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INTRODUCTION 

In the traditional Talmudic methodologies the subjects of 
Talmudic logic and methodology are generally treated together. 
They share the unhappy fate of almost total neglect by present
day students of the Talmudic literature. Talmudists of the old 
school are content in their attempt to unravel the complexities 
of the Talmudic sugya and tend to look askance at any kind of 
systematic approach to Talmudic method. The modem school 
of Talmudic learning has achieved wonders in delineating the 
background of the Talmud and describing the historical, socio
logical, economic and cultural forces which had their influence 
on the Talmudic teachers. But, with a few notable exceptions, 
there has been hardly any attempt at a systematic presentation 
of such matters as the structure ofthe Talmudic discussions, the 
formulation of the Talmudic arguments, the division of the 
sugya into its component parts, the methods of Talmudic rea
soning, and the literary style and character of the Amoraic 
debates. 

The present very small attempt to fill the gap does not offer 
a complete guide to the numerous problems in the field. Its aim 
is rather to note some of these problems and suggest some ten
tative solutions. It is hoped that the four chapters on Talmudic 
logic will shed some fresh light on this difficult subject. In 
Chapter 1 I have tried to show that the conventional identifica
tion of the Qal Wa-Homer with the Aristotelean Syllogism is 
erroneous. In Chapter 2 I have suggested that the Rabbis, in 
their investigation of Scripture, used a method that is almost 
identical with John Stuart Mill's classification of the 'Method of 
Agreement'. Taken in too bald a fashion this would be, of 
course, grossly anachronistic. My thesis is only this, that the 



reasoning of the Rabbis led them to discover (over a long 
process of time) a means of examining Scripture which accords 
with similar methods used in the investigation of the natural 
order by modem science. If this is correct the established notion 
that the ancients knew nothing of Induction will have to be 
revised. Chapter 3 deals with the Talmudic sebhara in its rela
tionship to Scripture and Chapter 4 with the reductio ad absur
dum in the Talmudic literature, both subjects that have, till now, 
not received adequate treatment. The second part of the book 
treats of the literary analysis of the Amoraic literature. In 
Chapters 5 and 6 I have tried to provide the evidence for liter
ary device in the Babylonian Talmud. Chapter 7, the main chap
ter in this part of the work, hence its disproportionate length, 
seeks to analyse three sugyoth and draw certain conclusions 
which, it is hoped, will prove valuable to the understanding of 
this branch of Talmudics. In the remaining chapters three fur
ther sugyoth are subjected to the same kind of treatment. In all 
these chapters the main thesis is that the Gemara in the form we 
have now is very far from being a verbatim report of discus
sions which took place in the Babylonian schools but is rather 
a 'contrived' literary product of great skill, in which the older 
material used has been reshaped by methods bearing a close 
resemblance to those of literary artists throughout the ages. Our 
concern is chiefly with the Babylonian Talmud but the 
Palestinian is quoted, as well as other contemporary and mod
em literature, wherever these throw light on the argument. 

The somewhat lengthy accounts of various Talmudic passages 
are necessary for the development of the argument but, in addi
tion, they may be of some assistance to the student with the more 
limited aim of grasping the meaning of the Talmudic sugya. 
Expert Talmudists readily admit that the only way to a complete 
appreciation of a given passage is to see it as a whole and to recog
nise clearly the place of its detailed parts in the general scheme. 

Although the work is presented in the first instance for the 
consideration of students of the Talmud it may be of interest to 



the layman who has a desire of gaining a closer acquaintance 
with the full flavour ofTalmudic reasoning. There are few works 
indeed, even in Hebrew, and hardly any in English, to which 
such a reader can be referred. Learned theological works, for 
example, frequently quote from the Talmud, but the reader with
out frrst-hand knowledge of the subject would hardly guess that 
these convey nothing of the essential thrust and pany, argument 
and counter-argument, thesis and refutation, which give the 
Talmudic dialectic its special form. Quotations from Hamlet are 
no doubt of value but 'the play's the thing'. If we are to under
stand what Shakespeare is about the only way to do it is to read 
the play as a whole with the necessary aids. The Soncino English 
translation of the Babylonian Talmud is, of course of great help 
here but students generally find the need for some kind of sup
plementary guide into the intricacies of the debates. 

