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Is Maimonides’ Ideal Person Austerely Rationalist?

by Menachem Kellner

Abstract: Maimonides is regularly thought to have seen the ideal human as
nothing more than a rational animal. In this essay I show that this picture of
Maimonides is insufficiently nuanced and reflects a notion of intellectualism
thinner and more pallid than that actually held by him. But first I adduce
evidence for the standard view from Maimonides’ positions on perfected and
imperfected human beings, and from his discussions of immortality, morality,
providence, prophecy, and the distinction between humans and animals.
Maimonides’ universalism and his messianic vision are also shown to reflect
his intellectualism. In the second half of the essay I argue that Maimonides
holds that knowledge is transformative. Through an analysis of his discussions
of human perfection, prophecy, and love of God, it is shown that learning
carried out properly transforms the learner into a new kind of person.

Maimonides is regularly thought to have seen the ideal human in
purely and austerely intellectualist terms, as nothing more
than a rational animal. In this essay I plan to show that this

picture of Maimonides is insufficiently nuanced, reflecting a notion of in-
tellectualism thinner and more pallid than that actually held by him.1 But
this position is often attributed to him because Maimonides seems to adopt
a view (held afterwards explicitly by Gersonides) according to which that
which makes us human, and in consequence that which survives our deaths, is
only what we know.2 On this view, the human subject counts for nothing,

1I would like to thank Jolene Kellner for first posing the question that prompted
the writing of this essay.

2Gersonides, 1288–1344, held that what makes us human is our abstract knowl-
edge. Warren Zev Harvey has shown that for Gersonides, any abstract knowledge “counts”
while for Maimonides it must be knowledge of metaphysical matters. See his “R. Hasdai
Crescas and his Critique of Philosophic Happiness,” Proceedings of the Sixth World Con-
gress of Jewish Studies, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1977): 143–9
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the objects of knowledge, for everything. This Maimonidean-Gersonidean
position follows from the adoption of the idea that human beings are ratio-
nal animals. From this it follows that we share with animals all that is not
rational in us.

I.

The Standard Picture Of Maimonides’ Ideal Human Being. What I will
call Maimonides’ “hyper-intellectualist” (and hence elitist)3 understanding
of the nature of human beings is well known and need not be examined at
length here.4 There can be no doubt that he accepts Aristotle’s definition of
human beings as rational animals.5 In terms of our genus, we are animals (as
opposed to pieces of furniture or meteorological phenomena). Our specific
difference, that which distinguishes us from all other members of the ani-
mal kingdom, is our rationality. Everything that is not a direct reflection of
rational thought—hopes and fears, love and hates, desires, needs, passions—
is a consequence of our animal nature.

(in Hebrew). Gersonides’ intellectualism led him to deprecate the importance of human
beings vis-à-vis the separate intellects. This aroused much anger against him, anger which
could have been directed against Maimonides as well. See my “Gersonides and His Cul-
tured Despisers: Arama and Abravanel,” Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 6
(1976): 269–96.

3Maimonides’ intellectualist elitism is a prominent and well-known feature of his
thought. See, for example, the end of his Introduction to the Guide of the Perplexed,
before the list of contradictions (trans. Shlomo Pines [Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963], 16). For another emphatic example, see II: 36, 372.

4For a medieval expression of this idea, see Menachem Kellner, “Maimonides and
Samuel ibn Tibbon on Jer. 9: 22–23 and Human Perfection,” in Studies . . . Presented to
Emanuel Rackman, ed. M. Beer (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1994): 49–57. For
a modern expression, see Isaac Husik, A History of Medieval Jewish Philosophy (New York:
MacMillan, 1930), 299–300. If I understand him correctly, Leo Strauss also seems to
adopt the hyperintellectualist view of Maimonides described here. See his Philosophy and
Law: Contributions to the Understanding of Maimonides and His Predecessors, trans. Eve Adler
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), 105 (where Strauss gives an Gersonidean explanation of the
role of the imagination in prophecy); compare also Adler’s introduction, 14 and Menachem
Kellner, “Strauss’ Maimonides vs. Maimonides’ Maimonides: Could Maimonides Have Been
both Enlightened and Orthodox?” Le’ela (December, 2000): 29–36.

5In his earliest work, Logical Terms, Maimonides writes: “Rationality we call man’s
difference, because it divides and differentiates the human species from others; and this
rationality, i.e., the faculty by which ideas are formed, constitutes the essence of man”
(Logical Terms, X). See the translation of Israel Efros, Maimonides’ Treatise on Logic (New
York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1938), 51–2.
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In order to understand Maimonides’ position on these matters we must
glance at his theory of the soul. Maimonides adopted a variant of a fairly
standard medieval Aristotelian account of the nature of the human soul. Ac-
cording to this approach humans are born with a potential to learn, which
they may or may not actualize; it is in this capacity and its actualization that
our humanity lies. We are born with differing capacities to learn and to
know; to the extent that we actualize that capacity by learning abstract truths
we become actual intellects—we have actually acquired an intellect. If we fail
to actualize our intellectual potential, that capacity with which we were born
is wasted, and nothing survives the death of our bodies.6

Maimonides’ intellectualism finds expression in a surprisingly large
number of contexts. It is to these that I turn briefly here.

