
Hebraic Political Studies  193

adultery in the Bible—Abimelech, Joseph, and Haman—and they were all 
eventually proven innocent. 

Daube’s interpretation of the book of Ruth does not seem persuasive, 
though. When the first suitor refused to take Ruth as his wife in levi-
rate marriage, explaining that it would “impair my own estate” to do so 
(Ruth 4:6), Daube assumes that “he ha[d] Naomi in mind” (p. 205): if 
he married Naomi (rather than Ruth), he would remain without an heir, 
since Naomi was already an old woman at that time. However, the suit-
or’s answer related to the intricacies of levirate marriage: he would have 
had to support a son who would have been considered the son and heir 
of Ruth’s deceased husband rather than his own. The deceased husband’s 
property would have been given to that son rather than being distributed 
amongst the brothers or kinsmen. The story shows that in biblical times 
men were not eager to enter levirate marriages because they constituted 
financial burdens rather than being advantageous for them.

Altogether, Daube’s lectures provide many interesting insights that 
are relevant to scholars of ancient Judaism, rabbinic literature, the New 
Testament, and Roman law, despite the fact that these texts were origi-
nally meant to provide a discussion of certain legal notions present in 
modern law to students rather than to fellow scholars. The publication 
of these lectures (and those that are forthcoming) is certainly to be wel-
comed and completes Carmichael’s compilation of Daube’s works. 

Catherine Hezser, University of London

Maimonides: The Life and World of One of Civilization’s  
Greatest Minds 
by Joel L. Kraemer. New York: Doubleday, 2008, xvi + 621 pgs.

In this engaging book, Joel Kraemer does three things very well: he paints 
a colorful picture of the milieu in which Maimonides lived, worked, 
and thought; he presents Maimonides’ monumental contribution to 
the systematization of Judaism; and he allows the reader to appreciate 
Maimonides’ contribution to the harmonizing of Judaism with philosophy 
and science. Despite these achievements, Kraemer depicts Maimonides 
as much more of a rationalist and a “dissimulator” than he really was. I 
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present the merits and setbacks of this fresh contribution to the second-
ary literature on Maimonides.  

Kraemer effectively gives his reader a feel for the diverse experiences 
that shaped Maimonides’ life. These included growing up in a house of 
Torah and also learning science and philosophy at an early age, endur-
ing the unpredictable ups and downs of Muslim favor and persecution, 
moving from place to place (including a stay in the land of Israel) before 
settling down to a rich and busy life in Egypt as a doctor to royalty, suf-
fering the near-devastating loss of a beloved brother, and coping with 
the exhilaration and exhaustion of being a leader and teacher of world 
Jewry. In his account, which is clear and readable despite some occasional 
purple prose, Kraemer has rendered a great service not only to lay read-
ers but even to scholars who may know a great deal about Maimonides’ 
thought but less about his life and his world. 

Aside from the rich historical account he provides, Kraemer gives 
the reader a sense of Maimonides’ monumental contribution to the sys-
tematization of Judaism, both as a legal system of practical rules and as 
a theological system of beliefs or principles that are metaphysical, psy-
chological, and historical. He describes how Maimonides systematized a 
body of beliefs and practices that had mushroomed for over a thousand 
years into a complex and confusing mass of material. He also gives the 
reader a sense of the contribution Maimonides made to the harmoniz-
ing of Judaism with philosophy and science. Although Philo and Saadia 
Gaon had made efforts to overcome the separation between Judaism and 
these rational endeavors, it is Maimonides who emerges from Kraemer’s 
account as unparalleled in his polymathic mastery of all areas of phi-
losophy and science, as well as the whole of Jewish literature, including 
Scripture, Talmud, agada, and halacha. It is beside the point that, as 
Kraemer himself notes, Maimonides relied heavily (though not uncriti-
cally) on the work of Islamic thinkers in his effort to find rapprochement 
between religious notions and Greek thought. It remains unclear how 
much of Maimonides’ accomplishment is “dated,” that is, restricted to the 
philosophy and science of his day. Despite such limitations, the reader 
may come to agree with the acclamation in the subtitle of this book, 
namely, that Maimonides was “one of civilization’s greatest minds.” 

