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INTRODUCTION: PREVIOUS DISCUSSIONS OF PARADOX 
IN RABBI NAHMAN’S TALES

T he fi rst impression of the titles of the stories told by Rabbi Nah-
man (and written down by his student, Rabbi Nathan) is that 
they fall under the rubric of folktales.1 However, the paradoxical 

aspect of R. Nahman’s tales has been discussed in the scholarly literature 
and presented as one of the hallmarks of their author’s creative and con-
fl icted personality.2 Mendel Piekarz, the fi rst to study R. Nahman’s tales 
systematically, pointed to “Rabbi Nahman’s artistic impulse,” which “was 
not fully coupled with his conscious desire to clothe his theories as tales.” 
Piekarz defi ned this as a “hidden element” that sometimes stood in op-
position to the conscious educational rationales that led R. Nahman to 
choose the folktale model.3 This artistic impulse is viewed as paradoxical 
(in Piekarz’s own words), but because the activity of the tsaddik (the 
rabbi who leads a Hassidic sect) is by nature paradoxical, the artistic ten-
dency seems appropriate for it.4

1 Nachman of Breslov, Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Aryeh Kaplan (Jerusalem: 
Breslov Research Institute, 1983). 

2 For more on doubt, see Arthur Green, Tormented Master: A Life of Rabbi 
Nahman of Bratslav (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1979), 107. On the 
paradox of providence versus rejection, see Efraim Shmueli, Homo Angustus (Tel 
Aviv: Dvir, 1981), 112–122 [in Hebrew]. On the confl ict between commitment to 
tradition and the infl uence of modern ideas, see Joseph Weiss, Studies in Braslav 
Hassidism (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1974), 112–114 [in Hebrew]. 

3 Mendel Piekarz, Hasidut Braslav, 2nd ed. (Jerusalem: Mossad Bialik, 1995), 81 
[in Hebrew]. 

4 Ibid., 101. 
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Arthur Green, in his Tormented Master, suggested several ways of 
understanding the paradoxical nature of R. Nahman’s thought. The fi rst 
was as a method to overcome their author’s doubts by casting them as 
mysteries: “Perhaps in an only partially conscious way—he came to real-
ize that only the paradoxical elevation of his own doubts to the level of sub-
lime mysteries could save him from their crippling grasp.”5 

Green’s second approach relies on R. Nahman’s Hegelianism, which 
is taken as the basis for understanding the paradoxes. Here reality is seen 
as full of confl ict on every level, in both the public and private realms. 
“The whole world is full of controversy, between countries, towns, neigh-
bors, and even within a household. … That is why a person who sits alone 
in the forest can sometimes go mad. This happens because he is alone, but 
nonetheless he contains within himself all the nations which are at war 
with one another, and he keeps having to switch back and forth.”6 The 
paradox stems from the nature of the human condition. The dialectical 
mode of thinking addresses this nature; but (as Hegel asserted) there is 
no way to alter the dialectic of thesis and antithesis in the world.

Green notes a third direction that exemplifi es the Hegelianism of the 
historical circumstances in which R. Nahman lived; in other words, his 
having to cope with controversies related both to his Hassidic path and 
his status as a tsaddik. R. Nahman elevates the confl icts he experienced to 
the level of a challenge and a means for uncovering the truth, as an inte-
gral part of his mission to probe reality. Thus, the paradox becomes si-
multaneously internal and external: “The elevation of confl ict to the level 
of cosmic principle served to further reinforce Nachman’s paradoxical 
self-assertion as Zaddiq. If the universe is apprehended only by confl ict, 
and the Zaddiq is the one who most deeply seeks to fathom the mysteries 
of existence, then surely confl icts surrounding the Zaddiq may be taken 
as a sign that he is coming near the truth. Here we begin to perceive how 
complex is that web of inner paradox that forms the core of the adult 
Nachman’s spiritual life.”7 

Green describes how R. Nahman’s paradoxical nature is refl ected in 
the conception of the tsaddik that he represented, because the tsaddik is 
meant to refl ect the nature of the world and, therefore, the confl icts that 
abound in it. We can clarify this using the terminology developed by 
psychoanalyst Melanie Klein and describe the paradox of the tsaddik 
who expresses the nature of the world as “projective identifi cation”: 

5 Green, 107.
6 Green, 115. 
7 Green, 117. 
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R. Nahman projects his own paradoxical nature onto the world in order 
to cope with it effectively.8 The tales are a poetic expression of this projec-
tion and the object relations are the relations between the storyteller and 
the tale.

As against the interpretations that view the paradox of the tales as 
refl ecting a signifi cant confl ict in R. Nahman’s own personality, I would 
like to present three other types of paradox, which William James formu-
lated in the terms of his pragmatic and empiricist thought. These para-
doxes are not based on the confl ict of contraries, but rather on the 
meeting of states of consciousness, being, or experience. James’ ideas are 
based on a critical reformulation of the Hegelian stance9 and of the logi-
cal paradox in its strict formulation.10 In contrast to pragmatic positions, 
such as Willard Quine’s,11 James does not propose a conceptual change 
that solves or resolves the paradoxes, but rather a notion that incorporates 
its various facets. Below, we will examine three types of paradox described 
by James which are key to a new understanding of the paradoxical nature 
of R. Nahman’s tales.

8 Klein describes the infant’s struggle with feelings of hatred and destruction for 
the mother as a projection of its complex emotions onto the mother, which leads 
to the development of object relations through which the infant can cope with its 
own internal ambivalence (Melanie Klein, “Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms,” 
International Journal of Psychoanalysis 27 [1946], 101). 

