Moses Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, 111, 37
Fustat (Old Cairo), ca. 1185-91 CE

Arles, translated by Samuel Ibn Tibbon, 1204 CE

Marseille, revised by Ibn Tibbon with glossary, 1213 CE

Steven Harvey

Histories of Experience around the Globe: The Virtual-Classroom Sourcebook, #003 (2025)
Commentary: CC BY 4.0 DE

https://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/sites/default/files /2025-
03/HistoriesOfExperience003Harvey_Steven.pdf

Commentary
Experience, Medicine, and Jewish Law:

Maimonides’ Guide of the Perplexed, 111, 37

Our text is selected from the Guide of the Perplexed, a magisterial and most carefully
worded book written by medieval Jewry’s best known, most respected, and greatest
philosopher, Moses Maimonides (1138-1204 CE). Maimonides explicitly states in the
introduction to the Guide that his work is intentionally written in an obscure esoteric
fashion to discourage the unworthy reader from reading it or, at least, to make it very
difficult for that reader to understand the meaning of its chapters. In this, he has only
partially succeeded. The Hebrew translation of 1213 by Samuel ibn Tibbon—the version
of the Guide through which the work was primarily studied in the medieval period—
became one of the most widely distributed books of medieval Jewish thought, with some
130 manuscripts still extant today. In fact, the Guide is still very popular, as evidenced by
the continuing high sales of Shlomo Pines’s accurate and reliable 1963 English
translation (University of Chicago Press), which Amazon ranks as its number 5 best
seller in Judaism and its number 19 best seller in “medieval thought philosophy” (June
2022). Yet the book is so delightfully abstruse that, even today, scholars continue to
disagree vehemently on Maimonides’ personal views regarding his most fundamental
teachings, such as those concerning creation or eternity of the world, God’s knowledge
of particulars, free will, and ultimate human happiness.

Maimonides, a pious and internationally respected rabbi, was one of the very first and
most famous of the Jewish Aristotelians. Our text is found in a section near the end of his
Guide that deals with the reasons for the biblical commandments. After some
introductory chapters, Maimonides divides the commandments into fourteen groups
and discusses each group and its reasons in a separate chapter. Part IIl, chapter 37, is
the second such chapter, and discusses the laws concerning idolatry. I should mention



that this chapter was of special importance for Maimonides, for, as he states near the
beginning of 111, 37, the “intent of the whole divine Law and the pole around which it
revolves is to put an end to idolatry, to efface its traces.”! I have chosen this chapter
because it is the only one in the Guide in which Maimonides mentions the term for
‘experience’ (Arabic: tajriba; Hebrew trans.: nissayon). What, you may wonder, does
experience have to do with the laws concerning idolatry and the reasons for them? And
what does this discussion tell us about how Maimonides may have viewed the epistemic
value of experience?

The context of the passage in Part I, chapter 37, is, as we have seen, Maimonides’
explanation of the reasons for the commandments and, in particular, his claim that
certain practices were prohibited by the Torah because of idolatry. Thus, in order to
keep people from idolatry, many commandments prohibited observing usages of the
idolaters, including agricultural practices. But a few pages into the chapter, Maimonides
quotes the Talmudic ruling that practices of the idolaters that “pertain to medicine” are
not idolatry and may be carried out.? As Maimonides immediately adds, what the
Talmud means here is that “all that is required by [theoretical] speculation concerning
nature is permitted, whereas other practices are forbidden.” In other words, everything
that natural inquiry (al-nazar al-tabi‘i; Hebrew ha-‘iyyun ha-tivi) requires is permitted;
all other practices of the idolaters are prohibited. Several lines later, Maimonides refers
to the same Talmudic teaching but presents a rather different take on it. He explains:

You must not consider as a difficulty certain things that they have permitted, as
for instance the nail of one who is crucified and a fox’s tooth. For in those times
these things were considered to derive from experience and accordingly
pertained to medicine and entered into the same class as the hanging of a peony
upon an epileptic and the giving of a dog’s excrements in cases of the swelling of
the throat. ... For it is allowed to use all remedies similar to these that experience
has shown to be valid even if reasoning does not require them. For they pertain to
medicine and their efficacy may be ranged together with the purgative action of
aperient medicines. O you who are engaged in speculation, grasp fully and
remember the marvelous observations contained in my speech! For they shall be
an ornament of grace unto thy head, and chains about thy neck.3

Maimonides realizes that wearing a dead fox’s tooth to enable one who cannot fall
asleep to sleep and wearing a live fox’s tooth to awaken one who sleeps too long might
seem like superstitious practices and among the ways of the Amorites that should be
prohibited. The same would be true for the practice of wearing a nail from the crucified
to cure infection. How could theoretical speculation—that is, philosophical inquiry—

1 Moses Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963), 111, 37, p. 542; cf. 111, 29, pp. 517 and 521; 111, 30, p. 523; 111, 32, p. 527.

