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What is Self-Theory and Does
Judaism Need One?

T
he study of “self ” is located at the intersection of psychology,
philosophy and theology. The particular direction taken in this
inquiry is dictated by the context, which is the theoretical aspect

of Judaism. However, we shall, of necessity, dip into all three disciplines.
By the term “self-theory” we refer to a set of sentences that explicate

what is meant by the “self” of the individual person, that which gives him
or her a sense of personal identity. A theory of this kind is expected to dis-
tinguish among the various states of human consciousness, between those
that appear to be happening to the self and those in which we experience
the self as agent. An adequate theory should also deal with a number of
questions. Are there parts to the self or is it unitary? Does the self have
any original determinate nature or is it pure potentiality that is only
transformed into something definitive by experience? A preliminary,
minimal definition of the “self” might be that it is the referent of the first
person pronoun “I,” is the possessor of a mind and body, and can initiate
changes in both. 

The short answer to the second question in the title is, in our judg-
ment, an emphatic yes! Judaism needs a self-theory for two different,
albeit related, reasons, both of them fundamental. The first stems from
the moral outlook of Judaism. If a person is to be able to rule himself
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and be held accountable for his actions, an ability which is certainly
assumed by Judaism, he must understand the forces at work within
himself, the constituent elements of his personality, their nature and
dynamic. These can only be elucidated in terms of some theory, fre-
quently checked by reference to one’s own inner experience. The second
reason a self-theory is necessary in Judaism is philosophical. Certain
religious beliefs in Judaism such as freedom of the will, immortality of
the soul, and prophecy presuppose that the human self is one sort of
thing rather than another. A self-theory should provide adequate
grounding for these beliefs, that is, conditions that make these beliefs
possible. In what follows we will elaborate on both these reasons and
attempt to sketch the elements of a self-theory for Judaism.1

I

The first to think of a theory of self were probably individuals called upon
to impart to others what were considered basic rules of behavior. We
could imagine their perplexity and frustration when, for the first time,
they meet up with resistance or plain contrariness to what is clearly the
right, the proper, and the accepted way to act: “What is wrong with this
person?” “What got into him?” “How do we explain what is happening?”

Such a situation would surely generate a strong desire to know the
self much better than we thought we did. In attempting to enforce prop-
er behavior, individuals strove to penetrate deeper, to understand the
dynamics of personality and the wellsprings of motivation. In short,
these individuals ponder what it is that goes on within the self and what
elements are involved.

It has been suggested that it was probably incidents of mental con-
flict observed in others or experienced himself that led Plato to his very
early self-theory.2 In an example offered by Plato, someone is very
thirsty but does not drink because he knows the water to be poisoned.
The mental conflict this man experiences can be explained by saying
that something in the man called Appetite pushes him to drink, while
something else called Reason holds him back. In another situation, a
person is about to strike someone in anger, but refrains when he realizes
that the other person is much bigger.  Here, Reason is in conflict with an
emotion associated with something in man called Spirit.3 Given these
rudiments of a self-theory, it was a simple matter for Plato, the teacher,
to explain that the key to proper behavior is for each individual to orga-
nize his self in such a way as to have Reason control both the Spirit and
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the Appetites. This theory also provides a ready diagnosis should some-
one behave in ways which appear self-destructive; clearly, Reason has
lost control of the other aspects of self.4

More than 2000 years after Plato, Sigmund Freud developed anoth-
er self-theory. In Freud’s case, the empirical observations grew out of his
interest in cases of hysteria. Freud retained the notion of a tripartite self,
although his identification of the parts has become much more sophisti-
cated. Instead of “parts,” his expositors speak of “three major structural
systems” which are: 1) Id—all the instinctual drives which seek immedi-
ate satisfaction; 2) the Ego, which deals with the real world outside the
person, and 3) Super-ego, which contains the conscience and the social
norms acquired during childhood.  (Of course the “mind” is now seen
as much more complex, with the addition of the “subconscious.”)

While there are obvious differences between these two theories,
there is a remarkable similarity between them, not only in terms of the
number of discernible elements in the self, but also as regards their
essential nature.5 Both recognize the existence of powerful drives
(Appetites, Id) that are the source for much of the energy and motive
power of the self. Both theories acknowledge a second element, the
ought-component that supplies the goals of one’s actions and reminds
the self of some of the “don’ts” (Reason, Superego). In both theories, the
third element represents the system in charge, the Chief Executive
Officer, the part of self that arbitrates between the other two and makes
the final decision (Reason, Ego). 

The overall picture we get is that of the essential “I” (pure Ego) being
exposed on the one hand to powerful instinctual drives and, on the
other, to elements making for constraint and moderation. According to
both theories, the appetites are natural, universal and powerful. The
forces for constraint, however, while natural for Plato (Reason), are,
according to Freud, societal in origin (Superego). However, according to
both theories, it may be assumed that these elements do not occur in all
individuals with the same strength or intensity, thus accounting for the
phenomenon of individual differences.

The existence of some such tripartite self is supported by the most
elementary introspection, which reveals “three departments of the mind,”
those responsible for : 1) Conceiving; 2) Feeling; 3) and Willing.6 The first
kind of inner experience, conceiving, can be taken as evidence of the
intellect or Reason at work; the second, feeling, reflects the activity of the
Appetites and the emotions; while the third, willing, is the expression of
the “I”, the real self, maker of decisions and indicator of direction.7
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The different parts or activities of the self described by these concep-
tualizations can readily be matched up with experiences that are accessi-
ble and familiar to almost everyone. However, none of them enable us to
clearly identify and separate out the pure-self (sometimes called primor-
dial ego) from its activities, such as “willing” and “imaging,” and from
various feeling-states that temporarily pass over the self. The self has thus
far only been described by what it does or how it feels. Another question
remains as well: Is Reason to be regarded as a useful faculty only, to be
employed by the individual as needed, or is it, in some sense, a compo-
nent of his essential self? We will deal with these questions later.

The same need that prompted Plato and Freud to theorize regarding
the nature of self has been operative in Judaism from the very beginning.
Central to the Torah is the notion of obedience. The human being  is
expected to obey God. When he or she doesn’t, explanations are in order.
In the first recorded preventive therapy, God explains the nature of emo-
tions to Cain, the first human born of woman. Cain is taught that while
powerful feelings (envy, hate) are somehow within him, he himself is not
his emotions! “You,” that is to say, your true self, “can rule over it” (Gen.
4:7). Already here we have a picture of a human self that is conflicted.
Something called “sin, whose desire is unto you, crouches at the door”
(Gen. 4:7).8 However, there are times when the human being hears the
commanding voice of God, either directly or through the tradition, which
counsels obedience and righteousness. And the true self somewhere in the
midst of it all and torn between the opposing forces, must decide. 

