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According to a commonplace narrative, the rise of modern political thought in the West resulted
from secularization—the exclusion of religious arguments from political discourse. But in this
pathbreaking work Eric Nelson argues that this familiar story is wrong. Instead, he contends,
political thought in early-modern Europe became less, not more, secular with time, and it was
the Christian encounter with Hebrew sources that provoked this radical transformation. During
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Christian scholars began to regard the Hebrew Bible
as a political constitution designed by God for the children of Israel. Newly available rabbinic
materials became authoritative guides to the institutions and practices of the perfect republic.
This thinking resulted in a sweeping reorientation of political commitments. In the book’s central
chapters Nelson identifies three transformative claims introduced into European political theory
by the Hebrew revival: the argument that republics are the only legitimate regimes; the idea that
the state should coercively maintain an egalitarian distribution of property; and the belief that a
godly republic would tolerate religious diversity. One major consequence of Nelson’s work is that
the revolutionary politics of John Milton, James Harrington, and Thomas Hobbes appear in a
brand-new light. Nelson demonstrates that central features of modern political thought emerged
from an attempt to emulate a constitution designed by God. This paradox, a reminder that while
we may live in a secular age, we owe our politics to an age of religious fervor, in turn illuminates
fault lines in contemporary political discourse.
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COMMONPLACE to attribute the rise of modern political thought in the West to a process of
secularization. In Medieval and Renaissance Europe, so the story goes, political thought was
fundamentally Christian, an exercise in applied theology. To ask what form our political lives
should take was, during this period, inevitably to ask what form God wished for them to take.
Questions about politics quickly became questions about Revelation, about the proper
understanding of God's commands as reflected in Scripture. It was, in short, an age of political
theology. In the sixteenth century, however, this worldview began to erode and, in the
seventeenth, to collapse. The new science of Galileo and Bacon, along with the strident
philosophical skepticism of Montaigne and Charron, provoked a radical reconfiguration of
European thought. Philosophers of the period no longer recognized religious claims as
authoritative and, given the horrors of the Wars of Religion, came to regard them instead as
inherently dangerous to civil peace. The result of this intellectual upheaval has been called “the
Great Separation,” by which is meant the epoch-making exclusion of religious arguments from
the sphere of political discourse.1 It is this separation, we are told, that is responsible for
producing the distinctive features of modern European political thought, including (but by no
means limited to) its particular notion of individual rights, its account of the state, and its
embrace of religious toleration. These innovations could not appear on the scene until religion
had effectively been sequestered from political science. It is, then, the peculiar achievement of
the seventeenth century to have bequeathed us a tradition of political thought that has been
purged of political theology.2This book begins from the conviction that the traditional story I have
just sketched puts things almost exactly backward. Leaving aside its overly schematic
characterization of Medieval political thought,3 it is clear that this narrative seriously
misrepresents the relationship between Renaissance political thought and the political thought
of the seventeenth century. Renaissance humanism, structured as it was by the pagan
inheritance of Greek and Roman antiquity, generated an approach to politics that was
remarkably secular in character. The political science of the humanists did not rely on appeals to
Revelation, but rather on the sort of prudential knowledge to be found in the study of history and



in the writings of the wise. It was, rather, in the seventeenth century, in the full fervor of the
Reformation, that political theology reentered the mainstream of European intellectual life. The
Protestant summons to return to the Biblical text brought with it incessant appeals to God's
constitutional preferences as embodied in Scripture.4 To use a crude but revealing measure: if
one compares the average number of Biblical citations in the political works of Petrarch, Bruni,
Machiavelli, More, and Guicciardini with the number in the political works of Grotius, Selden,
Milton, Pufendorf, and Locke, one can be in no doubt about the direction in which the discourse
is moving.1 It is, indeed, not for nothing that seventeenth-century historians have dubbed their
period “the Biblical Century.” Yet it is also unmistakably the case that many of the central ideas
we associate with the emergence of modern political thought did indeed develop in the
seventeenth century. What we are in need of, then, is an explanation of how these ideas might
have been generated, not as a by-product of advancing secularization, but rather out of the
deeply theologized context of the Biblical Century.In what follows, I attempt to offer such an
account.5 It centers on the sixteenth-and seventeenth-century revival of the Hebrew language
and on the consequences of that cultural and intellectual phenomenon for the development of
European political theory. During this period, Christians began to regard the Hebrew Bible as a
political constitution, designed by God himself for the children of Israel. They also came to see
the full array of newly available rabbinic materials as authoritative guides to the institutions and
practices of this perfect republic. My argument, in brief, is that the Christian encounter with these
materials transformed political thought along several important dimensions. The first of these
has to do with the idea of political science itself. Before the middle of the seventeenth century,
European political thought was characterized by the complete hegemony of what we might call
“constitutional pluralism.” Following Aristotle and other classical authors, political theorists
acknowledged the existence of several correct constitutional forms—monarchy, aristocracy, and
polity (later called “republican” government)6—which they distinguished from the corresponding
incorrect or degenerate forms: tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy.7 Although each theorist often
had a view about the best constitution (either the best absolutely, or the best under particular
circumstances), it was taken for granted that each of the correct forms was legitimate and even
desirable under particular circumstances. In the middle of the seventeenth century, however, we
find republican authors making a new and revolutionary argument: they now began to claim that
monarchy per se is an illicit constitutional form and that all legitimate constitutions are
republican. In Chapter 1 I make the case that this rupture was provoked by the Protestant
reception of a radical tradition of rabbinic Biblical exegesis, which understood the Israelite
request for a king in I Samuel as an instance of the sin of idolatry. This embrace of “republican
exclusivism” heralded the decline of constitutional pluralism and therefore marks a crucial
turning point in the history of European political thought.The second dimension has to do with
the early-modern understanding of the state and its purposes. Before the seventeenth century, it
had been an unchallenged orthodoxy of republican political theory that a free state ought not to
use its coercive power to redistribute wealth. Renaissance republicans learned from their



Roman authorities that the most famous ancient attempt at the redistribution of wealth—the
Roman agrarian laws—had been unjust, seditious, and ultimately responsible for the collapse of
the Roman republic. Even those republicans who rejected the Roman inheritance and instead
derived their political commitments from Greek philosophy nonetheless accepted this orthodoxy.
These dissenters were occasionally prepared to argue for the abolition of private property, but
never for redistribution, which they continued to regard as both dangerous and impolitic. By the
middle of the seventeenth century, however, a dramatic transformation was under way. Quite
suddenly, republican authors began placing redistribution (in the form of agrarian laws) at the
very center of republican politics. My suggestion, which I defend in Chapter 2, is that it was the
meditation on Biblical land law—seen through the prism of rabbinic commentaries—that
convinced a new generation of republican writers to reexamine the antipathy toward
redistribution they had inherited from their forebears. The result was a major reconfiguration of
the republican tradition, with consequences extending into our own time.The third and final
dimension concerns the relationship between church and state and, in particular, the question of
religious toleration. It is in this context that the traditional narrative has been perhaps most
influential. We are told that the rise of toleration depended upon the advance of secularization,
both historically and at the level of theory; that only when religion had finally lost its grip on the
European imagination could theorists begin to contemplate broad protection for nonconformist
religious belief and practice. We are also told that toleration depended upon, and emerged out
of, the belief that church and state should remain fundamentally separate, neither encroaching
on the prerogatives of the other. My argument in Chapter 3 is that both of these assertions are
largely mistaken. The pursuit of toleration was primarily nurtured by deeply felt religious
convictions, not by their absence; and it emerged to a very great extent out of the Erastian effort
to unify church and state, not out of the desire to keep them separate. Once again, I argue that
the Hebrew revival played a crucial role in forging this nexus between a pious Erastianism and
toleration. It was a particular understanding of what the Jewish historian Josephus had meant by
the term theocracy, mediated through a series of rabbinic sources, that convinced a wide range
of seventeenth-century authors that God's own thoroughly Erastian republic had embraced
toleration.The combined significance of these three transformations is clear enough. Once we
are talking about a world in which a republican constitution is seen as a requirement of
legitimacy, in which the state uses its coercive power to redistribute wealth, and in which broad
toleration is the rule, we are recognizably talking about the modern world. And if that world was,
to an important degree, called into being, not by the retreat of religious conviction, but rather by
the deeply held religious belief that the creation of such a world is God's will, then the traditional
narrative will have to be significantly revised, if not discarded. In short, it may well be that we live,
as Charles Taylor tells us, in a “secular age,” but if so, we nonetheless owe several of our most
central political commitments to an age that was anything but.8 And it seems reasonable to
suppose that we will not be able to understand the peculiar fault lines and dissonances of our
contemporary political discourse until we come to terms with that basic, paradoxical fact.This is,



