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James A. Diamond

Nahmanides on the Polis: Reading Exegesis and 
Kabbala as Political $eory

Abstract: !e biblical commentary of Moses Nahmanides (1194–1270) re"ects a ma-
ture grasp of the evolution of political and legal structures. !is paper traces his view 
of the political evolution of society from Adam and Eve to Nimrod, identi#ed as the 
#rst monarch who pioneers tyranny, subjugation, and colonialism. Abraham and Moses 
then present corrective archetypes of new political leaders whose humility subverts the 
exploitive corruption that has become endemic to sovereignty. Nahmanides’ kabbalis-
tic Weltanschauung, which views Israel’s legal and political institutions as microcos-
mic models of the cosmic divine polis, is also critical for his appreciation of the state’s 
political machinations.
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Medieval Jewish biblical exegetes such as Moses b. Nahman (Nahmanides, 
d. %567) and Shlomo Yitzhaki (Rashi, d. %%78) did not set out to write or 
produce social, philosophical, or political treatises, and yet their com-
mentaries o9en identify and incisively engage issues that lie at the very 
heart of these “disciplines.” Nahmanides would not normally be included 
in any standard canon of political philosophers. His biblical commen-
tary is largely concerned with the theological, normative (halachic), and 
mystical dimensions of the text, resisting classi:cation as a treatise on 
political philosophy in both style and content. However, implicit in its 
theological tendency is a keen appreciation for the political dimension 
of human existence and its power structures. Many o;enses against God 
are simultaneously o;enses against other human beings and society, 
motivated by <aws in human character. $ey thereby cross over into the 
moral realm, and their social and political repercussions can be appre-
ciated from a “secular” vantage point. $e very :rst human crime in 
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the Hebrew Bible, for example, eating the prohibited fruit of the Tree of 
Knowledge, transgresses a divine command but also involves interac-
tion between a man and a woman, perceptions, desire and attraction, the 
allure of becoming like God, and, ultimately, punitive consequences that 
radically alter the relationship between human beings which themselves 
involve desire and social hierarchy.% $ough Nahmanides’ exegesis is pro-
pelled by the narrative’s theological and mystical currents, in following 
those currents it must account for the human interplay and motivations 
that advance its plot.

In this study I will trace one of the textual currents whose theologi-
cal impetus, which originates in the primal urge to “become like God,” 
inspires a political reading that anticipates some of what is later articu-
lated in the formal genre of political philosophy regarding the dangers of 
an overly concentrated locus of power. Nahmanides’ typology of Nimrod, 
for example, already adumbrates the political evils of Pharaonic despo-
tism or what $omas Pangle identi:es as the Bible’s “clearest benchmark 
or standard of what is worst, as opposed to what is best, in politics,”5 
while Abraham’s typology may provide some of “what is best.” I write 
that Nahmanides’ thought “inspires” a political reading because I do not 
limit my study to an arcane historicist examination of his exegetical and 
kabbalistic texts, but rather engage the thought emerging from these texts 
in a dialogical encounter. From this study, it will emerge that at times 
such texts express an underlying political rationale and at others they 
evocatively generate it. $roughout, I abide by Martin Buber’s advice to 
readers that the process of interpretation does not cease until it is intro-
duced into the public sphere, until it takes a “turn wholeheartedly to your 
neighbors.”> $e ultimate extension of interpretation beyond the life of 
the individual interpreter is to the political.

My political reading of the urge to “become like God” is itself 
inspired by classical rabbinic and later medieval understandings of the 
precise sense of the term “god” (elohim) in the snake’s proposition to 

1 Genesis 3:6, 3:5, 3:6, and 3:16, respectively. 
2 $omas Pangle, “$e Hebrew Bible’s Challenge to Political Philosophy: Some 

Introductory Re<ections,” in Michael Palmer and $omas Pangle, eds., Political 
Philosophy and the Human Soul: Essays in Memory of Allan Bloom (Lanham, Md.: 
Rowman and Little:eld, 1995), p. 71. 

3 Martin Buber, “Advice to Frequenters of Libraries,” Books for Your Vacation 
(Branch Library Book News, $e New York Public Library) 21:5 (1944), pp. 81–82. See 
Steven Kepnes’ engaging discussion of this in his !e Text as !ou: Martin Buber’s 
Dialogical Hermeneutics and Narrative !eology (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University 
Press, 1992), pp. 71–76, where Kepnes describes the process of interpretation as “only 
completed when the interpreter brings the word of interpretation into the sphere of 
public dialogue” (p. 76).
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Eve, “you shall become like god.” The term elohim here is considered 
“secular” (hol), as opposed to the “sacred” (kodesh) meaning attributed 
to the word in its previous appearance in the very first verse of Genesis, 
where elohim creates the world. This understanding has human beings 
aspiring to positions of higher authority invested with enhanced power;@ 
kodesh and hol—or, as I develop in this study, theology and politics—
are to be read in tandem, the former evoking the latter. In deference to 
Nahmanides’ stricture, which renders his kabbalistic teachings off-limits 
to all but the most proficient students of Kabbala who form a continuum 
of kabbalistic masters stretching back to Sinai, I will engage primarily 
the other—if not the—major component of his commentary.8 This com-
ponent encompasses our thinker’s “creative interpretations (hidushim) of 
the plain sense and the midrashim,”A and I will focus on these inasmuch 
as they pertain specifically to tracing the evolution of the polis. I will 
then go further and take Nahmanides’ lead, offering expanded inter-
pretations of Nahmanides’ own hidushim that overlay his theology and 
Kabbala with the political.

$at Nahmanides’ thought might be particularly suggestive for polit-
ical philosophy is consistent with his dominant role in community 
leadership and his access to the royal court through his relationship with 
and lobbying of King James I of Aragon, the epitome of political power.6 
Nahmanides was, for example, the central :gure in a raging political con-
troversy within the Barcelona Jewish community, which led to a radical 
realignment of its internal political structure. His powers of persuasion 
and diplomacy must have been formidable to win the king’s intervention 
in wresting control from an autocratic aristocracy in favor of a more 
democratically appointed body of merchants and scholars.B Positions 

4 See Bamidbar Rabba 14:12; Babylonian Talmud, Soferim 4:5; Targum Onkelos on 
Genesis 3:5; and Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed 1:2.

5 As Moshe Idel asserts, given Nahmanides’ repetition of concern for “the peshat of 
the verses, the midrash of the mitsvot and agada,” in his prefatory poem and introduc-
tion to Nahmanides’ Commentary (see note 9, below), “it is precisely in the exoteric 
areas of peshat, midrash and agada that Nahmanides considers to be his principal 
contribution in understanding the Torah.” Idel, “Rabbi Moshe ben Nahman: Kabbala, 
Halacha, and Spiritual Leadership,” Tarbiz 64 (1995), p. 548 [Hebrew]. 

6 $is non-halachic exegetical innovation parallels the same creative endeavor 
in Nahmanides’ halachic/talmudic commentaries. According to I. M. Ta-Shema, 
Nahmanides was in fact the originator of the long and rich tradition of talmudic novel-
lae (hidushim). I.M. Ta-Shema, Exegetical Literature on the Talmud, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 2000), pp. 29–55 [Hebrew]. 

7 Yitzhak Baer, A History of Jews in Christian Spain, vol. 1, trans. Louis Schi;man 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1966), p. 144.

8 Bernard Septimus, “Communal Struggle in Barcelona During the Maimonidean 
Controversy,” Tarbiz 42 (1973), pp. 389–400 [Hebrew]; for a concise English account, 
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Nahmanides championed in struggles such as these, with sweeping 
political and social consequences, cannot be fully appreciated without 
accounting for their ideological underpinnings. $ose, I argue, can be 
culled from his exegetical and midrashic corpus, in particular his Torah 
commentary, where the concerns of religion, theology, halacha, and mys-
ticism extend beyond their own particular spheres into the political. I 
focus on his typologies of biblical :gures and view of biblical history as 
transcending its own temporality to embrace all human history,C and sug-
gest their political implications.%7

5. F()1 E&34/D-&0 '?. E&D-()&1.&' ') E&34/D-&0 O'?.(3

Nahmanides identi:ed control and power as the driving forces of human-
ity’s evolution from its inception on the sixth day of creation to present 
times. God’s revealed intent prior to creating man focuses solely on his 
capacity to dominate: “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness 
and they shall dominate the :sh of the sea, and the birds of the heaven, 
and the animals, and all of the earth, and every crawling thing that crawls 
the earth.”%% In his commentary, Nahmanides accentuated the domineer-
ing, exploitative feature of this divine blueprint for man, which enables 
him to “rule by force over the :sh, and the birds, and the animals, and all 
that crawls.” $e phrase “and all of the earth” likewise directs this power 

see Bernard Septimus, “Piety and Power in $irteenth Century Catalonia,” in I. Twersky, 
ed., Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1979), pp. 201–205. Septimus speculates that Nahmanides’ involve-
ment in the revolt against the aristocracy was decisive in its outcome, “for the nesi’im 
were then faced with a brilliant opponent of immense spiritual stature who had the 
royal ear to boot” (p. 205).

