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THE DYONISIAN REVOLT AND
HALAKHIC MAN
A deep and all-pervading pessimism hovers over the major

institutions of our civilization. Contemporary man, living in the
shadow of nuclear annihilation and torn by unceasing confict

and anxety, has become the victim of the technology he has
invented and theatened by the natural environment he has

defied. Our once optimistic notions concerning the ultimate

rationality of life have been replaced by a terrifying sense of
the daemonic which seems to invest the universe with blind,
surging, amoral power.

This view of the world has its roots in a long iconoclastic
tradition. Almost at the birth of Western bourgeois civilzation,

Thomas Hobbes perceived the destructive irational reality repressed beneath the rational surface of the emerging capitalist

order. The state of nature was viewed as a "war of all against
all." Civil society was conceived to be an altogether articial
"social contract." It therefore is necessary, according to Hobbes,

to surrender all authority to the ruling power to repress the
terrifying destructive capacity of human instincts. Over one
hundred years ago, Arthur Schopenhauer defied Western philosophic tradition by perceiving the ultimate reality not to be

Absolute Reason but Irrational Wil. This intuition of the ultimate blindness of reality was converted by Sigmund Freud into
an analytical insight concerning the human souL.

For Freud, civilzation advances only at the price of the repression of our instincts.1 Freud's theories have a strong bio5
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logical orientation. He conceived the human being to be an

organism governed by powerful instinctual needs relentlessly
seeking gratification. The failure to gratify these needs result in
mental anguish and turmoiL.

Clearly if we sought instant gratification of all bodily desires
without taking into account the consequences we would destroy
ourselves. It is here that the "reality principle" enters reconciling
these needs to the external reality, delaying gratification in the
interests of self-preservation.2 It is important to note that the
reality principle serves the pleasure principle which governs our
instinctual needs since self-preservation is the necessary condition for all gratification. However, as civilization advances, the
need for toil and renunciation becomes ever greater and the

energy naturally located in our vital sex instincts is diverted from
its primitive goal to the tasks of civilization.3 This renunciation
increases our anguish. As we ingest the goals and values of society we feel guilty about our renounced instinctual desires and
ruthlessly repress our consciousness of them. But nature cannot
easily be denied and our instinctual needs pursue their goal beneath the level of consciousness, surfacing in neurotic behavior.4

In Frcud's mature thinking, the sex-instinct was assimilated to
a broader life instinct or eros. This life instinct seeks the preservation of the organism and attempts to unite "with ever greater
unities" beyond itself. Freud then introduced his most provoca-

tive theory. Just as there is an erotic life instinct in man, there
is also a death instinct. Every organism has an instinctual need
to revert to its primary inorganic state. The life and death instincts co-exist in each organism and in the same organic func-

tions. In sexual desire, we seek both union with another and the
continuation of the species and, at the same time, relief from
excitation and tension. The need for relief from excitation is

an expression of this attempt to recover an inert inorganic state
the ultimate form of which is death.5
As civilization advances by diverting the life instincts from
their pursuit of gratification and as tensions increase through
this repression, the death instinct is not permitted to pursue its

goal of relief from excitation. Unable to pursue the normal
channels of relief, the death instinct is deflected to the external
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world. The tension is worked out in aggressive behavior. This is
itself sublimated by the demands of civilization into compulsive
work, competition, striving for power, and such "civilized" forms
of aggression as war and the despoliation of the environment. ö

This, simply stated,is the outline of the later Freudian doctrine

of man. Without denying the universal nature of these insights,
it is important to note the historical conditioning of Freud's
theories as well as those of his philosophic predecessors. As

noted earlier, Hobbes lived at the time of the genesis of bourgeois ascendancy in the West. Schopenhauer lived in the golden
age of classical economics and the rise of industrialization while
Freud saw the triumph of an industrial capitalism reaching its
zenith. The capitalist spirit seemed eminently rationalistic, callng

forth a rationalized system of statehood and law, and a market
unencumbered by traditional restraints. But Hobbes, Schopenhauer, and Freud in different ways debunked this surface ration-

ality, perceiving the inherent violence of the system with its
obsessive greed for accumulation and power. The real achievements of mind and spirit in this civilization were thus bought
at the price of the suppression of libidinal energy and subordination of the love of life to obsessive work and avaricious accumulation beyond real needs. Freud's death instinct was deflected to
the external world in the form of wars, ruthless competition

and lust for power. If we take the destructiveness of our civilization seriously, it becomes extremely important that we come to

grips with the problem of death and our ominous sense of the
daemonic.

Jewish tradition is by no means oblivious to the problem of
death and the daemonic. Rabbi Joseph Grunblatt, writing in
TRADITION, perceptively points to the Midrash which gives the
following explanation to the verse:
"And God sawall that hc madc and behold it was vcry good."

