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DIGEST

In the introductory chapter I demonstrate, prima
facie, the existence of a puzzling and pervasive misogyny
and posit, as the central task of the thesis, the need to
come to an understanding of the origins, nature, and impli-

I then turn tocations of this attitude toward women.
several methological problems and establish the need for two

fears, etc
the assumption of coherence (as

these two concepts have been seen to be,
integrally related and, on the other hand, completely inde
pendent of one another. The nature of this controversy is
then considered.

Man reacts with

relationship of fear and Chapter Three then deals
with some of the central manifestations of the male response
to the female threat, considering, in turn, patriarchy, the
monogamous family, male initiation rites, and the notion of

iii

has reacted to the perceived female threat, 
fear and/or envy

Chapter One concerns itself with the differences between sex 
(male-female) and gender (masculine-feminine) and shows how.

and/or ambivalence (the dynamic inter
envy) .

In Chapter Two I turn to the major ways in which man

a criterion of truth).

on the one hand,

assumptions! the assumption of symmetry (between inner needs, 
and societal institutions, customs, etc.); and



iv

the female as a tabooed object.
In Chapter Four I examine some of these typical male

reactions and responses as they are expressed in Jewish life
and literature; my conclusion is that the literature reflects,
quite prominently, both the primal dread of women and the
assumptions necessary for effectively constructing the
required institutions of repression.

Chapter Five deals with
— the figure of Lilith.
close with several specu

lations about the possible causal and conceptual relation
ships that may obtain between the complex phenomenon of
woman and the development of monotheism.

so-called "return of the repressed"
a prominent example of the

Chapter Six brings this study to a
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INTRODUCTION

I recently had occasion to hear a radio interview
with former Attorney General Ramsey Clark in which the dis
cussion inevitably turned to his controversial book, Crime

"Mr, Clark, why is there so much violence inin America.
To which hlr.America today?" queried the interviewer.

Clark replied, "Because, in my estimation, our gun control
Too many people have toolaws are not nearly rigid enough.

many guns." Now, that Ramsey Clark has pointed his finger
at an important aspect of the problem of violence cannot be

(And Ramsey Clark himself would be the
The problem goes much, much deeper

The ways in which a society manifests itsthan this.
energies indicate a great deal about the nature of its frus
trations, the quality of its drives, and the structure of its

The cause of pathological manifestations are toexperience.
be found, not in pathological symptoms, but in the inner
most and most basic elements of the structure of that society:
in its attitude toward nature, in its attitude toward the
value of human life, in its attitude toward the nature of
interpersonal relationships. It is on this level that

origins of violence, 
first to admit this.)

denied; but seriously to assert that a plethora of des
tructive weapons is a central cause (rather than a central . 
condition) of violence is seriously to misconstrue the



ultimate values and estimations are to be discerned; it is
on this level that the most basic characteristics of a
society are reflected.

In this paper I want to focus upon one of these
basic elements in the structure of a social character: the

Philip Slater has on many occasionsattitude toward women.
pointed out the complex and disintegrative web of conse
quences that has evolved from Western civilization's mal-

Later we will have occasionevolent attitude toward women.
to examine Slater's hypothesis in detail; for now suffice it
to say that, in my opinion, Slater has indicated a far more
profound factor in the etiology of violence than has Ramsey

Indeed, I hope to show that the most important clueClark.
leading to an understanding of the pathology of our culture
is our attitude toward our women.

Christian David, in an article entitled "A Masculine
Mythology of Femininity," avers that the unhealthy and des
tructive relationship between the sexes

David's highly provocative statement suggests several fas
cinating questions, though the most important one at this
point is this: what is the nature of this "mythology"? What
is the prevailing attitude of men toward women and how do we

can be attributed for the most part to the 
luxuriant mythology which prevents the 
sexes from knowing and encountering each 
other, especially as these fallacious 
images of sexuality, rooted as they are in 
the collective unconscious and not simply 
in the individual unconscious, are found 
secretly preserved in certain social 
institutions.



typify it?
vastness of this subject, let us turn our attention to an
exposition, at this point without elaborate comment, of some
of the typical attitudes expressed about I do notwomen.
intend this collection of statements to be typologically
exhaustive; nor do I intend it to suggest what I take to be

That would be, atthe normative attitude of our culture.
These statements do representthis point, quite premature.

starting point for our discussion; some of them are exces-a
sively polemical and carping; some of them, appearing to be
descriptive, are loaded with unexpressed assumptions; some of
them, while purportedly meant to heap praise upon "the fair
sex," deviously utilize the method of praise to cast derision
and scorn upon women.

Our first example, taken from the Book of Proverbs,
Chapter 31, exemplifies the application of scorn via the

These are the verses "customarily recitedmethod of praise.
on the Sabbath by good Jewish husbands as evidence of the 
high esteem in which women [are] held."2

In order to get our bearings in the labyrinthine

The good wife who can find?
She is far more precious than jewels. 
The heart of her husband trusts in her, 
and he will have no lack of gain.
She does him good, and not harm, 
all the days of her life.
She seeks wool and flax, 
and works with willing hands. 
She is like the ships of the merchant, 
she brings her food from afar. 
She rises while it is yet night 
and provides food for her household 
and tasks for her maidens.
She considers a field and buys it; 
with the fruit of her hands she plants 
a vineyard.
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Of ths many revealing aspects of this passage, two elements
deserve our attention at this pointi first, though these

soar to exalted heights in their apotheosis of theverses
"A good wifeideal woman, the key phrase is the first one.

It is as if the sage had said, "Now I’mwho can find?"*
going to indicate the qualities of the ideal womans but,

Hence, seen in the light of the opening phrase, the
following verses of praise are to be construed, by contrast,

derisive commentary on the The second"real" woman.
significant element of this passage is the role in which it
casts the ideal womans not as an independent, active person
in her own right but as an economic commodity, doing the
*1 have sought corroboration for the following interpretation
of Proverbs 31:10 from Dr. Dlatitiahu Tsevat, Professor of
Bible at the Hebrew Union College. Dr, Tsevat could not
agree with my interpretation, primarily on the basis of the
context of the passage, the nature of this kind of literature,
and the length of the praise of the woman. Although I have
the utmost respect for both the scholarship and interpre
tative skill of Dr. Tsevat, I must admit that I am not
convinced by his arguments.

unfortunately, and as you well know, she is nowhere to be 
found."

as a

She makes herself coverings; 
her clothing is fine linen and purple. 
Her husband is known in the gates, 
when he sits among the elders of the land. 
She makes linen garments and sells them; 
she delivers girdles to the merchant.

(Proverbs, 31110-16, 22-24, RSV)



chores and providing life's necessities for her family while
flher husband is known in the gates, when he sits among the

As Ruth Brin points out, "The Jewish
nor was she

see

economic utility to her husband.
are confronted with an embarrass

ment of riches when it comes to selecting statements that
exemplify the "luxurient mythology" about which Christian

Perhaps, then, it would do us well to selectDavid speaks.
passages from the writings of Dr. Benjamin Spock; as a
humanitarian his credentials are impeccable. If anyone is to
be expected to speak about women with reasonableness, candor,

Yet some of.

What deep and apparently ineradicable culturalastounding.
heritage could have prepossessed the good doctor to write

"flora girls get high
grades in school and college, because they are inclined to

Boys, on the other hand, have a tendency to balk and argue.
Women are more patient in working at unexciting, repetitive
tasks; they are also inclined to accept their husband's

Spock continues;positions more readily.

but she was valued quite simply for her
■.3

the following panegyric to "maleness?"

In our own time we

women working at a soda fountain simply 
make sandwiches and drinks. Men must 
turn such an occupation into a system,

elders of the land,"
woman was not invited to 'sit in the gates,' 
valued for her wisdom, moral or spiritual strength, £but 
verses 26-3nJ

and largesse, it should certainly be Dr. Spock.
the things that he says about women (and girls) are truly

accept the instructor's word as long as it is reasonable."
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Such unabashed ballyhoo becomes quite problematic when, in
the hands of the doctor-turned-special pleader, the barely
disguised value-judgments masquerade as the fruit of mature,

Dr. Spock's proobjective, scientific investigation.
fessional ethics aside, two important problems emerge from
his statementsi first of all, how is it that Spock himself
could have been hoodwinked into thinking that these assertions
really do describe the differences between the sexes? Sec
ondly, Spock indicated that "men must turn such an occu
pation into a system, a combination of game.... Why is it
that men must do this? From whence comes the compulsion?

And
why is it that men (as epitomized here by Spock) must trans
form ordinary activities into competitive exercises, unspec
tacular procedures into operations totally out of proportion
to their actual importance, play into work, and occupations
into preoccupations? Spock's statements indeed raise a
complex nest of problems without answering any of them (how

In this paper I shall attempt to shed at least
some light on these puzzles.

this point I can hardly resist the temptation toAt
offer several more quotations from the pen of Dr. Spock,

a combination of game, ballet, and race 
against time in which they grab the 
bread, slap on the filling, slice, and 
sling the sandwich — all in one rapid 
sleight-of-hand movement -- meanwhile 
bellowing cryptic orders back and forth 
and slipping exaggerated compliments to 
their female customers."4

What inner needs are reflected in this "must-ness?"

could they be answered since their author is himself part of 
the problem).



toward women.

Women here are described in their role as helpers, always

One feels compelled toit would seem, about themselves.

nurses, secretaries" or has our society placed such rigid
restrictions upon the viable outlets for their potentialities,

elegantly epitomize what I take 
to be the pervasive and normative attitude of our society

concerned about other people (always doing the "dirty work" 
toward which men feel discomfort and impatience) and not,

pose the following question: are women naturally, dispo- 
sitionally cut out to be "wives, mothers (Spock is certainly 
referring here to the sociological and not biological role),

that they are forced, as a matter of fact, to develop these 
"emotional strengths?"

The emotional strengths that women con
tribute to family life in our society 
are the following: realism, sensibleness, 
personalness. They sense human rela
tionships around them, they have a strong 
urge to satisfy human needs, they enjoy 
making people comfortable, they sympathize 
with those who are suffering (suffering 
people make quite a few men acutely 
uncomfortable and impatient). These 
qualities make women indespensible as 
wives, mothers, nurses, secretaries.5

Young girls at the ice rink skate sociably 
with each other or practice twirls before 
the mirror. Boys of this age persistently

primarily because they so

Women are not fascinated with gadgets for 
their own sake; they view them skeptically 
until they prove their utility. They see 
a car as simply transportation; they have 
no craving to buy a particular one because 
it is newer or powerful; they generally 
object to the foolishness of spending 
extra money for such qualities.
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Unawares, George Dennison has written the most eloquent reply
to this latter morsel from the arsenal of Spockean quotables;

day at the ice-skating rink with his
school-childrent

Statements such as those from Spock and the Book of
Proverbs could be amassed endlessly; but let us, instead,
turn writings of two of the most formidable critics of this
attitude toward women in order to round out our fleeting
overview of the situation. These two critics are Kate
Millet and Philip Slater.

In our society, indicates Millet, men want to see
men as aggressive, intelligent, forceful, and effective;

Slater, in his brilliantly
enumerates some of the

prevalent customs of ancient Greece which reflected the then-
dominant male attitude toward
be older than her husband; that
higher social status than her husband; that a woman shouldn't
be more educated; that a woman shouldn't be paid the same as
males for the same work; and that woman shouldn't be in a

Dennison describes a

a woman shouldn't be of

and illegally skate against the current 
and play tag in and out amongst the 
nervous adults, enjoying the combat with 
each other and the indignation of the 
older people. a

All the kids wanted to be skated with and 
to hold hands. Maxine fij , as usual, made 
a number of friendly enemies by breaking 
the rules, skating into the roped-off 
areas, etc. But?she wasn't as bad as the 
previous time...

womeni that a woman shouldn't

whereas men want to see women as passive, ignorant, docile, 
Q "virtuous," and ineffective.

yconceived book The Glora of Hera,



position of authority. All of which Slater sums up with the
following provocative interpretation, perhaps as applicable
today as it is to ancient Greecei "all this betrays an
assumption that males are incapable of competing with females

Here, I believe, is our first clue to

mythology" about which David spoke. We will have much more
to say about it later.

Further on in his book Slater attempts to apply his
insights about Greek mythology to the American scene and

The mass media, Slater maintains,especially to the mass media.
are quite subtle and effective in reinforcing the normative
attitude of our society toward women:

Enough has been said, I believe, by way of introduction, to
indicate, prima facie, that "the luxuriant mythology which

The mass media are filled with joking 
references to the multiple roles and 
skills which a "mere housewife" per-

an understanding of the nature and function of that "luxuriant

forms (nursemaid, mechanic, chauffeur, 
teacher, and so forth), as a way of 
denying the emotional and intellectual 
poverty of the role. The condescension 
implied in this device is barely dis
guised; to say that a housewife must 
be a Jack-of-all-trades is a sop to 
her desire to be a master of one. She 
is thus placed in a position like that 
of the unemployed Negro, who is alleged 
to be happy-go-lucky, with music in his 
soul. Indeed, detergent and floor wax 
are to the American female what water
melon is to the American Negro. Yet, 
despite the fact that no minority group 
has ever been portrayed as unflatteringly 
as is the American female in television 
commercials, this insult has gone 
unprotested.1°

on an equal basis; the cards must first be stacked, the male 
9 given a handicap."
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prsvents the sexes from knowing and encountering each other,"
about which Christian David spoke, is very elaborate and

Yet the very existence and persistencedeeply rooted indeed.
of this mythology raise several other important questionsi
what is the nature of this mythology? Why did it have to be
elaborated in the first place and what accounts for its

Why,
indeed, did it become so luxuriant?
scious or unconscious, have the sexes been prevented from
knowing and encountering one another? What institutions,
social, political, and religious, sustain this mythology?
Why did this mythology need to be made permanent?
the questions that cry out for answers; these are the problems
that are implicit in the reflections of the male-female
attitude indicated above; and it is for answers to these
questions and solutions to these problems that we shall seek
in this essay.

Among the many methodological problems that present
themselves in a study such as this, one in particular
deserves some careful attention; how are we to decide which
institutions, rituals, customs, narratives, epigrams, et,al..
represent the most characteristic attitudes of a given society
toward women? And how are we to interpret these expressions?
David has characterized the aggregate of these expressions as

What, then, is the nature of a
that it discloses?

durability? Which is to ask, from what kind of situation 
did it arise and for what purpose(s) was it promoted?

These are

For what purposes, con-

a "luxuriant mythology,"
myth and what is the "reality"



The temptation certainly exists to consider the
elements of myth — ritual, institutions, narratives — to
be little more than the result of misapprehension, deluded
consciousness, or mistaken imagination. To view the matter
in this way is to conceive of mythology as a form of error —
beautiful, imaginative, dramatic error to be sure — but
error all the same. In this paper we shall be dealing with
the elements of David’s "luxuriant mythology" and so it is

ology.
word "myth" herei I have no intention of confining the scope
of mythology on the basis of some techical definition; nor
am I going to draw distinctions among such related concepts
as myth, saga, epic, and fable. In the broadest of terms,
by mythology I want to mean the cultural manifestations of
the deepest recesses of man's emotional life as they express
themselves in terms of his attitude toward women. And we are
here concerned not only with the substance of these myths but

In order to understand in what way myth is to be seen,
not as error, but as an expression of deep and fundamental
truths, we can do no better than to turn to the writings of
Ernst Cassirer. "One of the most essential elements of myth,"
writes Cassirer, is that

also with their function in man's cultural, social, and 
religious life.)

myth does not arise solely from intellectual 
processes; it sprouts forth from deep human 
emotions. Yet on the other hand all those 
theories that exclusively stress the emotional

crucial that we dispel at once this erroneous view of myth- 
(I should clarify the way in which I am using the
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Cassirsr's central contention here is that there is a definite
structural symmetry between the emotion and its expression;
and thus, to come to an understanding of the structure,
nature, and function of the manifestation is to come to an
understanding of the structure, nature, and function of the
drive, the need, the emotion of which the manifestation is
the expression.

The mythological expression, then, does reflect an
essential aspect of reality although that reality may not be,

Cassireror be in accord with empirical, public reality.
continues

12
What is crucial here is the integral, tight, necessary rela
tionship between the "deep individual desires and violent
social impulses," on the one hand, and, on the other hand,

Myth is not only far remote from this 
empirical reality; it is, in a sense, 
in flagrant contradiction to it. It 
seems to build up an entirely fantastic 
world. Nevertheless even myth has a 
certain "objective" aspect and a def
inite objective function. Linguistic 
symbolism leads to an objectification 
of sense-impressions; mythical sym
bolism leads to an objectification of 
feelings. In his magical rites, in 
his religious ceremonies, man acts 
under the pressure of deep individual 
desires and violent social impulses.^2

element fail to see an essential point. 
Myth cannot be described as bare emotion 
because it is the expression of emotion. 
The expression of a feeling is not the 
feeling itself — it is emotion turned 
into an image. This very fact implies 
a radical change. What hitherto was 
dimly and vaguely felt assumes a def
inite shape; what was a passive state 
becomes an active process. 1
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the objectification of these feelings, in magical rites,

and social institutions. In fact, the relationship between
emotion-impulse and its cultural expression is so close that
the expressions are rarely recognized as manifestations or

They are notreflections; they are not
This fact, thatregarded as symbols but as realities.

the myth does its job of objectification and expression so
completely that whole civilizations may be unaware of the
process, accounts, in large measure, for the type of uncri
tical, naive, and fantastic assertion exemplified in the
writing of Dr. Spock. For those cultural institutions and
norms which really are the expression of emotional needs and
impulses are mistakenly seen as expressions of an immutable,-
constant, and impenetrable empirical reality. The assumption
that they are an expression of reality is correct; the mis
take, and a serious one it is, arises from the presumption
of the locus of that reality.

Bruno Bettelheim, in his book Symbolic Wounds, ill
ustrates this problem of locating the source of a particular
social expression. Bettelheim here is concerned with the
origin of certain initiation ritesi

religious ceremonies, social taboos, etiological myths 
(e.g., the creation of woman), and the structure of familial

If women's power to bear young aroused 
envy in men, then the men may have 
devised rites for dealing with their 
envy, and later come to regard women 
as responsible for originating those 
rites. And psychologically speaking, 
they were. 4

"known as images.
.,13



In this essay I propose to take certain cultural
rituals, ceremonies, and institutions, both formal and in
formal, very seriously and to see them as the expression of
certain very basic (individual and social) impulses, emotions,
and needs. certain custom or procedure
will deserve special attentioni for on the assumption
(emphasized by both Slater and Bettelheim) that a cultural
expression will die without strong psychological relevance,
durability itself must be seen as a signal of a persistent

As Bettelheimand adaptable human emotion, impulse, or need.
states

15

One of the leading assumptions underlying the sub-

the need and its cultural expression. It is this assumption,
and I believe only this assumption, which allows us to
examine the logic of a social institution or cultural phen
omenon and infer from it something about man's fundamental

The problem with this assumption is that itemotional life.

stance of this essay is that there exists an integral, 
structural (indeed, necessary) connection between the emotion,

The longevity of a

Almost any central institution of society, 
while it may serve the needs or desires of 
one sex more than the other, must to some 
degree satisfy certain needs of the other 
sex in order to survive permanently. Those 
satisfactions need not be primary or basic, 
but may be the consequence of custom. For 
example, certain passive desires may be 
activated in women who begin to live in a 
patriarchal society. But once aroused, 
they need to be satisfied. That such a 
society frustrates many of women's active 
desires goes without saying. Still, it 
could not have continued to do so had it 
not also met some of women's passive wishes.
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is too powerful; it permits such
pretations that it will become easy to overinterpret the
phenomena, as it were, to uncover an anthill with a twenty
ton steamshovel. This problem is aggravated by the fact
that, inasmuch as man's emotional life is not given to
rational categories of explanation or logical canons of
consistency, so too are the expressions of man's emotional
life quite often a-logical, inconsistent one with another,

As Slater points out,and inelegant.
like a political platform: there is something in it for
everyone; and for that reason one should not expect psycho-

Hence, whereas our assumption of symmetry permits
need to posit another assumption that will

restrict the types of explanations that can be validly offered.
And this assumption I shall call the assumption of coherence;
since each phenomenon permits too many possible interpre
tations, we cannot place too much emphasis on any single inter
pretation of any single phenomenon. The validity of a hypo
thesis, rather, will have to be seen as an attribute of a
series of expressions and the alleged interpretations of them.
A hypothesis will then become compelling to the degree to
which a cumulative series of confirmatory expression
explanation sets can be coherently amassed.

