
Chapter 4 Judah Halevi’s Fideistic Scepticism
against the Backdrop of Developments in
the Arabic Culture of His Time

From the analysis in the previous chapter, the trends of dogmatic rationalism in
Arabic culture have emerged as the most relevant background to the appearance of
sceptical manifestations in The Kuzari. Thus, it seems fitting to point to a general
historical parallel between the circumstances under which scepticism appeared in
Hellenistic antiquity and the circumstances under which sceptical manifestations
emerged in Judah Halevi’s thought. The Hellenistic sceptical trend formed in reac-
tion to the establishment of the dogmatic rationalist schools, first and foremost the
Stoic, Epicurean, and Aristotelian schools of thought in the fourth and third cen-
turies BCE, while the sceptical manifestations in Halevi’s thought are a response to
and a means of countering the establishment of the dogmatic rationalist schools of
Arabic culture, above all the kalām and falsafah schools. For Halevi himself, as a
thinker and writer active in the late eleventh and first half of the twelfth centuries, a
period when the Arabic variations of Neoplatonism and Aristotelianism were preva-
lent among Jewish and Muslim writers in al-Andalus, the challenge posed by dog-
matic rationalism as processed by the falsafah trends was greater than that posed
by the thought of the kalām trends.1 In his works, Ibn Sīnā, active in the first
decades of the eleventh century, presented a systematic philosophical synthesis
that covered all scientific disciplines, including metaphysics, which he called “the
divine sciences” (al-ilāhiyāt), which, theologically speaking, is the most significant.
Ibn Sīnā’s tremendous philosophical achievement made a very profound impression
on Arabic rationalists in the following generations.2 Ibn Sīnā’s thought reverberates
throughout The Kuzari more strongly than that of al-Fārābī, falsafah’s important
representative in the generations preceding Ibn Sīnā’s time.3 In the specific context
of Halevi as an Andalusian thinker, the thought of the contemporaneous Andalu-
sian philosopher Abū Bakr ibn Bāǧǧah (d. 1139), the first important representative
of falsafah in Andalusia, also left a significant imprint on The Kuzari.4

In addition to noting the general parallel of circumstances in which classical
Hellenistic scepticism appeared and the appearance of scepticism in Halevi’s
thought, it is also necessary to discuss the specific historical circumstances under
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which Halevi formulated his thought as a response to the dogmatic rationalism of
his time. As Halevi was operating within the context of Arabic culture, it is neces-
sary to consider the unique circumstances of the development of dogmatic rational-
ism in Judeo-Arabic thought. Early in the development of dogmatic rationalism in
the Muslim-Arabic context, the representatives of Muslim rationalism were con-
fronted by the representatives of Muslim traditionalism.5 This confrontation formed
an ideological anti-rationalist opposition to rationalist approaches from their very
inception. The argument between the traditionalist and rationalist trends continued
unabated throughout the classical Islamic period and beyond.6 Compared to these
circumstances, the conditions of the development of Judeo-Arabic thought are par-
ticularly striking, because the emergence and development of dogmatic rationalism
in Judeo-Arabic culture was not accompanied by the parallel development of a tra-
ditionalist counter-option. All the Jewish thinkers working within Judeo-Arabic
thought until Halevi’s time – or at least those whose thought is known to us – were
of some dogmatic rationalist orientation or another.7

This historical fact is important in the construction of Halevi’s thought and clar-
ifies Halevi’s “splendid isolation” in the social and intellectual setting in which he
operated.8 Above, in the second chapter, I discussed one well-known ramification
of Halevi’s intellectual isolation: when he attempted to formulate a polemical re-
sponse to dogmatic rationalism, he was inclined to explain his position to his col-
leagues and readers – all of whom were dogmatic rationalists – by using their own
terms. In this discussion, I want to focus on another ramification of this situation.
In his attempt to articulate a polemical response to dogmatic rationalism, Halevi
did not have a convenient traditionalist or other ideological doctrine in the context
of Judeo-Arabic thought at his disposal. In the context of Judeo-Arabic thought, Ha-
levi’s choice to present an ideological alternative to dogmatic rationalism was there-
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fore a pioneering endeavour. In doing so, Halevi could not build on precedents in
Judeo-Arabic thought. No wonder, therefore, that his main sources of inspiration for
formulating this alternative were rooted in non-Jewish Arabic thought. To follow on
from the earlier discussion, where I indicated the Hellenistic sources that had been
translated into Arabic from which Halevi could have extracted sceptical assertions
to use in articulating his own alternative to the dominant dogmatic rationalist
thought, I shall at this point address a complementary discussion of trends in Mus-
lim-Arabic thought that are of particular relevance for the articulation of such an
alternative.

