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A Reassessment of Natural Law in  
Rabbi Joseph Albo’s ‘Book of Principles’

Abstract: Natural law is often considered to have entered Jewish thought through 
the work of Albo and to have first been expounded upon in his ‘Book of Principles.’ 
Nonetheless, natural law is not generally seen as a central concept in Albo’s thought, 
nor is it thought to account for more than a few basic moral principles. This article revv
visits the common understanding of the significance of Albo’s natural law to his philovv
sophical system. By employing an interpretive approach that has not yet been applied 
to his thought, some seeming inconsistencies in Albo’s legal typology are resolved, and 
a new understanding of the place of natural law in his legal and political thought is 
firmly grounded.

The status of natural law within both Jewish political thought and Jewish 
law is fraught with controversy.1 A perusal of the scholarly literature 
reveals that one of the debates within this broad topic surrounds the 
question of the place of natural law in Maimonides’ philosophical and 
halachic teachings.2 Another focus of discussion, though less extensive, 

I would like to thank Prof. Dov Schwartz, Prof. Abraham Melamed, and Michael Rony 
for their helpful comments and suggestions.
 1 See, for instance, Louis E. Newman, Past Imperatives: Studies in the History and 
Theory of Jewish Ethics (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998), pp. 117–138; David Novak, Natural 
Law in Judaism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Avi Sagi, “Natural Law 
and Halakha: A Critical Analysis,” The Jewish Law Annual 13 (2000), pp. 149–195. Sagi’s 
article is an expanded and translated version of Avi Sagi, Judaism: Between Religion and 
Morality (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1998), pp. 103–138, 152–157. [Hebrew]
 2 See, for instance, José Faur, “La Doctrina de la Ley Natural en el Pensamiente 
Judio del Medioevo,” Sefarad 27 (1967), pp. 258–265; Faur, “The Basis for the Authority 
of the Divine Commandments According to Maimonides,” Tarbiz 38 (1969), pp. 43–53 
[Hebrew]; Harry Austryn Wolfson, Philo: Foundations of Religious Philosophy in Judaism, 

HEBRAIC PoLITICAL STUDIES, VoL. 1, No. 4 (SUMMER 2006), PP. 413–439, © 2006 SHALEM PRESS. 



is natural law in the thought of R. Joseph Albo. Albo (Christian Spain, 
ca. 1380–1444), the author of the Book of Principles (Sefer Haikkarim),3 
is considered to be one of the earliest Jewish thinkers, perhaps even the 
first, to explicitly integrate the notion of natural law into the classificatt
tion of laws he propounded. His legal typology distinguishes between 
three types of law: natural law, conventional law, and divine law.4 There 
is generally consensus among scholars that natural law was not all that 
significant in Albo’s thought and that it amounted to no more than a few 
basic ethical norms necessary for the survival of human society. Here, a 
new way of reading Albo’s discussion of natural law in Sefer Haikkarim 
will be proposed that will lead to a conclusion that concurs with the findtt
ings of very few scholars to date: the concept of natural law will be found 
to be significant in Albo’s thought and to incorporate principles, essentt
tially theological in nature, that affect man’s striving for perfection.

Christianity, and Islam, vol. 2 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1947),  
pp. 310–312; Marvin Fox, “Maimonides and Aquinas on Natural Law,” Dinei Israel 3 
(1972), pp. v–xxxvi; Ralph Lerner, “Moses Maimonides,” in Leo Strauss and Joseph 
Cropsey, eds., History of Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 
pp. 218–221; Abraham Melamed, “Natural Law in Medieval and Renaissance Jewish 
Political Thought,” Daat 17 (1986), pp. 52–55 [Hebrew]; Michael P. Levine, “The Role of 
Reason in the Ethics of Maimonides: or Why Maimonides Could Have Had a Doctrine of 
Natural Law Even If He Did Not,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 14 (1986), pp. 279–295; 
Jacob I. Dienstag, “Natural Law in Maimonidean Thought and Scholarship,” The Jewish 
Law Annual 6 (1987), pp. 64–77 (see esp. p. 64, n. 2); oliver Leaman, “Maimonides and 
Natural Law,” The Jewish Law Annual 6 (1987), pp. 78–93; Arthur Hyman, “Divine Law 
and Human Reason,” in Leo Landman, ed., Scholars and Scholarship: The Interaction 
Between Judaism and Other Cultures (New York: Yeshiva University Press, 1990),  
pp. 48–49; Isadore Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishneh Torah) 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 456–459; Daniel B. Sinclair, 
“Maimonides and Natural Law Theory,” in Martin P. Golding, ed., Jewish Law and Legal 
Theory (New York: New York University Press, 1994), pp. 123–128; Milton R. Konvitz, 
“Natural Law and Judaism: The Case of Maimonides,” Judaism 45 (1996), pp. 29–45. It 
is appropriate to note that Yaakov Blidstein systematically refrained from discussing 
this issue in his book analyzing Maimonidean political thought. He apparently believes 
that Maimonides rejected the notion of natural law, although he identifies the printt
ciple of the equality of the law in Maimonides’ thought with it. See Yaakov (Gerald) 
Blidstein, Political Concepts in Maimonidean Halacha (Ramat Gan: BartIlan University 
Press, 2001), pp. 245–246 and n. 57, p. 260 and n. 108, pp. 192–194. [Hebrew]
 3 R. Joseph Albo, Sefer Haikkarim (Book of Principles), ed. and trans. Isaac Husik 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1929). Citations of Book of Principles in this 
article signify the book, chapter, page and line of the citation (note that line numbers 
relate to the Hebrew text, since they are not indicated in the English translation on the 
page opposite the Hebrew). All emphases and additions in square brackets appearing 
within the quotations in the body of this article or within the footnotes are my own. It 
should be noted that the title of Albo’s book has two different English translations in 
this academic field. Throughout this article we follow Husik’s translation, that is Book 
of Principles. Elsewhere I have used Ralph Lerner’s translation, Book of Roots, instead; 
see nn. 11, 19, 61 below.
 4  Albo, Book of Principles, book 1, ch. 5–9.
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This article will begin with an overview of the scholarly literature 
dealing with the topic at hand, and the need for reassessment will be 
demonstrated. Following this, two stylistic tools that will assist in the 
effort to establish a new reading of the relevant discussions in Sefer 
Haikkarim will be introduced, and these will then be employed to reach 
a novel analysis—at odds with the prevailing scholarly trends—concerntt
ing the meaning of natural law in Albo’s political thought.

1. The State of Research

In contrast with other aspects of Albo’s thought, the discussion regarding 
natural law in his philosophical oeuvre has merited much scholarly attentt
tion. Three principal questions have been addressed with regard to this 
issue: (i) What is the source of Albo’s concept of natural law? (ii) What 
standing does Albo grant this concept in his classification of the laws? 
(iii) To what degree did his discussions of natural law in particular, and of 
types of law in general, influence the history of Jewish political thought? 
The second question will be the focus of this article; for this reason we 
will begin by briefly reviewing the scholarly studies concerning the other 
two questions.

The first question, the source of Albo’s natural law, is of interest to 
scholars, as Albo is often considered to have been the first Jewish thinktt
er to present the concept of natural law and to strive to define it and its 
roles.5 The concept Albo uses for natural law is dat tiv’it, which transtt
lates as natural religion, but there is no doubt that he uses dat as the 

 5 A contrary claim has been made that Moses ben Isaac ibn Wakar preceded Albo, 
and even directly influenced his use of the natural law concept and in general his cattt
egorization of the laws. on this see Colette Sirat, A History of Jewish Philosophy in the 
Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 380–381; Abraham 
Melamed, “Did ibn Wakar Precede Albo in Classifying the Laws?” Tura 1 (1989),  
pp. 270–284. [Hebrew] However, this claim is open to question, for it is unclear when 
exactly ibn Wakar was intellectually active. on the one hand, some scholars have dated 
him as early as the middle of the fourteenth century; see Efraim Kupfer, “Sefer Matok 
Lanefesh (Chapters) by Moses ben R. Isaac ibn Wakar,” Kovetz Al Yad 9 (1980), p. 297 
and n. 2 [Hebrew]; Kupfer, “Chapters from Sefer matok lanefesh by Moses ben R. Isaac 
ibn Wakar,” Kovetz Al Yad 12 (1994), p. 209, n. 2. [Hebrew] on the other hand, some 
scholars have dated him as late as the first half of the fifteenth century; see Benjamin 
Richler, “Medical Treatises by Moses b. Isaac ibn Waqar,” Koroth 9 (1989), pp. 700–705; 
Richler, “Did Moses ibn Wakar Precede Hasdai Crescas and Joseph Albo?” Kiryat Sefer 
63 (1990), p. 299. [Hebrew] It seems that Abraham Melamed, who, in his article cited 
above, predated ibn Wakar to Albo, later retracted this position; see Abraham Melamed, 
“Aristotle’s Politics in Medieval and Renaissance Jewish Thought,” Pe’amim 51 (1992), 
p. 42. [Hebrew] In any event, even when Melamed believed that Albo was not the first 
Jewish thinker to utilize the term “natural law,” he still viewed him as the first to do so 
in a political context; see Melamed, “Did ibn Wakar Precede Albo?” p. 280.
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term for law rather than religion. Scholars, in search of the origins of 
Albo’s natural law, ruled out the possibility that he was exposed to this 
concept through his familiarity with JudeotIslamic political thought. 
Even scholars who consider earlier thinkers such as Maimonides to have 
held theories of natural law agree that the concept was never explicitly 
mentioned in Jewish thought prior to the appearance of Albo’s work.6 
Moreover, according to Shlomo Pines, while this concept did appear 
(rarely) in Islamic thought, it did not possess any political content, as 
it did in Christian thought and in Albo’s thought.7 Therefore, it is comtt
monly accepted that Albo’s acquaintance with Christian sources exposed 
him to the concept.8 Specifically, it has been noted that his legal typoltt
ogy—including his method of presenting natural law—may be based 
either directly or indirectly (by means of a secondary source or a mett
diating thinker) upon the parallel discussion in the writings of Thomas 
Aquinas.9