2 “All that pertains to medicine does not pertain to the Amorite usages” (Babylonian Talmud,
Shabbat 67a).

3 Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, 111, 37, p. 544.



possibly require such seemingly superstitious practices? Yet, for Maimonides here,
reasoning need not require them as long as experience shows repeatedly that they work.
And, Maimonides tells us, “in those times”—the period of the Talmud—these practices
were considered to derive from experience and accordingly to pertain to medicine, just
like the current and time-tested practices of his own day, which he knew well from his
own medical study and experience as a physician. For example, the validity of the
practice of tying peony root around the neck as an effective remedy for seizures and
epilepsy, as Galen had recommended, was accepted by contemporary physicians, as was
the administration of dried, pulverized dog’s excrements in cases of swelling or
inflammation of the throat, a remedy used for millennia before Maimonides and for
many centuries after him and one recommended elsewhere by Maimonides citing
Galen.* Maimonides’ use of the Talmudic examples of the fox tooth and the nail from the
crucified may have been chosen because they sound so superstitious and yet were
permitted by the rabbis of the Talmud, though only because their efficacy was
established repeatedly by experience. Notwithstanding their vigorous prohibitions
against the superstitious practices and ways of the Amorites, the rabbis of the Talmud
permitted these odd remedies because repeated experience showed that they work; that
is, that they have a medical function. In his earlier legal work, the Mishneh Torah,
Maimonides explains the Talmudic expression “pertaining to medicine” (mi-shum
refu’ah) as meaning that the physicians say it is effective, in other words, that it can cure
humans of their ailments.>

Maimonides distinguishes in our passage from the Guide between experience (tajriba;
Hebrew: nissayon) and logical reasoning (qiyas; heqqesh). He explains that there are
medical remedies—such as the ones he has mentioned—whose efficacy is known not
through logical reasoning, but through experience. When experience supports these
often rather odd remedies, we can employ them even though they are practiced by the
idolaters and reasoning does not require them. This statement seems to be an exception
to Maimonides’ earlier statement that a practice must be required by the theoretical
speculation of nature. Here, experience is sufficient. In cases that “pertain to medicine,”
the odd practices are considered medicine, not superstitious practices of the idolaters.
Some two decades earlier, in his commentary on the same Talmudic passage cited in the
Guide, Maimonides explained the ruling of the rabbis, “for our principle is that whatever
pertains to medical healing is not among the [prohibited superstitious] ways of the
Amorites, and the biblical verse Ye shall not walk in the customs of the nation is not
applied to it.”® Indeed, according to Maimonides, as long as experience continues to
affirm the efficacy of such practices, they are similar to the purgative action of aperient
medicines—remedies that Maimonides, as a physician, knew very well, both from

4 Maimonides, Medical Aphorisms, Treatises 22-25, ed. and trans. Gerrit Bos (Provo, UT: Brigham
Young University Press, 2017), treatise 22, aphorisms 18 and 20, pp. 5-6. Maimonides uses the
same Arabic terms here for swelling of the throat (awram al-halq) as he used in the Guide.

5 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Book I1I, “Law of Sabbath,” 19:13.

6 Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, on Tractate Sabbath 6:10.



experience and from reasoning. Maimonides concludes this discussion with a word
directed to those who engage in theoretical speculation (al-nazir; ha-me‘ayyen): “grasp
fully and remember the marvelous observations [literally, “the marvelous things”
referring to the statements] contained in my speech!” [t seems that Maimonides might
here be alluding to his statement “even if reasoning does not require them.” Could
Maimonides be pointing here to another way in which those engaged in theoretical
speculation could appreciate his striking statement? A particular remedy may work not
because of its inherent qualities or because of the efficacious elements of the particular
recipe, but as a result of the patient’s judgment and expectation that it will work.
Maimonides ends with a verse of explanation from Proverbs 1:9, a beautiful
metaphorical amulet for his worthy reader: For they shall be an ornament of grace unto
thy head, and chains about thy neck.

