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Introduction
Within the genre of meta-commentary on the Hebrew Bible or Old-Testament book of Qohelet 
(or ‘Ecclesiastes’), a variety of overviews exists, outlining the history of specific types of 
interdisciplinary perspectives on the book (cf. e.g. Bartholomew 1998; Barton 1996; Crenshaw 
1983:41–56; Christianson 2007; Sneed 2012:3–73). Most common in the literature are summaries 
of linguistic, literary, historical, social-scientific and theological approaches preceding further 
specialised discussion. What is still absent from scholarly research is a comprehensive and 
systematic overview of all the various ways in which Qohelet has been read in relationship to 
philosophy in all its multiple manifestations.

To be sure, meta-philosophical perspectives on Qohelet are not altogether absent from the literature, 
and three kinds are commonly encountered. Nearly all major mainstream commentaries contain 
sections featuring critical evaluations of ways in which Qohelet has been read in relationship to 
ancient Greek philosophy, modern existentialist philosophy and various hermeneutical theories. 
Even so, no overview exists that draws together all of the available data under ‘philosophical 
perspectives or approaches’ analogous to the way in which it is done in connection with other 
methodologies. In addition, philosophical readings are seldom if ever discussed for their own sake 
and tend to be assimilated to and subsumed under linguistic, historical-critical and theological 
assessments.

The state of affairs noted above is somewhat perplexing, given the near universal consensus that 
the book is the closest that the Hebrew Bible comes to being, in some sense, ‘philosophical’ (in 
the popular Western sense of the concept). It is also strange given the perennial controversies 
concerning attempts to see Qohelet in relationship to some or other philosophical tradition. In 
light of this, this article aims at providing a comprehensive, descriptive and historical thematic 
typology of philosophical and quasi-philosophical perspectives on Qohelet. This will be 
supplemented by a brief discussion pertaining to the question of which philosophical perspective 
on Qohelet can be considered most useful.

The kind of discussion envisaged here, of course, cannot be exhaustive since the very question 
of what counts as a philosophical approach (over and against, say, a post-modern literary or 
sociological approach) is not always clear. In addition, it should be noted that the discussion 
below may prove somewhat hard to follow for those who are not familiar with research on the 
book of Qohelet and the philosophical jargon involved. Whilst this is likely to limit the appeal 
and audience of the article, it is hoped that its contents will nonetheless be of interest and use to 
specialists.
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A comprehensive typology of philosophical 
perspectives on Qohelet

In this article, the author seeks to provide the first comprehensive typology of philosophical 
approaches to the book of Qohelet (Ecclesiastes). Six overlapping, yet functionally distinct, 
meta-philosophical categories are identified, namely (1) general philosophical profiling, 
(2) ancient philosophical comparisons, (3) modern philosophical comparisons, (4) topical 
philosophical exegesis, (5) philosophical reception histories and actualisations and (6) anti-
philosophical readings. The conclusion of the study is that research on Qohelet in relationship 
to philosophy is quantitatively more complex and multifaceted than traditional overviews 
tend to show.

Intradisciplinary and/or interdisciplinary implications: This study challenges the context 
of currently available perspectives on Qohelet in relationship to philosophy, resulting in 
the provisioning of a quantitatively more functional framework for meta-philosophical 
commentary, which in turn both demands and makes possible a change in the way 
philosophical approaches to the text are construed.
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A new typology of philosophical 
perspectives
Below follows a series of categorisations of exemplary 
ways in which Qohelet has been related to philosophy. 
The treatment is thus structured thematically although 
the relevant research is diachronically arranged under the 
various rubrics. Whilst aspiring to aid in the identification 
of and distinguishing between philosophical approaches 
to Qohelet, the discussion does not pretend to deliver 
either a necessary or exhaustive outline. On the one hand, 
alternatively structured typologies are most certainly 
possible. On the other hand, spatial limitations preclude 
me from being able to list and attend to all possible related 
research and its detail. Ultimately, the dissemination 
involves the following generalising classification of 
presumably representative exemplars:

•	 	general philosophical profiling (classifications)
•	 	ancient philosophical comparisons (various contexts)
•	 	modern philosophical comparisons (various contexts)
•	 	philosophical exegesis (various philosophical [sub-]

disciplines and their loci)
•	 	philosophical reception histories and actualisations 

(applied philosophy)
•	 	anti-philosophical readings (attempted dissociations 

from philosophy).