 6 The acknowledged division in Jewish thought was only between two types of 
law—divine law and human law. See, for instance, Meyer Waxman, “R. Joseph Albo’s 
Approach to the Principles of Religion and Its Relationship to the Thought of His 
Contemporaries, R. Hasdai Crescas and R. Simeon ben Tzemach Duran,” in In the Paths 
of Hebrew Literature and Thought (Tel Aviv: Yavne, 1956), pp. 153–156 [Hebrew]; E.I.J. 
Rosenthal, “Torah and Nomos in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” in Raphael Loewe, ed., 
Studies in Rationalism, Judaism, and Universalism in Memory of Leon Roth (London: 
Humanities Press, 1966), pp. 215–230; Fox, “Maimonides,” p. xi. While it is true that 
one scholar argued that the concept first appears in R. Sheshet Tzvi’s writings, in the 
quotation cited from his writings the term dat tiv’it (natural law) is not mentioned: 
only dat hasechel (law of reason) is; see José Faur, Studies in the Mishneh Torah (Book 
of Knowledge) (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1978), p. 65. [Hebrew]
 7 See Shlomo Pines, “Jewish Philosophy,” in Pines, Studies in the History of Jewish 
Thought [The Collected Works of Shlomo Pines, vol. 5], ed. Warren Zev Harvey and 
Moshe Idel (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University Magnes Press, 1997), p. 36. [Hebrew] To 
identify the substance of natural law with the term hanimus hakollel hameshutaf (lit., the 
joint, comprehensive conventional law) in ibn Rushd, see Shlomo Pines, “Toward the 
Study of the Political Theory of Ibn Rushd (Averroes),” Studies in the History of Jewish 
Philosophy: The Transmission of Texts and Ideas (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1977), p. 91. 
[Hebrew]
 8 Apparently Albo knew Latin; see, for instance, Isaac Husik, “Joseph Albo: The Last 
of the Mediaeval Jewish Philosophers,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish 
Research 1 (1928–1930), p. 67; Hava TiroshtRothschild, “Maimonides and Aquinas: 
The Interplay of Two Masters in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” Conservative Judaism 
29 (1980), p. 63; Melamed, “Aristotle’s Politics,” p. 43. For a discussion regarding the 
question of whether Jewish thinkers in Spain in Albo’s time knew Latin, see Daniel. J. 
Lasker, “The Impact of Christianity on Late Iberian Jewish Philosophy,” in Bernard D. 
Cooperman, ed., In Iberia and Beyond: Hispanic Jews Between Cultures (Newark, Del.: 
University of Delaware Press, 1998), pp. 176–177.
 9 See Isaac Husik, “The Law of Nature, Hugo Grotius, and the Bible,” Hebrew Union 
College Annual 2 (1925), pp. 392–393; Julius Guttmann, “Toward the Study of Sefer 
Haikkarim’s Sources,” in Guttmann, Religion and Knowledge: Essays and Lectures, ed. 
Shmuel Hugo Bergman and Natan Rotenstreich (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University 
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The third question, the issue of Albo’s influence, will not be explored 
here, except to refer to Abraham Melamed’s work that expounds upon 
the effect of Albo’s discussions of natural law in particular, and his legal 
typology in general, on many Jewish thinkers in Spain and Italy in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.10

We will now turn to the second question and the focus of this article; 
the place of natural law in Albo’s political teachings. The answers that 
have been proposed in the scholarly literature to this question can be 
grouped into three approaches represented by the following broad 
statements:

(i) Natural law is relatively insignificant in Albo’s political thought. 
This approach, accepted by many scholars, was first proposed by Ralph 
Lerner. Lerner argued that Albo’s concept of natural law included only 
the fundamentals of justice, the minimal conditions necessary for the 
maintenance of human society, and that even for this modest purpose 
natural law was apparently inadequate. Furthermore, Albo’s contention 
that man can live outside the framework of society, Lerner argued, casts 
doubt upon the absolute necessity of natural law. Finally, the attitude that 
natural law is not particularly significant in Albo’s thought is strengthtt
ened by the observation that his natural law is completely unconcerned 
with what is noble and silent about divine worship,11 meaning that it does 
not address man’s higher ends. 

(ii) Natural law is moderately significant in Albo’s political thought. 
This answer represents David Novak’s alternative to Lerner, where for 
Novak, Albo’s natural law denotes not the real constitution of a historitt
cally manifest society, but, rather, the formal condition of the constitution 
of any truly human society, both that of religious society, which is foundtt
ed upon revelation or divine law, and that of secular society, which is 

Magnes Press, 1955), p. 178 [Hebrew]; Melamed, “Natural Law,” p. 50; Melamed, “Did 
ibn Wakar Precede Albo?” p. 279; Hava TiroshtRothschild, “The Political Philosophy 
of Rabbi Abraham Shalom: The Platonic Tradition,” in Moshe Idel, Warren Zev Harvey, 
and Eliezer Schweid, eds., Shlomo Pines Jubilee Volume, vol. 2: Jerusalem Studies 
in Jewish Thought 9 (1990), pp. 417–418 and n. 38 [Hebrew]; Novak, Natural Law,  
pp. 124–125, 179; Lasker, “Impact of Christianity,” p. 182.
 10 See Abraham Melamed, “Natural, Human, Divine: Classification of the Law 
among Some Fifteentht and SixteenthtCentury Italian Jewish Thinkers,” Italia 4 (1985), 
pp. 59–93; Melamed, “Natural Law,” pp. 56–66. For the impact of Albo’s discussion 
on Hugo Grotius, a seventeenthtcentury Christian theologian and jurist, see Melamed, 
“Natural Law,” p. 87.
 11 See Ralph Lerner, “Natural Law in Albo’s Book of Roots,” in Joseph Cropsey, ed., 
Ancients and Moderns: Essays on the Tradition of Political Philosophy in Honor of Leo 
Strauss (New York: Basic Books, 1964), pp. 132–147. For a synopsis of the article’s contt
clusions, see Lerner, “Moses Maimonides,” p. 221.
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founded upon consensus or conventional law.12 It seems that Novak puts 
Albo’s natural law in slightly better standing than Lerner, for Novak 
believes that on the theoretical plane Albo places natural law above contt
ventional law and even identifies it with fundamental moral justice of 
the sort that circumscribes the legislator’s freedom of action and protects 
the natural human rights of individuals. Notwithstanding, even accordtt
ing to Novak’s approach, natural law has no connection to higher ends 
or selftperfection.13

It should be noted that both Lerner and Novak produced thorough 
and extensive investigations into Albo’s conception of natural law, each 
from his own position. Lerner’s approach, which leaves the importance 
Albo attributed to natural law at a bare minimum, was accepted by most 
scholars who touched on this issue to date. Abraham Melamed’s studies, 
which investigate the historical development of the concept of natural law 
in the history of Jewish thought, determine that Albo perceived natural 
law to be inferior to other legal systems, as rather than guiding man to 
his ultimate purpose, natural law serves only to ensure his most basic sott
cial and material needs.14 This understanding of the relative insignificance 
of natural law in Albo’s thought finds its expression in other studies, of 
varying lengths, dealing with the subject.15 A central argument, then, adtt
vanced in works representing both approaches summarized above, is that 
natural law, according to Albo, does not aid man in his progress toward 
achieving human perfection.

(iii) Natural law is central to Albo’s political teaching. This approach, 
which counters the general trend, is taken by Moshe Halbertal, who artt
gues that the concept of natural law in Albo’s thought goes beyond the 
thistworldly and material, and touches upon the perfection of the soul. 

