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I offer a sort of opening question in order to spur conversation: is our shared activity of 

liberally educating ourselves one of asking and trying to answer permanent questions? What 

kind of question is a permanent question, if there is such a thing at all?  

Every seminar begins with a question; each night, a different question. Even when a 

tutor begins the seminar on reading she has studied and discussed before, perhaps often, she 

asks a new question. Sometimes I notice students writing down each opening question in a 

small book, keeping a log of the opening questions for every seminar, generally only the 

question, 256 unique questions in a row, a Johnnie menagerie. Our questions have variety 

without limit.  

Often we find ourselves asking a question, knowing that we have asked this question 

before, perhaps among different friends, prompted by a different book, framed differently. In 

fact, we read and converse on the tacit assumption that this is going to happen. We would not 

endeavor to educate ourselves by reading a stack of old books if the questions aroused by them 

did not intermittently recur. I return to the Meno because Meno’s question—can virtue be 

taught, or does it come by practice, or by nature?—and Socrates’s prior question—what is 

virtue anyways?—remain questions for me. I have opinions about the answers, but without 

certainty. Or, to take another example: if you observe every facet and phase of Achilles’s anger, 

you note its occasion and probe its roots, and you wonder at its dissolution, you learn 

something not only about Achilles, but about ourselves; his anger is never duplicated, yet what 

we are learning about persists.  

In these two examples I effaced the difference between what is explicitly a question—

"can virtue be taught?”—and something that is enigmatic, but not formally a question. Is it 

from the books themselves from which we take our activity to be asking questions, or from 

another source? We spend six months poring over the details of a book that does not pose a 

single question: I mean Euclid’s Elements. The Elements does not even do what many 

mathematical works do: frame and solve problems. A problem is literally an obstacle; one seeks 
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a solution, a way to eliminate the obstacle. A question seeks an answer; the question is not 

something that is getting the way, to be dissolved.  A question is the way one takes aim at an 

indistinct goal, a way of finding a path. We find many satisfying answers in these books, yet 

very often an answer is, for us, the occasion for further questions. We most of all dwell on 

those questions where the answer is not easy to find; in which case, what we are occupied with 

seems to be the question most of all. At the founding of the program, Scott Buchanan wrote a 

list of five criteria for a great book. The third is that the book, “raises the persistent 

unanswerable questions.”1 What is this “persistent unanswerable question,” present for the 

author and present for me?  

We try to understand the authors where they are: moment-by-moment our 

conversations are immersed in the details of the text, transposing us for a time into the world 

the author has opened up for us. When a question is prompted by something we read, we try 

as much as possible to answer that question by looking to other passages in the book, to 

discover how the book responds to it, to answer it in the expressions given by the book. Thus 

displaced from the present, we gain a measure of freedom from contemporary, generally-

accepted opinions. Yet this displacement occurs in both directions—the reason I not only read 

the question, but ask it, is because I have something at stake in it. I have opinions about 

plausible answers, opinions that may affect how I act in the moment and how I mean to live. 

Our interest in the books is not antiquarian—our aim is not to know what Plato thought, as 

opposed to Aristotle, or as opposed to what “we” think now. If we let ourselves be transposed 

from our familiar environment into the world of the book, we also transpose the questions we 

find there back into our own surroundings inasmuch as we expect what we gather there to 

improve our thinking, to make us a little wiser here and now.  

Aristotle says that human beings are political animals by nature; let us assume that this 

statement is questionable, as other program authors question it. On the one hand, I delve into 

Aristotle’s books in order to think through whatever he could mean by political, aware that the 

meaning could be somewhat specific to the social phenomena he is observing; on the other 

                                                        
1 Winfree Smith, A Search for the Liberal College, St. John’s College Press, 1983, page 24. Smith adds, “He cited 
such questions as those about ‘number and measurement, matter and form, ultimate substance, tragedy, and 
God’.”  
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hand, I take an interest in this question on the assumption that there is sufficient congruence in 

the political for any answer to have import and value for me no less than for him.  

We neither force our authors to inhabit our world, nor do we concern ourselves much 

with the historical conditions of theirs. We attend to the books in a way that is open to the 

questions that we share, open to what spans the times. We read as if the questions that loom 

largest are enduring, perhaps permanent. We labor with these books as if there is an absolute 

of some kind toward which (or around which) we navigate in thought, whether it be what-is-by-

nature, an irrefutable proposition (e.g., Gorgias 473b, Metaphysics 4), an acute insight, or a 

persisting question, possibly with equally persisting alternatives [alternative answers].2  

In order to think about the form of a permanent question, I thought I would pick a single 

question that has been raised by different program authors, and examine their respective 

treatments of that question. I will observe the way the question is framed and addressed, in 

order to think about what persists across multiple queries. The question I have chosen is—is the 

world eternal, or does it have a beginning in time? Taken naively, it seems like a fair choice: as a 

question about the world, it seems likely to be less contingent on social or historical 

circumstances. As a question about what is eternal, it seems a fitting choice for thinking about 

the eternality of the question itself. Of course, beginning from this particular example might 

well skew my view of the class, if there is a class.  