Yet, as we embark upon the task of describing and
explaining, one central caveat must constantly be kept in

"the myth is a little

a range of possible inter

inferences, we

logical consistency from a myth any more than one would
1 n expect value-consistency from a political platform."
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minds that inasmuch as we are concerned, in this essay, with

respective emotions and impulses that are to be found within
the fabric of our civilization, we must be content with
partial explanations, tentative discoveries, and rough-hewn

For, slightly to modify a metaphor of Thomasinsights.

Should we not indeed call it bottomless?"emotional life.
Now let me briefly indicate the way in which I plan

to proceed in the following chapters of this essay: first
will examine the differences between the sexes and thewe

controversy over the implications of these differences; then

these differences have had upon men.

shall investigate the kindswe
of ways in which men have responded to the resultant traumas —
and here we shall be especially concerned with man in his
role as the agent of repression par excellence. We shall
also want to examine some of the institutions, customs, and
attitudes that are to be seen as the social ramifications of

Thenthis response.
repressive attitudes and mechanisms in Jewish custom and
literature. man

(the repressed); first, through the
use of Freud's notion of the

we shall look at the numerous effects that the perception of 
(Why we shall need to

focus upon male reactions and not those of women will become., 
at that point, obvious); next

some of the most basic and variegated institutions, mores and

Mann's: very deep is the well of the history of mankind's
17

we shall explore the centrality of these

"return of the repressed," we 
shall consider certain sub-cultural, folk-cultural (i.e.,

At this point we shall shift our focus from 
(the represser) to woman
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sider the response of women as it occurs within the nor-
We shall dealmative mainstream of culture and society.

with two moments of this response! defensively, in terms of
the protective reaction of women? and, offensively, in terms
of what we shall call "the religion of women. »» Thereafter,
we shall attempt to understand some of the consequences and
implications of the complex of male-female relationships and

And finally we shall speculate concerning theattitudes.
interrelationships between the structure and function of
monotheism and the phenomenon of women.

non-normative) manifestations of the feminine principle 
(exemplified not only by women); then we shall briefly con-



I
SEX AND GENDER

It would seem to bs an easy matter to delineate,
clearly and unambiguously, the anatomical and physiological
differences between men and women? to begin with we might
point to the clear and distinct differences between the

But the matter is notreproductive organs of the two sexes.
easy as any attempt to engage in a more definite charac-so

The problem arises preciselyterization would demonstrate.
from the difficulty in ascertaining where it is that des
cription leaves off and evaluation begins. Is it possible
purely and simply to describe without any imposition of
interpretative categories on the part of the observer? Are
there pure facts? Is observation
Philosophers from Kant to Werner Heisenberg have gone to
great lengths to demonstrate that all of these questions must
be answered in the negative.

To facilitate us in determining the nature of the
basic differences between the sexes, the difficulties atten
dant upon such an attempt at determination, and the impli
cations of these differences and difficulties, we will
utilize two sets of categories: male-female and masculine-

Following Kate Millet and many others, we shallfeminine.
contrast shall

-18-

a purely neutral operation?

mean by them the following: the "male-female"
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indicate the differences on the level of anatomy and physi
ology, i.e., biological differences; the "masculine-feminine"
contrariety shall indicate psycho-social differences, pos
itivistic distinctions in the area of behavior, feeling,

The "male-female" pair represents dis-thought, and fantasy.
tinctions that are innate, describing differences of sex;
the "masculine-feminine" pair represents distinctions that
are learned, describing differences of gender.

Several important questions may non be raised in
terms of these two pairs of contrasts; are there any genuine
sexual differences or are all distinctions merely a matter of
gender? If there are genuine sexual differences, do these
differences necessitate any differences in gender? Do they
imply differences or suggest differences?
tomical characteristics in any way restrict the kind of
activity that, e.g., Do
distinctions either of sex or gender suggest the "natural"
superiority of one component over another? It is with respect
to these questions that controversy rages?

The difference

tinction.

The development of the
female is much more dramatic than that of the male; as a boy
passes into adulthood his voice deepens and pubic hair grows.

Let us first make an attempt to delineate the dif
ferences between the sexes (not the genders).

a woman might be capable of doing?

in reproductive organs seems to be the most outstanding dis- 
But how about the developmental history (i.e., 

from birth to childhood to adolescence, adulthood, old age) 
of the reproductive system of each?

Do sexual, ana-
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A
girl, on the other hand, passes through many more transitions:

struate, and she becomes capable of bearing children. Later
the woman passes through menopause.

This seems to account for the denotative difference
between male and female (although there is much discussion,

notations and implications of these descriptive differences
seem so obvious -- indeed they might appear to be part of

con
sciousness can resist the barely perceptible transition into
the realm of interpretation.

Let us first consider those who feel that anatomy, to
some degree, is destiny, i.e.,that differences of sex imply
definite differences of gender. Eric Erikson seems to be
the most benign of these. In his celebrated essay "Womanhood

the description itself -- that few not resolutely and impur- 
turbably devoted to the ideal (the myth?) of objective

to some of which we shall later turn, on just how basic and 
ineradicable these differences are).

pubic hair forms, her breasts develop, she begins to men-

(The other changes seem to be primarily psychological.)

space."

But the potential con-

and moreover covers "all the richly convex parts of the female 
anatomy which suggest fullness, warmth, and generosity."-^ 
Here, certainly, is a clear statement of the presumption that

and Inner Space", Erikson effects the transition from "human 
being-with-uterus" (description) to "human being-with-inner

(That we are now dealing with mere description is no 
longer clear.) This female attribute of inner space makes 
the woman the locus of pregnancy, childbirth, and lactation



sexual, anatomical characteristics imply certain tempera
implications with regard to role are alsomental traits.

gives a womanthe "physiological rock-bottom,

infancy.
Kate Millet takes Erikson to task for his reaffir

mation of the Freudian-psychoanalytic notion that the female
Although he is to be praised forpersonality is innate.

for nature.

l» Erikson's whole theory," Millet concludes,

Millet, for her part, contends that sex and gender,

discerned: this inner space, this womb, which Erikson calls
■tl9

psychological, and ethical commitment to take care of human 
<,20

we are employing,

What Erikson does not recognize is that 
the traits of each group are culturally 
conditioned and depend upon their pol
itical relationship, which has been 
relatively constant throughout history 
regardless of contemporary crises. In
stead, the entire emphasis of his essay, 
and the whole force of the experiment 
on which his theory is based, is to con
vince us that complementary masculine 
and feminine9traits are inherently male 
and female. z

in reality, have nothing to do with one another although our 
male-dominated society has made it appear that the relationship 
is integral.

Millet accuses Erikson of mistaking gender for sex.

ful"21

"is built on

"a biological,

psychoanalysis's persistent error of mistaking learned be-
23 havior for biology." Or, in the terms that

pointing out that "feminity is socially and politically use- 
(although the invidious attribution of inherency is 

not thereby removed), Erikson gravely misconstrues nurture
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Millet concedes that such secondary sexual characteristics

characteristic "is also culturally encouraged through
Yet it is hardly an adequatebreeding, diet and exercise.

"MaleMillet concludesiration.
supremacy, like other political creeds, does not finally

In fact, continues Millet, the cultural and political
overlay has been so heavy that it becomes difficult to know
even what the

alike.

eradicated than are sexual traits. Reporting the findings of
studies conducted by Robert J. Stoller, Willet writes that

Willet takes her argument one step further, alleging 
that, contrary to expectations, gender traits are less easily

And we are not likely to know them, she says with penetrating 
irony, "until the sexes are treated differently, that is 

27

..25
category on which to base political relations within civili- 

(emphasis Millet’s)

In cases of genital malformation and con
sequent erroneous gender assignment at

Patriarchal religion, popular attitude, and 
to some degree, science as well assumes these 
psycho-social distinctions to rest upon bio
logical differences between the sexes, so 
that where culture is acknowledged as shaping 
behavior, it is said to do no more than co
operate with nature. Yet the temperamental 
distinctions created in patriarchy ("mascu
line" and "feminime" personality traits) do 
not appear to originate in human nature, 
those of role and status still less.2^

as the heavy musculature of the male (which may have role 
and status implications) is biological in originj but this

"real" differences between the sexes may be.

reside in physical strength but in the acceptance of a value •
26system which is not biological."
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It would seem, then, that not only does sex not necessitate
any consequences in terms of gender but that gender char
acteristics are of even greater importance and weight than

This conclusion, implies Millet,are sexual characteristics.
forces us to face the real nature of our misogynyt as rooted
in a political, religious and cultural ideology which, though
rationalized by means of specious, biologically-based assum
ptions, finds its true source in the complex, mysterious,
and cumulatively pathological metaphysic of an inculcated
masculine misanthropy.

Norman Nailer disagrees. To say that Nailer "takes

The vitriol from

ine, is a sustained, often brilliant maelstrom of controlled
frenzy. Males and females, Mailer tells us, are irreducibly
different and that difference is not the product of learning
but of anatomy. And anatomy is destiny, sex is gender, sex

issue" with Kate Millet is something like saying that the 
Visigoths "took issue" with the Romans.
Nailer’s pen, published in a recent issue of Harper's Naqa-

birth, studied at the California Gender 
Identity Center, the discovery was made 
that it is easier to change the sex of 
an adolescent male, whose biological 
identity turns out to be contrary to his 
gender assignment and conditioning — 
through surgery — than to undo the 
educational consequences of years, which 
have succeeded in making the subject tem
peramentally feminine in gesture, sense 
of self, personality and interests. 
Studies done in California under Stoller's 
direction offer proof that gender identity 
(I am a girl, I am a boy) is the primary 
identity any human being holds — the first 
as well as the most permanent and far- 
reaching. 28
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is temperament, role, and status.
guided -- one begins to feel by the nape of the neck — tour
through the "land of Willet," Nailer confides that

The possession of theher body, of the mystery of the womb.
womb determines the unique destiny of woman. True psycho
social equality is impossible because women have

Nailer’s obsessive, sexual mysticism is nowhere so strik
ingly illustrated as in his fantasies of devouring, castrating
vaginasj

The bravery of a woman, Nailer suggests, is to yield com
pletely to the (obvious) implications of the architecture of

"The prime responsibility of a woman prob
ably is to be on earth long enough to find 
the best mate for herself, and conceive 
children who will improve the species," 
Was it too late now to suggest that in the 
search for the best mate was concealed the 
bravery of a woman, and to find the best 
mate, whatever ugly or brutal or tyrannical 
or unbalanced or heart-searing son of 
misery he might appear, his values nonethe
less, mysterious fellow of values, would 
inevitably present themselves in those 
twenty-three chromosomes able to cut through 
fashion, tradition, and class.29

While the prizewinner was packing lunches this picnicking summer, the particular 
part of his ghost-phallus which remained 
in New York -- his very reputation in

At the conclusion of our

that unmentionable womb, that spongy pool, 
that time machine with a curse, dam for an 
ongoing river of blood whose rhythm seemed 
to obey some private compact with the moon. 
How this womb, unaccountable liaison with 
the beyond, disrupted every attempt at uniform behavior.30

Woman is different, irreducibly different, "a privileged 
element of nature, closer to the mysteries than men."^^
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It is obvious that, for Mailer, a good portion of life's
spice emerges from the hot and heavy antagonism between the

Viva la difference, he shouts at us with polysyllabicsexes.
Favorably contrasting Henry Miller's forays intopugnacity.

the literary fields of flesh and cunt to our own banal
efforts to sterilize, anesthetize, and flatten, Mailer avers
that

ferences between the sexes,

Some

sexes
species during the

Let us return, briefly, to the redoubtable Dr. Spook.
Inasmuch as we have previously found him to be a popular 
champion of rigidifying status, temperament, and role dif-

we are looking for an accommodation of the 
sexes, whereas he calls for antagonism -- 
"the eternal battle with woman sharpens 
our resistance, develops our strength, 
enlarges the scope of our cultural achieve
ments," Yes, he cries out to us, "the loss 
of sex polarity is part and parcel of the 
larger disintegration, the reflex of the 
soul's death and coincident with the dis
appearance of great men, great causes, great wars."33

have been built into our s ' 
long course of evolution by the process of 
natural selection. That is to say, they

we should not be surprised to 
discover that Spock believes in a tight, causal relationship 
between sex and gender. And we are not disappointed, 
differences (between boys and girls), Spock relates, with 
uncharacteristic caution, "are at least partly innate,"34 
And "these innate differences between the

residence — had not only been ambushed, 
but was apparently being chewed half to 
death by a squadron of enraged Amazons, 
an honor guard of revolutionary (if we could only see them) vaginas.32
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Nature, Spock seems to be saying, has graciously implanted

desirable and salutary division of labor. Nature is pur
poseful and "desires" men to be masculine and women to be
feminine.

helping Nature fulfill
and accomplish her "goals,"

considerations — all of this would demand a response were
not at this point concerned primarily with a delineationwe

sex

He summarizes his views on the matter of sex
and gender with the following statementi "...that men and
women are quite different in temperament and needs and that

particularly of women.
C. Wright Mills observes the matter in yet another

4

certain dispositional proclivities into men and women (a 
unique set of them into each), thus facilitating a most

The astonishing 
naivete, the wholly uncritical hypostalization (by impli
cation) of Nature, and the artless sentimentalism of these

contributed to a successful family life, 
one which kept the father and mother in 
a harmonious, stable relationship so 
that they could divide the jobs in an 
efficient way, fend off threats, human 
and otherwise, safeguard and raise 
children trained to take over in their 
turn, Man has been the fighter, pro
tector, theorizer, inventor. Woman has 
been empathizer, comforter, realist, 
preserver, 5

the feminists’ effort to deny this is increasing the rivalry 
between the sexes and impairing the pleasure of both — but

(0 temporal 0 mores!)

Her "desires"

0 mores

of the various theories about the relationship between 
and gender. Painful as it is, then, let us let Spock have 
the last word.

Thus, parents should encourage male-traits in 
36 boys and female-traits in girls,
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For his, as for Millet, sex and gender provide diflight.
ferent frameworks and divergent points of origin.

38

By way of illustrating Mills' contention that even a woman's
consciousness of herself is something learned, something
accepted by means of introjecting the particular mores of her

Rarely has the word "just mirrored such a depth of pathos and
the pityfulness of oppression.

The most striking conclusion to emerge from this

the relationship between sex and gender. After all, the most
irreducible differences between the sexes seem obvious enough!
yet how difficult it is to arrive at a consensus, either on

economic, religious, and political customs and institutions.
Hence, although, in the abstract, clear and distinct lines

I am a 
On week-

...Friday night, on Sabbath Eve, 
queen, like every Jewish woman, days I am just a woman,.,39

The facts of biology themselves take on 
the values that we give them, and woman 
is a female only to the extent that she 
is defined as such in her experienced 
situation. Anatomy is not destiny. And 
even her consciousness of her femininity 
does not define woman, for this con
sciousness is itself acquired under 
specific historical conditions. Like 
man, woman is not only a member of a 
species, she is an historical creation.

by a (may we

survey of viewpoints is the variety of possible attitudes on

culture, we consider this striking and direct confession made 
say typical?) Jewish womani

the nature of these irreducibles (even on the matter of how 
they are to be described) or on the relationship of these 
"factual" differences to the relevant psychological, social,
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be drawn between the notions of sex and gander, ws cancan
only conclude that the relationship between the two, in

shall turn our attention to the nature of the male reaction
But the substance ofto the differences between the sexes.

our present chapter indicates that we will, in the next
section, be dealing not with reactions to the differences —

if those differences were sharply defined -- but with theas
reactions to the perceived differences; for it appears that
both the manner of perception and the mentality of the per-
ceiver are inextricably bound up with the data itself.

The second conclusion to emerge from the foregoing
discussion is this, that although it seems to have been taken
for granted by our culture that sexual differences necessitate
differences in gender-determination, such a alleged dogma may

This is not to sayno longer be considered to be axiomatic.
that there is no causal or conceptual connection; rather,
that the existence of such a relationship now stands in need

Let us then turn to the natureof convincing demonstration.
of the male reaction to these perceived sexual differences.

reality, remains distressingly problematic. Presently we



II
THE REACTION

In this and the following sections we shall con-

A few words, by way of introduction to these two complementary
First, the notions of reactionsections, seem to be in order.

and response are complementary in the following way; by
reaction to the perceived differences" we shall mean some-II

thing like an immediate reflex, a being thrown off guard, the
shock of a recognition; with respect to the reaction to the
perceived sexual distinctions, we shall allege that man is
literally shaken to his core, traumatized by what he senses.
The notion of "response," on the other hand, will serve to
indicate what active efforts man makes in his attempts to
regain his equilibrium, to assuage the trauma, to salve his

Under the heading of "Response,wounds. therefore, we shall
be considering the social and religious institutions, the
etiological narratives, the rituals and ceremonies which, I
shall argue, are to be understood primarily as prodigiously
amassed fortifications against the fearsome objects of his
trauma-inducing perceptions. That the dual notions of
reaction-response are indeed to be seen in this way obviously

sider, respectively, the male reaction and the male response 
to the perceived (by him) differences between male and female.

demands considerable justification.
-29-
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The second consideration, by way of introduction, is

corned, in the main, with the particular assertions of
individual thinkers, we are now dealing with the highly
unstructured, oftentimes obscure, and persistently vague
cultural reflections of an amorphous collectivity. The exp
ression of Spock's sentiments or Nailer's musings, for example,

Such an advantage disappears when we attempt to consider the
various expressions of the collective "mind" of a group, a

In this sectionsociety, a culture, a civilization.

we locate these Spock's reaction
and responses are to be found in his books which are to be

some

tation abound, to be sure, but in the understanding of the 
insertions of a particular author, we have a great head start.

bookstores, libraries, bookshelves are themselves a signi
ficant part of that expression.

and responses of the collective "mind" of our society, culture, 
and civilization are to be found not only in the library, in 
the bookstore, and on the library shelves throughout sub
urbia (and then in all of the books taken together in 
difficult-to-penetrate if not impenetrable fashion) — these

Furthermore, neither individual men

we are

nor groups of
men ever consciously and deliberately create the central

attempting to deal with just these expressions; yet how do 
"reactions" and "responses?"

found in the library or in the bookstore or on the library 
shelves of suburban homes; on the other hand, the reactions

are written down in black and white; problems of interpre-

thiss whereas in the first two chapters we have been con-
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institutions, customs, or mores of a society. They emerge
from a complex of needs -- yet since the need is rarely
articulated we can definitively ascertain neither the nature
of the need nor the nature of the reaction-response. And
when either the need, reaction, or response are given verbal

The mech-expression,
anisms, some conscious and some unconscious, of rationali
zation, reaction-formation, symbolizing, compensation, et.
al., notoriously throw a smoke-screen between interpreter and
interpretation, creating a network of protective devices bet

obfuscating institution, custom, ceremony, etc.
Thus, since we are now dealing with entities the very

nature of which preclude explanatory concreteness and decisive
penetration, we have necessarily moved into the area of spec
ulation and hypothesis. And thus it becomes important, at
this point, to re-emphasize that, from here on, this essay
relies heavily upon the assumptions of symmetry and coherence.

