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DI GEST i. 

In order to analyze Morris Raphael Cohen as an 

American Jew and phil osopher , this thesis is d i vided 

into two sections with t he aim of showing Cohen's 

background, the historical evidence of his philosophy 

applied to several areas of his interest, a nd the 

philosophy icself . The first section reviews Cohen's 

childhuod i n Russia with an eye toward understandjng 

his Je~ish roots and Cohen's Americanization in New 

York as a young man. 

This sec ti ~n is also devoted t o Cohen's path as 

an independent philosopher and examines the relationships 

he had with ThomRs Davidson, Felix Adler, Felix Frank 

furter and his phi]osop~y teachers at Harvard. In ad 

dition , thi s serlion al so deals wi th Cohen's tenure a t 

Ci ty Col lege of New York, including hi s struggles t o 

become a p~o fes sor of philosophy against a backdrop of 

anti-Semitism, his impact on "enlightened" Jewish students 

--as thl' "secularized counterpart of the rosh yeshiva"-

a nd al ~o Cchen's rol e in defending academic freedom (his 

own and t he caese in general t h r ough his invo l vement in 

the American A.,,,;.oc iat ion o f Universi t y Professors) . 

This first section i s concerned with the organization 

Cohen s tarted , the Conference on Jewish Relati ons, which 

emodierl Cohen's identity as bo th Ameri can Jew a nd philosop

he~. Through this effort Cohen in t roduced the science of 

soc iol 0gy t o the field of Amer i can Jewish affairs _ 

The second section deals specifically with Cohen 's 

philosopny, l ibera lism, and the s c ientific methoci (def ined 
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ii. 

in the thesis). There is a treatment of Cohen on Jewish 

subjects and on general philosophical ones. Cohen opposed 

several ideas of the preeminent school of American 

philosophy of his day. This the sis shows that Cohen's 

philosophy was influenced by his identity as a Jew and 

that his general philosophy influenced his views of Jews 

and Judaism. 

The aim of this analysis is to present a picture 

of Cohen as an American Jewish figure and influential 

philosopher in as complete a form as is possible. In 

order to best accomplish this, the thesis incorporates 

the ideas and achievements of Cohen using his own words 

wherever this can be done. 
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Morris Raphael Cohen' s contributions t o general and 

legal philosophy as well as to Ameri can t hought can be 

appreciated in a nd of themse lves, but an unde rstanding of 

hi s contributions can be s t be achieved by an acquaintance 

with Cohen as a person. Cohen was several things dur ing 

h is life -- American , prof~ssor, philosopher, liberal --

but his first identity was as a Jew, a frail Jewish boy from 

Minsk . 

During his lifetime ( 1880 - 1947) Cohen recogn i zed 

himse l f and was recogni zed by others as a Jew, t his despite 

the fact that he was a natural ist and an outspoken cr itic 

of the ism, as we ll as a non- Zionist. He ident i fied himself 

as a liberal, then a Jew. Cohen wa s the first Russian-born 

Jew in Ame rica to teach gener al philosophy in a major 

Am~rican university, 1 and he founded the Conference on Je~ish 

Re la t i ons (now known as the Conference on Jewish Social 

Studies), an important at t empt to break down Jewish stereo

types and to show the world the humanity of the Jewish 

peop le. Tn so doing, Cohen pr esented and promoted soc i o logy 

in the fie l d of Jewish affairs in a pioneering effort with 

i mportant ramifications f or t he American Jewis:i community . 

Cohen wro te bab iC explanations o f the Scientific Method and 

challenged the preeminent school of philosophy of his t i me 

in Ameri ca, American Idealism. He revolutionized Amer icon 

l egal t hought and practice and created hi stor i es o f human 

thought, such as the Meani ng of Huma n History and American 

Thought. At the same time Cohen was interested in Jewish 

l ife and phil osophy. 
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In order to see the effect of Cohen's particular kind 

of Jewishness in the above general areas and in his Jewish 

pursults, the story of Morris Raphael Cohen must start 

with his childhood in Europe . Much of what can be known 

about Morris Cohen 's childhood comes f r om a posthumous l y

published au t obiography entitled A Dreamer's Journey 2 

The early sections of this book were composed by Cohen himse lf 

while the later parts, including the epilogue, are reconstruc 

tions by Morris' son Felix, based upon his father's notes . 

''Although he hoped to extend the narrative to cover his entire 

life,'' notes David A. Hollinger in Morris Raphae l Cohen a nd 

the Scientific Idea l 3 . "Cohen died before he had written 

about his adulthood in a sustained fashion. In order t o 

complete the volume, Felix Cohen drew on preliminary drafts 

and notes and also upon the scattered , random autobiographical 

comments published by the e l der Cohen in a var i ety of contexts 

over a period of nearly forty years."4 

Two points should b~ made ab~ut A Dreamer's Journev 

to give a sense of Cohen ' s Jewish identity. The first point 

is that the book was wri tte~ for and dedicated to Cohen ' s 

granddaughter, Gene Maura, to help her oriPnt hersElf ill 

the world. An aim of thi s book was to provide an American-

born child with a sense of her roots. In the forward 

Cohen told her that in o rder "to understand the ~ackg round 

of your splendid American-born parents and whence they sprang, 

you will have to read books like the following" to recapture 

the "Old World" and the immigrant generation of the "New 

Wo rld. 115 
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The other, les s obvious point related to Cohen's Jewish 

identity (and not so much the fee l ing of just any immigrant 

to America) is the fact that Cohen does not begin his 

autobiography with the lives of his grandparents or even 

great grandparents, but with the Cohanim of Lhe Pentateuch. 

In my youth ,11 he wrote ,11 T would not have mentioned 
this, for I then joined in the romantic and 
uncritical disparagements of all priesthoods to 
extol the revolutionary or reforming prophets . 
But as I grew older, I began to recognize thdt 
while the inspiration of the prophets is necessary 
to prevent the hard cake o f custom from choking 
o ff all growth and adaptation to new conditions, 
men cannot live on revolutions alone.6 

Cohen quickly then gives a wide-ranging lesson in Jewish 

history, from biblical times through his own generation, 

explaining how his ancestors came to settle in what became 

Russia. He wrote a short history of the Jews in order 

to introduce his granddaughter to her past. 1'1 may here 

also record the fact that I have never been ashamed of being 

born among people who, like the Greeks, English, or Americans, 

did not take the rooted plant as their ideal of life but 

deliberately chose to change their habitat in the course 

of Li me . " 7 

The exact date of Morris Cohen' s birthis not known -

his parents could not remen,l,~1 if it had been i n 1880 or 188 1 

(Cohen pointed out that it was the practice of Jews to avoid 

registering the births of ma le children so as t o sidestep 

the Russian draft), but Cohen was born in Minsk. In 1893, 

according to Cohen's own account in his autobiography, 

his parents had to decid e when Cohen would become "Bar 

Mitzvah,'' and by the cal c ulations of his father, Cohen 
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was supposed to have been born on Tisha B'Av, the ninth 

8 day of the Hebrew month of Av. Aware of the tragic events 

in Jewish history credited to that date as well as to its 

being the date on which the "Messiah" should be born , Morris 

Cohen picked July 25 as his birthdate (the date he thinks 

he reached New York to starL a new life in America in 1892) . 9 

Cohen was a "sickly'' child and recollected being near 

death on "several occasions. 111° Cohen vividly r emembered 

his family's poverty and because his father s pent most of 

Mo rris' f ormative years in America trying Lo earn enough 

money to bring his entire family to the United States or 

else make a go of it in Minsk, Cohen's early life centered 

around the personalities of his mother and his maternal 

grandfather. Cohen 's mother Bes 5 ie Farfel Cohen and his 

grandfather were his first teachers, augmented by a serie~ 

of Hebrew teachers of varying degrees of competence. 

Becau!';e he was "listless" (probably as a result o f 

being undernourished ) Cohen's nickname as a little boy was 

"Kalyelet-" {loosely, "Simpleton'' ), but Bessie was convinced 

that her son ~ould attain ~reatness. "Never mind," she would 

say when her son was chided for being slow, "some d.iy they 

will all be proud that they have talked to my Meish~ leh. 1111 

In the yea:.s 1883-84, Cohen wrote, his mother had to 

peddle apples whil e his father, Abraham, worked in A·.e ricA 

(eventually as a clothes presser in Rochester, New York). 12 

Hunger was thus our [Cohen, his sister and an older 
brother] fairly steady companion, especially vivid 
when we saw other people eat . . . On Fridays mother 
would come home earlier to do the cooking and 
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cleaning--tt1 preparation for the Sabbath. And on 
Saturdays she wou ld be with us all day . The savory 
Sabbath Tcholent . .. the white bread, and the 
tzimi s ... we r e the green oases in the desert 
of our early life. When I grew older I also enjoyed 
my mother's reading aloud the weekly portion of 
the Tzenou V'renou, a popu l ar Yiddish free transla- 13 tion of , and commentary on, the rive Books of Moses . 

Cohen recalled t hat on t hese occasions "just before r ecitation 

of the havdalah • my mo t her used to chant a Yidd i sh prayer 

beginning, 'God of Abraham , Isaac and Jacob ,' asking God 's 

mercy for the week to come. I can never forget its plaintive 

notes, nor resist the flow of tears when I hear any echo of it. 1114 

In Cohen ' s first school experience he ran into trouble 

with the rebbe of the cheder he was to attend. The young 

boy thought that children were customarily awarded a co in 

upon starting school and so he t ook one irom his mother which 

he though t was intended to be his. The rebbe found out that 

the boy had purchased some candy with the coin , whereupon 

he whipped Cohen, and the change from the coin was taken 

away from him, and according t o Coh en, was never returned t o 

h i s mother. 15 It is hardl y surprising that the following 

was Cohen's reaction to this schooling: "For the rest 

of the year li fe and I continued to find each other dull and 

-uninteresting, f or the inst ructi or, W>! received was not 

calculated to s timulate young minds. 1116 This i nstruction 

consisted of roLe memorization of letters and word~ with no 

meaning (which the young Cohen resented), a process which 

was ' ' interminable, " to use Cohen's term . 17 

In 1887 Abraham Cohen came back to Minsk with the hope 

of s t ayi ng and making a go of it in Europe . Af ter a short 
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time, though, he and Morris' brothers went to America, l eaving 

the mother i n a difficult position financially. At this time 

a most important part of Morris' educ ation began as he was 

sent to the small town of Neshwies to live wi th his maternal 

grandfather, Hirsh Fa rfel. Hollinger points out that the 

"circumstance s of Morris ' move to Neshwies are ambiguous : 

on the one hand, it was poverty that forced his mother to 

be away from home all day, yet on the other, it was the money 

sent from America by her husband that enabled her in 1887, to 

pay her own parents to care for her child."18 

Cohen spent t hree years (1887 - 1890) in Neshwies in 

the care of his grandfather, an observant Orthodox Jew. 

This time was not easy for Cohen . His grandfather was often 

crue l . farfel, according to Cohen, had considered disfiguring 

his mother, when she was a gir l, to keep her from appealing 

to gentile soldiers stationed near them. 19 He also relates 

that when she was a child , his mother was once beaten by 

his grandfather, causing Bessie to attempt suicide by 

drowning. 20 "Some monks rescued her" from a pond. Cohen 

wrote, ''and forced my grandfather t o promise that he would 

never beat her again ." 

This tragedy was nearly repeated, though Lhis time Cohen 

himself was the victim of his grandfather's wrath. 21 One 

Sabbath Cohen's mother came to Neshwies fot a visit. Coh en 

became giddy at their family dinner , excited by hi s mother' s 

rare presence, whereupon the grandfather slapped the boy. 

Morris was so humi l iated by this that he ran to a well where 



he contemplated suicide. He was found hiding by his 

family and was consoled by his mother. 

Later Cohen was falsely accused by a boy in his 
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cheder of striking the other. The rebbe ignored Cohen's 

declaration of innocence anrl beat him in front of the rest 

of the students. Soon his grandfather appeared and, after 

hearing t he false report, insisted that Morris be whipped 

again . 22 This same rebbe - Reb Nehemiah -- was described 

by Cohen as the "most inspiring rebbe that I ever had" and 

Cohen even mis ~ed him when he moved back to Minsk. 23 Cohen 

described Reb Nehemiah as a Maskil (an advocate of some 

western ways in Jewish l ife) who taught him Torah and Rashi ' s 

commentaries with an occasional glimpse of history and the 

outside world. 24 

Cohen was a good student and worked with his grandfather 

serving as his p'rimary teacher. "l remember," Cohen wrote 

"that it was from my grandfather's lips that I first heard 

of Aristotle as well as Maimonides. 1125 Cohen's pious 

grandfather most certainly could not have envisaged that years 

later his grandchild would write an article on Mai monides 

analyzing the medieval philosopher ;inrl utilizing tl1 \':: sci~nLif i1.. / 

cri t ical methon Cohen championed t o do so. 

Cohen's grandfather encouraged the boy's proclivity 

toward study and trained him in strict reltgious pr actice~ 

After 3 years of lonely life in Neshwies, Cohen felt 

he had learned all the cheders had to offer and, following 

the death of an infant brother (in whom Cohen had a good 
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deal of emotional i nvestment), 26 Cohen asked to return to 

Minsk . He returned to Mi nsk in 1890 a str ic t ly religious 

youngster . As Cohen put it, "1 had l eft Minsk i n 1887 

a little an i mal and I came back an Or t hodox pietist. " He 

l ooked like a "country bumpk i n" i n payess - - even to his 

fami ly . He judged t he Jews of Mi ns k by the small - town 

standards of Neshwies, prompting the youth to remark frequently 

about their behavior with the phrase: "This is not in 

accordance with the Torah . 1127 

The education at the Minsk cheder did not go much 

beyond what Cohen had in Nes hwies, but he did claim to learn 

a good deal abou t socialism fr om the rebellious son of hi s 

rebbe - - an area Cohen would later flirt with in earnest 

in Amer ica . fi nally in a s econd cheder Cohen was able to 

do wha t he had l ong wanted , name ly, stud y Tal mud . His mother 

hired a man to teach her son more Ta l mud (she al so had {nsisted 

that he r father prov i de Cohen with lessons in Yidd ish writi ng 

while he was in Farfel 'scare ) . Cohen "enjoyed that [Talmud} 

imr.~ns~ly, but probabl y more from pride at attaining the 

heights of pious study rather than because of any inherent 

interest in the minutiae of the Law of Divorce . 11 28 

Here in Minsk , Cohen woul d sell bagels his mother made 

so that he c ould pay for books checked out of a "lending library" 

and as a result , he was able t o r ead Jewish histor~ book,. 

Cohen was most t aken by the story of Bar Kochba , and he 

identified with that hero t o such an extent that "for 

some days I carried a flat p i ece of wood und e r my coat picturing 
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it in my mind's eye as a sword with which I, too, might 

some day fight t h e armies of our persecutors. 1129 

9 

Cohen was particularly impressed by the work s of Nahum 

Meir Shaikewich, the Yiddish writer known as "Shomer. " 

Though Cohen agreed with the critics of $homer's romantic 

style , name ly that he did not tind his works to be technically 

very good, in looking back , Cohen still appreciated the wr iter 

who "opened a door" for him to a wider variety of books. 30 

He defended Shomer , saying that the criticism of $homer ' s 

books "may have been just from a purely literary point of 

vie~ but it missed the fact that despite the cheapness of 

Shomer 's nove l s he had a powerful educational and liberating 

influence on the Jewish peop1e1131 -- including young Morris 

Cohen. \-1ha t Cohen appreciated in $homer's work was that 

''the general attitude was tha t of the Haskalah, or Enlighten

ment."32 No doubt that a personality like Cohen would be 

attracted t o someone who " ridiculed the absurdities of the 

old superstitious fanaticism, and hi s young heroes and 

heroines who had taken up modern thought and education were 

1 
. 1 . . ,,33 

a ways supe rior persona 1t1es . This was o spirit which 

influenced his activities, as shall be seen lAter , in the 

Breadwinners ' College . 

As a youth, Cohen was able to r ead and then retell 

Yiadish stories. word - f o r-word , and he could, acc0,ding t o 

his admission, condense the stories. He would do this for 

audiences made up of boys from his neighborhood.
34 
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In 1888 Cohen's father returned t o Minsk with savings 

earned in America. Afte r a bad investment in a small inn, 

the father returned to America. Bessie, left a l one, soon 

had to come up with 300 Rubles to pay a fine imposed on the 

family because Cohen's brother Tom had failed to join the army. 

It was difficult for her, to s~y the least, to raise the 

money and to see that it reached the proper hand s. The family 

was harassed over this by the police ( in mid~ight visits) 

and this, combin~d with their pitiful housing , must have 

convinced the Cohens that life in Europe was no longer possible. 

In recalling this period of his life, Cohen talked 

about the Hassidim he experienced as neighbors in Minsk. 35 

He found the devils described in the Kav Havosher unbelievable , 

as well as any possible magical power in the tetragra~atcr . 

"Many years later, when 1 read various essays about the 

Hassidim and what their emphasis on enthusiasm meant in 

brightening the l i ves of hundreds of thousands living under 

outer cond itions of mi se ry, I was prepared to believe 

it," wrotP rohen . Yet he concluded ''nevertheless. I have 

never been able to respect those who, on the basis of ultra

modern romantic obscurantism , have tried to ide~1 .ze the 

Hassidic combinati on of ignorance and superstition. Tha t 

has always seemed to me to be a form of intellectual deca

dence and corruption." 

Before the last members of the Cohen family moved t o 

America, Cohen's mother took Morr i s and his sister Florence 

t o Neshwies to spend a final month. There Cohen attended 

_J 



a sm•ll r~sh iva whe te he was apparentl y able to mast~r some 

Talmudic te~t, to the satisfaction of hi s grandfa ther . 

Yet this was not a sustaining interes t. As a matter of 

fac t "very soon after I came to America I lost. interes t in 

Talmudic studies , and I did not want to distress my gra~d

fa t her by writing him about my new interest.s. 1
•
36 Cohen was 

indeed chastised by mail when he wrote his grandfather about 

his progress in public school . The gra nd fathe r consider ed 

Cohen a turncoa t and expected to be punished in t he world

to- come for allowing the boy to come to America and be 

37 corrupted. 

The fear of America that young Morris Cohen anticirated 

was not born out s ince he discovered a Yiddish - speaking wo~ld 

upon his arr iva l in the United States . In the section of 

his au~obiography called ' 'Youth on the Eas t Side ( 1892 -

1900) -- Socia lism and Philos ophy," Cohen describes hi s 

f ather's c rud~ and taxing worki ng condit i ons and also an 

att itude toward labor he held throughout his li fe. "l 

soon understood, ' ' he wrote, "why the unions were fighting 

so ha r d fo r a weekly wage to take the place of payment for 

piece work." Cohen contir.ued , 

that experience made me redli ze what later my 
friends educated in economics could not see, 
name l y, the wisdom as well as the humanity of some 
limitat i on of output . . . What good is it t o 
a nation to increase t he number of its conmodit i es 
if it exhausts and brutal izes i ts human beings?38 

He f ound little d iffere nce in religious practice between 

wha t he knew in Europe and i n his new home, except that the 

Landsman from Neshwies rented a hall for Sabbath services 
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only since the men star ted t o work too early t o at tend daily 

morning services . 

It was here that Cohen's own independence of though t 

firs t was exhibited . 

The conver sa tion that Cohen relates which took place 

be tween Abraham Cohen and a f riend within the boy 's hearing 

in 1892 s eems to have been a turning point in Cohen's thinking. 

Cohen writes t hat this friend 

challenged my fa ther to prove that there was a 
personal God who cou ld be inf luenced by human prayers 
or deeds, or tha t the Jewish r eligion had any more 
evidence i n favor of its tru th than other religions. 
To this challenge my father could only a nswer , 
"I am a believer . " Thi s did not sat isfy my own mind. 
And after some r eflection I concluded that in 39 al l my studie s no such evidence was available . 

