
 
How Kabbalah became part of Modern European Philosophy: 
IV: Which Blessing Should be Said on the Reading of Kant? 

Paul Franks 
 

 הוא ברוך המקום ברוך!
Horowitz  

 לקאנט מחכמתו שנתן ברוך!
Breuer 

 
 

1. Jürgen Habermas, “The German Idealism of the Jewish Philosophers” (1961): It 
remains astonishing how productively central motifs of the philosophy of German Idealism 
shaped so essentially by Protestantism can be developed in terms of the experience of the 
Jewish tradition.  Because the legacy of the Kabbalah already flowed into and was absorbed 
by Idealism, its light seems to refract all the more richly in the spectrum of a spirit in which 
something of the spirit of Jewish mysticism lives on, in however hidden a way. . .  It was this 
kind of [Lurianic] “theology” Walter Benjamin had in mind when he remarked that historical 
materialism would have been able to accept motifs of kabbalistic mysticism without further 
ado if only it were capable of assuming theology into its service. This reception actually 
happened with Ernst Bloch. . .  Because Bloch recurs to Schelling, and Schelling had brought 
from the spirit of Romanticism the heritage of the Kabbalah into the Protestant philosophy 
of German Idealism, the most Jewish elements of Bloch’s philosophy – if such categories 
have any meaning at all – are at the same time the authentically German ones. They make a 
mockery of the attempt to draw such a distinction at all.  

2. Two Aspects of Kant’s Transcendental Idealism: 
a. Constitution Thesis: the human faculty of cognition constitutes the form of the 

objects of possible human knowledge, so that we can know not only these objects 
but also their form 

b. Restriction Thesis: the human faculty of cognition cannot know the things as they 
are in themselves, in virtue of their own forms, independent of the human 

3. Salomon Maimon blesses Kant for the Constitution Thesis: 
a. With respect to things in themselves, Kant explicitly restores Plato’s ideas, 

understood as concepts of the absolute that cannot be instantiated by anything 
conditioned (and therefore by anything sensible), and there are three ideas: 

i. The idea of the I, topic of rational psychology 
ii. The idea of God, topic of rational theology 
iii. The idea of the intelligible world, topic of rational cosmology 

b. In Versuch über die Transzendentalphilosophie (1790),  Maimon unifies these three 
ideas by means of the al-Farabian/Maimonidean explanation of actualized intellect 
as a threefold identity: “You already know that the following dictum of the 
philosophers with reference to God, may He be exalted, is generally admitted: the 
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dictum being that He is the intellect as well as the intellectually cognizing subject and 
the intellectually cognized object, and that those three notions form in Him, may He 
be exalted, one single notion in which there is no multiplicity. . . this is one of the 
foundations of our law . . .  whenever intellect is in actu it is identical with the 
intellectually cognized thing.  And it has become clear that the act of every intellect, 
which act consists in its being intellectually cognizing, is identical with the essence of 
that intellect.  Consequently the intellectual cognition, the intellectually cognizing 
subject, and the intellectually cognized object are always one and the same thing in 
the case of everything that is cognized in actu.”  (Maimonides, Guide I ch. 68; see 
Al-Farabi (870-950), On the Principles of Existing Things, §26) 

c. Maimon celebrates Kant’s renewal of a Platonism to which the Rabbis also 
sometimes rose: “Reason finds that both it and its mode of operation are possible 
only on the presupposition of an infinite reason. The difference between these two 
kinds of reason (besides infinity) consists in this: infinite reason starts from the most 
universal and progresses (through determination) further and further towards the 
particular through nothing but infinite series . . . [and thereby] constitutes a real 
object . . .  By contrast, finite reason starts from the particular, and (by abstracting) 
always climbs towards the universal . . .  Finite reason approaches ever closer to 
infinite reason to infinity. The idea of its complete attainment is the idea of their 
union. It must therefore set itself no other limits, and it need have no fear of 
climbing too high, and of suffocating in the pure ethereal air (something that must. 
of course, happen without proper preparation) because it always acquires a 
constitution appropriate to the region. Our Talmudists (who, from time to time, 
have certainly expressed thoughts worthy of a Plato) say, ‘the students of wisdom 
find no rest, neither in this life nor yet in the life to come’, to which they relate, in 
their own way, the words of the Psalmists: ‘They go from strength to strength, to 
appear before the Almighty in Zion.’”  (Citing TB Berakhot, 64a/Moed Katan, 29a 
and Ps.84:8) [Note: one could translate ‘they go from faculty to faculty’, i.e., from 
sensibility to understanding to finite reason to infinite reason.] 

d. Kant’s problems can be solved only if  
i. “We assume an infinite understanding (at least as idea), for which the 

forms are at the same time objects of thought, I or that produces out of itself 
all possible kinds of connections and relations of things (the ideas). Our 
understanding is just the same, only in a limited way. This idea is sublime and 
will, I believe (if it is carried through), overcome the greatest difficulties of 
this kind.” (27) 

ii. “Many readers will imagine they are catching a glimpse of Spinozism here. 
So in order to prevent all misunderstandings of this kind, I now want to 
explain myself once and for all . . .  An idea is a method for finding a passage 
from the representation or concept of a thing to the thing itself . . .  So I 
differ from Kant's opinion on these two main issues: l) I hold a single idea 
(of an infinite understanding) to be sufficient, rather than the three he 
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assumes. 2) Kant maintains that these ideas are not objects of our cognition; 
I claim instead that they are objects of the understanding (although not of 
intuition): we have cognition of them as determined objects of thought, even 
if not in themselves (directly), but rather through the mediation of their 
schemas (what is given of them in intuition).” (265-66) 

e. In later works, Maimon clarifies that the human understanding proves itself to be 
infinite and constitutive in the creation of mathematical objects: 

i. Philosophisches Wörterbuch (1792), 33: Creatio ex nihilo is not altogether 
foreign to our concepts.  We find this concept within ourselves, for the 
human mind can think a priori objects by means of the understanding, and 
give them a priori matter or present them as objects through the faculty of 
the pure imagination; it is only incapable of giving them a posteriori matter. 

