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Over the last fifty years, Western ethical and political thought has received 
a barrage of criticism for their dependence on universal moral laws and 
have henceforth undergone a major shift by focusing on individual and 
cultural difference. Charles Taylor characterizes this transformation as a 
shift from a politics of universal dignity to a politics of difference.1

While the politics of universal dignity claims it stood for equal rights 
for all citizens, critics argue that underlying it lay a claim to a preference 
of certain rights over other rights. For example, the American Declaration 
of Independence famously began with the statement that “all men are cre-
ated equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalien-
able Rights,” but those rights were not equally applied to all citizens at 
the time of the founding of the USA.  Concurrently, universalistic eth-
ics has also faced an equally strong criticism from religious traditionalists 
who argue that universalism is imposing militarist secularism on the values 
of religious communities and have responded by making a case for their 
positions in the public sphere. Universalistic ethics and politics guided by 
rational principles have been strongly criticized since rationality has been 
presented as being violent, oppressive, falsifying and homogenizing. As a 
result, a counter movement to modern universalistic ethics arose, calling 
itself “virtue ethics,” focused on diversity and difference, by reconstruct-
ing an ethics of character (ethos) out of elements of Aristotle’s ethics of 
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virtue (arete) in his Nicomachean Ethics and its reception throughout the 
history of Western thought, which highlights the multiplicity of different 
ways of organizing the virtues in different cultures, religious traditions 
and epochs.2

One of the most prominent and influential virtue ethicists to reconstruct 
a virtue ethics for contemporary multicultural society is Alasdair MacIntyre. 
For MacIntyre, virtues develop as practices within a particular community 
and become known as a “tradition” as it develops its own form of rationality 
in dialogue with other competing traditions. MacIntyre builds a model of 
virtue as a form of practice that unifies a social group. He defines a practice 
as a coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 
activity in which one achieves the internal goods of activity.3 MacIntyre 
argues that every tradition has certain common virtues that must serve as 
a common dominator for that tradition to survive, such as truthfulness, 
justice and courage.4 Beyond that, there are too many different lists of vir-
tues in order to have a consistent history, as different traditions prioritize 
different sets of virtues. MacIntyre lists a wide range of ethical thinkers and 
works in order to demonstrate this point: Homer, Sophocles, Aristotle, 
the New Testament, medieval thinkers (within Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam), Benjamin Franklin and Jane Austen.5 The wide historical and cul-
tural diversity of this list is reflected in their very different priorities of vir-
tues: Homer prioritizes physical strength; the New Testament that of faith, 
hope and love; Benjamin Franklin that of cleanliness, silence and industry; 
and Jane Austen that of constancy and amiability.6

As such, the virtues of a community develop into a historical tradition 
through developing a tradition-based form of rationality. Every tradition 
is constantly seeking to determine the errors and resolve contradictions 
in its current configuration and strengthen itself by repairing these prob-
lems. This is attempted by seeking out other traditions that may have 
more efficient mechanisms and resources to diagnose these faults and 
adapting their solutions to one’s own tradition. This at times requires 
translating the contentions of one’s rivals into one’s own language.7 
Thus, progress represents a limited advance from one’s predecessors. As 
MacIntyre explains,8

[the] past is never something to be merely discarded, but rather that the 
present is intelligible only as a commentary upon and response to the past 
in which the past, if necessary and if possible, is corrected and transcended, 
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yet corrected and transcended in a way that leaves the present open to being 
in turn corrected and transcended by yet some more adequate future point 
of view.9

This is why MacIntyre refers to tradition-based rationality as both a 
tradition- constituted enquiry and a tradition-constitutive enquiry, the 
first representing the values of the past that have shaped the tradition and 
the latter the freedom of members of that tradition to reevaluate those 
claims.10 MacIntyre argues that a tradition of virtues and tradition-based 
rationality balances diversity and commonality better than the two alterna-
tive modern paradigms: the model of the ninth edition of the Encyclopedia 
Britannica, which attempts to reduce all ethics to a single comprehen-
sive rational model striving for universal enlightenment, and Nietzsche’s 
genealogical model in his Genealogy of Morals that works to undermine or 
subvert any consensus or truth, while secretly relying on it.11