When Cohen wrote The Meaning of Human Historv and tried 

co explain the relativity of llmora lity" he used his own 

chi ldhood prejudice toward Chr istians name ly that they were 

i nfer i or t o Jews -- t o show the error of egocentric or chauvin

istic views of history.40 The same sp iri t that urged Cohen 

t o reject the religion of hi s father (and tnis after expressing 

fear in Europe that he wou ld l ose his religiosity in America) 

was the source oi h is pos ition that 

a thoroughly objective study o f human conduc t in 
remote agej s hows us the variation o f customa ry 
morality and t he re lativity of moral judgments . 
If it makes us less indignant at prac t ices abhor rent 
to us , it makes us more sympat het ic and appreciative 
of the difficulties facing those who either live 
under different conditions or have been habituated 
to look at life from a different perspective. 

Cohen t hen writes a statement whic h captures his attitude 

toward Jews , toward Democracy and toward Amer i ca. "Every 
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one of us is properly certai n that the zenith is ove r his 

own head, and the great weakness of human flesh is the failure 

to reali ze that others who live far from us have the right 

h th
. ,,41 to say t e same 1ng. This may seem a commonplace 

notion today, but in its time it was a statement o f plural ism 

which did not have universal ~cceptance in America. Th is 

position meant taking certain stands concerning Jews, 

Democracy and Amer ica, which will be explored in depth 

later. In brief. Cohen came to see the Jews as human beings 

who had a prior right t o exis t because they were human beings , 

with the ri gh t to be Jewish, just as any group of people has 

the right to choose and mainta \n its own identity. Federalist 

America for Cohen was the place where a person or a group 

of peop l e were understood to possess thi s right, and for 

this Cohen was grateful as a person, as a Jew, and as a 

liberal. Hi s conception of Democracy required a pluralistic 

v iew of society, so t hat the j i ngoist i c patriotism (the kind 

held by many native Protestant Americans, including some of 

t he nation' s academic philosophers) was not hi s . 

But his a tt itude t oward the religion of Orthodox Judaism. 

practiced by his father, in David Hol li nger's wc ~~s, while 

far from unique f ~, a probing youn~ Jewish mind on t he East 

Side, 

did place hi~ decisively, on one side of a barri er 
that existed between two kinds of in tellectually 
or ient ed boys in his neighborhood: those who 
were considering the rabbinate, a nd those who 
were not. The seriousness with which this di st inc
tion wa s taken is indicated, for examp le, by Mo rdecai 
Kaplan's reco ll ec ti on that when he and Cohen met 
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on an East Side stree t in 1893 or 1894, their differ
ences in th is part i cular respect quickly led them 
to s e e that they d i d not have enough in common to pursue 
a friendsh i p. (Though they did not have "enough 
in common t o pursue a f riendship ," both Cohen and 
Kaplan addressed the same social and Jewish questions 
coming from the same background and a similar posi tion 
toward t heism . They differed on the subject of Jewi s h 
nationalism. It appears from references to each 
other in their respective writings t ha t each was we l l 
aware of the activity vf t he other . 42] Although 
Kaplan and Cohen attended Ci t y College together 
for fiv~ years, they never spok e with each other 
again . 43 

There is s ome reason to believe that Cohen's dista nce from 

Kaplan's Naturalistic revision of Judaism may be due in part 

Lo Kap lan's i n~orporation of John Dewey's philosophy into 

Reconstructionism, and the r elationship of Dewey and Cohen 

was a comp licated one of two colleagues and competitors, 

and Cohen resented people who followed Dewey. 

Cohen ' s abandonment of Orthodox beliefs did no l, as he 

wrote , mean that he divorced himse lf from an interest in the 

welfare of the Jews. Two important areas of activity as a 

youth which augmented his public school career express this 

s tand most acutely: The Breadwinners' College and its Thomas 

Davidson School, and l ater the Ethical Cu l ture Society. 

from 1892, the date Cohen says he "drifted a..,.1ay 1
• from 

Orthodoxy, until 1899, he regu l arly went t o bynagogue with 

his father .44 After the conversation which Cohen says 

crystallized his thinking, he writes that he 

saw no reason for prayer or the specifically Jewi s h 
religious observances. But there was no use arguing 
with my father. He insist ed that, so l ong as I 
was in his house, 1 must say my prayers regular l y 
whether I be l ieved i n them or not . Such i s t he 
Orthodox conception. I had to conform to it until 



I was in~ position to refuse to obey and tell my 
father I wou ld leave his house if he insisted. 
Though my father respected my independence i t came 
as a heavy blow t hat I should desert the only 
intellectual life we had ever shared . 45 

15 

Cohen writes that his father recogn ized that his son was "morally 

good (according to his view) but religiously an infidel" 

and the father may have even worried about Morris' 

portion in any life after death. 46 Lest there be any doubts 

on the subject , he adds that "scientific, historical and 

philosophical ~tudies" led him to the same conclusions he 

had reached as a boy. "Although I ne ver abandoned my interest 

in the history and welfare of the Je~ish people, I ceased to 

read Hebrew, so that after many years, it became almost a 
47 foreign language to me." 

A rapid process of "Americanization" began in earn~st 

for Morris Cohen when he entered the New York public schools, 

where he would at times fi nd himself t o be the only J ewi sh 

youth in class a new experience f or a boy from Minsk . 

Star t ing in school in 1892, it took some time before Cohen 

was able to master English we ll enough to r ead in it com

fortably. "My intellectual life before I col,ld read English 

books with understanding would have tapered off to nothinR," 

wrote Cohen, "had il no tbeen f o r the stimulus o f the littl e 

Yiddi sh literature at home which I de voured as one famished 

for food.,,4 8 Cohen reread in English books and stories 

which were familiar to him in Yiddish i n order to improve 

his grasp of the new language . 

For intellectual stimulus I turned every week to 
t he Arbeiter Zeitung, the Jewish organ of the Socialist 
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Labor Party. In its columns l read translations 
of Flaubert's Salammbo , and of Smolenskin's 
Kevuras Hamar. The forme r stirr ed m~ by its 
mi litary nar r atives, t he latter by the revelations 
of the chicanery and corruption of the o l d fanatical 
leaders of Jewish communities. I was, moreover, 
seriously interested in the news of the week and in 
Abraham Cahan's ar ticles on Socialism, which 
were in the form of addresses like t hose of the 
old Hebrew preachers. The early numbers of the 
Socialist month ly Die Zukunft also gave me much mental 
nourishment . 49 

For Cohen the nature of Socialism was different in the 

New World than it was in the Old. Whereas in Russia it 

represented oppos ition to the Czar - - "Socialism was almost 

entirely resentment against the injustices of the Czarist 

regime" -- Socialism for Cohen in the New World consisted 

of an understanding of c l ass strugg l e and the probl~ms of 

labor.SO 

The Cohens moved to Brownsville and Morris managed 

t o s~ip come levels in his public schooling when he transf erred 

to a school in Brooklyn. He tricked his way into a higher 

grade than he had been attending in New York and was shocked 

the first -day to find himself in English class with no command 

of the terms of grammar . He bluffed his way through this 

class and later that day mastered most of a gramma r text-

bock. e liminating , he says, problems wit!. the subjt:c.L mat t e r. 

''For the first half-year I was the only Jew in school. 115 1 

Going to and from schoo l Cohen would encounter children 

who would taunt him and cal l him "sheeny , " and on occasion 

Morris was roughed up. 

In 1894 the Cohens moved back to New York where Morris 

was told by his father that he could continue in school an 
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additional year if he could again manage to skip a level. 

Cohen, who did not want to end up a "basting puller" in his 

father's shop, skipped not one but two levels by dazzling 

the school's principal with a novel solution to a math 

problem. 

Cohen excelled and soon W?S promoted to a college 

preparatory class, which apparently did not cha llenge 

the youth al l that much. He tells of being inattentive 

to his teacher's lecture. This teacher once "caught me 

reading Emerson's essay on ' Self-Reliance.• He chased 

me around the room with h:s stick until he became somewhat 

winded. Thereupon he demoted me to the foot of the class. 

which made me much more comfortable . There I could read 

more freely and without his frequent interruptions, which I 

considered as irrelevancies. " 52 

Cohen's account of his discovery that he had excelled on 

his City Co llege entrance exams -- he was first in his class 

and had won a medal -- sounds like a classic tale from litera

ture on t he i ~~ igrant Jewish family. 

Even when I went home 1 could no t rea lize that I had 
actually passed . My mother was bedridden at the 
time, and when I told her that J had pass ei the 
examination and was thus admit ed t o co lltge, a flood 
of tears cAme into her eyes. She wa s not at all inter 
ested in the f ac t that l had received the gold medal. 
It was only later that I appreciated her d i scrimi
nating wi sdom. The medal made little subs ~quent 
difference, except that occasi onally we were able 
to borrow a few dollars on it. However, my aJmittant P 
to college did make a tremendous difference. 
~~en one of my aunts remonstrated wi th my mother, 
"You cannot afford to send your boy to college," 
she replied, "If need be I'll go out as a washer
woman and scrub floors so that my Morris can have 
a college education . " For people who had all their 



lives been scrupulously careful not to incur any 
expense which could possibly be avoided, this was 
a lavish luxury.53 
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Before he entered college he had begun to read seriously 

(but without guidance) both poetry and philosophy, i ncl uding 

two of Plato's Dialogues and the first two books of The 

Republic . But in his autobiograµhy Cohen states that it was 

Benjamin Franklin's autobiography Lhat influenced him most 

at that time. The evidence for this can be se~n in the fact 

that from this time forth Cohen kept a diary -- "keeping 

check " on himself. he called it -- and he admits that he used 

Franklin as his mod e l. This practice of writing a philosophical 

diary which he began at about age sixteen reveals much about 

Cohen's philosophical inclination, hinted at in a section 

of his journal dated January 1, 1897. 

A diary I take to be a history of the mind, and I 
am now trying to k~ep one f o r the following reasons: 
first, writing, as I will do, the events of every 
day -- a kind of report to myself of what 1 have 
done -- cannot fail to infuse ne w moral vigor and 
help me to govern myself; secondly, whenever I 
will read it, I hope t o be benefited by the mistakes, 
and inspired by my own goodness, in the past; 
t hi rdly , for the practice it will give me in expressing 
my own thoughts in writing. I a m going t o write 
a history of my past some oth<!r time, when I wi 11 
have more time for reflection, but am now going 
to attempt to write do~n what I am now. My ptincipal 
characteristic i s a love f o r bou~s . Not only for 
what they ~ontain but also ~o a degree for them-
se 1 ves . • . Every cent I can l ay my hands on 
goes to buy some book ... The next principal 
characteristic is my great desire to be good, 
in the full sense of the word, and my impotency 
to comply with this desire ... I am not a reforme r 
but a revolutionist . I detest customs that are 
shows ... How r obtained this revolting nature, 
I don't know. I suppose I brought it from 
Russia ... I like t o think that I am tolerant 
lam by nature averse to taking anything for 
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granted -- as a law - - unless I convince myself 
that it is right. This is another symptom of 
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my rebellious nature. I do not know to what extent 
I am either selfish or conceited. I always suspect 
that I am . . . Up to date I have had no ambit ion 
for life but recently have formed an ambition to become 
a socialistic agitator. For this purpose 1 have 
resolved to try my hardest to graduate from college, 
then acquire~ position as a teacher or on a news 
paper and from there work my way up. 54 

These are the words of a youth in the United States only five 

years! Already che Americanization has taken hold as Cohen 

envisions "working his way up." ln the same early journal 

entry Cohen talks about the literary society that was to 

perform such an i mportant social role in his life and also 

Cohen 's resolution to swear off eating any candy "partly 

because it may be unhealthy, partly to strengthen my will

power, as the temptation is very great." (He wasn 't too 

successful in his bout with candy.) Note Cohen's desire 

to be "good" -- used, it seems, in a vaguely philosophical 

sense. 

His diary is filled with talk of philosophical matters, 

including the January 8, 1897 entr~ in wh ich he reports that 

he ha s been dubbed a "philosopher" on Division Stre~t. 

He gives this example of why two of his companions have called 

him this: 

Seeing a carriage with two horses, one ot them 
remarked that if you are rich, you can enjoy your
self and are happy. 1 claimed that a man mus t not 
necessarily be rich to be happy ... that a man 
must have his necessities but could do withcut 
riches. That the rich has greater desires than 
the poor, so that both wish something they can't 
get .•. 1 sa id that we can control our desi r es 
by habit. 
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He concludes this entry with a lesson in infinite desire. 

"The trouble is that we don't th i nk of the things we can 

enj oy at present but of the things we can not , not of the 

things we have , but of the things we have not ... It is 

bet te r to reduce our desires and to increase whatever 

means we ha ve to their gratification . 11 55 

The p rocess of intellectual broad ~n ing which was acceler

ated f o r Cohen in pub lic school was continued outside t h e 

classroom. "Cohen's teachers introduced him also to Great. 

Authors," notes Hollinger, "the men of letter s whose portraits. 

in the farm of the popular card game, 'Authors,' entered 

even those American living rooms too remote from 1 Culture' 

t o have standard editions of the Anglo-Amer i can canon . 

It was no accident that when Cohen and his friends formed 

a discussion group, i t wa s called the 'Bryant Lit~rary 

Societ y,"' named for Wi lliam Cullen Bryant. 56 These literary 

clubs, which introduced their members to parliamentary 

procedures and debate, wer e quite common on the East Side. 

Insofar as familiarity with Anglo-American literature 
and history "a s par t of the program of ' 'Americaniz.a
tic,n," i t was an aspect the immigrants were espe
c iall y eager to undergo : curious t o learn 
a bout the ir new environment, young people l ike 
Cohen absorbed the period ' s vaunted "literary 
culture" to the extent of acting it ou t in their 
clubs . Cohen and his friends c rgnnizeJ LOnl~sts 
among the~se lves for prizes i n rompositon. address. 
and debate. So seriously did Jewi sh youth take 
the style and content of American litera ry life 
that teachers and settlement workers were often 
over a wed by the intellectua l intens i ty and good 
taste of their upright and studious charges,57 

notes Hollinger. 
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It has been suggested that Cohen's enthusiasm (and 

that of many of his contemporaries ) expressed for "secular 

literary culture" is in part explained by the influence of 

the Haskalah movement, which in Cohen's case does seem to be 

the case. Hollinger says that the "fully urban Yiddish ghetto 

of New York" permitted a process of political and literary 

"emancipation" begun by Jews in Russia and Poland. What was 

bo rn in Europe came to maturity in America. This environment 

provided its rt!sidents with a "plenitude of invitations to 

break old traditions and take up new ways of life. 11 58 This 

mean t that East Side vouth knew a new freedom and an attendant 

lack of direction which Cohen recognized in his own li fe. 

He wa s open enough to be able to accept a CCNY education 

with fervor by age 15. ("The relative openness of discourse 

and tolerance for cultural diversity of CCKY c 1890 contrasted 

sharply with the atmosphere he had found in the grammar 

schools , the yeshiva and the heder. 1159) But it was a different 

inst itution which gave Cohen a native Jewish environment i n 

which to anchor himself and channel his energies in culturally 

a~cep t ab le ways -- the Educationa l Alliance. 

The world of the Educational All iance wa s the stage 

for Cohen's social d evelopment. ln 189 1 the Educat ional 

Alliance was set up by acculturate~ Jews to provide ~n 

entrance to American ways to New York's Jewish immigrants, 

by way of academic and vocational studies, music, reli~ion 

and exercise -- all in an env i ronment designed to provide 

"balance" in the l ives of Jewish youths caught between 

the New a nd Old Worlds. All this was later appreciated by 
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Cohen, but what drew him t o the Alliance originall y was his 

desire to challenge one of t he speakers at the Alliance , 

Thomas David son, with "Marxist" arguments. 

During his tenure a s a student at City College of Ne w 

York, Cohe n took an active interest in "socialist" a ffairs. 

Wh en t he Bryant Literary Society fo l ded in 1896 Cohen joined 

another socie t y, the Young Men's Literary Society, in 1897 , 

an organization with po litical as well as literary i nter ests. 

Cohen sided with Bryan "though he was not a social ist" 

ove r Mc Ki nle y in 189~ and th is led to his working for 

Daniel de Leon 's Socialist Labor Pa r ty in 1896-97. After 

de Leon was defe ated in a n assembly race in 1897, in which 

Cohen wa s active, Cohen joined with a number of o ther Jewi sh 

boys t e form a "Marx Circle" to meet at a settlement hou se 

to discuss "Das Kapital" a nd other socia l ist sources. 

It was in a compet i ng society, the Comte Synthetic Circle , 

organi zed by the Alli ance's Edward King. that Cohen encountered 

Mary Ryshpan, the woman Cohen wou ld eventua lly marry. In 

Cohen's description of Mary he prov ides a vivid pie ture 

of the environment in which the two of them met , courted 

and married . "Mary Ryshpan was i n the forefront of those 

who, growing t o young ~omanhood a mi rj~r the intellectua l 

currents of t he i mm igrant East Side, helped break the Jewish 

tradition thaLJlad excluded women from ful l participation 

in the highest intel l ectual pursuits. Throughout her life 

she was a n a rd en t admirer of Geor ge Eliot , whom she took 

as her model of womanly courage," wrote Cohen as a description 

of his wife. 



Completely selfless in her r elations with others 
for whom she sought to make real the opportunities 
of the New world. she was a teacher. guide and 
protector t o a host of relatives and friends. 
In those days it was not normal for Jewish girls 
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to go to co llege, and she saw t o it that her advan
tage in this r espect did not remain a personal one 
but was shared with all for whom she could help 
to open the gates of a wider and richer intellec
tual world . This indestructible urge which she 
and 1 and so many of our mutual friends had, to possess 
for ourselves the fruits of the Age of Reason, 
dominated all our activitiPS . . 

The wo rld that we faced on the East Side at the 
turn of the century presented a series of heart
breaking dilemmas. To the extent that we made 
the world of science and enlightenment a part of our
selves, we were inevitably torn from the traditions 
of narrow Orthodoxy. For some two thousand years 
our people had clung to their faith under the pressure 
of continuai persecution. But now, for us at 
least, the walls of the ghetto had been removed. 
We learned that all non-Jews were not mere soul -less 
heathens. We found that the Jews had not been 
t he only conservators of wi sdom and civilization. 
And having been immersed in the literature of 
science, we called upon the old rel igion to justify 
itself or. the basis of modern science and culture. 
But the old generation was not in a position to 
say how this could be done. With all respect f or 
our old Orthodoxy, it would not be honest to deny 
that it harbored a great deal of superstition -
indeed, who is free from superstition? But 
because this superstition was regarded as an 
integral part of Judaism, because no distinction 
was drawn between ritual and religious convictions 
and feelings , the very word "religion" came t o 
be discredited by many liberal people -- who. 
wha tever might be said about their errors, at 
least attempted to think for Lhemselves.6O 

Note that Cohen does not believe that the t e rm "religion" 

is synonymous with Orthodoxy. This can be seen in his attitude 

toward efforts to reform Judaism, which will be discussed 

in connection with Cohen 's philosophy. 

