn Bajja and Averroes, although he makes no mention of the latter in his work. Since
Maimonides does not explicitly attempt to discourse on the issue of immortality in the Guzde
it is problematic whether he desists by reason of religious considerations or rational
ambiguities or both.

Having accepted the hypothesis of a created world by a free act of divine will,

Maimonides is able to bend the nature of providence and prophecy to the needs of faith.
Both doctrines retain Aristotelian characteristics in their rational imperatives, but they are
now extricated from a purely philosophical process and given a religious foundation.
Where Aristotle limits divine providence in the sublunar world to the species of plants,
animals, and man for their preservation, Maimonides, guided by Scriptural intention, extends
God’s providence to individual human beings based on the degree of development of their
intellect coming into union with the Active Intellect.” By these means Maimonides delivers
man from Aristotle’s web of chance and necessity and establishes him as a volitional being
able to work out his salvation.

Prophecy is similarly marked out by theological considerations. The criterion for this
endowment rests in the perfection of the moral, imaginative, and rational faculties.
Prophecy, as described by Maimonides,™ consists in the overflow of the Active Intellect first
toward the rational faculty of man and then toward his imagination. As an orthodox
Aristotelian, Maimonides assigns a superior place to the intellect; as an orthodox religionist,

he preserves the notion of divine selection, albeit by privation. Thus, whereas in the
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Aristotelian process the flow of illumination follows necessarily from these perfections, in
the religious scheme God may elect to withhold the gift of prophecy.

With the dissemination of the Guide of the Perplexed, the rational spirit was firmly
entrenched in Judaism. “Reading the Bible through Aristotelian spectacles became the

(13

fashion of the day after Maimonides.” [Subsequent philosophers] “ tried their hand at
Biblical exegesis, and the Maimonidean stamp is upon their work.” Maimonides’
synthesizing work served as a two-edged sword. On the one hand, it protected and preserved
the religious integrity of Jewish rationalists such as his disciple Joseph ben Judah ibn
Shim‘on to whom he addressed the Guide. On the other hand, it cut into the sacred beliefs of
the devout masses who cherished their naive faith and resisted the deanthropomorphization
and rationalization of the Bible. If Maimonides’ work succeeded in opening the minds of his
kindred philosophers, it was also instrumental in closing the hearts and inciting the ranks of
the faithful masses.

The corpus of Aristotelian literature is fraught with problems of reconciliation. In
some respects, each attempt at a solution provided the antithesis for the next thinker’s
synthesis. Less than a century later, Levi ben Gerson (Gersonides) addressed himself to
those issues in the Guide which Maimonides failed to deal with satisfactorily.”® Gersonides
believed that Maimonides, the leader of the Jewish community, was constrained by the
teachings of the Torah from following through to their logical conclusions the philosophic
implications in his synthesis.”’ In his work Milbamot ha-Shem (The Wars of the Lord), written in
the scholastic format, Gersonides, using Averroes as his main source, rigorously redresses
these issues. By including the precautionary statement that he would desist from his
investigations if they were found to be in conflict with traditional beliefs, he attempted to
avoid the faith-philosophy confrontation.” On the other hand, he could not permit the

doctrines of religion to preempt the dictates of reason. “The Law”, he states, “cannot

>
prevent us from considering to be true that which our reason urges us to believe.”” His
Aristotelian priorities aroused the wrath of his co-religionists prompting the fifteenth century
Kabbalist Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov to defer disparagingly to his work as Mz/hamwt “imr ha-Shen:
(The Wars with the Lord)."

Briefly, Gersonides’ stringent reasoning brings him to the following conclusions at
variance with Maimonides. Since the issue as to whether the world was eternal or created in
time could not be logically established in an indisputable manner, Maimonides, as we have
seen, chose the creation hypothesis based on religious convictions—convictions which
demand a God transcendent to nature who makes miracles possible. Gersonides agrees that
the world had its origin in time but, relying on the principle that from nothing, nothing
comes, he also accepts the Aristotelian notion of the eternity of matter. If his eminent
predecessor opted for creation ex #ibilo to allow for miracles, Gersonides proves that the
miracles in the Bible were produced from preexisting material. Thus, as against Maimonides’
traditional doctrine of creatio ex nibilo, Gersonides claims an eternal formless matter from

which God created the world, an untraditional position which he is nonetheless able to
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reconcile with the Biblical account of creation.” Moreover, in harmony with their respective
positions, whereas in Maimonides’ system God Himself performs miracles, in Gersonides’
scheme the actual performance of miracles is accomplished by the Active Intellect through
the general order of forms which it comprehends.*

In another modification, pointing to the lack of design in the heavenly spheres,
Maimonides rejects the Aristotelian idea of nature and necessity and argues that the world
came into being by the will of God. Gersonides adopts Maimonides’ argument as against
Aristotle but, unlike Maimonides, he extends the evidence for the break in the natural order
from the heavenly spheres to the sublunar world to argue for purpose and design in creation
* For Gersonides, it is teleology and not dire necessity operating on earth which attests to a
Creator and Architect.