(1) Definition Of Human Beings and their Perfection. Humans are said
to have been created in the image of God only because of “the intellect that
God made overflow unto man and that is the latter’s ultimate perfection.”7

What does it mean to have such an intellect in as perfect a fashion as pos-
sible? It consists in one’s “knowing everything concerning all beings that it
is within the capacity of man to know in accordance with his ultimate
perfection.”8 This perfection is purely intellectual; Maimonides continues:
“It is clear that to this ultimate perfection there do not belong either ac-
tions or moral qualities . . . .”

Thus, to be human, to actualize our potential for Godlikeness, is to
know all that we can know. It is only this knowledge which makes us
human: moral behavior and moral virtues are, Maimonides holds, neces-
sary propaedeutics to human (intellectual) perfection, but are not parts of it
per se.9

(2) Subhumans.10 Maimonides does not flinch from a necessary conse-
quence of his view of humans as defined by their intellects: individuals born
of human parents who have not achieved a minimum level of intellectual

6A magisterial account of these matters may be found in Herbert A. Davidson,
Alfarabi, Avicenna, and Averroes on Intellect (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).
Davidson discusses Maimonides on pages 197–207.

7Guide of the Perplexed, I: 2, 24.
8Ibid. III: 27, 511.
9For further relevant texts, and for discussion of interpretations other than that

offered here, see Menachem Kellner, Maimonides on Human Perfection (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1990), 1–5, and the studies cited there. To these may be added Howard Kreisel,
Maimonides’ Political Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), 88–92, 128–41, and 164–75.

10For a valuable discussion of matters raised in this section, see Steven Harvey, “A
New Islamic Source of the Guide of the Perplexed,” Maimonidean Studies 2 (1991): 31–
59, at 55–9.
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perfection are subhuman. “You know,” Maimonides writes in the Guide of
the Perplexed, “that whoever is not endowed with this form [of the intellect] .
. . is not a man, but an animal having the shape and configuration of man.”11

Such human-appearing animals are actually more dangerous than simple beasts,
since they can misuse their unrealized intellectual perfection for evil. So
great is the danger of unrealized humans that “it is a light thing to kill
them, and has even been enjoined because of its utility.”12 Such beings,
Maimonides further tells us near the end of the Guide, “do not have the
rank of men, but have among the beings a rank lower than the rank of man
but higher than the rank of apes.”13

There are a number of passages in his writings14 where Maimonides makes
comments about non-Jews that seem at variance with the overwhelmingly
universalist tenor of his writing, in that they seem to be presented as less
than fully human. These passages may best be understood in terms of
Maimonides’ hyper-intellectualist conception of what it means to be a human
being, coupled with his pessimism about the likelihood of most non-Jews (or
very many Jews, for that matter) actually achieving intellectual perfection.15

11Guide I: 7, 32–3.
12Ibid., III: 18, 475. For examples of this “utility,” see Book of Commandments,

positive commandments 186 (“apostate city”), 187 (“seven nations”), and 188 (“Amalek”),
and negative commandment 49 (“seven nations” again), as well as the corresponding
passages in the Mishneh Torah. See also Guide I: 37 and I: 54.

13Guide III: 51, 618. Compare further Maimonides’ comment in his commentary
to Mishnah Hagigah II: 1, to the effect that it would have been better had unrealized
humans not come into the world. For the text and discussion, see Menachem Kellner,
“Maimonides’ Commentary on Hagigah II.1,” in From Strength to Strength, ed. Marc Angel
(New York: Sepher Hermon Press, 1998): 101–11. This doctrine was strenuously criti-
cized by Hasdai Crescas, who was particularly offended by the fact that on this doctrine
little children, who had never sinned, but who had also never had the chance to develop
their intellects, would have no share in the world to come. See his Or ha-Shem II.6.i.

14In particular, Commentary on Mishnah Bava Kamma IV: 3, “Laws of Damage by
Chattels,” VIII: 5, and “Laws of Kings and their Wars,” X: 12. The first text has not been
translated into English, but for the second, see The Book of Torts, trans. Hyman Klein
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1954), 29, and for the third, see The Book of Judges,
trans. A. M. Hershman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1949), 237–238. Even the
very troubling passage in “Laws of Forbidden Intercourse,” XII: 8–10, may be understood
in the way proposed in this paragraph. I discuss these passages in a separate study, for
which see: Menachem Kellner, “Was Maimonides Truly Universalist?” Trumah: Beträge
zur jüdischen Philosophie 11 (2001): 3–15.

15For Maimonides, ethical perfection is, as I will show below, difficult to achieve
without the Torah, and is a necessary prerequisite for intellectual perfection. Without the
discipline provided by the Torah, it is much harder for non-Jews than for Jews to achieve
the level of ethical perfection necessary to advance to true (human) perfection.
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(3) Immortality. A further consequence of Maimonides’ purely intellec-
tualist description of what it means to be human is his position that to the
extent that humans achieve immortality16 this is due solely to their intellec-
tual achievements. All that survives death is what we have learned. This is a
position that Maimonides espouses in all this major writings. The point is
made in his commentary on the Mishnah,17 in the Mishneh Torah,18 and in
the Guide of the Perplexed.19 Alfred Ivry has succinctly summarized the view
of eternal beatitude that arises from Maimonides’ writings: “the intellect which
survives our death is not a discrete entity, but part of the universal truth
which is ultimately one.”20 Viewing as he does existence in the world to
come in these terms, it is no surprise that Maimonides made fulfillment of
the commandments of the Torah in particular and moral behavior in general
only prerequisites for achieving a share in the world to come, not guaran-
tors of it. Halakhic and moral perfection are ultimately irrelevant to what
happens in the hereafter.21

(4) Commandments and Moral Perfection. Maimonides’ understanding
of the role of practical behavior in the perfected life is particularly impor-
tant, since the question of how to live one’s daily life is crucially important
to the Jewish tradition, and Maimonides’ position seems so different from

16There is considerable debate among Maimonides’ contemporary interpreters over
whether or not humans can actually achieve immortality (“a share in the world to come”)
or not. For details, see Howard Kreisel, Maimonides’ Political Thought, 142–3 and 242–3.

