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Abstract 

This work examines the philosophical links between three twentieth century Jewish 

American Rabbis-thinkers, Hayyim Hirschensohn, Mordecai M. Kaplan and Eliezer 

Berkovits, and their connection to Classical American Pragmatism (hereafter: CAP). 

While each of the ‘fathers of American Pragmatism’ (Charles S. Peirce, William James, 

and John Dewey, hereafter CAPs) had his own philosophical interests and emphasis, 

three core-ideas are discerned as their philosophical common denominator: Rejection of 

Cartesian Radical Foundationalism and Skepticism (hereafter: CRFS), Fallibilism and the 

Pragmatic Maxim (hereafter: PM). Anti-foundationalism is the claim that an absolute 

metaphysical certainty is not a necessary condition for a philosophical reasoning or 

normative system, however, moderate foundations are indeed required. The rejection of 

Cartesian skepticism is the assertion that doubt is a useful philosophical tool, as long as 

it is referring to a real or practical doubt, differently from a theoretical-hypothetical one, 

or the Cartesian methodological doubt casting. Fallibilism is the idea that knowledge is 

being processed by humans and is constantly corrected considering new evidence and 

mistakes; Pragmatic Maxim is the claim that the truth-value or the meaning of metaphysical 

and religious issues is judged and understood considering their worldly functioning.  

Chapter 1 presents the philosophical sources of CAP in Western thought, and 

clarifies the similarities and the differences between CAP and its immediate philosophical 

neighbors in modernity. A significant clarification is made about the metaphysical and 

religious commitments that the CAPs had (each one in his own special way, of course). 

This extended naturalistic orientation accounts for the inherent gap between CAPs’ 

pragmatism and anti-metaphysical philosophies like that of Marx, Nietzsche, and logical 

positivism (e.g., Carnap), and between CAP and some post-modern philosophers, the 

most dominant of whom is Richard Rorty. Chapter 2 portrays the intellectual pragmatic 

world of Peirce, James and Dewey, and unpacks their weltanschauungs. Special emphasis is 

devoted to their holistically-ethical, socially-integrative, democratic and pluralistic 

worldviews. In chapter 3, the three core-concepts of CAP (Rejection of CRFS, 

Fallibilism, and the PM), are thoroughly defined and briefly demonstrated in the writings 

of the CAPs.  
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These core-concepts are the basis for the second part of the dissertation, namely 

the systematic analysis of three Jewish thinkers: Rabbi Ḥayyim Hirschensohn ([RHH] 

Z’fat 1857 – New-Jersey 1935), Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan (Lithuania 1881 – New York 

1983) and Rabbi Prof. Eliezer Berkovits (Romania 1908 – Israel 1992). Each one of them 

lived in the United States for many years and knew CAP. This research provides an 

analysis of their Jewish-particular thought and halakhah, from the perspective of CAP. 

After a presentation of the challenges that American intellectual life posed to Jewish 

thinkers in the 20th century, I turn to examine the thought of Hirschensohn, Kaplan, and 

Berkovits. The main findings are as follows: 

 The pragmatic rejection of CRFS is reflected in Hayyim Hirschensohn’s 

thought (as analyzed in chapter 4) in general, in several cases. My analysis to RHH’s 

thought is briefly demonstrating the pragmatic infrastructure in Jewish tradition, which 

was a fertile ground for RHH’s pragmatic thought (as well as to that of Kaplan and 

Berkovits). Hirschensohn did not argue against any foundationality as such, and 

advocated the need for systematicity and coherence, as far as possible. RHH considered 

local doubts, as opposed to hyperbolic doubt, to be an indispensable philosophical tool. 

His rejection of radical foundationalism and skepticism expressed in his willingness to 

suspend the belief of the immortality of the soul, in favor of halakhic legitimacy of 

performing autopsies, for example. Fallibilism is reflected in Hirschensohn in his 

understanding of Biblical covenant (brit) as a constantly renewed phenomenon and in is 

his concept of oral-law, e.g. in the objection to halakhic codification. PM is manifested 

in Hirschensohn’s halakhic thought in his emphasis on the purposiveness and 

intelligibility of Divine law, and at the same time, in stressing the role of human halakhic 

interpretation of it. 

