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Medieval Jewish Philosophy and the
Possibility of a Feminist Ground

dew drops ambigmously

withering saplings advift

opening mouths asunder

(reception in vevelation {receive | veveal})
(conception in concealment {conceive | conceal}t)
outpouring and indwelling

the pooling tears of eros’

@ Introduction

As placeholder for the secondary, the subordinate, and the recalcitrant,
the feminine survives ancient and medieval philosophy, Jewish medieval
philosophy notwithstanding, under a suppressive stronghold. Despite
Dillon’s optimistic conclusion that “Chercher la femme can be a rewarding
activity for the Platonic philosopher,”? even the most well-intentioned
glance at the Greek roots of medieval Jewish philosophy seems to suggest
otherwise.

Subjugating the feminine principle to the masculine from its very be-
ginnings, and plotting a conceptual space in which the history of philoso-
phy grows, there stands the well-known Pythagorean “Table of
Opposites” in which the pair “male and female” is scruccurally correlated
with the pair “good and bad.” As recounted by Aristotle at the very start
of his Metaphysics,
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[the Pythagoreans] say there are ten principles, which they arrange in two
columns of cognates—limirt (péras) and unlimiced (dpeiron), odd (perritdn)
and even (drtion), one (ben) and pluralicy (pleithos), right (deksidn) and left
(aristerdn), male (drren) and female (theilw), resting (efmeroun) and moving
(Einoumenon), straight (exthed) and curved (Eampiilon), light (phas) and dark-
ness (skdtos), good (agathin) and bad (&akdn), square (fetrdgonen) and oblong
(Deterdmeikes).’

Translated also as “good and evil,” this agathin/kakin coupling sets a stage
upon which the feminine signals the negation of goodness. Standing in her
opposition to the drren, the masculine Strongman (@rren from érvramai, “to
put forth strength”), the feminine theilx is the Nurturer (theilu from thao,
“to suckle”). And yert, despice the positive connotations of nurturing, she is
made to become the locus of loss. Here, theilu emerges under her definition
as “soft,” “yielding,” and “weak.” And so, the feminine lives on as correlate
of evil on the Pythagorean table of opposites, as impotent mother and er-
ratic nurse in Plato’s Timaens, as obedient helper (and mother of recalci-
trant temptation) in Philo, and as the imaginationary whore-of-matter in
Maimonides. We have entered upon the “feminine-as-loss” dynamic.

The main question of our study is whether the feminine can in any way
be redeemed through an engagement with such texts. I suggest that in the
philosophy of Solomon ibn Gabirol, especially his discourse on matter, we
may uncover the possibility of a feminist ground. I will show how there
emerges in Gabirol, rather unexpectedly, (a) a championing of materiality,
(b) a conceprtual coupling of material passivity with divine essentiality, and
as such, (c) a positive valuation of passivity. In this way, while he himself
does not draw out implications for the feminine, the very pages of Gabirol’s
metaphysics can be shown to invite a reversal of the feminine-as-loss the-
matic. From marker of loss, the feminine as passive can be revaluated now
as the locus of presence—as that which is most sacred, as the very mark of
the Divine Essence itself. This reversal of passivity from loss to presence
will be further linked to what I will argue is an existential stance of erotic
receptivity in Gabirol’s philosophy, a stance in which the expectant po-
tency of eros (signaled, I will suggest, by the feminine) replaces the active
potency of power (or, the masculine stance) in the estimation of the highest
existential possibility of human being. Through an engagement with the
metaphysics of Gabirol in which we encounter a positive valuation of the
material as the receptive mark of eros itself, I find the grounds for redeem-
ing the feminine passive—from loss to presence.

A brief word about my mechodology and goals is in order. Except for a
comment on Aristotle’s biological theory, this paper does not discuss actual
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remarks about women, nor does it impute misogynist assumptions—or
conversely, feminist intents—to the authors in question. In finding a fem-
inist ground in Gabirol’s metaphysics, I am not suggesting that Gabirol
was himself a feminist. Rather, I uncover a feminist ground by allowing
the textual constructions—including che wvaluation of the feminine
therein—rto speak for themselves. Gabirol’s text is thus seen ro signal a mo-
ment of rupture within the medieval Jewish philosophical (as well as kab-
balistic) corpus, offering an internal critique of the feminine-as-loss motif
in medieval Jewish thought.

@ Feminine-as-Loss: The Rupture of the Feminine

In the feminine-as-loss symbolic order, there emerges a triple rupture:
the feminine is correlated with evil, Womb-Creation emerges as a devalued
False-Creation, and maternal/material creative sustenance is completely sub-
ordinated to paternal/seminal universalizing form and function. In addition
to the correspondence of the feminine (theilu) with evil (kakdn), we also find
the devaluation of maternality/materiality. In depictions of maternal life-
giving itself, feminine vitality is suppressed. Despite her portrayal as both the
nurturing suckler, as well as the birth-giving womb—the very source of life
itself—the feminine is still devalued and robbed of all her life-giving energy.
In Plato’s Timaeus, she is both the suckling wet nurse (tithene)* and the life-
giving mother.” And yer, it is precisely in this dual role as Creator (mother)
and Sustainer (wet nurse) that she is subordinated to the masculine principle
of Reason—that which, in the context of the Timuens, is made to emerge as
the frue Creator and Sustainer. Whereas the feminine role of mother (and not
simply wet nurse) invokes, to be sure, the conceptual space of vitality and cre-
ation, the philosophical imagination, in its insistence on subordinating the
feminine, construes the maternal creation as a “mere creation”—an organic
Womb-Creation (which we might call “Internal Creation”) to be subordi-
nated to the Demiurgic paradigm of contra-natural, rule-imposing ordering
(which we might call “External Creation”). Ironically, it is the female charac-
ter Diotima who, in Plato’s Symposium, emerges as the champion of this “ex-
ternal creation” over the maternal business of “internal creation.” It is
Diotima, after all,® who puts forth the value of philosophy as a kind of spiri-
tually procreative act, as the “soul’s conception of wisdom and virtue” over
and above the maternal, internal creation, viz. being “pregnant in the body
only” (here, interestingly, described by Diotima as a characteristic not of
women per se, but of men whose powers of reasoning are weak).”