then, a book about the transformative impact of an encounter between readers and texts, and
like all such studies, it must navigate between two simplistic pictures of how authoritative
sources operate in the history of ideas. According to the first, texts do all of the work: intellectual
history should be regarded as a kind of ballistic display in which thinkers at rest are set in motion
by collisions with newly discovered sources. On this view, readers bring very little to the table;
they are empty vessels waiting to be filled by the arguments they read. According to the second
picture, in contrast, texts do none of the work. They are, rather, deployed instrumentally by
readers whose ideological commitments are to be regarded as fully formed in advance—shaped
perhaps by their political circumstances, economic situation, or psychological profile. In the case
of the Hebrew revival (as in most other cases), neither of these pictures will do. To be sure, the
encounter between Protestant theorists and Hebrew sources did not take place in a vacuum. It
is, for example, undoubtedly the case that the intensifying fury of the English Revolution, and the
ultimate execution of an English king in 1649, prompted English republicans to consider radical
new arguments about the proper form of political life—arguments that they would never have
seriously considered even five years earlier. But it is equally clear that these arguments came
from somewhere. The Hebrew revival made republican exclusivism possible by introducing into
Protestant Europe the claim that monarchy is sin. It legitimized redistribution by teaching that
God had incorporated agrarian laws into his own perfect constitution. And, by disseminating the
Josephan account of Israelite theocracy, it rendered the practice of toleration not merely
politique but also pious.Having now said a bit about what this book is, it might be helpful for me
to say a few words about what it is not. It is, first and foremost, not a history of what has come to
be called political Hebraism—let alone of Christian Hebraism more broadly. A history of the
former would set itself the task of chronicling the various political uses to which Hebrew
materials were put throughout the early-modern period; a history of the latter would, even more
monumentally, attempt to tell the full story of the recovery and deployment of the Hebrew
language and Hebraica in the Christian West.9 This book does not pretend to do either. It is,
instead, an attempt to identify what I take to be the most important ways in which the recovery of
Hebraica reoriented European political thought. A brief example should illustrate the difference
between these projects. It became common in the late 1640s and 1650s, in the midst of the
English Revolution, for defenders of the regicide to cite a ruling of Maimonides's that kings may
be judged, and even whipped, if they commit crimes.10 The use of this commonplace would,
presumably, be a subject of interest in a history of political Hebraism; yet, because this rabbinic
text was simply deployed to lend further authority to an old and ubiquitous argument in
European political thought (familiar from Medieval conciliarism and from the monarchomach
writings of the sixteenth century), it is not a focus of this study. My aim is to explore how the
Hebrew revival changed what it was possible for Europeans to argue, either by making available
an argument that was simply foreign to previous generations of political theorists (Chapter 1); or
by taking a disreputable political position and rendering it suddenly respectable (Chapter 2); or
by bringing together a series of claims that had never been brought together before and fusing



them into a new and powerful whole (Chapter 3). A further consequence of this narrowly defined
mission is that certain authors who would, presumably, feature quite prominently in any history
of political Hebraism (Jean Bodin, for instance) receive relatively little attention in this book,
while others who would not figure much at all in such a history (Wilhelm Schickard, for example)
receive quite a lot.It is also worth pointing out that this book is not, in the usual sense, a work in
the field of Jewish Studies—although I certainly hope that scholars in that field will find it
interesting. My story is about how European Christians in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries interacted with a foreign corpus of political and theological writings. Although (as we
shall see) Jews played an important role in the dissemination of the Hebrew texts with which this
study is concerned, the political debates that these texts came to structure took place among
Christians—Christians who, it must be said, had for the most part never met a Jew, and who
were (again for the most part) anything but philo-semites. This book is intended as a contribution
to the history of early-modern political thought, and it is part of my purpose to insist that one can
no more understand that history without reckoning with the Hebrew revival than one can without
taking seriously the revival of Greek and Roman antiquity. Before that reckoning can begin,
however, I need to offer a brief account of the origins and progress of this cultural phenomenon,
as well as an anatomy of its fateful brush with political theory.11The Hebrew RevivalOn
September 22, 1626, Sixtinus Amama, professor of Hebrew, ascended the podium at the
University of Franeker to offer both congratulations and a warning to his Dutch compatriots. Only
eight years earlier, he reminded his audience, the University had celebrated the centenary of the
Reformation. In doing so, it had also commemorated the rebirth of Hebrew studies in the
Christian West, for, as he insisted, the great crusade of the “incomparable heroes” Luther and
Melanchthon—and that of their progenitors, Erasmus and Reuchlin—had been intrinsically tied
to the revival of the Hebrew language.12 Luther's conviction that the way of a true Christian was
to seek salvation through the Bible—and only through the Bible—had, for the very first time,
placed the study of the original Biblical languages at the heart of the Christian ministry. If one
could no longer rely on commentaries, translations, or the authority of the institutional Church for
guidance in the life of the spirit, then it became a matter of the utmost urgency to understand the
Biblical text correctly, to read the Hebrew Bible in its original language. The result, Amama
explained, was a great revival of Hebraic learning, undertaken in defiance of the “barbarians”
who wished to silence scholarship and thereby repress the memory of the true, primitive
Christian church. The linguistic ignorance and scholarly infirmity of the Middle Ages had at last
been transcended; the corrupt Aristotelianism of the scholastics (in which “he who was more
learned was more wretched”),13 and their near idolatrous veneration of Thomas Aquinas and
Peter Lombard, had finally come to an end. Or so Amama had thought. Surveying the intellectual
landscape of his home university, and of the United Provinces more broadly, he now detected
worrying signs of backsliding and retreat. Theologians were once again concerning themselves
with abstruse metaphysical speculation; scholasticism threatened to return; and the study of the
Biblical tongues, particularly Hebrew, was no longer honored and valued to the appropriate



degree.14 At the close of his oration, Amama entreated his audience to reaffirm the principles of
the Reformation, to direct their attention once again to the study of Hebrew, and to defeat the
encroaching threat of Catholic barbarism.15Amama's version of this story, according to which
the Reformation straightforwardly gave birth to Christian Hebraism, is not, alas, one that we can
fully accept. Christian fascination with the Hebrew language goes back to Origen and Jerome
among the church fathers and never entirely disappeared.16 Already in the twelfth century,
Christian exegetes in the Abbey of St. Victor in Paris were using Biblical commentaries by Rabbi
Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes (known as Rashi, 1040-1105) and other rabbinic authorities in
order to understand the literal sense of the Hebrew Bible (which was already being called the
Hebraica Veritas, or Hebrew Truth),17 and Maimonides's Moreh Nevukhim (Guide for the
Perplexed) was translated into Latin in the middle of the thirteenth century.18 Moreover, it was
also in the Medieval period—scorned by Amama as a linguistic wilderness—that scholars made
the first systematic attempts to use Hebrew texts in order to refute Judaism and advance the
cause of Jewish conversion. The most famous instrument of this project was the Pugio fidei
adversos Mauros et Judaeos (1278), composed by the Dominican Raymund Martini. Martini had
been taught by fellow Dominican Raymund of Peñafort (1176-1275), whose broad program of
Christian proselytization focused particularly on the Jews. Martini used his knowledge of Hebrew
to great effect, deploying a full array of rabbinic sources to defend the claim that the Talmud,2
the ancient midrashim (rabbinic homiletical writings), and the targumim (Aramaic paraphrases of
the Hebrew Bible) themselves refuted the beliefs and practices of contemporary Jews.19
Although the Pugio fidei was not printed until 1651,20 it circulated widely in manuscript, and its
arguments structured a large number of Christian apologetical works (both Catholic and
Protestant) over the next four centuries. It inspired, among others, the anti-Jewish polemics in
the Franciscan Nicholas of Lyra's Postillae perpetuae in universam S. Scripturam (first printed in
1471),21 the converso Paul of Burgos's Scrutinium Scripturarum libris duabus contra perfidium
Judaeorum (first printed in 1475), Petrus Galatinus's De arcanis catholicae veritatis (1518), and
the Calvinist Philippe Du Plessis Mornay's De veritate religionis christianae (1583).Yet, to admit
that Amama's account is not completely accurate is not to say that it is wholly mistaken. For
while Christian Hebraism was by no means absent from Medieval Europe, its great flowering did
indeed take place during the late Renaissance and Reformation. One can see this most clearly
by looking at the history of European universities. Although the Council of Vienne (1311-1312)
had formally decided to create professorships in oriental languages at Bologna, Oxford, Paris,
and Salamanca in order to facilitate the conversion of Jews and Muslims, this commitment went
more or less unfulfilled until the sixteenth century.22 The first trilingual college (at Alcalá de
Henares, northeast of Madrid) opened its doors in 1508, and its more famous rival in Louvain
was not founded until 1516; Regius professorships in Hebrew only arrived in Paris in 1530, and it
was not until 1540 that Henry VIII endowed similar chairs at Oxford and Cambridge. The two
great Dutch centers of Hebraic study, Leiden University and the University of Franeker, were
founded in 1575 and 1585, respectively, and the other Continental centers (Basel, Leipzig,