9 See, for example, Commentary, 1:180: “Everything that transpired between our 
father and Esau will constantly happen between us and the sons of Esau”; introduction 
to Exodus, 1:279, where the circumstances of the ancestors pre:gure all that will occur 
in the future; Commentary, 1:31, where Nahmanides posits that the six days of creation 
encompass all of history. All references to Nahmanides’ Torah commentary are to the 
volume and page number of C. Chavel, ed., Nahmanides’ Commentary on the Torah, 2 
vols. (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1958–1959) [Hebrew], hereina9er referred to as 
Commentary. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. 

10 On the contrast between the rich typological traditions in Christianity and 
their more peripheral role in Jewish thought, see Amos Funkenstein, “Nahmanides’ 
Symbolical Reading of History,” in J. Dan and F. Talmage, eds., Studies in Jewish 
Mysticism (Cambridge, Mass.: Association for Jewish Studies, 1982), pp. 129–150 and 
especially the reasons why even Nahmanides, who favored this type of exegesis, was 
reticent in its use (pp. 141–144). For an expanded Hebrew version, see “Nahmanides’ 
Typological Exegesis,” Zion 45 (1979–80), pp. 35–49 [Hebrew]. 

11 Genesis 1:26. Unless otherwise noted, translations from biblical Hebrew are my 
own. 
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toward the earth, which he controls, in order to “uproot, to destroy, to 
excavate and to mine for copper and iron.” He then noted that the term for 
“dominate,” rediya, characterizes “the control of a master over his slave.” 
Man, according to this reading, was designed to forge a master/slave rela-
tionship with every other facet of creation, which, in its literary context, 
seems to be the enterprise that exercises his “image of God.”%5 $e very 
:rst address and command to the primordial androgyne%> consequent to 
its creation informs humankind of its capacity: “Reproduce and populate 
the earth and conquer it, and dominate the :sh of the sea, the birds of 
the heaven and every living thing that crawls the earth.”%@ Here, explicat-
ing the term “conquer,” Nahmanides ampli:ed this capacity of human 
beings for power that may be exercised “as they wish with the animals, 
the swarmers, all that slithers in the earth, and to uproot that which is 
planted and to mine the hills for copper….” $e critical incremental grant 
of power over divine intent expressed in the initial state of creation is its 
unrestricted authority to be exercised “as they wish (kirtsonam).” A9er 
observing that the order of the list of species over which man has control 
is determined by their order in the creation, Nahmanides cited Psalms 
B:6–C to endorse the exhaustiveness of this power over “sheep and oxen, 
all of them, and the animals of the :eld, the birds of the skies and the :sh 
of the sea.”%8 His choice of proo9ext tempers unrestricted power with its 
identi:cation of what informs power in Psalms B:A, both of whose cola 
were cited by Nahmanides elsewhere, alluding to the godly dimension in 
man or reason and thought. $e :rst colon, “And you have made him a 
little less than God,” signi:es the uppermost limits of human intelligence 
personi:ed by Moses’ mastery of the forty-nine “gates of understand-
ing,” while, “You have crowned him with glory and beauty” captures that 
human dimension which generates “wisdom, knowledge, and practical 

12 Saadia Gaon, also cited by Ibn Ezra, in fact identi:es control as the divine image. 
For an incisive analysis of Nahmanides’ view of the divine image (tselem) in man, see 
Yair Lorberbaum, “Nahmanides’ Kabbalah on the Creation of Man in the Image of 
God,” Kabbalah 5 (2000), pp. 287–326 [Hebrew], who demonstrates that it connotes 
an isomorphic relationship between the body of man and the supernal Godhead. For a 
concise English summary of Nahmanides’ views on this, see Lorberbaum, “Imago Dei in 
Judaism: Early Rabbinic Literature, Philosophy, and Kabbalah,” in Peter Koslowski, ed., 
!e Concept of God, the Origin of the World, and the Image of the Human in the World 
Religions ($e Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2001), pp. 72–74. 

13 Commentary, 1:38. For rabbinic sources of this male/female back-to-back cre-
ation, see Babylonian Talmud, Berachot 61a; Genesis Rabba 8:1; Babylonian Talmud, 
Eruvin 18a.

14 Genesis 1:28.
15 It is with respect to the exhaustive nature of man’s power that I believe Nahmanides 

cites Psalms 8:6 and not, as Chavel claims in his note in Commentary, with respect to 
the order of the species listed over which man has control. 
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shrewdness.” Humanity is conceived of in terms of unconstrained power 
informed by theoretical and practical wisdom over his environment. It is 
not surprising, then, that human history can be charted along a graph of 
the uses and abuses of that power.

One of the consequences of Adam’s and Eve’s primal act of disobe-
dience is that the scope of man’s power extends beyond the con:nes 
originally :xed at creation. In opposition to Rashi,%A who identi:ed the 
“desire for your husband” to which woman is condemned solely in terms 
of sexual relations, Nahmanides saw this as instituting a new stage in 
male-female relationships, which were to be de:ned from that point on 
by power and control:

What is correct for me [contra Rashi and Ibn Ezra] is that he [God] 
punished her to exceedingly long for her husband despite any fear 
of the pain in conception and birth, and “he will maintain her as a 
maidservant,”%6 and it is not natural for a slave to want to acquire a 
master for himself, but rather it is his intent to escape from him.%B

$is new modus vivendi of male-female relationships is unnatural in 
two respects: in the enslavement of another person, an act previously 
restricted to animals and earth, and in the willing submission on the part 
of the oppressed. Both the imposition of power forced by the oppressor 
and the resignation to it by the oppressed violate the divinely instituted 
pristine order. Subjugation enters the realm of human relations, steering 
the course of events to come.

Nahmanides considered this punishment an apt application of the 
biblical penal rubric of lex talionis since “she gave to her husband, and 
he ate at her command, and he [God] punished her that she would no 

16 While it is a commonplace that Abraham Ibn Ezra was Nahmanides’ chief exeget-
ical target of attack, a thorough reading of the entire Commentary reveals that this was 
not the case. $e harsher tenor of his critique when engaging Ibn Ezra led to this mis-
conception. His more deferential treatment of Rashi, which itself is not entirely the case, 
belies a programmatic assault on virtually every issue of critical import. I therefore agree 
wholeheartedly with Bernard Septimus’ assessment that Nahmanides’ commentary is a 
“sustained critique” of Rashi, “more fundamental and thoroughgoing than the critique 
of Ibn Ezra.” Bernard Septimus, “ ‘Open Rebuke and Concealed Love’: Nahmanides and 
the Andalusian Tradition,” in I. Twersky, ed., Rabbi Moses Nahmanides: Explorations in 
His Religious and Literary Virtuosity (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press, 
1983), p. 16, note 21.

17 $e term used for “maidservant” is shi$a. Another word used later as a techni-
cal term for a concubine or a woman whose legal status is inferior to a full-<edged wife 
is pilegesh. Here the term “maidservant” is used hyperbolically to capture the negative 
downturn in male-female relationships. See Commentary, 1:418–419, where the distinc-
tion is drawn between a wife and a concubine, the latter subject to treatment as a sexual 
object without the legal entitlements of a regular wife. 