Aristotle’s developmental biology further illustrates this feminine-as-
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loss theme in Greek philosophy. For Aristotle, the formal principle, which
is associated with reason, is given to the developing fetus by the father’s
sperm, whereas the mother provides only the material element to the fu-
ture human.” She at once serves as the material receptacle for the child dur-
ing its gestation, as she additionally gives to the child cthe “material stuff”
of its bodily constitution; the father’s sperm, on the contrary, is the form-
ing principle that makes this “lump of blood and tissue” into a human
being with the capacity for rational thought. In the making of a new life,
the father is the true generator of that life; the mother, on the contrary, can
be said only to be “that in which” the new life is generated:

For there must needs be that which generates and that from which it gener-
ates; even if these be one, still they must be distince in form and their essence
must be different; and in those animals that have cthese powers separate in
two sexes the body and nature of the active and the passive sex must also dif-
fer. If, then, the male stands for the effective and acrive, and the female, con-
sidered as female, for the passive, it follows that what the female would
contribute to the semen of the male would not be semen but marerial for the

semen to work l.lpOﬂ.g

In describing semen’s communicating to the embryo its power to move
and grow (into a human being), Aristotle adds:

the female, as female, is passive, and the male, as male, is active, and the
principle of the movement comes from him. Therefore, if we rake che high-
est genera under which they each fall, the one being active and motive and
the other passive and moved, that one thing which is produced comes from
them only in the sense in which a bed comes into being from the carpenter
and the wood."

While, to be sure, both the maternal and paternal elements (the material
and formal causes) are necessary (as is seen more broadly in the Aristotelian
hylomorphic metaphysics in the joint presence of a formal and a material
element in any substance), it is clear that the maternal plays not only the
passive and receptive, but as such, the subordinate role in the formula. She
provides raw material; he provides functional coherence. She is the wood;
he is the carpenter. Hers is the realm of reason-deprived materiality; his is
the realm of rational ordering." In the registers of Creation, it is the male
Demiurgic father who, in his external role as inseminator of order (or tamer
of chaos), has title to True Creator. Once again, as above, the organic Inter-
nal Creation of the womb is erased; no principle of creation per se, the
mother is merely site of creation; she is simply the condition for the True Cre-
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ation of a human in the unfolding of the male seminal principle of human
Form in the developing embryo."

Even though form and matter both emerge as necessary elements
within Aristotle’s thought—both in his biological theory and in his meta-
physics more broadly—it becomes clear that form trumps matter, and that
matter corresponds to the female."” Contributing to a devaluarion of the
feminine, this opposition between matter and form'? parallels oppositions
between disorder (or chaos) and reason, as well as between potency and act.
Flourishing in the Neoplatonic tradition, we find this dynamic in Plotinus’s
own focus on materiality-as-source-of-evil (itself related to a discourse of
mactter as privation). In Plato’s work, while absent a “form-over-matcer” dis-
course per se, a similar dynamic surfaces. Returning again to the Timaeus, we
find the masculine reasoning principle of order claiming victory over the
feminine principle of chaos and/or disorder. The order—or Reasonfing}—
principle of the cosmos (itself aligned with the masculine Demiurge, or
Craftsman) is described in contrast to the Nurse of Becoming—the Recep-
tacle principle, itself sometimes described as chaotic!'’ and at other times de-
scribed as purely inactive.'® While itself not necessarily best equated with
matter,'’ the recepracle mother—as passive inactivity and/or chaos—is here
clearly devalued—devalued, moreover, qua emasculated other—rto the
take-charge Demiurge.'® What's more, the negative depiction of the femi-
nine passivity comes in stages. As inactivity, the feminine takes on a rela-
tionally negative valence (as compared to the activity of the masculine
principle), and as chaos, the feminine takes on an essential—and not merely
relational —negative valence all her own. Linked with the feminine, passiv-
ity as privation of activity is a negative and subordinate state: it is at best a
deprived state (of inactivity, in relational contrast to the Craftsman’s
[demilurging), and it is at worst a depraved state (of chaotic, essential disor-
der). Here, privation, deprivation, and depraviry all go hand in hand.'” The
victory here, as in the Pythagorean table of opposites above, clearly goes to
the masculine, and to the victor go the spoils: Reason, Stability, Truth, and
Being belong to the Demiurge, and the mother-of-all may enjoy only antici-
patory glances at the weak reflections of his riches as their shadowy reflec-
tions cast themselves upon her lap.

