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HAIR IN TaNaKk: THE SYMBOLISM OF GENDER AND CONTROL

?aneg\dgrgalit'

‘Abstracy TS

This paper will explore the symbolic mean-
ings of hair in the Hebrew Bible, or TaNakh} It
will deal only with head hair, highlighting a few
important examples which give insight into the
symbolic role of hair in these texts. _

The theories of Edmund Leach, C.R.
Hallpike, and Gananath Obeyesekere will be ex-
amined in light of the debate over the relative
merits of psychoanalytical versus sociological un-
derstandings of hair symbolism. I claim that the
division which boch Leach and Obeyesckere make
berween individual and social symbols is an arbi-
trary one, and that hair symbolism may be under-
stood by including the individual within a broad
sociologically framework. I will show that hair
can be seen as a key to the symbolic language of the
TaNaKh, and stands at the center of a eultural di-
alectic berween order and control on the one hand,
and freedom and spontaricity on the other. I will
also demonstrate how hair is especially important

. for understanding the TaNaKk's symbolism of

gender.

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1950s scholars have been debating the sym-
bolic meaning of hair. A purely psychoanalyric posi-
tion is first taken up by Charles Berg (Berg 1951) and
later carried over into the cthnographic context by
Gananath Obeyesckere (Obeyesekere 1981). This posi-
tion states thar head hair is a symbol of the phallus, and
thar cucting of head hair invokes castration. A position
intermediate berween the psychoanalyrical and the soci-
ological is represented by Edmond Leach. Like
Obeyesckere, Leach acceprs the Freudian paradigm as an
explanation of the origins of hair symbolism.
However, in his article “Magical Hair” (Leach 1958),
Leach claimed thar che anthropologist as anthropologist
has no access to the “private” symbolism of the Psyche,
but must limit anthropological discourse to the realm
of “the social.” The most purely sociological position
is articulated by C.R. Hallpike (Hallpike 1978).
Hallpike argues char the meaning of hair symbolism is
related to a persons being “inside” versus “outside” of
society. As such, his arpument comes very close to that of
Mary Douglas, who correlates body symbolism with

" C.Fhil., Near Eastern Studies, U.C. Berkeley.
! The Hebrew term referring to the Pentateuch, the Prophets
and the Wrirings. :

issues of social scructure (Douglas 1973). I will argue
that Hallpike and Douglas’s argument, which expands
the “social” to include the body and its symbolism, is
the most fruitful. .
By rejecting the reliance on the inaccessible work-
ings of the psyche Hallpike and Douglas open up the
possibility of understanding body symbolism in the
context of obscrvable factors “in the world” (Hallpike
1978: 135). In our case, where the main evidence of the
cultural context is an ancicnr texr, exploring “the
world” means uncovering the linguistic and mera-
phoric patterns found in this rext. I will claim, for
example, that exploring hair symbolism in the
TaNaKh leads us to discover a parallelism berween
women and priests, with pricsts playing a culturally
“feminine” role. My argument will be thar by follow-
ing the symbolic role given to head hair in the
TaNzKh, onc may unravel a central culeural dialectic:
control versus freedom. This dialectic is especially
important in relation to fertility. Women and priests
cach have responsibility for fertility in their respective
realms. Women are to bring offspring to the family,
and priests, through their service in the Temple, bring -
general prosperity and fruitfulness to the nation as a
whole. As such, they are both under the injunction to
maintain control over their bodies, with hair being the
prime symbolic locus of this control. On the other
hand, the texts hine that fertility can never be the resule
of control alone: life can only spring from something
which is irself alive, moving and free. '

SPLITTING HAIRS: THE
ANTHROPOLOGICAL DEBATE

The anthropological debate over the interpretation
of hair may be summed up as “whose turf is it on?”
Psychoanalytically oriented interpreters have claimed
specific and universal meanings for hair, such as hair =
phallus (Berg 1951, Obeyesckere 1981). Bricish social
anthropologists (Leach 1958, Hallpike 1978) have
maintained thar as long as hair is used as a social sym-
bol, a purely social or cultural explanarion is required.

Hair is parr of the body, and the interpreration of
the body is a messy endeavor. Ted Polhemus writes
about theories of body symbolism: “...psychoanalytic
and sociological theories approach the subject of body
symbolism from such radically different perspectives
that it will be a long time before a common,

- ‘ecumenical’ framework of research can be elaborated

for the study of body symbolism” (Polhemus 1978:134),
This inter-disciplinary competition comes about be-
cause the body occupices 2 unique, multi-levelled place
in human consciousness. The body has been called “the



place where our individual, social, political, spiritual,
and perhaps other levels of self, converge™ (Scheper-
‘Hughes and Lock 1987:7) and “...the site of a profound
interconnection of ideology and subjectivity...”
{Stallybras and Whice 1986:90).

While | would agree that a rapprochement berween
psychoanalytic and sociological theorics is not on the
horizon, I believe it is possible to find a framework
within which 1o discuss the body in both its individual
and its social aspects. In this paper I will argue against
the psychoanalytical approaches. Through positing a
universal symbolic system for the human’ psyche, they
seem t0 me to mystify rather than explain. [ will rather
proposc thar the individual can be looked at as one level
of the social, physical, “outside™ world, and is therefore
open to analysis according to variacions and conditions
in this observable world.2 Through the example of hair
symbolism, I will show thac the 72NaK# includes the
individual body as one level within an integrated
physical. social, and spiritual cosmos.

We will first examine the approach of Edmond

Leach as seen.in his 1957 lecture, “Magical Hair”
(Leach 1958:147-64). Framing his lecture as a commen-
tary on the work of the psychoanalyst Charles Berg,
Leach was ateempung to deal with what he saw as the
convergence of psychoanalytic interpretation and the
ethnographic data. He claimed thae this dara showed
hair o be a universal symbol of the phallus. This uni-
versality posed a challenge o the sociological point of
view that social phenomena are determined by social
factors and will vary from society to sociery.