"We might, if we could, mask our unorthodox ideas, and 

use the word 'God,' with Spinoza, to mean what scientists 

call the system of nature, or by proper verbal camouflage, 

J 
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otherwise conceal our departures from the old, pious outlook 

upon the universe , ' ' but this made the East Side's youth 

feel like "hypocrites. " "No wonder that the development 

of religious sentiment was stunted among us and that cynicism 

or pessimism came so often to displace the natural idealism 

of youth." Into the religious "void in our lives which we tried 

with every fiber of our beings to fill" stepped Thomas 

Dav id son "a wandering Scotti sh philosopher who had been 

the spiritual inspiration in England , of the Fellowship 

of the New Life and its more acLivist offshoot, the Fabian 

Society, as well as one of the founders of the Ari s totelian 

Society. 1161 

Thomas Davidson taught cu lture to Jewish youth who 

clamored for it. An obituary from October 29, 1900, describes 

memorial services for Davidson, stating that the large 

auditorium of the Educational Alliance 

~as fill ed with residents of the East Side, who 
had benefited by the work of Professor Davidson. 
Professor Davidson's effort among the Russian 
Hebrews of the lower East Side was one which, 
as he himself ~Jid , attracted him more and seemed 
more s uccessful than anythi ng he had ever undertaken. 
His idea was to gather together the ambitious, 
intelligent young peopl e of the East Side and 
givethema liberal culture. eventually establishine, 
for young working people a real institution nf 
higher educati on. Nearly all his pupils are now 
assisting i n social work on the East Side . It 
was the Professor's aim t o train them to become 
efficient leader s among their own peopl~. 62 

Davidson was not a dilettante in philosophy, but d wide 

ranging philosopher who, i n the words of William James, 

was a "knight-errant of the intellectual life. 1163 In 

the preface of Davidson 's posthumously-published A History 

i 
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of Education, a remarkable summary of educational practice 

f r om East and West, f rom the most ancient to the humanistic 

exper i ments of his day, the "Father of Adult Education" 

wrote some lines which could be a capsule of his stance: 

To record, even summarily, the facts and events 
in the long history of education, within the narrow 
limits of a textbook, would have been both impos 
sible and undesirable. My endeavor has been 
to present education as the last and highest form 
of evo lution -- that great process which inc lud es 
both Nature and Culture. I have tried to show 
what it is that evo l ves, why it evolves, and wh y 
evolution, finally attaining to consciousness, 
becomes education. Seeing that the imminent 
purpose of evo lution is the realization of free 
individuals . that is moral personalities, I have 
endeavored to mark the steps by which this has 
been gradually attained, ard to indicate those 
that have yet to be taken. 64 

Davidson was not only a partial filler for Cohen's "religio us 

void," he was the model philosopher Cohen needed in his 

emotional life -- an encouraging mentor, a hero . Five years 

after Davidson's death Morris wrote Mary from his annual 

"pilgrimage" to his burial place : ''He was the first real 

friend that 1 had. 1165 

One day in 1898 wo rd r eached the Marx Circle that 

a fel l ow named Davidson was scheduled to speak in defense 

of "the principle of individualism." a gauntlet tossed at 

the young socialists . Cohen and sum€ others decided to go 

to the Educational Alliance and "heckle" the spealfer with 

Marxist arguments. "I was not favorably impressed with his 

gospel of sa lvation by education, which to me meant preach1ng , " 

wrote Cohen . 

l was convinced that no substantial improvement 
of our human l ot wa s possible without a radical 
change in our economic setup . .. completely 
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convinced of my own premises. I took advantage 
of the question period following the lecture to 
heckle the speaker, which I continued to do in 
later lectures, on all possible and many impossible 
occasions. To my surprise Davidson did not resent 
my views or my manners but responded to my attacks 
in the friendliest way. 66 

Though Cohen was not by any means entirely swayed by 

this first encounter with Davidson, others were. Two 

hundred and fifty people attended this first lecture, 500 

were there for his third in which he claimed that New 

York had all the resources needed to provide a "higher 

education" to anyone who desired it. " Let us all hope 

that ere the twentieth century reaches its majority there 

will be in every city ward and in every country township 

P 1 , U . . ,.6 7 a eop es n1vers1ty. 

To this someone responded: ''It is all very well to 

talk about education for the breadwinners; but how can 

people like us, who work nine or ten, and sometimes more, 

hours a day, who come home ti red, who have no convenience 

there for study, few books, and no one t o guide or instruct 

us, obtain any liberal education ?" Note: This statement 

by Julius fine was made at the first lecture, according 

to Cohen's autobiography and is attributed t o the third 

lecture in Leon0ra Cohen Ru:;.t'11fielci ' s account of the birth 

of Breadwinners' College. 68 Davidson's respons e was 

momentous and gracious . He agreed to come to the East 

Side one evening a week and teach if students would or ganiLe 

themselves into a c lass. 

At first Cohen did not attend the class, but others 

who did attend urged him to come -- if only to attack the 

j 
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"individualism" of David son with socialist arguments. 

Eventually Cohen d id go a nd was pleased with t he give

and-take of Davidson ' s class. Mor e attractive to him than 

this i nformality was Davidson 's wide-ranging knowledge - - and 

h is casual droppi ng of names familiar to Cohen. "I remember 

my amazement when I heard h im r efer t o 'my f r iend, William 

James. ' I could not have been more impressed if I had 

69 heard him refer to Kant or Napoleon. " 

Davidson complimented Cohen, encouraged him to "culti va te " 

his "fine mind" and generally showed an interest in him. 

This interest was so far outside Cohen's experience until 

then that after one chance meeting with Davidson on the 

street, Cohen wrote that he "came t o the next meeting of the 

class with the ardor of a young man going to see his S'l>.'ain." 
70 

From then on the two were close, so close that 

Cohen was nearly crushed when Davidson announced that he 

would be leaving for his camp, Glenmo re , in the Adirondacks 

to hold his Summer School of the Culture Sciences and to work 

on A History of Education. For the youth , who in an 1897 

journal entry called himself a "Boy Philosopher , " the

correspond ence which ensued with Davidson, culminating with 

an offer to come to Glenmor~, ~as a delight. Cohen packed 

his belongings in a sheet and headed for Glenmore in J uly, 

1899, where he would work for his keep and combine outdoor 

activities (totally foreign to h im) with study. As the 
il 

summer went along they became "like father and son." 

There Cohen was expected t o study Latin, read Hu~e•s 

Treatise on Human Nature and Kant's Critique of Pure Reason , 
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with which Cohen admits he received little help from David

son. Yet Davidson did encourage him and even asked Cohen 

to deliver a lecture that August on 11Common Sense, Science 

and Philosophy'' -- at age 19. 

That summer at Glenmore David Rlaustein, superintendent 

of the Educational Alliance, came for a visit, and Blaustein , 

Davidson, and Cohen planned to expand the one-ni ght-a-week 

course in to a school. Davidson expected Cohen to deliver a 

thirty-lecture series on the history of civilization (thi s 

was not so strange a request, considering that this was the 

same Cohen who spent his college days reading Gibbon's 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire while working at his 

brother's poolroom) . Cohen did teach such a class in the 

so- called "Breadwinners' College," Later , during that schoo l 

year, at Cohen's behest, Davidson taught a class in general 

philosophy to Cohen and his friends from City Col l ege . 

As close as they were - - and Davidson wanted to adopt 

Cohen legally and provide him with the education for a 

doctorate in philosophy in Ger many -- Cohen always rema ined 

intellectually independent from Davidson ("Davidson ... did 

non have a well-disciplined philosophic mi nd , as evidenced by 

t he failure of liis book s t o imi:;ress a scholarl y world.") t o 

the extent that when a group within Cohen's circl e o f friends 

formed a group, cal l ed "Rodf e Zedek" (Seekers of Ri&hteous

ness, in Hebrew ) which adopted Davidson's religious phil o s 

ophy entirely, Cohen did no t join. While Cohen looked on David 

son as a father-figure, a model of the philosopher in the 

flesh, he was unable to accept hi s mentor's wa y of thinking 

j 
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in this and in other areas. Mary was al5o under the influence 

of Davidson (she spent the summer of 1900 at Glenmore reading 

Dante's Inferno with Cohen under Davidson's direction this 

was how Davidson taught them Italian) -- Morris and Mary spent 

their honeymoon in search of Davidson's roots in England 

and Scotland. Yet she was under Morris' inf luence to an 

even greater extent than she was Davidson's. Her letters 

to Cohen at ~chool reveal her battle with supernatural theism 

as well as her study of "Morrisconno l ogy." Yet for whatever 

reason, the Cohens were married by a rabbi. This is doubly 

remarkable, seeing that by the time of their marriage in 

1906 Cohen had not only been exposed t o Davidson, but had 

worked as an aid to Felix Adler as wel 1. Just as Cohen refrai~-ed 

from joining Rodfe Zedek, working for and accepting a scholar

ship from the Ethical Culture Society never seduced him enough 

religiously to make Morris Cohen anything other an American 

philosopher and Jew. 

Cohen remained identifiably Jewish, always teaching 

courses ot Jewish interests during his formative years 

as a teacher, his co1lege days, and in the face of a roman tic 

and persuasive religious aspect to Davidson's work , an ~spect 

Cohen assumed along with David £on' s mant le at the Brt ad

winners ' College. Davidson described t he spirit behind the 

Breadwinners' Col l ege group in letters to hi s class: "When 

our little knot of men and women have fully established 

themselves in one city . they will send out bands of 

apostles to estab1ish settlements i n other cities, just as 

the mE>di eval monasteries did." 72 And fr om Cohen's autobiog-
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r aphy comes th is excerpt from a Davidson letter: 

There is nothing that the world of today needs 
so much a s a new order of soc i a l relations, a new 
feeling between man a nd man. We may talk and 
teach as long as we l ike, but until we have a 
new society with ideal rel ations and a ims we have 
accomplished very little. All great world move
ments begin with a little knot of people, who, i n 
their ind iv idual lives, and in their relations 
to each ·other , r ealize the ideal that i s to be. 
To l i ve truth is better than to utter it . Isa iah 
would have prophesied i n vain , had he not gathered 
around him a l it tl e band of disciples who l ived 
according to his i deal . .. Again, what would 
the teachings of Jesus have amounted t o had he 
not co l l~cted a body of disciples, who made it 
their life - aim t o put his teachings into practice 
You wi ll think lam lay ing out a mighty task for 
you, a task far above your powers and aspirations; 
but it is not so. Every great change in individual 
and social conditions -- and we are on the verge 
of such a change -- begins small, among simple 
earnest people, face t o face with the fact s of 
life. Ask yo urselves seriously, ' 'Why should 
not the coming change begin wi th us?" And you 
will find that there is no reason why the new 
world, the world of r ighteousness , kindliness 
and en lightenment for which we a r e all longing 
and t oi l ing , may not date f rom us as wel l as 
from a nybody. A lit tle knot of earnest Jews has 
turned the wor ld upside down before now. Why 
may not the same th ing -- nay a far better thing 
happen in your day and among you? Have you for
gotten t he old promise made t o Abraham : "In thy 
seed shall all the nations of the earth be 
blessed . 1' ? 73 

Leonora Cohen Rosenfield noted that "before he was 

thirteen , Morris had skeptically renounced the devout f aith 

in which he had been reared and remai ned an agnostic there

after. Although Morris retained his opposition LO super 

naturalism of any kind and rema ined unswayed by ~avidson 's 

faith in immortality, he considered h imself a member of the 
,. 74 

'little band of a pos tl es, ' and was out to make converts. 

While Davidson still lived Cohen said the "Davidsonians;" 

task was to "acquire and spread true culture . This does 
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not consist simply in so- called 'refined manners' or mere 

learning. Inspired by the personality of our beloved Teacher 

we are here to become and to make apost l es in the cause of 

truth and righteousness. 1175 After Davidson's death he 

talked about the milieu of the Educational Alliance and 

Breadwinners' Co llege as representing t he best aspects of 

"Church," "College" and "home. 1176 

Much of this "religious" zeal ebbed in t he years after 

Davidson's demise, but not the impulses or work of the 

Breadwinners' project. 

Cohen was very successfu l in hi s effort to take 

Davids on 's place in the Breadwinners' Co1lege. The Bread-

wi nners' College still a division of the Educational 

Alliance became the Thomas Davidson School . "When 

some of the friends of Thomas Davidson heard of us," in 

the years after his death, Cohen wrote, 

they expressed surprise that the death of Davidson 
had not put an end to our work. But the truth 
was that our real labors began with the death 
of Davidson. So long as he lived , there was 
a stream of people coming and leaving our classes 
who had nothing but a momentary interest in his 
remarkable personality. When Thomas Davidson died, 
the nucleus of tho s e who had a permanent interest 
in his work alone remained. With a few new 
r ecru i ts , we were soon giving c-nurses i n ...,hi ch 
the attendance had risen from about two hundred 
to about six hundred .77 

Even though Cohen was "the most i mportant in-:arna tion" 

of Davidson , 78 he was not part of the group Rodfe Zedek, 

which was left in control of the Davidson school. This meant 

that though he taught and was intimately involved in the 

Davidson Society and the Educational All iance until World 

War I, from 1900 -- the year he received his B.A. from 
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City Col l ege -- Cohen's time was to a greater degree spent 

on h is own career development. The Breadwinners' College 

had been an important e~terprise for Morris and Mary, who 

both gained valuable experience teaching in the classrooms 

of tht Alliance. For Morris it proved to be the first 

arena fo1 his general and Jewish social and political 

action. Responsibility for the volunteer-run college rested 

on our young shoulders. The difficulties that we 
had to contend with seemed insurmountable. When 
we began , we had no adequate rooms, no textbooks 
or s ta tionery, no desks, and none of the appliances 
of classr ooms. None of us had financial means 
to remedy any of these lacks. When, after a year 
or two, we had progressed enough to attract public 
criticism, we were criticized for alienating 
Jewish young people f rom Judaism, for alienating 
young socialists from socialism, and for making 
young people work too hard after their daily tasks 
were over ... So, too, we were criticized, as 
our work expanded, for duplicating the social 
work of the settlement movement; but again , we felt 
that what we were doing, in expecting heroic 
devoti on and sacrifice from every member of our 
school, was far mor~ important than giving 
material things or amuseme nts to people in need 
we charged no fees for our classes ... We 
had undertaken to pay others for what Thomas 
Davidson had done for us.79 

Cohen had had his one hero and he would never have o r 

need another. 

In 1901 Cohen worked as a counselor/teacher in a 

Jewish school run by Rabbi David Davidson, but he was unhappy 

working with the affluent youth in this school. In 1901 

Cohen hoped to begin teaching in the New York public schools 

and was given a position in a school in a rough Czech 

neighborhood . He was miserable in this position - - fearful 

of the students and for his frail health. His "one sustaining 

outlet" for his intellectual interests was the Davidson 
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Society. Cohen thought he had reached some relief from the 

"dreary task of teaching public school child r en who did not 

want to learn" when he was appointed to the mathematics 

department at City College. But even this proved "unsatisfa c

t ory" because his busy teaching regimen at City Co llege 

competed with his work with the Dav1dsonians (as principal 

and harried substitute teacher of their school) and his 

graduate studies at Columbia. This load was even more 

burdensome the next year and he tried out, unsuccessfull y, 

for a philosophy fellowship at Col umbia University. 

At thi s strained juncture in Cohen ' s l ife, he wrote, 

"A paper of mine on ' Aristotle's Theory of the State' made 

a very favorab le impression on Professor Felix Adler and 

as he knew something of my work at the Davidson Society, 

he conceived the idea that I might be helpful to him at 

the Ethical Culture Society.'~O Though Adler actually had 

a substantial e ffect on Cohen's phi l osophy, it is c l ear from 

the accounts of their relationship, and of Cohen with the 

Ethical Culture Society generally, that the close, r everential 

relationship that Cohen had with Davidson was not duplicated. 

St il l, Cohen worked hard for the Ethical Culture Society 

while on a fellowship to Harvard in 1904, where Cohen managed 

to set up a branch of the Society . Hollinger says that 

"Cohen pursued a distinct ly Adlerian path at Harvard. 

While studying Kant under the direction of Josiah Royce, 

he organized and lectured before classes of Boston's 

'breadwinners,' led the activities of the Cambridge Ethical 

Culture Society, and served Adler as 'a sort of an ambassador' 
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t o the capital of American academic gentility." 81 Cohen did 

t his despite h is bouts of depression. Philosoph i cal quag

mires plagued.him , he missed hi s fiance wh ile a t Harvard , 

and his hea l th was so bad that he was frequentl y out of 

commission. At such times it fell to his r oommate , f e l ix 

Frankfurter, to take care of Cohen. The l ife-long friend 

ship whi ch developed between Cohen a nd Frankfurter began 

with Cohen's introduction to Law, t hanks to Frankfurter. 

Cohen's influence on l egal phi l osophy will be mentioned 

in the section of t his thesis which deals with his general 

ph ilosophy. In the academic year o f 1905 - 1906 Cohen even 

admitted skippi ng philosophy lectures by hi s professors . 

Wil liam James and Royce, in order to sit in on lectures 

at the law school. Cohen was excited by the ''Socrat ic" 

style used by Harvard law's t eachers, but was surprised 
82. by the seeming lack o f phi l osophica l bas i s for the law. 

No matter what influences Cohen 's teachers (James, 

Royce, Hugo Munsterbreg, George H. Palmer and Crawford H. 

Toy, among them) may have had on his thi nking, most of his 

intellectual development came directly from h i s intense 

study of the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. 

Cohen's thesis, produced during his first year at 

Ha rvard, was on "The Nature of Goodness Acc ording to Kant. " 

During his second year at Harvard Cohen was able to finance 

his studies by acting as a teaching assistant for Profe ssors 

Munsterberg and Royce, and it was a l so during this year that 

he was consumed with writing hi s doctoral disser t ation, 

"Kant's Doctrine as to the Rel a tion between Duty and Happi -

nes s . " "Though the thesis was never publi shed," wrote Rosenfield, 

' .. 



his long-term interest in Kant found other expres
sion in his more mature years. No name occurs 
more frequently in Cohen's works than Kant's. 
Years l ater, he wrote ... that his interest 
in lega l philosophy amounted to a concern with 
justice through l aw, stemming largely from his 
doctor's thesis on Kant's ethics. The Kantian 
tradition was in the air . An underlying ethica l 
concern stamped Cohen and his Harvard teachers.83 
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Perhaps there was such a "concern" stamped on the non-

Orthodox "believers" at Harvard because "the philosophical 

culture of the time was still, in America , r ooted in reli

gion,1184 but Cohen was actually rebelling against just that 

kind of philosophical study . Hollinger says: 

Cohen was more offended by idealism's lingering 
Christian theism [held by almost all of his teachers, 
including Royce] than were many of his otherwise 
more ''insurgent" contemporaries ; he held even 
Davidson at fault for no t renouncing supernaturalism 
in all its guises. Cohen's doctoral thesi s was 
largely controlled by an interest in reformulating 
Kant's ethics without making use of the God 
concept. Having rejected Judaism for modernity, 
Cohen was impatient with moderns who smuggled 
their own ancestral theology into their phil osophy; 
he saw supernaturalism of any sort as an embarrassing 
weakness on the part of its victim . 85 

Yet Cohen was not a "Kantian," calling himself by the 

now-famous ph1 c:se associated with him of "a stray dog among 

the philosophers;" he was "unchained to any metaphysical 

kennel." Cohen's "religion" may have been sc ience or reason, 

but Cohen was a Jew and he knew he was an outsjder. Some 

of the earliest contacts Cohen had with Harvard's philosophers 

were as an East Side immigrant youth at Davidson's camp. 

