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This paper reads a famous passage of the Talmud as a kind of allegory of how we should think of truth, nature, and the contingent. In the light of an allegorical discussion of the passage, I derive a way to think of language and the world without adopting either the idealist's or the realist's fantasies. I argue that, on the view of language implicitly adopted by the Rabbis of the legend, what we say can be really true even though it is not entirely dictated by nature.

Part I: It is Not in Heaven:


In the Bava Mezia (the Middle Gate, a tractate in the order Nezikin, Damages) there is the following well-known anecdote.
 The rhetorical force of many passages in the Talmud is not entirely clear. That this passage appears in the Talmud does not mean that the apparent moral is official Jewish Doctrine. Orthodox commentators also differ on exactly what to make of this passage.
 The anecdote in question arises in the discussion of a Mishnah passage on wrong done by words, from a chapter on commercial harms and their rectification, from this tractate on transactions. (At the end of the story, the point connecting it with verbal harms is that R. Akiba informs R. Eliezer in a very delicate way that he (Eliezer) has been excommunicated.)


So: The case (on one interpretation) concerns a kind of stove which is made of sections which are put together. One such stove has become unclean, but was then broken apart. Now, a broken utensil is not subject to uncleanness, so the broken stove at that time was not unclean.  But when the stove is reconstructed with fresh sand, is the (new?) stove now clean or unclean?
  Rabbi Eliezer says clean; other Rabbis, led by Rabbi Yehoshuah, say no. The other Rabbis wind their arguments around R. Eliezer like a snake; Rabbi Eliezer replies with numerous replies. The majority go along with Rabbi Eliezer's opponents. Now, R. Eliezer says, "if I am right, let the carob tree indicate it," and the carob tree does so. The majority reply "You cannot prove by means of a carob tree." R. Eliezer appeals to two further miracles, both of which occur and both of which are rejected by the majority Rabbis as not valid forms of argument. Finally, R. Eliezer says, "If I am right, let a voice from heaven declare it." A heavenly voice
  says, "Why are you disputing with Rabbi Eliezer? The Halakhah is in accordance with him everywhere." Rabbi Yehoshuah rises to his feet and says, "It is not in heaven," quoting Deuteronomy 30:12.
     

The Gemara goes on: "What does `It is not in heaven' mean?...That the Torah was already given on Mount Sinai, and we do not pay attention to a voice, for you already wrote in the Torah at Mount Sinai: `Incline after the majority.'" Some time afterward Rabbi Natan met Elijah
  and said to him,: "What did the Holy One, blessed be He, do at that time?" He said to him: "He smiled and said: `My sons have defeated me, my sons have defeated me.'" The story goes on to say that the things Eliezer had declared clean were burnt, that Eliezer was then "excommunicated,"
 that Akiba volunteered to break the news, and so on. 


A couple of preliminary points: The argument that the Torah says one should incline after the majority rests on an appeal to Exodus 23:2, where the text says: "You shall not be after the majority for evil." The Mishnah on Sanhedrin procedures (Order Nezikin, Tractate Sanhedrin 2a) argues: "...It is said, Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil. I infer that I am to be with them to do good." Behind this argument is the overall interpretive stance that the Torah, and so Ex 23:2, is the word of God. So the words "to do evil" are a qualification that is not inserted accidentally.
 Rabbinic interpretations are based on an understanding about the origins and purpose of the text.
 The point is that these citations and applications of Torah are interpretations, not something transparently there in the text.  It is just not obvious that Exodus 23:2 contains a general instruction to follow the majority in rulings, and that the majority will be correct. 

Part II: What does this have to do with language, truth, and the world?