To pursue this, I am going to talk about two authors who are both wildly inappropriate 

for the first lecture of the year: Immanuel Kant, who at this point is known only to seniors, and 

Moses Maimonides, known to a still narrower and more select group: Santa Fe transfers. Still 

worse, since Maimonides’ treatment of this question does not have the clarity of Kant’s, I will 

spend more time with what is less familiar. I hope to sketch their arguments in a way that does 

                                                        
2 My thinking about this question was prompted a long time ago, first, by Strauss’s comments on an “absolute 
horizon” for inquiry, a horizon of “fundamental problems” with “fundamental alternatives coeval with human 
thought” (Natural Right and History, University of Chicago Press, 1953, page 35), and, later, by Gadamer’s critique 
of this idea: “Critiquing the concept of the problem by appealing to a logic of question and answer must destroy 
the illusion that problems exist like starts in the sky” (Truth and Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer and D. Marshall, 
Cotinuum, 1998, page 377). I benefitted much from Stewart Umphrey’s analysis of the permanent problem in, 
“Natural Right and Philosophy,” in Leo Strauss: Political Philosopher and Jewish Thinker, eds. K. Deutsch and W. 
Nicgorski, Rowman and Littlefield, 1994, pages 275-295, although this lecture does not intersect with the direction 
of that inquiry.  
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not presuppose familiarity. What I have to say about each will seem insufficient to anyone 

familiar with either. I trust that, suspended somewhere between the two, I can gain some 

access to the question itself.  

 

The persisting question framed as an insoluble problem  

This dip into Kant’s thinking will be “quick and dirty,” which is to say, knowingly un-

Kantian. I will leap straight to the middle of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, straight to what he 

calls the “antinomies,” without having worked through Kant’s prior explanation of the grounds 

of scientific knowledge—we will be having our desert before dinner. I will try to minimize the 

jargon, even at the expense of precision.3  

In what Kant calls an “antinomy of pure reason,” we find two evidently contradictory 

statements juxtaposed: first, the world has a beginning in time and is spatially enclosed within 

bounds; second, the world has no beginning and is infinite as regards space and time. Kant 

provides a proof for each statement (B454). Each proof is negative; it proceeds by assuming the 

opposite statement and then showing the absurdity of that opposite. For example, in order to 

prove that the world has a beginning in time, let us assume that it has no beginning. On this 

assumption, at each point in time there would have already elapsed an infinite series of 

successive states of the world; but an “infinity” is precisely that which cannot be completed 

through a synthesis of successive states; an “infinite series of successive states” is a 

contradiction. Our assumption, that the world has no beginning in time, is proven false and, 

therefore, the opposite is true, the world must have a beginning in time.  

There is an analogous proof for the antithesis—the eternity of the world—it, too, is 

negative in form and it is equally valid. The fact that the proofs are negative is important: as 

Kant says, in “a dialectical combat arena… any party permitted to make the attack keeps the 

upper hand” (B450). In this combat, there is no victor.  

                                                        
3 As members of the audience will not have read Kant, and I want the language to be as familiar as possible, I will 
speak of “appearances” when the Pluhar translation of Kant says “intuitions,” “knowledge” where the translation 
gives “cognition,” and I might say “experience” when I ought to say “possible experience,” etc. (The Critique of 
Pure Reason, trans. Werner Pluhar, Hackett, 1996). In addition, as this is a lecture meant to be read aloud, I often 
italicize words for emphasis; the emphasis is always mine.  
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In this metaphysical duel, the thesis and antithesis each has its partisans (B493). That 

the world has a beginning in time is a foundation of morality and religion (B494); the thought 

that the world suddenly begins is allied with the thought that not everything comes about 

according to the laws of nature (B473). Some appearances can be attributed to a freedom 

beyond nature, whether human or divine. In other words, that the world should have a 

beginning in time is associated with the view that the world itself is a product of the divine will, 

in an act beyond the laws of nature. The mere possibility that God freely created the world 

underwrites the freedom with which we act and make moral decisions.4 Trusting in our 

freedom, we have a reason to take this side of the contest.  

On the other side, the eternity and infinitude of the world is championed by scientists, 

especially empiricists (B494). The antithesis is framed to ensure that scientific knowledge can 

expand without limit; that everything is by nature (B496-8). We have an interest on this side as 

knowledge-seekers.  

The fact that the opposed partisans each have an interest in the outcome helps to 

perpetuate the contest, but it is not the cause of its persistence. The arguments on both sides 

are valid, yet neither is true. The truth is an alternative that escapes the contrary, but not 

contradictory, formulations (B531). The contest is perpetual because it cannot be decided in 

favor of either statement.  

The conflict arises due to an illusion (B534). In both cases we reason about the world as 

if the world were an object of experience, but the world is not something available to 

experience in this way. The world is an idea, a concept created by reason in order to structure 

and organize all the things that we do know through the understanding’s grasp of possible 

experience (B538).5 The world-as-idea is the “absolute totality of all existing things,” the totality 

                                                        
4 "Now, to be sure, we have in fact established this necessity of a first beginning, issuing in freedom, only insofar as 
this is required for making comprehensible an origin of the world… Yet having once proved thereby… the power of 
beginning entirely spontaneously a series in time, we are now also permitted to let different series begin 
spontaneously, even in the midst of the course of the world…” (B477-78).  
5 “We can in no way intend to mean that the series of conditions for a given conditioned is in itself finite or infinite. 
For then we would by a mere idea of absolute totality—a totality provided only in the idea itself—think an object 
that cannot be given in any experience; for we would confer on a series of appearances an objective reality 
independent of the empirical synthesis” (B538).  
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of all possible experience, a synthesis that therefore “surpasses all possible experience” (B446-

7, my emphasis; cf. B532-3, B384).  

I should back up a moment and note that everything Kant says about this question 

depends on distinguishing two faculties, the understanding and reason (B396). This is the 

absolutely crucial part I have skipped over, and which I will shamelessly sketch. The first faculty, 

the understanding, brings the wide variety of appearances under concepts, it unifies the 

appearances by means of rules (B359); understanding is how we come to know objects and 

make correct statements about them. The second faculty, reason, operates at a higher level; it 

does not deal directly with appearances; it manages what is supplied by the understanding, it 

brings coherence to these statements; in bringing order, it seeks the universal underlying 

conditions of those statements (B363).  