It
is difficult to imagine, for example, a pure reaction without
some type of response built into the reaction itself. Some

ensued, all future reactions must have been pervaded by the

In a very important way, it is artificial to attempt 
to separate reaction and response? indeed each tends to

ween the raw, vulnerable, intolerable, immediate reaction
response complex and the distressingly (though necessarily)

types of pure reaction may have occured at the very dawn of 
history but as soon as a necessitated and appropriate response

we can rarely take it at face value.

pene
trate and contribute to the understanding of the other.
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Thus, although the separation of reactioninitial responses.
from response may provide us with conceptual advantages,
facilitating understanding and interpretation, such a model
of temporal succession must be seen as just that — an explan
atory model only insignificantly, if at all, reflecting

The falsifying effect of such a bifurcation willreality.
Indeed the increasing awarenessbe obvious as we proceed.

of this falsifying effect will literally propel us from the
realm of the reaction to the area of the response.

The male reaction to the perceived attributes of the
female manifests itself primarily in two ways; through fear

I propose to consider this two-foldand through envy.
reaction in the following way; first, to explore the two
moments of the fear-reaction — the fear of the mature woman
and the fear of the exclusive power of women over life and

The former element of fear is the more immediate; thedeath.
latter, to some degree, is inferential. Next, I shall deal
with male envy of the woman’s capacities. And lastly, I will
glance at those reactions which can only be described as
ambivalent, those reactions founded upon the uneasy fusion of
both primary fear and primary envy. Of course it would be
presumptuous of me to pretend that, in this schematization,
I have exhausted the types of reaction of male to female.
Only extensive anthropological data, significant training in
the fields of psychology and sociology, interpretative acuity,
and consistently lucky hunches would justify certainly in this

Nevertheless I do believe that, within the scope ofregard.
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the aforementioned combinations and variations of fear and
are dealing with some of the most important and

revealing paradigms of male reaction.
Let us first turn to the fear of the mature woman.

Erik Erikson points out how pervasive the male fear of the
mature woman is.

con-

confronts the mature females he perceives and becomes ter-

At pregnancy her body bulges andcompact with the moon.
blossoms, mirroring some private rapport with Nature's annual
Springtime.

Erikson intimates that, in this regard,power to.
not so very different from the primates "The physio-are

logical changes and the emotional challenge of that everyday
miracle of pregnancy and childbirth, have disquieted every

We can see prim
itive man recoiling from this immanent numina just as he did

rified by a body quite different from his own, functioning 
in ways that reflect few of the activities of his own body.

observing man (again, not necessarily a particular man but 
rather the cumulative, paradigmatic reaction of "['Ian") as he

"Dreams, myths, and cults attest to the 
fact that the vagina has and retains (for both sexes)

eliminating sphincter,
Here we seem to be

The woman’s breasts protrude and her vagina bleeds "an on
going river of blood whose rhythm [seemsj to obey some private

..41

There is unfathomable mystery in the ways of the 
body of a mature woman and man dreads it.

from all the mysterious and unfathomable objects of his per
ception. What he didn't understand he feared and attributed

envy, we

we "moderns"

notations of a devouring mouth and an 

in addition to a bleeding wound.
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man through childhood, youth and beyond.
Philip Slater points out how awesome and fearsome the

(Slater,mature woman must have been for the ancient Greek.

Slater finds this terror objectified in those most perspicuous
The Greeks,

Both
Clytemnestra and Medea, for example, are portrayed as

depth and intensity of feeling.

reflect the deep fear of the mature, full woman which the
Greek experienced; Clytemnestra slaughtered her husband and

Medea killed her brother, her children, twohis concubine.
kings, a princess and made an attempt on the life of Athens’

How insightful, then, was Nietzsche’smost famous hero.

called woman

with regard to menstruation!

..42

Despite what in many girls seems like an

evaluation of this ubiquitous dread of women — at least in 
ancient Greece (Nietzsche was a classical scholar) — when he 

"that instrumentum diaboli.1,44

"able,

products of Greek genius, the drama and epic.
Slater indicates, were terrified by the statuesque and pas-

by the way, does not limit the application of his inter
pretation of the society of ancient Greece to ancient Greece.)

sionate women they portrayed effectively — among them Medea, 
Clytemnestra, Hecuba, Alcmene, Antigone, and Electra.

long-suffering, resourceful, purposeful, capable of great 
"43 And Slater contends that

the dastardly and audacious crimes committed by these women

Bruno Bettelheim, who contends that tendencies basic 
to all men are "more readily and openly visible"45 in children 
(and some schizophrenics), summaries some of his observations



"shudder")describe this fear: "magic power," fascination, II

and that this dread is based precisely on their femininity,
in this particular instance epitomized by the menstrual

The awe and fear of woman, though, is not exclusivelyblood.
the result of menstruation fantasies.

The brassiere has tc be "the strongest thing in the world" in
order to contain such obviously portentous -- and thus power
ful and dreaded — objects. And Bettelheim finds it signi
ficant that the girls themselves never seemed interested in
the riddle. This is a male fantasy.

Another factor which seems to play a role in the pro
duction of fear is this: as girls pass into adulthood they

What Bettelheim implies here is that there is a general fear 
of woman (notice, especially, the terms Bettelheim uses to

riddle posed by the children at Bettelheim's Orthogenic
School:

There is also anxiety 
caused by the breasts, an anxiety expressed in the following

specific 
power.4“

"What is the strongest thing in the world?" 
And they never failed to supply the answer: 
"A brassiere, because it holds two huge 
mountains and a milk factory,"47

open recoil from menstruation, on a deeper 
level the magic power they ascribe to it 
holds an irresistible fascination for them. 
If they wish boys to know that they mens
truate, it is often because of the power 
boys they believe it confers. On the most 
conscious level, it is the power to make 
boys uncomfortable if not plainly anxious; 
and this not through any deliberate act 
but just being female. This seems like 
magic because it is their very femininity 
that makes boys shudder, and not anything 

they have done to achieve such a 
(emphasis mine)
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sign of the sexual maturity,
Wen enjoy no such obvious, delineable,the fitness of a woman.

His doubt is not allayed byand continual sign of maturity.
And the transition from the perception ofphysical signals.

this difference to the feeling of relative inferiority,
The way inpowerlessness and anxiety must be small indeed.

which men deal with this perceived inequity, by artificially

tuated,

in his essay entitled "The Taboo oflized dread of women
Freud surmises that "perhaps this dread is basedVirginity."

on the fact that woman is different from man, forever incom-

Of course this, in itself, is no explanation.hostile.
Freud, though, does add another element when he considers the
power that man attributes to women. The man is afraid of

Freud contends here
that femininity is conceived by man as a kind of communi-

ceptible and against which he has no defenses. It seems,
moreover, not only that women carry this disease, but that
women are considered to be the disease. The locus of this
disease, its power source as it were, is, according to Freud,
the vagina, the illicit handling of which brings down upon

Freud himself deals with what he calls the "genera- 
i.49

cable disease, a disease to which he is particularly sus-

begin to menstruate and this is a

when we turn to the "response."

being weakened by the woman, infected with her femininity and 
of then showing himself incapable.

prehensible and mysterious, strange and therefore apparently 
..50

"punctuating a growth sequence that is inherently unpunc- 
"48 is a matter to which we shall direct our attention



-37-

And what constitutes thistruly devastating prospect.

illicit treatment? In a word — defloration, the first inter-
"The danger which is thus aroused," Freud contendscourse.

It is for this reason, Freud concludes, that in many cultures

rites of the first night.
such "first night" anxieties are as prominent in our own
culture as in any other, we do not deal with the anxieties
nearly as honestly or directly; and hence these anxieties,

dreaded woman, and especially of a deflowered woman, indeed
seems to buckle the knees of even the mightiest of Titans.

sexual activity.
conclusions of such investigators as Masters and Johnson and 
Dr. Mary Jane Sherfey, Kate Millet contends that

One last aspect of the fear of the mature woman ought 
to be considered although the importance to ba attached to
it remains controversial; that is, the relative capacity, 
between male and female — and anatomically considered, for

Relying primarily upon the research and

not yet dealt with, are bound to manifest themselves at 
another time and in a less "rational" way.) The wrath of the

all the best scientific evidence today 
unmistakably tends toward the conclusion 
that the female possesses, biologically 
and inherently, a far greater capacity 
for sexuality than the male, both as to

its violator the eternal wrath and enmity of its owner — a

surrogate husbands are appointed to handle those dangerous 
(It occurs to me that, although

through the defloration of a woman would 
consist in drawing her hostility down 
upon oneself, and the prospective husband 
is just the person who would have every reason to avoid such enmity.52
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'?S as to frequency

Of course the problem with this contention, especially from
the perspective of this section of our investigation, is

capacity for sexuality" is not perceptuallythat, since
obvious, we must wonder to what degree it can be said to

feminine distinctiveness.
substantial when one considers the numerous prescriptionsmore

millenia and which have forestalled even the scientific
The perception of the menstrualdiscovery of this capacity.

blood is direct; that of woman's "capacity for sexuality" is
not.

Nevertheless, to the extent to which this factor may

plethora of prescriptions and proscriptions is an indication

The

Millet then turns to the distinction between the clitoris
and the vagina as organs of sexuality; the striking thing is
that, as Millet says,
which is specific to sexuality and to sexual pleasure.

studies of blasters and Johnson, Millet points out, prove that 
"the female sexual cycle is capable of multiple orgasms in

of the reality of the perceived uniqueness of female sexual 
capacities), let us continue with Willet's exposition.

and proscriptions that have surrounded the expression (and 
therefore the perception) of female sexuality these many

have contributed to the fear-reaction (and perhaps the very

play a role in the actual male reaction to the perceived
This reservation becomes even

frequency of coitus, a| 
of orgasim in coition.

quick succession, each of which is analogous to the detu
mescence, ejaculation, and loss of erection in the male."54

"the clitoris,,, is the only human organ
<,55
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Thus, "while the male's sexual potential is limited, the
female’s appears to be biologically nearly inexhaustible, and

Although researchers suchphysical exhaustion interposes.
as Dr. Sherfey have placed too great an emphasis on insati
ability -- for such factors as physical exhaustion, psycho
logical neod, and the force of social custom do place
restrictions upon physiological capacity — Millet concludes

for sexual arousal and pleasure,"
tremendous pressure on man, in recognizing, confronting, and
fulfilling that need and in confessing his own relatively

A woman may get out of control and becomelimited capacities.

man.
becoming exclusively devoted to the pursuit of sexual plea
sure, must certainly strike awe and fear in the heart of
every man who perceives this fact, however dimly. At this
point Freud's summary deserves reiteration! "perhaps this
dread is based on the fact that woman is different from man,

apparently hostile.
Let us, at this point, turn our attention to the

second element of fear -- the fear that women and only women
The relationship between thehave power over life and death.

two types of fright is cleart the former, just discussed,
emerges directly from the perceived somatic distinctiveness

impossible tc handle or to satisfy; she presents a threat to
Thus the body of a woman, with its unique potential for

that women do have an "extraordinary biological potentiality
57

apart from psychological considerations, may continue until
..56

forever incomprehensible and mysterious, strange and therefore 
..58

which indeed places a
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of women; this second type of apprehension emanates from

distinctiveness.
How then does man effect the conceptual-emotional

transition from the perception of a woman's female attributes
to the fear that only she has power over life and death?

uninterrupted continuum; the woman's relationship to the child
But what about the man's roleis unmistakable and undeniable.

in conception, pregnancy, and childbirth? Perceptually, he
Even if he understands the function

nothing happens to his body as it does to the woman's; nothing
grows inside of him.

no closer to the
completely certain that it is his "action"!) adds the final

Herein, then, lies the foundation of the maledevastation.

only inferred.
Bettelheim offers an illustration of this situation.

Having questioned the natives of a primitive culture about
the function of sexual intercourse, "most women believed that

the child.
Bettelheim cites another example:

plays no role at all.
of insemination (which civilization has come to realize only 
relatively recently), his role is still apparently nil;

And the months and months of pregnancy, 
during which man is just a bystander (with the husband really

First of all, man sees that pregnancy and childbirth form an

some of the inferences that may immediately be made from this

trauma: the woman's role is direct; the man's, at best, is

the semen remained in the vagina and had nothing to do with 
'Him nothing,' was the trenchant reply.'"59

"action" than any other man — and not even
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This fact, that there exists a tremendous asymmetry between
the sexes with respect to their respective relationship to

multitude of reactions and responses.

and peripheral.
and child takes on magical, mystical, and mysterious overtones;

reality, to the rudiments of life — and death. Furthermore,
this awareness of the utter centrality of the female in the
matter of childbirth takes on cosmic significance. Han begins
to see all generation on this model. Raphael

as pregnant, as prototypical women with big breasts, buttocks,
One of the most important functions of theseand abdomens.

goddesses, asserts Patai, was to provide an answer to the
from where?" — from where did the earth come, fromquestion

where did man come? And, on the analogy of the female members
of the tribe, the answer to these conondrums must have seemed

regard, has a huge advantagei her relationship to childbirth 
is natural, obvious, and integral; man's is artificial (even
non-existent to pre-scientific civilizations and, I dare say, 
it is still psychologically artificial to men today), inferred,

woman appears to have a special relationship to nature, to

Moreover, this unique integration of woman

A Forest River woman whose child was born 
some months after her husband's death 
advanced this as evidence of the irrele
vance of sexual intercourse which all 
natives, apart from its preparatory 
function, regarded simply as an erotic pastime.

The woman, in this

Patai points 
out, in his book The Hebrew Goddess, the ubiquity of goddesses 
in the Ancient Near East, These goddesses are generally seen

pregnancy and childbirth, is bound to produce in the man a
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Yet this vary self-evidence is the
problem; for, the female role was thought to be decisive
enough to be universalized and given cosmic representation;
how dreadfully powerful these bodies and their terrestrial

Wen can't give birth; only women can -- inowners must be!
The man who first came to

this recognition, unprotected by the accretion of cultural
palliatives, must have never recovered from the shock. How
all of us men even today, in our heart of hearts, must still

How awesome must woman berecoil at this monstrous thought.
to have given birth to me! Woman is everything, man nothing.

filoreover, thoughts of birth and thoughts of death go
hand in hand.

The
gateway to existence faces both directions! Slater indicates
that

62

it be viewed as devouring, threatening, and castrating. And

insofar as the child receives a healthy 
and non-devouring love from his mother, 
he will regard the female genitalia as 
the source of life. But insofar as he 
fails to receive such love, or receives 
it only at the price of living solely 
for the satisfaction of the maternal 
needs, he will regard the female geni
talia as threatening his very existence.

Just as the vagina can be seen (perhaps only directly in 
fantasy; but not much more circuitously in myth, dream, ritual 
and ceremony) as life-producing, warm, and safe, so also can

deed, women give birth to men!

It is but a small jump from understanding the 
vagina as the threshold of life (and who can fail to under- • 
stand this?) to seeing it also as the threshold of death.

ridiculously obvious — everything comes out of the body of 
the primordial goddess,
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by a kind of metonymic turn of thought, the woman herself

prominently than the other depending upon the perception of
Yet, insofar as she may be either — life-producing,her.

Moreover, she presents, if only by virtue of the ambiguity

alone,
dreadful.

The analogy between women and "mother earth" — really

will help further elucidate both of these aspects of the
dread of women — that emerging from her ambiguous visage and
that emanating from her attribute of death-inspiring vagina.
The earth also is seen as both womb and tomb.
the ground to plant his seed; after a time the earth produces

In like manner does man enter the ground to placevegetation.
his dead. The process of planting is the same as the process
of burying.

processes of planting and burying are so closely related that

And of course women and the earth both share
another aspect; the possession of many "caves and pools and
dark places" -- places, on the one hand, of refuge and warmth;

must be both; for what does the unconscious mind understand 
of the logic of modality? Woman becomes life-producing and 
death-inspiring, warm and devouring, safe and threatening.

a natural affinity that is almost universally recognized —

takes on both of these sets of attributes, the one more

a confusing visage, unstable, mysterious, fearsome,

Man "enters"

Furthermore, the place of birth is the place of 
death — from dust to dust. Slater points out that the

warm, safe, or devouring, threatening, castrating — she

the goddess of fertility is usually associated with the realm 
j I.L. 63 or dssthe
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places, on the other hand, of terror and suffocation. Hence,
the natural — and astonishing — parallels between woman and

the earth — and the earth as locus of both birth and death —

lends yet another measure of corroboration to the allegation
that woman is the perceptual focal point of both birth and

"Woman is death," is the way in which an old Brahmanicdeath.
Slater summarizesisaying puts it.

an element of mystery, and it is the woman’s power over the

How then can man fail to dread woman?
There is so much more that could be said about this

sights into the powerful, dynamic relationship between the
But enough has been said to demonlife and death instincts.

strate the basis upon which women are perceived to be the
locus of both life and death.

ship between birth and death, into a recognition of women as

life and death. Ran could not help but see himself as trapped
betwixt and between two unapprehended eternities into whose

The true wonder is, not that man should fearportal — woman.

What began as the perception 
of woman’s monopoly over birth (which, in and of itself, also

intriguing phenomenon! we could go into Freud's notion of the 
death instinct (how right Freud appears to have been in light 
of the foregoing) or pursue Norman 0. Brown's suggestive in

produces envy in men — a phenomenon to which we shall pre
sently turn), developed, by means of the integral relation-

comforting-terrifying domain one gains entry through but one

"Death and birth share

latter process that causes her to be associated with the 
former.

the sole embodiment of personified and personalized power over
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but that he should not.woman ,
Let us now consider the second major male reaction

L‘Je have already alluded to this attitudeto women envy.
of envy, i.e., that man, noticing woman's monopoly over child
birth, should be jealous of her capacity and want to share in

We now turn to an elaboration of this consideration. Onit.
the subject of male envy of the female, Bruno Bettelheim is

At the beginning of his Symbolic Woundsespecially incisive.
Bettelheim states that "we are hardly in need of proof that
men

Of course we have all beenwish to participate in it
made aware, primarily by Freud, of the tremendous envy that

But on the subject of male envy ofwomen feel toward men.
the female, there is considerably less discussion. Bettelheim
attempts to explain this fact.

Men too feel envy of the opposite sexj yet it is more diffi
cult for them to express it. But express it they doj fore
shadowing the consideration that we shall take up in the next

stand in awe of the procreative power of women, that thoy 
.,65

If in this book I speak mainly about the 
male envy of female sex functions that 
is because it is less often discussed and 
not because "penis envy" is any less com
mon. It seems that in any society, envy 
of the dominant sex is the more easily 
observed. In societies where men play 
the more important role, the envy of 
males and with it of the penis is more 
readily admitted, more openly expressed 
and more recognized; the consensus is 
that it is desirable to be a man. This 
drives underground men’s envy of women 
sines it is contrary to professed mores 
and therefore looked upon as unnatural and immoral.66
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chapter, Bettelheim mentions, in this regard, one of the
expressions of male envyi

Now, at last, we seem to be approaching the threshold of
More specifically, though, what is the’nature ofreligion*

this envy?
participate in other female functions. Dr. E. Jacobson
has noticed among her male patients "an intense and persistent

the desire to be a woman.
understood in several ways: as compensation for "feminine

by his persistent chauvanism.

Benjamin Spock also takes cognizance of this pheno
menon although his description of it is somewhat undermined

Why, Spock asks, are men today 
doing things that women traditionally did (such as diaper 
changing and infant feeding)?

Christian David has also recognized male envy of 
women and, especially in boys (perhaps especially in boys
only because of the more spontaneous expressiveness of children), 

This, intimates David, can be

First of all, men desire "to bear children and to 
.,68

castration;" as a replacement of the desire to possess the 
mother; and as a wish to participate in woman's power to 
attract admiration and courtship and in their ability to bear

< • . 70children•

We might ask if one of the reasons why 
boys' initiation rites are usually more 
complex than girls' is that in many 
societies women can express their envy 
of men openly, while men's comparable envy can be expressed only in ritual.57

envy of female reproductive ability — an envy that is often
69disguised by a seemingly normal masculinity."
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Without understanding ths causes either of latent or manifest
"Not every man would feel threatenedenvy, Spock concludesi

It is not, as
Spock says, that some males as a matter of fact and by dint
of sopio characterological infirmity are envious of -- and

It is the structure of experiencehencs threatened by -- women.
itself — inevitable, persistent — that results in male envy

Given the function of women in theand ego-vulnerability.

of envy.

a son.
be a man, I can create one.