9 “There is dialectic movement in things. … Hegel’s originality lay in transport-
ing the process from the sphere of percepts to that of concepts and treating it as the 
universal method by which every kind of life, logical, physical, or psychological, is 
mediated. … Concepts were not in his eyes the static self-contained things that pre-
vious logicians had supposed, but were germinative, and passed beyond themselves 
into each other by what he called their immanent dialectic. In ignoring each other as 
they do, they virtually exclude and deny each other, he thought, and thus in a man-
ner introduce each other” (William James, The Writings of William James, ed. John J. 
McDermott [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977], p. 514). 

10 Anat Biletzki employed a historical overview of the development of the concept 
of paradox to show how what seems to be a severe logical paradox can be resolved 
by a reframing of concepts. “Quine’s radical claim is that there is nothing in our 
intellectual universe that cannot in theory be altered; however, that change becomes 
more diffi cult as the concept in question is more central to our conceptual system. 
Our intellectual system learns from experience, and sometimes, for want of choice, 
we alter concepts through shared developmental, community, or intellectual work.” 
(Anat Biletzki, Paradoxes, ed. Hertseliya Efrati [Tel Aviv: Ministry of Defense, 1996], 
118 [in Hebrew]).

A similar concept of paradox, it too based on a historical overview and an examination 
of its various uses, can be found in Roy Sorensen, A Brief History of the Paradox (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003). 

11 See Willard Quine, “On a So-Called Paradox,” Mind 62 (1953): 65–67. 
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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL-PHILOSOPHICAL ASPECT: 
THE PARADOX OF SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS12

How are we aware of our selves? How is it possible to distinguish between 
the subject who is self-conscious and the qualities of that self-consciousness? 
For example, at the start of “The Melancholy Saint,” when the narrator 
proclaims that “sadness is a very despicable trait,”13 is it possible to distin-
guish between the sadness and the sad person? R. Nahman’s tales embody 
the paradox of self-consciousness because the vast majority deal with the 
process of coming to know the truth; even though the truth seems to be 
external to a person, an internal decision is required in order to recognize 
it. When a thought is turned into a tale, it is often not clear whether it 
relates to a person’s knowledge of himself or to the development of desir-
able personality traits. James described this diffi culty as stemming from 
the experience of the self as a “duplex”:

Whatever I may be thinking of, I am always at the same time more or less 
aware of myself, of my personal existence. At the same time it is I who am 
aware so that the total self of me, being as it were duplex, partly known 
and partly knower, partly object and partly subject, must have two aspects 
discriminated in it, of which for shortness we may call one the Me and 
other the I. I call these “discriminated aspects,” and not separate things, 
because the identity of I with me, even in the very act of their discrimina-
tion, is perhaps the most ineradicable dictum of common-sense.14

James explores the root of individual identity, of selfhood, while dis-
tinguishing between the person as subject who experiences and is aware 
of himself (I) and the person who is composed of multiple elements and 
traits in a variety of fi elds (me). This distinction underlies the problem of 
defi ning selfhood, because when a person describes himself he fi nds it dif-
fi cult to distinguish between what is part of him and what is his 

12 The second half of this section heading is taken from the book by José Luis 
Bermúdez, The Paradox of Self-Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998). 
Bermúdez erroneously attributes the formulation of the paradox of self-consciousness 
to Wittgenstein (p. 5; for Wittgenstein’s discussion, see below, n. 20). The same 
error was made by Gareth Evans, a leading expert in the fi eld of self-consciousness, 
in his book The Varieties of Reference (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 
217. However, James’ formulation of the paradox antedated Wittgenstein’s. James’ 
vast infl uence on Wittgenstein has been the subject of extensive scholarly study. See, 
for example: Russell B. Goodman, Wittgenstein and William James (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002). 

13 “The Melancholy Saint,” in Kaplan, Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, 447. 
14 William James, Textbook of Psychology (London: Macmillan, 1892), 176. 
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subject-self. Essentially, James’ innovation is that these aspects are not 
separated but rather “discriminated.” 

Their simultaneous existence is an “ineradicable dictum” and refl ects 
different modes of consciousness. Even though there may be a simultane-
ity within a given mode of consciousness that produces tension, it will not 
result in paradox. For example, James suggests that there are three types 
of “me”: “The material me, the social me, and the spiritual me.”15 Ten-
sion may arise, for example, within the spiritual me—for example, be-
tween, self-complacency and self-dissatisfaction.16 James describes the 
routine possibility of self-criticism and a sense of failure coexisting with a 
sense of self-worth. Similarly, in the material me, there may be some ten-
sion between “bodily self-seeking” and “social self-seeking”—for exam-
ple, when the social need for admiration and friendship coexists with 
feelings of fear and anger that are meant to protect the body.17

To sum up this paradox, we must emphasize that James meant a para-
dox of method and not of substance, which stems from the mind’s ability 
to operate in diverse ways. Wittgenstein resolved this paradox when he 
described it as two types of self-knowledge: knowledge that can be veri-
fi ed on the basis of consensual criteria (e.g., height, weight) and knowl-
edge that cannot be verifi ed (such as pain and faith).18

THE EXISTENTIAL ASPECT: SUBJECTIVITY AS PARADOX

Many studies of R. Nahman’s tales have addressed the paradoxical nature 
of faith. Scholars have pointed out contradictions between doubt and 
certainty, between providence and a sense of loneliness and rejection, and 
between a commitment to the orthodox approach to tradition and mod-
ern philosophical ideas. However, whereas the aforementioned paradoxes 
stem from a possible, but not necessary, contradiction, I would like 
to highlight a necessary paradox that exists within Rabbi Nahman’s 

