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Abstract: 

The two Talmuds one from Jerusalem, the other from Babylonia are the very foundation of 

rabbinic Judaism. Composed between the third and eighth centuries CE, they took a biblical 

faith whose central sanctuary, the Second Temple, lay in ruins and turned it into a civilization 

driven by law, learning, and community. This article follows the rise of the Oral Torah, the 

literary design of the Mishnah and Gemara, the interpretive rules that power talmudic 

reasoning, and the philosophical tensions running through the Talmud’s legal and narrative 

strands (Halakha and Aggadah). The argument here is that talmudic philosophy is not a 

formal metaphysical system but a unique kind of practical reasoning dialogical, grounded in 

precedent, at ease with irresolvable disagreement, and deeply concerned with justice, 

compassion, human dignity, and free will. The article also looks at talmudic teachings on 

education, economic ethics, gender, charity, and peace; compares talmudic dialectic with 

Greek philosophy and Roman legal traditions; and explores the Talmud’s lasting impact on 

medieval Jewish thinkers, especially Maimonides, as well as on modern legal, hermeneutical, 
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and interfaith conversations. It ends by reflecting on the Talmud’s ongoing importance for 

comparative religion, legal studies, and intellectual history, presenting it as a living text that 

still shapes Jewish self understanding and offers a distinctive model of religious legal 

pluralism. 

Keywords: Talmud, Talmudic Philosophy, Jewish Law, Halakha, Aggadah Mishnah 

Introduction 

Between 66 and 70 CE, the Roman army besieged Jerusalem and burned the Second Temple 

to the ground. That single event shattered the institutional heart of ancient Judaism. The 

Temple had been more than a place of sacrifice; it was the anchor of a priest-led, land-based 

religious order. With its fall came a deep crisis of authority, meaning, and survival. The 

Sadducees the priestly aristocracy whose power flowed from the Temple cult lost their grip. 

The revolutionary zealots were crushed. Out of the rubble, no single successor movement 

emerged, but over time one vision crystallised: rabbinic Judaism. At its core was a daring 

claim: God’s revelation included not only the written Scriptures (the Tanakh) but also an oral 

tradition, passed down from Sinai through an unbroken chain of sages, that explained how to 

live by the Torah in a world without a Temple.1 

This oral tradition was not supposed to be written down. For centuries it survived through 

rigorous memorisation and transmission in rabbinic academies. But the catastrophe of 70 CE, 

followed by the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–136 CE), convinced the rabbis that memory alone 

was no longer enough. As Jewish communities were scattered and persecution grew harsher, 

the Oral Torah was finally committed to writing in a series of texts that culminated in the 

Talmud. What emerged is a sprawling, messy, brilliantly creative work that defies easy 

labels. The Talmud is a law code, a philosophical dialogue, a treasure chest of folklore, 

medical advice, economic rules, and ethical urgings. It is also an intellectual practice: 

centuries of dialectical argument captured on hundreds of densely printed folio pages, 

preserving minority opinions alongside majority rulings, and treating unresolved debate as a 

religious value in its own right. This article explores the Talmud’s historical formation, its 

literary architecture, its philosophical roots, and its lasting legacy with special attention to 

how talmudic discourse reconfigures the relationship between divine law, human reason, and 

moral responsibility.2 

                                                           
1 On the transition from Temple-based to rabbinic Judaism, see Shaye J. D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the 
Mishnah, 3rd ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2014), 133–160. 
2 The classic treatment of the Talmud as a living intellectual practice is David C. Kraemer, The Mind of the 
Talmud (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 3–18. 
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Historical Background of the Talmud 

In the years after the destruction of the Second Temple (70 CE), Jewish religious life had to 

reinvent itself. With the sacrificial cult no longer possible, the rabbis scholars who traced 

their lineage to the Pharisees began building a form of piety centred on Torah study, prayer, 

and the observance of commandments (mitzvot) that could be kept outside the Temple courts. 