Somewhat later, the description of God’s disappointment with
humanity is accompanied by a more detailed diagnosis: “. . . every imagi-
nation of the thoughts of his [the person’s] heart [yez. er mah.shevot libbo]
is continually evil” (Gen. 6:5). But it is not the human being, nor his
soul, which is called “evil,” but rather “the imagery of the person’s heart.”
The human being’s heart thinks images of possible evil, which could be
made into the real. “Imagery is play with possibility, play as self-tempta-
tion from which ever and again violence springs. . . . This imagery of the
possible is called evil.”9 This seems to place the source of evil somewhere
within the human being himself, but only as a possibility.

Nevertheless, this does not foreclose the possibility of moral improve-
ment and change. For ten generations later we learn from the life of
Abraham that it is possible for a person to overcome evil and to educate
his household “to walk in the way of God to do justice and righteousness”
(Gen.18:19). Yet, Moses, at the end of his career, grounds his dire warn-
ings about Israel’s future loyalty in a knowledge of his people’s nature.
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“For I know your rebellion and your stiff-neck” (Deut.21:29; 31:7). Surely
these statements presuppose some sort of implicit self-theory.

In drawing the implications of the biblical material, the Rabbis per-
sonalized the internal forces to which the self is subjected and posited
that each person possesses a yez. er ha-ra (evil impulse) from birth and a
yez. er ha-tov (good impulse) which comes with adulthood.10 It would
appear that the yez. er ha-ra is to be identified with what have been
called11 the “appetites,” not only the sexual drive but the acquisitive and
aggressive as well. Although termed “evil,” these drives are not intrinsi-
cally so. As natural forces, they are amoral, neither good nor evil.12

These drives were placed in the soul by God of necessity. Without the
sexual drive, “man would woo no woman, beget no children, build no
home, and engage in no economic activity.”13 The human being’s task,
therefore, is not to root out the yez. er ha-ra, but to unite it with the yez. er
ha-tov. The human being is bidden to “love the Lord with all your heart
(pl.),” which is understood to mean, “with your two united and integrat-
ed impulses.”14 The yez. er ha-ra provides the energy and passion while the
yez. er ha-tov furnishes the direction, which is the love and service of God.

Included in the concept of yez. er ha-ra are not only natural drives
that everyone experiences in varying degrees, but also those particular
dispositions and emotions which may have become part of the individ-
ual’s temperament. Thus if one finds himself at adulthood with a quick
temper, an arrogant spirit, or a tendency to violence, for whatever genet-
ic or cultural reasons, that becomes one’s personal yez. er ha-ra, which one
must learn to control.15 All this implies that not only is knowledge of the
human self in general vital for each person, but an insight into one’s own
peculiar temperament and mix of character traits is also crucial.

The origin and nature of the yez. er ha-tov, however, was never clearly
defined by H. azal. One suggestion is that once the alternatives and their
consequences are clearly laid out and calmly contemplated, common
sense will generally opt for the good. So construed, “reason” can perhaps
be seen as the yez. er ha-tov.16 It has recently been suggested that universal
human nature comes stocked with an emotional repertoire of sympathy,
trust, guilt, anger, and self-esteem “that makes for the good.”17 Vagueness
as to the identity of the yez. er ha-tov might reflect the assumption that the
word of God itself, embodied in Scripture and the tradition, constitutes a
positive force making for the good. Or perhaps the element of divinity
implanted in the human being (“created in the image of God”) expresses
itself as some sort of moral sense or moral intuition that guides the per-
son towards the right.18
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The talmudic Rabbis did not posit any theoretical entities beyond the
yez. er ha-tov and the yez. er ha-ra. Their many remarkable observations
about the wiles and stratagems of the yez. er ha-ra, which show keen psy-
chological insight, were presented as practical advice on how this evil
inclination might be overcome.19 The only rabbinic figure of the medieval
period who felt the need to support the moral teachings of the Torah with
an overarching theory was Maimonides, who adopted the Aristotelian
theory of the soul and the concept of the Middle Way to explain the
Torah’s concept of moral character.20 However, as a physician of body and
soul, Maimonides’ attempt was not a theory of self as such, but rather an
approach to diagnosis; he perceives human character traits in terms of
“health” and “sickness,” and recommends a method of therapy.

Even the more recent (19th century) Musar movement initiated by
R. Israel Salanter worked within the traditional framework of the yez. er
ha-tov and yez. er ha-ra. Their innovation was in the particular method-
ology to be used in order to develop a moral personality. Although the
leitmotif of the movement was “Know Thyself,” Musar did not attempt
to stimulate discoveries of new structures in the human self, but was
meant primarily as a way for each individual to objectively analyze the
weaknesses and foibles of his own particular character. Musar is not
interested in the philosophic question of “What am I?” but in the moral
question “What sort of person am I and how can I become better?” 21

Judaism’s insistence upon obedience, with its stress upon individual
responsibility, does much to accentuate an awareness of self. It is “I” who
is to be held accountable for my deeds. Do I really know myself? Further-
more, the distinction in the Torah between intentional and unintentional
transgressions and the Rabbis’ emphasis upon lishmah, doing the good
“for its own sake,” encourages individuals to look inward, to analyze
their motives, and to ask themselves: What do I really want, and why?
Which of my desires speaks for my true self? The belief that punishment
and reward might come long after the deed, indeed, even after death,
creates an acute awareness of the persistence and continuity of the self
over time. I know intuitively that, essentially, I am, at the core, the same
“I” that I was 40 years ago, in spite of many obvious changes! 22

Thus, in terms of good and evil, the self seems to have been posi-
tioned in a manner which enables it to make free moral choices. The
knowledge of good and evil, the principles through which we determine
what is right and wrong in most situations, have been made accessible to
man. Except for special circumstances, human beings will be held
accountable for their deeds and for their characters because, although the
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yez. er ha-ra is much stronger than the yez. er ha-tov, the individual is free to
invoke the aid of God and His Torah, which are stronger than both.23

What else can Judaism tell us about the self? 
Judaism teaches that permeating a human’s entire being is a divine

element, a breath of God called neshamah. In the words of the morning
prayer:

My God, the neshamah you gave me is pure. You created it. You formed
it and you breathed it into me. . . . 