15 James, Textbook of Psychology, 177. 
16 James, Textbook of Psychology, 182. 
17 James, Textbook of Psychology, 184. 
18 “Now the idea that the real I lives in my body is connected with the peculiar 

grammar of the word ‘I’, and the misunderstandings this grammar is liable to give rise 
to. There are two different cases in the use of the word ‘I’ (or ‘my’) which I might call 
‘the use as object’ and ‘the use as subject’. Examples of the fi rst kind of use are these: 
‘My arm is broken’, ‘I have grown six inches’ [...] Examples of the second kind are: 
‘I see so and so’” (Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books, 2nd ed. [Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1969], 66–67; emphasis in original). 
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tales—one that was fi rst described by Søren Kierkegaard and was subse-
quently developed by William James. 

Kierkegaard describes a paradox that necessarily lies at the base of 
modern faith19 and which stems from the inevitable encounter between 
subjectivity and objectivity: 

When subjectivity, inwardness, is the truth, the truth becomes objectively 
a paradox; and the fact that the truth is objectively a paradox shows in its 
turn that subjectivity is the truth. For the objective situation is repellent; 
and the expression for the objective repulsion constitutes the tension and 
the measure of the corresponding inwardness20

Kierkegaard holds that the source of truth is internal and that truth 
derives from human subjectivity. As soon as subjectivity becomes con-
scious and constitutes the internal truth, it objectively becomes a paradox 
because, on the one hand, it represents truth, but on the other hand, it 
generates objective repulsion. Kierkegaard goes on to assert that faith 
does not derive from a rational process but rather from a decision that 
runs counter to human rationality.21 He demonstrates this in his reading 
of the Binding of Isaac from the point of view of Abraham, the person 
who shaped the modern stance of faith based on paradox.

In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard defi nes Abraham as the “knight 
of faith” who wrestles with the mental absurdity of his belief in the need to 
obey God and his belief in God’s morality.22 In a discussion of Kierkegaard’s 
contribution to understanding the nature of faith, Thomas Heywood 

19 Zvi Mark pointed to the possibility of basing a paradox on the thematic, pictorial 
level, which would make it possible to present both sides of the paradox. See Zvi 
Mark, “The Stories of Rabbi Nahman of Breslov: Hassidic Existentialism” (M.A. 
thesis, Bar-Ilan University, 1993), 36–37 [in Hebrew]. He suggests that this use 
of paradox is in line with Kierkegaard’s view of faith in active terms (“the leap of 
faith”), but did not associate it with Kierkegaard’s notions of subjectivity and self-
consciousness, discussed below. 

20 Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientifi c Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, 
trans. Howard V. & Edna H. Hong, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 183.

21 Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientifi c Postscript, 40–41.
22 “This is quite as clear to the knight of faith, so the only thing that can save him 

is the absurd, and this he grasps by faith. So he recognizes the impossibility, and that 
very instant he believes the absurd; for, if without recognizing the impossibility with 
all the passion of his soul and with all his heart, he should wish to imagine that he 
has faith, he deceives himself… Abraham did not renounce his claim upon Isaac, but 
by faith he got Isaac” (Søren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, trans. A. Hannay 
[London: Penguin, 1985], 32–33). 
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emphasizes an important point of this issue.23 He writes that faith stems 
from different types of experience: experience in understanding the na-
ture of the world as a whole, in which there is always an unresolved rem-
nant, and ethical experience, in which a person must make ethical decisions 
without guidance and direction but solely on the basis of his personal 
imperative.24

According to Kierkegaard, the universality of the paradox makes it 
very well suited to the folktale. A primary feature of that genre is the 
confrontation, which can be viewed as a paradox. Indeed, the protago-
nists of R. Nahman’s tales experience both internal and external confl icts. 
To this can be added other characteristics of this genre, such as the ex-
pression through action of a secret wish and non-rational motifs that per-
mit expression of an internal reality embodied in events in the outside 
world. At the same time as the tales express tension and confrontation, 
they also express the release from doubt, resolution of problems, and 
spiritual development that lead to harmony and spiritual peace. In order 
to understand this possibility, we must distinguish how Kierkegaard and 
James see this paradox.

Kierkegaard attached central importance to the idea of subjectivity, 
from which a person can begin an authentic examination of his existence. 
This examination can be undertaken only subjectively, because “subjec-
tivity is truth; subjectivity is actuality.”25 A person can realize himself only 
through an inward refl ection that reveals inner contradictions, and this 
refl ection must be based on desire, which attests to the authenticity of the 
process. By contrast, James begins with a world of internal and external 
pluralism. In such a world, truth is always ad hoc; it is always subject to 
the test of its effi cacy and satisfaction of needs and hence can change 
when the needs change.26 James asserts that truth is not a fi xed compo-
nent of any idea, but that life events make an idea real. “Its verity is in fact 
an event.”27

23 Thomas Heywood, Subjectivity and Paradox: A Study of Kierkegaard (New 
York: Macmillan, 1957).

24 Heywood, 166–168.
25 Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientifi c Postscript, 343.
26 “True ideas are those that we can assimilate, validate, corroborate and verify. False 

ideas are those that we can not. That is the practical difference it makes to us to have 
true ideas; that, therefore, is the meaning of truth, for it is all that truth is known-
as “The meaning of truth” (“The Meaning of Truth,” in William James, Writings 
1902–1910 [New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1987], 823; emphasis 
in original). 

