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Also by Delphine Horvilleur in English translation


Anti-Semitism Revisited









The world only exists because of the breath
of children engaged in Torah study.
(Talmud)


For my children


Samuel, Ella and Alma


So they build a world from constant reading.









Wrap yourself in this skin, leave the palace, and walk


so long as you can find ground to carry you: when one


sacrifices everything to virtue the gods know


how to mete out reward.


(Charles Perrault, “Donkey-Skin”)









Translator’s Note


Quotations from Jewish texts are from Sefaria.org, unless otherwise indicated. Those from the New Testament are given in the King James Version. All unattributed translations of other sources are my own.









Introduction


For decades now, we have been living in a culture where we are supposed to have “nothing to hide” – an era of exhibitionism, in which there are hardly any constraints imposed on our desire to see and be seen. Visibility and transparency are praised as manifestations of individual freedom. In political life and personal relationships, transparency is perceived as an assurance of morality, a promise of authenticity and sincerity. Conversely, any lack of transparency is seen as suspicious behaviour or an admission of guilt. In the name of visibility, intimacy is often thwarted and the boundaries between public and private life become blurred.


What does modesty even mean, in the era of Facebook and reality TV? Some see it as an old-fashioned concept – an anachronistic, noxious leftover of a bygone era. Others, however, think modesty is something that should be rehabilitated in a society that exposes far too much. In the last few years, the most virulent discourse in favour of enforcing norms of modesty has come from religious spokespersons, in particular from the defenders of the Muslim veil in France. According to them, the obscenity of Western society presents such a threat to women and their dignity that it justifies measures encouraging them to cover themselves.


The characteristic feature of this fundamentalist rhetoric is its claim that these requirements for modest dress and behaviour are for women’s benefit, even though its goal is often to make them less visible. It seeks to eliminate women from public space “for their own good”, and to eradicate the desire that women provoke.


There is something obscene in this obsession with the extinction of desire, in the way that it completely reduces women to the temptation their bodies represent. The modesty imposed by religious traditions is thus often paradoxical: it claims to be about decency, while running the risk of obscenity. It makes all of a woman’s body taboo, as if every part of it was a sexual organ that must be kept hidden at all times in public spaces. All women are reduced to a status where they have no face, and thus no individuality: they can express nothing except their gendered nature.


By way of symmetry, men also find themselves amputated of a part of their anatomy: their eyelids. A man is nothing but eyes or, more exactly, is what Fethi Benslama calls a “man-pupil”,1 a being incapable of restraining his sight or even blinking, one who is forced to “leer”. Lacking a membrane to obstruct his vision, he demands that women should cover themselves with the eyelid-veil of which he is denuded. Women without faces and men without eyelids: these excessive attempts to protect the body lead to symbolic amputations in both sexes.


This is why it is now necessary for religious voices from all traditions to revisit the notions of modesty that lie at the heart of the sacred texts. Modesty cannot consist of an obsessional veiling of the bodies of others. It must be about accepting that no-one can be entirely visible in their nakedness. No-one can ever unveil themselves completely. Something in them always escapes us, for they cannot be reduced to the desire they arouse in us, nor to the images of them that a sacred text might carry.


What is true for humans is true for texts as well. The only modest reading of scripture is one which affirms that the text has not yet been revealed completely or laid bare by past readings and readers. When interpretation fixes texts, it profanes them. Are they then still sacred? They can only remain so if we accept that they have more to show and more to say.


This is the only way for us to set out on our journey through the texts. While this study specifically considers Jewish sources, an exploration like this one cannot be exclusively about Judaism. No religious tradition has the monopoly on immodest readings. It is up to all traditions to take up the work required to find a way out of the obscene interpretations that some of their readers or leaders often lock themselves into.









Chapter One


No Woman’s Land


Bus number 451: the Ashdod–Jerusalem route.


Tanya Rosenblit, a young woman aged twenty-eight, boards a vehicle belonging to Egged, the public transport company. She sits at the front of the bus, just behind the driver, so he can tell her which stop to get off at. A man then boards the bus and asks her to move and sit at the back with the other women. On this so-called “kosher” route, the Haredim or ultra-orthodox Jews try to impose strict segregation between men and women. Such segregation is illegal in Israel, but some bus companies tolerate it in practice. Not Tanya Rosenblit. The young woman refuses to move, and the conversation quickly becomes heated. The man holds the doors open to prevent the bus from leaving, but the young woman does not give way. In the end she stays in her seat for the whole trip to Jerusalem. Within a few hours, the news is relayed over social media networks, then by the press, making this young Israeli woman a new Rosa Parks, an icon of the opposition to discrimination.