18 Commentary, 1:41. 
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longer command him, but rather, he would command her entirely at his 
wish (retsono).”%C She imposed her will on her husband and so, in re-
compense, from that point forward their roles would be reversed so that 
he would impose his will on her. Rather than simply as disobedience to 
God’s will, then, Nahmanides interpreted the :rst crime as the imposition 
of one human will on another. Obedience to divine command has been 
replaced with obeisance to human command, thereby instituting a hierar-
chy among people. Until that time there existed only two levels of power, 
in which all of humanity occupied a lower grade and God a higher one.57 
$e only higher authority previously acknowledged was God’s.

>. T?. F-(3' K-&0 /&* '?. F-(3' T.((-')(-/4 C)&E+.3': 
 T?. C/3. )F N-1()*

Once a hierarchy of power between human beings had intruded into the 
natural order, the stage was set for political machinations of the kind 
driven by competing interests among those who occupy di;erent hier-
archical rungs. $ough not explicit in Nahmanides’ commentary, the 
narrative shi9 from the Garden of Eden, which is restricted to the machi-
nations of a nuclear family, can be thought of as a progression in history. 
$e narrative widens its concern beyond the microcosmic social unit of 
the family to the macrocosmic arena of the family of nations.

Nahmanides identi:ed Nimrod as the :rst historical monarch, or 
political authority, who also presents the :rst instance of authoritarian 
rule.5% His vision of political grandeur invoked the very :rst military cam-
paigns to realize that vision, “for he began to govern men by force since 

19 Commentary, 1:14.
20 Moshe Halbertal encapsulates Nahmanides’ view of Adam’s original sin as “the 

very engendering of the human will, which is the overarching principle of all sin since 
every sin expresses the con<ict between that will and God’s command” in Halbertal, By 
Way of Truth: Nahmanides and the Creation of Tradition (Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman 
Institute, 2006), p. 123 [Hebrew]. What I have described here as obedience to another 
human will is a more nuanced version of Halbertal’s de:nition. $e original sin in my 
understanding of Nahmanides is displacing God’s will for another’s. 

21 $e :rst biblical appearance of the root m-l-ch (king) is in Genesis 10:10, which 
draws the contours of Nimrod’s kingdom. For an overview of the “overwhelmingly neg-
ative” Jewish interpretation of the Nimrodian polity ranging from classical rabbinic 
through modern times, see Alan Mittleman, !e Scepter Shall Not Depart from Judah: 
Perspectives on the Persistence of the Political in Judaism, (Lanham, Md.: Lexington 
Books, 2000), pp. 96–102. $e major exception to this negative portrait is Ibn Ezra. 
Mittleman concluded that the common rejection of Nimrod does not imply a rejection 
of “the possibility of legitimate human public authority per se, but only a conception 
of public authority profoundly at odds with their own” (p. 102). Although I agree with 
Mittleman’s terse summary of Nahmanides’ position on p. 100, my analysis here broad-
ens, supplements, and introduces new, critical features of the Nimrodian polity.
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until his time there were neither wars nor any king that ruled.”55 $at 
Nahmanides considered other types of political leadership to have been 
the order of the day prior to Nimrod’s imperial conquests is evident from 
the exegete’s rationale for the omission of Nimrod’s name among those 
listed as the progeny of Kush in Genesis %7:6, “And the descendants of 
Kush: Seva, and Havila, and Savta…,” while singling out his Kushian ped-
igree in the very next verse, “And Kush begot Nimrod.” $ose mentioned 
in the :rst verse “were leaders of nations… while Nimrod was not [leader 
of] a nation, therefore it wrote a9erward And Kush begot Nimrod.”5> If 
Nimrod pioneered the monarchy, his brothers, national eponymous 
ancestors, must have exercised some other form of political leadership 
in e;ect until that point in history.

Nimrod’s aggressive founding of the monarchic system and its atten-
dant violent establishment of a kingdom was an unnatural intrusion into 
the existing political state of a;airs. Since the empire he pieced together 
cohered only through his brute consolidation of power, its integrity 
was arti:cial and undeserving of his name as its national identity. For 
Nahmanides, genealogy was noteworthy in identifying national origins, 
and if children did not mature into nation builders, the Bible ignores 
their births.5@ Nahmanides read these verses as articulating the notion 
that while Kush’s “descendants” were his successors in nation building, 
Nimrod’s imperialism radically departed from the political order, and 
therefore his relation to Kush is glossed as merely biological: “And Kush 
begot Nimrod.”

Nahmanides’ unique reading of Genesis %7:%% signaled a case in point, 
emblematic of Nimrod’s geopolitical ambitions. $e verse “From that 
land Ashur went forth and built Nineveh”58 is almost universally under-
stood—by medieval and modern readers—to mean that some form of 
separatist movement was founded by Ashur’s breaking out of the “land” 
previously described as occupied by Nimrod.5A Nahmanides, however, 

22 Commentary, 1:68.
23 Commentary, 1:68.
24 Commentary, 1:68, where the reason there is no mention in some instances of 

descendants is that “each of them was a single nation in the land but did not give birth 
to various nations.” 

25 !e Torah: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1962), p. 17.

26 See Rashi, David Kimhi, Ibn Ezra, and Targum Onkelos in Torat Chaim: Bereshit 
(Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1986), p. 134. All interpret this as some breakaway 
from Nimrod’s counsel agitating rebellion against God. For midrashic sources, see Rivka 
Ulmer, ed., Pesiqta Rabbati: A Synoptic Edition, vol. 2 (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 
1999), 33, p. 805; and Midrash Tehilim, reprint (Warsaw, 1863), 118, p. 164b.
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took this verse as a continuation of the series of Nimrodian conquests 
listed in the previous verse, reading Nimrod as the subject of “went forth” 
and Ashur as the object, resulting in a rendering of the verse as “Nimrod 
went forth to Ashur.”56 Nahmanides traced Ashur’s ancestry to Shem, 
thereby placing it squarely within Nimrod’s programmatic invasion and 
consolidation of foreign territories into one political unit tenuously and 
arti:cially held together by force.

Nahmanides read the verse “$e beginnings of his kingdom were 
Babylon, Erech, Accad, and Calneh in the land of Ashur” as a series of 
successive military victories whereby Nimrod :rst forcefully established 
his political base in Babylon, from where he launched expansionist cam-
paigns against other countries: “he overpowered Babylon to the point 
where he became king over [it] and then attacked Ashur and ‘did as he 
pleased (kirtsono) and magni:ed himself.’ ”5B What is pernicious about 
Nimrod’s political career is his motivation, which, alluding to the later 
unstoppable gains of Persia in the book of Daniel, is unadulterated self-
aggrandizement. Once he conquered, “he built there forti:ed cities by 
force and power,” that is, he maintained his occupation of foreign soil by 
shoring up a military presence as a symbol to the indigenous population 
of his crushing presence.

It was not politics per se that interested Nahmanides but rather its 
theological implications. Just as the primal sin involved the assertion of 
human will over divine will, Nimrod’s violence, aggression, and push 
to world domination are expressions of magnifying himself or, in other 
words, usurping God’s prerogative as supreme ruler of the world. His 
authoritarian drive toward domination is the political articulation of 
what Nahmanides perceives as an underlying theological crime.

When determining what precisely Genesis %7:B (“he began to be a 
powerful man on earth”) considers Nimrod to have initiated, Nahmanides 
distinguished the rebellion against God instigated by Nimrod from the 
misguided movement led by his predecessor Enosh, as indicated in 
Genesis @:5A, when “men began to invoke the Lord by name.” He then 
hypothesized that Nimrod was the forerunner of a novel type of uprising 
against God that “commenced in the generation of dispersion, whereas 
during the generation of Enosh they were not among the rebels against 
light, but rather worshipped other gods as well.”5C

27 Commentary, 1:69.
28 Daniel 8:4.
29 Commentary, 1:68. In the Babylonian Talmud, Hulin 89a, Nimrod is the culprit who 

rallies the people to build the monumental city and Tower of Babel. He is one of a series 
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Nahmanides’ link between Nimrod and Enosh stimulates a view of 
historical development fueled by political transitions. Enosh’s era marked 
an evolution from monotheism to polytheism, which still acknowledged 
God’s divine power, although in a diminished capacity, as a principal 
of a divine collective.>7 Nimrod, however, targets God as a power that 
must be usurped. Nimrod’s colonial-imperial political career is simply a 
strategic alternative to the debacle of the Tower of Babel, itself a rebel-
lion against God in its aim of replacing him with Nimrod himself. His 
systematic conquests and imposition of his own reign over wide swaths 
of territory concentrate power in the realization of the “name” (Genesis 
%%:@) that was frustrated with the toppling of the tower—a human name 
that would replace God’s name.

