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Jewish Political Thought IV

Don Itzhak Abrabanel’s Anti-Politics

Don Yitzchak Abrabanel 1437 - 1508

The most prominent anti-political Jewish thinker, he presided over the finances of the kingdom of Portugal. After he
was suspected of taking part in a conspiracy against the king be fled from Portugal to Spain in 1483 where be also
quickly rose to senior rank in service of Ferdinand and Isabella. With the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492,
he found refuge in the Kingdom of Naples, later moving to the Republic of 1 enice. Under these latter two regimes, he
distinguished himself in both the economic and political spheres.

Post Rambam’s integration ((12thC) and the Ran co-existence models, (14" C) what happens to
Jewish political thought?

R’ Avraham Shalom, Spain 15" C: The perfection of the king issues from the perfection of

religion. Yet from the perfection of the king, issues the perfection of the people.

Matisyahu, Refuge, Live At Stubbs, 2005

Yeah this song is also coming from
The psalms of King David and the Tehillim

You know at that time
We had a real understanding of a king, you know
For us, we don't know so much what's a kingdom or a king
We live in a world of fragmentation
Where the majority of the people don't appreciate or
Care about so much about the person that's
That's running things, you know
At that time, the king was the people
The king was the people
Meaning that all the people were a part of the king
The king loved the people with his whole heart
He would do anything for them
He was not just a politician, but he was a wartior, you know
A general on the front lines, He would die for his people
He was a singer, a writer, a poet, all of these different things, you know
A real person
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Man’s Natural Materialism — Abrabanel on early Bereishit
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The first man sinned in that he was not satisfied with the natural things that God placed before him,
but was attracted to things of the appetite. Because of his sin, he was driven out of Eden, filled with

disgrace and the ground was cursed on his account...

The sins of the generation of the tower of Babel were like the sin of Adam and his sons, since,
having enough for natural existence given by God, they were free of any need for art and labor...
They sought and put all their rhoughts to finding the arts by which a town might be built, having a
tower in its midst, in order to come together and make themselves political. For they thought that
their end should be political association... and that this was the highest of human ends, together
with the things that follow from it: fame, office, rulership, imaginary honours, and the violence,
robbery and bloodshed that follow — none of which was to be found while they were in the fields...

All of this unnecessary desire hinders and frustrates man in attaining the true perfection of his soul.

Understanding Yitro’s Advice

Abrabanel to Shemot 18 - N' 719 NINY 7X1211aX
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Republican Democracy — The Least Worst System?

Abrabanel, Commentary to Shmuel 1, Ch.8

Look around and observe the countries ruled by kings, notice their idolatry and abominations. Each
king does exactly as he sees fit, and the earth is full of violence on their account. And who can tell
him what to do? While at present we see the cities of Venice, Florence, Genoa, Siena and Bologna,
along with other cities, that are not ruled by kings, but rather by a leadership of people who are
chosen for a fixed term. In those honest countries there is nothing crooked or perverse.

Why shouldn’t any government be temporary, from year to year, more or less? When the turn of

other officers came, they would take their place and examine whether their predecessors had
betrayed their trust... And why shouldn’t their prerogatives be limited and ordered according to
law? It is more likely that an individual ruler will sin and transgress, whether through stupidity, desire
or anger, than that many people will transgress when they are jointly appointed rulers. For if one of
these should transgress, the others will protest. Since they are destined to give an account of their
behaviour, they will be fearful of other people... Even if the king were wholly righteous, a
government of many wholly righteous people would be preferable.

Maharal of Prague, 1526-1609, Be’er HaGola

Every religion on earth, by the very fact that it involves accepting the edict of the King of Kings, is
inherently at odds with a flesh and blood monarch for if a flesh and blood king decrees something
against the religion, his command is not honoured, in deference to that of the King of kings. The
result is the nullification of the human king’s royal decree... the observance of religion, which is the
decree of the Supreme King, removes human beings from the jurisdiction of flesh and blood kings.

Seforno, Italy, 1480-1550, Commentary to Devarim Ch.17

TA72 XIN )7M V2IYN DAY D'ODIYN VD K7 IVIT71 17 NDAN N'NNW. 2237 D95 792 sHy TN
72X

AWK [XXD' N NTY NN RTENNRD YR DNXRAA 110X [DIRN DT M7 0DIY 1N V1 IMNR YT K
I'R



na

.D2AN' 7-KN 7¥R OXN1 YT RIN NIDYNA 2'TN DYIAN D700 DY DINKR(. T, T2 12TN )nyin DN?
109' )N 12 IN2'W IWD OTR K7X NN’ X7, [DIXN NTA )M DNY TNYNT7 DO IR TUROW NIX 72X
NN D 7V ORI WD DTR DY 9 7V QR(, DY )01 WK DY R7WI DT 7Y IRy K71 10
.NNN7M YU'Ri N2

NI7PN2 DNV WY N N, DR 7RINY )D'AN 720 1WAT1RIN )17M'Y 1700 N7RWA IKVN TWURDI
-NNIEN

DI'2 DDNKR' N MY K71, D27 DNIN2 WX 0DD2'7N 191 KINN DI DNRYXI NAKRD 1700 722wl (mnY
NINN

IND 7'7MN "N NIYAN NI R 2T YYIN )MV NERIL 'ORA 1M )7 INR NNROI( D' 7109 DY DY)
n'ny

72T TIT? XYW 1IN, NNIMINI0 |2 NINN T2INT1 NNNAYY 1D10W TN TWKR, IXRIN N9 NIYAN
:017WIN

I will set a king over me, like all the nations around me (Devarim 17:14). With the intent that the
monarchy should be his descendants prerogative as well as his own, unlike the case of the judges
who ruled on an individual basis only, without passing their sovereignty on to their descendants. The
people of Israel were commanded to appoint themselves a judge as king in this fashion upon their
entry into the land, as it is written, That the congregation of the Lord be not as sheep without a
shepherd (Bamidbar 27:17). Yet for the king to be a hereditary monarch after the manner of the
gentile nations was abhorrent to the Lord; nevertheless he decreed that when the time came and
they stiffened their necks to establish this type of king, they should choose only that individual
designated by God, one who would not lead the people of Israel to sin against their religion, and
who was not a gentile, however honourable or great a wartior.

Once Israel had transgressed by seeking such a monarch like all the gentile nations, they incurred all
of the hazards accruing to a people from a king in punishment, as it is written, You shall cry out in
that day because of your king who you have chosen, and the Lord will not answer you on that day
(Shmuel 8:18)...

Permission was extended to appoint a king in the same way that it was extended to take capture a
beautiful woman in wartime, who is implicitly destined to be despised by her husband and to bear
him a rebellious son as happened to David in the case of Avshalom.

Rav Raphael Berdugo, Morocco 18" C, Still Waters

According to Abrabanel: Even if Shlomo praised the institution of kingship — he spoke on his own
behalf (commentary to Shmuel I, Ch.8:4-6)... Never have we heard such anti-Biblical statements
from any sage. Even the sages of the Talmud said no such thing. All the words of Shlomo were said
with 7%’ach hakodesh, therefore whoever takes exception to them, takes exception to God himself.



