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women are inferior to men on account of their biological constitution 
(notably their lesser vital heat). In fact, following Aristotle, the scala 
naturae was construed as a function of the “quantity” and quality of the 
vital heat, and on the average women scored lower than men. (The same, 
incidentally, holds of men dwelling in extreme climes in the north or the 
south as compared with men in the balanced climes. Recall Abraham 
Melamed, The Image of the Black in Jewish Culture [London, 2003].) 
Does this generally accepted idea mean that Gersonides sees all women 
as inferior to all men? Not at all. A few years before he passed away, the 
great Gersonides scholar Prof. Charles Touati (1925–2003) was reading 
an article about Gersonides’ alleged negative attitude towards women. I 
recall his mischievous comment: “To reassure myself,” he said, “I reread 
the passages in Gersonides’ commentary on the Bible in which he 
discusses the female prophets: Deborah, Miriam, Huldah, etc.” Touati 
thereby implied that the article in question was partial and incomplete, 
inasmuch as it did not take into account Gersonides’ high regard for the 
prophetesses. In Gersonides’ philosophy, there is no prophecy without 
a perfect bodily constitution and intellectual perfection. Therefore it 
is impossible that Gersonides should have thought that all women are 
always inferior to all men. (David Berger makes much the same point in 
Cultures in Collision and Conversation [reviewed above], p. 19.) On the 
other hand, there is no doubt that Gersonides indeed makes repeated 
disparaging statements about women and their value: Grossman’s 
evidence makes this amply clear. Now Gersonides was a philosopher 
for whom consistency was a prime value (“All aspects of truth agree 
with one another,” he repeatedly exclaimed). We are thus confronted 
with an interpretive difficulty and it is up to us, the historians, to offer 
a solution to it. Grossman is fully aware of the problem (see, e.g., pp. 
446–447, 457), but does not say how Gersonides can have made these 
apparently contradictory statements.

A third and final point. Throughout his admirable book, Grossman 
offers evaluations, from the standpoint of a progressive male of the 

twenty-first century, of the statements by the medieval sages that he 
studies. Naturally these evaluations are harsh: the medievals were 
everything except feminists! In my view, however, the historian should 
abstain from such evaluations; it is not up to us to judge morally, from 
a distance of centuries, those great intellectuals on whose shoulders 
we stand. Historians of science have long ago embraced the idea that 
their role is to understand the past scientists they study, not to grade 
their scientific accomplishments with the benefit of hindsight. A similar 
neutral-benevolent attitude befits, I think, studies of moral attitudes of 
the past. 

Avraham Grossman offers his faithful readers yet another 
masterpiece. It commands profound respect, which the above differences 
of opinion in no way diminish.

Simcha Emanuel, התוספות בעלי  של  אבודים  ספרים  לוחות:   Fragments) שברי 
of the Tablets. Lost Books of the Tosafists). Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 
2006. 387 pp. Bibliography, indexes. 

Many books were lost during history, but Jewish books probably 
more than others (p. 16). Of many texts we have never even heard. 
Books were lost for a great variety of intellectual and other reasons 
(pp. 304–319). As Emanuel emphasizes, at times only an imponderable 
circumstance saved a book for posterity. There are various estimates of 
the ratio of the number of Hebrew manuscripts extant today to that 
of the manuscripts that have ever existed, but obviously it remains a 
matter of conjecture (p. 18). By contrast, it is a (surprising) fact that, 
as Emanuel writes, the number of lost books that he discusses in this 
volume, although only a part of the lost books of the Tosafists, far 
exceeds the number of extant books (p. 304). Paradoxical as it may 
appear on first sight (see the nice story, p. 50), Emanuel has set himself 
the task of reconstructing some of the lost books as best he could. He 
employs a variety of methods (e.g., quotations), of which one deserves 
special mention: the so-called European geniza. In many European 
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libraries and archives, Hebrew manuscripts were used as binding 
materials. In recent decades researchers have begun to gather these 
fragments systematically and retrieve the texts they convey (these are 
referred to as: books within books; see http://www.hebrewmanuscript.
com). While (as could be expected on probabilistic considerations) 
most retrieved texts are from books that have come down to us, some 
are unique and contain texts that had been unknown (p. 40). The 
substance of this very erudite book consists of the attempt to gather 
all possible information on a considerable number of writings by the 
Tosafists (see the list on pp. 348–350).

Jon McGinnis, ed. and trans., Avicenna, The Physics of The Healing. 
Books I–IV. A Parallel English-Arabic Text. 2 vols. Provo, UT: Brigham 
Young University Press, 2009. xxxiv + x + 577+520 pp. Glossary, indexes. 

Avicenna (980–1037) is one of the most brilliant and innovative 
medieval thinkers. His work, as well as his influence on later generations, 
is the object of increasing attention. This first translation of Avicenna’s 
Physics (part of his encyclopedic The Healing) into English will 
certainly contribute to the study of Avicenna’s thought by historians of 
science and philosophy who do not read Arabic.

In his short but dense introduction, Jon McGinnis argues that 
Avicenna’s Physics is important not only on account of its original 
development of Aristotle’s physical thought, but also because it contains 
arguments that constitute the theoretical basis for his discussions 
elsewhere, such as in his psychology, metaphysics, and logic. He adds: 
“Avicenna’s treatment of issues physical was arguably the most creative, 
well conceived and overarching in all of the medieval Arabic-speaking 
world. Thus in addition to aiding our understanding of other facets of 
Avicenna’s thought, a careful study of Avicenna’s Physics will provide 
historians of science with a more complete understanding of the 
history of physics and natural philosophy in general and particularly its 
development in the medieval Islamic milieu” (p. xxiv). 

Regrettably (and intriguingly), Avicenna was little studied by 
Jewish scholars, be it in Arabic or in Hebrew, some notable exceptions 
notwithstanding (see Arabic Sciences and Philosophy 22 [2012]: 217–
287). The historian of scientific thought in medieval Jewish cultures 
will therefore consider this rich volume with a slight regret, because 
its fruitful ideas remained mostly unknown to the scholars whose 
works he or she studies. Like all publications in the Islamic Translation 
Series published by Brigham Young University Press, this volume is 
beautifully produced. Last but not least: thanks to a grant from the 
Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences, it is also very 
reasonably priced. 

Seymour Feldman, Gersonides. Judaism within the Limits of Reason. 
Oxford: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2010. 254 pp. 
Bibliography, index

Seymour Feldman is well known as the translator into English 
of Gersonides’ major philosophical work: Milḥamot ha-Shem 
(The Wars of the Lord; 3 vols. 1984–1999). He now offers a 
synthetic view of Gersonides’ philosophy, presented in ten thematic 
chapters: “Life and Works”; “The Story of Creation”; “God and 
His Attributes”; “Divine Omniscience”; “Divine Providence”; 
“Divine Omnipotence”; “Prophecy”; “Humanity and its Destiny”; 
“The Torah”; and a conclusion. The discussion is systematic and 
particularly “user-friendly” (to use an epithet that Feldman applies 
to Gersonides). It will be very useful for advanced students of 
medieval philosophy.

Alexander Altmann and Samuel Miklos Stern, Isaac Israeli. A 
Neoplatonic Philosopher of the Early Tenth Century. His Works 
Translated with Comments and an Outline of his Philosophy. With 
a New Foreword by Alfred Ivry. Chicago and London: The University 
of Chicago Press, 2009. xxix+226 pp. Index.


