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PREFACE 

Moses Maimonides remains, without doubt , one of 

the major Jewish thinkers of all time. Maimonides' 

works cover all realms of Jewish scholarship. He has 

made major contributions in nearly every field imagin

able: Halacha (Jewish law) , philosophy, medicine, 

ethics, the calendar, and many more. 

Maimonides is credited wi t h being one of the 

first to attempt to harmonize the teachings of Greek 

philosophy with teachings of the Jewish tradition . l His 

mastery of not only Judaic scholarship, but also of 

phi losophy and medicine, gave his work a mark of distinc

tion which remains, in many ways, unparalleled to this 

day. 

This study seeks to examine one aspect of 

Maimonides ' scholarship, his ethics. The ethics of Mai

monides are a matter of interest from a number of stand

points. They offer an insight into the attempt on Mai

monides' pait to harmonize Jewish teachings with the 

teachings of other traditions, specifically of the Greek 

philosopher Aristotle. 
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A study of Maimonides' ethics enables the 

modern reader to explore the psychological views of a 

medieval writer whose understanding of human nature and 

of the human will was well advanced for his own time. 

A study of Maimonides' ethics is also interest

ing as it enables the reader, in the case of the material 

studied , to examine a complete text from among the many 

which Maimonides wrote. 

This study focuses on a short work by Maimonides 

entitled a•p,a RJ1D• , or Eight Chapters. Many 

scholars have noted that Shemoneh Perakim constitutes 

Maimonides' only completely ethical work. Whether Shemoneh 

Perakim is solely concerned with ethics is one of the 

questions which this study shall attempt to answer. Another 

focus of the study will be to determine whether the mate rial 

that Maimonides presents in Shemoneh Perakim constitutes an 

ethical system. The third and final matter which the study 

will address is the purpose for which Shemoneh Perakim was 

written. What was Maimonides seeking to accomplish in 

writing Shernoneh Perakirn? 

The main text studied herein is the text of Shemoneh 

Perakim. The Hebrew translation of Yosef Kapach (Mossad Ma

Rav Kook, Jerusealem, 1977) i s the version which has been 

employed for this study. The Kapach edition has been 
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chosen for this study because it is a critical edition 

which is based on various manuscripts. While the transla

tion which Kapach renders differs from the traditional Ibn 

Tibbon translation, this writer found there to be little, if 

any, loss of meaning. Kapach's critical notes were in many 

cases helpful in locating sources as well as understanding 

of the text. All textual citations refer to the Kapach text. 

While the secondary literature on Shemoneh Perakim is 

scaut, the major available works have been employed. These 

include Joseph I. Gorfinkle's 1912 work, The Eight Chapters 

of Maimonides. Gorfinkle presents a translation as well as 

iv 

a helpful Introduction to the Shemoneh Perakim. The work, 

Ethical Writings of Maimonides, by Charles Butterworth and 

Raymond Weiss (New York University Press, New York, 1975) 

presents a se~ond translation as well as introductory chapters 

tying the Shemoneh Perakim together with Maimonides' other 

ethical writings, as they are found throughout his writings. 

The third major secondary work is Eliezer Schweid's 

a•2oi; a•pit ~l,D•2 a•1,•1 , Studies in the Shemoneh 

Perakim of Rambam (The Jewish Agency, Department of Youth and 

Aliyah, Jerusalem . 1969(. Other works are noted in the 

Bibliography which follows the study. 
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The presentation which follows is the result of 

extensive reorganization of ideas presented in Maimonides• 

Shemoneh Perakim. In order to extract a comprehensive and 

cohesive understanding of Maimonides' theory of moral 

education, it was necessary to divide the concepts presented 

in the text into component parts. Each component idea was 

then placed with other thematically related material in 

or~er that the result would bt a systematic presentation of 

the ideas formulated by Maimonides and expressed in his 

Shemoneh Perakim. 

The critical notes which accompany the Kapach trans

lation of Shemoneh Perakim from the Arabic original into 

Hebrew, as well as the commentary of M. o. Rabinowitz, 

were employed in the study of the text of Shemoneh Perakim. 

These tools were utilized insofar as they facilitated un

derstanding the text of Shemoneh Perakim. The material 

presented by Eliezer Schweid in his work was drawn into 

this study only after I had a firm grasp of the Shemoneh 

Perakim text. I felt it necessary first to understand the 

text, on its own merits, and without the interference of 

secondary material. 

All translations of Hebrew text into English un

less otherwise noted, are my own . 

This study would not have been possibJ.e without the 

help and suppo~t of numerous individuals . I should like to 
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acknowledge the assista.nce of the most significant among 

them. First, deep gratitude is due Mr. Philip Miller, 

librarian of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of 

Religion, New York, and his library staff. Their aid in 

the location of materials for this study was invaluable. 

My sincere thanks go to Dr. Eugene 8. Borowitz, who 

served as my advisor for this thesis . His help in organi

zation of the study, critical reading of the material and 

his extensive notes on my drafts are paramount in their 

importance vis-a-vis the completion of this study. I am 

indebted to my typist, Helen Radin, who graciously stepped 

forward in offering to type this thesis. I thank her for 

her care and for her time in helping to produce the final 

draft of this thesis. My final note of gratitude goes to 

my family . Their love, suppor t and faith helped to make 

a long, and at times, tedious process smooth and reward

ing. For their help I am eternally grateful. Without 

their support, and the use of the family computer, this 

study could never have progressed with the ease it did 

beyond the stacks of notecards. For all their support and 

l ove I dedicate this thesis to my parents, Alan and 

Judith, and brothers, Mark and Todd . 
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CHAPTER I 
MAIMONIDES' LIFE AND INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND 

Moses Maimonides' life was far from a tranquil one. 

It was ••• "a mosaic of anxiety, tribulation, and, at best, 

incredibly strenuous work and intellectual exertion . "2 

During his lifetime Maimonides found himself a member and 

leader of rr~ny different Jewish communities. By the titne 

of his death in 1204, Maimonides had covered a great deal 

of ground, both physically and intellectually. His life's 

travels took him from his native Spain to northern A£rica, 

to Palestine, as well as, significantly, to Cairo.3 

Maimonides was born in Cordova in 1135, the son of 

a prominent judge and respected scholar . His mother died 

in childbirth. Moses ben Maimon found his early life un

settled as a result of the activity of the Islamic Almo

haaes. The golden Age of Spanish Jewry was quickly drawing 

to a close as the Almohades undertook the conquest of Spain 

and northern Africa, seeking to spread the teachings of 

Mohammed and Islam. 

Shortly after his Bar Mltzvah in 1148, Maimonides 

and his family, like the rest ~f Cordovian Jewry, found 

themselves f aced with a decision. The invadin~ Almohades 

forced the Jewish community to choose between conve~sion 

to Islam or leaving their homes. Maimonides' family chose 
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to flee, thus ending eight generations of life in Cordova. 

The family's trek over the next ten years (1148-

1158), took them through southern Spain and eventually 

into Northern Africa where they then settled for some years 

in Fez, Morocco (1159-1165) . 

Maimonides' early education was handled by his 

father. R. Maimon had been a student of Ibn Migash, a 

student of . Alfasi.4 Having been a dayan (judge) and a mem

ber of the rabbinical court of Cordova , it is likely that 

R. Maimon was not unknown when he brought his family to 

Fez. Relations between the Jews of Spain and North Africa 

had been quite good in the realms of economy and scholar

ship. "The Jews in Fez knew who Rabbi Maimon was, that he 

came from a family of scholars and judges, and that the 

family tree traced their descent from the famous Rabbi 

Yehuda ha-Nasi, the editor of the Mishnah, and, according 

t.::> tradition, from King David himse lf."5 R. Maimon passed 

the •ralmudic skills he learned f rom Ibn Migash on to the 

young Moses. 

At a very early age, during the ye ars of life on 

the run from Spain and in Fez, Maimonides began writing. 

At age sixteen he wrote his treatise on the meaning of 

technical terms used in logic and metaphysics, Mi~lot ha

Higayon, or Terminology o f Logic. Also among ~~imonides ' 

earliest writinqs was his Essay on the Calendar. At age 
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twency-three, Maimonides began his first major work, his 

Commentary on the Mishnah. It was a task which took him 

ten years to complete.6 

Meanwhile, life in Fez proved to be no easier than 

life in the Spain that Maimonides and his fandly had left. 

The influence of the Alrnohades seemed to follow them as it 

spread to northern Africa. Maimonides and his family soon 

found life in Fez held for them the same persecution from 

which they had fled in leaving Spain. In 1165 Maimonides 

followed the same advice which he would often give later 

to Jews living in various communities who would correspond 

with him. With his family he fled the mounting persecution 

of the Almohades. The family left Fez, undertaking a 

hazardous sea voyage to the land of Israel, which at the 

time was the scene of the Crusades. Finding that Israel 

presented no haven from persecution, Maimonides and the 

family then moved on towards Egypt. 

At no time did Maimonides cease the scholarly work 

which he began during his life in Fez. "His extraordinary 

difficulties in pursuing his studies during these years of 

instability end exile and the profound sense of uprooted

ness and precariousness which permeated his thought are 

poignantly portrayed in .•. Maimonides' writings from this 

period . "7 
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Maimonides made his way south from the port of 

Acre to Jerusalem, where he prayed at the Western Wall, to 

Hebron. Leaving the land of Israel , he continued on to 

Cairo, a significant center within the Arab world with a 

large Jewish community. He took up residence in a suburb 

of Cairo, Fostat. From Fostat he would travel each day to 

the court at Cairo. It was here, in Egypt, that Maimonides 

established himself as a major figure in the Jewish commun

ity and the Jewish world.8 

Maimonides' early years in Egypt held for him a good 

deal of personal suffering including his father's death , 

personal illness and intermi~tent strife for the Jewish 

community of Cairo. These all presented stumbling bl ocks 

to Maimonides' work and to his settling down to life in 

Egypt. But by far the most crushing blow came with the 

death of his brother David . David, a success ful merchant, 

had been, fo: a long time, the focus of Maimonides' life . 

David supported Moses and the entire family. But in 1175 

David was killed while on a business trip on the Indian 

Ocean. For many years Maimonides was inconsolable. 

Sometime after David's death Maimonides began the 

practice of medicine. His ski ll led to his appointment 

as the house physician to the sultan Saladin and, later, 

to his son Al- Afdhal. He came to be regarded as one of the 

most prominent court physicians. At the same time, 
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Maimonides help and advice was sought throughout the Jewish 

community. "He emerged as the untitled leader of the 

Jewish community, combining the duties of rabbi, local 

judge, appe llate judge, administrative chief responsible 

for appointing and supervising conununity officials, and 

overseer of philanthropic foundations- -to which he was es

pecially dedicated."9 Maimonides sought and received no 

financial recompense for his activities as leader of the 

Jewish community. 

Maimonides ' duties to both the court, as physician, 

and as leader of t he Jewish conununity were exacting . 

"An often quoted letter to his friend and translator 
Judah ibn Tibbon, offers us a glimpse into his busy 
a nd burdened life . 'My duties to the Sultan are very 
heavy ..• ! am obliged to visit him every day, early in 
the morning, and when he or any of his children, or 
any of the inmates of his harem, are indisposed, I 
dare not quit Cairo , but must stay during the greater 
part of the day in t he palace . It also frequently 
happens that one or two of the royal officers fall 
sick, a.nd I must attend to their healing. Hence, as 
a rule, I repair to Kahira (Cairo) ver y early in the 
day, and even if nothing unusual happens, I do not 
return to Fostat Chis home, about one and a half miles 
away) until the afternoon. Then I am almost dying 
with hunger. I find the ante-chambers filled with 
people, both Jews and Gentiles, nobles and common 
people, j udges and bailiffs, f riends and foes--a mixed 
multitude, who await the time of my return. 

I dismount from my animal, wash my hands, go forth to 
my patients, and entreat them t o bear with me while ! 
partake of some slight refreshments, the only 1· eal I 
take in twenty-four hours . Then I attend tp my 
patients, and write prescriptions and direetions for 
their several ailments. Patients go in ~nd out until 
nightfall, and sometimes, even, I solemnly assure you, 
until two hours and more into the night •. . 
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Thus no Israelite can have private interview with me 
except on the Sabbath. On that day the whole congre
gation, or at least the majority of the members, come 
to me after the morning service, when I instruct (ad
vise) them as to their proceedings during the whole 
week: we study together a little until noon, when they 
depart. Some of them return, and read with me after 
the afternoon service until evening prayers. In this 
manner I spend that day . '"10 

Little is known of Maimonides' family life. He 

apparently married twice.11 His only son, Abraham, seems 

to have been the product of the second marriage. Abraham 

late r became the official leader (nagid) of the Egyptian 

Jewish community. Born in 1187, Abraham later became the 

defender of hiR father's legacy. The relationship between 

father and son was a good one, with the elder Maimonides 

focusing a great deal of attention on the young Abraham. 

Though only seventeen years old at the time of his father's 

death (1204), young Abraham seems to have absorbed a good 

deal of his father's learning and teachings. Much of the 

younger Maimonides' writings reflect his father's doctrines 

and constitute an important part of the Maimonidean 

legdcy.12 

The intellectual influences on Maimonides were 

several. The major Jewish influence on Maimonides was the 

re~ult of the training he received from his father. In 

addition, he had lived, until age thirteen, in Cordova, 

which at one time had been a great center of Je~ish learn-

ing . In addition to his Talmudic scholarship, Maimonides' 
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father studied Torah in depth and had begun a commentary 

on the Pentateuch.13 

Young Moses' studies were not limited to the opin

ions of the rabbis of the Talmud . Nor were they solely 

concentrated on his father's works on the Torah. Maimonides 

spent a good deal of time studying medicine, algebra, geo

metry, astrology, the theological texts of Islam and many 

other subjects.14 Maimonides ••• "studied philosophy with 

the utmost zeal: the teachings of Alexander of Aphrodisias 

and Themistius, Alfarabi and Ghazzali, Saadia and Bahya, 

Judah Halevi, Abraham bar Hiyya, Abraham ibn Ezra. But the 

only master he recognized was Aristotle. 11 15 Thus Maimonides• 

philosophical grounding was in both Jewish philosophical 

writings and in the writings of the Greek philosophers as 

well. 

Maimonides• earliest works reflected his devotion 

to the Jewish tradition and his sense of personal kinship 

with his ancestor, Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi, the compiler of the 

Mishnah. "This second-century aristocrat and codifier be

came his guide in thinking and action, so that it is no 

coincidence that Maimonides• inner and outer life showed 

similarities to his ancestor•s ."16 

Following the early works, which Maimonides begain 

while living in Fez and completed while enrou'.:e to Cairo, 

came two major works. The first, his Mishneh Torah is a 
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compilation of the entire range of Jewish Law, both prac

tica! e.nd theoretical. The second work is his Moreh 

Nebuchim, or The Guide for the Perplexed, a philosophical 

work. 

The Mishneh Torah was ten years in the writing. 

"It brings together the entire body of Talmudic law and 
doctrine in all its vastness, all its diversity into 
one coherent whole, rendering final decisions as a 
guide to action. Each of the fourteen books into which 
the code is divided deals with a number of commandments 
that comprise a general theme. The first two books 
offer an outline of (Maimonides') teachings in theology 
and ethics."17 

Maimonides began work on his major philosophical 

work, the Guide in 1185. The work took nearly fifteen 

years to complete . 

"It is the greatest philosophic work produced in Juda
ism. Its aim is to meet the challenge of Greek philo
sophy , especially that of Aristotle's naturalism, to 
the doctrines and practices of (Maimonides') traditional 
religion . . • The Guide is organized around the teachings 
of the Bible which required clarification or justifica
tion, rather than the logical order of doctrines in 
philosophy."18 

Maimonides produced another major halachic work, 

Sefer ha-Mitzvot, the Book of the Commandments. In this 

work he attempted to bring about a consensus on the 613 

conunandments . Many such attempts had been undertaken. 

"Dismissing his predecessors with a few lines of devastating 

critique, Maimonides suggests fourteen guiding prin~iples 

which should help bring about a consensus."19 
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Maimonides was also the author of a qreat number of 

minor works including his Letter on APQstasy, Epistle to 

Yemen, various Responsa and his Essay on the Resurrection 

of the Dead, among others. 

Maimonides' contributions to medicine are less well

known. "Maimonides wrote at least ten works on medicine."20 

When he died in 1204, in Cairo, Maimonides left be

hind a legacy which has in many ways remainea unparalleled 

in all of Jewish scholarship. His halachic works are widely 

studied and serve as a major basis for all subsequent hala-

chic work . His various treatises and letters are studied. 

His philosophic works are regarded as unequalled in their 

scope. 

Though his life was not easy , he was constantly 

striving to forward J ewish scholarship, both in the legal 

realm and in the philoso9hical realm. 

"All (the) apparently stultifying conditions notwith
standing, Maimonides was constantly studying, teaching 
and writing. He may have chafed under the tensions 
and pressures, but he never fell to brooding and self
pity; he sometime> described his difficulties in 
elegaic prose but did not allow them to paralyze his 
work."21 

M~imonides worked as if he we re compelled by a sense 

of mission. The legacy which he has left to the world and 

to Jewish scholarship is, in many ways , singular in its 

scope and qua lity. 
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CHAPTER II 

SHEMONEH PERAXIM 

In his nJ•Dn ,,., , Comment a ry t o the Mi s hnah , 

Maimonides includes three ~,D1pn or i nt roductions. The 

first is nJ•D~ n11pn , t he general i ntroduction to 

the Mishnah, which is also known as 0•1i1 i10~ nD,pn• 

the Introduction to Seder Zeraim. The second introduction 

is that which preceeds p~n pi1 , of Tractate Sanhedrin . 

