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Foreword

Ehud Krinis is one of the finest interpreters of the philosophy of Judah Halevi. His
first book, God’s Chosen People: Judah Halevi’s Kuzari and the Shīʿī Imām Doctrine,1

continued the pioneering research of Shlomo Pines and gave us a profound and de-
tailed understanding of the Shiʿite influences on Halevi’s Kuzari. In the words of a
leading expert on Judeo-Arabic philosophy, Krinis’s book is “the most comprehen-
sive and bold project to date of situating Halevi’s Kuzari within its context in Islamic
civilization.”2 Krinis’s present book examines the sceptical motifs in Halevi’s Kuzari
and is the first extended study of Halevi’s scepticism.

Halevi was a brilliant poet in Hebrew. His philosophical book The Kuzari, writ-
ten in Arabic, also exhibits extraordinary literary skill. The book is composed in dia-
logue form and purports to record the discussions of the King of Khazaria, whose
kingdom has allegedly converted to Judaism, with a philosopher, a Christian
scholar, a Muslim scholar, and a Jewish scholar. Krinis shows how Halevi resource-
fully used the dialogue form in order to portray the tension between scepticism and
dogmatism in religion and science.3

In what sense was Halevi a sceptic? Pines, whose research did much to advance
the study of scepticism in medieval Jewish and Muslim philosophy, chose to avoid
the term “scepticism,” since he was not convinced that Greek scepticism had ex-
erted a significant influence on medieval Arabic philosophy.4 However, at least
since the studies of Saul Horovitz eleven decades ago,5 there have been authors
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such as Carmela Baffioni6 and Giuseppe Veltri7 who have argued that there was in-
deed such an influence. Josef Stern, in his The Matter and Form of Maimonides’
Guide, presented a compelling sceptical interpretation of Maimonides’s book.8

To be sure, Krinis is well aware of all the arguments against the use of the term
“scepticism” with regard to medieval philosophers writing in Islamic lands. He ex-
plains his own view as follows:

The first gap between [the Greek sceptics and their Arabic successors] is that of knowledge. […]
No translation of any essay written by a Hellenistic sceptic was […] included in the […] transla-
tions […] from […] Greek […] or […] Syriac to Arabic during the eighth to tenth centuries. The
Academia and Pyrrho […] are rarely mentioned in [classical] Arabic literature […]. The channels
by which knowledge of ancient scepticism reached writers in Arabic culture in the [classical]
era […] were thus indirect […]. In Halevi’s case […], the place of direct exposure to […] Hellenis-
tic sceptics was filled by non-sceptical Hellenistic writers such as Galen […] and […] Ptolemy
[…]. A second gap between [the Greeks and the philosophers of Arabic culture] […] is that of
[religion]. From the pagan perspective […] the gods were an inseparable part of the natural or-
der [and] discussing them [was considered] part of the science of physics. By contrast, a
[monotheistic] religion […] posits […] a God whose existence […] [predates] that of the world
and nature […]. These [two] gaps […] provide an explanation as to why it is impossible to speak
of [the] continuity of scepticism […] in the transition from the classical world to the Muslim
era. […]
Nonetheless, this should not get in the way of [the] scholar […]. [Scepticism in Arabic philoso-
phy] […] would […] indicate a transformation rather than [a] replication. Gaps in knowledge
and cultural climate function as catalysts […]. Halevi’s thought provides us with highly instruc-
tive examples of the extent to which the transmission of sceptical concepts […] between eras
and cultures can be […] fascinating precisely because of the profound transformation they un-
derwent.9

Yes, Krinis admits, medieval philosophers in Islamic lands had only a meagre
knowledge of Greek scepticism. However, this meagreness was not only a disadvan-
tage; it was also an advantage! The literary and cultural gaps separating those
monotheistic philosophers from their Greek predecessors prevented them from be-
ing merely replicators and forced them to be transformers. They developed their
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own brand of scepticism which was not a replication of Pyrrho, but which was “fas-
cinating” in its own right. True, as Pines insisted, there was no real continuity be-
tween Greek scepticism and the scepticism of the philosophers in the Islamic world.
However, there was something even better: creative discontinuity.

Halevi’s scepticism, according to Krinis’s analysis, is inextricably connected to
fideism. Krinis explains this connection as follows:

Fideism is the concept that permitted ideas rooted in the world of ancient Hellenistic scepti-
cism to enter into Halevi’s religious worldview. […] Fideism is a theory that maintains that faith
is independent of reason. In the fideist approach, intellectual pursuit is considered to be an
inappropriate foundation for religious belief. […] Pure or radical fideism […] utterly rejects the
need for intellectual inquiry, […] whereas moderate fideism distinguishes […] fields in which
intellectual inquiry is valid […] from fields in which [it] is invalid […]. The latter fields are those
with significance […] to religious belief.10

Krinis’s historical theory may be summed up as follows. When some Muslim and
Jewish philosophers writing in the classical era of Islam appropriated Greek scepti-
cism, they did so selectively. They were selective doubters. They did not doubt all
things across the board, as the Greek sceptics did; for example, they did not doubt
divine revelation or religious dogmas, but they did doubt “intellectual inquiry.”
Their doubts about intellectual inquiry were motivated by their fideism; that is, by
their conviction that “faith is independent of intellectual inquiry” and should not
be founded on it. Criticism of intellectual inquiry supported their fideism in that it
seemed to show that reason could not be a reliable foundation for religion. They
used scepticism, in other words, as a weapon against reason. Scepticism had no es-
sential value for them, but only instrumental value. It was thus due to his fideism
that Halevi was able to incorporate sceptical elements into his philosophy.