$at Nahmanides appreciated theology as the animating subtext 
of the political narrative is further borne out by his explication of the 
phrase “before the Lord” (lifnei Yhvh) in Genesis %7:C, which reads “he 
was a powerful hunter before the Lord.” $e hunter prowess conveys the 
scope of his power, which “overwhelmed even the animals and trapped 
them,” while “before the Lord” is “to be taken as hyperbole, for there 
was nothing under the heavens as powerful as him.”>% $e shock e;ect of 
this phrase leaves the reader anticipating where Nimrod’s ambitions will 
lead. Nahmanides’ comment here is politically suggestive. If we extend 
his exegesis further, following its political implications, Nimrod can be 
understood as :rst attaining supremacy “before the Lord,” or “under the 
heavens,” and then being led by an insatiable appetite for domination 
to the only domain so far immune to his conquests: what is “above the 
heavens” or “over the Lord.”

@. T?. H+=(-3 )F '?. D.3G)' /&* F(/,'+(-&0 '?. D-D-&.

$e ultimate trespass into the divine domain is in fact realized in Genesis 
%%:5 with the conspiracy of the “generation of dispersion” to erect its mon-
umental city and tower, whose purpose it was to prevent fragmentation 
and to “make for ourselves a name.” Here the kabbalistic and peshat (lit-
eral) narratives interlock in a reciprocally reinforced political reading of 

of non-Israelite rulers who, in stark contrast to the humility of Israel’s righteous, exhibit 
hubristic bombast by attributing their success to themselves in total disregard of God. 

30 $is historical progression parallels that outlined previously by Maimonides in 
his Mishneh Torah, Laws of Idolatry 1:1, where he ascribed an “error” (ta’ut) to the 
Enosh era, which misconceived God’s will as demanding the worship of lesser gods. 
During this period, then, there is no rejection of the Supreme God, but there is rather 
the worship of other gods as the ful:llment of God’s will. 

31 Commentary, 1:69.
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the text that highlights the bene:ts of reading the two in tandem as in 
some sense mirroring each other. Particularly pertinent to my argument 
here is Elliot Wolfson’s depiction of Nahmanides’ hermeneutic and the 
identi:cation of those instances within it that allow for parallel levels 
of meaning,>5 literal (peshat) and theosophical (sod), with each corre-
sponding to its independently existing referent in the material and divine 
worlds.>> While both levels of reality are preserved, a full appreciation 
of the literal/mundane depends on an understanding of the mystical/
divine.>@

If, according to Nahmanides, the Bible “relates about the lower mat-
ters and alludes to the upper,”>8 then just as a :rm grasp of the “lower,” 
mundane, legal, historical, and ethical dimensions of the text must a;ord 
some insight into the “upper” internal dynamics of the Godhead, so, vice 
versa, the “upper” might o;er fresh insight into the “lower.”>A Once again 

32 Elliot Wolfson, “By Way of Truth: Aspects of Nahmanides’ Kabbalistic 
Hermeneutic,” AJS Review 14:2 (1989), p. 111. In the debate as to whether Nahmanides 
was an archconservative kabbalist from whose literary legacy we can glean very little of 
his mystical “secrets” (M. Idel, “We Have No Kabbalistic Tradition on $is,” in Twersky, 
Rabbi Moses Nahmanides, pp. 51–74) or whether his writings are rife with kabbalistic 
allusions that beg his audience to speculate and decipher (Wolfson), my study is pre-
mised on the latter. For a concise overview of this scholarly debate, see E. Kanarfogel, 
“On the Assessment of R. Moses ben Nahman (Nahmanides) and His Literary Oeuvre,” 
Jewish Book Annual 51 (1993), pp. 161–165.

33 Wolfson, “By Way of Truth,” pp. 142–153. See also Wolfson’s discussion of this 
Nahmanidean hermeneutic in “Beautiful Maiden without Eyes: Peshat and Sod in 
Zoharic Hermeneutics,” in Michael Fishbane, ed., !e Midrashic Imagination: Jewish 
Exegesis, !ought, and History (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1993), pp. 159–165. For a 
listing of numerous examples where “Kabbalah and the search for peshat seem to con-
verge in Nahmanides,” see Septimus, “Open Rebuke and Concealed Love,” p. 21, note 37.

34 Although Nahmanides saw the Torah as multivalenced, there is no question that 
he maintained its literality as well. For example, the historicity of the Garden of Eden 
story, a facet of which is the main subject of this paper, is preserved as Nahmanides 
asserted in “$e Gate of Reward,” the :nal section of his Torat Haadam, “the gar-
den of Eden, the four rivers, the tree of life and tree of knowledge that God planted 
there and also the cherubim and the turning <aming sword, also the :g leaves and 
belts and leather clothing, all of them are exactly what it says they are (kipeshutam 
ukemashma’am), true and irrefutable.” Nahmanides, “Laws of Mourning, Death, and 
Illness (Torat Haadam),” in Chaim Chavel, ed., Writings of R. Moses Ben Nachman, 2 
vols. (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1971), vol. 2, pp. 296, 298 [Hebrew]. Emphasis 
added. Chavel’s edition is hereina9er referred to as Writings, cited by volume and page 
number. See also H. Pedayah, “Picturing and Imaging in the Kabbalistic Exegesis of 
Nahmanides,” Mahanayim 6 (1993), pp. 114–123 [Hebrew].

35 Commentary, 1:15. 
36 For a fascinating example of the overt use of kabbalistic notions and terminol-

ogy in order to advocate a pragmatic political model for communal government, see 
Bernard Cooperman, “Political Discourse in a Kabbalistic Register: Isaac De Lattes’ 
Plea for Stronger Communal Government,” in Jay Harris, ed., Be’erot Yitzhak: Studies 
in Memory of Isadore Twersky (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005), 
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taking issue with Rashi, his exegetical opponent, Nahmanides found that 
the warrior culture that took hold involved more than just the descen-
dants of Shem.>6 $at being the case, the “lower” political implications 
might be framed in terms of expansionist tendencies. $e perpetrators 
belonged to a transnational conglomerate whose existence was made pos-
sible by Nimrod’s imperial forays, which blurred national boundaries in 
the process of empire building.

$e key term in exposing their o;ense is “name,” through which one 
“will know the extent of their conspiracy with the construction of the 
tower and will understand the entire matter in that they formulated evil 
thought and that the punishment to fragment them linguistically and ter-
ritorially was measure for measure in that they were cutting the shoots.”>B 
$is last term is a kabbalistic technical term for emphasizing, concentrat-
ing on, or worshipping one facet or intra-deical component (se#ra) of the 
Godhead over another, thereby alienating one divine aspect from another. 
$e punishment of dispersion and the disintegration of a globally uni-
:ed polis perfectly :t the crime, which itself attempted to fragment the 
Godhead and fracture its unity.

$e kabbalistic notion that the convergence of a universal commu-
nity bound together in a common project could inversely impact God, 
causing an intra-divine alienation, provides a powerful analog for the 
profound dangers facing political organization. $e human penchant 
for unbridled self-empowerment evident in the monumental urban plan 
designed to concretize a unitary political body would be realized through 
a corresponding diminishing and splintering of divine power. In its most 
prominent talmudic context, the “cutting of the shoots” by the rabbinic 
arch-heretic Elisha ben Abuyah is a graphic metaphor for Elisha’s theolog-
ical speculation of dualism or the possibility of “two powers in Heaven.”>C 
On a mundane level, the contagion of Nimrod’s individual delirium of 
power, substituting himself for God, extended to the populace, where it 
played itself out in a mass coalescence of power at the expense of a divine 

pp. 47–68. Cooperman presents an instance of a sixteenth-century Italian sermon that 
“placed the mystical logic of kabbalistic terminology at the heart of his political posi-
tion” (p. 64). 