The last of the thr ee is Maimonides ' introduction to 

Tracta te Avot . This is a l so known as Shemoneh Perakim. 

Maimonides himself did not entitle the work Shemoneh 

Pera kim. He did , however , divide the treatise into i ts 

current form. The name was likely adopted from the end of 

his introduction to the work : 

. o•p"I• nJ,D• en, 

" . ••• and they are eight chapters."22 

The date of the composition of Shemoneh Perakim in 

particular cannot be pinpointed with accuracy. "All that 

can be said is that it was written sometime beween 1158 

and 1165 , along with the rest of the Commentary on the 

Mishneh , which was made public ia 1168."23 

"Though one of his earliest works , and in spite of 

the difficulties in writing during the years of wandering 

and seeking a secure home, with no books accessible , the 
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Commentary (on the Mishnah) is a marvel of lucidity, 

masterful knowledge, and comprehensiveness."24 Reference 

to the Commentary on the Mishnah is often made in Maimonides' 

later works. "The fact that it is so often referred to in 

his later works testifies that at a very early date Maimon

i~es had outlined for himself a thorough philosophical 

system and a literary scheme from which he deviated only 

slightly.•25 

As part of the Commentary , Shemoneh Perakim is "a 

self-contained unit."26 No tractate of the Mishnah deals 

with ethics per se. "In order to give a coherent account 

of this subject, Maimonides wrote a long Introduction to 

the Pirke Avot. 11 27 Pirke Avot, the Chapters of the Fathers, 

are also known as Ethics of the Fathers. 

Shemoneh Perakim was originally written in Arabic, 

and was later translated by Ibn Tibbon into Hebrew. "Ibn 

Tibbon translated Maimonides' Commentary on Avot, including 

its introductory chapters, the (Shemoneh) Perakim, at the 

request of the men of Lunel, 29 who were presumably convinced 

of his capabilities by what Maimonides thought of him. •30 

Ibn Tibbon had become known for his translation of Maimon5.des' 

Guide. 

Maimonides commends to t:he reader understanding of 

the teachings of Shemoneh Perakim prior to tackling the 

words of Avot . 

11 
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a•~•11D a•pi1 n)~n nl~n •i1~ ~·•n1• •J1~ a•,pn~ •n•1i1 
iD1J• nD~ 1n1D) ,~ 1•n• a11 ,n11,pn an2 a,a~ 1•1•• 

.•1,•12 fDP~ 

"I have s een fit, before I begin to explain each of the 

laws, to preface (my comments) with some useful chapters. 

From them one will aet certain principles, whirh will serue 

them ~s a key to what shall be said in the commentary."31 

Maimonides acknowledges that in Shemoneh Perakim 

he borrows ideas from other writers. These ideas come from 

both Jewi sh and non-Jewish writers. 

•1i•1n fD 12•• nD21 ,~~n a•pi12 i111• a•,2,n •) ,,, 
,a•n11D •Ja• 0••1i•1 1~1 ,•2~1 'll a•n•,n• a•J•lJ aJ•1 

,,D~n21 ~1•iiD2 a•Dln •i2,1 a•ap1~1 a•l•JJ on 1~1 
a•J1•1in a•1101~•1n •i2,D 011 ,an•n1112nD 1n~1t1 

.1111• •DD n11n ~2p1 a,1 •121 n2in •i12nD1 ,a•J11n1n1 

"Know that the things about which T speak in these 
chapters and in what follows in the Commentarv, a r e not 
matters which I - myself have invented. Nor are they 
commentaries which I have fashioned. Rather they are 
matters collected from the words of the Sages, in the 
Midrash . the Talmud and other such works. They are 
also taken from the teachings of the philosophers, both 
ancient and modern, and from the ~ompositions of many 
men. (You should) hear thP. truth from whoever says it."32 

Maimonides dees not mention the names of those from 

whom he has borrcwed ideas in order that we may hear their 

words without bias. 

i10 nt•1 11•~ 11n• a~• f'lJ a•111~ 1•21• i•11 1 
1a1i11• n1 9DIJ~ ,,,D 9 l 9 11 ,,,, "' ~)2 , •• ,aoi11D 

iDI ,.)fl ·~· •• ~, ~·, 1)2 n,11 ·~Jn1 ,•J111p• 'I 
·~111 .n~11n nJ 1•1• n1)• ~1 nt• ·•~ ,•J1~1 ,., •J1~1 · 

D,I 1n11 a• ,.~, ~21PD 1l 9 1• 'D 2~2 DJ)•• D1 ~11 
,,~ D,,,. DJ 9 1• .,, nJ11) 12 •• , ,Dll i2ia ,n,•• 

.i111n a• o•oen~ ·~ n1,1 i)•1~1 
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"It is possible that sometimes I will bring a complete 
passage from a well-known book. There is nothing wrong 
with that. I do not attribute to mvself that which has 
been said by someone who has preceded me. I acknowledge 
this, and say that I shall not indicate that so-and-so 
said this or so-and-so said that, since this is needless 
prolongation Cof the text:). It is possible that the 
mentioning of an authority's name might lead the one who 
lacks insight to believe that the matter is faultv or 
carries evil intentions . because he (the reader) does 
not know (the matter fully). Therefore I saw fit to ex
clude the name of the authority .•33 

Maimonides' purpose in Shemoneh Perakim is to pre

sent useful information, with as little ext~aneous or mis-

leading ma~erial as possible. He wishes to. help the reader 

attain a specific goal, anrl seeks ~o expedite rather than 

hinder the process. 

a•1•11n '~ i12~1 .,,,~ n~J1n1 1•,n• •ni1a •2 
·'' lft)DD2 D•O,D2n 

"For my goal is to be useful to the reader, and to explain 

for him hidden matters in this tractate (Avot).•34 

Scholars have generally approached Shemoneh Perakim 

as reflecting two purposes which do not correspond to 

Maimonides' stated purpose. The first view is that Bhemoneh 

r~rakim is an atteinpt to harmonize the teachings of Aris-

totelian ethics with the Rabbinic tradition. Gorfinkle 

notes that Shemoneh Per akim, " ... constitutes the most l'~-

markable instance in medieval ethical literature ofi the 

harmonious welding of Jewish religious belief and tradition 

with Greek philosoohy. 11 35 
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The second view is that Shemoneh Perakim repre

sents an early psychological treatise. Isadore Twersky 

says of Shemoneh Perakim that it • ••• may be described as 

a psychological-ethical treatise; its basis is psychology 

while its goal is ethics."36 

Indeed, these two views are related in that Shemoneh 

Pera.kim may be seen as attempting to do both. In his 

approach to ethics, Maimonides draws upon the teachings of 

both the rabbinic tradition and those of Aristotle, whom he 

viewed as a master. Maimonides seeks to establish the 

common ground between Greek thought and Jewish thought. In 

doing so, he borrows from Aristotle certain notions to set 

up a system of ethics which is psychological in nature. 

The end result is an amalgam of Jewish and Greek ethics de

livered through the medium of psychology. It is this com

bination which this study intends to examine. 
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CHAPTER III 
MAIMONIDES' PERCEPTION OF THE GOA.L OP LIFE 

Maimonides is teleological in his view of life. In 

opening chapter five of the Shemoneh Perakim, Maimonides 

declares that there is a single goal towards which all hu

mans should strive • 

••• n2••Dn •• ~' 1••J n1a) ~) 121•~ a11~ •111 
••• ~an nJ•n 1•n1 n•1 n•~)n 1•J•J 1JJ a•w•1 

.a11n n~1)1 '•) 

"It is fitting for man to engage all powers of the soul by 

thought ••• and to place before himself one goal and that is 

the attainment of the knowledge of God 

according to haman capability."38 

~an nnn 

Maimonides then proceeds to say that all hwnan 

, 

actions and movements should be directed towards the ful-

fillment of this goal. As he sees it, there should be no 

action which is without this purpose and which does not 

ultimately lead to ~an nun. 

37 

Maimonides' statement of the goal is in marked con-

trast to Aristotle's discussion of thP. overall human goal. 

Aristotle saw the supreme goal of life as "true happiness.' 

This "true happiness" he defined as the "exercise of natural 

human faculties in accordance with virtue".39 Happiness, or 

the good life, is determined by activity which is in 
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accordance with the virtue in question. It is the ful-

fillment of man's natural tendencies. Aristotle tauqht 

that " • •. the ultimate end for man •.• is living well."40 

By "living well" one comes to the goal of true happiness. 

"Indeed, almost everyone thinks that happiness is one of 

the most important goals, if not the supreme goal, of life."41 

We shall see that Maimonides also considers virtues 

to play a role in attaining the goal of life. But it is 

directed towards a different end. Maimonides approaches the 

issue of the qoal in a different manner. He does not con-

sider enjoyment or suffering as being of true value. 

· "'•Dn JD ia2•• ,, 12'12 1unn n 11'i1D '"" a'I 
I'll 1 1'11RJll ia•l J)1 ,2i, in1•n ns ftlt9Dl1 

9 in 2iJ 119 9 fD1t' Dl1 ,'1•J1D in1 9 9 ID'I J11)nt 
.a1'J) 1)2 1 9 1 2iJ •n'12 sn•• 111r• 011 ,211 

"The individual's goal should not only be pleasure, to 
the point at which he chooses the more pleasing food 
and drink. This is also so for all other behavior. 
Rather, one should direct themselves towards the most 
efficacious . Whether it happens to be pleasureable or 
not is not significant. 11 42 

While various human actions may serve intermediate goals 

(e .g . eating, drinking, earning a living and educating 

children), the true goal of all actions is '1111 n.awn • 

Maimonides has taken a different tack from that of most 

philosophers who place value on enjoyment and happiness. 

He is unconcerned with enjoyment . If it is a side benefit 

of one's working towards 'Ian n1wn , he accepts it. 

But Maimonides does so without 3ny concern for t he pleasure-
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able. His sole fccus is 'Ian 1'a•n • 

Maimonides notes that the Sages explained that even 

the commission of an 1,•21 should contain cognizance of 

the true goal. 

,., ••• ,,D., a•D)I ,., •• , ,,n,, ,.,,, '1)2 ,D., 
'•'I) 1' 9 '1)1' n'l,J•n 11',l'I D'W1'W ,D,'I) ,1,•21 i212 

.a•n• •>•12 ,,.,D 1i•21 n2 ••• •• '11 ,,, nD1n 

"As it is said: 'Know Him in all your ways'. The Sages ex

plained this saying: Even in a matter of transgression. 

That is to say, make the goal of that action seeking truth, 

even though it is, in some aspect, a transgression."43 

Maimonides feels that constant cognizance of, and striving 

for the goal will ultimately bring the individual to over-

coming transgression for the sake of 'Ian nun . 

Upon examination of Maimonides' corpus of work one 

flnds that he has laid out three paths to the goal of 

71n na•n. The three paths are not mutually exclusive 

but1, , rather, are very much interrelated. In essence it is 

by attaining perfection in eaeh of the three realms that one 

reaches perception 0£ God. 

The first path is laid out by Maimonides in his 

Mishneh Torah. This is the path of law, which is followed 

through study and practice of the mitzvot of th~ Torah. 

By studying both the practical and theoretical mitzvot one 

can come closer to the fulfillment of God's commandments. 
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But study alone is insufficient. It must be accompanied 

by action. Thereby can one move along the road to the goal. 

The second path is the metaphysical path to AH ft 

'1 In This path is explored in Maimonides' 

Guide For the Perplexed. In the Guide Maimonides examines 

the meaning of God's revealed will in the Torah. He devotes 

much of the work to the philosophic interpretation of the 

Torah. In doing so he conside~s many different philosophic 

issues. Maimonides tries to elucidate the text for those 

firmly grounded in religious beliefs and practices but who, 

as a result of studying philosophy, are troubled by the 

literal meaning of the text. Among other issues in the 

Guide, Maimonides considers God, Creation, Prophecy, the 

nature of evil and Divine Providence. 

The third way t o the goal of ~an ni•n is Mai-

monides' ~nderstanding of 1111D or his ethical system. 

This is found most fully explicated in Shemoneh Perakim. 

In Shemoneh Perakim Maimonides presents the goal of ~In ni•n 

as the sole true goal of human existence. He proceeds to 

present a way in which one can direct themselves to ~In nivn . 

"Although written originally as aro . introduction to the 
commentary on Pirke Avot, for the purpose of explaining 
in advance problems that Maimonides brings up in the 
course of his commentary, the Perakim form in themselves 
a complete system of psychology and ethics ••• 'fhey do not, 
however, form an exhaustive treatment of thls subject, 
as Maimonides himself states, but with a reieren~e here 
and there ti some of his other works may be easi.ly made 
to do so."4 
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The Shemoneh Perakim are addressed to a less well

educated audience. "Being intended for readers not necessarily 

versed in philosophy, and some not being deep students of the 

Talmud, avoid all :intricate philosophical and Talmudical dis

cussions. "45 In a sense they are, according to Gorfinkle, an 

introduction to Maimonides' philosophy, which would be worthy 

of study prior to study of the Guide. 

Shemoneh Perakim does not, in any sense, constitute 

as fully developed a study as either the Mishneh Torah or 

the Moreh Nebnchim. But as a guide to the goal of Shemoneh 

Perakim do constitute a path which may be followed by anyone, 

at any time. 

Though shorter than the two aforementioned works, 

the Shemoneh Perakim, in developing the n,,D system, re

lies heavily on the fundamental teaching which Maimonides 

lays out in the Mishneh Torah and in the Guide. This study 

will explore the n,iD system as a way of reaching the over

all goal of human life as taught by Maimonides. 

The n,,D system, as a means to t he goal of 

~•n niwn, is a lso the way one may attain n,D~w , that is 

perfection. Eliezer Shweid notes that: 

.,DI' n•~'n' ,~ oanJ io,Dn 1•• 

"Ethics is not seen by (Maimonides) as an end in a.nd of it

sel f. 1146 Rather, it is a means to be utilized i n t !te 
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realization of the goal of the human life (i.e. 

For Maimonides, ethical matters such as are spoken of in 

Avot, are to be viewed as "useful matters" 

a•~•J1D) .4 7 That is why he writes a commentary on Avot. 

•••n •1~ na2n~ n~,, n•,•• a•n• •• ~' ,. '' 
•~ Dl1 ,a,• ~'~ ~, 12 ~,~,1 ~' n•••1 1•• ,,n 
1)~ ,O,J1 ,p 9 IOD 91,9 1 '~2 D'J2,D D'J'JJ ~) 

.•n•D• ,.,., n~,,l n,D~• ,,,~ na•20 a•n• 

"For even though it (i . e. Avot) is clear and easil y 
unders tood on the surface, carrying out that which it 
contains is not easy f or all people. Nor are all of 
i ts intentions understandable without a l ucid explana
tion. However, (fulfillment of its teachings) l eads 
to great pe~fection ( n,D~•) and true happiness.•48 

In speaking of the nature of n,o~• and 

the perfect person , as expressed in Maimonides, Schweid 

states : 

"The perfect person is one who has developed his intellect 

to the greatest of human intellectual potential."49 For 

Maimonides intell ectual perfection, to the degr ee that i s 

possible in the physical world , and 

same thing. 

~an ni•n are the 

Maimonides' three paths of law, metaphysics and 

ethics provide three different , yet related, ways of r e ach-

ing tne goal of ~In nicn , attainment of the knowledge of 

God. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE GOAL OF THE IU1D SYSTEM: THE ETHICAL IDEAL 

By means of the n111 system, Maimonides hopes to 

s how us the way to the goal of perception of God. However, 

before we can understand the nature of Maimonides' system 

we must examine what is meant by n1iD. In a general 

sense we are dealing wi th the field of e thics . "Ethics is 

the science of virtues or of good deeds." 50 It is " .• • the 

science of self- guidance, (which) consists, on the one hand, 

21 

in acquiring for one ' s sel f noble soul-qualities or charac

teristics, ana on the other hand , of avoiding evil qualities . "51 

The 1uiD system gives us guidance for living an ethical 

life, by acquisition of noble quali ties and avoidance of evil 

qualities . These qualities, as we shall see, are found in 

the soul. 

To translate 11D (plural- n\iD ) as "ethics" is 

not entire ly accurate. A more helpful and mor e literal 

translation of nnD is "moral habits".52 

11n .ni•~D 1J•1• nJpJ 12a 11 ,•2• 12D ••• 1•n ni1n 
n'l11a2 pi1 1• ,1ao•i1 nri~ nn11 •12i~ i•••• n112n 

.n• >•>, nit,. 

"The nia (moral habit) is second nature, or an ac~uired 

nature which is not jnborn . I t is a quality which it is 

possible to attain, according to Aristotle, only through 



repeated action." 53 Through "repeated action" the quality 

becomes what we commonly call a habit. But as opposed t o 

physical habits we are dealing with habits involving moral 

judgment, and qualities of the soul. The moral habits are, 

however, manif~sted by physical acts. Our moral habits 

affect how we act towards our fellow human beings. 

As the n,,D are qualities which are acquired during 

the individual's lifetime, they are subject to the influence 

of one 's environment. In a reference to Saadia Gaon , Mai-

monides notes that: 

~l~ ,n,,D ''lDD •tn• •D •1••• P'"'' n•p 
.n1•a1•1nn1 n1•n,,Dn n1~Jbn 

"It is difficult to find one who is naturally inclined 

towards moral and rational habits."54 The possibility ex-

ists that we will acquire what Maimonides views as incorrect 

moral habits. The intermediate goal of his n'iD system is 

to provid£ the mechanism for changing bad moral habits to 

good moral habits, which he calls ~1~JD , virtues. 

