INTRODUCTION

Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth [*gotren™],
because “God has got me another seed in place of Abel, for Cain killed him.”

GEMNESIS 4:25

When Adam had lived 130 vears, he begor in his likeness
after his image, and he named him Seth.

GEMNESIS §:3

The sparks of randomness arc the drops of semen that Adam spilled, according to legend, during
the T30 years that he was separated from Eve. The phrase is a literal translation of the Hebrew
nizozot shel keri. When we analyze it closely in Chapters 5 and 6, we will try to show that the
word keri is derived both from mikreb, a random or chance event, neither regular nor planned—
an accidental occurrence—and from the involuntary emission of sperm that the Bible refers to as
mikreb laylakh ‘nocturnal event’.

A lapse of 130 years separated Seth’s birth from that of Cain and Abel and the murder that
followed, after Adam and Eve had caten from the Tree of Knowledge and were banished from
the Garden of Eden. According to a talmudic legend, developed at length in the midrashic litera-
turc and kabbalah, during these 130 years Adam lived apart from Eve; the sperm he spilled dur-
ing that period created and nourished demons, the source of the “lost generations™ of the Flood
and the Tower of Babel.

This story of lcnowlc;lgc and sperm is difficult for us to understand toda}', after two thousand
years during wwhich the knowing subject has been separated from the body, considered to be one
of the objects of its knowledge. But knowledge—swhether the biblical knowledge of Genesis, the
spermatic knowledge of the Midrash, or the seminal reason of the Stoics—is the forgotten source
of our present intuition of a physical union between soul and body. It had to be forgotten so that
an autonomous and wide-awake knowledge, removed from the fusion of dream and illusion,
could emerge. But can forgetting fully play its part if we are not aware of it?

Today we must revive the knowledge acquired through sex and through the fruitfulness of
this concept in order to understand what biology, the cognitive scicnces, and psychoanalysis are
trying to tell us, perhaps clumsily, in addition fo what they may tell us explicitly.

Knowledge, sexuality, generation, concepts and conceptions, birth and abortion, angels and

demons, aging, disease and death: science and tcch_nolog}' constanﬂ)‘ brj_ng us back to these cternal
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problems, inherent in the human condition, while refashioning the terms in a way that is some-
times dramatic and unprecedented. Does a new science have a new morality? Who can decide
this question? How, and with what tools? Using which concepts and conceptions of the world, of
cxistence, of what is good and what is bad? What words can we use to talk about them? What
style? Perhaps the empirical and logical mode of science and technology, whose terms are indis-
pensable for posing the problems. Perhaps the narrative mode of literature. Or perhaps even the
talking heads of television. Remember that today the standard response to the question of how
virtue can be taught is Protagoras” rather than Socrates’ good and cvil are not taught only by
means of scientific lcnowlc..lgc., but with the support of images taken from cpic poctry, where
moral problems are raised. In most cases, its heroes and antiheroes are the basis on which we
accept or reject what we identify in our imagination as good or evil. Critical scientific and phil-
osophical analysis makes it possible for us to delve ever deeper into technical and conceptual
subtletics. But science and philosophy themselves are not the sources of universal norms. Nor can
religious dogmas, despite the assistance their authority may furnish to those who hold to them,
produce rules that are acceptable to everyone and suited to the complexity of specific situations.

In fact, myth has alwways taken hold of these questions and expressed them inits own synthetic
and onciric mode, built on visualization and association, which, perhaps better than science, can
uncover the concealed threads of a hidden fabric woven in different registers of experience and
knowledge, which analysis strives to distinguish: not only Prometheus and Oedipus, but also the
biblical myths of the Tree of Life and Tree of Knowledge, the Flood, and the Tower of Babel.
Speaking and writing about how we ought to live demands a style in which diverse languages—
scientific and technical, legal and philosophical, poetic—can coexist without being confounded;
where the perception of ICJ.J.i‘E}' is alwa)'s pregnant with, but never supplantcd b}', the contribu-
tions of the imagination; swwhere the rationalitics of science and of myth can subsist side by side,
without being confused, and can criticize cach other

Thus the new reflections on ethics scem to require inventing a new form of discourse. Its birth
was registered when we came to the realization that modern science, contrary to Condorcet’s
dream, not onl}' fails to resolve all social and po]itic::ll problcms but in fact creates new ones, be-
causc it spawns new possibilities without providing means for settling them. What is more, sci-
entific discourse is not always free of dubious extrapolations. Sometimes, unknown to those who
conduct it, the myth still manipulates it; and the ancient issues, thought to have been left behind
long ago, return to the surface. The Big Bang restores creation, if not the Creator. As for the cele-
brated “human genome™ with its poorly defined contours, referring to it as an “endowment™ that
is sacred and untouchable is no less imaginative than secing the heart as scat of the passions and
the bile as the medinm of anger. In the new form of discourse that we must construct, we must
burn whatever fuel is to hand. We must not hesitate to stoop to casc-by-basc legalism to argue,
after hearing both sides, about wwhat is permitted and what is forbidden. But we must place the
analysis of the technical details, and, perhaps, an examination of more basic principles, alongside
complicated plots, real or mythological, and interpret them on several levels, where the always-
present not-said and not-tho ught can at least be rendered wvisible and thus become, even if onl)‘

for the moment, p:u'tl}' said and p:lrtl}' tho ught.
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But this form may not be as radically new as it seems. No doubt we can derive inspiration
from the dialogues of the schools of antiquity, in which myth, science, and philosophy were not
yet scparated, neither from one another nor from the experience of right thinking in pursuit
of right living—swith onesclf, with others, and with nature. Alongside the works of the ancient
schools of philosophy, the inquiries conducted in the rabbinical academics of Palestine and Baby-
lonia have come down to us in the unique style of the debates and narratives of the Talmud. The
legal disputations aimed at establishing just laws on the basis of multilevel interpretations of bib-
lical myths and statutes arc interwoven there with new legends or aggadof. The midrashic and
kabbalistic literature took up these accounts and developed them into new myths, re-energizing
and amplifying their interpretive power. We too can be inspired by this form, without necessar-
ily adhering, of course, to the literal sense, for at least two reasons. First, the social, scientific,
technological, and philesophic context of two thousand years ago is incompatible with that of
today, even if what we call “human nature™ does not scem to have changed very much in the in-
terim, at least in the biological sense. Above all, however, it is the nature of mythical narrative to
be resumed again and again, generation after generation, in a recursion that amplifies it and in
which the letter of the commentary, and of the commentary on the commentary, scrves as a new
text to be interpreted, as a pretext for new interpretations.

