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I.

Irene Kajon’s Contemporary Jewish Philosophy: An Introduction is an inves--
tigation into the thought of some of the most important twentieth-century 
Jewish philosophers, namely Hermann Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, Martin 
Buber, Leo Strauss, and Emmanuel Lévinas. Kajon considers these think--
ers to have a common agenda, which is to “point out the possibility of 
human beings establishing their relationship to ‘the other’ in a different 
manner from that which has so far been allowed by theoretical or prac--
tical reason, imagination or empirical feelings” (p. xiii). They each have 
something to offer in the search for a Jewish philosophical context—one 
that values both Jewish tradition and philosophical inquiry—from within 
which “the other” can be addressed. Practical life and speculative thought 
form a unity for these Jewish philosophers as well as for their readers. 

In the introduction to her book, Kajon uses an interesting image, that 
of a parabola. The Latin term parabola denotes two different things: a 
parable or story and the geometric figure of a “line that departs from a 
fixed point, extends itself to a climax and comes back to another point 
distant but on the same plane” (p. 1). The scene for Kajon’s discussion is 
hence set by her depiction of Western humanism as the descending line 
of a parabola. This imagery continues into the discussion of three writ--
ings that together embody the double meaning of parabola. 

 3 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (New York: 
Basic Books, 1983), p. xiv.
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Bernard Groethuysen, in his Philosophical Anthropology (1953), shows 
the deep chasm in Western culture between religion, literature, and phi--
losophy of life, on the one hand, and science and philosophy, on the 
other. A similar abyss is described by Karl Löwith in his From Hegel to 
Nietzsche (1941). Löwith sees the world split, after Hegel, into a right 
wing of Christian revelation and a left wing of philosophy—an abyss that 
Nietzsche’s nihilism couldn’t bridge. Humanism always bears the bur--
den for this separation between philosophy or science and religion. Only 
Michel Foucault’s The Words and the Things (1966, translated into English 
in 1970 as The Order of Things) finally, so to speak, offers a turning point 
for the descending line of the parabola. It shows that once man’s idea of 
his own omnipotence and domination over the earth is shattered, it is 
the human and social sciences—with their underlying value structure 
consistent with religion—that pave the way to the future. Faced with the 
parabola and the memory of the Holocaust, Kajon suggests that Primo 
Levi’s book If This Is a Man (1947) provides direction; the West might 
take on the role of a witness, where “a witness is also a human being 
immediately certain of a truth that seems to keep him in touch with a 
beyond—a beyond of human finiteness” (p. 6).

Embodying one sense of parabola, then, the writings of Groethuysen, 
Löwith, and Foucault each address the general meaning of culture through 
parables. Together they also form the other sense of parabola—the shape: 
the first two writings each depict a chasm between the spiritual and the 
rational—each of these aspects of life being like a descending line on the 
parabola—and the third raises the possibility of bridging these aspects 
through continuity.

II.

Irene Kajon’s book is of value for every advanced student of philosophy 
who, after having thoroughly read and studied the works of these Jewish 
thinkers, wishes to dig deeper into their concepts. Her thorough and de--
tailed overview of the five thinkers she primarily discusses is worthwhile 
reading even for an expert, as it repeats familiar material in a broader 
context and adds to existing knowledge in a solid intellectual style. And 
yet it is not without problems. The overview character of an introduction 
suffers in its intelligibility for the sake of academic density and details. 
This is problematic especially considering that the book is intended as 
an introduction to “these authors’ philosophies: in their dialogue with 
Western humanism and in the context of its crisis,” in which “the type of 
humanism they have come to uphold” will be emphasized and “the con--
tent of their writings” outlined (p. 7). Due to the intensity of the material 
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and the prior knowledge required of the reader, it is not successful as an 
introduction to the field in any true sense. Only a reader already deeply 
familiar with most of the thinkers discussed will be addressed by the 
book and will find it useful. I would even go so far as to state that Kajon’s 
dense style at times makes her elaboration of these thinkers harder to 
read and to understand than the thinkers’ works themselves. 

Kajon also passes up the opportunity to show more than a few con--
nections between the thinkers, so the book suffers from a lack of unity. 
Each part of the book is rewarding read on its own, and the book could 
be considered an excellent collection of essays about the philosophers 
and their writings. However, the reader never really gets the feeling of a 
book whose parts are linked by more than the fact that all its subjects are 
Jewish philosophers who lived during the twentieth century. 