Although one may concur with Kraemer’s claim of Maimonides’ great-
ness as a philosopher and a religious thinker, our author, as I mentioned 
above, makes Maimonides out to be much more of a rationalist and a 
“dissimulator” than he really was. This results from a number of prob-
lematic aspects of Kraemer’s study mentioned here and elaborated below. 
Kraemer at times resorts to hyperbole on Maimonides’ behalf, he misreads 
the evidence for Maimonides’ conversion, he exaggerates Maimonides’ 
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enlightened view on women, and his accounts of Maimonides’ views on 
creation and resurrection of the dead imply that the thirteenth-century 
rabbi and Jewish philosopher was further removed from the Jewish faith 
tradition than he really was. 

In his introduction, Kraemer claims that Maimonides hoped to “revo-
lutionize Judaism by transforming it into a religion of reason.” First, it is 
debatable whether Maimonides sought to remake Judaism as a religion 
of reason. Was he opposed to astrology? Amulets? Magic? Yes. But did 
he discard the notions of creation? Prophecy? Worship? No. To be sure, 
he interpreted these notions within a philosophical framework, but this 
does not mean that he intended to revolutionize Judaism and transform 
it into a religion of reason. Certainly one would not want to dismiss 
the possibility that Maimonides wished to show the limitations of rea-
son and establish room for faith. Kraemer’s hyperbole further gives the 
impression that Judaism was an irrational religion until Maimonides 
came along and aspired to transform it. However, as Kraemer himself 
notes, Maimonides was not the first Jewish thinker to strive for a rational 
account of Judaism. True, he was the first Jewish philosopher to attempt 
to formulate a complete set of essential dogmas or beliefs. He was also 
the first Jewish thinker to include a discourse on the structure of the 
cosmos within what is primarily a halachic work (in the opening chap-
ters of the Code). It seems he was also the first to suggest that a study of 
logic is a necessary propaedeutic to the study of the secrets of the Torah, 
and to consider maaseh bereshit and maaseh merkava as coinciding with 
what he called physics and metaphysics, albeit not an entirely Aristotelian 
metaphysics. In any case, the project of reconciling Judaism with phi-
losophy and science was certainly not a revolutionary one introduced by 
Maimonides. 

Another instance of hyperbole can be found where Kraemer writes 
that “the Commentary on the Mishna was a great tour de force, in which 
Maimonides expounded the Mishna and condensed the Babylonian and 
Jerusalem Talmuds, permitting students to master the essence of rabbinic 
Judaism without having to invest their entire lives doing so” (p. 186). 
Now, any student of the Mishna knows that although Maimonides’ com-
mentary may be regarded as a tour de force, it is not a condensation of 
the Talmuds, and no one can achieve mastery of the essence of rabbinic 
Judaism by studying the Mishna with Maimonides’ commentary alone. 
While perhaps such a claim could be made for the Code, this was not 
Maimonides’ goal in the commentary.

The final instance of hyperbole I will note here is this: Kraemer writes, 
“The Code effectively replaced the Talmud, Maimonides boldly substi-
tuting his own authority for that of the talmudic sages” (p. 324). This 
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statement is mistaken, or misleading, in two respects. As a matter of his-
torical fact, the Code didn’t effectively replace the Talmud. But perhaps 
Kraemer means to say that it was Maimonides’ goal in writing the Code 
to “replace the Talmud.” Even so, Maimonides certainly did not intend to 
substitute his own authority for that of the talmudic sages. The omission 
of the names of the sages was not to substitute their authority, but rather 
to abbreviate and simplify the Code.

A related point concerns another claim Kraemer makes about 
Maimonides’ goal in writing the Code, namely, that he wrote it in order to 
“liberate” students so that they could study science and philosophy (pp. 
65, 325). Kraemer writes that “in reality, Maimonides created his Code of 
law to remove the Talmud from its hegemonic position and to give people 
time to study other things, especially the sciences” (p. 325). For Kraemer, 
Maimonides’ goal was to get the study of the law out of the way so that 
people could move on to bigger and better things. But the real goal of the 
Code as stated by Maimonides was to serve as a guide for Jewish belief 
and practice. Maimonides was eager to write the Code precisely because 
he saw that the Talmud did not function well as a practical guide, and he 
regarded knowing and keeping the law as vital to living the best possible 
life as a Jew. In the end, Maimonides’ Code did not remove the Talmud 
from its “hegemonic” position, but, quite the contrary, it reinforced the 
Talmud’s position. 