What is the relation of the neshamah to the conscious self? The two
do not appear to be identical. The neshamah would seem to be the life-
force which animates the person as a whole and enables him or her to
function at all levels of being: physical, mental and spiritual.24 At the
same time, the neshamah is that which possesses the potentiality for
personality. That is to say, it serves both as “platform” and as “raw mate-
rial” for the building of the individual personality. 

We know that the elusive element called “character” is something
which develops over time.25 While various feelings and emotions come
and go, repetition of some of these under certain conditions create resi-
dent attitudes and dispositions that may be described as a readiness or
inclination to act in a certain way. But in what do these attitudes and
dispositions inhere?  What unifies these disparate traits and gives them
continuity over time? Perhaps it is the neshamah, this ‘breath-of-God,”
which lends itself to be formed and molded by the experience of the
individual; the neshamah is able to take on various character traits and
become a distinct and unique “self.”26 It is this developing “spiritual”
entity which is the referent of the singular first person pronoun “I” and
is experienced as pure subjectivity.

The question as to whether introspective analysis yields any evi-
dence for the existence of such a “self ” has constituted one of the sta-
ples of critical philosophy. Generally, an awareness of self is considered
intertwined with consciousness. Although a necessary condition for
consciousness, the I-awareness as such tends to merge into the general
background and cannot be separated out from the rest. The Rabbis
had, of course, foreseen this, and taught that the human soul was simi-
lar to God in that both “see, but are themselves unseen:”27 “Just as God
dwells in an innermost place, so does the soul dwell in an innermost
place.” As the substratum in which consciousness appears, the self
would have to be something metaphysical, some sort of un-extended,
non-spatial reality. 



Indeed, David Hume had convincingly shown that the most pene-
trating introspection yields experiences of various sorts, but no self. It
would seem that if I am myself, I should be able to somehow be aware of
it. Yet,  “the subject can never be the direct object of its own
experience.”28 “It is like a man who goes outside his house and looks
through the window to see if he is at home.”29 Yet, every person feels
that there is within his personality “a core or apex which controls his
thinking and directs the searchlight of his attention.”30

All this may explain why I cannot make my self the object of my
perception. However, does this imply that my knowledge of self is only
an abstraction? Perhaps I am making an inference of the type: “If there
is activity, there must be an agent” or “There must be something that
unifies our various experiences.” It is at this point that Jewish teaching
can help.

Earlier we referred to the divine element in the human being as the
neshamah— the breath of life. Elsewhere, however, the divine element is
called z. elem,31 which suggests something more distinctive. Indeed, the
first word by which God introduces Himself to Israel as a nation is
anokhi, “I am the Lord your God . . . ,” and this is repeated scores of
times throughout the Torah in the form of ani, I am the Lord. In order
to understand the significance of these two words, we should perhaps
invert their order, Hashem ani, to be interpreted as The Lord, am I, that
is to say, divinity lies in my very subjectivity, in my being an I. The most
unique and significant attribute of God is not His omnipotence or
omnipresence but that He is person, pure subjectivity: Anokhi, Anokhi
Hashem—I even I am the Lord (Isaiah 43:11).

Perhaps this is the meaning of God’s reply when asked His Name:  I
am what I am. Selfhood cannot be further defined, but must be experi-
enced. I am, my existence (am) is precisely pure subjectivity (I). There is
nothing more that I can say about it. And it is this kind of I” subjectivi-
ty, this ego-experience, that God has made available to each human
being by endowing him with His z. elem. And in all of this unimaginably
vast cosmos expanding in all directions into endless space, God has
endowed only one creature, the human being, with self-consciousness,
the ability to be aware of himself as an “I” and as an “I” to reach out to
the eternal Thou. Consciousness of the self as the abiding entity, which
is the “I” that uniquely constitutes my personal identity, is perhaps the
primary consequence of being in the “image of God.”

The more deeply one probes the nature of self consciousness, the
more it becomes clear that one never experiences a self, only my self.
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That is to say, “the self is known solely in the way each one knows him-
self to be the unique being he is.” Thus, awareness of self turns out to be
related to the question of self-identity.32 For such awareness takes place
only when “a being recognizes itself in its difference beyond its immedi-
ate identity.”33

I experience my subjectivity and recognize myself as the same per-
son I was five years ago and not any other. But if selfhood entails
uniqueness and recognition of differences, precisely where does my
uniqueness lie? Who am I? Is it exclusively a matter of memory, of
remembered experiences which I recognize as belonging to myself? In
short, what are the main elements in establishing one’s self-identity?

Some interesting suggestions are made by Charles Taylor in his pen-
etrating and comprehensive study of the historical sources of the mod-
ern concept of self-identity, which have striking resonance in terms of
Judaism.34 Working back from the condition known as “identity crisis,”
Taylor concludes that “our identities define the space of qualitative dis-
tinctions within which we live and choose.”35 Thus, the process involves
a strong element of valuation. “What I am as a self, my identity, is essen-
tially defined by the way things have significance for me.”36 When this is
broadened, we find that the full definition of identity involves “not only
his stand on moral and spiritual matters, but also some reference to a
defining community.”37 Indeed, when Jonah is suddenly awakened from
his sleep in the hold of the storm-tossed boat by the terrified sailors and
asked to identify himself: “What is your occupation? Where do you
come from? What is your country and of what people are you?,” he
answers simply, “I am a Hebrew and I fear the Lord God of Heaven”
(Jonah 1:8, 9). For as Taylor points out: “The question of personal iden-
tity is the question, ‘who am I?’”38 This cannot be answered by giving
name and genealogy. What does answer this question is an understand-
ing of what is crucial to us. This most certainly starts with one’s concept
of the moral good.

But this brings us right back to the teachings of Judaism. For in the
view of the Torah, moral experience is not only the crucial element in
personal identity, it is the active ingredient in developing and strength-
ening awareness of the self. It has been said, “Freedom is not the power
to act according to moral advice but the inward power to struggle for it
. . . the I lives and becomes stronger in battle. Only in ethics does the ‘I’
itself appear, struggle and assume responsibility.”39

Only in moral struggle do I begin to know who I am. Only then do I
realize that I am. In the depths of moral crisis, I become aware of a self
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that deliberates, weighs alternatives, agonizes over outcomes, is awed by
the weight of responsibility and then decides. At that moment I am truly
aware of a recognizable entity that is something distinct, abiding and
freely choosing. From that moment on, the unique entity that is my self
has become more distinct and recognizable and has taken on character. I
am I that has resisted temptation and made the proper moral choice.