37 Commentary, 1:71.
38 Commentary, 1:71.
39 Babylonian Talmud, Hagiga 14b. Primarily “cutting the shoots” is a code term for 

separating the shechina, the lowest of the se#rot, from the other attributes and se#rot of 
the Godhead. See I. Tishby, Mishnat HaZohar, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1971), 
pp. 221–223 [Hebrew], which describes this cutting o; of the shechina from its co-se#rot 
as the “cardinal mystical sin.” In its isolated state it becomes unstable and mutates into 
the demonic.
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di;usion of power.@7 $e dualism of “cutting the shoots” is the theological 
parallel to a moral/political arrogance fueled by hubris.@%

Nahmanides continued his analysis of that generation’s sin by analo-
gizing it to its historical precursor—Adam’s sin: “and their sin is like 
their father’s sin, and perhaps this is what they [the Sages] intended 
when they explicated the tower that the children of man [bnei ha’adam] 
built—‘R. Berachya said, And could they be the children of an ass or the 
children of a camel? It must mean the children of primordial Adam.’ ”@5 
$e combination of a super<uous phrase—“children of man”—and the 
specifying form of “man” (the man) leads to the midrashic conclusion 
that these men had followed the lead of Adam.

$e original midrash identi:es Adam’s sin as his post-eating response 
to God’s query, which insolently laid the blame on God for having pro-
vided him with his mate, a brazen gesture of ingratitude for a divine 
bene:t. Perhaps this is the sin to which Nahmanides draws an analogy 
here, alluding back to his own endorsement of it in his comments to 
Genesis >:%5, “$e woman you gave me, she is the one who o;ered me 
from the tree, and I ate.” Nahmanides cites the rabbinic quali:cation 
of this as “unappreciative” (kafui tova),@> which means that “he [Adam] 
answered him [God], ‘you caused this stumbling, since you provided me 
with a woman to be a help, and she advised me to commit evil.’ ”@@ On an 
exoteric level, just as the dispersion generation turned the uni:ed state 

40 $is perspective on the Nimrodian political revolution would be consistent 
with the general thrust of Jewish exegesis on Nimrod as formulated by Mittleman, !e 
Scepter, which considers that “human political authority is best exercised when power 
is di;used between di;erent centers” (p. 102). 

41 See Yehuda Liebes’ masterful treatment of the pardes episode, in which he traces 
the “sins” of Elisha to a morally <awed, arrogant, and hubristic personality, in his 
!e Sin of Elisha: !e Four Who Entered Pardes and the Nature of Talmudic Mysticism 
(Jerusalem: Academon, 1990) [Hebrew]. For two recent treatments of Elisha/Aher that 
take issue with Liebes’ methodology and conclusions, see Je;rey Rubenstein, “Elisha 
ben Abuya: Torah and the Sinful Sage,” Journal of Jewish !ought and Philosophy 7 
(1998), pp. 129–225, which has an appendix (pp. 211–225) devoted to a sustained cri-
tique of Liebes; and Alon Goshen-Gottstein, !e Sinner and the Amnesiac: !e Rabbinic 
Invention of Elisha ben Abuya and Eleazer ben Arach (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2000), pp. 21–229. Rubenstein’s criticisms are really irrelevant to the appropria-
tion of Liebes’ reading for better appreciating how a major rabbinic :gure, in this case 
Nahmanides, understood the rabbinic tradition. See also Lawrence Kaplan and David 
Berger, “Freedom of Inquiry in the Rambam Today,” Torah Umadda Journal 2 (1990), 
pp. 37–50, whose interpretation of Maimonides in the Guide (1:32) anticipates Liebes. 
I thank the anonymous reviewer for this reference.

42 Commentary, 1:71, citing Bereshit Rabba.
43 For the rabbinic origins of this idea, see Babylonian Talmud, Avoda Zara 5b; 

Sifre, Deuteronomy 1. 
44 Commentary, 1:41.
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with which humanity was so gracefully endowed by God into a weapon 
against him, Adam negatively implicates God with the very state of com-
panionship he was privileged with. Both exploit the same sociopolitical 
human condition—the international unity of the tower generation of 
Genesis %%:% exempli:ed by their “common language and common words,” 
and the adhesive spousal unity of “one <esh” and “helpmate” in Genesis 
5:57–5@.

$e cosmic, esoteric level of the narrative precisely parallels the 
exoteric. If “cutting the shoots” is sowing discord within the “se:rotic” 
harmony of the divine unit, then Adam’s ingratitude in his rejection of 
woman and the blissful state of mutuality granted him by God amounts 
to the separation of shechina from its co-se#rot.@8 Nahmanides cryptically 
alluded to a kabbalistic “secret” about the divine signi:cance of the word 
this (zot) in Adam’s :rst confrontation with woman evoking the declara-
tion “this shall be called woman (isha), because this was taken from man 
(ish)” (Genesis 5:5>). For our purposes we need only note the kabbal-
istic decoding of others who identi:ed zot with the feminine shechina, 
the lowest of the ten se#rot, which emerged out of tiferet, its masculine 
consort.@A Elliot Wolfson cites this “secret” as a prime example of the 
ontological parallelism that is so characteristic of the Nahmanidean her-
meneutic, whose message is “that the mundane creation of Eve from the 
side (or rib) of Adam re<ects the process above of the emanation of the 
feminine Shechina out of the masculine Tiferet.”@6

45 Bezalel Safran argues that Nahmanides’ avoidance of the phrase “cutting the 
shoots” in the course of his explication of the primal sin narrative in chapter 3 of Genesis 
is conspicuous and therefore strongly indicates his rejection of this as the formal nature 
of Adam’s sin. See Bezalel Safran, “Rabbi Azriel and Nahmanides: Two Views on the 
Fall of Man,” in Rabbi Moses Nahmanides, pp. 89–91. Safran understands Nahmanides’ 
analogy between the tower builders’ sin and Adam’s as pointing out a similarity and 
not an identity between the two, where the resemblance “lies in the result, not in the 
cause” (p. 97, note 75). 

46 R. Menahem Recanati, a fourteenth-century Italian kabbalist, one of the most 
important exponents of Nahmanidean thought, explicitly identi:ed zot with its kabbal-
istic referent: “the term zot alludes to the shechina.” H. Pedayah, Nahmanides: Cyclical 
Time and Holy Text (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2003), p. 390, note 12 [Hebrew]: “the term zot 
in the Nahmanidean corpus is a consistent symbol for the shekhina.” Halbertal unequiv-
ocally establishes the identi:cation of zot with shechina in a lengthy note in Halbertal, 
By Way of Truth, p. 185, note 252. See also Elliot Wolfson, Circle in the Square: Studies 
in the Use of Gender in Kabbalistic Symbolism (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1995), p. 16. 
Gershom Scholem considered the discovery of the feminine as a facet of the divine 
anatomy and its hypostatic manifestation in the tenth se#ra, shechina, to be one of the 
most signi:cant of kabbalists, whose “profoundly mythical idea” in<uenced kabbalis-
tic ritual “from beginning to end.” See On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1969), pp. 104–109. 

47 Wolfson, By Way of Truth, pp. 115–116. Safran, “Rabbi Azriel and Nahmanides,” 
pp. 94–95, similarly identi:es zot with shechina, where the fall is a saga about the spiri-
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Following along the mundane stratum of the narrative, we :nd that 
for Adam the command of another human being took precedence over 
that of God. Human authority replaced divine authority, in<ating human 
power well beyond the con:nes originally set for it. Its cosmic counter-
part inversely paralleled human enhancement with an esoteric narrative 
stratum about divine diminishment.

8. A=(/?/1-, K-&03?-G: R.D.(3-&0 '?. N-1()*-/& T-*.

Although Nahmanides did not explicitly o;er Abraham as a proponent 
of a political philosophy diametrically opposed to that argued to be rep-
resented by Nimrod, his exegetical construct can be schematized into 
a typology that is Nimrod’s political antitype. $e political realization 
of kingship and the amassing of power through war re<ecting both the 
ethical <aw of hubris and its concomitant theological/mystical assault 
upon the Godhead eventually blurs the boundaries between politics and 
religion. Authoritarian rule is threatened by a competing regime that 
demands obeisance to an even higher authority. $us, when Abraham 
challenges solar worship, the prevailing pagan belief of his time, he pres-
ents as a Socratic :gure: “the king incarcerated him where he persisted 
in debating them for a long period of time.”@B However, it seems that a 
persuasive ideology is not so easily suppressed, and the “king feared that 
his country would be corrupted and the populace would turn away from 
their belief, so he exiled him to the remotest part of Canaan a9er expro-
priating his entire fortune.”@C Challenging the regnant religious beliefs 

tualized Adam, who signi:es the se#ra of yesod uniting with shechina to produce the 
second material creation of man and woman. My analysis is una;ected by whether 
Adam stands for the se#ra yesod or tiferet. What is essential is the notion of divine 
fragmentation and the ensuing weakening of God, the cost of human empowerment. 