At first glance, the world looks like an object of experience, something grasped by the 

understanding, but in fact it is a concept of reason, a notion that reason freely creates as part of 

its work in bringing coherence to the statements of the understanding about the objects of 

experience. This concept of reason, the world, is barely robust enough for us to raise a question 

about its origin, and not sufficiently robust for that question to have an answer (B505). Thus, 

contrary statements can be made about it without consequence. This idea of pure reason that 

we constructively think, but do not experience, is inherently a problem (B510). Note that while I 

began talking about questions, under Kant’s guidance I have slipped into talking about problems 

instead. The idea of pure reason is a problem in a double sense: on the one hand, it is a 

“problem which admits no solution” since neither the thesis nor the antithesis can be true; on 

the other hand, because we can say “with certainty” that no solution is possible, we obtain a 

“critical solution”; the illusion is dispelled (B508-510). The problem is perfectly insoluble and 

therefore perfectly solved.6  

One of the striking things here is that Kant appears to turn the word idea inside out. 

Suppose we were to ask with Socrates, “what is virtue”? We wish to know not just what 

qualities may be called “virtues,” but what the form of virtue is—its idea—what is it that makes 

                                                        
6 “No question whatever concerning an object given to pure reason is insoluble for this same human reason… for 
the same concept that enables us to ask the question must also assuredly make us competent to answer it, since… 
the object is not to be met with outside the concept at all” (B505).  
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each so-called virtue a virtue? To answer the “what is?” question means to grasp in thought the 

fullness of the idea. But for Kant, the idea is not the consummation of knowledge, not a fullness 

of thought, but the opposite; it’s a problem for the understanding, a rift in the fabric of human 

knowledge.  

When reason connects an idea, like the world, to a thread of inquiries in natural science, 

it does not expand knowledge; it simply indicates that this is where knowledge-as-such ends 

(B498). Kant calls this method “skeptical” in that it aims to refute the dogmatism of pure 

reason. It is Socratic, in that he means to delineate with maximum clarity what it is that we do 

not know. He brings the contrarian dialectic of pure reason to a conclusion in “the Socratic 

manner, viz., by the clearest proof of the opponents’ ignorance” (Bxxxi).7  

I seem to have contradicted myself, saying both that Kant is Socratic in his treatment of 

the ideas, and that he turns the Socratic idea inside out, from the consummation of knowledge 

to its absence. Is Kant being ironic when he says his mode is Socratic? I think not. In many 

Platonic dialogues, when we observe the responses to “what is…?” questions, even though 

several possible answers are shown wanting, suggesting progress, one often comes away 

thinking that the question has not been definitively answered. Even the question, “what is 

knowledge?” is not answered. Perhaps even in the Platonic dialogues the idea signifies not a 

fullness of thought, but a problem. According to Kant, the ideas even for Plato were framed 

more as a ground for right action than for the sake of theoretical knowledge (B371).8 By 

depriving reason of transcendent speculative pretentions, Kant has made room for a rational 

faith that grounds moral action (Bxxx).  

                                                        
7 “Above all, however, [we see the value of] such a metaphysics if we take into account the inestimable advantage 
of putting an end, for all future time, to all objections against morality and religion, and of doing so in a Socratic 
manner, viz., by the clearest proof of opponents’ ignorance… Hence the primary and most important concern of 
philosophy is to deprive metaphysics, once and for all, of its detrimental influence, by obstructing the very source 
of its errors” (Bxxxi). Another passage that may allude to Socrates: “And what we allow as holding in regard to our 
practical interest, reason may want to pass off as furthering our speculative interest; reason may want to do this in 
order to break… the thread of physical inquiries and fasten it—with a pretense of expanding our cognition—to 
transcendental ideas, through which we cognize only that we know nothing” (B498).  
8 Incidentally, this is the context in which Kant suggests that he understood Plato better than Plato understood 
himself (B370). The worth of the ideas lies not only in practice, i.e., moral guidance, but also in regulating and 
guiding speculative inquiry. A cosmological idea (i.e., the world) is a rule for the continuation and expansion of 
experience; even though the unconditioned (finite or non-finite) is never reached in experience (B537; cf. B672, on 
the regulative use of transcendental ideas). “We interrogate nature in accordance with these ideas” (B673).   
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So how might Kant’s account of the idea, understood as a problem, help us to think 

about our own common experience with persisting questions? It helps us to see how a question 

could be permanent; how arguments may be valid on both sides of the question; how the 

question necessarily goes unanswered. The idea understood as a problem appears to give us an 

object of thought that invites our inquiry, that has a determinate form, but remains elusive. The 

enduring questions that we maneuver around in our conversations appear to have the inside-

out structure of Kant’s ideas, a sort of photographic negative for the mind’s eye.  

Yet Kant’s account of the idea as a problem seems poorer than our naïve experience of a 

permanent question. Having shown that the question of the eternity of the world is 

permanently incapable of being answered, Kant does away with any interest we may have had 

in raising the question. This is exactly his intention: by showing that neither side can grasp the 

truth, he shows that empiricist scientists cannot do away with freedom, and defenders of 

religion and morality cannot put limits on scientific inquiry. There is no reason for them to 

quarrel, and little reason even to talk about it. He means to steer eager young minds away from 

these fruitless debates: too often young people “with their desire for knowledge” waste their 

time on this and similar quarrels, exercising their ingenuity by devising clever new arguments 

and “neglect[ing] the study of well-founded sciences” (Bxxxi). I don’t think Kant would have 

sent his children to St. John’s, although I could be wrong.9  

 

The Stability of Nature and the Wall about the Law  

Kant enabled us to picture the structure of a permanent question, but only by 

transforming the question into a problem, one that is perfectly solved by being shown perfectly 

insoluble. When the question is framed in way to exhibit its permanence, it seems to lose its 

character as a question. With Maimonides, we see the question take on an analogous structure, 

of parallel, undemonstrated propositions, but perhaps retaining its question-hood.  