The earliest rabbinic collections, such as the Tosefta and the halakhic midrashim, tried to 

systematise the legal traditions that had been transmitted orally for generations.3 

The first great literary monument of this movement is the Mishnah, redacted around 200 CE 

by Rabbi Judah ha-Nasi (Judah the Prince) in Roman Palestine. The Mishnah organises the 

Oral Torah into six “Orders” (Sedarim), each containing multiple tractates (masekhtot). 

These orders cover agriculture (Zeraʿim), festivals (Moʿed), women and marriage (Nashim), 

damages and civil law (Nezikin), sacred offerings (Kodashim), and ritual purity (Tohorot). 

Inside each tractate, the Mishnah presents legal rulings in a terse, almost telegraphic style, 

recording disputes among the Tanna’im (the early rabbis whose sayings make up the 

Mishnaic layer). But the Mishnah is not a complete law code; it assumes you already know 

the Bible, and it leaves gaps, ambiguities, and unresolved arguments.4 

Over the next three centuries, rabbinic academies in both Palestine and Babylonia produced 

expansive commentaries on the Mishnah. These commentaries, known as the Gemara (from 

the Aramaic gamar, “to complete” or “to study”), together with the Mishnah form the 

Talmud. Two different Talmuds came into being. The Jerusalem Talmud (Talmud 

Yerushalmi), compiled around the fourth century CE in the Galilee, reflects the Palestinian 

rabbinic tradition under Byzantine Christian rule. The Babylonian Talmud (Talmud Bavli), 

redacted by about the seventh century CE in the Sassanian Empire (modern-day Iraq), 

became the more authoritative and widely studied version because the Babylonian Jewish 

community enjoyed relative stability and longevity under Persian rule. The Babylonian 

Talmud covers thirty-seven of the Mishnah’s tractates and includes the discussions of 

the Amoraim (the later sages whose debates form the Gemara), as well as the anonymous 

editorial layer (the Stamma’im), which shaped the final text.5 

  

                                                           
3 The early rabbinic collections are surveyed in Günter Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, 
2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 137–172. 
4 On the Mishnah’s redaction and structure, see Jacob Neusner, The Mishnah: An Introduction (Northvale, NJ: 
Jason Aronson, 1994), 1–22. 
5 For a comparison of the two Talmuds, see H. L. Strack and G. Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and 
Midrash (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 189–221. 
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Development of the Oral Torah 

At the heart of the Talmud’s authority is the doctrine of the Oral Torah. Rabbinic tradition 

teaches that at Sinai, Moses received not only the written Torah (the Pentateuch) but also an 

oral explanation of its laws and interpretive principles. This oral tradition was then handed 

down through a chain of custodians—Joshua, the elders, the prophets, the Men of the Great 

Assembly, and eventually the pairs (zugot) of rabbinic sages—until it reached the Tanna’im 

who produced the Mishnah. In this view, the Oral Torah is not a human invention but a 

divinely revealed companion to Scripture, one that clarifies ambiguities, resolves 

contradictions, and supplies the hermeneutic rules for extending the law to new situations.6 

For centuries, writing down the Oral Torah was forbidden. That prohibition preserved its 

flexibility and protected its exclusive authority. Only the existential threat of Roman 

persecutions and the scattering of the Jewish people led to the decision to record it in writing. 

Yet the act of writing changed everything. Once fixed on the page, the Oral Torah became 

subject to the same interpretive pressures as the written Torah: every word, every odd 

grammatical construction, every apparent contradiction invited analysis, commentary, and 

further elaboration. The Talmud itself acknowledges this irony, often citing the principle that 

the Oral Torah is “like a mountain hanging by a hair, for it has little text but many laws” 

(Ḥagigah 10a). That tension between written fixity and oral fluidity runs through the entire 

talmudic enterprise.7 

Structure of the Talmud: Mishnah and Gemara 

The basic building block of the Talmud is the sugya (plural sugyot), a self-contained 

discussion that starts with a quotation from the Mishnah or a baraita (an external tannaitic 

tradition) and then moves through a dialectical back-and-forth. A typical sugya goes through 

several stages: a statement of a rule or an unresolved problem; a question (kushya); a 

proposed solution (terutz); a contrary proof; a weighing of competing principles; and often 

and this is crucial the conclusion that the matter remains unresolved (teiku, “let it stand”). 