It has not been thought necessary to provide either a glos
sary of technical terms or a list of abbreviations. The more 
important of those used have been explained in the context, the 
others will be of little interest to laymen while the scholar will 
recognise them without aid. The works referred to in the notes 
will be found helpful for further study. The scheme followed for 
the transliteration of Hebrew and Aramaic is that of the Jewish 
Encyclopedia with some slight deviations. A word should, how
ever, be said on the meaning of the term 'sugyd (plural sugyoth) 
which occurs ·frequently. The root of this Aramaic word means 
'to walk', hence, the 'lay-out' of a particular Talmudic passage, 
a complete unit of the Talmudic debate or discussion, a sus
tained Talmudic argument in its entirety. 

My thanks are due to the Editor of the Journal of Jewish 
Studies in which periodical a part of this material appeared 
originally in article form. Since then I have had many opportu
nities of discussing the questions raised with colleagues and 
students, to all of whom my thanks are due. 
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LOGIC 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Aristotelean Syllogism 
and the Qal Wa-If omer 

ADOLF ScHWARZ, in his well-known work, Der Hermeneutische 
Syllogismus in der Talmudischen Litteratur,l suggests in the 
title, and develops in the work itseH, the idea that the Talmudic 
hermeneutic mode of qal2 wa-'fwmer is identical with the 
Aristotelean Syllogism. It will be shown here that not only 
is there no connection between the two forms of reasoning 
but that an analogy to the Syllogism is found in the Talmudic 
literature as something quite different from the qal wa-ft,omer. 
The refutation of Schwarz's view is important because all too 
many scholars uncritically follow Schwarz in his identification. 8 

Before commencing our investigation it is necessary to state 
that there are two kinds of qal wa-ftomer - which I propose to 
call the simple and the complex. The simple qal wa-'fwmer is a 
plain argument de minore ad majus, in which the severity of the 
major over the minor is sell-evident. The complex qal wa-fwmer 
is one in which this severity has to be proved by reference to 
external factors. The simple qal wa-fwmer has a long history -its 
use is traced by the Midrash' to the Bible itself, as, for example, 
in the verse: 'Behold, the money, which we found in our 

1 Der Hermeneutische Syllogismus in der Talmudischen Litteratur, 
Ein Beitrag Zur Geschichte Der Logik I m Morgenlande, Karlsruhe, 1901. 

• According to Schwarz, the correct reading is qol, a reading found in a 
number of important MSS. (oP. cit., pp. 8-q). 

8 In 'Otzar Yisrael, for example, Schwarz's view is quoted with 
apparent approval, s.v. qal wa-!zomer. 

'Gen. R. 92. 7, in which it is said that there are ten qal wa-[Jomerin 
in the Torah, cf. YalqU/, I Sam. 132. The ten qal fzomerin are: Gen. xliv. 8; 
Ex. vi. 12; Deut. xxxi. 27; Num. xii. 14 (not explicit in the verse, but see 
B.Q. 25a); Jer. xii, 5; Jer. ibitl.; I Sam. xxiii, 3; Prov. xi, 31; Esther ix, 
12; Ezek. xv, 5· The commentaries state that far more than ten are to be 
found, see the learned discussion in H. Hirschensohn's Berure Ha
Middoth, Jer., 1939, pp. 39-6o, and the bibliography given in H. L. 
Strack's: 'Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash', Eng. Trans., 
Philadelphia, 1945, p. 285, n. 3· 

3 



4 STUDIES IN TALMUDIC LOGIC AND METHODOLOGY 

sack's mouth, we brought again unto thee out of the land of 
Canaan: how then should we steal out of thy lord's house silver 
or gold?' (Gen. xliv,8)1• The complex qal wa-fwmer is of later 
Halakhic origin and is found in a Baraitha, 2 for example, as 
follows: 8 'If priests who are not disqualified for service in the 
Temple by age are yet disqualified by bodily blemishes' then 
Levites who are disqualified by age6 should certainly be dis
qualified by bodily blemishes'. There is no possibility here of a 
simple inference from priests to Levites since the 'severity' of 
the latter is not self-evident. But this 'severity' can be proved 
by referring to the factor of disqualification by age, which 
operates in the case of Levites and not in the case of priests, 
and which proves that Levites are more readily to be excluded 
from Temple service than priests. Hence, it is argued, where 
priests are excluded Levites should certainly be excluded. 

Symbolicallythe two types of qal wa-fwmer may be represented 
as follows: 

Simple: If A has x then B certainly has x. 
Complex: If A, which lacks y, has x then B, which 

has y, certainly has x. 