It was not an easy transition for Cohen to go from his 

native Jewish culture to the Protestant one he found at 

Harvard, from youthful aspirant to colleague. 
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A diary entry from 1904 is quite t~ 11 ing in regard to 

the phrase " stray dog." He was not that only because he 

refused to do t he common thing in phi l osophy, namely 

line up with a particular school ( "affiliation was exact ly 

what was asked of Cohen, implicit l y, by the social environ 

ment of the profession . .. Never before or since has 

participation in a movement been more imperative for 

American philosophers. 11
)
86 but because he w.;s a Jew and 

hence, different. Jews were only beginning to come to Harvard 

i n any appreciable numbers at this time. 
Have just read . • . a novel of Russ ian (Lithuanian) 
and American life when I should have continued 
studying Kant's Critique of Judgment. This made 
me realize as I have realized but l ittle on previous 
occasions that after all I am a Russian Jew . 
The idealistic - revolutionary being ever secondary 
to the emotional-longing -- I know not what it is 
the Jew within me. Three peoples live on the 
East Side -- the Orthodox Jews, the Russified 
Jews and the young American Jews. Of these the 
last are the least attractive, having no high 
ideals. The Orthodox Jews are the heroes but they 
are dying . The Russian Jews have formed the mass 
of the Socialist movement but it too is losing 
its vitality. Zionism is a spark uniting strangely 
enough all the three.87 

Hol linger asks how much the self-ascribed title of 

"stray dog " reflects on Cohen as a Jew . 

One wonders how much this obl iquel y arrogant, yet 
self-effacing characterization was a res ponse 
to the anti-Semitism with which Cohen had t o contend. 
Did he want to join one of the philosophical 
fraternities, only to get a cool welcome? Was 
the self-imposed, often postured independence 
of his entire career the r esult partially of subtle. 
unrecorded rebuffs rec eived as a young man? In 
any event, Cohen was unable to obtain a teaching 
job in philosophy until five years after completion 
of h is degree, when in 1911, thanks to the initia 
tive of Harry Overstreet, head of the department, 
he was allowed t o move from the mathematics to 
the philosophy departmen t at City College . And 
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the next Russian Jew t o begin a career in philos
ophy -- Jacob Loewenberg -- tried persistently t o 
conceal his ethn i c and national origin, and was 
successful in doing so at Wellesley during the 
ear ly years of World War I. 88 
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Cohen did not hide his origins, not that he could have. 

His associa tion wi th the Harvard Ethical Culture Society 

as well as his serving a s vie~ president of Ha rvard's Semitic 

Con ference , designed for the "advanced students" of Harvard 

Hebrew and Ori ental Languages professor Crawford H. Toy , 

pointed to hi s identity. 

Gradua ting " with flying colors" with a Ph.D. in philos

ophy from Harvard -- and glowing recommendations from a ll 

his profes sors, including those with whom he had publicly 

disagreed on philosophical issues -- Cohen (nai vely?) 

expected to find doors open for h i m t o teach in his field. 

It took Cohen six long years, and a good deal of strugg le 

before he was ab le to leave the "valley o f humiliation" 

he experienced ~hi l e teaching in t he mathematics department 

at Ci ty Co ll ege when ( in 1912) he was appointed as assistant 

professor in the College ' s department of philosophy. 

Cohen himself is one of th e best s ources t o understand 

the climate surr oundi ng the teaching of philosophy i n 

American univer~ities in the first three decades of this 

c entury (and ev~n ear lier, though the r e were no Jewish test 

cases before Cohen -- Felix Ad ler excluded). It was accept

a ble in Ameri can universities, universi t ies begun by r eligious 

denominations or special interests such as the military, 

for Jews or other non-Christians (or people out side the 

particular approved group) to teach a neutral subject, such 
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as a hard science like math. But while it was one mat te r 

to let J ews teach a hard, "objective" science, i t was quite 

another to a 1 l ow a Jew t o teach philosophy. "Ethics" and 

''morality" as part of philosophy were so tightly linked 

to the religious mo~rings of the denomination t ha t supported 

a school, that it was feared that a Jew would exer t undue 

influence in this delicate area on impress ionable stu~ents. 

Cohen wrote that : 

the teaching of philosophy in American colleges 
had been viewed as a branch of Christ i an apologetics 
and teachers of phi l osophy had long been selected 
on th~ basis of piety and pastoral experience 
rather than on professional t r aining and competence. 
Ind~ed, even in recent years I have had letters 
from highly re spected ministers who, upon be i ng 
appointed to teach philosophy, ask me to r ecommend 
a good bcok on the subject. But clearly I had 
not been appointed to teach philosophy at City 
Coll ege on the basis of my piety. 89 

Sidn~y Hook, professor emeritus of philosophy at New 

York University and both student and critic of Cohen , 

remarked that 

his religion, h is acc e nt , and his irascibility 
denied him an opportunity t o teac h in the graduate 
schoo l cf a great university. That is where 
he r ea l ly belonged and where the challenge of 
mature minds wou ld have enabled him to fulfill 
what he professed was his overwhelming desire -
t o pursue systematic phi l osophy. He compersated 
for the bitterness and depri cati on of his l o L 
by playing God in the cla ssroom . 90 

While Hook charges that other reasons may have also kept 

Cohen ou t of the kind of position he deserved (such as 

compulsive t~lkativeness and his searing t ongue ), at the 

same time he notes Cohen was denied promotion from an 

honorary t o a paid position teach ing philosophy at Columbia 
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in 1906 - 1907 bPcause he was perceived by the university 

authorities as be i ng "a diamond in the r ough. 11 

Despite boasting glowing recommendations from G.H. 

Fal~er, ~ill iam James, Josiah Royce, Hugo Muns terberg and 

Rnlph Barton P~rry (in effect, t he entire Harvard Philosophy 

Depar~ment) which City College ? resident John Finley described 

2s the 11fine:;t he ever read i n his life,"91 Cohen still 

cou!d not g.ai11 :?ntrance to a philosophy position . In despera

tion he attended HYU Law School with an eye towa~d better 

supporLing his wi fe and children as a lawyer, but he r.ame 

a;1.1 y \ol ith o nly a better feel of the workings of legal methods 

which helped him "overcome the fear that keeps so many 

philosophers from trespassing on the premises of the law. ••
92 

Zaci1 yc~r, starting from the year 1908, Cohen s ubmitt21 

(and had acce9ted) serious papers to the American Philosophical 

A$socia tion , to which he belonged as a r esult of his degree. 

He loved the annual meet i ngs of the society, and by writing 

:or them, was able to keep hi s foot in the door of profes

sional phi!osophy until a position might become avai l able. 

Even at City CollPge it was not without a fi ght that Cohen 

gained the right t o teach i n his area. Yet it was be cause 

he ~ventuAl l y did teach at City Co l l ege that Hook believes 

tha t 

A f ai r number of his stud~nts have become profe~
sional phi1osopherz, but they have not built 
on Cohen's work or even referred to it. Instead , 
t hey have developed on their own after initially 
transferring their allegiance to Dewey, White
head, G.F. Moore, and o the rs ... Perhaps the 
chief reason why Cohen's i ntell ectual light seems 
to have dimmed in American philosophy is that he 
was pr imarily a teacher of undergraduates. [Cohen 



40 

taught graduate students at a number of schools 
on a number of occasions] After all, it is in 
gradua te schools that students mature professionally, 
cievelop lesting interests, cluster around leading 
schc lars, and become associated with schools of 
thought. The undergraduate is never specialized 
enough. Cohen boasted that he never sought 
dis~iples, but it would be hard to find systematic 
doctrines that one could identify as constituting 
a Cohenian philosophy. Despite his boast, it 
rankled when he observed his hest students falling 
under the infl uence of Dewey (~gainst whose views 
he thought he had immunized them). 93 

(Hook also believes that 

the ambivalent feelings Cohen harbored toward 
Dewey may have arisen in part from disappointed 
expectations with respect to Columbia University. 
He once told me that Dewey, if he had really wanted 
to, could have arranged for Cohen to join the depart
ment of philosophy at Columbia. I asked Dewey 
about this, and it turned out that by the time 
Dewey had gotten t o know Cohen well, he had dropped 
the reins of control in the department. 94) 

For whatever reasons, Cohen did end up at City College 

teaching undergraduates for better than two decades and 

in this position he had a keen influence on many students 

not only bec ause of what he taught, but simply because of 

who he was. Even if Cohen was a poor teacher, which he him

self admitted and which is verified by his students' assess

ments, and was tyrannic.al in the classroom, he was a model -

s tudents admitted t o imitating him outside of class "hacking 

up an opponent with a display of Coheni a n logic." 

Hollinger said, 

Cohen fulfilled a compelling psychological and moral 
need for many young Jewish males . . . sociologist 
Marshall Sklare, in his survey of the relation of 
public education to American Jewish history, 
designates Cohen, in particular, as the "secularized 
counterpart of the rash yeshiva.'' To those in need 
of a schoolmaster of a certain type -- emancipated, 
yet unmistakably one of the tribe; severe, yet obliquely 
loving -- Cohen was a nearly perfect answer. 95 
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Cohen himself recognized two aspects to his 

new appointment -- he fell that he had finally 

become part of the process of public education 

which aimed to ' ' save l iberal civilization'' and that 

Cohen was challenged to be on the ''front 1 ine of 

the struggle to liberalize education in a democracy." 

The other aspect was more particular namely 

to be thal ''secularized counterpart of the rosh 

yeshiva." Cohen said, 

As a son of immigrant parents I shared 
with my students their background, 
their interests , and their limitations. 
My students were, on the whole , rela
tively emancipated in social matters 
and politics as well as in religion . 
They did not share the Orthodoxy of 
their parents. And breaking away 
from it left them ready and eager t o 
adopt all sorts of substitutes. 
Though many of their parents were highly 
learned, as was not uncommon among 
Russian Jews, my students had gone t o 
American public schools, and the 
learning of thei r parents, being 
permeated so deeply wi th the Talmudic 
tradiLion, was in the main foreign 
to lhem. City College offered a rich 
variety of courses in languages, 
literature and science, but the curric
u l um allowed few courses in philosophy 
itself. I therefore saw no ad equate 
opp0!'tunity for teaching pl,ilosophy 
a l ong traditional line~ Instead I had 
to give courses primarily in related 
subjects, hoping to bring philosophic 
insight to my students through 
courses on the nature of civilization, 
the philosophy of law. and the topics 
covered by Santayana in the last four 
volumes of his Life and Reason ... 
In later years when I faced more placid 
western students who were less interested 
in bringing to light their own first 
principles, I came to realize more c l early 



how much student attitudes at the City College 
had contributed to the form of my teaching 
and of my thought. 96 

Cohen became the most important personality at 

City College for his time and his influence was 

strongly felt outside of its campus. Hook said: 

Cohen 's intellectual gifts were so outs tand 
ing that he became a dominan t figure in the 
cultural life of New York Ci t y . Not only 
was the range of his interest almost universal, 
in contrast with the narrow technical con 
cerns of most philosophers -- concerns 
which Cohen never depreciated - - but he was 
undoubted1y the most incisive and formid
able critic of his time. Especially 
before an audience, he could easily silence, 
even if he could not convince. the 
psychoanlaysts, behaviorists, dualists, 
Marxists,Spenglerians, technocrats. free
will ists, necessitarians, Bergsonians, 
classic rationalists, Baconi an empiricists, 
supernatural ists , anarchists, subjectivists, 
relativists, and natural law dogmatists 
who crossed his path. Dewey once remarked 
that the on ly tlting he had against Cohen 
was his undue fear lest someone agree with 
him. 97 

42 

To give just one example of how Cohen stepped out 

of the traditional academic role and into t h e main

stream of society: soon after he began teaching 

philosophy Cohen organized an historical conference 

of philosophers and jurists. In 1913 

with some encouragement from my new depart
ment head, Professor Overstreet, I decided 
to try to bring t ogether representatives 
of legal and philosophic thought. Such 
a match, I hoped might make philosophers 



a little more conscious of the way in which 
philosoph~ and especially legal philosophy, 
contributes, for better or worse , to the life of 
civilization. It might also make law teachers, 
at least (I had no hope of reaching lawyers a nd 
judges) more aware of the unspoken assumption of 
their teaching, which only philosophizing could 
bring to light. So was born the Conference on 
Legal and Social Philosophy. John Dewey was 
chairman, and I was secretary. 98 
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This auspiciousmeeting was followed by two more such 

conferences featuring the country's leading (libe ral ) 

philosophers and legal scholars. For as l ong as he re

mained active , Cohen was involved in the public and academic 

debate which tollowed on the subject of legal philosophy 

initiated by him in 1913. 

Another example of Cohen's stepping out of the rol e 

of cloistered ~cademician and into the national political 

arena was his effort to combat discrimination . This can 

be seen in his des i re to protect his students from discrimina

tion inside the United States as well as his fight to free 

up immigration policy. Cohen wrote: 

When in 1902 I began to teach at City College 
and fo1 Lhi1 Ly -six years thereafter, I naturally 
shared in the struggles of my students against 
the di scrimination that faced so many of them as 
they s ought to establish their careers. And as 
a citizen I could not be s1lent in the face of 
the great campaign to r ep11d i a le th e dee 1 ara t ion 
that all men are c reated equal ~hich culminated 
in the rqcist immigration laws of 1922 and 1924. 
Al ong with Jane Addams, Isaac Hourwi ch, Felix 
Frankfurter, father John Ryan, and other unre~en 
erate liberals, I joined in battle t o expose 
the false science on which this anti-semitic 
and anti-Catholic legisla t i on was based. Our 
efforts in 1921 to raise money and to enlist 
scientific bodies to support studies and publications in 
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Cc~en had sho~n an interest in acade~ic fr e edom, o f 

be th $tudents and teach ers, during his t E::iure at City Ccl!~ge 

~hic h i nfuriated some people i nside and o~tside the r011 e&e 

This i nt~rest also derranded ti ~e a nd ene rgy 
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he tri ed t o stay 0ut of t he fray, Xor ris cou ld not, ard the 
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and ot o pposing t he censorship of the ca~pus paper t hat had 

~een quashed in the p ,ocess . They a1 so succeeded in 

;ett ~~g the younger Coh e n induc ted into t he Phi Beta 

Ka p pa society fr om which he had been black-balled on 

accot:~ t of h i5 role in the cam?aign against compu lsory 

milit ; ry trRini ng, t hough it was not unti l Felix was 

a l r eaf y studying philosophy at Harvard that he was i nducted 

l• ,t c ' 1 e soc iety. 
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~· 1c -.•, i vf ' j~ings . i'rur,i - <'n t a)u11n i prlri teci ~o 
t ~ ..? l .. · gt r .J l, e r c f a\'~ ... r, j r ·, -- u" i !' t s ·,, 11 u i , ,,, d 1:- £Er. 

:' i:-upils - - .;l'long l l. '=m EE-rtra.., Wolfe, Jay Lc ,·es l or,e . 
~•Ton Gersc n and J ~seph St arob in. (They did 
,,, t li s t ::ill the j1 dges , r abbi s a nd Cl,ristian 
;1 . P1st~•rs wl ,o '"iad a l so bc-c-n rr.y st uien t s, n<r did 
1 ! , c-y , o t e th c v i o 1 t n t d i o ; r i be s t h a t l h e r (1, • u "'I i s t 
- g,;,1.:nes di , ~c t.:·d IP,ains t me .) . . Above ail 
, .. ,e-v " lorred rr.e for the r,o\·er.en t f or the r er,c-.· al 
of Dr. Rotin!'.'on fr om t} ,e presid<:-ncy o f the Co ll ege 
w1i ich 1,·as ga ining gr ound year by year among t l,c·,ght 
f · 1 ;;J urrn i. 101 

A ;oliti cal l y-charged t es ti ~on ial dinner was he ld 

fo r Cchen in 192i o n tha occas i on of his 25th year of 
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teaching at the College. The dinner at t he Astor Hote l 

was he ld as a show of solidarity with Cohen, who was 

considering resigning due to pressure he felt from Robinson. 

It was also a response to more anti - Semitism directed at 

Cohen. Hollinger said that: 

The dinner at the Astor was organized as a 
show of strength against the highly authoritarian 
president of City College, Frederick B. Robinson, 
who was known to be looking for means to dismiss, 
or discipline , his popular professor of philosophy. 
Cohen had sided with student "radicals" in their 
attempt to do away with compulsory courses in 
military ~cience, and had opposed many o ther 
policies of the administration. Robinson's well 
known contempt for Cohen was resented by some of 
those who understood that Cohen was an unofficial 
representative of, and symbol for, Jewish student s 
and alumni . So clear l y was Coh en identified as 
the spokesman for a particular consituency that the 
Manufacturer's Record, in 1925, cast it s editorial 
on "Teaching Treason in American Colleges" in the 
form of an anti-Semitic attack on Cohen, personally: 
Cohen was one of the "Russian Jews'' who had never 
"learned to think as an American," and who used 
their growing influence in American colleges to 
eliminate military science and thereby serve the 
interests of "that Jewish government that is 
Soviet Russia . " East European Jewish immigrants 
and their sons were able to see Cohen "as one of 
themselves" commented o ne alumnus many years 
later "whose foreign accent" r esembled that of 
their own parents, and ''l.,:ho seemed despite all 
obs tacles to have pr ied open the doors to the 
sacred world of science and scholarship." 102 

Better than a thousand people -- including many notable 

fi~ures like Frankfurter and o~wey - - t urned out in this 

show of support for Cohen, the same man who just a few years 

later wou ld spell ou t an anti-Communist manifesto. Iu 1934 

Cohen wrote an ar ticle cal Jed "l"hy I am Not a Communist." 

as much a justification of liberalism as it was an attack 

on Communism . 103 

Despite the pressures Cohen felt to resign at the time 

o f the banquet in 1927, he was able to rid e out this career 
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storm -- he even b~ca~e president o f t ~e Amer ican Philosophica l 

Associa t ion t~o years later -- ant' Coh~n r emained at City 

CollE:ge un t il 1937. Several factors led to hi s rE:signaticn 

at t he age o f 57. Co~en records that a visi t to Harva rd in 

1934 "turned out t o be a s ti mula ti ng plunge into quiet 

.. ·.;ter " f o r hi m end a refr .?shing cl1ange o f pace from the 

pr liti c ally-charged ca~pus in ~e w York . He hoped t o wor k 

.. ·ith ' ':,;; t ur f-r , 1· ,r:l s"b\' b o ing to ar,o t h1:: r un :\'ersity ..,. ith a 

a ( 1-, an g c:c !, <> c a u s e of i 1 l J. ea 1t h , a f r ;i i d o f t h £ ~ : • y s i c a 1 

rl e-~~ds ~e ~ight have t o fRce . Fr om 193~ to 1927 Cchen ' s 

c.: t •: r io i·ating t. , a lth r::,.-ed him to t ak e stock of .. ·~at ~.e 

liis life, ( :>hen t.ad t1:cn bo-:iks p1a n,E'.d c,r ~art1c:lly ~r it1en, 

a ,ncr g tl.1::m a "treatise o n ]3·.-• and just ice,' ' a "volur.-.e or, 

nc,, t;;;- 11ysjcs," an intr .. ,ducti c,n l O l og i c, a n inlr1.•ri•lc ti c,n 

to -;: 1dlc.-s , ;:h y. a bock u:1 Ji! lr.;"i s•- designed to " he lp r l:.'::c.1,; e 

1:: c ,· ~ r i c -;: . s .J} ,. 1 f i c : a 1 r, :> 1 i t i c s , c r - 'J s ~. y -r j : , .~ ,c, n "' .. r t i .. , · , :: 1 ! t v . 

and i • ste=:d si ., .. · 1i b t.<r;,lj ~;.1 r.S .,.; r,;- ly sci£:n tif ic ' ltl,vd 
1 o:. 

s t u L'. c, rn1y at .. _,1·k on ~ ... -.-, n prcibh.rns," .; vc 1ur-e o n 

scienc e, a book o n Arr,e-rican tho·uf,h l e '.":d an a.::cc,unt o f the 

i r1rni grar, t ge11c-ration of h is paren ts . 

