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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
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Woman: hero or zero
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