 12 See David Novak, The Image of the NonvJew in Judaism: An Historical and 
Constructive Study of the Noahide Laws (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 1983),  
pp. 320–324.
 13 See ibid., pp. 324–329. It should be noted that Novak’s main claim is that actt
cording to Albo, the Noahide laws are natural law. Albo’s repeated emphasis on their 
classification as part of divine, not natural, law is driven by antitChristian polemical 
considerations. See ibid., pp. 336–343.
 14 See Melamed, “Natural, Human, Divine,” pp. 66–68; Melamed, “Natural Law,”  
p. 50; Melamed, “Did ibn Wakar Precede Albo?” p. 279.
 15 See, for instance, Fox, “Maimonides,” pp. xi–xii; J. David Bleich, “Judaism and 
Natural Law,” The Jewish Law Annual 7 (1988), pp. 13–15, 36–37; Israel M. Tashma, 
Ritual, Custom, and Reality in FrancovGermany 1000–1350 (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 
1996), p. 84, n. 15 [Hebrew]; Hava TiroshtRothschild, “Jewish Philosophy on the Eve of 
Modernity,” in Daniel H. Frank and oliver Leaman, eds., History of Jewish Philosophy 
[Routledge History of World Philosophies, vol. 2] (London: Routledge Press, 1997), p. 514; 
Newman, Past Imperatives, p. 122.
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Hence, for Halbertal, natural law in Albo’s thought has intrinsic positive 
value. And yet while Halbertal explains in a footnote that he bases his 
argument upon a citation from Albo, he does not provide a systematic 
analysis of this matter, despite the fact that he is going against the most 
widely accepted scholarly position.16 In the forthcoming pages, I will justt
tify the adoption of Halbertal’s position, bolstered by a thorough study 
and reassessment of Albo’s various discussions, both direct and indirect, 
of the concept of natural law in Sefer Haikkarim.

2. Toward a Reassessment: The Foundations and 
Their Implications

The overview presented above begs the question: Is there really a need 
to revisit the issue of natural law in Albo’s thought? After all, only a few 
issues that Albo considers have received as much attention as his notion 
of natural law. I do believe that a reassessment is warranted and will extt
plain why.

The comprehensive studies of Lerner, Novak, and Melamed on natural 
law in Albo’s Sefer Haikkarim were conducted in the context of an overtt
arching interpretive approach to this book. This interpretive approach 
has Sefer Haikkarim as an unoriginal philosophical work—a collection 
and summary of philosophical stances in the religious thought preceding 
it—and as an apologetic treatise useful in antitChristian polemic.17 An 
alternative interpretive key has recently been proposed by Dov Schwartz, 
according to which arriving at a proper, comprehensive understanding of 
Albo’s thought requires that his style of writing be taken into account.18 
Following Schwartz’s proposal, my research has shown that there are two 
facets in particular to be considered: (i) Sefer Haikkarim is composed 
of two chronological layers—the first of the four books (in its earliest 
version), and the completed work, which includes the first book, only rett
worked and reedited. (ii) Like the Guide of the Perplexed, Sefer Haikkarim 

 16 See Moshe Halbertal, Interpretative Revolutions in the Making: Values as 
Interpretative Considerations in Midrashei Halacha (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997),  
p. 26, n. 30 [Hebrew]. Cf. Daniel Statman and Avi Sagi, “The Dependence of Morality 
on Religion in Jewish Thought,” in Daniel Statman and Avi Sagi, eds., Between Religion 
and Ethics (Ramat Gan: BartIlan University Press, 1993), p. 132, n. 31. [Hebrew]
 17 The principal proponent of this approach was Julius Guttmann; see Julius 
Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism: A History of Jewish Philosophy from Biblical Times 
to Franz Rosenzweig (New York: Schocken, 1973), pp. 280–286; Guttmann, “Toward the 
Study,” pp. 169–191. 
 18 See Dov Schwartz, Contradiction and Concealment in Medieval Jewish Thought 
(Ramat Gan: BartIlan University Press, 2002), pp. 183–196. [Hebrew]
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was written in an esoteric style that aims to hide some of the author’s 
positions from the eyes of certain readers, while clearly revealing those 
same positions to other readers. In brief, we will note that both dimentt
sions are clear from Albo’s words themselves. The first facet is anchored 
in his words at the end of book one, where he writes that originally—that 
is to say, in the first version of book one—he had intended to discuss only 
the fundamental principles in general; however, for certain reasons he 
decided at a later stage to extend the scope of his discussion, adding the 
three following books. The second facet is anchored in the observation 
with which he begins the second book; there he writes that he adopts the 
writing style of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed in his treatise and 
that his discussions include obfuscation techniques, including internal 
contradictions and intentional omissions.19

Following the proposed interpretive key to Albo’s entire treatise, the 
two facets should also be utilized, as they have not in the past, to prott
vide analytical tools for the investigation of his discussion of natural law. 
Furthermore, this investigative procedure, as will be demonstrated, will 
facilitate the resolution of several anomalies arising from Albo’s discustt
sion. Some of these anomalies were raised in earlier studies; however, in 
those works they did not always receive adequate resolution. It is crucial 
to emphasize that the analysis presented here regarding Albo’s discustt
sion of natural law does not minimize the importance of those earlier 
discourses on the topic, for they offered enriching points of view on its 
various aspects. Additionally, in light of the paradigm shift in the scholtt
arly approach to Albo’s philosophicaltreligious teachings, it seems proper 
to investigate this issue from the new perspective as well.20

 19 For the substantiation of these theories, see Dror Ehrlich, “Philosophy and the 
Art of Writing in R. Joseph Albo’s Book of Roots” (Ph.D. diss., BartIlan University, 2004. 
[Hebrew] 
 20 It is appropriate to note that both Lerner and Novak occupy themselves with 
the stylistic aspects in Albo’s natural law discussion; however, they do not define it as 
expressly esoteric. Lerner notes the obscurity and ambivalence characterizing the distt
cussion and even borrows from Leo Strauss’ discussion of the Guide of the Perplexed 
certain interpretive tools for analyzing writing style, including the identification of 
chapters lacking biblical quotations, chapters lacking the divine names, and lexicographtt
ical chapters. See Lerner, “Natural Law,” pp. 132–138. And compare with Leo Strauss, 
“How to Begin to Study the Guide of the Perplexed,” in Moses Maimonides, The Guide 
of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963),  
pp. xi–lvi. While it is true that according to Lerner, “Natural Law,” p. 138, Albo trained 
the reader “in the art of patient and careful reading,” Lerner does not identify the obscutt
rity enveloping Albo’s main discussion of natural law as a means of concealment. And 
it seems that the majority of difficulties he raises in the course of his discussion remain 
unresolved. Novak bases a significant part of his analysis on the supposition that Albo 
chose the terminology he utilizes with great care. See Novak, The Image of the NonvJew 
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Thus, in order to reappraise Albo’s discussion of natural law in Sefer 
Haikkarim, we need to begin by examining the literarytstylistic dimension 
of this work. Two arguments will be at the center of our discussion:

(i) The Structural Argument—Albo’s main discussion of natural law 
in book one, chapters five to nine, contains readily apparent structural 
anomalies. These anomalies can be resolved by adopting the supposition 
that there were two stages in Sefer Haikkarim’s composition.

(ii) The Substantive Argument—There are significant discrepancies 
between different ways in which the concept of natural law is defined 
in Albo’s work, both within the central discussion of the issue itself and 
between that discussion and later texts far removed from it. These distt
crepancies can be understood in the light of a supposition that Sefer 
Haikkarim is characterized by an esoteric writing style.

These two arguments, as mentioned earlier, constitute a completett
ly new reading of Albo’s discussion of natural law—one that, as noted, 
assigns to Albo a more positivist conception of natural law than most 
scholars have suggested. In the following we will review these arguments 
sequentially.

3. A Reappraisal of the Structure of the Central Discussion 
of Natural Law

Albo’s legal typology and its foundations, presented in Sefer Haikkarim 
book one, chapters five to nine, can be summarized as follows: chapter 
five highlights the political nature of the human race, which needs society 
to exist. Existing within a society requires the acceptance of general and 
specific behavioral norms, that is to say, natural law and conventional law. 
Chapter six adduces the existence of divine law from the belief in a spett
cial divine providence proffered by the divine to man. In chapter seven, 
the concept of dat (law) is defined, and the definitions of the three types 
of law and their goals are presented. In chapter eight, a list of the advantt
tages of divine law over conventional law is presented. In chapter nine, 
the fundamental principles of conventional law, which are free will and 
purposefulness, are discussed. It is worth pointing out, even now, that 
natural law itself, dat tiv’it, is mentioned only in chapters five and seven. 
The importance of this will be examined later.

in Judaism, pp. 320, 325, 331, 337, 342. He even notes on p. 340 that Albo’s eschewal of 
providing explicit answers suits the general aim of his book, and he recalls the goal of 
concealment found in Maimonides’ writings. However, ultimately, in Novak’s opinion, 
the essence of Albo’s discussion is not the systematic concealment at all, but rather, as 
most scholars believe, its polemical and apologetic tendencies; see p. 343. 
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My claim is that a careful reading of the chapters comprising the main 
discussion of Albo’s legal typology leads to the impression that it is not 
one cohesive, unified unit. This is true for the following reasons:

(i) The Problematic Textual Context. The four chapters with which 
book one of Sefer Haikkarim (chapters one to four) commences function 
as a general introduction to Albo’s theory of the fundamental principles, 
the central subject of the book. Chapter four includes a preliminary prestt
entation of the three basic principles of divine law according to Albo—the 
existence of God, divine revelation of the Torah, and reward and punishtt
ment. However, the direct continuation of this discussion takes place only 
in chapter ten, which deals with the logical essentiality of these princitt
ples. That is to say, the discussion of the legal typology is situated in the 
midst of the discussion of the fundamental principles, actually disrupting 
its narrative flow.