Leach’s point of departure is thar of British struc-
wral anthropology, which posits a strong distinction
between public and private symbols. According to chis
school. anthropology is on home ground when incer-
preting public symbols. which derive their meaning
solely in relzcionship to other dements in the symbol
system. The clements chemselves are arbitrary. Privare

- 'symbals, on the other hand, derive their meaning from
the murky depths of the subconscious, and have emo-
tional as opposed ro linguistic meanings (Leach
1958:149). Leach finds himself in a dilemma in that
hair as a symbol scems to be working as the psychoana-
lysts say. arising with incrinsic meaning from the hu-
man subconscious, yct it appears in the ethnographic
-data, especially in ritual, as a public symbol. H}ﬁnds
himself agreeing with the equation thar:

head = phallus,
‘hair = semen,
hair cutting = castrarion.

2 Of course. 1 am not proposing that this is the only way to
look at the individual or the body. Only that for the purposes
of interpreting public, cultural symbols, one may allow the
social to rexch into the arena of the body.
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and thar;

long hair = unrestrained sexuality
short hair = restriceed sexualicy
close-shaven head = celibacy,

but he has no framework 25 an anthropologist to explain
this. He states:

-..cthnography indicates a persistent link berween
hair as a symbol and the phallus as a symbol and to
this extent it is appropriate that hair should be
prominent in rites denoting 2 change in social-
scxual stacus; bur the anthropologists alone have no
theory which would explain why the symbolization
should take the form it does (Leach 1958:160).

. Though commitred to this split berween public and
private symboals, Leach is aware that public symbols may
carry emotional as well as linguistic value. Thus he
expands his question to a broader plane, asking, “Just
where does the emotional content of symbols come
from, and how is it that some symbols are more emo-
tionally loaded than others?” (Leach 1958:147).

Leach’s solution was to accept the psychoanalyrtical
interpretation of the origin of hair symbolism in che
subconscious, but then to insist on irs transformation
into a public symbol once it reaches the ritual or social
stage. He disputes Dr. Berg and the psychoanalysts’
claim that the meaning of hair symbolism even in pub-
lic ricual derives from the subconscious. Rather he
states, “it-is the ritual sitwation which makes the hair
‘powerful,’ not the hair which makes the ritual power-
ful” (Leach 1958:159). His claim is that the phallic

symbolism of hair, whatever its origin, is transformed.

into a social fact and works as part of culcure. Why, then,
does it appear to be universal, to possess meaning inde-
pendenc of socially specific condirions? .

Surely the answer is that ritual makes explicit and
conscious those powerful and dangerous thoughts
which are liable 10 become tepressed. Phallicism in
ritual is thus a form of cathartic prophylaxis; it is
not an expression of the repressed unconscious of the
collective individual, it is-a social process which
serves 1o prevent the individual from developing
sexual repressions ac all (Leach 1958:161).

For Leach, the psychological origins are valid, burt they

- are taken up and pre-empted by the needs of the social.

As is to be expected whenever someone tries to inte-
grate two sets of ideas, Leach has been upbraided by the
defenders of both sides. Another English structuralist,
C.R. Hallpike, has criticized Leach’s use of psycho-

analytic theories ro explain cultural phenomena -

(Hallpike 1978:178). He insists that the cthnographic
datz does not justify Leach’s claims thar head = phallus,

hair cutring = castration, long hair = unrestrained
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sexuality, etc. He poines, for example, to Leach's
_strained claim thac in cultures where the head represents
soul, souf can be thought of as another way of saying
libido. How, he asks, in cases where women cut thieir
hair in ritual, can this be interpreted as castration?
Countering the claim chat long hair is a symbol of
unrestricted sexuality, he notes that dscetics very
commonly have long hair (Hallpike 1978:137).
Despite these criticisms and others, Hailpike him-
self must admit chat there exists a greater degrec of
cross-cultural consistency of symbols than anthro-
pological theory would predict, and thar chis calls for

some explanation. He writes:

Two different hypotheses suggest themselves. The
first is chat the meanings ascribed to symbols arc re-
lated to the workings of the subconscious, which are
assumed to be similar in members of every culture
and, more specifically, to the mechanisms of the re-
pression and sublimation of the sexual impulses.
The second is that, given the common concern of all
societies with survival, the nature of the physical en-
vironment, procreation, the social role of the sexes,
youth and age, order and disorder, and similar basic
concepts, there are cerrain symbols and symbolic acts
which are inherently appropriate in expressing these
conceprs, ‘and that this is why these symbols are so

commonly found and often have the same meaning -

in different cultures (Hallpike 1978:134-5).

Whereas Leach chose the first opcion, in which symbols’
are “about” the subconscious, he prefers the second, in
which symbols are “about™ the world (Hallpike
1978:134-5). Following along these lines, Hallpike
suggests that the commonalities in hair symbolism can
be explained according to a correlation *...that long
hair is associated with being ourside socicty and that the
cutting of hair symbolizes re-entering society, or liv-
ing under a particular disciplinary regime wichin so-
cicty...cutting hair equals social control” (Hallpike
1978:141). He further claims there is frequently an
association berween being outside sociery and animal-
iry. Conveniently for my interests, he backs up his hy-
pothesis with examples from the Bible: Esau’s hairiness
and association with hunting and animality; the leper
who grows his hair long and must sit ouside the.city
{and who shaves his hair upon rerurning); the Ngritcs'
long hair and separation from socicty in order to be
closer to God. These, and the other examples he brings,
all fit more easily inte his social explanation than inco
Leach's psychoanalytical one.