It should be remarked here that these points of critique might not 
be critiques of the author but may be due to translation. After all, the 
English book is not an exact translation of the Italian original but has 
been modified. In what follows, I will outline the book with its advan--
tages and disadvantages section by section. 

III.

The parabola and the idea of witness set the scene for the discussion of 
the five thinkers Kajon primarily discusses. The intellectual rearing of 
these thinkers brought them to criticize purely “Western” thought and 
enabled them to bridge the gap between rational philosophy and reli--
gion, such that their works were inspired by a specific idea of humanity 
which is very much akin to Primo Levi’s “true witness.” In dialogue with 
Western humanism, in its different stages of crisis, each of these philoso--
phers developed his concept of a different sort of humanism.

The section on Cohen begins with a welcome corrective to most in--
troductions to his philosophy. Whereas the latter tend to concentrate 
on his most famous Religion of Reason Out of the Sources of Judaism 
(1919), Kajon provides a subtle and complex overview of all his writ--
ings, in chronological order. For most of the section on Cohen the reader 
needs to understand two major cultural influences: Völkerpsychologie and 
Immanuel Kant. Putting a considerable emphasis on Kant and Cohen’s 
conception of him, Kajon successfully demonstrates how Cohen turned 
away from any idealistic or spiritual thought in an attempt to transform 
himself into a philosopher who, through pure reason and in accord--
ance with Kant’s method, succeeds in fully focusing on a philosophical 
encounter with culture. Unfortunately, although Völkerpsychologie and 
Kant’s later thought are mentioned and used to explain Cohen, they are 
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not explicitly introduced or explained, and the lack of explanation of 
Völkerpsychologie (p. 9) is not entirely excusable. In the case of Kant the 
reader is expected to have at least a basic knowledge of his major philo--
sophical themes, especially of the doctrine of the a priori, which Kajon 
elaborates only from Cohen’s perspective. The reader who does not come 
to the topic as an expert in German Enlightenment philosophy and ex--
pects to find an introduction to Jewish philosophy may miss the point, 
especially if he or she is unable to distinguish Kant from Cohen and see 
where Cohen diverges from Kant or takes his ideas further. The only ex--
planation given by Kajon of the a priori in Cohen’s context reads: “the 
philosophical problem which Kant presents is not at all that of the rela--
tionship between consciousness and objects, but that of what allows our 
knowledge to be valid. Therefore, in way of knowing that has the a prioo
ori character, oppositions disappear between concept-object, idea-thing, 
subjective-objective, and form-content; Kantian doctrine only considers 
the objective knowledge we have of the world and emphasizes that which 
renders it so. The subject, in the Kantian sense—according to Cohen—is 
only the subjective side of objective experience” (p. 13). Given the opacity 
of this description, it does not function well as an introduction. 

Unfortunately for this reader, Kajon, in her analysis of Cohen as well 
as in her treatment of most of the other thinkers (with the exception 
of Rosenzweig), does not provide details and essential influences from 
the lives of the thinkers. In Cohen’s case, the significance of his shift 
from Marburg to Berlin, which is mentioned only in passing, would 
have provided a valuable context for understanding the development of 
his thought. Context may have allowed the reader to speculate on the 
problem that Cohen was addressing in his Ethics of Pure Will (1904) by 
suggesting the entry of Humanität 1 into a system where the Sein  (being) 
of pure thought and the Sein of pure will come together in the idea of 
God as the crowning of the system; a God that is pure truth rather than 
a person, the peak of logic and ethics too (p. 20). Also problematic is the 
fact that though the reader is introduced to Cohen’s ideas of Mitmensch 
and Nebenmensch,2 only Mitmensch is really explained. An explanation 
of how Cohen’s Mitmensch differs from Kant’s perspective of the moral 
human being, and more or less forms the center of Religion of Reason, is 

 1 The German term Humanität combines both the English humanness and humanoo
ity. It is crucial for the understanding of the shift in Cohen’s thinking from the pure 
logical philosophy of Marburg, to the discovery of religion and the human being which 
he displays in his time in Berlin.
 2 Literally: The human being next to you—Nebenmensch, the one who lives next to 
you but whom you do not really relate to or care for other than for the sake of his/her 
existence.