This structure tells you something important about the talmudic mindset: the goal is not just 

                                                           
6 The chain of transmission is laid out in Mishnah Avot 1:1; see the commentary in Ethics of the Fathers, trans. 
R. Travers Herford (New York: Jewish Institute of Religion Press, 1945). 
7 The paradox of written oral tradition is explored in Martin S. Jaffee, Torah in the Mouth: Writing and Oral 
Tradition in Palestinian Judaism, 200 BCE–400 CE (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 12–35. 
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to find the right answer but to map the entire logical space of possible answers. Process 

matters as much as product8 

The Mishnah 

The Mishnah’s terse, legalistic prose serves as the anchor for these discussions. As the 

foundational document of the Oral Torah, the Mishnah contains very little argumentation; it 

records rulings but rarely explains them. For example, Mishnah Bava Metzia 2:5 says: “If a 

person found a lost object in a public domain and it is not identifiable, it belongs to the finder. 

If it is identifiable, the finder must announce it.” No reason is given. The Gemara will then 

unpack this rule, asking: What counts as a public domain? What is an identifiable mark? 

What if the finder and the loser live in different cities? In this way, the Mishnah serves as a 

kind of script for the later, much more expansive performance of the Gemara.9 

The Gemara 

The Gemara turns the Mishnah’s rulings into live juridical debates. Its language is a mix of 

Hebrew (for quotations and some formal statements) and Aramaic (for most of the dialectic). 

Its sources include: 

 Baraitot: Tannaitic traditions not found in the Mishnah, often used to support or 

challenge a Mishnaic ruling. 

 Memrot: Individual sayings of the Amoraim, the later sages. 

 Biblical verses: The Gemara constantly returns to the written Torah, looking for 

prooftexts for rabbinic laws or deriving new rules through midrashic interpretation. 

 Other Mishnaic passages: Sections from elsewhere in the Mishnah may be brought as 

analogies or counter-examples. 

The Gemara also records stories, legends, ethical teachings, and cosmological speculations. 

These non-legal passages may be a minority of the text, but they are far from peripheral; they 

provide the moral and theological atmosphere in which the law breathes.10 

Jerusalem Talmud and Babylonian Talmud 

The two Talmuds differ in scope, style, and authority. The Jerusalem Talmud is shorter, less 

heavily edited, and often more direct. Its Gemara tends to stay closer to the Mishnah’s 

original concerns and shows less interest in far-fetched hypotheticals than its Babylonian 

                                                           
8 On the sugya as a literary form, see Louis Jacobs, Studies in Talmudic Logic and Methodology (London: 
Vallentine Mitchell, 1961), 47–68. 
9 The example of Bava Metzia 2:5 is discussed in detail in Adin Steinsaltz, The Talmud: A Reference Guide (New 
York: Random House, 1989), 84–86. 
10 The interplay of Halakha and Aggadah is a major theme in Jacob Neusner, The Halakhah and the 
Aggadah (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988). 
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cousin. Because the Palestinian Jewish community suffered under Byzantine rule, the 