What is the status of the randomness of birth, of chance, of the ignorance of causes that we
call “fate,™ in a world that we are increasingly able to control, where we can even plan for un-
certainty by means of probabilistic estimates of risk? Isn’ it the vocation—or destiny—of our
species to usc its inherent capacities, its large brain and its cognitive and linguistic abilities, to
order and control the rest of nature? But does wwhat applics to the rest of nature also appl}' to the
human species? Is it humanity’s destiny to suppress destiny by means of planning? Arc human
knowledge and technology viclations of natural law, a rape of nature, on which they arc imposed
like some monstrous anomaly? Could they be a curse on humankind, generation after genera-
tion, massacre after massacre, always increasing in number and intensity, in proportion to hu-
manity’s control over everything that is not itself? Or are they merely onec of the many products
of that same nature?

Are we the children of Prometheus only? Are we not also the children of Adam, who was en-
joined to fill up the earth, to occupy it and deminate it, to rule the fish in the sea, the birds in the
sy, the terrestrial animals and every living thing that creeps on the carth? Clearly human domi-
nation of nature is not the p'.rons ct of the cultures that prcscrvc..l this m)‘th. On the contrary, the
narrative merely expresses, in its own way, the dominion of the human species as it has always
been experienced, in all latitudes and by all cultures.

In the same fashion, the narrative of Genesis is also the story of a curse. The narrative coils
lilke a serpent around the two poles of the human anomaly, knowledge and morality, with Homio
faEve-r and sapiens sapiens at onc end and the suﬁcring thcy inflict on others and on themselves at
the other. At one end is the evil that they do, suffer, imagine, and plan; at the other, the good, the
happiness, and the bliss that they also imagine and try to plan—in short, the angels and demons
with which they fill their universe, inside and outside themselves. The myths of Genesis and of

the sp arks of randomness make it possiblc to c::plorc all this.
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Curiously, as a matter of bourgeois morality and for law, the English term for an infant born
out of wedlock is “natural child,” as if the institution of marriage endowed children with the su-
perior status of “artificial children™! (The same idiom is found in French.) Today, indeed, we are
not far from the production of true artificial children, not through social institutions but through
biotechnology. Will this be bad or good? For humanity today? For the men and women of the
future, at least some of whom may be such children?

When we refer to the biblical account of Adam and Evc’s transgression and the curse that
followwed it, we will do our best to forget the received ideas about “original sin.™ In the Western
world, the history of Adam, Eve, and the scrpent is generally associated with the Augustinian in-
terpretation impeosed on Christian orthodoxy since the fifth century: human beings are doomed
to unhappiness and suffering because of the sin of the flesh committed by our first parents, Adam
and Eve. Sex is fundamentally evil; holiness demands abstinence and celibacy. We inherit their sin
and guilt at the moment of conception, which is produced by that very same sin; this explains all
the unhappiness and suffering with which human beings are afflicted from the moment of birth,
including infants who have not yet had time to do something bad of their own free will.

For some Augustinian theologians, this universal predestination to evil negates free will; the
only way to escape it is divine grace and obedience to the authorities of City and Church. In this
form, which centuries of catechism have made familiar to and inculcated in millions of children,
the story has played and continues to play a decisive role in the moral and religions mind-set that
is almost consubstantial with Western civilization. It has shaped notions that still hold meaning,
even for those outside the Church, of male and especially female sexuality; of the family and the
body; of birth and death; of guilt, holiness, and innocence. But the early Christian Church, subver
sive and persecuted, before the Christianization of the Roman Empire placed it in the saddle, did
not always hold this interpretation. Augustine himself was able to impose it only after protracted
theological and political debates. Elaine Pagels” Adawms, Evve and the Serpent,! which offers a con-
. Blaine Pagels, Adum, Eve, and the tc-rnpor:u’}' and critical Christian perspective on the history
Serpent (Mew York: Random House,  of primitive Christianity, clearly depicts the protagonists and
1988) issucs of these controversies. It was a matter of divergent in-
terpretations of the first few chapters of Genesis, where this foundational story is told. In the year
418, at the end of the Pelagian controversy, the Augustinian reading was proclaimed to be ortho-
dox. All other views were condemned as heretical and their proponents were excommunicated.
Their interpretations, less misogynistic and less appalling, did not highlight the sexual aspects of
the story but rather its message of individual freedom and responsibility to obey or transgress
divine law, in a world that is fundamentally good, in the image of its Creator. These interpreta-
tions, deemed heretical ever since {despite having been defended by bishops of the Church), had
been preceded by other interpretations, of Gnostic inspiration, which were, if possible, even more
heretical and had been condemned even more quickly. Today, especially since the discovery of the
library at Nag Hammadi, we know that Gnostic interpretations of the Bible and Gospels were an
integral part of carly Christianity, at least during its first two centuries. One of their characteristics
was the symbolic nature, cosmic rather than anthropological, they attributed to the biblical pro-

tagonists. For example, in some of these interpretations Eve is an icon of wisdom, the mother of
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the universe, rather than a woman of flesh and blood. In a similar vein, the virginity of the mother
of Christ was not understood literally.* In general, these extraordinary stories, including the first
chapters of Genesis, were understood less as edifying tales with a moralizing bent, intended to
nurture a particular social and religious doctrine upheld by the Church abeout the relative values of
celibacy and marriage, for example, than as myths of origin, like the Greek or Egyptian traditions
they supplanted. This difference must be underlined. For some Christian Gnosties,

the story was never meant to be taken licerally but should be understood as spiritual allegory—not so much
history with a moral as pryvth with meaning. These gnostics took each line of the Scriptures as an enigma, a
riddle pointing to deeper meaning. Kead this way, the text became a shimmering surface of symbols, inviting
the spiritually adventurous to explore its hidden depths, to draw upen their own inner experience—what
artists call the creative imagination—to interprer the story. . . . Consequently, gnostic Christians neither
sought nor found any consensus conceming what the story meant but regarded Genesis 1—3 rather like a
fugal melody upon which they continually improvised new variations, all of which, Bishop Irenaeus said,

were “full of blasphemy.”?