This format is admittedly not without its drawbacks, not 
least because categories frequently overlap, thus sometimes 
making both particular locations and placements to appear 
potentially arbitrary. This is unavoidable due to the nature 
of the research dealt with, which does not allow for a single 
clear-cut representation. Hence categories are of necessity 
fuzzy.

Philosophical profiling
The first type of research involves general philosophical 
profiling, that is, casting Qohelet’s thought as a basic 
philosophical stance. Given the vicissitudes of the chosen 
historical context, this category inevitably overlaps with 
ones below featuring comparisons with ancient and modern 
philosophies. Yet philosophical profiling qua type warrants 
separate construction, given that the main concern here is not 
to compare Qohelet’s similarities and differences with any 
particular philosophical tradition, but instead to identify the 
generic philosophical mind-set of the implied author(s). In 
this category, then, are classifications of the book of Qohelet 
as representing a particular type of philosophical genre (cf. 
Anderson 1998:289–300).

Of course, the most popular general folk-philosophical 
profiling suggests that Qohelet was a ‘philosopher’ in 
the literal-etymological Greek sense of being a ‘lover of 
wisdom’ (cf. Gericke 2013a:344–357). Equating wisdom with 
philosophy, although potentially controversial in biblical 
scholarship (where wisdom is typically seen as preceding 
and being conceptually distinct from philosophy), has 
a long tradition going back to Parmenides and Aristotle 

(who admittedly reduced it to practical philosophy). Yet 
this view has once again come to be in vogue, especially 
within some quarters of so-called historical ‘minimalism’ 
and their Hellenistic Hebrew Bible (see Davies 2011:160–164; 
Thompson 1999:passim).

However, viewing Qohelet as a philosopher is not as atypical 
amongst specialists on the book as one might expect. For 
example, several studies actually revolve around the use 
of the title of generic philosopher to classify the implied 
author (see, chronologically, e.g. Nordheimer 1838:197–219; 
Lohfink 1990:20–25; Stefani 1995:393–409; Richter 1998:435–
449; Hohnjec 2002:333–351). In many of these cases, the 
designation ‘philosopher’ is, however, used equivocally, 
that is, Qohelet is deemed to be a philosopher in both the 
technical and folk-philosophical senses.

The same tendency for equivocation is also found in more 
specific profilings. In this regard, the first and most durable 
popular classification given to either the book or the author 
pertains to its supposed Epicureanism (see e.g. Bartholomew 
2009:55; Barton 1908:38; Fox 1989:16). This already occurs 
in ancient rabbinic disputes about the canonicity of the 
book which show reservations regarding its status, given 
supposedly ‘Epicurean’ (i.e. heretical) tendencies in verses 
commending pleasure as opposed to piety (e.g. 2:24; 
3:12–13; 3:22; 5:18; 8:15). Technically, this is ‘Epicurean’ in 
the unhistorical populist sense of connoting a hedonistic 
devotion to the pursuit of pleasure, something absent from 
the actual philosophy of Epicurus and his followers. Overall, 
however, this particular profile has fallen out of favour in 
scholarly research and remains a problem only addressed by 
religious apologists.

Closely related to the above is research linking the ideas in 
the book to Stoicism. This profile seems warranted in view of 
Qohelet’s seeming equanimity in the face of both good and 
evil in certain social-psychological contexts. Sometimes, a 
mixture of philosophical profiles can be found in the related 
research, for instance when the contradictions within the 
book was explained to be the result of conflicting influences 
from Epicureanism and Stoicism combined (e.g. Tyler 
1899:30–32). A more recent, yet somewhat dated, review 
profiling Qohelet as Stoic and/or anti-Stoic is the study by 
Gammie (1985:169–187). However, relating the book to Stoic 
philosophy has basically fallen out of favour.