This construal of the feminine as the ground between deprivation and
depravity resonates with the dual-edged devaluation of the feminine de-
scribed by Luce Irigaray:

[T1he articulation of the reality of my sex is impossible in discourse, and for
a structural, eidetic reason. My sex is removed, as least as the property of a
subject, from the predicative mechanism thart assures discursive coherence.
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I can thus speak intelligently as sexualized male . . . or as asexualized.

Otherwise, I shall succumb to the illogicality that is proverbially actributed
to women. All the statements I make are thus either borrowed from a model
that leaves my sex aside— . . . signifying . . . thar . . . I must be quite infe-
rior to someone who has ideas or models on his own account—or else my
utterances are unintelligible according to the code in force. In thart case they
are likely to be labeled abnormal, even pathological .
Enabling the virile acts of Demiurgic creation by receiving his order{ingls
within herself, the Receptacle is “quite inferior to someone who has ideas
or models on his own account.” Relationally, she is deprived—precisely in-
ferior, morcover, to the one whom Timacus describes as having the Model,
as having the Paradigm, as having the Platonic Ideas before him. Bur yert,
in the description of her which leaves out the relational fact of her recepriv-
ity (her waiting-to-be-filled by the Demiurge), the Recepracle, in being
identified as sheer chaos, is, we might say, “labeled abnormal, even patho-
logical”; she is identified in this way with the sheer disordered hysteria of
Irigaray’s feminine other.

This feminine-as-loss thematic in encounter with Irigaray’s feminine
other poignantly emerges from Maimonides’s own metaphorical depiction
of matter as the “married harlot” of Proverbs 6:26.*' While the whore image
in one sense does not implicate the feminine as such (after all, the married
harlot is contrasted with another feminine image, viz. the woman of valor of
Proverbs 31:10), there is yet another sense in which the married harlot
image speaks quite directly to what is a conception of the feminine essence
in general: viz. she is (a) in need of being ruled, burt also (and this really iso-
lates her inferiority), she is (b) recalcitrant to that rule. The notion of femi-
nine otherness is complete. She must be subordinated, and the proof of that
is that she does not easily submit to subordination. Quite a bind, and con-
ceptually airtight: if she is submissive, that shows that her nature must be
submissive; if she is not submissive, that shows that her nature must be re-
calcitrant (again, with the assumption still in place, and unshakeable, that
she is supposed to submir). And so, even the positive valuation of the mate-
rial in the feminine image of the woman of valor continues along within
these parameters, only here, she is praised for finally embracing and living
up to her submissive nature; here, she is praised for finally allowing herself
to be dominated by the masculine-centric Forms/Reason. martter is nega-
tively valenced when seen in her recalcitrance as the unstable, fickle taker-
on of many different forms; in this regard, she is the faithless married harlot
who takes on many different partners, and, as such, the destructive Siren
who lures men to their undoing:
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All man’s acts of disobedience and sins are consequent upon his marcer.*?
And further,

W henever the impulses of martter impel such an individual roward the dirt
and the generally admicted shame inherent in matter, he feels pain because
of his entanglement, is ashamed and abashed because of what he has gone
through, and desires to diminish this shame wich all his power and to be
preserved from it in every way.>

Matter is, on the other hand, positively valenced when seen in her evenrual
submission to the powers of Reason; in this regard, she is the woman of
valor who quietly submits to her master’s rule:

For if it so happens that the matter of a man is excellent, and suicable,
neither dominating him nor corrupting his constitution, that marter is a

divine gifc.?

Here, then, it is ultimately a phallocentric foundation that grounds even the
most positive feminine image of the Maimonidean woman of valor, in that,
ultimately, the very identity of the feminine is defined in relation (in fact, in
subordination) to the masculine. The feminine thus emerges as the mascu-
line’s other—in fact, as the masculine’s subordinated other—with the mas-
culine emerging as the primary and central source of identity and value.”

This motif is radicalized in medieval Kabbalah. Far from breaking away
from the feminine-as-loss dynamic, even the Zohar's own elaboracion of a di-
vine femininity actively devalues the feminine. As Elliot Wolfson has clearly
shown, the feminine aspect of God in the Zohar is ultimately fulfilled
through a conversion:

Erotic yearning for the feminine is indicative of the beginning of the
redemptive process, which overcomes duality and division, but the consum-
martion is marked by the restoration of the feminine to the masculine, which
entails the transformation of the Shekhinah from feminine other to the sign
of the covenant or the corona of the phallus.”

Here, the full completion of the feminine emerges as a self-eradication,
clearing the way for a new locus of masculinity. Wolfson speaks of a “crossing
of gender identities™’ in which the feminine Shekbinah aspect of the God-
head transforms from “impoverished feminine™** into the “enriched femi-
nine” precisely in metamorphosizing into a male. Stressing the implications
of this, Wolfson adds that these feminine images “must be seen as part of an
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androcentric, indeed phallocentric, perspective whereby the female is part of
the masculine.”*” Despite initial appearances to the contrary, the kabbalistic
text does not break through the feminine-as-loss dynamic. Indeed, Kab-
balah actively contributes to the feminine-as-loss dynamic precisely in its
giving voice to its vision of the divine within phallocentric parameters in
which “the female is part of the masculine.”

In his forthcoming Language, Eros, Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics and
Poetic Imagination,” Wolfson further examines kabbalistic images of divine
femininity, cautioning us to remember that “even these images must be
understood as expressive of a prevailing phallocentric worldview.” Wolfson
cites Elizabeth Grosz's own insightful formulation of the problem:

Phallocentrism is explicitly »of the refusal of an identity for women (on che
contrary, there seems to be a proliferation of identities—wife, mother, nun,
secretary, ctc.), but rather, the containment of that identicy by other
definitions and identities.’!