We have now examined what I take to be the two main
In

many respects they are mutually conflicting reactions; fear
connotes repulsion, dread, and a desire to quash the feared

Envy, on the other hand, indicates attraction,object.

Without really understanding its depth-psychological signi
ficance or the irrevocable (and for

central process of procreation, man can not avoid his feeling 
This is what Bettelheim and David are telling us;

and this is what I have taken such great pains to demonstrate.

...when men are deprived of the satis
faction of making distinctively mascu
line contributions, they more readily 
respond to their latent envy of womon 
and shift over toward women's tradi
tional occupations.

men, devastating) centra
lity of its implications, Spock makes the following obser
vation; an active mother, Spock contends, may be highly 
rivalrous of men and she is particularly proud of producing 

"The unconscious statement may be, 'Though I can’t
,.,72

by a highly successful wife, but this is the kind of ego- 
71 vulnerability that many, many males have."

male responses to the perceived female: fear and envy.
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desire, the wish to join, to participate, to incorporate.
by these descriptions I do not wish to imply that I take
either fear or envy to be quite so one-dimensional and

Certainly each emotion is complex, opaque, andtransparent.
itself productive of a whole host of secondary and tertiary

But I do believe that fear and envy, at leastelaborations.
as they have been described in this chapter, can be, in the

If I am correct here and ifmain, contrasted in this way.
both of these reactions can exist side by side in a single
human being or in a single cultural expression, then we must
conclude that one of the central aspects of man's reaction to
the phenomenon of woman is ambivalence. Actually, we would
expect to find ambivalence at the core of man's emotional
reaction-center for the following reason! each of man's
primary reactions, fear and envy, are intense, demanding,
enervating, and distorting.

man * s

an uneasy equilibrium, the eruptive potential of which lies
horribly close to the surface. To the maintenance of this
uneasy equilibrium ambivalence must contribute its share.

What then of this ambivalence? Bettelheim notices a

here that these are the only two elements that constitute 
response), chaos would result, either in the form of

If either of these were to gain 
control of man's active response (and I am not contending

enormous bloodshed and open, unequivocating suppression or 
in the form of a wholesale surrender to woman's attractiveness.
Neither of these responses has ensued; man lives with (the 
dreaded and envied) woman in what can only be described as
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striking expression of it among the children at his school.

Bettelheim, at another point, speaks of "an attitude of

hatred.
Slater alludes to this ambivalence in a passage from

To be sure, Slater's statement ishis Pursuit of Loneliness.
far more suggestive than it is explanatory:

Enough has been said about ambivalence by way of

have arrived at the difficult-to- chart boundary that divides
Indeed, with the discussion of ambireaction from response.

valence we have, I believe, even imperceptibly crossed this
boundary.

native taken in isolation.
response -- a response to the unmanageability of either alter- 

(This is not to deny the existence 
of primary ambivalence also.) So we will leave off here and

rivalry towards... woman, with its blending of envy and 
.<74

For ambivalence itself may be described as a

From Freud we learned long ago to suspect, 
when a fear seems out of proportion, that 
it has been bloated by a wish; and this 
seems particularly likely when the danger 
is defined as a psychological one — an evil influence.'5

introduction; for, with our discussion of ambivalence, we

The boys were less concerned than the 
adolescents with sexual maturity and 
menstruation. They wished to be of 
both sexes; to have vaginas like — 
hence to be like — the powerful, 
feared, loved, and hated women. 
Concommitant with this desire was the 
powerful urge to extirpate women's 
sex organs. Thus the desire to pos
sess a vagina may represent identi
fication with women while the wish 
to excise it seems to result from the 
hatred and anxiety generated by women -- 
and from the desire to overpower them.
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continue, in the next section, with some of the central
reflections of this ambivalence.

What, then, is the picture of man that emerges from
our discussion of his typical reactions to the women he per
ceives? It is, first and foremost, an image of a man shaken
to his foundations, confused, distressed, and traumatized.
He is a man who, out of his own fragile and unconfirmed place
in the universe, confronts this counterpart and, with half
glazed eyes, sees her as a creator of life in a world full
of life, as intimator of death in a world full of death,
reminding him of his life before life and presaging his

Her place in the universe is firm and secure,beyond. con
firmed daily and ratified everywhere by the unending surfeit
of natural events. Man, when compared to woman, is like a
stranger on his own planet, an intruder in the natural envir
onment of continuous birth and decay, an outcast looking in,
without roots, without a center, without significance. The
following poem by Yeats, though certainly expressive of '

over the fragility of his existence, his dazed awareness of
the peripheral quality of his life, and the absurdly nagging

emotions felt by both men and women, most poignantly depicts 
that special pathos of male alienation, his unrelieved dread

I heard the old, old men say, 
"Everything alters, 
And one by one we drop away. 
They had hands like claws, and their knees 
Were twisted like the old thorn-trees

recognition of the utter evanescence of his momentary presence 
here on earth.

"life"
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So now we find man alone, afraid and reeling. He
cannot remain this way and survive, for to succumb to this

And we know that man hasn't sucrecognition is to go mad.
cumbed; he has responded to his situation and, in the process,
carved out the structure of some of the central elements of

In this chapter I have tried to indicatehis civilization.
the foundations of this response, the structural roots of its

We shall see the many ways in which man, in theexpression•
process of his responding, tries to eradicate the problem by

But the sources cannot be denied anddenying its sources.
cannot be extirpated -- for they are woman and man's reaction

Wan,to her.
It is on the basis of this inauth-traces of the inevitable.

entic, desperate, feeble, destructive — and ultimately
sterile -- manner of response that we can best understand the
provocative assertion of George Simmeli "There is something
fundamentally fradulent at the core of organized social life.
To the core of this

By the waters.
I heard the old, old men say, 
"All that's beautiful drifts away Like the waters."75

..77

we shall see, has attempted to expunge all

"organized social life" we now turn.
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THE RESPONSE: THE REPRESSION

We now turn to a consideration of sonie of the elements
Given theof man's response to his perceived situation.

devastation that man feels and given, therefore, the enormous
compensatory
would expect the products of this "work" to be numerous indeed.
In fact, I believe that most of the components of our culture
are permeated by a significant amount of the "structured

We cannot hope to examine veryof this response.
many of these cultural expressions; rather, in this chapter
I want to take a look at a few of these expressions and
especially those that have some vital bearing on the structure
and function of religion. In this section, then, we will
consider such phenomena — now seen as responses arising out

. of the male reaction — as patriarchy, male initiation rites,

the exclusion of women from the mainstream of the social,
political and religious life of the community, and the notion
of taboo as it relates to women. Thereupon, in the following
chapter I shall consider some of these expressions as they
emerge within the scope of Jewish life and literature,

I want to consider the process of "culture-building"
on the model of repression — the repression both of women

energy"

"work." necessary to regain his equilibrium, we
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and of the feminine principle as it finds natural expression
Repression so viewed has at least two monents:also in men.

the products of the repression — the resultant institutions,

customs, ceremonies, etc., — and the mechanisms of repression,

the tools by which these products are conceived, effected,

Here again we are dealing withratified, and sustained. an
artificial distinction for, in many ways, the mechanism and
the product are markedly intertwined.
make the distinction primarily for the sake of conceptual
clarity.

The first mechanism that I wish to discuss is one
which I shall call "prescription through description." The
mechanism is common and powerful — we have seen it many times

For all its effectiveness, it is aalready in this essay..
One starts with something desired,deceptively simple device.

something to which he wants other to subscribe. To present
direct and forceful prescription (e.g., a man to a
You ought to stay at home all day.") will only meetIIwoman,

i'ioreover, refusal to comply willwith resistance and anger.
be especially intense when the commanded behavior is especially
distasteful and oppressive — behavior to which one would not

Direct prescription, then, isbe inclined to subscribe.
The person, in this case a woman, mustobviously not the way.

be convinced -- coerced -- in such a subtle, indirect,

seemingly innocuous way
and contribute to, her own enslavement. What better way to
effect the desired end than to convert the original prescription —

so that she will unwittingly accept,

it as a

Once again, then, we



statement of fact? Now, at this point, instead of sayino to
"You must stay at home all day,"the woman,

li

case,

to appear as a fact of nature — and who would want to violate
And to the degree to which the womannature's intentions?

the prescription as a description, to that degree willsees
she comply and collaborate in her own subjugation. It is a

nice device, indeed.

A particularly inofficious example of this device is

Politics,

granted that^he outer world space

common
to this device.
deliberately utilizes this device. Actually, I believe that
he is unaware of his complicity. It is the unconscious ease

that makes it On the surface

This statement illustrates the two layers of meaning
(I do not mean to imply that Erikson here

A woman's place is in the home."
Now the desired end of one group (in this

...women have found their identities in the 
care, suggested in their bodies and in the 
needs of their issue, and seem to have taken 
it for granted thaty^he outer world space 
belongs to the men.

we are able to say, 
("This is where you belong.") 

man) is made

Erikson, drawing an ingerence from a 
ment (but see Willet's critique of that experiment, Sexual 

pp, 213ff.), states that

the command — into a description and make it appear to be a

with which this device can be utilized, as demonstrated here, 
so devastatingly effective.)

to be found in Erikson's "Womanhood and Inner Space."
(for him) decisive experi-

this assertion describes how a woman's body suqnests certain 
activities (very restricting activities at that) and how men 
have their own special preserve in the world (read for "world",
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out under the surface of this asser

tion operates the imperative model
since other women have found their identitiesought to act!

in this way and since your body does suggest a certain type
of devotion, you ought to find your identity in your body

You
may perform in your domain but relinquish your right to the

The purpose of this'outer world space.'

type of statement, so construed, is not to describe but to

Even Erikson has swallowed the bait.prescribe.
The enormous mythology surrounding the prodigious

sacrifices of the legendary Jewish wife is similarly rein
forced and transformed into exhortation by this prescriptive

How much fact and fact-producing fiction is containeddevice.
in the following brief statement!
incidental, feeding others is important. For "this is the
way a Jewish woman is" read: "Jewish women! deny yourselves,
sacrifice yourselves for others, give, support, encouraoe,
nurture, feed, feed, feed.

The uses to which this device is put are beyond
Consider the matter of the so-called "sexualenumeration.

From our previous explorations into theof women.
matter of the mature woman and man's fear of her, we would not
expect the "magnitude and awesomeness" of this woman naturally
to result in a"sexual modesty is not natural but imposed.
The imposition of this norm upon woman is one of the ways man

"For a woman, eating is
..79

and you ought to act at the behest of your bodily cues.

"most of the world").

"doman! this is how you

For yourselves, nothing!"

modesty"

It belongs to men,"

deals with his fear of the concommitants of her more
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(perceptually) anticipated sexual immodesty and aggressiveness.

In Tractate Eruvin (100b) of the Babylonian Talmud the Rabbis

sexual modesty and
inhibition against overt initiation of sexual

The process of "prescription through description"activity.
begins by intimating that this is the way God prescribed it

(After all, God's prescriptions are the real descrip-to be.
tions.) As punishments for her transgressionAnd so it is.
Eve (women) was to suffer many penalties. One of them is her
"natural" submission to mem your
but he will rule over you." Women, by being
told that this is the way they are, are really being told

After all, this is howthat this is how they ought to be.
God ordained it to be. Moreover, given this prescribed — and
unnatural — interception of natural drives, a great onus is ’
simultaneously placed upon the shoulders of man. He must
now initiate all the sexual activity! and for this fearsome

of his
David Feldman statesiown.

In the introductory chapter we considered what
Christian David called "the luxuriant mythology" of feminine

This device of "prescription through description,"sexuality.
here fleetingly discussed, is one of the ways in which the
elements of this mythology are created and sustained. And,

task he needs some "prescription through description"

attempt to account for a woman's "natural"

her "innate"

"desire is unto thy husband 
(Gen. 3:16)a°

if male aggressiveness of female coyness is 
etiologically associated with the "curse of 
Eve," then, says the Talmud, it is the hus
band's mitzvah to spare her embarrassment and 
to initiate sexual activity.
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as David says,

Once again we turn to the irrepressible Dr. Spock for our
As usual his statement is a clincher andfinal example.

"Women on the average have some passivityneeds no commenti

in the inborn core of their personality, though this can be

A second, closely related device used in the service

of repressing women is to be found in the conversion of bio

logical facts into a social reality. By means of this method

facts of sex are converted into "facts" of gender, biological

data transformed into attributes of temperament, role, and

status.

ficial device or as a natural and quite proper method of

elaborating the implications intrinsic to sex characteristics,

depends upon the way in which one views the relationship

between sex and gender.

Bronislaw Kalinowski, in an article entitled "Parent

hood, the Basis of Social Structure," has discussed an impor

tant example of this device. Malinowski states that in kin-

There

record concerning a primitive
society, Kalinowski continues, in which the processes of

if their influence persists I would sug
gest that the men who created these myths 
either managed to make women accept then 
or believed they were right in considering 
the protestations of some women as excep
tions . 2

is not one single instance on

Of course, whether or not one sees this as an arti-

ship the most typical and fundamental process is that in which 
biological facts are transformed into social forces,"^

counter-acted and hidden from view when they are brought up 
in an atmosphere of aggressiveness."^
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maternity are left up to nature alone.

Since most of the rituals, moral and religious conceptions,

and obligations and privileges of most societies are for

mulated, effected, and sustained by men, we can specualte

about the reasons for such determinations: man, alienated

from the processes of conception, pregnancy, childbirth, and

suckling — and simultaneously afraid and envious of what

he sees from a distance — wants to put his stamp on these

Hence, man surrounds these processes, withsignificance.
which he has almost no natural relationship, with customs,

encapsulation, he now enjoys a diminution of his raw fear and
envy.

"Once conception takes place," asserts Malinowski,
"the prospective mother has always to keep taboos and observe
ceremonial rules," such as: abstaining from certain foods and
carrying out lustrations, undergoing more or less complicated
pregnancy ceremonies and wearing special decorations and
clothes. The woman is regarded sometimes as holy, sometimes
as unclean and she is often sexually tabooed, even to her own

Malinowski sums up the matter: the physiologicalhusband.

ceremonies, and rituals of his own making; thus, among the 
many other salutary (for him) effects of this process of

...it is a universal fact that conception, 
pregnancy, childbirth, and suckling are 
sociologically determined; that they are 
subjects of ritual or moral and religious 
conceptions, of legal obligations and 
privileges.

processes, to control them, direct them, and determine their
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And converted, we might add, through male machinations and

for male purposes.

Examples of this device could be proliferated end

lessly; its usefulness and pervasiveness are obvious to even

the most casual observer.

eration of the repressive devices to a consideration of some

of the institutions, customs, and ceremonies which epitomize

the substance of the male response.

We may characterize patriarchy in the following way;

over women, and secondly, the superordination of the older

over the younger men.menI

former aspect; as an example of the latter concept David
Feldman indicates the priority, in matters of dispute, of

e.g., the Rishonim over the Acharonim,
the Tannaim over the Amoraim,

"Every

superior to those of the succeeding generations,
The question now arises as to whether patriarchal

institutions are natural or artificial. Some observers see
it as natural and original, as founded upon the superior
physical strength of the male, the debilitating effects of

hunting culture, Kate Millet takes exception to each of these

Millet argues that

pregnancy on the female, and the environmental needs of a

as a social form it supports, first, the predominance of men

the older source,

Let us turn, then, from a consid-

"justifications."

86 mother is converted into being also a sociological mother.

(We will consider primarily the

As Rav Yom Tov Lippman Heller 
(1577-1654) says in his commentary to the Mishnahi 
religious authority is a matter of assumption (min ha-s'tam) 

i.86a
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hlillet obviously sees patriarchy as a set of institutions

artificially imposed for the purpose of subordinating women.

And in the previous chapter we saw that man has ample moti

vational impetus for its implementation.

The problem of the priority of patriarchy is per-

Some people claim, reports Willet, that mat-tinent here.

riarchy was anterior, that is, that patriarchal rule was
preceded by some form of matriarchal rule, where mother-right
or the "feminine principle" dominated social and religious
life.

challenge patriarchy's claims to eternal authority, primeval

or primordial origins, and biological or environmental

hlillet, indeed, would like to believe it; in this regard it

is worth mentioning that Margaret (lead has somewhat said that

the matriarchate is unknown to the human experience. The

controversy continues.

there are several weaknesses in this theory 
making its hyootheses insufficient to con
stitute necessary cause: social and polit
ical institutions are rarely based on phy
sical strength, but are generally upheld by 
value systems in co-operation with other 
forms of social and technical force; hunting 
culture was generally succeeded by agricul
tural society which brought different envir
onmental circumstances and needs; pregnancy 
and childbirth may be socially construed or 
socially arranged so that they are very far 
from debilitating events or the cause of 
physical inferiority, particularly where 
child care is communal and fertility rev
erenced or desired. And finally, since pat
riarchy is a social and political form, it 
is well here, as with other human institutions, 
to look outside nature for its origins.S'

Of course, the main thrust of these arguments is to

necessity, seeing patriarchy as but one era of human history
8 8 and, therefore, theoretically, as capable of dissolution.'
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Friedrich Engels drew the connection between patri
archy and the origin of the institution of property; he
thought that the origins of property were to be found in the

The matriarchatesubjugation and ownership of women.

appeared to him, by contrast, to be a primordial communism.

Millet points out that patriarchy is accompanied by all the

in this regard Eldridge Cleaver's allegations, in Soul on

Calvin C.

of class, caste, rank, ruling, and propertied classes, the

If Engels is right about the implications of
patriarchy, then we must conclude that its ramifications are

As Millet points outas wide as its causes are deep.

Millet supports this claim by showing that
matter of conformity patriarchy is a governing ideology with-

she continues,

Patriarchy is supported by family, state, and

religion. Deferring to William Goode's The Family Millet

indicates that patriarchy's chief institution is the family;

Ice, about the hidden sexual foundations of racism; also

Hernton, Sex and Racism in America), the institutions

While patriarchy as an institution is a 
social constant so deeply entrenched as 
to run through all other political, social 
or economic forms whether of caste or 
class, feudality or bureaucracy, just as 
it pervades all major religions, it also 
exhibits great variety in history and 
locale.

ills Engels deplored; the ownership of persons, beginning 

with women and progressing to other forms of slavery (see,

out peer.

system has ever exercised such a complete control over its 

subjects."51

"that no other

"in the

steady development of an unequally distributed wealth, and 

the state.85

It is possible,"
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it is both a mirror of and a connecting link to the larger

Thesociety; a patriarchal unit within a patriarchal whole.

family and its roles are prototypical! encouraging its members

to adjust and conform and serving as a unit in the government

of the patriarchal state which rules its citizens through its

Patriarchy receives support from religion also/family heads.

essential relationship between
the institutions of patriarchy and the reality of the tight

First of

only men are served by these things, it seems true that a
woman would be less threatened than a man by their non-

For example, the demand for the legitimacy ofrealization.
children seems to arise pre-eminently from male anxieties,

concerning inheritance.

L. Mencken too understands the structure andH.

function of patriarchy; and the peals of laughter with which

regulation of the expressions of feminine sexuality.

all such regulation ensure [though never completely] the legit-

J. C. Flugel finds an

imacy of the children; secondly, such control satisfies

[[though never completely the husbands possessiveness; and

of the home[though, again,

Though it would not be fair to say that

thirdly, it preserves the "sanctity" 

never completely.