17Sanhedrin, Introduction to Perek Helek. In the dual-language (Arabic/Hebrew)
edition of Rabbi J. Kafih (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1963), vol. 4, 204.

18“Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” IV: 9, “Laws of Repentance,” VIII: 2–3,
and “Laws of Phylacteries,” VI: 13.

19See I: 30 (63), I: 40 (90), I: 41 (91), I: 70 (174), I: 72 (193, implicitly), I: 74
(220), III: 8 (432–3), III: 27 (511), III: 51 (628), and III: 54 (635).

20Alfred Ivry, “The Logical and Scientific Premises of Maimonides’ Thought,” in
Perspectives on Jewish Thought and Mysticism . . . Dedicated to . . . Alexander Altmann, ed.
Alfred Ivry et al. (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic, 1998), 63–98, at 78. This under-
standing of the happiness of the righteous after death was explicitly criticized by Crescas.
See Warren Zev Harvey, “Crescas vs. Maimonides on Knowledge and Pleasure,” in A
Straight Path . . . Essays in Honor of Arthur Hyman, ed. Ruth Link-Salinger (Washington:
Catholic University of America Press, 1988), 113–23.

21Maimonides’ view on this matter was well understood by R. Solomon ben Abraham
ibn Adret (c. 1235–c. 1310), the leading halakhist of his generation, who complained
about Maimonides’ view (without explicitly identifying it as such), “Are the pious men
of Israel without philosophy not worthy of an afterlife?” The text appears in Adret’s
Responsa (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1990), vol. 1, 387. I cite it as translated by
Moshe Halbertal in People of the Book (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 119.
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the way in which the tradition developed to his day and continued to de-
velop after him. On the one hand, Maimonides was convinced that one
cannot achieve any significant level of intellectual perfection without ante-
cedently achieving and maintaining a very high level of moral perfection.22

He was also firmly convinced that obedience to the commandments of the
Torah was the very best tool available to bring one to moral perfection.
From this it follows that (at least in the pre-messianic world) relatively few
non-Jews will, in fact, actually perfect themselves as human beings.

The commandments of the Torah are thus given to perfect Jews mor-
ally. This point is emphasized at the very end of the Guide of the Perplexed,
where Maimonides teaches that:

all the actions prescribed by the Torah—I refer to the various species
of worship23 and also the moral habits that are useful to all people in
their mutual dealings24—that all this is not to be compared with this
ultimate end and does not equal it, being but preparations for the sake of
this end.25

This passage offers two important lessons: the commandments of the Torah
inculcate moral qualities which improve us in our relations with one an-
other; and this moral improvement is not our ultimate end, but only a
preparation for it.

It is hard to overstate how bizarre this claim is from a traditionally
Jewish perspective: fulfillment of the commandments of the Torah, while
obligatory, important, and beneficial, is not the way in which a Jew truly

22See Guide of the Perplexed, I: 34, 76–7: “the moral virtues are a preparation for the
rational virtues, it being impossible to achieve true, rational acts—I mean perfect ratio-
nality—unless it be by a man thoroughly trained in his morals and endowed with the
qualities of tranquillity and quiet.” See further I: 5 (28), I: 62 (152), II: 32 (361), II: 36
(369, 371, 372), III: 27 (510), III: 54 (635). In the Commentary on the Mishnah, see
Hagigah II: 1, Sanhedrin I: 3, the fifth of the Eight Chapters, and Avot III: 11. In the
Mishneh Torah, see “Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” VII: 1 and “Laws of Ritual
Baths,” XI: 12.

23This includes all matters relating to prayer, to the Temple cult (and in conse-
quence, all matters of ritual purity and impurity), to the liturgical calendar, etc. These
represent a very large percentage of the six hundred thirteen commandments of the To-
rah. One could easily make the case that Maimonides is referring here to all the ritual
commandments of Judaism (bein adam le-makom).

24That is to say, all the commandments relating to interpersonal behavior (bein
adam le-havero).

25Guide III: 54, 636 (emphasis added). Compare also III: 27, 511.
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worships God.26 Such obedience in and of itself does not even guarantee
one a share in the world to come.27

(5) Providence and Prophecy. Maimonides’ explanations of what one must
do in order to enjoy a measure of divine providence and how one becomes a
prophet are further expressions of his intellectualism. With respect to the
former is he is very clear.28 Remarkably, Maimonides measures divine provi-
dential care in accord with the degree of one’s intellectual perfection.

With respect to prophecy, Maimonides is less purely intellectualist in
his approach, although his doctrine is easy to present in purely intellectual-
ist terms, as he himself does in Guide II: 36. Many of his interpreters,
taking his intellectualism as foundational, wonder about the need for the
perfection of the imaginative faculty emphasized there.29 But there can be
no doubt that for Maimonides intellectual perfection is a crucial prerequi-
site for becoming a prophet.