This new form of virtue ethics is not simply the individual’s devel-
opment of certain virtues and perfection of the self within one political 
society (polis) as Aristotle presents it in the Nicomachean Ethics, but a 
dialog across history between competing practices and definitions of the 
virtues that allows for internal debate and conflict, while still rooted in a 
shared language of virtue. Similarly, one goal of MacIntyre’s project is that 
“once the diversity of traditions has been properly characterized, a bet-
ter explanation of the diversity of standpoints is available than either the 
Enlightenment or its heirs can provide.”12 In this sense, MacIntyre advo-
cates virtue as the unifying basis for how a diversity of competing ethical 
models between different cultures can coexist and conflict simultaneously.

But MacIntyre recognizes that his project is inherently a Christian 
one and that there exists an independent Jewish tradition of virtue eth-
ics.13 Indeed, MacIntyre points to the dangers of a Christianity that does 
not recognize its roots in Judaism as a rival and competing tradition. He 
argues that “Christians need badly to listen to Jews. The attempt to speak 
for them, even on behalf of that unfortunate fiction, the so-called Judeo-
Christian tradition, is always deplorable.”14 Therefore, he sees the need 
for Jewish ethics to serve as a rival tradition to Christian ethics to help 
Christians return to their ethical core and to correct deficiencies. At the 
same time, he admits that this must be done by adherents of the Jewish 
tradition from within their own tradition and not imposed from the out-
side, suggesting why he himself cannot carry out the project.15
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Where does one look to find competing traditions of Jewish virtue 
ethics? The most influential works have been mainly Neoplatonic and/or 
Kabbalistic. Neoplatonic virtue ethics such as Ibn Gabirol’s Improvement 
of the Moral Qualities and Bahya ibn Paquda’s Duties of the Heart entail an 
ascetic journey of the soul away from this world toward God. Kabbalistic 
virtue ethics, such as Moses Cordovero’s Palm Tree of Devorah and Moses 
Hayyim Luzzato’s Path of the Just, advocate imitating and  influencing 
the inner workings of the divine.16 But there is also a distinctly Jewish 
Aristotelian tradition of virtue ethics that can be studied independent 
of the purely Neoplatonic and Kabbalistic works. This includes Moses 
Maimonides’ (1138–1204, Spain/Egypt) Eight Chapters and Laws of 
Character Traits, Levi Gersonides’ (1288–1344, Provence) biblical 
commentaries and Isaac ‘Arama’s biblical commentary Binding of Isaac 
(1420–1494, Spain/Italy).17

The nature of such an Aristotelian Jewish tradition of virtue ethics must 
contain multiple authors focused on answering certain basic questions 
about the nature of reality: How is God involved in the world, and how 
precisely do humans imitate that in virtuous action? What are the limits 
of intellectual contemplation, and what is the ethical outcome of reach-
ing that limit? What are the goods that human beings strive for? What are 
different categories of virtues, and what is the relationship between them 
(e.g., physical, moral, intellectual, theological)? What role does luck play 
in ethics, and how is it compatible with the divine rule of the universe? Are 
there moral conflicts and how are they resolved? How is the cultivation of 
ethical virtues related to the development of political society, and which 
one takes priority in ordering human life? This book begins by examining 
MacIntyre’s description of the nature of traditions of virtue in order to 
trace the first step in the development of a tradition of Jewish Aristotelian 
virtue ethics by asking how Gersonides challenged the Maimonidean 
model while still remaining within it.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Gersonides’ dialoGue with MaiMonides on ethics

