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Introduction: “We Are All Epicureans”
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Maimon’s Life and Works

When Moses Mendelssohn, Salomon Maimon’s erstwhile patron, scolded him for his dissolute and aimless life, Maimon countered: “We are all Epicureans.”1

Maimon’s riposte harbors a complex nesting of judgments and accusations, concerning himself and concerning the cultural situation in which this studied apiqoros found himself at the close of the eighteenth century. In the first place, the remark is a verdict on philosophical morality. As Maimon explains: “Moralists can give us merely the rules of prudence, or of using the appropriate means to achieve a given end. But they cannot prescribe the ends themselves.”2 There is, then, no firm basis for Mendelssohn’s judgment against Maimon. But Maimon’s explanation is also an instance of rhetorical sleight of hand, at one and the same time a self-effacing admission of his own hedonism and an accusation against Mendelssohn and his circle: in spite of their cultural refinement and moral probity, they were all, in the last analysis, Epicureans. However, as an accusation, “Epicurean” has another, deeper resonance for thinkers of the Haskalah. 2To be apiqoros, Epicurean, is to be a heretic. Mendelssohn and his circle, on the other hand, had striven to draw together German Enlightenment with Jewish thought, to make Jewish thought — and hence Jews — acceptable to Europeans, while still maintaining their Jewishness. Maimon, however, proved to be unacceptable to them, owing to his combination of heretical opinion — he was an open supporter of Spinoza — with crude shtetl manners. In the judgment of Marcus Herz, a friend of Kant’s who was to be both a friend and antagonist of Maimon, Maimon was at first impression a redendes Tier — a “talking animal,” entertaining but less than human.3 Confronted by the condescension of the enlightened berlinischer Haskalah, Maimon’s riposte stings both culturally and philosophically. We may note that the chapter of Maimon’s Autobiography in which this story arises is titled: “My Initial Aversion to Belles Lettres.”

But Maimon also found himself equally on the margins of the traditional Judaism of his youth, which he judged in its worst instances to foster superstition and fanatical prejudices. Two events from his life illustrate this story. In the first, during his initial visit to Berlin, Maimon arrives at the Rosenthaler Gate bearing a copy of More Nevukhim, Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, along with an original commentary that he intended to publish. Revealing himself to a rabbi “who had gotten a sense of [his] ideas and plans,” Maimon was forbidden entrance into the Jewish quarter. He comments:


Orthodox Jews regard [the study of science] as dangerous, potentially harmful to both religion and good morals. They were convinced that I was especially at risk, being one of those Polish rabbis who, rescued by a happy accident from the slavery of superstition and perceiving the light of reason, have suddenly cast off their chains.



Yet, Maimon explains, these rabbis have a point:


This is a well-founded fear…Such rabbis are like people who have long been starving and then happen upon a table decked out with 3good things to eat. They will greedily dig in and gorge themselves until they are overstuffed.



Maimon and others of his ilk were, so to speak, intellectual Epicureans, gorging on the edge of heresy.4

In a second instance, while working in Posen as a rabbi after his rejection in Berlin, Maimon was encouraged by some young talmudists to offer lectures on Maimonides’ Guide. But he was prevented by their parents, who feared that the study of philosophy might corrupt these young scholars by encouraging independent thinking.5 Somewhat later, these same residents of Posen, fearing that anyone touching a certain stag’s horn above the door to the Jewish community house would surely die, were alarmed when Maimon mocked them, touched the horn…and lived! At this point, Maimon writes, “their fear was transformed into hatred,” an observation that intensified his resolve to return to Berlin “and wipe out whatever was left of my own superstition through enlightenment.”