Yerushalmi remained less influential in later centuries.11 

The Babylonian Talmud, by contrast, is the product of a longer period of development and a 

more stable political environment. The Sassanian Empire allowed a good deal of Jewish 

communal autonomy, and the Babylonian academies of Nehardea, Sura, and Pumbedita 

produced generations of scholars who honed talmudic dialectic to an extraordinary level of 

sophistication. The anonymous redactors (the Stamma’im) who gave the Bavli its final shape 

added layer upon layer of analysis, often resolving earlier contradictions by positing unstated 

assumptions or by distinguishing between seemingly parallel cases. The result is a text of 

immense complexity, one that rewards and demands slow, careful study.12 

Foundations of Talmudic Philosophy 

The Talmud is not a work of philosophy in the systematic Greek sense. You will not find a 

theory of Forms, a metaphysics of being, or a deduction of the categories of the 

understanding. Yet it is soaked in philosophical problems: the nature of divine justice and 

human suffering, the extent of free will in a cosmos ruled by an all-knowing Creator, the 

legitimacy of human legal reasoning in interpreting a divinely revealed law, and the 

relationship between individual moral intuition and communal tradition. These problems are 

never treated in the abstract. They show up embedded in concrete details of Jewish law in 

disputes over damages, marriage contracts, dietary rules, and Sabbath observance.13 

Halakha and Aggadah 

The Talmud distinguishes, though loosely, between two modes of discourse. Halakha (from 

the Hebrew halakh, “to walk” or “to go”) refers to legal rulings and the reasoning behind 

them. Halakhic passages are prescriptive: they tell you what a Jew must do, must not do, or 

may do under specific circumstances. Aggadah (or haggadah, from le-hagged, “to tell”) 

covers everything else: stories, homilies, ethical maxims, theological reflections, medical 

advice, historical anecdotes, and folk wisdom. The aggadic parts of the Talmud are often 

more immediately accessible to the modern reader, because they speak to universal human 

concerns in narrative form.14 

                                                           
11 On the Jerusalem Talmud’s lesser influence, see Peter Schäfer, The Talmud of the Land of Israel: A 
Preliminary Translation and Explanation (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995), xxiii–xxx. 
12 The Stammaitic layer is analyzed in David Weiss Halivni, “The ‘Stamma’im and the Redaction of the 
Talmud,” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish Research 49 (1982): 43–78. 
13 For a philosophical reading of talmudic discussions, see Menachem Fisch, Rational Rabbis: Science and 
Talmudic Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 1–28. 
14 A classic study of Aggadah is Judah Goldin, “The Talmud,” in Studies in Midrash and Related 
Literature (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1986), 73–96. 
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The relationship between Halakha and Aggadah is not one of simple subordination. Halakhic 

rulings are binding in principle, but the Talmud itself frequently turns to aggadic passages to 

motivate legal conclusions or to explain why a law makes sense. Conversely, aggadic 

narratives may be scrutinised for their halakhic implications. The famous story of “the Oven 

of Akhnai” (Bava Metzia 59a–b), in which Rabbi Eliezer is excommunicated after a heavenly 

voice declares his position correct but the majority of sages reject it on the ground that “the 

Torah is not in heaven” (Deuteronomy 30:12), is simultaneously a legal dispute (about ritual 

purity) and a profound aggadic meditation on rabbinic authority, divine intervention, and the 

legitimacy of majority rule in halakhic decision-making.15 

Rabbinic Interpretation and Dialectical Reasoning 

The Talmud employs a well-defined set of hermeneutic rules for deriving law from Scripture. 

The most famous are the thirteen principles of Rabbi Ishmael, listed in the introduction to the 

Sifra (a midrashic commentary on Leviticus). These include: 

 Kal va-ḥomer (a fortiori argument): if a rule applies in a less significant case, it 

certainly applies in a more significant case. 

 Gezerah shavah (analogy based on identical words): the same word appearing in two 

biblical passages allows the law of one to be applied to the other. 

 Binyan av (building a “father” principle): a rule derived from a specific case can be 

extended to all analogous cases. 