(ii) A Partial Declaration of Intentions. At the conclusion of chapter 
four, on the border between the discussion of the fundamental principles 
and the laws, Albo declares his intention to deviate to some degree from 
discussing fundamental principles: “We must now resume our discussion 
of the fundamental principles, which in our opinion consist of three chief 
dogmas. We must, however, first explain the principles of conventional 
laws, and then we will treat of the principles of divine law, with the help 
of God.”21 Note that in this citation Albo refers to conventional and ditt
vine law but not to natural law, even though he launches his discussion 
of legal typology in the following chapter with this concept and it is dealt 
with extensively over the course of the discussion.

(iii) Surprising Internal organization. The discussion of the legal tytt
pology is itself structurally marred by what appear to be unnecessary 
duplications and a complete lack of order. First of all, the discussion 
includes two different definitions of each type of law: natural law (in 
chapters five and seven), conventional law (in chapters five and seven), 
and divine law (in chapters six and seven). Furthermore, chapter seven 
begins with the general definition of the term dat and continues with 
general definitions of the three types of law and their goals. For this reatt
son, it seems that chapter seven should have been placed at the beginning 
of the discussion, not in its third, middle chapter, after the three types of 
law had already been extensively discussed in the first two chapters.

These three structural anomalies require an explanation. To date, the 
scholars who have addressed these as difficulties have provided only partt
tial explanations. Aron Tänzer, one of the first scholars to study Albo 

 21 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 4, 70:9–12.
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in the modern era, noticed the disruption of the fundamental principle 
discussion with the legal typology deliberation and argued that Albo 
should have placed this deliberation at the beginning of the book.22 
Ralph Lerner takes note of the “surprise” motif created by the appeartt
ance of the natural law discussion in chapter five following its complete 
omission from the sentence concluding chapter four, which functions 
as the introduction to the legal typology discussion.23 Neither of these 
scholars made any attempt to resolve the difficulties raised. No clear extt
planations were offered for the multiple definitions of conventional and 
divine law either.

Scholars have, however, amply addressed the fact that natural law 
has multiple definitions in Albo’s text, and went beyond identifying the 
problem to trying to resolve it. Julius Guttmann attributes the multitt
ple definitions to Albo’s use of multiple philosophical sources. Guttmann 
claims that in chapters five and six, where Albo explains the basic hutt
man need for a legal system, his source is Ibn Sina (Avicenna), possibly 
via Shem Tov ibn Falaquera, while in chapters seven and eight, where 
he focuses upon the human need for a divine legal system—that is to 
say, divine law—his source is Thomas Aquinas.24 Explaining the duplitt
cation, Abraham Melamed proposes that the source for both definitions 
is Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, part two, chapter forty. While 
the definition in chapter five of Albo’s work derives from the Guide’s 
discussion of man’s political nature in a section of chapter forty,25 the 
definition appearing in Albo’s chapter seven derives from Maimonides’ 
conception of the inferior role played by human law.26 Ralph Lerner and 
David Novak also take note of the differing definitions of natural law in 

 22 See Aron Tänzer, Die Religionsphilosophie Josef Albo’s nach seinem Werke ‘Ikkarim’: 
Systematisch Dargestellt und Erläutert (Frankfurt A.M.: Kauffmann, 1896), p. 59.
 23 See Lerner, “Natural Law,” p. 135.
 24 See Guttmann, “Toward the Study,” pp. 176–178.
 25 on man as a social animal in Maimonides’ thought, see Abraham Melamed, 
“Maimonides on the Political Nature of Man—Needs and Responsibilities,” in Moshe 
Idel, Devorah Dimant, and Shalom Rosenberg, eds., Tribute to Sara: Studies in Jewish 
Philosophy and Kabbala—Presented to Professor Sara O. Heller Wilensky (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1994), pp. 292–333. [Hebrew] 
 26 See Melamed, “Natural, Human, Divine,” pp. 66–67. There Melamed identitt
fies a certain contradiction between the two definitions. In chapter five, Albo accepts 
Maimonides’ stance that in general the state is crucial to the existence of the human 
race, while in chapter seven he accepts Aristotle’s stance, rejected by Maimonides, 
wherein the state’s telos is to preserve the lives of individual human beings. It should 
be noted that elsewhere Melamed minimizes the importance of this contradiction; see 
Melamed, “Natural Law,” p. 50, n. 5.
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chapters five and seven; however, these scholars offer no explanations 
whatsoever to explain them.27

Adopting the thesis that Sefer Haikkarim was written in two stages 
allows for one common resolution to the three difficulties raised above. 
As noted, the concept of natural law is not mentioned, or even alludtt
ed to, in chapters six, eight, and nine of the legal typology discussion. 
Furthermore, the concept is not mentioned at all in any of the book’s 
other chapters. Aside from chapters five and seven in book one, it is 
mentioned only in technical sections, namely in the table of contents at 
the beginning of the work and in the expansive heading to book one.28 
I would like to suggest that Albo’s discussion of natural law in chapters 
five and seven is a later addition, integrated into book one during the edtt
iting process. In other words, when Albo initially composed book one, 
only conventional and divine law were mentioned, and only chapters six, 
eight, and nine were present.29 Albo’s original legal typology and its distt
cussion, based upon the traditional approaches found in Jewish political 
thought preceding him, completely excluded natural law.

The reason the concept of natural law, absent from the original distt
cussion of the types of law, is suddenly introduced at a later stage may 
stem from a momentous historical event in which Albo played an active 
role during the period between the book’s two writing stages. During the 
years 1413–1414, Albo, in concert with other leaders of the Jewish comtt
munities in Christian Spain, participated in the Tortosa Disputation. In 
the course of the debate, the Jews were called upon to defend Judaism 
from the learned and cunning attacks of Jerome de Sancta Fide, the apostt
tate Joshua Halorki—a man with an agenda.30 This historical background 
suggests two explanations for the matter at hand:

 27 See Lerner, “Natural Law,” pp. 134–137; Novak, The Image of the NonvJew in 
Judaism, pp. 320, 324.
 28 See, respectively, Albo, Book of Principles, foreword, 4:17, 23, and also 1, opentt
ing remark, 43:1–3. Cf. Ehrlich, “Philosophy and the Art of Writing,” pp. 65–66. Based 
upon their technical nature, these texts probably belong to the second stage of the writtt
ing process.
 29 Sefer Haikkarim was first published in 1425, although the first version was probtt
ably written before the year 1413. For a discussion concerning this version’s presumed 
date of composition, see Ehrlich, “Philosophy and the Art of Writing,” pp. 55–57. 
 30 For the historical and intellectual aspects of the Tortosa Disputation, see Heinrich 
Hirsch Graetz, History of the Jews, vol. 4 (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1894), 
pp. 206–215; Yitzhak Baer, A History of the Jews in Christian Spain, vol. 2 (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1966), pp. 170–243; R. Ben Shalom, “The Disputation of 
Tortosa, Vincente Ferrer, and the Problem of the Conversos According to the Testimony 
of Isaac Nathan,” Tzion 56 (1991), pp. 21–45 [Hebrew]; Frank Talmage, “Trauma at 
Tortosa: The Testimony of Abraham Rimoch,” in Talmage, Apples of Gold in Settings of 
Silver: Studies in Medieval Jewish Exegesis and Polemics, ed. Barry D. Walfish (Toronto: 
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(i) Albo may have learned of the concept of natural law only durtt
ing the course of the Tortosa Disputation, not before. Daniel Lasker has 
already demonstrated that the Jewish polemicists gained most of their 
knowledge of Christian doctrine, as well as of philosophical arguments 
stemming from Christian theology, as a result of their direct contact with 
their counterparts, the Christian polemicists.31 While it is likely that Albo 
was also exposed to certain Christian concepts in his youth as the student 
of R. Hasdai Crescas, as far as is known, Crescas himself did not mention 
the idea of natural law in his writings.32

(ii) Albo was aware of the concept of natural law before the Tortosa 
Disputation; however, following the debate he realized the need to intt
tegrate it into his political thought and grapple with the theological 
challenge it presented. Support for this explanation may be drawn from 
the fact that in the later sessions of the public debate, which were devoted 
to presenting the Talmud as an antitChristian text, the church’s representtt
ative, Joshua Halorki, accused the Talmud of causing injury to natural 
law.33 It is not unlikely that Albo’s integration of natural law into the later 
version of his legal philosophy was a reaction to these accusations. 