27 James, “The Meaning of Truth,” 823. 
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James adds two important aspects to Kierkegaard’s paradox, and 
these provide a basis for understanding paradox in R. Nahman’s tales. 
The fi rst aspect is the transient nature of truth and the fact that it under-
goes a constant process of verifi cation and validation. The second point is 
that subjectivity is not opposed to objectivity but complements it; in es-
sence, the mind needs both of them to function.

The world of our experience consists at all times of two parts, an objective 
and a subjective part, of which the former may be incalculably more ex-
tensive than the latter, and yet the latter can never be omitted or sup-
pressed. The objective part is the sum total of whatsoever at any given 
time we may be thinking of, the subjective part is the inner “state” in 
which the thinking comes to pass…the cosmic objects, so far as the expe-
rience yields them, are but ideal pictures of something whose existence 
we do not inwardly possess but only point at outwardly, while the inner 
state is our very experience itself; its reality and that of our experience are 
one. … It is a full fact, even though it be an insignifi cant fact; it is of the 
kind to which all realities whatsoever must belong. … That unsharable 
feeling which each one of us has of the pinch of his individuality.28 

James presents the objective and subjective as two realms of experi-
ence that together shape the content of consciousness. Their parallel ac-
tivity fi lls in the two sides of experience: The objective is responsible for 
receiving things from outside the self and includes all facets of the active 
mind. The subjective is the inner aspect, which effectively constitutes the 
experience and creates the sense of self, what James called the “I”—“the 
sense of a self to whom the attitude belongs.”29

The paradox is felt, for example, during a mystical experience; be-
cause the experience cannot be expressed in language as it is taking place, 
it seems to remain in the internal, mental realm.30 But James’ Varieties of 
Religious Experience is replete with descriptions of mystical experiences, 
especially conversion experiences, and his reason for writing the book was 
to generate a discussion of “personal religion.”31 In short, for James the 
paradox remains intact, but his book displays the existence of two contra-
dictory aspects: the subjective realm that has the experience but cannot 
be transcribed and the psychological domain in which people can talk 
about their religious and personal experiences.

28 James, Varieties, 385. 
29 James, Varieties, 385. 
30 James, Varieties, 295. 
31 James, Varieties, 28. 
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This paradoxical aspect is especially important for understanding a 
frequent feature of the plot in R. Nahman’s tales: it is often unclear to the 
listener/reader what actually takes place only in the protagonist’s mind 
and how the problem that set the tale in motion is resolved.32 R. Nahman 
as narrator weaves two parallel plots—an individual spiritual plot that is 
only partially accessible to the listener, and a “general” plot that can be 
described by an omniscient narrator.

THE EMPIRICAL ASPECT: THE PARADOX OF MEANING

The human characters in R. Nahman’s tales are burdened by heavy guilt 
and are constantly being pursued—pursued or pursuing what they have 
lost. At the core of the thirteen stories there is loss, sometimes eternal 
loss. Someone has lost something. Someone has been switched for some-
one else. A person must always redeem himself, repair a primordial short-
coming, go into exile, suffer rebirth, or leave the dungeon in which he is 
imprisoned.33

Eliezer Shteinman provided a good description of R. Nahman’s char-
acter, as refl ected in the tales, as marked by a constant need for self-repair. 
This need arises from an inner sense of mission on the one hand, and of 
perpetual imperfection on the other. This contradiction creates a paradox 
of meaning in which the constant search for meaning means that no sin-
gle meaning can be stable. This is common to James pragmatism and 
Kierkegaard’s existentialism.34 James makes the paradox even more glar-
ing by developing an empiricist position, which places still greater empha-
sis on the scientifi c and observational aspects, from his basic pragmatism. 
In his discussion of emotions, James highlights the paradox in the stan-
dard view of them and proposes a resolution.

It is generally held that we quake with fear, cry when sad, and grow 
angry when engaged in confl ict. We think this way because we are used to 

32 The most notable example of this gap between the plot as experience by the 
protagonist and the plot as recounted to the listener is found in “The Lost Princess” 
(Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 31–54). It is also apparent in “The Spider 
and the Fly,” discussed below.

33 Eliezer Shteinman, Be’er Ha-Hasidut: Rabbi Nachman mi-Breslov (Jerusalem: 
Kemach, 1951), 23 [in Hebrew].

34 Efraim Shmueli pointed out the similarity between existentialism and pragmatism: 
“Meaning, which defi nes the idea, directed towards action, is a sort of plan of action. … 
Ideas are modes of individual thinking. … They contain no defi nitive truth ab initio. … 
An idea is true when it fulfi lls the role it has been assigned, when it is capable of 
achieving the need for which is was created” (Shmueli, Homo Angustus, 179).
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viewing our bodily sensations and emotions as stimulated by our mind: 
we know that a bear is scary, so we are afraid if it; we understand a com-
ment to be insulting, so we get angry; and so on. But James presents this 
misperception as a paradox. In fact, the order is the reverse: our emotions 
result from the physical manifestation—we are sad because we cry, we are 
afraid because we are trembling, etc.35 Common sense reaches conclu-
sions that contradict empirical reality; hence the paradox. Even though 
emotions have a cause and are the result of a physiological process, James 
notes the infi nite variety of emotions and, as a result, the impossibility of 
classifying the types of emotion in a defi nitive, real, or natural way.36 For 
our purposes, it is important to note the implication for the constitution 
of the individual that can occur as an emotion is produced: “There is no 
limit to the number of possible different emotions which may exist, and 
why the emotions of different individuals may vary indefi nitely, both as to 
their constitution and as to the objects which call them forth.”37 