"Classical philosophy regards virtue, or excell~nce, as the 

goal of human life .... This orientation towards human ex

cellence or perfection is w2ll-suited to the interests of 

Jewish tradition. 11 55 

The n11D system involves two important aspects, 

vis-a-vis the moral habits. Moral development involves ac-

quiring good moral habits and also the avoidance of bad 

moral habits . When ona has bad moral habits the focus 
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shifts to changing them to good moral habits. This is im

portant because moral habits play a role in the path to 

perfection. By pointing the way of the path to perfection, 

one is by extension directed towards 'Ian 111•n. The 

guidance of the 111,D system is of help in setting us on 

the path to the true goal of life . 

The essence of the 111,D for Maimonides, is not 

the good act ( 21en n•,D1), or the good moral habit 

ID1Dn n,Dn ) in and of themselves. The essence is 

111D'I•. Good acts and good moral habits are merely the 

means by which one can reach a1a~•, which is necessary 

for ~al 111•1 . Maimonides' ethics are therefore neces-

sary as a means to an intellectual goal. As we have seen 

'laa 111•n is via the intellect. 

Speaking of Maimonides' understanding of the rela

tionship of acts and moral habits to the individual, Schweid 

states: 

,21• n•1' o,an n•n•• ••• 1'1 ., a'I 
.21D 1D1'2 a1n n•n•• •1ain JD 

~It is not enough that one does good. It is desirable that 

one be good."56 The way in which one acts, and one's moral 

habits reflect one's essence . They are not a separate part 

of one's behavior. This is important because there are 

limitations upon ~an ni•n . 
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We are unable to ful ly attain 

ft~JA' 1A11'1D AJ1~ 1J'~)•2 A~1)t f '1 1JI t) 
.1J'~~· J1,Dl1 1A11'1D A1D"- a•1a· 1t1 ,A1D~W2 

•we are not capable, t hrough our intellect to know the re

ality of the Exalted One completely. This is because of 

the fullness or His essence and the limits of our intellect.•57 

Maimonides brings as a metaphor the example of the eye's in-

ability to fully see the light of the sun. 
i11 1••n~D 1•1n ~,., i11r' 11••a~D 1J•~)• i11r•1 

Rf• 'JID .~. ,•D•n ,,. A•~,. ADftD i21n , ••• ,•D•n 
.11••n~ n11,n i11n JD pTn in1• i11 

"The inability of our intellect to attain (knowledge of 
God) is like the inability of the eye to receive the 
light of the sun. This (inability) is not because the 
sun's light is weak, but rather, because the light is 
too strong for that which wishes to attain (knowl edge 
of) it."58 

The limitations on the fulfillment of the goal ex-

ists so long as we have a physical existence. 

"The goal is unattainable for the individual so long as he 

is of the body. 11 59 Only when we have tra.nscended the physi-

cal world can we fully attain ~an ni•n , t hat is attain-

ment of the knowledge of God, in God's ful l ness. 

An important example which Maimonides brings, in 

order to illustrate our int~llectual limitatiuns concerns 

God's knowledge. We cannot know God's knowl edge b~cause 
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.1,n ,n,.,., ,n,•1• 1,n• ,,.2 
"God and God ;'s knowledge are one and the same. 11 60 They are 

inseparable. But our intellect is incapable of conceiving 

of them as inseparable. Just as we cannot help but distin

guish between our body and our intellect as two distinct 

entities , so too, as a result of our intellect can we not 

help but perceive God and God's knowledge as anything but 

two separate entities. We can only approach correct per

ception of them, as a unity, when we have left the physi

cal realm. The best we are able to do, in our physical ex

istence, is to direct all of our actions to the goal of 

'nn n1•n . 

When we leave the physical realm t he degree to which 

we have approached n,D;v will determine whether we attain 

71n ni•n· As a result, one's acts and moral habits take 

on importance, as they are the path to 

In order to understand Maimonides' notion of correct 

moral habits we must exami le the way in which Maimonides 

evaluates the quality of moral habits. In doing so, he 

borrows a notion from Aristotle. Maimonides pictur~s ethical 

qualities as lying along a continuum. The ends of the con

tinuum are the extremes which he sees as bad. In the middle 

lies the mean which represents the desired moral habit. 

"'l'his notion of the mean, which is central to Aristotle's 

ethics, Maimonides reconciles with Jewish tradition by 

stressing the command in Deuteronomy 28~9 to ' walk in God's 
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ways ' , which according to Maimonides is the middl e way . •61 

The mean represents not a compromise but the com-

plete opposite of both extr emes. That is to say , the mean 

represents good. 

D9 Jl 1DDn D9 JJ11DR a••JDn a n 21D DR , •• a••JDR 
•J•n1 nD t 1n 1n1n ,,, an•n• • n111p •n• 1•2 

. D1J•D 

"Good acts are those which are balanced in the middle 

between two extremes which are bad; one is the exaggeration 

{or overdoing the act) and the other is a lacking (under

doing the act)."62 The act or quality which is sought is 

that which l ies at the mean. Because of the way in which 

the mean lies between two extremes it is therefore possible 

for one to stray from the mean in either of two directions, 

exag~eration or deficiency. 
, J 1 1)nn~ a11n 1•i1 1~•11 111Dn nD12 • 21we 

. nr n 111on · •~) ,.Dn , • • ,D J1 1)•1 

•True praise is for the man. Towards t he mean people should 

always direct themselves and all their actions."63 Accord-

ing to Maimonides , one should direct themselves towards 

those actions which will bring them closer to th t goal of 

~an nivn. All nctions are viewed as either good or 

evil in relation to the goal. If an action serves to bring 

one closer to the goal, then it is good. If , on the other 
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hand, it deters the goal, then the action is evil. Such 

actions, which are praiseworthy, lie at the mean . 

Maimonides lists several exampl es of what he is 

trying to express by the notion of act.ions which lie at the 

"mean". 

111DD fD1111 .a1ii11n1 n1•7ln 1•2 n111DD n12•1in 
n111•~ J'2 AJl,DD A, •• ,2~1 .1i1Dn1 •1Jn ,,,. 1•2 

a1in n171v1 n1111n 1•2 n111DD n11i1n1 .a11D1n1 
( .. ,),) 

"Liberality is the mean between miserliness and extrava-

gance; courage is the mean between recklessness and coward-

ice; with is the mean between overbearing nerve and dull-

ness; humility is the mean between haughtiness and abase

ment , etc. 11 64 It is the quality which lies between the two 

extremities which is desired. 

111 na 0•2•111 177n n171112 011 •i2 C9J10 n12i1 
.21D n111pn 

"Many people err concerning these actions and think 

that one of the extremes is good. 11 65 And so , says Maimonides 

there are those who mistakenly view the one who places him

self in danger and emerges safel y as being courageous when , 

in fact.,. he was saved by chance. And there are those who 

say : ,1•1 210--1711n 711 ,11nD--•1in i•ip 71 a•ia111 
.•1u--1'2D .n1D•ri nHD n111n2 •iinn ii11 ;,, 
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"And (they) say that someone who is apathetic is deliberate; 

or that a lazy person is considered to have a good eye; or 

that one who by nature is insensible to pleasure, is 

callous."66 But according to Maimonides, these people err 

in their judgment. The true praiseworthy act is the mean, 

and is neither extreme. 

Schweid notes that: 

.~111r f'2 n,•• ,22•1 ~,,o,Dn n1n2n2 11aan 
.,n,D?•;, a11n a''P' ,,,,n '&Jn 1,n 

"The mean in ethical behavior is not a compromise between 

extremes. It is that which constitutes a necessary condi-

tion for the continued existence of a person and his ful

fillment (perfection)" . 67 Both extremes a re to be viewed 

as evil. 

Maimonices takes this notion of t he mean quite 

seriously. It, not the goal of ?an nJ•n , is the immediate 

content of moral education. As such, he seeks to prove 

that the Torah legislates towards the mean as the ideal 

which will help bring us closer to the goal. 

aa 'l nn111• nD nn,,1, n,01• nD n,01 1; ni,~n 
'' ,,n,, 1n1n ,sn JD pu,n2• •12 ,,,,, ,,, n201 

.ni•2n ,,, 

"The Torah has not forbidden that which it has forbidden, 

and conunanded that which has been commanded, for any reason 

other than that through discipline we should distance our-
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selvee from one extreme."68 According to Maimonides, the 

Toraitic ordinances provide a regimen which, when followed, 

result in attainment of the mean. The mitzvot provide us 

with guidance towards the mean and away from the extremes. 

Maimonides held that even though the Toraitic 

commands were of grea t significance, there is a need for 

moderation in the fulfil lment of the mitzvot. Should one 

proceed to overdo the fulfillment of certain commandments 

it could lead one to the extreme rather than the mean. 

Some of the examples which Maimonides raises in the text are: 

,n1~)1Dn JD ioaJ• nDD in1• n•ntn1 ~)11n i101•• 
1n•1 ,n11•2n JD iolJ• nD ~' in1• y•11•ln i101•1 

ni1n2 ••• nD ~' ,n1• w1pn~ ,. a••JJ~ 1J1DD ~) 
.y•)iJn1 n1•1rnn1 np1sn JD 

"(The restrictions which) prohibit eating and drinking, 
beyond the stipulated prohibitions about food; and 
(those which) prohibit marriage, beyond what is prohi
bited concerning sexual intercourse; and those who give 
all their money to the poor or to the Temple, (over and) 
above what the ~~ says about charity, Templ e properties, 
and valuations." 

In order to support what he has said, Maimonides quotes from 

the Talmud Yerushalmi, Nedarim 9 : 1: 

ni1nn i? io1J• nD , •• , 1~ p11• •2i 0•2 •1•1 2i 
.a•in1 a•i21 1'~' io11 nn1• 1~1 

"R. Adi in the name of R. Yitzchak said: Is that which the 

Torah has already prohibited not enough for you th~t you 

have to prohibit yourself from ott.er things?" Thus, 
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Maimonides sets the commands of t he Torah as the standard 

for instucting oneself regarding the mean. 

Maimonides distinguishes between two different types 

of mitzvot which are to be found i n the Torah. I n large 

part , this distinction Maimonides gleans from the writings 

of Saadia Gaon in his work, Emunot V'Deot. According to 

Saadia we can differ entiate between what he calls •rational• 

law and •revealed" law. 

Rational l aw ( n1•~)W n111D), according to Saadia 

includes those mitzvot which could be learned via the in-

tellect . They aid in the maintenance of the social order. 

nJ• .. J11) n11i an• a,1 ~) ~11 a1Do11•an a•i2,n an1 
,,, n•J 1~• •a~ npTnn1 ,n11J11 ,~fa ,n2•Ja1 ,a•D, 

an1 1n2 111 • )1 ,a•i1n2 ~1T~fn1 n1i2 2•1•an n1~•aa1 
a•i2, a1~•n an•~1 a•Q)lft a•iD11 a~·~J• n111Dn 

.12n2~ 1'n 1••11i 12n2a 1~ 1~D~1• 

•These are the things which are known to all as evil such 
as murder, theft, robbery , fraud, harming an innocent 
person, repayment of a benefactor with evil, disrespect 
of parents, and others like these. These are the mitz
vot about which t he Sages said they are things which if 
they had not been written (in the Torah) they would be 
worthy of being written therein.•70 

The r evealed l aws ( n1•11te n111a ) are those laws 

which one would not come to on their own via the intellect. 

Rad these ideas not been presented at Sinai there would have 

been no obligation to follow t hese laws. In t h] s category 

we find laws such as the laws of Kashrut, the laws of (the 
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wearing of clothes made of a mixture of wool and linen), 

and the laws concerning defilement and purity, among 

others. 

•e11 'I G11 ,DI' I~ ,D11 ~l'~Da J2 11,D• J2i 
112~ ••11 •1 fJDI• •12'1~ ••ti 'I 2'1•2 i•2 ~)I~ 

,,a a•D•2• •21, n•'• n•1 •••• ·~• n11i'• ~' . ·~, 
"Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said : A person should not say 

it is not possible to eat milk with meat, it is not possible 

to wear "shatnez", it is not possible to conanit sexual im-

proprieties, but rather, it is possible. But what can I 

do, my Father in heaven has decreed it~"71 

Saadia bases his sense of the importance of the re-

vealed laws by justifying the r ational laws as being bene

ficial to our people as they are to the welfare of all 

people. That which may be deduced via the intellect (i.e. 

the rational laws) constitutes a common foundation for all 

people. One need not wait for revelation of these laws to 

be obligated to the fulfillment of them. Revealed law, on 

the other hand, does not r equire the involvement of the in-

tellect. The revelation is not intended for rational eval-

uation. It is intended that one heed revealed law precisely 

because it is revealed by God. Hence the statement of 

Rabban Garnliel, "My Father in Heaven h~s decreed it!" 

According to Maimonides, the rational laws a7:e those 

laws which concern issues 1i2n'I a,a 1 •2 , between man and 
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his fellow man. They are those laws which are called 

l'lipJ ft1 9 '12W D•J1i11n Jft,1 t'i1pV Jft111 
.D•D21 1il'2V 1D2 •n1,ID• 

"Those (laws) which the moderns call rational, are called 

the commandments , as explained by the Sages."72 By con-

trast, the revealed laws, which were revealed by God, con-

cern matters D1pD? a11 J 9 2 , between man and God. The 

reward for fulfillment of the r evealed laws is greater 

precisely because they are God's commandments. They con-

cern matters which one may not rationally deliberate. 

•'n1p1n• •n 1n11 l','P• yn 1n2 111•~1 1?1 n1,1D, 

"These mitzvot, and others like them (reference to kashrut, 

"shatnez", etc.) are those laws which God called "My 

statutes . 0 73 But while reward for fulfillment of the re-

vealed law may be greater, it is ful fillment of both cate-

gories which brings one to n,D'I• , and 'Ian niwn · 

According to Maimonides, the stor ies in the Bible 

serve to provide us with model s and paradigms of people 

livi!ly in accordance with teachings of the Torah and per

forming "praiseworthy acts". The biblical personnages model 

for us the striving for the mean through their aetion . , and 

by extension for 'Ian ni•n • 
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A11,1DR1 n11in ·~12 D'WJll A1J12 .,,.2 12• ftD ~,, 
Qft2 RJ11)ft , •• ,DA1DD1,, a•r•,11 12•1 ,a,,, •11•11 
,~. ~· D),,l aia •12 ,,~ ••• ,, .,~ 'A1DI• 1D2 ·~· 

.1~1 ~· D211D 1pa,A'1 

"All instancesin the Bible , wherein corrupt and defective 

individuals are censured and their deeds are denounced; and 

wherein good men are praised and glorified, the purpose, as 

I mentioned to you, is for people to follow the way of the 

latter and avoid the way of the former. "74 

Of all the models we find in the Bible one repre

sents , for Maimonides, the ideal of fulfillment of t he mitz-

vot , and of IUD~V. 

1i•on •1nD~ ,,l, JID •1n D1~•n DR'~' ,, •• i221 
n~,, n1i•onn JD n~JD 1J'~11 1•11 .n1211 ·~·• a''P'~ 

n1•2D n11•on 11DID 1D> n•~1 n1•2D 1•11 ,n1121n 
•io1Dl n11n1nnnv o•i21D i12n1 nJn .e11pn 111 ,,,~ 

.nl1lJ ,,.~ n1•2D ,, IA)OD 

"They (the Sages} , peace be upon them, said: "Whoever 
wants to become a pious man should fulfill the words 
of Avot (Baba Kama 30a) . And there is among us, no 
rank higher than piety save for prophecy. One leads 
to the other , as it is said: "Piety brings closer the 
Holy Spirit (Avodah Zarah 20b). From their words it 
is clear that behavior in accordance with the teachings 
of this tractate (Avot ) brings one closer to prophecy."75 

For Maimonides, the highest ideal towards which one can 

strive in this world is that of a prophet . 

While as an i deal the prophet represents ~an n~wn 

in the fullest manner in which it i s possible for a human 

being to attain, the different prophets of the Bible are 

distinguished on~ from the other by the degree to which they 
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have balanced their n,iD in r e lation t o t he mean. It i s 

i mportant to note here Maimoni des ' empha s is on the mean. 

As we shall see, Maimonides bui l ds his nnD system a r ound 

the concepts of v irtues and vices. The ideal, a s we have 

noted i s , to balance one ' s nnD a t the mean (that is , 

acquiri ng nobl e moral qualities , or •virtues• whi ch l ie at 

the mean) and to avoid acquiring the qualities which lie at 

the extremes (that is , eveil qualities or "vices") . 

It is not necessa ry that one attain complete per-

fection in or der to be a prophet . Maimonides says of pr o-

phecy that: 

1n1~~'2 "''n,iDn n1~JDa 12 'n'• 1•2Jn •&JAD t'•' 
.~~' n1i1D a,• ,2 1n• 1~• ,, 

"It is not a condition of prophecy that one possess all the 

ethical virtues to the point at which one possesses no vices 

at all. 11 76 But Maimonides does qualify the above statement 

by laying out certain limits, namely that all prophets, 

prior to their beginning to prophesy must have acquired a l l 

rational virtues (i.e. noble qualities which are universa l 

and not the result of revealed law). But prophecy requi res 

development of the intell ect , in the form of acquisition of 

all the rational virtues . Again , complete ft1D) V is not 

required, as shown by this statement: 



n,~JDn ~' ,~ 1JPJ• in1 1~1 12JnD 1J•1 1•2J ~,. ,,, 
.1n>• n1i1Dnn, n1•n,,Dn n1~''" 2,,, n,.,,•inn 

"Know that no prophet prophesies until he has acquired all 

the rational virtues and most of the ethical virtues, that 

is to say, the most stringent among them;•77 Maimonides 

holds that it is the ethical virtues which are not yet ac

quired which distinguish between prophets. He subordinates 

the ethical virtues to the rational virtues. The more 

qualities which lie unbalanced (toward the mean), the more 

that separates the prophet from ~In nJ•n. However, 

Maimonides does not further develop this point here in 

Shemoneh Perakim. He more fully explicates his understand-

ing of prophecy in the Guide. Here , in Shemoneh Perakim, 

the emphasis is on the n,,D system. The prophetic figure 

is employed as a paradigm. 