In Mordecai Kaplan’s thought (as examined in chapter 5), the pragmatic 

rejection of CRFS is reflected in his idea of ‘Judaism as Civilization’, encompassing 

nationality, religion, land, language, etc. This, in contrast to some radical-foundationalist 

attempts to base Judaism on a single element. Kaplan’s rejection of CRFS is further 

manifested in the negation of Cartesian methodological doubt, in the insistence on seeing 

belief in God as an immanently human intuition, as well as in other cases. Fallibilism is 

reflected in Kaplan’s notion of Folkways, based on the phenomenon of constantly 

changing Jewish norms and surrounding environment. PM is manifested in his concept 
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of functional interpretation, or the understanding of traditional metaphysical content, 

according to its worldly ethical consequences. However, the critical discussion implies 

that in some issues, Kaplan’s functionalism and ontological naturalism may have failed 

to be pragmatic, as he intended. This, although there is a basis in Jewish tradition for 

some of his controversial interpretive maneuvers. Finally, I emphasize Kaplan’s actual 

and potential contribution to contemporary Jewish renewal movements. 

 The pragmatic rejection of CRFS is reflected in Eliezer Berkovits’ thought (as 

examined in chapter 6) in his critique of halakhic fundamentalism, and in his dialogical 

theology (or ‘encounter theology’, as I call it), which explicitly rejects the Cartesian 

requirement of proving God’s existence, as well as his philosophic world-picture alike. 

Fallibilism is reflected in Berkovits in his understanding of halakhic method for applying 

God’s will in an ever-changing world. Human reasoning (svara) has a central role in 

carrying out Divine will. PM is manifested in Berkovits’ halakhic conceptualization of 

halakhah as consisting of several holistically-entangled purposive considerations: ‘the 

possible’ or the feasible, the ethical, the economical sustainable, and the spiritually-

meaningful. Berkovits’ pragmatism is further reflected in his insistence on the 

indispensability of each of these aspects. Finally, I raise some questions and observations 

regarding Berkovits’ halakhic thought and its traditional sources, within the broader 

context of tradition and change. 

In the conclusion, I make some more general observations about Hirschensohn, 

Kaplan and Berkovits, as pragmatic thinkers. I present Isaiah Berlin’s distinction between 

‘Fox’ and ‘Hedgehog’ philosophers, and argue that this model fails to capture – and hence 

excludes – the singularity of pragmatic thinkers like Hirschensohn, Kaplan and Berkovits, 

who try to address the pluralistic and the monistic elements of reality, in a holistic way. 

Their halakhic commitments, I argue, makes it more explicit than in the case of the CAPs. 

Some broader contributions of this research, are the following. From the 

perspective of the history of ideas, I refer to James’ assessment that Pragmatism is a new 

name for some old ways of thinking. However, the CAPs did not take Jewish thought into 

account in this context. Following Harry Wolfson, Peter Ochs and others, I argue that 

Pragmatism (or CAP) may be perceived as a ‘new name for some old Jewish ways of 

thinking’ (this does not imply that such pragmatic inclinations are the only ways that 

appear in Jewish tradition). It is perhaps the basic mutual resemblance between the 
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pragmatism in halakhic Judaism and pragmatic-fallible side of modernity, I suggest, 

which caused a halakhic stringent reaction of undermining of the role of pragmatism and 

fallibility, resulting in an implicit ultra-orthodox turn to Cartesian radical-foundationalist 

side of modernity). 

A significant contribution of this work is portraying introductory lines of a 

pragmatic Halakhic decision making and discerning some of its metaphysical 

commitments, and in establishing the Descartes vs. CAP as a paradigmatic axis or 

reference for understanding Jewish thought in modern times. Beyond analyzing inner-

halakhic concepts (such as brit or halakhic-purposiveness), this work stresses the 

importance of metaphysical commitments for pragmatic halakhah, and hence a tension 

(even contradiction) between pragmatic theologies, and the ‘hostile-God’ (or un-ethical 

God) theologies. 