As noted, the dominance of dogmatic rationalism in various formulations in
Judeo-Arabic thought was more evident and obvious than in the parallel Muslim-
Arabic thought. As a Judeo-Arabic thinker, Halevi, who sought to present an ideo-
logical alternative to the dominant trend, also made use of components of the tradi-
tionalist Muslim approach. In the earlier discussion about the dialogue in I, 11–25, I
analysed Halevi’s epistemological manoeuvre in this section of the text and his re-
liance on the traditionalist Muslim epistemological conceptualisation which is cen-
tred around the notion of reports (aḫbār) of the past, verifying these reports by rely-
ing on direct sense perception (ʿiyān) and also on concurrent tradition based on
multiple chains of transmitters (tawātur). Later on, in the dialogue in I, 43–67,
which centres on the veracity of the Jewish chronology (taʾrīḫ), he also relies on tra-
ditionalist Muslim epistemology. As noted, the section concludes with a reference to
the oral tradition (al-naql) being decisive on the matter under discussion. Thus, we
may identify an important contribution to The Kuzari from traditionalist Muslim
thought when it comes to creating an alternative to the dogmatic rationalist ap-
proach. Halevi was not the first Jewish author to utilise traditionalist Muslim terms
and patterns in a polemical context, yet he seems to have been the first of them to
utilise them in an anti-rationalistic polemical context.9 Halevi’s use of the terminol-
ogy and way of thinking that was typical of Muslim traditionalists in these sections
allowed him to present a definition of knowledge based on the concept of reporting
(ḫabar), which differs in essence from the concept of knowledge in dogmatic ratio-
nalism, especially that of falsafah.

In addition to using traditionalist Muslim terminology, which was generally dis-
tinct from the terminology of falsafah’s dogmatic rationalism, we also see Halevi, in
his polemics against his philosophical opponents, arguing with them by using the
terminology and way of thinking that was typical of rationalist thought. Two such
manoeuvres are notable: first, disputing them using the rationalist approach that is
unique to scepticism, which I analysed at length above, a productive way of creat-
ing the alternative that Halevi sought to present in The Kuzari. The major contribu-
tion here lies in the specific internal logic of sceptical rationalism; namely, in avoid-
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ing either the verification or the refutation of certain positions by the use of the
“equipollence of counter-arguments” (isostheneia). During the dialogical exchanges
in I, 11–25 and I, 66–67, Halevi makes tactical use of this logic as an alternative to
the internal logic of dogmatic rationalism, in which assent, verification, and refuta-
tion serve as basic components. Second, Halevi disputes the dogmatic rationalism
of falsafah by engaging in ad hominem (ilzām) arguments; namely, by tactically
adopting his opponents’ assumptions only to demonstrate how, further down the
line, they fail the test of correlation between these assumptions and the conclusions
they derive from them for issues with theological implications. In his ad hominem
argumentation, Halevi relies to a considerable extent on al-Ġazālī’s precedent in
The Incoherence of the Philosophers (Tahāfut al-falāsifah), in which al-Ġazālī used
this approach to broadly undermine the core claims of falsafah.10 The ad hominem
argumentation is essentially negative, making do with undermining one’s oppo-
nent’s stances; it provides nothing on which it is possible to construct an alterna-
tive.11 Of interest in this regard is Halevi’s attempt to append his negative assertions,
which he posits against falsafah’s notion of emanation (most of which he borrowed
from al-Ġazālī),12 with his own unique positive non-sceptical theory, which revolves
around the notion of “the divine order” (al-amr al-ilāhī) as an alternative to falsa-
fah’s concept of emanation.13