Tübingen, Heidelberg, Zurich, Strasbourg, etc.) did not establish their important dynasties of
Hebrew scholarship until the period of the Reformation.23Moreover, it was not until the late
fifteenth century that Hebrew texts and grammars became widely available to Christian scholars.
The first publishing firm dedicated to Hebraica was founded by Joshua Solomon, a Jew who
took the name “Soncino,” after the Italian town in which his father and uncle had settled. In 1484,
the firm printed its first Hebrew book, an edition of the Talmudic tractate Berakhot, followed by a
Jewish prayerbook, or siddur, according to the Roman Rite (Mahzor Minhag Roma) in 1486, and
a text of the Hebrew Bible itself in 1488. When the Soncino family was forced to flee Italy in the
early sixteenth century, their work was taken up by the Christian printer Daniel Bomberg. In
1517-1 518, Bomberg published the first rabbinic Bible, the Mikra'ot Gedolot, assembled for him
by a converted Jew, Felix Pratensis. This text, in four volumes, brought together a complete
version of the Hebrew Bible, along with the Targum and the standard commentaries by Rashi,
David Kimchi (Radak, c. 1160-1235), and Abraham Ibn Ezra (c. 1092-1167). Bomberg then
published the first edition of the Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds in 1520-1523, with the
approval of Pope Leo X. Also published during this period were vital reference works, such as
the Franciscan Conrad Pellican's De modo legendi et intelligendi Hebraea (1504); Alfonso de
Zamora's Hebrew-Aramaic dictionary, published in the sixth volume of the Complutensian Biblio
Polyglotta (1514-1517); the Thesaurus Linguae Sanctae (1523), compiled by the Dominican
Santes Pagninus (a simple reworking of Kimchi's Sefer ha-shorashim);24 and Johann Reuchlin's
De rudimentis hebraicis (1509).The appetite for these books among Christian scholars was
fueled, initially, by the philological and theological preoccupations of what has been called the
proto-reformation—the particular brand of humanism popularized by Pico della Mirandola and
Marsilio Ficino in Italy, and then creatively reinterpreted by Erasmus, Thomas More, Johann
Reuchlin, Jacques Lefèvre d'Étaples, and others in Northern Europe. One essential feature of
this program was its absorption in the search for a prisca theologia, an ancient, pristine theology
underlying all of the great religious systems of the world: pagan, Jewish, and Christian.25 The
search for this elusive ur-religion led these humanists to the study of Kabbalah, the Jewish
mystical tradition most famously epitomized in the Zohar (Splendor, a work traditionally
attributed to the second-century sage Simon bar Yochai, but actually written in thirteenth-
century Spain), and other compendia such as the sixth-century Sefer Yetzirah (Book of
Formation).26 For Ficino (1433-1499), who produced the first complete Latin translation of the
Platonic dialogues, the Kabbalah took its place alongside the Greek Hermetic corpus as vital
evidence for the proposition that God had revealed the true theology to a series of inspired
ancients, including Moses, Pythagoras, Hermes Trismegistus, Plato, Zoroaster, and the Hebrew
prophets.27 His fellow Florentine Pico della Mirandola went considerably further. Pico
(14641494), unlike Ficino, actively studied Hebrew with a succession of Jewish teachers,
including Elijah del Megido, Johanan Alemanno, and Flavius Mithridates (Raimundus
Moncada);28 and he placed the Kabbalah at the center of his notoriously heterodox theological
project in the Conclusiones of 1480.29 For Pico, “if any language is primal and not contingent,



many interpretations show clearly that it is Hebrew,” and one who knows this primal language
“deeply and by the roots” will “have a pattern and a rule for the complete discovery of anything
that can be known.”30 This comment reveals not only the extent of Pico's mystical
preoccupation with the Hebrew language, but also the considerable degree to which, for both
Ficino and Pico, theology and philology went hand in hand. The prisca theologia would reveal
itself only to those who had mastered the study of ancient languages. One could only get to the
bottom of nature by getting to the bottom of texts.31The members of the Erasmian circle were
deeply influenced by both of these Italian thinkers. Some (such as John Colet) corresponded
with Ficino directly, and Thomas More prepared an English translation of Pico's biography, the
Life of John Picus (1510).32 Erasmus himself carried on the work of Ficino's Greek revival by
composing the monumental Novum Instrumentum (1516), a thorough critical examination of the
Vulgate New Testament based on the Greek original. But of all the Christian humanists, it was
certainly the German Johann Reuchlin who most energetically took up the banner of Pico's
Hebraism.33 Reuchlin, who studied Hebrew with Jacob ben Yechiel Loans (the Holy Roman
Emperor's Jewish physician), as well as with two other Jews (Ovadiah Sforno of Cesena and
Elias Levita),34 composed two important kabbalistic works, the De verbo mirificio (1494) and the
De arte cabalistica libritres (1517). He also produced (as we have seen) an important Hebrew
grammar and lexicon, the De rudimentis hebraicis (1509)—which was based to a considerable
extent on the grammatical works of David Kimchi—as well as a study of Hebrew orthography
and pronunciation, the De accentibus et orthographia linguae hebraicae (1518). Reuchlin also
famously intervened in the acrimonious dispute over whether the Talmud and other rabbinic
texts should be condemned as heretical by Christian authorities.35 Under the influence of
Johann Pfefferkorn (himself a converted Jew) as well as the Dominicans of Cologne, Emperor
Maximilian I gave orders in 1509 to have all books directed against Christianity confiscated and
destroyed. In 1510, Reuchlin was summoned by the emperor to give his opinion concerning
which rabbinic texts might contain calumnies against Christianity, and, in his reply, offered an
elaborate defense of the Talmud and other rabbinica. The dispute in which he participated—
which, in effect, had begun in the twelfth century when Peter the Venerable of Cluny
(1094-1156) declared the Talmud “heretical”36—would continue in Catholic Europe until the
Roman Inquisition ordered the Talmud publicly burnt in 1553.37None of the Christian humanists
just mentioned embraced the Reformation when it came. Erasmus deeply regretted the degree
to which he might have prepared the way for it; More became a zealous persecutor of Lutheran
heresy; and Reuchlin tried in vain to rescue his grandnephew, Philip Melanchthon, from Luther's
influence. Yet it is undeniable that, after the rupture of 1517, the story of Christian Hebraism
becomes a disproportionately Protestant story, unfolding for the most part in the great centers of
learning in the United Provinces, Northern Germany, and England. This is not, of course, to deny
that there were Catholic Hebraists of great distinction. One thinks, for example, of Gilbert
Génébrard (1537-1597), Regius Professor of Hebrew in Paris, who translated Rashi and Ibn
Ezra into Latin; Guillaume Postel (1510-1581), who did the same for the Sefer Yetzirah and