*


It is December 16, 2011. Starting with this incident, and in the space of a few weeks, several events seem to indicate a trend emerging in the ultra-orthodox religious world: the increasing exclusion of women from public spaces. The Israeli press finds a new term for this concept, this attempt to keep women at a distance from the public sphere or collective space: hadarat nashim (the exclusion of women).


In some ultra-orthodox neighbourhoods in Israel, signage encouraging physical distancing between men and women then starts to proliferate in the streets. “Woman, do not linger here!” “Change footpaths!” The parliament, the government and the Israeli people in their vast majority cry scandal. The prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and the president of the State of Israel, Shimon Peres, firmly denounce this derailment: it is not acceptable that a small extremist group should threaten the egalitarian foundation and liberal values of Israeli society.


And yet, in Jerusalem, as a result of pressure from ultra-orthodox communities, women’s faces disappear from many advertising posters in the city. Whether in images or in the flesh, women vanish, having been encouraged to stay away and not disturb the men. This distancing is always insisted upon in the name of a religious value: tzniut, Hebrew for “modesty”.


A happy (wo)man is a hidden (wo)man


Tzniut is a religious concept that originally prescribed the behaviour to be adopted in order to avoid any promiscuous situations, to preserve oneself from any kind of debauchery, and to maintain a humble and discreet attitude in all circumstances.


As it is described in traditional Jewish literature, tzniut in theory applies to men as much as women. In daily experience, though, this “modesty” requires only women to practise restraint and distance. The requirement for modesty in men, at any rate, does not seem to involve the same diligence as for women. For years now, there has been a flourishing internet market for modest clothing for practising women, while press articles or advertising guarantee the social and even sexual happiness of couples who observe the principles of modesty. A Jewish marriage guidance site affirms: “No sexuality can be satisfying on every level if notions of sanctity and modesty are not respected.”2


*


But what danger does a woman’s physical presence and her too obvious visibility present to men? The ultra-orthodox position insists that female exposure represents a double threat. First of all, men run the risk of losing control, being led astray and turned from the straight and narrow path. But women’s dignity itself is also seen as being in peril. Women need to be protected from themselves, to be brought back to their true calling or their essence: being veiled.


In the Jewish tradition, women’s modesty is frequently associated with a biblical verse that is said to prescribe it: “The treasure of the king’s daughter is inside” (Psalm 45:14–153). Without any context, this sentence is far from explicit. Originally, it described the material riches of a sovereign’s heiress as a treasure that should be kept hidden. But the traditional rabbinical interpretation uses this sentence to justify the practice of keeping every woman inside – both inside herself and inside her home – to make her an “indoor woman” and to prevent what is feminine from slipping out of the domestic sphere. The “king’s daughter” is “honoured” by being distanced from the outside world. This relegation guarantees the permanent exclusion of the female gender from public space, where it would present a danger – for men as well as for the social order. Rabbi Zvi Thau, a perfect contemporary advocate of that interpretation and one of the leaders of Orthodox Judaism in Israel, declared in July 2012 that “the home is the best place for a woman to be happy, and not the social sphere. It is at home, away from the agitation [of the world] that a woman can live her life in full.”4


When a woman leaves her home, as soon as she ventures outside, she must cover her body as well as anything extending beyond it – in particular her head and hair, if she is married – in order not to provoke men, who would be “beside themselves” at the sight of such a spectacle. The requirement for modesty extends to everything emanating from a woman, not just her hair, skin or clothing, but also her voice. In the Talmud, a sage asserts that “a woman’s voice is considered nakedness” (Babylon Talmud, Berkhot treatise 24a.5). Some people would like to turn this personal opinion into an undisputable law. According to them, the female voice, whether singing or in some circumstances even spoken, constitutes an indecency, an exhibition that should be contained or veiled in public spaces.


“Women’s voices are considered nakedness”


Within a few weeks of the incident on the bus, other pillars of social integration are shaken by further sectarian upheavals, among them one of the emblematic centres of gender equality: the army.