As Robert Meyers has observed, there is a conscious paradox in James’ 
discussion of the search for meaning in general, especially in the religious 
context.38 The necessary distinction between two types of meaning—
empirical meaning and transcendental meaning—does not resolve the 
paradox, because James believes that when it comes to decisions, even of 
the daily variety, it is impossible to fully distinguish between the contribu-
tions of the empirical aspect and the transcendental aspect. Moreover, as 
Meyers demonstrates, sometimes a decision regarding belief serves a per-
son’s emotional needs, such as the need for security. Therefore, even 

35 “The feeling, in the coarser emotions, results from the bodily expression. Our 
natural way of thinking about these coarser emotions is that the mental perception of 
some facts excites the mental affection called the emotion, and that this latter state of 
mind gives rise to the bodily expression. My theory, on the contrary, is that the bodily 
changes follow directly the perception of the exciting fact, and that our feelings of the same 
changes as they occur is the emotion. Common-sense says, we lose our fortune, are sorry 
and weep; we meet a bear, are frightened and run; [but …] without the bodily states 
following on the perception, the latter would be purely cognitive in form… we should 
not actually feel afraid or angry” (William James, Psychology [New-York: Henry Holt 
and Company, 1893], 375–376).

36 James, Psychology, 382.
37 James, Psychology, 382.
38 “William James’s writings on meaning have long presented an enigma. On the 

one hand, his view that the meaning of a proposition or statement is its experiential 
consequences seems very close to a modern positivistic theory. Yet, on the other hand, 
he clearly considers traditional metaphysical propositions such as ‘The world is One’ 
and God created the universe’ as meaningful even though they seem to imply no 
experiential effects” (Robert Meyers, “Meaning and Metaphysics in James,” in William 
James, Pragmatism in Focus, ed. Doris Olin [London: Routledge, 1992], 143).
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though it goes beyond the evidence and has no rational justifi cation, that 
decision is legitimate within James’ pluralism, which includes metaphysi-
cal tolerance as well.39

An additional interesting way of resolving the contradiction in James’ 
work between empiricism and metaphysics is proposed by David Lam-
berth.40 He suggests viewing both James’ scientifi c inquiry and his ethical 
inquiry as ethical functions. Moreover, they are complementary, because 
the former clarifi es the nature of reality as it exists, while the latter ex-
plains the ideal nature of reality, so that we can determine our relationship 
to the world on the basis of the relationship between what is and what 
should be.41

The starting point of James’ exposition of religion is the very need to 
deal with it. As a philosopher and modern scientist, James felt compelled 
to examine the role of religion; only then does he discover its value—
despite the paradox inherent in our attitude towards religion.42 The para-
dox, according to James, is that although religion is viewed as the most 
important thing in a person’s life but there is also a constant process of 
disenchantment and of rejection of its elements. This embodies a confl ict 
between two types of meaning: the general sense that religion endows 
human life with value, as opposed to the meaning of its specifi c rules, 
which is called into question. In R. Nahman’s tales we frequently encoun-
ter objections to or questions about some tenet of faith—challenges that 
are not necessarily overcome by a sweeping fi deism but instead remain 
suppressed or emphasized in the general context of belief. James allows us 
to cope with this paradox, inasmuch as it represents the emotional move-
ment in the fi eld of consciousness, as we shall see below.

Along with this paradox of rival meanings, James presents another 
paradox that lies at the center of religion: the conversion paradox.43 In the 

39 Meyers, 153.
40 David Lamberth, William James and the Metaphysics of Experience (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 237.
41 Lamberth, 237.
42 “If … we fi nd ourselves compelled to acknowledge religion’s value and treat it 

with respect, it will have proved in some way its value for life at large. By subtracting 
and toning down extravagances we may thereupon proceed to trace the boundaries of 
its legitimate sway. To be sure, it makes our task diffi cult to have to deal so much with 
eccentricities and extremes. ‘How can religion on the whole be the most important 
of all human functions,’ you may ask, ‘if every several manifestation of it in turn have 
to be corrected and sobered down and pruned away?’ Such a thesis seems a paradox 
impossible to sustain reasonably,—yet I believe that something like it will have to be 
our fi nal contention” (James, Varieties, 44–45).

43 “In cases of conversion, in providential leadings, sudden mental healings, etc., it 
seems to the subjects themselves of the experience as if a power from without, quite 
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conversion process, a paradox arises in terms of the “production theory,” 
because the idea that the root of all emotional processes is in the mind 
contradicts the fact that it is not the mind that instigates conversion. 
James sheds light on the confl ict between the empirical and transcenden-
tal aspects of the religious experience when he discusses the “fi eld of con-
sciousness” in which conversion, like every other experience, takes place.