The Midrash says . . . " 'very good' refers to the evil inclination.

Were it not for the evil inclination, a man would not build a
house, marry a woman, procreate, or engage in commerce."7

All productive activity has its roots in the daemonic instinctual
7
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hunger in all of us. But this Midrashie statement should be read
together with a preceding one:

"In Rabbi Meir's Torah it was written, 'Behold it was very good' 'Behold good death.' "8
Thus the expression "Tov Me'od" - "very good," was held to

embody not only the evil inclination but death itself. This is at
least suggestive of a link between our instincts and death.
But the most striking portrayal of death and the daemonIc is
contained in the Biblical- Talmudic account of the Garden of
Eden. In the Garden, man and woman "were naked and they

were not ashamed."9 Seforno says that they had the same attitude to their sex-organs as they had to the other organs of their
body.10 Eating from the tree of life they were unashamed of their

bodies. But the snake entered the garden with a nakedness of
another kind. The Rabbis teJl us that Satan, the personification

of the evil inclination, was riding on his back and spied Adam
and Eve in sexual union. The snake, portrayed in Oedipal terms,
was overcome with jealousy and hatred for Adam and desire
for Eve. Seeking to kil Adam and seduce Eve, he placed his
stain in the woman-a stain transmitted to all the generations
of man. Only with the giving of the Torah was the stain removed
from those who received it.ll
What was this stain? According to Professor Umberto Cassutto's powerful interpretation of the Biblical account, the knowl-

edge Eve gained from eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge
was that of death.12 Once man knew that he was doomed to die
he also knew he was naked and he was ashamed. To fear death
is to fear the life of the body for the price of organic life is death.

This death consciousness which alienated man from his own
self is the stain that is transmitted by Eve to all her children.
It transmits to man the characteristics of the snake making him

possessive, violent, and compulsive. But in those who receive
the Torah the stain is cleansed for "all its ways are pleasantness
and its paths peace."
How does the Torah cleanse the stain? We cannot answer this
question in isolation from the world in which we live, for the
8
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stain of the snake permeates our world. To understand the purgative process is to understand it in the historical context in whieh
we are called upon to observe God's commandments. We live in
revolutionary times when many of our intellgent and sensitive
young people, including large numbers of Jews, reject what they
see as the dominion of death embodied in our rapacious capitalist

system, the arms race, the war in Vietnam, and the fatal destruction of the environment. From the apolitical hippies to the
activist political radicals, voices are heard callng for the creation
of a counter-culture which wil affrm the right of unrepressed

expression of erotic life instincts, non-exploitative human relations, an economic system devoid of competition in which human
need takes precedence over the accumulation of profits, and a
sense of interrelation with the natural environment. The heroes
of this counter-culture are Dyonisus, the figure of Greek mythology who is "drunk with life" and "observes no limits," and
Orpheus who "brings peace and salvation through song.ms The
program of this counter-culture is most powerfully articulated

in the writing of Norman O. Brown and Herbert Marcuse who
interpret Freudian doctrine in the context of a radical perspec-

tive. Brown calls for nothing less that the total abolition of re-

pression and the repudiation of human history which is, in
Freudian terms, the history of repression. The destructiveness

and aggression which arise from the death instinct can only be
conquered if we cease to deflect the death instinct to the external
world by living fully without inhibition. By seeking every gratification that we can for our bodies it is contended that we wil
assimilate our surroundings to our pleasurable pursuits releasing
all inner tensions and gaining inner tranquilty for ourselves.

This wil serve to exhaust our propensity for violence and ag-

gression. Unafraid of life we wil cease to fear death, lose our
compulsiveness, and be reconciled to lie.14 Marcuse is slightly
more moderate but much more politically oriented. Marcuse
recognizes that toil cannot be completely abolished if any level
of civilzed existence is to be maintained. However, he believes
that technology, properly employed, could limit toil and drudgery
to a minimum.15 In his analysis of contemporary society he

makes use of the Marxian doctrne of the alienation of labor
9
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in whieh industrial production robs the worker (white-collar as
well as blue-collar) of all real pleasure or any possibility of selfexpression in work. Human life becomes an appendage of the
production system and ultimately production and accumulation
becomes ends in themselves.16 But in an unrepressed civilization,

life and the gratification of our vital instincts will become the
goal. Production wil be rationalized to meet the needs of all
members of the society and limited only to this achievement.
Consequently only that toil necessary to realize this wil be required. This might imply surrendering some of the gadgets and
surplus wants advertising agencies have manipulated us into
believing are necessary but in their place we would satisfy the
real needs of all mankind gaining leisure time in which to materialize utopian dreamsY