In addressing the question of the similarity of sym-
bols across cultures, Hallpike must cross some of the
lines which Leach dared not cross. With the assertion
that hairiness = ourside society = animality, Hallpike
argues thac an anthropologist, as an anthropologist, can
talk abouc the origin of symbols. While he is careful to
make the distinction thac public symbols are not “about
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the subconscious,” but rather “abour the world,” and -
therefore verifiable, he does fall back on a list of very
general “common concerns™ (procreation, youth and age,
sex roles, etc.) which would apply to all socieries. He is
thus able to talk abour the origin of symbols within an
expanded social framework which includes such general-
ities as ‘loose social control will often be reflected in
long hair".

This seems to me 1o be a valuable step in chac it goes
far in breaking down the arbicrary division berween
public (social, wverifiable, ‘culturally variable,
"Culture”} and private (psychological, universal,
“Narture™). Logically, chis opens up the possibility that
one docs not need to leave the emotions and body to the
dogmas of psychoanalysis or bio-medical determinism
or some other determinism, and then artempr, as Leach

* does, a somewhar contorted “integration.” Rather, one

may be frec to test commonalities or varations in sym-
bols or behavior according to commonalities and varia-
tions in the “world” of physical and social life.

Clearly, Hallpike's hypothesis foreshadows the
ideas of Mary Douglas.? Douglas builds a comprchen-
sive theory of body symbolism, “natural symbols,” by
breaking down this dichotomy berween linguistic, cul-
tural meaning and mysterious origins. She posirs
“universals,” but only in the general sensc of abstract

“correlations such as the “purity rule,” which basically

states: the more social control, the more bodily control
(Douglas 1973:101).4 While Douglas has not explicity
entered into the debatc over the meaning of hair, her
theories support Hallpike's thesis of “social hair.”

Douglas has elaborated on the Durkheimian idea
that variations in seructures of thoughr and cosmology
are related 1o variations in social structure (Douglas
1966), and has pushed chis idea one step further by ap-
plying it to the aestherics of the body:

I'have argued before that there are pressures to creare
consonance becween the perception of social and
‘physiclogical levels of experience (Douglas 1966:
114-28). Somc of my friends still find it uncon-
vincing. I hope to bring them round by going much
further, following Mauss in maintaining that the -
human bedy is always treated as 2n image of society
and thar there can be no natural way of considering
the body that does not involve at the same time a so-
cial dimension. Interest in its apertures depends on
the preoccupation with social exits and entrances,
escape routes and invasions. .. '

This approach takes the vertical dimension of
experience more setiously than the current trend in

3 Hallpike's paper was published in 1969, Mary Douglas’
Natural Symbols was first published in 1970. I do not know
what, if any, was the contacr between them. Douglas does not
cite this paper.

4 *The more complex the system of classification and the
stronger che pressure to maintain it, the more social inter-
course pretends to take place berween disembodied spirics.”



the structural analysis of symbolism which requires

meaning to be found horizonally, as it were, by the

relation of elements in a given pattern (Douglas
- 1973:98-9).

Thus she is able to talk abour levels of experience, and
the relationships between these levels. In-other words,
she talks about the "origin™ of body symbols by refaring
them 10 the social structure, while avoiding the pitfalls
of mystifying and universalist appeals to psychological
or biological “Nature.” She staces: ,

Natural symbols will not be found in individual
lexical irems. The physical body can have universal
meaning only as a system which responds o the so-
cial system. expressing it as a system. What it symbol-
izes naturally is the relation of parts of an organism
10 the wholc (Douglas 1973:112). )

Betore going on to discuss the symbolic use of hair
in TaNakh, we will briefly examine the work of the
other major participant in this debate over hair sym-
bolism. Gananath Obeyesckere. In his 1981 book
Medusa’s Harr. Obcyesckere uses the specific case of
hair symbolism to try to bridge the gap between psycho-

analysis and anthropology (Obeyesckere 1981). As did

Hallpike a decade carlier, Obeyesekere takes exception
to Leach. this rime, however, accusing Leach of being 20
much the structural anthropologist. We noted that for
Leach. the psvcholopical origins are valid, but they are
taken up -and incorporated into the social. One fecls
with.Leach that the dynamic elements with regard to
hair symbolism are the structural/funcrional needs of
socicry. Psychoanalysis only provides raw material.
Obeyesckere’s approach is the exact opposite in thac he
takes the psychoanalyric as the dynamic element and
largely ignores the warkings of sociery.

Obeyesekere criticizes Leach for maintaining the
divide berween culturc and emotions, berween public
and private symbols, and for minimizing the rolc of
the individual in culture (Obeyesekere 1981:17-18).
While these are valid cricicisms, his own analysis also
falls short in that he tends to collapse everything into a
Freudian explanatory. framework. He spends the bulk
of the ethnographic sections of his book discussing the

family historics of his informants. His claim is-that

this should not be scen as separate from cultare. He
writes, for example:

Underlying all is the core unconscious meaning of
 the sublated penis emerging via the head as the god's
penis...that the symbol is related to the life experi-
ence of the asceric does not mean that it is a privace
symbol: it only means that we have to reject the con-
ventional wisdom that there is 2 radical hiarus be-
tween custorn and emortion (Obeyesekere 1981:37).