 Hekesh (juxtaposition): two topics placed next to each other in the Bible may be 

legally compared.16 

In addition to these interpretive rules, talmudic dialectic has a rich vocabulary of logical 

moves. The Gemara frequently asks: “What is the reasoning?” (mai taʿama?); “From what do 

we derive this?” (minayin?); “How could you think otherwise?” (ka mashma lan). It 

distinguishes between explicit statutory law (din) and rabbinic enactments (gezerot) that 

serve as “fences around the Torah.” It weighs competing values, such as the preservation of 

human life (pikuaḥ nefesh) against Sabbath prohibitions, and often rules that the former 

overrides the latter.17 

                                                           
15 The Oven of Akhnai story is the subject of an extensive analysis in Jeffrey Rubenstein, Talmudic Stories: 
Narrative Art, Composition, and Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 34–63. 
16 The thirteen principles are enumerated in the Sifra; an English translation appears in The Midrashic Process, 
ed. I. Jacobs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 56–58. 
17 On pikuaḥ nefesh, see Babylonian Talmud Yoma 85b; for commentary, see J. David Bleich, Bioethical 
Dilemmas (New York: Ktav, 1998), 87–102. 
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The talmudic approach to legal reasoning is characteristically dialectical rather than 

deductive. A proposal is introduced; objections are raised; solutions are attempted; those 

solutions are challenged; and the process continues, sometimes for pages, without a final 

answer. The Bavli frequently preserves multiple, irreconcilable positions on a single question, 

concluding only that the matter is teiku (“let it stand”). This tolerance for unresolved 

disagreement reflects a deep philosophical commitment: the Talmud declares that “these and 

those are the words of the living God” (Eruvin 13b). In other words, even the rejected 

opinions in a halakhic debate possess a kind of truth they represent valid perspectives on the 

divine will, even if they are not chosen as the basis for practice. This legal pluralism sets 

talmudic jurisprudence apart from Roman law with its imperial codifications and from later 

Islamic jurisprudence with its stronger doctrine of consensus (ijma), though there are 

parallels with Greek dialectic and with the Indian hermeneutical traditions of Mīmāṃsā.18 

Ethics, Justice, and Social Responsibility 

The Talmud presents a vision of justice that is both retributive and restorative. Civil law (tort 

and contract law) takes up the largest portion of the Nezikin order. The Mishnah’s detailed 

rules for assessing damages for a goring ox, a collapsing pit, an unpaid deposit aim to 

compensate victims while keeping social order. But beyond the letter of the law, the Talmud 

appeals to equity and good faith. The concept of lifnim mi-shurat ha-din (“going beyond the 

line of the law”) urges judges and ordinary people to act generously, waiving strict legal 

entitlements when fairness demands it. The Jerusalem Talmud goes so far as to teach that 

“Jerusalem was destroyed only because they judged strictly according to the law” (Bava 

Metzia 30b) a stunning claim that subordinates legal formalism to moral judgment.19 

Charity (tzedakah) is not a voluntary act of kindness but a legal obligation. The Mishnah sets 

a minimum contribution (one-fifth of one’s income) and a maximum (to keep people from 

impoverishing themselves). The Talmud discusses priorities in giving: local poor before 

far-away poor, relatives before strangers, and notably the non-Jewish poor alongside the 

Jewish poor “for the sake of peace” (mipnei darkei shalom). This last principle extends the 

duty of charity beyond the Jewish community, grounding universalist obligations in the 

practical value of social harmony.20 

                                                           
18 The dictum “these and those” is analyzed from a legal-pluralist perspective in Moshe Halbertal, People of the 
Book (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 51–62. 
19 The concept of lifnim mi-shurat ha-din is examined in E. E. Urbach, The Sages (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1987), 429–433. 
20 On charity obligations to non-Jews, see Babylonian Talmud Gittin 61a; discussed in Elliot Dorff, Matters of 
Life and Death (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1998), 112–115. 
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Peace (shalom) ranks among the highest values in talmudic ethics. The Talmud allows the 

modification of strict legal requirements to preserve marital peace, to avoid shaming a 

person, and to maintain good relations between Jews and non-Jews in a shared society. The 

rabbis interpret the verse “her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace” 

(Proverbs 3:17) as describing the Torah itself. In tractate Gittin, the rabbis declare that “great 

is peace, for even for the sake of peace the Holy One, blessed be He, modified the truth” 