With the liberation of time and the rejection of that performance principle that makes production the goal of life, men wil
be free to pursue instinctual gratification. In our leisure time,
work could be assimilated to playas in artistic performance and

creativity. Sexuality wil be enjoyed without compulsion or
guilt.18 Marcuse's criticism of the New Morality is interesting.
In modern society sexiness has become assimilated to the business

ethic; a pretty secretary is good for business. Sexual freedom
fits into the technological production economy and no longer
competes for time and energy with work. Libidinal energy not
needed for the production system is concentrated in compulsive

sexual activity and serves to make the production ethic palatable.19 By contrast in an unrepressed civilization, sexuality

would be expanded to include a whole range of pleasurable
bodily and sublimated encounters with persons, things, ideas,
and art. Sexual intercourse itself would become less compulsive
and less frequent.2o Part of the program would involve the dissolution of the traditional monogumous family so that people
wil be able to enjoy a full range of erotic bodily and sublimated
pleasures with complete freedom from constraint.21 Indeed, our
own bodies would be used as thing-like instruments for the attainment of gratification and we would narcissistically absorb
the environment into our bodily experience loving the world

through our self-love.22 Giving full expression to our instinctual
10
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need for gratification we defeat the death instinct by providing
that release from tension needed to dispel aggressiveness.23 By

accepting pleasure as an end, our fear of wasting time wil be

transformed and we wil cease to fear death.24
These outlines of a brave new world yet to emerge constitute
the aspirations of growing numbers of the very best of our youth.
We must then ask ourselves whether Brown, Marcuse, and the

prophets of the counter-culture have not found an alternate
route back to the Garden of Eden and the Tree of Life.

In considering this let us begin by examining the concept of
love as it emerges in Brown's Life Against Death and in Marcuse's Eros and Civilzation. Brown defines love as the relation
of the ego to its sources of pleasure.25 Our primitive nareissim

consists of love for the pleasure of our body and is extended with
the growth of consciousness to include love for all objects that
produce bodily pleasure. Thus we love ourselves and absorb the
world into our self-love so that self-love is primary and loving
others derivative.2G But then I am self-loving only in so far as

my body is pleasure producing. According to Marcuse, Dyonis-

ian man reifies his body as an instrument with which to produce

pleasure.27 This is the crux of the matter. Dyonisian man is
instinctually unrepressed and his body, and by extension, the

world are loved and therefore valued insofar as they produce
pleasure and release tension. Initially rejecting Cartesian mindbody dualism in order to affrm the claim of biological instincts,

a new dualism is established in its place in which the dyonisian
ego is the passive recipient of pleasures produced by an alienated
body and the world. Seeking to reconcile man to his biology the
opposite is accomplished. Marcuse and Brown seek to tame the
beast within us by converting us into contented cows for which

the primary mental state wil surely be apathy.
By contrast the Jewish concept of love is tied to a bipolar
view of the world for which the monogomous marriage is the
prototype and God's love for Israel the highest theological modeL.
To understand this let us examine the Biblical-Talmudic treat-

ment of the universal endrogyne theme. God creates women by
separating the feminine principle from the masculine with which
she was once united.2R Adam awakes and says to his wife:
11
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n. . . 'bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh. This one shall be ealled
woman for from man was she taken.' Hence a man leaves his father
and mother and clings to his wife so that they become one flesh."29

Adam does not seek to reabsorb woman to himself but rather
clings to her and in this way the primal union is recovered.

Nachmanides explains that the man "wil desire her, wanting her
to be with him always."3o By desiring and clinging to the woman
of his life, each man asserts the individuality of his choice. It is
this woman he desires. The choice is an act of affrmation both
of the desired object and the subject.

In affrming the woman he affrms his choice-in loving another he loves himself. Thus love is both transitive and reflexive.

I do not simply use the woman to gratiy my needs but love her
also for her own sake. If this were not the case each act of love
would be tantamount to auto-eroticism by proxy. But it is the
particular woman herself that is important. As the rabbis enjoin,

"Love your wife as yourself and honor her more than yourself."s1

The ideal monogamous relationship is life affrming in that it
affrms the total being of other and self rather than the gratifica-

tions accruing from other and self. This approach is surely far
less alienating than the Dyonisian doctrine.
Let us explore the concept of love in a non-sexual context.

The Torah enjoins us to love our neighbor as ourself. Nachmanides asks how we can be commanded to love the person of
our neighbor since such things reside in our uncontrollable inner
feelings. He explains that what the Torah commands us to do
is to love the enhancement of our neighbor without reservation
desiring every benefit for him.32 To seek the enhancement of our

neighbor is to consider him as an end in himself. This is punc-

tuated by the Divine image we must perceive in every man. The
Mishnah tells us "He who saves one life is likened to one who
saves the entire world," for each man is an end, a unique, irreplaceable creation.s3 Thus love for one's neighbor is also bipolar
rather than absorptive.