Another ancient profile constructed and imposed onto 
Qohelet was, of all things, Platonism. This occurred 
particularly in early Christian allegorical-philosophical 
readings of the book. Perhaps the most famous exemplar 
here is found in the writings (homilies) of Gregory of 
Nyssa, who understood Qohelet’s one-sided dialogue with 
the Divine as a philosophical search for God who can be 
represented by the Idea of the Good (see Gregory of Nyssa 
1993:34). An altogether different sort of Platonic profiling 
is also attested in more recent research, viewing Qohelet as 
a character comparable to the Socrates of Plato’s dialogues  
(see Loewenclau 1986:327–338).
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Somewhat more complex is a set of related albeit distinct 
negative philosophical labels with folk-metaphysical, 
epistemological and axiological connotations and 
which have also found their way into this category (e.g. 
philosophical profiling). The first subcategory is pessimism, 
sometimes inadvertently used in the popular sense of 
being psychologically negative rather than in technical 
philosophical sense of expressing a metaphysical dogma (e.g. 
Forman 1958:336–343; Kaufmann 1899:389–400; Pedersen 
1931:317–370). Secondly, one also encounters research 
characterised by the attribution of scepticism to Qohelet 
(e.g. Klopfenstein 1972:97–109; Pfeiffer 1934:100–109). As 
philosophical profile, this label is often used equivocally 
in the context of discussions of sceptical theological trends 
in ancient Israel (e.g. Crenshaw 1980:1–19; Priest 1968:311–
326). A third related negative philosophical category now 
somewhat forgotten in the history of research is cynicism 
(Jastrow 1919; Liebschutz 1920:731–741). Equivocation again 
occurs, namely Qohelet as cynical both in the popular sense 
and in the philosophical sense. Fourthly and finally, there 
is the more recent profiling of Qohelet via the concept of 
nihilism (e.g. Sekine 1991:3–54).

Somewhat more positive philosophical profiling is also 
attested in philosophical commentary and has tended to 
exhibit a folk-metaphysical or folk-epistemological focus. For 
example, a more neutral stance in this subcategory involves 
viewing Qohelet as a ‘realist’ (e.g. Klaaren 1982:123–126; 
Knopf 1930:195–199). Here, especially, the philosophical 
jargon is not used in the technical philosophical sense (i.e. 
regarding the ontological status of, say, universals) but in the 
popular sense (i.e. of being ‘realistic’). This desire to identify 
an alternative and more upbeat quasi-philosophical vision 
is particularly prominent in fundamentalist readings where 
Qohelet is turned into an apologetic philosopher of religion 
who is interpreted as attempting to discourage atheism by 
showing how futile life is supposed to be without God. More 
on this will be said below (see the last category).

Comparative philosophy (ancient)
Many studies have also compared Qohelet to ancient 
philosophical traditions and ideas. Though overlapping with 
the previous category, here one may distinguish two large 
categories, Greek and Far Eastern. For historical purposes, 
ancient Near-Eastern comparisons will not be listed here since 
most scholars comparing elements of Qohelet’s ‘philosophy’ 
with Egyptian, Mesopotamian and other wisdom traditions 
viewed their research as comparative religion rather than 
comparative philosophy. With regard to the types of relations 
identified, for practical purposes, one may distinguish 
between claims of direct dependence relations, indirect 
dependence relations, similar-but-independent-concerns 
relations and contrasting relations.

As far as comparisons with Greek philosophy are concerned 
(which was the most popular, see Crenshaw 1983:41–56), 
these should be distinguished from comparisons with 
Greek linguistic phenomena and Greek thought in general, 

including poetry, drama, myth, et cetera. Chronologically, 
instances of specifically philosophical comparisons include 
research on Qohelet in relationship to post-Aristotelian 
philosophy (Palm 1885), to Greek philosophy in general 
(Lods 1890), to early Greek philosophy (Ranston 1923:160–
169, 1925), to pessimistic Greek philosophers (Forman 1957) 
and to popular philosophy (Braun 1973). There are also 
alleged relationships with the Greek philosophical doctrine 
of recurrence (Lohfink 1985:125–149; who lists many alleged 
parallels), Socrates (Von Loewenclau 1986:327–338) and 
the concept of ‘woman’ (Loretz 1992b:245–264). Qohelet 
has also been located somewhere between Jewish wisdom 
and Greek philosophy (Schwienhorst-Schonberger 1994; cf. 
Collins 1997:41). Other comparisons in this category relate 
Qohelet to the philosophical concept of the middle way 
(Schwienhorst-Schonberger 1998:181–203), to Greek popular 
philosophy (Bühlmann 2000) and to Greek conceptions of 
Being (Crenshaw 2009:41–62).