sections of the Zohar (although he was hardly an orthodox Catholic);38 the Spanish Erasmian
Arias Montanus, who produced the Royal Polyglot Bible (1572) under the auspices of Philip II of
Spain;39 and, somewhat later, Père Richard Simon and his Histoire Critique du Vieux Testament
(1678). Many more such examples could be offered.40 Yet the constitutive link between
Reformation and Hebraism is real and readily comprehensible, in part for the reasons sketched
out by Amama in his oration. Luther's clarion call of sola scriptura made the study of the Bible a
Christian duty and led Protestants back to the original texts of the Hebrew Bible and the New
Testament to an unprecedented degree. The contrast with Catholic Europe became even more
pronounced after the Council of Trent (1545-1563) decreed that the Vulgate Latin was the
authoritative Bible, and that no Biblical scholarship based on the original Hebrew and Greek text
was relevant from the point of view of Church dogma or practice—and it became positively
glaring after Clement VIII authorized the Sisto-Clementine Index of 1596, which banned even
those editions of the Talmud that had been purged of “calumnies against Christianity” by the
censors.41Relatedly, the general Protestant hostility to received exegetical tradition made
possible a radical break with the conventional Catholic view that the Hebrew Bible should be
regarded as a typological prefiguration of the Gospel. On this traditional account, the Pentateuch
was not to be read primarily as an account of Israelite history, but rather as an allegorized
prophecy of Jesus's birth, death, and resurrection; its laws were not to be studied as the
regulations of an actual human community, but rather as vatic intimations of the Christian
sacraments.42 Having moved away from this paradigm, Protestant scholars were more likely to
regard the Hebrew Bible as worthy of study on its own terms.43 Nor is it a coincidence that the
most vital center of Christian Hebraic scholarship in early-modern Europe was to be found in the
Protestant United Provinces. Beginning with the settlement of the Portuguese Jews in the 1590s,
the Dutch Republic played host to a thriving Jewish community and, as a result, afforded easy
access to Hebrew instruction and printed versions of Hebraica.44 Moreover, the seventeenth-
century Dutch (like the Calvinists more generally and the English Puritans in particular) came to
regard themselves during this period as the “New Israelites” and increasingly saw the events of
their own time as reenactments of Biblical history. The dominance of this paradigm guaranteed
that the study of Hebrew would find itself at the center of Dutch intellectual life.45For these and
other reasons, the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed a truly remarkable
burgeoning of Hebrew scholarship across Europe. Its extent is captured by the 1694 Bibliotheca
Latino-Hebraica—compiled in Rome by Carlo Giuseppe Imbonati—which lists over 1,300 works
authored by Christian Hebraists during the period.46 The publishing boom was fueled by the
emergence of great dynasties of Hebrew scholarship at the major Continental universities:
Sebastian Münster and the two Buxtorfs in Basel, the Vossiuses at Leiden, the Carpzovs at
Leipzig, and several others. Münster, who was known as “the German Ezra,” taught Hebrew to
John Calvin and produced a series of Hebraist works, including an annotated Latin translation of
the Hebrew Bible (1534); a compendium of the Mosaic law, the Catalogus omnium
praeceptorum legis Mosaicae (1533); and a Latin translation of the tenth-century chronicle



Yosippon, mistakenly attributed to Josephus (1541).47 After the founding of Leiden University,
the Huguenot Joseph Justus Scaliger (1540-1609) was imported as a professor, and his deep
Hebrew learning inspired a generation of scholars, including Daniel Heinsius, Hugo Grotius, and
Peter Cunaeus.48 Another influence on this group of budding Hebraists was Johannes Drusius,
who served as a professor of Hebrew at Leiden until 1584 (at which time he moved to
Franeker).49 Drusius composed the Annotationes in totum Jesu Christi Testamentum…[quo]
consensus ostenditur synagogae Israelitae cum ecclesia Christiana (1612), one of the first
Biblical commentaries to make extensive use of rabbinica. After 1592, his work at Leiden was
carried on by yet another Huguenot, Franciscus Junius (1545-1602), who produced an
important Hebrew grammar, the Grammatica linguae Hebraeae (1590), among other works.One
of the finest pupils of this first generation of Hebraists was Constantijn L'Empereur, professor of
Hebrew at Leiden from 1627 to 1646. L'Empereur composed a vital guide for the study of
Talmud, the Halicoth Olam sive clavis Talmudica (1634), as well as Latin translations of two
important Talmudic tractates, Middot (1630) and Bava Kamma (1637). He also patronized the
efforts of Johannes Coccejus, who produced Latin translations of the tractates Sanhedrin and
Makkot (1629); and his Leiden colleague, Dionysius Vossius, translated the chapters on idolatry
(Hilkhot Avodah Zarah) from Maimonides's great law code, the Mishneh Torah (1641).50 It is
important to recall that Dionysius's father, Gerardus Johannes Vossius (who founded the
eponymous dynasty of Hebraists at Leiden) had been close friends with perhaps the greatest
Jewish scholar of the Dutch seventeenth century, Menasseh ben Israel. Through Vossius,
Menasseh had been introduced to a wide range of Christian Hebraists, including Grotius,51
L'Empereur, and Claude de Saumaise (Salmasius)—the last of whom would become the great
antagonist of John Milton after the regicide in 1649. Menasseh's own scholarship—most notably
the Conciliator, sive de convenientia locorum S. Scripturae, quae pugnare inter se videntur
(1633), which mustered a wide range of rabbinic materials to the task of harmonizing seemingly
contradictory passages of Scripture—greatly influenced this circle, and he clearly served as a
valued conduit of instruction in more advanced Hebrew. It was also at roughly this time that
Johannes Buxtorf the Elder and the Younger released their heroic Lexicon Chaldaicum
Talmudicum et Rabbinicum (1639-1640), which, for the first time, opened the riches of the
Talmud (particularly the heavily Aramaic Gemara) to the wider republic of letters.52By the end of
this period, the Zohar, the Aramaic targums, numerous midrashic works, and fifteen tractates of
the Talmud had been translated into Latin (the first complete Latin translation of the Mishnah, by
Willem Surenhuis, would not be published until 1698-1703),53 along with the major works of
Maimonides, David Kimchi, Abraham Ibn Ezra, Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides), Isaac
Abravanel, Judah Halevi, and others. And although vernacular translations of rabbinic materials
were uncommon in the seventeenth century, the converted Jew Phillipe d'Aquin published an
Italian version of the Talmudic tractate Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) in 1620.54 This
explosion in the quantity of available Hebraica affected virtually every aspect of European
intellectual life—not least in the British Isles, where such eminences as Edward Lively, Henry



Ainsworth, John Lightfoot, Edward Pococke, Thomas Coleman, John Spencer, and, of course,
John Selden, produced works of Hebraic learning that matched (and sometimes surpassed) the
high standards set by their Dutch and German predecessors. The Hebrew revival transformed
European literature and criticism, medicine and science, theology and ecclesiology, and
philosophy and law. But this study is concerned with one aspect of the phenomenon in
particular: its intersection with political thought.The Invention of the Respublica
HebraeorumProtestants of the late sixteenth century certainly did not inaugurate the practice of
drawing political lessons from the text of the Hebrew Bible. Europeans had been engaged in this
enterprise for centuries before.55 Yet, in the wake of the Reformation, it is undoubtedly the case
that the European relationship to this crucial text changed dramatically. Readers began to see in
the five books of Moses not just political wisdom, but a political constitution.56 No longer
regarding the Hebrew Bible as the Old Law—a shadowy intimation of the truth, which had been
rendered null and void by the New Dispensation—they increasingly came to see it as a set of
political laws that God himself had given to the Israelites as their civil sovereign. Moses was now
to be understood as a lawgiver, as the founder of a politeia in the Greek sense.57 The
consequences of this reorientation were staggering, for if God himself had designed a
commonwealth, then the aims of political science would have to be radically reconceived.
Previous authors had sought guidance in political affairs from ancient philosophers or from the
schoolhouse of human history; now, however, they would have to look elsewhere—to the perfect
constitution designed by the omniscient God. It became the central ambition of political science
to approximate, as closely as possible, the paradigm of what European authors began to call the
respublica Hebraeorum (republic of the Hebrews): to compare it both to ancient and modern
constitutional designs and thereby to see where the latter were deficient.Yet, given the
parameters of this mission, a deep problem remained. How was one to know and understand
the political constitution sketched out in the Hebrew Bible? The Biblical text itself gave
notoriously fragmentary and inexact (not to say contradictory) details about its operation. Where
could one turn for guidance? This fundamental question, as we have seen, had been answered
by the Christian Hebraists: to understand the Hebrew Bible, they insisted, one should consult
the full array of rabbinic sources that were now available to the Christian West. One should turn
to the Talmud and the midrash, to the targums and the medieval law codes. It may be that these
texts were written by deicides who had fallen from God's grace (to be a Hebraist, we should
recall, was rarely to be any kind of philo-semite), but as Henry Ainsworth put it in his Annotations
upon the five bookes of Moses (written c. 16111622), one must consult “Hebrew doctors of the
ancienter sort, and some later of best esteeme for learning” if one wishes “to give light to the
ordinances of Moses touching the externall practice of them in the commonwealth of Israel,
which the Rabbines did record, and without whose helpe, many of those legall rites (especially
in Exodus and Leviticus) will not easily be understood.”58 The Jews may be “for the most part
blinde,” but they understand their own commonwealth.59Accordingly, we see in the late
sixteenth century the birth of what would become perhaps the most dominant genre of