While Jewish medieval philosophy does not rehearse the kabbalistic
idea of the feminine’s complete eradicating absorption into the masculine,
the phallocentrism of its feminine-as-loss dynamic is itself, as we have seen,
quite strong. A case in point, Maimonides’s “matter-as-woman-of-valor”
discourse not only privileges the masculine, but phallocentrically defines
the feminine in relation to him. The feminine is not only that in need of
being broken by the masculine, but is herself essentially a kind of broken-
masculine.

Maimonides is not the first Jewish philosopher to engage the feminine-
as-loss dynamic. We find in Jewish philosophy as early as Philo an employ-
ment of the feminine image to demarcate that aspect of soul which is,
although necessary, itself subordinated to the truly ideal soul-state, viz.
Reason—itself symbolized through the male figure of Adam:

First [God]} made mind, the man, for mind is most venerable in a human
being, then bodily sense (wisthésis, or perception), the woman.*

In his allegorical interpretation of Genesis 2:18-3:1, Philo explicates
scriptural Adam as the rational part of soul. By contrast, Eve emerges as
the symbolic placeholder for the Senses (sense perception), as well as the
symbolic mother of the Passions (the main passion, pleasure, itself symbol-
ized by the Serpent). Both Sense and Passions are treated as aspects of soul
that are subordinate to the reasoning aspect of soul, and, furthermore, as
irrational:
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[Tthe princely (begemanikdn, lit. “ruling”) part of the soul is older than [in
the sense of ontologically prior to] the soul as a whole, and the irrational
portion younger [in the sense of ontologically posterior]. . . . The irrational
portion is sense and the passions which are the offspring of sense.*

Reason, symbolized by Adam, is, then, also described through further images
as the “princely,” literally, the “hegemonikin,” or, the one who leads and/or
commands,* as well as soul’s “starting principle,” or “ruling part” (drchon).”
In Philo’s account, these concepts become inextricably linked to Adamic
masculinity, and hence the very notions of starting, leading, and ruling be-
come undisputedly engendered as masculine (and, desirable) traits. The
Adamic ruler, himself symbolizing the Reasoning part of soul, emerges as
authoritarian and controlling, the husband and father who, as lord of the
household, must keep the wife and children in line.

In its relation to the mother (Sense) and the offspring (Passions), the
symbolic Adam/male takes on the role of both husband and father. Inter-
estingly, Philo also labels God himself as Fathber.”® This clearly illustrates a
most positive valuation of the masculine, including a particular champion-
ing of fatherhood (itself an act of External Creation, as above). As maker
and keeper of souls, God is the Father of each individual soul; as orderer of
the individual soul, Reason—as the vestige of Divine Logos—is described
as soul’s father as well.

Returning to the idea that the masculine lord’s virtue lies in keeping
the wife and children in line, of Sense, we are told:

[Flor none of the things which perception experiences {as impressions} are
submirted to without the mind, for it is a fountain-head (pége) to it and a
foundation (themélios) upon which it leans (epercidetai).”’

Philo further says:

[Wlhen bodily sense (aésthisis, or perception) is in command, the mind is in
a state of slavery heeding none of its proper objects; but when the mind is
in the ascendant, the bodily sense (#isthesis, or perceprion) is seen to have
nothing to do and to be powerless to lay hold of any objects of sense percep-
tion (aéstheris).®

Eve-as-Sense stands in reverse correlation to Adamic Reason’s ascendancy;
his strength entails her powerlessness; in his mastery, her enslavement is
complete. And, in similar manner, Adamic Reason must sublimate the
Passions, those Eve-begotten offspring. In a brilliant moment of exegetical
artistry, Philo joins the Genesis 3:1 Serpent to the later Mosaic “serpent of
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brass,” expositing the first as pleasure and the second as self-mastery, plea-
sure’s cure:

The man [i.e., reasoning soul] whose eyes are open determines to run away
from this serpent [viz. pleasurel], and he fashions another, the principle of
self-mastery (saphrosine), that serpent of brass, in order that the man who has
been bitten by pleasure may, on seeing self-masrtery, live the real life (fon
alethe bion).””
Phallocentrically identified, the wife and daughter (Sense and Passions)™
share no power with masculine Reason. The irrational mother-daughter
coupling of Sense and Passions is only brought into the conceptual fold to
the extent that they serve as “helpers” towards Reason’s proper function.

[I1c was requisite (éded) that the creation’! of mind (nexs) should be followed
immediately by that of sense perception (wisthésis), to be a helper (boéthds)
and ally (s#mmazxos) to ic.?

To be true to themselves, the mother—daughter pair of Sense and Pas-
sions must be “helpers,” an identification thac is itself only possible if they
become “the ruled” (o archimenon).” Revealingly, Philo exposits this notion
of to archémenon with the further term #o Jaodes—the masses (from /aa, to look
or to behold, together with the term e/dos, or “that which is scen”). In of-
fect, the populace are “the ones who see that which is seen.” In a Platonic—
Philonic context, this takes on a decidedly negative connotation, conjuring
up the contrast between the ones who have opinions (doxz) only as opposed
to the ones who know what is true. In this context, “the ones who see what
is seen” takes on the sense of “those who don’t know.” They are the “vulgar
masses.” And in our current context, it is Sense and Passions, the mother
and her offspring, who are, as those ruled and in need of being ruled, the vul-
gar masses. Their functional success is, in this sense, relational and subordi-
nating: to be what they are designed (by God) to be is for them to submir
willingly to (masculine) Reason and, in so doing, to help Reason be all that
it can be.