In addition to Kraemer’s hyperbole, another matter I find contentious 
is his position on the controversial question of Maimonides’ conver-
sion to Islam, set out in a chapter entitled “Did Maimonides Convert to 
Islam?” Toward the end of this chapter, in a section entitled “Scenario 
of Maimonides’ Conversion to Islam,” Kraemer claims that Maimonides 
practiced Islam in Fez before moving and establishing himself, in Egypt, 
as a leader of the Jewish world. This understanding is based partly on a 
few statements by Muslim writers, some of whom were Maimonides’ con-
temporaries. But the reader will note that even before he considered the 
evidence from Muslim sources, Kraemer had already reached the conclu-
sion that Maimonides had converted based on Maimonides’ own words 
in his Epistle on Conversion. 

Indeed, in the very first sentence of this chapter, Kraemer writes, 
“In his Epistle on Conversion, Maimonides included himself among the 
forced converts who had to seek to ask forgiveness.” In an early chapter, 
Kraemer elaborates:

[Maimonides] used the pronoun we throughout the Epistle in 
the dual sense of “we Israelites” and “we who are coerced to be 
Muslims.” He acknowledged that he and others had sinned: Let us 
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lie down in our shame, let our disgrace cover us; for we have sinned 
against the Lord our God (Jeremiah 14:20). (p. 108)

That Maimonides used the pronoun “we” in this epistle does not neces-
sarily imply that he included himself among those who had converted 
to Islam. Rather, the collective “we” was more likely used to describe a 
communal failing, much as Jeremiah used the collective “we” in Jeremiah 
14:20, the verse quoted by Maimonides. This form of speech is com-
monly found in rabbinic literature: the liturgy of the Day of Atonement, 
for example, is filled with statements to the effect that “we” have commit-
ted many sins, including incest, profaning God’s holy name, slander, and 
so forth. But there is no implication that the penitent person who makes 
these statements has personally committed these sins. 

Returning to Kraemer’s Muslim sources for Maimonides’ conversion, 
this reader would have preferred a more cautious employment of the 
English term “conversion,” which carries a connotation of commitment 
even when the phrase “forced conversion” is used. There is a difference 
between saying that someone “converted to Islam,” even under duress, 
and saying that someone “acted as though” he were a Muslim. Even if one 
takes into account the reports in Muslim sources, there is still scant evi-
dence that Maimonides actually “converted,” even under duress. A more 
likely scenario is that he hid all external signs of his Judaism while in 
Fez. This may have led his accuser to identify him as a Muslim, and so 
make the accusation of “conversion” later in Fustat. While the Muslim 
sources may not be entirely reliable for making the case for Maimonides’ 
conversion, if one mistakenly reads the rabbi’s epistle in such a way as to 
imply that he converted to Islam, one is bound to read the evidence from 
Muslim writers as confirming this claim. By compounding the “evidence,” 
then, Kraemer makes the case for Maimonides’ alleged conversion much 
stronger than it really is. 

Moving to Kraemer’s portrayal of Maimonides’ attitude to women, 
we find that he shows Maimonides’ perspective on the rights and intel-
ligence of women to be relatively enlightened. Yet the reader senses that 
Kraemer goes to extremes to depict Maimonides as more enlightened 
than he really was. In the conclusion to his discussion of Maimonides’ 
responsa, he writes that “Maimonides’ rulings often elevated the status of 
women” (p. 315). Yet it is not clear from his discussion how Maimonides 
was doing anything other than applying talmudic principles, as he under-
stood them, to marital law. Elsewhere (pp. 344–345), Kraemer discusses 
Maimonides’ statement that a woman may be “lashed with a rod” if she 
refuses to perform work she is obligated to do as a wife. Kraemer takes 
pains to argue that this does not mean that a husband may beat his wife, 
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but only that the court may coerce the wife to do her duties. In Kraemer’s 
eyes, this counts as elevating the status of women. Husbands may not 
beat their wives if they don’t comply, but the court may. In another place, 
Kraemer writes that “Maimonides believed that women are capable of 
being instructed in Torah and even that women can be prophetesses...” 
(p. 336). But the notion of a prophetess is not unique to Maimonides and 
had already appeared in the biblical text. Furthermore, as Kraemer him-
self notes, Maimonides ruled (based on one view expressed in the Talmud, 
by which Maimonides was not bound) that a man should not teach his 
daughter the oral or written Torah. Maimonides also wrote (based on the 
same source) that if a man teaches his daughter the oral Torah, it is as 
if he taught her nonsense. Kraemer goes on to add, with some fanfare, 
“However—and this is the important point—if a woman’s father did teach 
her [the written] Torah, it is not as though he has taught her nonsense.” 
Apparently, Kraemer regards this as an instance of enlightenment. If there 
is an “important point” here, it is that Maimonides agreed with the pre-
vailing view that, as a general rule, women are intellectually inferior and 
should not be taught the written or oral Torah.  