48 Commentary, 1:72–73 and its parallel in Nahmanides’ Torat Hashem Temimah: 
Kitvei HaRamban (Writings), 1:145, which approvingly cited Maimonides’ account of 
Abraham’s rabble-rousing in Kutha based on the pagan Sabian historical source, !e 
Nabatean Agriculture, in Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, ed. and trans. Shlomo 
Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), III:29, pp. 513–514. See also 
Maimonides’ parallel account in Mishneh Torah, Avoda Zara 1:3. See also Babylonian 
Talmud, Baba Batra 91a, for di;erences of opinion on Abraham’s time spent in Kutha 
and for one that identi:es it with Ur Kasdim.

49 Commentary, 1:72–73. As Ruth Ben Meir asserts (“Abraham in Nahmanides’ 
$ought,” in M. Hallamish, H. Kasher, and Y. Silman, eds., !e Faith of Abraham: In the 
Light of Interpretation !roughout the Ages [Ramat Gan, Israel: Bar-Ilan University Press, 
2003] pp. 155–166 [Hebrew]) Abraham’s activities were restricted solely to spreading the 
religious message of monotheism and did not extend to upsetting “the political struc-
tures or the social conventions” (p. 161). Although she may be technically correct in 
describing the content of Abraham’s new teaching, his attack on the current religious 
ideology cannot be isolated from its political overtones. $e king strips him of all civil 
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destabilizes (or “corrupts”) the social order, which in turn poses a chal-
lenge to the currently entrenched political institutions. $is prompts 
sanctions to neutralize the provocateur—in this case, they take the form 
of what would historically become classic totalitarian measures: con:sca-
tion of all property followed by forced exile.87 Abraham is stripped of all 
his civil rights, rendered stateless, and deprived of any resources to fur-
ther :nance his religio-political movement. And yet the political attempts 
to sti<e and discredit him back:re, and his reputation and in<uence 
actually increase exponentially. In Nahmanides’ retelling of Abraham’s 
biography, he stressed his political growth subsequent to his consign-
ment to what was originally intended as a political wilderness. “Know,” 
Nahmanides insisted,

that the matter of Abraham and his stature and his faith were 
well publicized and known throughout the world, and his repu-
tation exceeded that of kings, for you see that Abimelech entered 
into a treaty with him and Isaac, and a king forms treaties only 
with important dignitaries. Furthermore, he came to him and ate 
with him in his house and said to him, “you are much stronger 
than us” (Genesis 5A:%A), including himself among others. And 
with Abraham “he rallied his initiates born in his house, number-
ing three hundred and eighteen” (Genesis %@:%@); no king’s palace 
rivals that. And so with the people of Cheth, citizens of Hebron, a 
great city… addressed him as “you are a prince of God among us” 
(Genesis 5>:A).8%

Abraham’s stature was repeatedly contrasted to that of a king, that is, 
Nahmanides’ characterization of his ascendancy was decidedly politi-
cal. However, his reputation, in<uence, and power are earned through 
the strength of his iconoclastic ideas, in a sense changing the political 

rights because he perceives any subversion of state-endorsed religion as a simultaneous 
one of his own regime. Nahmanides articulated the two-pronged nature of Abraham’s 
iconoclasm by the king’s apprehension that “his country will be corrupted,” and that 
“the populace will turn away from [its] beliefs.” Religious subversion entails political 
and social upheaval. 

50 In her classic study, !e Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
& World Inc., 1966), Hannah Arendt considers the e;ects of both of these measures. 
Statelessness “deprived people not only of protection, but also of clearly established 
oHcially recognized identity” (p. 287), and expropriation of property “meant the loss 
of the entire social texture into which they were born and in which they established for 
themselves a distinct place in the world” (p. 293). Both aim at the absolute erasure of 
individual identity. In Abraham’s case, his name became associated with a subversive 
cause, and the remedy is to eradicate the name, whereupon the cause dies. 

51 Writings, 1:145. 
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course charted by the :rst historical king, Nimrod, who pioneered war as 
a political tool and whose achievements hinged on force and aggression.

$e various proo9exts cited to establish Abraham’s renowned political 
stature combine to form a distinct pattern accentuating his prominence 
through the self-deprecating deference paid to him by other powerful 
dignitaries. In the case of Abimelech, recounted in Genesis 5%:5>, the 
treaty contemplates violations of its terms as “falsehoods.” Nahmanides 
explained its use as conveying a double sense of disloyalty. A breach by 
Abraham is either a political a;ront to the king, in that “[Abimelech] 
is the king and [Abraham] lives in his domain,” thereby abusing the 
privilege granted him as a political refugee, or a betrayal “that belies 
his [Abimelech’s] love for him, for he was a dedicated lover [friend] in 
‘honoring him and carrying out his will.’ ”85 On a formal, public level, a 
foreign resident’s de:ance of the local king will be perceived as a treason-
ous act undermining the power hierarchy that should customarily subsist 
between the two. On a personal level, the king’s esteem for Abraham 
inverts that relationship, with the king paying homage and bowing to his 
subject’s will. $ough the integrity of Abimelech’s royal oHce remains 
intact, Abraham commands his respect and his loyalty. Abraham’s pres-
ence therefore is a kind of check and balance on the monarch’s normally 
unconstrained power, which is bound to be tempered by the experience 
of recognizing another’s authority and revering another’s personality. $e 
kind of imperial conduct we have seen exempli:ed by Nimrod’s carrying 
out whatever he willed has been harnessed in this political treaty by the 
king’s obeisance to another’s will.

$e next instance cited involving Abimelech’s acknowledgment of 
Abraham’s preeminence complements this treaty in its pragmatic expres-
sion that once this inverted relationship is exposed publicly, it becomes 
subversive politically. “You are much stronger than us,” cited from Genesis 
5A:%A, is Abimelech’s rationale for “Go away from us,” a plea for Isaac’s 
departure. Isaac’s vast accumulation of property and wealth “evoked jeal-
ousy from the Philistines in that regard, and that is the implication of, 
‘You are much stronger than us.’ [Abimelech] said to him, ‘Even I as 
king do not possess as much livestock and household as you, and it is 
an embarrassment for us that your house is greater than the king’s.’ ”8> 
$e Abrahamic presence warrants the king’s largesse as long as it doesn’t 

52 Commentary, 1:125. However, further in the Commentary (1:153), Nahmanides 
attributed Abimelech’s motivations for a treaty to his fear of Abraham’s military prowess 
earned previously in his battles with the four kings, whom he routed with a formidable 
army. $is could have been the original impetus for the treaty while still dra9ed to 
accommodate the relationship that may have been developing between the two. 

53 Commentary, 1:151.
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cause political instability. Unlike Nimrod, or the power in Kutha, who 
perceived Abraham’s ideology as a political threat, Abimelech seems to 
have lived quite comfortably with the same. It was the family’s conspicu-
ous material excess and its consequent negative impact on the regime’s 
ability to command con:dence in its governance that concerned him. 
In this instance, unlike in Kutha, there is neither the draconian measure 
of expulsion nor expropriation. Isaac is asked to leave in order to avoid 
embarrassing the king, and the king in turn o;ers him his hand in peace: 
“and we will send you away in peace, for despite our envy of you we didn’t 
take any of the wealth you amassed while among us, and we will send 
you away in peace with everything that belongs to you.”8@ Not only has 
Abraham’s legacy charted a new course for the religious development of 
mankind, it has also reversed the political course of history navigated by 
Nimrod and his successors.