Curiously, in Maimonides’ medical writings on this subject, he explicitly recognizes the
importance of experience and observation (in the sense of perception through the
senses) in medicine, but unlike in the Guide, where he says that we accept their validity
“even if reasoning does not require them,” he adds that these findings must be subject to
the requirements of theoretical speculation (al-nazar). Toward the end of his Medical
Aphorisms, for example, he writes:

If any man informs you about things that he has witnessed and observed with his
own eyes [literally, perceived with his senses], even if that person is according to
you most trustworthy and honest and has excellent intellectual and moral
qualities, you should consider [carefully] what he tells you. If he wants with his
account of his observation to strengthen an opinion that he has or a doctrine he
believes in, distrust him in what he says that he observed and let not your mind
become confused by those stories. Rather, consider those opinions and doctrines
according to the requirements of sound judgment without paying attention to
what he says that he saw with his own eyes, regardless whether this assertion is
advanced by a single person or by a group of persons holding that opinion.”

Maimonides advises here that if you receive personal observations from someone or
several people whom you consider to be both highly trustworthy and most intelligent
but who may have a personal agenda, do not accept their word, but rather judge their
teachings only according to what is required by theoretical speculation. Here the Arabic
expression for “the requirements of sound judgment,” ma yaqtadihi al-nazaru, is
identical with the one just quoted from the Guide (“what is required by theoretical
speculation”). Interestingly, Maimonides tell us that he wrote this paragraph to
introduce his criticism of the “virtuous scholar” (al-‘alim al-fadil) Galen for disagreeing
with Aristotle on the superiority of the heart over other organs of the body.

Elsewhere Maimonides argues explicitly against empiricist physicians who rely
completely on experience, who are ignorant of and do not employ logical reasoning
(qivas), and he points out the risks of trusting them. Most relevant for our purposes,

7 Maimonides, Medical Aphorisms, treatise 25, aphorism 69, pp. 193-94.



however, is Maimonides’ emphasis on the importance of experience and observation for
medicine in his various medical writings.8 His own curiosity or thirst for medical
knowledge repeatedly takes him from the medical texts to learning or verifying via
experience and observation. For example, Avicenna mentions a recipe for a kind of
frittata (‘ujja) for strengthening sexual desire. Maimonides, as a learned physician, could
have just passed this odd recipe on along with others to his hopeful patient, but
instead—as he tells us in his Treatise on Coitus—he prepared the concoction himself
(although he simplified it in what seems to be a kosher and tastier version) and gave it
to his patient, who reported that it had a great and most desired effect on him. Although
this was hardly a scientific control, as we cannot be sure which ingredients were vital to
the effect, Maimonides made sure the concoction was prepared properly and then
sought to discover if it really works. One can imagine that Maimonides confidently
recommended the recipe to later patients.? In fact, for Maimonides, experience is crucial
for testing the efficacy of all medicines and treatments. He repeatedly asks leading
physicians about various medications and treatments and the success they have
observed. At times, he mentions a treatment and adds “I have tested it” (jarrabtuhu) and
found it of benefit, or “I found by experience” (wajadtu bi-I-tajribati) or “it has been
verified by experience” (sahha dhalika bi-I-tajribati).10

Maimonides fully appreciated the great importance of experience and observation for
medical knowledge and practice. While experience without reasoning may not have
been sufficient, neither was reasoning without experience. He himself was constantly
testing drugs and treatments and sought out senior physicians to learn from their
knowledge and experiences of various treatments. He also recognized the importance of
knowing through reasoning the special properties of the remedies he prescribed—
whether of mineral, plant, or animal origin—and, accordingly, took pains to explain
these properties in his medical writings.

8 Gerrit Bos has made possible the careful study of Maimonides’ medical works through his
critical editions and annotated translations of the entire corpus. For an excellent account of
Maimonides’ approach to medicine, see Bos, “Maimonides’ Medical Works and Their
Contribution to His Medical Biography,” Maimonidean Studies 5 (2008): 243-66.

9 Maimonides’ On Coitus, ed. and trans. Gerrit Bos (Leiden: Brill, 2019), chap. 6, pp. 40-43. In
chapter 7, pp. 44-45, he mentions another recipe that he attributes to Avicenna, which he says
has been tested and verified by experience.