(Gittin 59b) a remarkable concession to pragmatic ethics.21 

Education, Knowledge, and Intellectual Tradition 

The Talmud elevates Torah study to the highest religious act, ranking it above all other 

commandments combined (Shabbat 127a). The ideal student is one who studies for its own 

sake (lishmah), who subjects every ruling to critical scrutiny, and who respects the chain of 

tradition while not hesitating to question its premises. The Bavli warns against passive 

transmission: “A sword against the liars [those who teach only what they have heard]” (Bava 

Batra 8a).22 

The institution that made talmudic learning possible was the yeshiva (academy). There, 

students memorised large sections of the Mishnah, debated sugyot in pairs (ḥavruta), and 

trained in the art of dialectical disputation. The yeshiva curriculum, established in Babylonia 

and later replicated in medieval Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East, kept the Talmud 

a living text across centuries and continents. Even today, the daf yomi (daily folio) study 

cycle engages tens of thousands of Jews worldwide in a shared, rotating curriculum that 

completes the entire Babylonian Talmud every seven and a half years.23 

But intellectual mastery was never enough on its own. The Mishnah cautions: “Any scholar 

in whom there is no inner decency is like a carcass lying in the road; anyone who passes by 

picks his nose and flees” (Horayot 13a). The Talmud repeatedly insists that learning must be 

accompanied by fear of heaven, humility, and loving-kindness.24 

Comparative Philosophical Perspectives 

Comparing talmudic reasoning with Greek philosophy reveals both similarities and sharp 

differences. Plato’s dialogues are philosophical dramas centred on Socrates, pursuing truth 

                                                           
21 The value of peace in talmudic ethics is surveyed in Reuven Kimelman, “The Conflict of Values: A Talmudic 
Perspective,” Tradition 23, no. 1 (1987): 26–48. 
22 The ideal of study lishmah is discussed in Norman Lamm, Torah Lishmah: Torah for Torah’s Sake (New York: 
Ktav, 1989). 
23 On the daf yomi movement, see Sharon Galper, “Studying the Talmud in the Modern Age,” Judaism 54, no. 
3–4 (2005): 2–12. 
24 The ethical formation of the scholar is emphasized in Mishnah Avot 3:17; see The Sages, trans. I. Abrahams 
(New York: Feldheim, 1970). 
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through question and answer, but always oriented toward a vision of transcendent Forms. The 

Talmud, by contrast, stays relentlessly immanent: its disputes are about concrete cases, 

human institutions, and the application of revealed law. Plato imagines a philosopher-king 

who sees truth directly; the talmudic sage is a judge and a teacher, bound by majority vote 

and precedent.25 

Aristotelian logic had an indirect influence on later Jewish philosophers (including 

Maimonides) and on the methodological self-understanding of the Tosafists in medieval 

France, who applied syllogistic analysis to talmudic passages. Still, the talmudic dialectic has 

its own distinctive texture, marked by obsessive attention to textual detail, a willingness to 

entertain the wildest hypotheticals as a way of testing logical boundaries, and a resistance to 

final closure.26 

Roman legal traditions, codified in the Corpus Juris Civilis (529–534 CE), share with the 

Talmud a concern for private law and procedure. Yet Roman law was the product of imperial 

authority, aiming for clarity and uniformity; the Talmud was the product of a dispersed, often 

persecuted minority, privileging debate and preserving multiple opinions. This institutional 

difference shows in the texts themselves: the Digest of Justinian presents a relatively coherent 

system of rules drawn from jurists’ writings, while the Talmud proudly displays its 

contradictions.27 

The Talmud also invites comparison with other religious legal systems. Islamic jurisprudence 

(fiqh) emerged in dialogue with Jewish and Christian traditions, and early Muslim scholars 

were aware of rabbinic methods of legal analogy (qiyas resembles hekesh), preference 