Finally, a general humane contribution of this research, is in re-emphasizing 

pragmatism (and more specifically, CPA and CAPs) as a humane deliberative way of 

thinking, an idea which is not for granted, facing contemporary religious fundamentalism, 

political rudeness, and evolutionist post-humanism (all of them are characterized by what 

I term “pragmatism in the wide sense”, but unlike CAP, not in the narrow sense). More 

widely, the possibility of reconstructing a humane pragmatic discourse, is an alternative 

to the dominant idea of implying that contingency and incommensurability make every 

interhuman discursive attempt to be perceived as baseless and worthless. 

 

 

  



vii 

 

General Content 
Research Summary …………………………………………..….…...…………..….... 3 

Preface ………………………………………………………..….……………….... 11 
Introduction: Setting the Stage; Main Research Questions …….………………..….... 14 

 

Part I: Pragmatism …………………………………………..….…...………..……...... 41 
Chapter 1. Classical American Pragmatism: Philosophical Origin and Place ….……... 43 
Chapter 2. The ‘Fathers of Pragmatism’ and their World-views …….…………..…… 81 
Chapter 3. On the Common Sense: Three Core-Concepts in Pragmatism……….........105 

 
Part II: Jewish Thought: Hirschensohn, Kaplan and Berkovits ……………………...…….... 138 
Introduction: Challenges that Pragmatism posed to American Jewish Though ...…… 138 

Chapter 4. Rabbi Ḥayyim Hirschensohn ………...…………………….…………….148 

Chapter 5. Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan …………………………………...…………244 

Chapter 6. Rabbi Prof. Eliezer Berkovits …………...……………………………….323 
Afterward ………………...…………………………..…………………….………411 
Bibliography …………………………………………...…………………...………420 
English Abstract ………………………………………...………………...………. p. iii 

 

 
 

Detailed Content 
Summary ……………………………………………………………..……………...…......... 3 
Preface; A few remarks on Technical terms and Translation ………………………...……… 11 

Introduction: Setting the Stage ……………….....………………...………...….…….14 

a. Hayyim Hirschensohn: Literature Review ……………....………….…….….…….18 

b. Mordecai Kaplan: Literature Review …………………….………………..………23 

c. Eliezer Berkovits: Literature Review ……………………….……………..….……30 
d. Methodology; Considerations in Comparative Analysis …………………….……..33 

Summary ………….………………………………………………………………………...40 
 

Part I: Pragmatism 
Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………...41 
Chapter 1. Classical American Pragmatism: Origins and Place in Western Philosophy   

1.1. General Introduction; What Pragmatism is not; Pragmatism in the Wide and in the 

Narrow sense …….………………………………………………………..................43 
1.2. Origins of CAP in Western Philosophy, its place in Modern Philosophy ..................50 
1.3. Neo-pragmatism, Post-Modernism, and rival retroactive conceptions of CAP…...71 
1.4. Summary ………………………………………………………..………….........80 

 
Chapter 2. The Fathers of Pragmatism and their World-View 
Opening ………………………………………..…………………………………………...81 

2.1 Peirce, James, Dewey: Brief Intellectual Biographies ………………..……….........81 
 2.1.1. Charles Sanders Peirce ……………………………………...…………82 
 2.1.2. William James …………………………………………...…....……….85 
 2.1.3. John Dewey ……………………………………………...…...……….87 
2.2. Three Ideas in the basis of CAP ……………………………………………….. 90 

2.2.1. [The Hu]Man as the Measure of (all) Things ……………....…….............90 



viii 

 

2.2.2. Democracy, Pluralism and American Civil Religion ………..…………..92 

  2.2.2.1 Continuity of Body & Mind, and Individual & Society ................96 
2.2.3. Meliorism, or Constrained Constructive Optimism …….………….....100 

 2.3. Summary: CAP as a ‘Second Reformation’ ……………………………………..102 
 
Chapter 3. On the Common Sense: Three Core-Concepts in Classical American Pragmatism 
Opening.……………………………………….……………………….………………..... 105 