The expression “fi eld of consciousness” has but recently come into vogue in 
the psychology books. Until quite lately the unit of mental life which fi gured 
most was the single “idea,” supposed to be a defi nitely outlined thing. 
But at present psychologists are tending, fi rst, to admit that the actual unit 
is more probably the total mental state, the entire wave of consciousness or 
fi eld of objects present to the thought at any time; and, second, to see that 
it is impossible to outline this wave, this fi eld, with any defi niteness.44

James’ innovation is that he shows that even an empirical inquiry can-
not delineate the boundaries of consciousness.45 Likewise, within the fi eld 
of consciousness itself there is no way to create clear distinctions between 
objects and fi elds. Nevertheless, the concept of the fi eld makes it possible 
to explain moods, spiritual tenets, and pathological states—those that are 
temporary or transient as well as chronic depression.46

In summary, all three of James’ paradoxes—as well as the possibility 
of coping with them—can be found in R. Nahman’s tales and help shape 
them as a genre with modern and even postmodern elements of religious 

different from the ordinary action of senses or of the sense-led mind, came into their 
life, as if the latter suddenly opened into that greater life in which it has its source. … 
All such experiences, quite paradoxical and meaningless on the production theory 
[…], fall very naturally into place on the other theory […]. We need only suppose 
the continuity of our consciousness with a mother-sea, to allow for exceptional waves 
occasionally pouring over the dam” (William James, Essays in Religion and Morality 
[Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982], 93–94).

44 James, Varieties, 181.
45 “The important fact which this ‘fi eld’ formula commemorates is the indetermination 

of the margin” (James, Varieties, 182).
46 “As our mental fi elds succeed one another, each has its center of interest, around 

which the objects of which we are less and less attentively conscious fade to a margin 
so faint that its limits are unassignable. […] Usually when we have a wide fi eld we 
rejoice, for we then see masses of truth together, and often get glimpses of relations 
which we divine rather than see, for they shoot beyond the fi eld into still remoter 
regions of objectivity, regions which we seem rather to be about to perceive than 
to perceive actually. At other times, of drowsiness, illness, or fatigue, our fi elds may 
narrow almost to a point, and we fi nd ourselves correspondingly oppressed and 
contracted. Different individuals present constitutional differences in this matter of 
width of fi eld” (James, Varieties, 182).
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belief. The similarity between James and R. Nahman derives from para-
doxes that share the same psychological and empirical base, which James’ 
insights help uncover in an analysis of the stories, as we shall see below.

THE SPIDER AND THE FLY: THE DUPLEX “I”

Shimon Gershon Rosenberg, known as “Rav Shagar,” noted three major 
characteristics of R. Nahman’s tales that place them fi rmly in the domain of 
secular literature: (1) the worldly accouterments of their protagonists 
(clothing: of a king, hunter, woodsman, etc.; profession: soldier, king, etc.); 
(2) the use of colloquial speech, which was uncommon at the time (expres-
sions like “he got ticked off at her”47); and (3) topics and themes that often 
contain erotic ideas and even—I might add—an incestuous tension.48 
These characteristics are germane to literary criticism, but the analysis be-
low focuses on the philosophical aspect of the presentation of paradox in 
the tales. The latter supplements but does not overlap our reading of the 
tales as universal. Moreover, as I will demonstrate, sometimes our expecta-
tions that a tale will function as a conventional folktale are dashed.

The title of “The Spider and the Fly” leads us to expect a typical ani-
mal fable.49 There are many such tales in which the animal characters be-
have like human beings and the plot conveys a moral in this roundabout 
manner. In this story, however, the fl y and spider remain in their animal 
natures and are described as seen by the king.

Précis

A king would hold an annual ball on an anniversary of his victory. … The 
king then gave an order that he be brought the book containing the cus-
toms and ways of every nation. … While the king was looking at the book, 
he saw a spider crawling. … On the top of the page there stood a fl y. … A 
wind came and blew the page of the book, so that the spider could not get 
to the fl y. … This happened number of times. … [Finally, the] spider was 
caught between the pages … until nothing at all was left of it.50 

47 Kaplan’s translation is: “he became angry at her” (Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. 
Kaplan, 34). The English translation misses the effect of the Hebrew term be-rogez.

48 Rav Shagar, “Introduction,” in Life of Yearning, ed. Ro’ee Horen (Tel Aviv: 
Miskal, 2010), 11–31 [in Hebrew: Hacha’im ke’ga’a’gua].

49 Nahman of Breslov, “The Spider and the Fly,” in Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. 
Kaplan, 138–153.

50 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 139–143.
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Up to this point, the narrative essentially functions on two levels si-
multaneously. The situation of a spider chasing a fl y that ends in the spi-
der’s death is perfectly natural and can be understood as conveying a 
message to the king, overconfi dent after his military triumphs: power 
does not always guarantee victory. Immediately after the spider’s death, 
there is an interesting parenthetical aside: “Rabbi Nachman interjected: I 
will not tell you what happened to the fl y.”51

This sentence directs readers’ attention to two possibilities: fi rst, the 
fl y’s fate is of no further importance for the story; second, the king and 
the fl y merge into a single character and the rest of the story happens to 
both of them. Here James’ paradox of self-awareness can help us what is 
going on.

The king observes the trivial incident of a spider trying to catch a fl y, 
while he himself is gloating in his victory over other nations—just like the 
spider. The spider’s end and R. Nahman’s interjection alter the attitudes 
of king and listener alike. The king’s “spider” aspect disappears, replaced 
by the persecuted “fl y” aspect. The king dreams that he is being chased 
and that people are trying to assassinate him, but he does not understand 
who these people are and why they seek his death.

The subject, the king, the “I,” examines the characteristics of his self-
hood. He discards his spider-like predatory hubris and begins to behave 
like a fl y, drifting through the world. The paradox of the capacity for self-
refl ection appears in the story because the king is the self-refl ective sub-
ject, while the parable of the fl y and the spider can be understood as 
aspects of the king’s “me.”