"the father is-the head of

we receive the morsels of Mencken's delicious wit barely

seen in the Catholic precept that

the family" and in the Jewish delegation of quasi-priestly
92 authority to the male parent.

e.g., the anxiety concerning biological immortality (an 
anxiety not shared by women to that degree) and the anxiety



conceal the pathos of grim recognition and the shadow of

melancholy that passes over

the poignancy of discovery. In describing some of man's

desires and aversions, Mencken intimates that patriarchy is

We have barely begun to consider the implications of

patriarchy. we cannot but see either thenow,
power and scope of the cluster of patriarchal institutions
or the elaborate and integral way in which the expressions of
patriarchy are connected with the male response to his
reaction to the perceived female distinctiveness.

Kate Willet, J, C. Flugel, and many others have
pointed out the close relationship between the structure of
the nuclear family and the nature of the societal galaxies
that orbit around it. At this point I want to focus upon
that nuclear family and attempt to understand its structure
as yet another reflection of the male response. And here I
turn to Philip Slater's brilliant and exciting examination of
the family — primarily of the Greek family but it is not
without obvious and important parallels (to many of which

not without its grave difficulties for men, too.
He may desire [from marriage^ let ussay, a 
housekeeper to protect his goods and enter
tain his friends — but he may shrink from 
the thought of sharing his bathtub with 
anyone, and home cooking may be downright 
poisonous to him. He may yearn for a son 
to pray at his tomb -- and yet suffer 
acutely at the mere approach of relatives- 
in-law, He may dream of a beautiful and 
complaisant mistress, less exigent and 
mercurial than any a bachelor may hope to 
discover — and stand aghast at admitting 
her to his bankbook, his family tree and 
his secret ambitions.94

us as the hilarity desolves into

Yet, even
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Slater himself devotes much attention) to most other cultures.

Slater devotes the five hundred pages of The Glory of Hera to

this study; I purport to devote eight pages to

his argument. My summary, then, must, by necessity, appear

swiss cheese-like when compared to the fullness of Slater's

elaborations; hopefully, though, the unforgivable omissions,

the falsifying foreshortenings and the distressing discon

tinuities will not completely flatten the pungency of the

parts that remain.

The study of the family is of crucial importance,

especially in providing a foundation for an understanding of

In this regardthe elaborations of the religious imagination.

Slater quotes Lloyd Warner:

Further-by, express, and reinforce the family structure.

world religions necessitates symbols which will evoke universal

sentiments. the only socialIn this respect, the family is

powerful and compelling experiences. So the family is

pivotal, reflecting, on the one hand, the deepest of human

urges and needs while, on the other hand, providing prodigious

reservoirs of disciplined energy which stand ready to be

channelled into the efficient construction of nearly unassail

able supra-familial institutions.

of male dominance.

The Greek family, as our own, was based upon the model

The fifth and fourth century (B.C.) Greek

a summary of

institution which provides men of all cultures with such
,.96

"Religious symbols... are formed
.,95

woman seems to have had practically no social status whatsoever;

more, the very universal applicability of the tenets of the
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she was a legal non-entity, excluded from political and edu-

This male
superordination may have seemed secure; yet there is, Slater
points out, a crucial flaw in this fantasy of male dominances

Thus, the
Athenian male fled the home; but this meant that the Athenian

female-dominated environment. Tiore-

have and continues to have — grave consequences; to the

account but as a child he had
known that the reverse was true for then, as far as he could

him by women.
Let us interrupt our exposition of Slater’s hypothesis

momentarily in order to make a few comments. First of all it
hardly needs mentioning that Slater’s analysis of the Greek
family applies just as well to our own — and to other family
structures which reflect the consequences of such intense and
lopsided male resolution.

women
directly from the structure of the family itself which, in
turn, seems to emerge from the virulent misogyny with which
we have, Thus, the adult male,in this paper, been concerned.
reflecting and expressing his dreaded vulnerability in the

The ambivalence that a young boy 
comes to feel about his mother (and other women) results

male adult the woman is of no

male child grew up in a
over, a serious conflict now arises, a conflict which was to

see, the most important things in his life were decided for

"the rejection and derogation of women means the rejection and

cational life, uneducated, virtually imprisoned in the home, 
97 and obviously regarded with the utmost disdain.

derogation of domesticity — of home and family life, and hence 
of the process of rearing young children."9u
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, the home)

around the woman in order to pretend to himself that he is

her master.

thing fundamentally fraudulent at the core of organized social
life.") backfires because his son, spending an inordinate
amount of time with the mother, comes to view her as possessing
the very same attributes — power, insatiability, indomit-
ability -- which the boy's father had attempted to deflate,

The boy comes to view her in thisconstrict and eliminate.

way because, in his own life, she is that powerful and impor

tant .

he perceives is itselfwoman

exacerbated by the accumulated fears arising out of his own
childhood. And the boy — now himself a man — perpetuates
the cycle, dealing with his wife in the same way in which his

mother was treated by his father. The continuum from the

perceived distinctiveness of the female to the intense reactions

of fear and envy, to the creation, as a response, of self-

perpetuating familial patterns, to other extra-familial con-

Perhaps we are a bit ahead of ourselves. Let us then,
return to Slater's analysis. The Greek male's contempt and
fear of women is reinforced by an underlying suspicion of his

This helps to explain, says Slater, theown inferiority.
extreme nature of certain Greek customsi that a woman
shouldn't be older than her husbands that she shouldn't be of

sequences — this continuum is direct and clearly delineated 

(in the highlighted form in which I have described it).

face of the mature woman, puts a fence (i.e.

Thus, as the boy grows into manhood, his own increasing 

fear and envy of the (natural)

But the pernicious little game (Simmel's "some-
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higher social status than he, that she shouldn't be more
educated than he, that she shouldn't be paid the same as men
for the same work, and that she shouldn't be in a position

Slater concludesiof authority.

How does the woman respond to her subjugation?

was not without

her own substantial spheres of influence and pivotal points

First of all Greek men — as do all men — neededof control.

sons for the continuance of lineage and the perpetuation of

their property. In this regard the

leverage over her husband's needs. She also had considerable

power in raising her children. The relationship between

son) was complex and fraught

with ambivalences. The woman, feeling hostility toward the
husband for being forced to be the "vehicle" of his immor-

Her antagonism,

recognition that her only real activity is confined to the

home. Yet, she loves her son and sees him as a vehicle for
(thwarted) fulfillment, both as a mother and as a

human being. Her son then becomes her surrogate in the world
of accomplishment and productivity. So the woman feels a
tremendous ambivalence toward her soni he is the vehicle both
of her enslavement and of her (vicarious) liberation.

All this betrays an assumption that males 
are incapable of competing with females 
on an equal basis; the cards must first 
be stacked, the male given a handicap.^9

Slater begins by pointing out that the woman

mother and child (especially a

her own

woman had some great

tality, takes out her resentment^ on her son.
/ 

both toward her husband and her. son, is intensified by the
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On the basis of these considerations Slater posits
the existence of the cycle about which we previously spokes
sex antagonism which produces the segregation of women which,
in turn, produces maternal ambivalence toward the son which
results in a particularly narcissistic son who then himself

But what elementfeels hostile toward women. And on and on.

initiates the cycle in the first place? To what is this

It seems to me that the centralcycle itself a response?

factors are the fear and envy of the mature and powerful

These reactions produce the antagonism that men feelwoman.

In this way does the cycle begin.
It is important to indicate here that we are now

dealing with two aspects, from the point of view of origin,
of male fear and envy. On the one hand we have the fear and
envy resulting from man's reaction to the perceived physical
attributes of the mature woman. On the other hand we are
dealing with the fear and envy that emerges from the young
boy's overdetermined relationship with his mother. Although

the two aspects are related and are mutually reinforcing,

there are some important differences! first, whereas the fear

emerging from

inevitable and "natural.

Secondly, and as a consequence of themust attribute primacy.

first point, the contingent fear appears to be a part of the

solution emerging from the response to the more natural fear.

upon that structure, the fear of the mature woman is far more

Hence, to this natural fear we

a particular family structure is contingent

toward women, causing the men to segregate (delimit, imprison, 

control) the women.
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to create as many new problems
(although they are far more structured) as it purports to

And this fact indicates the degree to which we mustsolve.

consider the male response to be a dismal, destructive, ener

vating, and self-defeating failure.

A particularly fascinating, but extraordinarily com

plex, aspect of this cycle is the development of the narciss-

Slater at one point enumerates what he takes toistic male.

be the elements of narcissismi

honor and prestige, a devouring envy of the successes of

others, emphasis on competition and achievement, pessimism,

This narc

issism is the product, Slater avers, of the ambivalence of

the mother; the mother who simultaneously adores and loathes

her son, who showers suffocating attention upon him, and who

makes excessive demands upon him. Inevitably, she becomes too

much for him. As Slater asserts, the mother is "alternately

self-concept. A narcissistic youth, such as Slater
As Slater saysson this basis, unavoidable.

two bases for this narcissistic pattern... the

Moreover, when this familial
model becomes the rule within a given society, evidence of
excessive societal narcissism within that society becomes

seducing and castrating, inflating and deflating the boy's 
.,101

an insatiable striving for

The solution in fact seems

"There are
describes, seems,

rationalism, loose attachments to people and to things, 

treachery and duplicity, life as a contest.100

instability of the self-concept resulting from the mother’s 

ambivalent responses [and the] ... boundary anxiety induced by 

the mother’s involvement."102
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Narcissism becomes a social-psychological attri-abundant.

Slater presents some striking descriptions of thebute.

cultural ramifications of this narcissism:

After pointing out some of the significant differences between

Greek society and contemporary American society, Slater makes

the following claim:

And the final tragedy, the culmination of this network of

divisive misogyny is this:

...there is no motivational difference 
between an Achilles and a Carnegie, an Aga
memnon and a Lyndon Johnson, an Alcibiades 
and a Ford, an Alexander and a Getty... the 
need to surpass others, to aggrandize one
self, to prove one's worth and manhood are 
just the same. The only difference is that 
the Greeks usually threw away their successes 
through some ill-considered act, while 
Americans usually do not.1^4

What narcissism makes possible is the emer
gence of a small number of notable indivi
duals — "great man" — most of whom are 
vicious and destructive and are admired be
cause they succeeded heroically in making 
an impact on the world rather than by having

One might expect... that for the male, at 
least, flight does not represent sexuality 
as such, but sexuality warped by narcissism. 
The goal is not pleasure but accomplishment: 
copulation is defined as conquest, erection 
as achievement, woman as the enemy, lack of 
desire as failure... in our own society it 
is international policy rather than religion 
through which the sexual pathology of the 
population is funneled, and hence these con
cerns find their expression in the language 
of rocketry. The desire for phallic sup
eriority is manifest in discussions about 
which nation has the biggest rocket, or the 
one with the greatest "thrust." host 
revealing of all in its peculiar inversion 
of usual exit-entry thinking is the fact 
that a rocket which escapes the earth's 
atmosphere more or less on course is said 
to have made a "beautiful insertion."103



"Is our culture worth
And if I am .correct inwhat its narcissism has cost us?"

I think that I have shown) that all of this can,
significantly

the complex fear and envy of the mature female,a response to

then the depth and scope of the implications and ramifications

of the response to the male reaction are astonishing indeed.

We turn now to an all-too-brief consideration of

another aspect of the response — male initiation rites.

Bruno Bettelheim has considered ths problem of the origin and

function of these rites in some detail. Bettelheim’s central

contention is that male initiation rites, those rites which

typically take place at the time of puberty, are largely com

pensatory in nature; that men, noticing their negligible role

in the process of childbirth, attempt to demonstrate, by means

of initiation rites, the actual centrality of their contri

bution . 11 Apart from altering his own body," Bettelheim

asserts,

With this we must ask, with Slateri
106

believing (as

man can try to emphasize his contribution 
to childbearing negatively or positively. 
Using the positive approach, he can claim 
directly or symbolically to give birth to 
men... The negative way is to de-emphasize 
the importance of the woman's contribution 
(illustrated by the biblical promise of 
God to make of Abraham a great nation, with 
no mention of Sarah) or to become convinced

improved the lot of mankind. And the 
price of enabling these few to embody 
the narcissistic fantasies of the many 
is that the bulk of mankino is left 
disappointed, frustrated, and miserable 
because they operate, with fewer advan
tages, on the same premises.^^5

(though certainly not exclusively), be seen as
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Bettelheim centers his attention upon the positive approach.

Men are jealous of women’s monopoly over childbirth and fer
vently desire to usurp a piece of the action, if possible, the

Quoting Frazer, Settelheim givesthe followingwhole action.
account of an initiation ceremony:

The significant features of this ritual are the following: 
the attempt to give central importance to the boy's new

That initiation is a symbolic rebirth, 
usually with the male sponsors acting 
the part of those who give birth to the 
initiates, is now widely accepted.

In the west of Ceram (one of the Indonesian 
islands) boys at puberty are admitted to 
the Kakian association.,. The Kakian house 
is an oblong wooden shed, situated under 
the darkest trees in the depth of the for
est, and is built to admit so little light 
that it is impossible to see what goes on 
in it... Thither the boys ...are conducted 
blindfold, followed by their parents and 
relations... As soon as each boy has dis
appeared within the precincts, a dull chop
ping sound is heard, a fearful cry rings 
out, and a sword or spear, dripping with 
blood, is thrust through the roof of the 
shed. This is a token that the boy’s head 
has been cut off, and that the devil has 
carried him away to the other world...
So at sight of the bloody sword the mothers 
weep and wail, crying that the devil has 
murdered their children... During his stay 
in the Kakian house... the chief... warns 
the lads, under pain of death... never to 
reveal what has passed... Meantime the 
mothers and sisters of the lads have gone 
home to weep and mourn. But in a day or 
two the men who acted as guardians or 
sponsors to the novices return to the vill
age with the glad tidings that the devil, 
at the intercession of the priests, has 
restored the lads to life. The men who 
bring this news come in a fainting state 
and daubed with mud, like messengers freshly arrived from the nether world... 09

that it is negligible...107



his "resurrection," at the obvious expense of hisbirth,

"natural" birth which is supposed to pale into insignificance

by comparison? the desire to make men appear to be the true

persona in the drama of childbirth? the exclusion of the

camaraderie that develops among the members of the beleagured

sex as a result of these secrets.

On the basis of many such examples of initiation

rites, Margaret Mead has concluded that

Bettelheim himself infers that

That initiation rites of this sort may be seen as a male

response to the perceived female distinctiveness needs little

more justification or clarification, Men here endeavor to

The

A

palliative it may be? a cure it is not. It may offer momentary

deny the centrality of feminine sexuality and try to replace 

it with the putative pre-eminence of their own power.

attempt, bold, defiant, preposterous, and pitiful must neces

sarily fail to assuage male fears (although it may displace 

them) because it is a lie -- and a patently obvious lie.

the cult assumes that boys can become men 
only by ritualizing birth? in this way 
they take over symbolically and collectively 
the functions that women perform indiv
idually and naturally.}-10

the psychological mechanism behind the 
assertion that rebirth takes place in 
initiation may in many cases be very 
simple? men's desire to detract from the 
importance of childbearing or to cancel 
out their obligations to women as the 
source of life.111

women? the attempt to fool and frighten the women (with the 

obviously aggressive and retributive overtones)? and the
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satisfaction and temporary quiescence; but it fails to deal

with the problem on the level of its essential forcefulness.

Indeed, any response not grounded in the limitations pre

sented by reality is bound to fail. Denial and prevarication

merely put off the unwanted consequences.

the male response; that is,

that men have assumed toward women, idealization and denig

ration .

It is not clear which of these two attitudesand interrelated.

is to be seen as primary; Christian David is inclined to

believe that denigration precedes idealization although, with

respect to the way in which he conceives the matter, I have

David's point of view is decidedly psychoanalyticalmy doubts.

for he sees the dominant aspect of the sexual mythology with
respect to woman in terms of the image of her as a deficient

Woman has no penis but only a clitoris, the perceptionman.

of which has grave repercussions for both the masculine and

the feminine mentality. Without pursuing this last point, we

can see how the image of a woman as a deficient man can lead

to the male attitude of deprecation toward women. Yet it is

this attitude,

which leads to its polar opposite. David contends that "the

idealization of women, equally common and often representing

a conception complementary to the preceding one, is a reaction

gender.

formation due to the misapprehension of women as a castrated

H 112

a pair of important attitudes

as a distortion of the totally perceived picture,

I would like to consider now one last expression of

As we shall see these two attitudes are complementary
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important duality although

it seems to me that the matter is somewhat more complex in

means meant tothe manner of its unfolding.

in and of itself, a criticism of David's hypothesis forbe,

As I
Womantinctive female

seems to him to
some.
and thrown off balance.

we
This in itself is some

thing of a reaction-formation to his immediate, brusque, and
fitful reaction.

Woman is idealized, she
Whereas the

the latter exaltation is a product of male
expression of

Calvin Hernton, in his

When he at last regains his wits he 

knows (however dimly) that he must make

is exalted, considered a paragon of purity, 

original image of the exalted woman was thrust upon man 

through his senses, and reflected some kind of real imbalance

Thereupon follows the reaction-formation to 

the reaction-formation, as it were.

be something superhuman, powerful, and awe- 

Her stature is exalted in his eyes and he is frightened

is initially stunned by the dis- 

characteristics which he perceives.

(This is by no

David has pointed to an

manipulation and falsification of reality, an 
the male attempt to deny and distort.
jex and Racism in America, has pointed out the absurdities to 
which this (apparently psychologically necessary) manipulation 
and falsification of reality may leadi "It is significant

see it, man
he too would most certainly see the need for greater elab

oration .)

between the sexes,

an attempt to carve 

out for himself a place in the sun. One of the ways in which 

he responds, then, by way of initial compensation (and here 

come to the point at which David takes up his description), •

is to derogate and deprecate women.
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(emphasis

Hernton's)

Continuing with David's consideration of this comple-

we

David states that

elements of repression.

to the perceived woman may be characterized as represponse
ression.

ex-
seen as particular responses and not in their relationship of 

complementarity -- to the fear of moment disparagement,

mentary pair of attitudes, David proceeds to link the presence 

of neurosis with these attitudes (and according to Freud 

are all, to some degree, neurotic).

neurosis is always accompanied by sexual 
problems,,, there are few ideas in a man's 
mind designed to demean woman or to idealize 
her which are not linked to overt or covert 
neurotic problems.H4

Freud, of course, linked the origin of neurosis to the various

And we have posited that man's active

Hence there seems to be an integral connection among ’ 

the factors of response, repression, and neurosis. (Freud 

believed that such repression was a sine qua non for the very 

possibility of social organization and this would imply a 

certain pessimism concerning the possibility of ameliorating 

the male-female relationship, as we have described it. At 

this point, however, we might want to introduce Herbert 

Marcuse's important distinction between necessary and "surplus"

repression. Perhaps man can not help reacting and responding 

(i.e., repressing) to women; but how much of this is necessary 

and how much surplus repression?)

Slater has also considered the dual response — now

that even when white women are married and become mothers, 

southern white men still refer to them as chaste!
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pressing the (hoped for) feeling that there is nothing to be

feared from so lowly a creature — this, says Slater, was the

a being — this is the modern European solution.
The notion that woman is a tabooed object, so preva

lent in so many cultures, is closely connected with the comple-
We will brieflymentarity of denigration and idealization.

touch upon this important subject here and, in the next
Jacob Singer,chapter, look into some of its applications.

in his Taboo in the Hebrew Scriptures, indicates that two of
the fundamental ideas underlying all taboos are the notions

sons,
So the tabooed

J. C. Flugel,
in a chapter entitled It Taboo and its Equivalents, ii has also

noticed the relationship between the idealization-denigration

duality and the woman as taboo: "there has been a constant

Greek solution; and idealization, expressing the (again, 

hoped for) feeling that there is

of sacredness and impurity. From these conceptions, Singer 

continues, follow such aspects as the sacredness (and/or 

uncleanness) of the relevant persons or things, the prohi

bitions emanating from them, and the sacredness (and/or 

uncleanness) which results from

no need to fear so saintly
115

..117
places, or things, are considered to be charged with 

what Singer calls "spiritual electricity.

objects seem to be associated with just those two complementary 

attributes that are often ascribed to women.

tendency to look upon women either as paragons of purity or 
as dangerous sources of contamination... "11B

116 a violation of the prohibition.