(6) Animals and Humans. What do humans share in common with
other animals? In the first instance, it is the fact that we and they are
animals.30 From this it follows that human beings can be literally beastly.
But, to be beast-like is to destroy our humanity, or, more precisely, not to
raise ourselves above our animal origins. Thus, for example, the Torah de-
mands physical cleanliness so that we not be like beasts.31 A true human
being exercises self-restraint, eats only what is beneficial, and acts rationally,
not instinctually.32

Our animal origins can be expressed in more positive ways as well.
Maimonides holds that we share many characteristics with animals. For

26True divine worship, according to Maimonides, is silent (intellectual) meditation
in the presence of God. See Guide III: 51. The Jewish liturgy is an accommodation to
distressing historical realities. See “Laws of Prayer,” I. It is useful here to compare
Maimonides with Judah Halevi, who, in effect, defines Jews not as rational animals, but
as praying animals. See his Kuzari III: 5.

27For justification of this reading of Maimonides, see Menachem Kellner, Must a Jew
Believe Anything? (London: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 1999), 127–41.

28See Guide III: 17, 473.
29See Guide II: 36, 369; I shall return to the issue of the imagination below.
30This is a point to which Maimonides makes offhand reference in a number of

places. See, for example, Guide II: 36, 371 and II: 40, 381. Daniel Frank argues that
Maimonides’ views on this matter underwent development; see his contribution to this
collection.

31This is how Maimonides explains Deut. 23: 13–4 in Guide III: 41, 566.
32See the fifth of Maimonides’ “Eight Chapters.” For an English translation, see

Ethical Writings of Maimonides, trans. R. Weiss and C. Butterworth (New York: Dover,
1983), 76.
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Maimonides, parental love is a quality shared by animals and human be-
ings,33 as is the ability to exercise our imaginations.34 But, everything which
we share in common with animals is, in the final analysis, animal-like, and
not truly human. All that is ours, truly ours, through which humans are
humans, is our intellects. True human perfection, Maimonides holds,

consists in the acquisition of the rational virtues—I refer to the con-
ception of intelligibles, which teach true opinions concerning divine
things. This is in true reality the ultimate end; this is what gives the
individual true perfection, a perfection belonging to him alone;35 and
it gives him permanent perdurance; through it man is man.36

(7) Universalism and Messianism. Maimonides’ intellectualism explains
two further and related features of his thought. He is notorious for having
adopted “universalist” positions.37 Maimonides consistently distinguishes
among people, not on the basis of their religion, race, gender,38 or place of
origin, but only on the basis of their intellectual attainments. He is very
insistent in distinguishing between those who are “in” and those who are
“out.” All humans are in, all non-humans are out; all humans have a share in
the world to come, no non-human has a future life. To be human means to
have achieved some minimal level of intellectual perfection. To achieve that,
one must be rigidly self-disciplined.39 Obedience to the Torah is not the only
route to self-discipline, but it is surely the best. Non-Jews, in consequence,

33See Guide III: 48, 599 and 600.
34See ibid., I: 73, 209.
35As opposed to possessions, health, and morals, the other three perfections dis-

cussed in this passage.
36Guide III: 54, 635 (emphasis added).
37For further discussion, see Menachem Kellner, “On Universalism and Particular-

ism in Judaism,” Da’at 36 (1996): v–xv. To put the issue briefly, Maimonides, unlike
Halevi for example, did not posit any intrinsic difference between Jews and non-Jews.
Jews as Jews have no innate advantage over non-Jews. Jews who follow the Torah, on the
other hand, have a tremendous advantage.

38In affirming the ontological (not halakhic or sociological) equality of men and
women, Maimonides goes very much against the grain of his times. On this matter, see
Avraham Melamed, “Maimonides on Women: Formless Matter or Potential Prophet” in
Perspectives on Jewish Thought and Mysticism . . . Dedicated to . . . Alexander Altmann, 99–
134, and Menachem Kellner, “Philosophical Misogyny in Medieval Jewish Thought:
Gersonides vs. Maimonides,” in Y. Sermonetta Memorial Volume, ed. A. Ravitzky (Jerusa-
lem: Magnes, 1998), 113–28 (in Hebrew).

39For Maimonides, “self-discipline” is what morality is all about.



IS MAIMONIDES’ IDEAL PERSON AUSTERELY RATIONALIST? 133

may achieve full human perfection, but, lacking the Torah, clearly have a
harder time than Jews.40

This intellectually-based universalism leads Maimonides to envision an
end to history in the messianic era in which all humans would worship God
together, equally; at that point there would be no Jews and non-Jews, only
servants of the Lord.41 As he puts it at the very end of the Mishneh Torah,
the one preoccupation of the whole world will be to know the Lord.42 It is
for that reason that there will be no famine, war, jealousy, or strife. It is for
that reason also that blessings will be abundant and comforts within the
reach of all.

II.

The Standard Picture Revised. To this point I have sketched out what I
have called the standard picture of Maimonides’ conception of the ideal
Jew:43 one who fulfills the commandments of the Torah, not only because
they are commanded by God, and not only because obedience to these com-
mandments has beneficial consequences for the individual and her society,
but because through this obedience one can achieve a very high level of
moral perfection. Moral perfection is itself a step toward true human per-
fection, which is the apprehension of truths, especially concerning God, to
the greatest extent that one can apprehend them. The perfected individual
has subjugated all feelings, all passions, has eliminated from one’s conscious-
ness everything personal, and devotes one’s inner life to the contemplation
of abstract truths. Every aspect of living not connected to that contempla-
tion is ignored to the greatest extent possible. All that distinguishes one
perfected individual from another is the level of abstract truth which each
has comprehended.44

In what follows I will suggest that this view is too one-sided and ig-
nores important elements of Maimonides’ view of the perfected human being.