In the matter of God’s knowledge of particulars, Gersonides remains Aristotelian in
his outlook. He considers Maimonides’ explanation of the problem a logical absurdity, to
wit: that knowledge is said of God and man homonymously and that God’s knowledge is
wholly different from man’s knowledge. If there is only a nominal resemblance between
God’s knowledge and man’s knowledge, how do we know that it is found in God?
Gersonides argues that the difference in knowledge is not one of genus but of degree. It
exists in God priorily and in man posteriorily.” In these solutions, Maimonides and
Gersonides are motivated by different pieties. Maimonides, in attempting to preserve the
rabbinic dilemma of God’s omniscience and man’s free will, introduces a deus ex machina
solution, namely, that there is no analogy between God’s knowledge and man’s knowledge.”
Gersonides, wishing to preserve both his rational integrity and man’s freedom, retrenches
religious dogma and places limits on God’s knowledge. God has foreknowledge of
particulars only insofar as they are united to the universal order, but He does not know
particulars insofar as they are contingent.* Human actions as they are governed by the
heavenly bodies are known to God, but man can liberate himself from these determinations
through the development of his intellect which perceives and averts them.” Thus human
beings are protected by the same providence which watches over other species, but, being
endowed with the faculty of reason, man has the capacity to actualize his intellect and
thereby to exercise his free will. “The individualization is due to [man] the recipient and not
to [God] the dispenser.”*

Gersonides explains prophecy along similar premises. Through his heightened
reasoning faculty which is under the influence of the Active Intellect, the prophet
apprehends the general nature of a thing. By means of his perception and imagination, he
applies his knowledge of the universal to instantiate a particular situation.” The illumination
which the prophet cognizes is the general order of events which he then informs and
individualizes with specific and concrete phenomena--a far cry from the Biblical God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in close contact with His chosen.

If religious constraints compel Maimonides to make God accessible to man through

miracle, providence, and prophecy, the force of reason coerces Gersonides into distancing
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the Creator God from any direct relation with man.”’ The Wars of the Lord had thus gone
beyond the Aristotelian-Rabbinic synthesis. Through his identity of the truth of tradition
with the truth of philosophy, Maimonides sought a true fusion and maintained a careful
equilibrium between the two. Gersonides, however, pursued the rational arguments to their
logical conclusion and gave the lion’s share of credence to the speculative sciences. He
enlarged the tents of philosophy at the expense of those of Shem and Eber.”"

These incursions into faith had their repercussions. On the philosophic level, Hasdai
Crescas, in his Or ha-Shem (The Light of the Lord), attempted to stem the intellectualism of
Judaism by restoring religious dogma and the existential relation between man and God to
its Biblical sanctity.” In a refutation of the twenty-five propositions set forth by Maimonides
in the Guide,” Crescas discloses the weakness of Aristotle’s Physics on problems of vacuum,
place, motion, and time. His aporetic approach was designed to topple Aristotle from his
high pedestal and introduce doubt into the efficacy of reason.” After undermining the
Aristotelian notion of a prime mover, Crescas established the existence of God from the
proof of a necessary being. He reinstates a Creator God who creates the world ex nzhilo and
has knowledge of particulars.”® His solution to the dilemma of divine foreknowledge and
man’s free will was not in curtailing God’s omniscience as in Gersonides’ system, but in
reformulating the problem of individual freedom. Man’s free act is contingent when
considered by itself, but it is necessary in relation to its causes and God’s foreknowledge.” It
is in the reluctance or willingness with which he performs the act that man perceives himself
as acting freely.

The nature of the divine in Crescas’ system is no longer God thinking Himself but
God whose principal content is absolute goodness. Accordingly the nexus between man and
God is through love and reverence for God. Love rather than intellectual apprehension is
the essence of the soul which leads to unity with God, and this unity leads to happiness and
immortality.”” Because his predecessor Gersonides had exceeded the allotted measure by
which speculation may distance itself from faith, Crescas reacted with the avowed purpose to
narrow this gap in his critique of Aristotle.

Thereafter, happiness based on intellect in a religious sense receded in importance in
the lives of Jewish thinkers. Crescas’ work made more of an impact among Christian
scholars than among Jewish Aristotelians.”® His ideas were circulated among his co-
religionists through the writings of his student Joseph Albo, whose popular and homiletic
style attracted many readers. Albo’s work Sefer ba-Igqarim (The Book of Principles), merely
recapitulated the thinking of Maimonides, Crescas, and Simon ben Semah Duran in a
rearrangement of their ideas formulated through dogma, but it contained no new insights
into the perennial problems.” By that time, Aristotelianism as a dominating influence had
passed its zenith, and philosophy independent of the problems of religion subsided into “a

. . . . . . . . . )
subject in the school curriculum” where it flourished as an academic discipline.’
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