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English on various themes related to the intellectual life
of the Hellenistic/Roman East and the place of the Jews
in its culture. A collection of articles was posthumously
edited by Victor Tscherikover and published in Hebrew
in 1960 with the title Worlds in Collision. On his death,
Levy left a finished version of a book in English, Chal-
dean Oracles and Theurgy, which was published posthu-
mously in 1956. In 1957, as an exceptional gesture, the
State of Israel honoured his memory with its prestigious
Israel Prize in the Humanities. Many of the Israeli Clas-
sical scholars of the twentieth century were his direct

pupils or his pupils’ pupils.
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Remembrance of Former Generations

Yohanan (Hans) Levy
Berlin 1901 — Jerusalem 1945

Yohanan (Hans) Levy was, together with Moshe (Max)
Schwabe and Avigdor (Victor) Tscherikover, one of the
founders of the academic study of the Classics in Palestine/
Israel. He was born and brought up in Berlin, where he
studied Classics at the University. His teachers included
the ancient historian Eduard Meyer, the Hellenist and
student of ancient philosophy and early Christianity
Werner Jaeger, and one of the greatest Hellenists in
Europe, Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff. Already as
a student, he showed a special interest in the Hellenistic
world and the place of Jews in its culture. His doctoral
dissertation, Sobria Ebrietas, supervised by Wilamowitz,
was a study of the relations between philosophy and
religious experience in the writings of Philo of Alexandria.
As a young scholar in Berlin, Levy studied Armenian in
order to be able to investigate those works of Philo which
have survived only in Armenian translations, and was
sent by the Prussian Academy to Armenia to study the
manuscripts of those translations.

Levy was a devoted Zionist, and as soon as he
could, in 1934, he emigrated to then mandatory Pales-
tine and joined the nascent Hebrew University of Jerusa-
lem as a lecturer in Classics. He remained there until his
untimely death.

During his short academic career, Levy published a
considerable number of articles in Hebrew, German and
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considerations. The duty of such considerations is not to
give rise to a certain political position or value. The lat-
ter are never directly derived from moral positions. The
duty of moral discourse is to set the boundaries of po-
litical considerations and establish a common language
of social practice. Within these boundaries there is am-
ple room for preferences. Rejection of this language of
common boundaries the way done by the author leads to
an aggressive interest discourse which people who hold
rightist and racist views would be delighted to adopt.
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Anat Matar, On the Poverty of Morality,

A Critical Essay, Bnei Berak, Hakibbutz

Hameuchad, 2019. Reviewed by Naomi
Kasher.

Anat Matar's book, On the Poverty of Morality, intends to
introduce a Copernican revolution. Unlike the common
conception of Morality, according to which morality
belongs to the universal infrastructure of every human
action and every political position, the author is in-
terested in presenting another picture, a revolutionary
one, according to which the moral discourse is too poor,
a vacuous formula that indulges in the obvious and is
amenable to aggressive manipulation. The author's view
is that it is about time to remove the confidence that
morality is universal, constant and purer than passing,
interest-driven politics, and therefore necessarily pre-
cedes politics. The real picture, so it is argued, is the op-
posite one. The moral is derived from the political and
plays a minor role. This is the only way a discourse can
be established that is not too poor and of substance, be-
ing derived from political analyses, empirical facts, po-
litical activism and personal experience. Only the polit-
ical discourse will provide morality with substance that
is not relative. The author is aware of the fact that right-
ist political experience and views necessarily give rise to
some conception of morality, but when it comes to mo-
rality her view is that there is no room for relativity: Mo-
rality is leftist.

The present review of the book will show that the
basic project of the book involves many fallacies. A cen-
tral one is a misunderstanding of the very nature of moral

xi



mon’s intent in citing the heretic arguments against im-
mortality was in order to counter them and prove that
they are not supported by an apodeictic proof, and there-
fore do not contain scientific certitude or a valid refuta-
tion of immortality.