Hence, the three structural difficulties presented above—(1) the probtt
lematic textual context; (2) the partial declaration of intentions; (3) the 
surprising internal organization of legal typology—are resolved. The root 
of these structural flaws lies in an insufficiently meticulous integration of 

Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1999), pp. 71–107. For Joshua Halorki’s convertt
sion to Christianity, see, for instance, Michael Glatzer, “Between Yehoshua Halorki and 
Shlomo Halevi—Toward an Examination of the Causes of Conversion among Jews in 
Spain in the Fourteenth Century,” Pe’amim 54 (1993), pp. 103–116. [Hebrew]
 31 See Daniel J. Lasker, Jewish Philosophical Polemics Against Christianity in the 
Middle Ages (New York: Ktav, 1977), pp. 161–164.
 32 For Crescas’ influence on Albo, see, for instance, Emmanuel Yoel, The Religious 
Philosophy of R. Hasdai Crescas (Tel Aviv: Hashahar, 1928), pp. 100–103 [Hebrew]; 
Harry Austryn Wolfson, Crescas’ Critique of Aristotle (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1929), index, “Albo, Joseph.” Much research has been done on the 
connection between Crescas’ thought and Christian theology; however, in this context, 
we will be satisfied with citing only two examples. See Shlomo Pines, “Scholasticism 
after Thomas Aquinas and the Teachings of Hasdai Crescas and His Predecessors,” 
Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities 1:10 (1967), pp. 1–101; 
Daniel J. Lasker, “The Impact of Christianity on Late Iberian Jewish Philosophy,” in 
Bernard Dov Cooperman, ed., In Iberia and Beyond: Hispanic Jews Between Cultures 
(Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1998), pp. 178–180.
 33 See, for instance, Baer, Jews in Christian Spain, p. 205. It should be noted that 
this charge was leveled by Halorki at the Talmud even before the disputation began, 
in one of his polemical treatises attacking Judaism. See M. orfali, “The Portuguese 
Edition (1565) of Hieronymus de Sancta Fide’s Contra Iudaeos,” in ora Limor and Guy 
G. Stroumsa, eds., Contra Iudaeos: Ancient and Medieval Polemics Between Christians 
and Jews (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996), pp. 245–246.
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two distinct sets of chapters—chapters six, eight, and nine from the origitt
nal version, and chapters five and seven, added during the course of the 
later redaction. Thus, the declaration of intent at the end of chapter four 
stems from the original version, where indeed only conventional and ditt
vine law were discussed; perhaps Albo failed to note the need to change 
it following the addition of natural law to the discussion. Chapters six, 
eight, and nine seem very consistent, and do not incorporate extraneous 
duplications. Finally, the circumscribed deviation from the discussion of 
the fundamental principles in the original version of book one, in order 
to define the concept of divine law and differentiate it from conventional, 
human law, is far less disruptive than the expansive and highly developed 
deviation to discuss types of law in general.

4. A Reassessment of the Substance of the Central Discussion 
of Natural Law

As noted, Albo’s central discussion of law types in the first book of Sefer 
Haikkarim contains two different definitions of natural law, in chaptt
ters five and seven, respectively. It has also been noted that I believe the 
scholarly consensus regarding the inferior status of natural law in Albo’s 
political teachings to be only partially correct. In this section, I will artt
gue that two different natural law models are embedded in Albo’s main 
discussion of this issue; one of them, indeed, supports the general scholtt
arly consensus, and the other grants the concept a more positive role. 
Furthermore, while it was noted above that the concept of natural law 
does not appear in Sefer Haikkarim’s other chapters, one can find, outtt
side the framework of the central discussion, that a few of Albo’s other 
articulations do deal with the notion of natural law, though they do not 
explicitly use that term. In the next section, I will argue that these articutt
lations also reflect a more positive conception of natural law than most 
scholars attribute to Albo.

In the framework of his central discussion of law types, then, Albo 
presents two different definitions of natural law, one in chapter five and 
the other in chapter seven. A careful analysis of the two definitions demtt
onstrates that, on the one hand, there are many similarities between the 
particulars of the definitions, while on the other, what at first seems like 
unnecessary duplication—an almost exact replication in chapter seven 
of the content of chapter five—is actually an essential difference between 
the two. The two definitions, in order of appearance, and in (a translation 
of) Albo’s own words, are:

(a) “It is clear therefore that the whole group residing in a city, a distt
trict, or a region, or all the human beings in the world should have some 
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order which they follow in their conduct, maintaining justice in gentt
eral and suppressing wrong, so as to keep men from quarreling in their 
transactions and business relations with one another. Such order would 
include protection against murder, theft, robbery, and the like, and in 
general all those measures which are calculated to maintain the political 
group and enable the people to live in welfare.”34

(b) “Natural law is the same among all peoples, at all times, and in 
all places…. The purpose of natural law is to repress wrong, to promote 
right, in order that men may keep away from theft, robbery, and murder, 
that society may be able to exist among men and everyone be safe from 
the wrongdoer and oppressor… conventional law also controls human 
conduct and arranges [human] affairs with a view to the improvement of 
human society, even as natural law.”35

As stated, there are many similarities between the two definitions, intt
cluding the law’s universal status; its goal to safeguard integrity and ward 
off injustice; the prohibition of murder, theft, and robbery, as examples 
of this; and its ambition to improve society.

However, I would now like to turn our attention to the definitions’ 
endings. Although the language and formulation used in the endings are 
also very similar, it is possible to discern a slight parting of the ways that 
may be crucial. The definition in chapter five concludes with the claim 
that natural law enables the improvement of politicaltsocietal organizatt
tion, an improvement that leads to pleasant lives for those individuals 
who make up the society. Thus, according to this definition, the ultimate 
purpose of natural law is the improvement of the individual’s existence 
(“enable the people to live in welfare”), and the improvement of the pott
litical framework is only a means to this end. In contrast, the definition 
in chapter seven reverses the order of the individual and society. There, 
the closing argument states that natural law enables the arrangement of 
individuals’ lives, which in turn leads to the improvement of the political 
organization under which they live. According to the second definition, 
then, the ultimate purpose of natural law is the improvement of society 

 34 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 5, 72:6–15.
 35 Ibid., 1, 7, 78:8–79:11. Note well that while the final citation (“controls… natutt
ral law”) appears in the book as part of conventional law’s definition, as the text itself 
makes clear, the citation deals with an element common to conventional and natutt
ral law. Therefore, I feel that it can be cited as part of Albo’s definition of natural law. 
For the history of the term “improvement of society” (tikun medini), see Menachem 
Lorberbaum, “Politics as an Autonomous Field: An Investigation of Rabbeinu Nissim 
Gerondi’s Thought,” in Amihai Berholz, ed., Ethics, Religion, and State: Essays on 
Judaism, Government, and Democratic Values (Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 2001), 
pp. 282–283. [Hebrew]
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(“with a view to the improvement of human society”), and the individutt
al’s welfare is only a means to achieving this end.

Each definition seems to suggest a different approach taken by Albo 
to the question of the ultimate goal of natural law and indeed of law. The 
tension between chapters five and seven, each of which contains a differtt
ent ordering and prioritizing of the good of the individual and the good 
of society, has implications beyond the discussion of natural law and can 
be found in the discussions of other institutions in these chapters:

(i) In the discussion of the role of conventional law. The strong sott
cietal orientation characterizing natural law in chapter seven, where the 
goal of the law is societal improvement, means that there is no need for 
it to be completed on a societal level by conventional law, and, therefore, 
the role of conventional law in this chapter is essentially ethical: “The 
purpose of conventional or positive law is to suppress what is unbecomtt
ing and to promote what is becoming, that men may keep away from 
the indecent according to human opinion. Herein lies its advantage over 
natural law.”36 In contrast, in chapter five, where a weakened societal oritt
entation characterizes natural law, and societal improvement is a means 
and not an end, the contribution of conventional law on the societal level 
itself is urgently needed “to order the needs of men and to control their 
social life.”37

(ii) In the discussion of the legislator. In chapter five, Albo explicitly 
notes that natural law “emanates from a wise man or a prophet,”38 that is 
to say, natural law is legislated either by a human being or even by the 
divine.39 In contrast, in chapter seven no mention whatsoever is made of 
a legislator of natural law. The absence of the legislator in chapter seven 
is emphasized by the appearance of a legislator in the discussion there 
of the two other law types. Conventional law is ordered “by a wise man 