It is telling that Maimonides figures preeminently in both these stories. Maimonides was Maimon’s exemplary Aufklärer — his source of genuine (although not modern) enlightenment, as Maimon’s own act of self-naming attests; the study of Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed led Maimon out from the cave of religion to the light of true philosophy.6 At the same time, Maimonides was a controversial figure within Jewish thought, suspect to the orthodox rabbinical community. And while early maskilim celebrated Maimonides as a champion of their own brand of rationalism and toleration, Maimon nonetheless notes a whiff of condescension in their praise.7 For example, in the teasing introduction to 4his first published work, “Probe Rabbinischer Philosophie” (“A Sample of Rabbinic Philosophy”), Maimon needles the Haskalah on the issue of Maimonides, the subject of the essay.8 The essay intends, Maimon states, to extend Mendelssohn’s plan to offer “some thoughts, translations of moral propositions, and anecdotes,” in an effort to demonstrate the continued relevance of Jewish thought. But Mendelssohn’s project, unlike, in Maimon’s view, his own, was to remain but a popularization, an attempt to promote “our enlightenment by spreading useful knowledge,” after the fashion of Johann Jakob Engel’s recent Philosoph für die Welt (Philosopher for the World).9 It is rabbinic wisdom, perhaps, but not rabbinic philosophy. To make matters more problematic, Maimon admits that the approach his essay takes — using Kant to clarify Maimonides — will most likely be disturbing to contemporary readers, “as if I wished in doing so to diminish the deserving fame of our great contemporaries, in trying to show that someone in the twelfth century had already thought as they do.”10 At the outset of his first essay, in short, Maimon makes clear that he intends to please neither traditional Jewish readers nor readers committed to Enlightenment thought.

Maimon is thus twice the apiqoros, at home neither in the world of the Haskalah he wished so desperately to enter, nor in traditional Judaism. Indeed, as his Autobiography describes in delightful and, at times, heart-rending detail, Maimon’s life was continually unsettled, an unending struggle to make a whole out of his disparate and ofttimes competing parts. His outré status in fact led Hannah Arendt to identify Maimon as a paradigmatic Jewish pariah, abandoning (and, in his view, abandoned by) his religion, while simultaneously resisting assimilation to German culture and to the Haskalah.11 He was, in the words of Gideon Freudenthal, “a 5philosopher between two cultures.”12

The details of Maimon’s life, familiar from his Autobiography, bear out this view of Maimon as restless outsider. Born Shelomo ben Joshua in 1753 in Zukowy Borek (Sukowiborg) in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, he began studying Torah and Talmud under the tutelage, first, of his father, and later from an assortment of other instructors. The young Maimon proved himself a prodigy. At eleven, in an effort to help his family out of poverty, he was betrothed; by fourteen he was a father, supporting his young family by teaching Talmud. At twenty-five, Maimon, already chafing under the moral strictures of religious orthodoxy (and of his mother-in-law), learned of the new Hasidic movement, which he deemed “enlightened.” He therewith journeyed to the court of the Maggid of Mezricht. His verdict on Hasidic teachings, as he reports them in his Autobiography, was mixed. On the moral plane, he approved the embrace of sensuality and freedom from ascetical extremes. On the intellectual plane, he found himself drawn to the Maggid’s “accurate ideas of religion and morality,” in particular, teachings concerning perfection:


They maintained that man achieves his highest perfection only by regarding himself as an organ of God, rather than as a being that exists and acts for itself. The former, they felt, was man’s vocation. Thus, the proper course of action was not to spend their entire lives apart from the world, trying to suppress their natural feelings and kill off their vital powers. Instead, they should develop their natural feelings as much as possible, use their strengths, and constantly try to extend their influence.



