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1. Paleologic Thinking: Imagination and Transference
of Meaning

On the surface, Maimonides' (1135-1204) treatment

of imagination is puzzling, for he attributes to imagination

contradictory functions and results. Imagination is depicted

as the cause of Adam's fall, the perdition of humankind, and

the medium by which magicians, soothsayers, and politicians

perform their craft. And yet, God communicates with

humans via imagination. It is through the development of

imagination that humankind reaches ultimate perfection.

Indeed, the biblical prophet is superior to the philosopher

because of the former's imaginative powers. At the same

time, Moses is the greatest of all prophets, precisely because

God did not communicate with him via imagination, but

only intellectually! A close reading of this material will

show that Maimonides was weaving, with wit and

sophistication, a revolutionary theory, pointing to a fresh

view of imagination and the role it plays in the development
of humanity.

Imagination is a key concept in Maimonides'

philosophical apparatus. Whereas in traditional philosophy,

imagination is at best a tool of reason, Maimonides

conceived of imagination as an independent faculty

conditioning the perception, mental associations, and
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institutions regulating human activities at the religious,
social and political levels. In the Maimonidean economy of

ideas, imagination is not a "notion" to be analyzed by some

"rational" methodology, either scientific or philosophical, but
is itself a peculiar thinking process by which humankind and

civilization unfold. This mental process represents an

inferior mode of thought and a retrogression from Adam's

ability to reason. Before sinning, Adam was endowed with

the ability to reason-a radically different process than that

of imagination. In that pristine stage, human language

consisted of names (Gen. 2:20). Language was capable of

predication (see Gen. 2:23), but it excluded syntax and

therefore transference of meaning. Without transference of

meaning, imagination is inoperative. Things could neither

be perceived "as" something else, nor be identified with

other beings and ideas. Adam's sin consisted in displacing

this mental process in favor of imagination. Maimonides

called attention to the Hebrew term for snake, nahash,

which means also "divination."1 This leads directly into the
Vichian concept of "divination/divine."2 Abarbanel

(1437-1508) incorporated this radical concept in his

Commentary on Gen. 3:22. Specifically, he connected

imagination with divination and transference of meaning:

". . . And the snake was more cunning than all the

animals of the field" (Gen. 3:10). It means that Adam's

imaginative faculty was more crafty than the imaginative

faculty of all the other animals of the field. Because

human imagination is capable of making syllogisms and

arguments appearing to be true [=transference of

meaning]-something which the imagination of other

animals cannot do.... The snake was regarded by them

[the Rabbis] as the imaginative faculty, as it is peculiar to

diviners (menaliashim) which leads to corruption.

Divination is not only the most primitive form of

religion, but more importantly, it represents transference of

meaning, whereby a peculiar phenomenon is associated with

a specific augury, and thus it is perceived not per se, but "as"
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a something else. In modern philosophy, "seeing as" was

first discussed by Wittgenstein (1889-1951). The "as" is not a

part of the object itself. Rather, it "represents" something

which is not being perceived. This type of perception

involves a fundamental process of transformation and
displacement: through reflexive associations the object per

se is displaced and perceived "as."3 At the religious level,

this type of association is at the basis of all forms of idolatry,

whereby a particular object is perceived "as" a divinity.

Linguistically, it allows for a syntactical procedure whereby

transference of meaning is possible. Indeed, transference of

meaning is at the core of the first sin. Eve associated the

fact that the "tree was a pleasure to the eyes" with "good for

eating," thereby concluding that "it was delightful for

understanding" (Gen. 3:6). It is no coincidence that thereon

God's presence is grasped through transference of meaning.

Before sinning Adam and Eve heard sound per se,

thereafter-borrowing a term from Wittgenstein-the sound

was "heard as." In this fashion, like the Vichian giants who

associated the "sound" of the thunder with the "voice" of

Jove,4 Adam and Eve associated the sound of "the daily
wind"-an ordinary phenomenon-with the "voice" of God,
hiding themselves in fear (Gen. 3:8, 10).5 The same

transformation took place at the visual level. Immediately
after sinning "their eyes were opened and they knew

(vayyede'u) that they were naked" (Gen. 3:7). Maimonides

observed that the Scripture does not say that "their eyes
were opened and they saw that they were naked." The

change was not at the optical or physiological level, but in
their mode of perception: while before the sin they saw,

thereafter they "saw as."6 This form of thinking was adopted
by the children of Cain and the other children that Adam

begot after the sin-Maimonides' shedim ("the wild ones")

and ruhot ra'ot ("wicked spirits") who are humans void of

God's image (the equivalent of Vico's grossi beslioni).1
