In terms of presenting an alternative to dogmatic rationalism in general, and
that of falsafah in particular, the most significant contribution Halevi found in al-
Ġazālī’s thought is related to fideism. Al-Ġazālī articulated this approach with help
from the mystical Muslim Ṣūfī tradition and the terminology associated with it. Al-
though al-Ġazālī was initially a student and then a teacher of dogmatic rationalism
in the Ashʿarite school of kalām, he rediscovered – or reinvented – himself as a Ṣūfī
mentor at a later stage of his spiritual development. The appearance of fideism in
al-Ġazālī’s thought is a function of his transition from an early stage of dogmatic
rationalism to a later stage of Ṣūfism. Undergoing a mystical experience and de-
scribing it in Ṣūfī terms provided al-Ġazālī with an arationalist mystical foundation.
In one of his late works, The Deliverance from Error (al-Munqiḏ min al-ḍalāl), al-
Ġazālī provided a concise and persuasive account of how attaining mystical experi-
ences allowed him to reevaluate the various articulations of dogmatic rationalism in
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both the kalām and the falsafah schools. Relying on mystical experiences, al-Ġazālī
identified rationalism’s limitations in terms of the knowledge of the divine, which
are inherent to rationalism because of its essence; namely, as an approach which
privileges human intellectual inquiry even when it comes to divine knowledge. In-
depth knowledge of the divine, in the sense of a supra-sensory experience of God’s
presence and proximity, is possible only by means of the non-intellectual mystical
experience of the prophets and Ṣūfī saints.14 Halevi was deeply affected by al-Ġazā-
lī’s fideist message as primarily spelt out in The Deliverance from Error and how it
denied dogmatic rationalism its pre-eminence in defining and attaining knowledge
in the realm of belief in the name of the mystical experience and the Ṣūfī means of
cognition characterising it.15 As a result, the dialogue between the rabbi and the
Khazar king throughout much of The Kuzari’s fourth book and in several places in
the fifth, such as V, 14, is aimed at the experiential epistemological alternative and
the supra-sensory mystical ways of cognition that typify it. In this case, too, the
polemical sting of the presentation of an alternative is aimed at dogmatic rational-
ism, not only that of falsafah, but also that of kalām.16

We can therefore discern that at the epistemological level, the traditionalist ap-
proach and the mystical Ṣūfī approach as processed by al-Ġazālī served as the two
main pillars which supported Halevi’s anti-rationalist alternative in The Kuzari.
Both of these Muslim traditions were historically important and influential in cri-
tiquing the dogmatic rationalist trends in Arabic culture.17 It is therefore not surpris-
ing that Halevi found these particular Muslim traditions helpful for creating an al-
ternative to dogmatic rationalism in Judeo-Arabic thought.

To conclude this chapter, it behoves us to compare the way that Halevi used the
sceptical tradition with the way it was used by other Judeo-Arabic thinkers. At this
point of the study, such a comparison can only be made with one thinker, whose
connection to scepticism has been substantially studied: Maimonides, the most im-
portant thinker to emerge from Judeo-Arabic culture, who was active in the second
half of the twelfth century, some decades after Halevi’s death. For the sake of this
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comparison, I shall start by presenting some background about Maimonides and his
philosophical development.

Early in his development, Maimonides’s thinking was quite obviously affected
by falsafah’s dogmatic rationalist approach. He only sought out scepticism at a later
stage, when he wrote The Guide of the Perplexed (Dalālat al-ḥāʾirīn).18 In his earlier
years, Maimonides was the great dogmatic Jewish thinker whose first major compo-
sition, The Commentary on the Mishnah (Šarḥ al-mišnah), articulated what became
the most influential version of the Jewish catechism: a list of thirteen dogmatic prin-
ciples of the Jewish faith.19 His second great composition, Mishneh Torah (The Code
of Maimonides), is constructed according to the format of an apodictic code of law
and as such is imbued with an overall dogmatisation that is completely at odds with
the open and non-conclusive legal discourse of the Talmud. The early Maimonides
of The Commentary on the Mishnah and Mishneh Torah is also the thinker who made
the dramatic interpretation, in the spirit of dogmatic rationalism, of identifying fal-
safah’s physics and metaphysics with the Talmudic “work of Creation” (maʿaśeh
berešit) and “work of the Chariot” (maʿaśeh merkavah) respectively.20 With this
highly original and controversial move, Maimonides bestowed the dogmatic seal of
approval of the supreme scientific spheres of Aristotelian philosophy on two highly
esoteric Jewish traditional themes. So, in Maimonides’s case, his achievements as a
codifier in The Commentary on the Mishnah and especially in Mishneh Torah, which
made him the greatest codifier of Jewish law, went hand in hand with his position
as the one who contributed more than any other to the dogmatisation of the Jewish
faith. Hence, the possibility that a thinker with a strong predilection for dogmatism
like Maimonides could have incorporated sceptical elements into his Guide of the
Perplexed later in his life, as suggested by few scholars in the last generation, is
both remarkable and fascinating.

Equally remarkable and notable is the fact that almost at the same time, this
kind of unexpected development was taking place in the thought of Faḫr al-Dīn al-
Rāzī (d. 1210), a thinker whose centrality to Muslim-Arabic culture is comparable in
some ways to Maimonides’s place in Jewish literature in terms of reputation and in-
fluence. Al-Rāzī’s thought is notable for its transition from rigid dogmatic rational-
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ism in the spirit of Ashʿarite kalām in his early writings to the sceptical pessimism
typical of his later works. For al-Rāzī, the transition seems to have been even more
radical than the one experienced by Maimonides.21 It seems quite certain that Faḫr
al-Dīn al-Rāzī was a key figure in the development of scepticism in Arabic culture.22

Further progress in this field, which might include a comparative study between al-
Rāzī and Maimonides, is likely to advance our understanding of the manifestations
of scepticism in this cultural realm.