Not all scholars would call the Far-Eastern parallels 
necessarily philosophical in genre. Yet as noted above, 
recent trends have included all wisdom literature under the 
rubric of (moral or practical) philosophy, following the post-
modern trend to decolonise non-Western genres that were 
disregarded for not being like Greek philosophy (see Davies 
2011:145–164; Thompson 1999). In terms of traditions further 
to the east, we find examples of comparisons with, inter alia, 
Qohelet’s concept of opposites (Horton 1972:1–21), Qohelet 
and traditions in Thai Buddhism (Lorgunpai 1994:155–162), 
Qohelet versus the Daoist philosopher Zhuang Zi (Chang 
Tzu) on the concept of death and the perception of the Divine 
(Lee 1995:69–81), Qohelet and Daoism or the Dao De Jing in 
general (Heard 1996:65–93), Qohelet compared specifically 
with the Book of Changes (Horton 2000:79–99) and, finally, 
in relationship to a variety of Chinese philosophical views on 
cosmic order (Nigosian 2004:57–67).

Comparative philosophy (modern)
On comparing Qohelet and modern philosophy, different 
categories again become readily apparent on a closer 
assessment of the available literature. Firstly, there is the 
general trend which simply remarks on the seemingly 
modern tone or ideas relevant-to-moderns in Qohelet 
(e.g. Choi 1981:117–118; Lavoie 1995, 1997:143–149; Vogel 
1959:82–92; Wills 1973:15–19; Wright 1883). This is generally 
considered warranted in that some things that ail modernity 
are often considered to be prefigured in Qohelet.

A second major trend compares Qohelet to existentialist 
philosophy in the broad sense (e.g. Gordis 1968; James 
1984:85–90; Lavoie 1997:147–167). When it comes to 
specifics, however, by far the most attention has gone into 
reading Qohelet in relationship to the absurdist philosophy 
of Albert Camus (see e.g. Berger 2001:141–179; Fox 1986:409–
427; Michel 1970:22–36; Morgan 2012; Peter 1980:26–43; 
Schwartz 1986:29–34). On yet other occasions, existential 
themes are brought to bear, for example alienation (Haden 
1987:52–66). Even so, other philosophers have also been 
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dragged into the discussion, including Martin Heidegger 
(see e.g. Aquino 1981; Klopfenstein 1991:97–107). Atypical 
comparisons also occur. There is, for example, a study on 
Qohelet and Montaigne (Perry 1993:263–278). Interestingly, 
only a few comparisons with the arch-pessimist Arthur 
Schopenhauer is available despite the darkest of 
philosophers’ affinities with Qohelet on the subject of the 
vanity of existence (e.g. Sawicki 1903; Stock 1962:107–110; 
Stockhammer 1960:52–78).

A third somewhat fuzzy and underrepresented category is 
that of post-existentialist comparisons that relate Qohelet to 
more recent post-modern philosophical schools of thought. 
In this sparsely populated group, we encounter, inter alia, 
recourse to structuralism (e.g. Loader 1979), deconstruction 
(e.g. Barton 1996:226–228; Christianson 1998:425–443; 
Koosed 2006; Kruger 1996:107–129; Sneed 1997:303–311), and 
feminism (various), et cetera. Of course, it could be argued 
that most of these readings are more literary-critical than 
philosophical in nature, especially given the blurring of the 
lines between philosophy and literature in the post-modern 
context. However, even up to only a few years ago, it could 
still be noted how little has been seen in terms of post-modern 
approaches making a lasting impression on Qohelet studies 
(see Bartholomew 2009:31).

Reading via a specific philosophical 
field or topic
In many philosophical approaches to Qohelet, we find 
less of a reading of Qohelet as philosophy per se and 
more of an emphasis on reading Qohelet in the context 
of a philosophical discipline or reconstructing Qohelet’s 
assumptions related to a particular philosophical topic (see 
generally Koprek 2002:283–296). Whilst this often occurs in 
commentaries on Qohelet on a micro-scale, the studies noted 
below are examples of a more exclusive and in-depth focus 
on things philosophical. Again the research gathered here 
overlaps with that placed in other categories since everything 
mentioned elsewhere in the discussion can also be located on 
the philosophical map. Yet once more, the works listed below 
can in some sense be construed as constitutive of a separate 
category.