40For an interesting expression of this idea, consider the explanation offered for
circumcision in Guide III: 49 ( 609). Also see Josef Stern, Problems and Parables of Law
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), 96–7.

41For a defense of this interpretation of Maimonides, see Menachem Kellner,
Maimonides on Judaism and the Jewish People (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991), 33–48.

42Which means the study of metaphysics.
43Maimonides wrote for and about Jews; thus my language here. Even though he is

led to a thoroughgoing universalism, this seems to me to be more of a consequence of his
intellectualism, rather than a goal he sought to arrive at.

44In this, perfected individuals are like the separate intellects. See “Laws of the
Foundations of the Torah,” II: 5.
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Human Perfection Revisited. As I understand Maimonides, one who
wishes perfectly to fulfill the command of imitatio Dei must achieve the
highest possible level of intellectual perfection45 and then descend Jacob’s
ladder (or return to the Platonic cave), in order to participate in the gover-
nance of one’s society according to the principles of loving-kindness,
righteousness, and judgment.46 This, however, cannot be done by one who
is wholly divorced from the needs of society, uninterested in the well-being
of its members, and ignorant of how to order their affairs in the best pos-
sible way.

This point needs expansion. Maimonides appears to hold that knowl-
edge is transformative. A person who spends a lifetime of effort perfecting
herself morally and then intellectually, practising rigid self-discipline while
with great difficulty plumbing the depths of understanding of the basic
structure of the cosmos, is not the same person who started the quest, only
now with more knowledge. This is a person transformed, an individual
whose reaction to the understanding gained with so much difficulty is to
“recoil affrighted, and realize that he is a small creature, lowly and obscure,
endowed with slight and slender intelligence, standing in the presence of
Him Who is perfect in knowledge.”47 This is the person who realizes that
the greatest perfection open to him or her is to imitate the ways of God, in
practicing loving-kindness, judgment and righteousness in the world.48 But
there is more than simple realization here: unlike Plato’s philosopher, who
must be forced to return to the cave and become a king, Maimonides’
individual who is transformed by knowledge wants and needs to imitate
God. Such a person is driven by love of God.

Maimonidean intellectual perfection is not simply a matter of adding
knowledge, in the way in which we can add memory capacity to our comput-
ers. Breadth of knowledge and depth of understanding transform the knower.

45It may be appropriate to note here that the nature of the intellectual perfection
prized by Maimonides may be somewhat different from discursive reason as usually un-
derstood. The highest levels of knowledge are apparently intuitive, and maybe even
experiential. See David Blumenthal, “Maimonides’ Intellectualist Mysticism and the
Superiority of the Prophecy of Moses,” Medieval Culture 10 (1978): 51–67, Jose Faur,
Homo Mysticus (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1999), and Raphael Loewe, “Credat
Judaeus Appella?” Journal of Jewish Studies 50 (1999): 74–86.

46For defense of this interpretation, see Menachem Kellner, Maimonides on Human
Perfection (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1991).

47“Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” II: 2. I cite the translation of Moses
Hyamson, Book of Knowledge (New York: Feldheim, 1974), 35b; compare IV: 12.

48See Guide III: 54 and my exposition of the end of the Guide in Maimonides on
Human Perfection.
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This issue may be better grasped in light of Maimonides’ understanding of
the point of moral striving. We practise moral behavior, not only so that we
do the right thing, but so that doing the right thing becomes part of our
personality. In “Eight Chapters” and in “Laws of Moral Qualities” Maimonides
develops a position that focuses at least as much on character as it does on
deed: a major reason for giving charity is not only to alleviate poverty, but so
that we ourselves become charitable people. Similarly, the perfected knower is
in a real sense transformed into a different and better person by the knowl-
edge gained. I will return to this point in my conclusion.

Prophecy. Maimonides defines prophecy as follows:

Know that the true reality and quiddity of prophecy consists in its be-
ing an overflow overflowing from God, may He be cherished and
honored, through the intermediation of the Active Intellect, toward
the rational faculty in the first place and thereafter toward the imagi-
native faculty. This is the highest degree of man and the ultimate term
of perfection that can exist for his species; and this state is the ultimate
term of perfection for the imaginative faculty. This is something that
cannot by any means exist in every man. And it is not something that
can be attained solely through perfection in the speculative sciences
and through improvement of moral habits, even if all of them have
become as fine and good as can be. There is still needed in addition the
highest possible degree of perfection of the imaginative faculty in re-
spect of its original natural disposition.49

Maimonides emphasizes here that in addition to moral and speculative
perfection, a candidate for prophecy must have a highly perfected imagina-
tion. What is the imagination? It is, as Jose Faur reminds us, “a faculty that
humans share with other members of the animal kingdom.50 It constitutes
a lower level of consciousness, distorting reality, and is incapable of provid-
ing valid criteria to know the real universe.”51 What precisely does the
imagination do? Maimonides explains:

49Guide II: 36, 369.
50Maimonides writes: “Now the imaginative faculty is indubitably a bodily fac-

ulty” (II: 36, 372).
51Jose Faur, Homo Mysticus, 70. It is crucial to remember that current use of the

term “imagination” is not identical with the way in which Maimonides uses the term.
See Harry A. Wolfson, Studies in the History and Philosophy of Religion, vol. 1 (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), chapters 15–18.
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You know, too, the actions of the imaginative faculty that are in its
nature, such as retaining things perceived by the senses, combining
these things, and imitating them. And you know that its greatest and
noblest action takes place only when the senses rest and do not per-
form their actions. It is then that a certain overflow overflows to this
faculty according to its disposition, and it is the cause of the veridical
dreams. This same overflow is the cause of prophecy. There is only a
difference in degree, not in kind.52