516     Book Reviews



also missing. Moreover, Cohen’s concept of individuality remains so elu--
sive that it is hard for the reader to see Religion of Reason as one of his 
most important writings. Also, although reason is introduced as having 
a twofold meaning—the reason of science and the reason that produces 
religion—the link to Kant’s idea of practical reason and its influence on 
Cohen is missing in this discussion. A clearer elaboration of Cohen’s con--
cept of correlation and interdependence between the unique God that 
left the realm of a pure idea and man, as well as between ethics and re--
ligion, which starts the strand of dialogical philosophy, would have been 
helpful and arguably necessary were this to provide a true introduction 
to Cohen’s thought.

Kajon’s section on Franz Rosenzweig is led by the theme that she con--
ceives as central to his thinking and writing: the quest for the ideal man 
(p. 32). Rosenzweig, as Kajon points out, faces the apparent abyss be--
tween philosophy and revelation or religion, just as the other thinkers do. 
However, in Kajon’s elaborations of Rosenwzeig, this is far more evident 
than it was in her discussion of Cohen. The path that led Rosenzweig 
to address that question, a journey through many systems of thought 
(from Goethe, to Kant to Hegel) and religious challenges (especially the 
Nachtgespräch in 1913), is clearly and precisely described from the start. 
And yet, despite noting Rosenzweig’s original fascination and later strug--
gle with Hegel, Kajon, like so many other commentators, seems to have 
problems getting the first part of the Star of Redemption (1921) into her 
treatment and ends up centering her discussion completely on those 
aspects of Rosenzweig’s thought that deal with revelation. This serves 
Kajon’s purpose of interpreting him in terms of his quest for the ideal 
man; the ideal man becomes important only with revelation, while the 
“creation” of that man and of a humanity that can become ideal, de--
scribed in the first part of the Star, is hardly mentioned. 

Perhaps the most serious flaw in Kajon’s treatment of Rosenzweig is 
that while there are two parts of the Star that are relevant to an exami--
nation of the ideal aspects of man, the second and third parts, the third 
part of the Star is for the most part neglected. From the moment the soul 
is awakened by the divine commandment of love, which is the center of 
the second book of the Star, the self steps out of its primary isolation and 
turns to other human beings. Kajon’s selection of the revelational core 
of the Star interestingly stresses a major fact of Rosenzweig’s thoughts: 
the intentional development of a philosophy that is based on revelation 
and relation and no longer on the reason of the Hegelian “all,” which 
is Rosenzweig’s major bridge between Western philosophy and (Jewish) 
faith. As intriguingly and thoroughly as the second part of the Star is in--
terpreted and represented, the lack of meaningful discussion of the first 
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and third parts leaves the reader dissatisfied. Even though at the end of 
her interpretation and description of the Star Kajon gives a short over--
view of all three parts, touching on their three concepts of world (Vorwelt, 
Welt, and Überwelt respectively), the major themes of these parts remain 
unmentioned and are recognizable in her writings on Rosenzweig as a 
whole only for the experienced reader of his philosophy in general and 
the Star of Redemption in particular. Any elaboration on Rosenzweig’s 
Understanding the Sick and the Healthy (1953), which would allow and 
help the reader to see the connection between this piece of writing and 
the first part of the Star as well as his intentions in writing both these 
books, as well as the general methodological explanation of his speech-
thinking that can be found in “The New Thinking,” is missing.

Kajon considers the Star to be the work connecting Rosenzweig’s ear--
lier and later writings on teaching, and her thorough description of his 
works in translation reveals a shift in his educational philosophy between 
these two periods; after the composition of the Star, the individual student 
and his needs shift to the foreground. Rosenzweig’s writing and thinking 
have always been influenced by the Bible, but it is only in his translation 
of the Bible and his commentary on that translation that the reader will 
finally understand the link between Rosenzweig the poet, Rosenzweig 
the philosopher, and Rosenzweig the translator. It is the right framework 
(richtige Stimmung) through which to understand his subtle writings in 
all their detail. In this, then, Kajon succeeds in explaining Rosenzweig’s 
teaching on revelation. 

After Cohen’s rational-spiritual Religion of Reason and Rosenzweig’s 
philosophy of revelation, Kajon introduces the reader to Martin Buber, 
whose emphasis on emotion and feeling differs from Cohen’s reason and 
Rosenzweig’s philosophical revelation, but is in line with a general shift 
toward the individual as the focus of philosophical and existential theol--
ogy. After introducing the reader to Buber’s early writings and focusing 
on his rejection of the transcendent and emphasis on cultural Zionism, 
Kajon points out the difference between the attitudes of Cohen and Buber 
concerning the relationship and meaning of the individual, or particular, 
and the universal. She interprets Cohen as making the particular depend--
ent upon the universal (or the unified universal culture), and Buber as 
putting the individual, with his feelings and relations, in the center and 
prior to communities that arise through these same individual feelings 
and relations and will finally lead to a unification of all men (p. 60). It is 
the unity of life that the soul must strive for with all its vitality for Buber, 
and here the divine itself will be present. This interpenetration between 
the human and the divine leads to Buber’s philosophy of dialogue, which 
peaks in I and Thou (1923). Kajon’s treatment of I and Thou is the only 
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part of her book that is able to serve as a real introduction for a beginner, 
charming the reader with its clarity and intelligibility. This introduction 
would also be pleasing to the expert seeking eloquent reiteration and pos--
sibly even a teaching tool.