Even th0ugh Cohen did no t l ive to see all t hat he h~d 

~rilt e n in prin t, five bncks of his had been pu . li~hed 
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b y the time he d ied in 1947: Reason and Nature: An Essay 

on the Meaning of the Scient if ic Method (1931); Law and the 

Social Order , a collection of some of his paper s on legal 

philosophy published in 1933; together with his student 

Ernest Nagel, Cohen wrote An I nt r oduc t ion t o Logic and 

Scien tific Method in 1934; A Pr ef~ce to Logic was published 

in 1945; and The Mean i ng of Human History , which was an 

expansion of Cohen's Carus Lectures prepared for the American 

Philosophical Associatjon in 1940. This last wo rk mentioned 

was supposed t o have been read at a congress of North 

and South American phil osophers Cohen had suggested. This 

was scheduled to take place in 1942, but because of "war 

time difficulties" Cohen's Carus Lectures were actually 

de l ivered by Felix in 1945 at American Philosophical 

Association mee tings . Morris was pr esent for these read ings. 

bu t was in ill health. 

I n January of 1942 Cohen had been admitted to the hospital 

as a result of a coronary whic h affected his brain. Mary 

convinced a ~~ysf~i a n friend to take care of Mo r r is as an 

out patien t, though at this ti me Morris was described as 

105 "a vegetable . " This doctor. Mack Lipk in . did ma 11 a6e t o 

bring h i s pat ien t around. thanks t o rehabilitation techniques 

"unusua 1 for 1942." 106 Though Cohen recovered somewhat, 

''his br ain had been so damaged by the stroke that even 

Lipk i n's at t ention was unable to res tore to normal levels 

his patient's ability to speak, read and write ; Cohen's mind 

wen t 'in and out' for the next five years, till his death 
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and manifested 'marked mental tension defects' even when he 

h . ,,107 
was at 1s s trongest. In 1942 Mary died , adding to Cohen's 

woes. 

Reason and Nature was Cohen's earliest book and has been 

called his most important one by historians, philosophers 

and critics. It was in part a ccllection of prev iously 

published papers. Throughout his career Cohen wrote reviews 

and papers. In fact , from 1901 to 1942 Cohen wrote over 

250 published reviews. articles . editorials and books. 

Cohen t ook the role of philosopher - as - critic very seriously 

and his reviews and papers span the widest possible range 

of interests the full range of American thought of his 

time. 
I n the seven years wh1ch followed Morris Cohen's death. 

seven books of his were published, all edited by Felix. 

Cohen was fortunate in having a sensitive editor in his 

son Felix , a philosopher and l ega list in hi s father's mold . 

and a creative intellectual force in his own righ t. Felix 

( 1907 - 1953) was a solicitor in the U.S. Interior Department 

f rom 1933 to 1948. Felix took his father's , and his own. 

interest in ethical systems and law and app lied it to the vast, 

uncollected materials dealing with th e federal governm~11t's 

relati onsh ip with American Indians . His monumental collection 

and systematization of Indian law, Handbook of Feder a l )ndian 

Law, which appeared in 1941, has proven t o be a landm.stk i n 

the protection of Indian rights. In 1951 a book which 

contained legal essays by the two Cohen's and others was 

published ca1led 11Cohen and Cohen's" Readings in Juris-
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prudence and Legal Philosophy. Felix edited the following 

books o f his father's : Preface to Logic, Faith of a Liberal, 

Studies in Philosophy and Science, Reason and Law, Reflections 

of a Wondering Jew, King Saul ' s Daughter and American Thought . 

In so doing Fe lix satisfied his father 's desire, as spelled 

out in A Dreamer's Journey, to see in print his thoughts 

on liberalism , logic , philosophy, law, American thought and 

Jews and Judaism, wi th each subject area having its own book. 

Hollinger notes that t he sheer amount of Cohen material, 

though it included "some of Cohen's strongest work,'' over

whelmed c r itics and scholars who did not refer to Cohen's 

work to any gr eater extent than before thei r publication because 

so much of the material in these books was dated or weak. JOB 

An unusual foray into writing was made by Cohen in 1938 

when he began to write a play based on a Biblical theme. 

King Saul's Daughter is a "dialogue" about Michal , an 

obscure figure f ound in 1 and 2 Samuel. This play may have 

been a reflection of his mother (who died in 1936) or it 

might be seen as vaguely autobiographical. In any event. 

it is the story of "someone '-'ho has suffered intense pain 

while being, battered about by even ts beyond he r cor.: r o l," 

Hol linger believes. 109 It may also have been a romantic 

react ion on Cohen's part to the sad events taking place 

in the Jewish world in 1938. 

In 1938 Cohen left City College and began teaching 

philosophy at the University of Chicago, where he taught 

until 1941 , here teaching graduate students. His best 
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l~J::hi.ig years ..ierP behind h1r.1 and lit tle oi his autobiogr aphy 

i,; ce ✓otcd t o his tir.ie at :he University of Chica~o. In a 

le~ t er he wro te Lha t "the ~hicugo situation is a pleasanL 

int erlude in n,y l i fe. ••110 Not only was h i s p recar-ious 

health a factor li mi ting h is work at Ch i cago : his preoc cupa

tion wit~ Jewish ~[fairs gripped him there just as it had 

been the dec i sive reason for leav ing City Col leg€. 

I n his account of why he left City Col l ege tohen wrote: 

The l ongin~ t o have more time for thi nking and 
writing migh t not by itself have sufficed t o break 
the ties that bound me t o the Co l lege . I was 
accustomed to postponi ng the writin~ of my books . 
But the Conf~r ence on Jewi s h Relati ons. whic h I 
helped t o star t in 1933. was demanding an increasi ng 
share of my thought and energy. I had b~en 
profoundly disturbed by t he rising tide o f a~ti
s~mit ism in the United States. which seem~d to me 
t o be part o f a ieneral decline of liberalism. 
The bitternes s of the Roosevelt opposition 
during the 1936 ca~paign, a b i tterness which gave 
bir th to eve ry manner of excess, had cl ~arly 
revea led in America the germs of that u ~reason which 
had swep t so much o f Europe. The pursuit not on ly 
of phil osophy bu t o f al l free learning ~as being 
c rushed t hroughout th e world by the mi 1 i tary sp ir it 
which brooks no freedom of t hought. The un i vers it i~s 
were fallin g before the Na z i onslaught : it had 
been offici ally proc laimed that the science of 
von Humbold t and Pla nck was dead. In Spain the 
progress of the r ebels o f General Franco was being 
follcwed by the cl osi ng of schools . I n our own 
land e l ements sympathetic with Franco. Hitl e r and 
Mussolini we r e arrayed against the progress of 
democnnic educati on . All that was preci ou~ i., 
Americ a n liberal c ivi l ization seemed at ~t a~e . 
The s ituation was c riti cal, but not hopeles s --
the temper o f the American µ~ op ]e, unable t o ~uslain 
ha tr ed over long periods of time and in l cined t o 
cherish the right to vote and other d~mocrat1c 
rights even when t heir exercise sPems to br ing llt t lC' 
gain , m~de the def ~nse o f Ameri can li b~r al i &m 
far from utopian. Teaching philosophy t ~ youn~
sters wou ld make a difference fift y years later. 
But iss ues were b~in~ jo i ned from which 1 cou ld 
no t sra~d aloof. for those who we r e fight i ng on 
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understanding which an organizatioh like the 
Conference on Jewish Relations could supply. 111 
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Cohen did not "stand aloof" as he had during the first 

World War. In 1919 A Sl acker's Apology was printed in 

the New Reoublic, a magazine which was one of Cohen's 

ch ief outlets for his writing . Reprinted in Faith cf a 

Liberal as Philosophy in Wartime -- An Apologia , 112 this 

''a po l ogy" was Cohen's forthright response to accusations 

that he was not sufficiently partisan dur ing the Firs t 

World War. 

When the Germans sank the Lusitania I could no l 
deny the women and children starved by the 
blockade. As a c itizen I should have been glad. 
if conditions permitted, to volunteer for military 
service. But though I could conscript my body 1 
could not consc ript my mind. As a ph i losopher 
I could never assert that t he war was a clear 
issue between the powers of ligh t and the powers 
of darkness -- or as Bergson put it, between the 
mind or spirit on the one sid e and brute matter 
on the other. 113 

Cohen stated that "Impartial Truth i.s a goddess 

whose worship is not wi thout its difficulties even in a 

bomb- proof shelter behind the lines. She is hated by the 

great multitude ... Bu t as her sworn votary 1 cannot 
114 

deny her." The charge that he "shirked" h is responsib il-
1 1 'i i t~ t o the "human race" by ''wasting" his time with Pl a l o 

Cohen accepted. But ''when I l ook upon my professional 

colleagues who enlisted their philos ophies in the war . who 

added their shrill voices to the roar of the cannons and 

their little drops of venom to the torrents of national 

hatreds , I feel that it is they who shou ld writ e apologies 

for the ir c ~urse .116 Hook wrote that Cohen 
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had great wisdom about the affairs of the world , 
despite his emphasis upon t he virtue of professional 
detachment. and he had a mora l courage that, in the 
perspec t ive of academic behavior of our time, 
glows more s trongly with the years . Wisdom was 
apparent i n hi s wri tings and mora l courage in 
his stance on various controversial issues . . . 
Hi s moral courage was evinced shortly after t h e 
Fi rst World War whe n he published his A Slack~r• s 
Apo l ogy -- and to be a se l f - rl enominated s lacker 
during t hat period was an invitat i on to some 
s ort of violence. 117 

But World War Two was d ifferent for Cohen. 

In 1933 Coh en mus t have felt less of a bystander in 

America t han he did in 191 9 -- and in this war the fight 

for Cohen was "a clec>r issue between the powers of light and 

the powers of darkness." and he fe l t compe ll ed to provide 

his " s id e " with "the facts." 

Cohen was accused in the war years and later of taking 

an interes t in Jewish affairs only as a r esu lt of a negative 

reaction to Nazism. allegedly showing no concer n pr ior 

to the '30's . " He took offense." Hollinge r writes. "when 

called a 'post -H itler Jew' by those who claimed to have 

maintainerl their Jewish id entity more pr oudly during 

th~ years when his pronouncements on Jewish affairs were 

rare." 118 This perception, false in liJ?.ht of Cohen' s life

long. public association with Jews and J ewish acti v ities. 

probab l y arose from Cohen's attitude t oward Zionism. Cohen. 

as will be seen later when his Jewish philosophy is d iscussed. 

was a vocal non- Zionist. this as a func tion of his orienta

tion as a liberal American .Jew. Still as Hollinger point s 

out~ 
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His post-1933 ac t ivities did not ... enta il 
any explicit repudiation of secular. cosmopolitan, 
or assimilationist ideals. What little Cohen 
had said about Jewish affairs before the advent 
of Hitler wa s t o the effect that all minorities. 
including Jews. would be better off in a pluralisti c . 
cosmopo litan setting than in an environment of 
se lf - sustained particularism. 119 

Cohen did not in fact chang~ his position in the wake 

of Nazism. and the Conference "was an ideal vehicle for 

Cohen's desire, stronges t after 1933 , t o defend Jews as 

a social g r oup without identifying himself in any way wi th 

Judaism. He remained avowedly agnostic." 120 

The Conference was created in Cohen's image. ln a 

eulogy to Cohen written by the editors of the magazine 

of the organization he founded. and fo r which he served 

as founding editor, Jewish Social Stud ies. it s ays t hat: 

Throughout his life Morris Cohen was interested 
in some form or other of Jewish communal activity. 
Jn the period between the two wars he became 
an indefatigable worker for the ORT [Organization 
for Rehabilitation and Training], because he was 
firmly convinced t hat the retraining of Jewish 
you th for more productive work wou l d acce l erate 
the process of their integration into western 
socie ty and eliminate at least some of the economic 
causes of fr ic t ion. For the same reason. as soon 
as he o r gani zed the Conference on Jewish Relations, 
he ca ll ed a t wo-day conference on economic adjust
ments and intensively pursued a program which 
ultimately led to the for ma tion of the Jewish 
Occupational Counc il. He al~o r ca liztd more 
keenly than anyone else themajor deficiency of the 
American Jewish community because of its inadequa te 
knowledge o f its own fundamenta l facts . For years 
he preached the need of effective communal 
planning based upon precise knowledge of populati on 
trends, economic and cultural factors as well 
as the political and religious forces opera tive 
within and wit hout American Jewry. It was out 
of this recognition that the Conference was born 
The Conference was also Morris Cohen's answer to 
Hitler. He perceived the depth and virulence of 
the demonic powers which had been unleashed 
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on the world by Nazi propaganda. Against the end
less lies of Goebbels, his henchmen and dupes, 
Morris Cohen replied by reemphasizing the quest 
for truth . He was a great believer in the value 
of discussion. What he wrote in a preface to a 
book published under Conference auspices could 
well serve as a motto for its entire program. 
This particular theme, he said, is of interest 
"not only to Jews but to all those who are concerned 
about the survival of liberal civilization, whose 
essence is t o lerance of differences so that new 
ideas may develop by free discussion." 121 

In the formative years of the Conference, now called 

the Conference on Jewish Social Studies, the organization 

proved to be dependent to a large extent on Cohen for 

its direction, though Salo W. E3ron was a co-founder of the 

journal Jewish Social Studies (whi ch began in 1939) and 

was with Cohen when the Conference was established. Cohen 

and Bar on sought eminent scholars who could, through honest 

research, begin to produce "reliable data about the 'position 

of the Jew in the modern world,' for the benefit of both 

Jewish and general scholarship, as well as the public at 

large , " writes Baron. He said: 

It was felt that such dependable researches would 
help in the struggle a g ai nst rapidly spreading 
Na zi world propa~anda with its fabricated evidence 
and other falsehoods. Beyond the immedia t e 
issue, however, loomed the wid e l y felt need 
in the Je~ish community itself to possess full e r 
and mo re precise i n f or mation about the Jew ish 
popu lati on, its economic strat ification, and other 
socia ll y and historic ally r e levant aspects o f J ewish 
life . 122 

After an organizational meeting at th~ New School 

for Social Research, where Cohen lectured, the Conference 

was under way, with Mary and Morris Cohen doing most of 

the administrative work in their own apartment. Cohen was 
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able to enlist leading scholars of the time, including, 

among many other notable figures, Edward Sapir, Albert 

Einstein, Harry Wolfson and Felix Frankfurter. 

Cohen wrote in a chapter of his autobiography signifi

cantly titl ed Jewish Social Studies and American Democracy , 

that 

we were, in fact, a continuing conference, not 
tied to anv cause or creed less universal than 
the old, simple faith that the search for truth 
is an essential part of any progress towards a 
more humane and tolerant world . As a pluralist 
in philosophy I had l ong maintained that any 
human problem of major dimensions can be fully 
grasped only through a diversity of approaches 
and perspectives. The outcome of our efforts 
left me more than ever convinced of the creative 
significance of differences of background and 
interest even where men are co- operating for 
a common goa l. Among our number were Orthodox 
and Reformed, rel igious and irreligious Jews, 
Zionists and non - Zionists, socialistE and 
individualists. Yet we found it possible to 
work together. 12 3 

No doubt the reason the diverse group was able to work 

together was that Cohen was de termined from the start t o 

make of the Conference a diffe rent k ind of organization than 

any other Jewish organizat ion that existed at the time. 

It would be the first organization in the Jewish community 

concerned with applying the science of sociology to t he 

study of Jewish issues. And it would describe both the 

good and the bad aspects of Jews -- in order to serve truth 

and the reby "prove" that Jews were human beings. Hollinger 

wrote of Cohen and the Conference that: 

Cohen insisted that the Conference was a "scientific" 
enterprise and that to maintain its standing it 
must not flinch at the publication of information 
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that w.ight seem to be unfavorable to Jews. To 
a friend of the Conference who doubted the wisdom 
of a study of Jewish convicts, he replied that it 
was "silly . . . to pretend t hat there are no 
Jewish criminals ... What is important is to 
establish that we are a normal people" and hence 
"no worse than the rest of the population" in 
regard to criminal behavior. Almost haunted by 
the fear that the Conference wou l d be perceived 
as "another propaganda institute,'' Cohen could not 
declare often enough that th ?. dissemination of 
even "unfa"orable facts" was a surer method, 
in the long run, of combating unfavorable "mis
information," which was the real enemy. 124 
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It could bE' shown, believed Cohen, that "wherever we find 

anti - democratic forces arrayed against l iberal civilization, 

we find anti-Jewish measures a major part of their program. " 

Beyond this, 

those of us who are the object of the various anti
semitic movements have more opportunity than most 
of our fellow citizens to become aware of their 
character. We thus have the teacher ' s supreme 
obliga ti on, that of sharing knowledge. We cannot 
contribute as we should to the common good of the 
larger community of which we are a part unless 
we are willing t o say to fellow Americans in the 
face of dark and fateful forces that loom before 
us, "These are the things that threaten to destroy 
us -- and after us, you." 125 

Cohen felt a different Jewish organization was needed 

b :-cause 

nowhere, in all the roster o f worthy organizations 
fighting the rise of intolerance, did I find one 
that had mastered the Talmudic precept. "Teach 
thy tongue t o say '1 do not know. '" There was not 
one that frankly confessed the vast ignorance that 
is ours concerning the position of the Jew in 
the modern wor ld ... It is easy to say, "Why 
bother about more facts when we know we are right? " 
In a world where a1most everyone was an amateur 
physician, confiden tl y prescribing the sovereign 
remedy for the ills of Israel, as for the ills, 
a teacher of logic and scientific method could not 
be sure of avoiding the fate of Socrates if he tried 
to call attention to the need of careful diagnosis 
before attempting any pres er i pt ion. Discuss ion 
of Jewish problems is generally full of references 
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to i deals , and it is important to remember that ideals 
are great motive forces in human affairs . But 
no solution of any difficu lt y is possible without 
thoroughly facing th e actual facts. To do th i s 
is a very disagreeable task and most people not 
only dislike to do it themselves but they also 
disl i ke thos e who d o it for them . Facts are messy 
and do not conform to what we should like them 
to be. But the physician or engineer who keeps 
his eyes on the ideal and ignores the actual it ie s 
is worse than useless. 126 

It was distressing for Cohen to s e e "agencie s of 

good will" opera ting with "makeshift data" -- and no 

organization was "devot ing its primary efforts to the task 

of operating an effec ti ve intelligence service for the 

Jew i sh peop l e in their fight against the forces wh ich would 

degrade them and deprive t he m of their human rights." 127 

The Jews were a smal l minor ity, not responsible fo r 

the causes of ant i-Semi tism , but they could be held responsible 

for their own affairs. "Our very lack of uni tary authority 

emphasizes the need for research in Jewish affiars, motivated 

by a genuine desire to get at reliable and verifiable facts 

that a l 1 can recognize." 128 Cohen knew that there would 

( and shou ld ) rot b 0 a r e l igious consensus among American 

Jews , but honest soc i o l ogical r esearch could serve as a 

point of agr~ement for t he Jewish community. 

We have ~~ pope or poli ti cal leader who can speak 
for all the Jews with any authority. No one t oday 
really belie~es that al l the Jewish community can 
be united as a r eligious body. I happen to be 
one of those who do no t expect the synagogue to 
go out of existence in any near future. It has 
weathered the storms of over two thousand years 
and it sti ll has a great deal of vitality as a center 
for Jews -- j ust as the church is still a natural 
center for the social life of Christians. Never
theless, it is vain to hope tha t all Jews can be 
united in the synagogue or Reformed temple --



there are a great many who can not or will not 
subscribe to Judaism as a religion ·or even to any 
form of theism. You may read them out of the fold, 
as the Jewish community of Amsterdam excommunicated 
Spinoza, but they and others will consider them 
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Jews and nothing will be achieved by the excommunica
tion except to make it a little more difficult 
later to gloss over the fact that there was no 
place for Spinoza in the Jewish community. 129 

The Conference had several aims while Cohen lived: 

1) It would combat "misinformat i on," both foreign 

and domestic. about the Jews, in order to di spe l racist 

conceptions about them. Cohen wrote that most Americans 

knew the "Jewish people only by hearsay" and though he 

hated to si nk to the level of apologetics, he recognized 

that some charges against the Jews required refutation. 