There is a well-known saying of Rabbi Akiva whose import, I
believe, has not been properly recognized.

R. Akiva would say, Beloved is man for he was created in the image of
God. But it is by a special love that it was made known to him that he was
created in the image of God, as it is said: “For in the image of God made
He man. . . .” (Avot 3:18).

R. Akiva is here coining a new idea in Jewish theology. First, he
restates a basic principle of the Jewish concept of the human being that
is plainly stated in the Torah, namely that every man and woman is cre-
ated in the image of God. He goes on to say that this fact, that there is
this divine element in the human being, has been made known to him.
That is to say, this information that the human being has been formed
in His image, which is an expression of God’s special love, is available to
every person.

Let us ponder the significance of this teaching. The question of “who
or what is the human being?” remains the “mystery of mysteries,” with
the entire issue of life’s meaning and the nature of morality hinging on
the answer. But if Rabbi Akiva is correct and somehow we can know that
we bear the “likeness of God,” why are so many still walking in darkness?

What proof-text is given for this revelatory teaching of Rabbi Akiva?
The human being can know his special nature because it is taught in the
Torah that the human being was created in the image of God (Gen.9:6)!
But the Torah is the special revelation of God to Israel. The publication
of certain vital information in the Book of Genesis can hardly be con-
sidered a responsible way of communicating with humanity! What of
that large portion of humanity that for most of human history never
heard of the Hebrew prophets, and of that other portion that, having
heard, gives no credence to Torat Mosheh!

However, once we read the full text we can understand why Rabbi
Akiva had to go to Chapter 9 in Genesis to find his proof, rather than to
choose Gen.1:27, the more obvious choice.

Who so sheds man’s blood by man shall his blood be shed . . . for in the
image of God made He man” (Gen. 9:6).
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Rabbi Akiva’s textual evidence lies in the association of “image of
God” with the universal moral concept of justice, an association which
is found in this verse only. The justification of the death penalty for
murder lies in the preciousness of the human being and the fact that the
latter is a responsible moral agent. The fact that the human being is able
to recognize, appreciate and accept the moral principle of justice
informs him that he bears within himself the seal of the moral God.

According to Judaism, therefore, this accretive, life-long process of
transforming one’s neshamah into an ethical self is simultaneously a
process of self-creation and growing self-awareness. It is performed by
the protean self and results in the appearance of a more recognizable self.
The power and freedom to do this is part of what it is to be z. elem Elokim,
as is the sense of responsibility that accompanies it. Once one has real-
ized the potential of the z. elem and made moral values a resident part of
one’s personality, one attains the level of demut, to be “like God,” domeh
lo.40 In the words of Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, “. . . that man must
create himself is the most fundamental principle of all, the peak of ethi-
cal religious perfection.” In transforming myself into an ethical personal-
ity, I attain true selfhood, “individuality, autonomy, uniqueness and free-
dom. For self-creation means that the human being breaks through the
limitations of universality, causality and species-dependence.”41

In his analysis of the elements that go into the making of the mod-
ern concept of self-identity, Taylor draws our attention to ways we talk
about judging the significance of individual lives. We ask whether a life
has been “rich and full” or “trivial and empty.” We want to know
whether an individual’s life has been fragmented or has shown “unity
and purpose.” Most telling of all is the phrase: “The story of one’s life.”

Taylor points out that behind all attempts to describe human lives,
my own or other’s, stand certain “inescapable frameworks” that provide
criteria of good and evil, sets of values, and a sense of direction.

Since a human life takes place in a temporal context, to judge it
requires a narrative understanding, “a sense of what I have become and
how I got there, which can only be given in a story.”42

Thus, as we have seen, when Jonah responds to the questions of
personal identity that are suddenly hurled at him, he properly answers
by saying: “I am a Hebrew and the Lord God of Heaven do I fear.” I
identify with the Hebrews and their God. Learn their story and the val-
ues of the God of Israel and you will know who I am.

In a similar manner, the entire structure of the Passover Seder takes
on a fresh significance once we realize that behind the many different
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“questions” that are asked, the underlying quest is for self-identity.43

Surrounded by a plethora of rituals, the Jews of the next generation want
to know where they fit in. And the reaction is always to tell them the
story, the entire story from the very beginning, so that perhaps they will
get the “picture” and may even find themselves in that “framework”! 

II

From our discussion in the first part of this paper, it should be clear that
the self, to the extent that it “exists” and performs the functions we have
attributed to it, would have to be something metaphysical, that is, some
sort of non-material reality not subject to empirical verification.

This concept of a self or soul has been severely criticized from the
beginnings of modern philosophy as being purely speculative, with no
basis in reality. Indeed, the traditional concept of the soul has variously
been called “a grammatical fiction” and the “ghost in the machine,” and
the illusion of self has been seen as a “mere bundle of perceptions” or
“the reification of a set of relations among my thoughts.”44

We suggested earlier that awareness of self with its accompanying
sense of self-identity may be viewed as an immediate intuition of a very
unique nature. We should not expect to “know” it as we do other reali-
ties. To do so, it has been suggested, is to confuse the existential with the
epistemological. “We are aware of ourselves in the radical sense which is
involved in our being ourselves.”45 In short, it is a mistake to seek the self
among the contents of our consciousness when it is in reality the very
ground of our consciousness.

Nevertheless, there are some common experiences which can be
seen as testifying to the reality of the self.

1) We are able to distinguish between different experiences, recog-
nizing which ones are the activities of the self. Thus, I often experience
sensations or emotions which are occurring to me and of which I am
conscious, but towards which I am passive. For example, I feel myself
getting thirstier and thirstier, or angrier and angrier. These are psycho-
logical processes, but are not activities performed by the self. A decision
not to drink from a possibly contaminated water source in spite of my
growing thirst, on the other hand, is directly experienced as an activity
of the self.46

2) Consider the difference between subject and object. I direct my
attention to the pain in my finger. True, it is my finger and I feel the
pain. However, I am able to distance myself from the experience, at least
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to a certain extent. I am able to view my finger as an object. I am in
pain, but I am not my pain, I am not my anger. However, I can never
distance myself from my self because I am my self, a subject.47

3) While it is true that we can never catch the self, as such, without
some particular perception or sensation, there is somehow the feeling
that there must be more to consciousness than the passing scene or
memories of past perceptions. There must be “something or someone at
the center of such experience that unifies it all, that holds the terms and
relations of it together in our consciousness, a sort of organizing center
of experience.”48

4) Also revealing is a phenomenological analysis of our use of the
terms “being” and “having.”

