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Also by Delphine Horvilleur in English translation

Anti-Semitism Revisited




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

For my children

Samuel, Ella and Alma

So they build a world from constant reading.




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

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

sacrifices everything to virtue the gods know

how to mete out reward.

(Charles Perrault, “Donkey-Skin”)




Translator’s Note

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




Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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