Nahmanides’ reference to Hebron’s citizens’ reverential address 
of Genesis 5>:A, “you are a prince of God among us,” relates to their 
response to Abraham’s plea for a grant of a burial site for Sarah, his wife. 
Nahmanides recast Abraham’s petition as a negotiation for a civil right that 
a;ords private burial plots only to full citizens—“for the custom was to 
have individual mausoleums for each family, while all the resident aliens 
were buried in one [communal] cemetery.”88 Nahmanides read Abraham’s 
self-proclaimed status of Genesis 5>:@, “I am a foreigner and a resident 
among you,” as both posing his dilemma as an alien and positioning him-
self as someone entitled to a citizen’s right in this situation. His argument 
was that residency rather than origins should determine his rights: “I am 
a foreigner from another country and therefore have no legacy of a burial 
plot in this country, but now I reside with you, and I desire to continue to 
reside in this country. $erefore grant me a burial site in perpetuity as one 
of you.”8A $e people mistake Abraham’s “grant” as a demand for a gi9ing 
of the site, and their response, in Nahmanides’ reenactment, is

you are perceived by us not as a foreigner and resident but as a 
king. God has designated you king over us and our property and 
we ourselves are indentured to you. Take whatever burial sites you 
wish, and inter your dead there, and it will be yours in perpetuity.

$eir esteemed address positions Abraham as a political :gure who, since 
the advent of Nimrod, was invested with arbitrary power to commandeer 
whatever property he saw :t, oblivious to any private property rights. 

54 Commentary, 1:153.
55 Commentary, 1:129.
56 Commentary, 1:129.
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Abraham’s response is that he will legally purchase the site.86 Nahmanides 
resolved the apparently incongruous language used by Abraham, “give 
me” (rather than “sell me”) when it purports to denote a purchase for 
full value,8B by transforming it into a hybrid of both a commercial trans-
action and a gi9—“I will consider it a gi9, even though I will purchase 
it for full value.”8C Nahmanides had Abraham renounce those despotic 
powers that had come to be associated with the king—not only would 
Abraham not exercise con:scatory license, but he would both recognize 
private property by payment for its transfer and, notwithstanding its law-
ful acquisition, deem his subsequent ownership a privilege rather than a 
commercial right. In Nahmanides’ rendition of this exchange, Abraham 
strikingly subverts another imperial prerogative.

When we arrive at the conduct of the actual sale by the owner, Efron, 
Nahmanides consummated his reworking of this episode as political the-
ater. He considered Onkelos’ appraisal of Efron’s price as fair value to be 
consistent with “the custom in most countries to peg the price to the lot 
size.”A7 In opposition to this, he then cited a midrash that accuses Efron 
of gouging by “setting an exorbitant price arbitrarily (kirtsono),” to which 
“Abraham magnanimously acquiesces (benidvat libo shama) and ‘did as 
he pleased (kirtsono), and magni:ed himself ’ ” (Daniel B:@).

$e very verse cited previously by Nahmanides as emblematic of 
Nimrod’s wanton colonial exploits in pursuit of delusions of self-grandeur 
appears here to capture the tone of Abraham’s response to Efron’s o;er. 
However, in this context, its literal sense was intended to be ironically con-
torted, thereby constructing an Abrahamic archetype that is the antithesis of 
the Nimrodian. Whereas the verse’s application to Nimrod’s will (kirtsono) 
expressed its brazen assertion over others, in Abraham’s case it accom-
plished its converse—conciliatory acquiescence to another will. In fact, the 
subject of the possessive kirtsono can refer to Efron in the Abraham/Efron 
scenario, which translates into Abraham’s acting in accordance with Efron’s 
will in a supreme gesture of humility. By doing so he magni#ed himself; that 
is, the submissive posture he assumed elevated Abraham’s stature vis-à-
vis Efron. Nahmanides, in all likelihood, adapted a midrash that takes the 
defective spelling of the second Efron in Genesis 5>:%A, which reads, “And 
Abraham listened to Efron, and Abraham weighed out to Efron (spelled 

57 Commentary, 1:130.
58 Genesis 23:9.
59 Commentary, 1:130.
60 Genesis 23:15.
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“Efrn” rather than “Efron”),” as a belittling gesture.A% Abraham’s subservi-
ence earns him respect and authority, while Efron’s greed diminishes his 
image and undermines his station. Nahmanides cra9ed a paradigm of con-
trast that once again sets a divergent course from that steered by Nimrod 
for the political evolution of man.

In his phenomenology of idolatry, Nahmanides included human apo-
theosis as one of its manifestations, locating historical precedents in the 
tenure of various biblical tyrants. $eir successful political empowerment 
stimulated popular idolization in the hopes that somehow their astrologi-
cally controlled fortunes could be shared:

Within this category of idolatry is the worship of human beings. 
For when they saw someone who had achieved enormous rule 
[memshala gedola], and his star had greatly ascended, such as 
Nebuchadnezzar, his subjects thought that if they assumed his wor-
ship and concentrated on him, their star would rise along with his. 
And he also thought that when they joined their thoughts to him, 
the power of their souls directed at him would increase his fortunes. 
And this was Pharaoh’s ideology, in accordance with the words of 
our rabbis, and Sennacherib’s, as it is written, “I will transcend the 
heights of a cloud I will be compared to the Most High” (Isaiah 
%@:%@). And [so thought] Hiram and his friends, who made them-
selves into gods, for they were wicked but not total fools.A5

For Nahmanides, the “other gods” of the second commandment were real 
entities whose worship the Torah prohibits but whose existence it rec-
ognizes. What precipitates the most egregious of all theological o;enses 
is the will to power and its manifestation in the expansionist policies of 
the tyrannical monarch. Nahmanides considered these tyrants’ and their 
constituents’ idolatrous ideology “wicked” rather than “foolish” because 
there were ontologically in<uential forces at play behind their geopolitical 
advancements, thus lending method to their madness.A>

61 Here I disagree with Chavel’s interpretation of magni#ed himself (Commentary, 
1:131) as alluding to the size of the currency Abraham paid Efron, which does not do jus-
tice to Nahmanides’ hermeneutical rationale in importing this verse into his exposition.

62 Commentary, 1:393.
63 In his Commentary, 1:93–94, Nahmanides raised the problem of how some of 

these very kings could be held accountable in their malignant treatment of Israel when 
they were in fact divine instruments carrying out the punishment God had ordained for 
Israel. $e problem is compounded by their awareness of God’s speci:c will regarding 
Israel’s destiny. His response was that the political motivation transformed the nature 
of their acts and warranted punitive consequences. In the case of Nebuchadnezzar, the 
driving force was megalomania “to destroy the land in order to increase his sphere of 
rule (memshalto).” Nahmanides cites the same proo9ext, Isaiah 14:14, among others, to 
support this contention. 



76  N/?1/&-*.3 )& '?. P)4-3

In place of a social contract that guarantees the protection of the 
state’s citizens and political stability, the mutually idolatrous embrace 
between these kings and their subjects is not only theologically per-
verse, but politically corrosive. Devoid of any concern even remotely 
approximating a social conscience, it is self-centeredness that fuels their 
reciprocal infatuation.A@ $e citizens of this kind of polis, along with 
their sovereign, act as solipsistic units informed by their own best inter-
ests, oblivious to the greater good of the polis as a whole. As has been 
recently argued, Nahmanides resolved any con<ict between submission 
to political authority exercised by men and the supreme authority of God 
by grounding the former’s legitimacy in its role as a representative of 
the collective.A8 Since it is only as a constituent of the whole, not as an 
isolated individual, that the Jew cultivates his relationship with God, a 
government that does not embody the collective interests loses its right to 
govern.AA Reference to those kings who dei:ed themselves is to a rabbinic 
list that includes Nimrod both in his own capacityA6 and as an ancestor 

64 One need only look to ancient Egypt and its belief in divine kingship for a his-
torical manifestation of this theological distortion. $e king was viewed not merely as 
divinely chosen or as a deity’s representative, but as an actual product of divine pro-
creation. His intimacy with the gods rendered him the focal point of the people’s wants 
and needs. “$e king was regarded as the actual author of the fertility of the :elds 
and of the cattle. He was also instrumental in causing the <ooding of the Nile upon 
which… the very existence of Egypt depended…. Without the king chaos would prevail 
in nature and human society.” Francis Dvornik, Early Christian and Byzantine Political 
Philosophy (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies, 1966), 
p. 13. See also H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1948), pp. 9–12.