The question this passage raises for me is about interpretation and truth. The Talmud is the record of the interpretation of Torah, both written and oral, especially the imperative content of Torah, the halakhah. The important issues are how the truth-conditions of commands in scripture and oral torah apply in kinds of circumstances. For instance, what does it take to obey the command to say the evening prayer? How late can you be? The above passage suggests that the Rabbis regard such commands as binding, but as having truth-conditions that are either unknowable or indeterminate until the Rabbis make a judgment. There are a number of points to make about the above anecdote:

1)  The account of language and its relation to reality implicit in the passage is a position that is not a traditional realism nor yet an idealism. Truth is regarded as contingent on human decisions, to some extent, but not thereby relative. Specifically, the account of language and truth implicit in the anecdote of the Stove of Aknai is a version of the accounts of language one finds in Derrida, Davidson, Wittgenstein, and other naturalisms that renounce magic languages and a given. The Rabbis, at least in this anecdote, deny the magic language and assert that their decisions can make truth.

Without magic languages, the extensions of terms are indeterminate in the sense that possible situations can arise in which everything about the previous application of the term, together with the facts, is insufficient to determine the truth-values of predications using the term. When we confront such situations, according to the Rabbis, we make a judgment. Those judgments are not necessitated by anything in the situation, but are not for that reason invalid. The result of such judgments is that the application decided on is true. One could ask whether it was always true. Davidson and the Rabbis would say “Yes” but that it was impossible for anyone to know that the judgment was true until the judging process took place. Davidson, however, might deny that a decision, even in such a case where all the facts are in, does not guarantee truth. Wittgenstein, it seems to me, would agree with the Rabbis that the sentence is now true, but would reject the claim that the sentence had always been true.  Derrida would regard the indeterminacy as giving grounds for saying that the very concept of truth does not apply in this case.

The general analogy is that the Torah plays the role of Nature, the true beliefs we start with in confronting new situations that require judgment.
    10 The Rabbis are us, the “interpreters of nature.” The halakhic rulings of the Rabbis are our judgments of what is what. According to this anecdote, then, Torah, at any given time, under-determines when predicates apply. In particular, Torah (both written and oral, up to the point in question) under-determines whether this stove is unclean. So it looks as though part of what exists is either unfixed or unknowable even by God until the Rabbis, we decide what is what. But that does not mean that the question has no answer, or that there is no halakhah on the issue. There is neither answer nor halakhah determined by anything else that is the case yet. That is decided by the Rabbis, according to the rules of the Torah itself. If we remember that the Rabbis declared everything that had been declared clean by R. Eliezer to be unclean, it turns out that the Rabbis apply their judgment retroactively. Of course, what the rules of interpretation specified by the Torah are is also subject to interpretation, so there is no level whatsoever at which the decisions are dictated by something fixed for all possible situations.


The extent to which the oral Torah fills out the written Torah must be less than a completion, since those to whom Torah has been passed can disagree. There is no simple algorithm, given that R. Eliezer has had the Oral Torah transmitted to him, but can disagree with R. Yehoshuah and be wrong.

2)  For many texts, one would think, we can determine what the meaning is in principle by asking the author what was meant. If I write "Reading is obscene," you can, at one unproblematic level, tell whether I mean the practice or the city by asking me, by asking me to read the sentence aloud, or by biographical research. These practical possibilities of clarifying ambiguities and identifying truth-conditions have led to the illusion that implicit in a speech or writing act is a complete specification of the set of possible worlds meant. (Such miraculously complete words are the Greek logoi discussed below.)


In the case of the written Torah, no such illusion is sustainable. The most important parts of the written Torah have nothing like the author's intention available, on an historical account. On the Rabbi's account, there is an author's intention, but it is limited in the ways that words backed by words are limited, as I will argue below. The author's intention cannot be complete, in the sense of specifying a set of possible worlds, because the author's intentions are words, even if they are words of God.


According to modern scholarship, the most authoritative texts, the Pentateuch, have no author. (The Rabbis, of course, would ascribe both a human and a divine author to the text. They still succeed in abstaining from the view that intentions are formulated in a magic language. For us moderns who are not Orthodox views, the lack of an author makes it easier to avoid the usual move to “the author’s intention” as definitive and magic.) The standard text is the result of a series of redactions, adaptations, and compilations of hymns, genealogies, regulations, ancestor tales, folk-stories, and traditions. At every stage, it seems, the "authors" more or less correctly regard themselves as transmitters. At every stage, the "authors" interpret, edit, and annotate. Thus there is no "authorial intention" to give the illusion of a foundation for the text.