1. Anything I may be said to have exists, at least to a certain extent,
independently of me.

2. With respect to myself, anything I have exhibits a certain “exteri-
ority” and “foreignness.”

3. Anything I have has the character of an object.
4. I can, within certain limits, dispose of anything I have or cede it

to another.
It is evident that none of the above applies to what we call the self.49

This means that the problem of the self cannot be solved in the realm of
“having,” but only in terms of “being.” Thus it is misleading to say “I
have a soul,” rather than, “I am my soul.” 

There is also the experience we call “exertion of will,” which is dif-
ferent from the simple act of choosing. We need not think of the “will”
as a separate faculty of the self, but rather as an activity of the total per-
son. Typically we become aware of this in situations where our desire
tends to lead us towards one object while our sense of duty points in
another. We become conscious of exerting effort because we are going
against certain resistance. In such situations we find the self to be the
source of the effort and we know we can withhold the exertion or make
it in varying degrees.50

The above considerations, in addition to the subjective awareness of
self-hood, warrant an assertion of the reality of the self. However, in
describing its nature we would call it a spiritual substance. By saying it is
spirit we imply that the self did not come into existence as the result of
natural processes only. Although “real” and remaining the same over
time, it is not composed of matter. The word “substance” (literally,
“stand under”) is used here as a spatial metaphor: the self “stands
under,” undergirds, all of the qualities, relations and changes that it
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experiences, but is not, in itself, any or the sum total of these qualities,
relations and changes. As “spiritual substance,” the self is capable of
change and of growth in some significant sense. At the same time, how-
ever, it is not subject to the same laws of growth and decay, life and
death, as is the body. This leaves room for the possibility of the survival
of aspects of the self after the destruction of the body.

Even before we get to the more theological issues, such as survival of
the soul or the nature of prophecy, we find ourselves compelled to view
the self as something spiritual. This flows from our need to embrace the
concept of human free will. The concept that the human being is a free
agent, particularly in his moral decisions, is an absolutely indispensable
condition for moral accountability.51 This is true not only from the point
of view of Judaism, but in terms of any rational analysis of the philo-
sophic foundations of the juridical and penal systems of the West.

On the common sense level, when someone does something subject
to moral judgment, we say: “He is wrong. He ought to have done other-
wise,” or “He should have refrained from doing it.” However, “ought
implies can,” meaning that our moral judgment assumes that, all things
being equal, he could have acted differently and could have chosen to act
differently. Only then could he be called a responsible agent who could
be assigned praise or blame. 

However, taken to its logical conclusion, such a requirement for
moral agency  would entail what is called “contra-causal freedom,”
which is incompatible with what is called psychological determinism.
This issue must be met head on.52 The philosophy of “determinism” has
been growing ever more popular with the successful development of the
natural sciences. Wherever science has examined the world, it has found
that the present is always determined by antecedent conditions. These
orderly patterns can be formulated as causal regularities so that, given
knowledge of the antecedent conditions, accurate predictions can be
made. If the principles of causation and predictability are assumed to
prevail in the psychological area as well, you end up with a theory of
universal determinism. That is to say, you may think you are a free agent
and can do as you please but can you really please as you please?

Before we proceed any further, we must recognize the kernel of truth
in psychological determinism. One of the necessary conditions of moral
responsibility is that the agent retains the self-same identity throughout.
The self must be seen as an abiding continuant that generally behaves
according to the values and character traits it has developed in its life so
far. In fact, much of daily life assumes the predictability of behavior in
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moral agents and the constancy of character. The Talmud itself is replete
with principles of psychological regularity which enable us to anticipate
human behavior. Thus, all free will is freedom within limits of a person’s
inborn capabilities and of the world in which he or she lives.53 The one
area that must be reserved for the possibility of the exercise of contra-
causal freedom is the moral realm or situations where the agent believes
that his essential character or integrity as a self hangs on his decision.

Taken together, the moral and philosophical requirements of
Judaism seem to include contradictory conditions:

1) That I remain throughout the self-same person;
2) That I could have acted “out of character” and chosen otherwise.
Thus, while affirming contra-causal freedom, we are saying that

there is some meaningful way to attribute an act to a self even though in
an important sense it is not an expression of the self ’s character as so far
formed. This is, indeed, the crux of the matter. Judaism would maintain
that this freedom to choose is a capacity inherent in every human being
as a consequence of having been created “in the image of God.” On such
occasions, the human being can make a choice which no one, even with
encyclopedic knowledge, could have predicted because it may go against
the entire lineup of causal conditions. But what causes the person to
make that particular choice at that particular time? The answer is—
nothing! At least nothing in the conventional sense. For this is precisely
the nature of freedom of the self as spiritual substance.

Certain substances, however, can initiate changes in an absolute sense,
that is, they are capable of originating a change that does not itself issue
from some other change. . . . This ability is alternatively described as “the
power of absolute self origination, as a creative power, as the power of
agency and perhaps best as “the ability to act as a prime mover.” 54

Here we can perhaps see most clearly how the human being resem-
bles God. Even as God is the unmoved mover, the uncaused cause in
creation, so is the human being in the realm of moral choice. Even as
God created “out of nothing,” so can the human being, on occasion,
freely initiate new structures to his or her character and unpredictable
processes in the world. While the conscious portion of the self faces out-
ward and connects into the empirical web of causality, the primordial
ego, which is the ground of the self, whose depths the human being can
never glimpse, backs up into the mysterious realm of the spirit. And it is
from there that the self can creatively introduce new energy and crucial-
ly modify the balance of power in his or her own personality. 
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Note the similarity between the self-originating choice of a moral
agent as described here and an event usually attributed to God, called a
miracle.