As already noted above, the possibility that Maimonides embraced a sceptical
approach in The Guide of the Perplexed has been most forcibly and thoroughly elab-
orated and analysed in the studies of Josef Stern. According to Stern, the starting
point of scepticism in the Guide of the Perplexed is its emphasis on the basic datum
that the human intellect is seated in materiality. This fact is a severe limitation on
the intellect’s ability to comprehend the purely intellectual beings, the separate in-
tellects, let alone God, a supra-intellectual entity. In other words, the human intel-
lect encounters its most constraining limits in understanding any entity from the
metaphysical realms.23 The problem is that the aspect of metaphysics that deals
with God and the separate intellects is precisely what most intrigues those who are
charged with using their intellects and who strive for intellectual perfection;
namely, philosophers, those for whom the siren’s song of metaphysics is strongest,
a temptation they cannot withstand, even if this is also the very field in which their
intellects – as is true of all humans, whose minds are mired in the material – are
most limited.24 Here is where the sceptical approach meets Maimonides. For him,
the sceptical approach is a useful tool for making philosophers rein in ther impulse
towards dogmatic philosophising in the field of metaphysics. The use of scepticism
exposes the fact that the philosophers’ pretensions of being able to present clear
demonstrative proofs and to reach certain knowledge of metaphysics are lacking a
real basis.25 Maimonides’s transition towards philosophical metaphysics in the
Guide of the Perplexed – from the apodictic rationale of dogmatic philosophy to the
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rationale of sceptical philosophy’s non-assent and suspension of judgment – pre-
served for him the possibility of philosophising about metaphysical matters in light
of his growing tendency in his later writings to make a pessimistic epistemological
assessment of the human intellect’s ability to reach certain knowledge on these mat-
ters.26

In the discussion of manifestations of scepticism in Halevi’s thought earlier in
this study, I examined the possibility that the writings of Galen and Ptolemy served
as the conduit for selective sceptical stances from Hellenism to Arabic culture in
general and The Kuzari in particular. In The Guide of the Perplexed, this is more
than a probability, as Maimonides explicitly cites both Galen and Ptolemy in the
long discussion devoted to the question of the world’s eternity versus its innovation.
These citations appear in contexts that are extremely relevant for the argument that
Maimonides was forging a selective sceptical approach in his work. Maimonides
quotes Galen’s sceptical stance on the eternity-versus-innovation question in the
context of the aforementioned dismissive appraisal of al-Fārābī’s position, an ap-
praisal that Maimonides does not share.27 As for Ptolemy’s Almagest, Maimonides
quotes a section of it in The Guide of the Perplexed II, 24, a chapter of special signif-
icance for the forging of his scepticism. While the ideas from the Almagest are taken
from the body of the book, they are congruent with the spirit of Ptolemy’s above-
mentioned statement from the book’s introduction speaking about his sceptical as-
sessment of the human intellect’s cognitive ability in the realm of ungraspable, “un-
stable and unclear” matters.28

If we subsequently compare section V, 14 of The Kuzari with the claims that
Maimonides made in The Guide of the Perplexed, we will find that the assertion
about the limitations of the human intellect in the realm of metaphysics is made in
the context of both authors’ mitigated use of scepticism.29 However, while Halevi
incorporates its use into a fideist framework in whose name he wished to demolish
philosophical preoccupation with metaphysics as a legitimate science, Maimonides
forgoes the fideist context. In adopting and applying this assertion, Maimonides’s
intention is not to deny the adherents of philosophy any intellectual investigation
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of metaphysics. Rather, he uses the sceptical approach as a methodological tool to
guide them in that investigation. In The Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides
presents Aristotle, the father figure of falsafah, as a model of the cautious scholar,
taking a selective sceptical approach in all matters pertaining to metaphysics.30 The
Aristotle of The Guide of the Perplexed, the careful philosopher making sure not to
cross the limits of intellectual cognition, is the counterpart to the figure of Socrates
that Halevi sketches in The Kuzari.31 But the two authors describe this intellectual
caution in completely different terms. For Halevi, it is related to the distinction be-
tween “human wisdom” and “divine wisdom.” Socrates’s caution prevents him, as
a philosopher, from attempting to go beyond the realm of “human wisdom” and in-
fringing on the realm of “divine wisdom.” According to him, the latter is closed to
most humans, who are endowed only with their intellect, and only open to those
who possess mystical, inspirational cognition. Maimonides’s approach, which he
projects onto Aristotle, emerges as the approach that is truest to the constant ratio-
nalist demand for inquiry – skepsis – in the spirit of the classical sceptical ap-
proach.32 Maimonides avoids making a clear distinction, as Halevi does, between
human and divine wisdom, thus leaving the question of whether intellectual inquiry
into metaphysics is appropriate without a clear-cut answer. This non-assent attitude
provides further legitimacy of the sceptical kind for the possibility of studying meta-
physics; that is, its inquiry as an ongoing exercise. Aristotle’s caution in The Guide
of the Perplexed is therefore what allows the philosopher to move in the realm of
“divine wisdom” and to continue conducting intellectual inquiries in matters per-
taining to it.