Examples include, alphabetically, axiology (Gericke 2012), 
divine revelation (Crenshaw 1984:79–92), epistemology 
(e.g. Bartholomew 2009:passim; Crenshaw 1998:204–224; 
Fox 1987:137–155; Lohfink 1998:41–59; O’Dowd 2007:65–82; 
Schellenberg 2002), ethics (Crenshaw 1974:23–55; Kruger 
1994:70–84), free will versus determinism (e.g. Kaiser 
1989:251–270; Machinist 1995:159–175; Rudman 2001, 
2002:97–106), God and philosophy (e.g. Barucq 1976:169–
189; Crenshaw 2009:41–62; Gericke 2013b), philosophical 
anthropology (e.g. Lavoie 1996:439–447; Lohfink 1989:201–
216; Michel 1998:93–111; Willmes 2000; Zimmer 1999), 
philosophies of death (e.g. Imray 2009; Lavoie 1998:91–107), 
the meaning of life or existence (e.g. Bickell 1884; Cosser 
1955:48–53; Kaiser 1978:3–21; Kreeft 1989; Leiman 1978), 
the problem of evil or theodicy (e.g. Haupt 1905; Carny 

1985:71–81; Kaiser 1987:30–51; Crenshaw 2005:165–176 
[and frequently elsewhere]; Sanders 2005:63–77) and time 
(e.g. Lohfink 1987:236–240; Shefi 1990/1991:144–151; Wallis 
1995:316–323).

Philosophical reception and 
application
In this category, we are concerned with philosophical reception 
as well as attempted applied philosophical readings. Here 
we may distinguish between studies on philosophers’ and 
theologians or biblical scholars’ philosophical writings on 
and incidental philosophical references to or use of Qohelet. 
As such, this grouping is to be distinguished from historical 
overviews in general that are not limited to philosophical 
concerns.

We begin with Bertram (1952:26–29) who argued that, in 
the LXX, the book of Qohelet was interpreted through 
Greek philosophical lenses during the translation of certain 
phrases and concepts, thus making the Septuagint the 
oldest philosophical reading available (besides the frame 
narrator). We also find in this category discussions of how 
Jewish philosophy commenced with Qohelet’s pioneering 
text (e.g. Loretz 1992a:223–244, 1992b:245–264). A general 
overview with many references to philosophical and anti-
philosophical readings can be found in Bartholomew 
(1998) (history of hermeneutics) and Christianson (2007) 
(general reception). More specific studies of philosophical 
reception include, inter alia, how Qohelet was read 
by Jewish philosophers, for example as in Samuel Ibn 
Tibbon’s commentary (Robinson 2007) and by Ibn Ezra and 
Rashbam (Gomez-Aranda 2005:235, 258) as well as in more 
famous mainstream philosophy, for instance in Voltaire 
(Christianson & McWilliams 2005:455, 484) and in Spinoza 
(Hebraizant 2012).

As far as attempts are concerned to show the philosophical 
actuality or relevance of Qohelet for a contemporary audience 
(as opposed to mere theological or pastoral readings), a 
number of studies are available. Again, it is impossible to 
do justice to this sub-category as most of the literature noted 
elsewhere somehow tries to do the same thing, albeit as part 
of larger alternatively focused projects. Examples chosen 
for this section are, therefore, only a selection of exemplars 
(e.g. Davidson 1983:184–192; Ellul 1990; Keddie 1991; Kruger 
2001:184–195; Lang 1979:109–124; Tamez 1996:28–42).

Denial of philosophy
In this category are listed both scholarly and popular anti-
philosophical readings. Against the backdrop of much anti-
philosophical sentiment in biblical scholarship during the 
relatively recent history of interpretation (especially during 
the last century with the popular opposition of Hebrew 
and Greek thinking), many commentators have denied that 
Qohelet is in any sense philosophical or that it can be related 
to philosophy at all. Here Qohelet is reconstructed either as 
a sceptic concerning the value of philosophy (here associated 
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with speculative wisdom) or as a theologian warning against 
the futility of philosophical enterprises. Examples of this 
include some of the pious anti-intellectual interpreters from a 
variety of historical periods, especially from the Renaissance 
and early modern periods, as discussed in Christianson 
(2007). More recent anti-philosophical approaches are those 
that rather link the book to psychology (e.g. Zimmerman 
1973) or theology (e.g. Whybray 1998). Many Old Testament 
theologians would, of course, agree and rather choose to link 
Qohelet to wisdom and to distinguish wisdom literature 
from philosophy.