About the eternity of the world Maimonides says there are three opinions: first, the 

opinion of the Law of Moses, that God, through his will, brought into existence out of nothing 

                                                        
9 Of course, Kant neither married nor had children.  
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all beings as they are, including time.10 Second is the opinion is of all the philosophers, including 

Plato, that it is not possible to bring a thing into existence out of nothing, and, hence, there 

exists matter that is as eternal as the deity; the deity works on this matter as a potter works on 

clay; out of this the earth and the heavens are generated. Third is the opinion of Aristotle and 

his followers, which is the same as the preceding opinion, except Aristotle thinks the heavens 

do not come into being, but are perpetual and everlasting (2.13.281-284). Without warning, 

Maimonides adds a fourth opinion, the opinion of Epicurus and his following, who do not say 

that a deity exists, and who think that all things come into being and pass away by chance 

(2.13.285). The four opinions are quickly reduced to two: the opinion of Epicurus is said to be 

irrelevant since the existence of the deity has already been demonstrated; and the difference 

between the opinions of Plato and Aristotle is quickly set aside, on the ground that the essential 

question is whether matter is created or coexists eternally with God.  

I will briefly consider arguments for the creation of the world and for its eternity in 

order to get a synoptic view of the question. As Maimonides’ treatment has many more 

facets—there are, for example, four proofs of creation based on ten premises—I will take 

longer, getting deeper into the weeds, while abbreviating even more.  

Maimonides finds the proofs for the creation of the world wanting because the 

premises are faulty (1.73-74). I will mention two premises. First, the authors of these proofs, 

the theologians, do not admit the distinction between substance and accident, between a 

nature that endures and a changeable attribute (1.73.200-201). The proofs, in effect, assume 

that nothing occurs by nature; everything is only an attribute brought about directly by God in 

an unceasing act of creation. They assert, “everything you consider a form is an accident… there 

is no difference between the substance of iron and the substance of cream” (1.73.208).11 

Second, the most important premise adopted by the theologians is not acknowledging the 

difference between intellect and imagination; they assume that whatever can be imagined is an 

acceptable notion for the intellect (1.73.206), and that what is possible or impossible according 

                                                        
10 The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines, University of Chicago Press, 1963, 2.13, page 282.  
11 This statement actually follows from the second premise mentioned here; it’s relevance to the first premise 
signals their connection.  
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to the imagination is possible or impossible simply. As a result, they do not recognize the stable 

nature of what exists.  

By contrast, for Maimonides, the difference between imagination and intellect is made 

evident in mathematics. In mathematics there are things that cannot be imagined, but 

nevertheless can be established by demonstrative proof. One example is the relationship of the 

hyperbola to its asymptote: one cannot imagine that the two lines will come closer than any 

given distance, and still never meet, and yet this feature of the hyperbola is proven 

(1.73.210).12 Here, the impossible and the necessary are correctly identified only by means of 

the intellect.13 This distinction between the intellect and the imagination is useful to the 

believer as well, since by means of the imagination one may easily think that God is a body or a 

force acting in a body (1.73.211, cf. 1.49.109), whereas it is the intellect that establishes that 

God is not a body. But the intellect also puts limits on what may be believed: “the impossible 

has a firmly established nature” that cannot be changed by any agent, including God (2.13.283). 

Creation out of nothing is impossible according to the intellect, and it cannot therefore be 

attributed to God (cf. 2.14.286).  

Maimonides also raises doubts about Aristotle’s arguments for the eternity of the world. 

The most important argument for the eternity of the world is that that motion as a whole does 

not come into being or pass away; each motion is caused by a preceding motion; either this 

series goes on to infinity, or there is an unceasing motion prior to all others (2.14.286).14 This 

eternal motion is the motion of the heavens, which, being circular, has no contraries, no reason 

to stop. Aristotle sought to refute Epicurus, who thought that the world, even the heavens, 

came about only by chance (2.20.312). Thus, he sought to show that the heavenly spheres 

move unceasingly through natural necessity (2.19.306). This is all familiar to readers of 

Aristotle’s Physics. Against this Maimonides points out that the various heavenly bodies have 

                                                        
12 The imagination in each particular use seems wedded to a particular scale, but the infinitely increasing closeness 
of the hyperbola and asymptote forever changes scale. What unfolds in thought cannot be coherently pictured, 
but only thought.  
13 In another mathematical example, the mutakallimun apparently do not acknowledge that the side and the 
diagonal of the square are incommensurable (1.73.198). The dependence of this assertion on the relationship of 
intellect and imagination is indirect.  
14 Maimonides says the method is correct but not sufficient as a proof (2.17.297); his argument is rehearsed below.  
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quite different motions—they travel in different directions and at different speeds; Aristotle’s 

account of the permanent causes of motion do nothing to explain this variety. What Aristotle 

has to say about the heavens is therefore only conjecture.15  

Maimonides is at pains to point out that while Aristotle’s argument is not 

demonstrative, Aristotle knew it was not demonstrative; he knew what it was that he did not 

know.16 This awareness that he had opinion rather than knowledge distinguishes him from his 

philosophical followers (2.15.290-2). According to Maimonides, “no cogent demonstration” can 

be brought to establish either the eternity of the world or its creation in time, “this is a point 

before which the intellect stops” (1.71.180). When there is no demonstration of either of two 

contradictory viewpoints, he says that it is preferable to let this matter remain a “problem,” or, 

if one accepts one of the two viewpoints, to do so without pretending it is proven (2.16.293-4).  