In the very claim that Eve/Sense is a helper designed to be part and par-
cel of the properly functioning Adam/Reason, we have a phallocentric con-
struction of the feminine in terms of the masculine (a dynamic appropriately
mirroring the very Genesis account of Eve’s own creation from Adam’s side).
Additionally subordinating the feminine, and here similar to Maimonides’s
own sense of the harlotry of matter, Philo stresses how Eve/Sense in fact
stands opposed to Reason’s function. While, to be sure, Eve/Sense provides
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Adam/Reason with important information about the outside world, it
would appear, nonetheless, that her very existence represents a threat of sorts
to Reason: her very activity signals the inactivity—we might say, the
death—of Reason:

As a martrer of fact it is when the mind has gone to sleep that perceprion
begins, for conversely, when the mind wakes up perceprion is quenched
(sbénnutai). A proof of this is afforded by the fact that whenever we wish to
get an accurate understanding of a subject (hdtan ti boulometha akribos noe-
sai)* we hurry off to a lonely spot; we close our eyes; we stop our ears; we say

"0 to our perceptive faculties (wpotattimetha tais aisthisesin). So

“good-bye

then, we see thatr, when the mind is astir and awake, the power of perception
is suppressed (phtheiretai aisthisis).V

Here we have the hint that the feminine, in her proper role, must ultimarely
not only submit, but be eradicated. Translated above as “is suppressed,” the
actual Greek “prheiretai” may simply be translated as “is destroyed.”*® And
so, the terms of Adamic Reason’s ascendancy are themselves predicated upon
the destruction, the death, of Eve-as-Sense. In similar fashion, reconsider the
claim that, “[a}s a mactter of fact it is when the mind has gone to sleep that
perception begins, for conversely, when the mind wakes up perceprion is
quenched (sbénnutai).” More than a mere “quenching,” we might note that
when used of persons, the verb “sbénnutai” can metaphorically mean “to die.”
Again, it is not merely subordination or suppression, but the demise of the
feminine other that marks the Adamic vitalicy.

In light of such harsh reverse correlations between the very life of the
one and the very deatch of the other, might we not add the converse senti-
ment? Might we not at least be led to wonder whether the moment of her
ascendancy marks for him a moment of death? Taken in this further con-
verse sense, Eve emerges as the locus of Adam’s death: in her very birth
from the life of Adam, it would appear that Eve has signaled his death.
This stark theme might be found in Maimonides’s matter-as-married-harlot
discourse as well, in his reminder that

every living being dies and becomes ill solely because of its marrer.”

Where martter is seen as the faithless feminine harlot, we here too find the
dramatic suggestion that the feminine marks the spot of man’s death. To the
notion, then, that the death of femininity marks the birth of the masculine
(a dynamic at play most dramatically in the Kabbalah's suggestion that the
feminine become the masculine, but also in Philo’s own suggestion of Eve-
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as-Sense’s death and destruction in the face of Adamic Reason), we have
found a complementary phallocentric trope: from the conceprual possibility
of Eve as vital, life-afirming mother-to-all, the philosophical imagination
has instead come to find in the feminine the roots of man’s demise.

@ on the Possibility of a Feminist Ground:
Solomon Ibn Gabivol and the Transfiguration of Evotic Longing

The Neoplatonic writings of Solomon ibn Gabirol (d. 1056) reveal a
blend of philosophical and mystical Jewish and Islamic influences, featur-
ing many standard Platonic and Neoplatonic themes. In many respects,
Gabirol’s works can be seen to engage the feminine-as-loss dynamic just as
robustly as the authors we have already considered. And yet, amongst those
standard ctropes (including ideas of matter as disordered and privative), he
additionally develops a very unique doctrine of matter that offers a philo-
sophical departure from the standard Pythagorean, Platonic, Aristotelian,
and Neoplatonic discussions. Developing an idea of various grades of mat-
ter (along with various grades of form), Gabirol’s discourse couples the
standard negative estimations of regular (corporeal) materialicy with a de-
cidedly positive evaluation of a higher, sublime grade of marteriality. More
exalted than either terrestrial or celestial materiality, Gabirol’s highest con-
ception of matter offers us an unexpected space for turning the standard
table of oppositions on its head, for privileging the passivity of the mate-
rial, and in this way, we will argue, the passivity of the feminine.

PRIVILEGING MATTER

Gabirol’'s systematization of matter is complex and manifold, and
many of the negative associations of materiality can still be found in his ar-
rangement. Nonetheless, there does emerge an important sense in which,
within Gabirol’s discourse, materiality—divorced from and prior to any
form—is sublime. In fact, in its pre-form state, matter emerges as more
sublime than form within Gabirol’s analysis. An extended analysis of this
theme goes beyond the scope of this paper, but the sublimity of matter over
form can begin to be seen in the following claim in Gabirol’s magnum spus,

the Fons Vitae (Fountain of Life, or Meqgar Hayyim):>’

materia est creata ab essentia, et forma est a provprietate essentiae, id est sapientia et
unitate. . . .""
. . . Martcer is created from Essence, and form is from the property of

Essence, that is to say, from Wisdom and unity.
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“Essence” here refers to the Divine Essence, as Gabirol (following on Muta-
zilite as well as Sufi leads)’? describes God as a/-Dbir al-'iili (the First Es-
sence). Here, then, Gabirol's account is clear: where God Himself is
construed in terms of two “moments’—an essential moment, and an active
one—then, it is to the more essential moment of divine reality that we must
connect materiality, with form being related, rather, to God’s second—or ac-
tive—moment.