But this was nothing new. Philo had employed and greatly expanded this metheod of allegori-
cal interpretation. Similarly, for some philosophers, mainly Stoics, the Illiad and Odyssey were
not to be understood according to their surface meaning as accounts of the rivalries and loves
of the gods. Their surface meanings concealed dccpcr truths of natural philosoph}' that could
be uncovered by a symbolic reading. The rabbis of the Talmud and the Midrash were raised in
this type of interpretation, associated and superimposed on the plain meaning of the biblical
text, to the extent that it allows itself to be grasped. Kabbalistic interpretations that uncover
and develop the “hidden™ meaning of the text merely amplified and systematized this tendency,
already found in the Talmud. It is not astonishing that kabbalah sometimes demonstrates fa-
miliarity with Gnostic themes, as in its ideas about what preceded creation, to which we shall
return later. Gershom Scholem saw this as reflecting the direct influence of Gnosis on some
sources of the kabbalah* Moshe Idel, on the contrary, suggests that it was Gnosis that drew on
ancient Jewish influences, or at least that the influences were 2. See cadem, The Grostic Gospels
(I9ew Yorl: Random House, 1979,

I989].
3. Pagels, Adam, Eve, and the Ser-

mutual.? The interpretations of the story of Adam and Ewve
that we will look at below, like the lcgcnd of the sp arks of

randomness that inspircd the prescnt worlk, are much closer
in method, if not in content, to Gnostic construals than to
those derived from Augustine.® They differ, nevertheless, in
at least two points. First, the symbolic interpretation does
not cancel out the literal meaning but is superimposed on it.
Adam is at the same time the first man, an archetypal figure
of the human nature in cach person, “male and female,”
and Adam Kadwion, the primordial human being, a cos-
mic and divine figure that fills the universe, simultancously
creator and created. (In this respect, the kabbalistic read-

ings arc often less rigorously allegorical than Phile’s, for

bent, p. 64,

4. Gershom Scholem, Crigies of the
Kabbalah, ed. R. ] Zwi Werblowsly,
trans, Allan Arlrush (Philadelphia: Jewish
Publication Society, Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1987); idem, Kabbalah
(Iew Yorln Quadrangle, 1974), pp. 10—
14, on “rabbinical gnosticism. ?

5. Moshe Idel, Kabbalah, New Per-
spectives (MMew Haven: Yale University
Press, 1988), pp. 115-157.

6. See, for example, Michel Tardieu,
Trois mythes grostigues: Adam, Eros
et les animaux d'Egyvbte dans wn écrit
de Nag Hamunadi (IL,5) (Paris: Institut
démdes augustiniennes, 19 74).
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example.) A second and decisive difference is that, unlike the Christian gnostic interpretations,
which were swiftly condemned by the Church and banished from its doctrine, the kabbalistic
interpretations, with all their diversity, have remained an integral part of orthodox rabbinic Ju-
daism. They arc less well known than interpretations that are casicr to understand and employ
in religious instruction, whose goal is edification and enlightenment; but over the generations,
until the beginning of the twenticth century, their authors were frequently prominent teachers of
rabbinic orthodoxy, sometimes community rabbis. For all these reasons, we will use the biblical
story of Adam and Eve and its rabbinic commentaries as a myth that is pregnant with multiple
meanings, discarding the received notions of original sin and hereditary curse, the inevitable evil
character of physical nature that derives from them, redemption through celibacy, and mortifi-
cation of the flesh as the road to salvation. We will read it, not as a story with a moral, but as
an album of images of diverse and contrasting aspects of the human condition, associated in
particular with the protracted period of childhood and maturation that follows birth and with
the long interval between sexual maturity and intellectual and emotional maturity: the Tree of
Knowledge is assimilated before the Tree of Life (although we can casily imagine that the inverse
chronology might have produced a happier outcome). If, all the same, there is a moral to be
drawn from the story, it must involve the scarch for some sort of redress or rcp:lr:ttion—that
is, a way to ameliorate this condition by identifying the harmful effects, the sources of pain and
suffering, in order to climinate, attenuate, or transform them.

In the first chapter of this work, we will examine the theme of the Golem, the artificial human-
oid of the talmudic and kabbalistic literature. We will consider how it relates to the multiple
levels of lcnowlc;lgc and holiness that can be attained thro ugh s‘mn.l)' of the Torah, which the Tal-
mud conceives of as a P:ll‘:l.llcl scarch for the truths of nature and for the cthical and lcg:ll NOImSs,
both socictal and individual, that make right living possible. In the light of the biblical and tal-
mudic myths, the transformations of the human condition that the twenticth and twenty-first
centuries seem to be producing may not be as extraordinary as they seem. More precisely, it is
their move from the imaginary world of m}"rh to concrete ICJ.J.i‘E}' that scems to be quite new and
unprecedented, given that they have always been present in narrative fiction, at least as possibili-
tics associated with some image of human nature.

Little by little, science and technology scem to be liberating the children of Adam and Eve
from the biblical curse of painful toil and painful childbirth. The era of machines, industrial and
postindustrial, increasingly frees men and women from their sentence to life at hard labor. The
amount of time people spend working has been decreasing for the last two centurics. Unlike the
pessimistic and resigned interpretations that some catechisms give to the biblical narrative, this
release from labor and pain corresp onds to the h.ighcst and most basic vocation of the human
race, which—certainly for the talmudic sages—is precisely the creative activity of knowledge and
wisdom and by no means subjection to toil and pain.

“Every manis born for toil,” stated Rabbi Eleazar, citing Job 5:7. However, the sage continues:
“I do not know whether this means toil by mouth or the toil of physical labor. But when it says
“for his mouth compels him’ (Prov. 16:26), I may deduce that toil by mouth is meant. Yet I still

do not know whether [this means] toil in the Torah or in [secular] conversation. But when it says,
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“This book of the Torah shall not depart from your mouth” (Josh. 1:8), I conclude that one was
created to labor in the Torah.™

Work is no more than a regrettable necessity. Release from it would permit the true nature
of human beings to blossom in the world of wisdom and of the words that _

7. B Sarhedrin oob.
express it. The curse imposed on the first man, condemned to earn his bread
by the sweat of his brow, was not pronounced to be borne as inevitable. On the contrary, it is to
be rectified along with the sin itself, gencration after generation.