When Maimonides says, “this is a point at which the intellect stops,” one is naturally 

reminded of Kant’s account of the ideas of pure reason.17 As there are two fundamental 

opinions, one religious and one philosophical, the question mirrors the simplicity of Kant’s 

antinomy. Here, as well, neither opinion gains an undisputed, dialectical supremacy over the 

other. The Guide of the Perplexed is peppered with analogous notices on the boundaries of the 

intellect. “Man should not press forward to engage in speculative study of corrupt imaginings… 

when the thing he seeks does not seem to him to have been demonstrated… he should refrain 

and hold back.”18 In the face of such doubtful matters, “human perfection” is not-deceiving 

yourself into thinking that you have demonstrative knowledge when you do not, and not-

aspiring to know that which you cannot know (1.32.68). He says that the intention “is not, 

                                                        
15 Guide 2.19.306-8; 2.22.320; cf. 2.3.254. The cause of the motions of the heavens are intellects. Thought-
thinking-itself does not “will” in the proper sense of the word because it is impossible that it will anything contrary 
to what it does (2.21.314, 2.22.319). [This paragraph ends abruptly; probably more needs to be said.] 
16 Guide 2.15.289-290; Pines cites De Caelo 1.10.279b4 ff. This awareness that he had opinion rather than 
knowledge on this point distinguishes him from his philosophical followers, who dogmatically mistake the 
argument for a proof (2.15.290-92).  
17 Of course, only by substituting “intellect” for “understanding.” Much more could be said here.  
18 Guide 1.32.70, cf. 1.32.66, 1.72.193, 3.436-7, etc. The most salient case is the true reality of God (1.52, 54, 56). 
Each passage needs to be studied within its context; I list them only to draw attention to the trope. The affinities 
between Maimonides and Kant have been explored by Shlomo Pines, “The Limitations of Human Knowledge 
According to Al-Farabi, ibn Bajja, and Maimonides” (Studies in Medieval Jewish History and Literature, ed. I. 
Twersky, Cambridge: London, 1979), although Pines focuses on knowledge of separated substances. Josh Parens 
provides a critique of this view, together with a review of the literature, in Leo Strauss and the Recovery of 
Medieval Political Philosophy, University of Rochester, 2016, pages 137-147.  
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however, wholly to close the gate of speculation and to deprive the intellect of the 

apprehension of things that it is possible to apprehend” (1.32.70). Maimonides’ coordinated 

treatment of the two opinions, in which neither is demonstrated, has the double effect of 

preserving scientific knowledge of the things that are, while also preserving observance of the 

divine law. “For I reach the goal that every [theologian] desires, without abolishing the nature 

of existence and without disagreeing with Aristotle with regard to any point that he has 

demonstrated.”19   

As neither the eternity of the world nor its beginning in time have been demonstrated, 

the advantages of holding one opinion or the other take on greater significance. The eternity of 

the world, especially the eternal motion of the heavens, has the advantage of making fully 

manifest the stability of nature. In addition, the eternity of the heavens is the premise on which 

is demonstrated the existence, unity, and incorporeality of God as pure intellect.   

There is a very significant disadvantage to the eternity of the world: it “destroys the Law 

[of Moses] in its principle,” for it denies miracles, and it renders meaningless the rewards and 

penalties given by the Law (2.25.328). If the motion of the heavens is eternal and necessary, 

then the basis of this motion, the deity as intellect, is unchanging; such a deity cannot will one 

thing and then another (2.14.284). This kind of God cannot be the author of the Law because 

laws do not exist by necessity; they require choice and particularization (3.26.509). There is no 

necessity, for example, that one sacrifice a lamb in one circumstance and a ram in another, 

even if sacrifices are useful (3.26.509).20 

Maimonides means to protect the stability of the impossible and the stability of nature, 

while also building a “great wall” about the Mosaic Law (2.19.303; 2.17.297-8). Both premises—

eternity and creation—are consistent with the existence, unity, and incorporeality of God 

(2.1.252). In addition, creation is consistent with a God who lays down particular laws, whereas 

                                                        
19 Guide 1.71.182. For the sake of simplicity, I have said, “theologians,” where Pines gives, “Mutakallimun,” a 
transliteration of the Arabic. The word is sometimes translated “dialectical theologians.”  
20 Aristotle’s deity of pure thought, that moves the eternal heaven, acts only by necessity; it cannot account for 
why one heaven moves east and another west, one faster, another slower; it cannot account for why the stars are 
dense here and sparse there; these variations appear to require “particularization.” With belief in the creation of 
the world, God is conceived as one who can will one thing and then another; miracles and the Law are both 
rendered possible (not necessary or demonstrated, of course [2.25.329]). Note, Maimonides does not claim to 
have a demonstration that the deity is one who particularizes.  
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eternity can be the basis of demonstrable knowledge of God’s existence. One premise is 

preferable, but both are possible, and human perfection is recognizing that you do not have 

demonstrative knowledge of either.  

