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Summary

From Maimonides to Samuel ibn Tibbon

In this book I have three related aims. I examine (i) a key event in Jewish
intellectual history that in a sense is also an important chapter in the history of
Western philosophy: the dissemination of Maimonides’ chief philosophical work,
the Guide of the Perplexed, through Samuel ibn Tibbon at the beginning of the
13™ century. I discuss (ii) how Ibn Tibbon as a philosopher is to be situated in
relation to Maimonides. Finally, I present (iii) an edition of Ibn Tibbon’s glosses
on the Guide which in significant ways help to understand the issues dealt with in
(i) and (ii).

In several respects the Guide stood at the center of Ibn Tibbon’s philosophical
work. Although he is best known as the Guide’s translator, the translation was
only the first step on a long path that finally made the Arabic work accessible in
Hebrew. Ibn Tibbon’s role in this process is best described as a mediator between
cultures. The challenge he faced was to make intelligible a book, deeply rooted in
the tradition of Greco-Arabic philosophy, to an audience almost entirely unfamiliar
with the notions and sources of this tradition: the Jewish communities in Christian
Europe. It is not surprising, therefore, that Ibn Tibbon, in addition to translating
the Guide, also explained its technical terminology, its doctrines, and became its
first teacher. In doing so, he laid the groundwork for the reception of the Guide as
the central work of Jewish philosophy from the beginning of the thirteenth century
to Spinoza, who in important ways was indebted to the medieval Maimonidean
tradition, but also criticized some of its fundamental presuppositions. In sum, if
Maimonides’ work was the gate through which science and philosophy were able
to become an important component of Jewish culture, Ibn Tibbon built the hinge
without which this gate would have remained shut.

But it is not only in the history of Jewish thought that Ibn Tibbon played an
important role; he also opened the Hebrew chapter in the history of Western

philosophy. After flourishing in the Muslim world in the early medieval period,



X Summary

philosophical inquiry was renewed in parallel in Hebrew and Latin in the later
Middle Ages. Ibn Tibbon was not the first to introduce works, which, broadly
speaking, may be characterized as philosophical, into the Jewish communities
of Christian Europe, but the translation and dissemination of Maimonides’
philosophical writings represent a turning point in the process. For one thing,
these writings, and especially the Guide, provided a systematic justification for
the study of philosophy within a religious framework. Moreover, they directed
the reader in particular to the falsafa tradition, a current in Arabic thought that,
in the wake of al-Farabi and his disciples, overcame competing philosophical
systems and became the worldview of most intellectuals in the Muslim world.
These two factors transformed the process, which had begun as a cultural renewal
in Southern France more than a generation before Ibn Tibbon, into an intellectual
revolution by whose end a substantial part of Greco-Arabic philosophy and science
had been translated into Hebrew and had become an important frame of reference
for educated Jews throughout Europe. In my view, the comprehensive effort Ibn
Tibbon made to promote Maimonides’ work must be understood in light of his
goal to transform Maimonides’ philosophical interpretation of Judaism into its
authoritative interpretation.

But Ibn Tibbon not merely disseminated the framework justifying the study
of philosophy within Judaism; he was also the first to make use of it. In several
respects his work can be seen as continuing Maimonides’ philosophical-exegetical
project. His brief compositions are directly tied to Maimonides’ writings, but
also his two comprehensive works of philosophical exegesis — Perush Qohelet
[Commentary on Ecclesiastes] and Ma ‘amar Yiggavu ha-Mayim [Treatise ‘Let the
Waters be Gathered’] — are not presented as independent works. Perush Qohelet
is presented as the completion of the Guide’s program of philosophical exegesis,
while Ma’amar Yigqgavu ha-Mayim is presented as an updated version of it. In
a sense one can say that Ibn Tibbon began with the translation of the Guide,
continued with its completion, and ended by replacing it.

Ibn Tibbon’s work is tied in yet another way to Maimonides’ teachings: he was
the first translator of the philosophical and scientific sources that, according to the
philosophical interpretation of Judaism, are needed to attain “human perfection.”
These sources serve as the new key to the “mysteries of the Torah,” after the

wisdom of the prophets had been lost in the course of the Diaspora history of
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the Jewish people. He translated Aristotle’s Meteorology and Averroes’ Three
Treatises on Conjunction and used both works in his biblical commentaries. We
can see, therefore, how the various components of Ibn Tibbon’s project come
together: the dissemination of Maimonides’ writings, especially the Guide, as the
justification for doing philosophy in a religious setting; the composition of his
own works as a continuation of Maimonides’ philosophical-exegetical program;
finally, the translation of the philosophical and scientific sources that bring about
“human perfection” and that are needed to apprehend the “golden apples” within
the Torah’s “silver settings.”

Attention must also be directed to the considerable opposition that Ibn Tibbon’s
efforts aroused. His work, in fact, contributed significantly to the escalation of the
First Maimonidean Controversy, which almost tore apart Judaism and in whose
carly stages he was personally involved. He thereby contributed to the articulation
and hardening of the positions within circles opposed to interpreting Judaism as
a philosophical religion. Those groups favored other interpretations — either more
traditional or kabbalistic — and their adherents were vying with the philosophers
in an effort to determine the true essence of Judaism. One may say, therefore,
that these two contrary tendencies that shaped Jewish intellectual history in the
thirteenth century — philosophic-scientific learning and the movements opposed to
it — both stemmed in large part from the work of Ibn Tibbon.

Finally, a less readily apparent aspect of Ibn Tibbon’s thought should be
noted, one somewhat at odds with those hitherto described. Behind the image of
Maimonides’ faithful disciple, we find a thinker who deals independently with
many subjects, including some that Maimonides himself hardly ever mentions, for
example problems in epistemology, to which Perush Qohelet is entirely devoted.
More importantly, he also disagrees with Maimonides on many key issues, both
philosophical and religious. These range from the commandment to know the
existence of God, to the concepts of providence and prophecy, to subjects related
to cosmology, ontology, ethics, and political philosophy. In his glosses on the
Guide, Ibn Tibbon sometimes expresses his disagreement in explicit terms. But his
most common way of criticizing Maimonides can be characterized as a method of
indirect criticism tied to his biblical exegesis. Instead of criticizing Maimonides’
position openly, he criticizes his interpretation of a biblical verse or a passage

in rabbinic literature through which Maimonides expressed his position. In this