To further explain the prophetic model vis-a-vis 

n,iD , Maimonides turns to the Rabbinic tradition to find 

a metaphor which explains the separation and the distinction 

between prophets . 

1D ••• 11D~n2 DJ anD1 n,11n>, n1vi1D2 111• n2in 
anD1 D'>1iD D''DD •i1n1D 'n n• n11i• •D 0•1•2Jn 
•1•~ an>ip ,,, '•~ ,a'DJD a•,DD •i1n1D 1n11iw •1 

.n11212 an~JD a111 '• 

"In the Midrash and the Aggadah as well as in the Talmud we 

f ind many (references to) those among the prophets who saw 

God from behind many veils a~d those who saw Him from behind 

a few veils, according to their closeness to God and the 
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level of their prophecy."78 Maimonides refines this meta-

phor by stating: 

1D2 n111DD 1J•1• •~• 11 n1,D •nv anD 12 n•n• 'D ~21 
•1 n1 n1i 11n• 1•~1 a•,a11 •1•2in pi•2 ,J,1•2• 

.n•~• ,. a•2oa •J• ,,,11D 

"Anyone who has two or three n1,D which are not balanced 

(i.e. to the mean), as we explained in chapter four, it is 

said of them that they see God from behind two or three 

veils. 11 79 By working towards the mean the veils can be re-

moved and the prophet draws closer to (;t)d. The same is true 

for all people. 

It must be stressed that Maimonides' description of 

prophecy was not intended to be merely a description of pro-

phecy as found in the Bible. Rather, he fully intended it 

as an ideal towards which any person could strive, at any 

tiroe. "Shemoneh Perakim ls concerned with prophetic way of 

lif ~ which can be followed at any time."80 

According to Maimonides, only one prophet drew near 

enough to God so as to see Him through but one veil, Moses. 

iD1~2 i•n2 in1 1DD ,,,DID •n nl n1i 1l 9 2i n•D• ,,,. 
"Moses, our teacher, saw God from behind one clear veil, 

that is to say , transparent. 11 81 It is still a veil. No 

other prophet had so perfected themselvEa so as to draw as 

close to God as had Moses. The possibility of doing so 
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lies before each of us. 

Maimonides proceeds to explain that when Moses re

quested to see God a•J• ~I a•J• , without the intervention 

of veils, his request was denied. The sole veil which 

separated God and Moses was the sole veil which none of us 

can remove so long as we a r e ,,1 ·~12 , i n the physical 

rea l m. While we a=e ,,l •~12 , we cannot become pure in-

tellect , such as is God. Hence the body prevents us from 

ideal perfection. 

ntW n~Jn• rn 1J•,1n I I •1,122 n1 IJ •J•11n 1Dl1 
n DnD 1D1~' ,1D1n2 •11D ~,. 11n• ,,.,~ i••• •n~2 
1~1 ,•n1 ai1n •J•1i• 1~ ' ' 11D1 1 1n1 ai1 1n1•n 

1n11•1D IU\DI 9 12 n~Jn9 rn n1wn J'l1 1J•2 119J 
.ii1J 12•1• ••1J1n ~,. 11 n1 i •n2 i11 lDD 1 ~1 

"So he (Moses} said : 'Let me see Your glory '. God, may 
He be exalted, infor med him that this was not possible 
due to his being an intellect existing in matter, I 
mean, since he was a human being. This is what He said : 
' For man shall no': see Me and live.' Between him and 
the perception of the true reality of God's existence 
there remained on:y one t r ansparent vei l , namely the un
separated human intellect. 11 82 

The human intel lect cannot be drawn aside so long as it is 

inseparable from the human body (i . e . the physical realm} 

and hence full perception of God is not possible in this 

life. Nonetheless, according to Maimonides, Moses represents 

the greatest example of the pursuit of the mean and of 

hn nu n· 

In chapter seven ot ~he Shemoneh Perakirn, MaimonideJ 
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identifies the "ideal" of the Aristotelian ethics as being 

the philosopher. For Maimonides, the prophet is a philoso

pher though not every philosopher is a prophet.83 This 

issue is more fully explicated in the Guide though Mai

monides does draw the parallel here in Shemoneh Perakim in 

his effort to prove the compatability of Greek philosophy 

and of the Torah. 
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CHAPTER V 

WHY IS THERE A PROBLEM REACHING THE IDEAL? 

Maimonides tries to explain that t he reason why peo

ple fail to attain ~In niwn is because of deficiencies in 

their ethical qualities . I n order to do so he employs a 

metaphor of sickness and health. It is possibl e that he 

does so because of his own background in medicine. 

,,J~ ••• ,,, ·~,"' n,1•i2 •11~ ••• a•2111pn ,,11 
• ·~,., n11•i2 

"The ancients said tha t the soul is subject to health and 

illness j ust as the body is subject to health and illness. 11 84 

a•1•i2 R'~2 na •11n 111a• ,,, 1111 n11•i22 ni11n1 
n1•n,11n n1~JDn n••1p1 0•111~2 an2 •D"9n• a•1~•1 

.n•~)n nn11~ J'l'• •12 n1•2,•1nn1 

"The purposes of a healthy body is for the soul tu find all 

of its vessels healthy and complete in order that they may 

be used in learning and acquiring the ethical and rational 

virtues so as to arrive at the goal (of ~1~ ni•n ) . .. es It 

seems reasonable to say that the body and soul function to-

gether. 

Following Aristotelian thought , Maimonides holds that 

the soul is not distinct from thf: body; that is, ther e is no 

form independent of matter. In the caHe of humans , the 
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intellect is the form, which is connected to the matter, 

which is the body. This ia as opposed to Platonic thought 

wherein the soul and body are separate entities.86 By 

contrast, Maimonides holds that God's intellect is not in-

valved with any physical entity. An independent intellect, 

such as God can function at its fullest potential because 

of the lack of any intermediary which can diminish its 

qualities whereas the human intellect is diminished by the 

vehicle through which it functions, namely the body. It 

stands to reason that a healthy body and a healthy soul will 

diminish the intellect less than an ill body or an ill soul. 

It is beneficial for one to strive for health of both the 

body and soul in order that form (i . e. the intellect) and 

Indtter (i.e. the body ) may function properly, resulting in 

'Ian nnn. 

Like Aristotle, Maimonides holds the soul to be the 

source of many different actions and functions. What differ

entiates one function from another is determined by which 

part of the body is operating in tandem with the soul. 

~1a•i2 1•n1'11J• ;, n•.,ln n•J•• 11n 11,Jn '121 
n1•l '"' 1,D,'• ,,, 01;•2 1n1a•1D n,Dnn1 1111 

.a"•1;• ,un '")a onw ou:i 

"The proper goal for all of one's conduct is the body's 

health and prolonging its existence in A sound manner in 

order that the instruments of the soul's powers--which are 

the organs of the body--remain sound . "87 The soul operates 
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through the parts of the body and hence concern for health 

of the soul is not sufficient. One must be concerned with 

the health of the body as well. Schweid gives the example 

of electricity in order to clarify this concept . He likens 

the soul to e lectricity . It will manifest itself differ-

ently when connected to various different electrical appli-

ances. In spite of its many different forms and manifesta

tions, it still is electricity. 

Maimonides helps us explaining what he means by a 

"healthy soul". 

nJ1)n n9 p'ln n1J1,n1 n'n1J1)n an'• 11n ••>n n11,,21 
.a•aJn a••11n1 a'1onn1 n1211n a'11J'I n2 1•11 1n.n• 

.n.,nv nJ1)n n 9 p~n nu1'n1 n9 nu1:1n 1n'• 11" 1''111 
.a•J1a1n a••1D11 a•ptJn1 n1J,n na a~,,~ n2 

"The health of the soul consists in its condition and 
that of its parts being such that it always does good 
and fine things and performs noble actions. Its sick
ness consists in its condition and that of its parts 
being such that it always does bad and ugly things and 
performs base actions. "89 

As is the case with the extremes vis-a-vis the mean, 

Maimonides defines illness of the soul, in his metaphor, as 

that which is evil and which delays attainment of the goal. 

Those who are wu ''11n, are those who perceive e""il 

things as being good and who pursue evil, which t o them 

appears good. 
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n11i1Dn ·~121 a•1•,n iD1~~ ••an ·~1n 1~ 
,n121a an• n,,, an iwa a,,,,, aa~ ID1J 

1•in1 ,n,,, an• n1211 an , •• an,121 
,n,,, n11n '•~ an• ft1,DDn na ,•Dn ,., • 

• n1211 an• 1••J n~na nDnD an11 1a1a1 

"Those who have sick souls, that is to say, (those who 
are) evil and those who possess vices (evil qualities) 
imagine evil things to be good , and good things to be 
evil. The evil person always strives for goals which 
are , in truth, evil and imagines ahem, because o f the 
illness of his soul to be good."9 

Illness of the soul , it may be said, is the distortion of 

perception. 

But like one who is physically ill, one who suffers an 

illness of the soul is not without hope. By pursuing pro-

per he lp the individual can restore the soul 's health and 

thereby move towards 

a'•'?2 aJ•11 an~na a•,,,, iwa) a•)1nn• DW)1 
a•1 1 ,1a n?a a•111i) a1 ?11• n111in ft)l~D2 

.n1•1~ an) •11i• na an11 

"Sick people, when they know they are sick and know 

they are not experts in medicine , ask doctors who inform 

them what is correct to do. "91 Medical doctors are trained 

to attend to those who suffer illnes ses of the body. The 

WIJ •)1n must seek out a doctor of the soul. Maimon :des 

identifies the doctors of the soul as the 

Sages. They will be able to advise the indiv idual in matters 

of the soul. 
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an• a•D)nn ns ~1••~ an~ ,,., e11n ·~1n 
n11,n an11D a11•ny• n~a1 a1•1Jn •• ,,, 
n~1J12 01111• ,n121D aa11 a•2e1 n an• 

e91JR n1,D J'lliD ft2 iel 

"Those with i llne s s of t he soul should inquire o f the 
Sages, who are t he doctors of t he soul. They wi ll 
caut ion them from evil t hings which t hey (t he i ll peo
ple) think are good, and will heal t hem t hrough actions 
which heal the moral habits of t he soul . "92 

Maimoni des feels that the Sages are equi pped to redi r ect t he 

individual ' s sense o f percept ion . They can l ead the sick of 

the soul towar ds good and ~way from evil. 

As dis c ussed ear lier, str iving for the mean and bal-

ancing n11D towards the mean lead to fulfi l lment of the 

goal of 1nn nHil . In terms of the metaphor of illness 

and health , Mai monides expresses this by identifying 

n1 '1DR l 1 pn wi t h healing the soul • 

• •1Jn n1111 1~1 1J•1 n1iDn 11pn 

"Improvement of the mora l habits is the equivalent of heal

ing of the soul."93 Thus, the manner in which one corrects 

moral habits , which are not balances at the mean and hence 

delay ~an ni•n , is to seek a tloctor of the soul and 

follow his pr escription for restoring heal th of t he soul . 

Before we can understand how one restores the health of the 

soul and corrects moral habits it will first be necessa ry 

to understand Maimonides ' conception of the human soul and 

its powers. 
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According to Maimonides , each creature has i ts own 

unique soul . The human soul is unlike that of any other 

creature . 

11,.,.D ••l ,~ •• Oil an~ ••• Dll11D ,.D, t•a ~, 
.in1n •12 11hr 

"Every species which possesses a soul has a unique soul, 

different from t hat o f any othe r (species)."94 Us i ng the 

exampl e of sensation which , as we shall see , comes from the 

soul Maimonides e xplai ns: 

1•n i1Dnn •ii ~,,., ,a,1n ••2 1•n a,1n •ii ~,,, 1' 
an~ 1•11 oi1n ••2 a•n o,1n •ai ~,,,, i1Dnn •12 

.,2~2 a•R ,,,_ 11~,, a~~,,n 1•21 

"The agent of a man ' s sensation is t he human soul ; the agent 

of a donkey ' s sensation is t he donkey's soul ; and the agent 

of an eagl e's sensation is the eagle's soul . There is no-

thing conunon to all of these 'souls ' except that they share 

a common name. 11 95 

We Und in Aristotle the concept of t he un i ty of the 

soul. "In Aristotle's system, the soul is what makes the 

body one thing, having unity of purpose , and t he character

istics that we associate with the wor d ' organism'. "96 

Maimonides concurs, saying th·1t the human so~l i s a 

unity. 
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.nns ••l s•n a111 ••l 

11 The human soul is one soul."97 Maimonides likens this one 

soul to matter, which has intellect as its form. The role 

of the human soul - matter, is to attain its form : intellect. 

Complete attainment of intellect (that is, pure intellect) 

would be ~an n1vn . If the soul does not strlve to 

attain its form, then Maimonides feels that its existence is 

futile. 

rs ,n,,1 n~ ~,.n, ,,D,,, a•n ••• n11n •11n ,,. ,,, 
n2 ivs a1,nn n,1•1D n•nn •in ai11n n~ i•1n 1~ 

,,,, p•i~ nn11•1D ,~,,, ,n~o2~ ni11n nn11 n~2p~ 
••l n11•1D• iD1~' ,,,. ·~ ••1 nJ, I~) Dl 11DI 
.210 1~ nr, 1~2 ••1 1•n 1~1 ni11 n~ n1•1n 1~• 

"Know that this single soul ..• is like matter, and the 
intellect is its form. If it does not attain its 
form, the existence of its capacity to receive this 
form is for nought and is, as it were , futile. This 
is the meaning of his (Solomon's) statement: ' I ndeed , 
without knowledge a soul is not good .' He muans that 
the existence of a soul that does not attain its 
form, but is rather 'a soul without knowledge, is not 
good '. •98 

Maimonides closes off the discussion of matter and form here 

i n Shemoneh Perakim and proposes to treat it in a projected 

work called , 1 , 2 1 1 11n , Book of Prophecy . But it 

was never written. 

Because the actions o~ the soul are Rometimes called 

n1v11 , Maimonides notes that many have been misled 

into thinking that there is more than one human soul. But 

this is erroneous. 
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v• ,n1J1• n2in n1~11a n~ ••1 nn1 ••J a11n ••l 
•• i2•a~1 ,n1••J .,~,, •• JA11 AIPD n11ipJ• 

a•2•1n• 1D2 n12i A1••J a11~ ••• i22 12••• 
.a•1a'1in 

"The human soul is one soul which has many different func

tions, some of which are sometimes called 'souls' . As a 

result there are those who thought that man had many souls, 

as the doctors thought.•99 Maimonides writes that doctors 

believed the re were many human souls, including one whom he 

calls a•1a1in ~111 , the greatest doctor - Hippocrates.100 

a•21•n'I n•J20 •~• n1•mln• a•111in ~1,1 nn .. ,, 
.a•v1J1 

"(To the point that even) Hippocrates stated that there are 

three souls: vegetative, animal, rational."101 This notion 

of three levels goes back to Aristotle. Aristotle' s approach 

to the soul is biological in nature. He held that there are 

three different levels o f being alive which are manifes ted 

through the different l evels of the soul. 

The n•120 or vegetative, refers to the soul or soul 

qualities which are found in plants. In Aristotle this is 

the lowest level. The n•J 1 •n or animal, refers to tho.se 

qualities which are found in all liv ing animals. These in-

elude locomotion, sensation and desire. T. e or 

r ational, refe~s to those qualities of a soul involving in-

tellect. The intellect enables one to db:ect desires towards 

fulfillment of a plan. This is unique tc1 humans who think 
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and speak. The l a s t is comparable to Maimonide s ' not ion 

of man as ,,,D '• , the speaking or r a tional being. 

"Aristotle maintained t hat t he lower l evel of soul i s a 

necessary condition for the higher and t hat t he possession 

of a higher type of s oul a lso changes the way in which the 

l ower functions."1°2 

Maimoni des' preference i s not for this t hree- fo l d 

dividison. He pr efers to speak of ••Jn •p?n , of parts 

of the soul and hence creates dif ferent terms which he cor-

relates to the three- fol d division pr esented above. 

Maimonides notes that the philosophers also speak 

of ••Jn 'P~I , parts of the soul. Speaking of the term 

••>n •p?1 , Maimonides says: 

DJU1i> 1••1 .a•eio1?•1n n2in an2 D'•Dn•D ,~. n1D•1 
an 17• , n1•11n n1p?1nn> np?nnD ~·a• a•p?1 D,D12 

a•p~•> •11n n177> •217 an• n111•n n•n1;,,, a•JiD 
.a•p?nn an11D n,21nDn n1?~'" •217 

"The philosophers use these terms frequently. They do 
not intend to speak of par ts (of the soul) as if the 
soul were divided into parts as the body is divi ded in
to parts . Rather , they count the different activities 
of the soul, in its totality, in the same way (as they 
woul d speak of) parts of a whole which is composed of 
those same parts ."103 

Maimonides does not wish to convey the idea t hat ~~ is 

speaking of anything more or less than one unified soul . 

Maimonides divides the soul i nto five part!>. 
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,nD1Dn1 ,••aiDn1 ,1r n nw1a ••ln •p;1• 1111 •Ji 
. na1 nn1 ii1JADn1 

"I say that there a re five par ts of the soul: the nutritive, 

the sensitive, t he imagi native, the...appetitive, and the 

rational. 11 104 

The first part of the soul whi ch Maimonides considers 

is J7 n p?1 , the nutri tive part . 