Kraemer’s interpretation of Maimonides’ view on creation is another 
that I find problematic. Kraemer claims that in the opening passages of 
the Code, Maimonides sought to “prove” God’s existence “based on the 
premise of the eternity of the world” (p. 327). Supposedly, this proof was 
written for “philosophers,” despite the fact that Judaism rejects the notion 
of the eternity of the world. Kraemer later suggests (pp. 384–387) that 
from the Guide we learn that Maimonides “secretly believed” in what he 
took to be Plato’s view, namely, that there was a preexisting eternal mat-
ter from which God created the world. The first claim is simply mistaken; 
the second is unfounded. To begin with, it is not necessary to read the 
opening passages of Maimonides’ Code as “proof ” for God’s existence. 
Rather, Maimonides there simply describes the kind of being God is, 
that is, a necessary being, upon which all other things depend for their 
existence. But even if one reads these passages as a proof, it is not based 
on the premise that the world is eternal. It is based on the premise that 
there is a world, or that there are contingent beings. The argument (if it 
is an argument) seeks to show that the world depends on a necessary 
cause; this leaves open whether there has always been a world. In passing, 
Maimonides asserts that the “sphere revolves forever,” but the Hebrew 
phrase “ein lo ketz vetachlit” means that it will revolve endlessly, and not 
that it has always been revolving. Nothing in these passages presumes the 
eternity of the world. 

As Kraemer legitimately wonders, if Maimonides really believed in 
creation, why did he not mention this at the very beginning of the Code? 
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The answer, I would claim, is not that he wanted to start the Code with 
the premise that the universe is eternal. Rather, the answer is that since 
he was expounding the notion of God’s necessity (or perhaps giving a 
proof of God’s necessary existence), it would have been out of place and 
misleading to mention creation. After all, Maimonides believed that cre-
ation is not rationally demonstrable. (For Maimonides, if creation were 
rationally demonstrable, that would entail its necessarily being true that 
God created the world out of necessity, and this would demolish divine 
freedom.) In order to expound the concept of God’s necessity, then, 
Maimonides purposefully contrasted God’s necessity with the world’s 
contingency rather than its creation. But this is not enough to refute 
Maimonides’ belief in creation. 

Kraemer himself notes in his discussion of the Commentary on the 
Mishna that Maimonides asserts that the belief in creation ex nihilo 
lies at the foundation of Jewish faith. Maimonides also argues for this 
at length in the Guide II:13. Kraemer seems to address this when he 
remarks that for some Muslim writers, the phrase “creation out of noth-
ing” (al ‘adam) meant creation from unformed matter (p. 384). While 
this may have been true for Muslim writers, it may be a forced reading 
to interpret Maimonides’ word “nothing” to mean “something.” But let’s 
suppose such a reading is possible. I would still ask why Kraemer does 
not simply take Maimonides at his word that creation out of nothing 
is an essential doctrine of the faith. It seems the only motive is that, in 
Kraemer’s judgment, the view he attributes to Maimonides is more in 
line with “rational” views. But Maimonides argues repeatedly that this 
view is not any more rationally justified than the traditional Jewish view. 
As Maimonides writes, Plato’s understanding that the world was created 
from preexisting matter “does not agree with our belief; only superficial 
and careless persons wrongly assume that Plato has the same belief as we 
have” (Guide II:13, Friedlander translation). 