This the Conference did at times. But Cohen thought that 

answering many anti-Semitic accusations could only 

" ' add to the publicity' craved by anti- Semites, and hurt 

Lhe 'morale of the Jews, who are the principal readers 

of such attacks and replies."' 13° Cohen also feared that 

Jews would suspect anti- semitism where it did not exist -

and there was ple~ty of real discrimi nation with which to 

deal. 

2) The Conference would help Jewish c ommuni t ie~ with 

communal planning by way of demographic studies. 

3) The Conference felt the need to encourage the 

rehabilitation of Jews who needed relief by selecting 

places and occupations that would actually employ Jews. 

Out of this aim of the Conference sprang the Jewish Occupa 

tional Countil in 1939. It was s~onsored by the American 

Jewish Commit tee, the American Jewish Congress, ORT, 
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B'nai B'rith, HIAS, the J ewi sh Agricu ltural Society, the 

J ewish Labor Committee, the Jewish Welfare Board, the 

National Refugee Service, the National Council of Jewish 
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Women and the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 

organ izations which, at the time, did not cooper ate t oo often. 

Cohen wrote that "I soon came to look upon the Jewish 

Occupational Council as my favorite child." 131 

4) The Conference placed refugee professionals in 

American positions. 

5) To accomplish all this the Conference started 

to publish a socio l ogical journal. This the Confer ence 

did in 1939, with Cohen's article Philosophies of Jewish 

Hist ory in the first issue of Jewish Social Studies . 

Cohen justified the publication's ex istence by saying that 

"such an o rgan was needed for the publication of deta i led 

sc holarly and documented studies [and] seemed essential 

if we were to make a contribution to human understanding 

worthy of what wa s becoming, by the grim processes of history, 

the strongest Jewish comm~~ ity in the wor ld . 11 132 The Journal 

paid it s respects to its f ounder and first guiding influence 

by dedicating its 1980 series to Cohen on the occasi on o f h i ~ 

hundredth birthday anniversary. 

6) Perhaps the most important aspect of the Conference 

when it was under Cohen 's leadership was it s desire to 

influence the post-war situation of the Jews. Cohen forecast 

that "the responsibility for defend i ng the survivors of 

Hitler's butchery would fall increasing ly on American 

h ld II ]33 sou ers. Cohen found no group interested in 



giving any special thought to the pqsition of the 
Jews in the postwar wor ld. None of them, indeed, 
seemed fully aware of the extent to which guarantees 
of human rights of European Jewry had broken down 
even before the outbreak of the war. Something 
more t han a return to the status quo ante was 
called for, and we could not expect non- Jews to 
solve this perplexing problem if we ourselves 
ignored it . 134 

Non - Jews, said Cohen, tended not to see any peculiar 
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need among the Jews for different treatment in Europe after 

the war. The hope that "the Jewish problem wc uld solve itself 

if the democratic powers win the war and equal rights 

are extended to all citizens" seemt!!d naive to Cohen. He 

pointed ou t that countries l ike Poland and Rumania had 

managed to "degrade" the J ews after World War I without the 

aid of openly anti-Jewish legislation in those countries. 

Cohen knew that it is "impossible to understand the actual 

conditions under which human beings live if we rely only 
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ega l prescr iptions - - a point that is still valid 

in connection with the situation of Jews in the Soviet 

Union. 

Cohen was asked to head a Research Institute on Peace 

and Post-War Problems by the American Jewish Committee, 

which he did from 1940 to 1941. "In retiring from ac tive 

management," Cohen wrote, "of the Re:,earch lnst itute on Peace 

and Post-War Problems just as its planned studies began to 

assume the garb of reality , I felt that I had done what a 

logician could be called on to do in a time of cr:isis." l3b 

If Cohen's only contribution during his career had 

been t o produce the first organization in th e American Jewish 

community to base its program on a sociologically-sound 
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foundation, Cohen would be deserving of much gratitude from 

the contemporary Jew . Cohen's creation of the Conference, 

the Journal, and the need for factual information about Jews 

should long be remembered. But Cohen also counseled America's 

Jews to face the "grave troubles" Cohen felt were on the 

horizon in the United States. 

Instead of wasting our energies by concentrating 
exclusively on the fight against anti-semitism, we 
can do better by studying our resources and taking 
thought as to how best we can be prepared to do our 
share as Jews in the fight for humanity. To do 
this we must join the liberal forces everywhere, 
help them in the crucial battles ahead on beha lf 
of all oppressed mi norities, and prepare ourselves 
to bear the inevitable wounds and hardships. 
In olden days the strength to do this came from 
religious conviction . Today we Jews are no longer 
united as a religious brotherhood . But we can 
and we must do all in our power to strengthen 
our resources by a campaign of educating or enlight
ening our fellow Jews as to where we stand and 
what we may reasonably expect. 137 

Not only Jews, "but all good Americans and indeed all 

who value humane civilization must devote themselves [to] 

the maintenance of the fundamental rights of human beings 

irre spective of their race or creed." 
138 
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Cohen's general philosophy can be said to r est on 

three principles -- ''Rationality , " "Invariance" and "Polarity. " 

Rationality 

In Reason and Nature Cohen, as a "logical realist," 

begins with a presentation of four "arguments actually 

advanced against the indispensable role of rational thought 

in the attainment of truth. These may be grouped under 

four main heads: (1) the psychological; (2) the historical; 

(3) the empirical; and (4) the Kinetic. 111 

The "psychologica1 112 ar~ument as Cohen framed it wa s 

advanced by those who were either "idealists" or "positivists . " 

The "anti -rationalism common to positivism and to certain 

forms of idealism shows itself in the effort to deny the 

significance of logic by reducing it to psychol ogy. 113 

Cohen did not deny validity to the discipline o( psychology 

itself , but he did see it as "only one among a number of 

sciences" and that it needed t o conform to the "results 

of logic."4 To those who said that a psychological account 

of r he we~ Wl think can replace logic, Cohen wrote that . 

"A psychological description of \o/hat goes on in my mind as 

I dea l with an ethical or practical problem will not dPrPr~ine 

the correctnes~ of the solution arrived at; and psycho l ogy 

can no more include the whole of logic and ethics than it 

the whole of technology . 115 can 

The ''historical" argument, Cohen says, seeks " to 

dispense with r eason by reducing everything to the facts 

of history, 116 and Cohen recalls that many ninet eenth century 

"historical s tudies" were attacks on ''rationalism. 117 



Historians bent on showing that history , being concrete 

and irrationa l , is ''nearer to reality 118 than "physics," 

an abstract set of laws, should recognize that ''despite 

differences in subject matter, the same type of reason 

underlies scientific history whether human or natural . 

Hence any successful attack on the truth-value of reason 

in physics would be fatal to the claims of history."9 

In presenting the argument of "empiricism," Cohen 

points out that "the growth of natural science, with its 

extensive use of mechanical instruments for observation 
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and experiment, has brought about an impression that science 

distrus ts reason and relies rather on observation and experi

ment.1110 In refuting this Cohen simply slates that reason 

is required for observation and experimentation. About the 

"argument of empiricism" Cohen no tes that "without a well

reasoned anticipation or hypo thesis of what we expect to find 

there is no definite object to look for, and no test as 

to what is relevant to our search."11 Not only is reason 

necPssary for the ''unJertaking of scientific observation and 

experiments,'' it is also essential for the "proper interpreta

tion of the results of such exper1ment and observat ior,. " 12 

The fourth argument against rea~on, that o( ''Kineticisr.i," 

is that of Cohen's t eacher, William James. This argument 

i s described by Cohen in thi s way: 

(The) kinetic theory of matter, the gradual 
elimination of the inert atom, and the consequen t 
abandonment of [James Cle.rk] Maxwell ' s view that 
each individual molecule has remained unaltered 
since the day of crea ti o n , have fortified the 
i mpress ion of universal change .. . The sight 



of so much change where formerly we saw only 
constancy has produced the dizzy romantic 
generalization that only change is real and that 
nature contains no constant elements. 13 

Cohen's refutation is: 

How could this universal judgment itself ever 
be proved by changing empirical facts? ... 
The truth is simply that the~e is no change except 
in reference to some t hing constant ••. logically, 
the fact of change or motion is nothing more than 
the corr elation between different moments of time 
(as determined by some clock) and the different 
si,atial positions of an object ... There is, 
there fore, nothing paradoxical in saying that the 
meaning of any motion does not itself move, 
but is rather a timel ess fact or phase of nature . 
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To argue, as James and others have, that the constant 
rules of logic cannot be true of a world in flux 
is a confusion as gross a~ to argue that motion 
cannot have a constant velocity or a fixed direc
tion, o r that one standing still cannot catch a 
f lying ball . Indeed, are not flux, change and 
motion themselves concepts[eternal and inde~endent 
of "spatia l location"]? 14 

Cohen's own position, then, as regards "reason" i s 

that "the rational order'' of logic "i s independent of human 

or superhuman mind."15 As he himself put it : 

Reflection ... shows that it is possible to 
view a priori principles as both expressive of 
the fundamental nature of things and as enabling 
us t o org~niz~ them according t o certain orders 
or pat terns suggested by these principles. From 
this point of view the rul es of l ogic and pure 
mathematics may be viewed not only as principl es 
of reference applicable Le all systems but also 
as descriptive of certa in abstrac t invariant 
relations which constitute an objec tive order 
characteristic of any subject matter. 16 

In chapter four of Reason and Nature , tit 1 ed "The 

Metaphysics of Reason and the Scientific Method," Cohen 

isolates three ways that have been utilized to base philosophy 

on sci ence. He says those who have tried to build a '~orld

view" in th is fash i on base it " ( a) on th e results, (b) on the 
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presuppos i tions, or (c) on the method of science. 111 7 It i s 

here that Cohen spells out what he means by ''scientif ic 

method" in philosophy. 

Basing philosophy on the results of science means making 

a philosophy whic h is a synthesis of the "generally accepted 

resul ts of the various sciences and t o weave them together 

into a picture of reality. 1118 However, there are two flaws 

i n basing a phi1osophy on a synthesis of results, says Cohen . 

The first Cohen ident i fies is tha t it is "difficu lt for any 

one bu t a spec ial ist to know what are t he results of any 

one s pecial science. 1119 It i s not enough to have a simplified 

unders tanding of scientific r esul t s because "detailed 

qualifications [are] essential t o their truth. 1120 The 

second difficulty is "the fact tha t a syn Lhes is of the resu I ts 

of science is not necessari ly scientific" since such synthesis 

is of ten "dominated more by practical, dramatic and aesthetic." 

motives, not scien tif ic ones. 21 

Basin~ philosophy on the presuppositions, o r as a 

c ri~ique of those suppositions . is " the road made classic 

by Kant, who called it the transcendental method," Cohen 

says . 22 Cohen says that Kant assumed that "science r esu l ts 

in synthetic propos itions a priori, and asks what mus l be 

the nature of mind (and ultima t ely of the wor ld ) to render 

such knowledge possible . 1123 Cohen's first objection to this 

way of basing a philosophy on science rests on the fact that 

it i s not possible to acc ept Kant's assumption that we have 

a priori knowledge of nature "in light of modern mathematics 

....... 
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and physics. 1124 Cohen's second objecti9n to this is that 

"to argue that any theory ( like the Kantian one) that explains 

how knowledge is possible is thereby demonstrated 

to be true" is simply a logical fallacy of "affirming 

25 the consequence." 

The third manner in which philosophy can be based on 

science is to base it on the method of science (hence, the 

"scientific method"). According to this view, Cohen says, 

philosophy can be scientific only by app l ying 
scientific methods to its own subject matter which 
is distinct from the subject matter of the other 
sciences . This subject matter may be being 
as such, reality as distinguished from appear
ance, the nature of the mind, or the nature of 
know} edge. ''26 - --

However , Cohen notes that "a philosophy that excludes the 

subject matter of the special sciences, natural and social, 

can not satisfy that interest in the cosmos which has at 

all times been the heart of philosophic endeavour . 1127 

Cohen proposes that: 

philosophy, seeking the most comprehensive vision, 
cannot ignore the insight gained by the sc i ences, 
but must go rorward t o envisage their possible 
s ynthesis. Though such synthesis is necessarily 
spe culative it may be well to note: ( 1 ) that a 
certain speculative element is necessary for t he 
substantial growth of science , and t ha t the various 
sciences have in fact thus b~en nurtured by phil o s 
ophy, and (2) that a s c ientific phi l osophy co rrects 
the dangers of specu l ation by rigorously l og ical 
analysis of fund amental c oncepts and assumptions, 
so thaJ it should be aware of how much certainty 
can be attached to its wid e r speculative reaches. 28 

For Cohen the "scientific method" 

depend s on the principle of causality. This . •• 
is only a special instance or application to 
temporal events of the wid er principle of suffi-
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cient reason. The latter, as applied in mathematics. 
as wel l as in natural science, may be formulated 
as follows: Everything is connected in definite 
ways with definite other things, so that its full 
nature is not revealed except by its position and 
relations within a system. 29 

Contingency, Cohen points out, is ordinar i ly viewed 

in philosophy as being incompat ibl e with the principle 

of sufficient reason and the scientific method. This, in 

Cohen 's view, is not the case . Cohen writes that 

the principle of sufficient reason as actually 
relied on in scientific procedure is not only 
compatible with the domain of chance, contingency, 
or indetermination, but positively demands it 
as the correlative o f the universality of law. 
We may see this in the application of any law of 
mechanics or physics. For the most thorough-
going mechanism necessarily involves: (1) contingent 
data , e.g. the actual position of the elements, 
(2) abstrac ti on from other aspects or elements 
which are thus regarded as irrelevant and independ 
ent, and (3) rules of connection which themselves 
have a contingent aspect. 30 

Besides its implications for con tingency, the principle 

of sufficient reason, for Cohen, has other implications. 

Among these implications is that the principle of sufficient 

r eason "is incompatible with the view that regards the total 

universe a s the cause of any of its constituent facts" 31 ; 

that classification of things is meaningful ( "If there were 

no real likeness, no examples of identity i n different 

instances, the formu l ation of scient ific laws would be 

without any possible application . ")32 ; and at the same ti 111e 

as there exist "constan t class properties it is well co 

note that in order that these classes be recognizable there 

must be discontinuities in nature. 1133 On the question of 

probability Cohen writes that "the recognition that the 



6 9 

material truths of physical science are more or less probable 

both corrects and enriches our conception of a metaphysic 

based on the requirement s of rationa l or scientific method . " 

Thus on the nature of things Cohen says: 

lf we thus take the princi ple of sufficient 
reason seriously we are justified in examining 
tne nature of things wi thout worryi ng about the 
ego-centric predicament of how we know that such 
knowledge is possible. The assumption of the critical 
philosophy that we can know only our own ideas 
is itself a dogmatism whi c h involves infinite 
regress. If the fact that I know a given entity 
does not determine a ny of its specific charac
t eristics -- and i t is hard to see how it can 
deterrnine any one known trait more than any other 
then the fact o f knowledge can be eliminated from 
the most general formula for the nature of things, 
though the existence of knowledge is itself a 
most impo rtant fact in our universe ... The 
fundamenta l metaphysical issue between rationalism 
and the various forms of anti - rationalism may be 
stated thus: Is the nature of things revealed most 
fu lly in developed rational science, or is it so 
well known in non-rational ways that we are justified 
in saying that science is a falsification or a 
merely practical device for dealing with dead 
tihngs? Ac tually the various forms of anti
rationalism dogmatically assert the nature of things 
to be "real l y" individuality or continuous 
experience, spontaneity or practical experience, 
etc. But an attempt t o justify any one of these 
formulae by evidence commits the anti-rationalist 
to the canons of scientific method. 35 

Invariance 

Contingency is contrasted with "invariance , " the 

universa l, invariant relations of particular events. 

The main metaphysical contention of anti-ration
alism ... is that things have no consta nt nature , 
that everything is pure change and nothing e i se .. 
In daily life we find no difficulty in a sserting 
that an individual or object maintains its character 
in the stream of change. Scientifically this 
constancy is e xpressed in the accurate language 
of mathematics by the concept of the invariant, 

34 



not th~ iso lated constant bu t that wh ich remains 
identical amidst var iat ion. We may say the n that 
the nature of anything is t he group o f invariant 
charac ters . 36 

Polarity 
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The princ iple of "Polarity," reducing apparent contra 

dictions t o balancing contrasts, was the chief feature of 

Cohen ' s philosophy. While recogniz i ng that the idea of 

polar ity was hardly new t o philosophy, Cohen made it 

central. By polarity Cohen meant: "opposites such as 

immediacy a nd mediation, uni ty and plurality, the fixed and 

the flux, substance And func t ion. ideal and real , actual 

and possible, etc., like the north (positive) and south 

(nega ti ve) pol es of a magnet, all involve each other when 

applied to any sign ificant entity ... The idea i s as old 

as philosophy . 11 37 

"This pr inciple of polarity," he wrote, 

seems to me t o r epresen t what i s sound in the 
Hegelian dialectic wi thout the indecen t confus ion 
at which we arrive i f we violate the principl e 
of contr adic tion and try to wipe out the disti nc
tions of unders tanding. The being a~d non-being 
of anything are a lways opposed and never ident i cal , 
though all determination involves both affirmation 
and negation . Far fr om overriding the dist inc tions 
of the understanding, the pr i nciple of po larity 
shows their necessity and proper use. 38 

I f you employ thi s principle, Cohen says you can 

"guard agai ns t t wo opposi te evil intellectual habi t s: 

on the one land t o regard real difficulties as absolute 

imposs i bilities, and on the o ther to belittle s uch 

difficult ies by calling them fa l se a lterna tives .
1139 
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Cohen took this principle and employed it in every area 

of thought where he sought to make any analysis, incl ud ing 

ethics, law, "l ife," and Jewish affairs. 

Ethics 

In the area of e t hics, Cohen took a position which 

rej ected both "the illusions of absol•1tism" and t he 

"illusions of antinomianism" and which advanced the idea 

that it is possible to have an ethical system which would 

be both "logica l" and "empirical." 

As far as moral absolutist stands are concerned , Cohen 

held that "it does not occur to most people that there 

~ be any genuine doubt about them. Men general l y are 

surprised and painfully shocked at the suggestion that 

we need to search for new moral truth or to revise the 

old. "40 

Cohen says that absolute moralist positions are usually 

s upported by "some authority regarded as beyond question, e.g. 

by some priest , sacred book or prevailing respectability" 

which seldom have any justification outside of tradition 

or subjective taboo. 4 1 In Reason and Nature, Cohen shows 

the relative morality attached to "killing" under different 

circumstances anrj moral systems. 42 Cohe~ says that a 

"great and noteworthy effort" was made by Kant "to prove 

all moral rules absolutely obligatory" and derivable from 

one principle , 11 the categoric imperative. 1143 Yet though 

great and noteworthy , Cohen had reservations about its 

validity. 
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To one who asks, "Why should I accept this 
categorical imperative as t he rule ' of my conduct?" 
Kan t offers no reason except to offer this principle 
as a formula for the unconditionally obligatory 
character of all moral rules , such as the absolute 
prohibition against l ying. But why should I regard 
the latter as absolute? . .. There is no logical 
force at all in the claim that there is some 
absolute contradiction or inconsistency in telling 
a lie a nd wishing to be believed . .. Empirically , 
of course, it is true that l y ing is subversive 
of that mutual confidence that is necessary to all 
social co-operation. And this justifies a general 
condemnation of lying -- but not an abso lute 
prohibition. 44 

On the other hand, Cohen identifies and refutes 

three brands of mora 1 rela tivism: "mora 1 anarchism , dogmatic 

immoralism, and anti - rational empiricism. 1145 Moral 

anarchism meant the simple denial of any suppor t for moral 

rules because they are "mere opinions." 