 

From world to soul   

While Maimonides shows that both the eternity of the world and its creation, have not 

been demonstrated, he nevertheless affirms that he is among the followers of Moses, who 

believe in the creation of the world, and he provides an argument in favor of this belief. The 

argument runs thus: for each thing produced in time, the nature of the thing that has attained 

its final state is different from the nature of the thing when it is being generated. Someone who 

observes a thing only in its final state, cannot infer from its final state what its nature was 

before, while it was being generated. For example, an orphaned male on an isolated island, 

who has never seen a female of a mammalian species, could not answer the question, how did 

he come to be generated? (2.17.295) Without viewing an embryo, one cannot know what is 

generated first, the heart or the gonads, the veins or the bones (2.17.298). Aristotle, looking 

only upon the nature of what exists, and seeing it in its stability and perfection, cannot conceive 

an earlier state through which this whole was generated. But the inability to conceive this 

earlier state does not entail that such a state is impossible, it does not render impossible a prior 

process of natural generation (2.17.296). Maimonides’ critique clearly does not prove that the 

world was generated: it is not intended to be demonstrative. It only establishes that, on the 

basis of the nature before us, one cannot deny the possibility of the generation of the world.21  

The argument is surprising if you think about it. For Maimonides, it is the theologians 

who characteristically err in not correctly identifying what is possible, impossible, and 

necessary. They judge what is possible on the basis of the imagination, when the intellect is a 

more definite guide. The philosophers, by contrast, know about and are guided by the intellect, 

and therefore understand better the nature of the possible, impossible, and the necessary 

                                                        
21 Furthermore, it establishes the possibility of the creation of the world in a way as that permits what exists to 
have a stable nature. If the Mutakallimun established the possibility of the creation of the world in time, they did 
so only in such a way as to render impossible the stability of nature.  
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(1.68.166). But here, it is the philosophers who distinguish the possible and the impossible 

incorrectly, thinking the generation of the natural whole is impossible.  

The particular error in judging the possible and the impossible points to a deeper 

difficulty. Every school of thought has some opinion about what is impossible, and in every 

case, power over the impossible is not ascribed to God (3.15.461). For example, all men of 

speculation think that it is impossible that God should create a second like Himself, or 

impossible that he should annihilate himself. Some men of speculation, the theologians, think 

that it is possible for an attribute to exist without being in a substance, and others, the 

philosophers, think this is impossible. Faced with sorting out the various opinions about the 

impossible, Maimonides makes a surprising concession:  

Would that I knew whether this gate is open and licit, so that everyone can… assert with 
regard to any notion whatever he conceives; This is possible; whereas someone else 
says: No, this is impossible because of the nature of the matter. Or is there something 
that shuts and blocks this gate so that so that a man can assert decisively that such and 
such a thing is impossible because of its nature? Should this be verified… with the help 
of the imaginative faculty or with the intellect? And by what can one differentiate 
between that which is imagined and that which is cognized by the intellect?... Is there 
accordingly something that permits differentiation between the imaginative faculty and 
the intellect? And is that something altogether outside both the intellect and the 
imagination, or is it by the intellect itself that one distinguishes between that which is 
cognized by the intellect and that which is imagined? (3.16.460-1)22  
 

In the case of the asymptotes of a hyperbola, or in the case of the incommensurability of the 

side and diagonal of a square, the proofs are valid in spite of distrusting imagination; such 

proofs help to establish that the intellect yields a conception of the impossible and the 

necessary that is different from the imagination’s. But to establish that the two faculties are 

distinct in several cases is not the same as distinguishing them in every case. It seems the 

                                                        
22 Elsewhere it appears to be the intellect which is responsible for distinguishing the two: “the intellect divides the 
composite things and differentiates their parts and makes abstractions of them, represents them to itself in their 
true reality and with their causes… the imagination apprehends only that which is individual and composite as a 
whole, as it is apprehended by the senses; or [it] compounds things that in their existence are separate” 
(1.73.209). It is not clear to me whether Maimonides thinks the intellect in itself cannot be known with precision 
(cf. 3.9.436-7), or whether its “quiddity” can be known (1.68.163), but it is unclear in the actual exercise of the two 
faculties where one begins and the other ends. This question is connected with other vexed questions in the Guide: 
the nature of prophecy (as the prophet is one perfect in imagination and intellect) and the prophecy of Moses in 
particular (whose prophecy is said to make no use of the imagination).  
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philosophers who thought the eternity of the world was proven, somehow judged the matter 

with the imagination even when they thought they were judging on the basis of the intellect. As 

Maimonides says, “passions get the better of all sects, even of the philosophers.”23 The 

distinction between the imagination and the intellect remains somehow indeterminate, leaving 

ambiguities about the possible, impossible, and necessary.  

I should give some context for the image of the gate: Maimonides gives an extended 

parable about a ruler in his palace (3.51). People are scattered about inside and outside the 

city. Some wander around searching for the gate, others have entered the gate and the 

antechambers; I will not pause to lay out the several concentric rings. The highest rank, the 

rank of the prophets, who are strongest in intellect, have entered the innermost court. 

Maimonides says they ask questions and receive answers, speaking and being spoken to, in that 

holy place (3.51.620). Set in this context, the passage I read a short while ago, about whether 

the gate is “open and licit” or closed, presents a puzzle. In other passages, if the gate is open, 

this means there is something that can be grasped by the intellect; if the gate is closed, then 

the matter lies beyond the intellect. Here, closing the gate signifies that the intellect’s 

determination of the impossible is correct. Conversely, opening the gate signifies that we do 

not know if the intellect is correct in its determination of the impossible, and, yet, in this state 

of ambiguity, the gate is there to be passed through, perhaps to enter the innermost chamber, 

where the intellect attains its highest exercise, asking questions and receiving answers.  

 

The question about the eternity of the world is a question about what’s out there, about 

nature, rather than the self. One may have supposed this would make the question more 

tractable, yet the objectivity proves illusory. The question about the world cannot be explored 

in depth without opening a correlate question about the nature and the powers of one’s own 

soul. Kant and Maimonides both show this in different ways. For Kant, the question concerning 

the eternity of the world is a permanent problem because its insolubility is demonstrated on 

the basis of the distinction between the faculties of understanding and reason. For 

                                                        
23 Guide 2.15.292. Here, Maimonides says Aristotle knew that the “gates” were “closed” regarding the possibility of 
proving the eternity of the world.   
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Maimonides, the question concerning the eternity of the world continues to perplex and invite 

inquiry precisely because the faculties of intellect and imagination, however separate, lack a 

final, satisfactory typology.  