3)   Given the status of the Mishnah as "Oral Torah", and given that this very ruling is incorporated in the Mishnah, Torah is completed by the Rabbis. Oral Torah, which the Rabbis are adding to by providing interpretations, is Torah, so the historical composite of the rulings is a good part of oral Torah. If the Rabbi's determine rulings by their deity-independent majorities, even on the basis of the divine text, the Rabbis are making Torah. The Rabbis' contribution is inseparable from the Divine contribution, since the Rabbis in effect get to say what the Divine word means. The connection between the rulings, which are interpretations of Torah, and Torah itself, becomes complex.
  11 In fact, it begins to seem that there is no line between what is text and what is "ruling based on text." The very character of the text is shaped by the Rabbis' discussions, since what the text is about is shaped by how it is taken, and what texts it is taken together with.
Thus the text and the whole procedure of deriving halakhah from the text is thoroughly mixed with interpretations, procedures and practices that are underdetermined. At every point, the sequence of consonants could have been taken otherwise, in some sense. That is, there are cultural contingencies at every level of the relation of the culture to the text.

Given that interpretation, i.e. contingency, what is not "forced by the text," plays a role at every stage, that does not mean that there is nothing but interpretation--just that there is no separating out the "construction" put on the text from the text itself. Of course, there are still Rabbinic interpretations which are more loosely tied to the text, and ones that are tightly tied,
 just as there are statements which are more empirical that others, even though there is no separating the contribution of experience from the contribution of linguistic rules, according to Quine.
 

But Torah does mean what they say it does, in the precise sense that their determinations of truth-conditions are correct. The “majority rule” criterion claims truth for the majority judgment. So those contingencies about what might have been are no more threatening to the correctness of their interpretation than the fact that we might have called paws hands threatens the truth of "Dogs have paws, not hands on their front legs." The truth of "There were four home runs hit yesterday" is likewise not threatened by the fact that we could have decided that a ball is a home run if it would have gone over the fence if the fielder had not interfered. (So that great plays would become "goal-tending.")

4)   To continue this line of thought in a slightly different way: Suppose we take Logos to mean a word in the sense of a very special word of thought, a Fregean sense. Such a word has every detail of application already worked out: In brief, such a word would be a David Lewis word, one that selects a set of possible objects in this and every other possible world. In the case at hand, a God issuing instructions about what is clean would speak logoi that contained, for every possible object and situation, a sorting of that object into the class of clean things or the class unclean things. The Greco-Christian God, the God of the Philosophers, is a God whose creative words in Genesis and elsewhere
 are Logoi. If God's words were Logoi, there would be no possibility of cases which were not already covered in the original speech act. God's sentences would be complete specifications of sets of possible worlds in which they were true. Such a God would already have thought of the stove of Aknai, and his words would have covered that precise case. The "meanings" in the Platonic sense, which God had in mind (in his thoughts/ words) would have covered every possibility. (David Lewis seems to think we talk like this.)


The God of the Rabbis (and even more clearly, of the Hebrew Bible) has no such intentions, and speaks no such words.
 If we read the words that God says as like the words of regular people, (so that “vayomer”= “and he said” in the sense of said words, the plain sense of the text) then God thoughts are like our thoughts in that they are not complete in every detail.
 When God says "Let there be light" he does not specify a set of possible worlds. It is important that God actually speaks.  That is, if his intentions are not Platonic, then something is left indeterminate, no matter how complete an explanation God makes to Moses to be passed down, as long as that explanation is in words.


Such a conception does not make a finite God and does not make a finite Word of God. Even if God's words are infinitely detailed, that does not make them necessarily complete. If I say "Bless all the numbers," my words would express an infinite intention, but, if I haven't thought about the fractions, the irrationals, and the imaginary numbers, some items may be left out. Did I mean those too or not? If my words are words, there is no answer which is not implicit in my relations to the world. (And even infinitely rich relations over infinite time can still leave unanswered questions.) The word does not reach out and decide every possible application in advance.
 The Platonist thinks I had to have meant one or the other, the Quinean and the Rabbis think no such thing. What we mean is what we say, and while language may be magic in some ways, it is not complete in this Platonic sense.