These sacred-unclean objects themselves, whether they be per-
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VJe noticed, in the last chapter, how dangerous and
dreaded women mere conceived to be. One of the ways in which
one can respond to a dangerous, powerful, dreaded, and mys
terious person or object is to transform it into a tabooed
object -- an object with a It is

then encapsulated, separated, and placed under control. hiore-

over, most observers agree that the taboos current in any

society tend to relate to objects and actions that are sig

nificant for — and potentially threatening to — the social

It is instructive, at this point, to recall Freud'sorder.

description of women and notice the close connection between

his ascription and the attributes often associated with a

tabooed object: Freud contends that women are "forever incom-

Jevons offers a concise and provocative over

view of the notion of the taboo. The origin of a taboo,

Jevons states, is

Jevons here articulates some extraordinary ideas -- the

importance of the non-sensuous aspects of our lives, the

integral relationship between things seen and things unseen,

an inherent quality in the minds of men 
that certain things must not be done... 
it marked the awe of man in the presence 
of what he conceived — often mistakenly — 
to be supernatural. This feeling is spir
itual in the sense that sense experience 
is not the sole source or final test of 
truth: and that the things which are seen 
bring man daily into relation with things 
unseen. This irrational fear lies at the 
bottom of our morality.120

"spiritual electricity."

F. B.

prehensible and mysterious, strange and therefore apparently 

hostile. "H9
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and the non-rational, even irrational roots of our morality.

I think that we have in this paper, that man's reactionseen,

and response to the perceived female is a central example of

each of Jevons' considerations.

This brings to a close our examination of some of the

important ways in which man has responded and, as a-result,

Hany ingredients contribute togiven shape to his culture.

the formation of a civilization and to attempt to reduce them

to one factor would be fatuous indeed; yet who, at this point,

would deny the centrality of man's reaction and response to

the female that he perceives? As Norman f'lailer has put its

it is the II

at the heart of the itch to build a civilization.

fear of that natural woman that must have rested

-121



IV

THE TESTIMONY OF JEWISH LIFE AND LITERATURE

We now turn our attention to the male response,

The subject is obviously much too large to be

dealt with adequately within the scope of this essay; the

literature is of legendary vastness and every other sentence

Therefore, comprehensiveness, either in termsour inquiry.

What Iof depth or scope, is utterly out of the question.

shall try to do, then, is intimate some of the typical atti

tudes toward women that I have found expressed in the litera

ture — and by "the literature" I

that I have perused.

One of the difficulties of a study such as this is

that, through intense concentration upon one attitude, how
ever important, one may begin to feel that other attitudes
are of little consequence. I am concentrating, in this essay,
upon what I take to be the central male attitude toward

but there are other attitudes which, on the surfacewomen;
at least, What
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appear to differ both in tone and in content.
stance shall we assume toward these (potentially disconfirm

mean that small part of it

can undoubtedly be seen to reflect an attitude relevant to

first, as it emerges within the corpus of Jewish literature 
and, secondly, as it manifests itself in Jewish (primarily 
shtetl) life.



alleged (by

thesis, to reduce all discrepancies to apparent discrepancies.

This would amount to but little more than an exercise in beg

ging the questioni and, like the bed of Procrustes, it might

On the other hand, weinduce a bit of tortuous distortion.

could, for the sake of balance and perspective, consider these

different attitudes on their own terms and leave open the

question of their possible superfluousness.

I intend to begin our consideration of Jewish litera-

First, then, I will adumbrateture on this latter note.

some of the more positive expressions toward women in order

Then I will turn to a con-to add that measure of balance.

sideration of some examples of the derogation of women, both

in terms of the low social and political status of women and

Next

Finally I will take a look at three Biblical

motifsi the creation of Eve, the matter of the frequent bar

renness of women, particularly the matriarchs; and finally,

the matter of the covenant of circumcision.*

in terms of the putative inadequacy of their abilities.

I will consider the so-called "womanly duties" and briefly

atory) expressions? We could attempt, on the basis of the 

us) totally comprehensive validity of our hypo

given concrete expression in the literature and in one aspect 

of Jewish life.

♦Bibliographical notei the texts employed for this chapter 
are the followingi the Soncino editions of the Talmud and 
fOidrash Rabbah, the Danby (Aishnah, the RSV Bible, and the 
Solomon Ganzfried Code of Jewish Law (K i t zu r Sphulchan Aruch).

explore their significance for our study. Thereupon I will 

turn to the matter of the fear of the mature woman as it is
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There are many passages in which women are praised,

their attributes extolled, and the importance of their pre-

G, F. f'ioore findssence for a man’s happiness expounded.

passage from Tractate Yebamoti what kind of a helpmeet is

"She... enlightens his eyes and puts

What does the husband find in his marri-him on his feet.

Happiness, blessing, and his own completeness "for aage?
a woman is not called a man — as it is writtenman without

f'ian (Adam).

find Abaye,

Raba, and R. Hama b, Hanina engaged in a friendly discussion.
The topic of conversation is thisi how is one to understand
the meaning of a bad wife? SheAbaye comes forward first.
is one who prepares a meal for her husband and has her tongue
ready for him also. Raba replies that, no, she is one who
prepares a meal for him and then turns her back to him! But

for as soon as a man takes a wife his sins
are buriedj for it is saidt 'Whoso findeth a wife findeth a

(Proverbs IB s 22)

Expressions of such philogyny are not rare; yet we
the male

woman? ask the Rabbis.
..123

should notice, with respect to our hypothesis about 

must hawk even here), that these encomiaresponse ( which we

In one passage of Tractate Yebamot we

great good and obtaineth favor of the Lord.'" 
(Yebamot 63b)

R. Hama b. Hanina finds this petulant prattle insufferable. 
"You are all wrong,

'Hale and female created he them, and he called their name
...124

the social and religious position of the woman in Judaism to
122 be a high moral achievement. David Feldman points to a
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Woman is seen as a

wife, helpmeet, one who completes man. But the following

woman in her complementary role, tends to encourage the high

estimation of a woman in her own righti
II for it is only for the wife's s.ake that

A final example is taken from Tractate fliddah in

which, by way of a play on the Hebrew words for

"understanding," the point is made that

intelligence than does a man.

Now that we have seen something of the other side of

the woman question, wherein the woman is visualized as more

than just an object of derision and scorn, let us return to

the central motifs of our examination and, first of all,

scrutinize the ways in which a woman's low status is reflected

in the literature. This low status, let us keep in mind, is

to be seen as part of the measure of the male response. The

Bible is replete with relevant examples. As Louis (fl, Epstein

and many others have pointed out, the Bible assumes a pat

ronymic family organization in which marriage represents

acquisition and ownership, the acquisition and ownership of 

wives) in the same sense in which one purchases 

Within such a family organization the head of the

woman with respect

a man's house is blessed." (145.10)

passage from the Kitzur Schulchan Aruch, although it too sees

a man must treat a

a woman has more

"build" and

/rH ) the rib" 
that the Holy

are given to the woman who can help man.

"And the Lord God built ( 
(Gen. 2i22) which teaches 
One Blessed be He endowed the woman with 
more understanding ( ^J'^) ) then the man. 
(Niddah 45b)

a wife (or 
slaves.125



-84-

family owns the entire household unit and he embodies within

possesses

everything! the land, chattel, all the freeborn females brought

from the outside to be wives to the subordinate members of the

(I'Je should

recall at this point the observations of Engels and Calvin

Of course this picture of the biblical family organi-

Julian Horgenstern,

Yet this adequately

"a manor

This subordinate status

is further reflected in the popular but false (its popularity

its Historical Significance," in Zeitschrift fuer Altesta- 

mentliche Wissenschaft N.S. VI (1929)).

precise model does give us a framework by which to organize 

the relevant examples.

zation is too simplistic and doesn't account for the many 

apparent exceptions and complexities (see, for example,

Hernton on the relationship among the notions of slavery, 

property, and the typical attitude toward women.)

than with that of the master (or even his sons who were 

destined to become masters).

Now certainly we can readily see 

that, within this patronymic familial organization, the 

woman’s status had more in common with that of the slaves

household, and all male and female slaves and their.offspring. 
(see Genesis 14114, 17:27; Judnes 8:30, 12:9)^

...his wife": see

First of all, the very word for "wife" is very often 

used to signify the fact that the woman belongs to the man 

(e.g., or LDC/c --

Genesis 2:24-25; 3:0, 17; 4:1, 17).

"Seena Fiarriage in Ancient Israel and

himself all the rights belonging to that unit (see Genesis 

46:0-20). The head of the family (the ba'ol)
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is more indicative than its accuracy) etymology of the Hebrew

relationship which is also

The matter of the rape and seduction of a young woman

The penalties for such a deed areis similarly instructive.

outlined both in Exodus 22:16-17 and in Deuteronomy 22;23f.

If a man meets a

(Deut. 22i28f.)

Eugene Borowitz, in his book Choosing a Sex Ethic, offers an

interpretation of these passages. First of all, Borowitz

points out that these laws are addressed only to men, indi-

Secondly, the central

no particular onus is attached to the act of seduction itself

nor is any attention paid to the various injuries — social,

personal, and physical — suffered by the girl herself. Of

special interest here, then, is the fact that the aggrieved

party is not the girl but the father "since his daughter, 

whose virginity has been taken, will now bring him a lesser

and "woman" (a

eating that, although it is the girl who is being seduced, it 

is only the men who have any rights,

reflected in the English words). Furthermore, although the 

wife had considerable freedom (see Genesis 19;31-35), it is 
127

clearly stated that the husband is the master (Gen. 3i16).

concern of these statements is the matter of compensation;

words for "man"

If a man seduces a virgin who is not be
trothed, and lies with her, he shall give 
the marriage present for her and make her 
his wife. If her father utterly refuses 
to give her to him, he shall pay money 
equivalent to the marriage present for 
virgins. (Exodus 22:16-17)

virgin who is not betrothed, 
and seizes her and lies with her, and they 
are found, then the man who lays with her 
shall give to the father of this young woman 
fifty sheckels of silver and she shall be 
his wife... (Deut. 22i28f.)



-86-

In fact, it might be fair to say that,bride-price.. .

from these passages, one might conclude that the girl is

the basis of the

experiences to which she is subjected and the resultant use-

Obviously, in the event of marriage,family of the bride.

the bridegroom's family obtains an economic asset and the

bride's family must be duly compensated for its loss — its

This, too, is the language of the

market-place and the woman the guantifiable commodity.

There is no dearth of illustrations of the low status

of the biblical woman. In Leviticus 1211-5 we see, by in

direction, that a daughter is less desirable than

woman remains impure twice as long after the birth ofa a

daughter. Leviticus 27;1-7 offers a comparison between the

value of the vows of men and women of different ages. The

older the person, the more valuable is his vow

fulness of her capacities.

This brings us to the matter of the bride-price (the 

mohar — see Genesis 34;12), the payment rendered by the

..123

we see in Numbers 30;2-8, the force of a

age, a man's vow is considered to be of greater value 

(implying that a man is of greater value than a woman).

woman's vow depends upon the approval of her father or of her 

husband. Ths same does not apply to the man whose vows are

a son, for

(up to the age 

of 60 years old); yet, given a man and a woman of the same

loss both of a pair of productive hands and of the future 

(and productive) progeny.

Furthermore, as

regarded as little more than an economic guantity whose market 

value (to her father) rises and falls on
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always and absolutely binding (30i2). Thus, with the

exception of the vows made by a widow or divorcee, if the

woman's husband or father finds her vows to be foolish or

Biblical man (or the

effort in his attempt to effect the utter subordinationno

of women.

Reflections of the low status of women are also to

be found throughout Rabbinic literature.

important issue in those days but some of the means by which

may distribute his weekly marital contracts equally among

A particularly inventive reflection of the

status of women is to be found in Tractate Niddah. The pas-

Thus the birth of a daughter is the

body has to be rotated from the face-down to the face-up 

position before emerging, and this intensifies the birth pains.

Polygamy was an

female birth greater 
than those of a male birth? — The female 
emerges in the position she assumes during 
intercourse and the male emerges in the 
position he assumes during intercourse. 
The former, therefore, turns her face up
wards while the latter need not turn his 
face, (31a)

more painful because her

them and give each wife her marital satisfaction once a 

month. (4.4 a)

Why are the pains of a

man should not marry more than four wives in order that he

This passage suggests that a

it was limited, as is exemplified by a passage in Tractate

Yebamot, are almost comical.

rash, ho can summarily dismiss them.

men who penned these sections of the Bible) obviously spared

sage, by the way, is a fine example of the repressive device 

of "prescription through description."



-pa

than baby boys because the girl must enter the world in the

physical position which best exemplifies her role and status

The

receives further

Herein, then,

is yet another application — this time in the service of

Later in this chapter we will examine

that myth in some greater detail.

Our final passage is taken from Tractate Sanhedrin 39a

in which the final, irrevocable blow is dealt to a woman's

during her lifetime (nature's ratification of female oppres

sion) — the role and status of submissiveness and passivity 

("Women are born to be fucked.").

 ie rib) 
She (the emperor's

"verification" from another passage.

The man is the natural aggressor because he is the one who is 

searching for something lost (his rib-woman).

repression -- of the inexhaustibly rich etiological myth of 

the creation of Eve.

"natural" passivity and submissiveness of women

vanity -- if indeed she has any left at this point, 

"...He (God) should have takenit (thi 
from his (Adam) openly." C._ 
daughter) replied to him (the one with whom 
she was conversing and who made the former 
statement)! "Let me have a piece of raw 
meat." It was given to her. She placed it 
under her armpit, then took it out and 
offered it to him to eat. "I find it loath-

Hence, baby girls are more difficult (and thus less desirable — 

actually the logic of the matter, I believe, is the reverse)

Why did the Torah state, "If any man take 
a wife" (Deut. 22il3) and not "if a woman 
be taken to a man?" Because it is the way 
of a man to go in search of a woman, but 
it is not the way of a woman to go in search 
of a man. This may be compared to a man who 
lost an articles who goes in search of whom? 
The loser goes in search of the lost article. 
(Liddushin 2b)
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Could anyone have conceived of

visual aid? And that the hideously final degradation of

is itself placed in the mouth of a woman is a truewomen

To have to see oneself on the analogytour de force indeed.
of a sweaty piece of raw meat whose like would never have
survived the light of that first day had it not been for
Adam's drowsiness what an abominable insult.

So much then for the miserably low status of women.

attention to certain examples of the

more general deprecation of women, of which, naturally, there

And here we find that woman is so oftenis also no paucity.

characterized as a dimwitted shrew who, for all her potential

destructiveness and intractability, needs to be treated, con

descendingly, with gentleness and tolerance.

iniscent of our discussion, in the previous chapter, of the

denigration-idealization duality; as I mentioned, in my

expansion of Christian David's exposition, the initial denig

ration follows upon, as a reaction-formation, the observation

of woman's powerfulness and awesomeness. The following few

examples, picturing the woman, as they do, as a kind of be-

verse from Ecclesiastesi

Rab

example to his soni She was
"And I find more bitter than death the woman." (7;26)

"Your mother.

wildered shrew, seem to be good illustrations of this very 

type of rebound-denigration.)

Rab Judah is expounding a

a more spectacularly forceful

(This is rem-

Let us now direct our

Judah offers an

some." he exclaimed. "Even so would she 
(Eve) have been to Adam had she been 
taken from him openly," she retorted.
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indeed irascible but could be easily appeased with a kindly

word." (Yobanot 63b) G, F. Moore cites another illustration

of this patronizing attitudei R. Hiyya had a shrewish wife —

when he was making her a present, wrapped up in cloth,once

his nephew and disciple, Rab, exclaimed, "And this when she

Asthat they bring up our children and keep us from sin.

we

will inevitably lead to devastating consequences, for the

for the central institutions and expressions of the culture

itself.

The following two gems are taken from Deuteronomy

Rabbah 6.11.

in their deprecation of women and so steadfast in their
obvious desire to do so, that the passages hardly need comment.

recognized from our summary of Slater's analysis of the 
family, such condescending (but barely concealed) misogyny

plagues you so!" Hiyya replied, "All we can expect of them is
,.129

son, for the son’s marriage, for the son's world-view, and

The authors of these passages are so thorough

R. Levi saidi "Women possess the four 
following characteristics! they are 
greedy, inquisitive, envious, and in
dolent. Whence do we know that they are 
greedy? From what is written, 'And 
when the woman saw that the tree was good 
for food etc.' (Gen. 3:6). Whence do we 
know them to be inquisitive? For it is 
written. 'And Sarah heard in the tent 
door.' (Gen. IBtlO) that is, she was 
eavesdropping on the angel. Whence do 
we know that they are envious? For it is 
said, 'And Rachel envied her sister.' 
(Gen. 30:1) Whence do we know that they 
are indolent? For it is written, 'Make 
ready quickly three measures of fine meal, 
(Gen. 18:6) The Rabbis added two more 
characteristics: they are querulous and 
gossips.



prevailing attitudes toward women that are to be found in

Rabbinic literature. Kioreover, given the theoretical frame
work elaborated in the first four sections of this paper, there

be considered among the many expressions of the male response.

How are these duties — their

Thus,

sidered to be connected with the sins of the prototypical

world, necessitating her expiation; and the Sabbath lights, 
i because woman extinguished the light of man's soul.

it should be noted, all of these "womanly duties" are con-

Enough has been said in order to indicate some of the

seems to be little doubt that these rabbinical musings are to

We must now touch briefly upon the topic of the 

three traditional "womanly duties" — "taking Hallah" (i.e., 

throwing a bit of the dough onto the fire as an offering be

fore baking the bread), purification at the Hikvah, and 

lighting the Sabbath candles, 

nature, origin, and purpose — seen in the literature?

woman; the origin of woman's special tasks lies in her

Louis Ginzberg intimates that the religious commands 

addressed exclusively to women are connected with the history 

of Eve; Niddah, because of the transgression of her womb; 

Hallah, because Eve defiled Adam, the heave-offering of the

God said; "I shall not create herfEve from 
Adani) from the eye, that her eye may not be 
haughty, nor from the ear, that she may not 
be an eavesdropper, nor from the mouth, that 
she may not be talkative, nor from the hand, 
that she may not be a thief, nor from the 
foot, that she may not be a gadabout; whence 
then shall I create her? From his most pri
vate limb, from the thigh," And yet of no 
avail. For everything that God intended 
should not be in her is to be found even in 
the best of women.



Seen in this way, the "womanly duties" be

come yet another vehicle for the deprecation of women: and

by accepting this interpretation of her duties, the woman

herself thus accepts her own guilt and participates in her

own enslavement.

This is particularly true of menstruation, the

the sources

The monthly

reminder of

Especially insidious is the contention that, if a

woman fails to perform these duties of her derogation, the

penalty is death in childbirth.

For it transforms the tokens

Hence, if a woman

should die in childbirth, it is not to be blamed on the

exigencies of childbearing but on the transgressions of the

woman or of womankind of which she is a member. Thus the

woman’s procreative ability, what more ingenious method of 

male revenge could be imagined?

of female superiority into the vehicle of her ultimate chas

tisement, while, at the same time, maintaining the sanctity 

and desirability of childbirth itself.

"way of a woman" is thus a constant, punitive 

the primeval transgression (for which all women, 

obviously, must suffer and hence, feel guilty) and the Olikvah 

is the place of her (only temporary) expiation.