European political writing over the next century: texts that set themselves the task of studying
the respublica Hebraeorum in light of the vast continent of newly recovered rabbinic materials.
Imbonati's Bibliotheca Latino-Hebraica lists over 100 such volumes published before 1694—and
his list is conservative.60 Few of these treatises were composed by genuine Hebrew scholars;
some, indeed, were written by men who knew no Hebrew at all. Yet, because of the remarkable
proliferation of rabbinic texts in Latin translation (and analyses of these texts by eminent
Hebraists), access to the views of the rabbis was not restricted to great linguists. This genre had
important antecedents before the 1570s—notably Jean Bodin's Methodus ad facilem
historiarum cognitionem (1566), which offered a brief overview of the “form and alterations of the
government of the Hebrews” (status et conversiones imperii Hebraeorum)61—but the first full-
length treatment of the subject was the De politia judaica tam civili quam ecclesiastica (1574),
authored by the Calvinist Bonaventure Cornelius Bertram. Bertram, who was professor of
Hebrew at Geneva from 1566 to 1584, dedicated his treatise to Theodore Beza, Calvin's loyal
lieutenant and successor. Bertram's contributions to Hebrew scholarship were quite extensive:
the year 1574 also saw the release of his comparative grammar of Hebrew and Aramaic,62 as
well as his commentary on the Book of Job. A decade later he would collaborate with Beza on
the first Protestant translation of the Bible into French, published in 1588,63 and produce a
harmonizing account of difficult or contradictory Biblical passages.64 His treatise on the
respublica Hebraeorum makes use of numerous rabbinic authorities, including Maimonides,
Rashi, and Ibn Ezra, and he depicts the Mosaic commonwealth as a “mixed constitution,” in the
spirit of Polybius's analysis of the Roman republic.65 Good Calvinist that he was, he also sharply
distinguished between the politia civilis (or civil constitution) of ancient Israel and its politia
ecclesiastica (or religious constitution). It was presumably for this reason that the impeccably
orthodox Constantijn L'Empereur chose to release a new, annotated edition of Bertram's text in
1641.66The next contribution to the genre came from a very different source, the Italian
antiquarian Carlo Sigonio (1523-1584). Born in Modena, Sigonio made a career of studying the
legal systems and constitutions of the ancient republics, first Rome, then Athens, and finally the
most authoritative of all: Israel.67 His De republica Hebraeorum libri VII was published in 1582,
two years before his death.68 It is difficult to overstate the contrast between this text and
Bertram's. Whereas Bertram was, as we have seen, a trained Hebraist, Sigonio readily
confessed that he knew no Hebrew. And while Bertram dedicated his labors to Beza, Sigonio
addressed his own to Pope Gregory XIII—this despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that
Sigonio had been a target of the Roman curia for over two decades (his gravest offense had
been to agree with Lorenzo Valla that the “Donation of Constantine” was a forgery).69 Yet,
despite Sigonio's lack of Hebrew learning and his Catholicism,70 the De republica Hebraeorum
was deeply influential in Protestant Europe: it was reprinted in 1583, 1585, 1608, and 1609 at
the Wechel Press and also in Cologne (1583), Speyer (1584), Middelburg (1678), and Leiden
(1701).71 And it would be a mistake to suppose that Sigonio's labors should be bracketed in any
history of Christian Hebraism simply because he himself did not know Hebrew. Although he



based a great deal of his exposition on Greek Jewish sources (chiefly Josephus and Philo), his
reconstruction of the Jewish calendar in Book IV depended on the second-century Hebrew
chronicle Seder Olam (traditionally attributed to Yose ben Halafta), which had been published in
Mantua in 1514 and then translated into Latin by Gilbert Génébrard in 1577. In addition, his
discussion of Jewish jurisprudence relied on the Talmudic passages excerpted in Petrus
Galatinus's De arcanis catholicae veritatis (1518) (which, as we have seen, was heavily
indebted to Martini's Pugio fidei).72 Again, by the late sixteenth century, even scholars without
any direct knowledge of Hebrew had extensive access to Hebraica.After the release of the
treatises by Bertram and Sigonio, the floodgates opened. Franciscus Junius, whom we have
already met as a noted professor of Hebrew at Leiden, published his De politiae Mosis
observatione in 1593; Wilhelm Zepper, Calvinist professor of theology at Herborn, released the
Legum Mosicarum forensium explanatio in 1604; the Lutheran jurist Joachim Stephani produced
his De iurisdictione Judaeorum, Graecorum, Romanorum et Ecclesiasticorum libri IV in the
same year;73 and sometime during the same decade, the young Hugo Grotius composed the
manuscript treatise De republica emendanda, in which he put forward the Hebrew republic as
the undoubted expression of God's own constitutional preferences.74 This early text, although
unpublished in Grotius's lifetime, laid the foundation for his extensive use of the Hebrew example
(and a wide array of rabbinic materials) in his subsequent works of political theory, ecclesiology,
and theology. However, the most important contribution to the genre in the period after Sigonio
was undoubtedly the De republica Hebraeorum libri III, authored by the Dutch Remonstrant
Peter van der Cun (Cunaeus) in 1617.75 Cunaeus had been a student of Scaliger and was sent
to Franeker to study Hebrew and rabbinics with Drusius.76 A significant moment in his
intellectual formation came in (or shortly before) 1615, when his friend Johannes Boreel
presented him with the 1574 Venice edition of Maimonides's Mishneh Torah.77 This text—
which, unlike the Guide, had not been widely known to Christians before the seventeenth century
—would organize Cunaeus's reconstruction of the Hebrew republic. From Maimonides,
Cunaeus would draw the two fundamental theses of his treatise, each of them deeply significant:
that God had established an agrarian law for ancient Israel, and that he had given plenary power
over both civil and religious affairs to the civil magistrate. We shall have a great deal to say about
each of these claims in due course.After Cunaeus, the next noteworthy chapter in the history of
the respublica Hebraeorum was written by the German Hebraist Wilhelm Schickard
(1592-1635). Born in Herrenberg, the Lutheran Schickard studied oriental languages and
theology at Tübingen and was appointed professor of Hebrew at his home university in 1619 (he
served in that post until his untimely death from plague in 1635). He was also, it should be said,
professor of astronomy at Tübingen beginning in 1631, and his scientific achievements were
even more impressive than his philological ones: among other things, he has a plausible claim to
being the inventor of the computer.78 In 1625, he published a short book, Mishpat hamelekh,
Jus regium Hebraeorum.79 This text (to which he gave a Hebrew title), unlike the contributions
of Bertram, Sigonio, and Cunaeus, does not attempt to sketch the constitution of the Hebrew