In many ways, the moral resonance of this passage sounds across the ambit of Maimon’s life: we catch an echo of it in his assertion, a decade or so later, that “we are all Epicureans”; and even later, in his correction of Kant’s and Reinhold’s notions of moral incentives. To the most enlightened members of the new sect, Maimon in fact ascribes “a refined Epicureanism.”13 Hasidism had a more immediate effect of persuading Maimon of a monistic union of divine and human intellects 6— “acosmism” — a view that would dispose him, first, to the writings of Spinoza and Leibniz, and later, become ingredient in his critique of Kant. Over time, however, Maimon became disenchanted with the “new sect”: however accurate their “ideas of religion and morality,” they remained prone “to all kinds of excess” owing to their tendency “to follow vague feeling rather than precise knowledge.”14 At the same time, he tired of what he saw as the Hasidic elite’s manipulations of their followers: “the smart ones have focused on the art of controlling free men.”15

Having become convinced of the need for profound immersion in science as an antidote to religious schwärmerei or fanaticism, Maimon began to study physics, optics, and medicine. By 1777 he decides to travel to Berlin to further his scientific studies, supporting himself in fits and starts as an itinerant rabbi and physician. After a picaresque journey — making his way as a tutor, sleeping in the hold of a ship on his way to Stettin, showing up nearly naked, ill and starving in Posen — when Maimon finally arrives in Berlin at the Rosenthaler Gate he is promptly, as noted, barred from entry into the Jewish quarter, out of fear of what damage a new commentary on the Guide might do to pious Jews. Maimon then departs Berlin for Posen, where he remains for two years before returning to Berlin. (It is in Posen that the second incident involving Maimonides occurs.) When he finally arrives in Berlin a second time, he successfully joins the circle of Moses Mendelssohn and Marcus Herz. Through them, his philosophical education begins in earnest, as he is introduced to the works of Spinoza, Wolff, and Leibniz, among others. But after Mendelssohn’s criticism of his questionable manner of life — he was reputed at the time to be a heavy drinker and to frequent houses of ill repute — Maimon again departs Berlin, first, for Hamburg, and then for the Gymnasium Christianeum in Altona. While in Hamburg, in an effort to improve his material circumstances, and to find an intellectual home for himself somewhere, Maimon attempts a conversion to Christianity.16 The Protestant pastor to whom 7Maimon makes his confession of faith, however, rebuffs him, stating: “You are too much of a philosopher to become a Christian.” Arriving soon after in Altona, Maimon pursues formal studies in the natural sciences and in German (his German remained deeply inflected with Yiddish, in cadence and in grammar). It is here that he adopts the surname “Maimon,” in honor of the great philosopher. Two years later, in 1781, Maimon returns to Berlin, but soon, encouraged by a few friends and patrons, he moves to Dessau to work on a project promoting enlightenment through the translation of scientific works into Hebrew for the benefit of Polish Jews. After only a brief period, however, Maimon moves yet again, this time to Breslau, where his long-suffering wife, accompanied by their eldest son, David, issues an ultimatum: come home, or grant a divorce. Maimon eventually chooses the latter. What follows is the most fruitful period of Maimon’s life, the catalyst for which would be his rigorous study of Kantian philosophy. Maimon composes a series of critical commentaries on Kant’s works: Essay on Transcendental Philosophy (1790), Philosophical Dictionary (1791), The Hill of the Guide (1791), Autobiography (1792), On the Progress of Philosophy (1792), Disputations in the Field of Philosophy (1793), Fundamental Principles of Newtonian Philosophy (1793), Inquiry into a New Logic and Theory of Thought (1794). In addition, he completes translations with commentary on Francis Bacon’s New Organon and Aristotle’s Categories.

In 1795, Maimon finds his final patron, Count Adolf von Kalckreuth, on whose estate in Silesia Maimon lived while composing his Critical Investigations Concerning the Human Intellect (1797), along with a series of shorter essays (the subject of this present volume): “On the Ultimate Grounds of Morality” (1798), “The Great Personage” (1799), “Letters to Herr Peina” (1799), “The Moral Skeptic” (1800), as well as a series of posthumous writings: “Sophistic of the Human Heart,” “Origin of Moral Good and Evil,” “The Origin of Human Folly,” and “On the Emotions in General.”