ii. Streifereien im Gebiete der Philosophie (1793), 20: In mathematics, we are 
godlike. 

f. Conversely, in Giv’at ha-Moreh (1791), Maimon applies Kant’s Copernican 
revolution to the threefold identity of Maimonides, Guide I ch. 68, which now 
means not that the form of the thing constitutes the form of the intellect but 
vice-versa: “This form [of causality] and other similar forms define the 
understanding and distinguish it from everything else. It follows from this that the 
intellected, that is, the aforementioned form, which is known through its connection 
to external things, is the understanding itself; similarly, the intellector, that is, the 
cause which produces the said forms, is the understanding, for the entire power of its 
operation is the intellect itself . . . . . the infinite understanding, praised be He, 
produces with the help of the forms of understanding the objects themselves, which 
are the intelligibilia. This possibility becomes evident in arithmetic where numbers 
are nothing but intelligible values, i.e., intellectual forms and their objects at one and 
the same time.” 

g. In correspondence (c. 1831), published in the Galician Enlightenment journal, 
Kerem Hemed 2 (1836), 108-113, Nachman Krochmal (1785-1840), author of 
Moreh Nevukhei ha-Zman (1851) responds to the request of Hirsh Mendel 
Pinelesm, a.k.a. Shalosh (1806-70) for explanation of Kant’s philosophy by telling 
him to read Maimon’s constitutivist explanation of Guide I ch. 68 

4. Pinhas Eliyahu Horowitz of Vilna blesses Kant for the Restriction Thesis: 
a. Sefer ha-Brit (1797), 119: “When this book [i.e., the Critique of Pure Reason or 

perhaps the Prolegomena] and its subject matter became known to me, I lifted up 
my hands to God the Most High and I said, ‘Blessed be the All-encompassing, 
blessed be He, that the time and the season has arrived to remove the ways of 
reflection from the land, and the proofs of the philosophers will be entirely cut off 
even among the nations, and truth will spring forth from the land and righteousness 
from the heavens, to repair the world in faith and in knowledge of God from 
received traditions [mekubalot] and from what has been transmitted from fathers to 
the hearts of their children.’” 
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b. Horowitz argues – uncomprehendingly – against Maimon’s defence of metaphysics 
of monads as infinitesimals in Giv’at ha-Moreh 

c. Presumably through Horowitz, Kant entered one of the main halachic codes of the 
nineteenth century, Avraham Danzig, Hayyei Adam (1810), in a passage removed 
from some later editions: “And thus wrote a great and famous philosopher from 
among their sages in the year 1785: that all rational proofs given by humans 
[concerning divine existence] are false, and one should not rely on them. And he 
demonstrated two proofs for the creation of the world as well as two for its 
opposite, and all the philosophers failed to refute the proofs, and hence he proved 
that all the proofs are absolutely false.  Rather the truth is what we have received 
from our ancestors: that the first Adam saw [evidence of] the creation of the world, 
and passed it on to Methuselah, and he passed it on to Noah, and Noah to Shem and 
Abraham, until Moses our teacher.” 

d. Isaac Breuer (1883-1946) has a more sophisticated understanding of Kant, which 
acknowledges the Constitutive Thesis as well as the Restriction Thesis, but he sees 
the Constitution Thesis as tragic and it is for the Restriction Thesis that he gives his 
thanks: “Blessed is God who has given his wisdom to Kant! Every authentic Jew, 
who with serious and honest effort studies the Critique of Pure Reason will say 
‘amen’ from the depths of his heart. ‘Follow not after your heart and your eyes.’ 
(Nurn.15:39)  In Kantian terms: ‘Follow not after the evidence of your inner and 
outer experience,’ lest you become unfaithful to God. The entire Kantian 
epistemology gives to this fundamental sentence of the Torah the necessary and 
sufficient commentary.” (Mein Weg, 55) 

e. “Our Rabbis taught: One who sees the sages of Israel should say, ‘Blessed be He 
who has apportioned from His wisdom to those who fear Him.’  One who sees the 
sages of other nations should say, ‘Blessed be He who has given from His wisdom to 
His creatures.’” (TB Berakhot 58a) 

5. Platonic Anti-Kabbalistic Views: Mendelssohn, Cohen (who rejects sefirot but adapts 
tsimtsum in Maimonian fashion) 

6. The Problem of Teleology: Krochmal’s Lurianic-Schellingian Organicism 
7. The Problem of Jewish Law: Buber & Rosenzweig’s Lurianic-Fichtean Dialogicisms 
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Pinhas Eliyahu Horowitz, Sefer ha-Brit (1797) 
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Avraham Danzig, Hayyei Adam (1810, uncensored) 
 

 
Avraham Danzig, Hayyei Adam (1858, censored) 
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