republic in the round. Its aim, as Schickard explained, was to establish the rights and
prerogatives of Hebrew kingship by canvassing all of the important discussions of the subject in
rabbinic literature. Accordingly, Schickard provided both Hebrew texts and Latin translations of a
wide variety of rabbinic comments on monarchy—as well as an important digest of rabbinic texts
that dispute the value of kingship. This treatise was remarkably influential throughout the
Protestant world and made crucial statements of rabbinic political thought available to European
readers who knew little or no Hebrew.Turning now to the British Isles, we find the respublica
Hebraeorum genre gaining momentum in the late 1620s.80 In 1625, Thomas Godwyn, a
schoolmaster and fellow of Pembroke College, Oxford, released one of the first vernacular
contributions to the genre, his Moses and Aaron: Civil and ecclesiastical rites Used by the
Ancient Hebrews. Godwyn was a competent Hebraist, and his text cites a wide range of rabbinic
authorities, including the Talmud, the Zohar, Rashi, and Maimonides. In 1632, the Scottish
Hebraist John Weemes added his Explication of the iudiciall lawes of Moses, followed several
years later by An exposition of the ceremoniall lawes of Moses (1636). These texts were similarly
festooned with references to rabbinic materials (Kimchi, Maimonides, and the Targum were
particular favorites of Weemes). Without question, however, the most significant seventeenth-
century English works on the Hebrew republic were composed by John Selden (1584-1654).
Selden, a lawyer and parliamentarian, was justly regarded as the greatest Hebraist of the age,
and he published an extensive series of texts dealing with the respublica Hebraeorum and
rabbinics more generally.81 The series began in 1618 with his History of Tithes and continued
with the De successionibus in bona defuncti secundum leges Ebraeorum (1631), a study of
rabbinic inheritance law; the De successione in pontificatum Ebraeorum (1631), his analysis of
the Israelite priesthood; the Dissertatio de anno civili et calendario reipublicae Judaicae (1644),
a study of the Hebrew republic's calendar; and the Uxor Hebraica, his examination of rabbinic
divorce law. This group of works—in which we find Selden taking positions on several of the
most pressing political and ecclesiological questions facing England during the Personal Rule
and the Civil War—culminated in the massive De synedriis et prefecturis juridicis veterum
Ebraeorum (1650-1655), his elaborate case for the civil and religious supremacy of the
Sanhedrin in the respublica Hebraeorum.Selden's labors provoked an outpouring of literature on
the Hebrew republic, including everything from formal treatises to brief pamphlets—such as an
anonymous salvo of 1652 demanding that the English government should be “established, as
the Commonwealth of Israel was in Mose's [sic] time.”82 His texts also provided those of his
countrymen who did not know much Hebrew with a ready compendium of rabbinic materials,
which they could easily study in Latin and quote in their own interventions. Two of Selden's
acolytes deserve special attention, particularly because their works are rarely included in lists of
texts on the respublica Hebraeorum. The first is the English republican James Harrington
(1611-1677). Harrington, who readily confessed that he knew barely any Hebrew, was deeply
influenced by the rabbinic sources he was able to study through the works of Grotius and
Selden.83 The second book of his Art of Lawgiving (1659) is entitled “The Commonwealth of the



Hebrews As namely Elohim or the Commonwealth of Israel and Cabala or the Commonwealth of
the Jews” and unambiguously represents his contribution to the respublica Hebraeorum genre.
Selden's second important acolyte was Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who knew even less
Hebrew than Harrington. Nonetheless, Part III of Leviathan, which Hobbes called “Of a Christian
Common-wealth,” constitutes, as we shall see, his own extremely significant meditation on the
Hebrew republic. Hobbes's approach to this paradigmatic constitution would, in turn, deeply
influence what is perhaps the most famous seventeenth-century text on the respublica
Hebraeorum—and the only one to have been written by a Jew—Baruch Spinoza's Tractatus
theologico-politicus (1670).84This brief tour of the genre makes clear, I hope, both its scope and
its variety. Early-modern studies of the Hebrew republic were written by authors from different
countries, different confessional backgrounds, and different political perspectives. Indeed, I have
perhaps disguised the full extent of this diversity by opting to include in my summary only texts
that are explicitly organized around an analysis of the Israelite constitution. Drawing the
boundaries in this way leaves out a wide range of works that make serious and sustained
political use of rabbinic materials, but do not take the respublica Hebraeorum for their primary
subject. We shall be encountering many such texts, including Selden's own De jure naturali et
gentium iuxta disciplinam Ebraeorum (1640); Salmasius's Defensio regia (1649); and a series of
works by John Milton, including the Pro populo Anglicano defensio (1651), The Readie and
Easie Way to Establish a Free Common-Wealth (1660), and, as I will argue, Paradise Lost itself.
Taken together, these texts radically transformed European political thought and pushed it
forcefully toward what we call modernity. That is the story I now want to tell.1 To take just two
examples, there are fewer than ten Biblical citations in the entire course of Petrarch's Qualis
esse debeat qui rem publicam regit; and there are none at all in Bruni's Laudatio fiorentinae
urbis. See Francesco Petrarch, Letters of Old Age, 2 vols., trans. Aldo S. Bernardo, Saul Levin,
and Reta A. Bernardo (New York, 2005), vol. 2, pp. 521-552; and Leonardo Bruni, Opere
letterarie e politiche di Leonardo Bruni, ed. Paolo Viti (Turin, 1996), pp. 566-647. In contrast,
there is hardly a page in any of the seventeenth-century texts I just mentioned that does not
contain several Biblical citations.2 The Talmud is the great compendium of rabbinic law and
exegetical writing. It is composed of two parts: the Mishnah (redacted c. 200 CE), which digests
the “oral law” (or torah she-ba'al peh), and the Gemara (completed c. 500 CE), which consists
(broadly) of commentary on the Mishnah. The Gemara itself is often referred to as the Talmud.
There are two different versions of the Talmud, the Babylonian (Bavli) and the Palestinian
(Yerushalmi). The Babylonian is far more authoritative and influential, and when Christian writers
refer to “the Talmud,” it is usually this that they have in mind.CHAPTER 1“Talmudical
Commonwealthsmen” and the Rise of Republican ExclusivismTHE DEVELOPMENT OF
republican political theory in the West presents something of a puzzle. In late Medieval and
Renaissance Europe, republicanism was always a relative position. That is, it was characterized
by the claim that republics are better than monarchies. Republicans could, of course, disagree
sharply among themselves as to whether republics were always better, how much better they



were, and why exactly they were better. But none had any interest in arguing that republics were
the only legitimate or acceptable regimes. Even the most strident republican text of the period,
Leonardo Bruni's oration in praise of Nanni Strozzi (1428), concedes that monarchy is
“lawful” (legitimus), one of the “correct” constitutions identified by Aristotle in Book III of the
Politics.1 This commitment reflects the fundamental pluralism and modesty of the humanist
persuasion; it follows from a deep skepticism concerning the ability of any principle to take
sufficient account of all possible circumstances and situations, and from the conviction that
there are always good arguments on both sides of any important question.2 By the end of the
seventeenth century, however, we see for the first time the appearance of what we might call
republican exclusivism, the claim that republics are the only legitimate regimes. This
transformation is largely responsible for the shape of political life and thought in the modern
world, so we have good reason to ask why it took place. Our question quickly turns into a puzzle,
however, once we recognize that the most obvious traditions of thought to which we might
initially turn for an answer simply cannot provide one. There is nothing in the surviving sources
from Greek or Roman antiquity that defends such a view (early-modern authors were quite
aware of this fact),3 nor is it explained by anything in the “social contract” tradition passing from
Grotius through Pufendorf and Locke. Indeed, authors in what became known as the “modern
school” of natural right were at pains to insist that there is nothing in the contractarian position
that precludes monarchical government—most were, after all, monarchists of some stripe. So
where should we look for the origins of republican exclusivism?A valuable clue is to be found in
a most improbable place: chapter 35 of Hobbes's Leviathan (1651), entitled “Of the Signification
of the Kingdom of God.” Hobbes's aim in this chapter is to refute the suggestion that the phrase
“the kingdom of God” refers to a spiritual realm to which we are dispatched “after this life.” His
motivation is straightforward. As he had already explained in chapter 29, if belief in such a
spiritual kingdom “moveth the Members of a Common-wealth, by the terrour of punishments,
and hope of rewards” to disobey the orders of their civil sovereign, the state will be thrust “into
the Fire of a Civill warre.”4 Hobbes therefore attempts to show that the phrase “kingdom of God”
refers in the Bible, not to the world to come, but rather to the ancient commonwealth of the
Hebrews, “wherein God was king.”5 He defends this claim with a three-paragraph discussion of
a famous passage in I Samuel, chapter 8: “when the Elders of Israel…demanded a King,
Samuel displeased therewith, prayed unto the Lord; and the Lord answering said unto him,
Hearken unto the voice of the People, for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected me,
that I should not reign over them. Out of which it is evident that God himself was then their
King.”6 Later, Hobbes adds that the prophets foretold the restoration of God's kingdom. He
characterizes God's promise as follows: “I will reign over you, and make you to stand to that
Covenant which you made with me by Moses, and brake in your rebellion against me in the days
of Samuel, and in your election of another King.” In short, Hobbes defends his claim that “the
kingdom of God” refers to God's civil sovereignty over Israel by reading I Sam. 8:7 to mean that,
when the Israelites asked for a mortal king, they were in fact deposing God as their temporal