The imagination acts directly on sense perceptions, manipulating them, com-
bining them into new forms (which do not exist outside of the imagination).
Unlike reason, which abstracts its information from sense perceptions, seek-
ing to free itself to the greatest extent possible from them,53 the imagination
takes sense perceptions as its raw material, refashioning and reshaping them,
but never freeing itself from them. Part of being a prophet, the highest cat-
egory of human, is having a perfected imagination. Human perfection,
therefore, is more than simply perfection in abstract knowledge.

Prophecy, according to Maimonides, can only be achieved after years
of preparation (Moses became a prophet at the age of 80, and Joshua near
the age of 6054). The “sons of the prophets,” those individuals who sought
to become prophets, Maimonides informs us, “always engaged in prepara-
tion.”55 One becomes a prophet only after a lifetime of perfecting oneself
morally and intellectually.56 Such a long period of time must have its impact
upon the human personality.

The importance of the imagination in the process of prophecy must be
emphasized. It helps us to understand what Maimonides means when he
says: “Now with regard to everything that can be known by demonstration,
the status of the prophet and that of everyone else who knows it are equal;
there is no superiority of one over the other.”57 In terms of what is known,

52Guide II: 36, 370.
53In this I am reading Maimonides as if he were a Gersonidean. See my “Gersonides

on the Role of the Active Intellect in Human Cognition,” Hebrew Union College Annual
65 (1994): 233–59.

54See Guide III: 32, 362.
55Ibid.
56Furthermore, Maimonides continues, “it is our fundamental principle that there

must be training and perfection, whereupon the possibility arises to which the power of
the deity becomes attached” (362). This teaching is a “fundamental principle,” not some
unimportant aspect of the doctrine of prophecy.

57Guide II: 33, 364.
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the prophet has no advantage over the philosopher.58 The prophet is not
simply a super-philosopher, a point importantly emphasized by Faur in
his Homo Mysticus. The philosopher becomes a prophet on account of the
imagination. Faur explains: “By applying imagination to the realm of rea-
son the prophet transcends the boundaries of pure rationality. In
conjunction with reason the imaginative faculty becomes a creative force,
enhancing the rational faculties of the individual, creating a new form of
cognition, that of dynamic creativity.”59

It is only by ignoring Maimonides’ own statements about the role of
the imagination in the prophetic consciousness that one can be led to
depict Maimonides’ perfected human being as a kind of coldly rational
thinking machine.

But there is more. Prophets are not just morally perfected super-
philosophers with active imaginations. They are alive to aesthetic experience
as well. In summing up his doctrine of prophecy, Maimonides writes that
a person born with a superior constitution, who has taken advantage of it
“to obtain knowledge and wisdom until he passes from potentiality to
actuality and acquires a perfect and accomplished human intellect and
pure and well-tempered human moral habits,”60 and who abolishes the
desire for bestial things (especially sex), and has no wish to dominate
others or be held in esteem by them, is the ideal candidate for becoming a
prophet. “Now there is no doubt,” he continues,

58I use “philosopher” where Pines translates “man of science.” Since the sciences in
question are Aristotelian physics and metaphysics, I think my translation here is less
confusing. With respect to the issue at hand, it must be recalled that prophets are supe-
rior to philosophers in their grasp of speculative matters; that superiority, however, is
connected to the perfection of their imaginative faculty:

Know that the true prophets indubitably grasp speculative matters; by means
of his speculation alone, man is unable to grasp the causes from which what a
prophet has come to know necessarily follows. This has a counterpart in their
giving information regarding matters with respect to which man, using only
common conjecture and divination, is unable to give information. (Guide II:
38, 377)

Prophets, it seems, can jump to true speculative conclusions in a way that ordinary phi-
losophers cannot. This is similar to their unusual abilities to foretell the future or describe
events they have not seen.

59Homo Mysticus, 73. I remain to be convinced that Faur’s emphasis on the creativ-
ity of the prophet reflects a Maimonidean as opposed to contemporary sensibility, but
aside from that I find his exposition extremely helpful. For a comprehensive discussion of
prophets and philosophers in Maimonides’ thought, see H. Kreisel, “Sage and Prophet in
Maimonides and His School,” Eshel Beersheva 3 (1986): 149–69 (in Hebrew).

60Guide II: 36, 371.
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that whenever—in an individual of this description—his imaginative
faculty, which is as perfect as possible, acts and receives from the intel-
lect an overflow corresponding to his speculative perfection, this
individual will apprehend divine and most extraordinary matters, will
see only God and His angels, and will only be aware of and achieve
knowledge of matters that constitute true opinions and general direc-
tives for the well-being of men in their relations with one another.

It is in this context (after dismissing sex, and its parent sense, touch)
that Maimonides comments: “As for the other sensual pleasures—those, for
instance that derive from the sense of smell, from hearing, and from see-
ing—there may be found in them sometimes, though they are corporeal,
pleasure for man as man, as Aristotle has explained.” In every other context
with which I am familiar, Maimonides restricts the phrase “man as man” to
intellectual comprehension.61 But here we are told that such sensual plea-
sure can belong to us as human beings. Kalman Bland has recently emphasized
this point.62 Would-be prophets take advantage of refined aesthetic experi-
ences in order to help them achieve prophecy.63

Three other points may be introduced here to round out our picture of
the Maimonidean prophet. These are the compulsion felt by a prophet to
prophesy; the fact that prophets differ in respect to two qualities necessary
for prophecy, courage and divination; and the ways in which all human
beings (including prophets) differ from each other.