Of the two types of qal wa-fwmer it is the simple one which 
has affinities with the Syllogism in that both the simple qal 

1 A simple qal wa-[wmer of this kind occurs in the Mishnah, 'Ablwth, I, 
5: 'They said this (and talk not much with womankind) in regard to a 
man's own wife: how much more (qal wa-!Jomer) in regard to his 
fellow's wife!' This may be the earliest reference in Rabbinic literature 
to the qal wa-[wmer, occurring as it does in a saying of Jose b. Jol;l.anan 
of Jerusalem (c. x6o B.C.E.), but the highly plausible suggestion has 
been made that the qal wa-[Jomer does not belong to Jose's saying but is 
a later editorial addition, v. Schwarz, op. cit. p. n. David Daube, in his 
article, 'Rabbinic Metlwds of Interpretation and Hellenistic Rhetoric', in 
HUCA, Vol. XXII, 1949, p. 239f., points to the use of the qal wa-!Jomer 
in Matthew xii, xof., Luke xiii, 14f., and Romans v, 8f., and remarks 
that they are of a more 'legal' nature than those found in the O.T. They 
are, however, all examples of what I have called 'simple' qal wa-[Jomer. 
Cf. Foundations of Rabbinic ]udaism, by Alexander Guttmann, in 
HUCA, Vol. XXIII, 195o-5I, 75th Anniversary Publication, Part I, 
pp. 453-473· 

• A similar form is found in the Mishnah, B.g. II. 5· 
a !;lull, 24a. 
' Lev. xii, I6f. 
a Num. iv, 23; viii, 24. 
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wa-[wmer and the Syllogism draw their conclusion from a major 
and minor premise without having recourse to any external 
factors. The complex qal wa-fwmer is, as we have noted, of late 
origin and appears to be an halakhic-methodological develop
ment from the simple one found in the Bible. And this in 
itself is a valid refutation of Schwarz's view, for the Pentateuch 
and the other parts of the Bible in which this argument appears 
can hardly have been influenced by Aristotelean logic. But, 
apart from this, a careful examination of the two methods will 
convince us that the qal wa-fwmer and the Syllogism are not 
identical. 

For the purpose of comparison let us set side by side a 
Syllogism in Barbara with a simple qal wa-[wmer as used in the 
Mishnah:l 

Syllogism: 
All men are mortal; 
Socrates is a man; 
1lherefore Socrates 
is mortal. 

Qal W a-Q omet': 

If then in regard to such a light 
precept (i.e. the law of sending away 
the dam - Deut. xxii. 6-7) which 
concerns a matter that is worth but 
an 'issar the Law has said that it may 
be well with thee and that thou mayest 
prolong thy days, how much more so 
in regard to the weightier precepts of 
the Law! 

It can be seen at once that there are two fundamental 
differences between these two forms of reasoning, so funda
mental, indeed, that they prevent us from claiming that the two 
are identical. First, there is the obvious point that the element 
of 'how much more so' is lacking in the Syllogism. Modem, 
logicians have been at pains to criticise the Syllogism as being 
tautologous- we can only say 'all men are mortal' if we know 
that Socrates, too, is mortal, and if we know this there is no 
need for the Syllogistic inference.' This objection cannot be 
levelled against the qal wa-[u»ner. Observation informs us that 
the reward of long life is promised for the carrying out of the 

1 ]Jull. XII, 5· 
• V. L. S. Stebbing: A Modern Introduction tfJ Logic, London, 1945, 

p. 216f., and the attack on the traditional Logicians with regard to the 
a fortiori argument, pp. 173-174. 
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light precept but observation has nothing to tell us about the 
reward for carrying out the weighty precept. This must be 
derived by using the mode of qaZ wa-fwmer. 

A weightier difference, and one which finally disposes of 
Schwarz's viewpoint, has been noted by Arnold Kunst in an 
important study in which the qal wa-l;tomer is compared to an 
analogous form of Indian inference known as kimpunar. 1 

Kunst remarks: 2 The mistake (in Schwarz's reasoning) is that 
the Aristotelean Syllogism, which deals only with names, 
involves the reference between the subject and the predicate, 
whereby the relation between the minor and major premises 
is the relation of the species to the genus, both being nothing 
but names, whilst kimpunar and qaZ wa-l;tomer deal with sen
tences'. If I understand him correctly, what Kunst is saying is 
that in the Syllogism the inference concerns the relationship 
between genus and species; we are saying that since Socrates 
belongs to the class man then he must share the characteristics 
of that class. Whereas in the qal wa-l;tomer inference we do not 
say that a weighty precept belongs to the class light precepts,· 
it obviously does not. We say that what is true of light precepts 
is true of weighty precepts. 8 

1 'An Overlooked Type of Inference' in Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, Vol. X, Part 4, 1942, pp. 976-991. 