A miracle is emphatically not an event without cause or without results.
Its cause is the activity of God, its results in the forward direction are
interlocked with all nature just like any other event.  Its peculiarity is that
it is not interlocked backwards. That is to say, in terms of its origin, it is
not so interlocked with the previous history of nature.55

We can speak similarly about the human being’s moral choices. After
the free choice has been made, the event interlocks with the rest of nature,
including the decision maker’s own character. We would argue that, in
principle, before the choice, what he actually will do is unpredictable.56

On the basis of our phenomenological analysis as well as the impli-
cations of the concept of contra-causal freedom, we have concluded that
the human self can best be described as spiritual substance. As such there
is nothing that precludes the possibility of the self ’s survival after the
death of the body. The question remains, however, as to whether the
sketch we have drawn of the human self is adequate and compatible
with all aspects of the Jewish doctrine of the immortality of the soul.
While the eschatological views of Judaism are rather complex, the spe-
cific belief that concerns the ultimate fate of the individual is referred to
as olam ha-Ba, the “world to come.” 57 According to the most reasonable
view, this is an all-spiritual realm where the souls of the righteous con-
tinue to “exist” after the destruction of the body. The rabbis of the
Talmud were emphatic that we can have no conception of conditions in
the afterworld other than that “there is neither eating nor drinking, nor
hatred, nor envy, nor strife but that the righteous sit with their crowns
on their heads and enjoy the splendor of the Divine Presence.”58

There are two questionable assumptions implicit in the discussion of
the medieval philosophers on this subject which created considerable
confusion. One assumption, part of the legacy of Aristotle, was that the
most distinctive part of the human soul is the rational faculty that exclu-
sively connects the individual to God, and that it is that aspect of the self
which survives death and therefore must be most assiduously cultivated
by man during his lifetime. The second approach was to view all escha-
tology in terms of reward and punishment. That is to say, there is a theo-
logical need for “heaven and hell,” Gan Eden and Gehinnom. Exile and
Redemption were seen as growing primarily out of the moral nature of
God, which required each person to receive his or her just desserts.



Let us first consider the role of reason in the makeup of the human
being. It cannot, of course, be denied that the level of intelligence pos-
sessed by an individual, his powers of reasoning, is one of his most
important characteristics and is one of the consequences of having been
“created in the Image of God.” It does not, however, follow that the ratio-
nal faculty is the human being’s telos or ultimate reason for being.
Computer technology and the ongoing development of artificial intelli-
gence has emphasized the dependence of the mind upon the physiological
activity of the brain, thus discrediting the belief that it is something spiri-
tual. Furthermore, modern philosophy has undermined the belief that
reason is a possible means by which human beings can attain theological
truths of a metaphysical nature. It is true that the human being could not
be the human being, be a moral agent, engage in scientific discovery,
build civilization or study Torah without mind, intelligence or reason. It is
a most useful and necessary tool for human life on earth. However, we do
not think of our brains as part of our essential selves. I do not identify
with my I.Q.! In the view of Judaism, the human being was not brought
into existence primarily to develop his reason or to think “deep thoughts,”
even if they be Torah thoughts or thoughts about God.

Just as the person becomes aware of his self in moments of moral
choice, so does the self grow in substance and in significance the more
he embraces moral values. The human being can sometimes employ his
reason to determine the way of justice and righteousness in particular
circumstances, but there is no necessary correlation between intelligence
(reason) and moral character. Thus, there is no good reason to believe
that it is the rational faculty of the human soul that is immortal.

Medieval philosophers, following the talmudic rabbis, discussed
eschatological events such as Days of the Messiah, Resurrection of the
Dead, and World to Come in terms of reward and punishment. That is,
God, as the just and righteous Ruler of the world, is bound to provide at
the end, the reward or retribution for each individual according to his
behavior during his lifetime. Although this was indeed the basis for the
discussions surrounding the doctrine of the Resurrection of the Dead,
however, it is not the dominating consideration regarding the concept
of the immortality of the soul.

As is well known, survival of the human being in some form after
death long predates the appearance of Israel or the emergence of
Judaism. It has been rightly noted that while in ancient Israel the people
believed that the spirit of the deceased lives on apart from the body, the
Bible does not connect this idea to judgment, and reward and punish-
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ment.59 Indeed, it is only natural that a person, after experiencing all of
the ineluctable wonders of self-consciousness and creativity, would
almost instinctively believe that the self is somehow indestructible. Self-
awareness is too vibrant an experience to permit thinking of non-exis-
tence as somehow inevitable.

I wish to suggest that immortality of the soul and the “cleaving” of
the self to God after death are to be understood as the original purposes
and ultimate destiny of the individual human being. The human being
was created be-z. elem Elokim and given the capacity to be a moral agent
so that he could, in the course of his lifetime, exercise free will and cre-
ate for himself a personality permeated with moral value. Just as per-
sonality itself is incremental, coming into existence over time as the
result of the formation of resident character traits and dispositions, so,
too, the possibility for survival after death and fellowship with God is
developmental and incremental.60 Nothing is set at birth. The z. elem
provides potentiality—the rest is up to the individual.

Upon the death of the body, the spark of potentiality that has hope-
fully been developed by moral action has grown into a full blown spiri-
tual substance and continues to exist. In the event that the individual
has not lived a moral life, his potential remains unrealized and, in the
absence of any developed spirituality, the individual self perishes. This is
the ultimate punishment.

In the words of the Rabbis: “In the World to Come . . . the right-
eous,” those that have developed moral personalities, “sit with their
crowns on their heads,” that is, the crown of the good name that they
achieved as a result of their moral dealings with others, “and enjoy the
splendor of the Divine Presence.”61 This means that the souls of the
righteous are able to commune and achieve devekut with the Shekhinah.
For in some mysterious sense, moral value, which in human terms
translates as justice, righteousness, love, kindness, and mercy, are
aspects of the very essence of God.62 Thus the creation by the individual
of a moral self makes possible fellowship with God, and this is the ulti-
mate reward.

As we have stated, “Regarding olam ha-ba, no eye has seen it, O
God, beside Thee.” Nevertheless, our analysis of the self permits some
tentative observations regarding the question of self-identity in the
hereafter.

The most intimate relationship with God is described in the Pent-
ateuch as “cleaving” or “clinging” unto Him (le-davka bo),63 a mystical
experience which seems to include elements of fear and love and “walk-
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ing in His ways.” It has been pointed out that Judaism cannot accept an
interpretation that calls for a mystical union with the Divine in which
the human being loses his self-identity.64 This is true as far as the miz. vah
of le-davka bo is concerned, as “cleaving” to God is considered a practi-
cal commandment to be observed in this world. However, how shall we
understand the ultimate condition of the self in the world to come? Is
this some joyful absorption into the splendors of the Shekhinah in
which the individual finally loses his sense of self-identity, yielding the
spiritual fruits of his life to his Maker? Or does it make any sense to con-
tinue to talk of “self-identity” in such uncharted circumstances?