At about the same time as Tanya Rosenblit raises her voice and refuses to leave her seat, IDF soldiers refuse to stay in theirs and leave in the middle of a military ceremony, because women’s singing is imposed upon them during the celebrations. The Israeli army, known for including women in its troops from its very beginnings, is suddenly shaken by a strange demand from a local rabbi. Elyakim Levanon, the head of a yeshiva (a Talmudic school) that sends its students to serve in the army, calls on all practising soldiers in service to leave any ceremony where there are women singing. He bases this call on the same mysterious passage in the Talmud asserting that “a woman’s voice is considered nakedness” and recommends that his students boycott any event where women’s singing voices are heard, “even at the peril of their lives”.6 The military chiefs of staff do not give way, and firmly condemn all calls for segregation, but the year 2012 offers a surprising rabbinical version of the sirens luring the sailors with their song in the Odyssey.


*


Is this an extreme, marginal, unrepresentative interpretation, or is it a faithful reading of the sources? Other rabbinical authorities, without calling on men to pay with their lives, relay this proscription of hearing a woman singing. In France, the nakedness that a female singer constitutes is regularly invoked by representatives of Judaism: in March 2010, for example, the Chief Rabbi of Paris, David Messas, attempted to stop the singer Talila from performing in a suburban community centre on the outskirts of Paris, in the name of that same prohibition, before eventually backing down.7


As accounts of segregation between men and women multiply, some commentators professing more modern views within that same orthodox world strive to emphasise the marginal nature of these events in the Jewish community.


Several leading religious figures argue that this fundamentalist drift is attributable only to small minority groups and is not representative of ultra-orthodoxy, and that it is not in any way the legitimate legacy of Jewish readings of the scriptures. In an interview given to the French Press Association on January 7, 2012, the Chief Rabbi of France, Gilles Bernheim, describes these “ultra-orthodox” groups, who receive considerable media coverage as a “tiny minority”, while also deploring the “silence of some rabbis [which] leaves the way open to extremists”.8


Here and there, calls for a more open interpretation can be heard, and counteroffensives are even being organised. In the midst of the controversy, the Orthodox rabbi Menachem Froman invites both male and female musicians to perform in his synagogue. Questioned on issues of tolerance and the presence of women in his place of worship, he declares: “There are secular values that are important to me, and the place of women in modern society is, in my eyes, closer to the divine than it was in traditional society.” He adds: “A woman cannot be reduced to the opportunity for temptation that she constitutes.”9


At the heart of these polemics is a confrontation between different views that are not necessarily reconcilable. Must modernity trample on tradition, or can it in fact also be a vehicle for the sacred? How can one determine whether an interpretation is legitimate, anachronistic or corrupted?


The all-genital woman


What do these recent events all have in common? The recurring calls for exclusion and segregation are all based on scripture, and claim to be legitimate and traditional interpretations, based on sacred sources of which they offer the only reliable readings.


Neither visible nor audible, women are kept at a distance from the public sphere. Their bodies, and, by metonymy, any of their bodily parts or attributes, come to be considered as exposed nakedness, capable of arousing men’s desire. This gives rise to a religious rhetoric that hypersexualises women, reducing them to only what their bodies might catalyse in men.


In the name of modesty, any visible or audible surface is rendered potentially obscene. For women, the zone of immodest exposure covers the entire body, including hidden anatomical elements like their vocal cords. Their bodies are thus more naked than men’s, for they are naked on the inside as well as on the outside, exposed even when they are covered. What for men carries speech and translates thought – the voice – is considered a sexual characteristic in women. What is feminine is indecent, not only when female genital organs are exposed, but also when the eroticised head is.


Is this obsession a pathology of a tiny religious group or is it legitimised by tradition? Does sexual obsession have a textual origin? Does the interpretation of texts necessarily impel us to ascribe to women the responsibility for the irrepressible desire they arouse?


Covered heads


The hyper-sexualisation of women’s bodies is specific neither to the Jewish tradition nor to the religious world more generally. In his painting titled The Rape, René Magritte depicts the face of a woman whose head is replaced or symbolised by sexual organs. The eyes are breasts, the mouth a mons pubis. The artist seems to suggest that violence against women is often due to the transformation of their face into a genital zone, an object of desire. In this painting, just like in some kinds of religious fundamentalism, a flagrant inequality between the sexes is expressed: whereas a man’s voice is a tool for public expression, a woman’s voice is only a tool for “pubic” expression.


In their book Off With Her Head! The Denial of Women’s Identity in Myth, Religion and Culture, Howard Eilberg-Schwartz and Wendy Doniger assert that the insistence on veiling women in many cultures is born precisely from the eroticisation of their face and head. Getting rid of the head by covering it constitutes a symbolic decapitation, which conceals the principal marker of personal autonomy and individual differentiation.