This type of analysis runs into the problem of
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universalizing 2 theoretical framework (Freudian
psychoanalysis) perhaps most applicable to Victorian
Europe. ,

In terms of my analysis, Obeyesekere is really in the
same group as Leach in that he feels that emotions and
personal symbols can only be understood through a
psychoanalytic framework. I would suggest thar the
more useful approach is taken by Hallpike and Dou-
glas: expanding our idea of the social to include the
emotions, the body, and its symbolism.S ° :

HAIR 'N TaNaKh

I will now examinc a fow examples in order to rease
out the symbolic meanings of hair. The first cample is
the story of the suspected adulreress, the soza, 1 belicve
this to be a pivocal text for the question of hair symbol-
ism in TalNaKh. :

And the Lord spoke to Moshe, saying, ‘Speak to the
children of Istael, and say to them, If any man's wife
go aside; and commit a trespass against him, and a
man lie with her carpally, and it be hid from the
cyes of her husband,...and the spirit of jealousy come
upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be
defiled: or if the spirit of jealousy come upon him,
and he be jealous of his wife, and she be not defiled:
then shall the man bring his wife to the priest...And
the priest shall bring her near, and set her before the
Lord: and the priest shall take holy water in an
carthen vessel; and of the dust thar is on the floor of
the tabernacle shall the priest take, and put it into the
water: and the priest shall set the woman before che
Lord, and loosen the hair of the woman's head,...And
when he has made her drink the water, then it shall
come 10 pass, thar, if she be defiled, and have done

~ wrespass against her husband, that the water thar causes
the curse shall enter into her, and become bitrer, and
her belly shall swell, and her thigh shall fall away:
and the woman shall be a curse among her people.
And if the woman be not defiled, but be clean; then
she shall be free, and shall conccive seed’ Numbers
5:11-28).

The principal claim 1 want to make about this text
is that the woman's bady, specifically her sexual and
reproductive body, is a symbol! for the integrity of the
family unic. Penctration by another man is an intrusion,
a rupturc in this unit. The text seems to imply that even

3 Other anthropologists, of course, have followed this line,
although in diverse ways. Michele Rosaldo, for example, in
her book, Knowledge and Passion: Hongos Notions of Self and
Social Life (1980) used anthropological linguistics to ger ar
the emotional world of the Ilongot. Writers such as Pierre
Bourdicu (1977) and Thomas Czardas (1990) have put for-
ward theoretical frameworks which differ from Douglas’ bur
nonetheless have in common the goal of analyzing personal
experience and the body in relation o the sodial.
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if she is not guilty, but only “goes aside™—arousing her

-husband’s suspicions—she has somechow damaged the

integrity of the family, has “betrayed her husband.” Asa
central aspect of this ordeal ‘the priest “loosens her
hair.” In the light of Hallpike and Douglas's theories
of body symbolism; we may read this looscning of the
hair as symbolic of her perecived “loose” sexual behav-
ior, and its fragmenting cffect on the family.”

The texr is concerned abour the adulterous woman.-
No parallel ordeal exists for the man. Thus, in order to
understand this text we need to elucidate the symbolism
of gender. This, I suggest, centers around the woman's
role as a child bearer.® (Thus I referred in the previous
paragraph to the “family unit,” and not simply the
“marriage.”) We see, for example, something of the im-
poreance of children from such insticutions as the levi-
rate marriage, in which a man is required to marry his
brother’s widow in' cases where the brother left no chil-
dren, in order that the first born of the levirate mar-
riage be “in the name of his brother who is dead, thar his
name not be wiped our in Isracl.” If the brother refuses
his dury, he is publicly shamed, as the widow will
“...approach him in the presence of the clders, and loose
his shoe from off his foot, and spit in his face, and shall
answer and say, 'Thus shall be done to chat man whe
will nor build up his brother’s house...”™ (Deuteron-
omy 25:6,9).7 This and many other examples indicate
that’ children were not considered merely a prosaic,
practical macter. While rabbinic texts begin to make
the afterlife 2 central focus, for the TaNazK¥ the idea of
“building a house™ or “continuing one’s name in Israel”
Was tantamount to a man's stake in eternity.

A man’s name, his house, needed not only ro exist, buc

~ needed to be in order. In this society, to a large extent,

6 Thar is, the text explicitly states thar even if “she be nor
defiled,” the embarrassing and painful ritual -of the bitter
warers is stll appropriate if the husband's suspicion is suffi-
ciendy aroused. )

7 The Rabbis concluded from chis passage that married
women must cover their hair (Babylonian Talmud, Kerubot
72a}, and this does seem ro have been the custom at least in
the 2nd century C.E., and probably easlicr (¢f. 1 Corinthians
11:3}.

8 See Carol Meyers, Discovering Eve: Ancient Iiraelite Women
in Contex: for archeological and textual evidence of the im-
portance of wamen'’s child bearing for Israclite sociey. Rele-
vant to our prescnt concern, she writes: “The implications of
gender differentiation are enormous when property inheri-
tance is reckoned parrilineally. The problem of establishing
proper heirs becomes critical, and the sexual behavior of fe-
males becomes restricted. The double standard in treatment
of females in terms of extramarital or premarital sexual activ-
ity is first 2 pragmatic response to this siruation of inheritance
legalities and only later a ‘matter of moralicy” (Meyers
1988:194). . )

? It would be interesting to- explore the symbols of the shoe,

spitting. etc., bur this would take us beyond the framework of

this paper. The terms translated “looscd” is not the same He-
brew word as the “loosen” in the sorab rext.

family or lincage came to represent the principle of
order as opposed to chaos, and life as opposed to death.
This idea is scen in the placement of the sorzh texe in
the middle of the long introduction to Numbers,
which has up to this point been concerned wich an elab-
oratc census and ordering of the Children. of Israel, be-
ginning “.,.Take the sum of all the congregation of the
children of Isracl, after their familics, by the houses of
their fathers, by the number of names, every male by
their polls...” (Numbers 1:2). The success of this group
as it starts its journey towards che Promised Land is di-
rectly related to the es-ablishment of order in the fam-
ily, eribe and nation. .