Dogmatic immoralism is roughly equivalent to non

ccnformity to some moral system, and in turn replaces 

il with but another subjective system of morals . Anti

rational ist empiricism 

in ethics generally sets up the claims of what is 
called "the concrete facts of the situation" 
against all abstract rules ... No two physical 
situations are ever absolutely identical. Yet 
this does not preclude the possibility of abstract 
physical laws that give us control over nature 
undreamed of by other means. 46 

In l ight of the principle ot polarity, Cohen then 

says that his analysis of the issues between abso lutis tic 

ethics and empir icist-relat ivistic ethics presents a point 

from which to view the truth at the basis of both conten

tions. 

.... 
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Law 

Concretely every issue of life inv9lves a choice. 
The absol utist is right in insisting that every 
such choice l ogically involves a principle of 
decision, and the empiricist is right in insisting 
on the primacy of the feeling or perception of the 
demands in the actual case before us .• . We 
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must ... accept empiricism as to the content 
of moral rules without abandoning logical absolutism 
in our scientific procedure. 47 

The ramifications of this view of morality "in light 

of the principle of polarity" were perhaps most far 

reaching in the field of law. Nathan Margold, writing 

about "Morris R. Cohen as a Teacher of Lawyers and Jurists" 

in Freedom and Reason (the memorial volume of philosophical 

and Jewish cultural studies published in 1951 by people 

influenced by Cohen) points out that Cohen's greatest 

characteristic as a teacher was that he refused to impose 

his personal philosophy on any student. Margold says that 

to trace the influence of Morris R. Cohen's 
philosophy upon the practice of law one must 
first know what that philosophy is. But try 
as I may, I can recall no "Cohen philosophy" 
whose postulates I learned as a student. Indeed, 
the recollection that stands out the clearest 
is :ha t no teacher of mine was ever so careful 
not t o impose his viewpoint upon his students . • . 

It may have been true that the students o f varied back

gr ounds who came und er Cohen's influence and ended up 

in law found no ''Cohen philosophy" to 

use to solve the problems that faced us i n 
professional life. We were of all parties 
of politics, of all schools in economics, of all 
faiths in religion. But his teachings impressed 
one recognizable pattern on us and on our contribu
tion to the life of the law. He trained us to 



be alert to the superstitions, the prejudices, 
the frailties in the law and to be steadfast in 
champion i ng t heir elimination or correction. 48 

Margold, who called Cohen " America's first legal 

philosopher , " said that 

in days that men of my gene ration can remember, 
it was popular for lawyers t o assert that judges 
do not make the law; they merely find it as it 
already exists in law books and other source 
material of recognized authority. This notion 
went unchallenged and exercised a dominant 
inf luence over the practica l li fe of the law . 
Morris R. Cohen was one of the first publicly 
to challenge it as a myth which, when put t o 
proof, cou ld find no credible witness to veracity. 
That it is a myth is now generally recognized. 49 
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Margold al so said o f Cohen's impact on American law that 

lt was back in 1913 t hat Morris R. Cohen shocked 
the lawyers and law teachers of America with his 
epoch-making paper on "the process of Judicial 
Legislation." What he said then supplied the texL 
to which the most valuable work of progressive 
jurists since that time has been commentary. 
No excerpt can do justice to the productive insights 
of that essay, but a paragraph points to the intimate 
dependence of law upon the social sciences, a 
dependence which was once surreptitious and is now 
open, public, and on the way to b~coming as 
scientific as human affiars ever can become: 
"Law deals with human affairs and it is impossible 
to legislate or make any judgment with regard to 
law without invo lving all sorts of assumptions 
or theories. The issue, therefore, is not between 
a fi xed law on the one hand and social theories 
on the other, but between social theories uncon
sciously assumed and social theories carefully 
examined and scientifical1 y sturlied." SO 

"Morris R. Cohen made the phonograph theory of justice" 

which said that "disc jockeys" on the judicial bench rr.e rely 

played the right record of a given verdict at the right 

time "intellectua lly untenable. 1151 
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Life 

Given what the principle of polarity meant when 

applied by Cohen to ethics and law, it should not be 

surprising that when Cohen talked about "life" and human 

"progress," he could take neither the traditional western 

notion that mankind "regenerates'' over time because it 

is further from some initial point of purity or a time 

when all knowledge was known to man, on the one hand, nor 

could he fully accept the optimistic position of Dewey 

that progress consists in the certain evolution of man . 

Cohen believed that human progress was cyclical. 

Dewey wrote that "positive attainment, actual enrich

ment of meaning and powers opens new vistas and sets new 

tasks, creates new aims and stimulates new efforts," 

as part of the evolutionary process. And though failure 

is natural and "inevitable," progress is the'consequence 

of expansion, not of the failures of power, and when grasped 

and admitted it is a challenge to intelligence. 1152 

Hollin~er writes tha t 

by the early 1920's, when Dewey was s till defending 
the "infinite perfectibility of man," Cohen had 
identified himself with the contrasting emphasis 
on the pe1manent limitations and iniquity of human 
kind: "Neither in love nor in work, neither in 
society nor in solitude, neither in the arts nor 
in the sciences will the world of actuality permit 
us to attain perfection," for we are power less 
against the "ineradicable evil" that haunts 
our efforts . 53 

Yet the position of these two naturalists, Dewey and 

Cohen, seems to be less different than Cohen thought. Hook 

wrnte: 



Although in educational matters and psychological 
insights Cohen lagged far behind John Dewey, 
he wou ld admit that Dewey's faith in the use of 
inte ll igence, and its imaginative projection to 
widen the c irc les of shared human experience, was 
the true faith of the liberal. But since he was 
loath to agree complete l y wi t h anyone , he wou ld 
declare that Dewey seemed to underplay, if not 
ignore, the darker sides of human nature. 54 

If Dewey's philosophy can be cc:!lled "optimistic," 

then perhaps Cohen's could be called "pessimistic." The 

title of the epilogue to Reason a nd Nature is titled 

"In Dispraise of Life, Experience and Reality." In it 

he begins by saying that 

In speaking of t he new philosophic movement which 
began with the present century, William James 
remarked: "It lacks logical rigour , but it has 
the t ang of l ife." It is strikingly sign if-
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icant ... that this was intended and has generally 
been taken as praise of the new philosophy ... 
Why . .. should the word life itself be a term 
of praise except to those who prefer the primitive 
and dislike intellectual effort? 55 

The same difficulty Cohen had with an undefined term like 

"life" he experienced with the terms " experience" and 

"reality." For Cohen the aim of philosophy was not to 

capture Jife, but t 'J lead to the "good life," a concept 

he also felt needed strict definition in order to have any 

meaning. 

Cohen said: 

The use of the word experience without any 
ascertainab l e meaning is perhaps the outstanding 
scandal of recent phi l osophy ... experience in 
[the] personal and ordinary sense is but an 
infinitesimal portion of what is going on in 
the world of time and space, and even a small part 
of what is going on in the world of ordinary 
human affiars . .. The absurdity of identifying 
the whole realm of nature wi t h our little human 



experience of it is obscured in two ways -- to wit, 
(1) by confusing the nature of possible experience, 
and (2) by stretching the word experience until 
it excludes nothing and therefore includes no 
definite meaning. 56 
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As far as "reality" goes, Cohen said, "if terms that 

have no genuine negatives are to be condemned as devoid 

of significance, the word reality should head the list." 

Cohen continued by saying that the "honourific use of a 

non-discriminating term like reality undoubtedly tends to 

justify the introduction of the inept and the ugly, which 

certainly cannot be denied to have real existence . 1157 

Cohen concludes by saying 

we cannot praise life wi thout including in our 
praise moral and physical evil , corruption and 
death. As experience certainly includes error 
and illusion, we cannot praise it indiscriminately 
as a support of truth. Finally, as reality 
undoubtedly includes the useless and the ugly, 
its praise cannot but confuse the arts. 

Instead of life we want the good life. Instead 
of accepting experience science discriminates 
between the experience of truth and the experience 
of illusion. Not all reality, but only a reality 
free from ugliness and confusing incoherence is 
the aim of art. Conduc t , science and art thus 
depend on rational discrimination. 58 

that isi the scientific method used by Morris Cohen. 

As a philosopher and as a Jew Cohen defended the 

idea that evil was r ea lly evil, no t just a disguised 

species of good. Hollinger points out that 

the idealists had no monopoly on anti-Semitism, 
but they had several traits that undoubtedly pre
vented Cohen from fashioning a more complete 
solidarity with them. While officially cosmo
politan, American idealism was materially parochial: 
it was well understood by both its proponents 
and its critics to be a means of affirming the 

..... 



goodness and wholeness, not only of being in 
general, but of American society and the Christian 
religion in particular. Logically, it has always 
been possible for an atheist or revolutionary to 
accept [George] Berkeley's analysis of knowledge 
or Kant's transcendental method, but in social 
fact the American idealists were religionists 
and patriots. Santayana's now-cliched description 
of them as the embodiment, in philosophy, of the 
''genteel tradition11 was largely sound as cultural 
analysis, however limited it may have been as 
a philosophical critique. Among their greatest 
achievements was the proof that evil did not exist; 
even Royce was not free from the felt need to 
prove that what appeared as evil was, in the final 
analysis, a species of good . . . The "job'' done 
on evil ... by the i dealists had an absoluteness , 
a final completeness, that both attracted and 
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repelled Cohen. Eager as he was to replace pre 
cariousness and sin with something good, safe, 
and permanent, he retained a sense that life's 
treachery was too endemic to be so fully eradicated. 59 

For Cohen human history -- life -- "wi 11 continue 

to be full of tragic failures. 1160 Paying ''tribute" to 

his teacher Felix Adler, Cohen felt he had taken Adler's 

''assumptions as to history and evolution" and had expanded 

them to reach the conclusion that mankind can,but does not 

necessarily, learn from its "fai lures. 11 The development 

of human hi story has been ne i ther a line of progress nor 

a l:ne of regress. lL is a cyc le of learning fro~ and 

forgetting, failures. Cohen wrote : 

History shows many cases of the defeat of good 
causes by brute power, [but ] il dlso shows that 
good causes are more often defeated by negligence 
in the pursuit of the right than by the positive 
forces of evil; and while it is true that brute 
power can for a limited time crush the human 
spirit, history also shows that the spirit of truth 
has a s upe rior vitality and thus truth, even though 
for a time crushed to earth, rises again. The 
Hellenic spirit ha s outlived the Roman conquest, 
and Napoleon cou ld not permanently wipe out 
the ideal of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. 61 
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Cohen's 

tragic view of history widens our sympathies and 
prevents us from becoming dull to the finer pos
sibilities which wiser conduct or a different 
turn of events might have r ealized. Above all, 
it enables us to do our best in an actually imper
fect world, and it warns us that in the language 
of Kant man is a crooked stick and that we cannot 
build a perfect kingdom of heaven on our own 
limited earth, it also provides us with the vision 
of an ideal which, even though not attainable 
at any one time, illumines the direction in which 
our efforts should be exerted if the history of 
the future is to be brighter than the history 
of the past. 62 

Jews and Judaism 
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Cohen did not have a systematic definition of Judai sm, 

but it is possible to piece together a picture of his view 

of Jews and Judaism just the same. Cons idering that 

Cohen was a "pluralist'' in philosophy and in every other 

area of his interest , it is only natural that he would be 

a pluralist in his view of Jews and Judaism . In this 

context, being a pluralist meant that Cohen saw Jews as 

individuals, not as a homogeneous ethnic group . An example 

of this view is his correction of the "chivalric" assertion 

that "love of knowl ~dge for its own sake is a characteristic 

of the Jews." To this Cohen s i mp ly points to contempora ry 

and historical Jews and Jewish communities which were narrow 

and parochial. " !t is important to remember , " wrote Cohen , 

the pluralist , "that the Jews are a widely scattered people 
63 

and that we shou l d not c reate them all in our own image . " 

In writing an inaugural article for Jewish Social 

Studies in 1939, Coh en presented six interpretative modes 

of Jewish hi storiography. Cohen first describes an a - histor-
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ical tendency within Jewish thought which does not recognize 

history , a tend ency repr esented by the timeless philosophies 

held by Philo and others which he calls "Unhis t orical 

Ph ilosophies of Life." Then h is Philosophies of Jewish 

History analyzes: t he Orthodox Religion Interpretation; 

the Philosophy of History i n Mode1·n Judaism; the Political 

Interpretation; the Geographic Interpretation ; the Economic 

Interpretation and the Cultural I n terpretation. 

ln presenting the first interpretation Cohen is careful 

to point out that "there is a wide variation of beliefs 

even among those who ca ll themselves Orthodox Jews," 64 

but for the purpose of discussion he identified a 

"main stream of tradition." He represents Orthodoxy as 

having an historical sense though he recognizes that it 

can also be viewed as "unhistorical." He separates threE 

historical periods found in the Bible, the first being the 

"epic" of the Israelites as "chosen people" from creation 

until a unified monarchy, and the second period being one 

of prophetic literature. Yahweh is viewed differently in 

these two periods. The third period is concerned primarily 

with the "history of the cultus, espec i ally the temple 

ritual. 1165 Tltis last "legal-re ligi ous pha se of Bibl i cal 

history dominated the thought of Pharisaism, from which the 

Orthodox Judaism of today directly stems . 1166 "Talmudic 

Judaism," he wrote, "is centered around the Law , which 

existed even before creation and was given to Abraham 

(sic.) persona l ly and to all the Jews through Moses on 

-- ___, 
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Mt S• . .,67 . 1na1. The destruction of the commonwealth and 

other historical events are all less crucia l than the 

"suspension of the temple service. 1168 Subsequent history 

becomes a "long martyrology" of Jews who weren't permitted 

to observe their religion . "Rabbinic Judaism did produce 

some important historical documents such as Sherira ' s account 

of the schools in which the oral law was developed. Its 

main energy, however, has been devoted to legal and homiletic 

considerations, and the course of temporal events has been 

regarded as of little significance , " Cohen writes. 69 

Cohen recognizes the problem inherent in "any religious 

philosophy of history" namely "the suffering of the faith

ful. .. 7o According to this view Yahweh punished people 

based on their sinning and behavior generally. In each 

generation it was necessary to exp la in why Yahweh was angry 

with His people. "The view that the misfortunes of the 

Jews are attributable to" sin on their part , says Cohen, 

"is still very much alive today. Not long ago I received 

a letter from a r a ~bi in which he pointed to the sufferi ng 

of the German Jews since the advent of Hitler as God's 

punishment for the Reform movement and for the gener~ 1 

1 ass imilationist' tendencies of the German Jews." To this 

Cohen responds that "the view which regards all suffering 

as directly due to sin ... involves too many difficulties 

to be universally accepted. 1171 

Another position to explain the problem of God and the 

suffering of the righteous is t he "view of vicarious 
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suffering, wh ich," he wrote, ''plays sue~ a n ir.;portant role 

in Chr i stianity and which for 'l\s an integra l par t of Refo:-m 

Judai ; m's conc eption o f the worl d - mission of Is r ae l, [and ] is 

a \'iew which cannot be universal l y accepted so l o ng as 

ou r o rdinary dlsi1 1c lina t i o n to suffer f or others o r cltf'r ish 

thcf e ;..ho wrong us a s serts i tself ." 72 
A third v iew of 

Lheodicy, ''cn,ung Ort.h c,cio x JE:w~, as among ot h er re1i gious 

;ieoj) le [:s t hc>i rJ grea t rel iance u;:,o n a <iifferent t h ec-r: ' ' 

in op?u sjtion to the id ea o f s uffering bei ng a tri al o f 

fa ith -- .. •h;d, says t ha t "Hu:--an intelligenc e i s t o o liirited 

on the whole c 0srnic dr~~a? ~e mu st accept our fate and 

lrt!.:=t God. Lrg icall y the la tt e r view woul d give us no 

. . f · t · h' .,73 1 n t ..- 1 ,., re t i t l c, n o an.' s r- e : 1 1 c. even t 1 n 1 s t or y . 

C, hE ;i r e c g n ized lha t ot h e r exr la11ati ons 1,;ve teen of f t?- r ed 

with in r.rthodoxy, b u t a ll r e~ t f-d o n "the a u thority of 

1 . d d. . ,, 74 revE ~ Li n n an tr~ 1t1 o n . 

Tlen,,£,h t !'le Crth1"dox concepti o n -,ccordi ng t o CdH,n 

~rovidc s hope to t hose who awa i t "divine resto1·ati o n" a nd 

"pr ide in being Llie f a\"v r:te o f God -- the on l:; J.H•op le t o 

se r v e 1he one true God ~hi)e a l l o ther peop l e A ~ re funk 

in t he mud of igno t·ance and ido: ai. r y," it has ce rtain 

d raw ;.;c-k s . 

f ew cf the Orthc d ox c onsi de r whet her this ~r i de 
i s not a source of r esentment on the part of 
o t her peop l es , and whether it is justif i ~d in 
l he f o rum of hi s t o ri cal tru t h . Was the Gr '-' ek and 
Roma n worship of ido ls r ea lly so differen t from 
the r espect o f the Jews f o r the sacra o f t h e ir 
0 1,m rel i gion? The absence of s t atuary or gra\'en 



images is an artistic 
of religious symbo l s. 
a superior c onception 
human history? 75 

Joss. It reduces the nurrber 
But does it of it se lf prove 

o f God's righteousness in 
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''Modern Jud a ism" Cohen def ines as " the gener a 1 m0vemen t 

t o modi fy t h e o l d customs, ritual law , and the beli e fs or 

dog,as on which they are based, t o the end that they may 

be b~ tter adapted to the menta l and ma terial conditions 

r; f rn1 .. de rn or .,esti=rn civilization. 1176 Mod.?rn Judaism 

inclt,des "Reform .lud.aism in Ger rany and the l1nited States, 

t he ~:bera l Jt;da ism of men 1 i k e I srce l Abral.a"1S and Claude 

Mc,p iefiore in England, as we 11 as the Haska1ah . ,. 7 7 Co,e-n 

i refcrs to Vie\..' modE'rn J vdais11 as "the consequence of the 

i r-i•!~t ri al r evolution" and no t so much the outcome of t t, (; 

· . .-~nt t--:yo:j the Enligh1e,1raent by "accepti'lg tl,e -r,d,?rn i-: .. a 

o r progress ar,d evolutionary history " then·by t.reaki ng 

".,_· ith the dogma of the i mrr.u t abi l ity o f the Jewish Law - - or, 

at any rate , t he ritual part of it."79 St ill , it is a 

''re1i 6 iC'llJs intr-rpr,..1-3 t i~n of history, ma intaining t ha t there 

is a divine d irecti on for huma~ Affairs in which a specia l 

r n le o r miss- i on i s assigr,.?d to the Jc-...- ish peop le. 1180 

In h's ana lysis of the ~od e rn reli gious view of his t ory , 

Cohen pr esents a d~scr iption o f La Loi de Moise wr itten 

in 1822 by the Fr~nch Jew , Jos~ph Sa l vador. This essay 

i s the first, Cohen says, which e~am ines Jewish history 

" f rom the pcint of view of the Fr enc h Revolu tion. 1181 

Cohen says tha t t he signi fi cance of thi s essay was that it 
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traced a development of the ideas of "liberty, equa 1 i ty 

and fraternity" from the star ting point of "mosaic legal 

ins ti tution." Sa lvador minimized the r ole of priests 

in Israel's history, so that instead of a theocracy, the 

commonwealth of the Israe l ites was descr ibed "as a govern

ment by law (nomocracy ), which is the essence of what 

Spinoza called democrac y, and Kant, a republic." "The 

history of Jewish pe r secut ion was thus attributed to the 

e f forts of Christian c lergy who fanned the flames of bigoted 

hatred because the Jews. in denying the dogmas of Christ ian

ity, were thu s dangerous in arousing free t hought. 1182 

Afte r his a na lysis, Cohen adds that from the standpoint 

of history, essays like that of Salvador can "not be taken 

serious l y . " However, they did "raise ideas" which "stirred 

men's minds" and created an opening for breaking down 

"hostility of the liberal ph ilosophies of the eighteenth 

century" to Judaism. These liberal philosophies were opposed 

to ritual and the immutability of the law in Judaism and 

r e~igion generally. The essays mentioned above emphasized 

" that element in Judaism which nineteenth cen t ury Biblical 

scholarship served on l y to re-enforce, namely the role 

of t he prophets ... Reform Judaism adopted this interpre

ta tion of the role of the prophets in the history of Judaism. 1183 

"When the theological e l ements i n the Hebrew prophets 

and their references to mi r acles are i n terpreted a s merely 

poetic discourse," Cohen wrote , " ... the spirit of God 

becomes simpl y the spirit present whenever men are moved 
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to heroic and philanthropic deeds. But Reform Judaism as 

a whole i s much more theological. Indeed its most outstand

ing recent figures, Hermann Cohen and Claude Montefiore, 

have a much more intense conviction of a personal deity 

than many of those who put Orthodox ritual observances 

above theological doctrine. 1184 

Cohen then traces an historiographical l i ne of deve lop

ment from Nachman Krochmal (whom, despite hi s piety, 

Cohen calls a pioneer in modern J ewish history) to Leopold 

Zunz, and to Hermann Cohen, whom Morris Cohen shows to be 

a "un i versa list. 1185 Cohen thinks that the claim of some 

liberals that a ll religions express the same truth, defeats 

the purpose of their religion because this universality 

obviates the Jews' world mission of spreading ethical 

monotheism. Though the universal truth in all religions 

is a noble idea, Cohen says that "in the court of critical 

h istory, l it tl e evidence has been presented as to whether 

the Jews, by clinging to their separateness, have actually 

b ~en teaching mankind. If ethical monotheism were the 

gospel, has nut Islam insisted on it for over thirteen 

centuries? 1186 

Against the accusation that Reform has taken too much 

of its concept ion from Protestan t theol ogians, Cohen asserts 

that throughout hi story the Jews have been influenced in their 

thought by non -Jewi s h thinkers. But he criticizes Modern 

Judaism because it is ''supposed to have revolted against 

Talmudic law" a nd yet claims cont inuity with Talmud and Bibl e . 