ruler.Two striking facts about this passage explain why it ought to be regarded as an important
clue for our purposes. The first is the hostility with which it was greeted by Hobbes's
contemporaries. Indeed, there are few passages in Leviathan that received as much direct
criticism as this one in the first two decades of the book's reception. Robert Filmer, for example,
attacked Hobbes by name on precisely this point in his 1652 Observations Concerning the
Originall of Government: “I do not find,” he observed, “that the desiring of a king was a breach of
their contract or covenant, or disobedience to the voice of God. There is no such law extant.”7
Clarendon was even more insistent in his review of the English Leviathan: “We are not oblig'd,”
he wrote, “nor indeed have any reason to believe, that God was offended with the Children of
Israel for desiring a King, which was a Government himself had instituted over them.”8 Hobbes's
analysis had clearly touched a nerve. The second striking fact is that, when Hobbes translated
Leviathan into Latin over a decade later (for inclusion in his 1668 Opera philosophica quae latine
scripsit omnia), he excised this entire discussion.9 It might initially seem as if the first fact is a
sufficient explanation of the second: Hobbes responded to his critics by removing the offending
passage. There is presumably an element of truth in this, but it is important to recall that
Clarendon's Brief View was not published until 1676, and although Hobbes was certainly familiar
with Filmer's polemic, this is, so far as I can tell, the only instance in which he actually removed
an argument that offended his patriarchal antagonist.My suggestion is that Hobbes's decision to
strike this passage from the Latin Leviathan is not so much a capitulation to Filmer as it is an
alarmed response to what had become of republican political theory in the 1650s. During that
period, republican pamphleteers in England had taken the exclusivist turn and, on their own
account, had been convinced to do so by a particular reading of the very same Biblical verses
that Hobbes used to make his case in chapter 35. On this reading, God's rebuke in I Sam. 8:7
should be taken to mean that human kingship is inherently a usurpation of the kingdom of God,
and that monarchy is therefore an instance of the sin of idolatry. This of course was not Hobbes's
position—on his account, the civil kingship of God was unique to Israel, and so asking for a
mortal king was only a sin in this one instance10—but, given the political circumstances of the
Restoration, he evidently felt that it was too close for comfort.11 The view from which Hobbes
wished to distance himself was unprecedented in Christian Biblical criticism before the mid-
seventeenth century (indeed, Hobbes's own less radical reading was itself exceedingly rare
before 1600). It turned its back on every standard authority from Augustine to Aquinas, from the
glossa ordinaria to Luther and Calvin. It was not contemplated by even the most militant
resistance theorists of the late sixteenth century. The reason is simple: the reading in question
derives from a tradition of rabbinic commentary on Deuteronomy and I Samuel that became
available to the Christian West only during the Hebrew revival of the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries. The English pamphleteers who took up this position were very much
aware of its provenance and enthusiastically endorsed what one of them called the tradition of
the “Talmudical commonwealthsmen.” In doing so, they transformed the politics of the modern
world.IThe Biblical account of monarchy had always been of immense interest to Christian



exegetes, and all agreed that the challenge was to make sense of the relationship between two
specific passages from the Hebrew Bible: Deuteronomy 17 and I Samuel 8. The central section
of the Deuteronomy passage contains a set of instructions given by God to the Israelites; it reads
as follows in the King James version:When thou art come unto the land which the LORD thy
God giveth thee, and shalt possess it, and shalt dwell therein, and shalt say, I will set a king over
me, like as all the nations that are about me; 15: Thou shalt in any wise set him king over thee,
whom the LORD thy God shall choose: one from among thy brethren shalt thou set king over
thee: thou mayest not set a stranger over thee, which is not thy brother. 16: But he shall not
multiply horses to himself, nor cause the people to return to Egypt, to the end that he should
multiply horses: forasmuch as the LORD hath said unto you, Ye shall henceforth return no more
that way. 17: Neither shall he multiply wives to himself, that his heart turn not away: neither shall
he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold. (Deut. 17:14-17)The passage from I Samuel 8
stages the moment anticipated in Deuteronomy:Then all the elders of Israel gathered
themselves together, and came to Samuel unto Ramah, 5: And said unto him, Behold, thou art
old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways: now make us a king to judge us like all the nations. 6: But
the thing displeased Samuel, when they said, Give us a king to judge us. And Samuel prayed
unto the LORD. 7: And the LORD said unto Samuel, Hearken unto the voice of the people in all
that they say unto thee: for they have not rejected thee, but they have rejected me, that I should
not reign over them. 8: According to all the works which they have done since the day that I
brought them up out of Egypt even unto this day, wherewith they have forsaken me, and served
other gods, so do they also unto thee. 9: Now therefore hearken unto their voice: howbeit yet
protest solemnly unto them, and shew them the manner of the king that shall reign over them. (I
Sam. 8:4-9)Samuel then proceeds to tell the Israelites all of the terrible things that kings will do
to them.This will be the manner of the king that shall reign over you: He will take your sons, and
appoint them for himself, for his chariots, and to be his horsemen; and some shall run before his
chariots. 12: And he will appoint him captains over thousands, and captains over fifties; and will
set them to ear his ground, and to reap his harvest, and to make his instruments of war, and
instruments of his chariots. 13: And he will take your daughters to be confectionaries, and to be
cooks, and to be bakers. 14: And he will take your fields, and your vineyards, and your
oliveyards, even the best of them, and give them to his servants. 15: And he will take the tenth of
your seed, and of your vineyards, and give to his officers, and to his servants. 16: And he will
take your menservants, and your maidservants, and your goodliest young men, and your asses,
and put them to his work. 17: He will take the tenth of your sheep: and ye shall be his servants.
18: And ye shall cry out in that day because of your king which ye shall have chosen you; and
the LORD will not hear you in that day.The challenge for interpreters was to reconcile God's
apparent acceptance of kingly rule at Deut. 17:14 with his evident anger when the Israelites
request a king in I Sam. 8.12 Medieval and Renaissance exegetes tended to pursue one of two
strategies of harmonization. The first was to suggest that the Israelites sinned in selecting kings
who did not meet the criteria established by God in the Deuteronomy passage. That is, the kings



they wished to institute over them were avaricious and tyrannical, quite unlike the virtuous
monarchs described in God's instructions. An influential statement of this view is found in the
glossa ordinaria, the standard Biblical commentary compiled in the twelfth century.13 It reasons
as follows at Deut. 17:14: “It might be asked why the people displeased God when they desired
a king [in I Sam, 8], since here we find it permitted? But it should be understood that it was
certainly not according to God's will, because he did not command that this should be done, but
rather permitted it to the people who desired it.”14 And why in particular was God angry?
Because “the inhabitants of the land constituted a king over themselves in a manner contrary to
God's instructions”—namely, kings who, like Solomon, took numerous wives and concubines.15
Another notable proponent of this reading is John of Salisbury, who argues in the Policraticus
(1159) that the Israelites abandoned rule by “the authority of the law” when they asked for kings
with tyrannical powers.16 Aquinas likewise appears to follow this approach in the De regimine
principum, 17 as does Erasmus in the Institutio principis christiani (1516).18The second strategy
of reconciliation was to argue in a Pauline vein that, in asking for a change of government, the
Israelites committed the sin of rebellion against God's established order.19 All kings rule by
divine appointment, and insurrection against them accordingly constitutes a rejection of God's
sovereignty. This reading was particularly popular among sixteenth-century Protestants.20 It is,
for example, Calvin's position in the Institutes: those who preach disobedience and rebellion “do
not reject magistrates, but they reject God, ‘that he should not reign over them’ [I Sam. 8:7]. For if
this was truly asserted by the Lord respecting the people of Israel, because they refused the
government of Samuel, why shall it not now be affirmed with equal truth of those who take the
liberty to outrage all the authorities which God has instituted?”21 This Pauline account was not,
however, limited to Protestants. Jean Bodin endorsed it strongly in his Six livres de la république
(1576). “There is nothing greater on earth, after God,” he argues, “than sovereign princes….
Contempt for one's sovereign prince is contempt toward God, of whom he is the earthly image.
That is why God, speaking to Samuel, from whom the people had demanded a different prince,
said ‘It is me that they have wronged.’”22 Neither this reading nor its counterpart suggested that
kingship itself was the cause of God's displeasure.One would, of course, expect to find such
conservative readings in overtly monarchist works such as Bodin's. What is extraordinary is that
even the most radical republican authors and resistance theorists writing before the seventeenth
century tended to understand these passages in one of the two conventional ways and, even if
they deviated from those readings, never understood I Sam. 8 to involve a critique of monarchy
per se. Consider, for example, Ptolemy of Lucca, whose completion of Aquinas's De regimine
principum is widely considered to be the most radical scholastic endorsement of republican
politics. He is certainly willing to argue that kingship was “less fruitful” for the Israelites, which for
him explains why Samuel went to such lengths to dissuade them from pursuing their request.
But his gloss on the relevant section of I Sam. 8 is the following:Kings and rulers stand in the
place of God on earth, and it is through them, as secondary causes, that God exercises
governance over the world. Hence, when the Israelite people spurned the prophet Samuel's