Thus, women played a pivoral and dangerous role:
they were the vital (weak®) link berween the orderly pa-
trilinial familics. (See Gayle Rubin “The Traffic in
Women™ in Reiter 1975:192.) As child bearers they rep-
rescnted life, but only when they upheld the principle
of order. The woman's body must be “whole,” unbiem-
ished by contact with 2 man other than her husband, and
her hair must be in order if she is to represent the fer-
tility, the “life” of the family. The particular deach
brought upon the guilty woman in the sorzb ordeal, the
“thigh” (a euphemism for the genitals) falling and the
belly swelling, points to the illegitimate sexuality and
the loss of fertility which she has broughe into this unir.

One way to untangle the symbolism of hair in
TaNaKh is 1o follow the root ¥77"8. This root is the
basis of the word translated as “looscned” in the sorzb
text. In the TgNaKh ¥°71"8 can have the meanings
“wild,” “uncontrolled” or “without order.” Given
Hallpike and Douglas’s predictions about the correla-
tion berween social control and body (in our case, hair)
control, this suggests a promising line of inquiry, We
will examine a few examples.

One of the interesting places the root ¥°1°8 shows up
is in the description of the incident of the Golden Calfs

...when Moshe saw that the people were in disordér
(¥72); (for Aharon had made them disorderly {y78]
to the scandal of their enemies:) then Moshe stood up .
in the gate... (Exodus 32:25).

The seriking parallel to the ordeal of the suspected
adulteress is not simply the use of the same word, bur the
fact thar Aharon, the High Priest, mads the people disor-
derly, as does the priest to the woman’s hair in the sotab
ordeal. The analogous relationship of the Golden Calf

-~ text to the sorak text is confirmed in another paralicl:

And it came to pass, as soon as he came near to the

camp, that he saw the calf, and the dancing: and

Moshe’s anger burned, and he threw the tablets out of
his hands, and broke them at the foot of the moun-

tain. And he took the calf which they had made, and

burnt it in the fire, and ground is to0 powder, and scat-

tered it upon the water, and made the children of
Yisra'el drink of it (Exodus 32:19-20) (italics mine).

47 < . -
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The children of Isracl are pur through an ordeal of bit-
ter waters as a result of their “adultery” with the Golden'
‘Calf! The disorder they broughr to their relationship to
God brought them death through drinking water mixed
with the ground up Caif. The meraphor of the Israclites
as the (usually faithless) wife of God is central
throughout the TaNaKh (see for example Hosea, chap.
1,2). Rabbinic interpreters hardly nceded to go beyond
the text itself when they picture the giving of the Torah
at Mounr Sinai a5 the wedding of God and the Is-
raclites, and the incident of the Golden Calf as the first
act of betrayal (e.g., Devarim Rabbah 3:12, TB Avodah
Zarzh 4429,

This is important for us is that it takes the symbol-
ism of order and disorder, life and death, and male and
female, onto the national and the cosmic levels. Whereas
the woman's cavered or braided hair is 2 symbol for le-
gitimate sexuality and the fertilicy of the family uni,
and loosened. disheveled hair 2 symbol for death, we
now sec the same cquation, order = life, disorder =
death. as applicd 10 the entire nation. God’s feminine
partner Isrzel must be faithful and “in order™ (as op-
posed to F1L disorderly, unfaithful) if the “couple” is
. 10 live and prosper together.

One common clement in both storics is the priest. It
is therefore intercsting 10 see the root ¥°9°3 appear in
another contexr in connection with the priest’s hair. In
Leviticus 10:6 and 21:10, we see injunctions prohibic-
ing a priest from allowing his hair to become wild:

And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, took each
of them his censcr, and puc fire in it, and puc incense
on it. and offered strange fire before the Lord,
which he commanded them not. And a fire went our
from the Lord. and devoured them, and they died be-
fore the Lord...And Moshe said to Aharon, and o
El'azar and 10 [eamar, his sons, ‘Let the hair of your
heads not grow long (312N %), neither rend your
clothes: lest you die, and lest anger come upon all the
people’ (Leviticus 10:1-G).

And he thac is the high priest among his brethren,
upon whose head the anointing oil was poured, and
that is consccrated to put on the garments, shall not
suffer the hair of his head o grow long (y72° &),
nor rend his clothes; neither shall he go in 1 any
dead body, nor defile himself for his father, or for
his mother: ncither shall he go out of the sanctuary,
nor profane the sancruary of his God: for the crown
of the anointing oil of his Ged is upon him: I am
the Lord (Leviticus 21:10-12).

The growing of long hair is associated with death

19 For more references to Mount Sinai as the wedding of
- God and the Jews, sce Louis Ginzberg 1968:36, n.200. [
thank Rabbi Eliczer Finkelman, Ph.D., for pointing out this
source.
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and mourning. As the Rabbis concluded from these pas-
sages, the customs for mourning involved lerting one's
hair grow long and rending one's clothes (Babylonian
Talmud, Moed Katan 14b). Thar these should be the
symbols of mourning in this society is not surprising
given our hypothesis that order was associated with life
and disorder with death.! The priests were specifically
prohibited both from contact with death and from the
symbols of mourning: Jong hair and rent clothing.
These prohibitions point to two interrelated aspects of
the priests' role: as embodiments of the order within the
nation, and as guardians of the Sanctirary, from which
the nation drew ics life. .