In a better form of this lecture I would put these two accounts of the soul to the test. Is 

the power of imagination somehow active in Kant’s account of knowledge? Does this have 

anything to do with reason’s “fictive” power in creating deceptive ideas? This is a gate I am not 

prepared to pass through; I will make some observations while loitering in front of it. First, I 

believe Maimonides is wiser for his caution. In solving the problem of the antinomy, Kant 

employs a “skeptical method” which aims “to discover the point of misunderstanding” (B451-

2). The method is Socratic insofar as it seeks to know what it is that one does not know. Yet 

“the skeptical method” has a dogmatic edge; Kant says it “aims at certainty”; it reveals not what 

one person knows or does not know, but the limits of knowledge for human beings as such. To 

accomplish this requires an unambiguous and satisfactory account of the nature of knowledge; 

I am not confident Kant has it. Maimonides seems to reflect more accurately my experience 

reading great books, that even those who rightly place a premium on distinguishing knowledge 

from opinion, nevertheless may prove to have confused the two.24 

Second, I would observe some differences in the way the question is framed by each 

author. Kant’s frames each antinomy in terms of a single thesis and antithesis, the view of 

natural science and the view of religion and morality, or, better, our view as knowledge-seekers 

and our view as rational-moral actors. This framing is intended to subsume every possible 

philosophy and every religion. It must be able to subsume under itself all previous speculation 

on these subjects, if it is to put an end to the unfruitful exercise of ingenuity.  

Maimonides’ framing of the question is immersed in detail, disordered and enigmatic. 

He lists four opinions about eternity or creation; he quickly reduces them to two, but the third 

spontaneously reemerges as a serious option. He argues that you cannot on the basis of the 

present, perfect state of existence, deny the possibility of a prior state in which that which now 

                                                        
24 To be more explicit: Kant has answered definitively the question, “what is knowledge?” while Maimonides, like 
Socrates, seems to lack a definitive answer to this question. It is the definitive account of what constitutes 
knowledge that permits closing the question about the eternity of the world, or the lack of that account that keeps 
the question open.  
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exists, was naturally generated. In proving that Aristotelians lack the grounds to deny creation, 

he (accidentally?) shows the viability of Plato’s view, that even the heavens were generated. 

Several chapters after hastily setting Plato aside, we are told, “[Plato’s] opinion,” unlike 

Aristotle’s, “would not destroy the foundations of the Law” or give the lie to miracles 

(2.25.328).25  

Similarly, although Maimonides speaks of “the opinion of Aristotle” on the eternity of 

the world, the theory assumes the uniform circular motion of the heavens, and Maimonides is 

acutely aware that mathematical astronomy had made great progress since Aristotle, even up 

into his own times; he is also aware that astronomy contains important, unanswered 

questions.26 He is doubtful of understanding the nature, causes, and motions of the heavens, 

but serious consideration of the question concerning eternity or creation for him requires 

serious study of the intricacies of contemporary astronomy and physics.27   

Just as Maimonides does not frame the opinions of the philosophers or mathematicians 

in generalized terms, so on the other side, he does not treat the question concerning eternity in 

reference to religion and morality in general, but in reference to one religion, his own. The 

creation of the world in time is a belief shared with Christians and Muslims (1.71.178). He is 

clearly familiar with their beliefs, and the opinions he reports from the “theologians” generally 

come from Muslim and, to a lesser degree, Christian writers. Despite the shared interest of the 

                                                        
25 In truth, this passage is perplexing. First, if Plato’s opinion were entirely congruent with the law, and just as 
plausible as Aristotle’s opinion in accounting for the appearances, why not adopt the opinion of Plato about the 
natural whole? Possible answers: Maimonides has confidence in Aristotle’s opinions about the sublunar domain 
(2.22.319-320), and the existence, unity, and incorporeality of God can be demonstrated on the basis of Aristotle’s 
opinion about nature. Second, elsewhere it is said that Plato’s opinion differs from the Mosaic law in the crucial 
respect: it does not admit that matter was created. So why state here that it is compatible with the law? Plato’s 
opinion, unlike Aristotle’s, does supply a deity who “particularizes” the natural world, and such a particularizing 
deity could also be a possible source of law. These congruencies do not alter the fundamental difference, however.  
26 Guide 2.24.322ff. Perplexities include the choice between the epicyclic and eccentric hypotheses, as well as the 
uncertainty about the placement of Mercury and Venus relative to the sun.  
27 Guide 2.24.327: “the deity alone fully knows the true reality, the nature, the substance, the form, the motions, 
and the causes of the heavens. But he has enabled man to have knowledge of what is beneath the heavens… Let us 
stop at a point that is within our capacity.” Maimonides refers to his admonishment here as an instance of “poetic 
precociousness,” and he refers to his perplexity as evidence of his “extreme predilection” for investigation. I do not 
by the comparison mean to imply that Kant did not study contemporary astronomy and physics, which he did: he is 
known for his part in the development of the nebular hypothesis.  
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three religions, he addresses the question within the context of the specific requirements of his 

own, even the requirements of his own religion in his own times.28  

Maimonides troubles over the details of mathematical astronomy and the variety of 

philosophical and theological arguments because, even if nothing has been demonstrated and 

the question remains a “problem,” it is not closed either, and so all the details still have import 

for the question. Surveying the particular state of mathematics, philosophy, and his religion, 

enmeshed in its details and the motivating context, Maimonides’ formulation of the question 

loses something of its permanence and universality. Given the present state of physics, for 

example, I could not learn from the Guide the truth of the eternity or generation of the world, 

but I might see better how to reframe the question in the present.29  

 

The Structure of a Persisting Question?  

What is it that we are doing, when we ask questions that seem to be permanent? 