So: There are two kinds of magicness of words: First, there is the natural relation of reference, which God's words have both for the Greeks and for the Rabbis. Second, there is the magicness that the use of the word somehow fixes the extension in every possible future case, leaving no question undecided. These are the magic properties of words which the Greeks and Christians seem to ascribe to divine words and which some philosophers ascribe to human words as well. (Compare Wittgenstein's Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics. Wittgenstein joins the Rabbis in insisting on words being words, and not magic Greek logoi.)

5)   Heidegger apparently believes that the Christian conception of God incorporated the features of the Greek notion of Being, the infinitely detailed (neo) Platonic mind in which every detail of every possible case is already implicit. Every bit of reality, in God's mind's Words, is like the completion of pi, which is determinate all the way down, to the finest detail. Heidegger's view is also, apparently, that Western Philosophy has adopted this onto-theo-logy, even when it renounces God: That is, the Laws of Nature are Greek God-like Platonic words. The nature that is brought about has every possibility already worked out.


Heidegger is wrong if he refers to a Judaeo-Christian God. While Rabbinic Judaism is certainly monotheistic, and certainly regards God's word as in itself creative (and thus like the Logos in being magic in the sense of having a natural correspondence to what the word names) there is no reason to read the Word of the Philosophers, let alone the God of the Philosophers, into the Word of the God of the Hebrew Bible or the Rabbinic discussion. It must be admitted that Heidegger is right about what happens when Judaism adopts the God of the Philosophers via Maimonides’ adaptation of Islamic meditation on the properties of the One God.

Conclusion:


Especially in the case the application of predicates subject to Sorites arguments, I claim that the Rabbis' procedure is essentially right: We need not conclude that, since there is no sharp or uncontroversial line between dogs and non-dogs, therefore there are no dogs. The only conclusion justified is that there are no dogs if being a dog is determined by natural necessities. The Sorites arguments show, not that there are no dogs, but that dogs are not a natural kind, not a kind of object fixed by an array of natural necessities such that whether an object is or is not a dog is determined by those natural necessities.


Nature is text-like in leaving some questions open, no matter how complete the laws of nature are, unless nature is a possible world-specifying text with a yes or no answer to every possible question in every possible language. Just as there is no fact of the matter as to whether Huckleberry Finn had an odd or even number of moles on his right arm, so there is no fact about the precise point at which a fetus becomes a person or a non-tall man becomes a tall man prior to a social decision. “No fact” here means that nothing about the situation determines in other terms what is the case. 


To make the parallel with texts more complete and precise: Just as a text even an infinitely long one, may not say anything about certain topics, so nature (= God's demands) do not answer certain questions. Given an understanding of Huckleberry Finn, we can reasonably argue about whether Huck ever believed that it was his duty to return Jim to his owner. If the issue were to become important, because, for instance, we were writing a sequel or expanding certain chapters, then we could argue about what is the right way to go on. Once we had added the sequel or expanded the chapter, that would put further text-like constraints on further questions. Insisting that nature has decided every question because nature has decided some questions is not more appropriate than insisting that, because the number of consonants in a given chapter is definitely decided by the text, so are the questions about Huck's moral opinions.

 Some things are not strictly in by the text, but are reasonable implications of the text (in some sense): Huck has two fibulae, for example, even though it would not be impossible that these be missing. Likewise, it is clear that using your word-processor as usual is prohibited on the Sabbath, though that is not said either in the Mishnah or the Gemara. Backing up your hard disk when it starts to crash just before sundown of the Sabbath, and continuing to let the machine back up files during the first half-hour of the Sabbath would be a debatable case, since it may be a kind of emergency; and the machine is doing the work, sort of. 


The disanalogy of nature with most texts is that with a text there is clearly some basic text on the topics, even if we get to add on. This once again is what makes the Torah such a good text for my purposes: There is no ur-text, but we have revision and decision all the way down, just as we have with nature and the medium-sized objects of our world.