Finally, I want to consider Kraemer’s chapter on the Treatise on 
Resurrection, where he addresses whether Maimonides believed in a bod-
ily resurrection of the dead. As Kraemer recounts, Maimonides repeatedly 
asserts that the belief in bodily resurrection of the dead is an essential 
tenet of Judaism, and he explicitly declares that the doctrine is not to be 
taken allegorically. He speaks harshly against the calumny of those who 
claim that he interpreted the doctrine allegorically, and he argues that 
belief in a bodily resurrection of the dead is integrally linked with belief 
in creation and miracles, and that rejection of this doctrine is tantamount 
to a renunciation of the Torah. Finally, he provides a detailed explana-
tion for why the doctrine is not explicit in the Torah. Yet, while Kraemer 
may seem to say that Maimonides did believe in bodily resurrection, 
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various clues in his text attest to the fact that Kraemer actually attributes 
to Maimonides the denial of this view. As Kraemer has it, Maimonides 
in the Treatise engages in dissimulation. On the last page of this chapter, 
Kraemer discusses the notion of “necessary beliefs”—those beliefs that 
are necessary for the masses but not required for the intellectual elite. 
It emerges that for Kraemer, Maimonides regarded the belief in a bod-
ily resurrection as one of those “necessary beliefs” that the elite do not 
accept. 

How does Kraemer know that Maimonides did not literally accept 
this belief? There are really only two pieces of evidence. One is Kraemer’s 
claim that “philosophers” had no need for the belief in a literal resurrec-
tion. The other is his finding that Maimonides repeatedly asserts that the 
Treatise is intended for the masses; this is taken to imply that it contains 
dissimulation. But neither argument is convincing. That many philoso-
phers did not believe in a bodily resurrection does not mean it is not 
an essential doctrine of Maimonides’ Judaism. And Maimonides’ asser-
tion that the message of the treatise should be taught to the masses does 
not imply that Maimonides doesn’t mean exactly what he said in the 
treatise. Kraemer does not explain away Maimonides’ argument in the 
Treatise to the effect that a belief in resurrection is integrally linked with 
a belief in creation and miracles, which are the foundation of the Torah. 
If Maimonides were engaging in dissimulation, it would seem that at the 
very least he should have avoided giving an explicit argument as to why 
this doctrine should not be taken allegorically. 

In summary, it appears that Kraemer yearns to read Maimonides as 
a rationalist (or perhaps a “hyperrationalist”) and an avid dissimulator, 
and that at times he interprets Maimonides against his own words to fit 
that image. He claims that Maimonides sought to revolutionize Judaism 
into a religion of “reason and enlightenment”—as if Maimonides didn’t 
see limits to reason. He also asserts that Maimonides converted to 
Islam, which fits neatly within Kraemer’s framework because it means 
that for Maimonides, religion per se was less important than philoso-
phy; whether one is a Muslim or Jew doesn’t really matter. He further 
claims that Maimonides had a particularly favorable view of the intelli-
gence and rights of women. Once again, Maimonides is an enlightened 
rationalist. Further still, he declares that Maimonides did not believe in 
creation without preexisting matter, for that, too, is a traditional Jewish 
belief that runs against rationalist notions. Finally, Kraemer suggests that 
Maimonides, despite his repeated assertions to the contrary, didn’t really 
believe in bodily resurrection, which he considered to be for the igno-
rant masses. Again, dissimulation and “rationalism” are at work. For this 
reviewer, none of these contentions is well founded. 
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Nevertheless, even if one disagrees with some of its claims, it is 
still possible to learn a great deal about the life and world of Moses 
Maimonides from this book. Indeed, it is worth mentioning, in conclu-
sion, that Kraemer’s 1991 edited collection of essays, entitled Perspectives 
on Maimonides, has recently been republished in paperback.1 These 
essays remain as useful as they were when they were first published, and 
together with Kraemer’s biography here reviewed, they make a fine start 
to any collection of secondary literature on Maimonides. 

Joshua Golding, Bellarmine University and University of Haifa

1 Joel L. Kraemer, ed. Perspectives on Maimonides: Philosophical and Historical 
Studies (Portland, Ore.: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2008).