Al D'1•R1 .~2JDft1 ,p•rnDl1 ,,.,Dn l) ft 'JDD 
Al ;•12Dn1 , •1112 ,.;,1n1 .~1aan 1 ,D•11,1 n 

i•i1n1 12 J1t•; 1•i1n Al ••,11 ,, n1•n?n 
.D;1n; 

"(The nutritive part) cons i sts in t he power of attracting, 

retaining , digesting, excreting, growing, procreating its 

kind, and separating mixtures so that it isolates what it 

needs for nourishment and what it should excrete . •105 

Maimonides goes no f urther in describing the seven powers 

he attributes to Jf n p;1 as he feels they a re matter 

of discourse for medical doctors which is not relevant here 

in Shemoneh Perakim. 

The next part of the soul he considers is p;n 

••a11n , the sensitive part. 

;11 n1Doi11Dn n1n2n nwow 1JDD •"•aion p~n11 
. w1wDn1 , a• in' ,0Jen1 ,11•n1 ,n11in , J,onn 

"In the sensitive part (of the ooul) 1 are found the five 

powers which are well known to all: sight , hearing, taste , 
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smell and touch. 11 106 Maimonides notes that touch is differ-

ent from the other four senses. 

,D) in1•D i21 ,~ , •• , ,11n ID• ~)2 .,JD .,n, 
.IUft)D nJ2i1~ 

"It is found in all parts of the body and does not have a 

special organ like the other four senses. 11 107 

The third part of the soul given consideration is 

nDiDn p~n , the imaginative part. 

a••1nn •J•~D aD~Jn ina n,vn1Dn •D•i i)1tn n)n 1,n 
,,.,~, ntD nt a~•i2D, nt2 nt a2•2iD1 ,a11••n• 
a1•wn •~• a•i2i 1••n• a•i2in JD ntn n'n 2•,,D 

.ai••n~ ,.,. •11 a~1JD 

"(The imaginative part) is the power that preserves the 
impressions of sensibly perceived objects after they 
vanish from the immediacy of the senses that perceived 
them. Some impressions are combined with others, and 
some are separated from others. Therefore, from things 
it has perceived, this power puts together things it 
has not perceived at all and which are not possible for 
it to perceive. 11 108 

This part of the soul helps one to distinguish reality from 

non-reality. It also helps us to remember sensations once 

they are gone. In a simple sense it is memory. But notice 

its combining power. 

Maimonides notes that a small group of thinkersl09 

erred in theJ.r explanation of the powers of the nD1Dn p~n. 

This group held that anything that was imaginable was 

possible in reality. Maimonides disagreed with this. 
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"They did not know that this power combines things whose 

existence is impossible."110 Maimonides believed that 

ftD,Dn p~n did have the ability to create images which do 

not, and in some cases cannot, exist . This ability to dis-

tinguish reality from non-reality helps us to properly per

ceive the world. More importantly, it helps us to correctly 

perceive what is good and what is evil. 

Next Maimonides turns to the ,,,,nDn p~n , the 

appetitive part of the soul. 

,. i2i n1•1~ a11n pp1n•• 12• n)n 11n ii11nDn p;nn1 
nv•i1n ntn n)n JD n1••nn i•• n1~11•n ~~)D1 .1no1D' 

,1JDD n1i••nonn 11 a•10D i21~ n1n1n1 ,n1•i2n1 
,n1JDn1n1 n1•it)1n1 •'''"' in•n\ ,111in1 '''", 

.a•••1Jn a•ipDn 1;1D n2in1 ,n11•n1 n2n111 

"The appetitive part is the power by which a man de
sires , or is repulsed by, a certain thing. From this 
power originate such actions as seeking something or 
fleeing from it, as well as being attracted to some
thing or avoiding it ; rage and agreeableness, fear and 
boldness, cruelty and compassion, love and hatred, and 
many such disturbances of the soul. 11111 

The powers of this part of the soul are unlimited vis-a-vis 

the parts of the body. 

"The vehicles for these (appetitive) powers are all the 

limbs of the body."112 By itself ,,,,nDn p~n involves the 

drive towards that which is pleasureable and the avoidance 
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of that which is har1.1ful in terms of sensation. It does so 

without regard for the goal of ~Ill 1uwn • It is we 

who must give it proper direction. This is where ethics 

enters the picture. For Maimonides, ethics involves the 

choosing of that which is more beneficial, vis-a-vis the 

goal, over that which may be more pleasureable. 

Ethics demands that we set aside the pleasureable 

and direct ourselves towards the goal by choosing the more 

pragmatic. Maimonides feels that humans should not be con

cerned with satisfying desires, which are found in the 

appetitive part of the soul. Animals act out of a desire 

for pleasure. 

~)ID 2,D 1n•i 1'"~ 2i1 ~)ID ~)I, lftJ DI a, •• ··~ 
11 nJ),DD n~•D~ ai11 1n•• iva11 p•JD 11n1 n11n 

n1 I''' ,1•1• nDn2n1 11n •in ,•iD1~ ,12•1~ a1 ,, 
,n1•n ,JD a,. n•JD .~. D,I 1n1tn ,ID a,. ftWJD 

1n~111 n•nn ~21 .~D,1 n1Dft2) ~•DJ ,•• ~'2 
.,2~2 ~''1Dn n1 ~'' a1 n'v111 

"For if a man sets out to eat appetizin9 food which is 
pleasant to the palate and which has an agreeable odor, 
but is harmful and could be the cau~e of grave illness 
or eventually of destruction, then this man and the 
beasts are alike. That is not the action of a man in
sofar as he is a man. Indeed, it is the action of a 
man insofar as he is an animal: 'He is like the beasts 
that perish'. A hum~n action (requires) taking only 
what is most useful. "113 

Maimonides holds that as ration~! beings, who unljKe animals 

possess intellectual capacity, we should be able to dis

tinguish between those things which are beneficial to us and 
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those which are pl ea s ureable , yet harmf ul. This distinc

tion requires control of the appetitive par t of our soul. 

As humans we shoul d act onl y i n ways that are useful , 

without regard for pleasure. Animal s act out of a des ire 

for pleas ure. 

The final par t of the soul is a11na p'la , the 

rational part. This part of the soul is the part which 

serves as the vehicle for thought and the acquisition of 

knowledge . It also aids in the differentiation between 

good and evil. 

n2••nn n• nn ,2, ,'I•)•• 12 i•• a, • ., ''1an a)n a1a ,,n 1•2 'l•,2• •'n 12' a•r, Dn na n11p 11n ,21 
.n,'l,11D JD 21DD' 

"This is the power which is unique to man. Through it he 

is educated, thinks, acquires knowledge (of the sciences) , 

and distinguishes between good and evil acts."114 

This part of the soul manifests two basic types of 

action : practical and theoretical. 

•n:u1'1D UDD ••JD11· ,•n•r ano, ••JD oaD 1'1'1n n1 '1 ,,1n1 
na o,an , , . 12 i•a 1,n •J1•1n' .•n2•aa ,JDD1 

o•aipJn an ,~., , 1n• ••)D o•Jnea oJ•a• a•11DJn 
. anD a•r,D 

"Some of these actions are practical and some are 
theoretical. Of the practical actions, some are pro
ductive and some are deliberati~e. The theoretica l aid 
one in knowing the essence of things which do not change. 
These are simply called sciences without specifica
tions. 11115 
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It ls in the last two parts of the soul, the appe

titive and the rational parts, that we find the ethical 

issues may be raised. It is these two parts over which we 

have control. Because man can voluntarily act on his de-

sires and can distinguish between good and evil, through 

the intellect, these two parts of the soul are more direct-

ly involved in the ethics than the other three. As such, 

Maimonides' therapy for curing the diseases of the soul 

will revolve around the actions and powers found in the 

appetitive and rational parts of the soul. 

These are the five parts of the soul and their vari

ous powers as Maimonides presents them. Though he distin

guishes between these five parts of the soul, Maimonides 

remains steadfast in his conviction that the human soul is 

a unity. He states that the soul, both as a unity and in 

all its parts, should be directed towards the goal of 

'Ian nun . 

'J'niDD inn• 1JnaD n'IJn' .,,,. no 11n n11 
,1•1J '1)21 i22'1 '1)2 i•n'11 'n na n2n11 1iD12 

p'ln '12 n9 '12n a'•n• ,1•1J tp?n '122 iD1?2 
•1'n'11 'n n1 n2n1'1 •'n1 nna n•'12n anD 

"This is what the Exalted One seeks from us as our goal . 
As He said: 'And you shal l love the Lord your God , with 
all your heart, with all your soul •. . ' (Deut. 6:5), that 
is to say, with all the parts of your soul. You should 
place before every part of your soul one goal which is 
to love the Lord your God."116 
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All ethice: rests on a view of human nature . To un-

derstand Maimonides ' ethics we need to understand his 

"psychology", particularly his view of freedom of t he will. 

As to human nature, Maimonides states that on the 

issue of free will Torah and Greek philosophy agree. 

D'l1D17'•' 'J'n,,nD 1,n D)D,D ,2,. ,, nn• 721 
n,,,,. 7>• n1•nD1n "''''" 1n1nD1• nD2 ,,,, 

1•11 ,an2 .,,n ,,,, 1•1 ,,,,2 n,,,01 a11n 
.77> 'J1J'I 191D 17 

"But you, know that there is one thi ng agreed upon be
tween our Torah and Greek philosophy (which has proved 
it by true proofs)-that all of man's actions are in his 
hands. There is no compelling force upon his actions, 
nor is there any external compulsion which forces him 
toward virtue or vice."117 

Maimonides holds that humans are free in all their actions. 

In no case are there outside factors and forces which may 

force one towards a certain action or away from a certain 

action . 

"That one would be compelled (to) or prevented (from a par

ticular action) is not (true) in any case or situation."118 

According to Schweid, our freedom to choose between different 

choices , as taught by Maimonides, is our freedom to ~rr.119 

aecause we are in control of whether we err or not , we are 

also in control of the health of our soul. This i nc ludes the 

choice to ignore our il l ness and carry on without $eeking the 
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help of a doctor. Th~ end r~ult is that we continue to 

misperceive good and evil, continuing to act in a 111anner 

which delays or even precludes '111 nnn. 

In order to strengthen his case about free will, 

Maimonides turns to the commands and ordinances found in 

the Torah. 

ninT1n1 •111n a•'la2 Tl '' 1••1D2 ni21D a,1n n•n 1'111 .a•' J ,,,,n 

"If man were compelled in his actions , then the Toraitic 

commands and warnings would be for naught·. !' ' 120 If man were 

not free to obey or disobey the laws then there would have 

been no reason for the promulgation of the laws we find in 

the Torah. Equally useless would be the obligation to learn 

since there would be no benefit to be gained from education 

as all benefits would have been determined in advance . Fur-

thermore, there would be no need for reward and punishment 

were man not free to act according to his own will. 

nT'I nr 11n1D 1•2 ,a'ln1D .,,,, •111n1 i2•n a1 n•~1 

n•n ~· 1211i na 11,• nr f1JD• '' ,11'1 'n naD 1•21 
,, DI ,1,n•'I ft121D1 •111 nr1 11,n'I .,,,D, 0111 "' 

n,,,D 11n• nvJD '11 1n••11•• f 1JD• na ••111 ,,,D 
1'1 1n1•1'1 1'1• n1, a• 1'1•111 ,a•11 '12 '111 1n1•1'1 

·"''' 

"Reward and punishment would certainly be unjust , whether 
meted out by us or by God . If a certain Shimon killed a 
certain Reuven because he was bound and forced to ki ll 
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him, and because he (Reuven) was bound and forced to 
be killed, how could we punish Shimon. It was an act 
which he was compelled to commit in any case, whether 
he wished to or not. Even if he did not wish to commit 
the act, he could not (not conunit the murder)."121 

Maimonides determines that in order for the commands 

and prohibitions of the Torah to have been promulgated for 

a purpose , man must be free. 

,,,.2 a•i,DD D,an '•JD ~)• p10 ,2 t'•• nDan ~21 
''~J n••1) 1~, ni)n ·~~ ,n•J' 1~ DI, n•,J nsi DI 

·1)2 

"The truth , about which there can be no doubt, is that all 

human actions are in human hands. If he wishes, he can do 

it, if he doesn't, he need not do it, without any force or 

compulsion being exercised on the choice . "122 But even 

though the option to choose is ultimately left to us we are 

commanded regarding the choice. 

a1•n i•21~ 'nnJ n1i iD1, '111n '21•n n•J> 1)'•~, 
nin2, ,Jin n11 n11Dn n11 21Dn na, D''nn na 

.1J'i'2 nT2 ni'n2n na 1n21 D''n2 

"Therefore was the command made obligatory , as it is said: 

'Behold, I have placed before you this day, life and good, 

death and evil • .• Therefore choose life!' (Deut. 30:15 ,19). 

And the choice in this matter is left in our hands."123 

God does not compel us to fulfill His mitzvot. 
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••• n111D n•••J ~, ,,,1 'n 1•1 
.ni•21 ~' ,,,1 'n 1•11 

"God does not ordain the fulfillment of a mitzvah ••• God 

does not ordain transgression (of a mitzvah)."124 

,JnD 1n11 JJ1D 1~1 an 9 ~J 1n•,)Dft i2, 1•11 
1n "' t'>' 1ti•~ ia11 AD•n i•D~ i1•21 \D) 

i1•2 iJ)1 ,,,, 210 nJ,~ 1JDD ,II) n•n a,1n 
.1i1 210 n1i~ 1JDD 1J'>J• ,.,,,. na a11inn 

, ••• 111 iD1~) D~1J2 in• ftVJJ 11n• ,D,~) 
,,~ •1101 "' 1'JJ2 1~ nD1in in1 110 1n1D2 

n121Dn ,, •• 1DIJ i11 1DIJ 111• ,11n DD1 
JJ1D 1•11 n1,•w JftD nY•1 nv1•1 n11in1 

e1)D 1A11 

"He (God) does not force him (man) to perform them nor 
does He prevent him from performing them. This notion 
was explained in the Book of Truth, where He said: 
'Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing 
good and evil'. The Targum has already made clear the 
interpretation of this appraisal. ( 'like one) of us, 
knowing good and evil.' It means that he (Adam) has 
become unique in the world, i.e. a species having no 
similar species with which he shares this quality he has 
attained. What is this quality? It is that he himself, 
of his own accord, knows the good and the bad things, 
does whatever he wishes, and is not prevented from doing 
them. 11 125 

Maimonides' statements are not intended to preclude 

God's ability to act. According to Maimonides, there are 

realms in which man does not have the ability to act and 

realms in which man has no freedom to choose. This concept, 

he says, was expressed by the Sages in their statement: 

••Everything is in the hands of heaven except for the fear of 

heaven. 11 126 Maimonides ~tates that this statement is true. 

But having allowed that man has freedom to choose, and is in 
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control of all his acts , he must now either r econc i l e t he 

two stands or dr op one of t hem. 

Maimonides feels that many peopl e have been misled by 

the statement of the Sages . Fear of heaven, he says , re-

sides in one of the parts of t he soul. 

a•D• ,,,2 1i•a1 a•D• nai• a•an •1ia JD nta p~121 
.a,• n ni•n2~ ni1DD •~• 

"And it is in this part of the soul (the rational) that ' fear 

of heave ' resides. It is not in the hands o f heaven but is 

given to human choice."127 

He then t urns to expl ain how people have misunderstood 

the meaning of ~)ft • Literally , the text means that 

"everything is in God ' s hands . " Humans are left no freedom 

except to believe or not. But Maimonides refines its meaning 

by saying it does not refer to everything in a total sense. 

Rather it is intended to refer to those things in nature in 

which humans have no choice. 

o•i2, ~' •~• 1)2 ni11)n 1•1 •~)n• aiD1 ni n1 
i1i1 1n1•n f11) an2 ni •n2 ai1~ 1•• i va 0••12on 

. r1)1 ni112 11 a•i n,,,, 11 , ,1p 1• 

"Their statement, 'Everything' is not intended to n1ean lit-

erally that, but rather to refer to those natural t~ings 

over which man has no choice. These include : his being tall 

or short , the falling of the rain or drought, etc."128 
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To limit God only to action in nature is insuffi

cient for Maimonides. He raises the question of God's will 

in other areas • 

• ,2,2 111D~ , ••• , a,. •J2 ~II Dl,11Dn ,2,n ~21 
ai1n n,•DJ• 1\n1 ,1n1D) a•21n)n n1J1•~2, a•D2n 

.,1112, n~Jn• 'n 1)1i2 ,•n1J,Jn ~), 1n2•••1 

"But the thing which is well known among men and which may 

be found among the words of the Sages , and in other writings 

as well, i~ that man's risings and sittings and all his 

movements are by the will and desire of God , the exalted 

One."129 And this, says Maimonides, is true. But only in 

a limited sense . 