Disguised as an ordinary man, the king goes out to fi nd someone 
who can interpret his dream: “He took along two men, and began travel-
ing around the world. He did not go as a king, but as a simple person.”52 
Like the fl y, he wanders through the world, bereft of real physical power 
on the one hand, but with the ability to fl y and witness events on the 
other hand. The subjectivity of his viewpoint, evident at every step, sets 
up the second paradox. The king dreams another dream, during which he 
is protected by a page from a book, on which is written the “Customs of 
Israel.”53

To the best of my knowledge, the fascinating sequence that ensues 
has never been discussed by critics. The king is described as having grasped 
the truth on the page: “He made up his mind that he would have to 

51 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 143.
52 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 149.
53 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 148.
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become an Israelite.”54 In fact, this resolution is not implemented. More-
over, at a later stage of his journey he reaches Heaven and addresses God 
as “Lord of the universe!”55 There he learns about the role of the devil 
(another a universal fi gure), after which the tale concludes with the king’s 
experiencing a fl ashback of his entire life. The insight that he must accept 
Judaism vanishes as if it had never been.

With great sophistication, R. Nahman has created a tale that centers 
on the paradox of subjectivity. The ideal, the Jewish way of life, is juxta-
posed to the king’s choice, initially to convert and then to make do with 
an understanding of the relationship between the heavenly realm and hu-
man beings on earth (the devil devises his schemes against men and wom-
en; a person who ascends to the heavens can observe events in the world 
from “up above”; etc.). The subjectivity is not explained; in fact, unless 
understood as a paradox, it produces an inexplicable climax that seems to 
be truncated. Haviva Pedaya, for example, understood the story’s conclu-
sion as cut short and open, a breakdown of meaning.56 But if we explain 
the ending in the spirit of Kierkegaard and James, we can see it as the 
convergence of the protagonist/king into the story of his own life as he 
detaches himself from the world—including the need to accept Judaism. 
Such an ending is atypical for folktales, which always convey a clear and 
unequivocal lesson (at least on the surface). This is what requires a read-
ing that sheds light on R. Nahman’s choice.

Summary 

To sum up, the combination of the paradox of self-consciousness and the 
paradox of subjectivity allows us to read the story as a psychological 
drama. It recounts events in the king’s mind, in which the protagonist’s 
successive mental states are what move the plot forward. One of these 
states (the desire to accept Judaism) may contradict a subsequent state 
(the concept of the deity as Lord of the entire universe and not just the 
God of the Jews). This also allows us to understand the king’s transition 
from identifi cation with the spider (predatory and conquering) to identi-
fi cation with the fl y (fragile and hunted, powerless to infl uence the world 
but able to observe everything that takes place in it).

54 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 148.
55 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 150.
56 Haviva Pedaya, “The Religious Bourgeoisie as a Hindrance to Redemption,” in 

Life of Yearning, ed. Ro’ee Horen, 158–159.
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THE MELANCHOLY SAINT:57 “TO THINK OF OURSELVES 
AS THINKERS”58

The next tale, “The Melancholy Saint,” demonstrates all three of James’ 
paradoxes. “The Melancholy Saint” is not a conventional folktale because 
its narrative takes place internally, within the soul of the protagonist, a 
tsaddik who is beset by sadness. In essence, all the action takes place in 
the protagonist’s mind. 

Précis

There was a tsaddik who became very depressed and melancholy. … He 
fell into lassitude and heaviness, where it was literally impossible for him 
to move. … Whenever he found something that would make him happy, 
the Evil One would fi nd sadness in it.59

The tsaddik looks for a valid reason to be happy and fi nds it in God’s 
benefi cence in creating him as a Jew. This thought manages to extract 
him from his melancholy for a very short time, until, in the end, he doubts 
whether he ever moved “even a hairbreadth in this world”60 from his 
place of sadness. The story ends with what appears to be an encouraging 
message, “How precious in God’s eyes [is] even the slightest motion.”61

The story’s titles set the focus squarely on the problem: depression, 
especially when a tsaddik suffers from it, implies a large measure of in-
gratitude for God’s benefi cence and direction of the world. There is also 
a hint of arrogance because it indicates that a person feels that he deserves 
more than has been vouchsafed him in this world. These two causes of 
sadness may be evidence of unbelief. To understand them as an expres-
sion of faith we can turn to Kierkegaard and James. Kierkegaard’s para-
dox of faith can illuminate the tsaddik’s melancholia as an individual 

57 “The Melancholy Saint,” in Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 447–451. 
58 “Now this spiritual self may be considered in various ways. […] This is an abstract 

way of dealing with consciousness, in which, as it actually presents itself, a plurality 
of such faculties are always to be simultaneously found […] But whether we take it 
abstractly or concretely, our considering the spiritual self at all is a refl ective process, is the 
result of our abandoning the outward-looking point of view, and of our having become 
able to think of subjectivity as such, to think ourselves as thinkers” (William James, The 
Principles of Psychology, [New York: Dover, 1980], 1:296; emphasis in original).

59 “The Melancholy Saint”, in Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 447–448.
60 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 449.
61 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 449.
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expression of subjectivity that contends with the common view of reli-
gious faith as a source of joy and security.

The tsaddik in R. Nahman’s story suffers from a chronic despair that 
paralyzes him. The description is that of clinical depression, which the 
tsaddik tries to alter by thinking about something that God created, like 
his Jewishness, that “could be a source of great joy, without any sadness.”62 
But even after this thought he sinks back into his melancholy. James’ 
paradox of self-consciousness appears throughout the story. The tsaddik 
observes his sadness as an autonomous object with qualities that anyone 
can identify. At the same time, he testifi es to his own sadness as a subjec-
tive fi rst-person item that he alone can bear witness to and that cannot be 
discerned by others.