The same applies to the curse that women will give birth in pain. Today childbirth is no longer
the agonizing and dangerous ordeal that it was less than a century ago. We can even see, on the
horizon, total release from its burden—at least for those women wheo perceive it as such. Symboli-
cally, we can say that the pill and the automatic washing machine have set women free. The wash-
ing machine spares them a disagrecable daily domestic task and has also made men were more
willing to pitch in and help. The pill permitted the revolution of manners that is called, perhaps
not totally appropriately, “sexual liberation.” Sex without proereation became relatively casy. It
was the beginning of “family planning,™ which allows women to avoid unplanned pregnancies.
The legalization of contraceptives and abortion has given them a large measure of control. For
now this is merely negative—preventing the uncertainty of unwanted births. But the process of ac-
tive planning, with the attendant risk, sooner or latey, of achieving a total separation between re-
production and sex, is on the way. Children will then be produced from start (in vitro fertilization
or cloning) to finish {artificial gestation) outside a woman’s body. We are still rather far from this,
especially ex vivo gestation; in principle, though, nothing prevents us from imagining the solution
of the many technical problems associated with the invention of an artificial uterus. When that
happens, the production of living beings—human and nonhuman—swill accompany, more or less
inevita bly, the liberation of men and women from the existential curses that compel them to suffer
simply in order to survive, feed themselves, and reproduce. The pains of labor—in both senses of
the term—swill have disappeared.

Human reproductive cloning would be another step in this direction. For now it seems fated
to be outlawed b}' a broad international consensus; and thisis a goo..l th.ing, for reasons that (as
we shall see) are social, rather than biological or metaphysical. But who knows what humanity
will have become in a century or two? What “value™ will be invoked to deny wwomen the right to
control their own bodies and to liberate themselves from the constraints of pregnancy? As in the
legend of Jeremiah and the perfect golem he made, the only question is wwhether human socicties
can reach the moral level rcquirc..l to meet the ch:tllcngc po sed b}' a capacity to cmploy tcc}molog}'
to fully control and streamline the lives of human beings. Would the individuals and institutions
that wield this power be gcncrous cnough and go od cnough to avoid succumbing to the tempta-
tion of diverting it to their own profit? Would the “parents™ of infants produced in this way be
sufficiently generous to create an environment conducive to their physical and moral growth and
felicitous freedom? For the moment, it would no doubt be overly optimistic and na’ve to answer
in the affirmative. But this might well change in the near or distant future. The most pessimistic
scenarios are not necessarily the most probable ones. We can heed the prophets of disaster and

avert their predictions. In the end, there is no reason moral progress cannot accompany technical
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progress. After all, slavery—a social norm in the ancient world, not to mention in recent centu-
rics—has ﬁn::lll)‘ been abolished, almost cvcr)‘whcrc, b)‘ virtue of the tcch_nological progress that
diminished its utility—even if its strrogates survive in regions where humans are still exploited.
For the first time in human histery, the violence of wwar as a way to settle disputes—along with
other related forms of brutalit}' such as torture, gcno cide, and repression—is condemned b}' the
international community. Certain measures, though still rather limited, are being taken; institu-
tions lile the International Court of Justice have been established to translate this condemnation
into action, however timidly. Yet well into the twenticth century, not only was such vielence the
norm, it was the main source of glory in the cthos of nations. Pacifists were utopians even more
than they were a minority.

So nothing prevents us from imagining an era when humanity, at peace and increasingly open
to the refinements of the life of the mind, makes intcl].igcnt and constructive usc of the results of
technological progress, including those related to the production of life. Nothing is inherently
cvil, in this domain as in others. Everything depends on the intellectual and moral environment.
We have no reason not to believe that practices that raise the specter of serious moral regression,
in our present environment, might one day, in a different moral and intellectual context, be bene-
ficial. Today we can only imagine such a context, in a more or less mad utopian vision of another
world, or of a return to a lost par:u].isc.

But reproduction without sex poses another problem. What will become of sexual knowledge
if it 1s totally detached from proecreation, when there is no longer a created child to support the
family and social bond or just to serve as a pretext for this bond? Here, at least, the concept is
not so far-fetched and we can :Jlrc:u.l)' come up with some idea of the answer

Ewery sexual union is intrinsically fertile. Even if it fails to produce a child, its effects are like
spirits or souls that remain attached to those who produch them, :Jngcls or demons, Jcpcn;].ing
on the spiritual state of the two partners at the moment of their union. Angels or demons, depend-
ing on whether the encounter went beyond self and was giving and open, or was merely use and
abuse of the other party—it bcing understood morcover, that :Lngcls can become demons and vice
versa. The Tree of Knowledge of Genesis, ‘e ha-da‘at tor va-ra’, is not only the *trec of knowl-
cdge of good and evil,™ as it is usually rendered. The Hebrew can also be rendered the “trec of
knowledge, [which is both] good and bad,™ of life and death intermingled. It is contrasted to the
Tree of I...i.fc., :thhough the two trees are in fact on.l)' onec, at their source, whcrc., as we shall sEC, evil
is not evil. This biblical knowledge is clearly nothing other than the libide, but the entire libide: an
awalkening of the senses and the mind to knowledge of sex through sex, an initiation in the reality
of impulses and their stakes, in the power of desire, in happiness and unhappiness, and the good
and evil that accompany their satisfaction; loss of the animal innocence of one who didn’ know,
good and bad knowledge, the source of joy, pleasure, happiness, and even of “blessedness,” but
also the origin of unhappiness, suffering, and death. In the wake of moral codes, law, and psychia-
try, biology has now gained a hold on this ambivalence; we can—and perhaps should—use hor-
mones to treat sexual deviants, The fact that, in these extreme circumstances, Eros has not been
able to scparate itself from Thanatos is the meaning of the warning to Adam and Eve, when their

cyes were not yet open, in the (relative) innocence before they achieved puberty: “On the day that
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you cat of it you shall die™ (Gen. 2:17). Not simply to dic at the appointed time, in accordance
with nature, but also not to live, unless it be a life that is entirely “for death.™

In this story the Tree of Life is the remedy, the wisdom that is hard to reach but attainable.
It is guarded by the ominous Cherubim who stand vigil over the gates of Eden after the expul-
sion; but the sap of the Tree of Life, the wisdom inscribed on the Tablets of the Law, waits to be
incorporated and given loving voice, between the Cherubim who embraced in the Holy of Holies
in the Temple. It makes it possible to invert the image, at least in principle, and to conceive of
death as “for life.™ This evokes the notion of programmed cell death, what we now call “apo-
ptosis,” a physiological death thatis part of the normal processes of embryonic development and
tissuc regeneration in organisms. As for the reality of our own death, which we can only imagine,
wisdom tends to keep it within the bound of “death in its own time.™ While waiting, in a sort of
mental apoptosis, we live it as a desire for and impending failure of the future and the fullness
of possibilitics.