The reason why neither the laws of nature nor Torah cover in advance all the things to which we require answers is that in both cases, those objects, acts and people the laws apply to are subject to continuous variation, and are not themselves precise objects, and acts. It cannot have escaped notice that the problem of the stove of Aknai is the philosophical problem of defining the unity of a single object. When is an object one thing? When is it one thing of this kind? As is well-known, such questions only have formulaic answers in special cases. Numbers, geometrical objects, perhaps some well-governed physical particles have conditions on being what they are and being the same thing which can be stated generally. For any medium-sized objects, there will always be constructible borderline cases, as I have argued in numerous papers on Sorites arguments.
 
  
Granted, perhaps nature determines all the facts in some terms, just as the sequence of consonants does. How many alephs there are in Genesis is there in the text in as firm a way as where every micro-particle is, perhaps, or what the field equations are for every point in the universe. But important things are left open once all such phenomena are known. In particular, the truth-values of many important utterances are left open by a total knowledge of all such phenomena. As I have argued in the previous chapter, such questions as whether a person exists, whether an object is of a given kind, whether an object is tall or just, are incompletely determined by nature.


Finally, one might ask why it is of any significance that some ancient Rabbis seem to have had views about language and truth that make truth contingent on social decision but none the less objective. It seems to me important because that is the correct view, and it is of some interest that it is intuitive enough to fit with some people’s intuitions about what truth requires. Briefly, the Rabbis show that the traditional notion of truth as fit between propositions express and truth-makers is not necessarily the only one that fits deep intuitions. There are alternatives. 

� The case, along with the judgments of Eliezer and the Rabbis, is mentioned in the Mishnah, Kelim, Chapter 5, Mishnah 10. That would perhaps have been the logical place for the anecdote, but there is no Gemara whatsoever in Kelim, and some place had to be found for a full account of such an interesting sequence of occurrences. The incident is referred to elsewhere in the Talmud, usually citing R. Yehoshua's opinion that a Bath Kol is not authoritative.(See Berakoth 51b-52a, Pesahim 114b, Yebamoth 14a).


My first acquaintance with this passage was from Daniel Boyarin telling me about it and how interesting it was. I should note as well that Boyarin's oral and written discourses have thoroughly shaped my understanding of Talmud and Midrash, for good or ill.





� Commentators differ on the interpretation of the initial situation. On another interpretation, the question is one of whether an object is subject to uncleanness, that is, whether it is a stove at all after being taken apart and not exactly put back together. In Kelim 5, Mishnah 10, the case is described as "clean" according to Eliezer and "unclean" according to the Rabbis. Maimonides interprets the case in the Mishneh Torah, Book 10 (The Book of Cleanness) Treatise VII, (Laws Concerning Utensils, essentially a commentary on the Mishnah Tractate Kelim), Chapter XVI. There he discusses two cases among several others: 1) When a stove becomes unclean, is cut into sections, and re-made with fresh clay holding it together, it is clean. 2) Where the stove itself is constructed by putting sand or gravel between the rings into which it has been cut, but the whole is plastered over with clay, it is susceptible to uncleanness. (The issue is whether it is a single item. In another case, where there is a gap between the sections and the clay that hold everything together, the complex is not a single item at all, according to Maimonides, and so is not subject to uncleanness.) If we take Maimonides to be always agreeing with the sages, then the issue on which Eliezer was wrong was whether the stove is subject to uncleanness.





� Kelim, especially Chapters 5 and 6, for the general discussion of cleanness and uncleanness of stoves of various kinds in various circumstances. The stove in question, the "stove of Akna`i" is discussed in Berakoth 19a as well, in the context of a discussion of “excommunication.”


Kelim, especially Chapters 5 and 6, for the general discussion of cleanness and uncleanness of stoves of various kinds in various circumstances. The stove in question, the "stove of Akna`i" is discussed in Berakoth 19a as well, in the context of a discussion of “excommunication.”