In a move that turns the treatment of matter in the bulk of Platonic, Aris-
totelian, and Neoplatonic traditions on its head,”® Gabirol thus creates a
conceptual space in which matter trumps form. Given the usual correlation
within these traditions of matter and the feminine (as we have already seen),
Gabirol’s move provides an unexpected space: from a correlation of matter/
feminine at best with whart is secondary in reality and at worst with the very
origin of evil itself, we find here instead her identification as the very out-
growth of Divine Essence. As outgrowth of God’s own most essential na-
ture, the material here emerges under the positive valence as the hidden
reality in which the moment of divine truth is most fully encountered—
encountered, that is, in the shadow of unknowing. It is in the darkness of the
“nothing” of matter that God most fully is revealed—revealed, that is,
through matter’s own nature as “the concealed.” As Elliot Wolfson has
taught us in the context of kabbalistic sources, we must understand God’s
own hidden nature as concealed in being revealed, and revealed through
concealment.’ Reflecting this idea, Gabirol links the material to the divine
through what we may call a “discourse of hiddenness” in which both
matter’’ and God are the occulta—rthe hidden aspects of reality, with form
(and actuality) instead taking second place as the manifest aspect of encoun-
tered reality. And so, regarding the hiddenness of matter, we learn that

the more remote [something}] is from the senses, the more similar it is to mat-

ter, and as such it is more hidden according to the hiddenness of matter.’®

Linking the material to the divine through a continuation of this “dis-
course of hiddenness,” we may turn to the pages of Gabirol's Keter Malkhit’’
poem to be reminded of the link berween the divine and che hidden:

Keter Malkhizt §24: Who can understand the hidden secrets (sadat) of your
creation . . . the concealed (bevyon) lies therein.

Keter Malkhiit §26: Who can approach your dwelling place (tebitnatekha), in
your having raised the Throne of Glory (Kissé ha-Kavad) above the sphere of
Intellect. There lie the fields of concealment (ha-bevyon) and the bidden secret (sad).
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Clearly, in its link to the divine both through a “discourse of hiddenness,”
bur also more overtly in the claim that matter is derived from God’s own
essence, Gabirol has privileged the material. And so, in the most immedi-
ate sense, given the ancient and medieval association of the feminine with
matter, Gabirol’s discourse of matter can be seen as providing a space for
the feminine voice. However, let us take this a step further.

EroTiC TRANSFIGURATION

In coming to appreciate the fuller implications of Gabirol’s privileging
of the material, we arrive at the moment of erotic transfiguration, an even
deeper feminist ground. In the erortic transfiguration, we go from an active
(masculine) desire-for-power to a passive, feminine desire-to-become, a
longing for receptivity and presence. Here, a feminist voice emerges not by
denying the coupling of passivity and the feminine, but by redeeming the
passive stance’® as an essentially erotic desire-to-be-completed. Unlike the
masculine desire-for-power, here the erotic stance is one of receptivity—a
receptive willingness to engage the self through an engagement with the other.”

The contours of this sort of receptive stance within Neoplatonism can
already be seen in Pierre Hadot’s own description of Plotinus’s existential
comportment (and the difference that may hence be discerned between
Platonic and Plotinian desire). While, in the case of Plotinus, this recep-
tive stance is not engaged through a discourse on matter (as we argue is the
case for Gabirol), it might help to hear Hadot’s own reflections on the Plo-
tinian desire-to-be-filled. In his careful treatments of Plotinus,”” Hadot de-
scribes Plotinus’s own philosophical endeavor in terms of an erotic
receptivity to divine presence. Hadot explains the core of Plotinian meta-
physics as an erotic or receptive—in the sense of “desiring-to-be-filled”—
comportment to the world; it is, in Hadot’s language, an “intuition of the
mystery of Life.”® This erotic ground is itself a state of receptivity, of open-
ness—something that Hadot describes as a “complete passivity” and readi-
ness to “receive the divine invasion.”®? This erotic composure is what, for
Plotinus, gives the human being its essential starting and end point.”

In my own reading of Gabirol’s discourse on matter, it is precisely this
receptive desire-to-be-filled—as a most genuine description of the self in its
highest, most sublime essence—that emerges as key. In Gabirol’s descrip-
tion of the sublime nature of passive materiality as the hidden site of divin-
ity, we have opened a space for privileging the passive as the receptive stance
of openness-in-the-face-of-the-other. Existentially speaking, this receptive
comportment is an erotic stance, a starting place in the world in which we
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ask to be filled, in which we ask to become—because acknowledging the ne-
cessity of becoming—created by the other. This erotic longing is no longer
a (masculine) desire for (masculine) power, but a desire for being desired—
a presence open to receive the presence of the other. An existential receptiv-
ity, this presence and openness to receive presence is a desire to be loved.