In the beginning of the section on Leo Strauss, Kajon puts him and his 
writings, especially Spinoza’s Critique of Religion as a Basis of His Biblical 
Science (1965), in the context of the struggle of his time: the struggle be--
tween reason and faith that was revived in every sector of society during 
the Weimar Republic. The book perfectly mirrors that conflict, showing 
that man can choose between exclusively trusting reason, or putting that 
same level of trust in God. This led Spinoza, as Strauss understands him, 
to the non-refutability of faith by reason and of reason by faith. Kajon 
clearly presents Strauss’ main point in this book as a reflection of that 
overall conflict: it becomes clear from Spinoza’s biblical criticism that 
the traditionalist (man of faith) and the rationalist (man of philosophy) 
have no common ground for conversation and that their world views 
cannot be reconciled (p. 86). Observing the dualism, Spinoza contests 
both, but especially those who, “rather than being led only by reason in 
their reflection on being, are led in this reflection by Scripture,” of whom 
Maimonides is the perfect example (p. 87). 

Kajon concludes and sums up her reading of Strauss’ interpretation of 
Spinoza as follows: German idealism and European rationalism are the 
irrationalism and rationalism that, having met in subjectivism, become 
characteristics of modernity. This leads Strauss to his further writings on 
reason in modern political thought. Following Strauss’ line of thinking, 
Kajon introduces the reader to his review of Carl Schmitt’s The Concept of 
the Political (1932, republished with Strauss’ “Notes on Carl Schmitt, The 
Concept of the Political,” 1976) and shows how Strauss analyzes Schmitt’s 
work as a composition of “a naturalist concept of man in modern lib--
eral theory of civil society, the modern instrumental or antimetaphysical 
concept of reason and modern subjectivistic values” (p. 88). Seeing these 
political writings as Strauss’ rational critique of his time, Kajon considers 
his writings on the rationalism of medieval Jewish and Islamic thought 
in Philosophy and Law (1935) to have been inspired by his finding a non-
modern rationalism. It is in these essays that Strauss’ struggle with his 
times becomes more evident, when, while talking about Maimonides, he 
points out that the normal human condition is one of being caught be--
tween family and (religious) community and reason. Strauss’ writings in 
and of themselves are very dense and highly learned, which is what Kajon 
captures in her elaboration without overwhelming the reader. However, 
even though she explains more than she does in her sections on other 
thinkers, the section on Strauss can be fully appreciated and used only by 
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someone who has already read not only Strauss but also the other writ--
ings that Kajon mentions as affecting his thought. Still, her expositions of 
Strauss and Buber succeed in making the reader who is not yet an expert 
on the thought of these thinkers, curious to explore further. 