This is but the tip of the iceberg. Amongst conservative 
Christian religious communities, a long history of anti-
philosophical readings is attested. Though impossible to 
mention all the literature attested under this rubric, some 
typical and popular scholarly examples can be noted (e.g. 
Caneday 1986:21–56; Harris 1981:115–119; Shank 1974:57–73). 
As noted earlier, this tradition of reception views Qohelet as 
a defender of the faith against alleged nihilism, secularism, 
humanism, intellectualism, and/or atheism. A spectrum 
exists amongst such readings, that is, from merely seeing 
Qohelet as taking a stand against a naturalised epistemology 
to viewing him as providing a reverse-psychological 
existential argument for why the existence of God should be 
affirmed for the sake of establishing objective grounds for 
morality and meaning. Such anti-philosophical perspectives 
have tended to be motivated by dogmatic-theological rather 
than exegetical interests.

The relative value of various 
philosophical perspectives
At this point the question might be asked: ‘So what?’ Given 
all these philosophical perspectives, which of them can be 
considered most useful? In this regard, though, the question 
of utility, whilst certainly legitimate, is itself problematic. 
After all, one may retort with: ‘Useful for what purpose(s)?’ 
Whilst this may seem as an evasion of the demand for 
adjudication so as to establish value, it is not. After all, it 
really does depend on what the objectives are with which 
the text is approached vis-à-vis the various philosophical 
approaches.

For example, if one’s primary interest lies in looking for a 
(philosophical) clarification of the supposed historical sense 
of Qohelet’s ideas, then obviously (for example), outdated 
theories of Greek parallels as well as problematic anachronistic 
modern perspectives (e.g. varieties of existentialism) are no 
longer very useful. Be that as it may, such approaches might 
still be interesting in the context of comparative philosophy, 
which deals not only in supposed parallels or dependencies 
but also in ‘identity-by-difference’. By showing how Qohelet 
both agrees and diverges from a particular philosophy, the 
meaning of the text is indirectly clarified.

Note, however, that the reference to the totality is to 
philosophical ‘perspectives’ rather than to philosophical 
‘comparisons’. After all, not all readings involve a 

comparison between Qohelet and some philosophy. Here it 
may be helpful to distinguish between approaches reading 
Qohelet as (related to some) philosophy (comparison in one 
sense) versus philosophical perspectives on the book (in 
which Qohelet may or may not be seen as philosophical in 
genre, and the reading may or may not involve comparative 
philosophy). Which of the two one has in mind will be 
determinative in trying to gauge the usefulness of a particular 
philosophical reading.

In sum, there is such a quantity, quality and diversity of 
philosophical perspectives on Qohelet that it is impossible to 
point to one as the most useful from a general perspective. By 
analogy, it is as meaningless as trying to argue which type of 
biblical criticism is most useful for understanding the biblical 
texts. That being said, we can say that some philosophical 
perspective, given its shortcomings relative to its own initial 
objectives, is now no longer worthy of attention. In addition, 
given a certain contextual exegetical agenda, we can point 
to a particular philosophical reading as potentially more 
relevant to our interests than to others. Even so, this will 
not show the ultimate value or lack thereof of the particular 
philosophical perspective but only its merit in relationship to 
our own contingent readerly objectives.

Conclusion
In this study, a new typology was provided, mapping 
the spectrum of distinct albeit overlapping philosophical 
approaches to Qohelet. Given that philosophical approaches 
to Qohelet have a long and rich tradition, it is impossible to 
list all the relevant literature although what was presented 
should suffice as indication of its quantity and quality. 
Included in the overview and shown to merit separate 
mention were the categories of philosophical profiling, 
relations to ancient philosophy (Greek and Eastern), modern 
philosophy (especially existentialism), readings in the context 
of specific philosophical fields or topics, philosophical 
reception or application and, finally, also the expected denial 
of philosophy. From this can be concluded that philosophical 
commentary on the book comes in a multiplicity or plurality 
of types, contrary to the limited impression sometimes 
gained from the available literature.
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