It relies too heavily on hi story, Cohen says . Cohen asks, 
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How can we justify progressive departures from 
traditional faiths or practice and· philosophy which 
has no support for Judaism but its history, on 
t he assumption that a knowledge of the past will 
breed loyalty to 1t? With all their interest 
i n ethica l monotheism , men like Montefiore and Cohen 
have, in fact failed to develop any new support 
for the Jewish religion or for the claim that the 
Jews are in the possession of some supreme moral 
or religious wisdom to t each the world. No r has 
progressive Judaism deve l oped any rational criterion 
by which to judge which parts of the Torah may 
be disregarded as obsolete and for which parts 
we must be ready to suffer martyr dom. If the 
significance of the Sabbath is mere l y that of a 
day of r~st and peace, wh y Saturday , rather than 
Sunday, and why not every fifth , rather t han every 
seventh day ? Thus Reform J udaism presents the 
spectacle of a progressively retreating army that 
has no natural f ortification behind wh ich it can 
take a definite s tand. 87 

The ''Polit ical Interpretation" t urns out to be 

primarily a Zionist version of Jewish history. Political 

Zionis ts, Cohen believes, acting under the influence of 

western nationalism, see all of Jewish history revolving 

around Palestine (or the lack of a homeland). The "Geo

graphic Interpretation" corresponds to a Re l igious Zionist 

version of Jewish hi story. Several different types of 

economic theory are included in what Cohen call~ the 

"Economic Interpretation," t he primary one being Marxist . 

For Cohen, an economic view of history is too l imited, ignoring 

pertinent considera tions which influence events. 

Cohen ' s c hoice is t he "Cultural Interpretation," in 

which the word "culture" is used in the sense used by Franz 

Boas as applied to t he field of anthropology. Cohen 

rejected the "extreme " views he outlined in favor of this 

las t version . He sa id t hat "nothing is really explained 



87 

if we re l y on any one princ iple ... ~ertainly in dealing 

with human affairs, a pluralistic point of view must 

be adopted 1188 - - hence h is acceptance of a position which 

would take into account all aspects of culture when looking 

at history , including psychological factors, religion, 

economics and political conditions. 

Cohen's cultural-anthropological inte rpretation of 

Jewish hi s tory reflects Cohen's personal attitudes toward 

t he Jewish people. Cohen ' s first princi ple is that though 

there is no agreement among Jews as to what is a Jew, 

"no one of us denies that there are Jews, that they are 

human beings, and that they therefore have rights and 

duties. 1189 Cohen says that 

while the future is always uncertain , it seems 
highly improbable that the Jews will completely 
disappear in the near or even distant future . 
They will never be completely destroyed by any 
tyrant nor wi l l t hey all be assimilated by instant
aneous universal intermarriage with non-Jews 
and comple t e abandonment of all the customs, 
traditions, manners, feelings and attitudes which 
have characterized them for so long. 90 

Assum i n~ that the Jews ~i ll conti nue t o exist, Jewish 

education, i n Cohen's opi nion, should be require.a to supple

me nt secular Ameri can education in order to provide Jews, 

91 a s a minor ity group, with self respect. Traditional 

religi ous elements of Jewish education while "no longer 

so adequate for the regulation of our life, 1192 need to 

be retai ned because many Jews desire this, if no t for 

the mse lves , "at least for their children1193 - - but these 

must be framed in modern terms. New problems may not have 

any s o lutions in traditional religious terms so that 



we cannot ignore the fact that th~ Jews of today 
hold divided opinions on all aspects of religious 
experience. There is an enormously l arge varia
tion in the respect people pay to the dietary 
laws a nd Sabbath observances. There are many 
Jews who have never entered a synagogus in their 
lives, and do not want their children to do so; 
and it will not do to protest against this 
indifference their attitude is conscious and 
deliberate. It would be futile as well as 
illiberal if we denied anyone the right to follow 
his conv ic~t ions. 94 
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If that was not a clear enough statement of the right 

of the individual to his religious freedom, Cohen writes 

that 

if any effort is ever made to restrict the 
liberty of those who do not believe in conforming 
to traditional Jewish laws in regard to diet, 
the Sabbath or other respects, my sympathies as 
a liberal will naturally go to those whose 
rights to think freely and to act accordingly 
are thus attacked. I naturally respect those 
who honestly share the faith of my saintly 
parents and my Ta lmudic teachers . But though 
I have little missionary zeal to make others change 
their views I must fol l ow and respect my own faith. 
Hence, when anyone says that those who have 
departed from orthodoxy are ignorant, fools, or 
immoral, my indignation is naturally aroused by 
the falsity and arrogance of it. It is fortunate 
indeed that such utterances are today (1936) 
rela t ively rare. But if liberalism declines 
we shall have to fight the battle for tolerance 
all over again. 

It is, therefore, not untimely to i nsist today 
that the fact that one is born a J e w involves 
no duty to believe in the mosaic cosmology, in Lhe 
wisdom of the Jewish dietary laws, or even that 
the Hebrew prophets have solved , o r said the last 
word coocerning, our present social problems. 95 

The cause for which Cohen dirl feel some "missionary 

zeal" was that of challenging supernaturalism. In an 

exchange of letters with a Christian minister r eprinted 

...., 
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in Portrait of a Phil osopher Cohen says unabashedly that 

supernaturalism in religion must be fought. Cohen said 

tha t 

the no tion that belief in the supernatural is 
necessar y in order t o promote humane conditions 
seems to me entirely unwarranted . .. For peop l e 
who do not believe in the supernatural ... to 
pussyfoot the distinction between natural ism and 
its denial seems to me to be a s mor ally corrupting 
as it is intellectually confusing . 96 

As a plura li s t Cohen did not want or expect unity 

among Jews on matters of religion . "Every once in a 

while , " wrote Cohen , "someone discovers that Judaism 

is identical with some o ther moral or spiritual ism.'' 

" Uni ty," he said, "on matters of religious opinions is 

futile a s a means and undesirable as well as unattainable 

as an end . 1197 

Zionists who recognize that the Jews are no t one 

religious "ism" try t o unify the Jews around Palestine. 

They are right, in Cohen ' s view, that the Jews are a people, 

not a religion, but their national ism is not the appro

priate point for agreement for Amer i can Jews. Their advo

cacy of separating Jews f r om non- J ews is based on an 

"apologetic defense" of the Jews' right t o exist as a 

distinct group in the f~ce of hcs tility from non-Jews. 

But Cohen felt Jews did not 

need any j ustification for our existence, any 
more tha~ we have a righ t to a sk anyone to justify 
himse lf for not being born a Jew .•. Whil e t he 
Jewish, like any other, hi s t or i c group, has a certain 
amount of social inheritance or continuity of tradi
tion which it is foolish to ignor~ that does not 
justify a policy of separating ourselves from our 
fellow citizens and building up a voluntary 
cultural ghetto. 98 
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Cohen did not fear assimilation. "Assimilation was 

not the cause of the tragedy of the German or the Polish 

Jews" caught in the Holocaust, he wrote. "Assimilation is 

the fruit of that liberalism which opened the gates of 

the Ghetto and enabled the Jews to enjoy their days of 

prosperity and to make their great contributi~ns t o the 

world's art, science and literature. 1199 What happened 

in the Holocaust was a "frantic reaction against liberalism" 

and Cohen felt it was "cruel and insane to blame the German 

Jews for a general relapse of civilization."lOO Cohen asks 

if any modern Jews can seriously believe that assimilation 

can be avoided, noting that "the Jews have been an assim

ilated people throughout their history,"lOl borrowing 

languages and all other aspects of culture from other 

peoples. 

If we are really opposed to assimilation, we 
ought to talk Hebrew, dress the way our ancestors 
did, follow the old Palestinian occupations .• 
I have no quarrel with anyone who wishes to do 
that. But if you do not believe that this is 
a practical road for the Jews of this country, 
then you cannot in candor and sanity speak 
with horror of assimilati nn . 102 

At the same time, however, while assimilation "contains 

nothing t o horrify a reasonable being, it is not a compl e te 

or immediate solution to our difficulties . . In the end, 

of course, assimilation or destruction is inevitable . For 

no one can reasonably suppose that the present divi sions of 

mankind will last forever. 11103 

Jews, Cohen felt, should "participate fully in all 

America's cultural activities ... We can make the most 



91 

etfective cc.itribut1.on to civilization by being cursc-ives 

104 and r.ot mere. slavish copies" of other groups. :::.ohe n 

believed i11 Jewish £ducation because "no human being car. 

real!y lead a self- respecting life who is afraid tc look 

at 3nd underst,'.rnd himself."lOS 

Though Cohen was convinced that only through common 

cause with liberals could the Jews or any gr~up in Americ~n 

soci".!ty safeguard freedom, he was "not at a11 certain 

that the liberalism of America will see us through. 111 06 

We have been told that the tradition of America 
is liberal ism, fair play, equality of opportunity 
ior everybody. This is true in a limited sense. 
lt is true that this is the philosophy which we 
have ~rofessed since the eighteenth century. 
It is not, however, true that all Americans are 
liberals. If you study history , you know that the 
eighteenth century philosophy is super-imposed 
upon an older philosophy, which isnot liberal 
a t a 1 l. The n a t iv e Amer i can , j us t like the n a t i v e 
European. is rooted in his traditions and distrust
ful of cosmopolitan differences. He may have been 
brought up on the liberal ideology and he may 
repeat its phrases , but they may not have the mean
ing to him that they have to us. When the signers 
of the Dec l aration of Independence asserted that 
all men are equal and that government can rightly 
rest only on the consent of the governed, they 
did not mean to include Negro slaves. And so 1 

many of our un iversi ties which c laim to be 
liberal and non-denominational often mean that 
they are open to all kinds of Protestants. 
If we wi s h t o understand the phrases that people 
use, we must study the d eeper roots of their 
traditions. 107 

Cohen had a l ove of America, despite the fact 

that he had been its 'acidulous critic from the very 

first day he arrived," Hook says. Familiar with all 

kinds o f discrimination, poverty and violence. "in 

a wor ld made dark by the threat of totalitarian power , 



he was impressed by the achievements, the progress , and 

above all, the promise of the American experience. He 

saw the future of liberal civilization bound up with 

America's survival and its ability to make use of the 

heritage of human rights formulated by Jefferson and 

Lincoln,' ' Hook wrote. 108 In describing the obligation 

Cohen felt to America, Hook said: 

Without abating any of his criticisms of existing 
American shortcomings and evils , he saw them 
in proper proportion. America had given him and 
countless others a c hance to make good that would 
have been denied them anywhere else. This was 
no invitation to complacency. The moral t ask 
was to give others a chance to make good too . 
Cohen was no nationalist; he knew that no one 
chooses the country in which he is born ... 
yet . . . without the slightest tincture of 
chauvinism, he was an American patriot ... 
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Those who went beyond rational criticism and reform 
and denounced America. either from the standpoint 
of an impossibly perfectionist ideal or, more 
often, a s defenders of the foreign policy of the 
Soviet Union, appeared to him to be violating the 
adage "not to spit from the waters from which 
one has drunk." Although he rarely made this 
explicit , he felt that those among his students, 
and in Jewish circles generally , who lapsed into 
this hostility . .. were morally insensitive 
in disregarding the special obligation that they, 
like himse lf, wQrc under with respect to America. 109 

Cohen was convinced that the only friend Jews "have 

in America today are the liberals , and if we should de 

anything to ant~gonize them by adopting an anti -liberal 

philosophy, we s hould certainly cut ourselves off from 

any possibility of having the cooperation of any part of 

the American public when we are in trouble ..• That is 

a real danger because our Jewish nationalists are adopting 

an anti-liberal philosophy. 11110 
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For Cohen, synagogues and phi lanth_ropy had thei r 

place in his vision of the proper "road for Ame:·Ican 

Jewry," '::l11t sociologists, not religionists or ph i lanthro

pists , were the people Cohen hoped Jews would call upon 

t o h~lp solve con t emporary Jewish problems .
111 

~aimonides and Spinoza 

Two figures were significant subjects for analysis 

by Cohen. Both could be viewed by him as precursors for 

h is own position within the Jewish world. 

Maimonides was more a hellenized scientist than a 

Jew, as far as Cohen was concerned. "We think of Ma imonides 

as ,3 Jew," Cohen wrote in his " Maimon i des , " found in 

Reflections of a Wondering Jew, "Und oubted ly he was , a nd 

very inte nsely so. Let us , however remember that he wrote 

his philosophic masterpiece [the Guide to the Perplexed ] 

in Arabic . Not for Arabs , to be sure, for he used He brew 

letters, but for J ews who in thinking abou t philosophic 

problems wou ld naturally think in the language of the 

l earl"\ed , which in t hos~ da ys was Arabic . 11112 Cohen mentions 

this as a sign of the historical reality of ass i milation 

by Jews of language and ideas of other gr oups and al so 

to show that heyond a simple defense of Judai sm, a work 

like the Guide represented a nob le attempt to rationa l ize 

the religion. Christian , Mosl em and Jewish philosophers 

like Aqu i na s and certain Mutaka limun and Maimon ides "were 

trying to e liminate irrationalities , superstition and 

other features repugnant to a scientific mind , 11113 he 
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wrote. Cohen admired the effort of Maimonides and others 

"to harmoniz.e religion with philosophy ... to make 

religious beliefs more rational, and therefore the reli-

. h ,, 114 g1ous system more umane. But at the same time he felt 

that the cosmology of Maimonides limited the applicability 

of his medieval, a-historical philosophy to a particular 

phase of intellectual history. One lesson Cohen thought 

the work of Maimonides taught which had contemporary 

ramifications was that Maimonides made less distinc tion 

between enlightened Jews and enlightened non-Jews than between 

enlightened Jews and the Jewish masse s.
11 5 

Cohen was careful to make no claims of being a partic

ularly adroit Maimonidean scholar, but he felt much more 

comfortable in dealing with Spinoza. His interest was 

greater in Spinoza, whom he cal l ed the "philosopher-prophet 

of liberalism;" Spinoza is the first paradigmatic liberal 

figure presented in Cohen's Faith of a Liberal. 

Cohen identified with no other historical figure 

to the same degree h e dij with Spinoza -- for Cohen Spino za 

exemplified "the fa i th that the way to human salvation 

is through reason and enlightenment. 11116 Here it is not 

the Ethics of Spinoza as much as the Theological-Political 

Treatise which appealed t o Cohen, with its defense of the 

"doctrine of toleration" which Cohen said is the "touch

stone" of liberalism . 117 

Sti l l, Spinoza's ph1losophy did attract Cohen. Cohen 

wrote: 



It is true that Spinoza rejects the idea of 
an anthropomorphic God, who will respond to our 
flatterine prayers, reward us for our unsuccessful 
ef f orts , and in general compensate us for the 
harshness of the natural order and the weaknesses 
of our reason. But such a conception of the deity 
is too much a product of human weakness to find 
support in any philosophy that has a v i gorous 
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sense of evidence . If, however , r eligion consists 
in humility (as a sense of infinite powers beyond 
our scope), c harity or l ove (as a sense of mystic 
potency in our fellow human beings), and spiritual
ity (as a sense of the limitations of all that is 
merely material, actual or even attainable), 
then no one was more deeply religious than Spinoza. 118 

With this definition of religion, Cohen , who felt atheism 

was an extreme form of arrogance considering the extent 

o f man's knowledge, can also be called a religionist. 

Cohen also notes that 

it is true that Spi noza does not believe in 
the freedom of the will, in the sense of arbitrary 
or caus~less volition. Such freedom would rob 
life of order and significant certainty. But 
Spinoza does believe in the possibility of 
attaining freedom from irrational passion, and in 
the conquest of our weaknesses by t he very act 
of understanding them. 119 

Needless to say. such an outlook , framed as Cohen has 

it, was clos e to Cohen's own position about the capacity 

of the huma n mind and reason. 

In his article in the Menorah Journal on Spinoza 

called "The Inte llectual Love of God.'' pri nt ed in 1925, 

as in book reviews and other articles, Cohen defended 

Spinoza from theistic absolutists, naturalists -- anyone 

who was willing Lo challenge the motives or judgment of the 

D h h . 1 h 120 utc pi osop er. 

It is l ikely that Cohen iden tified so strongly with 

Spinoza because, though accepted by the Jewis h community, 

_ ....... 



96 

Cohen proposed so many ideas which wou,d put him outside 

what he considered to be nor mative Jewish life. An 

agnostic and vocal critic of theism and al l forms of 

supernaturalism, an opponent of nationalism in its Jewish 

and general forms, an advocate of sociology as the method 

for dea l ing with Jewish problems traditinnal l y left to 

religious institutions and philanthropy, a pluralist 

who did not fear assimilation, Cohen correctly identified 

many problems which sti ll plague both Jewish and secular 

America. Perhaps i t is true that in the realm of general 

philosophy his successors have surpassed him, which has 

been suggested, and that his work in that area has largely 

been forgotten. 121 If this is the case, it is a pity, 

for in Cohen's work there lies a justification of liberal

ism sorely needed today . In Jewish life , as in other areas 

of his concern, Cohen was a critic. At least in the area 

o f Jewish affairs, many of Cohen's methods of dealing 

with, and attitudes toward , Jewish problems remain viable 

and worthy of considera 1 i on. 
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