A careful investigation of Gabirol’s text—and in particular, its philo-
sophical underpinnings—allows us to explicitly uncover not only a positive
valuation of materiality/passivity, but also this fuller notion of material-as-
erotic-presence. For, struck by Gabirol’s notion of a first, purest occurrence
of matter derived directly from the Divine Essence, Shem Tov ibn Falaquera
(Gabirol’s thirteenth-century Hebrew translator and editor), is led to re-
mark that Gabirol is following in the tradition of the Empedoclean Book of
Five Substances. Referred to in contemporary scholarship as “Pseudo Empe-
doclean” for its false attribution to the Greek philosopher Empedocles, the
precise nature of this textual tradition, and its doctrine of a First Matter be-
tween God and the existent universe, remains something of a mystery. Yet
traces of such a tradition surface in a number of Islamic and some Jewish
mystical sources, such as the writings of ibn Masarra (tenth century), al-
Sijistani (d. 1000), al-Shahrastani (d. 1153), al-Shahraziri (d. ca. 1281), and
the fourteenth-century Hebrew mystical works of Elhanan ben Avraham.
Without here worrying about the origin and reception(s) of this Ps. Empe-
doclean tradition (or traditions),** what characterizes these texts is their re-
porting of a First ‘Ungur, literally a First Element, which follows directly
from the Godhead, and which precedes even the so-called “First Creation,”
viz. the (Plotinian) Universal Intellect.

In the extant Arabic fragments of the Fons Vitae, we can see Gabirol’s
explicit relation to this textual tradition. There we find that Gabirol’s dis-
cussion of a spiritual materia prima (First Matter) is in fact a somewhat mis-
leading Latin translation of what is in the Arabic a directly Ps.
Empedoclean description of a First *Ungur—al-"unsur af-awwal—literally, a
First Element. This First ‘Ungur (First Matter,” if we follow the Latin ter-
minology) is also described by Gabirol—in his Hebrew poetry—in a num-
ber of ways, most notably as Yesad (or Foundation). Poetically giving voice
to material and formal elements of reality, Gabirol speaks of the Founda-
tion (Yesod) and the Secret (50d), of the Foundation (Yesad) and the Root, of
the Hidden and the Manifest, as well as of the Kernel and ics Shell. He also,
in whart is itself a moment of artistic verbal embroidery, speaks of matter
and form as the Essence and its Embroidery.®®

Here, then, is where I directly root my suggestion of material-as-erotic-
presence within Gabirol’s textual dynamic. Looking further to at least some
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versions of the Ps. Empedoclean tradition,”” we find the Empedoclean ideas

of Love (mahabba) and Strife,” along with the following series of correlations:

Spirit (rih) | Kernel (lubb) | Love (mabebbet)
vs.

Shell (gishr) / Strife

While Gabirol himself does not correlate matter with love directly, I suggest
drawing precisely this conceptual link within Gabirol’s corpus. For, as we
have seen, Gabirol himself correlates Spirit and Kernel with matter, and
Shell with manifest form. Given, then, his own text’s relation to a tradition
at play in his Arabic philosophical milieu that directly links “kernel” with
“love,” we suggest discerning within Gabirol’s discourse on matter—as hid-
den essence and spark of divine simplicity within each reality—a discourse on
the grounding presence of love (here, not a {masculine} love-of-[masculine}-
power, but the Neoplatonic desire-to-be-filled) within each existent reality.
In the case of a human being, this would suggest that it is through love that
each person encounters his or her own truest, most divine reality, and ultimately, that
through which one encounters God himself.

The transfiguration is complete, and the feminine ground is revealed.
Far from a valuation of masculine-as-power at the ground of human subjec-
tivity, Gabirol’s “martter-as-love” dynamic frees the “feminine-as-passive”
from its bind. For in this turn from “matter-as-evil” to “matter-as-crotic-
ground,” the feminine-as-loss becomes transfigured to feminine-as-presence.
The feminine passive is redeemed in its new role as erotic ground of being
itself.

Looking at Gabirol’s Ps. Empedoclean matter discourse in this existen-
tial way as revealing truchs about the very nature of human being, we are
far from an Aristotelian analysis of macter. Whereas Aristotle’s discourse
on Matter and Form aims to demarcate principles needed to explain the
workings of physical reality, our reading of Gabirol’s own matter/form dis-
course suggests, on the contrary, a philosophical exploration of the very na-
ture of human existence itself. For Gabirol, as we have argued, the matter
discourse explores and rehearses the proper stance for we, who are thrown
into this existence. And, as we have argued, for Gabirol this stance is a
stance of love—an erotic (feminine) receptivity to the presence of the di-
vine in oneself and in the face of the other. Gabirol’s discourse on matter,
hence, is no mere chapter in natural science; if is, on the contrary, at once an
existential, theological, and ethical explovation of the very grounds of being and liv-
ing in and through erotic {feminine} veceptivity. In this regard, we may note
Freud’s own understanding of the philosophical scope of the historical Em-
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pedocles’s own discourses on Love and Strife; far from some “natural
science” project, Empedocles’s project too, according to Freud, must be
seen as an existential investigation of the deepest human truths.®”