One of the projects of Moses Maimonides in his philosophic and legal 
writings was to restructure the Jewish tradition around the core concepts 
of Aristotelian virtue ethics.1 He does so in his two large works on ethics: 
Eight Chapters, an introduction to his commentary on the tractate Avot 
in the Mishnah, and Laws of Character Traits, a summary and reinterpre-
tation of the ethics of the Jewish tradition in the first book, the Book of 
Knowledge, of his restatement of Jewish law, the Mishneh Torah.2

There are certain elements that make it distinctly Aristotelian. First, 
Maimonides adopts the Aristotelian model of the human soul (psyche) as 
the form (or “lifeforce”) giving function and organization to the physical 
matter of the human body.3 The soul as the form of the body’s matter is 
neither completely separate nor completely unified with its matter. This 
model can be differentiated from modern materialism, which envisions 
the soul as purely physical, or modern dualism which draws no connec-
tion between the soul and the body, the soul thus being non-physical. In 
 contrast, the Aristotelian soul has five parts: nutritive, sentient, imagina-
tive, appetitive and rational. The nutritive part includes activities such as 
physical nutrition, reproduction and growth; the sentient part is the col-
lecting of sensory data using the five senses; the imaginative part stores 
and reorganizes sensory data; the appetitive part is the source of the emo-
tions and desires; and the rational part is concerned with obtaining knowl-
edge.4 Second, proper human action results from a perfection of certain 



character traits, which are rooted in the appetitive part of the soul that 
deals with emotions or temperaments, but can be influenced by reason.5 
This appears to be the explanation for why Maimonides refers to the emo-
tions or temperaments as de’ot in the Mishneh Torah, since it has the dual 
meaning of “character trait” and “knowledge.”6 Third, the different emo-
tions of the soul mimic the larger structure of nature in that they can be 
seen as a spectrum with two extremes, and the perfected way is the mean.7 
For example, courage is the mean between being too fearful and being 
too rash, or moderation is the mean between taking too much pleasure 
for oneself and taking not enough pleasure for oneself. The mean is not a 
static middle position, but differs depending on when one ought, cases in 
which one ought, toward right people, reasons for the sake of which one 
ought and the manner one ought.8 Though, Maimonides interestingly 
does not highlight the role of practical wisdom in deliberating the variabil-
ity of the mean. Fourth, moral virtues, for Aristotle, are political virtues 
as they are controlled by a specific law; however, for Maimonides they are 
cultivated in a more perfect way by a divine law.9 Fifth and last, the highest 
goal of human life and of the divine law is the pursuit of knowledge for its 
own sake and for any practical end. Aristotle describes the contemplative 
life as the highest, most continuous, most self-sufficient and most loved 
for its own sake, and knowing that God is the first existent is the first com-
mandment in Maimonides’ legal code and the highest human endeavor, 
represented through the metaphor of the Sultan’s palace.10

This book will focus on where Gersonides differs from Maimonides on 
ethics. Gersonides continues these elements and the focus on the mean 
as the basis for ethics, but also adds two new categories of individualistic 
virtues, virtues of self-preservation and virtues of altruism, which tran-
scend the political nature of moral virtues. The virtues of self-preservation 
arise as a response to “luck” as an unavoidable feature affecting every-
thing in nature. For Maimonides, the ability to avoid the effects of luck 
is tied to one’s intellectual perfection. He says that “providence watches 
over an individual endowed with perfect apprehension.”11 Contrastingly, 
Gersonides demonstrates that in order to deal with the seemingly capri-
cious element of luck, human beings must focus on virtues in imitation 
of the nature of animal biology such as endeavor (hishtadlut), diligence 
(ḥarisụt) and cunning (hitḥakmut) in crafting stratagems (tah ̣bulot) aim-
ing at physical self-preservation. This also affects certain of Gersonides’ 
reasons for the commandments as he gives them reasons which are 
more explicitly connected to self-preservation than in earlier rabbinic  
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