 36 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 7, 79:7–9.
 37 Ibid., 1, 5, 72:19–20. 
 38 Ibid., 1, 5, 72:17–18.
 39 This contention, according to which natural law has a legislator, is, in fact, quite 
awkward. The common understanding of natural law is that it is embedded in nature; 
hence needless of any kind of formal legislation. one possible explanation of the exprestt
sion “emanates from a wise man or a prophet,” is offered by David Novak. He suggests 
that by this remark Albo expresses the idea that natural law does not promulgate itself 
but is promulgated through convention (“wise man”) or revelation (“prophet”). Novak 
further argues that by this Albo presents natural law as an a priori type of law that dett
notes the formal condition of the constitution of any given human society, secular or 
religious. See Novak, The Image of the NonvJew in Judaism, p. 323. A similar, yet simtt
pler, explanation is that all Albo means by this phrase is to indicate the pedagogic, not 
legislative, function of those individuals. See Bleich, “Judaism and Natural Law,” p. 37.
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or men,” and divine law is ordered by God “through a prophet,” such as 
Adam, Noah, and Abraham, or “through a messenger,” like Moses.40 The 
separation between natural law and the divine in chapter seven is also 
reflected by another factor: at the beginning of the chapter Albo cites a 
biblical verse applicable to divine and conventional laws but not to natutt
ral law.41

Against the background of the disparity between the two chapters, 
I would like to argue that the two definitions reflect distinct models of 
natural law. In chapter seven, the model used is the one most often attribtt
uted to Albo in the scholarly literature. According to this model, natural 
law’s purpose is exclusively political, lacking any relation to the perfectt
tion of man.42 In chapter five a different model is presented, according 
to which natural law focuses upon improving the existence of individual 
human beings, not on the societal framework they happen to be a part 
of. Additionally, the model advanced in chapter five is attributed to a 
human or even divine legislator (thus privileging natural law over contt
ventional law), while the model in chapter seven is clearly divorced from 
any theological association. It seems to me that the model arising from 
the rereading of chapter five places in some doubt the resolute statement 
of those scholars asserting natural law’s lowly status in Albo’s thought 
and absolutely detaching this notion from any striving toward human 
perfection.

It is crucial to note that Albo does not explicitly proclaim the existence 
of two distinct models in his book. As we saw above, those scholars who 
noted the existence of two distinct definitions attributed this duplication 
to Albo’s carelessness in collecting from various philosophical works.43 
This interpretive approach, stated above, stemmed from Julius Guttmann’s 
presumption regarding the anthological nature of Sefer Haikkarim. The 
alternative interpretation proffered in this article attributes the multiple 
definitions, and in fact the duplicate models of natural law, to the esoteric 
writing style adopted by Albo in his book.

Leo Strauss, who is considered to be the founder of the scholarly aptt
proach utilizing literary style to analyze the history of Jewish thought, 
presents a list of concealment techniques adopted by authors who wrote 

 40 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 7, 78:9–79:2.
 41 See ibid., 1, 7, 78:5–6.
 42 It should be noted that Leo Strauss finds chapter seven, not chapter five, to be an 
instance of Albo’s “low” estimation of natural law. See Leo Strauss, Persecution and the 
Art of Writing (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1977), p. 132, n. 119.
 43 Consult the text near nn. 24–27 above.
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in the esoteric style. one device involves the embedding of a key sentt
tence, which alters the entire meaning, in what initially appears to be 
the unnecessary repetition of an earlier discussion.44 It seems to me that 
in the case before us, Albo’s repetition in chapter seven of the definition 
of natural law, where a definition of natural law was presented only two 
chapters earlier—with a minimal, yet significant, change in formulation—
can be identified as a worthy example of this method of concealment. 
That is to say, the disparity between the ways that the two definitions are 
formulated is not accidental; rather, this disparity is part of a methodtt
ology deliberately chosen by the author to introduce his readers to two 
different natural law models, without having to declare so openly. It could 
also be argued that the aim of obfuscating the content of the discussion, 
that is, concealing the existence of two models, is also aided by the structt
tural obfuscation witnessed in the last section. At the end of this article, 
the question of why Albo restrained himself from explicitly contrasting 
the two models will be addressed.

5. Between Societal and Political Existence

Before examining additional texts relevant to our discussion elsewhere 
in Sefer Haikkarim, I would like to focus my attention on a fine termitt
nological distinction arising from another careful analysis in book one, 
chapter five. It seems to me that this distinction sheds light upon Albo’s 
political thought in general, and strengthens our claim regarding his aptt
prehension of natural law in particular.

As stated, chapter five begins with a discussion of natural law and 
follows this with a discussion of conventional law. In the course of the 
discussion on natural law, in the first part of the chapter, Albo emphatt
sizes the necessity of communal existence for human beings: “They [are 
animals that] cannot live except in companies and groups. Association is 
essential [hechrehi] for their continuance, like the human species.” 45 This 
human need is emphasized explicitly in different lingustic constructs, 
such as “cannot… except” and “is essential.” 46 When Albo presents 

 44 See Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing, p. 36.
 45 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 5, 70:19–71:2.
 46 It is appropriate to note that Albo integrates climatology into his discussion of 
humankind’s social nature. A similar step is taken by Yohanan Alimano. See Abraham 
Melamed, “The Land of Israel and Climatology in Jewish Thought,” in Moshe Halamish 
and Aviezer Ravitzky, eds., The Land of Israel in Medieval Jewish Thought (Jerusalem: 
Yad Yitzhak ben Tzvi, 1991), p. 53 [Hebrew]. For a deliberation on Albo’s climatic thett
ory and its literary connections, see ibid., pp. 66–68.
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conventional law in the second part of the chapter, however, the terms 
expressing necessity are seemingly replaced. This change sheds light 
upon conventional law’s limitations. For in explaining the Aristotelian 
concept, common in medieval thought, that “man is political by nature,” 
Albo states: “They mean by this that it is almost necessary [kim’at shehu 
hechrehi] for man by his nature to live in a city [state] with a large group 
of men.” 47 Note that political existence, in contrast to communal or sott
cial existence, mentioned in the prior citation, is classified as “almost 
necessary” for the human race, not as “necessary.” A similar delimitatt
tion occurs when Albo derives a further political conclusion from the 
aforementioned Aristotelian concept: “It follows therefore that the estt
tablishment of a king or a ruler or a judge is almost imperative [ke’ilu 
hu hechrehi] for the continuance of the human species, seeing that man 
is political by nature.”48 Again, the political framework is presented not 
as necessary for the existence of the human race but only as “almost 
imperative.” 49

It is possible to come away from examining chapter five of Albo’s 
work with the impression that embedded in this chapter are two comtt
plementary political concepts. The first part of the chapter views man 
as necessarily a social animal, and the second views man as almost nectt
essarily a political animal. This means that societal organization is vital 
for the human race’s existence, while the state in general, and the mott
narchical state in particular, are not the only forms of organization that 
can fulfill their roles, and therefore they are not in and of themselves 
necessary for the existence of the human race.50 In a certain manner, 

 47 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 5, 72:3–5.
 48 Ibid., 1, 5, 73:10–12.
 49 It should be noted that David Novak dealt with this terminological distinction 
and proffered a different explanation. He argued that the terms expressing necessity rett
fer to elemental, material needs absolutely required for human life, while the opposite 
terms refer to man’s need to live in a political community. From this he deduced that 
the individual is only almost necessarily a political creature, as he can live without sott
ciety, while the human race as a whole must be political. See Novak, The Image of the 
NonvJew in Judaism, pp. 320–321. While this interpretation is admittedly interesting, 
the text does not support it, as Albo uses terms circumscribing necessity in the context 
of both the individual and the human race as a whole. 
 50 Albo’s position on conventional law’s actual contribution to the goal of improvtt
ing political society is ambiguous. In book one, chapter ten, he argues that divine law is 
unnecessary for the purpose of political improvement, as conventional law fulfills this 
role adequately: “If it is in order to maintain a proper order in human affairs and relatt
tions so as to have a perfect political society, the conventional law is sufficient for this 
purpose” (Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 10, 97:8–10). In contrast, at another point in his 
book, Albo explicitly states the opposite, that conventional law is not sufficient to estt
tablish an ordered society from an ethical perspective, and, therefore, for this purpose 
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these ideas can be seen as foreshadowing Isaac Abravanel’s political 
teachings, which view society as part of the natural order of the entire 
human race, and at the same time vociferously oppose the institutions 
of the state and the monarchy, viewing them as creations diametricaltt
ly opposed both to the basic nature of humankind and to the will of 
God.51