lordship and he laid his complaint before God, he received the response that they had not
spurned him but God, in whose place he stood. As it is said in Proverbs: “Through me kings
reign and those who institute laws decree what is just.”23This is the Pauline argument. For
Ptolemy, God has been rejected in this passage only insofar as his royal designee, Samuel, has
been rejected. The sin of the Israelites was in asking for a different king from the one God had
established among them.24 Kingship remains a fully lawful form of government, instituted by
God himself among the nations.An even more instructive example is that provided by the
Calvinist resistance theorist Theodore Beza in his De iure magistratum (1574). By the time Beza
was writing, radicals had begun to read Deut. 17:14 and I Sam. 8 through the prism of a famous
comment by the Jewish historian Josephus, taken from his attack on the Egyptian Apion:Some
peoples have entrusted the supreme political power to monarchies, others to oligarchies, yet
others to the masses. Our lawgiver, however, was attracted by none of these forms of polity, but
gave to his constitution the form of what—if a forced expression be permitted—may be termed a
“theocracy,” placing all sovereignty and authority in the hands of God. To Him he persuaded all to
look, as the author of all blessings, both those which are common to all mankind, and those
which they had won for themselves by prayer in the crises of their history.25This view of the
ancient Hebrew commonwealth made it possible for Josephus to understand God's rejection in I
Sam. 8 in the following terms: “they [the Israelites] deposed God from his kingly office.”26 God,
not Samuel, had been king in Israel before the insurrection of I Sam. 8, and in asking for a mortal
king, the Israelites had rebelled against God's sovereignty. This was indeed a radical reading,
and was understood to be: it argued that kingship itself was inconsistent with God's plan for his
chosen nation. It provided the foundation for the reading we encountered earlier in the English
Leviathan. But—and this is the crucial point—it continued to treat Israel as a special case.27 It
had been a sin for the Israelites to ask for a king because they found themselves in the unique
position of having God as their civil sovereign. It is this view, and nothing more sweeping, that we
find in Beza:What raised [Israel] up above the very skies was that at its beginning the Eternal
himself was its monarch, and not only in the sense that He is the sovereign Lord of all things, but
in the more specific sense as well, in that He visibly gave the Law through Moses, then brought
the people to the promised land through Joshua, and, finally, governed through the judges
whom He alone had chosen. In this period, Israel's government was truly a monarchy (although
God made use of men as he saw fit). And if all kingdoms could be governed by this Monarch, or
if kings would always be governed by Him who is sovereign of all the world, our present inquiry
would be as superfluous as now it is necessary. But that happy government, which was given to
no other people, was changed in a curious way. For whereas other monarchies change into
tyrannies through the misdeed of the monarch, the Israelites, not appreciating their good
fortune, constrained, so to speak, their true Monarch, who can never be a tyrant, to let them
have a human king like other peoples. This was finally granted to them by the Lord, but granted
in His wrath and anger, which was not because the monarchical state is of itself condemned by
God, but because the people had insisted on a change.28Even for Beza, monarchy itself is not



at all unacceptable, and his fellow resistance theorists (including the author of the 1579
Vindiciae, contra tyrannos)29 followed his lead.30IIThe European discovery of rabbinic sources
dramatically reorganized this debate. To begin with, the central discussion of monarchy in the
Talmud (BT Sanhedrin 20b)—also based on Deut. 17:14 and I Sam. 8—offered a powerful new
perspective on the monarchist position. The point of entry for this Talmudic analysis is the
question of whether the catalogue of frightening royal behaviors listed by Samuel in I Sam. 8:918
(which the rabbis referred to as the “section on the king,” parashat ha-melekh) simply anticipates
kingly abuses or actually establishes royal prerogatives. This question became particularly
urgent in light of a rabbinic gloss on Deut. 17:14 (“When thou art come unto the land which the
LORD thy God giveth thee…and shalt say, I will set a king over me, like as all the nations that are
about me”). At issue is the phrase “and shalt say” (ve-amarta). Although the syntax of the
Hebrew sentence makes clear that this is purely descriptive, several rabbis pointed out that the
same form of the verb could express the imperative.31 That is, instead of “you will say” (or,
better, “if you say”) they chose to read “you shall say.” As a result, these rabbis were prepared to
argue that Deut. 17 did not simply offer a prophecy of what would happen when the Israelites
entered the land (as both conventional Christian readings had assumed),32 but rather
expressed a positive commandment to establish monarchy. On this latter reading, the Israelites
were actually obliged to ask for a king. The relevance of this new gloss for the controversy over I
Sam. 8:11-18 is clear enough: one who believes that kingship is in fact commanded by God will
tend not to believe that God meant for kings to behave tyrannically.33 But it was also deeply
relevant to the debate over the Israelite sin in I Sam. 8:4-7. If God had actually commanded the
Israelites to ask for a king, then why did he become angry when they obeyed him? The Talmudic
debate proceeds as follows:
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Mishmish, “Jewish Impact on the Modern Democratic State. Very academic polemic showing
how the translation of the Talmud and Rabbinic commentaries in the 16th and 17th century
impacted the development of Western political philosophy. Specifically, the book looks at 3 ways
that Jewish sources inspired how western political philosophers thought about government and
democracy:(1) 16-17th century thinkers came to see that the Jewish scriptures and tradition
have a disdain for kings, which delegitimized monarchy as a valid form of government. Israel’s
only true king is HaShem. God & the prophet shmuel criticize kingship. Rambam teaches that
Shmuel united the Tribes and was already acting as de facto king when the leaders of that
generation correctly went to him to ask for a king as had been instructed by Moishe (for the
purpose of forming a government similar in type to the other people of the world in order to
inspire them through a unique Hebrew version of it). But the people rejected Shmuel and
demanded a king like the other nations to to be like them rather than to be HaShem’s unique
nation. This insistence on a human king and on a monarchy modeled on their neighbors- rather
than the unique Hebrew government instructed by HaShem- lead to the eventual downfall of
Israel.(2) Western thinkers interpreted Jewish practices of the Sabbatical Year and the Jubilee
as authorizing the Redistribution of property and as important tools to keep society balanced
and stable.(3) Toleration of theological differences. Western thinkers interpreted Jewish
scriptures and tradition as vesting all authority in civil government. Rather then separate
separate church from state and give each respective body different authority, the Jewish
perspective was interpreted as making the church subservient to the state. In the Hebrew
commonwealth priests served under the Hebrew king and this continued later on under the
SanHadrin. Israel was a theocracy (Josephus) where Hashem was the source of all laws and
these laws were all civil; All religious laws served a civic purpose and there were no laws
concerning beliefs or faith. Moreover, Israel allowed others to live peacefully among them
without becoming part of Israel or accepting the laws of Israel. This inspired the idea that all
power should be vested in the state and that theological differences should be tolerated.”

Martin L. Meenagh, “Adds powerfully to the emerging intellectual history of European thought..
Eric Nelson sometimes has the air of a graduate student determined to rewrite everything he
touches. This book isn't ground-breaking, per se. However, it adds powerfully to a growing body
of work which has dismissed the absurd idea that European intellectual history in the modern
period starts with an 'Enlightenment' that rejects our religious traditions. Read alongside Brian
Tierney's work on the Catholic legal tradition, Nelson's work offers a powerful focus on the
Judaeo-Protestant roots of modernity. A must-read.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Four Stars. Interesting read.”
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