God , in the act of creating the world, determined 

certain thi ngs. 

f Dt ~) 1)91~, t)iD2 nn,~~)2 ri1n n•nn• nsi 'n 
.r)1Dn ~· JJ 1,n •1n n~,D~ ,JDD p~n pir>• 

"God willed that the earth, in its totality , be in the cen-

ter. Therefore, every time that a part of it (the earth) is 

thrown upwards from it, it moves towards the center . 11 130 

Thus , if a rock is thrown in the air, it will always return to 

earth. And so it is with all things. That which God tiet in 

motion at the time of creation is that which continues to 

exist now. Thus Maimonides quotes Koheleth: 

p•11 n•J•• 1\n n•JJ• nD1 n•n•• 1,n R•n• nD iD•>• 
.•D•n nnn •in ~) 
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''As it is said: 'What was, shall be; and what was done, 

shall yet be done. There is nothing new under the sun . ' 

(Ecclesiastes 1:9)"l31 It is based on this verse from 

Koheleth that the Sages said: 

,on2 112,1• ••) ,•n• 121~ ,,,D DI iw1 o•o•Jn ~)2 
.n•v1i2 •D• n••2 ,,1,1 D,p i2) a~,) 

"For all the miracles which are supernatural, which were 

and which will yet be, as they were promised , they were 

willed during the six days of creation."132 

This intenstifies the problem. All of this is the 

realm of God's control . What then, is left for human free-

dom? The ordinances which we find in the Torah reflect 

those matters in which man properly has freedom of choice. 

a,1~ v•w n,,,,.2 •~• DJ•a a••Ji,nn n,ntan, ,,,Jn .,n,.,, ,,. ,, Jn,•J~ 1i•n2 1n2 

"The commands and precautions of the Torah refer only to 

those actions in whi ch man has a choice to do them or not to 

do them. 11 133 God commands , but God does not , stresses Mai-

monides, preordain human obedience or disobedience to 

matters in which there is freedom of choice. 

Having stated that "man is responsible for all of 

his actions" and almost in the same breath t hat "Every-

thing is in the hands of heaven • • • " Maimonides is l eft with 

the problem of reconci~ing the dichotomy. He does so by 
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utilizing the same reasoning he gave for the r ock fal ling 

back to earth . It goes to t he center as a result o f God' s 

will. It is not that God wills each t ime that a rock is 

tossed in the air that it return to e arth, a s t he Mutakalli-

mum argued . Rather , God "wi lled" a cer tain s t a te (or l aw) 

in motion at the time of c r eation. Since creat i on, t he wor l d 

has continued in the fashion in which God s et it. I n proof, 

Maimonides quotes Avodah Zarah 54b : 

"The world goes accordi ng to its custom." 

So it is with man . Maimonides states that God c r eated 

man with the freedom to choose to do or not do certai n acts. 

That freedom is the result of God ' s wi ll . Performance of an 

act at any given moment is a manifestation of human will , 

and not of God' s momentary int eraction in our lives . 

rn J11i l W 29 9 1 ,DJ QI D,12 c•iD11 1t ,,, )J1 
n11~1D n•w1 i2 11212 1n•2• iD1?~ , 2v•1 iDJ 

.12 1 1i~ 2•• 1 i1D1•• aian 

"In this regard i t is s aid of man: If he stood and sat , 
it is according to the will of God, the exalted One , that 
he stood and sat. That is to say , that He made it part 
of the nature of man, in the c reation of the r eal ity of 
man , that he should stand and sit according to his (man ' s) 
will . 11 134 

God does, according to Maimonides, have the ab .Ui ty to 

limit a person's ability to act . God also metes out punish-

ment. 
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.~, 21•• •~• 1)2 a11n na ••JJD '•• •• ., 
n~'n' 11n• •1~ ,n21wn2 n1•12n ,~ 1•1•• 
,,,. 1np111 1nD)I n2••nD1 A1S,,. 111• 

nJn 0~112 ••JJD a1n• •• nsn1 ,•J1Jn 
,12~2 a2n D~,,~ ••JJD 11 n• •• , ,12~2 

.1n• A1D~1J I 'JW2 W•JJDW W'1 

"There a re those (cases) in which God punishes man be
cause he has not repented , and He does not l eave him the 
choice to repent . He , the Exalted One knows the trans
gress ions , and His wisdom and justi ce require a (cer
tain) measu.re of punishment. There a r e those whom He 
punishes solel y in this worl d , and those whom He punishes 
in the wor ld- to- come. And there are those whom He pun
ishes i n both worlds."135 

There are a l so those who claim that God causes certa i n 

people to do evil, and then punishes them for havi ng committed 

the evi l acts. Maimonides restates his stand that man i s free 

in his actions and that God does not cause a person to be 

wicked or good. He considers the case of the Pharoah in 

Egypt wherein the text states: 

" I will harden Pharoah ' s heart . " (Exodus 14 :4 ) There are 

those , says Maimonides, who c l aim that this means t hat God 

left Pharoah and his servants no choice but to oppress the 

Israelites. God had removed any chance that Pharoah mi ght 

release the children of Israel ou~ of any sense of com

passion. But Maimonides responds by saying: 
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.~, ni'n ·~2 aJ,1i2 ,,Dn ,.,2,, n1i1 '' 
,.,, a1i12 ,.n i•1 D•i1~ ,,,n, ,oJ,1 

~. iD1•1 .,, •• 2 iDI• ,D) a~ft1D ~,,, an~ 
,,~ nD2nnJ 12n ~., •• •J2 01 nln ,D, 

.~, ,on2•nD 1112, oJ11iD ,., nr n•JD, 
an~ ~n •l,, n•n, ,,,,n nr2 an'~' n•n 

an•~' 1•2•• ,,, n2,•nn JD aJlD• 1' ~' 
,a•l,, ,nr• 1p11 2••n• nD •l,Jn JD 
.a11~v• •~• 11n ni,•nn JD an1•>D, 

"Pharoah and his followers disobeyed by choice, without 
force or compulsion. They oppressed the strangers in 
their midst, treating them unjustly. As it is said 
clearly: 'And he said to his people: Behold the people 
of Israel ••• Come let us deal wiseily with them' (Exodus 
1:9-10). This action was their own choice and because 
of their evil thoughts; nothing compelled them to act 
this way. God punished them for this (by preventing 
their repentence in order that justice would be served). 
What prevented them from repentence was that they did 
not set them (Israel) free. 11 136 

Maimonides holds this to be a matter of great import 

which should be studied well. God was punishing Pharoah and 

his servants for many evil acts against the Israelites. The 

hardening of Pharoah's heart was God's act of preventing them 

from repenting for their earlier evil acts. Those acts were 

committed by the will of Pharoah, not the will of God. But 

God does punish evildoers by limiting their ability to act or 

repent in order that they will be subject to justice. 

Maimonides seeks to establish complete human freedom 

of action despite the Rabbinic teaching that God controls 

everything but "the fear of heaven". He does so by ePtablish

ing that man is free insofar as he has freedom of choice in 
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all his actions. There are, however, certain things which 

are beyond human choice. These are the rules that God 

willed for nature at the time of creation. Certain things, 

s uch as man's general ability to sit or stand, God decreed 

at creation. How man acts at a given moment , that is to 

say, by sitting or standing , is not a matter of God's will 

but of human will. God does not force humans to act in any 

given way, but does maintain justice in the world. God 

punishes those who are wicked , at the extreme, by removing 

their ability to repent. 

Another aspect of Maimonides' psychology of huma.n 

nature is his understanding of D'~ain, habits. Particular-

ly relevant to our discussion are the n11D , which as 

previously noted are "moral habits" . The source of the 

nno is the soul. 

In his discussion of the n11D , Maimonides states 

that there are two type s of moral habits . Those which are 

good moral habits are known as n1~JD , virtues . The bad 

moral habits are known as n11,1D, vices. 

While the source of the n1io , is the soul, only 

certain parts of the sou! are involved with the vices and 

the virtues . 
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.nJ11D 1~1 n~JD 12 i11•• 1~ n1,11 ''" p~nn ~21 

"But of the nutritive and imaginative parts there is nothing 

to say regarding virtues or vices."137 

There is no moral will involved at this level. According to 

Maimonides we only speak of these parts in terms of whether 

they are functioning properly or not. 

Within the other parts of the soul, namely the sensi-

tive , appetitive and rational, we do find involvement with 

the vices and virtues. Maimonides divides the virtues and 

vices into ~wo categories which, in turn, are connected with 

these three parts of the soul. 

n,~,•1n n,,,D, n,,n,,D n,~,D ,0•1,0 'lW on n,,,Dn, 
"The virtues are of two types: moral virtues and rational 

virtues."138 And there are two corresponding categories of 

vices. Maimonides then proceeds to relate these categories 

to the parts of the soul in which they are found . 

p~nn, .12~2 ,,,,nDn P'"' n111Dl on n,,n,,on n,,,Dn 
.,,,,nDn ''"~ ,2,2 niwD nT t'>J2 ''" w•1,Dn 

"The moral virtues are found only in the appetitive 

part. The sensitive part is only involved in these matters 

insofar as it serves the appetitive part. 11 139 Maimonides 

says that there are many virtues of this type , which operate 

out of the appetitive part of the soul. 

p11n1 n,2•1>n1 n1w•itn J'l~ ,aD 0•2,io ''" p~nn n'''D' 
.on'''' ,,,Dn1 fD''"' n2,1n ,,,, n,1JJ11 n\J'nDn• 

"Th~ virtues of this part of the soul are many, like: self-

restraint, generosity and righteousness, moderation, humil-
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ity, the 'good eye ', courage, cowardice , and others like 

these."140 

The r ational virtues are found in the rational part 

of the soul. 
nD)nn DnD ,n11nn P'"' n1a1D1 Dn n1•11•1nn n'~'D" 

n,.,. •ina n,21ipn, n1p,nin n,2•on n,.,. a•n1 
,,.n 11DD , ,,•n1 .1•n120 na D•ip1n i•a i2,n n11•1D 

,D•11wai a•~)•1D iD1,, '212 ,,~ •11Dn a1n1 •11•'" 
.n1p1n ')•n 1JDD, 

"The rational virtues are thouse found i n the rational 
part . They include: wisdom, which is knowledge of the 
remote and more proximate causes, which only follows up
on knowledge of the existence of that which is being in
vestigated; and intellect, including theoretical intellect 
which is that which we find in nature like 'first in
telligences ' and (also including) acquired intellect."141 

The rational virtues are unchanging • 

• 11n•• •' nJ•nDa Dn• ••' n1•11•1nn n1,1Dn Dn nD1n• ,,, 

"Know that the rational virtues arc truth, for since they are 

tr~ th , they do not change."142 

While the ideal is to acquire virtues , Maimonides 

notes that everyone has vices. 

1•p• .D••101'••n 11Da 1))• ••' ,n1,11D aia ')' •• 
n11i1on ')' ,n11D 1121D 11n• •o 110•• pn11 

.n1•11•1nn1 n1•n11on 

"Everyone has vices . The philosophers have already said that 

far and few between are those who are naturally inclined to 

all the moral and rational virtues . 11 143 
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The vices separate us from our goal • 

• ~n J'2~ a11 J'2 a•~•,2Dn a•20D an ,~~n n,1i2Dn ~, 

"All these vices are veils which separate man from God."144 

Some vices altogether prevent our reaching prophecy, the 

highest rational virtue. 

"Anyone who is angry, if he is a prophet, his prophecy 

leaves him."14S 

In accord with his theory of human freedom, Maimonides 

writes that: 

.n1iiD ~12 .~, n~JD ~12 •~ ,J•a ,n~'nno ,12a2 a11n 

"Man does not by nature, from the beginning, possess virtues 

or vices."146 However , he does allow that we may be born 

with an inclination towards one or the other. 

"It is possible that one's character may naturally be pre

pared for virtue or vice. 11 147 One moral quality (either 

vice or virtue) may be more easily acquired because of the 

inborn nature of one's soul. That is, the balance of the 

parts of one's soul. 

But the acquis i tion of virtues and vices lie~ entirely 

in our hands. 
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,,,,D ,; t'•• l''), • . ,,•2 n,Jiian, n,~,•n n••2p 
•I"''• '",,,,,. •i,1•n 

"Acquisition of the virtues and v i ces is i n his (t he indi

vidual ' s) hand • • . since ther e is no outs ide f or ce which will 

direct him towards them . "148 As such , it is on l y t he indi

vidual who can di rect themselves t owards the virtues . I t 

is important that we recognize this and move oursel ves i n 

the proper direction . 

Maimonides thinks that the astrologers , who hold 

that one's birthdate determines one's virtues and vices. 

He rejects this and ho l ds that these quali ties are learned. 

n,~rDn '•••D •;12 on,1 o•,,2• n'''"" an,1• 2,•nn •'• 
·~12 an,1 n,.,, a,a ' >2 n,,,, •• D'D,D on• , nDa an• 

n'''''" rn,1 '' ni),D o,an•, ,n1iiD •)J2 , . n)JD 
.o•ia )) ;, 

"You should not think that the fantasies which the as
trologers invent are true . They imagine that a person' s 
birthdate determines whether they are virtuous or full 
of vice. And (th~y believe) that man is compelled to 
these actions (of virtue or vice) in any event." 

For Maimoni des, it i s solel y the virtues or vices which we 

learn which in turn will determine our actions. 

We l earn to acquire virtues and vices and do so as 

part of our natural development . 

,nn1• D i n1J) a1nn2 o••JD) ,n,iopD p10 •)2 )11no 1,n, 
n1p2 an• • '' ,o••i i 2•2 a••1Dn an11 •'' , , , ,, •• 21, 

. ,,,nan , . 11•1in 

"(The individual) becomes accustomed without a doubt from 

his childhood , to acts which fit with the behavior of his 
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family and his neighbors. Among these are median acts 

(i.e . which fall at the mean) , and also t hose which lie at 

one extreme or the other."150 

Since we are free , and that is a principle of the 

traditions, then learning the correct moral habits (that is, 

the virtues) is necessary. 

1i11i2 n•J•• iD1~2 ci1n n11'1D2 '2''" nt• f 1'2 
.211n ,,, 11D~~ ,,,. n1i'• 'nD Jin1 211n n1~1J1 

"Since it is part of human nature, that is to say, that the 

individual acts in accordance with their own will, doing 

good or evil acts when they want, it is necessary to teach 

him the good path ."151 In part, the way that we learn the 

'good path ' is through the Torah which aids us in directing 

ourselves towards the goal . 

Whereas we learn virtues and vices, rather than are 

born with them, they can be changed. 

ni•n2n1 211~ JiD1 , ,,~ 2111 1n1>•~ ie11 21D ,2 '2 
.122 ,,,2 

"Every situation can be changed from good to evil and from 

evil to good. The choice lies with the individual in that."152 

As such it becomes the obligation of every individual , if they 

are to reach the goal of ,In ni•n to direct themselves 

towards acquiring the virtues and divesting t hemselves of 

their vices. 
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11•1•• ,, l11n n1~111~ 1DIJ n1 ~•1in~ l••nn11 
11DD 1i10•• ,, 1in n1~111D pnin•1 ,n1~JDn ,~ 

.n1J11Dn 

"It is obligatory that one exercise themselves in good acts 

until they acquire the virtues, and that they distance them

selves from evil acts, until they remove from themselves the 

vices."153 

In sum, Maimonides has established that people have 

difficulty reaching the ethical idea. But our actions are 

in our hands and thus we find that ultimately the choice to 

direct ourse lves towards ~an zu~n is also ours. 

In order to reach the ideal we must be cognizant of 

our actions, over which we have control, and see that they 

are properl y directed. The source of ourcctions is our 

n1iD , moral habits, which are grounded in the soul. 

Maimonides establishes that the human soul is one 

which may be seen as having five parts. Each part serves 

as the source of a certain level of action. At the higher 

levels we find those actions over which we have control. We 

also find the moral habits at these higher levels. It is 

necessary that we learn to recognize these parts, and their 

habits, in order that we may proceed towards the goal. To 

properly direct ourselves, we must strive to acquire good 

moral habits-virtues, and to overcome bad moral habits-vices. 
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Bad moral habits cause us to misperceive what is truly good 

and what in truth, is evil. This Maimonides calls an ill

ness of the soul. It is necessary that we seek to cure our

selves of these illnesses of the soul. Only then can we 

move towards ~1n ~l~n . It is to this matter of the 

therapy for illnesses of the soul that we shall turn in the 

next chapter. 
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C~TER VI 

MAIMONIDES' THERAPY: A PROPOSED SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM 

According to Maimonides, one who suffers an illness 

of the soul cannot attain the goal of ~In ni•n . His 

metaphor of sickness and health provides the framework for 

understanding how Maimonides teaches that one can overcome 

the illness of the soul and move towards '11n nivn. 

We have learned that for Maimonides a healthy soul is 

one wherein the soul and its parts do good acts . And a sick 

soul is one wherein the soul and its parts perform evil acts. 

We have established that the manner in which one acts is the 

result of one's habits, specifically one's moral habits . 

Those acts which a person freely performs generate from their 

moral habits. Maimonides proposes that in order to cure an 

illness of the soul we must change a person's moral habits. 

This, in turn, will change the way they act. Maimonides 

emphasizes changing the habits because habits affect the way 

in which one acts on a continuing basis. This is the essence 

of Maimonides' proposed therapy for illnesses of the soul. 

One who suffers from an illness of the soul, according 

to Maimonides, is one whose acts ar~ evil. As we hav~ 

learned, Maimonides feels that most people incorrectly per

ceive what is truly good and what is truly evil. Rather, 
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they mistake good for evil and evil for good~ Such people 

suffer from illnesses of the soul . I t is ne cessar y t hat 

these i ndi viduals be taught what i s t he t rue good . In part, 

that is the cure for an illness of t he soul. However, Mai-

monides ' t her apy goes beyond teaching the true good . He 

seeks to provide a therapy which will condition the i ndividua l , 

enabling them to devel op good habits, t hat is good mor al 

habits. 