While Robinson, it seems to me, identifies with Tib-
bon’s overt line of defense, and sees Perush Qohelet as
a defense of the traditional view on the final reward
against the philosophers’ denial of it, I submit that un-
der guise, or while trying to expose the weakness of
the Philosophers’ stance, he is actually trying to calm his
own doubts and hesitations, trying to explore (for him-
self) if there exists a scientific answer to the question of
conjunction.

According to my reading, numerous passages in the
exegesis of Qohelet reflect Tibbon’s genuine perplexity
and search for a demonstrative proof that would con-
firm or infirm the thesis of eternal reward. Throughout
the book he is exploring all aspects of life with logical,
mainly dialectical devices, trying, to establish the pos-
sibility or the degree of certitude that can be attained
on the question of man’s ability to attain the eternity of
the soul.

By his own admission, his long search did not lead
Tibbon or Solomon to certainty, as he says towards the
closing of the book “if he had doubted earlier the soul’s
rising above, he has not extracted himself from that
doubt” (§745)



Qohelet is contending.

In the introduction, Robinson analyses the struc-
ture of Perush Qohelet, the sources and influences,
the hermeneutical presuppositions, the exegetical ap-
proach, the rhetorical and logical devices Ibn Tibbon in-
troduced into his exegesis.

One hermeneutical aspect has been overlooked. It
would be negligeable if not for its frequent appearanc-
es. And that is Tibbon’s open-ended textual approach,
which reflects itself in the multiple interpretations sug-
gested for almost every verse, occasionally even contra-
dicting each other. This ‘pluralistic’ attitude to the text
reflects, in my view, a lack of certitude and hesitation on
the one hand and a conception of the text as an emana-
tion of truths from the active intellectual, allowing for
multiple free-spirited interpretations, on the other hand.

Now to the contents. Perush Qohelet is a difficult
text. Beside its intrinsic value, its importance lies in the
fact that it was the first exegetical work to implement
Maimonides’ positions and, to some extent, his herme-
neutical approach.

Qohelet was qualified by the Midrash as a difficult
text, containing heresies and contradictions. The Rabbies
justified its inclusion in the Biblical corpus by the argu-
ment that its beginning and end statements speak the
language of Torah. These statements they considered to
reflect Solomon’s true opinion, affirming that if all un-
der the sun is vanity, that which is above the sun is not,
meaning that rare individuals can perfect themselves
and attain conjunction with the divine and immortality.

Samuel Ibn Tibbon accepts this apologia for king
Solomon and adds to it the following argument: Solo-
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ship. If the value and importance of his theoretical oeu-
vre is debated, his translation of Maimonides’ Guide
has established his decisive role in the dissemination
of Maimonides’ philosophy and the transmission of the
Andalusian falasafa to communities that had no access
to the original Arabic works.

Samuel Ibn Tibbon’s main works are an exegesis on
Qohelet, completed around 1214, and a philosophic-exe-
getical essay Ma’amar Yiggawu ha’Mayim ("Let the wa-
ters gather") that he completed towards the end of his
life, somewhere between 1221-1231.

James Robinson undertook the publication of a
critical edition of Perush Qohelet, based on all the avail-
able mss., with an extensive introduction and notes. He
argues convincingly for his choice of an eclectic edi-
tion and enriches the reader with wide-ranging infor-
mative parallels and clarifications. His erudition in the
Greco-Arabic and in the Jewish sources, as well as in
the fields of philosophy, philology, grammar and logic,
is impressive, thus putting at the disposal of the reader
a long and arduous work. Robinson analyses and draws
attention to the multiple junctions where Ibn Tibbon’s
draw on Maimonides, thus justifying the importance as-
cribed to him as the first and foremost bridge between
the Moreh and the following generations.