•p. 987. 
a Kunst remarks (p. 991) with reference to the analogy to Indian 

logic: 'Whether the similarity of this inferential procedure between the 
Jews and the Indians was a result of mutual influence, or whether it was 
only an expression of a common human tendency to eulogise great 
things by comparing them with smaller, or to raise the value of small 
things by juxtaposing them with greater-this problem may be left to 
further historical researches. The author would vote for the latter 
alternative'. And indeed the latter alternative does appear to be the 
more plausible one. It is, however, of interest in this connection that we 
do find, in quite another sphere, a remarkable parallel between Jewish 
and Indian law. All land in both Palestine and Babylon was divided, 
during the Talmudic period, into three grades, excellent, mediocre, and 
bad arable land, Mishnah, Gi#. V. I, B.Q. 7b, 8a-b, and frequently 
elsewhere. Heichelheim has noted that this grading existed in Hellenistic 
India, as evidenced by the Arthacastra of Kautilya, a voluminous Indian 
guide to state administration, discovered in 1905, and this unique 
division is not found in general Hellenistic administration, see his 
remarks in 'Economic History', 1938, p. IO, n. 27, and 'Cambridge 
Ancient History', Vol. VII, p. 897. 
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It is now our task to demonstrate that, in fact, an analogous 

mode to the Syllogism is used in the Talmudic literature but it 
is not a qal wa-[wmer. This mode is found frequently when the 
Talmud attempts to show that a given case falls under the 
heading of a more general principle. A good example of this is 
found in the passage1 in which it is stated that all authorities 
agree that the benediction over the search for leaven before 
Passover must be recited before this religious duty is carried out, 
not afterwards. The Gemara asks: 'How do we know this?' To 
which the answer is given: 'Because R. Judah said that Samuel 
said: In the performance of all religious ceremonies one must 
say the benediction over them before performing them' .11 This is 
a clear example of Talmudic use of the Syllogism. To put the 
argument in Syllogistic form: 

All religious ceremonies require their benediction 
to be said before them; 

The search for leaven is a religious ceremony; 
Therefore the search for leaven requires its benedic

tion to be said before it. 

To sum up. The simple qaZ wa-[wmer is certainly, at least in 
its Biblical form, more ancient than the Aristotelean Syllogism. 
Apart from this, the two are difierent in form and content. The 
qal wa-[wmer is based on the proof de minore ad majus and this 
element is absent in the Syllogism. The Syllogism deals only 
with names, with propositions, the predicates of which are the 
genus of the species or subject. The qaZ wa-[wmer, on the other 
hand, deals with sentences and does not deal with classes and 
with mutual relations of those classes. Consequently, the 
qal wa-[wmer and the Syllogism are not identical. Finally, 
there is a form of Talmudic reasoning which has no connection 

1 Pes. 7b. 
ll For further examples of this v. B.Q. 6Ia; Keth. Job; Qull. sga-b; 

Qidd. ua; B.M. 35a, 4:za, and very freq. V. especially in this connection 
the frequent use of the word 'ha-kol' (better, the phrase of a Mishnah or 
Baraitha beginning with this word) e.g. in Qull. :zb-3b, 'Arah. :za-3b, 
Tens. :za, B.M. 77b and very freq. 
B 
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with the qal wa-fwmer1 but bears a remarkable affinity to the 
Syllogism. 

1 In support of the distinction between the • ha-kol' formula, which is 
identical with the Syllogism, and the qal wa-[Jomer which has no connec
tion with it, we may quote the following well-known Baraitha ('Abhoth, 
VI.3): 'He who learns from his fellow a single chapter, a single rule, a 
single verse, a single expression, or even a single letter, ought to pay him 
honour, for so we find with King David, King of Israel .... Now is it not 
an argument from minor to major (qal wa-[Jomer)? If David, the King of 
Israel ... how much more ought one who learns from his fellow ... to pay 
him honour!' Here the qal wa-[Jomer method is used to establish the truth 
of the statement: 'He who learns from his fellow .. .' and this statement 
then becomes the major premise in a Syllogism so that the reader says 
(such are the implications of the Baraitka) something on these lines: 

He who learns from his fellow has to pay him honour; 
I have learned from my fellow; 
Therefore I am obliged to pay him honour. 