Those who suffer illnesse~ of t he soul are generally 

unaware of t heir i llness Hence , t hey are oblivious to the 

harm which may befall them • 

• ~, en~ P''' nD D'J11' ai•a en• •tin ·~1n cn1a2 ioa1 
.1~•'' nD) ,,,, •~ •~••' a•1•i ,,, an~ ~,,,, no 

"It is said of those who s uffer ill nesses of the soul that 

they do not know what will harm them, nor. do they know what 

will ben1 fi t them. As it is said: 'the way of the wicked is 

like darkness, they do not know over what they will stumble' 

(Proverbs 4:19) 11 154 

Maimonides makes a distinct ion here . When one is un-

aware of their illness, it is a different matter f r om the 

case of one who is aware t hat they are ill and nonetheless 

chooses to ignore their illness. Of the latter Maimonide s 

says : 
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iDa an•)J an•n11an ins a•),1n1 a•••1iDn 
•2, n1i•i•2 •) an•i2, na 1i1n2 nDan iaD 

n11,, J11)nD 11n• ,D1,2 ,~121 ,,, 
.J11DJ2 1DJJ ,,D1D 11n1 1J11DI 

"Those who sense (their illness), and who pursue their 
desires are spoken of in the Book of Truth, which des
cribes them, saying; 'For in the stubbornness of my 
heart I walk, etc . ' (Deut. 29:18) That is to say, even 
though he intends to guench his thirst , he actually in
creases the thirst."155 

As is the case with one who is physically ill and who 

ignores their illness, one who is afflicted with an illness 

of the soul and ignores their illness will suffer dire conse-

quences . 

y•DiD1 an)nD na a•••1iD a1•a1 ••1n '''" 
a•1ain1 a1•11 a•••1i1• 11 ,n11•i2 nn11 

n,1nn ,1D n1•n, ,,,. n1 n•n• aa10 •in 
11n• aa,nD 11•11 1•n111n ina ,,n aa 

.pao •'12 121• 

"The one who has a sick soul, who does not feel their ill
ne··s, and imagines that they are healthy, or the one who 
fe~ls the illness but does not seek healing will find their 
end much like that of the physically ill person who pursues 
their pleasures without medical care. They will surely 
die. 11 156 

Just as one cannot ignore a physical illnes·s and expect that 

it will be cured by itself, so too one may not hold out for 

such hopes in the case of illness of the soul. 

Enter the cbctor of the soul. The doctor of the soul, 

who, as we have seen, Maimonides identifies as the a.:in 

can diagnose the illness of the soul, and prescribe therapy 

based on his training . The specific training of the doctor 

I 
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of t he soul (i.e. t he Sage) i s i n To r ah, the Law. In the 

Guide for t he Pe rplexed, Maimonide s writ es: •The Law as a 

whole aims at two thi ngs: t he welfare of the soul and the 

wel fare of the bo<fy . •157 In Shemoneh Perakim Maimonides 

states: 

a•i ••'D a~,,. 11Dn n''1Dn 2,i2 11,2nn 
.•a1n n'"'' 

"If you examine most of the conunandment s you wil l find that 

they disci pline the powers of the sou1 . •158 

But most people do not strictl y fol l ow the conunand-

ments . In accordance with his belief in human f r ee will , 

Maimonides holds that we find obedience and rebel l iousness 

vis- a- vis t he Law. Those who transgress t he mitzvot are re-

belling agains the Law, and they are doing so as a result 

of their own wil l . The source of this rebelliousness , as well 

as obedience to the Law , is the soul . 

Maimonides holds that t wo parts of the soul are dir

ectly invol ved in obedience and/or rebelliousness to the Law. 

a•p?n '>•? 1?1 a•11DJ a1•1 a••>i,nn n'D•Dn' •iDn '' ,, 
•1•2, , i2?2 ,,,,nDn P~""' ••1iDn p~nn an' , •a1n •p~nD 

.n,,1Dn' n'i•21n ~' n1•• nn ,~an a•p~nn 

"Know that rebellious ness to and obedience of t he Toraitic 

laws are found in two parts of the soul. These are t he sen-

sitive part and the appetitive part . Al l the commandmen~s 
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and transgress ions invol ve these two part s,tti59 Mai.Jllonides 

states that it is a l so possibl e to find obedience and re

belliousness in the rational part of the soul . 

a1D•• iD1a •Ja ~21 ,n),2D ,2 •' •in n11nn p~nn ~21 
11 n, OIJ n2•nD nJD1n2 •iDn1 nJD• D• • )n Rf2 DJ 

1 •Jn~ ,•11• n•JD 12 t 'I ~21 ,n•nD1 n2•nD nJD1n2 
.ni•21 ,. n111D D• DnD2 ,,~, 

"Though there is confusion about the rational part I say that 

here too, there is obedience and rebelliousness, namely, be-
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lief in a false or true opinion . But it is not involving an 

act to which the words commandment and transgression apply . "160 

Maimonides declares that the imaginative and nutritive 

parts are not subject to obedience or r ebelliousness. 

t''~ , •iD 1;, an2 nJD•D 1•1 nD,Dn1 trn p,nn ;21 
o,1n 1•11 ,~,) n,,, , on2 111i~1 n2•• n, t'•• 

o,•21n) 11 an; ,,, n1 n•2•n, 1n2• nD •1 ,, ;,~, 
,D,)) , ; ;n a • p~n n •1 • • n1 i n 1~n .nD''1DD n~ 1112 

i1• )) 1••• nD nJ••n JDr2 a•;,,, nD1Dn' rr n 
.•un n1n) 

"But in the nutritive and imagniative parts there is no obe-
dience or rebelliousness, since thought and will do not 

function in (these parts) at all . A man cannot , by though~ , 
cause them to cease action, nor can he limit their actions. 
Do you not see that these two parts, the nutritive and the 
imaginative , act while one sleeps, unlike the other powers 
of the soul?"l61 



Thus it is over the appetitive and sensitive parts of 

the soul that one must seek to have complete control. And, 

as we have learned, it is through these two parts, plus the 

rational part, that virtues are acquired. Maimonides' thera-

py therefore seeks to direct the individual towards controll-

ing those actions, over which they have control. 

The therapy seeks to develop good moral habits (i.e. 

virtues) in the appropriate parts of the soul. These good 

moral habits in turn will result in good acts, and hence a 

healthy soul. So long as one still has bad moral habits 

(i.e. vices) which cause one's actions to be bad, one cannot 

have a healthy soul. 

The manner in which we cure a defective moral habit 

is not unlike the medical treatment of a bodily illness. 

a•) ,n1111n n1111l at1n1nDw ii12 1n1n•w •11i 
n•111 11'1 nDJ ,1 nT'•~ 11'11 111TID nD1 aa ,11nw 

p1no1 yT11• ,w121 ,1J1T1~ ,,,n,w ,, 121n 1i11 
• i1nn 1nUD 

"It is necessary to follow the same course as one does 
in treatment of bodies. When the body loses its equil
ibrium we note to shich side it is balanced, oppose it 
with its opposite until it returns to equilibrium. When 
it has reached its equilibrium we remove the opposite. 11 162 

"We do the same in the case of moral habits."163 
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Maimonides gives us an example of how the therapy of 

applying pr essure in order to bring about equilibrium oper

ates vis-a-vis the moral habits. 

n\l\)n ,~ \lp> i2)• a,1 1>•1i aa ,nY2 ~•an 
nJi1D \DIJ ~' i1a DIDID 11n• \Wll2 n1•••> 

a••Jan JD nw1J 11n• nYn n•1an1 ,••>n n11i1aa 
1n\1l •~ nYn n~\nn na 11i~ 1J•1i aa ••• o•Jin 

•a n1 11ia• •a) nY• ·•~ ,n12•1J2 1nlnn~ 
111ia "' t••• rr11an i2,2 n1a•ann 12 ni21• 

n1Jir12 in>••"'~ n111~ •11i 1~1 ,1•~nD 
.DJI ina DJI 

"We may , for example, see a man whose soul has reached a 
condition i n which he is miserly towards himself. This 
one of the vices of the soul, and the action he performs 
is one of the bad actions •.• Thus, if we wanted to give 
medical treatment to this sick person , we would not or
der him to be liberal. That would be like using a 
balanced course for treating someone whose fever is exces
sive; this would not cure him of his sickness. Indeed, 
this man needs to be made to be extravagant time after 
time."164 

The reverse would be true as well. 

iii2 11n1~ 1n111 •in tirm 1n11•1i 01 121 
.a•a11 na' n1•~•)n 

"If we saw him being extravagant then we would conunand him 

to behave in a miserly manner several times."165 

But we would not exert the same pressure in each of 

the t wo cases. Maimonides states that there is a secret to 

mastery of this manner of treatment. 
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a•D11 n1•;•,n n•JD ;, i11n7 1n11J 1; 
.n1Ji11n n•1D2 1n1J•11• 1D' n12i 

•17 ,1i101 •11•in p1n a•n ,, n,1pJ1 
in1• n12•iJn ;, n1Ji11n JD aian ni1•• 

71 n1•;•,n JD i11•••D 21ip1 7p 
.n12•,Jn 

"We would not repeatedly command the miserly actions 
many times as we did in (the case of) the extravagant 
actions. Tnis . point is the rule of t herapy and its se
cret. Turning a man from extravagance to liberality is 
easier than turning him from miserliness to liberality. " 

Maimonides brings several other such examples as well. 

n1••i1n 71 n11Jnn •1in ,,,J ni1n ,,, 
.n1v•i1n 71 Jn11nn niTnD l1ip1 7p in1• 

"Turning t he one who is insensitive to feeling to moderation 

is easier t han turning the lustful to moderation . "167 

Maimonides s tresses that attaining the virtues and 

firmly establishing them in t he soul is not an easy process. 

Nor is it quickly done. 

aJ•a n1•n1iDn n11i1Dn1 n171Dn 171• ,,, 
,,,n ai1• nD2 171 •1J2 a•p1nnD1 a•JpJ 

niDn nn11D n112n n17111n 1n11 71 
·1•1DO lDf2 n12i D9 DJI 

"Know that the moral virtues and vices are not acquired and 

established i n the soul (by any means) other t i.an through 

one repeating the same acti ons which pertain to a particular 

moral habit over a long period of time . "168 
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Maimonides is aware that this process may ~esult in 

the acquisition of a vice just as easily as it may result 

in the acquisition of a virtue. 

D9 2,D D'•JDn ,,,,. ''" DI ,,. an2 ~1,1\J , •• ,, 
n•1p1 ,,n a,,, 1'n a11 ,n~JD ,,~ n•1p1 •in .,,,,JD u., 

"Once we become accustomed to them (after repeating the 

same action over a long period of time) then, if the acts are 

good, we have acquired a virtue. However, if the acts are 

bad, then we have acquired a vice. 11 169 

Since we are born with neither virtues nor vices, but 

rather learn them from our environment and through repeated 

action, then once we have acquired virtues and vices they are 

not static. It is possible to change a vice to a virtue. 

Likewise, it is possible that a virtue will become a vice. 

The therapy seeks to change vices to virtues which will be 

lasting. 

Maimonides states that we are to direct ourselves al-

ways towards the mean. At no time should we direct ourselves 

towards the extremes unless it is necessary for treatment of 

an illness of the soul. 

,,,, 1•1•1 ,,,,,nn'I ,,,, D'JJ1DDn a••1Dn ,,.,, 
•11in ,,, ~' 1'11 n111pn •nvo nsp a1v'I ana n11'1 

.•i11n i2i2 n'l2pnn1 
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"It is necessary to direct one's actions towards the mean. 

(One should) not deviate from (these actions) to one extreme 

or another unless it is for (the purpose of) medical treat

ment and opposing something through its opposite. 11 170 By 

opposing something via its opposite Maimonides means the 

application of pressure at the extreme which is opposite the 

one from which we are trying to move the person. This pressure 

is intended to bring them towards the center. 

In order to balance a moral habit correctly, we must 

know what it is that is causing our illness. That is to say, 

we must know which moral habit is a bad moral habit (i.e. 

vice) and what is its corresponding good moral habit (i.e. 

virtue). 

'lin•' 12• n11i1n niDn na 1'>'J i1a a'•' l' 
.1•Dn n111Di'I 

"01e should always be aware of the defective moral habit which 

they will try to cure." 

That is Maimonide~ therapy . It holds for all sick-

nesses of the soul. Maimonides bids us commit it to memory. 

11nilr 1111Dn 11•1mi p)n 1nr1 

"This is the rule concerning treatment of the mo1:al habits. 

Remember it! 11172 

By applying this therapy to all of our moral habits 

we divest ourselves of our vices and acquire virtues in place 
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of the vices. Each vice we remove is another veil, which 

separates us from God which is removed. The more veils we 

remove, the closer we draw to the ethical ideal, the 

prophet, and to the goal of ~In niwn. 

81 



SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In Shemoneh Perakim, Maimonides presents his approach 

to human nature and to the purpose of life. Furthermore, 

Maimonides' understanding of n'iD , as presented in Shemoneh 

Perakim provides a detailed regimen for moral education. 

Maimonides' approach to human nature borrows, as we 

have seen, from the writings of Aritstotle, as well as those 

of other thinkers, both Jewish and non-Jewish. In bringing 

together the thoughts of various writers, Maimonides ' pre

sentation represents a view of life, its purpose, and the way 

to fulfill that purpose, which is different from most other 

views found among other writers of Maimonides' time, both 

Jewish and non-Jewish. Maimonides presents a view which 

borrows from other writers without acknowledging sources. 

His contribution results in an amalgam from the many preva

lent views which he has woven together. 

Borrowing from Aristotle's understanding of the human 

soul, Maimonides holds the soul to be the source of all human 

actions. Because of the soul's role in human action, it is 

important to strive for the heal~h of the soul. A heal .:.hy 

soul will produce what Maimonides sees as healthy or good 

actions. On the contrary, an ill sould will produce u·n-

heal thy or evil actions . 

82 



In order to enable the individual to work towards a 

healthy soul Maimonides gives a detailed account of his un

derstanding of how the soul functions vis-a-vis human actions. 

The variable which affects the way in which one acts, and 

over which the individual has control, is what Maimonides 

calls the niD , moral habit. Moral habits can be good or 

bad . Good moral habits are known as virtues , while bad 

moral habits are known as vices. The n11D are channels of 

expression, created by the individual's mind and body, for 

the soul. The soul was viewed, among medieval thinkers, as 

pure substance. The n1,D serve to translate the qualities 

of that pure substance into actions . 

The use of the notion of virtue is an innovation with

in Jewish thought . The Bible and rabbinic literature both 

reflect qualities which are , without doubt, considered vir

tues . However, prior to Maimonides, the use of the termino

logy, virtue and vice, had not been part of the Jewish un

derstanding of human nature . Maimonides introduced the con

cept of virtue into his discussion of Law.173 In borrowing 

these concepts from Aristotle, Maimonides was thus able to 

focus on a new way, within the Jewish tradition, of viewing 

the human individual and human nature. 

In order to understand how one controls their ~•11D , 

Maimonides turns to Aristotle's concept of t he golden mean. 
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Like Aristotle, Maimonides pictures all moral habits as lyinq 

along a continuum. The extremes of the continuum represent 

the vices while the center or mean represents the virtue. 

The immediate goal, according to Maimonides, is attaining the 

moral habit which lies at the mean. That is to say, the 

inunediate goal is to acquire good moral habits, or virtues. 

In terms of action, the mean represents the path of 

moderation. Attaining it calls for the individual to avoid 

both overdoing the designated act which is represented by 

the mean as well as failing to perform sufficiently the 

designated act. 

The ideal for moral education is to acquire all the 

virtues and to divest oneself of all vices. If one has ac

quired all the virtues then all of one's n1io would be 

balanced at the mean . The state in which one finds themselves 

at this point is what Maimonides calls n1D)W or perfection. 

Attaining n1D)W is the step prior to attaining what 

Maimonides defines as the one true goal of all human life. 

That goal is )1n ni•n , attainment of the knowledge of 

God. According to Maimonides, all of one's actions should be 

directed towards this goal. (Sic) '!'here is no hint of the 

"mean" on this level. Acquisition of the virtues is a 

necessary precondition for ;1n nivn and is, therefore, a 

necessary and important intermediate goal. 
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Maimonides is explicit in his expression of a secondary 

inte.rmediate goal, which accompanies the striving for virtues. 

That is to educate the individual as to which actions are vir

tues and which are vices. People must be taught the correct 

path to follow, i.e. the proper way to act, before they can 

recognize that there is a problem. That correct path is the 

path of moderation. 

Maimonides' conception of the mean is not identical to 

that of Aristotle. "(Maimonides) preserved that which is dis

t inctive in Jewish tradition, and at the same time, incorpor

ated the middle way into Jewish Law. 11 174 Maimonides remains 

faithful to Jewish tradition in identifying the Torah as the 

vehicle through which the i ndividual can arrive at the proper 

understandi ng of how to act. As a rationalist, Maimonides be

lieves that education serves to moralize us. 

Maimonides identifies the person who can instruct the 

individual in that path, of Torah, as the Dln , the 

Sage. Maimonides calls the Sages "the doctors of the soul" . 

The doctors of the soul are properly trained to diagnose and 

prescribe therapy for illnesses of the soul . 

All n11D which are not balanced at the mean (i.e. 

moral habits which have not been acquired as virtues) consti

tute illnesses of t he soul. Should a particular ft1D 

be unbalanced, that is, fixed at or towards either extreme 

and not at the mean, then the individual must undergo therapy. 
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The purpose of the therapy is to correct moral habits. To 

do so is to change vices to virtues. Beyond changing vices 

to virtues, the therapy, when followed correctly, enables the 

individual to acquire (i.e. fix) the virtuous quality in their 

soul . This requires repetition of the actions necessary to 

balance moral habit towards the quality which lies at the mean. 

For the purpose of therapy an opposite extreme, a vice, may be 

employed. Under the guidance of a Sage, the end justifies the 

means--so lat~r, redemption via direct transgression. 

Maimonides singles out a model of the individual who 

strives to attain the mean in all moral habits, the prophet. 