For three transgressions to women die in 
childbirtht for heedlessness of the laws 
of the menstruant, the Oough-offering, and 
the lighting of the [Sabbath lamp^] 
(Mishnah Shabbat 2.6)

In terms of our discussion of the male fear and envy of the

as a

"sinful nature."

experiencing of which, according to Moore, is regarded by all 
131 penalty for Eve's sin (see Erubim 100b).



mechanism of repression serves male needs in two ways; first,

it separates the causes of the traumas of childbirth from

the process of childbirth and hence makes the process of pro

creation that much less vulnerable to womanly whim; and

secondly, as uie have said, it converts the natural superiority

(as men perceive it) of women into the vehicle of their own

derogation,

implements of self-flagellation.

Of course a woman has other obligations such as

grinding meal, baking, washing clothes, cooking, nursing her

child, making the beds, and working in wool. The Rabbis

if a woman has servants, she can be relievedconcede that,

of up to all of these duties but "this does not exempt her

Of course, complete

idleness was disapproved.

At this point we want to look at some of the expressions

throughout the literature. We will touch on some of them.

find God telling Noses

how the people are to make themselves ready for the theophany

of the fear of women and the male response to that reaction. 

Striking reflections of that fear of the mature woman abound

In Chapter 19 of the Book of Exodus we

from certain personal attentions to her husband, such as 

washing his face and hands, etc."132

Even if she brought him a hundred bond
women he should compel her to work in 
wool, for idleness leads to unchastity. 
Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel says; Nore- 
over, if a man put his wife under a vow 
to do no work he should put her away 
and give her her Ketubah, for idleness 
leads to lowness of spirit, 
(blishnah Ketubot 5,5)

A woman, as it were, carries around her own



The people are to wash their

garments and avoid touching the holy mountain.

Of course the command is directedof ritual purification.

only to men, the women alone being the bearers (at least in

terms of focus — but see Leviticus 15i 1—18) of the elements

It seems to me that this expression of theof contamination.

fear of the female, set in the context of the giving of the

Torah, is extremely significant; it is an early expression

idea that weaves its way through

out Jewish life and literature! namely, that there is a fun-

that women present a most serious threat to the integrity

and preservation of the Torah. Perhaps, on the basis of this

one example, I have overstated the point; however, I shall

consider this crucial antagonism in greater detail later.

The fear of the power of woman is expressed in The

Son of Sonosi II I adjure you, 0 daughters of Jerusalem, by
the gazelles or the hinds of the field, that you stir not up
nor awaken love until it pleases." (2i?) That is to say,

women have the power to uncover potentially uncontrollable

emotions and for this they are greatly feared. In the Book

tial of the mature woman:

of Micah we also read of the dread of the destructive poten- 

"Put no trust in a neighbor, have

So Hoses went down from the mountain to 
the people, and consecrated the people; 
and they washed their garments. And he 
said to the people, "Be ready by the 
third day: do not co near a woman." 
(19:14-15)

damental and mysterious antagonism between women and Torah,

"on the third day." (19:11)

Thus it seems that sexual abstinance was an important form

of an essential idea, an
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no
Even a woman with

whom one experiences great intimacy (that she is not merely

among "neighbor," II

lover with some awesome and uncontrolled force,

Expressions of such fear are to be found in post

In Chapter 9 of the Wisdom ofbiblical literature also.

Sjrach, there is an elaborate admonition concerning the

The very words used to describe the kindsthreat of women.

of consequences that may befall a man who deals unguardedly

The passage continues.

In this passage, especially, do we feel the author's awe at

the raw and unbridled electricity of a woman's ontic energy 

(especially that of a married, experienced, mature woman).

a one-night fling is indicated by the structural parallel 

friend," and "woman") still threatens her

confidence in a friend; guard the doors of your mouth 

from her who lies in your bosom." (7:5)

It is almost as if a woman were a yawning and alluring vortex 

of devouring ferocity (appropriately vaginal imagery) over 

the precipice of which man inescapably totters.

Turn away your eyes from a shapely woman, 
and do not look intently at beauty be
longing to another; many have been mis
led by a woman's beauty, and by it passion 
is kindled like a fire. Never dine with 
another man's wife, nor revel with her at 
wine; lest your heart turn aside to her, 
and in blood you be plunged into destruction. 
(9:8-9)

her intrigues"

(9:5), and "lose his inheritance" (9:6),

with women, indicate the disquietude with which women were

perceived: such a man would "lose his mastery over his 

strength" (9:2), "fall into her snares" (9:3), "be caught in 

(9:4), "stumble and incur penalties for her"
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Tractate Yebamot 63b reflects a horrified dread of

Hsian of Troyi "through the form of a beautiful woman, many

woro destroyed and a mighty host are all her slain." On the

"Hence the Sages have Saids He thatAvoth has this to says

talks much with womankind brings evil upon himself and neg-

That is some elaborate, retributive measure for even

the most incorrigible of conversationalists; it just goes to

show to what degree women were feared.

Without becoming involved in the specific point at

issue in the following midrash,

another reflection of the dread of the mature woman. Notice

here that the object of fear is the discharging, bleeding

woman.

II

A final example is taken from the Kitzur Schulchan Aruch; in
many ways it is the most extraordinary of all the passages
just cited. First, because of the author's hilarious squeem-

Secondly, because

of the unabashed implication of the integral connection among

i "This time she is bone 
(Genesis Rabbah, 18,4)

potentially destructive power of a woman (and as another 

example of the antagonism between women and Torah), ['lishnah

lects the study of the Law and at last will inherit Gehenna." 

(1.5)

we can easily see yet

so strangely) reminiscent ofan ancient woman who is (not

R. Judah b. Rabbi said; At first He created 
her [Eve} for him and he (Adam] saw her full of 
discharge and blood; thereupon He removed 
her from him and recreated her a second time. 
Hence he (AdamJ saidi 
of my bone." ("

ishness, reflected in the euphemism that he uses for "vagina" 

(how dreadful must the very thought of the vagina -- that 

snaky Medussa's head — have been for him).



the vagina, abomination, and sin.

What is the nature of the Jewish response to this

What forms did (and do) thefear of the mature woman?

We have already touched upon many of them —response take?

the deprecation of the abilities of women, the imposition

upon them of a low social, economic, and political status,

and interpretation of the "womanly duties," These mores and

customs are all to be seen, in large measure, in terms of the

male response to the perceived female threat. And there are
other types of response. One of them, emerging directly and
obviously from that fear, is the matter of the "avoidance"
of women, a pattern so common in the life-style of the

European shtetl.

This avoidance pattern seems to have stood at the

very foundation of shtetl life, permeating most of its

important customs and institutions. We find early expressions

of the desirability of this pattern already in the classical

literature. The following statement is a typical example.

A man should not walk behind a woman in 
the road, and even if his wife happens 
to be in front of him on a bridge he 
should let her pass on one side, and who
ever crosses a river behind a woman will 
have no portion in the future world [be
cause the woman in crossing will naturally 
lift up her dress],.. Our Rabbis taughti

It is forbidden to glance at that place, 
for whoever glances there possesses no 
shamefulness and violates "Heino chaste" 
and removes disgrace from his face; for 
the one who is bashful is not apt to sin... 
Certainly one who kisses that place vio
lates, "And yeshall not make your souls 
abominable." (150.5)
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(Proverhs 10121) (Berachot 61a)
G, F, Moore states that the Rabbis, in wanting to keep man
far from sin, took various precautions against the excite-

The central precaution was the general
avoidance of women for "whoever even looks at a woman will

(hedarim 20a)in the end fall into transgression."

Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog, in their book

Life is With People, consider in some detail the centrality

Each sex, they contend, occupiesof this avoidance pattern.

its own area of the community; the man's domain is the Shul,

House of Prayer, House of Study, House of Assembly all rolled

Here man rules supreme.up into one. The woman's province

134

A girl is trained almost from the start to accept the fact

that her place is in the home; she shall not aspire to Torah-

learning or to a life of her own in the outside world. As

we read in Mishnah Sotahi R, Eliezar saysi If any man gives

And a passage in Tractate

The girl may, as a youth, go to Cheder but shemany sources.

Yoma 66b reads; 

spindle."

is the home and here she rules, if not with absolute authority 

live there too), then with relative authority.

knowledge of the Law, it is as though he taught

(3.4)

If a man counts out money from his hand 
into the hand of a woman so as to have 
the opportunity of gazing at her, even 
if he can vie in the Torah and good deeds 
with Moses our teacher, he shall not 
escape the punishment of Gehinnom, as it 
says, "hand to hand, he shall not escape 
from evil." ("

(for men

his daughter a

her lechery ()."

"A woman has no learning except about a

So the socialization process finds support from

ment of lustful thoughts to which man's senses made him
133 vulnerable.
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only learns what she absolutely needs to know* to read and

write a little Yiddish, to read a little Hebrew, and to

The premanage the operations of elementary arithmetic.

vailing sentiment seems to have been*

The conclusion that can legitimately be drawn from

this is that it is the monumental male fear of the mature

and female domains; and, as in all societies, the educational

system tends to fulfill a conservative, preservative function.

Hence

the sexes are separated in their daily round of activities,

and this from early childhood, which, in turn, is supposed

to protect both the mitzvah of learning and the sanctity of

the home.

Something of a problem arises at this point* on the

one hand, women are objects of terror and must be avoided

whenever possible; yet, on the other hand, marriage is con-

healthy and good.

As Zborowski and Herzog relate, the prevalent fear is that a 

creature so undisciplined (!) and given to excess will not

elaborately documented argument in Birth Control in Jewish

Law, especially chapters 2 and 5.) How, then, are women to

sidered to be a blessing and sexual pleasures thought to be 

(On this latter point see David Feldman's

woman that has led to this elaborate separation of the male

help a man to maintain moderation and righteousness but, rather, 

will incite him to break the rules he has accepted.

"if a girl can read
135 a little and pray a little, then she’s a real intellectual,"

be both highly valued and highly scorned, wholesomely desired 

and fearfully avoided? The "solution" that the shtetl (and
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not only the shtetl) provided for this dilemma is an ingenious

In essence the solution consists in the creationone indeed.

notions of proper times and proper places, proper mates and

The resultant framework is one in which theproper methods.

being extirpated, and in which the unbounded vigor of play is

In the shtetl the attempted implementation of this

de-sexualization and de-feminization of the rest of life.

Great emphasis, for example, was

And because it was considered sinful to be

by surrounding its expression with rules and customs, inter

posing between impulse and manifestations a surfeit (over

determination is one of the tokens of this response) of

placed on the avoidance of untoward thoughts, especially when 

studying Torah.

solution resulted in the concentration of all threatening 

persons (women) and emotions in the home and the simultaneous

Such an undertaking is no easy matter — and this is demon

strated by the large number of proscriptions and prescriptions 

enlisted in its support.

of what Slater, in his Pursuit of Loneliness, calls a

(see pages 83, 85 and passim) This

raw, unbridled, threatening, and superabundant energies are 

contained and "rationally" redirected without, simultaneously,

amounts to taking something of which there is a plentiful 

supply (e.g., sexual energy) and making it artificially scarce

"scarcity mentality."

transformed into the productive and joyless torpor of work. 

These transformations, though astonishingly effective in the 

normalization of relationships, were (and are) achieved only 

at a price, as Slater has so powerfully demonstrated.
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distracted by thoughts of sex while studying the Law, boys

taken to avoid the inappropriate and threatening intrusion

Among them are the following examples!

the bride’s hair was cut off and for the rest of her life

she wore a wig, or sheytl, in order to reduce her dangerous

charms; women were enjoined against wearing short sleeves and

in any case a man was not supposed to study in a room where

The avoidance pattern was also meant to protect the home;

to the

belief had it, could lead to bastards.

In general, the woman was considered so potent a

source

order to protect both himself and the Some men

At certain social

Is it any wonder then, in

light of all of this, that men thanked God daily for having

not created them as women?

Let us now direct our attention to three biblical

avoided speaking with women entirely.

functions and during religious ceremonies, women and men were

for, if impure thoughts were aroused, even there, they might 

be followed by the sin of fornication (as opposed, of course, 

"sanctity" of intercourse!); and this, as a popular

strictly separated, the women usually finding themselves in 

the background, out of the way.

of sex were severe.

a woman’s arms were exposed; finally, a man was not supposed
138 to listen to a woman singing lest his desire be aroused.

of attraction that a man had to avert his eyes in
139 woman.

were married early so that their needs would be satisfied

(wo might say "contained") and then they would have no diffi-
137 culty in concentrating on their books. The precautions
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the creation of Eve, the matter of the frequent barmotif si

of women, and the covenant of circumcision. Therenness

puzzle surrounding the creation of Eve is this* whycentral

is it that, in direct contra-distinction to the easily

observed realities, it is woman who is conceived as having

It seems obvious that the author ofbeen created from man?

that second creation story (Gonesis 2i4b-25) was neither

reflecting upon his perceptions nor attempting to convince

his audience that women, in fact, do not give birth to men.

What hidden urge, then, was the narrator expressing? The

God, seeing that Wan was alone,

decided to create a

field and the birds of the air "but for thethe beasts of the

found a helper fit for him."man there was not

Theordor Reik sheds some important light on the tendentiousness

of this passage:

story itself is well-known:

helper (l) fit for himi so God created

So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to 
fall upon the man, and while he slept 
took one of his ribs and closed up its 
place with flesh; and the rib which the 
Lord God had taken from the man he made 
into a woman and brought her to the man. 
(2:20-22)

The first myths are, it seems to me, produced 
by, and meant for, men. They often become, 
it is true, old wives' tales, but only long 
after they have been contemptuously dismissed 
by the men of the tribe. Women are more 
often occupied than preoccupied with the 
creation of men. Their imagination is not 
involved with the solution to the question 
of how the first human being was created. 
This is no problem for them: they know. It 
could not have been very different, they 
feel, from the manner in which their own 
children are born. The myths and legends of
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Reik refers to F razer's comment that the Biblical author

"hardly attempted to hide his deep contempt for women," which

is readily seen in the lateness of her creation, the undig

nified manner in which it took place, and the subsequent in-

On the basiscome from her and her unbridled appetites.

of these considerations we come to see, first, that the

author of this episode is primarily speaking to men and

attempting to address himself to their needs and, secondly,

is worked out at the expense of

women.

What we find here, in fact, is a clear attempt to

demonstrate that, although women may appear to monopolize

the process of childbirth, at the very beginning it was man

who gave birth to woman.

Once again the repressive device of "prescriptionprocess.

through description It is employed here; as Slater says, "the

And Settelheim, in

support of our contention that this episode serves compen-

That the expression of this male-fantasy is not

It was man who initiated the whole

creation, including those of the Bible, 
pre-suppose an audience of men.^1*0

that the author’s "solution"

timation that all the misfortunes and sorrows of the’race
141

Eden myth... celebrates the emergence and dominance of a 

repressive male-oriented religion. "^2

satory, male needs, adds that "the Jewish myth of the creation 

seems )to be] an example of... defensive over-insistence... the 

Jewish myth suggests either an actual condition of total male 

dominance, or the desire for such a condition...
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restricted to ths Bible is clear; me have previously dis

cussed its elaboration in the form of male initiation rites.

It is reflected also in many places throughout Greek liter-

of the most unmistakable examples of which is toaturo, one

bo soen in this speech by Apollo in Aeschylus' The Eumenidasi

A problem closely related to this one is the matter

of the frequent barrenness of the women in the Bible; three

of the four matriarchs were initially barren; (Leah, too,

at one point, unable to bear children, but not initially.)was,

this is certainly one of the central motifs of the Genesis

narratives; Hannah, the mother of Samuel, and the unnamed

mother of Samson, were also at first barren. There are

undoubtedly other important examples of this theme; but for

(Gen. 16«1)Sarah was barren. Yet God said that "I

(17:21) Then "theII

Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did to Sarah

(21:1) The situation practically

repeats itself in the case of Isaac's wife Rebekah: "And

will establish my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear 

to you [Abrahai^ at this season next year.

...mark a soothfast word 
Not the true parent is the woman's womb • 
That bears the child; she doth but nurse the seed 
New-sown: the male is parent; she for him, 
As stranger for a stranger hoards the germ 
Of life, unless the god its promise blight. 
And proof hereof before you will I set.
Birth may from fathers without mothers be: 
See at your side a witness of the same, 
Athena, daughter of Olympian Zeus, 
Never within the darkness of the womb 
Fostered nor fashioned, but a bud more bright 
Than any goddess in her breast might bear.144

now, let us examine these six cases.

as he had promised."
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Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife, because sha was barren;

The case of Rachel and Leah is similarceived."

(with Leah as

the Lord saw that Leah was hated, he opened up her"uJhen

(29i31)but Rachel was barren." After Leah bore fourwomb;

(30:9)sons she

Sometime thereafter
(30:17) "Then God rememberedJacob a fifth son."and bore

(30t22)Rachel, and God hearkened to her and opened her womb."

But after much petitioning to

God "...Llkanah knew Hannah his wife, and the Lord remembered

IIher; and in due time Hannah conceived and bore a son...

(1119-20) Wanoah's wife was also barren; but "the angel of

the Lord appeared to the woman and said to her, 'Behold, you

are barren and have no children; but you shall conceive and

son * . And the woman bore a son, and called his name

(Judges 1312-3, 24)

is barren but, after God himself intercedes, she has a son.

The constant repetition of this motif is no accident; for it

expresses a persistant male anxiety; that is, does the woman 

have control over every element of the childbearing process?

and the Lord granted his prayer, and Rebekah his wife con- 

(25121)

bear a

an added elament) to the previous episodes:

The sequence of the events of each of these five (plus 

the special case of Leah) is remarkably similari the woman

"saw that she had ceased bearing children."

Hannah’s plight is similar for "the Lord had closed

(I Samuel 1:5)

"God hearkened to Leah, and she conceived

And the central implication of these stories is this: that 

woman, in spite of disquieting (for the man) appearances, does

Samson. "

her womb. "
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She fails to

crises, In-

it takes the intervention of God for the required child-deed,

births to take place.

And who is this God?

deity, to be sure.

of them.

Further examples
God, then,

birth.

of childbearing. no

Once again,

The fact

upon

per-

1

How is he portrayed? As a male

God is called "He" and he is described by 

several unmistakably masculine epithetsi

a monopoly over the process of childbearing, 

come through even in the most consequential 

when the very future of the people is at stake.

"['ian of War," "Hero,"

"King," "Master," and "Father" are but a fem

is seen as a man and, 

in terms of the problem of barrenness, it is thus the male 

deity who is ultimately and unmistakably responsible for child- 

Thus, two complementary and mutually reinforcing 

impressions emerge from this persistently recurring motifi 

first is the actual inefficacy of the female in the 

She

means sets the process in motion.

process 

may at best be the vessel but she by i 

Second is the decisive, 

utterly non-superfluous role played by the male, 

then, man strenuously and ingeniously insists, as a compen

satory response to his fear and envy of the female he perceives, 

that the male contribution is the more significant, 

that this motif is repeated a bit oo often and is insisted 

with a bit too much forcefulness, serves to indicate the 

degree to which man feels the initial devastation of his 

ceived inferiority.

"Lord of Hosts,"

not, in fact, have

Such portrayals of God as a husband, in Hosea and 

The Song .of Songs, reinforces that male image, 

would only prove the obvious.
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(It should be noted that the story of Judah and

3B) may have to be considered as a counter

example to the aforementioned hypothesis; for, in this

episode one woman, in spite of several obstacles, sees to it,

singlehandedly, that the holy seed is maintained. Though

the final judgment on her is somewhat mixed she is really

never cleared of the charge of harlotry — or of cult

prostitution — though see verse 26; see also Tractate Sotah

IDa-b for a further attempt to clear Tamar of any possible

she is clearly responsible for the perpetuationwrongdoing ,

of the race.