� "Heavenly voice" is the Soncino translation for "bath kol." There are at least forty occurrences of the expression in the Talmud, and about thirty in Midrash Rabbah. Literally, "daughter of a voice."  Benoth Koloth do a number of things and the Talmud says a number of things about benoth koloth: Benoth koloth sometimes quote Scripture (Hagigah 15a, quoting Jeremiah), they lecture people (Chagigah 13a, Rosh Hoshanah 21b, where the bath kol quotes Torah), and give or withhold divine information. A bath kol will often speak of itself in the first person in ways which imply that it is God's voice. (The time of the coming of the Messiah is my secret) On the other hand, benoth koloth are not the same as prophetic inspiration. In Sotah 48b, prophecy has departed from Israel, but the bath kol is still granted to them. See also Yoma 9b. So benoth koloth will often render divine judgments, after the Holy One has made a decision. So, in one instance, Kethuboth 77b, R. Joshua B. Levi tricks the Angel of Death into getting his place in paradise early, the Holy One judges that he can stay, and the bath kol instructs the Angel of Death to give Joshua's knife back. The bath kol knows lots of secrets about the fatherhood of Judah, future spouses of unborn children, etc. Two other striking instances of benoth koloth and their interventions: 


1) Sanhedrin 104b: After several other miraculous interventions, a bath kol tries to talk the men of the Great Assembly into including Solomon in the list of those with a place in the world to come. The men of the Great Assembly ignore the bath kol, which then declares that Solomon will be included anyhow. An interesting fact is that the men of the Great Assembly are making adjudications in all the other instances.


2) An important episode, referred to several times, is a general judgment of a bath kol that the Halachah is always with Beth Hillel, even though both Hillel and Shammai speak the words of God. In other passages, when a reason is given for accepting a ruling of Beth Hillel, this judgment of the bath kol is often cited as a problem. But since R. Yehoshuah thinks we should not listen to a bath kol, this further reason is still appropriate, in case you think he's right.





� This text, as it occurs in its context, seems to be primarily about the ability of humans to obey "this mitzvot," not a remark about the source of the Torah. However, it does clearly say that the mitzvot is "in your mouth and in your heart," so Yehoshua, while he is giving a new understanding of the text, is not thoroughly distorting the plain sense.





� Elijah is one of two people who does not die. He was taken up to heaven directly (2 Kings 2:1 "Yahweh took Elijah up to heaven in the whirlwind"). The Rabbis occasionally meet him and receive word about Heavenly states of affairs. (Berakoth 23a, 29b, 58a, etc.) He is quite significant in Jewish thought of the time. In the New Testament, Elijah, along with Moses has a discussion with Jesus. (Mark 9, Matthew 17, Luke 9.)





� Eliezer was being punished for not going along with the majority decision. Exactly what this punishment amounted to is debated. It did not amount to a permanent and irrevocable removal from the religion, and did not remove the "Rabbi" from R. Eliezer.





� This principle follows from the over-all interpretive meta-principle: The Torah is the word of God. That has consequences, among which are that there are no redundant words and essentially no accidents about the text. Numerous other principles are employed, most of which seem to me to be justified by a combinations of logic and the postulate of a divine author. In particular, given such an author, any passage can be read in the light of any other passage. See Daniel Boyarin's discussion in Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash, (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1990) especially chapter 2, for an account of how reading a verse in the context of other verses affects meaning.





� Tractate Hullin 11a, Exodus 23:2 is cited as evidence that the correct procedure generally is to decide halakhic matters by majority rule. Interestingly, Exodus 23:2 is also taken to mean to make the judgment that is most probable, in some cases. If I have a hundred birds and Jones has one bird, and an unidentifiable bird is discovered after a tornado, I get it. This principle is paired with a principle of proximity, derived from Deuteronomy 21:3, which would award the bird to you if it was found closer to your cote. (Bava Bathra 23b). In cases of conflict between these two principles, majority rules.