Furthermore, the prophet is the Biblical model of a person 

striving for '11n n1vn which follows upon attaining the 

mean in all n1,D and by extension, n11'1v • The proximity 

of a given prophet to 'nn nivn was dependent on their 

success in balancing their nnD at the mean. Each n,D 

which remained unbalanced served as a veil which separated 

the prophet from God. Maimonides intends this metaphor to 

hold for all individuals. 

It is important to correctly understand Maimonides' 

notion of prophecy. It is an option which is open at all 

times, to all individuals, as is t he abilit7 to work towards 

changing one's n1,D from vices to virtues. Every individual 

can s trive for 'Ian n1vn in the manner of the Biblical 

prophets. Prophecy, from the aspect of rendering prophesies, 
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is not the issue with which MaLnonides is concerned here in 

Shemoneh Perakim. The issue of prophecy in Shemoneh Perakim, 

as well as the importance and place of virtues, centers on 

knowledge of God as the goal of human life, and the striving 

for that knowledge. Maimonides' presentation of the prophet 

is intended to serve as a model of his ideal of that striv

ing . 

Having placed a goal before the reader, Maimonides 

states that complete attainment of the goal is not possible 

in the course of human life. There is one veil which we can

not remove. It is the sole veil which even the greatest of 

prophets, Moses, could not remove. The final veil, which 

separates man from God, and which we cannot remove as long 

as we live, is our physical existence. Nevertheless, Mai

monides places before the reader the goal of ~In niwn and 

the path to that goal. Maimonides goes as far as a ration

alist could practially go in fully understanding God humanly. 

An important cons ideration which underlies Maimonides' 

entire discussion is the notion of human free will. Mai

monides holds that man is free in all actions. Hence, the 

need for refined moral habits which affect the way in which 

one manifests their will, in action. In the course of his 

discussion in Shemoneh Perakim, Maimonides reconciles human 

free will with God's knowledge enabling both to exist, side 

by side within a tradition which holds that God controls 
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everything save for the fear of God (i,e., belief), 

What is Maimonides attempting to do in Shemoneh Perakim? 

It is beyond the scope of this s t udy to determine whether 

Shemoneh Perakim is indeed an introduction which l ays the 

foundation for understanding Maimonides' Commenta ry on Avot. 

such a judgment could be render ed only after a thorough s tudy 

of the Commentary. But there are other considerations which 

must be explor ed . Is his objective to stress the importance 

of ~In nivn as the goal of life? That would render his 

discussion of n11D and of attainment of the mean as 

secondary to ~•n nivn . Or is Maimonides primarily con-

cerned with the n1iD and moral education? This woul d 

not necessarily negate the importance of ~In n1vn as 

the goal of life. It could be that Maimonides raises the issue 

of the goal here in Shemoneh Perakim because of the way he 

views life. As Maimonides sees it, the issue of moral educa

t i on is undeniably connected to the goal of human life. But 

it may be that the emphasis in Shemoneh Perakim is intended 

to be on the n11D with the goal being mentioned to place 

the nnD in perspective. 

Weiss and Butterworth in their study of Maimonides' 

ethics see Maimonides as laying out an ev~r-present way of 

life for the reader in Shemoneh Perakim . He presenbs an 

ideal , prophecy, which represents the highest form of living. 

The emphasis, they say, is on the prophetic way of l i fe, not 
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prophecy.175 It is an option which exists at all times, for 

all people. Weiss notes elsewhere that Maimonides does not 

seek to present the mean as a resplendent way which is exclu

sive to the Sages. Rather, it is intended to have a pedestrian 

character, that is to say, it is utilitarian.176 

I feel that Butterworth and Weiss have read far too 

strong a sense of this-worldly concerns into Maimonides' 

writing in Shemoneh Perakim. They emphasize, in the general 

introduction, that Maimonides emphasizes the need for moral 

virtue, as it serves as the basis for human political nature. 

That is, the need to live with other human beings. They see 

Maimonides as being concerned with man as a social anirna1.177 

Yet I do not find Maimonides' concern, in Shemoneh Perakim, to 

be with human beings as they live in society. It is true that 

he takes the rational virtues as those which are common among 

societies (e.g. not killing). But Maimonides is explicit in 

his state·:tent of the goal of the n11D and of moral education. 

The purpose is to enable ~an n1•n • Butterworth and Weiss 

note that ~an n1•n is the ultimate prophetic goal. But I 

believe they fail to give it the proper place and emphasis in 

their reading of Shemoneh Perakim. 

Grofinkle notes that Shemoneh Perakim contains a com

plete system of psychology and ethics. "they do not, however, 

form an exhaustive treatment of this subject, as Maimonides 

himself states, but with a reference here and there to some 
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of his other works may be easily made to do so."178 

Gorfinkle' s treatment of Shemone'h Perakim does not 

seek to deal with the contents or sources of Maimonides' 

ethics in any detail. His study is directed towards a reading 

of the Shemoneh Perakim text. Therefore it is difficult to 

comment on his treatment of the material found in Shemoneh 

Perakim. 

Bokser stresses the current secularization of society 

as the overriding force in today's world. As such the moral

ity which prevails is a secularized morality. "The seculari

zation of culture has lowered human morale and wrought havoc 

with morality. A secular culture is anthropocentric in the 

grossest sense. By eliminating God as the center of exist

ence, it leaves man alone to dominate the scene, with his em

pirical plans and purposes as the sole arbiter of life •. . in

dividualism, the earliest of (these) secular moralities, teaches 

that every man has duties only to himself. 11 179 In Shemoneh 

Perakim Maimonides posits a morality based on other than prag

matic or material concerns. His morality is a religious 

morality. It seeks to have the individual direct themselves 

towards God. 

Eliezer Schweid stresses the Aristotelian underpinnings 

of Maimonides' ethical system in Shemoneh Perakim. But ~e 

notes that Maimonides goes beyond the Aristoteli~n base ~o 
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postulate some independent notions.180 A major portion of 

this is Maimonides' consideration of human free will vis--a-vis 

God's knowledge and will. 

Schweid also holds that, in part, the importance of 

Shemoneh Perakim lies in the audience for which it was intend-

ed. Whereas Maimonides ' other major works require a back-

ground in law or phil osophy, in Shemoneh Perakim he is address

ing a wider audience.18l The system presented therein is an 

ethical system which is clearly religious in nature.182 It 

is, however , not limited to a specific reader or group of 

readers. It addresses bas3econcerns which apply to all peo-

ple. 

There are several aspects from which Schweid's work 

is valuable to the student of Shemoneh Perakirn. First, his 

exegesis of the Shemoneh Perakim text aids in understanding 

Maimonides' text. Schweid frequently offers modern examples 

in order to illustrate points from Shernoneh Perakirn. One 

such example is the case of the human eye's ability to per

ceive the light of the sun as rendered above. 

Schweid also sheds a great deal of light on the Aris

totelian underpinnings of and parallels to Maimonides work. 

Schweid not only explicates the Aristotelian background but 

provides general background into the milieu in which Maimon

ides lived and in which Shemoneh Perakim was written. 
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Schweid stresses, in his conclusion, the notion that 

for Maimonides , ethics are solely the means to the end of 

~In niwn. But, he stresses, they are a necessary 

means.183 

Schweid also stresses the political nature of humans. 

He places ethics under the heading of political concerns for 

Maimonides as well as foe Aristotle. But he notes that Mai

monides' ethics do not constitute an ethics concerned with 

th~ n~1T , the other. It seems to me that Schweid is un-

clear at this point . He leaves this dichotomy unresolved . 

If Maimonides is unconcerned with an ethics which regulate 

life in society , then how can it be said that Maimonides' 

ethics are of a political nature? If, on t he other hand, 

Maimonides·' ethics seek to guide people in their political 

and societal affairs, how can one accept the notion that Mai-

monides is primarily concerned with ~1n ni1n ,and that 

the ethics serve t hat goal? Schweid, it seems to me, 

leaves this conflict unresolved. 

Nevertheless, Schweid's work is extremel y valuable in 

a study of Shernoneh Perakim. It provides a commentary which 

I found to be unparalleled among the works whi~h I reaa in 

preparation for this study. 

I feel that Maimonides' interest in moral education 

is seconaary to his concern for ~an nivn . Maimonides 
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stresses moral education because it is a necessary precedent 

for 'nn nun. But, I believe he does not see the n,,D 

as being of paramount importance in and of themselves. The 

n1,D are important as a path to but are not the only 

path to it. Maimonides has a hierarchy for the paths to the 

goal, which are three. 

That moral education is, for Maimonides, secondary in 

importance can, I believe, be proven by Maimonides' concept

ion of how 'Ian n111n is in fact attained. Attainment of 

the knowledge of God is attained via the intellect. There

fore are we unable to attain '11n niwn until we have left 

the physical realm and have entered the realm of pure in

tellect. The extent to which we acquired the virtues, 

rational and ethical, during our physical life determines the 

extent to which we attain knowledge of God, both in life and 

after life. 

In Shemoneh Perakim Maimonides subordinates the moral 

virtues to the rational virtues. One point in Shemoneh 

Perakirn which proves this is in his description of prophecy. 

The prophet is the model of striving for '11n n111n • But 

no one prophesies,. according to Maimonides, until they have 

acquired al l of the rational virtues, and most (but not 

necessarily all) of the ethical virtues. Maimonides cannot, 

thetefore, be seen as placing ethics as primary in importance• 
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He is far more concerned with the intellect and the rational 

virtues which are attained via the intellect. If one's in

tellect is not developed and does not function, then moral 

education, for Maimonides, is of little consequence. The 

goal cannot be attained unless the intellect is developed . 

That is not meant to dismiss moral education as unim

portant. The importance of the n,,D in Maimonides is proven 

by the fact that an immoral person cannot attain knowledge of 

God. In setting up a heirarchy Maimonides allows that the 

n,,D, though secondary in importance, are necessary for 

attainment of the goal. They are not, in themselves, 

sufficient. 

Likewise, the one who fails to comply with God's will, 
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as expressed in the Torah, will fail in ~an ni•n . Hence 

Maimonides' detailed explication of the Law, in the Mishneh 

Torah. Obedience to the Law is also necessary for ~an ni•~ 

Maimonides has tried to show in Shemoneh Perakim that obedience 

to the Law is related to n,,D. Since the soul is the source 

of all human actio~ and the n11D which one has acquired de

termine how one will act, then obedience to the Law is affected 

by one's moral habits. Maimonides raiaes this notion to greater 

clarity and importance than did any o~ his predecessors. 

In and of itself, Maimonides' understanding of n,iD 

as presented in Shemoneh Perakim may be viewed as complete. 

Perhaps we might call it a $ystem of morality or ethics. 



But it does not functio~ in a vacuum. It only constitutes a 

part of Maimonides' overall view of life . In essence, all 

three realms: the legal, the metaphysical and the moral, as 

well as the paths that each contains, must be joined together 

in the quest for ?1n nien. While Shemoneh Perakim con-

tains Maimonides' understanding of moral development, it does 

not consitute bis sole guidelines for living. For Maimonides, 

the ethical qualities do not present the entire picture. Obe

dience to the Law and development of one's intellect are also 

important, vis-a-vis ?1n nivn. As has been noted, these 

other two paths or r ealms are represented by the major por

tions of Maimonides ' work. The legal is found in his Mishneh 

Torah. The intellectual (or metaphysical) is found in the 

Guide for the Perplexed. All three direct the individual 

towards Maimonides' stated view of the goal of life, aun 

71~ . One, the metaphysical, as presented in the Guide, i s 

most important for Maimonides. The other two paths are 

necessary, but are subordinate to the metaphysical path. 

Another point must be noted. Maimonides has, in his 

development of a view of moral eduation, presented the reader 

with an overall picture of human nature. In doing so, he has 

developed a "psychology". The material presented in Shemoneh 

Perakirn goes beyond mere description of the reasons why peopl~ 

act as they do. In developing what he calls a therapy for 

"illness of the soul", Maimonides presents a prescription for 
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the behavioral as well as ethical development and 9rowth of 

the individual. The therapy can serve to do more than change 

moral habits. It can change one~s understanding of human 

nature and human action. It is intended to change the way in 

which the reader acts. 

I found Maimonides' presentation in Shemoneh Perakim 

appealing. The study of Maimonides' Shemoneh Perakim, and 

of the ethical-psychological material therein, allows the 

modern reader to encounter an approach to human nature differ

ent from current views . 

In particular, I find Maimonides' reconciliation of 

human free will with God's knowledge and will helpful in un

derstanding the rabbinic notion that "Everything is in the 

hands of heaven, except the fear of heaven". Maimonides of

fers a way in which one can allow for God's will and role in 

the world without denying human free will. 

Furthermore, the concept of human free will takes on 
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a new l ight given the perspective of Maimonides (and Aristotle) 

on the role of the soul in human action. Though the view of 

the soul as the source of all action is no longer widely held, 

it presents an interesting perception of the human being . The 

sould, which Maimonides saw as immortal, carries the essential 

moral qualities. It therefore, behooves the individual to un

dertake the care of their soul and its qualities. Such care 

necessitates contxolling those actions over which one has 



control. For Maimonides this precedes reaching the final 

goal of life. 

A troublesome part of Maimonides• presentation is his 

positing the mean as the ideal in ethical (and all) action. 

Placed in the context of his view of the hwnan soul, Mai

monides ' notion of moral habits is helpful in understanding 

how he develops his view that there is choice in human ac

tions. However, I find the concept that compromise repre

sents the ideal in all cases as difficult to accept. 

There are few actions which are absolute ly condemned 

by modern society. The most obvious example in this case is 

direct personal viol ence, whether it be inflicted upon another 

or upon oneself. Modern society tends to recognize virtue for 

most actions, under the stipulation of "in some situatioas" . 

It is not that we fail nowadays to see moderation as 

a virtue . Indeed, th~ majority of us struggle with modera

tion, whether it be in the case of sex , food, drink , in some 

cases drugs, or in any other such area of living. Moderation 

is, in some cases, seen as a virtue. However, such is not the 

case in all matters. An example would be the material ameni

ties which arc seen as making life pleasureable. Material 

success is, for many, viewed as a virtue. I cannot imagine 

many people accepting the notion of moderation in material 

success as the ideal for which we should strive. 
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This raises a distinction between Mai.nlonides and 

modern society which must be noted. The pivotal point is the 

conception of the goal of life. Maimonides focuses on a 

goal which is attainable through the intellect. He is, for 

the most part, unconcerned with the physical world and its 

pleasures. 

Nowadays we tend to view the goal of life differently 

from the manner in which Maimonides viewed it. For some, 

the search for God, or a sense of spirituality, is still a 

goal of living. However, the attainment of some perception 

of God, in the modern world, is generally sought on an other 

than purely intellectual level. Our striving for God is not 

Maimonides' 'Ian nHn. 

There are also those who deny the existence of God or 

any Divine Being. Some, such as Bokser , hold that the lack 

of concern for spiritual matters and a striving for a sense 

of the Divine ~resence reflects secularized society.184 

These thinkers feel that a spiritual God has been replaced by 

other dieties, more material in nature. 

There have been those who have posited what might be 

viewed as a revised formula for what Maimonides calls n1•n 

.,an • One example of a modern thinker whose writings might 

be viewed in this manner is Martin Buber. Buber bids us 

find God through encounter and through relationship. That 

calls for concern with our fellow human beings on a level 
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different from that posited in Maimonides. It involves 

ethics which lie in the realm of social living to a far 

greater degree than the ethics which Maimonides presents in 

Shemoneh Perakim. Maimonides does not deny human social ex

istence, but does not place value on it as a goal. Maimonides' 

ultimate concern is with ~•n niwn. In a manner of speak-

ing , so too is Buber's concern with a form of ~an ~i•n • 

But Buber's form of ~•n niwn is through the dialogue with 

the n~11 , the other. Through dialogue we can find what 

Buber calls the Eternal Thou, God . He raises human inter

action to a spiritual level, to the level of encounter with 

God, rather than l eaving it as subordinate . 

In today ' s world, many seek ethics which will move us 

towards improved societal relations and improved personal re

lations. The search for spiritual meaning in society and in 

life are but a part of living and within that, of living an 

ethical life. Our sense of duty should include a sense of 

duty to some higher Being. And it should rest on the same 

Jewish foundations which Maimonides stresses. However, as I 

s~e it , the emphasis is different. I cannot see positing an 

ethics whose uitimate goal is the intellectual perception of 

God . 

Maimonides ' view of human nature, of morality and of 

the world in which he lived, as presented in Shemoneh Perakim 

should not be dismissed. They serve as a colorful example of 



an alternative approach to life which can be instructive for 

the modern individual who is seeking to understand the world 

in which we live, the people with whom they live and them-

selves. 

Maimonides' notions of moral habits, and of the manner 

in which we have control over our actions, can provide the 

means for beginning a serious exploration and implementation 

of ethical action. 

Maimonides makes a strong case for the ethical impera

tive within the Law, specifically within Jewish Law. In lay

ing out his three paths to the goal of '11n nien, Maimonides 

bids the reader of Shemoneh Perakim not only to strive for 

intellectual perfection, but also for moral perfection and 

for obedience to the Law. Interrelated as they are in the 

Maimonidean presentation, striving for such perfection and 

obedience demand the study and implementation of the teach

ings of that Law and of Jewish tradition. 

Maimonides' ideas of the mean and purely intellectual 

attainment of knowledge of God may not be the ideals for 

modern Jews. But they can provide a model. His notion of 

~Li nien, in a renewed and revised sense might be the 

glue which can begin to bring Jews together. h new, rede-

fined sense of 'Ian nun can, if we seek it , be the force 

which will bring us together with our neighbors, our world, 

and ultimately, I pray, with God. 
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