3.1. On finding a philosophical common denominator to CAP ……………………..105 
3.2. Rejection of Cartesian Radical Foundationalism and Skepticism [CRFS] ……………...112 

3.2.1. Philosophical Context and Meaning of CRFS ………………………...113 
3.2.2. Rejection of CRFS in Classical American Pragmatism ………...….........116 

3.3. Fallibilism: Truth and Knowledge as Corrigible but susceptible-to-mistake; Legal 
Pragmatism ……………………………….………………………………....……..122 
 3.3.1. Philosophical Context and Meaning of Fallibilism ……………….........123 
 3.3.2. Fallibilism in CAP; Legal Pragmatism ……………………….………..124 
3.4. The Pragmatic Maxim: Truth as evaluated by the Humane ……......……….……...131 

3.4.1. Philosophical Context and Meaning of the PM ……………………….131 
3.4.2. The Pragmatic Maxim in CAP ………………………………………..133 
3.4.3. Questions posed in the context of Jewish Thought …………....……...136 

 
 

Part II: Jewish Thought: Hirschensohn, Kaplan and Berkovits 
Opening.……………………………………….……………………….………………..... 138 
Forward: Challenges that American Pragmatism posed to American Jewish Thought ................................ 138 
 

Chapter 4. Rabbi Ḥayyim Hirschensohn  

4. Hirschensohn’s Life, Thought, and acquaintance with Pragmatism ………………………148 
Pragmatic elements in Hirschensohn’s Thought 
4.1. Rejection of Radical Foundationalism and Skepticism in Thought and Halakhah …………………155  

4.1.1. Rejection of CRFS: Moderate Foundationalism ……………….……….……..156 
4.1.1.1. Rejection of Radical Foundationalism in Philosophical context …......156 

 4.1.1.2. Rejection of Radical Foundationalism in Halakhic context …...……..161 
4.1.2. Rejection of Radical Skepticism, the Importance of Real-life Doubts …..……..163 
4.1.3. Autopsies in RHH’s Halakhic thought: A Case Study ………..…………...........167 

4.1.3.1. RHH’s Beliefs on Death and Immortality ………………....................170 

4.1.3.2. RHH’s Halakhic decision on Autopsies …………....……….………175 
4.1.4. Foundationalism and Skepticism in RHH: An Overview ………….....................180 
4.1.5. Does Pragmatic Halakhah require any Metaphysics? ..………...............................183 

4.2. Fallibilistic accounts of Mosaic and Oral Law .....................................................................................185 
4.2.1. Fallibilism in RHH’s conceptualization of the Biblical Covenants …........……..188 

4.2.1.1. National vs. Divine Covenant: Who is constitutive of who? ….............190 
4.2.1.2. Fallibility as a Basis for the Renewal of Biblical Covenants ……..........193 

4.2.1.3. Fallibility in Jewish Tradition: The Basis of RHH’s thought ……........195 
4.2.2. The Gradual Revelation of the Torah ….………………………...…...……….198 
 4.2.2.1. ‘Akhnai’s Oven’ and the Bible’s Textuality ………..…………...……200 
4.2.3. Principles of the Oral Law and Halakhic Fallibilism ………..…………...……..203 
4.2.4. RHH on Fallibility in Jewish Tradition: Overview …...………………………..206 

4.3. Pragmatic Maxim in Halakhah .........................…...……………………………………........208 
4.3.1. Four introductions to the application of PM in Halakhah …....………................209 
 4.3.1.1. The application of the PM is Context-Depended ………….................210 
 4.3.1.2. PM and the Purposive dimension of Halakhic thought ……………...211 



ix 

 

  4.3.1.3. PM and the Aggadah behind Halakhah ……….…………………….211 
4.3.1.4. Positive attitude towards the relation between Religious law and Ethics 
as a condition to the application of the PM ………….……..…....…….…….212 