It is in Kajon’s elaborations on the final thinker she discusses and the 
thinker on “the other” par excellence, Emmanuel Lévinas, that she finally 
comes back to showing which role this “other” plays in Jewish philoso--
phy, as promised in the introduction to her book. Kajon points out that 
Lévinas’ first writings, in which he develops his concept of being, must be 
seen in light of the influence of Husserl’s phenomenology and Heidegger’s 
Being and Time (1927). However, despite her rich and thorough treatment 
of Lévinas’ understanding of Husserl and Heidegger, the book, especially 
in this section, lacks any introductory character or simple explanation 
of the subtle and complex ideas of these thinkers that would be of help 
for a beginning reader. As in her section on Cohen, her brilliant elabo--
rations are almost harder to read and more dense and complex than the 
originals. Take, for example, her introduction to Husserlian teachings 
from Lévinas’ perspective: “According to Lévinas, Husserl emphasizes 
the concreteness and multilateral quality of consciousness, and consid--
ers it as an absolute and necessary existence—not in an empirical sense, 
but because it is given with being itself: consciousness is at the roots of 
being considered as a whole before regional ontologies are built, it is 
immanent in living human beings as particular ‘egos’, and has intuition 
as the main feature of its life, no less when it becomes a philosophical 
consciousness” (p. 102). Showing Lévinas’ reacting to Heidegger, her ex--
planations of the latter’s ideas and terminology in Being and Time, even 
though correctly translated, do not serve to explain the terms. Again, 
the reader must already be familiar with Heidegger to understand the 
section, especially since Kajon weaves Heidegger’s thought together with 
Lévinas’ understanding and reading of him. This becomes extremely rele--
vant when Lévinas’ crushed or smashed human being (rive) must be seen 
as a further radical development of Heidegger’s concept of being thrown, 
in all its negativity. Even though Kajon mentions this, it cannot be fully 
appreciated without an explanation of Heidegger’s concept (cf. p. 106). 
Coming to Lévinas’ Time and the Other and From Existence to Existent 
(both 1948), Kajon introduces his concept of il y a, there is. This is cru--
cial not only for the understanding of how the human being “deals” with 
thrownness but also as the starting point for the “encounter” with “the 
other.” Unfortunately for Kajon’s section, the fact that Lévinas is placed 
in a Heideggerian context from the beginning means that the distinction 
between Heidegger’s “there is”—the joy of “there is”—and Lévinas’ ter--
rifying counterpart of il y a, which carries nothing of the Heideggerian 
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positivity, is missed entirely. The best example of Lévinas’ il y a is given 
by the author himself in Ethics and Infinity (1985); it would have been 
helpful had Kajon  provided this crucial starting point of Lévinas’ system 
at this point. In Ethics and Infinity, Lévinas not only clearly distinguishes 
his il y a from Heidegger’s “there is” but describes this paradoxical state 
of being with the example of the rumbling silence that a child feels when 
lying alone in one room while the parents are still active in another room 
of the house, a silence or better still a white noise like the ones we hear 
when holding shells to our ears.3

Kajon finally gives a very systematized, subtle, and complex overview 
of Lévinas’ major work Totality and Infinity (1961), showing, in her inter--
pretation and summary, how the totality of the “I” is broken through the 
encounter with “the other,” which Kajon interprets as first erotic and then 
ethical. This version is intriguing, especially when “the other” is so posi--
tively described that an analogy with Buber’s I and Thou, which Kajon 
introduces here, is so close at hand (pp. 110–113). What needs to be re--
marked on is that Kajon focuses only on one aspect of the relationship 
between “I” and “the other”: the positive one. She neglects the negative 
aspect of the “face” and “the other” which Lévinas gives as a counterbal--
ance, the first word of the face to the “I” being the commandment not 
to kill. The desire, the erotic, the love, and the longing that culminate in 
metaphysical responsibility are preceded by that shocking encounter with 
“the other” as face. All in all, Kajon’s summary of Lévinas is intriguing 
and deep. Having acknowledged that, it must be observed that her anal--
ysis overemphasizes the positive and beautiful parts of his writings and 
almost makes the reader forget the extent to which Lévinas’ experiences 
in World War II influenced all his writings about totality, extremes, and 
“the other” in general. 

IV.

In her final remarks, Kajon finally brings all the thinkers together un--
der a specific religious reading of the moral aspects of Kant, a reading 
that beautifully includes God’s voice in ethics, morality, and rationality. 
Through such a reading, Kajon can show the thinkers as defenders of 
“human rights by means of a philosophy founded on faith in morality” 
(p. 130). Still, one misses in these last remarks the explicitly Jewish and 
religious component; even though Kajon opens up Kant to a much more 

3 Emmanuel Lévinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo (Pittsburgh: 
Duquesne University Press, 1998), pp. 47–48.
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religious perspective, it is still not really there. Her summary links the 
thinkers as religious philosophers but not particularly as Jewish philoso--
phers. Perhaps this summary would have been better incorporated into 
the introduction. 

All in all, Kajon’s book is extraordinarily rich in the details that she 
brings together in an overview for experts. It is a highly enjoyable book 
for someone at the peak of his or her studies and opens the reader to a 
possible way of structuring the works of these thinkers as a group rep--
resenting a common goal. Furthermore, the book offers often unknown 
details worth adding to an already existing overview, and serves to enrich 
and deepen an expert reader’s understanding of the thinkers at hand with 
some new ideas. As an introduction, however, which the book by its title 
claims itself to be, it is less than adequate. 

Nina Redl
The Jewish Theological Seminary of America
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