But that Tamar is also seen as a frightfulprerogatives.

and annihilating woman, see 38;11 where Judah sends her away

for fear that she would cause the death of his last son

though it is clearly the case, from theShelah also even

Finally, let us turn to the matter of the covenant of

circumcision, described in Genesis 17,

to Abrami

This sentence strikes

one

If Abraham and his descendants willa

a

The important

of the key cords of this chapteri the integral relation

ship between the covenant of circumcision and the promise of

Tamar (Genesis

never-ending flow of progeny.

is the utter absence of women (until

plenitude of progeny.

honor this covenant, God will respond by providing for

evidence of 38i7-ll, that Tamar ought to have born no res

ponsibility for the deaths of Er and Onan.)

What is so significant here 

verse 15).

In verse 2 God says 

"And I will make my covenant between me and you, 

and will multiply you exceedingly."

And neither God nor man usurped her female
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connection, according to this chapter is between man, his cir-

IF Abraham will sanctify thecumcised penis, and progeny.

(17i4, 5) No mention is made of

woman’s role in propagation when God promises Abraham that

"I will make

referred to as Abraham's alone.

when Sarah is brought into the picture and her role mentioned,

it is only in

utilizing her body. She is just a tool whose role

in the development of the holy nation is mechanized and min-

Hence, the episode of the establishment of theimized.

covenant of circumcision sees, once again, to be aimed at the

diminution of the female role in the crucial matter of

creation•

neglects the

This

literature.

response reflected therein has been seen to be firm and

ingeniously diversified.

concludes our brief survey of Jewish life and 

The testimony is clear, the male reaction and

The descendants are continually

(17i7-10, 12-13) And finally,

□u exceedingly fruitful, and kings shall come

(17i6)

terms of the male God giving Abraham the son by 

(17116)

malo organ of reproduction, he will become "the father of a

pro

God sanctifies the male organ of reproduction and 

female almost entirely.

multitude of nations."

forth from you."
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LILITHTHE RETURN OF THE REPRESSED;

Up to this point in our investigation we have been

considering our subject from the point of view of the male;

the male perception of the female threat which generates the

need for the repression of women and, then, the male response

Yet, thereto that perceived threat, the repression itself.

is another aspect to the matter — the emergent expression,

The repression,not of the represser, but of the repressed.

as we have

extending the tentacles of its implementation over and around

The

result of this process has been the relentless manipulation,

falsification, and distortion of many of the most elemental

human needs and fears and impulses. Manipulated, falsified,

and distorted because they could not be faced, because they

were

his unmanageable, threatening desire to

embrace and be embraced by femininity; so he suppressed these

impulses and tried to forget them; yet, they have not been

supplanted nor have they been blotted out. They still seethe

within the confines of their meticulously constructed, sedu

lously guarded, though perilously insecure dungeon, ever at
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too jagged and rough and unmanageable and suffocating.

Man could not face his complex and intolerable fear and envy

a vast and varied multiplicity of life's enterprises.

of the mature woman,

seen, has been swift and devastatingly thorough,
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the ready to re-emerge from their accustomed darkness to the

light of day.

Among these

(badly kept) secrets are both the male fear and envy of the

and the archetypal embodiment of that woman —mature woman,

i.e., both the emotion and the perceived cause of that

Man has attempted to extirpate both the unmanageableemotion.

impulses and emotions, and the existence of that dreaded

from thewho called forth these impulses and emotions.woman

culture, man's success in this

regard has been quite stunning. However, the process of

annihilation has never met with complete success, for, traces

of that repressed female and of those repressed impulses

continue to permeate even the most strikingly suitable and

efficient implements of their intended obliteration.

From time to time the repressed returns in a more

The figure of Lilith is such an

example of the personified Raphael

No she-demon has ever achieved as fantastic 
a career as Lilith who started out from the 
lowliest of origins, was a failure as Adam's 
intended wife, became the paramour of lasci
vious spirits, rose to be the bride of Samael

direct and unmistakable form, cutting a figure of the retal

iatory rancor, stony wilfulness, and unguarded contentiousness 

that so appropriately befits the image of one so thoroughly 

and unremittingly oppressed.

mative, and conventional"

perspective of the institutions and customs of "normal, nor-

"return of the repressed."

Patai, in his book The Hebrew Goddess, suggests that

Theodor Reik has pointed out that, as we have learned
145 

from Freud, men are not made to keep secrets,
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In ths remainder of this chapter we are going to

consider tha figure of Lilith as the most dramatic example

of the "return of the repressed." We will deal with only the

most salient and relevant aspects of her long and che.quered

And, hopefully, this

examination will lend further — and unique — corroboration

to our contention that the bricks and mortar of the ediface

"civilization" have been quarried, to a largethat we call

degree, from the inexhaustibly rich mines of male repression,

Thus, we are now about to look at that ediface from the point

we

hope to see, in yet another way, the anatomy of the represser

and of his civilization.

festation -- Lilith), there is always an equal and opposite

counter-manifestation. The rancor, wilfulness, and threatening

visage of Lilith may then be seen as further confirmation of

It

is in opposition to this repression, then, that Lilith is

the symbolic manifestation.

The antecedents of the Lilith legend are to be found

already in the Sumerian culture and as far back as 2500 3.C.

the existence of the equally forceful, antipodally directed 

(though much less definable and visible) repressiveness.

of view of the victim (as that victim responds to its victi

mization)} and the picture of the victim that emerges,

In this regard, by recasting

Newton’s Third Law of Motion, we might posit that, for every 

cultural manifestation (in this case a sub-cultural rnani-

the demon king, ruler as the Queen of 
Zemaroad and Sheba, and finally ended 
up as the consort of God himself. 146

career as it unfolds in the literature.
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But it is the existence of the two creation stories in thg

book of Genesis that accounts for the origin of the parti-

The Rabbis speculates

already in Gonosis Is 27 we read of tho creation of woman —

"male and female he created them" Who, then, is this first

(One of the centralwife of Adam and what was her fate?

axioms of rabbinic hermeneutics, let us remember, is that

The first wife of Adam was Lilith;elements in

biblical verse says, she was created at the same

evidently with the same prerogatives — as Adam,time and

When they opened their eyes and saw each other, they immedi

ately began to argue about their relative prominence. Adam

insisted that he was superior; but Lilith saw no reason to

accept this and she refused to be subservient to him. The

quarrel continued

incantation, fled the Garden of Eden. Adam, now alone and

afraid, complains

persuade her to return. But she demurs, insisting that, if

that the anticipated punishment for disobedience is that she

will bear one-hundred children a day, all of whom will die in

childbirth.

she has to accept servility, then Eden is no paradise to her, 

She persists in her refusal, even when the angels warn her

cular legend now under consideration.

Eve is created from the rib of Adam (Gonosis 2i21); but

to God and begs him to get Lilith back.

Thereupon God sends three of his angels to find her and to

until Lilith, fed up, uttered the ineffable 

GTS/’Ji) y<? ) and, on the strength of thatname of God (the

there is nothing superfluous nor are there contradictory 

Scripture.)

and, as the
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In the meantime God, seeing that the recalcitrant

Lilith is beyond persuasion, returns to Eden and creates Eve

This time God wisely creates womanFrom the sleeping Adam.

rib in order to make sure that man's pre-eminencefrom man’s

becomes obvious oven to women -- and to insure that "the

Eva is formed and becomes the "mother of all the

living." Lilith, however, is distraught and contemplates

suicide whereupon the angels inform her that, as compensation,

she will obtain control over the lives of all new-born children

up until they are eight days old; if she can kill them within

powers over all children born out of wedlock.

protect their babies from Lilith's retaliatory clutches that

Meanwhile, Samael, the fallen angel, jealously watches

Adam and Eve reaping the fruits of their carnal pleasures;

and noticing Lilith, he takes her as his consort. Samael

finds that Lilith is eager conspirator against God andan

Among the new activities that

she now undertakes to perform, the enticing Lilith cohabits

with innocent, sleeping men, the offspring of which unions

become demons; she also becomes the instigator of nocturnal

emissions.

This, in brief, describes the career of Lilith. How,

in some further detail, was she conceived? Raphael Patai

it became customary to employ amulets and talismans during 

the first few days — and years — of a child's life.)

his plans for man and woman.

Furthermore, she is given special 

(it was to

this time, she may do so.

embarrassing question of woman's rights might never bp raised 

again.
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let him go although she would never give him any real satis

faction.

source of special danger for women, especially during ths

many periods of her sexual life-cyclej e.g before defloration

during menstruation, and at the hour of childbirth. One

pointed breasts, strongly-marked genitals, and chained ankles.

How powerful and evocative these images of Lilith arei

The repressed has

Moncure Conway offers his

nificance of the Lilith legend.

149

In conclusion Conway contends

that

angry;

returned with a vengeance.

chained and restrained though threatening and aggressive and 

defiant and potent and remorseless.

representation depicts Lilith as naked, with long, loose hair,

148

Had there been an order of female rabbis 
the story of Lilith might have borne 
obvious modifications, and she might 
have appeared as a heroine anxious to 
rescue her sex from slavery to men.1^1

She seems to have been regarded, moreover, as a

woman — a

i own estimation of the sig- 

Lilith, he states, has be

come the prototype of the "strong-minded" and "cold-hearted" 

danger to children; a perilous seducer of young 

men, each of whose victims perishes of unrequited passions; 

and an eternally young, alluring, beautifully attired vampire. 

Conway continues with a statement that is an almost too- 

perfect crown for our argument; "like Lilith, women become 

devil’s brides whenever they are not content to sit at home 

with home and children."150

for once she chose a lover she would never

relates that Lilith’s most appropriate sobriquet was "the 

beautiful maiden;"
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sacred customs and institutions of mala culture; rathsr than

The

overcome.

Lilith, however, remains a sub-cultural figure precisely be

cause she stands in such dramatic opposition to all of the

accepting subservience, she demands equality; rather than 

participating in procreation on a man's terms, she aggressively 

arrogates for herself priority and preeminence; rather than 

acquiescing to the desexualization of her body, the molli

fication of her instincts, and the pacification of her charms, 

she insists upon the unencumbered expression of her prero

gatives, the unrestrained activity of her capabilities, and 

the untrammeled expression of her voracious appetites, 

fact that Lilith, too, insists a bit too much and lashes out 

a bit too vigorously demonstrates the degree to which she 

(woman) has been oppressed and the obstacles which she must



VI

WOMEN ANO MONOTHEISM

In this final chapter I intend to explore, 'briefly,

of the relationships that may possibly exist betweensome

the phenomenon of woman, as discussed in this paper, and

the origins, nature, and implications of monotheism. My

central contention will be that women present one of the

major threats to the integrity and persistence of monotheism

and, conversely, that the monotheistic God, in this regard,

represents yet another strategm conceived and sustained for

the purpose of repressing the female threat. It will be

obvious that, in this chapter, the animating Muses are Specu

lation and Intuitions yet, the centrality of monotheism, on

the one hand, and of the phenomenon of woman, on the other,

demands that we consider their possible interdependence, both

causal and conceptual.

F irst, let us agree upon what we shall mean by

"monotheism." There is no small disagreement about this

crucial concept, concerning both its meaning and significance.

Yet, for the purposes of this essay,

understanding.

E. A. Speiser, in the preface to his Genesis, intimates

that monotheism "is predicated on the concept of a God who

-116-

we can come to a basic
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has no rivals and is therefore omnipotent,

Yehezkel Kaufmann, in his The Rolioion of Israel, contrasts

the essence of monotheism with what he considers to be the

This fundamental idea impliesfundamental idea of paganism.

selves are subject.

in another passage, concludes thatKaufmann,

ijg^ree of the bonds of

and deals with his creatures on the basis of

For Kaufmann, the central idea lies notwhat they deserve.

in the arithmetical diminution of gods but in the concentration

of all the power in

As the 
he has

the universe into one personality; it is 

this aspect of personality that is crucial, for the Israelite

realm of power to which the gods them- 

„153
"the existence of a

unchallenged master of all creation, 
an equal interest in all of his 

creatures. Since every nation has the same 
claim to his care, each can aspire to just 
and impartial treatment in conformance with 
its conduct. The same holds true of indi
viduals. It is thus causality and not cap
rice that is the norm of the cosmos. Imper
sonal justice, moreover, is conducive to. 
objective standards of ethics and morality, 2

be his main attributes; God is the "unchallenged master of 

all creation"

Speisor emphasizes, we have seen, the uniqueness of 

the monotheistic God and regards omnipotence and justice to

the plurality of gods per se... that expresses 
the essence of polytheism, but rather the 
notion of many independent power entities, all 
on a par with one another, and all rooted in 
the primordial realm,154

"It is not," asserts Kaufmann,

it is not an arithmetical diminution of 
the number of gods, but a new religious 
category that is involved, the category 
of a God above nature, whose will is 
supreme, wno is not subject to compulsion 
and fate, who is,_£ree of the bonds of 
myth and magic. 30



-118-

God is not to be seen on the model of the Greek notion of

Fate -- impersonal, blind, inexorable — but rather on the

model of a person — with a Mind, a Will, and, as it were, a

Moral Sense.

Thus, a quite definite picture of this God emerges!

he is the unique power in the universe, transcending every

thing material, conceived of as a person, and dealing with

all human beings on the principle of fairness.

Obviously, at this point, we have only scratched the

surface of this enormously complex topic. Enough has been

however, to provide a framework for the subject-mattersaid,

of this chapter.

Indirect evidence of the threat which the female

principlo presents to the One God is to be found in the uncom

promising minimization of female potency in biblical literature.

We have already examined this contention with respect to the

matters of barrenness, circumcision, and the creation of

woman■

In sum, then, the biblical religious idea, 
visible in the earliest strata, permeating 
evon the "magical" legends, is of a supernal 
God, above every cosmic law, fate, and com
pulsion; unborn, unbegetting, knowing no 
desire, independent of matter and its forces; 
a God who does not fight other divinities or 
powers of impurity; who does not sacrifice, 
divine, prophesy, or practice sorcery; who 
does not sin and needs no expiation; a God 
who does not celebrate festivals of his life. 
An unfettered divine will transcending all 
being...156

The powerful, mature woman presents a threat, not only 

to man, but also to God. In what specific ways is the per

ceived female intimidating to the Deity?
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First of all, according to Kaufmann, the genius of

monotheism consists in its concentration of all the disparate

and independent

God is tho one, unique, personalized repository and wielder

Yet, as we have seon, one of the mostof cosmic power.

trolling the process of birth as well as, by implication, the

of death; moreover, the protruding contours of her

of nature, present to man the composite visage of a naturally

dictable, less controllable.

Devereux on the matter of menstrual taboos, Bettelheim

asserts that

Hence,

Perceptually, it

mative religion, it is God who has the power. Depending,

frightening aspects of the perceived female is her mysterious, 

uncontrollable, and awesome poweri woman is observed as con-

superior being, more powerful, more independent, less pre

Citing the research of G,

process

body, the secretions associated with menstruation and child

birth, and the harmony of the rhythms of her body with those

then, upon the perspective, it is either woman or God who 

controls the forces of life and death; it is either woman or

it is wrong to interpret the secluding of 
menstruating women as a sign of temporary 
degradation; on the contrary, he [Devereux] 
feels that the innumerable restrictions 
placed upon women and slaves clearly in
dicates where genuine power rests; in 
women, who propagate the species, and in 
the masses, who are the species, 157

"pockets of power" into one being — God.

we can see that intense and irrepressible

is woman who has the power; according to biblical and nor-

powor is ascribed to both God and woman.
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God who becomes the locus of that mysterious, potent, in-

advorsaries; they cannot both flourish in the same universe.

And the

On the strength of these types of male-orientedstruggla.

sus-

per-

an

act of will.

we

The matter of the uniqueness of God is also 

ceptible to the female threat.

The type of power attributed to the one excludes, by defin

ition, the existence (so-conceived) of the other.

Monotheism, the notion 

source of power), is, of course, the 

highest of all abstractions; its acceptance demands a leap of 

faith, an act of intellectual prestidigitation, indeed, 

In the face of the obvious multiplicity of 

active

God, allegedly, is the only 

independent and autonomous power in the universe; but 

ceptually, there are a plethora of such powers -- the thunder 

and lightning, the sun and the moon and the stars, the earth, 

the wind and the rain -- and woman, 

of but one deity (one

For what reasons are

independently active powers, we are asked to affirm the supre

macy of one, unique, and unseen 

asked to affirm this?

palpably tendentious, defensive, and compensatory character 

of the biblical treatment of barrenness, circumcision, and 

the creation of Eve reflects (may we say "creates"?) this

domitable power source that Jacob Singer calls "spiritual 

electricity." Thus God and woman appear to be natural

and normalizing narratives, God has come to prevail against 

woman; but as long as the female threat persists (and how is 

it to be annihilated?), God's victory remains incomplete and 

his suzerainty perilously maintained.

power.

On what grounds? What is at stake
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here?

menacing of thesa powers. The mature Female presents such a 

devastating threat to man, her power is so mortiFying,• so 

implaccable, and so unmanageable by anything within man's 

perceptual grasp, that the only (and Foolproof) way to combat 

this visible threat is to Fashion an unseen competitor of 

even greater proportions, greater strength, and greater 

potency — a competitior whose superiority cannot, in principle, 

be challenged. Thus, these women, these all-too-visible, all- 

too-powerful, all-too-independent plurality of powers are 

eclipsed (hopefully) by the invisible, infinitely (made 

possible by his invisibility) powerful, infinitely indepen

dent, sinqular power —- God. It is, once again, an ingenious 

maneuver, the forcefulness and influence of which can be seen 

and Felt everywhere. But, once again, the solution has not 

eliminated the problemj woman remains, and so remains the 

much-evaded problem -- the female threat.

Another,

The answer to these questions, I believe, is not hard 

to imagine! the purpose, the reason is to undermine, cripple, 

and disqualify the potency of the multiplicity of powers so 

apparent to our senses. And the mature woman is the most

very important and revealing, aspect of this 

woman-God rivalry may be seen in some of the ways in which 

woman, on the one hand, and God, on the other, are conceived. 

Normative Judaism, especially, has tended to become intel

lectual and unemotional, emphasizing, most obviously within 

the prophetic tradition, God’s attributes of justice and 

impartiality, his concern for law and reflective judgment.
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shs is emotional and unpredictable, adding an irrational,

demonic element to her already awesome power; she is seductive

and suffocating, capricious rather than impartial, manipu

lative and trechorous rather than juridical and judicious.

God seems to represent controlled, appropriately directed

woman seems to represent frenetic, erratically directedpower;

God is

woman is "law-ignoring." God is above the law; woman

Sy substituting the word "God" for theits control.

word

Mills, we can succintly epitomize this very impressive con

trast; "if God is transcendent and authoritarian, woman is

If

Yet, strikingly, these

the holy seed, from his disobedient subjects, so too does

in her own way and with her own special brand of per-woman,

suasion, threaten

It is,

that has produced the possibility and

former.necessity of the

conclusion, we have once again seen how man

extricate himself from the clutches of the

subjects.

the latter threat

power, 

laws),

to withhold progeny from her disobedient

I believe, the elemental, primary fear of

beyond

"man" in the following statement, written by 0, Wright

"law-abiding" (even though they may be his own

Notice, on the other hand, the visage of the mature woman;

has attempted to 

woman he perceives; that capricious, manipulative, seductive, 

passionate, suffocating woman who, on top of everything else,

powerful contrasts converge at one central point; for just 

as God threatens to withhold progeny, the continuation of

Thus, in

often manipulative; the form of power for the immanent. 

God commands, women seduce."158
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seems to have the unfettered power to act with impunity.

whoso attributes and powers seem especially well-suited for

the task of neutralizing woman — of frustrating her power,

effective.

taining the seepage

11

One of the ways in which man has attempted to escape from 

her sway has been to create the "One, True God" — the God

of counteracting hor forcefulness, of rendering her in-

The One, True God, then, may be seen as the cul

minating rivet, the master screw, in the amazingly elaborate 

apparatus of repression. But this repression of women, once 

again, only simulates containment; for, the dike of her 

imprisonment is full of holes and, though God has a "thumb" 

for each of them, he too seems strangely incapable of Con

or of forestalling the deluge which, we 

must, with terror, feel, threatens to engulf us all.
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