4.3.2. Positive relationship between Religion and Modernity as a condition to the 
application of the PM …………………………………………....................................217 
4.3.3. Humans and humanity as the purpose of the Torah ……………………...........218 
4.3.4. Collective Deliberation: The ‘Agreement of the Public’ as the PM ...……...........221 
4.3.5. Idolatry as impairment of the humane ………………………………………..225 
4.3.6. Divine Commandments and Ritual Laws as a case-study to the PM ..……..........226 

4.3.6.1. The Reasoning of the Tefillin as tested by Morality ……..…................229 
4.3.7. The PM in Hirschensohn: Overview …………...…………….............................233 

4.4. Concluding Discussion: Hirschensohn’s Pragmatic Halakhic Thought …….………..………..........234 
4.4.1. Pragmatic Halakhah as Purpose Based ………………..…………………........235 
4.4.2. Pragmatic Halakhah in the Wide and in the Narrow Sense ……………………238 
4.4.3. Legal Pragmatism and the Purposive ‘Upper Threshold’ Problem .……...…….240 

4.4.4. Summary ………………………………………………………………..........242 

 
Chapter 5. Rabbi Mordecai M. Kaplan 
5. Kaplan’s Life, Thought, and acquaintance with Pragmatism ……….……….………..........244 
Pragmatic Elements in Kaplan’s Thought 
5.1. Rejection of CRFS in the definition of Judaism and in Religious Belief ….………………………...252 

5.1.1. ‘Judaism as Civilization’: Against Radical Foundationalist Definitions ............…253 
5.1.2. Rejection of CRFS in Kaplan’s concept of Belief in God………...……………258 

5.1.2.1. Sober and Intuitive Belief in God ………………………………….. 262 
5.1.2.2. Beliefs as ‘Wants’ and the Rejection of paralyzing Doubt ………….. 265 
5.1.2.3. Beliefs as Projections ……...………………...………...…………... 269 

5.1.3. Critical Discussion: Belief as your Wish - Between a Shelter and Relativism ..... 271 
5.1.4. A Summary of Kaplan’s stance on the rejection of CRFS: Overview ………... 275 

5.2. Hermeneutics of Fallibility: The ‘Folkways’ Revisited ………........................................................... 276 
5.2.1. Kaplan on the Evolution of the World and Tradition ……................................... 277 
5.2.2. The ‘Folkways’ and Kaplan’s attitude to the Halakhah ………………………. 280 
5.2.3. Two types of Folkways ……………………………………………………... 284 
5.2.4. Ritual Laws as Folkways: The case of the Tefillin ……....…………….….......... 286 

5.2.4.1. Can Religious Duty be based on Emotional Affection? ………...........288 
5.2.5. The Folkways and Halakhah: Critical Discussion …………………..........…….289 

5.2.5.1. Folkways, Prohibitional Laws and Human Nature ………….....…….292 

5.2.6. Fallibilism in Kaplan’s thought: An Overview …………....…………………...294 
5.3. Kaplan’s Pragmatic Maxim: ‘Functional Interpretation’ …………………………………..........295 
 5.3.1. Kaplan’s ‘Functional Interpretation’ …………………………………………296 
 5.3.2. The Halakhic Traditional Sources of the Functional Interpretation ……..…….301 
 5.3.3. Does Ontological Naturalism enable Religious Functionalism? ………………302  

5.3.3.1. Mill, James, Jonas and Muffs on the importance of the trans-natural for 
Religious Belief ………………………...…………….…..………………....304 

5.3.4. Kaplan and the PM: Overview ……......………………………............………..311 
5.4. Concluding Discussion: Kaplan’s Judaism as Civilization – Merits and Challenges…..……......313 

5.4.1. Beyond Kaplan’s ‘This World/Other Worldly’ Dichotomy ……….…………..314 
5.4.2. Kaplan Thought and Legacy and contemporary challenges …………….……..316 
5.4.3. Kaplan and Israeli Judaism: Some Reflections ………………………………..320 

 
Chapter 6. Rabbi Prof. Eliezer Berkovits 
6. Berkovits’ Life, Thought, and acquaintance with Pragmatism ……….....................………...323 



x 

 