Sadness as both object and subject informs the Jamesian paradox of 
the tsaddik, who strongly resembles R. Nahman himself. The literary ex-
pression of this paradox is that when the story speaks of sadness in objec-
tive fashion, it is described in the third person, as standing on its own. But 
when the story describes the tsaddik’s subjective sadness, it is from the 
tsaddik’s own point of view, as part of his being.

This formulation allows us to understand the internal coherence of 
the plot. It is not clear to us why a man of faith, a tsaddik whose role is to 
guide others on the path of true faith, is unable to cope with this supreme 
threat to his capacity to lead and teach others to believe in God’s perfec-
tion. But all is made clear by the paradox of self as both object and sub-
ject. The narrator enumerates the details of sadness objectively: “Sadness 
is a very despicable trait. One must keep oneself from it completely. One 
must encourage and uplift oneself,”63 etc.

But when the story refers to the tsaddik himself—and even though 
the tsaddik is aware of the objective nature of sadness and the need to 
avoid it as much as possible—the narrative voice changes and presents the 
tsaddik’s subjective perceptions: “It was impossible for him to do any-
thing to make himself happy, since in everything he found sadness.”64

The narrator switches back and forth between the objective voice and 
the subjective voice, thereby revealing the internal paradox of the tsaddik, 
which also seems to be the internal paradox of R. Nahman himself. The 
balance struck between the two voices is momentary at best and leaves 
the reader wondering how a tsaddik, a man of faith who is meant to serve 

62 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 448.
63 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 447.
64 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 447–448.
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as an example, is ultimately unable to escape the idea that “joy has a 
limit”65 and pain is the default human condition.

James’ third paradox allows us to answer this question. His account 
of conversion allows us to understand the internal illumination that the 
tsaddik fi nds when he resolves to meditate on God’s benefi cence, a 
thought that is entirely joyful and untainted by sadness. At the same time, 
the vicissitudes of the tsaddik’s mood—even after he has meditated on 
God’s benefi cence—can be linked to James’ description of the fl uctua-
tions in the fi eld of consciousness, especially in the case of depression: “At 
other times, of drowsiness, illness, or fatigue, our fi elds may narrow al-
most to a point, and we fi nd ourselves correspondingly oppressed and 
contracted.”66

 Throughout the story, the tsaddik conducts an internal debate about 
two psychological and philosophical questions. How can we bridge the 
gulf between the body’s actions and the desire for spiritual progress? And 
how can we cope with the fundamental mood to which the soul is natu-
rally drawn—sadness? The narrative forges the tale as a stream of con-
sciousness, and this, too, is well suited to William James’ paradoxes.

CONCLUSION

In this article, taking my lead from William James’ notion of paradox, I 
have tried to demonstrate the universal quality of paradoxicality in R. 
Nahman’s stories. Unlike the previous interpretations of paradoxicality 
which were reviewed in the introduction, James’ approach allows a differ-
ent type of paradoxicality, one that does not pursue resolution of the 
paradox or a decision as to which of its sides is preferable, but retains and 
accepts both sides of the paradox. This principle is embodied in three 
types of paradox, according to James, which we examined in our analysis 
of R. Nahman’s stories.

The fi rst paradox, the paradox of self-awareness (that a person is 
aware of himself or herself and also the object of consciousness), was ex-
amined in the story “The Spider and the Fly,” in which the king dreams 
and examines his past life.  The symbol of the fl y is a fi gurative means that 
depicts the king as parallel to the fl y and thereby presents the paradox of 
self-awareness. The second paradox, of objectivity and subjectivity, was 
examined in “The Melancholy Saint.” As for James, in this story too we 

65 Rabbi Nachman’s Stories, trans. Kaplan, 449.
66 James, Varieties, 182.
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see the transience of truth and the fact that subjectivity and objectivity do 
not confl ict but exist in parallel. This is because sadness is both a subjec-
tive characteristic of the tsaddik and a universal human reality. Similarly, 
the transient nature of the tsaddik’s happiness can be paralleled to the 
transience of truth for James. The third paradox, the apparent contradic-
tion between radical empiricism and transcendental empiricism, is em-
bodied in the tsaddik’s misgivings (in the same story) about the gulf 
between the needs of the body and the soul, which leads to sadness when 
they are not fulfi lled, on the one hand, and the desire to improve and 
repair the spirit through a transcendental faith in that which exists beyond 
human (and general) nature, on the other hand. 

The innovation of this article is its use of James to examine an aspect 
of universality that has not previously been seen in R. Nahman’s stories. 
This aspect does not contradict other universal aspects found in the stories 
and that have been discussed in the literature (such as the choice to write 
in this genre or the avoidance of clear Jewish motifs). It is worth stressing 
that this interpretation is based on the unique quality of R. Nahman’s 
literary works, as opposed to his philosophical works such as Likutei Mo-
haran, because the literary devices, including the genre itself as well as the 
fi gurative elements, support the sort of paradoxicality conceived by James.

The three paradoxes are of particular value for understanding 
R. Nahman’s tales, because the hasidic faith that informs them addresses 
modern existential questions that are far removed from the unambiguous 
accessibility of the folktales written by his contemporaries, such as the 
Brothers Grimm.