If polarity in human relations implies that human life is an
end in itself, it is, nonetheless, sometimes necessary to sacrifice
one's life such as in time of martyrdom. However, such sacrifice
12
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affrms what it gives up by affrming lie-enhancing values. The
abilty to sacrifice one's life is reflective of true inner liberation

which refuses enslavement. The ability to sanctify the Divine
name in martyrdom focuses on another aspect of liberation: the
heightened capacity for making distinctions; for determining
what can and cannot be compromised.

A concept of love which is absorptive threatens to blurr the
visibility of the boundaries which make such distinctions possible. A bipolar concept of love retains the sense of distinctiveness in things and thus our capacity to choose. The Halakhah
with its economy of the permitted and the forbidden heightens

the sense of polarity between God and man, man and his fellow,
and man and woman and closes the gap with self-transcending

love. It can thus be argued that prohibitions against homosexuality, bestiality, and the intermixing of the species serve to extend
this polarity into every aspect of life.34
Like Dyonisian man, Halakhic man does not shrin from the

pleasures of the body. The sages say, "every man must give an
account and reckoning for every fruit his eye saw but he did
not eat."35 When Maimonides praises Aristotle for saying that
the sense of touch is a disgrace to man, the Iggeret Hakodesh
challenges the normative character of this attitude.36 If God
created all thngs then he created our sex organs and their func-

tion. Far from being shameful sexual union is a sacred act. But

then the author exhorts the reader to intend the fulfment of
God's will in the act of union rather than mere sexual release,
drawing his wife to him in love, and seeking her satisfaction
before his own.37 We are enjoined to extend love to the other

before ourselves and achieve instinctual gratification in the context of self-transcendence. The Halakhic bipolar structure seeks
to integrate instinctual gratification with that self-transcendence
manifest in marriage, societal relations, and the service of God.

To this end a complex structure of the forbidden and permitted,
the obligatory and free, unites Israel into a sacramental com-

munity in which love is a cardinal rule and each member an
end unto himself. It must be admitted that some instinctual repression is the price paid for this structure but no basic instinct

is totally denied. Freud himself asserts that unrestrained sexual
13
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freedom results in disillusionment and that it robs sexuality and
life itself of meaning.3s The road to fulfillment is balance.39 In
an age which both fears and seeks to embrace the irrationality
of the daemonic it is refreshing to read Maimonides' account of

the role of the intellect in organizing the economy of the fulfilment of instinctual needs.40 The acceptance of the body and its

needs in the context of a structure which values the life of each

person as an end releases the death instinct in permitted and
sanctified bodily acts and purges the stain of the snake. Certainly

we ought to welcome the rationalization of production which will

ensure that vital human needs wil be met. Certainly we ought
to welcome the end of the all-consuming production ethic and
the liberation of free time. The Halakhic Jew would know how
to spend such time. We need not be taught about assimilating
work to play, for what is the Torah Lishmah of true Torah schol-

ars if not work and play all at once. And studying Torah is not
the only pleasure we could pursue. In this liberated time we
could expand loving relationships with family and community
and enjoy the sensuous delights of the natural environment and
the great creations of music and art.

If love is a cardinal social rule and each person an end, considerable self-criticism is in order in the Orthodox community.

We must recover the revolutionary implication of being the
bearers of God's Law in the world. We must seek a just, unaggressive social order with the same passion as our youthful

radicals. Above all, we must integrate Torah values into the
whole of our lives. The value placed on "synthesis" in some

quarters which, in its current definition, compartmentalizes our
consciousness concentrating Torah into a corner of our lives

while making us feel at home in a ruthless production-oriented
world is untenable.. The mindless adulation of the Orthodox
Jewish scientist who learns a blatt Gemorah each day before
proceeding to his laboratory to work on chemical and biological

warfare is a self-parody reflecting moral insensitivity and re-

ligious and intellectual vacuity. Let us rather recognize the
alienation of our world from the values of our Torah, recovering
our capacity for a radical moral criticism of existing realities.
The essence of the Halakhic perspective is surely the heighten14
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ing of our capacity for making moral and religious distinctions

in order that we might know what separates the holy and the
secular, light and darkncss, Israel and the nations, the Seventh
day and the six days of creation. In radical opposition to the

polarities of life not

Dyonisian vision, we must insist that the

be blurred and that a sense of the distinction between the permitted and the forbidden be retained. The Dyonisian quest for

liberation is a cry for instinctual release. Our quest is for instinctual sanctification. As the rabbis have aptly said "No man
is liberated but he who labors in Torah."41
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