With respect to the first, Maimonides notes that philosophers and proph-
ets may manifest divine emanation to the extent that it improves them alone,
“or such that from that individual’s perfection there is something left over
that suffices to make others perfect.”64 Philosophers who achieve this higher
level of perfection are moved to teach and write books. With respect to
prophets, “sometimes the prophetic revelation that comes to a prophet only
renders him perfect and has no other effect. And sometimes the prophetic

61See, for example, Guide III: 54, 635.
62See his The Artless Jew (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 74–

108, and “Beauty, Maimonides, and Cultural Relativism in Medieval Jewish Thought,”
Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 26 (1996): 85–112.

63See “Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” VII: 5 and the 5th of the “Eight
Chapters.” It is true that Moses prophesied without benefit of the imagination, but
Moses was not a “normal” prophet and cannot be taken as an ideal actually to be
emulated. Note should also be made in this context of the role of joy in prophecy. On
this point, see the important comments of Ya’akov Blidstein, “Joy in Maimonides’
Ethical Teaching,” Eshel Beersheva 2 (1980): 145–63, at 158–60 (in Hebrew).

64Guide II: 37, 374–5.
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revelation that comes to him compels him to address a call to the people, teach
them, and let his own perfection overflow toward them.” An individual who
prophesizes only because of an overpowering feeling that he or she must do so
is much closer to Jeremiah (who wished to “conquer” his prophecy and cease
speaking in God’s name but found that God’s word “was like a raging fire in my
heart, shut up in my bones; I could not hold it in, I was helpless” [20: 9]) than
to a cold, dry, abstract thinking machine, as the standard picture of Maimonides
would have it.

In II: 38 Maimonides tells us that all human beings have courage in
some degree and all humans have some ability to exercise what we might call
“intuition,” or the ability to jump quickly to correct conclusions about events
which they have not witnessed (because they were not present, or because the
events have not yet taken place). Prophets differ widely in these abilities,65

although all prophets must have them to an exceptional degree. So we find
that prophets are individuals blessed with differing degrees of courage and
intuition, neither of which are abilities connected to the theoretical intellect.
One’s degree as a prophet, therefore, is not simply a matter of how much
metaphysics one has learned, but is also, crucially, a matter of how brave one
is, and how strong one’s native intuitive abilities are.66

None of this should really surprise us. After all, “it has been explained
with utmost clarity that man is political by nature and that it is his nature
to live in society.”67 This being the case, we could hardly expect Maimonides
to depict prophets, the most perfect of all humans, in ways which funda-
mentally ignore their own political character. Courage is not some secondary
characteristic superadded to the essence of the prophet, but of her very
essence. So too, it would seem, are political abilities, qualities of leader-
ship, etc.

In this same chapter Maimonides notes that members of non-human
species are alike; in all the ways that count, each horse is like every other
horse. Humans, however, differ widely from each other. Given this, could

65See ibid., II: 38, 377.
66Note that Maimonides stresses the individuality of prophets in II: 29, 377: “Know

that every prophet has a kind of speech peculiar to him, which is, as it were, the language
of that individual, which the prophetic revelation peculiar to him causes him to speak to
those who understand him.”

67Guide II: 40, 381; emphasis added. On the political character of human beings
in Maimonides’ thought, see Abraham Melamed, “Maimonides on the Political Charac-
ter of Human Beings—Needs and Obligations,” in Minhah le-Sarah, ed. M. Idel et al.
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1994), 292–333 (in Hebrew).
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Maimonides really have posited a view of the prophet which entirely ig-
nores everything but his or her reasoning ability, a view that abstracts from
the prophet each and every distinguishing characteristic, leaving as truly
human (and as truly prophetic) only what the prophet has learned of meta-
physical matters? Prophets, as the most perfect humans, are not understood
by Maimonides as thinking machines, but as concrete individuals, whose
individuality is part of their prophethood, not something to be overcome.

Love of God. All Jews are commanded to love God: “You shall love the
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
might” (Deut. 6: 5). What is the nature of this love? Maimonides is often
depicted as if he held love of God and knowledge of God to be identical.68

This is not quite true.
Let us look at the texts in which Maimonides speaks of knowledge and

love of God. He raises the issue explicitly first in “Laws of the Foundations
of the Torah,” II: 1:

And what is the way that will lead to the love of Him and the fear of
Him? When a person contemplates his great and wondrous works and
creatures and from them obtains a glimpse of His wisdom which is in-
comparable and infinite, he will immediately love Him, praise Him, glorify
Him, and long with an exceeding longing to know His great name . . . .69

Maimonides tells us here that love of God is an immediate consequence of
knowing God; he does not reduce one to the other.

But there are other texts in which he seems more or less to equate the
two: “One only loves God with the knowledge with which one knows him.
According to the knowledge will be the love: if the former be little or much,
so will the latter be little or much . . . .”70 What Maimonides actually says
here is that the more one knows God, the more one loves God. He does not
say that love of God is nothing more than knowledge of God.