All of the mundane elements which accompany a person’s sense of
self-identity while alive, such as memories of past experiences, particular
human relationships, aspirations for the future, must surely fade into irrel-
evance. If a sense of self-identity is retained, it is possibly the self-satisfac-
tion of personal fulfillment suffused with the korot ruah. of moral value.65

The concept of prophecy is fundamental to biblical religion.66 It is
the general name for the process by which God communicates with
man.67 The possibility for such communication is essential since,
according to Judaism, man on his own is incapable of discovering his
true nature and the reason for his existence. As a nation, Israel, in the
absence of revelation, would have remained ignorant of its special voca-
tion. Throughout the Torah, the media by which God reaches out to
human beings is described as His ruah. (spirit) and as His davar (word).68

And as for Me, this is My covenant with them, says the Lord, My spirit
(ruh. i) that is upon you and My words (devarai)  which I have put in your
mouth, shall not depart out of your mouth nor out of the mouth of your
seed . . . says the Lord from now and forever (Isaiah 59:21).

This “spirit of God,” or Holy Spirit (ruah. ha-kodesh), which comes
in varying degrees of intensity, is felt as an outside force which enters
and takes hold of the individual, who then proceeds to successfully
bring about matters of great significance. However, the most character-
istic way by which the biblical God expresses His will is by means of the
davar, the word whose power is such that it itself may transmute into
the reality that is called for: “And the Lord said, ‘Let there be light, and
there was light” (Gen. 1:3).69 But when spoken to human beings, the
word of God can instruct and encourage, promise and console, warn
and condemn, exhort and inspire. From the very beginning, we read
how God speaks to Adam and Eve, Noah, and the Patriarchs. However,
the message essentially concerns those spoken to. It is first with Moses
that we hear of apostolic prophecy and meet the prophet-messenger.70
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Here an individual who has not sought the mission is selected by God
and charged to bring a message to others, to world rulers or to an entire
people in order to effectuate radical changes in human behavior and in
the fate of nations. Here we encounter what are the truly distinctive
characteristics of Hebrew prophecy.

While the history of religions is replete with accounts of a variety of
Divine-human encounters, we are able to identify from the subjective
side what is different in the experience of the Hebrew prophets. 

Unlike mystical experiences of ecstasy where the person loses his
identity, in the prophetic act there is no collapse of consciousness.71 In
ecstasy, the experience is incommunicable, whereas in prophecy there is
a message to be imparted to others.72 Moreover, the prophetic event has
a direction. It is a message to someone in particular, about something in
particular. Prophecy is an encounter of the concrete person and the liv-
ing God. It is the experience of a relationship with a Person.73

“It is characterized by a subject-subject structure, the self-conscious
active ‘I’ of the prophet encounters the active living ‘Inspirer.’”74

Most important of all, however, is the certainty felt by the prophet of
having experienced the impingement of a personal Being, of another “I.”
Could this not be some illusion, some wishful thinking on the part of an
overheated imagination? However, when we consider that often the
prophet had to battle contemporaries whom he himself labeled “false
prophets” and that his message was often unpopular and greeted with
hostility, we can assume that the prophet must have had certain reliable
criteria for distinguishing between veridical experience and illusion, and
for deciding that the source of his experience was the living God.75

From the biblical evidence it is clear that prophecy was experienced
in different forms and in varying degrees.76 Already in the Torah we hear
of “dreams” and “visions,” of “oracles” and riddles,” of God speaking to
human beings by means of angels, but also of God addressing human
beings directly.77 Most crucial for Judaism, however, was the need to
explicate the unique nature of Moses’s prophecy, upon which rests the
entire authority of the Torah.78 Our interest in this paper, however, is to
determine whether the theory of the self we have propounded is consis-
tent with the theoretical requirements of a phenomenon such as prophe-
cy. At the close of the Middle Ages, the general consensus was that the
word of God impacts the prophet in the following manner:

Prophecy is an inspiration coming from God to the rational power in
man either through the medium of the imagination or without it, by
virtue of which information comes to him . . . concerning matters that a
man cannot know naturally by himself.79
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The idea of God speaking to human beings has always been met by a
certain initial incredulity, for how could the spiritual connect with the
material, the infinite with the finite, the absolute with the relative?
However, if we understand the self in the terms we have presented, then
it is clear that within every person, even in his natural state, there is an
ongoing interaction between the material and the spiritual, between the
person as a physical organism and the self, which is a spiritual substance.
The free will of the individual, which is the immediate expression of the
self, can set into motion all sorts of bodily activities. Thus, there would
appear to be no special difficulty in more powerful spiritual forces such
as ruah. Hashem or devar Hashem connecting with the person’s con-
sciousness. Since some prophetic experiences involve dreams and
visions, the philosophers spoke of the imaginative faculty being engaged,
whereas the “word of God” would be received by the rational faculty. 

Heschel has convincingly shown, based on the Biblical evidence,
that the most outstanding aspect of the prophetic consciousness is its
emotional quality. That is to say, the overwhelming realization of the
prophet is of the Divine pathos, that God cares for man and needs man
to make abstract moral values real by concrete fulfillment in human
affairs, that God is disappointed by man’s failure and outraged by his
treatment of his fellow man. And the prophet responds with emotion
best described as “sympathy,” “an overflow of emotion which comes in
response to what the prophet senses in divinity.”80 Thus, to be a prophet
means to “identify his concern with the concern of God.” We may there-
fore say that prophecy consists of the inspired communication of Divine
attitudes to the prophetic consciousness.81 Indeed, this is the way the
prophet describes himself:

But as for me, I am filled with power 
with the ruah. of the Lord.
And with justice and might
To declare to Jacob his transgressions
And to Israel his sins. (Mikhah 3:8)

Another aspect of our theory that coincides with the prophetic
consciousness is the nature of the prophetic preparation. In the Jewish
view, the experience of prophecy is not something that can be obtained
naturally or induced by the individual upon reaching some specific
level of intellectual or moral achievement. In every case, the prophetic
experience depends ultimately on the will of God. However, there are
necessary conditions. One sage declared that the Divine Presence rests
upon a person only amidst the joy of performing the commandments.82



Another sage advocated a step-by-step process of personal religious and
moral development in which “holiness leads to humility which leads to
fear of sin which leads to lovingkindness (h. asidut), which leads to the
Holy Spirit (ruah. ha-kodesh).”83

It would appear that the element most effective in bringing the self
in tune with ruah. ha-kodesh and ready to receive devar Hashem is moral
development. The human personality that has become good and com-
passionate, caring and generous and sensitive to injustice and the suffer-
ing of others can best respond to the Presence of a God that is Himself
good and the source of all justice. God reaches out to individuals
because He is concerned about the world and wishes to be intimately
involved in the history of human beings. “This,” says Heschel, “is the
essence of God’s moral nature.”84

The ability of the human being, the prophet, to respond to the inva-
sion by the ruah. or devar of God on all levels of his being, emotionally,
intellectually and imaginatively, is living testimony to the human being
having been formed in the “image of God.” The prophet does not merely
constitute a conduit for the divine force but joins it at all levels. Should he
receive a vision, the prophet seeks out his richest vocabulary with which to
describe it; becoming aware of the Divine pathos, the emotions of the
prophet to their very depths begin to vibrate in passionate sympathy.
Should the word of God enter his consciousness, the prophet seeks to
understand it, to draw its full meaning as he seeks to transmit it to others. 