10 See, e.g., Medical Aphorisms, treatise 22, aphorism 18, pp. 5-6 (and p. 207), and aphorisms 35
and 38-41, pp. 11-14 (and p. 208). See further, treatise 24, aphorisms 37-43, pp. 91-94, esp.
aphorism 40, where Maimonides explicitly records his own observations. It is not always
immediately clear when Maimonides writes in the first person singular whether he is reporting
others’ observations and experiences (as is usually the case) or his own.
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Source Texts

The Judeo-Arabic text, Dalalat al-ha’irin, follows below in the left-hand column (bold),
with Samuel Ibn Tibbon's revised Hebrew translation of 1213, Moreh ha-Nevukhim, in
the right-hand column. The Judeo-Arabic text is from the edition of Rabbi Joseph Qafih, 3
vols (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 1972, vol. 3, pp. 592-96). Blue font indicates the
sections chiefly discussed in my commentary above.
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Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed. From Part III, chapter 37, translated by Shlomo
Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 542-45. Used with permission of
University of Chicago Press, conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.

Professor Pines made this translation from Maimonides’ original Judeo-Arabic,

completed around 1191.

After these premises, which you will find valid upon reading such books of theirs as are
at present in our hands and as I have let you know, hear my discourse: Inasmuch as the
intent of the whole Law and the pole around which it revolves is to put an end to
idolatry, to efface its traces, and to bring about a state of affairs in which it would not be
imagined that any star harms or helps in anything pertaining to the circumstances of
human individuals—this in view of the fact that such an opinion leads to star worship—
it follows necessarily that all magicians must be killed. For a magician is indubitably an
idolater, even though he goes in special and strange ways that are different from the
ways in which the vulgar worship these divinities. And inasmuch as in all these practices
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the condition is posed that for the greater part they should be performed by women, it
says: Thou shalt not suffer a sorceress to live [Exod 22:17]. And as people naturally feel
pity when women are to be killed, it also states specifically with regard to idolatry: Man
or woman [Deut 17:2], and again reiterates: Even the man or the woman [Deut 17:5]—an
expression that is not used with regard to profanation of the Sabbath and other things.
The reason for this is to be found in the fact that naturally women often inspire pity.
Inasmuch as the magicians deemed that their magic was effective, that by means of these
practices they drove away harmful animals like lions, serpents, and so forth, from the
villages; and they also deemed that by means of their magic they warded off various
sorts of damage from plants—thus you will find that they had practices that, as they
deemed, could prevent hail from falling, and that they deemed that certain practices of
theirs killed the worms in the vineyards so that the latter were not destroyed (the
destruction of the worms in the vineyards by means of these Amorite usages, mentioned
in “The Nabatean Agriculture,” being expounded at length by them, [ mean by the
Sabians); that furthermore they deemed that they knew practices that could prevent the
leaves and fruits of plants from falling—because of these things that at that time were
[543] generally known, it is stated among other things in the words of the covenant that
it is because of idolatry and of the magical practices by means of which you think that
these kinds of harm can be kept away from you that these calamities will befall you. It
says: And I will send the beasts of the field among you, which shall rob you of your children
[Lev 26:22]. And: And the teeth of beasts will I send upon them, with the venom of
crawling things of the dust [Deut 32:24]. And: The fruit of the land shall the locust
consume [Deut 28:42]. And: Thou shalt plant vineyards and dress them, but thou shalt
neither drink of the wine, nor gather the grapes; for the worm shall eat them [Deut 28:39].
And: Thou shalt have olive trees throughout all thy borders, but thou shalt not anoint
thyself with the oil, for thine olives shall drop off [Deut 28:40]. To sum up the matter:
Having in view all the devices used by the idolaters to perpetuate their cult through
suggesting to people that thereby certain kinds of harm may be warded off and certain
kinds of benefits obtained, it is included in the words of the covenant that through their
cult these kinds of benefits are lost, and these kinds of damage come about. Thus, it has
already become clear to you, you who engage in speculation, what Scripture intended in
these particulars of the curses and the blessings contained in the words of the covenant,
singling: out them rather than the others for statement. Know likewise the extent of the
great utility of this.