A great deal of attention is paid to the physical ap-
pearance of the priests. In the Book of Exodus a large
amount of space is devoted to describing the detailed
requitements for the priests’ clothing. The High Priesc
especially had cloching which symbolized the unity of
the Israelite tribes. For example, the name of cach tribe
was engraved on his' breast plate. The priests were re-
quired to be free of physical defects, especially with re-
gard to their genitals, and they had striet rules as to
which women they could marry. Howard Eilberg-
Schwartz points out thar the priests were the sector of Is-
raelite sociery which was most dedicared to the prindi-
ple of ascribed status (Eilberg-Schwartz 1990:175).
They functioned primarily as bodies, as living exem-
plars of Mary Douglas’s theory that bodily control and
intcgrity signals control and integrity in the society.!2

It is not hard 1o see the parallels between the married
woman and the priest. One could almost say the women
played the priest’s role within the family by symboliz-
ing the integrity of the family through her body as the
pricst symbolized the integrity of the society in the or-
der and wholeness of his. Both were restricted in their
sexuality and, to a certain exténr, even their movements
(the High Priest was nor to leave the Sancruary; the
woman was not to “go aside” or, in other places, “go
out”). Or, one could perhaps say that the priest played a
feminine role. His avoidance of death can be secn as
reflecting his role as one who serves in the Sanctuary,
which was the source of life for the Israclite narion.
Once a year, the High Priest would enter the Holy of

H Mary Douglas has, of course, already pointed out the
concern for borders and clear categories which characterized
this sacicty. I am elaborating on this theme by emphasizing
the importance of the notions of life and death. Jaceb Mil-
grom has criticized Douglas's work on the pollution system in

_ancient Israel as too focused on the idea of order/disorder.

He favors the symbolism of life/death. I argue that the wo
metaphors work together (Douglas 1969 and Milgrom 1991).
12 Less visible in their roles than the priests were the Levites,
who were, nevertheless, perhaps even more cxemplary of the
idea of bodily contral reflecting social control. The Levites
were in a scnse the soldiers, the guardians of the Sancruary
and the orderly hicrarchy of the Israelite’s encampment as
described in the first four chapters of Numbers. In Numbers
8:5-22 the initiation of the Levites is described. In it the
Levites shave off afl of their body hair, -
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Holics, and bring out (as 2 midwife?) atonement from

_sin, and, therefore, life for the nation.-

. Both the priest and the married woman seem 1o carry
symbolic meaning as bodies, representing in their phys-
ical appearance, sexual behavior, .and genealogical pu-
rity the wholeness and order deemed necessary for the
nation and the family respectively. The priest closely
aligns with Mary Douglas’s idea of the body reflecting
socicry. He, the High Priest especially, is the public
symbol of society. He is at the top of a hierarchy by
which the nacion is ordered. This is a hierarchy based
on bodies, on birth. Howard Eilberg-Schwartz at-
tributes this concern with physical integrity and ge-
nealogy to the Pricstly Writer, or the priesly class of
society. He apposes this to the writings of the prophets,
who saw holiness more in terms of moral uprightness.

It seems clear from the texts, though, that thesc

“factions” were constantly in interaction, so that it is
difficult ro neatly scparate them one from another. It is
also nor so easy to make a tidy distinction berween
morality and the priestly concern for physical order.
This point may be illustrated with a few other exam-
ples. also having to do with the symbolism of hair.

The Book of Leviticus describes the plague of
fzaraat, commonly translated as leprosy. In fact, it is
clear that this is not the discase which we know of today
as leprosy (scc Milgrom 1991:817). Tzzraar includes a
varicty of swellings, or various colored sores of the skin
or scalp. It also, however, may affect one’s cloths, or cven
one’s house.

For our purposes we should note thar one who is af-
fected by rzara'at lets his oc her hair grow long or wild,
tears his clothes and sits outside the encampment (or the
city). When re-entering society the metzorab (one af-
fected by rzara’as), does an claborate ritual including

shaving of the hair:

And the discased man in whom the plague is, his
clothes shall be rent, and the hair of his head shall
grow long, and he shall pur a covering upon his up-
per lip, and shall cry, Unclean, unclean. All the days
during which the plague shall be in him he shall be
unclean; he is unclean: he shall dwell alone; outside
the camp shall be his habiration (Levicicus 13:45-6).

And he chat is to be cleansed shall wash his clothes,
and shave off all his hair, and bathe himself in wa-
ter, and be clean: and after that he shall come into the

- camp. but he shall remain outside his tent seven days.
And it shall be on the seventh day, that he shall shave
all his hair off his head and his beard and his eye-
brows, even all his hair he shall shave off: and h¢
shall bache his clothes, also he shall wash his flesh in
water, and he shall be clean (Leviticus 14:8-9).

Again we have our textual link, the root 92973 refer-

ring to wild or long hair. It is interesting to see its .

appearance here in the casc of the merzorah. The
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metzorakh goces through the rituals of one in mourning,
tearing the clothes and letting the hair grow long—
both symbols of breaking, loosening control. But even
beyond the “mourning™ rituals required of the
metzorah, his or her flesh iwself is “broken” with the
sores and swellings. The rirual tearings and loosenings
are extensions of the symbolism of the plague iwself, It
seems we arc dealing with concentric layers of “skin,”
covering, or protection—the physical skin, clothing,
houses, the city: all carry symbolic meaning having to
do with the protection, cohesion, wholeness {or lack
thereof) of society in its various levels. :
Milgrom has written that in TaNzKp the plague of
tzara at is related o both ma'al (trespass against God,
sacrilege), and also to moral sins. He also mentions that
“scale disease” is commonly seen in ancient Near Fast-
ern texts as a punishment for breach of trearies

. (Milgrom 1991:820-822). The Rabbis understood the

plague of mara'ar as caused by social and especially ver-
bal sins (sec Babylonian Talmud, Arachin 16a). This
was not simply homiletics on the part of the rabbis, bur
based on evidence of the various texts were rzara s is
mentioned. The clearest example is that of Miriam,
who is punished for her slander of Moshe with rzarazs
(Numbers 12:10-13):

And Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe be-
cause of the Kushite woman whom he had taken, for
he had taken a Kushite woman.. And the anger of the
- Lord was inflamed against them; and he departed.
And the cdoud was removed from the tent; and, be-
hold, Miriam was snow white, stricken with
fzara at; and Aharon looked upon Miriam, and be-

hold, she was discased. ..