In 1800 Maimon dies, having spent his Silesian years struggling with chronic alcoholism. The Protestant pastor and Maimon’s friend, J. C. Tscheggey, who would later compose a memoir of Maimon’s final weeks, records that when he urged Maimon on his deathbed to accept the soul’s immortality, Maimon replied: “But how does it help us?” 8Tscheggey responds: “…it helps to bring peace.” Maimon’s final answer: “I am at peace.” He dies on 22 November.

As befitting a life-long apiqoros, Maimon was buried in a section of the Jewish cemetery in Glogau reserved for philosophers and heretics, “gegen dem Schießhaus.” Local children, following custom, stoned his casket. Soon, Count Kalckreuth would purchase a memorial stone for Maimon’s grave.

It could perhaps be tempting to neglect the works of Maimon’s final years based upon their brevity or occasionally their quality. This would, of course, be a profound mistake, since these essays, especially “The Great Personage” and “The Moral Skeptic,” draw a provocative close to Maimon’s ofttimes agonistic relationship with Kantian philosophy. To appreciate the relevance of his final essays, it is useful to consider the main lines of his philosophical development.

Maimon’s earliest work, still unpublished, was a handwritten manuscript titled Hesheq Shelomo, “Salomon’s Desire,” composed during his time in Posen.17 It consists of five separate treatises: “Ma‘ase Nissim,” a commentary on the medieval talmudist Nissim of Geronda; “Eved Avraham,” a supercommentary on Avraham ibn Ezra’s commentary on Torah and Psalms; “Ma‘ase Livnat ha-Sapir,” his essay on Maimonides and Kabbalah; “Ma‘ase Hoshev,” an algebra textbook; and “Avarchecha Bahya,” an exposition of Bahya ibn Paquda’s biblical commentary. This work is a useful index of Maimon’s early orientation, both conceptually and stylistically — an orientation that would, in fact, remain central to his thought throughout his career. We note, to begin, that his intellectual polestar is two-fold: Torah and mathematics. Further, a cursory look at the Jewish scholars on whom he comments — Nissim of Geronda, Ibn Ezra, Maimonides, and Bahya ibn Paquda — show Maimon’s inclination toward thinkers who rejected mystical interpretations of Torah in favor of rational explanation. Maimonides and Ibn Ezra are especially noteworthy: Maimonides was a “radical Aristotelian” of the school of al-Farabi and Averroes, while Ibn Ezra was crucial for Spinoza’s later denial of the Mosaic authorship of Torah. Nissim of Geronda followed Nachmanides, another radical Aristotelian, while Ibn Paquda was one of the first Jewish thinkers to attempt to weave together an accord between reason and revelation. All were rationalists of a sort, a fact 9implicit in Maimon’s choice of title.18 As Abraham Socher points out, the Hebrew word hesheq derives from the Arabic ishk, a term used by Ibn Sina (Avicenna), Maimonides, and other Arabic and Jewish Aristotelians of the Middle Ages to specify a distinctly philosophical eros. This eros culminates in intellectual perfection. Intellectual perfection, in turn, requires participation in divine intellect. Although Maimon would exchange the term divine intellect for “infinite intellect,” his convictions about the teleology of philosophical eros, convictions he shared with his medieval forebears, remained throughout his career. They in part inform Maimon’s eventual rejection of the Kantian “primacy of the practical.”

Stylistically, with the exception of the essay on algebra, the essays in Hesheq Shelomo all take the form of commentary or supercommentary. Commentary on significant or canonical writings is a traditional Jewish way of interpretation and analysis, as well as of teaching: Maimonides’ Guide, for example, was often printed with accompanying commentaries (to which, of course, Maimon planned to add his own). It comes as no surprise, then, that commentary is, as Gideon Freudenthal puts it, “Maimon’s first and natural choice of medium for philosophical work.”19