In order to keep people away from all magical practices, it has been prohibited to
observe any of their usages, even those attaching to agricultural and pastoral activities
and other activities of this kind. I mean all that is said to be useful, but is not required by
speculation concerning nature, and takes its course, in their opinion, in accordance with
occult properties. This is the meaning of its dictum: And ye shall not walk in the customs
[huqqot] of the nation [Lev 20:23], these being those that are called by [the Sages], may
their memory be blessed, Amorite usages. For they are branches of magical practices,
inasmuch as they are things not required by reasoning concerning nature and lead to
magical practices that of necessity seek support in astrological notions. Accordingly, the
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matter is turned into a glorification and a worship of the stars. They say explicitly: All
that pertains to medicine does not pertain to the Amorite usages. They mean by this that
all that is required by speculation concerning nature is permitted, whereas other
practices are forbidden. It is for this reason that, after it has been said, A tree which lets
its fruits drop is loaded with stones and marked with red chalk, [544] this practice is
criticized, and it is said: Why is it loaded with stones? It is with a view to diminishing its
sap. But [why] should it be marked with red chalk? and so on. It is thus made clear that it
could be forbidden, as pertaining to Amorite usages, to mark it with red chalk or to do
similar things that are not required by reasoning. They similarly say with reference to a
fetus of consecrated animals, which should be buried: It is not [allowed] to hang it upon a
tree or to bury it at a crossroad with reference to Amorite usages. From this conclude by
analogy. You must not consider as a difficulty certain things that they have permitted, as
for instance the nail of one who is crucified and a fox’s tooth. For in those times these
things were considered to derive from experience and accordingly pertained to medicine
and entered into the same class as the hanging of a peony upon an epileptic and the
giving of a dog’s excrements in cases of the swelling of the throat and fumigation with
vinegar and marcasite in cases of hard swellings of the tendons. For it is allowed to use
all remedies similar to these that experience has shown to be valid even if reasoning
does not require them. For they pertain to medicine and their efficacy may be ranged
together with the purgative action of aperient medicines. O you who are engaged in
speculation, grasp fully and remember the marvellous observations contained in my
speech! For they shall be an ornament of grace unto thy head, and chains about thy neck
[Prov 1:9].

We have already explained in our great compilation [the Mishneh Torah] that the
shaving of the corner of the head and of the corner of the beard has been forbidden
because it was a usage of idolatrous priests. This is also the reason for the prohibition of
mingled stuff, for this too was a usage of these priests, as they put together in their
garments vegetal and animal substances bearing at the same time a seal made out of
some mineral; you will find this set forth literally in their books.

This is also the reason for its dictum: A woman shall not wear man’s armor, neither shall
a man put on a woman’s garment [Deut 22:5]. You will find in the book of Tumtum the
commandment that a man should put on a woman’s dyed garment when standing before
[the planet] Venus and that a woman should put on a cuirass and arms when standing
before Mars. In my opinion there is also another reason for this, namely, that [545] such
a practice arouses desires and necessarily brings about various kinds of debauchery.

As for the prohibition to profit from Idolatry, the reason for it is most manifest. For
sometimes idols are taken in order to be broken but are preserved and become a snare
for him who has taken them. Even if they have been broken and melted down or sold to
a Gentile, it is forbidden to draw profit from the price obtained for them. The reason for
this is that the multitude often believe that accidental matters are essential causes. Thus,
for instance, you will find that most people say that since they dwell in one particular
house or since they have bought one particular beast of burden or tool, they have
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become rich and their fortune has increased, these things having been a blessing for
them. Accordingly it might happen that a certain individual would have success in his
commerce or increase his fortune because of the price obtained for the idols. He would
then think that this price was the reason for this and that the blessing deriving from the
image he had sold necessitated this result. He accordingly would believe things
concerning this image to which the whole wish of the Law runs counter, as becomes
clear from all the texts of the Torah. This is also the selfsame reason why it is forbidden
to draw profit from ornaments covering an object of worship and from offerings to the
idols and from the instruments of [idolatry] so that we should be preserved from this
thought. For at that time their belief in such things was strong; it was believed that they
caused to live or to die, that all good and evil came from them—I mean, from the stars.
Therefore the Law made sure of putting an end to this opinion by means of covenants,
attestation, strong oaths, and the curses quoted above, and it warned against taking
anything and profiting by anything belonging to the idols. And He, may He be exalted,
informed us that if anything that was a portion of the price obtained for them was
mingled with the fortune of a certain man, it would bring about the loss and the ruin of
that fortune. This is the meaning of its dictum: And thou shalt not bring an abomination
into thine house, and be accursed like unto it, and so on [Deut 7:26]. All the more should it
not be believed that there is a blessing in these things. If then you study carefully one by
one all the commandments dealing with idolatry, you will find that the reason for them is
manifest and consists in putting an end to these corrupt opinions and turning people to
another direction far away from them.
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