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“And even greater than the one to whom is given the title of Rabban is the one who is called by his name” (Tosephta, Eduyyot, III:4). Pines, as we called him familiarly (a legacy of his Parisian years), died in Jerusalem on January 9, 1990. I am reticent to use superlatives when speaking about Pines, who weighed his words so carefully: from his lips, statements such as “it’s likely”, or “it’s fairly convincing” were high praise. Yet there is no other way to put it: those who knew him were aware that he was one of the greatest Orientalists, one of the most eminent scholars and one of the most impressive intellectuals of his generation.

Born in Paris in 1908, Pines spent his childhood in several European countries - in particular in England and Germany. The atmosphere in the Pines family was conducive to study: his father, Meir Pines, a successful businessman whose doctoral dissertation at the Sorbonne was the first attempt to write a history of Yiddish literature, often invited students and intellectuals to his home. An anecdote going back to that time (and which Pines himself dismissed as apocryphal) records a bet made between  father and son, the winner being the first to master Persian grammar.

Pines studied in Heidelberg, Geneva, and mostly in Berlin (where he wrote his dissertation and where his friendship with Paul Kraus and Leo Strauss began). From 1937 to 1939 he taught the history of science in Islamic countries at the Institute of the History of Sciences in Paris. He immigrated to Palestine with his family in 1940, taking the last boat to leave Marseille before the Nazi occupation. From 1952 on, he taught general philosophy and Jewish philosophy at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Most of his publications are concerned with medieval philosophy in Arabic; his summary of Arabic philosophy in the Cambridge History of Islam, published in 1970, is still basic reading for all research in this field.

Pines’ studies covered fields that are rarely mastered by a single individual. Technical difficulties normally force the scholar to restrict either the scope or the depth of the work. The remarkable ease with which Pines learned languages since his youth made him oblivious to such linguistic hurdles. He was fluent in Arabic, Syriac and Hebrew, the Iranian languages and Sanskrit, Turkish and Coptic, as well as the classic languages and many modern European languages. With this background in his pocket, he was ready for adventure.

His intellectual curiosity seemed to know no chronological or geographical bounds. He was interested in ideas, all types of ideas-- religious, philosophical, scientific, political, literary. He was fascinated by their growth and transmission through cultures, which he described in a 1989 article on Averroes as “the dialogue which philosophers across the centuries have with each other.” Indeed, while maintaining his detachment as a scholar, he took an active part in this dialogue. He also had the unusual ability to deal with the most minute details of a text without losing sight of the general thrust or the broader issues.

In his studies, Pines rejected what can be termed “sectarian” approaches, in which the philosophical or intellectual literature of a given religious community is seen as a fairly closed unit, and where new developments are presented as primarily internal. This type of approach (which at times may have a somewhat theological tinge) is as commonplace in the study of Jewish philosophy as it is in that of Arabic-speaking Christian philosophy and of Islamic theology. Pines was categorical in his wish to avoid placing such ideological restrictions on his research: in his view, Arabic philosophy was a multi-faceted entity, drawing from a range of cultural sources and finding its expression in thinkers from various religious backgrounds. His works in this field give us a detailed picture of the wealth of this philosophy and enable us to discover unexpected features of its development.

In an article on the originality of Islamic science, Pines uses the phrase “a new beginning,” adding in parentheses “to the extent that such a thing exists in the history of ideas.” For Pines, ideas are oblivious to ethnic, religious or temporal boundaries and are independent of the choices or decisions of the thinkers who aired them. Nevertheless he enjoyed seeing philosophers cooperate willingly, as it were, in this process. In an article published in 1955, he deals with the philosophical correspondence between Abu Said, a Jew from Mossul, and Yahya ibn Adi, a Christian philosopher from Baghdad. Another article, which dates from 1956 and which dealt with the Moslem philosopher Abu Bakr al-Mawsili, refers to the special atmosphere in Mossul, where the influence of the pagan philosopher Thabit ibn Qurra left its mark on the intellectuals of all the religious communities.

Already his dissertation, published in 1936 (Beiträge zur islamischen Atomenlehre) provides an illustration of his talents and methods. After having presented the findings on atomism in Kalam, Pines compares it to Greek atomism and shows that there are substantial differences between them. Turning to the East, he examines Indian philosophy and finds an atomist system comparable to that of Kalam. Thanks to certain historical information on the relationships between Indians and Moslems, he demonstrates the probability of Indian influences on nascent Moslem theology.

This book remains as important as it was at the time of its publication. Although his suggestions for future research were not pursued by other scholars, this is doubtless due to the fact that the knowledge (and not only linguistic knowledge ) required is within the reach of but a few. The idea of Indian contacts, for instance, had to wait fifty years before being taken up, once again by Pines, in an article on Mutazilite epistemology.

In 1963, Pines published his English translation of the Guide of the Perplexed. This translation, accompanied by a lengthy preface in which he describes Maimonides’ philosophical sources, immediately became an indispensable commentary on Maimonides’ philosophy. In his preface, Pines lists, one by one, the Greek and Arabic philosophers mentioned by Maimonides, and examines their impact on him. This preface reflects Pines’ conception of Jewish philosophy. Unlike other scholars, he refused to speak of a specificity or a continuity of Jewish thought across the ages, languages or cultures. In his view, the Jewish philosophers were above all influenced by the intellectual trends of their environment and their era.