(istihsan), and consideration of public interest (maslahah). Likewise, Indian Mīmāṃsā 

hermeneutics developed sophisticated rules for interpreting Vedic ritual texts that parallel 

talmudic exegesis.28 

Modern Scholarly Debates and Critiques 

Academic study of the Talmud known as Wissenschaft des Judentums (the “science of 

Judaism”) emerged in nineteenth-century Germany. Scholars like Leopold Zunz, Zacharias 

Frankel, and Heinrich Graetz treated the Talmud as a historical document, subject to source 

                                                           
25 A systematic comparison is Jacob Howland, Plato and the Talmud (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 1–25. 
26 On the Tosafists and Aristotelian logic, see Ephraim Kanarfogel, The Intellectual History of the 
Tosafists (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
27 For a comparison of talmudic and Roman law, see Boaz Cohen, Jewish and Roman Law (New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary, 1966), 3–30. 
28 On Islamic and Indian parallels, see Bernard S. Jackson, “Talmudic and Islamic Legal Comparisons,” Journal of 
Semitic Studies 54, no. 1 (2009): 23–47. 
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criticism, philological analysis, and contextualisation within Roman-Persian culture. This 

approach challenged traditional beliefs in the Talmud’s divine origin and the historical 

reliability of its own narratives about its transmission.29 

In the twentieth century, the historian of religion Jacob Neusner argued for a 

redaction-critical approach, seeking to distinguish the voices of the Tanna’im, Amoraim, and 

Stamma’im as separate historical layers. Neusner’s methods sparked fierce controversy; 

traditionalist scholars accused him of dismantling the Talmud’s unity and undermining its 

authority. More recent scholarship, exemplified by David Weiss Halivni’s Mekorot 

u-Mesorot (Sources and Traditions), has refined the identification of the Stammaitic layer the 

anonymous voice that dominates the Bavli and is responsible for much of its dialectical 

complexity.30 

Hermeneutics has become a central concern in modern talmudic study. Drawing on the work 

of Emmanuel Levinas who held weekly talmudic readings in Paris philosophers have argued 

that talmudic interpretation offers an alternative to the “logo-centric” tradition of Western 

philosophy, one that privileges the concrete other, ethical responsibility, and the infinite 

demand of the face of the other. Levinas saw in the Talmud’s relentless questioning, its 

avoidance of systematic closure, and its insistence on the primacy of the other a model for a 

post-Heideggerian ethics.31 

Interfaith perspectives have also shaped modern debates. Christian scholars from the 

Reformation onward have often read the Talmud as proof of Jewish legalism and rejection of 

the Gospels. But in the twentieth century, Catholic and Protestant theologians such as 

Clemens Thoma and Peter Schäfer began a more sympathetic engagement, recognising the 

Talmud’s ethical depth and its distinct, non-supersessionist approach to biblical 

interpretation. Jewish-Christian dialogue has been enriched by translations of the Bavli into 

German, French, and English, making it accessible to a wider scholarly audience.³²32 

  

                                                           
29 The Wissenschaft movement is surveyed in Michael A. Meyer, The Origins of the Modern Jew (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1967), 124–151. 
30 For Neusner’s method and the response, see Jacob Neusner, The Talmud: A Close Encounter (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1991); and Halivni’s critique in Midrash, Mishnah, and Gemara, 67–80. 
31 Levinas’s talmudic readings are collected in Nine Talmudic Readings; a key essay is “The Temptation of 
Temptation.” 
32 On Christian scholarship and the Talmud, see Yaakov Elman, “The Talmud in Modern Christian and Jewish 
Scholarship,” Jewish Studies 47 (2010): 55–78. 
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Influence on Jewish and Global Thought 

It is impossible to overstate the Talmud’s influence on later Jewish civilisation. Medieval 

Jewish philosophers above all Moses Maimonides (1138–1204) drew on the Talmud both as 

a source of legal rulings and as a field for philosophical reflection. Maimonides’ Mishneh 