In the Lurianic kabbalah, developed in Safed in the sixteenth century, the legend of the sparks
of randomness served as the foundational myth of an arcanc account, both moral and cosmic,
whose crux, from the origin until the end of time, is preciscly the career of these scattered sparks
in the chain of generations and their role in a narrative of humanity as a series of begettings, the
production of living beings by other living beings.

An analysis of this myth (an extension of the myth of the Tree of Knowledge) will serve us as
the connecting thread for addressing several problems raised by the artificial fabrication of livw-
ing things as it relates to the fundamental ambivalence of knowledge. Science is not neutral, as is
often still said in an attempt to attach value judgments about its constructive or destructive effects
to its applications only. But neither is it bad or good in itself; it is ambignous, both at the same
time. Science is simultancously good and bad, open and closed, the carrier of both life and death,
the source of truths and of illusions—just like life itself, which exists only by virtue of the thou-
sand deaths that enable it to be renewed. The Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of Life are one.
Good and evil, life and death: these are relative to the point of view, particular or universal, to the
long-term or immediate interest. The myth of the Tree of Knowledge is not that of Prometheus;
knowledge is not stolen, any more than life is. It is given, like life, through a sin without guilt that
is an integral part of the system of giving and receiving, which can be recognized as a sin and can
then set in motion the desire for atonement.

But the contemporary biclogical revolution is not merely technological. It has clear philo-
sophical implications, inasmuch as the notion of Life has a new status. To paraphrase the biolo-
gist Albert Szent-Gyérgi, Life no longer exists as the object of scientific investigation. Life per se
is no longer the object of those disciplines still called “the life sciences.™ But life, as the sum total
of the lived experiences of our existence, clearly remains at the center of our social images and of
our philosophical and moral questions. This is the source of the multiple misunderstandings and
problems that accompany the progressive biologization of daily life. The objects of biology are
increasingly remote and differentiated both from “life™ and from the living in general, as this sci-
cnce focuses on the study of physical and chemical mechanisms that can provide an operational

cxplanation of the structure and activity of organisms. The value of these explanations derives
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cssentially from the fact that they make it possible to control the normal or pathological func-
tioning of organisms and offer, for the first time, the possibility of producing biclogical artifacts
(transgenctic organisms, chimeras, clones, cte.) in the way in which we are accustomed to ma-
nipulate inanimate objects using physics and chemistry. Our society’s prevalent images of life
and death; of the vegetable, animal, and human; of sexwality and illness; and of the normal and
the pathological arc superpositions of concepts derived from biology on top of outdated images
that integrated the experience of daily life with traditional animist and vitalist ideas. This is why
our most common images of the living (le vizant) are often at odds with contemporary biologi-
cal ideas; the former are generally based on a confusion of the notion of Life, as the ostensible
object of the biclogical sciences, with the subjective and intersubjective experience of daily life.
Furthermore, these confused images depend on the accelerated pace of fundamental discoveries
in biclogy and the upheavals that these discoveries have provoked and stimulate in our images of
what we habitually refer to as “life.”

As for the social sciences and humanities, their traditional object is human beings, of the same
order as the animal and vegetable and disjoined from the inanimate mineral. Scholarly discourses
about social images of the living generally maintain that the living, the object of the life sciences,
isalso what everyone automatically understands by the word “life.™ In fact, biology increasingly
locates its objects at the cellular and molecular level, of the same order as the “inanimate™ ob-
jects of chemistry and physics, severed in practice (if not in principle) from the living, of which
human beings are supposed to be in some fashion the ultimate paradigm. This helps perpetuate
the misunderstanding about the development of this science, which is still held to be, as in the
past, the science of life or the science of the living. A similar situation exists with regard to psy-
chology and social images of the mind. These are still permeated by ancient notions of the na-
ture and actvity of the soul, though to .J:L}' these bclong to the realm of folk psycholog}'. But the
soul has long since ceased to be an object of scientific inquiry and psychological science no lon-
ger concerns itself with these questions. The same has happened, although much more recently,
to “life,™ which used to be associated with the vegetable, animal, and intellectual souls and was
held to explain the activity of “animate™ (i.c., endowed with an anima, a soul) beings. This too is
no longer an object of scientific inquiry, although it remains the province of what we might call
“folk biology.™

In Chapter 2, we will look at some consequences of this state of affairs. We will sec that
we have indeed returned to the age of seminal reason and spermatic knowledge. The absolute
monism suggested by the current sciences of living and thinking bodies makes the ancient no-
tions of the logos spermatikos or of the spermatic sparks of randomness, endowed with cognitive
propertics, less strange to us. The total integration of the physical and mental implied by these
notions was difficult to assimilate into the vitalist and spiritualist (or Cartesian dualist, in the best
case) context in which thcolog}' and then natural philo soph}' WCIe prop ounded until the second
half of the twenticth century. The materialist monism presupposed by contemporary biology, ex-
tended to human biology, is certainly quite different from the physicalist and animist monism of
the ancients. But it leads us to rediscover the reality of a “union of soul and body™ whose most

remarkable propertics we forgot while philosophy was busy with the Mind or with Life and the
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material sciences dealt only with the relatively simple physical objects of physics and chemistry.
Until rcccnﬂ}', these sciences were not able to extend their domain to the complc:s: and compoun..l
bodies that are organisms. Three centuries later, Spinoza’s prediction in the Ethics scems to have
been realized: “We thus comprehend, not only that the human mind is united to the body, but
also the nature of the union between mind and body. However, no one will be able to grasp this
adequately or distinctly, unless he first has adequate knowledge of the nature of our body™ (II 13,
Note). This also entails that we deal seriously with the natural determinations we discover in
our actions. They include, of course, biological causes that cannot be reduced to the effect of
gcnces, becanse thcy include the effects ofrcgul:ltor)‘ systems—ncrvous, endocrine, immune—that
develop epigenetically in and through the life of cach individual and guarantec his or her con-
tinuing identity. But there are also social and cultural cavses, conscious or unconscious, that are
integrated with the previous sct. All of this reopens the question of free will and moral respon-
sibility, this time on the basis of new foundations that cannot be reduced to those of Kantian or
post-Kantian idealism. We shall sec how the author of a kabbalistic treatise of the carly twen-
ticth century, Sefer ba-De'ab (The Book of Knowledge), interprets the biblical myths and the
legends and parables of the Talmud by means of the metaphor of a divine intrigue or drama in
which our experience of free will is an actor The drama is that of an absolute determinism that
cxploits this experience while always proceeding according to the law of its timeless necessity,
forescen from all cternity.