Commentary is, however, unsystematic in presentation. It is somewhat ironic, then, that Maimon should approach that most systematic of philosophers, Immanuel Kant, through a most unsystematic mode of writing. Yet, as Freudenthal again points out, Maimon saw no conflict between the systematic philosophy with which he was engaged and the less formalistic mode of commentary.20 As he admits in his Autobiography, Maimon developed a “quite unusual” method for studying Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason:


After reading it through once, I had a mere obscure idea of each section. I then tried to sharpen my understanding through my own reflections in order to work my way to the author’s meaning. This is actually what one calls thinking oneself into a system of thought.21



This technique, acquired from his early talmudic studies, allowed Maimon “to create a kind of coalition system” that took the form of “observations 10and commentary” on Kant’s first Critique, while involving the entire scope of his reading: Locke, Leibniz, Wolff, Spinoza, Mendelssohn, but also Talmud and Kabbalah. The result was Maimon’s first published work, Essay on Transcendental Philosophy (1790).22 It represents perhaps the first thoroughgoing attempt to assimilate modern German philosophy both to the content and to the style of pre-modern Jewish thought.

In a letter to Reinhold, Maimon’s life-long antagonist, Maimon clarifies:


We have chosen different philosophical methods. For your system, necessity and absolute universal validity are of paramount importance… For me, truth is the most important even if it is demonstrated in a way that is less systematic, absolutely necessary, and universally valid.



Maimon’s inclination away from systematicity is reflected in his preference for physics over the transcendental philosophy of his age. The former, which proceeds from knowledge of particulars to theories of increasing generality, leads inexorably to the supposition of “infinite intellect,” indemonstrable, but the inevitable condition (as Maimon seeks to demonstrate) for the possibility of any knowledge whatsoever. The latter, transcendental philosophy, focusing on the faculty of a priori cognition, “can only be used to deduce what is already known.”23 Maimon favored the former approach, as he indicates in a letter to Fichte of 1794: “you wish to travel from top to bottom (from the concept of a science as such to the concrete sciences), but I want to travel from bottom to top.”24

This journey would require a significant departure from the strictures of the Kantian system. In Maimon’s words, “my transcendental philosophy takes up the problem that Kant’s Critique tries to solve — namely, quid juris? — but in a much broader sense than in Kant’s works.”25 We might summarize this problem, which would inform all of Maimon’s thought, both theoretical and practical, as follows: for Maimon the signal problem of Kantian philosophy is justifying the possibility of synthetic a priori judgments. Maimon calls into question both the possibility and even the 11existence of such judgments.26 The problem of justifying synthetic a priori judgements, in turn, depends upon our ability to justify the application of intellectual categories to the world in a way that yields demonstrable knowledge. In the “top-down” approach Maimon criticizes, these categories, for example, cause and effect, represent basic concepts ordering our experience
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	41. To “strive after cognition” is an awkward phrase, but Maimon uses it repeatedly. He does so in part because of the Kantian provenance of the word Erkenntnis. Maimon is deliberately using Kantian terminology in an effort to correct Kantianism, which is why Erkenntnis is here translated as cognition rather than as knowledge. T. S. Quinn, “Salomon Maimon’s ‘Attempt at a New Presentation of the Principle of Morality and a New Deduction of its Reality’” (Attempt) British Journal for the History of Philosophy 27:1 (2018); GW IV: 407–8.

	42. Attempt, GW IV: 432.

	43. GW III: 116.

	44. KU, 241. GW VII: 243

	45. See Attempt. In his undated letter to Reinhold, Maimon writes: “You appeal, in view of moral feeling, to the healthy human understanding. But should one not ask: what is the criterion for this healthy human understanding? And how can one label that claim, which psychology explains as illusion, a claim to healthy human understanding?” (GW IV: 250–55).

	46. Attempt, GW IV: 452.

	47. “Devote one’s life to the truth.” The passage is from Juvenal, Satires IV, 91. The passage also appears in a portrait of Jean-Jacques Rousseau by the artist Maurice Quentin de la Tour (1704–1788).
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