If we turn to the question of proving the existence of God using the teleological
argument in Halevi and Maimonides, we find that both are in proximity to the scep-
tical approach despite their differing articulations on the subject. In The Guide of
the Perplexed I, 72, Maimonides formulates the subject as an antinomy: the two op-
posing claims – that God is remote and separate from the world and that God is
manifest in His providence and governance of every last part of the world – are both
backed by demonstrative proofs.33 By contrast, for Halevi, in the statement he has
the Khazar king speak in I, 20, the three different and antithetical claims on the sub-
ject do not have the status of claims that are backed by demonstrative proofs; they
are merely questionable assertions. Despite their differences, Maimonides’s and Ha-
levi’s formulations both bring the issue to the point of the “equipollence of counter-
arguments” (isostheneia) that is desirable from the sceptical perspective.
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If we now turn to a comparison between Halevi’s and Maimonides’s positions
on the debate over the world’s eternity versus its innovation ex nihilo, we see that
Maimonides presents a dogmatic conclusion that Halevi avoids. Theoretically, the
two thinkers are close to one another in their fundamentally sceptical understand-
ing that in this issue, intellectual inquiry is incapable of deciding between the two
contradictory claims. Based on this understanding, in I, 67 of The Kuzari, Halevi
reaches the non-dogmatic conclusion that an “adherent of the Law” (al-mutašarriʿ)
is not obligated to believe in innovation ex nihilo. An “adherent of the Law” is also
allowed to have opinions that do not contradict the belief “that this world came into
new existence at a specific time in the past,” including the belief that assumes the
existence of a prime matter or the opinion that other worlds existed prior to this
one.34 Compared to Halevi’s position here, Maimonides presents a much more rigid
stance on the issue: “an adherent of the Law” is bound by a dogmatic obligation to
believe in innovation ex nihilo. Consequently, he must reject other positions, even
those that are found in the writings of the Talmudic sages about the existence of a
prior “order of time” (seder zemanim) to the chronology of our present world.35

The approach of rationalist mitigated scepticism thus plays a significant role
both in Maimonides’s late thought (in the way in which Stern interprets it) and in
Halevi’s thought (in the way in which it is interpreted here), though for Mai-
monides – unlike Halevi – its role seems to be more essential. For him, it embodies
a rationalistic alternative to dogmatism thanks to which he was able to continue to
philosophise about metaphysical issues. Halevi, on the other hand, did not need a
sceptical alternative to “save” philosophical metaphysics; from his perspective,
seeking to know God and the upper world is not a quest dependent on the capacity
of the human intellect, but rather on the capacity of the sensory and mystical per-
ception of humanity’s choicest members.

Finally, let me briefly point to what seems to me to be an interesting phe-
nomenon that needs to be studied and clarified. In the course of a period of approx-
imately one hundred years, from around 1100 until around 1200, the two Judeo-Ara-
bic thinkers with lasting influence –Halevi and Maimonides – and the two Muslim-
Arabic thinkers with an equally profound impact – al-Ġazālī and al-Rāzī – became
increasingly critical, each in his own unique manner, of their dogmatic rationalistic
upbringing. As mentioned above, starting from the ninth century onwards, dog-
matic rationalist schools thrived among the educated elites in Arabic culture. Yet at
a later historical stage, during the twelfth century, we find the most serious students
of this kind of rationalism becoming critical of it, seeking different ways to free
themselves from its dogmatic grip. This critical challenging of dogmatic rationalism
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34 See the discussion in the previous chapter.
35 Maimonides, Dalālat al-ḥāʾirīn, II, 30 (245, ll. 6–21 = The Guide of the Perplexed, 349–50).



posed by the leading thinkers of the era served as an important background to the
integration of sceptical motifs in works by those thinkers.
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