In Chapter 3, we will tackle the question of the moral subject, whose actions are set in motion
by hidden internal and external causes. This will lead us to clements of what might be called “tal-
mudic demonology.™ More precisely, we will consider those elements of the myth of the sparks
of randomness {and the many commentaries on it} that lead to intercourse with various natural
forces that arc held to be spirits, whether angels or demons. Such beings continued to infuse the
science of classical antiquity and the Renaissance until the century of Descartes, with his “animal
spirits.” So it is not astonishing that they are to be found not only in the legendary narratives
of talmudic aggadab and the Midrash, but also in the legal sections of the Talmud. Our read-
ing of these texts will be guided by the hermencutic method of ancient rabbinic thought, which
postmodern literary criticism scems to have rediscovered in part. We will apply this method to
a mumber of talmudic texts and commentaries that credit spirits and demons with causal ageney
in the natural course of events, beneficial or otherwise, and in the meaning of these events for
the human beings affected by them. We will then employ our sketch of talmudic demonology to
restore the use of causal explanations in the attempts to make the world intelligible, which has
characterized human thought always and everywhere. The characteristics of this magical, pre-
scientific causality may help us uncover the newer traps of scientific causality, into which those
who would extend its effective OPCJ.‘:It.iOD:]l control to serve as a source of meaning for human
existence keep falling.

Through the lens of the paired myths of the Flood and the Tower of Babel, where we again
encounter the demons of the sparlcs of randomness, we also see the shadow of su bjccts built from
the scattered remnants of Adamic knowledge. Everywhere and always, ever since Homo sapiens

invented articulate language—though without turning into a computer programmed by one of
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his descendants (that is, without emerging from his affective animality)—there has been a close
link between the two modes of breakdown of the subjcct, rcprcscntc..l b}' these m}'ths. The alter-
natives arc fusion into the undifferentiated whole, drowned by the flood, and solipsistic imprison-
ment in some language of Babel that is never truly understood without misunderstanding, except
by cach individual, alone, in the unique fortuity of the conditions in which he or she learned it. To
join these two, for more than twcnt}'—ﬁvc hundred years human bcings have been cn..lc:tvoring to
pave a path of linguistic intersubjectivity, called “reason,™ across the bridges built of “common™
notions, which we recognize, well or poorly, as shared by many individuals endowed with articu-
late langnage. The other type of intersubjectivity, nonverbal and nonrational, neither rational or
irrational—music, for example, or, more generally, acsthetic or amorous communion—does not
diminish the tension between these opposing terms. On the contrary, it pulls on the scparated
beings, tugging on their nostalgia for an undifferentiated mystical fusion that today can only be
both cxciting and death-dealing.

Our hermeneutic ramblings in these first three chapters will expose us to various themes of
classical philosophy, such as determinism and freedom, causality, and the mind-body problem.
We will then discover a close resemblance, which may seem paradoxical and unexpected, to what
is sometimes referred to as “absolute rationalism,™ as expressed in Spinoza’s Ethics. This is why,
in Chapter 4, we will attempt to untangle the threads of the ambiguous link between myth and
philosophy in general, and, more particularly, between certain currents of kabbalah and Spinoza’s
thought. This chapter may appear to be a long digression from our main theme; readers in a hurry
who decide not to linger there will not lose the thread of the book as a whole. Nevertheless, this is
where the engine that propels our inquiry is taken apart, where the points of departure, angles of
attack, and perspectives from which we spc:llc., read, and write are enumerated and anal}'zcd, to
the extent possiblc. In that ch:tptcr we will try to clarif}' the mode of tho ught and method of anal-
ysis, based on association and dissociation, that I have referred to elsewhere as an “intercritique.™
Rather than an intercritique of science and myth, the subtitle of that carlier work, Enlightennient
to Enlightenment, here we are dealing with myth and philesophy.

We shall see that even if the inquiry is, strictly speaking, philosophical, the answers that phi-
losophcrs suppl}' to their own questions are :LJW:L}'S pcrmc:ttcd b)‘ clements of m}'th., ancient and
modern. After three centuries .Juring which the natural sciences and ph.ilosoph)‘ have been rela-
tively independent of cach other, the latter remains, as in the past, and despite the critiques of the
Enlightenment, a jumble of philosophical questions and mythological answers. Even Spinoza in
his key worlk, despite the rigor of the geometric method employed, proceeds in the tradition of
ancient philosophy, for all that he radically refashions it in the mold of classical rationalism and
the new scicnce that was developing before his eyes and with which he was acquainted. In this
context we shall analyze the relevance and foundations of several major critiques of Spineza, in-
cluding, among the most striking, Leibniz on Spinoza’ “monstrous doctrine,” “a combination of
the Cabala and Cartesianism, corrupted to the extreme,” and Salomon Maimen’ apparently par-
adoxical concept of the kabbalah as “expanded Spinozism.™ But our concern will not be merely
historical. Rathey, wwe will embark on a process of construction, incorporating the great philoso-

phers of the past, singly or in combination, into ovr thinking in the present, so that, transcending
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specific historical conditions, a philosophia perennis can emerge. In a certain sense, the scientific
revolution of the seventeenth century did not reach its conclusion until the twentieth, because it is
only for ns—switnesses to the successes of contemporary biology, which is mechanistic, moleculaz,
and physical-chemical—that the mechanical revolution that transformed first physics and then
chemistry has had animpact on our knowledge of living beings.