Veiling women, their face or their hair is a phenomenon that is common to several religions and cultures. The Islamic veil is the most prominent expression of this practice, and no doubt the most controversial one in the last few years. But the phenomenon is, or has been, present in other civilisations, in both East and West. Roman culture provides an example of this: the origin of the word “nubile”, meaning “of marriageable age”, is the Latin nubere, which literally means “to veil oneself” (from nubes, “mist”). In ancient Greece, marriage was associated with an act of covering one’s head. At the heart of the wedding ceremony was a ritual called anakalupteria: the moment when the bride temporarily showed her face, before covering it again.


Veiling the face of a bride seems, in many cultures, to mark the change in her status from unmarried to married. This association is found in the Jewish wedding ceremony, which traditionally starts with an uncovering/recovering. The bridegroom approaches the bride, observes her face, then covers it with a veil. From that precise moment on, in the most orthodox Jewish communities, the woman covers her head and only reveals her hair in private to her husband.


In the writings of the Christian world, the apostle Paul also defends the veil. According to him, it is through this act of covering oneself that the difference between the sexes is made conspicuously manifest. In the First Epistle to the Corinthians, he writes that men should be unveiled and women veiled because “Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his head. But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head” (1 Corinthians 11:4–5). According to the apostle, this is how the woman affirms that she is under the authority of her husband. Because woman was created for man, and not the other way around, she must carry on her head a sign of submission.


As a counterpoint to Paul’s theory, in Judaism, covering the head is not reserved for women. Practising men wear the kippah. When this tradition arose is not known precisely; it does not appear in ancient texts, but seems to have become normative in the Middle Ages. This male head covering also expresses a form of submission or, more accurately, the recognition that a transcendent authority exists, under which man is humbly placed.


Men and women thus don’t cover their heads for the same reasons in Judaism: the former are encouraged to mark the presence of transcendence in all circumstances from early childhood onwards, whereas the latter only cover themselves when they are married, and only in public. Whereas veils, hats or wigs can symbolise a form of submission, they are mostly a social marker that informs others of the non-availability of the covered woman.10 The head covering is thus worn to regulate the temptation of other men.


We must insist on the fact that desire itself is not what is condemned in this view: an unmarried woman can leave her head uncovered, because she can be legally desired. The problem is not the arousal of a man’s desire, but the arousal of a forbidden desire, which might lead him to covet another man’s “possession”. It is thus not an issue of temptation but of property. The veil, here, must act as a brake on the male libido: its purpose is to domesticate the woman and the desire she arouses, in the name of the social order.


Woman: hero or zero


The model “indoor” or “domesticated” woman is not the one who comes to life in the pages of the Bible. Many biblical heroines distinguish themselves, on the contrary, by their capacity to play a public and political role. Several are described as prophetesses, whose words, acts and songs provide guidance to the people. Among them, one could mention Esther, Miriam, Deborah, Ruth and Tamar, or the young shepherdess of the Song of Songs who sings of her desire in an apologia of free femininity and a non-domesticated loving relationship.


But the Jewish and Christian literature published in the first centuries CE shows a radical change of tone with regard to women. The rabbinical writings and those of the first Christians seem to impose a new orientation in the approach to women and femininity, no doubt under the influence of the Greco-Roman world.


Women are suddenly described in other terms. Now, these troublemakers must “wear the dunce’s hat”, as those responsible for the original transgression and human decadence. Jews and Christians also start advising men to avoid the company of women and anything that is essentially female, which is seen as noxious in its very nature.


Thus Philo of Alexandria, a Jew living in a Hellenised world, writes in the first century that woman “is a selfish creature, excessively jealous and adept at beguiling the morals of her husband and seducing him by her continued impostures”.11 In his Antiquitates Judaicae, the Roman historian Josephus declares a few decades later that women constitute a danger for the community of men and that letting women into a group opens the way for dissension.