Pragmatic elements in Berkovits’ Thought 
6.1. Anti-Cartesianism: The Rejection of Halakhic Fundamentalism; Encounter Theology ……………..333 

6.1.1. Halakhic anti-Foundationalism ………………………………………...…….334 
6.1.2. Anti-Cartesianism: ‘Jewish thinker can never start from the beginning’..........….337 

6.1.2.1. The Philosophical Absolute does not lead to the Personal God ……..338 
6.1.2.2. Knowing the Physical World does not lead to the Personal God .........339 

6.1.3. ‘Encounter Theology’ as anti-Foundationalism ….………….……….......……340 

6.1.3.1. Dialogical Theology: The ‘Caring God’ Postulate …….…………….343 

6.1.4. Berkovits’ rejection of CRFS: Overview …………………..…..……………...346 
6.2. Fallibilistic Halakhah, Svara and Common Sense ….........................................………..………..347  

6.2.1. Halakhah and Reality …………………………....................................................349 
6.2.2. Halakhic ‘Common-Sensism’: The Svara ………..…..............................................351 
6.2.3. Changes in Reality and Advancement of Halakhic Knowledge ……....................353 
6.2.4. Reality, Svara, and Authority ……………………………………….………...354 
6.2.5. Halakhic Fallibility in Berkovits’ Thought: A Summary …………..………........356 

6.3. Pragmatic Maxim: The Centrality of the Practical; Primacy of Halakhic Ends ………….…............358 
6.3.1. The Pragmatic Test: ‘The Tree is Judged by its Fruits’…………………………358 
6.3.2. Ontological Pluralism as the Philosophical Starting Point …..………….............360 
6.3.3. Pluralism, Ethical Challenges and the need for Integrating Principles …......…...362 

6.3.3.1. The Ethical Challenge: Between Will, Body and Reason ……....…….365 
6.3.3.2. The Ethical and its fulfillment in Western Philosophical Tradition…..368 

6.3.4. Halakhic-Ethical Holism in Berkovits ………………………………………..370 
6.3.4.1 Ritual Laws as representing the Instructing God …………………….373  
6.3.4.2. Ethical Purposiveness of the Ritual Law …………………….…........375 
6.3.4.3. Tefillin as Bodily training for Ethical Action ………………………..377 
6.3.4.4. Critical Questions ……………...…………………………................380 

6.3.5. PM and the Purposive dimension in Halakhah ………………………...…........382 
6.3.5.1. Vulgar Pragmatism and the concern about the title ‘Pragmatist’ ..…....384 

6.3.6. Four Meta-Purposes of Halakhah: Feasible, Economically Sustainable, Ethical, 
Spiritually Meaningful …………………...………………….................…………….385 

6.3.6.1. What’s between these four Purposes? Values, Facts and the pragmatist 
holistic ‘Web’ Model ………….…………………....…………...…………..392 

 6.3.7. ‘Negative Pragmatism’ in Halakhah …………………………...……...………395 
 6.3.8. Is there a limit to the application of PM in Halakhah? …………………..……..399 
6.4. Concluding Discussion: Berkovits’ Pragmatic Halakhic Thought ….…….………...……...............400 
 6.4.1. Pragmatic Halakhah ……………………………………………………..........403 
 6.4.2. Tradition, Modernity, and Radical Foundationalism …...……………………...405 

 
Conclusion 
7.1. Main Findings and Conclusions ………………………………………..……...………..411 
7.2. Hirschensohn, Kaplan, Berkovits: Between Pragmatism and Pragmaticity ….…………..412 

7.2.1 Pragmatism: Beyond the Hedgehog/Fox Dichotomy ……...………..….……...413 
7.2.2. Pragmatic Halakhah as Multi-Faced …………………………..…………........414 
7.2.3. Between declared Pragmatism and actual Pragmatism ….……………….……415 

7.3. Possible contribution to the research of Jewish Thought ……………………………......418 
7.4. Afterword ………….……………………………………………………………..........419 

 
Bibliography ………………………………………………………………….……...…….420 
English Abstract ………………………………………………………………...……..…. p. iii 