Krinis describes Halevi as a “moderate” fideist, not a “pure” or “radical” one.11

He did not reject the legitimacy of intellectual inquiry tout court, but only with re-
spect to certain theological subjects. In this regard, Krinis observes, Halevi was sim-
ilar to the great Muslim savant al-Ġazālī, who had a manifest influence on his
thought in general and on his scepticism in particular. Both al-Ġazālī and Halevi
were staunchly committed to logical demonstration, but they argued that reason is
severely limited in the areas of metaphysics and theology.12 This is essentially the
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same position that was held by the rationalist Maimonides, who explained in his
Guide of the Perplexed I, 31 that wherever there are logical demonstrations, there are
no differences of opinion, and thus there are no divisions of opinion in mathemat-
ics, some in physics, and a great many in metaphysics.13 Halevi’s position is close to
the fideism of the rationalist Kant, who denied knowledge to metaphysics “in order
to make room for faith.”14

Truth to tell, it would be difficult to find a good example of a “true” or “radical”
fideist among the Muslim and Jewish philosophers who flourished in the classical
era of Islam. In general, the term “fideism” is more appropriate in Christianity,
which is a religion of fides, than in Judaism or Islam, which are religions of law. It
was the Christian Tertullian who dismissed philosophy, asking “What indeed has
Athens to do with Jerusalem?”,15 and it was he who allegedly cried out “Credo quia
absurdum est.”16

In any case, for Halevi, knowledge of God is not achieved by a leap of faith. It is
gained by means of direct sense experience or by a reliable tradition based on that
experience. As Krinis skillfully explains, it is the result of ʿiyān (“eyewitness percep-
tion”), mušāhadah (“direct sense testimony”), baṣīrah (“spiritual vision”), and
ḏawq (“taste”); or of al-tawātur (“concurrent tradition”) and taqlīd (“imitation, re-
liance on tradition”). Halevi’s philosophy was more a Gefühlsphilosophie than a
Glaubensphilosophie.

In Kuzari I, 5 (see also I, 8), the king remarks that the phenomenon of magnetic
attraction seemed to contradict the laws of physics, but that once they were con-
fronted with the eyewitness perception (al-ʿiyān) of the phenomenon, scientists
were compelled to accept it and to try to explain it. Similarly, he says, divine mira-
cles seem to be impossible, but if we have an eyewitness perception (al-ʿiyān) of
such miracles, we are compelled to accept them and to try to explain them. The rela-
tionship between al-ʿiyān and reason in physics and in theology is thus similar. Di-
rect experience cannot be denied either in science or in religion. Halevi also makes
this point in Kuzari II, 48: reason does not accept miracles until it is forced to do so
by direct experience (al-ʿiyān or mushāhadah).
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Halevi insists that theological propositions must answer to the same scientific
standards as scientific propositions. Krinis gives a lengthy discussion of the Jewish
scholar’s significant comments in Kuzari I, 67.17 The Jewish scholar exclaims: “God
forbid that the Law should teach something that repudiates [the testimony of] direct
sense experience (ʿiyān) or [the conclusion of] a demonstration (burhān).” As for the
question of the creation or the eternity of the world, he sceptically asks: “Who could
provide us with the demonstration (al-burhān) on this question?” The Jewish
scholar thus seems to be advocating a sceptical suspension of judgment (epochē)
here. However, he immediately adds that since reason leaves the question unde-
cided, one should accept the traditional view that the world is created. Nor is this
his last word. If one is forced by argument to accept the eternity a parte ante of mat-
ter, he concludes, one may do so without contradicting the Law, as long as one
holds that this world was created, as written in Genesis, and that the first human
beings were Adam and Noah, as also recorded there. One sees here Halevi’s sincere
determination to remain faithful to both the biblical text and to reason. However,
one also sees his “selective scepticism” – philosophy leaves us in a state of epochē,
but religion rescues us from it.

Krinis notes the close historical connection between the Arabic burhān and the
Hebrew mofet: both words bear the double meaning of a logical demonstration and
a miraculous sign.18 Already in the Qurʾān, the Arabic burhān translates the Hebrew
mofet in the sense of a miraculous sign (see Sura 28 [The Story], verse 32, together
with Exodus 4:21 and 7:9). This Quranic usage is subsequently found in Jewish au-
thors, such as Saʿadia Gaon (e.g., in the introduction to The Book of Beliefs and
Opinions and often in his biblical translations and commentaries). When burhān
later came to be used to designate a logical demonstration, medieval Arabic-to-He-
brew translators routinely translated it as mofet. The two words thus developed to-
gether, mutually influencing each other. Krinis points out how Halevi artfully com-
pares the two senses of burhān: the greatest burhān is not that of the logicians, but
that of the prophets (see Kuzari I, 15). Burhān preempts burhān.

According to Krinis’s analysis, Halevi seems to have seen his own scepticism as
Socratic.19 In Kuzari IV, 13, and again in V, 14 (and cf. III, 1, on the rare level at-
tained by Socrates), the Jewish rabbi approvingly cites a dictum of Socrates from
Plato’s Apology 20d–e: “O people, I do not deny this divine wisdom of yours. Rather,
I say that I don’t comprehend it. I am wise only in human wisdom.” Krinis sees this
twice-cited quotation of Socrates as corroborating Halevi’s own fideistic scepticism.
Socrates in effect asserts here that philosophy has nothing to say about the myster-
ies of religion. It has nothing to say about fides. Krinis makes yet another important
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point about Halevi’s appreciation of Socrates: that Halevi identified with Socrates’s
“humble philosophical approach.” Scepticism goes hand in hand with humility.20

Ehud Krinis has written a perceptive, erudite, and lucid study of the sceptical
motifs in Judah Halevi’s Kuzari. He challenges us to read Halevi’s book in a new
and stimulating way.
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