Some Jewish laws established at that time do institute a precursory status for women and a form of social protection: the marriage contract defined by the Talmud, for example, endows the wife with certain rights during the marriage and in case of divorce. However, Jewish literature from the beginning of the Common Era reflects the time it was written in, and therefore encourages its male readers to master or domesticate women. The rights and protection from which a woman might benefit are contingent on her status as a wife and mother. She can enjoy them only as long as she accepts her interior status, in other words, being confined to her home. Ben Sira, a Jewish author from the second century BCE, writes that “a daughter is a treasure that keeps her father wakeful, and worry over her drives away rest [. . .] See that there is no lattice in her room, no place that overlooks the approaches to the house” (Ben Sira, 42:9–11). A woman is a precious possession to be hidden away for her own good, and for that of her family and society. The role she is assigned is that of an interior presence (and preferably with no window to the outside), in the service of a man: “Wives must be in servitude to their husband, a servitude not imposed by violent ill-treatment but promoting obedience in all things,” writes Philo.12 The woman is clearly given the status of a dependant in relation to another person. She is a “zero”, in the sense of “less than one”: an individual with no autonomy, whose integrity exists only insofar as she is subject to the authority of the father or husband to whom she is submitted.


The woman who is not submitted, on the other hand, is given revealing names. She is sometimes called a yatzanit, literally “the one who goes out”, the extrovert, the debauched one. In other instances, she is called mufkeret; this adjective, which originally described an abandoned, uncultivated, ownerless piece of land, and by extension was also the definition of a prostitute, is also used to qualify a woman who is not under the ascendancy and control of a man. With no master or owner, her dignity is threatened, and with it, social peace.


Kept at home, women are also kept at a distance from the sites of power. The centre of power, for the rabbis, is not the street or the forum, but a space that is the ultimate “no woman’s land”: the yeshiva, the house of study. The leader of the community is first and foremost a scholar: he exerts his power through knowledge, reading and interpretation, in other words, with his voice.


From Yentl to the present day


The yeshiva is traditionally a world of men who read and talk, a world full of the hubbub of study. It is therefore a world in which women, silent and hidden, have no part, a space in which they symbolise absolute marginality. This is the origin of the literary myth of Yentl, so wonderfully portrayed in Isaac Bashevis Singer’s short story13 and incarnated in a film by Barbra Streisand. In this story, the young Yentl, who is passionate about study and educated by her father in the love of scripture, disguises herself as a man to gain access to the yeshiva. There she meets and falls in love with Avigdor, who believes her to be a young male student named Anshel, with whom he enthusiastically plunges into the pages of books and Talmudic debate. When she finally reveals her identity to him, he cannot believe that she dared to breach those prohibitions. To dress and study like a man is a double travesty. If not for those transgressions, he tells her, “we could have been married”. “But I want to study the Gemara and Commentaries with you, not darn your socks,” Yentl responds.14


“What would it be like if a woman studied with us?” This rhetorical question is asked by rabbis in other foundational stories, including in the Talmud, where one finds a woman called Beruriah, who was said to be more erudite than all the men around her. But every time the scholars consider such a situation, they point to it as a threat to the system of the house of study. As if the very survival of the political and social organisation that is the yeshiva depended on the exclusion of women. As if its structure might be toppled by the admission of women and the consequent confusion of genders.


Playing on the well-known qualifier, “the people of the Book”, Armand Abécassis describes the Jews as “the people of the interpretation of the book”. But in fact, for millennia, only half of “the people” were invited to take part in this sacred exercise of interpretation and reading. Times have changed, and our generation is seeing a revolution.


Over the last few decades, women have taken up study and entered through the doors of a few yeshivot.15 In Germany in the 1930s, Regina Jonas became the first female rabbi. In the United States, starting in the 1970s, the rabbinate has been feminised, as houses of study have opened their doors to women. This is the case in the liberal Jewish world, of course, but also in the traditionalist world. Yeshivot have developed where women study the Talmud, alone or with men, such as the Drisha Institute in New York, or Matan, in Jerusalem. In 2009, Sarah Hurvitz became the first woman to have attained the title of rabba (the feminine form of “rabbi”) in an orthodox seminary. Needless to say, her ordination is not universally recognised, notably not by the consistorial voices of French Judaism. As I was writing this, there were only two of us female rabbis in France, and we officiated in liberal congregations. Our numbers have now grown to five. Our legitimacy is not presently recognised by the consistory, even if several million Jews throughout the world are affiliated with progressive movements in Judaism.


The Chief Rabbi of France, at the start of 2011 (perhaps in reaction to episodes of segregation in Israel), affirmed his wish to develop and promote women’s religious education. A “women’s Jewish studies” circle opened its doors at the Grand Synagogue of Paris in October 2012. It is exclusively for women.


In the religious world more widely, we now urgently have to rehabilitate women’s voices, in dialogue with the sacred texts and with men. This evolution will be possible only if women’s bodies are no longer perceived as exposed nakedness.
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