Thus we find ourselves at the junction between modernism, which seems to be coming to
an end, and a new cra in the adventure of knowledge. Postmodernism, the deconstruction into
caricaturc of established verities, is only a first step—a trial run?—a symptom of the transition
between yesterday’s modernity and tomorrow’s. As for carlier transitions, we would do well to
investigate its foundations and its links to the knowledge of the past. Who knows whether we
will have need of new foundations that necessarily reuse older stones, though arranged in a dif-
ferent pattern? It is not useless to delve into the memorial debris of past eras and try to discover
whatever is there that can still be of service. Spuring a dialogue among the ancient founda-
tional texts, over the centuries and across l::lnguagcs, can hclp uncover some of these buildj.ng
blocks. The Talmud—produced at the interface of the Greco-Roman world and the Christian
and Muslim Middle Ages, and the kabbalah, elaborated at the junction of the Middle Ages and
the Renaissance—express a unique body of thought developed over centuries, in Hebrew and in
Aramaic, in the crucible of the rabbinic academies; they also mirror the Greek and Latin philoso-
phy (sometimes with a detour through classical Arabic) that parallels it. Later, at the watershed
marked by the Scientific Revolution, we will of course encounter Pascal and Descartes, but also,
perhaps more profoundly, Leibniz and especially Spinoza. We will see that the philosophy of the
Ethics is an indispensable link between a natural philesophy, re-embedded in the present, and the
ancient doctrines that understood ethics on the basis of knowledge of the determining canses of
the undissociated body-mind.

We must pause here to avoid misunderstanding. It would be absurd and ridiculous to think
that the references to Spinoza in this work, alongside analyses of texts from the ancient Jewish
hermeneutic tradition, might justify an attempt to “recover™ this philosophy for theology, rab-
binic or other, from which it was always at pains to demarcate itself and against which it always
fo ught. Al‘l'hough Spinoza’s phﬂosoph}' can serve as the consummate link between the seventeenth
century and the Modern Era, its richness, originality, and coherence mean that it cannot be re-
duced to anything other than itself. His ideas have justly been referred to as absolute rationalism
and have been tugged in various directions, sometimes toward modern materialism and some-
times toward the idealism of the philosophics of mind. Yet Martial Guéroult’s “mystique without
mystery” remains the most suggestive, if not the most appropriate, cpithet for this philosophy,
because of the strange way in which it scems to be paradoxical when it is in fact perfectly rigorous
and in any case irreducible. Numerous contemporary studies, following on the heels of three cen-
turies of fascinated ostracism and ignorance of the “accursed™ philosopher, have begun to correct
many misunderstandings. They make it possible to follow the proper motion of this thought in its
timeless and cternal aspect, modeled on the mathematical truths to which its own format refers.
Neither the critical philosophies of the cighteenth and nineteenth centuries nor positivism and the
linguistic philosophies of the twenticth century have detracted from the relevance of this system,
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which scems from the outset to have shielded itself against blows from any source, not b)‘ retreat-
ing into its own shell but, on the contrary, by warding off in advance the successive assaults that
these philosophies have made on their predecessors and on the very idea of a philosophical system.

In The Atheism of Scripture, Volume 2 of the present work, we shall sec how the rabbinic her-
meneutic tradition of midrash and kabbalah escapes the confines of a single and unique meaning
that the presumed divine author of the text impressed upon it. The ultimate meaning, the secret
or sod of kabbalistic interpretations, is more deeply “hidden™ in the text because it is suggested
by what is not there, by the infinite possibilities of the blank page, the margins, the white space
between the words. Far from being deducible from the text, the formal rules for constructing in-
terpretations project the latter onteo it and often mo;].if}' how the words are read, while lc:lvj.ng
their written form untouched. Onl}' scrup ulous respect for the form of the written text and for the
hermencutic rules limits the apparcnt arbitrariness of these construals and guarantees that thcy
retain some anchor in the text being interpreted.

Nothing could be more alien to this tradition of reading than the critical method of analysis
of Scripture inaugurated by Spinoza in his Tractatus Theologicus-Politicus. It is clear, on the
other hand, that in his youth he knew only the doctrinaire forms of rabbinic Judaism and that
the maximum openness and rationality he could conceive of in this context was that of Mai-
while leav-

ing them ample room—because he could find nothing in them “which was not a commonplace

monides and his followers. But he had to distinguish himself from them viclently

to those Gentile philosophers, . . . nothing but the reflections of Plato or Aristotle, or the like,
which it would often be casier for an ignorant man to dream than for the most accomplished
scholar to wrest out of the Bible™ (TTP, chap. 3, p. 176). “Maimonides and others™ are criti-
cized for twisting the plain sense of the text merely “to extort from Scripture confirmations of
Aristotelian quibbles and their own mnventions™ (ibid., chap. 1, p. T7)—in particular with re-
gard to the incorporecality of God and the theoretical and abstract character of the divine word,
thus clearly contradicting, ime and again, the explicit meaning of the biblical narrative. But re-
proaching Maimonides for his Aristotelianism was also popular with kabbalistic writers, some
of whom, like Nahmanides in the thirteenth century, demonstrated how poorly this theology
was suited to the plain sense of the biblical text. As for their own philosophy, linked to the an-
cient Jewish tradition of the Talmud and Midrash, and apparently closer to the Gnostics, Neo-
platonists, Stoics, and even Epicurcans, they based it on what the text does not say, rather than
on its plain meaning (Hebrew peshat), which they considered to be “simple™ (Hebrew pashut),
meant only for the uneducated common folls (Hebrew peshutei “am). Thus Spinoza’s desire to
detach philosophy from biblical exegesis, in order to guarantee his freedom to practice philoso-
phy in a Christian socicty—the true objective of the Tractatus—led him to analyze the ancient
phenomenen of prophecy and take it seriously. He ignored philosophical rabbinism, for which,
nevertheless, “the sage is superior to the prophet™ and whose emblematic figure, as he was for
Spinoza himself, is the philosopher-king Solomon, the “wisest of men™

8. B Hava bana 1aa. and author of Proverbs and Eecclesiastes. This mode of thought, which
informs the debates and aggadot of the Talmud, replaced ancient prophecy in the Diaspora Jew-

ish communitics from the time of the Babylonian exile, several centuries before the advent of
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Christianity. It is also possible, as we shall sce, that in his contemporary Amsterdam the author
of the Tractatus was cven more sensitive to the rabbis® “childish exercises™ and the kabbalists’
“madness™ because he witnessed the false messianism of the Sabbatcan movement (which, like
present-day messianic movements in Isracl and elsewhere, claimed to be based on kabbalistic
speculations and other eschatological calculations of the End of Days).