Sometimes we come across a convenient, often three-word, formulation—oh, that’s the 

problem of reason and revelation, or justice versus expediency, or fate and free will—and my 

heart sinks a little, because the phrase, so formulaic, drains all import out of the conversation. 

The crispness of the formula implies that it is futile to say more, that it has all been said already. 

Without the attendant complexity, we lack the traction to think effectively or to care.  

That kind of reductionism is rare around here, but the way we converse does introduce 

a small measure of abstraction. The fact that we pursue our questions together entails that we 

frame them in a way that we can share in them. Each one of us reads and raises questions in 

reference to one’s own experience and circumstances, beliefs and hopes, but we articulate our 

                                                        
28 Some precepts in the law were framed in order to liberate the people from paganism; as paganism no longer 
poses the same threat, the precepts should be interpreted accordingly. For example, despite the emphasis on 
sacrifice within the law, prayer and fasting are preferable means of worship; contemplation of the deity better still 
(3.29; “Silence is praise to thee,” 1.59.139; cf. 3.51.621).  
29 What are the several views that physicists or philosophers hold about the natural whole? In the face of the rapid 
progress of science, much in the Bible may be interpreted allegorically (2.30), but what must be accepted literally 
so that the law may guide the community? Where are the conflicts? What has been demonstrated, and what 
remains conjecture? This thinking about the importance of Maimonides situation for posing his question has been 
influenced by Gadamer’s critique of permanent problems: “The concept of the problem is clearly an abstraction, 
the detachment of the content of the question from the question that in fact first reveals it [the content?]… Such a 
‘problem’ has fallen out of the motivated context of questioning, from which it receives the clarity of its sense” 
(TM 376).  
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questions in way that is meant to be meaningful for everyone around the table. We abstract 

enough from our particular circumstances to pose our questions from the point of view of a 

shared humanity. Or perhaps, every question is tacitly double, a question for me and for us, 

close but not quite the same.  

The abstractness of Kant’s presentation of the antinomy may be relatively far from the 

way we pose persisting questions, but through its abstractness I think it reveals something 

about the source of persistence of these questions. The dialectical contest of the antinomies is 

played out at the boundaries between the secure knowledge of natural science and the fictive 

power of pure reason, between the speculative enterprise of the understanding and reason’s 

practical employment.30 Sometimes the boundary seems clear: in one vivid passage, Kant says 

that, as far as morality is concerned, “experience is the mother of illusion” (B375): you cannot 

derive what you ought to do from what is done; the boundary between reason and 

understanding must be recognized and respected. Other times the boundary is less clear: recall 

that, while the world is an idea, a concept of pure reason and not an object of experience, the 

idea nevertheless subsumes the totality of our experiences, and so proves useful for organizing 

our experiences and extending our knowledge. Metaphorically speaking, one has to cross over 

the boundary from experience to ideas, precisely in order to broaden and deepen one’s grasp 

of objects of experience.  

Kant appears to have marked out, somewhat schematically, the territory of persistent 

questions. Maimonides similarly passes from mathematically demonstrative arguments, to 

hypothetical arguments, to probable ones, to poetical precociousness and allegorical 

interpretations, and back again across the spectrum. Sometimes the aim is simply to know the 

true reality of what is, sometimes he considers what must be thought for the individual to act 

well or for the community to thrive. There seem to be two axes: one a passing from knowledge, 

through opinion, to ignorance; the second passing from theory to practice. Unless I am 

mistaken, for Kant, the two axes coincide: you cannot derive what one ought to do from what 

is; the domain of pure reason, though prone to illusion, is also the ground of morality; wehre 

                                                        
30 For reason as a “fictive” power, B608 (“invention” in Pluhar; dichten in German). I believe there are other similar 
passages.  
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productive speculation [i.e., learning] occurs only on the side of the understanding. For 

Maimonides, the axes are askew: what ought to be done is based on knowledge whenever 

possible, on conjecture when not. Either way, in the kinds of questions I am talking about, it is 

difficult to know where you stand on either axis: is the account before us demonstrative, 

hypothetical, analogical? Is my interest purely speculative, or is it tacitly informed by how I 

mean to act and live?  

Moreover, in raising questions, we might put more emphasis on one axis than the other. 

It probably struck you a long time ago that the question concerning the eternity of the world 

may be a poor example of a persisting question, given that the prevalent view in physics today 

is that the world, the universe, has a beginning in time. As I think is obvious, my own interest in 

the question has been connected to another question, the question concerning how religious 

belief may be weighed against philosophical or scientific inquiry. The cosmological question was 

most explosive when religion and science appeared on different sides of it. The question 

concerning eternity or creation led us back, on the one hand, to the question, “what is the 

nature of the soul and its powers?” On the other, the question is motivated for many by the 

question about philosophic inquiry and religious belief: “what are those principles on basis of 

which I should act? How are they given or discovered?” The question concerning eternity leads 

in two different directions, towards the study of the soul and the nature of knowledge, on the 

one hand, and towards morality, religion, and politics, on the other.31 In this narrative, Kant 

appears to prioritize the first, Maimonides the second. If several fundamental questions 

intersect, how you answer one must be affected by the order in which you decide to treat 

them, by how you prioritize them. Kant means to put an end to metaphysical speculation, to 

complete metaphysics as a critical enterprise, but by marking out the multiple dimensions of 

the space where these problems are analyzed, he is more successful in showing why we cannot 

stop thinking metaphysically. The gate, of course, remains open.  

                                                        
31 I add “politics” because Maimonides aims to draw a “great wall about the Law,” that is, to preserve that which 
binds and protects his community. There is a (less prominent) political dimension to Kant’s treatment of these 
questions as well a community, perhaps a universal community, in which freedom is maximized (B373).  