It is important to reiterate that as with the existence of the two natural 
law models noted above, in our case as well, this political conception is 
not stated explicitly in Albo’s words. In order to reveal it, we had to take 
note of a distinction in terminology in chapter five between those exprestt
sions denoting necessity and those expressions delimiting it, a distinction 
difficult to identify at first glance. The concealment of the conception that 
lessens the status of the state and the monarchy may be related to our 
discussion of natural law. The chapter describes natural law as a necessary 
element in man’s life, as it fills the role of preserving the various aspects of 
social order, “the whole group residing in a city, a district, or a region, or 
all the human beings in the world,” and man requires it “by his nature.”52 
In contrast, living in a state and crowning a monarch, conventional law 
issues, are not required by human nature. Conventional law develops 
only within polities, “like the laws of the Roman emperors, and the custt
toms of countries, and the statutes enacted by the people of a district or 

divine law is required; see ibid., 3, 24, 209:14–211:4. one has the impression that the 
latter view is likewise expressed upon reading the list of conventional law’s deficiencies 
when it is contrasted with divine law in book one, chapter eight. 
 51 on Abravanel’s thought, see, for instance, Yitzhak Baer, “Don Isaac Abravanel 
and His Relationship to Problems of History and Politics,” Tarbiz 8 (1937), pp. 248–256 
[Hebrew]; Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism, pp. 289–291; Aviezer Ravitzky, “Peace 
Paradigms in Jewish Thought,” in Al Da’at Hamakom: Studies in the History of Jewish 
Philosophy (Jerusalem: MaxwelltMacmillantKeter, 1991), pp. 28–29. [Hebrew] one must 
note that in contradistinction to the allusion hidden, according to our argument, in 
book one, chapter five, Albo explicitly relates to the monarchical concept with much 
enthusiasm in several places in his treatise. However, a discussion of this issue is beyond 
the scope of our natural law discussion. Albo’s perceptions of the state and the monartt
chy are worthy of their own studies.
 52 Albo, Book of Principles, 1, 5, 72:7–17. Albo claims here that natural law is denoted 
as “natural” because it stems from man’s nature as a creature requiring human society. 
In contrast, Aquinas in this context enumerates several of mankind’s natural tendentt
cies: preservation of life, giving birth to children and educating them, and knowledge 
of the truth regarding God and regarding living in society; see Summa Theologica 2:1, 
q. 94, a. 2. It should be noted that at this time, a debate was raging among natural law 
theoreticians on the question of whether it is proper or possible to base natural law or 
the knowledge regarding human, moral goodness (ethics) on the prior knowledge of the 
essence of human nature (metaphysics). This debate is related to the larger question of 
whether norms can be adduced from facts. For a discussion of this issue, see, for instance, 
Robert P. George, “Natural Law and Human Reason,” in Robert P. George, ed., Natural 
Law Theory: Contemporary Essays (oxford: oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 32–33.
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kingdom.” 53 These, as noted, are not required by human nature; rather, 
they are “almost necessary.”54 From this perspective, Albo clearly utilizes 
the terminological distinction under discussion to hint at the advantage 
of natural over conventional law. 55 If this is the case, we have revealed 
another possible instance, embedded in chapter five, of an aspect suptt
porting the positive standing of the natural law model.

6. Discussions of Natural Law outside the Framework of the 
Central Discussion

To this point, my principal claim has been that in book one, chapter 
five, Albo covertly presents a positive perception of natural law and to 
some degree relates it to man’s selftperfection, in contradistinction to 
the perception presented in book one, chapter seven, where natural law 
is devalued. However, a thorough investigation of natural law in Sefer 
Haikkarim cannot rest solely upon an analysis of the central discussion 
of the issue. Albo himself, in his introductory comments on book two, 
explicitly writes that proper comprehension of his position on any given 
issue can be attained only by a reader familiar with the entirety of his 
deliberations on the topic throughout his work, including those statett
ments peripheral to his central and direct discussion of the issue: The 
reader should “not be too hasty to criticize the words of the author, until 
he… has read all that is said on the topic in question in other parts of 
the book.”56

In order to comprehend Albo’s stance on the relationship between 
natural law and man’s journey toward selftperfection, then, one must 
continue to explore the other sources in his book where he grapples 
with man’s ability to reach, solely via his own intellect and without ditt
vine aid, knowledge of the rules of behavior leading him to perfection. 
And indeed, in book three, chapter six, Albo claims that man could not 

 53 Ibid., 1, 5, 73:3–4.
 54 on the relationship between the need for natural law and the status of the king 
as legislator, see Ze’ev Falk, Legal Values and Judaism: Toward a Philosophy of Halacha 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1980), pp. 58–59. [Hebrew]
 55 For terms denoting qualification as devices used for concealed change of meantt
ing in the context of the esoteric writing style, see Strauss, Persecution and the Art of 
Writing, p. 78.
 56 Albo, Book of Principles, 2, observation, 2:11–14. For this instruction and its rett
lationship to Sefer Haikkarim’s esoteric writing style, see Ehrlich, “Philosophy and the 
Art of Writing,” pp. 49–50, 266. It should be noted that Ralph Lerner also utilized this 
methodological starting point to guide the direction of his discussion of natural law in 
Albo’s thought; see Lerner, “Natural Law,” pp. 139–142. 
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possibly have been created in such a way that he could not attain, via 
his own intellect, knowledge of the proper actions leading to perfection 
of the soul:

To know and to define the acts which bring man to the human end, 
namely the perfection of the soul, is very difficult…. It becomes a 
difficult problem, therefore, to determine, by human investigation, 
what acts are beneficial to the soul, enabling it to attain its perfectt
tion. There is no doubt that the test must be found in the essential 
nature of man… [and] there is no doubt that since the first man was 
created alone, there must be something in man’s essential nature by 
which he can distinguish between good acts conducive to the pertt
fection of his soul and those which are not good.57

Hence, notwithstanding the immense difficulties encountered in the 
quest to attain perfection of his soul, stemming from the limits of human 
reason,58Albo believed that man must have been given the ability to identt
tify the actions conducive to accomplishing this objective and achieving 
his ultimate end as a human being.

Furthermore, in book three, Albo repeatedly argues that the human 
intellect is essentially attracted to divine worship, and that love and fear 
of God is imprinted upon man. In chapter thirtyttwo, in the context of 
a discussion regarding the fear of God, the fear of God’s exaltedness is 
described as a fear that “the intellect by nature desires,” since “the mind 
desires to fulfill the will of God, because it is natural for it to do so.” 59 
According to Albo, this tendency is based upon the fundamental princitt
ple that “[reason] decrees that the inferior should be subordinate to the 
superior.”60 Several chapters later, in chapter thirtytfive, which introduces 
the discussion of love of God, old age is described as the period when 
out of all the human soul’s powers, the force of the intellect is the domitt
nant one. Therefore, during old age, man finally understands that his 
existence depends upon his attraction to “the service of God and those 
things which it is characteristic of reason to follow… and [he will] purtt
sue those things which his intellectual soul dictates, such as the love and 
fear of God.”61

 57 Ibid., 3, 6, 53:15–54:19. 
 58 See Ehrlich, “Philosophy and the Art of Writing,” pp. 196–198.
 59 Albo, Book of Principles, 3, 32, 301:4–10.
 60 Ibid., 3, 32, 301:13–14.
 61 Ibid., 3, 35, 324:10–13. For Albo’s discussion of love of God, see Dror Ehrlich, 
“Love of God and Esoteric Writing in Albo’s Book of Roots,” Daat 53 (2004), pp. 63–82. 
[Hebrew] on the period of old age, see pp. 69–70. 
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It is worthwhile to devote a more extensive deliberation to Albo’s 
words in book three, chapter seven, upon which Moshe Halbertal bases 
his assertion that Albo’s natural law is related to perfection of the soul,62 
and to delve further into the source at hand. In this chapter, Albo distintt
guishes between two types of actions worthy of existing naturally in the 
human intellect:

(i) The first type is defined using natural law terminology and is a 
reflection of what was already explained in book one, chapters five and 
seven: “suppression of wrongdoing and continuous pursuit of right among 
men, so that the human race may be perpetuated.”63 According to Albo, 
actions of this sort do not lead man toward any sort of perfection of the 
soul, for their significance exists only within a political context: “for if 
a man were to live alone in a desert without participating in social and 
political life, he would not need this kind of perfection.”64

(ii) Examples of the second type of actions are “submission to God, 
and doing those things in general which human reason declares are actt
ceptable to God.”65 Albo further argues that being aware of God’s constant 
involvement in nature, showing gratitude for God’s being the source of 
existence, and recognizing God’s absolute superiority are “things which 
the nature of human reason dictates without any study or teaching.”66 
Albo expressly subsumes these actions under the definition of actions 
“[which] give perfection to his soul.”67

I would like to propose that Albo is hinting that the second type of 
actions, such as submission to God, also belongs to the category of natutt
ral law, in the sense that these are lawlike, stemming from man’s natural 

 62 See n. 16 above.
 63 Albo, Book of Principles, 3, 7, 61:17–18.
 64 Ibid., 3, 7, 62:1–3. Cf. Maimonides’ attitude toward perfection of the moral virtt
tues, Guide of the Perplexed 3, 54.
 65 Ibid., 3, 7, 62:6–8.
 66 Ibid., 3, 7, 63:6–7. See also 3, 1, 10:1–9, and cf. 2, 16, 100:1–4, where the rett
bellion of a son against his father and a servant against his master is defined as “an 
unusual thing for a man to say.” It is proper to note that Albo also describes the first 
principles as innate to the human intellect and requiring no learning process; see 1, 16, 
139:7–12. Perhaps Albo is again following the footsteps of Aquinas, who formulated the 
parallel between the relationship of natural law and practical intellect to the relationtt
ship between the first principles and the theoretical intellect, as both were selftevident; 
see Summa Theologica 2:1, q. 91, a. 3. This Thomistic conception belongs to one of the 
more difficult discussions in Aquinas’ thought, that surrounding the concept of synvv
desis. For a definition of the concept as it applies to our discussion, see Timothy C. 
Potts, “Conscience,” in Norman Kretzmann et al., eds., The Cambridge History of Later 
Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 700. 
 67 Albo, Book of Principles, 3, 7, 62:5–6.
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intellect. Support for this position can be drawn from Albo’s interpretatt
tion of Jeremiah’s rebuke of the children of Israel for not being aware of 
God’s ways and laws. As Albo explains, in his rebuke the prophet finds 
fault with the people not for violating divine laws, but for violating those 
laws emblazoned on the human intellect: “These observations do not rett
fer to the ways and ordinances of the Torah, for these are not known to 
man by nature.”68 If the consciousness of God’s superiority and the oblitt
gations deriving from this are not subsumed under the category of divine 
law, the only other logical way to classify them is as natural law. Thus, we 
have before us what is clearly a metaphysical dimension of natural law, 
one that largely corresponds to the model identified in Albo’s central distt
cussion of legal typology in book one, chapter five.