@ Conclusion

We have uncovered in Gabirol’s macter discourse the emergence of mat-
ter over form, the correlation of matter with the Divine Essence, and, fur-
thermore, the link between matter—as the hidden kernel at the core of
existence—and love, a stance of erotic [feminine} receptivity, that passive, ex-
pectant longing-to-be-completed that replaces (or transfigures) the mascu-
line longing for active, completing power. It is in this manifold way that we
may discover in Gabirol a ground for the feminine voice. Not only does Ga-
birol’s work give us grounds for heralding the material passivity of the femi-
nine over the active masculine force, with the feminine passive emerging now
as the very vestige in the world of the hidden Divine Essence itself, but, as we
have shown, this hidden passivity may, in light of Gabirol’s Ps. Empedoclean
context, be explicitly described as a foundational erotic (and precisely femi-
nine) kernel at the core of human being—no longer a masculine love-of-
power, but rather, an expectant desire-to-be-filled which, following Hadot on
Plotinus, we have described as an erotic receptivity and presence. In this way,
through an encounter with Gabirol’s matter discourse, the feminine passive
may be transformed from its historical role as signal-of-loss to a fresh new role
as signal-of-presence—it may be valued now as that most divine, because
most receptive, aspect of all human being. In our encounter with Gabirol’s
text, the passivity and receptivity of the feminine stance may be given new
voice; she may be allowed finally to sing the song of life itself.

In light of this turn, it is interesting to return for but a moment to the
Greek theilu (for “feminine”), and to reflect on its conceprual root in the no-
tion of nurturing. Taking a lead from the Greek term itself, note how the
Greek adjectives rheilos, theila, theilu (for “feminine”) can be used not only (as
mentioned earlier) in the sense of “weak,” but also in the sense of “fresh” or
“refreshing” (as in the case of dew),”” as well as in the sense of “tender, deli-
cate, gentle.” Whereas “weak” marks the devaluation of the feminine in its
subordination to the masculine longing for active power, in our new dy-
namic—one in which the longing is itself a receptive desire not to overrake
but to become—we may speak now instead of the nurturing, refreshing,
delicate theilu, the “theilu-as-presence.” Here, then, the theilu marks the very
ground of living subjectivity—the erotic kernel of the man, and of the
woman, and of the Divine Essence itself.
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57. For text of the poem in Hebrew, see Shirei Shivmo ben Yehudab 1bn Geviral (Shives
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Routledge, 19971, 131-37).
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“‘hostage’ to the needs (or demands) of others” (Lovibond, 23). In my own treatment of Ga-
birol, I would see a completely positive valence to such an infinite ethics of care, where in
the Gabirol context, of course, it would represent the “feminine core” of all humans, and as
such, the demand for infinite receprivity and responsiveness would be made of men and
women alike.

60. Pierre Hadot, Plotinus, or The Simplicity of Vision, trans. Michael Chase (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993).

61. Tbid., 40.

62. Tbid., 56.

63. For a moving treatment of this theme in Plotinus, see also Frederic M. Schroeder,
Form and Transformation: A Study in the Philosophy of Plotinus (McGill-Queen's University
Press, 2001).

64. For some discussion of this tradition, see the “Anbaduklis” entry by $.M. Stern in
Encyclopaedia of Islan, volume I, new edition (Leiden: E. J. Brill), 483-84, as well as the
“Empedocles” entry in Encyclopaedia Judaica. See also David Kaufmann, Studien iiber
Salomon Ihn Gabirel, (Jabresbericht der Landes-Rabbinerschule in Budapest fiir das Schulfabr
1898-1889) (Budapest, 1899), in David Kaufmann, Die Spuren Al-Batlajusi'’s, Studien iiber
Salomon ibn Gabirol and Die Sinne (with an Introduction by Louis Jacobs) ([London, (?)}:
Gregg International Publishers, 1972), and his essay “Ha-Psends Empedacles ka-Mekor le-R’
Shiomo ibn Gabirol,” Mebkarim ba-Sifrut ha-Ivrit, 78-1064. For a possible link between this
so-called Empedoclean philosophy and the mystical tradition of ibn Masarra, burt also for
helpful elaborarions (including some translations) of the relevant doctrines, see Miguel
Asin Palacios, The Mystical Philosophy of Ibn Masarra and bis Follnwers, trans. Elmer H.
Douglas and Howard W. Yoder, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978).

65. For various different occurrences of terms for Marter in Islamicate thought, and
their implications, see L. Gardet, “Hayuila,” in Encyclopaedia of Islam.

66. Hence the title of my forthcoming study of apophasis and eros in Gabirol, Embroi-
dering the Hidden.

67. 1 am working here in particular wich al-Shahrastant's Arabic text, Kitabh al-Milal
wal-Nibal (Book of Religions and Philosophical Sects), Parc 11, ed. W. Cureton (Leipzig, 1923),
260-65.

68. The Arabic in the Ps. Empedoclean source (as recounted by Shahrastani) has the
word “ghalaba.” Literally, this does not mean strife, but victory (or also: idle talk, chatter). 1
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am not sure what to make of this, but am simply translating strife for now since the actual
Arabic root in question (“ghalaba™ = to subdue, to conquer) is indeed the roo# for the Arabic
word strife, just under a different construction (strife = “ghilab”). This, together with the
fact that the Arabic source invokes the name of Empedocles and opposes this “ghalaba” to
the principle of Love (“mahabba™), leads me to translate strife, ar least for the present time.

69. See Freud's “Analysis Terminable and Interminable” (1937).

70. Here it is interesting to note that the root of male ("drren” relates also to the Greek
“he erse,” meaning dew, with “erseieis, —eisa, -en” for dewy as well as fresh (though here in the
metaphorical sense to describe a “fresh corpse”).
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