A passage in the Guide of the Perplexed seems to support both interpre-
tations:

68For recent studies of Maimonides on the love of God, see Norman Lamm,
“Maimonides on the Love of God,” Maimonidean Studies 3 (1992–93): 131–42, Kreisel,
Maimonides’ Political Thought, chapter 7, and Kenneth Seeskin, Searching for a Distant God:
The Legacy of Maimonides (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 158–65.

69Hyamson trans., 35b.
70“Laws of Repentance,” X: 6; Hyamson trans., 92b.
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As for the dictum of Scripture: And thou shalt love the Lord with all thy
heart (Deut. 6: 5)—in my opinion its interpretation is: with all the
forces of your heart; I mean to say, with all the forces of the body, for
the principle of all of them derives from the heart. Accordingly the
intended meaning is . . . that you should make His apprehension the
end of all your actions.71

On the one hand, we are told here that in order to fulfill the Scriptural
command to love the Lord, one must use all the forces of one’s body. On
the other hand, we are further told here that the goal of using all the forces
of one’s body to love the Lord is to make knowledge of God the end of all
our actions. Everything we do should serve the end of furthering our knowl-
edge of God.72 The points made here are expressed again towards the end of
the Guide:

. . . with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might (Deut.
6: 5). We have already explained73 . . . that this love becomes valid only
through the apprehension of the whole of being as it is and through
the consideration of His wisdom as it is manifested in it.74

In this passage, Maimonides seems to present love of God as a consequence
of knowledge of God, and not as the same thing.

Near the end of the Guide, Maimonides reiterates the relationship of
dependence between love and knowledge: “Now we have made it clear sev-
eral times that love is proportionate to apprehension.”75 The more we know
God, the more we love God.

What is the nature of this love we are commanded to have for God?
Maimonides tells us in “Laws of Repentance,” X: 5:

What is the love of God that is befitting? It is to love God with a great
and exceeding love, so strong that one’s soul (nafsho) shall be knit up
with the love of God such that it is continually enraptured by it, like

71Guide I: 39, 89.
72There are some passages where Maimonides makes this explicit; for instance “Laws

of Character Traits,” III: 2: “A man should direct all his thoughts and activities to the
knowledge of God, alone.” All one’s activities, even cohabitation, should have thus ulti-
mate end in view (see Hyamson trans., 49b).

73In “Laws of the Foundations of the Torah,” II: 1–2 and the fifth of the “Eight
Chapters” among other places.

74Guide III: 28, 512–3.
75Ibid., III: 51, 621.
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love-sick individuals whose minds (da’atam) are at no time free from
passion for a particular woman, and are enraptured by her at all times
. . . even intenser should be the love of God in the hearts of those who
love Him; they should be enraptured by this love at all times . . . .76

Maimonides reiterates the point again in X: 6, “It is known and cer-
tain that the love of God does not become closely knit in a man’s heart till
he is continuously and thoroughly possessed by it and gives up everything
else in the world for it . . .” and makes much the same claim in some
passages in the Guide, defining the passionate love of God (Ar.: ishq) as “an
excess of love, so that no thought remains that is directed toward a thing
other than the Beloved . . . .”77

Let us now look at the last passage in the Guide in which the issue
comes up explicitly:

You know to what extent the Torah lays stress upon love: With all thy
heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might (Deut. 6: 5). For these
two ends, namely love and fear, are achieved through two things: love,
through the opinions taught by the Law, which include the apprehen-
sion of His Being as He, may He be exalted, is in truth; while fear is
achieved by means of all actions prescribed by the Law, as we have
explained.78

Maimonides’ position here is tolerably clear: we achieve love of God through
the apprehension of God’s being to the greatest extent possible for humans.
This does not mean that loving and apprehending God are the same.79

76Hyamson trans., 92b.
77See Steven Harvey, “The Meaning of Terms Designating Love in Judaeo-Arabic

Thought and Some Remarks on the Judaeo-Arabic Interpretation of Maimonides,” in
Judaeo-Arabic Studies, ed. Norman Golb (Amsterdam: Harwood, 1997), 175–96.

78Guide III: 52, 630.
79Compare further, Ehud Benor, Worship of the Heart: A Study in Maimonides’ Philoso-

phy of Religion (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), 56–8. For a very useful discussion of love and
knowledge in Maimonides, see Lawrence Kaplan, “Rav Kook and the Jewish Philosophical
Tradition,” in Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook and Jewish Spirituality, ed. Lawrence Kaplan and
David Shatz (New York: New York University Press, 1995), 41–77.
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III.

Concluding Remarks. Maimonides certainly seems to open himself to
the charge that he sees the perfected human being as a coldly rational think-
ing machine, dispassionately weighing evidence and calculating results. I
have tried to show here that this is not a fair assessment.

For Maimonides, reason is a source of motivation. And thus he natu-
rally invokes the Song of Songs in the last chapter of the Guide of the
Perplexed and makes love an outcome of knowledge. Learning carried out
properly transforms the learner into a new kind of person.

But, despite all this, the standard picture of Maimonides sketched out
at the beginning of this paper is not entirely incorrect: Lessing may have
preferred the eternal search for truth over being given all the truth on a
silver platter, but I doubt that Maimonides would have. Yet he certainly
would have recognized that having that truth was not simply a matter of
piling fact upon fact, deduction upon deduction; it was a matter of passion-
ate love.80
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80 My thanks to Kenneth Seeskin for his comments on this paper. My thanks also
to Howard Kreisel, Avraham Melamed, and Jolene Kellner for their detailed critiques of
an earlier draft.


