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Summary

This work analyzes the literary aspect of the Sefer ha-lkkarim, emphasizing the historical-cultural
background in which the philosophy of Rabbi Yosef Albo (below: Rabbi Albo) developed. The
research deals extensively with the historical aspect reflected in the Sefer ha-lkkarim and views
the motives for the writing of this work in the context of the events of the period in general and

the Disputation of Tortosa in particular.

The writing of the Sefer ha-lkkarim was completed in 1425. This period, following the 1391 riots
until the expulsion in 1492, was most difficult for Spanish Jewry. The Jewish community
struggled with the Catholic Church, which concentrated all its efforts towards converting the
Jews. The church considered no methods to be unacceptable: pogroms, riots, draconian
legislation, massive propaganda, religious debates, and polemics. The apostates, who until
recently were an integral part of the Jewish community, were drafted to this conflict. This
religious war found the Jewish community split and crumbling because of a decline in moral
values and faith, power struggles between classes and factions, and mass conversions, both
forced and voluntary. All of these left those clinging to Judaism suffering and confused in their
faith.

Facing the calamitous situation in which the Jewish community found itself, Rabbi Albo took
upon himself to establish principles of religion. As a prominent leader and rabbi of the Daroca
community, he wished to provide answers to the theological dilemmas that plagued and ate away

at the community.

In addition to these motives the Sefaradi method of lyyun is another factor in the writing of Sefer
ha-lkkarim. This method is much discussed in the research literature, but not in connection with
establishing principles of faith. Rabbi Albo's motives for establishing principles are certainly
connected to the historical background of the period, but, as I will show, the Sefaradi method of
lyyun caused the shaping of the principles and their conceptualization in the general religious
system in the Sefer ha-Ikkarim. In this work | assert that the Sefaradi method of lyyun guided
Rabbi Albo in his perception of the principles. The principles and purposes of the Sefaradi

method of lyyun were the deciding factors in setting up a logical hierarchical system of



principles, and they also influenced the choice and order of the specific principles.

This work presents the characteristics of the Sefaradi method of lyyun that are spread throughout
Sefer ha-lkkarim, including Rabbi Albo's system of principles as a set of rules for the entire
Torah. The three principles that Rabbi Albo fixed emerge directly from the Torah, and through
the observance of the Torah man testifies to the existence of the principles. Rabbi Albo sees
keeping Torah and the commandments as a guarantee for man achieving his purpose in life,
which is to ensure the immortality of his soul. Therefore he places the Torah as the center of the
principles he establishes so that the unity and completeness of the community will be ensured.

As opposed to the research to date, identifying this methodology will fully explain the essential
difference between the principles set up by Maimonides and those of Rabbi Albo. On the other
hand it will explicate the great similarity that exists between Rabbi Hisdai Crescas's list of

principles and those of Rabbi Albo, in spite of their different forms.

In Sefer ha-lkkarim, Rabbi Albo expounds his doctrine, presenting a logical teaching to the
troubled Jews of Spain. The three articles of faith: the existence of G-d, a G-d given Torah, and
divine reward and punishment form the basis for all the commandments. Denying them even
momentarily is the root of all sin. In this manner Rabbi Albo's system of principles describes the
structure of the entire Torah,

on two strata, the first being the consciousness and personality into which the Torah wishes to
shape man through faith and acceptance of the “Principles”. The next stratum is the way of life
and actions demanded by the Torah of mankind through practical application of the “Principles”,

expressing them and based upon them.

In this understanding, Rabbi Albo in his system of principles did not intend them merely for his
era but to deliver a message to all generations. However, the background for the form and style of
his message is the historical conditions prevailing in Spain in the 15" century. There were
internal difficulties, such as the philosophical challenges from the Maimonides and Gersonides
schools of thought and a spiritual and moral decline. External crises including the apostates'

activities and worsening tension between the church and the Jewish community created the



educational necessity for formulating the system of the principles. In addition, the doctrines of
other authors of principles, such as Rabbi Hisdai Crescas and Rabbi Shimon ben Zemah Duran,
and mainly of the scholars of Sefaradi lyyun, formed the logical and structural basis on which
Rabbi Albo creatively formulated his philosophy of a new structure of the principles of Judaism,
drawing from the entirety of the relevant literature available through the generations from

Aristotle to Rabbi Hisdai Crescas.
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