� This will include "oral Torah," what was supposed to have been transmitted teacher-to-student from Moses down through the current Rabbis, as well. Scriptural arguments that there is more to God's instructions than is written can be found in Exodus 12:21, where God refers to the methods of slaughter of animals "I have laid down", even though no such instructions appear in the Pentateuch. The term "Oral Torah" (torah shebea`l pe) occurs in Shabbath 31a, in an anecdote quoting Shammai's use of the term. In addition to halakhoth that are binding but not written. Oral Torah includes principles of rational interpretation, ways of understanding what the ruling is on a given case. There is much more to say here: Parts of Torah are not on a par. There is the distinction between what comes from the divine and what is a ruling by the Rabbis. But such rulings are sometimes described as enacted below and endorsed above. See also Chacigah 10a.





� Parts of Torah are themselves Torah-interpretations and commentary.See Michael Fishbane's Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, Oxford UP, 1985.





� This relative strength of connection is often noted. For instance Chagigah 10a speaks of three categories of halakhah: Rules of dissolution of vows are said to rest on nothing, while rules of Sabbath, etc., "hang as mountains on a thread," and rules of cleanness, forbidden relations, et al., have a firm textual basis. The last category are then said to be the core of Torah. The written Torah has a kind of priority. This is a Mishnah text, so it has authority. Thus this is an Oral Torah text which comments on the authority of oral Torah.





� See the famous works "Two Dogmas of Empiricism", in From a Logical Point of View, (Harvard UP: Cambridge, 1953) and Word and Object (MIT Press: Cambridge, 1960).





� The creation of Torah should be thought of as creating moral facts. Torah is described by the Rabbis as a gift of which the angels are jealous. Torah is a part of the "furniture of the world" in fact the most important part of the furniture. God Himself studies Torah every day in the early morning, according to `Abodah Zarah 4b.





� Akiba says "There is no possible argument against the words of Him who spoke and the world came into being"(Mekilta Beshallah 7). But the Rabbis do argue, and win sometimes. This also happens in the Bible. Abraham argues with God about Sodom's fate and persuades God to change the conditions. In our very passage, a bit later, R. Gamaliel reminds God about his reasons for excommunicating R. Eliezer and God quiets the storm.


	One of the ways in which the Rabbi’s conception of God may differ from that of the Greco-Christians and the later Greco-Islamic-Jewish philosophy we could attribute to Maimonides is that God is omniscient, for the Rabbis, only about those things which are knowable. If the future is not yet real, then there is nothing that is of which God is ignorant. The view the future is not yet real, so that there can be sentences whose truth-value is unknowable, is compatible with God knowing some important things about the future, for instance that He will keep His promises. 





� Note that this claim has nothing to do with Maimonides' view that all such ascription of speech to God must be in some sense other than physical speech. The metaphysical completeness of speech acts is an entirely different issue than whether the words are of an entirely different unrepeatable order. (Although, given his other views, I would imagine that Maimonides would assign God a Platonic/ David Lewis language.) Lewis’ views are clearly expressed in On the Plurality of Worlds.


	In the case at hand, Maimonides interprets R. Eliezer as trying to add to Torah by appeal to signs. In Book I Chapter 9 of Mishneh Torah, he cites Deuteronomy 30:12 in that connection. His reading seems to be that God smiled because his sons had sucessfully resisted temptation in which God had been a kind of party.





� Without magic words, it is questionable whether there really is a set of possibilities, let alone possible worlds, already well-defined. If possible worlds are constructions of words, and words are incomplete, then so are they. The very idea of a full possible world seems to me to depend on this kind of "magicness." But this sort of magicness only occurs in Platonic words, not real words. 





� See my "Reference and Vagueness", Synthese, Volume 30, 1975, pp.367-379; "Indeterminacy of Radical Interpretation and the Causal Theory of Reference", in Meaning and Translation, edited by F. Guenthner and M. Guenthner-Reutter, (Duckworth, London, 1978), pp.83-94; "Persons and their Micro-Particles", Nous, Volume XX, Number 3, September 1986, pp.333-349; "On That Which is Not", Synthese 41, 1979, pp.155-173; and "Natural Property Rights as Body Rights", Nous Volume XIV, No 2, May 1980, pp. 171-194.