But this did not prevent Spinoza from conducting a dialogue, sub species aeternitatis, with
the ancient texts, even if he quotes them infrequently, simultancously building on and breaking
with the scholasticism of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, just as modern science established
itself by developing and rejecting prescientific thought. For us, this dialogue is essential, not to
pull Spinoza toward religion and theology but, on the contrary, because the tools and n=ights
provided by reading the Ethics in our modern philosophical context can facilitate interpretation
of the ancient texts. As we shall sce repeatedly, his philosophy, more than any other, makes it
possible to reread and vnderstand the masters of that ancient tradition in a rational and open
context that is particularly suited to the spirit of our own age. This spirit, whether we admire it
or deplore it, is nourished by the “geometrical™ sciences of natural causes, which demythify and
render intelligible the world of living beings and of consciousness that were, until not so long
ago, the last refuge of ignorance. On the other hand, despite the traces of prescientific think-
ing (ancient astrology, the natural magic of the Renaissance), the tradition of questioning these
texts—the constant oscillation between myth and philosophy, between existential individual
cthics and impersonal abstraction and shared reason—can be an inspiration for our own search
for practical wisdom, going beyond science and technology while recognizing them as vnrivaled
means for achieving comprehension and control.

Onece again, we are not talking about ignoring the differences. The same questions scem to
be poscd., cven though the concepts are borrowed and transformed, and different and often con-
tradictory answers arc offered to them. Nevertheless, in Spinoza, as well as in some kabbalists,
Stoics, and Neoplatonists, we find, more than anywhere clse, clements of an cpistemology that is
associated with an original monistic ontology, neither idealist nor materialist, and that is particu-
l::lrl}' suited to a natural phﬂosoph}' that is aware of what contemporary biolog}'., as the ph}'sics
and chemistry of organized beings, teaches us. The irreversible achievements of critical and posi-
tivist philosophy clearly cannot be ignored. But their proponents, whether Kant and the post-
Kantians or the logical positivists (with the notable exception of Wittgenstein), frequently fall into
the error of a critique that believes itself to be grounded abselutely and does not eriticize itself.

According to Wittgenstein, “"We are quite sure of it does not mean just that every single person
is certain of it, but that we belong to a community which is bound together by science and educa-
tion. We are satisficd that the carth is round.™® We can apply our experience of rational thinking
about the objects produced by scientific praxis to essay second-degree, critical thinking about our
own thought itsclf. This is one of the tasks of the philosophy of science and where it differs from
the sciences, although it can no longer claim to be their

ground, as it once did. But there does not seem to be any 9. Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, ed,
G. E. M. Anscombe and G. H. von Wright,
trans. Denis Paul and G. B. M. Anscombe
about our thoughts of things must not be thought in its {Oxford: Blackwell, 1974), §§298—200.

reason to halt in midstream and believe that our thinking
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own turn. To put it in Spinozist terms, we can believe that the idea of an object, conceived reflex-
wely as the idea of an idea, should lead us to take this idea of an idea as an ideatum in its own right
and to form anidea of anidea of an idea—and so on ad infinitum. But this infinite regress is mean-
ingless and comes to an end with the first reflexive idea of an idea. The fact that we pose the ques-
tion and answer it, even in the negative, seems to imply and constitute another level of reflexivity.
But this second level is inextricably interwwoven with the first one. A nonrelativist critical philoso phy
believes that it can consider a certain level of reflexivity as the source of the ultimate ground of its
truth. A relativist critical philesophy knows it cannot have such a ground, because of our limited
ability to hold multiple interleaved processes in the mind simultancously and because of the imited
capacity of language to express them. Furthermore, modern eritical philosophies, both idealist and
materialist, have proven to be out of step with the progress of the natural sciences, which thcy WCre
unable to foresee. By contrast, we believe that by transposing and translating these older philoso-
phics we can draw inspiration from them, without falling into a precritical regression, and try to
pro duce or reconstruct a natural ontolog}', and pcrh::lps an cthics, for our own time.

Another warning concerns the references to kabbalistic texts. Kabbalah, as the most important
cxpression of the mystical currents of Judaism, is traditionally opposed to the “rationalist™ legal
and philosophical currents whose emblematic figure is Maimonides, the twelfth-century physi-
clan, codifier, and philosopher, a disciple of Aristotle and Averroes. Today, wwhen irrationalism is
reconquering lost territory and taking over the media in one form or another, mild or violent—
mild in the astrology of the salon or broadcast studio, violent in the antics of certain God-crazed
individuals and cults—the scientific mysticism of Cérdoba'® or the overt delivium of various mil-

lenarian sects—we should not be astomished that kabbalah

o ‘At_d“ 1979 colloquium in Cér- is enjoying a spirited revival, in association with astrology,
doba, “Science and Censciousness,” sci- ) ) =
entists, clerics, and Jungian analysts got magic, tarot, and other occult pscudo -SCICTICES, and that it is
together to demonstrare the supposed  4]sp popular among some fundamentalist and/or messianic
conceptual unity of modern physics and ) )
ancient esoteric traditions. For an analy- currents of Orthodex Judaism. Henee we must strongly em-
sis and critique of this swange enwr-  phasize the classic distinction between speculative or philo-
prise, whose allure never seems to fade, ) L . .
see Atlan, Enlightenment, pp. 22—24. sophical kabbalah—swhich is what interests us here and is a

scholarly tradition closely related to Neoplatonism, no less
“rational”™ than the Aristotelianism of Maimonides that it supplanted in the Renaissance, at the
dawn of modern science—and practical kabbalah, the contemporary substrate of superstition and
cschatological frenzy. Today this distinction is even more germane than the difference between ec-
static or prophetic kabbalah and thevrgic kabbalah propounded by some modern historians of re-
ligion. The latter distinction, part of the tradition of academic Jewish studies, is the product of an
external comparative analysis more than a real difference of doctrine (it is, in fact, usvally only a
matter of emphasis). By contrast, the distinction between speculative kabbalah and practical kab-
balah has grown wider since modern science and critical philosophy broke with the prescientific
practices and lore of Renaissance natural magic. Here we arc interested exclusively in speculative
or philosophical kabbalah as a tradition of inquiry inwhich, as for the sages of the talmudic acad-
cmiecs and the philosophers of antiquity, the pursuit of cthical values cannot be separated from
the quest for rational intelligibility, which is always attentive to and dialoguing with the sciences.