The special nature of Moses’s prophecy has been emphasized by the
Torah itself and elaborated by the rabbis and the philosophers. The
importance attributed to Torat Mosheh as containing the legislative core
of God’s revelation reflects the belief that we have here verbal inspiration
(devar Hashem), that is, the words of the text are the very words selected
by God. The role of Moses was to understand them and record them for
transmission down the generations. By contrast, the literary prophets
experienced the ruah. Hashem as divine pathos and were sent primarily
to exhort and chastise, to comfort and console. They express their
prophetic experience in words drawn from their own vocabulary.

The only type of prophecy in which it could be said that the ruah.
Elokim was in exclusive control was in that singular prophetic act
known as the writing of the Torah.85 This was the final step in the cre-
ation of the Torah in which the Divine takes over the consciousness of
Mosheh and dictates word for word what he is to write. What emerges is
a melding of records of earlier primary revelations, memories of events
in the life of Mosheh, material from existing historical archives and folk
traditions, in the fires of prophecy to produce Torat Hashem.86 Here we
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may use the words of Maimonides to describe what took place:

In receiving the Torah, Moses was like a scribe writing from dictation the
whole of it, its chronicles, its narratives and its prescriptions.87

We have acknowledged from the outset that “the self which has ulti-
mate responsibility for man’s actions, can never be caught in the focal
beam of his own awareness”88 and doubts have therefore continually
arisen among philosophers as to its “reality.” Nevertheless, we have argued
that Judaism as a world view is compelled to articulate a theory of the self
as spiritual substance which is able to 1) account for its moral outlook,
and 2) support its belief in such concepts as freedom of the will, immor-
tality of the soul, and prophecy. We submit that the dynamics experienced
within consciousness such as moral deliberation and self-identity are ade-
quately accounted for by the theory we have outlined, which is completely
compatible with Judaism’s traditional beliefs. While there is no way by
which to empirically verify the existence of spiritual substance, there is
much to commend the observation that “there may be more things in
heaven and earth than we have dreamed of in our philosophy.”

Notes

1. In a recent article entitled “The Concepts of Self, Mind and Consciousness as
Perceived by Judaism” (Heb.), BDD 6 (Winter 1998):5-20 (Hebrew section),
which is essentially historical and comparative, Aaron Rabinowitz deals with
the concepts of self, mind and consciousness as they are understood in psy-
chology and philosophy today in relation to terms such as ruah. , nefesh and
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assertion and usually was on the side of Reason.
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viewed as just another faculty at the disposal of the ego-self or if it is in any
sense to be more closely identified with the self per se. Saadyah Gaon, one of
the earliest Jewish philosophers, concluded that “this soul of man must per-
form the act of cognition by means of its essence.” The Book of Beliefs and
Opinions (New Haven, 1948).

5. Each of these theories is, of course, generated and shaped by a complete
world-outlook about the nature of man and the universe. Our purpose in
comparing Plato and Freud is solely to facilitate our understanding as to
how self-theory is constructed. 
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as expressing itself in the body through three faculties: the power of reason-
ing (neshamah), the power of appetite, i.e., desire or willing (nefesh), and
that of anger, i.e. emotions, feeling, (ruah. ). All three powers belong to one
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16. The rabbis recommended making a reckoning of the possible material losses
entailed in performing a miz. vah as against its spiritual rewards, and to evalu-
ate the possible short term gains of transgression against the punishment
(Bava Batra 18b). This suggests a sort of profit and loss accounting similar to
Pascal’s Wager. In this context, we can see the relevance of Plato, who held
that knowledge is virtue and that if a person knows what he ought to do, he
will do it, and that evil is chosen only out of ignorance. Others, however,
such as David Hume, argued that moral judgments are derived from feelings
and not reason. 

Already in the Book of Proverbs we are told that the vital task of devel-
oping a moral personality and behavior is not simply a matter of will power,
of always choosing the good over the evil, but also involves some sort of
knowledge or wisdom.

To know wisdom (h. okhmah) and instruction (musar) . . . 
To receive the discipline (musar) of wisdom (haskel)
Justice, righteousness and equity. . . . (Pr. 1:2, 3).

Reading on, however, it appears that the “wisdom” and “knowledge”
being referred to is primarily the knowledge one acquires from life-experi-
ences, either one’s own or from others as distilled by the wise. It is essentially
knowledge about the ways of people in the world and how to recognize the
distinctive character-traits of the virtuous, as well as those in the “rogues’
gallery” (kesil, lez. , peti, rasha, avil) and the social consequences of various
types of behavior. It is a knowledge that is readily accessible:

Wisdom cries aloud in the street
She sounds her voice in the public square (Pr. 11:20).

Similarly, the talmudic sages were quick to point out that it is not
enough to have a list of good deeds and be highly motivated to perform
them. One must also have some insight into popular human psychology to
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know what, when and how to say and do things to people lest one achieve
the very opposite of what was intended (Avot 4, 23). They also remind us
that holding certain philosophic views on the origin and destiny of human
beings and on human freedom and accountability may influence the kind of
moral choices one is inclined to make (Avot 3:1).

Of course, the “knowledge” most essential to making moral choices is
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Disregarding the precise meaning of the account in Genesis 3 as to how
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good and good things to be bad” (Chapters 3 and 4 of the Eight Chapters).
Unless the soul is somehow “cured” (restored to health), i.e., the individual
somehow becomes aware of his self-deception and seeks out the advice and
treatment of the wise, he will perish. It follows from this that a most vital bit
of information that everyone should have is to be suspicious of one’s own
judgment as to what is truly right and wrong, and be alert for the possibility
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