The introduction of unexpected findings, which shed new light on unresolved issues, characterizes the originality of many of Pines’ studies. Sometimes, he tackled problems that were already recognized as such, as in the case of the longer version of The Theology of Aristotle, or the case of Avicenna’s “oriental philosophy”. But most of the time he identified new problems himself before proceeding to offer a solution to them. One example of such a contribution relates to the concept of “spirituality” in Judah Halevi, a concept assumed by readers to belong naturally to the philosophical language of this writer, just as it is part of ours. Pines, who was not inclined to accept things at face value, was able to demonstrate the source of this concept in what is called Sabean thought, as described by Muslim heresiographers. Similarly, he succeeded in tracing the use of Shi’ite terms in the thought of Judah Halevi; certain Christian influences on Maimonides’ thought; the use of Maimonides by Dante, Spinoza and Hegel and finally even the influence of Thomas Mann on the classic study by H.H. Schaeder of the concept of insÁn kÁmil.

Among Pines’ numerous publications (close to 200), only two – the Atomenlehre and the translation of the Guide – are in book form. All his other works are articles, some of which rather lengthy. In the notes of these articles, one sometimes finds allusions to the author’s intention to devote a lengthy study to a specific topic (for instance a book on medieval political philosophy, or a critical edition of Abu Barkr al-Razi’s Dubitationes against Galen, which was begun by Krauss). If these projects were not brought to fruition it is doubtless due to a deliberate decision on the part of Pines. He in fact only worked on what he felt was new. The following anecdote can shed light on his attitude towards intellectual endeavors, both in his studies and in his teaching. After he retired, Pines gave a weekly seminar attended by his former students, many of whom were university lecturers themselves. The seminar dealt with Arabic philosophy or patristic texts, and at the start of each year we were invited to suggest a specific topic for these meetings. Given that Pines was the only scholar to have published in-depth works on Abu al-Barakat al-Baghdadi, I once suggested to him to read with us the KitÁb al-Mu’tabar. After thinking it over for a few days, he refused, saying that he had nothing new to add about Abu al-Barakat. It is reasonable to assume that his refusal to write books was due to the same insistence to work only on such subjects that he saw as challenging.

Nevertheless, one can identify in his articles some recurring themes, explored from different angles. I have already mentioned works on Abu al-Barakat (regrouped in the first volume of his Collected Works
); his studies on the history of Islamic science (collected in the second volume), studies on contacts with India, as well as studies on Maimonides, Judah Halevi, Kabbala ,Isma’ilism, Spinoza, or Judeo-Christianity.

This last mentioned subject interested Pines since he first encountered the Tathbit DalÁ’il al-Nubuwwa by Abd al-Jabbar, a text on which he had planned to work with S.M. Stern. Pines was convinced that this text contained important Judeo-Christian traditions and that these traditions had originated in a fairly late Judeo-Christian community. The publication of the results of his analysis unleashed a torrent of hostile reactions by of several scholars, among them Stern. If this response hurt Pines, he never, as far as I know, responded directly to his critics; but neither did he give in. In his opinion, the refusal to accept novel findings stemmed from a narrow-minded attitude that is unable to free itself from preconceived ideas, in short, from prejudices. Facing these prejudices, he fought with the best intellectual weapons available: daring and imagination, which are sometimes the only ones that make it possible to reconstruct reality. In his seminar as well as in several studies, he analyzed numerous texts, in Greek, Latin, Syriac, Arabic and Hebrew, confirming the existence, - even the importance- of these Judeo-Christian trends, throughout late Antiquity as a whole and up to the Islamic era.

Pines’ publications all deal with the history of ideas: religious, scientific, and philosophical. His personal philosophy emerges as one reads through these historical studies. His ability to re-examine received truths and put forward new solutions (or even define new problems) reflects a profound skepticism. In the only interview he ever granted, which appeared shortly before his death, he described the idea of the superiority of knowledge over ignorance as prejudice, a prejudice upon which universities had been founded. He abhorred speaking of The Truth. And yet, while preserving this skepticism, he believed in the possibility of grasping some “grains of truth”; if one avoids fooling oneself, one can reach a certain level of knowledge. Pines published the findings of his studies when he was sure to have grasped such ‘grains of truth’, when he had understood the meaning of an event or of an idea. This rare combination of skepticism and positivism was also reflected in his personality; astonishing modesty, simple and straightforward, linked to firm confidence in his knowledge and his comprehension.

It was thus with total openness that he approached not only the world of ideas but also the one in which we live. In an article published in 1984, he deals with the concept of liberty, tracing it from Greek literature, through Jewish texts dating to the period of the Second Temple, and the thought of the apostle Paul, up to contemporary philosophy. For Pines, liberty was a key concept, both in his research as in his own conduct. We once spoke about Germany in the 1930s, and, responding to a question on the attitude of university professors during the rise of Nazism, he said simply: “The professors wanted to stay professors.” Pines, who scorned this type of attitude, was not constrained by university titles, but he also maintained his freedom as regards the demands to get politically involved. He doubted religious beliefs, but was also skeptical towards dogmatic atheism: he abhorred dictatorial regimes, nationalism irritated him, but he placed little trust in the automatic stances of so-called “liberal” thinkers. He paid scant attention to the material aspects of life, without taking on ascetic trappings either. He wished to live free: free of prejudices, trends, fears. On his tombstone are engraved these words from Spinoza: “The free man thinks of nothing less than death.”

� The Collected Works of Shlomo Pines, published by Magnes Press- Hebrew University, and distributed by E.J. Brill, Leiden. The first two volumes have been published (Jerusalem, 1979, 1986).