I would argue that in all these cases the common fac-
tor is social “rearing™: breaking of categories and
breaches of trust. The moral offenses such as slander and
broken treaties are subsumed (as Milgrom points our)
under religious law, and the breaches of sacred cate-
gories are seen 2s offending the “personal” relationship
between the Israclites and God. (We saw chis paral-
Ielism in the comparison between the suspected adul-
terous and the incident of the Golden Calf. It should be
noted that the suspected adulteress is accused of ma 'zl
“sactilege,” in compromising the sacred category of sex
within martiage.) Thus, the plague of szara’ar follows
the symbolic logic which we have been discussing.
When one breaks the social bonds of trust within the
sacicty, either by speaking slander or by commitring
sacrilege, one literally breaks the “fabric of sociery,”
and chis brings death. The very life of Israclite sociery
is revealed outwardly as coherence; its inner aspect is
trust and faichfulness. : _

It is interesting 1o compare the meszorab with the
priests in whom we associated “order”™ and “wholencss”
with an almost purely physical intcgrity. In the case of
the mezzorakh the verbal, moral order is the more



emphasized. Upon re-examination, however, we see thac
the sensc of order required of the priests was nor strictly
-limited to the body; their sexual and marriage reseric-
tions cross the line into che “moral™ realm. The line be-
tween the symbolic, “physical body™ and the acting
“moral body” was fluid; their sexual behavior could
fall under both categories. As noted above in the case of
the suspected adulteress, the problem is not phrased as a
strictly physical issue of her allowing her body to be
penctrared, but is couched in terms of betrayal of trust.
This is certainly the moral sense of faithfulness which
is so emphasized in the metaphor of the marriage of the
Jewish people 1o God in the prophets. Thus, one cannot
draw any clear line berween the purely physical or Be-
nealogical, “priestly” order, and the “prophetic” moral
order as they are represented in the bodies of the
Israclites.
One final example in this section will be the nazir,
onc who rakes 2 Nazirite vow. Becoming a nazir in-

valves three prohibitions: against wine {or any grape’

product), against conract with the dead, and against cut-
ting onc’s hair:

When cither 2 man or woman shall pronounce a spe-
cial vow of 2 Nazir to separate themselves to the
Lotd: he (or she)!? shall abstain from wine and
strang drink. and shall drink no vinegar of wine. or
vincgar of strong drink...All che days of the vow of
his separation there shall no razor come on his head:
unul the days are fulfilled, during which he sepa-
rates himself to the Lord, he shall be holy, and shall
let the Jocks of the hair of his head grow. All the
days that he separates himself o the Lord he shall
come at no dead body...because the crown of his God
is upon his head. .. (Numbers 6:2-7).

The similarities as well as the contrasts to the priest
are striking. Like the priest, the razéir avoids wine and
contact with the dead; like the priest he or she is dedi-
eated in holiness to God. In both cases special actention
is paid to the head and hair. The priest must not let his
hair grow wild. must wear a special head-covering, and
the High Priest must anoint his head with oil. The
nazirs holiness seems centered, by contrast, in his or her
long hair. However (and we will return to this point
shortly), both are described as having a “crown” on sheir
heads: the nazir’ long, wild hair is called nezer, aind the

High Priest’s anointing oil is, oddly enough, also -

given the appeilation nezer (Leviticus 21:12).

Onc mighr say thac the nazir is one who is attempt-
ing, as it were. 1o be a pricst, 1o ascend the ladder of ho-
liness, not though the genealogically based hicrarchy of
the priesthood, but through individual behavior. This
would explain the contrast with the priest in the matter

"of hair. Long, wild hair scems to symbolize the nazir’

13 The parenthetic addition is mine. It should be considered
a5 applying to the rest of this paragraph as well.
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separation from socicty, his or her separate and lonely
quest for holiness. Thar this is looked upon with am-
bivalence is shown by the fact thar at the conclusion of
the period of the vow the nazir must offer up his or her
shaven hair to the priest, who waves it s with a sacrifice
and throws it into the firc on the altar. _

Long hair means lack of order on several different
levels: the sexual, che social, the physical-gencalogical.
It is usually looked at as a negative thing, linked with
death and chaos and impuriry. Bux it is also given af Jeast
an ambivalent approval in the case of the nazir. It could
be that this is not a small or insignificant exceprion,
but rather the key to an altogether different approach to
haliness, a more spontancous, charismatic holiness con-
trasting with the hicrarchical, orderly holiness of the
priests. It is this type of holiness which is represented by
prophets such as Elijah, who was-described as a hairy
man, and of coursc, by Samson (who complicates matters
by being born 2 naginit4 '

However, there is still one loose strand. The Ppriest
is not simply opposed and contrasted to his individual-
istic counterpart, the nazir, but as we noted, is himself
described 25 having a nezer on his head. The word nezer
also can refer 1o grape vines. Howard Eilberg-Schwarcz
discusses grape vines in the context of the symbolism of

circumcision:

Thete is no direct cvidence that the pricstly writer
say an analogy between circumcdision and pruning.
Bu the priestly work does. make an explicit compar-
ison berween pruning and the act of curting another
part of the body, namely the hair. During the Sabbaz-
ical year, Israelices arc instrucred not to carry out any
horticultural acrivity, including the pruning of
grape vines. These untrimmed vines the priests call.
‘your nazitites’ (sezireka) or the ‘nazirites’ of the
fields (nezireha) (Lev. 25:5,11)...The extension of
the term “nazirite’ to untrimmed vines rests on a
mitaphoric association between an unpruned vine-
yard (which is being dedicated to God) and a man
who has untrimmed hair (because he has consecrated
himsdlf 1o God) (Eilberg-Schwartz 1990:151).