Aside from heavy reliance on the Maimonidean cor-
pus, the hermeneutical key to this work, says Robinson,
is books 1 and 10 of Aristotle’s Ethics and the Three Trea-
tises by Averroes and son that were appended to some of
the Mss. Alfarabi’s lost treatise on De Anima should be
added to this list since, according to Tibbon, it is against
Alfarabi’s denial of immortality that the entire book of
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prestigious academic journals, the difficulties in ranking
universities or, more generally, academic institutions,
and the general decline of the humanities are familiar
to academics. In academic networks as well as in the ac-
ademic literature these questions are raised again and
again. As a matter of fact, the book itself contains docu-
mentation of the efforts to address these concerns.

That said, I believe that in describing the crisis, the
authors have exaggerated the problems of the academic
institutions, used extreme and untypical cases to sup-
port their case, ignored the fact that many of the phe-
nomena they describe are universal phenomena and do
not characterize only or primarily academic institutions.
Finally, the book falls into the Nirvana Fallacy. While
the authors exaggerate the problems of contemporary
academic institutions, they ignore the problems of al-
ternative institutions. The authors provide a list of pro-
posals without taking seriously the problems invollver in
these proposals. As hinted above, the methodology used
by the authors, namely the use of anecdotes and inter-
views rather than an empirical or quantitative approach
cannot substantiate the far-reaching conclusions they
draw. My review provides various examples to illustrate
these weaknesses.

James T. Robinson, Samuel Ibn Tibbon's
Commentary of Ecclesiastes: the Book on
the Soul of Man, Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2007. Reviewed by Rebecca Rowe-Kneller.

After a long stay in the dark, Samuel Ibn Tibbon has
emerged into the limelight in modern Jewish scholar-
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view. If the sources are properly prepared and discussed
(published, with notes, introductions, etc.), their inter-
pretation may be left to the competent reader.

Tamar Almog, Oz Almog, The Academia’s
Lies: What Went Wrong in the University
Model and What Will Come in its Place,

Rishon LeZion, Miskal - Yedioth Ahronoth

Books and Chemed Books, 2020. Reviewed

by Alon Harel.

In their book they describe the process of the decline
of the universities or, more generally, the institutions
of higher education. They offer a long list of problems
that characterize the universities, including economic,
organizational, professional and other problems. Further,
they also provide recommendations for what they call: “a
fresh model for research and education that fits the 21th
century.” The sentiment that is expressed in their book is
that the academy has become too detached from reality,
too elitist and too rigid, and therefore it cannot meet the
challenges of the 21th century. In order to overcome it,
the academy needs to become more democratic, more
open and less elitist. To establish these claims, the
authors use previous research, anecdotes, interviews and
conversations with academics.

As an academic I can testify that none of the phe-
nomena in the book surprised me, and I believe that
this is also the case with respect to other academics. The
fierce competition over research budgets, the difficulties

in the decision-making and refereeing process in the
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English Abstracts

Sharon Gordon and Rina Peled
(Eds.), Vienna 1900. Blooming on the Edge of
an Abyss. Jerusalem, Carmel 2019. Reviewed
by Almut Laufer.

The review first examines the objectives of the anthology
presented by the editors and considers, among other
things, the risk of imbalance in the free choice of
topics by the various contributors that is inherent
to volumes of this kind (i.e. an anthology as a mere
publication platform, as opposed to a collection of
articles commissioned by the editors according to a
carefully designed structure). After a brief overview of
all the essays in the anthology, some are discussed in
more detail, with particular attention to the choice of
source material on which they are based and the authors’
ability to present a close analysis of new or little-known
sources in a coherent and comprehensible way.

Overall, the review calls for greater resourceful-
ness in the search for relevant material, which usually
involves broadening the socio-historical horizons; for a
deeper and more thorough exploration of archival hold-
ings, since the increase in knowledge also has a quantita-
tive dimension; and for a more critical and reflective use
of “‘canonical’ sources. It also points to the need for more
meticulous editorial work with regard to both content
and language, which is the responsibility not only of the
authors and editors, but also of the publishers. It seems
superfluous for the editors to present repeated interpre-

tations of ever the same texts from different points of
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