Torah (1180) is the first comprehensive code of Jewish law, organised not by talmudic order 

but by subject matter. In its introduction, Maimonides explicitly says he wants to make the 

entire Oral Torah accessible so that no Jew would need to “exert himself for twenty years” to 

master the primary sources. Yet the Mishneh Torah also reflects Maimonides’ 

Aristotelianism, occasionally interpreting talmudic passages in ways that depart from the 

literal sense. His Guide of the Perplexed (c. 1190) cites talmudic aggadot as allegories 

pointing to philosophical truths.33 

Maimonides’ contemporaries and successors debated whether Greek philosophy could 

legitimately be integrated with talmudic learning. Some Provençal rabbis, notably Menahem 

ha-Meiri, followed Maimonides’ example, producing talmudic commentaries that explicitly 

invoked philosophical concepts. Others, such as the Tosafists of northern France and 

Germany, maintained a more purely dialectical approach, focusing on resolving 

contradictions within the talmudic text without recourse to external philosophical 

systems.³⁴34 

In the early modern period, the Talmud became a focus of both Jewish renewal and Christian 

polemic. The printing press enabled the first complete editions of the Bavli (Venice, 1520–

1523), standardising the pagination used today. Christian Hebraists studied the Talmud for 

insight into the Jewish context of the New Testament, while anti-Jewish polemicists 

excerpted passages to support accusations of legalism, exclusivism, and hostility to 

Christianity.35 

In the contemporary world, the Talmud continues to shape Jewish identity. Orthodox Judaism 

treats the Bavli as the authoritative source of halakhah, subject to interpretation by later 

authorities but never superseded. Conservative Judaism, while affirming the Talmud’s 

authority, allows for more extensive adaptation to modern circumstances, sometimes citing 

aggadic passages as equally binding as halakhic rulings. Reform Judaism historically rejected 

                                                           
33 On Maimonides’ codification, see Isadore Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1980). 
34 The Meiri’s philosophical approach is examined in Halbertal, Between Torah and Wisdom. 
35 On the Venice edition and Christian Hebraism, see A. K. Offenberg, “The Printing of the Talmud in 
16th-Century Venice,” Studia Rosenthaliana 17, no. 1 (1983): 40–52. 
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the Talmud’s legal authority but has, in recent decades, rediscovered it as a source of moral 

guidance and intellectual heritage.36 

Beyond Judaism, the Talmud has found surprising audiences. In South Korea, the Talmud has 

become a best-seller, promoted as a guide to business success and intellectual creativity. 

Korean parents buy talmudic storybooks for their children, seeing the rabbinic emphasis on 

questioning and debate as a model for education. Legal scholars in common-law jurisdictions 

draw analogies between the talmudic method of case-based reasoning and the 

Anglo-American doctrine of precedent. Philosophers of law debate whether talmudic legal 

pluralism offers resources for thinking about legal interpretation in multicultural societies. 

And in the emerging field of computational hermeneutics, the Talmud’s complex 

hypertextual structure has been studied as a precursor to digital knowledge organisation.37 

Conclusion 

The Talmud is not just a book. It is an ongoing tradition of interpretation, debate, and lived 

practice. Born from the crisis of the Second Temple’s destruction, it turned Judaism from a 

priestly, sacrificial religion into a textual community united by study and observance. Its 

method—dialectical, pluralistic, resistant to finality reflects a philosophical vision: the divine 

will is infinite, beyond any single human formulation, and engaging with it requires the 

fullest exercise of human reason, imagination, and moral responsibility.38 

The Talmud’s influence reaches far beyond the traditional boundaries of Jewish learning. It 

has shaped medieval and modern philosophy, informed the legal systems of Jewish 

communities across the globe, and in recent decades entered the conversation of comparative 

religion, legal theory, and intellectual history. Its central claim that “these and those are the 

words of the living God” offers a powerful model for religious pluralism and intellectual 

humility. In a world torn by competing claims to absolute truth, the talmudic willingness to 

preserve, debate, and respect disagreement remains an enduring gift to civilisation.39 
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