The word nezer points to a general association berween
long hair, untrimmed vines, and, possibly, the anoint-
ing oil on the head of the High Priest. These all have
some relationship to the Holy. The hair of the nazir
and the untrimmed vines are holy in their wildness,
abandoned and dedicated to God; the anointing oil is
holy and as such seems to point to a hidden, untamed, as-
pect to the priest’s holiness. It seems that the holiness of
strict hicrarchy cannot exist in complete isolation. It is
nort eriough that the hicrarchical order of the priests is
balanced by the lonely dedication of the nazir, bur the

14 CE. Micke Bal, Lethal Love: Feminise Literary Readings of
Biblical Love Stories (1987:37-67). She gives a psychoanalyric,
feminist analysis of Samson which 1 believe could be en-
riched by a more fine-grained cultural analysis.
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priest himself must have an assaciarion with the wild,

the untrimmed, if he is to truly be a guardian of the life

of the nation. This is perhaps. the same dynamic as
Stallybras and White refer to when they write of the de-
pendence of the top on the bottom, or self on the Other
(Srallybras and White 1986:4-5). As much a5 a culture
secks to equatc life with order, it cannot make a braid
without firse lerting its hair down.

CONCLUSION

The subject of the symbolic mm;ing of hair poses
difficule questions of interpretation. Hair, along with
the bady in general, stands on the border berween indi-

vidual, subjective experience and social facts. I have

shown that one does not need to leave the interprenation
of such bodily symbols 1o a mystifying and universalisc
psychoanalytical approach. Rather, following Hall-
pike and Douglas, T have relared the hair requirements
seen in several examples from TaNaKb to problems of
saciety, such as a concern for order, control of sexuality,
relationship of the individual and community, and
ochers. [ have shown that the body may noc always sym-
bolize society as a whole, but rather a complex sex of re-
lations between the individual, the family, dan, erc.
One does not have to reify the family structure imag-
incd by Freud, bur instead may allow that the family is
parc of what Hallpike calls “the world” and observe its
effect on symbolic acts or ideas along with the other

- complex, personal and communal, physical and ideo-

logical, relations which make up social life. The hair
symbolism in TaNaKh provides important evidence
that there is no intrinsic reason to maintain a hiatus be-
tween the personal and the social.

I have gone beyond the uschul bur sketchy interpreta-
tions of Biblical material given by both Hallpike and
Douglas o give a richer account of the pattern of sym-
bols of which hair forms a small bur vital pare. I have,
for example, noted the interaction between the concern
for order, and the symbolism of life/deach. This
touches on the symbolism of. the masculine and femi-
nine, and the interweaving of both in the culture of the
TaNaKh. : :

The married woman’s hair is to be kepr in order be-
cause she represents the “life” of the family. In a sociery
where kinship was primary in organizing the world,
and especially in an agrarian, patriarchal sodety in
which farms are passed on from father to (usually) son,
truc human “life” means going beyond biological fer-
tility to the creation of orderly generations of families,
lincages, and tribes. Women were the vital link berween
physical reproduction and this concern for orderly de-
scent. The “wholcness” and orderliness of the women's

‘body represented the integrity of the family unit. We

have noted how this symbolism is not limited to acrual
female humans, but is extended metaphorically to the
Jewish nation as a whole, as shown by the negative case
of the Golden Calf. In this national contexr, the

marriage berween God and the Jewish people, the
(male) priests play a “femininc” role. Theit physical
wholeness, represented by ctheir immaculare
genealogies, strict marriage laws, and bodily. integrity
(including orderly, trimmed hair), symbolizes the
blessed, fertile status of the nation. The association of
disorder with death is seen most dlearly in the case of
“leprosy” (tzara'as). Here, onc who breaks the social
fabric confronts disintegration of his or her own
excernal coverings: skin, clothing, cven houses. ‘They
don the symbols of the mourner: tearing cloths and
lerting the hair grow. The examples of the sorah, who
breaks the trust within the marriage, and the meroras,
who tears the harmony and unity of society, demonstrace
that the “priestly™ concern for order is not 1o be neatly
separated from the “prophetic™ call for social justice
and morality. Trust, faithfulness, social cohesion were
the inner meanings of the external order assaciated with
the priests. Finally, the example of the mazir introduces
an ambiguity in the meaning of order, and especially
orderly hair. The nazir is the spiritual parallel to the
priest, equal in their laws of death and wine avoidance,
but exacdly opposite in laws concerning orderly hair.
The wild hair of the nazir can be seen as a symbol of the
individual quest, of the alternative path to holiness
outside and separaze from the official hierarchy. This
would seem to represent the cultural dialectic between
the priest and the prophet; berween the cstablishment
and the critic. But, we noted, the nezer, the untamed,
finds its way even into the crown of che high priest.
There is a recognition that order cannot exist on its
own. Without a vital, unbounded lifc force the
controlled hierarchical order cannot produce blessed
fruiz.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Bal, Micke. Lethal Love: Feminise Literary Readings of
Biblical Love Stories. Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1987,

Berg, Charles, The Unconscious Significance of Hair.
London: George Allan and Unwin, 1951,

Bourdieu, Pierre. Ouwsline of a Theory of Practice.

Translated by Richard Nice. Cambridge Studies

in Social Anthropology, vol. 16. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1977.

Czordas, Thomas j. “Embodiment as a Paradigm for
Anthropology.” Esbos 18 (1990):5-47.

Douglas, Mary. Natural Symbols: Explorasions in Cos-
mology. New York: Vintage-Random House, 1973.

Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollu-
sion and Taboo. London: Roudedge and Kegan
Paul, 1966. ‘

Eilberg-Schwartz, Howard. The Savage in Judaism: An
Anthropology of Israclite Religion and Ancient Ju-
daism. Bloomingron: Indiana University Press,
1990.