65 See Noam Zohar, “ ‘You Must Be Wholehearted’ Versus Fear of the Authorities 
and of the Herem: A Study in Nahmanides’ Political Philosophy,” Daat 50–52 (2003), 
pp. 143–151 [Hebrew]. Zohar bases his argument on Nahmanides’ formulation of 
the halachic authority of the qahal to issue a herem (a ban or excommunication) in 
Nahmanides, “$e Laws of Excommunication” in Complete Novellae of Nahmanides 
(Jerusalem: Machon Hatalmud Hayisraeli Hashalem, 1976), pp. 285–304 [Hebrew]. As 
Zohar puts it, “$e herem does not function as a religious sanction administered by a 
civil authority, but rather as a tool for imposing a religious obligation to comply with 
the legislation of the qahal.” (p. 148). 

66 Nahmanides stipulated that a herem could be decreed only by a quorum of ten, 
the traditional number for the conduct of “sancti:ed” matters, because “anything less 
than ten is not considered a congregation (tsibur) or a court in place of a congregation” 
(“Laws of Excommunication,” p. 285). As Menachem Lorberbaum has characterized it, 
“it reinforces the sense of the qahal as a local charismatic unit rooted in, and re<ective 
of, the people of Israel as a whole.” Menachem Lorberbaum, Politics and the Limits of 
Law: Secularizing the Political in Medieval Jewish !ought (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2001), p. 108.

67 Babylonian Talmud, Hulin 89a.
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a9er whom his descendant Nebuchadnezzar modeled himself.AB For 
Nahmanides, then, the second commandment, by its proscription of dei-
fying human beings, an idolatrous phenomenon he considered exclusive 
to kingship, also deters political systems that cultivate such ideologies. 
Any form of autocratic regime that concentrates excessive power in one 
individual who commands obedience through fear and repression poses 
the danger of inculcating an anthropocentric rather than a theocentric 
state. Alongside heretics, who are deprived of their share in the world to 
come, Nahmanides counted “communal leaders who strike excessive fear 
in the community not for the sake of heaven, even if they don’t corrupt 
[it] and steer [it] in the right direction, but if because of this the com-
munity direct[s its] thoughts and deeds toward his service and not toward 
the service of the master of all.”AC Any governmental policy—especially 
in sanctioning its jurisdiction, eliciting public loyalty, and policing its 
citizens—which encourages an inordinate focus on the ruling party or 
sovereign for one’s every move will inspire a personality cult that risks 
replacing God with man as an object of worship.

A. C)&,4+3-)&: K-&0 M)3.3 /&* '?. R.3')(/'-)& )F / 
 F(/01.&'.* N/1.

$e ideal polis that Nahmanides might be said to have envisioned is cap-
tured by the verse in Deuteronomy, “And there was a king in Jeshurun 
when the leaders of the nation gathered together the tribes of Israel.”67 
$is verse’s clearly delineated juxtaposition of human governance and 
divine governance o;ers the antidote to the political malady described 
in the previous section, where the king is the absolute limit of his sub-
jects’ focus. Nahmanides overly exerted himself in his explication of this 
verse in an attempt to dispel any doubts as to the divine identity of the 
king, despite midrashic indications of its allusion to Moses. Although the 
subject of the preceding verse is Moses,6% “king” here refers back to the 
“Lord” of verse 5, who enters the scene from Sinai: “this [king] alludes to 
the aforementioned name [God], who became a king over Israel when [it 

68 Babylonian Talmud, Hagiga 13a. Tosafot questions the literalness of this geneal-
ogy, which is inconsistent with biblical history. Rather than a biological descendant, he 
understands this to mean that Nebuchadnezzar is Nimrod’s direct political descendant 
in his mimicking of Nimrod’s manner of governance.

69 Nahmanides, “Laws of Mourning, Death, and Illness,” in Writings, 2:266. 
Emphasis added. 

70 Deuteronomy 33:5.
71 “Moses commanded us the Torah” (Deuteronomy 33:4). 
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was] righteous, and all the leaders of the people and all the tribes of Israel 
united.”65 Nahmanides then rendered it an articulation of the relationship 
that crystallized at the Sinaitic theophany, which perpetually declares, 
“$e Torah Moses commanded us will be forever a legacy to the congre-
gation of Jacob…. And they will say that ‘God became king over Israel 
when our leaders, our elders, and our judges, and all the tribes of Israel 
united, for we all together accepted his kingship over us forever and we are 
obligated to preserve his law and kingship forever’ ” (emphasis added). All 
the major organs of power meld indistinguishably into one body that 
coheres legislatively and politically through its common fealty to a higher 
power. $e leadership’s jurisdiction was anchored in a public posture of 
commonality with its electorate that thwarts human authority as ulti-
mate. Nahmanides then reiterated this commonly pledged allegiance in 
that “they [the people] and their leaders accepted the kingship of heaven 
directly from the force [God], and they saw that he was the king of Israel 
and its redeemer.” Submission to Mosaic authority followed this origi-
nating moment, “and they accepted the Torah from Moses, committing 
themselves and their posterity to trust in him and to ful:ll everything 
he legislates by virtue of monarchic authority (metaam hamelech), as they 
said, ‘And you convey to us everything that God says to you, and we 
will obey and perform.’ ”6> Moses’ legislative authority was sanctioned 
precisely because it is categorically clear that he did not wield ultimate 
control. Subordination to Mosaic pronouncements derives from a con-
spicuous acknowledgment by Moses of his own subordinate status.

Nahmanides then corroborated his interpretation with the following 
Sifre commentary, which, in the context of his excursus on this verse, 
divulges a di;erent sense than it would independently:

When the elders are seated in the lower assembly, his great name 
above is glori:ed, for it says, And there was a king in Jeshurun when 
the leaders of the nation gathered together; the tribes of Israel unit-
ed.6@ “Gathering” (asifa) only applies to elders, as it states, Gather 
me seventy elders (Numbers %%:%A).

$e Sifre here endorses not the virtue of unity but rather that of political 
modesty. Most of the Sifre manuscripts include one more word, which 
transforms the :rst phrase into “When the elders are seated [appointed] 

72 Commentary, 2:493.
73 Numbers 23:21.
74 Both the Sifre and Nahmanides bifurcate this verse into two separate collective 

acts—one for the elders and one for the tribes. 
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by the prince (nasi).”68 $is variant is consistent with both its internal 
structure and the rationale for its citation by Nahmanides. $e proo9ext 
justifying the exclusive application of the term “gathering” to “elders” 
relates to a narrative where a leader (Moses) designates a body of “elders” 
in a radically new power-sharing arrangement. Sifre precisely endorses 
the kind of polis Nahmanides proposed, where there must be a di;usion 
and decentralization of power so that God, as ultimate monarch, would 
never be confused with his earthly counterpart. Moses’ delegation of 
power to the elders in Numbers %% embodies the Nahmanidean imperial 
archetype, whose secession of power amounts to an act of self-abnegation 
so extreme as to position both the populace and the sovereign within the 
same societal echelon. $at narrative evolves into a potential insurrection 
where Moses confronts an improper usurpation of his liberal bureau-
cratic restructuring and reacts magnanimously rather than tyrannically, 
de<ecting the perception of him as the source of power in favor of God. 
In Nahmanides’ rendering, Moses “responds out of humility with ‘would 
that all God’s people were prophets, that God would endow them with 
his spirit,’6A for God endowed them with his spirit without drawing from 
my spirit, and would that he had done this to the entire nation.”66 Moses, 
Israel’s :rst oHcial monarch, stemmed the Nimrodian tide toward the 
political ideology of the divine right of kings by restoring a utopian polis 
where humility is institutionalized. As Aaron Wildavsky described the 
Mosaic revolution in his study of Moses as a political leader, the people 
continued to have their deity and their ruler, with the crucial di;erence 
that “$e inner distance is immense, however, because there is now an 
impenetrable divide between man and God. No one, not even Moses, can 
cross that divide.”6B
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75 Sifre on Deuteronomy, ed. Louis Finkelstein (New York: Jewish $eological 
Seminary, 1969), 346, p. 403, note 4.

76 Numbers 11:29.
77 Commentary, 2:237.
78 Aaron Wildavsky, Moses as Political Leader (Jerusalem: Shalem Press, 2005), p. 228.