A further clue to identifying the second type of actions with this modtt
el of natural law is hidden in Albo’s reservation embedded in his words 
toward the end of chapter seven. During the course of the chapter, the autt
thor emphasizes the absolute need for revelation and divine teachings in 
order for a person to attain human perfection. This claim is based upon 
the supposition that revelation opens man’s eyes to the actions he must 
take in order to attain perfection, actions pleasing to God, which man 
could not conceive of with his limited intellect, “in order that by means of 
this method man may be able to attain the human end and perfection.”69 
Toward the end of the chapter, Albo repeats his claim regarding the imtt
portance of divine revelation for achieving human perfection; however, 
this time he nullifies the necessity he had stressed above: “there must 
be a divine inspiration… which is almost indispensable for man for the 
attainment of human perfection.”70 Note well the use of “almost indispentt
sable” and not “indispensable.” one can hardly fail to notice the repetitive 
pattern of Albo’s unexpected use of expressions of reservation, exprestt
sions fundamentally altering the nature of his claims.71 This may be Albo’s 
method of covertly expressing a position wherein human perfection is 
not exclusively the province of divine law—that is to say, of divine revelatt
tion to mankind—but where natural law also has a part to play. 

 68 Ibid., 62:14–15.
 69 Ibid., 60:10–11.
 70 Ibid., 64:4–9.
 71 Consult the text near nn. 45–49 above, and the reference in n. 55 above.
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7.  Explaining the Concealment

The portrait sketched in the previous three sections depicts Albo’s treatise 
as comprising two distinct models of natural law. one model, considtt
ered by most scholars to be Albo’s stance on natural law, diminishes the 
standing of natural law by claiming it to be no more than a collection of 
the most basic, ethical norms, such as the prohibition of murder, theft, 
and robbery. The second model, completely undetected by most scholars 
and mentioned only tangentially by one, perceives natural law to have 
essential aspects that are sublime, theological, ethical principles whose 
acquisition is directly related to the attainment of human perfection.

The exposure of these multiple models, especially the identification 
of the latter, was made possible by reading between the lines of Albo’s 
core discussion on the topic, a method particularly effective in the readtt
ing of esoteric texts. Furthermore, by employing Albo’s advice to his 
readers that the reader must be familiar with all the deliberations on a 
particular topic throughout the treatise, as a necessary precondition for 
apprehending it, we were able to investigate the sublime composition of 
the improved natural law model proposed in book one, chapter five. It 
seems that this model reflects the relative proximity of Albo’s approach 
to the highly positive conception of natural law adopted by Aquinas, who 
attributes natural law to the sublime plane of human existence.72

The one remaining unanswered question is that of motive. Why 
did Albo restrain himself from explicitly contrasting the two models? 
Following are two possible answers to this question:

(i) Indecision. As mentioned at the beginning of this article, Albo’s 
familiarity with Christian political thought probably exposed him to the 
idea of natural law. Perhaps he attempted to introduce this foreign notion 
into the Jewish conceptual world without fully reaching his own verdict 
on the issue. Thus, the multiple models may express Albo’s own genuine 
indecision over whether to adopt a relatively moderate, natural law vertt
sion or whether to adopt a more daring one. If this is the case, we have 

 72 The research on Aquinas’ natural law theory abounds. See, for example, Daniel 
J. o’Connor, Aquinas and Natural Law (London: Macmillan, 1967); Thomas E. Davitt, 
“St. Thomas Aquinas and the Natural Law,” in Arthur L. Harding, ed., Origins of the 
Natural Law Tradition (Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1971), pp. 26t47; Lloyd 
L. Weinreb, Natural Law and Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1987), pp. 53t63; John Finnis, Aquinas: Moral, Political, and Legal Theory (oxford: 
oxford University Press, 1998). For a systematic discussion of Aquinas’ conception of 
natural law that includes an extensive bibliography on that topic, see Gábor Balázs, 
“Natural Law and Divine Command Morality in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas and 
William ockham” (Ph.D. diss., BartIlan University, 2004), pp. 23–136. [Hebrew]
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before us a concrete example of the “absorption pains” undergone by an 
“immigrant” in its transfer from one tradition to another.

(ii) Concealment. Albo may have considered the second version of 
natural law, where it is viewed as necessary for man’s progress toward the 
ultimate end of humanity, as more true, but he may also have recognized 
his standpoint on this matter to be radical, and hence to be revealed to 
only a select readership while hidden from other readers. Albo’s use of 
concealment can be identified by the relative clarity with which the domitt
nant scholarly model has been presented in the text, in contrast to the 
difficulty involved in even identifying the improved model. This approach 
also finds expression in Albo’s placement of the discussion of the model’s 
particulars well away from the core discussion of the law types in other 
sections of the book, consequently making it more difficult to identify 
the model. Albo may have employed this approach possibly because he 
was afraid of the consequences of expressly adopting this conception. His 
fear would have stemmed from the fact that his stance predicates attaintt
ing human perfection upon a factor other than the divine, a somewhat 
antinomian concept, one that lessens the status of divine law’s commandtt
ments. An unambiguous claim that natural law is also vital for the love of 
God and divine worship—that is to say, for attaining man’s ultimate purtt
pose—might, therefore, have raised the ire of traditionalist zealots against 
him73 and might also have hastened the spiritual decline of the Jewish 
populace in his time and place.74 A clear expression, albeit a slightly later 
one, of the claim against upgrading the status of natural law can be found 
in Isaac Arama’s latetfifteenthtcentury sermons. Arama harshly criticizes 
the intellectuals of his generation who allow for the proximity between 
Torah commandments and natural law. He argues that eventually they 
assist in the privileging of natural law over Torah.75

In closing, a new reading of Albo’s discussion of the concept of natutt
ral law in Sefer Haikkarim has been presented in this article, based upon 
the premise that the literarytstylistic dimension of the work is crucial to 

 73 For the traditionalist attacks on the rationalists in this period, see, for examtt
ple, Graetz, History of the Jews, pp. 238–239; Efraim Gottlieb, “on R. Shem Tov ben 
Shem Tov’s Approach to Kabbala,” in Efraim Gottlieb, Studies in the Kabbala Literature, 
ed. Joseph Hacker (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University Press, 1976), pp. 347–356 [Hebrew]; 
Meir Benayahu, “R. Shem Tov ben Shem Tov’s Sefer Haemunot, Its Genizah, and Its 
Discovery,” Molad 5 n.s. (1973), pp. 658–662 [Hebrew]; Dov Schwartz, “The Spiritualt
Intellectual Decline of the Jewish Community in Spain at the End of the Fourteenth 
Century,” Pe’amim 46–47 (1991), pp. 92–114. [Hebrew]
 74 For a detailed overview of the state of Jewish society in Christian Spain at the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, see Baer, A History of the Jews, pp. 95–243.
 75 See ibid., pp. 254–255.

438     A Reassessment of Natural Law in Albo’s ‘Book of Principles’



its understanding. Assuming that the disparity between the two parts of 
Sefer Haikkarim stems from when they were written aided us in the resott
lution of a variety of structural difficulties found in the core discussion 
of natural law. The premise that the Book of Principles is characterized 
by an esoteric writing style seems to have aided in revealing a concealed 
level of discourse in which Albo deals with the issue of natural law both 
within the context of his central discussion and elsewhere in the treatise 
and investigates its possible meanings. The reassessment presented here 
has opened up the possibility that Albo adopted a stronger idea of natural 
law than is usually presumed. Alternatively, as offered above, the ambigutt
ous characteristics of Albo’s discussion on natural law, both structural 
and substantial, may allude to his indecisiveness with regard to the true 
meaning of this notion.
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